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Vayeilech

Overview

arashat Vayeilech continues the record of Moses’ address to the Jewish people on

the last day of his life. In this parashah, Moses instates Joshua as his successor,

finishes committing the Torah to writing, relates to the people the command-
ment to assemble every seven years to renew their covenant with God, and prepares them
for receiving “the poem of witness” that will constitute the next parashah, Ha'azinu.

As we pointed out in the overview to parashat Nitzavim, the two parashiot of Nitzavim
and Vayeilech are in most years read together in the public reading of the Torah, this fact
supporting the view that they actually one parashah, which is only occasionally split into
two. Together they contain the essential features of the covenantal relationship between
God and the Jewish people: parashat Nitzavim focuses on God’s side of the covenant, while
parashat Vayeilech focuses on the Jewish people’s side of the covenant. Furthermore, this
difference in focus is reflected in the names of the parashiot, for the word Nitzavim means
“standing firm,” referring to God’s immutable essence, whereas the word Vayeilech means
“and he walked,” referring to our never-ending journey of spiritual refinement.

In particular, however, Nitzavim and Vayeilech allude to the two complementary aspects
of our own spiritual lives. We all have to learn how to stand firm vis-a-vis those aspects
of our spiritual life that require uncompromising resolution as well as how to constant-
ly progress vis-a-vis those aspects of our spiritual lives that require continuous change,
growth, and development.

This dichotomy is evident in the Torah itself: whereas the Written Torah is a fixed, un-
changing text, the Oral Torah is an ever-expanding, dynamic corpus of explanation of the
Written Torah and its application to the ever-changing specificities of each generation.
Even the Oral Torah itself exhibits this dichotomy, inasmuch as its constantly broadening
expanse of new insights can develop only within the Torah’s own fixed guidelines that
govern the derivation of such insights. This is how we understand the sages’ statement that
“any new insight that a veteran student will ever derive has already been given to Moses
at Sinai.”!

Similarly, the spiritual exercise of prayer exhibits both sides of this dichotomy. The ob-
ligation to pray a specific number of times every day, or in specific contexts, as well as
the text of our prayers—the liturgy —is fixed. On the other hand, prayer is “the service of

1. Megilah 19b; Y. Peah 2:4; Shemot Rabbah 47:1; Vayikra Rabbah 22:1; sources cited in Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, p. 252, notes 20 & 21.
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OVERVIEW OF VAYEILECH

heart”? and is therefore dynamic, inasmuch as the scope and intensity of our emotions are
constantly changing and hopefully maturing.

Finally, religious practice —the performance of God’s commandments —also reflects this
dichotomy. The number of commandments is fixed at 613, but it is always possible to im-
prove our performance of them, both physically and spiritually, by performing them more
meticulously and thoughtfully, respectively.

Thus, all three divisions of our relationship with God?>—the study of the Torah, prayer,
and the performance of the commandments—evince this complementary dichotomy is
evident. The presence of this dichotomy in all aspects of our religious life keeps us mindful
of the twin foundations of Judaism: its fixed, unchanging aspects are God speaking to us;
its constantly changing and developing aspects are us responding to God.*

&

The dichotomy alluded to in the names of the twin parashiot of Nitzavim and Vayeilech—
in addition to reflecting the two sides of Jewish observance—also expresses the opposite
poles of attitude we must cultivate in order to be able to live vibrant, full spiritual lives.

On the one hand, we need to cultivate resoluteness in our commitment to fulfilling
God’s will, never allowing ourselves to be swayed by social comment from without or
misgivings from within. On the other hand, we must cultivate the flexibility and agility
necessary to remain open to new and higher insights.

Thus, the sages teach us, “Be bold as a leopard, light as an eagle, fast as a deer, and
strong as a lion, to do the will of your Father in heaven.”®> On the one hand, we are enjoined
to be “bold as a leopard” and “strong as a lion” in our steadfast, unshakable commitment;
on the other hand, we are enjoined to be “light as an eagle” and “fast as a deer” to fly and
run quickly and nimbly from one level of Divine consciousness to the next, higher one. It
is not by accident that this statement is quoted at the very beginning of the Shulchan Aruch,
the Code of Jewish Law, which governs the daily life of every Jew.

Normally, it is hard to imagine how we can manifest both attitudes simultaneously. And
indeed, Nitzavim and Vayeilech are in some years read separately, in order to reflect the phe-
nomenon that we are not always capable of living both sides of this coin at once. But as we
mature in our ongoing process of self-refinement, increasingly binding ourselves to God,
who transcends all dichotomies and paradoxes, we can learn how to live both sides of this
paradox at once; this is reflected in the majority of years, in which Nitzavim and Vayeilech
are read together.

Nowhere is the complementary nature of these two poles of religious life so apparent
as it in our relationship with the world at large. When, as is required of us, we venture out
of the spiritual safety of Torah study, prayer, and personal performance of the command-
ments in order to refine the world and disseminate Divine consciousness, our ability to
successfully “walk” (Vayeilech) in the possibly antagonistic world is directly dependent on
how firmly we are rooted (Nitzavim) in the spiritual home from which we have ventured.®

[

It is instructive that the Torah describes our side of our covenant with God by means

. See 11:13, above.

. Avot 1:2.

. Likutei Sichot, vol. 29, pp. 173-178.

. Avot 5:20.

. Sichot Kodesh 5740, vol. 3, pp. 1086-1095.

U= W
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OVERVIEW OF VAYEILECH

of the idiom of walking. Although walking is a steady, measured form of progress (as op-
posed to running or jumping, for example), at the same time it distances us totally from our
point of origin (as opposed to standing up or growing, for example). Thus, in employing
the metaphor of walking, the Torah is teaching us that our relationship with God should be
characterized by progress so radical that each new step lands us in a totally different place,
that our infinite “return” to Him should continually make us into new people, individuals
who have left their former selves far behind.

In the overall context of the Book of Deuteronomy, which, as we have seen, is the book
of teshuvah—return to God, parashat Vayeilech thus instructs us how to make teshuvah into
a truly transformative experience. This is perhaps why the account of the Torah’s comple-
tion” is found specifically in parashat Vayeilech, even though we would have expected this
account to appear chronologically at the very end of the last parashah of the Torah. In order
to progress to a new level of Divine consciousness, to a new level of understanding the To-
rah, we must first “finish the Torah” at our present level of consciousness. We are similarly
taught® that in the afterlife, in order for the soul to progress from one level of Divine con-
sciousness to the next, it must first purge itself of the Divine consciousness it has achieved
thus far, and similarly when it progresses from its newfound Divine consciousness to its
next awaiting level.

This process is ongoing, and will continue until—and even after —we reach the ultimate
goal of teshuwvah, the restoration of the world as God’s ultimate home, with the advent of the
messianic era and the final Redemption.’

7. 31:9.
8. Torah Or 69c¢; Likutei Torah 1:1d, etc.
9. Sefer HaSichot 5749, vol. 1, pp. 5-7.
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this perspective, it is only natural that a righteous
person’s spiritual perfection be mirrored in at least
some sort of physical perfection. The fact that at his
death, it is revealed that all his years were complete
reflects the truth that his life work in general was
complete—that his service of God affected every
last iota of his life, in both time and space. We have
seen the high regard that the Torah accords this full-
ness in living with regard to Abraham.”

Moreover, the fact that a righteous person’s physi-
cal life so perfectly mirrors his spiritual life indi-
cates that he has successfully overcome the dichot-
omy between the spiritual and the material: there
is no artificial bifurcation of life into physical and
spiritual realms; it is all one.

The reason this unity of the spiritual and the physi-
cal is expressed chiefly with regard to the years
of a person’s life is because the year is the unit of
time that encompasses the full cycle of change, as
primarily evidenced by the annual repetition of
the seasons. Indeed, the very word for “year” in
Hebrew (mw) is related to the words for “change”

7. Genesis 24:1. 8. Sefer HaSichot 5752, vol. 1, pp. 134-137.
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("rw) and “repetition” (;aw).

In this context, those righteous individuals whose
years were complete, although exceptional, serve to
express a truth that applies to all righteous people.
The fact that most people—even the very righ-
teous—do not die on their birthdays can simply
mean that they either finished their tasks early or
that they were given extra time after having finished
their tasks in order to accomplish some additional
purpose. Nonetheless, when righteous individuals
do reflect this perfection openly by dying on their
birthdays, it indicates that they did embody the ide-
als mentioned above in a particularly manifest way
throughout their lives.

In any case, the lives of these righteous individuals
should inspire us to live our own lives to the full-
est, the consciousness of our Divine mission per-
meating every minute and every item in our lives,
thereby dissolving the artificial dichotomy of the
spiritual and the physical and revealing the innate
Divinity underlying all reality.®

186



Deuteronomy 31:1-6 VAYEILECH

The Succession of Joshua
On that same day,' Moses went and spoke the following words to all Israel.

He said to them, “A further reason I have assembled you today is in order to
encourage you to accept Joshua as your leader, inasmuch as today he will succeed
me in this capacity and I am entrusting you to his charge.?

Today I am exactly 120 years old, for today is my birthday. Today, too, I will com-
plete my purpose on earth, and will therefore die. The proof that I have almost
completed my mission on earth is that, although I have not lost any of my physical
capabilities on account of old age,® I am nevertheless longer allowed by God to
come and go before you (i.e., lead you), for Gop said to me, “You will not cross
this Jordan River,” which indicates that He is about to transfer the leadership from
me to Joshua.* Further proof that my tenure as your leader has come to an end is
the fact that I can no longer go and come freely, as I used to, in discoursing upon
the Torah, for I am no longer able to articulate the teachings that God transmitted
to me orally and which are not alluded to in the Written Torah, nor am I able to
articulate my own insights. All I can articulate is whatever remains for me to trans-
mit of the Written Torah, together with its explanation.®

But do not fear: even though I will not accompany you into the Promised Land,
Gop, your God—He will still cross the river ahead of you; He will destroy these
nations from before you and you will dispossess them. God will accompany you
via your new leader, Joshua; he will cross the river ahead of you, as Gop has
spoken.

Gop will do to them—Joshua’s opponents—as He did to my
opponents, the Amorite kings, Sichon and Og, and to the people of their land, all
of whom He destroyed.

When Gop delivers them before you, you must do to them in accordance with
all the commandments that I have commanded you concerning them.

Be strong and courageous! Neither fear, nor be discouraged because of them,
for Gop, your God —He is the one who goes with you. He will neither fail you
nor forsake you.”

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Today I am exactly 120 years old: The fact that
Moses died on his birthday indicates that the years
of his life were all full; even his last year of life was
not left unfinished. The sages teach us that this
means that Moses lived his life to its fullest, not
wasting any time or leaving undone any part of the
task with which he was charged. This, they say, is
the hallmark of a truly righteous person. Accord-
ing to tradition, the three patriarchs also died on the
day or in the month of their respective births.®

It is true, of course, that none of us can compare
with Moses or the patriarchs; nonetheless, our peo-

ple have been blessed with many righteous individ-
uals throughout the course of our history, and only
a select few have passed away on their birthdays.
Indeed, since righteous people devote their lives
entirely to spirituality, to fulfilling their Divine mis-
sion, what is so significant about the fact that they
complete their years perfectly?

The answer is that while it is true that our lives
are meant to be oriented toward Divinity, which
transcends the externalities of time and space, we
are nonetheless intended to bring this transcen-
dent consciousness into the physical world. From

1. Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, p. 260. 2. Rashi on 29:12, above; Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, p. 263. 3. As is stated in 34:7, below. 4. Likutei Sichot,
vol. 29, p. 82, pp. 197-198. 5. Likutei Sichot, vol. 29, pp. 189-193; Sichot Kodesh 5740, vol. 3, pp. 1088-1089. 6. Rosh HaShanah 11a.
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The Septennial Assembly

Then Moses commanded the people, saying, “In connection
with my previous exhortations to Joshua," I will now further command him to
periodically exhort you collectively, in a public ceremony, regarding the study of
the Torah in particular and the fulfillment of its commandments in general.'® As
you know, God has commanded you to observe the sabbatical year every seven
years' in order that you break from earning your livelihood and devote yourselves
exclusively to spiritual rejuvenation, principally through the study of the Torah. It
is important to carry the inspiration of this year into the ensuing six years. There-
fore, you must perform the following ceremony at the end of every seven years,
i.e., at an appointed time during the first year of the next septennial cycle, which,
because some of the laws of resting from agricultural work still apply during it,
making you therefore still at least partially free from earning a livelihood, can also
be considered the year of release.'

Specifically, on the night following the first day of the Festival of Sukot,

15. Above, vv. 7-8. 16. Likutei Sichot, vol. 34, pp. 188-189. 17. Exodus 23:10-12; Leviticus 25:1-7, 20-24; above, 15:1-11. 18. Likutei
Sichot, vol. 24, pp. 197-201.
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Deuteronomy 31:7-10 VAYEILECH

Moses summoned Joshua and said to
him in the presence of all Israel, “Be strong and courageous! Do not be daunted
by the difficulties in governing the people, for you must come together with this
entire people —including their elders—into the land that Gop swore to their fore-
fathers to give them. The elders will assist you in running internal affairs, just as
they have assisted me; consult with them and follow their advice. However, with
regard to conquering the land, you must lead the people by yourself, as I previous-
ly requested and to which God agreed;’ and you must apportion it to the people
by yourself as an inheritance, without consulting the elders, for in wartime there
can be only one leader."

And furthermore, what I just told the people applies especially to you: Gop—He
is the one who goes before you. He will be with you. He will neither fail you nor
forsake you. Do not fear and do not be daunted.”

The Torah Scroll

Later that day, after finishing his final address, Moses miraculously wrote down
this entire, complete Torah, including the account of his own death and burial, and
gave it to the priests as the representatives of the Levites, who carried the Ark of
the Covenant of Gop, for since they would be exempt from working the land in
order to be free to both officiate in the Temple and teach the Torah to the people, it
was appropriate that the Torah scroll be given to them.

But when Moses did this, the rest of the people complained that since they too
had been given the Torah on Mount Sinai, they should be on equal footing with
the tribe of Levi, and that giving the one copy of the Torah scroll only to the Lev-
ites would enable them to claim later —when only they would be able to study it
constantly —that it was given only to them to study, and that the rest of the people
were merely obligated to follow its instructions. When Moses heard these com-
plaints, he was pleased, because he had previously told the people that they must
learn to appreciate God’s kindnesses so intensely that they be inspired to cling to
Him out of love, and these complaints demonstrated that they indeed desired to
cling to Him. Moses expressed his approval using the same words he had used
earlier that day: “Until this day, Gop did not give you a heart to know, eyes to see,
and ears to hear.”"!

Moses therefore wrote twelve additional copies of the Torah,'> which he gave to all
the elders of Israel as representatives of their respective tribes."

(From another perspective, as will be seen later,"* God dictated the final eight vers-
es of the Torah to Joshua after Moses” death; Joshua thus completed these 13 origi-
nal copies of the Torah scroll.)

9. Numbers 27:15-23. 10. Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, pp. 307-314. 11. Above, 29:3; Rashi ad loc.; Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, pp. 102-103, vol.
19, p. 260. 12. Pesikta d'Rav Kahana 32; Devarim Rabbah 9:9; Midrash Tehilim 90:3; Mishneh Torah, introduction; Beit Elokim, Sha’ar
HaYesodot 5. 13. Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, pp. 315-317. 14. Below, 33:29.
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& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Assemble the people: As long as the Temple is
not standing, it is not possible to fulfill this com-
mandment as described in the Torah. Of course,
we can fulfill it in any number of allegorical ways,
some of which are outlined here. In general, fulfill-
ing any of the Torah’s commandments involves our
faculties of thought, speech, and deed; when it is
not possible to fulfill a commandment in deed, we
should still try to fulfill it in thought (e.g. by learn-
ing the laws regarding how to observe the com-
mandment, internalizing the lessons inherent in it,
etc.) and in speech (by reciting the passages of the
Torah describing the commandment, taking care to
learn its laws out loud, etc.).

With regard to most of the Torah’s commandments,
the physical execution of the commandment has its
own value, independent of any intentions associat-
ed with it. Although immeasurably enhanced when
performed with the associated intentions in mind, it
nonetheless stands on its own.

The commandment of the septennial assembly,
however, differs from most of the Torah’s other
commandments in that the intention behind it is
not a mere result or by-product of its performance,
but an integral component of its performance. This
difference is evident in how the Torah describes at
length the intention behind the assembly: “in order
that they hear...in order that they learn...in order
that they revere...and safeguard, etc.”

Thus, when we fulfill the intention behind this com-
mandment, even nowadays, we are not only fulfill-
ing its thought- and/or speech-dimensions, but at
least part of its deed-dimension, as well. In this way,
the septennial assembly is similar to prayer: Prayer
is also performed in all three dimensions—thought,

speech, and action—but its thought-dimension is
an integral component of it. Mouthing the words
of prayer and going through the motions without
paying attention to what we are saying is not true
prayer.

Since the objective of the septennial assembly is to
strengthen the foundations of Jewish education and
observance, and since, as stated, we can indeed ful-
fill it nowadays (albeit not yet in exactly the same
form as described ideally in the Torah), it is vital
that we all try to do so to the greatest extent pos-
sible. To begin with, we should all endeavor to “as-
semble” all the divergent facets of our personalities
and imbue them with the knowledge and reverence
of God.** Next, we should assemble our families pe-
riodically and, in a spirit of family love and camara-
derie, strengthen each other in these areas. Finally,
we should try to assemble whatever groups of peo-
ple we can, whether at work, at school, in our syna-
gogues, our extended families, our wider circle of
friends, etc., in short, in whatever social context we
can, and thus influence as many people as possible
to enhance their commitment to the Torah’s values
and lifestyle, as based on the love and awe of God.

Fulfilling this commandment to the greatest extent
possible will then elicit God’s reciprocal response,
and He will enable us to finally fulfill it in its opti-
mal fashion, in the rebuilt Holy Temple, as we lis-
ten to the Torah read to us by the reinstated Jewish
king, the Messiah.*!

Their obligation to learn the Torah for learning’s
sake: As we have seen,” women’s obligation to
the study the Torah is largely equal to that of men.
First of all, women are required to be conversant in
all the laws that apply to them. This requirement

29. Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, p. 106. 30. Likutei Sichot, vol. 34, pp. 329-332. 31. Likutei Sichot, vol. 34, pp. 211-216. 32. On Exodus 19:3.
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Deuteronomy 31:11-12 VAYEILECH

when all Israel comes to appear before Gop, your God, in the place He will
choose, i.e., the Temple, you—]Joshua, as their king, and likewise the kings that
come after you'”—must read from this Torah before all Israel, loud enough so
that they can hear it with their ears. Erect a platform in the Temple courtyard
from which the king will read publicly from® the beginning of the Book of Deuter-
onomy until the end of the first paragraph of the Shema,* then skip to and read the
second paragraph of the Shema,* then skip to and read the passage about tithing,*
then skip to and read the second passage about deadlines for tithing,* then skip to
and read the passage about the blessings and the curses,” then go back to and read
the passage about the king.*

Assemble the people—the men, women, and children, and your resident
aliens in your cities—the women in order that they be impressed with their ob-
ligation to hear and understand the Torah, and the men in order that they be im-
pressed with their obligation to learn the Torah for learning’s sake; and thus they
all will revere Gop, your God, and they will safeguard the Torah by studying its
instructions regarding how to do all that is taught in the words of this Torah.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

You must read from this Torah before all Is-
rael: The sabbatical year teaches us three primary
lessons:

e God is master over us; this is expressed by His
command that we refrain from certain types of
work during the sabbatical year.

¢ God is master over nature; this is expressed by
His command that the earth rest during the sab-
batical year.

e God is master over our possessions; this is ex-
pressed by His command that the produce of the
sabbatical year, even if it grows on our property,
be ownerless and available to all equally.

The passages that the king reads during the septen-
nial assembly ceremony reflect these specific les-
sons, which this ceremony is meant to carry from
the sabbatical year into our mundane lives:

e The beginning of the Book of Deuteronomy
serves as an introduction to the following pas-
sages, exhorting the listeners to internalize them
properly.

o The first paragraph of the Shema expresses God’s
mastery over us, which frees us from the world’s
materiality, enabling us to devote ourselves to
Him, His Torah, and His commandments.

e The second paragraph of the Shema expresses
God’s mastery over nature, which He manipu-
lates in accordance with our behavior (reward-
ing us with rain in the proper time if we fulfill
His commandments, etc.), teaching us that our

livelihood depends primarily on His blessing
and only secondarily on our own efforts.

¢ The passages about tithes express God’s mastery
over our wealth; as its owner, He commands us
to give part of it to the poor.

o The passages containing the blessings and curses
express our covenantal bond with God, elevating
the previous three notions from the components of
a relationship between two entities (us and God) to
expressions of our inseparable oneness with God.

¢ Concluding with the passage about the king (and
having these passages read by the king) empha-
sizes how we must subjugate ourselves and all
aspects of our lives to God, for the purpose of the
king is to inspire and imbue us, his subjects, with
true devotion to God.”

You must read from this Torah before all Israel:
We saw above® that we are all required to appoint
a metaphorical “king” over ourselves, i.e., a spiri-
tual counselor responsible for ensuring that we stay
firmly on the path of spiritual growth. This king’s
primary responsibility is to “read to us”—i.e., in-
culcate us with—the passages from the Torah that
the real king reads to the people at the septennial
assembly. The primary lesson is contained in the
first paragraph of the Shema, which focuses on ac-
cepting “the yoke of the kingdom of heaven,” i.e.,
submitting to God'’s authority. This is followed by
the second paragraph of the Shema, which teaches
us that material success is dependent upon heeding
God’s commands.?

19. Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, pp. 322-326, vol. 34, p. 188. 20. Sotah 7:8; Rashi on Sotah 41a, s.v. Shema veHayah Im Shamoa. 21. Above,
1:1-6:9. 22.1Ibid. 11:13-21. 23.1Ibid. 14:22-27. 24.1Ibid. 26:12-15 25. Ibid. 28:1-69. 26. Ibid. 17:14-20. 27. Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, pp.

204-206. 28.0On 17:15.
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in raising her children—is the one chiefly responsi-
ble for the education of her children. This is particu-
larly true when they are young and at home most or
all of the day, but also after they leave the house. In
fact, it is more important for the mother to be active-
ly involved in the education of her children that it is
for the father, since the mother’s unmatchable em-
pathy, love, and endearment toward her children is
essential in inculcating them with enthusiasm for
the lifestyle and values of Judaism. Within the con-
text of raising her children as good Jews in general,
the Jewish mother is also responsible for raising
them to be enthusiastic about studying the Torah.
One way she does this is by taking an interest in her
children’s studies and reviewing them with them.

It is therefore crucial that she herself be well-ed-
ucated both in the letter and the spirit of the To-
rah—even in those parts of the Torah that do not
specifically apply to her—in order to educate her
children both correctly and effectively. For example,
even though women are not required to wear ritual
tassels (tzitzit), they should nevertheless know the
laws pertaining to wearing them in order to be able
to teach their sons how to do so properly and in or-

36. Isaiah 11:9. 37. Sefer HaSichot 5750, vol. 2, pp. 455-459.
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der to be able to review these laws with her children
when they study them.

And finally, the woman also can uniquely enhance
the Torah study of the male members of her house-
hold. By virtue of her innate, superior, womanly
warmth and emotion, she infuses this warmth and
emotion to her husband and children when she
studies together with them or reviews their studies
with them.

It is true that in past generations, women did not
typically pursue the study of the Torah as a whole,
and particularly not the philosophical or Talmudic
underpinnings of the Torah’s laws (although there
have been notable exceptions). But now that, as stat-
ed, this pursuit on the part of women has become
both possible and vital, it may be seen as yet another
harbinger of the imminent advent of the messian-
ic era, in which® “the earth will be filled with the
knowledge of God as the sea covers the seabed.”*

Is it not because our God is no longer among
us that these evils have befallen us?: This verse
may be read: “It is because my God is not within
me that this evil has found me.” Rabbi DovBer of



Deuteronomy 31:13-17 VAYEILECH

Their little children, who prior to this did not adequately know about the im-
portance of religious behavior, must hear the Torah being read in this impressive
ceremony and thereby learn to revere Gop, your God, all the days that you live
on the land that you are crossing the Jordan River to possess.”

The Poem of Witness

Gop said to Moses, “Behold, as you
know,* the end of your days are approaching; you are about to die. Summon
Joshua and stand together in the Tent of Meeting, and I will encourage him.” So
Moses and Joshua went and stood in the Tent of Meeting.

Gop appeared in the Tent of Meeting in a pillar of cloud. The pillar of cloud
then stood above the entrance to the Tent of Meeting.

Gop said to Moses from the cloud: “Behold, you are about to lie with your
forefathers, and after you do so,* this nation will rise up and stray after the dei-
ties of the nations presently occupying the land into which they are coming.
They will forsake Me and violate My covenant that I made with them.

My fury will rage against them on that day, for I will abandon them, and once
I cease to protect them, they will fall prey to suffering; and then, I will figura-
tively “hide My face” from them, acting as if I do not see their suffering, until they
repent.” They will be consumed, and many evils and misfortunes will befall
them. They will say on that day, ‘Is it not because our God is no longer among
us that these evils have befallen us?’

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

encompasses a large part of Jewish law: the laws
of daily conduct, life cycle, prayer, conducting busi-
ness, interpersonal relationships, observing the
Sabbath and holidays, kashrut, marital relations,
oaths and vows, and so on. (And inasmuch as we
expect the Messiah to come imminently, women
should also be conversant in the laws that will ap-
ply to them when the Temple is rebuilt, such as
the laws of ritual purity and sacrifices.) All this is
besides the laws surrounding the six constant com-
mandments: to believe in God, not to believe in
other deities, to love and fear Him, to understand
His oneness, and to avoid temptations. In order to
fulfill these latter commandments properly, it is in-
cumbent upon women to be educated in the inner
dimension of the Torah, which expounds upon the
inner relationship between God and us, both col-
lectively and as individuals.

So, to a great extent, women’s obligation to study
the Torah is exactly the same as men’s. The essential
difference is that women are not obliged to learn
those parts of the Torah that do not directly apply to
them, whereas men are required to learn the entire
Torah, “for learning’s sake.” Thus, beyond women'’s
obligation, men are obligated to learn not just the
laws that apply only to men (such as the laws of
wearing ritual tassels [tzitzit]), but also the laws that

do not even apply to them specifically (such as, for
laymen, the laws that apply to priests), as well as
the Talmudic derivation of all the laws.

(Also, men have an obligation to study the Torah
constantly (that is, every moment when they are not
required or allowed to do something else), whereas
women are not required to do this. Thus, theoreti-
cally, if a woman would learn all that she is required
to and retain it perfectly, she would not have to
spend all her spare time studying the Torah, where-
as a man under the same circumstances would.)

However, especially nowadays, since technologi-
cal advances have afforded both women and men
much more free time than was formerly at their
disposal, and since it is also common for women to
pursue higher education, it is essential that wom-
en learn not only the dry laws that apply to them
(which, as we said, is already quite a formidable
task), but also the philosophical reasons behind the
laws and even their Talmudic derivation, in order
that they develop their intellectual abilities and tal-
ents in a way consonant with the spirit and holiness
of the Torah.

Moreover, the woman—both as a housewife, set-
ting the spiritual and moral tone of her home, and
as a mother, intimately and continuously involved

33. Above, v. 1. 34. See v. 29, below. 35. Likutei Sichot, vol. 34, pp. 194-199.
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To understand this, let us recall that Divinity, in its
relationship to creation, may be divided roughly
into three categories: (a) immanent Divinity, which
is the life-force felt by all creatures, even if they do
not recognize it as coming from God; (b) transcen-
dent Divinity, which is not felt by creation but is
nonetheless responsible for the existence of all cre-
ated reality; and (c) God’s essence, which transcends
creation altogether, and whose nature can therefore
not be grasped by any created being. As we have
seen,* the nature of God’s essence is so beyond the
ken of creation that not only can we not conceive of
it, we cannot even conceive what it is that we cannot
conceive. It is, in this sense, doubly hidden from us,
similar to how, at the other extreme, Divinity can be
so hidden in exile that we are not even aware that
it is hidden. The fact that God’s double hiddenness
stems from His double transcendence is alluded to
by the fact that the word for “I” in this verse (ano-
chi), the subject of the double verb of hiding, refers
specifically, as we have seen,” to God’s essence.

As we will soon see,*® we have been assured that the
Torah will never be forgotten by the Jewish people.
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It therefore follows that no matter how severe the
exile, even if we have sunk to the point that we mis-
take darkness for light and light for darkness, we
will nevertheless always know that we are doing
this, incredulous as it may seem to us at the time. If,
based on this knowledge, we realize that what we
are experiencing is in fact double darkness, and then
further realize that every negative phenomenon in
life is just a fallen version of that same phenomenon
in its positive form, we will finally realize that the
inverse correlate of double darkness is double light,
i.e., the notion that God transcends transcendence.

Once this awareness of God’s supra-transcendent
essence dawns on us, we will realize that God is be-
yond everything, even the dichotomy of unlimited-
ness and limitation, and that He can therefore ex-
tricate us from the double bind of having to choose
between opposing what appears to be familiar and
surrendering to what we know to be darkness. This
awareness inspires us to dedicate ourselves fully to
God, returning to Him with infinite devotion.*

46. Above, on 19:15 and 30:11-14. 47. On Exodus 20:2. 48. V. 21. 49. Likutei Sichot, vol. 9, pp. 193-195.
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I will hide My face on that day because of all the evil they have committed
when they turned to other deities.”

Addressing Moses as the representative of the entire nation, God continued,
‘So now, write for yourselves this poem that I am about to dictate to you,””* and
again addressing Moses as the people’s leader, God continued, ‘and teach it to the
Israelites. Place it into their mouths, in order that this poem be a witness for Me
to the Israelites.

When I bring them to the land that
I swore to their forefathers to give them, a land flowing with milk and honey,
they will eat and be satiated, and live on the fat of the land. Then, feeling they
no longer need Me, they will turn to other deities and serve them, provoking Me
and violating My covenant.

When they encounter many evils and troubles, this poem will bear witness
against them, for in it I have warned them that these troubles would befall them if
they forsake Me. This poem will be an effective witness because I promise that it
will not be forgotten from the mouths of their offspring; they will always possess
it and be able to read it, and the same will hold true for the entire Torah: it will
never be forgotten by the Jewish people. This poem is necessary as a witness be-
cause I know their evil inclination, including what they are planning to do today,
even before I bring them in to the land that I have sworn to give them.”

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Lubavitch explained this verse as referring to the
Ba’al Shem Tov’s teaching™® that in order to show us
our own faults—which we are naturally disposed
not to notice, or to rationalize —God shows them to
us in other people. Thus,

Because my God is not within me: Because I am not
sufficiently spiritually attuned to be sensitive to my
own shortcomings —

That this evil has found me: I have been forced to see
my own evil reflected in my fellow Jew.

Rather than noticing others” faults, we should en-
deavor to notice their virtues; moreover, we should
emphasize them, in our own minds, in their minds,
and in the minds of all those around us. Just as the
sages encourage us to inspire those around us to
love God, so should we endeavor to inspire those
around us to love every Jew, for, as Rabbi Shneur
Zalman of Liadi points out,* loving our fellow Jew
is a means by which we can achieve love of God.*

I will hide My face on that day: In Hebrew, the
verb “I will hide” is intensified by an emphatic rep-
etition (’nox 1non, literally, “hiding, I will hide,” or
idiomatically, “I will hide, yes, hide”). The contex-
tual implication of this form is that God’s hidden-
ness will be particularly acute.

On a deeper level, however, the Ba’al Shem Tov in-
terpreted this expression to mean that God’s very
hiddenness will itself be hidden from us,* that is,
we will be so submersed in our exile that we will
have forgotten what it was like not to be in exile;
thus, we will not appreciate how utterly deplor-
able life has become. Having become accustomed
to spiritual darkness, we will view it as natural, and
consider light and goodness to be abnormal, even
unwholesome. In the words of the prophet Isa-
iah,® “Woe to those who speak of evil as if it were
good, and of good as if it were evil; who consider
darkness light and light darkness; the bitter sweet
and the sweet bitter.”* This curse is apparently the
worst possible—for when we are at least aware that
we are suffering, we can attempt to negate the cause
of the suffering and thereby bring our suffering to
an end, but when we are not even aware that we are
suffering, this hope does not exist.

Nonetheless, since we have pointed out* that all the
curses in the Torah are really blessings too intense
to be revealed as such prima facie, it follows that
this dire prediction is also a blessing in disguise.
In fact, since this is apparently the worst form of
curse possible, it follows that it embodies the high-
est form of blessing possible.

39. See on Genesis 9:23. 38.I.e., 32:1-43, below. 40. HaYom Yom, 6 Tishrei. 41. Sefer HaSichot 5705, p. 92. 42. Toldot Ya'akov Yosef,
Bereishit (22a). 43. 5:20. 44. Likutei Sichot, vol. 7, pp. 41-42. 45. On Leviticus 26:14.
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transcended the limitations of physical space, reflect-
ing God’s infinity. The presence of both the engraved
Torah and the inscribed Torah within the Ark alludes
to the idea that we must both experience our intrin-
sic connection with the Torah and be prepared to car-
ry that experience with us into our mundane lives.
The consciousness inside the Holy of Holies—that

61. Likutei Sichot, vol. 2, pp. 407-408.
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time and space, being creations of God and subject
to His will, are really not bound by the limitations
of time and space—is meant to disseminate beyond
the boundaries of the Holy of Holies, eventually fill-
ing the whole world and all its inhabitants with its
transcendent Divine consciousness.®!

191



Deuteronomy 31:22-28 VAYEILECH

So Moses wrote down this poem later on that day and taught it to the
Israelites.

The Investiture of Joshua

While they were still in the Tent of Meeting, God commanded Joshua the son
of Nun from the cloud and said: “Be strong and courageous! For you will bring
the Israelites to the land that I have sworn to give to them, and I will be with
you. Moses enjoined you to consult with the elders and take their advice in matters
relating to the internal affairs of the nation,” but I want you to be the sole authority
in these matters and not just in matters of war. Force the people, including their
elders, to do what you know they must do, whether or not they agree, for you
must lead in the way appropriate to your generation, even if it is not the same way
Moses led his generation or thinks that you should lead yours.”""

When Moses finished writing down the words of this Torah in a scroll, until
their end,

Moses commanded the Levites, who carried the Ark of the
Covenant of Gop, saying:

“The inside cavity of the Ark is 14 handbreadths long.”* The tablets housed in
the Ark are each six handbreadths square,” so that leaves two free handbreadths
in the Ark’s inner length. Take* this Torah scroll and place it in this empty space
alongside the Tablets of Testimony inside the Ark of the Covenant of Gop, your
God, so that it remain there as a witness to you.”*

Addressing the people as a whole, he continued, “For I know your rebellious
spirit and your stubbornness. Even while I am still alive with you today, you are
rebelling against Gop, so you will surely rebel after my death!

Assemble before me all the elders of your tribes and your officers, and
I will speak these words, i.e., the words of the following poem, into their ears,
and in this poem I will call upon heaven and earth—not just as signs, as I have
before,”® but as actual witnesses to the covenant, to testify against them if they
deny it.””

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Take this Torah scroll and place it alongside lettersalludeto ouressential connection to the Torah,
the Tablets of Testimony: Thus, the Ark contained = how “Israel and the Torah are one,” whereas written
the Torah both engraved in stone and written on  letters allude to how we preserve our connection to
parchment. As has been explained,® the difference  the Torah even during our mundane lives, when the
between engraved and written letters is that the for- heightened Divine consciousness we experience in
mer are part and parcel of the medium (the stone), ~ Torah study and prayer recedes and we are more
whereas the latter are independent of the medium ~ conscious of ourselves as independent agents.”

(the parchment) and grafted onto it. Thus, engraved =~ As we have also seen,® the Ark of the Covenant

50. Above, v. 7. 51. Rashi on v. 7, above; Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, pp. 311-313. 52. Exodus 25:10-11. 53. Exodus 31:18. 54. Likutei
Sichot, vol. 14, pp. 135-140. 55. Bava Batra 14ab; Likutei Sichot, vol. 9, pp. 196-202. 56. Above, 4:26, 30:19. 57. Below, 32:1. 58. On
Genesis 24:22 59. See on Exodus 32:16. 60. On Exodus 25:8.
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* Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, p. 298, footnote 3.
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For I know that immediately after my death, you will surely become corrupt-
ed and deviate from the way that I had commanded you, because God has told
me as much.®”? Consequently, the evil will befall you at the end of days, because
you did evil in the eyes of Gop, to provoke Him to anger through your idols,
which will be nothing more than the work of your hands.” In fact, however, the
people did not become corrupt until after Joshua died,*® but as far as God and
Moses were concerned, Joshua’s lifetime was an extension of Moses’ own, for true
teachers value their students’ lives as their own.

The Israelites assembled together with their elders as Moses requested, but they
were not summoned by trumpet blasts as usual, since God had instructed Moses to
only use the trumpets as a sign of his kingship over the people,* and at this point
his role as the people’s leader was passing to Joshua. Joshua, on the other hand,
could not employ the trumpets to summon the people since God had told Moses
that since his kingship over the people will never be matched by any other king
who will reign over them, only he should use these trumpets. For these reasons,
Moses had in fact already stored away the trumpets the previous day.®®

Then, Moses spoke into the ears of the entire assembly of Israel the words of
the following poem, until their completion.

Parashat Vayeilech is only read by itself when it falls on the Sabbath of Repentance
(i.e., the Sabbath between Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur), the haftarah for which is on p. 256.

o

62. Above, v. 16. 63. Judges 2:7. 64. Numbers 10:2. 65. Rashi on v. 28; Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, pp. 216-220.
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