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as on the most practical, down- to-earth planes. It 
is celestial while also earthy. 

 

It gives practical guidance to living a higher life 
and is the best self-help book ever written. 

 

It, of course, is the Bible. 

 

And this week’s Torah portion, Y itro, is when it 
all begins. As the Jewish people camp together 
around the mountain, the stage is set for the 
giving of the Torah. Even within the setting of 
this awe- inspiring drama, infinitely important 
lessons are embedded that can help us under-
stand ourselves and our purpose in our world. 

 

Here are 10 bite- sized nuggets of wisdom that 
we can apply to our lives from how, where and 
when the 10 commandments were given. 

 

· G‑d chose to give the Torah on an elevated 
mountain. You can elevate your life. 

· A mountain is the same dirt as a plane, but has 
been raised. No matter how dirty your life ap-
pears, raise it and make of it a mountain. 

· Mount Sinai was a low, unimposing mountain. 
The gateway to spiritual greatness is humility. 

· The Torah was given on a mountain, not a 
valley. Humility must be complemented by self
- assurance. 

· The Jewish people were commanded to “make 
a boundary around the mountain.” Limit self-
assurance, so that it doesn’t degenerate into 
arrogance. 

· The Ten Commandments were addressed in 
singular to the whole of the Jewish people; if 
even one Jew was missing, the Torah could not 
have been given. You are essential. 

· The Ten Commandments was said to individu-
als, tailored to each person’s spiritual and psy-
chological makeup. You have a unique role and 
mission. 

· The Torah was given to one united people. 
Only external façades, bodies, separate us. 
Deep down we are one. 

· The Jewish people were “facing the mountain” 
ready to receive G‑d’s word. If you focus on 
something higher, petty differences disinte-
grate. 

· At Mount Sinai, heaven and the earth, spiritual-
ity and physicality touched for the first time. 
You can bring Divine consciousness into this 
finite physical world. 
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It’s graduation day and a mother’s trying to take 
a picture of her son in his cap and gown, posing 
with his father.  

 

“Let’s try to make this look natural,” she 
says. “Junior, put your arm around your dad’s 
shoulder.” The father says, “If you want it to 
look natural, why not have him put his hand on 
my wallet?” 
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The locomotive was making its first appear-
ance in the little town of old. No one had 
ever seen a horseless carriage before. Every 
one of the townspeople had gathered at the 
new station to witness history in the making. 
The gun was fired and with a flourish of huff-
ing and puffing the locomotive roared down 
the tracks. Well… the engine that is. Unfortu-
nately, the shlemiel whose job it was had for-
gotten to hitch the other cars to the engine 
and they were left behind in a trail of smoke. 

 

Sometimes the best laid plans of mice and 
men don’t come to fruition -  a business strat-
egy, a football game plan, or even, perish the 
thought, a synagogue resolution made on 
Yom Kippur! 

 

The introduction to the Ten Commandments 
we will read in this week’s Parsha is, And G-d 
spoke all these words, to say… in Hebrew, leimor. 
Now, when the Torah uses the word leimor, to 
say, it is usually G-d telling Moses something 
important which he in turn should pass on 
and tell the Jews. So, the word leimor makes 
perfect sense. He said it to him to say it to 
them. But here we have a problem. You see, 
every Jew was present at Sinai and according 
to the mystics, that includes even the unborn 
souls of future generations. So, there was no 
need for Moses to pass on anything to any-
one. All the Jews heard the Ten Command-
ments directly from G-d, so why the word 
leimor? To say to whom?  

 

Rabbi Dov Ber, the great Maggid of Me-
zeritch, explained that here the word leimor 
means to speak to you. That these words should 
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not remain mere words but that they should reso-
nate and say something meaningful to you person-
ally. They should be said and heard so that they 
continue to reverberate forever in your minds, 
heart and deeds.  The Ten Commandments dare 
not remain an abstract idea, an unhitched engine, a 
nice philosophy or an interesting cultural practice -  
something akin, say, to the ancient Incas of Peru. 
The Ten Commandments must be relevant enough 
to make a difference in our lives; otherwise whom 
did G-d say them to and whatever for?  

 

The Talmud describes a thief who says a prayer to 
G-d for success before breaking in to commit a 
burglary. The epitome of hypocrisy -  G-d told you 
Thou Shalt Not Steal and you have the audacity to 
ask Him to help you succeed in defying His wish-
es? This has got to be the ultimate chutzpah! How 
do we get a handle on this Talmudic thief’s hypoc-
risy? The answer is that he, too, is a believer, but 
his faith is superficial and doesn’t permeate his 
being sufficiently to influence his behavior. Deep 
down he has faith but he remains a religious goniff! 

 

The rabbi was in his study when in walked Berl, 
the town pickpocket. “Rabbi I was walking down 
the street and found this wallet lying on the 
ground.  I know that to return a lost article is a 
Mitzvah of the Torah so I brought it in. Perhaps 
you can make an announcement in Shul and find 
the rightful owner.” The rabbi sees there is a fair 
amount of cash in the wallet. He is so inspired at 
Berl’s change of heart that he embraces him and 
congratulates him on his reformation. Later, on his 
way out, the rabbi notices that the gold wristwatch 
he had in his jacket pocket is missing. He calls Berl 
and asks him if perchance he may have inadvert-
ently taken his watch. Berl confesses. “I don’t un-



derstand you Berl. You find a wallet full of cash 
in the street and you return it and then you go 
and steal my gold watch?  

 

Berl answers, “Rabbi, returning lost articles is a 
big mitzvah but when it comes to picking pock-
ets, business is business.”  

 

We all believe and we all want to do mitzvahs, 
big and small. The trick is to translate our inner 
piety into outer practice. What does my faith do 
for me? Does it speak to me? How does it trans-
form my behavior, my life? Does it make any 
tangible difference in my value system? The To-
rah cannot remain a theory on the drawing 
board. The Ten Commandments do indeed 
speak to us. The question is, are we listening?  
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Moses’ father- in- law, Jethro, hears of the great 
miracles which G-d performed for the people of 
Israel, and comes from Midian to the Israelite 
camp, bringing with him Moses’ wife and two 
sons. Jethro advises Moses to appoint a hierar-
chy of magistrates and judges to assist him in the 
task of governing and administrating justice to 
the people. 

 

On the sixth day of the third month (Sivan), 
seven weeks after the Exodus, the entire nation 
of Israel assembles at the foot of Mount Sinai. G
-d descends on the mountain amidst thunder, 
lightning, billows of smoke and the blast of 
the shofar, and summons Moses to ascend. 

 

G-d proclaims the Ten Commandments, com-
manding the people of Israel to believe in G-d, 
not to worship idols or take G-d's name in vain, 
to keep the Shabbat, honor their parents, and 
not to murder, commit adultery, steal, bear false 
witness or covet another’s property. The people 
cry out to Moses that the revelation is too in-
tense for them to bear, begging him to receive 
the Torah from G-d and convey it to them. 
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Do you feel stuck in a rut? Do you ever fantasize 
about making a bold change in your life, perhaps 
starting a new career or moving to another city? 
Whether it’s our domestic chores, the daily chal-

lenge of homework with children or the endless 
list of things that need fixing, by the time a day is 
over, we’re exhausted. Novelty seems far away. 

 

There’s a wonderful children’s story about a dis-
contented stonecutter, whose backbreaking job it 
was to hack at a stone mountain all day with his 
heavy axe. What an inconsequential occupation, 
let alone a life’s mission. He didn’t want to chop 
at mountains; he wanted to move mountains! He 
wanted to be a mover and a shaker! A some-
body. And— he wanted an easier ride. This stone-
cutting was exhausting labor. 

 

One day, a chariot transporting a mighty monarch 
passed by. “Ah,” thought the stonecutter, “to be a 
king— what a dream! It’s easy and so‑o‑o glamor-
ous.” As he fantasized how wonderful and stimu-
lating that role would be, presto! His wish became 
a reality, and he was suddenly sitting in a royal, 
splendid coach. How powerful and mighty he felt, 
issuing commands to his subjects— until the sun 
started to beat mercilessly on him. He realized the 
sun was mightier than he, and he wished to be-
come the sun. Poof! He became the sun, beaming 
its powerful rays toward the earth. 

 

But his quest to be the ultimate “someone” did 
not end there. He became the clouds that blocked 
the sun, then the powerful wind that was able to 
blow away the clouds, then the mountain that was 
able to stand its ground against the wind, until . . . 
a stonecutter came along and began to chisel away 
at his mountainside. When he realized what power 
the simple stonecutter wielded, power over the 
great big mountain, he decided to become— a 
stonecutter. He was back where he had started—
but not really. There was new vigor in every chop 
and new glamour in every chip. Every small action 
was making a huge difference. 

 

It’s tempting to fantasize about a better life. We’d 
love to dodge our own reality, our never-ending 
workload, the monotony of our existence. We 
dream of escaping, some exciting new means of 
self- fulfillment. And something easy. Who wants 
to work hard, anyway?  
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In the Dayenu hymn in the Passover Haggadah, 
we list all the wonders that G‑d did for us when 
we left Egypt. After each of the fifteen stanzas of 
this hymn we say, "dayenu"— "it would have suf-
ficed us."  

 

"If He had brought us out from Egypt, and had 
not carried out judgments against them— dayenu, 
it would have sufficed us!" etc. 

 

One of the stanzas says: "If He had brought us to 
Mount Sinai, but not given us the Torah—
dayenu!" Now this seems puzzling. What in the 
world would be the point of going to Mount 
Sinai if not to receive the Torah? What other 
point is there in being there? After all, at this 
particular mountain there is neither food, nor 
water or skiing…  

 

But actually, something very special happened at 
Sinai even before G‑d appeared to the Jewish 
people. The Torah tells us that "V ayichan sham 
Yisrael neged hahar," "Israel camped there opposite 
the mountain." The biblical commenta-
tor Rashi points out that the word the Torah 
uses, ʯ ʔʧ ʑʩʔʥ � vayichan), is in the singular tense— "he 
camped" rather than "they camped."  

 

This, Rashi explains, denotes that the entire na-
tion encamped there as one man with one heart. 
The Dayenu tells us that if all that was accom-
plished was the Jewish people standing united for 
one moment— this itself is an accomplishment of 
amazing worth. Coming together as one and put-
ting aside all our differences for a greater purpose 
is one of the greatest mitzvot we can do. It 
stands on its own, and was a moment of close-
ness to G‑d that carried significance even if the 
Torah had not been given. 
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It’s the world’s best- seller. It’s also the most 
widely distributed book. Some guess it has sold 
millions, while others estimate it at closer to bil-
lions. 

 

It teaches morality and all the do’s and don’ts. It 
can be understood on deep abstract levels as well 

The world is a very exciting place, but if we 
don’t think that what we’re doing is any big deal, 
if we fail to see the redeeming value of our daily 
routine, we can become jaded and seek out fun-
filled fantasies. We’re dazzled by things that have 
high visibility and make a public splash; we’re 
impressed by titles and multiple letters after 
one’s name. Our rational sight is clouded by the 
glitz and glare, while authentic Judaism is swept 
aside by the winds of “progress.”  

 

Being out in the public eye, being conspicuous, 
noticed and wowed over is not the source of our 
distinctiveness. Were the cameras flashing when 
Moses came to the rescue of the daughters 
of Y itro (Jethro) at the well? When the relieved 
daughters returned home and recounted how a 
stranger had delivered them from the shepherds’ 
malevolent mischief, Y itro asked them, “Where 
is he (Ayo)? A person of this caliber would be a 
good marriage candidate for one of you.” 

 

His query was an echo of an earlier verse in 
the Torah. “Where is she (Ayeh Sarah)?” the 
three angels asked about Sarah, their hostess in 
the desert. “Where is Sarah, in whose merit the 
world is blessed?”  

 

Moses’s “no- show” reminded Y itro of Sarah. 
Moses did not follow Y itro’s daughters home, 
and so did not receive praise and recognition for 
his heroic act. This was an extraordinary trait of 
modesty, Maharal explains. Y itro realized that 
the stranger must be a descendant of the woman 
who prepared a beautiful repast for her guests 
but did not feel any need for recognition. Sarah 
remained inconspicuous, doing the ordinary 
everyday things that exceptional people do. It 
was enough for her to be in the right place at the 
right time. 

 

The presumption that “to be noticed proves that 
I’m a somebody” is a fallacy. There’s a better, 
more effective way to be celebrated. Every act 
that we do with the correct intention is special. 
And G‑d cherishes every one of those acts, no 
matter how trivial— forever. 

 

For G‑d values modesty. He values one who is 
focused on inner qualities, not externalities, ac-
colades and attention. 

 

What is most hidden is ultimately the most 
sought after. 


