
Nitzavim-Vayelech

The Power of Standing Still
Why the Paradox of Jewish Law Actually Sets Us Free
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OVERVIEW
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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 

prophesizes 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 I 

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: “I have set 

before you life and goodness, 

and death and evil, in that I 

command you this day to 

love G-d, to walk in His ways, 

and to keep His 

commandments. . . . Life and 

death I have set before you, 

blessing and curse. And you 

shall choose life.”

…
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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 I 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.”



Is there room for self-expression 

in a religion as regimented as 

ours? Why is Judaism so scripted?

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION



The Jewish calendar 

doesn’t always match the 

number of Shabbosim, so 

some portions are 

combined or separated.



Rabbi Saadia Ga’on, 
Sidur Rasag, Makitzei
Nirdamim (Jerusalem, 
1963), pp. 364–365

הַפָרָשוֹת הֵן נ .  ג"וּכְבָר אָמַרְנוּ שֶׁ

ן   שְמוֹנָה מֵהֶׁ וְצָרִיךְ לְבָאֵר שֶׁ

ת פְעָמִים שְתַיִים שְתַיִים   פֶׁ מִצְטָרֶׁ

. . .וְנִקְרֵאת בְאַרְבַע שַבָתוֹת , בְיַחַד

ת לִשְתַיִים   קֶׁ ן פָרָשָה הַמִתְחַלֶׁ וּמֵהֶׁ

וְנִקְרֵאת בִשְתֵי שַבָתוֹת אִם יֵש  

ךְ בְכָךְ ם נִצָבִים  . צוֹרֶׁ וְהִיא אַתֶׁ

יֵש   ה״ בְשָנָה שֶׁ ךְ מֹשֶׁ ת בְ״וַיֵלֶׁ קֶׁ חֱלֶׁ הַנֶׁ

.שַבָת בֵין יוֹם כִיפוּר וְסוּכוֹת

ת הַפָרָשָה הַזאֹת ,  כִי אָז מְחַלְקִים אֶׁ

ה עַד  ךְ מֹשֶׁ צְיָהּ מִן וַיֵלֶׁ וְקוֹרְאִים חֶׁ

בֵין ראֹש הַשָנָה   הַסּוֹף בְשַבָת שֶׁ

בֵין , וְיוֹם כִיפוּר וְהַאֲזִינוּ בַשַבָת שֶׁ

.יוֹם כִיפוּר וְסוּכוֹת

We have already explained that there are fifty-three Torah 

portions, eight of which are often combined into four 

bundles of two, chanted on four Shabbats in the year. . . .

Then there is one portion that is sometimes divided into 

two and read on two consecutive Shabbats if necessary. It 

is the portion called Nitzavim that is sometimes divided 

into two, the latter portion beginning with the words, 

“And Moses went” (Vayelech Moshe). This occurs when 

there is a Shabbat between Yom Kippur and Sukkot [in 

which case we require an additional portion to read].

In such cases, we divide this Torah portion into two and 

chant the [first half on the Shabbat before Rosh 

Hashanah and the] second half—from the words, “And 

Moses went,” until the end—on the Shabbat that falls 

between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. The portion 

Haazinu is read on the following Shabbat, which falls 

between Yom Kippur and Sukkot.

TEXT 1



And it is split into two when there’s an extra week 

or a Shabbat between Yom Kippur and Sukkot.

They are one portion that is read together 

when there are fewer weeks.

NITZAVIM VAYELECH

NITZAVIM VAYELECH



1. If they are one portion, how can we 

split it into two? 

2. And if we can divide them, what 

makes them one? 

QUESTIONS



Rabbi Menachem 
Mendel of Lubavitch, 
Or HaTorah, Devarim, 
pp. 1201–1203

פֵירוּש . . . וְזֶׁהוּ נִצָבִים לְשוֹן קִימָה וַעֲמִידָה 

ף יוֹתֵר מֵעִנְיָן עוֹמְדִים  .  נִצָבִים הוּא בִבְחִינַת תוֹקֶׁ

.וְזֶׁהוּ קָמָה אֲלוּמָתִי וְגַם נִצָבָה. . 

The word nitzavim means to rise and to stand. . . . 

Nitzavim [standing firmly] implies more firmness than to 

merely stand. . . . Consider the passage, “My bundle arose 

and also stood firmly” (Genesis 37:7).

TEXT 2



Talmud, Berachot 64A

תַלְמִידֵי חֲכָמִים  : אָמַר רַבִי חִיָיא בַר אָשֵי אָמַר רַב

ם מְנוּחָה לאֹ בָעוֹלָם הַזֶׁה וְלאֹ בָעוֹלָם   אֵין לָהֶׁ

נֶׁאֱמַר, הַבָא ל חָיִל: שֶׁ ל  , ״יֵלְכוּ מֵחַיִל אֶׁ ה אֶׁ יֵרָאֶׁ

.  אֱלֹקִים בְצִיוֹן״

Rabbi Chiya, son of Rabbi Ashi, said in the name of Rav, 

“Torah scholars have no rest in this world or in the World 

to Come. As the passage states, ‘They will go (yelchu) from 

strength to strength, and they will appear to G-d in Zion’ 

(Psalms 84:8).”

TEXT 3



It seems contradictory: one means moving 

forward and growing, the other means 

standing firm and fixed.

How can they be one portion?

”stand firm“—נִצָבִים
nitzavim

ךְ ”and he walked“—וַיֵלֶׁ
vayelech



Sifra, Leviticus 26:46 

ה הַחֻקִים וְהַמִשְפָטִים " אֵלֶׁ

(:מו, וַיִקְרָא כו" )וְהַתוֹרֹת

.אֵלוּ הַמִדְרָשוֹת, "הַחוּקִים"

.אֵלוּ הַדִינִים, "וְהַמִשְפָטִים"

שְתֵי תוֹרוֹת , "וְהַתוֹרוֹת" מְלַמֵד שֶׁ

ם לְיִשְרָאֵל חָד בִכְתָב  , נִיתְנוּ לָהֶׁ אֶׁ

ה  חָד בְעַל פֶׁ . . . וְאֶׁ

ה" מְלַמֵד  , "בְהַר סִינַי בְיַד מֹשֶׁ

יהָ  נִיתְנָה הַתוֹרָה הִלְכוֹתֶׁ שֶׁ

יהָ עַל יְדֵי  יהָ וּפֵירוּשֶׁ וְדִקְדוּקֶׁ

ה מִסִּינַי .מֹשֶׁ

“These are the edicts, the laws, and the 

Torahs . . . [on Mount Sinai by the hands of 

Moses]” (Leviticus 26:46):

“The edicts” are the studies of biblical 

exegesis.

“The laws” are the rules of the Torah. 

“The Torahs” [in the plural] teach us that two 

Torahs were given to the Israelites: one was 

written, the other was oral. . . .

[“On Mount Sinai by the hands of Moses”:] 

This teaches us that the Torah and its laws, 

permutations, and explanations were given 

to us from Mount Sinai through Moses.

TEXT 4



WRITTEN TORAH 

Dictated by G-d to Moses to record exactly as given. It forms 

the Chumash and Tanach, the foundational texts of Jewish 

law, history, and teachings.

ORAL TORAH 

Taught verbally by G-d to Moses to explain and apply the law. It 

has been passed down through generations, it was later compiled 

and written in the Talmud around the 2nd century.



Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Laws of Torah 
Fundamentals 9:1

ת לְעוֹלָם וּלְעוֹלְמֵי עוֹלָמִים דֶׁ הִיא מִצְוָה עוֹמֶׁ אֵין לָהּ לאֹ שִנוּי . דָבָר בָרוּר וּמְפֹרָש בַתוֹרָה שֶׁ

ת פֶׁ נֶׁאֱמַר , וְלאֹ גֵרָעוֹן וְלאֹ תוֹסֶׁ ם אֹתוֹ תִשְמְרוּן  "שֶׁ תְכֶׁ ה אֶׁ ר אָנֹכִי מְצַוֶּׁ אֵת כָל הַדָבָר אֲשֶׁ

נו, לַעֲשוֹת כָל דִבְרֵי תוֹרָה  , הָא לָמַדְתָ ( . . . א, דְבָרִים יג" )לאֹ תֹסֵף עָלָיו וְלאֹ תִגְרַע מִמֶׁ שֶׁ

ם"וְכֵן הוּא אוֹמֵר . מְצֻוִּין אָנוּ לַעֲשוֹתָן עַד עוֹלָם (. יז, וַיִקְרָא ג" )חֻקַת עוֹלָם לְדֹרֹתֵיכֶׁ

אֵין נָבִיא רַשַאי לְחַדֵש דָבָר  (. יב, דְבָרִים ל" )לאֹ בַשָמַיִם הִיא", וְנֶׁאֱמַר הָא לָמַדְתָ שֶׁ

.מֵעַתָה

It is clear and explicit in the Torah that the Torah is G-d’s commandment, which stands 

forever. It cannot be changed: we may not add to it nor subtract from it, as the passage 

states, “All these matters which I command you, you must be careful to perform. You 

may not add to it or subtract from it” (Deuteronomy 13:1). . . . This teaches us that we 

are commanded to fulfill all the words of the Torah forever. It is similarly stated, “It is an 

everlasting statute for all your generations” (Leviticus 3:17). 

And the Torah states, “It is not in the heavens” (Deuteronomy 30:12). This teaches that a 

prophet cannot add a new precept to the Torah.
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The Written Torah is 

meant for us to read and 

receive exactly as given. 

We cannot change even a 

single letter, for it is G-d’s 

word and eternal like Him.



The Oral Torah is shaped 

through our understanding: 

some laws were given at 

Mount Sinai, while others 

were developed by sages. 

And it continues to guide 

us in addressing new 

questions today.



Rabbi Shneur Zalman
of Liadi, Shulchan
Aruch HaRav, Laws of 
Torah Study 2:2

ן , לִסְבוֹר סְבָרוֹת בַהֲלָכוֹת, וְיִפְנֶׁה כָל יָמָיו לְעִיוּן הַתַלְמוּד וּלְפַלְפֵל בָהֶׁ

ק הַסְּבָרוֹת וְטַעֲמֵי הַהֲלָכוֹת, בְקוּשְיוֹת וּפֵירוּקִים לְהָבִין . לֵירֵד לְעוֹמֶׁ

וּלְחַדֵש חִידוּשֵי הֲלָכוֹת רַבוֹת  , וּלְדַמוֹת דָבָר לְדָבָר, דָבָר מִתוֹךְ דָבָר

יֵש בְלִבוֹ וְיִשוּב דַעְתוֹ אָמְרוּ. לְפִי רוֹחַב שֶׁ לִיגְמַר אִינֵש  ", כְמוֹ שֶׁ

(.א, שַבָת סג" )וְהָדַר לִיסְבֹר

Devote all your days to scrutinizing the Talmud; suggest new legal 

theories, and debate them with questions and answers until you reach the 

theory’s depth and the reasons behind the laws. Work to derive one thing 

from another and cross-reference Talmudic concepts until you innovate 

many new laws, each according to the breadth of their understanding and 

mental temperament. This is what our sages meant when they said, “First 

study, then theorize” (Shabbat 63a).

TEXT 6A



Nitzavim and Vayelech express 

a constant Torah theme: the 

Written Torah, which stands 

firm, and the Oral Torah, which 

continues to grow and develop.



Maimonides, 
Mishnah, Sanhedrin, 
ch. 10, Introduction

לאֹ הָיָה בוֹ הִתְבוֹנְנוּת וְחִדוּש הָעִנְיָנִים וְהָיוּ  . וְאֵין זְמַן שֶׁ

וְהָיוּ לוֹמְדִין  , חַכְמֵי כָל דוֹר מְשִימִים דִבְרֵי הַקוֹדְמִין עִיקָר

ם וּמְחַדְשִים עִנְיָנִים וְהָעִיקָרִים הַמְקוּבָלִים לאֹ נֶׁחְלְקוּ  . מֵהֶׁ

ם  .וְגָזְרוּ גְזֵירוֹת וְתִיקְנוּ תַקָנוֹת. . . בָהֶׁ

There was never a time when scholars did not delve into the text 

to innovate new ideas. The sages of each generation treat the 

words of their predecessors as canonical, deriving and 

innovating from them. They never disputed the received 

traditions . . . but formulated new edicts and enactments.

TEXT 6B



The Oral Torah can grow 

and develop, but its 

foundation remains fixed. 

Any new laws must follow 

the original rules and 

cannot simply be invented.



The Rebbe, Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson, Likutei
Sichot 29, p. 176

ס דַארְף זַיין  זֹהַר  " )לְאַפָשָהּ לָהּ בְכָל יוֹמָא"עֶׁ

ס . מְחַדֵש זַיין אִין תוֹרָה(. ב, א יב ער עֶׁ אָבֶׁ

מוּז זַיין פַארְבְוּנְדְן אוּן מְיוּסָּד נָאר אוֹיף דִי  

ער  , כְלָלִים וִיסוֹדוֹת פוּן תוֹרָה אוּן אִין פוּלְסְטֶׁ

דִי  )ווָאס אִין זֵיי . אַיְינְשְטִימוּנְג מִיט הֲלָכָה

אִיז נִיט שַיָיךְ קֵיְין ( יְסוֹדוֹת כְלָלִים וַהֲלָכוֹת

ת", שִינוּי פֶׁ ".הַתוֹרָה זוּ לאֹ תִהְיֶׁה מוּחְלֶׁ

אוֹן כְמַאֲמַר רַבוֹתֵינוּ זִכְרוֹנָם לִבְרָכָה הַנִזְכָר  

תַלְמִיד וָתִיק עָתִיד לְחַדֵש  : "לְעֵיל כָל מָה שֶׁ

ה בְסִינַי ,  יְרוּשַלְמִי פֵאָה ב" )הַכֹל נִיתַן לְמֹשֶׁ

דְלִכְאוֹרָה אִיז דָאס אַ סְתִירָה מִינֵיהּ  (. ד

ער תַלְמִיד  , לְחַדֵש. וּבֵיהּ מֵיְינְט דָאךְ אַז דֶׁ

ען בְשִכְלוֹ עווֶׁ ס מְחַדֵש גֶׁ אִיז ווִי זָאגְט  , הָאט עֶׁ

ה בְסִינַי ען אַז דָאס אִיז נִיתָן לְמֹשֶׁ ?מֶׁ

We must “expand the Torah every day” (Zohar

II, p. 12b). We must develop new ideas. Still, 

they must be bound to and exclusively 

founded upon the Torah’s foundations and 

principles in complete alignment with the 

Torah’s established law. These (foundations, 

principles, and established laws) are 

immutable. [As Maimonides declared in the 

ninth of his Thirteen Principles of Faith], “This 

Torah will never change.” 

Our sages wrote, “Everything a veteran 

student will innovate was given to Moses at 

Mount Sinai” (Jerusalem Talmud, Pe’ah, 2:4). 

At first glance, this seems paradoxical. How 

can a student’s original idea have been 

previously given to Moses at Mount Sinai? 

…
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The Rebbe, Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson, Likutei
Sichot 29, p. 176

ער בֵיאוּר בָזֶׁה דִי סְבָרָא פְרָטִית אִיז , נָאר דֶׁ

עבוֹיְט אוֹיְף   עם תַלְמִיד וָתִיק גֶׁ אַ חִידוּש פוּן דֶׁ

ען  עווֶׁ ה הָאט מְקַבֵל גֶׁ ע מֹשֶׁ עלְכֶׁ דִי כְלָלִים ווֶׁ

עם  . בְסִינַי ער חִידוּש בַאשְטֵיְיט אִין דֶׁ אוּן דֶׁ

ה דִי סְבָרָא וַהֲלָכָה פְרָטִית   ר אִיז מְגַלֶׁ ווָאס עֶׁ

.כַהֲלָכָה, מִן הַכְלָל

ס כַפָשוּט  , רַחֲמָנָא לִצְלַן, אוֹיְב נִיט אִיז עֶׁ

ךְ הַתוֹרָה ה  "אוּן כִדְבַר הַמִשְנָה . הֵיפֶׁ הַמְגַלֶׁ

לאֹ כַהֲלָכָה יֵש , פָנִים בַתוֹרָה שֶׁ אַף עַל פִי שֶׁ

ק  , בְיָדוֹ תוֹרָה וּמַעֲשִים טוֹבִים אֵין לוֹ חֵלֶׁ

(.יא, אָבוֹת ג" )לָעוֹלָם הַבָא

The explanation is that the student’s particular 

theory is original, but it is predicated on 

[known] principles that Moses received at 

Mount Sinai. The theory is original only in the 

sense that the student correctly revealed a 

specific theory and law from the general 

(previously accepted) principle.

If it were not so, G-d forbid, the innovation 

would obviously be heretical to the Torah. As 

our sages wrote, “Those who offer a Torah 

teaching that is inconsistent with established 

Torah law have no share in the World to 

Come, even if they are legitimate scholars or 

people of good deeds” (Mishnah, Avot 3:11).

TEXT 7



The Oral Torah grows like Vayelech, yet remains firm 

like Nitzavim, rooted in unchanging principles.

Since Moses, each generation builds on the past. 



This dual dynamic is also 

present in mitzvot: we 

remain firm in established 

laws and principles, while 

also striving to grow higher 

and enhance our practice.

OPTIONAL



Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Laws of Megilah
and Chanukah 4:1

חָד? כַמָה נֵרוֹת הוּא מַדְלִיק בַחֲנכָֻה יִהְיֶׁה כָל בַיִת וּבַיִת מַדְלִיק נֵר אֶׁ הָיוּ אַנְשֵי , מִצְוָתָהּ שֶׁ בֵין שֶׁ

חָד לָא אָדָם אֶׁ לאֹ הָיָה בוֹ אֶׁ .הַבַיִת מְרֻבִין בֵין שֶׁ

ת הַמִצְוָה חָד, מַדְלִיק נֵרוֹת כְמִנְיַן אַנְשֵי הַבַיִת, וְהַמְהַדֵר אֶׁ חָד וְאֶׁ בֵין אֲנָשִים בֵין  , נֵר לְכָל אֶׁ

.נָשִים

ה מִצְוָה מִן הַמֻבְחָר חָד בַלַיְלָה הָרִאשוֹן, וְהַמְהַדֵר יוֹתֵר עַל זֶׁה וְעוֹשֶׁ חָד וְאֶׁ , מַדְלִיק נֵר לְכָל אֶׁ

חָד .וּמוֹסִיף וְהוֹלֵךְ בְכָל לַיְלָה וְלַיְלָה נֵר אֶׁ

How many candles do we kindle on Chanukah? The basic mitzvah is performed when 

one lamp is kindled in each household, regardless of how many people live there.

One seeking to enhance the mitzvah lights a lamp for each person in the home, man or 

woman.

One who seeks to further beautify the mitzvah, and perform it in its most desirable way, 

kindles one lamp for each person in the household on the first night of Chanukah, then 

adds a candle each night [for each member of the household].

TEXT 8

OPTIONAL



1. Why does Judaism demand both? Why 

follow this process? 

2. It seems G-d wants us to do both, but how 

can two opposites become one?

QUESTIONS



Midrash, Shemot

Rabah 12:3

ה ?מָשָל לְמָה הַדָבָר דוֹמֶׁ

גָזַר וְאָמַר ךְ שֶׁ לֶׁ בְנֵי רוֹמִי לאֹ : לְמֶׁ

וּבְנֵי סוּרְיָא לאֹ , יֵרְדוּ לְסוּרְיָא

.יַעֲלוּ לְרוֹמִי

ת   בָרָא הַקָדוֹש בָרוּךְ הוּא אֶׁ כָךְ כְשֶׁ

הַשָמַיִם  : "גָזַר וְאָמַר, הָעוֹלָם

ץ נָתַן לִבְנֵי  ', שָמַיִם לַה וְהָאָרֶׁ

(. טז, תְהִלִים קטו" )אָדָם

בִקֵש לִתֵן הַתוֹרָה בִטֵל גְזֵרָה  , כְשֶׁ

הַתַחְתוֹנִים יַעֲלוּ  : רִאשוֹנָה וְאָמַר

לְיוֹנִים לְיוֹנִים יֵרְדוּ , לָעֶׁ וְהָעֶׁ

,  וַאֲנִי הַמַתְחִיל. לַתַחְתוֹנִים

נֶׁאֱמַר ד ה: "שֶׁ "  עַל הַר סִינַי' וַיֵרֶׁ

(.כ, שְמוֹת יט)

To what may this be compared?

A king decreed that the people of Rome may not 

descend to Syria, and the people of Syria may not 

ascend to Rome.

Similarly, when G-d created the world, He 

decreed, “The Heavens are the Heavens for G-d, 

and the earth He gave to the sons of man” (Psalms 

115:16). 

When He wanted to give us the Torah, He 

dissolved the earlier decree. He said the lower 

realm may ascend to the higher realm, and the 

higher realm may descend to the lower realm. 

And I will be the first to initiate the merging, as 

the passage states, “And G-d descended upon 

Mount Sinai” (Exodus 19:20).
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At Mount Sinai He joined 

them, forming a continually 

growing partnership on 

firm foundations.

G-d created two realms. 

1. Heaven: fixed values

2. Earth: changing values



Rabbi Mordechai 
Dinerman, Judaism 
Decoded, Rohr Jewish 
Learning Institute

The goal is not to find G-d by eschewing our own personality (that is the higher 

realm without the lower realm); at the same time, the goal is not to be a soulless 

physical creature (that’s the lower realm without the higher realm): the goal is for 

physical creatures and their personality to express G-dliness.

When human beings come up with their own laws, they might be wonderful ideas, 

even crucial for a functioning society, but they are not (necessarily) G-dly. This 

endeavor does not transcend the lower realm. 

When human beings read, hear, and memorize Divine laws, that is very G-dly, but it 

is not very human. The person does not play a major role in the process. His 

intellect—a key factor in his personality—remains, to a degree, distant and 

unconnected. The higher realm does not fully penetrate the lower realm.

The perfect synthesis is when human beings discover and derive new laws, when 

they toil with their own minds to uncover the Divine intent embedded in the Torah.
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G-d is unchanging, humans are 

always growing, and Judaism 

merges the two through the 

Written and the Oral Torah.



Rabbi Lord Jonathan 
Sacks, Covenant and 
Conversation, We Will 
Do, and We Will Hear, 
www.rabbisacks.org

If you look carefully at Exodus chapters 19 and 24, you will see that the Israelites 

accepted the covenant three times. But the three verses in which these acceptances took 

place are significantly different:

1.  The people all responded together, “We will do [na’aseh] everything the L-rd has said.” 

(Ex. 19:8)

2.  . . . they responded with one voice, “Everything the L-rd has said we will do [na’aseh].” 

(Ex. 24:3)

3.  . . . They responded, “We will do and hear [na’aseh ve-nishma] everything the L-rd has 

said.” (Ex. 24:7)

Only the third of these contains the phrase na’aseh ve-nishma. And only the third lacks a 

statement about the people’s unanimity. The other two are emphatic in saying that the 

people were as one: the people “responded together” and “responded with one voice.” 

Are these differences connected?

TEXT 11

…



Rabbi Lord Jonathan 
Sacks, Covenant and 
Conversation, We Will 
Do, and We Will Hear, 
www.rabbisacks.org

It is possible that they are. At the level of na’aseh, the Jewish deed, we are one. To be 

sure, there are differences between Ashkenazim and Sefardim. In every generation, 

there are disagreements between leading poskim, halachic authorities. That is true in 

every legal system. Poor is the Supreme Court that leaves no space for dissenting 

opinions. Yet these differences are minor in comparison with the area of agreement on 

the fundamentals of halachah.

This is what historically united the Jewish people. Judaism is a legal system. It is a code 

of behavior. It is a community of deed. That is where we require consensus. Hence, 

when it came to doing—na’aseh—the Israelites spoke “together” and “with one voice.” 

Despite the differences between Hillel and Shammai, Abaye and Rava, Rambam and 

Rosh, Rabbi Yosef Karo and Rabbi Moshe Isserles, we are bound together by the 

choreography of the Jewish deed.

At the level of nishma, understanding, however, we are not called on to be one. 

Judaism has had its rationalists and its mystics, its philosophers and poets, scholars 

whose minds were firmly fixed on earth and saints whose souls soared to heaven.

TEXT 11



Hillel and Shammai shared 

the same Torah yet reached 

different conclusions, 

showing how Judaism 

balances firm principles 

with room to grow.



Judaism stands on unchanging 

foundations while encouraging 

growth and progress, staying 

grounded as we move forward.



The Rebbe, Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson, 
Likutei Sichos 29, p. 178

ם   ער טַעַם ווָאס אַתֶׁ אוּן דָאס אִיז אוֹיְךְ דֶׁ

ךְ זַיְינֶׁען נִיט נָאר צְווֵיי   נִצָבִים אוּן וַיֵלֶׁ

ערְן לִפְעָמִים נִצְטָרֵף נָאר , סִדְרוֹת וָואס ווֶׁ

ם אֵיין סִדְרָה צֶׁ .זֵיי זַיְינֶׁען בְעֶׁ

ער כְלָלוּת הָעִנְיָן פוּן עֲבוֹדַת ה׳   ווַיְיל דֶׁ

ע זַאכְן ער בִלְתִי  , נִצָבִים. מָאנְט בֵיידֶׁ דֶׁ

וה   עם נוֹתֵן הַתוֹרָה וּמְצַוֶּׁ שִינוּי מִצַד דֶׁ

ךְ. הַמִצְוֹת דִי הֲלִיכַת הָאָדָם מֵחַיִל  , אוּן וַיֵלֶׁ

ל חַיִל .אֶׁ

ערְפַאר אִיז דָאס אֵיין סִדְרָה ווַיְיל  , אוּן דֶׁ

ךְ ער עֲבוֹדָה פוּן וַיֵלֶׁ תְנוּעָה פוּן  , אִין יֶׁעדֶׁ

ק פוּן  , שִינוּי ער חֵלֶׁ ער יְסוֹד זַיְין דֶׁ מוּז דֶׁ

ס קוּמְט פוּן  , תוֹרָה וּמִצְוֹת פוּן נִצָבִים ווִי עֶׁ

(.ו, מַלְאָכִי ג" )אֲנִי ה׳ לאֹ שָנִיתִי( "נִצָבִים)

This is also why Nitzavim and Vayelech are 

not two portions that are sometimes 

combined into one; they are essentially one 

portion.

Serving G-d demands both approaches. 

Nitzavim: we must be firmly rooted in the 

Torah with an absence of change that comes 

from the Giver of the Torah and the 

Commander of its mitzvot. Then vayelech: a 

person’s journey from strength to greater 

strength.

It is one Torah portion because every 

movement, every change of vayelech, must be 

rooted (nitzavim) in the Torah and its 

commandments that come from “I, G-d, have 

not changed” (Malachi 3:6).
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Nitzavim and Vayelech are one portion, showing the 

union of G-d and us. We can split them because they are 

two sides of the same coin: first the firm foundation, then 

growth, always rooted in G-d’s unchanging principles.

ANSWER



The entire point of Judaism 

is to express G-dliness

through our unique selves 

while staying rooted in His 

unchanging laws.



Miriam Kellner, “Is 
There Room for Self-
Expression in Judaism?”

www.Tzofia.org

It is an observable fact that those who follow halachah are not people of dull 

uniformity. Jewish leaders over the ages, masters of halachic conformity, have been 

individuals of fiery passion, men and women of vastly ranging inclinations and 

contributions. There is nothing remotely monotonous or cookie-cutter about the 

robust discussions these great people handed down to us, and there is no end to the 

scope of interests and ideas they engaged in.

Today, orthodox communities create individuals who are decidedly colorful. We are 

artists and accountants, speakers and seekers, intellectuals and creatives. We come in 

shades of introverted and extroverted, run the gamut from vivacious to earnest, and 

feature the full range of emotional, social, and psychological differences. We span the 

political spectrum from end to end.

This is the intended result of the halachic system, to properly refine and aim our 

unique nefesh [soul] to achieve the most potent delivery of our gifts and talents. The 

magnificent kaleidoscope we create when we are all true to ourselves and true to the 

word of Hashem is ayin panim la’Torah, the seventy facets of the One Truth.

TEXT 13



KEY POINTS

4. This is because Judaism is a platform that fuses G-d and human with 

contributions from both: the immutable word of G-d, synthesized and 

integrated with the fallible human mind.

3. Yet, the human contribution must be rooted in the unchanging axioms laid 

out in the Torah. We may not veer away from the Torah’s foundations.

1. Judaism is heavily scripted: each ritual is inviolate, and each word of the Torah 

is unchanging.

2. Judaism demands human involvement to continue the unfolding of Divine law 

in each generation.

5. The unchanging word of the Torah is G-d’s contribution to the partnership. 

The Torah sage’s effort to deepen and broaden our understanding of the 

Torah is our contribution.
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