DEVARIM 5764

The phrase “al-tira” “do not fear,” could be the watchword of the Book of Deuteronomy. As Moses makes his final sermons to the Israelites, he repeatedly exhorts them to be “strong and courageous,” and not to fear, for God is with them. In addition to pleading with the Israelites to observe the commandments of the Torah, building up their courage seems to be Moses’s greatest preoccupation in the moments before his death. 

These are interesting foci. The first, keeping the commandments, should not surprise us. Moses recognizes that the Israelites fundamentally have a choice, and he wants them to make the right one in his eyes. But his exhortations to be bold and fearless are of a different character. Do the Israelites have a choice about living in fear of their evidently greater enemies? Is fear an emotion that can be controlled? What exactly is Moses trying to do?

Rashi begins to answer this question in his comment to 2:7. In the verse Moses exclaims, “God has blessed you in all your endeavors.” To this Rashi adds, “Therefore do not be ungrateful for His goodness and present yourselves as poor; rather present yourselves as wealthy.” According to Rashi, the self-image the Israelites portray for themselves has a world-creating power—if they are indeed to accept God’s blessings, they have to see themselves as wealthy in their minds’ eye, and present themselves to the external world accordingly; and if they see themselves as poor, this is tantamount to being rejecting God’s goodness. The sentiment is similar to Ben-Zoma’s famous teaching, “Who is wealthy? He who is happy with his portion.” (Avot 4:1) 

It would seem that this imperative of a wealthy self-image is independent of the material reality in which the Israelites find themselves, which makes it troubling. What if they really are materially poor? As much as there is something profoundly powerful about Ben-Zoma’s maxim, it sounds better when the subject is middle- or upper-class, and not struggling to get by. 

Nevertheless, the question of perception and reality seems to be at the heart of not only this verse and Rashi’s comment, but of Moses’s larger project of helping the Israelites stare down their fear as they prepare to enter the land. Even if perception is not all of reality, it is, according to Moses, capable of creating reality. Ramban’s comment on the recapitulated story of the spies and its resultant 40-year wandering in the desert, offers another stroke in this hue: “[The spies] all agreed before Moses, Aaron, and the entire people, saying, ‘We came to the land to which you sent us, and it is indeed a land flowing with milk and honey, and this is its fruit.’ (Num. 13:27) They were all in agreement concerning the goodness of the land. But when it came to assessing the strength of the land’s inhabitants, their hearts melted.” (Ramban Deut. 1:25) According to Ramban, the sin of the spies was not that they rejected the land, but that they did not believe enough in their own strength.

We stand today in the wake of the two seismic events of Jewish history in the twentieth century: the Holocaust and the establishment of the state of Israel. And we live in North America, where we have achieved a level of power and influence unheard-of in Jewish experience. Amidst this reality, we are once again confronted with the question that preoccupied Moses on the banks of the Jordan: Are we powerful? Israel possesses the greatest military force, the strongest economy, and the healthiest society in the Middle East. By far. And yet we cannot say unequivocally that Israel is secure, that it is strong. We continue to worry that it could be physically driven into the sea (or worse), or legally destroyed by fiat of the United Nations. In America, Jews are members of Congress, justices of the Supreme Court, titans of finance, industry, and culture—and yet we still face an internal crisis of continuity, and external anti-Semitic threats. 

‘Are Jews powerful?’ is not an easy question to answer. And our answer influences our orientation toward the world. If Jews are not powerful, then whatever energy and money we can raise should be directed to the cause of self-preservation. When one is weak, one has to devote all of one’s strength to basic maintenance. But if Jews are powerful, then we can and should focus not simply on self-preservation, but on achieving our global mission. If we are powerful, we can devote resources not only to Jewish survival, but to fighting hunger, poverty and injustice. 

This is a deeply personal and emotional question. There is a not a right answer, nor has there ever been. As we live between the poles in so many other ways, so too here: A Jewish life is one constantly pulled by a sense of tremendous power and possibility, and pulled at the same time in the other direction, of powerlessness and concern. Moses’s point, like that of Rashi and Ramban, is, on the one hand, not to allow our realism to overcome our idealism. To live a life of Torah is to live a life of hope in redemption, never to allow the optimistic embers within us to be snuffed out by the suffocating vacuum of encroaching pessimism. Moses teaches us in parshat Devarim that optimism is a commandment. On the other hand, Moses clearly tells us that, at those moments in history when we achieve a station of power—and they have been few, brief, and far-between over these 3,000 years—we cannot rest and bask in self-satisfaction. It is precisely at the moment of power that the Torah demands our attention to the great work that remains to be done.

Shabbat shalom.

