
This Week in Torah Mishpatim 

Rules, laws, and ordinances--- right after the Divine revelation of Torah at Mount Sinai, 

our narrative delves into civil governances. There is a lot of depth in 5313 letters that 

forms 1482 words which make up 115 verses of Torah. There is information and 

regulation from a wide array of subjects, from slavery to homicide to civil torts and 

damages. It seems so ordinary when one compares this parasha to the previous one 

which is so dramatic with thunder and lightning and a powerful theophany! But that is 

the point—not all Torah can be lived by spectacular moments. It is most relevant in the 

mundane moments of the daily experiences. 

The sedra begins with the Hebrew word “v’aleh”—“And these…”  The French 11th 

century Rabbi known as RaSHI saw a lot of significance in that open “vav.” Without it, 

this section of Torah would be a stand-alone element of law codes like the ancient 

Mesopotamian law code by Hammurabi. But the “vav” links this section to that of the 

very dramatic revelation of what we see as the Ten Commandments.  RaSHI viewed 

these words as just as essential and dramatic as what was already encountered. The 12th 

century Spanish rabbi Ibn Ezra perceived this “vav” as the ability to move from the 

general to the specific; encouraging us to live in the details and not merely in the grand 

moments in life.  

Perhaps a different metaphor might help us see all these rules in a different light. Let’s 

start with the words from the laws themselves. We have Torah which means teaching; 

Chok meaning statute or ordinance; mitzvah meaning commands. All of these help us 

provide edut testimony of God’s presence in our lives. Instead of viewing these elements 

in a legalistic fashion—things that should be done or not done. View it as a choreography 

of a sacred dance between us and God. By seeing these as such, God is an intimate but 

sacred Partner who guides, leads and twirls us through the living of our dance with 

grace and eloquence. It creates an “echt” way as living as a Jew.  

 Take for example the formulaic words of a bracha/blessing. It is not just a salute to the 

Almighty as we go off and do/don’t do what is required of us. Baruch is a Hebrew word 

of humbling ourselves before God; just like the Hebrew word for “knee” which shares 

the same root—we are in an unequal relationship with God and we must acknowledge it. 



Yet—Atah/You—God is present as an intimate Friend. And that Sovereign of All [Melech 

HaOlam] has given us structure through the commandments and has told us [actually 

compelled us—v’tzivanu] what to do. That is God-- the Dance Leader guiding us with an 

open hand and an outstretched arm [similar image of the Exodus narrative]. Surely, 

living by laws is a sacred dance! 

It is easy to get all blurry eyed as we study in great detail all these ordinances and rules. 

But if we view them as a sacred choreography, then there is a grace we experience as we 

glide through our days with eloquence and purpose. 


