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The Need for Self-Belief

Rabbi Benjy Gordon | Jewish Futures Trust

A few weeks ago at the end of Parshas Shemos we heard how 
Moshe and Aharon gathered together the zekeinim, the elders of 
the Jewish people and showed them the signs which Hashem had 
given Moshe to perform in front of Pharaoh. The pasuk then says 

“And afterwards Moshe and Aharon came and spoke to Pharaoh.” 
Rashi asks the obvious question…what happened to the zekeinim?

Rashi answers that they got scared and 
slipped away one by one until, by the time 
Moshe and Aharon entered the palace they 
were all alone. Rashi goes on to explain that 
these zekeinim were then punished in this 
week and next week’s Parsha. “v’nigash 
Moshe l’vado” And Moshe went up alone…
but the zekeinim were not allowed to go up.

The Maharal asks on this, what about 
Aharon? Why did he not go up? He wasn’t 
scared to go into Pharaoh?

The answer is as follows, the punishment 
was not that they didn’t go up…as then 
Aharon would have gone up as he did not 
deserve to be punished. The punishment 
was that they were told that they were not 
allowed to go up. Aharon however was told 
that he was allowed as the pasuk says in this 
weeks parshah “v’alisa ata v’aharon imach.” 
You (Moshe) go up and Aharon with you.

How is being told that you can’t go up 
the montain a punishment for not going into 
Pharaoh? The zekeinim were scared of going 

in to Pharaoh, they didn’t believe that they 
were big enough to go into the King of Egypt, 
they didn’t have the self-belief, they didn’t 
recognise that they were a part of ‘mamleches 
kohanim.’ When someone who is irrelevant 
to you calls you a name, when you know it 
isn’t true it doesn’t affect you. Being called 
a name only affects you if somewhere deep 
down you think it is true. So if the zekeinim 
were scared to go into Pharaoh they must 
have felt that they were not big enough. The 
punishment for this lack of self-belief is that 
Hashem says to them…”if you don’t take 
yourself seriously then neither can I.” When 
Hashem says this it is limiting and they are 
unable to go up the mountain.

 We must recognise who we are, know 
that we are great, especially this week when 
we read about kabalas hatorah, how we 
were chosen and we are special, we must 
believe that we can do, we can be and we 
can achieve, as if we don’t have this level of 
self-belief then Hashem won’t believe in us 
either.
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1.  The aseres hadibros comprise two groups as reflected in the two Luchos. Why 
not have all ten on one Luach?
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Several years ago Rabbi Mechanic שליט״א published an article in the 
Torah Umesorah magazine which was distributed to mechanchim 
all over the world - every educator was supposed to read it. After 
reading it I considered how the article really applies to everyone 

– everybody is a mechanech, if not to children in a classroom, 
perhaps to children at home and ultimately everybody should be 
his own mechanech!     

The following caption sums up the gist of 
his letter, “I asked the 2000 students to provide 
me with an anonymous answer to the following 
question: “Iy’H you will remain frum your whole 
life – why?” 97% gave the profoundly weak 
answer of “that’s the way I was brought up”, or 

“we were brainwashed”. Three percent gave the 
correct answer, which is because the Torah 
is emes! Why is the answer of “that’s the way 
I was brought up” profoundly weak? Because 
2000 Moslem and Christian students will give 
exactly the same answer! Are our students 
incapable of providing a qualitatively better 
answer than the Gentiles? Shall we send them 
out to an endless war with the Satan and Yetzer 
Harah, and the reason they think they are frum 
is due to an accident of birth?”

What better sedra than parshas Yisro - with 
the giving of the Torah on Har Sinai - is there to 
speak about this most fundamental question? 
Why is Judaism not just another religion? In 
what way is the Torah – Toras Emes? 

Let’s take a look at the days that led to Matan 
Torah and what the Yidden were undertaking 
in the run up to this most awesome event. After 
arriving at Har Sinai, Hashem tells Moshe, 

“Let them be prepared for the third day…. And 
you shall set bounds around it for the people, 
saying, ‘Guard yourself from ascending the 
mountain or touching its edge, whoever touches 
the mountain shall surely die….”.

Why the necessity for these preparations? 
Crowd control?! Why is the mountain 
untouchable? What do these boundaries 
tell us about the Torah that they were about 
to receive?

Rav Yerucham zt’’l explains that from 
this supposedly unimportant detail we were 
indeed being taught how to approach the 
Torah we were about to receive. Approach 

with caution – stand back! Why? Because we 
have to understand that the Torah is awesome! 
Untouchable!

We have no comprehension how infinitely 
deep and all-encompassing the Torah - the 
blueprint of creation, is. The Torah is likened to 
the mind of Hashem keveyachol. Learning the 
Torah is like reading the mind of the Creator!! 
We must always approach while keeping our 
distance, precisely because we are so distant! 
The Torah should always be viewed as if on 
an untouchable pedestal. When we ‘lein’ it’s a 
mini enactment of Har Sinai! When we learn 
or listen to a shiur we have to internalise the 
sheer breadth and depth of the Torah. Not just 
that it’s the ‘bestseller’.

R’ Shimshon Refoel Hirsch zt’’l  takes 
this idea to an even deeper dimension. 
Commenting on the fact that the Yidden had 
to prepare for the acceptance of the Torah he 
explains that other religions, “only emanate 
from the minds of contemporary humanity, 
are nothing but the expression of… human 
beings have arrived at, as their conception and 
conviction of G-d, and of what the mission of 
man is…. Therefore all other religions… must 
change, advance and progress with time”.

The Torah however “did not come out of 
the people but to the people…. Its arrival is 
awaited for three days. And even to be allowed 
to await its arrival the people must make 
themselves worthy by sanctifying their bodies 
and garments”. 

“The complete separation between the origin 
of the Law and the people is also apparent in 
actual space. The place from where the people 
get the Torah is completely, very specifically, 
separated from them, and raised to the realm of 
the extraterritorial”.

Rav Hirsch sees in the approach of the 
Yidden to the Torah the most fundamental idea 
- “Judaism is indeed the one “religion””. When 
we connect with Hashem through His Torah 
we connect with the Divine – the Awesome. 
It’s not that an accident of birth ensures that 
I remain Jewish – I want to be part of the only 
religion! Why would I still be a practicing Jew 
on a desert island? Because I understand that 
the Torah – is truth, emanating from none 
other than Hashem Himself! Not what another 
human being has decided is the will of G-d!

Indeed what do we call the Revelation at 
Mount Sinai? Matan Torah – the giving of the 
Torah. We, the Jews were passive, the Torah 
came to us – we merely received what we 
were given!

In fact the day upon we commemorate 
Matan Torah is not actually the day upon 
which the Torah was given! We celebrate 
the day before! The Maharsha explains [as 
does Rav Hirsch] that we can’t celebrate the 
giving of the Torah precisely because we were 
completely passive to the event. The fact that 
we prepared to accept the Torah – to allow 
the Torah to come to us is what we re-live 
every year.

R’ Ezriel Tauber shlit’’a  tells the story of a 
person who had lived his life as a fully-fledged 
orthodox Jew. Just before his engagement, 
his parents revealed to him that he was in 
fact a non-Jew. He now had the decision to 
make (which should have been done when he 
turned bar mitzvah) to stay a Jew or to become 
a Gentile! To the surprise of everybody – the 
young bochur who had excelled throughout 
his years in yeshiva – opted out! Why? He 
was Jewish because of what he thought was 
an accident of birth! He wasn’t from the ‘three 
percent’ who appreciate that Torah is emes!

How appropriate it is then that the preface 
to arriving at Mount Sinai is the story of Yisro 

– the gentile priest who converts to Judaism. 
Chronologically he came after the giving of the 
Torah, but due to the fundamental message 
that he tells us Yidden his story is moved to 
be prior to Matan Torah. Let’s use this week’s 
sedra to embrace the Torah because it is the 
ONLY truth. Yisro did it, and so can we!
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2. Are there any connections between the two sets of five in the Luchos?
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As we lead up to the parsha of matan Torah there couldn’t 
be a greater contrast between the end of last week’s 
sedra and the beginning of this week’s. Last week we 
encountered our national nemesis Amalek for the first time 
and this week we meet the first ever convert to join the 
Bnei Yisrael, after whom the parsha is named. 

Both of them heard about yetzias 
mitzrayim but they responded in different 
ways. Amalek sought to rid the world of 
the Jewish problem, but Yisro decided to 
join the Bnei Yisrael and become a part 
of the mamleches kohanim ve goy kadosh. 
What is interesting to note is that once he 
had become a part of the nation he does 
not remain a passive bystander. He sees a 
problem and suggests a practical solution.  
Moshe Rabbeinu, overwhelmed with 
the responsibilities of leading millions 
of people is unable to cope with the 
workload. This is all the more fascinating 
given the fact that the Torah had not even 
been given yet, so the scope of Moshe’s 
Rabbinical duties were essentially limited 
to the Seven Noachide laws, Hilchos 
Shabbos and milah. Nonetheless, the 
scope of these duties meant that Moshe 
was busy from morning unti evening with 
streams of people seeking his counsel. 

Upon making his revolutionary 
suggestion of delegation of 
responsibilities,   Yisro uses an unusual 
term, vehizharta eshem (Shemos 18:20). 
This double term is not used anywhere 
else in the Torah  and it carries with it a 
special meaning. Rav Hirsh explains that 
the root זהר can mean to warn and also 
to shine brightly. In this case it therefore 

denotes shedding light on something for 

someone, which otherwise he would not 

have seen or noticed. The double term 

here refers to causing light to fall on an 

object and to cause that object to cause 

the rays to reach the eyes of men.

In our pasuk the term vehizharta means 

to cause the statutes and teachings to 

shine clearly and brightly before their eyes. 

Yisro tells Moshe to make the statues so 

important in people’s eyes that they 

guard themselves against transgressing 

against them. It is Moshe’s responsibility 

to inform them of the importance of the 

mitzvos and to then implement a system 

that will enable proper observance.

Perhaps one reason why the parsha 

of matan Torah is named after Yisro 

is because this idea is of paramount 

importance with regard to kabalas 

hatorah and passing on the mesorah to 

the next generation.

The Piecezna Rebbe zt’’l Hy’’d writes 

in the introduction to his classic work, 

chovos hatalmidim that the goal of chinuch 

is not simply to create compliant, obedient 

students. Rather ,‘The most important 

thing is for the student to understand 

that he himself is his own most basic 

and important educator.’  He continues 

to explain that it is the responsibility of 

the educator to instil in the student the 

duty that he carries, to raise and educate 

himself as a Jew. The role of the parent 

and teacher is to teach the student how 

to come to his own realisation of the truth 

of Torah and how to live with the dvar 

Hashem. When the student comes to this 

realisation, not only does he ‘own’ his 

yiddishkeit, but he also greatly appreciates 

the help that he receives from his elders. 

Perhaps this idea is also hinted to 

in the pesukim after the great events of 

maamad har Sinai. After Hashem has 

revealed Himself to the entire nation, He 

tells Moshe to “So shall you say to the 

children of Israel, You have seen that 

from the heavens I have spoken with you.” 

(Shemos 20:19). Moshe is effectively 

telling the Bnei Yisrael,’Don’t believe me 

because I say so, believe me because you 

saw it.’

Yisro and Amalek both hear about 

the same events. Yisro, the truth seeker 

is open minded enough to cast away 

his preconceived notions and embrace 

the truth, making it his own and even 

enhancing the way that Klal Yisrael 

functions. Amalek, by way of contrast, 

prefers to sow the seeds of doubt, by 

doing everything possible to obscure the 

truth and those who stand for it. 

Perhaps the fact that the parsha of 

matan Torah is named after Yisro is to 

teach us that kabalas hatorah is a process 

that requires our own input , rather than 

something that we can expect to happen 

automatically.
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3. How many letters are there in the aseres hadibros and how is this significant?
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“And Hashem said to Moshe, “Behold, I am coming to you in the 
thickness of the cloud, in order that the people hear when I speak 
to you, and they will also believe in you forever.” And Moshe 
relayed the words of the people to Hashem.” (Shemos 19:9)

The build up to kabalas hatorah in 
chapter 19 is quite dramatic. It’s a perek 
that often gets ignored in favour of the next 
one which lists the aseres hadibros.  The 
opening section presents the mefarshim 
with an interesting challenge. What exactly 
was the message that Moshe relayed?

 Previously the pesukim had  told us what 
the Bnei Yisrael had said. In the pasuk above  
no conversation takes place, yet we are told 
that Moshe gives Hashem a message!

According to Rashi:

“Es divrei ha’am” [the words of the 
people]... The people responded: ‘We want 
to hear from You  [Hashem] directly, for one 
cannot compare hearing from a shaliach 
(a messenger) to hearing from the King 
himself, [or they said,]: We want to see our 
King!”  

According to Rashi’s interpretation, Bnei 
Yisrael don’t accept Hashem’s original plan 
that they would hear the mitzvos via Moshe. 
Instead, they demand to hear them directly - 
from Hashem Himself!

The beauty of Rashi’s explanation is that 
Hashem is left with a challenge. Will He allow 
the Bnei Yisrael to hear Him? How can He 
turn down a pure desire to experience kirvas 
Hashem. This was a public demonstration 
of ahavas Hashem.  But if they were able 
to hear Hashem, then why describe matan 
Torah as communication with Moshe  alone 
with the Bnei Yisrael watching from a 
distance. The early description in perek 19  
does not give us mass revelation.  Could 
Hashem say NO to this sincere expression 
of “ahavas Hashem”? 

Conversely, answering YES  and allowing 
Bnei Yisrael to experience Him would give 

them the connection to Hashem that they 
wanted. However it could also place the 
people in tremendous danger; as they are 
not ready for such an encounter.  Ultimately 
they couldn’t cope and they beg Moshe to 
speak with them.  The Apter Rov echoes 
Rashi’s approach. He writes that the “Divrei 
Ha’am” was their desire to come close to 
Hashem. Moshe relays this information. In 
his second approach the Apter Rov argues 
with Rashi. Whereas Rashi sees the desire 
to connect with Hashem as emanating 
from the people, the Ohev Yisrael says that 

“divrei ha’am el Hashem” means that their 
words were from Hashem, the shechina was 
speaking through them. The inspiration 
came from above. 

The Kli Yakar picks up on a previous 
conversation between the elders and Moshe. 
The Bnei Yisroel slowly realise that there will 
be a chain of transmission that extends from 
Moshe to the elders and eventually down to 
them. They protest and demand that the 
chain be shortened. They want to hear from 
Hashem directly without intermediaries.  
This is reflected in the different verbs that 
are used in pasuk 8 and pasuk 9. In pasuk 
8 the Torah says: “מֶׁשה  Moshe took ”ַוָּיֶׁשב 
the words of the people back to Hashem. 
They had spoken and Moshe relayed their 
conversation to Hashem.  In pasuk 9 it says 

מֶׁשה“  Moshe told Hashem what they ”ַוַּיֵּגד 
were generally saying. This wasn’t a reply 
to a specific issue, but rather a comment 
that Moshe mentions to Hashem. The 
people don’t want a chain of transmission.  
Following the conversation Hashem issues 
new instructions to the people to prepare for 
a direct encounter. 

Finally the Kesav Sofer explains that 
this pasuk isn’t a challenge for Hashem 
as Rashi wrote but a challenge for Moshe. 
Until this point in the narrative, Hashem 
had only spoke to Moshe. At this point in 
the story the Bnei Yisrael are demanding 
that Hashem speak with them too. Moshe’s 
status as the singular individual whom 
Moshe speaks with was being threatened, 
they would all be kedoshim. Moshe rises 
above the challenge to his exalted status 
and says to Hashem, “in the same happy 
way that I reported to you the na’aseh ve 
nishma of the Bnei Yisrael so to I am happy 
to report to you that the nation wants to 
hear you and I am happy for all of us to 
experience the closeness. 

Looking back at Rashi’s interpretation 
Rabbi Menachem Leibtag suggests that 
every parent ultimately has the same 
struggle as Hashem kevayachol.

As a child grows up, there are times when 
he wishes to do things on his own. Despite 
his clear incapability to perform the given 
task, his desire to accomplish is the key 
to his growth. A wise parent will allow his 
child to try, even though he knows that the 
child will fail. Better one recognise the limits 
of his capabilities on his own rather than be 
told by others that he cannot accomplish. 

On the other hand, although a child’s 
desire to grow should not be inhibited by an 
overprotective parent, a responsible parent 
must also know when to tell his child stop. 

Likewise, Hashem is well aware of Bnei 
Yisrael’s unworthiness to encounter the 
Divine at the highest level. Nevertheless, 
He encourages them to aspire to their 
highest potential. As Bnei Yisrael struggle 
to maintain the proper balance between 

“ahava” and “yirah,” Hashem must guide 
and they must strive.



??
livingwithmitzvos.comQ

U
IZ

TI
M

E

4. What is a perquisite for receiving the Torah?

In memory of 

Leslie and Freda Aaronson

PA
RS

HA
H

Are You a Jealous Person?
Why Envy is Ignorance
Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Jacobson | The Yeshiva
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The tenth and final of the Ten Commandments recorded in 
this week’s portion (Vaeschanan) reads: “You shall not covet 
your neighbour’s wife; you shall not covet your neighbour’s 
house, nor his field, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, 
nor his ox, nor his donkey, and anything that belongs to your 
neighbour.” (Shemos 20:14)

The structure of the verse seems 
strange. In the beginning, the Torah 
specifies seven things we should 
not covet: “You shall not covet 
your neighbour’s wife; you shall 
not covet your neighbour’s home, 
nor his field, nor his manservant, 
nor his maidservant, nor his ox, 
nor his donkey.” But then, at the 
conclusion of the verse, the Bible 
states: “And anything that belongs 
to your neighbour.” Why the 
unnecessary redundancy? Why not 
just state at the onset “You shall 
not covet anything that belongs 
to your neighbour,” which would 
include all of the specifics? And 
if the Torah does not want to rely 
on generalizations and wishes to 
specify details, why does it specify 
only a few items and then anyhow 
revert to a generalization, “And 
anything that belongs to your 
neighbour?”   

A Holistic Story    
In lashon hakodesh, the word 

employed for “anything” and 
“everything” is identical, “kol.” 
Hence, the above verse can also be 

translated as, “You shall not covet 
your neighbour’s wife; you shall not 
covet your neighbour’s house, nor 
his field, nor his manservant, nor 
his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his 
donkey, and everything that belongs 
to your neighbour.” By concluding 
the verse with these words, the 
Torah is not just instructing us not 
to covet anything of our neighbour, 
but also helping us achieve this 
difficult state of consciousness.    

How could you demand from a 
person not to be jealous? When I 
walk into your home and observe 
your living conditions, your cars, 
your bank accounts, and your 
general life style, how could I not 
become envious?    

The answer is, “Do not covet 
everything that belongs to your 
neighbour.” What the Torah is 
intimating is that it is indeed easy 
to envy the home and spouse of 
your neighbour, his servants, his ox 
and donkey; yet the question you 
have to ask yourself is, do you covet 

“everything that belongs to your 
neighbour?” Are you prepared to 

assume his or her life completely? 
To actually become him?

You cannot see life as myriads of 
disjointed events and experiences. 
You can’t pluck out one aspect 
of somebody’s life and state “I 
wish I could have had his (or her) 
marriage, his home, his career, his 
money…” Life is a holistic and 
integrated experience. Each life, 
with its blessings and challenges, 
with its obstacles and opportunities, 
constitutes a single story, a 
narrative that begins with birth and 
ends with death. Every experience 
in our life represents one chapter 
of our singular, unique story and 
we do not have the luxury to pluck 
out a chapter from someone’s story 
without embracing their entire life-
journey.     

When you isolate one or a few 
aspects of someone else’s life, it is 
natural to become envious. But when 
you become aware of “everything 
that belongs to your neighbour,” 
your perception is altered. Do you 
really want to acquire everything 
that is going on in his or her life?     

So the next time you feel yourself 
coveting the life of the other, ask 
yourself if you really want to become 
them.    

Ralph Waldo Emerson was 
correct when he observed that “envy 
is ignorance”.
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זכור את יום השבת לקדשו )כ' ח'(
Remember the day of Shabbos to sanctify it

What exactly is the Torah telling us to 
remember about Shabbos? 

The Ramban explains, based on the 
Mechilta that we should constantly have 
Shabbos on our minds, even during the 
other days of the week. Because if we think 
of Shabbos, we will remember that Shabbos 
was the day on which Hashem rested after 
He created the world in six days. This will 
therefore boost our emunah and recognition 
of Hashem as our Creator.

But still one could ask, what does it 
mean to remember? Are we really in danger 
of forgetting weekly about Shabbos and 
forgetting that Hashem created the world?

The Gemara in Megilla, when discussing 
the mitzvah to remember Amalek, writes 
that the word “זכור remember”, means to 
remember in one’s heart. Meaning, it is 
not simply a mitzvah to remember and not 
to forget the hardcore facts. Rather, it is a 
mitzvah for one’s heart to be awakened to 
the feeling of hatred against Amalek and the 
mitzvah to destroy them.

Similarly with Shabbos. Of course, we 
know in our heads that Hashem created the 
world and rested on Shabbos. But do we 
always feel this in our heart? Are we always 
aware of it in our day to day lives?

This is what is meant by זכור  remember. 
To be awakened to it in your heart. Even 
during our mundane activity during the 
week we should be constantly reminding 
ourselves in our hearts that Hashem runs 
the world. For example, when we achieve 
success, we should feel humbled by 
Hashem’s kindness, rather than take credit 
for it ourselves.

This is best explained by the 
following mashal.

A wealthy man was once seen collecting 
leftover stale bread from bakeries. An 
observer asked him why was he busy with 
stale bread when he could afford fresh bread.

The rich businessman replied, “It 
reminds me of my early days when I was 
poor and lived off this.” And then he told the 
following story about himself.

30 years ago he had lived with his 
mother, a poor and simple life. He worked 
consistently every day as a low level cleaner 
in a factory. One day, he arrived at work to 
hear some bad news; the boss (a non-Jew) 
had passed away.

But what a shock he received when he 
heard the next piece of news. The boss 
(whom he had met approximately 4 times in 
total) had left him to inherit 51% ownership 
of the business!

He described how he was so shocked 
with this piece of news that he went home 
and sat on the couch with his mother the 
entire day, unable to move!

From that day on, things only got better. 
But he never wanted to forget his early days.

“One thing is absolutely crystal clear to 
me from this,” the wealthy man ended his 
story, “all of my wealth came directly from 
Hashem. Totally. Not because of me at all. 
And for that I will always be grateful”

.remember. In your heart זכור

Matan Torah is a majestic, awe-inspiring occasion, 

and it is certainly the focus of this week’s parshah. 

However it is bookended by two enigmatic passages. 

Before the special instructions to purify themselves 

for three days, Moshe goes up the mountain and 

receives a special message from Hashem. As the 

introduction to the most fundamental experience we 

have gone through as a nation, these words contain 

a basic tenet for all that is to follow.

Hashem declares:

ִלי  ִוְהִייֶתם  ֶאת־ְּבִריִתי  ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם  ְּבֹקִלי  ִּתְׁשְמעּו  ִאם־ָׁשמֹוַע  ְוַעָּתה 

ְסֻגָּלה ִמָּכל־ָהַעִּמים ִּכי־ִלי ָּכל־ָהָאֶרץ׃ ְוַאֶּתם ִּתְהיּו־ִלי ַמְמֶלֶכת ֹּכֲהִנים 

ְוגֹוי ָקדֹוׁש...

Behold if you will listen intently to my voice, and 
keep my covenant, and you will be for me the most 
treasured of all the nations - for the all the land is 
mine. And you will be for me for me a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation. (Shemos 19:5-6)

The Netziv explains: The first statement, ִאם־ָׁשמֹוַע 
-listening intently to My voice, refers to in ,ִּתְׁשְמעּו ְּבֹקִלי
depth Torah study - the close analysis and precision 
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All The Better To Hear You With
Rashi (Shemos 19:10) points out that before 

Mattan Torah any member of Bnei Yisrael who 
suffered from illness, disease, or handicap was 
cured. The blind could now see, the deaf could now 
hear, and the dumb could now speak. Is there any 
connection between Mattan Torah and this healing? 
One could answer that Hashem wanted Bnei Yisrael 
to have a full experience of the Divine revelation at 
Har Sinai. That meant connecting with Hashem, so 
to speak, with every sense the body has. Therefore, 
Hashem healed all ailments, so that the revelation 
of Mattan Torah would be imbued within us to the 
greatest possible degree. 

Same Words, Different Reactions
The Imrei Emes writes that just before Mattan 

Torah, Hashem said to Moshe: “So you shall say to 
Beis Yaakov and speak to Bnei Yisrael.” (Shemos 
19:3) Rashi explains that Hashem was telling Moshe 
to speak to the ladies (Beis Yaakov) in a soft manner 
(amirah is a soft form of speech), while he should 
speak to the men (Bnei Yisrael) in a more harsh form 
of speech (tageid). In other words, women will listen 

only if you speak softly to them - so speak to them 
that way, while men need a good telling off before 
they pay any attention (as women will attest to), so 
speak to them harshly. The Imrei Emes is puzzled by 
this - where do we find that Moshe carried out this 
command? Where does the Torah report that Moshe 
spoke to the women softly and to the men harshly? 
To make matters worse, Hashem told Moshe to use 
the same words for the women and the men; he was 
not allowed to use any of his own words, as Rashi 
says. How, then, could he fulfil Hashem’s command 
to adjust his message if the text was to be the same 
for the men and the women? The answer, writes 
the Imrei Emes, is in the next three pesukim (ibid. 
19:4-6), which contain the message Hashem wanted 
Moshe to relate: the fact that Hashem took us out 
of Egypt and that we are a chosen and holy nation. 
The message itself contains soft and harsh forms of 
speech. The women would look at being a ‘chosen 
and holy nation’ as a privilege, as something to spur 
them on in serving Hashem, while the men would 
look at it as a responsibility - since we are a chosen 
and holy nation, we need to maintain high standards. 
The women would see these sentences as soft and 

encouraging, while the men would see them more as 
harsh warnings of responsibility. Each person has to 
be educated a certain way, therefore we must speak 
to them in a way that they will respond and relate to.

Mount Humility
Chazal tell us that Hashem chose Har Sinai to 

host Mattan Torah because it was the smallest and 
‘most humble’ of mountains. The Chofetz Chaim 
stresses that humility (anavah) is the prerequisite 
for accepting the Torah, for someone who is haughty 
cannot subsume himself into Torah, since he views 
himself as more important than Torah. Moreover, the 
Mechilta stresses that only someone with anavah 
can accept the Torah, since Moshe (who was the 
most humble person ever) went up Har Sinai to 
receive it. Similarly, the gemara likens Torah to water, 
because just like water only flows from a high place 
to a low place, so too Torah only flows to someone 
low and humble. The Kotzker Rebbe explains that 
parashas  (and Chumash) Bamidbar is so named to 
teach us that only one who makes themselves like 
a desert - having no ego - will be able to receive the 
Torah fully.

that is needed to achieve a thorough understanding 
of Torah. The next step, ֶאת־ְּבִריִתי  refers to ,ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם 
the covenant of avodah - as we find with the very 
first bris in the Torah, the bris bein habesarim, where 
Avrohom Avinu dedicated korbanos to Hashem. If 
we do these two things, the pasuk concludes, we 
will be the most treasured from all the nations (or 
as the Seforno puts it: all the nations of the world 
are treasured, and you will be the most treasured of 
them all) and we will be a kingdom of priests and a 
holy nation.

So we have Torah, and we have Avodah. But 
what of the third part of that familiar triad, chessed? 
The Netziv explains that chessed is so crucial to 
the essence of creation, and more specifically 
to the genetic makeup of the Jewish nation, as 
exemplified by Avrohom, Yitzchok, and Yaakov, that 
it did not need to be listed as a condition with Torah 
and avodah.

The Netziv continues however, that in fact 
the conclusion of the posuk can be read slightly 
differently. ִמָּכל־ָהַעִּמים ְסֻגָּלה  ִלי   ,he suggests ,ִוְהִייֶתם 
is not the result of devoting ourselves to Torah and 
avodah. Rather, it is part of the commandment - we 
must make ourselves more treasured than the other 
nations of the world. Chessed is indeed a universal 
precept, practised by all of humanity. As Jews 
however, we must distinguish ourselves by helping 
others not simply because of an instinctual or 
intellectual imperative. Chessed must reach beyond 

simply doing something for another because “I can’t 
take advantage of him”, “I would want him to do the 
same thing for me”, or “I feel guilty seeing someone 
suffering”. Rather we must develop a sensitivity to 
others because Hashem has commanded us to do so. 

This might seem counter-intuitive at first; isn’t 
it enough to do good just to want to help another 
human being? Indeed, a recent survey in the USA 
found that people tend to agree that these are good 
reasons to dedicate money and time to others. And 
yet more than 50% of people surveyed admitted 
that they didn’t give a single dollar to charity nor 
volunteer any time to help others, and only 15% 
gave 2% of their annual income! The many tzedakah 
and chessed-related mitzvos in the Torah underscore 
the fact that true sensitivity to chessed goes beyond 
our natural inclinations, and is a character trait 
that we must cultivate in ourselves as a Divinely-
ordained mitzvah.

It is these three things together, Torah, Avodah, 
and Chesed - all dedicated lesheim shamayim, to the 
service of Hashem, that will allow us to merit to be 
a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation”. And before 
Hashem gets into the details of the aseres hadibros 
(which according to Rav Saadia Gaon, contain hints 
to the entire 613 mitzvos), it is these three things, that 
we must absorb and fully dedicate ourselves to.

So that’s the introduction to Matan Torah - what 
of the postscript? The parsha concludes with some 

laws of building an altar to offer sacrifices, and the 
final law is ַעל־ִמְזְּבִחי ְבַמֲעֹלת   do not go up - ְוֹלא־ַתֲעֶלה 
steps to my altar. The mizbe’ach in the mishkan (and 
later the beis hamikdash) was to have a ramp, rather 
than steps. At first glance this seems like an oddly 
specific law to finish off the parsha that lays the 
foundation for the future of the Jewish nation. 

There is however an essential message in this 
halacha. Having just soared from the depths of the 
49th level of impurity in Egypt, to unimaginable 
spiritual heights and being charged for eternity to 
become a “nation of priests”, we are reminded about 
how to make these aspirations and expectations 
a reality. We must view avoda as a ramp, not as a 
staircase. A staircase is made up of defined steps, 
all the same size. A ramp on the other hand has no 
defined units. Moving up the ramp can be done in 
large steps or in small - and different occasions, and 
different paths of spiritual growth, call for different 
size steps as we proceed up the ramp of life.

There is one other key difference between a 
staircase and a ramp. Each stair on a staircase is 
horizontal; a ramp is slanted. On a staircase you can 
pause for a minute, a day, a year, a lifetime. On a 
ramp however, like the proverbial down-escalator, if 
you don’t keep applying energy, and moving up, you 
will gradually start slipping back. Profound spiritual 
growth, whether in Torah, avodah, or chessed, is in 
our grasp - as long as we keep moving forward, step 
by meaningful step.



 ANSWERS
1. The first five commandments deal with the mitzvos Bein Adam LeMakom, man 

and Hashem, while the second deal with Bein Adam Lechaveiro, man and his 
fellow.

2. Rashi in Shir Hashirim (4:5) brings the comparisons between each parallel 
commandment. I am Hashem opposite do not kill since a killer minimises 
the G-dlike form of man. You should not have other gods opposite adultery 
since the action reflects the same unfaithfulness to the partner. Not saying 
Hashem’s Name in vain opposite stealing, since a thief will end up swearing 
falsely. Remembering Shabbos opposite not to give false testimony as 
profaning Shabbos is like giving false testimony against Hashem. Honouring 
parents opposite jealousy since a jealous man will end up with a child who 
will not honour him.

3. The Baal Haturim (20:13) brings that they contain 620 letters alluding to the 
613 Torah Mitzvos and the seven Noachide Laws. 620 is the gematria of keser, 
crown, that comes when we do all of these.

4. Rashi (19:2) brings that what is needed is achdus, unity. We find the same thing 

by Megillas Esther where the problem was that the Jews were an Am Mefuzor, 

a nation spread out, meaning having arguments. However, the salvation came 

about when – lech knos es kol hayehudim, they gathered together in unity. This 

resulted in a reacceptance of Torah, kimu vekiblu.

5. The Gemara Brachos (12a) answers that this was done originally but was 

abolished due to the heretics. They would come to say that by only reading 

this implies that there was no more Torah other than this.

6. The Rosh (20:1) brings from the Ramban that the first two are 

the main commandments and therefore are described as being said directly. 

However, the others not being as fundamental are described as having been 

heard from Hashem.
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Yisro made the incredible exchange from idolatrous 
priest to earnest proselyte. Following a spell as a royal 
Egyptian courtier1 and experimenting with all forms of 
idol-worship (his nickname Putiel recalling “fattening 
(shepitem) calves for gods”2), Yisro discovered the truth 
and boldly made the leap. 

Inspired by the miraculous Exodus of the Jewish 
people and its aftermath, he alone heard the call to 
become one of G-d’s faithful.3 In so doing, Moshe’s 
father-in-law turned his back on a life of luxury in Midian 

– where the masses angrily turned against him4 – to join 
the wandering chosen nation in the wilderness. 

In its presentation in the biblical narrative (leaving to 
one side the Talmudic debate on the actual chronology,5) 
Yisro’s arrival in the Jewish camp forms the dramatic 
backdrop to acceptance of the divine law at Sinai. Indeed, 
the declaration of G-d’s supremacy from an expert in 
idolatry6 was a prerequisite to the national embrace of 
Torah7 -- to the extent, that this earth-shattering event 
lies within the weekly Torah portion named after him: 

“Parshas Yisro”. 

Converting to Judaism signals a spiritual 
transformation. Any earlier lifestyle is to recede into 

the past; it is as if, his former existence dies, and he is 
reborn anew.8 Hereafter, his altered and reinvigorated 
lease of life beats to the pulse of Torah. 

This metamorphosis was experienced nationally at 
Sinai as every member of the Jewish people became 
converts to Judaism. The Divine Revelation and giving of 
Torah marked their birth anew, their eternal covenant to 
submit their will to that of their Creator. The protagonist 
to pioneer, and so-to-speak, formulate the template to 
this evolution, would be Moshe’s esteemed father-in-
law Yisro.

His arrival is introduced with the words “Yisro…
heard about all that G-d had done for Moshe and His 
people Israel when He brought Israel out of Egypt”.9 
The implications are, that, although other nations heard 
about all these miracles, ultimately it was only Yisro who 

“heard” and took it to heart. He alone reacted by joining 
the future chosen people. Courageous enough to act 
upon his newfound commitment, no matter the personal 
consequences or discomfort, he was prepared to 
revolutionize his life. Thus Yisro does indeed represent 
the paradigm convert.10 

Moreover, Yisro underwent the requisite steps 
for conversion including circumcision,11 a convert’s 
sacrifices and a thanksgiving meal attended by the 
masses.12 His passionate trail and quest for truth, 
exploring --but then rejecting-- every form of idolatry 
known to man,13 Yisro’s acceptance of G-d compels 
every member of the Jewish nation. 

Accordingly, Yisro certainly deserved the honor 
bestowed onto him by Moshe, Aharon and the other 
dignitaries when he joined the Jewish encampment. 
As the harbinger of proselytism, it is appropriate that 
the Torah portion detailing the acceptance of Torah be 
called “Parshas Yisro” and be preceded by reference to 
his extraordinary and exemplary self-sacrifice.  

Not content with merely embracing the Jewish 
religion, Yisro went one stage further: he actively 
suggested improvements to make the impact and 
dissemination of Torah more efficiently. But it is his 
rousing example as the superlative model of a convert 
that is the requisite prelude to the national embracing of 
Judaism by the Jewish people at Sinai.

1  “Paroh had three close courtiers: Bilaam, Iyov and Yisro” (Sotah 11a).

2  Rashi, Bamidbar 25:11.

3  Shemos 18:1.

4  Scorned and spurned by his townsfolk, he defied the Midianites’ angry reaction to 
his disillusionment with their gods even though he suffered as a consequence. His 
daughters, as shepherdesses to his flocks, were regularly mocked and driven away 
by other shepherds (Shemos 2:16-18).

5  See Zevachim 116a whether Yisro’s arrival was before or after the Divine 
Revelation at Sinai, Yisro’s coming is presented in the Chumash before the giving 
of Torah.

6  “Now I know that G-d is greater than all the gods” (Shemos 18:11)

7  Zohar 2, 67b

8  The Talmud describes a convert’s emergence from the mikveh, “as a new-born 
child” (Yevamos 48b). As a newly born baby circumcised on the eighth day of its 
birth, the convert similarly undergoes circumcision and assumes a Jewish name 
to reflect his new, special identity. Thereafter he embraces a life of Torah ideals 
and values divorced from his murky past. See also our essay on Avraham: The 
Other-Sider.

9  Shemos 18:1

10  “When Yisro came, G-d accepted him drawing him close to His worship. From 
that point onwards, all converts would [therewith] enter under the wings of the 
Shechinah, Divine Presence” (Zohar 2 68a).

11  Sanhedrin 94a

12  See Seforno & Meshech Chochmah, Shemos 18:12

13  Yisro and Moshe disagreed whether it was better to educate a child, in the first 
instance, as a fully righteous person (Moshe’s position) or whether to be initially 
expose to idolatry and external philosophies and led him overcome adversity and 
sin to discover the truth as a penitent (as Yisro had). (See Mechilta, Yisro 1:1).

 NAME  Yisro

 OTHER NAMES Reuel, Yeser, Chovev, Chever, Kaini, Putiel, 

 CHILDREN Seven daughters including Tziporah, wife of Moshe  
  and the wife of Elazar son of Aharon.

 COUNTRY OF RESIDENCE Midian (formerly Egypt)

 ⇒ Advisor to Pharaoh in Egypt

 ⇒ Idolatrous high priest in Midian

 ⇒ Gave Moshe refuge in his house after helping his daughters at the well

 ⇒ His daughter Tziporah married Moshe

 ⇒ Moshe left his father-in-law to redeem the Jewish nation in Egypt

 ⇒ Heard about the Exodus and joined the Jewish people with the intention of converting 
to Judaism

 ⇒ Important contribution to the judicial system facilitating different courts

 ⇒ Returned home to convert his family
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