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The three weeks of rebuke are now behind us, and Tisha B’Av will end on Thursday with the first glimmers of rebirth and 
renewal. In his discourses Moses will repeat, reframe, and intensify the horrific consequences for disobeying HaShem’s 
commandments, while the Haftarot offer a seven-week crescendo of consolation in an emotional ascent toward Rosh 
HaShanah and Yom Kippur. For this, and many other reasons, Shabbat Nachamu enjoys near-festival status. It takes its 
name from the opening words of the Haftarah: nachamu, nachamu ami (comfort, comfort My people), words many of us 
know from the recitative preceding the tenor aria at the opening of Handel’s Messiah. In biblical Hebrew, repetition is 
always highly significant. Here, it alludes to spiritual as well as physical comfort, or, as our mystics teach, to HaShem’s 
transcendent, “fatherly” comfort as well as the earthly, “motherly” comfort of the Shechinah, the female aspect of 
HaShem that accompanies us here in our realm. The doubling also points out that there are two injured parties who need 
comforting: the Jewish people and HaShem; and Rashi teaches that HaShem is telling the prophets to comfort both 
themselves and the Jewish people. Another doubling in our parashah, the repetition of the “Ten Utterances,” coupled 
with the opening paragraph of the shema Yisrael, underscores the overarching twofold message of the Haftarah: the 
strict prohibition against idolatry (Isaiah 40: 19-20) and the uniqueness of HaShem (Isaiah 40:25). Indeed, the reasons for 
singling out Shabbat Nachamu are manyfold, reinforced by another pair of attributes that define our parashah: love and 
joy. Love is the guiding theme of the first paragraph of our shema Yisrael (6:4-9), a love so powerful that it engages our 
entire being: heart, soul, and strength. Moses invokes joy when he repeatedly reminds the people how uniquely fortunate 
they are to be the recipients of HaShem’s favor, manifested in the miracles that have brought them to this point and in 
the commandments they are obligated – and privileged – to observe. But why repeat what was revealed at Sinai? Wasn’t 
the first time, with all the laws and statutes that followed enough? The science of Biblical criticism notwithstanding, 
Deuteronomy, falling where it does in our northern hemisphere, seems like another summer rerun. But let us consider 
Moses’ audience. The generation that had experienced the miracles of the Exodus and stood with Moses at Sinai has 
grown old and died. Their progeny, ranging in age from near 40 to newborn, are just learning what it means to be free. 
There have been many missteps along the way, and with few exceptions, their elders have been abysmal role models. 
Emotionally they are teenagers at best, and we all know how difficult both being a teenager and dealing with teenagers 
can be. A few years ago, I prepared a cousin for his Bar Mitzvah, which happened to be on Shabbat Nachamu. He was 
romping through his Torah reading with monotonal speed and bored indifference, until I stopped him with a question that 
completely changed his outlook: How do your parents speak to you when they have repeatedly told you to do something 
and you still have not complied? His response was high drama seasoned with righteous exasperation. After having first 
complained about Moses making us slog through the whole story again, he suddenly understood, and his reading took 
on the urgency of a frustrated parent. Getting the message across to people still emerging from dependence and 
learning by fits and starts how to become responsible adults is a daunting task that requires both patience and continual 
reinforcement, the latter often juxtaposing graphic images of reward and punishment. Since last week’s parashah, 
Moses is doing exactly that; and he opens this discourse by reminding the people that because of them Hashem will not 
allow him to enter the Promised Land. At first glance this looks like sheer pettiness, especially since it was their elders’ 
generation of former slaves that had provoked him into striking the rock to procure water instead of speaking to it. But he 
is using this example as a powerful, twofold teaching tool, pointing out not only that he too makes mistakes, but also 
that he is just as prone as they are to engage in childish wheedling. Challenging HaShem in defense of the people, as he 
did after the incidents with the golden calf and the scouts, is a noble form of chutzpah, but begging and pleading his own 
cause most certainly is not, and he emphasizes this to the people: “But the Lord was angry with me because of you, and 
He did not listen to me, and the Lord said to me, ‘It is enough for you; speak to Me no more regarding this matter.’” (3:26) 
Having highlighted his own failings, he is on far better footing to deliver his messages, not from his exalted position as  
their direct link to HaShem, but rather, from his very human position as one of them. Acknowledging his own human 
shortcomings, he is able to speak to the people in terms they will more readily understand. He was too consumed with 
carrying the people to engage with his own sons as a father should have done, but now he insists that this generation 
engrave Torah so deeply into their children that it becomes part of their DNA. Indeed, we are still here because we 
persist in remembering, retelling, and transmitting our story, not as mere nostalgia, but as identity. Coming after the 
Three Weeks and the anguish of Tisha B’Av, Shabbat Nachamu offers consolation, love, and joy, assuring us that after 
destruction and upheaval we always rise, regroup, recover, and rebuild, knowing that our covenant with HaShem is 
eternal. Isaiah’s twofold “comfort, comfort My people” reminds us that HaShem calls on us to choose life. We are not 
defined by our catastrophes. We are defined by how we live between them.  
 
Shabbat shalom! 


