
We Are Intrinsically Linked David Bondt

A clear inconsistency exists in pasuk 31:20 of this week’s sedra. The

pasuk begins in the singular form – “veachal, vesava vedashen ufuna”

(“he will eat, he will be satisfied, he will live in luxury and he will turn

to”...) but the pasuk ends with the plural form “vaavadum veniatzuni”

“they will worship them and they will provoke my anger”.

Reb Moshe Feinstein explains this contradiction as follows: The

example an individual sets is followed and copied by others. If a

person lives a life only concerned about luxuries and his own self-

gratification, he then becomes lax in mitzvots and others then see that

a precedent has been set and follow this individual’s ways. Similarly

says Reb Moshe, if we live our lives as exemplary Jews, always striving

to improve ourselves and caring for each member of Klall Yisroel,

then an individual can create a favourable impression and others will

follow that individuals positive example.

Each action we take, good or bad intrinsically affects all of Klall Yisroel.

As Reb Yisroel Salanter said, “when a Jew strengthens his observance

of Shabbos in Lithuania, he will help prevent his fellow Jew from

desecrating Shabbos in Paris”.

The Yom Kippur machzor is filled with tefillos requesting that Hashem

not only grant our own individual teshuva but that all of the sins of Klall

Yisroel be removed and that we should all be inscribed in the book of

life. We even say Viduy for sins that we have not committed. Why?

Because ultimately the destiny of each member of the Jewish people

is intrinsically linked and unless we care about each and every

member of Klall Yisroel, then we will be unable to merit a teshuva

shelayma.

A well-known story of Reb Chaim Soloveichik illustrates this point:

In 1905, a young Jewish man lived in Brisk and he became more

and more hostile to Torah observance. He would antagonise

frum Jews in any way he could. He would even wait outside Reb

Chaim’s house on Shabbos and just as Reb Chaim would leave for

Shul, he would light a cigarette. He became a real problem to

the frum community and he eventually severed all ties with

Yiddishkeit.

This young man subsequently joined the Russian army and one

day, for no apparent reason, he took out his gun and fired it in

the direction of a picture of the Czar. This was deemed an

extremely serious offence and he was sentenced to death by
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firing squad.

A Jew from brisk was informed by the Mayor of the town that the

Mayor could prevent the execution if a “donation” of 5,000

rubles was arranged. Despite the young man’s attitude to Torah

and Mitzvos, Reb Chaim called a meeting in his house and

demanded that the community leaders raise the necessary
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funds. This was a Jew and notwithstanding his attitude said Reb

Chaim, the community had an obligation to save him.

The community leaders refused to raise the funds as they argued

that the young man’s efforts to eradicate Yiddishkeit made him

perfectly fitting for the firing squad. The execution was set for

Yom Kippor that year.

After mincha on Erev Yom Kippor, Reb Chaim made an

announcement. The community would not be allowed to go

home for the seuda ha-mafsekes until the money was raised and

the execution prevented. If not, then Reb Chaim said that he

would lock the shul and Kol Nidrei would be cancelled!

Unsurprisingly, the money was collected and the “donation” was

paid.

This story not only demonstrates the importance of saving every

Jewish life but it shows that as Yom Kippor approaches, we must be

concerned with the welfare, both physically and spiritually of every

Jew and only if we do this, will Klal Yisroel be able to merit a true

teshuva shalayma.

Here’s a true story worth repeating. It reminds us that Teshuva, what

the world calls repentance, is not just a verb. It’s a destination! It’s also

a relationship!

It was after Kol Nidre on Yom Kippur night, the holiest time of the year,

two years ago. One of the congregants, tugged on my Kittle insisting

he had a story he needed to tell. The story begins fifteen years earlier

in a New York area suburb. This man tells me his daughter was getting

engaged in Florida and so he and his daughters and other family

members traveled with him to celebrate. Only his wife remained back

home to care for the grandchildren. While they were away, a knock

came to the door and three men with hoods brandishing weapons

forced their way into the house. They threatened his wife and pushed

her around and made her open the safe from which they took all her

jewelry and many thousands of dollars-worth of valuables. Afterward

they handcuffed her to the banister. They left and were never caught.

That’s not the end of the story though. Why, I wondered was he telling

me this now? Fifteen years later, between Rosh HaShana and Yom

Kippur, just a few days earlier, his wife received a mysterious call. There

on the other end of the phone was a Rabbi and another gentleman

that had an urgent message he needed to convey. Who was it? It was

none other than one of the three invaders from that terrible day fifteen

years earlier. The Rabbi explained that although he was a young man,

he suffered a stroke and he’s begging for forgiveness. He gets on the

phone and begins with one word, all he can muster to speak,

“Mechila!” (forgiveness).

They wife answers him, “It’s you! I should call the police on you!

Where’s the money? Where’s my jewelry? Where are the other two

bums?” All he can answer is his pathetic refrain, “Mechila!” She

berated him, “What is this, some kind of word game!? You say

“Mechila” and I say “Forgiven!” and suddenly all’s well?! No! I refuse to

play!” She understandably denied him what he sought. (At this point

in his story I began to realize that I know who this fellow is. I had visited

him in jail for almost eight years. He had been a guest in my house many

times. I had heard that he had had a stroke subsequently. I was certain

that it was him!)

She called up her daughter, who is a therapist, to ask her what she

should have done and her daughter boldly recommended that she

confront him. Amazingly, a meeting was set up. There she saw the

poor- pathetic fellow face to face and she gave him the lecture of his

life as she described in rich detail the sheer terror of the incident as it

unfolded and the emotional scars that she has born since. In the

middle of her rant he burst into a torrent of tears and pleaded

repeatedly, “Mechila!” At that moment her heart turned around and

she told him, “I feel so sorry for you! Look at you! You’ve suffered so
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much! You lost your health. You’re so broken! Not only am I willing to

forgive you now but I want to give you a Brocho! May HASHEM grant

you a complete-recovery!”

It’s hard to know who displayed greater nobility. He for the asking or

her for the granting of forgiveness! In any case we see how a sincere

Teshuvah can move one, anyone from the dreaded “seat of

judgment” to the “seat of mercy”.

This week's portion begins with the words, "and Moshe went. And

he spoke to the children of Israel saying." The Torah tells us that he

went and spoke. It does not tell us where he went. It just tells us,

"Moshe went." It does tell us, however, what he said. "I am 120 years

old, and I can no longer come and go, as Hashem told me that I may

not cross the Jordan" (Deuteronomy 31:1-2).

I don't get it. If Moshe wasn't going anywhere, if he, in fact, was telling

the people that he can no longer come and go, then why open the

portion with the words "and Moshe went"? If not contradictory, they

are certainly superfluous!

If I were to write the narrative, I would have began Moshe's swan

song with the words, "and Moshe told the nation, 'I am 120 years old,

and I can no longer come and go, as Hashem told me that I may not

cross the Jordan."

Even more paradoxical, the name of the portion is Vayeilech, And he

went. The portion that describes Moshe's final stay is entitled, "and he

went"?

The yeshiva world has semesters, each is called a zman. Winter zman

begins on Rosh Chodesh Cheshvan and ends Rosh Chodesh Nissan

and summer zman begins on Rosh Chodesh Iyar and ends on Tisha

B'Av.

Breaks are referred to as Bain HaZmanim, between the zman. Though

never called a vacation (Torah study has no vacation), it is analogous

to baseball's off-season. It is a time to rest up from the previous zman

and prepare for the upcoming one.

When I learned in the Ponovez Yeshiva in B'nai Berak, a friend of mine

was getting married in England the day after Rosh Chodesh Nissan. I

figured that on my way home to America, I would stop in England

attend the wedding. I also planned to spend a few days touring the

historic sights of the kingdom.

I approached the Rosh Yeshiva, Rav Dovid Povarski, for permission to

leave a few days before the zman ended. That way I would be able

to tour England, attend the wedding and spend almost a full month in

the United States before returning to Israel. Rabbi Povarski looked

surprised at my request. How could I leave Yeshiva a few days early?

After all the zman was still in session.

"But Rebbi," I retorted. "It's already after Purim and I'm only leaving

three days before Rosh Chodesh Nissan." Then I added what I

thought would be the convincing argument. "Anyway, it is not the

middle of the zman. - it's the end of the zman."

Rav Povarski looked at me very sternly. Then he smiled dejectedly

while shaking his head as if the situation was hopeless.

"Back in Europe in the Mir," he said, "there was the zman and there was

bain hazman (between the zman). That was all there was. It was

either zman or not zman. The Americans came and invented a new

concept -- the end of the zman."

The Torah is teaching us the greatness of our leaders. They are always

moving. They are exerting the most excruciating efforts in going

forward. They are about to tell us that it is all over. But until the moment

they are still going forward. There is no sputtering or dying down. The

same enthusiasm that Moshe had in leading his people through the

desert, the same vigor Moshe had when ordering Pharaoh to let the

Jews leave Egypt was still with him until the last moments of his life --

until the very end. Until Moshe stopped -- Moshe went.
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