Connecting to Sinai
Parasha Mishpatim
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[ And these are the ordinances that you shall place before them:

A Teuh Sldies -B. €0 Sockes

“And these are the judgments which you shall set before.
them.”! The Rabbis have given several explanations Bf the
phrase “before them.”

The first? is that every legal dispute amongst Jews should
be tried “before them;” before a Jewish court of law, which tries
cases according tb the Torah. They should not take the case
before non-Jewish judges, even if their law in this mstance co-
incides with that of the Torah.

The second? is that when one is teaching the Torah to a
pupil, he should “show the face”; in other words”hc sh{)uld

explain the reasons for théﬂav‘v,“ so that the pupil understands it -
rather than receiving Tt as a dogma.

The-third; given by the Alter Rebbe,® is that “before them”
means “tg their innermost selves. ¢ The verse therefore means
that thé- k.nowlcdgc of_G-d should enter the most inward
reaches of the Jewish soul_There is an allusion to this in the
]erusalem “Talmud,” which relates the phrase “You shall set”
(tasim) to-the word “treasure-house” (simah). The treasure-
house of the Torah should thus awaken the treasure-house of
the soul, that is, its innermost core.?

If we take the first interpretation of “before them,” this is
easy to understand. It is only in the sphere of judgments that

Jewish and non-Jewish law are likely to coincide. Hence the
necessity to urge, specifically of judgments, that disputes con-

cerning them to be taken to a Jewish court. In the case of tes- -

timonies and statutes, which can be derived only from Divine
revelation, there would be no possibility of taking disputes to a
non-=Jewish+court which based its laws on human reason.

In the second interpretation, however, we run up against a
difficulty. If “sét before them” means to teach them with ex-
planations, then this is surely more applicable to testimonies
and statutes, which are difficult to understand, than to judg-
ments. It i1s obvious that -judgments should be explained.
Whereas it would be a significant point to demand that testi-
monies (which can be“comprehended, even if they are not ne-
cessitated, by reason) and statutes (which reason cannot, grasp)
should also be taught as far as poss1ble through explanation and
rational acceptance. :
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It is-a general principtc that different interpretations of the
sameswords of Torah bear an inner relationship to one an-
other? What then, is the connection. between these three ex-
plananons? _

Also, why should the words “before them,” however they
are interpreted, be attached spcaﬁcally to “judgments?” There

! are three kinds of commandments contained in the Torah:
" Judgments, testimonies and statutes.® Statutes are laws which

transcend our understanding and which we obey simply be-
cause they are the word of G-d. Testirfionies can be rationally
explained, but they are not necessitated by rational considera-
tions: Had G-d not decreed them, man would riot have in-
vented them. Judgments, however, are laws which reason would
have compelled man to devise even if they had not been Di-

vmciy revealed. As the Rabbis say, “If the Torah had not been

givery, Wc would have learned modesty from the cat and hon-

* esty from the ant....”" Why, then, is it _]udgments that the
Torah smglcs out to bc set “before them?”

The same difficulty arises ‘with .the third explanation. It .
surely is not necessary to awaken the innermaost reaches of the
soul to be able to abey judgments, when reason isssuffici
compel adhierence to them. But obedience to testimon
statutes 1s not demanded by reason, and so it requites the
arousal and assent of the inward self if it is to be done with a
feehng of mvolvement:gr.hcr than simply in blank response to
coermlon Again, the connection between Judgments and the
phrasr: “before them” seems mlsplaced

~
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The answer is to be found in another Rabbinic commen-
Aabbinic commen

tary to our verse. Noticing that the Sidra hegins with the word
“and” (“And these are the judgments. . ..7) they said; “*And

these’ indicates a continuation ofthe previous subject.”! p

other words, the judgments of which our Sidra speaks, are :a.
continuation of the Ten Commandments._and were, like themw
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The Ten Commandments fall into two_categories. The

first commands concern thechighest principles of the unity of

G-d. But the others state simple, social laws like “Thou shalt

not murder” and “Thou shalt not steal,” judgments whose pur-

pose is immediately intelligible. By fusing these extremes, the

principles of faith and the judgments of reason, the. Torah
. teaches that even commands such as “Thou shalt not steal”

“should be obeyed not simply because they are reasonable but be-

cause _they aré. the will of He*who said, “I am the L-rd thy -

God®

¥

Thus, when the Rabbis said that the words “And these are
the judgments....” were a continuation of the Ten Com-
“they meant that these judgments should be
obeyed not becatise they are understood, but because they were

. mandments, =

v

commanded by G-d at Sinai.

This explains the first interpretation, that one should not
bring a Jewish dispute before a non-Jewish court. Even if the
laws coincide in practice, a law which has its source in reason is

1

Why is human reason not sufficient in itself? Firstly be-
cause it has no absolute commitment: “Today it (one’s evil in-
clination) says to him, Do this; tomorrow it tells him, Do that;

‘until it bids him, Go and serve idols.”'s This description of the
gradual erosion of spiritual standards is interpreted by the pre-
vious Epbavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Yosef Vitzchak, thus: The
Jew’s evil impulse cannot begin with enticement to a forbidden
act. Rather,. it bids him “Do this,” “Do that,” j.e., a. Mitzvah, but

not the same as one which is based on-the words, “I am the
L-rd thy G-d,” and its verdicts do not emanate from Torah.

. The third interpretation_also becomes clear. Even judg-
ments, which can be obeyed for the sake of reason, must be

obeyedsfrom the inwardness of the soul. Judgments must be
obeyed like testimonies and statutes: Not from reason alone

but from an mward response which ‘animates every facet of

one’s being. et .
~And this explains the force and subtlety of the second in-

terpretation: That the judgments should+be tatight so that-the’

pupil understands them. The point is that on the one hand they
should not be regarded as the mere dictates:of reason; on the

other, they should not be-thought of as irrational. They are to-

b& obeyed with but not because of the mind’s assent. The mind is
“t0 be shaped by what lies beyond it. oo

lo
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7. pon — Distance yourself. Regarding no other transgres-

sion does the Torah say that one should distance himself. So
much does God abhor falsehood that we are commanded to
stay Tar away from even an appearance of a lie (R'Bunamé’f
P'shis'cha).’ .
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8 Do not pervert the  judgment of your destitute person in his grievance. 7 Distarit ourself fr
a false word; do not execute the innocent or the righteous, for I shall not exonerate the Wic

do itbecause your intellect and ego concur. Thus, eradually the

tramework is developed in one, where i t
Sk Sg@rﬁ:dlv, because even though it micht léad 2 man to obey
Jjudgments, it would not bring him to closeness with G-d_This
is the difference between an act which is reasonable and in act
which is a Mitzvah. “Mitzvah” means “connection” It _is_the

link between man and G-d. Speaking of Gid’s’ statutes and

. judgments, the Torah tells the Jew: “He shall: live by them » If
he brings the whole of his life—action, emotion_reason and jn-
wardmess=—into_the performance of a Mitzvah hecanse it was
givep atﬁrinai, he recreates Sinai: The meeting of man and G-d. 7~
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. One who wishes to emulate his Creator in ensuring that all his »
- affairs bear the ‘seal” of truth must be forever certain that his actions
are not misleading; otherwise he will be guilty ofliving by that B
which the righteous hate and which corrodes the very foundation of

_the world.

Two people [opponents] come before 'a court for
judgment. One is tlothed in rags while the other is
wearing a tunic worth one hundred maneh, From where
f& we derive that we must tell the wealthy man,
Either dress like your adversary or clothe him like
yourself'? It is thus that we are taugh -npw ksl
P> s

The above passage is truly wondrous. An array of verses in_the

Torah admonish §-judee ta be scrupulous_in_his_deliberations

unafraid of the rich and unbiased toward the poor. In short, a judge

.15_r.ensponsible to insure that his judgment is accurate and free of all'
prejudice. The Gemara expresses thi
terms: ‘

L

s.responsibility in awesome

Ere

A jf,:dge should always pir,;t;,tre himself as having a
sword poised between his legs and Gehinnom open
‘ beneath him (Yevamos 109b).

This is the picture that a judge must envision.every time he

prepares to judge: A sword is poised between his legs, ready to pierce

o

¢

him should he err in his judgment. At the same time, Gehinnom is -
already open beneath him; should he misjudgg, his plummet into the
abyss is immediate. Bear in mind that, in admonishing judges, the
Torah is addressing men of the highest caliber: ... those who fear
God, men of truth, who despise improper gain” (Shemos 18:21). No
doubt, these judges take Chazal’s admonishments literally, envision-
ing the retribution that awaits them should they be guilty of injustice.

ZL\fgt,_ Chazal feared that the contrast between the rags of one

adversary and the silken garments of the other might influence a
judge’s thinking. Their method of remedying this is to clothe bath in

the same manner, though the judge knows very well wha isin fact
rich and who is poor. This is a striking illustration of the impact that
seeing can_have on a person. One can be sincerely dedicated to

that he knows should have no bearing on the matter at hand.

How awesome is the power of sight! How important it is that we
shield our eyes from that which a Jew should not see. The effect that
such Sights can have on a neshamah can be devastating, 5. Each
person must endeavor to guard himself in this regard to the fullest
extent.
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i, ¥ When you will lend money to My people, to the poor
' among you . .. (22:24). et ;

Rishi cites a homiletical interpretation of qny "1yi, the poor among
you? “‘Look upon yourself (72y) as if you were poor (maym).” When
someone is approached for a loan, he should imagine-himself as being
the prospective borrower: poor, ashamed, in need of assistance. He

must picture in his mind how he would hope his prospective lender
would act toward him — and live up to that mental image. In so
doing, he ‘will have fulfilled this mitzvah properly, while also
fulfilling the mitzvah of 33 9y717 namy), “Love your neighbo_rri as

yourself” (Vayikra 19:18).
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Ramban also*stresses the importance of frequg:_y}t]y
reviewing the components of spirituality. In his fanious
=

letter to his son, Ramban call his attention to several
salient features of spirituality:

controlling expressions of anger
humility :

giving thought before speaking
studying Torah ’
fmplementing__wh‘é'f one has just learned

. Ramban then goes on to instruct his son to read the

» letter at least once a week. Obviously, after reading the
&6 :

lefter several times one would know its contents. But as

RaMCHalL said, knowledge of spirituality is not enough.
Too often such knowledge remains academic, and one
must repeatedly be reminded to apply it. :
The yetzer hara never 'relazges its efforts to divert us
from spirituality, and we must counter its manipulations
by constantly reviewing the principles of spirituality.

35 An important guide to spirituality is emulating the
behavior of highly spiritual people. Nothing.is as im-
pressive as personally seeing spirituality in action, and
next best is hearing or regding about how our great
Torah personalities implemented spirituality in their

lives. We are fortunate in having biographies of a num-
ber of our tzaddikim, some of which were and are our
contemporaries. There is also a rich repository of spiri-
"tuality in anecdotes of the lives of tzaddikim of past
generations. | have tried to make some of these avail-
able in Not Just Stories (Shaar Press, 1997). -

But as important as reading is, it cannot in itself lead

to spirituality. One may read many articles about medi-

cine, yet one consults a physician when a health
problem arises, and does not treat oneself on the basis

of the knowledge derived from reading. -
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;\’Qu Rambam refers
to Torah scholars as the “physicians of the soul” (Eight
é?‘iap'térg), and we should consult thern about our spiri- .
tual defects. The principle “Make for yourself a teacher”
(Ethics of the Fathers 1:6) is essential for achieving spir-
ituality.

37 As we noted earlier, every person makes judgments

* about what to do and how to do it, and 'we must realize -
that our judgment capacities may bé impaired by our
personal interests and biases. It is therefore important
that we check out our judgments with someone who can
be more objective, and for this réason we are instructed:
“Acquire for yourself a friend” (ibid.) The chassidic mas-
ter, Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk, recommends that at
the end of each day, we bare our souls to a trusted
friend, relating all that we did and even thought that day.
Airing one’s thoughts and feelings and having someone
more objective evaluate them can help us discover any

- faulty judgments we made. Again, the fact that Rabbi #

Elimelech instructs us to so every day underscores the

point we made earljer, that the development of spiritual-

ity should be taken one day at §time.

54 Finally, we must pray fervently for Divine assistance *

in becoming spiritual. We have been assured that G-d

" will help Us if we make a sincere effort at becoming spir-

-jn.ial. “Give Me an opening no greater than the point of a
needle, and | will expand it to the size of the portals of a
banquet hall” (Shir HaShirim Rabbah 5:3). However,
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