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The Tablets and the Lost Ark

Which comes first: the chicken or the egg? Is this a semantic question? Is this a philosophical question? I
don’t know. How about this one: Do we store our Torah scrolls in an ark, or does the place where we store
the Torah scrolls become an ark once we put the Torah scrolls there?  This may also be a semantic question,
but it’s also a question of  parshanut - somethingwe need to explore in this week’s Torah portion.

Parashat Ekev is the continuation of  Moshe’s great speeches to the Israelites prior to his death. As we’ve
noted in past weeks, when Moshe recapitulates the episodes of  his life and reminds his audience of  the
hard-earned lessons of  Jewish history, Moshe shares a unique and distinct perspective on events that are
already familiar to us from the earlier books of  theTorah. There is a striking example in Parashat Ekev
concerning Moshe’s retelling of  the second set of luchot - the second tablets - that Moshe brought to the us
after he smashed the first set of luchot when he saw the golden calf. We all think we know the story. After
Moshe smashes the tablets he prays for forgiveness and God grants that request. God then tells Moshe to
carve a second set of  luchot and God promises to write the same words on the second set of  luchot that were
on the first set of luchot.

The story is told in great detail in Sefer Shemot, in Exodus, 34 and I suspect that version is the one that we
imagine when we think about this story. We also read the relevant verses of  Exodus 34 on fast days which
further cements them into our minds. But in Parashat Ekev Moshe tells the story with a brand new detail:

ת ואבָּעֵ֨ רהַהִ֜ האָמַ֧ ייהְוָֹ֣ תפְּסׇל־לְךָ֞אֵלַ֗ ֹ֤ יםאֲבָניִם֙שְׁנֵיֽ־לוּח אשׁנִֹ֔ יוַעֲלֵ֥הכָּרִ֣ רָהאֵלַ֖ יתָהָהָ֑ עֵץֽ׃אֲר֥וֹןלְּךָ֖וְעָשִׂ֥
תבוְאֶכְתּבֹ֙ ֹ֔ יםעַל־הַלֻּח ת־הַדְּבָרִ֔ ראֶ֨ תהָי֛וּאֲשֶׁ֥ ֹ֥ רהָרִאשׁנִֹ֖יםעַל־הַלֻּח רְתָּאֲשֶׁ֣ םשִׁבַּ֑ בָּאָרֽוֹן׃וְשַׂמְתָּ֖

Thereupon the LORD said to me, “Carve out two tablets of  stone like the first, and come up to Me on the
mountain; and make an ark of  wood. I will inscribeon the tablets the commandments that were on the first
tablets that you smashed, and you shall deposit them in the ark.”

Into what ark was Moshe supposed to deposit the luchot? We know all about the ark of  the covenant from
Sefer Shmot. We know that Betzalel made an ark out of  acacia wood. But that ark was not built until after
Moshe came down from Har Sinai with the second tablets in hand. Rashi makes this clear and claims that it
was a different ark for a different purpose:

כִּי בְּרִדְתּוֹ מִן הָהָרמִשְׁכָּן לֹא נתְִעַסְּקוּ בוֹ עַד לְאַחַר יוֹם הַכִּפּוּרִים,וְלֹא זהֶ הוּא הָאָרוֹן שֶׁעָשָׂה בְצַלְאֵל, שֶׁהֲרֵי
נמְִצָא זהֶ אָרוֹן אַחֵר הָיהָעָשָׂה מִשְׁכָּן תְּחִלָּה וְאַחַר כָּךְ אָרוֹן וְכֵלִים,צִוָּה לָהֶם עַל מְלֶאכֶת הַמִּשְׁכָּן, וּבְצַלְאֵל

“This was not the ark that was made by Betzalel for nobody worked on building the mishkan until after Yom
Kippur of  the first year following the exodus for it was only when Moshe descended from the mountain on
Yom Kippur were they commanded to build the mishkan…”

The function of  the ark in Shemot and the functionof  the ark in Parashat Ekev are different. In Sefer
Shemot, the ark, covered by an ornate cover called the kaporet, was the site from which God spoke to the
Moshe and delivered instructions and guidance and commands after the Israelite camp left Har Sinai. The
luchot inside the ark symbolizes the unique and primary revelation at Sinai. The ark then serves to connect that
moment of  revelation to the ongoing communication from God focused on that space above the kaporet.

The ark in our parasha has a much more prosaic purpose - it exists to house the luchot. When Moshe received
the second luchot, it was after God had forgiven us for the sin of  the golden calf. These luchot werebuilt to
last. The first luchot were carried in Moshe’s own hands, which was a very convenient place for them when
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Moshe shattered them. The second luchot, given at a time of  forgiveness, were safely stored where they could
be treasured forever as a symbol of  the enduring andnever-ending relationship between God and all of us.

As Rabbi Amnon Bazak explains, the permanence of  thecovenant with God, that has lasted long after Moshe
was able to intercede on our behalf, is a powerful theme of  this depiction in the Torah. Moshe shattered the
first luchot and saved us from destruction by Divine wrath at the time of  the sin of  the golden calf.But we
don’t need that anymore. The covenant lasts forever and the luchot need a permanent home.And so it is fitting
that God commanded Moshe to build an ark for the luchot. יתָ עֵץֽ׃אֲר֥וֹןלְּךָ֖וְעָשִׂ֥

But Moshe doesn’t do precisely what God commands. Rabbi Ilay Ofran, in his book of parshanut, points out
that Moshe built an ark before the luchot were given to him. Moshe reverses the order. God’s command was to
first carve the luchot and then build the ark. Moshe built the ark first and then carved the luchot.

ת ֹ֥ ל שְׁניֵ־לֻח ֹ֛ ים וָאֶפְס י שִׁטִּ֔ עַשׂ אֲרוֹן֙ עֲצֵ֣ רָה וּשְׁנֵי֥וָאַ֤ עַל הָהָ֔ ת בְּידִָיֽ׃אֲבָנִ֖ים כָּרִאשׁנִֹ֑ים וָאַ֣ ֹ֖ הַלֻּח
I made an ark of  acacia wood and carved out two tabletsof  stone like the first; I took the two tablets withme
and went up the mountain.

Rabbi Ofran suggests that Moshe’s reversal of  order reflected a pedagogical priority. If  the luchot represent
Torah and the ark represents the receptacle of  theTorah, Moshe, at this crucial and pivotal moment in Jewish
history, understood that preparing a container, building scaffolding, needs to happen before knowledge can
be transmitted. After the golden calf, educational changes were made. Moshe built this ark first to exemplify
that more than we need to devote attention to transmitting ideas, we need to invest attention in ensuring a
receptive home for those ideas.

This insight is consistent with the earlier idea that was articulated by Rav Bazak and both ideas are relevant
for our community at this time.

We are the great great grandchildren of  the peoplewho worshipped the golden calf, and who were forgiven,
and who solidified a permanent and never ending covenant with God. There is no sin so great that it can
prevent us from standing before God on Yom Kippur to beg for forgiveness. And there is nothing that can
keep us away from shul for so long that we cannot return.

And when we return and when we encourage others to return - the ark comes before the luchot. Invest in
relationships with your friends and neighbors and family. Those relationships can make one into a willing
receptacle for Torah.  And once we have turned ourselves and our communities into vessels that can receive
and contain and preserve Torah, the Torah is here. Come and learn.


