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Paying Attention to “Mitzvot Kallot” 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Eikev, 5773 

 

In an article entitled “Live the (Stress–Free) Life You Want: Prioritizing for Happiness”,1 

Dr. Edward Hallowell2 describes what bothers so many of us today: 

 

…It’s insidious, this too-busy lifestyle. It can seem that there’s no way to avoid it. 

What are we supposed to do, be Luddites and refuse to buy cell phones? Not go 

wireless? Refuse to enroll your kids in soccer, violin, and SAT tutoring? Have 

simple birthday parties the way they used to in the 1950’s? Let the lawn go to 

seed? Refuse to give time to the cancer foundation a friend is heading up? Say 

no to the extra work the boss is pressing on you after half the staff got laid off?  

 

But being too busy does tremendous harm. It prevents us from controlling our 

own lives. It increases toxic stress, making people sick, causing errors and 

accidents, turning otherwise polite folks into rude hard chargers and reducing 

the general level of happiness in the population.  

 

The greatest damage it does is that it keeps a person from what is important. 

You’re so overwhelmed trying to manage the rush, the gush, and the clutter 

that you don’t take the time to decide what matters most to you, let alone 

make the time to do it. You get up each day and wing it, building upon the 

undone remnants of yesterday, coupled with the anticipated as well as 

unanticipated demands of today…  

 

People living a Modern Orthodox lifestyle are called upon to add yet another factor to all of the 

things that Hallowell describes that we are expected to juggle—religious responsibilities. 

Engaging in prioritization3 will not only affect how we deal with our personal needs as well as 

                                                           
1
 Ladies Home Journal, June, 2006. http://www.lhj.com/health/stress/relaxation-techniques/live-the-

stress-free-life-you-want-prioritizing-for-happiness/  
2
 Edward M. Hallowell is a child and adult psychiatrist who specializes in ADD and ADHD. He is the co-

author of the books Driven to Distraction (1994) and Delivered From Distraction (2005). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Hallowell_(psychiatrist)  
3 priority (n.)  late 14c., "state of being earlier," from Old French priorite (14c.), from Medieval Latin 

prioritatem (nominative prioritas) "fact or condition of being prior," from Latin prior (see prior (adj.)). 
From c.1400 as "precedence in right or rank." 
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=priority  
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ADD
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ADHD
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Driven_to_Distraction_(ADHD)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Delivered_From_Distraction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Hallowell_(psychiatrist)
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=priority&allowed_in_frame=0
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=prior&allowed_in_frame=0
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=priority
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those of our families and jobs, but also the manner in which we try to fulfill our religious 

obligations and expectations.    

 

Prioritizing suggests that we are ready to do everything, but the order in which things 

will get done will depend upon our perceptions of each thing’s relative importance. Taking this 

process one step further, sometimes we have no choice other than to practice triage.4  Triage 

entails not only prioritizing, but also deciding which things will get done and which will have to 

be set aside, hopefully for the short term, but quite possibly for the long term as well.  

 

In light of this very rational and perhaps even necessary way of thinking if we are to 

maintain our respective sanities when being inundated with so many demands upon our time 

and energy,  the first RaShI in  Parashat Ekev is disconcerting, to say the least.  

 

Devarim 7:12 

And it shall come to pass, “Eikev” ye hearken to these ordinances, and keep, and do 

them, that the LORD thy God shall keep with thee the covenant and the mercy which He 

swore unto thy fathers,  

 

RaShI (commenting on the uncommon usage of the word “Eikev” in this context): 

If you will listen to the “Mitzvot Kallot” and a person crushes under his heel.  

(Contextually, “Eikev” means “because; however, since the word also 

means “heel”, RaShI, basing himself on a Rabbinic interpretation, 

understands the usage of the word to connote a particular type of 

Mitzva that people ordinarily treat with disdain.) 

 

It doesn’t seem to me that RaShI is only talking about prioritizing Mitzvot,  figuring out in what 

order to do all of them,  but rather there are some parts of the Halachic system, that all of us  

decide at one time or another, for one reason or another, that we just can’t/won’t honor or 

carry out, and this act of triage , according to RaShI’s interpretation, has the potential of 

                                                           
4
 triage (n.) 1727, "action of assorting according to quality," from French triage "a picking out, sorting," 

from Old French trier "to pick, cull" (see try). There seems to be some influence from or convergence with 

Latin tria "three" (e.g. triage for "coffee beans of the third or lowest quality"). (In Halacha in terms of 

flour, we speak about:  Solet, Subin and Mursin;  qualities of real estate: , Idit, Beinonit, Ziborit; qualities of 

people on Rosh HaShana: Tzadikim, Beinonim and Reshaim, etc.)  In World War I, adopted for the sorting 

of wounded soldiers into three groups according to the severity of their injuries. 

http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=triage  
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creating a problem between ourselves and HaShem. Are we left with choosing between 

maintaining our sanity5 and maximally observing all Commandments?  

 

Of course, there are sometimes legitimate, Halachically sanctioned justifications   

for a particular Mitzva not being adhered to. Examples would include: 

1) Someone who is seriously ill and would be exempt from a  requirement to fast, or    

even to adhere to Kashrut if a substance that would affect a cure is only available in 

non-Kosher form 

2) Having one’s life threatened by an individual (precluding idolatry, murder and sexual 

immorality, as well as not during a time of general persecution) unless one violates a 

Halacha,  

3) When a positive Mitzva, Aseh, collides simultaneously with a negative Mitzva, Lo 

Ta’aseh, the Aseh trumping the Lo Ta’aseh,  

or 4)   It’s raining during Sukkot and I am forced to abandon the Sukka for shelter within my 

permanent residence. 

 

But I think that RaShI is referring to an arbitrary decision that falls outside of the Halachi system, 

lacking internal legitimacy from the point of view of Jewish law.  

 

The ChaZaL that RaShI is paraphrasing, is found in its fullest form6 in a collection of 

Midrashim  known as Yalkut Shimoni, not on the verse in Parashat Eikev, but rather concerning a 

Pasuk in Tehillim where the term in question, “Eikev”, also appears with respect to fulfilling 

Mitzvot and avoiding Aveirot: 

 

Yalkut Shimoni Tehillim #758 

(Tehillim 49:6) “Wherefore should I fear in the days of evil, when the iniquity of 

“Akeivai”—my supplanters7 / (Mitzvot that are crushed under the heel)  8  

compasseth me about”  

                                                           
5
 Naturally if a responsible physician would proscribe that a patient must be less diligent about some 

religious obligations to literally keep ourselves healthy, a different dynamic would come into play, i.e., 

Pikuach Nefesh (preserving one’s life). In contrast, I am using in this context “sanity” figuratively rather 

than literally.  
6 A more concise presentation of the idea developed in the Midrash appears in Avoda Zora 18a: 

The words of R. Simeon b. Lakish: What is the meaning of the verse, (Tehillim 49:6) “The iniquity 

of my heel compasseth me about”?   — Sins which one treads under heel in this world compass 

him about on the Day of Judgment.)   
7
 Translation is also a commentary. This particular translation renders “Akeivai” not as a reference to 

Mitzvot that are trodden upon, as per the Midrash and RaShI’s commentary, but rather as a parallel to 

what Eisav said upon realizing that Yaakov had obtained the blessing that Eisav had thought was reserved 

for himself:   

 Beraishit 27:36 
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Said David: 613 Commandments You Gave us, Kallot VeChamurot (easier ones and more 

difficult ones). I am not afraid of the more difficult Commandments in the Tora, 

precisely because they are difficult (and therefore of course I will be careful to observe 

them). But rather (I am afraid ) of the “easy ones”, the ones that people don’t pay 

attention to and cast them under their heels. And You have Said, (Avot 2:1)9 “Be as 

                                                                                                                                                                             
And he said: “Is not he rightly named Yaakov (based upon the word “Eikev”)? For he hath 

supplanted me these two times: he took away my birthright (a reference to Ibid. 25:29-34) ; and, 

behold, now he hath taken away my blessing.” And he said: “Hast thou not reserved a blessing 

for me?” 

Yaakov’s naming is described in an earlier verse: 

 Ibid. 25:26 

And after that came forth his brother, and his hand had hold on Eisav's heel (“Eikev”; symbolizing 

Yaakov’s future machinations to assert his superiority over his older brother); and his name was 

called Yaakov. And Yitzchak was threescore years old when she bore them.   
8
 Biblical commentators on “Akeivai”: 

RaDaK 

…i.e., at the end (the implication of “Eikev” is that which comes at the end of a series, like the heel 

is located at the bottom of the human body) of my actions (when I am, old), my sins have found 

me, i.e., even if I rejoiced initially, in the end I will be concerned about them. And because the 

heel is at the end of the body, the end of all things is referred to as “Eikev”.  

Or its explanation is the World to Come, which is the world of reward and punishment, reward 

and punishment coming at the end of all actions. Then its meaning is: even if I rejoice in the 

goodness of this world all the days of my life until my death, I will not rejoice in the World to 

Come which is after death… 

Alshich 

Because when I am impoverished, I do not sin in terms of serious transgressions like the rich who 

become satiated and “kick” (a reference to Devarim 32:15 “But Yeshurun waxed fat, and kicked--

thou didst wax fat, thou didst grow thick, thou didst become gross--and he forsook God Who 

Made him, and Contemned the Rock of his salvation”), but rather with respect to those things 

that a person crushes with his heels…  

 Metzudat David 

I.e., what do I fear when evil comes to the world? Behold concerning the sins that I discounted 

and crushed them under the heels of my feet, they are what will surround me and because of 

them I am frightened lest I become tripped up in evil.  

MaLBIM 

…Then will surround me the sins that I went along (since the heel is involved in walking, the 

commentator understands the word as connoting blissful indifference as one made his way 

through his life) and was not careful with them to prepare provisions for the day of accounting 

and to do things for the preservation of my soul, to the point where I was not afraid of death, but 

rather or my evil actions. 
9
 The concept of Mitzva Kalla is invoked in another Mishna in Avot as well:  

 Avot 4:2 

 Ben Azai says: Run to an easy Mitzva just as you would to a hard Mitzva… 
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careful of the easy Mitzva as the more difficult one”. Therefore he says, “the iniquity of 

‘Akeivai’ accompany me about.” And similarly it says, (Devarim 7:12) “And it shall come 

to pass, “Eikev” ye hearken to these ordinances”. And similarly it says, (Tehillim 19:12) 

“Moreover by them is Thy Servant warned; in keeping of them ‘Eikev’ is great reward”…  

 Said R. Shimon ben Lakish (see fn. 6): Sins that a person crushes beneath his heels in 

this world, surround him the World to Come.   

  

What seems clear from the terminology of Mitzva Kalla/ Mitzva Chamura in the 

Midrash, the Mishna, even the Gemora  that  we will eventually quote, is that not only is this a 

natural way for people to think, i.e., to engage in prioritization as well as triage when it comes to 

the multiplicity of Mitzvot that we are expected to carry out, but that the Rabbis were deeply 

concerned that such calculations could result in the undermining of an individual’s, and in turn 

his family’s, community’s and even his people’s  spiritual experience and relationship with 

HaShem. 

 

What sort of thinking leads to designating a particular Mitzva as “Kalla” and therefore 

possibly dispensable?  Here are a few examples:10 

 

a)  In Avraham Twersky’s commentary on Pirkei Avot,11 R. Yaakov Kaminetsky is cited to 

the effect that some people will consider Mitzvot Mi’DeRabbanan as less compelling 

than Mitzvot MiD’Orayta. (We have probably all heard people remark, if we haven’t 

done so ourselves, “Oh! That’s just a D’Rabbanan!) 

b)  R. Baruch HaLevi Epstein12 hypothesizes that the fact that some Commandments are 

contextual as opposed to others that are ubiquitous, and independent of specific 

times, places and situations leads some to consider the former less important than 

the latter.  

E.g., 1) Shiluach HaKein—Devarim 22:6-7 (sending the mother bird away before 

taking the eggs or the baby birds)—what if you never encounter a birds nest with the 

mother bird hovering over her eggs?  

2) Ma’akeh—Ibid. 8 (the need to build a fence when one has a multiple story 

dwelling to prevent people from falling from the top level)—you never construct or 

own such a structure?  

3) Lifnai Seiva Takum—VaYikra 19:32 (rise before the elderly)—you never encounter 

individuals before whom you are obligated to rise.  

4) Whereas in these cases, an individual can’t be blamed that he never had occasion 

to fulfill these Commandments if the opportunity never happened to present itself, 

                                                           
10

 Looking into commentaries on Pirkei Avot will yield a number of additional explanations for “Mitzva 

Kalla”. 
11

 Visions of the Fathers, Shaar Press, Brooklyn, NY, 1999, p. 76. 
12

 Baruch SheAmar, Am Olam, Tel Aviv, p. 149. 
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R. Epstein then cites a passage in the Talmud that would suggest a bit more personal 

culpability on the part of those avoiding the Mitzva opportunity: 

 

Berachot 35b 

Rabbah b. Bar Chana  further said in the name of R. Yochanan reporting the 

view of R. Yehuda b. Ila'i: Observe the difference between the earlier and the 

later generations. The earlier generations used to bring in their produce by way 

of the kitchen-garden  purposely in order to make it liable to tithe, whereas the 

later generations bring in their produce by way of roofs, courtyards or 

enclosures in order to make it exempt from tithe. For R. Yannai has said: 

Untithed produce is not subject to tithing until it has come within sight of the 

house, since it says. (Devarim 26:13) “I have put away the hallowed things out of 

my house.”   R. Yochanan, however, says that even [sight of] a courtyard 

imposes the obligation, as it says, (Ibid. 12) “That they may eat within thy gates 

and be satisfied.”  

 

In this latter case, we are dealing with farmers who have grown produce, so their 

situation should lead naturally to their engaging in the tithing process. But they wish 

to short-circuit the situation, thereby saving a percentage of their crops for 

themselves. Even if they are complying with the letter of the law, it can hardly be said 

that they have observed the spirit. And the fact that there was a loophole, rendering 

the Mitzva a “Mitzva Kalla”, is what allowed them to think that they could circumvent 

the obligation is what led them to rely on that loophole. A comparable everyday 

situation that comes to mind are those who while eating a five-course meal and very 

clearly fulfilling the Tora requirement of (Devarim 8:10) “VeSavata” (and you will be 

satiated), nevertheless make it a point not to wash and eat bread, thereby removing 

from themselves the obligation of participating in a Zimun and reciting Birchat 

HaMazon.  

 

 Still in all, as I stated at the outset, every Jew at one point or another will prioritize and 

even decide that certain Mitzvot will have to be overlooked at this point in his life. Does that 

mean necessarily that by definition we will all be deemed sinners and our lack of compliance 

with the entire system, as impossible as that might seem will be held against us? It seems to me 

that there is a Talmudic passage that provides us with some hope as well as an insight into the 

RaShI and numerous ChaZal’s that we have been considering. At the beginning of Tractate 

Avoda Zora, a lengthy Aggada describes how in the end of days, those nations who had not 

seized the opportunity to accept the Tora when it had been offered to them, plead for “another 

chance”. And HaShem, as the ultimate Rachman (Compassionate One) Complies and provides 

them with a test which ostensibly constitutes a “double or nothing” deal.  
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Avoda Zora 3a-b 
The nations will then plead. “Offer us the Torah anew and we shall obey it.” But 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, will Say to them, “You foolish ones among peoples, 
he who took trouble [to prepare] on the eve of the Sabbath can eat on the 
Sabbath, but he who has not troubled on the eve of the Sabbath, what shall he 
eat on the Sabbath? Nevertheless, I have an easy Command which is called 
Sukkah; go and carry it out.”   (But how can you say so: does not R. Yehoshua b. 
Levi say: What is [the meaning of] the verse, (Devarim 7:11) “The ordinances 
which I Command thee this day to do them”?   It is that this day only [the 
present] is the time to do them, they cannot be done tomorrow [in times to 
come]: This day is the time in which to do them, but not in which to be 
rewarded for them. [Why then should they be offered this observance in the 
Messianic time?] — Because the Holy One, Blessed be He, does not Deal 
imperiously with His creatures.  And why does He Term it an easy Command? — 
Because it does not affect one's purse.)13 Straightaway will every one of them 
betake himself and go and make a booth on the top of his roof; but the Holy 
One, Blessed be He, will Cause the sun to blaze forth over them as at the 
Summer Solstice.  And every one of them will trample down his booth and go 
away, as it is said, (Tehillim 2:3) “Let us break their bands asunder, and cast 
away their cords from us.”   But you have just said 'The Holy One, Blessed be He, 
does not Deal imperiously with his creatures? — True! But with the Israelites, 
too, it occasionally happens that the summer solstice extends till the Festival [of 
Tabernacles] and they are vexed [by the heat]. But does not Raba say: He who is 
vexed thereby is freed from dwelling in the Sukkah?— Granted, they would [in 
such circumstances] be freed, but would Israelites contemptuously trample it 
down? 

 

One of the clear take-away points of this passage is that not only will a person be judged by 

what he does or doesn’t do, but also by the attitude with which he approaches the Mitzva 

situation. Proper or improper intentions can enhance or poison positive Mitzva performance, as 

in the following case:  

 

Kiddushin 31a-b 

Avimi, son of R. Abbahu recited: One may give his father pheasants as food, yet 
[this] drives him from the world; whereas another may make him grind in a mill  
and [this] brings him to the world to come!  
 

The Shulchan Aruch, based upon the Talmud Yerushalmi and RaShI on the Bavli, explains this 
passage: 
 

Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, 240:4 

                                                           
13

 While some individuals spend a great deal of money on their Sukkot, it is not intrinsic to the Mitzva 

since a Sukka could be constructed out of discarded materials as well as things that grow naturally.  
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…And he (the son) should give (food) to him (the father) in a friendly manner, 
for even if he feeds him pheasants every day, but he shows him a hostile 
countenance, he will be punished for this.  
RaMA: 
And the same is true in reverse, if he causes his father to work in the mill, and 
his intention is for his father’s welfare in order to save his father from some 
worse situation, and he shares with his father words of comfort, and shows him 
that his intention is for his father’s best interests, to the point where the father 
accepts the task of working in the mill, he will inherit the world to come. (The 
Yerushalmi provide context for the two situations: In the former case, when the 
father asks the son how could he afford such expensive food, the son reputedly 
replies, “What business is it of yours, old man? Chew and eat!” In the latter 
instance, the father was summoned for military service and the son tells him to 
take over his place at the mill and the son will answer the draft call.) 

      
Just as Kiddushin raises the question of how we approach even those Mitzvot that we 

do choose to fulfill, in the case of the “easy Commandments” that may fall by the wayside, the 

issue should be framed in terms of how will the person think about those things—i.e., what will 

he “tell himself” about the activities—that he has chosen not to comply with?  Will he “crush 

them under his heel”—reflecting his disdain, how such actions are both literally and figuratively 

beneath him, in other words, will he “kick the Sukka in”?  Or will he admit that he has a ways to 

go, that he ought to aspire to fulfilling additional aspects of the tradition, that when he finally 

gets a chance and has less other responsibilities, he will pick up the pace and try to comply with 

the Mitzvot Kallot that he may be ignoring for now, that he is a work in progress and will 

hopefully over time rise to ever higher levels of Avodat HaShem?  In Shulchan Aruch, Orech 

Chayim 60:4, we accept the Halacha that “Mitzvot Tzrichot Kavana” certainly in the sense that 

an accompanying negative intention (e.g., specific intention not to fulfill the Commandment; an 

exclusionary intention to accomplish something other than the Commandment, etc.) will negate 

the positive that we have tried to accomplish, severing the religious significance of the action 

from the one carrying it out.   

  

Shouldn’t this be true also when for whatever reason we cannot comply with a Mitzva—

the intention with which we approach the situation will make all of the difference as to whether 

our connection to HaShem is endangered, or it be allowed to develop positively over time. 

     

 

 

 

 

  

 


