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else. For your brother, it might be awkward to 
eat in a home where others are eating non-
kosher. For you, it might be inconvenient to give 
up some of your kitchen for a blow-torch wield-
ing fundamentalist. But that's what you do for 
family.  

  

Religious differences can tear a family apart, or 
bring a family closer. It really depends on the 
people. If we are stubborn, insecure and intoler-
ant then religion serves as a great excuse to not 
get along. But the issue is in the relationship, not 
the religion. If you and your brother value your 
connection and are willing to work together, you 
can live, and love, with your differences. 

  

Peace in the family is itself a religious value. We 
should all be willing to compromise on our own 
convenience to keep the family together. You 
can be strict about kosher and strict about broth-
erly love too. The Torah teaches us to separate 
milk and meat, not brother and brother. 
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David and Shira Stern had a wedding to go to 
and needed a wedding gift. “Do we really have to 
shell out more cash for another wedding I don’t 
want to go to?” David asked. 

 

Aha! He thought. “We still have that mono-
grammed silver tray from our wedding that we 
never use. I'll just take it to a silversmith and 
have him remove our monogram and put the 
names of the new couple. Voila, one cheap wed-
ding present!"  

 

David took it to the silversmith and asked him to 
remove her monogram and put the new one on. 
The silversmith examined the tray carefully, 
shook his head and said, "Buddy, this can only 
be done so many times!"  
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So you think you’re the first guy out there 
looking for G-d? Sorry, my friend, you didn’t 
discover America. People have been search-
ing for spirituality, exploring the metaphysical 
and generally searching for truth for millen-
nia. Even the greatest prophet of them all, 
Moses himself, was preoccupied with seeking 
the Divine. Moses wanted to see G-d in all 
His glory. 

 

Show me please Your glory, he appeals in Exodus 
33, the reading for this Shabbos. The com-
mentators understand this to mean that he 
wanted it all, the ultimate revelation. Others 
see it as a quest for understanding the infinite 
ways of G-d, like why the righteous seem to 
be perennial sufferers and the wicked seem to 
be laughing all the way to the bank.  

 

Whatever the meaning, the Almighty places 
limits on Moses’ understanding. You will see 
My back, but My face may not be seen. Finite 
earthlings -  even a Moses -  can only perceive 
so much and no more. The face of G-d, the 
ultimate full picture is beyond human com-
prehension. 

 

A youngster was being given his first theology 
lesson and he asked Where is G-d? The answer 
he received was G-d is everywhere. That’s the 
problem, he said, I want a G-d who is somewhere! 

  

Everywhere is abstract, theoretical and rather 
intangible. Somewhere, on the other hand, is 
more defined, demarcated, and real. Yes, Ju-
daism believes that G-d is everywhere. But 
even more important is the somewhere where G
-d is to be found. 
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In Judaism we find a clearly developed infrastruc-
ture of life. There is a list of behaviours that are 
considered G-dly and another list that may seem a 
lot more attractive but is deemed to be ungodly. 
We know exactly what G-d expects of us – and 
what He does not. The Torah is filled with nitty 
gritty do’s and don’ts. It isn’t left to our energy lev-
els on the day or what feels good or bad to us in 
our highly personal and very subjective mindsets. 
There are objective rules of right and wrong. Mo-
rality and ethics are in the province of G-d and are 
therefore non-negotiable. Contrary to current 
thinking, they are not meant to be decided by pop-
ular consensus. Oh, we can talk about it and debate 
the issues all night long but, ultimately, our moral 
code had better be Divine and absolute or it will 
change annually depending on which way the wind 
is blowing.  

 

I was once challenged along these lines and had to 
think fast. A congregant was appearing in court on 
a charge of some form of white-collar crime and I 
was called to give character testimony for him. At 
one point during my testimony, the non-Jewish 
judge asked me, Rabbi, would you describe the accused as 
a religious man? I was taken aback and somewhat 
flustered for a split second. But I held my compo-
sure and said Yes, your Honour. 

 

Now, in Judaism, there are very clear definitions of 
what constitutes a religious personality. The most 
obvious one is Shabbos observance. The accused, I 
knew, was not yet Shomer Shabbos. So how could 
I have described him as “religious” – especially as I 
was under oath? The simple answer is that I was 
talking to a non-Jewish judge in a non-Jewish 
court. From his perspective a man who is a believ-



er, comes to synagogue faithfully every week, 
and does charity work qualifies to be called 
“religious.” The fact that my standards of defin-
ing “religious” are different from the judge’s 
didn’t deter me from answering his question 
affirmatively. And I stand by my answer with no 
apologies to the purists among us. 

 

For me this was a moment of personal insight. 
Our Torah has a more demanding benchmark 
for calling oneself “religious.” To be a person of 
faith, to attend Shul and help out are all very nice 
and very important but still not enough to earn 
that exalted title. They are in the Everywhere cate-
gory. Something like keeping Shabbos, though, 
is more in the Somewhere department. It is clearly 
defined and absolute. It goes beyond the surface
- level ‘feel good’ stuff. As Jews, we require a 
more precise definition before we can really and 
truly call someone “religious.” G-d must be 
Somewhere not just Everywhere.  

 

While I myself have argued that we don’t really 
know who is “religious,’ in the final analysis, it is 
when we connect to G-d by doing His will that 
we experience the greatest revelations.� 
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The people of Israel are told to each contribute 
exactly half a shekel of silver to the Sanctuary. 
Instructions are also given regarding the making 
of the Sanctuary’s water basin, anointing oil and 
incense. “Wise-hearted” artisans Bet-
zalel and Ahaliav are placed in charge of the 
Sanctuary's construction, and the people are 
once again commanded to keep the Shabbat. 

 

When Moses does not return when expected 
from Mount Sinai, the people make a Golden 
Calf and worship it. G-d proposes to destroy the 
errant nation, but Moses intercedes on their be-
half. Moses descends from the mountain carry-
ing the Tablets of the Testimony engraved with 
the Ten Commandments; seeing the people 
dancing about their idol, he breaks the Tablets, 
destroys the Golden Calf and has the primary 
culprits put to death. He then returns to G-d to 
say: "If You do not forgive them, blot me 
out from the book that You have written."  

 

G-d forgives, but says that the effect of 

their sin will be felt for many generations. At first 
G-d proposes to send His angel along with them, 
but Moses insists that G-d Himself accompany 
His people to the Promised Land. 

 

Moses prepares a new set of tablets and once 
more ascends the mountain, where G-d rein-
scribes the covenant on these Second Tablets. On 
the mountain Moses is also granted a vision of the 
divine Thirteen Attributes of Mercy. So radiant is 
Moses' face upon his return, that he must cover it 
with a veil, which he removes only to speak with 
G-d and to teach His laws to the people. 
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Moses broke the Tablets. 

 

He didn’t do it because he wanted to, but because 
he needed to. 

 

The Jews were dancing around the golden 
calf and acting immorally. G‑d was about to pun-
ish them for their sins, so Moses stepped in to 
save the nation. 

 

He was coming down the mountain, carrying 
G‑d’s gifts, ready to teach and preach the com-
mandments he’d just learned, but he had to pause 
all that to take care of business. 

 

He smashed the tablets, chastised the entire na-
tion, punished the guilty parties, and helped every-
one repent. He stayed down at the base of the 
mountain with us until he was convinced that 
we’d learnt our lesson and would never sin like 
that again, and then headed back up to plead with 
G‑d for forgiveness. G‑d finally acceded and gave 
him a set of replacement Tablets, inscribed again 
with the 10 Commandments. 

 

Aside from forgiving the Jews and giving them 
the second set of Tablets, G‑d also gave Moses 
personal validation: You did the right thing. You are 
the faithful shepherd and it was your actions, in the nick of 
time, that averted the tragedy. G‑d commanded him to 
“carve a new set and inscribe the same words as 
were on the first set, asher shibarta –  that you 
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an ultimate peace have conclusively demonstrat-
ed that that was their intentions all along. 

 

Whenever you come across someone in the pro-
cess of destruction but still claiming to be de-
fending G‑d and loudly proclaiming the rightness 
of their cause, suggest they slow down a bit and 
consider the likely result of their crusade. A bit of 
humility would probably not go astray. You don’t 
want to destroy the village in your efforts to save 
it. Just remember that if you start off smashing 
things, there’s a good chance you’ll continue 
down that path until nothing’s left intact. 

 

Moses broke things, but he also rebuilt. He was 
no vengeful leader intent on punishment, rather 
he was a merciful judge who sought sanctity and 
was willing to risk all to achieve a lasting peace. 
Now that the second set of Tablets were about to 
be given, everyone could independently recog-
nize the justice of his path, and it was the time 
for Moses to receive his well-deserved shkoyach 
from G-d on behalf of the entire Jewish nation. 
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Question: 
My very religious brother is coming to visit from 
Israel for a couple of weeks. As you know, 
my family is proudly Jewish but we do not keep 
kosher. I invited him to stay with us, but then 
suddenly thought that it might be a disaster. Can 
someone keep kosher in a non-kosher home? 
Are we going to have to turn our life upside 
down to accomodate him? Or is it better he stays 
at a kosher friend and we keep the peace?  

  

Answer: 
This question has little to do with religiosity, and 
all to do with personality. 

  

There are relatively simple solutions for keeping 
kosher in a non-kosher home. You can create for 
your brother a little kosher corner in your kitch-
en. All you need to do is get some new pots and 
pans, a stash of disposable cutlery and crockery, 
and allow him to rampage through the kitchen 
with a blowtorch. It's no big deal. 

  

The real question is: are the two of you willing to 
bend a little for each other? It would be so much 
easier for both of you if he stayed somewhere 

broke.” These last words are creatively interpret 
by commentators to mean, “Yishar kochacho 
sheshivarta –  your strength shall be validated for 
having broken.” From this expression comes the 
familiar Y iddish phrase yasher koach, usually 
translated as ‘good on you’ or ’well done’ and 
often further shortened to the colloquial shko-
yach! 
 

But there’s one thing I don’t understand. This 
validation of Moses’ breaking the Tablets was 
given only after the commandment to prepare 
the second set. If Moses was right and his re-
sponse justified, why didn’t G‑d thank him at 
the time for his actions? Why did G‑d wait until 
now, months after the event, to let everyone 
know that Moses had done the right thing?  

 

Do you want to know why? It’s because every 
single public figure who ever does anything de-
structive is nominally doing it for G‑d and the 
Jewish people. How many times have you seen 
someone embroiled in a machloket (controversy) 
convinced that they alone are of pure intention 
and clear conscience, while their opponents de-
serve to be punished? Every person who smash-
es the tablets claims the mantle of righteousness 
and loudly justifies their decision to get violent. 

 

Sure, there are times when you do have to ‘fight 
the wars of the L‑rd.’ There are occasions when 
Judaism needs to be defended and G‑d needs us 
to rise up on His behalf. We do not prize paci-
fism per se and very occasionally you do need to 
break eggs to create a holy omelet. 

 

But which is which? How can the observer be 
sure who is fighting for G‑d and who’s just mak-
ing excuses— claiming to be fighting for G‑d but 
in reality motivated out of spite or petty vindic-
tiveness? Everyone claims the moral high 
ground, but who’s really thinking about G‑d and 
not themselves?  

 

In truth, it’s often almost impossible to tell at 
the time. During the thick of battle there is too 
much dust and obfuscation to judge. The only 
sure way is by checking in again after the fact, 
and observing the fruits of the vandal’s actions. 
Those who claimed to be fighting for G‑d but 
only ended up in a morass of mutually assured 
destruction can be retrospectively adjudged to 
have had impure impulses in the first case, while 
those whose seemingly destructive actions led to 


