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––– Briefly D’var Torah ––– 

Va-et’chanan: Deuteronomy 3:23 - 7:11

 Guide them along the way,
 Children will listen
 Children will look to you for which way to turn
 To learn what to be
 Careful before you say, listen to me.
 Children will listen.

I first saw Into the Woods on Broadway in the mid 1980s. I was pretty young, then, but I have vivid 
memories of its starring force of nature, Bernadette Peters. What a coup for my parents to get such 
great tickets from the TKTs half-price booth in Times Square.

As I read some of the commentary on a verse in this week’s Torah portion, these lyrics jumped to 
mind with resonance. In the portion, Moses begs God one more time to let him reach the Promised 
Land with his people. God says no and tells Moses to charge Joshua with leading the people 
forward. The text says: “Give Joshua his instructions, and imbue him with strength and courage, for 
he shall go across at the head of this people, and he shall allot to them the land that you may only 
see.” (Deuteronomy 3:28)

Moses is given the responsibility not only to pass the leadership to Joshua but also to imbue him 
with strength and courage. In the 17th Century commentary Siftei Chachamim, we read that this is a 
case of “Do as I say, not as I do,” in much the same way that the song in Stephen Sondheim’s musical 
highlights the power of a parent’s words to guide and teach a child: 

With your words so that he will not become faint- hearted, etc. I.e., not with your actions, for you are 
not able to encourage him and embolden him except with words. In other words, I assure him that 
he will cross over….We see from this that the encouraging and emboldening is with speech. (Siftei 
Chakhamim, Deuteronomy 3:28:2)
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“Guide them along the way; children will listen.” Moses can’t SHOW Joshua what to do or how to 
be strong and courageous because he will not be there when Joshua goes into the land. But he 
can prepare him for the task with encouraging words and emboldening speech. As a parent who 
fully intends that her children will live after she is gone, I can understand the poignancy but also the 
necessity of pre-teaching, encouraging and emboldening those who come after us with our speech. 

The Sondheim song, strikingly, includes another parallel to the Moses-Joshua story when it says: 

Sometimes people leave you, halfway through the wood.
 Do not let it grieve you.
 No one leaves for good.
 You are not alone.
 No one is alone.

Whether from mentors, parents, or our communal teacher, Moses, encouraging and emboldening 
words are the way that we can trust we are not alone; that no one is alone. 

Shabbat Shalom,  
Rabbi Sachs-Kohen


