
5780 – Deuteronomy 1-3 – D’varim (Words) 
 

As we noted in the introduction, the book of Deuteronomy as a whole is 
structured on the model of a covenant, and represents Moses’ renewal of 
the Sinai covenant with the next generation, who would enter the Prom-
ised Land and there create a covenant-based society. Accordingly, the 
parasha of Devarim opens with the first two elements of a covenant doc-
ument: a preamble identifying the speaker and context (Deut. 1:1-5) and a 
historical prologue recalling the events that led to the covenant and its 
renewal (beginning at 1:6). 

The preamble identifies time and place: the last weeks of Moses’ life, 
with the people encamped by the banks of the Jordan. Moses recalls his 
appointment of leaders, the sending of the spies, and the people’s fail-
ure of nerve that led to the forty-year stay in the wilderness. Moving to 
more recent episodes, he reminds the people of their' victories over Moab 
and Ammon and the settlement of their land by the tribes of Reuben and 
Gad and part of Menashe. The parasha ends with Moses’ description of 
his appointment of, and encouragement to, Joshua as his successor. 

 
1. Why be reminded of the “bad” things?  

Many studies suggest that we are more likely to remember negative 
experiences over positive experiences, and according to Laura Car-
stensen, a psychology professor at Stanford University, in general, we 
tend to notice the negative more than the positive.1  
Some argue that it long predates us.  
“Many psychologists think that this has evolutionary roots; that is: It’s 
more important for people, for survival, to notice the lion in the brush 
than it is to notice the beautiful flower that’s growing on the other 
side of the way,” Carstensen said.  
Carstensen, who is known for her research on aging, said one school 
of thought believes that our attention to negative events has adap-
tive value. She said there’s a lot of information to be learned in dif-
ficult or dangerous situations, and that our brains can apply that 
knowledge when a similar situation presents itself in the future.  
a. Each of our experiences stimulates our memory centers in very spe-

cific ways. There are multiple brain structures and neuronal path-
ways involved in memory formation and retrieval, but the essential 
point for our current question is that memories of emotionally 
charged experiences—particularly those that evoke fear—are 
strengthened by the activation of ...  the parts of the brain that are 

 
1 https://www.washingtonpost.com/science/2018/11/01/why-we-often-remem 

ber-bad-better-than-good/ 

central to emotional processing. This makes sense from an evolu-
tionary perspective, since being able to recall fearful events is criti-
cal to survival. You'd be in deep trouble for not remembering to be 
afraid of moose during mating season.2  

b. There's been a lot of really interesting research that points to a con-
nection between our memory of the past and our ability to imag-
ine the future. In our studies of animal models of memory, where 
we're able to go in and actually watch the pattern of [a rat's] brain ac-
tivity, we can see that the brain activity while the animal is in a be-
havior-based situation, [such as navigating a maze,] directly corre-
sponds to its future behavior: what it can, may and will do in the fu-
ture. We can see that the animal does in fact—I hesitate to use the 
word, but I'll use it anyway—"think." In terms of brain activity, antic-
ipating the future and remembering the past seem to be related.  
The speculation is that we process memory in order to solve 
problems. And things we should learn from, things that are par-
ticularly important or that have strong emotions tied to them, 
may be things that are going to be important in the future. If you 
present stimuli with a strong negative emotional component, the 
memories do seem to be more easily retrieved than neutral stimuli 
or even those that are somewhat positive, for example happy faces 
versus angry faces.  

c. Numbers 15:38-41 
39You will have these tassels to look at and so you will remember all 
the commands of the LORD, that you may obey them ...   

d. Deuteronomy 16:12 
12Remember that you were slaves in Egypt ...  

e. Deuteronomy 25:17 
17Remember what the Amalekites did to you ...  

f. Micah 6:5 
5My people, remember what Balak king of Moab plotted ... Remem-
ber your journey from Shittim to Gilgal, that you may know the 
righteous acts of the LORD." 

 
The first of the following essays is about the change in Moses’ role in 
these last weeks of his life, as he becomes the great exemplar of the 
teacher as hero. The second is about how the name of the book—
Devarim, words”—precisely encapsulates its three primary messages. The 
third focuses on the rabbinic interpretation of a place name and what it 
tells us about leadership. The fourth is about a key word of Deuterono-

 
2 https://science.howstuffworks.com/life/remember-bad-times-better-than-

good1.htm 



my, tzedek, and its precise nuance as justice tempered by compassion. 
The fifth is about the first chapter of Isaiah, read as the haftara to our-
parasha and the prelude to the fast of Tisha BA’v. 

 
The Teacher as Hero3 
 
Imagine the following scenario. You are 119 years and 11 months old. 
The end of your life is in sight. Your hopes have received devastating 
blows. You have been told by God that you will not enter the land to 
which you have been leading your people for forty years. You have been 
repeatedly criticised by the people you have led. Your sister and brother, 
with whom you shared the burdens of leadership, have predeceased you. 
And you know that neither of your children, Gershom and Eliezer, will 
succeed you. Your life seems to be coming to a tragic end, your destina-
tion unreached, your aspirations unfulfilled. What do you do? 

We can imagine a range of responses. You could sink into sadness, re-
flecting on the might-have-beens had the past taken a different direction. 
You could continue to plead with God to change His mind and let you 
cross the Jordan. You could retreat into memories of the good times: 
when the people sang a song at the Red Sea, when they gave their assent 
to the covenant at Sinai, when they built the Tabernacle. These would be 
the normal human reactions. Moses did none of these things—and what 
he did instead helped change the course of Jewish history. 

For a month Moses convened the people on the far side of the Jordan 
and addressed them. Those addresses form the substance of the book of 
Deuteronomy. They are extraordinarily wide-ranging, covering a history 
of the past, a set of prophecies and warnings about the future, laws, nar-
ratives, a song, and a set of blessings. Together they constitute the most 
comprehensive, profound vision of what it is to be a holy people, ded-
icated to God, constructing a society that would stand as a role model 
for humanity in how to combine freedom and order, justice and com-
passion, individual dignity and collective responsibility. 

Over and above what Moses said in the last month of his life, though, 
is what Moses did. He changed career. He shifted his relationship with 
the people. No longer Moses the liberator, the lawgiver, the worker of 
miracles, the intermediary between the Israelites and God, he became the 
figure known to Jewish memory: Moshe Rabbenu, “Moses, our teacher.” 
That is how Deuteronomy begins—“Moses began to expound this Law” 
(Deut. 1:5)—using a verb, be’er, that we have not encountered in this 
sense in the Torah and which appears only one more time towards the 
end of the book: “And you shall write very clearly [ba'er hetev] all the 

 
3 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant and Conversation, Deuteronomy, (Maggid Books 

& The Orthodox Union), pp. 17-23. 

words of this law on these stones” (27:8). He wanted to explain, ex-
pound, make clear. He wanted the people to understand that Judaism is 
not a religion of mysteries intelligible only to the few. It is—as he 
would say in his very last speech—an “inheritance of the [entire] congre-
gation of Jacob” (33:4). 

 
2. Berachot 28a – to say and to do 

Rabban Gamaliel used to proclaim: No disciple whose inner self does 
not live up to his [acceptable] exterior(1) may enter the house of study.  
(1) Literally, whose inside is not as his outside.  
a. Matthew 23:1-3 

2"The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in Moses' seat. 3So you 
must be careful to do everything they tell you. But do not do what 
they do, for they do not practice what they preach.  
1) Why is it relevant “what they do” (v. 3) or that “they do not 

practice what they preach” (v. 3) if Yeshua is not criticizing 
them for NOT doing THE GOOD that they encourage others 
TO DO!—and, if it is not good—then what makes it a problem?  

2) Mark 8:15the yeast of the Pharisees and that of Herod.  
—Mat 6:6the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.  
—Luke 12:1the yeast of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.  
a) What they “taught” in contrast to what they “did.”  

b. Matthew 25:31-46 
31“When the Son of Man comes in his glory … he will sit on his 
throne in heavenly glory. 32All the nations will be gathered before 
him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shep-
herd separates the sheep from the goats … 34“Then the King will 
say to (the sheep) on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my 
Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since 
the creation of the world. 35For I was hungry ... I was thirsty ... I was 
a stranger ... 36I needed clothes ... I was sick ... I was in prison ... 
37“Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you 
hungry … or thirsty … 38When did we see you a stranger … or need-
ing clothes … 39When did we see you sick or in prison … ?’ 40“The 
King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of 
the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’  41“Then he will 
say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you who are cursed, into 
the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42For I was 
hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave 
me nothing to drink, 43I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, 
I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in pris-
on and you did not look after me.’ 44“They also will answer, ‘Lord, 



when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing 
clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?’ 45“He will reply, 
‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least 
of these, you did not do for me.’ 46“Then they will go away to eter-
nal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.” 

 
3. Yoma 72b – Judaism is not a religion of mysteries intelligible only to a few. 

R. Johanan said: There were three crowns: that of the altar, that of the 
ark, and that of the table. The one of the altar Aaron deserved and he 
received it. The one of the ark, David deserved and received. The one 
of the table is still lying and whosoever wants to take it, may come 
and take it.(14)  
(14) Aaron, the first high priest, obtained the crown of priesthood, symbolized 

by the altar; David, the crown of kingdom; but there is no hereditary 
crown of learning, it must be acquired by each individual. The aspirants. 
however, are not many, hence it is still lying unclaimed.  

a. The crown of priesthood, symbolized by the altar, and the crown of 
the monarchy, symbolized by the ark, perhaps because David re-
stored the ark from a long period of neglect, were made hereditary. 
However, heredity plays no role with regard to the crown of the 
table, that is, the crown of learning, which is accessible to all but 
must be personally attended by each aspirant to its dignity.4  

b. Maimonides, Talmud Torah 3:15 
The crown of Torah, behold, it lies and is available for every Israel-
ite. As the verse says: ‘Moses commanded us a law, even the inher-
itance of the congregation of Jacob’ (Deu 33:4). All who wish may 
come and take it up. 

 
Moses became, in the last month of his life, the master educator. In these 
addresses, he does more than tell the people what the law is. He explains 
to them why the law is. There is nothing arbitrary about it. The law is as 
it is because of the people’s experience of slavery and persecution in 
Egypt, which was their tutorial in why we need freedom and law-governed 
liberty. Time and again he says: You shall do this because you were once 
slaves in Egypt. They must remember and never forget—two verbs that 
appear repeatedly in the book—where they came from and what it felt 
like to be exiled, persecuted, and powerless. In Lin-Manuel Miranda’s 
musical Hamilton, George Washington tells the young, hot-headed Alex-
ander Hamilton: “Dying is easy, young man; living is harder.” In Deu-
teronomy, Moses keeps telling the Israelites, in effect: Slavery is easy; 
freedom is harder. 

 
 

4 Martin Sicker, The Moral Maxims of the Sages of Israel, (iUniverse, Inc), p. 232. 
5 ww.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/910975/jewish/Talmud-Torah-Chapter-

Three.htm 

4. Phillipians 1:21-25 
23I am torn between the two ... 24but it is more necessary for you that 
I remain in the body. 
 

Throughout Deuteronomy, Moses reaches a new level of authority and wis-
dom. For the first time we hear him speak extensively in his own voice, 
rather than merely as the transmitter of God’s words to him. His grasp of 
vision and detail is faultless. He wants the people to understand that the 
laws God has commanded them are for their good, not just God’s. 

All ancient peoples had gods. All ancient peoples had laws. But their 
laws were not from a god; they were from the king, pharaoh, or ruler—as 
in the famous law code of Hammurabi.6 The gods of the ancient world 
were seen as a source of power, not justice. Laws were man-made rules 
for the maintenance of social order. The Israelites were different. Their 
laws were not made by their kings—monarchy in ancient Israel was 
unique in endowing the king with no legislative powers. Their” laws 
came directly from God Himself creator of the universe and liberator of 
His people. Hence Moses’ ringing declaration: “Observe [these laws] care-
fully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, 
who will hear about all these decrees and say, ‘Surely this great nation is 
a wise and understanding people’” (Deut. 4:6). 

At this defining moment of his life, Moses understood that, though 
he would not be physically with the people when they entered the 
Promised Land, he could still be with them intellectually and emotion-
ally if he gave them the teachings to take with them into the future. 
Moses became the pioneer of perhaps the single greatest contribution of 
Judaism to the concept of leadership: the idea of the teacher as hero. 

Heroes are people who demonstrate courage in the field of battle. 
What Moses knew was that the most important battles are not military. 
They are spiritual, moral, cultural. A military victory shifts the pieces on 
the chessboard of history. A spiritual victory changes lives. A military 
victory is almost always short-lived. Either the enemy attacks again or a 
new and more dangerous opponent appears. But spiritual victories can—
if their lesson is not forgotten—last forever. Even quite ordinary people, 
Yiftach (Jephthah [Jud 12:7]), for example, or Samson, can be military 
heroes. But those who teach people to see, feel, and act differently, 

 
6 The Code of Hammurabi was one of the earliest and most complete written legal 

codes and was proclaimed by the Babylonian king Hammurabi, who reigned 
from 1792 to 1750 BCE Hammurabi expanded the city-state of Babylon along the 
Euphrates River to unite all of southern Mesopotamia. The Hammurabi code of 
laws, a collection of 282 rules, established standards for commercial interac-
tions and set fines and punishments to meet the requirements of justice. Ham-
murabi’s Code was carved onto a massive, finger-shaped black stone stele (pil-
lar) that was looted by invaders and finally rediscovered in 1901. 



who enlarge the moral horizons of humankind, are rare indeed. Of 
these, Moses was the greatest. 

Not only does he become the teacher in Deuteronomy. In words en-
graved on Jewish hearts ever since, he tells the entire people that they 
must become a nation of educators:  

Make known to your children and your children’s children, how you 
once stood before the Lord your God at Horeb. (Deut. 4:9-10)  
Teach [these words] repeatedly to your children, speaking of them 
when you sit at home and when you travel on the way, when you he 
down and when you rise. (Deut. 6:7)  
In the future, when your child asks you, “What is the meaning of the 
testimonies, decrees, and laws that the Lord our God has commanded 
you?” tell him, “We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt, but the Lord 
brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand. ...” (Deut. 6:20-21)  
Teach them to your children, speaking of them when you sit at home 
and when you travel on the way, when you lie down and when you 
rise. (Deut. 11:19)  

Indeed, the last two commands Moses gave the Israelites were explicitly 
educational in nature: to gather the entire people together in the seventh 
year to hear the Torah being read, to remind them of their covenant with 
God (Deut. 31:12—13), and, “Write down for yourselves this song and 
teach it to the people of Israel” (31:19), understood as the command that 
each person must write for himself a scroll of the law. 

In Deuteronomy, a new word enters the biblical vocabulary: the verb L-
M-D, meaning to learn or teach. The verb does not appear even once in 
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, or Numbers. In Deuteronomy it appears sev-
enteen times. 

There was nothing like this concern for universal education elsewhere 
in the ancient world. Jews became the people whose heroes were 
teachers, whose citadels were schools, and whose passion was study 
and the life of the mind. 

Moses’ end-of-life transformation is one of the most inspiring in all of 
religious history. In that one act, he redeemed his career from tragedy. He 
became a leader not for his time only but for all time. His body did not 
accompany his people as they entered the land, but his teachings did. His 
sons did not succeed him, but his disciples did. He may have felt that he 
had not changed his people in his lifetime, but in the full perspective of 
history, he changed them more than any leader has ever changed any peo-
ple, turning them into the people of the book and the nation who built not 
ziggurats or pyramids but schools and houses of study. 

The poet Shelley famously said, “Poets are the unacknowledged legis-
lators of the world.”(1) In truth, though, it is not poets but teachers who 

shape society, handing on the legacy of the past to those who build the 
future. That insight sustained Judaism for longer than any other civilisa-
tion, and it began with Moses in the last month of his life. 

 
5. Matthew 28:16-20 

19Therefore go and make disciples of all nations … 20teaching them to 
obey everything I have commanded you.”  
a. The Jewish rav (teacher) Yeshua … devoted himself to fulfilling the 

Great Commission of his day: “Raise up many disciples” (Mishnah, 
Avot 1:1). This prime directive had flown as the banner of the sages 
since the time of Ezra. Its inspiration, however, may be found in the 
very nature of the Torah and the character of the Giver of Torah, 
the God of Israel—the Teacher of Israel. Out of his abounding 
grace, his chesed, he gave Israel the Torah, the guidance and direc-
tion of a loving Father teaching his children. At Sinai the LORD 
God came down in his glory and taught his disciple Moses the 
words of life in the Torah.7  

b. Avot de-Rabbi Natan8 2:9 
The school of Shammai9 says: A man is to teach only one who is 
wise, humble, of good stock, and rich.  
But the school of Hillel says: Every man is to be taught. For there 
were many transgressors in Israel who were attracted to the study 
of Torah, and out of them sprang righteous, pious, and worthy 
men. What parable may illustrate the matter? The one of a woman 
who sets a hen to brood on eggs—out of many eggs, she may hatch 
only a few chicks; but out of a few eggs, possibly not even one.  

c. Shabbat 118b 
R. Yose10 also said: May my portion be with those who welcome the 
Sabbath as if they were in Tiberias and usher it out as if they were 
in Sepphoris.(2395) 

 
And R. Yose said: May my portion be with those who inspire pu-
pils to enter and sit in the house of study, and not with those who 

 
7 Dwight A. Pryor (1945-2011) “Walk after Me!”—www.jerusalemperspective.com 

/2829/ 
8 Avos de-Rabbi Nathan ([The] Fathers of Rabbi Nathan) is usually printed together 

with the “minor” tractates of the Talmud. It was probably compiled between c. 
700–900 CE. It elaborates on the teachings of Tractate Avot. 

9 Both Shammai and Hillel were Jewish scholars of the 1st-century BCE that had a 
profound effect on both pre and post-Temple Judaism. 

10 Rabbi Yose ben Halafta was a Tanna of the fourth generation (c. 250-290 CE). 
Jose was a student of Rabbi Akiva and was regarded as one of the foremost 
scholars of halakha and aggadah of his day. He was a teacher and mentor to, 
among other notables, Judah ha-Nasi. He is the fifth most frequently mentioned 
sage in the Mishnah. Of the many Rabbi Yose’s in the Talmud, he is the one who 
is simply referred to as Rabbi Yose (or Yossi). 



inspire them to rise up and leave the house of study.  
R. Yose also said: May my lot be with those who collect charity, and 
not with those who distribute charity.(2396)  
(2395) That is, prolong the Sabbath's observance. In Tiberias, situated in a 

valley, the Sabbath began earlier; in Sepphoris, which was on a 
mountain, it ended later.  

(2396) It is (very) difficult to be fair and impartial in performing the latter 
task.  

d. Ta’anit (“Fast-Days”) 7b 
R. Nahman b. Isaac11 said: Why are the words of the Torah likened 
to a tree, as it is said, It is a tree of life to them that grasp it? This 
is to teach you. just as a small tree may set on fire a bigger tree so 
too it is with scholars, the younger sharpen the minds of the old-
er. This will be in agreement with what R. Hanina said: I have learnt 
much from my teachers, and from my colleagues more than from 
my teachers, but from my disciples more than from them all.  

e. Mark 16:15 
15He said to them, "Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all 
creation.  
1) κηρυχθῇ (kerusso)—to be a herald, to publish, proclaim openly: 

something which has been done, used of the public proclamation 
of the gospel and matters pertaining to it.  

2) Proverbs 8:1 
1Does not wisdom call out? Does not understanding raise her 
voice?  

3) Joel 1:14 
14Declare a holy fast; call a sacred assembly. Summon the elders 
and all who live in the land to the house of the LORD your God, 
and cry out to the LORD.  

4) Daniel 5:29 
29Then at Belshazzar's command, Daniel was clothed in purple, a 
gold chain was placed around his neck, and he was proclaimed 
the third highest ruler in the kingdom. 

 

 
11 Rav Nahman b. Yitzhak was an Amora (Interpreter, Expounder—one who con-

tributed to the Gemara) of the 4th-generation (c. 320–350 CE)—active in Babylo-
nia. 


