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Broken Tablets, Broken Souls

Moses shattered the tablets, then he redefined the meaning of brokenness

By Rabbi Y.Y. Jacobson

In honor of the birth of Hadassah
to Esther and Zalman Lebovic
Dedicated by David and Eda Schottenstein

In the loving memory of Yosef ben Reb Shabtai and Dinah
Who passed away on the third of AV
Dedicated by his brother Reb Yaakov Elberg & family
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1. Class Description:

The simple reading of the story goes like this: After the Jews created a Golden Calf, Moses
smashed the stone tablets created by G-d, engraved with the Ten Commandments. Moses
and G-d then "debated" the appropriate response to this transgression and it was decided
that if the people would truly repent, G-d would give them a second chance. Moses hewed a
second set of stone tablets; G-d engraved them also with the Ten Commandments, and
Moses gave them to the Jewish people.

Yet a few major questions come to mind.

1. Moses, outraged by the sight of a golden calf erected by the Hebrews as a deity,
smashed the stone tablets. He apparently felt that the Jews were undeserving of them, and
that it would be inappropriate to give them this Divine gift. But why did Moses have to
break and shatter the heavenly tablets? Moses could have hidden them or returned them to
their heavenly maker?

2. The rabbis teach us that "The whole tablets and the broken tablets nestled inside the Ark
of the Covenant." The Jews proceeded to gather the broken fragments of the first set of
tablets and had them stored in the Ark, in the Tabernacle, together with the second whole
tablets. Both sets of tablets were later taken into the Land of Israel and kept side by side in
the Ark, situated in the Holy of Holies in the Temple in Jerusalem.
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This seems strange. Why would they place the broken tablets in the Holy of Holies? After all,
these fragments were a constant reminder of the great moral failure of the Jewish people.
Why not just disregard them, or deposit them in a safe isolated place?

3. In its eulogy for Moses, the Torah chooses this episode of smashing the tablets as the
highlight and climax of Moses’ achievements. Why does the Torah choose this tragic and
devastating episode to capture the zenith of Moses’ life and as the theme with which to

conclude the entire Torah, all five books of Moses?!

This class, using as a springboard two seemingly superfluous words in Eikev, will examine
this entire episode from a deeper vantage point. It tells the story of all forms of brokenness

in the human journey.

2. Sources:
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1. Deuteronomy
Chapter 10, Verses 1 & 2

1. At that time Hashem said to me, “Carve for
yourself two stone Tablets like the first ones, and
ascend to Me to the mountain, and make a
wooden Ark for yourself.

2. And I shall inscribe on the Tablets the words that
were on the first Tablets that you shattered, and
you shall place them in the Ark.”
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2. Exodus
Chapter 34, Verse 1

1. Hashem said to Moshe, “Carve for yourself two
Tablets of stone like the first ones, and | shall
inscribe on the Tablets the words that were on the
first Tablets, which you shattered.

Rashi
You broke the first ones; you carve yourself other
ones.
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3. Gemora Bava Basra
Page 14, Side 2

Rav Yosef taught, “it says in the verse, ‘That you
broke, and you shall place.’ This teaches us that the
second set of Tablets as well as the broken ones,
were placed in the Ark”. And the other one, he
uses this verse for the teaching of Reish Lakish, as
Raish Lakish said, ““That you broke’: Hashem said
to Moshe, ‘May your strength be well directed for
having shattered the Tablets”.

Chidushei HaRamban

The broken Tablets are precious to G-d, for if He
would have been upset that they were broken, He
would not have said to place them in the Ark. For a
prosecutor does not become the defender.
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4. Shemos Rabba
Section 61, 1

After Moshe attained atonement for the Jews for
the sin of the golden calf, he said, “The Jewish
people have someone who seeks mercy for them,
but who will seek for me?” Moshe was distressed
for having broken the Tablets. Thereupon Hashem
said to him, “Do not be pained that you broke the
first set of Tablets. For the first one contained only
the Ten Commandments, while within the second
set of Tablets | am giving you Halachot, Midrash
and Aggadot.” This is the meaning of the verse, He
told you the secrets of wisdom, which is double.
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5. Deuteronomy
Chapter 34, Verses 10 - 12

10. Never again has their arisen in Israel a prophet
like Moshe, whom Hashem had known face to face,
11. for all the signs and wonders that Hashem sent
him to perform in the land of Egypt, against Pharoh
and all his slaves and all his land,

12. and for all the great awesomeness that Moshe
performed before the eyes of all Israel.

Rashi: That his heart inspired him to break the
Tablets before their eyes, as it says, “and | smashed
them before your eyes.” And G-d agreed with
Moshe, as it says, “‘That you shattered,” May your
strength be well directed for having shattered.”
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6. Shemos Rabba A9 MV D)
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This is compared to a king who wished to betroth a
woman. He wrote her a Ketuba and gave it to his
messenger to deliver it to her. After a few days, it
was rumored that the woman had sinned.
Thereupon, the messenger, who was still on his
way, tore up the Ketuba saying, “better that she be
judged as a single and not as a married woman.
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7. Gemora Yuma
Page 86, Side 2

Raish Lakish said, “Great is Teshuva, for it causes
ones sins to become for him like merits.”
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8. Shemos Rabba
Section 61, 1

Another explanation: When nearing the camp, the
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Holy Letters, which had carried the heavy weight of v
the stones, flew off the Tablets, making the stones
exceedingly heavy in Moshe’s hands, therefore he
broke them.
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3. Questions and Exercises
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1. What was the biggest mistake of your life? Can you fix it?

2. What has broken you most in your life? Is there a way you can “pick up” your

broken pieces?

3. Why do the sins of the baal-teshuvah become mitzvos? Is that fair?

4. Why were the broken tablets placed in the Holy of Holies? What would that
mean in your life to place your fragments into your holy of holies?

5. Why does the Torah conclude its eulogy for Moshe with the story of his

breaking the tablets?

6. Describe the elements in your life which are wholesome and the components

of your life which are broken?
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