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Chapter XXXI: Emor (Lev. 21:1-24:23)

Essay 4. At the covered Moon: Why judgment favors renewal
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There is a Midrash Rabbah (Vayikra 29:6) on the verse “And in the seventh month, on
the first of the month, you shall observe a sacred occasion: you shall not work at your
occupations; it should be a day of shofar-sounding for you.”!

Rabbi Berekhya began: “Sound the shofar on the month, on the new
moon for our festival.”?> Aren’t all the months “a month”? [L.e., how do we know
which month is being discussed when it says “the month”?] “On the full moon
[Mo2]”—aren’t all the months covered [9323] [on Rosh Chodesh]?? Rather, “of our
festive day.” But is Nissan also not a month that is covered [i.e., it has a Rosh
Chodesh] and has its own festival? Rather, which is the month that is covered
[i.e., it has a Rosh Chodesh], has a festival, and its festival is on that day [on
Rosh Chodesh]? You find it only [with Rosh Hashanah] in the month of Tishrei.
In this month, renew your actions with a shofar [19i%]. You should improve
[175%Wn] your actions.

- Lev. Rabbah 29:6
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The Yefeh To’ar wrote in the name of the Midrash brought in the Kol Bo,* that:

The Satan prosecutes Israel that they sin, and the Holy One, Blessed be
He, says to him: bring witnesses. He goes and brings the sun [who remains

: English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com

!'Num. 29:1.

2Ps. 81:4.

3 Used as a noun, the word 7102 means “New Moon,” while used as a verb, it means “to conceal.” At the beginning
of each lunar month, the Moon passes directly between the Earth and Sun, placing the side illuminated by the Sun
facing away from Earth. The unlit, dark side of the Moon faces Earth, and thus it is “concealed” in the solar glare.

4 Kol Bo is a 14" Century halachic work, often quoting Midrashim. Some identify Aharon ben Jacob ha-Kohen
as the author.




silent]. The Holy One, Blessed be He, says to him: no one testifies. He says to
[Satan]: bring the other [witness]. [Satan] goes to bring the moon and does not
find it, for it is covered on that day. Therefore, it says here “at the covering,”
to say that it was G-d who fixed the Day of Judgment on the day of covering
[i.e., the new moon] so that the Satan should not find it to bring it.

- Yefet To’ar on Lev. Rabbah 29:6
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One must analyze:

Question 1: What is the reason he gives for renewal and improvement of deeds from
that which the verse concludes “on the new moon, for our festival,” which implies that the
Satan has no witnesses to bring since the moon is covered.

Question 2: Would a person be obligated to do good and to repair his corruption
because of this? On the contrary, there would be room, Heaven forbid, for him to say that
even if he follows the stubbornness of his heart, it will be well for him, and perhaps he will
not exert himself in repentance since he has no fear at all.

Question 3: Furthermore, it is difficult what is meant by “for our festival,” for it should
have said “on our festival.”
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To resolve everything, one must analyze what [the rabbis] of blessed memory said on
the verse: “And now, O Israel, what does the L-rd your G-d ask of you? Only this: to fear
the L-rd your G-d, to walk all His ways, to love Him and to serve the L-rd your G-d with all your
heart and soul, to keep the L-rd’s commandments and laws, which I command you today, for your
good.” “The Holy One, Blessed be He, has nothing in his treasury other than a treasure of
fear of Heaven, as it is stated: ‘And now, O Israel, what does the L-rd your G-d ask of you? Only
this: to fear the L-rd your G-d.’® In other words, G-d values fear of Heaven over all else.

But does He not ask that they fear Him and observe all His commandments, as it is
written “to walk in all His ways,” etc., “to keep the L-rd’s commandments of Hashem,” etc.?

5 Deut. 10:12—13.
% Shabbat 31b. See also Berachot 33b.
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It may be said that the inference is from the word mei’imach [“from you”] [7ay7n], for
it should have said me’mech [“from you”] [72n], a shorter form, to conserve letters, as we know
that the Torah doesn’t waste even a single letter. Rather it certainly refers to fear of Heaven,
which is specifically in the hands of man, as we say: everything is in the hands of Heaven
except for fear of Heaven,’ and the verse says “what does the L-rd your G-d ask,” He desires
only that which is “from you” specifically, in which He has no part.

Still, difficult about the verse is why it speaks in a negative form, “what does the L-rd
your G-d ask from you,” and does not say explicitly that “the L-rd your G-d asks you to fear
Him.”
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It may be said that indeed the Holy One, Blessed be He, desires everything, as it is
written afterward “to keep the L-rd’s commandments and laws,” etc. On the contrary, the
primary praise of fear is that through it one will keep all the commandments, and thus fear
is not the primary element of the commandment. Therefore, it did not wish to say explicitly
that the L-rd your G-d asks of the fear of Heaven, for it would appear that this is the main
request, which is not so, since He asks for everything.
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This is similar to what the Taz wrote in Orach Chaim (siman 641, se’if katan 1), that
any commandment whose performance constitutes the completion of the commandment,
such as circumcision, one recites a blessing over its performance, but a commandment whose
performance is not the completion of the commandment, such as shofar, Megillah,
Chanukah, and tefillin, one does not recite a blessing over its performance.

7 Berachot 33b.
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So too, the intent of the verse is thus: the Holy One, Blessed be He, asks for everything
and desires everything and assists a person in observing His commandments, for one who
comes to purify himself is assisted.® However, since the beginning of everything is fear, and
everything is in the hands of Heaven except for fear of Heaven, therefore the verse says,
“what does the L-rd your G-d ask of you” specifically? “Only this: to fear the L-rd your G-d,”
for this alone pertains to the person himself, whereas all the rest that depends on fear, He
will also assist him with.

That is, Scripture highlights fear as what God “asks” of man, but this is because it is the
only element fully within human control. The ultimate aim remains the totality of observance,
walking in His ways and keeping His commandments. Fear functions as the internal condition that
makes consistent observance possible, much as a foundation supports a structure but is not itself
the completed building.
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Now, once fear has entered a person, he is automatically careful regarding negative
commandments, as explained by the Rabbi Ovadia Bartenura in the first chapter of Tractate
Avot (Mishnah 3), and it is necessary that love also enter him so that he will be careful
regarding positive commandments. After that, he must strive to repair what he has damaged,
namely to exert himself in repentance to transform evil into good, for now he has good deeds
that will assist him from Heaven to succeed in his repentance.
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It is known that the shofar instills fear in a person’s heart, as it is written: “If a shofar
is sounded in a city, will the people not tremble?”’ The shofar was sounded to signal danger or
crisis. The sudden, piercing sound interrupts ordinary consciousness and creates a sense of urgency
and vulnerability. After he has fear, through which he is careful regarding negative
commandments, he must acquire love. Here, the shofar awakens moral awareness and initiates
the process that leads from fear to love, and ultimately to repentance.

8 Shabbat 104a.
® Amos 3:6.



T2 0K .02°Wyn 19WA 1) MIWHT 1PN} 72 10K ,NiYn NIy’ w7 .02 wyn wnn "ol wiha wpa" i
nnon 12102 TWAT NILY? 09772 AyA KD apcyy ax ninly nuogn 12 37090 K9 i "1an o npaa" ok
232} 1"IPAY TRNT? TRV M0 P77 10001 MIpIW 2Ty 0F7 TRY 097 02 077 TN "W 03 0pnd
D°MYI2 NARY 1IN 23 SV niRIY 07127 Auyn’) 20127 Wi nv vINey biwy opRisg 1andw a3 ,in2wn

01772 R¥IY 98T 7002

This is the meaning of “Sound the shofar on the month”—renew your deeds, that is,
to perform commandments; and afterward he should repair what is crooked, and this is
“improve your deeds.” Afterward, it says “on the new moon for our festival,” meaning: do
not fear lest, because of your sins, you will not succeed in performing repentance properly
due to the accusers, for they have no power since they have no witnesses, as the moon is
covered.

This resolves Questions 1 and 2: The lack of witnesses does not mean that sin is absent,
but that it is not being actively prosecuted. This removes despair without diminishing judgment,
for it signals that repentance remains possible and effective. Thus, the concealment of accusation
is not a license for complacency, but a condition that enables sincere repentance.

Furthermore, “for our festival,” that one must believe that the Holy One, Blessed be
He, will accept his repentance, as the decisors wrote (Tur, Orach Chaim siman 581) that one
should trim his nails, shave, and wear white garments and wrap himself in white to
demonstrate the confidence that we trust in the kindness of G-d that we will emerge
vindicated. This resolves Question 3: “For our festival” instead of “on our festival” indicates not
merely the time of the festival, but its anticipated result: a confidence that the Day of Judgment
will lead to vindication.
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The explanation of the Midrash—*“which is the month that is covered [i.e., it has a
Rosh Chodesh], has a festival, and its festival is on that day,” etc.—will be well understood
with what we will write later in the parashah (Essay 7) on the verse “Sound the shofar on the
month,” that the secret of the seventh month is to be saved from seven klipot. However, Jacob,
from one perspective, caused that we have suffering in this world, when he said to Esau, “thus
says your servant Jacob,” and when he appeared to bow down to him. But from another
perspective, he caused that we will have joy in the World-to-Come. See there.

Therefore it is covered, because it pertains to the future. Nevertheless, we have a
festival, meaning that we rejoice with the joy of the soul even in this world. However, the
main joy will be for us in the future, when the soul will have complete joy, and this is the
meaning of “and its festival is on its day.” See further below.
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