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The “Things” 
That Matter

This week’s Parsha marks the 
beginning of the fifth Sefer of the 
Chumash, which carries the same 

title Devarim. Usually, the name of the 
Parsha – and even more so a complete 
book of the Bible – will have particularly 
meaning for us; it will represent a major 
theme of the narrative for us to take away 
after our encounter with the text.

So what is the meaning of “Devarim”? 
Can there be a term more vague than this 
word? For, in essence, at least in Modern 
Hebrew, Devarim means “things,” an 
expression so amorphous that we are left 
wondering what it means. After all, the 
Torah could simply have recorded that 
“Moshe spoke to the people as follows…” 

How then shall we interpret this opening 
sentence? Better, perhaps, “These are the 
words that Moshe spoke to all of Israel on 
the other side of the Jordan in the Midbar 
(the wilderness).”

Moshe spoke to the people 
in a language that they 
could understand; he let the 
people work things out for 
themselves: Always the better 
way

If that is the case, then comes the next 
question: Why mention the Midbar, when 
we already know that that the desert was 
where the people were at that time?  So, 
of course, we need to look ahead in the 
text so that the intention of the narrative 
and Moshe’s soliloquy becomes clearer. 
The Torah (or to be more precise, the 
Torah’s rendering of Moshe’s description 
of events) continues to outline the specific 
locations where these words of Moshe 
were delivered. What is the meaning of 
all this?

An approach comes to mind: The term 
“Devarim” is purposely ambiguous. Our 
rabbis teach us that Moshe outlined the 
places that were of import to the people 
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just as, perhaps, a tour guide reviews all 
the sites visited by his group just before he 
leaves them. But each person will recall 
at each spot what was most subjectively 
significant. Hence “Devarim”: Take from 
my words what you will. 

But Jastro’s Dictionary of the Talmud 
will teach us that another meaning of 
the Hebrew term “Davar” is ‘to lead,’ as 
in the phrase “to lead the flock.” Thus, in 
our Parsha, Moshe, the eternal shepherd 
and leader, is exploiting his intrinsic 
leadership qualities – his “Devarim” 
– to lead his flock, even as he is about 
to relinquish both life and leadership. 
Moreover, as the teacher, par excellence, 
Moshe delivers his final message in a 
subtle manner, allowing his rebuke to the 

people to emerge naturally as the people 
reflect on what happened at these places 
and on their misbehavior. 

Moshe spoke to the people in a language 
that they could understand; he let the 
people work things out for themselves: 
Always the better way. Moshe Rabbeinu! 
Moshe our [master] teacher! Long before 
our contemporary pedagogues arrived on 
the scene and long before Solomon coined 
the phrase, Moshe actualized the axiom 
“Chanoch Lana’ar Al Pi Darko” – ‘Educate 
the youth according to his way,’ that is, 
according to one’s capacity to absorb and 
internalize the lessons to be learned. 

Shabbat Shalom!


