
 
 
 
Parashat Re’eh: Everyone Has a City Called Jerusalem 
 
Parashat Re’eh in many ways is a continuation of Parashat Ekev which precedes it. Moshe, 
is in the last month of his life, and is delivering his parting words to Am Yisrael.  
 
In this week’s parasha we are introduced to a new idea.  
 
For the first time in the Torah, it says that there will come a day when there will be a central 
sacrificial place, to which it will be permissible to bring forth sacrifices. This is the first hint of 
the future Temple in Jerusalem. 
 
According to biblical scholarship, the book of D’varim was written 800 years later, at the time 
of King Josiah. The Bible itself recounts a book that was discovered in the Temple, a book 
that brought about tremendous religious and political reform. Among other things, it is 
responsible for creating a central sacrificial place in Jerusalem, and the cancellation of 
regional altars which were spread out throughout the land. But we will follow the traditional 
narrative, according to which Moshe is speaking these words on the Eastern side of the 
Jordan River on the eve of the entry into the Promised Land. 
 
What is interesting here is the following: You shall not act at all as we now act here, every 
man as his eyes are directing him, because you have not yet arrived at the haven of 
rest and dwelling that the LORD your God has given  you… Take care not to sacrifice 
your burnt offerings in any place you see, but only in the place that the LORD will 
choose... (D’varim 12:8-14) 
 
On the face of it, these instructions contradict the values of Western culture which sanctify 
“every man as he pleases” (as long as he or she is not hurting anyone else). “Be true to 
yourself only” is the buzzword today, and “Don’t let anyone tell you what you should do - you 
are the only one who knows what is right for you.” 
 
Every place in which there is a contradiction between the values of the Torah and the values 
of the times there is an opportunity for new insights. 
 
Our parasha is Parashat Re’eh. “Re’eh” means “see”, and the parasha does, indeed, deal 
with sight. It opens with these words: See, this day I set before you blessing and curse 
(D’varim 11:26) 
 



The Torah usually focuses on hearing (“Hear, oh Israel…”). We are a literate nation, 
focusing on words and speech. The Torah is cautious about sight (The LORD spoke to you 
out of the fire; you heard the sound of words but perceived no shape—nothing but a 
voice - D’varim 4:12). In the past, I have discussed the difference between hearing and 
sight. Hearing is considered a selective sense (“you hear only what you want to hear”). 
Sight, on the other hand, is considered more objective and more definite. 
 
But is this in fact true? 
 
Of course not. Just as we hear what we are able and want to hear, so, too, do we see what 
we are able - or even “programmed” - to see. Both sight and sound take place in the brain - 
not in the eyes or the ears - and our amazing brain is, after all, flexible and selective. 
 
Therefore, these two phrases - “every man as his eyes are directing him” and “any place 
you see” are a kind of warning: beware of sight! Beware of the certainty you attribute to 
sight. 
 
In Bamidbar, Chapter 15, in what is called “Parashat Tzitzit”, this warning appears more 
explicitly. We read this passage twice a day - morning and evening - from the prayer book: 
“...so that you do not follow your… eyes, which you lust after.”(Bamidbar 15:39) 
 
It is because sight is considered more reliable and objective that it can be more dangerous, 
the danger being that we may believe our eyes and think that what we see is reality. But it 
isn’t. It never is. What we see is always a reflection of our wondrous and limited mind. 
 
Sight, like all of our senses, is an amazing gift! 
 
“What a wonderful world,” sang Louis Armstrong in his gravelly voice. This song, which 
praises the beauty of Creation, celebrates subjective sight. The song’s composer was 
certain that roses are red, that they are beautiful, and that they were created for him. But of 
course... So clear to see… But someone else - even if he saw the roses (and not, for 
example, the piles of garbage that have collected around that inner-city rose garden) - would 
tell us an entirely different story, perhaps even one that is melancholic or contradictory.  And 
if he or she did notice the roses, they may not see them as red (because they are “color 
blind”, which is what we call those who see things differently from the majority). And if he 
does see red (whether or not it is the same red as someone else sees), it may remind him of 
the blood of his comrades who were killed next to him in the battle field.  
 
Victor Frankel, in his book “Man’s Search for Meaning” saw a flower in bloom in Auschwitz, 
and suddenly realized he was a free man, three years before the camp was liberated! 
 
Everything can be a blessing or a curse. The difference is in the eyes - i.e., the brain - of the 
beholder. 
 
Moshe reminds Bnei Yisrael that nothing they see is objective. He warns them not to 
attribute absolute meaning to what they see. Sight is to be enjoyed. It can even inspire great 



poetry. But never forget that the sense of sight is fluid and changeable, and therefore can 
easily lead us astray. 
 
Here, then, is the bridge between modern culture and the Biblical narrative. Both seek a 
uniting truth. Even the multiple voices and narratives of postmodernism point to a single, 
unifying truth which may be found at the core of all the old discarded truths. 
 
The Torah may call this deep truth Divine. Post-Modernists may call it “core common values” 
(because the word “truth” may be too daunting). But the Torah was the first to suggest this 
post-modern idea which warns us of the danger of our misleading human eyes. 
 
But then Moshe adds another amazing sentence which changes everything, in my opinion. 
This drasha changes gear in response to it: ...for you have not yet arrived at the haven of 
rest and dwelling that the LORD your God has given you. (D’varim 12:9)  
 
The “haven of rest and dwelling” is not a physical place. It is an internal, mental space which 
is also called a “state of mind.” This is the “place” beyond our thoughts and our judgment, 
beyond the education we absorbed and the culture we grew up in. This place is always there 
for us, but it requires a deep willingness to release ourselves from the grip of our 
unchallenged opinions and thinking. 
 
The Torah is pointing towards a truly postmodern place… This place is called… 
Yerushalayim, “yeru” (they will see) “shalem” (whole). It is an inner space where we can see 
wholeness that is beyond our conditioning. It is to there we will one day “make pilgrimage” 
and bring our “sacrifices” (i.e. our faulty judgment of good and evil) to be purged on the altar. 
It is to there we will bring offerings of gratitude and praise.  
 
Yerushalayim, and the Foundation Rock at its center, is the place of complete goodness. We 
came from that place, and we were there, before our “eyes were opened” and we began to 
see judgment of good and evil, and went astray. 
 
This place is still there. It is God-given and available to us at all times. There is a well-known 
poem by Natan Yonatan which has been put to music, whose words, loosely translated, are 
these: “Everyone has a city called Jerusalem. It there that he gathers dreams, there until the 
flowering of night rises up the mountain, and shines brightly on the remainder of his days.” 
 
How does one get there? Here is a small tip to get us started: We can decide to stop grading 
and judging everything we see, because our grading and judging eyes lead us astray, and 
keep us from Yerushalayim, from seeing wholeness.  
 
Chodesh Tov - the month of Elul - a month of self-evaluation and Return (T’shuva)... 
...because you have not yet arrived at the haven of rest and dwelling. 
 
Maybe this month it will happen.  
 
Shabbat Shalom, 



 
Elisha  


