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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 26 - THE 10 COMMANDMENTS

OU ISRAEL/BEIT KENESSET HANASI - SUMMER 2025

The Ten Commandments comprise a text that changed the world! They are also central to our relationship with God as being the
covenantal text of our encounter at Sinai. As such, it is not surprising that some people stand for their public reading. This minhag has
proved to be very controversial over the millennia but, notwithstanding fierce opposition, it refuses not disappear! In this shiur, we will
look at this minhag, together with other halachic and hashkafic issues surrounding the 10 commandments.

A] PUBLIC READING OF THE 10 COMMANDMENTS

* The 10 commandments are now read! three times yearly - on Shavuot and in the weekly parshiot Yitro and Ve’etchanan. They are
often quoted or paraphrased in Nach.2
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The Yerushalmi understands that each of the 10 Dibrot somehow encompass and contain all of the details in Torah.’
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The daily routine in the Mikdash involved the recitation of the Ten Commandments as part of the Tefillah before bringing
the Korban Tamid.
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The Yerushalmi states that the 10 Commandments SHOULD have been part of our regular davening, if not for the
‘Minim’ who claimed that only these were given at Sinai.

* In fact, there is evidence that the 10 Commandments were indeed included in liturgy beyond the Mikdash service. The Nash
Papyrus* dating from around 100-150 BCE contain the Ten Commandments together with the Shema and other texts from Chumash.
The Dead Sea Scrolls also include three small scrolls which contain together the Ten Commandments, the Shema and other passages
from Shemot and Devarim.5

1. There are different minhagim as to which notes should be used for these readings - Ta’am Tachton (which is the regular trop dividing the words by sentence) or Ta’am Elyon (which
divides each of the 10 Dibrot according to Dibra.) In many communities the Ta’am Elyon is always used, although traditionally this was often kept for Shavuot only. For a long
analysis of this see https://forum.otzar.org/download/file.php?id=35815. See also Rav Soloveitchik’s understanding below, based on the ta’amim.
See Tehillim (50:7, 18-19; 81:10-11), Hoshea (4:1-2), Yirmiyahu (7:9).
This idea is also found in Philo and, more famously, Rav Saadia Gaon.
Discovered in Egypt in 1898. Scholars have suggested that this may have reflected Jewish liturgy in Egypt at the time, although it is impossible to be sure from one sample.
There is also a discussion about the inclusion of the 10 Commandments in the Tefillin. The Sifrei Devarim (35) raises a fiava amina that the 10 Commandments should be in the
tefillin, which it rejects. (The pshat explanation is fairly clear. The mitzva of tefillin and mezuzah in the Shema in Devarim Chap 6 comes shortly after the 10 Commandments in
Devarim Chap 5. Thus the reference in Devarim 6:6 - 7229°0Y DPD JI¥N PN N NIRD 727D B could be referring back to the Dibrot.) Early Christian sources claim that
some tefillin included the 10 Commandments. (See the commentary of Jerome (4C) to Ezekiel 24:17). 7 tefillin fragments discovered in the Dead Sea Scrolls include the 10
Commandments. See also the following piece by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks zt'l:

https://www.chabad.org/parshah/article_cdo/aid/ 1750073 /jewish/The-Custom-That-Refused-to-Die.htm
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The Bavli explains that this was not merely theoretical. A number of communities sought to include a reading of the 10
Commandments as part of the Shacharit service, even outside the Mikdash but due to disruption of the ‘Minim’ this
practice was discontinued. Nevertheless, it is clear that many communities subsequently tried to reinstate the reading!
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The Minim would try to convince the ignorant that a reading of the 10 Commandment indicated that only these were from
God and not the rest of the Torah. But who were these Minim?
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The uncensored Rashi states that, in his view, these were the early Christians®.
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The question was raised again to the Rashba (13/14C Spain) by those who wished to reintroduce the reading. He
refused!
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The Shulchan Aruch rules (based on the Tur) that it is positive (but not required) to say the 10 Commandments every
morning. The Rema adds that this is ONLY in private tefilla’ and never in public.
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The Mishna Berura rules that it is particularly important in our times not to overemphasize the 10 Commandments.’

B] STANDING FOR THE 10 COMMANDMENTS

¢ In many communities there is a strong minhag that people stand during kriyat haTorah for the reading of the 10 Commandments?®.
Other communities do not have this minhag and, indeed, some object strongly to it!

6. This is also the position of R’ Simcha of Vitry in the Machzor Vitry (p12). Other theories point to Jewish Gnostics and/or the Samaritans. There is a Samaritan custom of inscribing
the 10 commandments on doors (presumably) as a connection to mezuzah.

7. Ithad also been raised in the time of the Geonim and was opposed by R. Hai Gaon - see Otzar HaGaonim, Megillah p67. The Palestinian synagogue in Fustat continued to recite the
Ten Commandments on Shabbat and holidays in Shacharit before Shirat HaYam until the 13th century - see
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/whatever-ever-happened-to-the-ten-commandments/

8. R. Shlomo Luria writes that he had a person custom to say the 10 Commandments before Pesukei deZimra.

9. Many siddurim still list the 10 commandments after Shacharit.

10. And also for Shirat HaYam in Beshalach - see below.
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The Rambam makes it very clear that one should SIT for the 10 Commandments, notwithstanding that there were clearly
minhagim in Baghdad to stand. For the Rambam, it is a breach of the 8th Ikar'' to advocate that there are different
‘levels’ to Written Torah in terms of its status as Torah Min HaShamayim."
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R’ Shmuel Abuhav (17C Italy) was asked by the community in Reggio di Calabria if they should continue with their
minhag to stand when the 10 Commandment are read in shul. He replied that they should and this evokes Klal Yisrael
standing at Har Sinai. He felt that there was no longer a concern of heresy since their actions were so clear. Chazal’s
concern was repeating them every day, not on special occasions.
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The Chida (R. Chayim David Azulai - 18C Eretz Yisrael) rules that, although there is no intrinsic obligation to stand,
once most of the community has a minhag to stand, then EVERYONE must stand!”

DMNI NNNIAY MIOPY MIATH NIYY DN NPY XIN PINKDI MY 132 WO T2 PN - 1D 12 Mwind " Dva D 1IN 13.
JNN2TN NIYYA DTN PRI XIN PNYHY RI INXINIAN ) N NN MYNIv)

31590 2> P79 D19V NIOH NNVP MNION
Chazal in Mesechet Sofrim DO appear to give a special status to certain parts of the Torah - Shirat HaYam, 10
Commandments and the Tochachot” - which required their own beracha before and after reading in public, even at a
time when the custom was not to do so, but to have a beracha only at the beginning and at the end of the whole kriyah.
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Rav Ovadia Yosef rules clearly NOT to stand for the 10 Commandments, since we sit for the rest of leyning.

11. See Introduction to Perek Chelek in his commentary on the Mishna, in which he expands on this at length.
12. https://www2.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/vahet/bashan.html#: ~:text=His%20conclusion%20is%3A%20%220ne%20should,stand%20are%20being%20overly%20righteous %22
13. Note that the teshuva of the Rambam quoted above was only printed in the 20C and would thus have been unknown to R. Abuhav and the Chida.
14. In some versions of the text only the Tochacha appears in that list.
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R. Moshe Feinstein writes that one must follow the local minhag and not cause machloket. Someone who objects to the
standing for the 10 Commandments should NOT sit, but rather should stand for the entire leyning for that Shabbat!”
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Chazal specifically state that one should not sit amongst those who stand and disrupt the local minhag!

* Other recent positions?e;

Rav Yosef Shalom Eliashiv? prohibited standing specifically during the Ten Commandments.

Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach8 did not stand up for the reading of the Ten Commandments.

Rav Chaim David Ha-Levi'°preferred sitting during the reading but did not insist on discontinuing the practice of standing.
Rav Moshe Sternbuch20 permits the practice of standing during the reading of the Ten Commandments.

Rav Soloveitchik also permitted standing during the reading of the Ten Commandments.2!

C] THE SHAPE OF THE LUCHOT
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The Torah describes the luchot of stone and how they were written, but does not specifically address their shape.
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The Navi relates that there was nothing in the Aron other than the luchot.
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Chazal explain that the Luchot were 6(high) x 6(wide) x3(thick) tefachim and that they fit snugly” inside the Aron.

NYOY 12N DNV NYY 1IN TN TAX 9 P MMDMN 20.

3N PI9 NVID (NI97) MOYY TINHN
The Yerushalmi in Sota understands that the Luchot were 6x3x3.%

* As such, the indications in Chazal are that the luchot were square and not rounded at the top.
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Chazal refer in a number of places to the ‘luach’ of the pinkas - an ancient writing tablet consisting of two hinged leaves
with waxed inner sides - called a diptych.

15. He also writes that since we also stand for Shirat HaYam, this removes some of the concern.

16. Taken from https://www.torahmusings.com/2017/05/heresy-ten-commandments/ where R. Gil Student quotes Rav Mordechai Tzion in an editorial note to Rav Shlomo Aviner,
Piskei Shlomo, vol. 2 p. 237.

17. Mevakshei Torah, no. 52 p. 66; Va-Yishma Moshe, vol. 2 p. 66.

18. Ve-Aleihu Lo Yibol, vol. 1 p. 100.

19. Aseih Lekha Rav 6:21.

20. Teshuvot Ve-Hanhagot 1:144.

21. R. Aaron Ziegler addresses this in Halakhic Positions of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik Vol 1 p110-111. Rav Soloveitchik understands that there is a fundamental distinction between
the ta’am tachton and ta’am elyon readings (see footnote 1). Ta’am tachton reflects the reading of the 10 Commandments as part of the weekly parasha in Yitro and Ve’etchanan.
This is a fulfillment of the mitzvah of public Talmud Torah and there would therefore be a serious concern (as expressed by the Rambam in his teshuva) that certain parts of the Torah
were receiving special treatment. However, the ta’am elyon reading, traditionally reserved for Shavuot, reflects a commemoration of the Sinai experience. Standing for such a
reading has a totally different implication and Rav Soloveitchik proposes that the Rambam would have no objection to this. Now that most communities also read with ta’am elyon
for Yitro and Ve'etchanan, as a remembrance of Ma’'amad Har Sinai, standing for the reading is more acceptable, even within the position of the Rambam.

22. The Gemara there explores whether the Aron also contained the broken pieces of the first luchot and the master Sefer Torah written by Moshe.

23. The Yerushalmi in Shekalim 6:1 reads 6x6x3 but the Gra corrects it to 6x3x3 in line with the Yerushalmi in Sotah.
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« In the Middle Ages, these were often constructed with a rounded top in a frame.

* The first reference to rounded luchot is in a 11C English manuscript and many scholars trace this back to the rounded form of the
diptych24. From the 12C this became the standard European depiction of the Luchot and Henry lll in 13C England decreed that all Jews
must wear an identifying badge in the shape of the rounded tablets. By the 16C it was difficult to find any other2s depiction in Christian
art.26
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Rav Moshe Sternbuch writes that the luchot should ideally be depicted as square, but that there is no issur in having
rounded luchot instead.

* The Lubavitcher Rebbe was VERY particular to insist on square luchot only2? and this is the position of many Chabad Rabbis.

D] THE FONT OF THE TEXT

* For some people, the ultimate proof on all matters relating to the 10 Commandments comes from the
Cecil B Demille’s rendition! Interestingly, the font used on the movie version of the luchot was Ktav lvri.
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The Luchot, the ‘Ktav’ and the ‘Michtav’ were all part of the original creation in the twilight
zone between the physical creation of the world and the spiritual creation of Shabbat.
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The ‘Ktav’ represents the mystical, primordial Torah, which pre-existed” the actual giving of the Torah. Chazal
describe this as ‘black fire on white fire’. The ‘Michtav’ is the font of the text.
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24. A painting, especially a church altarpiece, on two hinged wooden panels which may be closed like a book. Also an ancient writing tablet consisting of two hinged leaves with waxed
inner sides.

25. For an article on this see https://outorah.org/p/5720/. That article references: (i) Ruth Mellinkoff, The Round-topped Tablets of the Law: Sacred Symbol and Emblem of Evil,
Journal of Jewish Art, 1(1974), pp. 28-43"; (ii) Gad B. Sarfatti, “The Tablets of the Law as a Symbol in Judaism” that appeared in Hebrew (1985) and English (1990) as ‘The Ten
Commandments in History and Tradition’ Magnes Press, Jerusalem, edited by Ben-Zion Segal and Gershon Levi, especially pages 383-418.

26. Even in Jewish art the luchot were often by then depicted as round, as on a Zohar Chadash printed in 1658. See
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/4028081/jewish/What-Shape-Were-the-Luchot-Round-Square-or-Rectangular.htm for pictures and further details.

27. See Sicha of Shabbat Parshas Ki Tisa 5741 sections. 55-57 and Torat Menachem 5742, vol. 4, pp. 1916-17.

28. For a fuller presentation of the concept of the Primordial Torah, which predates creation, see
http://rabbimanning.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Mekorot-HaTorah-Shiur-5-Primordial-Torah-Torah-God-and-Creation-MMY-5775-A4.pdf and
http://rabbimanning.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Mekorot-HaTorah-5775-Shiur-5-Primordial-Torah.mp3
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The Gemara brings a 3-way machloket between the Tannaim as to how the Hebrew font changed: (i) R. Yosi rules that
the original font was Ktav Ivri and then changed in the time of Ezra to Ktav Ashuri; (ii) Rebbi rules that the original font
was Ktav Ashuri and it was switched to Ktav Ivri and later changed back again by Ezra; (iii) R. Elazar HaModai rules
that the script was always Ktav Ashuri and never changed.”
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The Torah states that the text of the first luchot were the work of God and on both sides of the luchot.
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The Bavli relates that, since the letters on the luchot were chiselled all the way through, the Samech and final Mem were
suspended miraculously.
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In the parallel version of this agadata in the Yerushalmi, it is the Ayin which is held up miraculously.
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The second Luchot were in the same ‘Michtav’ as the first - from the hand of God.

E] THE FONT SIZE
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Chazal debate™ whether the Luchot were written with 5 Dibrot on each Luach, or ALL 10 on each Luach and written out
in duplicate.”’

29. For a series of more detailed shiurim on this see https://rabbimanning.com/ktav-ivri-ktav-ashuri/

30. There is a parallel debate in Shemot Rabba 47:6 - 7% M2 DY ™ 1Y MY DY " AN 7N "N DTN ™ 5I2TD 7Y M2 DY "M NF M DY ' PHYY PN T MI2TH NIWY.
See also Yerushalmi Shekalim 6:1 which posits that there could have been 20 or 40 on each Luach!!

31. Some modern commentators have flagged the parallels to vassal treaties in Ancient Egypt and the Hittite Empire. Thus the very presentation of the Brit between God and the Jewish
people - with a meeting, feast and contract in duplicate - would have been instantly recognizable to Bnei Yisrael as a binding treaty between the Supreme King and his subject vassal
king. See https://web.archive.org/web/20060426185437/http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/kitisa/ mar.html for further insights.
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The Mabit (R. Moshe di Trani - 16C Eretz Yisrael) points out that Chazal point out that there were 5 Dibrot on each
Luach and that the writing covered the entire Luach. Given that there are many fewer words on the second Luach, this
indicates that the font-size for Dibrot 6-10 was MUCH bigger! The Mabit connects that to the centrality of the Bein
Adam LeChavero mitzvot within Judaism.
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