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1. Midrash Rabbah - Shemot 30:3

Another explanation of NOW THESE ARE THE ORDINANCES. What precedes this
paragraph? And let them judge the people at all seasons (ib. XVIII, 22), and here it
says, NOW THESE ARE THE ORDINANCES. with the Decalogue in between. Like a
distinguished lady walking in the centre of an armed bodyguard, so has the Torah laws
preceding it and laws following it, while it is in the centre. Hence it says, I walk in the
way of righteousness (Prov. VIII, 20). The Torah exclaims: ' In which path shall I walk?-1
will walk in the path of those who act righteously in the midst of the paths of justice’ (ib.)-
with the Torah in the centre and laws preceding it and following it; preceding it, as it says,
” There He made for them a statute and an ordinance,’ and following it, as it says, NOW
THESE ARE THE ORDINANCES.
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2. Rashi — Shemot 18:9

Yisro rejoiced -[VaYichad means:] "And Yisro rejoiced." That is its plain meaning.
However, there is a Midrash Aggadah: His flesh felt (chadudin) sharp stinging sensations.
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He was grieved by the destruction of Egypt. This is what is meant when people say: "A
proselyte even up to ten generations [later]- do not disparage an Aramean (non-Jew) in
his presence."
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3. Rashbam — Shemot 22:27

The Torah again selected the most likely scenario of someone cursing people in authority.
People who lose in litigation are apt to curse the judge ruling against them. We find a
similar verse in Kohelet 10,20 where Solomon writes: “don’t revile a king even among
your intimates.” Another verse in which the Torah refers to a spectacle arousing curses is
found in Deuteronomy 21,23 where the Torah refers to the body of a judicially executed
person being buried by nightfall. The reason given is that seeing such a body evokes
curses against the judges who had convicted the victim.
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4. Rashi — Shemot 22:20

For you were strangers - If you abuse him, he, too, is capable of abusing you by saying to
you: "You, too, descend from strangers." With a fault which is your own do not reproach
your fellow man.
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5a. Shemot 23:9

Do not oppress a stranger. You [should] know the soul [feelings] of the stranger, for you
were strangers in the land of Egypt.
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5b. Rashi — Shemot 23:9

Do not oppress a stranger - In many places, the Torah issues warnings regarding the {ger}
because his inclination is bad.
The soul of the stranger - How hard it is for him when he is oppressed.
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6. Mechilta 22:22

At the time when R. Simon and R. Ishmael were led out to be killed, R. Simon said to R.
Ishmael: Master, my heart fails me, for I do not know why I am to be killed. R. Ishmael
said to him: Did never happen in your life that a man came to you for a judgment or with
a question and you let him wait until you had sipped your cup, or had tied your sandals,
or had put on your cloak? And the Torah has said: “If thou afflict in any wise,” whether
it be a severe affliction or a light affliction. Whereupon R. Simon said to him: “You have
comforted me, master.”
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7. Midrash Tanchuma, Mishpatim 16

If thou at all take thy neighbor’s garment to pledge (Exod. 22:25). The Holy One, blessed
be He, declared: How guilty are your sins before Me, yet I have been patient with you.
And though your soul ascends unto Me at twilight each day to render an accounting and
is found guilty, nevertheless I return the soul to you. Just as you are obligated to me, so
also are you obligated to them (the poor). If thou at all take thy neighbor’s garment to
pledge, thou shalt restore it to him by that the sun goeth down; for that may be his only
covering (Exod. 22:25). You have one thing that belongs to Me, and therefore, if you
take your neighbor’s garment to pledge, and do not return his pledge to him, I will not
return your soul to you. Scripture says of this: Takest thy neighbors garment. And it shall
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come to pass, when he crieth unto Me that I will hear, for I am gracious (ibid., v. 26). If
anyone complains to Me of injustice, saying: “Master of the Universe, I am a man and
he is a man, yet he sleeps on his bed, but where can I sleep?” I will listen to him for I
am gracious. The Holy One, blessed be He, said: I pay attention to the complaints of the
lonely ones in this world, but in the day to come, It shall come to pass, that before they
call, I will answer (Isa. 56:4). The prophet also said: For, O people that dwelleth in Zion
at Jerusalem, thou shalt weep no more (ibid. 30:19).
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8. Rashi — Shemot 24:10

Like a brickwork of sapphire - This was before Him at the time of their enslavement, as a
reminder of the oppression of Israel, for they were subjugated to do brick-work.

And like the essence of heaven in purity - [ This symbolizes that] when they were redeemed
there was light and joy before Him.
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9. Talmud Bavli — Berachot 17a

A favourite saying of Rab was: [The future world is not like this world.] In the future
world there is no eating nor drinking nor propagation nor business nor jealousy nor hatred
nor competition, but the righteous sit with their crowns on their heads feasting on the
brightness of the divine presence, as it says, And they beheld God, and did eat and drink.
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10. Talmud Bavli — Shabbat 88b
R. Joshua b. Levi also said: What is meant by, His cheeks are as a bed of spices? With
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every single word that went forth from the mouth of the Holy One, blessed be He, the
whole world was filled with spices [fragrance]. But since it was filled from the first word,
whither did the [fragrance of the] second word go? The Holy One, blessed be He, brought
forth the wind from His store-chambers and caused each to pass on in order, as it is said,
His lips are as lilies [shoshannim], dropping myrrh that passes on: read not shoshannim
but sheshonim.
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11. Beit Yaakov: 11

"Now these are the ordinances which thou shalt set before them. If thou buy a Hebrew
servant, six years he shall serve; and in the seventh he shall go out free for nothing."
(Ex 21:1-2) This is what Scripture says: "Thus saith the LORD: Keep ye justice, and do
righteousness; for My salvation is near to come, and My favour to be revealed." (Is. 56:1)
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Law implies order. The verse hints at this, by saying that a person must keep the law
and conduct oneself always in an orderly and regulated way. One should not forget one's
corporeal nature, and by means of this one can reach inner light. This week's Torah
portion hints this; in the previous portion, the Ten Commandments were given, but the
grandeur of the revelation of the giving of the Torah, which was not gradual at all, could
not be absorbed in this world. Idolatry was totally removed, and God purified the heart
of Israel, so no impulse or inclination for evil would remain,.; but the body was incapable
of absorbing such light, as it was said, "When Israel came to Sinai, and [the Torah] was
revealed , their souls expired due to God's speaking with them, as it is said, "My soul left me
at his word,' (Song of Songs 5:6)." (Exodus Rabbah 29) Indeed, Israel themselves wanted
to hear [the Torah] from the mouth of the Holy Blessed One, so that they could realize that
the whole earth is filled with God's glory. And God accepted them and illuminated for
them [the Torah] in its entirety. Since it was the beginning of the revelation of the Torah,
the initial step had to be with full impact.

However, from then on, God wanted Israel to behave in an orderly and regulated way,
as it is said, "Now these are the ordinances which thou shalt set before them," which is
translated [in Targum Onkelos] as, "These are the laws which you shall set in order before
them," so that the body would survive, since even the body was created through words
of Torah. When the commandments were revealed, the meaning of the commandment
was implanted deep in the heart of Israel; when "I am the Lord your God" was said to
them, love of God was implanted deep in their heart, and automatically love of Israel was
instilled as well. This is as it is written, "Have we not all one Father? Hath not one God
created us? Why do we deal treacherously every man against his brother..?" (Malachi
2:10)

In this state, there was no more room to instruct them not to murder, for then, when
["I am the Lord your God"] was said to them, God opened up for them the whole [of
the Torah] and its root of life, and all the commandments were included then in a pure
moment of Divine love and pure devotion, and there was no room to be commanded
about such externals as performance of the [specific] commandments. The Tallit with
Tzitzit, then, was not an external at all, but was rather a secret of pure life, and similarly
with Tefillin and all the commandments. And the benediction of a commandment, then,
was said standing in perfect balance, for, then, there was no division at all, and all the
commandments were implanted deep in the heart of Israel as they were said.

This is as the Rabbis said in the Talmud, with every one of the Ten Commandments, the
whole world was filled with fragrance, (BT Shabbat 88b) that is, with the "fragrance" of
the light of God. But if the whole world was filled with the fragrance from the utterance of
the first commandment, where could the second commandment have entered? Where was
there room for the utterance of the commandment, "Do not murder," after the utterance
of, "I am [the Lord your God]?" Similarly, with the commandments, "You shall have no
other gods before Me," etc.
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The Holy Blessed One took a wind from the Divine treasury and blew away one
commandment after another; that is, after the utterance of the commandment, the Light
contracted, but during the utterance the light was full and whole, so when God said, "Do
not murder," no anger remained in the heart of Israel, and when God spoke, "Do not
covet," all envy for others was banished entirely.

Therefore, at the time of the giving of the Torah, the notion of law was not relevant to
their spiritual state. It was only after God hid this Light that laws branched out from
every utterance of revelation, and pure Life was hidden in externals. From this [true]
Life devolved Tallit with Tzitzit, and from this Life the commandment of Tefillin also
emerged, and thus all of the externals which are the commandments.

(Translation: Joshua Schwartz)

12.

Like someone who, staring at an elephant,
insists, ‘There is no elephant’;

who then, as it moves away,

feels a certain doubt

and, on seeing its footprints,

is certain: ‘An elephant

has been there’ —

such is the aberrant working

of my mind.

Transalation: Prof. David Shulman




