Jewish Tribune – Netzavim Vayeilech
Exam Technique
The nervous silence in the exam hall was broken by the sharp voice of the invigilator.

“You have two hours to do this exam. Anyone still writing after I ask you to put your pens down will be disqualified. You may begin.” 
Silence was restored and the only noise to be heard was the frantic flurry of pens on paper and the occasional footsteps of the invigilator.

After an hour and a half, the silence was again broken with the invigilator announcing: “You have 30 minutes left.” After the two-hour mark passed, the invigilator told the students to put their pens down. All did, apart from one young man at the back of the hall who continued writing for some time after the exam had ended. When he finally finished there was just him and the invigilator in the room. 
The student nonchalantly made his way to the front. Without even looking up, the invigilator said: “You heard me. Anyone writing after the exam finished is disqualified.” 

The student slowly and confidently replied: “Do you know who I am?” 
“I don’t care who you are. Your paper is disqualified.” 

“Do you know my name?” persisted the student. 

“No” said the invigilator.

“Good” replied the student and thrust his exam paper in the middle of the pile of papers on the desk and ran out. 

Sometimes we can get away with things as a tzibbur, that we wouldn’t be able to do as individuals. 

Whilst this anecdote probably never happened, it at least brings this point out well. As we approach Rosh Hashana, the leining on the last Shabbos of the year contains this message and gives us good advice as to how to enter the days ahead of us.
אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים הַיּוֹם כֻּלְּכֶם לִפְנֵי ה' אֱלֹקֵיכֶם
You are all standing this day before Hashem, your G-d. (Devorim 29,9)
The Nesivos Sholom explains that the word “hayom - the day” in the opening possuk of our sedra refers to the day of Rosh Hashana and gives us an important insight in how to prepare for this momentous day. 

The key is “kulchem – all of you”. As the Midrasha Tanchuma on this possuk explains, we merit Divine assistance on Rosh Hashana when we are “כולכם באגודה אחת”. To the extent we attach ourselves to the tzibbur, we merit this Divine assistance. 

The Nesivos Sholom cites the Zohar which explains that the incident with Elisha and the Shunamite woman also took place on Rosh Hashana. When Elisha asks her how he can be of help and should he speak to the king on her behalf, he was actually referring to the King of Kings. 

Her answer is illuminating:  בְּתוֹךְ עַמִּי אָנֹכִי יֹשָׁבֶת - I dwell among my people. She also knew that the key is in the community. 

To the extent we attach ourselves to the tzibbur, we merit Divine assistance. 
Our parsha is therefore guiding us to consider this as the year draws to a close and a new one beckons. Our parsha urges us to ask important questions: What can I do to help my community? What can I do to help my neighbour, my school or my shul? Just take a look at mind boggling list of “Gemachs” out there. There is something for everyone to get involved with. It’s a question of considering one’s talents and using them well.  

And to those who question their eligibility to step forward and doubt their own abilities, I recently saw a wonderful insight in the name of Rav Malkiel Kotler. The Torah recounts the episode in which Yaakov rolled the stone off the be’er (well). Why is this relevant for us? 
He explained that because Yaakov was mekabel achrayus, because he took responsibility and saw beyond himself, he was endowed with extraordinary abilities. What you see from here is that responsibility leads to ability, and not the other way around.
There is a wonderful sefer called ”עצות לזכות בדין”, which I loosely translate as “Survival Strategies for the Days of Awe”, by Rav Chanoch Karelenstein ztl. In it, he has a chapter entitled “רבים צריכים לו”, where he discusses the importance of attaching oneself to the tzibbur. He says this is not just a strategy for the yomim noroim, but for the דין הגדול, the great judgement in olam habo. 

He tells a story of an eminent talmid chochom who had a dream that two people who had recently passed away were able to enter gan eden quickly and smoothly. He asked the Steipler if this could be true and the Steipler told him, that indeed it was. It made sense, he said, because both people were “מזכי הרבים”, they had benefitted the tzibbur. 
Rav Karelenstein also quotes the Megaleh Amukos who notes that the gematria of the word “צבור” is the same as the word “רחמים” – 298. A tzibbur can merit mercy but no such assurance can be given to individuals. The trick is to attach ourselves to the tzibbur and ride on its coattails.

It may not help us in an exam hall, but it may well do on Rosh Hashana. 
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