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With thanks to the Schimmel Family for their generous sponsorship of Covenant & Conversation, dedicated in loving memory of Harry (Chaim) Schimmel.
“T’have loved the Torah of R’ Chaim Schimmel ever since I first encountered it. It strives to be not just about truth on the surface but also its connection
to a deeper truth beneath. Together with Anna, his remarkable wife of 60 years, they built a life dedicated to love of family, community, and Torah.
An extraordinary couple who have moved me beyond measure by the example of their lives.” — Rabbi Sacks

This year’s series of essays were originally written and recorded by Rabbi Sacks zt”1in 5773 (2012—2013).
These timeless messages are accompanied by a new Family Edition created to inspire intergenerational learning on the Parsha.

Two Types of Religious Encounter

Framing the epic events of this week’s
sedra are two objects — the two sets of
Tablets, the first given before, the second
after, the sin of the Golden Calf. Of the
first, we read:

The Tablets were the work of God,
and the writing was God’s writing,
engraved on the Tablets.

Ex. 32:16

These were perhaps the holiest objects in
history: from beginning to end, the work
of God. Yet within hours they lay
shattered, broken by Moses when he saw
the Calf, and the Israelites dancing
around it.

The second Tablets, brought down by
Moses on the tenth of Tishri, were the
result of his prolonged plea to God to
forgive the people. This is the historic
event that lies behind Yom Kippur (which
falls each year on the tenth of Tishri), the
day marked in perpetuity as a time of
favour, forgiveness, and reconciliation
between God and the Jewish people. The
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second Tablets were different from the
first in one respect. They were not wholly
the work of God:

“Carve two Tablets of stone like the
first, and I will inscribe on them the
Words that were on the first Tablets
that you broke.”

EX. 34:1

Hence the paradox: the first Tablets,
made by God, did not remain intact. The
second Tablets, the joint work of God and
Moses, did. Surely the opposite should
have been true: the greater the holiness,
the more eternal. Why was the more holy
object broken while the less holy stayed
whole? This is not, as it might seem, a
question specific to the Tablets. It is, in
fact, a powerful example of a fundamental
principle in Jewish spirituality.

The Jewish mystics distinguished between
two types of Divine-human encounter.
They called them itaruta de-1’eylah and
itaruta deletata, respectively “an
awakening from above” and “an
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awakening from below.” The first is
initiated by God, the second by
humankind. An “awakening from above”
is spectacular, supernatural, an event that
bursts through the chains of causality
that at other times bind the natural world.
An “awakening from below” has no such
grandeur. It is a gesture that is human, all
too human.

Yet there is another difference between
them, in the opposite direction. An
“awakening from above” may change
nature, but it does not, in and of itself,
change human nature. In it, no human
effort has been expended. Those to whom
it happens are passive. While it lasts, it is
overwhelming; but only while it lasts.
Thereafter, people revert to what they
were. An “awakening from below”, by
contrast, leaves a permanent mark.

Because human beings have taken the
initiative, something in them changes.
Their horizons of possibility have been
expanded. They now know they are
capable of great things, and because they
did so once, they are aware that they can
do so again. An awakening from above
temporarily transforms the external
world; an awakening from below
permanently transforms our internal
world. The first changes the universe; the
second changes us.

Two examples. The first: Before and after
the division of the Red Sea, the Israelites
were confronted by enemies: before, by
the Egyptians, after by the Amalekites.
The difference is total.

Before the Red Sea, the Israelites were
commanded to do nothing:

“Fear not. Stand firm and see the
deliverance the Lord will bring you
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today. The Egyptians you see today,
you shall never see again. The Lord
will fight for you. You stay silent.”

Shemot 14:13-14

Facing the Amalekites, however, the
Israelites themselves had to fight:

Moses said to Joshua, “Choose men
for us, and go out and do battle with
the Amalekites.”

Shemot 17:9

The first was an “awakening from
above”, the second an “awakening from
below.” The difference was palpable.
Within three days after the division of the
Sea, the greatest of all miracles, the
Israelites began complaining again (no
water, no food). But after the war against
the Amalekites, the Israelites never again
complained when facing conflict (the sole
exception — when the spies returned and
the people lost heart — was when they
relied on hearsay testimony, not on the
immediate prospect of battle itself). The
battles fought for us do not change us; the
battles we fight, do.

The second example: Mount Sinai and the
Tabernacle. The Torah speaks about these
two revelations of “God’s glory” in
almost identical terms:

The glory of the Lord rested on
Mount Sinai, and the Cloud covered
it for six days. On the seventh day,
He called to Moses from within the
Cloud.

Ex. 24:16

Then the Cloud covered the Tent of
Meeting, and the glory of the Lord
filled the Tabernacle.

EX. £40:34
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The difference between them was that the
sanctity of Mount Sinai was momentary,
while that of the Tabernacle was
permanent (at least, until the Temple was
built, centuries later).

The revelation at Sinai was an
“awakening from above”. It was initiated
by God. So overwhelming was it that the
people said to Moses, “Let not God say any
more to us, or we will die” (Ex. 20:16). By
contrast, the Tabernacle involved human
labour. The Israelites made it; they
prepared the structured space the Divine
Presence would eventually fill. Forty days
after the revelation at Sinai, the Israelites
made a Golden Calf. But after constructing
the Sanctuary they made no more idols —
at least until they entered the land. That is
the difference between the things that are
done for us and the things we have a share
in doing ourselves. The former change us
for a moment, the latter for a lifetime.

There is one further difference between
the first Tablets and the second.
According to tradition, when Moses was
given the first Tablets, he was given only
Torah shebichtav, the “Written Torah”. At
the time of the second Tablets, he was
given Torah she-be’al peh, the Oral Torah
as well:

R. Jochanan said: God made a
covenant with Israel only for the
sake of the Oral Law, as it says: “...
for in accordance with these words I
have made a covenant with you and
with Israel” (EX. 34:27).

The difference between the Written and
Oral Torah is profound. The first is the
word of God, with no human contribution.
The second is a partnership — the word of
God as interpreted by the mind of man.
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The following are two of several
remarkable passages to this effect:

R. Judah said in the name of
Shmuel: Three thousand traditional
laws were forgotten during the
period of mourning for Moses. They
said to Joshua: “Ask” (through
ruach hakodesh, the Holy Spirit).
Joshua replied, “It is not in
heaven.” They said to Samuel,
“Ask.” He replied, “These are the
commandments,” implying that no
prophet has the right to introduce
anything new. (B.T. Temurah 16a)
“If a thousand prophets of the
stature of Elijah and Elisha were to
give one interpretation of a verse,
and one thousand-and-one Sages
were to offer a different
interpretation, we follow the
majority: the law is in accordance
with the thousand-and-one Sages
and not in accordance with the
thousand prophets.”

Maimonides, Commentary to the
Mishneh, Introduction

Any attempt to reduce the Oral Torah to
the Written — by relying on prophecy or
Divine communication — mistakes its
essential nature as the collaborative
partnership between God and man, where
revelation meets interpretation. Thus, the
difference between the two precisely
mirrors that between the first and second
Tablets. The first were Divine, the second
the result of Divine-human collaboration.
This helps us understand a glorious
ambiguity. The Torah says that at Sinai
the Israelites heard a “great voice velo
yasaf” (Deut. 5:18). Two contradictory
interpretations are given of this phrase.
One reads it as “a great voice that was
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never heard again”, the other as “a great In Judaism, the natural is greater than the

voice that did not cease” — i.e. a voice that supernatural in the sense that an

was always heard again. Both are true. ‘“awakening from below” is more

The first refers to the Written Torah, powerful in transforming us, and longer
given once and never to be repeated. The lasting in its effects, than is an

second applies to the Oral Torah, whose ‘“awakening from above.” That was why
study has never ceased. the second Tablets survived intact while

the first did not. Divine intervention
changes nature, but it is human initiative
— our approach to God - that changes us.

It also helps us understand why it was
only after the second Tablets, not the
first, that “when Moses came down from
Mount Sinai with the two Tablets of
Testimony in his hand, he was unaware
that the skin of his face shone with light
because he had been speaking with God”
(Shemot 34:29). Receiving the first
Tablets, Moses was passive. Therefore,
nothing in him changed. For the second,
he was active. He had a share in the
making. He carved the stone on which the
words were to be engraved. That is why he
became a different person. His face shone.

RF\ Around the Shabbat Table
avi

1. Why are the things we participate in creating often more enduring than those simply received?

2. Which has a stronger impact on you: sudden inspiration, or a change you work hard to achieve?

3. The Oral Torah is an example of partnership with God. How does interpreting and debating God's
law change our relationship with Him?

® These questions come from this week’s Family Edition to Rabbi Sacks’ Covenant & Conversation. For an interactive, multi-generational studly,
check out the full edition at https://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation-family-edition/ki-tissa/two-types-of-religious-encounter/
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