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In order to be able to quickly identify the nature
of the various sources that appear in this work,
the sources are color coded based on the time
period in which they were written. This colorful
codification system will hopefully help us trace the
halachic process from the source in the Torah to the
practical halachic rulings of contemporary Poskim.
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Important Terms

Important Halachic and Hebrew terms
are noted so students can improve
their vocabulary and remember
primary terms

A Little Lomdus

Advanced sections for students
looking for added material. The flow
of the chapter can be understood
without these sections.

Review

Charts and review questions that
call upon the students to recall
information and organize it. These
review sections also serve as internal
assessments.

Summarize your thoughts
A space for students to put their
thoughts together and record them.
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An Introduction to Mitzvot

I. Introduction: Recording My Thoughts About the Subject
Before launching our study of an exciting new subject, let’s examine our thoughts
about some of the issues we will discuss. Understanding our attitude and
perspective regarding mitzvot will help us begin the subject with a fresh look.

e
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What do we know and think about mitzvot. What mitzvot do we view as most
important?
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What wo

Rate the Mitzvot
you thin
uld

If you had to rate the importance of each of the various mitzvot below on a scale of 1 to 5 (5 being
most important), how would you rate them?
The Mitzva

Not stealing

p
m
1-5

The Mitzva

Loving Hashem

Not desecrating Shabbat
Not mixing wool and linen ( ַׁש ַע ְטנֵ ז, Sha’atnez)
Not worshipping idols ()עֲ בו ָֹדה ז ָָרה

a
s

Not eating non-kosher foods
Not eating on Yom Kippur

Not eating chametz on Pesach

Learning Torah

1-5

Respecting and honoring your parents
Davening every day

Reciting or hearing Kiddush on Shabbat

Loving other Jews

Lighting Chanukah candles

What differences do you notice between the mitzvot in the right column and those in the left?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
Would you consider someone to be properly following the Torah if they perform all the mitzvot in the right
column but aren't always careful with those in the left column? Why?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
Are there any mitzvot on the list that we might view as “the right thing to do” even if the Torah never explicitly
said so?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
You might have noticed that the mitzvot on the left are prohibitions, associated with mitzvot that don’t involve
other people. The mitzvot on the right, however, are positive mitzvot , some of which indicate how we should
treat others. Mitzvot which instruct us how to treat others are known in English as interpersonal mitzvot.
8
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To appreciate the role of interpersonal mitzvot, let’s think a little about our relationships with
our friends and family by filling in the following chart.

Individual or Community:
Question

My Thoughts

Is it easier for you to perform mitzvot when you're
alone or in a group?
Is it easier for you to get along with other members of
your family or with people you don’t know?
Would you rather work with others or complete a
project by yourself?

p
m

Do you think you would be happy if you were all alone
on a desert island?
Do you get along with people easily or is it hard for you?

a
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You might have realized that while each of us is a unique
individual, we are also members of a community and
society. Sometimes it is easier to act properly when we're
alone, while at other times we need the support of
others. It is not surprising that the Torah, which guides us
to perfection in all aspects of life, instructs us both in
mitzvot we should perform alone, as well as how to
interact with others.

After recording our thoughts, we should now be ready to take off on our exciting new study adventure but let’s
just summarize our thoughts for a moment.

Before turning the page, think about this question: We all just rated the different mitzvot,
but how do we know how important each one of the mitzvot is? What makes one mitzva
seem to us more important than another?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
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II. Are All Mitzvot Created Equal?
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On one hand, many of us might feel that some mitzvot are more important than others, but on the other hand,
aren’t all mitzvot important? Can we really distinguish between mitzvot and consider some more significant than
others?
    Are all mitzvot equally important? Are some more important than others? What do you think?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
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_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Now ready to see what the sources have to say!
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Straight

Note: This is something we will do often. After putting some thought to a topic, we will then open up the sources to understand
the Torah's view on the issues.
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Seeing the Torah Perspective Inside

What does the following Mishna in Pirkei Avot say? How does this relate to our questions above?

 משנה א,משנה מסכת אבות פרק ב

Rebbi says: …Be as scrupulous (careful) in performing a minor
mitzva as you are with a major one, for you do not know the
rewards given for mitzvot…

a
s

ַאתּה
ָ  ֶשׁאֵ ין,מּורה
ָ ֲ וֶהֱ וֵי ז ִָהיר בְ ִּמ ְצוָ ה ַק ָלּה כְ ּבַ ח...ַרבִ ּי אוֹמֵ ר
.שכ ָָרן ֶשׁל ִמ ְצוֹת
ׂ ְ יוֹדֵ עַ מַ ַתּן

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

ֱה ֵוי ָז ִהיר ְ ּב ִמ ְצ ָוה ָק ָלה ְּכ ַב ֲחמו ָּרה

ִמ ְצוָ ה
The mishna makes it clear. All mitzvot are important!
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if, as the mishna states, Hashem wants us to keep all the mitzvot equally, do you think one should
be permitted to turn down a mitzva opportunity in order to do another mitzva they would prefer
to do? Why or why not?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
The Gemara discusses this exact situation. What principle does Reish Lakish state and why do you think that is?
תלמוד בבלי מסכת יומא דף לג עמוד א
Reish Lakish said: One may not pass over one mitzva (that
comes their way) in order to perform another mitzva.
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.ָאמַ ר ֵריש ל ִַקיש אֵ ין מַ עָ בִ ִירין עַ ל הַ ִּמ ְצווֹת

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
ֵאין ַמ ָע ִב ִירין ַעל ַה ִּמ ְצווֹ ת
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ִמ ְצוָ ה
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ִמצְ וָ ה



Be as careful with a
"light" mitzva as a
serious one.

ֱה ֵוי זָ ִהיר ְ ּב ִמ ְצ ָוה ָק ָלה ְּכ ַב ֲחמו ָּרה

ִמ ְצוָ ה

ִמ ְצוָ ה
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הֱ וֵי ז ִָהיר בְ ִּמ ְצוָ ה ַק ָלּה
:מּורה
ָ ֲכְ ּבַ ח
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We have already seen two sources that express that every mitzva is important, and therefore we should not pick
favorites:
nt Term
rta

אֵ ין מַ עָ בִ ִירין
:עַ ל הַ ִּמ ְצווֹת

Don’t pass over
one mitzva in
order to perform another
mitzva

ֵאין ַמ ָע ִב ִירין ַעל ַה ִּמ ְצווֹ ת

ִמ ְצוָ ה

ִמצְ וָ ה

But What if You Need to Choose?
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What if a situation arose in which you only had time to do ome mitzva, how would you decide which mitzva to
do? Are there any mitzvot that could be considered more important than others?
What if you were in a situatin where you needed to choose “the most important mitzva in the
Torah”, which mitzva would you choose, and why?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
Chapter 1: An Introduction to Mitzvot
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The Question Posed to the Radvaz
This question is not just hypothetical, and was actually posed to one of the Rishonim
(a survivor of the Spanish Inquisition), the Radvaz. Here’s the background.
A Jew was falsely accused of a crime and jailed (something very common at the time).
This Jew desperately wanted to perform as many mitzvot as possible while in prison.
After pleading for permission to go to shul and daven, he was granted this opportunity:
You may choose one day to get out of jail and perform as many mitzvot as you can
manage. But only one day. Deliver your decision as soon as possible.

e
l

The Jewish prisoner was overjoyed to have been granted one whole day to do mitzvot, but he wondered: Which
day should it be? Which day is the most important to be out of jail? Which day can be used for the most important
mitzvot?
While thinking about it, he sent his question to the Radvaz for assistance.

p
m

)שו”ת רדב”ז חלק ד’ סימן יג (אלף פז

Question: Reuven was imprisoned in jail and was unable to get
out in order to daven in a minyan or perform mitzvot. He pleaded
before the officer … who was unwilling to make any allowances
other than to allow him one day of the year of his choice to be
able to get a furlough from the prison. May the guide please
teach me which day of all the days of the year should Reuven
choose in order to be able to leave jail to go to the synagogue?

a
s

What would you answer?

סּורים וְ ֹלא הָ יָה יָכוֹל לָצֵ את
ִ ֲ ְראּובֵ ן הָ יָה חַ בּוׁש ּבְ בֵ ית הָ א:ְׁשאֵ לָה
 וְ ֹלא...לְ ִה ְתּפַ ּלֵל ּבָ עֲ ָׂש ָרה וְ לַעֲ ׂשוֹת הַ ִּמצווֹת וְ ִה ְתחַ ּנֵן לִ פְ נֵי הַ ַּׂשר
.ַאבָ ה ְׁשמּוֹעַ להניחו זּול ִָתי יוֹם אֶ חָ ד ּבַ ָּׁשנָה אֵ יזֶה יוֹם ֶׁשּי ְַחּפֹ ץ
יו ֶֹרה הַ ּמו ֶֹרה אֵ יזֶה יוֹם ִמּכָל יְמוֹת הַ ָּׁשנָה יִבְ חַ ר ְראּובֵ ן הַ ּנִ זְ ּכָר
:ָל ֶלכֶת לְ בֵ ית הַ כְ נָסַ ת

If you had a "get out of jail free" card for one day on the calendar, you'd probably try
to choose a day where you could maximize your freedom to perform as many of the
most important mitzvot as possible.
Think about some of the possible days you might choose:

• Maybe choose Yom Kippur,to spend time in shul doing Teshuva?
• Maybe Rosh Hashana to hear the shofar?
• Maybe the closest Shabbat?

k?

What wo

• Maybe a different day, but which one?
you thin
uld

Which day woud you choose? Why?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
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The Importance of Every Single Mitzva
How did the Radvaz answer this question? Let’s take a look inside.

The Radvaz's Response

)שו”ת רדב”ז חלק ד’ סימן יג (אלף פז

Response: I have seen one of the wise men of our generation …
who at first wrote that it is best to choose Yom HaKippurim,
afterwards he switched it for Purim… but it is not proper to rely
on his opinion. But what is a proper source for us to rely on is that
we have an established principle: “Ein ma’avirin al ha-mitzvot”, we
are not permitted to pass over mitzvot (and no one argues with this
principle). Therefore, the first mitzva that comes to a person which
can otherwise not be performed while he is in jail, takes precedence,
and we do not analyze if the mitzva that comes is a “light” mitzva
or a more “stringent” one, as one does not know the reward for
various mitzvot, and this is very evident to me.

… יתי אֶ חָ ד מֵ חַ כְ מֵ י דו ֵֹרנּו ּבַ ְּתׁשּובָ ה
ִ  ִהּנֵה ָר ִא:ְּתׁשּובָ ה
ּפּורים וְ ַאחָ ר כָך הֶ חֱ לִ יפּו ּבַ ּיוֹם
ִ ִּבִ ְת ִחּלָה ּכ ַָּתב ְדעָ ִדיף יוֹם הַ ּכ
 אֲ בָ ל מָ ה ֶׁש ָראּוי.ּפורים … וְ אֵ ין ָראּוי לִ ְסמֹ ְך עַ ל ְדבָ ַריו
ִ ַה
לִ ְסמֹ ְך עָ לָיו הּוא ְדַאנַן קיימא לן ְדאֵ ין מָ עַ בִ ִירין עַ ל הַ ִּמּצווֹת
וְ אֵ ין ח ֹולֵק ּבְ זֶה ּכְ לָל הלכך הַ ִּמ ְצוָ ה הָ ִראׁש ֹונָה שתבא לְ יַד ֹו
סּורים קוֹדֶ מֶ ת
ִ ֲֶׁש ִאי אֶ פְ ָׁשר לעשותה וְ הּוא חַ בּוׁש ּבְ ּבֵ יִת הָ א
יחין ִאם הַ ִּמ ְצוָ ה ֶׁשּפָ גְ עָ ה ּב ֹו ְּת ִחילַה ִהיא ַקּלָה א ֹו
ִ ִוְ אֵ ין מַ ְׁשג
מּורה ֶׁש ִאי אַ ָּתה יוֹדֵ עַ מַ ָּתן ְׂשכ ָָרן ֶׁשל מַ ּצוֹת וְ זֶה ּפָ ׁשּוט
ָ ֲח
.ְמאֹ ד אֶ ְצלִ י

p
m

e
l

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

The Radvaz answers that the prisoner should choose the first available day to leave jail-- whether it be a holiday,
a Shabbat, or just a mere weekday. Are you surprised by this answer?

a
s

If you look back at the Radvaz’s answer, it's clear that he bases his solution on the two principles we saw earlier.
Review each principle and explain how it impacts his answer:
 ֶשׁאֵ ין ְאֵ ין מָ עַ בִ ירִ ין עַ ל הַ ִּמּצוו ֹת,וֶהֱ וֵי ז ִָהיר ְּב ִמ ְצוָה קַ ּ ָלה ְּכבַ חֲ מּורָ ה
.ַאתה יו ֹדֵ עַ מַ ּ ַתן ְש ׂכָ רָ ן ֶשׁל ִמ ְצו ֹת
ָּ

Meaning of the principle

The Radvaz's application of this
principle

Chapter 1: An Introduction to Mitzvot
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No Difference Between Easy and Hard Mitzvot

you thin
uld

k?

What wo

Essentially, as the Radvaz explained, the Torah goes out of its way to show that all mitzvot are significant. We
cannot treat one mitzva as being more important than another. We shouldn’t choose favorites, as they are all
favorites.
In this context, think about the following idea based on a thought by Rabbi Benjamin Bleich (from
his book, Understanding Judaism). Read the passage and jot down some of your thoughts.

"The Torah only mentions a specific reward for two specific mitzvot. In the fifth commandment of the
Asseret HaDibrot, i.e., the mitzva to honor one's parents, the Torah states that the reward is long life. The
other mitzva is shiluach haken i.e., the mitzva to shoo the mother bird away before taking her eggs. This
mitzva is also linked to the reward of longevity (long life)."

e
l

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

p
m

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
a li

lomdus
le

Let’s take a look at the two separate mitzvot whose reward is long life. Underline or highlight the
mention of long life in the pasuk, and explain what mitzva is being discussed.

Source

Mitzva

דברים פרק ה פסוק טז

a
s

ֹלהֶ יָך לְ מַ עַ ן יַאֲ ִריכֻן- ֱּכַּבֵ ד אֶ ת ָאבִ יָך וְ אֶ ת ִאּמֶ ָך ּכַאֲ ֶׁשר ִצּוְ ָך ה' א
:ֱֹלהֶ יָך נֹ ֵתן לְָך-יָמֶ יָך ּולְ מַ עַ ן יִיטַ ב לְָך עַ ל הָ אֲ ָדמָ ה אֲ ֶׁשר ה' א

דברים פרק כב פסוק ז

ַׁשּלֵחַ ְּת ַׁשּלַח אֶ ת הָ אֵ ם וְ אֶ ת הַ ּבָ נִ ים ִּת ַּקח לְָך לְ מַ עַ ן יִיטַ ב לְָך
:וְ הַ אֲ ַרכְ ָּת י ִָמים

14
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Why do you think the Torah promises long life specifically for these two mitzvot? Do either of the
mitzvot seem easier to perform than the other? Should that make a difference?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Take a look at Rabbi Bleich's explanation and summarize it.
"The Talmud teaches us that honoring one’s father and mother is the most difficult mitzva to properly
perform. It recounts and provides numerous illustrations and examples of rabbis trying to fulfill this mitzva.
One story tells of Rabbi Tarfon who would bend down and allow his mother to step on him every time she
climbed into bed. Even that, the Talmud states, did not fulfill even half of his obligation! What is the easiest
mitzva to fulfill? Imagine yourself walking down the road and you see a mother bird perched on top of some
eggs. The Torah commands us to shoo the mother away before taking her eggs. That is so easy to fulfill -- it is
just a simple wave of the hand. It takes no effort at all. It doesn’t cost us anything. As the Talmud in Tractate
Chulin states, it is the easiest mitzva to fulfill.
These two mitzvot are the only ones mentioned with a reward next to them because, in effect, they
encompass and include all of the remaining 611 mitzvot. By telling us that the reward for both the simplest

p
m

e
l

and most difficult mitzvot are one in the same, Hashem is teaching us that all mitzvot are created equal.
There is a reward given for both of these mitzvot and every one in between. If we had to choose one mitzva,
what would it be? The first one that comes our way. Don’t miss the incredible opportunity."

a
s

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

TO

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
LU
H VA ES
RA

So far we have seen that the sources state that every mitzva is important and all mitzvot
have great value. The better we understand the reason why all mitzvot are important, the
easier it will be to know how to act when we don’t have time to do all the mitzvot we would
like to do and have to make tough choices.

Chapter 1: An Introduction to Mitzvot
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But Why is Each and Every Mitzva so Important?
Let’s take a look back at the two principles we saw:				
אֵ ין מָ עַ בִ ירִ ין עַ ל הַ ִּמּצוו ֹת

 משנה א,משנה מסכת אבות פרק ב
,מּורה
ָ ֲוֶהֱ וֵי ז ִָהיר בְ ִּמ ְצוָ ה ַק ָלּה כְ ּבַ ח...ַרבִ ּי אוֹמֵ ר
..שכ ָָרן ֶשׁל ִמ ְצוֹת
ׂ ְ ַאתּה יוֹדֵ עַ מַ ַתּן
ָ ֶשׁאֵ ין

These sources seem to tell us a lot about why every mitzva is so important:
1.

Every Mitzva is Gold: Even the most basic mitzvot are worthy of a tremendous reward.
Therefore, all mitzvot are significant.

2.

How Can we Know: We humans can’t determine which mitzvot deserve
greater reward than others, so we would never know how to choose.

3.

the reward, and therefore, the level of reward shouldn’t be on our minds.
you thin
uld
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The Reward is just an Added Benefit: The purpose of performing mitzvot is not for

p
m

Why do you think this is so? Why is it that every mitzva is significant, and can’t just be easily pushed
aside for the benefit of another mitzva?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

a
s

Two Reasons Why Every Mitzva is Important

There are at least two reasons why every mitzva is important:

1. Hashem doesn't command us to do a mitzva
unless it is important.
Let's explain each one of these ideas.

2. All Mitzvot are like a team that work together
towards perfection.

1. Hashem Wouldn't Command Us in Unimportant Mitzvot

As we saw above, the mishna tells us clearly that there is no insignificant mitzva and even the “smallest” mitzva
can offer the greatest reward, and all mitzvot should be treated equally.
Every mitzva is the word of Hashem, and if Hashem told us to do a number of mitzvot, He clearly knows they are
all important and deserving of great reward. How could we even think that one would be more important than
another?
This can be better appreciated when we understand what mitzvot are really all about. Let’s make sure we know
what the word  ִמצְ וָ הmeans.

16
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In order to get a better grasp on mitzvot, let’s investigate a little about them.
How would you translate the word ?מצוה
__________________________________________________________________________________________
Of the following terms, which do you feel best expresses what  מצוותare all about, and why?
• Restrictions
• Commandments

• Requirements
• Opportunities

e
l

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
There is an important tool we will use often to make sure we understand the meaning of a Hebrew word.

o

p
m

To understand the meaning of a Hebrew word we look for its
root, its שורש/shoresh. Unlike English, every Hebrew word is a
conjugation of its root (although at first glance Hebrew might
seem like a difficult language, its rules are in fact very logical).

Imp

Researching the Definition

nt Term
rta

ׁש
ֹ ׁש ֶר: The root of every
hebrew word is referred
to as it's shoresh

In this case, what is the the 3 letter root of the word מצוה, and what does it mean?

a
s

__________________________________________________________________________________

The word  מצוהcomes from the shoresh צוה, which means "command". Therefore, a  מצוהis a commandment
from Hashem.
Some refer to a mitzva as a “good deed” and in fact it is a good deed for us to do, because we are listening to
Hashem’s commandment. [You might think that the word “commandment” is a scary word, but even in English

nt Term
rta

Imp

o

it begins with “co”, like “cooperation”- it is a way of connecting]

these berachot?

מִצְוָה:- a divine

commandment (From the
Hebrew root  צוהmeaning
command. )

A mitzva is a commandment that is actually for our benefit, and
enables us to know what Hashem wants us to do.

Think about the beracha we recite before performing mitzvot. It's
clear from the berachot the each mitzva commandment helps us
achieve added holiness. How do you see that in the language of

We recognize that Hashem has: Sanctified us (Kedusha) with His
mitzvot and commanded us to perform…. (a specific mitzva)

ותיו
ָ ּבָ רּוְך אַ ָּתה ה' אֱ לקינּו מֶ לְֶך הָ עולָם אֲ ֶׁשר ִק ְּד ָׁשנּו ּבְ ִמ ְצ
...וְ ִצּוָ נּו

_______________________________________________________________________________________
Chapter 1: An Introduction to Mitzvot
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A Deeper Appreciation of the Meaning of מצוות
Some sources note that beside the shoresh צוה, the word  מצוהresembles the word צַ ווְ ָּתא, which means
relationship. How does Rav Levi Yitzchak MiBerditchev explain this idea.
 וירא לד,)קדושת לוי (רב לוי יצחק מברדיצ'יב
The deeper meaning of the word  מצוהis derived
from צוותא, a word describing companionship
and relationship. In other words, the
performance of a ה
 מצו is meant to establish a
relationship between man and Hashem.

... .ְּתא חֲ ָדא
ָ נֹודע לָ ׁשֹון צַ וו
ַ ְו ְִהּנֵה לָ ׁשֹון ִמצְ וָה ּפֵ רּוׁש לָ ׁשֹון ִחּבּור ּכ
ּבֹורא י ְִתּבָ ַרְך ְׁשמֹו
ֵ ַרּוׁשּה ֶׁשל ִמצְ וָה ֶׁש ִּמ ְתחַ ּבֵ ר עַ צְ מֹו עַ ל י ְֵדי ּכֵן ְלה
ָ ֵּכְ פ
’וְכּו

e
l

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

In other words, performing mitzvot enables us to develop a relationship with Hashem. He put us in the world for
a purpose and performing mitzvot helps us achieve that purpose.
Food

r Thought
Fo

p
m

Often, when trying to have a relationship with others, we would be glad to do what would make them
happy, but we don’t know what they would want us to do. Think about how Hashem commanding
us in His mitzvot actually helps us know how to develop a relationship with Him.

With this in mind, we can look at each and every mitzva as an opportunity to strengthen our relationship with
Hashem.

a
s

Take a look at the picture below and explain how you feel performing mitzvot helps us strengthen our relationship
with Hashem.

________________________________________________
________________________________________________
________________________________________________
________________________________________________
________________________________________________

Review the meanings of the word  ִמצְ וָהas both a command and a means of 		
strengthening our relationship with Hashem. How similar are the two meanings?
______________________________________________________________________________________
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The Mitzva Gift
The mishna even tells us that we should be happy that there are a lot of mitzvot.
What exactly does the following mishna say?

613
מצוות

משנה מסכת מכות פרק ג משנה טז
Rabbi Chanania ben Akashia says:
Hakadosh Baruch Hu wanted to
merit the Jewish people, therefore,
he increased for them the Torah
and mitzvot, as the pasuk states:
“Hashem desires on account of his
righteousness that the Torah should
be made great and powerful.”

 ָרצָ ה:שיָה אוֹמֵ ר
ׁ ְ ְרבִ ּי חֲ נַנְ יָה בֶ ן עֲ ַק
,ַָהקדוֹש בָ ּרּוְך הּוא לְ זַּכוֹת אֶ ת י ְִש ָׂראֵ ל
,ּומ ְצוֹת
ִ לְ פִ יכְָך ִה ְרבָ ּה לָהֶ ן ּתו ָֹרה
כא) "ה' חָ פֵ ץ, (י ְַש ְׁעיָה מב:ש ֶנּאֱ מַ ר
ֶׁ
." יַגְ ִדּיל ּתו ָֹרה וְ י ְַא ִדּיר,ֹלְ מַ עַ ן ִצ ְדקו

e
l

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

p
m

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
Mitzvot are such gifts that the more mitzvot we have the more it shows Hashem’s love and care for us.

Extra Credit: Do you know two occasions where this Mishna is commonly recited? Why do you
think that is?

a
s

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Rambam- Acing Every Mitzva, One at a Time

Take a look at the Rambam’s fascinating understanding of this mishna. What does he say?

It is a pillar of faith in the Torah that if a person would fulfill
any one of the 613 mitzvot properly and suitably, without any
ulterior motives involved, but rather with the proper mindset
out of love, he will be worthy of the world to come. Therefore
Rebbi Chananyah said since there are so many mitzvot it is
impossible that a person will not do one during the course
of his entire life wholeheartedly and as such, merit the soul’s
eternal life because of that action.

 טז,פירוש הרמב"ם למשנה מכות ג

ָאדם ִמ ְצוָ ה ְמתרי"ג ִמ ְצווֹת
ָ ִָמיסוֹדוֹת הָ אֱ מּונָה ּבַ ּתו ָֹרה ֶׁש ִאם ַקּיֵם ה
 הֲ ֵרי הּוא ז ֹוכֶה ּבָ ּה לְ חָ יֵי... וְ עַ ָשָאה לִ ְׁשמָ ּה מֵ ַאהֲ בָ ה... ּכ ָָראּוי וְ ַכ ֹהגֶן
 ָלכֵן ָאמַ ר ר’ חֲ נַנְ יָה ּכִ י מֵ חֲ מַ ת ִרּבּוי הַ ִמ ְצווֹת ִאי,הָ ע ֹולָם הַ ּבָ א
...ָאדם ַאחַ ת ּבְ כָל יָמַ י חַ ּיָיו ּבִ ְׁשלֵמּות וְ יִזְ ּכֶה
ָ ָאֶ פְ ָׁשר ֶׁשֹּלא יַעֲ ֶׂשה ה
.ּבְ אוֹת ֹו הַ ּמַ עֲ ֶׂשה

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
The Rambam notes that since every mitzva is important, every mitzva one masters makes one deserve
tremendous reward. Based upon the Rambam's approach, we can begin by trying to perfect our performance
of one mitzva at a time.
Chapter 1: An Introduction to Mitzvot
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Mastering a Mitzva
Based on the Rambam’s explanation about perfecting one’s performance of one mitzva at a time, many
individuals looked to find mitzvot that weren’t being observed properly. They would then learn about the mitzva
and teach others what they learned about the importance and proper fulfillment of that mitzva.
Consider this story about Joseph Rosenberger, the man who brought sha'atnez checking to American shores:
In post World War II America, the mitzvah of sha'atnez seemed to have been forgotten. Rabbi Yosef Rosenberger
was a young refugee from Vienna, Austria. He arrived in the United States in 1940, after surviving Dachau
concentration camp. His father had been in the clothing trade, and preventing the prohibition of sha'atnez
became a burning passion for Rabbi Rosenberger. Despite being destitute and living in a refugee home, he saw
a higher need and set out to fulfill it.

e
l

He studied textiles and learned to identify linen in wool clothes. After a year he developed a simple laboratory
test to identify sha'atnez. His efforts showed people how simple it was to fulfill this mitzva, and he is credited
with the widespread fulfillment of this mitzva in America.

p
m

Not everyone can be as big a trailblazer as R' Yosef Rosenberger, but everyone can start perfecting their own

a
s

mitzvot one by one. Choose a mitzva that you would like to learn about and work on its fulfillment. Write down
why you chose that mitzva, and how you can help others appreciate the mitzva and help make keeping the
mitzva more popular:

The Mitzva I Choose to Excel In

20

What I Want Others to
Appreciate About it

Chapter 1: An Introduction to Mitzvot

My Plan for Learning About it
and Inspiring Others

The 2nd Principle: The Mitzva System
2- All Mitzvot Together Create a Perfect System
Just as looking at each mitzva independently shows us how important each one is, the same idea emerges when
we look at all the mitzvot together.
Hashem commanded us to do many mitzot. What do you think that means about each one? Think about the
following examples and decide if you think all mitzvot play a unique role within the whole large system of Torah.
• Imagine the mitzvot as a puzzle with 613 different pieces. If you take
one piece out, what happens to the puzzle?

• Think about your name for a minute. Write your name missing a letter
or two. Does it look the same or even sound the same? Is it the same
name?

p
m

_______________________________________________________________________

e
l

Based on these analogies, if you took a mitzva or two out of the Torah, what impact would that have on the
mitzvot as a unit?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

a
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The Torah makes it clear that the system of mitzvot is perfect and that we shouldn't add or subtract from it.
Take a look:
Don’t add to that which I command you and
don’t detract from it, observe the mitzvot of
Hashem your G-d which I command you.

ֹלא ת ִֹספּו עַ ל הַ ָדּבָ ר אֲ ֶשׁר ָאנֹ כִ י ְמצַ ֶוּה אֶ ְתכֶם וְ ֹלא ִתגְ ְרעּו ִממֶ ּּנּו לִ ְשׁמֹ ר אֶ ת
.ֹלקיכֶם אֲ ֶשׁר ָאנֹ כִ י ְמצַ ֶוּה אֶ ְתכֶם
ֵ ֱִמ ְצוֹת ה’ א

We are privileged to have a perfect system of mitzvot, where each one is golden and makes the whole system
all the more beautiful .
Explain how you might compare the system of mitzvot to a gem in a crown full of gems. How do you understand
the analogy?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Chapter 1: An Introduction to Mitzvot
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The Mitzvot and the Body
Is the number of mitzvot in the Torah random?
Certainly not, as Hashem does everything for a reason!
How many mitzvot are in the Torah?
Take a look at the following gemara which points out the number of
mitzvot and their breakdown between both mitzvot asseh (positive
mitzvot requiring us to perform a certain act) and mitzvot lo ta’asseh
(mitzvot requiring us to refrain from certain activities).
 כד עמוד א-תלמוד בבלי מסכת מכות דף כג עמוד ב
Rebbi Simlai explained: 613 commandments were given to Moshe. 365
negative commandments corresponding to solar year and 248 positive
commandments corresponding to the limbs of the body. Rav Hamnuna
says, “What pasuk in the Torah tells this to us? – (the pasuk of) ‘Moshe
commanded the Torah to us, an inheritance’…the numeric value of the
letters of the word ‘Torah’ is 611. (The mitzvot of) ‘I am (Hashem your
Lord)’ and ‘You should not have (any other gods)’ were heard from
Hashem directly.”

e
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ּוׁשֹלׁש עֶ ְׂש ֵרה ִמ ְצוֹת
ְ  ֵׁשׁש מֵ אוֹת:ָּד ַרׁש ַרּבִ י ִׂש ְמל ִָאי
 ְׁשֹלׁש מֵ אוֹת וְ ִׁש ִּׁשים וְ חָ מֵ ׁש:נֶאֶ ְמרּו ל ֹו לְ מֹ ֶׁשה
ַארּבָ ִעים
ְ ְאתיִם ו
ַ ָ ּכְ ִמנְ יַן יְמוֹת הַ חַ ּמָ ה; ּומ- לָאוִ ין
 אֲ מַ ר.ָאדם
ָ  ּכְ ֶנגֶד אֵ יבָ ָריו ֶׁשל- ּוׁשמ ֹונָה עֲ ֵׂשה
ְ
,מׁשה
ֶ  מַ אי ְק ָרא? "ּתו ָֹרה ִצּוָ ה לָנּו:ַרב הַ ְמנּונָא
ׁשיתִ  'ּתו ָֹרה' ּבְ גִ ימַ ְט ִרּיָא- )מו ָֹר ָׁשה" (דברים לג
מֵ ָאה וְ חַ ד ְס ֵרי הָ וֵי; "ָאנֹ כִ י" (שמות כ) וְ "ֹלא י ְִהיֶה
.בּורה ְׁשמַ ְענּום
ָ ְ ִמּפִ י הַ ּג- "לְ ָך

p
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Based on the gemara, what is the significance of the following numbers (next to each number is its gematria)?
613, תרי”ג

a
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365, שס”ה
248, רמ”ח

How does the gemara explain מׁשה
ֶ  ּתו ָֹרה ִצּוָ ה לָנּוand why is that significant?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
The numbers 613, 365, 248 pop up in many other places (as can be seen in the chart in the appendix of the book)
As you can see from the gemara above and the chart, the number of mitzvot corresponds perfectly to the
human body as well.

מצות עשה
Mitzvot Asseh

248 positive mitzvot = Correspond to the 248 limbs

מצות לא תעשה
Mitzvot Lo Ta’aseh

365 prohibitory mitzvot = Correspond to the 365 tendons
in the body

Together
= 613 ,תריג

a li
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Some sources explain that since each mitzva corresponds to a particular body part, performing that
mitzva infuses that body part with extra life.
Just as a person’s physical body requires food in order to grow and live, so too the spiritual aspects of one’s
body require nourishment, which is achieved by fulfilling mitzvot.

22
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The importance of every person
Based on what we just learned, we understand that each of the 613
mitzvot is essential and important, just like each part of the body.
Chart excercise:
Some mitzvot, however, only apply to specific Jews. What are some
examples of this? Fill in the chart below.

Kohanim

Leviim

a
s
Men

Women

Kings
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Not all mitzvot can be done by everyone. Some mitzvot uniquely apply to men, others only apply to women.
Some apply only to families of Kohanim, while others are only for kings. If each mitzva is important, why can't
one person fulfill them all?
If all 613 mitzvot are essential, and each gives life to a different part of the body, how can we
understand a system where no Jew can perform all of the mitzvot independently?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
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A Nation of Mitzvot
In order to fulfill the entire Torah from A-Z we need the entire Jewish people. Each Jew has his or her own unique
role to play in the fulfillment of the Torah. To keep all the mitzvot means to have the entire Jewish people
observing Hashem’s Torah and mitzvot. In a way, each Jew is like another mitzva. Just like each mitzva represents
another part of the body, so too each Jew represents another limb. Together, a full body is formed.
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דרך ארץ צלם

you thin
uld

ישר

יח

ו

אל

ן שם

What do you think is the message that Hashem is sending us about the Torah?

k?

What wo

The mitzvot were given to the Jewish people as a whole. The more unified we are, the more our
individual fulfillment of mitzvot can be viewed as one big body, our whole people, keeping all the
mitzvot together.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

you thin
uld

k?

What wo

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Which mitzvot do you particularly enjoy keeping? why?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________

As we relish the mitzvot Hashem gave us, we also understand that the more unified we become as a nation, the
more our mitzvot combine together.

Our Next Step
This chapter has helped us understand what a mitzva is and why each and every mitzva is so important and we
can’t choose favorites.
The question we are left with is: If all mitzvot are important, is there any way to determine what to do when we
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are unable to do all the mitzvot we would like to? How do we decide which mitzvot get precedence if they are all
significant? We will discuss this important question in the next chapter.
view
Re

Chapter Review

Learning about mitzvot helps us understand that every mitzva is significant and important.
All mitzvot are important:

The Definition of the word  מצוהis:
______________________________________________
Summarize the meaning of the mishna:
ָהיר ְּב ִמ ְצוָה ַק ָּלה ְּכ ַב ֲחמו ָּרה
ִ ָהוֵי ז
_____________________________________________

The importance of each Individual Mitzva:

a
s

Complete and explain:

ָרצָ ה ַָהקדוֹש בָ ּרּוְך הּוא לְ זַּכוֹת אֶ ת י ְִש ָׂראֵ ל

p
m

_____________________________________

Explain the principle:

אֵ ין מַ עָ בִ ִירין עַ ל הַ ִּמ ְצווֹת

_______________________________

o

Imp

nt Term
rta

What did the Radvaz advise the prisoner based on
this Mishna?
_______________________________________________

The Importance of all the Mitzvot together:

___________________________________________________

question in the next chapter!

e
l

How does this definition indicate all mitzvot are
important? _______________________________

____________________________________________

613 ____________________
248 ____________________
365 ___________________

The need for all
Jews:
_____________
_____________
_____________

_____________________________________ אֵ ין מַ עָ בִ ִירין עַ ל הַ ִּמ ְצווֹת

______________________________________ ָרצָ ה ַָהקדוֹש בָ ּרּוְך הּוא לְ זַּכוֹת אֶ ת י ְִש ָׂראֵ ל
_____________________________________ מּורה
ָ ֲהֱ וֵי ז ִָהיר בְ ִּמ ְצוָ ה ַק ָלּה כְ ּבַ ח
_____________________________________ ׁש ֶֹרׁש
_____________________________________ מִצְוָה
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