
 
 
Parashat Tetzaveh: The Mitzvah of Love Upon Thy Heart 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
Parashat Tetzaveh is a direct continuation of the previous one, Parashat Trumah. Moshe is 
still on Mount Sinai. After receiving detailed instructions for building the Mishkan in the 
wilderness, he is now receiving instructions regarding the people who will serve in that holy 
sanctuary, i.e. the Cohanim. Most of the instructions relate to their clothing and to their 
special details such as the breastplate, the Urim, and the Tumim. 
 
This year we will focus on the breastplate. It was a brilliant, colorful vest-like garment that 
Aharon was to wear, and on it the names of the twelve tribes were engraved. There are a 
great many details, ending with these verses:  
 
“Aaron shall carry the names of the Children of Israel on the breastpiece of judgement 
over his heart, when he enters the sanctuary, for remembrance before the LORD at all 
times. Inside the breastpiece of judgement you shall place the Urim and Thummim, so 
that they are over Aaron’s heart when he comes before the LORD. Thus Aaron shall 
carry the instrument of judgement for the Israelites over his heart before the LORD at 
all times.” (Sh’mot 28: 29-30) 
 
Not everyone can be a Cohen Gadol, a High Priest! 
 
The Cohen Gadol is the one who is willing and able to bear all of the tribes of Israel on his 
heart, all parts of the People. It may sound trivial, but I am not familiar with many leaders 
who approach holiness - i.e. their elevated positions, regardless of what it is - knowing how 
to carry everyone on their heart: those who are supporters and those who are rivals, the nice 
ones and the irritating ones, the Right and the Left, those they agree with and those they 
don’t, those who chose them and those who didn’t.  
 
In Bamidbar, when Am Yisrael leaves Mount Sinai and continues on its journey towards 
Canaan, the structure of the camp will also reflect this very same idea - each tribe will be 
placed an equal distance from the Tabernacle. There will be no deference given to one over 
another. There will be no primary elections and no hit list - everyone will be chosen and and 
everyone will be equally loved. Everyone will belong. 
 
This is a very difficult task, perhaps even utopian.  
 
Don’t be tempted to think about the upcoming elections in Israel, think about yourselves. We 
expect our elected leaders to carry everyone on their hearts when they enter the Knesset. 



This is a legitimate expectation, but our leaders are a merely a reflection of their constituents 
(i.e., us). The face of a leader is the face of the generation. 
 
The Torah commands us very specifically on this issue. This mitzvah appears a moment 
before the most exalted and beloved verse in the Torah. It is easy for us to love the sublime 
verse, but much harder for us to accept the words that come just before it: “You shall not 
take vengeance or bear a grudge against your countrymen. Love your fellow as 
yourself, I am the LORD.” (Vayikra 19:18) 
 
Rambam determines in his Halachic codex “Mishneh Torah”: “Each man is commanded to 
love each and every one of Israel as himself as [Leviticus 19:18] states: ‘Love your 
neighbor as yourself.’ Therefore, one should speak the praises of [others] and show 
concern for their money just as he is concerned with his own money and seeks his 
own honor. Whoever gains honor through the degradation of a colleague does not 
have a share in the world to come.” (Mishneh Torah, Sefer Hamada, De’ot 6: 3) 
 
Let us recall that “the world to come” according to the Rambam is not some sweet place that 
will appear to us after we die if we are good in this world. The world to come is a state of 
spiritual consciousness that every person can attain in this life. 
 
Democracy is a wonderful system and there is no other I would prefer, but it is still a 
tremendous compromise. It contains no love. It bears a lot of fighting and strife. It is based 
on the preference of the masses. In this sense it is a populistic system in which the masses 
determine the outcome, with tolerance for the voices and the rights of the minorities.  
 
In Pirkey Avot in the Mishna it says: “Hillel says: Be a student of Aharon, love peace and 
pursue peace. Love all who are created and bring them closer to the Torah.” (Mishna 
Avot 1: 12) Rabbi Hillel was a model for this path. He was a student of Aharon. This is why 
his Halachic path overcame the elitist one of Rabbi Shamai. 
 
The parasha does not require us to agree with everyone. It doesn’t demand that we forego 
our preferences. It is permissible to argue, to yell at one another. “You shall not hate your 
kinsfolk in your heart. [Nevertheless, you shall surely] reprimand your kinsman…”.  
These words appear right before the previous quote from Vayikra. Loving one’s fellow 
human being does not mean we have to agree or to conduct superficial and polite 
exchanges. The parasha itself says: “Aaron shall carry the instrument of judgement for 
the Israelites over his heart before the LORD at all times.” In other words, sometimes 
there is room for judgement and remonstrance, and still, Bnei Yisrael will be carried on his 
heart at all times.  
 
The parasha suggests a path that is entirely one of intention: as we approach holiness, i.e. 
the task of living our lives fully, we are called upon to carry everyone on the breastplate of 
our heart. Not with force or constraint, not with effort, but out of sheer awareness and intent. 
 
At the end of the day we are all part of one entity - “All of Israel are interwoven with one 
another” - whether we want to be or not, whether we like each other or not, whether we 



agree with one another or not. This is not a populist, or nationalist idea. It is a spiritual one! It 
is a reminder that at the end of the day all is One. 
 
Without a doubt, this is a difficult demand. We are good at uniting in times of emergency and 
war, because it is easy to unite against a common enemy. Can we also do it at times of 
tranquility? This mitzvah of Parashat Tetzaveh is a kind of vision, and visions are not meant 
to be entirely fulfilled. They simply show us the way, the direction. They serve as a kind of 
spiritual compass. 
 
Shabbat Shalom, a Shabbat of Ahavat Yisrael, of loving - while not agreeing, even judging at 
times! - all our fellow creatures - all of them. 
 
Elisha 

 
 
 


