safe for them. They replied, “You are certainly not living
up to your reputation of being astute. If, in the water,
which is our source of life, we are unsafe, what chances
do we have out of the water, where we are unable to
live?” “Likewise,” Rabbi Akiva explained, “Torah is our
life. If we leave it, we have no life source.”
Horav Yitzchak Aizik Chaver, zl, explains their
dialogue in the following manner: Papus ben Yehudah
felt that it is forbidden to risk one’s life for the purpose
of studying Torah (just like any other mitzvah which
does not supersede one’s life). Rabbi Akiva explained
that Torah is life. Thus, there is no dispensation to
abandon it for one’s life. If he were to stop studying
Torah – he would have no life. This is certain. On the
other hand, if he were to continue learning, it is not for
sure that he would be killed by the government.
Without Torah, there is no life.
Shortly before the passing of the holy Sefas
Emes, the government issued the terrible decree to
conscript yeshivah students into their army. This decree
meant almost certain spiritual demise and physical
persecution that most often resulted in death. Parents
pleaded with the Rebbe to storm the Heavens to have
the decree rescinded. Sadly, the Gates of Heaven were
closed to them (and his) prayers. Prior to leaving for the
army, thousands of yeshivah students bid a tearful
farewell to their beloved Rebbe. He strengthened each
one of them, encouraging them to guard over their
Yiddishkeit under all circumstances – regardless of the
difficulty.
One day, during the war, the Rebbe received a
letter containing original Torah thoughts, penned by a
yeshivah student while he was in a bunker during a
heavy battle. He asked questions, gave answers, and
was able to present an excellent halachic discourse.
When the Rebbe read this, he burst into tears. He raised
his hands Heavenward and cried out, “Ribono Shel
Olam, look at Your children. They go out to war,
surrounded by the lowest, most vile, spiteful and cruel
gentiles, and fight in battles under the harshest
conditions; yet, they maintain their diligence in
studying Your Torah. They not only learn – they are
mechadesh, offer original Torah thoughts!”
The Rebbe turned to his chassidim, who stood
there transfixed by the scene and said, “The Torah
writes: Ha’idosi bachem ha’yom es ha’Shomayim v’es
ha’aretz, ‘I call Heaven and earth today to bear witness
against you’ (Ibid 30:19). The word hi’idosi, to testify, is
also connected to adai, My ornaments. Hashem takes
these chiddushei Torah, novella, those unique Torah
thoughts written with mesiras nefesh, self-sacrifice,
and with them He decorates Heaven and earth, so that
they (Heaven and earth which are decorated with these
Torah thoughts) shall attest to Klal Yisrael’s total
commitment to Torah under all circumstances.”

Va’ani Tefillah
 – והזדים מהרה תעקרV’hazeidim meheirah s’aker.
And the evil doers shall be quickly uprooted.
As the galus, exile, in which we are continues,
the definition of zeidim, evil-doers, has taken on new
meaning. Just because one happens to be not frum,
unobservant, does not necessarily categorize him as a
rebellious sinner. Mutiny and rebellion are terms that
apply to one who “knows,” one who hails from an
observant background, ie, parents and education. Yet,
despite his knowledge of law, philosophy and culture,
he turns his back on his heritage. He will not rest until
he takes others with him, until he destroys the religion
to which he was born, and for which his forebears
throughout the millennia had sacrificed their lives. Such
people are zeidim, malicious sinners, who rebel – and
know exactly against Whom they are consciously
rebelling. Such antagonists of Torah Judaism attempt to
mislead the unknowing Jews who trust and look up to
them for “spiritual” guidance. Zeidim, therefore, has
two meanings: The first is rebellious sinners – those
who know, but turned against their heritage. They are
not concerned with the practice carried out by others
as long as no one bothers them about their lack of
patience. Second, are those who fall under the category
of enemies of G-d. These are individuals (usually the
leadership of the rebellious sinners) who are bent on
eradicating the concept of Hashem and spiritual values
from Jewish life.
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Parashas Nitzavim

תשע"ח

 לא נפלאת היה ממך...כי המצוה הזאת אשר אנכי מצוך
 כי קרוב אליך הדבר מאד בפיך ובלבבך...ולא רחוקה היא
לעשותו
For this commandment that I command you today – it is
not hidden from and it is not distant… rather, the
matter is very near to you – in your mouth and in your
heart – to perform it. (30: 11,14)
This mitzvah? To which mitzvah is the Torah
referring? What mitzvah might we think is distant,
inaccessible to the average person? Rashi implies that
the Torah refers to the mitzvah of limud haTorah, Torah
study. Many people err in thinking that Torah erudition
is beyond them – almost impossible to master. While it
is true that Torah knowledge has no limit, nonetheless,
through constant diligent study, one can achieve a high
degree of Torah scholarship. Torah is Divinely
authored, thus making it impossible for the human
mind to grasp its profundities without Divine
intervention. When Hashem sees that a Jew puts forth
effort, He assists him accordingly. We are responsible
to make the first move.
Ramban contends that the mitzvah to which
the Torah refers is the mitzvah of teshuvah, translated
as repentance, but actually meaning “return.” A Jew
who repents returns to his source. As Sforno adds, one
does not require the exhortation of a prophet or Torah
giants that are distant from him. Regardless of one’s
location, teshuvah is something he – and only he – can
perform. As Ramban writes: B’ficha u’bilevavcha, “In
your mouth and in your heart”; you must articulate and
detail your sins and the sins of your fathers (viduy,
confession) and accept within your heart to continue
upon the new path which you have selected today.
Teshuvah occupies a central place in Judaism.
Each penitent has his own individual mode of return; he
is, likewise, distinct from others in his motive for
repentance and its unique form of expression. In other
words, the process of return (as in every journey)
involves varied approaches. Teshuvah is based upon
the premise that all human beings, however different
from one another in culture, outlook and personality,
all share the common belief that they have the power
to effect inward change. Penitents all hail from varied
backgrounds. Some have never been exposed to Torah
Judaism. Others at one point had been quite observant
– until something happened to turn them off. Some

פרשת נצבים

were weak; others were abandoned or abused and
placed the onus of guilt on religion – rather than on their
tormentors. Everyone can change his life and, thus, alter
its direction. Two essentials are required: the
renunciation of a regretted past (viduy); the adoption of
a better path to be followed into the future.
Nothing happens overnight. Teshuvah is a
process. Some, regrettably, follow a proclivity to
commence the journey, to begin the process, but forever
remain enroute without ever reaching a definitive
destination. To paraphrase a noted scholar: “The
perpetuation of the transitory state leads to aimlessness
and a confused self-image.” The baal teshuvah retains an
identity of penitent, when, in fact, he should be a normal,
committed, observant Jew - as if this is how he had been
raised from birth. When the transition becomes a lifelong process, the person lives in a state of inner conflict.
The undertaking no longer has a theological or moral
meaning, because the long term goal of embracing
Judaism in its totality has been lost due to the many
personal and psychological dilemmas that the individual
is confronting. He loses sight of the big picture, as he
wastes himself on the nitty gritty and refuses to continue
forward and upward until his personal issues have been
resolved. Once the spiritual awakening has occurred, his
goal has been established. His affirmation of this goal is
his decision to realize his total commitment to Judaism.
Vacillating, making excuses for a lack of total
commitment, is a sign of inner conflict and a lack of
absolute commitment. While there is no doubt that crises
will occur along the way, these are challenges which can
be surmounted if one’s commitment is real. Thus, they
are considered to constitute a minor setback. If, however,
these crises turn into full-fledged stumbling blocks,
accompanied by extreme self-doubt, then his
vulnerability is an indication of his feeble commitment.
The Torah’s implication that teshuvah is “easy,”
that all one has to do is “confess and accept,” seems to
disregard the agony that a baal teshuvah endures in:
(first) making the decision; and (second) maintaining his
commitment. Teshuvah is far from trivial. It is a powerful,
life-altering decision, with which the penitent certainly
does not trifle. What, then, is the meaning of: “Rather,
the matter is very near to you – in your mouth and in your
heart – to perform it”?
Horav Moshe Reis, Shlita, observes that the
Torah never guarantees that the going will be easy;
rather, the Torah attests only to its “nearness” to us. One
does not need heroic or miraculous means – or to travel

across the world – to commence the teshuvah journey.
כי קרוב אליך הדבר
All one has to do is to manifest a willingness and desire
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a man
does not know where to look, distance plays no role. I
awaken, nothing (else) will arouse him.” It is up to each
remember during the sixties when many spiritually lost
individual to make his own decision and to follow up by
people went searching for religious meaning and
commencing the process.
spirituality in the mountains of Tibet. They, of course,
The Baalei Mussar, Ethicists, explain that while
returned empty-handed, because they did not know
the road to teshuvah is long and demanding, the first
what to look for. Had they had an understanding of the
step is relatively easy. Due to its simplicity no one has
meaning of Judaism, they would have realized that they
the excuse, “I cannot do it.” Once he begins his journey,
had to go no further than within themselves to discover
he will receive Divine assistance. [It goes without saying
Hashem. Sadly, their education vis-à-vis Yiddishkeit was
that he receives moral, physical and material support
sponsored by their unknowing parents who believed
along the way through the agency of caring individuals
the words of their “spiritual” leadership, who often
whose love for Judaism and its people is boundless.]
deliberately misled them.
The first step on the road to return is the
The yetzer hora, evil inclination, is wily. He
acknowledgement that something is amiss, that he has
deceives the individual by allowing him to go through
sinned, that all is not good. The one who declares, “I
the motions of spiritual searching, but he cleverly
have done no wrong” or “it is not my fault”, and other
points him in the wrong direction. When Moshe
absolving excuses, has no hope for teshuvah. The
Rabbeinu informed Pharaoh that Hashem had said,
Chafetz Chaim presents it in a practical manner. Reuven
“Send forth My People (Shemos 5:2),” Pharaoh’s
borrows a large sum of money from Shimon, to be paid
response was, “I do not know Hashem.” The Midrash
back in a certain amount of time. The time arrives, and
(Shemos Rabbah 5:14) expands on this dialogue.
Reuven tells Shimon that he has suffered a number of
Pharaoh told Moshe, “I will research my book of gods
reversals and is presently unable to repay his debt.
which records the name of each nation’s deity, and get
Shimon will not be happy, but he will be understanding
back to you.” Pharaoh returned and told Moshe
and might even forgive part of the debt or establish a
“Hashem is not in my book. He cannot be a bona fide
payment plan. If, however, when Shimon comes to
deity.” The Midrash compares their dialogue to a Kohen
claim his loan, Reuven declares, “I owe you nothing!”
who traveled outside of his environs. His servant (who
one can be certain that Shimon will leave no stone
was not very astute) went searching for his master. The
unturned until he collects every penny that is owed to
first place he stopped was at the local cemetery. He
him.
called out to the people who were there, “Have you
Rav Reis applies this thought to explain
seen my master?” They replied, “Fool, what would your
Chazal’s (Yoma 9b) distinction between the sins of the
master be doing in a cemetery?” (A Kohen is not
generation that lost the first Bais Hamikdash and that
permitted to defile himself and thus may not be within
of the generation of the second Bais Hamikdash. They
four cubits of a grave.)
say that the lot of the first generation was far better
The lesson is obvious. Pharaoh searched for
than that of the second generation. During the First
Hashem in his book of pagan deities, dead gods, who
Temple, the people were guilty of committing the three
were made of stone and mortar. Pharaoh symbolizes
cardinal sins of idol worship, adultery and murder.
those who encourage their followers to study Judaism
Nonetheless, their exile lasted but seventy years.
in the museums and history books. It is a dead religion.
During this period, the Second Temple was built. The
They would never concede to the verity that our
second generation’s exile continues to this very day.
religion is vibrant and our belief is alive, that Hashem is
Why? Because their sin was not revealed. It was the sin
very real and very much a part of our lives.
of sinaas chinam, unwarranted hatred of fellow Jews.
Every Yid has within him the spark of
The “sin was not revealed” means they did not
Yiddishkeit which never becomes extinguished. For
acknowledge their behavior as being sinful. One can
various reasons, it might become covered with dross,
always have some excuse to hate, to place the onus of
but this is merely a temporary overlay which does not
guilt on someone else, thereby absolving oneself. Since
affect the purity of the spark. The Chiddushei HaRim, zl,
they did not (in their opinion) sin, they had no reason
explains that this is the meaning of Hashem’s promise
to repent. Therefore, we still have no Bais Hamikdash.
to Avraham Avinu, Anochi magen lach, “I will be a shield
When there is no sin, there can be no teshuvah, and
for you” (Bereishis 15:1).
Regardless of the
without teshuvah, Hashem will not give us back the Bais
circumstances, Hashem promises to protect the spark
Hamikdash!
within each individual Jew. Thus, when we recite the
Anyone can repent; that is the easy part.
blessing Magen Avraham (in Shemoneh Esrai), we refer
Acknowledging wrongdoing, accepting the fact that
to this promise: the Shield of Avraham. Every Jew is
one has sinned, requires strength of character, which is
protected by this spiritual warranty.
not as simple.
At the end of the Second World War, Horav
Eliezer Silver, zl, received a commission from General

Eisenhower to become an officer in the U.S. Army.
Thus, he would be able to continue his Vaad Hatzalah,
relief and rescue work in the Displaced Persons Camps
that housed thousands of Jewish survivors of Hitler’s
death camps. Rav Silver was a gaon, brilliant Torah
scholar, without peer. He was the president of the
Agudas HaRabbanim, Conference of Orthodox Rabbis
of North America, but saving and sustaining Jewish lives
took precedence for him. Among his many activities
was the procurement of clothing, shelter, medicine,
kosher food and religious paraphernalia for the
survivors. He also compiled lists of the Jews who had
survived.
Rav Silver could go anywhere, and he did, with
the government - issued jeep at his disposal and GI’s
protecting him wherever he went. During the time that
he spent in Poland searching for survivors, he would
attend church every Sunday morning. He entered the
Catholic church during mass, when everyone was in
attendance, walked up to the altar accompanied by his
bodyguards, faced the congregation and loudly
proclaimed, “Shema Yisrael! Hashem Elokeinu, Hashem
Echad!”
The worshippers halted their mass in
astonishment. What was this Jewish rabbi screaming
out? During those few precious moments, Rav Silver
scanned the crowd to see which ones – especially the
young children – responded to those words. He was
acutely aware that many Jewish parents, seeing the end
closing in on them, had attempted to save their children
by giving them to their Catholic neighbors. These
neshamos, Jewish souls, were now being raised as
devout Catholics. With his integrity and daring, Rav
Silver saved hundreds of souls. These were pure
neshamos that had been covered with dross. Once they
heard the holy words of the Shema, the words pierced
through the defilement and connected with their souls.
Magen Avraham, the Shield of Avraham: Hashem will
always protect us.
One might conjecture that this applies to
young children, but what about those who are the
products of one or two generations of assimilation, of
parents and even grandparents whose animus towards
Orthodoxy and its adherents is founded in decades long
self-loathing and lack of Jewish (or any) identity? Do
they still have a pure neshamah, a Jewish spark buried
deeply beneath their overt contempt?
Horav Noach Weinberg, zl, relates the
following incident. A rebbe who was teaching in a
yeshivah high school in Eretz Yisrael was informed by
one of the students (15 years old) that his mother was
undergoing a surgical procedure – not life-threatening,
but surgery nonetheless. What does a Jewish boy do as
he waits in the waiting room? He recites Tehillim. As the
boy was moving back and forth saying Tehillim, in
walked an old kibbutznik (often non-observant and
antagonistic) “What are you doing here?” the man
demanded of the boy. “My mother is having surgery,”
was the boy’s reply. “I mean what are you doing?” the
man asked, sort of agitated. “I am reciting Tehillim for
her recovery” was the boy’s answer.
“You are saying Tehillim? Is that why we
fought for this country? (reference to the War of

Independence 1948 – and probably the subsequent
wars). So that a young fellow like you should continue
with these archaic, medieval practices? Become a real
man; give up your superstitions. Stop with your
meshigas. There is a real vibrant world out there that
wants nothing to do with your kind. Throw your Tehillim
out the window!”
The boy held his ground, looked at the man,
and asked, “What brings you here?” “Oy, I came to pick
up my son’s body.” “What do you mean?” the boy
asked. “The doctors say that my son is so sick that they
are unable to detect any vital signs. As a last ditch
attempt, they are performing surgery, but they are
convinced it is useless.” The man sighed, “My son will
die. I just came to pick up the body and see to it that he
receives a proper burial.”
The boy looked at the man and said, “Are you
out of your mind? Why are you giving up? Take my
Tehillim and pray to Hashem. Pray as if your son’s life
depends on it – because it does!”
The man was immovable. “You think I would
resort to superstition? Never!” The boy moved over to
the other side of the waiting room and continued his
Tehillim recitation. An hour later, the surgeon who was
performing the man’s son’s surgery came out and said,
“The surgery was a success. Your son will live.”
Suddenly the old kibbutznik jumped up, raised
his arms, and called out, “Shema Yisrael, Hashem
Elokeinu, Hashem Echad!”
What happened? The Rosh Yeshivah explains
that when the man came to retrieve his son’s body he
was in a turmoil. He knew that the correct thing to do
was to pray to Hashem, but he would not be a
hypocrite. All his life he had reneged religion; now was
not the time to show that he really cared. He had not
davened since he left the cheder in Europe. He had to
vent his frustrations on someone – who better than a
yeshivah boy who personified everything that he was
not? Nonetheless, as evinced by his loud declaration of
Shema Yisrael, his neshamah was in gear and working
well. Magen Avraham: The assimilated, secular, bitter,
lack- of-identity Jew might vent on us, but it is all
frustration with what he/she could have been, and now
(they think) it is too late. It is never too late. That is
Hashem’s promise.
כי הוא חייך ואורך ימיך
For He is your life and length of your days. (30:20)

Torah is our life, without which we are unable
to survive. In a famous dialogue between Papus ben
Yehudah and Rabbi Akiva (Berachos 61a), the Tanna
expressed this idea. It was during the period when the
ruling pagan government forbade Torah study. Their
decree, which – if ignored – was punishable by death,
did not seem to matter to Rabbi Akiva, who maintained
his normal routine of studying and teaching Torah.
When Papus ben Yehudah questioned his actions,
Rabbi Akiva compared it to the wily fox who saw fish
swimming quickly from place to place. He asked them
from whom they were fleeing. They replied from the
fisherman’s nets. He suggested that they leave the
water and live with him. Apparently, the water was not

