The Parsha Primer
PARSHAS YISRO

Dedicated by Ari Friedman of Lawrence, NY

. YISRO JOINS THE JEWISH PEOPLE (ch. 18)

(a)
(b)

(c)

Moshe grandly receives his father in law Yisro, who arrives with Tziporah and her two children.

Yisro is updated about the Jews miraculous experiences, and after blessing Hashem he prepares a sacrificial
feast to which he invites Aharon and the Elders.

Yisro criticizes Moshe for acting as lone judge for the squabbles of the entire nation, recommending that Moshe
appoint an entire judicial system to deal with such matters - and Moshe approves.

Il. PREPARING TO RECEIVE THE TORAH (ch. 19)

(a)
(b)

(c)

(d)

(e)

1 Sivan: The Jews arrive at Mt. Sinai.

3 Sivan: Hashem announces that He wants the Jews to be His chosen people - and the Jews enthusiastically
accept to honor His decrees.

4 Sivan: Hashem tells the Jews to make themselves Tahor, and warns that when He rests His presence on Mt.
Sinai on the 3rd day hence they are to stay clear of the mountain.

6 Sivan: Hashem's presence rests on Mt. Sinai amidst thunder, lightning, Shofar blasts, smoke, fire, and heavy
cloud-cover!

The Jewish People, trembling, are reminded to stay clear of the mountain, while Moshe is invited up and
Aharon and the Kohanim are enjoined to take their respective positions.

lll. THE TEN COMMANDMENTS (ch. 20)

(a)
(b)

(c)

(d)

Hashem presents the Jewish People with the Ten Commandments.

The Jewish People, terrified, ask Moshe to act as an intermediary, lest they continue to hear the Word of
Hashem and their souls leave their bodies.

Moshe warns the people, "You have witnessed Hashem speak to you from heaven - do not craft gold or silver
idols!

The Jewish People are commanded to make an earth-filled alter, and eventually a stone one, and to access
them by a ramp and offer sacrifices upon them.



Parsha Puzzlers

1)

The Midrash (Shmos Rabah 28:1) tells us that we were given the Torah in the Zechus of
Avraham. "The angels wanted to harm Moshe [when he came to receive the Torah]. Hashem
made Moshe's look like Avraham and told the angels, "Are you not embarrassed - did you not
descend and eat in this man's house?" Upon which Hashem said to Moshe, "You have received the
Torah only in the merit of Avraham!" (See also Yalkut Shimoni 2:15, in brief.)

How do we reconcile this with the Midrash in Ki Sisa (Shmos 41:6) that says "The Tablets of Stone
(Luchos Even) - [were given] in the merit of Yakov who is called 'stone', as it says (Bereishis
49:24) 'He shepherded the 'stone' of Israel (Even Yisrael)". (See also Maharal in Derech Chayim to
Avos 1:2, who learns that the Torah was given to us in the merit of Yakov from the verse in Tehilim
78:5, "And he established testimony for Yakov and placed Torah in Yisrael" - see Metzudas David
there - M.S.K.)

(Rav Shmuel Yafeh in Yefeh To'ar, Shmos 41:9, p. 1600)

Furthermore, the Midrash tells us that we received the Torah in the merit of "the Avos," in
general (Shmos Rabah 28:2 "From the mountain - that means the Avos; Bamidbar Rabah 19:26,
"The well dug by the officers... means that the Torah was given in the merit of the Avos). This
implies that all three had a part in the merit. How do we reconcile these seemingly contradictory
Midrashim?

2)

The Mechilta learns from the manner in which Moshe received his father in law, Yisro, that it is
imperative to honor one's father in law. (Although Moshe had divorced Yisro's daughter, he
planned to remarry her and continue their marriage -M.S.K.) Yalkut Shimoni (2:133) adds that we
can learn from David, who called his father in law, Shaul, "my father" (I Shmuel 24:11), that one
must honor his father in law "like his own father."

Why is it, then, that the Torah gives priority to a husband's honor over the honor of a father
because "a woman is under her husband's jurisdiction" (Kidushin 30b, YD 240:17)? Following the
logic of the Gemara, her father should come first! The Mishnah (Kerisus 28a) tells us that a child
must do the will of his father before the will of his mother, because "both he and his mother must
honor his father". The same should apply to a father in law - both the wife and her husband must
honor her father, so serving her father ought to take precedence over serving her husband!
(Chayei Adam 67:17; Pischei Teshuvah YD 240:20)

Answers
1)

(a) The Written Law (the practical part of the Torah) was given to us in the merit of Avraham; the Oral Law
(the analytical part of the Torah) was given to us in the merit of Yakov, and the Hidden Wisdom (Sod) was
given to us in the merit of Yitzchak, as we shall explain:

The Shemos Rabah we cited in the question derives from the verse (Tehilim 68:19) that says of Moshe,
"You ascended On High, you took captives, you took gifts", that the Torah was given to Moshe both through
taking (purchase) and as a gift. It is similarly described in the verse (Mishlei 4:2), "A good purchase have |
given you ...". This requires further clarification.

One may understand this Midrash based on a Gemara in Bava Basra 51a that says, "If a person wrote in a
sale contract 'my field is sold to you, my field is acquired by you', the field is sold and given over. Rav Ashi
explains that the seller sought to give it as a gift, but he used terms that describe a sale in order to give the
recipient the upper hand" (i.e. he gets both the benefits of a sale and of a gift). Tosfos there explains that the
benefit of receiving it as a qift is with respect to the fact that (Bava Basra 71a) that when a person sells a
house, he does not include in the sale the house's entire contents, however if he gives it as a gift he does
include the entire contents. Similarly, if one employs the word "gift" in a sale contract, the contract includes
more than what would have been included had he only employed the word "sale".

Here too, had the Torah been given as "a sale", only the Written Law would have been included. By giving
the Torah to us as "a gift", Hashem included the Oral Law as well.



Accordingly, one could say that the Jews received the Written Law, as a 'purchase’, in the merit of Yakov,
who purchased the right of the firstborn from Esav. Through this purchase Yakov acquired the right to
receive the Torah, as is implied in Midrashim (Zohar 3:192b; Bereishis Rabah 65:18). And the Oral Law,
which we received as a gift, was in the merit of Avraham, of whom it is said that he fulfilled even the
Mitzvah of Eruv Tavshilin. (Zera Berach' by R. Berachya Berach Shapira, printed 1662, in his 2nd Drush for
Terumah)

What about the Midrash that the Torah was received in the merit of all the Patriarchs, implying that it
needed the merit of Yitzchak as well?

Besides the 'sale' and the 'gift', we received an additional part of the Torah through 'capture’, as the verse
mentioned says, "you took captives, you took gifts". The captives are the Hidden Wisdom of the Torah, that
has no connection to the world below. These parts of the Torah were 'taken in captivity' from their place in
the world above (Zera Berach, ibid). It may be said that we received this section in the merit of Yitzchak
who was sanctified to be a 'perfect burnt offering' (Rashi, Bereishis 25:26) and was brought to Gan Eden
during his lifetime (Yalkut Shimon 1:109). This also explains why Yitzchak's name is not alluded to explicitly,
with regard to receiving the Torah in his merit. His portion was the Hidden Wisdom of the Torah, which is
best kept hidden. (Kollel lyun Hadaf)

(b) It is also possible to say that Avraham merited that his children received the Torah, and from him the
Torah continued as an inheritance to us and our children forever.

Nevertheless, only those of his descendents who followed in his ways were able to merit this inheritance.
Should one of his descendents cease to follow his ways, the inheritance would be terminated for him and for
all his descendents (as is the rule with inheritance, "once it is pushed off, it remains pushed so indefinitely',
see Teshuvos Radvaz #29, and Hilchos Ketanos #39). It is for this reason that Yishmael and Esav and their
descendents have no claim to this inheritance.

Thus, because Yakov kept the way of the Torah, the Torah remains to us as an inheritance in the merit of
Yakov (and likewise in the merit of Yitzchak, and in the merit of the Shevatim and their children who
followed the way of Hashem). Due to this, it is said that the Torah was given to us in the merit of Yakov - and
in the merit of all the forefathers in general. ('/Re’'eh Chaim’' by R. Chaim Pelagi, printed 1860, Parshas Ki
Sisa)

(c) Another way to explain the Midrashim is that we merited that the Torah descended from Heaven in the
merit of Avraham; in the merit of all the Avos we were chosen to receive it; and in the merit of Yakov we
merited the Tablets of the Law that Moshe placed in the Aron, as we shall now explain.

It is explained in several Midrashim (Shabbos 89a) that the Angels said, 'Keep Your Glory in the Heaven',
and they did not allow Moshe to bring the Torah down to Klal Yisrael. As pointed out by many
commentaries, this is very strange; the entire Torah is clearly intended only for men of flesh and blood - as in
fact Moshe responded to the Angels (Shabbos, ibid; see Beis Ha'Levi, Ki Sisa etc.).

It would seem that the Angels were concerned that if the Torah would be given to mankind perhaps man
would violate its laws, leading to a disgrace of the honor of Heaven. Despite the possibility that man might
follow the Torah and thereby increase the honor of Heaven, it is preferable not to take the chance. (We find
that they had a similar concern during the creation of Man where 'the Angels formed groups... Truth
proclaimed, "He should not be created, because he is replete with falsehood..." - see Bereishis Rabah 8:5.)

Moshe emerged victorious against the Angels because Hashem fashioned his face like that of Avraham,
who was prepared to do the will of Hashem come what may. He invited guests in the heat of the day and
went to extremes in the kindness he bestowed upon them, and he 'commanded his descendants and his
household after him to guard the way of Hashem and to do acts of charity and justice' (Bereishis 18:19).
Those Angels who argued that Man would not heed the Torah were put to shame, since the family of
Avraham would certainly adhere to the ways of the Torah. In this manner Moshe brought down the Torah
from the heavens in the Merit of Avraham.

Klal Yisrael merited receiving the Torah, as opposed to any other nation, due to the Merit of the Avos, who
were drawn after Hashem like kid-goats (Yalkut Shimoni 2:584). It was from the Patriarchs that the Jews
learned to say 'we will do' before saying 'we will hear'.



We received the Stone Tablets in the Merit of Yakov. These tablets represent the covenant Hashem made
with the Nation of Israel that the Torah shall remain with us forever, and that He will never swap us with
another nation. This is evident from the words of the Vilna Gaon (Shir Ha'Shirim 2:12; Berachos 32a) who
writes that even if though Tablets were broken, and though the Temple was destroyed and the Aron hidden
under the earth, nevertheless as long as the Tablets remain in the world, Klal Yisrael is assured that the
Torah will remain with them. This we received in the merit of Yakov, the Patriarch who completed a 'three
chorded rope that will not easily unravel' (Koheles 4:12). His attribute is Truth (Michah 7:20), which is eternal
(Shabbos 104a) and never dies (Sanhedrin 97a); in fact Yakov himself never died (Taanis 5b). In his merit
we receive the Stone Tablets which make our Torah eternal. (Kollel lyun Hadaf)

2)

(a) The Bach (YD 240, cited in Shach YD 240:19) understands from the wording of the Tur that one is not
required to respect one's father in law on the same level as one's father. Rather, one must respect him like
an aged, honorable man (even if he is not aged or honorable). Accordingly, it is clear why we do not say
"She and her husband are both obligated in her father's honor". The husband is only obligated to honor his
father in law by standing up for him and showing respect, but not by serving him as a wife serves her
husband. With regard to serving, the husband's honor clearly takes precedence. (Pischei Teshuvah, ibid.)

However, even the Bach admits that some Amora'im in the Midrash disagree and treat the honor of one's
father in law like that of one's father. And others (see Hagahos ha'Gra) argue that all the Amora'im in the
Midrash maintain such an opinion. According to these opinions, our question remains.

(b) We may answer that it is the Torah that tells a woman to put the needs of her husband before those of
her father (Kidushin 30b, from the word "A man must fear his father and mother"). Thus, we cannot argue
that "She and her husband are both obligated in her father's honor", since the Torah says clearly that the
husband's honor is more important. (A similar approach is presented by Rav Sheinberg in his Mishmeres
Chaim)

However, that just makes the exegesis difficult to understand. How can we derive something from a verse
that runs counter to logic? We might answer that the verse is teaching us a principle about the laws of
honoring. Even if one is obligated to honor another person, it does not mean that he must see to it that
others honor that person as well. Therefore, if a person needs his wife's services he is not obligated to forfeit
them in order to let his wife serve her father.

But if that is so, why does the Gemara teach that a child must serve his father before his mother because
"Both he and his mother are obligated in the honor of his father"? His mother is not obligated to see that her
child honors her husband.

(c) We may answer that the obligation for a woman to serve her husband is in an entirely different class from
the obligation of honoring one's progenitors. A woman is bound in a monetary agreement to serve her
husband, as we find in the Kesuvah document (see Mishnah Kesuvos 59a; see Nedarim 85b "Meshabdin
Yadeha I'Ba'al"). That is why the husband does not have to allow his wife to serve her father if it is at his
expense. Even if a person must honor his parents with his own funds, the Torah reveals here that he need
not use the service of his wife to honor them. (R. H. Rott; a similar thought appears, in brief, in Asher
I'Yehudah of Rav Y. Strassburg, Parshas Yisro)

(d) Another answer may be proposed based on the premise that a man must honor is father in law as a way
of showing respect to his wife, as we find with regard to mourning that "a person must rent his garments
upon the death of his father in law or mother in law in order to show respect to his wife" (Moed Katan 26b).

As such, it is clear why a woman need not place the honor of her father before that of her husband. We will
not apply the logic that "both she and her husband are obligated in her father's honor", since her husband's
obligation to honor her father is much weaker than the obligation to honor one's parents, since it is not an
inherent obligation. On the other hand, when choosing between servicing one's father or mother, it is
appropriate to apply the rule that "both he and his mother must honor his father". (Rav Moshe Sternbuch
shlit'a in Teshuvos v'Hanhagos 3:277; a similar answer is suggested by Asher I'Yehudah ibid.)

This may be stated even more forcefully; if the obligation to honor one's father in law is only as a way of
honoring his wife, then his father in law cannot demand more than his wife herself can demand. Clearly, a
father in law cannot keep his daughter from her obligation to serve her husband. (Kollel lyun Hadaf)



Following this logic, we may conclude that if one's mother and his mother's husband both request to be
served, one must give precedence to his mother. Even though "both she and her son are obligated to honor
her husband" (a son must honor his mother's husband; Tana d'Vei Eliyahu Raba ch. 26), nevertheless since
the son's obligation to honor his mother's husband is only in order to show honor to his mother, clearly the
mother's husband may not detract him from honoring his mother.

(Our logic here stands in contrast to the Sefer Charedim ch. 12, who teaches that one must honor his father
in law for a different reason. A person and his wife are a single organism, thus his parents are like her
parents and v.v.)
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