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Moses opens his next discourse with עקב (eikev), a carefully chosen word with multiple meanings. The root, as a verb,  
means to heed, follow, track, or tail; to circumvent, attack insidiously, and deceive; to reward, punish, or bring 
consequences; to investigate and reveal. As a noun, it means heel, trace, footprint, cheater, and rear (of a troop). As an 
adjective, in addition to insidious it can also mean steep, or hilly. Here, as an adverb, it means because of, as a 
consequence. Anyone who has been following the story of our people can see the common thread running through 
these seemingly unrelated words. The word eikev is rare enough to command attention, and facing his last days on 
earth, Moses is intent on doing all he can to keep his people focused. Rashi, citing Midrash Tanchuma, draws a parallel 
between heeding and heel by explaining that Moses is alluding to those “light, easy” mitzvot that people often find so 
inconsequential that they trample them beneath their heels. Because we, like most healthy organisms, usually favor the 
path of least resistance, it is reasonable to assume that we would tend to choose the easy mitzvot and try to avoid the 
more difficult ones. But something else comes into play that belies this logic. Despite their many missteps, HaShem has 
nourished and protected the Israelites during their exceedingly difficult and dangerous journey, and will continue to 
ensure their success as they conquer and settle the land they are to inhabit. HaShem has guided them through the perils 
of the wilderness, but who will guide them later, through the perils of success? We have all heard tragic stories of 
people who achieve immense wealth while they are still too immature to understand how to deal with it, squandering 
their fortunes and ending up in abject poverty. The lurid excesses of some sports and rock stars fill our tabloids, and the 
old adage “shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in three generations” is a sad commentary on the inability of the third generation 
to manage the wealth their grandparents and parents worked so hard to achieve. That is what Midrash Tanchuma is 
trying to emphasize. Taking our mitzvot lightly, trampling them under our heels when things are going well and we have 
put all our struggles behind us is all too easy, even for us today. For our ancestors in their state of emotional immaturity, 
the temptations of success were far greater than anything they had faced in the wilderness or would face as they 
conquer the land. We see it time and again: Power and prosperity can draw a curtain of amnesia over past struggles, 
which all too often leads to corruption and decadence. When we struggle, we are more apt to be grateful for the help 
we receive along the way, but once we’ve arrived, we tend to take things for granted. It happens to individuals, and it 
happens to civilizations. Strong in adversity, complacent and arrogant in abundance – what a paradox! Behind every 
“self-made” individual are many people who have helped in countless, vital ways. And behind every great civilization are 
people with high ideals working together to build a society. The danger lies in forgetting how we reached this pinnacle of 
success – in other words, in losing our sense of gratitude and loyalty toward our benefactors. For our ancestors and for 
us, gratitude and loyalty entail upholding the statutes of our covenant with HaShem, i.e., understanding it as a reciprocal 
bond, not a document of entitlement. Moses makes this abundantly clear, reviewing the people’s shortcomings and 
emphasizing how he had to plead with HaShem not to destroy them. Now, in exchange for HaShem’s continuing 
protection, they, and we, are obligated to take HaShem’s mitzvot seriously, to scrupulously heed their statutes, 
ordinances and commandments. This begins with acknowledging HaShem’s absolute uniqueness by paralleling 
HaShem’s transcendent love with our own love, a love that pervades our entire being and causes us to willingly serve 
HaShem by being the very best human beings we can be. Last week’s parashah contained the first paragraph of our 
shema Yisrael, which defines our outward demonstration of love and loyalty through our tefillin and mezuzot, as well as 
through imbuing our children with Torah by incessantly discussing it with them. Now, in the second paragraph (11:13-
21), this is reiterated, along with dire warnings against taking the earthly bounty HaShem provides for granted. 
HaShem’s earth is only able to support us if we don’t misuse it. This message has never been more urgent. The “strange 
gods” we are continually warned not to pursue are the temptations born of security and prosperity: Power, heedless 
acquisition, hedonism, running with the chicest crowd – these addictive, elusive, and ultimately lethal cravings of the 
ego-driven are the false gods who cause us to forget where we came from and how we got there. Indeed, security and 
prosperity can make us arrogant and unappreciative, but it also can, and should, humble us and make us grateful. With 
so much of the world beset by the ravages of war and climate-driven famine, those of us who live in peace and security 
are truly blessed. The tragic situation in Ukraine and the increasing polarization within our own societies has shown us 
how tenuous this peace and security can be. Now more than ever it is imperative that we not grow haughty and 
complacent. Our prayers, in all their splendid variety, help us to remember our origins, our eternal covenant, and our 
deep gratitude. Thus, in our uniquely Jewish way, we lovingly bless HaShem for blessing us so richly.   
 
 Shabbat shalom!      


