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A few summers ago I visited my cousin Sherry in rural Vermont. It was a 
celebration of our 50th birthdays and we spent four glorious days biking, 
hiking, and doing a great deal of impromptu swimming whenever we found 
a water hole. My cousin is an amazing vegetarian cook, and she set a 
sweet pastoral table in the chosa--little hut--that her husband had built and 
in which I slept in a loft above a simple wooden table. Plates of gorgeous 
food were placed, water poured, and then...the three of us joined hands 
and sat for a good, long moment in silence, gazing at the food, the table, 
and one another. Not a word was spoken. And then napkins were spread 
on laps, forks lifted, and the eating began. 
 
I really tasted that first bite and sip of water. In fact, the whole dinner felt 
like a festival of earth and starry sky, fresh air, linen napkins, love...oh, and 
delectable food. It was so much more than food. I recalled that memory in 
studying today’s parashah (believe it or not!). 
 
Parashat Mishpatim brings a catalogue of civil and ethical laws covering a 
wide range of areas of life. Entire tractates of Talmud and extensive legal 
codes are devoted to many of the laws that originate here. Toward the end 
of the parashah, in Chapter 24, our biblical ancestors reach the pinnacle of 
closeness with God: not the fear and awe of the Revelation at Sinai, but a 
moment of quiet action. Moshe affirms the covenant made by the people 
and God. They have agreed “Na’aseh v’nishma,” “we will do and we will 
hear,” and Moshe offers a solemn sacrifice on their behalf, during which the 
Israelites repeat their commitment.  And then there is a remarkable sort of 
VIP reception. This is what the text says:  
 

 ַוַּיַעל מֶֹׁשה ְוַאֲהרֹן ָנָדב ַוֲאִביהּוא ְוִׁשְבִעים ִמִּזְקֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל׃



 ַוִּיְראּו ֵאת ֱאלֵֹהי ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְוַתַחת ַרְגָליו ְּכַמֲעֵׂשה ִלְבַנת ַהַּסִּפיר ּוְכֶעֶצם ַהָּׁשַמִים ָלטַֹהר׃

 ְוֶאל־ֲאִציֵלי ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל לֹא ָׁשַלח ָידֹו וֶַּֽיֱחזּו ֶאת־ָהֱאלִֹהים…"

 

Then Moshe and Aharon, Nadav and Avihu, and seventy elders of Israel 
ascended; and they saw the God of Israel: under His feet there was the 

likeness of a pavement of sapphire, like the very sky for purity. Yet He did 
not raise His hand against the leaders of the Israelites; they beheld God, 

(Exodus 24: 9-11) 

Can you imagine the awe of that scene? Of course, it begs explanation. All 
of those guys see God? And God has feet? On some sort of road that’s not 
really a road, and looks like sapphire? All of these people see God, and we 
never hear another word about it? I don’t think so--but we’ll put a sticky on 
that and upack it another time. I am more interested in what happens next.  

The verse continues:  “ַוּיֹאְכלּו ַוִּיְׁשּֽתּו” --and they ate and drank. (Exodus 
24:11).  

Take note: this may be the original seudat mitzvah, the first celebratory 
meal after fulfilling a commandment--or, in this case, after accepting the 
commandments in the first place. I wonder: What sort of meal is this, and 
how is it informed by what precedes it?  

It turns out that our commentators ask similar questions. They are 
particularly puzzled by how this meal seems to come out of nowhere--by 
the juxtaposition of the ethereal and the material, a dichotomy known as 
“ruchani v’gashmi.” 

And what do they say? A great deal, actually, and much more than I can 
share now, but here are the highlights. Some allegorize the whole event. 



Onkelos, for example, says it is “as if” they eat and drink, so nourished are 
they by God’s presence. The RaMBaM (Maimonides) views the experience 
of God as so powerful that it engages all of their senses, although they do 
not actually consume food.  

A midrash in Tanchuma Buber suggests a different reading. The author 
asks, “Was there eating and drinking there?” and continues: “To what is the 
matter comparable? To a servant who attended his master while holding a 
slice of bread in his hand and nibbling on it. Similarly, they acted with 
disrespect, and deserved to be destroyed by fire on that day. But because 
the giving of Torah was dear to the holy One, God therefore did not want to 
harm the and bring calamity to them on that day. That is why the Torah 
says, “But God did not raise God’s hand against the nobles of the Children 
of Israel...After a time, however, they were destroyed by fire. Nadav and 
Avihu were destroyed by fire as they entered the Tent of Meeting, and the 
Elders were destroyed by fire when they were filled with lusting (Tanchuma 
Buber Bhea’alotcha 27:1) … 

That view, also reflected elsewhere (in Midrash Tanchuma, quoted by 
Rashi), suggests that they do eat, at least a little, and doing so was wrong, 
but their punishment comes later. 

Others, like Ibn Ezra, say that they eat the sacrificial meal that had just 
been offered, as a celebration of the hightened spiritual encounter they 
have just experienced. If so, this event truly is our People’s first seudat 
mitzvah. From that moment on, eating a proper meal has become an 
integral part of every Jewish celebration.  

My favorite commentaries on this subject come from the 16th century 
commentator, Ovadia ben Yaacov Sforno. He takes the view that they 
make and consume a festive meal, without their normal senses having 
been in any way transformed or temporarily neutralized, with the express 



purpose of celebrating the higher spiritual dimension they have just 
achieved. And he goes a step further. Rather than reading the words “God 
did not raise God’s hand against the leaders” to mean that God refrains 
from exacting punishment that would have been appropriate, Sforno draws 
a parallel to another source (Ezekiel 8:1), where the same verb is used to 
describe God’s hand “falling” upon the prophet Yechezkel (Ezekiel). There, 
the “normal” senses used for perception transform, and God raises the 
prophet up to a super terrestrial dimension. God’s hand, therefore, is not 
used in a retributive sense, but on the contrary, lifting the human being to 
higher spiritual plane. Here in our parashah, then, where God does not lift 
God’s hand, Sforno sees a tremendously inspiring possibility. In contrast to 
all of the other commentators, what he is saying is that following the 
covenant just forged and the sacrifice thus offered, Moshe, Aharon, Nadav, 
Avihu, and the 70 elders now lift themselves up spiritually. It is not the hand 
of God that raises them up, but their own agency which enables them to 
see whatever holiness--whatever it is of God--that they see. 

Let’s put a practical spin on all of this. How can we elevate ourselves 
spiritually when eating and drinking? My cousin’s family has invented a 
beautiful tradition for beginning a meal. I recommend it, along with a 
number of practices our tradition serves up. 
 
When we wash our hands before eating, we raise our wet hands and recite 
a blessing affirming that raising our just-rinsed hands is a holy act, part of 
setting an intention to eat in holiness. I love that pause. I love to look at my 
raised, wet hands. It is a uniquely Jewish way to feel like something special 
is going on. Viewed in light of the last midrash, though, the act invites a 
noetic moment of finding the Divine in whatever was experienced just prior, 
an opportunity to notice and celebrate as we then partake of a meal. 
Whether we have just entered a home, turned the gifts of nature into food, 
engaged in conversation with another person, fed a pet, or experienced a 
generative silence, raising rinsed hands afterward, before beginning a 



meal, offers an opportunity to encapsulate sacred attunement within a ritual 
moment. And if we are lucky, we carry that quality of blessing into our meal. 
 
I also find that the practice of reciting words of blessing before eating 
elevates the experience of eating. The seconds it takes to choose the right 
bracha make room for gratitude and intention. When I say “hamotzi lechem 
min ha’aretz”--who brings forth bread from the earth, I tap into a depth of 
intention--Divine and human--from the potential for wheat to grow to the 
moment of biting into a bagel. 

All of the brachot for food work that way. The words evoke images at once 
poetic and material--ruchani v’gashmi. When I say “Who creates the fruit of 
the earth” for blueberries and “Who creates the fruit of the vine” for wine, 
my mind pictures the process that lands them at my fingertips, and my 
heart expands with gratitude and pleasure. The same magic happens when 
I recite the words of “Shehakol”--that “all is created within the Divine Word” 
before digging into a hot fudge sundae or a good whiskey. All of that 
imbibing becomes so much more than food and drink. 
 
There is also the question of how we eat, and whether we rush off 
afterward, or “stay just a little bit longer,” linger over an inspired melody or a 
word of Torah. Lingering  a bit longer is a main reason why every other 
week, we offer z’mirot or Torah study right after kiddush on Shabbat.  
 
And of course, as a bookend to the brachot before eating, let us not forget 
the potential of Birkat HaMazon, the blessing after a meal. Starting today, 
Birkat HaMazon will become a more regular feature of our Shabbat 
kiddush, and we will use a charming new benscher--a shortened version 
that offers explanations and transliteration. I look forward to sharing our 
gratitude for the good fortune of living on a planet that produces so much 
for us to eat.  



I would be remiss not to mention what we eat as fundamental to the 
experience. Today’s parashah includes the first mention of the prohibition 
against cooking a baby goat in its mother’s milk--”lo t’vashel g’di b’chalev 
imo” (Ex. 23:19). This is the one law regarding what we eat that appears 
repeatedly in our Torah and the rabbis put it on steroids, extending the 
prohibition to all land animals in the prohibition, even those that do not 
lactate, and to milk that comes any lactating animal. Separating meat and 
milk is a deeply nuanced practice that connects the body and mind of a 
serious practitioner to Torah and to life itself in various ways, each of which 
serve to raise our sensitivity to the natural world and animals in particular, 
as well as to the Divine, other human beings, and life itself. It is a nuance of 
eating Jews worldwide can share. Separating meat and dairy becomes 
tremendously important in the rabbinic mind, arguably more so than not 
eating pork. Observing this mitzvah becomes a marker of identity that cuts 
to the core of who we are as Jews. And while it may be argued that there 
are ways to accomplish the mitzvah of sh’chitah--kosher slaughter--even 
more humanely than our tradition prescribes, no parallel to the separation 
of meat and dairy can be found. We can put another “sticky” on that, and 
kashrut practices more broadly (I promise to come back to it!). But for 
today: 
 
Intention, blessing, attention, savoring, sharing tradition grounded in 
serious, nuanced Torah--with all of this, I hope I have offered each of us 
something to chew on as we chew. May we find the Divine in the ordinary 
and may we bring consciousness to the ordinary act of eating, raising 
ourselves a bit higher. 


