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N I T Z A V I M  

G-D’S BLESSING 

There is a well-known statement by the Alter Rebbe,1 
quoting the Maggid of Mezeritch, who quoted the Baal Shem 
Tov, explaining why we do not recite the blessing for the new 
month on the Shabbos preceding Rosh HaShanah: 

The seventh month, which is “the first of the months 
of the year,”2 is blessed by G-d Himself on the Shabbos 
of blessing, the last Shabbos of Elul. With the power 
[imparted by this blessing], the Jews bless the 11 
[coming] months.3 

 
1. See Koveitz Michtavim, 1; printed in Tehillim Ohel Yosef Yitzchak, p. 193; 

HaYom Yom, entry 25 Elul. 
2. The Alter Rebbe is borrowing the Torah’s words (Shmos 12:2), but changing 

their intent. For here the emphasis is on the word “year.” [And thus the 
month referred to is Tishrei, not Nissan.] 

  The use of an accepted phrase for a different intent is an established prac-
tice. See Tosafos, Chulin 68a, entry Adam; note, however, Tosafos, Kiddushin 
48a, entry Ileimah. See also the sources quoted in Yad Malachi, sec. 374; S’dei 
Chemed, Klallim Lamed, sec. 98. 

3. That the power required for the Jews to bless the coming 11 months is 
imparted by G-d’s blessing of the month of Elul, is — as are all concepts of 
P’nimiyus HaTorah — alluded to in Nigleh, the revealed Torah law. The Pesikta 
deRabbi Kahana, ch. 5, states: “Until the Jews left Egypt, the Holy One, blessed 
be He, sat and calculated... and ordained the new months. When the Jews left 
Egypt... He charged them with this task.... From that time onward, they are 
entrusted to them.” 

  The words “charged” and “entrusted” indicate that G-d gave the Jews His 
power to ordain new months. 

  See also the Magen Avraham 417:1, which states that the present custom of 
blessing the month echoes the sanctification of the new month by the court. 
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It is written:4 atem nitzavim hayom, “You are standing 
today.” Hayom, “today,” refers to Rosh HaShanah,5 the 
day of judgment, as it is written:6 “And it came to pass 
(hayom) on that day,” which the Targum renders: “the 
day of awesome judgment.” [And on that day,] “You 
are standing,”7 triumphant in the judgment. 

On the Shabbos before Rosh HaShanah, which is the last 
Shabbos of Elul,8 we read the portion Atem Nitzavim. This 
includes the blessing of the Holy One, blessed be He, on the 
Shabbos on which the seventh month is blessed. It is a month 
which is satiated — and which satiates all of Israel — with 
manifold goodness for the entire [coming] year. 

The commentaries9 explain that the verse: “You are 
standing today... to enter into a covenant,” introduces the 
concept of mutual responsibility; that each Jew serves as a 
guarantor for every other, as it is said:10 “All Israel are respon-
sible one for another.” 

Several questions arise: 

a) What is the connection between the latter interpreta-
tion and the one offered by the Baal Shem Tov?11 

b) We find12 that although the covenant of mutual respon-
sibility was established by Moshe our teacher, it did not take 
effect until the Jewish people actually entered Eretz Yisrael. 

 
4. Devarim 29:9. 
5. See Paneach Razeh, Parshas Nitzavim; Likkutei Torah, beginning of Parshas 

Nitzavim. 
6. Iyov 2:1. 
7. See Midrash Tanchuma, Parshas Nitzavim, sec. 1. 
8. See Tosafos, Megillah 31b, entry Klallos; Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 428:4; 

Likkutei Torah, ibid. 
9. Or HaChayim, Kli Yakor on above verse. 
10. Shavuos 39a; Sanhedrin 27a. 
11. For as explained in the sichah for Parshas Toldos in this series, all the inter-

pretations of a word or verse share a connection to each other. 
12. See Sanhedrin 43b. 
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and make the world a dwelling for Him.23 And therefore it 
was not until our entry into Eretz Yisrael that the covenant of 
mutual responsibility took effect.24 

IN UNITY THERE IS STRENGTH 

On this basis, we can understand the connection between 
the Baal Shem Tov’s interpretation of Atem Nitzavim — that 
the Jews stand victorious in the judgment of Rosh HaShanah 
— with the statement that this verse refers to the covenant of 
mutual responsibility. 

By “standing... together,” “united as one,” without 
thought as to who is on a higher plane and who is on a lower 
one, we subsume our personal identities amidst the Jewish 
people as a whole. This will surely cause us to emerge victo-
rious in judgment, for the Jewish nation as a whole is surely 
good. And this will cause us to be inscribed for a good and 
sweet year in the year to come. 

(Adapted from Sichos Shabbos Parshas Nitzavim-Vayeilech, 5718, 5719) 

�� 

 
23. See the sichah to Parshas Shelach in this series, where this concept is 

explained. 
24. The covenant of mutual responsibility for the observance of the Torah and its 

mitzvos presupposes a united nation, a union established between a number of 
souls functioning as self-conscious entities enclothed in bodies. This level was 
revealed with our entry into Eretz Yisrael. 

  The potential for such unity stems from the fact that the Jewish people are 
essentially “at one.” This reflects an inner oneness at the core of our souls, 
above and beyond the level enclothed in our bodies. Therefore it was appro-
priate that the covenant for mutual responsibility was established while the 
Jews were in the desert, at which time our existence was more spiritually 
oriented. Similarly, it was significant that Moshe — characterized by the 
ultimate bittul of mah — was the one who “negotiated” the covenant. See 
Tanya, ch. 32. 
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Why didn’t the concept of mutual responsibility take effect as 
soon as the covenant was established? 

WHO CAN SERVE AS A GUARANTOR? 

The above questions can be resolved by clarifying the 
concept of mutual responsibility. Logically, one would only 
accept as a guarantor a person who was greater (with regard 
to the matter at hand) than the person entering the covenant. 
For example, when a poor man applies for a loan, one accepts 
a rich man as a guarantor. One would not accept a poor man 
as a guarantor for a rich one. 

This is not the case with regard to the mutual responsi-
bility of the Jewish people. Every Jew, even the lowest, is 
responsible for all the rest. Moreover, this is expressed in 
Torah law with regard to the blessings recited before the 
performance of a mitzvah. Although he has already fulfilled a 
mitzvah himself, every Jew — even one on a very low level — 
can recite a blessing for another Jew — even one on the high-
est level, because “All Israel are responsible one for 
another.”13 

WHEN THE FOOT BECOMES A HEAD 

The Alter Rebbe interprets14 the above verse to mean that 
the Jewish people are a single entity. This leads to a further 
concept. In the human body, every limb complements every 
other. For example, the feet possess a certain quality which 
the head does not, and in this way, the feet complement the 
head. Similarly with regard to the ten levels within the Jewish 
people mentioned in this passage: “the hewers of wood” and 
“the drawers of water” possess a certain advantage over “your 
heads,” and complement the latter. 

 
13. Rashi, Rosh HaShanah 29a, entry Af al pi; Shulchan Aruch HaRav 197:6. 
14. Likkutei Torah, ibid. 
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This helps us understand why “All Israel are responsible 
one for another.” For every single Jew possesses a particular 
advantage over every other, and can therefore serve as a guar-
antor for him. 

LEVELS OF ONENESS 

In the above maamar, the Alter Rebbe cites the verse:15 
“When the leaders of the people assembled the tribes of 
Israel,” and explains that “the people come together to be 
united as one.” In this vein, he refers to the analogy of the 
human body mentioned above, that every limb complements 
each other, and that all need each other. And he concludes: 
“The entire Jewish people are a single complete entity.” 

The wording of the Alter Rebbe is very precise. Thus 
although the phrase “come together to be united as one” may 
appear to contain a redundancy, each phrase contributes 
something. After stating that every limb complements every 
other, and that all are interdependent, the Alter Rebbe con-
cludes: “The entire Jewish people are a single complete 
entity.” 

To explain: there are three levels in the unity of the 
Jewish people: “come together, “united, and “as one.” “Come 
together” is stated in the verse cited previously. The Alter 
Rebbe adds that the Jews’ togetherness is based on unity, and 
he explains the nature of this unity by stating that every indi-
vidual complements every other, and that we all need each 
other. He then adds that there is a deeper level; the Jews are 
“as one.” He then amplifies this thought with the statement: 
“The entire Jewish people are a single complete entity.” 

To clarify: “Together” reflects the purposeful joining of 
distinct entities that do not share any inherent connection. 
For this reason, the Alter Rebbe uses the terms “united” and 
“as one” to indicate that the bond between the Jewish people 

 
15. Devarim 33:5. 
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FROM THE INSIDE OUT 

The two levels implied by the words “united” and “at 
one,” are dependent on each other. The external unity that 
connects our people as individuals enhances the inner bond, 
which unites us “as one.” Were the individual elements to be 
entirely discrete entities, it would be impossible for them to 
share an inner bond. 

Bittul, the external selflessness that allows for sharing 
with and receiving from each other, expresses the fact that 
ultimately every person is more than himself; he is a member 
of the Jewish people at large. 

Since the inner nature of the entire Jewish people is “at 
one,” our external dimensions are unified and complemen-
tary.18 Were each person’s inner dimensions to be merely 
personal — for his personal qualities are, after all, what is 
most important to him — he would not require the support 
and influence of others. Nevertheless, because the inner 
dimension of the Jewish people is one, their external 
dimensions reflect that inner oneness and are therefore 
complementary. 

ENTERING ERETZ YISRAEL 

On this basis, we can understand why the Jews’ covenant 
of mutual responsibility only took effect with our entry into 
Eretz Yisrael. The word areivim, which means “mutually 
responsible” also means “mixed together.” The identities of 
the entire Jewish people are intermingled, for our people is 
“united, as one.” 

Such unity is possible only by virtue of a transcendent 
light,22 and our people were not exposed to that transcendent 
light until they entered Eretz Yisrael. For it is only in Eretz 
Yisrael that we will fulfill G-d’s ultimate intent in creation, 

 
22. See Tanya, Iggeres HaKodesh, Epistle 12; Likkutei Torah, Vayikra 23c. 
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tion of even one of the limbs is impaired, the entire body is 
imperfect.18 This indicates that the individual nature of every 
limb is important. 

Yes, there is an advantage to being “at one” over being 
“united,” for the fundamental nature of every limb and organ 
is the fact that it forms part of a complete organism. But this 
essential quality is not reflected in the external functioning of 
each organ, for in its function, each organ expresses its indi-
vidual nature. This is the advantage of being “united” — that 
even though each limb (i.e. each individual Jew) exists as a 
distinct entity, all the limbs (i.e. all the Jews) are unified and 
complement each other.19 

The Alter Rebbe’s explanation of “unity” is more detailed 
because our Divine service is directed towards realizing that 
goal.20 Accordingly, every Jew, as he functions within his own 
identity as a soul enclothed within a body, must be “of a 
humble spirit in the presence of every person.”21 For every 
other person possesses qualities that can complement his 
own. 

 
18. Man is an intermediate creation, including elements from the highest peaks 

and the lowest depths. Therefore he must have both a head and feet (see the 
series of maamarim beginning Rosh HaShanah, 5702). 

  The reason mankind must possess the lower potentials is because of their 
mean nature; our ultimate perfection requires the possession of such “low” 
qualities. To cite a parallel: Man’s body is fashioned from the dust, the lowest 
form of inanimate matter. This reflects the tremendous power of our souls; 
which descend from the highest level (Torah Or, Bereishis, p. 4a; the maamar 
entitled Zeh HaYom, 5700, sec. 2). 

  Since the feet — because they are on a lowly plane — are an essential 
element in man’s consummate perfection, they are also granted an advantage 
with regard to a person’s revealed powers; they support the head. 

19. To refer to another Chassidic concept: This reflects the advantage of the 
quality alluded to by the word echad over the simple oneness implied by the 
word yachid. See Torah Or, Va’eira, p. 55b. 

20. To cite a parallel, Likkutei Sichos, Vol. IV, p. 1334-1335, speaks of an advan-
tage possessed by man’s perception of G-d’s oneness {as reflected in the verse 
(Devarim 4:39): “And you shall know today...”} over the revelation of that 
oneness from above {as reflected in the verse (Devarim 4:35): “And you have 
been shown to know...”}. 

21. Avos 4:12. 
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is deeper than that. The Jews are a group of distinct people 
who come together “to fulfill Your will with a complete 
heart.”16 But they also share a deeper connection; they are 
“united as one.” 

“United” implies togetherness reinforced by an internal 
connection. When different entities come together for a 
shared purpose, their individuality is preserved. When they 
are “united,” the individual potential each possesses is joined 
to the others. Each one adds a quality which the others lack. 

“As one” points to an even deeper bond. When entities 
are “united,” they are still referred to in the plural. “As one” 
refers to a singular entity. This is reflected in the analogy of 
the human body, which though comprised of many limbs and 
organs is a single organism. Not only do the limbs comple-
ment each other, they merge to create a single entity.17 

IT’S NOT BAD TO STICK OUT 

The above, however, prompts a question: Since the bond 
implied by the term “as one” indicates a deeper connection 
than mere unity, why does the Alter Rebbe mention unity at 
all? And why does he elaborate upon it, employing the exam-
ple of the head and feet? 

This indicates that being united possesses an advantage 
over being simply “one.” 

Consider: As mentioned, a person’s limbs and organs are 
part of one body. But that body is able to function as it should 
only when each of its limbs is working properly. If the func-

 
16. Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur liturgy. 
17. These two qualities which relate to the unity of the Jewish people on Rosh 

HaShanah are also reflected in the mitzvah of the four species on Sukkos. For 
as explained in Chassidus, the qualities which are hidden on Rosh HaShanah 
are revealed on Sukkos. 

  Each of the four species reflects the concept of unity (see the series of 
maamarim entitled VeKachah, 5637, sec. 87), and all four together constitute 
one mitzvah [Sefer HaMitzvos LehaRambam, Shoresh 11]. 


