Introduction

The Ten Commandments

Back to Basics
Revolutionary. Foundational. CriticalPivotal. All-encompassing. These are but some of the ways in which we view this most hallowed set of Jewish doctrines. There is no corner on the face of this earth without knowledge of tThe Ten Commandments. Recognized as the pillar- stone of the Judeo-Christian ethos, tThe Ten Commandments have shaped the moral compass of the entire world and its precepts can be found in such monumental documents as the Magna Carta and the American Declaration of Independence. The Ten Commandments and what they represent are truly one of the a gifts that given by Judaism has given to the world.

As irony would have it however, I have found throughout my educational career as well as in my personal life, that most Jews are unable to name the all ten components of this precious gift. In an the current age of apathy and disconnect, the quest to reengage our youth with their Jewish roots and to inspire ourselves is often characterized by a move towards innovative educational methodology, incorporating 21st Century technology to stimulate our otherwise dulled senses. Whilst this is a necessary approach in ourphenomenon of the modern contextera, sometimes it is a double edged sword that can sometimes comes at the expense of genuine learning and thorough understanding of basic Jewish beliefs. Jewish literacy is the key to unlocking a world of Jewish text and learning that is more enriching and inspiring than any speech website or presentationapp;, and literacy starts with knowing the basics.

Why Shavuot?
Tradition maintains that the Torah was given on Shavuot.[footnoteRef:1] The prayer services of the day refer to the festival as the “‘time of the giving of the Torah”,[footnoteRef:2]’, and as such, the focus of this unique festival is the Torah, with there is a widespread custom to stay awake the entire night of Shavuot learning the holy books.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  BT. Tractate Yoma 4b - The date the Torah was given is not mentioned anywhere in the Torah itself. According to the text Shavuot is a strictly agricultural festival. The Talmud in Yoma 4b however, puts Shavuot as the date of the giving of the Torah.]  [2:  This is the term used to describe the festival in all the prayer services of the day itself.]  [3:  The custom to stay awake all night first appears in the kabbalistic works the Zohar, Shlah and Shaar HaKavanot. The practice is codified by the Magen Avraham and is accepted nearly universally. ] 


To get the most out of this rather under-observed festival, we need to make sure that the Torah is both accessible and meaningful to us, and the best way to do that is through clarifying the basics. Indeed, the mere fact that the festival of Shavuot does not enjoy the same cross-spectrum observance as its counterpart festival of Pesach, seven weeks prior, [footnoteRef:4], could rightly be attributed to a lack of literacy. It is no wonder that people do not approach the “‘festival of Torah”’ when they see themselves as under-educated and the Torah as inaccessible at best, and irrelevant at worst. [4:  The date of Shavuot is determined by counting the omer, exactly seven weeks from the festival of Pesach. A 2013 Public Religion Research Institute survey found that young Jews were much more likely to observe Pesach than any other festival (Lauren Markoe, ‘Passover Overtakes Yom Kippur As Most Meaningful Jewish Holiday For Younger Generation’, Religion News Service, 09/04/2013). 


] 


What follows in these pages is an attempt to understand the basics, return to our sources and verse ourselves in these most fundamental of Jewish tenantstenets. Being the Jewish gift to the world, we are duty bound to understand our own ethical heritage which has shaped the moral landscape of the western world. It is my ardent hope that one who reads these pages will be inspired just enough to recognize that regardless of their level of religious observance, they too have a share in Torah. 





The Commandments

The recounting of the giving of tThe Ten Commandments takes place twice in the Torah - once in the book of Shemot Exodus,[footnoteRef:5], and a second time in DevarimDeuteronomy.[footnoteRef:6] There are some differences in the wording of the commandments between each of these accounts in the wording of the commandments and as such, where they differ, I will provide the formulations as they appear in each book where they differ. [5:  Exodus 20:2-14.]  [6:  Deuteronomy 5:6-18.] 


Each commandment will be accompanied by an explanation highlighting its meaning, importance and relevance in the greater broader context of the Torah.

The breakdown of the commandments into two sets of five is quite deliberate, with the first five being divine commandments between man and God, and the second five being representing civil commandments between man and his fellow man. This breakdown is respected in this booklet, with an explanation of more specific categorizations where relevant.

For those commandments which are require a positive action,active[footnoteRef:7], I have given a short explanation of how to fulfill the directive. For the commandments of requiring abstention,[footnoteRef:8], I have elucidated the way one violates the prohibition and ultimately, how to avoid the transgression. Some commandments are more technical in nature and elicit a more technical explanation.[footnoteRef:9] , though it is of course impossible to cover all the minutiae in this format. Where relevant, I have expounded upon the philosophical and ethical ideas expressed by certain commandments rather than the technical know-how. [7:  Commandments 1, 4 and 5.]  [8:  Commandments 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10.]  [9:  Coverage of the minutiae in a fully comprehensive manner is beyond the scope of this format. ] 


























