Torah from a Mussar Perspective
Parshat Ha’azinu - Deuteronomy 32:1-52
Rabbi Eric S. Gurvis

We return to Parashat Ha’azinu which is but one chapter in Sefer Devarim. Most of it consists
of Moses’ second “song” which can be seen as a bookend to the Song at the Sea (Exodus
chapter 15), bracketing Israel’s desert experience. In this short but powerful portion, Moses
implores the people of Israel to learn from all they have seen and experienced.

In Deuteronomy 32:47 we read:
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For this is not an empty thing for you: it is your very life; through it you shall
long endure on the land that you are to possess upon crossing the Jordan.

Commenting on the opening words of our verse, Rashi states: “it is not for nothing that
you are to occupy yourselves laboriously with it, because much reward depends on it...”

Commenting on this same verse in Darchei Mussar,* Rabbi Ya’akov Neiman, picks up from Rashi,
expanding on his teaching:

It is not for nothing that you labor in Torah study, for great reward depends
upon it—indeed, it is your very life. Rashi explains the order and method of
learning in a manner similar to the view of our holy teacher, Rabbi Nachman
of Breslov in whose teachings we learn that “many grow lax in the study of
our holy Torah because of the trait of forgetfulness, which is embedded in
human beings. Since people forget what they have learned, it seems to them
that their toil and effort are in vain, and thus they become fully negligent.”

Rav Neiman continues,

It is taught that in the future, each person will be reminded of all that they
studied, [and] even what they forgot in this world. This is supported by
Midrash Kohelet Rabbah,> where Rabbi Hezekiah, in the name of Rabbi
Simon bar Rav Zebdi says: “All the Torah you learn in this world is
hevel/vanity compared to the Torah of the World-to-Come. In this world one
studies Torah and forgets; but in the future [it will not be so] as it is written:
“I have placed My Torah within them.”3

1] found this teaching in Chochmat HaMatzpun, volume 12, Devarim 2, pages 540-2.
2 Midrash Kohelet Rabbah - chapter 2, section 1.
3 Jeremiah 31:33.



Seeking to bring us hizzuk/strength, and encouragement in this season of teshuvah, Rav Neiman
continues:

It seems to me that a person should not despair or slacken if they study
Torah and then forget what they learned. One should not think that their
effort is in vain. If the entire goal of Torah study were merely to possess
knowledge of Torah—meaning for example, that studying Tractate Bava
Kamma would require one to remember all the laws of damages and nothing
more—then, woe to the person who forgets their learning! Of course, they
would become despondent and lose motivation, for it is human nature that if
a person sees no benefit from their efforts, they do not feel satisfaction
within.

However, every student of Torah must understand that the ultimate purpose
of Torah study is not just to acquire knowledge of what one learns. As Rabbi
Meir teaches in Avot,

Whoever occupies themselves with Torah lishmah/for its own
sake, merits many things; not only that, but they are worth the
whole world. They are called beloved friend; one that loves
God; one that loves humankind; one that gladdens God; one
that gladdens humankind. And the Torah clothes them in
humility and reverence, and equips them to be righteous,
pious, upright and trustworthy; it keeps them far from sin and
brings them near to merit.*

All these virtues are not at all dependent on whether the person remembers
what they learned. The toil and effort in Torah are what sanctifies and
purifies a person to attain all these qualities.®

In these Aseret Y’mei Teshuvah we engaged in deep heshbon ha-nefesh/soul-searching. We
evaluated how we used the gift of life during 5785, even as we prayed to be inscribed in Sefer
HaChaim for a good year during 5786. For those of us who engage not only in the study of
Torah, in all its forms, but in the study and practice of Mussar, know that we are on a journey.
Inevitably something we learned and practiced early in our Mussar work may have been
forgotten. This is why we journal; this is why we come back around to work on middot again. It
can be viewed as a way of remembering what we may have forgotten. However, | prefer to look
at our returning: to a Torah portion, to a section of Ta/lmud, and to a middah, as more than
review. The text itself may be the same, but assuredly we are not. | find that equally true myself
as | return to the Machzor each year at this season. It has remained largely unchanged, but | am

4 Avot 6:1.
5 Chochmat HaMatzpun, volume 12, Devarim 2, pages 540-2.



not who | was as | read and absorbed its words last year. And with the blessing of Mussar, | am
hopefully somewhat further along on my journey to becoming the best version of who | can be.

Rav Neiman teaches:

It is precisely because of the pleasure and satisfaction felt during Torah study
that a person must be diligent in Torah study—even if they forget what they
have learned. This is why, in prayer, we say with those intoxicated by delight
that the greatest joy comes when one fulfills the will of the Blessed Holy One.
From such overwhelming delight, a person does not think about reward, but
feels [delight] in their soul: How can one repay the Blessed Holy One who
gave us a Torah that sweetens our lives in this world?

As we learn from Rabbi Itzele of Volozhin, “Torah is the elixir of life.”
Commenting on the Mishnah, “Be eager for a light mitzvah as for a grave one,
for you do not know the reward of the mitzvot, ® Rav Itzele explains that one
cannot fully grasp how much they owe to God for giving us Torah and its
commandments. Thus, “the reward of the mitzvot” means the delight we
draw from engaging in the mitzvot we received from God. [Our service and
study should be done with oneg/delight so that we may] enjoy them, for this
is the true pleasure.’

As we approach Shabbat, with Aseret Y’mei Teshuvah in the rearview mirror — and the joy of
Sukkot/Atzeret-Simchat Torah before us, let us feel the uplift that the final sound of the shofar
brings as we conclude the Day of Atonement — and let us carry that uplift and a sense of
renewed spirit into the year that lies before us.

| want Rav Neiman to have the last word!

In the merit of laboring over our holy Torah with diligence and devotion, may all
of us, together with the entire House of Israel, be inscribed and sealed for a good
year, and blessed with the coming of our righteous Mashiach/Messiah, speedily
in our days. Amen."

FOR FOCUS:

e What have you “forgotten” that you would like to review and reclaim as you fully
enter 57867
e What is on your spiritual to-do list as the Yamim Noraim recede, our joyous

festivals come into focus, and as you anticipate life and your spiritual work in
57867

6 Avot 2:1.
7 Chochmat HaMatzpun, volume 12, Devarim 2, page 542.






