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CANDLE LIGHTING 8:02 PM     |  11 AV  |   JULY 25, 2026   |   HAVDALA 9:04 PM 

בס”ד

KIDDUSH 
Mazel Tov to Shifra & John 
Caruso, and big brothers 
Israel, Simcha & Calev, on 
the birth of a baby boy! 
Kiddush is sponsored by the 

Carusos and grandparents  Larry & 
Rachel Engel Hollander in honor of the 
Brit Milah this Shabbat. Shalom Zachar 
is at the Caruso home (3-11 Pickett Pl.) 
at 9:00 PM. 
 יגדלוהו לתורה ולחופה ולמעשים טובים

 ויכניסוהו לבריתו בזמנו ובעתו
May they raise him to Torah, chuppah 
and good deeds, and may he be entered 
into the covenant of Abraham. 

AUGUST BIRTHDAY/
ANNIVERSARY KIDDUSH 

In two weeks, we are having our August 
birthday kiddush. To add a birthday or 
anniversary for the next birthday 
Kiddush, click here: SIMCHA. Listings/
sponsorships are $36 per family per 
month. 

TU B’AV ICE CREAM SOCIAL 
For all ages, this Wednesday, 5:15 to 
7:15 PM, come join us for some ice 
cream. To be a sponsor, click here: 
VANILLA.

FRIDAY EVENING
MINCHA 6:38 PM
EARLIEST CANDLES 6:49 PM
SHKIA 8:20 PM
TZAIT HAKOCHAVIM 9:00 PM
SHABBAT
HASHKAMA 7:45 AM
SHACHARIT - MAIN 9:00 AM
POST-HASHKAMA SHIUR ≈ 9:20 AM
LAST KRIAT SHEMA 9:24 AM
FUNDAMENTALS SHIUR ≈11:30 AM
PRE-MINCHA SHIUR 7:10 PM
MINCHA 7:50 PM
SHKIA 8:19 PM
MAARIV 9:04 PM

SUNDAY 
7/26

MONDAY 
7/27

TUESDAY 
7/28

WEDNESDAY 
7/29

THURSDAY 
7/30

FRIDAY 
7/31

SHACHARIT 8:00 AM 6:15 AM 6:25 AM 6:25 AM 6:15 AM 6:25 AM
2ND SHACHARIT MINYON - 
YISHTABACH AT 7:40 AM 7:25 AM 7:25 AM 7:25 AM 7:25 AM 7:25 AM
MINCHA/MAARIV 8:06 PM 8:06 PM 8:05 PM 6:30/8:04 PM 8:02 PM 6:33 PM

Earliest Talit 4:40 AM 4:41 AM 4:43 AM 4:44 AM 4:45 AM 4:46 AM 
Gedolah 1:39 PM 1:39 PM 1:39 PM 1:39 PM 1:39 PM 1:38 PM
Shkia 8:18 PM 8:18 PM 8:17 PM 8:16 PM 8:14 PM
Tzait 8:58 PM 8:58 PM 8:57 PM 8:56 PM 8:54 PM

WEEKDAY MINYANIM AT AHAVAT ACHIM

ZMANIM                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

 שבת פרשת ואתחנן/שבת נחמו
SHABBAT PARSHAT VAETCHANAN 

SHABBAT NACHAMU 
Haftorah is Isaiah 40:1-26, שבע 
 first of the seven ,דנחמתא
Haftorot of Consolation. Pirkei 
Avot Ch. 3. The final time for 
Kiddush Levanah of Av is all 
Tuesday night, (July 28, 15 Av), 
until the following daybreak.

 חמשה עשר באב
TU B’AV (WEDNESDAY, JULY 29) 

We conduct ourselves in a 
somewhat festive manner. Do not 
say Tachanun on Tu B’Av or at the 
preceding Mincha.

Tu B'Av was a joyous holiday in the days of the Beit Hamikdash marking the 
beginning of the grape harvest. Yom Kippur marked the end of the grape 
harvest. On both days the unmarried girls of Jerusalem would dress in white 
garments and go out to dance in the vineyards, and there were no holy days as 
happy for the Jews as Tu B'Av and Yom Kippur [Ta’anit 30b-31a.] The holiday 
also celebrated the wood-offering brought in the Temple [Nechemiah 10:35]. 
Other reasons for celebrating on Tu B’Av: (1) While the Jews wandered in the 
desert for forty years, female orphans without brothers could only marry within 
their tribe, to prevent their father's inherited land from passing to other tribes. 
On 15 Av of the 40th year the ban was lifted; (2) That same year, the last 
generation forbidden to enter Israel died out; (3) The Tribe of Benjamin was 
allowed to intermarry with the other tribes after the incident of the Concubine 
of Gibeah (see Judges 19-21); (4) Cutting wood for the Beit Hamikdash’s main 
altar was completed for the year; and (5) Roman occupiers permitted burial of 
the massacre victims at Bethar. Miraculously, the bodies had not decomposed 
even after over a year.

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSf0VbbVrOeTiGhK35VUjkmu6J_cx8xRq5dNzqKbn_tUr5nFGQ/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfgEiTJYZyGWuS6vPCtqA-8agsIThI66QyiH4rDia-MuobW3w/viewform


Shirley Vann has dedicated the attached Covenant & Conversation (used with permission of The Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust) in memory of her beloved mother Necha bat Yitzchokע”ה.

UPCOMING EVENTS 
July 29 - Tu B’Av Ice Cream Social, 
Wednesday, 5:15 - 7:15 PM.  
Sept. 4 - Camp Shabbat Friday Night 
Outdoor Dinner, with a musical davening. 
RSVP here : CAMP.  

IN OUR FUTURE - KIDDUSH, 
SEUDAH SHLISHIT, & ETC. 

Aug. 8 - Birthday & Anniversary Kiddush 
Aug. 15 - Kiddush is sponsored by Seymour 
Wigod in honor of Tali & Neal Wigod, Moshe, 
Shua and Shy, to wish them bracha, 
hatzlacha & yishuv tov on moving to Israel. 
Aug. 22 - Kiddush is sponsored by Chana & 
Rabbi Shestak in celebration of Adira 
Nechama’s Bat Mitzvah. 
Sept. 5 - Birthday & Anniversary Kiddush 
Sept. 5 - Seudah Shlishit is sponsored by 
the Agress family to commemorate the 
Yahrzeit of Amy’s father, הרב ישראל יהודה 
 and by the Greene ,בן אפרים מיכל הלוי ז”ל
family to commemorate the Yahrzeit of 
Elliot’s father, Harold Greeneע”ה (Tzvi Hersch 
ben Shimon). 
Oct. 24 - Kiddush  is sponsored by Lori & 
David Garfunkel celebrating Uri’s Auf Ruf and 
upcoming wedding to Abby Elson. 

BIRTHDAY & ANNIVERSARY 
KIDDUSH 

To add a birthday/anniversary to upcoming lists 
(next Kiddush on Shabbat, Aug. 8), click here: 
SIMCHA. Listings/sponsorships are $36 per 
family per month. RSVP for the Aug. birthday/
anniversary Kiddush by Sun. night, Aug. 2. 

BOARD MEETINGS - 8:30 PM 
July 28 - 8:45 PM [NOTE LATER TIME] 
Aug. 25, Sept. 22, Oct. 27, Nov. 24, 
Dec. 29, Jan. 26, Feb. 23, Mar. 30, May 
11, June 29 

SHIURIM 

• PESHAT OF THE PARSHA, Tuesdays at 
1:00 PM, click here: Parsha. 

•TORAH FOR YOUR COMMUTE, via 
Whatsapp, with 3-minute daily Halacha 
insights. To join email Rabbi Shestack 
at rabbishestack@gmail.com. 

• POST-HASHKAMA SHIUR, analyzing 
Mishlei (Proverbs). 

• FUNDAMENTALS OF JEWISH THOUGHT, 
after Kiddush. 

• SHABBAT SHIUR, SANHEDRIN CH. 1, 
40 minutes prior to mincha. 

• TZURBA M’RABANAN w/ Zack Doberman, 
Wednesdays at 8:30 PM. In-person at the 
shul and via Zoom. 

• SEDER ON THE SIDDUR, at Seudah Shlishit. 

• BEGINNER CLASS ON HOW TO READ 
HEBREW, Monday nights, 8:45 PM, at the 
shul. To sign up, click here: Hebrew.  

GITA COOPERWASSERע”ה 

YOUTH EVENTS 
July 25 - Perek in the Park, 4:15 PM. 
Sept. 5 - Pre-RH program/dinner, 3:30-5:30 PM 
Sept. 13 - Youth playground  meet up at 
3:45 PM, followed  by Tashlich for families 
with young children. 
Sept. 20 - Sukkah decoration event, 10 AM.  
Sept. 28 - Youth Sukkah Hop, with dinner at 
the last stop, 4:15 PM. 

GITA COOPERWASSERע”ה 

SHABBAT YOUTH INFO 

• SHABBAT YOUTH LEADERS:  
3RD-5TH: ALICIA & SOPHIA 
K-2ND: ABBY & ARNELLA 
3 YRS-PRE-K: ZOE & ISABELLA 

• Youth groups for 3rd through 5th Graders 
starts at 9:00 AM (Drop Off) in the Youth 
Room on left on entering the social hall. 

• Youth group for children 4 years old 
through 1st Grade starts at 9:00 AM (Drop 
Off) in the Youth Room on the right upon 
entering the social hall. 

• Parent & Me, 9:00 AM in the Beit Midrash. 

• Rabbi Meet & Greet, Friday night, kids can 
come over to the Rabbi after davening to 
receive a cup of grape juice and a ticket! 

• Children earn tickets for coming to minyan 
(Friday night and/or Shabbat day), asking 
the rabbi questions or attending parent-
child learning programs! Tickets can be 
redeemed for prizes. 

• HIATUS UNTIL FALL - Children’s corner at 
Seudah Shlishit, 1st to 5th graders will get 
10 Torah questions in 10 minutes from 
Rabbi Shestack, with special snacks, 
tickets and more. 

18-25 Saddle River Road 
Fair Lawn, NJ 07410 

201.797.0502 
http://www.ahavatachim.org
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https://tinyurl.com/AACampShabbat
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSf0VbbVrOeTiGhK35VUjkmu6J_cx8xRq5dNzqKbn_tUr5nFGQ/viewform
https://zoom.us/j/7291311899,%20PW:%20112233
mailto:rabbishestack@gmail.com
https://forms.gle/KpBzP7yqk45gBujz8
http://www.ahavatachim.org


Mishlei/Proverbs 
Post-Hashkama Shiur 38 – An ֱ֜ליוִא  revisited as a ּ֖ליסְִכ  

 
הפָּֽרְחֶ ןוֹל֥קָ־םעִוְֽ זוּבּ֑־םגַ אבָּ֣ עשָׁרָ֖־אוֹבבְּֽ : ג וֹבּֽלִ תוֹלּ֥גַּתְהִבְּ־םאִֽ יכִּ֗֜ : הנָ֑וּבתְ  ליסִ בִּ ֹל ְכּ֖ ץפֹּ֣חְיַ־אֽ ב עלָּֽגַּתְיִ היָּ֗שִׁוּתּ֜־לכָבְּ דרָ֑פְנִ שׁקֵּ֣בַיְ הוָאֲתַלְֽ : א

ליסְִכ֖  תוֹמ֥לֻהֲמַלְֽ ויפִ֗וּ֜ בירִ֑בְ וּאֽבֹ֣יָ ו יתֵ֣פְשִׂ טפָּֽשְׁמִּבַּ קידִּ֗צַ֜ תוֹטּ֥הַלְ בוֹט֑־אֹל עשָׁ֣רָ־ינֵפְּ תאֵ֣שְׂ : ה המָֽכְחָ : ד רוֹק֣מְ עַבֵ֗נֹ֜ לחַנַ֥ שׁיאִ֑־יפִ ירֵ֣בְדִּ םיקִּמֻעֲ֖ םיִמַ֣

 – ןטֶבָֽ־ירֵדְחַ וּד֥רְיָ םהֵ֗וְ֜ םימִ֑הֲלַתְמִֽכְּ ןגָּרְִנ֖ ירֵ֣בְדִּ : ח וֹשֽׁפְנַ שׁקֵ֥וֹמ ויתָ֗פָשְׂוּ֜ וֹל֑־התָּחִמְ : ליסִ  ְכ֖־יפִּֽ ז ארָֽקְיִ :  
 
1One who separates himself will pursue his desires, disdaining sound policy. 2A fool does not desire insight, 
but only to reveal his thoughts. 3With the wicked comes derision, and with those disgraced comes contempt. 
4The words of a man's mouth are like deep water; and the wellspring of wisdom is a flowing stream. 5It is 
not right to be partial to the wicked, subverting justice for the righteous. 6The lips of a fool lead to quarrels, 
and his mouth invites blows. 7A fool's mouth is his ruin, and his lips are a snare for his soul. 8The words of 
a gossipmonger are like blows, penetrating one’s innards.1 
 
 
A. We begin with an apparent universal truth that people are more likely to sin out of eyeshot, but on 
reflecting on the ambiguity of the statement, we can examine how we relate to its truth. 
 

- V. 1 → One who separates himself will pursue his desires, disdaining sound policy. 
o Rashi and Ralbag see the individual as separating from the community to give himself the 

opportunity to pursue his lusts. [Personal note: separation from some people or habits can 
be a necessary prerequisite to fulfilling your desire for Torah observance as well.] 

o Derashot Sefer Mishlei sees this as referring to separating from one’s wife for another. 
o Rabbeinu Yonah sees this as the community doing the separation, if you will, leaving the 

person shunned without support leading to his loss of shame and downfall. 
o Malbim sees this as condemning asceticism. 
o Nazir 23b sees this pasuk as referring to Lot’s separation from Avraham. 
o Ibn Ezra and Meiri see ִעלָּגַּתְי  as meaning “involving” and not “disdaining”, and basically 

encouraging people who are going to learn Torah to set aside mundane thoughts of work, 
etc., and to focus on the Torah study at hand. 

- V. 3 → With the wicked comes derision, and with those disgraced comes contempt. 
o We are again faced with a seemingly straightforward truth, until we look past our initial 

assumptions/intuition regarding what actually is being said, i.e., “from whom” does this 
derision and contempt come, and “to whom” is it given. 

 
B. The impact of words coming from a fool’s mouth (and that of a gossipmonger) is examined.  In 
summary, the fool (1) does not wish to reflect, but instead blurts out what is on his mind, (2) creates 
conflict with his speech, and (3) his speech will result in his own harm. The gossipmonger’s words, on the 
other hand, are like painful, deeply felt body blows to others. 
 

- V. 2 → A fool does not desire insight, but only to reveal his thoughts. 
o The Radak and Rav Hirsch see this pasuk as referring to a person who believes his 

worldview to be infallible, refusing to consider opposing viewpoints. He speaks, but does 
not listen. Similarly, at Mishlei 12:15 we were taught: “The way of a skeptic (“ ליוִ֗אֱ ”) is 
right in his own eyes, but it is one who heeds advice that is a wise man.” 

- V. 6 → The lips of a fool lead to quarrels, and his mouth invites blows. 
o We see this revisited at Mishlei 20:3 in the context of quarrels from the perspective of the 

ליוִ֗אֱ , when it tells us, “It brings honor to a man to refrain from quarreling (“ בירִ֑מֵ ”), while 
every skeptic (“ ליוִ֗אֱ ”) will [instead] be involved (“ עלָּגַּתְיִ ”) [in quarreling].” 2 

 
1 Mishlei Chapter 18. 
2 I translated ִעלָּגַּתְי  as “involved” as Ibn Ezra and Meiri do at Mishlei 18:1, above. Albeit at 18:1 it conveys a positive context, as opposed to here.  
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2 

- V. 7 → A fool's mouth is his ruin, and his lips are a snare for his soul. 
 

V. 10:14 - הבָֽרֹקְ התָּ֥חִמְ ליוִאֱ֜־יפִֽוּ תעַדָ֑־וּנפְּצְיִ םימִ֥כָחֲו:        /     V. 18:7 - ִּֽוֹשֽׁפְנַ שׁקֵ֥וֹמ ויתָ֗פָשְׂוּ֜ וֹל֑־התָּחִמְ ליסִכְ֖־יפ:  
V. 12:13 - ְּקידִּֽצַ הרָ֣צָּמִ אצֵ֖יֵּוַ ערָ֑ שׁקֵ֣וֹמ םיִתַפָשְׂ֖ עשַׁפֶ֣ב:       /      V. 18:7 - ִּֽוֹשֽׁפְנַ שׁקֵ֥וֹמ ויתָ֗פָשְׂוּ֜ וֹל֑־התָּחִמְ ליסִכְ֖־יפ:  
V. 13:3 -  ֹֹולֽ־התָּחִמְ ויתָ֗פָשְׂ֜ קשֵֹ֥פֹּ וֹשׁ֑פְנַ רמֵ֣שֹׁ ויפִּ֖ רצֵ֣נ:      /      V. 18:7 - ִּֽוֹשֽׁפְנַ שׁקֵ֥וֹמ ויתָ֗פָשְׂוּ֜ וֹל֑־התָּחִמְ ליסִכְ֖־יפ:  
 
V. 10:14 - . . .  but the mouth of a skeptic ( ליוִאֱ֜(  [causes] imminent ruin. 
V. 12:13 - The wicked are snared by sinful lips, but the righteous escape calamity. 
V. 13:3 – One who guards his mouth protects his soul; but for one who opens his lips there is ruin. 

 
- V. 8 → The words of a gossipmonger are like blows, penetrating one’s innards. 

 
o Rabbeinu Yonah has an interesting understanding of the ִןגָּרְנ  (gossipmonger), suggesting 

that he presents himself as the unjustly treated victim of blows (perhaps the fool of verse 6, 
above, who brought the blows justifiably down on himself), and then uses the resulting 
sympathy to cause pain and anguish from his words. 

 
C. With all the harm that words can do, to oneself and to others, it is only from words that wisdom/Torah 
can be disseminated. Between references to a fool’s words, etc., we are reminded of this. 
 

- V. 4 → The words of a man's mouth are like deep water; and [are] a wellspring of wisdom [that] is 
a flowing stream. 

o Rashi understands ִשׁיא , used here, as referring to a wise or distinguished man, and the 
flowing wisdom emanating from “deep water” (i.e., Torah knowledge). 

o Metzudot understands this as distinguishing mundane/secular knowledge (deep waters) 
from Torah (the stream), with the former requiring great effort for a man to master, while 
with the Torah it is more important that you be open to receiving the flow.  

 
D. As we judge the fool for the harm he causes and glorify the man of wisdom, we again return to the 
importance of judging properly.   
 

- V. 5 → It is not right to be partial to the wicked, subverting justice for the righteous. 
o This is now the fourth occurrence in 19 pasukim  (starting from Mishlei 17:15) where this 

or a comparable thought has been expressed: 
§ 17:15 -  “Acquitting the guilty and convicting the innocent, both are an abomination 

to the Lord.” 
§ 17:23 – “One takes a bribe from a wicked man's bosom, to pervert the paths of 

justice.” 
§ 17:26 – “To punish a righteous man is not good, nor to strike the generous who 

have integrity.” 
o Megillah 28a states that one may not gaze at the likeness of a wicked person. R. Elazar 

attributes Yitzchak’s dimmed eyesight, in part, to his having gazed at Esav, and Rava cites 
Mishlei 18:5 in support. Presumptively “gazing” being akin to being “partial to”. 

o In this regard, the Vilna Gaon understands the verse to caution against being partial to a 
wicked person in every context, because showing him favor once may ultimately lead to 
perverting justice in another situation. 



Join us on 

Wednesday, July 29  th

from 5:15pm to 7:15pm 
for a special Tu B’Av Ice Cream Social.  

Help us mark one of the happiest days on the
Jewish calendar by participating in this

intergenerational event to promote community
unity and kindness.  Hang out and socialize,
play with the kids on the playground, or just

enjoy a sweet ice cream treat.

Early mincha

at 6:30p
m!

Tu B’Av Ice Cream Social

Kindness: 
Hope:
Unity

Life:

Sponsorship
Opportunities:

$18.00
$36.00
$54.00
$72.00

rsvp
 her

e!

https://forms.gle/96Cj55YcYNRQTTDH8
https://forms.gle/96Cj55YcYNRQTTDH8


Ahavat Achim is bringing that
"camp feeling" to shul on

Come for it all or choose your favorite
activity!

From Shabbat-A-Grams, musical Kabbalat
Shabbat (which will be outside, weather
dependent!), a community Shabbat dinner (with
zemirot, ruach, and the traditional "Kool-Aid"), to
Shabbat shacharit with kid participation, and a
singing seudah shlishit, we are bringing that "camp
feeling" to Fair Lawn!

Cam
p Shabbat 

at Aha
vat Achim

Friday, Sept 4 & Saturday, Sept 5!Friday, Sept 4 & Saturday, Sept 5!

RSVP by 8/25!
tinyurl.com/AACampShabbat

Volunteer to help!

https://forms.gle/TC8dHL2PPBwiDKZ4A
https://tinyurl.com/AACampShabbat


With thanks to the Schimmel Family for their generous sponsorship of Covenant & Conversation, dedicated in loving memory of Harry (Chaim) Schimmel. 
“I 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”l in 5773 (2012–2013).  
These timeless messages are accompanied by a new Family Edition created to inspire intergenerational learning on the Parsha. 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

The First Commandment    

One of the most profound disagreements in 
Judaism is the one between Moses Maimonides 
and Judah Halevi on the meaning of the first of the 
Ten Commandments.

For Maimonides (1135-1204), the first command is 
to believe in God, Creator of Heaven and Earth:

The basic principle of all basic principles 
and the pillar of all sciences is to realise that 
there is a First Being who brought every 
existing thing into being. If it could be 
supposed that He did not exist, it would 
follow that nothing else could possibly exist. 
If, however, it were supposed that all other 
beings were non-existent, He alone would 
still exist . . . To acknowledge this truth is a 
positive command, as it is said: “I am the 
Lord your God”. 

Ex. 20:2, Deut 5:7, Yesodei ha-Torah 1:1-5

Judah Halevi (c. 1080-c.1145) disagreed. The 
greatest of medieval Hebrew poets, Halevi also 
wrote one of Judaism’s philosophical masterpieces, 
The Kuzari. It is framed as a dialogue between a 
Rabbi and the King of the Khazars. Historically, the 
Khazars were a Turkish people who, between the 

seventh and eleventh centuries, ruled a considerable 
area between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, 
including southern Russia, northern Caucasus, 
eastern Ukraine, Western Kazakhstan, and 
northwestern Uzbekistan.

Many Jewish traders and refugees lived there, and 
in 838 the Khazar King Bulan converted to 
Judaism, after supposedly holding a debate between 
representatives of the Jewish, Christian, and 
Muslim faiths. The Arabic writer Dimashqi notes 
that the Khazars, having encountered the Jewish 
faith, “found it better than their own and accepted 
it”. Khazaria thus became, spiritually as well as 
geographically, an independent third force between 
the Muslim Caliphate and the Christian Byzantine 
Empire. After their conversion, the Khazar people 
used Jewish personal names, spoke and wrote in 
Hebrew, were circumcised, had synagogues and 
rabbis, studied the Torah and Talmud, and observed 
the Jewish festivals.

The Kuzari is Judah Halevi’s philosophy of 
Judaism, cast in the form of the imagined 
conversation between the king and a rabbi that led 
to the king’s conversion. In it, Halevi draws a 
portrait that is diametrically opposed to what would 
later become Maimonides’ account. Judaism, for 
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https://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation-family-edition/


Halevi, is not Aristotelian but counter-Aristotelian. 
The God of the prophets, says Halevi, is not the 
God of the philosophers. The key difference is that 
whereas the philosophers found God in 
metaphysics, the prophets found God in history.

This is how Halevi’s rabbi states his faith in The 
Kuzari:

I believe in the God of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Israel, who led the Children of Israel out of 
Egypt with signs and miracles; who fed 
them in the desert and gave them the land, 
after having brought them through the sea 
and the Jordan in a miraculous way . . .

Kuzari I:11

He goes on to emphasise that God’s opening words 
in the revelation at Mount Sinai were not, “I am the 
Lord your God, Creator of Heaven and Earth” but 
“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of 
Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (Kuzari I:25).

Halevi lived before Maimonides. Nahmanides (R. 
Mosheh ben Nachman, 1194-1270) lived after, but 
he too disagreed with Maimonides’ interpretation of 
the opening verse of the Ten Commandments. His 
objection is based on a passage in the Mechilta:

“You shall have no other gods besides Me.” 
Why is this said? Because it says, “I am the 
Lord your God.” To give a parable: A king 
of flesh and blood entered a province. His 
servants said to him, “Issue decrees for the 
people.” He, however, told them, “No. When 
they accept my sovereignty, I will issue 
decrees. For if they do not accept my 
sovereignty, how will they carry out my 
decrees?”

According to Nahmanides, the verse, “I am the 
Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out 
of the land of slavery” is not a command, but a 
preliminary to the commands. It explains why the 

Israelites should be bound by the will of God. He 
had rescued them, liberated them, and brought them 
to safety. The first verse of the Decalogue is not a 
law but a statement of fact, a reason why the 
Israelites should accept God’s sovereignty.

Thanks to a series of archaeological discoveries in 
the twentieth century, we now know that 
Nahmanides was right. The biblical covenant has 
the same literary structure as ancient near eastern 
political treaties, of which the oldest known are the 
“Stele of the Vultures” (before 2500 BCE), 
recording the victory of Eannatum, king of Lagash, 
over the people of Umma, both in southern 
Mesopotamia, and the treaty of Naram-Sin, king of 
Kish and Akkad, with the people of Elam (c. 2280 
BCE). Other, later treaties have also been 
discovered, involving Hittites, Arameans, and 
Assyrians. One details a pact between the Hittite 
king Hattusilis III and the Pharaoh Rameses II, 
regarded by some scholars as the Pharaoh of the 
Exodus.

These treaties usually follow a six-part pattern, of 
which the first three elements were [1] the 
preamble, identifying the initiator of the treaty, [2] 
a historical review, summarising the past 
relationship between the parties, and [3] the 
stipulations, namely the terms and conditions of the 
covenant. The first verse of the Ten 
Commandments is a highly abridged form of [1] 
and [2]. “I am the Lord your God” is the preamble. 
“Who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of 
slavery” is the historical review. The verses that 
follow are the stipulations, or as we would call 
them, the commands. Nahmanides and the Midrash 
are therefore correct in seeing the verse as an 
introduction, not a command.

What is at stake in this difference of opinion 
between Maimonides on the one hand, Judah 
Halevi and Nahmanides on the other? At the heart 
of Judaism is a twofold understanding of the nature 
of God and His relationship to the universe. God is 
Creator of the universe and the maker of the human 
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person “in His image”. This aspect of God is 
universal. It is accessible to anyone, Jew or Gentile. 
Aristotle arrived at it through logic and 
metaphysics. For him, God was the “prime mover” 
who set the universe into motion. Today, many 
people reach the same conclusion through science: 
the universe is too finely tuned for the emergence of 
life to have come into being through chance (this is 
sometimes called the Anthropic Principle). Some 
arrive at it not through logic or science but through 
a simple sense of awe and wonder (“Not how the 
world is, but that it is, is the mystical” said 
Wittgenstein). This aspect of God is called by the 
Torah, Elokim.

There is, however, a quite different aspect of God 
which predominates throughout most of Tanach, 
the Hebrew Bible. This is God as He is involved in 
the fate of one family, one nation: the Children of 
Israel. He intervenes in their history. He makes a 
highly specific covenant with them at Sinai – not at 
all like the general one He made with Noah and all 
humanity after the Flood. The Noahide covenant is 
simple and basic. The Sages said it involved a mere 
seven commands. The Sinai covenant, by contrast, 
is highly articulated, covering almost every 

conceivable aspect of life. This aspect of God is 
signalled by the use of the four-letter name for 
which we traditionally substitute (since the word 
itself is holy and could only be pronounced by the 
High Priest) the word Hashem.1

Maimonides, the philosopher, emphasised the 
universal, metaphysical aspect of Judaism and the 
eternal, unchanging existence of God. Judah Halevi 
and Nahmanides, one a poet, the other a mystic, 
were more sensitive to the particularistic and 
prophetic dimension of Judaism: the role of God in 
the historical drama of the covenant. Both are true 
and valid, but in this case, Halevi and Nahmanides 
are closer to the meaning of the biblical text.

Judaism needs both voices: the philosopher who 
teaches us to seek God in creation, and the prophet 
who teaches us to find Him in history. But when the 
Torah introduces the Ten Commandments, it begins 
with a hint to the story of our redemption before the 
command of law, a reminder of the journey from 
liberation to the constitution of liberty.

 On the two aspects and names, see Kuzari IV:1-3; and Ramban to Exodus 3:13.1
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Around the Shabbat Table 

1.  How does studying a piece of history that feels personal to you impact how you absorb the information? 

2.  If you could travel back to witness any moment in Jewish history, which one would you choose? 

3.  What is the difference between knowing facts and possessing wisdom? 

● These questions come from this week’s Family Edition to Rabbi Sacks’ Covenant & Conversation. For an interactive, multi-generational 

study, check out the full edition at https://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/vaetchanan/the-first-commandment/

http://www.apple.com/uk
https://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/vaetchanan/the-first-commandment/
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