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T 
he central event of parashat Yitro is the Giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai. All 
the events recorded in the Torah, beginning with the creation of the world, have 
been leading up to this point. Through giving the Torah, God is about to fulfill 

the purpose for which He created the world: to make it into His home. 
Yet, before God gives the Torah to the Jewish people, one more event must occur—and 

according to the Zohar,  had it not occurred God could not have given the Torah: Jethro, 
Moses’ father-in-law, prince and high priest of Midian, must convert and join the Jewish 
people.

What was so special about Jethro, and what was so significant about his conversion 
that it served as the final, critical prerequisite for the giving of the Torah?

In this parashah, Jethro tells Moses that “now I know that God is greater than all other 
deities.”2 The sages tell us that this means that Jethro was acquainted with all forms of 
idolatry (for otherwise he could not have made such a statement). As we have explained 
previously,3 idolatry arose out of the erroneous belief that since God chose to delegate 
some of His powers to the forces of nature, it is proper to revere these forces. Eventually, 
people came to worship these intermediary forces themselves and, in most cases, forgot 
about God. Thus, Jethro’s acquaintance with all forms of idolatry was the result of having 
studied all the forces of creation—from the physical forces of nature up to and including 
the most abstract and subtle spiritual powers and energies. He had worshipped all of 
these as intermediaries between God and creation.

If Jethro was so smart, why didn’t he realize on his own that all these intermediaries 
have no power of their own but are rather just tools in God’s hand?

In fact, the nature of reality in Jethro’s time was more conducive to the pagan outlook 
than to the truth. Ever since the primordial sin in the Garden of Eden, the world had 
become increasingly hostile to holiness and God’s presence had been further and further 
banished from the world; it seemed that God really had given His powers over to the 
forces of nature.

Abraham and his successors reversed this trend, and their work was now about to be 
consummated. The breach that had developed between Divinity and worldly reality was 

17Yitro
יִתְרוֹ

1. 2:67b.  2. Exodus 18:11.  3. Genesis 4:26.
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about to be healed, enabling Godliness to permeate all reality and enabling all reality to 
sense Divinity.

This was why the ten plagues and their culmination, the Splitting of the Sea, were a 
necessary precursor to the Giving of the Torah. When the sea split, the hidden, spiritual 
dimension of reality (evinced by the sea, which hides all forms of life within it) became 
revealed; Divinity became temporarily obvious and self-evident throughout all creation.

But the Splitting of the Sea was not enough. True, the power of evil—the denial of 
God’s omnipresence, omniscience, and omnipotence—was temporarily neutralized. But 
it was not uprooted entirely, since the philosophical underpinnings of idolatry still ex-
isted. As soon as the sea reverted to its natural state, it was once again possible to live 
under the delusion that God’s power extends only throughout the realms of holiness but 
that nature is somehow beyond His control.

This is why Amalek could attack Israel even after the Splitting of the Sea, when “all the 
inhabitants of Canaan melted away [from fear].” The nation of Amalek is the personifica-
tion of doubt and its resulting apathy. As long as there is room to think that God and life 
are two separate compartments of reality, we can entertain the notion that we can live life 
without God’s full involvement. This undermines our natural enthusiasm for Judaism; 
the Torah and its commandments become a burden to be discharged so that we can get 
on with the business of living. Certainly there is no point in giving the Torah to the Jewish 
people in this kind of climate.

Only when Jethro—the embodiment of anti-Torah philosophy and spiritualism—con-
cedes that “God is greater than all other gods,” thereby crowning Him king over all as-
pects of life down to the most mundane and seemingly natural details, is the stage set for 
the Torah to descend from heaven.

This is also why Jethro waited to join the Jewish people until the sea had been split and 
Amalek had been deterred. The Splitting of the Sea demonstrated that the time had come 
for the breach between Divinity and worldly reality to be healed. But the only partially-
successful battle with Amalek showed that the world was still not completely ready, that 
reality retained lingering doubts about the extent to which this would be possible. Jethro 
therefore realized that now was the time for him to do what only he could do.

Being the arch-idolater he was, Jethro was in a unique position to negate the belief that 
any natural force or process, physical or spiritual, is independent of God. By acknowledg-
ing that God’s providence pervades all corners of creation, that there is no aspect of life 
that can possibly be construed to be void of Him, Jethro readied the world for the con-
sciousness of God’s omnipresence that was achieved by the Giving of the Torah.

It is therefore fitting that the parashah that describes the giving of the Torah be named 
after Jethro, the idolatrous priest, for it is his conversion that expresses most eloquently 
the power of the Torah to permeate and transform all reality into God’s chosen home.

The lessons to be learned from the above are applicable to each of us in our daily 
lives, and are reflected in the way in which Jewish practice requires us to organize our 
daily affairs:

God gives us the Torah anew each day: each day, if we make the proper efforts, we can 
glean new and higher insights into life from the inexhaustible well of the Torah. But be-
fore this can be, we must ensure that we are willing to let the Torah influence every recess 
of our lives. This requires us to subdue the Amalek and convert the Jethro within us. Sub-
duing the inner Amalek means silencing our doubts about Divine providence; converting 
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the inner Jethro means convincing the part of us that, despite what we know to be the 
truth, still prefers to serve the idols of material desires to abandon its wanton animalistic 
pursuits and truly accept the Godly path of Torah and its commandments.

But in order to do this, we must first immerse ourselves—totally, even if only temporar-
ily—in holiness. Experiencing undiluted consciousness of Divinity anew each day in our 
daily morning prayers and daily Torah study sessions that follow our morning prayers 
enables us to tackle the materialism of the world afterwards. Once we have planted our-
selves firmly on this ground, we can safely bring Divine awareness into all aspects of our 
material lives during the ensuing day: eating, earning a living, interacting with other 
people, and so on. Then, when we make time throughout the day to study Torah, we will 
be able to uncover the new insights that make it eternally relevant, so that we may hear 
God’s voice from Sinai on a day-to-day basis.4

4. Based on Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, pp. 74 ff and vol. 4, pp. 1271-1272.



 CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 

 RASHI 

יתרו FIRST READING

ר  כָּל־אֲשֶׁ֨ אֵת֩  ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ ן  חֹתֵ֣ מִדְיָן֙  כֹהֵ֤ן  יִתְר֨וֹ  ע  וַיִּשְׁמַ֞  18:1

יְהָֹוה֛  יא  י־הוֹצִ֧ כִּֽ עַמּ֑וֹ  ל  וּֽלְיִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ה  לְמֹשֶׁ֔ אֱלֹהִים֙  עָשָׂ֤ה 
אֶת־ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ ן  חֹתֵ֣ יִתְרוֹ֙  ח  וַיִּקַּ֗  2 יִם:  מִמִּצְרָֽ ל  אֶת־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖
בָנֶי֑הָ  שְׁנֵי֣  ת  וְאֵ֖  3 יהָ:  שִׁלּוּחֶֽ ר  אַחַ֖ מֹשֶׁ֑ה  שֶׁת  אֵ֣ ה  צִפֹּרָ֖
רֶץ נָכְרִיָּֽה:  יתִי בְּאֶ֖ ר גֵּר֣ הָיִ֔ י אָמַ֔ ם כִּ֣ רְשֹׁ֔ אֶחָד֙ גֵּֽ ר שֵׁ֤ם הָֽ  אֲשֶׁ֨
נִי  וַיַּצִּלֵ֖ י  בְּעֶזְרִ֔ אָבִי֙  י־אֱלֹהֵ֤י  כִּֽ אֱלִיעֶזֶ֑ר  ד  אֶחָ֖ הָֽ וְשֵׁ֥ם   4
ן מֹשֶׁ֛ה וּבָנָי֥ו וְאִשְׁתּ֖וֹ אֶל־ א יִתְר֨וֹ חֹתֵ֥ ה: 5 וַיָּבֹ֞ רֶב פַּרְעֹֽ מֵחֶ֥
ים:  אֱלֹהִֽ הָֽ הַ֥ר  ם  שָׁ֖ חֹנֶה֥  אֲשֶׁר־ה֛וּא  ר  ל־הַמִּדְבָּ֔ אֶ֨  מֹשֶׁ֑ה 
שְׁתְּךָ֔  וְאִ֨ יִתְר֖וֹ בָּ֣א אֵלֶי֑ךָ  תֶנְךָ֥  חֹֽ ה אֲנִי֛  אמֶר֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ וַיֹּ֨  6
חוּ֙  וַיִּשְׁתַּ֨ תְנ֗וֹ  חֹֽ לִקְרַ֣את  ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ א  וַיֵּצֵ֨  7 הּ:  עִמָּֽ בָנֶי֖הָ  וּשְׁנֵי֥ 
הֱלָה:  הָאֹֽ אוּ  וַיָּבֹ֖ לְשָׁל֑וֹם  הוּ  אִישׁ־לְרֵעֵ֖ וַיִּשְׁאֲל֥וּ  וַיִּשַּׁק־ל֔וֹ 

About all God had done…that God had brought 
Israel out of Egypt: Alternatively, “all that God had 
done” refers to the exile in Egypt, which was an act of 
Divine severity designed to purify the people and pre-
pare them for receiving the Torah. Inasmuch as this 
was an act of Divine severity, the Name Elokim is used 

in this phrase. In contrast, “that God had brought Is-
rael out of Egypt” refers to the Exodus itself, an act of 
Divine mercy. As such, the Name Havayah is used in 
this phrase.10

7 Moses prostrated himself and kissed Jethro: Moses 
embodied Divine wisdom, whereas Jethro embodied 

מַע וּבָא? — קְרִיעַת יַם  מוּעָה שָׁ ְ מַע יִתְרוֹ. מַה־שּׁ שְׁ 1 וַיִּ
לוֹ:  נִקְרְאוּ  מוֹת  שֵׁ בַע  שֶׁ יִתְרוֹ.  עֲמָלֵק:  וּמִלְחֶמֶת  סוּף, 
יֶתֶר  פּוּטִיאֵל.  קֵינִי,  חֶבֶר,  חוֹבָב,  יִתְרוֹ,  יֶתֶר,  רְעוּאֵל, 
ה תֶחֱזֶה"1.  תּוֹרָה: "וְאַתָּ ה אַחַת בַּ רָשָׁ ר פָּ תֵּ יִּ ם שֶׁ — עַל שֵׁ
צְוֹת, הוֹסִיפוֹ לוֹ אוֹת אַחַת  ם הַמִּ ר וְקִיֵּ יֵּ תְגַּ נִּ יִתְרוֹ — לִכְשֶׁ
ב אֶת הַתּוֹרָה. וְחוֹבָב הוּא יִתְרוֹ,  חִבֵּ מוֹ. חוֹבָב — שֶׁ עַל שְׁ
ה"2. וְיֵשׁ אוֹמְרִים: רְעוּאֵל,  נֵי חֹבָב חֹתֵן מֹשֶׁ אֱמַר: "מִבְּ נֶּ שֶׁ
בֹאנָה אֶל־רְעוּאֵל  ל יִתְרוֹ הָיָה. וּמַהוּ אוֹמֵר: "וַתָּ אָבִיו שֶׁ
סִפְרֵי:  א. בְּ ינוֹקוֹת קוֹרִין לַאֲבִי אֲבִיהֶן אַבָּ הַתִּ אֲבִיהֶן"3? שֶׁ
חוֹתֵן  אֲנִי  ה:  מֹשֶׁ בְּ ד  בֵּ מִתְכַּ יִתְרוֹ  הָיָה  אן  כָּ ה.  מֹשֶׁ חתֵֹן 
חָמִיו,  בְּ ה  דֻלָּ הַגְּ תּוֹלֶה  ה  מֹשֶׁ הָיָה  עָבַר  ֶ וּלְשּׁ לֶךְ.  הַמֶּ
רָאֵל.  וּלְיִשְׂ ה  לְמֹשֶׁ חֹתְנוֹ"4:  אֶל־יֶתֶר  ב  שָׁ "וַיָּ אֱמַר:  נֶּ שֶׁ
ה.  עָשָׂ ר  ל־אֲשֶׁ כָּ אֵת  רָאֵל:  ל־יִשְׂ כָּ נֶגֶד  כְּ ה  מֹשֶׁ קוּל  שָׁ
ה'  י־הוֹצִיא  כִּ וּבַעֲמָלֵק:  אֵר,  וּבַבְּ ן,  הַמָּ ירִידַת  בִּ לָהֶם 
לוֹ  אָמַר  שֶׁ כְּ לּוּחֶיהָ.  שִׁ אַחַר   2 ם:  לָּ כֻּ עַל  דוֹלָה  גְּ זוֹ  וְגוֹ'. 
ח  קַּ מִדְיָן: "לֵךְ שׁוּב מִצְרַיְמָה"5, "וַיִּ בְּ רוּךְ־הוּא  בָּ דוֹשׁ  הַקָּ
נָיו וְגוֹ'"6, וְיָצָא אַהֲרֹן לִקְרָאתוֹ  תּוֹ וְאֶת־בָּ ה אֶת־אִשְׁ מֹשֶׁ
לוּ? אָמַר  הַלָּ הַר הָאֱלֹהִים. אָמַר לוֹ: מִי הֵם  בְּ הוּ  שֵׁ פְגְּ וַיִּ

נַי. אָמַר לוֹ:  מִדְיָן, וְאֵלּוּ בָּ אתִי בְּ שָׂ נָּ י שֶׁ תִּ לוֹ: זוֹ הִיא אִשְׁ
עַל  לוֹ:  אָמַר  לְמִצְרַיִם.  לוֹ:  אָמַר  מוֹלִיכָן?  ה  אַתָּ וְהֵיכָן 
א לְהוֹסִיף עֲלֵיהֶם?  ה בָּ הָרִאשׁוֹנִים אָנוּ מִצְטַעֲרִים, וְאַתָּ
הּ:  נֵי בָנֶיהָ וְהָלְכָה לָּ אָמַר לָהּ: לְכִי לְבֵית אָבִיךְ! נָטְלָה שְׁ
בַר  דְּ עַל  וַאֲבִירָם  תָן  דָּ לּוּ  גִּ שֶׁ כְּ רְעֹה.  פַּ מֵחֶרֶב  לֵנִי  צִּ וַיַּ  4
עַמּוּד  ארוֹ כְּ ה צַוָּ ה, נַעֲשֶׂ שׁ לַהֲרוֹג אֶת מֹשֶׁ צְרִי, וּבִקֵּ הַמִּ
ר  דְבָּ מִּ בַּ שֶׁ יוֹדְעִים  אָנוּ  אַף  ר.  דְבָּ אֶל־הַמִּ  5 יִשׁ:  שַׁ ל  שֶׁ
ב  הָיָה יוֹשֵׁ תוּב, שֶׁ ר הַכָּ בֵּ ל יִתְרוֹ דִּ בְחוֹ שֶׁ שִׁ א, בְּ הָיוּ? אֶלָּ
ר, מְקוֹם  דְבָּ ל עוֹלָם, וּנְדָבוֹ לִבּוֹ לָצֵאת אֶל הַמִּ כְבוֹדוֹ שֶׁ בִּ
יְדֵי  עַל  ה.  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ וַיֹּאמֶר   6 תּוֹרָה:  בְרֵי  דִּ מֹעַ  לִשְׁ תֹּהוּ, 
גִינִי  בְּ יוֹצֵא  ה  וְגוֹ'. אִם אֵין אַתָּ יִתְרוֹ  אֲנִי חתֶֹנְךָ  לִיחַ:  שָׁ
ךָ  תְּ אִשְׁ גִין  בְּ יוֹצֵא  ה  אַתָּ אֵין  וְאִם  ךָ,  תְּ אִשְׁ גִין  בְּ צֵא   —
ד  בֵּ דוֹל נִתְכַּ בוֹד גָּ ה. כָּ צֵא מֹשֶׁ נֵי בָנֶיהָ: 7 וַיֵּ גִין שְׁ — צֵא בְּ
ה — יָצָא אַהֲרֹן נָדָב  צָא מֹשֶׁ יָּ יוָן שֶׁ עָה, כֵּ אוֹתָהּ שָׁ יִתְרוֹ בְּ
יָצָא:  וְלֹא  יוֹצְאִין  אֵלּוּ  אֶת  רָאָה  שֶׁ הוּא  וּמִי  וַאֲבִיהוּא, 
הוּא  שֶׁ חֲוָה לְמִי. כְּ תַּ ק־לוֹ. אֵינִי יוֹדֵעַ מִי הִשְׁ ַ שּׁ חוּ וַיִּ תַּ שְׁ וַיִּ
ה,  מֹשֶׁ זֶה  "אִישׁ"?  רוּי  הַקָּ מִי   — "אִישׁ־לְרֵעֵהוּ"  אוֹמֵר: 

ה"7: אֱמַר: "וְהָאִישׁ מֹשֶׁ נֶּ שֶׁ

דְמִדְיָן  א  רַבָּ יִתְרוֹ  מַע  18:1 וּשְׁ
עֲבַד  י  ל־דִּ כָּ יַת  ה  דְמֹשֶׁ חֲמוּהִי 
אֲרֵי  הּ  עַמֵּ רָאֵל  וּלְיִשְׂ ה  לְמֹשֶׁ יְיָ 
צְרָיִם:  מִמִּ רָאֵל  יִשְׂ יַת  יְיָ  יק  אַפֵּ
יַת  ה  דְמֹשֶׁ חֲמוּהִי  יִתְרוֹ  2 וּדְבַר 
רַהּ:  פַטְּ דְּ תַר  בָּ ה  מֹשֶׁ ת  אִתַּ צִפּוֹרָה 
חַד  שׁוּם  דִי  נָהָא  בְּ רֵין  תְּ 3 וְיַת 
אֲרַע  ר הֲוֵיתִי בַּ יָּ רְשׁםֹ אֲרֵי אֲמַר דַּ גֵּ
נוּכְרָאָה: 4 וְשׁוּם חָד אֱלִיעֶזֶר אֲרֵי 
יזְבַנִי  סַעֲדִי וְשֵׁ א הֲוָה בְּ אַבָּ אֱלָהֵהּ דְּ
יִתְרוֹ  5 וַאֲתָא  דְפַרְעֹה:  א  מֵחַרְבָּ
תֵהּ  וְאִתְּ וּבְנוֹהִי  ה  דְמֹשֶׁ חֲמוּהִי 
רֵי  שָׁ הוּא  י  דִּ רָא  לְמַדְבְּ ה  מֹשֶׁ לְוַת 
עֲלוֹהִי  לֵי  דְאִתְגְּ לְטוּרָא  ן,  תַמָּ
אֲנָא  ה  לְמֹשֶׁ 6 וַאֲמַר  דַייָ:  יְקָרָא 
תָךְ  וְאִתְּ לְוָתָךְ  אָתֵי  יִתְרוֹ  חֲמוּךְ 
ה  מֹשֶׁ 7 וּנְפַק  הּ:  עִמַּ נָהָא  בְּ וּתְרֵין 
לֵהּ  יק  וּנְשִׁ וּסְגִיד  חֲמוּהִי  לִקְדָמוּת 
וְעָלוּ  לָם  לִשְׁ לְחַבְרֵהּ  גְבַר  אִילוּ  וּשְׁ

נָא: כְּ לְמַשְׁ

1. להלן פסוק כא.  2. שופטים ד, יא.  3. שמות ב, יח.  4. שמות ד, יח.  5. שמות ד, יט.  6. שמות ד, כ.  7. במדבר יב, ג.

10. Or HaTorah, Yitro, pp. 723-724.

 ONKELOS 

120



 CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 

YITRO

Jethro
18:1 As will be recounted shortly, the people left Refidim and journeyed a short 
distance to Mount Sinai.1 Because of all that had happened since Moses left him, 
Jethro, the former priest of Midian, took special pride in being Moses’ father-
in-law. When he heard about the Splitting of the Sea and the war with Ama-
lek, he came to meet the Israelites shortly after they camped at Mount Sinai. The 
Splitting of the Sea had greatly enhanced the people’s reputation among the na-
tions of the world,2 but Amalek’s attack had somewhat abated this respect, even 
though the Israelites had repelled the attack. In order to reinstate the Israelites’ 
esteem among the nations, Jethro—who was still highly respected, despite his 
excommunication3—went into the desert to meet them and honor them.4 In gen-
eral, Jethro heard about all God had done, half in Moses’ merit and half in His 
people Israel’s merit (for Moses’ merits were equal to those of the rest of the 
people combined): how He provided them with the manna and the well, how He 
repulsed Amalek, and most of all, that God had brought Israel out of Egypt. 
2 So Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, took Moses’ wife, Zipporah, after she had 
been sent away,5 
3 and her two sons. The name of one was Gershom, because Moses had said, “I 
have been a stranger in an alien land.”6 
4 The name of the other one was Eliezer [“my God is an aid”], because Mo-
ses had said, “the God of my father came to my aid, and He rescued me from 
Pharaoh’s sword.”7 
5 Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, came to Moses, together with Moses’ sons and 
his wife, leaving the comfort of his home to go into the desert where Moses was 
encamped, to the Mountain of God, Mount Sinai. 
6 He sent word to Moses: “I, your father-in-law Jethro, am on my way to you, 
so please come out to greet me. If you do not consider my being your father-in-
law sufficient reason for you to honor me, please be informed that I am coming 
together with your wife, so for her sake you should come out to greet us. If this 
is still not enough, know that she is coming with her two sons. Come out for 
their sakes.” 
7 Moses went out to greet his father-in-law. When Aaron and his sons saw Mo-
ses go out, they followed him, and the rest of the people then followed suit. Jethro 
was thus accorded great honor. Moses prostrated himself and kissed Jethro, they 
asked about each other’s welfare, and they went into the tent. 

1 Jethro…priest of Midian: The word Midian lit-
erally means “contention” or “strife.” By calling 
Jethro the “priest of Midian” even though he had 
long since renounced idolatry and relinquished 
the Midianite priesthood, the Torah alludes to 
the fact that he had once practiced all forms of 

idolatry.8 Whereas the Torah helps a person to 
unite with God, idolatry enhances his sense of 
ego—even if in very subtle, almost unconscious 
ways—and thus estranges him from God. By be-
ing the idolater par excellence, Jethro was thus the  
“priest of strife.”9

1.Below, 19:1; Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, p. 77, note 32.  2.See above, 14:21, 15:14-16.  3. Above, 2:16.  4. Sichot Kodesh 5725, vol. 1, pp. 348-
354; Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, p. 77, note 33.  5. Above, 4:27.  6. Above, 2:22.  7. Above, 2:15.  8. See Overview.  9. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5647, 
pp. 72 ff; BeSha’ah SheHikdimu 5672, vol. 2, pp. 861-862; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5737, pp. 157-162; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5745, pp. 102-106.

Exodus 18:1-7
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 RASHI 

 CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 

יתרו FIRST READING

 ONKELOS  ה  ר עָשָׂ֤ה יְהָֹוה֙ לְפַרְעֹ֣ תְנ֔וֹ אֵת֩ כָּל־אֲשֶׁ֨ 8 וַיְסַפֵּ֤ר משֶׁה֙ לְחֹ֣
אֲשֶׁ֣ר  כָּל־הַתְּלָאָה֙  ת  אֵ֤ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ ת  אוֹדֹ֣ ל  עַ֖ יִם  וּלְמִצְרַ֔
ה  ל כָּל־הַטּוֹבָ֔ ם יְהָֹוֽה: 9 וַיִּחַ֣דְּ יִתְר֔וֹ עַ֚ רֶךְ וַיַּצִּלֵ֖ תַם בַּדֶּ֔ מְצָאָ֣
יִם:  מִצְרָֽ מִיַּד֥  הִצִּיל֖וֹ  אֲשֶׁ֥ר  ל  לְיִשְׂרָאֵ֑ יְהָֹו֖ה   אֲשֶׁר־עָשָׂ֥ה 
מִיַּד֥  אֶתְכֶ֛ם  יל  הִצִּ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ יְהָֹוה֔  בָּר֣וּךְ  יִתְרוֹ֒  אמֶר֘  וַיֹּ֘  10

יַד־ חַת  מִתַּ֖ ם  אֶת־הָעָ֔ הִצִּיל֙  אֲשֶׁ֤ר  ה  פַּרְעֹ֑ וּמִיַּד֣  יִם  מִצְרַ֖
ים  אֱלֹהִ֑ מִכָּל־הָֽ יְהָֹו֖ה  י־גָד֥וֹל  כִּֽ עְתִּי  יָדַ֔ ה  עַתָּ֣  11 יִם:  מִצְרָֽ

ם:  ר אֲשֶׁ֥ר זָד֖וּ עֲלֵיהֶֽ י בַדָּבָ֔ כִּ֣

God’s essence transcends both the infinite and the 
finite, meaning that it can be infinite and finite at 
the same time. Jethro showed that following secular 
knowledge to its end results ultimately in obscuran-
tism, distortion, disinformation—in idolatry. By de-
claring that all the world’s wisdom—even what we 
normally consider finite and “secular”—is darkness 
unless it is seen as part of God’s wisdom, Jethro re-
vealed the essential transcendence of the Torah. He 
showed how the Torah, as a window to God’s essence, 
encompasses all reality and is the means through 
which all reality can be absorbed into Godliness and 
be made to express Godliness. And this is how God 
Himself can be brought into all aspects of life, making 
the world into His true home.20

The Hebrew word for “the deities” or “the gods” is 
the same as the Name Elokim. Allegorically, then, this 
means that Jethro now knew that the Name Havayah is 
greater than the Name Elokim.

Jethro understood that the exile was a manifestation 
of the power of the Name Elokim, God’s attribute of 
judgment and severity. When he heard that God took 
the Jews out of Egypt, he understood that God’s mer-
cy, signified by the Name Havayah, can override His 
attribute of judgment.21

In addition, as noted above,22 the purpose of the 
plagues was to demonstrate that God transcends na-
ture—in other words, that the Name Havayah can be 
manifest in the world, which the Egyptians thought 
was only under the influence of the Name Elokim, the 
powers of nature. Thus, after he heard about the de-
tails of the Exodus, Jethro could understand how the 
Name Havayah can override the Name Elokim.23

This was when he changed his name from Jether to 
Jethro: The name Jethro is formed by adding the letter 
vav to the name Jether. The letter vav can be seen as a 
yud sitting atop a straight line, indicating how a per-
son possessing self-effacement (indicated by the yud, 

ה לְחֹתְנוֹ. לִמְשׁוֹךְ אֶת לִבּוֹ, לְקָרְבוֹ לַתּוֹרָה:  ר מֹשֶׁ 8 וַיְסַפֵּ

לָאָה. לָמֶ"ד  ל עֲמָלֵק: הַתְּ ם וְשֶׁ עַל הַיָּ לָאָה. שֶׁ ל־הַתְּ אֵת כָּ

וִיסוֹד  קּוּן  תִּ הוּא  י"ו  וְהַתָּ בָה,  תֵּ ל  שֶׁ הַיְסוֹד  מִן  אָלֶ"ף 

קוּמָה"  נוּפָה" "תְּ רוּמָה" "תְּ נּוּ לִפְרָקִים, וְכֵן: "תְּ הַנּוֹפֵל מִמֶּ

שׁוּטוֹ. וּמִדְרַשׁ  מַח יִתְרוֹ. זֶהוּ פְּ שְׂ חַדְּ יִתְרוֹ. וַיִּ נוּאָה": 9 וַיִּ "תְּ

אִבּוּד  עַל  מֵיצֵר  חִדּוּדִין,  חִדּוּדִין  רוֹ  שָׂ בְּ ה  נַעֲשָׂ דָה8:  אַגָּ

דָרֵי  רָה  עֲשָׂ עַד  יּוֹרָא,  גִּ י:  אִינְשֵׁ דְאָמְרֵי  הַיְנוּ  מִצְרַיִם. 

ן,  הַמָּ טוֹבַת  ל־הַטּוֹבָה.  כָּ עַל  הּ:  אַפֵּ בְּ אָה  אֲרַמָּ תִבְזֵי  לָא 

ד מִצְרָיִם",  ילוֹ מִיַּ ר הִצִּ ן — "אֲשֶׁ לָּ אֵר, וְהַתּוֹרָה. וְעַל כֻּ וְהַבְּ

הָיְתָה  צְרַיִם שֶׁ ו לֹא הָיָה עֶבֶד יָכוֹל לִבְרוֹחַ מִמִּ עַד עַכְשָׁ

יל  ר הִצִּ ים רִבּוֹא: 10 אֲשֶׁ ִ שּׁ רֶת, וְאֵלּוּ יָצְאוּ שִׁ הָאָרֶץ מְסֻגֶּ

ה:  רְעֹה. מֶלֶךְ קָשֶׁ ד פַּ ה: וּמִיַּ ה קָשָׁ ד מִצְרַיִם. אֻמָּ אֶתְכֶם מִיַּ

ד  הַיָּ וּמָרוּת,  רִדּוּי  לְשׁוֹן  תַרְגּוּמוֹ,  כְּ יַד־מִצְרָיִם.  חַת  מִתַּ

י.  ה יָדַעְתִּ ידִים עֲלֵיהֶם, הִיא הָעֲבוֹדָה: 11 עַתָּ הָיוּ מַכְבִּ שֶׁ

ל־הָאֱלהִֹים.  מִכָּ יוֹתֵר:  בְּ ו  וְעַכְשָׁ עָבַר,  לְשֶׁ הָיִיתִי  ירוֹ  מַכִּ

לּאֹ  שֶׁ עוֹלָם,  בָּ שֶׁ זָרָה  כָל־עֲבוֹדָה  בְּ יר  מַכִּ הָיָה  שֶׁ ד  מְלַמֵּ

ר זָדוּ עֲלֵיהֶם.  בָר אֲשֶׁ י בַדָּ לּאֹ עֲבָדָהּ: כִּ יחַ עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה שֶׁ הִנִּ

ר יִם: אֲשֶׁ דָם וְהֵם נֶאֶבְדוּ בַמַּ מּוּ לְאַבְּ יִם דִּ מַּ תַרְגּוּמוֹ, בַּ  כְּ
זֶד יַעֲקֹב  יעוּ. וְרַבּוֹתֵינוּ דְרָשׁוּהו9ּ לָשׁוֹן "וַיָּ ר הִרְשִׁ זָדוּ. אֲשֶׁ

לוּ: ְ שּׁ הּ נִתְבַּ לוּ, בָּ ְ שּׁ ר בִּ דֵרָה אֲשֶׁ קְּ נָזִיד"10 — בַּ

יַת  לַחֲמוּהִי  ה  מֹשֶׁ עֵי  תָּ 8 וְאִשְׁ
וּלְמִצְרָאֵי  לְפַרְעֹה  יְיָ  עֲבַד  י  ל־דִּ כָּ
א  ל־עַקְתָּ כָּ יַת  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ עֵיסַק  עַל 
יזְבִנּוּן  וְשֵׁ אֹרְחָא  בְּ חַתְנוּן  כַּ אַשְׁ י  דִּ
י  א דִּ ל־טַבְתָּ יְיָ: 9 וַחֲדִי יִתְרוֹ עַל כָּ
מִידָא  יזְבֵהּ  שֵׁ י  דִּ רָאֵל  לְיִשְׂ יְיָ  עֲבַד 
יְיָ  רִיךְ  בְּ יִתְרוֹ  10 וַאֲמַר  דְמִצְרָאֵי: 
דְמִצְרָאֵי  מִידָא  יַתְכוֹן  יזִיב  שֵׁ י  דִּ
א  עַמָּ יַת  יזִיב  שֵׁ י  דִּ דְפַרְעֹה  וּמִידָא 
עַן  11 כְּ מִצְרָאֵי:  מַרְוַת  חוֹת  מִתְּ
ר  בַּ אֱלַהּ  וְלֵית  יְיָ  רַב  אֲרֵי  יְדַעְנָא 
יבוּ  חֲשִׁ דִי  מָא  פִתְגָּ בְּ אֲרֵי  הּ  מִנֵּ
הּ  בֵּ רָאֵל  יִשְׂ יַת  לְמֵידַן  מִצְרָאֵי 

נִנּוּן: דָּ

8. ילקוט שמעוני שמות יח, רמז רסח.  9. סוטה יא, א.  10. בראשית כה, כט.

20. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5647, p. 72 ff; BeSha’ah SheHikdimu 5672, vol. 2, pp. 861-862; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5679, pp. 289 ff; Sefer 
HaMa’amarim 5709, pp. 52 ff; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5737, pp. 157-162; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5745, pp. 102-106; Sefer HaMa’amarim 
Melukat, vol. 3, pp. 58 ff.  21. Ma’amarei Admor HaZaken, Ithalech Liozna, pp. 81-82.  22. On 6:2.  23. Siddur Im Dach, 271c.
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YITRO

8 In order to encourage him to join the ranks of the Jewish people, Moses told his 
father-in-law everything that God had done to Pharaoh and the Egyptians for 
the sake of Israel, as well as all the travail that had befallen them on the way, at 
the Sea of Reeds and in the attack of Amalek, and that God had rescued them. 
9 Jethro rejoiced over all the good that God had done for Israel by providing 
them with manna and the well and teaching them parts of the Torah. But he re-
joiced most that God had saved them from the hands of the Egyptians. It was 
reputedly impossible to escape Egypt, yet here an entire nation had succeeded in 
fleeing. At the same time, Jethro was pained over the suffering of the Egyptians 
for, being a Midianite, he was of Egyptian stock.11 
10 When Jethro heard how the Egyptians had drowned in the Sea of Reeds and 
had suffered the very fate that they had wished to inflict on the Jews, he said, 
“Praised be God who rescued you from both the hands of the Egyptians, a dif-
ficult people, and of Pharaoh, a difficult king, who liberated the people from 
the authority of the Egyptians. 
11 Now I know that God is greater than all the deities—and I am familiar with 
them all12—for He has done what no other deity can do: in the very matter that 
the Egyptians plotted against Israel they have been foiled!” Until this point, Je-
thro had not considered converting to Judaism and joining the Jewish people, 
feeling that it was sufficient for him to renounce idolatry and establish a rela-
tionship with God individually. Now, however, he decided to convert.13 This was 
when he changed his name from Jether to Jethro.14

natural, worldly wisdom. By bowing down to Jethro, 
Moses elevated natural wisdom and accepted it into 
the sphere of Divine wisdom. This, as we have seen,15 
was a prerequisite to the Giving of the Torah.16

They asked about each other’s welfare, and they 
went into the tent: Moses and Jethro exchanged 
greetings before Moses recounted the details of God’s 
miracles to Jethro. We normally exchange greetings 
before launching into even holy conversation, because 
“encouraging peace between people takes precedence 
over recounting God’s praise.”17 But here, something 
more significant was happening.

As mentioned above, Jethro was formerly the “priest 
of Midian,” which means “the purveyor of dissen-
tion.” Jethro, the arch-idolater, had represented the 
factiousness and sectarianism that arises from alle-
giance to many gods and that destroys peaceful life. 
By first inquiring about each other’s welfare, Jethro 
and Moses repudiated this cynical view of humanity. 
This further paved the way for the Giving of the To-
rah, for “its ways are ways of pleasantness, and all its 

paths are peace.”18

11 Now I know that God is greater than all the dei-
ties: As mentioned previously,19 Jethro had researched 
the workings of creation from top to bottom and pos-
sessed expert knowledge of all the spiritual and scien-
tific lore of his age. By declaring that all this knowl-
edge led ultimately to the acceptance of the God’s 
wisdom, Jethro paved the way for the Giving of the 
Torah.

Besides doing away with the delusion that creation is 
a jumble of disparate and opposing forces vying for 
our loyalty on the one hand and attempting to control 
us on the other, Jethro’s declaration enabled the Giv-
ing of the Torah in a much more profound way. The 
purpose of the revelation at Mount Sinai was not sim-
ply to inform the world of God’s will; to a great extent, 
this had already happened: ever since the creation 
there was always a circle of individuals who studied 
the Torah. Rather, the revelation at Mount Sinai was 
meant to make God’s essence accessible to the world 
via the Torah.

11. See Genesis 25:2, where Midian is listed as one of the sons of Keturah, who is the same as Hagar, who was an Egyptian (Gen-
esis 16:1).  12. See Overview.  13. Sichot Kodesh 5725, vol. 1, p. 349.  14. Rashi on v. 1, above.  15. In the Overview.  16. Ma’amarei 
Admor HaZaken, Parashiot, vol. 1, p. 300.  17. Reishit Chochmah, end.  18. Proverbs 3:17. Or HaTorah, Yitro, pp. 724, 729.  19. In the 
Overview.

Exodus 18:8-11
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 CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 

 RASHI 

יתרו

 ONKELOS  א  וַיָּבֹ֨ ים  אלֹהִ֑ לֵֽ ים  וּזְבָחִ֖ עֹלָ֥ה  מֹשֶׁ֛ה  ן  חֹתֵ֥ יִתְר֨וֹ  ח  וַיִּקַּ֞  12

ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ ן  עִם־חֹתֵ֥ אֱכָל־לֶחֶ֛ם  לֶֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ זִקְנֵי֣   | ל  וְכֹ֣ ן  הֲרֹ֜ אַֽ
ים: אֱלֹהִֽ לִפְנֵי֥ הָֽ

אֶת־הָעָ֑ם  ט  לִשְׁפֹּ֣ ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ וַיֵּשֶׁ֥ב  ת  חֳרָ֔ מָּ֣ מִֽ יְהִי֙  וַֽ  13 שני 
וַיַּרְא֙   14 רֶב:  עַד־הָעָֽ קֶר  מִן־הַבֹּ֖ ה  עַל־מֹשֶׁ֔ הָעָם֙  ד  וַיַּֽעֲמֹ֤
אמֶר  וַיֹּ֗ לָעָ֑ם  ה  עֹשֶׂ֖ כָּל־אֲשֶׁר־ה֥וּא  ת  אֵ֛ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ ן  חֹתֵ֣
ה  אַתָּ֤ מַדּ֗וּעַ  ם  לָעָ֔ עֹשֶׂה֙  ה  אַתָּ֤ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ הַזֶּה֙  ה־הַדָּבָ֤ר  מָֽ
רֶב:  עַד־עָֽ קֶר  מִן־בֹּ֥ יךָ  עָלֶ֖ נִצָּ֥ב  וְכָל־הָעָ֛ם  ךָ  לְבַדֶּ֔ יוֹשֵׁב֙ 
לִדְר֥שׁ  ם  הָעָ֖ אֵלַ֛י  א  י־יָבֹ֥ כִּֽ תְנ֑וֹ  לְחֹֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ אמֶר  וַיֹּ֥  15

י  פַטְתִּ֔ וְשָׁ֣ י  אֵלַ֔ בָּ֣א  דָּבָר֙  לָהֶ֤ם  ה  הְיֶ֨ כִּי־יִֽ  16 ים:  אֱלֹהִֽ
ים  אֱלֹהִ֖ הָֽ י  אֶת־חֻקֵּ֥ י  וְהֽוֹדַעְתִּ֛ רֵעֵ֑הוּ  וּבֵ֣ין  ישׁ  אִ֖  בֵּ֥ין 

יו:  וְאֶת־תּֽוֹרֹתָֽ



13 On the following day: There are times when we 
feel spiritually “connected,” when we are imbued 
with Godliness and everything about our spiritual 
life seems to flow smoothly. At such times we may 
wonder: “Maybe I have reached the point where I can 

relax; maybe I have finally overcome the challenges 
of my mission in life.” For the proper response to 
this sentiment, we need only look at Moses’ example. 
While on Mount Sinai, Moses reached the peak of 
spiritual “connectedness.” He learned the Torah di-

וּזְבָחִים.  לִיל:  כָּ עוֹלָה  הִיא  שֶׁ מָעָהּ,  מַשְׁ כְּ עֹלָה.   12

ה הֵיכָן הָלַךְ? וַהֲלֹא הוּא  בֹא אַהֲרֹן וְגוֹ'. וּמֹשֶׁ לָמִים: וַיָּ שְׁ

הָיָה  א, שֶׁ בוֹד?! אֶלָּ ל־הַכָּ צָא לִקְרָאתוֹ וְגָרַם לוֹ אֶת כָּ יָּ שֶׁ

הֱנֶה  הַנֶּ אן שֶׁ שׁ לִפְנֵיהֶם: לִפְנֵי הָאֱלהִֹים. מִכָּ מֵּ עוֹמֵד וּמְשַׁ

יו  אִלּוּ נֶהֱנֶה מִזִּ הּ, כְּ ין בָּ לְמִידֵי חֲכָמִים מְסֻבִּ תַּ עוּדָה שֶׁ מִסְּ

הָיָה.  פּוּרִים  הַכִּ יוֹם  חֳרָת. מוֹצָאֵי  מִמָּ וַיְהִי   13 כִינָה:  ְ הַשּׁ

רִדְתּוֹ  לְמָחֳרַת   — חֳרָת"?  "מִמָּ וּמַהוּ  סִפְרֵי.  בְּ נִינוּ  שָׁ ךְ  כָּ

חֳרַת  מִמָּ א  אֶלָּ לוֹמַר  ר  אֶפְשָׁ אִי  רְחֲךָ,  כָּ וְעַל  הָהָר.  מִן 

ר לוֹמַר  ן תּוֹרָה אִי אֶפְשָׁ הֲרֵי קֹדֶם מַתָּ פּוּרִים, שֶׁ יוֹם הַכִּ

יוֹם־ עַד  תּוֹרָה  נָה  תְּ נִּ וּמִשֶׁ וְגוֹ'"11  י  אֶת־חֻקֵּ י  "וְהוֹדַעְתִּ

י"ז  בְּ הֲרֵי  שֶׁ הָעָם,  ט אֶת  פֹּ לִשְׁ ה  מֹשֶׁ ב  יָשַׁ פּוּרִים לֹא  הַכִּ

מָה  כָּ הַשְׁ ר אֶת הַלּוּחוֹת, וּלְמָחָר עָלָה בְּ בֵּ תַמוּז יָרַד וְשִׁ בְּ

ה  רָשָׁ פָּ וְאֵין  פּוּרִים.  יוֹם־הַכִּ בְּ וְיָרַד  יוֹם  מוֹנִים  שְׁ הָה  וְשָׁ

נָה  חֳרָת" עַד שָׁ לּאֹ נֶאֱמַר "וַיְהִי מִמָּ דֶר, שֶׁ סֵּ תוּבָה כַּ זוֹ כְּ

א.  בָּ תּוֹרָה  ן  מַתָּ קֹדֶם  יִתְרוֹ  הָאוֹמֵר:  לְדִבְרֵי  אַף  ה,  נִיָּ שְׁ

הֲרֵי  ה, שֶׁ נִיָּ נָה שְׁ א עַד שָׁ לּוּחוֹ אֶל אַרְצוֹ לֹא הָיָה אֶלָּ שִׁ

ע  מַסַּ בְּ וּמָצִינוּ  אֶת־חֹתְנוֹ"12  ה  מֹשֶׁ ח  לַּ "וַיְשַׁ אן:  כָּ נֶאֱמַר 

קוֹם  אֶל־הַמָּ אֲנַחְנוּ  "נֹסְעִים  ה:  מֹשֶׁ לוֹ  אָמַר  שֶׁ גָלִים  הַדְּ

תּוֹרָה  ן  מַתַּ קֹדֶם  זוֹ  וְאִם  אֹתָנוּ"13,  עֲזֹב  תַּ אַל־נָא  וְגוֹ' 

תֹּאמַר:  וְאִם  חָזַר?!  שֶׁ מָצִינוּ  הֵיכָן  וְהָלַךְ,  לְחוֹ  ִ שּׁ ֶ מִשּׁ  —

יִתְרוֹ  ל  שֶׁ וּבְנוֹ  "חוֹבָב",  א  אֶלָּ "יִתְרוֹ"  נֶאֱמַר  לֹא  ם  שָׁ

חֹבָב  נֵי  "מִבְּ תוּב:  כָּ הֲרֵי  שֶׁ יִתְרוֹ,  הוּא  חוֹבָב  הוּא  הָיָה? 

מֶלֶךְ  ב כְּ עֲמֹד הָעָם. יוֹשֵׁ ה וְגוֹ' וַיַּ ב מֹשֶׁ שֶׁ ה"14: וַיֵּ חֹתֵן מֹשֶׁ

מְזַלְזֵל  הָיָה  שֶׁ לְיִתְרוֹ,  בָר  הַדָּ ה  וְהֻקְשָׁ עוֹמְדִים.  ן  וְכֻלָּ

אֱמַר: "מַדּוּעַ  נֶּ שֶׁ ךְ,  כָּ רָאֵל, וְהוֹכִיחוֹ עַל  יִשְׂ ל  כְבוֹדָן שֶׁ בִּ

עַד־ מִן־הַבֹּקֶר  בִים"15:  נִצָּ וְכוּלָם  ךָ,  לְבַדֶּ ב  יוֹשֵׁ ה  אַתָּ

ין אֱמֶת  דִּ ן  דָּ שֶׁ ן  יָּ ל־דַּ כָּ א,  אֶלָּ ן?  כֵּ ר לוֹמַר  אֶפְשָׁ הָעָרֶב. 

אִלּוּ  כְּ תוּב  הַכָּ עָלָיו  מַעֲלֶה  אַחַת,  עָה  שָׁ אֲפִלּוּ  לַאֲמִתּוֹ 

דוֹשׁ  לְהַקָּ ף  תָּ שֻׁ ה  נַעֲשֶׂ וּכְאִלּוּ  ל־הַיּוֹם,  כָּ תּוֹרָה  בַּ עוֹסֵק 

"וַיְהִי־עֶרֶב  בּוֹ:  אֱמַר  נֶּ שֶׁ ית,  רֵאשִׁ בְּ ה  מַעֲשֵׂ בְּ רוּךְ־הוּא  בָּ

לִדְרֹשׁ  הוֹוֶה:  לְשׁוֹן  י־בָא",  "כִּ מוֹ:  כְּ י־יָבֹא.  כִּ  15 וְגוֹ'"16: 

לְמוּד  אוֹל תַּ ן" — לִשְׁ ע אֻלְפַּ תַרְגּוּמוֹ: "לְמִתְבַּ אֱלהִֹים. כְּ

הְיֶה לוֹ  יִּ א. מִי שֶׁ בָר בָּ י־יִהְיֶה לָהֶם דָּ בוּרָה: 16 כִּ י הַגְּ מִפִּ

א אֵלַי: הַדָבָר, בָּ

ה  דְמֹשֶׁ חֲמוּהִי  יִתְרוֹ  12 וְקָרֵיב 

וַאֲתָא  יְיָ  קֳדָם  ין  קֻדְשִׁ וְנִכְסַת  עֲלָוָן 

לְמֵיכַל  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ וְכָל־סָבֵי  אַהֲרֹן 

קֳדָם  ה  דְמֹשֶׁ חֲמוּהִי  עִם  לַחְמָא 

דְבַתְרוֹהִי  מִיּוֹמָא  13 וַהֲוָה  יְיָ: 

וְקָם  א  עַמָּ יַת  לְמֵידַן  ה  מֹשֶׁ וִיתֵב 

מִן צַפְרָא עַד  ה  דְמֹשֶׁ א עֲלוֹהִי  עַמָּ

ה יַת  א: 14 וַחֲזָא חֲמוּהִי דְמֹשֶׁ רַמְשָׁ

א וַאֲמַר מָה  י הוּא עָבִיד לְעַמָּ ל־דִּ כָּ

א,  לְעַמָּ עָבִיד  אַתְּ  דְּ הָדֵין  מָא  פִתְגָּ

וְכָל־ לְחוֹדָךְ  בִּ יָתִיב  אַתְּ  דֵין  מָה 

עַד  צַפְרָא  מִן  וָךְ  עִלָּ קַיְמִין  א  עַמָּ

לַחֲמוּהִי  ה  מֹשֶׁ 15 וַאֲמַר  א:  רַמְשָׁ

ע אֻלְפָן  א לְמִתְבַּ אֲרֵי אֲתָן לְוָתִי עַמָּ

ינָא  דִּ ד הָוֵי לְהוֹן  יְיָ: 16 כַּ מִן קֳדָם 

בְרָא  גַּ ין  בֵּ אֲנָא  וְדָאִין  לְוָתִי  אָתָן 

יַת  לְהוֹן  וּמְהוֹדַעְנָא  חַבְרֵהּ  וּבֵין 

א דַייָ וְיַת אוֹרָיָתֵהּ: קְיָמַיָּ

11. להלן פסוק טז.  12. להלן פסוק כז.  13. במדבר י, כט־לא.  14. שופטים ד, יא.  15. ע"פ להלן פסוק יד.  16. בראשית א, ה.

SECOND READING
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YITRO

After Moses descended Mount Sinai
12 In order to complete the story of Jethro, the Torah now24 jumps ahead four 
months, to the 10th of Tishrei of the following year, 2449, when Moses descended 
Mount Sinai for the last time.25 When Moses descended the mountain, Jethro of-
fered up an ascent-offering and peace-offerings to God, and Aaron and all the 
elders of Israel came to eat bread with Moses’ father-in-law while Moses served 
them. The religious atmosphere and discussion at this meal rendered it a holy 
event; as such, it was as if the participants were eating in the presence of God.
Second Reading 13 It was on the following day, the 11th of Tishrei, that Moses sat 
to judge the people, assisted by Aaron, his sons, and the seventy elders. All the 
people stood respectfully around Moses as he judged the litigants. Moses spent 
only part of the day adjudicating disputes, but since he did so honestly and cor-
rectly, God considered it as if he had toiled in this task from morning to evening. 
The same holds true for any honest judge. 
14 When Moses’ father-in-law saw all that Moses was doing to the people, let-
ting them stand while he sat, he said, “What is this thing that you are doing to 
the people? Why are you alone seated, while all the people stand around you as 
if from morning until evening? It is only in a king’s presence that everyone is re-
quired to stand;26 in a judge’s presence only the litigants are required to stand.”27

15 Moses replied to his father-in-law, “It is not because I want to comport myself 
like a king; it is because the people come to me to seek instruction from God. 
16 Whenever one of them has a legal matter he comes to me, and I judge be-
tween a man and his fellow, and I make known God’s rules and teachings. I 
received the teachings directly from God, and by teaching the people myself I 
can share with them something of my own experience of Divine revelation. My 
objective is not to simply teach them the dry laws, but rather to impart to them 
the underlying Divinity of these laws. This is why I teach them myself and have 
them stand in my presence.” 



the smallest letter) can bring the most abstract knowl-
edge down into concrete reality and apply it.

As noted above,28 Jethro was originally called Jether 
because he was gifted with a keen intellect, he used 
it to seek out the meaning of life, and he acted on his 
conclusions. Nonetheless, since human intellect is in-
herently limited, it can never reach the intense Divine 
awareness that nullifies the ego and enables us to be 
transparent channels of Divinity into the world. For 
this, we need the Torah. Thus, when Jethro accepted 
the Torah, the vav was added to his name, indicating 

that he was now able to reach beyond his own intellect 
and bring Divine intellect into the world.29

12 Aaron and all the elders of Israel came to eat 
bread with Moses’ father-in-law while Moses served 
them: Rather than focusing on his own meal, Moses 
ensured that the others were provided for. The lesson 
here is that regardless of a person’s social status (and 
who can claim a higher social status than Moses’?) 
he should consider it more important to take care of 
someone else’s needs than to see to his own. This ap-
plies both to physical needs as well as to spiritual ad-
vancement.30 

24. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, p. 213.  25. Below, 34:29 ff.  26. Mishneh Torah, Melachim 2:5.  27. Shevuot 30ab; Mishneh Torah, Sanhedrin 
21:3. Maskil LeDavid here. 28. On 1:10.  29. Sefer Ma’amarim Melukat, vol. 3, p. 59.  30. Sichot Kodesh 5741, vol. 2, p. 519.

Exodus 18:12-16
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17. לִכְמוֹשׁ, לִנְבּוֹל.  18. ירמיה ח, יג.  19. ישעיה לד, ד.  20. עיין מזרחי, חזקוני, דברי דוד, גור אריה, שפתי חכמים, באר בשדה, ושי למורא. 21. בבא בתרא 
נח, ב.  22. שמות ח, יא.  23. מלכים־ב ג, כד.

יתרו

 ONKELOS  ה  ר אֲשֶׁ֥ר אַתָּ֖ ה אֵלָ֑יו לֹא־טוֹב֙ הַדָּבָ֔ ן מֹשֶׁ֖ אמֶר חֹתֵ֥ וַיֹּ֛  17

ךְ  ה גַּם־הָעָ֥ם הַזֶּה֖ אֲשֶׁ֣ר עִמָּ֑ ל גַּם־אַתָּ֕ ל תִּבֹּ֔ נָבֹ֣ ה: 18  עֹשֶֽׂ
ה  עַתָּ֞  19 ךָ:  לְבַדֶּֽ עֲשׂ֖הוּ  ר לֹֽא־תוּכַ֥ל  הַדָּבָ֔ מִמְּךָ֙  י־כָבֵ֤ד  כִּֽ
ם  לָעָ֗ ה  אַתָּ֣ הֱיֵה֧  ךְ  עִמָּ֑ ים  אֱלֹהִ֖ י  וִיהִ֥ אִיעָ֣צְךָ֔  בְּקֹלִי֙  ע  שְׁמַ֤
ים:  אֱלֹהִֽ ים אֶל־הָֽ ה אֶת־הַדְּבָרִ֖ בֵאתָ֥ אַתָּ֛ ים וְהֵֽ אֱלֹהִ֔ מ֚וּל הָֽ
ת  וְאֶת־הַתּוֹרֹ֑ ים  חֻקִּ֖ אֶת־הַֽ ם  אֶתְהֶ֔ ה  וְהִזְהַרְתָּ֣  20

ה  עֲשֶׂ֖ מַּֽ וְאֶת־הַֽ הּ  בָ֔ יֵלְ֣כוּ  רֶךְ֙  אֶת־הַדֶּ֨ ם  לָהֶ֗ וְהֽוֹדַעְתָּ֣ 
יִל  אַנְשֵׁי־חַ֜ ם  עָ֠ מִכָּל־הָ֠ חֱזֶה֣  תֶֽ ה  וְאַתָּ֣  21 יַעֲֽשֽׂוּן:  אֲשֶׁ֥ר 
ם  עֲלֵהֶ֗ וְשַׂמְתָּ֣  בָ֑צַע  שׂ֣נְאֵי  ת  אֱמֶ֖ י  אַנְשֵׁ֥ ים  אֱלֹהִ֛ י  יִרְאֵ֧
ת:  עֲשָׂרֹֽ י  וְשָׂרֵ֥ ים  חֲמִשִּׁ֖ י  שָׂרֵ֥ מֵא֔וֹת  י  שָׂרֵ֣ אֲלָפִים֙  י   שָׂרֵ֤
הַגָּדֹל֙  כָּל־הַדָּבָ֤ר  ה  וְהָיָ֞ בְּכָל־עֵת֒  אֶת־הָעָם֘  פְט֣וּ  וְשָֽׁ  22

יךָ  עָלֶ֔ ן יִשְׁפְּטוּ־הֵ֑ם וְהָקֵל֙ מֵֽ יךָ וְכָל־הַדָּבָ֥ר הַקָּטֹ֖ יאוּ אֵלֶ֔ יָבִ֣
ךְ:  שְׂא֖וּ אִתָּֽ וְנָֽ

חוֹתְנוֹ  תוּב  הַכָּ קוֹרְאוֹ  בוֹד  כָּ רֶךְ  דֶּ ה.  מֹשֶׁ חתֵֹן  וַיּאֹמֶר   17
ה,  מִישָׁ תַרְגּוּמוֹ. וּלְשׁוֹנוֹ לְשׁוֹן כְּ בֹּל. כְּ ל מֶלֶךְ: 18 נָבֹל תִּ שֶׁ
פֶן  מִגֶּ עָלֶה  נְבֹל  "כִּ נָבֵל"18,  "וְהֶעָלֶה  מוֹ:  כְּ פליישטרי"ר17, 
שׁ  ה וְעַל יְדֵי קֶרַח, וְכֹחוֹ תַּ מוּשׁ עַל יְדֵי חַמָּ הוּא כִּ וְגוֹ'"19, שֶׁ
י־ בְעִים זְקֵנִים: כִּ ה. לְרַבּוֹת אַהֲרֹן וְחוּר20 וְשִׁ ם־אַתָּ וְנִלְאֶה: גַּ
בְדוֹ רַב יוֹתֵר מִכֹּחֲךָ: 19 אִיעָצְךָ וִיהִי אֱלהִֹים  ךָ. כָּ כָבֵד מִמְּ
ה  אַתָּ הֱיֵה  בוּרָה:  גְּ בַּ לֵךְ  הִמָּ צֵא  לוֹ:  אָמַר  עֵצָה  בְּ ךְ.  עִמָּ
קוֹם וְשׁוֹאֵל  ינוֹתָם לַמָּ לִיחַ וּמֵלִיץ בֵּ לָעָם מוּל הָאֱלהִֹים. שָׁ
ה  בְרֵי רִיבוֹתָם: 21 וְאַתָּ בָרִים. דִּ טִים מֵאִתּוֹ: אֶת־הַדְּ פָּ מִשְׁ
אֵין  ירִים, שֶׁ י־חַיִל. עֲשִׁ עָלֶיךָ: אַנְשֵׁ רוּחַ הַקּדֶֹשׁ שֶׁ תֶחֱזֶה. בְּ

עֲלֵי  בַּ אֵלּוּ  אֱמֶת.  י  אַנְשֵׁ נִים:  פָּ יר  וּלְהַכִּ לְהַחֲנִיף  צְרִיכִין 
כֵן  יְדֵי  עַל  שֶׁ בְרֵיהם,  דִּ עַל  לִסְמוֹךְ  דַאי  כְּ הֵם  שֶׁ הַבְטָחָה, 
וֹנְאִין אֶת מָמוֹנָם  שּׂ מָעִין: שׂנְֹאֵי בָצַע. שֶׁ יִהְיוּ דִבְרֵיהֶם נִשְׁ
יהּ  קִין מָמוֹנָא מִנֵּ מַפְּ נָא דְּ יָּ ל־דַּ הַהִיא דְאָמְרֵינַן21: כָּ ין, כְּ דִּ בַּ
שׁ מֵאוֹת  רֵי אֲלָפִים. הֵם הָיוּ שֵׁ נָא הוּא: שָׂ יָּ דִינָא — לָאו דַּ בְּ
ת אֲלָפִים הָיוּ:  שֶׁ רֵי מֵאוֹת. שֵׁ שׁ מֵאוֹת אֶלֶף: שָׂ רִים לְשֵׁ שָׂ
ים  ִ שּׁ שִׁ רוֹת.  עֲשָׂ רֵי  וְשָׂ אָלֶף:  ר  עָשָׂ נֵים  שְׁ ים.  ִ חֲמִשּׁ רֵי  שָׂ
בָר  פְטוּ. "וִידוּנּוּן", לְשׁוֹן צִוּוּי: וְהָקֵל מֵעָלֶיךָ. דָּ אֶלֶף: 22 וְשָׁ
אֶת־לִבּוֹ"22,  ד  "וְהַכְבֵּ מוֹ:  כְּ "וְהָקֵל" —  מֵעָלֶיךָ.  לְהָקֵל  זֶה 

"וְהַכּוֹת אֶת־מוֹאָב"23, לְשׁוֹן הוֹוֶה:

לֵהּ  ה  דְמֹשֶׁ חֲמוּהִי  17 וַאֲמַר 
עָבִיד:  אַתְּ  י  דִּ מָא  תְגָּ פִּ ין  תַקִּ לָא 
א  18 מִלְאָה תִלְאֵי אַף אַתְּ אַף עַמָּ
מָא  תְגָּ ךְ פִּ יר מִנָּ ךְ אֲרֵי יַקִּ י עִמָּ הָדֵין דִּ
לְחוֹדָךְ:  בִּ דֵהּ  לְמֶעְבְּ תִכּוּל  לָא 
וִיהֵי  ךְ  אַמְלְכִנָּ י  מִנִּ ל  קַבֵּ עַן  19 כְּ
אַתְּ  הֱוֵי  סַעֲדָךְ  בְּ דַייָ  מֵימְרָא 
בַע אֻלְפָן מִן קֳדָם יְיָ וּתְהֵי  א תָּ לְעַמָּ
יְיָ:  לָקֳדָם  א  מַיָּ תְגָּ פִּ יַת  אַתְּ  מַיְתִי 
וְיַת  א  קְיָמַיָּ יַת  יַתְהוֹן  20 וְתַזְהַר 
אֹרְחָא  יַת  לְהוֹן  וּתְהוֹדַע  אוֹרָיָתָא 
דוּן:  י יַעְבְּ הּ וְיַת עוֹבָדָא דִּ י יְהָכוּן בַּ דִּ
בְרִין  גֻּ א  ל־עַמָּ מִכָּ חֱזֵי  תֶּ 21 וְאַתְּ 
קְשׁוֹט  דִּ בְרִין  גֻּ דַייָ  א  חֲלַיָּ דָּ חֵילָא  דְּ
עֲלֵיהוֹן  י  וּתְמַנִּ מָמוֹן  לָא  לְקַבָּ סָנָן  דְּ
נֵי  רַבָּ מָאוָתָא  נֵי  רַבָּ אַלְפִין  נֵי  רַבָּ
וֹרְיָתָא: 22 וִידֻנּוּן  נֵי עִשּׂ ין וְרַבָּ חַמְשִׁ
ם  תְגָּ ל־פִּ כָּ וִיהֵי  ן  כָל־עִדָּ בְּ א  עַמָּ יַת 
זְעֵיר  ם  תְגָּ וְכָל־פִּ לְוָתָךְ  יַיְתוּן  רַב 
וִיסוֹבְרוּן  ךְ  מִנָּ וִיקִלּוּן  אִנּוּן  יְדֻנּוּן 

ךְ: עִמָּ

rectly from God’s mouth and subsisted on spirituality 
so completely that he did not need to eat or drink for 
forty days and nights. Yet, immediately upon rejoin-
ing the people he plunged directly into his new work. 
On the morrow after what seemed to be the pinna-
cle of his career, he found yet higher ways to serve 
God, and attacked them with the very same energy 
and vitality.

The day Moses descended from the mountain after 
having received the second tablets was the 10th of 
Tishrei, which would be later designated as Yom Kip-

pur, the holiest day of the Jewish calendar. The lesson 
here is that even after we reach the supreme holiness 
of Yom Kippur, there is still another tomorrow, when 
we should set our sights even higher.

One year, immediately after the conclusion of Yom Kippur, 
Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneerson turned to his father, Rabbi 
Shalom Dovber (the fifth Rebbe of Lubavitch), and asked: 
“What now? After having achieved such sublime levels of 
spirituality, what is the service required of us on the mor-
row?” Answered the Rebbe: “Now the work of repentance 
truly begins!”34 

34. Hitva’aduyot 5742, vol. 2, pp. 871-872.
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YITRO

17 Moses’ father-in-law said to him, “What you are doing is not good. 
18 You will surely wear yourself out, you yourself as well as Aaron, the seventy 
elders, and this entire people that is with you, for this matter is too weighty for 
you; you will not be able to do it alone. The people are not on your spiritual lev-
el, and although you can temporarily elevate them to your level when they are in 
your presence, you cannot keep them at that level, since in the final analysis they 
were not privy to the Divine revelation to which you were. Moreover, they will 
soon enter their land, where they will have to spend much of their time earning 
a living, forcing them to abandon the intensely spiritual lifestyle they enjoy here 
in the desert. This will cause them an additional descent in Divine consciousness. 
Furthermore, the day will come when you will not be present to lift them to your 
level of Divine consciousness. You must prepare them for this eventuality. 
19 Therefore, listen to me; I will give you advice, and you should then consult 
with God as to whether to accept it. Implement my plan only if God agrees with 
you as you present it. Here is my plan: You be the people’s representative before 
God, and you shall convey the cases they bring you to God when it is necessary 
to inquire of Him how to judge a case. 
20 You shall caution the people regarding the rules and the teachings, and in-
form them of the path they should follow and the deeds they should do in 
general. You should indeed teach the Torah to the people yourself, in order, as you 
said, to impart to them your experience of having received it directly from God. 
21 But when it is time to apply the Torah’s teachings to legal cases, this should be 
done by individuals who are on the people’s level and can therefore relate the To-
rah to them. Nonetheless, in order to ensure that these teachers—and their succes-
sors throughout all ensuing generations—transmit your teachings faithfully, you 
must select these teachers with your prophetic vision.31 Thus, you shall discern 
from among all the people men who are well-established, not needing to in-
gratiate themselves with anyone, and who possess the following seven qualities: 
they are God-fearing; they are men who command respect on account of their in-
tegrity; they ‘hate’ money, that is, they are sufficiently unattached to their wealth 
that if they owe someone something it is not necessary to bring them to court 
to get them to pay (anyone more attached to his money than this will be easy to 
bribe and therefore unfit to be a judge32); they are righteous; wise; understanding; 
and of good reputation.33 Appoint these individuals over the people as leaders of 
thousands, leaders of hundreds, leaders of fifties, and leaders of tens. The lead-
ers themselves should also have access to judicial authority in case they need it.33a 
Thus, since there are 600,000 adult men, appoint 600 leaders of thousands, 6,000 
leaders of hundreds, 12,000 leaders of fifties, and 60,000 leaders of tens. 
22 They shall judge the people at all times: every major case they shall bring to 
you, and every minor case they shall judge themselves—to ease your burden 
by sharing it with you. 

31. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 203-209.  32. Cf. Rashbam on Bava Batra 58b, s.v. Umafkin minei.  33. Deuteronomy 1:13; Rashi on 
Deuteronomy 1:15.  33a. Midrash Tanchuma, Mishpatim 6.
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 RASHI 

 CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 

יתרו

 ONKELOS  ד  ים וְיָכָֽלְתָּ֖ עֲמֹ֑ ה וְצִוְּךָ֣ אֱלֹהִ֔ עֲשֶׂ֔ ם אֶת־הַדָּבָ֤ר הַזֶּה֙ תַּֽ 23 אִ֣

א בְשָׁלֽוֹם: ה עַל־מְקֹמ֖וֹ יָבֹ֥ וְגַם֙ כָּל־הָעָ֣ם הַזֶּ֔
אֲשֶׁ֥ר  ל  כֹּ֖ עַשׂ  וַיַּ֕ תְנ֑וֹ  חֹֽ לְק֣וֹל  ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ ע  וַיִּשְׁמַ֥  24 שלישי 
ן  וַיִּתֵּ֥ ל  מִכָּל־יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ יִל֙  אַנְשֵׁי־חַ֨ מֹשֶׁ֤ה  ר  וַיִּבְחַ֨  25 ר:  אָמָֽ
י  שָׂרֵ֥ מֵא֔וֹת  י  שָׂרֵ֣ אֲלָפִים֙  י  שָׂרֵ֤ עַל־הָעָ֑ם  ים  רָאשִׁ֖ ם  אֹתָ֛
בְּכָל־עֵ֑ת  ם  אֶת־הָעָ֖ פְט֥וּ  וְשָֽׁ  26 ת:  עֲשָׂרֹֽ י  וְשָׂרֵ֥ ים  חֲמִשִּׁ֖
ן  הַקָּטֹ֖ וְכָל־הַדָּבָ֥ר  ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ יְבִיא֣וּן  הַקָּשֶׁה֙  אֶת־הַדָּבָ֤ר 
אֶל־ ל֖וֹ  וַיֵּלֶ֥ךְ  תְנ֑וֹ  אֶת־חֹֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ וַיְשַׁלַּ֥ח   27 ם:  הֵֽ  יִשְׁפּוּט֥וּ 

אַרְצֽוֹ: פ



his overpowering presence and spiritual stature, and 
might therefore have considered themselves unwor-
thy or “outside the pale” of the Torah’s jurisdiction.

Yet, in a sense, it is particularly for these simple, 
unpretentious folk that the Torah was given. It is to 
the Torah’s credit, and a demonstration of its true 
transcendence, that it contains the laws that gov-
ern not only our most sublime moments but also to 
the seemingly trivial concerns that crop up in our 
daily affairs.41

26 They will judge the people at all times: “Judg-
ments” (mishpatim) are the aspects of the Divine Will 
that can be logically understood. Had the Torah not 
instructed us concerning these laws, our own logic 
would have dictated that we institute them.

The Torah’s account of the revelation on Mount Sinai 
is both preceded and followed42 by mishpatim—logical 
and self-attainable precepts of the Torah. The giving 
of the Torah itself, however, was a Divine revelation 
that was so totally above and beyond human grasp 
that the Jews begged Moses to act as their intermedi-
ary and thereby mitigate their experience of this su-
pernatural transcendence.

The new insights we constantly glean from the Torah 
as we continue to study it constitute the ongoing rev-
elation of God at Mount Sinai. Often, the profundity 
of these insights is so powerful that we sense that they 
come from someplace far beyond us—which indeed 
they do. Because of this, we can easily fall into the trap 
of thinking that such Divine revelations are spiritual 
experiences so completely beyond us that it is point-
less to try to prepare for them. We erroneously assume 
that we may as well do nothing, for if it is meant to 
happen it will happen anyway.

To demonstrate the fallacy of this argument, God pref-
aced the account of the giving of the Torah with a refer-
ence to the judiciary process—mishpatim—reminding 
man that Divine revelation, despite its transcendence, 
is granted only to those who have prepared for it on 
their own human level.

Furthermore, Divine revelation must also be followed 
by mishpatim. This teaches us that we must not ac-
cept God’s gifts complacently; if we do, they will re-
main abstract and transcendent, having no impact at 
all upon us. Rather, we must immediately integrate 
and assimilate every spiritual experience so that it be-
comes a part of us.43 

ה  גְבוּרָה, אִם מְצַוֶּ לֵךְ בִּ ךָ אֱלהִֹים וְיָכָלְתָּ עֲמֹד. הִמָּ 23 וְצִוְּ

ב עַל יָדְךָ —  ךְ — תּוּכַל עֲמֹד, וְאִם יְעַכֵּ אוֹתְךָ לַעֲשׂוֹת כָּ

ה. אַהֲרֹן נָדָב וַאֲבִיהוּא  ל־הָעָם הַזֶּ לֹא תוּכַל לַעֲמֹד: וְגַם כָּ

"וְדָיְנִין  פְטוּ.  וְשָׁ  26 ךָ:  עִמְּ ה  עַתָּ לְוִים  הַנִּ זְקֵנִים  בְעִים  וְשִׁ

טוּ".  פְּ מוֹ "יִשְׁ פּוּטוּ הֵם. כְּ א": יְבִיאוּן. "מַיְתִין": יִשְׁ יָת־עַמָּ

וְתַרְגּוּמוֹ:  תַעֲבוֹרִי".  "לֹא  מוֹ  כְּ  — תַעֲבוּרִי"24  "לֹא  וְכֵן 

לְכָךְ  צִוּוּי,  לְשׁוֹן  הֵם  הָעֶלְיוֹנִים  מִקְרָאוֹת  אִנּוּן".  יְנִין  "דָּ

לוּ  הַלָּ וּמִקְרָאוֹת  "יְדוּנּוּן",  "יַיְתוּן"  "וִידוּנּוּן"  מִין  רְגָּ מִתֻּ

חְתּוֹ: פַּ נֵי מִשְׁ ר בְּ לֶךְ לוֹ אֶל־אַרְצוֹ. לְגַיֵּ ה: 27 וַיֵּ יָּ לְשׁוֹן עֲשִׂ

עֲבֵיד  תַּ הָדֵין  מָא  תְגָּ פִּ יַת  23 אִם 

ל־ ךְ יְיָ וְתִכּוּל לְמֵיקַם וְאַף כָּ דִנָּ וִיפַקְּ

לָם:  שְׁ א הָדֵין עַל אַתְרֵהּ יְהָךְ בִּ עַמָּ

חֲמוּהִי  לְמֵימַר  ה  מֹשֶׁ ל  24 וְקַבֵּ

ה  י אֲמָר: 25 וּבְחַר מֹשֶׁ ל־דִּ וַעֲבַד כָּ

י  וּמַנִּ רָאֵל  ל־יִשְׂ מִכָּ חֵילָא  דְּ בְרִין  גֻּ

נֵי אַלְפִין  א רַבָּ ין עַל עַמָּ יַתְהוֹן רֵישִׁ

נֵי  וְרַבָּ ין  חַמְשִׁ נֵי  רַבָּ מָאוָתָא  נֵי  רַבָּ

א  עַמָּ יַת  26 וְדַיְנִין  וֹרְיָתָא:  עִשּׂ

י מַיְתִין לְוַת  ם קָשֵׁ תְגָּ ן יַת פִּ כָל־עִדָּ בְּ

אִנּוּן:  יְנִין  דַּ זָעֵיר  ם  תְגָּ וְכָל־פִּ ה  מֹשֶׁ

וַאֲזַל  חֲמוּהִי  יַת  ה  מֹשֶׁ ח  לַּ  27 וְשַׁ

לֵהּ לְאַרְעֵהּ: 

24. רות ב, ח.

41. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 209-210.  42. See Exodus 21:1.  43. Sichot Kodesh 5719, pp. 128-129. 
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YITRO

23 If you do this and God so commands, you will be able to bear up, and all the 
people who are presently helping you judge the people as well—Aaron, his sons, 
and the seventy elders—will arrive at their destination in peace.”
Third Reading 24 When the Torah was given, Moses wanted the people to con-
tinue to hear God’s word directly even after the initial revelation on Mount Sinai.35 
Here too, he felt it would be preferable for them to hear God’s teachings directly 
from him rather than from his pupils. Furthermore, Moses assumed at this stage 
that he was going to lead the people into the Land of Israel himself, and as soon as 
he did so the people would attain the same level of Divine consciousness that he 
already possessed. He therefore thought Jethro’s concerns about what would hap-
pen after his demise were unfounded—which is why he had not suggested setting 
up a judicial system before Jethro did.36 Nonetheless, Moses heeded the voice of 
his father-in-law and did all that he had said. He consulted with God and God 
approved Jethro’s plan. This was the significance of his former name, Jether (“one 
who adds”): he caused God to add the section containing his plan to the Torah.37

25 Moses then told the people that God has made them the noblest nation on 
earth; because of this lofty stature, He has made the inadvertent misjudging of 
even a civil case of theirs a capital crime. But, Moses continued, they complicate 
the legal process by always bringing new evidence and witnesses, they are mis-
trustful, and they are quarrelsome. For these reasons, he does not wish to be the 
people’s sole judge. The people agreed readily—even though they should have 
protested, insisting that they prefer that Moses, rather than his pupils, instruct 
them—because they believed that they would be able to bribe judges of lesser 
stature. Moses sought out people with the seven qualities Jethro enumerated, but 
only found a sufficient number individuals with three of these qualities: righ-
teous, wise, and of good reputation.38 Moses chose these well-established men 
from among all Israel and appointed them as heads over the people: leaders of 
thousands, leaders of hundreds, leaders of fifties, and leaders of tens. 
26 From this point on, they judged the people at all times: every difficult 
case they would bring to Moses, and every minor case they would judge 
themselves.
27 Jethro remained with the Israelites for over seven months after this, in order to 
supervise the implementation of his plan. When they were about to leave Mount 
Sinai on Iyar 20, 2449, he decided to return to Midian to convert his family to 
Judaism before rejoining the people on their journey into the Land of Israel. Satis-
fied that Jethro had successfully completed the task of setting up a judicial system 
for the people,39 Moses sent away his father-in-law to convert his family, and 
thus Jethro went his way to his homeland.40



35. Below, 21:16-18.  36. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 203-209.  37. Rashi on v. 1, above.  38. Deuteronomy 1:9-15.  39. Sichot Kodesh 
5733, pp. 335-340.   40. Numbers 10:29-32.

Exodus 18:23-27

24 God approved Jethro’s plan: True, this meant that 
the people would from now on be under the judicial 
authority of people beneath Moses’ stature. Nonethe-
less, God approved of this, because this way even the 

simplest among the people would be able to relate to 
the Torah’s legal system and submit their lives to its au-
thority. If Moses had remained the people’s sole judge, 
some of them would have been overly intimidated by 
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רֶץ  מֵאֶ֣ ל  בְּנֵֽי־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ לְצֵ֥את  י  הַשְּׁלִישִׁ֔ דֶשׁ֙  בַּחֹ֨  19:1 רביעי 
אוּ מִדְבַּ֥ר סִינָֽי:  ה בָּ֖ יִם בַּיּ֣וֹם הַזֶּ֔ מִצְרָ֑



God had given the Torah in a settled area, that would 
have implied that it was tied somehow to the locale, 
that it belonged specifically to the people of that place. 
He therefore gave the Torah in the ownerless desert, 
making it clear that it does not belong to anybody in 
particular; anybody that so chooses can make the To-
rah their own.
According to the Talmud49 God gave the Torah in the 
desert because He wanted to teach us a fundamental 
truth about the nature of the study of the Torah. “If 
a person humbles himself like the wilderness, which 
everybody treads upon, then the Torah is given to him 
as a gift.”
However, the question still remains: The Sinai desert 
was not only ownerless but also barren; there was no 

water and no vegetation to provide food or clothing. 
Why couldn’t God have given the Torah in an owner-
less but fertile plain, prairie, or the like?
God wanted to teach us yet another truth about the 
nature of the study of the Torah. In order to receive the 
Torah, the Jews had to venture into the desolate desert 
and trust that God would provide for them. To their 
credit, they did this without hesitation.

Today, as well, the proper way to study the Torah is 
to immerse oneself in it completely and abandon all 
other worries. When we devote ourselves to the Torah 
in this way, we are guaranteed success; in addition, 
God promises that He will also provide for all our ma-
terial needs.50

א  ב אֶלָּ רֹאשׁ חֹדֶשׁ. לֹא הָיָה צָרִיךְ לִכְתֹּ ה. בְּ יּוֹם הַזֶּ 1 בַּ

בְרֵי תּוֹרָה  הְיוּ דִּ יִּ ה"? — שֶׁ יּוֹם הַזֶּ יּוֹם הַהוּא", מַהוּ "בַּ "בַּ

אִלּוּ הַיּוֹם נְתָנָם: ים עָלֶיךָ, כְּ חֲדָשִׁ

נֵי  בְּ ק  לְמִפַּ תְלִיתָאָה  יַרְחָא  19:1 בְּ
יוֹמָא  בְּ דְמִצְרָיִם  מֵאַרְעָא  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ

רָא דְסִינָי: הָדֵין אֲתוֹ לְמַדְבְּ

[1] On the first day...of the month: It is no accident 
that the people arrived at Mount Sinai on the first 
day of the month. The moon is a metaphor for the 
Jewish people,51 and the first day of the month is 
the day on which the moon is its smallest. This day 
thus signifies the true selflessness that is required 
for receiving and learning the Torah.
In particular, we are taught that the people knew 
they would receive the Torah fifty days after the 
Exodus and were preparing themselves by refining 
another facet of their emotional makeup each day. 
(There are seven emotional sefirot, each subdivided 
into seven additional sub-sefirot, for a total of 49.) 
By the 1st of Sivan, they had refined most of the 
sefirah of malchut, and were thus ready to receive 
the Torah.52

In the third month: Specifically, the two opposites 
that were reconciled with the Giving of the Torah 
were the right and left axes of the sefirot: chochmah, 
chesed, and netzach on the right axis and binah, 
gevurah, and hod on the left axis. Until the Torah 
was given, it was fundamentally impossible to 
unite both of these axes in any particular act; an act 
could be either an act of chesed or an act of gevurah, 
but not of both. The Torah introduced the third, 
central, harmonizing axis—da’at, tiferet, and yesod. 

These sefirot enabled the sefirot of the right and left 
axes to unite productively.
(It is true that the patriarch Jacob personified the 
middle axis of the sefirot, but—as was the case with 
all the spirituality channeled by the patriarchs—
this was but a precursor of what was to really hap-
pen with the Giving of the Torah. Jacob was able 
to blend the two opposite axes of the sefirot in his 
own life, but he was not able to bequeath this abil-
ity to his progeny or to the world at large in any 
permanent way.)
Similarly, the Giving of the Torah enabled the “up-
per” and “lower” aspects of reality, i.e., spiritual-
ity and physicality, to blend for the first time into 
a single continuum and influence one another. The 
same is true for the dynamics associated with the 
duality of upper and lower: ascent and descent. 
With the Giving of the Torah, it became possible for 
the first time for an ascent into the spiritual and a 
descent into the physical to be complementary and 
mutually enhancing.

The significance of the “third” is evinced in our 
sages statement53 that “the threefold Torah [the 
Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings] was given 
in the third month [Sivan] to the threefold people 
[priests, Levites, and laymen].”54

49. Eiruvin 54a.  50. Hitva’aduyot 5745, vol. 4, pp. 2113-2115; Likutei Sichot, vol. 2, pp. 308-309.  51. Shemot Rabbah 15:22; Midrash 
Tehilim 22.  52. Torah Or 66c-67c.  53. Shabbat 88a.  54. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5732-5733, pp 341-346. 
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From Refidim to Mount Sinai
Fourth Reading The Torah now returns to the historical narrative before the epi-
sodes with Jethro. Before God offered the Torah to the Jewish people, He offered 
it to the Edomites and the Ishmaelites, but they refused to accept it.44

19:1 On the first day of Sivan 2448, the third month after Nisan, in which the Is-
raelites had left the land of Egypt they came to the Sinai Desert, where God told 
them He would give them the Torah. The anticipation they felt on this day over 
receiving the Torah is to be re-experienced daily, for we are to relate to the Torah 
as if God gives it anew every day. 



1 In the third month: The Torah was given specifically 
in the third month, for the number three symbolizes 
the threefold unity the Torah creates.
“One” obviously represents unity—there is no sepa-
rate entity to dissent or disagree—but it is an inherent 
unity, not a created one. The only true unity of this 
sort is God’s; He was, is, and will be one, for there is in 
truth nothing other than Him.
“Two” signifies the duality, discord, and separation 
we experience within God’s world, the constant di-
chotomy of body and soul, physical and spiritual, and 
good and evil.
“Three” introduces a third element that reconciles and 
unites these discordant concepts. It does not choose 
one way or the other, for that would be returning to 
one, the duality of two combatants no longer existing. 
Rather, it blends the two; it allows each its own in-
dividuality and yet enables them at the same time to 
fuse into a greater whole.
The Torah was given, says Maimonides, to bring peace 
into the world.45 Through the Torah, God allows His 
infinite wisdom to be distilled into a form accessible 
by finite creatures. He thus gave humanity the capac-
ity to bring Godliness into the world, to continue to 
exist as finite human beings and still attain a level of 
Divine consciousness. The Torah does not superim-
pose one reality in place of the other, but rather melds 
the two into a Godly and meaningful existence in the 
context of this world.46

On this day: Instead of mentioning the first day of Si-
van explicitly, the Torah simply calls it “this day.” This 
is because the people recognized it as a special day. 
They had been counting the days from the Exodus in 
eager anticipation of the Giving of the Torah.
They knew that in order to receive the Torah, they had 
to internalize the quality of self-effacement, for only 
through self-effacement can we experience the Torah 

as God’s wisdom (rather than as an exercise of our own 
intellect) and can we feel God speaking to us through 
the Torah. The total self-effacement required for this 
had to permeate all seven emotions and all their mu-
tual interactions, which meant that the people had to 
devote seven days to work on each of the seven emo-
tions, totaling forty-nine days.

Upon reaching the third day of the seventh week, the 
people had completely refined the first six emotions 
and had worked on the first three subdivisions of the 
seventh. Inasmuch as the first three emotions are the 
principal ones, the passage of th e first three days of 
the seventh week meant that most of the work had al-
ready been done; they had reached a major milestone. 
This day was the 1st of Sivan.

The fact that this point in their progress occurred on 
the first day of the month was particularly propi-
tious, for this is the day that the moon is its smallest, 
a clear expression of self-effacement. Once the moon 
reaches its nadir, it can again begin to absorb the 
light of the sun; similarly, on this day, the people be-
gan their final round of preparations to receive God’s 
infinite revelation.

On this day, “they came to the Sinai Desert.” The 
parched desert is a metaphor for the thirst for Godli-
ness the people felt as the expected day drew closer. 
Thirst for Godliness is always accompanied by a cor-
responding healthy disdain for the material world’s 
impudence—when it tries to overstep its intended 
role in life and usurp the devotion we would prefer to 
invest in Divinity. Thus, on this day, the people “came 
to the Sinai Desert,” for the word Sinai is related to the 
word for “hatred” (sinah), alluding to their heightened 
disdain for the subterfuges of materialism.47

They came to the Sinai Desert: According to the Mi-
drash,48 God gave the Torah in the desert because He 
wanted to teach us a fundamental truth about it. If 

44. Rashi on Deuteronomy 33:2, 32:10.  45. Mishneh Torah, Chanukah 4:14.  46. Likutei Sichot, vol. 21, p. 111.  47. Torah Or 66c-
67c; Ma’amarei Admor HaZaken 5567, pp. 151-152; Or HaTorah, Yitro, p. 2975; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5633, vol. 1, pp. 293 ff; Sefer 
HaMa’amarim 5655, pp. 88 ff; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5732-5733, pp. 341ff; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5734-5735, pp. 87 ff; Sefer HaMa’amarim 
5737, pp. 244-251; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5747-5751, pp. 393 ff.   48. Bemidbar Rabbah 19:26.
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חַן־ יַּֽחֲנ֖וּ בַּמִּדְבָּ֑ר וַיִּֽ י וַֽ אוּ֙ מִדְבַּ֣ר סִינַ֔ ים וַיָּבֹ֨ רְפִידִ֗ 2 וַיִּסְע֣וּ מֵֽ
ר:  ל נֶ֥֥גֶד הָהָֽ שָׁ֥ם יִשְׂרָאֵ֖

therefore God chose it as the site for the Giving of the 
Torah.63 This teaches us that the gateway to Torah is 
humility.

On the other hand, God did not choose to give the To-
rah on level ground or in a valley. The fact that the To-
rah was given on a low mountain teaches us that our 
humility must be complemented by self-assurance. 
Without self-assurance, we could not presume to im-
pose the Torah’s dictates on a sometimes unwilling 
world. We should therefore cultivate pride and uplift-
ing joy based on our awareness that we are God’s part-
ners in implementing His plan for creation.64

Nonetheless, we must ensure that this self-assurance 
never degenerates into arrogance, so the Torah warns 
us to encamp “facing the mountain,” the word for 
“facing” also meaning “opposite.” Similarly, when the 
Torah was given, God told us to “make a boundary 
around the mountain,”65 i.e., to limit the self-assur-
ance so that it not degenerate into arrogance.66

Israel encamped there as one united people…facing 
the mountain: This unity was a prerequisite for the 
Giving of the Torah. God’s presence refuses to dwell 
amongst discord and disharmony. Only when the 
Jews were at peace with one another and concerned 
for one another could they achieve harmony with 
God, as well, and attain the degree of spirituality nec-
essary to receive His Torah.

The lesson for us here is that we can become vessels for 
God’s Torah only if we truly love each other. Anyone 
can study the Torah, of course, but the Divine inspira-
tion that grants us additional insight and allows us to 
sense God’s presence in the Torah is granted us only 
when we are actively concerned for our compatriots.

There is, however, an additional lesson here. The Jews 
united at Mount Sinai because they were “facing the 
mountain”—i.e., already under the influence of Torah. 
God created us as individuals with different intellects, 
emotions, characteristics, and opinions. Naturally, 
then, there is no way we can truly get along, no way 
we can maintain our individuality and differences 
and still be able to function as one unified body.

Any group of people can unite temporarily or partial-
ly in order to accomplish some common goal. But the 
parties to such confederacies inevitably maintain their 
personal agendas and lack the mutual concern that 
enables them to function as a truly unified body.

Only if we are “facing the mountain”—totally devoid 
of ego and focused in anticipation on receiving God’s 
word—do our petty differences pale in significance. 
Our differences still exist; indeed, it is the blending 
of all these varied approaches that creates the syn-
ergy and energy demanded of our collective Divine 
mission. But our common devotion to God’s will 
transforms these differences into stepping-stones to 
achievement rather than barriers to it.67

מֵהֵיכָן  וּלְפָרֵשׁ  לַחֲזוֹר  הֻצְרַךְ  ה  לָמָּ מֵרְפִידִים.  סְעוּ  וַיִּ  2

יָדוּעַ  בְּ חוֹנִים,  הָיוּ  רְפִידִים  בִּ שֶׁ תַב  כָּ בָר  כְּ וַהֲלֹא  נָסְעוּ? 

ישׁ נְסִיעָתָן מֵרְפִידִים לְבִיאָתָן  א, לְהַקִּ ם נָסְעוּ?! אֶלָּ ָ שּׁ מִּ שֶׁ

תְשׁוּבָה, אַף  ר סִינַי בִּ יאָתָן לְמִדְבַּ ר סִינַי — מַה־בִּ לְמִדְבַּ

אִישׁ  כְּ רָאֵל.  יִשְׂ ם  חַן־שָׁ וַיִּ תְשׁוּבָה:  בִּ מֵרְפִידִים  נְסִיעָתָן 

תַרְעוֹמוֹת  ל־הַחֲנִיּוֹת —בְּ כָּ אָר  שְׁ לֵב אֶחָד. אֲבָל  בְּ אֶחָד 

ה מוֹצֵא  אַתָּ וּבְמַחֲלֹקֶת: נֶגֶד הָהָר. לְמִזְרָחוֹ, וְכָל־מָקוֹם שֶׁ

זְרָח: נִים לְמִּ "נֶגֶד" — פָּ

רָא  2 וּנְטָלוּ מֵרְפִידִים וַאֲתוֹ לְמַדְבְּ
ן  תַמָּ רָא  וּשְׁ רָא  מַדְבְּ בְּ רוֹ  וּשְׁ דְסִינַי 

רָאֵל לָקֳבֵל טוּרָא: יִשְׂ

63. Midrash Tehilim 68:17.  64. Sichot Kodesh 5716, p. 238.  65. Below, v. 23.  66. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5703, p. 136.  67. Likutei Sichot, 
vol. 11, p. 250.  68. Tanya, chapter 32.  69. BeSha’ah SheHikdimu 5672, vol. 1, p. 18.
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[2] As one united people: The reason why such a 
profound unity is possible is because all Jews are, 
in essence, a “part” of God and therefore share 
the same inner identity.68 It is only our external 
façades—our human/animal souls and our bodies 
and their false sense of ego—that separate us from 
one another. When we approached Mount Sinai, 

our divergent egos melted away in the face of the 
imminent, mounting revelation. Similarly, by edu-
cating ourselves out of our materialistic perspec-
tives, we become able to focus on our own inner 
essence and that of our fellows; this in turn renders 
us fit to receive greater and deeper understanding 
of God’s Torah.69
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1-2 On this day they came to the Sinai Desert. They 
departed from Refidim: Clearly, they departed from 
Refidim before they came to the Sinai Desert. This re-
versal of the order of events implies that in some way 
their leaving Refidim was contingent on their arrival 
at the Sinai Desert, as if to say that they hadn’t truly or 
fully left Refidim until they arrived at Sinai.

As was mentioned above,58 in Refidim the Jews lapsed 
into insensitivity to God’s presence in the world and, 
as a result, “they loosened (rafu) their hands’ grip on 
the Torah,” meaning that they became apathetic to-
ward the ideal of applying the Torah practically, in the 
context of physical reality.

The cure for this apathy is a sojourn in the “Sinai Des-
ert.” The parched desert, as was just mentioned,59 is 
a metaphor for thirst for Godliness, which breeds in 
turn a healthy “hatred” (sinah) for gross materialism.

It is in this sense that the people did not really “leave 
Refidim” until they arrived in the Sinai Desert.60

The opposite, complementary reading of these two 
verses is also true: It was only by “departing Refi-
dim”—by reaffirming their commitment to practical 
observance of the Torah—that the Jews could “arrive 
at the Sinai Desert,” i.e., be ready and prepared to 
receive the Torah.61 Thirsting for God and despising 
obstacles to quenching this thirst is the cure for apa-
thy towards doing God’s will; renewed commitment 
to doing God’s will intensifies our thirst for God’s self-
revelation in the Torah.   

2 Mount Sinai: God chose to give the Torah on a 
mountain because a mountain expresses the ideal of 
elevating the physical world. A mountain is made 
of the same earth as a plane, but it has been raised 
upward. It thus demonstrates that even lifeless dirt, 
the lowliest element of creation, can be elevated to the 
highest levels. The fact that we see this truth physi-
cally reminds us that it is true spiritually, as well.62

Mount Sinai was a low, unimposing mountain, and 

2 They departed from Refidim 
in a unanimous spirit of repen-
tance for having doubted if God’s 
presence was among them,55 and 
arrived in the Sinai Desert still 
in this inspired spiritual state, 
camping in the wilderness. They 
began to prepare for the Giving 
of the Torah. Although each in-
dividual related to this event dif-
ferently, they all realized that it 
would forge them into one nation 
under the same God. United in 
this religious-national conscious-
ness, Israel encamped there as 
one united people. Unfortunately, 
this was the last time until their 
entry into the Land of Israel that 
they were so united in spirit; at all 
their subsequent stops, there were 
individuals or groups who dissented against the community or rebelled against 
God.56 They camped facing the mountain at its east side (see Figure 1). The top 
of Mount Sinai was covered with cloud, and remained so continuously until the 
Giving of the Torah.57 

Figure 1:  Encamping before Mount Sinai

55. Above, 17:7.  56. Likutei Sichot, vol. 21, pp. 100-105.  57. Rashi on 24:16.  58. On 17:8.  59. On v. 1.  60. Sefer HaMa’amarim 
5762-5733, pp. 341-346; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5737, pp. 244-251; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5739, p. 173.   61. Hitva’aduyot 5744, vol. 3, pp. 
1790-1791.  62. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5700, p. 114. 
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א אֵלָ֤יו יְהָֹוה֙ מִן־הָהָ֣ר  וַיִּקְרָ֨ ים  אֱלֹהִ֑ ה אֶל־הָֽ עָלָ֖ 3 וּמֹשֶׁ֥ה 
ל:  יִשְׂרָאֵֽ לִבְנֵי֥  וְתַגֵּ֖יד  ב  יַעֲֽקֹ֔ לְבֵ֣ית  תֹאמַר֙  ה  כֹּ֤ ר   לֵאמֹ֔
אֶתְכֶם֙  וָֽאֶשָּׂ֤א  יִם  לְמִצְרָ֑ יתִי  עָשִׂ֖ אֲשֶׁ֥ר  ם  רְאִיתֶ֔ ם  אַתֶּ֣  4

י:  ם אֵלָֽ א אֶתְכֶ֖ ים וָֽאָבִ֥ עַל־כַּנְפֵ֣י נְשָׁרִ֔

taught to both men and women; the difference is only 
in the manner and approach.
True, women’s biological role in bearing children and 
their social role in rearing them and as homemakers 
exempts them from the obligation of constant study 
and the obligation to delve into the more theoreti-
cal aspects of the Torah. Nonetheless, this should in 
no way be construed as an exemption from master-
ing those aspects of Jewish law and theology that 
women must know in order to lead properly Jewish 
lives. Indeed, because of their central role in educating 
children and thereby assuring Jewish continuity, the 
necessity for women to study the Torah takes prece-
dence over that of the men!
Even with regard to the more abstract, theoretical 
realms of Torah study, since we live nowadays in an 
age with more leisure time than there was formerly 
and many women are using their free time for more 
abstract intellectual pursuits, they should study those 
aspects of the Torah formerly deemed men’s province. 
This will ensure that they develop their intellectual 
abilities in accord with the Torah’s logic and purity, 
and conversely, encourage them to seek intellectual 
excitement and fulfillment in Torah study rather than 
in secular philosophy and culture.
This development in women’s Torah study is both a 
foretaste and a preparation for the imminent messian-
ic Redemption. At that time, knowledge of the Torah 
will be universal and the intrinsic qualities of women 

will be revealed. They will participate in drawing Di-
vine wisdom from the Torah on an equal footing with 
men.78

Still, the Torah must indeed be taught differently 
to women than it is to men. Rather than stressing the 
negative consequences of abandoning the Torah, the 
stress must be on the benefits achieved by adhering to 
it. This difference in approach reflects the difference 
between men and women’s innate spirituality, but 
there is also a practical reason for it. 
The mother is the primary educator of the children 
during their formative years. A child’s education 
begins inside the mother’s womb, inasmuch as the 
mother’s attitudes and behavior during pregnancy 
definitely influence her baby. The ambiance and atti-
tudes children imbibe along with their mother’s milk 
accompany them their whole lives, so it is crucial that 
mothers be learned in the Torah and themselves pos-
sess a love for God, His Torah, and its commandments, 
so they can convey this love to their children.
Love of God and love of the Torah are the foundations 
of Judaism. True, it is important to teach children to 
fear God as well, but in our times, when secular culture 
beckons so pervasively, unrelentingly, and enticingly, 
it is of paramount importance to raise our children to 
value Judaism deeply and not to view it, God forbid, 
as nothing more than a massive web of obligations or 
worse, a system of self-inflicted suffering.79[continues...]

מָה הָיוּ,  כָּ הַשְׁ נִי. וְכָל־עֲלִיּוֹתָיו בְּ ֵ יּוֹם הַשּׁ ה עָלָה. בַּ 3 וּמֹשֶׁ

שׁוֹן  לָּ בַּ תֹאמַר.  כֹּה  בַבֹּקֶר"25:  ה  מֹשֶׁ ם  כֵּ שְׁ "וַיַּ אֱמַר:  נֶּ שֶׁ

ים, תֹּאמַר לָהֶן  שִׁ ה: לְבֵית יַעֲקֹב. אֵלּוּ הַנָּ דֶר הַזֶּ ה וְכַסֵּ הַזֶּ

רֵשׁ  ין וְדִקְדּוּקִין, פָּ רָאֵל. עֳנָשִׁ יד לִבְנֵי יִשְׂ ה: וְתַגֵּ לָשׁוֹן רַכָּ בְּ

ם רְאִיתֶם. לֹא מָסֹרֶת  ידִין: 4 אַתֶּ גִּ ין כְּ שִׁ בָרִים הַקָּ כָרִים דְּ לַזְּ

עֵדִים  ר לָכֶם, לֹא בְּ גֵּ דְבָרִים אֲנִי מְשַׁ יֶדְכֶם, וְלֹא בִּ הִיא בְּ

יתִי  עָשִׂ ר  אֲשֶׁ רְאִיתֶם  ם  "אַתֶּ א  אֶלָּ עֲלֵיכֶם,  מֵעִיד  אֲנִי 

גוּ  וְּ זְדַּ נִּ שֶׁ בִין לִי קֹדֶם  חַיָּ ה עֲבֵרוֹת הָיוּ  מָּ כַּ לְמִצְרָיִם". עַל 

א אֶתְכֶם.  א עַל יֶדְכֶם: וָאֶשָּׂ י מֵהֶם אֶלָּ לָכֶם, וְלֹא נִפְרַעְתִּ

רִין  מְפֻזָּ רָאֵל  יִשְׂ הָיוּ  שֶׁ לְרַעְמְסֵס,  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ אוּ  בָּ שֶׁ יוֹם  זֶה 

צוּ  ע וְלָצֵאת נִקְבְּ אוּ לִסַּ בָּ שֶׁ ה כְּ עָה קַלָּ ן, וּלְשָׁ כָל־אֶרֶץ גֹּשֶׁ בְּ

יעַ  מוֹ: "וָאַסִּ א" — כְּ ם: "וָאֶשָּׂ רְגֵּ ם לְרַעַמְסֵס. וְאוּנְקְלוֹס תִּ לָּ כֻּ

בוֹד  כָּ רֶךְ  דֶּ בּוּר  הַדִּ אֶת  ן  קֵּ תִּ יָתְכוֹן",  לִית  "וְאַטֵּ אֶתְכֶם", 

נָפָיו,  א גּוֹזָלָיו עַל כְּ ר הַנּוֹשֵׂ שֶׁ נֶּ רִים. כַּ נְפֵי נְשָׁ לְמַעְלָה: עַל־כַּ

ין רַגְלֵיהֶם, לְפִי  נֵיהֶם בֵּ אָר הָעוֹפוֹת נוֹתְנִים אֶת בְּ ל־שְׁ כָּ שֶׁ

ר  שֶׁ הַנֶּ אֲבָל  יהֶם,  בֵּ גַּ עַל  פּוֹרֵחַ  שֶׁ אַחֵר  מֵעוֹף  תְיָרְאִין  מִּ שֶׁ

א יִזְרֹק בּוֹ חֵץ, לְפִי  מָּ א מִן הָאָדָם שֶׁ ה אֵינוֹ מִתְיָרֵא אֶלָּ הַזֶּ

נָפָיו, אוֹמֵר:  כְּ נוֹתְנוֹ עַל  לְכָךְ  יו,  בָּ גַּ עַל  פּוֹרֵחַ  אֵין עוֹף  שֶׁ

ע  סַּ יתִי כֵן: "וַיִּ בְנִי. אַף אֲנִי עָשִׂ י וְלֹא בִּ נֵס הַחֵץ בִּ מוּטָב יִכָּ

ין מַחֲנֵה מִצְרַיִם וְגוֹ'"26. וְהָיוּ  בֹא בֵּ מַלְאַךְ הָאֱלֹהִים וְגוֹ' וַיָּ

לָם:  לִיסְטְרָאוֹת, וְהֶעָנָן מְקַבְּ ים וְאַבְנֵי בַּ מִצְרַיִם זוֹרְקִים חִצִּ

תַרְגּוּמוֹ: וָאָבִא אֶתְכֶם אֵלָי. כְּ

ה סְלֵיק לָקֳדָם יְיָ וּקְרָא לֵהּ  3 וּמֹשֶׁ
ימַר  תֵּ דְנַן  כִּ לְמֵימָר  טוּרָא  מִן  יְיָ 
רָאֵל:  יִשְׂ לִבְנֵי  י  וּתְחַוֵּ יַעֲקֹב  לְבֵית 
י עֲבָדִית לְמִצְרָאֵי  4 אַתּוּן חֲזֵיתוּן דִּ
רִין  דְפֵי נִשְׁ דְעַל גַּ ילִית יַתְכוֹן כִּ וְאַטֵּ

וְקָרֵיבִית יַתְכוֹן לְפֻלְחָנִי:

25. שמות לד, ד.  26. שמות יד, יט־כ.  

78. Sefer HaSichot 5750, vol. 2, pp. 455-459.  79. Reshimot 30, pp. 9-10.  
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3 The following morning, the 2nd of Sivan, Moses went up Mount Sinai to God. 
The angels protested the whole idea of giving the Torah to mortals, but Moses re-
buffed their arguments, whereupon they showered him with gifts. The Angel of 
Death’s gift was the knowledge that the incense used in the Tabernacle is effective 
against the plague.70 Once the angels’ objections were satisfactorily rebuffed, God 
proceeded to prepare Moses to receive the Torah. God called to him from the 
mountain and said, “In general, when you teach the people the Torah, you shall 
first say each lesson gently to the House of Jacob, i.e., the women, telling them 
the outlines of the commandments and the rewards for their observance.71 Since 
women are more naturally predisposed toward spirituality, this will be enough to 
ensure that they uphold the Torah’s commandments. In contrast, after you teach 
the women, you shall relate the lesson bluntly to the male Israelites, specifying 
all the punishments and details of the commandments in order to ensure their 
compliance.72 But now, tell both the women and the men exactly as follows, no 
more and no less:73 
4 ‘You have seen what I did to the Egyptians: because of their depravity, they de-
served to be punished even before they enslaved you, but I only punished them 
on your account. Furthermore, you have seen how I carried you swiftly, as if on 
eagles’ wings, and brought you to Me on the night before the Exodus: you were 
dispersed over the whole land of Goshen, but I assembled you together instanta-
neously at Raamses when it was time to leave. Also, I figuratively carried you on 
eagles’ wings when you were encamped at the Sea of Reeds: the eagle carries its 
young above its wings in order to protect them from the hunter’s arrows; simi-
larly, I placed My cloud between you and the Egyptians in order to intercept the 
arrows and rocks they hurled at you.74 You have also seen how I brought you to 
Me by choosing you from among all nations to assist Me in fulfilling My plan for 
the world. You have seen all these things firsthand, and you know that I did all 
this in order to bring you here to give you the Torah.75 

3 The angels protested: The sages teach us that the 
angels said to God: “You want to give the Torah to 
flesh and blood? The Torah belongs in heaven!” God 
said to Moses, “Answer them!” Moses said to God: 
“Master of the universe! The Torah that You are giv-
ing me says, ‘I am God, your God, who brought you 
out of the Land of Egypt.’ ” He then said to the angels, 
“Did you go down to Egypt? Were you enslaved to 
Pharaoh? Why, then, should the Torah belong to you? 
Again, what is written in the Torah? ‘You shall have 
no other gods.’ Do you dwell among people that en-
gage in idol worship? Again, what is written in the 
Torah? ‘Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.’ 
Do you perform work, that you are in need of rest? 
Again, what is written in the Torah? ‘You shall not 

take My name in vain.’ Are there any business deal-
ings among you? Again, what is written in the Torah? 
‘Honor your father and your mother.’ Do you have 
fathers and mothers? Again, what is written in the 
Torah? ‘You shall not murder; You shall not commit 
adultery; You shall not steal.’ Is there jealousy among 
you? Is the evil inclination among you?” After this, 
the angels conceded to God that the Torah should be 
given to human beings.76

It is clear from this debate that the Torah was given 
to us in order for us to use it to refine our animal na-
tures.77

You shall first say each lesson gently to the “House 
of Jacob,” i.e., the women: The very same Torah is 

70. Numbers 17:11-13; Rashi on v. 11 ad loc.; Shabbat 88b-89a.  71. Likutei Sichot, vol. 31, p. 94, note 8.  72. Derashot Maharal, Derush 
al HaTorah, s.v. Shuv Amar Ko Tomar (ed. 1913, p. 75; ed. 1959, p. 38); Shemot Rabbah 28:2; Likutei Sichot, vol. 26, p. 268.   73. Below, 
v. 6; Likutei Sichot, vol. 36, pp. 86-89.  74. Above, 14:19.  75. Above, 3:12; Likutei Sichot, vol. 26, p. 126.  76. Shabbat 89a.  77.  Sefer 
HaMa’amarim 5706-5707, p. 36.  
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 [continued...] the legal status of a bondman, and 
the only commandments he must observe are the 
prohibitions of certain types of Sabbath work. If, 
after this interim period, he still demurs, the Jew 
must sell him back to the non-Jew.82

	Jewish women: All adult Jewish women are re-
quired to abide by all the Torah’s prohibitions 
and observe all active commandments that are 
not time-bound plus certain other active com-
mandments.

	Jewish men: All adult Jewish men are required to 
abide by all the Torah’s prohibitions and observe 
all the Torah’s active commandments that apply 
to them.

	Jewish men of specific office: Kings, priests, 
Levites, judges, etc., in addition to observing all 
the commandments that devolve on adult Jew-

ish men, must also observe the commandments 
that apply specifically to their office.

There is no obligation for a non-Jew to become a 
Jew, nor is a Jew obligated to encourage a non-Jew 
to convert. Jews and non-Jews alike are required 
to encourage all non-Jews to observe the Noahide 
commandments and to encourage all Jews to ob-
serve all the Torah’s commandments that apply 
to them.
Nonetheless, if a non-Jew feels unfulfilled or in-
complete by only following the Noahide com-
mandments, he or she may elect to become a Jew. 
The non-Jew does this by undergoing a specific 
conversion process, which includes (a) circumci-
sion (for a male), (b) immersion, (c) offering a spe-
cific sacrifice (when the Temple is standing), and 
(d) acceptance of the full obligation to uphold all of 
the commandments required of a Jew.

יתרו

י  ם אֶת־בְּרִיתִ֑ י וּשְׁמַרְתֶּ֖ ה אִם־שָׁמ֤וֹעַ תִּשְׁמְעוּ֙ בְּקֹלִ֔ 5 וְעַתָּ֗
רֶץ:  י כָּל־הָאָֽ ים כִּי־לִ֖ עַמִּ֔ י סְגֻלָּה֙ מִכָּל־הָ֣ יתֶם לִ֤ וִהְיִ֨

אן  מִכָּ לָכֶם  יֶעֱרַב  עֲלֵיכֶם,  לוּ  קַבְּ תְּ ה  עַתָּ אִם  ה.  וְעַתָּ  5
רִיתִי.  אֶת־בְּ ם  מַרְתֶּ וּשְׁ קָשׁוֹת:  ל־הַתְחָלוֹת  כָּ שֶׁ וְאֵילָךְ, 
ה. אוֹצָר חָבִיב,  מִירַת הַתּוֹרָה: סְגֻלָּ כֶם עַל שְׁ אֶכְרֹת עִמָּ שֶׁ
טוֹבוֹת,  וַאֲבָנִים  יְקָר  לֵי  כְּ  — מְלָכִים"27  ת  "וּסְגֻלַּ מוֹ:  כְּ

ה  סְגֻלָּ לִי  הְיוּ  תִּ ם  אַתֶּ ךְ  כָּ אוֹתָם.  גּוֹנְזִים  לָכִים  הַמְּ שֶׁ
י וְאֵין לִי  לִּ כֶם שֶׁ ם לְבַדְּ אָר אֻמּוֹת. וְלֹא תֹּאמְרוּ: אַתֶּ ְ מִשּׁ
רֶת.  תְכֶם נִכֶּ הֵא חִבַּ תְּ שׁ לִי עוֹד שֶׁ כֶם, וּמַה־יֵּ אֲחֵרִים עִמָּ

עֵינַי וּלְפָנַי לִכְלוּם: ל־הָאָרֶץ", וְהֵם בְּ י־לִי כָּ "כִּ

לוּן לְמֵימְרִי  לָא תְקַבְּ 5 וּכְעַן אִם קַבָּ
רוּן יַת קְיָמִי וּתְהוֹן קֳדָמַי חֲבִיבִין  וְתִטְּ
ל־אַרְעָא: א אֲרֵי דִילִי כָּ ל־עַמְמַיָּ מִכָּ

27. קהלת ב, ח.

82. See below, Exodus 23:12.  83. R. Hillel of Paritch, Likutei Biurim (to R. Dovber of Lubavitch’s Kuntres HaHitpa’alut) 47d, quot-
ing Siddur im Dach, Sha’ar Chag HaMatzot.  84. Tanya, chapters 1-2.
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This division of humanity into categories based 
on their varying degrees of obligation to fulfill the 
commandments parallels a corresponding distinc-
tion in the nature of their psyches. In other words, 
God equips each of His creatures with the tools 
necessary to fulfill its purpose. Since Jews and non-
Jews are required to fulfill different sets of com-
mandments, they are born with different spiritual 
psyches, correspondingly tailored to their obliga-
tions.
Specifically, non-Jews possess at birth only a hu-
man/animal soul, i.e., their a priori motivation in life 
is physical survival and attaining a satisfying and 
comfortable lifestyle. Inasmuch as this propensity 
can easily degenerate into destructively possessive 
drives for power, glory, sensuality, wealth, etc., 
this soul is a priori rooted in the spiritual realm of 

impurity. If a non-Jew consciously accepts his ob-
ligation to observe the Noahide code, he ipso facto 
re-roots his soul in the spiritual realm of neutrality. 
This decision transforms him into a force for good 
in the world, rather than a force for selfish self-ag-
grandizement.83

In contrast, Jews are initially born with both a hu-
man/animal soul, rooted in the spiritual realm of 
neutrality, as well as a Divine soul rooted in the 
spiritual realm of holiness, which inherently—
even if unconsciously—motivates them toward 
Divinity.84 
If a non-Jew wishes to become a Jew, he or she can 
convert. By undergoing this process in accordance 
with Jewish law, the non-Jew again re-roots his 
psyche and acquires an additional, Divine soul.
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5 So now, you will enter into a permanent relationship with Me, provided you 
are willing to bind yourselves to Me in two ways: (a) you vigilantly heed My 
voice, performing My commandments, and (b) you keep My covenant, i.e., bond 
yourselves to Me supra-rationally and unconditionally. Although undertaking to 
perform My commandments is a serious commitment, you will find that if you 
make this decision now, it will become easier for you as time goes on, for taking 
the first step is always the hardest. In any case, if you enter into this relationship 
with Me, you shall be for Me a treasure cherished above all nations. I am able 
to choose you for this relationship from all the other nations for the entire world 
is Mine; I am in no way limited in My choice. 

Important as the mother’s influence on her children is 
in their formative years, her role does not end there. 
Throughout their lives, the entire family’s spiritual 
and even physical well-being remain dependent upon 
the mother’s ongoing ability to inculcate them with 
the love of God and His Torah. Even the husband’s 
spirituality is greatly dependent upon his wife’s. Ev-
ery woman sets the tone in her home and is thus ac-
tively responsible for the physical and spiritual health 
of her entire family.
(The connection between spiritual and physical well-
being may once have been hard to comprehend, but 
modern medicine has made us fully aware of the ben-
efits of spiritual serenity upon a person’s nerves, and, 

by extension, upon his or her entire body.)80

5-6 You shall be for Me a treasure cherished above 
all nations…a kingdom of nobles… and a holy na-
tion: These three descriptions of how God will regard 
us in return for entering the covenant with Him con-
stitute the three facets of our ongoing relationship 
with God:

The basis of this relationship is that God chose us, 
which means that He and we are bound together su-
pra-rationally. True choice is possible only when cir-
cumstances do not dictate the choice, in other words, 
when the choice cannot be ascribed to any predilec-
tion of the chooser or any unique qualities of the 

[5] You will enter into a permanent relationship 
with Me: Although the Jewish people had been 
keeping the 613 commandments since the time of 
the patriarchs, they did so voluntarily. The com-
mandments did not become legally binding on ev-
ery Jew until the Torah was given at Mount Sinai.
In fact, the Giving of the Torah also obligated the 
rest of humanity to keep the commandments that 
devolve on them. Thus, this historic event divided 
humanity into several distinct categories, based 
on their respective legal obligations to perform 
the commandments:
	Non-Jews: Non-Jews are universally required 

to keep seven specific categories of command-
ments. These commandments are known as the 
“Noahide commandments,” inasmuch as Noah 
was the common ancestor of all humanity. Non-
Jews are required to observe these command-
ments with the intent to fulfill their obligation 
that God gave them at Mount Sinai. They do 
not fulfill their legal obligation if they observe 
them for other reasons, e.g., because God gave 
them to Adam or Noah, or because they con-
sider them logical, worthwhile, or praiseworthy, 

or because some other religion also happens to 
require them to do so.

	Resident Aliens (ger toshav): A non-Jew who 
has accepted his obligation to observe the Noa-
hide commandments and wishes, in addition, to 
live in the Land of Israel, may do so provided 
that he also undertake not to perform certain 
types of Sabbath work for the benefit of a Jew. 
(He is allowed to perform them for himself.)81

	Non-Jewish Bondmen (eved) and Bondwomen 
(shifchah): A non-Jew purchased by a Jew as a 
bondman or bondwoman is obligated to abide 
by all the Torah’s prohibitions and perform all 
active commandments that are not time-bound. 
When a Jew purchases a non-Jew as a bond-
man, the non-Jew must be asked if he wants 
to become a bondman and obligate himself to 
observe these commandments for the rest of his 
life. If he agrees, he is circumcised (in the case 
of a male) and immersed, for this is considered 
a partial conversion. If he demurs, the Jew must 
sell him back to a non-Jew. If he hesitates, we 
may wait up to a year for him to consent. Dur-
ing this interim period, he does not yet attain

80. Likutei Sichot, vol. 2, pp. 573-576; Igrot Kodesh, vol. 22, pp. 458-459.  81. See below, Exodus 23:12.
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	 [continued...] for transgressions for which the 
Torah stipulates these forms of punishment,

	Death administered by the heavenly court (i.e., 
premature death and/or death without survi-
vors [in the latter case, this is called “excision”]) 
for transgressions for which the Torah stipulates 
these forms of punishment, and

	Lashes administered by the court, for certain 
other transgressions.

The earthly court can administer punishments 
only if (a) the wrongdoing was committed will-
fully and (b) it was legally witnessed. If the wrong-
doer transgressed inadvertently, or the act was 
not legally witnessed, or if he transgressed a com-
mandment for which the Torah does not specify 
any punishment, then the court is not required to 
administer punishment; but the wrongdoer must 
still repent and cleanse himself of the effect of 
his wrongdoing.
Repentance (teshuvah) comprises three separate 
acts: (a) confession, i.e., voicing admission of guilt, 
(b) contrition, i.e., regret for having done the act, 
and (c) resolution not to repeat the act.
The wrongdoer must cleanse (kaparah) himself of 

the negative spiritual effect of his transgression as 
follows: If he failed to perform an active command-
ment, no cleansing is necessary. If he transgressed 
a commandment punishable by lashes, his obser-
vance of Yom Kippur cleanses him. If he committed 
a capital offense, his observance of Yom Kippur plus 
whatever suffering the heavenly court inflicts upon 
him cleanses him. If the wrongdoer does not fully 
cleanse himself during his lifetime, the cleansing 
process is completed in the afterlife.
Finally, atonement (another meaning of kaparah) is 
required in order to reinstate the wrongdoer to his 
former spiritual status and relationship with God, 
no matter what form of wrongdoing he committed. 
When the Tabernacle/Temple is functioning, cer-
tain specific sacrifices can effect atonement; other-
wise, fasting or giving charity can accomplish the 
same effect.94

God, of course, can chose to override any of these 
standard procedures, and it is therefore possible to 
pray to Him to rescind a decree of cleansing suf-
fering. After the incident of the Golden Calf, God 
revealed to us that invoking His thirteen attributes 
of mercy is especially effective in this regard.95

Capital Punishment: Although the earthly court 
can only inflict the four forms of capital punish-
ment when the Temple is standing,96 the spiritual 
correlates to these punishments apply at all times:  
Death by stoning is administered mainly for sins 
of idolatry or sins akin to idolatry.97 The essence 
of idolatry is regarding the natural forces through 
which God channels His beneficence as indepen-
dent or even semi-independent entities, when in 
truth they are just God’s tools. In modern terms, we 
are guilty of idolatry when we regard the efforts 
we must make to earn our livelihood as the true 
means by which we secure it. In fact, we really earn 
our livelihood through our devotion to God and 

our faithful fulfillment of His will, while the effort 
we invest in our careers or jobs is just the vessel we 
prepare to receive God’s beneficence. By submerg-
ing our minds and hearts in our work instead of in 
the Torah and its commandments, we are lowering 
our heads—bowing down—and prostrating our-
selves before the idols of business and work.

The result of this is “stoning”—the heart turns to 
stone. When we finally take a break from business 
and try to open our hearts in prayer, nothing hap-
pens. Our spiritual senses have become deadened 
by our relentless service to the gods of material 
wealth and career success.            [continues...]

� INNER DIMENSIONS �

יתרו

לֶּה  אֵ֚ קָד֑וֹשׁ  וְג֣וֹי  ים  הֲנִ֖ כֹּֽ מַמְלֶכֶ֥ת  י  הְיוּ־לִ֛ תִּֽ ם  וְאַתֶּ֧  6
ל: ר אֶל־בְּנֵי֥ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ים אֲשֶׁ֥ר תְּדַבֵּ֖ הַדְּבָרִ֔

חוֹת וְלֹא יוֹתֵר: בָרִים. לֹא פָּ ה הַדְּ מָה דְאַתְּ אָמַר: "וּבְנֵי דָוִד כֹּהֲנִים הָיוּ"28: אֵלֶּ רִים. כְּ הְיוּ־לִי מַמְלֶכֶת כֹּהֲנִים. שָׂ ם תִּ 6 וְאַתֶּ

וַת  מַלְכְּ קֳדָמַי  הוֹן  תְּ 6 וְאַתּוּן 
י  א דִּ מַיָּ תְגָּ ין פִּ ישׁ אִלֵּ הֲנִין וְעַם קַדִּ כָּ

רָאֵל: נֵי יִשְׂ יל עִם בְּ תְמַלֵּ

28. שמואל־ב ח, יח.

 ONKELOS 

410; vol. 11, pp. 5-7.  94. Igeret HaTeshuvah, chapters 1-2.  95. Below, 34:6-10.  96. Avodah Zarah 8b.  97. Sanhedrin 7:4.  

FOURTH READING
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6 Furthermore, you shall be unto Me a kingdom of nobles, who will rule over 
the other nations; and finally, you shall be a holy nation, wholly dedicated to My 
purposes, rather than to simply maintaining and enhancing the orderly, physical 
functioning of the world.’85 These are the words that you shall say now to the 
Israelites—no more and no less.”
Based on this twofold bond between God and the people that was about to be 
forged at Mount Sinai, the Torah now splits the historical narrative in two. It will 
first recount the aspects of the historical narrative pertinent to the rational, contrac-
tual side of the relationship, beginning with the preparations for the Revelation at 
Mount Sinai,86 through the Revelation itself,87 and concluding with the laws given 
while Moses is still on the mountain.88 It will then backtrack and recount the as-
pects of the narrative pertinent to the essential, covenantal side of the relationship, 
starting again with the preparations for the Revelation,89 through the Revelation 
itself,90 the writing of the Tablets of the Covenant,91 and concluding with the in-
structions for the Tabernacle (through which God promises to “dwell among” the 
people), which were also given while Moses was still on the mountain.92

chosen. In this case, this means that our relationship 
with God is rooted in God’s essence, which transcends 
and exists “before” and apart from any value sys-
tem whereby good is preferable to evil or obedience 
to disobedience.
However, because this bond is so essential, it is also 
hidden. It exists in our lives as an undercurrent, 
whose presence is rarely even sensed. It is therefore 
necessary to bring this intrinsic bond to the surface by 
relating to God actively. This is done in two ways:
 First, by being “a holy nation,” dedicating ourselves 

to God’s purposes for us by studying His Torah 
and observing its commandments. This separates us 
from the materiality of the world and all other hu-
man cultures, setting us apart as a holy nation.

 Second, by being a “kingdom of nobles” who 
rule over the materiality of the world and its cul-
tures, co-opting their positive aspects into our Di-

vine mission. This engages us in the materiality of  
the world.

It is the second of these two ways of actualizing our 
bond with God that is the main accomplishment of 
the Giving of the Torah. The patriarchs were already 
shining examples of renouncing the corruption of 
one’s milieu and devoting oneself to God before the 
Torah was given. This is why they chose to be shep-
herds, who could maximize the time they spent by 
themselves, away from the distractions of civilization 
and free to meditate and commune with God. And if 
that is not enough, the angels are totally spiritual and 
consummately separate from materiality.
Since the principle innovation of the Giving of the 
Torah was the ability it granted us to consecrate the 
mundane world, the Torah mentions being a “king-
dom of nobles” before being “a holy nation.”93

85. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, pp. 20-21.  86. Below, 19:7-15.  87. Below, 19:16-20:23.  88. Below, 21:1-23:33.  89. Below, 24:1-9.  90. Below, 
24:10-11.  91. Below, 24:12-18.  92. Below, 25:1-31:17. Likutei Sichot, vol. 26, pp. 153-159.  93. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, pp. 21-23, 409-

Exodus 19:6

The Judicial System. The legal obligation to up-
hold the commandments makes a person liable to 
corrective measures for failing to do so. These pun-
ishments are not “retribution,” but rather a means 
to cleanse the individual of the negative effect of 
the transgression on his or her spiritual psyche. 
Whenever possible, these corrective measures are 
imposed (either by God, the court, or the individu-
al himself, as the case may be) while the wrongdoer 
is still alive, allowing him to then continue with his 

life’s mission. Failing this, the wrongdoer will be 
submitted to cleansing processes in the afterlife.
First and foremost, the wrongdoer must make 
whatever restitution is due to any injured or 
wronged party. In addition, certain transgressions 
incur the following punishments:
	Death administered by the earthly court (i.e., 

one of the four forms of capital punishment: 
stoning, burning, decapitation, or strangulation),
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 ONKELOS  ם  לִפְנֵיהֶ֗ וַיָּשֶׂ֣ם  הָעָ֑ם  לְזִקְנֵי֣  א  וַיִּקְרָ֖ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ א  וַיָּבֹ֣  7 חמישי 
וַיַּֽעֲנ֨וּ כָל־  8 יְהָֹוֽה:  צִוָּ֖הוּ  לֶּה אֲשֶׁ֥ר  הָאֵ֔ ים  ת כָּל־הַדְּבָרִ֣ אֵ֚
וַיָּשֶׁ֧ב  עֲשֶׂ֑ה  נַֽ יְהָֹו֖ה  אֲשֶׁר־דִּבֶּ֥ר  ל  כֹּ֛ אמְר֔וּ  וַיֹּ֣ יַחְדָּו֙  הָעָ֤ם 
אֶל־ יְהָֹוה֜  אמֶר  וַיֹּ֨  9 אֶל־יְהָֹוֽה:  ם  הָעָ֖ י  אֶת־דִּבְרֵ֥ מֹשֶׁ֛ה 
ע  יִשְׁמַ֤ עֲב֞וּר  בַּֽ עָנָן֒  הֶֽ בְּעַ֣ב  יךָ֘  אֵלֶ֘ בָּ֣א  י  נֹכִ֜ אָֽ ה  הִנֵּ֨ ה  מֹשֶׁ֗
מֹשֶׁ֛ה  וַיַּגֵּד֥  לְעוֹלָ֑ם  ינוּ  יַאֲֽמִ֣ וְגַם־בְּךָ֖  ךְ  עִמָּ֔ י  בְּדַבְּרִ֣ הָעָם֙ 
אמֶר יְהָֹוה֤ אֶל־משֶׁה֙ לֵךְ֣  ם אֶל־יְהָֹוֽה: 10 וַיֹּ֨ י הָעָ֖ אֶת־דִּבְרֵ֥

ם:  ר וְכִבְּס֖וּ שִׂמְלֹתָֽ ם הַיּ֖וֹם וּמָחָ֑ ם וְקִדַּשְׁתָּ֥ אֶל־הָעָ֔



הוּא  חֳרָת שֶׁ יוֹם הַמָּ בְרֵי הָעָם וְגוֹ'. בְּ ה אֶת־דִּ ב מֹשֶׁ שֶׁ 8 וַיָּ

ה  מָה עָלָה. וְכִי צָרִיךְ הָיָה מֹשֶׁ כָּ הַשְׁ הֲרֵי בְּ י, שֶׁ לִישִׁ יוֹם שְׁ

ה,  רֶךְ אֶרֶץ מִמֹּשֶׁ דְךָ דֶּ תוּב לְלַמֶּ א הַכָּ א, בָּ יב?! אֶלָּ לְהָשִׁ

יב:  לָחַנִי אֵינִי צָרִיךְ לְהָשִׁ ְ שּׁ לּאֹ אָמַר: הוֹאִיל וְיוֹדֵעַ מִי שֶׁ שֶׁ

ם  גַּ ךָ.  וְגַם־בְּ עֲרָפֶל:  וְזֶהוּ  הֶעָנָן,  מַעֲבֵה  בְּ הֶעָנָן.  עַב  בְּ  9

חֳרָת,  יוֹם הַמָּ ה וְגוֹ'. בְּ ד מֹשֶׁ גֵּ אִים אַחֲרֶיךָ: וַיַּ בִיאִים הַבָּ נְּ בַּ

שׁוּבָה עַל  תְּ וְגוֹ'.  בְרֵי הָעָם  הוּא רְבִיעִי לַחֹדֶשׁ: אֶת־דִּ שֶׁ

ךָ, אֵינוֹ דוֹמֶה  מֹעַ מִמְּ רְצוֹנָם לִשְׁ י מֵהֶם, שֶׁ מַעְתִּ בָר זֶה שָׁ דָּ

לֶךְ, רְצוֹנֵנוּ לִרְאוֹת  י הַמֶּ וֹמֵעַ מִפִּ לִיחַ לְשּׁ ָ י שּׁ וֹמֵעַ מִפִּ הַשּׁ

זְקִיקִין  מַּ ן, שֶׁ ה. אִם כֵּ נוּ: 10 וַיֹּאמֶר ה' אֶל־מֹשֶׁ אֶת מַלְכֵּ

כִינוּ  יָּ שֶׁ ם  נְתָּ וְזִמַּ ם.  תָּ שְׁ וְקִדַּ אֶל־הָעָם:  לֵךְ  ם,  עִמָּ ר  לְדַבֵּ

עַצְמָם הַיּוֹם וּמָחָר: 

א  עַמָּ לְסָבֵי  וּקְרָא  ה  מֹשֶׁ 7 וַאֲתָא 

א  מַיָּ תְגָּ ל־פִּ כָּ יַת  קֳדָמֵיהוֹן  ר  וְסַדַּ

דֵהּ יְיָ: 8 וַאֲתִיבוּ כָל־ י פַקְּ ין דִּ הָאִלֵּ

יל  מַלֵּ י  ל־דִּ כָּ וַאֲמָרוּ  חֲדָא  כַּ א  עַמָּ

מֵי  תְגָּ פִּ יַת  ה  מֹשֶׁ וַאֲתֵיב  נַעֲבֵיד  יְיָ 

ה  לְמֹשֶׁ יְיָ  9 וַאֲמַר  יְיָ:  קֳדָם  א  עַמָּ

עֵיבָא דַעֲנָנָא  לֵי לָךְ בְּ הָא אֲנָא מִתְגְּ

ךְ  לוּתִי עִמָּ מַלָּ א בְּ מַע עַמָּ יִשְׁ דִיל דְּ בְּ

ה  מֹשֶׁ י  וְחַוִּ לְעָלַם  יְהֵימְנוּן  ךְ  בָּ וְאַף 

א קֳדָם יְיָ: 10 וַאֲמַר  מֵי עַמָּ תְגָּ יַת פִּ

נִנּוּן  א וּתְזַמְּ ה אִיזֵל לְוַת עַמָּ יְיָ לְמֹשֶׁ

יהוֹן: רוּן לְבוּשֵׁ יוֹמָא דֵין וּמְחָר וִיחַוְּ

103. Sanhedrin 9:1.  104. Sanhedrin 11:1, 52b.  105. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5665, pp. 37- 41; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5707, pp. 164-172.

FIFTH READING

[continued...]	 even indulging in forbidden plea-
sures in order to satisfy our unending need for 
excitation. Burned by our lusts, we become in this 
way also deadened to all things Godly.
Death by decapitation is administered to a mur-
derer.103 The spiritual correlate of murder is when 
we stifle the higher (or “human”) aspects of our 
personalities, killing them off and leaving our-
selves with nothing more than our animal drives 
and emotions. By neglecting to cultivate our intel-
lectual side, choosing instead to follow the lead of 
our raw emotions, these emotions grow unguided, 
unrefined, and uncultured. Our reactions to even 
permitted indulgences become exaggerated: we 
become gluttonous and greedy; we act cruelly and 
mercilessly to those who dare to get in our way or 
dare not to show us proper respect.
Having severed our head from our body—our in-
tellect from our emotions—it should come as no 
surprise that it is virtually impossible for any in-
tellectual realization or meditation to influence our 
emotions or behavior. Even when we understand 

and get intellectually excited about some profound 
Divine insight, our heart does not react according-
ly. It is too absorbed in its overblown involvement 
with our inner animal.
Death by strangulation is administered for trans-
gressing most other prohibitions for which none of 
the above methods of execution is specified.104 As 
such, it is the generic result of disobedience or a 
lack of commitment or discipline. In general, law-
less behavior is an affront to our purpose in cre-
ation, i.e., to make the world into God’s home. By 
not being true to our Divine mission, we deprive 
our true, Divine self of its ability to express itself. 
Our inner voice is silenced, and when we are con-
fronted with some challenge to our Jewish right to 
exist or flourish we can articulate no self-defense; 
we have nothing to say. Our spiritual vocal cords 
have atrophied. We have choked.
The remedy for all these spiritual maladies is true, 
sincere repentance. Eliciting God’s mercy repairs 
whatever damage we have done and gives us a 
new lease on life.105
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Fifth Reading 7 Moses came down the mountain and summoned the elders of 
the people, and presented before them all these words that God had command-
ed him. 
8 All the people responded together and said, “All that God has spoken, we 
shall do.” With this, they expressed their willingness to enter into a covenantal 
relationship with God.98 The following morning, that of the 3rd of Sivan, Moses 
ascended the mountain again and conveyed the people’s words back to God. 
This was not technically necessary since God is omniscient, but Moses did not 
take advantage of this fact and fulfilled his mission with due propriety. 
9 God said to Moses, “I am about to come to you in the thickness of the cloud,99 
so that all the people will hear when I speak to you, and then they will believe 
both in you and in the prophets that succeed you forever.” Moses descended 
the mountain and relayed this message to the people. When they heard that God 
intended to speak to them via Moses, they objected, saying that they wanted God 
to speak to them directly. They said, “We want to see our King!” The following 
morning, that of the 4th of Sivan, Moses ascended the mountain and reported to 
God the people’s response. 
10 God then said to Moses, “If that is the case, go to the people and sanctify 
them as follows, today and tomorrow: In order for them to receive the revelation 
they are requesting, they must be ritually pure. First, they shall wash and ritually 
immerse their clothes.100 



10 Go to the people and sanctify them today and to-
morrow…they shall wash their clothes: Allegorically, 
our “clothing” is our thought, speech, and deed. These 
are the tools the soul uses to express and present itself 
to the outside world, just as we clothe our bodies in 
accord with the image we wish to convey to society.

God gave Moses the job of sanctifying the people, 
but it was the people’s job to cleanse their cloth-
ing. The Moses of each generation can inspire us, 
direct us, and connect us to God, but this is depen-
dent on our own preparation, the extent to which 
we cleanse our thought, speech, and actions from 
unseemly elements.101 

98. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 26, p. 156, note 42.  99. See below, v. 16, 20:18.  100. There was a river descending from Mount Sinai 
(Deuteronomy 9:21); alternatively, they could have constructed a mikveh.  101. HaYom Yom, 5 Sivan; Sefer HaSichot 5697, p. 243.  
102. Sanhedrin 9:1.  

Exodus 19:7-10

[continued...]	 A subtler form of idolatry is anger. 
Anger is possible only when we become haughty 
and arrogant; when we idolize ourselves this way, 
we cannot bear it when others disagree with us or 
when things don’t go our way. In contrast, a hum-
ble person, aware of his insignificance before God, 
does not get angry. The effect of unrecanting arro-
gance is also the stone heart, i.e., being deadened 
to Divinity.
Death by burning is administered for certain sins 

of adultery and incest.102 These sins are the arche-
types for all other forbidden and permitted sensual 
lusts. God’s world is full of beautiful and pleasur-
able things; we are meant to enjoy these things in 
accordance with the Torah’s guidelines in order 
to enhance our appreciation and wonder for their 
Creator. When instead we misuse our intellect and 
focus it exclusively on experiencing the beauty and 
pleasure inherent in God’s creation, we become 
progressively consumed by the fire of lust, chasing 
after ever more titillating stimuli and eventually 
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ד  יֵרֵ֧ י  הַשְּׁלִשִׁ֗ בַּיּ֣וֹם   | י  כִּ֣ י  הַשְּׁלִישִׁ֑ לַיּ֣וֹם  ים  נְכֹנִ֖ וְהָי֥וּ   11

ם עַל־הַ֥ר סִינָֽי: 12 וְהִגְבַּלְתָּ֤ אֶת־הָעָם֙  יְהָֹוה֛ לְעֵינֵי֥ כָל־הָעָ֖
עַ בְּקָצֵ֑הוּ כָּל־ ר וּנְגֹ֣ מְר֥וּ לָכֶ֛ם עֲל֥וֹת בָּהָ֖ ר הִשָּֽׁ יב לֵאמֹ֔ סָבִ֣
י־סָק֤וֹל יִסָּקֵל֙  ד כִּֽ ע בּ֜וֹ יָ֗ ת: 13 לֹֽא־תִגַּ֨ ר מ֥וֹת יוּמָֽ הַנֹּגֵעַ֥ בָּהָ֖
בִּמְשֹׁךְ֙  יִחְיֶה֑  לֹ֣א  ישׁ  אִם־אִ֖ אִם־בְּהֵמָ֥ה  ה  יִיָּרֶ֔ ה  אֽוֹ־יָרֹ֣
ר אֶל־הָעָ֑ם  ֧֥רֶד מֹשֶׁ֛ה מִן־הָהָ֖ ר: 14 וַיֵּ מָּה יַעֲֽל֥וּ בָהָֽ ל הֵ֖ הַיֹּבֵ֔
ם  אמֶר֙ אֶל־הָעָ֔ וַיֹּ֨ ם: 15  יְכַבְּס֖וּ שִׂמְלֹתָֽ וַֽ ם  וַיְקַדֵּשׁ֙ אֶת־הָעָ֔

ה:  ל־תִּגְּשׁ֖וּ אֶל־אִשָּֽׁ ים אַֽ ים לִשְׁל֣שֶׁת יָמִ֑ הֱי֥וּ נְכֹנִ֖

But once the Divine inspiration dissipated, the result-
ing void left room again for doubt, even rebellion.117 
Thus, the same blast that signaled the withdrawal of 
God’s presence signaled the return of free choice and 
independence of action.
But precisely because of this independence, our ac-
complishments count as our own. If there were no 
alternative to devotion to God, it would have little 
significance. The possibility of rejecting God therefore 
endows meaning to our devotion to Him and enables 
us to express our freedom of choice. When there is no 
motivation from heaven, we must muster our own ini-
tiative, rendering our accomplishments the result of 
our own choice, fueled by our own energy.
God therefore withdrew after giving the Torah to en-
able us to serve Him with self-motivation and trans-
form the world from within. Whereas the sanctity 

God infused into the physical world at the Giving 
of the Torah was superimposed and therefore fleet-
ing, the sanctity we infuse into the world is generated 
from within, and therefore permanent.118 

14 And Moses came down from the mountain to the 
people: Our sages note that “Moses did not attend to 
his own affairs, but [rather proceeded straight] from 
the mountain to the people.”119 This statement implies 
that Moses did not even attend to his spiritual affairs. 
Moses’ spiritual concerns were certainly so sublime 
that only he was capable of performing them. Yet he 
ignored these matters in order to attend to the people’s 
rudimentary need to cleanse their behavior.120

The lesson for us is that, however sublime our per-
sonal agenda, we must give precedence to attending 
to the needs of other Jews.121

הוּא  י. שֶׁ לִישִׁ ְ ה: לַיּוֹם הַשּׁ ָ לִים מֵאִשּׁ 11 וְהָיוּ נְכֹנִים. מֻבְדָּ
חַת  תַּ חַ  זְבֵּ הַמִּ אֶת  ה  מֹשֶׁ נָה  בָּ י  וּבַחֲמִישִׁ חֹדֶשׁ.  בַּ ה  ָ שּׁ שִׁ
ת  פָרָשַׁ ל־הָעִנְיָן הָאָמוּר בְּ בָה, כָּ רֵה מַצֵּ ים עֶשְׂ תֵּ הָהָר, וּשְׁ
תּוֹרָה: לְעֵינֵי  טִים". וְאֵין מֻקְדָם וּמְאוּחָר בַּ פָּ שְׁ ה הַמִּ "וְאֵלֶּ
ם:  לָּ אוּ כֻּ תְרַפְּ נִּ הֶם סוּמָא, שֶׁ לּאֹ הָיָה בָּ ד שֶׁ כָל־הָעָם. מְלַמֵּ
לּאֹ יִקְרְבוּ מִן  חוּמִין לְסִימָן, שֶׁ . קְבַע לָהֶם תְּ לְתָּ 12 וְהִגְבַּ
מְרוּ  ָ הִשּׁ לָהֶם:  אוֹמֵר  בוּל  הַגְּ לֵאמֹר.  וָהָלְאָה:  בוּל  הַגְּ
וּנְגֹעַ  ךְ:  כָּ עַל  זְהִירֵם  תַּ ה  וְאַתָּ וָהָלְאָה.  אן  מִכָּ מֵעֲלוֹת 
סְקָלִין  לַנִּ אן  מִכָּ רֶה.  יִיָּ יָרֹה   13 קָצֵהוּ:  בְּ אֲפִלּוּ  קָצֵהוּ.  בְּ
י  תֵּ שְׁ בוֹהַּ  גָּ הָיָה  שֶׁ קִילָה,  הַסְּ ית  מִבֵּ ה  לְמַטָּ חִין  נִדְּ הֵם  שֶׁ
ם"29:  בַיָּ "יָרָה  מוֹ:  כְּ לָאָרֶץ,  ה  לְמַטָּ לַךְ  יֻשְׁ רֶה.  יִיָּ קוֹמוֹת: 
סִימָן  הוּא  אָרֹךְ,  קוֹל  הַיּוֹבֵל  מְשֹׁךְ  יִּ שֶׁ כְּ הַיֹּבֵל.  מְשֹׁךְ  בִּ
אִין  ָ ק, הֵם רַשּׁ לֵּ אֶסְתַּ כִינָה וְהַפְסָקַת הַקּוֹל. וְכֵיוָן שֶׁ סִלּוּק שְׁ

א קוֹרִין  עַרַבְיָּ ן בְּ כֵּ ל אַיִל, שֶׁ לַעֲלוֹת: הַיֹּבֵל. הוּא שׁוֹפָר שֶׁ
הָיָה: יִצְחָק  ל  שֶׁ אֵילוֹ  ל  שֶׁ וְשׁוֹפָר  "יוֹבְלָא".   לְ"דִכְרָא" 

פּוֹנֶה  ה  מֹשֶׁ הָיָה  לּאֹ  שֶׁ ד  מְלַמֵּ אֶל־הָעָם.  מִן־הָהָר   14
ת  לֹשֶׁ א מִן הָהָר אֶל הָעָם: 15 הֱיוּ נְכֹנִים לִשְׁ לַעֲסָקָיו, אֶלָּ
ה  הוֹסִיף מֹשֶׁ ת יָמִים, הוּא יוֹם רְבִיעִי, שֶׁ לֹשֶׁ יָמִים. לְסוֹף שְׁ
הָאוֹמֵר:  וּלְדִבְרֵי  יוֹסֵי.  י  רַבִּ דִבְרֵי  כְּ עְתּוֹ.  מִדַּ אֶחָד  יוֹם 
ה  מֹשֶׁ רוֹת, לֹא הוֹסִיף  בְּ הַדִּ רֶת  עֲשֶׂ נוּ  נִתְּ בַחֹדֶשׁ  ה  ָ שּׁ שִׁ בְּ
י": אַל־ לִישִׁ ְ מוֹ: "לַיּוֹם הַשּׁ ת יָמִים" — כְּ לֹשֶׁ לוּם. וְ"לִשְׁ כְּ

הְיוּ  יִּ שֶׁ דֵי  כְּ לוּ,  הַלָּ יָמִים  ת  לֹשֶׁ ל־שְׁ כָּ ה.  ָ אֶל־אִשּׁ שׁוּ  גְּ תִּ
ל  י, וְתִהְיֶינָה טְהוֹרוֹת לְקַבֵּ לִישִׁ ְ ים טוֹבְלוֹת לַיּוֹם הַשּׁ שִׁ הַנָּ
פְלֹט  תִּ א  מֶּ שֶׁ יָמִים,  ה  לֹשָׁ שְׁ תּוֹךְ  שׁוּ  מְּ יְשַׁ אִם  שֶׁ תּוֹרָה. 
וְתִטְמָא.  וְתַחֲזוֹר  טְבִילָתָהּ,  לְאַחַר  זֶרַע  כְבַת  שִׁ ה  ָ הָאִשּׁ
רַע מַסְרִיחַ וְאֵינוֹ  בָר הַזֶּ ה יָמִים, כְּ לֹשָׁ הֲתָה שְׁ ָ שּׁ ֶ אֲבָל מִשּׁ

א אֶת הַפּוֹלֶטֶת:  טַמֵּ רָאוּי לְהַזְרִיעַ, וְטָהוֹר מִלְּ

תְלִיתָאָה  לְיוֹמָא  זְמִינִין  11 וִיהוֹן 
יְיָ  לֵי  יִתְגְּ תְלִיתָאָה  יוֹמָא  בְּ אֲרֵי 
דְסִינָי:  טוּרָא  עַל  א  כָל־עַמָּ לְעֵינֵי 
סְחוֹר  סְחוֹר  א  עַמָּ יַת  12 וּתְתַחֵם 
ק  מִסַּ מִלְּ לְכוֹן  רוּ  מְּ אִסְתַּ לְמֵימָר 
ל־ כָּ סוֹפֵהּ  בְּ מִקְרַב  וּמִלְּ טוּרָא  בְּ
יִתְקְטֵיל:  אִתְקְטָלָא  טוּרָא  בְּ יִקְרַב  דְּ
אֲרֵי  יְדָא  הּ  בֵּ תִקְרַב  13 לָא 
דָאָה  תְּ אִשְׁ אוֹ  יִתְרְגֵם  אִתְרְגָמָא 
לָא  א  אֱנָשָׁ אִם  עִירָא  בְּ אִם  דֵי  תְּ יִשְׁ
ן  מְרָשַׁ אִנּוּן  שׁוֹפָרָא  ד  מִגַּ בְּ ם  יִתְקַיָּ
מִן  ה  מֹשֶׁ 14 וּנְחַת  טוּרָא:  בְּ ק  לְמִסַּ
א  עַמָּ יַת  ין  וְזַמִּ א  עַמָּ לְוַת  טוּרָא 
א  יהוֹן: 15 וַאֲמַר לְעַמָּ רוּ לְבוּשֵׁ וְחַוָּ
לָא  יוֹמִין  לִתְלָתָא  זְמִינִין  הֱווּ 

תָא:  תִקְרְבוּן לְצַד אִתְּ

29. שמות טו, ד.

115. Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, p. 160.  116. See below, on v. 17.  117. As apparent from the episode of the Golden Calf soon to follow.  
118.  Sefer HaMa’amarim 5745, p, 108; Sichot Kodesh 5724, pp. 195-196.  119. Mechilta, cited in Rashi.  120. See above, on v. 10.  
121. Sichot Kodesh 5726, pp. 310-311; Sichot Kodesh 5737, vol. 1, p. 114.
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11 Second, when a couple engages in marital relations, they become ritually de-
filed until the evening after they next immerse themselves in a mikveh or natural 
body of water.106 In addition, if a woman discharges seminal fluid within three 
days after having marital relations, she is thereby rendered ritually defiled until 
she immerses herself in a mikveh or natural body of water. Therefore, all couples 
should refrain from marital relations for the next three days.107 In this way, they 
will all be prepared for ritual immersion, at the latest, on the third day from 
today, the 6th of Sivan, for on the third day from today I, God, will descend on 
Mount Sinai and give the people the Torah.
In order for them all to experience this revelation fully, I will heal them of their in-
firmities. I will restore sight to the blind among them, speech to the dumb among 
them, and hearing to the deaf among them.108 Thus, I will descend on Mount Sinai 
in the sight of all the people. 
12 Since My descent on the mountain will temporarily sanctify it, you shall make 
a boundary for the people all around that will proclaim, ‘Beware of ascend-
ing the mountain or even touching its edge.’ You shall also tell them explicitly, 
‘Whoever touches the mountain will surely be put to death. 
13 But no hand shall touch him to execute him, for he will be stoned. Prior to be-
ing stoned, the transgressor is to be cast down from a place twice his height; if he 
dies from this fall, there is no further need to stone him. Whether animal or man, 
if he crosses the boundary around the mountain he will not live.’ Only when the 
ram’s horn sounds a long blast from heaven, signifying the departure of the Di-
vine presence from the mountain, will the mountain revert to its mundane state,109 
and they may ascend the mountain. The horn I will sound will be the horn of the 
ram that Abraham sacrificed instead of Isaac on Mount Moriah.”110 
14 Moses came down from the mountain and went straight to the people, con-
veying God’s message before attending to his personal affairs. He sanctified the 
people and they washed and immersed their clothes. 
15 Moses said to the people, “Keep yourselves in readiness for a three-day pe-
riod; do not ‘approach’ a woman, i.e., engage in marital relations.” He then built 
the fence surrounding the mountain. The remaining events of this day as well as 
those of the following day will be recounted further on.111 

11 I will heal them of their infirmities: Along with 
healing them of their physical infirmities, God also 
healed the people of their spiritual infirmities: He 
erased the effects of any past wrongdoings and re-
stored the entire people to the innocence of Adam 
and Eve before they ate the fruit of the Tree of Knowl-
edge.112 Were it not for the incident of the Golden 
Calf, the people would have retained this pristine 
status and lived forever.113 The sublime quality of the 
original tablets affected the people by enabling them 
to remember perfectly the Torah they would learn.114 

They were thus transformed into a nation of wholly 
righteous people.115

13 When the ram’s horn sounds a long blast, they 
may ascend the mountain: The extended blast indi-
cated the withdrawal of God’s presence and the ter-
mination of its sanctifying effect on the mountain. The 
awesome mountain that had been strictly off-limits 
suddenly became approachable.
The open revelation of God’s presence on the moun-
tain temporarily suspended the people’s free choice; 
they could not deny God’s existence or His concern.116 

106. Leviticus 15:18.  107. Below, v. 15.  108. Rashi here and on 20:15, below.  109. Likutei Sichot, vol. 26, p. 266.  110. Genesis 22:13.  
111. Below, chapter 24.  112. Shabbat 146a; Zohar 1:52b, 2:193b.  113. Avodah Zarah 5a; Tikunei Zohar 56 (91a).  114. Eiruvin 54a. 
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יתרו

 ONKELOS  ים  קֹלֹ֨ת וּבְרָקִ֜ וַיְהִי֩  קֶר  ת הַבֹּ֗ י בִּהְיֹ֣ בַיּ֨וֹם הַשְּׁלִישִׁ֜ וַיְהִי֩   16

כָּל־ ד  וַיֶּֽחֱרַ֥ ד  מְאֹ֑ חָזָק֣  ר  שֹׁפָ֖ ל  וְקֹ֥ ר  עַל־הָהָ֔ כָּבֵד֙  וְעָנָ֤֥ן 
לִקְרַ֥את  מֹשֶׁ֧ה אֶת־הָעָ֛ם  א  וַיּוֹצֵ֨  17 חֲנֶֽה:  מַּֽ בַּֽ אֲשֶׁ֥ר  ם  הָעָ֖
וְהַ֤ר   18 ר:  הָהָֽ ית  בְּתַחְתִּ֥ תְיַצְּב֖וּ  וַיִּֽ חֲנֶה֑  מַּֽ מִן־הַֽ ים  אֱלֹהִ֖ הָֽ
וַיַּעַ֤ל  שׁ  בָּאֵ֑ יְהָֹו֖ה  עָלָ֛יו  ד  יָרַ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ י  פְּנֵ֠ מִ֠ כֻּלּ֔וֹ  ן  עָשַׁ֣ סִינַי֙ 

ד:  ר מְאֹֽ ד כָּל־הָהָ֖ ן וַיֶּֽחֱרַ֥ עֲשָׁנוֹ֙ כְּעֶשֶׁ֣ן הַכִּבְשָׁ֔

stray from the path of the Torah and its command-
ments. As with any transaction involving a risk of de-
fault, God required some form of guarantee that the 
Torah would be upheld.

The Jews first suggested their parents as guarantors. 
“Although we may be busy,” they said, “we have 
older parents. They are already retired and carry no 
financial responsibilities. We will be happy to support 
them so that they can comfortably study the Torah, 
and they will be our guarantors.”

God did not accept this, so the Jews suggested their 
prophets as guarantors. The word for “prophet” (navi) 
actually means “orator.” The Jews said: “Our rabbis 
will keep Judaism alive! We ourselves don’t have time 
for Torah study, so we will hire rabbis, and it will be 
their job to study on our behalf.”

God wasn’t satisfied with this solution either. His in-
tent was for every Jew to follow the path of Torah, not 
only the rabbis or the elders.

The Jews then tried one more approach. “Accept our 
children as guarantors. Throughout their childhood, 
when they are too young to earn a livelihood, we 
are prepared to send them to Jewish schools where 
they will study the Torah. When they grow older, 

however, we will have to bring them into the fam-
ily business, and they will no longer have time for 
full-time study.”
God found these guarantors satisfactory, and on this 
merit He agreed to give the Jews the Torah. When chil-
dren receive the proper education, their dedication to 
the Torah lasts throughout their lives. Moreover, be-
sides eventually passing their dedication on to their 
own children, they influence their parents to renew 
their dedication to the Torah as well.
We see here how educating our children in schools 
that provide them with a solid grounding in the Torah 
is the only way of ensuring Jewish continuity.134 
Another lesson from the above Midrash:
Parents love all their children, but they usually ex-
press their love most openly to their youngest chil-
dren. A young child’s lack of understanding limits the 
ways in which parents can express their love, but the 
intensity of their love exists despite this—or perhaps 
because of it.
The same is true in the relationship between God and 
His children, the Jewish people. The greatest display 
of His love for us took place in our national infancy, 
at the revelation at Mount Sinai.  True, He limited the 

אֵין  ֶ מַה־שּׁ יָדָם,  עַל  ים  הִקְדִּ שֶׁ ד  מְלַמֵּ הַבֹּקֶר.  הְיֹת  בִּ  16
לְמִיד.  ין לַתַּ הֵא הָרַב מַמְתִּ יְּ ן, שֶׁ ר וָדָם לַעֲשׂוֹת כֵּ שָׂ רֶךְ בָּ דֶּ
וְגוֹ',  קְעָה  אֶל־הַבִּ צֵא  "קוּם  יחֶזְקֵאל:  בִּ מָצִינוּ  וְכֵן 
עֹמֵד"30:  בוֹד־ה'  כְּ ם  ה־שָׁ וְהִנֵּ קְעָה  אֶל־הַבִּ וָאֵצֵא  וָאָקוּם 
כִינָה יָצְאָה לִקְרָאתָם,  ְ הַשּׁ יד שֶׁ 17 לִקְרַאת הָאֱלהִֹים. מַגִּ
ינַי  מִסִּ "ה'  אֱמַר:  נֶּ שֶׁ וְזֶה  ה.  לָּ כַּ לִקְרַאת  הַיּוֹצֵא  חָתָן  כְּ
לְפִי  הָהָר.  ית  תַחְתִּ בְּ א":  בָּ "לְסִינַי  נֶאֱמַר  וְלֹא  א"31,  בָּ
קוֹמוֹ,  תְלַשׁ הָהָר מִמְּ נִּ רַגְלֵי הָהָר. וּמִדְרָשׁו32ֹ שֶׁ פְשׁוּטוֹ: בְּ
ם  ן" זֶה שֵׁ לּוֹ. אֵין "עָשַׁ ן כֻּ גִיגִית: 18 עָשַׁ ה עֲלֵיהֶם כְּ וְנִכְפָּ
מוֹ:  עַל", כְּ א לְשׁוֹן "פָּ ח, אֶלָּ תַּ י"ן פַּ ִ הֲרֵי נָקוּד הַשּׁ בָר, שֶׁ דָּ
יהּ", וְלֹא  נֵן כּוּלֵּ רְגּוּמוֹ "תָּ מַע". לְכָךְ תִּ מַר" "שָׁ "אָמַר" "שָׁ

נֵי  קְרָא נְקוּדִים קָמַץ, מִפְּ מִּ בַּ ן" שֶׁ נָנָא". וְכָל־"עָשָׁ ם "תְּ רְגֵּ תִּ
ן זֶה וְלֹא  כִבְשָׁ ל סִיד. יָכוֹל כְּ ן. שֶׁ בְשָׁ בָר: הַכִּ ם דָּ הֵם שֵׁ שֶׁ
מַיִם"33.  ָ הַשּׁ עַד־לֵב  אֵשׁ  בָּ "בֹּעֵר  לוֹמַר:  לְמוּד  תַּ יוֹתֵר? 
מַה־ הָאֹזֶן  אֶת  ר  בֵּ לְשַׂ ן"? —  בְשָׁ "כִּ לוֹמַר  לְמוּד  וּמַה־תַּ

לָהֶם.  ר  כָּ הַנִּ סִימָן  רִיּוֹת  לַבְּ נוֹתֵן  מֹעַ,  לִשְׁ יְכוֹלָה  הִיא  ֶ שּׁ
א  אֲרִי, אֶלָּ אָג"34, וְכִי מִי נָתַן כֹּחַ בָּ אַרְיֵה יִשְׁ יּוֹצֵא בוֹ: "כְּ כַּ
ין  ין וּמְדַמִּ א, אָנוּ מְכַנִּ אַרְיֵה? אֶלָּ לוֹ כְּ תוּב מוֹשְׁ הוּא?! וְהַכָּ
כוֹלָה  יְּ ֶ מַה־שּׁ הָאֹזֶן  אֶת  ר  בֵּ לְשַׂ דֵי  כְּ לִבְרִיּוֹתָיו,  אוֹתוֹ 
מִי  וְכִי  ים"35,  רַבִּ מַיִם  קוֹל  כְּ "וְקוֹלוֹ  בוֹ:  יּוֹצֵא  כַּ מֹעַ.  לִשְׁ
ה אוֹתוֹ לְדַמּוֹתוֹ  ה מְכַנֶּ יִם, וַהֲלֹא הוּא?! וְאַתָּ נָתַן קוֹל לַמַּ

ר אֶת הָאֹזֶן:  בֵּ דֵי לְשַׂ לִבְרִיּוֹתָיו, כְּ

מֶהֱוֵי  בְּ תְלִיתָאָה  בְיוֹמָא  16 וַהֲוָה 
וַעֲנָנָא  וּבַרְקִין  קָלִין  וַהֲווּ  צַפְרָא 
יף  קִּ יף עַל טוּרָא וְקַל שׁוֹפָרָא תַּ תַקִּ
רִיתָא:  י בְמַשְׁ א דִּ ל־עַמָּ א וְזָע כָּ לַחְדָּ
א לָקֳדָמוּת  ה יַת עַמָּ יק מֹשֶׁ 17 וְאַפֵּ
דוּ  רִיתָא וְאִתְעַתָּ מֵימְרָא דַייָ מִן מַשְׁ
דְסִינַי  18 וְטוּרָא  טוּרָא:  פּוֹלֵי  שִׁ בְּ
לֵי עֲלוֹהִי  י אִתְגְּ הּ מִן קֳדָם דִּ לֵּ נַן כֻּ תָּ
תְנָנָא  כִּ נָנֵהּ  תְּ וּסְלֵיק  תָא  ָ אֶשּׁ בְּ יְיָ 

א:  ל־טוּרָא לַחְדָּ דְאַתּוּנָא וְזָע כָּ

134. Likutei Sichot, vol. 2, pp. 572-573. 
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The Giving of the Torah
16 On the third day after this, the 6th of Sivan, as morning dawned, God began 
the process of revelation on Mount Sinai, before the people had assembled there. 
God was even more “excited,” so to speak, about giving the Torah than the peo-
ple were about receiving it. There was thunder and lightning, and a heavy cloud 
on the mountain. There were three degrees of thickness to the cloud: darkness, 
cloud, and thick cloud.122 There was an extremely loud blast of a ram’s horn, and 
all the people in the camp trembled. 
17 God’s presence was palpably coming from Mount Sinai towards the people,123 
accompanied by a retinue of some of His angels.124 In response, Moses led the 
people out of the camp toward the Divine Presence, and they took their places 
at the foot of the mountain. God uprooted the mountain, threatening to crush 
the people under it if they would not accept the Torah, but the people accepted 
this compulsion willingly by lovingly crowding under the mountain.125 Seeing 
this, God had the people retreat and lowered the mountain back to the ground.
18 The whole of Mount Sinai was in smoke because God had descended upon 
it in fire. The fire was slightly above the mountain126 but it was close enough to 
burn the vegetation on the mountain.127 Its smoke rose up like the prodigious 
smoke of a limekiln but in fact much higher, for the fire reached up to the midst 
of the sky,128 and the entire mountain quaked violently. 

17 At the foot of the mountain: Literally, this phrase 
reads “underneath the mountain.” Allegorically, this 
refers to the Jewish people’s utter submission to the 
Torah. This shared submission, united “under” the 
Torah, is what enabled them to stand “as one people” 
despite their innate diversity, as we have noted.129

Just as this holds true for the Jewish people as a whole, 
so does it hold true for every Jewish family unit. Dif-
ferences of role and function and of nuance in indi-
vidual personality can naturally set family members 
at odds. Yet, if they share a common submission to the 
Torah, all else becomes secondary and they become 
united in profound underlying harmony.130

God uprooted the mountain and suspended it over 
the people: A mountain is a protrusion above the 
plain, while a valley is a sunken area below the level 
of the plain. A mountain is a metaphor for love, how a 
person extends himself outward to make contact with 
another person, whereas a valley is a metaphor for 
fear, how a person withdraws within himself to avoid 
contact with another person. A plain, in this context, is 
a metaphor for indifference.

Allegorically, then, by suspending the mountain on 
top of the people, God enveloped them in His love. 
We are taught in the Book of Proverbs131 that “as [in] 

water, face reflects face, so is a person’s heart [re-
flected] by another.” By overwhelming them with His 
love, God forced the people to feel overwhelming love 
for Him. Although they were ready to accept the To-
rah in any case, God coerced them in this manner into 
accepting it unconditionally.
This enveloping love was a preparation for the union 
that was to occur at the actual Giving of the Torah.
In Kabbalistic terms, this was the revelation of envel-
oping (makif) light that preceded the revelation of in-
ner (penimi) light.132

The Children as Guarantors: According to the Mi-
drash, when God wanted to give the Torah to the Israel-
ites, He asked them, “Do you accept My Torah?” “Yes,” 
they answered. “Provide Me with a guarantor that will 
ensure that you uphold it,” demanded God. They said 
to Him, “Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob will be our guaran-
tors.” God did not accept this. They said to Him, “Our 
prophets will be our guarantors.” God did not accept 
this, either. They said to Him, “Our children will be our 
guarantors.” God accepted them immediately as guar-
antors and gave the Torah to Israel.133

A homiletical interpretation:
Although the Jews had the best of intentions, God 
knew that the exigencies of life could cause them to 

122. Deuteronomy 4:11.  123. Rashi here and on Deuteronomy 33:2.  124. Deuteronomy 33:2, Rashi ad loc.  125. Rashi on Deuter-
onomy 33:3 and Shabbat 88a.  126. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, p. 223.  127. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, p. 224, note 9.  128. Deuteronomy 4:11.  
129. Above, on 19:2.  130. Likutei Sichot, vol.8, pp. 242-243.  131. 27:19.  132. Torah Or 98d; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5671, pp. 96, 104-105; 
Sefer HaSichot 5750, vol. 1, p. 342, 336.  133. Tanchuma, Vayigash 2, according to the version of Anaf Yosef. 
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יתרו

 ONKELOS  ר  יְדַבֵּ֔ מֹשֶׁ֣ה  ד  מְאֹ֑ וְחָזֵק֣  ךְ  הוֹלֵ֖ ר  הַשֹּׁפָ֔ ק֣וֹל  יְהִי֙  וַֽ  19

ים יַעֲֽנֶנּ֥וּ בְקֽוֹל: אֱלֹהִ֖ וְהָֽ
הָהָ֑ר  אשׁ  אֶל־רֹ֣ סִינַ֖י  עַל־הַ֥ר  יְהָֹוה֛  ֧֥רֶד  וַיֵּ  20 שישי 
ה:  מֹשֶֽׁ וַיַּעַ֥ל  ר  הָהָ֖ אשׁ  אֶל־רֹ֥ לְמֹשֶׁ֛ה  יְהָֹוה֧  א   וַיִּקְרָ֨
ד הָעֵד֣ בָּעָ֑ם פֶּן־יֶהֶֽרְס֤וּ אֶל־ ה רֵ֖ אמֶר יְהָֹוה֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ 21 וַיֹּ֤

ב:  נּוּ רָֽ יְהָֹוה֙ לִרְא֔וֹת וְנָפַ֥ל מִמֶּ֖



pects of reality: what we would call today the three 
dimensions of space, the dimension of time, and the 
dimension of life or consciousness.143

The key to accomplishing this is making sure that all 
aspects of our religious life are imbued with “fire,” 
i.e., Divine warmth and enthusiasm.144

Until the Giving of the Torah, spirituality and physi-
cality were separate domains and the gulf between 
them could not be bridged. Physical deeds could 

not influence the spiritual realm, and spiritual deeds 
could not affect the physical world. With the Giving 
of the Torah, this discontinuity was annulled, and 
spirituality and physicality became opposite ends of 
a continuum.

God Himself initiated this new reality by descending 
upon Mount Sinai. At that point, the revelation of the 
Name Havayah that began in Egypt145 was complet-
ed.146

הוּא מַאֲרִיךְ  ל־זְמַן שֶׁ 19 הוֹלֵךְ וְחָזֵק מְאֹד. מִנְהַג הֶדְיוֹט — כָּ

אן הוֹלֵךְ וְחָזֵק מְאֹד.  לִתְקוֹעַ קוֹלוֹ מַחֲלִישׁ וְכוֹהֶה, אֲבָל כָּ

מֹעַ:  כוֹלִין לִשְׁ יְּ ֶ ר אָזְנֵיהֶם מַה־שּׁ בֵּ ה? לְשַׂ חִלָּ ךְ מִתְּ ה כָּ וְלָמָּ

רוֹת  בְּ הַדִּ מִיעַ  וּמַשְׁ ר  מְדַבֵּ ה  מֹשֶׁ הָיָה  שֶׁ כְּ ר.  יְדַבֵּ ה  מֹשֶׁ

"אָנֹכִי"  א  אֶלָּ בוּרָה  הַגְּ י  מִפִּ מְעוּ  שָׁ לֹא  הֲרֵי  שֶׁ רָאֵל,  לְיִשְׂ

לָתֶת־בּוֹ  עוֹ  מְסַיְּ רוּךְ־הוּא  דוֹשׁ־בָּ וְהַקָּ יִהְיֶה־לְךָ",  וְ"לֹא 

עַל  יַעֲנֶנּוּ  בְקוֹל.  יַעֲנֶנּוּ  מָע:  וְנִשְׁ יר  מַגְבִּ קוֹלוֹ  לִהְיוֹת  כֹּחַ 

בַר הָאֵשׁ  ר־יַעֲנֶה בָאֵשׁ"36 — עַל דְּ מוֹ: "אֲשֶׁ בַר הַקּוֹל, כְּ דְּ

שׁ?  רֶד ה' עַל־הַר סִינַי. יָכוֹל, יָרַד עָלָיו מַמָּ לְהוֹרִידוֹ: 20 וַיֵּ

ד,  כֶם"37. מְלַמֵּ י עִמָּ רְתִּ בַּ מַיִם דִּ ָ י מִן־הַשּׁ לְמוּד לוֹמַר: "כִּ תַּ

י  בֵּ גַּ עַל  יעָן  וְהִצִּ חְתּוֹנִים  וְהַתַּ הָעֶלְיוֹנִים  מַיִם  שָׁ ין  הִרְכִּ שֶׁ

עֲלֵיהֶם:  בוֹד  הַכָּ א  סֵּ כִּ וְיָרַד  ה,  טָּ הַמִּ עַל  ע  מַצָּ כְּ הָהָר, 

ן־ פֶּ הָר:  בָּ לַעֲלוֹת  לּאֹ  שֶׁ הֶם  בָּ הַתְרֵה  עָם.  בָּ 21 הָעֵד 

אֲוָתָם  תַּ שֶׁ יְדֵי  עַל  בָם,  מַצָּ יֶהֶרְסוּ אֶת  לּאֹ  שֶׁ וְגוֹ'.  יֶהֶרְסוּ 

ל־ נּוּ רָב. כָּ "אֶל־ה' לִרְאוֹת", וְיִקְרְבוּ לְצַד הָהָר: וְנָפַל מִמֶּ

פּוֹל מֵהֶם וַאֲפִלּוּ הוּא יְחִידִי, חָשׁוּב לְפָנַי רָב: פֶן  יִּ ֶ מַה־שּׁ

פְרָדִין  הַנִּ נְיָן, אַף  הַבִּ ל־הֲרִיסָה מַפְרֶדֶת אֲסִפַת  כָּ יֶהֶרְסוּ. 

ב:  צָּ ים הוֹרְסִים אֶת הַמַּ ב אֲנָשִׁ צַּ מִמַּ

וְתָקִיף  אָזִיל  שׁוֹפָרָא  קַל  19 וַהֲוָה 

יְיָ  קֳדָם  וּמִן  יל  מְמַלֵּ ה  מֹשֶׁ א  לַחְדָּ

לֵי יְיָ עַל  קָל: 20 וְאִתְגְּ מִתְעֲנֵי לֵהּ בְּ

יְיָ  וּקְרָא  טוּרָא  לְרֵישׁ  דְסִינַי  טוּרָא 

ה:  מֹשֶׁ וּסְלֵיק  טוּרָא  לְרֵישׁ  ה  לְמֹשֶׁ

אַסְהֵיד  חוּת  ה  לְמֹשֶׁ יְיָ  21 וַאֲמַר 

רוּן קֳדָם יְיָ לְמֶחֱזֵי  לְמָא יְפַגְּ א דִּ עַמָּ בְּ

י:  הוֹן סַגִּ ל מִנְּ וְיַפֵּ

36. מלכים־א יח, כד.  37. שמות כ, יח.

[20] God descended upon Mount Sinai, onto the 
peak of the mountain. Although God’s presence 
also descended into Egypt to slay the firstborn,147 
this descent was not accompanied by smoke, fire, 
a shofar blast, or an earthquake, as it was in this 
instance. This is because here, God’s presence “set-
tled” on the mountain—if only temporarily—in 
order to reveal His wisdom, the Torah. (The Rab-

binic idiom for this is that God’s “throne” descend-
ed onto the mountain.) This intense revelation was 
appropriately accompanied by a majestic display 
of phenomena that expressed how nature was be-
ing overruled.

In Egypt, in contrast, God’s presence merely 
“passed” through the land to accomplish its 
ends.148 

143. This is alluded to in the word for “smoke” (עשן), which is seen as an acronym for the words used in Sefer Yetzirah (6:1) for 
“space” (עולם), “time” (שנה), and “soul” (נפש) (Rabbi Avraham ben David, Commentary on Sefer Yetzirah, introduction [2b in stan-
dard editions]; Torat Shmuel 5628, p. 144).  144. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5701, p. 129; Likutei Sichot, vol. 13, p. 151.  145. See above, on 
6:2 ff.  146. .Sefer HaMa’amarim 5742, p. 82.  147. Above, 12:12.  148. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, p. 228.
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19 In contrast to the sound of a mortal person blowing a ram’s horn, which dies 
out as he runs out of breath, the sound of a ram’s horn was here at first heard 
softly, so the people could get used to the volume, but it grew increasingly loud 
without any break. When God later articulated the first two commandments, He 
spoke over this sound. When Moses spoke the remaining eight commandments, 
God responded to the weakness of his mortal voice by making Moses’ voice loud 
enough to be heard.
Sixth Reading 20 God lowered all seven heavens so they were suspended just 
above the top of the mountain; the heavens thus appeared as a blanket covering 
the mountain. God’s Throne of Glory descended into this depression. God used 
the imagery of a “throne” in order to convey the idea that through giving the 
Torah, His presence was “settling” into the world permanently, much as a chair of-
fers a person a fixed place of repose.135 In this sense, God descended figuratively 
upon Mount Sinai, onto the peak of the mountain. It was only the heavens, and 
not God’s presence, that actually “touched” the mountain. Nonetheless, since the 
heavens were spread over the mountain as a blanket covers a bed, they did not in-
terpose between the Divine presence and the mountain itself, just as the fact that 
a bed is covered with a blanket does not stop us from referring to a person resting 
on the blanketed bed as resting on the bed itself.136 This proximity of God’s pres-
ence to the mountain sanctified it for the duration of the Divine revelation.137 God 
then opened all seven heavens so the people could perceive that He is the only 
God that exists.138 Never again would He reveal Himself publicly to this degree.139 
God then summoned Moses to the mountain peak, and Moses ascended. 
21 God said to Moses, “Go down; warn the people not to break ranks and move 
towards God to gaze better upon Me, lest they touch the mountain and many of 
them perish.140 Even if only one of them were to be lost this way, I would be as 
pained as if many of them had died. 



revelation to what we were capable of absorbing. “God 
descended upon Mount Sinai”—He descended to a 
level that we could appreciate. The Ten Command-
ments are for the most part practical and straightfor-
ward decrees, because that was all we could absorb 
at that time.

Yet, just as a parent’s love for his child is not dimin-
ished in any way by the latter’s limited capacity to ap-
preciate it, so too, God’s love was not limited in any 
way by our limited spiritual sophistication. The en-
tire Torah is hidden within the Ten Commandments. 
Moreover, God imparted His very essence in the To-
rah that He gave us, as we will note.141

This concept remains true at all times. When we con-
template our spiritual shortcomings, we may feel over-

whelmed by the challenges facing us, and wonder: 
“How can I possibly overcome all these obstacles and 
hope to connect to God through His Torah and com-
mandments?” The truth is, however, that God’s love 
is revealed in its entirety specifically to His youngest 
children; i.e., to those who, despite their challenges 
and obstacles, choose to unconditionally follow His 
word with boundless devotion.142

18 The whole of Mount Sinai was in smoke because 
God had descended upon it in fire: The smoke indi-
cated that the heavenly fire that had descended upon 
the mountain was consuming it. This alluded to how 
the Giving of the Torah enabled the physical world to 
be transformed into a vehicle for spirituality.

This transformation can and should encompass all as-

135. Sichot Kodesh 5737, vol. 1, pp. 480-482d.  136. Sichot Kodesh 5737, vol. 1, pp. 480-482d.  137. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 223-228.  
138. Rashi on Deuteronomy 4:35.  139. Deuteronomy 5:19; Rashi ad loc.  140. Above, v. 12.  141. Below, on 20:2.  142. Likutei Sichot, 
vol. 4, pp. 1307-1308.
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161. Sefer HaMa’amarim Kuntresim, vol. 2, p. 840. 162. Tanya, chapter 20 ff.  163. Likutei Sichot, vol. 13, p. 95 

יתרו

 ONKELOS  ץ  פֶּן־יִפְרֹ֥ יִתְקַדָּ֑שׁוּ  אֶל־יְהָֹו֖ה  ים  הַנִּגָּשִׁ֥ הֲנִי֛ם  הַכֹּֽ וְגַם֧   22

ם  הָעָ֔ לֹֽא־יוּכַ֣ל  אֶל־יְהָֹוה֔  משֶׁה֙  אמֶר  וַיֹּ֤  23 יְהָֹוֽה:  ם  בָּהֶ֖
ר הַגְבֵּ֥ל  נוּ֙ לֵאמֹ֔ תָה בָּ֨ עֵדֹ֤ ה הַֽ י־אַתָּ֞ עֲלֹ֖ת אֶל־הַ֣ר סִינָי֑ כִּֽ לַֽ
יתָ  ד וְעָלִ֥ אמֶר אֵלָ֤יו יְהָֹוה֙ לֶךְ־רֵ֔ ר וְקִדַּשְׁתּֽוֹ: 24 וַיֹּ֨ אֶת־הָהָ֖
עֲלֹ֥ת  לַֽ אַל־יֶהֶֽרְס֛וּ  ם  וְהָעָ֗ הֲנִי֣ם  וְהַכֹּֽ ךְ  עִמָּ֑ ן  וְאַהֲרֹ֣ ה  אַתָּ֖
אמֶר  ה אֶל־הָעָ֑ם וַיֹּ֖ ֥֥רֶד מֹשֶׁ֖ ם: 25 וַיֵּ אֶל־יְהָֹו֖ה פֶּן־יִפְרָץ־בָּֽ

ם: ס אֲלֵהֶֽ

ר: ס לֶּה לֵאמֹֽ ים הָאֵ֖ ת כָּל־הַדְּבָרִ֥ ים אֵ֛ 20:1 וַיְדַבֵּ֣ר אֱלֹהִ֔
In the public reading of the Ten Commandments, the cantillation indicated on p. 340 is used.

הֶם:  בָּ הָעֲבוֹדָה  שֶׁ כוֹרוֹת  הַבְּ אַף  הַכֹּהֲנִים.  וְגַם   22
יִסְמְכוּ  אַל  הֵם  אַף  נוֹת.  קָרְבָּ לְהַקְרִיב  אֶל־ה'.  ים  שִׁ גָּ הַנִּ
ב  נִים לְהִתְיַצֵּ שׁוּ. יִהְיוּ מְזֻמָּ יבוּתָם לַעֲלוֹת: יִתְקַדָּ עַל חֲשִׁ
ה  וְיַעֲשֶׂ הֶם  בָּ יַהֲרֹג  רְצָה,  פִּ לְשׁוֹן  ן־יִפְרֹץ.  פֶּ עָמְדָן:  עַל 
הֶם,  רְצָה: 23 לאֹ־יוּכַל הָעָם. אֵינִי צָרִיךְ לְהָעִיד בָּ הֶם פִּ בָּ
ת יָמִים, וְלֹא יוּכְלוּ  לֹשֶׁ הֲרֵי מֻתְרִין וְעוֹמְדִין הֵם הַיּוֹם שְׁ שֶׁ
נִית,  הֶם שֵׁ אֵין לָהֶם רְשׁוּת: 24 לֶךְ־רֵד. וְהָעֵד בָּ לַעֲלוֹת, שֶׁ
ה, וְחוֹזְרִין וּמְזָרְזִין אוֹתוֹ  זָרְזִין אֶת הָאָדָם קֹדֶם מַעֲשֶׂ מְּ שֶׁ
ךְ וְהַכֹּהֲנִים. יָכוֹל  ה וְאַהֲרֹן עִמָּ ה: וְעָלִיתָ אַתָּ עַת מַעֲשֶׂ שְׁ בִּ
ה,  ה". אֱמֹר מֵעַתָּ לְמוּד לוֹמַר: "וְעָלִיתָ אַתָּ ךְ? תַּ אַף הֵם עִמָּ
ה מְחִיצָה לְעַצְמְךָ, וְאַהֲרֹן מְחִיצָה לְעַצְמוֹ, וְהַכֹּהֲנִים  אַתָּ
שׁ יוֹתֵר מֵאַהֲרֹן, וְאַהֲרֹן יוֹתֵר  ה נִגַּ מְחִיצָה לְעַצְמָם. מֹשֶׁ
בָם  מַצָּ אֶת  אַל־יֶהֶרְסוּ  ר  ל־עִקָּ כָּ וְהָעָם  הַכֹּהֲנִים,  מִן 

נָקוּד  הוּא  שֶׁ י  אַף־עַל־פִּ ם.  ן־יִפְרָץ־בָּ פֶּ ה':  אֶל  לַעֲלֹת 
תָהּ  קֻדָּ נְּ בָה שֶׁ ל־תֵּ רֶךְ כָּ ךְ דֶּ זְרָתוֹ. כָּ חֲטַף קָמַץ, אֵינוֹ זָז מִגִּ
קּוּד לַחֲטַף  ה הַנִּ נֶּ תַּ ף מִשְׁ מַקָּ הִיא סְמוּכָה בְּ שֶׁ מְלָאפוּם38, כְּ
ר אֱלהִֹים.  קָמַץ: 25 וַיֹּאמֶר אֲלֵיהֶם. הַתְרָאָה זוֹ: 1 וַיְדַבֵּ
לֹא  "אֱלֹהִים  אוֹמֵר:  הוּא  וְכֵן  ן.  יָּ דַּ א  אֶלָּ אֱלֹהִים  אֵין 
תּוֹרָה,  יּוֹת בַּ רָשִׁ שׁ פָּ יֵּ נָא". לְפִי שֶׁ יָּ ל"39, וְתַרְגּוּמוֹ: "דַּ תְקַלֵּ
אֵינוֹ   — לָאו  וְאִם  כָר,  שָׂ ל  מְקַבֵּ  — אָדָם  אָן  עֲשָׂ אִם  שֶׁ
ן?  כֵּ רוֹת  בְּ הַדִּ רֶת  עֲשֶׂ אַף  יָכוֹל  רְעָנוּת,  פֻּ עֲלֵיהֶם  ל  מְקַבֵּ
אֵת  רַע:  לְהִפָּ ן  יָּ דַּ  — אֱלֹהִים"  ר  "וַיְדַבֵּ לוֹמַר:  לְמוּד  תַּ
רוּךְ־הוּא  דוֹשׁ־בָּ הַקָּ אָמַר  שֶׁ ד  מְלַמֵּ ה.  הָאֵלֶּ בָרִים  ל־הַדְּ כָּ
לְאָדָם  ר  אֶפְשָׁ אִי  ֶ שּׁ מַה  אֶחָד,  דִבּוּר  בְּ רוֹת  בְּ הַדִּ רֶת  עֲשֶׂ
לְמוּד לוֹמַר עוֹד "אָנֹכִי" וְ"לֹא  ן, מַה־תַּ כֵּ ן. אִם  כֵּ לוֹמַר 
פְנֵי עַצְמוֹ:  בּוּר וְדִבּוּר בִּ ל־דִּ חָזַר וּפֵרֵשׁ עַל כָּ יִהְיֶה־לְךָ"? שֶׁ

הָיוּ עוֹנִין עַל הֵן הֵן וְעַל לָאו לָאו: ד שֶׁ לֵאמֹר. מְלַמֵּ

א  שָׁ מָּ לְשַׁ קָרִיבִין  דְּ א  הֲנַיָּ כָּ 22 וְאַף 

הוֹן  לְמָא יִקְטֹל בְּ שׁוּן דִּ קֳדָם יְיָ יִתְקַדְּ

ה קֳדָם יְיָ לָא יִכּוּל  יְיָ: 23 וַאֲמַר מֹשֶׁ

ק לְטוּרָא דְסִינָי אֲרֵי אַתְּ  א לְמִסַּ עַמָּ

יַת  חֵים  תָּ לְמֵימָר  בָנָא  א  אַסְהֵידְתָּ

לֵהּ  24 וַאֲמַר  הִי:  ישְׁ וְקַדֵּ טוּרָא 

וְאַהֲרֹן  אַתְּ  ק  וְתִסַּ חוּת  אִיזֵיל  יְיָ 

רוּן  יְפַגְּ לָא  א  וְעַמָּ א  וְכָהֲנַיָּ ךְ  עִמָּ

הוֹן:  בְּ יִקְטֹל  לְמָא  דִּ יְיָ  קֳדָם  ק  לְמִסַּ

א וַאֲמַר לְהוֹן:  ה לְעַמָּ 25 וּנְחַת מֹשֶׁ

א  מַיָּ תְגָּ ל־פִּ כָּ יַת  יְיָ  יל  20:1 וּמַלִּ

ין לְמֵימָר: הָאִלֵּ

SIXTH READING

[1] God then spoke all these words, saying: The 
Torah contains 613 specific commandments: All 
248 active commandments are included within the 
first commandment and all 365 passive command-
ments are included within the second command-
ment. In this sense, the people indeed heard all the 
commandments directly from God.162

But this was only in a general sense; God did not 
explicitly communicate all the 613 commandments 
at this time. For example, He waited to articulate 
some of those that would be applicable only when 

the people would enter the Land of Israel until just 
before they entered it. With yet other command-
ments, God waited until a situation arose that “oc-
casioned” the commandment, etc.163 This was in 
order to convey the message that we are meant to 
consider all the commandments relevant and im-
mediately practicable.
In any case, God communicated the entire Torah 
prior to Moses’ death, enabling him to transmit the 
text to the people in its entirety.

however, and left their subsequent actualization up 
to us. By studying the Torah and observing its com-
mandments, we increase Divine consciousness in the 
world, and thereby remove the veils that hide these 

Divine revelations.161 
God then spoke all these words, saying: In all oth-
er instances where the Torah uses this idiom (“God 
spoke…saying”), it means that the message is to be 
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22 I will allow the firstborn, who officiate as priests who come near God to of-
fer sacrifices, to ascend the mountain somewhat.149 But they should not abuse 
this distinction;150 rather, they shall also sanctify and control themselves, lest 
God cause a breach among them by killing those who break ranks and venture 
too close.” 
23 Moses replied to God, “I do not need to warn anyone. The people cannot as-
cend Mount Sinai, for You have already warned us, saying, ‘Make a boundary 
around the mountain and sanctify it.’ ” 
24 Yet God said to him, “Go, descend, and warn them again. It is prudent to 
instruct a person about how he is to behave both in advance of the moment of 
action and again when the actual moment arrives. Then you shall come up again 
to the mountain peak. Aaron will ascend part way with you to his station, lower 
down on the mountain, and the priests—the firstborn—will ascend to their sta-
tion, lower still. But the people shall not break their ranks at all to ascend to 
God, lest He cause a breach among them.” 
25 Moses went down to the people and conveyed this instruction to them 
again.
At the giving of the Torah, all the Israelites “converted” to Judaism, i.e., became 
legally responsible for fulfilling whatever the Torah obligates them to. The mixed 
multitude, however, were “converted” conditionally. They did not receive the 
status of full Israelites until later, after the incident of the Golden Calf.151

The Ten Commandments
20:1 God then spoke all these words—the Ten Commandments—from out of the 
darkness,152 the fire,153 and the cloud that covered the mountaintop.154 The people 
heard the sound of God’s voice issuing from heaven, but they were able to hear 
distinct words only from the Divine fire on top of the mountain.155 All the com-
mandments of the Torah are alluded to in the Ten Commandments.156 In giving 
these commandments, God obligated the people to keep them and made them 
liable to corrective punishment for transgressing them. He first miraculously said 
all ten commandments at once. He then repeated the first two separately and had 
Moses repeat the remaining eight,157 as will be described presently. The people 
responded to each commandment by saying, “Yes! We will!” to the preceptive 
ones and “No! We will not!” to the prohibitory ones.158 God spoke to the people 
from all four directions,159 in order not to overwhelm them with the intensity of a 
direct revelation from only one direction.160

1 God then spoke all these words: Inasmuch as the 
Giving of the Torah was the greatest revelation of 
God in history, we would expect it to be introduced 
by the Name Havayah, which signifies God’s mercy, 
rather than the Name Elokim, which signifies God’s 
concealment and strict justice.

Indeed, had God revealed at the Giving of the Torah 
only the Divine revelations that the Jews actually 
witnessed, the Torah would have used the Name Ha-
vayah. However, the Giving of the Torah also included 
all the Divine revelations that would occur until the 
end of time. God gave these revelations in potentia, 

149. Rashi on v. 24.  150. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, p. 173, note 23.  151. Below, 33:1.  152. Deuteronomy 5:20.  153. Deuteronomy 
4:33, 36, 5:4, 19, 21, 23.  154. Deuteronomy 5:19; Rashi on 24:16.  155. Deuteronomy 4:36; Rashi on 20:19, below; Rashi on Deuter-
onomy 33:2.  156. Below, 24:12.  157. Rashi on 19:19, above, and on Numbers 15:21.  158. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, p. 160.  159. Below, 
v. 15.  160.  Rashi on Deuteronomy 32:11. 
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יתרו

 ONKELOS  יִם  מִצְרַ֖ רֶץ  מֵאֶ֥ יךָ  הֽוֹצֵאתִ֛ אֲשֶׁ֧ר  אֱלֹהֶ֑יךָ  יְהָֹוה֣  י  נֹכִ֖ אָֽ  2
ים:  מִבֵּ֥ית עֲבָדִֽ

er we go, we must carry with us the Divine conscious-
ness we attain when we pray and study the Torah.169 

Another explanation: “God spoke all these words” 
then, at the Giving of the Torah, such that we actu-
ally “say” them again, whenever we study the Torah. 
When we open ourselves properly, we re-experience 
the revelation of the Torah from God whenever we 
learn it. Thus, God speaks of the Torah as “My word, 
which I have put in your mouth,”170 and our sages en-
courage us to feel the same “awe, fear, trembling, and 
perspiring”171 when we learn today that we felt at the 
Giving of the Torah.172

Another explanation: There is value in reciting of 
the Torah’s words itself, apart from learning and un-
derstanding them. (The verse can thus be read: “God 
spoke all these words [for us] to recite.”) Thus we find 
that Chasidic leaders often instructed the more simple 
of their followers—who did not necessarily have the 

talents or time for in-depth study—to memorize cer-
tain parts of the Torah and recite them often. In this 
way, these simple folk achieved levels of purity and 
holiness far beyond what their ability to study or pray 
could have granted them.173

The Ten Commandments are all addressed in the 
singular. Our sages offer two seemingly contradictory 
explanations for this fact:
1. The Ten Commandments had to be addressed to 

the Jewish people as a collective whole, for if even 
one Jew was missing, the Torah could not have 
been given. This implies that each individual re-
ceived the Torah in the same way.174

2. The Ten Commandments were addressed to each 
and every Jew as individuals. This implies that 
each individual received the Torah in a unique, 
personal way, tailored to his or her spiritual and 
psychological makeup.175          [continues...]

דַאי הִיא הַהוֹצָאָה  ר הוֹצֵאתִיךָ מֵאֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם. כְּ 2 אֲשֶׁ

ם  יָּ בַּ גְלָה  נִּ שֶׁ לְפִי  אַחֵר:  בָר  דָּ לִי.  דִים  עְבָּ מְשֻׁ הְיוּ  תִּ שֶׁ

אֱמַר:  נֶּ זָקֵן מָלֵא רַחֲמִים, שֶׁ אן כְּ גִבּוֹר מִלְחָמָה, וְנִגְלָה כָּ כְּ

ה לִבְנַת  מַעֲשֵׂ רָאֵל, וְתַחַת רַגְלָיו כְּ רְאוּ אֵת אֱלֹהֵי יִשְׂ "וַיִּ

עְבּוּד, "וּכְעֶצֶם  ִ עַת הַשּׁ שְׁ יר"40 — זוֹ הָיְתָה לְפָנָיו בִּ פִּ הַסַּ

מַרְאוֹת,  בְּ ה  נֶּ תַּ וַאֲנִי מִשְׁ גְאֲלוּ. הוֹאִיל  נִּ ֶ מִשּׁ מַיִם" —  ָ הַשּׁ

ר הוֹצֵאתִיךָ  י רָשׁוּיוֹת הֵן, אָנֹכִי הוּא אֲשֶׁ תֵּ אַל תֹּאמְרוּ שְׁ

הָיוּ שׁוֹמְעִין קוֹלוֹת  בָר אַחֵר: לְפִי שֶׁ ם. דָּ צְרַיִם, וְעַל הַיָּ מִמִּ

ע  אִין מֵאַרְבַּ אֱמַר: "אֶת־הַקּוֹלֹת"41 — קוֹלוֹת בָּ נֶּ ה, שֶׁ הַרְבֵּ

ה  יוֹת הַרְבֵּ מַיִם וּמִן הָאָרֶץ, אַל תֹּאמְרוּ רָשֻׁ ָ רוּחוֹת וּמִן הַשּׁ

ה  תְחוֹן פֶּ ן פִּ ה אָמַר לְשׁוֹן יָחִיד — "אֱלֹהֶיךָ"? לִתֵּ הֵן. וְלָמָּ

ה הָעֵגֶל, וְזֶה הוּא שֶאָמַר:  מַעֲשֵׂ ד סַנֵגוֹרְיָא בְּ ה לְלַמֵּ לְמֹשֶׁ

יתָ לֹא יִהְיֶה  ךָ"42, לֹא לָהֶם צִוִּ עַמֶּ ךָ בְּ "לָמָה ה' יֶחֱרֶה אַפְּ

עֲבָדִים.  ית  מִבֵּ י:  לְבַדִּ לִי  א  אֶלָּ אֲחֵרִים,  אֱלֹהִים  לָכֶם 

א  הֱיִיתֶם עֲבָדִים לוֹ. אוֹ אֵינוֹ אוֹמֵר אֶלָּ רְעֹה שֶׁ פַּ ית  מִבֵּ

לְמוּד לוֹמַר:  תַּ לַעֲבָדִים?  עֲבָדִים  הָיוּ  שֶׁ עֲבָדִים"  ית  "מִבֵּ

רְעֹה מֶלֶךְ־מִצְרָיִם"43. אֱמֹר  ד פַּ ית עֲבָדִים מִיַּ ךָ מִבֵּ פְדְּ "וַיִּ

לֶךְ הָיוּ וְלֹא עֲבָדִים לַעֲבָדִים: ה: עֲבָדִים לַמֶּ מֵעַתָּ

ךְ  יקְתָּ אַפֵּ י  דִּ אֱלָהָךְ  יְיָ  2 אֲנָא 
ית עַבְדּוּתָא: מֵאַרְעָא דְמִצְרַיִם מִבֵּ

169. Likutei Sichot, vol. 1, pp. 148-149.  170. Isaiah 59:21.  171. Berachot 22a.  172. Torah Or, Yitro 67b.  173. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5704, 
p. 145.  174. Zohar 3:84:2; Pesikta Zotarta on this verse; Devarim Rabbah 7:8.  175. Pesikta d’Rav Kahana 12; Pesikta Rabati 21; Tanchuma 
(ed. Buber) Yitro 17; Ramban on this verse.  176. Likutei Torah 4:18ab.  

40. שמות כד, י.  41. להלן פסוק טו.  42. שמות לב, יא.  43. דברים ז, ח.

SIXTH READING

[2] I am God, your God: Allegorically, this means 
that with the Giving of the Torah, the Name Ha-
vayah became operative with every Jew. We all 
intrinsically possess the ability to align our entire 
array of psychological powers with the Divine 
powers alluded to in the four letters of this Name:
The yud indicates chochmah, the power to access 
the supra-conscious level of the Divine soul, which 
binds us to God intrinsically. This is expressed as 
the power to overcome all obstacles to fulfilling our 

Divine purpose, even if this calls for self-sacrifice.
The hei indicates binah, the power to understand 
Divinity and know God.
The vav indicates the power to orient our six 
emotions toward God, making Him the object 
of our love, awe, compassion, trust, devotion,  
and loyalty.
The final hei indicates the powers of expression—
thought, speech, and action—which we can also 
dedicate to fulfilling our Divine mission in life.176
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2 The first commandment: “I am God, your God. This means that you are now 
officially obligated to fulfill all My commandments. However, your relationship 
with Me is not merely contractual; you do not consummate it simply by discharg-
ing your legal obligations to Me. For I am the one who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, out of the house of Pharaoh, where you were slaves. By freeing 
you from Egyptian slavery, I have made you, in effect, into My slaves; your lives 
are from now on to be totally oriented toward My purposes and you no longer 
have any ‘private lives’ at all.164 Also: even though I appeared to you at the Sea 
of Reeds as a warring God and I appear to you here as a merciful God,165 do not 
think that there are two deities! I am both God the God of mercy, and your God, 
the God of judgment, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, one and the 
same. And even though you hear My voice coming from all four directions, do 
not let this lead you to think that there are multiple deities, either.”

conveyed to a third party. (In most cases, it means that 
Moses is to relate to the Jewish people what God is 
telling him.) In this case, however, there was no third 
party to hear these words later on: every single Jew 
alive at the time was present at Mount Sinai and per-
sonally heard God say these words. It cannot even be 
understood as the obligation to transmit the Torah to 
later generations, for the sages teach us that the souls 
of every Jew that would exist throughout all of history 
were present at the giving of the Torah.166

Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Yishmael explain that the 
word “saying” in this verse indicates that the Jews re-
sponded to each of the Ten Commandments. Accord-
ing to Rabbi Yishmael, they responded, “Yes [we will 
do it]” to the active commandments and “No [we will 
not commit that sin]” to the passive commandments. 
According to Rabbi Akiva, they responded to both the 
active and the passive commandments with “Yes!” 
meaning “We will do whatever You say.”167

Their conflicting opinions may be resolved as follows: 
Every commandment is an expression of God’s will. 
In this regard, all commandments are equal, since 
they are all equally the will of God. On the other hand, 
each commandment has its particular, unique effect 
on the person performing it and upon the world. The 
question of which aspect of the commandment should 
be paramount in the mind of the person performing 
it underlies the disagreement between the two sages. 
Rabbi Yishmael maintained that the emphasis must be 
on the particular aspects of each commandment (“yes” 
to positive commandments; “no” to passive ones), 
since the purpose of the commandments is to bring 
holiness to all the various and different facets of the 
individual’s life. Rabbi Akiva, in contrast, maintained 
that the emphasis must be on the transcendent nature 

of the commandments, i.e., how they express our sur-
render to the will of God (“yes” to everything).

On a deeper level, Rabbi Akiva focused on the posi-
tive result of resisting evil rather than on the inherent 
negativity of evil itself. Thus, he considered the prop-
er response to passive commandments to be “yes—we 
will resist.” In contrast, Rabbi Yishmael focused on 
the evil to be resisted in passive commandments, and 
thus considered the proper response to them to be 
“no—we will not succumb.”168 

The Maggid of Mezeritch offered an alternative ex-
planation:
Two verbs for speaking are used in this verse: “God 
then spoke all these words, saying.” These two verbs 
allude to the ten decrees with which God created the 
world (which begin “And God said, let there be…”) 
and the Ten Commandments (which are introduced 
with “God then spoke…”). Thus, this verse can be read 
as follows: “God spoke all these words”—God gave 
the Jewish people the following commandments—in 
order that they be implemented within and have an 
affect upon His “saying”—the physical world created 
through the ten decrees.
Although there was no one else to whom to transmit 
the Torah, further transmission is still required. It is 
not enough for us to study the Torah; we must en-
sure that it permeates every aspect of our lives, such 
that everything we do, say, or think is a direct result 
of our connection with the Torah. This is the point of 
the word “saying”—that the Torah not remain as it 
was when God told it to the Jewish people, but rath-
er that it be implemented and actualized within the 
physical world.
We are not allowed to relegate God and His Torah to 
synagogues and yeshivot. Whatever we do and wherev-

164. Likutei Sichot, vol. 26, pp. 124-128.  165. See also below, 24:10.  166. Shemot Rabbah 28:6; Zohar 1:91a.  167. Mechilta.  168. Likutei 
Sichot, vol. 6, pp. 124-125.

Exodus 20:2
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44. חֲרוֹן־אַף

יתרו

ה  אֱמַר: "לֹא־תַעֲשֶׂ נֶּ ה נֶאֱמַר? לְפִי שֶׁ 3 לאֹ־יִהְיֶה לְךָ. לָמָּ
מְנַיִן   — בָר  כְּ הֶעָשׂוּי  ה,  יַעֲשֶׂ לּאֹ  שֶׁ א  אֶלָּ לִי  אֵין  לְךָ", 
אֱלהִֹים  לְךָ":  "לֹא־יִהְיֶה  לוֹמַר:  לְמוּד  תַּ ם?  יְקַיֵּ לּאֹ  שֶׁ
אֱלֹהִים  אוּם  עֲשָׂ אֲחֵרִים  א  אֶלָּ אֱלֹהְוּת  אֵינָן  שֶׁ אֲחֵרִים. 
נַאי  גְּ כֵן לְפָרֵשׁ: אֱלֹהִים אֲחֵרִים זוּלָתִי, שֶׁ עֲלֵיהֶם. וְלֹא יִתָּ
אַחֵר:  בָר  דָּ אֶצְלוֹ.  אֱלֹהוּת  לִקְרוֹתָם  מַעְלָה  י  לַפֵּ כְּ הוּא 
הֵם אֲחֵרִים לְעוֹבְדֵיהֶם, צוֹעֲקִים  "אֱלֹהִים אֲחֵרִים" — שֶׁ
אַחֵר  הוּא  אִלּוּ  כְּ וְדוֹמֶה  אוֹתָם,  עוֹנִים  וְאֵינָן  אֲלֵיהֶם 
לּאֹ  ם, שֶׁ אֲנִי קַיָּ ל־זְמַן שֶׁ נָי. כָּ ירוֹ מֵעוֹלָם: עַל־פָּ אֵינוֹ מַכִּ שֶׁ
הַדּוֹר:  אוֹתוֹ  א  אֶלָּ זָרָה  עֲבוֹדָה  עַל  נִצְטַוּוּ  לֹא  תֹּאמַר: 

ל־ כָּ מוּנת  תְּ מוּנָה.  וְכָל־תְּ פְסָל:  נִּ שֶׁ ם  שֵׁ עַל  פֶסֶל.   4
וְאֵינוֹ  רַע,  לְהִפָּ א  מְקַנֵּ א.  קַנָּ 5 אֵל  מַיִם:  ָ שּׁ בַּ ר  אֲשֶׁ בָר  דָּ
ל־לְשׁוֹן  כָּ זָרָה.  עֲבוֹדָה  עֲוֹן  עַל  לִמְחֹל  תוֹ  מִדָּ עַל  עוֹבֵר 
רַע: לְשֹׂנְאָי.  לַעַז44, נוֹתֵן לֵב לְהִפָּ א" אינפרינמינ"ט בְּ "קַנָּ
וְנוֹצֵר  ידֵיהֶם;  בִּ ה אֲבוֹתֵיהֶם  אוֹחֲזִין מַעֲשֵׂ שֶׁ כְּ תַרְגּוּמוֹ,  כְּ
דּוֹר.  יִם  לְאַלְפַּ עַד  כָר  שָׂ ם  לֵּ לְשַׁ ה,  עוֹשֶׂ אָדָם  שֶׁ חֶסֶד 
רְעָנֻיוֹת אַחַת עַל  ת פֻּ ה טוֹבָה יְתֵרָה עַל מִדַּ נִמְצֵאת מִדָּ
וְא.  ָ יִם: 7 לַשּׁ עָה דוֹרוֹת וְזוֹ לְאַלְפַּ זּוֹ לְאַרְבָּ חֲמֵשׁ מֵאוֹת, שֶׁ
אֶת  נּוֹת  לְשַׁ ע  בַּ נִשְׁ וְא?  שָׁ בוּעַת  שְׁ וְאֵיזֶהוּ   לַהֶבֶל  ם  חִנָּ

ל זָהָב:  הוּא שֶׁ ל אֶבֶן שֶׁ דוּעַ — עַל עַמּוּד שֶׁ הַיָּ

י:  ר מִנִּ 3 לָא יְהֵי לָךְ אֱלָהָא אָחֳרָן בַּ
מוּת  4 לָא תַעֲבֵיד לָךְ צֵילָם וְכָל־דְּ
בְאַרְעָא  וְדִי  א  עֵלָּ מִלְּ א  מַיָּ בִשְׁ י  דִּ
לְאַרְעָא:  רַע  מִלְּ א  בְמַיָּ וְדִי  רַע  מִלְּ
תִפְלְחִנּוּן  וְלָא  לְהוֹן  תִסְגֹּד  5 לָא 
א מַסְעַר  אֲרֵי אֲנָא יְיָ אֱלָהָךְ אֵל קַנָּ
עַל  מָרָדִין  נִין  בְּ עַל  אֲבָהָן  חוֹבֵי 
נְאָי  לְשָׂ רְבִיעַי  ר  דַּ וְעַל  לִיתַי  תְּ ר  דַּ
תַר  בָּ לְמֶחֱטֵי  א  נַיָּ בְּ מִין  לְּ מְשַׁ ד  כַּ
לְאַלְפֵי  טִיבוּ  6 וְעָבִיד  אֲבָהַתְהוֹן: 
דָרִין לְרַחֲמַי וּלְנַטְרֵי פִקּוּדָי: 7 לָא 
נָא  לְמַגָּ אֱלָהָךְ  דַייָ  מָא  שְׁ בִּ תֵימֵי 
מֵהּ  יֵימֵי בִשְׁ י  דִּ יְיָ יַת  י  יְזַכֵּ אֲרֵי לָא 

קְרָא: לְשִׁ

ה  עֲשֶׂ֨ לֹא־תַֽ  4 עַל־פָּנָֽי:  ים  אֲחֵרִ֖ ים  אֱלֹהִ֥ לְךָ֛  הְיֶה֥  לֹא־יִֽ  3
רֶץ  עַל וַֽאֲשֶׁ֥ר בָּאָ֖ יִם֙ מִמַּ֔ ה אֲשֶׁ֤ר בַּשָּׁמַ֨ סֶל֙ וְכָל־תְּמוּנָ֔ לְךָ֥ פֶ֨
חֲוֶה֥  לֹֽא־תִשְׁתַּֽ  5 רֶץ:  לָאָֽ חַת  מִתַּ֥ יִם  בַּמַּ֖ וַֽאֲשֶׁ֥ר  חַת  מִתָּ֑
קֵ֠ד  א פֹּ֠ ל קַנָּ֔ יךָ֙ אֵ֣ י יְהוָֹה֤ אֱלֹהֶ֨ נֹכִ֞ י אָֽ ם כִּ֣ עָבְדֵ֑ ם וְלֹ֣א תָֽ לָהֶ֖
י:  לְשֽׂנְאָֽ ים  וְעַל־רִבֵּעִ֖ ים  עַל־שִׁלֵּשִׁ֥ עַל־בָּנִי֛ם  ת  אָבֹ֧ ן   עֲוֹ֨

י: ס י מִצְוֹתָֽ מְרֵ֥ י וּלְשֹֽׁ הֲבַ֖ ים לְאֹֽ אֲלָפִ֑ סֶד לַֽ שֶׂה חֶ֖ 6 וְעֹ֥
יְנַקֶּה֙  לֹ֤א  י  כִּ֣ וְא  לַשָּׁ֑ יךָ  אֱלֹהֶ֖ אֶת־שֵׁם־יְהוָֹה֥  תִשָּׂ֛א  לֹ֥א   7

וְא: פ ת אֲשֶׁר־יִשָּׂ֥א אֶת־שְׁמ֖וֹ לַשָּֽׁ יְהָֹוה֔ אֵ֛

183. Tanchuma (Buber), Yitro 16; Pesikta d’Rav Kahana, BeChodesh HaShelishi (109b in Buber edition).  184. Likutei Sichot, vol. 3, pp. 887 ff.  
185. Or HaTorah, Shemot, vol. 1, p. 213.  186. Torah Or 56d; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5627, p. 103.  187. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5706-5707, p. 213. 

SIXTH READING

pler one (ani).183 One would not expect the first word of 
the Ten Commandments, the basis of the entire Jewish 
religion, to evoke memories the language of the en-
emy from whom the Jews had just escaped and whose 
culture is the antithesis of Judaism. But that is just the 
point of the revelation of God’s essence revealed in the 
Torah—that even the extreme materiality of Egypt can 
be made holy.

Furthermore, it is specifically by elevating the materi-
ality of this world and using it for holy purposes that 
we reveal our connection to God’s essence. In refining 
ourselves (as opposed to the world at large), we only 
tap our connection to God’s Names Havayah (through 
relating to God supra-rationally) and Elokim (through 
relating to God using our intellect).184

I am God, your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt: As opposed to the Name Havayah, the 
Name Elokim undergoes declension: it accepts suffixes 
that make it mean “our God,” “your God,” etc. This is 
because in order for God to “belong” to us, He must 
first constrict His self-revelation, and this process of 

constriction (tzimtzum) is indicated by the Name Elo-
kim. The Name Havayah, in contrast, refers to God’s 
essence, which can never be constricted.185 This verse 
thus means that the normally transcendent Name 
Havayah will now become the immanent, operative 
power within every Jew.

Under other circumstances, infusing transcendent Di-
vinity into a created being’s normative consciousness 
would cause it to cease to exist. The intensity of the 
revelation would simply overload its capacities and 
it would be instantly absorbed into the Divine ener-
gy flowing through it. The only reason this did not 
happen here is because the Jewish people accepted 
the Torah; studying the Torah and fulfilling its com-
mandments enable us to withstand this transcendent 
Divine consciousness.186

The fact that “God is our God,” i.e., that His transcen-
dent self becomes our “nature,” enables us to overcome 
whatever obstacles the natural world poses to fulfill-
ing our Divine tasks. In other words, because “God 
is our God,” we can “go out of the land of Egypt.”187
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3 The second commandment: “You shall not possess any idols of other peoples’ 
gods as long as I exist, i.e., ever, or wherever I may be, i.e., anywhere.177 These 
‘gods’ are worthless; they do not answer those who call upon them. 
4 You shall not make yourself a carved image or any other type of likeness of 
anything that is in the heavens above or on the earth below, or in the water 
beneath the earth, even if you do not intend to worship it.178 
5 You shall not prostrate yourselves before them nor worship them, for I, God 
your God, am a zealous God in this regard. For those who hate Me and worship 
idols, I am a God who remembers the premeditated sins of the fathers, adding 
their demerits to those of their descendants, but only up to the third and fourth 
generation, and only if these descendants also worship idols. 
6 But, in contrast, I am a God who shows kindness for at least two thousand 
generations of descendants of those who love Me and worship Me alone, and 
of those who observe My commandments. Thus, My attribute of goodness is 
500 times greater than My attribute of retribution, since I preserve merit for 2000 
generations but demerit only for four.” God phrased these two commandments 
in the singular, as if addressing only Moses, so the people would be technically 
innocent when they would later commit the sin of the Golden Calf.179

God then had Moses repeat the remaining eight commandments, miraculously 
augmenting Moses’ voice, as stated above.180

7 The third commandment: “You must respect God’s Name. You shall not swear 
by the Name of God, your God, in vain, by swearing that something is some-
thing than it manifestly is not. For example, you must not swear that a tree is a 
rock. For God will not absolve anyone who swears by His Name in vain.”

Both explanations are valid. The written text of the 
Torah itself, its authoritative interpretation (the Oral 
Torah), and the commandments it contains apply 
equally to every Jew. In these areas there can be no 
differentiation, and the entire Jewish people can there-
fore be viewed as one homogenous entity. However, 
one of the commandments that devolve on every Jew 
is the obligation to study the Torah. Study is unique 
in that the student must understand the Torah within 
his own intellect, and no two people’s capacities for 
study are alike—quantitatively or qualitatively. In this 
respect, therefore, the Torah was given to each person 
individually and distinctively, and every person must 
approach it in his or her own way.181 
2 I am: In giving the Torah to the Jewish people, God 
did not merely give them a guide to life; He provided 
them with the key to connect with His essence. This 
idea is alluded to in the first word of the Ten Com-
mandments, “I.” This “I” refers to God’s ineffable es-
sence, which is so sublime that it cannot be referred to 
by any Name or adjective.182

The significance of the fact that the Torah is the key 
to God’s essence is not only that He has thereby made 
it accessible to us. The revelation of God’s essence in 
the Torah has important repercussions for the world 
at large, as well.

By way of analogy: quarreling captains will be shocked 
into peaceful behavior and instantly stifle their bick-
ering when their commander enters the room. Their 
awe of him lifts them out of their usual pettiness. They 
instantly recall that they have a common, loftier mis-
sion that overrides their personal agendas.

Similarly, when the essence of God is revealed, the 
barriers between the divergent aspects of reality He 
allows to exist as part of His creation crumble. The 
normally antithetical aspects of reality harmonize; 
physical existence becomes a vessel for holiness.

The form of the word for “I” used here (anochi) is simi-
lar to the Egyptian word for “I,” and in fact, the sages 
say that it is precisely because of this similarity that 
God used this form of the word rather than the sim-

Exodus 20:3-7

177. Rashi on Deuteronomy 5:7.  178. Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, p. 3, note 32.  179. See below, 32:12.  180. 19:19.  181. Likutei Sichot, 
vol. 34, pp. 191-192.  182. The simpler word for “I” in the Torah is ani, but here, the slightly rarer form anochi is used. The sages 
interpret this instance of the word anochi (אנכי) as an acronym for the phrase “I have written and bestowed My very self” (אנא 
 .(Shabbat 105a as quoted in Ein Yaakov; cf. Likutei Torah 3:48d ,נפשי כתבית יהבית
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45. שמות לא, יד.  46. במדבר כח, ט.  47. דברים כב, יא־יב.  48. ויקרא יח, טז.  49. דברים כה, ה.  50. תהלים סב, יב.  51. ישעיה כב, יג.  52. שמואל־ב ג, 
טז.  53. שבת קכא, א. 

[continued...]	When assembling the boards, it would 
be necessary to (34) write (כותב) on the board in or-
der to identify it so it could then be properly po-
sitioned with the rest of the boards. If a mistake 
was made in the labeling, it would be necessary 
to (35) erase (מוחק) the marking in order to write 
the correct one. The boards would then be (36) as-
sembled (בונה) and (37) disassembled (סותר). After 
everything was positioned, they would (38) ham-
mer (מכה בפטיש) everything into final place.
Gathering all the materials used involved (39) car-
rying (הוצאה) from one domain to another.190

[10] A Sabbath unto God: Biblically, the Sabbath 
is a day on which we must desist from performing 
certain acts. The prophets and the sages, however, 
instituted that on the Sabbath we must also re-
frain from speaking of these acts. Citing this verse, 
the sages state:191 “Just as God’s Sabbath was a 
respite from speech [since God created the world 
with speech], so should we refrain from mundane 
speech on the Sabbath.” They then relate the story 
of an exceptionally pious man who, one Sabbath, 
saw a breach in his fence and decided to fix it af-
ter the Sabbath. When he later realized that he 

had been thinking about work on the Sabbath, he 
vowed never to fix the breach. So, as a measure of 
piety, we should not even think of non-Sabbath acts 
on the Sabbath.

The reason why we are not biblically obligated 
to imitate God in speech and thought is because 
God’s thought and speech create, while ours do 
not. Hence, from a biblical perspective, we are only 
prohibited from desecrating the Sabbath through 
our deeds, which can be compared to God’s cre-
ation of the world.

Speech, which can affect the physical world indi-
rectly (by influencing or directing how others act, 
for example), is similar to creation and is therefore 
forbidden rabbinically. Rabbinic enactments take 
us beyond the strict letter of the law, reflecting the 
deep, innate Jewish desire to cleave to God’s ways.

Thought, in contrast to both action and speech, is 
an entirely self-oriented faculty. It bears no resem-
blance to the outwardly oriented act of creation, 
and is therefore permitted. A pious person, howev-
er, who seeks to merge his own identity with God, 
will cease from even mundane thought on the Sab-
bath, in imitation of his Creator.192 
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וְכֵן  נֶאֶמָרוּ.  אֶחָד  דִבּוּר  בְּ מוֹר",  וְ"שָׁ "זָכוֹר"  זָכוֹר.   8
ני־ שְׁ ת  בָּ ַ הַשּׁ "וּבְיוֹם   — יוּמָת"45  מוֹת  "מְחַלְלֶיהָ 

דִלִים  "גְּ  — עַטְנֵז"  שַׁ שׁ  תִלְבַּ "לֹא  וְכֵן  ים"46.  כְבָשִׂ
ת־אָחִיךָ"48 — "יְבָמָהּ יָבֹא  ךְ"47. וְכֵן "עֶרְוַת אֵשֶׁ ה־לָּ עֲשֶׂ תַּ
יִם־זוּ  תַּ שְׁ אֱלֹהִים,  ר  בֶּ דִּ "אַחַת  אֱמַר:  נֶּ שֶׁ הוּא  עָלֶיהָ"49. 
"אָכוֹל  מוֹ:  כְּ הוּא,  עוֹל  פָּ לְשׁוֹן   — "זָכוֹר"  י"50.  מָעְתִּ שָׁ
לִזְכּוֹר  לֵב  נוּ  תְּ תְרוֹנוֹ:  פִּ וְכֵן  וּבָכֹה"52.  "הָלוֹךְ  תוֹ"51,  וְשָׁ
הֵא  ן לְךָ חֵפֶץ יָפֶה, תְּ מַּ אִם נִזְדַּ ת, שֶׁ בָּ ַ מִיד אֶת יוֹם הַשּׁ תָּ

ת,  בָּ בֹא שַׁ תָּ שֶׁ ךָ. כְּ ל־מְלַאכְתֶּ יתָ כָּ ת: 9 וְעָשִׂ בָּ ַ מַזְמִינוֹ לְשּׁ
הַרְהֵר  תְּ לּאֹ  שֶׁ עֲשׂוּיָה,  ךָ  מְלַאכְתְּ אִלּוּ  כְּ עֵינֶיךָ  בְּ יְהֵא 
אוֹ  ים.  קְטַנִּ אֵלּוּ  ךָ.  וּבִתֶּ וּבִנְךָ  ה  אַתָּ  10 מְלָאכָה:  אַחַר 
א,  בָר מֻזְהָרִין הֵם. אֶלָּ , הֲרֵי כְּ דוֹלִים? אָמַרְתָּ א גְּ אֵינוֹ אֶלָּ
ים. וְזֶהוּ  טַנִּ בִיתַת הַקְּ דוֹלִים עַל שְׁ א לְהַזְהִיר גְּ א אֶלָּ לֹא בָּ
נֵי  מִפְּ א לְכַבּוֹת — אֵין שׁוֹמְעִים לוֹ,  בָּ שֶׁ נִינו53ּ: קָטָן  ָ שּׁ שֶׁ

בִיתָתוֹ עָלֶיךָ: ְ שּׁ שֶׁ

תָא  בְּ דְשַׁ יוֹמָא  יַת  דְכִיר  8 הֱוֵי 
פְלָח  תִּ יוֹמִין  א  תָּ 9 שִׁ שׁוּתֵהּ:  לְקַדָּ
10 וְיוֹמָא  ךְ:  ל־עֲבִידְתָּ כָּ וְתַעֲבֵיד 
אֱלָהָךְ  יְיָ  קֳדָם  תָא  בְּ שַׁ בִיעָאָה  שְׁ
א אַתְּ וּבְרָךְ  ל־עֲבִידְתָּ יד כָּ לָא תַעְבֵּ
וּבְעִירָךְ  ךְ  וְאַמְתָּ ךְ  עַבְדָּ ךְ  וּבְרַתָּ

י בְקִרְוָךְ: וְגִיּוֹרָךְ דִּ

ד  עֲבֹ֔ תַּֽ יָמִים֙  שֵׁ֤שֶׁת   9 לְקַדְּשֽׁוֹ:  ת  הַשַּׁבָּ֖ אֶת־י֥וֹם  זָכ֛וֹר   8

יהוָֹה֣  לַֽ ת  שַׁבָּ֖ י  הַשְּׁבִיעִ֔ וְיוֹם֙   10 ךָ:  כָּל־מְלַאכְתֶּֽ יתָ  וְעָשִׂ֖

ךָ  וּבִתֶּ֗ וּבִנְךָ֣   | ה  אַתָּ֣ ה  כָל־מְלָאכָ֜ ה  עֲשֶׂ֨ לֹא־תַֽ אֱלֹהֶ֑יךָ 

יךָ:  רְךָ֖ אֲשֶׁ֥ר בִּשְׁעָרֶֽ ךָ וְגֵֽ תְךָ֙ וּבְהֶמְתֶּ֔ עַבְדְּךָ֤ וַֽאֲמָֽ

190. Shabbat 7:2.  191. Y. Shabbat 15:3.  192. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, pp. 80 ff.
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8 The fourth commandment: “Remember and observe188 the Sabbath day con-
tinuously, to keep it holy. ‘Remember’ it by anticipating it during the preceding 
week; for example, if you come across some special food item, set it aside for the 
Sabbath. ‘Observe’ the Sabbath by refraining on it from all categories of prohib-
ited work. 
9 Six days shall you labor and do all your work. But even if you have not fin-
ished all your work during the six workdays, 
10 the seventh day is the Sabbath unto God, your God; you should behave on 
the Sabbath as if all your work is done. You shall not do any work—neither you 
nor your son or your daughter. Even though your children are not technically 
obligated to observe the commandments until they attain majority, you must nev-
ertheless not permit them to do any forms of forbidden work. Your bondman and 
your bondwoman are forbidden to work, since they are obligated to observe all 
the prohibitions that you are. You may also not make your animal work. The resi-
dent alien, who is allowed to live within your gates, is also forbidden to work, 
although not to the extent that you are.189 

188. Deuteronomy 5:12.  189. See below, 23:12.    

Exodus 20:8-10

[9] You shall not do any work: This law prohib-
its doing 39 specific categories of work, those that 
would be performed in constructing the Taberna-
cle, the portable Temple that was to serve as the lo-
cus of the sacrificial rites and the site where God’s 
presence was openly manifest. The Torah will give 
the details of the construction of the Tabernacle 
later. The 39 categories of work involved in its con-
struction are as follows:
In order to prepare the vegetable dyes used in dye-
ing the tapestries, the ground had to be (1) plowed 
 Then, after .(זורע) and the seed (2) sown ,(חורש)
the plant ripened, it was (3) harvested (קוצר), each 
plant being left where it was cut in the field. Then, 
all the plants were (4) gathered together into piles 
and bound into sheaves (מעמר). Afterwards, the 
grain was (5) threshed (דש) in order to separate 
the kernels from the chaff, although they remained 
mixed together. The mixture was then (6) thrown 
into the wind (winnowed, זורה), the wind blowing 
away the chaff as the kernels fell to the ground. The 
stones and debris were then (7) separated (בורר) 
away from the kernels, which were then (8) ground 
 (מרקד) into flour, which was then (9) sifted (טוחן)
and (10) kneaded (לש) into dough, which was sub-
sequently (11) baked (which is a type of cooking, 

 and (מבעיר) Cooking involved (12) kindling .(מבשל
(13) extinguishing (מכבה) fires.

To obtain the wool for the coverings, they would 
first (14) shear (גוזז) it off the animals, then (15) 
wash (מלבן) it, (16) comb (מנפץ) it so it would be 
ready to be woven, (17) dye (צובע) it, and (18) spin 
 it into threads. The threads would then be (טווה)
(19 & 20) prepared to be woven (שני עושה   מיסך & 

נירין  .into fabric (אורג) and finally (21) woven ,(בתי 
During the weaving process, it was often necessary 
to (22) unravel (פוצע) threads. Once the fabric was 
woven it was (23) sewn (תופר) into the coverings. In 
the process of sewing, it was often necessary to (24) 
rip (קורע) pieces of fabric.

To make the nets used for trapping the shellfish 
from which the dye was extracted, they would 
have to (25) tie (קושר) and (26) untie (מתיר) knots.

To obtain the hides used for the coverings, they 
had to first (27) trap (צד) the animals (this type of 
work was done also in trapping the shellfish), (28) 
slaughter (שוחט) them, and (29) skin (מפשיט) them. 
The hide was then (30) cured (מעבד) (which includ-
ed salting (מולח)) and (31) smoothed (ממחק). Before 
cutting it, they would (32) mark (משרטט) it and then 
(33) cut (מחתק) it into shape.             [continues...]
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ability to procreate an infinite chain of generations 
derives from God’s infinity. From this perspective, by 
honoring our parents we are in fact honoring God, 
recognizing the Divine infinity they reflect.197  

13 Do not murder: The five commandments inscribed 
on the first of the two tablets deal with our relation-
ship with God, whereas the five inscribed on the 
second tablet deal with our relationship with our fel-
low human beings. This juxtaposition teaches us two 
things: On the one hand, we must learn to treat God as 
we do human beings. We instinctively sense that we 
must repay the kindnesses shown us by other people, 
but we often neglect our responsibilities towards God; 
He is easy to forget. On the other hand, our relation-
ship towards our fellows must be predicated upon 
our belief in God: we are responsible to behave prop-
erly toward them because God says so. If the source 
of our commitment to decency is anything other than 
God’s mandate, there is no guarantee that our actions 
will not be swayed by self-love or worse. When God 
is removed from the picture, even the most “cultured” 

society can commit mass murder. But when the first 
half of the Ten Commandments, the awareness that “I 
am God, your God,” governs our lives, we are sure to 
overcome any obstacle that stands in the way of good-
ness and truth.198 

14 You shall not be envious: God provides each of 
us with all the resources—possessions, talents, and 
strengths—that we require to fulfill our unique mis-
sion in life. We each achieve our ultimate fulfillment 
by dedicating these resources to our Divine mission 
and utilizing them to heighten the awareness of God 
in the world. Any resources God has not provided us 
with at any given moment are thus extraneous to our 
mission and sidetrack us from the development of 
our fullest potential. Genuine recognition of this truth 
precludes any envy.199 

14 That belongs to your fellowman: As mentioned 
above,200 all the commandments of the Torah are al-
luded to in the Ten Commandments. In addition to 
the 613 biblical commandments, the sages instituted 
seven additional commandments: washing the hands 

עַצְמוֹ מְנוּחָה,  יב בְּ בְיָכוֹל הִכְתִּ בִיעִי. כִּ ְ יּוֹם הַשּׁ נַח בַּ 11 וַיָּ

עָמָל  בְּ לַאכְתּוֹ  מְּ שֶׁ לָאָדָם  וָחֹמֶר  קַל  הֵימֶנּוּ  ד  לְלַמֵּ

ן,  מָּ רְכוֹ בַּ הוּ. בֵּ שֵׁ רַךְ...וַיְקַדְּ ת: בֵּ בָּ שַׁ הֵא נָח בְּ יְּ וּבִיגִיעָה, שֶׁ

לּאֹ הָיָה יוֹרֵד  ן, שֶׁ מָּ שׁוֹ בַּ נֶה. וְקִדְּ י לֶחֶם מִשְׁ ִ שּׁ ִ שּׁ לְכָפְלוֹ בַּ

ד — יַאֲרִיכוּן, וְאִם  כַבֵּ בּוֹ: 12 לְמַעַן יַאֲרִכוּן יָמֶיךָ. אִם תְּ

ים  נִדְרָשִׁ הֵם  נוֹטָרִיקוֹן  תוֹרָה  בְרֵי  דִּ שֶׁ יִקְצְרוּן.   — לָאו 

תִנְאָף. אֵין  לאֹ   13 הֵן:  לָל לָאו  וּמִכְּ הֵן לָאו,  לָל  מִכְּ  —

הַנֹּאֵף  "מוֹת־יוּמַת  אֱמַר:  נֶּ שֶׁ אִישׁ,  ת  אֵשֶׁ בְּ א  אֶלָּ נִאוּף 

הּ  אִישָׁ חַת  תַּ נָאָפֶת,  הַמְּ ה  ָ "הָאִשּׁ וְאוֹמֵר:  וְהַנֹּאָפֶת"54. 

תוּב  הַכָּ נְפָשׁוֹת  גוֹנֵב  בְּ תִגְנֹב.  לאֹ  אֶת־זָרִים"55:  ח  קַּ תִּ

א זֶה  גוֹנֵב מָמוֹן. אוֹ אֵינוֹ אֶלָּ גְנֹבוּ"56 — בְּ ר. "לֹא תִּ מְדַבֵּ

מֵד  בָר הַלָּ , דָּ גוֹנֵב נְפָשׁוֹת? אָמַרְתָּ ן בְּ גוֹנֵב מָמוֹן וּלְהַלָּ בְּ

דָבָר  בְּ ר  מְדַבֵּ תִנְאָף"  "לֹא  תִרְצַח"  "לֹא  מַה  מֵעִנְיָנוֹ — 

בָר  דָּ תִגְנֹב"  "לֹא  אַף  ין,  דִּ ית  בֵּ מִיתַת  עֲלֵיהֶם  בִין  חַיָּ שֶׁ

ין: ית דִּ ב עָלָיו מִיתַת בֵּ חַיָּ שֶׁ

יַת  יְיָ  עֲבַד  יוֹמִין  א  תָּ שִׁ 11 אֲרֵי 

וְיַת  א  יַמָּ יַת  אַרְעָא  וְיַת  א  מַיָּ שְׁ

בִיעָאָה  שְׁ יוֹמָא  בְּ וְנַח  בְהוֹן  י  ל־דִּ כָּ

תָא  בְּ דְשַׁ יוֹמָא  יַת  יְיָ  רִיךְ  בָּ ן  כֵּ עַל 

ךְ  ר יַת אֲבוּךְ וְיַת אִמָּ הּ: 12 יַקַּ שֵׁ וְקַדְּ

י  יוֹרְכוּן יוֹמָיךְ עַל אַרְעָא דִּ דִיל דְּ בְּ

תִקְטוֹל  13 לָא  לָךְ:  יָהֵב  אֱלָהָךְ  יְיָ 

לָא  תִגְנוּב,  לָא  תְגוּף,  לָא  נְפָשׁ, 

קְרָא:  חַבְרָךְ סַהֲדוּתָא דְשִׁ תַסְהֵיד בְּ

לָא  חַבְרָךְ  ית  בֵּ תַחְמֵיד  14 לָא 

וְעַבְדֵהּ  חַבְרָךְ  ת  אִתַּ תַחְמֵיד 

י  וְכָל־דִּ וַחֲמָרֵהּ  וְתוֹרֵהּ  וְאַמְתֵהּ 

לְחַבְרָךְ:

רֶץ  יִם וְאֶת־הָאָ֗ ה יְהָֹוה֜ אֶת־הַשָּׁמַ֣ שֶׁת־יָמִים֩ עָשָׂ֨ י שֵֽׁ 11 כִּ֣

ן  עַל־כֵּ֗ י  הַשְּׁבִיעִ֑ בַּיּ֣וֹם  וַיָּנַ֖ח  ם  וְאֶת־כָּל־אֲשֶׁר־בָּ֔ אֶת־הַיָּם֙ 
הוּ: ס יְקַדְּשֵֽׁ ת וַֽ ךְ יְהָֹוה֛ אֶת־י֥וֹם הַשַּׁבָּ֖ בֵּרַ֧

ל  עַ֚ יךָ  יָמֶ֔ יַאֲֽרִכ֣וּן  עַן֙  לְמַ֨ וְאֶת־אִמֶּ֑ךָ  יךָ  אֶת־אָבִ֖ כַּבֵּ֥ד   12

ךְ: ס ן לָֽ יךָ נֹתֵ֥ ה אֲשֶׁר־יְהָֹוה֥ אֱלֹהֶ֖ אֲדָמָ֔ הָֽ
ב ס    לֹא־ ף ס    לֹ֣א תִגְנֹ֔ ח ס    לֹ֣א תִנְאָ֑ 13 לֹ֥א תִרְצַ֖

קֶר: ס עֲךָ֖ עֵד֥ שָֽׁ עֲנֶה֥ בְרֵֽ תַֽ
ךָ  רֵעֶ֗ שֶׁת  אֵ֣ ד  לֹֽא־תַחְמֹ֞ רֵעֶךָ֑ ס     בֵּ֣ית  ד  תַחְמֹ֖ לֹ֥א   14

ךָ: פ ל אֲשֶׁ֥ר לְרֵעֶֽ וְעַבְדּ֤וֹ וַֽאֲמָתוֹ֙ וְשׁוֹר֣וֹ וַֽחֲמֹר֔וֹ וְכֹ֖

54. ויקרא כ, י.  55. יחזקאל טז, לב.  56. ויקרא יט, יא.

197. Likutei Sichot, vol. 36, pp. 90 ff.  198. Reshimot 147, p. 11.  199. Hitva’aduyot 5742, vol. 3, pp. 1661-1662.  200. Verse 1.
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11 For in six days God made the heavens, the earth, the sea, and all that is 
within them, and He rested on the seventh day, even though He did not need to 
rest since He did not become tired, of course, by creating the world. Rather, He 
rested in order to set an example for you. God therefore blessed the Sabbath 
day by ordaining that, in the future, a double portion of manna would fall on Fri-
day, allowing us to rest on the Sabbath—and this indeed happened, as you have 
seen—and He sanctified it by ordaining that, in the future, no manna would fall 
on the Sabbath, thereby preventing us from pursuing our material needs even if 
we wanted to. This too happened, as you have seen.”
12 The fifth commandment: “Honor your father and your mother, so that 
your days will be lengthened on the land that God, your God, is giving you. 
The opposite is also true: if you do not honor your parents, your days will be 
shortened.”
13 The sixth commandment: “You shall not murder.”
The seventh commandment: “You shall not commit adultery, i.e., conduct extra-
marital relations with a married woman.”
The eighth commandment: “You shall not steal people, i.e., kidnap.”193

The ninth commandment: “You shall not bear false witness against your fellow-
man.”
14 The tenth commandment: “You shall not be envious194 of your fellowman’s 
house. You shall not be envious of your fellowman’s wife, his bondman, 
his bondwoman, his ox, his donkey, or anything else that belongs to your 
fellowman.”

12  Honor your father and mother: The Ten Com-
mandments begin with the sublime fundamentals of 
Jewish theology: belief in God and negation of idola-
try. The third commandment enjoins us to respect 
God, and the fourth enjoins us to devote one day a 
week to spiritual rejuvenation. But the subsequent 
commandments are rather prosaic, even obvious. 
Any normal society bans murder, kidnapping, bear-
ing false witness, and so on. Was all the fanfare and 
awesome display of Divine power really necessary in 
order to convince us not to murder each other?

The answer is: yes. By including these self-evident pil-
lars of civilized life in the Ten Commandments, God is 
telling us that we must uphold all the Torah’s laws—
even the apparently “rational” ones—not because 
they make sense to us but because they are Divine 
commandments. Of course, we must understand and 
appreciate how God’s commandments make sense, 
but we must not predicate our observance of them on 
our understanding. Rational thinking can sometimes 

be led astray by convincing counterarguments or miti-
gating circumstances, but absolute devotion to God’s 
word ensures that our observance will remain uncom-
promised.195

The first five of the Ten Commandments focus on 
our relationship with God, the second five on our re-
lationship with our fellow human beings. Honoring 
parents, the fifth commandment, is placed in the first 
category, since honoring parents, who are partners 
with God in creating life, is synonymous with honor-
ing God.196

In truth, however, this commandment is part of both 
our relationship with God as well as our relationship 
with humanity. On the one hand, we honor parents 
because we recognize and appreciate the fact that they 
brought us into the world and took care of us as chil-
dren. This gratitude defines the commandment’s fo-
cus as interpersonal. On the other hand, we honor our 
parents because we recognize that a finite creature’s 

193. The command not to steal money or property is given in Leviticus 19:11.  194. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 17, p. 217, note 18. 
195. Likutei Sichot, vol. 3, p. 889.  196. Nachmanides on this verse.
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fundamental level of understanding the Torah, this 
is all that God requires of us. He wants us to con-
sider our spiritual lives as givens: that our primary 
occupation be learning the Torah and upholding its 
commandments.

In contrast, both Rabbi Yishmael’s and Rabbi Akiva’s 
approaches apply to more advanced levels of spiritual 
maturity. Rabbi Akiva’s view includes “hearing what 
is normally seen”: relating to our physical needs (eat-
ing, drinking, etc.) as something we’d rather do with-
out and only partake of to the minimal extent abso-
lutely necessary to sustain ourselves. This is a level of 
religious maturity that the Torah does not demand of 
us at the outset. Rabbi Yishmael’s view, that the ulti-
mate is “to see what is normally seen and hear what is 
normally heard”—that is, to imbue the world even as 
we normally see it with Divinity—is a level of spiritu-
al maturity even more advanced than Rabbi Akiva’s.

This is also why Rashi adopts Rabbi Yishmael’s posi-
tion with regard to how the people responded to God’s 
commands: that they answered “Yes! We will!” to the 
preceptive ones and “No! We will not!” to the prohibi-
tory ones. At the basic level of Divine consciousness, 
where Godliness is a given but so is the reality of the 
world, we must indeed affirm that which is positive 
and reject that which is negative.

Later, we may mature and attain Rabbi Akiva’s per-
spective: that the world is only a logical necessity and 
the only true reality is God, and that therefore reject-
ing a prohibited activity is itself positive, an act of sub-
mission to God’s will. Later still, we may attain Rabbi 
Yishmael’s perspective: that we should imbue not 
only the morally neutral aspects of the world (where 
“the world, which is normally seen, is seen”) with Di-
vinity, but also reveal Divinity in the realms of evil 
(where “Divinity, which is normally only heard about, 

is indeed only heard about”). To be sure, neophytes 
must be careful not to undertake such challenges be-
fore they are ready to, but as we mature spiritually, we 
should not shy away from elevating the lower aspects 
of material life nor from imbuing them with transcen-
dent Divinity.208

The experience of “seeing” something, i.e., knowing 
it fully and intimately, characterizes our study of the 
exoteric dimension of the Torah. The laws of the Torah 
and their derivations apply to the things of this world, 
things we know and are familiar with. In contrast, the 
experience of “hearing,” i.e., being indirectly aware of 
something, characterizes our study of the esoteric di-
mension of the Torah. None of us has seen a spiritual 
world, an angel, or a sefirah; these are abstract concepts 
we can only imagine.

According to the view of Rabbi Akiva, this situation 
was reversed at the Giving of the Torah. The exoteric 
dimension of the Torah was hidden—the laws and 
dialectic of the Torah were only alluded to in the Ten 
Commandments, while the esoteric dimension of the 
Torah was revealed, inasmuch as the heavens were 
opened and the spiritual worlds became visible.209

And they shuddered: This spontaneous reaction to 
the Giving of the Torah reflects its effect on the world 
at large. In the sages’ words: “When God gave the To-
rah, the birds did not chirp nor take wing, the oxen 
did not low, the ofanim did not fly, the seraphim210 did 
not say ‘Holy! Holy,’211 the sea did not tremble, and 
creatures did not converse with each other. Rather, the 
world was silently waiting. Thereupon [God’s] voice 
proclaimed, ‘I am God, your God…’ ”212

Self-nullification, the spontaneous loss or deliberate 
abnegation of self-awareness and ego in the face of a 
greater, overwhelming reality, can come about in two 

הֶם אֶחָד סוּמָא.  לּאֹ הָיָה בָּ ד שֶׁ 15 וְכָל־הָעָם רֹאִים. מְלַמֵּ

עֲנוּ כָל־ לְמוּד לוֹמַר: "וַיַּ ם? תַּ הֶם אִלֵּ לּאֹ הָיָה בָּ וּמְנַיִן שֶׁ

לוֹמַר:  לְמוּד  תַּ חֵרֵשׁ?  הֶם  בָּ הָיָה  לּאֹ  שֶׁ וּמְנַיִן  הָעָם"57. 

אֶת  רוֹאִין  אֶת־הַקּוֹלֹת.  רֹאִים  מָע"58:  וְנִשְׁ ה  "נַעֲשֶׂ

מָקוֹם אַחֵר: אֶת־הַקּוֹלתֹ.  ר לִרְאוֹת בְּ אִי אֶפְשָׁ מָע, שֶׁ שְׁ הַנִּ

עַמְדוּ  א זִיעַ: וַיַּ נֻעוּ. אֵין נוֹעַ, אֶלָּ בוּרָה: וַיָּ י הַגְּ הַיּוֹצְאִין מִפִּ

אֹרֶךְ  ר מִיל, כְּ נֵים עָשָׂ עִין לַאֲחוֹרֵיהֶם שְׁ מֵרָחקֹ. הָיוּ נִרְתָּ

עִין אוֹתָן לְהַחֲזִירָם,  אִין וּמְסַיְּ רֵת בָּ ָ מַחֲנֵיהֶם, וּמַלְאֲכֵי הַשּׁ

אֱמַר: "מַלְכֵי צְבָאוֹת יִדֹּדוּן יִדֹּדוּן"59: נֶּ שֶׁ

וְיַת  א  קָלַיָּ יַת  חָזָן  א  15 וְכָל־עַמָּ

א וְיַת קָל שׁוֹפָרָא וְיַת טוּרָא  עוּרַיָּ בָּ

א וְזָעוּ וְקָמוּ מֵרָחִיק: נַן וַחֲזָא עַמָּ תָּ

ם  וְאֶת־הַלַּפִּידִ֗ אֶת־הַקּוֹלֹ֜ת  ים  רֹאִ֨ וְכָל־הָעָם֩   15 שביעי 
עוּ וַיַּֽעַמְד֖וּ  ֤֥רְא הָעָם֙ וַיָּנֻ֔ ן וַיַּ ר עָשֵׁ֑ ר וְאֶת־הָהָ֖ וְאֵת֙ ק֣וֹל הַשֹּׁפָ֔

ק:  רָחֹֽ מֵֽ



57. שמות יט, ח.  58. שמות כד, ז.  59. תהלים סח, יג.

208. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, pp. 121-129.  209. Likutei Sichot, vol. 1, pp. 149-150.  210. Ofanim and seraphim: types of angels. 
211. Isaiah 6:3.  212. Shemot Rabbah 29:9. 
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The Giving of the Torah, continued
Seventh Reading 15 When God began to speak, all the people witnessed God’s 
voices and the flames, the blast of the ram’s horn, and the mountain smoking. 
They miraculously saw God’s voices and the blast of the ram’s horn even though 
these were sounds. When the people saw God’s voices they shuddered, retreated 
from the mountain twelve mil (= 24,000 cubits, approximately 11.5 kilometers or 7.2 
miles), beyond the outer limit of their camp,201 and stood at a distance. The min-
istering angels descended, calmed them, and transported them back to the moun-
tain. The same thing happened after they heard each subsequent commandment. 



before eating bread, delineating boundaries around 
certain areas before carrying within them on the 
Sabbath (eiruv), lighting Shabbat candles, celebrat-
ing the holidays of Purim and Chanukah, and recit-
ing Psalms 113-118 (collectively known as Hallel) on 
certain holidays.

The total number of commandments, biblical and 
rabbinic, is thus 620. Remarkably, the Ten Command-
ments contain 620 letters, alluding to these 620 com-
mandments.202 Accordingly, the seven rabbinic com-
mandments are alluded to in the final seven letters of 
the Ten Commandments, which form the words for 
“that belongs to your fellowman.”

This, in turn, alludes to the fact that the seven rabbinic 
commandments were added by the Jewish people, 
God’s “fellow” or “friend.”203 On the other hand, 
God is also called “a friend” in Scripture,204 implying 
that the seven rabbinic commandments “belong to” 
and are authored by God. Indeed, these command-
ments “belong to” both God and man: They were 
authored by God, but revealed and articulated by the 
Jewish people.205

15 All the people witnessed God’s voices and the 
flames: According to Rabbi Yishmael, the people saw 
what is normally seen (the flames) and heard what is 
normally heard (the thunder). According to Rabbi Aki-
va, they saw what is normally heard (God’s voices) and 
heard what is normally seen (the flames).206

The difference between sight and hearing is this: 
once we have seen something, we are sure of its re-
ality—after all, we saw it. If we only hear something, 
or hear about something, no matter how much the 
sound or explanation rings true, we still entertain a 
certain doubt about it. Thus, for all practical purposes, 
our reality—that which we know to be real—is what 
we see.

God’s presence in this world is normally something 
we hear about or understand, but it is not a part of our 

empirical reality. At Mount Sinai, however, God’s pres-
ence became obvious. The Jews saw it and perceived it 
as they normally perceived the physical world. When 
this happens, the world becomes the thing we merely 
“hear about.” The Jews at Mount Sinai understood 
that a physical reality must exist, but it was not their 
reality; they didn’t see it. This perception is the real 
truth, the consciousness that will prevail in the mes-
sianic future. This is the view of Rabbi Akiva.

According to Rabbi Yishmael, the people saw what is 
usually seen and heard what is usually heard. For Rabbi 
Yishmael, the purpose of creation is to bring holiness 
into our reality. Hence the experience at Sinai, in his 
view, was an intense revelation of God’s presence that 
affected the people even within their perspective.

This difference of opinion between Rabbi Akiva and 
Rabbi Yishmael reflects the same philosophical dif-
ference underlying their debate over how the Jews 
responded to each commandment.207 Since Rabbi 
Yishmael considered the essence of the Torah and its 
commandments to be their ability to imbue the mate-
rial world with Divinity, he saw the commandments 
in terms of how each one accomplishes this in its own 
way. In contrast, since Rabbi Akiva considered the es-
sence of the Torah and its commandments to be their 
ability to raise us above our own perspective and al-
low us to see things from God’s perspective, he saw 
the commandments as the collective means by which 
we lose our own selfhood and perspective in submis-
sion to God’s will.

Rashi, in his explanation of the basic, contextual 
meaning of the Torah, states that the people saw what 
is normally heard, but not that they heard what is nor-
mally seen. In other words, they rose to the level of 
awareness where Godliness is a given, but they con-
tinued to accept the reality of the world as a given, 
too. They did not concomitantly sense the world as 
nothing more than a logical necessity, because, at the 

201. See Numbers 33:49.  202. See Torah Shleimah, vol. 16, appendix.  203. Cf. Zohar 2:55b.   204. Rashi on Proverbs 27:10.  205. Sefer 
HaSichot 5749, vol. 1, p. 130.  206. Mechilta.  207. See above, on 20:1.

Exodus 20:15
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was the type of selflessness that the revelation at Si-
nai produced: the world became silent and the people 
spontaneously shuddered and stood at a distance.
This dynamic is relevant today, as well, in the different 
types of selflessness we experience when we perform 
God’s commandments and study the Torah. When 
we perform God’s commandments, we retain a cer-
tain degree of self-awareness: we are performing the 
commandment. When we learn Torah, however, we 
lose ourselves in Divine consciousness and feel God’s 
words speaking through us.223

18 God agreed with the people: God agreed be-
cause only if the people would receive the Torah on 

their normal level, not artificially and temporarily 
bolstered to a higher plane of consciousness, would 
the Torah they learn fully permeate their minds and 
hearts. Were they to continue to hear God’s word at 
the intensity of Moses’ level of awareness, they would 
indeed be more fully awed with its transcendence, but 
they would be unable to relate to it as something rel-
evant and applicable to their daily lives.224  
20-21 You shall not make with Me idols…You shall 
make an Altar for Me upon the earth: The first com-
mandment following the giving of the Torah is a pas-
sive one (“you shall not make with Me idols of silver 
or idols of gold”), implying that the first step toward 

צֵא  יֵּ עוֹלָם, שֶׁ ל אֶתְכֶם בָּ 17 לְבַעֲבוּר נַסּוֹת אֶתְכֶם. לְגַדֵּ
נַסּוֹת.  עֲלֵיכֶם:  נִגְלָה  כְבוֹדוֹ  בִּ הוּא  שֶׁ אֻמּוֹת,  בָּ ם  שֵׁ לָכֶם 
י"61,  מוֹ: "הָרִימוּ נֵס"60, "אָרִים נִסִּ ה, כְּ לְשׁוֹן הֲרָמָה וּגְדֻלָּ
הְיֶה  תִּ וּבַעֲבוּר  זָקוּף:  הוּא  שֶׁ בְעָה"62,  עַל־הַגִּ ס  "וְכַנֵּ
י  דְעוּ כִּ רְאִיתֶם אוֹתוֹ יָראוּי וּמְאֻיָם, תֵּ יִרְאָתוֹ. עַל יְדֵי שֶׁ
שׁ אֶל־הָעֲרָפֶל. לִפְנִים  נָיו: 18 נִגַּ אֵין זוּלָתוֹ, וְתִירְאוּ מִפָּ
אֱמַר: "וְהָהָר בֹּעֵר  נֶּ ךְ עָנָן וַעֲרָפֶל, שֶׁ לֹשׁ מְחִיצוֹת: חֹשֶׁ ָ מִשּׁ
"עֲרָפֶל"  וַעֲרָפֶל"63.  עָנָן  ךְ  חֹשֶׁ מַיִם,  ָ הַשּׁ עַד־לֵב  אֵשׁ  בָּ
אֵלֶיךָ  א  בָּ אָנֹכִי  ה  "הִנֵּ לוֹ:  אֱמַר  נֶּ שֶׁ הֶעָנָן,  עַב  הוּא   —
ם רְאִיתֶם.  ה: אַתֶּ שׁוֹן הַזֶּ לָּ עַב הֶעָנָן"64: 19 כֹּה תֹאמַר. בַּ בְּ
יחִין  אֲחֵרִים מְשִׂ ֶ אָדָם רוֹאֶה לְמַה־שּׁ ֶ ין מַה־שּׁ יֵשׁ הֶפְרֵשׁ בֵּ
בּוֹ חָלוּק  לִּ עָמִים שֶׁ יחִין לוֹ — פְּ אֲחֵרִים מְשִׂ ֶ ה־שּׁ מַּ לוֹ, שֶׁ
אוֹמֵר:  אֶחָד  וְכָתוּב  י.  רְתִּ בַּ דִּ מַיִם  ָ מִן־הַשּׁ י  כִּ הַאֲמִין:  מִלְּ
י וְהִכְרִיעַ  לִישִׁ ְ תוּב הַשּׁ א הַכָּ רֶד ה' עַל־הַר סִינַי"65. בָּ "וַיֵּ

וְעַל־  , רֶךָּ לְיַסְּ אֶת־קֹלוֹ  מִיעֲךָ  הִשְׁ מַיִם  ָ "מִן־הַשּׁ ינֵיהֶם:  בֵּ
מַיִם  ָ שּׁ בַּ בוֹדוֹ  כְּ  — דוֹלָה"66  הַגְּ וֹ  אֶת־אִשּׁ הֶרְאֲךָ  הָאָרֶץ 
מַיִם  שָׁ ין  הִרְכִּ אַחֵר:  בָר  דָּ הָאָרֶץ.  עַל  וּגְבוּרָתוֹ  וֹ  וְאִשּׁ
ט  "וַיֵּ וְכֵן הוּא אוֹמֵר:  הָהָר,  עַל  יעָן  וְהִצִּ מַיִם,  ָ הַשּׁ מֵי  וּשְׁ
מוּת  דְּ י. לֹא תַעֲשׂוּן  אִתִּ רַד"67: 20 לאֹ תַעֲשׂוּן  וַיֵּ מַיִם  שָׁ
א  בָּ כֶסֶף.  אֱלהֵֹי  רוֹם:  מָּ בַּ לְפָנַי  ים  מְשִׁ הַמְשַׁ י  שַׁ מָּ שַׁ
לּאֹ  י, שֶׁ ה לַעֲמוֹד אִתִּ ה עוֹשֶׂ אַתָּ רוּבִים שֶׁ לְהַזְהִיר עַל הַכְּ
סֶף — הֲרֵי  ל כֶּ נִיתֶם לַעֲשׂוֹתָם שֶׁ אִם שִׁ סֶף, שֶׁ ל כֶּ יִהְיוּ שֶׁ
לּאֹ יוֹסִיף  א לְהַזְהִיר שֶׁ אלֹהוּת: וֵאלהֵֹי זָהָב. בָּ הֵן לְפָנַי כֵּ
אלֹהֵי  עָה — הֲרֵי הֵן לְפָנַי כֵּ יתָ אַרְבָּ אִם עָשִׂ נַיִם, שֶׁ עַל שְׁ
רוּבִים  ה כְּ זָהָב: לאֹ תַעֲשׂוּ לָכֶם. לֹא תֹאמַר: הֲרֵינִי עוֹשֶׂ
ה  עוֹשֶׂ אֲנִי  שֶׁ דֶרֶךְ  כְּ מִדְרָשׁוֹת,  י  וּבְבָתֵּ כְנֵסִיּוֹת  י  בָתֵּ בְּ

בֵית עוֹלָמִים. לְכָךְ נֶאֱמַר: "לֹא תַעֲשׂוּ לָכֶם": בְּ

אַתְּ  יל  מַלֵּ ה  לְמֹשֶׁ 16 וַאֲמָרוּ 

נָא  עִמָּ יל  יִתְמַלֵּ וְלָא  ל  וּנְקַבֵּ נָא  עִמָּ

לְמָא נְמוּת: 17 וַאֲמַר  מִן קֳדָם יְיָ דִּ

אֲרֵי  תִדְחֲלוּן  לָא  א  לְעַמָּ ה  מֹשֶׁ

לְכוֹן  לֵי  אִתְגְּ יַתְכוֹן  אָה  לְנַסָּ דִיל  בְּ

הּ  דַחַלְתֵּ תְהֵי  דִּ וּבְדִיל  דַייָ  יְקָרָא 

תְחוֹבוּן:  לָא  דְּ דִיל  בְּ יכוֹן  אַפֵּ עַל 

ה קְרֵיב  א מֵרָחִיק וּמֹשֶׁ 18 וְקָם עַמָּ

ן יְקָרָא דַייָ:  י תַמָּ יטְתָא דִּ לְצֵית אַמִּ

ימַר  תֵּ דְנַן  כִּ ה  לְמֹשֶׁ יְיָ  19 וַאֲמַר 

אֲרֵי  חֲזֵיתוּן  אַתּוּן  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ לִבְנֵי 

20 לָא  כוֹן:  עִמְּ ילִית  מַלֵּ א  מַיָּ שְׁ מִן 

וְדַחֲלָן  כְסָף  דִּ חֲלָן  דַּ קֳדָמַי  תַעַבְדוּן 

דְהַב לָא תַעַבְדוּן לְכוֹן: דִּ

וְאַל־ עָה  וְנִשְׁמָ֑ נוּ  עִמָּ֖ ה  דַּבֶּר־אַתָּ֥ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ אמְרוּ֙  וַיֹּֽ  16

אֶל־ מֹשֶׁ֣ה  אמֶר  וַיֹּ֨  17 פֶּן־נָמֽוּת:  ים  אֱלֹהִ֖ נוּ  עִמָּ֛ יְדַבֵּ֥ר 
ים  אֱלֹהִ֑ א הָֽ ם בָּ֖ עֲבוּר֙ נַסּ֣וֹת אֶתְכֶ֔ י לְבַֽ אוּ֒ כִּ֗ הָעָם֘ אַל־תִּירָ֒
אוּ:  חֱטָֽ תֶֽ י  לְבִלְתִּ֥ ם  עַל־פְּנֵיכֶ֖ יִרְאָת֛וֹ  תִּהְיֶה֧  עֲב֗וּר  וּבַֽ
אֲשֶׁר־ ל  עֲרָפֶ֔ אֶל־הָֽ נִגַּשׁ֣  וּמשֶׁה֙  ק  רָחֹ֑ מֵֽ ם  הָעָ֖ ד  18 וַיַּֽעֲמֹ֥

ים: ס אֱלֹהִֽ ם הָֽ שָׁ֖
אֶל־ ר  תֹאמַ֖ ה  כֹּ֥ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ יְהָֹוה֙  אמֶר  וַיֹּ֤  19 מפטיר 
רְתִּי  דִּבַּ֖ יִם  מִן־הַשָּׁמַ֔ י  כִּ֚ ם  רְאִיתֶ֔ ם  אַתֶּ֣ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣ 
ב לֹ֥א  סֶף֙ וֵֽאלֹהֵ֣י זָהָ֔ י אֱלֹ֤הֵי כֶ֨ עֲשׂ֖וּן אִתִּ֑ ם: 20 לֹ֥א תַֽ  עִמָּכֶֽ

ם:  עֲשׂ֖וּ לָכֶֽ תַֽ



223. Likutei Sichot, vol.  36, pp. 96-101.  224. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, p. 205. 
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YITRO

16 After the people heard all ten commandments, the leaders and elders of the 
people said to Moses,213 “True, we have seen that it is possible—with outside 
help—for us to hear God’s words directly and survive. But we want to receive the 
Torah in the framework of our own, natural existence.214 Therefore, from now on, 
you speak to us, and we shall hear God’s words from you, but let God not speak 
with us directly, lest we die.” 
17 Moses said to the people, “Be not afraid, for God has come in order to raise 
you up in the esteem of all other nations, and He has appeared before you in this 
awesome way in order that you be imbued with the awe of Him and the aware-
ness that there is no god beside Him, so that you will not sin.”215 
18 Yet, God agreed with the people, so when it came time for the next communi-
cation from God, the people stood at a distance, while Moses drew near through 
all three degrees of cloud:216 the darkness, the cloud, and the thick cloud where 
God was present.

After the Giving of the Torah
Maftir 19 After God gave the Ten Commandments, Moses ascended Mount Sinai 
for a period of 40 days, as will be described later.217 While he was on the moun-
tain,218 God said to Moses, “This is what you shall tell the Israelites: ‘You have 
seen that I spoke with you from heaven: although you heard My voice issu-
ing from within the fire atop the mountain, you also sensed that it originated in 
heaven. Since you have seen this yourself, no one will ever be able to convince 
you otherwise. Furthermore, although I caused all the heavens—including the 
highest—to descend atop Mount Sinai,219 this did not render the spiritual realms 
any less transcendent.220 Therefore, do not attempt to depict the sublime spiritual 
revelations you have experienced in material form: 
20 You shall not make a physical representation of any of the angels that you saw 
with Me in heaven. Nor may you make any replicas of the two gold cherubs that 
I will instruct you to make and place in the Tabernacle that I will instruct you to 
construct for Me.221 You must make these cherubs out of gold; if you make them 
out of silver, I will consider them idols of silver. And even of gold, do not make 
more than two, for if you do, I will consider the additional ones idols of gold. 
You shall not make for yourselves cherub-figurines for your houses of prayer 
or study, erroneously considering them some kind of ‘medium’ or ‘channel’ for 
My presence.222 They are only for use in the Tabernacle, and they will serve as a 
conduit for My presence only when I wish them to do so. 



ways. The inferior way is self-induced: we conscious-
ly nullify ourselves in deference to the superiority of 
another entity. This is certainly praiseworthy, for we 
are being honest enough to acknowledge that there 
is something greater than ourselves. Nonetheless, we 
are still in control; we choose to relinquish our ego.

The superior form of self-nullification occurs when we 
are in the presence of something so obviously awe-
some that we are instinctively and spontaneously 
humbled. In such a case, we do not need to conscious-
ly nullify ourselves; we are nullified automatically 
and lose even the awareness of our selflessness. This 

213. Deuteronomy 5:20-28, 18:16.  214. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 204-205.  215. Cf. Deuteronomy 4:10.  216. Above, 19:16.  217. Be-
low, 24:12-18.  218. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, p. 144-145.  219. Above, 19:20.  220. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 225-229.  221. Below, 25:17-22. 
222. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, p. 144.

Exodus 20:16-20
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יתרו

23 All the more should you show respect to your fel-
low human being: This exercise in showing respect 
for stones emphasizes the extent to which we must 
protect the honor of our fellow: even when the other 
person is not aware that he is being disrespected; even 
when the offender does not mean to offend; and even 
when the offense is not a full-fledged one.

Thus, the last verse of the parashat Yitro sums up the mes-
sage of Mount Sinai: God is to be found in the simple 
things, in how we treat our fellow. Issues between man 
and man are indeed issues between man and God: a 
slight to one’s fellow is a slight to his Creator. And in a 
positive sense, loving one’s fellow is in truth loving his 
Creator.233 

י  בֵּ גַּ עַל  יִבְנֶנּוּ  לּאֹ  שֶׁ אֲדָמָה,  בָּ ר  מְחֻבָּ אֲדָמָה.  ח  מִזְבַּ  21
א אֶת  הָיָה מְמַלֵּ בָר אַחֵר: שֶׁ ין. דָּ פִּ י כִּ בֵּ עַמּוּדִים אוֹ עַל גַּ
ה־ עֲשֶׂ תַּ תָן:  חֲנִיָּ עַת  שְׁ בִּ אֲדָמָה,  ת  חֹשֶׁ הַנְּ ח  מִזְבַּ חֲלַל 

אֶצְלוֹ,  עָלָיו.  וְזָבַחְתָּ  מִי:  לִשְׁ תוֹ  יָּ עֲשִׂ ת  חִלַּ תְּ הֵא  תְּ שֶׁ י.  לִּ
שׁ?  א עָלָיו מַמָּ ה"68. אוֹ אֵינוֹ אֶלָּ ֶ ה מְנַשּׁ מוֹ: "וְעָלָיו מַטֵּ כְּ
אֱלֹהֶיךָ"69,  ה'  ח  עַל־מִזְבַּ ם  וְהַדָּ ר  שָׂ "הַבָּ לוֹמַר:  לְמוּד  תַּ
לָמֶיךָ.  חַ: אֶת־עֹלֹתֶיךָ וְאֶת־שְׁ זְבֵּ רֹאשׁ הַמִּ חִיטָה בְּ וְאֵין שְׁ
רוּשׁ  פֵּ קָרֶךָ.  וְאֶת־בְּ אֶת־צֹאנְךָ  קָרֶךָ:  וּמִבְּ מִצֹּאנְךָ  ר  אֲשֶׁ
יר  ר אַזְכִּ קוֹם אֲשֶׁ כָל־הַמָּ לָמֶיךָ": בְּ לְ"אֶת־עֹלֹתֶיךָ וְאֶת־שְׁ
פֹרָשׁ  הַמְּ ם  שֵׁ יר  לְהַזְכִּ רְשׁוּת  לְךָ  ן  אֶתֵּ ר  אֲשֶׁ מִי.  אֶת־שְׁ
כִינָתִי  שְׁ רֶה  אַשְׁ  — יךָ"  וּבֵרַכְתִּ אֵלֶיךָ  "אָבוֹא  ם  שָׁ י,  לִּ שֶׁ
ם  יר שֵׁ ן רְשׁוּת לְהַזְכִּ לּאֹ נִתַּ ה לָמֵד, שֶׁ אן אַתָּ עָלֶיךָ. מִכָּ
ית  בֵּ וְזֶהוּ  ם,  שָׁ אָה  בָּ כִינָה  ְ הַשּׁ שֶׁ מָקוֹם  בַּ א  אֶלָּ פֹרָשׁ,  הַמְּ
פֹרָשׁ  ם הַמְּ יר שֵׁ ן רְשׁוּת לַכֹּהֲנִים לְהַזְכִּ ם נִתָּ חִירָה, שָׁ הַבְּ
ח אֲבָנִים.  יִם לְבָרֵךְ אֶת הָעָם: 22 וְאִם־מִזְבַּ פַּ יאַת כַּ נְשִׂ בִּ
תּוֹרָה — רְשׁוּת,  בַּ ל "אִם" וְ"אִם" שֶׁ מָעֵאל אוֹמֵר: כָּ י יִשְׁ רַבִּ
י"70 — הֲרֵי  ה־לִּ עֲשֶׂ ח אֲבָנִים תַּ ה: "וְאִם־מִזְבַּ לֹשָׁ ְ חוּץ מִשּׁ
י  ה־לִּ עֲשֶׂ ר תַּ ר" — וְכַאֲשֶׁ אֲשֶׁ לְשׁוֹן "כַּ שׁ בִּ מֵּ "אִם" זֶה מְשַׁ
הֲרֵי חוֹבָה עָלֶיךָ  זִית, שֶׁ ח אֲבָנִים, לֹא־תִבְנֶה אֶתְהֶן גָּ מִזְבַּ
בְנֶה"71.  לֵמוֹת תִּ אֱמַר: "אֲבָנִים שְׁ נֶּ ח אֲבָנִים, שֶׁ לִבְנוֹת מִזְבַּ
אֱמַר: "וְהַעֲבֵט  נֶּ לְוֶה"72 — חוֹבָה הוּא, שֶׁ סֶף תַּ וְכֵן "אִם־כֶּ
ר". וְכֵן "וְאִם־ אֲשֶׁ לְשׁוֹן "כַּ שׁ בִּ מֵּ עֲבִיטֶנּוּ"73, וְאַף זֶה מְשַׁ תַּ

הִיא חוֹבָה.  כּוּרִים"74 — זוֹ מִנְחַת הָעֹמֶר שֶׁ קְרִיב מִנְחַת בִּ תַּ
אִין, וּבִלְשׁוֹן  א וַדָּ לוּיִין אֶלָּ לוּ תְּ רְחךָ אֵין "אִם" הַלָּ וְעַל כָּ

פּוֹסְלָן  שֶׁ זִיזָה,  גְּ לְשׁוֹן  זִית.  גָּ ים:  שִׁ מְּ מְשַׁ הֵם  ר"  אֲשֶׁ "כַּ
זֶה  י"  "כִּ הֲרֵי  עָלֶיהָ.  הֵנַפְתָּ  ךָ  חַרְבְּ י  כִּ בַרְזֶל:  בְּ תָן  וּמְסַתְּ
ךָ  נִיף חַרְבְּ ן תָּ לְמָא" — פֶּ הוּא "דִּ ן" שֶׁ לְשׁוֹן "פֶּ שׁ בִּ מֵּ מְשַׁ
רְזֶל —  אִם הֵנַפְתָּ עָלֶיהָ בַּ , שֶׁ חַלְלֶהָ. הָא לָמַדְתָּ עָלֶיהָ: וַתְּ
רְזֶל  ל אָדָם וְהַבַּ חַ נִבְרָא לְהַאֲרִיךְ יָמָיו שֶׁ זְבֵּ הַמִּ , שֶׁ לְתָּ חִלַּ
ר  יּוּנַף הַמְקַצֵּ ין שֶׁ דִּ ל אָדָם, אֵין זֶה בַּ ר יָמָיו שֶׁ נִבְרָא לְקַצֵּ
רָאֵל  ין יִשְׂ לוֹם בֵּ יל שָׁ חַ מַטִּ זְבֵּ הַמִּ אֲרִיךְ. וְעוֹד, שֶׁ עַל הַמַּ
ל.  מַיִם, לְפִיכָךְ לֹא יָבֹא עָלָיו כּוֹרֵת וּמְחַבֵּ ָ שּׁ בַּ לַאֲבִיהֶם שֶׁ
רוֹאוֹת  אֵינָם  שֶׁ אֲבָנִים  וּמָה  וָחוֹמֶר:  קַל  בָרִים  דְּ וַהֲרֵי 
לוֹם,  ילוֹת שָׁ טִּ מַּ שֶׁ יְדֵי  רוֹת, עַל  וְלֹא שׁוֹמְעוֹת וְלֹא מְדַבְּ
לוֹם  יל שָׁ טִּ רְזֶל"75. הַמַּ אָמְרָה תוֹרָה: "לֹא־תָנִיף עֲלֵיהֶם בַּ
אָדָם  ין  בֵּ חָה,  פָּ לְמִשְׁ חָה  פָּ מִשְׁ ין  בֵּ תּוֹ,  לְאִשְׁ אִישׁ  ין  בֵּ
רְעָנוּת:  לּאֹ תְבוֹאֵהוּ פֻּ ה שֶׁ ה וְכַמָּ מָּ לַחֲבֵרוֹ — עַל אַחַת כַּ
חַ,  זְבֵּ לַמִּ בֶשׁ  כֶּ בּוֹנֶה  ה  אַתָּ שֶׁ כְּ בְמַעֲלֹת.  וְלאֹ־תַעֲלֶה   23
א  לַעַז76, אֶלָּ הוּ מַעֲלוֹת מַעֲלוֹת, אישקילונ"ש בְּ לֹא תַעֲשֵׂ
יְדֵי  עַל  שֶׁ עֶרְוָתְךָ.  לֶה  לאֹ־תִגָּ ר  אֲשֶׁ ע:  פָּ וּמְשֻׁ יְהֵא  חָלָק 
י  וְאַף־עַל־פִּ סִיעוֹתֶיךָ.  פְּ לְהַרְחִיב  צָרִיךְ  ה  אַתָּ עֲלוֹת  הַמַּ
לָהֶם  ה  "וַעֲשֵׂ כְתִיב:  הֲרֵי  שֶׁ שׁ,  מַמָּ עֶרְוָה  לּוּי  גִּ אֵינוֹ  שֶׁ
קָרוֹב  סִיעוֹת  הַפְּ הַרְחָבַת  ל־מָקוֹם,  מִכָּ מִכְנְסֵי־בָד"77. 
וַהֲרֵי  יוֹן.  זָּ בִּ מִנְהַג  ם  בָּ נוֹהֵג  ה  וְאַתָּ הוּא,  עֶרְוָה  לְגִלּוּי 
עַת  דַּ הֶם  בָּ אֵין  שֶׁ לוּ,  הַלָּ אֲבָנִים  וּמָה  וָחֹמֶר:  בָרִים קַל  דְּ
הֶם צֹרֶךְ  זְיוֹנָן, אָמְרָה תוֹרָה: הוֹאִיל וְיֵשׁ בָּ יד עַל בִּ לְהַקְפִּ
דְמוּת יוֹצְרֶךָ,  הוּא בִּ יוֹן. חֲבֵרְךָ שֶׁ זָּ הֶם מִנְהַג בִּ נְהַג בָּ לֹא תִּ

ה: ה וְכַמָּ מָּ זְיוֹנוֹ — עַל אַחַת כַּ יד עַל בִּ וּמַקְפִּ
חסלת פרשת יתרו 

קֳדָמַי  ד  עְבֵּ תַּ אַדְמְתָא  ח  21 מַדְבַּ
וְיַת  עֲלָוָתָךְ  יַת  עֲלוֹהִי  דָבַח  וּתְהֵא 
תּוֹרָךְ  וּמִן  עָנָךְ  מִן  ךְ  קֻדְשָׁ נִכְסַת 
י  כִינְתִּ שְׁ יַת  רֵי  אַשְׁ י  דִּ כָל־אֲתַר  בְּ
ךְ:  רְכְתִי לָךְ וַאֲבָרֵכִנָּ לַח בִּ ן אַשְׁ לְתַמָּ
עֲבֵיד קֳדָמַי  ח אַבְנִין תַּ 22 וְאִם מַדְבַּ
לְמָא תְרֵם  סִילָן דִּ לָא תִבְנֵי יַתְהוֹן פְּ
23 וְלָא  ינַהּ:  וּתְחַלִּ עֲלַהּ  ךְ  חַרְבָּ
לָא  י  דִּ חִי  מַדְבְּ עַל  ין  דַרְגִּ בְּ ק  תִסַּ

לֵי עֶרְיְתָךְ עֲלוֹהִי: תִתְגְּ

יךָ֙  לֹתֶ֨ אֶת־עֹֽ יו  עָלָ֗ וְזָֽבַחְתָּ֣  עֲשֶׂה־לִּי֒  תַּֽ אֲדָמָה֘  מִזְבַּ֣ח   21

בְּכָל־הַמָּקוֹם֙  וְאֶת־בְּקָרֶ֑ךָ  אנְךָ֖  אֶת־צֹֽ יךָ  וְאֶת־שְׁלָמֶ֔
יךָ:  רַכְתִּֽ וּבֵֽ יךָ  אֵלֶ֖ אָב֥וֹא  י  אֶת־שְׁמִ֔ יר  אַזְכִּ֣  אֲשֶׁ֣ר 
ן גָּזִי֑ת  י לֹֽא־תִבְנֶה֥ אֶתְהֶ֖ עֲשֶׂה־לִּ֔ 22 וְאִם־מִזְבַּ֤ח אֲבָנִים֙ תַּֽ

עֲלֹ֖ת  עֲלֶה֥ בְמַֽ הָ: 23 וְלֹא־תַֽ לֲלֶֽ יהָ וַֽתְּחַֽ י חַרְבְּךָ֛ הֵנַפְ֥תָּ עָלֶ֖ כִּ֧
יו: י אֲשֶׁ֛ר לֹֽא־תִגָּלֶה֥ עֶרְוָֽתְךָ֖ עָלָֽ עַל־מִזְבְּחִ֑

Sichot, vol. 2, pp. 564.  233. Likutei Sichot, vol. 21, pp. 124.
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 CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 

YITRO

21 You shall make an altar for Me and place it directly upon the earth—not upon 
columns or on a base. This altar is to be a copper-coated wooden box that you 
will fill with earth whenever you set it up.225 When you make it, you must have 
in mind that you are making it for My sake. Near it you shall sacrifice your as-
cent-offerings and your peace-offerings from your flocks and your cattle. Wher-
ever I allow My Name to be mentioned—i.e., in the Tabernacle (and later, in the 
Temple), when the priests bless you at the end of the daily morning sacrificial 
service226—I will come to you and bless you by resting My presence on you. 
22 I will later on227 command you to erect an altar when you first enter the Land 
of Israel, for the purpose of rearticulating My covenant with you. I will instruct 
you to build this altar out of stones, rather than as a copper-coated wooden box 
filled with earth. When you make Me this altar of stones, you shall not build it 
with hewn stones, for if you lift your sword over a stone intended for the altar 
to cut it, you will profane it. The altar prolongs life, whereas the sword shortens 
life; and the altar reconciles Me with My people, whereas the sword cuts and 
destroys. It is therefore not fitting that the sword should be lifted above the altar 
stones. And if, as you see, I do not allow a sword to be lifted against lifeless stones 
simply because they promote peace, you can be assured that I will protect any 
human being who promotes peace from all harm. 
23 You shall not ascend My altar on steps, so that your nakedness not be ex-
posed over it. Rather, build and use a ramp for this purpose. True, the priests 
will be wearing trousers under their tunics,228 so their reproductive organs would 
not be exposed to the altar even on a staircase, but taking large steps gives the 
impression of exposing these organs, and is therefore less modest than ascending 
a ramp. If, as you see, I am concerned for the respect due to inanimate stones just 
because they serve some purpose, all the more should you show respect to your 
fellow human being, who is created in My image and is sensitive about being 
shown proper respect.’ ”
God also told Moses that He approved of the people’s fear of Him229 and their 
wish that He communicate with them further only through Moses. God therefore 
told Moses to tell the people that married couples may now resume conducting 
marital relations,230 but that he should remain separated from his wife in order to 
always be ready to receive Divine communication.231

internalizing the Torah is not active involvement, but 
passivity. Nothingness must precede new existence; 
the seed’s protective coating must disintegrate in the 
ground before it can germinate. The more we wipe 
away the previous state of being, the previous way of 
thinking, the greater the new one can be.
The next commandment is an active one (“you shall 
make Me an Altar upon the earth”), yet it, too, contains 
the message of self-nullification. Earth, the ground 

upon which we all tread, symbolizes selflessness.
As we saw above, the Torah’s effect on us is one of ab-
solute self-abnegation. When we study it, we become 
totally absorbed in God’s mind, so to speak. This be-
ing the case, whatever spiritual accomplishments 
we go on to achieve—the “Altar” we build—do not 
heighten our sense of self; they are an “Altar of earth.” 
We identify totally with God and ascribe all our deeds 
to Him, working through us.232

225. Below, 27:1-8.  226. Numbers 6:22-27.  227. Deuteronomy 27:1-8.  228. Below, 28:42.  229. Above, v. 16. Deuteronomy 5:25-26, 
18:17.  230. See above, 19:11.  231. Deuteronomy 5:27-28; Rashi on Numbers 12:8.  232. Likutei Sichot, vol. 36, pp. 96-101; Likutei 

Exodus 20:21-23

The Haftarah for parashat Yitro may be found on p. 315.

141




