Shemini

The previous parshah ended with God commanding Moshe to remain in the Sanctuary for seven days after it was first built. This parshah begins with the words, va-yehi ba-yom ha-shemini, it was the eighth day of the setting up of the Mishkan.


On this eighth day, God instructs Moshe to take a calf and offer a sacrifice, which serves the function of ratifying the covenant of the Jewish people with God.  Rashi explains the Torah's words, kah lekhah egel, take for yourself a calf, to mean that with this calf God is finally forgiving the Jewish people for their sin with the Golden calf.


Let's analyze this point: Why is Rashi so adamant that this calf which is brought on the eighth day comes to atone for the sin of the Golden calf?  Go back to the very beginning, to Bereishit, the book of Genesis: There man was in a blissful state in the Garden of Eden, but then he sinned and was expelled by God, following the near destruction of the world, Avraham personally accepted God upon himself.  This personal acceptance of God was eventually ratified with a circumcision, which was mandated for the eighth day of every boy's life.  


So too, after the exodus from Egypt, the outlines of the story are the same.  The Jewish people were in paradise, so to speak, at Mount Sinai, the giving of the Torah.  Our rabbis tell us that at this point, finally the stench of the serpent, man's original sin, finally ceased.  At this point, the sin of the Golden calf occurs, which is followed by God threatening to destroy the world, except for one man, this time not Noah, but Moshe.  Instead, God made a new covenant with his people through the giving of a second set of luchot. This is followed by the building of the Mishkan, which is ratified on the eighth day.


But what we are seeing now is a parallel to this Genesis story with one major difference.  The Genesis story climaxes with man's personal covenant with God, circumcision, while here we are referring to a national covenant between God and the entire Jewish people.  

Hachodesh

Parshat ha-chodesh occurs in Sefer Shemot, chap. 12.  This section refers to the first steps the Jews took when they were about to leave Egypt--they were commanded to take a Paschal lamb, sacrifice it, and smear the blood to their doorpost as a sign to God.  Following this, the paragraph ends with God commanding the Jewish people to always only eat matzo and not bread on this holiday.  


Why does God command the Jews to eat Matzoh at this point?  After all, they had not yet left Egypt, and wouldn't do so for another few days.  What is the purpose behind this commandment to eat only unleavened bread?

To answer this we have to understand what the Jews were experiencing at that moment.  They were about to be liberated, freed from all oppression and restraint.  Many people respond to such freedom with celebration, and alas, even excessive celebration--which can God forbid lead to licentious behavior.


To counteract this God orders the Jews, even before they have been freed to only eat Matzah during these seven days.  For Matzah symbolizes a lack of excess, it symbolizes restraint.  The message is clear: Even though we are freed at this point, we are still not free of the need to control ourselves, and to respect the limits that God and society have imposed upon us.

