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Routing the Rote in Rites

“This commandment that I command you today, it is not hidden from you and it is not distant. It is not in the heavens...nor is it across the sea...Rather, the matter is very near to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to perform it” (Deut. 30:11-14).

“This commandment” is referring to repentance. “It is not hidden from you” that it should require prophets to explain it to you. “It is not distant” that it should necessitate the elucidation of sages in far away lands. “Rather, the matter is very near to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to perform it.” –To recognize in your heart that which you sinned and the G-d against whom you sinned, to feel remorse and verbally confess to Him (Commentary of Seforno). 


In these few verses the Torah dictates the details of the mitzvah of repentance. Besides for returning to the performance of His mitzvahs, which really must be done anyway, we must feel remorse for our past iniquities and confess them to Him.


Furthermore, the Torah tells us that the need for this mitzvah is clear and obvious to all, not requiring the explanations of prophets and scholars. 


If it is truly so self-evident, why is it that we find difficulty performing this mitzvah, and even after an inspiring High Holiday season we might not find ourselves changed too much?


The problem is that we are caught in the trap of rote (1). We tend to set our lives in a certain direction and then put them on cruise control. We make peace with our behavior without giving much thought to the purpose of life and its responsibilities. 


 At the root of the condition is the fact that even before our minds mature, we become aware of death and the transient role we play in this world. Later, when we have developed and could possibly be stimulated by the events around us, we have already grown accustomed to these types of occurrences and remain unaffected by them. 


So great is this persuasion of routine that even after the coming of Moshiach (Messiah), when the evil-inclination will have already been removed, it will still be necessary to maintain the precepts of modesty between men and women in order to prevent incidents of promiscuity (2), an area in which many are weak today.


The solution is that when we get caught off guard, i.e., upon hearing an inspiring lecture or experiencing a traumatic event, to mobilize at once with new undertakings and commitments.  

Our great forefather, Avraham, who recognized the Creator at a very young age, had the ‘advantage’ of being hidden in a cave for the first several years of his life (3). When he finally emerged and saw the wondrous creations of this world, he immediately became convinced of G-d’s existence and set about inspiring others as well.

Repentance can be easy. Indeed,  “the matter is very near to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to perform it.” We realize that this world is but a temporary one and that we have purposes to fulfill while we are down here. What stands in the way is the lifestyle each of us is accustomed to leading, supplanting our intellectual understanding.

 May the upcoming High Holidays, starting with the recital of Selichos (Supplications) commencing this Saturday night, be an awakening experience for us all, leading us back onto the road of G-d’s Torah and mitzvahs.

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

(1) Rabbi Chaim Schmulevitz, Sichos Mussar 5731:32. (2) Talmud Succah 51b-52a. (3) Pirkei D’Rebbi Eliezer. The astrologers of King Nimrod, who had made himself into a deity, foretold the rise of a non-believer who would challenge the king’s power. Nimrod decreed that all males born during that time be killed. Consequently, Terach, Avraham’s father, hid his son in a cave until convinced that Nimrod had forgotten the ordeal.     
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