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Delaying the Verdict

“And G-d will strike you with madness and with blindness, and with confusing of the heart” (Deut. 28:28).

-Confusing of the heart. (Spiritual) clogging of the heart (Rashi, ibid.).


I

n this week’s parsha, we read the special blessings that G-d bestows upon the adherents to His commandments. Also read in this week’s parsha, however, are the many punishments for those who don’t, commonly referred to as the “Admonition.”


An especially severe curse is that of being emotionally and spiritually desensitized. Particularly around Rosh Hashanah time, when this parsha is read, can we appreciate the grimness of such a curse. 

Rosh Hashanah, besides being the first day of the new year, is more importantly the day upon which G-d judges all of the creations and determines their fate for the coming year. The type of year that we will have, materialistically and spiritually, hangs in the balance and is established on this Day of Judgment.

Certainly, someone waiting to stand trial in a mortal court nervously prepares himself with all the defenses he can come up with. Likewise in the case of our judgment on Rosh Hashanah, and even more so considering its scope, with its ramifications for us and our families, it would be expected that we anxiously contemplate our ways and be aroused to return to G-d with all our hearts.

Yet, those who seem to be genuinely moved by the uncertainty of the hour are few. Unfortunately, it is as though we are sleeping, oblivious to the seriousness of the situation. The curse of “confusing the heart” has been set into motion. 

How then are we to be meritorious on this Day of Judgment? The Talmud (1) says that one who fails to feel sorrowful at the beginning of the year will be lacking during that year. Is there any ‘temporary settlement’ that can be made to procure a stay on the final judgment?

The Talmud (2) actually does reveal a formula with which we can avert a possibly negative ruling against us. The Talmud quotes Ravah: “Anyone who regularly forgoes the opportunity to make claims against his antagonists will likewise be released from claims against him.”

G-d deals with us as we deal with others. If we are not particular about the affronts that others make (or that we perceive them to make) on our honor, then G-d will act with us accordingly and extend the due dates on our debts with Him. 

This type of conduct, which the Talmud holds in such high esteem, is truly an integral factor in maintaining proper interpersonal relationships. Whether with a spouse, parent, child, friend or any other, the ability to forgive and forget is the preservative that will ensure the longevity of all our relationships.  

The Talmud says, however, this special formula is like “a fat tail (i.e., a juicy piece of meat) that has a thorn in it (making it unsuitable to be enjoyed by most).” There is an important prerequisite that limits the formula’s application: such behavior must be founded in humility.

Although it is by no means a simple task to become truly humble, it is something distinct that we can attempt to attain. 

We can achieve humility if we first contemplate the potential that all of us possess as human beings and as Jews. Mankind is the crown of creation, and as the Sages of the Midrash record, there is almost no limit to the greatness that each of us can realize. 

One of the blessings in this week’s parsha is, “You shall be only above” (Deut. 28:13). The Sages expounded on this and said, “You might have thought that one could become as great as G-d; says the Torah, ‘only.’ ‘Only’ serves as a limitation (to indicate that we can become very great), but G-d will still be greater (3).”

Cognizant of our true potential, we should be humbled by the realization that there is so much more each of us can do to elevate ourselves and the communities around us (4). 

As Rosh Hashanah quickly approaches, may it be the will of G-d that we be awakened and sensitized to the implications of His judgment and be blessed with a ‘bountiful of goodness (5),’ both materialistically and spiritually. 

------------------

(1) Rosh Hashanah 16b. (2) Ibid. 17a. (3) Lev. Rabbah 24:9. (4) Rabbi Chaim Schmulevitz, in his Sichos Mussar, 5732:38. (5) Based on Deut. 28:11.
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