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Angels and repentance1
נפלאת הוא ממך ולא רחקה הוא-כי המצוה הזאת אשר אנכי מצוך היום לא
For this mitzvah that I command you is not beyond you, nor is it far from you2
The subject of this verse is a matter of dispute. Rashi says3 that it’s referring to the Torah, its fulfillment
and study. Ramban however says4 it’s referring to something very apropos to the time period we are in.
It’s referring to the mitzvah of teshuva, repentance5. There’s an interesting Midrash about this verse6. It
says that “this mitzvah” is not removed from us, but it is removed from the Angels. At first glance7, this
would sound more like Rashi’s interpretation. The Torah was given to humans and not the Angels, so it is
in a sense “removed from them”8. Is there any way to understand this Midrash according to the
Ramban, that “this mitzvah” is referring to teshuva?
Our Sages describe9 the dramatic scene that occurred when Moshe went up to the heavens to receive
the Torah. The Angels initially didn’t want to let humans have the Torah, and threatened to burn Moshe
alive. Hashem protected him, and told him to refute the claims of the Angels on the Torah. Moshe asked
them if they felt jealousy, such that they would be commanded against murder. He asked if they had
desires, such that they would be commanded against theft. We could imagine Moshe asking them about
practically all of the negative prohibitions in the Torah. They would fail to justify why they should keep
the Torah for themselves10. Moshe’s was triumphant in his debate, and brought down the Torah to the
Jewish people.
However, this doesn’t explain everything. One could have argued that the Torah be divided into two: the
positive mitzvos and the negative ones. The positive mitzvos would be given to the Angels, and the
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negative ones be given to the Jews. However, what is written towards11 the end of the Torah? The
positive mitzvah of teshuva. This mitzvah is only relevant for someone with a yetzer hara, an evil
inclination. Since Angels aren’t prone to sin, we found a positive mitzvah which has no relevance to
them12. As well, since the Torah couldn’t be subtracted in any way, there was no choice but to give the
entire Torah to the Jewish people.
We can now understand what Chazal meant when they said that “this mitzvah”, namely teshuva, isn’t
removed from us, but is removed from the Angels. It’s something that is not in their realm of possibility.
For us, not only is it possible, but the Torah attests that, “it is something that is very close to you, in your
mouths and in your hearts, to perform”13.
Good Shabbos and Chasima Vechasima Tovah; have a blessed, sweet new year.
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