
When it comes to 
making kiddush 
on Shabbat, the va-
riety of minhagim 
is mind-boggling. 
Sit or stand? Pass 
the cup or pre-
pour? Make your 
own kiddush or be 
yotzei with some-
one else’s? Put ten 
people in a room 

and ask them about their family’s kiddush customs and 
you’ll get (at least) ten different answers.

The essence of the mitzvah of kiddush is the recitation of 
the actual bracha,                           . On Friday nights, we 
preface that bracha with the pesukim that describe God 
resting on the original seventh day, after He finished cre-
ating the universe. This set of pesukim has become inex-
tricably attached to the Friday night kiddush, universally 
recited before the 

The kiddush we recite Shabbat day also has pesukim at-

tached to it, a lot of pesukim, anywhere from one to three 
paragraphs, depending on...you guessed it...your minhag! 
This one’s tricky. Some people (mostly Sephardim) begin 
their kiddush with “im tashiv”; others begin with “vesh-
amru”; still others start with “zachor et Yom haShabbat”. 
But here is where it gets really complicated. Some people 
begin with half a pasuk from the end of the third para-
graph (“al kein berach”), and others don’t recite any intro-
ductory pesukim at all!

Why does everyone seem to agree on what to do on Friday 
nights, whereas Shabbat day is an apparent free-for-all? 

The kiddush we recite on Friday nights is mi’dorayta, bib-
lically obligated. The kiddush we say on Shabbat day is 
mi’drabanan, rabbinically instituted. Therefore, it would 
make sense to give our Friday night kiddush more weight 
by attaching pesukim to it. On Shabbat day, it’s theoreti-
cally enough to simply recite the                                 and 
fulfill the rabbinic obligation, so the additional pesukim 
are just icing on the cake.

If so, why is there even an option to recite additional pe-
sukim before the bracha? What’s the point, when it’s total-
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ly unnecessary and may even detract from the halachik 
superiority of the kiddush on Friday night?

The simple and most commonly-offered answer to these 
questions is that the Shabbat day kiddush needs the 
extra weight, the extra substance that these additional 
pesukim provide. Because it is “only mi’drabanan”, the 
Shabbat day kiddush is somehow less important and 
therefore requires the introductory paragraphs to boost 
its significance. 

This sensitivity aside, perhaps another answer to our 
question can be found by looking at the specific mean-
ing of the Shabbat-day pesukim themselves and trying 
to understand what they add to the kiddush. 

While the pesukim we universally recite on Friday night 
remind us of God’s creation of the world, the pesukim 
we have an option to recite on Shabbat day focus on 
something else entirely. The paragraph of “veshamru” 
comes from this week’s parsha and describes the Jews’ 
observance of Shabbat during their years of wandering 
in the wilderness. The paragraph of “zachor” comes 
from the aseret hadibrot in Parshat Yitro. In both of 
these cases, the additional pesukim are describing the 
unique role Shabbat plays in the relationship the Jewish 
people have with God. Whereas creation of the world 
and the 7-day cycle we call a week is (or should be) ac-
knowledged by all Mankind, the mitzvah to observe 
Shabbat is uniquely Jewish. The fact that we as a people 
have kept Shabbat continuously from the time of the 
midbar until this very weekend testifies to our special 
relationship with Hashem.

This week’s parsha instructs us to keep Shabbat as an                         
,      a sign, a symbol of our ongoing commitment to 
God’s mitzvot, not just a commemoration of one great 
act of Creation. Our observance of Shabbat, including 
our recitation of kiddush on Shabbat day, is an oppor-
tunity to testify to that commitment. Of course we can 
fulfill our obligation to recite kiddush without the op-
tional extra pesukim, but including them is a way of 
appreciating God not only as Creator but as an integral 
part of our everyday lives, reminding us of who we are 
as Jews.

In this week’s Parsha, Hashem commands each Jew to 
give a machatzit hashekel, a half-shekel. The money 
would be used to help maintain the Mishkan and also 
serve as a method for counting the nation. The Torah 
goes into detail about the age range of the individuals 
who had to give a half-shekel and the fact that they each 
had to give a half-shekel, regardless of their finances.

One could ask why Hashem did not simply tell Moshe 
to count all the Jews, rather than counting them indi-
rectly by collecting the machatzit hashekel? This seems 
like a tedious task that could have easily been per-
formed by Hashem immediately or by Moshe in a more 
direct manner. 

Some answer that the reason the Jews may not be direct-
ly counted is to teach the lesson that our nation cannot 
have limitations imposed on it. An exact count of the 
nation limits our people by defining the exact number 
of Jews in the world. We know that Hashem promises 
in the Torah that we will be as numerous as the stars 
and the grains of sand (Bereishit 15:5; 32:13). We un-
derstand that to mean that we will be so numerous as to 
be uncountable, as if infinite. 

As a nation, we have always achieved and accomplished 
more than one would think is possible of a people that 
is small in number when compared to the rest of the 
world. Just as we are able to accomplish amazing things 
as a nation, so too, as individuals, we are able to achieve 
incredible things. By prohibiting the counting of the 
Jewish people, Hashem is teaching us that we have in-
credible potential, both as a nation and as individuals.  

In this week’s parsha, Ki Tisa, Moshe goes up Har Sinai 
to receive the luchot. Bnei Yisrael miscounted Moshe’s 
40-day journey, so on day 39 they got worried that he 
was in danger and would never come back down. To 
calm them down, Aaron told Bnei Yisrael to bring him 
all of their gold, and they made a golden calf. 

No Limitations
Avi Girnun (‘22)

Stay Focused 
Penina Kahane (‘22)

,אות



Bnei Yisrael had just witnessed some of Hashem’s su-
pernatural miracles: the ten plagues, the splitting of the 
Red Sea, the falling of mann from the sky, the sweeten-
ing of bitter water in the desert, etc. After all this, how 
were Bnei Yisrael able to turn towards avodah zara so 
quickly? Shouldn’t they have had trust in Hashem and 
realized that He wanted the best for them?

One possible answer is that the golden calf was not cre-
ated as a rebellion towards Hashem, rather as a replace-
ment for Moshe. They believed he was never coming 
back down and that they had just lost their leader. The 
Talmud says that Bnei Yisrael had so much doubt that 
in the end, they even saw a vision of Moshe dead. How-
ever, this answer is somewhat difficult to understand, 
because when Moshe finally came down from on top 
of the mountain he said, “You can now turn back and 
avoid tragedy. Stop worshipping the golden calf and af-
firm your loyalty to God.” Only the tribe of Levi lis-
tened to him, and the rest of Bnei Yisrael continued to 
serve the golden calf. It is evident that the calf was not 
really a replacement of Moshe, but rather a replacement 
of Hashem. 

The Rambam suggests a different answer to our ques-
tion of how Bnei Yisrael could turn to quickly to avodah 
zara; he explains that idolatry is not a single step, but 
rather a process. Bnei Yisrael lost focus on what was re-
ally important. When they first left Mitzraim they were 
focused on Hashem, but eventually their belief faded 
and they turned to something else, the golden calf. In 
the world that we live in it is very difficult to stay fo-
cused on what is really important -- Judaism. We be-
come distracted very easily. From this week’s parsha, we 
see what can happen when we let the physical aspect of 
our lives take over. These distractions can easily turn 
us away from Judaism. At the first sign of trouble, Bnei 
Yisrael became overwhelmed and lost touch with their 
belief in Hashem. It is important that we don’t let any-
thing distract us from what is important, and that at the 
first sign of trouble we don’t run away. Rather, we must 
realize that it is a test to make sure we stay focused on 
the important things in life. 

In this week’s parsha, Parshat Ki Tisa, the Torah ex-
plains that Moshe delayed in descending the mountain. 
Rashi explains that Moshe was continuing learning To-

rah while the Satan confused the world with darkness, 
in order to trick the Jews into thinking that Moshe had 
died. Why would Hashem allow the Satan to challenge 
the Jews in such a difficult way?

The Torah Ohr explains that Hashem permitted the Sa-
tan to challenge the Jews, as the Jews had reached a very 
high spiritual level. He explains that those with a higher 
level also have a stronger evil inclination. Due to their 
higher level, the Satan was permitted to give the Jews a 
difficult test. Just as the Satan was used as a test for the 
Jews, so too is money used as a challenge. In Parshat Ki 
Tisa, Hashem showed Moshe a coin made of fire. Hash-
em explained to Moshe that the Jews were commanded 
to give a half-shekel. This raises the question as to why 
Hashem made a coin out of fire? Why couldn’t Hashem 
just show Moshe a regular coin? 

The Noam Eliezer explains that Hashem’s coin was 
made of fire in order to teach the Jewish people that 
money is like fire; if fire is used in an incorrect fashion, 
it can cause destruction, but if used properly it can be 
beneficial. In addition, if money is used to enhance or 
do mitzvot, there may be many blessings, yet if a person 
uses his money incorrectly, much destruction can oc-
cur. From this we can learn to use what we are fortunate 
enough to have for the use of mitzvot.  

In Parshat Ki Tisa, Hashem reiterates the command-
ment to keep Shabbat and the punishments that follow 
for violating it. The pasuk states:

You shall keep Shabbat, for it is holy for you. He who 
profaned it shall be put to death: whoever does work on 
it, that person shall be cut off from among his nation 

(31:14).

One question that arises from this pasuk is on the 
phrase, “it is holy for you.” Although a day of rest seems 
enjoyable and relaxing, how can this day, also full of 
strict rules and guidelines, be considered holy for us?
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One approach looks at the benefit that Shabbat provides and the 
implications of removing that benefit. With regards to pikuach 
nefesh, saving one’s life, the Gemara Yoma 85b claims that be-
cause Shabbat is for us, it is meant to benefit us and should not 
cause one to die. One is allowed to desecrate Shabbat in a time of 
emergency because Shabbat belongs to us, and if following certain 
commandments during a specific situation becomes detrimental 
or life-threatening, Shabbat is no longer beneficial. The Gemara 
Ketubot 34a agrees and states that because Shabbat is meant to be 
holy for us, we are meant to derive benefit from the holy day.

Sforno explains that Shabbat is not just a holy day for us or simply 
a positive commandment to fulfill; rather, it is a serious negative 
commandment that requires much detail and deliberation and 
will result in death if violated. Shabbat is not meant to be just 
another day in the week or even a separate day reserved for do-
ing absolutely nothing. Events and rituals only become holy when 
there is meaning and importance to every one of our actions. The 
attention we place on every moment leading up to and during 
Shabbat fills this holy day with importance and meaning.

Hashem gave us a gift when commanding us to rest on the seventh 
day after six days of work. He gave us the opportunity to spend 
one day benefiting ourselves by focusing on following Hashem’s 
commandments and infusing our day with as much spirituality 
as possible. Although a four-hour nap on Shabbat afternoon or 
a four-course meal on Friday night may seem beneficial and en-
joyable, true benefit involves incorporating Hashem into our lives 
and putting great detail into our avodat Hashem. May we all be 
privileged to benefit every day from our relationship with Hash-
em and continue to strengthen it.


