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Parshat Ki Tisa

Delayed Reaction
Simon Wolf

One of the most dramatic events of this week’s
Parsha is Moshe breaking the Luchot. The Torah
describes, “As soon as Moshe approached the
camp and he saw the calf and the dancing, he
became enraged; and he hurled the Luchot from
his hands and shattered them at the foot of the
mountain.”’  When Moshe retells the story to the
next generation in Sefer Devarim, there is a slightly
different account of the events. There it states, “I|
turned and descended down the mountain, the
mountain was ablaze with fire, and the two Luchot
of the Covenant were in my two hands. | then saw
how you had sinned against God, your Lord; you
had made yourselves a molten calf; you had
quickly strayed from the path that God had
enjoined upon you. Thereupon, | gripped the two
tablets and flung them away with both my hands,
smashing them before your eyes.”? Moshe’s
action here was at the same time both courageous
and disconcerting. To break the Luchot, about
which it is said, “The Luchot were the work of God,
and the writing was the writing of God, chiseled
upon the tablets,” took immense determination
and conviction. The Gemara cites this as one of
three times in the Torah that Moshe acts of his own
accord at a pivotal moment and God acquiesces
by indicating His approval after the fact.* In this
vein, Reish Lakish interprets the phrase “Asher
Shibarta,” the Luchot that you (Moshe) broke, not
as a condemnation of Moshe, but rather as God
acknowledging and congratulating Moshe for
having broken the Luchot (naww n> "w).8 Yet,
for that same reason, the action was audacious.
How could Moshe destroy the handiwork of God?
The Gemara suggests that Moshe autodidactically
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deduced that if for a single Mitzva, Korban Pesach,
the Torah proscribes an apostate from
participating, then in this instance where the entire
nation abrogated a tenet of the faith certainly they
should be precluded from receiving the entire
Torah.” Tosafot immediately notes that this is a
flawed logical argument. An apostate is precluded
from Pesach because it is a Korban,® nevertheless
in this instance, Moshe should have given Bnei
Yisrael the Torah and encouraged them to repent
as is the case with other Mitzvot in the Torah.
Therefore, Moshe must have been acting of his
own accord, but that then returns one to the
original question as to what right did Moshe have
to break the Luchot?

The Rashbam suggests that Moshe was so
overtaken emotionally by the sight of the Egel that
it sapped him of his strength and resilience.® In his
weakened state, Moshe was unable to continue
bearing the weight of the Luchot. He therefore
dropped them, directing them away from his feet
so as to avoid injuring himself. On the other hand,
in Avot D’Rabbi Natan, there are a plethora of
opinions that suggest that Moshe broke the Luchot
at God'’s prodding'® because as the Or HaChayim
says, only God can shoulder the responsibility to
permit and direct one to destroy His handiwork."
The Yerushalmi offers the possibility that the
Luchot would have been too heavy for Moshe to
carry were it not for the letters, which either
levitated the Luchot or reduced their weight.'?
When Moshe approaches the camp, the sight of
the Egel causes the letters to disappear from the
Luchot and Moshe is left holding the full burden of
the Luchot; that load was unbearable and they
therefore fell and shattered due to their weight.
The common denominator between all of these
reasons is that Moshe’s breaking of the Luchot
was involuntary. In that sense, Moshe is absolved
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of any wrongdoing because he had no control over
the situation. On the other hand, it is much harder
to reconcile these opinions with Moshe’s
description of the events in Sefer Devarim'® where
it seems to indicate that Moshe actively and
intentionally broke the Luchot, rather than being
compelled to do so.

The Ibn Ezra cites an opinion, found in the
Midrashim,™ in which the letters of the Luchot
disappeared and therefore Moshe destroyed the
Luchot. Moshe, left with a blank slate, thinks it is
best to break the Luchot, either because it is
meaningless to hand Bnei Yisrael the voided
Luchot or because he wants to make an
impression on Bnei Yisrael. This view balances
between God granting Moshe permission and
Moshe acting on his own volition with regards to
breaking the Luchot.

Most of the exegetes, though, are influenced by
the description of Moshe’s actions, in both Sefer
Devarim and Sefer Shmot, as being of his own
initiative and they therefore focus on the impetus
for Moshe’s breaking of the Luchot. The Ibn Ezra
favors the view that Moshe was passionate on
behalf of God ('n7 xaj7) and therefore, in his anger
over the violation perpetrated against God, breaks
the Luchot. While this aligns Moshe’s actions with
God’s interests, it still does not explain what gave
Moshe the right to break the Luchot. There are
those that suggest that Moshe’s action was
premeditated, not an emotional response. He was
trying to make an impact on Bnei Yisrael and he
therefore broke the Luchot to indicate to them the
gravity of their sin, which had abrogated their
covenant with God.'® In both of these instances,
one could suggest that Moshe was so in sync with
God, that when he took action it was if he was
acting as a proxy on behalf of God.

The view favored by most of the commentators is
the parable found in the Midrashim.'® A king is
engaged to be married to a woman. The king
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travels out of town and rumors begin to circulate
about the infidelity of the future bride. The best-
man of the king thinks it best to tear up the
marriage vows and that way if she is found guilty,
it will not be a prosecutable crime since there is no
evidence to their marriage. In a similar fashion,
Moshe breaks the Luchot to protect Bnei Yisrael.
Given Chazal’'s description of Maamad Har Sinai
as a wedding ceremony,' it is as if the covenant
of Sinai was akin to wedding vows between Bnei
Yisrael and God. By worshipping the Egel, Bnei
Yisrael had just violated those wedding vows, the
Ten Commandments, which were the core of the
covenant. Such a violation would subject Bnei
Yisrael to harsh penalties and sanctions. Moshe
preempts that possibility by breaking the Luchot
and voiding the evidence of the covenant in order
to protect Bnei Yisrael. In that case, Moshe was
not seeking God’s approval, but rather acting as a
true leader who is willing to sacrifice on behalf of
his constituents even at his own expense. Another
view within the Midrash goes even further in
extolling Moshe’s unparalleled leadership in this
situation by suggesting that Moshe intentionally
broke the Luchot in order throw his lot in with the
people." He tells God that the people have sinned
and | have sinned by breaking the Luchot without
permission. Moshe then offers the following
ultimatum: either You forgive us both or if You
refuse to forgive them then do not forgive me which
would leave God without anyone to fulfill His
promise to the forefathers.

Both of these explanations focus on Moshe’s
outstanding leadership as the impetus for his
breaking the Luchot. Moshe was acting of his own
volition and took the initiative to protect Bnei
Yisrael even at the risk of incurring God’s wrath.
He saw it as his right, if not obligation, to break the
Luchot in his role as the leader and chief defender
of Bnei Yisrael. While this explains why Moshe
broke the Luchot, it still does not address why
Moshe waited until reaching the camp to break the
Luchot. God had already disclosed to Moshe on
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the mountain that the “people, whom you brought
out of the land of Egypt, have acted basely. They
have been quick to turn aside from the way that |
enjoined upon them. They have made themselves
a molten calf and bowed to it and sacrificed to it,
saying: ‘This is your god, O Israel, who brought you
out of the land of Egypt!” Armed with that
information, Moshe should have immediately
smashed the Luchot to protect Bnei Yisrael from
God’s wrath. Why does Moshe only break the
Luchot once he reaches the encampment of Bnei
Yisrael? Did he not believe that which God was
disclosing to him?

The Yerushalmi says it is impossible that Moshe
did not rely on God'’s disclosure.'® Rather Moshe
was teaching a lesson for posterity that one may
not depend upon or trust the testimony of a single
witness, no matter how trustworthy (even God),
until they have verified the information themselves
or received testimony from two witnesses. For that
reason Moshe, not doubting God, procedurally
waits until he reaches the camp to “substantiate”
God’s claim. Only once he has confirmed the
information does Moshe act to protect Bnei Yisrael
by breaking the Luchot. Itis interesting that Moshe
always looks out for Bnei Yisrael's best interests;
in defense of Bnei Yisrael, he is willing to take
extrajudicial action by breaking the Luchot, but
when incriminating them, he follows the letter of
the law. While this suggestions answers the
legalistic reason for Moshe’s delayed reaction, it
does not address the emotional side of Moshe’s
becoming enraged (n¥in gx-n‘) as his response
to entering the camp and witnessing the Egel.

The Sforno and Rav Hirsch both suggest that, after
God’s disclosure, Moshe held out hope that the
breach was limited and that he could rectify the
situation as soon as he returned to the camp.?°
When he returned to the camp and realized that
the situation had become so debased that they
were dancing and sacrificing to the Golden Calf, he
was overcome with anger and despair over the fact
that the infringement had reached the point of no
return. His only remaining option at that point was
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to break the Luchot and start over from scratch.
Part of Moshe’s consideration in breaking the
Luchot might also have been to signal to Bnei
Yisrael how grave their infraction was and to shock
them back to their senses.?! It was the initial step
in beginning the process of Bnei Yisrael's
repentance.

The most groundbreaking and radical answer to
the question as to what precipitated Moshe’s
delayed reaction in breaking the Luchot is
suggested by the Sefer Halkarim.?? Rav Yosef
Albo notes that the human condition is that a
person is infinitely more pained and impacted by
what they witness than by that which they have
knowledge of; they are more emotionally
influenced and shaken from the input of their
senses than intellectual comprehension and
certainty. Even if a person has no doubt as to the
truth of a matter, it is still in the realm of the
theoretical until they have first-hand experience of
the situation. He cites as a paradigmatic example
of this phenomenon Moshe’s behavior in this
week’s Parsha. Moshe had full and
unquestionable knowledge of the Egel and what
was transpiring in the camp below because God
had disclosed the information to him. He had no
doubts. Yet, he does not agree to leave the Luchot
on the mountain or to break them immediately, but
rather he descends the mountain with them in
hand. When he reaches the camp and witnesses
first-hand what is transpiring, he is angered and
smashes the Luchot on the spot. Moshe had no
more information than he had previously, yet the
emotional impact of witnessing the event is so
much more poignant and painful to him than
hearing about it. Seeing is believing, even when
the information is from God! This speaks to the
tremendous challenge of faith and the ability to
convey those beliefs to the next generation. To
overcome those challenges of faith and
transmission (n1ion) requires a two-pronged
approach to Torah education — intellectual and
experiential education. Seeing is believing.

Shabbat Shalom
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