D’var Torah – Parshat Re’eh August 7, 2010

by Jane LeGrange

A Southern congressman who fights for the right of people of all races to higher education and loses his position because of it; a California state senator who campaigns against polluting projects being located disproportionately in poor neighborhoods; a whistle blower who was called a “lone voice in the wilderness” for criticizing Wall Street and the government in the sub-prime lending crisis.  What do these people have in common?  They won the Profiles in Courage award.  This award was started by members of the Kennedy family in 1989 to honor the President and to celebrate courage in politicians.  The award is inspired by Kennedy’s book, Profiles in Courage, written in 1957, which won the Pulitzer prize.  The book presents the stories of 8 US senators who risked their careers by taking a stand for what they believed to be right, even when it was not a popular stand. Kennedy writes in his book, “In whatever arena of life one may meet the challenge of courage, whatever may be the sacrifices he faces if he follows his conscience-the loss of his friends, his fortune, his contentment, even the esteem of his fellow men-each man must decide for himself the course he will follow.  The stories of past courage can define that ingredient-they can teach, they can offer hope, they can provide inspiration.  But they cannot supply courage itself.  For each man must look into his own soul”.  As a teenager, I read this book and even watched the TV show based on it and was very impressed by it.

Today’s parshah, Parshat Re’eh, written more than 2000 years before Profiles in Courage is about the Israelites coming of age, transitioning to become an independent people living in their own land.  Parshat Re’eh is the antithesis of life in Egypt, where as slaves they did not have to make decisions and they were immersed in a culture where many gods were worshipped and magicians had power.  The Israelite people journey across the desert witnessing miracles culminating in the giving of the Torah at Sinai.  There they were given laws and they pledged “Na’aseh ve nishmah”.  We will follow the law and understand them.  Now in Re’eh they are told “See” or “Behold”, a choice between good and evil.  “See, this day I set before you blessing and curse: blessing, if you obey the commandments of the Lord our God that I enjoin upon you this day; and curse, if you do not obey the commandments of the Lord your god, but turn away from the path that I enjoin upon this day and follow other gods, whom you have not experienced.” Ra’ehh is a clear statement of free will and every individual has the duty to make choice- blessings or curses.  Nechamah Leibowitz in one of her volumes on D’varim discusses the Hebrew of these words which uses the word “if” in the case of the evil, but the word “that” in case of the blessings.  The interpretation offered is that God’s world is good and the assumption is that we will choose blessings, however, we do have free will.  The reward is in the mitzvahs themselves, as seen by people like the people in “Profiles in Courage”  If we decide to choose evil, we will have to face the consequences.

Now lets talk about magic.  In Re’eh and in next weeks Parshah Shoftim, there are passages forbidding magic and false prophets.    He says, “”If there appears among you a prophet of r dream-diviner and he gives you a sign or a portent, saing “Let us follow and worship another god”-whom you have not experienced-even if the sign or portent that he named to you comes true, do not heed the word of that prophet or that dream-diviner.  Follow none but the Lord our God, and revere none but Him, observe His commandments alone, and heed only His orders; worship none but Him and hold fast to Him.”  This is also part of the Israelites transition from an enslaved subservient people that relies on miracles, magic and sorcery.  In the Talmudic story of Akhnai’s oven, Rabbi Yehoshua says that Sinai is the end of revelation.  Now the people have been given the law, and there will be no more miracles.  It is up to them to understand the laws and follow them.  The rabbis interpret the phrase, “Lo be shamayim” not in the heavens to mean that the laws of Torah are accessible to everyone; the meaning of Torah is not found in heaven but here on earth in discussions among men where God’s laws are studied and interpreted.  It is up to man to understand the laws and to follow them.  I think of tikun olam-we cannot wait for miracles to repair our world but we must choose blessings and righteous deeds over curses and over waiting for miracles to occur. Each person has the responsibility to believe in God and to act righteously and to work to make the world a better place by the choices that he makes, not by magic or by waiting for miracles from others.  

If I may refer to another book, Harry Potter by J.K. Rowling.  Harry Potter is able to defeat the evil wizard, Voldemort, because in addition to being a wizard, he is half muggle, meaning a non-wizard.  This gives him the ability to make connections and develop strategies that do not rely only on magic.  So too, must we commit to doing the right thing when faced with a moral decision, to not wait for the world to become a better place because of miracles or what others do, but to assume the responsibility to choose blessings, to follow the path of what is right.

I wish for all of us that we view every day as if we were standing on the edge of a precipice, poised to take the next step to a metaphorical Israel, a land where we all strive  to follow God’s commandments and to choose the right path when we are presented with choices.

Shabbat Shalom.

