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Va’eschanan 5776 

 

It Doesn’t Add Up 

“I have a surprise for you,” said the man’s wife.  “I made your mother’s chocolate nut cake for 
dessert!”  The man looked forward to the treat but after one bite he stopped eating.   

Seeing his reaction his wife was annoyed. “Well, if you don’t like it, don’t blame me,” said the 
woman testily.  “It’s your mother’s recipe.” 

“Um… This doesn’t taste like hers,” he replied.  “Are you sure you didn’t change anything?” 

“Well,” she answered, “I didn’t have four egg whites, so I just used two whole eggs.  And I 
don’t like slivered almonds so I used peanuts.  Instead of applesauce, I substituted stewed 
prunes which I think are healthier.  Otherwise it’s exactly your mother’s recipe!” 

Is it any wonder that with those changes it was a recipe for disaster? 

In Parshas Va’eschanan, Moshe is preparing the Jews for life after his death. He would recount 

the Ten Commandments, teach them the Shema, and he also taught them a law commonly 

known as, “Bal Tosif,” meaning, “Do not add.” 

The Torah says, “Do not add to the thing I command you, and don’t detract from it, to keep the 

law of HaShem, your G-d, as I am commanding you.” What kind of adding are we talking 

about? 

It’s not praying or studying too much Torah. It’s not giving too much charity or helping too 

many old ladies across the street. Rashi, the foremost commentary on Chumash gives us some 

examples. He says, “You shouldn’t add a fifth parchment 

to the Tefillen, or a fifth species to the mitzvah of Lulav, 

or a fifth fringe of tzitzis on a garment. Similarly you 

should not lessen any mitzvos.” In essence, this 

commandment is not about not doing something 

multiple times but rather not changing the actual act of 

the commandment. 

It’s interesting to note that Rashi gave three examples of 

cases in which something with four had a fifth added, 

and gave no examples of removing an item, such as only 

putting THREE parchments in the Tefillen. 

Presumably, people would understand that you cannot 

reduce the act of the mitzvah, but what’s wrong with 

adding? Especially adding a fifth item so now it parallels the Five Books of Moses, the 

Chumash! Wouldn't that be more meaningful? And that’s exactly the point. 

 

 



We would think that we are able to improve on G-d’s design. We would imagine we can apply 

our human thought processes to His Divine one and build a better mousetrap. But that is 

something we consider when we don’t understand the nature of the Torah. 

The Torah is perfect and immutable. It doesn’t change nor does it need to. All the wisdom of 

the Universe is embedded in it and were we to think we could improve it, we would actually 

be damaging and reducing its efficacy and power. 

This is why Rashi gives these examples, to tell us that even when we’ve got “a really good 

idea,” the fact that it didn’t make it into the Torah means it really isn’t. 

Only after we realize this message and internalize G-d’s mastery over the world are we ready 

for the rest of the Parsha, with the Ten Commandments and the Shema. They remind us to 

listen to what G-d is saying, because our knowledge is light years away from His. 

Once more, with feeling! 

This week, the Parsha contains 
probably the most famous phrases in 
all Judaism. It is Shema Yisrael, 
HaShem Elokeinu, HaShem Echad! Hear, 
O Israel, the L-rd is our G-d, the L-rd is 
one. 

The watchword of our faith, it is what 
mothers whisper into the ears of their 
babes as they put them to sleep, and 
what people have on their lips as they 
die. 

Twice a day (at least) we say these 
words, cementing in our hearts and 

minds that there is no other power or being which has control over the world than HaShem. We 
accept His kingship and declare our obedience to him. And yet, it’s not enough. 

The next verse begins with a letter ‘vov,’ a conjunction meaning, ‘and.’ The verse says, “And you 
shall love the L-rd your G-d with all your heart, with all your soul, with all that is meaningful to 
you.” 

Rashi says that we must love HaShem and serve Him through that love. He quotes the Sifri which 
says there is no comparison to one who serves his master from fear to one who serves him with 
love. One who served from fear, when it gets too burdensome, will simply walk away. 

Though the power of Shema is great, and its message is inspirational, it can wear off. One can 
only be a good soldier so long. But love is a different story. 

No matter how many times a baby wakes its parents at night, they love the child, care for him, 
and attend to his needs. They push away sleep, fight headaches and continue to take care of 
him because of the love they have for him. 

It is this power we seek to harness by following the Shema with V’ahavta. If you want to continue 
to bear the yoke of HaShem’s kingship, it must be out of the love you have for Him. Only the 
love can overcome any obstacle.  

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

If one has already recited Krias Shema and when 

he arrives at shul he finds the congregation 

saying Krias Shema, he should repeat it again and 

say it with them.  

This is so that it does not appear like he is not 

willing to accept Ohl Malchus Shamayim, the yoke 

of Hashem's Kingship, together with his fellows.  

By repeating Shema he will earn reward as one 

reciting verses of Torah (as opposed to reward for 

prayer). 

(Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 17:10) 


