
 

 

The Levush writes that on Shabbos we can attain higher 
levels of wisdom as it is a day especially designated for this 
purpose.  Therefore, we should seek ways to increase the 
amount of Torah that we discuss on this holy day. 
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An eye for eye; a tooth for a tooth 
The controversy over the precise meaning of these phrases is well known.  If Hashem's 
intention is that we must pay compensation to those who suffer injury caused by our 
actions, why does the Torah not simply say this?  Would this not avoid the allegation by 
our detractors that our holy Torah advocates inhumane retribution?  One answer is that, 
from a purely linguistic perspective, a literal interpretation of the particular phraseology 
employed here is not necessary.  Rav Boruch haLevi Epstein points out that similar 
references with a non-literal meaning can be found in Tenach.  For example, sefer Shoftim 
[15:11] describes how Shimshon avenged the kidnapping of his wife by setting alight the 
fields of the Philistines.  Shimshon says, להם עשיתי כן לי עשו כאשר  – “as they did to me so 
have I done to them”, though it is quite obvious that the nature of his act of retribution is 
far removed from that of the original offence.  Yet, this does not answer our primary 
question - why does the Torah specifically use a phrase that is so susceptible to 
misconstruction?  Perhaps the answer lies in the words of Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, who 
suggests that the Torah could not have explicitly stated that the value of an injury must 
be compensated by the paying of monetary damages.  Such a statement would have given 
much greater ‘grist to the mill’ of our detractors to charge that wealthy Jews, who can 
afford it, can maim or injure others with relative impunity.  This concept has currency in 
other religions and judicial systems, but not in ours.  Rav Soloveitchik argues that the 
negative impact of an explicit reference would be far worse than using a 'misleading' or 
superficially uncomfortable phrase and then relying on the Oral law for clarification.  Is 
this not just another example that underscores the divine origins of the Torah?   

 

 

Speak … and say to them 
On this possuk, Rashi comments that the apparently duplicated expression is intended le’hazhir hagedolim al haketanim – to 
caution the adult kohanim to take responsibility for and instruct properly the younger generations.  The Bostoner Rebbe 
ztvk’’l observes that, when it comes to proffering mussar (advice on improving one’s conduct and behaviour) to another 
person, this is not usually something to be done explicitly and directly, as this would have the distinct potential to cause more 
harm than good.  Rather, the giving of mussar should be approached in an indirect way that achieves an awakening within 
the recipient of their own realisation of the area or areas in which they are falling below the proper standards expected of 
them by Hashem.  Drawing on this theme, the Rebbe finds an additional lesson within the language used by Rashi.  It can be 
interpreted as requiring the gedolim – the righteous ones of the generation, whose conduct is already on a higher plane, to 
be careful about haketanim – even minor sins or shortcomings in their own conduct.  In this way, they will influence … page 2 
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השבת-ישראל את-ושמרו בני  

השבת-לעשות את  
 

Hashem says regarding Shabbos that os hi 
– it is a sign.  The Chofetz Chaim explains with 

a moshul (parable) of a sign over a person's 
shop.  Every business has a reputation and the 

name on the sign tells the whole world who the 
owner of the shop is.  Even if the owner travels 
away for a while, as long as the sign remains up, 

we can rest assured that the owner will 
eventually return.  If the owner takes the sign 
down and leaves town, then it is clear that he 
has left without intention to return.  Keeping 
Shabbos is a sign that the Jewish spirit resides 

within a person.  Even if a Jew leaves the 
derech (path) in other respects, as long 

as he keeps Shabbos, we know that 
the ruach haTorah (spirit of Torah) 

is still within him and he 
will one day return. 

 

If there is no Torah, there is no flour 
A person once came to see the Satmar Rebbe, Rav Yoel 
Teitelbaum ztvk’’l.  In the course of the ensuing conversation, 
the visitor mentioned to the Rebbe that in a particular city in 
America he had witnessed a Jewish person, who maintained a 
house specifically for guests in need of somewhere to stay, 
whether Jewish or not.  This person was beloved and lauded by 
all for his generosity and good deeds.  The Rebbe enquired 
whether this person also adhered to Torah and mitzvos.  The 
visitor replied in the negative.  To this the Rebbe responded, “If 
he does not believe, then to what end is all this chessed 
(benevolence)?  What is the point if it is not done for the sake 
of Hashem and based on the commandment in the Torah?”  In 
a similar vein, the Maharam Shiff explains the intention of our 
mishnah.  We know that Avrohom Ovinu was the greatest living 
personification of chessed in the world, epitomised by his 
hachnosas orchim – welcoming of guests to his home.  Chazal 
also inform us that Avrohom adhered to the entire Torah though 
it had not yet been given (an elucidation for this is the beyond 
the scope of this vort), and that this extended even to mitzvos 
d'rabbonon, such as eiruv tavshilin (the procedure through 
which we are permitted to cook on Yomtov for a directly 
consecutive Shabbos).  The Maharam Shiff interprets our 
mishnah thus: im ein Torah, were it not for the Torah that 
Avrohom kept, ein kemach, he would not have performed his 
outstanding acts of chessed.  One can extrapolate from this 
explanation that a mitzvah act done carelessly, unthinkingly or 
without due concentration (chas vesholom) may be little or no 
better than one that has no grounding at all in Hashem’s Torah.  

 

… the ketanim – those who occupy the lower echelons of 

virtuous conduct, with concomitant sins but to a graver 

degree.  When the latter see that the former are no less 

required to rehabilitate themselves from even minor 

transgressions, of which they are also guilty though to a 

much more significant extent, these ketanim will 

understand for themselves the necessity of remediating 

their misdeeds.  This tactic for giving mussar (which 

might simplistically be characterised as ‘leading by 

example’) is not only implied by the Torah’s twofold use 

of the verb emor … ve’omarto, which connotes 

generalised comment to a wider audience, rather than 

criticism directed explicitly at an individual.  It can also be 

derived from the continuation of the possuk, le’nefesh lo 

yitamo be’amov – none should defile himself for the 

dead amongst his people.  In classical fashion, the Rebbe 

reinterprets this phrase to mean that those on the 

receiving end of reproof should never be made to feel 

that they are not good people or that their actions are 

beyond repair.  On the contrary, their innate worth and 

capacity to do teshuvoh and to rectify their misdeeds 

must be emphasised.  Through the use of carefully 

chosen and apposite language, which is the ve’omarto 

aleihem of the possuk, they will understand that 

le’nefesh lo yitamo be’amov – their nefesh is not so 

sullied with tumo (impurity deriving from improper or 

sinful actions) that they are beyond rehabilitating 

themselves fully through teshuvoh. 

 

Continued from page 1 

 

 

 

[Pirkei Ovos 3:17]     ין ֶקַמח ין ּתֹוָרה, א   ִאם א 

 
 
 


