Parshas Nitzavim- Valelech 5762

There is a x99y in N9 that | quoted in my letter in the bulletin. It was also
quoted by my father last week, here in shul. | imagine that there are few o»an
who will not have quoted this x ) either this week, or last week.

It is a x93 that rises unbidden to our minds, and hearts, and mouths, this wxA
mvn.

The Gemara in x5 97 nY»n says, why do we read the mbop of the nnowmn - the
terrible predictions of calamity in x1an »> nws - right before mwn wxa? nbonw »1o
Moy M, in order that the mb5p of the past year come to an end, together
with the year itself.

Certainly at the close of this very difficult year for the Jewish people, that is a
sentiment that we can all echo.

Actually there is an obvious difficulty, which is raised by msoin. We read the
m>op last week, in xan ». Today is the last Shabbos before mwn wxy, and we
read o»av. If we want to read the mbYp at the end of the year, then today would
be the time to read them.

Last week my father addressed this question, from a certain perspective. | would
like to offer, today, a different perspective.

We have to understand: How does reading the m>5p help to bring them to an
end? Is this just a pious sentiment, a wish?

Joke about patient who comes to doctor - what's wrong with me? You have a
virus. may? | know | have may, but what's wrong with me?

The truth is that this joke expresses a deep truth. One of our most basic beliefs
is that everything that happens in this world - the joyous, and the tragic - is
ultimately the result of n7apn's providence, and His vawn. We don't always
understand that vawn, and we don't know all the rules by which it operates. But
even in the face of tragedy we affirm p1y qnp1y, that n7apn is just, and it is His
vavn at work in the world.

| quoted a joke; 5>1anY, let me quote a Gemara:

Gemara in Sanhedrin 8, when 93y7212) destroyed p7nin’a he was proud of his
accomplishment. A %) p na laughed at him and said: N9p X920, nYVP NDVP NHY
nYp, the people you killed were already dead, the prnmayou burned was
already destroyed. The ultimate cause of their death and its destruction was the
79t in oy, and you had only the dubious privilege of being the instrument.



Our enemies today have no more power to harm us on their own than did
987912, long ago. owowy on to think that without an express decree onwn yo they
could have the power to harm even one hair on a Jew's head. And therefore as
we approach the y71 of mwn wxy we have to realize that that everything that our
people have undergone - all of the mb5p that Yxaw 555 has experienced this past
year - were conceived - not in the minds of our enemies - but in the vown of
n7apn, and in the y7 that took place on mwn wxy one year ago, when the books
of vawn last lay open.

And here, | believe, lies the meaning of n>mbopy mw nvon. This is why we read
the nnomn before mwn wxa: To remind ourselves that the mbY5p we experience are
not random events, but pages out of the nn>n, part of the vawnof nrapn.

And that is the lesson of the nno>n, and of xyan » nwas, which we read last week:
That what happens to our people, both the good things and the bad, are part of
the vawn of nrapn, who is vawnn Ton.

And that is a lesson we need to remember before mwn wxA.

But there is another important lesson to remember, and that is the lesson of this
weeks nvia. And that is that the purpose of all this vawn, the purpose of the
m>11 and likewise of the mbop, is ultimately to bring us back to n7apn. As we
read today:
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And here, | would suggest, lies the answer to Tosafos's question: Why, before
mwn wr, do we read not only xyan » nw9, which contains the mbop themselves,
but also oraxy nwo.

And the answer is that o»ay) is the parsha of nawwn, and it is through naywn alone
that the nno>wn achieves its purpose.

It is ©*a%) nw1s which gives meaning to xyan » nws, And it is our nawn alone,
that can give meaning - and closure - to the m>5p we have experienced this past
year.

And the more we realize that, the deeper that realization goes - the more the
nn>n achieves its end, and so the more likely that the mb>5p can come to
closure.

And that is the real meaning of m 5o maw NHON.

This past year has been one of the worst - perhaps the worst - that the Jewish
people have experienced in half a century. It has seen hundred of Jews in Y~



>nvw murdered, thousands maimed, whole families wiped out. It has seen a
virtual explosion of anti-semitism around the world. In England, a respected
Oxford professor - who broadcasts for the BBC - suggests that Jews who move
to Israel should be taken out and shot, and his comments are considered by the
intellectual estabilshment to be well within the pale of academic discourse. And
at the same time a member of Parliment says in public that the Jews have it
coming to them, and finally we can say it out loud. And in this climate, Jews in
Europe are once again afraid to walk the streets.

And, of course, the terrible events of September 11th, whose v7»s4xs is today -
99x y75. And if that is not, strictly speaking, an event of the past year - since it
took place in x7own - it certainly cast its terrible shadow over this entire year. And
because of that event, we too now live in the shadow of terror.

As we stand at the brink of the oox v o, on this day of mnbo 1y, we need to
take these lessons to heart. These are not distant events. The people in ¥ Ix
N9 are our friends and relatives, our parents and sibligns and children. The
people who perished in the WTC were our friends and neighbors. The mb5p are
very real and very close.

And our response must be that which is spelled out in the nvns today: 75 9%a

N TY DAY LLLDoND D270 TRy, We have to look into ourselves and our own
lives and take stock, both individually and as a n>np. We have to ask ourselves
seriously: What can | do, what can we do, to come close to the o5y bw »m24?
How can we do nawn?

Of course, teshuvah is a very broad concept. Perhaps too broad. It's very hard to
even begin to get a handle on it. But perhaps we can use a lesson that R' Yisroel
Salanter used to teach. R' Yisroel used to say that a person should choose one
area, one specific issue, and focus on that. Just one thing. But that has a ripple
effect. Because all of life is connected, all of Judaism is connected. And if we
can improve one part, then that will effect the whole.

And | would like to suggest, therefore, that we as a n>»np should try this coming
year to work on that one area which is, of course, most central to a shul, namely
n»an. That, at least, is something specific. Let us try together to find ways to



make our davening better; more serious, more heartfelt, more intense. And let us
try together to find ways to minimize those things that detract from our davening.

For example, perhaps there are omyw we can institute that will enhance our
davening. Incidentally, the Tuesday night 2 ww will be beginning m>72 n>on after
m>o, which deals with n>»an »»y, and that is an opportunity to strengthen our
understanding of what n>vsn is about. Perhaps there are other o>nww and
classes that we can arrange - for men and women - that will enhance our
davening.

Certainly | would like to see less talking during davening, and more singing. One
of our great sages once said that music is the language of the heart, and heart-
felt davening should express itself in heart-felt song.

And if we put our minds to it, | don't doubt that we will together be able to find
other aspects of davening that we can improve, and other ways to improve them.

And if we can improve our n»an, even incrementally, than that will have a
powerful effect on the rest of our lives. If we can raise the level of our n»an, then
that will raise the level of our vV»pwr 1N altogether. And to that degree we will
have fulfilled the mandate of this weeks nw19, PpdN 0 Ty nav.

And so we pray that, indeed, n>mb5 mw nvon, these troubles will come to an
end, and we will merit a npnm N2 M, for ourselves and for all of bxwr Y95,



