T TORAH

STUDIES

NITZAVIM-VAYELECH

KOWTOWED INTO SUBMISSION?

Judaism Doesn't Believe That G-d Is Waving a Pitchfork over Your Head



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Nitzavim

The parshah of Nitzavim
includes some of the most
fundamental principles of
the Jewish faith:

The unity of Israel: “You
stand today, all of you,
before the L-rd your G-d:
your heads, your tribes, your
elders, your officers, and
every Israelite man; your
young ones, your wives, the
stranger in your gate; from
your wood-hewer to your
water-drawer.”

The future Redemption:
Moses warns of the exile
and desolation of the Land
that will result if Israel
abandons G-d’s laws, but
then he prophesies that in

the end, “You will return to
the L-rd your G-d. ... If
your outcasts shall be at the
ends of the heavens, from
there will the L-rd your G-d
gather you . .. and bring you
into the Land that your
fathers have possessed.”

The practicality of the
Torah: “For the mitzvah that
| command you this day, it is
not beyond you, nor is it
remote from you. It is not in
Heaven. ... It is not across
the sea. ... Rather, it is very
close to you, in your mouth,
in your heart, that you may
do it.”

Freedom of choice: “l have
set before you life and

goodness, and death and
evil, in that | command you
this day to love G-d, to walk
in His ways, and to keep His
commandments. . .. Life
and death | have set before
you, blessing and curse. And
you shall choose life.”




PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Vayelech

The parshah of Vayelech
(“and he went”) recounts
the events of Moses’s last
day of earthly life. “I am 120
years old today,” he says to
the people, “and | can no
longer go forth and come
in.” He transfers the
leadership to Joshua, and
writes (or concludes writing)
the Torah in a scroll that he
entrusts to the Levites for
safekeeping in the Ark of
the Covenant.

The mitzvah of Hakhel
(“gather”) is given: every
seven years, during the
festival of Sukkot of the
first year of the shemitah
cycle, the entire people of
Israel—men, women, and

children—should gather at
the Holy Temple in
Jerusalem, where the king
should read to them from
the Torah.

Vayelech concludes with the
prediction that the people
of Israel will turn away from
their covenant with G-d,
causing Him to hide His face
from them, but also with
the promise that the words
of the Torah “shall not be
forgotten from the mouths
of their descendants.”
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Talmud, Berachot 13a
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Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah said, “Why,
when reciting Shema, does the portion of
Shema precede that of vehayah im
shamoa? The reason is so that one first
accepts upon themselves the authority of
the kingdom of Heaven, and only then
accepts upon themselves the authority of
the mitzvot, which appear in the paragraph
of vehayah im shamoa.”




First you accept G-d’s
authority, and only
thereafter do you
follow His commands.




TEXT 2

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi, Tanya, Likutei
Amarim, ch. 41
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One must constantly bear in mind the first
step of religious service and what lies at its
very core. Now, conventionally, fear is the
primary driver behind abstaining from
prohibited behaviors, whereas love is the
primary driver motivating positive behavior.
However, love alone is really not enough to
drive good behavior. Rather, at the very
least, it’s critical to draw upon the natural
fear every Jew has deep in their heart not
to rebel against G-d. Work must be done to
bring this natural fear into full expression in
the heart or mind. ... A Jew must accept
upon themselves G-d’s authority and
sovereignty so that they serve Him in every
way.




TEXT S

Deuteronomy 81:10-13
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10. Then, Moses commanded them, saying,
“At the end of [every] seven years, at an
appointed time, during the Festival of
Sukkot, [after] the year of release.

1. “When all Israel comes to appear
before G-d, in the place He will choose,
you shall read this Torah before all Israel,
in their ears.

12. “Assemble the people: the men, the
women, and the children, and your
stranger in your cities, in order that they
hear, and in order that they learn and fear
G-d, and they will observe to do all the
words of this Torah.

13. “And their children, who did not know,
will hear and learn to fear G-d, all the
days that you live on the Land that you
are crossing the Jordan to possess.”







If a person doesn’t feel uplifted whatsoever,
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman of saying, “Who am | and what can |
Liadi, Torah Or, p. 91b accomplish?”







TEXT 5

Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Laws of Chagigah
31, 6
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It is a positive commandment to gather
together the entire Jewish people—men,
women, and children—after every sabbatical
year, when they ascend for the pilgrimage
holiday of Sukkot. The king reads passages
from the Torah there that encourage them to
perform mitzvot and strengthen them in the
true faith. ...

Scripture established Hakhel exclusively for
the purpose of strengthening true faith. A
person should see themselves as if they were
just now commanded regarding the Torah
and heard it from G-d, for the king is an
agent to deliver G-d’s word.







TEXT 6A

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
34, p. 192
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The sea change that occurred at Sinai is not
so much that the Jews learned Torah or
heard the mitzvot from G-d. After all, those
things happened before Sinai with the
patriarchs as well. Rather, the major change
was that then, the Jews were able to actually
see it, as stated in many verses.

As is well-known, seeing something is
incomparable to hearing about it. Hearing is
from a distance, which is why abstract things
can only be heard through cognitive
processes—but not seen. Visuals, by
definition, are up close, which is why only
tangible items can be seen, and why seeing
something makes it so real. This is what
happened at Sinai when the “nation saw the
thunder” (Exodus 2:14)—as our sages say,
“They saw what is usually only heard” (Rashi,
ad loc.) In other words, the notion of “l am
your G-d” became as real and true as
something that can be physically seen.




TEXT 6B

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, ibid
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How would the people for all time, after the
events at Sinai, be able to experience the
feeling of seeing G-d? Simply memorializing
the events as Sinai wouldn’t be enough, for a
memory is from the past, when the person
stands at a distance. There must be a special
event, which is what Hakhel was: every Jew—
man, woman, and child—gathered together as
they did at Sinai and envisioned themselves
as if they were now directly hearing the word
of G-d through the king’s delivery.







TEXT 7A

Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Laws of Kings and
Conquests 2:1; 3:8
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The king must be treated with great honor. We must
implant awe and fear of him in the hearts of all men,
as the verse states, “Appoint a king” (Deuteronomy
17:15), which implies the obligation to be in awe of
him.

We may not ride on his horse, nor sit on his throne,
use his scepter, wear his crown, or use any of his
utensils. When he dies, they should all be burned
before his bier.

Similarly, only another king is allowed to make use of
his servants, maids, and attendants. . ..

Anyone who rebels against a king of Israel may be
executed by the king.

Even if the king orders one of the people to go to a
particular place and the latter refuses, or he orders
him not to leave his house and he goes out, the
offender is liable to be put to death. The king may
execute him if he desires, as the verse states,
“Whoever rebels against your command . . . shall be
put to death” (Joshua 1:18).

Similarly, anyone who embarrasses or shames the
king may be executed by the king.




TEXT 7B

Maimonides, ibid., 2:6
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Just as the Torah grants the king great honor and
obligates everyone to revere him, so, too, the
Torah commands the king to be lowly and empty
at heart, as the verse states, “My heart is a void
within me” (Psalms 109:22). Nor should he treat
the people with overbearing haughtiness. For the
verse describes how “the king should not lift up
his heart above his brothers” (Deuteronomy
17:20).

The king should be gracious and merciful to the
small and the great, involving himself in their
good and welfare. He should protect the honor of
even the humblest of men.

When he speaks to the people as a community,
he should speak gently, as the verse states,
“Listen my brothers and my people . ..” (I
Chronicles 28:2). Similarly, the verse states, “If
today, you will be a servant to these people . ..”
(I Kings 12:7).

The king should always conduct himself with
great humility.







TEXT 8

Rabbi Menachem Mendel
of Lubavitch, Derech
Mitzvotecha, p. 108a
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In his own personal life, the king was
supposed to be entirely surrendered to G-d. ..
. In other words, the level of surrender was
supposed to be so deeply seared into his
heart that it would be physically impossible to
feel arrogant, or to harbor any sense of ego.
Rather, the king was supposed to be before G-
d as an inanimate stone lacking any
movement.

The purpose of appointing a Jewish king is
that through him, the Jews can surrender to
G-d. Every Jew must surrender to the king
and follow his command. ... Now, inasmuch
as the king totally surrenders to G-d and the
Jews surrender to him, it emerges that
through him, the Jews surrender themselves
before G-d. This, then, is the king’s job: to
connect and submit the Jewish people to G-d
by way of his own surrender.
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Talmud, Sotah 41a
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How is the portion of the Torah read by
the king?

At the conclusion of the first day of the
Festival of Sukkot, on the eighth year,
after the conclusion of the Sabbatical
year, they make a wooden platform for the
king in the Temple courtyard, and he sits
on it.







ARTIA NTIAYY 912 TIAYY R Naan® A person should awake in the morning as

-I-EX-I- -IU strong as a lion to serve their Creator.

Rabbi Yosef Caro,
Shulchan Aruch, Orach
Chayim 1:/




SR — nvpaw Ton The lion is the king of all animals.
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Talmud, Chagigah 13b







TEXT 12A

Talmud, Berachot 5a
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Rabbi Levi bar Chama said in the name of
Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish, “One should
always incite his good inclination against
his evil inclination, as the verse states,
‘Tremble, and do not sin’ (Psalms 4:5).”




TEXT 12B

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi Likutei Torah,
Bamidbar 15¢
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The Talmud states, “One should always
incite his good inclination against his evil
inclination.” This includes behaving in a
condescending, dismissive manner to our
inner temptations.







TEXT 13

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
19, p. 328
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Accepting G-d’s authority and fearing Him
must be in a manner that evokes a
“platform.” If it’s exclusively fear and
submission, it can create feelings of
deficiency and low self-worth. This would
be counterproductive to anyone’s religious
duties. And so, we evoke the “platform” to
incorporate feelings of assertiveness, as
the law states, “Awake in the morning
strong as a lion.” This also empowers us
to overpower our negative temptations.




TEXT 14

“THE BAAL SHEM TOV'S
SIXTEENTH BIRTHDAY,”
FROM THE TEACHINGS
OF RABBI YOSEF
YITZCHAK
SCHNEERSOHN,
ADAPTED BY RABBI
YANKI TAUBER (TRANS.),
WWW.CHABAD.ORG/2529

When | was five years old | was orphaned from both my father and mother. The last
words spoken to me by my holy father before his passing were, “Yisrolik, fear nothing
but G-d alone.”

Consonant with my father’s words | was drawn to walk the fields and the great, deep
forest near our village. From cheder | would make my way to the fields, where |
would review by heart what | had learned in cheder. Often | would sleep over the
night in the field or the forest.

My guardians, who looked after me and several other orphan boys and girls, did not
tolerate this behavior of mine to wander in the fields and the forest, and dealt
severely with me.

So passed two years. One morning, | heard in the forest the sound of a human voice.
| followed the direction of the voice and came upon the figure of a Jew enveloped in
tallit and tefillin, praying with a fervor such as | had never before witnessed.

| hid myself behind the trees and derived great
pleasure listening to the man’s praying. | was enthralled by the extraordinary sight,
and thought to myself that this holy man must be one of the thirty-six hidden
tzaddikim (righteous and saintly people) that are in the world. The tzaddik concluded
his prayers, removed his tallit and tefillin, and began to read from the Book of Psalms
in a melodious voice.



TEXT 14

“THE BAAL SHEM TOV'S
SIXTEENTH BIRTHDAY,”
FROM THE TEACHINGS
OF RABBI YOSEF
YITZCHAK
SCHNEERSOHN,
ADAPTED BY RABBI
YANKI TAUBER (TRANS.),
WWW.CHABAD.ORG/2529

Following his recital of Psalms, the man spent some time in ecstatic
Torah study. He then gathered his books and his tallit and tefillin and
placed them in a sack, lifted the sack unto his shoulders, and set off on
his way. At this point | stepped out from my hiding place and walked
towards him.

When the man saw me he asked, “What is a small child doing all alone
in the forest? Are you not afraid to be in the forest all by yourself?”

| answered him, “l like the field and the forest, because there are no

people—the great majority of whom are arrogant and dishonest. | am

not afraid of anything. | am an orphan without father or mother. My

father, peace be [upon] him, said to me before his passing, ‘Yisrolik,
fear nothing but G-d alone.” So I’m not afraid of anything.”
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Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak
Schneersohn, Igrot Kodesh
Admur HaRayatz 6, p. 272




KEY POINTS

1.

Judaism greatly advocates accepting G-d’s authority and fearing Him as well.
The mitzvah of Hakhel is designed to increase fear of Heaven.

Accepting G-d’s authority and fearing Him are oftentimes juxtaposed with
inspiration and increased observance.

The Jewish king, who read the Torah during Hakhel, is one example of this
juxtaposition: he was revered, even given the license to kill, and yet, he was
expected to be exceedingly humble.

The explanation as to how fear and authority are juxtaposed with inspiration
and humility is that they are predicated on the realization that each of us is
G-d’s ambassador on earth—which is profoundly edifying.

. What’s more, true fear of G-d gives one the freedom to fear nothing else—an

exceedingly healthy approach to life.






