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Why Break 
the Tablets?                   

Shavuot is behind us…Shiva Assar B’Ta-
muz looms ahead…and one event connects 
the two. 

According to Chazal, Moshe descends 
Mount Sinai with the first set of Luchot 
Ha’Eidut (Tablets of Testimony) specifically 
on the seventeenth day of Tamuz. Upon 
witnessing the Israelites dancing before a 
golden calf, he smashes the Tablets at the 
foot of the mountain. This event transforms 
the entire story of revelation and becomes 
one of five calamities commemorated on the 
fast of Shiva Assar B’Tamuz.

And yet, this event, so familiar to us all, 
demands a second look. 

Simply put, why does Moshe shatter the 
Tablets?  Why does this great leader take his 
anger out, in seemingly misdirected fash-
ion, upon an object of such overwhelming 
sanctity?  And, by what right does he do so? 
The destruction of any sanctified object is a 
grievous sin; how much more so the shatter-
ing of the God-created Tablets of Testimony!

Compounding our question is the appar-
ent positivity with which this action is later 
viewed. The Talmud identifies the shattering 
of the luchot as one of three acts performed 
by Moshe of his own accord, to which God 
retroactively gives His stamp of approval.  

Rashi maintains, in his final comment on 
the text, that the entire Torah closes with an 
allusion to the destruction of the Luchot as 
an indication of Moshe’s greatness.

Nonetheless, the commentaries clearly 
struggle to understand Moshe’s actions. In 
their search for answers, they offer a wide 
range of possible explanations.

At one end of the spectrum lie those 
scholars who maintain that Moshe’s 
actions are involuntary, triggered by the 
devastating scene before him. The Rash-
bam, for example, suggests that a sudden 
weakness overcomes Moshe, causing him 
to thrust the Tablets away, as they fall from 
his hands. Others, including the Ramban, 
cite overwhelming anger as the root of 
Moshe’s actions. Sources in Midrashic 
literature go so far as to argue that the Tab-
lets, themselves, are transformed by their 
encounter with the golden calf. When 
Moshe initially descends the mountain, 
these sources explain, the Divine inscrip-
tion on the tablets miraculously enables the 
stone to “carry itself and Moshe with it.”  As 
the golden calf comes into view, however, 
the Divine inscription “flies” from the Tab-
lets.  With God’s words gone, Moshe can 
no longer carry the heavy stone, and the 
Luchot fall from his hands. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum lie 
those scholars lie who are unwilling to “take 
the easy way out.”  Citing evidence from 
the Torah text, these authorities insist that 
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Moshe deliberately shatters the Luchot.  His 
motivations, however, remain the subject of 
their ongoing debate.

Some midrashic sources suggest that 
Moshe acts to mitigate the people’s pun-
ishment, reasoning: If I give the law to the 
people, they will be held fully culpable for 
their actions under that law.  Another mid-
rash offers the startling suggestion that 
Moshe deliberately sins by breaking the 
Tablets so that his own fate will be bound 
up with the fate of the Israelites. 

Yet other commentaries interpret Moshe’s 
actions as consciously educative in intent.  
Moshe wants, through the smashing of the 
Tablets, to ‘shock’ the Israelites back to their 
senses.  The Netziv goes so far as to claim 
that Moshe deliberately refrains from 
breaking the Tablets at the summit of Mount 
Sinai, when he first hears of the chet ha’egel.  
He, instead, waits until he reaches the foot 
of the mountain, where his actions will have 
the greatest impact. Finally, the Meshech 
Chochma offers the beautiful suggestion 
that Moshe shatters the Luchot in order to 
teach the people that the only true source of 
sanctity is God, Himself. Absent the proper 
worship of HaShem, the Luchot contain no 
kedusha.

To these, and countless other approaches 
offered by Chazal, I would add a final 
possibility…

An easily missed detail emerges in Moshe’s 
recollections in the Book of Devarim. Moshe 
states in retrospect that, when HaShem com-
manded him to carve a second set of Tablets 
to replace the first, He added an additional 
Divine directive that was not given with the 
first set: 

“And make for yourself a wooden ark [in 
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which to place these tablets].” 
This new instruction might seem to be an 

insignificant detail in an otherwise dramatic 
story. Moshe, however, clearly finds the 
wooden ark to be important. So important, 
in fact, that he mentions it no less than four 
times within the span of five sentences.1

Perhaps the message of the ark is the 
message of context. The Torah is valueless 
in a vacuum.  Its words are only significant 
when they find a ready home in the heart 
of man; only when those words are allowed 
to shape and form the actions of those who 
receive them.

Moshe, descending the mountain and wit-
nessing the celebrating Israelites, recognizes 
that the law represented by the Tablets has 
no context within which to exist.  The nation 
is simply unready to accept God’s Word.  
Were that word to be given to them in their 
present state, the Torah itself would become 
an aberration, misunderstood and even 

1  Strangely, this wooden ark is not 
mentioned at all when these events are first 
discussed in Sefer Shmot. Perhaps HaShem 
wanted the mention of this ark to emerge as 
a product of Moshe’s recollections-in order 
to stress the importance of the phenomenon 
in Moshe’s mind.

misused.  Moshe, therefore, has no choice 
but to publicly destroy the Tablets of Testi-
mony. Then, at God’s command, he begins 
the process of re-educating the people.

Central to that process of re-education 
will be the symbolism of the second set of 
Tablets, themselves.  God will once again 
inscribe His words but, this time, only on 
stone first carved by Moshe. The Tablets 
themselves will thus represent the word of 
God, finding a home in the actions of man.

These new Tablets must also immediately 
be placed into a symbolic home-a simple ark 
of wood.  This ark will serve as a reminder. 
Only if the words on those Tablets find their 
home, as well - only if the Torah finds its con-
text in the humble hearts of man - will that 
Torah be worthy of existence.

A personal note concerning this last 
thought: One of the first mottos I developed 
for myself in the early years of my rabbin-
ate was: You can’t judge Judaism by the Jews. 
This motto has, unfortunately, come in 
handy more times than I can count during 
the years since.

We cringe when we are confronted with 
individuals who claim to be observant Jews 
but whose actions belie their faith.  How, 
we are asked, or we ask ourselves, can a 
religious person act this way? If this is what 

 
CHESED FUND

The Needy Await Your Support
Every day is urgent!
Please send checks to:

“CHESED YITZCHAK VESHAINDEL”
c/o Menachem Persoff

POB 36156 Romema Jerusalem
Bank Transfer? Contact Menachem

menpmp@gmail.com - 050-570-1067

NACHI REALTY 054-461-3943
In a recently finished tama 38 building in 
Baka close to Emek Refaim - 4 rooms. good 
shape, 3.1m NIS for sale or 7,700NIS for rent
Great Investment! 2 rooms under 
construction in a prime location. Shabbat 
Elevator and Mirpeset. Only 1.67m NIS
For Rent- Alfasi street in Rechavia, 
4 rooms, 95m, Beautifully renovated and 
furnished, private entrance, ground floor. 
11,000NIS



OU ISRAEL CENTER         25

Judaism produces….
The appropriate responses to these chal-

lenges are, of course, clear. If an individual 
acts in a way which contradicts the values 
that Judaism represents, then that individ-
ual is not an “observant Jew” and, even more 
importantly, what he practices is not Juda-
ism. The problem is not with the law, but 
with the context. Judaism cannot exist in 
a vacuum. For Jewish law to take concrete 
root in this world it must rest in the hearts, 
and shape the actions, of those who claim to 
live by its goals.

Our partnership with God is full, and our 
relationship is, on some level, symbiotic. We 
are the context. We are the vehicles divinely 
chosen to bring God’s presence into this 
world.  Just as the law must give meaning to 
our lives- our lives must give meaning to the 
law. 
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