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The Torah tells us that upon entering
the Land of Israel, ‘you shall pass
over the Jordan to the land which

the Lord your G-d gives you, and
you shall set up large stones and
cover them with plaster. And you

shall write upon them all the words

of this Torah when you pass over,
so that you may come into the land

which the Lord your G-d gives you.’
(Devarim 27:2-3)

This is a fascinating ceremony. The
Children of Israel were commanded
to erect two large stones, one on
Mount Gerezim and one on Mount
Eval, coat them with lime and write
the Torah upon them. Indeed later
in the sedra we see that between
these stone pillars, between these
mountains, there took place a
communal re-affirmation and
commitment to the Torah, in the
form of covenantal blessings and
curses by representatives of the
tribes.

The Torah tells us also that an altar
was to be constructed beneath
the mountains, an altar made of
whole stones, upon which were
offered peace offerings and burnt

offerings. The Jewish people were
to eat and rejoice before the Lord.

The Torah tells us specifically that
this ceremony was part of the

entry of the Jewish people into the

Promised Land.

Why setup large stones, cover them
with plaster and write the Torah

upon them? In other words, what
was the message of this ‘ceremony
of the stones’?

The Torah itself tells us that the
stones are to be setup, ‘so that you
may come into the land which the
Lord your G-d gives you.” (Devarim
27:3)

The stones are a key, integral part
of how the people are to enter
the Land of Israel. Rabbi Chanoch
Waxman explains this by comparing
our ‘ceremony of the stones’
with the Torah’s commandments
regarding the appointment of a
king. The king is also commanded
to write a copy of the Torah, as the
Children of Israel are commanded
here to write the Torah on the
stones. The king requires a personal
copy of the Torah in order to
ensure he fears the Lord and keeps

the commandments and remains
humble. Just as the king carries a
personal copy of the Torah to keep
him in check, these stones served
to keep the nation in check and to
remind all, upon entering the Land,
of their national mission to be a
holy nation.

As Ramban mentions, this is
indeed the people’s very first
commandment upon entering the
Land and as such represents all the
other commandments. It sets the
scene for the people’s future life
on the Land. It was only because

symbols of His majesty and glory.

The Talmud (Sotah 32a) tells us that
the Torah was written upon these
stones in the seventy languages
spoken across the world. In other
words, the stones were to instruct
the gentile world. This somehow
reminds us of a mezuzahaffixed
to the doorpost of a Jewish home.
The mezuzahcontains sections of
Torah and is placed specifically on
the part of the doorframe found
outside. Themezuzahfunctions to
remind us of our responsibilities
as we enter the home. Yet without

The ceremony of the stones is a re-experience of the
covenant formed at Sinai

of the Torah that the people were
entering the Land at all. The stones,
explains Ramban, act as an eternal
reminder of the role of the Divine
and the Torah in all the historic
events of Jewish history.

The Abarbanel explains that the
stones were to act like a towering
sign, visible from afar. Indeed his
language sounds reminiscent of
the aims attributed to the builders
of the tower of Bavel (see Bereishit
chapter 11). However, of course
there, the aim was to dethrone
G-d, whilst here the aim is for
these towering monuments to be

doubt it should also symbolise the
message of ethical monotheism
which we should be taking with us
to the world as we exit our homes.
These stones, positioned on the
edge of the Promised Land, were
also facing towards the outside
world, making known our message
of holiness and ethical monotheism
to the nations.

We have now explained some
meanings of the stones, however
how do we understand the
accompanying ceremony of
sacrifices and rejoicing?

To understand this better, let us
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