Torah Study: “It Is Not in Heaven”
Nitzavim | Deuteronomy 30:11-20

At the end of the Torah, Moses speaks to a people standing on the edge of
an enormous transition. And remarkably, he does not tell them that living a
good life will be easy. Instead, he tells them something different: It is
possible.

“This Thing Is Not Too Hard for You”
Deuteronomy 30:11-14
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“Surely, this commandment which | command you today is not too wondrous
for you, nor is it far away.

It is not in heaven...

Neither is it beyond the sea...

No, the thing is very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to do it.”

The strange thing about this text
Moses could have said:

“This is important.”

Instead, he says:

“This is accessible.”

Why does Torah need to convince us that the thing God asks of us is not somewhere far
away?

Discuss



e What is the difference between saying something is easy and saying it is within
reach?
e Why do human beings sometimes prefer to imagine change as impossible?

One interesting reading is that Torah gives us three locations of change:

J'92 — in your mouth: what we are willing to say
22721 — in your heart: what we are willing to confront internally
inwy? — to do it: what we actually change

Which of those three is hardest?

But What Exactly Is “The Commandment”?
The Torah says ha-mitzvah hazot—"this commandment.”
But which commandment?

Nachmanides (Ramban) offers a fascinating interpretation: the Torah is talking about
teshuvah itself.

In other words:

The Torah is not merely commanding us to return.
It is telling us that return is possible.

Discuss

Why might someone believe that teshuvah is “in heaven™—possible theoretically, but not
realistically for them?

Are there things about ourselves we have mislabeled as permanent simply because
they are familiar?

A Very Different Reading: “It Is Not in Heaven”

Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia 59b
The rabbis were once arguing about a particular kind of oven.

Rabbi Eliezer said that the oven was ritually pure. The other rabbis said that it was
impure.



Rabbi Eliezer offered every argument he could think of to prove that he was right, but
the other rabbis were not convinced.

Finally, Rabbi Eliezer said:
“If the law agrees with me, let this carob tree prove it.”

Immediately, the carob tree uprooted itself from the ground and moved a great distance
away.

But the rabbis responded:

“We do not decide matters of Torah based on a carob tree.”

Rabbi Eliezer said:

“If the law agrees with me, let the stream prove it.”

Immediately, the water in the stream reversed direction and began flowing backward.
Again, the rabbis were unmoved.

“We do not decide matters of Torah based on a stream.”

Rabbi Eliezer tried again:

“If the law agrees with me, let the walls of this study house prove it.”

The walls began to lean inward, as though they were about to collapse.

Rabbi Yehoshua stood up and said to the walls:

“When scholars are arguing about Torah, what business is it of yours to interfere?”

Out of respect for Rabbi Yehoshua, the walls stopped falling. But out of respect for
Rabbi Eliezer, they did not straighten either. They remained leaning.

Finally, Rabbi Eliezer said:

“If the law agrees with me, let Heaven prove it.”

A heavenly voice called out:

“Why are you arguing with Rabbi Eliezer? The law agrees with him!”

Rabbi Yehoshua stood up and declared:



N'n 0l X7 — Lo bashamayim hi.
“It is not in heaven.”

Rabbi Yirmiyah explained:

“The Torah was already given at Mount Sinai. We do not follow a heavenly voice,
because the Torah itself teaches us to follow the majority.”

Once Torah was given, human beings became responsible for interpreting it.
This creates a fascinating tension.

In Nitzavim, “It is not in heaven” means:

You are capable.

In the Talmud, “It is not in heaven” means:

You are responsible.

Discuss

What is the relationship between capability and responsibility?
Is it comforting or frightening to imagine God saying, “You already have what you
need; now the choice belongs to you™?
e Does responsibility increase when we know that we actually have the ability to
respond?
‘I Have Put Before You Life and Death”
Then Moses makes the stakes even higher.

Deuteronomy 30:19
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“I have put before you life and death, blessing and curse. Choose life.”
There is an obvious philosophical problem here:

If God tells us which one to choose, how much of a choice is it?



And perhaps more importantly: most of our choices do not announce themselves as
LIFE and DEATH.

Discuss

What if “choose life” is not one enormous decision, but a way of making hundreds of
small decisions?

And:

How do we recognize the life-giving choice when it is not obvious?

The Grammar of “Choose Life”
There is something beautiful hidden in the Hebrew.
n*na nn2a1 — U'vacharta ba-chayim
“Choose life.”
But the verse continues:
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“So that you and your descendants may live.”
Our choices are personal, but they are rarely only personal.
That makes “choose life” less like:
Do whatever makes you happy.
And more like:
Choose in a way that creates more life around you.
Can a choice be painful and still be life-giving?

How do we distinguish between what feels good and what actually creates life?

Nitzavim Before the New Year

Nitzavim is always read close to the High Holidays and perhaps that placement makes
a claim about teshuvah.



The Torah does not say:
Become an entirely different person.
It says:
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“The thing is very close to you.”

What is one thing in your life that you have been treating as though it were “in
heaven” or “across the sea,” when perhaps it is closer than you think?
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