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Stories That Matter 

Two brothers sold all they had and went prospecting for gold. They discovered a vein of the shining ore, 

staked a claim, and proceeded to get down to the serious business of getting the gold ore out of the mine. All 

went well at first, but then a strange thing happened. The vein of gold ore disappeared! The brothers 

continued to pick away at the dirt, but without success. Finally, they gave up in disgust.  

They sold their equipment and claim rights for a few hundred dollars, and took the train back home. The 

man who bought the claim hired an engineer to examine the rock strata of the mine. The engineer advised 

him to continue digging in the same spot where the former owners had left off. Three feet deeper, the new 

owner struck gold. 

A little more persistence and the two brothers would have been 

millionaires themselves. There's gold in each one of us too. Ask yourself, 

do you need to dig just a little bit farther?  

Parshas Ki Sisa begins with the bringing of the half-shekel.  Each person 

would bring this coin as a ‘ransom for his soul’ no matter whether he was 

rich or poor.  The Midrash gives a number of different reasons for the 

specific coin but there is one common denominator – everyone had to give 

it. 

Perhaps the Torah is underscoring the message that each of us has intrinsic value.  But that’s just the 

beginning.  It’s a starting ground, a place to stake a claim.  The goal is to keep digging, keep working, and 

keep plugging away until we find the treasure buried inside each of us. 

 

A Matter of Choice        by Rabbi Eliyahu Hoffman, Torah.org 

In Parshas Ki Sisa, we read about one of the most tragic events in Jewish history; the sin of the Golden Calf. It is almost 

inconceivable how a nation could rise to such a pinnacle - to receive the Torah, the Word of Hashem on Har Sinai - and 

yet just forty days later, to take their gold, form with it a calf, and say, "This is your god, O Israel, who brought you up 

from the land of Egypt! (32:8)" 

But did the Jews indeed sin? It would certainly seem so, yet there is an amazing Gemara which seems to indicate 

otherwise: 

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: The only reason the Jews sinned with the Golden Calf was in order to provide an opening 

for ba'alei teshuva (repentants). As R' Yochanan said in the name of R' Shimon bar Yochai: David was not disposed to sin 

(with Bas Sheva), nor were the Jews disposed to sin (with the Golden Calf). So why did they sin? In order to teach the 

concept of teshuva (repentance)! [Avodah Zara 4b-5a] 

Apparently, the Jews were "pushed" into sinning. On their own accord, this would not have happened; Hashem thrust this 

sin upon them in order to teach the important lesson of repentance; that no matter how far one has strayed - even if he has 

made himself a golden calf - he can still return. 

Mefarshim (commentators), however, ask a perplexing question: If indeed the Jews on their own accord would not have 

sinned, were it not that the Master of the Universe "steered" them to do so, then in what way can their teshuva serve to 

teach us the concept of repentance? Their "teshuva" was accepted as a matter of course - after all, they should really not 

have sinned in the first place! But when we sin by exercising our bechira, our free-will to do good or bad, who is to say 

that our repentance will be accepted? 
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Different answers are proposed to deal with this question (see Maharal, Michtav Me’Eliyahu, and others). Basically, they 

all agree that to some degree the Jews sinned as a matter of free-will. If not there could be no punishment and 

repercussions. What the Gemara means is that there was a sudden shift of events which made it very difficult - but not 

impossible - for the Jews to avoid sinning. 

Ultimately, though, one can still question: Why teach the concept of teshuva by means of such a complex and coerced 

situation? Perhaps we could take a slightly different tack. 

It is no secret that we live today in a society that tends to avoid blaming the individual for his own shortcomings. People, 

society says, are the product of their environment and circumstance - they can for the most part not be blamed for their 

actions. Joey shot his teacher because he was abused as a child. Michael steals because he grew up in an impoverished 

home. Robert is taking drugs because he has been rejected by his peers - this is his way of gaining acceptance. Given 

different environments and different circumstances, they might have turned out different... 

The Torah sees things differently. True, environment and circumstance play a crucial role in character development. 

Parents and teachers must certainly do everything they can to provide a climate within 

which Torah values can thrive. But one always has the choice to do good or bad. 

Bechira - free will - is the most basic tenet of the Torah. Without the choice between 

good and bad, man ceases to be distinct from the animals, who enjoy no such choice. 

We become products of our whims, ruled only by our own desires. 

The importance of imparting this message to our youth can not be ignored. It is 

perhaps the most important concept they (we) will ever learn; that whatever the 

circumstances, the ultimate choice in is our hands. No one can be forced to do bad. 

And even when things have taken a turn for the worse, it's never too late, one can 

always return. No one is beyond repentance. 

Perhaps this is precisely the message the Torah is trying to convey with the sin of the Golden Calf. It is true that the 

Golden Calf was largely a product of circumstance. The Jews had been misled into believing Moshe had died. Different 

factors combined to make their avoidance of sin extremely difficult. The Gemara declares unequivocally that, "The Jews 

were not disposed to have sinned with the Golden Calf!" Yet, notwithstanding all the excuses, justifications, and 

circumstances, they are still held responsible for their actions. 

"So why did they sin? In order to teach the concept of teshuva." The sin of the Golden Calf teaches us the most basic rule 

of repentance: Accepting responsibility for our actions and misdeeds. Accepting that every person has the freedom to do 

as they choose. We all know of great individuals that came from the lowliest of backgrounds. Society, peers, and 

circumstance - they all wield great, yet not insurmountable influence over our lives. Ultimately the choice is ours. 

In this Parsha we have the paragraph recited as part of the Friday night prayers, “V’shamru,” and They shall 

guard it.  It speaks of the Jews guarding the Shabbos because it is an eternal sign between G-d and us that we are 

connected.  Even the building of the Mishkan was halted for the Shabbos because on this day, we don’t even need 

the Tabernacle and its service to connect to HaShem.  We do it by focusing on our relationship instead. 

At the tender age of twelve, Rose’s father put her on a boat to America.  “Rose,” he said, wiping a tear from his 
eye, “You are going to a land where there is much freedom.  There will be people who tell you that religion is old-
fashioned.  But remember, Rosie - You are a Jew and must keep Shabbos.  More than the Jews have kept the 
Shabbos, the Shabbos has kept the Jews.”  When Rose arrived, her cousins were 
among those who spurned religion in the new land.  Though she started to drift away 
from the things she had learned, she remembered Shabbos. 

Soon after she arrived she landed a job as a sewing machine operator.  On Shabbos, 
she faked a toothache.  The next week it was a stomachache and the third she had 
another malady.  On Sunday, her boss said to her, “I’m wise to you.  If you don’t 

come in next Saturday you’re fired.” 

The next week she was in turmoil as she left the house.  How could she work on 
Shabbos, after what her father had said?  Instead she spent the day in the park, 
waiting until nightfall.  As she slowly trudged home, she imagined how angry her family would be at her for 
being fired.  As she neared the house, her cousin Joey was stunned to see her. “Wh-what are you doing here?  
H-how…” “Oh Joey,” she wailed, “What will I do?  I didn’t go to work today and now I have lost my job.”  

“Rose!” Joey cried, “Didn’t you hear? There was a fire at the factory.  Barely anyone made it out!” 

Out of 190 workers, the infamous fire at the Triangle Shirtwaist factory on Saturday March 25, 1911 claimed 

the lives of 146.  Rose did not perish, because more than she kept it, the Shabbos kept her.  

Want to sign up to get this Shabbos Table Talk each week?  E-mail us at DoItForDovid@Gmail.com. 

 


