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WHY WAS THE LAND DESTROYED? 

(BY RABBI DAVID HANANIA PINTO SHLITA)

T his weekôs parsha states, ñThese are 
the words that Moses spoke to all 
Israel on this side of the Jordan, in the 
desert, in the plain opposite Suféò 
(Deuteronomy 1:1).

Commenting on Ecclesiastes 1:1, Rashi explains: 
ñWherever it says óthe words of,ô it refers to words 
of reproof.ò He also states: ñSince these are words of 
rebuke, and here [Moses] enumerates all the places 
where they angered the Omnipresent, it therefore 
makes no explicit mention of the incidents, but 
instead merely alludes to them out of respect for 
Israelò (Rashi on Deuteronomy 1:1). In reality, the 
generation that heard Mosesô admonition was not the 
generation that had sinned, for their fathers were the 
ones who had sinned before Hashem. Moses merely 
alluded to these sins out of respect for their fathers. 
This concept is found in the term baôaravah (ñin the 
plainò), which evokes avar (ñthe pastò). The question 
then becomes why he admonished them, given that 
Scripture is speaking of their fathersô sins.

The answer is that Moses warned them so that they 
would not follow in the footsteps of sinners and anger 
Hashem. Reþecting upon this, we note that Parsha 
Devarim is always read before Tisha BôAv, and the 
Sages have said that ñthese are the wordsò refer to 

words of Torah (Shemot 
Rabba 38:4). This hints 
at why the Temple 
was destroyed, as it is 
written: ñWhy was the 
land ruined? é Because 
they have forsaken my 
Torahò (Jeremiah 9:
11-12). This means that 
Eretz Israelôs entire 
existence depends on 
the holy Torah, which 
can prevent the landôs 
destruction. Hence 
Moses told the Children 
of Israel: ñThese are the 
words,ò meaning that 
if they strengthened 
themselves in ñthe 
wordsò ï in words of 
Torah ï they will be 
spared what Scripture 
states: ñAlas, she sits 
solitary, the city that 
was so full of peopleéò 
(Lamentations 1:1).

We need to understand how it is possible that 
after all the admonitions and warnings repeated to 
the Children of Israel, and which they heard from 
the prophets in ever generation, they still sinned 
and failed to heed reproof. The result was that 
all their sins brought about the destruction of the 
land. The answer is found in this weekôs haftorah, 
which states: Chazon Yeshaya ben Amotz (ñThe 
vision of Isaiah, the son of Amozò [Isaiah 1:1]). 
As we know, the Torah illuminates manôs path 
in this world, saving him from misfortune and 
destruction.

The Gemara states, ñLight surely means Torahò 
(Taanith 7b). The sins of our fathers are hidden 
within this concept, and it is why the Torah 
did not save them from the destruction of the 
Temple. The Sages have said that the problem 
was that they studied the Torah by rote, not as a 
personal endeavor to fulýll mitzvot. They lacked 
enthusiasm and joy in serving Hashem, which is 
why their hearts were dark. Observing the Torah 
by rote and through habit could not save them from 
the destruction of the land, without mentioning 
the fact that they failed to search their souls and 
reþect upon their deeds. They did not think that 
disaster awaited them, for they lived their lives out 
of habit. Yet what reason is there to study Torah 
and perform mitzvot without understanding the 
reason for each mitzvah, and without seeing the 
beauty hidden within the Torah? They failed to 
think about this, which is why Isaiah compared 
them to the animals of the earth, as it is written: 
ñThe ox knows its owner, and a donkey its 
masterôs trough, but Israel does not know, My 
people do not understandò (Isaiah 1:3). The ox 
knows its owner despite the fact that it lacks manôs 
intelligence, and so too for the donkey, which is 
at an even lower level than the ox, for it know its 
masterôs trough, the place where it eats. As for 
the Children of Israel, they were at an even lower 
level than the ox and the donkey, for although they 
knew Who created them, they did not consider 
His deeds, nor did they reþect upon the goal of 
Creation. In fact it is obvious that man was not 
created with the same goal as animals, for a Jewôs 
goal in life is to connect himself to the Creator and 
the Torah. The demands placed on man are great, 
for his soul was taken from beneath the Throne 
of Glory, and he is greater than everything rest 
in Creation. Hence he must be very careful not to 
neglect his goal. May we all serve Hashem with 
enthusiasm and joy, and may we quickly merit 
the Final Redemption.

Turning Back on the Brink of  Success
It was Purim, and a young ben Torah from the Radin yeshiva 

had consumed so much alcohol that he was drunk. In his stupor, he 
went to the Chafetz Chaimôs home and asked the sage to promise 
him a place by his side in Gan Eden. The Chafetz Chaim replied, 
ñWhat do you mean? I donôt know if Iôll merit Gan Eden.ò

The young man refused to leave the Chafetz Chaim alone, 
however, and for the next two hours he repeated his request. Even 
when it came time for the Purim meal, he stubbornly continued 
to beg his Rav for the promise that he hoped for.

However time was pressing, and the Chafetz Chaim turned to 
the young man and said: ñI donôt know if Iôll merit Gan Eden. 
However if I do, it will be through the merit of never listening 
to or hearing Lashon Harah. Therefore if you promise me that 
youôll do the same, we will be together in Gan Eden.ò The young 
man was afraid of making such a serious promise, and therefore 
he refused. This raised the ire of the Chafetz Chaim, who asked 
that he be shown the door.

The Chafetz Chaim was angry because he was certain that if the 
young man had made this promise, Heaven would have helped 
him to keep it. Rabbi Shneur Kotler Zatzal stated that he knew 
the young man in question. He had been an important ýgure in 
his time, but he did not reach the level of the Chafetz Chaim.
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