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The Prairie and the Wilderness
Ilana Kurshan

Over the course of the past year I read my children the entire
series of Little House on the Prairie books, in which Laura Ingalls
Wilder chronicles her childhood on the frontier in the latter half of the
nineteenth century. My kids were fascinated by the one-room
schoolhouse, by the long winters that buried the prairie in snow, and
by the Indians with their scalp-locks and eagle’s feathers. But above all
they were fascinated by the concept of autobiography, and they kept
returning to the same questions: How could Laura be both the author
of the books and the main character in them? Did she really remember
every single word that every person said? What about when she wrote
about her husband Almanzo – how did she know exactly what
happened to him in childhood, before she met him? How can someone
write autobiographically about what they cannot possibly remember?

I answered my children by invoking this week’s parashah,
Vayelech. “It’s like Moshe,” I told them. We read in this week’s
parashah that Moshe wrote the entire Torah: “[Moshe] put down in
writing the words of this Torah to the very end” (31:9) The Ramban
understands this verse as indicating that Moshe wrote the entire Torah,
from the beginning of Genesis until the end of Deuteronomy, which
concludes with an account of Moshe’s death and his burial by God on
Mount Nevo. But what about those moments he could not possibly
remember, like his own death, described in the final eight verses of our
parashah, which bring the Torah to a close?

The Talmudic rabbis consider this question in tractate Bava
Batra (14b), amidst a discussion about the authorship of the various
books of the Bible. We learn that Joshua wrote his own book, except
for the account of his death, which was written by his son Elazar, or
perhaps by Pinchas. Likewise Samuel wrote his own book, except for
the account of his death, which was recorded by Gad, the seer and
Natan, the prophet. But what about the Five Books of Moses? How
much of the Torah did Moshe write, and who recorded the account of
his death?

The rabbis posit that Moshe wrote three parts of the Bible: He
wrote his own book, understood to be a reference to the Five Books of
Moses. He also wrote the portion of the Bible about the prophet
Balaam, who was considered the only other individual whose
prophetic abilities matched those of Moshe. And he wrote the story of
Job, who, according to the rabbis, may have existed at the time of
Moshe or at various other historical periods, or perhaps, as one
anonymous talmudic rabbi contends, “Job never existed and never



was created, but his story was a parable.” That is, if Moshe didn’t
know Job personally, he might have invented his story, perhaps as a
way of working through his own struggles with the cruelties of fate
after he was told that he would not be allowed to enter the promised
land.

When it comes to the account of Moshe’s death in our
parashah, the rabbis disagree. According to Rabbi Yehuda, Moshe
wrote the entire Torah up until this point, and then Joshua took over
with the verse, “So Moshe the servant of the Lord died there, in the
land of Moab, at the command of the Lord” (34:5). As Rabbi Yehuda
argues, “Could it be that Moshe died and wrote ‘So Moshe the servant
of the Lord died?’” Surely these verses had to be written by Moshe’s
successor. Just as Moshe passed on the mantle of leadership to
Joshua, he also passed on to him the task of completing the writing of
the Torah. But Rabbi Shimon is troubled by this solution. After all, as
we read in our parashah, once Moshe finishes writing the Torah, he
hands it to the Levites, charging them to “take this book of the Torah
and place it in the Ark of the covenant” (31:24-25). How could Moshe
have written and handed the Levites an incomplete Torah? As Rabbi
Shimon puts it, “Could it possibly be that the Torah was missing even
a single letter?”

Rabbi Shimon therefore proposes another solution. He argues
that until this point—until the verse that describes Moshe’s
death—God spoke the words of the Torah, and Moshe repeated them
and then wrote them down. But when it came to the last eight verses,
God spoke the words and Moshe, unable to repeat them, wrote them
down “with his tears.” Moshe’s fate was quite literally dictated to him,

and the end of the Torah was written not in ink but in tears –
presumably tears of sorrow and resignation. Unlike the start of
Deuteronomy, where Moshe raged against the dying of the light in
pleading with God to let him enter the promised land, now at the end
of Deuteronomy, Moshe goes gentle into that good night.

As this Talmudic discussion reminds us, there are ways we can
tell our own stories even if we can’t possibly remember every detail.
But ultimately we are not entirely in control of the narrative. Even if we
are fortunate, like Moshe, to live to the age of 120 with our eyes
undimmed and our vigor unabated, ultimately the account of our lives
will be shaped by the later generations who tell and retell our stories.
Laura Ingalls Wilder’s story continues to be told by historians who
question the perspective and biases reflected in the Little House
books, especially Wilder’s depiction of Native Americans. Moshe’s
story continues to be told by all who interpret and find new meaning in
the Torah. Like Moshe, we cannot fully control how our stories will be
told; others may add chapters of their own or reinterpret the words we
have written about ourselves. We can only strive to live in such a way
that later generations will be inspired to revisit, retell and continue our
story.



Staying in Touch
Vered Hollander-Goldfarb

Text: Devarim 31:10-13

10And Moshe commanded them, saying: At the edge of seven years, at the
appointed time in the year of Shemitah, at the Feast of Tabernacles, 11when
all Israel comes to appear before the Lord your God in the place which He
chooses, you shall read this Torah before all Israel in their ears. 12Congragate
(Hak’hel) the people, men and women and little ones, and the stranger who is
within your gates, that they may hear and that they may learn to fear the Lord
your God and carefully observe all the words of this Torah, 13and that their
children, who have not known it, may hear and learn to fear the Lord your God
as long as you live in the land which you cross the Jordan to possess.

● What is the purpose of reading the Torah to the people once every
seven years?

● When is this event supposed to take place?  When is the edge of the
year? Why do you think that this ceremony should be at this specific
time?

● How is this connected to the covenant that we learned about last
week?

Commentary: Rashi Devarim 31:10

At the edge of every seven years – In the first year of Shemitah— in the
eighth year (Sotah 41a). Why does Scripture call it the "Shemitah-year",
(implying the seventh year)? Because the law of the "seventh year" still applies
to it, viz., in connection with the harvest of the seventh year's produce that
goes forth into the year following the seventh year.

● Shemitah is used to refer both to the seventh year and to the cycle of
seven years.  How does Rashi understand it here?

● When should Hak’hel take place?  Why would this be a logical time to
perform it?

● How does Rashi understand the meaning of “the edge of the year”?

Commentary: Ibn Ezra Devarim 31:10-13

At the edge of every seven years - At the beginning of the year.

That they may learn - The entire year. Similarly, on Shabbat.

● How does Ibn Ezra differ from Rashi in his understanding of “the edge
of the year”?  What is the logic of reinforcing the bond through the
Torah at the beginning of the Shemitah year?

● Ibn Ezra draws a comparison between Shmitah and Shabbat
regarding the learning of Torah.  How does he understand the
purpose of the Shemitah year?  (Lev.25:1-7 strengthens his case.)

Commentary: R. Joseph Bechor Shor Devarim 31:10

At the Feast of Tabernacles, when all Israel comes - During the Shmitah
all of Israel come for the pilgrimage since they are not plowing and sowing,
and they have no fruits in the field that need guarding, and they are not
harvesting, so they will all come since they are free and will hear the Torah.

● Does Bechor Shor read “the edge of the year” as Rashi or as Ibn
Ezra? (This could be debated.  What are your arguments?)

http://biblehub.com/deuteronomy/31-10.htm
http://biblehub.com/deuteronomy/31-11.htm
http://biblehub.com/deuteronomy/31-12.htm
http://biblehub.com/deuteronomy/31-13.htm


Rebelling or Repenting
Bex Stern Rosenblatt

The haftorah this week, the week of Shabbat Shuvah, is all about
return and repentance. As we read, we hear the word “shuv” over and
over again, inviting us to return. The portion, Hosea 14, opens with the
call, as translated by Robert Alter, “Turn back, O Israel, to the LORD
your God, for you have stumbled in your crime.” Here, “shuv” is
translated as “turn back.” Rashi notes the threat in the verse - we have
already done bad and have already suffered. We must turn back before
things get any worse.

In the biblical framework of repentance, particularly in the Book of
Hosea, there is a time and a place to which we want to return. The idea
of teshuvah as a going back needs a baseline of good behavior or
good times to which we want to return. The Book of Hosea imagines
those as our time in loving relationship with God in the desert, before
we entered the Land of Israel.

This notion of turning back as unequivocally good is complicated as
the chapter continues. We read, as translated by Alter, “I will heal their
rebellion, I will love them freely, for My wrath has turned back from
them.” The root shuv appears twice in this verse, both as “rebellion”
and as “has turned back.” Our initial crime, our stumbling, was caused
by a misguided attempt at turning back. We attempt teshuvah and
instead find ourselves in rebellion.

As Rashi notes, this verse shares vocabulary with a verse in Jeremiah
3, which also gets at the meaning behind teshuvah. We read the root
shuv three times in close succession there, “Turn back, rebellious

children— I will heal your rebellion.” A more literal translation might
read, “turn back, children who have turned away— I will heal your
turnings away.”

As we find the year having turned back on us yet again, as we stand in
the middle of the hagim once more, it is difficult to know which way to
turn. As Alice learns in Wonderland and Neo learns in the Matrix, one
side will make us turn away and one side will make us turn back. The
trick is figuring out what it is we actually want to do. We have the tools
at our disposal to choose to return or to rebel. These ten days of return
give us the ability to reset. However, unlike Hosea, we do not
necessarily know what it is we can or should be turning back to. We
do not have a beautiful baseline of personal behavior from which we
have deviated. We have only the stories we tell, the imagined Israel
that was and the generations of commentary on their behavior. These
ten days give us the ability to choose to turn back. Our stories present
us with rebels and repenters, often as the same character. The choice
is never easy and it is a choice we have to make over and over again.


