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THREE COVENANTS?
& | RABBIDOVID HORWITZ

After warning the Jewish people of the curses that would befall
them if they were to sin against Hashem and the Torah, Moshe now
gathers all of the people, men women and children, to forge another
brit, covenant, between them and Hashem before He ascends the
mountain to die.

Our Sages tell us that there were three covenants in total between
Hashem and the people. The first covenant was forged at Har Sinai,
when the Torah was given to them, establishing them as Hashem’s
holy nation. The second covenant was made in this week’s parsha
and the third one was on Har Grizim and Har Eval after they entered
the land, with Yehoshua as their leader. Although this covenant was
documented in last week’s parsha, it took place last, after entering
the land of Israel.

The question is why the need for three covenants? Why wasn’t the
brit forged at Har Sinai enough? Were these three identical
covenants or were they different? It would seem that each brit was
different from the other, for the words imply that each brit was a
new one! What was the purpose of all three?

The first brit at Har Sinai represented Hashem’s taking us as His
chosen nation to become a “people of Kohanim” and a “goy kadosh”,
a holy nation, by giving us the Torah.

The brit in this week’s parsha was an acceptance of the concept of
reward and punishment. Moshe told the people that blessing would
come to those who keep the Torah and punishment would be meted
out to those who transgress it. The brit at Har Sinai never
incorporated this aspect of their relationship to Hashem. Now
Moshe is telling them that this covenant with Hashem needs to be
based on reward and punishment. It is a serious relationship that
requires consequences, both positive and negative, to ensure that
we relate to it with the utmost seriousness. The acceptance of
reward and punishment also demonstrates the belief in hashgacha
pratit, Divine providence.

The third brit on Har Grizim and Har Eval, affirmed that the
relationship must be maintained even after entering the Holy Land!
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Why was it necessary to enter another covenant once they came into
the land? The reason is obvious. Until now, both covenants were
forged in the desert, where they were totally vulnerable and at the
mercy of Hashem’s graces. Their food, water, clothing and lives were
governed by continuous miracles. If Hashem were to remove His
presence for even a moment, they would have succumbed to the
dangerous conditions of the desert. They could not have survived.
But now that they are entering the land and Hashem would be taking
a step back, allowing them to govern their own lives, grow their own
food, be the masters of their own lives, they could perhaps
rationalize that the Torah and covenant no longer apply to them. To
dispel this notion, Moshe instructed Yehoshua to forge yet another
brit with them, conveying that the full severity of the Torah, with its
blessings and curses, applies at all times, when they “need” Hashem
and when they “don’t need” Hashem!

We are all familiar with the joke. A man is desperate for a parking
space and promises Hashem to do this mitzvah and that mitzvah. He
finally finds a parking space and says to Hashem, “Don’t worry G-d, |
found a space on my own!”

Even after moving to Eretz Yisrael when the people were able to
sustain their own lives, they need to remain committed to Hashem.
The Torah, the idea of reward and punishment, is not just for the
desert. It isn’t just at times when we are down and out, or in crisis,
that we turn to Hashem for help. Even when things are good and we
are living in prosperity in our own land, we need to stay committed
to Torah. This final covenant is the most important of them all, for it
is what our relationship is founded on.

When we realize that we are always dependant on Hashem both in
the desert and even in Eretz Yisrael, it is easier to acknowledge
Hashem as King of the universe and as King over our lives.

On Rosh Hashana, one of the main themes of the day is to
acknowledge Hashem as King. In our tefillot, we praise Hashem as
“Hamelech HaKadosh” the King of the most high, i.e. King of the
universe. We also praise Him as “Melech al kol HaAretz”, “the King
over the land who sanctifies us and the day of remembrance.” He is
not only a King who is far away, beyond human comprehension. He is
also a King over us in a very real way. It is our job to bring Hashem
into our daily lives, to make Him a real part of our thoughts and
actions, thereby reaffirming all three covenants we made with Him!
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From Lowly Sins to Silver and Gold

Among the many ideas relating to our relationship with Hashem,
the Torah warns against falling prey to idol worship; three different
groupings describing idols are presented, “NNI DN'NI7Y NN INNI
2071 Y01 JaNI YV DN'771...- You will see the idols that are disgusting
and abominable, wood and stone, silver and gold..” (10:02). R’
Yehuda Leib Chasman, the previous Rosh Yeshiva of Chevron, asks
why the verse gives multiple descriptions for idols? Rashi picks up
on the different descriptions and says that each of the words
connotes something different about the idols that the other
nations served. R’ Chasman, however, suggests an alternative
explanation. He says that when one sees a grave sin like idol
worship, will at first view the act as abominable and disgusting -
one can’t even stomach that a person would act in such a crooked
fashion. Once one is exposed to such an act enough, the action
becomes neutral and normal, taking on the form of wood and
stone.
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IT'S ALREADY WITHIN YOU
al RABBI ARIEL MERGI

In this week’s parsha, Moshe Rabbeinu says: “For this mitzvah that
| command you today is not beyond you, nor is it far away...
Rather, the matter is very close to you, in your mouth and in your
heart, to do it.” What is this “mitzvah”? Rashi explains that it refers
to the entire Torah, while the Ramban explains that it refers to
teshuva, which the Torah spoke about just before: “And you shall
return to Hashem your God.” Either way, the Torah’s starting point
is clear: it is very close to you.

And that is where the question begins. By now, we all have some
experience trying to become better Jews. We know the desire to
change, the good resolutions, the days when we succeed, and the
days when we find ourselves facing the same struggles again. We
know how easy it can be to make a resolution on Rosh Hashanah
and how difficult it can be to actually live by it afterward. So what
does “very close to you” really mean? Is the Torah saying that
Avodas Hashem is easy?

This question is not new. One of the foundational sefarim of
Chassidus says on its very title page that this is exactly what it
comes to explain. Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi describes the
purpose of Tanya as explaining how Avodas Hashem is truly “very
close,” through a long and short path. How can Hashem tell us that
itis so close when we often experience it as being so far away?
Very broadly, the Tanya explains that a person does not have only
one desire. We have a nefesh habehamis, with desires,
temptations, and habits pulling us toward comfort and the
physical world, and alongside it a nefesh Elokis, whose natural
direction is toward kedusha and closeness to Hashem. From here
come two paths.

The long path is through contemplation. A person stops, learns,
and thinks about the greatness of Hashem, His kindness, and the
connection between the neshama and Hashem. This awakens love
and yirah until the desire to serve Hashem becomes real and alive.
It is a long path because it requires inner work, but it is short in
reaching the goal: when the nefesh Elokis is awakened, a person
discovers that Avodas Hashem is what he truly wants, and
everything becomes easier.

The shorter path is to awaken the hidden love for Hashem that
already exists within every Jew. We do not have to create the
desire from scratch.

After many times of witnessing the same sins that at first were
disgusting, and then turned neutral, they eventually become that of
silver and gold - something that one desires. The yetzer hara, the
evil inclination, doesn’t encourage an individual to perform sins
that are abhorrent to him.

Rather, he works to slowly desensitize an individual to his actions.
The sins that were once lowly become something desired, but only

after time and time again becoming desensitized to it.
Unfortunately, we see this all the time and may fall prey to it
ourselves. During one’s spiritual precipice, whether it be yeshiva
and seminary years or during Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur
davening, one feels grounded by their Torah values. One may have
said that they would never do X, Y, or Z. Yet months or even days
later, they find themselves doing exactly that sin that they claimed
they would never perform - perhaps, this is because we become
desensitized by our surroundings over time.

Therefore, we must try to surround ourselves with proper
environments, and when that is impossible, it is incumbent upon us
to consistently verbalize our values so that we aren’t sucked into
the spiritually damaging aspects of society around us.

It is already there. But this path can also be long, because the
nefesh habehamis does not disappear. The habits, temptations,
and struggles remain. A person can do the right thing again and
again and still find himself fighting the same battle. The short path
can bring us to action quickly, but the struggle may continue for a
lifetime.

The Midrash adds a beautiful idea. Shlomo HaMelech describes an
unbelievably lazy person: “The lazy man puts his hand into the
bowl, but is too weary to bring it back to his mouth.” For a normal
person, lifting food from the plate to his mouth does not even feel
like work. But this person finds even that too difficult. The Midrash
connects this to Moshe’s words: “The matter is very close to you, in
your mouth and in your heart, to do it.” The matter is already in
your mouth!

This gives us another meaning of “close.” The Tanya says it is close
because deep within your nefesh Elokis, this is what you truly want.
The Midrash says it is close because it is already there. The food is
already in your mouth. You do not have to bring it from far away,
cross the sea, or become a different person.

And perhaps this is one of the most beautiful things the Torah tells
us just before Rosh Hashanah. Sometimes we imagine that Avodas
Hashem means bringing an entirely foreign set of values into our
lives. But the Torah is speaking to something already inside us.
When you see someone in trouble and feel, “I need to help him,”
that is not foreign to you. When injustice bothers you, that is not
foreign to you. When you recognize that honesty, loyalty, tzedakah,
chesed, and truth are right, the Torah is meeting something that is
already there.

A person has a tzelem Elokim. There is an inner voice that
recognizes what is good. There are deep desires within us that are
not always heard through all the noise, habits, and yetzer hara, but
they are there. There is a longing to connect to kedusha, to put on
tefillin with kavana, to close our eyes and accept Ol Malchus
Shamayim with love. It is already there.

It is not easy, and that is why the Torah does not say, “It is easy for
you.” It says, “It is very close to you.” Close does not mean there
will be no struggle. Close means that the truth we are struggling for
is not foreign to us.

That is perhaps the great message of Parshas Nitzavim as we
approach Rosh Hashanah: we do not need to create a new person
inside ourselves. We need to give more room to the person we
know, deep down, that we truly want to be. Quiet some of the
noise, listen to that inner voice, and once we hear it, fight for it.
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