Plumbing the Depths of the Aseret HaDibrot

The Aseret HaDibrot appear twice in the Torah; you can see both versions here:

https://www.sefaria.org.il/Exodus.20?lang=bi&aliyot=0 Sefer Shemot
https://www.sefaria.org.il/Deuteronomy.5?lang=bi&alivot=0 Sefer Devarim

Source 1: R. Shimshon Raphael Hirsch
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Source 2a): Written on Two Tablets: Devarim 5:19
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mountain, with a mighty voice out of the fire and
the dense clouds. He inscribed them on two
tablets of stone, which He gave to me

Source 2b) Shemot Ch. 34
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Source 3: Rav Alex Israel: The Ten Commandments, Structure and Significance

...look into the Torah text and you will see that the first five commandments are lengthy and
take up 13 verses. In contrast, the last five are short succinct statements which are concisely
contained in 2 simple verses. This division is anything but symmetrical. One list is six
times the length of the other! If they were to be written on two tablets, then one tablet
would have to be far larger than the other, or the print much smaller! At any rate they
do not match at all! The 5:5 division has a striking imbalance to it. (Although this does not



https://www.sefaria.org.il/Exodus.20?lang=bi&aliyot=0
https://www.sefaria.org.il/Deuteronomy.5?lang=bi&aliyot=0

invalidate this method of dividing the commandments, it requires us to work harder in
justifying this way of structuring this list of ten commandments.)

Secondly, as we have seen, this division rests on a THEMATIC basis. The two lists of five
commands are two sides of the religion according to the Ramban (Nachmanides). The
Decalogue divides into themes; five Godly laws and five social laws (bein adam lamakom and
bein adam lechavero). But this thematic division is far from self-evident for there would
seem to be certain inconsistencies. In the first group of five - the God section - we have the
command of respect for parents. Is this really a command directed to “the honour of The
Creator”? This would seem to be a social law more than a command of belief! So does the
thematic approach work? Maybe a 4:6 division would be better than a 5:5 division?

Source 4: Commentary of Ramban on Shemot Ch. 20

HONOR THY FATHER. Having finished all that we are obligated
towards the Creator Himself and His glory, He turns now to
command us about those matters which concern created
beings. He begins with the father, for in relation to his
offspring, he is akin to a creator, being partner with Him in the
forming of the child. Kiddushin 30 b: “There are three partners
in man: the Holy One, blessed be He, his father and his mother.”
G-d is our first Father, and he who begets it [i.e.,, the child] is
our last male parent. This is why He said in the Book of
Deuteronomy, [Honor thy father... as the Eternal thy G-d
commanded thee].*’2Deuteronomy 5:16. That is, “just as [ have
commanded you concerning My honor, so do I command you
concerning the honor of those who have joined Me in your
formation.”
Now since this commandment refers to creatures on the earth,
He has designated its reward to be prolongation of life on earth
which He will give us. But in the opinion of our Rabbis, Ibid,,
39b. the purport of the verse is “that thy days may be long and
upon the Land.” [It thus expresses two declarations]: He
promises that our lives will be prolonged by observing this
commandment — i.e., that G-d will fulfill our days in this world
and they will be prolonged in the World to Come, which is
unending — and that our dwelling will forever be on the good
earth#7°4 reference to eternal life. which He will give us. And in
the Book of Deuteronomy, He expressly stated it: that thy day
may be long, and that it may go well with thee, upon the Land
which the Eternal thy G-d giveth thee. Deuteronomy 5:16. Thus
they are two promises.
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Source 5: Sefer HaChinuch - the Book of Torah Education
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The commandment to honor father and mother: To honor father and mother, as
it is stated (Exodus 20:12), "You shall honor your father and your mother." And the
explanation (Kiddushin 31b) comes to [define it], "What does it mean to 'honor'? To
feed, give drink, dress, bring in, and take out.”
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From the roots of this commandment is that it is fitting for a person to acknowledge
and return kindness to people who were good to him, and not to be an ungrateful
scoundrel, because that is a bad and repulsive attribute before God and people. And
he should take to heart that the father and the mother are the cause of his being in the
world; and hence it is truly fitting to honor them in every way and give every benefit
he can to them, because they brought him to the world, and worked hard for him
when he was little. And once he fixes this idea in his soul, he will move up from it to
recognize the good of God, Blessed be He, who is his cause and the cause of all his
ancestors until the first man (Adam), and that he took him out into the world's air,
and fulfilled his needs every day, and made his body strong and able to stand, and
gave him a mind that knows and learns - for without the mind that God granted him,
he would be 'like a horse or a mule who does not understand.' And he should think at
length about how very fitting it is to be careful in his worship of the Blessed be He.

Rav David Fohrman: The first five refer to vertical relationships; the last five
to horizontal relationships

Rav Israel: Common elements of the first set:

- the use of 1'PIN N
- the rationale of the mitzvah




Source 6: Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks Zt”’l: “To Thank before We Think”

... it also makes sense to see them as three groups of three. The first three (one God, no other
God, do not take God's name in vain) are about God, the Author and Authority of the laws.
The second set (keep Shabbat, honour parents, do not murder) are about createdness.
Shabbat reminds us of the birth of the universe. Our parents brought us into being. Murder is
forbidden because we are all created in God's image (Gen. 9:6). The third three (don't commit
adultery, don't steal, don't bear false witness) are about the basic institutions of society: the
sanctity of marriage, the integrity of private property, and the administration of justice. Lose
any of these and freedom begins to crumble. This structure serves to emphasize what a strange
command the tenth is: "Do not be envious of your neighbor's house. Do not be envious of your
neighbor's wife, his slave, his maid, his ox, his donkey, or anything else that is your neighbour's."
At least on the surface this is different from all the other rules, which involve speech or action.[1]
Envy, covetousness, desiring what someone else has, is an emotion, not a thought, a word or a
deed. And surely we can't help our emotions. They used to be called the "passions”, precisely
because we are passive in relation to them. So how can envy be forbidden at all?2 Surely it only
makes sense to command or forbid matters that are within our control. In any case, why should the
occasional spasm of envy matter if it does not lead to anything harmful to other people?

Here, it seems to me, the Torah is conveying a series of fundamental truths we forget at our peril.
First, as we have been reminded by cognitive behavioural therapy, what we believe affects
what we feel.[2] Narcissists, for instance, are quick to take offence because they think other
people are talking about or "dissing" (disrespecting) them, whereas often other people aren't
interested in us at all. Their belief is false, but that does not stop them feeling angry and resentful.
Second, envy is one of the prime drivers of violence in society. It is what led lago to mislead
Othello with tragic consequences. Closer to home it is what led Cain to murder Abel. It is what led
Abraham and then Isaac to fear for their lives when famine forced them temporarily to leave
home. They believe that, married as they are to attractive women, the local ruler will kill them so
that they can take their wives into their harem. Most poignantly, envy lay at the heart of the
hatred of the brothers for Joseph. They resented his special treatment at the hands of their father,
the richly embroidered cloak he wore, and his dreams of becoming the ruler of them all. That is
what led them to contemplate killing him and eventually to sell him as a slave.

Source 7: Commentary of R. Avraham Ibn Ezra

THOU SHALT NOT COVET. Many people are amazed at this
commandment. They ask, how is it possible for a person not to covet
in his heart all beautiful things that appear desirable to him? [ will now
give you a parable.2’¢Which will aid you in understanding the
commandment that prohibits coveting. Note, a peasant of sound mind
who sees a beautiful princess will not entertain any covetous thoughts
about sleeping with her, for he knows that this is an impossibility. This
peasant will not think like the insane who desire to sprout wings and
fly to the sky, for it is impossible to do so. Now just as a man does not
desire to sleep with his mother, although she be beautiful, because he
has been trained from his childhood to know that she is prohibited to
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https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.9.6?lang=he-en&utm_source=aish.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker

him, so must every intelligent person know that a person does not
acquire a beautiful woman or money because of his intelligence or
wisdom, but only in accordance with what God has apportioned to
him. Indeed, Koheleth states, yet to a man that hath not labored therein
shall he leave it for his portion (Eccles. 2:21). Furthermore, our sages
taught, children, life, and sustenance are not dependent upon a
person’s merits but upon the stars.2’”Mo’ed Katan 28a. The intelligent
person will therefore neither desire nor covet. Once he knows that
God has prohibited his neighbor’s wife to him she will be more exalted
in his eyes than the princess is in the eyes of the peasant. He will
therefore be happy with his lot and will not allow his heart to covet
and desire anything which is not his. For he knows that that which
God did not want to give him, he cannot acquire by his own strength,
thoughts, or schemes. He will therefore trust in his creator, that is, that
his creator will sustain him and do what is right in His sight.
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Source 8: Rambam, Laws of Robbery 1:9

Anyone who covets a servant, a maidservant, a house or utensils

that belong to a colleague, or any other article that he can purchase
from him and pressures him with friends and requests until he agrees to
sell it to him, violates a negative commandment even though he pays
much money for it, as Exodus 20:14 states: "Do not covet ™

The violation of this commandment is not punished by lashes, because it
does not involve a deed. One does not violate this commandment until
one actually takes the article he covets, as reflected by Deuteronomy
7:25. "Do not covet the gold and silver on these statues and take it for
yourself.” Implied is that the Hebrew tfachmod refers to coveting
accompanied by a deed.

10 Anyone who desires a home, a wife, utensils, or anything else

belonging to a colleague that he can acquire from him, violates a
negative commandment at the time he thinks in his heart, "How is it
possible to acquire this from him?" and his heart is aroused by the
matter, as Deuteronomy 5:18 states: "Do not desire " Desire refers to
feelings in the heart alone

11 Desire leads to coveting and coveting leads to robbery For if the

owners do not desire to sell despite the offer of much money and
many supplications by friends, the person motivated by desire will be
moved to robbery, as Michah 2:2 states: "They coveted houses and
stole.”

And if the owner stands up against them to save his property, or in
another way prevents the person motivated by desire from robbing, he
will be moved to murder. Take, for example, the narrative of Ach'av and
MNavot

1 Thus, we see see that a person who desires another person's
property viclates one negative
purchases an object he desires after pressuring the owners and

commandment. One who

repeatedly asking them, viclates two negative commandments. For that
reason, the Torah prohibits both desinng and coveting. If he takes the
article by robbery, he violates three negative commandments.
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/Ecclesiastes.2.21

Source 9: Rav Michael Rosensweig, Lo Tachmod:
The Perfect Culmination of the Asseret ha-Dibrot

The Torah intentionally bypasses "gezel" for "chimud" precisely because the term "chimud"
refers also to planning for or obsessing about attaining someone else's property. There is
much evidence to indicate that the improper focus upon another's property
constitutes the root of this prohibition even according to those authorities who
demand that the planning be implemented, as well. Rambam (Hil. Gezeilah 1:9), for
example, insists that this violation cannot occur without the attainment of the object
in question, yet he characterizes the prohibition as one lacking in action - "lav she-ein
bo masseh"- with respect to the absence of malkot!... R. Yonah and Ibn Ezra, in their Torah
commentaries, explain that this prohibition seeks to inculcate the halachic approach to the
material world by projecting the ideal of "sameach be-chelko" (satisfaction with one's
material lot in life), thereby also guaranteeing mutual respect and limiting friction between
individuals.

Source 10: Rav David Fohrman
“The Hidden Structure of the Ten Commandments”

If you look at the language that the Ten Commandments couches the command not to covet in,
there is something very obsessive about the language. It doesn't just say ...don't covet the house
of your friend." It keeps on going: "Don't covet his house. Don't covet his wife. Don't covet his
manservant. Don't covet his maid servant. Don't covet anything that he has." And it gets extremely
specific in all these things, one thing after another thing. It's this veritable laundry list of stuff. It's
like you feel like saying "l get it already! Why over and over again?"

... the Torah seems, | think, to suggest that there is something obsessive about the nature of
coveting. Where does that come from? What lie am | telling myself that | think | am just going to
be happy if | have all these things and then it never really works.

So let's try and play this thought experiment, | call it The Coveting Game.' Imagine you are coveting

something. Here is your friend Joe, right, and it turns out that Joe has this beautiful wide-screen
TV and you've decided there is nothing you want more in life than Joe's wide-screen TV. So you
are desperate about this. And you keep on asking Joe for it and Joe just won't sell it to you, he
won't give it to you and every time you go over to Joe's house you just look at this wide-screen
TV and you get down. You think "why can't | have Joe's wide-screen TV?"

Eventually you go and you seek therapy for this. So you are in therapy with the Therapist and she
is talking to you about coveting, about your obsessions. And finally she says to you "we could just
go to Best Buy just down the block, and | could buy you a wide-screen TV with all this money that
you're spending. Why don't we just go do that?" Would that solve my coveting issue?

| think the answer is what essentially | really want is, | want to be Joe. | don't want to be me. And
the great lie I'm telling myself is that if | can just get enough of Joe's things then | can somehow
crawl out of this terrible space which | call 'my own life' and somehow feel as if I'm occupying a




different role in the world; | am occupying Joe's role in the world. Of course it never really works,
I never really feel like Joe. So | feel like | need the next thing, and | need the next thing, then | will
feel like Joe. Now, if in horizontal relationships, | was given to coveting, what would my vertical
relationships look like?

Think about your parents. Why would you honor your parents? The reason why you honor your
parents is because they gave you everything you have. But, what if everything you have wasn't
good enough? What if they gave me the wrong education? What if they gave me the wrong genes?
The wrong DNA? What if | viewed life itself—that great gift that they gave me—as not a great gift
at all. There would be no reason to give them honor. | would be resentful against them.

So if the Torah is saying "don't covet" on the one hand and "honor your parents" on the other
hand, what it's really saying is "don't abrogate yourself." You don't need to seek out someone's
life and try to be Joe. And your parents did give you something immensely valuable for which you
are eternally in debt to them and that is your life. That life is worthwhile. When you honor your
parents, what are you really saying? You're saying the gift they gave you was meaningful. The life
they gave you was incredibly valuable. There is no greater act of self-affirmation than honoring
your parents. When you honor your parents, you're actually affirming your existence.

The fifth principle is "recognize yourself." You do have something to honor your parents for. You
don't need to covet and try to occupy somebody else's place in life.

Source 11: Rav Zev Leff
The root of coveting another's assets is a lack of satisfaction with one's own lot in life. "If
only | were that other person," reasons the coveter, "l would have happiness!" Hence, all of
that person's relationships and assets are equated since the coveter wants to be that
person rather than desiring a specific one of his items.

Source 12: Rabbi Yaacov Haber:

Lo Tachmod: Mazal, Destiny and the Prohibition Against Coveting
Every individual's true sense of identity is ultimately rooted in his soul. The pairing of a
specific soul with its unique personality into a specific body which is determined at or soon
before conception (see Nidda (16b) and Midrash Tanchuma Parashas P'kudei 3) is decided
upon with great precision by HaKadosh Baruch Hu. It is this union which determines major
aspects of a person's life since his body's genetic makeup will determine many of his
physical qualities, some aspects of his personality, and many aspects of his health. The
family in which he is born will greatly impact on his education, his training, his early social
environment, will further affect his personality development, and often will even largely
determine his career and marriage partner. Most of these factors, according the
the Midrash Tanchuma, are determined by Hashem even before the birth of the child. He
arranges that this specific soul should be placed into this particular body and born into this
particular family so that all of the above-mentioned aspects of the person's life should
occur with precision to that individual. The one factor which surely remains the domain of
the child is whether he will choose to be good or bad, righteous or wicked. (See Rambam
Hilchos Teshuva Chapter 5.)




Rabbi Soloveitchik zt"l often referred to these two aspects of the human soul-body entity
- the predetermined and the non-predetermined - as Fate and Destiny. It is the challenge
of each individual to take his Fate and transform it into his Destiny or to marshal all
of one's inborn and acquired talents as well as the challenges and obstacles of one's
initial environment and serve His Maker from within that framework to fulfill his
Destiny. To complain about one's Fate is futile. It is precisely this environment that
is best suited for that particular soul to live out its life, and it behooves the individual
to utilize precisely this framework to excel and maximalize one's potential. Even
if "no’'ach lo I'adam shelo nivra mishenivra"” (Eiruvin 13b) - the soul would not have chosen
this existence and would rather remain in the heavenly bliss above without having to
undergo the challenge of existence, "'achshav shenivra - y'fashpeish b'ma’asav!" - now that
he has been placed in this world, let him search out his deeds and perfect his service of his
Creator! (Compare Chazal's statement (Mo'eid Katan 28a) "children, life, and sustenance
are not (solely - see Tosfos ibid.) dependent on merit but on mazal" and see R. Aryeh
Kaplan's zt"l Handbook of Jewish Thought (Vol 2. Divine Providence 19:25-26)).

Every morning we recite three b'rachos of identity noting who we are, or, in other words,
who G-d made us into by placing our souls into a particular body thus deciding for us our
religion, social status, and gender. We then praise Him as the One "she’'asa i kol tzarki" -
Who made everything [ need to actualize my potential. We then proceed to exalt G-d as
the "Meichin mitz'adei gever" - Who prepares the footsteps of Man. This can be taken to
refer not only to Hashem's giving us the ability to walk but also to His constant arranging
of events in our lives by placing us at the appropriate, precise crossroads for our decision-
making process (b’chira chafshis) to play itself out. All of these aspects are included in our
Fate. We conclude the Birchos HaShachar by beseeching G-d to make our Fate as easy as
possible: lo lidei nisayon v'lo lidei vizayon v'harchikeinu mei‘adam ra... - "[may You] not lead
us to trials or to embarrassment and distance us from evil people.”" Each morning as we
prepare for another day, we note that it is G-d who placed us in our past environment and
will continue to present us with appropriate challenges specifically tailored for us alone
(our Fate), and we ask for His assistance and kindness in helping us succeed (our Destiny).

Source 13: Mechilta D’'R. Yishmael 20: 14

How were the Ten Commandments given? Five on one tablet and five
on the other. "l am the L rd your G d," and opposite it "You shall not
kill," whereby Scripture apprises us that spilling blood is tantamount
to "diminishing" the likeness of the King. An analogy: A king of flesh
and blood enters a province, sets up statues of himself, makes images
of himself, and mints coins in his likeness. After some time, they upset
his statues, break his images, devalue his coins — and "diminish" the
likeness of the king. Likewise, Scripture equates spilling blood to
"diminishing" the likeness of the King, as it is written (Genesis 9:6)
"One who spills the blood of man ... (For in the image of G d did He
make man.") It is written "There shall not be unto you any other gods
in My presence," and, opposite it, "You shall not commit adultery,"
whereby Scripture apprises us that idolatry is tantamount to adultery.
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As it is written (Ezekiel 16:32) "You are the (very essence of the)
adulterous woman, who (though) living with her husband, (still) takes
strangers," and (Hoshea 3:1) "And the L rd said again to me: "Go and
love a woman beloved by her husband, and playing the harlot under
him — just as the L rd loves the children of Israel, while they turn to
other gods..." Itis written "You shall not take the name of the L rd your
G d in vain," and, opposite it, "You shall not steal," whereby we are
apprised that one who steals, in the end comes to swear in vain, as it
is written (Jeremiah 7:9) "Shall one steal, murder, commit adultery,
swear falsely (... and go after the gods of others, etc.?" And it is written
(Hoshea 4:2) "swearing, lying, murdering, stealing, (committing)
adultery..." It is written "Remember the Sabbath day to sanctify it,"
and, opposite it, "You shall not testify (falsely)," whereby Scripture
apprises us that one who desecrates the Sabbath thereby testifies
before Him who spoke and brought the world into being that He did
not create His world in six days and did not rest on the seventh day,
and that one who keeps the Sabbath thereby testifies before Him who
spoke and brought the world into being that He created His world in
six days and rested on the seventh day, as it is written (Isaiah 43:10)
"You are My witnesses, says the L rd ... that  am He. Before Me no god
was created and there will be none after Me." It is written "Honor your
father and your mother," and, opposite it, "You shall not covet,"
whereby Scripture apprises us that whoever covets, in the end comes
to beget a son who curses his father and honors one who is not his
father. This is why the Ten Commandments were given, five on one
tablet and five on the other. These are the words of R. Chanina b.
Gamliel. The sages say: (They were given) ten on one tablet and ten on
the other. As it is written (Devarim 5:19) "These things (the ten
commandments) the L rd spoke ... And He wrote them on two tablets
of stone." And (Song of Songs 4:5) "Your two breasts are like two
fawns, twins of a gazelle." And (Ibid. 5:14) ("The tablets of) His hands
are wheels of gold, set with emeralds."...
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Source 14: R. S.R. Hirsch: The Thematic Unity of the Ten Commandments

the demand for the recognition of GOD begins with a demand for
the mind (Command #1&2: Belief etc.) but it is not satisfied with
mere spirit; it demands the expression of this spirit in letter, in
control of the word (#3 taking God’s name in vain), of activities
(#4 Shabbat) and of the family (#5). The SOCIAL LAWS begin
with a demand for control of deeds and words (murder, adultery,
stealing, false witness), but are not satisfied with our control over
deeds and words, but demand control of spirit and feeling (#10 Do
not covet).

This expresses the important idea: All “religion”, all so called
“honouring God in spirit” is worthless if the thought, the idea of
God, is not strong enough to exercise its power practically in the
control of our words and doings of our family and social life. Our
deeds, our way of life must first prove that our “religion”, our
“honouring of God” is genuine. And on the other hand all social
virtue is worthless and crumbles at the first test, as long as it aims
at outward correctness, is satisfied with being considered righteous
and honest in the eyes of fellow men, but refuses inner loyalty, does
not depend on .... that pure inner conscience that only God sees and
God judges, and which has its root and ... nourishment only in quiet
but constant looking up to God.

All spirit must be developed into act. All acts must have their
source in spirit. That is the inspiration that hovers over these
fundamental ideas of God’s Torah and fuses the two tablets; the
“religious” and the “social”, into one inseparable whole.
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