
Amidst the meticulous details regarding the construction of the mishkan, which comprise almost the 
entirety of the second half of Sefer Shemot, we find the most dramatic and chilling scene in the entirety 
of the Torah, the breaking of the first set of luchot, the two tablets inscribed by God. And it happened 
when he drew near the camp, and he saw the calf, and Moshe’s wrath flared, and he flung the tablets 
from his hand, and he smashed them at the bottom of the mountain. (Shemot 32:19). 

This same shocking scene is replayed in Parsaht Ekev as part of Moshe’s lecture to Bnei Yisrael, 
reminding them that they are not entering the land of Israel on the strength of their own merits. And in 
Horeb you infuriated the Lord, and the Lord was incensed with you enough to destroy you. When I 
went up to the mountain to take the stone tablets, the tablets of the Covenant that the Lord sealed with 
you… And I turned and came down from the mountain, the mountain burning in fire, and the two 
tablets of the Covenant in my two hands. And I saw and, look, you offended against the Lord your God, 
you made a molten calf, and you swerved quickly from the way the Lord charged you. And I seized the 
two tablets and flung them from my two hands and smashed them before your eyes. (Devarim 9:8-9, 
15-17) 

When Moshe acted in anger, striking the rock to produce water instead of speaking to it, he was 
chastised by Hasehm and ultimately denied entry into Eretz Yisrael. This shocking act of anger, the 
destruction of the tablets inscribed by God, appears to be met with approval, however. In Masechet 
Shasbbat 87a, the Gemara states: 

How do we know that the Holy Blessed One gave His approval [to 
Moshe's actions]? For the verse says "that you smashed" ("asher 
shibarta"). Reish Lakish interpreted this: All strength to you 
("yiyasher kochecha") that you smashed it. 

According to Resh Lakish, when God refers to the tablets broken 
by Moshe, God seemingly offers his approval for this act of 
anger. Perhaps there are times when destruction is required to 
build something better - perhaps there are times when the broken is 
more complete than the whole. As the Kotkzer Rebbe famously 
stated, “There is nothing so whole as a broken heart.” 
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By commanding 
Moshe to keep both the 

shivrei luchot together with the 
luchot, Hashem was conveying an 

essential life lesson that tragedy cannot 
be simply forgotten or dismissed, but 
that there is repair, reconstruction, 
and healing, and what emerges can 

be stronger and more durable 
than what preceded it.



In Parshat Ekev, where this episode is retold when Moshe is commanded to fashion a second set of 
luchot, it is written, At that time the Lord said to me, ‘Carve you two stone tablets like the first ones 
and come up to Me on the mountain, and you shall make you a wooden ark, that I may write on the 
tablets the words that were on the first tablets, which you smashed, and you shall place them in the 
Ark. (Devarim 10:1-2) The language employed does not clearly state which tablets are to be placed in 
the Aron. 

In Masechet Bava Batra (14a), Rabbi Meir relates in the name of Rav Yosef that the phrase “which you 
smashed, and you shall place them in the Ark” teaches us that both the second set of tablets and the 
first set of tablets that Moshe smashed reside together in the Aron: the luchot and the shivrei luchot rest 
side by side. 

Rabbi Eliyaha Safran, on contemplating why the shivrei luchot needed to be preserved and kept with 
the second set of luchot, writes: 

Brokenness is not something that can be held at arm’s length or denied. It is integral to life, to the 
human experience.  Life is loss as well as growth; hurt as well as healing.  No one who has ever lost a 
loved one is unbroken. Quite the opposite, they are tzebrochen, broken, devastated. And that break is 
never forgotten. It is never hidden. There can never be any pretense that it does not exist. 

That brokenness itself becomes essential to the person we become going forward. Of course, as we 
learn, time “heals” but that healing does not suggest being able to go forward as though the break 
never happened, the healing of time allows us to go forward with that break, not in spite of it or as 
if it never happened. Like a bone that has been fractured, the mended part of the bone is often the 
strongest part of the bone, so too when time heals our own wounds, it is that mended where we are 
strongest. 

This idea is echoed in the words of Rabbi Aaron Goldscheider, who, reflecting on a tragic personal 
loss, wrote, “After a painful loss, life continues, but now differently than before. We move through life 
now with two sets of tablets. There are times of joy; there are very happy times. They are encased in 
the same box; in the same heart.” 

By commanding Moshe to keep both the shivrei luchot together with the luchot, Hashem was 
conveying an essential life lesson that tragedy cannot be simply forgotten or dismissed, but that there 
is repair, reconstruction, and healing, and what emerges can be stronger and more durable than what 
preceded it.
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