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Parashat Ha’azinu is one of two sections of the Tora that are essentially poetic, 

semantically as well as in terms of rhythm and form.1 The vocabulary includes words and 

metaphors that are not ordinarily found in the Tora’s prose sections, the phrasing is consciously 

symmetrical, and the physical appearance of the verses—two parallel columns2—make the 

Parasha stand out from what comes before and after.3   

 

One verse in Ha’azinu that is particularly intriguing is: 

 

Devarim 32:39 

See now that I, even I, Am He, and there is no god with Me; I Kill, and I Make 

alive; I have Wounded, and I Heal; and there is none that can deliver out of My 

Hand.  

 

On a simple level, the phrase appears to be a variation on the manner in which HaShem 

Identified Himself to Moshe, upon being asked what His Prophet should say when the Jews ask 

Who has Sent him:  

 

Shemot 3:14 

And God Said unto Moses: 'I AM THAT I AM'; and He Said: 'Thus shalt thou say 

unto the children of Israel: I AM hath Sent me unto you.'  

 

Another approach for understanding the phrase is to associate it with the basic belief in 

God’s uniqueness, as expressed in the liturgical poem, “Adon Olam”: 

 

                                                           
1
 The second section is Shemot 15, the Song at the Sea. 

2
 The verses of Shirat HaYam alternate in a pattern that is known as “a half-brick upon a whole-brick”.  

3
 NeTzIV, in his introduction to the Chumash, suggests that even the prose sections of the Tora should be 

approached as if they were poetry in the sense that they require close and slow reading and it is to be 

expected that all sorts of hints and allusions are embedded in the text. The basis for such a conclusion is 

Devarim 31:19 “Now therefore write ye this song for you, and teach thou it the children of Israel; put it in 

their mouths, that this song may be a witness for Me against the children of Israel,” which is interpreted 

by Sanhedrin 21b that there is a Commandment for every member of the Jewish people not only to write 

the text of Ha’azinu, which is clearly a poem/song, but the entire Tora. Whereas RaMBaM interprets this 

as a Commandment to write Ha’azinu alone, but since one cannot write an isolated part of the Tora, it 

bcomes necessary to write the rest of it as well, others understand the metaphor in the verse as referring 

to the entire Tora, rather than just Ha’azinu. 
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He is One, there is none else,  

Alone, Unique, Beyond compare.4 5 

 

However, particularly when one applies the principle of (Devarim 28:9) “The LORD will 

Establish thee for a holy people unto Himself, as He hath Sworn unto thee; if thou shalt keep the 

Commandments of the LORD thy God, and walk in His Ways”,6 are we led to wonder how God 

Describing Himself in this manner would thereby Serve as some type of Model for man to try to 

emulate.  

 

 R. Shlomo Yosef Zevin7 suggests the following approach: 

 

Only on rare occasions can the essence of an individual be detected, the inner 

reality that is unique only to him, qualities that no one else shares. Most of the 

time, man is essentially a mimic. He acts in a particular manner because of the 

nature of his surroundings. It is because of one’s surroundings that he dresses in 

a certain way, speaks and even thinks in particular forms. His true self is often 

alien and unknown to himself. 

 

In order to illustrate how when man goes out of his way to be different from everyone else, in 

actuality, this might only be reverse conformity, as opposed to a unique expression of one’s 

individuality, R. Zevin cites an evocative statement by the Rebbe of Kotzk: 

 

                                                           
4
 The Koren Siddur, trans. R. Jonathan Sacks, Koren Publishers, Jerusalem, 2009, p. 22. 

5
 The contents of Adon Olam are based upon RaMBaM’s formulation of the Thirteen Basic Principles of 

Faith that he formulates at the end of his introduction to the last chapter of Sanhedrin, “Chelek”. A 

telegraphic rendering of this particular Principle (#2) is:  

I believe with perfect faith that the Creator, Blessed Be His Name, is One; that there is no 

Oneness like His in any way; and that He alone is our God Who Was, Is, and ever Will Be. 

The Koren Siddur, p. 200. 
6
 The Rabbinic source that most graphically illustrates how man is to aspire to God’s Attributes is found in 

Sota 14a: 

R. Chama son of R. Chanina further said: What means the text: “Ye shall walk after the Lord your 

God”?  Is it, then, possible for a human being to walk after the Shechina; for has it not been said: 

“For the Lord thy God is a devouring fire”?  But [the meaning is] to walk after the Attributes of 

the Holy One, Blessed Be He. As He Clothes the naked, for it is written: “And the Lord God Made 

for Adam and for his wife coats of skin, and Clothed them”, so do thou also clothe the naked. The 

Holy One, Blessed Be He, Visited the sick, for it is written: “And the Lord Appeared unto him by 

the oaks of Mamre”, so do thou also visit the sick. The Holy One, Blessed Be He, Comforted 

mourners, for it is written: “And it came to pass after the death of Avraham, that God Blessed 

Yitzchak his son”, so do thou also comfort mourners. The Holy one, Blessed Be He, Buried the 

dead, for it is written: “And He buried him in the valley”, so do thou also bury the dead. 
7
 LeTora U’LeMoadim, Avraham Tzioni, Tel Aviv, 5721, p. 272. 
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If I am who I am because I am who I am, and you are who you are because you 

are who you are, then I am who I am, and you are who you are. But If I am who I 

am because you are who you are, and you are who you are because I am who I 

am, then I am not who I am and you are not who you are.  

 

Consequently, if we were to emulate HaShem in the spirit of Devarim 32:39, “…that I, even I, Am 

He”, it becomes incumbent upon each of us to try to find our authentic selves.  

 

R. Adin Steinsaltz8 ties such a quest to Repentance and the themes associated with this 

time of year: 

 

The essence of Teshuva is the process of stimulating the ability of self-renewal, 

one’s ability to again become oneself instead of being merely a copy—a copy of 

a newspaper advertisement, a copy of one’s neighbors, or even a copy of one’s 

younger and more authentic self. 

 

R. Steinsaltz makes the interesting observation that contrary to what some might think about 

submitting oneself to a religious structure and lifestyle, rather than further routinizing the 

individual into living sort of “robotic existence” by imposing essentially alien practices and 

behaviors upon him,  

 

 …this system does not go hand in hand with the other, ordinary routine of life. 

On the contrary, it clashes with that routine constantly. It interrupts the 

ordinary course of eating, drinking and working, and that interruption of the 

uniform sequence stimulates change.9  

 

Just as RaMBaM explains the Mitzva of blowing the Shofar as a wakeup call to those 

“sleepwalking” through life to rouse themselves and reevaluate how they have been living, 10 R. 

                                                           
8
 Change and Renewal: The Essence of the Jewish Holidays, Festivals and Days of Remembrance, Maggid 

Books, Jerusalem, 2011, p. 4. 
9
 Ibid. p. 5. 

10
 Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Teshuva 3:4 

Even though the sounding of the shofar on Rosh HaShana is a decree, it contains an allusion. It is 
as if [the shofar's call] is saying: Wake up you sleepy ones from your sleep and you who slumber, 
arise. Inspect your deeds, repent, remember your Creator. Those who forget the truth in the 
vanities of time and throughout the entire year, devote their energies to vanity and emptiness 
which will not benefit or save: Look to your souls. Improve your ways and your deeds and let 
every one of you abandon his evil path and thoughts. Accordingly, throughout the entire year, a 
person should always look at himself as equally balanced between merit and sin and the world as 
equally balanced between merit and sin. If he performs one sin, he tips his balance and that of 
the entire world to the side of guilt and brings destruction upon himself. [On the other hand,] if 
he performs one mitzvah, he tips his balance and that of the entire world to the side of merit and 
brings deliverance and salvation to himself and others. This is implied by [Proverbs 10:25] "A 

http://www.chabad.org/16381#v25
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Steinsaltz suggests that integrating religious activities with one’s everyday pursuits serves as a 

means by which to prevent routinization and unreflective living. (It struck me that 

conceptualizing religious practice in this manner can only be relevant if an individual is engaged 

in earning a living and actively participating in the general culture, as opposed to learning or 

engaging in some other religious pursuit full-time. It is specifically when one is faced with 

interrupting one type of lifestyle with the other—praying Mincha in the middle of the day is 

often held up as a serious test of one’s religious commitment when interrupting other everyday 

activities beomes literally unavoidable –that the check-and-balance between spiritual and 

secular pursuits can take place.)  

 

The following Midrash, based upon a phrase from the penitential Psalm, Tehillim 81, 

states R.’s Zevin and Steinsaltz ideas succinctly: 

 

VaYikra Rabba 29:6 

Tehillim 81:4 “Tiku BaChodesh Shofar” (blow the horn at the new moon), at the 

full moon for our feast-day.    

Another thought: “BaChodesh”—“Chidshu” (renew) your deeds.  

“Shofar”—“Shipru” (improve) your deeds.  

Said the Holy One, Blessed Be He to them: If you improve your deeds, I will 

Treat you as this Shofar. Just like the Shofar, air goes in on one side and comes 

out the other, so too I will Stand up from the throne of Justice  and Sit on the 

throne of Mercy, and Reverse for you the Attribute of Justice into the Attribute 

of Mercy. When? “In the seventh month” (i.e., Tishrei when Rosh HaShana and 

Yom HaKippurim occur).  

 

This line of thinking exposes a new dimension of the concept of Teshuva: not only does 

this entail a “return” to God, but also a “return” to our true and authentic selves, when we seek 

to emulate God’s Uniqueness and Authenticity for ourselves.   

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
righteous man is the foundation of the world," i.e., he who acted righteously, tipped the balance 
of the entire world to merit and saved it. 

For these reasons, it is customary for all of Israel to give profusely to charity, perform many good deeds, 
and be occupied with mitzvot from Rosh HaShanah until Yom Kippur to a greater extent than during the 
remainder of the year. 
During these ten days, the custom is for everyone to rise [while it is still] night and pray in the synagogues 
with heart-rending words of supplication until daybreak. 

 

 


