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Why Don’t We “Get It”? 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Ki Tavo, 5773 

 

On the wall in front of my desk in our  home, I have hung a number of quotations that 

continue to challenge me down through the years. One of the statements is by Sam Rutigliano,  

who coached  the Cleveland Browns between 1978 and 1984. Sam once said, “I have never been 

on a team that did not have the will to win. The difference between winning and losing teams is 

the will to prepare.”1 Aesop captured the same  idea in his fable, “The Ant and the 

Grasshopper”,2 whose moral is: those who fiddle and play in the summer, will not have anything 

to eat in the winter. And, LeHavdil,  a Rabbinic version of the same truism appears in Kohelet 

Rabba 1:15, where it is stated, “If one does not prepare on Erev Shabbat, what will he eat on 

Shabbat?” 

  

As Elul inexorably leads into Tishrei and the Ten Days of Repentance, all sorts of 

preparations are well underway. The Challot are being baked, the chicken soup made,  the 

invitations and acceptances for meals have been exchanged, the clothing is being purchased,  

the Ba’alei Tefilla and Tokea are practicing, the Derashat are being written, the shul is being 

prepared, and, most importantly, hopefully thoughts about Teshuva (repentance) have also 

been on our minds.  But whereas the former activities are fairly straightforward, and it’s just a 

matter of expending the requisite time, effort, and resources to achieve them, Teshuva appears 

to be something different. How does one prepare to repent?  

 

This past Shabbat afternoon, I attempted to explore the dynamics  of  HaKarat HaChet 

(recognizing/acknowledging one’s sins), the absolute pre-requisite of the Teshuva process, and 

something that so many of us find difficult, if not near impossible. My recommendations during 

that Shiur, for Ellul activities that could make Teshuva more possible  included: 

 

a.  Studying Halacha and Mussar books as well as attempting to model  ourselves after 

people who we feel are are more knowledgeable and observant than we presently 

are;  

 

b.  Striving to make ourselves more holy, i.e., closer to God. In this way, we hopefully 

will try to eliminate practices and thoughts that are interfering with our walking in  

HaShem’s Ways.  

 

                                                           
1
Quoted by Brian Smialek, “Box Seat” in Observer-Reporter, December  12, 1980, C-1,  

http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=2519&dat=19801211&id=IWhfAAAAIBAJ&sjid=jV8NAAAAIBAJ&

pg=3374,2336127  
2
 http://www.bartleby.com/17/1/36.html  

http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=2519&dat=19801211&id=IWhfAAAAIBAJ&sjid=jV8NAAAAIBAJ&pg=3374,2336127
http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=2519&dat=19801211&id=IWhfAAAAIBAJ&sjid=jV8NAAAAIBAJ&pg=3374,2336127
http://www.bartleby.com/17/1/36.html
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c.  Realizing  that things that we have been doing throughout our lives are worth 

reconsideration and reevaluation. Just because we have done something a certain 

way until now, does not mean that we necessarily have to continue to do so, no 

matter how old we are,  or comfortable we have become in our respective skins.  

 

and      d.   Getting  on what I would call “a Mitzva roll”, i.e., trying to take on additional worthy 

spiritual and moral activities,  thereby personalizing  the idea of Mitzva Gorreret 

Mitzva (one Commandment “drags” after it  additional ones), attempting to have one 

new Mitzva naturally lead to another and another after that.  

 

I think that an implicit theme in this morning’s Tora reading,  Parashat Ki Tavo, also calls 

to mind the challenge of engaging in Hakarat HaChet. Ki Tavo contains one of the Tora’s two 

Tochecha’s, the long inventories of terrible things with which God Threatens the Jewish people 

should they not comply with the Mitzvot, verses that are traditionally read quietly and quickly,  

with an overall sense of impending dread.  In Devarim 28, the list of threats is interspersed at 

two points,  v. 45 and 58,  by a reiteration of what was stated in the introductory v. 15, i.e., how 

the Jews continue to not listen to God’s Directives.  

 

Devarim 28:15 

But it shall come to pass, if thou wilt not hearken unto the Voice of the LORD 

thy God,  

to observe to do all His Commandments and His Statutes which I command thee this 

day; that all these curses shall come upon thee, and overtake thee.  

 

Ibid. 45, 58 

And all these curses shall come upon thee, and shall pursue thee, and overtake 

thee, till thou be destroyed; because thou didst not hearken unto the Voice of 

the LORD thy God, to keep His Commandments and His Statutes which He 

Commanded thee.  

 

If thou wilt not observe to do all the words of this law that are written in this 

book, that thou mayest fear this glorious and awful Name, the LORD thy God;  

 

What is being added in the two additional verses that we didn’t already know after reading v. 

15?  It seems to me that by repeating verses 45 and 58, the Tora is suggesting that despite being 

placed in ever-more dire predicaments, the Jewish people refuse to reflect upon the need to 

improve religiously, morally and spiritually, to engage in HaKarat HaChet, thereby precipitating 

even more difficult situations for themselves.  This point is even more clearly made in the first 

Tochecha, in Parashat BeChukotai.  After initially stating in Chapt. 26, v. 14:  

 

But if ye will not hearken unto Me, and will not do all these commandments;  
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the point is made again and again,  

 

Ibid. 18, 21, 23, 27 

And if ye will not yet for these things hearken unto Me, then I will chastise you 

seven times more for your sins…  

 

And if ye walk contrary unto Me, and will not hearken unto Me; I will bring seven times 

more plagues upon you according to your sins… 

 

And if in spite of these things ye will not be corrected unto Me, but will walk 

contrary unto Me; then will I also Walk contrary unto you; and I will Smite you, 

even I, seven times for your sins… 

 

And if ye will not for all this hearken unto Me, but walk contrary unto Me; then I 

will Walk contrary unto you in fury; and I also will Chastise you seven times for 

your sins.  

 

suggesting a certain obliviousness in the people, who are apparently refusing to consider how 

what is happening might be meant to get them to reevaluate their actions and beliefs. If we 

would do the figurative math of the escalation of terrible circumstances stated in these verses ,  

then 1 x 7 x 7 x 7 x 7 =  74 =  2401. In other words, by the end of the process, the situation will be 

2401 times greater than it was at the outset. Which just begs the question: why are the Jewish 

people not taking notice? Why do the problems have to escalate in extreme fashion before 

there is a positive response, if any?  

 

In the introductory lines to the short alphabetical confessional which is recited during 

the Selichot services and on Yom HaKippurim (e.g., ArtScroll Siddur, p. 119a), we state,  

 

…For we are not so brazen and obstinate as to say before You, HaShem, our 

God, and the God of our forefathers, that we are righteous and have not 

sinned—rather we and our brothers have sinned. 

 

Should we assume, in light of the people’s not undergoing requisite changes, that such a 

declaration is simply insincere and recited mechanically or even hypocritically?  Rather than 

simply writing off the Jewish people as stiff-necked and obstinate, as the Tora at times seems to 

do, 3 let us instead try to explain this lack of Hakarat HaChet on the part of the Jewish people in 

the spirit of the Mishna in Avot: 

 

Avot 1:6 

                                                           
3
 Shemot 32:9; 33:3, 5; 34:9; Devarim 9:6, 13 =  6 separate  verses. 
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…Yehoshua ben Perachya says…Judge every person by proffering to him the 

benefit of the doubt, 

   

we might note that all of us, in one form or another, engage in Hitkachashut, or denial.  

This is not the denial where we are trying to fool others, as in the cases of:  

 

a)  Kayin, after killing his brother, after being asked by God, no less, regarding the 

whereabouts of Hevel,  

(Beraishit 4:9) “…I don’t know. Am I my brother’s keeper?” 

  

 b) Sara, upon being confronted about her having scoffed at the possibility of conceiving,  

(Ibid. 18:15) “Then Sarah denied, saying: 'I laughed not'; for she was afraid. And He 

said: 'Nay; but thou didst laugh.'”  

 

  or c)  Halachot dealing with falsely responding to claims against you lodged by the owners 

of property that you illegally possess: 

(VaYikra 5:21-2) “If any one sin, and commit a trespass against the LORD, and deal 

falsely with his neighbor in a matter of deposit, or of pledge, or of robbery, or have 

oppressed his neighbour; or have found that which was lost, and deal falsely therein, 

and swear to a lie; in any of all these that a man doeth, sinning therein.”  

 

Rather it is the sort of denial that we tell ourselves about ourselves and our lives, denial that we 

might not be aware of, until attention is called to it to the point where we can no longer ignore 

what we have tried so hard not to notice. This state of mind is capture by the inestimable 

cartoonist Bill Watterson, creator of the brilliant comic strip Calvin and Hobbes,  when he has 

Calvin, while blithely swinging on a swing with his eyes closed, stating, 

4 

                                                           
4
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.dreamwidth.org/userpic/182943/174046&imgrefur

l=http://chicafrom3.dreamwidth.org/icons&h=100&w=100&sz=5&tbnid=fRG-3ah7v-

http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.dreamwidth.org/userpic/182943/174046&imgrefurl=http://chicafrom3.dreamwidth.org/icons&h=100&w=100&sz=5&tbnid=fRG-3ah7v-jVXM:&tbnh=80&tbnw=80&zoom=1&usg=__PStm8TwDeWTERJVhCwzdtAWNTzk=&docid=ZEhXpdqpnLZ08M&hl=en&sa=X&ei=fqoaUtTZCJLC9QTBhIC4Ag&ved=0CD4Q9QEwAg&dur=3698
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.dreamwidth.org/userpic/182943/174046&imgrefurl=http://chicafrom3.dreamwidth.org/icons&h=100&w=100&sz=5&tbnid=fRG-3ah7v-jVXM:&tbnh=80&tbnw=80&zoom=1&usg=__PStm8TwDeWTERJVhCwzdtAWNTzk=&docid=ZEhXpdqpnLZ08M&hl=en&sa=X&ei=fqoaUtTZCJLC9QTBhIC4Ag&ved=0CD4Q9QEwAg&dur=3698
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And then there’s the insightful statement that takes a second or two to percolate in our brains:   

 

“There’s no I in denial”!5        (Wait for it, wait for it…) 

 

Roger S. Gill, a mental health clinician specializing in marriage and family therapy, 

defines “Denial”, a psychological concept that was first formulated by Sigmund Freud, 

and greatly elaborated on by his daughter, Anna, as follows: 

 

Denial is a psychological defense mechanism that helps a person avoid a 
potentially distressing truth. It can also be looked at as a form of "avoidance",  
which is another psychological term that indicates a person is doing all they can  
to not deal with a given situation. However you choose to frame it, recognizing its 
presence in your behavior can do wonders for your ability to know when to look at a 
situation differently from the way that comes naturally to you.6  

 
While obviously, the Rabbis were not aware of Freud’s specific terminology, they 

certainly recognized the phenomena of denial. For instance, I would contend that when the 
term “Dah” (know) appears in Pirkei Avot, it is a challenge to stop engaging in denial—e.g.,    

 
Avot 2:1 
Rebbe says:…Consider three things and you will not come to sin: KNOW what is 
above you—a seeing Eye, and listening Ear, and all of your actions are recorded 
in a book.  
  
Ibid. 3:1 
Akavia ben Mehalalel says: Consider three things and you will not come to sin: KNOW 
where you come from, and where you are going, and before Whom in the future you 
will have to give a final accounting.  

  
Consequently, we are being urged by these Tannaim not to be in denial concerning our ultimate 
accountability as well as our fragility and mortality.  
 
 And then there is the straightforward assessment made by the medieval Jewish 
philosopher, R. Yosef Albo: 
 

A person who sins, his nature is such that he attempts declare his innocence and   
demonstrate that he has not sinned. He finds for himself responses, answers, 
and excuses  in order to to justify his actions. In order for him to admit what he 
has done, he will have to overcome the tendencies of his soul. We have seen 

                                                                                                                                                                             
jVXM:&tbnh=80&tbnw=80&zoom=1&usg=__PStm8TwDeWTERJVhCwzdtAWNTzk=&docid=ZEhXpdqpnLZ0

8M&hl=en&sa=X&ei=fqoaUtTZCJLC9QTBhIC4Ag&ved=0CD4Q9QEwAg&dur=3698  
5
 https://www.facebook.com/pages/Theres-no-I-in-Denial/116951351649136  

6
 http://lifehacker.com/5972649/how-denial-negatively-affects-your-choices-and-what-you-

can-do-about-it  
 

http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.dreamwidth.org/userpic/182943/174046&imgrefurl=http://chicafrom3.dreamwidth.org/icons&h=100&w=100&sz=5&tbnid=fRG-3ah7v-jVXM:&tbnh=80&tbnw=80&zoom=1&usg=__PStm8TwDeWTERJVhCwzdtAWNTzk=&docid=ZEhXpdqpnLZ08M&hl=en&sa=X&ei=fqoaUtTZCJLC9QTBhIC4Ag&ved=0CD4Q9QEwAg&dur=3698
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.dreamwidth.org/userpic/182943/174046&imgrefurl=http://chicafrom3.dreamwidth.org/icons&h=100&w=100&sz=5&tbnid=fRG-3ah7v-jVXM:&tbnh=80&tbnw=80&zoom=1&usg=__PStm8TwDeWTERJVhCwzdtAWNTzk=&docid=ZEhXpdqpnLZ08M&hl=en&sa=X&ei=fqoaUtTZCJLC9QTBhIC4Ag&ved=0CD4Q9QEwAg&dur=3698
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Theres-no-I-in-Denial/116951351649136
http://lifehacker.com/5972649/how-denial-negatively-affects-your-choices-and-what-you-can-do-about-it
http://lifehacker.com/5972649/how-denial-negatively-affects-your-choices-and-what-you-can-do-about-it
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how even great individuals have run afoul  of this problem, and after sin, they 
try to hide the transgression and cover it up, and they are unable to find the 
strength within themselves to confess, but rather they blame others for their 
shortcomings. For this reason they are punished, because the gates of 
repentance are closed to them.7  

 
Stephen Juan, an anthropologist at the University of Sydney, fine-tunes the definition of 

denial as follows:  
 

There are three forms of denial: 
 
1) Simple denial is when the painful fact is denied altogether. 
 
2) Minimisational denial is when the painful fact is admitted, but its seriousness is 

downplayed.  
 
3) Transference denial is when the painful fact is admitted, the seriousness is also 

admitted, but one’s moral responsibility in the situation involving the painful fact is 
downplayed.8  

 

Were  Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov engaged in simple denial of the extreme sibling rivalries 

that existed among their children? Did Yosef’s brothers employ, at least for a while  

minimisational denial in order to be able not to feel guilty about first wanting to kill and then 

ultimately selling their brother?  And was transference denial the means by which Adam and 

Chava dealt with God Confronting them regarding their eating from the forbidden Tree of 

Knowledge of Good and Evil?9  

                                                           
7
 Sefer HaIkarim, Section 4, Chapter 26.  

8
 http://www.theregister.co.uk/2006/09/29/the_odd_body_denial/  

9 An intriguing contrast in responding to being confronted with sin, with one person engaged in denial and 

the other in immediate confession, arises when the reactions of Shaul and David to Shmuel and Natan’s 

accusation are compared. When Shaul fails to annihilate all of Amalek as he had been prophetically 

instructed, he says in his defense,  

I Shmuel 15:20-25 

And Shaul said unto Shmuel: 'Yea, I have hearkened to the Voice of the LORD, and have gone the 

way which the LORD Sent me (simple denial), and have brought Agag the king of Amalek, and 

have utterly destroyed the Amalekites. But the people (transference denial) took of the spoil, 

sheep and oxen, the chief of the devoted things, to sacrifice unto the LORD thy God in Gilgal.' 

(minimisational denial) And Shmuel said: 'Hath the LORD as great Delight in burnt-offerings and 

sacrifices, as in hearkening to the Voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and 

to hearken than the fat of rams. For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft, and stubbornness is as 

idolatry and teraphim. Because thou hast rejected the Word of the LORD, He hath also Rejected 

thee from being king.' And Shaul said unto Shmuel: 'I have sinned; for I have transgressed the 

Commandment of the LORD, and thy words; because I feared the people, and hearkened to their 

voice. Now therefore, I pray thee, pardon my sin, and return with me, that I may worship the 

LORD.' (confession when confronted with the ineffectiveness of denial.) 

http://www.theregister.co.uk/2006/09/29/the_odd_body_denial/
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This afternoon at lunch, see if you can find other referents in our Written and Oral Traditions to 

individuals engaging in denial, and try to delineate what sort of denial they may be exemplifying.    

 

But it’s all too easy –an act of denial in and of itself?—to turn this into an intellectual 

exercise,  and deflect attention from ourselves, by categorizing others, even Biblical and 

Talmudic personalities,  as exemplifying various types of denial. Perhaps a first step in our own 

Teshuva, a means by which to achieve HaKarat HaChet, is to consider our own acts of denial,  

the psychological devices that we employ knowingly or even unknowingly, perhaps using models 

from our classical literature has templates for our own situations, and thereby combat the type 

of thinking that is  preventing us from being Ma’alin BaKodesh (raising our holiness levels), 

reaching our personal maximum religious and moral potentials.  

 

Finally, Parashat Ki Tavo contains a second implicit reference to denial, albeit not so 

much in terms of failing to acknowledge one’s transgressions, as taking too much personal 

credit for the good things in life. The Parasha begins with the formula recited when one brings 

first fruits to the Beit HaMikdash.10 It is readily apparent that the telescopic review of Jewish 

history that the individual is expected to recite  is meant to place in perspective the thoughts 

that a successful growing season should engender in a religiously sensitive individual, i.e., 

acknowledging the role that HaShem has Played in the individual’s success. This recitation 

constitutes the converse of what the Tora describes in Parashat Eikev as the thoughts of 

someone lacking the proper point of view: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
David, on the other hand, when confronted by Natan regarding his sin with Bat Sheva, does not 

prevaricate, and instead of losing his kingship as does Shaul, is forgiven and allowed to continue to rule: 

II Shmuel 12:13 

And David said unto Natan: 'I have sinned against the LORD.' And Natan said unto David: 'The 

LORD also hath Put away thy sin; thou shalt not die.   
10

 Devarim 26:3-11 

And thou shalt come unto the priest that shall be in those days, and say unto him: 'I profess this day unto 

the LORD thy God, that I am come unto the land which the LORD Swore unto our fathers to Give us.' And 

the priest shall take the basket out of thy hand, and set it down before the altar of the LORD thy God. And 

thou shalt speak and say before the LORD thy God: 'A wandering Aramean was my father, and he went 

down into Egypt, and sojourned there, few in number; and he became there a nation, great, mighty, and 

populous. And the Egyptians dealt ill with us, and afflicted us, and laid upon us hard bondage. And we 

cried unto the LORD, the God of our fathers, and the LORD Heard our voice, and Saw our affliction, and 

our toil, and our oppression. And the LORD Brought us forth out of Egypt with a Mighty Hand, and with an 

Outstretched Arm, and with great Terribleness, and with Signs, and with Wonders. And He hath Brought 

us into this place, and hath Given us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. And now, behold, I 

have brought the first of the fruit of the land, which Thou, O LORD, hast Given me.' And thou shalt set it 

down before the LORD thy God, and worship before the LORD thy God. And thou shalt rejoice in all the 

good which the LORD thy God hath Given unto thee, and unto thy house, thou, and the Levite, and the 

stranger that is in the midst of thee.   
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Devarim 8:17-8 

And thou say in thy heart: 'My power and the might of my hand hath gotten me 

this wealth (exclusively).' But thou shalt remember the LORD thy God, for it is 

He that Giveth thee power to get wealth, that He may Establish His Covenant 

which He Swore unto thy fathers, as it is this day.   

 

Just as the Blessings that are supposed to precede someone benefiting from the pleasures of 

this world are meant to remind one in the short-term of the appreciation owed to HaShem for 

Making possible the enjoyments in which he is about to partake,11 and then express gratitude 

once the sensory experience is concluded,12 an overall sensibility that everything that we have 

and enjoy is due at least in part to God is reflected in the verses at the beginning of Ki Tavo. Not 

paying attention to such an idea is another form of denial that is part and parcel of the meta-sin 

of “forgetting God”:  

 

Sefer Mitzvot Gedolot, Lo Ta’aseh 64 

(Devarim 8:11) “Beware lest thou forget the LORD thy God, in not keeping His 

Commandments, and His Ordinances, and His Statutes, which I command thee 

this day.”  

This is an admonition that Jews should not be proud when God Bestows bounty 

upon them, and they should not say that it is through their labors that they have 

attained all of this, and they shall then not be grateful to God as a result of their 

pride. It is to this that the verses refer… This is the admonition that a person 

should not be proud of that which God has Granted him, be it wealth, beauty or 

wisdom, but he is to be very humble and meek before God and before people 

and to thank his Creator that He has Bestowed upon him this particular 

advantage.13  

  
 If we are to be successful in achieving HaKarat HaChet, then our denial regarding the 

true nature of some of the things that we regularly do and don’t do, has to be addressed. Can 

we identify certain patterns of less than desirable behavior that we keep on repeating?  Do we 

minimize the importance of some of our actions without paying attention to how they affect 

others? And are we too quick to attribute blame to anyone but ourselves when in fact ultimate 

responsibility really lies with ourselves?  

 

“Our Father! Our King! Cause us to repent wholeheartedly before You!” 

                                                           
11

 E.g., Blessed are You, Lord our God, because everything was Created by Your World. 

Blessed are You, Lord our God, Who Creates species of spices. Etc.   
12

 E.g., Birkat HaMazon, Beracha MeEin Shalosh, etc. 
13

 Cited in “Teshuva: Repentance and Return”, in By His Light: Character and Values in the Service of God, 

based upon addresses by R. Aharon Lichtenstein, adapted by R. Reuven Ziegler, Ktav, Jersey City, NJ, 2003, 

p. 188.  


