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The Chosen People – Rulin� The Worl�

MoshereiteratestothepeopletheresponsibilitytheytookonwhentheyagreedthecovenantatSinai:

אֶת-ה וּבְכָל-נַפְשֶׁךָ. בְּכָל-לְבָבְךָ אוֹתָם, וְעָשִׂיתָ וְשָׁמַרְתָּ הָאֵלֶּה–וְאֶת-הַמִּשְׁפָּטִים; אֶת-הַחֻקִּים לַעֲשׂוֹת מְצַוְּךָ אֱלֹהֶיךָ ה הַזֶּה, הַיּוֹם
הֶאֱמַרְתָּ,הַיּוֹם:לִהְיוֹתלְךָלֵאלֹהִיםוְלָלֶכֶתבִּדְרָכָיו,וְלִשְׁמֹרחֻקָּיווּמִצְוֹתָיווּמִשְׁפָּטָיו–וְלִשְׁמֹעַבְּקֹלוֹ.וַההֶאֱמִירְךָהַיּוֹם,לִהְיוֹתלוֹלְעַם
סְגֻלָּה,כַּאֲשֶׁר,דִּבֶּר-לָךְ;וְלִשְׁמֹר,כָּל-מִצְוֹתָיו.וּלְתִתְּךָעֶלְיוֹן,עַלכָּל-הַגּוֹיִםאֲשֶׁרעָשָׂה,לִתְהִלָּה,וּלְשֵׁםוּלְתִפְאָרֶת;וְלִהְיֹתְךָעַם-קָדֹשׁלה
Today,HashemyourGodcommandsyoutoperformtheselawsandstatutes;toguardandkeep–אֱלֹהֶיךָ,כַּאֲשֶׁרדִּבֵּר
them–withallyourheartandsoul.RegardingHashemyouhavesaidtoday,thatHewillbeaGodtoyou;thatyou
willwalkinhisways,tokeephislawsandstatutes;andlistentoHisvoice.
Hashemhassaidofyouthisday,foryoutobeaChosenPeopleforHim,asHehassaidtoyou;andyouwillkeep
Hismitzvos.AndHewillplaceyousupreme,aboveallthenationsHemade;forpraise,honourandglory,thatyou
wouldbeaholynationdedicatedtoHim,aswassaid.(26:16-19)

Theformerpartrelatestoourcommitmenttotherelationship,andthelatter,Hashem’scommitmenttous.The
transitionthough,isquitedifficult:וַההֶאֱמִירְךָהַיּוֹם,לִהְיוֹתלוֹלְעַםסְגֻלָּה,כַּאֲשֶׁר,דִּבֶּר-לָךְ;וְלִשְׁמֹר,כָּל-מִצְוֹתָיו–Hashem
hassaidofyouthisday,foryoutobeaChosenPeopleforHim,asHehassaidtoyou;andyouwillkeepHis
mitzvos.

TheopeningisclearlyHashemspeakingofus,buttheendingisclearlybacktoourcommitment.Howisadherence
toTorahrelatedtobeingcalledעַםסְגֻלָּה?Whosecommitmentisthisabout?Andwhatisthesupremacygrantedas
aresult?

RabbeinuBachyeteachesthatbeingcalledעַםסְגֻלָּה–“chosen”–isnotwhatitseemsatfacevalue.Itisnotastatus
wearebornwith;itisatitleearned,anachievement,thatwehavetostrivetowards.

Inasimilarvein,amandoesnotmaketheblessingשעשניאישthewayawomansaysשעשניכרצונו–becauseאיש–
totrulybea“man”–iswhatwespendourlivesstrivingtowards.

Sotoowithcircumcision,thefirstmitzvaanewbornispartyto,isamicrocosmoftheJewishmission;perfecting
whatwehavewitheverythingwearegiven,workingtowardstheultimategoalofperfection.

RabbeinuBachyesaysthattheentireversepertainstoourcommitment–,לִהְיוֹתלוֹלְעַםסְגֻלָּה,כַּאֲשֶׁר,דִּבֶּר-לָךְ;וְלִשְׁמֹר
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.wejusthavetoearnit–כָּל-מִצְוֹתָיו

Sobeingchosenisinfactabestowingofresponsibility,butisinturnrewardedwithbeingכָּל-הַגּוֹיִם עַל –עֶלְיוֹן,
supremeovertheothernations.

RShamshonRefaelHirschwriteshowwhentheresponsibilitiesaremet,theworldbecomesabetterplace.The
worldisdamaged,andbeingbetterpeoplebringharmonyback,repairingit.

Adamwas commanded to “conquer” theworld, when hewas still all alone. His conquest would be through
exercisinghis freewill to listen toGod; this ishowall theanimalsknew tocome tohim tobenamed– they
perceivedgodlinessinhim.

ThesameistrueofYakov–theTorahemphasiseshowheleftBeershebaandwenttoCharan.Theformerseems
redundant–itshouldonlymatterthathearrivedsomewhere.Clearly,hisdeparturedoesmatter.Whensomeone
righteousleavesorgoessomewhere,theenvironmentandatmosphereoftheplacefundamentallychange.

ThereisastorytoldofayoungChafetzChaim,whosawtheillsoftheworld,anddecidedtochangetheworld.
Seeingthatthetaskwastoomonumentallylarge,hechangedhismind,andsetouttochangehiscommunity.After
seeingthatthistoowasimpossible,hedowngradedhisambitionsagain,anddecidedthatifhecouldnotmakethem
better,he’dstartwiththemaninthemirror.

Andbymakinghimselfbetter,hereallydidchangetheworld.

RHirschteachesthatbybeingbetterpeople,theworldbecomesabetterplace.Thereisfamine,war,childslavery
andkidnappingintheworld,andwhilepeopleattempttodealwiththesymptoms,itisultimatelyfutileifhumans
aren’tmorehumane.

Thisisalsowhatwemeanwhenwemakebrachos,whenwesayאשרקדשנובמצוותיו;andwhatwemeanwesay
.וקדשתנובמצוותיך–onYomimTovimאתהבחרתנו

TheTorahassuresusthatperfectionoftheworldcomesthroughperfectionofourselves.Introducealittlemore
humility,kindnessandgratitudeintoyourlife;andalittlelessbeingmundaneandmaterialistic.Theworldaround
youmayjustchange.

The Senses

AspartofMoshe’sfinalspeech,herecountswhattheJewswentthroughontheirjourneythroughthedesert,and
howcentraltheTorahwastohowtheyperceivedreality:

וּלְכָל-עֲבָדָיו, לְפַרְעֹה מִצְרַיִם, בְּאֶרֶץ לְעֵינֵיכֶם יְהוָה עָשָׂה כָּל-אֲשֶׁר אֵת רְאִיתֶם, אַתֶּם אֲלֵהֶם: וַיֹּאמֶר אֶל-כָּל-יִשְׂרָאֵל, מֹשֶׁה וַיִּקְרָא
וּלְכָל-אַרְצוֹ.הַמַּסּוֹת,הַגְּדֹלֹת,אֲשֶׁררָאוּ,עֵינֶיךָ–הָאֹתֹתוְהַמֹּפְתִיםהַגְּדֹלִים,הָהֵם.וְלֹא-נָתַןיְהוָהלָכֶםלֵבלָדַעַת,וְעֵינַיִםלִרְאוֹתוְאָזְנַיִם
AndMoshecalledalltheJews,andsaidtothem:“YousawallthatHashemdidinEgypt,with–לִשְׁמֹעַ,עַד,הַיּוֹםהַזֶּה
yourowneyes,toParoh,hisservants,andhisland.Thegreatmiraclesandsigns;yousaw.Hashemdidn’tgiveyou
ahearttounderstand,eyestosee,norearstohear,untilthisday.”(29:1-3)

Rashielaboratesthatהַזֶּה referswhenMoshewrotetheTorahintheformwehaveit,andgiveittotheעַדהַיּוֹם
Levi’im,whowerethetribeentrustedwiththeresponsibilityofsafeguardingandteachingTorah.Whatchanged
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then,thatherecognisedinthemunderstandingandperception?

RashiexplainsthatwhenMoshegavehisTorahtotheLevi’im,theotherJewsprotestedthembeingsingledoutfor
keepingit,withtheworrythatperhapsLevicouldexcludetheothertribeswiththeirmonopoly.WhenMoshesaw
theirpassionandtheesteeminwhichtheyheldtheTorah,hepraisedthem.

R’LeibSalomoninquireswhatthelineofprotestmayhavebeen.Theycouldn’tbebeconcernedthatperhapsLevi
wouldmisappropriatetheTorahforthemselves;becausehowcouldthey?Leviareclearlydelineatedforpublic
service–wouldwouldtheyserve?

R’MatisyahuSalomonexplainsthattheywerenotconcernedaboutanexclusiveclaimtomitzvaperformance,but
thecapacitytobeaTorahscholar.WhenMoshesawpeoplefightingfortherighttostudytheTorah,heunderstood
howmuchtheTorahmeanttothem.

R’Matisyahupointsoutthat“Thegreatmiraclesandsignsyousaw”werenotenoughtopersuadeMoshethatthey
hadַלֵבלָדַעַת,וְעֵינַיִםלִרְאוֹתוְאָזְנַיִםלִשְׁמֹע–itwastheirdesireandpassionforTorahthatprecipitatedthisrealisation.

Seeingmiracles don’tmakes someone a true ambassador ofGod; it is the struggle, the toil, that comeswith
intensiveTorahstudythattransformsaJew;whichMoshecalledtheheart,eyesandears.

Withoutit,wearedull,deaf,dumb,blind,andinsensitive.

The Choice

The Jewswere assembled on twomountains, Grizim and Eival, for blessings and curses contingent on their
observanceoftheTorah.Thetribesweresplitandascendedtherespectivemountainsasinstructed.Thepeople
oneachpeakthenansweredinunisontotheotherpeak,inakindofveryloudconversationspanningmountains:

עַל- יַעַמְדוּ וְאֵלֶּה וּבִנְיָמִן. וְיוֹסֵף וְיִשָּׂשכָר וִיהוּדָה, וְלֵוִי שִׁמְעוֹן אֶת-הַיַּרְדֵּן: בְּעָבְרְכֶם, גְּרִזִים, עַל-הַר אֶת-הָעָם, לְבָרֵךְ יַעַמְדוּ אֵלֶּה
,Thesetribeswillascendtoblessthepeople,fromHarGrizim–הַקְּלָלָה,בְּהַרעֵיבָל:רְאוּבֵןגָּדוְאָשֵׁר,וּזְבוּלֻןדָּןוְנַפְתָּלִי
(…),andthesearethetribesthatwillascendforthecurse,onHarEival(…).(27:12-13)

Theinstructionsarenotidentical.Thepeopleblessingascended“tobless”actively–יַעַמְדוּלְבָרֵךְאֶת-הָעָם,whereas
thepeopleansweringcursesascended“forthecurse”–יַעַמְדוּעַל-הַקְּלָלָה–passively.Whythedisparity?

TheKliYakarexplainsthatcursescanonlyonlyresultfromhumanaction.Thenatureofrealityisthatallorder
disintegratesintochaos;andGodprotectspeoplefromthis.Ifpeoplecreateadistancebetweenthemselvesand
God,badthingsmaywellhappen,butitisnotanewreality;ratheritisduetotheirprotectorbeingmasked.The
lackofblessingisthecurse.WhenapersonfeelsadistancebetweenthemandGod,itisnotGodwhohasgone
anywhere.

Butthisisnotafixedsituation.InMoshe’sopeningwordstothepeopleatthemountains,hesays:

Onthis–הַיּוֹםהַזֶּה,האֱלֹהֶיךָמְצַוְּךָלַעֲשׂוֹתאֶת-הַחֻקִּיםהָאֵלֶּה–וְאֶת-הַמִּשְׁפָּטִים;וְשָׁמַרְתָּוְעָשִׂיתָאוֹתָם,בְּכָל-לְבָבְךָוּבְכָל-נַפְשֶׁךָ
day,HashemyourGodcommandsyoutokeepthesestatutesandlaws,andyouwillguardthemandperformthem,
withallyourheartandsoul.(26:16)
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Thisismonumentalinitscontext,butequallysotoday.Rashinotestheuseofthepresenttense;indicatingthatthe
sameobligationsexisteveryday,nodifferenttothedaytheTorahandmitzvoswerefirstaccepted.

Thecurse,orlackofblessing,isdynamic.Anythingcanchange,sothecommitmenthastobeconstantlyfresh–
.todayisanewday.Beallyoucanbe–הַיּוֹםהַזֶּה

Anchor of the Universe

Bikkurimisafundamentalmitzva.RashiattheverybeginningoftheTorahnotesthatoneofthewaystheworldis
perpetuatedisthroughthismitzva.

Thisisprobablyquitesurprisingtolearn.Whyisitsofundamental?

Theanswerisexceedinglysimple:itisamicrocosmoftheentirecorpusofJudaism.

Someoneacquiresaplotofland;weedsit;ploughs;sows;prunes;weedssomemore;reaps;dries;processes…
Andsoon.Aphenomenalamountof labourandenergy isexpended toproducesomething toeatorsell.This
mitzvateachesthatcreditisnotduetothefarmer.ThefirstthingthatflowersandsproutsistakentoJerusalem,and
giventotheKohanim,andpartofthepresentationceremonyrequireshimtosay,“ThankYou,God,fortheland
andfruitthatyouhavegivenme,”.

Thisillustratesthatnomatterwhatmankind’sstatusis;whateverittooktobringhomethedailybread;ultimately
everythingissourcedfromAbove.

Thisincorporateskindness,gratitude,faithandhumility.Iftheworldwasfullofkind,humble,grateful,faithful
people;wouldn’ttheworldbemagnificentlybeautiful?Itshouldn’tbesosurprisingthen,thatbikkurimisoneof
thereasonsjustifyingtheentireCreation.

All about Appreciation

When a farmer presents bikkurim to the attending kohen, there is a prescribed dialogue thatmust take place,
trackingtheearlyhistoryoftheJewishpeople:

אֹתָנוּ וַיָּרֵעוּ וָרָב. עָצוּם גָּדוֹל לְגוֹי וַיְהִי-שָׁם, מְעָט; בִּמְתֵי שָׁם וַיָּגָר מִצְרַיְמָה, וַיֵּרֶד אָבִי, אֹבֵד אֲרַמִּי אֱלֹהֶיךָ, ה לִפְנֵי וְאָמַרְתָּ וְעָנִיתָ
הַמִּצְרִים,וַיְעַנּוּנוּ;וַיִּתְּנוּעָלֵינוּ,עֲבֹדָהקָשָׁה.וַנִּצְעַק,אֶל-האֱלֹהֵיאֲבֹתֵינוּ;וַיִּשְׁמַעהאֶת-קֹלֵנוּ,וַיַּרְאאֶת-עָנְיֵנוּוְאֶת-עֲמָלֵנוּוְאֶת-לַחֲצֵנוּ.
וַיּוֹצִאֵנוּה,מִמִּצְרַיִם,בְּיָדחֲזָקָהוּבִזְרֹעַנְטוּיָה,וּבְמֹרָאגָּדֹל–וּבְאֹתוֹת,וּבְמֹפְתִים.וַיְבִאֵנוּ,אֶל-הַמָּקוֹםהַזֶּה;וַיִּתֶּן-לָנוּאֶת-הָאָרֶץהַזֹּאת,
אֶרֶץזָבַתחָלָבוּדְבָשׁ.וְעַתָּה,הִנֵּההֵבֵאתִיאֶת-רֵאשִׁיתפְּרִיהָאֲדָמָה,אֲשֶׁר-נָתַתָּהלִּי,ה;וְהִנַּחְתּוֹ,לִפְנֵיהאֱלֹהֶיךָ,וְהִשְׁתַּחֲוִיתָ,לִפְנֵיה
,YouwillanswerandsaybeforeyourGod,“TheArameanpursuedmyfather–אֱלֹהֶיךָ.וְשָׂמַחְתָּבְכָל-הַטּוֹב,אֲשֶׁרנָתַן-לְךָ
andhedescendedtoEgypt,anddwelledthere,wherehebecameanation,greatandmany.Egyptevillyafflicted
us,andtheygaveushardlabour.WecriedouttoHashem,Godofourfathers,andHeheardourcries,andsawour
sufferingandaffliction.

HeextractedusfromEgyptwithastronghandandanoutstretchedarm,withgreatwondersandmiracles;and
broughtustothisplace.Hegaveusthisland,flowingwithmilkandhoney.Andnow,seeIhavebroughtmyfirst
fruit,whichGodhasgrantedme,andIplaceitbeforeGod,”.
HeshallplaceitbeforeGodandbow,andrejoiceatallthegoodhehasbeengiven.(26:5-11)
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OnPesach,partoftheaboveisquotedintheHaggada,whichtracksthedevelopmentoftheJewishpeople.This
isodd–theactualeventsarerecordedinShemos,thisisonlyaparaphraseofeventsthere;andnotaboutleaving
Egyptatall!

WhydoestheHaggadaquotefrombikkurimandnotfromitsproperhistoricalplace?

TheSeferHaChinuchexplainsthatthemitzvaonPesachofrecitingthestoryoftheexodusisnotlimitedtojust
tellingthestory;itmustbecontextualisedwithanangleofgratitude,whichthehistoricalsectionsdonothave.

Bikkurimisself-evidentlyaboutgratitudefortheLandofIsrael,whichhasextraspecialvalueinthecontextof
liberationfromEgypt.So,inreality,discussingEgyptmakesalotofsenseinthecontextofhowappreciativewe
arefortheLand;anditalsomakessensefortheHaggadatoquotefromsomewhereoutofplacetodisplaygratitude.

Propergratitudecanbelearnedfromthelawsofthethanksgivingoffering–theKorbanToda.

Alongwiththeanimaloffering,therewere40accompanyingloavesofbread,withverylittleburntortakenbythe
kohen.Theyareessentialpartsoftheoffering,andaresubjecttothelawsofleftovers–ifnotconsumedbythe
followingmorning,theymustbedestroyed.

Thisisanimpossibletaskfortheowner.Clearly,heisnotmeanttoeatanentireanimaland40loavesofbreadon
hisown.Thisisafeast–oneheneedstoinvitemanygueststo.

The aspect of gratitude this evidently imparts is the innate requirement to publicise it. TheKorbanPesach is
identical–anentireroastanimalthatistobeconsumedafterafullmeal,inatinyamountoftime,beforemidnight.
Toavoidissueswithleftoversproblemsyouneedtoinvitelotsofguestsandtell themaboutEgypt–whichis
preciselyhowtheSederbegins.

TheKorbanPesachisessentiallyanationalKorbanToda–broughtonreleasefromjail;crossingasea;crossing
adesert;andrecoveryfromillness.TheJewswereinbondageandreleasedfromEgypt;wentthroughthesea;
throughthedesert,andwhentheJewsstoodatSinai,theywerecuredfromallailments.

Toreallycontextualisewhatgratitudeentails,theconcludingpasukinBikkurimsaysthatוְשָׂמַחְתָּבְכָלהַטּוֹבאֲשֶׁרנָתַן
youshouldrejoiceinallHashemdoesforyou.Onejustoneblanket‘thankyou’,butthankHim–לְךָהאֱלֹהֶיךָוּלְבֵיתֶךָ
!foreachthingindividually–בְכָלהַטּוֹב

Gratitudemeanssomuchmorewhenitisspelledoutproperly.
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