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Parashat Yitro – Rabbi Peltz 

 

There is something fitting about Super Bowl weekend coinciding with our reading of Parashat 

Yitro, which includes the giving of Torah at Mount Sinai. Like the Super Bowl is the culmination 

of the NFL season, the giving of the 10 Commandments fulfills God’s demand to Pharaoh to 

“Let my people go so that they may worship me!” Torah, and the mitzvot it contains, is the 

blueprint for how we build a holy life. This, however, isn’t the only connection between the 

Super Bowl and the parashah. Another connection is the second commandment, which forbids 

worshipping any graven images or idols. I think of this commandment each year when the Super 

Bowl trophy is passed up through the players of the winning team, with each of them touching it 

and kissing it, before it is hoisted up by the owner, coach, and MVP. It always reminds me of the 

Torah procession in synagogue, at least when we used to have those. I am not sure if the trophy 

procession will occur in our COVID-19 world, but displays like this make us wonder what 

exactly the second commandment means. Commentaries over the centuries have defined this 

commandment in terms not only of belief, but also of intention. Differentiating between what is 

an idol, and what is just a statue, is not always so clear. One way we can tell the difference is by 

how people act towards the object. 

 

Therefore the Talmud lists a number of criteria for determining whether something is an idol. 

These include claiming the object is Divine as well as worshipping it in physical ways, such as 

bowing to it or kissing it. Uh-oh Super Bowl Trophy. Other commentaries point out that an idol 

doesn’t have to be a physical object. Rather it could be anything that distracts our attention from 

God, and from our ability to live by the values of Torah. There is a powerful midrash that 

illustrates how this can happen and the corrosive influence it can have on a society. In Pesikta 

d’Rav Kahana we learn about Rabbi Joshua ben Levi, who was once asked what was so bad 

about Rome? Like a good rabbi, Rabbi Joshua ben Levi responded with a question: “Have you 

ever visited Rome?” The man said that he had not. Rabbi Joshua ben Levi then said, “I have 

visited Rome, and there I saw beautiful pillars covered with expensive tapestries in winter so that 

they should not contract, and in summer that they should not split. But then, as I continued down 

the street, I saw the poor wrapped in a flimsy mat, shivering from the cold.” This, Rabbi Joshua 

ben Levi concludes that is what is wrong with Rome is that its priorities were out of whack. He 

saw a culture that cared more about their pillars more than people. They worshipped their own 

creations instead of caring for God’s creations. 

 

This is the challenge presented by the second commandment. It makes us ask ourselves: What 

are our priorities? Do we invest time and energy into fleeting pleasures that ultimately distract 

from God, from Torah, from family, from community? Or do we use our blessings to work 

towards eternal goals, such as making a real positive impact on our world? Do we live according 

to our Torah’s values, or do we worship modern day idols? A new Super Bowl trophy is made 

each year, but our impact when we live our values can last forever. When the Torah finishes 

describing the second commandment in our parashah, it says that those who don’t observe leave 

a negative legacy, but those that do will allow “God to show kindness to the thousandth 

generation…” What we do matters. How we live matters. Our priorities matter. May reflecting 

on the second commandment this week help us to identify the idols of our time, and help us 

focus our attentions and our efforts on what is truly holy and enduring. 


