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A Thought on Parashas Mishpotim 

By Jeremy Richards 

In Memory of my Dear Parents, a”h 
L’ilui Nishmos Yitzchok Ben Nachman Halevi a”h and Yenta Bas Yisroel a”h 

נשמת יענטע בת ישראל ע"הלעלוי נשמת יצחק בן נחמן הלוי ע"ה ולעלוי   
 

 

 

 
Let us begin this discussion with a look back at a posuk at the end of Parashas Yisro: 
 

ָה: ֲללֶׂ ְתחַּ יָה וַּ ְפָת ָעלֶׂ ְרְבָך ֵהנַּ ן ָגִזית ִכי חַּ ְתהֶׂ ה ִלי לֹא ִתְבנֶׂה אֶׂ ֲעשֶׂ ח ֲאָבִנים תַּ )שמות כ:כ"ב(  ְוִאם ִמְזבַּ  

 
And when (lit. 'if') you make for Me an altar of stones, you shall not build them of 

hewn stones, lest you wield your sword upon it and desecrate it.  (Shemos 20:22) 
 
Rashi teaches that the word 'ואם' here does not have its usual meaning, 'if,' but rather means 'when,' 
and he gives two other occasions when the word has this sense.  In all three cases, writes Rashi, the 
mitzvoh in question is a definite obligation, so the normal, conditional sense of ' םא ' can not be 
understood. 
 
In this particular instance, there is a mitzvoh to build an altar (Devorim 27:6) and the posuk above 
instructs us that when we do build one we must not cut the stones with iron.  The altar lengthens one's 
days, but iron (used to make swords) shortens them; using iron on the stones of the mizbeach would be 
inappropriate, a contradiction. 
 
I am grateful to Rabbi Avrohom Katz shlito of Gateshead, from whom I learnt an insight in the Maharal 
on what we have said.  The Maharal, in ‘Gur Aryeh,’ explains that this usage of the word 'ואם' teaches 
us that even regarding certain obligatory commands Hashem nevertheless wants to see us acting 
because we want to and not only because we have to. If the Torah meant 'when' (כאשר) in the instances 
listed by Rashi, then why use the word that usually means 'if'? It must be, says the Maharal, that the 
conditional sense is to be understood at a deeper level.  It is as if Hashem is saying: 'Fulfil these definite 
commands with the willingness that would move you to choose to do optional mitzvos.'  Here are the 
words of the Maharal:   

 יש לפרש מה שכתב לשון אם אע"ג דחובה הם, מפני שאם יעשה מחובה כאילו מקיים גזירת המלך

ב"ה וצריך שיעשה מרצונו, ואז כשיעשה מרצונו הוא מרוצה...קאין הדבר לרצון לה  

 
“The word ‘if’ is used in these cases even though they are obligatory, because if a person performs 

them out of duty he is fulfilling the decree of the King, and his action is less favourable to Hashem;  but 
if he acts out of his own desire to do so then his actions find greater favour…” 

 
We shall soon return to this thought, but let us turn first to a remarkable passage that I first heard 
taught by Rabbi Isaac Bernstein ז"ל. 
 
At the end of Parashas Mishpotim we read 

ת ְברֹאׁש ָהָהר ְלֵעיֵני ְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל לֶׂ ְרֵאה ְכבֹוד ה' ְכֵאׁש ֹאכֶׂ  ּומַּ

“And the appearance of the glory of the L-rd was like a consuming fire 
                             on the top of the mountain, before the eyes of the children of Israel.” 

(Shemos 24:17) 
 

Rabbi Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg writes, in his ‘HaK’sav veHaKabolloh,’ that this can not mean that 
Hashem’s glory actually appeared as fire.  If that were the intention of this posuk, he explains, then what 
is the purpose of the verb, “ת לֶׂ  that we (G-d forbid) חלילה לנו ,consuming”?  Furthermore, he adds“ ,”ֹאכֶׂ
should attribute material qualities to Hashem’s glory.  Rather, writes Rabbi Mecklenberg, this posuk 
comes to teach us that, in truth, not all of Bnei Yisroel reached the highest levels of spiritual inspiration.  
The reality was that each person standing at Har Sinai achieved a spiritual level that was consistent with 
the extent of his / her preparation for the experience: 
 

http://m.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9881/jewish/%23v=22
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 כי מי שהיתה הכנת נפשו מועט וקטנה להשגה רוחנית, לא שלטה בו השגה רוחנית מן הכבוד הנעלה

 רק מעט לפי מדרגותו הקטנה, ואשר היתה נפשו מוכנת יותר אל השלמות השיג יותר

“A person who had prepared him/herself only a little for the spiritual experience only achieved a limited 
increase in spirituality upon witnessing the Exalted Glory, consistent with his/her low level, 

whereas a person who had prepared better experienced more.” 
 

The הכתב וקבלה refers to what Rambam writes about this in the מורה נבוכים - The Guide for the Perplexed.  
There, Rambam explains that for a person to receive prophecy there needs to be a combination of 
personal suitability and preparedness together with the will of Hashem that the prophecy should be 
received by the individual.  Rambam writes: 
 
“…we shall find many texts…which maintain this fundamental principle that G-d turns whom He wills, 
whenever He wills it, into a prophet - but only someone perfect and superior to the utmost degree.” 

(Guide for the Perplexed, 2:32)  
 
This is somewhat as we have said regarding Bnei Yisroel at Har Sinai, that they experienced the 
presence of Hashem to the extent that they were prepared and so ready for the experience.  Rambam 
emphasises, however, that it must be Hashem’s will that prophecy fall upon a person, in addition to the 
person’s readiness for it. 
 

Rabbi Mecklenberg then makes the following comparison:  just as a flame will cause a physical material 
to combust quickly or slowly depending on the extent to which the material is flammable, so were those 
standing at Har Sinai affected by the אש אוכלת - the consuming fire - to the extent of their readiness and 
preparedness to be ‘consumed’ by it.  This explains the phrase ‘consuming fire’:  it was not that Hashem 
appeared as fire, ח"ו, but rather that His glory consumed like fire those who were ready to be affected 
by it. 
 

The key, then, was preparation.  The better prepared a person was for the moment of Divine revelation, 
the more deeply he / she would be affected by it.  However, this leaves us asking what kind of 
preparation was necessary?  In Parashas Yisro Hashem gives Moshe instructions regarding some 
practical preparations (Shemos 19:10-15), but perhaps we can suggest a general approach for 
additional personal preparation for this most unique and extraordinary spiritual encounter. 
 

We learnt above that, according to the Maharal, Hashem wants an element of personal volition, 
willingness and enthusiasm in the doing of a mitzvoh, rather than it being solely a response to a 'decree 
from the King.'  Hashem deliberately facilitated this personal aspect by wording some mitzvos with a 
conditional connotation, 'if you do such and such...,' implying 'reshus' rather than 'chovoh,' permission 
rather than compulsion, even though the reality is that those mitzvos are indeed definite obligations. 
 

Now, perhaps we can suggest an additional insight, related to this thought. In Pirkei Avos 1:2 we learn 
from Shimon HaTzaddik that the world stands on three things: Torah, Avodoh and Gemilus Chassodim. 
The Maharal explains that these three areas of observance, respectively, represent three categories of 
mitzvos: 
 מצוות בין אדם לעצמו .1

 מצוות בין אדם למקום .2

 מצוות בין אדם לחברו .3
 

Torah is intrapersonal, for learning Torah develops one's own spiritual self and connectedness, middos, 
knowledge, skills and understanding. Avodoh, serving the Almigh-ty, is the relationship between myself 
and הקב״ה, and Gemilus Chasodim, acts of kindness, build and enrich my relationships with other people. 
 

We saw that, on Shemos 20:22, Rashi notes that the Torah's use of the word "ואם" in connection with 
building a mizbeach is one of three instances where אם means 'when' and not 'if.'  To build an altar is a 
definite obligation, Rashi points out, and not optional. The two other instances given by Rashi are lending 
money and bringing the Omer offering. 
 

Now, it seems that these three mitzvos are examples of the three categories that we listed above, 
namely: 
 

between me and myself - the Omer offering, which imbues me with the middoh of הכרת הטוב - gratitude; 
between me and G-d - building a מזבח for Divine service; 
between me and other people - lending money. 
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Since the three mitzvos listed by Rashi represent these three areas, they therefore collectively represent 
the full span of Torah observance. Furthermore, in explaining the use of the word 'ואם' and 'אם' in these 
mitzvos to imply 'if' (even though the meaning in these cases is 'when'), the Maharal's interpretation can 
now be extended to the entire Torah: all mitzvos, whether compulsory or optional, are optimally 
performed when the motivation includes personal will, desire and pleasure as well as duty. 
 
Revisiting the insights of the הכתב וקבלה, above, we can now suggest the nature of self-preparation that 
may have afforded a Jew standing at Har Sinai the fullest spiritual benefit from the Divine 
revelation.  Beyond an unreserved readiness to keep all mitzvos, whether intrapersonal, man/G-d or 
man/man, Hashem was looking, in each individual, for a readiness to observe even definite obligations 
with a personal willingness, as if observing by personal choice even where the luxury of choice was 
absent. 
 
Let us add one more point. In order to be 'consumed' by the 'appearance of Hashem's Glory' on the 
mountain, one needed to have made effective preparations for beholding the Divine Presence and 
receiving His mitzvos. The word 'mitzvoh' implies a reciprocal relationship.  The word 'ציווי' means 
'command,' so why do we need the word 'מצוה'?  The 'מ' in מצוה implies a two way relationship, in a similar 
way to how 'מלוה' (milveh - a loan) also indicates a connection between two parties. 

 
Therefore, preparing oneself for receiving the mitzvos was also intrinsically a preparation for establishing 
and cementing the relationship with Hashem that would underpin true and genuine Torah living.  
Rigorous preparation for מתן תורה (the Giving of the Torah), and so קבלת התורה (the Receiving of the Torah), 
would result in an experience of sublime spiritual inspiration and elevation; but it would also lay a firm 
foundation for the servant-Master relationship, in which the servant serves out of love as well as out of 
duty, a service of the heart as well as of the head. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Wishing everyone a Good Shabbos, 
 
Jeremy 


