Haftarot Unrolled: Shabbat HaGadol

Who will write for us?

One of the reasons that the Shabbat before Pesach is known as Shabbat HaGadol, "the Great
Shabbat", is that this is the day that the Jewish People performed the very first commandment
that was given to them as a nation. It was on that day, Shabbat, 10th of Nissan, that they took
the lambs for the Pesach sacrifice into their homes. It marked the transition between the era
of the Avot, forefathers, of individuals who do G-d's will, to the era of the Jewish Nation, an
entire people who do G-d's will.

The Haftarah of Shabbat HaGadol is taken from the last chapter in the section of the Tanach
known as "Ne'vi'im", Prophets. It also marks a transition, the transition from the era of
prophets to the era of Torah. The last time that G-d addresses the Jewish People through a
prophet, He says:
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Remember the Torah of My servant Moshe, that I commanded to him in Chorev for
all of Israel, the laws and the statutes. (Malachi 3:22)

We no longer have prophecy, but the Torah that G-d gave Moshe, with all its laws and
statutes, is enough for us to know what G-d wants us to do.

However, prophecy served a purpose besides being a source of commandments. It also
recorded the deeds of individuals, the actions and decisions that they made, which ended up
having ramifications for eternity. When prophecy ended, so did the possibility for our actions
to matter on a prophetic level.

The following Midrash suggests otherwise:
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An expanded translation of the Midrash:

R' Yitzchak bar Meryon said: The text comes to teach you that if a person does a Mitzvah, he
should do it with his whole heart.

When Yosef went to meet his brothers and they decided to kill him, Reuven managed to
protect Yosef from being murdered. He did not do enough to prevent him being sold into
slavery, yet the Torah records: "Reuven saved his life". If Reuven had known that G-d would
dictate this to be written, he would have picked up Yosef and carried him on his shoulders
back to his father.



When Moshe was negotiating with G-d about his role in the Exodus, one of the obstacles to
his accepting the position of the leader of the Jewish People was his fear of displacing his
brother Aharon. G-d tells him, "He is coming, and when he sees you, he will be happy in his
heart." If Aharon had known that G-d would dictate this to be written, he would have come
out with a marching band to show how truly happy he is to have Moshe back, and to have
him lead the Jewish People out of slavery.

When Boaz met Ruth for the first time, and was impressed with her character and loyalty, he
made sure that she did not go hungry, and it says: "he gave her toasted wheat." If he had
know that G-d would dictate this to be written, he would have fed her stuffed veal.

They did not know at the time that what they were doing was anything out of the ordinary,
but from the point of view of prophecy, their deeds were valuable enough to be recorded in
the Tanach. Thus, concludes R' Yitzchak b' Meryon, one should always do all good deeds to
the utmost, because one never knows what is being recorded, what has eternal meaning.

But then, the Midrash presents a challenge in the name of R' Levi: "In the past, a person
would do a Mitzvah, and the prophet would write it. Now, a person does a Mitzvah, who
writes it?" If prophecy is over, then our deeds are not recorded at all. Perhaps they have less
meaning than the deeds of those who lived at the time of prophecy.

He answers by referencing the Haftarah:
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"Then those who fear Hashem speak to each other; Hashem pays attention, and
hears. He writes a book of remembrance before Him, for those who fear Hashem,
and care about His name.... I am sending to you the prophet Eliyahu,
in advance of the coming of the Day of Hashem, the great and dreadful." (Malachi
3:16, 23)

R' Levi says: "If a person does a Mitzvah, who writes it? Eliyahu and the King Moshiach, and
G-d signs it."

Jewish history is not over just because prophecy is over. Our actions still matter, they are still
being written. Eliyahu, the prophet who never quite died, represents the eternity of the
connection between G-d and the Jewish People, regardless of historical circumstances and
eras. The Midrash asserts that throughout the generations, our deeds have mattered. Eliyahu
has been writing them down, as the eternal historian of the eternal people. One day, there will
be another transition to another era, where we will have an even greater level of prophecy
than ever before. Eliyahu will lead us to it, and he will also show us what he has been writing
down all these centuries.

And then, we too will see which of our ordinary everyday actions had eternal meaning.
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