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You Break It, You Fix It 

Shabbat Hol HaMoed Sukkot 5783 

Rabbi Michael Safra, B’nai Israel Congregation, Rockville, MD 

 

 Perhaps it is fitting to mention this now, after we read Kohelet’s assertion that “There is nothing 
new under the sun.” … My colleague Jack Moline says that every rabbi really only has one sermon. We 
have a way of changing the texts and the stories, but we can all point to a core message we keep 
repeating over and over again. I think that over 20+ years I’ve actually offered two or three core 
messages, but I accept the premise. My message for today – although the material is original and new – 
is one I’ve offered many times before. It’s a message I feel is just that important. And if you don’t want 
to listen to the whole sermon, here it is: God prefers accountability over perfection.  

 The other day, I watched a couple try to teach their child how to roller blade. The child was a 
little scared and may or may not have been interested, and the parents were … let’s call it bickering. 
“Hold onto the fence.” “Just let her go.” “But she’ll fall.” “But maybe she needs to fall because that’s the 
only way she’ll learn.” I just kept my mouth shut and smiled because it was none of my business. But I 
appreciate the sentiment that we learn more by trying and failing and changing than we do by trying to 
get everything right the first time.  

 That was one of the messages in our Torah reading. We began in the aftermath of the sin of the 
golden calf. God had been ready to destroy the people, but Moses stood up for them and initiated a 
months’-long process of prayer and return. In today’s reading, God tells Moses to carve a new set of 
tablets to replace the broken ones. “פסל לך,” God says, “Carve for yourself two stone tablets like the 
original ones that you smashed, אשר שברת.”  

Rashi comments on that word “l’kha, [carve] for yourself.” “Carve for yourself” means: “You 
smashed the first ones, so you should be the one to carve new ones.” You break it, you fix it.  

 The 19th-century Polish Religious Zionist Rabbi Yitzchak Nisenbaum writes that God was teaching 
Moses a lesson about accountability. The first tablets were too easy. You received that set directly from 
God, Nisenbaum suggests, בלי עמל ויגיעה, without having to work or make any effort; and that made it a 
simple matter to break them. Perhaps this time, God imagined, if you carve the stones yourself, you will 
take better care of them. 

 (I remember the first time I held my father’s etrog as a kid in shul. I broke off the pitam and he 
got pretty angry. But I learned my lesson and never did that again!) 

There is a midrash on Parashat Breishit (which, can you believe it?, we will read next Shabbat), 
in the aftermath of Adam and Eve’s sin in the Garden. The Torah says that when Adam and Eve 
perceived they were naked, “they sewed together fig leaves” to cover themselves. In the Midrash, Rabbi 
Yitzhak explains imagines God saying to the first couple: “You have ruined things! Now, take a thread 
and sew it up!”  
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Rabbis Michael Katz and Gershon Schwartz use the example of a teenager who paints his name 
in graffiti on the side of a school building. When he is caught, the child and his parents express remorse. 
The parents offer to pay the costs of removing the graffiti; but the judge says that is not enough. “The 
best way for this young man to learn a lesson,” the judge posits, “is for him to undo what he has done.” 
The judge orders the teen to remove the graffiti himself, that he might better understand the effects of 
his actions.  

That is God’s response to transgression. God demands accountability, but then offers second 
and third chances. You can’t regret your missteps forever. At some point, you need to try again … and 
act differently this time. Rabbi Harold Kushner explains that this is the Jewish view of Adam and Eve’s 
sin. They messed up, but theirs was a necessary failure. To understand the possibility of achieving great 
success, they first had to experience the pain of failure. Immediately after their expulsion from the 
Garden, the Torah tells us that Adam and Eve knew each other and had a child. They finally began to 
experience the joys and challenges of the real world. It is as if history could not begin until they had their 
first brush with failure.  

And the same is true with the Golden Calf. The 3rd-century sage Rabbi Shimon Lakish asserts that 
God was happy when Moses smashed the original tablets. Resh Lakish connects the word “ אשר”, as in 
“ that you broke,” with ,אשר שברת“ שראֹ  ,” which means “happy.” “יישר כחך ששברת,” God says. “Yasher 
Koach, Moses! You did the right thing by smashing those tablets.” The medieval exegete Abraham Ibn 
Ezra cites a Gaon who posits that the second tablets were actually superior to the first ones. The Talmud 
teaches that the broken stones were deposited into the ark alongside the second tablets. Rabbi Neil 
Gillman calls them “sacred fragments.” It isn’t just the child learning to rollerblade who might learn and 
grow from falling, messing up, and trying again.  

Think about the homeowners who summon the strength to rebuild after a fire or natural 
disaster. It is a difficult process. Surely it would be better had disaster never struck. But they come to 
appreciate and enjoy the rebuilt home … maybe even more than the one that was destroyed.  

I keep coming back to this message because there is a major theological principal involved. In 
my view, this is the fundamental difference between Judaism and Christianity. Christianity is based in 
Original Sin. The early Christians saw in Torah and mitzvot an inevitable precursor to sin. The premise of 
Christianity is that humanity’s inevitable failure to observe the law filled the world with so much sin that 
God’s only recourse was to send His son to atone for all the sin and then abrogate the law.  

But Judaism takes the opposite view. The law isn’t an opportunity to sin; the law is an 
opportunity to grow. Mitzvot aren’t a burden; they are an invitation to connect to a powerful God we 
otherwise don’t see. Torah is a gift. Human beings are fallible, so it is inevitable that we will make 
mistakes. But when we do. God invites us to make amends. God invites us to change. God invites us to 
grow. That’s what these holidays are all about.  

The election season is heating up, and I sometimes wonder if there is any hope that our political 
class might come to appreciate this message. Politicians hold wrongheaded decisions as an albatross 
around their opponent’s necks. Among the worst insults for politicians to be called is “flip-flopper.” 
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Politicians don’t hold themselves accountable. They pretend they never make mistakes; they deny 
saying things we heard them say. They claim their positions never change; they only “evolve.” The 
culture demands it. But I like to imagine what it might be like if the culture could ever change, if some 
courageous politician might stand up and say: “Yeah, I flipped my position … because I was wrong. I held 
certain beliefs that I now regret, but I have grown as a person. I’ve changed and now I want to make 
things better.” 

We read today from Ecclesiastes, who has a pretty negative view about the possibility for 
change. “One generation goes, another comes, but the earth remains the same forever,” he says. “As 
wisdom grows, vexation grows; to increase learning is to increase heartache.” But Kohelet doesn’t give 
hup. He comes to embrace mistakes as a part of life, “כי אין אדם צדיק בארץ אשר יעשה טוב ולא יחטא, For 
there is no righteous person on earth who does only good and never sins.” To pretend otherwise is to 
avoid accountability; and that will only stunt our growth. “סוף דבר הכל נשמע,” Kohelet concludes: “In 
the end of the day, when all is said and done, we must revere God and observe the commandments.” 
We must learn to accept our limitations, pick ourselves up, and keep trying to be a little better. The tools 
are there for us to pick up and use. Shabbat Shalom and Mo’adim L’simcha.  

 

 


