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When the Going Gets Tough, the Tough Get…a Lift

“And Moshe turned and descended from the mountain, and the two testimonial tablets were in his hand. Tablets, which were written on both sides, from this and from this were they written. And the tablets were the work of G-d, and the writing was the writing of the L-rd, engraved on the tablets” (Exodus 32:15-16).


When Moshe came down from Mount Sinai, he was carrying with him two stone tablets upon which were inscribed the Ten Commandments. Within these ten basic commandments was contained the essence of all 613 mitzvahs of the Torah (1). As it is written, “And I (i.e., G-d) will give you tablets of stone, and the Torah and mitzvahs that I have written, to teach them” (2).


The lettering on these stones was not written with ink, nor was it etched on the surface of the tablets. Rather, the letters were carved straight through to the other side of the tablets, so the letters were actually visible from either side (3). This is what is written, “Tablets, which were written on both sides, from this and from this were they written.”

The Sages point out that this was highly unique, even miraculous. Some of the letters of the Hebrew Alpha-Bet used in the Ten Commandments are like an “O,” whose inside is not connected to the page outside of its perimeter. The inside of these letters nevertheless remained miraculously suspended (4).

Why was it necessary for the Ten Commandments’ text to be visible from both sides, and what was the significance of the floating letters?

Throughout our long history, we as a people have been confronted with the trends and philosophies of many different societies, in many different lands. When each of these movements began, its advocates surely felt that to believe otherwise was outdated and archaic. The strong social pressures caused by these waves of influence were never easily overcome. Unfortunately, though, these ideals have, more often than not, run contrary to Torah thought. In many cases, they even involved transgression of Torah law.

In an effort to demonstrate the eternal and omnipresent relevance of the Torah’s value system, G-d bored the Ten Commandments right through the tablets to the opposite side (5). Ink can fade over time and engraving can be smoothened out. Chiseling through the stones, however, ensures the lettering’s perpetuity. 

The message of the Torah is likewise eternal. It does not become obsolete, nor can it be altered to suit our social desires – applied, if possible, but not altered.

The letters of the Ten Commandments, being carved through the stones, were therefore readable from the back as well. This was to show that no matter where we might find ourselves, the Torah must be revered and upheld.

But how can we hope to prevail over the enormous temptations and pressures? We are, after all, mere mortals with an evil inclination.

G-d was careful to confirm our ability to succeed. The fact that some of the letters of the Ten Commandments were suspended in a miraculous fashion illustrated G-d’s willingness to come to our aid when the going gets tough.

There was once a king who announced a contest, the winner of which would receive a large prize. The objective of the contest was to scale a very tall, steep cliff. 

On the day of the big event, many people arrived at the foothill to join in the competition. The contestants all put on their climbing gear and took their places at the starting line.

POW! Off they went, running to the cliff in an effort to be the first to the top. Initially, everyone exhibited enthusiasm and energy as they scaled the intimidating precipice. Slowly but surely, however, people started dropping out of the race, the struggle proving too much for them.

Finally, there was just one climber still scaling the rock face, and even he had only made it up half way. It seemed as though no one was going to bring home the “gold.” The lone rock climber tried to prod himself on, but was losing steam fast and felt ready to give up as well. 

Just then, however, his eye caught sight of a rope slightly up above. He couldn’t believe it, but it was true – there was a rope hanging down from the hilltop, and someone was waiting there to pull him up! The jubilant climber grabbed hold of the line and up he went to the top, the contest’s winner!
What G-d wants from us is to try our very best. He waits with His emissaries of Divine assistance, and at strategic points in our lives administers the necessary dose of support to keep us going. “Open for Me a slit like the eye of a needle,” says G-d, “and I’ll open for you an opening like the doorway of a banquet hall!” (6).                   
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(1) Bamidbar Rabbah 13:16. (2) Ex. 24:12. (3) Talmud Shabbos 104a. (4) Ibid. (5) Rabbi Yosef Salant in his work, Be’er Yosef, vol. 1, pp. 172-175. (6) Based on Shir Hashirim 5:3.  
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