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The mitzvah of Shabbat is so seminal that it surfaces 
in five different parshiyot in Sefer Shemot. Among 
these ‘appearances” is the discussion of Shabbat in 

one of the opening segments of this week’s parsha- Ki Tisa. 
This particular account of Shabbat highlights two themes. 
Firstly, Shabbat is presented as a special covenant between 
the Jews and HKB”H- “ot hi beini u’vein bnei Yisrael”. 
Violation of Shabbat betrays this covenant and is, essentially, 
a defection from our basic relationship with G-d. For this 
reason, Shabbat violation is treated fundamentally different 
from violations of other mitzvoth. The term “shomer 
Shabbat” is sometimes employed to denote a person who 
possesses an overall commitment to Halachik fidelity 
because it is truly representative of a broader covenant.

The second “new” theme of this Shabbat section in Ki 
Tisa is conveyed by the phrase “shabbaton kodesh L’Hashem 
“(a day which is sanctified to G-d). This phrase announces 
both the purpose of Shabbat as well as the texture of 
the Shabbat experience. The demand for cessation of all 
creative human activity on Shabbat is meant to recap Divine 
Creation Fundamentally, G-d should have created endlessly 
since there are no limits to His infinite abilities. Logically, 
His creation should be unending; under these conditions 
our world would be in a constant state of flux without any 
stability or predictability. Yet, He unnaturally ceased after 
six days effectively carving out space for human enterprise. 
By simulating this withdrawal, we acknowledge both His 
creation as well as His cessation- a abstaining which was 
absolutely vital in providing space for human affairs.

During Shabbat we acknowledge this theme by 
enunciating Divine creation in our Kiddush (which has 
Biblical roots) as well as in our prayers (whose liturgy is 
a Rabbinic elaboration). However, in addition to these 

announcements, we denote Divine creation by halting all 
human activity and creating a day which is dedicated to, and 
sanctified for G-d. Shabbat is meant to be absent of human 
industry and, to a degree, bereft of convenience and comfort. 
This “padlocking” of human activity enables both spiritual 
ambience as well as an ability to contemplate our faith and 
our relationship with G-d. Parshat Ki Tisa also marks the 
debut of the term “shabbat shabaton”, which underlines the 
absolute and unconditional cessation of human experience 
to yield a more expanded religious consciousness. This is 
the portrait of Shabbat depicted in parshat Ki Tisa: a day 
dedicated to G-d in which human experience is abridged.

As the expression goes: Shabbat has come a “long” way. 
Successive waves of mechanization and automation have 
converted our Shabbat into comfortable and even luxurious 
weekends. We are rarely forced to make significant lifestyle 
sacrifices or to diminish our personal comfort level on behalf 
of Shabbat. Beyond modern conveniences and the luxury 
they provide for our Shabbat experience, over the past 
two generations, our world has become more chaotic and 
constantly “wired”; this has re-framed Shabbat as a coveted 
day of respite with ample opportunity to decompress and 
detach. Without question, these experiences are integral to 
Shabbat and are institutionalized through the mitzvah of 
“oneg Shabbat” which demands that we experience luxury 
and comfort. The respite and rejuvenation of Shabbat should 
not be trivialized.

Yet, it is more than fair and honest to wonder: in the 
absence of any meaningful “sacrifices” for Shabbat or any 
significant reduction of our weekly comfort levels, do we 
continue to sense the day which is dedicated to G-d? The 
image of a simple and “meager” Shabbat with diminished 
comfort seems extremely foreign to most of us.

Has Shabbat Become Too “Easy”?
Rabbi Moshe Taragin
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A few years ago, the New York Times published an article 
written by a Shabbat-observant woman who shared the joy 
of Shabbat with a broader, non-Jewish audience. She extolled 
the “down time” with her family, and the ability to remain at 
home in pajamas while playing family games and enjoying 
each other’s company. Shabbat was being successfully 
“marketed” to the modern imagination as an elixir for many 
of the stresses of modern life! What happened to Shabbat 
l’Hashem?

It must be restated that, unquestionably, the enhancement 
of Shabbat experience is a welcome development. 
Judaism doesn’t celebrate deprivation and, when given 
the opportunity to improve our lives, we embrace it as 
part of an overall religious mandate to perfect our world 
and advance human prosperity. Regarding Shabbat in 
particular, many important components of Shabbat such 
as family, community, study, and personal reflection all 
can be enriched if the Shabbat environment is upgraded. 
Yet, “Shabbat l’Hashem” becomes diluted if Shabbat is 
centered solely around comfort and if Shabbat is aligned 
solely with human needs. This week’s parsha reminds us 
of the “other” aspect of Shabbat – the one in which human 
beings are commanded to withdraw, relinquish and abandon 
convenience for the sake of reliving the creation of the 
universe. Shabbat invites us to exchange human convention 
on behalf of 24 hours in the company of G-d.

This challenge- to retain the sacrifice of Shabbat as 
our comfort level rises- is reflective of a broader religious 
challenge. A very popular expression of previous generations 
was the Yiddish adage “it is shver (difficult) to be a Yid”. 
Indeed, previous generations sacrificed much on behalf 
of their religion and bore what sometimes felt like a very 

heavy religious burden. The conditions of life, in general, 
were harsh and religious adherence sometimes intensified 
the challenges. Additionally, history wasn’t always kind to 
Jews and living through economic deprivation and political 
persecution oftentimes cast religion as a glorious burden- 
but none the less a heavy one. In the past two generations 
religion has become reformulated and repackaged. We 
no longer cast Judaism as “difficult” or burdensome or 
suppressive to human experience. We deeply believe that 
our religion ennobles and enhances our lives. So often, 
we associate religion with the following words: meaning, 
purpose, content, values, idealism, fulfillment. Has the 
pendulum swung too far? Isn’t religion also termed as 
“avodas Hashem” which literally translates into toil and 
labor? Do we see ourselves as clients of religion – drawing 
its benefits, or do we view ourselves as servants called upon 
to sacrifice on behalf of religion. As a mental experiment, 
perhaps pose the following question to yourself: When 
is the last time you performed something “DIFFICULT” 
as part of your religion? So much of modern religion 
has been smoothed out. Kosher food for many Jews is 
readily available, and most of our religious duties are 
easily dispensed. Without any struggle in religion are we 
abandoning the notion of avodas Hashem? Has religion 
become TOO emulsified? It is crucial that we wed religious 
consciousness to the modern milieu and to the modern 
imagination. In our culture of convenience Shabbat 
has benefitted and its growing popularity is a welcome 
development. This upgrading of Shabbat can’t come at the 
cost of “Shabbat l’Hashem”. In more general terms, enabling 
religion cannot come at the cost of working and toiling for 
religion or avodas Hashem.

This week’s parsha, Parshas Ki Sisa, opens with the 
following words: And Hashem spoke to Moshe 
saying: ִכי ִתָשא ֶאת-רֹאׁש ְבֵני-ִיְשָרֵאל, ִלְפֻקֵדיֶהם, ְוָנְתנּו 

 When you take a census of the - ִאיׁש ֹכֶפר ַנְפׁשֹו ַלה’, ִבְפֹקד ֹאָתם
Children of Israel according to their counts, every man shall 
give an atonement for his soul to Hashem, when counting 
them, and there will be no plague among them when 
counting them; ,ֶזה ִיְתנּו, ָכל-ָהֹעֵבר ַעל-ַהְפֻקִדים--ַמֲחִצית ַהֶשֶקל 
 this is what they shall give - everyone who - ְבֶׁשֶקל ַהֹקֶדׁש

passes among the counted - half of the shekel, by the holy 
shekel… (Shemos 30:11-13).  

What was the donation of the half shekel used for?  ְוָלַקְחָת 
 ֶאת-ֶכֶסף ַהִכֻפִרים, ֵמֵאת ְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל, ְוָנַתָת ֹאתֹו, ַעל-ֲעֹבַדת ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד;
 And you shall - ְוָהָיה ִלְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל ְלִזָכרֹון ִלְפֵני ה’, ְלַכֵפר ַעל-ַנְפֹׁשֵתיֶכם
take the silver of the atonements from the Children of Israel 
and give it for the work of the Tent of Meeting; and it shall 
be a remembrance before Hashem for the Children of Israel, 
to atone for your souls (ibid, v.16).  Rashi (to 30:15) teaches 

From Justice to Mercy
Mrs. Michal Horowitz
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that the silver contributions were used for the work, 
and construction, of the Mishkan.  Hence, in a society 
where the nation had no one to give to, for everyone was 
sustained by water from the well, sufficient food from 
the heavenly manna, and protection from the Clouds of 
Glory - in a society where everyone was Divinely provided 
for - how would the people learn to give; which is the the 
essence and foundation of Jewish society and community?  

They would give a form of tzedaka to the building of the 
Mishkan.  From here, the people would learn that to be a Jew 
means to give of ourselves to causes greater than ourselves, 
and to others who may lack what we are blessed to have.  

R’ Shalom Rosner writes, “The Vilna Gaon (d.1797) 
points out that the trop (cantillation notes) on the word 
 they shall give, is the kadma ve’azla, which teaches us ,ְוָנְתנּו
a valuable lesson.  The Gemara (Shabbos 151b) records 
that Rav Chiya used to instruct his wife, ‘When a poor 
person comes collecting, make sure to give him food 
quickly, even before he asks, so that he will treat our 
children in kind.’  Rav Chiya’s wife was troubled by his 
comment.  ‘Why are you cursing me?’ she replied, ‘our 
children don’t need handouts!’  Rav Chiya responded that 
a person’s financial status is never certain and is always 
subject to change.  In one generation, a family may be 
wealthy or poor, but in the next generation, or a few later, 
they may be in the opposite state.

“Financial status is a galgal chozer, a wheel of fortune.  
That, says the Vilna Gaon, is what the word ְוָנְתנּו, they shall 
give, alludes to.  The kadma ve’azla tells us to preemptively 
give tzedaka.  

[Kadma means to progress or advance and its shape 
is leaning forward.  Azla means ‘going away’, and it leans 
backwards; it is often the end of the phrase ‘Kadma ve’Azla’.  
Hence, the trop over ְוָנְתנּו, they shall give, is Kadma ve’Azla.  
We learn from here: Kadma - If we want to progress 
and advance, we must lean forward towards others, 
preemptively giving to them.  Ve’Azla, which will keep 
poverty away from us.]

Continues R’ Rosner, “Interestingly, the word ְוָנְתנּו is a 
palindrome, reading the same way backwards and forwards 
- financial status goes around and around, just like a wheel 
of fortune.

“Later, the Vilna Gaon, like many other commentaries, 
asks why the Bnei Yisrael were commanded to contribute 
only a half a shekel per person instead of a whole shekel.  
Many point out that it symbolizes the unity that must 

exist within Klal Yisrael - (that each person is only half 
of a whole, and when we come together, by giving) we 
complete each other.

“The Vilna Gaon, however, has a different explanation 
(as to what we learn from the fact that everyone only gives 
a ַמֲחִצית ַהֶשֶקל, a half shekel).  The Gemara tells us that 
giving tzedaka merits one to be spared from a decree of 
death.  It is interesting to note that this idea is contained 
within the structure of the word for half - ַמֲחִצית.

 ,ִצ ,the middle letter of this word is tzaddi - ַמ ֲח ִצ י ת“
which stands for tzedaka.  The letters closest to the middle 
are ches and yud, ֲח and י, which spell chai - life.  The 
outermost, farthest letters are mem and taf, ַמ ת, which spell 
meis - death.  Thus (we see from here that) tzedaka gives 
life and keeps away death” (Shalom Rav, p.443-444).

As we have just celebrated the festive day of Purim, with 
its unique mitzvah of matanos le’evyonim (gifts to the poor), 
and we approach the Yomtov of Pesach, when communities 
collect kimcha d’Pischa (lit. ‘flour for Pesach’, donations 
for the poor), let us keep the mitzvah of the ַמֲחִצית ַהֶשֶקל in 
mind.  When it comes to giving, ְוָנְתנּו ִאיׁש כֶֹפר ַנְפׁשֹו ַלה, we 
must always strive to be forward facing, so that the wheel of 
fortune turns in our favor, as it saves us from death.

Moreover, as our communities face uncertain times 
with the spread of the coronavirus, Hashem yishmor 
v’yerachem, let us remember that ותשובה ותפילה וצדקה 
 repentance, prayer and charity erase - מעבירין את רע הגזירה
the evil decree.

In the merit of our being forward facing and doing for 
others, may the RS”O be “forward facing”, ke’vi’yachol, and 
preemptively do for us.

 השקיפה ממעון קדשך מן השמים וברך את עמך את ישראל ואת    
    האדמה אשר נתתה לנו כאשר נשבעת לאבתינו ארץ זבת חלב ודבש

 - Gaze down from Your holy abode, from the heavens, 
and bless Your nation, Israel, and the land that that You have 
given us, like You swore to our fathers, the land flowing with 
milk and honey (Devarim 26:15).  About this verse, Rashi 
(to Bereishis 18:16) teaches: ַהְׁשִקיָפה ִמְמעֹון ָקְדְׁשָך, ֶׁשָגדֹול ֹכַח 
 Gaze down from Your - ַמְתנֹות ֲעִנִיים ֶׁשהֹוֵפך ִמַדת ָהרֶֹגז ְלַרֲחִמים
holy abode: How great is the power of giving gifts to the 
poor (mitzvas tzedaka), for it overturns G-d’s middah of 
Justice and Anger to that of Mercy, Divine Compassion.

As we move from Adar to Nissan, let us merit that the 
simcha of Adar will herald the redemption of Nissan, 
and may the yeshua (salvation) and refuah (healing) be 
immediate and in our days.
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Your Greatness Depends On Them
Rabbi Jonathan Ziring

As soon as the Jews commit the sin of the  Golden  
Calf,  G-d  demands  that Moshe   descend   from   
Sinai.   The Talmud interprets this to mean, “Rabbi 

Elazar  said:  The  Holy  One, Blessed  be He,  said  to  Moses:  
Moses,  descend from  your  greatness.  Isn’t  it  only  for the  
sake  of  Israel,  so  that  you  may serve  as  an  emissary,  that  
I  granted you  prominence;  and  now  that  Israel has sinned, 
why  do I need you?  There is no need for an emissary.” 
(Berachot 32a, Koren translation)

However, before Moshe left, G-d spoke again.  “Leave  Me  
be,  that  I  may destroy   them.   (Shemot   32:10)”  It seems  
that  the  Talmud  senses  that Moshe  had  responded  to  
G-d’s  first demand with shocked silence. Had G-d indeed  
wanted  Moshe  to  allow  Him  to destroy   the   Jews,   G-d   
would   have simply   let   Moshe   vacate   Sinai. However,  
G-d  surprises  Moshe  with  a second  request,  that  Moshe  
leave  Him alone. Moshe now understood that G-d wanted  
the  opposite;  otherwise,  why hadn’t he allowed him to 
crawl away in silent  shame?  By  insisting  that  Moshe leave  
Him  alone,  Moshe  understood that  G-d  was  giving  him  
an  opening. As   the   Talmud   phrases   it,   he understood   
that   this   matter   was dependent  on  him.  If  Moshe  would 
defend  the  Jewish  people,  he  would succeed. 

There   is   a   tension   in   the   Aggadic understanding of 
this story: 
• At   first,   the   Talmud   claims   that Moshe’s greatness 

depended on the Jewish   people.   Thus,   when   they 
sinned,   he   no   longer   deserved   to remain in Heaven 
with G-d. 

• However,  as  the  Talmud  notes,  G-d did not actually  
want Moshe to leave. He  signaled  that  He  wanted  him  
to remain   and   fight.   Thus,   he   was worthy.  As  the  
Talmud  describes  it, Moshe  was  the  friend  of  the  
king, uniquely   situated   to   intervene   on behalf of a 
wayward prince. So which is  it –is  Moshe  only  great 
because  of the  people,  or  can  he  be  great  even when 
they fall?

Rabbi   Joseph   Soloveitchik   (Reshimot Shiurim to   

Berachot   32a)   notes   this problem   and   argues   that   
we   must sharpen  our  understanding  of  the  two parts 
of this talmudic passage. When G-d said, “Why do I need 
you?” He was not saying  that  the  greatness  of  a  leader  
is proportional  tothat  of  the  people  he leads. Rather, a 
leader’s status derives from being   a   leader,  with  the  gifts 
needed  to  guide  his  people.  If  he  loses his   flock,   he   
loses   his   right   to leadership. Hence,  Moshe’s  status  was 
threatened   as   G-d   was   about   to annihilate the Jews.

However, when Moshe realized that G-d wanted him to 
intervene, he became an even greater kind of leader –one 
who is willing   to   sacrifice   himself   for   his people. He 
didn’t just lead the Jews, or even   represent   them.   He   put   
their wellbeing   ahead   of   his   own.   Rabbi Soloveitchik  
notes  that  it  was  only  this act   of   self-sacrifice   that   
Moshe transformed. When he came down from Sinai  the  
second  time,  his  face  shone. By  being  willing  to  give  
himself  up,  he gained personal sanctity, as the lead.

Tanach   often   emphasizes   that   it   is precisely  the  
ability  to  put  others  first, even  at  the  expense  of  oneself,  
that allows  for  personal  greatness.  As  we read  this  past  
week,  Mordechai  tells Esther that she needs to save the 
Jews, but  not  because  they  would  be  lost without her. 
Indeed, he insists that “if you  keep  silent  in  this  crisis,  
relief  and deliverance  will  come  to  the  Jews  from another 
quarter.” G-d would find a way, with  or  without  Esther.  
Mordechai’s argument is different and counterintuitive 
-Esther  is  required  to act  so shewill  not  perish.  “And  who 
knows,  perhaps  you  became  royalty  for precisely such a 
time!” (Esther 4:14)

True   greatness   comes   from   the realization  that  
putting  oneself  first  is the best way to remain unimportant. 
To be  able  to  be  there  for  others,  even when it is hard, 
even when it seems that it   requires   giving   up   too   much,   
is precisely  how  we  transcend  ourselves and   become   
something   bigger.   It   is Moshe’s legacy, Esther’s lesson, and 
our challenge.
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The Preeminence of Shabbat
Rabbi Dr. Dvir Ginsberg

After the past few Torah portions dedicated to the 
construction of the Tabernacle and the various 
vessels to be used, matters come to a close in the 

section of Ki Tisa. After the final commands were given, the 
Torah switches gears to Shabbat (Shemot 31:12-13):

“The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 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, the Lord, make you holy.”

The Torah continues for the next few verses, discussing 
the centrality of Shabbat for the Jewish people.

Why does the Torah return to the topic of Shabbat? The 
commandment for Shabbat had been discussed previously 
in various contexts. While the concept of Shabbat being a 
“sign” is innovative and important, there does not seem to 
be any thematic association to the previous commandments 
concerning the Tabernacle.

Rashi notes this issue and offers an interesting answer 
(ibid). When addressing the first part of the verse, he writes:

“But [as for] you, although I have mandated you to command 
them [the Israelites] concerning the work of the Mishkan, do 
not let it seem to you that you may easily set aside the Sabbath 
because of that work.”

He continues:
“Although you will be rushed to perform the work [of the 

Mishkan] quickly, the Sabbath shall not be set aside because of it….”
Clearly, Rashi is pointing to the apparent assumption that 

work concerning the building of the Temple would override 
the laws of Shabbat. God ensures that this misconception 
is set aside, reinforcing that melacha, work that would be 
considered forbidden to complete on Shabbat, concerning 
the Tabernacle would be suspended.

It seems one can assume that the initial assumption of 
building the Tabernacle overriding Shabbat was valid. Why? 
What is the basis for its rejection?

In the Torah portion of Vayakhel, we see the reverse order 
from the above. The Torah begins with another exhortation 
concerning Shabbat (ibid 35:1-2):

“Moses called the whole community of the children of 
Israel to assemble, and he said to them: “These are the things 
that the Lord commanded to make. Six days work may be 
done, but on the seventh day you shall have sanctity, a day of 
complete rest to the Lord; whoever performs work thereon 
[on this day] shall be put to death.”

After a few more verses concerning Shabbat, the Torah 
then returns to the construction of the Tabernacle. Rashi 
again notes the concern of not violating Shabbat when 
it comes to building the Tabernacle. Why is the order of 
warning different in this instance?

The fact that God emphasizes that work on the Tabernacle 
cannot override Shabbat must mean there was a legitimate 
concern people would think otherwise. Why does Shabbat 
take precedence?

It could be the conflict between the two reflects a deeper 
philosophical concept concerning one’s belief in God. 
Rambam discusses the “discovery” of God by Avraham in 
the first chapter of his laws concerning idolatry. As we know, 
Avraham was considered the progenitor of monotheism. In 
discussing his path of discovery, Avraham is described as first 
realizing God as Creator. Later, Avraham comes to understand 
God’s interaction with and invesment in mankind. God as 
Creator is the initial formulation; bringing the universe into 
existence from “nothing” leads to the conclusion of this 
conception of God. Once we understand God as Creator, we 
then engage in understanding how He is invested in our fates. 
The idea of hashgacha, the Divine relationship with man, only 
emerges from the notion of God as Creator.

An example of this ordering can be found in the daily 
Shacharit prayer, specifically the blessings said prior to the 
Shema. The first prayers discuss God as Creator, such as “who 
forms light and creates darkness”. The conclusion of this prayer 
is the blessing of “creator of lights”. The content of this initial 
prayer has the reader focus on God in the role of Creator and 
all of its implications. Once completed, the next prayer then 
discussed the unique relationship God has with the Jewish 
people. It begins with “a great love you have loved us”, and 
reveals important ideas concerning the unique relationship 
God has with the Jewish people. The idea of hasghacha comes 
into the picture after establishing God as Creator.

The celebration of the day of Shabbat centers on the 
comprehension of God as Creator. The Tabernacle (and future 
Temple) was the center of worship of God, reflecting the idea 
of God’s relationship with the Jewish people. Thus, Shabbat 
must take precedence over the Tabernacle. It would violate this 
basic tenet to allow for the Tabernacle to be built on Shabbat.

Why would people think otherwise? Simply put, the idea of 
a relationship with God tends to be more appealing to a person 
then the philosophical reflection of God as Creator. We seek 
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Adam and Eve’s terrible punishment was that, by eating 
of the fruit of the tree, their eyes were opened and 
once opened they could not help but see the world 

around them as no longer perfect but fractured and broken.  
Such an understanding of Adam and Eve suggests that 

their willfulness did not cause the perfect world to become 
imperfect.  Instead, their act made the deep truth of their 
world, that it was always in need of perfecting, clear to them.  
Wholeness is a goal to be striven towards; and it is one that 
cannot even be imagined until one’s eyes are opened to his 
own flaws and shortcomings.

It happened as he drew near the camp and saw the Calf and 
the dancing, that Moshe’s anger flared up.  He threw down the 
Tablets from his hands and shattered them at the foot of the 
mountain. (Shemot 32:19) 

What must Moshe have thought when he came down 
that great mountainside?  After encountering God face to 
face, after receiving the Law and then to encounter… this!  
What choice did he have?  There was none.  The situation 
demanded only one response, the breaking of the Luchot!  

So soon after the most dramatic and majestic event in 
human history, the giving of the Torah at Sinai, he had no 
choice but to shatter the sacred Luchot.  The people were 
obstinate and “stiff-necked,” an am keshei oref, rebellious and 
unworthy of receiving the Law and incapable of honoring it. 

Rabbi Norman Lamm does not mince words in 
characterizing them, “The calamities that followed the 
Golden Calf were due more to bad character than bad 

theology.... A stiff-necked people cannot raise its head above 
the Golden Calf.”   That being the case, keeping the Tablets 
was futile.  Moshe’s “…anger flared up…” and he broke the 
Tablets. According to the Yalkut, even more than his anger, 
holiness itself demanded the Luchot be broken.  When 
Moshe came within sight of the sinful revelry that was all 
around him, the letters of the Tablets floated back to the 
heavens, and the stone without the sanctity of God’s word, 
became unbearably heavy. “This was a clear sign to Moshe 
that they must be broken.” (Yalkut 393) 

But wait!  While Moshe’s reaction makes perfect sense, 
there is something about the timeline that should bother us.  
Why is it that Moshe broke the Luchot only upon drawing 
near to the camp and seeing “the calf and the dancing”?  He 
had known what was happening well before that.  Rav Yaakov 
Kaminetsky cites the Abarbanel questioning why Moshe had 
to even bring the Luchot down mountain before shattering 
them.  He could have smashed them before descending the 
mountain.  Abarbanel answered that Moshe wanted them to 
witness with their own eyes the tragedy of the moment so 
they could perhaps confront their grievous sin.  

Rav Yaakov zt’l notes that if that is the case then the verse 
is not precise in its language.  Va’yehi ka’asher karav - “as he 
drew near” vayichar af Moshe “and Moshe’s anger flared up.”  
The language indicates that Moshe’s reaction was sequential.  
He drew near and then his anger flared up.  That would not 
have been the case had Moshe already known about the Calf.  
But, we know that Moshe did know about the Calf.  

That Which Is Broken Is Whole
Rabbi Eliyahu Safran

out God, looking for empirical evidence, wanting to establish 
some clear personal connection with God. Naturally, a person 
would be more attracted to the idea of Divine Providence. 
While of course there are important philosophical concepts 
to be understood in hashgacha, there is a psychological 
void filled when it comes to Divine worship. God therefore 
reorients the focus to ensure that Shabbat takes precedence.

There was another fascinating aspect in the relationship 
between Shabbat and the Tabernacle. While one cannot 
violate Shabbat to build the Tabernacle, once the Tabernacle 
was functional, many laws of Shabbat would be suspended 
during its operation on Shabbat. The bringing of sacrifices 
and other acts of worship would continue to take place on 
Shabbat in the Tabernacle, regardless of the reality that these 
actions would be clear violations of the laws of Shabbat.

Prior to the actual construction of the Tabernacle, 
God warns the Jewish people again concerning the laws 
of Shabbat. Why does the order change here? The Jewish 
people understood that Shabbat would lack a complete 
expression in the Tabernacle. This realization could lead 
to one assuming that just like Shabbat has a compromised 
expression in the Tabernacle, this concept would extend 
to outside the Tabernacle as well. Thus, God once again 
reinforces the primacy Shabbos has over the Tabernacle, 
based on the philosophical concept mentioned above.

While the order seems simple to understand, the natural 
attraction to the more tangible idea of Divine Providence 
is always present. We should therefore heed the Torah’s call 
and ensure we understand the preeminence of Shabbat and 
its relationship to the Tabernacle.  
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Rav Yaakov Kaminetsky articulates a very human and true 
understanding to reconcile these things.  Truth be told, he 
explains, when Moshe first hears of the Jews making the Golden 
Calf, he sought every means possible to explain away their 
behavior and to give them the benefit of the doubt.  Certainly, 
one could understand how a mass of people, only days from 
slavery, stranded in the desert, not knowing how their children 
would be fed the next morning or how they might survive could 
become desperate.  Certainly, it is possible to understand how, in 
their desperation and fear, they sought something to give them 
comfort, something they could hold on to.  After all, we all know 
instances when people, good people, when confronting difficult 
circumstances, show poor judgment, make mistakes, go off the 
derech and end up in trouble.  

None of this is to excuse the people’s behavior or actions.  
Such bad judgment for whatever reason has consequences, 
severe consequences, but at least there are exculpable 
reasons.  Moshe, the great defender of his People, may well 
have thought along similar lines.  The People, these People, 
were frightened, despondent, desperate… 

So, he held the Luchot and he came down the mountainside.  
But, when he saw them dancing – they were dancing! – then he 
realized this was not simply an act of desperation; this was an 
expression of joy.  This People had embraced their idol!

For such a People, there could be no understanding and 
certainly no Luchot.   As Rav Yitzchak Karo made clear, such 
People, “have no need for Luchot”.  So, it was, when Moshe 
saw them dancing, that he thrust the Luchot to the ground 
and shatters them.

The Luchot are thrown to the ground and the stone splinters.  
What became of those shards and splinters?  Should we care?  
It is true, even had the letters removed themselves back to 
heaven, those stones had held the word of God.  But their very 
splintering was testimony to the tragedy of the Golden Calf, an 
episode we would do well to put behind us, no?

The Talmud (Bava Batra 14b) teaches that the broken 
pieces of the Luchot were placed in the Aron side-by-side 
with the second tablets, luchot v’shivrey luchot munachim 
b’Aron.  Not hidden.  Not buried.  Not forgotten.  Instead, 
they were restored to a place of honor, in the Holy Ark 
alongside the new, restored Tablets. 

Why? Why keep, let alone honor, the remnants of a 
shameful manifestation of rebellion, of going off the derech?  
Better to hide them, deny them, say kaddish for them.  Better 
that they never had been…  But if we did that, then what 
would we have learned?  More importantly, what would we 
have merited.

Brokenness is not something that can be held at arm’s 
length or denied.  It is integral to life, to the human 
experience.  Life is loss as well as growth; hurt as well as 
healing.  No one who has ever lost a loved one is unbroken.  
Quite the opposite, they are tzebrochen, broken, devastated. 
And that break is never forgotten.  It is never hidden.  There 
can never be any pretense that it does not exist.

That brokenness itself becomes essential to the person we 
become going forward.  Of course, as we learn, time “heals” 
but that healing does not suggest being able to go forward 
as though the break never happened, the healing of time 
allows us to go forward with that break, not in spite of it or 
as if it never happened.  Like a bone that has been fractured, 
the mended part of the bone is often the strongest part of 
the bone, so too when time heals our own wounds, it is that 
mended where we are strongest.  

Forgetfulness is not healing.  
As Rabbi Aaron Goldscheider writes on “Aish.com”, “After 

a painful loss, life continues, but now differently than before. 
We move through life now with two sets of tablets. There are 
times of joy; there are very happy times. They are encased in 
the same box; in the same heart.”

The broken and the whole, side by side, always.  Last year, 
during our Tishrei stay in Israel, a gentleman of 90 whose 
father was shot during a death march in the last days of the war, 
and who was never found to be buried in kever yisrael, told me 
with deep emotion that “There has not been a day, never a day 
in my life that I don’t see and think of my father’s bitter end.” 

His heart was, is and will be forever broken.  It would be a 
desecration to imagine that his brokenness should be ignored 
or forgotten.  He had come to what was then Palestine as a 
teenager.  He “recouped.  He got married, had a child, and 
spent his adult life serving in Tzahal.  He lived a meaningful, 
thoughtful and full life.  But, “there is never a day...”  

There are so many, all around us, who have suffered such 
losses and who live their lives with two compartments – side 
by side, touching – luchot v’shivrey luchot munachim b’aron.  

Forget, never.  Rather, seek a healthy way to merge the 
broken with the whole, the painful with the hopeful.   There 
can be no future without a past.  As painful as a past may 
have been, it must be sensitively soothed to embrace a more 
hopeful and promising future.  It is often those who try 
to bury the past that suffer the most.  Those who come to 
grips with their past, no matter how painful, no matter how 
shameful, are best able to regain the humanity they need to 
build toward a healthy and productive future. 
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Care & Feeding of a Golden Calf
Rabbi Maury Grebenau

According to Rashi the missive to build the Mishkan, 
which takes up much of the second half of the book 
of Shemos, is a response to the sin of the golden 

calf. The Jews are being given a way to rectify their egregious 
sin. The Maharsha (Yoma 22b) point s out that when the 
collection of the Shekel is mentioned to fund some of the 
public sacrifices to be brought in the Mishkan we are told 
that it was collected “l’kaper al nafshoteichem” – “as an 
atonement for their souls” (Shemos 30:16). He says this 
atonement is also for the sin of the golden calf. Gathering 
money to serve Hashem is a rectification of their gathering of 
jewelry to form the golden calf (see Shemos 32:2-3).

The immediate problem with this approach is that the 
command to build the Mishkan preceded our parsha of Ki 
Tisa where the story of the golden calf is recorded. Rashi 
is sensitive to this issue and applies the principle of ‘Ein 
Mukdam U’Meuchar BaTorah’ – the concept that the Torah 
is not necessarily in chronological order (see Rashi Shemot 
31:18). Although this makes Rashi’s read of the events 
possible it does not address the underlying question. The 
principle of ‘Ein Mukdam U’Meuchar BaTorah’ is a license, 
not a reason. Why did Hashem reverse the order in the 

Torah? If the events are not in chronological order what does 
drive their organization?

It seems that there is an important lesson embedded in 
this ordering. Perhaps we can suggest that the order alludes 
to the concept that Hashem provides the remedy before 
the tragedy (refuah before the makah). The solution and 
atonement for the golden calf appears in the Torah before 
the sin ever occurs. Perhaps on a deeper level it alludes to 
the fact that although for humanity sin is inevitable, Hashem 
created the fix before sin. The Gemara (T.B. Yoma 86b) 
perplexingly states that Teshuva can turn a sin into a merit. 
The Maharal (Nesiv HaTeshuva Ch. 2) explains that we can 
use sin to bring us closer to Hashem if we use it as a vehicle 
for self-reflection and betterment essentially making it a 
merit. So if sin is essentially a certainty the question is how 
do we deal with setbacks and slips in life. We are told that 
a Tzaddik is not one who never makes an error but rather 
one who gets up after he makes a mistake.This may be the 
lesson of the order of events in the Torah, we can turn a sin 
as egregious as the golden calf into something as holy as the 
Mishkan. In fact, this is the purpose of the sin and how we 
are meant to deal with the sin; it has been the plan all along.


