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Chapter XVII: Yitro (Ex. 18:1-20:23)

Essay 22. The connection between recognizing the L-rd and not committing murder

The Mekhilta d’Rabbi Yishmael (20:14) draws a parallel within the Ten Commandments
between the first five Commandments and the final five.! This essay considers the relationship
between the 1 and 6 Commandments.
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“I am the L-rd, your G-d, Who brought you out of the land of Egypt, from the house of
bondage” (Ex. 20:2). “You shall not murder” (Ex. 20:13).
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The Ten Commandments were written five on this tablet and five on that tablet,
corresponding to one another; and the 1t Commandment, “I am the L-rd,” corresponds to
the 6™ Commandment, “You shall not murder.”

To connect them together by way of allusion, we shall preface with what is stated in
tractate Chagigah, chapter one, regarding the verse: “The words of the Sages are as cattle prods,

and as well-fastened nails of the masters of [learned] assemblies; they were given from one
Shepherd.”?

’ English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com

! Mekhilta d’Rabbi Yishmael, 20:14, “How were the Ten Commandments given? Five on one tablet and five on
the other. ‘I 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, ‘One who spills the blood of man, by man
shall his blood be shed; for in His image Did G-d make man’ (Gen. 9:6). . . . 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.”

2 Eccl. 12:11.




“Masters of assemblies”—these are the Torah scholars who sit in many
assemblies and engage in Torah: these declare impure and those declare pure;
these prohibit and those permit; these deem an item invalid and those deem it
valid.

Lest a person say: How, then, can I learn Torah [when it contains so many
differing opinions]? Scripture therefore teaches: All of them “were given from
one Shepherd”’; one G-d gave them, and one Leader uttered them, from the
mouth of the Master of all Creation, Blessed be He, as it is said: “And G-d
spoke all these words.”* You too, make your ear like a funnel and acquire for
yourself an understanding heart, to hear the words of those who disqualify and
the words of those who qualify.

- Chagigah 3b
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This requires analysis, for what is entering your mind, and what is the answer? Torah
study is a natural, logical pursuit, and should be consistent and clear. But the student finds that
some rabbis will declare something impure, and other rabbis will declare something pure. For the
one who says “lest a person say” appears to express a natural difficulty in learning Torah
because of disagreement. He thinks, “If everyone disagrees, then the truth has been lost or is
unattainable.” What, then, is the answer—that all were spoken by the Holy One, Blessed be
He? Seemingly, this does not resolve the difficulty, for there are two or more different answers,
and how can they all be Divine?
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However, in the first chapter of tractate Avodah Zarah it is stated:

Rabbi Chisda said: Anyone who learns Torah from only one teacher
will never see a sign of blessing. That matter relates to reasoning [i.c., in order
to come up with sophisticated reasoning it is necessary to hear many different
opinions]. However, with respect to the oral tradition, it suffices to learn from
teacher, so as not to impair its language [for if he hears different versions from
different teachers, he will become confused].

- Avodah Zarah 19a

3 Ibid.
4 Ex. 20:1.



This “reasoning” is analytical reasoning [pilpu/]. For in the third chapter of tractate Nedarim
(38a) it is stated that at first the Torah was given only to Moses and his descendants, but
Moses acted with generosity and gave it to Israel. The Gemara there asks and concludes: that
it is not talking about Torah as a whole; rather, it refers only to analytical reasoning, which was
initially given only to Moses, etc.
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Zera Shimshon now shifts the conversation from confusion to forgetfulness.

The Iyun Yaakov explains that initially Israel had no need for analytical reasoning, for
before the Tablets were shattered there was no forgetfulness in Israel, as stated in the fifth
chapter of Eruvin (54a). However, after the shattering of the Tablets, when forgetfulness
came, they required analytical reasoning, as stated in Ketubot, the 12" chapter, entitled “One
who marries,” regarding Rabbi Chiyya. He said: “If the Torah were to be forgotten from
Israel, I would restore it through my analytical reasoning.”> Similarly, we find this with
Othniel ben Kenaz, who restored—through his analytical reasoning—three hundred laws
that had been forgotten during the mourning for Moses our teacher, peace be upon him.°
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From this point forward, in order to learn the method of analytical reasoning, one
must learn reasoning from more than one teacher, who differ in their opinions, so as to
understand the depth of the matter. However, this presents a difficulty: if we go to learn
analytical reasoning from different rabbis, it follows that there is forgetfulness in the world.
If there is forgetfulness, then even the study of Gemara should require learning from many
teachers, lest a single teacher has forgotten some necessary passage of Gemara. Accordingly,
Maimonides of blessed memory wrote in part three of his introduction to the Commentary on
the Mishnah that in the early days there was no forgetfulness in the world: each person
remembered what he heard from his teacher, and their understanding was uniform, and
therefore they had no disputes. But once forgetfulness increased, understandings were no
longer equal, and disputes multiplied. Rashi similarly wrote on the second chapter of Eruvin
(21b) that “the words of the Sages are like cattle prods”—that is, words of Torah that were
transmitted orally to Moses, concerning which the Sages of later generations disagreed after
the diminution of the heart and the onset of forgetfulness.

5 Ketubot 103b.
¢ Temurah 15b.
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This, then, is the explanation of the aforementioned teaching: “Lest a person say—
since these declare impure and those declare pure ... how, then, can I learn Torah?” Since
disputes have multiplied—which is a sign that forgetfulness has come into the world—it is
impossible to learn even the Gemara from only one teacher, for a single teacher cannot
remember everything. Rather, one must hear the various versions and rulings from many
teachers. How, then, can I learn Torah so that my learning will endure in my hand, unlike
the people of the Galilee? That is, the Judeans were precise in their language and learned from
one teacher, so their Torah endured. The Galileans were not precise, and they did not learn from
a single great teacher, and as a result, their Torah did not endure with them.’

Scripture therefore teaches: all “were given from one Shepherd,” one G-d gave them,
and one Leader uttered them.” Do not say that these disputes came into the world only after
forgetfulness increased. Even from the beginning, these multiple perspectives existed. For
concerning every matter that the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses, He would show
him forty-nine reasons for impurity and forty-nine reasons for purity.® That is, there was not
only multiplicity due to forgetfulness, but there was also multiplicity due to depth. Therefore, the
student’s “assumption” that disagreement equals “loss of truth” is wrong. Instead, disagreement is
a sign of the depth of the Torah. “Forgetfulness” is the mechanism that allows us to use our own
“analytical reasoning” to recover those different facets of truth.

TV W 27 9y Awh? Tin%? 0"apn 7190 Ap? 1153 oyv 003 1N0n ow3 (2"Y 0" A7) ARy PR3 T
DP0 DY W NI Py w0 $381 12900 0D inaxyn 12 XD 1270W 099 ,aRmIv My

See also Yavin Shemu‘ah (page 29b),’ citing the Meharerei Nemarim,'° for the correct
reason why the Holy One, Blessed be He, needed to teach Moses reasons for impurity
concerning a matter of purity. This is because a thing is not understood from its essence as
well as it is understood from its opposite; and see there. See also the Zohar, beginning of
parashat Chukkat (181a).

" Eruvin 53a.

8 Midrash Tehillim (Midrash Shocher Tov), on Ps. 12. The number 49 represents the 49 Gates of Understanding,
which is considered the maximum depth of logic allowed to humans.

% Rabbi Shlomo Algazi (1610—c. 1683), Yavin Shemu’ah (Venice, 1639).

10 Rabbi Abraham ben Solomon Akra (16" Century), Meharerei Nemarim (Venice, 1599).
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Even regarding the textual versions themselves—since decisors rule according to their
respective versions—it must be said that “these and those are the words of the living G-d.”!!
Initially, before forgetfulness, the sage of the generation knew them all; after forgetfulness
increased, the reasonings diverged, such that one would state the reason for purity and
another would state the reason for impurity, each according to his perspective. If so, it is still
considered that you learn from this one what the other does not know. This is not like the
people of the Galilee, who learned one matter from more than one teacher, as Rashi explains
there—that they heard it from one in one formulation and from another in a different
formulation, and so forth. See there.
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So that your learning will endure in your hand, since it is impossible for you to
complete your studies with only one teacher, you have another remedy: to make mnemonic
signs, as the Sages of blessed memory said, “Set up for yourself signposts.”'? This is what is
meant by “acquire for yourself an understanding heart” and by “make your ear like a funnel.”
For thus it is stated there in Eruvin 53a, regarding the people of Judea, who placed mnemonic
signs for themselves, their learning endured. But regarding the people of the Galilee, who did
not place mnemonic signs, their Torah did not endure with them.
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From this you will also gain the benefit that you too will be able to innovate something
in the world of Torah study and halacha through your analytical reasoning, from what has
already been forgotten. For if there were no forgetfulness in the world, you would not be able
to innovate anything. As stated in the second chapter of Eruvin (21b): “Lest you say: If [the
words of the Sages] are of substance [and have such great importance], why were they not
written [in the Torah]? [Thus,] the verse states: ‘Of making many books there is no end,’'*” to
show every Torah scholar that herein lies his gain, that he too can innovate. What the sage
innovates from his own understanding is considered actual Torah, given from the mouth of
the Almighty. This is the intent of “I am the L-rd your G-d”—one G-d uttered them. Thus,

' Cf. Eruvin 13b.
12 Jer. 31:21.
3 Ecel. 12:12.



while the shattering of the Tablets seems like a tragedy, it led to forgetfulness, which created a new
mechanism for Torah growth.

Zera Shimshon now discusses several distinct reasons why the 1 Commandment, “I am
the L-rd” corresponds to the 6™ Commandment: “You shall not murder.”
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The Authority of the Sages: Furthermore, a person must be even more careful with the
words of the Scribes, i.e., Rabbinic law, than with the words of the Torah, for the latter include
positive and negative commandments, as stated in the second chapter of Eruvin (21b),
whereas the former carry the penalty of death, for whoever transgresses the words of the
Scribes is liable to death. This is “I am the L-rd your G-d” corresponding to “You shall not
murder.”
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Prayer and Intention: It may further be said that “I am the L-rd your G-d” comes to
warn a person to strive to focus his intention in prayer, for prayer without intention is like a
body without a soul. “I am the L-rd your G-d,” as Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai [sic] said to
his students: “When you pray, know before Whom you pray.”'* This corresponds to “You
shall not murder,” for answering with a body without a soul.

In this same way it warns regarding intention and care in blessings, for if one does
not focus in prayer and blessings, how will he recognize that the L-rd is his G-d? Prayer is
mercy, to ask from Him, blessed be He, for life and sustenance; and blessings are
fundamental, for “the earth and its fullness belong to the L-rd”'® prior to the blessing.
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Physical Maintenance of Life: The intent of “You shall not murder” is as taught in
tractate Makkot: “Therefore the mothers of the priests would provide them with food and
sustenance so that they would not pray that their sons die.”'® When the Merciful One grants
satiation, it is for the benefit of the living that He grants it.!’

14 Berachot 28b, where the source was actually Rabbi Eliezer. Our text reads, “Know before Whom you stand.”
15 Ps. 24:1.

16 Mishnah Makkot 2:6; Makkot 11a.

17 Ta’anit 8b.
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Sparks of Holiness: Furthermore, one who is careful with the blessing over enjoyment
repairs and restores the known sparks of Holiness to the place of Unity and Holiness. This is
an act of “giving life.” In contrast, one who is not careful with blessings damages [the sparks],
and they are called “dead,” thus violating the 6 Commandment, “You shall not murder.”
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The Golden Calf: Moreover, what caused them to make the Golden Calf and to
transgress “I am the L-rd your G-d,” and thus “You shall not murder”? Because they had
already transgressed “You shall not murder” in the killing of Hur, as it is written regarding
the verse, “And Aaron saw and built an altar before it”'%:

What did he see? . .. He saw Hur [who had been appointed together
with Aaron by Moses to lead the people during Moses’ absence],'” who was
slaughtered before him [as he had protested the plan to fashion a calf and had
been murdered by the people as a result].

- Sanhedrin 7a
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Derogatory Speech: Additionally, the 1 Commandment, “You shall not murder” warns
against derogatory speech [lashon hara], for one who speaks derogatory speech Kills three:
the speaker, the listener, and the one spoken about.*

Also, derogatory speech leads to a violation of the 1 Commandment, because [one who
engages in derogatory speech] causes the Shekhinah to depart from Israel—G-d forbid.

Also, another violation of the 1® Commandment is that he denies a fundamental principle
of faith, as R. Yochanan said in the name of R. Yosi in the third chapter of Arakhin (15b).
This corresponds to “I am the L-rd your G-d.”
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18 Ex. 32:5.
19FEx. 24:14.
20 Yerushalmi Pe’ah 1:1.



