Letting Go

One could make a good case that the Book of Deuteronomy is revisionist history, from Moses’ perspective.  An example of this is Deuteronomy 4:21, where Moses tells the Israelites, “God was angry with me on your account and swore that I shall not cross the Jordan and enter the good land that Adonai is assigning you as a heritage.  When we looked at Parshat Hukkat one month ago, we saw that Moses had committed the sin by striking the rock but here he is blaming the Israelites!
Another example of this is in last week’s portion.  In Deuternomony 1:22, Moses asserts, “Then all of you came to me and said ‘we shall send men ahead to reconnoiter the land.’”  However, in Parshat Shelach Lecha, God told Moses to send spies rather than the Israelites ganging up on Moses and forcing him to send spies.


These are the two central examples of the sins.  The spies were what caused the Isarelites to wander for 40 years in the desert, and the hitting of the rock is what stopped Moses from entering the Promised Land.  Why would Moses attempt to exonerate himself from both of these situations?  Is it selective amnesia to build his own legacy, is it the anger of a great leader who realizes his mortality, or is it something else?


An answer that I like is hinted at by Nachmanides of 13th century Spain.  He writes that Moses has been the Israelites’ sole leader up to this point, stopping God from destroying them on multiple occasions (it felt like in every chapter in Numbers!).  Moses’ frustration and anger at leading such a stiffnecked people is what led him to hit the rock and be denied entrance into Israel.  Now that he will not be leading the Israelites, Moses is concerned lest the Israelites rebel again and God will destroy them, as he will not be there to protect them.


Perhaps Moses is using strong words to remind the Israelites to safeguard the Torah lessons that he taught them, so that they will not wander onto the wrong path.  His harsh language could be meant as a means by which to wake his people up to the importance of following the Torah and the commandments.

While I like Nachmanides’ interpretation, I think something psychological is going on here: Moses is afraid to let go.  He will die without knowing if Joshua will succeed in enabling the Israelites to conquer Canaan or if the spies were correct that the land will “swallow its inhabitants.”  He will die not seeing the land of milk and honey from up close. Nevertheless, Moses must let go and relinquish control so that Joshua can lead the Israelites in the next step of their journey.   


Letting go is hard, whether it is letting go of objects, people or emotions.  Sending children away to college is extremely challenging, as is donating books no longer read but which we “might need one day.”  We always want to hold on to what we have, as we do not know for certain what will happen if we step back and let go.  However, letting go is a crucial stage in life, and one which we all must do at various times.


This coming Shabbat, let us take steps to let go of our “real world” concerns and just enjoy the moment.  Let us try to get a full sense of Shabbat rest through letting go of our worries and negative emotions.  May we realize that having anguish over an unknown future, as Moses did, is completely normal yet at the same time have the comfort to know that we will be able to do our part to sort things out after Shabbat is over.  Shabbat is the time to clear our heads-if not now, when?
