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What Did the Luchos Look Like? 

 
The Dimensions: 

Chaza”l tell us that they were thick cube-like blocks of stone, six handbreadths tall, six handbreadths wide, and 

three handbreadths deep. In modern measurements, that is just over 18”x18”x 9”. The sages of the Talmud 

demonstrate how Luchos of this size, with other items, fit neatly into the Ark of the Covenant in the Mishkan. 

It is interesting to note that nowhere is there any mention of them having the rounded tops that are so common in 

the popular drawings of Moshe and the Luchos. This design appears to be the invention of non-Jewish artists. 

Many are strict not to portray the Luchos with rounded tops. 

The Material: 

The tradition is that both sets of Luchos were made of sapphire. After Moshe broke the first set, G-d revealed a 

large deposit of sapphire in Moshe' tent. Moshe used some of the stone to carve the second Luchos and was 

permitted to keep the remains. 

The Letters Were Engraved All the Way Through: 

ֶפן פרק לב טו שמות ֶרד ַויִּ ן מֶשה ַויֵּ י ָהָהר-מִּ נֵּ ֻדת ֻלֹחת ּושְׁ ָידֹו ָהעֵּ ים ֻלֹחת בְׁ ֻתבִּ י כְׁ נֵּ שְׁ יֶהם מִּ רֵּ ֶזה ֶעבְׁ ֶזה מִּ ם ּומִּ ים הֵּ ֻתבִּ  :  כְׁ

"And Moshe turned and went down from the mountain and the two Luchos of the testimony were in his hand, 

inscribed from both their sides; they were inscribed on both sides."   

This means that the inscription was engraved through and through. As such, the words were clearly legible on 

one side and written in mirror writing on the other. Now there are two Hebrew letters, the ם and the ס, that are 

closed from all sides. The centers of these letters must have been miraculously suspended in place. 

Some explain that the writing was miraculously legible on each side. In other words, although the letters were 

engraved all the way through, they could nevertheless be read from right to left on both sides. (Rabenu Bachaye 

explains that this is because the Torah can be understood on two levels, one revealed and one hidden). Others 

explain that there was a space between each Commandment, where the same Commandment appeared backwards, 

engraved through from the other side. 

How Many Commandments on Each Luach?     

R’ Chanina ben Gamliel held according to our custom, that the Luchos had five commandments each.  

The Chachomim held that each Luach had all Ten Commandments. R’ Shimon bar Yochai held that all Ten 

Commandments were written twice on each Luach, once on the front and once on the back. Finally, R’ Simai 

held that the Ten Commandments were written four times on each Luach.  

The widely excepted explanation of R’ Simai’s opinion is that the Luchos were shaped like cubes, and the Ten 

Commandments were written on each of the four sides (not including the top and bottom). Some Acharonim 

explain that this was in order that the Commandments could be read from any side a person might view them. For 

this reason, it was unnecessary to write the Commandments on the top or bottom of the Luchos (see Korban Eida 

and Ra”sh Sirrilio here; Teshuvos Radvaz III, 549). Others explain that on each face of the Luchos, the Ten 

Commandments were written in a different direction; from top to bottom, or from bottom to top (see Ra”sh 

Sirrilio). 



Each Luach had Five Commandments:  

Some explain the latter opinions listed above to mean that all Ten Commandments were written once, or even 

numerous times, on each Luach. 

However, the Mabit (Beis Elokim, 

Shaar HaYesodos 12, s.v. U’mipnei) 

suggests that all opinions might agree 

that the first five Commandments were 

written on one Luach, while the second 

five were written on the other. They 

argued over how many times the five 

were written on each. According to R’ 

Chanina ben Gamliel they were written 

once on each. According to the 

Chachomim they were written twice on 

each, for a total of ten. According to R’ 

Shimon they were written four times 

on each, twice on the front and twice on the back. According to R’ Simai they were written twice on each of the 

four sides of the Luchos, for a total of forty commandments on each. 

Reconciling All Four Opinions:  

The Rama of Panno (Asara Maamaros: Chikur HaDin II, ch. 2) offers a fascinating explanation, which reconciles 

all four opinions in the Gemara. He writes that the Luchos were six tefachim wide by six tefachim high, and three 

tefachim thick. Thus, on the front and back sides of each Luach, there was a surface of six by six tefachim on 

which to write all Ten Commandments. However, on the sides, top and bottom of the Luchos, the surface was 

only three by six tefachim. Only five Commandments were written on the sides, top and bottom. It comes out that 

each Luach had Ten Commandments on front, ten on back, five on the top, bottom, right and left sides, for a total 

of forty commandments on each Luach. 

When Moshe Rabbeinu descended from Har Sinai, he held the Luchos one in front of the other. The writing was 

visible only from the sides, where five Commandments were seen on each – hence R’ Chanina ben Gamliel’s 

opinon. Later, he separated them and revealed that on the front of each were all Ten Commandments – the opinion 

of the Chachomim. When he held them up for Bnei Yisroel to see, the Ten Commandments could be seen on both 

the front and back – R’ Shimon’s opinion. When he placed the Luchos before them to investigate more thoroughly, 

they saw that five Commandments were written on each side, a total of forty commandments on each – the opinion 

of R’ Simai. 

Thus, all the opinions in our Gemara are correct; each referred to a different part of the Luchos. The Rama of 

Panno adds that Hashem wrote the Commandments on all sides of the Luchos, since Bnei Yisroel camped around 

the Mishkan from all four sides. Thus, from wherever they were camped they would be able to read the Luchos. 

From here it seems that the Luchos were taken out and displayed on at 

least one occasion, as Bnei Yisroel were encamped in their places around 

the Mishkan and gazed at the Luchos HaBris.  

Symbolism of Two Luchos:  

Standard explanation is that the Commandments consisted of two parts, 

Mitzvos between man and Hashem and Mitzvos between man and one’s 

fellow. Others relate the symbolism to the two types of Torah, the 

Written Torah and the Oral Torah.   

The Rabbis also offer (Tanchuma Ekev 10) that the two Luchos reflect different aspects of creation: Heaven and 

Earth; Chasan and Kallah, two close friends, two worlds (all are one allusion).  

 

 

The right-hand tablet bearing the duties to G-d consists of 146 

words. The left-hand tablet listing our human responsibilities only has 

26 words. Yet, tradition has it that both Luchos were filled with 

writing. There were no big, blank spaces. So how did 26 words equal 

the space of 146 words? 

Well, anybody who uses a computer or word processor knows the 

answer. You simply adjust the font size. You can type in 10 point size 

or 24 point size. Take your pick. So if we apply that same principle to 

the Luchos we have a simple solution. The 26 words on the left, 

reflecting our moral and ethical human responsibilities were simply a 

bigger size than the 146 words on the right reflecting our G-dly, 

religious responsibilities. Thus, we must never underestimate the 

importance of the human relations side of the Commandments. 

 



39 Avos Melachos 

 Melachah On Shabbos On Yom Tov מלאכות 39

 Zoreah (Sowing) Prohibited Prohibited   זֹוֵרעַ 

 Choresh (Plowing) Prohibited Prohibited חֹוֵרׁש

 Kotzair (Reaping) Prohibited Prohibited ּקֹוֵצר

ֵמר  M'amair (Gathering) Prohibited Prohibited ְמע 

ש  Dash (Threshing) Prohibited Prohibited דָּ

 Zoreh (Winnowing) Prohibited Prohibited ּזֹוֶרה

 Borer (Sorting ) Prohibited [generally] permitted ּבֹוֵרר

 Tochain (Grinding) Prohibited [generally] permitted ּטֹוֵחן

ֵּקד  Meraked (Sifting) Prohibited Prohibited ְמר 

 Lash (Kneading) Prohibited [generally] permitted לָּש

 Ofeh / Bishul (Baking/cooking) Prohibited [generally] permitted אֹוֶפהַּוִביׁשּול

 Gozez (Shearing) Prohibited Prohibited ּגֹוֵזז

ֵּבן  Melabain (Whitening) Prohibited Prohibited ְמל 

ץְמנ פֵַ  
Menafetz  

(Disentangling, Combing) 
Prohibited 

Prohibited 

 Tzovayah (Dyeing) Prohibited Prohibited ּצֹוֵבעַ 

 Toveh (Spinning) Prohibited Prohibited ּטֹוֶוה

 ֵמיֵסְך
Maisach  

(Mounting the warp) 
Prohibited 

Prohibited 

ֵתיִַניִרין  עֹוֶׁשהְַׁשֵתיַבָּ
Oseh Beis Batai Neirin  

(Setting two heddles) 
Prohibited 

Prohibited 

 Oraig (Weaving) Prohibited Prohibited אֹוֵרג

 Potzai'ah (Separating threads) Prohibited Prohibited פֹוֵצעַ 

 Koshair (Tying a knot) Prohibited Prohibited קֹוֵשר

ִתיר  Matir (Untying a knot) Prohibited Prohibited מ 

 Tofair (Sewing) Prohibited Prohibited תֹוֵפר

 Ko'reah (Tearing) Prohibited Prohibited ּקֹוֵרעַ 

ד  Tzad (Trapping) Prohibited Prohibited ּצָּ

 Shochet (Slaughtering) Prohibited [generally] permitted ּׁשֹוֲחט

ְפִשיט  Mafshit (Skinning) Prohibited [generally] permitted מ 

ֵּבד  ְמע 
M'abaid  

(Salting/tanning process) 
Prohibited [generally] permitted 

ְרֵטט  Mesharteit (Tracing lines) Prohibited Prohibited ְמׁש 

ֵחק  ְממ 
Memacheik  

(Smoothing / scraping) 
Prohibited 

Prohibited 

ֵתק  Mechateich (Cutting to shape) Prohibited Prohibited ְמח 

 ּכֹוֵתב
Kotaiv  

(Writing two or more letters) 
Prohibited 

Prohibited 

 מֹוֵחק
Mochaik  

(Erasing two or more letters) 
Prohibited 

Prohibited 

 Boneh (Building) Prohibited Prohibited ּבֹוֶנה

 Soiser (Demolishing) Prohibited Prohibited סֹוֵתר

ֶּבה  ”Mechabeh (Extinguishing) Prohibited only for actual “ochel nefesh ְמכ 

ְבִעיר  Ma'avir (Kindling) Prohibited [generally] permitted מ 

ִּטיש ֶּכהְַּבפ   מ 
Makeh B'Patish  

(Striking the final blow) 
Prohibited Prohibited 

ה אָּ  הֹוצָּ
Hotza'ah – (Transferring from 

domain to domain) 
Prohibited [generally] permitted 



  



 

39 Melachos Chart 
 

 

  

Zo 
 זֹוֵרעַ 

Zoreah 
(Sowing) 

Ch 
 חֹוֵרׁש

Choresh 
(Plowing) 

Kot 
ּקֹוֵצרַ  

Kotzair 
(Reaping) 

Mm 
ֵמרַ ְמע   

M'amair 
(Gathering) 

Du 
ש  דָּ

Dash 
(Threshing) 

Zr 
 ּזֹוֶרה

Zoreh 
(Winnowing) 

 

Mv 
ְבִעיר  מ 

Ma'avir 
(Kindling) 

Mc 
ֶבה  ְמכ 

Mechabeh 
(Extinguishing) 

Bo 
 בֹוֵרר

Borer 
(Sorting) 

To 
 ּטֹוֵחן

Tochain 
(Grinding) 

Mi 
ֵּקד ְמר   ה 

Miraked 
(Sifting) 

Lu 
ש  לָּ

Lash 
(Kneading) 

Of 
 אֹוֶפהַּוִביׁשּול

Ofeh / Bishul 
(Baking/ 

cooking) 

  

Kt 
 ּכֹוֵתב

Kotaiv  

(Writing 2 or 
more letters) 

Mk 
 מֹוֵחק

Mochaik  

(Erasing two or 
more letters) 

Go 
 ּגֹוֵזז

Gozez 
(Shearing) 

Me 
ֵבן  ְמל 

Melabain 
(Whitening) 

Mn 
ֵפץ  ְמנ 

Menafetz  

(Disentanglin
g Combing) 

Tz 
 ּצֹוֵבעַ 

Tzovayah 
(Dyeing) 

Tv 
 ּטֹוֶוה

Toveh 
(Spinning) 

Ma 
 ֵמיֵסְך

Maisach  

(Mounting the 
warp) 

OB 
עֹוֶׁשהְַׁשֵתיַ
ֵתיִַניִרין  בָּ

Oseh Beis 
Batai Neirin  

(Setting two 
heddles) 

 

Ho 
ה אָּ  הֹוצָּ

Hotza'ah – 
(Transferring 

from domain to 
domain) 

Or 
 אֹוֵרג

Oraig 
(Weaving) 

Poַ 
 פֹוֵצעַ 

Potzai'ah 
(Separating 

threads) 

Kos 
 קֹוֵשר

Koshair  

(Tying a 
knot) 

Mr 
ִתיר  מ 

Matir  

(Untying a 
knot) 

Mt 
ֵחק  ְממ 

Mechateich 
(Cutting to 

shape) 

Tf 
 תֹוֵפר

Tofair (Sewing) 

Kr 
 ּקֹוֵרעַ 

Ko'reah 
(Tearing) 

 

MP 
ֶּכה ִּטיש מ  ְבפ   

Makeh B'Patish  

(Striking the 
final blow) 

Td 
ד  ּצָּ

Tzad 
(Trapping) 

Sc 
 ּׁשֹוֲחט

Shochet 
Slaughtering 

Mf 
ְפִשיט  מ 

Mafshit 
(Skinning) 

Mb 
ֵבד  ְמע 

M'abaid 
(Salting/ 
tanning 
process) 

Mi 
ֵחק  ְממ 

Memacheik  

(Smoothing / 
scraping) 

Mh 
ְרֵטט  ְמׁש 

Mesharteit 
(Tracing lines) 

 

Bn 
 בֹוֶנה

Boneh 
(Building) 

So 
 סֹוֵתר

Soiser 

(Demolishing) 



An Extra Soul 

 נשמה יתירה
Source: 

Gemara (Beitzah 16a): Commenting on the verse, שבת וינפש (Shmos 31,17) Rav Shimon Ben Lakish maintains 

that the word “va-yinafash” can be read as three words שווי אבדה נפ  (I sigh at the loss of a soul), meaning that 

once Shabbat is over, one loses one's extra soul. Rashi explains the concept rationally, saying that the extra 

soul is the ability to open one's heart for serenity and happiness, enabling a person to appreciate the worldly 

acts of eating and drinking. 

Effect of the Extra Soul: 

Physical influence: Rashi indicates this extra soul enables an increase of the heart to relaxation and to joy.  And 

in order to encourage that feeling, one increases eating and drinking. In general a person experiences a greater 

internal physical contentment. 

Spiritual influence: Ramban explains that Shabbos is a primary source of holiness that one receives directly on 

that day enabling an increase in wisdom. Sefarno states that an increased ability enters that observer of 

Shabbos to engage in avodah and connection to HaShem. 

A doubled influence: Aruch haShulchan writes on Shabbos, every Jew acquires an extra soul. When Shabbos 

departs, so does this additional measure of spirituality. Rambam teaches that the pleasing fragrance of the 

Havdala spices soothes our consciousness as it is thrust back into its weekday state. Further a physical factor 

is involved in that the purifying fires of Gehennom, Purgatory, are not stoked during Shabbos; all souls being 

cleansed there ascend on high to celebrate Shabbos in Paradise. After Shabbos, any souls that have not yet 

completed their purification return to Gehennom, where the fires are being re-lit. To remove that physical 

odor, we smell the fragrant spices of Havdala. 

Time of the entrance of the Extra Soul: 

1. Eruv Shabbos at sun down מהרי"ץ 

2. After Chatzos (mid-day) Friday ציץ אליעזר 

3. According to the Tefillos of Shabbos, various stages of the extra soul enter the person סידור שערי ציון. At 

Marriv, one receives the level of Nefesh with the words "בואי כלה". The level of Ruach enters at Barchu. 

Finally the level of Neshama enters with the blessing of השכיבנו. The levels are reinforced in the morning 

prayers: Nefesh at the time of saying the pray נשמת כל חי; Ruach at the beginning of the Amidah; and 

Neshama when saying איה מקום כבודו during the kedusha of Mussaf. 

Extra Soul on Yom Tov: 

Rashbam (and others) clearly state that an extra soul does come to a person on Yom Tovim. 

Tosfos (and others) states that an extra soul does not come to a person on Yom Tovim. 

Kabbalists believe that an extra soul does enter but is not as strong as on Shabbos. 

Practical differences:  

Whether to say a blessing on species after Yom Tov or when Yom occurs on Saturday night. 

Repeating Bircas haMazon if forgot to say extra paragraph of Yaalei V’Yavo (assuming the reason that 

increased obligation to eat food on Shabbos comes from the Extra Nefesh and thus obligated to repeat 

Bircas haMazon on Shabbos if one forgot the extra paragraph) 

If allowed to fast on Yom Tov for a person that feels increase holiness from fasting 

If say the prayer of נשמת כל חי on Yom Tov which is related to the Extra Soul 

Final Word: Ariz”l states that upon awakening in the morning one should recite chapters of Mishnah since 

the word משנה has the same letters as נשמה. Accordingly, on Friday nights after receiving the extra soul, 

one should be careful to learn the chapter of Mishnah במה מדליקין since the soul is called a candle  כי נר

 .ה' נשמת אדם



Moshe Was Late 
ן־ָהָהר שמות לב,א:  ש ֹמֶשה ָלֶרֶדת מִּ י־ֹבשֵּ א ָהָעם כִּ ַוַירְׁ  

“And the people saw that Moshe was late in descending from the mountain (מן ההר), and the people gathered 

against Aharon, and they said to him: Arise, make for us a god who will go before us, because this Moshe, the 

man who brought us up from the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.” 

Rashi explains that the people made an error. On the 7th of Sivan Moshe ascended the mountain to receive the 

Torah.  He told the people that he would return at the end of 40 days before the sixth hour. The people assumed 

the count started with that day, the 7th of Sivan.  Forty days later (24 remaining days in Sivan) they calculated his 

return to be on the 16th of Tamuz. Moshe intended that the 40 days had to be days that included the prior night, 

and thus, the 7th day of Sivan was not included, and he would return on the 17th of Tamuz. 

Questions:  

1) The Torah does state that Moshe was on the mountain “forty days and forty nights” (Shmos 24,18). How 

is that reconciled with Moshe’s statement that he would return prior to the end of forty complete days? 

2) How did Moshe know the receiving of Torah would take until the 17th of Tamuz? 

3) Why the statement made in such a manner that indicated that the 16th of Tamuz was important? 

The following is possible assistance to understanding one of the most significant events in the history of mankind: 

Understanding the dates: 

One opinion is that the Torah was given on the 6th of Sivan. And the next day Moshe ascended the mountain in 

the morning.  (There is an opinion that the Torah was given on the 7th of Sivan and Moshe ascended on the 8th of 

Sivan). The month of Sivan was full (thirty days long).  

Therefore, Moshe was on the mountain slightly longer than 40 consecutive days (the vast part of the day of the 

7th of Sivan and the partial day until the sixth hour of the 17th of Tamuz). This period included 40 nights. Moshe 

understood that to include 40 nights required returning the day after that 40th night. 

Understanding the time needed to learn the Torah: 

The Gaon from Ostorvitze (Rabbi Meir Yechiel Halevi Holstok 1851-1928) explains the calculations of Moshe. 

First he refers to a Gemara (Avodah Zara 4) that describes the day of HaShem. For the first third of the day 

HaShem sits in judgement and the second third of the day he learns Torah. Another Gemara (Eiruvim 54b) relates 

that Moshe taught the Torah he learnt from HaShem four times and the Marhasha explains that Moshe learnt 

everything from HaShem four times (once new and repeated three times). Further, the Gemara (Kiddushim 30a) 

specifies that a person should divide his learning into three portions: a third for Scripture, a third for Mishnah and 

a third for Gemara.  

Based on this the Gaon could determine how much Moshe would learn each day from HaShem in order to 

complete the learning of the entire Scripture. Since the daytime was 12 hours long and HaShem divided His day 

into three portions of 4 hours each.  The second 4-hour portion was spent in learning the three portions of 

Scripture, Mishnah and Gemara. HaShem would learn Scripture with Moshe for a third of the four-hour period, 

which equals one and third hours. Since HaShem taught a new portion and then reviewed it an additional three 

times, that means that period of learning the new information (4/3 of an hour divided by 4) was 1/3 of an hour. 

How does one determine how much is it possible to be taught in this 1/3 of an hour? We find in the Gemara 

(Berachos 7a) that a moment )רגע( of time that one is able to say a three-letter word (Bilaam was able to say a 

three-letter curse) was 1 part of 8,888th of an hour (according to one reading of the Gemara). Therefore, when 

HaShem learnt for a third of an hour, Moshe would hear 8,888 letters (3 letters per each 8,888th portion of an hour 

for a third of an hour). 

 



Next one needs to determine how many days Moshe actually learned with HaShem during the 40-day period. 

Another Gemara (Yuma 4b) explains that according to one opinion the verses (Shmos 24, 15-16) describes the 

period that the Clouds covered Moshe for six days in preparation to accept the Torah. These six days started on 

the 7th of Sivan until the 12th of Sivan and were included in the forty days that Moshe was on the mountain. Thus, 

Moshe was with HaShem receiving the Torah from the 13th of Sivan until the 16th of Tamuz or a total of 34 days. 

Therefore, Moshe learnt a new portion of 8,888 words for 34 consecutive days which totals a letter count of 

302,192. Since the standard count of letters in the Torah is 304,805 (others list up to 304,840) there is a portion 

left over of at least 2613 letters for the final day of the 17th of Tamuz, approximately 30% of the regular daily-

learning schedule of HaShem and Moshe (which occurred during the fifth to eighth hours).  Thus, their learning 

for the final day would be approximately an hour and a fifth (30% of 4 hours).  Therefore, Moshe could predict 

in advance that he would return at the sixth hour of the 40th day (beginning with the 8th of Sivan). 

Understanding the importance of the 16th of Tamuz or “Heads Up” 

Why did the Torah write the seemingly superfluous words “from the mountain” ן־ָהָהר  what difference does - מִּ

it make if he was coming down from the mountain or from some other place? But there is a different way to 

understand the phrase מן ההר, as we will explain. 

Chazal understood that the acceptance of the Torah involved great drama. They explain the pasuk Shmos19:17 

“And they stood at the foot of the mountain” teaches that the mountain was uprooted from its place, and inverted 

over them like a barrel; that is that the mountain was raised up and suspended over them. Quite literally they stood 

under the mountain. “If you accept the Torah – well and good; if not this will be your grave (Shabbos 88a) 

Most people imagine that the mountain was held over their heads for a moment as an ultimatum and they people 

wisely agreed and the mountain returned to its original place.  

However, Rabbi Kruger (Imrei Sheref) explains differently that the matter was somewhat protracted. As long 

there existed the possibility that the Jews would rescind their agreement, the threat remained. Thus, he teaches 

that since the receiving of the Torah lasted forty days, the mountain was raised up and suspended over them all 

forty days, in case they did not accept the Torah and then Hashem would drop the mountain onto them.  

Therefore, the mountain remained suspended for the entire forty-day duration. But once the tablets came to the 

hands of Moshe (as the agent of the Jews) the receiving of the Torah was now finished, and they could no longer 

back out. Thus, on the fortieth day the mountain descended to its original place. 

But Moshe Rabbeinu did not descend until the next day, and this created a difficulty for Klal Yisrael. As long as 

they saw that the mountain was still suspended they knew that the receiving of the Torah has not yet concluded. 

But since the mountain had already descended and returned to its place, it was clear that the receiving of the Torah 

was completely finished, and so they wondered why Moshe had not yet come down. 

This is what the pasuk is saying, “And the people saw that Moshe was late in descending more than (מן) the 

mountain”. That the mountain had already descended to its place, but Moshe had not yet descended, and 

therefore they wondered, and said: “this Moshe…we do not know what has become of him”. 

  



CONSEQUENCES OF THE GOLDEN CALF 

Revised Relationship Between the People and HaShem 

 פרק לג שמות

ר ה א ַדבֵּ ם ֶאל-ֶאל 'ַויְׁ ָריִּ צְׁ ֶאֶרץ מִּ יָת מֵּ ָהָעם ֲאֶשר ֶהֱעלִּ ֶזה ַאָתה וְׁ ה מִּ ְך ֲעלֵּ ָהָאֶרץ ֲאֶשר -מֶשה לֵּ
שְׁ  ינִּ תִּ ָרָהם  ַבעְׁ ַאבְׁ ָחקלְׁ צְׁ יִּ ֶנָנה:   לְׁ ֲעָך ֶאתְׁ ַזרְׁ אֹמר לְׁ ַיֲעֹקב לֵּ  ּולְׁ

י ב תִּ ָשַלחְׁ ָפֶני וְׁ ָאְך ָךלְׁ י ַמלְׁ תִּ ַרשְׁ גֵּ י-ֶאת וְׁ ַנֲענִּ י ַהכְׁ י ָהֱאֹמרִּ תִּ ַהחִּ י וְׁ זִּ רִּ ַהפְׁ י וְׁ ּוִּ י ַהחִּ בּוסִּ ַהיְׁ  :  וְׁ

ָבש ָחָלב ָזַבת ֶאֶרץ-ֶאל ג י ּודְׁ ָך ֶאֱעֶלה לֹא כִּ בְׁ רְׁ קִּ י בְׁ ה-ַעם כִּ שֵּ ָך-ֶפן ַאָתה ֹעֶרף-קְׁ  :  ַבָדֶרְך ֲאֶכלְׁ

ַמע ד שְׁ ַאָבלּו ַהֶזה ָהָרע ַהָדָבר-ֶאת ָהָעם ַויִּ תְׁ לֹא ַויִּ יש ָשתּו-וְׁ יֹו אִּ  :  ָעָליו ֶעדְׁ

נֵּי-מֶשה ֱאֹמר ֶאל-ֶאל 'ַויֹאֶמר ה ה ל ַאֶתם ַעם-בְׁ ָראֵּ שְׁ ה-יִּ שֵּ ָך -קְׁ בְׁ רְׁ קִּ ֹעֶרף ֶרַגע ֶאָחד ֶאֱעֶלה בְׁ
לִּ  כִּ יָךוְׁ ד  יתִּ ַעָתה הֹורֵּ ָךוְׁ יְׁ ָעֶליָך ֶעדְׁ ָעה מֵּ דְׁ אֵּ  :  ָלְך-ֶאֱעֶשה ָמה וְׁ

י ו נֵּ לּו בְׁ ַנצְׁ תְׁ ל ֶאת-ַויִּ ָראֵּ שְׁ ב:-יִּ ַהר חֹורֵּ ָים מֵּ   ֶעדְׁ
Verses 1-3 establish that HaShem has “withdrawn” his direct connection to the Jews by not “personally” leading 

them into Eretz Yisrael. In recognition of this change, the “edyo” is removed from the Jews. 

Why does verse four says the Jews removed their “edyo”, yet in verse six HaShem tells Moshe to command the 

people to remove their “edyo”? And how do we understand the word “edyo”? 

The “edyo” עדיו means one’s ornament.  As seen below, this can mean a physical item (like jewelry or fine 

clothing) or could mean a spiritual item (like crowns or Tefillin). 

 Define “edyo” Understand the verses 

Saadyah 

Gaon 
 

The removal of the “edyo” by the Jews in anticipation of the 

response from HaShem elicited a mercy from HaShem that in 

lieu of total destruction, Hashem would “only” remove his 

direct leading of the Jews into the Land. 

Chizkuni  

Even though they already removed their “edyo”, Hashem still 

commanded them to remove it, due to the principal that “one 

who embarrasses oneself is not similar to one who is 

embarrassed by others (by HaShem).” 

Bechor Shor  

The Jews had removed their “edyo” from places that were 

visible to others (external).  HaShem commanded that all 

“edyo” be removed (even those under the outer garments). 

Shach  

At first, the Erev Rav, who had actually sinned with the Calf, 

removed their “edyo”, but the Jews who had not sinned did 

not remove their “edyo”. Hashem then commanded that the 

Jews should remove their “edyo” since they actually sinned 

by not protesting. 

Ibn Ezra 
Fine clothing and 

jewelry 

The latter verse (six) is to be understood as if written prior to 

verse four: In response to the command of HaShem the Jews 

remove the “edyo” 



Rav 

Avraham 

ben Maimon 

Weapons 

When the people heard the bad decree, many removed their 

weapons, while others keep wearing their weapons thinking 

they were still travelling. Thus, HaShem now commanded that 

all remove their weapons. 

Daas 

Zekanim (1) 
Weapons 

When the people heard the bad decree that Hashem would not 

lead them, they removed their weapons. Hashem told them to 

not wear their weapons again until Hashem so instructs them 

at the time that He would again lead them. 

R’ Bachaye  

(1) 

Clothes that 

received the 

blood from the 

sacrifices at the 

covenant; badges 

of honor 

The clothes represented the acceptance of the covenant from 

Har Sinai. After the incident with the Calf (denial of the part 

of the Covenant regarding idol worship), the Jews removed a 

portion of the special symbol of clothes. Then, HaShem 

commanded to remove all the clothes and they complied. 

ד  ָךהֹורֵּ יְׁ ָעֶליָך ֶעדְׁ (מֵּ  last three letters add up to 44 same as דם) 

Riva 

Clothes that 

received the 

blood at the 

covenant 

The Chachamim among the people removed their special 

clothes.  And then HaShem commanded all the people to 

remove the special clothing. 

Daas 

Zekanim (2) 

Jewelry and fine 

clothes& crowns 

The Jews acted like mourners )אבלים( and removed their 

jewelry.  However, they did not internalize the message that 

HaShem was now removed from them. So HaShem now 

commanded them to remove their crowns from Har Sinai. 

R’ Bachaye 

(2) 

Weapon & 

Crowns 

At Matan Torah, HaShem gave to the Jews a weapon that had 

the Holy Name inscribed in it which prevented the actions of 

the Angel of Death (freedom from death). The Jews removed 

their “edyo”, their special weapon and they became eligible 

for mourning.  Yet they still had their crowns from Har Sinai 

by the angels as a reward for Na’aseh V’Nishmah, which 

HaShem now commanded to also be removed. 

Paneach 

Raza 

Crowns from 

“Naaseh 

V’Nishmah” 

The Jews removed one crown (the crown of Naaseh), thinking 

they only lost the crown from deed (to not appear to provide 

false witness that they properly fulfill the active mitzvah of 

not worshipping idos), but were able to maintain the crown 

from listening/learning.  But HaShem told them they also 

forfeited the second crown. 

Minchas 

Belulah 
Tefillin 

Tefillin are the weapons of the Jews.  Initially, some Jews 

recognized they were in mourning and did not wear their 

Tefillin, whereas others believed they were in the status of 

“excommunication” and still obligated in Tefillin. 

Targum 

Yonasan 

ben Uziel 

Special item upon 

which the name 

of G-d was 

inscribed 

The Jews removed this special weapon given to them at Har 

Sinai which prevented death, signifying that they were ready 

to die as a punishment for the sin of the Calf. HaShem told 

Moshe to remove the special item to his tent signifying that 

the great teshuvah of the Jews was sufficient and they did not 

need to die at this time. 

 

  



 

CONSEQUENCES OF THE GOLDEN CALF  

Moshe Removes His Tent From the Encampment 

 

 פרק לג  שמות

ַקח ֶאת ז ָנָטה-ּומֶשה יִּ ן-ָהֹאֶהל וְׁ ק מִּ חֵּ חּוץ ַלַמֲחֶנה ַהרְׁ ָקָרא לֹו ֹאֶהל -לֹו מִּ ַהַמֲחֶנה וְׁ
ָהָיה ָכל ד וְׁ ש ה-מֹועֵּ ַבקֵּ א  'מְׁ ד ֹאֶהל-ֶאליֵּצֵּ  :  ַלַמֲחֶנה חּוץמִּ  ֲאֶשר מֹועֵּ

The sin of the Calf resulted in the removal of the tent of Moshe from the encampment of the Jews to a distance 

of techum Shabbos. 

Principal: מנודה לרב מנודה לתלמיד One who is banished from the teacher is banished from the student. 

The Jews were banished from Hashem’s presence since He said He would not be among them. Thus, Moshe, the 

student, also removed his tent from among them, since they were banished. (Rashi) 

Moshe’s tent did not return until the Mishkan was put up, indicating HaShem’s return to the Jews and the end of 

the banishment. 

And Moshe called his tent “Ohel Moed”. 

At first it was simply called “tent.” Now it would be called “Meeting Tent” or “Festival Tent”, since Moshe’s tent 

had additional holiness, since now he met with HaShem there. 

Some say being called the Ohel Moed was a bad sign. Prior to the sin of the Calf, it was simply called the tent.  It 

did not have a set time that it would exist forever. But now that the Jews sinned, it was called the Ohel Moed, 

which can translated to mean the “temporary tent”, that was no longer destined to last forever. 

Moshe moved his tent two thousand amos, the limit of techum, the maximum area one may travel outside 

residential area on Shabbos.  Even though he could no longer be in the middle of the Jews, Moshe’s 

responsibility remained to provide leadership, decision making, and judgment for his people, thus, he had to 

stay in proximity to the Jews. 

The Gemara (Eruvin 55b and Sanhedrin 5b) states the law that a disciple must be at least three parsaos away from 

his teacher in order for the students to teach halachos, as derived 

from this verse. Rashi explains that this was the furthest a person 

would need to travel from one end of the encampment to visit Moshe 

for judgment.  The Aruch Leneir explains that this did not occur 

when Moshe’s tent was in the middle of the Jewish 

encampment (when the furthest a person would travel would only be 1 ½ parsaos). Rather, it refers to the period 

that Moshe’s tent was outside the encampment when the furthest travel across the encampment was 12 mil. 

One Parsah = 4 mil 

One Mil = 2000 amos 

3 Parsaos = 12 mil =24000 amos 

   Estimated 6.8 to 9 miles 



Teaching Halachos in Front of One’s Rebbe 

Sanhedrin 5b (Beraisa): A Talmid may not teach Halachos within three Parsaos of his Rebbi (the length of the 

encampment of Yisrael in the Midbar).  This implies that if more than three Parsaos, then one can teach 

Halachos. 

However, in Eruvim 63a, Rava states one that teaching Halachos in front of one’s Rebbe becomes eligible for 

the death punishment; teaching Halachos not in front of one’s Rebbe is not permitted but is not subject to the 

death penalty. Tosefos explains that in front of one’s Rebbe is within 3 Parsaos, and not in front of one’s Rebbe 

is more than 3 Parsaos.  

Thus, these two sources seem to be contradictory in the case beyond 3 Parsaos. 

Rishonim 

Over 3 Parsaos Sanhendrin - permitted Eruvim - assur 

Tosefos 

(Sahnedrin) 
a case where one receives permission  A student that did not receive permission 

Tosefos 

(Eruvim) 

Talmid Chaver (a colleague who learned 

some teachings from him) is permitted 
Regular Talmid who is not permitted 

Ra’vad Not done intentionally then permitted If done intentionally then assur 

Mordachai 
Rebbi does not regularly visit this 

location 
Rebbi regularly visits this location 

Rivash 

More than 3 Parsaos, permitted but the 

Rabbis decreed that assur if set 

function; occasional then permitted 

In front of one’s Rebbi, death penalty; 

within 3 Parsaos not permitted but no 

death penalty 

Poskim  

1. Shulchan Aruch (YD 242:4): One may never rule in front of his Rebbi. One who does so is Chayav Misah.  

2. Rema: This refers to Rabo Muvhak (from whom he learned most of his Chachmah). 

3. Shulchan Aruch (ibid.): Some say that a proper Talmid within three Parsa'os is Chayav Misah if he rules, and 

outside of three Parsa'os is forbidden, but he is exempt.  

4. Rema: Some say that this is only if he regularly comes to the Talmid's city. If he comes only occasionally, 

everything is permitted outside of three Parsa'os.  

i. Shach (8): Every week is regularly. Every year is not.  

ii. Beis Yosef (DH uv'Perek): The Gemara connotes that within three Parsa'os is considered in front of him, and 

outside of three Parsa'os is considered not in front of him. Even so, it is forbidden regarding Rabo Muvhak. 

iii. Shach (10): The Shulchan Aruch connotes that outside of three Parsa'os is permitted even without Reshus.  

iv. Hagahos Maimoniyos holds that he always needs Reshus.  

vi (Maharik 169): One need not ask from all his Rebbeyim. It suffices to ask Reshus once, from Rabo Muvhak. 

This is so the Talmid will expound precisely, lest people err about his words. Maharik (169): The decree to 

require Reshus was due to a Chacham's ruling that was misunderstood. One who has Reshus is careful to say 

things so no error can be made. This applies even to simple matters!  

Maharik (169): The Gemara forbids Hora'ah within three Parsa'os, i.e. a proper ruling, but not a (simple) Heter. 

The Rambam permits Hora'ah on occasion outside of three Parsa'os, but forbids in a fixed manner even at 

the other end of the world.  

  



The Thirteen Attributes (Middos) of G-d 
ACTIONS EMANATING FROM THE DIVINE PROVIDENCE 

Shmos 34:6-7 HaShem, HaShem, E-l, 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... 

Question: “Midah” (attributes) indicates a measured amount.  How then do we understand the 13 Middos of 

HaShem where are above limits? 

Answer: HaShem the Infinite One, only connects to this world through channels.  In essence, the aspect of limitless 

needs to be placed with limits in order to be received. 

 

There exists five major opinions on the method of counting the 13 Attributes (per the table below: Rabeinu Tam; 

R. Nisim Gaon; Arizal; Sefer Chasidim; Abarbanel).   

Further, we have two major opinions on the grouping of the 13 Attributes, reflecting the source within the Creation 

of these Attributes. 

Rabbi Hai Gaon (elaborated by R’ Bachye):  

 Middos reflect the Sefiros (lights of HaShem) of Atzilus (which are united with HaShem) 

  Grouping of three higher levels (reflecting the essence prior to Atzilus which empowered Creation) and 

the 10 levels of Sefiros (which effect G-dliness into the Creation). 

Pardes (elaborated by the Rebbe Reshab): 

 Grouping of first six and last six pointing to the essential middle Attribute (Emes). 

Midah means a measured amount, which indicates a concentration and focus of the Ein Sof of Mercy into a 

deliverable package.  Model provided for this concept is the connection between the human brain and hair.  

Hair is considered to be an outcome of the brain, but removed, like the individual in this world is able to 

receive mercy from the Infinite One. 

 

Rosh HaShanah 17 states that everyone who properly understands these Thirteen Attributes and invokes them in 

his prayers meticulously will never experience that his prayers went totally unheard, that the people who 

invoke them will not return empty-handed from their prayer. The only reason that one's prayer would go 

unheard would be certain specific sins which are not subject to G-d's forgiveness.  

In our times, when we are bereft of the Kohanim (priest), the Holy Temple, the Altar and the sacrifices, all of 

which were meant to assure us of atonement for our sins, the only thing left for us with which to appeal to 

G-d are our personal prayers and the invoking of these Thirteen Attributes (nuances) of G-d's Mercy. By 

knowing of these Thirteen Attributes of Mercy our Sages were able to properly edit our prayers so that they 

will enjoy maximum effectiveness.  

The applicable source for saying aloud the 13 Attributes is from Berachos 32a.  The Gemara asks why the verse 

(in the saying of the 13 Attributes) begins ויחל משה (and not that Moshe prayed). The word יחל teaches that 

Moshe stood up and prayed until the point that he reached אחילו, which means the fiery essence. And when a 

person feels a burning heart one raises one’s voice and cries out.  Thus, Moshe raised his voice when he said 

the initial 13 Attributes.  Thus, when we wish to call out for mercy we attempt to emulate Moshe and also say 

also the 13 Attributes. (Baruch She’Amar) 

 



THE THIRTEEN ATTRIBUTES OF HASHEM'S MERCY (1)  

PHRASE IN  

THE PASUK 

(A)  

RABEINU TAM  

(B)  

R. NISIM 

GAON  

(C)  

ARIZAL  

(D)  

SEFER 

CHASIDIM 

(E)  

ABARBANEL 

1)  HaShem (2)  1  -  -  -  1  

2)  HaShem  2  1  -  -  2  

3)  Kel  3  2  1  -  3  

4)  Rachum  4  3  2  1  4  

5)  v'Chanun  5  4  3  2  5  

6)  Erech Apayim  6  5  4, 5  3  6  

7)  v'Rav Chesed  7  6  6  4  7  

8)  v'Emes  8  7  7  5  8  

9)  
Notzer Chesed  

la'Alafim (3)  9  
8,  

9 (5)  

8,  

9 (5)  6  9  

10)  Nosei Avon  10  10  10  7  

10 (6) 11)  va'Fesha  11  11  11  8  

12)  v'Chata'ah  12  12  12  9  

13)  v'Nakeh  13  13  13  10  11  

14)  Lo Yenakeh  -  -  -  -  12  

15)  
Poked Avon 

Avos  -  -  -  -  13  

16) 
v'Salachta  

la'Avoneinu (4)  -  -  -  11  -  

17)  ul'Chatoseinu  -  -  -  12  -  

18)  u'Nechaltanu  -  -  -  13  -  

(1) Rosh Hashanah Daf 17b: There are many opinions concerning which words in the verse refer to which Midos 

of Rachamim and exactly what those Midos are. For an in-depth discussion of the Midos, see Tomer Devorah 

(Rav Moshe Kordovero), and Sifsei Chayim (Rav Chaim Friedlander).  

(2) Shmos 34:6. 

(3) Shmos 34:7. 

(4) Shmos 34:9. 

(5) Rabeinu Nisim Gaon and the Arizal maintain that Notzer Chesed is one Midah, and la'Alafim is a separate 

Midah expressing HaShem's magnanimity in multiplying His kindness two thousand times more than His 

attribute of strict justice. 

(6) The Abarbanel counts these 3 phrases as expressing one Midah -- HaShem's forbearance of all our sins.                                          

Based on www. Dafyomi.co.il 



Basic Understanding of the 13 Attributes 
The first two attributes: The repetition of the Name of G-d signifies that G-d is merciful to one about to sin 

but not yet guilty of sinning, and to the sinner who has repented. This represents the first Divine qualities 

according to some; others said this is a reference to G-d that is the source of the actions. 

The peshat (plain meaning) of these first two attributes are the ones a king practices in his dealings with his 

people. All of these attributes are subsumed under the heading Chesed v'Emes (kindness and truth).  A king needs 

to employ these attributes when dealing with his people and his officials, i.e. not to insist on the application of 

absolute justice, but tempering justice with mercy. On the other hand, there are situations in which the king has 

to exert his full authority and employ the harshest measures of justice. This is why Shlomo said "Mercy and truth 

preserve the king; he upholds his throne by loving kindness" (Mishlei/Prov. 20:28). A judicious application of 

these two attributes ensures the stability of the king's throne. 

Another opinion is that the mention of the tetragram, i.e. YKVK (HaShem), for the first time is not an attribute but 

a reference to the very essence of HaShem. The second time this word appears it is used as an attribute, i.e. the 

invoking of the attribute of Mercy when the sinner has not previously confessed his sin and has repented it. G-d 

is appealed to as our Father, someone who naturally extends his mercy to his children; just as the father is aware 

of his children's needs, so G-d, our collective father, is aware of our needs. Such a father will not wait until his 

son asks for what he needs but will supply it even without being asked to do so. G-d therefore responds to the 

needs of even the wicked sinner as he too is one of His children. G-d employs this attribute even in His dealings 

with idolaters as we know from Sanhedrin 39 where G-d is telling the angels to suppress their songs of praise at 

a time when His creatures are drowning in the sea. He grieves over the need to exact this kind of retribution from 

them. In fact, G-d's Mercy extends even to the animals as we know from Tehillim/Ps. 36:7 "Man and beast You 

deliver, O HaShem." 

The third attribute is inferred from the word E-l, meaning powerful to act as His wisdom dictates. It is the 

attribute dealing with forgiveness in response to the sinner's request. This is what is meant in Tehillim 99:8 "You 

have been a forgiving G-d for them." 

The fourth attribute: The term Compassionate (Rachum) denotes that G-d acts like a father to his children, 

preventing them from falling. 

The fifth: He is Gracious (Channun) to assist those who have fallen and cannot rise. 

The attributes Rachum and Channun are two attributes applied in response to requests for forgiveness when such 

forgiveness is granted in connection with the sinner experiencing afflictions and having repented properly. We 

find that these terms always appear in connection with afflictions such as in Devarim/Deut. 4:31 "For HaShem, 

your G-d is a merciful G-d He will not abandon you nor destroy you." 

The sixth: He is Slow to Anger (erech apayim), patient and hopeful that the sinner will repent. This applies to 

both the righteous as well as to the habitual sinners. Moshe said to G-d concerning the application of this attribute, 

"You have to forgive the people on account of Your having told me that this is one of Your attributes, i.e. to hold 

back with venting Your anger that even sinners qualify for the application to them of this attribute." Moreover, 

Moshe added, assuming that the people concerned have already used up this attribute, "You are also rav chesed, 

abundant in kindness, a fallback position for people who have exhausted their claim against You on the basis of 

Your being erech apayim." 

Moshe reminded G-d that as long as the Torah had not been given, during the first 26 generations of man's 

existence on earth, that He fed them due to His attribute of rav chesed. If He were to say that the very absence of 

the Torah was a factor in His applying the attribute of rav chesed, because they did not violate any of its Mitzvos 

(commandments), Moshe said that due to G-d's attribute of chesed, i.e. an attribute of underserved kindness 

known as "true kindness," He would still have to extend forgiveness to the sinners.  



The seventh: Abundant in Kindness (rav chesed), both to the righteous and the wicked. 

The eighth: Truth (Emes) and faithful to carry out his promise. 

The ninth: Preserver of Kindness for Thousands of Generations (notzer chesed la-alafim), placing the merits of 

the fathers to the credit of the children (zechus avos) - the accumulated and unexpired portion of the merits of the 

Patriarchs. In the event that G-d were to reply that even this aspect of the attribute of Mercy had already been 

exhausted by the people (compare Shabbos 55), Moshe would appeal to the nuance described here as nose avon 

- G-d's attribute of being a forgiver of iniquity, a reference to sins committed knowingly. 

The tenth: Forgiver of Iniquity, (nose avon) sins committed with premeditation. 

The eleventh: Willful Sin (fesha), sins committed in a spirit of rebellion. The word fesha which follows the 

attribute of nose avon, refers to sins committed with the express intent of asserting man's independence vis-a-vis 

legislation perceived as decreed by G-d. 

The twelfth: And Error (vechata'ah) - sins committed inadvertently, unwittingly. 

The thirteenth: Who Cleanses (venakeh) those who repent. Refers to sins one did not even find out one had 

committed, sins for which one cannot ask forgiveness as they cannot be spelled out, be confessed. This is what 

David had in mind when he appealed to G-d "Cleanse me from the guilt I bear for hidden sins, sins unbeknown 

to me" (Tehillim 19:13) 

Nonetheless, if the sins of the people are too numerous and have accumulated, G-d will reverse the attributes of 

Mercy mentioned here; this is what is meant by Yeshayahu when he said, "They have forsaken HaShem, spurned 

the Holy One of Yisrael, turned their backs on Him" (Yeshayahu 1:4) G-d asks rhetorically, "I Who have been 

known as the Compassionate and Gracious G-d have now been forced to reverse My attributes and have appeared 

to them as the cruel G-d." 

These divine qualities are not an attempt to describe the essence of G-d philosophically, but rather to represent 

Him as the source and fountain of all ethical behavior - attributes by which the Creator runs His universe, and G-

d's attributes are to become the standard of man's morality, this is defined as imitation of G-d. 

The Kabbalistic approach is that all these Thirteen Attributes derive directly from the emanation Keser, the highest 

emanation downwards. 

 The attribute HaShem, HaShem, represent the emanation Chochmah veBinah 

 The attributes E-l Rachum, represent the emanation Gedolah 

 The attributes Channun Erech Apayim, represent the emanation Gevurah 

 The attributes Rav Chesed veEmes, represent the emanation Tiferet 

 The attributes Notzer Chesed laAlafim, represent the emanation Netzach 

 The attributes Fesha veChata'ah, represent the emanation Hod 

 The attribute veNakeh, represent the emanation Yesod 

Every one of the emanations [exclusive of the emanation Malchus which has none) has been allocated two 

attributes except for the emanation Yesod which has been allocated only one attribute. The Holy Name of HaShem 

who passed in front of Moshe was the one reciting this list of attributes as they derive from the highest emanation 

Keser. 

(It is well known that when reading these attributes, one is to make a comma between the first and second mention 

of the tetragram. Anyone who fails to make this separation will have to account for his mistake.) 

 



Deeper Understanding of the 13 Attributes 
The beard is seen in Kabbala as the seat of mercy (rachamim). Kabbalistic works identify thirteen components of 

the beard (either tufts or parts of the face that are devoid of hair and thus outline the beard), corresponding to 

HaShem’s thirteen attributes of mercy (Exodus 34:6-7). Indeed, Arich Anpin connotes “patience” a concept 

closely allied to that of mercy. The thirteen components of the beard of Arich Anpin are called mazalos (sing. 

mazal), which means a “source of flow” or influence. 

The Hebrew word sa’ar is translated as "hair." The first use, in the Torah, of the Hebrew word for hair relates to 

Esav who was born hairy as the Torah relates: 

Bereshis 25:25 “And the first came out red, all over like an hairy garment; and they called his name Esav” 

The letters of the Hebrew word for "hair" (sa'ar) are the same as that for the Hebrew word for "gate" (sha'ar): 

(shin-ayin-reish). This suggests that hair acts like a gate. Just as a gate act as a connection between those inside 

and those outside, so too does hair act as a connection between two domains. 

Literally, the word 'din' means 'judgment,' but it refers to the light within creation that tends to constrict the light 

of HaShem rather than reveal it, as does the light of Chesed. Hair, for specific reasons, represents this light and 

therefore by cutting it, the light of Gevuros is being tempered somewhat and rectified. By growing his hair, the 

nazir is increasing his power of tzimtzum, that is, his power of constraint. 

 

 

 

The central physical function of the hair on the head is to protect the head from moisture. In fact, a gland is 

attached to the follicle which moisturizes the hair. Furthermore, the hair on the head serves to protect the head 

from the sun’s rays. 

 

See “Mapping the Thirteen Atrtributes of Mercy” by Rabbi Dover Pinson (www.iyyun.com)  

This article connects each of the thirteen points of the beard with one of the Attributes.  

http://www.betemunah.org/mazaroth.html
http://www.betemunah.org/letters.html
http://www.iyyun.com/


 

 

The following was translated from Likutei Torah by Rabbi Moshe Wisnefsky: 

 

Kabbalists ascribed mystical power to the beard and hair. They sometimes called God `Atika Kadisha', the Holy 

Ancient One, symbolizing HaShem's most transcendent manifestation as a beard with thirteen curls, representing 

the attributes of divine mercy, Shmos 34:6-7). 

 

Now, the light that issues from the beard, via the hairs, is called mazal, because it “flows” drop by drop. 

 

The word mazal in Hebrew is derived from the root nun-zayin-lamed, which means “to flow.” A mazal is a 

spiritual conduit of Divine life force, which flows from it to some other level. 

 

To explain: The light of the Infinite One [first] becomes manifest in the head of Arich Anpin, in which are situated 

the brains. When it then seeks to be manifest [further, down] through the throat, which is narrow, the light bursts 

forth [through the skin] as hair. This is the origin of the beard. 

 

The thirteen tufts of the beard of Arich Anpin are synonymous with the thirteen attributes, or aspects, of Divine 

mercy: 

 

Hair signifies a very diminished form of life force: it is constantly growing, but can be cut without causing pain. 

It therefore signifies the transference of a highly limited and diluted level of life force from the area of the body 

from which it issues. 

 

The beard thus signifies HaShem's attribute of mercy. Elsewhere, the Arizal describes the thirteen "rectifications" 

or "tufts" of the beard, and how each one corresponds to one of the thirteen attributes of mercy.  

 

 

Tomer Devorah (The Palm Tree of Deborah)  
BY MOSES CORDOVERO 

http://www.digital-brilliance.com/kab/deborah/deborah.htm for further elaboration 

  

http://www.betemunah.org/mazaroth.html
http://www.digital-brilliance.com/kab/deborah/deborah.htm


Erase Me 

י לבשמות לב,  נִּ חֵּ ן מְׁ ם־ַאיִּ אִּ ָשא ַחָטאָתם וְׁ ם־תִּ ַעָתה אִּ ָת: וְׁ ָך ֲאֶשר ָכָתבְׁ רְׁ פְׁ סִּ ָנא מִּ  

When Moshe told HaShem if You do not forgive the Jewish people that You erase me from your Sefer, the 

Medrash states that Moshe was answered on the dispute with Korach. What is the connection? 

1. Avnei Nezer stated this was a huge item (as he emphasized on banging on the table). Moshe offered to be 

taken from the world and this was like a thin string between existence and non-existence. However, according 

to the Ariza”l Moshe had advanced from level to level (and not all at once). Therefore, Moshe now reached 

the highest level and offered to lose both worlds (this world and the future world) G-d forbid. Moshe was 

telling HaShem (per Chaza”l) better to lose a thousand Moshes than destroy the Jewish people. Thus, Moshe 

had the moral ability to later tell HaShem that Korach should be destroyed from the world as a result of their 

dispute. 

2. Pardes Yosef discusses first another Medrash that Moshe’s face shined since he wiped his head with the left 

over ink from the ink well provided by Hashem to write the Second Luchos (or the entire Sefer Torah). How 

is it possible that there should be left-over ink, since HaShem would know the exact amount to be needed for 

Moshe to use? However, after Moshe said to erase him from HaShem’s sefer, to fulfill to some degree the 

words of a Tzadik, Moshe’s name was removed from Parsha Tetzaveh.  Thus, the left-over ink (from not 

writing the name of Moshe) was used as a reward to Moshe for his selfless defense of the Jewish people. Why 

did this occur after the Second Luchos and not the first Luchos? After the first Luchos, all the Jews were true 

believers for they had seen the miracles in Egypt, and at the Sea, and more at the Giving of the Torah. They 

did not need any signs to be assured of the greatness of Moshe and his connection to HaShem. However, after 

the big sin and the removal of the Divine Presence (to some extent) the people needed the additional step to 

believe in Moshe and his connection to HaShem, which was provided by the radiance from his face. Later 

when Korach delivered his dispute that everyone was equally able to lead disputing the prophecy of Moshe, 

all were able to see the evidence as clear as the light from the face of Moshe. 

3. Chidushei haRim asks since Moshe was mesiras nefesh on behalf of the Jewish people how is it possible that 

he was “punished” by the removal of his name from Parshas Tetzaveh.  Rather, since Moshe was mesiras 

nefesh he achieved a higher level where he became one with the Torah. This concept is displayed in multiple 

means.  First, he is not named in Parshas Tetzvah because this reflected his complete connection with the 

Torah (that he was called “you” אתה). Second, we refer to the Torah as Toras Moshe. And third, Moshe and 

the later leaders in every generation (a bit of Moshe in each) added fences and protection to the Torah (like 

Muktzah and Yichud) and mitzvos (like Chanukah and Purim) which the Jews needed to observe as a part of 

the Torah itself. Therefore, when later Korach disputed and said that Moshe said words that were not from 

HaShem, Moshe already had the authority and ability to answer these charges. 

4. The Chida cites the holy Zohar which says that Moshe was ready to give away his olam hazeh and olam habah 

for the atonement of the bnei Yisroel. Noach, however, did not pray for the forgiveness of the sinners in his 

generation. The Ari z'l expands that Noach's not beseeching Hashem for forgiveness for the sinners of his 

generation caused the Prophet Yeshayohu to attribute the great deluge to Noach, calling it "MEI NOACH" 

(Yeshayohu 54:9). On the other hand, Moshe's highest level of self-negation was likely his statement of 

"Mecheini noh." He was ready to have his name erased from the Torah, a colossal spiritual loss, for the 

purpose of attaining atonement for the bnei Yisrael. His selflessness was a correction for the self-concern of 

Noach, as mentioned in the above Zohar, who says that upon hearing of the great deluge, Noach asked, "What 

will be of me?" Moshe's "MeCHeiNI" was a tikkun for "Mei Noach," both containing the same letters, Mem-

Ches-Yud-Nun. The same tikkun Moshe (the gilgul of Hevel whose blood were swallowed by the earth) 

applied in the events of Korach (who was the gilgul of Kayin now that he was swallowed by the earth). 

  



THE THREE BOOKS 

Rosh HaShana 16b: Rabbi Cruspedai said in the name of Rabbi Yochanan, “Three books are opened on Rosh 

HaShana: one for the righteous, one for the wicked and one for those who are in between. The names of the 

perfectly righteous are written in the Book of Life. The names of the completely wicked are written in the Book 

of Death. Those who are in between are left in limbo. If they repent (by Yom Kippur) they are given life; if 

not, death. 

Why are their three books mentioned, would not two suffice? 

Rabbi Beuven Bengis (1865-1954) answers: The Gemara (Berachos 34b) states, “In the place where a Baal 

Teshuvah stands, even a perfect Tzadik cannot stand.” Thus, in the Baal Teshuvah who has encountered the 

Yetzer haRa and defeated it, is superior to the Tzadik who has not been tested. Therefore, the third book is for 

the Baalei Teshuvah who has repented by the end of Yom Kippur and is inscribed in this Third book of Baalei 

Teshuvah (Nedivos Lev). 

Where is the allusion in the Torah? 

Shmos 32,32: “And if not, erase me please from Your book which You have written” 

Moshe said to HaShem when pleading for the Jewish people after the Golden Calf. 

“Erase me please” this refers to the book of the wicked. 

“from Your book” this refers to the book of the righteous. 

“which You have written” this refers to the book of those who are in between. 

What is the relationship of these verses to the concept of the Three Books? In particular 

HaShem is writing in the books, whereas the verse mentions erasing? 

Rabbi Yosef Engel (1859-1920) explains:  

The Gemara (Taanis 11a) teaches that a person should not say, “I will sin in private and who would testify against 

me?” In fact the person’s neshama would testify, since it is a living impressionable Sefer Torah.  

Each of the Mitzvos in all of its halachic details are engraved on the neshama (written into the DNA sequence?) 

when a person does a mitzvah that part of the neshama shines with enhanced holiness. On the other hand if a 

person neglects a particular mitzvah (or a particular detail) the corresponding part of the neshama becomes 

dull (as if erased). 

This is how the neshama testifies, so-to-speak. The Heavenly Court looks at the soul which reveals for all to see 

which Mitzvos shine and which Mitzvos are dull (or erased).  

Similarly, the soul is the book which is opened on Rosh haShana the neshama is the “book” which is opened. If 

a person is a complete Tzadik, HaShem can tell from that person’s soul. That neshama will be (in the words of 

the above verse) “Your book”, the complete book of the Torah.  

Whereas, the soul of the wicked reveal a “book” that is erased (per that part of the above verse). 

Finally, the soul of an “in-between” person will no longer contain an entire “shiney” Torah, but will be a mix of 

clear writing and erasures. It will only retain some of that “which You have written.” 

 



 

 Ketoret - קטרת

Ketoret is the transliteration of the Hebrew word קטרת, which is translated, in English, as incense. The word 

ketoret means bonding. Ketoret is a substance which is associated with joy, prayer, and protection. Clearly, 

ketoret is a most unusual substance! 

The Ketoret, offered up twice a day, symbolized Israel's desire to serve HaShem in a pleasing way. This offering 

was brought twice daily, once as part of the Shacharit (morning) service and once as part of the Mincha (afternoon) 

service. This happened seven days a week, every day of the year, including Shabbat and Yom HaKippurim. Five 

measures of ketoret were burnt daily, half in the morning and half in the afternoon. 

Shemot (Exodus) 30:7 And Aaron shall burn thereon sweet incense every morning: when he dresseth the 

lamps, he shall burn incense upon it. 8 And when Aaron lighteth the lamps at evening, he shall burn incense 

upon it, a perpetual incense before HaShem throughout your generations. 

Exodus 30:34-36, 7-8 HaShem said to Moses: Take yourself spices — balsam, onycha, and galbanum — 

spices and pure frankincense; they are all to be of equal weight. You are to make it into Ketoret (incense), 

a spice-compound, the handiwork of an expert spice-compounder, thoroughly mixed, pure and holy. You 

are to grind some of it finely and place some of it before the Testimony in the Tent of Appointment, where I 

shall designate a time to meet you; it shall be a holy of holies for you. 

The Hakhamim taught: How is the incense mixture formulated? Three hundred sixty-eight maneh were in 

it: three hundred sixty-five corresponding to the days of the solar year — a maneh for each day, half in the 

morning and half in the afternoon; and three extra maneh, from which the Kohen Gadol would bring both 

his handfuls [into the Holy of Holies] on Yom HaKippurim. He would return them to the mortar on the day 

before Yom Kippur, and grind them very thoroughly so that it would be exceptionally fine. Eleven kinds of 

spices were in it, as follows:  

(1) balsam,  

(2) onycha,  

(3) galbanum [chelbena],  

(4) frankincense — each weighing seventy maneh1[1];  

(5) myrrh,  

(6) cassia,  

(7) spikenard,  

(8) saffron — each weighing sixteen maneh;  

(9) costus — twelve maneh;  

(10) aromatic bark — three; and  

(11) cinnamon — nine.  

[Additionally] Carshina lye, nine kav2[2]; Cyprus wine, three se’ah3[3] and three kav, if he has no Cyprus 

wine, he brings old white wine; Sodom salt, a quarter[-kav]; and a minute amount of a smoke-raising herb. 

Rabbi Nassan the Babylonian says: Also a minute amount of Jordan amber. If he placed fruit-honey into it, 

he invalidated it. But if he left out any of its spices, he is liable to the death penalty. 

                                                 
1[1] Maneh: A unit of weight: According to Rabbi Avraham Chaim Naeh, a Mishnaic maneh equals 480 grams (slightly less than half a 

kilogram and slightly more than 1 pound). A second opinion is that of Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan (The Living Torah, Exodus 30:34, p. 445; 

The Torah Anthology, Volume 11, p. 43), according to which a maneh equals 100 biblical shekels, or 5 pounds. 
2[2] Kav: A unit of volume; approximately 1 gallon. 
3[3] Sa‘ah: Approximately 6 gallons 



The Torah does not give the exact recipe for the ketoret that was burned daily in the Temple. Only in the Oral 

Law do we find a list of all eleven ingredients. Our Hakhamim taught that the ketoret contained eleven spices.  

Midrash Rabbah - The Song of Songs I:62. R. Yohanan applied the verse to the incense of the House of 

Abtinus. THE BAG OF MYRRH: this is one of the eleven spices which composed it. R. Huna explained [why 

there were eleven]. It says And the Lord said unto Moses: Take unto thee sweet spices (Ex.XXX, 34)-this is 

two: balsam, and onycha and galbanam--this makes five; sweet spices--if you say this means only two more, 

we have already had this; [therefore take it in conjunction with the next words], of each shall there be a 

like weight; add five to the previous five, making ten. With pure frankincense --this makes eleven. On the 

basis of this verse the Sages investigated and found that nothing is better for the incense than just these 

eleven spices. 

The Acharit Shalom observes that whereas the eleven above-mentioned ingredients are listed in Hebrew, the 

remaining ingredients are listed in Aramaic. He presumes that Chazal did this deliberately in order to differentiate 

between the actual spices and the remaining ingredients that are merely (to enhance the quality of the main 

ingredients). 

COUNT NAME WEIGHT 

1 Balsam 70 maneh 

2 Onycha 70 maneh 

3 Galbanum 70 maneh 

4 Frankincense 70 maneh 

5 Myrrh 16 maneh 

6 Cassia 16 maneh 

7 Spikenard 16 maneh 

8 Saffron 16 maneh 

9 Costus 12 maneh 

10 aromatic bark 3 maneh 

11 Cinnamon 9 maneh 

  368 maneh 

What is the significance of the various amounts of each fragrance? 
Each of the major four fragrances explicitly mentioned in the Torah contributed seventy maneh. The number 

seven represents the natural universe, created in seven days. Seven corresponds to the framework of the physical 

universe, especially the boundaries of time with its seven-day week.  

Seventy is the number seven in tens. The number ten represents both plurality and unity, so seventy conveys the 

idea of unifying the multitude of forces in the natural world. This is the underlying message of the ketoret. These 

holy fragrances illuminate and uplift the plurality of natural forces.  

After the first level of four fragrances sanctified the dimension of time, the second tier of four fragrances sanctified 

the dimension of space. The number six corresponds to space, as any location is made up of six vectors (the four 

directions, plus up and down). It can also be visualized as a cube, representing all physical objects, with  six faces. 

Time is a less physical aspect, and more receptive to spiritual elevation. Thus, for the first four fragrances 

representing the dimension of time, the number seven was multiplied by ten. Space, on the other hand, is only 

influenced by its closeness to holiness. Therefore, the unifying quality of ten is only added to the six, so that 16 

maneh were used of each of these fragrances.  

The final amounts of twelve, nine, and three represent the limitations of the divided physical realm. Three is the 

first number to demonstrate multitude, and nine is the last number, before the multitude is once again combined 

into a unit of ten4[4].  

                                                 
4[4] Adapted from Olat Ri'iah 136-8 

http://www.betemunah.org/ten.html


Eleven Spices 

Rashi, in Shemot 30:34, explains that the Ketoret was comprised of eleven ingredients. Often, we find that the 

number ten is used to represent a spiritual full set. Eleven refers to the conveyance of the Divine light which 

transcends the limits of the world within the limits of the world.  

Pirke Avot 5:1 The world was created with ten utterances.  

Eleven, thus, refers to a level above the limits of the set of ten. Nevertheless, since it is also a number which 

follows in sequence to ten, we can understand that it refers to the fusion between the transcendent Divine light 

and the framework of limited worldly existence. 

There were ten fragrant spices in the ketoret, the incense, and one foul smelling spice (Chelbena -galbanum). 

There were ten tzaddiks in the synagogue yet no prayers on a fast day were heard without a sinner’s prayer.  

Keritot 6b Every communal fast that does not include sinners of Israel is not a fast." This is derived from 

the fact that the incense included Chelbenah-galbanum. Just as the Chelbenah was necessary to give the 

other spices exactly the right fragrance, a congregation is not complete without someone who has also 

fallen and who must reelevate himself through repentance. In particular, when a difficult punishment has 

been decreed against Israel because of some evil deed, this very evil must be taken and elevated. Thus, the 

idea of transforming evil by elevating it back to its source in holiness is intimated in the incense. It is for 

this reason also that a communal fast must include "the sinners of Israel”. 

The Number Eleven 

The number eleven, which is how many spices there were in the Ketoret, at first seems rather odd. However, 

Kabbalisticaly it is a number of tremendous importance for it alludes to one of the most prized possessions in all 

of history: Daat Elo-him, G-dly-Knowledge. 

Why was the number eleven selected for the production of the Ketoret? In order to answer this question, let us 

consider some other appearances of the number eleven in the Torah:  

In Bereshit 36:40-43, the Torah enumerates the eleven chieftains that were born to Esav.  

Bereshit (Genesis) 33:11 Take, I pray thee, my blessing that is brought to thee; because God hath dealt 

graciously with me, and because I have all (kol). And he urged him, and he took it. 

Rashi points out a very basic difference between Yaacov and Esav's outlook on life. When Yaacov described his 

material status, he exclaimed, "I have all that I need!" Esav, on the other hand, arrogantly stated, "I have much, 

much more than I need!" In contrast to Esav’s “much”, Yaacov had kol, everything. Kol always refers to the 

spiritual world because in this world, even if you have the whole world it is simply “much”. It is only when we 

connect to the source that we can have everything!  

The number ten represents a completeness; a full integer count. The number ten represents Yaacov 's purposeful 

existence. The ideology of Esav, of seeing no limits or goals and amassing "much, much more" than one needs, 

is represented by the number eleven. It is indeed appropriate that his nation originated with 'eleven' chieftains. 

Yet for all his amassment of wealth, one who follows such an ideology will actually end up with less, not more. 

As our Sages put it,  

Sanhedrin 29a one who adds, takes away.  

Similarly, in the area of kashrut we are told that: 

Chulin 58b an animal with an extra limb is likened to an animal missing that limb.  

If an animal missing a leg is considered to be a Tereifah (unfit for food) and not kosher, one that has an extra leg 

is also a tereifah and not kosher.  

Megilah 29a One who is arrogant is considered to be blemished. 

This above Gemara follows the same principle. The arrogant person considers himself bigger, or more fit, than 

others, while in truth, his extra fitness is no more than a lack of fitness. He is blemished, or flawed.  



 

In Sanhedrin 29a, the Gemara derives the rule that "one who adds, takes away" from a verse in Shemot 26:7. The 

verse states that the goat's hair covering on the Mishkan (the Tabernacle in the wilderness) consisted of eleven 

curtains of goat's hair, sewn together into one very long curtain which was draped over the Mishkan. The word 

the Torah uses for eleven is Ashtei Esreh. Had the Torah left out the letter Ayin from Ashtei, the Gemara explains, 

it would have meant twelve. Now that the Ayin is added to the word, it takes away from its meaning, such that it 

only means eleven.  

Note that this rule is learned from the number eleven. Esav's attitude of "much, much more than I need" is summed 

up by the number eleven. All of his additional wealth just takes him farther from attaining the true goals in life.  

Interestingly, according to Rashi on Tehillim 80:14, a letter Ayin which is raised above the rest of the word in 

which it appears is used to represent Esav's wickedness. 

The Death Penalty 

The following narrative is from Meam Loez5[5]: 

Also included in the incense was an herb known as maaleh ashan. This herb caused the smoke to go straight up 

like a pole and not to spread to the right or left. No one knew the identity of this herb except members of the 

family of the House of Avtinus mentioned earlier. These are the ones who were able to make the incense based 

on the tradition of their ancestors and they would not reveal it to any other person.  

This herb had to be placed in the incense even though it did not have any fragrance. This is because it is written, 

"Speak to Aaron your brother and let him not come at all times to the sanctuary inside the veil which is before 

the ark." (Leviticus 16:2) Moses was told to go to Aaron the High Priest and tell him not to go into the Holy of 

Holies at any time other than Yom HaKippurim. Even on Yom HaKippurim he could not go into the Holy of 

Holies empty-handed. The Torah therefore continues: 

Vayikra (Leviticus) 16:2 For in cloud I shall be seen on the ark cover.  

The only time the High Priest could enter the Holy of Holies was when he brought incense and the cloud of smoke 

covered the ark cover. The cloud mentioned here is the smoke of the incense. As the Torah says later: 

Vayikra (Leviticus) 16:13 The cloud of incense shall cover the ark cover.  

Since the Torah says, "In a cloud I shall be seen on the ark cover" and it does not say, "With incense I shall be 

seen on the ark cover," our sages taught that this herb known as maaleh ashan must be placed in the incense. If 

maaleh ashan was not placed there the incense would burn but there would not be this heavy smoke. Since the 

Torah speaks of a "cloud" of smoke we learn that there must be smoke. The only substance that makes this heavy 

smoke is the maaleh ashan, which made this smoke go up straight like a pole.  

If a different type of herb were used, the smoke would not go directly up; rather, it would spread out to all sides 

of the Holy of Holies. It would then not be right over the ark cover and the Torah says explicitly, "The cloud of 

incense shall cover the ark cover." This cloud of smoke must cover the ark cover so the High Priest does not see 

the Divine Presence.  

If the High Priest burned the incense and it did not contain this maaleh ashan he would be worthy of death.  

Furthermore if he left out any of the ingredients he would be worthy of death. The Torah says:  

Vayikra (Leviticus) 16:13 He should place incense on the fire before HaShem and the cloud of the incense 

should cover the ark cover which is above the Testimony. 

The Torah could have simply said, "He should place it on the fire before HaShem." Why did it say he should 

place incense on the fire? The word "incense" appears to be redundant because it was already mentioned earlier, 

"a double handful of incense, finely ground perfumes." Then the Torah should say, "He should place it on a fire 

before HaShem," and we would know that the Torah is speaking about incense.  

                                                 
5[5] Meam Loez on Ki Tissa: The Incense Spices 



However, the expression, "the incense" (ha-Ketoret) teaches us that the incense must be complete without 

anything missing. Even a single dram of weight of any of the ingredients cannot be left out.  

The Torah also teaches us that the smoke of the incense must cover the ark cover. This is why the maaleh ashan 

is placed in it. The Torah says: 

Vayikra (Leviticus) 16:13 And he shall not die.  

From this we learn the opposite. If any of the ingredients are left out, or if the maaleh ashan was not placed in the 

incense, the High Priest was worthy of death. It did not matter how small an amount of the maaleh ashan was 

placed there as long as there was some. 

One should read the section of the Ketoret out of a Siddur. Saying it verbally is the same as actually burning this 

incense in the Temple, as is explained earlier. If one says it by heart it is possible that he will leave out one of the 

ingredients. This is the same as burning incense lacking ingredients for which one is worthy of death. Therefore 

it should be read from the written page. For the same reason it is good to count the eleven perfumes with one's 

fingers, so as not to skip any of them.  

End of Meam Loez. 

Ketoret has the power to nullify any evil decree, even that of death. It is for this reason that when a plague broke 

out among the Bne Israel in the wilderness Moshe ordered Aaron to go through the camp with the ketoret.  

Bamidbar (Numbers) 17:12-13 Aaron took the incense pan as Moses had commanded him... He offered 

the incense to atone for the people... and the plague was checked.  

Thus we see the healing properties of ketoret, especially to alleviate the plague. If the ketoret had not been 

formulated correctly it would not have ended the plague, thus condemning the people to death. This is why the 

death penalty is proper for those who leave out any ingredient while compounding the ketoret. 

Ketoret Symbolizes Unity 

Ketoret was a unique substance whose eleven ingredients had the ability to symbolize unity. 

In other words, the incense used in the Bais HaMikdash, the House of the Holy One, consisted of fragrant spices 

as well as the foul-smelling galbanum, which itself acquired a pleasant aroma when combined with the other 

spices of the ketoret. The Gemara derives from this composition of the incense a similar phenomenon in the 

social, religious makeup of the Jewish people: when the wicked and righteous join together, the latter can 

positively impact upon the former to produce a single, "fragrant" unified community. 

Rav Kook explained that the ketoret was a link between the material and spiritual realms. The word ketoret comes 

from the root kesher, a tie or knot. The incense rose straight up, connecting our divided physical world to the 

unified divine realm. From the sublime standpoint of overall holiness, it is impossible to distinguish between the 

separate, distinct fragrances. Each fragrance represents a particular quality, but at that elevated level, they are 

revealed only within the attribute of absolute unity. Only in our divided world do they acquire separate identities.  

Ketoret as a Protection 
Bamidbar (Numbers) 17:11-13 "And Moshe said to Aharon. Take a censer, and put fire in it from off the 

altar, and put on incense, and take it quickly... and ran... and made atonement for the people. And he stood 

between the dead and the living; and the plague was stayed”. 

We learn from the Yom HaKippurim service that the cloud of ketoret facilitates a vision of the Shekhina: For in 

the cloud I shall appear above the kaporet. Like a sort of veil which serves to dull the dazzling revelation. Perhaps, 

this is indeed the function of the Mizbayach HaKetoret (incense altar) throughout the year: it is meant to allow 

the Shekhina to dwell in the Mishkan by "screening" the revelation therein! 

Ketoret is brought by men to recognize the fact that HaShem is present amongst us. Furthermore, ketoret has the 

unique property of protection, which is necessary since as mortals we cannot handle the direct presence of 

HaShem, so we need the incense and the incense altar to protect us from the glory of HaShem.  



Not only the actual offering of the ketoret, but even studying and reciting the parsha of ketoret yields remarkable 

power as the Zohar writes:  

Zohar 2:218 This matter is a decree issued by the Almighty, that whoever studies and reads the topic of the 

constitution of the ketoret every day is saved from all evil things and witchcraft in the world, and from all 

serious injury, from evil thoughts, from harsh judgment, and from death, and will not be harmed that entire 

day, for the evil force has no control over him. One must concentrate during this recitation. Rabbi Shimon said, 

if people would know how exalted the concept of the ketoret is before the Almighty, they would take every single 

word in it and wear it as a crown on their head like a golden crown. Whoever involves himself in it must delve 

into the concept of the ketoret. If he concentrates on it every day, he earns a portion both in this world and in 

the next world, and death will be eliminated from him and from the world, and he will be saved from all 

prosecution in this world, from impurity, from the judgment of Gehinnom and from subjugation to foreign rule. 

The Yalkut Meam Loez cites a story from the Midrash Haneelam. Rav Aha once arrived in a certain town that 

had been ravaged by a plague for seven days. The townspeople came to him and told him of their troubles. The 

plague was only intensifying, and they did not know what to do. He said, "Let us go to the Bet Kenesset (House 

of the Congregation) and pray that it stops." As they made their way towards the Bet Kenesset, people came and 

told them that the plague had claimed even more victims; others are about to die. He said, "Since the calamity is 

so severe and time is running out, we will not go to the Bet Kenesset. Rather, bring me forty G-d-fearing people 

and they will divide into groups of ten, each of which should go to one direction of the city and recite 'pitum 

haketoret' (the Talmudic discussion of the ingredients of the ketoret) three times. They should then add, 'Moshe 

said to Aharon: Take the firepan and place fire upon it from the altar and place ketoret, and quickly bring it to the 

nation and atone on their behalf… 'until' and the plague ended." They did as he told, and the plague stopped. All 

those who had been stricken were cured. A heavenly voice called out to the harmful spirits, "Do no more damage 

in this town, for the attribute of justice no longer has any control over them!" 

Rav Aha was exhausted and fell asleep. He dreamt that it was told to him, "Just as you eliminated the plague from 

the city, so must you bring them back in teshuva, for one cannot endure without the other, because it was on 

account of their sins that the plague was decreed." He told this to the townspeople and they repented. They 

changed the name of the town to "Mahsiya," which means "town of compassion." They kept the town's name in 

their minds at all times so as to ensure that they would not return to their sinful ways. 

Ketoret for Simcha (Joy) 

The Midrash says:  

Tanhuma, Tesaveh 15 The Almighty said: Of all the sacrifices you offer, there is none dearer to Me than 

the ketoret [incense], for it comes not for any sin or transgression or guilt, but rather for joy, as it says, 'Oil 

and incense gladden the heart' (Mishlei 27). See how beloved the ketoret is, for through it the plague ended. 

Aharon found the angel [of death] standing and destroying. He stayed opposite it and did not let it go. He 

said to Aharon: Let me go and carry out my mission. Aharon stopped it with the power of the ketoret. 

The Ketoret was also an intrinsic part of the Mishkan (the Tabernacle in the wilderness), since it is the proper 

thing to place incense in the King's Palace, prior to his entry, all the more so, HaShem. Indeed, on a number of 

occasions in the desert, it was through the Ketoret that the Shechinah rested in Israel. 

Ketoret was offered to bring joy and happiness to the world. For this reason, it was the most beloved to HaShem 

of all the offerings6[6]. And, it was the life-preserving qualities of the Ketoret that the Angel of Death taught Moshe 

on Mt. Sinai, which worked to save lives in the disagreement with Korach. See Bamidbar (Numbers) 17:11-13  

Our Sages taught that the righteous are compared to pleasant smelling spices (Megilla 13a). That is why Esther 

was also named Hadassah which means myrtle, while Mordechai is comprised of 'mar dachia', pure myhrr, one 

of the main ingredients of the incense. We have seen in the teaching of our Sages that sound is good for the 

incense. For this reason Mordechai, whose righteous deeds were pleasing to HaShem as incense, cried aloud in 

the midst of the city. Through his intense prayer and beseeching on behalf of the Jews, Mordechai saw that, as 

incense offered before HaShem, he was able to nullify the harsh decree against the Jewish people. In this way, he 

'stood between the dead and the living' much as Aaron used the incense to stay the plague of HaShem's wrath.  

                                                 
6[6] Midrash Tanchuma, Tetzaveh 15 



Lashon HaRa 

The offering of the "ketoret" was carried out in complete seclusion. The Torah tells us:  

Vayikra (Leviticus) 16:17 any person shall not be in the Tent of Meeting when he comes to provide 

atonement in the Sanctuary until his departure.  

Although this pasuk is found in the section of the Torah dealing with the Yom HaKippurim service, this halacha 

is not limited to Yom HaKippurim. It was forbidden for any other Kohen to be present in the Bais HaMikdash 

while the Kohen Gadol, the High Priest, was offering his ketoret, whether it was Yom HaKippurim when it was 

offered in the Kodesh HaKodoshim, or any other day that it was brought on the inner altar. This offering that was 

always done in private serves to atone for lashon hara that is spoken privately. 

The Gemara (Erachin 16) teaches: Because of lashon hara, tzaraat befalls a person. Yet [the Gemara asks] doesn't 

Rav Anani bar Sason teach that when the kohen gadol wears the garment known as the me'il, this atones for the 

nation's lashon hara? 

The Gemara (as explained by Rashi) answers: If the lashon hara caused a fight, tzara'at results. Otherwise, the 

wearing of the me'il atones. 

Yet does not Rav Shimon teach that the ketoret atones for lashon hara, for we read in this parasha that Aharon 

atoned for the people with ketoret? Yes, the ketoret, which is usually burnt privately in the inner sanctum of the 

Mishkan, atones for lashon hara spoken in private, while the me'il atones for lashon hara spoken in public. [Until 

here from the Gemara.] 

The Chafetz Chaim writes: It follows from this that lashon hara which causes a fight is punished by tzara'at even 

when spoken privately. Ketoret atones for lashon hara spoken privately which causes no harm. 

Why then did the ketoret provide atonement, in Bamidbar (Numbers) 16:46, where the lashon hara was very 

public? Because Aharon took the ketoret out of the privacy of the Mishkan and burnt it in the midst of the camp.  

The Gemara records that offering of the ketoret is done privately (Yoma 43b-44a, Zevachim 88b, Mishna Kelim 

1:9, Rambam Hilkhot Temidin u-Musafin 3:3); that is, when the ketoret is offered, no one is allowed to be in the 

heikhal, the inner sanctum, other than the kohen offering the ketoret. While the Torah mentions this exclusion 

specifically regarding the special service of the kohen gadol on Yom HaKippurim (Vayikra 16:17), the Gemara 

understands that it applies to the ketoret generally (Yoma 44b). 

Given its very private nature, the ketoret symbolizes the mysterious, the unknown. However, the Torah explicitly 

connects both offerings of the ketoret to the lighting of the menora. The menora is symbolic of the light of the 

Torah, the revealed Torah, while the ketoret is symbolic of the hidden aspects of Torah, of those parts that lie 

beyond human comprehension. The Torah links these two commands, highlighting the significance of striving to 

understand the Torah while recognizing that some aspects of Torah will remain difficult. 

Holy Deodorizer 

Maimonides describes the function of the ketoret as the vanquishing of the unpleasant odors that might otherwise 

have pervaded the Temple. HaShem commanded that the ketoret be burned twice a day, each morning and 

afternoon, to lend a pleasing fragrance to the Temple and to the garments of those who served in it: 

 

Guide for the Perplexed, part III, ch. 45 “Since many animals were slaughtered in the sacred place each 

day, their flesh butchered and burnt and their intestines cleaned, its smell would doubtless have been like 

the smell of a slaughterhouse... Therefore G-d commanded that the ketoret be burned twice a day, each 

morning and afternoon, to lend a pleasing fragrance to [the Holy Temple] and to the garments of those 

who served in it.”  

But Maimonides’ words carry a significance that extends beyond their superficial sense. In the words of Rabbeinu 

Bechaya: 



Rabbeinu Bechayei on Torah, Exodus 30:1 “G-d forbid that the great principle and mystery of the ketoret 

should be reduced to this mundane purpose.”  

As with all aspects of Torah, this is understood on many different levels. It is explained in the Zohar that the 

kohanim were not merely interested in converting unpleasant smells to pleasant ones; the inner purpose of the 

ketoret was to dispel the foulness of the Evil Inclination: 

Chassidic teaching explains that the animal sacrifices offered in the Temple represent the person's offering of his 

own animal soul to HaShem, the subjugation of his natural instincts and desires to the divine will. This is the 

deeper significance of the foul odor emitted by the sacrifices which the ketoret came to dispel: the animal soul of 

man, which is the basic drive, common to every living creature, for self-preservation and self-enhancement, 

possesses many positive traits which can be directed toward gainful and holy ends; but it is also the source of 

many negative and destructive traits. When a person brings his animal self to the Temple of HaShem and offers 

what is best and finest in it upon the altar, there is still the foul odor, the selfishness, the brutality, and the 

materiality of the animal in man, that accompanies the process. Hence, the ketoret, which possessed the unique 

capability to sublimate the evil odor of the animal soul within its heavenly fragrance, was burnt. 

Like the incense that burned in the Temple, the manifest function of teshuva is to deal with negative and 

undesirable things. On the practical level, teshuva is repentance, a returning to HaShem, a healing for the soul. 

But teshuva is also the dominant quality of Yom Hakippurim, the holiest day of the year. On the day before Yom 

HaKippurim we grind the spices a second time to insure that they are the absolute finest. Thus, the ketoret that 

burned in the Holy of Holies was the manifestation of the function of teshuva; to deal with sin and its ability to 

disrupt the unity of the body and the soul of the nation. 

 

  



 

Discussions of Rabbi Meir & Rabbi Yehudah 

 )לקוטי שיחות חלק טז פרשת כי תישא(

 Rabbi Meir Rabbi Yehudah 

Procedure for making the 

anointing oil  

Requires “professional 

mixing” and “pure oil” 

Roots of the spices are 

boiled in the oil 

Compromise on the pure oil 

in order to do proper mixing 

Soak the roots in water (so 

as to prevent absorption of 

the oil), pour oil on the 

roots (to absorb the scent) 

What circumstances does a 

 ?pay (renter) שומר שכיר

Like a שומר חנם (unpaid 

guardian) 

Current state of regular 

guarding has priority 

Like a שומר שכר (paid 

guardian 

Priority to return the whole 

object in the future 

How much does one need to 

eat to be obligated for 

Zimun 

אכילה –עד כזית   

Currently involved in eating 

שביעה –עד כביצה   

Purpose of eating to be 

satisfied at the end 

Compromise made in the 

present to achieve a future 

perfect result 

No Yes 

 

 

 

 

  



 
11 INGREDIENTS OF THE KETORES 

ַבד -ַקח לד ,פרק ל שמות ֹבָנה ַזָכה ַבד בְׁ ים ּולְׁ ָנה ַסמִּ בְׁ ֶחלְׁ ֶלת וְׁ חֵּ ים ָנָטף ּושְׁ ָך ַסמִּ לְׁ
ֶיה:  הְׁ  יִּ

"ר יוחנן י"א סממנין נאמרו לו למשה בסיני אמר רב הונא מאי קראה א כריתות דף ו/ב מסכת
וחלבנה הא חמשה וסמים אחריני חמשה הא  נטף ושחלת תרי)שמות ל'( קח לך סמים 

 עשרה ולבונה זכה חד הא חד סרי 

The word סמים (spices) is a general term in the plural.  The minimum of a plural form is two items.  The verse has 

the word סמים a second time which the Gemara indicates means a repeat of the previous count of five.  Why 

doesn’t the word indicate another set of two? 

The commentators explain that if the Torah wished to have each word indicates two, then the Torah would have 

placed the words together. Rabbi Epstein explains that repeating the same word might not be the proper 

language since the letters might be “swallowed” during the repetition of the words.  Therefore, he proposes 

that if the Torah wanted each word to indicate two, then, the Torah would have placed one such word at the 

beginning of the verse and the other one at the end of the verse.  Since the second one was placed in the middle 

of the list of specific spices, this indicated that this time the word did not mean a minimum of two, but the 

repeat of the total of the previous count. 

MOSHE BROKE THE LUCHOS BASED ON A KAL V’CHOMER 

י ַכֲאֶשר ָקַרב ֶאל יט ,פרק לב שמות הִּ א ֶאת-ַויְׁ ַחר-ַהַמֲחֶנה ַוַירְׁ ֹחֹלת ַויִּ ֶגל ּומְׁ ַאף -ָהעֵּ
ָיָדו ֶאת ְך מִּ לֵּ ר ֹאָתם -מֶשה ַוַישְׁ ַשבֵּ  :  ָהָהר ַתַחתַהֻלֹחת ַויְׁ

מאי דריש אמר ומה פסח שהוא אחד  מדעתו שבר את הלוחות משה שבת דף פז/א מסכת
תורה וכל בן נכר לא יאכל בו התורה כולה ]כאן[ וישראל מומרים על  אמרה מתרי"ג מצות

 אחת כמה וכמה 

Tosefos writes that this was not a total Kal V’Chomer, since even if a mumar (Jewish denier of G-d) is forbidden 

in the Korban Pesach, this does not mean that Moshe shouldn’t give the Luchos and cause the Jews to repent.  

Rather, we must explain that Moshe refrained from giving the Luchos (which included the entire Torah), 

which contained the punishment of death for deniers of HaShem.  Moshe decided to break the Luchos to avoid 

this punishment for this type of Jews.  Then, if the Jews would do Teshuvah, great, and Moshe would obtain 

another set of Luchos.  Thus, the question of Tosefos is answered since Moshe was not going to give the Jews 

a broken set of Luchos. 

MOSHE WAS A NASI 

נשיא עובר עומד מלפניו מלא עיניו ואינו יושב עד שישב במקומו   קידושין דף לג/ב מסכת
 ח()שמות לג,  האהלהשנאמר והביטו אחרי משה עד בואו 

Rashi explains that Moshe was a Nasi and the people did not sit until he was out of sight (not like a Chacham or 

an Av Bais Din, for whom one can sit after they move 4 amos away).  However, we learn elsewhere that 

Moshe was considered like a King, and if so, how can one learn the law for a Nasi from the verse concerning 

Moshe.  Therefore, one would have to say like the Medrash that Moshe was not considered a King until after 

the giving of the second Luchos, and this verse is prior to that point. 



 

ר ַעל יד ,פרק ל שמות רּוַמת -ֹכל ָהֹעבֵּ ן תְׁ תֵּ ָלה יִּ ים ָשָנה ָוָמעְׁ רִּ ֶבן ֶעשְׁ ים מִּ ֻקדִּ   ה'ַהפְׁ
Rabbi Akiva Eiger )או"ח סימן ק"ו( states that although women are obligated in formal prayers, they are exempt 

from the Musaf prayers. Musaf prayers only commemorate Korbanos Tzibur which are brought with the half-

shekel, which are not taken from women. 

If this is correct, then young males under 20 should also be exempt from Musaf and could not be the Shliach 

Tzibur to lead the prayers.  However, these days the Shliach Tzibur does not fulfill the obligations for those 

that listen; rather we have a person repeat the prayers only due to a previous custom. Thus, it is possible for a 

person younger than 20 to lead the Musaf prayers. 

13 MIDOS HARACHAMIM 
The Gemara (Rosh HaShana 17b) states the greatness of these 13 attributes that HaShem taught to Moshe was 

that any the time that the Jews would sin in the future, they would be forgiven if they “do” according to this 

order (like the order of the 13 attributes). 

How is it possible that G-d would forgive through such an easy method of simply saying the 13 attributes?  Is our 

religion based on a simple reciting of a text and all is forgiven?  Also, why does the Gemara state that the 

Jews should “do” and not that they should “say”? 

Therefore, the intention of the Gemara seems to be that G-d taught to Moshe that if the Jews would DO according 

to this order (just like G-d is merciful so we should be, just like G-d forgives so should we, etc.).  And G-d 

then states that he would forgive our mistakes if we fulfill these attributes in actual deed to be kind, just, 

forgiving, etc. 

י יד ,פרק לד שמות ַתֲחֶוה לֹא כִּ שְׁ אֵּ  תִּ ר ל-לְׁ י ַאחֵּ מֹו ַקָנא 'ה כִּ  :  הּוא ַקָנא ל-אֵּ  שְׁ
 ?קנא is His name. Rashi explains G-d is “jealous” to pay back.  How does the name of G-d connect to קנא

Possibly this concept of G-d is connected to the name of G-d ה-אהי  (numerical value filled).  Earlier Rashi 

explained that this name of G-d infers that He would be with us in Galus to protect us.  Same concept applies 

to קנא that G-d would protect us in Galus to pay back those that attempt to harm us. 

 111 אל"ף

 10 ה"ה

 20 יו"ד

 10 ה"ה

Total equals 151 קנא 

ָתב פרק לד כז שמות ָך ֶאת-כְׁ י ַעל-לְׁ ֶלה כִּ ים ָהאֵּ ָברִּ ים ָהאֵּ -ַהדְׁ ָברִּ י ַהדְׁ יתפִּ רִּ ָך בְׁ תְׁ י אִּ  ֶלה ָכַרתִּ
On this verse, Chaza”l state a basic principle that items that are written should not (only) be meant to be said 

orally (memorized). 

The concept being that many laws are derived from the order of the letters, and the missing or additional letters, 

and even the “trop.”  And if the verses were only said orally, we would not recognize the source for many 

traditions and laws that can only be understood from the written text. 

ן ַעל  לג ,פרק לד שמות תֵּ ָתם ַויִּ ר אִּ ַדבֵּ ַכל מֶשה מִּ ֶוה: -ַויְׁ  ָפָניו ַמסְׁ
Some translate מסוה not as a veil, but as a סודרא (head covering). The word סוד-רא alludes to the concept that  סוד

 .secrets of HaShem goes to those that fear Him ,ה' ליראיו



 

 

 

 אבינו מלכנו קרע גזר דיננו

The previous petitions included forgiving and wipe away all one’s sins.  This petition seems extra and superfluous.  

What does this petition add? Once the sin is gone, what decree is left? 

It is possible to explain with a commonplace example.  A person borrows $100 from a friend with full intention 

to pay back the loan.  However, due to unforeseen economic difficulties, the borrower is unable to pay back 

the entire amount.  The lender understands the problem and is willing to accept payment of half of the debt 

and forgive the balance of the debt.  However, the borrower requests that the loan document be torn up at this 

time.  Even though the borrower understands the gracious intention of the lender to forgive the balance of the 

debt, nevertheless he could never be fully comforted as long as the loan document exists since at some future 

time his economic position may improve and he would then be liable to pay.  Only the destruction of the loan 

document provides total piece of mind. 

So too, is the intention of this supplication.  Even though we fully believe G-d has forgiven us, nevertheless we 

request the total destruction of the decree so we can fully believe our debt of the past sins would not be called 

in to account.  The lack of the destruction of the decree and calling one to account for past deeds is alluded to 

in the verse  לב, לד(וביום פקדי ופקדתי עליהם חטאתם )שמות  

Thus, we can explain the power of complete Teshuvah that results in a destruction of the decree, which is the last 

stage of forgiveness. 

 

  



 
 

Tzedaka 

יֶהם  :יב, לשמות  ֻקדֵּ פְׁ ל לִּ ָראֵּ שְׁ י־יִּ נֵּ ָשא ֶאת־רֹאש בְׁ י תִּ ְתנּוכִּ ֹקד  ְונָּ פְׁ שֹו ַליהָֹוה בִּ יש ֹכֶפר ַנפְׁ אִּ
ֹקד ֹאָתם פְׁ ֶיה ָבֶהם ֶנֶגף בִּ הְׁ לֹא־יִּ  ֹאָתם וְׁ

The Baal HaTurim notes that word ונתנו (and they give) can be read in either direction (right to left or left to right). 

This teaches us that when a person gives Tzedaka for a holy purpose (such as for the Mishkan) in the end it 

would return to that person for a benefit and he would not be missing anything from doing this Mitzvah. 

Draught 

ַח  :יח, לשמות  בֵּ זְׁ ין ַהמִּ ד ּובֵּ ין־ֹאֶהל מֹועֵּ ָנַתָת ֹאתֹו בֵּ ָצה וְׁ ָרחְׁ ֹחֶשת לְׁ ַכנֹו נְׁ ֹחֶשת וְׁ יֹור נְׁ יָת כִּ ָעשִּ וְׁ

ם ָנַתָת ָשָמה ָמיִּ  :וְׁ

The laver, which contains water, is juxtaposed to the giving of donations for the Mishkan to teach us the lesson 

mentioned in the Gemara Taanis 8b, that if people pledge charity and do not fulfill their pledge, drought 

ensues. 

Wisdom from wine and fragrance 

י ָך־לְׁ חקַ  :לד, לשמות   םַסמִּ
The Baal HaTurim points out that the last letters of these three words spell the word ChaChoM (wise person). 

This is an allusion to the Gemara Horios 13b, which says that wine and fragrance gives a person wisdom. It 

is obvious why the allusion for fragrance is appropriately mentioned (in this verse), but why does the Baal 

HaTurim mention wine which is not discussed in this verse?  

The Chidushei HoRI"M says that people mistakenly assume that a person who speaks a lot is a fool and one who 

speaks very little is a wise man. This is not the case. When the need arises for one to speak, be it divrei Torah, 

correcting a wrong, etc., one should speak out. It is wrong to remain silent. When there is no such need one 

should refrain from speaking. It totally depends upon the situation. A wise person is one who knows when 

to speak and when to be quiet. (See Koheles 3,7.)  

The Gemara Zevochim 87a says that when the wine for the Mikdash libations was poured from barrels into smaller 

vessels, those pouring would not talk as this was damaging for the wine. On the other hand, the Gemara 

Kerisus 6b says that when the incense spices were ground, the grinders would say "Ho'deik heiteiv heiteiv 

hod'eik," since talking is beneficial for ground spices. This is the reason the Baal HaTurim mentions both 

wine and fragrances as an allusion to wisdom. A wise person needs to be both quiet and talkative, similar to 

the nature of wine and fragrances.  

The Talmud 

י ַעל־פִּ אֶ  'הַויֹאֶמר  :כז, לדשמות  ֶלה כִּ ים ָהאֵּ ָברִּ ָך ֶאת־ַהדְׁ ָתב־לְׁ י יל־ֹמֶשה כְׁ ָברִּ לֶ  ם׀ ַהדְׁ  הָהאֵּ

תְׁ  יָכַרתִּ  י ָךאִּ רִּ ל תבְׁ ָראֵּ שְׁ ֶאת־יִּ  :וְׁ

“Through these matters I have struck a covenant with you” – the final letters of this part of the pasuk ַעל־
י יפִּ  ָברִּ לֶ  םַהדְׁ תְׁ  יָכַרתִּ  הָהאֵּ י ָךאִּ רִּ תבְׁ  have the same numerical value as (485) התלמוד. 

 



PARSHAS KI SISA ַכיַתישא  SELECTIONS 

 

On the Seventh Day 

ָנַפש :, יזאל  תמוש י ָשַבת ַויִּ יעִּ בִּ  ּוַביֹום ַהשְׁ

There are two verbs in this phrase שבת and וינפש (he ceased and he rested) which seem to ascribe anthropomorphic 

(human) attributes to HaShem. Rashi and others attempt to interpret these verbs in a manner which would not 

attribute the action to HaShem. 

The Sforno in his interpretation anticipates this problem and explains the verse as follows: When HaShem 

completed His work of Creation it brought tranquility for any completion brings with it a great sense of peace 

and serenity.  This is the sense of the word שבת. 

As for the word וינפש Sforno explains it to mean that the Shabbos was given to expand one’s soul (נפש) and grant 

an added dimension to the soul so that one can be better prepared to realize thepurpose meant for him and to 

reach the goal of serving HaShem. 

The Tablets 

נֵּי ֻלֹחת  :טו, בל  תמוש ָידֹוּושְׁ ֻדת בְׁ  ָהעֵּ

The Sforno explains the reason for bringing down the Tablets. Since the Jews had already sinned and were not 

worthy of receiving them, why not leave them in the Heavens? 

The answer he gives is that if they repent at once he will be able to immediately give them the tablets. And if not, 

then the shattering of the Tablets will hopefully shock them into repentance. 

Veil Over His Face 

ָתם :לג,לד  תמוש ר אִּ ַדבֵּ ַכל ֹמֶשה מִּ  ַויְׁ

Moshe’s face was not covered by the veil while speaking to HaShem nor when he spoke to the people, 

communicating the message of HaShem to them. Although his face sent forth rays of heavenly light, and the 

people after the sin were not worthy to gaze at this radiance, nonetheless Moshe did not cover his face for the 

Torah can best be transmitted when the students see the face of their teacher. (The Maharsha in Eiruvim 13b 

explains that when a student see the subtle expressions on the teacher’s face one can more readily understand 

him.)  

In that Gemara it is related that Rav was a student of Rabbi Meir. In those days students sat in a circle with some 

sitting in front of the teacher while others sat behind him. Rav is quoted as saying, “I am sarper that others 

because I studied under Rabbi Meir while I sat behind him. Had I sat in front of him and been privileged to see 

his face, I would have been sharper.” The Sforno cites this statement to prove his point that Moshe showed his 

face to the people while instructing them. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Understanding the Parsha according to the teachings of the Rebbe 

QUESTION:  How does a collected coin atone for the serious incident of the Golden Calf? Why did HaShem 

have to show Moshe a coin of fire and not just hand him a coin? 

 ANSWER:  The coin of fire symbolized the ability to harmonize two opposites; one’s calm nature with the fervor 

and dynamism of change (Teshuvah). The sin of the Calf was the denial of the Unity of G-d. A coin given 

without feelings is cold and lifeless. But a coin given with the warmth of one’s essence can atone for the 

gravest sin. Thus, the half shekel displays our faith in HaShem as the partner in the whole Shekel.  
(178ַ,ַעמ'אלקוטיַשיחותַכרךַ)                  

 

QUESTION:  )למה הי יחרה אפך בעמך )שמות לב, יא Moshe responded to HaShem’s “threat” to destroy the 

Jewish people after the Golden Calf.  How did this response help Moshe’s plea? 

 ANSWER:  Moshe said there was no real case against the Jews. If the Golden Calf had any substance of being a 

god, then maybe a place exists for jealousy.  However, since no substance existed, then the action is just one 

of “stupidity” and does not warrant a great penalty like wiping them out.  Moshe was indicating that the 

essence of a Jew is never torn away from G-d (even in a time of sin)               ַ(ַ402ַ,ַעמ'טזלקוטיַשיחותַכרך)  

 

QUESTION:  What is the purpose of placing the broken pieces of the first Luchos in the Aron together with the 

whole second Luchos?  Even more so, why refer to the broken first Luchos which bring to mind 

the severe sin of the Jews that caused the breaking of the first Luchos? 

 ANSWER:  The breaking of the first Luchos was necessary in order for the Jews to properly receive the Oral 

Torah and the second Luchos; the Jews needed the concept of being broken (humility) in addition to the 

selection of being uplifted (1st Luchos) to fully function with the limitless Torah.  ַ(ַ248ַ,ַעמ'כולקוטיַשיחותַכרך)  

 

QUESTION:  How is possible for Moshe not eat or drink while on top of Har Sinai? Isn’t this against halacha 

for one to attempt to fast for such a long period? 

 ANSWER:  Three reasons are given for how Moshe was able to exist without eating, and not violate the halacha.  

And each of these reasons corresponds to the function of the three 40-day periods. 1) Supernatural – a miracle 

kept Moshe alive, during the period when receiving the miraculous Torah.  2) Natural – Moshe so immersed, 

didn’t feel hungry, he was immersed in seeking forgiveness 3) Fusion of natural and supernatural – Moshe 

became like an angel that does not need to eat; his natural functions elevated to the supernatural. So too, in 

this period Moshe received the second Luchos which enable elevation of the physical to the highest levels. 
(172ַ,ַעמ'לולקוטיַשיחותַכרךַ)                  

QUESTION:  Why is Shabbos and its laws discussed here at such length, when it was already covered in detail 

as part of the Ten Commandments? 

 ANSWER:  The Ten Commandments speaks of Shabbos in and of itself. Our portion addresses the effect that 

Shabbos has on the Jewish people. Our Sages derive the concept of the additional soul specifically from the 

verses in our Torah portion.  Our rest on Shabbos entails a complete change and elevation within the Jew. 

And this is the additional soul, G-d’s gift to us.       (ַ191ַ,ַעמ'לאלקוטיַשיחותַכרך)  
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