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                                                                 Tocho K'varo  
  
 
 

This past week, I wanted to describe someone and  convey what a sincerely good guy he is. A 

Talmudic phrase of two words came to mind which would have perfectly captured my 

description but would have had no meaning to the person with whom I was talking. 
 

The Talmudic phrase of two words are tocho  k’varo.  These words mean the inside is like the 

outside.  Maybe they are best translated as you get what you see.   
 

Interestingly, in the Talmudic context it is used in a negative or critical sense. The Talmud makes 

reference to a verse in our Torah portion and comments that a scholar whose inside does not 

match his outside is not a scholar.  We can discuss at length what the Talmud is saying here. Is it 

that he appears scholarly on the outside but if you penetrate the surface he really knows little? 

More likely the inside is referring to his character. If his inside, character does not match all of 

the Torah he has learned, he is not truly a scholar.  He has learned much in his head but little has 

entered his heart.  
 

As an aside, the term for scholar in the Talmud is an interesting one. In Hebrew, Chacham means 

wise. The scholar is called a Talmid Chacham- a student of the wise. A scholar forever remains a 

student but if the learning doesn’t penetrate into the deepest parts of his being, he is no scholar.  
 

The Talmud is speaking of integrity here.  Tocho k’varo.  Integrity involves adherence to moral 

and ethical principles and honesty.  Coming from the Latin integer which is a whole number, 

integrity speaks of one complete entity. All of the pieces fit together to form one whole.  There’s 

not one half on the outside and a different half inside. There’s one - tocho k’varo on the inside 

and out.  
 

The Talmud references our Torah portion in the description of the making of the Aron, the Ark 

in which the Tablets of the Covenant will be placed. In Exodus 25:11 the Torah details the Ark 

to be made of acacia wood and to be covered in pure gold on the inside as well as the outside. 

This raises a question. The outside makes sense but why use precious gold where it will never be 

seen? Why not cover the outside in gold and let the acacia wood be exposed on the inside?  It is 

because the Ark which contains the Covenant must exemplify what the Covenant hopes to 

engender in its adherents, tocho k’varo.  
 

The truth is none of us are exactly the same on the outside as we are at home nor should we be. 

At home we can be goofy, silly, romantic, loud, annoying, loving, reclusive in ways that we are 

not in public. If we are in any way normal, we have a filter and censor that functions at home 

and at a higher gear on the outside. The Talmud though speaks to something deeper.  Is our true 

character outside the same as on the inside or do we consciously work to portray an image which 

is really a mirage.  
 

It is an interesting discussion of whether we demand this integrity of our leaders. Some argue 

that a leader must be a role model for integrity and lacking integrity can never be trusted in any 

arena. Others say that some of our greatest leaders have been scoundrels in some areas of their 

lives but if they can bring peace and prosperity let it be. The famous or infamous Machiavelli 

in The Prince argues that the ruler must positively be willing to act immorally at the right times 

and that public and private morality are two different modalities.  It is no compliment however to 

be called Machiavellian for sure.  
 



There is another way a person is not tocho k’varo, one complete whole being. Some time ago, in 

preparation for a funeral I was to speak to the deceased’s sister.  Her children had cut off their 

relationship with their mother right or wrong so the sister was making arrangements. The 

surviving sister described her deceased sibling as kind and sweet and generous. This didn’t 

match her soured relationship with her children and I also knew that she had become more 

alcohol dependant, more bitter and angry as the years went on. I gently ask the surviving sister 

how to understand this. She told me that she was describing the sister of her youth. Growing up 

she was all those things. Their relationship had grown distant as the years went on and so the 

sister she knew best was the sister of many years ago.  
 

Funerals are sad. I found this funeral especially sad. At the service, I described how we are each 

born with a pure soul and I described the deceased as she was known in her youth and teenage 

years by the person who knew her the longest of all those present. I went on to describe how life 

often gets in the way and we get sidetracked from our true selves. There were indeed powerful 

factors in this woman’s life that sidetracked her and which she could not overcome. We each 

have factors in our lives that have sidetracked us. A main challenge of life is to work to get back 

on track.  
 

When we replace the Torah every Shabbat morning we sing the Eitz Hayim Hee. The concluding 

words of that prayer mean “Help us to return to you O G-d and we will return, renew our days as 

we once were.” After reading Torah, whose purpose is for us to achieve and maintain integrity, 

we ask that where we have drifted, we be able to return to a state of integrity, tocho k’varo.  
 

In reading the detailed description of the building of the Sanctuary we might think it has nothing 

to do with us. The Talmud provides the connection. If we can show pure gold on the outside or 

even silver or bronze, so must a scholar, so must we be on the inside.  

 

Shabbat Shalom, 

    

 Rabbi  
  

To perform Mitzvot, to pray communally, to give Tzedakah, to have 
compassion is to live. 
 

 


