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 ָאֹנִכי ה׳ ֱאֹלֶקיָך )שמות כ ב(
I am the Lord, your God. (Shemos 20:2)

When speaking of the existence 
of God which is the content of this 
commandment, Maimonides writes: The 
foundation and mainstay of all wisdom 
is to know [leida] that there is a Primary 
Being who is the Creator. (Hilchos Yesodei 
Hatorah 1:1). To know (leida) means 
that our conviction of the existence 
of God should become a constant and 
continuous awareness of the reality 
of God, a level of consciousness never 
marred by inattention; to believe 
(leha’amin), on the other hand, implies 
no prohibition against inattentiveness. I 
believe—but it may happen that I become 
distracted at times from the thing in 
which I believe. But the term “to know” 
(leida) references a state of continuous 
awareness—that the belief in God should 
cause man to be in a state of perpetual 
affinity, of constant orientation. God 
should become a living reality that one 
cannot forget even for a minute.

This keen awareness of the existence of 

God should constitute the foundation 
of our thoughts, ideas and emotions in 
every situation and under all conditions. 
Everything else inevitably depends upon 
this supreme article of faith. Be conscious 
of God’s existence at all times. 

A man wakes at dawn and sees the 
sun rising or goes out at sunset and 
sees the fiery clouds which drape the 
horizon in the twilight of a weekday at 
dusk, and though he may be a physicist 
or another type of scientist who is 
capable of interpreting the phenomena 
of sunset and sunrise in quantitative 
mathematical-scientific terms—still, 
he must see in the splendor of sunrise 
and sunset, in this wondrous cosmic 
regularity, a reflection of the glory of God, 
Whose primeval will was central to the 
dynamics of creation and still animates 
all organic matter. “To know” means to 
see the sun rising and to immediately 
say the blessing, Creator of light and 
producer of darkness, or to see the sun 
setting and say the blessing, Creator 
of sunsets, or to see trees blossom and 
recite a blessing over this, or to look at 

the sea and to respond by acknowledging 
He Who fashioned creation. 

“Knowing” does not refer to nature 
alone. It is sufficient that a man reflect 
on past or present events, enough 
that he read the morning news in the 
paper—and that he discerns the hand of 
Providence and hears the shofar calls of 
the Almighty. Man is under the obligation 
of fulfilling the positive commandment 
of “knowing” that there exists a Primary 
Being responsible not only for nature but 
for all of history as well. It is a positive 
commandment to see God’s presence in 
everything.  (On Repentance, pp. 144-146) 

Parshat Yitro opens with the arrival of 
Yitro at the camp of the Jewish people. 
Yitro, Moshe’s father-in-law, once a 
religious leader in Midian and before that 
an adviser to Pharaoh, leaves it all behind 
and casts his lot with the Jewish nation.

The Parsha starts with the phrase: וישמע 
 which translates as יתרו כהן מדין חתן משה
“Yitro, the minister of Midian, the father-in-
law of Moshe heard.”  

Rashi asks: What did Yitro hear that 
made him join the Jewish people? He 
answers that Yitro heard about the 

splitting of the sea and the battle with 
Amalek. It was the combination of these 
two events which led Yitro to come out of 
the wilderness. In fact, the entire civilized 
world heard of the miraculous splitting 
of the sea. The supernatural salvation of 
the Jewish people and the defeat of the 
Egyptians struck terror in the hearts of 
the nations, yet the Amalekites chose to 
mount a sneak attack against the Jews. 
From the attack by the Amalekites, Yitro 
realized that one can see miracles and 
still remain apathetic. He therefore felt 

that he could not merely stay home; he 
had to act on his convictions and join 
the Jewish people. By joining the Jewish 
people, Yitro demonstrated that it is not 
enough to merely recognize problems. 
Rather, one must actively work to combat 
problems in order to make a difference.

Why did Yitro wait until he heard about 
the splitting of the sea and the battle 
with Amalek? Why didn’t the Exodus 
itself succeed in moving him to convert?
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Shabbos needed a shidduch. 

The midrash says (Bereishis Rabbah 11:8) that when the 
world was created, each day had a companion. Sunday had 
Monday, Tuesday had Wednesday, and Thursday had Friday. 
But Shabbos was all alone.

The Sefas Emes asks: Why was Shabbos the day that was 
left alone? He explains that Shabbos was looking for its 
expression in the physical world. How could a concept as 
lofty as Shabbos find expression in our mundane universe?

The Midrash answers that the mate of Shabbos is the 
Jewish people. It is incumbent on the Jewish people to be the 
shidduch for Shabbos.

Parshas Yisro starts with, “And Yisro heard….” The Talmud in 
Zevachim (116a) discusses what, specifically, Yisro heard that 
made him travel to join the Jewish People. 

Rabbi Yehoshua says that Yisro heard about the war with 
Amalek, which the Torah recounts at the end of the previous 
parsha. Rabbi Eliezer haModa’i says that Yisro heard about 
the revelation at Sinai. Rabbi Eliezer says that Yisro heard 
about the splitting of the sea. Rashi combines opinions, 
saying that Yisro heard about the splitting of the sea and the 
war with Amalek. But why should it be necessary to combine 
opinions? What message can be derived from that?

Rabbi Alexander Zusia Friedman (Ma’ayanah shel Torah) 
explains that both are necessary. Chazal tell us that the 
humblest maidservant saw more of the Divine presence at 
the splitting of the sea than the prophet Yechezkel saw in 
his vision of God’s “chariot.” If so, thought Yisro, how lofty 
and unapproachable this people must be! How could he ever 
hope to join such a nation? 

And yet, somehow, Amalek, was able to attack b’nei Yisroel 
almost immediately after. From this, Yisro saw that b’nei 
Yisroel are human and fallible, requiring their own efforts as 
well as God’s help to live and grow. Such a nation can indeed 
be joined.

Prior to matan Torah, the nation was warned that no one 
may approach the mountain, “neither beast nor man” 
(Shemos 19:13). Rabbeinu Bachaye says that “man” refers to 
the righteous and “beast” refers to the wicked. That seems a 
little harsh; is it really necessary?

In truth, comparing people to animals is a common 
metaphor throughout Tanach for those who do not recognize 
God. Sefer Iyov (35:11) says that God “teaches us more than the 
beasts of the earth and makes us wiser than the birds of heaven.” 
When a person investigates the signs of wisdom in creation, 
he understands things better and thereby elevates himself 
over mere animals. This is reflected in Yeshaya 1:3, “The ox 
knows his owner and the donkey his master’s stall but Israel does 
not know. My people does not consider” ” – in other words, when 
the Jews do not acknowledge God, they are no better than the 
beasts. (See Chovos HaLevavos, Shaar HaBechina chapter 2.)

Who would you expect to use the expression 
“Baruch Hashem?” Generally speaking, one 
would assume Jews. And yet, only three 
people in the Torah use this phrase to praise 
God: Noach says it in Bereishis 9:26 (“Blessed 
be Hashem, the God of Shem”), Eliezer says 
it in Bereishis 24:27 (“Blessed be Hashem, 
the God of my master Avraham”), and Yisro 
says it in Shemos 18:10 (“Blessed be Hashem, 
Who has delivered you out of the hand of the 
Egyptians”). Not one of these men was Jewish 
(though Yisro did subsequently convert).

What are we to make of the fact that the 
Chumash only tells of non-Jews who praise 
God saying “Baruch Hashem” but does not tell 
of Jews saying it?

Perhaps we should never draw assumptions 
about people based on their demographics. 
Those we might expect not to recognize God’s 
beneficence might, while those we might 
expect to praise God for His gifts might not. 
People can surprise us so we shouldn’t expect 
to truly understand others based on superficial 
things, such as the type of hat they may (or 
may not) wear. (Rabbi Jack Abramowitz, The 
Shnayim Mikra Companion.)

It is generally accepted that the five 
commandment written on one of the tablets 
are mitzvos Bein Adam LaMakom (mitzvos 
between a person and his Maker) such as 
keeping Shabbos, avoiding idolatry and 
refraining from using God’s Name lightly. 
Those on the other tablet are mitzvos Bein 
Adam LaChaveiro (mitzvos between a person 
and his fellow man) such as not to kill, steal 
or perjure. There seems to be one glaring 
exception: the obligation to honor our parents 
appears on the first tablet! Is that not a 
mitzvah between us and other people rather 
than one between us and God?

Actually, honoring our parents is an 
important step in our learning how to honor 
God. If we thank our parents for the gift of life 
and for sustaining us through our formative 
years, how much more we must honor God, 
Who gave life to us and our parents, and Who 
sustains us in ways no human ever could!

Rav Dovid Feinstein sees an allusion to this in 
the word כבד (honor), whose gematria is 26 – 
the same as God’s Name. While this mitzvah 
overtly obligates us to honor our parents, 
subtle hints like its placement on the luchos 
and this gematria remind us that honoring 
our parents is but a microcosm of the way we 
honor God.
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SEE IT INSIDE
Parsha ideas that are so good, you have to see them inside!

PARSHA S Y ISRO

A student of Rabbi Simchah Bunim of Peshischa (let’s call him Berel) was attending 
his rebbe’s Torah lesson one morning, when he suddenly felt strong hunger pangs. He 
recalled that he had not eaten breakfast that morning, but decided to persevere in his 
studies despite his discomfort.

But then, one of the students asked a complex, penetrating question, and Rabbi Bunim 
silently began to ponder the question. While his teacher was deep in thought, Berel 
decided he would have time to hurry home quickly to get something to eat. When the 
rebbe was lost in thought, it usually took some time before he was ready to resume his 
lecture, and by then Berel hoped he would be back.

Berel dashed home, quickly ate a bit, and was about to run back to the study hall, when his 
mother called to him to help her with a chore. Berel was torn: he felt pressured to return in time to 
his class; how could he take the time to help his mother? On the other hand, how could he ignore this 
opportunity to fulfill the commandment to honor one’s mother?

He thought to himself, “I learn Torah in order to fulfill it. How can I ignore thismitzvah when the opportunity 
is presented to me? If I were willing to risk being late for the lesson in order to satisfy my hunger, I should surely 
be prepared to take that chance to fulfill the commandment of honoring my mother!” He immediately hurried to do his 
mother’s bidding.

As soon as his task was completed, he ran back to the study hall. To his relief, Rabbi Bunim was still engrossed in his thoughts; 
but as Berel slid into his seat, the rebbe looked toward him with a smile and gave a succinct answer to the difficult question.

When the lecture was concluded, Rabbi Bunim called Berel over and asked about his absence. In trepidation, Berel related what 
had occurred. The rebbe smiled and remarked, “Until you came in, I could not think of a satisfactory explanation for our topic. 
When you entered, the soul of the Talmudic sage Abaye accompanied you, and his holy presence emanated wisdom which enabled 
me to resolve the difficulty! Now I understand why he was here!”

Rabbi Simchah Bunim went on the explain that Abaye, as the Talmud relates, was an orphan from birth—his father died before 
he was born, and his mother in childbirth—and thus, he never had the opportunity to fulfill the commandment to honor one’s 
parents. Therefore, whenever anyone makes a special effort to fulfill this commandment, the soul of Abaye accompanies him.

Adapted from Gut Voch by Avrohom Barash (Mesorah)

SEFORNO 19:5 Being chosen is a responsibility.

RAMBAN 19:9 The source of our belief in the prophecy of Moshe.

RAMBAN 20:2 The commandment to believe in God.

RAMBAN 20:3 How can God get jealous?

RAMBAN 20:7 You gotta hear the first two! The uniqueness of the first two commandments.

RAMBAN 20:8 The difference between positive and negative commandments.

RAMBAN 20:13 Parallels in the 10 commandments.

RABBEINU BACHAYE 20:14 The contradictions in the commandments.

IBN EZRA 20:14 Jealousy is a function of faith. 

RAMBAN 20:17 Our hearts changed at Sinai. St
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Rabbi Jeremy Bruce is Head of School at 
Hebrew High School of New England in West 
Hartford, Connecticut.

WHAT INSPIRED YOU TO BE A 
JEWISH EDUCATOR?
Other Jewish educators. I had 
three teachers that were incredibly 
inspirational to me. The first one was a 
teacher I had at school who just took a 
lot of interest in the students, especially 
those who did not come from religious 
household. I didn’t grow up religious, I 
went to an orthodox high school, and 
about fifty percent of the boys in my 
grade weren’t religious. He really worked 
with us, explaining Judaism and why 
it is important. I think I had a strong 
emotional connection early on, but he 
really nurtured that. That relationship 
was extremely important to me. He 
invited me to his house for Shabbat, 
he worked with the parents, he was an 
amazing educator.

[I met] the second educator when I was 
16, working in a Jewish Sunday school. 
She saw me teaching, and how I took to 
it, and said, “You should be a teacher.” My 
parents, being Jewish, thought I should 
be an accountant, but I didn’t like math, 
so this was someone who had a slightly 
more realistic understanding of my 
strengths and weaknesses.

The third educator was my Rebbe in 
Yeshiva, Rabbi Dovid Ebner, who was 
the most inspirational educator I’ve ever 
come across, and remains to this day. 
What I loved about his style, which I do 
try to emulate, was that he challenged 
people to think. He helped us to look at 
texts in interesting and unique ways, 
and challenged us to “armpit” what the 
texts meant to us, at the same time, 

bringing in a whole wealth of secular 
knowledge; concepts which enriched 
my understanding of Torah. He was a 
talmid of Rabbi Soloveichik, who also 
had that breadth. His shiurim were very 
much Talmud-focused. He also, had an 
incredible understanding of western 
philosophy and ideas which influenced 
him. That synergy between Torah and 
western thought was really inspiring. I 
try to teach, and live, in that path.

HAVE YOU SEEN A DIFFERENCE 
IN HOW JEWISH DAYS SCHOOLS 
ARE RUNNING?
I see Jewish day schools becoming more 
professional. We’re trying to strengthen 
the areas that have traditionally been 
weaker in terms of organization. We’re 
trying to say that if Judaic subjects are 
really important, which they are, they 
shouldn’t be taken any less seriously, or 
less rigorously than the general studies. 

WHAT IS THE GREATEST 
CHALLENGE FACING JEWISH 
EDUCATORS?
There’s a lot of cynicism. There are a lot 
of people who grew up frum, and are 
very cynical about religion, and about 
the answers that Judaism brings to the 
world. Why is that? It’s a complicated 
issue. It can’t just be about the Jewish 
schools, though they certainly have 
a part to play. What’s going on in the 
shuls, in the homes, and in the schools 
of the Jewish day school world? What 
leads so many kids to come into high 
school, feeling so negatively about their 
yiddishkeit? What can we do better to 
address these challenges? It can’t just be 
that the secular world is so attractive. I 
believe that Judaism fundamentally has 

incredible depths and wisdom, and I’m 
not sure that we are putting that across 
in ways that are exciting and endearing 
to young people that will mean that they 
can go through their teenage years with 
a love for yiddishkeit.

IF YOU COULD GIVE TEENAGERS 
ONE PIECE OF ADVICE, WHAT 
WOULD IT BE?
It’s okay to have questions, and not to 
have answers. I’d emphasize that the 
world is a complicated place. When we’re 
younger we want to have black and white 
answers, we want to have truth, with a 
capital T. As we get older, we must realize 
that it’s not as simple as that. There are 
many ways of looking at the world, and 
to younger people today, I would say try 
to sit with your questions. Even if we 
don’t have all the answers, the truth is 
that we’ll never find all the answers, 
and that’s okay. It’s the questions, the 
search, that’s the important part. We’re 
very outcome-oriented, as opposed to 
process-oriented. We need to be happy in 
the process of becoming, as opposed to 
always getting there. The journey really is 
the main thing. 

IF ANYONE COULD PLAY YOU 
IN A MOVIE ABOUT YOUR LIFE, 
WHO WOULD IT BE?
I think it would have to be Benedict 
Cumberbatch.

IF YOU HAD NOT GONE INTO 
EDUCATION, WHAT DO YOU 
THINK YOU’D HAVE DONE?
I probably would have become a lawyer, 
and I say “Baruch HaShem” that I didn’t 
do that. I might have been richer but I 
certainly wouldn’t have been happier.

RABBI JEREMY BRUCE

Maayana Shel Torah explains: Yitro 
initially thought that to be a Jew meant 
to live without an evil inclination, to 
be almost angelic. Then he heard that 
even a lowly maidservant experienced 
a revelation of God at the splitting of 
the sea, and yet the Jews were still 
vulnerable to the attack of Amalek (the 

arch symbol of evil). This implied that 
the evil inclination does not cease from 
tempting people who have attained 
spiritual heights. Thus, he realized, being 
Jewish entails battling evil with one’s 
full strength – and meriting God’s help 
to be victorious. He then decided that he 
should become a Jew.

Yitro understood that although people 
are far from perfect, we can still merit 
great accomplishments if we work 
towards perfecting ourselves. 

Shira is the President of Central East NCSY 
and a senior at Hillel Academy in Pittsburgh.


