Devarim

As we are about to begin the final book of the Torah, Sefer Devarim, it is worth reviewing for a moment what this final book is about.  Moshe has been told that he is not allowed to lead the Jewish people into the land of Israel, and in his stead he should appoint Yehoshua.  So Moshe gathers the Jewish people and addresses them before they enter the land of Israel.  .


Since Sefer Devarim is a review we would expect the incidents to be retold exactly as they were reported in the earlier books of the Torah.  However, one of our challenges in interpreting the Torah is to compare a discussion of an incident as it appears in Devarim and elsewhere in the Torah--to notice the differences and to understand what the Torah is teaching with these slight distinctions.

 
I will share one example of this methodology this morning.  In Sefer Devarim, 1: 13, Moshe recounts how he told the Jewish people that it was necessary for him to appoint a system of Judges, for he alone could not judge the Jewish people.  And his words are as follows, Havu lachem anashim, chachamim, u-nevonim, ve-yeduim, appoint for yourself wise men, men of understanding, who are known to your tribes. 


However, let’s compare this with the words Yitro uses when he advises Moshe to appoint judges, when this incident is first recounted in sefer shemot.  There Yitro says appoint, anshei chayil, yirei ha-elokim, anshei emet, sonei betzah, appoint capable men, men who fear God, men of truth, who hate injustice.  


Notice the difference: When Yitro talks to Moshe he emphasizes characteristics of righteousness as being the most important quality for a judge.  However, when Moshe tells over these qualities to the Jewish people he emphasizes qualities of the intellect:  wise men and men of understanding.


One explanation for this divergence in the account in Sefer Devarim is offered by the great, Samson Raphael Hirsch.  He notes that Moshe and Yitro knew that the most important quality for a leader was the characteristic of righteousness and not the level of the IQ.  Nevertheless, Moshe understood that public opinion mistakenly believes that the most important quality of a leader is the level of intellect and so Moshe added these qualities to those already enumerated in Sefer Shemot.  


Only by looking at these two passages together can we understand what qualities the Torah teaches are the most important qualities in a leader and a judge.

