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By Rav Mordechai Elon (edited and translated by his students)  

Carved in stone 

 
Behukotai, The second parsha we read this 
Shabbat opens with the words  
כּו...1 לֵּ ַתי בחוקותי תֵּ ֻחקֹּ  ִאם בְּ

If you follow My statutes.. 

The word "statutes" is usually used by the Torah to 
describe mitzvot that cannot be understood by 
human beings, for example the Red heifer (parah 
adumah), as Rashi tells us about the parah 
adumah: 

I have decreed it; You have no right to challenge it. 
.2 

On the other side we have "mishpatim" – laws that 
are understandable by us. This makes the opening 
of the parsha " If you follow My statutes" strange, 
as it seems to be a condition. If we then read the 
continuation of the pasuk :  

ם. ַֽ ת  ם אֹּ ֲעִשיֶתֶ֖ ֔רּו ַוַֽ מְּ י ִתשְּ ֹוַתַ֣ ֶאת ִמצְּ  וְּ

and observe My commandments and perform them 

We must ask why does the Torah repeat itself, as 
following and observing seem to be the same? 

This leads Rashi to give a completely different 
explanation: 

I might think that this refers to the fulfillment of the 
commandments. However, when Scripture says, 
“and observe My commandments,” the fulfillment 
of the commandments is [already] stated. So what 
is the meaning of “If you follow My statutes”? It 
means that you must labour in the study of Torah 

We must ask why Rashi calls the study of Torah 
following the statutes, since when is studying 
"following"? 

The word חקיקה in Hebrew has a double meaning – 
both to make a statute and also to engrave or 
chisel. There are two ways of writing – either with 
a pen and ink or to chisel in stone. 
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There is a fundamental difference between the 
two. It is true that ink sticks to parchment, but still 
there are two separate entities – ink and 
parchment. If the words are chiseled then there is 
nothing to separate. The words have no separate 
reality; they are a form in the stone. In this way, 
chiseling represents a complete closeness to God 
 so much so that one sheds away one`s (דבקות)
name and personal being. When the Torah speaks 
of  בחוקתו statutes/chiseling , it is not talking just of 
study, as study is a separate mitzva, it is talking of 
an intensity of study that will lead us to a closeness 
far more than ink on paper, like letters chiseled 
into rock, man's thoughts become thoughts of 
Torah.  

It is easy to see the difference between those who 
are still at a stage in which there is a constant 
struggle between their personal thoughts and 
those of the Torah, which leads in the end slowly 
to the victory of the Torah, and those for whom 
they are intrinsically one -  Letters chiseled into 
rock. 

This stage seems so far from our reality, a stage in 
which we would be completely free, with no 
internal contradictions or struggles.    

והלחת מעשה אלהים המה והמכתב מכתב אלהים הוא 
חרות על הלחת" - אל תקרא חרות אלא חרות, שאין לך בן 
 חורין אלא מי שעוסק בתלמוד תורה.3

"And the tablets were the work of God, and the 
writing was the writing of God, chiseled upon the 
tablets," do not read "chiseled" (harut) but rather 
"freedom" (herut), for there is no free man except 
one that involves himself in Torah learning; 

This is the idea – true freedom is only when the 
letters are engraved. From an outside prospective 
it may look like slavery, but if you see the unity of 
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letter and stone, you see there are no arguments 
or battles, true freedom. 

How can we reach this lofty level? 

The Torah tells us "If you will follow my statutes" – 
If you study the torah as statutes, not just as 
understandable laws, as this is use of the intellect, 
not faith. Our study should be of accepting the 
yoke of the Torah, not just "I want to / must 
understand" but to reach a complete connection to 
the divine will. The way to do this is to see the 
Torah as statutes.  

Let us go back the word "labour" (עמל). If the Torah 
is a collection of statutes , we keep them not 
because we understand them, just as we don’t 
completely understand all the rationale behind the 
traffic laws, why the traffic light is red just now. On 
the other hand, I do want to understand what I am 
learning. This is the only way to learn – to 
understand, but still to see the Torah as a statute, 
engraved in me to do the divine will. 

In the slichot we say 
ְך.4 ל  ה ַעל ֲעמ  ך חּוס  ֳעל  ַהּגּוף פ  ְך וְּ ה ל  מ  ש   ַהנְּ

The soul is thine, and the body is thy work :O have 
compassion on thy labour. 

God's labour is the connection between body and 
soul. Now we can understand Rashi – labour is to 
rise up and improve. Looking at the Torah as an 
educational syllabus will not improve your 
spirituality. Once you have understood something, 
that is it. Only a constant endevour to connect with 
God, to be engraved in the stone, this is a complete 
process, of labour, that lasts for ever – as our 
Rabbi's teach us 

R. Chiyya bar Ashi said in the name of Rav:  
"Talmidei Chakhamim have no rest in this world or 
in the next world as it says 'They will go from 
strength to strength and appear before God in Zion' 
(Tehillim 84:7)." (Berakhot 64a) 

This week we read a double parsha – Behar and 
Behukotai . Behar finished with the words: 
ם.5 י הֵּ֔ ַדַ֣ ים עֲ ב  ִד֔ ֙ל ֲעב  אֵּ ר  י ִישְּ ַֽ נֵּ י בְּ  ִכי ִלִ֤

The children of Israel are my slaves 

Our Rabbis explain "and not slaves of slaves". Every 
Jew is free, and this allows us to follow the divine 
statutes. Even with the most intellectually and ego 
challenging mitzvah , the ideal is to be connected 
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like words chiseled in stone, as God's slaves, not 
enslaved to anyone or anything else – then we will 
remember that it is God who took us and takes us 
out of Egypt.  
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