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בס״ד

KI TISSAִּכי ִתָּׂשא
In loving memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen

“God spoke to Moshe: ‘Go, descend – for your people that you 
brought up from the land of Egypt has become corrupt. They 
have strayed quickly from the way that I have commanded 

them. They have made themselves a molten calf’”  
(Shemot 32:7-8).
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The Miraculous Nature  
of the Tablets
by Rabbi Garry Wayland

INSIDE:

Community of Faith 2
by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks



1st Aliya (Kohen) – Shemot 30:11-31:17
God instructs Moshe to take a census. Instead of counting 
people, each man over 20 will give a half shekel coin 
towards the construction of the Mishkan (Tabernacle); 
the census figure will be calculated based on the money 
collected.

God instructs Moshe to make a copper washing basin (kiyor) for the Kohanim. 
Moshe is to make the anointing oil, containing select spices, to anoint Aharon, 
his sons, and the vessels of the Mishkan. God tells Moshe to make incense 
(ketoret) from specific spices, to be offered twice daily. God designates 
Betzalel to supervise the construction of the Mishkan and tells Moshe to again 
instruct the people about keeping Shabbat.

Point to Consider: Why is the mitzvah to keep Shabbat restated specifically 
here? (see Rashi to 31:13)

 Sidra
Summary

The Miraculous 
Nature of the Tablets

“The Tablets were the handiwork of God; the writing was the writing 
of God, carved into the Tablets” (Shemot 32:16).

The Tablets, given 
in their first version 
to Moshe to bring 
down to the people 

at the end of his 40 days of Divine 
rendezvous on Mount Sinai, are one 
of the central symbols of Judaism. 
A two-dimensional likeness of them 
adorns the Aron Hakodesh (Ark) in 
many shuls. 

These tablets were not just 
symbols. Such was their holiness, 
that the Talmudic rabbis teach us 
that the tablets were created during 
the twilight period between the 
sixth day of Creation and Shabbat 
(Pirkei Avot 5:9, green siddur p.554), 
so that the Tablets were part of that 
Creation. 

As such, these Tablets, rooted 
in Heaven, were suffused with 
miracles. One such miracle was 
that, “the tablets were inscribed 
on both sides; on one side and on 
the other side they were inscribed.” 
(Exodus 32:15). What is the nature 
of these double-sided tablets? 
According to the Talmud (Shabbat 
104a), the carving went all the way 
through, and, as such, the centres of 
the circular letters, such as Samech 
and final Mem, were miraculously 
suspended in air, demonstrating that 
the Torah as a whole was given by 
God.

In the continuation of that 
Talmudic passage, the sage Rav 
Chisda noted that the miracle went 
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2nd Aliya (Levi) – 31:18-33:11
According to Rashi, the narrative moves back in time, 
to the aftermath of the giving of the Torah. Moshe has 
been on Mount Sinai for 40 days. The people calculate 
that Moshe is late returning. Fearing that he is dead, 
they decide to make a new ‘god’. They fashion and 
worship a golden calf (see Rashi).
God informs Moshe of events and threatens to wipe out 
the nation. Moshe pleads with God to relent, recalling 
His promises to the forefathers. God accepts his pleas. 
Moshe descends the mountain. When he sees the calf, 
he throws down and breaks the two stone Tablets of 
Testimony (luchot ha’edut). Moshe burns the calf and 
instructs the tribe of Levi to kill the sinners. He re-
ascends the mountain to ask God to forgive the nation. 
God responds that He will no longer lead the people, 
but will send an angel instead to lead them through the 
desert.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 33:12-16
Not prepared to accept God’s response, Moshe appeals 
to God to directly ‘accompany’ the nation and requests 
that Israel retain a special status, distinct from other 
nations. God agrees to both requests (Rashi).

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 33:17-23
Moshe asks God to show him a vision of His divine majesty. 
God responds that no mortal can see a ‘full view’ and live, 
but He will show Moshe a glimpse of His presence.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 34:1-9
God instructs Moshe to carve a new set of Tablets, 
containing the same words as the first set. Moshe 
ascends Mount Sinai with the new Tablets, as 
commanded. God now appears to Moshe and teaches 
him the 13 Attributes of Mercy. Moshe appeals to God 
to bestow His full guidance and protection upon Israel.

In loving memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah

one stage further: from the reverse 
side, the letters somehow inverted, 
allowing the letters to be read 
from right to left as normal, but the 
words themselves read backward. 

Rabbi Mordechai Yosef Leiner 
(1801-1854) in volume one of Mei 
Shiloach, explains that the miracle 
described by Rav Chisda related to 
the spiritual power of the Torah. 
This power of the Torah is well 
beyond its study, observance of the 
mitzvot and absorption of its moral 
messages into our approach to 
life. There is also a deeply-rooted 
spiritual force that can positively 
change the very essence of a person 

who is committed to a life of Jewish 
faith and practice.

Torah observance is 
transformative. When our conduct 
in our daily interactions with others 
is moral and just, we illuminate 
our daily routines with holiness. In 
doing so, we ensure that we are 
the same both on the inside and 
the outside, so that our hearts – 
corresponding to the Tablets – are 
the same from every angle. As the 
Talmudic sage Rava (Yoma 72a) 
famously teaches, a mark of a 
genuine Talmid Chacham (scholar) 
and religious personality is that 
‘tocho kevaro’, their inside matches 

their outside.
These first Tablets, of course, 

were not to last. They were 
smashed by Moshe in a dramatic 
remonstration of the people after he 
witnessed them tragically dancing 
around the Golden Calf, as told in 
our parasha (32:19), demonstrating 
that they had not harnessed the 
transformative power of Torah. 

They had to start again, with the 
second tablets, providing another 
opportunity to be inspired by the 
Torah. The account of the Tablets 
retains its potency, applicability and 
holiness, even thousands of years 
later.

When our conduct in our daily 
interactions with others is moral 
and just, we illuminate our daily 
routines with holiness.



The Faith of a United Synagogue – Part 2

Community of 
Faith

In this chapter, Rabbi 
Sacks lists nine particular 
elements which express 
the ethos of the United 

Synagogue. The elements are set out 
below. Three are then described in 
greater detail:
1. A community of faith, loyal to the 
principles of Jewish faith as these 
have been articulated through the 
ages;
2. A community of halacha, recognis-
ing the authority of Jewish law;
3. An inclusive community, welcom-
ing every Jew (Ed: Rabbi Sacks set 
out the foundations of inclusivism 
in his book One People? which was 
published in 1993), leading to a 
tolerant community, respectful of 
differences…seeking the best, not 
the worst, in all;
4. A community of personal growth 
(see below for greater detail);
5. A community that recognises the 

centrality of the land and State of 
Israel;
6. A community which is actively 
involved in the wider society and its 
culture (see below for greater detail);
7. A community which is not segre-
gated;
8. A community of communities, 
working together to do collectively 
what cannot be done alone;
9. A community which accepts 
responsibility to Jewry as a whole (see 
below for greater detail).

A community of personal growth
It is a community of personal growth. 
In a passage which inspired the cover 
illustration of this book, I once defined 
it in the following terms: ‘It is not the 
middle of the road. It is a moving es-
calator. The United Synagogue should 
not think in terms of static commit-
ments. “He who does not increase his 
learning diminishes it”, said Hillel. The 

United Synagogue’s task is to move 
Jews from one level of commitment 
to another and higher level… Its 
theme should be Shir Hamaalot, a 
song of rising steps.’ To be a Jew is 
by definition to be part of a journey, 
sometimes geographical, always 
spiritual, begin by Abraham and Sarah 
and not complete until the messianic 
age. To live is to grow, intellectually 
and emotionally, and the best way 
to do so is to be part of a community 
which continually poses challenges as 
well as offering the resources through 
which they can be met.

A community which is actively 
involved in the wider society and 
its culture
It is a community which is actively 
involved in the wider society and 
its culture. The first promise to 
Abraham, ‘You shall be a blessing …
and through you all the families of 

by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

The following extract is from chapter 13 of “Community of Faith”, written by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks to 
celebrate the 125th anniversary of the United Synagogue in 1995. ‘Community of Faith’ remains a compel-
ling description of both the religious and aspirational outlooks of the United Synagogue.  
We thank Rabbi Sacks for permission to reproduce this and other extracts. 

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 34:10-26
God declares to Moshe that he is making a covenant with 
the people. After entering the Land of Israel, they must not 
follow the idolatrous ways of the Cana’anite nations. The 
mitzvah of coming to the Temple with an offering for the 
three festivals (Pesach, Shavuot and Succot) is restated, as 
well as the mitzvah to redeem a firstborn male child (pidyon 
ha’ben) and not to mix meat and milk.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 34:27-35
Moshe descends with the new Tablets, his face radiating 
with light. He has to cover his face with a veil when 
speaking to the people.

Maftir (Shemot 30:11-16)
The special reading for parashat Parah is taken
from the beginning of parashat Chukat (Bemidbar



the earth shall be blessed’, already 
emphasises the dual nature of the 
Jewish task, to be faithful to our own 
calling whilst being a blessing to 
others. Whenever free to do so, Jews 
have played a creative role in wider 
society, contributing to its economy, its 
professions, its sciences and arts. As 
Jeremiah told his contemporaries in 
the Diaspora, “Seek the welfare of the 
city to which I have carried you into 
exile; pray to the Lord on its behalf, for 
in its prosperity you too will prosper.” 
Nor was this mere pragmatism. To be 
actively involved in the development 
of society is to contribute to the great 
Judaic vision of “perfecting the world 
under the sovereignty of God”. To do 
so with integrity as a faithful Jew 
is to fulfil the command of Kiddush 
Hashem, (sanctifying God’s name), by 
enhancing the respect in which Judaic 
values are help and leading others to 
say, in the biblical phrase, ”Surely this 
is a wise and understanding people“.

A community which accepts 
responsibility to Jewry as a 
whole 
It is a community which accepts 
responsibilities to Jewry as a whole. 
The United Synagogue has supported 
facilities, among them the Chief 
Rabbinate, the London Beth Din, 
university chaplaincy, and hospital 
and prison visitation, which serve the 
whole of Anglo-Jewry. It has helped 
to inculcate the sense of kehillah, 
overarching community, which still 
characterises Anglo-Jewry at its best, 

and which is essential if it is to remain 
a single community of faith. It knows 
that there are many congregations 
not under its aegis and many Jews 
who do not share its principles, but it 
believes that ‘all Israel are responsible 
for one another’ and that a synagogue 
body cannot confine itself only to 
its own members. There is an old 
Jewish saying that the chasidah, the 
stork, is an unclean animal despite 
the fact that its name means ‘the 
compassionate one’ because it shows 
compassion only to its own kind. A 
responsible community plays its part 
in the welfare of all. 

If I were to summarise these nine 
principles in a tenth it would be that 
the United Synagogue is, above all, an 
open community: open to the whole 
Torah, the whole Jewish people, and 
all sources of Jewish endeavour and 

passion. Just as there are open and 
closed personalities, so there are open 
and closed institutions. Those that are 
closed may be invulnerable, but they 
lack that conversation with otherness 
which is ultimately necessary to 
spiritual renewal and growth. There 
are times when institutions, like per-
sonalities, must insulate themselves 
in order to survive, but they are rare. 
Under the onslaught of secularism 
or aggressive reform, the defenders 
of Jewish tradition elsewhere chose 
this route, and emerged genera-
tions later intact and strong. It was 
Anglo-Jewry’s good fortune that this 
was not necessary. Tradition survived 
in a position of leadership within the 
community as a whole, without having 
to retreat behind protective barriers. 
Today, as Jews are returning to more 
compelling forms of spirituality, the 
United Synagogue must not lose its 
openness, the result of a century and 
a quarter of wise decisions. Precisely 
because of it, it will find itself able 
to discover new, even unpredictable, 
sources of inspiration. 

When the Israelites completed the 
sanctuary in the desert, Moses blessed 
them. According to tradition he said, 
‘May the Divine presence rest in the 
work of your hands.’ That has always 
been the role of the synagogue, to 
bring the entire community together, 
old and young, rich and poor, righteous 
and not-yet-righteous, and create in 
the midst an openness filled by the 
Shechinah. That defines the United 
Synagogue’s challenge and its faith.

In memory of Yaacov ben Shmuel

19:1-22), in which God instructed Moshe and Aharon
how to purify someone who had come into
contact with a human corpse. This involved
slaughtering an unblemished red heifer (Parah
Adumah) and mixing its ashes with water.

Haftarah
The prophet Yechezkel (Ezekiel) admonishes
the nation for worshipping idols and desecrating
His Name. However, God will purify us, giving us
a ‘new heart’ and returning us to the Land.



In memory of Harav Yitzchak Yoel ben Shlomo Halevi

While I was engaged in writing this 
account, I was visited by a former 
Shefford pupil, now a mother of four, 
happily married in Israel to another 
Shefford pupil.  I remember how she 
came to our school community at the 
age of twelve, when her sister, two 
years her senior, energetically took 
her away from a non-Jewish foster 
home in the county so that she should 
receive a Jewish education.  It was 
only recently, after more than thirty 
years, that she found the courage to 
go to Berlin to visit the grave of her 
father, who died in a concentration 
camp and is buried in East Berlin.  
From the security of her closely-knit 
happy family life she was able to face 
the encounter with a ghostly past.  

What she found in East Berlin was 
a neglected graveyard, overgrown, 
the stones half or three-quarters 
sunk into the earth.  It was a grim 
confrontation, but she had felt the 
need to say prayers at the grave and 
to be once again, after more than 
thirty years, a daughter even to the 
remains of a far-distant father figure.  

Returning to Israel and to her 
family she felt that she had redeemed 
her father at long last and brought 
him back from the dead abyss of long 
ago to a lasting future in the land of 
our eternal hope.

This experience of one of the 
Shefford “war children” seemed 

to me of considerable symbolic 
significance.  As the years have 
passed, we have become absorbed 
in the routines and pleasures of our 
free and easy life and do not realize 
that we are in reality still stepping 
over the ruins of a devastated world, 
over graves and ravines, and that 
the agonised voices of our martyred 
people still linger in the air. 

At a time when, in Europe, 
demonic forces tried to wipe Jewish 
life from off the face of the earth, 
when the heavens rained brimstone 
and hail, and the world quaked in the 
agony of war and destruction – there 
was a humble place in rural England 
that helped to preserve a nucleus of 

Jewish youth, their identity and their 
strength. 

Like the seeds of the dandelion – a 
humble flower of the field – which, 
blown into the wind, fly away and 
find their soil elsewhere, so the 
human kindness of the people of 
Shefford, as well as of Campton, 
Clifton, Meppershall and Stotfold, 
is remembered all over the world by 
those who were the children in this 
story, and who are now rearing their 
families into the third generation. 

In recounting our story we 
reverently pay tribute to the folks 
of Shefford and surrounding places 
for the support they gave in such a 
splendid and generous way to the 
children who came to shelter under 
their roofs for six long years, children 
who were complete strangers to 
them, and yet received all their 
parental solicitude. 

The name of Shefford will remain 
emblazoned on the invisible Board 
of Honour together with the names 
of those who hold aloft the flag of 
the brotherhood of mankind and 
who have shown understanding 
and kindness towards “the stranger 
within thy gates”.

They have helped to make 
“Shefford” the educational epic for 
which it will ever be remembered.

Reproduced with permission

… we reverently 
pay tribute to the 
folks of Shefford 
and surrounding 
places for the 
support they gave 
in such a splendid 
and generous way 
to the children…

Epilogue Part 2
Shefford – by Dr Judith Grunfeld z’l

Dr Judith Grunfeld was the headmistress of the Jewish Secondary School in Stamford Hill in 1939, whose 450 children 
and staff were evacuated to Shefford and the neighbouring towns in Bedfordshire for the duration of WW2. 
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