Devarim 5786

Volume XXXIII Number 37

Toras-“Aish

Thoughts From Across the Torah Spectrum

RABBI MORDECHAI WEISS

On Shoulders of Giants

arashat Devarim marks the beginning of n'1aT 190
(Sefer Devarim), the final book of the Torah. It is
always read on the Shabbat before axa nywn
(Tisha B'Av), the national day of mourning for the
destruction of both wTpnn 'na (Batei Mikdash, the Holy
Temples). This Shabbat is also known as jitn naw
(Shabbat Chazon), named after the haftarah that begins
with the words " ymx |2 1n'vwr itn " — “The vision of Isaiah
son of Amoz” (Yeshayahu 1:1), a prophecy of rebuke
and impending destruction.
In this parashah, Moshe Rabbeinu begins his
final address to the people of Israel. The Torah states:

.....

AT T NOL AT 7997 [AND7'A 90 7in N3

“These are the words that Moshe spoke to all of
Israel across the Jordan—in the wilderness, in the
Aravah, opposite Suf, between Paran and Tophel,
Lavan, Chatzeirot, and Di Zahav” (Devarim 1:1).

Rashi explains that these place names are not
merely geographical references, but allusions to the sins
of the people during their forty years in the wilderness.
Moshe, out of sensitivity and love for the people, chose
not to openly shame them. Instead, he rebuked them
indirectly, hinting at their misdeeds without naming them
explicitly (Rashi on Devarim 1:1). This teaches us a vital
lesson about nnoin (rebuke): it must be delivered with
care and compassion, never in a way that embarrasses
the other person. Rebuke should be private, gentle, and
aimed at helping, not harming.

Every year, as we reflect on the destruction of
the Temples, we are reminded that the cause was nxiw
n1'n (baseless hatred) among Jews (Talmud, Yoma 9b).
We often hear that if we replace that hatred with nanx
n1'n (unconditional love), the redemption will come. Yet,
year after year, it seems we remain the same. Love and
hate coexist within our communities. We see
outpourings of kindness and unity, yet also divisiveness
and strife. So what, ftruly, will bring the n7ixa
(redemption)?
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Of course, 7xw' nanx (love for fellow Jews) is
essential. But | believe there is another strength we carry
— one that gives us hope that Mashiach could come in
our generation: we are standing on the shoulders of
giants.

| once sat before my teacher, Rav Joseph B.
Soloveitchik (the Rav), and | asked him, “Who is
greater—you or Rashi?” He smiled and answered, ‘I
am.” | was taken aback, until he clarified, “Because |
stand on Rashi’s shoulders. | know all of Rashi. And so |
can reach just a little bit higher.”

This is the power of our people. Not necessarily
because we are greater than the generations that came
before us, but because we build upon them. Each
generation learns from the past, drawing strength and
insight from those who paved the way.

Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik (the Rav) shared a
powerful story. A 70-year-old Rebbe walks into a
classroom filled with young, vibrant students. He
wonders how he will connect with them—what common
language they share. He opens his Gemara to begin the
shiur (lesson), and suddenly, there's a knock on the
door. In walks the n"ann (Rambam), who takes a seat.
Then the 1"axn (Raavad) arrives. After him, xa'jpy 10
(Rabbi Akiva) enters and joins the circle. Across
generations, the great sages take their places.

The Rebbe begins teaching. A lively debate
ensues. The Rambam offers a position. The Raavad
objects—vigorously, perhaps even harshly, as is
sometimes his style. A student stands up, upset: “Rebbe,
how can you let him speak that way about the
Rambam?” But the discussion continues, rich and
impassioned. Four hours pass in what feels like
moments. The students are drained, but the Rebbe is
invigorated.

This, said the Rav, is the strength of Klal Yisrael.
Our sages are alive in our learning. The chain of tradition
is unbroken, and through our Torah study, we bring them
into the room with us.

Yes, we must continue to strive for ahavat
chinam. But we must also remember who we are and
where we come from. We are not isolated individuals; we
are heirs to a profound spiritual legacy. Every time we
open a sefer, we are not alone. We are lifted by the
generations that came before us. We may not
understand as much as they did, but because we stand
on their shoulders, we can reach further.
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This is our enduring hope — that Mashiach will
come, not because we are perfect, but because we are
connected to the greatness that came before us. Our
history gives us strength. Our Torah gives us life.

A great mekubal (Kabbalist) recently said that
Mashiach is here — waiting. Waiting for us to be ready.

May we merit to see the redemption speedily in
our days. May this Shabbat Chazon open our eyes to the
vision of what can be. May we repair the past through
love, humility, and Torah. And may the learning and merit
of all generations bring us together as one, ready to greet
Mashiach. © 2025 Rabbi M. Weiss Rabbi Mordechai Weiss is
the former Principal of the Bess and Paul Sigal Hebrew
Academy of Greater Hartford and the Hebrew Academy of
Atlantic County where together he served for over forty years.
He and his wife D'vorah live in Efrat. All comments are
welcome at ravmordechai@aol.com

RABBI LORD JONATHAN SACKS ZT”L
Covenant & Conversation

s Moses begins his great closing addresses to the

next generation, he turns to a subject that

dominates the last of the Mosaic books, namely
justice: "l instructed your judges at that time as follows:
'Listen to your fellow men, and decide justly [tzedek]
between each man and his brother or a stranger. You
shall not be partial in judgment. Listen to great and small
alike. Fear no one, for judgment belongs to God. Any
matter that is too difficult for you, bring to me and | will
hear it."

Tzedek, "justice", is a key word in the book of
Devarim -- most famously in the verse: "Justice, justice
you shall pursue, so that you may thrive and occupy the
land that the Lord your God is giving you." (16:20)

The distribution of the word tzedek and its
derivate tzedakah in the Five Books of Moses is anything
but random. It is overwhelmingly concentrated on the
first and last books, Genesis (where it appears 16 times)
and Deuteronomy (18 times). In Exodus it occurs only
four times and in Leviticus five. All but one of these are
concentrated in two chapters: Exodus 23 (where 3 of the
4 occurrences are in two verses, 23:7-8) and Leviticus
19 (where all 5 incidences are in chapter 19). In
Numbers, the word does not appear at all.

This distribution is one of many indications that
the Chumash (the Five Books of Moses) is constructed
as a chiasmus -- a literary unit of the form ABCBA. The
structure is this:

A: Genesis -- the prehistory of Israel (the distant past)

B: Exodus -- the journey from Egypt to Mount Sinai

C: Leviticus -- the code of holiness

B: Numbers -- the journey from Mount Sinai to the
banks of the Jordan

A: Deuteronomy -- the post-history of Israel (the distant
future)

The leitmotiv of tzedek/tzedakah appears at the
key points of this structure -- the two outer books of
Genesis and Deuteronomy, and the central chapter of
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the work as a whole, Leviticus 19. Clearly the word is a
dominant theme of the Mosaic books as a whole.

What does it mean? Tzedek/tzedakah is almost
impossible to translate, because of its many shadings of
meaning: justice, charity, righteousness, integrity, equity,
fairness and innocence. It certainly means more than
strictly legal justice, for which the Bible uses words like
mishpat and din. One example illustrates the point: "If a
man is poor, you may not go to sleep holding his security.
Return it to him at sun-down, so that he will be able to
sleep in his garment and bless you. To you it will be
reckoned as tzedakah before the Lord your God." (Deut.
24:12-13)

Tzedakah cannot mean legal justice in this
verse. It speaks of a situation in which a poor person has
only a single cloak or covering, which he has handed
over to the lender as security against a loan. The lender
has a legal right to keep the cloak until the loan has been
repaid. However, acting on the basis of this right is
simply not the right thing to do. It ignores the human
situation of the poor person, who has nothing else with
which to keep warm on a cold night. The point becomes
even clearer when we examine the parallel passage in
Exodus 22, which states: "If you take your neighbour's
cloak as a pledge, return it to him by sunset, because his
cloak is the only covering he has for his body. What else
will he sleep in? When he cries out to me, | will hear, for
| am compassionate." (Ex. 22:25-26)

The same situation which in Deuteronomy is
described as tzedakah, in Exodus is termed compassion
or grace (chanun). The late Aryeh Kaplan translated
tzedakah in Deut. 24 as "charitable merit". It is best
rendered as "the right and decent thing to do" or "justice
tempered by compassion".

In Judaism, justice -- tzedek as opposed to
mishpat -- must be tempered by compassion. Hence the
terrible, tragic irony of Portia's speech in The Merchant
of Venice: "The quality of mercy is not strain'd, / It
droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven / Upon the place
beneath: it is twice blest; / It blesseth him that gives and
him that takes: / 'Tis mightiest in the mightiest: it
becomes / The throned monarch better than his crown; /
His sceptre shows the force of temporal power, / The
attribute to awe and majesty, / Wherein doth sit the dread
and fear of kings; / But mercy is above this sceptred
sway; "It is enthroned in the hearts of kings, / It is an
attribute to God himself; / And earthly power doth then
show likest God's / When mercy seasons justice.
Therefore, Jew, / Though justice be thy plea, consider
this, / That, in the course of justice, none of us / Should
see salvation: we do pray for mercy; / And that same
prayer doth teach us all to render / The deeds of mercy.
| have spoke thus much / To mitigate the justice of thy
plea..."

Shakespeare is here expressing the medieval
stereotype of Christian mercy (Portia) as against Jewish
justice (Shylock). He entirely fails to realize -- how could
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he, given the prevailing culture -- that "justice" and
"mercy" are not opposites in Hebrew but are bonded
together in a single word, tzedek or tzedakah. To add to
the irony, the very language and imagery of Portia's
speech ("It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven") is
taken from Deuteronomy: "May my teaching drop as the
rain, / my speech distill as the dew, / like gentle rain upon
the tender grass, / and like showers upon the herb... /
The Rock, his work is perfect, / for all his ways are
justice. / A God of faithfulness and without iniquity, / just
and upright is he." (Deut. 32:2-4)

The false contrast between Jew and Christian in
The Merchant of Venice is eloquent testimony to the
cruel misrepresentation of Judaism in Christian theology
until recent times.

Why then is justice so central to Judaism?
Because it is impartial. Law as envisaged by the Torah
makes no distinction between rich and poor, powerful
and powerless, home born or stranger. Equality before
the law is the translation into human terms of equality
before God. Time and again the Torah insists that justice
is not a human artefact: "Fear no one, for judgment
belongs to God." Because it belongs to God, it must
never be compromised -- by fear, bribery, or favouritism.
It is an inescapable duty, an inalienable right.

Judaism is a religion of love: You shall love the
Lord your God; you shall love your neighbour as yourself;
you shall love the stranger. But it is also a religion of
justice, for without justice, love corrupts (who would not
bend the rules, if he could, to favour those he loves?). It
is also a religion of compassion, for without compassion
law itself can generate inequity. Justice plus compassion
equals tzedek, the first precondition of a decent society.
Covenant and Conversation is kindly sponsored by the
Schimmel Family in loving memory of Harry (Chaim) Schimmel
zt"l © 2026 The Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust rabbisacks.org

RABBI SHLOMO RISKIN

Shabbat Shalom

(44 ow so (Eikha) am | able to bear your
contentiousness, your burdens and your
quarrels?!” (Deuteronomy 1:12) The Sabbath

portion of Devarim is always read on the Sabbath before

the Ninth of Av, the memorial fast for the destruction of
both Holy Temples, the fall of our holy city Jerusalem,
and the loss of our national sovereignty. This calendric
connection is signaled by the biblical words in our
portion, “How so (Eikha) am | able to bear your
contentiousness, your burdens and your quarrels?!”

(Deut. 1:12), words which will be publicly read this

Sabbath with the same haunting cantillations as the

Scroll of Lamentations.

As the words just cited suggest, the gravest sin
which leads to Jerusalem’s destruction is internal strife
within the community of Israel, contentiousness,
quarrelsomeness, the sin defined by our sages as “sinat
chinam,” causeless hatred. To this end, the prophet
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Isaiah, when he presents his optimistic vision of hope for
redemption, calls out, “Comfort you, comfort you, My
people, speak upon the heart-Jerusalem, and call out
unto her; her period [of exile] has been completed, her
iniquity has been forgiven” (Is. 40:1-2).

Note that the prophet refers to the city as Heart-
Jerusalem, a compound noun (“Speak upon, or speak
about, heart-Jerusalem”); apparently it is “heart” which
defines Jerusalem. | am certain this is what Rabbi
Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook was referring to when
he said of the Western Wall, symbol par excellence of
Jerusalem, “There are some hearts which are of stone;
and there are some stones which are truly hearts.” Such
are the heart-stones of the Western Wall; such is
Jerusalem — heart-stone.

The heart serves two crucial functions for the
human organism. It is the true life-force, pumping
oxygenated blood through the body; oxygen is what
enables us to breathe, and blood is the vital substance
of human existence (“hadam hu hanefesh”).

Abraham entered the world arena, and his
descendants became a covenantal people chosen by
God for an eternal mission, “in order that all gentiles of
the earth be blessed by [His] seed. God chose [and
loved] Abraham in order that he convey to his household
after him...compassionate righteousness and moral
justice.” According to all of our prophets, this message
will be conveyed at the end of the days from the Holy
Temple in Jerusalem, to which all the nations will flock.
At that time, they will beat their swords into
ploughshares, forsake entirely the cultivation of warfare
(Is. 2, Mic. 4), and “the nations will change to speak a
pure language; they will all call upon the name of
Hashem and serve Him with a united resolve” (Zeph.
3:9). Jerusalem will become the vehicle for Israel’s
expression of the purpose for its being, the effectuation
of a redeemed world of peace.

The heart is the source of human emotion,
specifically the emotion of love: “You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart” (Deut. 6:5). When the great
biblical interpreter Rabbi Avraham ben Ezra (known as
Ibn Ezra, born in Tudela, Navarre, Spain, 1089-1164)
had to define “your fellow (rei’akha),” in the verse “And
you shall love your fellow” (Lev. 19:18), he concluded
that it must refer to every human being; after all, the
verse concludes with “I am the Lord,” and the Lord
created all of humanity from one divine womb.

Jerusalem will one day unite all of humanity
within her bosom, for she is the heart, the Shekhina, the
divine womb. This makes all human beings siblings;
God'’s children are inextricably interlocked by the love we
must feel for each other because of the eternal part of
God in each of us, and the concomitant responsibility
each must therefore bear towards the other. The love
which will emanate from Jerusalem must extend to all
the nations, even those who have cruelly harmed us in
the past, even those who have sought to destroy us. This
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love is extended as long as they now come in peace to
worship the God of love, forgiveness, and peace. It must
be an unconditional love, like a mother has for the fruits
of her womb. It must be a love without cause, aspiring to
bring repair for the hatred without cause which initially
caused Jerusalem’s demise.

In 1978, Prime Minister Menachem Begin,
President Jimmy Carter, and President Anwar Sadat met
at Camp David to draft the peace agreement with Egypt.
After all the negotiations had seemingly concluded,
Carter handed Begin a letter for him to sign. The prime
minister turned white and returned the letter, refusing to
sign it. “But | did not ask you to give up Jerusalem,” said
the American president. “| only asked that you put it on
the negotiating table.”

“You don’'t understand,” said Israel's prime
minister. “For two thousand years, we Jews have been
reciting a verse from King David’s Psalms at every
wedding ceremony: ‘If | forget thee O Jerusalem, may
my right hand lose her cunning: Let my tongue cleave to
the roof of my mouth, if | hold thee not above my highest
joy.”

“But doesn’t your Jewish law maintain that you
must give up a limb in order to save the entire
organism?” remonstrated Carter. “Yes,” said Menachem
Begin, “but not if the limb is one’s heart. No human being
can live without a heart. Jerusalem is the heart of Israel,
the heart of the Jewish people.” The above article
appears in Rabbi Riskin’'s book Devarim: Moses
Bequeaths Legacy, History and Covenant, part of his
Torah Lights series of commentaries on the weekly
parsha, published by Maggid and available for purchase
at bit.ly/RiskinDevarim. © 2026 Ohr Torah Institutions &
Rabbi S. Riskin

RABBI DAVID LEVIN

Eleven, Which is Three

hen we look at the time that the B’nei Yisrael

spent in the wilderness, we can point to many

miracles which took place, yet there are miracles
which we often overlook and are barely mentioned either
in the Torah or the Commentaries. There are other
miracles which are hinted at in the Torah, and others
which are found only in Midrashim. In this week’s
parasha, Parashat Devarim, we are presented with a
possible miracle: Did the journey from Horev (Mt. Sinai)
to Kadesh-Barnea take eleven or only three days
through a miracle?

The beginning of Sefer Devarim contains a
veiled rebuke of the B’nei Yisrael which speaks of such
a miracle: “These are the words that Moshe spoke to all
Yisrael, across the Jordan, in the wilderness, in the Plain,
opposite [the Red Sea], between Paran and Tophel, and
Lavan, and Hatzerot and Di-zahav; eleven days from
Horev, by way of Mount Seir to Kadesh-Barnea. It was
in the fortieth year, in the eleventh month, on the first of
the month, when Moshe spoke to the B’nei Yisrael,
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according to everything that Hashem commanded him to
them, after he had smitten Sichon, king of the Amorites,
who dwell in Cheshvon, and Og, king of the Bashan, who
dwell in Ashtarot, in Edrei.”

The Ramban explains that the path from Horev
to Kadesh-Barnea was a short journey of only eleven
days by way of Har Seir. The Ramban explains that the
journey ended forty years prior, when the people
demanded from Moshe that they send spies into the
land. The eleven days would have been the total time
after Horev that they would have had to spend in the
wilderness, as they would have entered the Land
immediately upon arriving at Kadesh-Barnea. When the
people desired to send in spies, that entrance was
delayed the forty days of the spies’ journey. When the
people then believed the negative report of the spies,
they were punished with one year for each day of the
ordeal. A journey which could have been only eleven
days turned into a journey of forty years.

HaAmek Davar points out that once the B’nei
Yisrael left Horev, where they had received the Torah,
they desired to quickly enter the land that they would
inherit. They travelled eleven days to Kadesh-Barnea
and could have entered the land immediately had they
not insisted on sending in spies. One additional added
comment gives an even greater detail of what would
have happened had the B’nei Yisrael acted properly with
faith in Hashem. HaAmek Davar states that Sichon and
Og were terrified of the B’nei Yisrael after the drowning
of the Egyptians and the receiving of the Torah on Har
Sinai. They would have stepped aside and allowed the
B’nei Yisrael to pass through their lands and enter the
Land of Canaan. Now, after forty years of not being
challenged, Sichon and Og fought against the B’nei
Yisrael. Even though they lost, they demonstrated what
would happen during the rest of Israel’s journey into the
land. Every nation that faced them decided to fight
instead of flee. Had the B’nei Yisrael not sent in the
spies, the nations in the land would have left without a
fight. Moshe would have been able to go directly to
Jerusalem and establish the Holy Temple.

Rashi goes through a long calculation to
determine that the eleven days between Horev and
Kadesh-Barnea were really only three days. Moshe was
so excited to bring the people into the land that Hashem
spoke of, that he enabled the people to enter the land
after only three days through a miracle. The Kli Yakar
disagrees, as he believes that the eleven days were
symbolic of days of mourning: the nine days up to the
Ninth of Av, the Seventeenth of Tammuz, and the Tenth
of Tevet. Each of these days was associated with the
destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. This makes
sense, since, had the B’nei Yisrael entered the land
when given the opportunity, Moshe would have
established the Temple and it would never have been
destroyed. Our Rabbis also tell us that at every stop or
return to an area of the desert that the B’'nei Yisrael came
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to in their forty years of wanderings, Moshe reminded
them that this journey was their own punishment for not
having faith in Hashem.

HaRav Zalman Sorotzkin asks why the B’nei
Yisrael complained to Hashem about the lack of meat
and talked bad about the Manna when they were just
about to enter the land where they would be able to eat
meat and bread immediately. Their mistake was that
they believed that their battles against the people of
Canaan would be won, “derech hateva, in the normal
way” of wars where they would fight and need their
strength in battle. When the B’nei Yisrael were at Horev,
they did not need strength and could eat whatever form
of food Hashem provided (the Manna). When they were
told to enter the land, they believed that they were about
to do battle and would need to build up their strength for
that battle. It also appears that the people believed that
they could use the time that it would take to spy out the
land in order to gain some of that strength for the
upcoming war. Hashem expected the people to
understand that He would fight for them when they
entered the land (as He had at the Red Sea), but when
the people sinned by sending in the spies and accepting
their negative report, Hashem changed His plans and
decided to only assist them in battle. Had they been
willing to enter immediately, they would have been given
the lands of Moav, Ammon, and Edom in addition to Har
Seir without having to fight for them.

The Sfat Emet explains that the Land of Israel
was called Canaan because that was part of the Creation
of the World. But according to the Torah of Hashem, this
land was designated for the B’nei Yisrael. The power of
the Torah meant that the B’nei Yisrael would eventually
inherit the land. Calling the land by its original title (the
Land of Canaan) only indicated the name of the people
that moved to the land when the sons and grandsons of
Noach spread to different parts of the world. It did not
indicate possession or inheritance of that land given to
them by Hashem. Avraham was promised that land as
an inheritance for his children.

We, the descendants of Avraham have returned
to the land that he was promised. This time it did not
take us eleven days or even three days, but over two
thousand years. We must rise to the occasion and have
faith that Hashem has returned us to this land to observe
His Torah. May we acknowledge the miracles that
brought us to our land and which help us to survive the
challengers we face each day. May we soon be zocheh
(worthy) to rebuild the Temple so that we may return
Hashem to His Holy Place above the Holy Ark. © 2026
Rabbi D. Levin

RABBI BEREL WEIN ZT”L

Wein Online
Our great teacher Moshe begins his final oration to

the Jewish people in this week's Torah portion. He
reviews for them the history of his stewardship of
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the Jewish people over the past 40 years. He recounts
the miracles and tragedies that befell the Jewish people,
from the Exodus from Egypt until the very day that they
now stand at the banks of the river Jordan preparing to
enter the land of Israel. It is a very detailed oration.
Apparently, all the major events and issues, the highs
and lows of the sojourn of Israel in the desert of Sinai,
are remembered and recounted. He spares no detail or
criticism as to what went wrong, and at the conclusion of
this book, his love for the Jewish people is fully on
exhibition by the manifold blessings that he bestows
upon them.

Moshe mentions the heroes that arose to
champion the cause of Torah and the Jewish people at
moments of crisis, and he also tells us of those who fell
short, i.e. how their acts of commission or omission led
the Jewish people astray. He points out that heavenly
guidance nurtured the Jewish people during this entire
long span and assures them that the Creator will not
abandon them in the future. But he also says that the
Creator will hold them responsible for their behavior and
their loyalty to Torah. What is striking to me is that Moshe
omits any mention regarding the construction of the
Mishkan/Tabernacle from his recollection of the history
of the Jewish people in Sinai. Yet, in the text of the holy
Torah itself, a great deal of space and detail is devoted
to this subject. All the commentators are hard-pressed to
understand why many eternal commandments are
merely mentioned or hinted at, while the construction of
the Mishkan/Tabernacle occupies a great deal of space
and detail.

Though | have not found many Torah
commentaries that discuss this omission, | have, myself,
thought about it at some length. | think that Moshe is
communicating to us a subtle but vital lesson that will
enable the Jewish people to survive national loss and
destruction, exile and dispersion, and yet be able to
rebuild itself physically and spiritually. Moshe is teaching
us that all physical structures, though they are the holiest
of all human endeavors endowed with godly spirit, so to
speak, they are nevertheless only temporary.

The Mishkan/Tabernacle lasted for hundreds of
years in the desert and at Shilo in the land of Israel, but
it eventually disappeared. The First Temple stood for
410 years but it too became only ruins. The Second
Temple, which Herod rebuilt in enormous splendor and
was one of the wonders of the ancient world, stood for
420 years. But it also was destroyed and disappeared. It
is not the physical structure of buildings that has
preserved the Jewish people until our very day. It is,
rather, the Torah, its values and commandments, its
worldview and systems of life that have enabled the
Jewish people to survive and eventually prosper and
rebuild themselves.

It is no accident that the majority of Jewish
scholars follow the opinion that the third Temple will not
be built by human beings, because it has to be eternal,
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and all human construction, no matter how grand, noble
or lofty still remains only a temporary structure. Moshe,
in his oration, speaks not only to his generation but to all
later generations of the Jewish people. He does not dwell
on physical structures which are always subject to ruin
and replacement, but on the spiritual greatness of the
eternal Torah that the Lord has bestowed upon the
Jewish people. © 2026 Rabbi Berel Wein - Jewish
historian, author and international lecturer offers a
complete selection of CDs, audio tapes, video tapes,
DVDs, and books on Jewish history at
www.rabbiwein.com. For more information on these and
other products visit www.rabbiwein.com

RABBI JONATHAN GEWIRTZ

Migdal Ohr

] ] Small and large shall you hear the same; do not

be afraid of any man, for judgment belongs to

G-d...” (Devarim 1:17) As Moshe begins
recounting the lessons of the forty years in the desert, he
recalls the charges he gave the Jews in terms of acting
as judges. They were commanded to be impartial and
above board, following the commandments of Hashem,
and bowing to His logic. Here, they are commanded to
adjudicate a case for a small amount with the same
alacrity and attention that they would adjudicate a much
larger case.

They are also commanded not to give honor to
the rich over the poor or vice versa. In the time of
judgment, it is Hashem’s honor which is paramount, and
thus, we must ensure that justice is served according to
halacha.

Additionally, judges are adjured to be fearless in
the face of the litigants. They are not to be afraid of
retaliation or harm from any of the parties, and focus
solely on what halacha dictates should be the ruling.
Perhaps this is easier said than done, but that's why
judges were chosen to were strong, wealthy, and
intelligent, so they were less likely to be intimidated. But
perhaps there is another fear that people might have.

The judges might feel that they are harming the
defenseless, or that they ought to stick up for what is
right. They might be afraid of condemning someone who
is innocent, or absolving the guilty of the need to make
amends. Their role is very crucial, and it can be
overwhelming. Therefore, the Torah tells us, “Justice
belongs to G-d.”

As the Ramban points out, Hashem created us
and is responsible for guaranteeing there is justice
between us. He therefore appoints judges to act as His
agents, to dispense this. But they are only human. It is
possible for people to make mistakes. This can be a very
daunting and frightening thought.

Therefore, the Torah tells the judges: “Do what
you are commanded to do, and do not be concerned
whether “justice is being served.” So long as the
halacha and protocols are followed, the outcome is what
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Hashem wants it to be. If a murderer may go free
because there are not two witnesses to the crime, that is
already accounted for in the Torah. Hashem has many
ways of punishing one who deserves it, and the judges
needn’t worry.

If a poor man is losing money, but that is the
Torah’s demand in this case, then that's how the judges
should rule. If they are following the guidelines of the
Torah, and they are knowledgeable in what they are
doing, then they must simply focus on being proper
messengers of Hashem, and know that He is truly the
One making the decisions.

This should serve to strengthen them in their
resolve, and enable them to help Klal Yisrael by serving
as judges and making sure Hashem’s will is done.

A local rabbi once approached R’ Moshe
Feinstein z’I to ask for his guidance.

The young Rav was trying to produce Cholov
Yisrael milk at a local dairy, and the project required a
certain amount of knowledge and ability to rule on
various questions that might arise. He hoped R’ Moshe
could suggest a suitable candidate.

R’ Moshe suggested the rabbi himself be the
overseer, and rule on any question that came up. The
rabbi trembled, and replied, “Me? | should rule on such
lofty matters? I'm afraid | might make a mistake!”

R’ Moshe smiled, “Who, then, should rule on
them? Someone who is NOT afraid to err?” © 2026 Rabbi
J. Gewirtz & Migdal Ohr

RABBI AVI SHAFRAN
Reflections

efer Devarim begins with Moshe Rabbeinu's
Srecounting of the Jewish People's history since the

exodus from Egypt, through the years of desert-
wandering.

And our communal reading of the beginning of
the sefer coincides yearly with our own annual survey of
the millennia since, our lookback at the myriad travails
our forebears endured; parshas Devarim always
precedes Tisha B'Av.

Abba Shaul (Shabbos, 133b) tells us to emulate
certain name-descriptions of Hashem: "Just as He is
compassionate and merciful, so too should you be
compassionate and merciful."

I've wondered about the fact that Hashem's most
"descriptive" name, the Tetragrammaton, implies
"timelessness," its letters signaling "Was, Is and Will Be."
In what way might we even think of emulating His
temporal omnipresence?

Perhaps, though, in a way, we can.

Jews have history on their hearts. We are
exquisitely sensitive to the past, not only the recent, but
the long-ago.

On Tisha B'Av, we will fast and mourn the tolls
taken by our people's travails over time. We will sit low
for much of the day, and read about the destruction of
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the Batei Mikdash, reciting poetic dirges about those
Jewish catastrophes and many others, down through the
Middle Ages to more proximate collective Jewish
tragedies.

The fact, though, that most of the events we will
mourn took place hundreds, even thousands, of years
ago does not make them less timely. We live in the past
no less than the present.

And so, perhaps, combined with our
determination to live meaningfully in the here-and-now,
and our relentless pining for the ultimate future -- Tisha
B'Av is pointedly followed by the "Seven of Consolation,"
when the haftaros read in shul consist of Divine
reassurances that there is an end-point to history -- we
parallel, if imperfectly, the Creator's existence outside of
time. © 2026 Rabbi A. Shafran & torah.org

RABBI YITZCHAK ZWEIG

Shabbat Shalom Weekly

e are currently in the midst of the "Three Weeks,"

which span from the Hebrew date 17th of

Tammuz through the 9th of Av (this year
corresponding to July 2nd through the 23rd). This period
has historically been a time of misfortune and calamity
for the Jewish people.

These misfortunes began right after the
Israelites left Egypt. Immediately after agreeing to a
covenant with the Almighty on Mount Sinai, the people
sin with the Golden Calf (having incorrectly counted the
days until Moses' return). Moses returns from the
mountain and shatters the original tablets of the Ten
Commandments.

The following year, on the 9th of Av, the spies
return from scouting the Land of Israel and deliver a
terrifying report on what would happen if the Israelites
entered the land. The assembled nation begins wailing
and regretting leaving Egypt. This infuriates the Aimighty
who condemns the entire generation to perish in the
desert over the next forty years -- only their children
would merit entering the Land of Israel.

Over the course of history, the Jewish people
have endured many such tragedies during these three
weeks. The 9th of Av is the anniversary of the destruction
of both the first and the second Holy Temples in
Jerusalem, roughly some 2500 and 2000 years ago
respectively. Thus, in these "Three Weeks" we mourn
the tragedies that took place over three millennia and
specifically the destruction of the Holy Temples and our
expulsion from the Land of Israel.

These days are also referred to as "bein
hametzarim -- in the midst of the distresses," based on
the prophet Jeremiah's observation regarding the Jewish
people: "She finds no rest; all her pursuers overtook her
in the midst of her distresses" (Lamentations 1:3).

During this time, various customs of mourning
are observed; we minimize joy and celebration by not
holding weddings or listening to music. Many also have
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the custom of not shaving or getting haircuts. These
expressions of mourning take on even greater intensity
as we approach the 9th day of Av -- Tisha B'Av, which is
observed as a 25-hour fast day (this year it begins on
Wednesday night, July 22nd).

This Shabbat, the one before Tisha B'Av, is
known as "Shabbat Chazon -- Shabbat of Vision." On
every Shabbat, following the reading of the weekly Torah
portion, a section from the Prophets Scriptures (known
as the Haftarah) is read. The name Shabbat Chazon
takes its name from the opening word of the Haftarah
read this Shabbat morning: "The vision of Isaiah son of
Amoz, which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem"
(Isaiah 1:1).

The Hebrew wordchazon means a prophetic
vision. But the name contains an important paradox: The
vision read on Shabbat Chazon is primarily a vision of
catastrophe -- of corruption, hypocrisy, injustice, and the
destruction that will follow. Yet, in later Jewish thought,
Shabbat Chazon is associated with another vision: the
possibility of seeing, however distantly, a future return to
the Land of Israel and a rebuilt Holy Temple. Therefore,
Shabbat Chazon stands at the intersection of destruction
and rebuilding; a time of both memory and hope; a time
of mourning and a commitment to do better in the future.

The Talmud contrasts the mourning of the
month of Av with the joy we are enjoined to experience
during the Hebrew month of Adar -- when the miracle of
Purim took place. The Talmud makes a puzzling
statement regarding the festive atmosphere of the
Hebrew month of Adar: "Just as we reduce our joy when
the month of Av arrives, we likewise increase our joy
when Adar arrives" (Ta'anit 29a).

Consequently, when the month of Av begins, we
are expected to adopt a more somber attitude and to
decrease our involvement in joyous activities. Adar,
meanwhile, is a month of joy, the month when we
celebrate the miracle of Purim; our salvation from the
existential threat caused by Haman's evil decree --
calling for the annihilation of the Jewish nation. Because
of the joyous nature of the month, we increase our
happiness as soon as the month begins.

Naturally, one should feel joy in the month of
Adar and mourn the past in the month of Av. However,
the Talmud implies that there is a connection -- stating
that "just as" we decrease our happiness in Av, we
increase it in Adar. What is the common factor between
the two months? There is actually a very deep
connection -- and it displays a fundamental tenet of
Jewish philosophy.

The Talmud states (Megillah 13b) that the
Almighty always creates "the cure" before "the disease."
In the Book of Esther, the protagonist Mordechai saves
the life of the king by foiling a plot to assassinate him.
This greatly benefited Mordechai later, as Haman's
downfall began when the king was reminded that
Mordechai had saved his life, and insisted on rewarding
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him for it.

But why do we need a cure before the disease?
Why have a "disease" at all? Parents sometimes
censure their children and even punish them. But why
would a parent want to inflict misery and suffering on his
or her own child? The reason, of course, is that the
parent feels that it is in the child's best interest to do so.
For example, if a child reaches a hand out to touch a hot
stove and the parent slaps their hand away, the child
may start crying. The parent does not enjoy inflicting
such pain on their child, but he will do it because he
understands that it is necessary to protect and teach the
child. While the slap may sting in the moment, the child
will learn from it and know not to touch a hot stove in the
future.

God too relates to us as a parent relates to his
child. The Torah tells us, "For as a man chastises his
child, so too your God chastises you" (Deuteronomy
8:5). Thus, we must understand that in the story of Purim
God was not only the "hero" who saved us from Haman's
wicked machinations; He played the role of the "villain"
as well. Just as our salvation came from the Almighty,
our desperate plight was also His doing.

This is the significance conveyed by the fact that
God creates the "cure" before the "disease." By doing
so, it is revealed that it is He Who brings about every
calamity, and the purpose of the calamity is to change
us. Sometimes, the only way to motivate a person to
improve himself is to shake him out of his complacency
with suffering -- like smacking someone who is lost in
incoherence (or mesmerized by the bright red shining
stove). The decree of annihilation by Haman was
necessary in order to prompt the Jewish people to make
the changes they needed to make.

So too in our times terrible suffering was visited
upon our people in order to wake us up, to make us
realize that assimilating into non-Jewish society would
not provide us with comfortable lives but rather would
lead to the utter destruction of the Jewish nation.

During the Holocaust, every person with Jewish
blood was targeted for destruction, regardless of how
deeply he had become entrenched in the society around
him. The suffering was beyond horrendous, but it
brought home the realization that the Nazis were seeking
to rid the world of any person with even the slightest
ancestral connection to the Jews -- and that led people
to ponder the very purpose of being a Jew.

Out of the ashes of the Holocaust a resurgent
Jewish nation was built in America and the Land of Israel
was reclaimed as a Jewish homeland under Jewish
sovereignty.

More recently, the horrors of October 7th caused
many to reflect on the meaning of being a Jew. To this
day, | give a bi-weekly class that began shortly after
those tragedies. | jokingly refer to the thirty young men
who attend as October 8th Jews. Intense suffering is a
deeply painful, dreadful means of conveying a message,
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but it was clear that God had decided that in order to spur
the Jewish people to change it was necessary for their
entire existence to be shaken in that incredibly
devastating fashion.

Now we understand why the Talmud links the
increased joy of Adar with the decrease we experience
in Av. In truth, the events of the two months are closely
connected. Just as we celebrate living through Haman's
decree in Adar, we must also commemorate our
expulsion in Av. Had we remained in Israel for much
longer, continuing our acts of idolatry and other
perversions, it would have led to the end of the Jewish
people. In order to save us, God destroyed His Holy
Temples and expelled us from the land.

We thus celebrate the very foundation of the link
between Adar and Av -- the fact that our experience of
near-annihilation led us to make crucial changes within
ourselves. It is true that our lives were spared, but even
more important is the fact that we gained a better
understanding of ourselves, a better recognition of who
and what we are meant to be. They are the means
through which we will become the type of people that
God wants us to be.

The lasting message of Shabbat Chazon is that
we must apply a vision -- the ability to see beyond
appearances; a Jew living in exile can look at a
destroyed Jerusalem and envision the future Holy
Temple being rebuilt. This is the essence of Shabbat
Chazon -- we are asked to look forward and imagine the
world as it could be.

We must understand that Jewish tragedy is not
merely something that happened to our ancestors but a
call to examine ourselves. We must recognize that
religious behavior without moral transformation is hollow.
We must believe that destruction is not the final chapter
of Jewish history. We mourn because we remember
what was destroyed. We reflect and repent because we
understand why it was destroyed. Most importantly, we
hope because we have the vision to see that it will all one
day be rebuilt. © 2026 Rabbi Y. Zweig & shabbatshalom.org

Tisha B'Av




