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Learn Torah
Rabbi Yitzchok Cohen

For this mitzvah, which I command you today, is not 
too astonishing for you, nor is it far from you. It is 
not in heaven, for you to say, “Who will ascend to 

heaven and take it for us (Devarim 30:11-12).…”
The Ramban, Seforno, and Rambam all agree that the 

Torah, when mentioning the word “Mitzvah,” refers to a 
specific mitzvah and not to all mitzvot contained in the 
Torah. They deduce this from the fact that the Torah used 
the words “ha-mitvah ha-zot,” this mitzvah, rather than the 
words “kol ha-mitzvah,” all the mitzvot. 

This specific mitzvah refers to Teshuva, repentance, 
according to Ramban and Seforno. The Torah tells us 
that the ability to implement the act of Teshuva is “karov 
eileycha be-picha,” close to us through our mouths. 
This phrase refers to the vidui, confession, in which we 
articulate our sins. It is extremely painful to listen to 
ourselves and to criticize our own actions and our own 
faults. Nevertheless, the precise purpose of the vidui 
element of Teshuva is to force us to hear these painful 
words.

The Seforno agrees to Ramban that the Torah is 
discussing the mitzvah of Teshuva, since this pasuk is a 
continuation of the preceding verses which refer to the 
topic of repentance. Those verses say “ve-shav Hashem 
Elokeycha et shevutcha,” and refer to the act of Teshuva 
performed by klal yisroel in galut, exile. Moshe Rabbeinu 
is trying to be mechazek, to strengthen klal yisroel’s 
awareness of the importance of Teshuva. He informs them 
of the potential that everyone has to experience Teshuva 
in one’s life; one does not need nevi’im, prophets, or great 
sages to explain the mitzvah of Teshuva.

The Gemara in Eiruvin, however, quotes the pasuk of “lo 
nifleis hi mimcha” in reference to Talmud Torah. Similarly, 
the Rambam (Hilchot Talmud Torah, 3:8) tells us that “lo 
ba-shomayim hi,” it is not in heaven, teaches that Torah 

cannot be learned by those people who possess “gasut ha-
ruach,” boastful spirits, and those who involve themselves 
excessively in business. Rather, Torah is to be learned by 
the mouths of the humble and the dedicated.

The Rambam (Hilchot Teshuva 7:3) discusses the 
necessity to work on the gormei ha-cheit, the causes of sin, 
in addition to the act of sin itself. 

“ואל תאמר שאין התשובה אלא מעבירות שיש בהן מעשה, כגון 
זנות וגזל וגניבה. כשם שצריך אדם לשוב מאלו--כך הוא צריך לחפש 

בדעות רעות מן הכעס, ומן האיבה...”
“Do not say that Teshuva is only necessary for sins involving 

action, such as promiscuity and theft. Just as man must repent 
from these, so too must he search [and repent for] his negative 
traits … for anger and hatred.”

According to the Rambam, total attention and 
awareness should be directed towards the middot raot, 
bad character traits, that cause aveirot. The gormei 
aveira are also considered aveirot. According to the 
Rambam, learning Torah is the mitzvat aseh, the positive 
commandment. In contrast, Teshuva is not only a positive 
act, but a shev ve-al ta’aseh, a prohibition against inaction; 
Teshuva is only accomplished by abstention from middot 
ra’ot. Therefore, the Rambam learned that our pasuk refers 
only to the mitzvah of learning Torah. 

Although Ramban understands our pasuk as referring 
to Teshuva, he is nevertheless quite aware of the Gemara 
in Eiruvin that reads it as referring to Talmud Torah. He 
feels, however, that there is no contradiction between 
Torah and Teshuva, and that the pasuk can easily refer to 
both at once. The meaning of the pasuk is that the only way 
to successfully perform Teshuva is through the mitzvah 
of Talmud Torah. Rabbi Dovid Soloveitchik Shlita shows 
from the Gemara in Kiddushin (30b), “if this boor [the 
yeitzer hora] bumps into you, pull him into beis midrash,” 
and the Gemara in Bava Batra (16a) “Hashem created the 
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Deuteronomy30: 1-5, the biblical locus classicus of 
repentance, goes as follows:
When all these things befall you- the blessing and the 

curse that I have set before you- and you take them to heart 
amidst the various nations to which the L-rd your God has 
banished you, and you return to the L-rd your God, and you 
and your children heed His command with all your heart and 
soul, just as I enjoin upon you this day, then the L-rd your God 
will restore your fortunes and take you back in love. He will 
bring you together again from all the peoples where the L-rd 
your God has scattered you. Even if your outcasts are at the 
ends of the world, from there the L-rd your God will gather 
you, from there he will fetch you. And the L-rd your God will 
bring you to the land which your fathers occupied, and you 
shall occupy it; and He will make you more prosperous and 
more numerous than your fathers.

Perhaps the most difficult Talmudic statement regarding 
teshuvah is one version of a statement ascribed in the 
Gemara (Yoma 86b) to R. Shimon ben Lakish, popularly 
known as Resh Lakish.

Resh Lakish said, “Great is repentance, for because of it 
premeditated sins are accounted as errors, as it is said: Return 
O Israel, unto the L-rd your God, for you have stumbled in 
your iniquity. (Hosea 14:2). Iniquity is premeditated, and yet 
he calls it “stumbling.” But this is not so! For Resh Lakish said 
that repentance is so great that premeditated sins are accounted 
as though they were merits, as it is said, And when the wicked 
turns from his wickedness, and does that which is lawful 
and right, he shall live thereby (Ezekiel 33:19). There is no 
contradiction: One refers to a case (of repentance) derived from 
love, the other to one due to fear.

One version of the statement is that following teshuva, 
one’s sins are considered (presumably, by God) as if they 
had been committed unintentionally. The second version 
declares that they are considered to be mitzvoth. The 
Gemara proceeds to claim that both versions might be 
considered correct: the first statement refers to one who 
has repented out of fear (then, his demerits still stand, but 

only as unintentional ones, and thus much less, if at all, 
deserving of punishment). The second statement refers 
to someone who had repented out of love. In that second 
case, his demerits turn into merits, into mitzvoth!!

The second version of Resh Lakish seems impossible to 
fathom. Granted that as an article of Jewish belief (though 
not one of thirteen principles of Maimonides!!), teshuvah 
“wipes away” one’s sins. That fits with the first version of 
Resh Lakish. Moreover, one can certainly fathom that after 
he realizes the error of his ways; he can spur himself on and 
return to an even better state than the one he was in before 
his sin. But how can the averah itself turn into a mitzvah? 
Moreover, this seems to put at a disadvantage someone 
who never sinned in the first place, which makes (from an 
ethical point of view) the whole proposition unfair!

Before discussing the explanation of Rav Soloveitchik, 
z”l, of the matter, I think it is important to put this 
statement of Resh Lakish in a broader context. Certainly, 
not only the first version of Resh Lakish, but the 
unarticulated assumptions of numerous other Talmudic 
passages do not imply the second version of Resh Lakish 
at all. It is by no means “normative Jewish theology” to 
necessarily assume the second version of his statement. 
We do know that it is a mitzvah to repent: even if the truth 
would be according to the first version of Resh Lakish, 
or according to the numerous Talmudic passages that do 
not make the audacious claim that one’s demerits after 
repentance turn into merits. After all is said and done, 
the second version of Resh Lakish remains an incredibly 
difficult remark.

In the Guide of the Perplexed, the Rambam’s comments 
concerning repentance can be understood according to 
this more limited notion of what repentance achieves.

It is manifest that repentance also belongs to this class, I 
mean to the opinions without the belief in which the existence 
of individuals professing a law cannot be well ordered. For an 
individual cannot but sin and err, either through ignorance- by 
professing an opinion or a moral quality that is not preferable in 

Repentance - The Astounding Statement of Resh Lakish
Rabbi Dovid Horwitz

yeitzer hora, but created Torah as its antidote,” that the 
only way to rid oneself of the yeitzer hora, which causes 
aveiros, is through Talmud Torah in the beis ha-midrash. 
Take advantage of the opportunities of Torah in the beis 
midrash; this not only fulfills the commandment to study 

Torah, but also strengthens our Teshuva and allows us to 
become closer to Hakadosh Baruch Hu, reaching the level 
of “shuva Yisroel ad Hashem Elokeycha,” return, Israel, to 
Hashem your G-d. Chazak ve-ematz!
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truth-or else because he is overcome by desire or anger. If t hen 
the individual believed that this fracture can never be remedied, 
he would persist in his error and sometimes perhaps disobey 
even more because of the fact that no stratagem remains at his 
disposal. If, however, he believes in repentance, he can correct 
himself and return to a better and more perfect state than the 
one he was in before he sinned. For this reason there are many 
actions that are meant to establish this correct and very useful 
opinion, I mean the confessions, the sacrifices in expiation of 
negligence and also of certain sins committed intentionally, 
and the fasts. The general characteristic of repentance from any 
sin consists in one’s being divested of it. And this is the purpose 
of this opinion. Thus the utility of all these things is become 
manifest. (Guide, III:36, Pines ed., p. 540)

On the other hand, those who take all the words of 
Hazal seriously possess a moral obligation to give their 
words a coherent meaning and to place them, if possible, 
into some kind of conceptual substructure. Thus, it is 
indeed appropriate to try to find some meaning that we can 
understand for the second version of Resh Lakish as well. 
This leads us to the explanation of the Rav.

(Although numerous articles detailing the Rav’s 
approach exist, I will cite both the formulations and the 
ideas found in Yitzchak Blau, “Creative Repentance: On 
Rabbi Soloveitchik’s Concept of Teshuva ,” Tradition 28:2 
[Winter 1994], pp. 11-18, for what follows.)

The Rav rejects the notion that according to this 
view, if a person repents, God “magically” transforms 
one’s ‘averot into mitzvoth (which is indeed how many 
authorities understood this notion!). The Rav apparently 
felt that according to that view, the role of the human 
being is too passive. On the contrary, he understood 
that Resh Lakish’s second version expresses the 
remarkable notion that man himself accomplishes this 
transformation. How does he do it?

The Rav examined how an individual who has done 
teshuvah relates to his previous condition. There are two 
possible reactions. One can simply cut oneself off from it, 
considering that someone else had committed the misdeeds. 
Alternatively, the penitent does not erase the past, but 
remembers the sins with a sense of regret. Knowledge of his 
sins becomes a motivating factor to perform better in the 
future, to make up for the time wasted.

These two alternatives fit with the two versions of Resh 
Lakish. People who react in the first way are themselves 
treating their previous voluntary misdeeds as unintentional 

ones. (One might add that halakhically, what defines an 
unintentional misdeed is the existence of a ma‘aseh ‘averah, 
a heinous act, without the retzon ha-gavra, the will to violate 
the law. By now proclaiming, “from a moral point of view, I 
am now not the same man that committed those previous 
sins,” one is detaching his ratzon from the sin. Without the 
will, the sin that had previously been defined as a willful 
misdeed is now merely a mechanical act, and is tantamount 
to an involuntary act produced by that person.)

According to the second way, one who continues to 
relate to his previous sins turns his memories of his sins 
into a positive force. Here the Rav utilized and built 
upon the ideas of the philosopher Max Scheler. (See 
“Repentance and Rebirth,” in On the Eternal in Man 
(translated by Bernard Noble, London, 1960), pp. 33-65. 
Scheler understood that memory and anticipation are 
essential parts of the human psyche. 

He writes, “We are not merely the disposers of our 
future; there is no part of our past life which…might not 
be genuinely altered in its meaning and worth.... (p.40)” 
Every moment of our lives contains the past, present and 
future. 

Hence, we can change that part of ourselves now that 
is connected to the past! Since the significance of our 
acts in our consciousness depends upon how we relate 
to them, if a penitent now channels the very energy that 
caused him to sin in the past into a positive orientation , he 
indeed is able to turn his “misdeeds” into “ merits.” Resh 
Lakish’s statement is now understood not as a metaphysical 
statement, but as an expression of the will of a human 
being to recreate himself can accomplish.

Resh Lakish’s statement, at the end of the day, should 
not, however, obscure the fact that it is God who forgives 
us. Hence, it may be appropriate to end this piece with a 
citation of R. Akiba’s homily on Teshuvah.

R. Akiba said: Happy are You, Israel! Who is it before 
whom you become clean? And Who is it that makes you 
clean? Your Father in heaven, as it is said, “And I will 
sprinkle clean water upon you and you shall be clean 
(Ezekiel 36:25).” And it further says, “Hope of Israel 
(miqveh), the L-rd ( Jeremiah17:13) (The Hebrew word 
miqveh is a homonym meaning both fountain {=ritual 
bath} and hope.) 

Just as the fountain renders the unclean clean, so does 
the Holy One Blessed be He, render (the people of) Israel 
clean. (Yoma 85b)



4 
YUTORAH IN PRINT • A PROJECT OF YESHIVA 
UNIVERSITY’S CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTURE Nitzavim 5776

Download thousands of audio shiurim and articles at www.yutorah.org

For this mitzvah (ki ha-mitzvah ha-zos) that I command 
you this day is not too baffling for you nor is it beyond 
reach. It is not in the heavens … Neither is it beyond the 

sea … Rather the matter is very close to you, in your mouth and 
in your heart to observe it” (Devarim 30:11-14).

These pesukim are famous not only for the power of 
their imagery but also for their ambiguity. After all, the 
subject of these verses is never revealed – what is “not in 
the heavens,” what is “not beyond the sea,” what is “very 
close to you?”

This uncertainty has given rise to various 
interpretations; some have understood it to refer to the 
process of halachic decision making (Bava Metzia 59b) 
while others have understood the focus to be on general 
mitzvah observance (Targum Yerushalmi).

The Ramban, however, famously interprets “for 
this mitzvah” as referring specifically to the mitzvah of 
teshuvah, repentance. Thus understood, the Ramban 
explains that the Torah is stressing the feasibility of teshuva 
and encouraging us to never lose hope in the possibility of 
repentance. No matter have far we may have strayed and 
no matter how distant we may feel from the Ribbno Shel 
Olam, we can always return and we can always repent.

The Ramban’s beautiful and inspirational understanding 
of these pesukim seems to be inspired by the Rambam 
in his discussion of the halachic details of the process of 
teshuvah.

The Rambam (Teshuvah 2:2) delineates a four stage 
teshuvah process: “She-ya’azov ha-chotei chet’o” – the 
sinner must cease and desist from the prohibited behavior; 
“va’yigmor be’libo she’lo ya’asehu od” – he should then 
whole heartedly commit himself to not returning to this 
behavior anytime in the future; “yisnacheim al she’avar” 
– he must sincerely regret his past actions; and finally 
“ve’tzarich le’hisvados bisfasav” – he must articulate these 
commitments in the form of vidui.

When studied carefully, however, we notice something 
curious about the sequence of the Rambam’s listing. He 
first demands azivah, abandoning the wayward course of 
action, and only afterwards requires charatah, regret over 
the past misdeed.

At first glance this sequence appears anachronistic, as 
the Rambam places the future before the past. And more 
than just an issue of timing, logically it would appear that 

charatah would come before the other two. In fact, most 
of the other meforshim who discuss the requirements 
repentance, such as Rav Sa’adiah Gaon and the Chovos 
HaLevavos do in fact list charatah first. And the reason 
would appear obvious. Regret is the “ground zero” of 
repentance. If one doesn’t regret what he or she has done 
in the past what would motivate the person to change in 
the future?

How can we understand the Rambam’s order?
Perhaps we can suggest that the Rambam is teaching us 

a profound lesson in the psychology of spiritual growth. 
There is a common tendency for those who have fallen 
prey to the temptation of sin – be it a general lifestyle 
or even a specific wrong – to believe that there is no 
meaningful chance for change. Past habits are deemed too 
hard to break, past mistakes are considered too numerous 
to rectify, and past guilt is thought too profound to purify.

By focusing initially on the past there is the danger of 
succumbing to just such a mentality. Instead of regretting 
what one has done and using that charatah as a catalyst for 
positive change, people often feel paralyzed by the past. 
As a result they become trapped, mired in a quagmire of 
inequity, and unable to move on.

The Rambam offers us an alternative. Even though it 
may be intuitive to begin with the past, we are instructed to 
first look towards the future – kabalah – because the most 
profound inspiration for change is the positive image of the 
new and improved person we will be. The ability to hope 
for a better tomorrow gives us the strength to confront the 
disappointment of yesterday. Once the kabalah has taken 
place, then – and only then – are we ready for charatah.

Thus understood, the Rambam’s sequence isn’t curious, 
it’s ingenious.

Beyond the specific question of the stages of teshuvah, 
this crucial idea underlies one of the basic tenents of 
teshuvah. As we saw in the comments of the Ramban, 
the possibility for repentance – always present and never 
abandoned – is an essential component of the Torah’s 
presentation of teshuvah. The Meiri, as well, makes this 
point forcefully, as he begins his essay on repentance by 
stating that his goal is, “to explain that the sinner should 
never despair from the possibility of repentance.”

Elie Weisel discovered that over the entrance of the 
oldest shul in Breslav, Poland there was a sign that read 

Yes I Can
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb 
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Two types of Bechirah
Rabbi Beinish Ginsburg

In Parshas Nitzavim (30,15-20) the Torah presents the 
idea of Bechirah Chafshis.  The Torah writes “See- I 
have placed before you life and good, and death and 

evil…” and the Torah continues in Posuk 19 “u’vacharta 
b’chaim”- and choose life.  This is the idea of Bechira 
Chafshis. 

It is interesting that this is not the first place where the 
Torah records and presents Bechirah Chafshis.  At the 
beginning of Parshas Re’eh (11,26-32) we have an earlier 
presentation of Bechirah Chafshis. “See, I present before 
you a blessing and a curse….”  It is striking that the Torah 
repeats the Parshah of Bechirah Chafshis.  Why?  What’s 
the lesson behind this repetition[i]?

The Rav and Rav Ahron, zt”l, presented the following 
answer.  In Parshas Nitzavim the Torah has just discussed 
the mitzvah of Teshuvah. The Torah writes (30,8) “V’atah 
sashuv v’shamata b’kol Hashem”- and you shall return 
and listen to the voice of Hashem.  Later (Posuk 10) the 
Torah writes “ki sashuv el Hashem Elokecha”- when you 
shall return to Hashem your G-d.  Apparently, there is a 
connection between the repetition of Bechira Chafshis and 
Teshuva.

The explanation is as follows.  There are two types of 
Bechirah Chafshis.  There is Bechirah Chafshis before 
Cheit and Bechirah Chafshis after Cheit.  Before Cheit a 
person has Bechirah Chafshis, a person has a choice to do 
the right thing or the wrong thing, and we are commanded 
to choose to do the right thing.  It requires a certain level 
of self control, of discipline.  That’s ordinary Bechirah 
Chafshis.  However, sometimes, lo aleinu, a person become 
involved in Cheit, and once a person has sinned, then to 
choose to do the right thing and stop sinning is much more 
difficult.  The heroic effort required to do Teshuva is very 
great; therefore, the Torah is Mechadesh a second Parshsah 

of Bechirah Chafshis to teach us and to emphasize to 
us that we have the ability to employ even this more 
challenging Bechirah Chafshis.  We have the ability to do 
Teshuva and to choose to do the right thing even after 
becoming accustomed to doing a Cheit.  This is why the 
Torah repeats the Parshah of Bechirah Chafshis here, in 
Parshas Nitzavim, immediately after the Parsha of Teshuva, 
to teach us this lesson. 

We are now approaching the Rosh Hashana, Aseres 
Yemei Teshuva, and Yom Kippur.  One is always obligated 
to do Teshuva, but there is a special emphasis on doing 
Teshuva at this point of the year.  A Jew should never sell 
himself short; a Jew should never say “I can’t do Teshuva, 
I can’t change, it’s too difficult”.  The Torah is teaching us 
that a Jew can change, and even the most difficult choice is 
within our ability. 

Sometimes over the course of the year a person 
develops a bad habit and a person can become convinced, 
unfortunately, that this is who I am, I can’t change.  That 
is a mistake. And we have to learn the Parshah of Bechirah 
Chafshis in Nitzavim after learning the Parshah of 
Teshuvah, and teach ourselves and remind ourselves that 
we always have the ability to do Teshuvah and to choose to 
do the right thing.  This is an important lesson to keep in 
mind as we are entering the Aseres Yemei Teshuva.

[i] This question of the repetition of Bechirah Chafshis in Nitzavim 
really depends on a Machlokes between Rashi and the Ramban 
regarding the beginning of Parshas Re’eh.  According to Rashi there, 
the Torah is not describing Bechirah Chafshis. The Ramban there, 
however, quotes Rashi and argues. The Ramban explains that the 
first section of Re’eh is discussing Bechirah Chafshis. And therefore 
according to the Ramban we have our question of why is Bechirah 
Chafshis repeated here, in Parshas Nitzavim.  The Ramban himself 
back in the beginning of Re’eh addresses this question.

“Gevalt! Don’t Give Up!”
This is not only a compelling rally to resist outside 

forces; it is also a resounding response to our innermost 
fears. Left unchecked these fears can paralyze us and 
remove all possibility for growth and positive change. But 
we must be stronger than that.

Complete repentance requires us to confront our past, 
but in order for the process to be successful it must be 

fueled by optimism and a positive vision of hope in a new 
and improved relationship with the Ribbono Shel Olam.

It’s not easy but it’s not impossible either.
It isn’t hidden or distant and it’s not in the heavens or 

on the other side of the sea. “Karov eilecha ha-davar m’od” 
– it is so close to us; “b’ficha u’vilvavcha la’asoso” – the 
potential for teshuva is within us to achieve!
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Levado Yimloch Nora - The Awesome One Will Reign Alone
Rabbi Avigdor Nebenzahl

It will be that when all these things come upon you the 
blessing and the curse that I have presented before 
you then you will take it to your heart among all the 

nations where Hashem, your G-d has dispersed you. And 
you will return to Hashem, your G-d, and listen to His 
voice “ (Devarim 30:1-2) The Torah is informing us that at 
the End of Days, following all the brachot (or G-d forbid 
the opposite) there will come a new era. This era will be 
characterized by the repentance of the Jewish nation: In 
addition “then Hashem, your G-d will bring back your 
captivity and have mercy upon you, and He will return and 
gather you in from all the peoples to which Hashem, your 
G-d, has scattered you” (ibid. 3). Hashem will gather in all 
our exiles and return us to Eretz Yisrael.

One of the Thirteen Principles of our Faith is belief 
that the Redemption will ultimately take place, that the 
Moshiach will arrive. The Torah of course does not specify 
that the Moshiach will descend from David HaMelech, for 
David had not yet been anointed king, but the basic belief 
in the arrival of the Moshiach is one of our Principles of 
Faith. These psukim are informing us that the redemption 
cannot take place without the nation repenting. The 
Gemara cites a dispute regarding this issue: “R’ Eliezer 
says: if the Jewish people repent, they will be redeemed 
and if not, they will not be redeemed’. R’ Yehoshua said: 
‘if they do not repent, they will not be redeemed? Rather 
the Holy One Blessed is He will appoint a king over them 
whose decrees will be as harsh as those of Haman and the 
Jewish people will repent, and in this way G-d will bring 
them back to the right path’” (Sanhedrin 97b).

How are we to understand this dispute? Does the 
Torah not explicitly tell us that tshuva is a prerequisite 
for redemption, how can R’ Yehoshua then refute that? Is 
not the entire redemption based on our return to Torah? 
What does it mean to build a Beit HaMikdash without 
keeping Mitzvot? This would not be building but rather 
destruction! The explanation is that both R’ Eliezer and 
R’ Yehoshua are in agreement that the redemption must 
be accompanied by tshuva, their dispute is whether 
repentance must precede the redemption whether it can 
place afterwards. What is certain is that repentance is a 
necessary component of the redemption.

Elul in a certain sense is a time of redemption. It is not 
the final redemption, for we are still not in control of many 

parts of Eretz Yisrael and the Arabs continue with their 
acts of terror. The Torah is telling us that when the Jewish 
nation returns to Hashem then Hashem so to speak returns 
to us. This is the message of Elul “ani leDodi veDodi li” 
“I am for my beloved and my beloved is for me” (Shir 
HaShirim 6:3). The whole year we acted in the way that 
we did, and then comes the month of Elul when we return 
to Hashem and He returns to us. This is the precisely the 
Torah’s description of the ultimate redemption.

We pray for and wish each other a “shana tova umetuka” 
“a good and sweet year”. What do we mean? Obviously 
we pray for a year which is all good one devoid of traffic 
accidents and bombs. The sweetest thing we can wish for, 
however, is “deveikut baHashem”, cleaving to the Divine 
Presence. This is the ultimate sweetness possible.

Shofarot: Link Between Malchuyot And Zichronot
During the last two weeks we discussed the brachot of 
Malchuyot and Zichronot. We explained how in the 
bracha of Malchuyot we declare everything as being from 
Hashem - He is the King, He is the Judge, and He decides 
whether there will be war or peace, whether or not there 
will be a hurricane, whether or not there will be illness, 
who will live and who, G-d forbid, will not live, as well as 
everything else. We then recite the bracha of Zichronot 
where we declare that Hashem does not make any of 
these decisions on His own but rather bases them on our 
actions: “You remember the deeds done in the universe 
... everything is revealed and known before You”. Hashem 
ultimately makes the decision but He bases it on the deeds 
of the people, for we are the ladder on which “the angels 
of G-d are ascending and descending” (Bereishit 28:12). 
If we observe the Torah and Mitzvot then everything will 
be good for the Jewish nation as well as the entire world. If, 
G-d forbid, we do not keep the Torah then things will not 
be so good, not for us nor for the rest of the world this is 
the second bracha of Zichronot.

The bracha of Shofarot can be viewed as a compromise, 
so to speak, between the above two. We declare that 
what we had said in Malchuyot and Zichronot are both 
true. Hashem is the Judge and He judges based on our 
deeds. Shofarot tells us that the power we were granted in 
Zichronot is limited. We cannot interfere with the Divine 
Plan for the world. Zichronot tells us that our actions have 
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meaning and effect the world, they may influence the way 
that the Redemption ultimately comes about. Shofarot, 
however, promises us that no matter what, it will take place.

The Jewish nation began its history with a Shofar 
the shofar of Akeidat Yitzchak and the sounding of the 
Shofar at Har Sinai when the Torah was given: “You were 
revealed in Your cloud of glory to Your holy people to 
speak with them ... amid thunder and lightning You were 
revealed to them and with the sound of the Shofar You 
appeared to them”. The End will also come about with 
the sounding of the Shofar “It shall be on that day that a 
great Shofar will be blown, and those who are lost in the 
land of Ashur and those cast away in the land of Egypt 
will come together” (Yeshayahu 27:13). The Shofar was 
sounded when the Torah was given and the Shofar will be 
sounded announcing the arrival of the Moshiach. What 
happens in between, when and how his arrival will take 
place, depends on us. The period in between is filled with 
highs and lows, at times the situation is better than at other 
times. There will be times which will see Moshe Rabenu, 
David HaMelech, and other righteous people, while other 
periods of history will have the likes of Yeravam ben Nevat. 
The end result will be the same - the Divine Plan will come 
to fruition. This is the compromise, so to speak, between 
what we have declared in Malchuyot and Zichronot. In 
Malchuyot we declared that Hashem is King and He alone 
runs the world in accordance with His will. In Zichronot 
we said that although Hashem has the ability to do as He 
pleases, He has limited Himself to acting based solely on 
man’s actions. The bracha of Shofarot is the link between 
the two. There is a limit to just how much influence man 
has in Hashem’s administering of the world it cannot 
overstep the boundaries of the Divine Plan.

Man has the power to delay the redemption, and there 
have been many wicked people who have committed evil 
acts of evil attempting to counter the will of Hashem and 
negatively influence how the world has been run, while 
Tzaddikim have the power to hasten the redemption. 
One thing certain is that in the end they will not 
manage to alter the Divine Plan - the Jewish people will 
ultimately be redeemed, a Sanhedrin will be formed, the 
Beit HaMikdash will be rebuilt, there will be a Davidic 
kingdom, and the Kingdom of Heaven will be recognized 
throughout the entire world: “All you inhabitants of the 
world and dwellers of the earth - you will see when the 
banner is hoisted up upon the mountains, and when the 
Shofar sounds you will hear!” (Yeshayahu 18:3), “and it 

will be on that day that a great Shofar will be blown” - this 
is what the bracha of Shofarot alludes to.

The Creation of the world consisted of a beginning 
which was all good, and the end too, will be all good. No 
evil person in the world can change that - not Pharaoh, 
not Haman, and not that evil German (may his name be 
obliterated). Hashem is the King, He guides the world 
based on our deeds, but in the end everything will run in 
accordance with His will. Man will eventually undergo 
tshuva and return to Hashem and the Redemption will 
come about.

Man’s Choice
What choice does man have in this world? Whether to be 
among those who help hasten the Moshiach’s arrival or to 
align himself with those who delay his arrival. A person 
has the choice of following in the footsteps of Avraham, 
Yitzchak, Yaakov, Moshe, Aharon, and other Tzaddikim 
or living his life in the way of Lavan, Pharaoh, Haman, 
Nebuchadnezzar, and other evil people. This is the only 
choice man cannot influence the final outcome. How long 
will it take to reach the promised End? That is up to us, but 
it will happen!

Many evil people have tried to destroy the Jewish 
nation, and have ended up destorying themselves. Haman’s 
plans ended up with a happy ending for us not for him. 
The same may be said regarding Pharaoh and other wicked 
people. They are all but a small part in Hashem’s plan they 
will ultimately receive their punishment and the Tzaddikim 
will ultimately be rewarded.

Divine Justice
The Torah informs us in Parshat Haazinu that the other 
nations will be held accountable for every act they 
perpetrated against the Jewish nation: “I shall intoxicate 
My arrows with blood and My sword shall devour flesh, 
because of the blood of corpse and captive, because of the 
earliest depredations of the enemy” (Devarim 32:42). This 
verse describes Hashem’s future upcoming revenge against 
the enemy. Rashi cites from the Sifri that the nations will 
be judged: “from the earliest depredations of the enemy”, 
from the beginning of their attacks against Israel. The 
deliberations will not begin with the Holocaust, or with 
the Crusades, not even with the destruction of the Beit 
Hamikdash rather they will begin with the very first assault 
against Jews, with Nimrod’s behavior towards Avraham. 
There will be no “statute of limitations” for the iniquities of 
the enemy - thousands of years of injustices will be brought 



8 
YUTORAH IN PRINT • A PROJECT OF YESHIVA 
UNIVERSITY’S CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTURE Nitzavim 5776

Download thousands of audio shiurim and articles at www.yutorah.org

forth.
Hashem’s justice will be precise every evil deed will 

be punished accordingly. Everything will be taken into 
account - a person who only shouted “Jude” will not be 
judged the same way as a person who also spat. Justice for 
the one who spat will not be the same as for the one who 
perpetrated other terrible acts. Not a single act will escape 
notice the preciseness of justice will be clear to all.

The result will be “O nations - ‘harninu’ - sing the 
praises of His people, for He will avenge the blood of His 
servants, He will bring retribution upon His foes” (ibid. 
43). Onkelos tells us that “harninu”, means they will praise 
- the other nations will be so impressed with the exactness 
of the judgment meted out against them - that they will 
sing Hashem’s praises. They, of course, will not be happy 
with the punishments, but just seeing the preciseness of 
the justice will cause them to burst forth in song singing 
Hashem’s praises. This will bring about a great Kiddush 
Hashem the entire world will see that everything that takes 
place is part of the Divine Plan.

Shame And Embarrassment
My esteemed teacher HaGaon HaRav Chaim Shmuelevitz 
zt”l once elucdiated on the tefilla: “Avinu Malkenu nekom 
le-einenu nikmat avadecha hashafuch” “Our Father, our 
King, avenge before our eyes the spilled blood of Your 
servants”. What are we asking for? Are we asking from 
Hashem that six million Germans die? Perhaps sixty 
million? This is not what we are praying for! What we 
are requesting is that those wicked people recognize the 
enormity of their deeds and feel great shame at what 
they did. We pray that all those evil people who tried to 
annihilate the Jewish people, whether bodily or spiritually, 
whether by the sword or via missionaries, recognize and 
understand that their plot will never succeed, because 
the Torah is Truth and the Jewish people are Truth. Am 
Yisrael will continue to exist, and the Torah will continue 
to blossom. As for the wicked: “its end will be eternal 
destruction” (Bamidbar 24:20). The true punishment for 
the wicked will be the feeling of shame and embarrassment 
for what they have done. In my younger days I did not 
understand this, yet as I get older I see just how terrible 
public embarrassment can be. We must keep in mind that 
as difficult as public embarrassment is in this world, it is 
but a passing phenomenon while in the Next World it 
remains for eternity.

Shame and embarrassment can be more difficult for 
a person to tolerate than death. Some years ago one of 

the Shabbat regulars at the Yeshivat Kol Torah Minyan, 
a devout Jew, an honest “baal habayit”, and an observer 
of Torah and Mitzvot, was once suspected of some 
financial wrongdoing and the embarrassment was so 
great that he would no longer show his face in public. 
The situation worsened to the point where one Shabbat 
between Shacharit and Musaf he took his own life. I am 
certainly not justifying suicide, it is a terrible sin, but 
this does demonstrate to us what a terrible thing it is to 
be embarrassed. Such is the power of shame even in this 
world, which is only transient in which the embarrassment 
too, cools down and withers with time. (I remember once 
walking on a snowy day and slipping and falling in the 
middle of the street. It was extremely embarrassing and I 
was happy to see that there were very few people on the 
street and those who were there did not notice me fall. 
Today, only many years later am I able to relate this story 
in front of the Yeshiva without it embarrassing me!) Even a 
person who would rather “die than be put to shame” does 
not have that option in the Next World, for he has nowhere 
to go to run away from it. Shame in the Next World is 
eternal and not only does it not go away with time, it 
grows!

Your Brick In The Beit Hamikdash
The Beit HaMikdash will be built, speedily in our day, not 
only from physical stones but from Torah and Mitzvot. 
The big stones of the Beit HaMikdash will be built from 
the Mitzvot of our forefathers, of Moshe and Aharon, the 
Rambam and Rashi. In addition, however, there will be 
little stones which each and every one of us can try to have 
a share in. The Beit HaMikdash will be built whether we 
want it or not - this is what the bracha of Shofarot tells us - 
we can decide whether or not we want to have a share in its 
building.

This thought should fill us with pride as well as humility. 
We should feel proud that we too have a share in the 
building of the Beit HaMikdash, to be working alongside 
our forefathers and other Tzaddikim. It should also 
humble us when we realize how small our stone is, how 
insignificant all our good deeds are when compared to 
those of our forefathers, of Moshe and Aharon, and other 
giants. The pride and humility together should bring us to 
better serve Hashem.


