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Choson Torah1 

Rabbi Moshe Chaim Mirvish z’l 

 

ה ר ְיָדעֹו   ,ְולֹא־ָקם ָנִביא עֹוד ְבִיְשָרֵאל ְכֹמשֶׁ ל־ָפִנים ד`ֲאשֶׁ ר ְשָלחֹו ד ָפִנים אֶׁ ץ ִמְצָרִים ̀ ְלָכל־ָהֹאתֹות ְוַהּמֹוְפִתים ֲאשֶׁ רֶׁ   ַלֲעשֹות ְבאֶׁ

ה ְלֵעיֵני ָכל־ִיְשָרֵאל `כו ר ָעָשה ֹמשֶׁ  .ּוְלֹכל ַהָיד ַהֲחָזָקה ּוְלֹכל ַהּמֹוָרא ַהָגדֹול ֲאשֶׁ

And there was not again a prophet in Israel like Moshe, who knew Hashem face to face, for all the 

signs and wonders which Hashem sent him to perform in the land of Egypt etc. and for all the mighty 

hand and for all the great awesomeness that Moshe did in the eyes of all of Israel.2 

ְנָשאֹו . ישראל כל לעיני ם ַהּלּוחֹות ִלְשֹבר ִלבֹו שֶׁ נֱֶׁאַמר ְלֵעיֵניהֶׁ ם ָוֲאַשְבֵרם שֶׁ ,  ְלַדְעּתֹו הּוא ָברּוך  ַהָקדֹוש ַדַעת ְוִהְסִכיָמה ְלֵעיֵניכֶׁ

נֱֶׁאַמר ר שֶׁ ִשַבְרּתָ  ֹכֲחָך ִייַשר   .ִשַבְרּתָ  ֲאשֶׁ  שֶׁ

“in the eyes of all of Israel”. This refers to the fact that his heart inspired him to shatter the Tablets 

before their eyes, as it is said, “And I smashed them before your eyes” 3, and the opinion of the Holy 

One, blessed be He, regarding this action agreed with his opinion, as it is stated that God said of the 

Tablets, "Which you have broken".4 "Shkayach5 that you have broken them"6  

 

Any intelligent person will be dumbstruck by this wonderous statement, which, at the end of the 

Torah, after concluding with the subject of fundamentals and matters that go to the essence of belief 

of the Nation of Israel there is also a hint to the smashing of the Tablets! Surely this is a side point 

irrelevant to the Torah in its entirety and its continuity?! 

Perhaps there is here a guiding principle for life, something verifiable in our own lives, that when 

something is performed with a will and desire, it will not seem burdensome or heavy, and if it does 

involve some toil and great effort, nevertheless one won’t leave the work. One who works his own 

plot of land will sweat over it, ploughing, weeding, sowing, harvesting, and not only it won’t feel like 

a yoke for him, to the contrary, whatever he does will be done with a joy in the knowledge that the 

result is food for his family, and so too with any work a person does. But if a person gets no 

satisfaction from his work, particularly, if what he does is against his will, or he finds himself under a 

tough manager, whose will and whim he is forced to follow, for such a person his work is very 

difficult, and he strategizes how to get out of it, and seeks all kinds of justifications and excuses to be 

free of it. 

With this in mind we can read the words of the poet in ‘a song of ascents: …Who sow with tears, with 

joy they will reap, they will go and weep, who carries the measure of grain, they will come with song, 

bearing his sheaves’,7 meaning to say that while there are those that sow with tears, there are also 

those that sow with joy, ‘they will reap’, both will reap yet each is vastly different from the other, 

since ‘they will go and weep’, this is the one who sows with tears, weeping, without desire, will 

afterwards just carry ‘the measure of grain’, he will reap almost what he sowed but no more, since his 

work does not result in profits. But ‘they will come with song’, is he who at the time of sowing did his 

 
1 Originally published in MIRVISH, M. C. 1935. Sefer Derushe ha-Ramaḥ. Jerusalem: Defus Ṿais. 198-201; 

translated for SATJ by the Editor; Rabbi Mirvish served the Beth Hamidrash Hachodosh Congregation of Cape 

Town 1908 – 1947 and was the first Cape Town Av Beth Din. 
2 Devarim 34:10-12 
3 Devarim 9:17 
4 Shemot 34:1 
5 [Ed: This is the predominant South African pronunciation, derived in turn from the Litvish pronunciation] 
6 Devarim 34:12, Rashi quoting Sifrei Devarim 357:45 
7 Tehillim 126 
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work with joy, with the knowledge that this work is the start of something honourable, something 

good, such a person will afterwards be ‘bearing his sheaves’, many sheaves, his work will result in a 

blessed abundance of profits. 

If this is so in the physical realm, where all can recognize the proven reward for the energetic over the 

lazy, then surely how much more so should it be in the spiritual realm?! For keeping the Torah and 

mitzva, where a person does not see the reward given, nor feel the punishment of the sinner. In this is 

he simply truly faithful to Hashem and His Torah and he does all out of a love for Hashem, he will 

feel the unlimited pleasantness of every mitzva he performs, and gets a taste of the Garden of Eden in 

this world and whatever he does he does with a great joy, as the poet says ‘serve Hashem with joy, 

come before him with song’8, ‘sing, o righteous, before Hashem; for the upright, praise is fitting, give 

thanks to Hashem with a harp, with a ten-stringed lyre make music to Him, sing to Him a new song, 

play well with terua’,9 and Tehillim is full of this, depicting this manner of service of Hashem. And 

the person who merits to serve in such a manner seeks to do more and more, for is he not elevated by 

this?! His soul cleaves increasingly to the God of all spirits. Rabbi Akiva laughed even as his flesh 

was being raked with iron combs.10 And in earlier generations were there not hundreds and thousands 

who did like Rabbi Akiva and his colleagues, who died while reciting shema, with laughter on their 

lips, that they merited to fulfil this elevated matter in the service of Hashem, to fulfil the words of the 

Torah ‘with all of your soul’.11 

But when there is an astounding degeneration so that whatever we do is only by rote, without feeling, 

without a lively spirit, then all acts become burdensome, a yoke too heavy to carry, since a person acts 

only out of habit, or out of shame. It follows then that when he comes to a land or amongst people 

with different habits, and there is no one before whom to feel shame, then it will be easy for him to 

cast off this yoke, and all that is precious and holy to his Nation, all of his spiritual inheritance that he 

inherited from his father and his father’s father, he will trample underfoot. And if he sometimes 

performs it, it is as a dullard, as a lifeless lump. What kind of impression could such acts make on the 

heart, on the mind?! It would not be a surprise if, for example, once concluding shmone esrei and 

saying ‘My God guard my tongue from evil and my lips from deceit’, he turned to his neighbour 

standing next to him and talked to him at length and his tongue spoke evil, and his lips spoke deceit, 

since even as he read these words his ears did not hear the words he spoke, and if they heard, he gave 

them absolutely no attention […] [W]hatever parents do is like a robot, senseless, without any sign of 

a flicker of a feeling, of an elevation of the soul, for the parents did not experience the spirit of the 

Torah, did not see the light in it, so do not show it to their children. The children see and understand 

that whatever the parents do is out of habit, a type of burden squatting on them which they have to 

carry against their will, and the children ask innocently, what is this service to you? 

Previously in Israel there was fulfilled ‘and for the upright of heart is joy.’12 Children, grandchildren 

and great-grandchildren would see the soulful joy of parents at the time of the performance of a 

mitzva, or when they did something good or kind. The children tangibly felt that there are such things 

that are beyond the physical realm, that can provide satisfaction to the soul, and great joy, without 

having to resort to debauchery and frivolity, which bring but a fleeting joy, and the morning after, an 

empty wallet, empty heart and soul, and a pounding headache. Not so the joy of the parents, the joy of 

a mitzva that fills the whole soul with a heartfelt joy […] Little children understand and feel that the 

mundane spirit of the weekday is valued as small coins compared to the unlimited pleasure, the 

unbounded inheritance of the festivals of Israel. So there remains a permanent impression upon the 

 
8 Ibid. 100 
9 Ibid. 33 
10 Berachot 61b 
11 Devarim 5:4 
12 Tehillim 97:11 
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younger generation, who will then be faithful Jews for their Nation and Torah, and they will love the 

tradition of their fathers, and all the winds of the world won’t be able to shift them from their place. 

And with this we can understand a secret in a statement of our sages.13 ‘When Moshe went down from 

the mountain and the two Tablets were in his hand, and the Tablets were light in his hands, he felt no 

heaviness. But because he saw the Golden Calf, and the dancing, he gazed at the Tablets and saw the 

letters flying, then they became heavy in Moshe’s hands, and they fell from his hands and smashed.’  

One could say that there is a hint here that when Moshe descended from the mountain he saw how 

astoundingly degenerate the Nation had become, as had they not just heard the holy ten 

commandments, including ‘do not make yourself a carved image nor any’14 ‘molten image’15 ?! Had 

they not been like prophets, who heard and saw, knowing the knowledge of the Most High, seeing a 

vision of Shakai (the Almighty)?! Despite this they were still able to say of a molten calf ‘this is your 

god, Israel, who took you out of the Land of Egypt’! See, to our great sorrow, how spiritless was this 

Nation, who took from Mount Sinai the external but not the spirit. Such gross physicality and 

externality was not capable nor fit nor allowed to receive such Godly Tablets. People who were able 

to say of a man-made molten calf ‘it is a god’, how much more so such a people would certainly 

elevate and empower the Tablets, which are God’s handiwork, and prostrate themselves to them, and 

give sacrifices to them, and emerge with dances. The letters would rather fly from such people, the 

spirit of the Tablets would not enliven them, they would not merit to sense the letters nor understand 

them. Such Tablets, bereft of the letters that flew from them, remained but stones, heavy stones, that 

would in the end be a burden too heavy to bear, and so would fall and completely smash. 

[…]  

And so therefore precisely at the end of the Torah, where we find revealed to us the foundations of 

our faith, the faith born out of Godly appearance in the presence of the entire Nation, and the miracles 

performed in Egypt before all the Egyptians, and the continuous miracles in the wilderness for 40 

years, such as the manna, the water from a rock, and so on, all of which were before all of Israel and 

not before individuals. But for the sake of individuals Hashem hints to us about this principle, which 

is essential and beneficial to keeping and fulfilling this Torah, for only then will the Torah restore our 

soul and gladden our heart, when we perform everything with a feeling heart, with the knowledge and 

recognition that this is our life and length of our days, that it is for our good, only then will the Tablets 

be light and easy for us, to carry with us in every place. And if, God forbid, the letters fly from the 

Tablets, they will become heavy stones for us, difficult to fulfil, to hold on to, in that moment when 

the waves of the sea, the sullen sea of life, crash against us, it will require of us strength and abundant 

vigour to withstand. 

This is such an important principle and foundation for the keeping of the Torah that it was fitting and 

appropriate to warn about it at its conclusion, by way of this matter of the smashing of the Tablets, 

and which is then followed by saying chazak chazak venitchazek (be strong, be strong and let us 

strengthen) […]. 

And privately to have courage to enter the inner chambers of Torah, to reveal its light and Godly 

glimmer, to turn it over and over as all is in it,16 as the Wiseman said ‘if you seek it as for silver, and 

as for buried treasure you search for it, then you will understand Godly reverence, and find Godly 

 
13 Midrash Tanchuma Ki Tisa 26 
14 Shemot 20:3 
15 Devarim 27:15 
16 Pirkei Avot 5:26 
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knowledge’.17 Only in this manner of search, at the least, can result in finding the pearls, the gems, 

hidden in the Torah. 

Therefore, the title given to the one who concludes the Torah is the Choson Torah (Groom of the 

Torah). Meaning that, even if he is a great Rabbi, he knows that he still does not really know the 

Torah. He is yet to know her quality and he is like a Groom with regard to the Torah. Even if he has 

studied it 1000 times, he still has not drawn out all of its living waters, as the Torah is compared to a 

spring, ever-flowing, and it is impossible in any way to draw from all of its waters. In every 

generation you will find a faithful thinker who reaches into the depths for wonderful pearls in Torah, 

previously unimagined. Many answers will be found in it for contemporary questions. In it will be 

fulfilled the words of the poet ‘God’s Torah is perfect, restoring the soul, the testimony of God is 

assured, making the easily seduced wise. The directives of Hashem are straight, gladdening the heart, 

the commands of Hashem are clear, enlightening the eyes. More treasured than gold or an abundance 

of refined gold, and sweeter than honey or drippings of honeycombs.’18 

 

 
17 Mishlei 2:4-5 
18 Tehillim 19:8-11 
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