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STUDIES

STRUGGLE ISN'T A BUG. IT'S A FEATURE.

Reframing Negativity Isn't Only about Looking to the Future.



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Va’etchanan

Moses tells the people of
Israel how he implored G-d
to allow him to enter the
Land of Israel, but G-d
refused, instructing him
instead to ascend a mountain
and see the Promised Land.

Continuing his “review of the
Torah,” Moses describes the
Exodus from Egypt and the
Giving of the Torah, declaring
them unprecedented events
in human history. “Has there
ever occurred this great
thing, or has the likes of it
ever been heard? Did ever a
people hear the voice of G d
speaking out of the midst of
the fire ... and live? ... You
were shown to know that the
L-rd is G-d; ... there is none
else besides Him.”

Moses predicts that in future
generations, the people will
turn away from G-d, worship
idols, and be exiled from
their land and scattered
among the nations; but from
there, they will seek G-d and
return to obey His
commandments.

our homes.

Our parshah also includes a
repetition of the Ten
Commandments and the
verses of the Shema, which
declare the fundamentals of
the Jewish faith: the unity of
G-d (“Hear O Israel: the L-rd
our G-d, the L-rd is one”);
the mitzvot to love G-d, to
study His Torah, to bind
“these words” as tefilin on
our arms and heads, and to
inscribe them in the mezuzot

affixed on the doorposts of



Imagine you had to choose a metaphor to frame
personal struggle in a positive light. What
metaphor would you choose?






TEXT 1A

Isaiah 40:1-2
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1. [G-d tells Isaiah:] “Comfort, yes, comfort
My people.

2. “Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and call
to her, that she will become full from her
host [i.e., returning exiles], for her sin has
been appeased, for she has received
double [punishment] from G-d for all her
sins.”
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It seems as though every struggle has two parts

that need to be addressed by a double-comfort
exercise. Why?
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Talmud, Makot 24a-b
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One time, Rabbis Gamliel, Elazar,
Yehoshua, and Akiva were ascending to
Jerusalem [after the destruction of the
Temple]. When they arrived at Mount
Scopus [and saw the site of the Temple],
they rent their garments in mourning.
When they arrived at the Temple Mount,
they saw a fox emerging from the site of
the Holy of Holies.

They began to weep, and Rabbi Akiva
began to laugh.

They said to him, “Why are you laughing?”

Rabbi Akiva said to them, “Why are you
weeping?”

They said to him, “This is the place
concerning which it is written, ‘And the
non-priest who approaches shall die’
(Numbers 1:51). Yet now foxes walk in it.
Should we not weep?”
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Isaiah 8:1-2
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1. G-d said to me, “Take a large scroll and
write on it in clear script: ‘Plunder
hastens, spoil quickens.’

2. “And | will call to testify for Myself
trustworthy witnesses, Uriah the priest
and Zechariah the son of Jeberechiah.”







-I- EX-I- 3 B IR 7YY QYN W00 AT 1 039932 19Y Bgcause of you [the Jewish people’s sins],
¥ nind 127 9 Zion shall be plowed as a field, and .
T ' Jerusalem shall become heaps of ruins,

Micah 3:12 and the Temple Mount a shrine in the
woods.
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Zechariah 8:4-5
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4. So says G-d, “There will [come a time
when] old men and women will sit in the
squares of Jerusalem, each with staff in
hand because of their great age.

5. “And the city squares will be crowded
with boys and girls playing.”




What was Isaiah intimating by calling Uriah and
Zechariah together as witnesses to his

documentation of Jerusalem’s impending
downfall?
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Talmud, Makot 24a-b
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Rabbi Akiva said to them, “What is the
connection between Uriah and Zechariah?
Uriah prophesied during the First Temple
period, and Zechariah prophesied during the
Second Temple period!

“The [intent of the] verse is to make the
fulfillment of the prophecy of Zechariah
dependent on the fulfillment of the prophecy
of Uriah. Uriah prophesied, ‘Because of you
[the Jewish people’s sins], Zion shall be
plowed as a field.” Zechariah prophesied,
‘There will [come a time when] old men and
women will sit in the squares of Jerusalem.’

“Until the prophecy of Uriah concerning the
destruction of the city was fulfilled” [Rabbi
Akiva explained], “I was afraid that the
prophecy of Zechariah would not be fulfilled.
Now that the prophecy of Uriah was fulfilled,
it is evident that the prophecy of Zechariah
[too] will be fulfilled.”

The sages responded, “Akiva, you have
comforted us; Akiva, you have comforted us.”




QUESTION

What was Isaiah intimating by calling Uriah and Zechariah

together as witnesses to his documentation of Jerusalem’s
impending downfall?

ANSWER

Yeshayahu wanted to make the two prophecies
interdependent, fusing both of their accounts into one

inseparable entity; if Jerusalem would indeed fall, it
would surely be rebuilt.



What about Rabbi Akiva’s interpretation of the

verse in Isaiah brought the sages to respond
with double comfort?
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Talmud, Berachot 60b-61a
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Rabbi Akiva was traveling and arrived at a
particular city. He inquired about lodging, and
they did not give him any. He said,
“Everything that G-d does, He does for the
best.”

He went and slept in a field. He had with him
a rooster, a donkey, and a candle. A gust of
wind came and extinguished the candle; a cat
came and ate the rooster; a lion came and
ate the donkey. He said, “Everything that G-d
does, He does for the best.”

That night, an army came and took the city
into captivity. He said to them, “Didn’t | tell
you? Everything that G-d does, He does for
the best.”
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Midrash, Avot DeRabbi
Natan 6:2
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What were Akiva’s beginnings?

It is said: He was forty years old and
completely
illiterate.

One time, while standing by the mouth of a
well, he inquired, “Who hollowed out this
stone?”

They said to him, “Isn’t it the water that drips
on it continuously every day? Akiva, haven’t
you read the [verse that says,] ‘Water wears
away stone’ (Job 14:19)?”

Rabbi Akiva reflected, “If something as soft
as water can pierce something as hard as
rock, certainly the words of Torah, which are
as strong as iron, will pierce my heart of flesh
and blood.”

Rabbi Akiva immediately returned home and
[began] to study Torah.







While it’s lovely that tomorrow will be great,
how do we deal with the painful realities of the

present? How does Rabbi Akiva’s brighter
tomorrow spiel help?
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behold, it was very good.

Genesis 1:31




TEXT 7B

Exodus 25:22
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Nechemiah, son of Rabbi Shmuel bar
Nachman, said, “And, behold, it was good”:
this refers to the good inclination, and
“very [good]”: this refers to the evil
inclination.

Is the evil inclination “very good?”

Were it not for the evil inclination, a
person would not build a house, neither
marry nor beget children. In the words of
Solomon, “[I have noted that all labor and
skillful enterprise come] from people’s
envy of each other” (Ecclesiastes 4:4).




QUESTION

Why does the good inclination receive a designation of
“good,” whereas the evil inclination receives a designation
of “very good?”

ANSWER

It is only through struggle with one’s evil inclination that
one’s good inclination reaches a state of very good, their
highest potential.



TEXT 8

Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak
Schneersohn, Sefer
Hamaamarim 5606, p. 68
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Take the example of a large flowing river: . ..
At a certain point, the river bifurcates into
multiple distributaries. . .. [Under normal
conditions], despite the speed of the current,
the water stays within the river banks and
flows into each distributary, without
overflowing the banks. . ..

But say [a dam is erected and] the river’s
flow becomes blocked with large boulders
packed with dirt [in between the cracks]. The
water no longer flows down and is forced to
remain in the upper part of the river. This
increases the pressure of the water and
compounds the force of the river’s natural
current. . ..
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Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak
Schneersohn, Sefer
Hamaamarim 5606, p. 68
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Eventually, the water breaks through the dam
with tremendous force, and the water shoots
forth with greater speed than the original
current. Not only does the water now break
the dam but it also pulls along the same
boulders and dirt that had once blocked its
path. These materials no longer block the
water’s flow, but they fly forward themselves
and contribute to the sheer force of the
river’s flow.

Why? [It expresses a universal truth:]
opposition is what activates the deepest
strength.
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What is an element of your persona that—at
face value—is a negative, which you have

managed to use to your advantage personally,
socially, or professionally?



QUESTION

What was Isaiah intimating by calling Uriah and Zechariah
together as witnesses to his documentation of Jerusalem’s
impending downfall?

ANSWER

Yeshayahu was telling us that destruction and
rehabilitation are inherently inseparable.
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
19, pp. 72-783
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The purpose of plowing a field is not to
destroy it. On the contrary, plowing is
necessary to enable the field to produce
its full yield. It is what ensures healthy
growth. The better the field is plowed, the
better the yield.







QUESTION

What about Rabbi Akiva’s interpretation of the verse in
Isaiah caused the sages to reply with double comfort?

ANSWER

Rabbi Akiva addressed both anxieties that plagued his
colleagues (the first comfort,) and further dared them to
undertake a wild reframing exercise (the second comfort.)



KEY POINTS

1.

The prophet Isaiah conveys G-d’s words of double comfort after the
Temple’s destruction. In the story of Rabbi Akiva, the language of
double comfort is also employed.

. Drawing from his personal journey, Rabbi Akiva was a master at

looking past the present negative reality to a brighter future.

. What’s more, Rabbi Akiva was able to reframe the present and see

any challenge as an opportunity for growth.

. Such is the nature of true growth: It is only born out of resistance and

opposition. Life’s struggles are not a bug; they’re a feature.






