Netzavim

In chapter 30: 11-12, the text is especially profound.  The text reads, ki ha-mitzvah ha-zot asher anokhi mitzavkhah ha-yom lo nifleit hi mimkhaha ve-lo rekhokah. Lo ba-shamayim hi.  For this mitzvah, which I command you today is not hidden from you, it is not distant.  It is not in heaven.

The words, "It is not in heaven" are interpreted in the Talmud in tractate Bava Metzia to mean that God does not have the ability to overrule human beings in matters of halakhah.  God gave us the Torah and the rules of how to interpret it.  After God allows human beings the autonomy of deciding the proper rulings, God cedes His power in this area to humans.  


What does this text literally mean?  What is this text referring to? "This mitzvah."  Which mitzvah exactly is the Torah referring to?  


Secondly, is there a way to understand the words "it is not in heaven" on a more mundane and more literal way?

Ramban interprets the words "ki ha-mitzvah ha-zot," in a limiting fashion, as a reference only to the previous paragraph in the Torah, which refers to the specific mitzvah of repentance and returning to God.  And by doing so he must also limit the impact of the words, "it is not in heaven."


However, most commentators interpret the words, "Ki ha-mitzvah ha-zot" in a much more expansive fashion, as a reference to all of the mitzvoth of the Torah. If so, the words "it is not in heaven" also take on a much broader impact.


The phrase in this context comes to literally mean that our Torah is not some doctrine that is hidden away in the upper recesses of heaven, available only to prophets and scholars.  On the contrary, our Torah is readily available it is not hidden!   


We can not hide behind our ignorance.  We all have equal access to the texts of the Torah.  

Vayelekh

This parshah has the great distinction of containing within it the last of the 613 mitzvoth.

In chapter 31:12, the Torah states ve-atah kitvu lachem ha-shirah ha-zot.  From here we derive the mitzvah that each and everyone of us is obligated to produce our own Torah--either we write one ourselves or else we are obligated to hire a scribe to write one.  Our rabbis teach us that even if a father or a mother produced a Torah, the child is still obligated to produce their own Torah.  


The message of the Torah is a very powerful one:  It never suffices for children to remain satisfied with the knowledge that they have received from their parents, because if they merely remain content, then they will grow stagnant.  Instead, each child must continue to produce and add their own knowledge to the world.


This in a nutshell is the educational paradigm of Judaism.  Never be content with the level of knowledge in the world.  Always work to add to it.  How fitting that this is the 613th mitzvah!
