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PARASHAS KI SISA

11-16. The census. The Torah teaches that it is forbidden
to count Jews in the ordinary manner, and that when it is
necessary to conduct a census, it should be done by having
the people contribute items, which would then be counted.
In the case of the census in the Wilderness, the people,
rich and poor alike, were called upon to contribute half a
shekel each, for the construction and upkeep of the
Tabernacle [see below]. The status of Israel is elevated by its
contributions to charitable causes, and this is why they were
counted by having the entire nation join in contributing to a
sacred cause. This concept is indicated by the literal

meaning of the commandment in verse 12: When you
elevate the heads of the Children of Israel . . . (Bava Basra
10b, Pesikta Zutresa), implying that the function of these
contributions was not only to facilitate a census and to
provide for the Tabernacle, but to raise the level of the
contributors.

The equal participation of all the people symbolizes
that all Jews must share in achieving the national goals,
that everyone should pass through the census (v. 14) by
giving up his selfish, personal interests for the sake of the
nation. One who does so gains infinite benefit, because the
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Census

The 11HASHEM spoke to Moses, saying: ' “When you take a census of the Children of Israel
according to their numbers, every man shall give HASHEM an atonement for his soul when

The Three counting them, so that there will not be a plague among them when counting them. '3 This shall

Terumos

they give — everyone who passes through the census — a half shekel of the sacred shekel, the

shekel is twenty geras, half a shekel as a portion to HASHEM. '* Everyone who passes through
the census, from twenty years of age and up, shall give the portion of HASHEM. > The wealthy
shall not increase and the destitute shall not decrease from half a shekel — to give the portion
of HASHEM, to atone for your souls. ' You shall take the silver of the atonements from the
Children of Israel and give it for the work of the Tent of Meeting; and it shall be a remembrance
before HASHEM for the Children of Israel, to atone for your souls.”

’

mission of Israel is dependent on the unity of the whole (R
Hirsch).

The verses also speak in terms of atonement that is
achieved by the participation in this half shekel assessment.
There is great power in the unity of a nation striving toward
a common goal. When everyone joins in a constructive
cause, the spiritual merits of all the individuals become
merged, as it were, so that not only their funds, but their
personal attainments come together to assist one another
[see Avos 2:2]. A solitary human being can seldom survive
Divine scrutiny; what person is free of sins and shortcom-
ings? But when a nation becomes one, it ascends to a
higher plane, because all its individual members merge
their virtues with one another. As a result, the national
collective is judged far more benevolently. [Kuzari explains
that this is also why it so important to pray with a quorum,
rather than individually.] This is why the Shunamite woman
(Il Kings 4:13) who displayed extraordinary kindness to the
prophet Elisha refused his offer to pray for her or intercede
with the authorities on her behalf. She explained that if she
were singled out, she would be judged more strictly in the
heavenly scales, especially since, as the Zohar teaches, that
incident took place on Rosh Hashanah, the Day of Judg-
ment (R’ Bachya).

2§ The three terumos.

The word terumah, or portion, is mentioned three times
in the passage (vs. 13,14,15), from which the Sages derive
that there were three separate gifts of silver (Yerushalmi
Shekalim 1:1, Megillah 29b). Two of them were required gifts
of a half shekel each, and the third was a voluntary
contribution of any amount of silver. The two compulsory
gifts were an annual contribution to cover the cost of all
communal Temple offerings, and a one-time contribution
of silver for the sockets upon which the walls of the
Tabernacle rested (26:19). The voluntary gift was part of the
general contributions for the construction of the Tabernacle
and its utensils (Rashi).

The compulsory gifts are further illustrations of the
theme discussed above: Everyone, whatever his social or
economic status, had to be an equal partner in the
Tabernacle that existed to bring together God and His
people, and in the offerings that represented the nation in
achieving that paramount goal (R’ Hirsch).

The annual half shekel gift to pay for the communal
offerings were collected during the month of Adar, so that
the funds would be ready in time for the month of Nissan.
Consequently, this chapter was read in synagogues the
Sabbath before Rosh Chodesh Adar, a practice that is still
followed in commemoration of the Torah’s commandment
to participate in the offerings. In further commemoration of
this commandment, on Purim, which falls in Adar, it is
customary to contribute half of one’s host country’s stan-
dard coin to a communal charity, as an expression of the
concept that everyone has an equal responsibility to
participate in meeting the community’s needs.

12. onx 1poa — When counting them. This phrase is
repeated twice in the verse, to teach that this manner of
counting was decreed not only for Moses’ census, but that it
is forbidden for all time to make a head-count of Jews (Or
HaChaim). King David erred in this regard, thinking that
this passage applied only to Moses’ time (Berachos 62b). He
violated this prohibition by ordering a regular head-count, a
sin for which the nation was struck by a plague (/] Samuel
24:1-15), and for which he repented (/ Chronicles 21:8) when
he realized his error (Ramban). Another interpretation of
David’s sin is that it is inconceivable that so great a scholar
could have erred in the interpretation of a Scriptural
passage. He did indeed use coins or some other method to
avoid a direct count, but he was punished because he did
not have a compelling reason to conduct any sort of census,
and therefore he should not have conducted it, no matter
what the method (Ramban, Numbers 1:3).

13. namr 1 — This shall they give. God showed Moses a coin
of fire and said to him, “Like this shall they give”
(Tanchuma,; Rashi). The commentators find homiletic in-
sights in this Midrash. Among them are:

— God showed Moses that money is like fire. Both can be
either beneficial or destructive, depending on how they are
used (Noam Elimelech).

— If one seeks atonement through giving funds for charity,
the good deed should be done with fire and enthusiasm (R’
Mendel of Kotzk).

bpwia nwymn — A half shekel. The shekel was a specific
weight of silver that Moses instituted as the standard
coinage. The verse goes on to specify that a full shekel
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consisted of twenty gerah. A gerah was a coin that, in
Talmudic Aramaic, was known as a ma'ah (Onkelos). In
contemporary weights, Chazon Ish (Yoreh De'ah 182:19)
calculates a shekel of the Torah as 16 grams, or .51 troy
ounces, of pure silver. This follows the halachically ac-
cepted view of Rambam and the Geonim. According to
Rashi and Ramban, however, the shekel of the Torah is
13.33 grams, or .43 troy ounces (Sheurin shel Torah). It
should be noted, however, that in the time of the Second
Temple, the silver content of the shekel was increased to 24
gerah [see Appendix 1 to ArtScroll Mishnah Shekalim].
Many commentators interpret homiletically that the
requirement of half a coin alludes to the concept that no
Jew is complete unless he joins with others; as long as we
are in isolation, each of us is only “half” of our full potential.

17-21. 913/ The Laver. In the Courtyard of the Tabernacle
stood a large, copper water-filled utensil from which the
Kohanim were required to wash their hands and feet before
performing the service. It was like a cauldron or basin that
was set upon a copper base, and it had two spouts at the
bottom, through which the water would flow (Rashi).

The purpose of this washing was for sanctity, rather than
cleanliness; indeed, Onkelos renders the word nym9 —
literally for washing (v. 18) — as wipY, for sanctification.
The hands and feet represent the upper and lower extremi-
ties of the human body, and by sanctifying them, the
servants of God symbolize their total devotion to the service
they are about to perform. For the same reason, the Sages
instituted that Jews should wash their hands before prayer
(Ramban).
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The Laver

" HASHEM spoke to Moses, saying: '® “You shall make a copper Laver and its base of

copper, for washing; place it between the Tent of Meeting and the Altar, and put water there.
19 From it, Aaron and his sons shall wash their hands together with their feet. >° Wheneuver they
come to the Tent of Meeting, they shall wash with water and not die, or when they approach
the Altar to serve, to raise up in smoke a fire-offering to HASHEM. 2! They shall wash their hands
and feet and not die. It shall be for them an eternal decree, for him and his offspring for their

generations.”

Anointment

22 HASHEM spoke to Moses, saying: 2> “Now you, take for yourself choice spices: five hundred

Ol shekel-weights of pure myrrh; fragrant cinnamon, half of which shall be two hundred fifty; two
hundred fifty of fragrant cane; 2* five hundred of cassia — in the sacred shekel-weight, and a
hin of olive oil. > Of it you shall make oil of sacred anointment, a blended compound, the
handiwork of a perfumer; it shall remain oil of sacred anointment. 26 With it you shall anoint the
Tent of Meeting and the Ark of Testimonial-tablets; 2’ the Table and all its utensils, the Menorah

The Laver [Kiyor| is not mentioned with the other utensils
in the previous chapters because its function was different
from theirs. The other parts and vessels caused the Divine
Presence to rest on the Tabernacle, whereas the Laver
served to prepare the Kohanim to carry out their mission
(Sforno).

19. omYan-nxy — Together with their feet. The conjunc-
tion nxi indicates that the hands and feet must be washed
at the same time (Or HaChaim). Consequently, the
Kohen places his right hand on his right foot and washes
them, and then follows the same procedure with his left
hand and foot (Rashi from Zevachim 19b). This symbolizes
the idea that the proper service of God requires that all of
man’s faculties be directed toward the same goal. Thus,
the highest part of the body — i.e., the hands, because
they can be raised upward — and the lowest part of the
body, the feet, must be sanctified equally and simulta-
neously.

20. 1nn1 X9 — And not die. The Torah does not say directly
that transgressors will die, because that would imply that
the death would take place immediately. This is not the
case, however, because a heavenly death penalty is weighed
in God’s scales and it is He Who decides whether and when
to impose it or defer it. A human court, however, is totally
different. Where the Torah requires that it administer a pun-
ishment, it has no discretion to delay or commute (Gur
Aryeh).

22-33. munn 1w / Anointment oil. Moses was com-
manded to compound a mixture of oil and spices that would
be used to anoint and consecrate all the vessels of the
Tabernacle, and also Aaron and his sons, for their tasks. In
the future, this same oil would be used to anoint the kings
of the Davidic dynasty and Kohanim Gedolim, until the
waning days of the First Temple.

The manufacture of the anointment oil was unique
among the needs of the Tabernacle, in that it had to be
made by Moses himself (Or HaChaim). Since its function
was to achieve a high degree of dedication to God’s will, it is
understandable that the oil should be made by Moses, the
instrument of that will. Indeed, this first supply of oil made

by Moses was the only anointment oil ever used, and its
whereabouts will be revealed again with the coming of Mes-
siah. It is forbidden to manufacture an exact duplicate of
this oil or to use either the original or a copy for one’s own
purposes (v. 33), for it would be a desecration of God'’s will,
as if this formulation could be used with impunity by any-
one at will (R’ Hirsch).

It should be noted that the exact translation of all the
spices in this and the next passages is not definitely
known.

23. 75-np nnx1 — Now you, take for yourself. Of all the arti-
facts of the Tabernacle, only regarding the anointment oil
does God tell Moses, “Now you.” This indicates that, al-
though spices are listed among those that were to be con-
tributed for the Tabernacle (25:6), Moses himself was to
contribute and mix those that were needed for the anoint-
ment oil (Or HaChaim).

inwma — Half of which. The total amount of fragrant
cinnamon was five hundred shekel-weights, but it was
to be weighed in two separate portions, each of which
was to be 250 shekels. The next item in this verse,
however, was 250 in total. It was a Scriptural decree that
only this spice be weighed this way (Rashi from Kereisos
5a).

24. 11 — Hin. A hin is at minimum just under a gallon. Ac-
cording to some opinions, it is almost two gallons.

25. wp-nnown mw — Oil of sacred anointment. The word
wTp is used to denote two concepts: (a) Separation. Thus,
God is called holy in the sense that He is so superior to all
else that He is totally separated from them. This concept is
symbolized by the olive oil, for it does not mix with other
liquids. At the other end of the spectrum, a prostitute is
called a kedeishah because she is removed from the
concept of human decency. (b) The term w+p also implies
the positive idea of total devotion to a higher purpose. The
anointment process combined both of these ideas: The
Kohanim and the Tabernacle were withdrawn from mun-
dane existence and dedicated to the service of God (R’
Hirsch).
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29. owip WTp "M — And they shall remain holy of holies.
The degree of the vessels’ holiness is such that, as the verse
continues, whatever touches them becomes sanctified. This

means that if a sacred utensil is filled with a substance that
would normally be placed in that vessel as part of the Taber-
nacle procedure — such as oil or flour that were placed in
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and its utensils, and the Incense Altar; ® the Elevation-offering Altar and all its utensils; and the
Laver and its base. ?° You shall sanctify them and they shall remain holy of holies; whatever
touches them shall become holy.

30 *You shall anoint Aaron and his sons and sanctify them to minister to Me.

31 “You shall speak to the Children of Israel, saying: ‘This shall remain for Me oil of sacred
anointment for your generations. 3? It shall not be smeared on human flesh and you shall not
duplicate it in its formulation; it is holy, it shall remain holy for you. 33 Anyone who shall
compound its like or who shall put it upon an alien shall be cut off from his people.” ”

34 HASHEM said to Moses: “Take for yourself spices — stacte, onycha and galbanum —
spices and pure frankincense: these shall all be of equal weight. * You shall make it into a
spice-compound, the handiwork of a perfumer, thoroughly mixed, pure and holy. 3¢ You shall
grind some of it finely and place some of it before the Testimonial-tablets in the Tent of Meeting,
where [ shall designate a time to meet you; it shall remain holy of holies to you. 3" The incense
that you shall make — in its proportion you shall not make for yourselves; it shall remain holy

to you, for HASHEM. 3® Whoever makes its like to smell it shall be cut off from his people.”

31

Hur, of the tribe of Judah.

' ASHEM spoke to Moses, saying: ? “See, | have called by a name, Bezalel son of Uri, son of
31 have filled him with a Godly spirit,

with

vessels used for the preparation of a meal-offering — the
substance gets the status of sacrificial holiness. However, if
an object is not eligible for holiness — for example, pebbles
were placed in the vessels of a meal-offering — they would
not become holy (Rashi).

31.% ... wp-nown v — For Me oil of sacred anoint-
ment. Rather than saying that the oil would be in the custody
of the Kohanim, the verse stresses that the oil is God’s — for
Me — because the oil is being preserved by Him to anoint
the king Messiah, when he arrives. The next two verses pro-
hibit the use of the anointment oil on people other than Ko-
hanim and kings whose anointment is required by the Torah
(Ramban).

L) 1 i — This shall remain for Me, i.e., Moses’ oil will re-
main intact forever, so that no other oil need ever be made
(Rashi; Sforno).

32-33. These two verses contain several prohibitions and
punishments. It is forbidden under pain of kareis, or spiritual
excision, for anyone to use Moses’ oil on himself or
anyone else. It is also forbidden even to make an exact
replica of Moses’ formula, and one who does so is liable to
kareis. The latter prohibition applies only to its manufac-
ture; once it has been made, however, it is not forbidden to
use it. Furthermore, it is permitted to use the same spices in
different proportions than those given in this passage
(Rashi).

34-38. nqvp / Incense. The Sages derive exegetically that
there were eleven ingredients in the incense. It was offered
twice a day, morning and afternoon, on the Golden Altar,
inside the Tabernacle. The fragrance of the incense repre-
sented Israel’s responsibility and desire to serve God in a
manner pleasing to Him. One of the spices listed here, gal-
banum, had a foul aroma, from which the Sages (Kereisos
6b) derive that sinners should be included with the commu-

nity in its prayers (Rashi). Thus, the incense expresses the
idea of Jewish unity, that everyone — the righteous and the
sinner — has a share in the service of God.

36. nyn 1105 — Before the Testimonial-tablets. The incense
was to be burned twice daily on the Inner Altar of the Taber-
nacle, directly in front of the chamber that housed the Ark.
The Tabernacle was known as the Tent of Meeting, because
it was designated as the place where God “met” with Moses
(Rashi). Alternatively, the verse also alludes to the Yom Kip-
pur service, during which the Kohen Gadol would bring in-
cense directly into the Holy of Holies, in front of the Ark
(Ramban).

31.

1-11. The designation of Bezalel. The instructions for the
construction of the Tabernacle having been given, God now
designated Bezalel, who was only thirteen years old at this
time (Sanhedrin 69b), to supervise the construction. That he
could have mastered the wide array of crafts needed to build
the Tabernacle was remarkable, if not miraculous, for the
backbreaking labor to which Israel had been subjected in
Egypt was hardly conducive to the development of such
skills. Moreover, Bezalel had a Godly spirit, wisdom, and in-
sight (v. 3). In designating him, God said, See, | have pro-
claimed, for the miracle of a future Bezalel had been “pro-
claimed” from the days of Adam (see Ramban, R’ Bachya).
Thus, God showed Israel that He had not merely redeemed
them from slavery, He had endowed them with the capacity
to serve Him beyond their ordinary human potential. If they
showed their desire to do His will, He would respond by giv-
ing them the ability and the human resources to do so.
The Sages expounded that Bezalel knew the art of
combining the sacred letters with which heaven and
earth were created, and that he possessed a degree of wis-
dom similar to that with which God created the universe
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(Berachos 55a). This shows that the Tabernacle, as a setting
for God'’s service and an abode for His Presence, was equiv-
alent to the Creation of the universe. Indeed, Ramban and
others show that the Tabernacle was the universe in micro-
cosm, and its components symbolized the major elements
of Creation.

3. ny11 amanay maona — With wisdom, insight, and
knowledge. Wisdom consists of the knowledge one acquires
from others; insight is the derivation of new ideas and
deductions from one’s wisdom; and knowledge [in the
context of building the Tabernacle] is Divine inspiration
[wTpa o] (Rashi).
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wisdom, insight, and knowledge, and with every craft; 4 to weave designs, to work with gold,
silver, and copper; ° stone-cutting for setting, and wood-carving — to perform every craft.

6 “And I, behold, I have assigned with him Oholiab son of Ahisamach of the tribe of Dan, and
I have endowed the heart of every wise-hearted person with wisdom, and they shall make all
that [ have commanded you: ’ the Tent of Meeting, the Ark of the Testimonial-tablets and the
Couver that is upon it, and all the utensils of the Tent; 8 the Table and its utensils, the pure Menorah
and all its utensils, and the Incense Altar; ° the Elevation-offering Altar and all its utensils, the
Laver and its base; 1° the knit vestments, the sacred vestments of Aaron the Kohen and the
vestments of his sons, to minister; !! the anointment oil and the incense-spices of the Sanctuary.
Like everything that | have commanded you shall they make.”

12 HASHEM said to Moses, saying: '* “Now you, speak to the Children of Israel, saying:
‘However, you must observe My Sabbaths, for it is a sign between Me and you for
your generations, to know that I am HASHEM, Who makes you holy. '* You shall observe the
Sabbath, for it is holy to you; its desecrators shall be put to death, for whoever does work on
it, that soul shall be cut off from among its people. ' For six days work may be done and the
seventh day is a day of complete rest, it is sacred to HASHEM; whoever does work

10. mwa 133 — The knit vestments. According to Rashi, Ibn
Ezra, and Rashbam, these are the large cloths that were used
to cover the vessels of the Tabernacle while it was being
transported from place to place (see Numbers 4:8). Ramban
renders this term as vestments of uniqueness, referring to
the vestments of the Kohen Gadol, which the verse then
goes on to define as the vestments of Aaron, in tribute to
him and his successors. These vestments were singled out
because only one man in every generation was permitted to
wear them.

12-17. The Sabbath. Although the commandment of the
Sabbath was part of the Ten Commandments (20:8), it is
repeated here to caution the nation that the construction of
the Sanctuary does not override the Sabbath; Israel must
observe the Sabbath even while it is fashioning the resting
place of God’s glory. This emphatically contradicts those
who claim that the laws of the Sabbath must be pliable
enough to be relaxed for “valid spiritual considerations.”
R’ Bachya explains that “the Sabbath is the principle of
faith and it is equivalent to all of the commandments, for
through the commandment of the Sabbath one expresses
his belief in the creation of the world, that it was created in
six days and He rested on the seventh. The Sages expound
that Jerusalem was destroyed only because they desecrated
the Sabbath ... and that if Israel would but observe two
Sabbaths, they would be redeemed immediately.”

13. 9% — However. In the plain sense, the word however
means to say that despite its importance, the work of the
Tabernacle may not be done on the Sabbath (Rashi).

The Sages teach that the word 7x always indicates an
exception to the principle previously enunciated. In this
verse, it is a limitation on the rule of Sabbath observance,
indicating that there are times when it is required that labor
be performed. Instances of such exceptions are to save a life
and to perform a circumcision on the eighth day after birth
(Ramban). As a reason for the requirement to save a life on

the Sabbath even at the cost of violating it, the Sages argue
that it is better to transgress one Sabbath so that one may
live and observe many Sabbaths (Yoma 85b). Or HaChaim
reads this logic into our verse: However — this is the
exception to Sabbath observance — so that you shail ob-
serve My Sabbaths, in the plural.

mnnaw — My Sabbaths. In the simple sense, the plural refers
to all of the Sabbaths of the year. In the deeper sense, it
refers to the two aspects of the Sabbath: 20w 1151, Remem-
ber, which refers to the positive commandment to honor the
Sabbath; and Observe, which refers to the negative com-
mandment not to desecrate the day. These twin themes are
then developed. It is a sign between Me and you in the
positive sense that Israel will honor the Sabbath, and You
shall observe the Sabbath and those who desecrate it are
liable to death (v. 14), in the negative sense of not desecrat-
ing it (Ramban).

14. nn9an . .. 1 nin — Shall be put to death . . . shall be
cut off. These are two different, mutually exclusive penalties.
One who violates the Sabbath despite a warning from wit-
nesses that he is committing a capital offense is liable to the
death penalty imposed by the court. But one who does so
intentionally, without being warned or witnessed, is pun-
ished by God with kareis, i.e., his soul is cut off from the
nation (Rashi).

Sforno explains that this verse gives the reasons that the
Tabernacle may not be built on the Sabbath. To rest on it is
too important to justify such labor, for one who desecrates
the Sabbath is unworthy of having a Sanctuary for God’s
Presence.

15. 112w naw — A day of complete rest. It is not enough to
refrain only from halachically prohibited activities. One
must rest completely, so that he will be free for sacred
activities in honor of His Creator. It is because the Sabbath
is sacred to HASHEM that one who desecrates it is worthy of
the death penalty (Sforno).
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16. 1w — Shall observe. Israel shall scrupulously count
the days until the Sabbath, so that no error in calculation will
cause the wrong day to be observed as the Divinely ordained
day of rest (Ibn Ezra, Chizkuni).

nawa-nx niwy — To make the Sabbath. It is a token of re-
spect for the Sabbath that one prepare for it ahead of time so
that he will have fine food for the day (R’ Bachya), and to
avoid the danger that one will perform forbidden work on the
day itself (Chizkuni). Thus, one “makes” the Sabbath by pre-
paring for it so that it will be observed properly when it ar-
rives. According to the Midrash, one who observes the Sab-
bath in this world makes the Sabbath in Heaven, i.e., he ele-
vates its spiritual standing, by abstaining from forbidden
activity and thereby affirming his faith in the Creator (R’
Bachya).

17. woin — And was refreshed. The verse describes God in
human terms, as one who needs rest after six days of work
(Rashi). According to Sforno, the term refers to the Sabbath
and derives from wny, soul: The Sabbath was endowed with
an extra degree of spirituality to better enable Jews to realize
the goal for which God created man in His image.

18. Moses receives the Tablets. Having completed the in-
structions regarding the Tabernacle and the Kohanim, the
Torah goes back to the narrative of the Giving of the Law at
Mount Sinai. According to Rashi, this is an instance of the
principle that the Torah is not always written in chronologi-
cal order: The above commandments regarding the Taber-
nacle were given to Moses on the day after Yom Kippur, over
three months after the Ten Commandments were given, and
it was then that Moses commanded the nation to begin the
contributions for its construction (35:1). But the episode of
the Golden Calf, which begins in the next chapter, took place
on the seventeenth of Tammuz — only forty days after the

Revelation. Ramban (ibid.), however, holds that the com-
mandment to build the Tabernacle was given to Moses dur-
ing his first forty days on the mountain, but its transmission
to the nation was delayed because of the sin of the Eigel.

Sforno explains the sequence of the chapters, as follows: In
God’s original plan there would have been no need for a
Tabernacle, for every Jew was to have had the status of a Ko-
hen, would have been worthy of building his own altar, and of
being a resting place for the Divine Presence. If so, why did
this potential not come to fruition? Why was God’s intent re-
placed by the preceding chapters about a central Tabernacle
and why was it necessary to designate a priestly family? The
Torah will now explain that Israel fell from its spiritual pinna-
cle because of the Golden Calf. No longer could it be a nation
of individual priests and tabernacles. From that point on-
ward, Israel needed a central Tabernacle toward which it
would direct its aspirations, and a holy, priestly family that
would be dedicated to God'’s sacrificial service.

Mwh-5x 1N — He gave Moses. Throughout the forty days
that Moses was on Mount Sinai, God taught him the Torah,
but he constantly forgot. Finally, God presented it to him as
a gift, as if it were his bride (Rashi). If it was impossible for a
human being, even one as great as Moses, to absorb God'’s
wisdom without Divine assistance, why didn’t God present it
to him immediately, without forcing him to go through forty
days of frustrating failure? Chiddushei HaRim explains that
the Torah can be understood only with God'’s help, but He
gives such assistance only to someone who tries his utmost
to master it on his own. Thus, Moses earned the Divine gift
by means of his effort. The same is true of every student of
the Torah. It is up to us to try to the limit of our ability; then
we can hope for God’s help.

N1y nnY 2w — The two Tablets of Testimony. The vav is
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on the Sabbath day shall be put to death.”

16 “The Children of Israel shall observe the Sabbath, to make the Sabbath an eternal covenant
for their generations. ' Between Me and the Children of Israel it is a sign forever that in a six-day

Moses
Receives

period HASHEM made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day He rested and was refreshed.”
18 When He finished speaking to him on Mount Sinai, He gave Moses the two Tablets of

the Tablets Testimony, stone tablets inscribed by the finger of God.

32

1The people saw that Moses had delayed in descending the mountain, and the people

omitted [nin?] so that the word can be read as if it was in the
singular [nmY], tablet. This teaches that the two Tablets were
identical in size (Rashi). Yefeh Toar explains that although in
the plain sense, this refers to the actual size of the Tablets,
it has a deeper meaning, as well. The five commandments on
the first Tablet speak of Man'’s relationship with God, while
the five commandments on the second Tablet refer to Man’s
relationship to his fellow human beings. By indicating the
two Tablets were equal, the Torah teaches that both kinds of
commandments are equally important; the Torah does not
recognize the primacy of “ritual” over “social” laws and vice
versa. Both are necessary parts of the Divine scheme.

That the Ten Commandments were inscribed on two
Tablets instead of one was because they “testified” that God
rested His Presence upon Israel, and testimony must be ren-
dered by two witnesses. The two Tablets also allude to their
dual nature: The stone was from the earth and the script was
from heaven (R’ Bachya).

32.

1-6. 2153y / The Golden Calf. If the sin of the Golden Calf
[Eigel] was one of mass idol worship, as a cursory reading of
the verses seems to indicate, the entire affair is incompre-
hensible, both from the standpoint of Aaron, who fashioned
it, and Israel, which demanded and worshiped it. Indeed, the
consensus of commentators, such as Ramban, Ibn Ezra,
Kuzari, and others, agrees on an entirely different interpreta-
tion.

It is inconceivable that Aaron could have created an idol,
even if he had been threatened with death. The Torah re-
quires a Jew to give up his life rather than worship idols; can
one believe that God’s chosen anointed Kohen Gadol would
fail to withstand a test that countless thousands of Jews have
withstood over the centuries? If he had been guilty of idola-
try, he would have been the first one to be liable to the death
penalty; instead he was virtually whitewashed; he went on to
serve in the Tabernacle for the next forty years and was
Moses’ partner in leading the nation and receiving many of
the commandments from God. Furthermore, the only sin
with which the Torah charges him is that he joined with
Moses in striking the stone, rather than speaking to it (WNum-
bers 20:12). Clearly, therefore, Aaron was not a party to the
sin of idolatry.

The people, too, did not deny Hashem. They said explicitly
that they needed a replacement for Moses, not for Hashem.
Had they truly believed that the Golden Calf was some sort
of god, they would not have melted away when Moses re-
turned, and they would not have permitted him to destroy
their new deity. Rather, their enthusiasm for the Golden Calf

was only because it was a substitute for their vanished
leader; but once Moses was back they recognized that their
allegiance to the new “god” had been a terrible and foolish
mistake. Even the Jews who truly worshiped it as an idol
were a tiny minority of only three thousand people, just
about one half of one percent of the grown male population,
and even they were the Egyptian rabble, Eirev Rav, that
flocked to join the Jews when they left Egypt. These erst-
while Egyptians proclaimed when the new god emerged
from the flames, “This is your god, O Israel.” They did not
refer to it as our god, because they were outsiders who were
addressing the Jews.

What, then, was the reason for this outrageous sin? It be-
gan with an error of fact and mushroomed into a grievous
misunderstanding of Israel’s relationship with God. The peo-
ple thought that Moses was dead (see v. 1) and they had been
left without a leader and intermediary between themselves
and God. They thought that just as they had addressed God
through Moses when they needed salvation at the sea or
when they had no food or water, and just as Moses had led
them to Sinai and directed them in battle, so too they needed
some tangible presence to take his place. This was not a de-
nial of God; it was an erroneous belief that a Moses was
needed to represent them before God and convey His teach-
ings and beneficence to them. This is why Aaron acquiesced
to them though he knew they were wrong. Since their error
did not involve idolatry, he felt that it would be best for him
to appear to yield until he could wean them from their mis-
take. This idea will be developed in the course of the chapter
and the commentary.

Bais Halevi asserts that their error was one that, in a differ-
ent form, is not uncommon even today. The people knew
that their sacrificial service was performed by a specific per-
son, Aaron, and in a specific place, the Tabernacle. They
thought, therefore, that they had the right and the need to
create another such vehicle for their service — in effect, to
design their own “tabernacle” that would suit their needs, as
they saw them. Here lay their mistake. Jews cannot custom-
tailor their religion or their Sanctuary. The Tabernacle’s
specifications are based on Divine mysteries that are beyond
human understanding, and it is impossible for anyone to use
the Tabernacle, the Temple or any of the Torah’s command-
ments as the prototype for a man-made religious practice.

1. mwn wwa — Moses had delayed. The catastrophe of the
Golden Calf was precipitated by a tragic error. Moses went
up to Mount Sinai on the seventh of Sivan and said that he
would be there for forty days and return in the morning. The
people thought that the day of his ascent counted as the first
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day of the forty, and therefore Moses would be back on the
sixteenth of Tammuz. That was a mistake. Moses meant that
he would be away for a full forty days and forty nights, which
meant that he would be back on the seventeenth. When noon
of the sixteenth came and went without Moses’ return, the
people became fearful. Satan seized the opportunity and
created an illusion of darkness and turmoil, and showed
them an image of a dead Moses being carried in heaven
(Rashi).

Recanati explains that the spiritual level of the nation was
so high after the revelation of the Ten Commandments that
if Moses had come down bearing the Tablets, the goal of
Creation would have been fulfilled and there would have
been no more death or temptation to do evil, as we know it.

The world would have reverted to the stage of perfection that
existed at the beginning of Creation. Satan, whose mission
it is to tempt people to evil, fought this threat to his power
and succeeded in deceiving the people.

1251 qwx — That will go. This reference to the requested god
is in the plural, implying that they desired many gods
(Rashi).

This is not to say that the people denied the omnipotence
of Hashem, for the rest of the verse makes clear that they
wanted a replacement for Moses, whom they described as
the one who had brought them up from Egypt. Since they
obviously knew all along that Moses was not an independent
redeemer, but the messenger of God, they could not
possibly have thought that Moses would be replaced by a
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The gathered around Aaron and said to him, “Rise up, make for us gods that will go before us, for
Golden this man Moses who brought us up from the land of Egypt — we do not know what became of

Calf hl’m! ”

2 Aaron said to them, “Remove the rings of gold that are in the ears of your wives, sons, and

daughters, and bring them to me.”

3 The entire people removed the gold rings that were in their ears, and brought them to Aaron.
4 He took it from their hands and bound it up in a cloth, and fashioned it into a molten calf. They
said, “This is your god, O Israel, which brought you up from the land of Egypt.”

5 Aaron saw and built an altar before him. Aaron called out and said, “A festival for HASHEM

tomorrow!”

6 They arose early the next day and offered up elevation-offerings and brought peace-
offerings. The people sat to eat and drink, and they got up to revel.

God'’s

" HASHEM spoke to Moses: “Go, descend — for your people that you brought up from the land

Anger of Egypt has become corrupt. 8 They have strayed quickly from the way that | have commanded

pantheon of deities to the exclusion of Hashem. Rather, they
thought that God assigns powers and responsibilities to
subordinate powers, as it were. In their view, Moses was one
such power [others were the pillars of smoke and fire that led
the nation (Ramban; R’ Bachya)]|; now they wanted other
such surrogates of God. Though such a misconception
could lead to idolatry, their goal was not to worship an idol
(Maharsha to Sanhedrin 63a).

2-3. Aaron knew that they were grievously mistaken, but he
calculated that if he defied them they would kill him, and if
they did, that would make their sin and rebellion even worse.
Indeed, Hur, whom Moses had assigned to share the
leadership with Aaron in his absence, had resisted and been
killed (Rashi to v. 6). Aaron, therefore, stalled for time. He
asked for the gold jewelry of the women and children. He was
certain that they would refuse to surrender it immediately,
and by the time the rebels succeeded in seizing the gold,
Moses would probably be back, squelching the panic. Aaron
miscalculated, for the people were so enamored of the
prospect of a new god that they had the gold in hand without
delay (Rashi). This is a classic example of the power of crowd
psychology, in which a mob is capable of excesses beyond
the imagination of any of its individual members.

4. 1miyyn — And [he] fashioned it. Aaron bound up the gold
and threw it into the fire [hoping that a shapeless mass would
emerge, thus causing further delay until Moses’ return], but
the Egyptian sorcerers of the Eirev Rav exercised their occult
powers to cause the calf to emerge (Rashi). Although Aaron
did not fashion the calf in the literal sense, he is described as
its maker since he was the one who threw the gold into the
fire (v. 24), the act that resulted in the creation of the Golden
Calf (Or HaChaim).

5. Again, Aaron played for time. He built an altar for a major
religious festival the next day, in the hope that their
enthusiasm would dissipate or that Moses would be back. He
specified that the festival would be for HASHEM, not the calf,
for his real, though hidden, intention was that when Moses
returned with the Tablets there would indeed be a joyous
celebration (Rashi). According to Sforno, he mentioned
Hashem as a rebuke to the rebels.

6. pny5 — To revel. The term implies the three cardinal sins
of idolatry, licentiousness, and murder. In addition to their
worship of the Golden Calf, they committed immoral acts
and they had murdered Hur, who attempted to restrain them
(Rashi). This was the nadir of the tragic episode, the point at
which error turned to wantonness.

7-10. God’s anger. With the spiritual downfall of his people,
Moses was dismissed from his lofty perch, for he had been
elevated to a heavenly status only for Israel’s sake; now that
they had become unworthy, God ordered him to descend
from Sinai (Rashi). It is a general rule of Jewish leadership
that the merit of the community is indispensable to the
success of those who serve it. As the Sages teach, “the merit
of the community’s forefathers aids them, and their righ-
teousness [i.e., that of the forefathers] endures forever”
(Avos 2:2).

It is true, as noted above [introduction to vs. 1-6], that the
original intent in making the calf was not to worship it as a
god, that the initiators of the project were the Eirev Rav, and
that only an infinitesimal proportion of Jews actually
worshiped it. However, the sin was most grievous, nonethe-
less. As is clear from verse 27, there were Jews, few though
they were, who were guilty of idolatry. The rest of the people
did not resist the Eirev Rav or the Jewish worshipers. This
constituted either silent acquiescence or lack of faith, which
was a condemnation of the nation as a whole.

Had God sent Moses back to the nation a day sooner, this
tragedy would have been prevented, but He did not do so
because the events of the previous day did not constitute
idolatry, as explained above (Ramban). Or HaChaim
contends that God did not send Moses back before the
situation deteriorated because the Divine word had declared
that he would be atop the mountain for forty days and forty
nights (24:12, 18), and God'’s word is inviolate, or because
the full extent of God'’s teachings to him required a full forty
days.

7.9ny — Your people . This was an implied rebuke to Moses,
as if to say, “Those who caused the sin are your people, the
Egyptian Eirev Rav, whom you accepted without consulting
God” (Rashi).
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9. N1 RY-nWR DY — It is a stiff-necked people. This is the
familiar simile for stubbornness, referring to one whose
neck is too stiff to turn; consequently, he will never look
backward once he has embarked on a course (Ibn Ezra;
Sforno). Such a person will refuse to listen to criticism or
admit a mistake. This was the trait that nearly doomed
Israel. Even after describing their sin in the starkest terms
(v. 8), God did not say that they should be destroyed; error
can always be corrected if the will is there. But if the people
are too stubborn to listen to reason, what hope is there for
them?

10. "% nmun — Desist from Me. But Moses had not even
responded to God'’s indictment of Israel; from what was he
to desist? God was implying to Moses that Israel’s fate was
in his hands, for he had the power to pray for their salvation

— which he did immediately (Rashi). Until then, Moses
apparently felt that Israel’s sin was so great that he had no
right to pray for them. Since the Jews had never committed
a sin of this magnitude, Moses could not have known that
prayer was an appropriate or even possible response.

11-14. Moses’ successful prayer. According to Ibn Ezra,
this passage is not in chronological order, for Moses would
not have prayed for Israel while it still harbored an idol in its
midst. Rather, he prayed after he returned to the people and
destroyed the Eigel, but the Torah mentions it here because
the reason he prayed later was in response to God’s
implication in the previous verse that it was up to him to
save the nation. Ramban disagrees. Having been told that
the nation faced imminent destruction, he had to intercede
immediately. Moses’ opening question, however, was seem-
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Moses’
Successful
Prayer

them. They have made themselves a molten calf, prostrated themselves to it and sacrificed to
it, and they said, ‘This is your god, O Israel, which brought you up from the land of Egypt.” ”
® HASHEM said to Moses, “I have seen this people, and behold! it is a stiff-necked people. '° And
now, desist from Me. Let My anger flare up against them and [ shall annihilate them; and [ shall
make you a great nation.”

11 Moses pleaded before HASHEM, his God, and said, “Why, HASHEM, should Your anger
flare up against Your people, whom You have taken out of the land of Egypt, with great
power and a strong hand? > Why should Egypt say the following: ‘With evil intent did
He take them out, to kill them in the mountains and to annihilate them from the face of the
earth’? Relent from Your flaring anger and reconsider regarding the evil against Your people.
13 Remember for the sake of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, Your servants, to whom You
swore by Yourself, and You told them, 1 shall increase your offspring like the stars of heaven,
and this entire land of which I spoke, I shall give to your offspring and it shall be their heritage

forever.” ”

14 HASHEM reconsidered regarding the evil that He declared He would do to His people.

Moses
Descends

15> Moses turned and descended from the mountain, with the two Tablets of the Testimony
in his hand, Tablets inscribed on both their sides; they were inscribed on one side and the

other. ® The Tablets were God’s handiwork, and the script was the script of God, engraved

ingly incongruous, implying that the outrage of the Eigel
was not ample reason for God to be angry. Ramban explains
that since the Exodus included a remarkable display of
God’s Attribute of Mercy on behalf of Israel and His
Attribute of Judgment on behalf of Egypt, it was not proper
for Him to turn His judgment against Israel just when they
needed His mercy.

Or HaChaim comments that Moses’ prayer appealed to
God to find some way other than annihilation to deal with
the sin. He made four points that, in combination, pacified
God’s anger: The nation was His, and if they were to
disappear, the loss would be His; by taking them out of
Egypt, He had designated them as the means to make His
sovereignty known to the world; the Egyptians should not
be given an opening to deride God's feat in liberating Israel;
and, finally, the merit of the Patriarchs and God'’s oath to
them should be enough to save Israel.

13....791 — Remember . .. If they have violated the Ten
Commandments, think of Abraham who endured ten tests
for the sake of Your glory. If the people deserve to be de-
stroyed by fire, think of Abraham who let himself be thrown
into a blazing furnace for Your sake. If they deserve the
sword, think of Isaac who stretched out his neck on the altar
of the Akeidah. If they deserve to be exiled, think of Israel
(Jacob) who was exiled to Charan, under Laban (Rashi).

92 — By Yourself. [To strengthen the veracity of an oath, it
is taken on something sacred, such as a Torah Scroll, or the
oath-taker will say, “l swear by the Name of God,” or “by my
life.” Thus Moses now made the following point to Hashem:]
You expressed Your oath to the Patriarchs not by means of
transitory items, or even by heaven and earth, all of which it
is in Your power to bring to an end. You swore by Your own
essence — thus Your oath to the Patriarchs remains valid
for eternity (Rashi).

14. 'n oM — HASHEM reconsidered. God relented from
His intention to destroy the nation immediately and replace
it with Moses, but this does not mean that the sin of the
Golden Calf was forgotten. To the contrary, as we will see
below, those who worshiped it as an idol were put to death,
Moses led the people in repentance, he went back to
Mount Sinai to pray on their behalf continuously for forty
days, and even after all of that, the residue of that sin
remains with us.

15-19. Moses smashes the Tablets. The passage de-
scribes poignantly the conflict facing Moses. On the one
hand he held the Tablets that were incomparably sacred,
that were the physical embodiment of the word of God; on
the other hand he encountered a people that had demon-
strated itself unworthy of receiving them. He resolved the
contradiction by smashing the Tablets in the sight of the
people — a spectacle that shocked them into recognition of
the enormity of their sin.

15. ... 0mn3 — Inscribed . .. The very manner in which
the Tablets were inscribed was testimony to their Divine ori-
gin: Even though they were inscribed through and through,
on both their sides, the writing was not reversed on either
side. The writing was miraculous in another way, for, as the
Sages teach (Shabbos 104a), the middle of the letters o and
the final o remained suspended in mid-air (Or HaChaim).

16. mn — Engraved. The Sages teach that this word
can be pronounced nir, freedom, as if the verse is
saying that the Jew’s path to freedom is inscribed on the
Tablets. This teaches that the only truly free person is one
who engages in the study of the Torah (Avos 6:2). The only
real freedom is to live as God created man to live.
Otherwise, one is subject to his own passions, the mores of
society, or the despotism of dominant or fashionable
cultures.
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17-18. Joshua, Moses’ loyal servant and student, did not
leave the foot of Mount Sinai during the entire forty days
that Moses was away. It was not merely that he chose to
follow Moses dutifully wherever he went; the point was that
Joshua — more than any other Jew — truly belonged in the
closest possible proximity to his teacher. As proof of this,
the Talmud teaches that the manna of each individual fell at
the place where he belonged. Thus, if there was a dispute
regarding the ownership of a slave, Moses settled it by
seeing at which master’s tent the slave’s manna appeared.
During these forty days, Joshua’s manna fell for him at the
foot of Sinai, proving that he alone belonged with Moses
[and thus alluding to his future role as Moses’ successor]
(Rashi, Yoma 76a).

Y12 — Inits shouting. The sound of celebration around the
Eigel was so loud that it was heard even at the foot of the
Sinai. Joshua heard, but mistook it for a response to an
aggressive attack. Moses corrected him, saying that it was
clear from the sound that the noise represented something
else entirely. Ramban cites a Midrash that Moses’ answer
was an implied rebuke to Joshua, as if to say that the future

leader of Israel must be able to detect the people’s mood by
the way they sound (Ramban).

It was a sound that was distressing to Moses, because it
indicated that the people were enjoying and celebrating the
blasphemous and immoral behavior to which they had sunk
as they sang and gyrated around their new god (Rashi).
Indeed, Sforno (to v. 19) comments that it was the rejoicing
that most disturbed Moses. He despaired of changing and
perfecting people who were wildly enjoying sin.

19. nn%a-nx ... 3%wn — He threw down the Tablets. It is
astounding that someone of Moses’ awesome stature would
destroy God’s handiwork out of pique, no matter how justi-
fied his anger. Clearly he knew that he had to do so;
following are some of the reasons offered for his decision:
— Moses reasoned that if it is forbidden for a heretic to eat
the pesach-offering (12:43), surely a nation of heretics
[meaning the masses of the nation that stood by compla-
cently in the face of organized idolatry] cannot be given the
entire Torah (Rashi from Shabbos 87a). Gur Aryeh adds that
this reasoning applied only to Israel before they received the
commandments in the form of the Tablets; once the Torah
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on the Tablets.

17 Joshua heard the sound of the people in its shouting, and he said to Moses, “The sound of

battle is in the camp!”

18 He said, “Not a sound shouting strength nor a sound shouting weakness; a sound of distress

do I hear!”

Moses

19 ]t happened as he drew near the camp and saw the calf and the dances, that Moses’ anger

Smashes flared up. He threw down the Tablets from his hands and shattered them at the foot of the

the Tablets

mountain. 2° He took the calf that they had made and burned it in fire. He ground it to a fine powder

and sprinkled it over the water. He made the Children of Israel drink.
21 Moses said to Aaron, “What did this people do to you that you brought a grievous sin upon

it?”

22 Aaron said, “Let not my master’s anger flare up. You know that the people is disposed toward
evil. 2 They said to me, ‘Make us a god that will go before us, for this man Moses who brought
us up from the land of Egypt — we do not know what became of him.’?* So [ said to them, ‘Who
has gold?’ They removed it and gave it to me. I threw it into the fire, and this calf emerged.”

25 Moses saw the people, that it was exposed, for Aaron had exposed them to disgrace among

those who rise up against them.

was given, however, heresy and lack of faith do not free Jews
from their responsibilities to carry out the commandments.
— God commanded him to smash them (Avos d'R’ Nassan
2:3).

— Given the size and weight of the Tablets, it was only
through a miracle that Moses could carry them. When he
came within sight of the sinful revelry, the letters of the
Tablets floated back to heaven, and the stone without its
holiness became unbearably heavy. This was a sign to
Moses that they should be broken (Yalkut 393).

— The Tablets signified a new and higher stage in Israel’s
spiritual standing, one that would be reflected in its physical
life, as well. The Tablets represented freedom from the Evil
Inclination and from the Angel of Death, because at Sinai
Israel had elevated itself to the level of Adam before his sin.
Now, with the Eigel, the earlier condition of spiritual weak-
ness had returned, making it impossible for them to have
the Tablets (Or HaChaim).

R’ Yaakov Kamenetsky offers an insight into why Moses
smashed the Tablets only after seeing the people dancing
around the idol. When he first heard that the Jews had made
themselves a Golden Calf, he tried to give them the benefit
of the doubt. A huge nation felt stranded in the Wilderness
— what would they feed their children the very next morn-
ing? Without a leader and an intermediary to God, how
would they survive? Surely, he thought, they made the idol
only out of desperation and wished they had not been forced
to do so. But when he saw them dancing, he realized that
they had not done so reluctantly at all — they enjoyed their
worship of the idol! Then he realized that there could be no
justification for their deed and they did not deserve to have
the Tablets.

20-29. Atonement. Moses had to rid the nation of its sin
before he could beseech God to let them regain the Tablets
and the spiritual role they had forfeited. First he had to
purge the nation of the sinners, who, though relatively few,

had had an influence on the nation as a whole.

20. pwn — He made [them] drink. There were three cate-
gories of sinners and hence corresponding categories of
punishments (Yoma 66b): (a) Those who had been warned by
witnesses not to serve the idol and did so anyway were liable
to a judicially imposed death by the sword (vs. 26-28); (b)
those who did so intentionally before witnesses, but had not
been warned — and therefore could not be punished by the
court — died in a plague (v. 35); (c) the punishment of the
rest of the people is described here. The unfaithfulness of
this last group to God was like that of an adulterous wife, so
Moses imposed upon them a test like that given a sotah, a
wife accused of adultery (see Numbers 5:16-28). He had
them drink from water mixed with the particles of the
ground-up Golden Calf (Avodah Zarah 44a). Only those who
had worshiped it died, like the sotah who was guilty of the
charge (Rashi).

21. Moses turned to Aaron, appalled that Aaron could have
brought such a calamity upon the people. “What suffering
did they impose on you to force you to do it to them?”
(Rashi). “What did they do to cause you to hate them so that
you did this to them?” (Ramban). “Granted that you may
have had no choice but to make the Eigel, but the worst part
of the sin was that they rejoiced with it, and that happened
because you proclaimed a festival (v. 6). Why did you have
to compound the sin by causing them to celebrate it?”
(Sforno). “Granted that — because you were making an idol
for others, not yourself (see above) — you were not required
to die rather than comply, but still, to make an idol is liable
to lashes. How could you have done it?” (Or HaChaim).
“Your sin against God is given to repentance and atone-
ment, but you were also guilty of a sin against people; only
they can forgive you for that” (Oznaim LaTorah).

22-25. First, Aaron put the sin into the perspective that the
long years of exposure to Egyptian idolatry had predisposed
the nation toward such disgraceful behavior. Then he re-
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viewed their demand and his attempt to stall for time. Al-
though Aaron did not wish to describe the catalogue of sins
that ensued, Moses had already seen enough. Aaron had
exposed the shame of the people, for not only the sinners
were at fault, but those whose failure to respond had made
it possible. This revealed the ignominy of the nation, for
they had been disloyal to God and Moses.

26. oy % m — Whoever is for HASHEM, join me! Moses
asked the Jews to make a decision and stop straddling the
fence. Their response showed the depth of their spiritual fall,
for only the Levites stepped forward; though the rest of the
people were loyal to God, they would not dedicate them-
selves uncompromisingly to His service. Haamek Davar ac-
counts for the relatively poor response to Moses’ plea. By
calling upon these volunteers to carry out death sentences

against the idolaters, Moses was about to expose them to
great physical danger. Only those who were absolutely loyal
to God would receive Divine protection, and the Levites
were the only ones confident enough to accept the risk.

27. 1 mx-ma — So said HASHEM. Moses referred to 22:19,
which says that those who bring offerings to idols will be
destroyed (Rashi). Alternatively, Moses meant that when
God agreed not to destroy the nation, He said that the overt
idolaters must be executed (Ramban).

Moses now commanded the Levites to kill the guilty
parties, regardless of who they were — even if it meant that
they would have to execute close relatives. Sforno com-
ments that this would give the rest of the people a chance to
atone for their sin of apathy in having permitted the sinners
to go unmolested; now they would permit the Levites to
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26 Moses stood at the gateway of the camp, and said, “Whoever is for HASHEM, join me!” —
and all the Levites gathered around him. 2’ He said to them, “So said HASHEM the God of Israel,
‘Every man, put his sword on his thigh and pass back and forth from gate to gate in the camp.
Let every man kill his brother, every man his fellow, and every man his near one.” ”

28 The Levites did as Moses said, and about three thousand men of the people fell that day.
29 Moses said, “Dedicate yourselves this day to HASHEM — for each has opposed his son and
his brother — that He may bestow upon you a blessing, this day.”

Moses

30 On the next day, Moses said to the people, “You have committed a grievous sin! And now

Prays | shall ascend to HASHEM — perhaps | can win atonement in the face of your sin.” 3! Moses
returned to HASHEM and said, “I implore! This people has committed a grievous sin and made
themselves a god of gold. 3> And now if You would but forgive their sin! — but if not, erase me
now from Your book that You have written.”

33 HASHEM said to Moses, “Whoever has sinned against Me, | shall erase from My book.
34 Now, go and lead the people to where I have told you. Behold! My angel shall go before you,
and on the day that | make My account, I shall bring their sin to account against them.”

35 Then HASHEM struck the people with a plague, because they had made the calf that Aaron

had made.
33

1l—lASHEM spoke to Moses, “Go, ascend from here, you and the people whom you brought up

carry out the judgment — also unmolested.

29. 0p71 189n — Dedicate yourselves. By their courage and
loyalty, the Levites earned the right to replace the firstborn
and be designated as God’s chosen tribe, which would serve
Him in the Temple (Rashi).

Moses called upon the Levites to carry on the task they
began that day — to serve God bravely and unselfishly, even
when it meant standing against guilty parties who were
loved ones. To do that, no special title is necessary. When
God's service is derided, it is the responsibility of everyone
to take up the cudgels and fight for principle. Moreover, no
one can battle for God unless he maintains within his family
and dear ones the same standards that he demands of oth-
ers. Thus Moses emphasized that the greatness of the Lev-
ites lay in their readiness to move even against their closest
relatives, if necessary (R’ Hirsch).

30-35. Moses prays. Moses' first priority had been to pre-
vent the threatened destruction of the people, but his ulti-
mate goal was to regain their chosen status. Now that the
nation had rid itself of the overt sinners, Moses could go
back to Mount Sinai and pray for forgiveness.

31. amr — Of gold. By stressing that the idol was made of
gold, Moses implied a defense of the Jews. God had given
them so much gold when they left Egypt that the temptation
to sin was unbearable. Had God not given them the gold,
they would not have sinned (Rashi).

32. nny1 — And now. Moses, the loyal and loving leader of
Israel, “confronted” God, as it were: “If You forgive Israel,
good! But if not, take my life and remove any mention of me
from the Torah, for | cannot be a leader who failed to gain
mercy for his people” (Rashi). According to Sforno, Moses
was saying, “Whether or not You forgive them, take away

my personal merits from Your ledger and assign them to the
credit of Israel.”

34. nm 7% nny1 — Now, go and lead. In his appeal that God
forgive Israel’s sin completely, Moses had said, “Now” (v.
32). God now used the same term in telling him that this
could not and need not be, for the sin had been committed
and its effects could not be completely erased. Nevertheless,
Moses would lead them to Eretz Yisrael. Instead of God's
clearly obvious Presence accompanying them, however, He
would dispatch His angel, meaning that natural events
would take place in such a way as to make possible the
achievement of Israel's needs and God’s goals. This would
not be a new phenomenon, for it was the manner in which
God guided the destiny of the Patriarchs, but it was not what
Moses and the people had hoped for in the aftermath of the
Revelation at Sinai (R’ Hirsch).

™R 011 — And on the day that I make My account. Merci-
fully, God consented not to punish the entire nation at that
time, but He declared that whenever they would sin in the
future, they would suffer some of the punishment that they
should have received in retribution for the sin of the Eigel
(Rashi). The sense of this teaching is that the sin of the
Golden Calf cannot be completely erased, because it left an
indelible stigma on the people. Thus, whenever national sins
are committed, they are due in part to the spiritual residue
of the Golden Calf. Sin does not take place in a vacuum; we
are heirs of our history.
33.

1-6. Aftermath of the Golden Calf. Expanding on the ear-
lier commandment (32:34) that Moses was to lead the peo-
ple to the Land, God said that He would carry out His pledge
to the Patriarchs and drive out the Canaanite nations. How-
ever, God was still displeased with the nation, for the refer-
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ence to the oath implied that the people were still not
worthy of inheriting the Land on their own merits. Despite
Moses’ pleas, the executions of sinners by the Levites, and
the plague, the residue of sin had only been diminished, but
not eliminated.

2. ... my11 — The Canaanite . .. The list of Canaanite
nations omits the Girgashite, because they fled the country,
so they did not have to be driven out (Rashi).

3. 727p2 1Yy KXY 13 — Because [ shall not ascend among
you. Because you are a stiff-necked people and are there-

fore always in danger of sinning and incurring My wrath, I
cannot remain in your midst. Therefore | must send My
angel with you. This declaration included two aspects of
Divine displeasure: that God would not accompany them,
and that even the angel would be with them only until they
occupied the Land; then he would leave them (Ramban).

4. ™y — His jewelry. The jewelry was figurative. The
Sages teach that in proclaiming their willingness to
accept unquestioningly God’s commandments and teach-
ings, the Jews said, we will do and we will listen. In
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from the land of Egypt, to the land about which [ swore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob,
saying, I shall give it to your offspring.’? | shall send an angel ahead of you, and I shall drive out
the Canaanite, the Amorite, the Hittite, the Perizzite, the Hivvite, and the Jebusite — 3 to a land
that flows with milk and honey, because I shall not ascend among you, for you are a stiff-necked
people, lest I annihilate you on the way.”

4 The people heard this bad tiding and they became griefstricken, and no one donned his jewelry.

> HASHEM said to Moses, “Say to the Children of Israel, ‘You are a stiff-necked people. If | ascend
among you, | may annihilate you in an instant. And now remove your jewelry from yourself, and
I shall know what I shall do to you.’ ”© So the Children of Israel were stripped of their jewelry from
Mount Horeb.

" Moses would take the Tent and pitch it outside the camp, far from the camp, and call it the
Tent of Meeting. So it was that whoever sought HASHEM would go out to the Tent of Meeting, which
was outside the camp. ® Whenever Moses would go out to the Tent, the entire people would stand
up and remain standing, everyone at the entrance of his tent, and they would gaze after Moses
until he arrived at the Tent. °® When Moses would arrive at the Tent, a pillar of cloud would descend
and stand at the entrance of the Tent, and He would speak with Moses. '° The entire
people would see the pillar of cloud standing at the entrance of the Tent, and the entire people would
rise and prostrate themselves, everyone at the entrance of his tent. '' HASHEM would speak

recognition of this devotion, angels came and affixed two
crowns to their heads, one in honor of we will do and one in
honor of we will listen. Now, they lost these two spiritual
crowns (Rashi).

R’ Bachya maintains that they literally removed their
jewelry, to symbolize their pain at the loss of their spiritual
Crowns.

5. My 71111 — Remove your jewelry. What they had done
on their own (v. 4) was not enough; now God told them to
remove all the symbols of the spiritual elevation that had
been given them at Sinai (Sforno). These ornaments were
the garments that had on them the blood of the covenant,
which signified their exalted status (R’ Bachya). As men-
tioned above (last note to 32:19), the First Tablets repre-
sented freedom from death. Now, recognizing the gravity of
their sin, the people realized that they no longer deserved
eternal life. This demonstrated the great degree of their
remorse for what they had done and demonstrated the
great degree of their repentance (Ramban).

7-11. Moses’ tent. Since the people had fallen from their
lofty spiritual perch and God had announced that His
Presence would not reside among them, Moses left the
camp and set up his tent in isolation from the sinners.
There, God would speak to him. Moses’ tent was known as
the Tent of Meeting, the same title that was later given to
the Tabernacle, and for the same reason. Like the Taberna-
cle, Moses would be available to any Jew who sought the
word of God. The nation as a whole had been ostracized, as
it were, but no individual Jew could be without the
opportunity to approach God.

Rashi and Ramban disagree regarding when this took
place. According to Rashi, the chronology was as follows:
On 17 Tammuz, Moses broke the Tablets and on the
eighteenth he carried out the judgment against the sinners,

as described in the preceding passage. On 19 Tammuz, he
went back up to Mount Sinai for forty days of pleading for
the people (Deuteronomy 9:18) [and he returned to the
camp on 29 Av, when God agreed to forgive the people and
give them the Second Tablets]. On Rosh Chodesh Elul, he
went back to the mountain for a third and last forty-day
period, during which God taught him the entire Torah
again. On Yom Kippur, wholeheartedly and joyously, as it
were, God became reconciled with Israel, and Moses
returned to the camp with the Second Tablets. On the day
after Yom Kippur, Moses told the people to begin bringing
their gifts for the erection of the Tabernacle, and Moses set
up his tent outside the camp until Rosh Chodesh Nissan,
when the Tabernacle was inaugurated as the new Tent of
Meeting.

Ramban, however, argues that since God had returned
His favor to Israel after Yom Kippur, there would have been
no need for Moses to move away from the camp then.
Rather, Ramban maintains, Moses relocated his tent the
day after he smashed the Tablets, because he had no way
of knowing how long it would be before the people
repented and earned God’s renewed favor. His tent re-
mained outside the camp until Rosh Chodesh Nissan, when
the Tabernacle was inaugurated and it became the new
Tent of Meeting.

7. ' wpan-53 — Whoever sought HASHEM. Whoever sought
closeness to God would go out to Moses’ tent and consult
him. The Torah does not say “whoever sought Moses,”
because a righteous person who is the source of God’s word
is referred to by the Name of God Himself (R’ Bachya).

This verse demonstrates that one who seeks to study
Torah should be ready to go into exile to find it (Baal
HaTurim).
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11. n’;g‘h;; ous — Face to face. Unlike other prophets,
Moses did not need any sort of intermediary (R’ Bachya) and
he was fully conscious when God spoke to him (Sforno) —
like two people conversing with one another.

1112 — Son of Nun. Although there are other cases in Scrip-
ture where the word for son is pronounced bin rather than
ben, it is unusual. Ramban offers two suggestions for this
usage in connection with Joshua. Since he was Moses’ out-
standing disciple, the people called him bin, to allude to a2
[binah], understanding. Thus, they combined the words bin
Nun to form the word 1172, person of understanding. Or per-
haps the word bin was pronounced that way to indicate un-
derstanding, and the word nun, as found in Psalms 72:17,
means greatness. Thus, Joshua was someone whose under-

standing led to greatness.

1y1 — A lad. Joshua was 56 (or, according to Seder Olam
—42) years old, but the Torah calls him a lad, because he
acted toward Moses as if he were a youthful servant (/bn
Ezra), or because it is common in Hebrew for the master to
be called a man and his subordinate to be called a lad, what-
ever his age (Ramban).

wmr X5 — Would not depart. Joshua earned the right to be
Moses’ prime disciple and the one to whom he transmitted
his Torah because, from his youth, he gave up every comfort
to be in the tent of Torah and thereby he earned a sterling rep-
utation (Rashi to Avos 1:1).

12-19. Moses pleads for God’s nearness. Moses spent
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to Moses face to face, as a man would speak with his fellow; then he would return to the camp.
His servant, Joshua son of Nun, a lad, would not depart from within the tent.

12 Moses said to HASHEM, “See, You say to me, ‘Take this people onward,” but You did not
inform me whom You will send with me; and You had said, ‘| shall know you by name, and
you have also found favor in My eyes.’ 1> And now, if | have indeed found favor in Your eyes,
make Your way known to me, so that | may comprehend Your ‘you have found favor in My

eyes.’ But see that this nation is Your people.”

14 He said, “My Presence will go and provide you rest.”

15 He said to Him, “If Your Presence does not go along, do not bring us forward from here.
16 How, then, will it be known that I have found favor in Your eyes — I and Your people —
unless You accompany us, and I and Your people will be made distinct from every people on

the face of the earth!”

1" HASHEM said to Moses, “Even this thing of which you spoke I shall do, for you have found
favor in My eyes, and I have known you by name.”

forty days on Mount Sinai praying that God would restore Is-
rael to its previous state of eminence. He began by asking
Him to relent from His decision not to accompany them in
the Wilderness but to send an angel in His place; instead,
Moses wanted the Divine Presence to remain with the Jews,
despite their sin. The commentators offer various interpre-
tations of the often mystical dialogue between God and
Moses, but all agree on the general theme: Israel had fallen
precipitously from its high spiritual standing, and Moses
wanted to restore them as much as possible. Then, he went
further and sought to increase his own understanding of
God’s essence and ways.

12. X7 — See. As understood by Rashi, Moses said that he
had failed to understand sufficiently what God had told him,
and he did not desire a major aspect of it. God had assigned
Moses to lead the people from exile to their land, but did not
inform him what form of Heavenly guidance would accom-
pany him. As for God’s statement in verse 2 that He would
send an “angel,” Moses contended that this was not the news
that he had wanted to hear, for he did not want that inferior
form of spiritual accompaniment; he wanted God Himself to
be with Israel. He added that God had promised him, [ shall
know you by name, meaning that God had distinguished
Moses and elevated him over all other people by means of
the intimate relationship God had established with him when
He said that He would appear to Moses in the cloud and that
Israel would believe in his prophecy forever (19:9). Moses
continued his plaint in the next verse, saying that he wanted
to know the dimensions of this promise; exactly what did
God mean when He said that Moses had found favor.

13. nny1 — And now. If it is indeed true that | have found fa-
vor in Your eyes, then | must ask for more. | do not know the
reward that comes with this favor.

1wnY 11X — So that | may comprehend Your . . . | must un-
derstand Your way of bestowing reward so that [ will know
what You have in store when You tell me, “you have found fa-
vor in My eyes.” How do You show this favor? This is the plain
meaning of the verse according to Rashi. In his commentary
to Berachos 7a and Ecclesiastes 8:17, Rashi expounds further

that Moses wanted the answer to the age-old question of why
the righteous suffer and the wicked prosper in this world.
1IN — But see. Having said that God would show him favor,
Moses repeated his earlier insistence that God not destroy Is-
rael and begin a new nation with Moses’ offspring. Therefore
he stressed now that this nation [Israel] is Your people.
14-15. 1% 25 — My Presence will go. God acceded to
Moses’ request, and stated that His Presence, not an angel,
would accompany Israel and provide them with security, to
which Moses responded (v. 15) by reiterating his contention
that unless that were to happen, God should not ask the na-
tion to leave their encampment. Sforno comments that Mo-
ses preferred to remain in the Wilderness of Sinai rather than
enter the Land without God'’s Presence, for in that case they
would surely be exiles before long. The tragic reality was,
that once the people’s sins in the Land caused the Shechinah
to depart from the Temple, exile was not long in coming.
Ramban finds difficulty with much of Rashi’s interpreta-
tion, and states that without an understanding of the myster-
ies of Creation, the dialogue cannot be understood. Briefly,
he explains it as follows: Long before the sin of the Golden
Calf, Moses had been told that an angel would accompany
the people. That did not trouble him because God had said
that His Name would reside in that angel (23:20-21). Now
Moses wanted to be reassured of two things: (a) that the angel
announced in verse 2 would be that same angel, without a
diminution of God’s closeness; and (b) since Moses had
earned God'’s favor, he wanted to know how to achieve
greater recognition of His Oneness so that he could attain
even greater favor. Moses added that he was making these
requests for the sake of Israel, and, after all, this nation is Your
people (v. 13). God agreed (v. 14) that His Presence would in-
deed be with the angel, but it would not be as benevolent as
Moses had hoped. The angel would represent the Attribute
of Judgment, but God would temper His judgment with
mercy. Moses appealed again (v. 15), asking that God'’s Pres-
ence with the angel be one of undiluted mercy, and God ac-
ceded to that request, as well.
16. 15001 — Are made distinct. This is a new request. Moses
asked that the Jewish people be placed on a level different
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from all other nations; that the Divine Presence in all its
holiness, including the higher degrees of prophecy, rest only
upon Israel (Rashi). In the following verse, God agreed to this
request, as well. Ramban conjectures that God’s acceptance
may have come at the end of this forty-day period of prayer
[suggesting that Moses advanced steadily along his path of
conciliation as his prayers and Israel’s remorse found favor
with God].

18. Seeing that it was an 11¥7 ny, time of favor, Moses was
emboldened, as it were, to request an even greater degree of
perception than he or any other person had ever experienced
(Ramban), so that he could understand the full extent of
Godliness (Or HaChaim), and so that he could grasp how
God conveys the flow of His holy influence to every part of
the universe (Sforno).

According to Rashbam, Moses could not have been so
presumptuous as to make such a momentous request.
Rather, he wanted a sign that God was making a covenant
guaranteeing the assurances of the previous verse.

19-23. The limits of Moses’ vision. God responded that
there were limits to what even the greatest of all prophets
could perceive of God’s ways. Even the angels, which are

purely spiritual beings, cannot approach the fullness of
God'’s essence; surely it is beyond the capacity of human
beings. However, God agreed to show Moses the highest
degree of revelation and understanding that man is capable
of assimilating. In addition, God taught the most efficacious
order of prayer.

19. mw-53 — All My goodness. The time has come to show
you as much Divine goodness as you can comprehend.
Specifically, God was about to show Moses the extent of His
Attribute of Mercy and how Jews could enlist it in their
prayers. In beseeching God to spare the people at the time of
the Golden Calf, Moses invoked the Patriarchs, for he
thought that only in their merit could there be hope that God
would be merciful in the face of great sin. Now, God would
show Moses that he was mistaken. He would soon teach
Moses the prayer of the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy (34:6),
which is always available and effective, for though the merit
of the Patriarchs may become depleted, God’s store of
mercy is infinite (Rashi).

1T aWa MNP — And [ shall call out with the Name HASHEM.
According to Rashi, this was God’s promise to teach Moses
the Thirteen Attributes, which begin with the Name HASHEM.
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18 He said, “Show me now Your glory.’
19 He said, “I shall make all My goodness pass before you, and I shall call out with the Name

The Limits

of Moses” HAsHEM before you; I shall show favor when I choose to show favor, and I shall show mercy

Vision ”
when I choose to show mercy.

20 He said, “You will not be able to see My face, for no human can see Me and live. " ?' HASHEM
said, “Behold! there is a place near Me; you may stand on the rock. ?> When My glory passes
by, I shall place you in a cleft of the rock; I shall shield you with My hand until | have passed.
23 Then [ shall remove My hand and you will see My back, but My face may not be seen.”

34

IHASHEM said to Moses, “Carve for yourself two stone Tablets like the first ones, and I shall

inscribe on the Tablets the words that were on the first Tablets, which you shattered. ? Be

Ramban comments that God told Moses that He would allow
Moses to hear His Secret Name; Moses would not be able to
see it [meaning that the full significance and holiness of the
Name is beyond human grasp].

Sforno offers a novel interpretation of the verse. God said
he would pass all His goodness before Moses — to which
Moses responded, [/ shall call out ... To “call out” God’s
Name is to make His existence and goodness known to oth-
ers. When Moses proclaimed his intention to do so, God
responded that He would show Moses all possible favor and
mercy, showering upon him the greatest degree of revela-
tion. Although Moses would not be able to grasp it all (v. 20),
that would be because of human limitations, but not because
of God’s lack of generosity.

X wx-nx — When [ choose to show favor. The Sages
teach that God shows favor even to people who are undeserv-
ing (Berachos 7a). God showed Moses all the treasuries of
reward that were stored for the righteous. Then Moses saw a
large, unlabeled storehouse, and he asked whom it was for.
God told him that it was reserved for those who did not have
their own merits; it was the treasury of Heavenly favor (Yalkut
393).Thus God was illustrating to Moses what He had just
told him: Even when there are no merits on which Israel can
draw, they can still pray for God’s mercy.

20. 18 — My face. This simile refers to a complete and
unadulterated perception of God. To achieve this was impos-
sible, but God would allow Moses to see Him from the back
(v. 23), meaning a vague degree of perception. The distinc-
tion between these degrees of vision is like the difference
between seeing a person’s face clearly and merely glimpsing
him from behind.

1M — And live. In the plain sense of the word, a human being
can no more survive a direct confrontation with the glory of
God than a person’s eyesight can remain intact if he stares at
the sun. To save Moses from harm, God would place him in
acave, a cleft, in Mount Sinai, as it were, and shield him from
a brilliance that would be more than he could bear. Then,
when the degree of revelation was dull enough for him to
tolerate, God would permit him to see it.

Or HaChaim comments that even a person who is still
spiritually alive, i.e., one whose soul has not been contami-
nated by the temptations of the body, cannot survive the
sight of God’s Presence.

23.mMnx — My back. Rashi cites the Sages that God showed
Moses the “knot of His tefillin” (Berachos 7a). The Talmud
there teaches that the passages contained in God’s tefillin, as
it were, speak of the greatness and uniqueness of the Jewish
people, just as the passages in our tefillin speak of the great-
ness and uniqueness of God. Thus, the concept of God’s
“tefillin” symbolizes His love for His people. The “knot of
tefillin” that He showed Moses symbolized that He wishes to
remain attached to Israel, and by showing it to Moses, He
signified His love for him (R’ Gedaliah Schorr).

34.

1-4. The Second Tablets. On 29 Av, at the end of Moses’
second forty-day period on Mount Sinai, God agreed to give
a second set of Tablets to Israel. This time, however, the
stone tablets themselves would not be the handiwork of
God; instead, Moses was commanded to carve out the stone
cubes and bring them to the mountain, whereupon God
would inscribe the commandments on them. This change
was a reflection of the lowered status of the nation. The first
time, they were completely amenable to God’s will. They had
said ypwn nyyl, We will do and we will hear (24:7), meaning
that they had transformed themselves into instruments of
God’s will. Because they had reached an exalted spiritual
state in which their bodies, not only their souls, were suf-
fused with Godliness, this was reflected in the physical
Tablets, which were fashioned by the hand of God. Now,
however, despite their repentance and Moses’ successful
prayers, they were no longer on that level. It would be for
them to perfect themselves with constant effort to lift them-
selves back to where they had been — a task that will be
completed when we merit the coming of Messiah. Therefore,
Moses was commanded to fashion the new Tablets, and God
would then inscribe the Ten Commandments on them.

1. ' XM — HASHEM said. As noted several times in the
commentaries on the Torah, the root "nx as opposed to 121
suggdests a conciliatory, sympathetic tone. Thus, the manner
in which God instructed Moses to prepare the new Tablets
shows that Moses had succeeded in gaining forgiveness for
Israel’s sin.

n13aw WX — Which you shattered. The word X is related
to MK, affirmation; thus God was implying to Moses that he
had been justified in breaking the First Tablets (Shabbos
87a).
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3. nhyr-KY wrr) — No man may ascend. No one — not even
the elders — was permitted to go up the mountain with
Moses, nor were the people permitted to congregate at its
foot, as they had all done at the first Revelation (Ramban).
No trait is more desirable than modesty; the First Tablets
were subject to the corrosive effects of an “evil eye” because
they were given amid great pomp and circumstance (Rashi).
If so sacred an event as the giving of the Ten Command-
ments suffered from notoriety, how much more so must one
be restrained in ordinary pursuits.

Ramban comments that the solitary nature of Moses’ as-
cent was to give him honor by making plain that the Second
Tablets were being given only thanks to his piety, prayers,
and intervention on behalf of Israel.

5-7. ntm My whw / God reveals His Thirteen Attributes
of Mercy. When Moses went up the mountain to receive the
Second Tablets, God first showed him how to prevent the
sort of national catastrophe that had nearly provoked Him to
wipe out the nation. He showed Moses the method and
taught him the text of the prayer that would always invoke
His mercy. This prayer, the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy, is
recited in times of crisis when we beseech God to show us
mercy: on Yom Kippur, fast days, in times of threatening
calamity, and, in Nusach Sefard, every day. It contains thir-
teen Names and descriptions of God, all of them referring to
His compassion in various situations.

5. 'n owa K — And He called out with the
Name HASHEM. God called out to Moses, teaching him the
manner of prayer (Ibn Ezra) as He had promised (33:19)

to do (Rashbam).

6. 11 1ayn — HASHEM passed. The verse in which God as-
sured Moses that He would teach him this prayer states
clearly that God Himself would call out the words: [ [i.e.,
God] shall call out (33:19). Our verse, too, states that HASHEM
Himself passed before Moses, implying that God appeared
to Moses and showed him how Jewish supplicants should
conduct themselves when they pray. This is the basis of the
following homiletic teaching (Maharal, Be'er HaGolah): R’
Yochanan said, Were it not written in Scripture, it would be
impossible [for us] to say it. This [verse] teaches that God
wrapped Himself [in a tallis] like one who leads the congre-
gation in prayer, and showed Moses the order of prayer. He
said to him, “Whenever Israel sins, let them perform before
Me this order [of prayer], and [ shall forgive them” (Rosh
Hashanah 17b). Maharal (ibid.) explains the significance of
being wrapped in a tallis. A tallis around the head blocks out
outside distractions and helps one concentrate on one’s
prayers. By appearing to Moses that way, God was teaching
that when Jews concentrate on their prayers, God will recip-
rocate by concentrating on fulfilling their requests. Thus,
God showed Moses not only the text of the prayers, but the
manner in which they should be recited. Alshich notes that
the Talmud speaks of performing, not merely reciting the
prayer. This teaches that the key requirement of the At-
tributes of Mercy is that the Jew who prays must perform
acts of mercy with others; lip-service is not enough. Only
then will God respond by showing the same kind of mercy to
His people.
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prepared in the morning; ascend Mount Sinai in the morning and stand by Me there on the
mountaintop. 3> No man may ascend with you nor may anyone be seen on the entire mountain.
Even the flock and the cattle may not graze facing that mountain.”

4 So he carved out two stone Tablets like the first ones. Moses arose early in the morning and
ascended to Mount Sinai, as HASHEM had commanded him, and he took two stone Tablets in

his hand.

God
Reveals
His
Thirteen
Attributes
of Mercy

to the third and fourth generations.

> HASHEM descended in a cloud and stood with him there, and He called out with the Name
HASHEM. ® HASHEM passed before him and proclaimed: HASHEM, HASHEM, God, Compassionate
and Gracious, Slow to Anger, and Abundant in Kindness and Truth; " Preserver of Kindness for
thousands of generations, Forgiver of Iniquity, Willful Sin, and Error, and Who Cleanses — but
does not cleanse completely, recalling the iniquity of parents upon children and grandchildren,

6-7. There are some disagreements among the commenta-
tors regarding how the words and phrases in these two
verses should be enumerated as Thirteen Attributes. It
should be noted that some of the Attributes may seem to be
identical, but the commentators explain that they apply to
all sorts of people who have varying degrees of merit to their
credit, so that some degrees of mercy apply to the very righ-
teous and some to those less so; some to those who repent
out of love for God and some to those who repent out of fear,
and so on. We list the Attributes according to the count of
Rabbeinu Tam (Rosh Hashanah 17b s.v. mwy wbw), which is
followed by most of the major commentators. We also in-
clude the explanation of various others:

1. ' — HASHEM. This Name, which denotes mercy, ap-
pears twice, because it refers to two different kinds of mercy.
The first is that God is merciful before a person sins, even
though He knows that future evil lies dormant in the person.
Or HaChaim adds that God is merciful even to people who,
while they may not have committed sins, have not earned
His mercy with good deeds.

2.1 — HASHEM. The second mention of this Name de-
notes that even after someone has sinned, God mercifully
accepts his repentance. Without Divine mercy, a sin could
not simply disappear from the scales of justice merely be-
cause the sinner has repented, just as an assailant cannot
free himself from paying for damages merely because he re-
grets what he did.

3. 5% — God. This Name denotes power; in the context of
the Attributes, it implies a degree of mercy that surpasses
even that indicated by the Name HASHEM.

4, o1 — Compassionate. God eases the punishment of
the guilty and does not put people into extreme temptation.
He is compassionate in that He helps people avoid distress.

5. mm — And Qracious. He is gracious even to the unde-
serving. He saves people from distress once it has overtaken
them.

6. 0ax 7% — Slow to Anger. With both the righteous and
the wicked, God is patient. Instead of punishing sinners im-
mediately, He gives them time to reflect, improve, and re-
pent.

7. 10117270 — And Abundant in Kindness. He is kind even
to those who lack personal merits. Also, if one’s personal be-
havior is evenly balanced between virtue and sin, God tips

the scales of judgment toward the good.

8. max1— And Truth. God never reneges on His word to re-
ward those who serve Him.

9. 08yxY oM 1¥1 — Preserver of Kindness for thousands of
generations. The kindness in this context refers to the good
deeds of people, which God regards as if they had done Him
kindnesses, even though the Torah requires them to per-
form such deeds. He preserves those deeds for the benefit of
their offspring, so that newer, less virtuous generations can
be rewarded for the good deeds of their forebears, just as we
constantly invoke the merit of the Patriarchs.

[God forgives (xiz1) three categories of sin, and each for-
giveness is reckoned as a separate Attribute:]

10. 1y — Iniquity, i.e., an intentional sin, which God for-
gives if the sinner repents.

11. ywo1 — Willful Sin, i.e., a sin that is committed with the
intention of angering God. Even so serious a transgression
will be forgiven, with repentance.

12. nxvm — And Error, i.e., a sin committed out of apathy
or carelessness. This, too, is a sin, because it would not have
been done if the perpetrator had truly felt the gravity of defy-
ing God'’s will. For example, one may carelessly discard a
match in his driveway, but he would never throw it into his
child’s crib, even if he thought the chances were very slight
that it could start a fire.

13. mpnn — And Who Cleanses. When someone repents,
God cleanses his sin, so that the effect of the sin vanishes.
However, if one does not repent, mp1? x5, He does not cleanse.
According to Sforno, God cleanses fully those who repent
out of love. Those who repent only out of fear of retribution
receive only partial cleansing.

The above is how the Sages interpret the phrase so that
the first word, Who Cleanses, can be reckoned as the final
Attribute of Mercy. Our translation follows the plain mean-
ing, which teaches that God does not whitewash sin, for to
do so would remove the distinction between good and evil,
and would encourage evildoers to feel secure that they can
act with impunity, for there will be no retribution.

7. owyan-by1owihw-by — To the third and fourth generations.
See notes to 20:5.

But if God does not punish for sins more than four gener-
ations into the future, why did He say that He would inflict
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part of the punishment that was due for the sin of the Golden
Calf even after the passage of many generations (see 32:34)?
The sin of the Calf was so grievous that even after a delay of
four generations, the punishment would have been very
severe. To avoid this, God made an exception and spread it
out over all of history (Kitzur Mizrachi).

According to R’ Bachya, God does not punish for the
Golden Calf; He only remembers it, so that the degree of His
mercy is diminished from what it would otherwise have been.

8-10. Moses’ request.

8. My qmn — Moses hastened. As soon as he perceived the
approach of God’s Presence — before he heard the above
order of prayer — Moses hastened to bow, in token of his
complete subjugation to God (Rashi, Sforno).

9. WX R399 — Let my Lord go. Since God had already

agreed to accompany the nation (33:17), why did Moses re-
peat this request? And why did he justify his plea on the
ground that the people were stiff-necked, when it was pre-
cisely because of their stubbornness that God had said that
it was dangerous for Him to be with them (33:3)? Once God
had set forth the immensity of His mercies, Moses argued
that only God had the capacity to forgive their sins (Rashi).
Earlier, when God was angry with the people, it was danger-
ous for Him to be with them, but now that He had forgiven
them, He would show more mercy than an angel (Ramban).

Or HaChaim notes that here, for the only time in the entire
exchange, Moses refers to God as my Lord, instead of
HASHEM. Having heard the incredible extent of God’s mercy,
Moses was afraid. A stiff-necked people is prone to sin, and
if it is forgiven too easily because of God’s mercy, it might be
tempted to sin excessively. Therefore, Moses asked for God’s
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8 Moses hastened to bow his head toward the ground and prostrate himself. ° He said, “If |
have now found favor in Your eyes, my Lord, let my Lord go among us — for it is a stiff-necked
people, and You shall forgive our iniquity and our error, and make us Your heritage.”

19 He said, “Behold! | seal a covenant: Before your entire people | shall make distinctions such
as have never been created in the entire world and among all the nations; and the entire people
among whom you are will see the work of HASHEM — which is awesome — that [ am about to
do with you.

1 “Beware of what | command you today: Behold I drive out before you the Amorite, the
Canaanite, the Hittite, the Perizzite, the Hivvite, and the Jebusite. '?> Be vigilant lest you seal a
covenant with the inhabitant of the land to which you come, lest it be a snare among you.
13 Rather you shall break apart their altars, smash their pillars, and cut down its sacred trees.
14 For you shall not prostrate yourselves to an alien god, for the very Name of HASHEM is ‘Jealous
One,’ He is a jealous God. ' Lest you seal a covenant with the inhabitant of the land and stray
after their gods, slaughter to their gods, and he invite you and you eat from his slaughter. '* And
you take their daughters for your sons, and their daughters stray after their gods and entice your
sons to stray after their gods!

17 “You shall not make for yourselves molten gods.

18 “You shall observe the Festival of Matzos: For a seven-day period you shall eat matzos, as
| commanded you, at the appointed time in the month of spring, for in the month of spring you

went forth from Egypt.

Lordship, which indicates strength and judgment, for he
wanted a mixture of judgment and mercy.

unonn — And make us Your heritage. Moses rephrased his
request of 33:16, that God make Israel uniquely His own, by
not resting His Presence upon any other nation (Rashi).

The next verse clarifies why Moses repeated a request that
he had made before and that God had accepted. God an-
swered that He would ratify Israel’s special status by sealing
a covenant to that effect. Thus, it was the covenant that
Moses now sought and received (Oznaim LaTorah).

10. n'x?g; — Distinctions. The word cannot mean wonders,
as it usually does, because the future history of the nation did
not show greater miracles than God had done in Egypt and
at the Sea of Reeds (Ramban). Rather, God refers to the dis-
tinguished status that He will give to the entire nation
(Rashi), or to Moses, who would be recognized as the one
with whom God has a special relationship (Ramban).

11-26. Safeguarding the promise. Despite the promises
and the covenant, Israel would jeopardize its position if it
were to sin and thereby break its part of the covenant. In this
passage, God tells Moses what sins are particularly threaten-
ing and what commandments are especially propitious for
safeguarding Israel’s spiritual greatness. He begins by reiter-
ating His promise to drive out the Canaanite nations, but
then cautions Israel that it must avoid the temptations that
would await them in the Land.

The passage begins Beware of what | command you today,
meaning that God was emphasizing that the people must not
disregard everything that He had commanded them earlier
by serving idols, as they had done by worshiping the Eigel.
The passage concerning idolatry ends You shall not make
yourselves molten gods (v. 17), which is an allusion to the

molten Golden Calf, as if to emphasize that not even for
“pure motives” — such asthe need for a “leader” — dare they
repeat their earlier catastrophic mistake (Ramban).

12. wpinh — A snare. To seek peace with the natives of
Canaan would be natural for the descendants of the Patri-
archs, a nation with a legacy of peace and kindness, and it
would seem incomprehensible to them that they would be
led astray by the Canaanite nations that were notorious for
their debauchery and corruption. Could Israel be seduced by
such peoples? Here God warns them that not only could they,
they would. And such was the experience of succeeding Jew-
ish generations in Eretz Yisrael that failed to expel the
Canaanites.

The snare could take either of the two forms described in
verses 15-16. Either the Jews would experiment with idola-
try, or they would be tempted by the women of the land
(Sforno).

14. x3p — Jealous One. See 20:5.

15. n™2 nman-1p — Lest you seal a covenant. The Torah
now explains the reasons for the prohibition given in verse
12.

According to Or HaChaim, the Torah is making a new
point. After having destroyed all their idols, as set forth
above, you might be ready to seal a covenant with the Ca-
naanites on the basis of their willingness to renounce idol
worship and accept the seven Noachide laws. This too is for-
bidden, for the inevitable result will be your spiritual down-
fall.
imam 13'?:_\253 — And you eat from his slaughter. He will invite
you socially and serve you kosher food, but | will reckon it as
if you had worshiped his idol, because the result will be that
you will be drawn to his way of life and even intermarriage
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(Rashi from Avodah Zarah 8a). Ramban interprets that they
will invite you to eat from a sacrifice to an idol.

18-26. To avoid a future downfall. Having exhorted the
people to avoid idolatry or anything that could lead them in
that direction, the Torah presents a list of commandments
that can help prevent such disasters as the Golden Calf. These
commandments include the pilgrimage festivals and other
observances that are reminders of the Exodus from Egypt,
the momentous event that proved that God created and
controls the universe and, consequently, that there is no need
or justification for seeking substitutes for Him or intermedi-
aries to Him. Indeed, when King Jeroboam set up his seces-
sionist monarchy of the Ten Tribes after the death of King
Solomon, and wanted to prevent the Jews of his kingdom
from traveling to Jerusalem for the pilgrimage festivals —

where they would be reminded that the House of David was
the legitimate ruler — he set up golden statues of calves in
his kingdom and established his own festivals for their
worship (I Kings 12:28). He realized, as our passage suggests,
that observance of the festivals are the road to faith in God.
So, too, is the Sabbath, which bears testimony that God
created heaven and earth in six days and rested on the
seventh.

Ramban notes a similarity between this passage, which was
in conjunction with the giving of the Second Tablets, and the
one that followed the giving of the Ten Commandments
(23:17). In both cases, the Torah first warned against idol
worship, and then taught that a Jew’s desire to serve God
should be channeled into the pilgrimage festivals.

Sforno contends that this passage stresses the agricultural
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19 “Fuery first issue of a womb is Mine; as well as any of your livestock that produces a male,
the first issue of an ox or a sheep. ?° The first issue of a donkey you shall redeem with a lamb
or kid, and if you do not redeem it you shall axe the back of its neck. You shall redeem every
firstborn of your sons. They shall not appear before Me empty-handed.

21 “Six days shall you work and on the seventh day you shall desist; you shall desist from
plowing and harvesting. ??> You shall make the Festival of Weeks with the first offering of the
wheat harvest; and the Festival of the Harvest shall be at the changing of the year. 2> Three
times a year all your males shall appear before the Lord HASHEM, the God of Israel. 2* For I shall
banish nations before you and broaden your boundary; no man will covet your land when you
go up to appear before HASHEM, your God, three times a year.

% “You shall not slaughter My blood-offering while in the possession of leavened food, nor
may the feast-offering of the Pesach Festival be left overnight until morning. ?° The first of your
land’s early produce you shall bring to the Temple of HASHEM, your God. Do not cook a kid in

its mother’s milk.”

aspect of the festivals and the related commandments. The
message is that the road to material success and prosperity is
through service of God, not a frantic search for omens and
intermediaries.

19. *% oy "we-Y3 — Every first issue of a womb is Mine. See
13:2, 12-13. No miracle was greater proof of God’s involve-
ment in the most minute affairs of this world than His
pinpoint selection of the Egyptian firstborn. Sforno, following
the theme cited above, comments that only by dedicating
one’s first taste of prosperity to God, as in this verse and verse
26, can one be assured of success.

It is a great privilege to be a firstborn. God Himself is the
Firstborn of the world, as it were; the sacrificial service was
originally performed by the firstborn and Jacob went to great
lengths to procure the birthright from Esau. Even though the
Kohanim and Levites replaced the firstborn in the aftermath
of the Golden Calf, it is a high honor to be a firstborn. The
Sages teach that the reason this commandment is mentioned
in conjunction with the festivals is because firstborn who have
been redeemed can receive God’s Presence and see the
rebuilt Temple (R’ Bachya).

20. op™ w9 XX — They shall not appear before Me
emptyhanded. This commandment refers back to the Pil-
grimage Festivals. When Jews come to the Temple, they
must bring an mx1 n%1y, elevation-offering of appearance, in
honor of the occasion (Rashi from Chagigah 7a).

21. ¥paywina — From plowing and harvesting. In its plain
sense, the verse singles out these two labors because they are
essential to one’s livelihood; when it is time for either, not a
moment can be wasted lest the weather or other conditions
change and cause considerable losses. Nevertheless, the laws
of the Sabbath outweigh all considerations, for only God
gives prosperity (Ramban). The Sages derive exegetically
that this phrase refers to the Sabbatical Year, teaching that
one must not plow just before or harvest just after that year
(Rashi).

22. own qxp 1122 — The first offering of your wheat harvest.
On Shavuos — known as the Festival of Weeks because the
Torah gives its date only as seven weeks after the second day

of Pesach — the first Temple offering from the new wheat
crop is offered.

M noipn — At the changing of the year. Succos, when the
harvest is gathered in from the fields, comes at the beginning
of the new year.

23. See 23:17.

24. ... oMy wMiR" — For [ shall banish nations . .. It is
necessary for you to have set times of the year to come to
Jerusalem, because you will be spread out in the Land after
the conquest of the Land, and in the normal course of events
many of you would never be exposed to the holiness of the
Temple (Rashi).

This is a blessing. You will not have the unpleasant experi-
ence of facing those who hate you, because God will drive
them away (Or HaChaim).

v Tam-X9 — No man will covet. This is one of the great
hidden miracles of the Torah. There is no other way that a
vast territory can be left undefended and virtually unpopu-
lated without inviting the aggression of alien predators.

25. See 23:18. The reason the Torah repeats these com-
mandments here may be because leavening symbolizes ex-
cess and vanity — the idea that one ignores one’s essence and
becomes bloated (Maharal) — and therefore the avoidance of
such characteristics in the service of God is an important
means of safeguarding oneself from sin. The limitation on
how long one may eat sacrificial meat and offer its fats on the
Altar suggests the concept that “religion” is whatever the
Torah commands, not any observance that one may devise
and idealize as a means to come closer to a self-defined
spirituality. As Rashi comments to Amos 4:4, the priests of
Baal would seek to entice Jews by claiming that their religion
is less restrictive than Judaism, in that it permits its adherents
much more leeway in when to complete their sacrificial
service. Judaism does not don a cloak of permissiveness; its
glory is that it is the word of God.

26. AnpIX M3 mwx1 — The first of your land’s early
produce. This is the commandment to bring the first fruits to
the Temple; see Deuteronomy 26:1-11. The Torah climaxes
this list of commandments with two expressions of a central
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theme: Success and prosperity depend on God’s blessing.
Therefore, one should devote the very beginning of mate-
rial blessing — the first fruits — to God. Secondly, the an-
cient heathens would cook meat in milk as a charm for suc-
cess [see 23:19 for notes on this law]. Therefore the Torah
concludes with a command not to fall into that spurious
trap (Sforno).

27-35. Renewal of the covenant. Since the Jewish people
had abrogated the covenant by creating the Golden Calf,

God instructed Moses to write a new covenant, which the
people would accept, as they had accepted the original one
by saying, “We will do and we will hear,” and God would ratify
it in the form of a promise not to destroy them (Ramban).
God taught Moses the entire Torah anew and gave him the
Second Tablets. A further result of the nation’s fall from its
earlier spiritual plateau was that they could not tolerate the
holy glow that shone from Moses’ face as a result of his new
exposure to God’s glory.
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Renewal
of the
Covenant

27 HASHEM said to Moses, “Write these words for yourself, for according to these words have
I sealed a covenant with you and Israel.” 2® He remained there with HASHEM for forty days and
forty nights — he did not eat bread and he did not drink water — and He wrote on the Tablets

the words of the covenant, the Ten Commandments.

The
Radiance
of Moses

2% When Moses descended from Mount Sinai — with the two Tablets of the Testimony in the
hand of Moses as he descended from the mountain — Moses did not know that the skin of his
face had become radiant when He had spoken to him. 3° Aaron and all the Children of Israel

saw Moses, and behold! — the skin of his face had become radiant; and they feared to
approach him. 3! Moses called to them, and Aaron and all the leaders of the assembly returned
to him, and Moses would speak to them. 32 After that, all the Children of Israel would approach;
he would command them regarding everything that HASHEM had spoken to him on Mount

Sinai.

33 Moses finished speaking with them and placed a mask on his face. 3* When Moses would
come before HASHEM to speak with Him, he would remouve the mask until his departure; then he
would leave and tell the Children of Israel whatever he had been commanded. 3®> When the
Children of Israel saw Moses’ face, that the skin of Moses’ face had become radiant, Moses put
the mask back on his face, until he came to speak with Him.

28.am. .. oY — Bread . . . and water. Rather than saying
simply that Moses neither ate nor drank, the verse specifies
bread and water to imply that it was only physical food that
Moses did not enjoy. There was, however, a more significant
nourishment that Moses did absorb: the word of God (Or
HaChaim).

29.17p 2 — Had become radiant. The radiance resulted from
the Divine hand with which God had sheltered Moses (33:22)
when He showed him a glimpse of His glory (Rashi). Accord-
ing to Zohar Chadash (62:2), Moses merited this manifesta-
tion of favor because he defended Israel against God’s wrath
— so much does God value those who speak well of His peo-
ple! (Be'er Moshe).

30. vhx nwin 1M — And they feared to approach him.
Come and see how dgreat is the power of sin. Until they ex-
tended their hand in sin [by worshiping the Eigel], what does
[the Torah] say? The appearance of the glory of HASHEM was
like a consuming fire on the mountaintop before the eyes of
the Children of Israel (24:17), but they neither feared nor trem-
bled. But from the time when they made the Eigel, they shiv-
ered and trembled even before the rays of glory of Moses!
(Rashi from Sifri, Nasso 1).

31-32. These verses contain the sequence of Moses’ teach-
ing. First he taught Aaron what God had commanded him.
Then Aaron would be seated at his left, and Aaron’s sons
would enter. After Moses taught it to them, they would be
seated flanking Moses and Aaron, and Moses would teach
the elders. Then they would be seated at the sides and the
people would come to hear the teaching (Rashi).

33. monme-5y 1nn — And placed a mask on his face. Moses
wore the mask to spare the people the embarrassment of see-
ing how they had so deprived themselves of closeness to God
that they could not even look at his prophet (Be'er Moshe).

35. When Moses taught the word of God to the people, he did
not wear the mask, so that nothing would interpose between
God'’s teaching and the people of Israel. Then, he would put
the mask back on and wear it until God spoke to him again.

«2§ .10 5 xaan .ovp1on v'bp — This Masoretic note means:
There are 139 verses in the Sidrah, numerically correspond-
ing to the mnemonic 5"x1m.

The word 5’x1n, God was gracious, alludes to the gra-
ciousness He displayed in forgiving Israel for the sin of the
Golden Calf (R’ David Feinstein).
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MAFTIR FOR PARASHAS PARAH

19.

«<§The Red Cow.

The law of the Red Cow is described by the Sages as the
quintessential Tim npr, decree of the Torah (v. 2), meaning
that it is beyond human understanding. Because Satan and
the nations taunt Israel, saying, “What is the purpose of this
commandment?”’ the Torah states that it is a decree of the
One Who gave the Torah, and it is not for anyone to question
it (Rashi). Ramban explains that this particular command-
ment invites the taunts of heretics because it is performed
outside the Temple, as if to propitiate the “demons’ of the
field. Tosafos (Avodah Zarah 35a) state that one should not
try to explain this precept because God gave us His best and
most secret commands in the form of a “Divine kiss,” as it
were, like the intimacy of a lover to his beloved.

It is axiomatic, however, that since all laws of the To-
rah are the products of God’s intelligence, any human in-
ability to comprehend them indicates the limitation of the
student, not the Teacher. As the Sages expressed it, there
is nothing meaningless or purposeless in the Torah, and
if it seems so, it is only a product of our own deficiency
(Rambam).

The Midrash to this chapter focuses primarily on one
paradox in the laws of the Red Cow: lts ashes purify people
who had become contaminated; yet those who engage in
its preparation become contaminated. It was regarding this

aspect of its laws that King Solomon exclaimed, ‘I said I
would be wise, but it is far from me” (Ecclesiastes 7:23).
On this theme, the Midrash cites the verse Who can draw a
pure thing out of an impure one? Is it not the One [God]? (Job
14:4). In a similar vein, the Midrash notes a number of such
paradoxical cases of righteous people who descended from
wicked parents, such as Abraham from Terach, Hezekiah
from Ahaz, and Josiah from Ammon. The Talmud adds
the paradox that it is forbidden to drink blood, but an infant
nurses from its mother, whose blood is transformed into milk
to become the source of life (Niddah 9a).

The underlying message of all of the above, as well as
the many other mysteries of the Torah, is that the Supreme
Intelligence has granted man a huge treasury of spiritual and
intellectual gifts, but none is more precious than the knowl-
edge that God is infinite, both in existence and in wisdom,
while man is as limited in his ability to comprehend as he is
in his physical existence. As R’ Yochanan told his students
regarding our failure to understand the laws of the Red Cow,
“It is not the corpse that causes contamination or the ashes
of the Cow that cause purity. These laws are decrees of God,
and man has no right to question them” (Midrash). In other
words, an essential component of wisdom is the knowledge
that man’s failure to understand truth does not make it
untrue. [Most of the above is abridged from R’ Munk; The
Call of the Torah; ArtScroll).]
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The Red
Cow

1l—lASHEM spoke to Moses and to Aaron, saying: 2 This is the decree of the Torah, which
HASHEM has commanded, saying: Speak to the Children of Israel, and they shall take to
you a completely red cow, which is without blemish, and upon which a yoke has not come.

3 You shall give it to Elazar the Kohen; he shall take it out to the outside of the camp and some-
one shall slaughter it in his presence. 4 Elazar the Kohen shall take some of its blood with his
forefinger, and sprinkle some of its blood toward the front of the Tent of Meeting seven times.
> Someone shall burn the cow before his eyes — its hide, and its flesh, and its blood, with its
dung, shall he burn.® The Kohen shall take cedar wood, hyssop, and crimson thread, and he
shall throw [them] into the burning of the cow.

" The Kohen shall immerse his clothing and immerse himself in water, and afterward he may
enter the camp; and the Kohen shall remain contaminated until the evening.  The one who
burns it shall immerse his clothing in water and immerse himself in water; and he shall remain

«25Chronology.

Contamination and purification, the subjects of this chap-
ter, seem to have no sequential or chronological relationship
to the chapters before or after them. As to when the laws of
the Red Cow were actually given, there are two traditions.
The first is that the laws were initially given to the Jews in
Marah, shortly after they left Egypt, but the people were not
yet commanded to carry them out [see Rashiand Ramban to
Exodus 15:25]. On the first of Nissan, the day the Tabernacle
was inaugurated, they were given again in the form of a com-
mandment, and the very next day, on the second of Nissan,
Moses oversaw the burning of the first Red Cow (ittin 60b;
Yerushalmi, Megillah 3:5). Accordingly, the placement of the
chapter after events that took place long after the second of
Nissan would seem to be an example of the principle that the
order of chapters in the Torah is not necessarily chronologi-
cal (Pesachim 6b).

Ramban, however, contends that there is a logical connec-
tion between the laws of the Red Cow and the previous chap-
ter. The laws of the Tabernacle and Kohanim, which began
in Leviticus, were concluded in the last chapter with the list
of priestly gifts. Thus, the laws of the Red Cow belong here,
for knowledge of the way to remove corpse-contamination
was necessary for the priestly and Levite responsibility of
preventing contaminated people from entering the Taber-
nacle. (See also notes to 20:1-2.)

1. x5 men-5x — To Moses and to Aaron. Symbolically,
the “Cow” came to atone for the sin of the Golden “Calf,”
as if to say let the mother come and clean up the mess left
by her child. If so, this explains why the commandment was
directed to Aaron, the one who made the Calf.

Many other aspects of the service also allude to the idea
noted above, that the Red Cow atoned for the sin of the
Golden Calf. Its color is red, which symbolizes sin (see Isaiah
1:18); it was not ever to have borne a yoke, to symbolize
a sinner, who cast off God’s yoke from himself; and it was
burned, just as Aaron had cast gold into a fire to produce
the Calf (Exodus 32:20). The ritual involves the use of cedar-
wood, hyssop, and a thread dyed with the blood of a worm (v.
6), a combination that signifies sin and repentance: a sinner

has been haughty like a lofty cedar tree, and in order to gain
atonement he must humble himself like a blade of hyssop
grass and a lowly worm (see Leviticus 14:4). Just as the sin
of the Golden Calf has never been completely forgiven (see
Exodus 32:34), the ashes of the Red Cow were preserved
(Rashito v. 22 citing R’ Moshe HaDarshan).

2. mmn mIx — Completely red. Since the verse speci-
fies that the cow must be blemish-free, it is clear that the
word mmn, completely, modifies the redness, rather than its
physical health (Mizrachi). The cow must be so completely
red that even two hairs of another color disqualify it (Rashi).

3. "ybx-5% — To Elazar. The Red Cow had to be burned by
the Deputy Kohen Gadol (Rashi), to which Ramban com-
ments that in view of Aaron’s role in making the Golden
Calf, it would have been improper for him to be involved in
the service. The Sages differ regarding whether the service
of future Red Cows was performed by the Kohen Gadol or
not (Parah 4:1).

mmb yim-bx — To the outside of the camp. In the Wilder-
ness, the service had to be performed outside the Israelite
camp (Rashi). In the Land, it was performed outside the walls
of Jerusalem, on the Mount of Olives (Sifre).

4. After the slaughter, which did not have to be done by
Elazar, he would perform the blood service. Standing to the
east of the Tabernacle, or Temple, so that he could see the
entrance, he received the blood in a vessel and threw it in
the direction of the Tabernacle.

7-10. This passage indicates not only that the people who
performed the service became contaminated, but that the
contamination extends even to their clothing.

7. yn... 02301 —Shall immerse ... and immerse. Both these
terms refer to immersion in a mikuveh.

M — The camp. The camp of this verse is that of the
Shechinah, or the Divine Presence, meaning the Tabernacle
Courtyard. It cannot refer to either the Israelite or Levite
camp since ordinary contamination does not bar a person
from entering those places. The Kohen immerses himself
and his garments, and the contamination leaves them with
nightfall.
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9. n_;r_'gig‘_:' v — Outside the camp. The ashes were divided
into three parts: (a) One part was stored on the Mount of
Olives for future use: either to purify the Kohen performing

the service in the future (Mizrachi; Bertinoro), or to mix with
the ashes of future Red Cows (Nachalas Yaakouv; Beer Mayim
Chaimy); (b) another part was divided among the twenty-four
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MAFTIR FOR PARASHAS PARAH 19/9-20

contaminated until the evening.® A pure man shall gather the ash of the cow and place [it]
outside the camp in a pure place. For the assembly of Israel it shall remain as a safekeeping, for
water of sprinkling; it is for purification. 1° The one who gathers the ash of the cow shall immerse
his clothing and remain contaminated until the evening. It shall be for the Children of Israel and
for the proselyte who dwells among them as an eternal decree.

' Whoever touches the corpse of any human being shall be contaminated for seven days.
12 He shall purify himself with it on the third day and on the seventh day, then he will become
pure; but if he will not purify himself on the third day and on the seventh day, he will not be-
come pure. '3 Whoever touches the dead body of a human being who will have died, and will
not have purified himself — if he shall have contaminated the Tabernacle of HASHEM, that per-
son shall be cut off from Israel; because the water of sprinkling has not been thrown upon him,
he shall remain contaminated; his contamination is still upon him.

14 This is the teaching regarding a man who would die in a tent: Anything that enters the
tent and anything that is in the tent shall be contaminated for seven days. '> Any open vessel
that has no cover fastened to it is contaminated. ¢ On the open field: Anyone who touches one
slain by the sword, or one that died, or a human bone, or a grave, shall be contaminated for
seven days. " They shall take for the contaminated person some of the ashes of the burning of
the purification [animal], and put upon it spring water in a vessel. '8 A pure man shall take hys-
sop and dip it in the water, and sprinkle upon the tent, upon all the vessels, upon the people
who were there, and upon the one who touched the bone, or the slain one, or the one that died,
or the grave. '° The pure person shall sprinkle upon the contaminated person on the third day
and on the seventh day, and shall purify him on the seventh day; then he shall inmerse his
clothing and immerse himself in water and become purified in the evening. 2° But a man who
becomes contaminated and does not purify himself, that person shall be cut off from the midst
of the congregation, if he shall have contaminated the Sanctuary of HASHEM; because the water

of sprinkling has not been thrown upon him, he is contaminated.

divisions of Kohanim, for use in purifying people; and (c) the
third part was kept in the Chail, an area next to the wall of the
Courtyard, for safekeeping, as required by this verse (Rashi).

X¥1 nXwn — [t is for purification. The Torah uses the word
chatas, which usually refers to a sin-offering, to indicate that
it is forbidden to use the ashes for personal benefit, as if they
were an offering (Rashi), and if one does, he must bring an
offering and make restitution, as in Leviticus 5:14-16 (Sifre).

12. 3 — With it, i.e., the purification is carried out with the
ashes of the Red Cow, according to the procedure outlined
in the following verses.

13. If someone became contaminated through a dead hu-
man and neglected to purify himself with the ashes of the
Red Cow — even though he immersed himself in a mikveh
— he remains in his state of contamination. Consequently,
if he intentionally enters the Sanctuary or Courtyard, he is
subject to the Heavenly punishment of kares, meaning that
his soul is cut off from the Jewish people (Rashi; Ramban).

14. 5qx2 — In a tent. This verse teaches the law of contami-
nation under a “tent,” or any other sort of cover. The roof
over the corpse has the effect of spreading the contamination
under the entire air space that it covers. Thus, if a dead body
is in one room of a house or under part of a tree, any person

or vessel that is anywhere in the house or under another part
of the tree’s shelter becomes contaminated.

15. The subject of this verse is an earthenware vessel, re-
garding which the Torah has taught that it can become
contaminated only if a contaminated substance comes into
its interior (see Leviticus 11:33). The same principle would
apply if the vessel were under a roof, for in that case the
contaminated air space is in the interior of the vessel. But
if the vessel has a cover sealed onto it, thus insulating its
interior from contact with the contaminated air, it cannot be-
come contaminated. However, wood or metal vessels would
become contaminated whether or not they were covered,
because they can be contaminated from the outside (Rashi;
Sifre).

16. mwa me-by — On the open field. In an open field where

there is no roof over the body, contamination is conveyed
only by actual touching.

17-20. The Torah gives the process of purification. First
fresh water from a spring or river is put into a vessel. Ashes
are poured onto it and they are mixed together (Sotah 16b). If
the tent is made of materials that can become defiled, it must
be purified. [Buildings that are anchored to the ground do
not become contaminated, however.] A pure person throws
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some ash-water upon the contaminated person or vessels on
the third and seventh days, after which the person and ves-
sels are immersed in a mikveh to conclude the purification
process. Verse 20 repeats the law of verse 13 that one who
enters the Sanctuary while contaminated is liable to kares.
Rashi comments that the first verse refers to the Tabernacle,
the second one to the Temple.

21. it — And the one who sprinkles. This cannot refer to
one who throws the water to purify a contaminated person,
because verse 18 implies that even after sprinkling the water
on the tent, the person goes on to sprinkle it on the vessels
and people; clearly, if he were to have become contaminated
he would be disqualified from further sprinkling (Ralbag;
Malbim). Rather, the Sages explain, this verse refers to one

who merely carries the water for any purpose other than pu-
rification. The Torah describes this as “sprinkling” to imply
that he does not become contaminated unless he carries at
least a quantity of water sufficient for sprinkling. There is
an unusual law in this verse. One who carries contaminates
even his garments, but one who merely touches becomes
contaminated himself, but his garments do not (Rashi).

22. Rnvi — The contaminated one. This verse refers back
to a person who touched a corpse, and it reveals that his
degree of contamination is so severe that he can pass on
contamination to another human being. The second person,
however, does not require the seven-day process described
above. He need merely immerse himself in a mikveh, and
then remains contaminated only until evening (Rashi).

HAFTARAS PARASHAS PARAH / iT15 Nwnb Nvon
Ezekiel 36:16-38 / m5-10:5 Sxp1m

36 16The word of HasHEM came to me, saying: 7 Ben Adam,

the House of Israel dwell on their land and contaminate
it, by their way and by their doings. Like the contamination ofa
menstruous woman was their way before Me. '® So | poured My
angerupon them because of the blood that they poured upon the
earth — and they defiled it with their idols — '° so [ scattered
them among the nations and they were dispersed among the
lands. According to their ways and their doings did [judge them;
20 and they came to the nations to which they came, and they
desecrated My holy Name when it was said of them, “These are
HasHeM’s people, but they departed His land”; 2! but I pitied My
holy Name that the House of Israel desecrated among the na-
tions to which they came.

22 Therefore say to the House of Israel: “Thus says my
Lord HasHeM/ELoHiM: Not for your sake do I act, O House of
Israel, but for My holy Name that you have desecrated
among the nations to which you came. 2 And I will sanctify
My great Name that was desecrated among the nations,
that you desecrated among them. Then the nations
shall know that I am HasHem — the words of my Lord
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21 This shall be for them an eternal decree. And the one who sprinkles the water of sprinkling
shall immerse his clothing, and one who touches water of sprinkling shall be contaminated un-
til the evening. 22 Anything that the contaminated one may touch shall become contaminated,
and the person who touches him shall become contaminated until the evening.

HasHem/ELoHiM — when | become sanctified through you in their
sight; ?* and I shall take you from the nations and gather you in
from all the countries, and I shall bring you to your Land; % and
I shall sprinkle pure water upon you, that you be cleansed.
Fromall your contamination and from all your filth [ will cleanse
you; % and I shall give you a new heart, and a new spirit shall
I put within you; I shall remove the heart of stone from your
flesh and give you a heart of flesh; 2" and My spirit shall |
put within you, and I shall cause you to go by My decrees
and guard My laws and perform them; % and you shall dwell
in the land that I gave your fathers; and you shall be to Me a
people and I shall be your God; % and I shall save you from all
yourcontaminations, andlshall summonthe grain and increase
it, and [ shall not place famine upon you; * and I shall increase
the fruit of the tree and the produce of the field so that you no
longer accept the shame of hunger among the nations. 3! Then
you willrememberyourevil waysand yourdoings that were not
good, and you shallloathe yourselves in yourown sight because
of your sins and your abominations. 3 Not for your sake do | act
— the words of my Lord HASHEM/ELoHIM — let it be known to
you. Be ashamed and humiliated because of your ways, O
House of Israel.

3 Thus says my Lord HasHEM/ELoHM: On the day when |
cleanse you from all your sins, and cause the cities to be inhab-
ited and theruinsto be built,** and the desolated land to be tilled
instead of being desolate in the eyes of every passerby; 3 then
they shall say, “This very land that was desolate has become a
Garden of Eden; and the cities that were destroyed and were
desolate and ruined shall be fortified — inhabited!” 3¢ And the
nations that will remain around you will know thatlam HASHEM.
[ will have rebuilt the ruins, replanted the wasteland. I, HASHEM,
have spoken and acted.
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Sephardim and Chabad Chassidim conclude the Haftarah here. Ashkenazim continue on next page.

<3 Parashas Parah

On the Sabbath after Purim (the second Sabbath, when Purim
falls on Thursday or Friday), two Torah Scrolls are removed from
the Ark. The Sidrah of the week is read from the first, and from the
second, the chapter of Parah Adumah, the Red Cow, is read. It
gives the procedure through which people can purify themselves
from the contamination caused by a human corpse. The reading
of this chapter was instituted for this time of the year because
Jews were required to purify themselves before coming to
Jerusalem for the pilgrimage festival of Passover.

The Haftarah read on the Sabbath of Parashas Parah contains
the verse, And I shall sprinkle pure water upon you, that you be
cleansed. From all your contamination and from all your filth |
will cleanse you (Ezekiel 36:25). There are other parallels in the

Haftarah between the concepts of sin represented by contam-
ination, and atonement represented by purity. This idea is dis-
cussed in the commentary to the ArtScroll Ezekiel (pp.534-5), as
follows:

Freedom of will in moral matters is the first and irreplaceable
condition for living one’s life on the higher plane demanded by
the Torah. Belief in man’s freedom of action, however, is endan-
gered by the fact that man cannot avoid death and that he is
subject to the superficial limitations imposed by the forces of
nature. This belief is particularly shaken by the sight of a dead
human being. If the whole human being has succumbed to death,
been overpowered by physical forces — if man, like all other
organic beings, cannot escape the spell of an overpowering force
— then there is no room for the moral “you shall” next to the
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3 Thus says my Lord HasHem/ELoHM: Furthermore I will
make Myself accessible to the House of Israel to act for them. |
shall increase them — the men — like sheep. *® Like the sheep
for Divine service, like the sheep of Jerusalem on her festivals, so
shall the destroyed cities be filled by sheep-men — and they
shall know thatam HASHEM.
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physical “you must.” Moral freedom of will would then be an
illusion, and the Divine law of morality with its demand for total
free-willed devotion to the illuminating, purifying fire of its sanc-
tuary would be incomprehensible (R’ Hirsch, Numbers 19:22).
Thus, sin is related not only to death, but also to contamination,
which is closely associated with death. Because the sinner
is shackled by his desires, he loses spiritual control of his
actions. He is swept along by the physical lusts that have overpow-

ered his spiritual self. Thus, the most meaningful part of his life,
the spiritual, has been killed. For this reason, when God forgives
man’s sin and grants him a new heart and a new spirit, He is
imbuing him with purity, the state of mind in which man is the
sole master of his actions. A living (and therefore a pure) person
uses his body as he wills; it is his tool to use as he sees fit. The
regenerate sinner, upon returning to the state of purity, joins once
more the state of the living — and the free (Chazon HaMikra).
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