
 

 

 בס"ד

Eikev 5772- The Luchos and The Olympics 

 

In this week’s parsha we are given 

some information about both sets of 

Luchos. Each set consisted of two tablets 

made of stone. However, the shape of 

these stones are not described by the 

Torah. The custom however, going back 

many centuries, is to display them as 

being square at the base with the tops 

rounded off. [See Torah journal Oraisa, 

Volume 13 for a scholarly discussion on 

this topic by Rabbi Amihud Levine.] 

Perhaps we can offer some insight into this configuration. 

 The Gemara (Sukkah 56b) tells us about a lady called Miriam the daughter of Bilgah 

who (unfortunately left the fold and) had married a Greek king. When the Greeks captured 

the Bais Hamikdash, she entered the Temple, and kicked the outer Mizbayach with her 

sandaled feet and proclaimed in Greek “Oh wolf, oh wolf, how long will you keep on 

wasting Jewish money (referring to the obligation of a Jew to bring karbanos)?” One must 

ask: why did she specifically target the mizbayach as the place upon which to vent her 

heretic feelings? Surely the Aron or the Menorah, objects that represent Torah, would have 

been more suitable for her agenda? 

 Rabbi Dovid Cohen (Avraham Yagel Yitzchak Yeranain, Pages 35-39) suggests the 

following. The Talmud Yerushalmi tells us that G-d did not create anything that was shaped 

like a square. Rav Shamshon Refael Hirsch explains this with a beautiful analysis of some 

of our shapes. Everything made by Hashem has Him as its nucleus. And since Hashem’s 

capabilities are equally powerful in all directions, His creations are circular, with any point 

of the circumference equidistant from the center. The square, however, contains certain 

points that are further away from the center than other areas. This is not inherently a G-dly 

shape. It represents that Hashem graciously allows man to spiritually improve on His 

creation; as a matter of fact, He embraces the handiwork of man, and encourages man to 

spiritually enhance His initial creation. Man-made growth does have the ability to be 

unequal from its center. Each human’s handiwork differs from his fellow man, allowing 

one to stretch the boundaries of a circumference carving out one’s own corner, perhaps 

becoming a hypotenuse in life’s finished product. Circles therefore represent “ma’aseh 

Elokim” – G-d’s handiwork, and squares, “ma’aseh yedai Adam” – man’s handiwork. 

 [Man and woman joining together in marriage is a classic example of ma’aseh 

Elokim fusing together with ma’aseh yedai Adam. We know that forty days before one is 

born a Heavenly voice announces “The daughter of so-and-so will be married to so-and-



 

 

so." (Sotah 2a). Marriage is thus Hashem’s handiwork. But to make a marriage really work 

there is a necessity of human input from the husband and wife, so we also have the presence 

of man’s handiwork.  

That is why every marriage has the symbol of the circle; the ring the Chassan places on 

the Kallah’s finger, and the square, the canopy under which the Chassan & Kallah stand. 

(See Rabbi Cohen’s piece for a slightly different analysis] 

Greek ideology eschews the concept that man can add his input onto this world, to 

improve on its original design. Because everything was created perfect. And the physical 

beauty of everything is the be all and end all of its existence. It is to be shown off and 

paraded around, but cannot be improved. Therefore, the Greeks during the second Bais 

Hamikdash attacked three specific areas of yiddishkeit, all areas that demand man’s 

participation for improvement. a) Milah, b) Rosh Chodesh, a man-made calendar, and c) 

Shabbos, which will need man's efforts so one day it will be ushered in for eternity. 

 Now we can understand, says Rabbi Cohen, Miriam’s abhorrence towards the 

Mizbayach. The Halacha is that the Mizbayach had to be perfectly square. This of course 

tells us that the Mizbayach represents man’s handiwork. The Mizbayach and its ability to 

facilitate a forgiveness for man’s sins allows man, through his efforts, to rise to heady 

heights. After all, Rav Avahu tells us that a ba’al teshuva – a repentant person- stands in a 

higher place than a complete tzaddik. Man can with the Mizbayach’s help, improve on the 

original design made by Hashem. This was the antithesis of Greek ideology, and that is 

why the Mizbayach was the object specifically targeted by Miriam.  

 This idea, I believe, explains why we daven every Rosh Chodesh “Mizbayach 

chadash betziyon tachin”- “You (Hashem) please prepare for us a new Mizbayach”. The 

question is asked: why are we focusing our prayers specifically for another Mizbayach, and 

not the more usual general request for a Bais Hamikdash? The answer might be as we said 

earlier, that Rosh Chodesh symbolizes man’s ability to spiritually enhance Hashem’s 

world, something that is symbolized, too, by the Mizbayach and its square qualities. It is 

therefore most appropriate that we single out the rebuilding of the Mizbayach during our 

Rosh Chodesh prayers. 

 Perhaps also the struggle of the Jews against the Greeks is alluded to in the minhag 

of the dreidel on Chanukah. We Jews believe in the fusion of the circle and the square, 

something that was being denied by the Greeks. We therefore take a four-sided square 

dreidel and spin it around and around until the square becomes but a blur and looks like a 

circle, creating the perfect synthesis of circle and square, Hashem’s Handiwork together 

with man’s. 

 The Ohr HaChayim (Devarim, 10:1) tells us that first set of luchos were stones 

provided by Hashem - His handiwork. But after the sin of the Eigel, the Bnai Yisrael could 

not handle having such pure stones, therefore Hashem directed Moshe that he should 

participate in the making of the stones for the second set – man’s handiwork. 



 

 

  Perhaps the centuries-old custom of how we view the Luchos wants to recognize 

both of these sets. Therefore, we square away the base of the stones, symbolizing the 

second set – man’s handiwork, and we round off the tops in circular fashion to remind us 

of the first set – Hashem’s handiwork. 

 In 1912 Baron Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the modern Olympic Games 

designed a symbol for the Games. It is composed of five interlocking rings, colored blue, 

yellow, black, green, and red on a white field. How befitting a symbol this is for what is 

today the only remnant of ancient Greek ideology. The Games, after all, honor the 

perfection of the creation of the human body and ignore man’s inner growth and expansion.  

 There are no squares at the Olympics, just circles. We, however, yearn yet again for 

a Mizbayach with sharp edges and strong lines, representing man’s ability to overcome 

life’s struggles and his progress will be re-established for all to see. 

Have a great Shabbos, 

Rabbi Nosson Greenberg,  

Rav, Khal Machzikei Torah, Far Rockaway N.Y.        
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