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RABBI MORDECHAI WEISS 

On Shoulders of Giants 
arashat Devarim marks the beginning of  ספר דברים 
(Sefer Devarim), the final book of the Torah. It is 
always read on the Shabbat before  באב  תשעה 

(Tisha B'Av), the national day of mourning for the 
destruction of both בתי המקדש (Batei Mikdash, the Holy 
Temples). This Shabbat is also known as  חזון  שבת 
(Shabbat Chazon), named after the haftarah that 
begins with the words " חזון ישעיהו בן אמוץ " – “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: 
ר   בָָּ֡ דְּ ן בַמִּ ֵּ֑ ד  ר הַיַרְּ בֶּ ֵ֖ ע  ל בְּ רָא ֵ֔ שְּ ל־כָל־יִּ ה֙ אֶּ ר משֶּ ֶּ֤ בֶּ ר דִּ ים אֲשֶֶּׁ֨ ִ֗ בָרִּ ה הַדְּ לֶּ ֵ֣ א 

לָבָ   ל וְּ פֶּ ין־ת ֹּ֛ ָּֽ ן וּב  ין־פָארָָ֧ ָּֽ וֹל ס֜וּף ב  עֲרָבָה֩ מֶׁ֨ ב בָָּֽ י זָהָָּֽ דִּ  ת וְּ ר ֵ֖ ן וַָּֽחֲצ   
  “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  תוכחה (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   שנאת
 among Jews (Talmud, Yoma (baseless hatred) חינם
9b). We often hear that if we replace that hatred with 
חינם  the redemption will ,(unconditional love) אהבת 
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, truly, will bring the 
 ?(redemption) גאולה 
 Of course,  אהבת ישראל (love for fellow Jews) is 

essential. But I 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. 
 I once sat before my teacher, Rav Joseph B. 
Soloveitchik (the Rav), and I asked him, “Who is 
greater—you or Rashi?” He smiled and answered, “I 
am.” I was taken aback, until he clarified, “Because I 
stand on Rashi’s shoulders. I know all of Rashi. And so 
I 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  רמב"ם (Rambam), who takes a seat. 
Then the ראב"ד (Raavad) arrives. After him, עקיבא  רבי 
(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. 
 This is our enduring hope — that Mashiach will 
come, not because we are perfect, but because we are 
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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 
here are few more blazing passages in the whole 
of religious literature than the first chapter of the 
book of Isaiah, the great "vision," chazon, that 

gives its name to the Shabbat before Tisha B'Av, the 
saddest day of the Jewish year. It is more than great 
literature. It expresses one of the great prophetic truths, 
that a society cannot flourish without honesty and 
justice. It could not be more relevant to our time. 
 The Talmud (Shabbat 31a) states that when we 
leave this life and arrive at the world to come, the first 
question we will be asked will not be a conventionally 
religious one (Did you set aside times for learning 
Torah?) but rather, Did you act honestly [be-emunah] in 
business? I used to wonder how the rabbis felt certain 
about this. Death is, after all, "the undiscovered 
country, from whose bourn no traveller returns." The 
answer it seems to me is this passage from Isaiah: 
"See how the faithful city has become a harlot! She 
once was full of justice; righteousness used to dwell in 
her-but now murderers! Your silver has become dross, 
your choice wine is diluted with water. Your rulers are 
rebels, companions of thieves; they all love bribes and 
chase after gifts. They do not defend the cause of the 
fatherless; the widow's case does not come before 
them." (Is. 1:21-23) 
 Jerusalem's fate was sealed not by 
conventional religious failure but by the failure of people 
to act honestly. They engaged in sharp business 
practices that were highly profitable but hard to detect-
mixing silver with baser metals, diluting wine. People 
were concerned with maximising profits, indifferent to 
the fact that others would suffer. The political system 
too had become corrupt. Politicians were using their 
office and influence to personal advantage. People 
knew about this or suspected it-Isaiah does not claim to 
be telling people something they didn't already know; 
he does not expect to surprise his listeners. The fact 
that people had come to expect no better from their 
leaders was itself a mark of moral decline. 

 This, says Isaiah, is the real danger: that 
widespread dishonesty and corruption saps the morale 
of a society, makes people cynical, opens up divisions 
between the rich and powerful and the poor and 
powerless, erodes the fabric of society and makes 
people wonder why they should make sacrifices for the 
common good if everyone else seems to be bent on 
personal advantage. A nation in this condition is sick 
and in a state of incipient decline. What Isaiah saw and 
said with primal force and devastating clarity is that 
sometimes (organised) religion is not the solution but 
itself part of the problem. 
 It has always been tempting, even for a nation 
of monotheists, to slip into magical thinking: that we can 
atone for our sins or those of society by frequent 
attendances at the Temple, the offering of sacrifices, 
and conspicuous shows of piety. Few things, implies 
Isaiah, make God angrier than this: "'The multitude of 
your sacrifices-what are they to me?' says the Lord... 
'When you come to appear before me, who has asked 
this of you, this trampling of my courts? Stop bringing 
meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to 
me... I cannot bear your evil assemblies. Your New 
Moon festivals and your appointed feasts my soul 
hates. They have become a burden to me; I am weary 
of bearing them. When you spread out your hands in 
prayer, I will hide my eyes from you; even if you offer 
many prayers, I will not listen.'" 
 The corrupt not only believe they can fool their 
fellow humans; they believe they can fool God as well. 
When moral standards begin to break down in 
business, finance, trade and politics, a kind of collective 
madness takes hold of people-the sages said adam 
bahul al mamono, meaning, roughly, "money makes us 
do wild things"-and people come to believe that they 
are leading a charmed life, that luck is with them, that 
they will neither fail nor be found out. They even believe 
they can bribe God to look the other way. In the end it 
all comes crashing down and those who suffer most 
tend to be those who deserve it least. 
 Isaiah is making a prophetic point but one that 
has implications for economics and politics today and 
can be stated even in secular terms. The market 
economy is and must be a moral enterprise. Absent 
that, and eventually it will fail. 
 There used to be a belief among superficial 
readers of Adam Smith, prophet of free trade, that the 
market economy did not depend on morality at all: "It is 
not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or 
the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their 
regard to their own interest." It was the brilliance of the 
system that it turned self-interest into the common good 
by what Smith called, almost mystically, an "invisible 
hand." Morality was not part of the system. It was 
unnecessary. 
 This was a misreading of Smith, who took 
morality very seriously indeed and wrote a book called 
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The Theory of Moral Sentiments. But it was also a 
misreading of economics. This was made clear, two 
centuries later, by a paradox in Games Theory known 
as The Prisoner's Dilemma. Without going into details, 
this imagined two people faced with a choice (to stay 
silent, confess or accuse the other). The outcome of 
their decision would depend on what the other person 
did, and this could not be known in advance. It can be 
shown that if both people act rationally in their own 
interest, they will produce an outcome that is bad for 
both of them. This seems to refute the basic premise of 
market economics, that the pursuit of self-interest 
serves the common good. 
 The negative outcome of the Prisoner's 
Dilemma can only be avoided if the two people 
repeatedly find themselves in the same situation. 
Eventually they realise they are harming one another 
and themselves. They learn to co-operate, which they 
can only do if they trust one another, and they will only 
do this if the other has earned that trust by acting 
honestly and with integrity. 
 In other words, the market economy depends 
on moral virtues that are not themselves produced by 
the market, and may be undermined by the market 
itself. For if the market is about the pursuit of profit, and 
if we can gain at other people's expense, then the 
pursuit of profit will lead, first to shady practices ("your 
silver has become dross, your choice wine is diluted 
with water"), then to the breakdown of trust, then to the 
collapse of the market itself. 
 A classic instance of this happened after the 
financial crash in 2008. For a decade, banks had 
engaged in doubtful practices, notably subprime 
mortgages and the securitization of risk through 
financial instruments so complex that even bankers 
themselves later admitted they did not fully understand 
them. They continued to authorize them despite Warren 
Buffet's warning in 2002 that subprime mortgages were 
"instruments of mass financial destruction." The result 
was the crash. But that was not the source of the 
depression/recession that followed. That happened 
because the banks no longer trusted one another. 
Credit was no longer freely available and in one country 
after another the economy stalled. 
 The key word, used by both Isaiah and the 
sages, is emunah, meaning faithfulness and trust. 
Isaiah in our haftara twice uses the phrase kirya 
ne'emana, "faithful city." The sages say that in heaven 
we will be asked, Did you conduct your business 
be'emunah? -- meaning, in such a way as to inspire 
trust. The market economy depends on trust. Absent 
that, and depend instead on contracts, lawyers, 
regulations and supervisory authorities, and there will 
be yet more scandals, collapses and crashes since the 
ingenuity of those who seek to sidestep the rules 
always exceeds those whose job it is to apply them. 
The only safe regulatory authority is conscience, the 

voice of God within the human heart forbidding us to do 
what we know is wrong but think we can get away with. 
 Isaiah's warning is as timely now as it was 
twenty-seven centuries ago. When morality is missing 
and economics and politics are driven by self-interest 
alone, trust fails and the society fabric unravels. That is 
how all great superpowers began their decline, and 
there is no exception. 
 In the long term, the evidence shows that it is 
sounder to follow prophets than profits. Covenant and 

Conversation is kindly sponsored by the Schimmel Family in 
loving memory of Harry (Chaim) Schimmel zt”l © 2025 The 
Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust rabbisacks.org 
 

RABBI SHLOMO RISKIN   

Shabbat Shalom  
ow so (Eikha) can I bear alone your 
contentiousness, your burdens, and your 
quarrels?” (Deuteronomy 1:12) The portion of 

Devarim, the introductory portion of the fifth book of the 
Pentateuch (Five Books of Moses), also known as 
Devarim, always falls on the Sabbath immediately 
preceding the solemn fast day of Tisha B’Av, 
commemorating the destruction of both Holy Temples; 
hence this opening biblical portion and the fast of Tisha 
B’Av are inextricably intertwined, coming together as 
they do year after year. 
 The very first verse begins with Moses 
addressing the entire nation on the bank of the Jordan. 
We are given the precise time of this address – the first 
day of the eleventh month in the fortieth year of their 
desert sojourn following their freedom from Egypt – as 
well as the precise place wherein this “swan song” or 
valedictory was delivered.   
 Moses then reminds the people of God’s words 
at Horeb regarding the route they would be taking 
toward the Promised Land, and the boundaries of that 
land: “Behold, I have set the land before you. Go in and 
possess the land that God swore He would give to your 
fathers Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and to their 
descendants after them” (Deuteronomy 1:8). 
 After this introduction about possessing the 
land, the text suddenly, and inexplicably, leaves the 
subject of land. Moses complains that he “cannot bear 
[the people of Israel] alone” (Deut. 1:9), and begins 
addressing the subject of judges and justice: “Judge 
righteously between a man and his brother, and the 
stranger that is with him. You shall not play favorites in 
judgment, you shall hear the small and great alike, you 
shall not be afraid of any man, for the [ultimate] 
judgment is God’s” (Deut. 1:9-17). 
 And then, just as suddenly and inexplicably, 
what follows these nine verses is a flashback to the 
issue of possessing the land, verses 19 and 20 
referring to the route taken in the wilderness after 
departing from Horeb, and the following verse, which is 
an almost exact parallel of what we read thirteen verses 

“H 



 4                                      To sponsor Toras Aish please email yitzw1@gmail.com Toras Aish 
earlier: “Behold God your Lord has set the land before 
you, go up, take possession” (Deut. 1:21). Why the 
seemingly disjointed intrusion of the subject of justice in 
the midst of two passages regarding the conquest of 
the Land of Israel? 
 Furthermore, the passage concerning the 
importance of righteous judges and moral justice 
features the same word – “eikha,” – “wherefore” – 
which opens the Scroll of Lamentations; the biblical 
reader of our portion Devarim is also commanded by 
time-honored custom to chant the verse which begins 
Eikha and is cited above (Deut. 1:12) with the familiar, 
haunting cantillation melody of Tisha B’Av when he 
reads this verse. What does all of this signify? 
 Remember that at the very dawn of Jewish 
history, when God elected Abraham as the first 
Hebrew, the patriarch of a great, covenantal nation 
through which “all the families of the earth will be 
blessed” (Gen. 12:3), God explained that He initially 
chose and loved Abraham because he is commanding 
his future household to do acts of compassionate 
righteousness and moral justice, tzedaka and mishpat 
.(18:19) 
 The message resonates with our prophetic 
reading for the Ninth of Av: Let the wise not glory in his 
wisdom, let the strong not glory in his strength, let the 
rich not glory in his riches. But let him who glories glory 
in this: Understand and know Me, that I am God who 
exercises benevolence, compassionate righteousness, 
and moral justice on the earth, for in these things do I 
delight (Jeremiah 9:22–23). 
 The centrality of this verse from Jeremiah in 
Judaism is attested to by the fact that Maimonides 
chose to cite it as the conclusion of the last of his great 
works at the end of his life, the Guide to the Perplexed; 
this teaching, teaches Maimonides, is the quintessence 
of Judaism! 
 Working our way backwards from the Guide to 
the Perplexed, to Jeremiah, to our portion about judges 
and justice wedged in between the two exhortations to 
possess the land, and then to the passage in Genesis 
concerning Abraham, the circle is closed and the 
biblical mandate for the Abrahamic vision becomes 
indubitably clear: “Justice, justice shall you pursue, in 
order that you may live and inherit the land which the 
Lord your God gives to you” (Deut. 16:20). Only if we 
establish a just society based upon compassionate 
righteousness and moral justice can we expect to 
inherit – and continue to possess – the Promised Land; 
only thus can we fulfill our purpose as God’s covenantal 
nation, chosen to bring blessing to the world. 
Immorality, inequity, and oppression can only lead to 
destruction, exile, and mourning for the descendants of 
Abraham – and for all of humanity as well! 
 Now we can understand even more clearly the 
very first comment of Rashi in Genesis, in which he 
asks why the Torah begins with the creation of the 

world when it should have started with the first 
commandment given to Israel, the command that the 
month of Nisan, the date of the Exodus from Egypt, is 
to be the first of the months. Rashi’s prophetic 
explanation is that the day will come when the nations 
of the world will accuse Israel of having stolen the Land 
of Israel from the seven Canaanite indigenous nations; 
at that time (which is now!), the beginning of the Bible 
will provide the best possible answer: “All the land on 
earth belongs to God; He created it and doles it out to 
he who is yashar in His eyes” (Rashi, Gen. 1:1). 
 Rashi is usually understood to mean that God – 
the Creator – can dispense the land to whichever 
nation He wishes. However, the Hebrew word “yashar” 
actually means righteous or just. Rashi is therefore 
informing us, in his very first comment, that built into the 
very fabric and ground rules of creation is that the 
Almighty will grant us sovereignty over Israel only if our 
righteous and just acts make us worthy of having 
sovereignty. Jerusalem is known as the City of Peace 
(Jeru-Salem) and the City of Righteousness, tzedek 
(Isaiah 1:27), as in “Righteousness, righteousness shall 
you pursue in order that you may live and inherit the 
land.” Our right to Israel is not so much a promise as it 
is a challenge. 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. © 2025 Ohr Torah Institutions & Rabbi 

S. Riskin 
 

RABBI BEREL WEIN 

Wein Online  
he parsha of Dvarim traditionally precedes the 
saddest day of the Jewish calendar, Tisha b’Av. 
There are many connections between the parsha 

and the fast day but I feel that the main connection lies 
perhaps in the word “dvarim” itself. The word means 
“words” and, as Rashi points out, the nuance of the 
word in Hebrew is almost harsh. The words of Moshe in 
Dvarim are stern and reprimanding. They are the bitter 
truth that people are so loath to hear. 
 Soothing promises and vague commitments 
are much more popular and acceptable to the public. 
The rabbis of the Midrash emphasize the statement of 
Solomon that it is better to hear criticism from a true 
friend than to hear flattery and compliments from an 
enemy.  These are words that are always to be 
remembered. The enemy that the Midrash refers to is 
Bilaam and the friend is Moshe. The flattery of Bilaam 
led eventually to thousands of deaths among the Jews. 
The words of Moshe have preserved the Jewish people 
for countless generations. And this is the story of Tisha 
b’Av and its connection to the parsha and the word 
“dvarim.” 
 The prophets of Israel, Yeshayahu, Yirmiyahu, 
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Amos, Hoshea and others all spoke harsh words to 
Israel and warned of the impending tragedy. The false 
prophets who are always to be found in our midst 
retorted with soothing words and lies that were sweet to 
the ears of the public. Thus, the destruction of the 
Temple and Jewish sovereignty became inevitable. We 
always prefer to hear sweet lies than to have to listen to 
harsh and painful truths.  
 The haftorah of Shabat Dvorim is always the 
first chapter of Yeshayahu, which begins with the 
Hebrew word “chazon.” In fact, the Shabat preceding 
Tisha b’Av is always named Shabat Chazon after this 
first word of the haftorah of parshat Dvarim. “Chazon” 
means vision, prophecy. Vision can be positive or 
otherwise. A madman has a vision of world domination 
and the extermination of other human beings. A 
righteous person has a vision of a better, more 
peaceful, moral society. The great Chasidic masters 
stated that a person is judged in heaven not only on 
what that person accomplished and omitted to do but 
on the visions and goals that motivated that person in 
this world. 
 It is not only what a person is, it is also 
important to realize what that person wishes to be in 
order to be able to judge the person correctly. Though 
“chazon” can many times indicate a negative or sad 
prophecy, the word itself is a neutral one. One can 
choose whatever vision one wishes to choose. 
 Therefore Yeshayahu chooses the word 
“chazon” to begin his book of prophecy. What is the 
vision of the Jewish people? What kind of a nation do 
they wish to be? This choice is particular and pertinent 
to individual human beings as well. Hearing the words 
of Moshe and of Dvarim can be of immense help to us 
in deciding what our “chazon” – national and individual, 
should be. © 2024 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 AVI SHAFRAN 

Cross-Currents 
t's natural to feel disappointment when one loses 
-- be it a court case, a job, a shidduch or an 
opportunity. But it's a pointless sentiment, and not 

only because it's irreversible, like spilled milk. But 
because it is a denial, in a subtle but real sense, of 
Hashem. 
 A seemingly superfluous phrase, or, at least 
one whose intention is not clear, is appended to the 
Torah's admonition "You shall not be partial in 
judgment. Hear out minor and major matters [or people] 
alike. Fear not any man." The pasuk then adds: "For 
judgment is Hashem's" (Devarim 1:17). 
 That phrase could be understood as meaning 
"For you are doing Hashem's work, and must do so with 

pure objectivity." Or, "For you are but instruments of 
Hashem." But Rashi, basing his words on Sanhedrin 
8a, writes: 
 "Whatever you take from this man unjustly you 
will compel Me to restore to him; it follows, therefore, 
that you have thwarted judgment from Me." 
 In other words, the phrase implies that an 
unjust judgment will be divinely rectified. And, it follows 
that if one judges properly, even if that means that a 
wealthy party is the winner of a financial case and a 
destitute party the loser, the judge needn't fret. If the 
destitute party is meant to thrive, Hashem will see to it 
that he does, in some other way. 
 The implications of that idea -- the truism that 
Hashem can and ultimately does run the show -- go 
well beyond court proceedings. In life, no negative 
outcome is final, at least not in the larger scheme of 
things. And so, angst over losing, in any way, is 
unwarranted. 
 One can be deprived of a job, shidduch or 
opportunity. But the "loss" is illusory. And so, angst is 
pointless; it even borders on heretical, since one must 
recognize that, if Hashem's "rectification" of a 
seemingly unfair verdict or happening is merited, it will 
happen. © 2025 Rabbi A. Shafran and torah.org 
 

RABBI DAVID LEVIN 

At That Time 
he last book of the Torah, the Book of Devarim, 
which begins with Parashat Devarim, takes place 
in the last week of Moshe’s life.  We saw at the 

end of Sefer Bamidbar, that Hashem told Moshe that 
He wished to carry out revenge against Midian and 
then Moshe would pass on.  Before Moshe left the 
people to the leadership of Yehoshua, he spoke to 
them about the forty years that he had led the B’nei 
Yisrael and the challenge that would come upon them 
when they entered the Land of Yisrael.  Moshe rebuked 
the people for their shortcomings, but he also gave 
them hope that Hashem would guide them and protect 
them if they followed His commandments.  He also 
spoke to them of the leadership that would take over 
his responsibilities and act as the source for their 
answers concerning Hashem’s Laws.  Part of the 
problem for us is the phrase, “at that time.”  Our Rabbis 
argue whether Moshe was referring to a much earlier 
time when Yitro, his Father-in-Law, suggested a court 
system, or whether Moshe was speaking of the present 
time and into the future when the B’nei Yisrael would 
enter the Land. 
 The Torah states, “I (Moshe) said to you at that 
time, saying, ‘I cannot carry you alone.  Hashem, your 
Elokim, has increased you and behold, you are today 
like the stars of the heavens in abundance.  May 
Hashem, the Elokim of your forefathers, add to you a 
thousand times yourselves, and bless you as He has 
spoken of you.  How can I alone carry your trouble and 
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your burden and your quarrels?  Provide yourselves 
men who are wise and understanding and well known 
to your tribes, and I shall appoint them as your heads.’  
You answered me and said, ‘The thing that you have 
proposed is good.’  So, I took the heads of your tribes, 
men who were wise and well known, and I appointed 
them as heads over you, leaders of thousands, leaders 
of hundreds, leaders of fifties, and leaders of tens, and 
officers for your tribes.  I commanded judges at that 
time, saying, ‘Listen among your brothers and judge 
righteously between a man and his brother or his 
disputant.  You shall not show favoritism in judgment, 
small and great alike shall you hear; you shall not fear 
in the face of man, for the judgment, it is unto Elokim; 
and the matter that is too difficult for you, you shall 
bring to me, and I shall hear it.’  I commanded you at 
that time all the things that you should do.” 
 HaRav Shamshon Raphael Hirsch explains 
why Moshe spoke of judges and judgments “at that 
time.”  “At the time in which you were to take 
possession of a land inhabited by powerful inhabitants, 
well-versed and experienced in warfare, I did not drill 
you in the use of weapons, did not make you study 
plans of war and strategy, did not perfect you in armor 
and arms, did not appoint military officers and generals; 
even at the moment of imminent conquest of nations 
and countries, one thing and one thing only was to 
concern you, to know the most faithful and most 
conscientious realization of Elokim’s Torah being 
practiced in your inner circles.  Keeping the Divine 
Laws of morality suffices to conquer the world.  Let 
Israel only correspond to the ideal of its Divine calling 
and leave its external position in the world – to Elokim.”  
Israel need not depend on its weapons or its skill in 
fighting, but on its observance of Hashem’s Laws. 
 HaRav Zalman Sorotzkin explains the 
necessity of speaking of judges “at that time.” When the 
B’nei Yisrael were at Mt. Sinai, everyone ate the same 
manna that Hashem sent them each day, they drank 
water from Miriam’s Well that Hashem produced for 
them, and they all sat and studied Torah throughout the 
day.  There were very few disputes, very few 
disagreements, since everything they needed was 
provided by Hashem.  Now they were about to enter 
the land that was promised to their forefathers, and the 
land would be divided among the tribes and then 
among the families.  Each person wanted to guarantee 
that his “homestead” would be the best for his and his 
family’s needs.  The people would also be on their own; 
some would prosper, and some would be less 
prosperous.  Moshe understood that the number of 
disputes would naturally increase. 
 The Kli Yakar explains that Moshe sought a 
mitzvah on which to focus that would enable the B’nei 
Yisrael to conquer the nations who were to be replaced.  
Moshe pointed out to the people that observing this 
mitzvah and not their military skills would demonstrate 

to Hashem that they deserved the land which they had 
been promised.  This mitzvah was the establishment of 
the court system.  But, it was not the court system 
alone that was the deciding factor in their success 
against their enemies; it was the establishment of a 
court system that was based entirely on the very Laws 
that Hashem had given to Moshe at Mount Sinai.  The 
Kli Yakar continues, “When Moshe says, ‘I cannot carry 
you alone,’ and afterwards says, ‘How can I alone carry 
your trouble and your burden and your quarrels?’ There 
are those that explain that there are two sides to these 
words: (1) I am not able to carry you alone because it is 
an impossible task, or (2) I am capable of carrying you, 
but it is an inappropriate task for one person.  ‘At that 
time (when the B’nei Yisrael were ready to enter the 
land),’ Moshe was capable of carrying the burden 
alone, as we see in Rashi’s commentary.  But Moshe 
was looking to the future when Hashem would increase 
the people to a number that would make this task 
impossible (and inappropriate) for one person.”  The 
establishment of this court system under Hashem’s 
Laws would enable the people to conquer the land and 
remain there to inherit it.  
 The Ramban was of the opinion that Moshe’s 
statement “at that time” referred to the earlier period 
with Yitro when the B’nei Yisrael were ready to leave 
Mount Sinai.  “But Moshe mentioned it here to convey 
the following thought: We received the Torah, and you 
had judges and officers to judge you and lead you, and 
we were thus ready to enter the land.”  But you wanted 
spies to be sent, and Hashem prevented you from 
entering the land at that time.  Now, with the judges 
appointed before entering the land, the Ramban 
reminds us that, “It is for Hashem to execute justice 
between His creatures for He created them with the 
intention that there be fairness and justice among them 
…. And if you will be afraid and act corruptly, ye have 
sinned against the Eternal and you will have betrayed 
His mission. 
 A proper court system is so important to society 
that it is even one of the seven mitzvot that a righteous 
non-Jew must also fulfill.  Our Jewish courts must 
maintain the higher standard of all the Torah Laws 
given by Hashem.  May we be worthy of this task. 
© 2025 Rabbi D. Levin 
 

RABBI PINCHAS WINSTON 

Perceptions 
he GR"A explains the fundamental difference 
between Sefer Devarim and the rest of the Torah 
is the level of prophecy. He says that, for the first 

four books, God spoke directly through the throat of 
Moshe Rabbeinu in real time. Sefer Devarim was 
prophecy on the level of the other prophets who usually 
had their prophecies at night while sleeping and then 
told them over to the people the next day while awake. 
 It doesn't make Devarim any less authoritative, 
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which anyhow is mostly a review of the mitzvos from 
the previous four books. But it does raise the question, 
"Why the difference?" Doesn't it sound like a going 
down and not a going up? 
 Some say, just the opposite. For the first four 
books, Moshe was still learning how to be the great 
person he became. As Rashi will later say, it takes forty 
years for a student to fully understand their teacher, 
and the other books were from those forty years. Sefer 
Devarim is the last day of Moshe's life, by which time 
he had become the model student. When he spoke on 
his own, God could rely on his speaking for Him. 
 Another explanation might have to do with the 
message of the book. Bereishis through Bamidbar is 
concerned mostly with learning the word of God and 
living by it. It was really meant to be between God and 
the Jewish People, and would have been had they not 
deferred the task to Moshe. Devarim is Moshe 
Rabbeinu's farewell address to the nation he had led for 
forty years, which included preparing the people for 
Torah life beyond his own. It had to be personal. 
 But what about the last eight lines? They're the 
ones that discuss Moshe Rabbeinu's final moments, 
and his personal greatness. Those had to have come 
directly from God because they wouldn't sound very 
good coming from Moshe himself, and it certainly 
wasn't like Moshe Rabbeinu to blow his own horn. 
 They also have a different status, but for 
seemingly a different reason. The Gemora (Bava Basra 
15a) asks how Moshe could mention his death, and 
then keep writing as if he were alive. Every word has to 
be true, which is why one opinion holds that Yehoshua 
bin Nun received and wrote the last eight lines of the 
Torah, from his rebi's death onward. 
 God forbid one word of Torah not be from 
Moshe Rabbeinu himself! That's the other opinion, 
especially since it is called "Toras Moshe." Rather, this 
opinion holds that Moshe was told by God to write it, 
which he did in tears. The fact that God commanded it 
makes it true because it is prophecy, just like other 
prophets wrote in the present about future events. 
 The GR"A found a way to bridge the gap 
between both opinions, saying that the Hebrew for 
"tears" (b'dema) can also mean "confused." In other 
words, as the Ramban explains, the entire Torah was 
given to Moshe Rabbeinu letter-by-letter from start to 
finish at Har Sinai. But what had yet to transpire was 
left as letters with no breaks, which God provided when 
the time was right. 
 Thus, it could be Yehoshua who broke up the 
letters of the last eight verses after Moshe died, not 
Moshe himself. But having received them in the first 
place, they technically had still come through Moshe, 
the words only becoming distinct and "truthful" from the 
time of his death. 
 It is an interesting discussion that does not end 
here. But one takeaway is how the obvious stops 

becoming less so once you think into what is really 
happening. This usually leads to questions that, 
ostensibly, can appear to surface difficulties and even 
contradictions. But thinking further into those often 
leads to answers and deeper insights into the ideas 
themselves, and life. 
 Last Shabbos, I was part of a conversation that 
questioned the ways of God regarding certain negative 
events in their lives. It was nothing new under the sun 
because man has been doing that ever since he left 
Gan Aiden. Over the millennia, some have left the 
discussion with answers they could work with, others 
with additional complaints about their hashgochah 
(providence). 
 As we grappled with the issue, I knew that the 
answers to their questions lay in areas of Torah 
learning they had yet to enter. But rather than say, "Tell 
us what we need to know," they argued that such 
knowledge shouldn't be necessary to answer such 
fundamental questions of everyday life. We didn't really 
make any progress by the time we ended late at night. 
 The truth is, they were right... if they are 
prepared to have emunah. If they are willing to let go of 
all such questions and trust God about everything He 
does, especially in their own personal lives, then yes, 
you need not go much deeper. Their emunah peshutah 
-- simple faith -- would be enough to maintain a close 
connection to God and feel blessed in life no matter 
what the circumstances. 
 But like so many others, they were not. That 
was clear by how they could be so blessed in life and 
yet feel so denied. They lacked the vision to see their 
blessings because they lacked the knowledge of how 
this world actually works, and God through it. I can say 
so because I have seen firsthand such knowledge has 
had on my own outlook on life. 
 And believe it or not, though such an issue can 
seem relatively harmless from afar, in the end, it can 
and does lead to spiritual self-destruction, and even 
national. And as the Nine Days teach us, eventually it 
even makes it into the physical world with terrible 
physical results. © 2025 Rabbi P. Winston and torah.org 
 

RABBI JONATHAN GEWIRTZ 

Migdal Ohr 
o not fear them, for Hashem, your G-d, He will 
fight for you.” (Devarim 3:22) Each year, 
Parshas Devarim is read the week before 

Tisha B’Av. In this parsha is recounted one of the most 
seminal events in Jewish history – the sin of the spies. 
The spies Moshe sent to scout out the Land of Canaan 
came back with a negative report, and the Jewish 
People cried that night. Because of this, Hashem 
decreed that the generation which did so would not live 
to enter the land. The Mishna in Taanis tells us that this 
tragedy took place on Tisha B’Av. 
 Why did the Jews cry? Because the spies 
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recounted the might of the inhabitants of the land and 
said the Jews would never be able to conquer them. 
Though Yehoshua and Kalev argued that the Jews 
could easily win, the Jews were not swayed by them, 
and listened instead to the words of the spies who were 
so negative. Herein lies the tragedy. 
 What was the difference between the 
arguments of the spies and the arguments of Yehoshua 
and Kalev? The spies presented the facts on the 
ground as they were. The inhabitants were mighty, and 
they did have fortified cities. Under normal 
circumstances, the Jews could not defeat them. But we, 
as Jews, do not live under normal circumstances. 
 The final posuk of our Parsha is Moshe telling 
the Jewish People that Yehoshua has been imbued 
with the greatness to lead them to the Promised Land, 
and that they need not fear its inhabitants as they don’t 
have to fight them, Hashem will do it. This doesn’t 
mean they will not go into battle, it just means the 
success of their actions will be dependent on Hashem’s 
involvement. 
 When the Jews initially declined to go into the 
land, and the decree was made, some contrite Jews 
decided to go up to Canaan the next day. Moshe told 
them not to because they would not succeed. They 
didn’t listen and were killed. As the spies had said, they 
were no match for the mighty giants of the land. The 
only way they could have won, was if Hashem was 
approving of their mission, and fighting for them. 
 Perhaps this is why this Parsha is read at this 
time every year. We enter a period of mourning 
because the Bais HaMikdash has not been rebuilt; 
because we have not rebuilt it. It is because we doubt 
whether Hashem is in our midst, and this pushes Him 
away. We become especially vulnerable to our enemies 
then, because He isn’t fighting for us. 
 We should reflect on the lessons of this parsha, 
learning from our mistakes, and focus not on our 
enemies, but on making sure we are living the way 
Hashem wants us to, doing the things He asks of us. If 
we do that, we will have nothing to fear from our 
enemies because Hashem will be on our side, fighting 
for us, and then we will once again return to the Land of 
Israel with no one standing in our way. Then Tisha B’Av 
will be turned into a holiday, celebrating that we finally 
got the message. 
 A man’s wife fell ill and the doctors abandoned 
hope. Desperate, he went to the Chofetz Chaim in 
Radin who promised to pray on condition that the man 
not reveal that he had asked the Chofetz Chaim for 
help. The woman had a miraculous recovery. 
 Years later, someone else fell ill with the 
disease. Seeing their distress, the man broke his 
promise and revealed that when he faced this issue, 
he’d gone to Radin. Shortly thereafter, his wife’s illness 
returned. Immediately, he ran back to the Chofetz 
Chaim. 

 “I am sorry but I cannot help you,” said the 
sage. “But last time you davened and my wife was 
healed!” responded the distraught man. “When you 
came to me last time,” said the Chofetz Chaim, “I was a 
younger man. I fasted FORTY days for your wife to be 
healed. I am sorry, but I don’t have the strength 
anymore.” © 2025 Rabbi J. Gewirtz & Migdal Ohr 
 

SHLOMO KATZ 

Hama’ayan 
n this week's Parashah, Moshe Rabbeinu begins his 
farewell address. R' Shlomo Ephraim z"l of Lenshitz 
(author of the Torah commentary Kli Yakar and other 

works; died 1619) writes that our verses demonstrate 
three characteristics of successful rebuke: First, one 
must correct his own behavior before he rebukes 
others; otherwise, he will lack credibility. Second, he 
must combine his rebuke with praise and compliments; 
otherwise, the intended recipient will become overly 
defensive. Third, he should cloak his rebuke in hints so 
that he won't embarrass those he is rebuking, as we 
read (Vayikra 19:17), "You shall rebuke your fellow and 
do not bear a sin because of him." Each of these is 
found in our Parashah: 
 Our Parashah opens: "These are the words 
that Moshe spoke to all of Yisrael." The fact that he 
spoke in front of "all" of Bnei Yisrael suggests that he 
cleansed himself of any imperfections before speaking. 
Otherwise, with all of Bnei Yisrael present, it would be 
inevitable that someone would say, "How can you 
rebuke us when you did such-and-such?" 
 The verse continues: "Across the Jordan, 
concerning the Wilderness, concerning the Aravah, 
opposite the Sea of Reeds, between Paran and Tophel, 
and Lavan, and Chatzerot, and Di Zahav." Rashi z"l 
comments that some of these are not real places; 
rather they are hints to sins Bnei Yisrael committed. 
 Lastly, Moshe spoke good of Bnei Yisrael: 
"Hashem, your Elokim, has multiplied you and behold! 
you are like the stars of heaven in abundance. May 
Hashem, the Elokim of your forefathers, add to you a 
thousand times yourselves, and bless you as He has 
spoken of you." (Ir Gibborim) © 2017 S. Katz & torah.org 
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