
 

The Eternal Relevance of 
the Commandments 
 

Questions dealing with the relevance of those commandments 

that seemingly defy logic have long been associated with an attempt 

to escape the demanding lifestyle of Torah-observant Jews. Today, 
however, many honest and sincere people are posing these 

questions in their attempt to incorporate Torah into their own lives. 

We therefore feel obligated to clarify this controversial issue in a 

manner that reflects the true ideals of the Torah. 

There are two distinct approaches that have traditionally been 

used to deal with this sometimes explosive topic. One is to take each 
commandment and offer a rational reason for its observance, thus 

portraying the system of the Torah as logical and reasonable in all its 

facets. A problem that exists with this approach is that at times, 

people might not be satisfied with the explanation of a certain 

commandment and might thereby reject its observance. 

The other possible method is to expound on the deep moral 

sensitivity that is conveyed through the Torah’s precepts as a whole 

rather than concentrate on each individual mitzvah. This way, we 

can develop confidence in the Torah as a total unit, and failing to 
understand a particular commandment becomes less of a factor in 

determining our attitude toward fulfilling it. This process however is 

quite lengthy because one must first study a large segment of the 

Torah in depth before any meaningful effect can be expected. 

Unfortunately, there are many people who aren’t concerned or 

motivated enough to find the time for such a rigorous and time-
consuming endeavor, so it is necessary to develop a third approach. 



 

In the introduction to the Sefer Hachinuch, written by a great 

Torah scholar as a gift to his thirteen-year-old son, the author writes 

that the reasons he gives in his book for the various commandments 

were not intended to be the definitive exposition of the Torah’s laws. 

On the contrary, he expects his son to eventually argue with some 
reasons and question others. He grants his son the possibility that he 

might have to fulfill certain commandments without fully 

understanding them, but he nevertheless felt it important to explain 

all of the mitzvos to insure that his son’s first encounter with Torah 

was an intellectually pleasant one. If he learns to appreciate the 

unique moral beauty that is related to us by the Torah’s laws during 

his initial study of those laws, all questions that might later arrive will 

not challenge his belief. He might not always understand, but he will 

forever know where the truth lies. 

This same concept can be found in the Malbim in his explanation 

of the verse, “I am the Lord your Doctor.” In expounding upon why 

the Creator is compared to a doctor, he tells us that a physician who 
is known to his patient can prescribe a certain remedy without being 

questioned as to what the medicine is comprised of or how exactly it 

will cure the illness. The patient has a trust and confidence in the 

doctor and therefore follows his advice without necessarily 

understanding it. The Malbim explains that we should have the same 

attitude towards G-d and His Torah. Because of the great confidence 
we have in the Torah we should be ready to accept even the 

directives that don’t comply with human logic. The only question 

remaining is how exactly do we build up this confidence without an 

exhaustive study of Torah? In what manner can the average Jew go 

about acquiring the proper appreciation of the greatness and depth 

of Torah that the Sefer Hachinuch says is so important? 

Rabbenu Bachaya, in his commentary on Torah, explains a very 

puzzling sentence. The Posuk in Dvorim says, “Torah is your wisdom 



 

and understanding in the eyes of the world...” and goes on to say 

that when these nations will hear the Chukim of the Torah, the 

commandments whose reasons we do not know, they will say “This 

is the way of a wise and perceptive nation.” How do our Chukim give 

other nations the impression that the Jewish people are wise and 
perceptive? If anything they should instill feelings of cynicism and 

skepticism as to the relevance and viability of the Torah. Rabbenu 

Bachaya says the Torah means to tell us that after the nations of the 

world will examine our Mishpatim, our laws that one can 

understand, after they appreciate the deep moral sensitivity that is 

conveyed through those laws, they will be overwhelmed and con-

vinced that there is enormous depth even in the Chukim. They will 

feel this so much that they will attribute their failure to understand 

them to a deficiency in their own comprehension.  

This verse reveals a key in approaching the system of the Torah. 

The moral code of the Torah carries with it so much beauty, so much 

depth and so much sensitivity that even the nations removed from 
Judaism will be convinced of its total and absolute truth. 

A prime example of a law that carries with it profound moral 

ramifications is the prohibition of Loshon Hora (evil speech). A Jew is 
not merely forbidden to speak negatively about his fellow man, but 

even one who hears such talk is forbidden to believe it. In fact, one is 

not even allowed to listen to such speech even if he doesn’t accept it. 

Would we in our wildest imagination be able to conceive of a law 

that demands so much moral discipline? If one trained himself to 

follow this precept and not believe any slander about any Jew, would 

that person ever entertain cheating or harming someone? A person 

who has developed the deep moral conscience that is necessary for 

observing the laws of Loshon Hora, will no doubt have cultivated a 
love and concern for his people that transcends conventional moral 

standards. 



 

There is another Halacha of the Torah that in essence establishes 

new guidelines for our interpersonal relationships. The Mishna tells, 

us that when one hires workers and sets a salary he should specify 

what kind of food they will be getting for their meals, instead of just 

stipulating generally that meals will be included. The reason for this 
law, the Mishna explains, is that if he just tells them they will be 

getting meals, even if he feeds them a feast befitting King Solomon it 

would not be sufficient. They are the children of Avraham, Yitchok 

and Yaakov and nothing he could give them would fulfill his 

obligation to supply “meals.” The Mishna seems very difficult to 

understand. Why shouldn’t they be satisfied with such a grand feast? 

We are dealing with even poor workers who definitely wouldn’t 

expect a lavish meal. So why shouldn’t the employer have fulfilled 

his obligation? Rabbi Nosson Zvi Finkel, known in the world of Torah 
as the “Alter of Slabodka,” explains this puzzling Mishna. He says 

that although the conscious needs of these people would most 

certainly be satisfied by a lavish meal, the subconscious needs would 

not. In the recesses of every Jew’s heart there’s a feeling of royalty 

and honor that demands far more than anything we could offer. We 

learn a very important lesson from this Mishna, explains the “Alter.” 
We must not only be concerned for the conscious feelings of an 

individual but we must also strive to accommodate even his 

subconscious needs. This, too, is a level of human conduct that is 

foreign to the outside world, but to a Jew this seemingly pious 

behavior is so basic it is even incorporated into his contractual 

obligations. 

Another intriguing commandment dealing with the feelings of 

our heart is “judging our neighbor righteously.” If one sees a fellow 

Jew doing something questionable, an act that can be interpreted in 
one of two ways, it is incumbent upon that Jew to assume that the 

person did absolutely nothing wrong. He must remove all feelings of 

ill will toward that individual and the failure to do so constitutes a 



 

transgression for which he will be brought to task. In the secular 

world there is no correlation between action and feeling. You can’t 

punish someone without proof, but you are free to believe what you 

want. In the Torah’s view, if one wants to control his actions, he 

must also control his emotions. 

These are but a few examples of the deep love and concern the 

Torah demands of us. It should serve to inspire in us the realization 

that the Torah’s laws are aimed at developing the highest levels of 
human perfection and every one of its laws is integral in achieving 

that lofty goal. 

If one, however, analyzes the Torah further, he will find that 

Mitzvos which heretofore were beyond his understanding actually 

carry with them very basic and comprehensible lessons in human 

conduct. An example of this is the prohibition of placing two 
different types of animals under the same yoke when plowing a 

field. On a superficial level, we would not be able to see the point of 

such a commandment, yet the Sefer Hachinuch offers a simple 

rationale. The Torah, he explains, is attempting to sensitize one to 

the instinctive discomfort of animals. Most animals feel more com-

fortable when around members of their own species and we are to 
be aware of that fact and act accordingly. Through the observance of 

this mitzvah we will also refine our actions towards humans and 

become more aware of their psychological and instinctive 

displeasures. 

Another example of a mitzvah that takes on a new meaning 

when we begin to learn more about it is the prohibition of “cooking a 

goat in its mother’s milk” (cooking meat with milk). The Ramban 

explains that the act of cooking the goat in its own mother’s milk is a 

merciless one and might cultivate negative character traits. This 
Ramban is difficult to understand. Is this truly a callous act? Does it 

indicate a lack of mercy? Who knows about it? Who feels it? Yet 



 

there is a deep, abstract sensitivity involved in refraining from such 

an act. True, the goat and the kid do not experience any pain but the 

Torah wants to cultivate feelings within us that go far beyond the 

scope of even the greatest “moralist.” 

Our Rabbis too, went to great lengths to instill in us sensitivities 

consistent with the Torah’s view. The age-old custom of covering the 

Challah when reciting Kiddush on wine is one such case. Rightfully, 

the blessing on the Challah should be recited first, but since the wine 

enhances the glory of the Shabbos meal, its blessing proceeds the 

Challah’s. We, therefore, cover the Challah so that is should not 

witness this embarrassment. Obviously, the Challah itself has no 
feelings, but if we are aware of the proper order and etiquette of 

even inanimate objects, it becomes so much easier to project that 

awareness onto our fellow man. If every Shabbos we were cognizant 

of this concept when we cover the Challah it would no doubt have 

far-reaching effects in our daily lives. 

It should be made clear that no commandment should be 

observed for the sole purpose of developing one’s character. 

Furthermore, no reason, no matter how deep and how inspiring, can 

be given as the unequivocal motivation for a mitzvah. The 
motivation of our observance of the Torah must be only because G-d 

commanded us to do so on that eventful day at Mount Sinai. As for 

the commandments, they are the expressed Divine Will and by 

definition will never be fully understood. 

If we appreciate this and use it to enhance our observance of the 

Torah’s laws and our commitment to the Torah’s truths, we will 
never be concerned about the lack of understanding of any 

commandment. 

This article is an excerpt from "Reflections Of The Heart" from Rabbi Shaya Cohen 


