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Bricks of Sapphire 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Mishpatim, 5774 

 

The significance of the Sinai experience. 

Since a case could be made that the Revelation at Sinai where the Tora was given to the 

Jewish people was not only the singular point of the Exodus from Egypt,1 but perhaps even the 

seminal event justifying the Creation of the world,2 significant attention should consequently be 

paid not only to what was given at Sinai, i.e., the Mitzvot of the Tora, but also the circumstances 

under which and the process by which they were given. However, the sequence of events 

comprising the giving of the Tora is not presented as a continuous narrative, but rather it is 

broken up and spread among three separate Parashiot in the book of Shemot:  Yitro (Shemot 

19-20), Mishpatim (Ibid. 24)  and Ki Tisa (Ibid. 32-4).  The “real-time”3 details of the story are 

separated first by a long inventory of individual Commandments (Ibid. 21-23), and then 

instructions for constructing the Mishkan as well as the clothing to be worn by the Kohanim 

when engaged in the Divine Service (Ibid. 26-31).  

 

Trying to construct a continuous narrative from the accounts in Shemot 19-20, 24, 32-4. 

                                                           
1
 E.g., Shemot 13:8 

And thou shalt tell thy son in that day, saying: It is because of that which the LORD Did for me 

when I came forth out of Egypt.  

RaShI 

In order that I fulfill His Commandments, like eating the Pascal sacrifice, Matza, and Maror.  

VaYikra 26:45 

But I will for their sakes Remember the Covenant of their ancestors, whom I Brought forth out of 

the land of Egypt in the sight of the nations, that I might Be their God: I Am the LORD.  

Sephorno 

I took them out in order that I would be for them a God, as it was said, (Shemot 19:6) “And you 

shall be for Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” 
2
 E.g., Beraishit 1:31 

And God Saw everything that He had Made, and, behold, it was very good. And there was 

evening and there was morning, the sixth day.  

RaShI 

A “Heh” was added to the term “Yom HaShishi” (the other days of creation are called “Yom 

Sheini”, “Yom Shlishi”, etc.  without the addition of the article “Heh”) at the conclusion of the 

Creation, to indicate that God Imposed a condition upon the Creation that Israel would accept 

upon itself the five (in Gimatria, “Heh” is equivalent to five) books of the Tora.  

Another interpretation: “The sixth day”—all was impermanent and dependent upon “the sixth 

day”, i.e., the sixth day of Sivan which was set aside for the Giving of the Tora.  
3
 Sefer Devarim also contains information about the Revelation at Sinai that Moshe reprises at the end of 

his life, but in this essay, we will confine ourselves to the information in Shemot. 
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The story of the giving of the Tora at Sinai begins in Parashat Yitro (Shemot 19-20): 

 

Parashat Yitro: 

a) 19:1-2 The Jewish people encamp at the foot of Mt. Sinai. 

b) Ibid. 3-6 HaShem Summons Moshe to the top of the mountain and Transmits to him 

the proposal that He Wishes to make to the Jewish people. 

c)  Ibid. 7-8 Moshe presents what HaShem had Said, the people accept the proposal and 

Moshe returns to the top of the mountain. 

d) Ibid. 9 HaShem Informs Moshe that He Wishes to Converse with him from the midst 

of a cloud, with the people overhearing. Moshe insists that the people wish to be 

directly involved.4 

e) Ibid. 10-13 HaShem Explains to Moshe what the people have to do to prepare 

themselves for a direct Revelation. 

f) Ibid. 14-15 Moshe tells the people what to do in order to prepare for the Revelation. 

g) Ibid. 16-19 Moshe brings the people to the mountain and they witness the fire, 

smoke, lightning and hear the thunder and the continuous blast of the Shofar. 

h) Ibid. 20-25 HaShem Insists that Moshe go down to the people one more time and 

reiterate what they must not do during the course of the Revelation. Moshe 

complies. 

i) 20:1-14 HaShem Proclaims the Ten Commandments to the people.  

j) Ibid. 15-18 The people are terrified by the experience and ask Moshe to be their 

representative in future dealings with HaShem. Moshe agrees and enters into the 

“thick darkness”. 

k) Ibid. 19-23:33 HaShem Gives Moshe clarifications of aspects of the Ten 

Commandments.5 

                                                           
4
 See Klee Yakar on Shemot 19:9; R. Binyamin Lau, “Retzonainu Lirot Et Malkeinu” in Etnachta: Kriyot 

BeParashat HaShavua, vol. 1, Yediot Acharonot, Tel-Aviv, 2009, pp. 181-5.  
5
 The contents of the last verses in Parashat Yitro (Shemot 20:19-23, as well as Ibid. 21-23 in Parashat 

Mishpatim can be viewed as expansions and applications of one or another of the Ten Commandments: 

“I Am the LORD thy God…” 
22:27-30; 23:14-9. 

“Thou shalt have no other gods…” 
20:21-23; 22:19; 23:13, 23:20-33. 

“No graven images or likenesses…” 
“Do not take the LORD's Name in vain…” 
“Remember the Sabbath day…” 

23:10-2.  
“Honor thy father and thy mother…” 

21:15, 17.   
“Thou shalt not kill…” 

21:12-14, 18-37.   
“Thou shalt not commit adultery…” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/I_am_the_Lord_thy_God
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thou_shalt_have_no_other_gods_before_me
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thou_shalt_not_make_unto_thee_any_graven_image
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thou_shalt_not_take_the_name_of_the_Lord_thy_God_in_vain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Remember_the_sabbath_day,_to_keep_it_holy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Honour_thy_father_and_thy_mother
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thou_shalt_not_kill
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thou_shalt_not_commit_adultery
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While the first three chapters comprising Parashat Mishpatim offer an inventory of 

various laws of the Tora (see fn. 5), the narrative of the Receiving of the Tora resumes in the last 

chapter of the Parasha: 

 

Parashat Mishpatim: 

l) Ibid. 24:1 Restatement and expansion of 19:24.6 

m) Ibid. 2 Restatement of 20:18.7 

n) Ibid. 3 Moshe returns to the people, conveys to them HaShem’s Clarifications of the 

Ten Commandments, and the people reconfirm their readiness to accept the terms 

of HaShem’s Proposal. 

o) Ibid. 4-8 Moshe writes down all that had been said; he constructs an altar and 

sacrificial monuments; sacrifices are offered up; blood from the sacrifices is sprinkled 

upon the altar and upon the people. These are all aspects of formalizing the covenant 

between HaShem and the people.  

p) Ibid. 9-11 Moshe and various dignitaries ascend the mountain and experience a vision 

of God.  

q) Ibid. 12-13 Moshe alone is told to Ascend to the top of the mountain in order to 

receive the Tablets and the rest of the Tora.  

r) Ibid. 14 Moshe appoints Aharon and Chur to be in charge of the encampment in his 

absence.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
22:15-8, 20-26.  

“Thou shalt not steal…” 
21: 2-11,16; 22:1-14; 23:4-5.   

“Thou shalt not bear false witness…” 
23:1-3, 6-9.  

“Thou shalt not covet…” 
RaMBaN on Shemot 21:1 d.h. Ta’am suggests that everything in Chapters 21-3 are expansions of the last 

of the Ten Commandments, “Thou shalt not covet…” 
6
 Shemot 19:24 

And the LORD Said unto him: 'Go, get thee down, and thou shalt come up, thou, and Aharon with 

thee; but let not the priests and the people break through to come up unto the LORD, lest He 

Break forth upon them.'  

Ibid. 24:1 

And unto Moshe He Said: 'Come up unto the LORD, thou, and Aharon, Nadav, and Avihu, and 

seventy of the elders of Israel; and worship ye afar off. 
7
Ibid. 20:18 

 And the people stood afar off; but Moses drew near unto the thick darkness where God was.  

Ibid. 24:2 

And Moshe alone shall come near unto the LORD; but they shall not come near; neither shall the 

people go up with him.'  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thou_shalt_not_steal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thou_shalt_not_bear_false_witness_against_thy_neighbour
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thou_shalt_not_covet
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s) Ibid. 15-18 Moshe goes up and is enveloped in the thick cloud.  

 

The next two Parashiot, Teruma and Tetzaveh, are devoted to detailing the construction 

and fabrication of the various implements and components of the Tabernacle as well as the 

garments worn by the Kohanim while performing the Divine Service. Only in the following 

Parasha, Ki Tisa, does the Tora  resume discussing the Giving of the Tora to the Jewish people, 

beginning with Moshe still atop Har Sinai: 

 

Parashat Ki Tisa: 

t) Ibid. 32:1-6 The people make a Golden Calf in Moshe’s absence. 

u) Ibid. 7-14 HaShem Informs Moshe that the people have sinned; before Moshe 

descends from the Mountain, he prays on behalf of the people and HaShem Promises 

not to Destroy them entirely. 

v) Ibid. 15-30 Moshe descends, smashes the Tablets, instructs the Levi’im to punish 

anyone who actively worshipped the Golden Calf. 

w) Ibid. 31-35 Moshe ascends, pleads the Jewish people’s case and HaShem Promises 

that He will Punish only those who actually sinned. Moshe returns to the people. 

x) Ibid. 33:1-11 HaShem Proposes to Moshe that He Maintain a distant relationship with 

the people in light of their serious sin of the Golden Calf.  

y) Ibid. 12-23 Moshe insists that HaShem Remain closely involved with the people; he 

asks HaShem to Convey to him the Divine Attributes to better understand HaShem 

and thereby hopefully avoid future sins and misunderstandings comparable to the 

fiasco of the Golden Calf.  

z) Ibid. 34:1-35 HaShem Reveals the Thirteen Divine Attributes to Moshe; He Insists that 

the Jews neither intermarry with nor adopt the religions of the other peoples in 

Canaan; HaShem Commands the Jews to observe the pilgrimage festivals; Moshe 

descends from Sinai carrying the second Tablets.      

 

A particularly intriguing and mysterious vision accompanying the Giving of the Tora. 

While there are numerous fascinating aspects of process by which the Tora was Given 

by God to Israel,8 from the time that I first encountered it, I have been particularly fascinated by 

                                                           
8
 E.g.,  1) The difference between hearing what HaShem is Telling Moshe, and seeing the event first-hand. 

2)  Moshe’s addition of an extra day of preparation for the people. 

3)  The symbolism of the continual Shofar blast. 

4)  The difference between “Na’aseh” and “Na’aseh VeNishma”. 

5)  Chur, who was as important at Aharon in terms of assuming responsibility for the encampment, 

disappears from the text. What happened? 

6)  What went into Moshe’s deciding to break the first Tablets? 

7)  Why did the tribe of Levi remain loyal to HaShem and Moshe? 

8)  What information about HaShem is contained in the Thirteen Attributes that was not known 

previously? 
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the description of the prophetic vision that was seen by Moshe along with a number of 

important individuals who ascended part of the way up Sinai, just before Moshe proceeded 

alone to spend the next forty days with HaShem: 

 

Shemot 24:9-10 

Then went up Moshe, and Aharon, Nadav, and Avihu, and seventy of the elders 

of Israel; and they saw the God of Israel; and there was under His Feet the like 

of a paved work of sapphire stone, and the like of the very heaven for clearness.   

 

The uniqueness of this particular prophetic vision. 

 In contrast to several biblical verses that attest to the relatively intimate and exclusive 

relationship that existed between HaShem and Moshe, 9 e.g.,  

 

Shemot 33:11 

And the LORD Spoke unto Moses Face to face, as a man speaketh unto his friend...   

 

BaMidbar 12:8 

With him do I Speak Mouth to mouth, even manifestly, and not in dark speeches; and 

the Similitude of the LORD doth he behold… 

 

Devarim 34:10 

And there hath not arisen a prophet since in Israel like unto Moshe, whom the 

LORD Knew Face to face. 

 

Shemot 24:9-10 indicates that at least on one occasion during the Sinai Revelation, seventy-

three others, in addition to Moshe, experienced an anthropomorphic vision of HaShem, as well 

as certain aspects of His Surroundings, “up close and personal”.   

 

What might the significance be of having these particular individuals join Moshe in 

experiencing this vision? 

                                                                                                                                                                             
  9)  The ostensible importance of the pilgrimage festivals within the context of the Giving of the    

Tora. 

10)  The relationship between the first and second Tablets. 
9 There is a biblical verse that suggests that the Sinai experience did afford the entire Jewish people the 

opportunity, at least for a short time, to enjoy the type of intimate relationship that otherwise was 

reserved for Moshe: 

 Devarim 5:4 

The LORD Spoke with you (the entire Jewish people) Face to face in the mount out of 

the midst of the fire. 

However, the obvious context of this verse is the specific presentation of the Ten Commandments in 

Shemot 20, as opposed to the ongoing Revelations experienced only by Moshe throughout the bible.   



6 

 

 One could wonder why this Revelation should not have resembled other prophetic 

Revelations to Moshe where he was the only one witnessing God’s Vision.10  Why was it 

necessary to allow others to see the same thing simultaneously with Moshe, rather than merely 

having the latter convey to the people what he had witnessed, as happened on most 

occasions?11   

 

 Perhaps the group of individuals specifically mentioned in Shemot 24:9 represented 

different and specific constituencies for whom the lessons of the Vision were deliberately 

intended. As opposed to the contents of the Tora in general which were directed at the entire 

Jewish people and carefully taught to them,12 by virtue of these particular individuals 

                                                           
10

 According to some commentators (see fn. 4 above), the original Divine Intention was for the people to 

only overhear the giving of the Tora, but because of the people’s desire, conveyed by Moshe, to actually 

witness the event, they also experienced the Sinai moment visually. 
11

 E.g., Shemot 3:13-4 

And Moshe said unto God: 'Behold, when I come unto the children of Israel, and shall say unto 

them: The God of your fathers hath sent me unto you; and they shall say to me: What is His 

Name? What shall I say unto them?' And God Said unto Moshe: 'I Am that I Am'; and He Said: 

'Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel: I Am hath Sent me unto you.'   

Ibid. 11:2-3 

Speak now in the ears of the people, and let them ask every man of his neighbor, and every 

woman of her neighbor, jewels of silver, and jewels of gold.' And the Lord Gave the people favor 

in the sight of the Egyptians. Moreover the man Moshe was very great in the land of Egypt, in the 

sight of Pharaoh's servants, and in the sight of the people.   

Ibid. 15:25 

And he cried unto the Lord; and the Lord Showed him a tree, and he cast it into the waters, and 

the waters were made sweet. There He Made for them a Statute and an Ordinance, and there He 

Proved them. 

Ibid. 17:4-5 

And Moshe cried unto the Lord, saying: 'What shall I do unto this people? They are almost ready 

to stone me.' And the Lord Said unto Moshe: 'Pass on before the people, and take with thee of 

the elders of Israel; and thy rod, wherewith thou smotest the river, take in thy hand, and go.   
12

 Eiruvin 54b 

Our Rabbis learned: What was the procedure of the instruction in the oral law? Moshe learned 
from the mouth of the Omnipotent. Then Aharon entered and Moshe taught him his lesson. 
Aharon then moved aside and sat down on Moshe’ left. Thereupon Aharon's sons entered and 
Moshe taught them their lesson. His sons then moved aside, Eleazar taking his seat on Moshe’ 
right and Itamar on Aharon's left. R. Yehuda stated: Aharon was always on Moshe’s right. 
Thereupon the elders entered and Moshe taught them their lesson, and when the elders moved 
aside all the people entered and Moshe taught them their lesson. It thus followed that Aharon 
heard the lesson four times, his sons heard it three times, the elders twice and all the people 
once. At this stage Moshe departed and Aharon taught them his lesson. Then Aharon departed 
and his sons taught them their lesson. His sons then departed and the elders taught them their 
lesson. It thus followed that everybody heard the lesson four times. From here R. Eliezer 
inferred: It is a man's duty to teach his pupil [his lesson] four times. For this is arrived at a minori 
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experiencing and hopefully internalizing what they were witnessing,  i.e., Moshe—representing 

the prophetic leaders of the nation; the Kohanim—epitomized by Aharon and his sons, the 

group that leads the Divine Service in the Mishkan, and later the Mikdash; and the Zekeinim—

who typified the judiciary, the individuals who are charged with resolving disputes and applying 

the law on a day-to-day basis, each group would be able to carry out their responsibilities with 

greater sensitivity and understanding. The underlying assumption is one of Imitateo Dei 

(emulating the Divine), but with a twist. Generally, “VeHalachta B’Derachav” (and you will walk 

in His Ways)13 is a general rule that applies to all Jews. However, in this instance, it is specifically 

the leadership of the Jewish people that are being charged by means of their prophetic vision, to 

emulate how HaShem Exemplifies leadership, i.e., if this is how God, as it were, always “kept 

certain things in mind”14 while Attempting to guide the destiny of His People, its leadership in 

                                                                                                                                                                             
ad majus:  Aharon who learned from Moshe who had it from the Omnipotent had to learn his 
lesson four times how much more so an ordinary pupil who learns from an ordinary teacher. 

13
 E.g., Devarim 8:6 

 And thou shalt keep the Commandments of the Lord thy God, to walk in His Ways, and to fear 

Him.  

Ibid. 19:9 

If thou shalt keep all this Commandment to do it, which I Command thee this day, to love the 

Lord thy God, and to walk ever in His Ways--then shalt thou add three cities more for thee, 

beside these three.  

Ibid. 26:17 

Thou hast avouched the Lord this day to be thy God, and that thou wouldest walk in His Ways, 

and keep His Statutes, and His Commandments, and His Ordinances, and hearken unto His Voice.  

Ibid. 28:9 

The Lord will Establish thee for a holy people unto Himself, as He hath Sworn unto thee; if thou 

shalt keep the Commandments of the Lord thy God, and walk in His Ways.  

 Ibid. 30:16 

In that I Command thee this day to love the Lord thy God, to walk in His Ways, and to keep His 

Commandments and His Statutes and His Ordinances; then thou shalt live and multiply, and the 

LORD thy God shall Bless thee in the land whither thou goest in to possess it.  
14

 The assumption that God has to “remember” is a gross anthropomorphism, attributing to God potential 

forgetfulness, a trait that plagues man but certainly not HaShem. Consequently this is a case of Divine 

Modeling for man’s sake, rather than something that is necessary for HaShem’s proper functioning. 
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particular, which should see itself as partnering with God in this enterprise,15 ought to strive to 

do the same.16   

 

The specific lessons that HaShem may have been Modeling in Shemot 24:10. 

 It would appear that since HaShem by definition has no physical Presence or 

Characteristics,17 when the bible records that human beings are given the impression that they 

are “seeing” God, it is because He Wishes to Convey a certain idea or concept to them.18 Biblical 

                                                           
15

 E.g., Shabbat 89a 

R. Yehoshua b. Levi also said: When Moshe ascended on high, he found the Holy One, Blessed Be 

He, Tying crowns on the letters [of the Tora].  Said He to him, 'Moshe, is there no [greeting of] 

Peace in thy town?' (Where you come from, when you meet someone, don’t you bless him with 

the greeting of “Shalom”?)   'Shall a servant extend [a greeting of] Peace to his Master!' replied 

he (Moshe). 'Yet thou shouldst have assisted Me,'  Said He. Immediately he (Moshe) cried out to 

Him, (BaMidbar 14:17) “And now, I pray Thee, let the Power of the Lord be Great, according as 

Thou hast Spoken.”  
16

 Berachot 28b 

Rabban Gamaliel thereupon said: …  I will go and apologize to R. Yehoshua. When he reached his 

house he saw that the walls were black. He said to him: From the walls of your house it is 

apparent that you are a charcoal-burner.  He replied: Alas for the generation of which you are 

the leader, seeing that you know nothing of the troubles of the scholars, their struggles to 

support and sustain themselves! 
17

 From the liturgical poem “Yigdal”, based upon RaMBaM’s Thirteen Principles of Faith: 

He has no Semblance of a Body nor is He Corporeal - nor has His Holiness any comparison… 
18

 E.g., Beraishit 3:21 

 And the Lord God Made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins, and Clothed them.  

 RaDaK d.h. VaYa’as HaShem Elokim… 

…And the Rabbis say (Sota 14a): R. Simlai sermonized—The Tora, its beginning is marked by 

acts of kindness and its end is marked by acts of kindness. In the beginning “And the Lord God 

Made for Adam and for his wife…”. And its end (Devarim 34:6) “And He  Buried him in the 

valley in the land of Moab over against Beth-peor; and no man knoweth of his sepulchre unto 

this day.  

             Ibid. 18:1 

And the Lord Appeared unto him by the terebinths of Mamre, as he sat in the tent door in the  

heat of the day.  

RaShI d.h. VaYera Elav 

To visit the sick. Said R. Chama bar Chanina: It was the third day following his circumcision, 

and the Holy One, Blessed Be He, Came to inquire as to his welfare. 

             Shemot 3:2 

And the Angel of the LORD Appeared unto him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bramble 

bush; and he looked, and, behold, the bramble bush burned with fire, and the bramble bush was 

not consumed.  

RaShI d.h. MiToch HaSneh 



9 

 

commentators suggest a number of interpretations of what the key lesson(s) of Shemot 24:10 

may be: 

 

a) Keeping a symbol “in view” to remind one of the difficulties of another, in this case   

bricks representing the servitude of the Jews while in Egypt.19 

     RaShI d.h.  “Like of a paved work of sapphire stone” 

This was before Him at the time of the enslavement in order to 

Remember the troubles of Israel, who were subjugated (by the 

Egyptians who had them) producing bricks. 

     Ibid. d.h. “And the like of the very Heaven for clearness” 

When they were redeemed, there was light and joy before Him.   

 

R. Chaim Paltiel20 d.h. VeTachat Raglav… 

…And it is necessary to say that the “brick” (that was seen beneath 

God’s “Feet”) had a front and a back. From one perspective, a brick 

made of sapphire could be seen. On the opposite side, (it was the 

likeness of) “the clarity of Heaven”…(During the time they were slaves,) 

the side appearing like a brick of sapphire was towards Him as a 

reminder of the servitude, with the “clarity of Heaven” side facing away 

from Him. And when they were redeemed, the sides were reversed, 

with the “clarity of Heaven” side now facing upwards towards Him.21 

 

b)  Keeping before one a gruesome, lugubrious reminder of the consequences of 

oppression and persecution, in this case the remains of a miscarriage associated with 

                                                                                                                                                                             
And not any other tree/bush, to demonstrate (Tehillim 91:15) “He shall call upon Me, and I 

will Answer him; I will Be with him in trouble; I will Rescue him, and Bring him to honor.  
19

 Shemot 1:14 

And they made their lives bitter with hard service, in mortar and in brick, and in all manner of 

service in the field; in all their service, wherein they made them serve with rigor.  

Ibid. 5:7-8 

'Ye shall no more give the people straw to make brick, as heretofore. Let them go and gather 

straw for themselves. And the total of the bricks, which they did make heretofore, ye shall lay 

upon them; ye shall not diminish aught thereof; for they are idle; therefore they cry, saying: Let 

us go and sacrifice to our God.   
20

 R. Chaym Paltiel b"r Yaakov was born c. 1240 and lived in Felaise, France, relocating to Magdebourg, 

Germany. He was a disciple-colleague of R. Meir (Maharam) of Rothenburg, and corresponded with him 

on halakhic issues... He died c. 1300… (Bar-Ilan CD ROM, 21+ edition). 
21

 R. Paltiel’s conception, in addition to explaining the seeming contradiction in Shemot 24:10—the bricks 

either looked like sapphire or were totally clear—also suggests that just as redemption is potentially 

present even in the midst of persecution, the opposite is also the case, should the people no longer 

deserve to be redeemed.  
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the difficult work imposed by the Egyptians. Only by discarding such reminders does 

it become possible to mete out punishments, even if deserved. 

 

Hadar Zekeinim d.h. KeMa’aseh Livnat HaSapir (this Midrash is mentioned by   

any number of biblical commentators) 

…And there is in the Midrash that while the Jews were enslaved in 

Egypt, once a pregnant woman came to assist her husband to make the 

mortar and form the bricks. She miscarried due to the great strain, and 

the unformed fetus22 fell into the mortar and it became mixed in with 

the rest of the material and a brick was formed from it. Gavriel came 

and brought that brick before the Holy One, Blessed Be He, and placed 

it before Him as a reminder. And as long as the Jews were enslaved, that 

brick was before Him as a remembrance. And when they were 

redeemed, the Holy One, Blessed Be He Placed it beneath His Feet, and 

there was light and rejoicing before Him, and this is what is meant by  

“And there was under His Feet the like of a paved work of sapphire 

stone”. And when the Temple was destroyed, it was thrown down (from 

Heaven) to the earth, as it is written, (Eicha 2:1) “How hath the Lord 

covered with a cloud the daughter of Zion in His anger! He hath Cast 

down from Heaven unto the earth the beauty of Israel, and hath not 

Remembered His Footstool in the day of His Anger”.  

 

c)  Even as one concentrates on empathizing with the difficult situation that the 

people finds itself in, it is important for us never to lose sight of the fact that 

HaShem Exists and Cares about His People, in this case, the very bricks that 

represent servitude and enslavement are the color blue, that leads one to 

turn his thoughts to God, the ultimate Model of empathy.  

 

Chullin 89a 

It has been taught: R. Meir says. Why is blue singled out (for on of the 
threads of the Tzitziyot) from all the varieties of colors? Because blue 
resembles the color of the sea, and the sea resembles the color of the 
sky, and the sky resembles the color of a sapphire, and a sapphire 
resembles the color of the Throne of Glory, as it is said: “And they saw 
the God of Israel and there was under His Feet as it were a paved work 
of sapphire stone”, and it is also written: (Yechezkel 1:26) “The likeness 
of a throne as the appearance of a sapphire stone”.  

Conclusion. 

                                                           
22

 The Midrash appears to be based upon the wordplay between “שפיר” which refers to a fetal form, and 

 .meaning sapphire ”ספיר“
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 It is interesting to note that the lessons of empathy that the prophetic vision of Shemot 
24:9-10 were meant to impart, were not witnessed by individuals, at least most of whom23 had 
not evidenced in the past concern for those with whom they came into contact: 
 

Moshe:  
(Ibid. 2:10-12) Protecting a Jew from being beaten to death by an Egyptian 

taskmaster.   
               (Ibid. 13) Intervening in a fight between two Jews. 
               (Ibid. 17) Saving Yitro’s daughters from shepherds who were harassing them. 
 
 Seventy elders: 
               RaShI on BaMidbar 11:16 (“And the Lord Said unto Moshe: 'Gather unto 

Me seventy men of the elders of Israel, whom thou 
knowest to be the elders of the people, and officers over 
them; and bring them unto the tent of meeting, that 
they may stand there with thee.”) 

d.h. Asher Yadata Ki Heim… 
Those with whom you are familiar for they were appointed over 

them 
(the Jewish people) “Shotrim” (officers, kapos) in Egypt for the 
“backbreaking work”,24 and they (the Shotrim) had compassion for them 
(the Jewish slaves) and they were beaten on their behalves, as it is said, 
(Shemot 5:14) “And the officers of the children of Israel, whom Pharaoh's 
taskmasters had set over them, were beaten, saying: 'Wherefore have ye 
not fulfilled your appointed task in making brick both yesterday and 
today as heretofore?'” (i.e., even though normally the officers were 

                                                           
23

 Although Aharon, according to the Rabbis,  was perceived by the Jews as having their interests at heart 

even more than Moshe, 

e.g., RaShi on BaMidbar 20:29 “And when all the congregation saw that Aharon was dead, they 

wept for Aharon thirty days, even all the house of Israel.”  

d.h. Kol Beit Yisrael 

Men and women, because Aharon pursued peace and brought disputants as well as 

husbands and wives to love one another. 

 

RaShI on Devarim 34:8 “And the children of Israel wept for Moses in the plains of Moab 

thirty days; so the days of weeping in the mourning for Moses were 

ended.” 

d.h.  Benai Yisrael 

The men, but regarding  Aharon, because he was a pursuer of peace and would bring peace 

between a man and his friend and between a wife and her husband, it is said, (BaMidbar 

20:29) “all the house of Israel”, men and women. 

nevertheless, prior to Shemot 24, there are no biblical textual indications of Aharon’s sensibilities in this 

regard. 
24

 A reference to Shemot 1:13 “And the Egyptians made the children of Israel to serve ‘BeForech” (with 

rigor/backbreaking).  
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expected to beat the slaves when their quota of work was not fulfilled, in 
this case the Shotrim took the responsibility on themselves, thereby 
sparing the slaves from further physical punishment.)  

 
Rabbeinu Bachya on Shemot 24:10 

…And the seventy elders, these are the Shotrim who were 
punished for the sake of the community in order to lighten from 
upon them the burden of making the bricks, and therefore they 
were deserving according to the principle of “Mida KeNeged 
Mida” (quid pro quo) to perceive the vision of the brickwork of 
sapphire.  
   

In light of this realization, then perhaps the lesson for those in leadership positions being shown 
this vision would be:  even if a sense of and capacity for empathy was why they were chosen in 
the first place, once the burdens of leadership begin to pile up, and frustrations with those being 
led continue to mount, a leader must struggle to resist against the natural temptation to forego 
deeply caring about his followers, and continue to lead in a truly Godly manner.   

 

 

 

  

   


