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We find ourselves near the end of the Torah. But the first
words of this parasha take us back to the beginning. When
we read the words...
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Give ear, O heavens, that I may speak,
hear, O earth, the utterance of my mouth.
it is hard not to recall...
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In the beginning, God created the heavens and the
earth.
TI8) 2% is a very common word pair in the Bible." But
the fact that it occurs at the beginning and the end of the
Torah is probably not a coincidence. When the end of a text
or a story hearkens back to the beginning, we get a feeling
of satisfaction as if we are tying a bow and putting
everything together neatly in a proper narrative box. The
technical term for this is inclusio, of which there are many
examples in the Bible.” Are there any other verbal
connections between end of the Torah and the beginning?
Indeed. Take a look:
Ha'azinu - Deut. 32
End of Torah
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Bereishit - Gen. 1 Beginning
of Torah
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Like droplets on herb-yielding | And God said, Let the earth
seed, bring forth grass, herb-
like showers on grass. (v.2) |yielding seed...
And the earth brought forth
grass, herb-yielding seed after
its kind... (v. 11-12)
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1w | Now the earth was chaos and
He found him in a wilderness |confusion.
land, in chaos. (v. 10) (v.2)
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Like an eagle protecting its
nest, over its young-birds hovered over the surface of
hovering the waters.

(v. 12). (v.2)
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And a wind from God

" Perhaps most familiar to us from Psalm 121:2, which we
have been reciting daily: yYIXI D'"a¥ AWV 'n Dyn "1y. My
help comes from the Lord, creator of heaven and earth.

2 Such as the life of Abraham. It starts and ends with the
phrase, 37 3'7-Go forth. He goes forth migrating from his
birthplace to Canaan, and he goes forth when he takes
Isaac to Moriah for a sacrifice. The inclusio of the migration
and the Akedah function as two bookends for his life.

3 See the REF's article, Does the Torah End with "The End"?
at TheTorah.com.

“The first edition came out in 1987. He updated it in 1997
and then came out with a third edition in 2019. At this rate,
we can expect another edition perhaps by the end of the
decade!

Richard Elliott Friedman makes the compelling claim that
these little hints deliver a big message: What does this
mean — that instead of directing us forward to Joshua,
Moses’ song directs us back to the beginning, to Para-
shat Bereishit? It implies: Start over. Read the Torah
again. And when you arrive back to this point in a year
(or three), start over and read it again. And when we’ve
read it many times, and we’ve become clearer and clearer
about our past, then, like God (imitatio Dei), we’ll be
better equipped to see what our future will be.” How the
Torah became a book is a great question. Friedman himself
has made significant contributions to the conversation with
his bestseller, Who Wrote the Bible?* The rabbis were the
ones who serialized the Torah into a set of weekly portions.
This was arguably, the single most important innovation to
shape the spiritual life of the Jewish people.” In the
Babylonian tradition, the Torah was to be completed in a
year. In the tradition of the Land of Israel, it was to be
completed in three years, giving rise respectively, to the
annual and triennial cycles. The Babylonian tradition
emerged as the normative tradition in Judaism (thank God!),
which means that all of us could cite our ages by the number
of Torah cycles we have experienced - the way we note the
age of a tree by counting its rings. We take this for granted,
but we cannot overstate the religious impact of this innova-
tion. It meant that the entire Jewish world would literally be
"on the same page" (or the same section of the Torah scroll)
every week, notwithstanding some minor discrepancies
between the Israel and Diaspora calendars. Every week, all
Jews throughout the world are engaged in the same
conversation. Another consequence of an annualized
reading is a celebration - Simchat Torah - the day when we
commemorate the completion and the restarting of the
annual reading. This also impacts the way we interpret the
Torah. We spend a lot of time and interpretive energy
connecting the sequence of stories and concepts from
week to week. It is only natural that we also make textual
and thematic connections between the end of the Torah

5 In the last century alone, several additional reading cycles
have been incorporated into the spiritual and cultural life of
the Jewish people. We are presently in the last 9 months of
the roughly 7.5 year Daf Yomi cycle - the daily study of a
page of Talmud. It is scheduled to conclude on June 7, 2027.
The 929 Project in Israel began in 2014. It advocates the
daily study of a chapter of the Tanakh (there are 929
chapters) with completions approximately every 3.5 years.
There are serialized projects for the daily study of the
Mishnah, Maimonides' Mishneh Torah, and for Chabad
Hasidim, the study of the Tanya, the seminal work of R.
Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the movement's founder. The daily
study of the Tanya also takes a year, starting and finishing on
19 Kislev, The "Rosh Hashanah of Hasidism" the day that R.
Shneur Zalman was liberated from a Czarist prison in 1798.



and its beginning. The echoes of Heaven and earth and all
the other words listed above, strengthen that connection.
Friedman points out other ways in which the end of the
Torah takes us back to the beginning. Commenting on
a2 pama-choose life (Deut. 30:19) from Parashat
Nitzavim (Deut. 30:19), he writes: This focus (on life) at
the conclusion of the Torah returns us to the Torah's
opening: the loss of the Tree of Life. Humans lose access
to the Tree of Life as the price of having gained access to
the Tree of Knowledge of good and bad. Now the people are
told, "I've put in front of you life and good, blessing and
curse." Using the knowledge of good and bad, and
choosing to do good, is the path back to life - not necessarily
eternal life (though who knows?), but meaningful life,
fulfilling life. As the book of Proverbs says about
knowledge and wisdom: "It is a Tree of Life." And Jews
sing this verse from Proverbs each Sabbath after reading
the Torah and returning it to the ark. And similarly, this:
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Indeed, no empty word is it for you, indeed, it is your
[very] life; through this word you shall prolong [your]
days upon the land that you are crossing over the
Jordan to possess. (Deut. 32:47).
Torah - and by this we mean the reading, study and
internalization of Torah - is a path back to the Tree of Life
that was lost at the Torah's beginning. If we cannot obtain
eternal life by eating a fruit, then we can at least try to
create a meaningful and joyful life through the study of
Torah, which is a metaphorical Tree of Life for all those
who cling to it. And we could make other connections
between the end of the Torah and the beginning. A favorite
midrashic connection is the symmetry in the death of
Moses at the end of the Torah with the insufflation® of
Adam at the beginning of the Torah. Recall that when
Adam is formed from the clay of the earth, n»wi 1°pK832 neMN
asn-he blew into his nostrils the breath of life (Gen. 2:7).
And when Moses dies, the Torah says, /7 73y 7@h 2w numn
7 58 BY 2RI 7IN3-And Moses the servant of God died
there in the land of Moab, at the command of (literally, by
the mouth of) God. The rabbis interpret this as a divine kiss.
That being the case, just as there was divine "contact"
putting breath into the first human being, there is divine
"contact" extracting the last breath out of the most
exceptional human being. But let's go back to heaven
and earth. We are content with the plain sense of this
phrase in the way we might make a superlative claim for an
eternal self-evident truth. Why else would Moses call
heaven and earth as his witnesses? Because heaven and
earth are visible to all and eternal. As witnesses, they are
unimpeachable. For Moses it would be natural to summon
them as witnesses at the end of his life, as he declared his
testimony about the covenant, a testimony that was meant

8 Can't resist a 5-dollar word! Insufflation is a medical term for blowing
something - a gas, say oxygen - into a body cavity. When God blew the
breath of life into Adam's nostrils it was an act of insufflation.

to be learned, memorized, and internalized. But
Nachmanides adds a deeper layer of meaning to this
declaration. Nachmanides was also deeply attuned to the
connection between the end of the Torah and the beginning.
He states that when Moses summoned heaven and earth he
was referring to the primordial heaven and earth
mentioned in Bereishit, for it is they who shall enter into
the covenant with Israel” What does that mean? The
heaven and earth at the beginning of the Torah are the
same heaven and earth at the end of the Torah. The
covenant that Moses is testifying to was implanted at
creation! It only emerged as a reality for God and Israel
when the conditions were met. When Moses summons
heaven and earth, it is as if he is summoning witnesses -
like old friends - who have known about the potential of
this covenant forever and are now present to see it being
enacted. We can derive meaning from both
interpretations. Especially at this time of the year when we
are reflecting a lot about our lives. If we take a literary
approach, like the REF, we observe how Moses summons
the past (Creation) in order to usher Israel into the future.
And the takeaway from this is that in order to look
forward, we have to look back. If we take a mystical
approach, like Nachmanides, we observe how Moses
summons a specific starting point, Creation, and recalls
how God implanted the covenant at that specific point. The
people accept the covenant somewhere down the line and
that covenant will continue for eternity. The literary
interpretation reflects a cyclical view of life. The mystical
interpretation reflects a linear view of life. The beauty of
Judaism is that it teaches us to reflect on our lives both
ways. In the first, we live our
lives within the annual orbit of
the Torah cycle, gaining
wisdom and insight, meaning
and fulfilment, from one cycle
to the next, year after year. In
the second, we live our lives in
a specific line-segment along
the timeline of eternity. We are
located in history, where the
starting point is Creation and where we move along a linear
trajectory towards the day when God is One and his name
is One. That being the case: 197 7% 18 7»-What are we?
How should we live? What is our purpose? What have we
learned? What will we become? Are we the same as we
were last year? Or are we wiser? And where are we located
as a people within the timeline of our history? Lots as
always to think about!

Shabbat Shalom! This Parasha Sheet is sponsored
by Linda and Phil Schmidt wishing everyone a
healthy, sweet and peaceful New Year!
G'mar Hatima Tova!
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