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This summer is the fifth consecutive summer in which twenty-two students traveled to the 
impoverished community of Dimona in Israel. These students participated in Yeshiva 
University’s Center for the Jewish Future Counterpoint Summer Program. Through this 
program Yeshiva University college students have the opportunity to work with children and 
teenagers in the development town of Dimona, where many of the children live beneath the 
poverty level and many would be hanging out on the streets if not for the summer program that 
we run. Most of the students are recruited from the Otzma classes, special classes for teens in the 
Dimona public schools who have behavioral issues. One of the goals of the summer camp 
includes helping develop the campers’ self esteem by teaching various skills, including a better 
knowledge of English. Each day, the counselors teach the children fifteen new vocabulary words. 
These words are then communicated in the various sessions and activities that take place 
throughout the day.  

Last year, one teenager who was part of the summer program had a severe stutter. At the same 
time, there was a YU counselor who also spoke with a stutter. We asked the counselor if he 
would work with the boy and show him that it is possible to overcome this challenge. When the 
counselor met the camper for the first time and explained that he also faced challenges from 
stuttering, the camper ran away from the counselor. The boy was angry to meet another person 
who stutters.  

A few days later, the camper began to form a connection with the counselor and did not leave his 
side until the end of camp. He literally followed the counselor around everywhere, not only 
during camp, but also on Shabbat, and every night after camp was over. At the end of the 
summer, the boy gave the YU counselor a beautiful thank you note written in Hebrew. With the 
exception of two lines, each line of the note was composed of three vocabulary words that he had 
learned that summer. The first line read: silence, past, fear. The second line read: future, courage, 

                                                 
5 This drasha was delivered, on Parshat Eikev, as part of the Yeshiva University ChampionsGate Weekend 
Leadership Conference. The conference was attended by lay and rabbinic leaders from 80 communities across 
North America as well as leaders from Israel and South America. Due to numerous requests for the drasha, Rabbi 
Brander has written it as an essay. A complete list of the sources used to develop the ideas of the drasha can be 
obtained by emailing Rabbi.Brander@yu.edu 
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hope. This letter sits on the counselor’s desk at YU so he can be reminded each day of his 
capacity to change the world around him.  

This summer, several Yeshiva University RIETS Roshei Yeshiva, Rabbi Zvi Sobolofsky, Rabbi 
Herschel Reichman, and Rabbi Assaf Bednarsh, spent time in Dimona working with our Yeshiva 
University students. While they came to inspire others, they themselves were inspired. Rabbi 
Sobolofsky had a wonderful conversation with a group of teenagers who had never before 
interacted with a Rabbi. Rabbi Reichman had a beautiful kumzits with our  young men and 
women from YU. They were unexpectedly joined by 100 of the campers; and when the kumzitz 
was over, a 14 year old girl, approached Rabbi Reichman and asked if he was the Rav of these 
madrichim (advisors). When he responded in the affirmative she said ‘If you’re the Rav of these 
madrichim then I’d like a bracha (blessing)  from you,’ and as her friends saw that he was giving 
her a blessing, 15 more lined up for a blessing from Rabbi Reichman.  

Why are these stories important?  Because we find ourselves today reading from the book of 
Devarim. Over a dozen sources in early Rabbinic literature call Sefer Devarim by another name, 
Mishneh Torah. The Talmud states:  

Mishneh Torah (Deuteronomy) is meant to amplify  
Chulin 63b 

  מכדי משנה תורה לאוסופי הוא דאתא
 :חולין סג

 
Yet, we struggle to understand the unique features of Devarim in virtue of which it is called 
Mishneh Torah? The Ramban, writes: 

This book  (Devraim)  its purpose is known, it is [called] 
Mishneh Torah; Moshe our teacher explains, to the 
generation entering the land [of Israel] the 
commandments  which are pertinent to the land of Israel  
Introduction to the Book of Devarim 

 משנה שהוא ידוע ענינו הזה הספר
 לדור רבינו משה בו יבאר תורה
 התורה מצות רוב בארץ הנכנס

  לישראל הצריכות
  הקדמה לספר דברים

 
The Ramban suggests that the structure of Mishneh Torah is organized around Moshe’s 
preparing the Jews to enter the land of Israel. It is the repetition of many of the laws found in this 
book that gives it the name Mishneh Torah. Yet Ramban must deal with the fact that many of the 
commandments in Devarim are new commandments, and quite a number of them have nothing 
to do with laws specifically pertaining to the land of Israel, but are focused on personal 
observance.  

Abarbanel dedicates pages in his introduction to the book of Devarim challenging the thesis that 
the Ramban puts forth.  

And [I question] with wonderment the wisdom of the 
Torah commentators how they did not alert us [about the 
challenges to Ramban’s approach] 

 איך התורה מפרשי מחכמת ותמהתי
 זה על העירו לא

 
Yet neither does he really offer a better definition of what Mishneh Torah means. 
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There are dialogues in the Talmud that suggests a fascinating understanding of Mishneh Torah. 
The texts are extremely exciting and thoughtful, even while theologically challenging. 

And R. Levi says: Come and see that the attributes of God are 
not the attributes of man. God blessed Israel [in Vayikra] with 
twenty two verses and cursed them with eight [verses].  And 
Moshe our teacher [a man] blessed Israel [in Devraim] with 
eight verses and cursed them with twenty two [verses].  
Baba Batra 88b 

 שלא וראה בוא: לוי רבי ואמר
; ודם בשר מדת ה"הקב כמדת
 בעשרים ישראל ברך ה"הקב

 … בשמונה וקללן ושתים
 ברכן רבינו משה ואילו

 בעשרים וקללן בשמונה
  ושתים

 :בבא בתרא פח
 

Abaya says: [interrupting the Torah reading of the 
admonitions by adding an aliyah is forbidden] in the Book of 
the Priests (Vayikra); but [during the reading of] the 
admonitions in Mishneh Torah (Devarim) [it is permitted] to 
interrupt. Why is there a difference? Those [in Vayikra] were 
said in the plural and Moshe recited them exactly as God 
stated. And those [in Devarim] are expressed in the singular 
and Moshe stated them himself.  
Megillah 31b 

 אלא שנו לא: אביי אמר
 אבל, כהנים שבתורת בקללות
. פוסק תורה שבמשנה קללות
 בלשון - הללו? טעמא מאי
 מפי ומשה, אמורות רבים

 בלשון - והללו. אמרן הגבורה
 עצמו מפי ומשה, אמורות יחיד
  אמרן

 :מגילה לא

 
According to the Talmud the reason that the book of Devarim is called Mishneh Torah is that 
Mishneh Torah means it is a Second Torah. The book of Devarim is written by Moshe. In fact, 
the Zohar treats it the same way: 

This book [of Devarim] is called Mishneh Torah 
because Moshe said it by himself.  
Va'etchanan no. 22 

  אמרן עצמו מפי משה תורה משנה רידאק האי
 ואתחנן כב

 
What are the Talmud and Zohar trying to communicate? It seems that there are two models of 
“God Speak.”  The first four books of the Torah are spoken by God and written by Moshe, and 
therefore the Torah is communicated in the third person. However, in the fifth book of the 
Torah, Sefer Devarim is spoken by Moshe, approved by God, and written by Moshe. Thus while 
Sefer Devarim is still choreographed by God, the role that Moshe plays is so much more 
significant.  If the Torah is to be the eternal book that celebrates the covenantal relationship 
between God and the Jewish people, both participants must play active roles for the relationship 
to succeed.  

This lesson is not confined to Devarim. It is taught in the very first chapters of the Torah. When 
God creates the world and puts Adam and Chava into the Garden of Eden, Adam and Chava live 
passive existences and the relationship between man and God falters and flounders. The 
Garden’s existence leads man and woman to rebellion. Only later, when Adam and Chava are 
banished from the “idyllic environment” of Eden and are forced to struggle, do they attain a 
connection with God.  
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By the sweat of your brow you shall eat bread 
Genesis 3:19 

  ְּבֵזַעת ַאֶּפיך ּתאַכל ֶלֶחם 
 יט:בראשית ג

 
It is only when they are fully engaged, when they need to struggle, that they create the first entity 
in partnership with God- light. Every Motzei Shabbat in the act of Havdala,  we remember when 
Adam and Chava were banished from the Garden of Eden and that in exile is the first time that 
they are able to create an entity that dispels darkness from the world.  

When God fashions the luchot, they are fashioned from a backdrop of Kolot U’vrakim (thunder 
and lighting), with tremendous pomp and circumstance. Yet these first luchot fail. Moshe, 
representing humankind, ascends the mountain a second time and is told by God to fashion a 
second set of tablets—on his own, by his own hand. There is a struggle to connect to God, and 
only from that struggle is Moshe able to establish an everlasting connection with God.  

The idea of a Mishneh Torah, spoken by Moshe, approved and edited by God, and written by 
Moshe, is a recognition that within the parameters set by God there needs to be “human elbow 
grease” to guarantee the immortality of the covenantal commitment. That is why every Jewish 
king must write his own Mishneh Torah. Anyone who understands that a person’s role is to 
partner with God, to create out of the darkness of this world a luminous Beit Elokim—any such 
individual must be willing to scribe his or her own Mishneh Torah. 

What type of book are we, this community, scribing? What does our Mishneh Torah include? 
Whose vision illuminates our quill? Whose ideals soften our hearts and sharpen our minds so 
that we can work the parchment? Who serves as the empowering guide and the one who 
validates the Mishneh Torah we wish to scribe? I believe the answer to that question is Rav 
Soloveitchik. It is the Rov, who tells us in Halakhic Man:  

When God created the world, He provided an opportunity for the work of His hands-
man-to participate in His creation. (101). 

The Creator, as it were, impaired reality in order that mortal man could repair its 
flaws and perfect it… (ibid.) 

Man’s task is to “fashion, engrave, attach, and create,” and transform the emptiness in 
being into a perfect and holy existence, bearing the imprint of the divine name. (ibid.) 

 The principle of “and thou shalt walk in His ways” (imitatio Dei) flows from 
halakhic man’s normative relationship with the world. We can know God’s ways only 
through studying the cosmos, for it is in the cosmos that there stand revealed before us 
the glorious and resplendent attributes of action. (64) 

This is our vision of the world and our Torah. For us, wholeness is achieved when we are able to 
merge the ethereal and the mundane. We are part of a community that does not believe in the 
bifurcation of Kodesh (sacred) and Chol (everyday). For us, Shleimut is achieved in the synthesis 
of the spiritual and the physical. It is the Pesukim in this week’s Torah portion that remind us of 
our mission in life: ָלֶלֶכת ְּבָכל ְּדָרָכיו , “To walk in God’s ways”, Imitatio Dei. The verses of Ekev 
reminds us that holiness is found in the material world, and that the God-given bounty of this 
world enables us to be conduits of change. Our Promised Land is referred to by the seven 
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material species found in this world. We must realize that our approach, our Mishneh Torah, is 
not a compromise, but a true Torah perspective.  

For our approach to work in the real world, our students must be taught that Ve’halachta 
B’drachav entails that there is no such thing in our Yeshiva day school vocabulary as Jewish “vs.” 
secular studies. There are Jewish studies of Talmud, Tanach, Halacha and Haskafah, and Jewish 
studies of literature, science, mathematics and history. College preparatory studies are not bitul 
(negation of) Torah when they are taught with rigor and not by rote. Rather, they are conduits 
of communicating rich Torah concepts often seen in world literature. Without math one cannot 
build an Eruv. Without understanding human physiology one dare not answer questions of 
Taharat Hamishpacha. But the study of science and math offers much more than that. Without 
the study of science and math one cannot appreciate the wonders of the world. 

It is the Rov too, who shares with us in Kol Dodi Dofek that we must be connected to the fate and 
destiny of our people. We must connect with all segments of our community irrespective of 
whether they embrace traditional values. It is why our students spent their winter break, this past 
year, in Israel interacting with the larger community in Israel, even with those who may not 
observe Shabbat the way we do. It is why they spent time with Dr. Ruth Gavison and Rabbi 
Yaakov Medan discussing a proposed social covenant which would allow Jews in Israel to 
interact with civility and respect toward one another. It is why we send the largest contingent of 
students to the GA and send our students to Limmud. For we believe we must engage with 
serious Jews who happen not to be Orthodox, and we must allow our students to recognize the 
role they can play in the larger Jewish community.  

As we scribe our Mishneh Torah and focus on our Avodat Hashem and Devekut ba-Shem, love of 
God and cleaving to God, recognizing that the dust has not settled on certain issues with which 
the Jewish community grapples; we have moved the bar in the area of women’s learning.  Many 
of our students spent this summer in a Beit Midrash for women, so they could grow in their 
knowledge of Talmud as well. Under the leadership of Dean Bacon and Rabbi Shmuel Hain, we 
are finding halakhically appropriate ways for women to play roles in the community in 
unprecedented ways, with synagogues accepting educational interns and hosting women as 
Scholars-in-Residence. This, too, expresses our vision. 

It is in our understanding of va-ahavtem et ha-ger, “you shall love the stranger,”  that we 
recognize the responsibility not to ignore the plight of any human being. This is what moved our 
students to raise money for Haiti, and this is why our students accompanied our Mashgiach 
Ruchani (spiritual advisor) Rabbi Blau, to El Salvador to work in a small village installing 
outdoor plumbing. And this is why our students are not just concerned with non-Jews around 
the world, but people around the corner as our students tutor in the local Washington Heights 
public schools. 

It is our recognition not just of the centrality of Eretz Yisrael, the land of Israel, but of Medinat 
Yisrael, the Jewish State, that an alumnus of Yeshiva University, Rabbi Yehoshua Fass, was 
inspired to begin Nefesh b’Nefesh and for our community to produce the largest number of Olim. 



21 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • SUKKOT TO-GO • TISHREI 5771 

These ideals are found in Mishneh Torah. It is the way Sefer Devarim is written and the vivid, 
central role of Moshe that compels us to recognize our responsibility to be involved in the 
scribing of our covenantal relationship. 

Yet, there are real concerns about the future of our vision. My primary concern is not the limited 
numbers in our community. My chief concern is the fragility of our approach. As Rav Aaron 
Lichtenstein has pointed out; our challenge is not in the values of our vision, but in our fidelity 
to its observance. To employ Brisker terminology: our challenge is not in the Cheftza of our 
vision, but with the Gavrah that wishes to scribe this as an appropriate Torah perspective. Our 
embrace of these ideals is more often than not driven by pragmatism, reflecting a tepid 
commitment, instead of being energized by  passion and exuberance. Our vision demands that 
the community institutions that celebrate the above ideals be strongly supported with both time 
and money – yet often they are not. Our vision demands that our intellectual mother ship, 
Yeshiva University, without which the scribing of this Mishneh Torah is impossible, not be 
viewed as a commodity that we can casually choose to purchase or forgo, but as a precious and 
critical institution worthy of our warm and enthusiastic support. It should be the presumed 
choice of where our children will be nurtured as they actualize their potential to be agents of 
change and scribes of a covenant.  

When we decide to live this complicated lifestyle, it demands of us that we determine which 
parts of society we will embrace and which we will filter out. How can we expect to create a new 
generation that celebrates these ideals when the Beatles trump Bereshiet, when Bekius 
[knowledge of] in Miley Cyrus is superior to acquaintance with Mishnayot, when Justin Bieber is 
better known than Joseph Soloveitchik, and when Lady Gaga is often heard more than Nehama 
Leibowitz. We need to make our heroes—and many of them roshei yeshiva, rabbanim, 
community professionals, and lay kodesh (leaders) who are in this room-   the champions of the 
next generation. Our vision of Orthodoxy cannot be Orthodox lite, where we as a community are 
willing to accept as a norm the observance of some commandments and the negation of others. 
We believe in a nuanced, textured vision, one that creates life in multi-color. The question we 
need to ask ourselves is this: Are we willing to engage in scribing this type of covenant together? 

 


