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Messilat Yesharim, chapter 19

We have thus far spoken of humility and shame. We shall now speak of honor. Our Sages of blessed memory
have already exhorted us concerning the dignity and dearness of a mitzvah (Shabbath 133b): “This is my God
and I will beautify Him (Exodus 15:2) - beautify yourself before Him with mitzvoth — with

beautiful tzitzit, beautiful tefillin, a beautiful Torah scroll, a beautiful lulav ...” And further (Bava Kamma 9b),
“A person should expend up to an extra third for the sake of beauty in a mitzvah. Anything up to this point is
paid for by him, and anything beyond it, by the Holy One Blessed be He.” It is perfectly clear from what our
Sages of blessed memory have said that the performance of the mitzvah is not enough; it must be honored and
beautified.

There are those, who to make things easier for themselves, would contend that honor is meaningful only to
human beings, who are deceived by such vanities, but completely superfluous to the Holy One Blessed be He
who is above these things and unaffected by them, faithful performance of the mitzvoth being enough for Him.
But the truth is that the Lord Blessed be He is called “The God of Honor and we are duty-bound to accord
honor to Him even though He has no need of it, it being insignificant and worthless to Him. One who is in a
position to give much honor to God, but does not do so, is considered a sinner. The Prophet Malachi inveighed
against the Jews with the word of God (Malachi 1:8), “If you offer a blind animal to be sacrificed, it is not evil
in your eyes. Present it to your governor. Will you find favor with him? Will he be gracious to you?” Our
Sages of blessed memory have exhorted us to conduct ourselves in quite the opposite manner in our Divine
service. For example, they say (Sukkah 50a) that water which has become exposed should not be strained to
render it acceptable for ritual purposes. Though such water is permitted for mundane purposes, the concept of
“Present it to your governor” disqualifies it for ritual use. Though there is nothing wrong with strained water,
and though it is permissible for everyday use, considerations of respect render it unacceptable for religious
purposes. It is stated in the Sifrei, “And all your choice vows (Deuteronomy 12:11) — one should offer only the
choicest.” Cain and Abel are a case in point. Abel offered of the first-born of his sheep and of their fats, and
Cain offered of the worst of the fruits of the earth, as we are told by our Sages of blessed memory (Bereshith
Rabbah 22.5). What was the outcome? (Genesis 4:4,5), “And God gave heed to Abel and his gift, but to Cain
and his gift He gave no heed.” And (Malachi 1:14), “Cursed is the deceiver who has in his flock a male, but
pledges and sacrifices an abomination to God ... for | am a great King.”

Our Sages of blessed memory warned us very often against the cheapening of mitzvoth. They said (Shabbath
143a), “One who holds a scroll of the Law which is uncovered will be buried naked” because of the cheapening
of a mitzvah.

The order of offering the first fruits gives us an insight into the meaning of the beautification of a mitzvah. We
learned (Bikkurim 3.3), “The ox walks before them, his horns gilded with gold, an olive wreath upon his
head...” “The rich bring their first fruits in baskets of gold, and the poor in wicker baskets ...” (Ibid. 8). “There
are three categories of first fruits - the first fruits themselves, the additions to the first fruits and the decorations
of first fruits ...” (Ibid. 10). It is here explicitly indicated to us how much we should add to the body of a
mitzvah in order to beautify it. What we see here should serve as a model for all of the other mitzvoth of the
Torah.
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