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This shabbat we mark the beginning of a new book of the Torah, sefer Devarim, and the beginning of the
end of Moshe's life. The speeches that make up the book of Deuteronomy are an extended farewell offered
by Moshe to the people whom he has led, loved, and sometimes loathed over the course of four decades.
Though they contain some new directives, the speeches largely serve as a highlight reel of those
complicated years, reminding the people of the long road travelled. Parshat Devarim, the opening of this
exercise in memory, begins by subtly spotlighting the relationship that got this historical journey going, that
between Moshe and the Jewish people, drawing attention to the ways that that relationship itself evolved
through the journey.

The parsha begins:
These are the words which Moses spoke to all Israel 7XW7279N NYin 12T WX DN2TD NTR
on that side of the Jordan in the desert, in the plain [AX97[2 10 7in N2Y2 12ATAL [T 1WA
opposite the Red Sea, between Paran and Tofel and (X:X DMQT) 0T T NANDL QY1 7977

Lavan and Hazeroth and Di Zahav. (Deuteronomy 1:1)

Moshe addresses all of the people in one specific place in the desert. Innocuous though this orienting verse
may seem, the midrash hears in the opening phrase rich echoes of times past, harkening back to Moshe's
earliest response to the call to lead the Jewish people. In a parsha of words (devarim), in the book of words,
we must listen closely to each word. "nma7n n9x" ("these are the words") recalls Moshe's pronouncement of
resistance back in Exodus, when he tried to evade relationship or responsibility, saying "ix D27 ¥R X7" ("l
am not a man of words") (Ex. 4:10). | cannot speak and thus | cannot lead this people, he said to God. "2
DIX [iW7 T221 N9~T2)," "for | am heavy of mouth and heavy of tongue" (ibid.).

God responded:

11 But the Lord said to him, "Who gave man a mouth, or iN DN DY iR OTX? N9 OW M7 ... K
who makes [one] dumb or deaf or seeing or blind? Is it ARV NI KTD WY R NP9 iN WIN
not |, the Lord? 12 So now, go! | will be with your mouth, 2T WK 1NN Y'Y N X 1IN 1
and | will instruct you what you shall speak." (Ex. 4:11-12) (a'-x':T DMaT)

So many years and so many parshiot later, with a linguistic mirror that brings the arc of Moshe's leadership
into focus, God's promise is fulfilled and Moshe emerges as a man of words.

These are the words which Moses spoke to all (X:X DMAT) KW YD 12T WK DT DX
Israel (Deut. 1:1)

How did Moshe get from silence, or stuttering, to speech? Devarim Rabbah 1:1 states:

The Holy Blessed One said: See how the language of the NN NIm 7w nIY? AR n"apn e

Torah is so dear that it heals the tongue! From where dowe 2D pw '1n [IW70 NXK X9 NN

know this? Since it is written, "A healing tongue is a tree of YV |'RI D"'N YV [IW7 X9 (10 '7wn)

life," (Proverbs 15:4) and the "tree of life" only refers to the YV (2 "7wn DW) 'Kaw NN X7R 0N

Torah, as it is said, "it is a tree of life to those who grasp NN 7¢ NIYWYI LN D' Thn XD 0N

onto her" (Pro. 3:18). The language of the Torah liberates N7 17 K 7" L whn R nn
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the tongue... Reish Lakish said, Why learn this from TV NYUN N mipnn T nx oipmn
elsewhere [in the Torah] when we can learn it from our local (T nmmw DY) 12 2'Nd NIN7 D01 K7W
verses? Regarding Moshe, until he merited Torabh, it is said MINYT NOTY [I'D,'IX DT WK X7
of him, "I am not a man of words" (Ex. 4:10). When he ['1N DT NAT? 7'NNNTIYY7 x9N
merited Torah, his tongue was healed and he beganto 12T WX DT N7X W2 N1PY NNN
speak. From where do we know this? From what we .nun

read: "These are the words which Moshe spoke" (Deut.
1:1).

The bridge to language lay in the Torah, for the right kind of words can actually set the tongue free. Moshe
was not incapable of speech at the outset, according to this midrash. He was merely bereft of words worth
speaking. With the introduction of Torah that changed and he could finally achieve fluency and fluidity.

Perhaps there is something uniquely magical in the Torah's letters that can radically alter our relationship to
language. There are no shortage of mystics who testify to just this phenomenon. Or perhaps, as the Sefat
Emet (R. Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter of Ger) argues, it is the content of Torah that has the power to enliven
and to unlock language.

The Torah gives life to all creations, for with it the Holy 15 0'N12IN 727 0N NINND NNIMN D
One created the world, so all vitality is from the Torah. 720 nirni kn'7y n"aIp X012 kNTMIKa
For this reason, it liberates language... (Sefat Emet, NN NOY) L. [IW70 DR 1NN P71 .0Imnn
Devarim 1871) (X" pMaT

We learn to speak--to boldly create and transform--from the book which contains worlds and creates worlds.

*k*k

The Sefat Emet (in another essay) raises one challenge, though, regarding just how inept Moshe really was
at the start of this story. Could it be that he truly did not understand his fitness to the task? In the face of
God's direct call, did he really believe that his speech patterns disqualified him? The Gerrer Rebbe thinks
not and offers an alternative understanding of Moshe's transformation.

Surely Moshe understood himself to be the elect of Israel. NIN 'O INXY NX YT 'NTIA D DAN...
So, to the contrary, this is the meaning of [his statement 727N NN K2R X 78WY 1nam
that he cannot speak]: Moshe our teacher represented the [2'7 '"12 73 7w Ny TN 770 n"vn YuNY
collective wisdom of all of Israel. Therefore, so long as the WIN D' X7 DIPIMN M K T
Israelites were not ready [to receive God's words], Moshe 7w T Y 770 N D oMt
was not "a man of words" because his speech included the (t"77n 0aT , NN now) 1

speech of bnei yisrael...(Sefat Emet, Devarim 1877)

In other words, Moshe's initial impediment was not due to his own inability to speak but to his inability to be
heard. He did not resist leading the people on account of a disability. It was the fact that he was already
leading them, already bound up with them, that made him see how ineffective he would be without their full
buy-in. Their unreadiness to listen made him unwilling to speak.

Moshe's journey toward words, then, was not a move from silence to speech, but from isolation to solidarity,
from a ruptured relationship to a repaired one. When the people's openness to hearing met Moshe's
openness to speaking, then devarim, words, spilled forth. Indeed, when that unity of leader and the led was
reached, it unlocked both the power of the leader and the energy of his followers. A be‘er, a wellspring of
creativity and devotion, sprung forth.
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On that side of the Jordan, in the land of Moab, Moses nyin 'Rin axin yIx2 TN wa
commenced [and] explained (be'er) this Law, saying: (Deut. 0'27T) NAKY DRTD MIRDTIX WA
1:5) (n:x

The Sefat Emet says on these words,

The [well] was the opening that Moshe our teacher N10N NI'n7 n"V 1121 YN NNSY NN9N KiNli
z"l opened as a channel for all of Israel to find their ,INR NOY) .NINN ['yn XIxn? 1721 11 Dy
way to the spring of Torah. (Sefat Emet, Devarim (2"n oMt
1892)

But the Degel Machane Ephraim (R. Moshe Chaim Ephraim of Sudilkov), reflecting on the same well and
the same words, warns:

When there is an obstruction, God forbid, on the side of the D'722nN T¥N Y 077N wed 7ax
receivers, when they cannot receive as they should, then the 27N 1NN DA TR L'IND 072N 'RY
waters become desiccated and destroyed. (Degel Machane v
Ephraim on Deut. 1:5) (n:X D™M2T,0M9X NINNn 7aT)

This is the promise and the warning that the final words of Moshe provide. Relationships can be redeemed.
Words and waters can flow forth when both parties unlock themselves and open themselves fully to God
and one another. But know that silence might return, and rivers might run dry, if channels of communication
get compromised.

*k*k

We always arrive at parshat Devarim on Shabbat Chazon, and this year on Tisha B'Av itself, and one cannot
help but hear the cries of destruction (and the hopes for redemption) lurking in the background of this
reading. In coming full circle and flowing with devarim, words, Moshe seems to be reminding us of the threat
of wordlessness. When people cannot listen, leaders cannot talk, and so often it is not innocent silence that
results, but chaotic noise--disbelief, disobedience, destruction. The early years of the relationship between
Moshe and the Jewish people were characterized by such a din, and such dysfunction rears its head over
and over in history, Jewish and otherwise.

The rabbis characterized the churban as the result of sinful behavior and sinat chinam, baseless hatred.
That is, relationships disrespected; language misused; social solidarity broken; inability to talk so that people
will listen and listen so that people can be heard. The darkness of Tisha B'Av lays not only in the breakdown
of communication between God and human beings, but importantly, in the rupture in communication
between people.

Parshat Devarim asks us to consider again the centrality of words--the ability to speak; the willingness to
hear; and the importance of keeping communication alive--if we are to rebuild. If we are to gush forth as a
people once again.
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