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Vayelech






Repentance

Redemption

1. Repentance and Redemption

« Is redemption the reward for repentance?
« Why does the Torah combine the two subjects?

« Why is there so much repetition in our parasha?

Parashat Nitzavim, in chapter 30, verses 1-10, features
a “parasha of repentance”:

When all these blessings and % 7% w2 3 =m0
curses | have set before you 13331 npN7 D9277
come on you and you take them 7197 'nm) Wy n72pm
to heart wherever the Lord your o%7%527225 58 v
God disperses you among the % 7 777 W
nations, and when you and your 7N 71 7y p2w) imow

children return to the Lord your 9P myIe
God and obey ... (Devarim 30:1-2)

This parasha of repentance deals with Israel’s
return to God after they have been distant from Him
as a result of their sins. The root aw appears in this
parasha seven times.'

The Torah also weaves another theme into this
repentance passage, whose main topic is drawing
closer after spiritual distancing. This theme is
inherently similar to repentance but deals with
a different aspect of it - the issue of redemption.
Redemption is Israel’s return to their land after

1 Additionally, the word “5maw” appears in verse 3, apparently
meaning “your return from captivity,” as the Radak in Sefer
HaShorashim interprets, presumable having the the root
.
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physical distancing, after being exiled and scattered
among the nations. The Torah also uses the verb “aw”
in its description of redemption and the ingathering
of exiles:

And the Lord your God will return 5§ 78 71 2t
you from your captivity and have 2 Jom0) v
mercy on you and gather you again  Dby7 %3 337)
from all the nations where the Lord 7758 717307 Wy

your God had scattered you... (3) DY

Even though the Torah integrates these two
subjects - repentance and redemption - into a single
passage, without distinguishing between them, they
can be read as two separate discussions. Below, we
will look at this passage of “repentance” from verses
1-10 and differentiate between these subjects (verses
of repentance will be colored in green, while verses
that discuss redemption are marked in blue):

1When all these blessings and 52 7% 8220 (V)
curses | have set before you come 7727 7987 D271
on you and you take them to 739%mm N m2opm
heart wherever the Lord your God 532 7237 5% mwm
disperses you among the nations, 7 I777 WX D7
2 and when you and your children  mavh (2) oy o

return to the Lord your God and myne) oo 7 T
obey him with all your heart and 18138 /X 5531502
with all your soul according to 723753 7i7mNDN]

everything | command you today, SE0) 50
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3 then the Lord your God will
return you from captivity and have
compassion on you and gather
you again from all the nations
where he scattered you.

4 Even if you have been banished
to the most distant land under
the heavens, from there the Lord
your God will gather you and
bring you back. 5 He will bring
you to the land that belonged to
your ancestors, and you will take
possession of it. He will make you
more prosperous and numerous
than your ancestors.
6TheLordyourGodwill circumcise
your hearts and the hearts of your
descendants, so that you may love
him with all your heart and with
all your soul, and live.

7 The Lord your God will put all
these curses on your enemies who
hate and persecute you.

8 You will again obey the Lord and
follow all His commands | am
giving you today.
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9 Then the Lord your God will
make you most prosperous in
all the work of your hands and
in the fruit of your womb, the
young of your livestock and the
crops of your land. The Lord will
again delight in you and make you
prosperous, just as He delighted
in your ancestors,

10 if you obey the Lord your God
and keep his commands and
decrees that are written in this
Book of the Torah and turn to the
Lord your God with all your heart
and with all your soul.
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Let us note several interesting points:

1.

The Torah repeats the promise of repentance many
times in different verses.?

As mentioned, the Torah weaves two subjects into
a single parasha, alternating the two subjects -
apparently, in order to emphasize their forming a
single parasha’

The Torah uses the root 2w regarding both
repentance and redemption, for example, "J82°21 21
Doy Hon” - “gather you again from all the nations”
(3)-

In the parasha of redemption, the root 2w could

“You shall take to heart” (1); “you shall return to the Lord your
God” (2); “The Lord your God will circumcise your hearts” (6);
“you will return and listen” (8); “when you listen to the voice
of the Lord your God” (10).

See the appendix
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Two types

of Jews

have been used in its active form (such as “ "wn
or """, whose significance would be Israel’s
return. However, the Torah uses the simple form
of the verb, Qal, which seems to indicate that God
Himself will return to Israel (we will return to this
point later).

We will now look at the interpretations of some of

Israel’s greatest commentators.

2. A Historical Interpretation

(A Study of the Abrabanel’s Interpretation)

The Abrabanel* perceives this parasha of repentance
as a prophecy of Israel’s future. This is how he

4

Inhiscommentary on Devarim 30. The Abrabanelalsointerprets
this in his book Mashmia Yeshua, where he brings all the
prophecies of redemption, interprets them, and summarizes
what can be learned from them about the redemption. His
commentary on our parasha appears in “Mevaser HaSheni”
the third prophecy (it appears in the Ketuvim volume of the
Abrabanel’s commentary on the Tanach); his words there are
identical to his commentary on our parasha, but are brought
in a wider, clearer context with an additional summary of
“Seven Teachings of What is To Come.” At the end of his
words, he writes:
WA WHNI 13 DYPAT ANy XY 50 N2 AT IR AN 0
JINDT RED? WM W I3 ATPEY MEd WINWI DM DIRNT 10N MTha
05,0 M OWIN 531881 N, WHT PIaw msma TN Sy mean’ w3 o
TOWDD TN TN NN WP DOWDD MYDPI P ONW 15T TP NN
LD DIDYRIM
It is clear that the words of this prophecy will be fulfilled in
the future, and the wise men of the Christians have already
found this difficult and struggled with it, and have tried to
explain how it was fulfilled in the Second Temple, but they
could not work out how the curses were fulfilled in the literal
sense, then it is only worthy that the redemption will also be
fulfilled in the literal sense.
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The openly
declared

Jews

explains the repetitive verses in this passage - as
pertaining to the future of different groups within
Israel. He even goes on to interpret the verses as
specifically relating to groups of Jews in his own
time: to the “Marranos” who outwardly pretended to
change their religion, and to the Jews who openly
retained their Jewish identity.’ Each of these groups
must repent differently, and similarly, their
redemption will also be different:
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It says “then the Lord your God will
return you from captivity and have
compassion on you” about those
Jews who publically adhere to their
Judaism, and regarding them it is
said “captivity” because they are
in captivity and slavery. And it says
“with compassion” because due to
their lowliness and troubles, they
will need compassion.

5 And these are his words:

DN ©30M 7T P O Jopn PN 250 e phrn M N3 M o
T TR DY 1 RIT IR PO 39D LYV DINYIT DM DY SR DN .7

1T 93 173) M2 7210 s
Because the nation in exile will be divided into two parts, the
smaller part of them preserving religion and following the
path of God’s Torah. And they will be called in Israel’s name
and they will remain few among the many. And the other part,
the majority of the people, transgressed religion out of all the
trouble and pressure of exile.
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The

Marranos

However, the other part, those
who have left their faith because
they were forced, it says, “and
gather you again from all the
nations where he scattered you.”
And it does not refer to prison or
to compassion. And this is the
reason why He must gather them
from all the nations, for they are
assimilated and intermarried
with them...
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In the Abrabanel’s opinion, the word heart, mentioned
in verse 6, refers to the Marranos:

Moreover, the expression “The Lord your God
will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your
descendants” hints to the Marranos, many of whom
are uncircumcised of heart and of flesh. Therefore
it says that it is not enough that the Holy One
circumcise their flesh, but also their uncircumcised
heart, and although they have been born on the knees
of strangers and their customs, their heart will love
God with all their heart and soul...

The Torah emphasizes that these “forced” Jews
must repent for their deeds, even though their hearts
are supposedly pure, and always kept the faith. In
relation to the deeds of these “forced” Jews, the Torah
repeats and emphasizes: “and you shall return and
obey the voice of the Lord and keep all His mitzvot™®

6 He says thus:
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A promise
of

abundance

The Abrabanel concludes his words with an explanation
of the need for the final blessing, “Then the Lord your
God will make you most prosperous in all the work
of your hands,” as a promise that is made in order
to encourage those who were “forced” into denying

their Judaism, to repent:

And it says “and the Lord your
God will make you prosperous”...
| believe that He intends to say to
them that the riches and honor they
have always had will be given to
them in even more abundance and
success...for God does not desire
that those who are close to Him
should be ascetics, but rather that
He will once again delight in you
as He delighted in your forefathers
who were even more blessed with
all this goodness more mightily than
all other nations.
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As it says, You will yet return and listen to God’s voice, and do
all the mitzvot, etc. For the sake of those who transgressed
religion, but who had fear and repentance in their hearts and
honest belief, therefore it says to them, You will return, and do
not think that afterwards you will get rid of the mitzvot; after
you come to the Land you will repent from your ways and do
good repentance for all the mitzvot you had stopped obeying,
and you will listen to God’s voice and keep his mitzvot that you

had not observed.
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A historical

interpretation

And He will not withhold such
material goodness from you so
that what happened to your
forefathers will not happen to
you, that out of sheer wealth they
abandoned God and turned away
from Him. For you will not be
like that, for you will obey God’s
voice, observing His mitzvot and
statutes, for the repentance you
do will be with all your hearts and
with all your souls, and therefore
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you will return to sin no more.

The Abrabanel sees the Torah’s promise for the
material wealth promised in the future redemption as
a direct appeal to those forced to deny their Judaism,
who chose to outwardly abandon their religion in
order to spare their possessions and wealth. Those
Marranos may fear that they are expected to renounce
material wealth in order to fully repent, to compensate
for the sins that resulted from their reluctance to give
up their worldly possessions. Therefore, the Torah
emphasizes that in the future redemption, it will not
be unacceptable to be wealthy: on the contrary, “the
Lord your God will make you prosperous.” All this
is contingent, of course, on observing God’s mitzvot
with all their hearts and souls.

The Abrabanel interprets this passage in light of
current events of his time: he lived in the time of
the Spanish Inquisition. He witnessed firsthand how
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the Marranos could not withstand the pressures of
Christian society and renounced their religion in
order to retain their wealth and positions, but were
also frequently subjected to great suspicion and the
persecution of the Inquisition. The Abrabanel himself
belonged to the Jews who retained their Jewish
identity - and therefore suffered greatly at the hands
of the Inquisition, and were eventually expelled from
Spain. Those who were expelled were subjected to
great hardship, as the Abrabanel describes in the
introduction to his books’

The difficult situation of the Jews of his generation
led the Abrabanel into a Messianic mindset, and he

7 In his introduction to the book of Kings, he writes that:
DV W A 1P T W 13973 0N W Bp 050 AN MIND wibw 1o Nb3 19
TR MY 3T OIS DINEI L5355 M Y T WN DN T T Do TnN
D72Y5 T %3 0037 °5 DTAND oD 03 IO 4T T O L2 29I A
DN DTN D03 770w 1B5% M o3 WA oA o mHha 553 190m mnew
WR DY PO 52 73T MD, 7T WN DI WM AVINT IO 0D DB WNI NI DD
505 MM Y 9370 A8 B3 5 AT oS awh TWNY 2910 39M5 TN TV NS
T3 VB IR TR MDD D TY YING falipie)a)
In one day, three hundred thousand people walked on wearily,
myselfamongstthem, fromyouth until the aged, youngchildren
and women, through all the states of the King to where there
was the strength to walk...and they encountered many terrible
troubles, robbery, hunger and illness... and God’s hand struck
against them, confounding and destroying them, for many
were deserted, sold as slaves and maidservants amongst the
nations, and many drowned in the Mediterranean Sea like lead
in mighty waters, and they faced fire and water for their ships
were burnt, and God’s fire burned against them, eventually,
at the end of all His harsh judgment, there was no man who
was not touched by the sword or by slavery, and God afflicted
them with disease and they were looked upon with horror by
all the nations of the land, for their lives ended in catastrophe
and they remained few out of many...
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The
redemption
after the
fulfillment of

the curses

wrote three books about redemption® in order to
encourage the Jews of his time, whose situation
was desperate. He read current events as a world
revolution that brought the Jews to the brink of
disaster, but would hopefully lead to a new, promising
beginning.”

The Abrabanel felt that the Jewish nation was
experiencing the curses described in parashat Ki
Tavo, and now, after the curses were fulfilled, the
redemption, too, must necessarily follow. He describes
the impending redemption in wondrous terms, as he
comments on our parasha:

And He says that He will bring y87 5% oN2w 908
them to the Land inherited by our opman wo WK
forefathers and there will be no Mo 1>WR NOW
need to conquer it like Yehoshua Tnomw yenm neyw
did, who diligently conquered and .7 3" pom w133
divided for fourteen years.

8 “Maayanei HaYeshua” (a commentary on Daniel), “Mashmiya
Yeshua,” “Yeshuot Meshicho.”

9 He writes in the conclusion of “Maayanei HaYeshua”:
N5 N1 N2 00 Do 5 € 01 21D 00 . WINPT TTAN DRI ST 3PP AN b
IR 521937 MDY IS 50N 1N L2 DY SN 5 N3D I ) hN

LISDN WD D931 MY o0 pmb PIPWY WN T P 9903

Why should Yaakov say and Yisrael speak of their lost hope...
for the Day of God will shortly come upon all the nations and
it will surely come and not be late and salvation will shortly
come upon lIsrael, his closest nation...and this is the purpose
of my intention and my conclusion and all my wishes in this
dear book that | have made is to strengthen weak hands and
trembling knees...

10 In his book Yemot Olam he describes the crises of the Jews
and their connection to the upheavals of human history.
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For God inherited it, and this
is “and you shall inherit it and
be more prosperous than your
ancestors.” That is, their lot and
inheritance and success in the Land
will exceed that of their ancestors,
who inherited the Land.
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In the Abrabanel’s opinion, it is promised that after
this redemption, there will be no more exile, thanks
to the “circumcision” of the heart which will prevent
Israel from sinning and being punished again.”

11 He writes thus:

RO 20 W YINI WIN PN, PIPIN P DTN 2D 98 12 N M2 170 Now 00D
710N 73RN 0 M I 10N Y 335 1IN 7335 DN 71 5 T b N
ST IR 950 58 891 91N 95 830 891 7 wnb wes 55217235 503 PN
In order that they will not fear exile because a person’s heart
was created to be wicked from his youth, and there is no one
in the land who does good but does not sin, because of this
God circumcised your hearts and the hearts of your children.
In order that they will always be ready to serve the Lord your
God with all your heart and all your soul in order that you may
live and you will not come to exile or other curses any more.

Afterwards, he goes on to explain what is meant by
“circumcision of the heart”:

Circumcision of the heart is not the lack of choice or its
negation at that time, for possibility is what defines a sentient
being. But its purpose is to make their choices good so that
their hearts will only desire that which will perfect them. But
not towards desire or excess pleasure which what the foreskin
truly represents, for at that time they will be on the same level
that the first man Adam was born into, as the Ramban writes,
and like Yirmiyahu, may he rest in peace, writes (part 31)
“Behold, days are coming, declares the Lord, and I will make
a covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, a
new covenant, not the covenant | made with your forefathers,
for this is the covenant | will make, etc, and | will place My
Torah within them.” And so the prophet Yechezkel also says:
“and | will give you a new heart and a new spirit | will place

~ 14 ~



Revenge
upon the

nations

Another aspect of the redemption is revenge upon
the nations. Abrabanel, in whose time the nations
embittered the lives of the Jews to no end, is not
satisfied with the prospect of the removal of the
nations’ yokes from around Israel’s necks, but
demands full vengeance:

And because Israel suffered much %30 S8xwrw o9
trouble and strife in exile, it MmMamyNmaIma
therefore says: “and the Lord your o8 711" 98 1%
God will bring all these curses 5y moN7 moNT 5 NN
upon your enemies and those WX PN 5 P
who hate you, who persecuted o1° 0N, 9T
you,” and this will be your revenge > I8 mswm o
and the righteous will rejoice for opImn
vengeance is prophesied.

The Abrabanel’s greatness is his ability to see the
contemporary and historical relevance of the verses,
and to anticipate the redemption out of the crises
and suffering of his time.?

within you, and then they will walk in My ways.”

12 Professor Bentzion Netanyahu, of Blessed memory, wrote an
important book about the Abrabanel’s philosophy: Don Isaac
Abrabanel - Statesman and Philosopher (translated by Aharon
Amir, Shokan, 2005). The second part of the book, which
discusses his political and philosophical views, is particularly
recommended.
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Repentance

in stages

3. Gradual Progress
(A Study of the “Akedat Yitzhak's” Approach)

Another approach to this parasha appears in the
commentary of R. Yitzhak Arama®, the author of
Akedat Yitzhak. In his opinion, the Torah repeats verses
of similar meaning in order to describe the different
stages of the redemption process. Repentance does

not come at once, but in stages:

..for the first stage is undertaken
with difficulty and weakness,
while the second with increased,
augmented strength, and the
first will be sufficient for leaving
the path of evil, and the second
for strengthening his resolve to
return to its opposite, and this
is the beginning of movement
towards become closer to Him...

When in exile, in the depths of
and abomination,
you find that He will instigate
repentance, as it says, “and you
will return to the Lord your God”
is juxtaposed with redemption,
as it says, “and the Lord will bring
you back from captivity” and

weakness
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13 R’Yitzhak Arama, a contemporary of the Abrabanel, also lived
through the Spanish Inquisition, and he too experienced the
torments of the nations on his own flesh.
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after redemption - repentance,
and after further repentance is a
good addition... and afterwards
stronger repentance...

And this means that there, in
their weakness in enemy lands,
they will not be abandoned to
their feebleness and weakness...
but in your weakness, you will
become stronger, beginning
what you have been awakened
to, to return to Him and obey His
voice.. at least listen willingly
and willfully, even if your deeds
are not whole..and this is truly
the beginning of repentance..
for even the yoke of a heavy
burden is around your necks, it is
worthy for you to return to what
your hearts are saying, and you
will have the strength to begin
repenting from your sins, for if
you make an opening the size of
the eye of a needle | will open an
opening the size of a hall.
(Akedat Yitzhak, Devarim, Sha’ar
HaMe’ah)
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The Akedat Yitzhak explains that the Torah presents
the issue of repentance and redemption interspersed
together because these two processes are dependent
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upon, and advance, each other, and neither can fully
unfold without the other. As long as Israel are under
the yoke of the nations, their repentance towards
God is limited, because physical weakness affects a
person’s spiritual state. Only with God’s help - that

is,

the redemptive process, can they progress in their

repentance.”

14 He writes thus:

15
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And your deeds will be more fervent, as it says, “and the
Lord your God will circumcise your heart..” and it will be a
more complete matter than brit milah that was given to our
forefather Avraham...and the Lord your God will give all these
curses upon your enemies, and when all these successes come
to pass you will be able to repent more fervently than before,
and this is the meaning of the statement “and you will repent
and listen...,” and you will be able to achieve the full action,
unlike at first, when you could only listen, and through this
the redemption and salvation will be complete, as it says: “and
then the Lord your God will make you most prosperous in all
the work of your hands,” for they will constantly succeed in
sustaining themselves and fulfilling their own needs in joy...
which is the purpose of success, for through this they will
attain even greater strength through perfecting them, as is
explicitly stated: “for when you obey the voice of the Lord your
God...for when you return to the Lord your God with all your
heart and soul”- that their incentive in keeping the mitzvot
and the statutes will be their desire for proper repentance,
rather than fear of punishment...for good for good’s sake...
See Nechama Leibowitz’s Studies in the Book of Devarim,
parashat Nitzavim - Repentance and Redemption.
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The
description

in the text

The Akedat Yitzhak’s explanation seems to
explain the interspersed text very well: repentance-
redemption-repentance-redemption. However,
studying the text in depth seems to present an
opposite picture - the description of the repentance
already seems to open (verse 2) with an advanced
form of repentance:

You and your children shall myneh o8 779 99w)
return to the Lord your God and % "3 /X 553 1903
obey him with all your heart and 7225 532 7321 7N o7

with all your soul. i) el

This describes repentance that brings a person right
up to God, with all his or her heart and soul, presents
obedience to His voice, and states the commitment
of the next generation as well - how can there be
greater repentance than this?

Indeed, the next verses that describe repentance
(8,10) do not seem present a picture of more advanced
repentance, but rather, they repeat the same words:

You will again obey the Lord and P2 mynw) 2win nmN)
follow all His commands 1 am »mgn 5 ny oy 0
giving you today...you shall obey DN I8 0N WN
the Lord your God and keep his 5% 11 592 yown o2
commands and decrees that are vgpm  vosn o
written in this Book of the Torah 7 77wm7 9903 N2

and turn to the Lord your God 533 P7%% 7158 2D %3

with all your heart and with all JwB15931 3235
your soul.
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Consistent

repentance

It may be that through such repetition, the Torah
presents an important principle-definition mentioned
in the Akedat Yitzhak. Repentance is not a one-time act,
intended for sinners alone. Repentance is a perpetual
process. As long as the human being is living in this
world, he is living in a state of imperfection, and he
must therefore constantly strive for perfection and
progress, so that the course of his life is, in fact, a
course of repentance. As Rav Kook describes:

..the most important foundation 5w nwbwn M ...
of [a person’s] perfection is the iy »7 [0787 Sw=]
constant yearning and desire mubwnoNyRpTYOIM
for perfection, and this desire is T N7 W yonm
the basis of repentance, which nngm Nmw mawnn
always triumphs over his way of orm ™7 Sy Ton
life, and truly completes it. (Orot BgialSaRigtatblivzay
HaTeshuva 5:6)

The Torah weaves the verses of repentance together
with verses of redemption - even though these verses
are repetitive - in order to express that repentance
is not a one-off event, but rather a transition to a
new state - a state of perpetual completion and
closeness to God, of never-ending elevation towards
new spiritual heights.
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Fulfillment
of the

mitzvot

4. From Redemption of the
Heart to Fulfillment of the

Mitzvot (a study of “Or HaHaim” in
Light of the Words of the Ramban)

This parasha can also be explained in light of
the words of R” Haim Atar, in his commentary “Or
HaHaim.” “Or HaHaim” reads the repetition of this
parasha as the gradual process of different stages
of repentance. Reading the verses in depth, one can
note two differences between the first verse about
repentance and the last verses:

»” o«

The first difference is that that the first repentance
is 17, “until” God, while the last form of repentance
is 1 5N, “to God.” Some commentators explain that
the meaning of the phrase “7” is “until, but not
quite until,” and therefore the repentance “to” God

is greater.'®

Another difference, perhaps a more significant one,
is that the end of the parasha discusses fulfilling the
mitzvot (verses 8 and 10), while the first part does
not mention actual fulfillment.”

16 See the Malbim on this parasha, verse 10.

17 While the verse at the beginning of the parasha says “You
will again obey the Lord and follow all his commandments,”
which can be interpreted as fulfilling the mitzvot, this is
not explicitly stated; in contrast, at the end of the parasha
it is twice explicitly mentioned “and you shall do all of His
mitzvot...to observe his mitzvot and statutes.”
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From repentance in the heart to fulfillment of the
mitzvot

According to this, although the Torah uses similar
expressions for both verses of repentance, this still
describes different stages of repentance. The first
stage is repentance in one’s heart, obeying God’s
voice (“with all your heart and all your soul”). This
awakening of heart has the power to awaken Supreme
love, driving the process of redemption. Little by little,
together with the redemption process, the desire to
give practical expression to this love also awakens.
Thus, repentance reaches a new stage - a stage of
practical repentance, of fulfilling the mitzvot.®

The first awakening of repentance is defined by the
Or HaHaim as “the repentance of Torah Study,” and is
followed by two more stages - avoidance of negative
mitzvot, and then observance of positive mitzvot:

There are three general stages of nvb> 137 3 ww..
keeping God’s mitzvot: the first poy N7 N o7 msm
is studying its laws; the second nvBw - MY ;TN
is keeping its prohibitions; and - wSw;myn NS msd
the third is keeping its positive TP M OYP

18 The “Or HaChayim” focuses on three components of
repentance that a person should include in his repentance
and their ranking order, and also incidentally mentions the
expected reward - using the principle of middah keneged
middah, measure for measure - of each of the components of
repentance. In our discussion | have chosen to approach this
from the opposite angle (a historical angle) - by tracing the
redemption process and how each stage motivates a different
component of the process of repentance.
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commandments. The three
stages are presented thus:
Studying its laws is presented
as “and you shall return to the
Lord.. and you shall obey His
voice,” which is Torah study,
and nothing else is mentioned,
for this is the first stage of
repentance that he who returns
must be done, and it is said “And
the Lord your God will return
you from your captivity and have
mercy on you and gather you
again” as the Zohar (3:2) says,
that in the merit of Torah study
Israel will be redeemed... Keeping
its prohibitions is presented as
“and the Lord will circumcise
your heart,” and it is known that
an “uncircumcised heart” means
wickedness and love of evil in a
person’s heart, and therefore it
says “the Lord will circumcise”
for love of God, meaning that
love will flow through you with
pleasant affection for your God,
and the reward of this is that
God will remove all troubles
from us onto our enemies, as
it says, “on your enemies,” etc.
Regarding the fulfillment of

~ 23~
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Freedom
allows

repentance

positive mitzvot, it says, “and 2w M TP MIND
you will return.. and you will SN ewd
fulfill all His mitzvot,” these are

positive commandments, and

their reward is reaping all the

benefits, as it says, “I will make

you prosper,” etc.

In order to clarify that there are three separate
stages to repentance, which gradually unfold together
with the redemption process, the Torah alternated
the parasha of repentance with the parasha of
redemption.

The Or HaHaim does not explain how or why these
stagesofrepentanceareinterspersedorinterdependent
with the redemption process. However, as the Akedat
Yitzhak argues, these processes seem to be mutual
and interdependent, thus their interspersion. Why is
the repentance process dependent on the redemptive
process?

Firstly, it is clear that release from enslavement to
the nations allows the fulfillment of mitzvot in a fuller
sense, so that the further the redemption process, the
more Am Yisrael can progress in fulfilling the mitzvot®

19 As the Rambam writes in Laws of Kings, 12:4:

The Sages and prophets did not yearn for the Messianic Era
in order that [the Jewish people] rule over the entire world,
nor in order that they have dominion over the nations, nor
that they be exalted by them, nor in order that they eat, drink
and celebrate. Rather, their aspiration was that [the Jewish
people] be free to [study] the Torah and its wisdom, without
anyone to oppress or disturb them, and thus be found worthy
of life in the World to Come.
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The mitzvot
are fulfilled
most
completely in
the Land of

Israel

(as the Abrabanel and the Akedat Yitzhak write in
light of their harsh experience with the oppression
of the nations forbidding the Jews’ practice of their
religion).

However, it may be that beyond technical
facilitation, redemption has a more essential influence
on the process of repentance: the spiritual state of
freedom from oppression in exile is what allows Am
Yisrael to become fully subjected to the will of God.
In order to hear God’s word, a person needs spiritual
freedom,* and therefore, the Exodus from Egypt
necessarily preceded Matan Torah.

Secondly, redemption is not only freedom from
enslavement to the nations, but its true purpose is to
allow Am Yisrael to return to their land. The Ramban

20 Because of this, Bnei Yisrael were unable to listen to Moshe’s
words in Egypt: “from shortness of breath and hard labor,” nor
could they even bear hearing the tidings of their redemption,
as the Abrabanel writes:

\DOUNY I TR AP 3, 0503 DWHs TSP MM 98P R IPD TR 1.
ATIEYM W3 M IR 1 DX M, M M3 e 190K XD AP T KOw
ANamepn
NN N, DM 58 N TN NS D" (M IWIPH 177T) DW NNODT MIATH YRIWH TN
25 I P IR ATapn 8D DY (W TTaYm 1772) an0 T mand 25
SR N, PANYoD 2P0 Y YD 3T
The two reasons are “shortness of breath” - they were
breathless with their toil, and the second is the hard work
they did, that they did not have psychological space to hear
good news, and they were spiritually short of breath, and hard
physical labor. This is also what the Seforno writes ad loc.
(headed nin wwipn): “for they were faithless and dispirited, and
they had no heart to consider.” And he also writes (headed
nwp nmavni: “if not for the hard labor they would have heeded
Moshe’s words and understand his claims, which were worthy
to hear.”
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discusses the connection between the fulfillment of
the mitzvot and living in the Land in several places
in his commentary, for example, in parashat Acharei-

Mot:

Outside of lIsrael, even though
all belongs to His Honorable
name, its purity is not complete,
because of the service toits rulers
and the people who mistakenly
seek to serve these rulers as
well... and this is discussed in the
Sifri: “Even though | have exiled
you from the Land to outside of
it, adhere fully to the mitzvot,
so that when you return they
will not seem new to you”..
only physical mitzvot must be
observed in exile, such as tefillin
and mezuzot, so that when we
return to the Land, they will
not seem new to us, for all the
mitzvot are intended chiefly for
those who live in the land of
God... (Ramban, Vayikra 18:25)
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In the Ramban’s opinion, the mitzvot are mainly

intended for fulfillment in the Land of Israel; and
according to this reading, we can also explain that
only the return to the land of Israel (which is the
first stage of redemption, mentioned in verses 4-5)
enables true fulfillment of the mitzvot (as mentioned
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And the
Lord will
circumcise

your heart

in verses 8-10).

This seems to be a crucial development in the
repentance process: redemption and return to the
Land are the physical steps that allow true devotion
to God and complete fulfillment of His mitzvot, which
are not fully manifested outside of Israel.”

5. Circumcision of the Heart

At the center of the parasha of repentance (verse 6)
lies the concept of “circumcision of the heart”:

The Lordyour God willcircumcise 7235 0y oy 71

your hearts and the hearts of 1§ 72087 97t 225 NN
your descendants, so that you 5331 722% 523 o8 7

may love him with all your heart 7 1% D)
and with all your soul, and live.

This verse presents a significant step in the
redemption process, as it describes a special
phenomenon. On the one hand, it belongs to the
subject of redemption; on the other, it describes an
act that God does for Israel, not an act that Israel is to
do. This raises several questions: What is the meaning
of this concept, this “circumcision”? Why is there

21 Thus the words of the Tosefta can also be understood (Avoda
Zara 7:3):
T2 1ORT IND T8I 821 D A P2 1DON DN pIND DTN T owh
SN M 5 70 TPW SR PN T T — SR T
A person should always remain in the Land of Israel, even in
a city that is mostly non-Jewish, rather than outside of Israel,
even in an entirely Jewish city - which teaches that living in
Israel is considered equal to all the mitzvot in the Torah.
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Circumcision-
exposing

holiness

need for such an act after Israel has already repented
so sincerely, as described in verse 2?2 What place does
this have in the repentance and redemption process?

(Actual) circumcision is a sign of the covenant
between God and lIsrael. A brit is the removal of
the foreskin, which serves as a cover, and removal
of this cover reveals its true inner essence, which is
innately holy. That is, holiness is present in every Jew
from birth, but it must be uncovered; removal of the
foreskin reveals the holiness within us.

“Circumcision of the heart” may be interpreted in
a similar way. When Israel is scattered among the
nations, their special holiness is concealed, covered
over. The redemption process includes removing Israel
from among the nations, and part of this process
is “circumcising the heart,” removing the outer,
superficial cover that separates God from His people,
thus revealing the innate holiness of His chosen
nation, allowing us to draw closer to Him.»

22 The juxtaposition of the words “circumcision of the heart: and
the revelation of Israel’s special status is also mentioned in
Devarim 10:16:

DY sy 01D D9y 9210 003 D ION DY N2 TN LN TIONY T P TN )

T WRn X5 097w 02325 N N
Only your forefathers the Lord desired, to love them, and He
chose their seed after them you, out of all peoples, as it is this
day. You shall circumcise the foreskin of your heart, therefore,
and be no more stiff-necked.

As if to say, Because you are God’s chosen people, you must
circumcise the foreskin of your hearts and return to your
destiny. And it seems that this was also the “Siftei Cohen’s”
interpretation:

972 DMANI PYWI AP D 5P AN TN W B0 09335 05w AN oo
o P




Circumcision of the heart connects repentance to
redemption

The redemption process mainly unfolds through
Am Yisrael’s actions, in an upward movement, while
the redemption process mainly unfolds through God’s
actions, in a downward movement. “Circumcision
of the heart” connects these two processes; it is
certainly part of the redemption process, but it is
also a part of the redemption process. During Am
Yisrael’s redemption, God removes all obstacles that
prevent them becoming close to Him: they are freed
from the nations’ oppression, they return to the Holy
Land, physical trials and hardships come to an end.
Circumcision of the heart is an integral part of this
process, when all covers and barriers that prevent
Israel from drawing close to God are removed.

6. Mutual Return

“and the Lord will return” As we noted at the start
of this discussion, the redemption process is not
described using the active, causative verb form “awni,”
which means “to cause to return,” but in the simple
form of the verb, awi - “and God will return”:

299 00b 50 oYL, = TR SN WY (/2 YY) TN WP DANY 03

o 095 [ T DI T T RIT YN DIRD N2 T Do 00b
“And you shall circumcise the foreskin of your heart, therefore,
and be no more stiff-necked.” This is said even though God
desired your forefathers... and chose you and you are holy,
as it says (Jeremiah 2:3) “Israel is holy unto the Lord” ..
nonetheless, you have a foreskin, because every generation
descends from Adam, and he would pull at his foreskin and
the foreskin is a result of his wrath.
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The Divine
Presence

in exile

Then the Lord your God will
return you from captivity and
have compassion on you and
gather you again from all the
nations where he scattered you.
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Rashi noted the singularity of this expression and
explained (in light of Chazal’s midrash)® this as the
Divine Presence’s redemption from its exile:

Our Sages learned from this that
it is as if the Divine Presence
is immersed in Israel’s sorrow
at their exile, and when they
are redeemed, it is written
that it itself is redeemed, so
that it returns with them. And
moreover, that the day of the
ingathering of exiles is so great
and so difficult, that it seems to
need to hold each of their hands,
each in its place, as it says (Isaiah
27:12) “and you will gather Bnei
Yisrael, one by one...”
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According to both interpretations, the expression

“and return” expresses the

Divine Presence’s

participation in Am Yisrael’'s redemption - both
according to the explanation that the Divine Presence
goes out to exile with Am Yisrael, immersed in their
sorrow, and according to the explanation that it
descends to take each person out of exile directly

23 See Megillah 29a.
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N - return
as an-
expression of

closeness

Mutual

return

from the depths of exile.

It may be that this language also expresses another
meaning: in exile, Israel is distanced from God. Their
first awakening to repentance is the first step of
renewed closeness to God, which awakens God’s
return to His people in turn.

That is, this process is not one sided; Israel do not
return to God and are merely rewarded with their
return to the Land, but there is a process of mutual
return.? The repentance process and the redemption
process are interspersed, woven together, line by line,
because they are a single process, a process of Israel’s
return to God, and God’s return to Israel. While
Israel’s main role is to repent, and God’s main role
is to redeem, this division is not unequivocal. God
returns to Israel, together with them, “circumcising
their hearts” to enable their full repentance, so that
the encounter is mutual,® as God requests of Israel,

24 The midrash (Midrash Tehillim 85) is well known:
DYAIN 1T ;"D D22 W :(A0-T ) TPHT) M AN 0N TV IR 232 10N
R, TN N ;DM N T T AT (0,8 D5RN) MR, mOnn AN W, T
TR, TAND W KON, WO8YH 213 1R KDY THRYS 3w N 8D .10 SN KON

SR TR NI : (7,710 25nn)

The sons of Korach said, Until when will You say (Jeremiah
3:14-22): “Return, backsliding children”; and they say to You,
You return first, as it says (Psalms 90:13): “Return, O Lord,
how long will it be until You have compassion”; and You say,
No, for Israel must come first. No, You will not return first
nor will we, but both of us together, as it says (Psalms 85:5):
Return us, our God, our Savior.”

25 And perhaps it can be understood from this that just as God
plays a role in our repentance, so must Israel play a role in the
redemption - by returning from exile to the Land of Israel.
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and even promises them:

TINIS 7T V2N DR NN MINDY 7T ORI IR 1IN TINIY T MO ...
Thus says the Lord of hosts, Return to me and | will
return to you, says the Lord of hosts. (Zechariah 1:3)*

26 An extremely similar verse also appears in Malachi 3:7: “Return
to Me and | will return to you, thus says the Lord of hosts.”
It is interesting to note that these two verses appear in the
prophecies of prophets of the Second Temple. During this
period, Am Yisrael was in exile and was given opportunity to
return to Israel, but few heard God’s call. Most of the nation
remained in exile, and therefore the task of building the Second
Temple took a long time. The prophets called the people to
return in two senses: to return in repentance, spiritually; and
to return to the Land, physically, to rebuild the House of God,
for Israel must take partin both processes - in repentance and
redemption.
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