Nitzavim-Vayeilech 2014

1.
Unity

Nachlas Tzvi page 514
“You are standing today before Hashem your God” (29, 9)
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Why does the pasuk begin in the plural tense and end in the singular tense? It is impossible for
an individual to perform all of the 613 mitzvos. However, if all Jews are unified as they were at
Har Sinai, then all 613 mitzvos can be fulfilled. This is precisely why the pasuk starts in the
plural tense, but ends in the singular tense; to indirectly inform us that when there is unity then
all goals can be accomplished.

2.
Past vs future

Nachlas Tzvi page 520
“Moshe went (72*1) and spoke these words to all of Israel” (31, 1)
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Why does the pasuk start with the word “spoke” and then discuss the events unlike parshas
Devarim (1, 1) that related the events and only subsequently used the word “spoke”?

The context of parshas Devarim is the following; Moshe rebuked the Jews for the sins that they
previously transgressed. He enumerated their sins first because he was referring to events that
already occurred in the past. Dissimilarly, in this Parsha he spoke to them about future events
regarding the positive attributes of Eretz Yisroel. Since these events didn’t occur yet, the pasuk
therefore uses the word he spoke first.

3.
Torah is as critical to survival as air

Aleinu [’shabayach chalek beis pages 304-306

“It is not in heaven, (for you) to say, ‘who can ascend to the heaven for us and take it for us, so
that we can listen to it and perform i1t?” Nor is it across the sea, (for you) to say, ‘who can cross
to the other side of the sea for us and take it for us, so that we can listen to it and perform it?’
Rather, the matter is very near to you — in your mouth and in your heart — to perform it.” (30, 12-
14)
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In the physical world, it is axiomatic that the more basic a need is, the easier it is to obtain
and the more abundant it is. For instance, air. Air is vital for our survival, therefore it is easily
found. These pesukim teach us that the same principle applies to spiritual needs. The
nourishment that our souls need is the Torah. If necessary, we would technically need to
travel overseas and over mountains in order to acquire the Torah. Hashem acted kindly towards
us by making it very easy for us to access the Torah. Since the Torah is so essential for our
survival, therefore, Hashem made the Torah very accessible. Our feeling has to be that just as
we cannot live without air to breathe, we cannot survive without Torah. Without this
feeling, it is very possible that the Torah we learn will not have its desired effect on us. Tosfos
(Kesubos (63a)) says that it is the norm for one who learns to become a great sage in time. There
IS an obvious question that arises; there are many people who learn but do not become great
people. That being so, what is the explanation of the aforementioned Tosfos? The reason why
people who learn don’t become great people is the following; they don’t realize that the Torah is
as important as air. They incorrectly think that we could breathe and exist without the Torah.
They are mistaken. This type of Torah isn’t as chashuv.

Let’s relate a story of an individual who came to the Steipler to ask him something. Once the
Steipler knew his last name, he asked if he had a brother in Bnei Bark’s Vizhnitz neighborhood.
The visitor answered in the affirmative. The Steipler asked him to send his brother. The visitor
was confused, but he nevertheless got his brother and brought him to the Steipler. Once he came,
the Steipler asked him if he remembered an incident that happened in his youth, when he was
learning in a certain shul. One time the custodian asked him to relocate in order that he could
clean the floor. The custodian then asked him to relocate several times again. He didn’t
remember the story until the Steipler said think back really hard. He then remembered the story.
The Steipler then said that last night that custodian appeared to me in a dream. The custodian
said that because he disturbed your Torah learning, he cannot find rest in the upper world. The
obvious question regarding this story is why is the custodian held accountable? He was just
doing his job. Just as a custodian in a hospital wouldn’t unplug a machine, that someone’s life
depends on, because it is too noisy, so too he shouldn’t have made him get up. The custodian
could have simply asked him to temporarily lift his feet up.

The Gemara in Berachos (61b) relates the story of Rabbi Akiva who died while sanctifying
God’s name. The Romans decreed that the Jews were not allowed to learn Torah. Papas found
Rebbi Akiva gathering Jews and teaching them Torah. He asked Rebbi Akiva ‘aren’t you afraid
of teaching Torah?” Rebbi Akiva responded by means of a mashal (parable). Rebbi Akiva said
that this is comparable to a fox that was walking by a river. He saw fish that were gathering
together from place to place. The fox asked the fish ‘from whom are you swimming away?’ The
fish responded ‘from the fishermen who are trying to catch us.” The fox invited them ashore. He
assured the fish that they would be safe. The fish questioned this ‘welcoming invitation and
offer’. They said ‘if in the place from where we get our life, aka under water, we are in
trouble, then surely out of our habitat, aka on land, we will be in severe danger.” The same
applies to our current situation. If we are in danger when we are learning, then surely we
will be in trouble when we aren’t learning. ( X2 10y Xow AywW7 MOA 7713 NAR QYD 1327 11N
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.31 7nd nnx ) The Maharsha explains that the fox, an impure animal, represents the goyim
(non-Jews). The fish represents the Jews. The fox, aka goyim, tried to get the fish, aka the Jews,
out of the water of Torah. Water represents Torah as stated in Tanis (7a). The fish going and
gathering symbolizes the Jews trying to go to a safe location in order to learn. The fisherman’s
nets refer to the decrees that the goyim decreed upon the Jews. ( >721w:1 071 23w Ywnn Hwnt wid
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imprisoned Rebbi Akiva. They took Rebbi Akiva out of jail in order to kill him. It was the time
of kriyas shema. They combed his flesh with metal combs. This was excruciatingly painful.
Rebbi Akiva began to accept upon himself the yoke of heaven by reciting shema. The talmidim
(students) of Rebbi Akiva asked ‘until here?’ Rebbi Akiva responded ‘my entire life [ was
pained over this pasuk. | thought to myself, when would I ever be able to fulfill this pasuk? Now
that [ am finally able to fulfill this pasuk, should I not fulfill it?” Rebbi Akiva intently recited the
first pasuk of shema and then died. A heavenly voice yelled out ‘you will merit heaven.” ( X? 1K
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There is much to discuss regarding this fundamental, memorable, historic and inspiring event.
The question arises; why are the Jews compared to fish out of water as opposed to a
peacock or hyena without air? Rabbi Mordechai Gifter ingeniously explains that while a
fish is in water, it doesn’t look so alive, even though the reality is that it is completely alive.
Many times fish casually and slowly glide. Dissimilarly, when fish are removed from water
they tend to shake around and move a lot, it looks like it’s vibrant and completely alive,
even though the reality is that it is dying. The same applies to people. Many people who are
out of the water, aka the Torah, look alive. They go to prohibited places and are energetic.
The reality is that they’re dying. This is precisely what the Gemara in Berachos (18) refers to
when it says that wicked people are called dead even when they are alive and righteous people
are called alive even when they are dead. (.o°n% 1°19p 17°° 02w QYWD 121 017 IR INNMNAY 2OPOTX)
The Mishna in Avos (perek beis) states the more Torah one learned, the more life he has. ( 727n
.01 71277 770) Some people say ‘take a break from learning, it’s the summer. Get a life.” The
response to these people is ‘this is life. Torah is life!” The pasuk states ‘it is a tree of life for
those who grasp it. Similarly, we say in the second beracha before shema during maariv ‘it is our
life’. Other animals differ in this regard. Meaning, when they have air they look alive and
when they don’t have air then they look like they’re dying. This is true, when they have air
they are actually living and when they don’t have air then they are actually dying. The fish
that look dead while they are in the water symbolize righteous people. Many times they
look tired and dead so to say. This is only because they exert, utilize and save all of their




energy to learn and perform mitzvos. The reality is that they are more alive than anyone
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Additionally, explains the Chafetz Chaim, water is a complete necessity for fish. So too, we need
our water, aka the Torah. The Tana D’bei Eliyahu Zuta says that just as one cannot survive
without water after a certain period of time, such as a week, so too Jews cannot survive without
Torah after a certain period of time.




