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As I have written in other places, that one of the critiques often leveled at the rabbis is that their concern with law became a preoccupation with minutiae, thus losing the spiritual meaning that is at the core of a truly religious life.  There is, of course, always a danger that one can become entangled in the little things to the detriment of the big picture.  This is not only true of religion.  Yet what we see in this week’s Torah portion, Ki Tetze, as well as the previous two and next week’s as well, is a focused concern on the small stuff of daily life.  Four full portions?  What is going on here?

It is rather easy to announce grand principles, like the Ten Commandments—don’t steal, honor your parents, don’t murder.  After all, who is going to be against motherhood and apple pie?  But God is in the details.  And so are most of our lives.  We live in a world of daily interactions.  A world of wages and commerce, of what he said and she said, of opportunities to help, heal, or hurt.  Ours is a real world, not a theoretical one.  And so come the rules for every aspect of daily living—from what we say to what we eat, from how we treat our loved ones, our workers, our enemies, even the stranger we pass in the street.  

Very few of us turn out to be mass murderers or master thieves; but we do commit small crimes, little acts of indecency that hurt the ones we love; we get angry over small insults, carrying resentments, often for years; we mistreat others and even ourselves; we allow trivial matters to become major preoccupations; we stay stuck in self-destructive behaviors; and while sticks and stones may break our bones, we do know that words can and do harm us.  How many of us have hurt others with the words we said or at times refused to say?  How many of you were cut to the core over some piece of malicious gossip?  Very few of us will get the opportunity to change the world.  But all of us can change ourselves and in doing so, change our lives.  We can do that.  One small act at a time.

We are in the season of year that Jews are called upon to closely and honestly examine their lives.  This is not a vain activity.  Rather, it is our annual attempt to grow and improve.  We call this effort t’shuvah, a return to our essential and best self, a return to each and every relationship in our lives, a return to God.  We look at all the little things that are blocking us from relationships of wholeness, the things we do or say, the things we fail to do or say that get in our way, trip us up, steer us off course.  And we resolve to make the necessary repairs that will return us to a path of shalom, true inner peace.  This is the time of the year that we do, indeed, sweat the small stuff so that the bigger stuff we call our lives will bring us the fulfillment we so desperately need.

MQW And so I ask you on this Shabbat, “What are some small changes or improvements you can make this year in yourself, in your relationships with any or all of your loved ones, in your relationship with God?”     

