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Consider the Changes

Remember the days of old, consider 
the years of each generation. (32:7)

History is an integral part of Jewish life. The 
Torah tells us, “Remember the days of old, 
consider the years (shenos) of each generation; 
ask your father and he will tell you, your 
grandfather and he will say it to you.” A Jew 
must always remember the Exodus, the Giving 
of the Torah at Mount Sinai, the forty years in 
the desert and all the other seminal events of 
our history that form the foundation of our faith 
and our observances. A Jew must see 
Hashem’s hand in the events of the past and 
their consequences. As a secular philosopher 
once said, “Those who cannot remember the 
past are doomed to repeat it.”

This we all know and understand. But what is 
the significance of the repetitive language of the 
verse? How does “remember the days of old” 
differ from “consider the years of each 
generation”?

The Menachem Tzion resolves this question 
homiletically. The word for “years” used here, 
shenos, can also be translated as “the changes.”
Consider the changes of each generation. 
Understand that the lessons of the past must be 
applied to the present with wisdom and 
discernment. Times change, people change, 
circumstances change. Not everything that 
worked in the past will work today, and not 
everything that failed in the past would fail today.
The Torah can never be changed but it has 
enough built-in flexibility to allow it to adapt 
perfectly to all times and places. We have to 
think and consider hard before we make the 
application.

The Divine Protectorate
With broad strokes Moshe present the sweep of 
history, “Remember the days of old, consider the
years of each generation; ask your father and he
will tell you, your grandfather and he will say it to
you. When the Supreme One gave nations their 
portion, when He separated the children of man,
He set the borders of peoples according to the 
number of the people of Israel.”

Rashi gives a Midrashic interpretation of the 
references. “Remember the days of old” is a 
general admonition to recall what happened to 
our predecessors who angered Hashem. 
“Consider the years of each generation” refers to
the generation of Enosh who were inundated by 
ocean waters and the generation of the Great 
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Flood. “When the Supreme One gave nations 
their portion, when He separated the children of 
man” refers to the generation of the Dispersion 
when people tried to build the Tower of Babel.

We have a rule, however, that the plain meaning
of the verse is always significant. The simple 
interpretation of these verses is an admonition to
us to understand history and learn its lessons.

As Jews, we believe that the Almighty is not only
the Creator but that He is also the Guide of 
history. We see His hand in the historical events 
that we witness. And the Torah is telling us that 
“He set the borders of peoples according to the 
number of the people of Israel.” The ultimate 
purpose of the wars and conflicts that shape the 
world, the shifting borders of the globe, all of 
these are determined by the Divine plan for the 
Jewish people. We may not see it immediately. 
We may never see it at all. But in some way, the
destiny of the Jewish people turns the intricate 
wheels of history.

Rav Elchanan Wasserman, whom the Nazis 
murdered at the beginning of the Second World 
War, quotes these verses as proof that all world 
history revolves around the Jewish people. 
“When the Treaty of Versailles drew a new map 
of Europe [at the end of the First World War],” 
he writes, “the borders were already drawn in 
Heaven.”

One does not have to be a politically astute 
individual to appreciate the impact of the 
breakup of the Soviet Union on the Jewish 
people. But we sometimes think the smaller 
details do not really affect us. What difference is 
it to us whether or not Azerbaijan goes its own 
way? What difference is it to us if Chechnya 

declares its independence? But this is a 
mistake. It makes a difference – even if we don’t
see it.

What difference did it make if the Ottoman 
Empire sided with the Allies or the Germans 
during the First World War? Who at the time 
gave it a second thought from the perspective of
the Jewish people? But in retrospect, it was a 
critical decision. By choosing the wrong side, the
Ottoman Turks were forced to surrender their 
possessions in the Middle East, among these a 
dusty strip of land called Palestine. Great Britain 
received the mandate for Palestine, which 
opened the way for the establishment of 
modern-day Israel.

When we see maps changing, we need to hold 
our breaths. Somehow or another, this will affect
us, either for the good or, Heaven forbid, 
otherwise. Sometimes it is for our benefit. 
Sometimes, God forbid, it is for our punishment. 
We are always on center stage, because we are
the protectorate of the Master of the Universe.

The Arc of the Moral Universe

In majestic language, Moses breaks into song, 
investing his final testament to the Israelites with
all the power and passion at his command. He 
begins dramatically but gently, calling heaven 
and earth to witness what he is about to say, 
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words which are almost echoed in Portia’s 
speech in The Merchant of Venice, “The quality 
of mercy is not strained”.

Listen, you heavens, and I will speak;
Hear, you earth, the words of my 
mouth.
Let my teaching fall like rain
And my words descend like dew,
Like showers on new grass,
Like abundant rain on tender plants. 
((Deut. 32:1-2)

But this is a mere prelude to the core message 
Moses wants to convey. It is the idea known as 
tzidduk ha-din, vindicating God’s justice. The 
way Moses puts it is this:

He is the Rock, His works are perfect,
And all His ways are just.
A faithful God who does no wrong,
Upright and just is He. ((Deut. 32:4)

This is a doctrine fundamental to Judaism and 
its understanding of evil and suffering in the 
world – a difficult but necessary doctrine. God is 
just. Why, then, do bad things happen?

Is He corrupt? No – the defect is in 
His children,
A crooked and perverse generation. 
(Deut. 32:5)

God requites good with good, evil with evil. 
When bad things happen to us, it is because we 
have been guilty of doing bad things ourselves. 
The fault lies not in our stars but within 
ourselves.

Moving into the prophetic mode, Moses foresees
what he has already predicted, even before they
have crossed the Jordan and entered the land. 
Throughout the book of Devarim he has been 

warning of the danger that in their land, once the
hardships of the desert and the struggles of 
battle have been forgotten, the people will 
become comfortable and complacent. They will 
attribute their achievements to themselves and 
they will drift from their faith. When this happens,
they will bring disaster on themselves:

Yeshurun grew fat and kicked –
You became fat, thick, gross –
They abandoned the God who made 
them
And scorned the Rock their Saviour 
…
You deserted the Rock, who fathered 
you;
And you forgot the God who gave you
life. (Deut. 32:15-18)

This, the first use of the word Yeshurun in the 
Torah – from the root Yashar, upright – is 
deliberately ironic. Israel once knew what it was 
to be upright, but it will be led astray by a 
combination of affluence, security and 
assimilation to the ways of its neighbours. It will 
betray the terms of the covenant, and when that 
happens it will find that God is no longer with it. 
It will discover that history is a ravening wolf. 
Separated from the source of its strength, it will 
be overpowered by its enemies. All that the 
nation once enjoyed will be lost. This is a stark 
and terrifying message.

Yet Moses is bringing the Torah to a close with a
theme that has been present from the beginning.
God, Creator of the universe, made a world that 
is fundamentally good: the word that echoes 
seven times in the first chapter of Bereishit. It is 
humans, granted freewill as God’s image and 
likeness, who introduce evil into the world, and 
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then suffer its consequences. Hence Moses’ 
insistence that when trouble and tragedy 
appear, we should search for the cause within 
ourselves, and not blame God. God is upright 
and just. The shortcomings are ours, His 
children’s, shortcomings.

This is perhaps the most difficult idea in the 
whole of Judaism. It is open to the simplest of 
objections, one that has sounded in almost 
every generation. If God is just, why do bad 
things happen to good people?

This is the question asked not by sceptics, 
doubters, but by the very heroes of faith. We 
hear it in Abraham’s plea, “Shall the Judge of all 
the earth not do justice?” We hear it in Moses’ 
challenge, “Why have You done evil to this 
people?” It sounds again in Jeremiah: “Lord, 
You are always right when I dispute with You. 
Yet I must plead my case before You: Why are 
the wicked so prosperous? Why are evil people 
so happy?” (Jer. 12:1).

It is an argument that never ceased. It continued
through the rabbinic literature. It was heard 
again in the kinot, the laments, prompted by the 
persecution of Jews in the Middle Ages. It 
sounds in the literature produced in the wake of 
the Spanish expulsion, and it’s echoes continue 
to reverberate in memories of the Holocaust.

The Talmud says that of all the questions Moses
asked God, this was the only one to which God 

did not give an answer.1 The simplest, deepest 
interpretation is given in Psalm 92, “The song of 
the Sabbath day.” Though “the wicked spring up 
like grass”, they will eventually be destroyed. 
The righteous, by contrast, “flourish like a palm 
tree and grow tall like a cedar in Lebanon.” Evil 

wins in the short term but never in the long. The 
wicked are like grass, whereas the righteous are
more like trees. Grass grows overnight but it 
takes years for a tree to reach its full height. In 
the long run, tyrannies are defeated. Empires 
decline and fall. Goodness and rightness win the
final battle. As Martin Luther King said in the 
spirit of the Psalm: “The arc of the moral 
universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”

It is a difficult belief, this commitment to seeing 
justice in history under the sovereignty of God. 
Yet consider the alternatives. There are three: 
The first is to say that there is no meaning in 
history whatsoever. Homo hominis lupus est, 
“Man is wolf to man”. As Thucydides said in the 
name of the Athenians: “The strong do as they 
want, the weak suffer what they must.” History is
a Darwinian struggle to survive, and justice is no
more than the name given to the will of the 
stronger party.

The second, about which I write in Not In God’s 
Name, is dualism, the idea that evil comes not 
from God but from an independent force: Satan, 
the Devil, the Antichrist, Lucifer, the Prince of 
Darkness, and the many other names given to 
the force that is not God but is opposed to Him 
and those who worship Him. This idea, which 
has surfaced in sectarian forms in each of the 
Abrahamic monotheisms, as well as in modern, 
secular totalitarianisms, is one of the most 
dangerous in all of history. It divides humanity 
into the unshakeably good and the irredeemably
evil, giving rise to a long history of bloodshed 
and barbarism of the kind we see being enacted 
today in many parts of the world in the name of 
holy war against the greater and lesser Satan. 
This is dualism, not monotheism, and the Sages,
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who called it shtei reshuyot, “two powers or 

domains”2, were right to reject it utterly.

The third alternative, debated extensively in the 
rabbinic literature, is to say that justice ultimately
exists in the World to Come, in life after death. 
Although this is an essential element of 
Judaism, it is striking how relatively little 
Judaism had recourse to it, recognising that the 
central thrust of Tanach is on this world, and life 
before death. For it is here that we must work for
justice, fairness, compassion, decency, the 
alleviation of poverty, and the perfection, as far 
as lies within our power, of society and our 
individual lives. Tanach almost never takes this 
option. God does not say to Jeremiah or Job 
that the answer to their question exists in 
heaven and they will see it as soon as they end 
their stay on earth. The passion for justice, so 
characteristic of Judaism, would dissipate 
entirely were this the only answer.

Difficult though Jewish faith is, it has had the 
effect through history of leading us to say: if bad 
things have happened, let us blame no one but 
ourselves, and let us labour to make them 
better. I believe it was this that led Jews, time 
and again, to emerge from tragedy, shaken, 
scarred, limping like Jacob after his encounter 
with the angel, yet resolved to begin again, to 
rededicate ourselves to our mission and faith, to 
ascribe our achievements to God and our 
defeats to ourselves.

I believe that out of such humility, a 
momentous strength is born.

Shabbat Shalom

NOTES

1. Brachot 7a. 
2. Brachot 33b. 

The Song of Torah

Devarim, 31:19: “And now write for 
yourselves this song, and teach it to 
the Children of Israel, place it in their 
mouth, so that this song will be for Me
a witness for the Children of Israel.”

God instructs each person to write their own 
Torah scroll (Sefer Torah) but when He 
describes the Torah, He calls it a Shirah (song). 
Why is the Torah called a song? Rabbi Yitzchak 

Herzog1 gives a novel explanation: In virtually all
fields of study, a person who is uninitiated in that
discipline does not derive any pleasure from 
hearing a theory or an insight concerning that 
field of study. For example, a physicist will 
derive great pleasure from hearing a novel 
interpretation or insight in the field of physics, 
since it is his field of expertise. However, 
someone who has no significant knowledge of 
physics will be totally unmoved by the very same
insight. This concept applies to many other 
fields.

However, an exception to this concept is found 
in music for music can be appreciated on many 
levels. As Rabbi Yissachar Frand explains: 
“When Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony is played – 
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regardless of whether one is a concertmaster or 
a plain simple person – there is something one 
can get out of it. Music is something that 
everyone on his or her own level can enjoy. 
Everyone can relate to music.”

Rabbi Herzog says that this is why the Torah is 
called “Shirah”: Everyone on his level can 
appreciate the Torah. On the one hand, a great 
Torah Scholar can learn the opening verse in 
the Torah, “Bereishit Barah Elokim (In the 
beginning God created) …” and see great 
wisdom therein. Indeed, one of the greatest 
scholars of all time, the Vilna Gaon only learnt 
Chumash at the end of his life, because he 
could use his vast knowledge of the Oral Torah 
and Mysticism and see it all in the exalted words
of the Torah. Yet, on the other hand, one can be
a five-year-old child, just beginning to read, and 
learn the very same words, “Bereishit Barah 
Elokim…” and also gain something from it. 
Every person, on his own level can have an 
appreciation for Torah. Therefore, the verse 
aptly refers to Torah when it says “And now, 
write for yourselves this ‘song’…”

However, it seems an additional point needs to 
be made with regard to the idea that any person 
on any level can relate to the Torah. Returning 
to the analogy of music, even though it is true 
that a simple person can enjoy Beethoven’s Fifth
symphony, it is also true that a concertmaster 
will appreciate it on a far higher and more 
sophisticated level, noting the numerous details 
that make it such an admired piece of music.

The same applies to the Torah: A child can 
enjoy learning “Bereishit Barah Elokim” but a 
more mature person can appreciate it far more, 
and a Torah scholar can appreciate it on a 

whole different level. As a person grows up, he 
is responsible to develop his understanding of 
the Torah as his comprehension and knowledge 
increase. This idea should apply to all facets of 
Torah, such as Gemara, Chumash, Jewish 
thought and so on. Unfortunately, it is not 
uncommon that a person who grows 
exponentially in his approach to Gemara 
learning, does not make anything like the same 
progress in the realm of Chumash and Jewish 
thought. A person can be learning Gemara in 
depth with all the complex commentators, yet he
does not advance at all from the understanding 
of Chumash that he developed as a young child 

in school2.

One may ask what is so bad about a mature 
adult having an immature approach to 
Chumash? On a most basic level, our obligation 
to know Torah applies to all facets of Torah, and
the Chumash itself is the ultimate source of 
God’s wisdom. Therefore, in order to fulfil one’s 
obligation to know Torah, he must develop as 
deep an understanding of the Chumash as 
possible. On a more practical level, the Torah 
itself is the source of the correct approach to 
every aspect of life. Learning works about 
Jewish thought and growth is tremendous, but 
they all derive back from the Written Torah with 
Its explanations in the Oral Torah. The deeper 
an understanding one has of Torah the more it 
will dominate his outlook and infiltrate into every 
aspect of his life. The following story provides 
one small example of how Gedolim learnt vital 
life lessons that they derived from contemplation
of the Torah.

After Abraham fails to persuade God to not wipe
out Sodom, the Torah makes a seemingly 
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superfluous comment. “HaShem departed when 
He had finished speaking to Abraham, and 

Avraham returned to his place.”3 What is the 
significance of the fact that Abraham returned to 
his place?

The Steipler Gaon, Rabbi Yaakov Yisrael 
Kanievsky addressed this question in making a 
vital point to Rabbi Elazar Shach. On one 

occasion the Mo’etzes Gedolei HaTorah4 made 
a certain decision in opposition to the views of 
Rabbi Shach and the Steipler. The matter was of
such importance to Rabbi Shach that he felt a 
great sense of despair and his spirits were 
broken. Rabbi Shlomo Lorincz writes that soon 
after this incident he visited the Steipler who 
asked him how Rabbi Shach was faring. He 
answered that Rabbi Shach was thoroughly 
dejected and did not know which way to turn. So
great was his disappointment that he said he 
had no more strength to continue.

The Steipler listened to this sadly and said, “I 
would like you to go to Rabbi Shach for me and 
tell him the following.” The Steipler proceeded to
ask the aforementioned question as to the 
significance of the fact that “Abraham returned 
to his place.” He answered with the following 
words. “What this means is that the Torah wants
to teach us – tell Rabbi Shach this – that when 
one has done everything in order to save a 
situation and the goal has not been achieved 
one must implement, ‘And Abraham returned to 
his place’. One has to go back and resume the 
activity that one is obligated to engage in, 
continuing as though nothing untoward has 
happened. Under no circumstances whatsoever 
does lack of success justify a person giving way 
and being unable to carry on his holy work. 

Repeat this, word for word, on my behalf. He 
has done everything without missing a single 
detail, therefore he must also fulfill, ‘And 
Avraham returned to his place,’ and continue 
leading the Jewish people as before.”

Rabbi Lorincz reports that when he conveyed 
this message to Rabbi Shach, Rabbi Shach 
replied that he accepted this lesson and would 
return to his work on behalf of the Jewish 

people.5

The Steipler obviously had a highly thought out 
and well-developed understanding of the Torah. 
This enabled him to apply the Torah’s lessons to
his life. A person who has a deep understanding
of Torah can strive to do this on his own level, 
and then he can more greatly appreciate the 
‘Song’ of the Torah.

NOTES

1. Cited by Rabbi Yissachar Frand. 
2. Heard from my Rebbe, Rabbi Yitzchak 

Berkovits. 
3. Bereishir, 18:33. 
4. This is a group comprising of the leading 

Rabbis who make vital decisions 
pertaining to the Jewish people. 

5. “Lorincz, “In Their Shadow”, Volume 3, 
page 284-5. 
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Soul Symphonies

The Shabbat before Yom Kippur is widely known
as Shabbat Teshuva, the "Shabbat of 
Repentance." Jewish tradition maintains that the
spiritual power of the week stems from the 
Shabbat that precedes it, and this would indicate
that the source of the spiritual potential of the 
Day of Atonement originates in this Shabbat.

Before we set out to explore this idea, let us 
define "Day of Atonement" accurately. Yom 
Kippur is not a day on which atonement is 
offered. The idea of Yom Kippur is that the day 
itself atones.

For example Rebi maintains (Talmud, Yuma, 
85b) that the day itself atones even the sins of 
one who does not repent. Although Jewish Law 
does not endorse this point of view in its entirety,
it does not distance itself from the idea.

Maimonides explains that the day itself atones 
together with repentance. (See "Laws of 
Repentance" 1,4) Thus he presents the 
achievement of atonement as the result of a 
combination. Repentance alone does not 
accomplish atonement. The power of the day 
combined with repentance is required to 
accomplish the task. How can we relate to the 
idea of a day accomplishing atonement?

We read Parshat Ha'azinu this year 
on this very special Shabbat that falls 
right before Yom Kippur.

We read Parshat Ha'azinu this year on this very 
special Shabbat that falls right before Yom 
Kippur. While this is not an annual occurrence, 
[whenever there is a Shabbat between Yom 
Kippur and Succot, we read it on the Shabbat 
following Yom Kippur] nevertheless there is a 
clear connection between Parshat Ha'azinu and 
Yom Kippur.

It is always immediately adjacent, though 
sometimes it comes before and sometimes after.
Following the concept that there are no 
coincidences in matters of the spirit, there must 
be some innate connection between the Day of 
Atonement and Parshat Ha'azinu. By extension 
of the same logic, the power of Shabbat 
Teshuva this year is also drawn from the words 
of Torah contained in this Torah portion. It turns 
out that uncovering this connection sheds a lot 
of light on the question of how a day can have 
the power to atone.

THE SONG OF MOSES

Our Torah portion is composed of a song of 
Moses -- it is a melody that embraces Jewish 
history from its inception to the very end of days.
One resorts to song when the medium of 
ordinary prose is inadequate to express the 
deeper hidden undertones of the message. 
What is this extraordinary aspect of Jewish 
history that can only be conveyed through song?

Nachmanides comments at the end of the song:

If this song were written by a fortune 
teller who guessed the outcome [of 
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Jewish history] by studying its 
beginnings and extrapolating its flow 
from them, reason would still dictate 
that we believe all of it, so accurate a 
forecast has it proven to be up to the 
present time; all its predictions have 
come to pass without exception. How 
much more is it incumbent upon us to
accept it and anticipate its complete 
fulfillment with all our hearts, as these
are the words of God, told to us by 
His prophet, the most trusted in all 
His house, without equal in the past 
or future. (Devorim 32,40)

But how is it possible for Jewish history be so 
predictable? Didn't God give us free will? How 
could He predict so accurately in advance what 
we were going to do with it? Doesn't this 
accuracy indicate that all our actions are 
preordained?

HEAR, O HEAVENS

The answer to this question requires the 
exploration of some other ideas whose source is
our Torah portion.

Give ear, O heavens, and I will speak;
and may the earth hear the words of 
my mouth. (Deut. 32:1)
Hear, O heavens, and give ear, O 
earth, for God has spoken. (Isaiah 
1:2)

Rashi quotes a question asked by the rabbis of 
the Midrash: Why does Moses ask the heavens 
to give him an ear and the earth to hear the 
words of his mouth, while Isaiah does exactly 
the opposite, and asks the earth to give him an 
ear and the heavens to hear his words?

Moses was closer to the heavens, so 
he had to ask the earth to hear his 
words, as earth was farther away.

The answer quoted by Rashi: Moses was closer 
to the heavens than the earth; thus he asked the
heavens to lend him an ear, for he was in a 
position to whisper into their ear which was 
located right next to him, while he had to ask the
earth to hear his words, as the earth was far 
away. Isaiah, however, was positioned on earth. 
The earth could bend its ear to his whisper 
whereas the heavens could hear him only from 
afar.

Asks the Ohr Hachaim, how can this be? Both 
Isaiah and Moses were mortals, and all mortals 
speak on earth.

He answers: A person has two parts; the origin 
of his soul is located in heaven, while the 
extreme extension of the human soul extends 
down here to earth and ends in the body. Moses'
words originated at the source of his soul, in 
heaven, and could be heard down here on earth 
as they issued from his mouth at the extreme 
end of their journey, whereas Isaiah's words 
originated down here on earth and traveled from
there to the pinnacle of his soul in heaven.

Moreover, the reason they were speaking from 
the opposite extremities of their souls is due to 
the fact that they were addressing the same 
issue from two different sides. Moses was 
calling on the heavens and the earth to bear 
witness to the covenant between the Jewish 
people and God.

As it would be job of the heavens to shower 
reward for compliance -- i.e. to rain -- and for the
earth to bear bountiful fruit or to visit retribution 
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for non compliance by doing the opposite, both 
the heavens and the earth were invited by 
Moses to serve as witnesses. They were 
appointed at the highest level, represented by 
the very pinnacle of Moses' soul.

Isaiah was calling to the heavens and the earth, 
the witnesses appointed by Moses eight 
hundred years earlier, and informing them that 
the time for them to "cast the stone" of 
retribution had arrived. His call originated on 
earth, the locus of the violation of the covenant.

A VIEW OF JEWISH HISTORY

Jewish history can be viewed from both ends of 
the soul. It can be seen from the point of origin 
in heaven and from the opposite extremity down 
here on earth.

Herein lies the secret of its predictability. The 
soul at its point of origin is attached to God. God
is not subject to time. Time is a creation.

The Gaon of Vilna explains that the word 
bereishit, "in the beginning," besides being the 
very first word of the Torah, also serves as the 
first of the ten creation speeches (Talmud, Rosh 
Hashono, 32a). The content of this creation 
speech is a precise description of God's very 
first creation, the winding up of the clock of time.
Modern physics has helped us to comprehend 
how time is only a part and parcel of created 
reality by introducing humanity to Einstein's 
concepts of relativity and space-time.

As God is above created reality, being its 
initiator, He is naturally above this realm of 
relativity and space time. For Him the divisions 
of time -- the past, present and future -- simply 
do not exist. Whatever is real is known to God. 

There is no such thing as before something 
happens or after it happened. If it is part of 
reality at any time He can see it.

To God the entire history of His 
creation is equally visible along the 
entire continuum of created time.

Thus to God, the entire history of His creation is 
equally visible along the entire continuum of 
created time. It is also so for the soul, which at 
its source is attached to God and therefore 
shares God's perception. Thus Moses, the 
human being who attained the highest level of 
prophecy conceivable, could express the 
entirety of Jewish history before it ever 
happened.

But even Moses could only perceive it this way 
at the source of his soul, not at the opposite 
extremity extending down to his body. That is 
why he could only sing it, not say it in prose.

This vision, being above time, could not be 
expressed at all on the ordinary level of 
consciousness. The difference between Moses 
and the rest of us lies not in what we can see 
with our physical eye. The difference lies in 
being in touch with the origin of our souls. The 
ability to see through the eyes of the soul is a 
form of perception that we call prophecy.

ABOVE SPACE AND TIME

Human history unfolds down here on this world 
where the future is invisible and the options are 
wide open. However, if man triumphs over evil 
through his free will at some later date, this 
future victory is already visible to God now, as 
He is above space-time, and thus also visible to 

- 10 -



His prophet Moses who is attached to God at 
the source of his soul.

This idea has a deeper aspect to it. Man's 
struggle against evil only exists at the lower 
extremity of his soul located in the world bound 
by time. At the point of origin, where the soul is 
attached to God, there is no such struggle.

And God saw all that He had made, 
and behold it was very good. 
(Genesis 1:31) In the Torah scroll of 
Rabbi Meir, they found written in 
place of the Hebrew words tov me'od 
meaning "very good," the words tov 
movet, meaning how good is death. 
The Midrash goes on to explain that 
this was Rabbi Meir's interpretation of
the verse "very good." Creation was 
merely good until God created death; 
then it became very good. (Bereishis 
Raba, 9,5)

Perhaps we can gain some insight into Rabbi 
Meir's thought from another Midrash (Ibid 9,7) 
which states that the evil inclination can be "very
good." Why? Because without it, no person 
would build a house, or marry, or have children 
or go into business. So declares King Solomon: 
And I saw that all labor and skillful enterprise 
spring from man's envy of his neighbor. 
(Ecclesiastes 4:4)

The struggle with the evil inclination is part and 
parcel of the world in which there is death. It 
belongs to the world of creation down here. At 
the origin of the soul, where the soul is joined 
with God, there is no struggle, no evil inclination,
no death.

How can I have free will in my feet if I 
do not have it in my head and heart?

But how can this be? If the soul is an integrated 
whole from its origins to its furthest extremity, 
and it has no free will at its origins, how is it 
possible for it to have free will only in its 
extremity? How can I have free will in my feet if I
do not have it in my head and heart?

The answer of course is simple. It is only by 
properly exercising his free will and overcoming 
his evil inclination that man becomes an 
integrated whole that stretches from one end of 
the universe to the other, all the way from the 
physical extremity of his body to the spiritual 
essence of God.

If he fails to overcome his evil inclination, he 
never integrates. His soul never fuses with the 
spiritual connection to God that he was created 
with the potential to plug into. In that case we 
would not refer to the connection with God as 
the source of his soul at all. The source would 
be right here in the created world where he 
coexists with the evil inclination and the angel of 
death.

DEEP SPIRITUAL WOUNDS

Armed with this information, we can appreciate 
the beautiful music of our Torah portion and 
begin to have a glimpse into how Yom Kippur 
works.

We know that surface wounds are easy to cure 
but internal injuries are dangerous. When the 
heart and brain are affected, the injury is often 
fatal. For the person who has managed to 
integrate his soul by the proper exercise of his 
free will so that his soul became a single entity 
all the way up to its connection with God, we 
look at the connection with God as the source of
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his unified soul and the extension down here in 
the physical world as merely the outer extremity.

In terms of the soul, every 
commission of a sin is the equivalent 
of the infliction of a spiritual wound.

In terms of the soul, every commission of a sin is
the equivalent of the infliction of a spiritual 
wound. These spiritual wounds are all located in 
the outermost extremities of the soul when it 
originates at the point of its connection to God. 
All sins occur in the realm of the evil inclination 
and only affect the portion of the soul that 
coexists with it and death. In the integrated soul,
these spiritual wounds are in the soul's outer 
extremity and are therefore easy to cure.

On the other hand, if the soul never integrates, 
then these wounds are not at the extremities at 
all. If the entire spiritual essence of man is 
located only in the created world, where it 
coexists with the evil inclination, then this part of 
man's soul contains all the inner spiritual organs.
The same spiritual wounds inflicted by the same 
sins -- which amount to no more than flesh 
wounds in the integrated soul -- are now 
equivalent to injuries of the innermost organs. 
Such wounds can be spiritually fatal and are 
surely extremely difficult to heal.

COLLECTIVE HEALING

The message of Parshat Ha'azinu is that we, the
Jewish people will ultimately succeed in 
integrating our collective soul through the 
exercise of our free will through human history.

Thus at the end of days we will make our 
appearance as an integrated spiritual entity that 
stretches from one end of existence to the other;

thus the source of our collective being can 
legitimately be described as the point of our 
collective soul that connects with God. Thus our 
spiritual wounds suffered through history are all 
located in the outer extremities of this collective 
spiritual being. Our internal organs are free and 
clear of spiritual disease. As this is the case, all 
our spiritual wounds are shallow and easily 
healed.

In the ordinary course of our lives we cannot 
function as integrated souls. God created us to 
struggle with the evil inclination, to overcome 
death by conquering this enemy. In this sphere 
of existence, the spiritual wounds that result 
from our sins can only be viewed as inner 
wounds. All of them cut deep and they are all 
difficult to heal. At this level, the healing power 
of repentance will only prove effective if it is 
sufficiently powerful to be able to heal the 
deepest spiritual trauma. Most of us are unable 
to generate such powerful medicine through our 
repentance.

Knowing this, God allowed us to anticipate the 
future once a year, and allowed us to appear 
before Him as the integrated spiritual entities 
that we shall ultimately be. For the song of 
Moses in Parshat Ha'azinu teaches us that, 
collectively, the Jewish people will eventually 
attain this level of being. As all of us Jews draw 
our individual life force and spirituality from this 
collective, which is already visible before God as
an integrated spiritual entity, He deemed it just 
to regard us all in this manner one day a year.

When we are seen in this light, the deep spiritual
traumas we have inflicted on ourselves by the 
sins we have committed throughout the year 
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assume the non-threatening aspect of shallow 
flesh wounds.

The power of our repentance may be 
inadequate to correct the trauma inflicted on the 
inner organs vital to spiritual life, but it is more 
than enough to apply the spiritual bandages that
are sufficient to close shallow flesh wounds.

But we must first sing the song of Ha'azinu to be
able to fit ourselves into Yom Kippur.

As individuals, we do not necessarily appear at 
the end of days as integrated souls that connect 
to God. Who can say whether we will emerge 
victorious from our private individual battle with 
the evil inclination?

But if we never manage to attain the peak of 
spiritual height in our individual capacity, we 
may have no individual spiritual future to draw 
on.

It is only by identifying ourselves as extremities 
of the Jewish people, drawing our spiritual life 
force from the Jewish collective that we merit 
being seen in the present as integrated spiritual 
beings who stretch to the very highest pinnacles 
of being. It is only thus that the puny power of 
our repentance is adequate to heal our gaping 
spiritual wounds.
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