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The Power Of 
Ahavas Chinam

Rabbi Yitz Sandler 

Consider the following question: What is the greatest experience that a 
human being could have?

Undoubtedly, we would all say Divine revelation 
– after all, there can be nothing greater than 
communion with the Creator of existence. Even an 
atheist would admit that, in his limited view of life, 
if it were possible to have an intimate relationship 
with G-d Al-mighty Himself, then nothing could 
be greater.

What would be the greatest level of revelation? 
Well certainly if it were possible, a face to face 
conscious communication would be the greatest. 
Many of our prophets recorded communion in a 
dream or a trance – but the face to face conscious 
experience would be far greater. 

What then would be the greatest level of face 
to face conscious communion? One would have 
to say that the forty days, learning Torah on Sinai, 
directly from the ‘mouth’ of the Al-mighty – it would 
be ridiculous to consider anything possibly more 
sublime. Of course, we know that such an experience 
is not available to a person today, which in some way 
seems to limit how far a relationship with Hashem 
can extend for us... but those who really yearn for 
deveikus can still dream...

Yet, after the Sinai experience, on returning to the 
Jewish camp and finding the Egel HaZahav, Moshe 
Rabbeinu offers teshuva on behalf of the nation, and 
we learn that at that moment he asks for the privilege 
to see the essence of Hashem. 

But doesn’t that imply that he hasn’t had that 
highest level of revelation yet? 

If Moshe is only now asking to see the essence 
of Hashem, then it must be that he hadn’t merited 
that madrega during his time on Har Sinai! Moreover, 

we see that Hashem agrees, at least to show Moshe 
His back, which is the best a human being can hope 
for – so we can know with certainty that Moshe is 
being granted the highest opportunity of Divine 
communion, even higher than that encountered 
from his forty days on Har Sinai, higher than the 
experience of learning Torah directly from the 
source, when he went without food, drink or sleep 
for forty days…….

So – what did Moshe Rabbeinu do after the Sinai 
revelation to merit this higher level of relationship? 
The Torah tells us just one thing – he showed his 
commitment to the nation, he stood up to offer 
teshuva on their behalf, and he put his own existence 
on the line for their sake! 

This is one of the greatest lessons that Judaism 
has brought to the world – not just that G-d exists, 
but that we all have the opportunity to live closely 
with the Divine, to merit His Presence, and to live 
an elevated and inspired existence. And it doesn’t 
require us to be the greatest of prophets. If we take 
the effort reach beyond ourselves and care for our 
fellow Jews, to really feel their needs and beseech 
the Al-mighty on their behalf – in this way we can 
build the strongest deveikus available. 

In truth we know this already – if sinas chinam is 
our greatest failing as a nation, then ahavas chinam 
will be our greatest tikkun.

Our responsibilities are our greatest opportunities 
– if we can care for others, we will have the 
opportunity to be G-dly, and in being G-dly we will 
have the experience of being close to Him, of raising 
ourselves and of raising the entire world around us.
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1. When else in the year do we read from Parshas Ki Sisa?
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The pasuk at the end of the parsha says, “Three times in the year all males should appear 
before the Master, Hashem, G-d of Israel.” [Shemos 34:23] This is the source of the 
obligation of Aliya le regel— to go up to the Beis HaMikdash in Yerushalayim on Pesach, 
Shavuos, and Succos. The next pasuk continues, “…no man will covet your land when you 
go up to appear before Hashem, your G-d, three times a year.” [34:24]

The simple interpretation of these pesukim is 
that the primary thrust of the command is to be oleh 
regel. As a secondary point, the Torah informs us 
that while one is away from home performing this 
mitzvah, there is no need to fear that someone will 
covet the land.

However, there is also a deeper message. The 
Gemara says that one who does not own land in 
Eretz Yisrael is exempt from the command of making 
the Festival Pilgrimage [Pesachim 8b]. We cannot 
apply the pasuk “no man will covet your land” to 
such a person.

This seems grossly unfair. Why should someone 
be exempt from “being seen by Hashem” (mitzvas 
re’iyah) just because he does not own real estate? Is 
the Torah discriminating against the poor? What is 
the connection between going up three times a year 
and owning land?

Furthermore, the pasuk uses a strange 
expression: “Three times in the year, all males 
should appear before the Master (HaAdon), 
Hashem…” The phrase “Adon Hashem” is a very 
uncommon expression. In fact, the only other place 
in Chumash where this expression is used is in 
Parshas Mishpatim [23:17], again in connection 
with this same mitzvah of going up to Yerushalayim 
on the Festivals.

The Seforno in Parshas Mishpatim says that the 
use of the word Adon alludes to the fact that Hashem 
is also the Master of the Land, as it is written “For 
all the Land belongs to Me” [Shemos 19:5]. In other 
words, in the final analysis, the Ribbono shel Olam 
owns everything.

Through this Seforno, we can understand a 
new insight into the mitzvah of Aliyah l’regel. The 
mitzvah is not merely to go up to Yerushalayim and 
have a Yom Tov in the presence of and under the 
influence of the Beis Hamikdash. The purpose of the 

mitzvah is to emphasise that I can leave my house, 
my land and my property unattended and not worry 
about them. Why can I do that? Because, ultimately, 
they are not mine. I should worry about this land? It 
is not mine to worry about — it is Hashem’s land. He 
will worry about it. He will take care of it.

When a person returns a rental car, he merely 
drives up to the return stand, drops off the keys and 
drives away. Does he need to worry about what will 
happen to the car? Avis worries about that! It is not 
your car. It is their car.

So too, when the Jewish people go to 
Yerushalayim for the Festivals, not worrying about 
the land is a means of testifying that Hashem is the 
Master of the Land, and He will take care of it.

Consequently, one who does not have land, 
cannot participate in this mitzvah, because he cannot 
demonstrate this confidence in Hashem’s ownership 
of the land through his traveling to Yerushalayim.

The Torah emphasizes this same concept 
through the mitzvah of shmitta, the mitzvah of yovel, 
and other mitzvos. All teach the same lesson — we 
are not the baal habayis. A person’s beautiful home, 
on top of the hill, is not really his, because ‘All the 
Land belongs to Me’.

Giving to tzedaka is not a zero-sum game. Certainly giving to tzedaka 
costs the giver something and benefits the recipient. However, there 
are benefits to the giver as well as to the receiver. In the Midrash on 
Megillas Rus, Rabbi Yehoshua says:

More than what a rich person does for the poor man, the 
poor man does for the rich person, as Ruth says to Naomi, 

“The man’s name whom I helped today is Boaz” (Ruth 2:19). It 
doesn’t say, “Who helped me,” but rather “Whom I helped.” 

The Midrash points out that Rus, a poor woman, helped 
the wealthy landowner Boaz, implying that Boaz benefitted 
from the opportunity to give tzedakah. Indeed, Jewish 
tradition suggests several ways in which giving benefits the 
giver. Tzedakah is described as a way of getting closer to 
Hashem, for it is through tzedek that Hashem’s presence is 
seen1. The Torah further promises that Hashem will reward 
those who practice justice and righteousness with long life 
and inheritance of the Land.

The Rambam2 takes this idea one step further, 
suggesting that the effect on the giver might even trump the 
impact on the recipient. He explains that if a person has a 
certain amount of money it would be preferable to give to 
more people smaller amounts than to give a large sum to 
one person as it cultivates a generous character in the giver.

At the beginning of this week’s sedra, the Torah teaches 
us the way to take a census of the people; each person would 
give half a shekel which would go to community funds.  The 
half shekels were then counted in order to find the total 
number of people.  

It is interesting to note that the Hebrew word used to 
describe that each person should give is a palindrome;

ְת֜נּו .Venasnu” (and they should give)3“ -  וְנָ֨

It reads the same forwards as it does backwards (the 
Hebrew letters are vav, nun, saf, nun, vav).  This reflects this 
concept we have described that giving is a two way process.  
We could describe it as the “boomerang effect” of giving 
which benefits the recipient and elevates the person giving.  

Indeed the two trop notes on top of the word ְת֜נּו  are  וְנָ֨
two “boomerang” shaped notes called kadma v’azlah which 
mean to go and come. When it comes to giving; what goes 
out, comes back.

Rav Dessler zt’’l famously teaches us that a person 
is either a giver or a taker with their time, talents, money 
and energy. We are charged to constantly assess our 
actions and ask ourselves; are we being givers or takers? 
We should choose to be givers and by helping others we 
elevate ourselves.

1  Tehillim 17:16
2  Perush Hamishnayos to Avos 3:15
3  Shemos 30:12
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The age-old question of Theodicy is raised by Moshe Rabbenu 
in our Parsha. He pleads ‘Please show me Your Glory’, which 
the Gemara (Brachos 7) understands to mean that when Moshe 
realised that it was a propitious time (an עת רצון), he made three 
requests of Hashem, one of which was that Hashem should explain 
why “tzadik v’tov lo, tzadik v’ra lo, rasha v’tov lo, rasha v’ra lo.” 
Why is it that there are some righteous people who prosper and 
others who suffer; additionally, why is it that there are wicked 
people who are successful and others who suffer? 

In response, the Gemara quotes divergent 
views whether Hashem acceded to this request 
or not. The Tana Kamma is of the opinion that 
Moshe was answered by Hashem. “V’chanosi 
es asher achon,” (33:19) is actually the response 
-- Hashem rewards those who deserve reward. 
The tzadik who has it good is a tzadik gamur – 
a completely righteous individual; in contrast, 
the tzadik who suffers is a tzadik who is not 
entirely without guilt. Similarly, the rasha who 
suffers is a rasha who is completely wicked 
and deserves punishment; whereas, the rasha 
who seems to be smiled upon by fortune, is a 
rasha who is not completely bad. 

The Chofetz Chaim explains this approach 
by way of an analogy. A visitor from out of town, 
attends a shul and notices that the gabbai 
seems to give the kibbudim and aliyos in an 
apparently random manner. After davening, 
the guest goes over to the gabbai to complain 
about the haphazard and unprofessional 
manner in which the honours were dispensed. 
Convinced that his objectivity as an outsider 
enables him to perceive the apparent injustice, 
he upbraids the gabbai. The tables are soon 
turned however, when the gabbai points out 
that his perceived insight and wisdom as 
the outsider, is in fact the very source of his 
ignorance. A regular would know that the 
man at the back of Shul has been seriously ill, 
and, having recovered from major surgery, is 
back in shul for the first time in many months, 
the others were celebrating family simchas, 
another just returned from a trip abroad, etc etc. 

What appeared arbitrary to the outsider, was, 
in fact, well justified and carefully arranged. 
In this vein, argues the Chofetz Chayim, we 
are, in essence, outsiders when it comes to 
understanding the big picture it would be 
arrogance of the highest order to presume to 
be able to fathom the workings of the Divine 
based merely on our few years of existence in 
this world.

The Gemara then quotes the opinion of R’ 
Meir who disagrees and is of the opinion that 
Hashem did not answer Moshe’s question. 
The pasuk used as the prooftext for the first 
opinion, “V’chanosi es asher achon,” actually 
can be read to mean that Hashem will reward 
even those who do not deserve it. 1

The Noam Elimelech explains that the 
argument is not about how to interpret the 
pasuk2-- even R’ Meir may readily concede that 
the basic pshat favours the Tana Kamma’s 
reading, that Hashem will reward those who 
deserve it. R’ Meir, however, sees an additional 
dimension to the hashgacha that understands 
that when Hashem gives a tzadik , it is not 
perceived as being merely for the tzadik’s 
personal benefit. A tzadik acts as a conduit 
to bring bracha into the world, everything 
that transpires to him is received with the 
responsibility to utilise it for the benefit of all. 
Thus, by extension, through rewarding the 
tzadik, Hashem ultimately channels bracha 
even to those who don’t personally deserve it. 
The net result is that everyone benefits. 

Returning now to Moshe’s question, 
something more significant emerges. 
Superficially, he seems to raising the classic 
question of theodicy – why do the righteous 
suffer and the wicker prosper? But if that 
alone was what troubled him, then the gemara 
should refer only to “tzadik v’ra lo… rasha 
v’tov lo.” Why does the gemara include in the 
question “tzadik v’tov lo… rasha v’ra lo,” the 
fact that there are righteous people who get 
their reward and wicked who suffer? 

The Maharil Diskin refers us to another 
gemara (Moed Katan 28) that “banei, chayei, 
u’mezonei lav b’zechusa talya elah b’mazla.” 
There is a concept of “mazal,” which forms 
the context within which a person receives his 
schar v’onesh. A poor person might manage 
to climb the social ladder and become middle 
class, however, it is unlikely that the pauper 
will suddenly become a millionaire. That’s 
what bothered Moshe. Rare though it may be, 
there are cases that are the exceptions to the 
rule. There are tzadikim who receive reward 
that completely defies the norms of nature – 
and then there are the vast majority who do not. 
Moshe was as mystified by the phenomenon 
of “tzadik v’tov lo” despite the effects of mazal, 
as he was at there being a “tzadik v’ra lo.” How 
does the system work? 

The gemara answers that we have to 
distinguish between the “tzadik gamur” and 
the “tzadik she’eino gamur.” The tzadik gamur 
who is completely righteous rises above his 
natural tendencies, and is in turn rewarded 
outside the normal teva/mazal boundaries 
(genetic, socio-economic, etc.) of nature. 
A tzadik who does good to the extent his 
natural talents allow for but does not push the 
envelope in turn is rewarded only to the degree 
that mazal allows. 

1 For a more sophisticated approach to all of this, students of 

the דעת תבונות will readily appreciate the parallel lines of הנהגת 

.at play here המשפט והנהגת היחוד

עי‘ מהרש“א בח“א שם  2
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The mishkan and Shabbos combined occupy so much of our 
halachic literature; from the nuances in the laws of Shabbos to 
the tens of mitzvos that relate to the mikdash and mishkan - the 
details and procedures of the korbanos, the laws of the Kohanim 
and the laws of those who volunteer korbanos, etc. Yet what 
if the two clash; when the day of Shabbos comes along are 
we allowed to continue building the mishkan or Mikdash? The 
following pesukim teach us that  Shabbos trumps the mishkan.

יג ְוַאָּתה ַּדֵּבר ֶאל ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֵלאֹמר ַאְך ֶאת 

ַׁשְּבֹתַתי ִּתְׁשֹמרּו ִּכי אֹות ִהוא ֵּביִני ּוֵביֵניֶכם 

ְלֹדֹרֵתיֶכם ָלַדַעת ִּכי ֲאִני ה ְמַקִּדְׁשֶכם:

And you, speak to the children 

of Israel and say: ‘Only keep My 

Sabbaths! For it is a sign between 

Me and you for your generations, to 

know that I, Hashem, make you holy.

ִהוא  ֹקֶדׁש  ִּכי  ָּבת  ַהּׁשַ ֶאת  ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם  יד 

ָהֹעֶׂשה  ָּכל  ִּכי  יּוָמת  מֹות  ְמַחֲלֶליָה  ָלֶכם 

ִמֶּקֶרב  ַהִהוא  ַהֶּנֶפׁש  ְוִנְכְרָתה  ְמָלאָכה  ָבּה 

ַעֶּמיָה:

Therefore, keep the Sabbath, for it is 

a sacred thing for you. Those who 

desecrate it shall be put to death, for 

whoever performs work on it, that 

soul will be cut off from the midst 

of its people.

ּוַבּיֹום  ְמָלאָכה  ֵיָעֶׂשה  ָיִמים  ֵׁשֶׁשת  טו 

ִביִעי ַׁשַּבת ַׁשָּבתֹון ֹקֶדׁש ַלה ָּכל ָהֹעֶׂשה  ַהּׁשְ

ָּבת מֹות יּוָמת: ְמָלאָכה ְּביֹום ַהּׁשַ

Six days work may be done, but 

on the seventh day is a Sabbath 

of complete rest, holy to the Lord; 

whoever performs work on the 

Sabbath day shall be put to death.’

The question is why; why does 

Shabbos seem to be more important 

than the mishkan? The Seforno on the 

above pesukim highlights the reasons 

that the pesukim themselves isolate. 

The first reason (pasuk 13) is because 

the day of Shabbos is a sign and also 

testimony that Hashem created the 

world, and without acknowledgment 

of this sign and belief in Hashem’s 

providence, the significance of the 

mishkan is undermined. 

The understanding seems to be as 

follows: the mishkan is not simply a 

building with various elements, gold 

and silver. It is not simply a house 

of Hashem. The mishkan provides 

for Hashem ‘to reside His Shechinah 

among us’ - which requires us to be 

on a certain spiritual level; a level 

which the mishkan raises us towards. 

As the Ramban writes, the mishkan 

provides a permanent mini-revelation 

to extend the major revelation of 

Har Sinai; to make it ingrained and 

internalised within the people’s lives. 

As the Sefer Hachinuch writes, the 

presence of the Shechinah is not a 

description of Hashem being more 

present in one place than any other 

- He is infinite and would thus not 

be more in one place than another. 

Rather, His Shechinah being present 

simply means that we have greater 

propensity to be spiritually inspired 

and susceptible to the Divine 

presence; put simply, we feel and 

experience His Presence in these 

places more than others. 

Rashi writes that the initial plan 

was not to build a mishkan; initially 

we were on a level high enough that 

we did not need a building to achieve 

such a level. Yet even after we sinned 

with the golden calf and we did 

indeed, the mishkan was not a way 

of outsourcing our spiritual growth 

- it was a way of enhancing our 

spiritual growth. Therefore, Shabbos 

trumps the mishkan because it 

provides the necessary backdrop, 

context, and prior spiritual reserves 

which is a necessary prerequisite for 

the mishkan.

The lesson for us is that sometimes 

we get too used to outsourcing our 

responsibilities; whether spiritual 

or physical. The mishkan teaches us 

that even the most powerful tool for 

achievement (the mishkan) requires 

our input and responsibility first.
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“The world breaks everyone, and afterwards some are stronger in the 
broken places.” ERNEST HEMINGWAY

Broken
The simple reading of the story (recorded twice 

in Torah, in Shemos, in this week’s portion, and 
then again in Devarim) goes like this: After the Jews 
created a Golden Calf, Moshe smashed the stone 
tablets created by Hashem, engraved with the Ten 
Commandments. Moshe and Hashem then “debated” 
the appropriate response to this transgression and 
it was decided that if the people would truly repent, 
Hashem would give them a second chance. Moshe 
hewed a second set of stone tablets; Hashem 
engraved them also with the Ten Commandments, 
and Moshe gave them to the Jewish people.

Yet a few major questions come to mind.

1. Moshe, outraged by the sight of a golden calf 
erected by the Bnei Yisrael as a deity, smashed 
the stone tablets. He apparently felt that the Jews 
were undeserving of them, and that it would be 
inappropriate to give them this Divine gift. But why 
did Moshe have to break and shatter the heavenly 
tablets? Moshe could have hidden them or returned 
them to their Heavenly Maker?

2. The Rabbis teach us that “The whole tablets 
and the broken tablets nestled inside the Ark of 
the Covenant 1.” The Jews proceeded to gather the 
broken fragments of the first set of tablets and had 
them stored in the Aron, in the Mishkan, together 
with the second whole tablets. Both sets of tablets 
were later taken into the Land of Israel and kept side 
by side in the Aron, situated in the kodesh kodashim.
This seems strange. Why would they place the broken 
tablets in the Holy of Holies, when these fragments 
were a constant reminder of the great moral failure of 
the Jewish people2. Why not just disregard them, or 
deposit them in a safe isolated place?

3. In its eulogy for Moshe, the Torah chooses this 
episode of smashing the tablets as the highlight and 
climax of Moshe’ achievements.

In the closing verses of Devarim we read: “Moshe, 
the servant of Hashem, died there in the land of 
Moav... And there arose not since a prophet in Israel 
like Moshe, whom Hashem knew face to face; all 
the signs and wonders which Hashem sent to do 
in the land of Egypt... that mighty hand, those great 
fearsome deeds, which Moshe did before the eyes of 
all Israel.”

What did Moshe do “before the eyes of all Israel?” 
Rashi3, in his commentary on Torah, explains “That 
his heart emboldened him to break the tablets before 

their eyes, as it is written, ‘and I broke them before 
your eyes.’ Hashem’s opinion then concurred with 
his opinion, as it is written, ‘which you broke—I 
affirm your strength for having broken them.”

This is shocking. Following all of the grand 
achievements of Moshe, the Torah chooses to 
conclude its tribute to Moshe by alluding to this 
episode of breaking the tablets! Granted that Moshe 
was justified in breaking the tablets, but can this be 
said to embody his greatest achievement? How about 
his taking the Jews out of Egypt? Molding them 
into a people? Splitting the Red Sea? Receiving the 
Torah from Hashem and transmitting it to humanity? 
Shepherding them for forty years in a wilderness?

Why does the Torah choose this tragic and 
devastating episode to capture the zenith of Moshe’ 
life and as the theme with which to conclude the 
chamisha chumshei Torah?!

In the Fragments
We need to examine this entire episode from a 

deeper vantage point.

Moshe did not break the tablets because he was 
angry and lost his control. Rather, the breaking of 
the tablets was the beginning of the healing process. 
Before the golden calf was created, the Jews could 
find Hashem within the wholesomeness of the 
tablets, within the spiritual wholesomeness of life. 
Now, after the people have created the golden calf, 
hope was not lost. Now they would find Hashem in 
the shattered pieces of a once beautiful dream.

Moshe was teaching the Jewish people the 
greatest message of Judaism: Truth could be crafted 
not only from the spiritually perfected life, but 
also from the broken pieces of the human corrupt 
and demoralised psyche. The broken tablets, too, 
possess the light of Hashem.

Which is why the Sages tell us that not only 
the whole tablets, but also the broken ones, were 
situated in the holy of holies. This conveyed the 
message articulated at the very genesis of Judaism: 
From the broken pieces of life you can create a holy 
of holies.

Hashem, the Sages tell us, affirmed Moshe’ 
decision to break the tablets. Hashem told him, 

“Thank you for breaking them4.” Because the broken 
tablets, representing the shattered pieces of human 
existence, have their own story to tell; they contain 
a light all their own. Truth is found not only in 
wholesomeness, but also—sometimes primarily—in 

the broken fragments of the human spirit5. There are 
moments when Hashem desires that we connect to 
Him as wholesome people, with clarity and a sense 
of fullness; there are yet deeper moments when He 
desires that we find Him in the shattered experiences 
of our lives.

We hope and pray to always enjoy the “whole 
tablets,” but when we encounter the broken ones, we 
ought not to run from them or become dejected by 
them; with tenderness we ought to embrace them 
and bring them into our “holy of holies,” recalling 
the observation of one of the Rebbes, “there is 
nothing more whole than a broken heart.”

We often believe that Hashem can be found in 
our moments of spiritual wholesomeness. But how 
about in the conflicts which torment our psyches? 
How about when we are struggling with depression, 
addiction or confusion? How about when we 
face despair and pain? How about in very conflict 
between a godless existence and a Hashem-centred 
existence? We associate “religion” with “religious” 
moments. But how about our “non-religious” 
moments?

What Moshe accomplished with breaking the 
tablets was the demonstration of the truth that the 
stuff we call holiness can be carved out from the 
very alienation of a person from Hashem. From the 
very turmoil of his or her psychological and spiritual 
brokenness, a new holiness can be discovered.

It is on this note that the Torah chooses to 
culminate its tribute to Moshe’s life. The greatest 
achievement of Moshe was his ability to show 
humanity and how we can take our brokenness and 
turn it into a holy of holies. There is light and joy to 
be found in the fragments of sacredness.6

1 Talmud Bava Basra 14a.

2 On Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the year, the high priest would not 
perform the service with his usual golden garments, since gold was 
remotely reminiscent of the golden calf. Yet in this instance, throughout 
the entire year, the very symptom of the golden calf – the broken tablets – 
were stored in the holy of holies! Cf. Ramban and Ritva to Bava Basra ibid; 
Likkutei Sichos vol 26 Parshas Ki Sisa.

3 Rashi Devarim 34:12

4 See Talmud Shabbas 87a and rashi ibid

5 “Hashem said to Moshe: ‘Do not be distressed over the First Tablets, 
which contained only the Ten Commandments. In the Second Tablets 
I am giving you, you will also have Halachah, Midrash and Aggadah” 
(Midrash Rabbah, Shemot 46:1.) This means, that it was precisely the 
breaking of the tablets that became the catalyst for a far deeper divine 
revelation.

6 This essay is based on a talk delivered by the Lubavitcher Rebbe, on 
the 20th of Av 5725, August 18th 1965, on the occasion of his father’s 
yartziet. In this talk, in which the Rebbe broke down twice, he described 
the agony of many deeply spiritual Jews put in situations where they are 
unable to study Torah and observe its Mitzvos. “There are times when 
Hashem wants your mitzvos,” the Rebbe said, “and other times when He 
wants your ‘broken tablets.’”
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We cannot understand the reasons for the behaviour of the 
Bnei Yisrael and Aharon Hakohen during the incident of 
the chet ha’egel but we cannot ignore the incident. Every 
experience - both good and bad - imparts a lesson on which 
we must ponder and with which we should imbue our lives. 

Perhaps the prime cause for making 
the egel was the absence of Moshe. The 
Bnei Yisrael felt that they were leaderless. 
It is true that Aharon and Chur were there 
but they lacked the gravitas to guide and 
govern the people. 

Nowadays we see waves of ‘populisim’ 
where leaders reflect the clamour of the 
crowds. However, as Rabbi Lord Sacks 
points out, ‘The leader must be able 
not only to blaze the trail ahead for his 
people but he also must be able to stand 
up to his people in a manner that may be 
temporarily unpopular.’ This requires a 
Moshe not an Aharon.

Why does Aharon act as he does? 
Focussing on the pshat then the evidence 
against him seems overwhelming. It is, 
however, inconceivable that he could 
be guilty of, at worst, involvement in 
the serious crime of idolatry and, at 
best, a misguided attempt to create an 
intermediary between Hashem and the 
people and escape unscathed. 

Rashi defends Aharon vigorously 
quoting a series of Midrashic traditions. 
Firstly he claims that Aharon is simply 
delaying. Confident that Moshe will return 
shortly, Aharon reacts to the people’s 
demands by directing them to contribute 

“the rings of gold that are in the ears of your 
wives, sons and daughters.” Calculating 
that the women and children’s reluctance 
to part with the jewellery will delay the 
process for Moshe to return. Unfortunately 
it was a miscalculation as, faced with the 
women’s refusal, the men immediately 
contribute their own jewellery towards 
the project.

Rashi also cites a second tradition that 
Aharon didn’t made the egel at all. As 
soon as he throws the gold into the fire, 
sorcerers from the erev rav caused the calf 
to form. So Aharon claims “I threw it into 
the fire, and this calf emerged”.

Later Rashi 32:5 notes a series of 
midrashic observations on the phrase 

“and Aharon saw and he built an altar 
before it”. What is it, the Midrash Rabbah 
asks, that ‘Aharon saw?’ 

One suggestion is that he saw the fate 
of Chur. This idea is based on Chur’s 
mysterious disappearance. Moshe 
appointed Aharon and Chur to lead the 
nation in his absence. Chur, however, 
suddenly and completely vanishes and 
is never mentioned again. The midrash 
explains that Chur objected to the 
creation of the egel and was killed by the 
people. Aharon, therefore, decides to deal 
with the nation’s demands differently. 

A second suggestion is that Aharon 
saw the possibility of assuming 
responsibility: He reasoned that if he 
built the egel, rather than the people, he 
would take responsibility for the crime. 
A third approach is that Aharon saw an 
additional possibility for delay: If he 
allowed the nation to build the egel as a 
group they would do so quickly. Building 
it himself continued to delay the process 
in the hope that Moshe would return.

Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch 
accepts the midrashic view that Aharon’s 
main goal was delay. Rav Hirsch does, 
however, note that the very wording of 
Aharon’s request for gold indicates an 

expectation of reluctance on the part 
of the people. Additionally the step-by-
step description of the creation of the 
egel mirrors Aharon’s slow, methodical 
response to the people’s demands.

Rabbi Joseph B Soloveitchik notes 
Moshe’s and Aharon’s different reactions 
to the incident. One denouncing, 
exhorting and enlightening, the other 
working with the people, procrastinating, 
hoping against hope to diffuse the 
frightened and confused masses in time 
for Moshe’s return. The Rav stresses 
that both approaches must somehow 
be combined. People must not only be 
taught by instruction, but also by warm 
and friendly guidance. He continues to 
describe Moshe as the ‘king-teacher’ 
practising midas hadin, criticising, 
exhorting, holding people accountable 
for transgressions and failures. Only 
the deserving should be loved. On the 
other hand Aharon is the ‘saint-teacher’ 
primarily guided by chessed, limitless 
compassion and overflowing kindness. 
He teaches through love and concern. As 
the Rav says: ‘Moshe was the model of 
the Rav, Aharon of the Rebbe.’

Aharon is portrayed as a man of peace. 
There is more than one kind of leadership, 
and priesthood involves following rules, 
not taking stands and swaying crowds. 
The fact that Aharon was not a leader in 
the same mould as Moshe does not mean 
that he was a failure. It means that he was 
made for a different kind of role. There 
are times when you need someone with 
the courage to stand against the crowd, 
others when you need a peacemaker. 
Moshe and Aharon were different types. 
Aharon failed when he was called on to 
be a Moshe, but he became a great leader 
in his own right in a different capacity. 
Aharon and Moshe complemented one 
another. No one person can do everything.
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6. What happened to Chur at the egel and how was he rewarded? 
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Salting on Shabbos [Part 2]
Ok, so last time we talked about the 

prohibition to salt vegetables and to what it 
applies to. I was pleasantly surprised how 
few comments I received after writing such a 
halacha. Nevertheless, this week, we will now 
discuss the times when it is actually allowed to 
salt food on Shabbos.

The Type of Salting  
that is Forbidden
Q. Exactly what is meant by ‘salting’ 
that is forbidden?

A. The prohibition to salt foods is when 
one has a collection [more than one piece1] 
of vegetables which one wishes to salt. This 
is forbidden even if it will be eaten shortly, 
because salt starts working on the food very 
shortly after being placed on it.2  Additionally, 
any amount of salt one sprinkles on them is 
forbidden.3                                      

A Permitted Method  
of Salting
Q. Is there a permitted way to salt 
foods on Shabbos?

A. There are a few permitted methods that 
allow one to salt foods on Shabbos. 

 Â Some hold that one may sprinkle salt onto 
one piece of vegetable and eat it shortly 
after, provided it is not close to other 
vegetables that will become salted at the 
same time.4 However, since some poskim 
are stringent in this, the accepted practice 
is not to salt one piece by itself, even to eat 
shortly.5

 Â One may salt even a few vegetables 
together provided he is about to eat all the 
ones he salted immediately. For example, 
they are on his fork/spoon and he is about 
to eat them, or on his plate and he about to 
eat them all now.6 Similarly, if one dips in 
each piece on its own and eats it straight 
away, it is permitted.7

 Â [This is permitted because as explained 
earlier, the salt starts working very soon 
after being put on – around a minute later 

– so if one eats it within this time, the salt 
doesn’t have time to affect the food.] 

 Â Some poskim allow salting a few 
vegetables, provided they will be eaten 
shortly.8 Although most poskim do not 
bring this opinion, one should consult his 
Rav to determine if this opinion may be 
relied on.

 Â If one pours oil or vinegar onto the 
vegetables, since the oil/vinegar weakens 
the strength of the salt.9 Any considerable 
amount of oil/ vinegar is sufficient. The 
oil/vinegar should preferably be poured in 
before the salt, but if it wasn’t, it may be 
put in straight after salting it.

 Â Thus, when making a dressing for a 
vegetable salad, using salt and other 
ingredients, the oil should be poured over 
the salad before salting it.

Other Spices
Q. Does this only apply to salt, or 
even to other spices; for example 
pepper, garlic, paprika?

A. It only applies to salt as salt is the only 
spice that positively effects foods making it 
similar to processing animal hides.10

Using Vinegar
Q. Is it permitted to pour vinegar on 
vegetables for a salad on Shabbos?

A. Any vegetable that is commonly 
preserved/pickled with vinegar is forbidden to 
pour vinegar on,  on Shabbos.11 Examples may 
include: cucumbers, tomatoes & cabbage. 

-  If oil will also be added to the mixture, it is 
permitted similar to salting.  

- If a small amount of vinegar is added only 
to give it some taste, it is permitted.12

Q. May one return a pickled cucumber 
into the jar of brine that it was taken 
from on Shabbos?

A. Yes, since no further pickling can 
occur.13 If one makes home-made pickles, and 
the pickle was removed when it hadn’t yet 
finished its process completely, it may not be 
returned.14

Q. Is it permitted to pour some 
water into vinegar, e.g., for a salad 
dressing?

A. Yes.15

Using Sugar
Q. May one sprinkle sugar onto fruit, 
e.g., a salad or grapefruit?

A. Some Poskim do not allow one to 
sprinkle sugar on fruits because many fruits 
are preserved/dried using sugar. Therefore, 
according to this opinion, any fruit that is 
commonly dried using sugar may not be 
‘sugared’ on Shabbos.16 This includes: apples, 
mango, strawberry, banana, pineapple etc.                                                                                                    
However, most Poskim disagree, and allow 
one to sprinkle sugar on any fruit.17                    

What if it Was Done?
Q. What if one mistakenly salted 
vegetables [in any way that is 
forbidden], may it be eaten?

A. Yes.18

1  Gemara Shabbos 73a, Rashi. Graz 4.

2  Mogen Avraham 7, Mishnah Berurah 14.

3  Rav Nissim karelitz shlit’a quoted in Chut Shoni. Heard from rav 
Yitzchok Berkowitz shlit’a.

4  Mogen Avraham 6, Mishnah Berurah 14.

5  Mogen Avraham 6 in the name of the Bach, Taz 4, Elya Rabboh 5, 
Mishnah Berurah 14.

6  Heard from Rav Falk shlit’a. It may also be found in the 
Maharsham and Ktzos Hashulchon Siman 128:2.

7  Gemarah Shabbos, Bach 3, Taz 4, Mogen Avraham 6, Mishnah 
Berurah 14.

8  See Aruch Hashulchan 33 that brings Poskim that rely on the Beis 
Yosef, even though he says the custom in his area was that no-one 
did it. also, Yalkut Yosef seems to be relying on the opinion of the 
Beis Yosef also.

9  Taz 1, Mishnah Berurah 14.

10  Ketzos Hashulchan 128:2, Shut Shevet HaLeivi 5:35:6.

11  Since this is similar to pickling.

12  Heard from Rav Ezriel Aurbach shlit’a.

13  Minchas Shabbos Siman 60:35, Rav Nissim Karelitz shlit’a, Shevet 
Haleivi.

14  Pri Megadim – Mishbetzos Zahav 3.

15  Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchaso Chapter 11 Footnote 24 in the name 
of Rav Shlomo Zalman Aurbach zt”l.

16  Rav Shlomo Zalman Aurbach zt”l.

17  Rav Nissim Karelitz shlit’a, since sugar is not similar to salt. Rav B 
Z A Shaul zt”l.

18  Since it is an issur Derabonon, see Mishnah Berurah 318:3.
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 ANSWERS
1. The beginning of Parshas Ki Sisa is read as the maftir for Parshas Shekalim. 

Also, a section of it is the reading for the public fast days, on Shabbos Chol 
Hamoed and the third day of Chol Hamoed Pesach.

2. Transgressing Shabbos (31:14); Duplicating the anointing oil (30:32); also 
anointing oneself with it (ibid); duplicating the ketores, incense (30:37)

3. The Gemara (Nedorim 38a) brings from our parsha that R’ Yochanon says 
that Moshe started learning Torah and forgot it until it was given to him to 
remember as a present.

4. The only tribe not to participate in the egel was Levi. It is therefore appropriate 
that they should be the ones to read all the section that discusses the egel. 
(Kitzer Shulchan Aruch, 78:4)

5. Since we should be embarrassed when hearing our ancestors’ participation in 
the egel, therefore these parts are read in a lower tone. (ibid)

6. He was killed attempting to stop the people from performing the egel. The 
Mishkan came to atone for the egel and one of the main people involved, 
Betzalel, descended from Chur.
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Hamitzvos
Rabbi Yehonasan Gefen | Rabbi for Keter HaTorah

Every year, a few weeks before Pesach, we read the section about the 
mitzva of parah adumah (the red heifer). Accordingly, this mitzva teaches 
us very important life lessons. 

The Ohr HaChaim Hakadosh asks why this mitzva 
is called the ‘chok (statute) of the Torah’, it would have 
been more appropriate to say ‘this is the chok of tahara 
(purity)’. He answers that the Torah is alluding to us that 
if we fulfil this mitzva even though it has no reason to it, 
then the Passuk considers it as if we have fulfilled the 
whole Torah, because fulfilling a mitzva without reason 
shows that we are unconditionally willing to follow 
Hashem’s will.1 

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz zt”l explains that when a 
person fulfils a mitzva that has an obvious reason to it, 
it is still not clear that he is prepared to fulfil the Torah 
purely because Hashem commanded it. It could be that 
he is doing it because it makes sense to him. However, 
once he performs a mitzva that is without logic that 
proves that he keeps all the mitzvos, not because they 
make sense to him, but because Hashem commanded 
them.2

This is a fundamental principle of the Torah - we 
accept that we must follow Hashem’s will without 
making any cheshbonos (calculations) according to 
our own logic. Rav Moshe Feinstein zt”l writes that this 
was Korach’s mistake in his theological attacks against 
Moshe Rabbeinu. He attempted to expose the fallacy 
of the mitzvos of tzitzis and mezuza by showing their 
illogical nature. He argued that the reason for wearing a 
thread of techeiles on each corner is because it resembles 
the sea, which resembles the sky, which resembles the 
Throne of Glory. Based on this reasoning Korach argued 
that one who wears a garment of techeiles should not 
need a thread of it on its corner because there is ample 
reminder of the sea, sky and the throne of glory in the 
actual garment. In reality, however, the mitzva applies in 
all cases, even where the given reason has no apparent 
application because ultimately all mitzvos must be 
observed and should be viewed as a gezeira (decree) that 
cannot be questioned.3

In light of this principle, a difficulty arises: Many of 
the greatest Torah scholars such as the Rambam, Sefer 
HaChinuch and, more recently, Rav Samson Raphael 
Hirsch zt”l went to great lengths to explain the taamei 
hamitzvos - the reasons behind the mitzvos. Yet it is clear 
from parah adumah that the ultimate reason behind 
each mitzva is beyond human understanding. Shlomo 
Hamelech had thought that he understood the deepest 
reason for every mitzva until he came to parah aduma 

which he could not fathom. He then realized that he 
did not truly understand the definitive reason for any 
of the mitzvos. In light of this, how can anyone claim 
to understand a reason for any given mitzva if Shlomo 
Hamelech, the wisest man, could not?!

My Rebbe answers by explaining that the 
commentaries are not claiming to understand the 
ultimate reason behind the mitzva. We can have no 
concept of the genuine reason for any mitzva, that is 
something that belongs in the highest olamos. However, 
this does not mean that the ‘taamei hamitzvos’ have no 
truth to them. Hashem, in his infinite wisdom ‘arranged’ 
it so that each mitzva can make sense on many different 
levels of existence. For example they can help a person 
develop desirable character traits and can enhance 
relationships. 

One example of this is the mitzva of how to properly 
slaughter an animal (shechita). The Ramban writes that 
it does not affect Hashem whether we kill an animal by 
shechita or by strangling. However, Hashem instructed 
us to kill the animal in the least cruel way in order to 
teach us the trait (midda) of being merciful even at the 
time of killing4. This does not mean that we slaughter 
animals the way we do because it will help us be more 
merciful, we do it that way purely because Hashem 
commanded us to. Nevertheless this does not take away 
from the fact that Hashem also intended for us to develop 
favourable middos through observing the mitzvos. 

Thus, notwithstanding the fact that we cannot 
fathom the ultimate reason for the mitzvos, we can 
nonetheless understand taamim to the mitzvos that are 
true on a certain level. With this understanding we can 
now appreciate why the commentaries held it was so 
important to teach us taamei hamitzvos. It is true that we 
keep the mitzvos solely because Hashem instructed us to, 
however, it is not sufficient that we merely do the mitzva 
robotically, without any thought as to what we are doing. 
Mitzvos are intended to change us into better people, and 
the way that they do this is through the taamei hamitzvos. 
The Sefer Hachinuch tells us the shoresh (root) to every 
mitzva - why? So that we can have an idea of what we 
are supposed to gain from performing this mitzva and we 
can work towards achieving that benefit. 

The prohibition of lashon hara (negative speech) 
demonstrates this idea. Rabbeinu Yonah explains the 
taam of this prohibition with a story. A wise man was 

walking with his students when they came across the 
corpse of a dead dog. One of the students commented on 
how disgusting this corpse was. The wise man replied 
that it had very nice, white teeth5. He was teaching 
his student the midda of focusing on the good. This, 
Rabbeinu Yonah writes, is the taam of shemiras halashon. 
There is no actual prohibition of lashon hara for focusing 
on the unpleasant aspects of a dead dog, however one 
who sees things in a negative fashion misses the point 
about lashon hara. It is not enough merely to not speak 
badly about others, the root of the mitzva is to focus on 
the good in people. In refraining from speaking badly 
about others, one should strive to transform himself into 
a person with a positive outlook on life.

We have seen how parah aduma teaches us that we 
are obligated to fulfil mitzvos without questioning their 
logic, and yet at the same time, we are also obligated 
to understand the taamim of the mitzvos so that we can 
grow from them in the intended way. 

A recommended way to achieve this is to spend 
some time analyzing the taamei hamitzvos. There are 
many sources, one can look to the earlier sources such 
as Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim and Sefer Hachinuch 
or turn to later commentaries such as Rav Hirsch or Rav 
Aryeh Kaplan zt”l. By doing this we can remind ourselves 
that each mitzva has taamim that we are supposed to be 
aware of and use to grow from. 

This is not an easy task because there is a strong 
yetzer hara that allows us to do mitzvos as long as we 
miss their intended purpose The story is told of a great 
Rabbi who visited a home for the Friday night meal. As 
he and his host entered the house, they saw that the 
challah had not been covered as is the custom. The 
host, upset at this failing in front of his honored guest, 
proceeded to berate his hapless wife in front of his guest. 
After this outburst, the Rabbi gently took him aside and 
asked him if he knew why we cover the challah? The 
reason is so as not to embarrass it when we bless on 
the wine before it. By embarrassing his wife the host 
demonstrated that he had clearly not internalized the 
message of this custom. All the mitzvos have internal 
messages - it is up to us to learn them and use them in 
their intended way. 

 1 Ohr HaChaim Hakados, Chukas, 19:2.

2 Sichos Mussar, Chukas, Maamer 78.

3 Darash Moshe, Chukas.

4 Ramban, Ki Setsey, 22:6.

5 Shaarey Teshuva, Shaar 3, Maamer 216,217.
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