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Symbols, metaphors and old 
texts lay strewn around the warehouses of culture, waiting to be picked up again, turned 
useful, regain value. For one night in the Jewish calendar, the warehouse becomes the focus: 
Tikkun Leil Shavuot. We stay up all night in the flea market treasure hunt which is Jewish 
text study. As for me, each year I find myself returning to the stall which houses texts about 
one metaphor: the Broken Tablets. A fitting image for our time, on many levels. For 
this Shavuot, I collected my favorite findings on this metaphor in the format of 
a study guide. I humbly offer it here, to adorn your Shavuot learning. 
Since I couldn’t help myself, I added my own play-by-play commentary on these texts, and a 
few brief words about learning on Shavuot, which appear below. 
Download the study guide in printable pdf format or read them online. 
 
Broken Tablets, Play-by-play 



Whatever happened to 
the Broken Tablets, those shards which Moshe resoundingly left strewn at the bottom of 
Mount Sinai? Reminders of the sweaty idolatrous sin which broke up God’s honeymoon 
with the Jewish people, perhaps they are best left to be covered by the sands of Sinai. Those 
First Tablets, which were “written by the finger of God” left unmentioned for two thousand 
years. Until one Talmudic Rabbi, Rav Yosef, picks them up and resets their place in Jewish 
tradition. 
“The Tablets AND the Broken Tablets are placed in the ark” innovates Rav Yosef (in Bava 
Batra 14b). Does he intend for us to carry the First Tablets as eternal signs of our guilt and 
adultery at the Golden Calf, as Augustine would have it? Or perhaps the shards of Holiness 
regain similar status to Whole Holiness. Or perhaps, that which was created by Human 
Hand (the second tablets), carries the same centrality as that created by Divine Hands. Or 
perhaps, that which was broken so long ago, we cannot let go of it. We must continue to 
carry it around with us, for better or for worse. 
 
The Talmud in Menahot turns this teaching in a statement about human dignity, and the 
dignity of scholarship: “Rav Yosef taught that … The Tablets and the broken tablets are 
placed in the ark. From here we learn that a scholar who has forgotten his learning with 
time, we do not treat disrespectfully.” (Menahot 99a) The sign of sin becomes the lesson of 
dignity. We must treat the broken person, the Altzheimered scholar, the aging, broken or 
lost among us – with the same dignity and honor with which we treat those who are 
considered whole. Both have equal value in Holy Ark. 
Eliyahu de Vidash comes out of Kabbalistic Tsfat with a new understanding. “The human 
heart is the Ark, thus a person’s heart must be full of Torah but simultaneously be 
a Broken Heart, a beaten heart. Only thus can it serve as a home for the Divine Presence. 
For She only dwells in broken vessels.” (Reshit Hokhma).  
 
The Ark becomes the Heart, and theology and history become psychology. More 
importantly, the Tablets aren’t broken, Divinity is. And is we are to becoming a dwelling 



place for Her, we too much be of the Broken Vessels. The post hoc becomes aspirational, 
and the imperfect – divine. 

 

Samuel Beck, "Thou Shalt Not Kill", 1970; 

Yad VaShem Collection of Post-Holocaust Art 

And then Faith breaks. Modernity, Enlightenment, or simply life. For the Hasidic Reb 
Natan of Nemirov, the Broken Tablets are a necessary part of the process: 
“Through broken tablets, i.e. broken faith, by means of that brokenness itself the faith 
returns and amends itself, which is the second tablets.” The First Tablets are broken, 
so broken. But that is not the end of the story. They are a crucial part of the path towards the 
creation of Second Tablets, Second Naivete. There is no such thing as unbroken faith, just as 
there is no such thing as unbroken love. By grasping the brokenness the new tablets can be 
achieved. Tikkun requires some breakage. 
 
 
Download the study guide in printable pdf format or read it online. 
 

Brief words about learning on Shavuot 
On this night we don’t just do any learning, says the Zohar, rather the learning must be that 
of “beading”, הזירח , which in the Zohar is usually described with a different Hebrew word 
– Tikkun (lit. preparing, fixing). The study companions become a group of bridesmaids, lovingly 
and joyfully preparing the adornments for the princess on the night before she is to enter to 
wed the King. Lovingly they bead together texts one to the other. From words of Torah to 
the Prophets, from the Prophets to the Talmud, from the Talmud to the realm of the Hidden 



– the skilled jeweler quickly assembles a radiant necklace. It is with 
such hidushim, innovations, and tikunim, prepared adornments, that the bride enters 
her Shavuot bridal canopy. And in this way the Torah is given anew each year, each day. As 
long as we reassemble these jewels and bead them together in myriad ways, as long as we do 
so in a way which aims to please the Bride and Groom, then we are playing our role in the 
mystical drama which is the Cosmos. 
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Broken Tablets: A Study Guide for Shavuot 
Compiled	and	translated	by	Rabbi	Mishael	Zion,	Bronfman	Fellowships,	Shavuot	2014 
 
A.       DEUTERONOMY	10:1-4 

1	At	that	time	the	LORD	said	unto	me:	'Hew	thee	two	tables	of	stone	
like	unto	the	first,	and	come	up	unto	Me	into	the	mount;	and	make	
thee	an	ark	of	wood. 

 6ְל-לָסְּפ ,יַלֵא הָוהְי רַמָא אוִהַה תֵעָּב  א
 ,יַלֵא הֵלֲעַו ,םיִנֹׁשאִרָּכ םיִנָבֲא תֹחּול-יֵנְׁש
 .ץֵע ןֹורֲא ,6ְּל ָתיִׂשָעְו ;הָרָהָה

2	And	I	will	write	on	the	tablets	which	you	smashed, 
and	place	them	in	the	ark.' 

 רֶׁשֲא ,םיִרָבְּדַה-תֶא ,תֹחֻּלַה-לַע ,בֹּתְכֶאְו  ב
 ;ָּתְרַּבִׁש רֶׁשֲא םיִנֹׁשאִרָה תֹחֻּלַה-לַע ּויָה
 .ןֹורָאָּב ,םָּתְמַׂשְו

3	So	I	made	an	ark	of	acacia-wood,	and	hewed	two	tables	of	stone	
like	unto	the	first,	and	went	up	into	the	mount,	having	the	two	
tables	in	my	hand. 

-יֵנְׁש לֹסְפֶאָו ,םיִּטִׁש יֵצֲע ןֹורֲא ׂשַעַאָו  ג
 יֵנְׁשּו ,הָרָהָה לַעַאָו ;םיִנֹׁשאִרָּכ םיִנָבֲא תֹחֻל
 .יִדָיְּב תֹחֻּלַה

4	And	He	wrote	on	the	tables	according	to	the	first	writing,	the	ten	
words,	which	the	LORD	spoke	unto	you	in	the	mount	out	of	the	
midst	of	the	fire	in	the	day	of	the	assembly;	and	the	LORD	gave	
them	unto	me. 

 תֵא ,ןֹוׁשאִרָה בָּתְכִּמַּכ תֹחֻּלַה-לַע בֹּתְכִּיַו  ד
 םֶכיֵלֲא הָוהְי רֶּבִּד רֶׁשֲא ,םיִרָבְּדַה תֶרֶׂשֲע
 םֵנְּתִּיַו ;לָהָּקַה םֹויְּב ,ׁשֵאָה Sֹוּתִמ רָהָּב
 .יָלֵא ,הָוהְי

 
 
B.       TALMUD	BAVLI	BAVA	BATRA	14B 
Rav	Yosef	taught:	“The	tablets	which	you	broke	and	place	them	in	the	ark”	–	this	teaches	that	
the	Tablets	and	the	broken	tablets	are	placed	in	the	ark. 

 ]...[ ןוראב ןיחנומ תוחול ירבשו תוחולהש דמלמ - "םתמשו תרבש רשא" :ףסוי בר ינת
 ב"ע-א"ע די ארתב אבב ילבב דומלת
 
 

C.        TALMUD	BAVLI	MENAHOT	99A 
Rav	Yosef	taught:	“The	tablets	which	you	broke	and	place	them	in	the	ark”	–	this	teaches	that	
the	Tablets	and	the	broken	tablets	are	placed	in	the	ark. 



From	here	we	learn	that	a	scholar	who	has	forgotten	his	learning	out	of	force,	we	do	not	treat	
him	disrespectfully. 

 תמחמ ודומלת חכשש םכח דימלתל ןאכמ ,ןוראב ןיחנומ תוחול ירבשו תוחולהש דמלמ :ףסוי בר ינת "ןוראב םתמשו תרבש רשא"
 א/טצ ףד תוחנמ תכסמ ילבב דומלת	.ןויזב גהנמ וב ןיגהונ ןיאש וסנוא
 
 

D.       RESHIT	HOKHMA,	R.	ELIYAHU	DEVIDASH,	GATE	OF	HOLINESS	7;	16TH	C	KABBALISTIC	MORAL	TOME 
The	Zohar	teaches	that	the	human	heart	is	the	Ark.	And	it	is	known	that	in	the	Ark	were	stored	
both	the	Tablets	and	the	Broken	Tablets.	Similarly,	a	person’s	heart	must	be	full	of	Torah…	and	
similarly,	a	person’s	heart	must	be	a	broken	heart,	a	beaten	heart,	so	that	it	can	serve	as	a	home	
for	the	Shekhina.	For	the	Shekhina	[divine	presence]	only	dwells	in	broken	vessels,	which	are	
the	poor,	whose	heart	is	a	broken	and	beaten	heart.	And	whoever	has	a	haughty	heart	propels	
the	Shekhina	from	him,	as	it	says	“God	detests	those	of	haughty	hearts”. 

 
 ובל היהיש יואר ןכ ,תוחול ירבשו תוחולה ויה ןוראה ךותבש אוה עדונו ,ןוראה אוה בלה סיכש רמאש י"בשרה ירבדמ דומלנ דועו

 הליד ןיריבת ןינאמ םה הבשומ הניכשהש ,הניכשל ןוכמ היהיש הכדנו רבשנ בל ובל היהיש ךירצ תוחול ירבש דגנכו ...הרות אלמ
 הבג לכ 'ה תבעות רמאנש וילעמ הניכשה החוד וילע האגתמ ובלש ימו ,הכדנו רבשנ בל םבלש םיינעה םהו ,]הלש םירובש םילכ=[
 .בל
 יעיבש קרפ - השודקה רעש - המכח תישאר רפס
 

 
E.        R.	NATAN	OF	NEMIROV,	LIKKUTEI	HALAKHOT,	19TH	CENTURY	HASSID,	STUDENT	OF	REB	NACHMAN	OF	BRESLOV,	SHABBAT	6 
And	this	is	the	meaning	of	the	verse	“Which	you	broke	and	place	in	the	Ark”,	about	which	our	
Sages	said:	“the	Tablets	and	the	Broken	Tablets	are	placed	in	the	Ark”.	By	means	of	the	aspect	
of	broken	tablets,	broken	faith,	by	means	of	that	brokenness	itself	the	faith	returns	and	amends	
itself,	which	is	the	second	tablets. 
Because	thanks	to	the	existence	of	a	shard	of	the	broken	faith,	by	keeping	that	shard	he	is	
fulfilling	the	advice	of	the	faith	itself	which	was	broken	–	and	he	can	return	and	repair	that	faith	
which	is	the	aspect	of	receiving	second	tablets. 
 

 יֵרְבִׁש תַניִחְּב יֵדְי - לַע ּונְיַה .ןֹורָאָּב םיִחָּנֻמ תֹוחּול יֵרְבִׁשְו תֹוחּול ,הָכָרְבִל םָנֹורְכִז ּונֵמָכֲח ּורְמָאְו ןֹורָאָּב םָּתְמַֹשְו ָּתְרַּבִׁש רֶׁשֲא תַניִחְּב ּוהֶזְו
 אָקְסִּפ לַקָׁש תַניִחְבִּב ,תֹוּיִנְׁש תֹוחּוּלַה תַניִחְּב םֵהֶׁש ׁשָדָחֵמ הָנּומֱאָה ןֵּקַּתְתִנְו רַזָח ּהָמְצַעְּב הֶז - יֵדְי - לַע ,הָרּובְּׁשַה הָנּומֱא תַניִחְּב תֹוחּול
 ֹולְצֶא םָתָנּומֱא הָרְבְׁשִּנֶׁש םיִמָכֲח לֶׁש הָצֵעָה םֵּיַקְמ הֶז - יֵדְי - לַע הָרּובְּׁשַה הָנּומֱאָהֵמ הָדּוקְנ הֶזיֵא ֹוּב רַאְׁשִּנֶׁש יֵדְי - לַע יִּכ ,'ּוכְו ּוהְל אָדָׁש
 ,הָנּומֱא 6יֶתֹוְצִמ לָּכ ,בּותָּכֶׁש ֹומְּכ ,הָנּומֱא לַע תֶדֶמֹוע הָרֹוּתַה תַלָּבַק לָּכ יִּכ .תֹוּיִנְׁש תֹוחּול תַלָּבַק תַניִחְּב איִהֶׁש הָנּומֱאָה ןֵּקַתְמּו רֵזֹוחְו
 :ל"ַּנַּכ ּונְיַה 'ּוכְו הָנּומֱא לַע ןָדיִמֱעֶהְו קּוּקַבֲח אָּב ,בּותָּכֶׁש ֹומְכּו
 ו הכלה תבש תוכלה - תוכלה יטוקיל רפס
 

 
F.        R.	YITZHAK	ARAMA,	AKEIDAT	YITZHAK,	15TH	CENTURY	SPAIN 



Why	didn’t	God	sculpt	the	second	tablets,	the	way	He	sculpted	the	first	ones?	Because	that	
which	is	totally	Divine	is	not	sustainable	in	the	hands	of	humans.	Therefor	the	first	tablets,	
which	were	“made	by	God	and	written	by	God”,	were	not	sustainable.	Therefore	God	told	Moses	
“sculpt	[the	second	Tablets]	for	yourself”	–	you	make	them	and	I	will	shape	them,	thus	retaining	
both	the	shape	and	image	of	the	first	ones,	but	these	will	be	sustainable. 

 
 אל ךכיפל ,םדא ינב לצא םויק םהל ןיא טלחהב םייהולאה םירבדהש יפל ?םינושארכ – ומצעב אוה ךורב שודקה םלספ אל המל
 תא התא השעו "ךל לספ" ןכל ,)ז"ט ב"ל( "אוה םיהולא בתכמ בתכמהו המה םיהולא השעמ תוחולה"ש םינושארה תוחולה ומייקתנ
  תא ןתא ינאו ןפוג
 .םלצא ומייקתיו םמלצו ןתומדמ ויהי הז םעו .ןתרוצ

 
 


