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Parasha Discussion

The Foundation on Which Torah and Mitzvot Stand
By: Rabbi Mordechai Gershon (Yeshivat Lev HaTorah, Ramat Beit Shemesh)

In the end of last week’s parasha, we read about the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai. The event of
receiving the Torah at Sinai was primarily marked through G-d’s declaration of the Ten Commandments,*
which symbolized all of the mitzvot in the Torah. This week’s parasha, entitled “Mishpatim” (laws),
begins with the details of many of the six hundred and thirteen mitzvot. Itis interesting to point out that
the first series of mitzvot discussed are civil laws relating to society, property rights, ethics, and
monetary matters and not issues of ritual or “religious” actions. Why does the Torah begin with these
mitzvot rather than the overtly religious activities, such as Shabbat, Kashrut, Family Purity, Prayer, etc?

The most basic answer to this question is found in an analysis of the function that these mitzvot have.
Whereas the reason for the ritual mitzvot, such as the ones mentioned above, seems to be to draw us
close to Hashem, the civil mitzvot seem to be about building a functioning society. Without laws that
govern human interaction, property rights, commerce, damages, and sustaining those who are in need,
society cannot operate. The first step towards achieving closeness to Hashem to achieve closeness and
brotherhood among people.

Perhaps this may be another facet to the expression found in Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) “derech
eretz kadma laTorah,” which literally means “the way of the land precedes Torah.” This is sometimes
explained as referring to the need to behave with good middot (character) before one can succeed in his
learning and fulfilment of the Torah. However, in light of the above insight, perhaps we can suggest that
this line is teaching us that before the Torah’s ideals can come into fruition, society needs to be able to
function. In order for that to occur the first commandments that are elaborated upon are those that
regulate social interaction.

This notion may also shed a deeper understanding of a puzzling statement of our sages. The rabbis teach
us that a judge who judges a case truthfully is considered to be a partner with G-d in the creation of the
universe. Perhaps this puzzling statement makes perfect sense since the purpose of creating the

! According to several commentaries Hashem only declared the first or perhaps the first two of the ten commandments and
then Moshe told the people the remaining commandments. This was due to the fact that the experience of hearing Hashem
declare the first commandment was too overwhelming for the people and they could not handle hearing the remaining
commandments directly from Hashem.




universe was so that the Torah’s ideals can be put into practice, thereby benefiting mankind. Yet, in
order for people to bring the Torah’s ideals into fruition in the physical world, the physical world must
first be a place of law and order. Without the law and order established by these “mishpatim” (laws) and
maintained by the dayanim (judges), the Torah could not be expressed and make an imprint upon
human society. The role of the judges is to ensure that society is governed in law and order, which
enables people to focus on attaining spiritual greatness and incredible closeness to Hashem through the
mitzvot. This is similar to Hashem, who created the universe in order for people to achieve spiritual
greatness and incredible closeness to Hashem!

In a similar vein, the Sefer Yalkut Me’am Loez explains that Torah can only truly be grasped when one is
in a state of tranquility. If strife and confrontation are rampant, the Torah cannot be learned. Therefore,
in order to ensure that the Jewish people would be able to internalize the Torah, the very first
commandments expounded upon are those that ensure that society will be free of strife. Without
established laws governing social interactions and the problems that can occur in society, the world
would turn into a game of survival of the fittest. The court system, laws of property and damages, laws
concerning servants and workers, and economic policies all need to be established in order for people to
co-exist in peace and tranquility. Only in such a society can Torah be understood and internalized.

Like a Set Table

The parasha begins with G-d commanding Moshe “And these are the laws that you shall place before
them (the people).” Rashi comments that G-d said to Moshe “do not think that it is sufficient to teach
the people two or three times until it (the law) is fluent in their mouths as it was taught (by you), but you
won’t bother to make them understand the reasons for each thing and its explanation. Rather, you
should place the law in front of them like a set table with everything prepared to be eaten in front of the
person (who is dining).”

This statement of Rashi seems to be the source for the title chosen by Rabbi Yosef Karo for his code of
Jewish law known as the “Shulchan Aruch” (Set Table). Each law is recorded with great clarity and
prepared with great precision for the reader to consume its content. The purpose of the Shulchan Aruch
was to clarify the laws so that everyone can be thoroughly familiar with them. Throughout the centuries
since Rabbi Yosef Karo (1488-1575) lived there have been many commentaries written on the Shulchan
Aruch, which explain and further investigate his halachic conclusions. This made the Shulchan Aruch
quite lengthy and difficult for those without an advanced background in Torah learning to read. In the
18™ century a concise code of law called the Kitzur Shulchan Aruch was written by Rabbi Shlomo
Ganzfried (1804-1886). An excellent way for people to become familiar with the procedures of Judaism
is to make time every day to learn a few halachot from the Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, which is also available
in English.
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