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“It Is Very Close to You”—Is It? 
By Rabbi Abraham L. Rabinovich, Ph.D. 

Dear Friends, 

At his final address, as he prepares the Israelites to enter the Promised Land, Moshe Rabeinu 
delivers one of the most essential and pragmatic statements in the Torah: 

 כִּי הַמִּצְוָה הַזּאֹת אֲשֶׁר אָנכִֹי מְצַוְּךָ הַיּוֹם לֹא־נפְִלֵאת הִוא מִמְּךָ וְלֹא רְחקָֹה הִוא:

“Surely, this Instruction that I enjoin upon you this day is not too mysterious for you, nor is it 
beyond reach.” 

And then he proclaims: 

 כִּי־קָרוֹב אֵלֶיךָ הַדָּבָר מְאדֹ, בְּפִיךָ וּבִלְבָבְךָ לַעֲשׂתֹוֹ:

“For it is exceedingly near to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to do it.” 

Moses is telling us: Judaism is very close and easy! 

But I’m sure that many of you are wondering the obvious question: 

Is it? 

Because let’s be honest: Judaism doesn’t always feel very close. 

Observing 613 mitzvot can be strenuous. 

Keeping kosher can be challenging. 

Changing a bad habit can be trying. 

Controlling our anger can be hard. 

Making time for prayer and learning can be burdensome. 

Doing the right thing when nobody is watching can be very arduous. 

So what does Moses mean when he says: 

“It is exceedingly near to you”? 

But first, we need to explore: what is הַדָּבָר — ha-davar? 

What is the “it” he is referring to? 

There is an interesting ambiguity in the Hebrew. 

Davar can mean a word, but it can also mean a thing, a matter, or an undertaking. 

Rashi understands it as referring, in general, to the Torah and its teachings. 
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Ramban and Seforno understand it more specifically as teshuvah—repentance and returning to 
God should be within our reach. 

And perhaps both meanings are important. 

It is a word that we learn and speak. 

But it is also a thing that we have to do. 

And that brings us to the last word of the verse: 

 .la'asoto — לַעֲשׂתֹוֹ

“To do it.” 

Judaism is not simply about knowing what is right. 

It is about turning knowledge into action. 

Moses then says: 

נּהָ׃ הּ וְנעֲַשֶֽׂ נוּ אתָֹ֖ נוּ וְישְַׁמִעֵ֥ הָ לָּ֔ ימְָה֙ וְיקִָּחֶ֣ נוּ הַשָּׁמַ֙ י יעֲַלֶה־לָּ֤ ר מִ֣ ֹ֗ וא לֵאמ יםִ הִ֑  לֹ֥א בַשָּׁמַ֖

“It is not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who will go up to heaven for us and get it?’” 

And: 

נּהָ׃ הּ וְנעֲַשֶֽׂ נוּ אתָֹ֖ נוּ וְישְַׁמִעֵ֥ הָ לָּ֔ בֶר הַיּםָ֙ וְיקִָּחֶ֣ נוּ אֶל־עֵ֤ י יעֲַבׇר־לָ֜ ר מִ֣ ֹ֗ וא לֵאמ בֶר לַיָּ֖ם הִ֑  וְלֹא־מֵעֵ֥

“It is not beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will cross the sea for us?’” 

There is a beautiful irony here. 

Who went up to heaven? 

Moses. 

Who crossed the sea? 

Moses and the Israelites. 

Moses is essentially saying: 

You don’t have to do what I did. 

There was a time when receiving the Torah required Moses to ascend Mount Sinai. But now the 
Torah has come down to earth. It is no longer a hidden treasure in heaven. 

As Robert Alter observes, this represents a striking change from the ancient pagan world. In the 
ancient imagination, wisdom belonged to the gods and was hidden somewhere above. 
Deuteronomy says: God’s word is no longer inaccessible. It is here, in the word before you. It 
belongs to you. 

And this is where I think the Torah is making a subtle distinction: 

 .Close does not necessarily mean easy — קָרוֹב
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Imagine that your destination is only a few miles away, but there is a river between you and that 
destination. 

The destination is close. 

But you may have to travel many miles to get there. 

Geographically, it is near. 

Practically, it is far. 

And that is sometimes the experience of Judaism. 

The destination is close. The journey can be long. 

The Talmud (Eruvin 53b) tells a wonderful story. 

Rabbi Joshua ben Hananya once came to a crossroads and asked a young child which road would 
take him to the city. 

The child answered: 

 ”זו קצרה וארוכה, וזו ארוכה וקצרה“

“This road is short but long; that road is long but short.” 

Rabbi Joshua chose the road that appeared to be short. 

But when he reached the city, he discovered gardens and orchards blocking the way. He could 
see the city, but he couldn’t get there. 

He had chosen the short road that was actually long. 

The story presents a powerful life lesson. 

In life, there are often things that appear to be shortcuts. 

We can avoid apologizing. 

We can avoid changing. 

We can take the easy way out. 

We can say, “That’s just who I am.” 

It may be the short road. 

But sometimes the short road takes us much farther away from where we actually want to go. 

The longer road—self-discipline, learning, prayer, generosity, teshuvah—may actually be the 
shorter road to becoming the person we want to be. 

So, how can we say that “It Is Close”? 

One Hasidic master spent much of his life addressing this question, and he presented his answer 
in his classic work, known as the Tanya, which he wrote over the course of twenty years. 

His name was Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the founder of the Chabad dynasty. 
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He actually describes in his book’s title how the entire book is solely dedicated to explaining 
how the Torah can be: 

“Exceedingly near to you.” 

Let me give you the short version. 

Rabbi Shneur Zalman emphasizes that Judaism believes that every human being is inherently 
good and that we all naturally have a strong desire to do good. 

However, here is the irony: 

We also have a strong desire within us to be bad and to do wrong. 

Because inside every human being are competing forces. 

The yetzer tov—our inclination toward goodness. 

And the yetzer hara—our inclination toward selfishness and wrongdoing. 

The Tanya calls them the Godly soul and the animal soul. 

One voice inside us says: 

“Do what is right.” 

Another says: 

“Do what is comfortable.” 

One says: 

“Forgive.” 

Another says: 

“Why should I?” 

One says: 

“Give.” 

Another says: 

“Keep it.” 

One says: 

“Control your anger.” 

Another says: 

“They deserve it.” 

Unlike Christianity, which teaches that we were all created with original sin and are destined to 
sin, Judaism teaches that we are inherently capable of goodness and called upon to choose it. 

Judaism doesn’t deny that this struggle exists. 
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But Judaism also doesn’t tell us that we are hopeless. 

There is something good within us. 

The Godly soul is already there. 

And that is why we can say: 

It is close. 

Not because doing the right thing is always easy. 

But because the ability to do it is already within us. 

Perhaps, then, Moses isn’t promising us an easy life. 

He is teaching us an important life lesson: 

The possibility of change is never far away. 

You don’t have to climb to heaven. 

You don’t have to cross the sea. 

You don’t have to wait until you become a perfect person. 

You can begin right where you are. 

With one word and one mitzvah—a good deed. 

One prayer. 

One apology. 

One act of kindness. 

One decision to control yourself. 

One decision to do what is right. 

That is why the verse ends: 

 בְּפִיךָ וּבִלְבָבְךָ לַעֲשׂתֹוֹ

“In your mouth and in your heart— 

to do it.” 

So, to answer our original question: 

Is Judaism close or easy? 

The answer is NOT REALY. 

Because Judaism requires much dedication and hard work. 

But it’s a DOABLE! 

 לַעֲשׂתֹוֹ

You can do it! 
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And perhaps this is exactly the message we need as we approach Rosh Hashanah. 

We often enter the New Year with enormous ambitions: 

“This year, I’m going to change everything.” 

But perhaps the Torah tells us something more realistic. 

Don’t try to reach heaven. 

Don’t try to cross the entire ocean. 

Just take the next step. 

Choose the road that may look longer but will actually bring you closer. 

Listen to the good voice inside you. 

And act. 

Because Judaism is not necessarily easy. 

But it is close. 

The destination may be closer than we think. 

And even when the road is long, we are never without the ability to take the next step. 

May we have the strength to choose the long road that is truly short. 

May our yetzer tov prevail over our yetzer hara. 

And may we discover that the Torah, teshuvah, God, and the person we hope to become are not 
somewhere far away. 

They are— 

 כִּי קָרוֹב אֵלֶיךָ הַדָּבָר מְאדֹ

“Exceedingly close to you.” 

Shabbat Shalom, and Shanah Tovah! 
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