

DVAR ON PARSHA VAYELEKH, 01 OCTOBER 2022

Gut Shabbos! This d’var has two sections.  The first recounts parsha Vayelech. No one will be surprised by its language. We hear much of it, repeated ad nauseum, and offensive to our 21st century sensibilities. But this language is not new to us, because we heard it back in Ki Tissa, at Mount Sinai, and we are enjoined again to remember that Torah is continually revealed to us, even in repetition. 

The second section is “for funsies,” a current phrase best used with small children by music teachers. The phrase that I want to examine is “hazak v’ematz” (in its various forms). It is repeated several times in the parshah and in subsequent writings. What does it mean? Why do the translations differ from each other? Who uses the phrase as its slogan, its call to action?

Now on to Vayelech. It is a short parsha, one chapter with 30 lines. It can be divided into three teachings. 

The first begins with Moshe Rabbenu reminding all Israel that he turned 120 the day he gave his speech. They were told Hashem would not let him cross the Jordan. We hear Moshe Rabbenu tell the people “hizku v’imzu,”[endnoteRef:1] a phrase which is a recurring theme.[endnoteRef:2]  [1:  Deuteronomy 31:6]  [2:  As Linda Losik noted, this phrase applies to everyone, not just the elites and the priests.] 


The second begins[endnoteRef:3] with Moshe Rabbenu’s charge to Joshua, for he will lead them into the promised land, and Hashem would ensure their success against the nations in the land at that time. Then Moshe wrote that teaching and gave it to the priests. Their charge was to read that teaching – in fact, the entire book of Deuteronomy – to the people every seven years, the year of the shemitta, at Sukkot.[endnoteRef:4] Everyone, Hebrew men and women and their children, as well as strangers, “shall hear and learn to revere the Lord your God as long as they live in the land . . .”[endnoteRef:5]  [3:  Verses 7 through 13]  [4:  Verse 10]  [5:  Verse 13 and JPS commentary at pages 1174-1175] 


The third section is about Moshe Rabbenu and his impending death. The first two lines read “You [Moshe Rabbenu] are soon to lie with your fathers. This people will thereupon go astray after the alien gods in their midst . . . they will forsake Me and break My covenant that I made with them.” Then God’s anger will flare at them. Verse 21: “For I know what plans they are devising even now, before I bring them into the land that I promised on oath.” (We’re hearing a lot about that anticipated betrayal over the past weeks. It’s like having your car stereo stuck on a country/western channel that you’re unable to change.) 

Moshe Rabbenu writes the song, told the Levites to place it beside the Ark of the Covenant “and let it remain there as a witness against you. Well I [Moshe Rabbenu] know how defiant and stiff-necked you are . . . how much more, then, when I am dead!” He then recites the words of “this poem to the very end, in the hearing of the whole congregation of Israel.” We will hear it next week when Ha’azinu is read. 

This is not the first time our people are commanded to hear the Law. Chapter 5 of Deuteronomy reminds us of the Ten Commandments and the Shema. More to the point, it recalls parasha Ki Tissa (Exodus 32:19-34:35), which also includes a command to collect a per capita tax and the Ten Commandments. [Ki Tissa notes as well the Divine commission of Betzalel (something well known to several congregants here today]. 

Back at Mount Sinai, the people were afraid because Moses had not yet returned from the mountain top. So they built, with Aaron’s blessing, the golden calf. Moses was told that we are a stiff-necked people and then persuades Hashem not to kill all of our ancestors. We are introduced to Joshua, the loyal servant, positioned halfway up Mount Sinai, aware of the jubilant din.

We watch Moshe Rabbenu call “whoever is for the Lord, come here!”[endnoteRef:6] The Levites respond, killing 3,000 people. Moses has to carve two new stone tablets and returns with the words we chant during these Days of Awe: “Adonai, Adonai, El rachum v’chanun, erech apayim v’rav chesed v’ement, no-say chesed l’alafim, nosay avon va-fesha ve’hata’ah ve’nakay.” But we omit the end, where the sins of the parents are visited upon the third and fourth generations.”[endnoteRef:7] [6:  Exodus, chapter 32. ]  [7:  Exodus chapter 34, verses 5-7. N.B., Repeating the Attributes as a prayer makes sense in penitential prayer. Omitting the long-tail consequences of sin also makes sense. We pray for mercy, not a multigenerational thrashing. I wish I looked further into this before writing this d’var. ] 


So the roots of today’s parsha are in Ki Tissa. Some parallels can be drawn between them. The salient point is our nation cannot survive through charismatic leadership alone. And threats alone do not work well; they didn’t then in Sinai, not when Joshua ascended to lead us, and not now. Repeated threats and calamities only go so far. For the long haul, it is our leaders, and us, who are grounded by Tanakh and who refresh that knowledge regularly. [endnoteRef:8] [8:  Commentary derived from Rav Nathaniel Helfgot, The Significance of the Order of the Parashot in Vayelekh,” pages 371-379 from Torah miEtzion, Yeshivat Har Etzion, 2012.] 


Now for the fun part of this d’var. The question I want to answer is: what does chazak v’ematz mean? The Reconstruction Machzor (1999) translates the phrase as “be strong and resilient.” 

Using Sefaria.org, I searched for the phrase “be strong and . . .,” hoping to retrieve translations with the first half of that phrase, which allows for different translations of the second.

There were 21 hits. Many used “chazak v’ematz” as a proof-text. Others used the word “strength,” without “ematz.”[endnoteRef:9] (In David’s charge to Solomon, at Kings 2:2, there’s a variant translated as “be strong and show yourself a man.”) Versions of “chazak v’ematz” were found in Deuteronomy and Joshua. Four translations: our phrase was translated as “Be strong and firm,” “Be strong and of good courage,” “Be strong and resolute,” and “Be strong and stalwart.”[endnoteRef:10]  [9:  1 Kings 2:2, David’s deathbed instructions to Solomon. ]  [10:   Viz. Rosenbaum and Silbermann (1930), the Soncino translation (from JPS 1947), Etz Chaim (1985), and Robert Alter (2019). N.B., Rabbi M. Rosenbaum and A. M. Silbermann, both graduates of the Hildesheimer Rabinnical Seminary in Berlin (prior to World War 2), translated Adoshem as the Eternal. So, for our traditionally minded friends, ask whether the Reconstructionist practice of finding many replacements for Adoshem in our siddurim reflect a tradition or a modern trend? On a related note, look at Cynthia Ozick’s story, Envy; or Yiddish in America. The protagonist whines about needing to find the right translator to succeed in America. ] 


Firm, good courage, resolute, and stalwart. These denote strength, perhaps strength applied to being active and not passive. Perhaps “resilient” fits in there, somewhere. “Resilient” has something of the therapeutic to my ears, better suited to this Age of Anxiety than crossing the Jordan. 

All the same, I suggest that being strong and of good courage is the proper approach for those who don’t care for the implicit operant conditioning of transgression and punishment,[endnoteRef:11] the blood-curdling threats of the recent parashot, the “accept this and prosper, or die miserably after watching your life and the lives of those you love suffer intensely.”  [11:  The simple answer may be that human nature does not change, and humanity can’t quite understand that disobedience leads to punishment. For the mystics and philosophers among us, it could mean that Torah has its common language meaning (p’shat) and another for the enlightened. ] 


That doesn’t sit well with current thinking. By constant study, we try to understand what makes a life worth living. It’s an improvement over life in a Jewish Skinner box. To the extent one sees fit to understand the laws and customs that keep Judaism alive, we can choose to avoid sin and evil. By accepting the challenge of the command, of Chazak v’ematz, we knowingly and willingly take on responsibility - autonomy and agency -  within the parameters of Jewish law and tradition.[endnoteRef:12]  [12:  Let us keep King David in mind. He sinned in many ways, sometimes grievously. Yet our Messiah is David’s descendent. What does this example tell us about Hashem, good and evil, and virtue and sin.] 


Thank you for your forbearance and the honor of giving this d’var. 

Now I have a question for you: which 20th century organization used “chazak v’ematz” as a greeting between (here’s your hint, folks) comrades?[endnoteRef:13]  [13:  Hashomer Hatzair, the “Young Guard,” a 19th century Eastern European leftist Zionist youth group. The group became an Israeli political movement, MAPAM. Congratulations, Robin Willner, who was a member in her younger years.] 


Ready, steady, go! Questions and comments are welcome.[endnoteRef:14] [14:  Yes, Constant Reader, this d’var was edited after it was given. Some points needed clarification. Others weren’t made. So, that’s all, folks. (Cue music, exit stage right.)] 
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