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The Gemara asks why do we read parshat Ki Tavo right before Rosh Hashana. Answer:
In order to end the year and all its curses.
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This year it is clear that the curses that jump out at us in reading Ki Tavo are those of the
plagues and diseases (magefot u’machalot). Indeed we read of the thme in the following
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But then the tochaha takes a different turn and becomes non-specific:
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R. Yonatan Eibeshitz in his Yearot Devash brings the midrash that explains what exactly
is this sickness and plague that is not written in the Torah: it is “the death of the

righteous™:
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But what does this have to do with the unwritten plagues, and why exactly is this plague
introduced with the word “Gam” (Also). That is, the text could have added the word
“also” to introduce all of the plagues following the first, but it doesn’t.

Many commentators give answers to these questions, but it is the answer of the
Hatam Sofer that is most pertinent for us this year.
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What the Hatam Sofer is suggesting here is that the plagues that befall us for our sins will
be made most clear by the fact that not only will people, including the nations sages, will
be felled by the plague but that the righteous leaders of the nation will fall for entirely
different sicknesses. This double “plague” will serve to awaken us further that we must

realize our mission and return to it in earnest.

On this point Rabbi Elie Fischer, in an essay on this topic, writes:

“It is hard to imagine a more apt description of the past few months. If the effects
of COVID-19, in terms of socioeconomic destabilization and sheer body count,
have not been tragic enough, we have @/so lost many of our greatest and most
unique sages, whose contributions to the world of Jewish learning are inestimable.
It is still hard to digest that we have lost them all in just the last six months.”

I have seen lists of tens of rabbis and Torah leaders that have died in the past 6 months,
but we will suffice with just a short list of notables:

e Rav Nachum Eliezer Rabinovitch — the Rosh Yeshiva of Maale Adumim. It is
said he was the last of the great halakhic empiricists. He was without a doubt a
great halachic thinker and leader. Gone.

e Rav Adin Steinsaltz — clearly one of the great scholars of our day, Time
Magazine called him “a once-in-a-millennium scholar.” He of course is most
famous for translating the Talmud into Hebrew and making it accessible to our
generation. Gone.

e Prof. Yaakov Choueka (777W) — “He helmed the Bar- Ilan Responsa Project in
its formative years, and, more recently, he worked on the digitization of the Cairo
Genizah, the famed cache of Jewish documents from the city of his birth. That
we can search and access entire Jewish libraries from our phones is part of his
legacy.” Gone.

e Rav Zalman Nehemiah Goldberg — “was one of the last of the “Jerusalem
nobles,” whose attitudes toward Torah study and the Jewish people somehow

managed to remain above the partisan fray. He was known for generously
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dedicating the time to test and ordain young men who wished to accept
rabbinical posts; for giving regular classes at Hesder yeshivot when it ran counter
to the Haredi consensus; and for formulating halakhic opinions that intersected
with matters of law, medicine, and technology.” And I should add that I am
forever grateful to him for granting me my semichat harabbanut.

e Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm — And though I am concentrating on Israeli leaders,
I ' will add one great leader from the United States. R. Lamm is known as one of
the great promoters of modern orthodoxy, fighting for the ideals of Torah
U’Madda and of whom it said that without him there would be no Yeshiva
University today. Indeed, he took over the University after it had declared
bankruptcy and managed to pull it out from the brink of extinction to become
the bastion of modern orthodoxy that it is today.

e Rav Eliyahu Bakshi-Doron — and finally, though he passed away due to
Corona, it is important to mention R. Bakshi-Doron, who was the former Rishon
le-Tziyyon. Gone.

What are we to do with these great losses? The Gemara teaches that the death of the

righteous is an atonement.
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But what does this mean?! Can we imagine that because these great righteous people
have passed away, our sins have now been forgiven? The Torah Temimah explains the
notion in a most rational way: their death is an atonement IFF we see what we have lost
and strive to emulate their good ways.
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That is, it will not help us in any way that, for example, R. Steinsaltz passed away.
Rather, it will help us if we realize the great contribution he made to Talmudic study and
we set out to learn more Talmud or dedicate ourselves to some Talmudic endeavor.

Accordingly, let us recognize the great losses we have suffered this year and strive to
emulate these great leaders. And in so doing, my we indeed end this year and its curses
and begin the new year with its blessings.
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