
   
 

 
 

Parashat Mishpatim - February 12, 2021 – 30 Shevat, 5781 

Dear Temple Beth-El Family and Friends, 

The term “the Fall” is typically invoked in a religious context to refer to a mishap that transpired early in 
the Book of Bereishit (Genesis).  It might be equally appropriately applied in reference to the emotional 
experience of transitioning from Parashat Yitro, the Torah portion read last week that contains the 
luminous description of the Revelation at Sinai, to Parashat Mishpatim, this week’s portion which is 
made up of a “laundry list” of statutes and ordinances (53 in all) pertaining to various aspects of 
personal deportment, interpersonal relations, financial and ritual obligations and the adjudication of 
legal cases.  So within a week’s time, the Toraitic narrative takes us from the heights of a direct 
encounter with the Divine to the disposal of an animal carcass torn by wild beasts.  

Early Christian thinkers critiqued the Jewish tradition for being excessively legalistic, allowing lofty ideals 
to become lost – if not extinguished – in an overlay of prosaic detail.  But Judaism’s response to this, 
illustrated in the verses of Parashat Mishpatim and their elaboration in rabbinic law, is that the devil – or 
perhaps better, God – is found in the (legal) details. Values can be lived out only when they are 
translated into actions, and for this to happen, for our elevated goals to be “operationalized” their 
enactment spell out in exacting details that force us to confront – and define for ourselves – the path to 
sanctity in a world that seldom presents us with simple choices between “right” and “wrong”. 

The great teacher of our own day, Rabbi Yitz Greenberg, heaps praise upon the Torah’s incrementalist 
approach by holding up the Torah’s approach to poverty eradication.  The Torah does not, Greenberg 
notes, “attempt to end poverty by redistributing property or setting up a socialist economy”.  These 
decrees, while perhaps admirable in intention, would prove impossible and simply be ignored.  Instead 
the Torah took steps to mitigate the impact of poverty and to impose barriers on the wealthy using their 
positions to the disadvantage of the poor.  Lenders were forbidden from collecting interest or taking as 
collateral items essential to the borrower’s welfare.  Debt was not to be used as a source of social 
degradation. 

By establishing these brakes on some of the most disreputable dimensions of human nature and 
patterns of human interaction, the text thereby drives us in the course of our daily actions to toe a line 
that is innately more moral – and, in doing so, encourages us to examine the impulses that might tempt 
us to act otherwise. 

Next week the Toraitic narrative will return to "loftier" themes, revealing plans for the construction of a 
Tabernacle, a portable residence for the Divine (a structure that is then connected by the haftarah to 
the Temple in Jerusalem).  The purpose of these structures, we are told, is so that the Shechinah, God’s 
most proximate emination, can reside in our midst.  But the foundations for God’s dwelling place 
amongst humanity lies not in any structure, temporary or “permanent,” rather, it rests on us – 
individually and collectively – creating in our lives and in our society the “sacred spaces” in which God 
can -- and innately does -- manifest. 



   
 

 
 

  

Shabbat shalom, 

-- Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


