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To Life! Rabbi Mordechai Kamenetzky (Torah.org)

Many difficult choices face us daily. Some are seemingly insignificant,
and some are critical. Those choices require deep and careful analysis
and we hope against hope that we make the correct decision. There is
one choice, however, that any fool can make. It is the choice of life.
Yet the Torah commands us this week that when faced with the choice
of life or death it is incumbent upon us to choose life. "See -- | have
placed before you today the life and the good, and the death and the
evil... and you shall choose life, so that you will live -- you and your
offspring." Deuteronomy 30:15-19

The Torah is filled with 613 Mitzvos. Each and every one of them is
imparted to us with a sense of urgency. We are commanded to
observe the minor laws with the same fervor as the major ones. Yet the
Torah is not content with its charge to keep individual commandments.
It culls all the laws under the title of "life" and then commissions us with
an additional Mitzvah -- "choose life." Isn't the objective of this
command another ansle in which we are again prodded to observe all
that has already been commanded? Why does the Torah repeat its
original charges as one summary command? Why aren't the original 613
sufficient?

It is fascinating to note that in the entire Torah there is no overt
reference to Olam Haboh -- the world to come. To scoffers, it holds
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another opportunity to dismiss one of the greatest tenets of
Jewish Faith. There are only veiled allusions to our raison d'étre the
world of eternity. Why?

The entire Oral Law, Mishnoh, Talmud, etc., is replete with the
concept of the world to come. The Sages in Pirkei Avos, explain
that, "this world is just a corridor for the world to come. One must
prepare himself in the hallway before entering the palace." If this
great world was offered orally, why is it not openly discussed in
the text of the Torah? | once heard that the Torah, unlike other
religious documents, is telling us, "I am not only promising to
deliver a reward in a place you can't understand. If you fulfill my
commandments, | promise reward in this very world!" Hashem
guarantees reward in this world. The world to come will be
beyond our comprehension but this world will hold more than
enoush gratification when we act in accordance with his will.

Reb Ahron Kotler of blessed memory epitomized a life
steeped in Torah study. After escaping the ravages of World
War I, he established the Kollel (fellowship program) of Beth
Mearash Govoah, at Lakewood, New Jersey. It is there that
married scholars studied Torah day and night and received a
small stipend. After two years of Kollel study one aspiring
prodigy had a lucrative business opportunity in which he was
guaranteed a very substantial living. He approached Reb
Ahron. "Rebbe, is it true that if 8 businessman supports a Torah
scholar in a contractual arrangement, then he shares the
reward of the world to come with his partner? Reb Ahron
answered in the affimative, explaining the concept of
Yissachar-Zevulun partnership. (Zevulun was & merchant and
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his brother, Yissachar, was a sage. They entered a business
arrangement to share equally both financial and spiritual rewards.)
"If that is the case," the student continued 'I'd like to enter into an
arrangement with a Kollel member. You see, Rebbe, | have a
wonderful opportunity to make quite a bit of money and this way
11 still be guaranteed the world to come." Reb Ahron was stunned.
"How can you leave learning?" The student responded meekly. "But
won't | still enjoy the world to come?"

"Of course!” exclaimed the Rosh Yeshiva, "but if you leave learning,
how will you enyjoy this world?"

Reb Ahron understood this week's Torah's message to its fullest extent.
Observance of Mitzvos is not just a life of extended ritual olbservance.
It is life itself. The Torah has laid a path that if followed precisely will
guarantee years of happiness. It will guarantee the ability to overcome
perceived suffering. It will guarantee a certain sense of fulfilment way
beyond any material gain. The Torah declares, "if you choose a life of
Torah, you are not only selecting a set of rituals. You are choosing much
more than Tefillin, Mezuzah and Shofar. You are choosing a sum total
greater than all of its parts. You are choosing life!"

Nerve Centre of the Year Rabbi Eliyahu Hoffmann (Torah.ors)
Some people thrive on irregularity. They love changes in their schedules
- days off; exploring new places and doing new things. These people
often find day-to-day life droll and humdrum; they constantly await the
opportunity to investigate new vistas and experience new events.

Then there are people like me. | love routine. | thrive on regularity. | find
drastic schedule changes difficult to adapt to. Such people would
gladly do the same thing day in/day out, rarely feeling the need to "get
away" from routine and do something out of the ordinary. For such
individuals, days like Rosh Hashana present a unique challenge. We are
asked to pour tremendous energy and concentration into a short, 48
hour period. In complete departure from schedule, we spend most of
our day in shul, immersed in prayer. We are told that these two short
days have a disproportionate effect over our entire year. How is one to
understand and adapt to this sudden and drastic change? How can
we gain an appreciation of these days, so that we may truly utilize them
to their full potential?

While Rosh Hashana is indeed the Jewish New Year, the word Rosh
does not mean new. Rosh means head; thus Rosh Hashana is the Head
of the Year. Why do refer to it as the head, as opposed to the
beginning, of the year? If a person has a problem with his feet, his feet
suffer. If his hands are not healthy, his hands hurt. If a person has
difficulty with his brain, his entire body suffers. The brain is not simply
another organ playing its role in the multifaceted creation we know as
the human body - the brain is the nerve-centre of the entire body. It
controls our actions, our movements, even our thoughts and feelings.
While in rare cases doctors may consider amputating a sick limb, or
even transplanting a critical organ such as a liver or heart, one does not
remove the brain.

Thus it would be fair to say that, within the scheme of the human bodly,
the relatively small brain plays a disproportionately large role. This is
why we g0 to such lensths to protect our heads. Bicycle helmets are
now required by the law. Broken hands and feet can be mended; a
blow to the brain, G-d forbid, can be life-threatening.

Just like the body has an appendage that plays a central and
irreplaceable role in its function, time also has its "head." Rosh Hashana
is the "Head of the Year." It is the nerve-centre of the Jewish calendar.
While it represents a relatively small portion of the time- cycle, its effect
over the coming year is powerful and immeasurable. Just like a small
irregularity in the brain could have catastrophic effects on the entire
body's function, so too even small deviations and lapses on Rosh
Hashana can cause untold harm to our lives over the coming year. Is it
just? Is it fair that such a short period should have such a powerful
impact? That's not for us to judge. We can only absorb the fact, and try
our best to take advantage of these incredibly powerful 48 hours.

This concept helps to explain some of the unusual customs and
laws surrounding Rosh Hashana. Commentators quote the Talmud
Yerushalmi that suggests one not rest (during the daytime) on Rosh
Hashana. "One who sleeps on Rosh Hashana will have a sleepy
mazal the coming year." What's the difference, one might ask, if |
have a little nap on Rosh Hashana? | do it every other Shabbos and
Yom Tov! Rosh Hashana is different. It is the "head" of the year. Half
an hour - a small period of time - on Rosh Hashana, may regulate
entire weeks or even months of our coming year, just as a tiny area
of the brain may control critical bodily functions and services.
Commentators even question why we're allowed to sleep at night
on Rosh Hashana! (Luckily for us they rule it permissable.)

Rosh Hashana is steeped in ritual. We eat the head of a sheep or
fish as a symbol of leadership and ascendency. We dip our challah
and apple in honey in the hope of a sweet year. We even avoid
sharp, bitter or pungent foods for the same reasons. While all year
long we would consider such practices superstitious and
obsessive, Rosh Hashana has such tremendous impact on our lives
that even small changes that serve to put us in the right frame of
mind (sweet, positive), and arouse us to prayer and faith, are
necessary and normal.

On Rosh Hashana, we are especially meticulous with our prayers.
While all year long we are not particular about the precise
vowelization of some words, on Rosh Hashana we are. "Zochreinu
I'chaim - remember us for life!" While during the year we often
pronounce it "La'chaim," on Rosh Hashana we are careful to say
"'chaim," because La'chaim sounds too similar to "Lo chaim," which
means "not life." (Mishnah Berurah 582:16) Consider this: If halacha
requires us on Rosh Hashana to be so careful with our prayers,
how much more so must we be careful with what we speak
about at our Yom Tov meals, or during our breaks from prayer or
Torah study!

The Talmud (Yerushalmi quoted by Ran) rules that if one blows the
shofar from its wider side, he has not fulfilled his obligation. The
shofar may only be blown from its narrower side. Perhaps this
halacha alludes to the above concept: The voice of the shofar
emerges from a tiny hole, travelling through an ever-widening
cavity, until ultimately it leaves its confines, and its powerful voice
fills every corner of the synagogue, permeating as well the
thoughts and consciousness of all who hear it. So too Rosh
Hashana is a small window to our year, from where our lives
emerge, never unchanged, impacted by these two short days with
such great repercussion.

Just 48 hours of time, with so much hanging in the balance. Forty
eight is the numerical value (gematria) of moach - the brain. Rosh
Hashana is the nerve-centre of our coming year. May the Almighty
grant us the sense and the clarity to utilize it to its full potential and
appreciate its impact.

Wishing all our readers and all of Klal Yisrael a good Shabbos, a
good Yom Tov, a K'siva ve-chasima tova, and a gut gebentsched

yur!
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