Parashah Va’etchanan Comments (2015)
Our Torah portion this week contains some of the most important passages in the bible. One example is the “Sh’ma”, as written in the Complete Jewish Bible, 

 “Sh’ma, Yisra’el! Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai echad [Hear, Isra’el! Adonai our God, Adonai is one]…” (Deuteronomy 6:4) and the “V’Ahavtah”, also from that version,
“… 5 and you are to love Adonai your God with all your heart, all your being and all your resources.6 These words, which I am ordering you today, are to be on your heart; 7 and you are to teach them carefully to your children. You are to talk about them when you sit at home, when you are traveling on the road, when you lie down and when you get up. 8 Tie them on your hand as a sign, put them at the front of a headband around your forehead, 9 and write them on the door-frames of your house and on your gates…” (Deuteronomy 6:5-9)

You can also argue that the most important Holy Day in the year occurs once a week; that is Shabbat, the seventh day, as given to us in the fourth word or instruction Moses was commanded to deliver to the people in this parashah as well – Deuteronomy 5:12-15. 
Our Haftarah portion this week is from the prophet Isaiah, 40:1-26. In fact, the Shabbat is called “Shabbat Nachamu” which is among the first Hebrew words in this haftarah in the original Hebrew and means “comfort” in English. This Shabbat has a name and is considered a special Sabbath. 
There are eleven months in the Jewish year and a leap-month every two or three years to reconcile the slightly shorter Hebrew lunar month with the agricultural seasons that are reflected in our solar calendar. The named or special Shabbats make up about 20 percent of the Shabbats in the year. Shabbat Nachamu is the first Shabbat after Tisha B’Av – the Ninth of Av. It is the first of seven Shabbats that precede the Festival of Rosh HaShannah, the celebration of the New Year. 
Tisha B’Av is the saddest day of the year for Jewish people and those who love them and their God. It is the day of the year that both the First and the Second Temples were destroyed in Jerusalem. Many other discouraging and disappointing events occurred on or near that day in Jewish history.

This Shabbat and the next six Shabbats all include readings from Isaiah as did last week’s Haftarah. Last week, the week before Tisha B’Av, the prophet rebuked the people for their lack of faith and prophesied the resulting judgment. This week, Isaiah is telling us “Nachamu, nachamu!” Be comforted, be comforted!.
Isaiah wrote this when he and the Nation of Israel had seen their Temple destroyed, their holy city decimated and been exiled to Babylon.  From the depths of their despair, his words of comfort and consolation in this Haftarah as well as the next six haftarahs bring hope, redemption and peace to the Jewish heart. These “haftarot” (more than one haftarah portion in Hebrew) are called the “seven consolations” and bridge the gap between the despair of Tisha B’Av and the joy of Rosh HaShannah.
When the bible repeats a word, it is telling us it to pay particular attention to what is being said. When the liturgy names a Sabbath for a portion of the Haftarah and the portion of the Torah is the central axis around which the Jewish world seems to revolve, you know it is a very special portion of scripture. To me it says compassion is more important than religion.
Why do we need the consolation of Isaiah? We need the consolation because we forget.

God brought us out of Egypt after years of slavery with signs and wonders. What did we do? We complained. He opened the Reed Sea and brought us safely across, and destroyed the Egyptian army. What did we do? We murmured. He turned the bitter water into sweet water at Marah with a piece of wood when we complained about that. He gave us bread from heaven. We wanted meat. He made our clothes to not wear out in the desert of Sinai and through 40 years of wandering. We were victorious in battle. We knew God was in control. He was faithful to guide the hundreds of thousands of us through the wilderness safely. What did we do? We murmured against God. We murmured against the authority of the one He chose to lead us: Moses. Even his sister came against him. As a result of all this forgetfulness, this taking for granted, we suffered. 
So what did our loving Father in Heaven do? He sent us reminders. In the Torah this week, he tells us what to do and what to look forward to: “…and you shall love the Lord, your God…etc” (Deuteronomy 6:5-9). It is both  reminder and prophesy. So are the blessings and the curses at the end of Deuteronomy. He tells us that following His direction will bring us happiness and long life and ignoring His instructions will bring us misery and death. He sends judges prophets to hold a mirror up to us so we can see and remember. He gives us 613 mitzvot or instructions, what is called by many, “the Law”, which we wouldn’t need to think about if we just remembered what He did for us and what He wants from us – basically, He loves us and He wants an intimate relationship with each one of us and if we knew that and remembered that we would avoid much suffering!!! 

He even sent His Son to remind us and we took His Son for granted too!
In this Haftarah, the despair and discouragement of the Babylonian exile is turned into resolve and hope. Isaiah says, remember God and Who He is. He is real. Come back to Him and He will make things right.
Isaiah’s words also spoke to me in a very personal way. His words in Chapter 53 told me Yeshua was the Father’s great reminder of Who He is and the kind of relationship He wants with us. Furthermore, that His Son is the reconciliation of the spiritual and the secular when he says in Chapter 7:14, 
“Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.” 

And the hope in the future reconciliation of God’s children everywhere in the words of Chapter 9 where Isaiah calls the Messiah:

“   Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
    Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”

But in the end, for me, there is one thing that inspires and reminds me of why I have accepted the responsibility of spiritual leadership and stand before you today. It is the story of my personal visit from Yeshua, our Messiah. I was a new believer in Yeshua expecting to be baptized the following week. I was a bit uneasy about it but was willing to submit to it because someone had recently explained to me that a baptism was really a Jewish tevilah, a Jewish immersion ritual of cleansing and repentance. The week before my formal baptism, I met Yeshua. He was hanging on a cross at the Mount Hermon Retreat in Santa Cruz, California. I was there to fellowship with other Jewish believers in Yeshua. I walked every moring for exercise and decided to walk to the cross at the top of this big hill for my morning constitutional.The cross was a plain structure, two pieces of wood nailed to each other. One piece was about six feet across. The other was about twelve feet high. No one was with me. It was as though He had come through time and space to tell me He died for me. I had been perspiring as I walked up the hill toward the cross, the dew in the air made me even more wet, but when I saw Yeshua as I touched this supposedly naked cross, I fell to my knees and cried my eyes out because it was at that moment that I realized He really did die for my sins. Then continued to kneel and thanked Him for the sacrifice He made for me. With the perspiration making my whole body damp, the dew making my hair wet, and the tears streaming down my face, I got up and realized that my formal baptism was to be the following week, but my REAL baptism had just occurred!


As a second reminder of the reality and the love of God, I was determined to lose 60 lbs for my wife’s birthday two years ago. I asked God for help because I knew it wasn’t possible without that help. Two days later, while working out at the gym, a man I had only known in a casual sense walked up to me and said, I understand you want to lose 60 lbs. I have been watching you for some time now and want to volunteer to be your trainer and help you achieve your goal. This guy was buff. It was clear he had the credentials to be of some real assistance. He said, “I won’t charge you. I just want to see you succeed.”  This “trainer”, Allan Gibson, worked with me until I lost the 60 lbs. After working with him for a few days, I found out his father was a retired minister. I told him, “Allan, I want you to know that God sent you to me. I prayed to God for help and you showed up two days later.” He asked me, “When did you pray about this?” I gave him the date as it was not too far in the past to not have remembered it. He said, “That was the day I got it in my head to ask you if you wanted my help.” It was God’s message to me personally that He answers prayer. 
People forget. It is a human condition, not just a Jewish one. We all forget important things and need to be reminded. Maybe it goes deeper and we need more than reminding, we need repentance.
I am blessed to have been given these reminders. I pray that God’s love for you and your love for Him makes such reminding unnecessary. But if you think you might be in the group that, at least sometimes we can label “distracted”, or “self-absorbed”, or “misdirected”, you can speak to me and a few others I know who can tell you God is real, the bible is the truth, and that all you will ever need in life will be given to you by the One Who loves you, wants to comfort and console you, and is waiting with open arms for you to recognize and embrace Him. I pray we all experience the joy of the coming Festival of the New Year (Rosh HaShannah) in seven weeks and the New Life we will experience when Yeshua returns for the final reminder.
