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Annual: Deuteronomy 32:1–52

Triennial Cycle: Deuteronomy 32:1–52

Haftarah: II Samuel 22

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary by Rabbi Daniel A. Ornstein, Congregation Ohav Shalom, Albany, NY

Most of Haazinu is the song/poem that God commands Moses to teach the people so that future generations in exile will remember the covenant with God and repent of their sins. In the poem, Moses calls heaven and earth as his witnesses against the Israelites for their backsliding tendencies and their rejection of God's goodness. He praises God for perfect justice. God created the world, setting the Israelites apart from all other nations as a special nation upon whom God doted. Israel's special status made her "grow fat and kick" in rebellion against God with idolatrous practice and neglect of God. God punished the people by hiding God's countenance and exiling them, yet God did not destroy them so the nations exiling them could not say that Israel's demise was their doing. In the end, God is storing up vengeance for these same nations who have arrogantly oppressed Israel and God will deliver God's people. Moses then admonishes the people to take the words of the poem to heart for all generations, for this teaching is what will give them life. God tells Moses to ascend Mount Nevo on the steppes of Moav, (modern day Jordan), as he prepares to die. Moses may look at the Promised Land from the mountaintop but he may not enter the land with the people. (USCJ “Torah Sparks,” Parashat Haazinu)

This week’s parashah: covenant, consequences, contrition and conclusion.

Covenant: Atem nitzavim: “You stand this day, all of you, before Adonai your God…to enter into the covenant of Adonai your God…to the end that He may establish you this day as His people and be your God, as He promised you and as He swore to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  I [Moses} make this covenant, with its sanctions, not with you alone, but both with those who are standing here with us this day before Adonai your God and with those who are not with us here this day.” (Deuteronomy 29:9ff)

Consequences: What will happen to the Israelites, individually or collectively, if they violate the Covenant by worshiping other Gods?  Misfortune, devastation, exile, death.

Contrition: Even if the Israelites sin and are exiled from their land, they have recourse to win back their favor in God’s eyes.  “When all these things [listed above] befall you…and you take them to heart…and you return to Adonai your God, and you and your children heed His command with all your heart and soul…, then Adonai your God will restore your fortunes and take you back in love.  He will bring you together again from all the peoples where Adonai your God has scattered you.”  (Deuteronomy 30:1ff)

Conclusion: Surely, this Instruction which I enjoin upon you this day is not too baffling for you, nor is it beyond reach.  It is not in the heavens, that you should say, "Who among us can go up to the heavens and get it for us and impart it to us, that we may observe it?"  Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, "Who among us can cross to the other side of the sea and get it for us and impart it to us, that we may observe it?"  No, the thing is very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to observe it.

See, I set before you this day life and prosperity, death and adversity.  For I command you this day, to love Adonai your God, to walk in His ways, and to keep His commandments, His laws, and His rules, that you may thrive and increase, and that Adonai your God may bless you in the land that you are about to enter and possess.  But if your heart turns away and you give no heed, and are lured into the worship and service of other gods, I declare to you this day that you shall certainly perish; you shall not long endure on the soil that you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess.  I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day: I have put before you life and death, blessing and curse. Choose life - if you and your offspring would live - by loving Adonai your God, heeding His commands, and holding fast to Him. For thereby you shall have life and shall long endure upon the soil that Adonai swore to your ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to give to them. 

II. Commentary

On Yom Kippur, in the mincha (afternoon) service, we read the Book of Jonah, one of the Twelve “Minor” Prophets.  (“Minor” does not less important than Isaiah, Jeremiah or Ezekiel.  Minor means that these books are a lot shorter than the other three.)  What a strange book it is.  The non-Jewish sailors and the non-Jewish citizens of Nineveh passionately embrace life – the former by doing everything they can to prevent their ship from breaking apart and by praying that they would not incur blood-guilt by what they were about  to do to Jonah (cast him overboard); the latter by repenting of their evil ways.  In contrast, Jonah, the Jewish prophet, is prepared to die.  He would rather be cast into the sea than fulfill the mission Adonai gave him, and he was so angry that the Ninevites were forgiven that he asked God to take his life.  The non-Jewish sailors and the non-Jewish citizens of Ninevites threw themselves upon God’s mercy: Perhaps God would spare their lives if they prayed or if they repented.  Jonah, on the other hand, knew that God was merciful – and resented it.  These are but two examples of how the non-Jews act more “Jewishly” – in their appreciation of the values of Judaism – than the Jewish prophet.

The above reflection relates to our parashah in two ways.

A. Choose Life: Throughout the Days of Awe, we say the following passages as part of the amidah:
· Remember us to life, O Sovereign who delights in life.  Inscribe us in the book of life, 

for Your sake, O God of life.

· Who is like You, Father of mercy?  Mercifully You remember Your creatures for Life.

· Inscribe all the children of Your covenant for a good life.

· In the book of life and blessing, peace and prosperity, may we and all Your people, 
the house of Israel, be inscribed for a good and peaceful life.

“Choose life” is not a mere slogan or abstraction.  It is a notion that profoundly influences the way we think and, more important, the way we act.  Consider the following passage from Rabbi Joseph Prouser’s masterful teshuvah (responsum), “Hesed or Hiyyuv?  The Obligation to Preserve Life and the Question of Post-Mortem Organ Donation.”  Prouser responds to the popular misconception that Judaism prohibits one from donating the organs of a deceased person for the purpose of transplantation.  He argues cogently that not only is it permitted (as an act of chesed, love and kindness) but it is actually mandated (as a chiyyuv, a moral obligation). 

The inestimable value of human life is a cardinal principle of Jewish Law.  As Rabbi David Bleich writes: “Human life is not a good to be preserved as a condition of other values but an absolute, basic and precious good in its own right.  The obligation to preserve life is commensurately all-encompassing.”  This obligation includes not only self-preservation, but the duty to save the life of one’s fellow human being, should he or she be in mortal danger.  The Torah’s commandment, “You shall not stand idly by the blood of your neighbor” provides the halakhic basis for this obligation.

In addition, the Talmud reformulates this prohibition into a positive, prescriptive obligation by relating the duty to intervene in life-threatening situations to the commandment regarding restoration of lost property.  “Every individual, insofar as he is able, is obligated to restore the health of a fellow man no less than he is obligated to restore his property.”

In codifying this mitzvah, Maimonides emphasizes how broadly its obligation devolves: “Anyone who is able to save a life, but fails to do so, violates, ‘You shall not stand idly by the blood of your neighbor.’”  In describing the analogous duty to save the life of one being pursued by an assailant, Maimonides leaves no room for exemption: “All Israel are commanded to take life-saving action.”

Indeed, not even the inability personally to save the life in peril relieves one of this obligation:  “‘You shall not stand idly by the blood of your neighbor’ means ‘You shall not rely on yourself, alone.’ Rather, you must turn to all available resources so that your neighbor’s blood will not be lost.”

It is abundantly clear that the mandate to preserve life (pikuach nefesh) takes precedence over other religious obligations and considerations.  (The prohibition against murder, sexual immorality, and idolatry are, under normal circumstances, the only exceptions [where we apply] “Let him die and not transgress.”)  Former British Chief Rabbi Immanuel Jakobovits articulates this principle in no uncertain terms:  “It is obligatory to disregard laws conflicting with the immediate claims of life, and …it is sinful to observe laws which are in suspense on account of danger to life or health…. [I]t is not only permitted but imperative to disregard laws in conflict with life or health.”

Thus the seriously ill are required to eat on Yom Kippur.  Similarly, it is forbidden to circumcise a sick or weakened infant if this would further compromise his health.  The circumcision must be delayed. For “preservation of life override all other considerations.”  This principle has many applications in regard to the laws of Shabbat.  The requirement to preserve life at the expense of Sabbath observance is unambiguous indeed:  “It is commanded that we violate the Sabbath for anyone dangerously ill.  One who is zealous (and eagerly violates the Sabbath in such a case) is praiseworthy; one who (delays in order to) ask (questions about the law) is guilty of shedding blood.”

A noteworthy expression of this zeal is the recommendation (directed at Israeli society)…that when it becomes necessary to drive an ambulance on the Sabbath, it is preferable that Sabbath-observant Jews do the driving.

When we raise our cups and toast our friends with the word “l’chayyim” – to life – we should be aware that we are wishing one another one of the greatest blessings that our Creator has given us, the blessing of life itself.

B.  God’s Mercies: Every weekday morning we recite the following verse from the Second Book of Samuel: “[King] David said to [the prophet] Gad: ‘I am in deep distress.  Let us fall into the hands of Adonai, for great is Adonai’s compassion; let me not fall into the hands of mortals.’”  God’s compassion and disposition to forgive is highlighted in this week’s Torah reading.  No matter how far removed we are from our homeland and no matter how much we have distressed God with our misdeeds, all we have to do is return to God (“v’shavta ad Adonai Elohekha” – Deuteronomy 30:2 – contains the root of the word teshuvah, repenting and returning to God and the ways of our people) and God will restore us and return us to our exalted status.  Teshuvah also has the connotation of “response.”  We are responding to God’s timeless question, “Where are you?” (See Gen. 3:9)

The gracious, long-suffering nature of God – God’s disposition to forgive us for our sins and misdeeds – is what gives us hope on Yom Kippur that we will be forgiven if we return with all our hearts and souls.  Over and over on Yom Kippur we recite the Thirteen Aspects of Divine Mercy: “Adonai, Adonai, a God [who is] gracious and compassionate, patient, abounding in kindness and faithfulness, assuring love for a thousand generations, forgiving iniquity, transgression and sin, and granting pardon.” (Ex. 34:6-7)  This is the heart of the difference between God and humans, the latter who are quick to judge and condemn.

Such a man was Jonah.  In his commentary to the Book of Jonah, Uriel Simon writes: 

…Jonah, the proponent of rigid justice, presents them [Adonai’s attributes of mercy and compassion] as the reason for his flight from his God and disobedience to His command. The fanatical advocacy of justice reflects a strongly intellectual position that perceives human beings as having the capacity to know what is permitted and what is forbidden and endowed with the power to control their impulses, feelings and desires. As rational creatures, they are graced with knowledge of good and evil and the ability to obey their intellects. Hence they are duty bound to accumulate wisdom and enhance their self-control. The stringencies of the law and its vigorous application, on the one hand, and a disdain for mercy and contempt for human weakness and limitations, on the other, are important spurs to the fulfillment of this duty. Divine compassion is perceived not only as unnecessary but as actually harmful, because mercy undermines the force of justice by detracting from the certainty of punishment and obscures the clarity of judgement by adding a factor that cannot be calculated in advance.

In Parashat Nitzavim we read: “Concealed acts concern Adonai our God.” (Deut. 29:28)  One understanding of this verse is that “[w]e should be reluctant to judge others, for only God can see into a person’s heart and know that person’s motivation….” [Etz Hayim]  

In one of the prayers that we recite on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, we recite, “We believe that God alone is the true judge (dayan emet); therefore we must not judge others.”  We are not to emulate God as judge – only other aspects of God.

These are the ways of the Holy One: “gracious and compassionate, patient, abounding in kindness and faithfulness, assuring love for a thousand generations, forgiving iniquity, transgression and sin, and granting pardon.”  This means that just as God is gracious and compassionate, you too must be gracious and compassionate.  “Adonai is righteous in all His ways and loving in all His deeds” (Psalm 145:17).  As the Holy One is righteous, you too must be righteous.  As the Holy One is loving, you too must be loving.  (Midrash)

Jonah is judgmental and finds fault in God’s compassionate, forgiving nature.  Jonah prefers death, if living means witnessing the actualization of God’s compassion.  In short, Jonah ought not be a role model on whom we base our own attitudes and deeds.

C. The Relationship Between the Two Themes – Life and Forgiveness:  Yes, there is a relationship between the two.  If we want to live a better, healthier (and longer?) life, we would do well to emulate God and God’s capacity for forgiveness.  The opposite is bad for our health and may shorten our lives.  I shared the following thoughts with my congregation last year, during the course of services on Yom Kippur:

Seeking revenge, it seems, has physical repercussions for the one who seeks revenge.  The most recent issue of Newsweek [a weekly news magazine] contains an article that talks about the hazards to one’s health associated with the state of unforgiveness, which the article defines as a “mixture of bitterness, anger, hostility, hatred, resentment and fear (of being hurt or humiliated again).”  The article, titled “Forgive and Let Live” continues, “These have specific physiologic consequences – such as increased blood pressure and hormonal changes – linked to cardiovascular disease, immune suppression and, possibly, impaired neurological function and memory.”

Revenge is sweet, the article suggests, but letting go of anger at those who wronged you is a smart route to good health.

As a recent Bat Mitzvah, Anna Anglin, noted in her D’var Torah:

According to Dictionary.com, forgiveness is defined as “to excuse for a fault or to renounce anger.” God forgave the Jewish people and gave them a chance to prove they were worthy of the land and wealth they were given. Although the Jewish people could not see God’s light, He knew they were ready for forgiveness and a new chance at happiness. 

When I think about forgiveness I realize that forgiveness can be about small or large issues and that forgiveness is not always an easy thing to do. When my sister blames me for things she has done, it is sometimes hard to forgive her. When we are upset with each other, there is a darkness in our house. While trying to forgive her, the darkness lightens and turns gray.  When I finally forgive her, then the light and fun are back in our home. Recently my mother unknowingly gave away something important to my father. There was darkness in our house for a few days. When my father could forgive my mother, there was then light and happiness back in our home. These are some examples of how giving forgiveness can change the world around you and make it a better place to live. We should try to live by God’s examples and forgive each other. Saying you’re sorry can as beneficial for the person saying it, as the person being forgiven.

Wise words from a wise young woman.

♥  ♥  ♥

Rosh Hashanah begins this Monday evening, October 3rd, at sunset. There is always a lot to do to prepare for the arrival of the New Year as well as the holy days that follow.  For the next few weeks, the publication of Shalom Africa will concentrate on resources for these special days.  I will include teachings on the parashah, as time and energy allow.

Providing you with resources is key to my agenda.  In Nitzavim we read: “… this Instruction which I enjoin upon you this day is not…beyond [your] reach.  It is not … across the sea, that you should say, ‘Who among us can cross to the other side of the sea and get it for us and impart it to us, that we may observe it?’”  It is my hope that, in a few short years, you will no longer have to turn to me – living across the sea – to teach you Torah, but that you will be able to teach one another.  It is not beyond you to do so.  You are more than adequate for this holy task, as long as you are provided with the resources – books and training – to do so.

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.  Shanah Tovah to you and yours.
Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD

Resources

(1) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(2) Candlelighting times: 

	Nairobi
	6:11 pm
	
	Abuja
	6:05 pm
	
	Lagos
	6:21 pm

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Port Harcourt
	6:10 pm
	
	Uyo
	6:06 pm
	
	Mbale
	6:19 pm


(3) Reminder: You can receive via email the texts of the weekly Torah and Haftarah portions.  Go to

http://learn.jtsa.edu/cgi-bin/signup.cgi
Check off the boxes for “Text of Weekly Haftarah Portion” and “Text of Weekly Torah Portion.”






