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We are very proud to sponsor the first Torah Journal produced by  
members of the Young Israel of Greater Cleveland on this Shavuot  
holiday..

We dedicate this journal to our parents – Michael and Bertha Lautman, 
k”z ibtnyhuk vbhhrcu cegh van of blessed memory – longtime members  
of Young Israel; Kurt Huebner k”z rbchv ktrah, of blessed memory, and, 
may she live long, happily and healthily - Ada Huebner  vhj vykt.

Shavuot holds a special place in the history of our synagogue.  
This was the holiday that most of the survivors of the Holocaust of 
our shul chose to commemorate the yartzheit of their relatives who 
perished without a known date. That is because in the spring of 1942, 
the Slovakian Jews were taken to the Nazi camps and in the spring of 
1944, the Hungarian Jews were taken to the Nazi camps. The yartzheit 
of both of Jeffrey’s grandparents is commemorated on this holiday, as 
the exact dates are unknown.

We look back to the previous generations and we speak to them with 
our actions.  Just as our nation stood at סיני  where all Jews of , הר 
all generations are said to have stood united, we rejuvenate and  
re-experience that moment through our learning Torah on this night, 
so we join with them in the yeshiva shel maalah, as we, in the yeshiva 
shel matah, attest to all they have taught us.  

We embody the lessons they passed to us from their parents and their 
grandparents before them, in an unbroken chain, despite the ravages 
of history. We continue to learn now with our children, and look  
forward to learning together as one, in the times ahead.  

May we merit, with G-d’s blessing, to keep our faith strong, may  
we keep it in peace, and may there be peace for all of humanity the 
world over.

Teri and Jeffrey Lautman



With profound gratitude to

Jeff and Teri Lautman

Whose support, leadership 
and guidance helped 

this journal come to fruition

Their dedication to the mitzvah
of harbatzas Torah is 

an inspiration to us all.

The Editorial Staff



בהערכה לבנות השרות רותי
 ושלומית על כל מה שלימדו

 אותנו בשנה האחרונה,

 ולעילוי נשמת בלומה( בלנקה )גיטל בת אטל
ממשפחת ג׳יקוב

This Torah journal is dedicated 
in honor of the

 combination of rabbinic and
 lay leadership in learning

 and teaching Torah that makes 
Young Israel of Greater Cleveland unique

Mark and Shani Polster
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Letter from the Rabbi

Dear Member,

A special thank you to Sarah Rudolph and Josh Botnick for all of their 
efforts in creating this Torah Journal l’chvod Chag HaShavuos. 

What better time of the year than before Shavuos, to honor the Torah 
with our own journal of Torah thoughts? 

Each and every year, we reestablish our eternal bond with Hashem and 
the Torah, through our recommitment to the Torah and its ideals. This 
year, and we hope for many more to come, we double our efforts to 
come close to Hashem by delving more deeply into the beauty and 
profundity of Torah through our own work and toil.

We hope you will enjoy our Torah Journal, and maybe next time  
consider contributing your own divrei Torah as well.

Chag Sameach – 

Rabbi Burnstein
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Editor’s Preface

Crowns of Torah – כלילי תורה
Every week, in our Shabbos morning tefilah, we refer to the “כליל 
 the “crown of splendor,” that Hashem placed on Moshe’s ”,תפארת
head at Har Sinai. Presumably a reference to the midrashic tradition 
that Moshe descended from the mountain with a Divine glow, this line 
might lead us to conclude that the gift of Sinai, the Torah, was bestowed 
upon Moshe to a greater extent than to the rest of the nation.

Such a conclusion would be a mistake.

In Avot 4:13, Rabbi Shimon names three “crowns” of the Jewish people: 
a crown of Torah, a crown of Kehuna, and a crown of kingship. The 
latter two, as we know, are available only to a select few: Kehuna to 
the descendents of Aharon, and kingship to the descendents of David 
Hamelech. On the other hand, as Rambam explains:

מי  כל  ישראל...  לכל  ומוכן  ועומד  מונח  הרי  תורה  כתר 
שירצה יבא ויטול.

The crown of Torah, behold, it is set aside, waiting, and 
ready for each Jew… Anyone who wants it may come and 
take it. (Hilchos Talmud Torah 3:1)

But how can we “come and take” that crown? How does one acquire Torah?

Rashi notices an apparent contradiction in the very beginning of Sefer 
Tehillim that can help with the answer:

א  ַאְׁשרֵי ָהִאיׁש אֲֶׁשר לֹא ָהלַךְ, ּבַעֲצַת רְָׁשעִים; ּובְדֶרֶךְ      
    ַחָּטִאים, לֹא עָָמד, ּובְמֹוַׁשב לֵצִים, לֹא יָָׁשב.  

ב  ּכִי ִאם ְּבתֹוַרת ה’, ֶחפְצֹו; ּוְבתֹוָרתוֹ יְֶהּגֶה, יֹוָמם וָלָיְלָה. 
“Happy is the man that … his desire is in the Torah of 
Hashem; and in his Torah does he meditate day and night.” 
(Tehilim 1:1-2)

Whose Torah is it, in which a worthy individual “meditates” day and 
night? Is it ‘תורת ה’, or תורתו – belonging to the איש? Rashi explains: 
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ובתורתו יהגה - בתחלה היא נקראת תורת ה’
ומשעמל בה היא נקראת תורתו:

“And in his Torah, he will meditate” – At first, it is called 
.and once he toils in it, it is called his Torah ;’תורת ה‘

Notice how Rashi interprets the concept of “יהגה” here. One does not 
make the Torah “his” by simply reading it, but through ameilus. We 
have to delve in, toil, immerse ourselves in active learning. And one 
of the best ways to do that is by preparing a piece of Torah thought to 
share with others. 
This new Torah journal represents a tremendous opportunity for our 
Young Israel community to immerse itself in Torah: as individuals 
preparing articles, as individuals reading and learning from others’ 
articles – and as a group, celebrating our talents and our collective 
potential to acquire Torah in the deepest way. We see this journal as a 
glorious crown on the head of the Young Israel of Greater Cleveland.
Of course, putting in the ameilus necessary to achieve the crown 
of Torah is not the easiest of tasks. In fact, Yalkut Shimoni (Rut 596) 
suggests that the reason for reading Megillat Rut on the anniversary 
of Matan Torah is specifically to teach us that Torah comes to us only 
through hardship.
In that light, it is especially important that we acknowledge the hard 
work that made this journal possible. 
We all owe tremendous gratitude to Josh Botnick, for not only 
initiating the project, but staying involved at every step. His help in the 
preparation of this Torah journal kept the whole thing on track.
A major thank you goes to Kenny Fixler as well, for bringing his excellent 
skills in design and layout to create a book of Torah scholarship with 
aesthetics worthy of its contents. 
I would like to thank Jeff and Teri Lautman, who saw the singular Torah 
learning in the makeup of our shul and the value in this initiative, 
and offered their assistance to make it happen.  I would also like to 
thank Mark and Shani Polster and Avi and Francoise Jacobs, for their 
support of this journal. Without the support of Lautmans, as well as 
the Polsters and Jacobs, this project could never have gotten off the 
ground. Sheli v’shelachem – shelahem.  
Thank you as well to Rabbi Burnstein, for supporting the project from 
the beginning and remaining available to offer encouragement and 
advice – as well as sharing words of Torah with us in his own article.
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And of course, the biggest thank you goes to all the writers. Following 
the well known paradigm of Nachson ben Aminadav at the Yam Suf, 
these individuals were ready to embark on a new endeavor, jumping 
straight in up to their necks. They gave generously of their time, 
energies, and insights to create nine beautiful pieces of Torah thought 
that we are proud to share.
As editor, one of the most rewarding aspects of reading these 
articles was the opportunity to see, and celebrate, how much we, as 
a community, share – as well as the diversity within those common 
elements. As you read the articles, you will notice some overlap: several 
raise similar questions, and reference the same sources. This is to be 
expected; when one solicits multiple articles on one topic (“Shavuos”), 
there is always the fear that “someone else will take my topic!” But 
what I found in this collection was that there was no reason for fear. 
The overlap provides a beautiful expression of the concept of shivim 
panim laTorah, as we can see how different people can incorporate 
such similar ideas but offer different insights and take the whole basic 
idea in such different directions. 
It was out of appreciation for our diversity within Torah that I made the 
editorial decision to leave some stylistic inconsistencies. For instance, 
you may find articles referencing Exodus, Shemot, and Shemos, 
respectively; in fact, it is possible they could all be found in the same 
article. These details do not detract from the unity of the Torah we 
all cherish; on the contrary, allowing for differences of expression, in 
cosmetic matters as well as more substantive elements, brings forth 
the beauty and richness of Torah.
One final note. For this first edition, the editorial team solicited articles; 
next time, it’s up to all of you. I am quite sure that every member of 
our kehillah has beautiful Torah insights worthy of sharing. It could be a 
novel idea, or you might build on a Torah thought originally heard from 
someone else. Whatever you have, we want it! Our second volume will 
im yirtzeh Hashem come out in the fall; I look forward to an onslaught 
of volunteers to write.
Please be in touch, with feedback on this volume as well as submissions 
for the next.
Best wishes for a wonderful Chag Matan Torateinu. I look forward to 
continuing to learn and grow together.

Sarah C. Rudolph, Editor • scdrudolph@gmail.com 
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1. Rabbi Baum is the incoming Rosh Kollel of the new Young Israel of Greater Cleveland Kollel. He comes  
to us after many years of study and teaching, from the Mesivta of Long Beach, to Yeshivas Brisk in  
Yerushalayim, and the Kollel of Ottawa. Presently, Rabbi Baum works as the Alumni Director for Yeshiva 
Bais Yehudah in Detroit. He and his wife, Menucha (nee Tendler), will make the move to Cleveland this 
summer along with their six children.

A Divine Torah in Our Physical World
By Rabbi Simcha Zaiv Baum1

The Talmud (Avodah Zara 3b) relates that before Hashem gave the  
Torah to the Jewish people, He first offered it to the other nations of 
the world.  When He approached Esav’s people, they asked what was 
written in the Torah.  When Hashem replied that the Torah states that 
one may not kill, they declined to accept it, claiming that they are a  
nation of the sword.  When Yishmael’s descendants were approached 
they demurred on the basis that they could not accept the commandment 
that prohibits stealing. But when Hashem approached the Jewish  
people, they did not even ask what was in the Torah, but immediately 
accepted it saying; “Na’aseh Venishma – we will do and we will hear”.   
First we accept to do whatever Hashem asks, and then we will 
contemplate its meaning. 

Yet, even before the giving of the Torah, all of mankind had seven laws 
which they were required to obey.  These are known as the Seven  
Noahide Laws, and they include commandments against killing and 
stealing.  How then could Esav and Yishmael have used these laws as a 
basis for not accepting the Torah, when even without the acceptance 
of the Torah they are nonetheless binding?  Indeed, all of mankind has 
an obligation to obey these laws. 

The answer to this question lies in the fundamental perspectives  
underlying the reaction of the other nations to Hashem’s offer.  When 
Hashem offered the Torah to them, they replied by asking what the 
Torah contained.  In essence, they were saying that their acceptance of 
the Torah would depend on whether it made sense to them.  They asked 
what was contained within the Torah to ascertain whether it coincided 
with their moral and ethical compass.  When the Jews were offered the 
Torah, they responded immediately that they were willing to accept 
it regardless of whether it was understandable to them or not.  They  

  Shavuos 2015 / 5775 • Volume 1    5



appreciated that the Torah is the Word of Hashem.  Even the commandments  
of not stealing or killing, which are readily understandable to all, 
were accepted not merely as obvious necessities for the peaceful  
existence of society, but as divine commandments of Hashem.  The 
Torah’s commandment against killing pertains not only to situations 
whereby killing is obviously wrong, but also applies to many cases 
where some might claim that it would be warranted.  What about killing 
a person who suffers from a terrible terminal illness G-d forbid?  What 
about killing someone who has committed a grievous sin for which 
many would claim that he certainly deserves capital punishment?   
What the other nations refused to accept was a divine commandment 
against killing or stealing; a commandment which at times, and under 
certain circumstances, may not make sense to us.

There is a famous idiom which states, “People in glass houses shouldn’t 
throw stones”.  In essence, what this is saying is that the only reason 
one must refrain from “throwing stones” at others is because his own 
vulnerability will result in his being harmed.  That is, behave nicely to 
others for societal reasons only.  I’m good to you, so you are good to 
me.  I’m vulnerable to attack, so I’d better not attack others.  The Torah, 
on the other hand, tells us “not to throw stones” because Hashem says 
that it is wrong.  Period.  Not because it’s not good for society, not 
because it might cause reciprocity.  Although these reasons are perhaps 
valid, they are not the totality of the infinite divine commandments  
of Hashem.

This distinction is illustrated clearly in our observance of the very first 
mitzvah that was given to the Jewish Nation as a whole: the mitzvah 
of Kiddush hachodesh.  We are commanded to declare every month 
based on the testimony of witnesses who could attest that the new  
lunar month had begun.  When two witnesses would see the new moon 
in the sky, they would come to Beis Din and testify to their sighting.   
The court would then declare the start of the new month.  

One might ask, what purpose is there to the witnesses’ testimony?  
Testimony is usually required when a court needs to be informed of 
information that it lacks.  Now, it is a scientific fact that the journey 
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of the moon around the earth takes approximately twenty nine and a 
half days and 44 minutes.  By making the appropriate calculations, the 
court can be well aware of precisely when the new moon will appear.  
Rav Shimshon Pincus z”l in his sefer Tiferes Torah  (Parshas Bo) explains 
that just like an essay will usually begin with an opening paragraph that 
describes in general terms the content that will follow, so too, the first 
mitzvah in the Torah is the prototype for all the mitzvos which follow. 
When we perform the mitzvah of Kiddush hachodesh, we do so solely 
because it is the Will of Hashem.  We go through the motions and  
perform the mitzvah, allowing the witnesses to testify to something 
about which we have no doubt.  We do it because it is Hashem’s 
Will.  This is the example for all the mitzvos of the Torah. Whether we  
“understand” the mitzvos or not, we do them because they are the  
Will of Hashem.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch authored a book called Horeb, in which he 
offers various explanations and reasons for the mitzvos of the Torah. In 
the preface to the book he conveys that even if we were to contemplate 
 and understand each and every reason for the mitzvos  of the Torah, 
our performance of those mitzvos would still be for one reason only.  
It would be because they are the Will of Hashem.  We observe the 
mitzvos of the Torah because they are the divine Will, not because we 
believe that we fully comprehend them.  When we observe Hashem’s 
commandments because we think that they make sense, then our  
performance is bound to the limited scope of our comprehension. The 
moment we cease to understand, our performance ends. Although we 
are permitted and indeed encouraged to try to understand and delve 
into the meaning of Hashem’s commandments, our observance of 
them is still for the simple reason that they are the Will of Hashem.

This is what the Jewish people meant when they were offered the Torah.  
They said na’aseh venishma – we will do and we will hear. Our  
performance of the mitzvos of the Torah will be completely independent 
from our understanding of them.  We recognize the Torah is Divine and 
therefore beyond our finite comprehension – and only once we have 
that recognition and commit fully to the “na’aseh,” then we can move 
on to consider what we might be able to “hear,” and understand, of the 
meaning in those mitzvos .
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Paradoxically, this Divine Torah can only be fully observed in the human 
world. In fact, precisely because our Torah is Divine - and not simply a 
book of societal ethics - its observance is ideally suited to our physical 
and mundane world. Perfection can be achieved specifically by  
bringing the spiritual element of Hashem’s Law into our human lives.  

As one illustration, consider that almost every Jewish holiday, while part 
of Hashem’s Law and fundamentally spiritual in nature, is accompanied 
by specific physical mitzvos.  On Pesach we eat matzah and marror.  
On Sukkos we shake the lulav and esrog, and we eat all our meals in 
the sukkah.  On Chanukah we kindle the lights of the menorah, and on  
Purim we read the Megillah.  

However, this model seems to be broken on Shavuos. It is a holiday like 
all others; we go to shul to pray, we read from the Torah, we eat festive 
meals with our families - but we don’t shake a lulav or eat matzah.  
Indeed, there is no unique mitzvah to perform on Shavuos.  Why is 
Shavuos different from all the other Jewish festivals? 

The Talmud (Shabbos 88b) relates that when Moshe Rabbeinu ascended 
Har Sinai to receive the Torah, the angels did not want to relinquish 
the Torah to the hands of mortal man. They argued that the flawed 
and whimsical human being is unworthy of receiving the Torah. Only 
after Moshe demonstrated that the mitzvos of the Torah are designed 
for Man were the angels forced to acquiesce.  After all, Moshe argued, 
do angels have a father and mother whom they can honor?  Does the 
concept of stealing or adultery exist among angels?  With these claims 
Moshe succeeded in convincing the angels that indeed, Torah does  
belong with Man.  

One must ponder, what in fact did the angels want with the Torah?  
Moshe’s arguments seem quite obvious: of course angels have no 
parents to honor, nor possessions to not steal. There must have been 
something more behind their objection.

A deeper look at the Divine nature of Torah and its relationship to 
the created worlds will give us a better understanding of the dialogue  
between Moshe Rabbeinu and the angels. Chazal tell us (Zohar, Shemos)  
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that Hashem looked into the Torah and created the world.  In other 
words, Torah is not merely a rule book telling us how we must lead 
our lives.  Hashem didn’t create a world and then design a manual 
with instructions on how to live within that world.  Rather, the Torah  
pre-existed the world, and its mitzvos and instructions dictate the realities  
within the world.  Stealing is not prohibited simply because society 
within our world could not exist properly without such a prohibition.  
Rather, the concept of personal ownership and the possibility of theft 
exist because the Torah prohibits stealing.  Indeed, just as a skilled  
architect could recreate the blueprints of a building upon observation 
of said building, a righteous individual endowed with ruach Hakodesh 
can perceive the Torah upon proper observation of the world.  In fact, 
Chazal tell us  (Kiddushin 82a, Yoma 28b) that Avraham Avinu fulfilled 
all of the commandments of the Torah long before the Torah was given.

This concept is true not only in regard to our physical world, but also 
in relation to the spiritual world of the angels.  Their world too, was  
created from the Torah, and has the Torah as its blueprint.  As such, just 
as the Torah exists in our world, it must be applicable to the world of 
the angels as well.  In our physical world the commandment to honor 
and obey one’s parents is manifested the way we know and recognize.  
In the world of the angels, this word of Hashem would also exist, albeit 
in a form appropriate for the spiritual world of the angels.  The essence 
of the mitzvah to obey one’s parents must certainly exist in their world 
too.  Its practical application however, would most certainly be far  
different from the way it exists in our world.

Now, our question has reversed itself.  If indeed the mitzvos of the  
Torah apply to the angels as well, what was Moshe Rabbeinu’s winning 
argument?  How does the fact that the angels would not observe the 
Torah in the physical way that we do, warrant their concession to allow 
the Torah to be given to Man? 

Perhaps what Moshe argued was that the ultimate and supreme  
manifestation of Torah observance is in our physical world, the world 
of mortal Man.  Man is not supposed to be an angel; he is supposed 
to lead a physical life.  When he leads that physical lifestyle within the 
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framework and guidelines of Torah and accompanied by the spirit of 
Torah, he elevates himself and his world, and can attain a level even 
higher than that of an angel. This was the winning argument presented 
by Moshe Rabbeinu to the angels. Yes, the Torah can apply to the  
angels too - but the ultimate, most ideal observance of Torah is here 
in our physical world, by the challenged and flawed human being.   
It is precisely the merging of the physical with the metaphysical which  
elevates the Torah observance of human beings to a much greater 
level. The human being who of all of creation is the only hybrid of both 
physical and spiritual; the human being who is constantly faced with 
struggles, challenges, failures and successes; he and only he has the 
unique ability to create this symphony of physical and metaphysical, 
mundane and holy, by utilizing his physical world in his observance of 
the Torah. 

The Talmud (Pesachim 68b) mentions an argument about how one is 
supposed to observe the holidays.  Some opine that the day should 
be devoted to prayer and Torah study.  Others posit that one should  
celebrate the day enjoying festive meals. However, all agree that  
on Shavuos, the day upon which we received the Torah, we must  
contribute part of the day to festivities.  Perhaps the reason for this is 
to convey the message that Torah is supposed to be observed in a physical 
environment.  We, mortals who must eat and drink and sleep and 
engage in all sorts of physical activities, are the ones who are ideally  
suited for the observance of Torah – so we make sure to include physical 
activities in our celebration of the day we received the Torah. 

Perhaps this is also the reason that Shavuos has no special mitzvah  
observance.  We observe this holiday simply by living our lives and  
using the Torah as our yardstick, by which we measure right and 
wrong and good and bad.  The mitzvah of Shavuos is to live: to live our  
physical lives, but to do so within the framework and guidelines of the 
Divine word of Hashem. 
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The world is sustained by three things: Torah, 
worship of G-d, and acts of loving kindness. 

(Pirkei Avot, 1:2)
By Daniella Robicsek Botnick1

Pirkei Avot, 1:2, states that the world is sustained by three things:   
Torah, Worship of G-d, and acts of loving kindness.  I would like to suggest  
that all three of these aspects can be found within the holiday of Shavuot. 

תורה:
The first realm of Shavuot that I will explore in this essay is related to 
the actual historical event that we are presumably commemorating on 
Shavuot- the giving of the Torah.  I say “presumably commemorating” 
because when one stops to find the mention of Shavuot in the Torah 
itself, one will notice that the Torah does not even tell us the precise 
day on which Matan Torah took place! While the precise day (and even 
time of day) of the Exodus is mentioned numerous times the Torah  
never reveals the precise day of Matan Torah. We are only informed 
that Bnei Yisrael arrived at Har Sinai in the third month:

Exodus 19:1

Not only is the phrase “on this day” ambiguous, the Torah doesn’t give 
a precise date for the actual moment of the awesome historical event 
of Ma’mad Har Sinai.  This lack of clear dating is explained by Rashi in 
the following beautiful peirush on Shmot 19:1:

“ביום הזה”  שבת פו: “בראש חדש.  לא היה צריך לכתוב 
אלא ביום ההוא מהו ביום הזה שיהיו דברי תורה חדשים 

עליך כאלו היום נתנו.”

ּבַחֹדֶׁש, ַהְּׁשלִיִׁשי, לְצֵאת ּבְנֵי יְִׂשרֵָאל,  א 
ֵמֶארֶץ ִמצְרָיִם ּבַּיֹום ַהּזֶה,      

ּבָאּו ִמדְּבַר ִסינָי.     

1 In the third month after the children of Israel were  
 gone forth out of the land of Egypt, on this day came  
 they into the wilderness of Sinai.

1. Daniella Robicsek Botnick, originally from Toronto, Canada, has been a high school limudei kodesh 
teacher for the past 15 years, currently at Fuchs Mizrachi School.  Daniella graduated from the Bernard 
Revel Graduate School of Yeshiva University with an MA in Bible and from York University, magna cum 
laude, with a BA in Education and Judaic Studies. She and her husband, Josh, have been living in Cleveland 
for the past 9 years and have four children.
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“... it should have been written: ‘ON THAT DAY’. Why does 
the pasuk say: ‘ON THIS DAY’? This comes to teach us that 
the words of the Torah should be considered new to you 
– as though they were given TODAY!”

Rashi here is suggesting something very profound: The moment of  
revelation is actually not the essence of Matan Torah - because that 
would limit the experience to a one time event. Rather, revelation 
should be something continually re-experienced.  

The Talmud expands upon the problem of the lack of a clear date for 
celebrating Matan Torah.  Shabbat 86b-87 records a Tannaitic dispute  
whether the Torah was given on the sixth or the seventh of Sivan  
(50th and 51st days of the Omer, respectively). In the end, Rabbi Yossi’s 
opinion, that Matan Torah was on the seventh day of Sivan, is accepted.  
Rabbi Yossi’s position is based on the tradition that “yom echad hosif 
Moshe mi-da’ato”: that although G-d told Moshe to have the people 
prepare for two days before Matan Torah, Moshe decided on his own 
to add a third day, thus pushing off the revelation of Mount Sinai from 
the fiftieth of the Omer to the fifty-first. 

Our Rabbis taught: On the sixth day of the month [Sivan]  
were the Ten Commandments given to Israel. R. Jose  
maintained: On the seventh thereof…— R. Jose can answer  
you: Moses added one day of his own understanding.  
For it was taught, Three things did Moses do of his own  
understanding, and the Holy One, blessed be He, gave His 
approval:  he added one day of his own understanding,  
he separated himself from his wife,  and he broke the  
Tables. ‘He added one day of his own understanding’: 
what [verse] did he interpret? “Today and tomorrow”:  
‘today’ [must be] like ‘tomorrow’ (“And sanctify them today 
and tomorrow” - Exodus 34, 4); just as tomorrow includes 
the [previous] night, so ‘today’ [must] include the [previous] 
night. But the night of today has already passed! Hence 
it must be two days exclusive of today. And how do we 
know that the Holy One, blessed be He, gave his approval?  
- Since the Shechinah did not rest [upon Mount Sinal] 
until the morning of the Sabbath. (Shabbat 86b-87)
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If we accept Rabbi Yossi’s position that the sixth of Sivan is not the day 
of the giving of the Torah, then why do we celebrate Shavuot then?

Rav Yehuda Amital (z”l), in a sicha summarized by Rabbi Gedalyah  
Berger,2 suggests the following answer to our problem: 

So, what actually happened on the fiftieth? On that day, 
G-d was ready to give us the Torah, and would have, had 
Moshe not pushed it off. In other words, on that day 
G-d considered us spiritually fit for the revelation of His 
Presence and the receiving of His Torah. It is this that we 
celebrate on Shavuot. On the fiftieth day of the Omer, 
we focus not on the giving of the Torah per se, but rather 
on our worthiness of it in the eyes of G-d. This, in and of  
itself, is a monumental achievement.

In other words, on Shavuot we celebrate not the revelation of the  
Torah, but rather our achievement at being worthy of the revelation.  
This idea brings us back to Rashi’s idea that we just saw. Shavuot should 
really not be celebrating the moment of receiving the Torah, but the 
ongoing relationship we have with the Torah. In neglecting to provide 
a date for Matan Torah, the Torah’s implicit message may be that 
Matan Torah is not a historically bound event. Every day we must feel 
as though the Torah was given today. 

This concept is stated more clearly in the following pesukim:

Deuteronomy Chapter 5

Moshe spoke these words to Bnei Yisrael approximately 40 years after 
the revelation of G-d on Har Sinai; the vast majority of those who were 
“here alive today” were clearly not literally present when the covenant 

וַּיְִקרָא מֶֹׁשה, ֶאל ּכָל יְִׂשרֵָאל, וַּיֹאֶמר   א 
אֲלֵֶהם ְׁשַמע יְִׂשרֵָאל ֶאת ַהֻחִּקים וְֶאת    
ַהִּמְׁשּפִָטים, אֲֶׁשר ָאנֹכִי ּדֹבֵר ּבְָאזְנֵיכֶם    

ַהּיֹום; ּולְַמדְֶּתם אָֹתם, ּוְׁשַמרְֶּתם לַעֲׂשָֹתם.   
ה’ ֱא לֵֹהינּו, ּכָרַת עִָּמנּו ּבְרִית ּבְחֹרֵב. ב 

לֹא ֶאת ֲאבֵֹתינּו, ָּכַרת ה’ ֶאת ַהְּבִרית   ג 
ַהּזֹאת: ִּכי ִאָּתנּו, ֲאנְַחנּו ֵאֶּלה  

פֹה ַהּיֹום ֻּכָּלנּו ַחּיִים.   

1 And Moses called unto all Israel, and said unto them: 
 Hear, O Israel, the statutes and the ordinances which I  
 speak in your ears this day, that ye may learn them, and 
 observe to do them. 
2 The LORD our G-d made a covenant with us in Horeb. 
3 The LORD made not this covenant with our fathers, 
 but with us, even us, who are all of us here alive  
 this day.

2. http://etzion.org.il/en/shavuot-and-soulsearching 
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was made at Har Sinai (Horeb). However, Moshe wanted to reinforce 
to Bnei Yisrael, including all future generations, that which we have 
just explored: the experience of receiving the Torah cannot be limited 
to a one time event-it must be felt every day, by all generations of Am  
Yisrael.  This idea is further emphasized to us by the fact that Chazal 
chose for Shavuot to fall out on the day that we were ready to receive 
the Torah, as opposed to the day that we actually received it. Therefore, 
the essence of Shavuot is the experience of being ready to receive the 
Torah and experience G-d- which we should strive for on a daily basis

עבודה:
The second aspect of the holiday that I would like to explore is the 
“avoda” piece- the way in which we worship G-d leading up to and 
on the holiday itself.  Today, we merely “count the omer” between 
Pesach and Shavuot - but in the time when the Beit Hamikdash stood, 
we actually brought the korban ha’omer.  Let’s take a closer look at this 
avoda surrounding Shavuot.  The korban ha’omer was a barley offering 
brought on the second day of Pesach (based on Chazal’s interpretation 
of Vayikra 23:15), and it was followed by a fifty day count until the of-
fering of the two loaves of bread was brought on Shavuot.  

Vayikra 23
9 And the LORD spoke unto Moses saying: 
10 Speak unto the children of Israel, and say unto them:  
 When ye are come into the land which I give unto you, 
 and shall reap the harvest thereof, then ye shall bring  
 the sheaf of the first-fruits of your harvest unto the priest.
11 And he shall wave the sheaf before the LORD, to be  
 accepted for you; on the morrow after the sabbath the 
  priest shall wave it.
12  And in the day when ye wave the sheaf, ye shall offer a 
  he-lamb without blemish of the first year for a burnt- 
 offering unto the LORD.
13  And the meal-offering thereof shall be two tenth parts 
 of an ephah of fine flour mingled with oil, an offering made 
 by fire unto the LORD for a sweet savour; and the drink- 
  offering thereof shall be of wine, the fourth part of a hin.
14 And ye shall eat neither bread, nor parched corn, nor 
 fresh ears, until this selfsame day, until ye have brought 
 the offering of your God; it is a statute for ever throughout 
  your generations in all your dwellings.
15 And ye shall count unto you from the morrow after the  
 day of rest, from the day that ye brought the sheaf of  
 the waving; seven weeks -shall there be complete;

וַיְדַּבֵר ה’, ֶאל מֶֹׁשה ּלֵאמֹר.  ט 
ּדַּבֵר ֶאל ּבְנֵי יְִׂשרֵָאל, וְָאַמרְָּת אֲלֵֶהם, ּכִי  י 

ָתבֹאּו ֶאל ָהָארֶץ אֲֶׁשר אֲנִי נֵֹתן לָכֶם,    
ּוְקצַרְֶּתם ֶאת ְקצִירָּה וֲַהבֵאֶתם ֶאת     
עֶֹמר ֵראִׁשית ְקִציְרֶכם, ֶאל ַהּכֵֹהן.   

וְֵהנִיף ֶאת ָהעֶֹמר לִפְנֵי ה’,  יא 
לִרְצֹנְכֶם; ִמָּמֳחרַת, ַהַּׁשּבָת,  

יְנִיפֶּנּו, ַהּכֵֹהן.  
וַעֲִׂשיֶתם, ּבְיֹום ֲהנִיפְכֶם ֶאת יב 
ָהעֶֹמר, ּכֶבֶׂש ָּתִמים ּבֶן ְׁשנָתֹו  

לְעֹלָה, לה’.   
ּוִמנְָחתֹו ְׁשנֵי עְֶׂשרֹנִים יג 

סֹלֶת ּבְלּולָה בֶַּׁשֶמן,  
ִאֶּׁשה לה’ רֵיַח נִיחַֹח;  

וְנְִסּכֹה יַיִן, רְבִיעִת ַהִהין.  
וְלֶֶחם וְָקלִי וְכַרְֶמל לֹא תֹאכְלּו, עַד    יד 

עֶצֶם ַהּיֹום ַהּזֶה עַד ֲהבִיאֲכֶם, ֶאת   
ָקרְּבַן ֱאלֵֹהיכֶם: ֻחַּקת עֹולָם      

לְדֹרֵֹתיכֶם, ּבְכֹל מְֹׁשבֵֹתיכֶם.  
ּוְספַרְֶּתם לָכֶם, ִמָּמֳחרַת ַהַּׁשּבָת,    טו 
ִמּיֹום ֲהבִיאֲכֶם, ֶאת עֶֹמר ַהְּתנּופָה:     

ֶׁשבַע ַׁשּבָתֹות, ְּתִמימֹת ִּתְהיֶינָה.   
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What is the significance of the barley offering, and the switch from that 
to wheat? Let’s compare the two grains.

Barley is used primarily as animal fodder; wheat is the superior grain.    
There are only two instances when an offering of barley is brought: 
the Omer offering and the Sotah offering (brought by a woman whose 
fidelity to her husband is under suspicion).  Both these points support 
the idea that the korbanot made from wheat brought on Shavuot was 
a step up from the barley offereing brought on Pesach. 

There are other ways in which our korbanot show development 
from Pesach to Shavuot.  On Pesach, we are forbidden from bringing  
chametz with the korban and it is a mitzvah to eat matzah.  On Shavuot, 
we bring the shtei halechem - an offering of two loaves of bread.  Rav 
Yoel Bin-Nun suggests3 that the difference between matzah and bread 
is that matzah symbolizes the initial stage of a process, whereas the  
fully risen chametz symbolizes its completion. Thus, the mitzvah to 
bake the shtei ha’lechem as chametz for the korban on Shavuot may 
indicate that Matan Torah should be understood as the culmination 
of the redemption process which began with Yetziat Mitzrayim. 
Just like the shtei ha’lechem marks the culmination of the wheat  
harvest, which is the staple of our physical existence, so too the historical 
process which began with the Exodus culminates with Matan Torah - 
the marriage of Am Yisrael to our G-d. 

So what is the purpose of the avoda before and on Shavuot, and of the 
counting through which we fulfill our avoda today?  We begin counting 
the omer on Pesach and count upwards towards Shavuot.  Just as the 
farmer awaits the wheat, so too we eagerly count from the time of 
our betrothal to G-d on Pesach to our marriage with G-d on Shavuot.   
This metaphor also explains why we count upwards and not downwards: 

 3. http://etzion.org.il/en/meaning-shavuot-and-its-unique-offering; translated by Kaeren Fish

16  even unto the morrow after the seventh week shall ye  
 number fifty days; and ye shall present a new meal- 
 offering unto the LORD.
17  Ye with leaven, for first-fruits unto the LORD. shall bring 
 out of your dwellings two wave-loaves of two tenth parts 
 of an ephah; they shall be of fine flour, they shall be baked

עַד ִמָּמֳחרַת ַהַּׁשּבָת ַהְּׁשבִיעִת,   טז 
ִּתְסּפְרּו ֲחִמִּׁשים יֹום; וְִהְקרַבְֶּתם    

ִמנְָחה ֲחדָָׁשה, לַה’.  
ִמּמֹוְׁשבֵֹתיֶכם ָּתִביּאּו ֶלֶחם ְּתנּוָפה,   יז 
ְׁשַּתיִם ְׁשנֵי ֶעְׂשרֹנִים סֶֹלת ִּתְהיֶינָה,    

ָחֵמץ ֵּתָאֶפינָה: ִּבּכּוִרים, ַלה’.  
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in order to be worthy of our marriage with G-d on Shavuot, we must  
spiritually grow a little each day between Pesach and Shavuot.

גמילות חסדים:
Thus far we have focused on the Torah and avoda aspects of Shavuot; 
now let’s turn to the last aspect of the holiday: gemillut chasadim -  
acts of loving kindness.  

Megillat Rut, which we read on Shavuot, seems like a rather strange 
story to be included in  Tanach.  Rabbi Zeira frames the oddity of the 
inclusion of the megilla in the Tanach as follows:

אמר ר’ זעירא: מגילה זו אין בה לא טומאה ולא טהרה
 ולא איסור ולא היתר. ולמה נכתבה? ... 

Rabbi Zeira said:  This megilla has no laws regarding impurity 
or purity, and no laws of permission or prohibition. Why was 
it written?… (Midrash Ruth Rabbah 2, 14)

Moreover, what’s most surprising to me about this megilla is its  
attachment specifically to the holiday that celebrates the giving and 
receiving of the Torah.  I would argue that the most climatic moment of 
the megilla occurs in a most untraditional, and evn anti-Torah context.

Let’s look more carefully into the story of Megillat Rut.  Naomi has  
returned from the fields of Moav ashamed and rejected by her people 
because, according to Chazal, her family had abandoned Klal Yisrael  
when their people needed them most.4 When Naomi returns, 
penniless, from Moav to Israel, nobody comes to her rescue – just as 
her family had not helped anyone else before. And perhaps she is 
even more shunned by her people because of her attachment to her 
non-Jewish (Moabite!5) daughter-in-law.

4. Ruth Rabba 1:4 - Why was Elimelekh punished?... Elimelekh was among the greatest [people] in the  
 country and was one of the sustainers of his generation, and when the years of famine came, he said,  
 “Now all of Israel will surround my doorway, this one with his alms box and this one with his alms  
 box.” He stood up and fled from them. 
5. The Torah expressly forbids us to marry into the Moabite nation in Deuteronomy 23:4:
  ד. לֹא יָבֹא עַּמֹונִי ּומֹוָאבִי, בְִּקַהל ה’:  גַּם ּדֹור עֲִשׂירִי, לֹא יָבֹא לֶָהם בְִּקַהל ה’ עַד עֹולָם 
 4. An Ammonite or a Moabite shall not enter into the assembly of the LORD; even to the tenth
  generation shall none of them enter into the assembly of the LORD for ever;
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Rut surprisingly found some compassion in the threshing field of their 
distant relative, Boaz, who generously came to her assistance when no 
one else did, giving her plenty of food to take home.   When Naomi saw 
Boaz’s response, she plans to have Rut potentially find “redemption” 
through the kindness of this distant relative.  

Ruth Chapter 3

But surely this plot was not going to allow Rut to get married- have  
a “manoach” (a “rest,” or salvation)! The more likely scenario (as the mi-
drash below implies) would have been that Boaz would have slept with 
Rut in the darkness of the night at the threshing floor, and Rut would 
possibly have gotten pregnant and brought a child for Naomi - thus 
continuing Naomi’s line. But Boaz would have no technical obligation  
to marry her! And the amazing thing is that Rut agreed to this plot: 
“And she said unto her: ‘All that thou sayest unto me I will do.’” (Rut 4:5) 

Rut was willing to lower her societal status even more than it already 
was. Now not only would she be a non-Jew, from Moav of all places, 
and Naomi’s daughter in law, and a widow herself- she was prepared to 
give herself up for the sake of rebuilding Naomi’s family.

Chazal suggest that when Boaz saw that Rut was lying at his feet in the 
darkness of the night, he did indeed struggle to do the right thing:

“Rabbi Yossi said: There were three whose evil inclination 
threatened to overtake them, and each of them responded 
to it with an oath. They are: Yosef, David and Boaz...

וַּתֹאֶמר לָּה, נָעֳִמי ֲחמֹוָתּה: א 
   ְ ּבִִּתי, ֲהלֹא אֲבֶַּקׁש לָך   

ָמנֹוַח אֲֶׁשר יִיַטב לָךְ.   
וְעַָּתה, ֲהלֹא בֹעַז מֹדַעְָּתנּו, אֲֶׁשר ָהיִית,  ב 

ֶאת נַעֲרֹוָתיו; ִהּנֵה הּוא, זֹרֶה ֶאת ּגֹרֶן     
ַהְּׂשעֹרִים ַהּלָיְלָה.  

וְרַָחצְְּת וַָסכְְּת, וְַׂשְמְּת שמלתך ג 
)ִׂשְמלַֹתיִךְ( עָלַיִךְ וירדתי      

)וְיָרַדְְּת( ַהּגֹרֶן; ַאל ִּתּוָדְעִי לִָאיׁש,    
עַד ּכַּלֹתֹו לֱֶאכֹל וְלְִׁשּתֹות.  

וִיִהי בְָׁשכְבֹו, וְיָדַעְַּת ֶאת ַהָּמקֹום אֲֶׁשר    ד 
יְִׁשּכַב ָׁשם, ּובָאת וְגִּלִית ַמרְּגְלָֹתיו,  
ושכבתי )וְָׁשכָבְְּת(; וְהּוא יַּגִיד לָךְ,   

ֵאת אֲֶׁשר ַּתעֲִׂשין.   
וַּתֹאֶמר, ֵאלֶיָה: ּכֹל אֲֶׁשר ּתֹאְמרִי ה 

)ֵאלַי(, ֶאעֱֶׂשה.  

1 And Naomi her mother-in-law said unto her: ‘My  
 daughter, shall I not seek rest for thee, that it may be  
 well with thee? 
2 And now is there not Boaz our kinsman, with whose 
 maidens thou wast? Behold, he winnoweth barley  
 tonight in the threshing-floor.
3 Wash thyself therefore, and anoint thee, and put  
 thy raiment upon thee, and get thee down to the  
 threshing-floor; but make not thyself known unto the 
  man, until he shall have done eating and drinking.
4 And it shall be, when he lieth down, that thou shalt 
  mark the place where he shall lie, and thou shalt go in, 
 and uncover his feet, and lay thee down; and he will tell 
 thee what thou shalt do.’
5 And she said unto her: ‘All that thou sayest unto me I 
  will do.’
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Boaz – from where do we know? For it says, ‘as the Lord 
lives – lie down until morning’… Rabbi Yehuda says: That 
entire night, his evil inclination worked against him, saying,  
‘You are single and seek a wife; she is single and seeks a 
husband. Arise and sleep with her, and she will be your 
wife!’ He swore to his evil inclination and said, ‘As the Lord 
lives, I will not touch her.’” (Ruth Rabba 6:4)

However, ultimately, Boaz’s response was truly altruistic: he planned 
to “redeem” her family in an upright and public manner. As we read 
on in Ruth chapter 3:

At the end of the story, we continue to see how selfless Rut is.  When 
she does finally have a child, with a legitimate husband, she allows 
Naomi to adopt this child and take him as her own:

Chapter 4

Now that we have delved more deeply into the climactic moments of 
the megilla, we can understand why Chazal attached this megilla to 
the holiday when we commemorate being ready to receive the Torah.  
As Rabbi Zeira concludes in answer to his question above, the major 

יב  וְעַָּתה ּכִי ָאְמנָם, ּכִי אם גֵֹאל ָאנֹכִי;
וְגַם יֵׁש ּגֵֹאל, ָקרֹוב ִמֶּמּנִי.   

לִינִי ַהּלַיְלָה, וְָהיָה בַּבֶֹקר ִאם יג 
יִגְָאלֵךְ טֹוב יִגְָאל,   

ְ וְִאם לֹא יְַחּפֹץ לְגָאֳלֵך  
ּוגְַאלְִּתיךְ ָאנֹכִי,  

ַחי ה’; ִׁשכְבִי,   
עַד ַהּבֶֹקר.  

12 And now it is true that I am a near kinsman; howbeit 
 there is a kinsman nearer than I.
13 Tarry this night, and it shall be in the morning, that if he  
 will perform unto thee the part of a kinsman, well; let  
 him do the kinsman’s part; but if he be not willing to  
 do the part of a kinsman to thee, then will I do the part  
 of a kinsman to thee, as the LORD liveth; lie down until  
 the morning.’ 

יג  וַּיִַּקח ּבֹעַז ֶאת רּות וְַּתִהי לֹו
לְִאָּׁשה, וַּיָבֹא ֵאלֶיָה; וַּיִֵּתן ה’      

לָּה ֵהרָיֹון, וֵַּתלֶד ּבֵן.   
יד  וַּתֹאַמרְנָה ַהּנִָׁשים, ֶאל נָעֳִמי, ּבָרּוךְ ה’,   

אֲֶׁשר לֹא ִהְׁשּבִית לָךְ ּגֵֹאל ַהּיֹום;  
וְיִָּקרֵא ְׁשמֹו, ּבְיְִׂשרֵָאל.   

וְָהיָה לָךְ לְֵמִׁשיב נֶפֶׁש, ּולְכַלְּכֵל ֶאת    טו 
ֵׂשיבֵָתךְ: ּכִי כַּלֵָתךְ אֲֶׁשר אֲֵהבֶַתךְ,  

  יְלָדַּתּו, אֲֶׁשר ִהיא
טֹובָה לָךְ, ִמִּׁשבְעָה ּבָנִים.  

וִַּתַּקח נָעֳִמי ֶאת ַהּיֶלֶד וְַּתִׁשֵתהּו טז 
בְֵחיָקּה, וְַּתִהי לֹו לְאֶֹמנֶת.     

וִַּתְקרֶאנָה לֹו ַהְּׁשכֵנֹות ֵׁשם לֵאמֹר, יז 
יַֻּלד ֵּבן ְלנֳָעִמי; וִַּתְקרֶאנָה ְׁשמֹו עֹובֵד,     

הּוא אֲבִי יִַׁשי אֲבִי דָוִד. }פ{  

13 So Boaz took Ruth, and she became his wife; and he went  
 in unto her, and the LORD gave her conception, and she  
 bore a son. 
14  And the women said unto Naomi: ‘Blessed be the LORD,  
 who hath not left thee this day without a near kinsman, 
 and let his name be famous in Israel.
15 And he shall be unto thee a restorer of life, and a  
 nourisher of thine old age; for thy daughter-in-law, who  
 loveth thee, who is better to thee than seven sons, hath  
 borne him.’
16 And Naomi took the child, and laid it in her bosom, and  
 became nurse unto it.
17  And the women her neighbours gave it a name, saying:  
 ‘There is a son born to Naomi’; and they called his name  
 Obed; he is the father of Jesse, the father of David. {P}
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theme of Megillat Rut – the reason for which it is included in Tanach – 
is the value of gemillut chasadim.6  The Torah and the prophets remind 
us over and over again of the centrality of this value, emphasizing that 
worship of G-d, if devoid of acts of loving kindness to humanity, is a 
perversion of Judaism.  

Just to quote one example:
Isaiah 1

What is striking about all the stories of gedolim (great sages) that one 
hears is that their Torah learning is never enough to make them a true 
gadol.  What unifies all the gedolim stories (that I know) is their emphasis 
on the Rabbi’s piety and specifically his acts of loving kindness towards 
his fellow.  Just to cite two examples, as told by Mordechai Katz7:

Another story is told about Rabbi Salanter.  One Yom Kippur 
evening, he arrived at the synagogue unusually late-long 
past Kol Nidrei. Later, he explained that on his way to shul 
he had heard a baby crying. He investigated and found 
that the infant was all alone in a nearby house, with no 
one to care for it.  The parents had apparently gone to shul 
themselves, expecting the baby to sleep. Rabbi Salanter 
decided that he could not allow the baby to remain in 
distress. He had stayed and comforted the infant until 
it went back to sleep, and only then had come to shul.  
Though Rabbi Salanter was a widely revered Torah scholar,  
he did not think it beneath his dignity to care for a baby.  

Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik, the Rav of Brisk, demonstrated his  
compassion for others in the following way: the wood 

 Why was it canonized (included in“ – ”.ולמה נכתבה? ללמדך כמה שכר טוב לגומלי חסדים“  .6
Tanach)?  To teach us how great is the reward for those who engage in acts of chesed (loving kindness).” - 
Ruth Rabbah 2, 14, continued from above
7.  Understanding Judaism: A basic guide to Jewish Faith, History and Practice, p.162

11 To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices  
 unto Me? saith the LORD; I am full of the burnt-offerings  
 of rams, and the fat of fed beasts; and I delight not in  
 the blood of bullocks, or of lambs, or of he-goats. …
17 Learn to do well; seek justice, relieve the oppressed,  
 judge the fatherless, plead for the widow. {S}

לָָּמה ּלִי רֹב זִבְֵחיכֶם יֹאַמר ה’, יא 
ָׂשבַעְִּתי עֹלֹות ֵאילִים וְֵחלֶב ְמרִיִאים;   

וְדַם ּפָרִים ּוכְבִָׂשים וְעַּתּודִים,   
לֹא ָחפָצְִּתי....   

יז  לְִמדּו ֵהיֵטב ּדִרְׁשּו ִמְׁשּפָט, ַאְּׁשרּו ָחמֹוץ;   
ִׁשפְטּו יָתֹום, רִיבּו ַאלְָמנָה. }ס{  
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from Rav Chaim’s house was supplied by the community.  
Once, the treasurers noted that the expense seemed to 
be unusually large for his family’s home.  On investigation, 
it was found that all the poor men in town were taking all 
the wood they needed from the unlocked wood bin in the 
rabbi’s yard.  The treasurers immediately had a lock put 
on the bin.  When Rabbi Chaim heard of this, he refused  
to take any more wood for himself. He could not enjoy 
warmth, knowing that others were freezing outside.   
The wood bin was subsequently unlocked and left open 
for everyone. 

Final thoughts:

In summary, we have seen three different aspects of Shavuot 
that actually reinforce the same theme: Shavuot doesn’t celebrate 
the moment of getting the Torah, or of the Divine revelation. Rather, 
Shavuot celebrates being in a real relationship with G-d.  

What comprises a real relationship with Hashem?  

From the Torah aspect of Shavuot, we have seen that a real relationship 
with G-d’s Torah comes from continually striving to be worthy enough 
to receive the Torah. From the avoda aspect, we have seen that the 
purpose of the korbanot associated with Shavuot and our daily  
“counting of the omer” is to make ourselves worthy of our marriage 
with G-d on Shavuot.  And finally, from a gemillut chasadim aspect, 
we have seen that being in a real relationship with G-d demands that 
we “seek justice, relieve the oppressed, judge the fatherless, plead for 
the widow.”  May the multifaceted features of Shavuot stay with us 
throughout the rest of the year and thereby help sustain the world. 
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Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch on Sivan: 
A Back to Basics Approach to our Relationship 

with Hashem and His Torah
By Alexandra Fleksher1

It is the fire of our youth. It awakens all feeling for what 
is humanly great and noble in our heart.  It fills us with 
enthusiasm for our own Life-Calling. It pours life and 
strength into all the fibers of our body. It leads our spirit 
to knowledge and Truth. It urges our heart toward love of 
justice and goodness. It kindles the awareness of our own 
dignity and significance.2 

What is this “fire of our youth”? Show our youth this passage of Rav 
Shimshon Raphael Hirsch and ask them to identify the “fire” that 
supposedly moves them with such power.  According to Rav Hirsch, it is 
our “Law.”3 Each year on Shavuos, we rejoice over this Law and make a 
commitment to transmit it to our children and grandchildren, as it was 
transmitted to us. Yet, as Rav Hirsch asks, “What is it to us today after 
all of these centuries? What will it be to our children and grandchildren 
in all of the centuries of the future?”4

The relevance of Rav Hirsch’s words on Jewish continuity is remarkable.  
His words call upon us to question what Judaism will mean to our 
progeny, but he really prods us to first examine what Judaism means 
to us. 

It takes only a cursory reading of Rav Hirch’s Collected Writings to get 
a whiff of the joy and fundamental clarity Rav Hirsch felt about Torah.  

1. Alexandra Fleksher holds an undergraduate degree in English/Communications from Stern College for 
Women and an M.S. in Jewish Education from Azrieli Graduate School of Jewish Education. Her essays have 
been published in Klal Perspectives, Cross-Currents, the Five Towns Jewish Times and Baltimore’s Where 
What When magazine. She has 13 years experience teaching English and Judaic Studies. She and her 
husband, Daniel, a primary care physician, live in University Heights with their four children, who attend 
the Hebrew Academy of Cleveland.
2. Hirsch, Samson Raphael. “Sivan V.” The Jewish Year: The Collected Writings Volume I. New York: 
Feldheim Publishers, 256-257.
3. Ibid., 257. 
4. Ibid.
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Questions and struggles fall by the wayside as one senses his inspiring 
weltanschauung, leaving the reader with the feeling that, “Yes, this is 
what Judaism is all about!” 

Why are the words of Rav Hirsch so refreshing? Why is it that our 
worldview on the vibrancy and relevance of Judaism often needs 
sprucing up, in an attempt to save it from decline into staleness at best 
and disenchantment at worst?

The Spring 2012 edition of Klal Perspectives addressed a rising concern 
that contemporary Orthodox Jews are feeling a disconnect from G-d, the 
Torah and the Jewish people. Titles of essays in that edition included, 
“Merely Coping,” “The Abandonment of the Soul: The Struggle of 
Dispirited Orthodox Jews,” “Defrosting Judaism,” “Is Serving Hashem 
Still a ‘Jewish’ Ideal,” and “Been There, Done That: Why Being Frum is 
So Boring.”5

Rabbi Moshe Weinberger’s6 piece, “One Thing is Missing: The Soul,” 
garnered much attention.  In his introduction, he quotes the reflections 
of the Aish Kodesh, R’ Klonymous Kalman Shapiro zt”l, about his 
upcoming fortieth birthday. The Aish Kodesh questions to what he 
should devote his final years. Learning Torah? Abstaining from physical 
pleasures? He concludes that what is missing in his life is simply to be 
a Jew. “I see myself as a self-portrait that shows all colors and features 
real to life. Just one thing is missing: the soul.”7

If even the Rebbe of Piacenza felt this way, then we should have no 
qualms admitting that the soul may sometimes be missing from our 
Yiddishkeit, too. Rabbi Weinberger paints a dismal picture of the 
disengagement many in our community feel from Hashem.  While he 
offers no statistics, he suggests that we consider how many of us drag 
our feet through the motions of avodas Hashem, and that we note the 
shallowness of the “billboard brand of frumkeit” around us. We might 

5. http://klalperspectives.org/spring-2012/spring-12-questions/
6. Rabbi Moshe Weinberger is the founding Morah d’Asrah of Congregation Aish Kodesh in Woodmere, 
NY, and serves as Mashpia at Yeshiva University. He is well known for his teachings on Chassidus, and he is 
generally recognized as the senior spokesman of neo-Chassidism. See www.ou.org/jewish_action/12/2014/
rekindling-flame-neo-chassidus-brings-inner-light-torah-modern-orthodoxy/.
7. http://klalperspectives.org/rabbi-moshe-weinberger/
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display our observance on the outside, but with much missing on the 
inside. “This void is wreaking havoc upon the spiritual integrity of our 
communities,” he writes. On a more positive note, he observes that 
“this very same void is itself responsible for a resurgence of spiritual 
longing among those who are honest enough to admit that something 
is so terribly wrong and broken that something must be done about 
it.”8  Recognizing the problem can lead to improvement. But how?

Rabbi Weinberger’s suggestions include integrating more emotional 
and experiential aspects into education, as well as providing role 
models of inspired Judaism in teachers, parents, rabbis and mentors.9 

Teaching fundamentals of emunah such as Rambam’s 13 Principles of 
Faith, as well as sefarim such as the Nesivos Shalom and those of Rav 
Shimshon Pincus zt”l - even from a young age - are essential as well.10

The Sfas Emes speaks to this challenge of rote mitzvah observance in his 
analysis of the concept of “naaseh v’nishmah,” “we will do and we will 
hear.”11  A person who begins his journey of keeping the mitzvos may 
find the process to be rather abstract; he observes the laws because 
he should, because he trusts it is beneficial to do so, even if he has 
not come to that realization on his own.  As time passes, he begins to 
personalize his connection to the mitzvos, and a deeper relationship 
with Hashem ensues. Before, he simply followed the words of the 
Torah, but now he hears them. Each time a person performs a mitzvah, 
the potential of reliving the intimate connection between Hashem and 
each Jew at the giving of the Torah exists, waiting to be realized.12 

The task of staying connected to Hashem is also addressed by the 
Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim, lest we think that it is only a challenge 
faced by contemporary Orthodox Jews. His words ring remarkably 

8. Ibid.
9. See his comments about a lecture given by Rabbi J.B Soloveitchic in 1968 on imparting the “emotional 
world of Yiddishkeit” to students.  Also, from the Rav: “…I do not believe that we can afford to be as 
reluctant, modest, and shy today as we were in the past about describing our relationship with the Almighty. 
If I want to transmit my experiences, I have to transmit myself, my own heart. How can I merge my soul and 
personality with the students? It is very difficult. Yet it is exactly what is lacking on the American scene” 
(The Rav. R’ Aaron Rakefet, Vol. 2, pages 168-169).
10. http://klalperspectives.org/rabbi-moshe-weinberger/
11. Shemos 24:8
12. Stern, Yosef. The Three Festivals: Ideas and Insights of the Sfas Emes on Pesach, Shavuos and Sukkos. 
New York: Mesorah Publications, 238-239.
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pertinent, as we are each faced with situations on a day-to-day basis 
that either strengthen or weaken our connection to our Creator.

The mind, which G-d has graced us with, is the connection 
between us and Him. We have a choice before us.  If we 
wish to strengthen this connection, we can. And if we wish 
to weaken it little by little until we sever it, we can. The only 
way to strengthen this connection is by developing our love 
of G-d and focusing ourselves on it.  And this connection 
is weakened by putting our thoughts on something other 
than G-d.13 

Rav Shimson Pincus explains this passage in relation to the Rambam’s 
5th Principle of Faith, which states that it is fitting to pray only to 
Hashem, by speaking to the concept of prayer as a means of connection 
to our Creator.  He expands the passage in Moreh Nevuchim to inform 
the symbiotic relationship between man and G-d altogether: when a 
person thinks of Hashem, he is with Hashem.  And if He is not part of 
his consciousness, his connection to G-d suffers.14  Rav Pincus offers 
a simple solution to the connectedness challenge: think about G-d in 
day-to-day life, let Hashem enter one’s thoughts and conversations, 
and one will, as a result, feel G-d in his day-to-day life.  We have the 
choice to determine the extent of our connection to Hashem, as well 
as how much we want to allow Him into our lives. As the Kotzker Rebbe 
was known to have said, G-d lives where we let Him in.  Ultimately, we 
can choose to do something to improve our relationship with G-d – if 
that relationship is important to us – much like we must make efforts, 
small and large, to nurture our relationships with loved ones.

Returning to Rav Hirsch: In his essay on Sivan referenced earlier, he 
offers multiple reminders as to the fundamental purpose and beauty 
of the Torah; perspectives which, if internalized, contribute to a greater 
appreciation of and connection to Hashem. It is not hard to wonder 
if some of these basic concepts, presented so eloquently, of course, 
through Rav Hirsch’s craft, are not communicated enough in our homes 
and schools. 

13. Moreh Nevuchim 3:51, as quoted by Rav Pincus (see note 12) 
14. Pincus, Rav Shimson Dovid. Nefesh Shimshon: Gates of Emunah. New York: Feldheim Publishers, 202.
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The early years are essential in instilling an appreciation of this Law.  
Rav Hirsch implies that the Torah itself will inspire the child who is born 
into this Law.  “It [the Law] is the milk of our infancy…It generates the 
spark of awareness of G-d in the child’s breast.  It teaches the child’s 
mind to think “creation” when viewing each object that enters into 
the child’s field of vision, whether it comes from the earth or from the 
sky.”15 Ideally, our children should view the world through the lens of 
Judaism.  Their awareness of Hashem should be so acute, that whatever 
they see in the world, they should think about it with G-d and His Torah 
in mind. This is not a fearful approach to the world; rather, this outlook 
strengthens the child to know he or she has the skills (provided through 
chinuch in hashkafa) to properly assess the world and everything in it. 
Rav Hirsch is of the opinion that a Jewish child raised in a Torah home 
will attain such concepts through his mother’s milk. While it is true that 
a Torah-observant child will quickly acquire certain outlooks and beliefs 
that differ from the non-Jewish child, in this day and age, for certain, it 
is still an obligation that weighs heavily on both parent and teacher to 
ensure that the child feels confident about, and inspired by, the Torah 
and its way of life. 

Rav Hirsch goes on to identify the values and beliefs that the Torah 
teaches: 

The Law teaches us to honor and fear, to love and admire 
the Creator and Master, the Father and L-rd, in everything 
that we encounter. It teaches us to consider ourselves as 
His Work, His creatures, His children and His servants. It 
causes us to think about and comprehend the world as a 
whole, and above all our own little world, in the light of 
His Teachings and Precepts.”16

What a beautiful statement of the self-worth of mankind, and no less, 
the self-worth of a child who is taught these ideas, that each individual is 
“His Work.” Such a notion engenders in a child feelings of self-confidence 
and importance. It creates the necessity of having a relationship with 
that Creator, and the feeling of Hashem as a real presence in the world 

15. Hirsch, 255.
16. Ibid.

  Shavuos 2015 / 5775 • Volume 1    25



in general and in one’s life in particular. As Rav Hirsch writes, “The Law 
renders our microcosmic little world a paradise in which the Voice of 
G-d speaks to us periodically,”17 a poetic description of the concept 
otherwise known as hashgacha pratis, Divine intervention.

What about the rules and restrictions that come with the Law? As that 
inspired, connected child grows and becomes a teenager with natural 
tendencies to push back against rules, how does one, as a parent or 
teacher, communicate the importance of loyalty to Halacha?

Rav Hirsch addresses this challenge by first reminding us about the 
function of the Law in Judaism: 

By means of its Authority which both sanctions and refuses 
consent, which rules and prohibits, the Law shapes our 
world into one of order and Law. Even great men among 
us submit to this world of order and Law with reverence 
and joyfulness.  We see this, and it has a powerful effect 
on us…This order and Law awakens us and educates us to 
be obedient to G-d; such obedience embodies all of the 
value, meaning, bliss and joy of our lives.18

The connection between obedience and joy is difficult for a young 
person to appreciate, especially in the context of many of the contrary 
messages imparted in the broader culture.  But Rav Hirsch explains that 
Judaism, with obedience to the Law as our roadmap, is all about having 
a mission, a higher calling for a higher purpose:

The Law ennobles the senses, steels the arms and inspires 
our entire being with the one resolve:  serve G-d with all 
of the buoyancy of our spirit, with every beat of our heart, 
with all of the strength of our arms.  It fortifies us to live 
and die in His Service and for Him, for the realization of 
His Will on earth.  It charges us to take responsibility for 
our own lives and destinies, with all of the resoluteness 
that the consciousness of being in His Service engenders, 
whether in our own tiny individual spheres of life or in the 

17. Ibid., 256.
18. Ibid.
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larger sphere of our national life as a whole; in whatever 
earthly place or situation His Will places us.19   

Rav Hirsch presents living a Torah life as an honor, being in the service 
of Hashem a privilege, and living one’s life with the awareness of 
Hashem and a resoluteness in one’s commitment to His Law an act of 
empowerment.
Rav Hirsch continues to explain loyalty to Law in an innovative way 
that may resound well with teenagers, or anyone seeking a clear 
understanding of why the Torah provides such a detailed system of 
rules and mores:

The Law gives us a standard by which to distinguish the 
true from the false, the pure from the tainted, right from 
wrong, what is beneficial from what is unsuitable – all 
according to the undeceivable judgment of G-dly Truth.  It 
gives us a standard by which resolutely and firmly to travel 
His Road without audacity and without recklessness, 
without contempt for man and without worship of man, 
without conceit and without self-abasement, but rather 
with the G-dly lamp in hand.  Thus equipped, we can travel 
our road without fear, calmly and earnestly, prepared for 
all eventualities.20

In this light, the Halacha benefits us: it gives us clarity in enabling us to 
distinguish right from wrong, what is good and bad for us; it gives us 
direction in leading a life of character development; it provides us the 
mindset of trusting in G-d as we progress throughout life.
Finally: 

The Law is a light which becomes brighter the purer we 
keep it, the more fully we devote ourselves to its radiance.  
Its radiance enables the Jewish man to walk through life 
with his eyes open, knowing what he is, what he should 
be, and what is the meaning for him of the individual and 
community life going on around him.21

19. Ibid., 257.
20. Ibid., 259.
21. Ibid.
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Jewish life is because of our Law.  Amidst a daily existence that has 
us pulled in various directions, with so many responsibilities to fulfill, 
Rav Hirsch reminds us what it is all about: it is Judaism that blesses 
us with the direction to know who we are and where we are going.  
It helps define for us what our place is in our individual world and in 
community life around us.  For a Jew, a life devoid of Judaism leaves a 
gaping hole, a mission yet fulfilled, a task left undone.

We could use a little help from our Irish Catholic friend Thomas Cahill, 
author of The Gift of the Jews: How a Tribe of Desert Nomads Changed 
the Way Everyone Thinks and Feels, in showing us the true impact and 
significance of our Law which Rav Hirch speaks of so fondly. Cahill’s 
thesis is fascinating, especially considering his religious background. 
(Halevai all Jews should think of their own nation in such a laudatory 
light.) He posits, in his introduction entitled “The Jews are It,” that 
the Jews are the source of many of the basic values that are part of 
the Westerner’s belief system.  “Without Jews,” he writes, “we would 
see the world through different eyes, hear with different ears, even 
feel with different feelings…we would think with a different mind, 
interpret all our experience differently, draw different conclusions from 
the things that befall us.  And we would set a different course for our 
lives.”22  He also believes that the laws of the Torah are a testimony to 
the fact that the Jews were the first to develop “an integrated view of 
life and its obligations,”23  very similar to Rav Hirsch’s notion that “the 
Law shapes our world into one of order and Law.”24   Sometimes it takes 
an outsider’s insight to help us recognize the gifts we already have in 
our possession.

No doubt Cahill would agree with Rav Hirsch that the Torah “awakens 
all feelings for what is humanly great and noble in our heart,” “fills 
us with enthusiasm for our own life calling,” and “charges us to take 
responsibility for our own lives and destinies.”25  He himself suggests that 
the concept of vocation, of having a personal destiny, was introduced 

22. Cahill, Thomas. The Gifts of the Jews: How a Tribe of Desert Nomad Changed the Way Everyone Thinks 
and Feels. New York: Doubleday, 3.
23. Ibid., 156
24. Hirsch, 256.
25. Hirsch, 256-257.
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to the world by the Jews.26  He even unequivocally goes so far to state, 
with striking politically-incorrect boldness, that almost everything man 
does is “Jewish.”  As Cahill writes:

The Jew gave us the Outside and the Inside – our outlook 
and our inner life. We can hardly get up in the morning or 
cross the street without being Jewish. We dream Jewish 
dreams and hope Jewish hopes. Most of our best words, in 
fact- new, adventure, surprise, unique, individual, person, 
vocation, time ,history, future, freedom, progress, spirit, 
faith, hope, justice – are the gifts of the Jews.27

There is no better time than the holiday of Shavuos to remind ourselves 
of our uniqueness as Hashem’s Chosen People and the bearers 
of His Law. As we learn the precepts of our Torah with our families 
and community during Zman Matan Toraseinu, may we internalize 
the concept of naaseh v’nishmah, of a personalized connection and 
commitment to mitzvah observance and to Hashem, for both ourselves 
and our children.

26. Cahill, 3.
27. Ibid., 240-241.
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The Aseres HaDibros
Rabbi Naftali Burnstein1

It is the generally accepted minhag, in kehilos around the world, to 
stand when the Aseres HaDibros are read in shul. This custom, however,  
seems to be in direct conflict with the opinion of the Rambam, and 
requires further examination.

The Rambam was asked whether it is correct to stand during the reading  
of the Aseres HaDibros. The question was based on the Gemara in 
Maseches Berachos (יב.), which tells us that originally the Aseres 
HaDibros were placed in the middle of our tefilos and then later  
removed, to prevent anyone from giving greater credence to the Aseres 
HaDibros than to the rest of the davening. The concern was that if we 
would add only the Aseres HaDibros, it would imply they are uniquely 
from Hashem – unlike the rest of the Torah. The question posed to  
theRambam was whether standing during the reading of these  
pesukim might create the same mistaken conclusion as adding them  
into our tefilah. 

The answer provided in the Rambam’s teshuva is that it would indeed 
be inappropriate to stand for the Aseres HaDibros. His view leaves us 
with this further question: Why did a custom contrary to the opinion of 
the Rambam gain such widespread acceptance?

HaRav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, ZTL, in Sefer Harrerei Kedem (vol. 2,  
siman 117), suggests the following approach to answer this question.

The Rav points out that our mesorah  has two different sets of trup, 
cantillation, with regard to the reading of the Aseres HaDibros. They 
are known as Taam Elyon and Taam Tachton. The Taam Tachton follows 
the standard pasuk divisions, while Taam Elyon divides the section into 
ten separate dibros. The difference between them, suggests the Rav, 
is the difference between Torah reading like any other we do in shul, 
versus a more formal reenactment of our standing at Har Sinai and 
receiving the Torah. 

1. Rabbi Naphtali Burnstein received semicha from Ner Yisrael.  He served as rav of Young Israel of 
Greater Buffalo from 1986- 1992 and of the Young Israel of Greater Cleveland from 1992 to the present.

30    Clilei Torah of Cleveland   



The Rav suggests that Rambam was of the opinion that whenever the 
Aseres HaDibros are read, they are read with Taam Tachton – so the 
reading of these pesukim is no different from any other reading of the 
Torah. Standing for only this reading, which otherwise is simply a Torah  
reading like any other, would imply some special kedusha or divine  
status unique to this portion. This would clearly send the wrong  
message, just like inserting a special recitation of the Aseres HaDibros 
into our regular tefilah. 

The prevailing custom, however, is to always read Taam Elyon – which, 
says the Rav, means we are not dealing with a typical Torah reading. 
Rather, our reading of the Aseres HaDibros is a reenactment of  
Maamad Har Sinai – so we must follow the script and behave as if we 
were there. We stand in respect for this momentous occasion, as did 
our ancestors. This reenactment is distinct from regular Torah reading,  
and therefore standing sends no problematic message about the  
relative importance of different parts of Torah we might be reading.

In our kehillah, we have adopted the custom to ask everyone to stand 
for the entire aliyah that contains the Aseret HaDibros, in order not 
to isolate just those pesukim into a category completely all their  
own. This is not to compromise on the tradition of not giving added  
significance to any particular part of the Torah; rather, it is to sensitize  
our kehillah to the significance of this particular portion, without 
compromising on the view of the Rambam and others. 

Every Yom Tov we observe affords us the opportunity to relive the 
unique message and spirit of that Yom Tov. On Shavuos, whichever trup 
we read, we attempt to reenact the experience of Ma’amad Har Sinai 
and to become more connected to Hashem and the Torah.
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Shavuos & Simchas Torah: Excel v. Word
By David S. Farkas1

Two holidays in the Jewish calendar seem to celebrate the same thing: 
Simchas Torah and Shavuos. Both of them are celebrations of Torah. Is 
there any significant difference between them?

While the word “theme” is a modern concept, and not part of 
traditional Jewish methods of study, there are definite themes that 
emerge, unlabeled as such, from the pages of traditional sources. And 
the themes of these two holidays, it seems to me, are תורה שבעל פה 
(Oral Law) and תורה שבכתב (Written Law). 

On the immediate surface, one would assume that Shavuos celebrates 
the Written Law. We are commemorating the giving of the Torah, which 
is, after all, a written document.  But the truth is exactly the opposite. 
Simchas Torah celebrates the Written Law, while Shavuos celebrates 
the Oral Law. In this article I wish to share with you why I think this is 
the case.

Expanding Universes

Let’s begin with an interesting observation of the Ramban2. Ramban 
notes that throughout Talmudic literature, Shavuos is referred to 
as Atzeres. Atzeres simply means a “stoppage” day, like a STOP sign 
in Israel says “Atzor.” We stop doing work, as on all holidays. Why is 
Shavuos, in particular, called by this name? Ramban points out that we 
can gain insight from looking at the one other holiday that shares this 
name: Shmini Atzeres. Shmini Atzeres follows the seven-day Succos 
holiday. It serves as a bookend of Succos, if you will: there is an opening 
holiday of Succos, the intermediate days of cholo shel moed, and then 
the concluding holiday of Shmini Atzeres. 

1. Mr. Farkas, an attorney practicing as in-house labor counsel for FirstEnergy Corporation, received 
his rabbinic ordination from Ner Israel Rabbinical College in 1999. He has published articles in, among  
others, Torah publications such as Hakirah Magazine, Jewish Bible Quarterly, and Seforim Blog, and 
- wearing the other hat - the Cleveland Plain Dealer and the Cleveland Bar Association Journal. He has 
lived with his family in University Heights since 2002.
2. Leviticus 23:36
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Shavuos, says the Ramban, is also a concluding holiday. That is, we 
have the opening Pesach holiday, then a seven week interval (which 
functions as an intermediate period similar to cholo shel moed), then 
the concluding bookend holiday of Shavuos. And that, says the Ramban, 
is why we call it Atzeres. Because it is really the same thing as Shmini 
Atzeres: the conclusion, or culmination, of a holiday series.

Now, Shmini Atzeres, of course, is the same thing as Simchas Torah, the 
latter being simply the name that developed in the medieval period 
for the second day of Shmini Atzeres in the Diaspora.3  So we see a 
foundation for the special connection between Simchas Torah and 
Shavuos, in that each is an “Atzeres.” But where do we find that one 
celebrates the Oral Law, and the other, the Written Law?

The first clue is that the Torah itself does not connect Shavuos to Mattan 
Torah. By a strict reading of the text, Shavuos is simply an agricultural 
holiday (Chag Ha-Bikkurim), a harvest festival. That is all the Torah says 
about it. It was the sages - that is, the oral law - who transformed the 
holiday into the holiday as we know it today, so much so that in the 
prayer service we refer to it exclusively as זמן מתן תורתינו (the time 
of the giving of our Torah).  In that vain the sages also state in Midrash 
Tanchuma4 that the celebrated derash of God “forcing the Jews” to 
accept the Torah (by suspending a mountaintop over them) concerned 
only the Oral Law.  The Written Law, by contrast, was accepted willingly, 
and needed no coercion. So we begin to see a glimmer of this theme, 
that Shavuos – as zman matan Torateinu - involves a specific focus on 
the Oral Law. 

But let us examine the matter a little more conceptually. Simchas Torah 
celebrates the completion of the Torah. We read the last few verses, 
and so complete the annual Torah cycle. Shavuos, in marked contrast, 
celebrates the beginning of the Torah, the receiving of the Torah. And 
that makes all the difference in the world, because the Oral Law can 
never be completed. By definition, one can never finish the Oral Law. It 
is endless, like outer space.

3. For more on the evolution of Simchas Torah, see Toldot Hag Simchat Torah, by R. Avraham Yaari
4. Genesis 3 (Noach)
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Scientists speak of an expanding universe.5 This is a difficult concept to 
grasp. What do we mean, an expanding universe? Just as every thing 
has a beginning point, doesn’t it also have to have an end?

The truth is: No, it doesn’t. There is no “Restaurant at the End of the 
Universe,” where one can park his car and have lunch. The Universe 
keeps on going. And it is not the case that new space is being created; 
rather, the universe was never created to begin with the dimension of 
an end point. Think of a Mobius strip, a three dimensional geometric 
surface with only one side. Though almost every three-dimensional 
item in the world has two sides, this only has one. In the same vein, 
some things are created with a beginning point, but no definite end 
point. (The conservative in me would compare it to a government 
regulation – it has a beginning, but no end.) 

And so the universe of the Oral Law is also an expanding universe. In one 
sense this is true simply because of the sheer volume of Torah literature 
that keeps coming out. In 2014 I happened to be in Lakewood, NJ - on 
business, believe it or not - and I visited some of the Jewish book shops, 
where I discovered that someone has produced an entire volume on 
the halachos of sneezing. As a young man I recall having seen a book 
completely devoted to the subject of hagbah, raising the Torah after it 
has been read publicly. I remember thinking at the time that an entire 
volume on that subject seemed a little excessive. But on sneezing?! 

So in that sense, the Oral Law is an expanding universe.  But on a more 
fundamental level as well, by its very nature, the Oral Law is constantly 
in a state of expansion. Someone asks a question, perhaps pointing out 
a contradiction: someone distinguishes between the cases to show the 
sources do not contradict:  someone further distinguishes the answer 
and gives a new rule: someone distinguishes that - it never ends. So 
Simchas Torah, which celebrates the completion of the Torah, can 
only be about the Written Law. Shavuos, which commemorates the 
beginning of the Torah, is about the Oral Law.

5. The Midrashim also speak of an expanding universe. (Cf. Beraishis Rabbah 5:8 אני שאמרתי לשמים 
(.and parallel sources וארץ די שאלמלא כן היו מותחים והולכים עד עכשיו
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Word v. Excel

Someone once told me that when a young man and woman are dating 
with an eye towards marriage, the compatibility they should be seeking 
should not be in terms of music or books, but, rather, in chicken: One of 
them should like dark meat, and the other should prefer white. In that 
way, nothing will ever go to waste. 

In the same vein, in our own marriage, my wife and I are very blessed, 
among many other things, in that we’ve gotten the Microsoft Office 
platform down to a science. I’m a word guy. Words are my bread and 
butter as a lawyer, and I enjoy writing articles like the one you’re 
reading. My wife, on the other hand, is a numbers person. She can 
create a spreadsheet in the blink of an eye, and thinks of balance sheets 
as her special friends. So we have great compatibility when it comes to 
computers, because I naturally prefer Microsoft Word, while my wife 
gravitated towards Excel. (Neither of us likes white meat, unfortunately. 
Too dry.) 

That difference, between numbers and words, is also a key difference 
between Simchas Torah and Shavuos. Simchas Torah = letters, Shavuos 
= numbers.  

Letters are finite. There are only 22 of them in the Hebrew language, 
and hence, there is a limited number of words that can be fashioned 
from the different letter combinations.  That is why we are able to 
have a Hebrew dictionary. (It is unlike Chinese picture characters, for 
example, which is a theoretically unlimited form of communication. 
There can be a picture for anything.) 

Hebrew letters are limited. But numbers are not. Numbers are infinite. 

There is a wonderful moment in the great classic, The Phantom 
Tollbooth6,  which illustrates this point nicely. In this great adventure, 
the hero of the story, a boy named Milo, meets the Mathemagician. 
Milo wants to know, what is the largest number possible? The 
Mathemagician asks Milo what he thinks it is, and he answers “Nine 

6. The Phantom Tollbooth, Random House (1969) by Norton Juster, illustrated by Jules Feiffer.
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trillion, nine hundred ninety nine billion, nine hundred ninety nine 
million, nine hundred ninety nine thousand, nine hundred ninety nine.” 
And the Mathemagician responds: “Okay, add one more to that.” And 
so Milo adds one more number, and the Mathemagician says again, 
“Now add one more.” And so on and so forth. No matter what number 
you come up with, you can always add one more. Numbers are infinite.

So let us survey the field. The written Torah is limited. It is limited to 
the words and letters, which are themselves inherently limited, that 
we find in Tanach. Oral Torah, on the other hand, is unlimited. More 
is being created every day, as I mentioned above. So how do we 
celebrate Simchas Torah? By letters. By words. We read the concluding 
paragraphs. Simchas Torah is all about words and letters. Simchas 
Torah, accordingly, is Microsoft Word. 

But how do we celebrate Shavuos? By numbers. The very way in which 
we approach the holiday is by counting – Sefiras Ha-Omer. In fact, we 
don’t even have to verbally declare the holiday, as we do with other 
holidays, because it automatically follows the 49th day after Pesach. 
Indeed, R. Yaakov Kaminetzky notes7 that Shavuos is the only holiday 
which is not referenced by the verse “These are the holidays of the 
Lord, holy convocations, which shall be declared in their proper time.” 
He explains that the other holidays are verbally declared holy by virtue 
of the sanctification of the month; not so Shavuos, which can fall out 
on any of three different days, depending on the calendar.  So, unlike 
other holidays, there is no verbal component of declaration. Shavuos is 
numbers. Shavuos is Excel.8

Esoterica

Numbers are very spiritual, much more so than words. The great 
kabalistic mystics understood this. That is why the opening chapter of 
one of the foundational books of kabalah, the Sefer Yetzirah, is a number 
sequence. In fact, one of the basic mystical concepts in kabbalah is that 
of the sefiros, a term which itself comes from the word “number.” There 
are some who can even see the divine in an irrational number like Pi.

7. Leviticus, 23:21
8. At the lecture upon which this article is based, someone in the audience asked, “You’ve got Word,  
and you’ve got Excel – what about Outlook?” I answered, “What do you mean - the whole speech is  
about Hashkafa!”

36     Clilei Torah of Cleveland  



Many people never learn to appreciate the esoteric quality of numbers, 
because they are so confused by the arithmetic. For many years I was 
one of them. But I’ve come to understand the beauty of numbers. 
The binary system of computer language, which is the foundation of 
all computer coding, reduces every instruction to ones and zeroes.  
In the same way, all of nature can be reduced to numbers. The leaves 
on a tree, the pattern of a zebra, the shape of a snowflake.  Shavuos, a 
holiday of numbers, has these mystical connections to it.  That, in fact, 
is one of the reasons we read the maaseh merkavah  on Shavuos (as 
the first day הפטרה). This (the maaseh merkavah) is the very source of 
Jewish mysticism. 

The idea that Shavuos is about the Oral Law lies at the heart of the 
Ruth story we read on Shavuos. On the surface it is simply a story about 
Ruth coming to marry Boaz, and eventually founding the Royal House 
of David. But just like Chazal gave the agricultural holiday of Shavuos 
a whole new flavor when they identified it with Mattan Torah, they 
did the same with Ruth.  Doeg the Edomite in Yevamos (77a), there 
was a pitched battle being fought over the very legitimacy of the Oral 
Law. That is, according to a straight reading of the Written Law, Rut 
could not marry into the Jewish people (Devarim 23:4); Boaz, however, 
claimed he had an oral tradition that the prohibition against marrying 
a Moabite applied only to male Moabites, and not a female Moabite, 
like Ruth.  

This was, of course, a radical reading of the Torah, because all of the 
Torah is given in the masculine form. It is called the generic masculine, 
a literary convention. Boaz’s claim that the use of the masculine 
“Moabite” was intended to be gender specific, rather than a generic 
reference to all Moabites, would have seemed shocking. Thus, the 
Gemara records in great detail how the people resisted Boaz’s teaching, 
believing it to be illegitimate.  In the Gemara and in the Midrash, it 
is routinely referred to as a “new” halacha. However, Boaz ultimately 
carried the day, and (obviously) we do not view David as the product 
of an illegal marriage. And so Megilat Ruth is really a celebration of the 
Oral Law trumping the Written Law.
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All of this, I think, is part of the reason Shavuos is so closely identified 
with the night, rather than the day. The common explanation holds 
it to be a result of the Jews “sleeping in” the first time the Torah was 
given, and thus making up for it by resolving to stay awake the whole 
night forever after9. But it’s more than that. The Gemara10 posits that 
night was only created for “learning”, which is understood to mean 
“Oral Law.” (Indeed, there is discussion in halachic literature over 
whether one is even allowed to learn the Written Law at night.11) Thus, 
because Shavuos is all about the Oral Law, we emphasize learning at 
night. Indeed, Shulchan Aruch HaRav explicitly says that one’s primary 
learning on Shavuos night should focus on the Oral Law.12

Conclusion

In sum, we have two holidays celebrating Torah: Shavuos and Simchas 
Torah. One celebrates the end, and the other, the beginning. One 
is words, the other is numbers. One is finite, the other infinite. As a 
good marriage combines different elements into a single whole, both 
Shavuous and Simchas Torah complement one another in the timeless 
message of the Torah.

9. See Magen Avraham on Orach Chaim 494
10. Eruvin 65a
11. See, e.g., Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 238:1 and the comments of Shaarei Tzion (in Mishna Brurah) thereto.
12. 493:3
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ממחרת השבת
Adena Muskin1

 
Throughout the course of Jewish history there is a question that 
has troubled scholars and laymen alike: How can it be that a major  
holiday -- Shavuot -- has almost no mention in the Torah? Unlike all 
other holidays which are elaborated on at great length in Parshat Emor, 
Shavuot is mentioned almost as an afterthought. In Vayikra 23, the 
commandment to observe each holiday is separated by a paragraph 
break, except Shavuot. It is included in the paragraph that details the 
laws of Pesach, and mentioned only after the command to count the 
omer. Shavuot is not even given a calendric date: its date is completely 
reliant upon Sefirat HaOmer. To make matters more confusing, the 
very phrase used to signify both the beginning and end of Sefirat  
HaOmer, and by extension the end of Pesach and the beginning of 
Shavuot, bears a dual meaning.  

עֶֹמר ֶאת  ֲהבִיאֲכֶם  ִמּיֹום  ַהַּׁשָּבת  ִמָּמֳחַרת  לָכֶם   ּוְספַרְֶּתם 
ָ ַהְּתנּופָה  ֶׁשבַע ַׁשּבָתֹות, ְּתִמימֹת ִּתְהיֶינ

 ִמָּמֳחַרת ַהַּׁשָּבת ַהְּׁשבִיעִת ִּתְסּפְרּו ֲחִמִּׁשים יֹום 
 
“And you shall count for yourselves from the day after 
the day of rest, from the day that you bring the sheaf of 
the waving; they shall be seven complete weeks. Until  
the day after the Shabbat after the seventh week you 
shall number fifty days; and you shall present a new meal- 
offering to G-d.”  (Vayikra 23:15-16)
 

This command raises many practical questions. When exactly is מחרת 
 ”.The literal meaning of the words is “the day after the Sabbath ?השבת
To what does that refer? The Torah uses this vague phrase to refer both 

1. Adena Muskin grew up in Cleveland and currently serves as a Program Associate at the Cleveland Hillel 
Foundation. In this capacity she coordinates Jewish events for undergraduate and graduate students across 
the Cleveland area, including at Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland State University, and  John 
Carroll University. Adena graduated from Cleveland State University with a BA in History after studying at 
Sha’alvim for Women and Migdal Oz midrashot in Israel. Adena enjoys working in the Jewish community, 
and plans to pursue a career as a museum curator. 
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to the beginning of the count and the holiday that concludes it.2 More 
importantly, why does this holiday remain nameless? This is the day 
that commemorates when the Jewish people received the Torah. One 
would think that this day would be given special mention, or at least 
equal attention to the rest of the holidays. Instead, this one-day holiday 
is barely noted. Why? 
 
Scholars of nearly every generation have dealt with this question,  
perhaps because there were always those who debated its Halachik 
ramifications. The first written mention of this dispute occurred during 
the Second Temple era between the Sages and the Boethusians.3 This 
argument is described in the Mishna in Menachot 10:3. 
 

 אקצור, והן אומרין לו קצור. אקצור, והן אומרין לו קצור.
כל על  פעמים  שלושה  קצור.   לו  אומרין  והן   אקצור, 
 דבר ודבר, והן אומרין הין, הין, הין.  כל כך למה  מפני
 הבייתוסיין, שהיו אומרין, אין קצירת העומר במוצאי יום

טוב
 
He would ask: “Should I reap?” They would answer: “Yes.” 
“Should I reap?” They would answer: “Yes.” “Should I 
reap?” They would answer: “Yes.” Three times [they asked 
and answered] regarding each matter. Why was all this 
necessary? Because of the Boethusians, who would say, 
the Omer is not cut on the night following the holiday.
 

This Mishna details that Bnei Yisrael would cut the grain after the  
first day of Pesach in order to bring it for the omer offering. The  
Boethusians, who understood the verse literally, countered that 
 couldn’t mean the day after Pesach, so they would wait מחרת השבת
until the following Sunday, the day after the literal Shabbat. 
 
The Rambam also deals with this question, in opposition to the Karaite 
interpretation.  The Rambam provides two proofs supporting the Sages 
and refuting the Boethusians:

2. The first ִמָּמֳחרַת ַהַּׁשּבָת in verse 15 refers to the day after Pesach. In the very next pasuk, however, the 
same phrase refers to Shavuot. 
3. The Boethusians, like the Tzidukim, or Saducees, were a sect who did not believe in Torah SheBa’al Peh, 
the Oral Law. The Second Temple Rabbis had many Halachik disputes with this group. 

40     Clilei Torah of Cleveland  



יְִׂשרֵָאל  ִמּכְלַל  ֶׁשּיָצְאּו  ַהּטֹועִים  ֵאּלּו  ִמּפְנֵי  לָָּמה:   ּכָךְ   וְכָל 
“ִמָּמֳחרַת ּבַּתֹורָה  ֶׁשּנֱֶאָמר  ֶׁשּזֶה  אֹוְמרִין  ְׁשֶהן  ֵׁשנִי,   ּבְבַיִת 
 ַהַּׁשּבָת” הּוא ַׁשּבָת ּבְרֵאִׁשית; ּוִמּפִי ַהְּׁשמּועָה לְָמדּו ֲחכִָמים,
ַהּנְבִיִאים ָּתִמיד  רָאּו  וְכֵן  טֹוב.   יֹום  ַׁשּבַת  ֵאלָא   ְׁשֵאינָּה 
 וְַהַּסנְֶהּדְרִין, ּבְכָל ּדֹור וָדֹור, ֶׁשָהיּו ְמנִיפִין ֶאת ָהעֶֹמר ּבְִׁשָּׁשה

עָָׂשר ּבְנִיָסן, ּבֵין ּבַחֹל ּבֵין ּבַַּׁשּבָת
וֲַהרֵי נֱֶאָמר ּבַּתֹורָה “וְלֶֶחם וְָקלִי וְכַרְֶמל לֹא תֹאכְלּו, עַד-
ֵמעֲבּור “וַּיֹאכְלּו  וְנֱֶאָמר  כג:יד(  )ויקרא  ַהּזֶה”  ַהּיֹום   עֶצֶם 
 ָהָארֶץ, ִמָּמֳחרַת ַהּפֶַסח--ַמּצֹות וְָקלּוי” )יהושע ה:יא( וְִאם
ַהִּטּפְִׁשים, ֶׁשּדִּמּו  ֵארַע, ּכְמֹו   ּתֹאַמר ֶׁשאֹותֹו ַהּפֶַסח ּבַַּׁשּבָת 
ְׁשֵאינּו ּבְדָבָר  לֶָחדָׁש  אֲכִילָָתם  ֶהֵּתר  ַהּכָתּוב  ָּתלָה   ֵהיַאךְ 
 ָהעִיָקר וְלֹא ַהִּסּבָה, ֵאלָא נְִקרֹא נְִקרָה; ֵאלָא ֵמַאַחר ֶׁשָּתלָה
ִהיא ֶׁשָּמֳחרָת ַהּפֶַסח  ַהּדָבָר ּבָרּור   ַהּדָבָר ּבְָמֳחרָת ַהּפֶַסח, 
יֹום ֵאיזֶה  עַל  ַמְׁשּגִיִחין  וְֵאין  ֶהָחדָׁש,  ֶאת  ַהַּמֶּתרֶת   ָהעִּלָה 

.הּוא, ִמּיְֵמי ַהָּׁשבּועַ
 

Why was all this necessary? Because of those who erred 
who departed from the community of Israel in the Second  
Temple [era]. They maintained that the Torah’s expression: 
“From the day following the Sabbath” [should be  
understood literally, as referring to] the Sabbath of the  
weekNevertheless, according to the Oral Tradition, [our  
Sages] derived that the intent is not the Sabbath, but the 
festival. And so, this was understood at all times by the 
prophets and the Sanhedrin in every generation. They 
would have the omer waved on the sixteenth of Nisan 
whether it fell during the week or on the Sabbath. 
This [interpretation] is also reflected in the Torah itself, as 
it says: “You shall not eat bread, roasted grain, or kernels 
of grain until this self-same day.” (Vayikra 23:14) And it also 
states: “And they ate from the produce of the land on the 
day after Pesach, matzot and roasted grain.” (Joshua 5:11) 
And if one would presume that in that year Pesach fell 
on the Sabbath as these fools have supposed, why would 
the Torah permit them to eat new grain dependent on a  
factor that is not fundamental, nor the true cause, but 
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mere coincidence. Instead, since [the Torah] made the 
matter dependent on “the day after Pesach,” it is clear 
that the day after Pesach is the cause that permits new 
grain [to be eaten] and no attention is paid to the day of 
the week [on which it falls].
(Mishna Torah, Hilchot Timidin U’Musafim 7:11)
 

Rambam first explains that the tradition (mesorah) throughout the 
generations has always been to bring the omer on the 16th of Nissan,  
after the first day of Pesach. Indeed, the testimony of parents to  
children, teachers to students, the older generation to the younger one 
bears tremendous significance in Judaism. 

 
The Rambam’s second proof is from a pasuk in Sefer Yehoshua: 

וְָקלּוי ַהּפֶַסח--ַמּצֹות  ִמָּמֳחרַת  ָהָארֶץ,  ֵמעֲבּור   וַּיֹאכְלּו 
ּבְעֶצֶם, ַהּיֹום ַהּזֶה

“And they ate from the produce of the land on the day 
after Pesach – matzot and roasted grain, on that day.” 

(Joshua 5:11)
 
The verse clearly states that Bnei Yisrael ate from the new produce 
(which is only permitted after the omer is brought) on the day after 
Pesach. It cannot be that the day after Pesach happened to fall out 
on a Sunday, the day after Shabbat, for otherwise there would have 
been no reason for the verse to make special effort to mention that 
day. Rather, this pasuk simply proves that ממחרת השבת refers to the  
day after Pesach, not the day after Saturday. The Ralbag, in his  
commentary on Sefer Yehoshua, explains in a similar manner that  
there is simply no other logical explanation for this pasuk. Pesach is 
referred to as Shabbat, and therefore ממחרת השבת must mean the 
16th day of Nissan.4

However, there is another textual inconsistency in Vayikra 23. The  
Torah seems to contradict itself: The command in verse 15 is to count 
seven complete weeks, yet the next verse states fifty days. Seven  
complete weeks are only forty-nine days. Why does the Torah add an 

4. Ralbag commentary on Yehoshua 5:11
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extra day? Until which number must we count?
 
The Gemara in Menachot 65b-66a deals with this issue:
 
ומצוה כג(  )ויקרא  יום”  חמשים  “תספרו  דכתיב  יומי  למימני   מצוה 
)למימני שבועי דכתיב “שבעה שבועות תספר לך” )דברים טז

It is a mitzvah to count each day, as it says “You should count 
50 days” (Vaykira 23), and it is a mitzvah to count each  
week, as it says “7 weeks count for yourself.” (Devarim 16)
 

Rashi explains that both statements are true: When the 16th day of  
Nisan falls on the first day of the week, we count seven complete 
weeks. But when the 16th is on any other day of the week, then we 
count fifty days.5 
 
Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi writes in a similar manner that the phrase 
:is simply an example “ממחרת השבת“
 

The meaning of this number is only to place a distance 
of fifty days between the holiday when we cut the barley 
[Passover] to the holiday when we cut the wheat 
[Shavuot], and in that way to keep the “7 weeks” that are 
themselves “7 perfect weeks.” The reason that the Torah 
mentions the first day of the week is only by means of  
example – as if to say: If the beginning [of the count] 
“from when the sickle cuts the grain” (Devarim 16:9) is on 
the first of the week, then the end of the count will also be 
on the first day of the week. From this we may infer that if 
the beginning of the count was on the second day of the 
week we would count until the second day of the week  
[7 weeks later].6

 
In other words, the Torah’s command to count fifty days and seven 
weeks is not a contradiction. Fifty days separate the two holidays that 
are counted by weeks. The Torah explains that we must count seven 
perfect weeks, beginning ממחרת השבת, in order to emphasize that 

“פירוש רשי על מנחות סה ע”ב, ד”ה “כל ספירות שאתה סופר .5
6. Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi, Sefer HaKuzari Part III, 41. Translation by author. 
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we must begin and end the count on the same day of the week, which 
is not necessarily the first day of the week. 
 
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch explains the Torah’s command  
metaphorically: The 50th day is the entire purpose of the count,  
and cannot itself be counted. Counting begins השבת  not :ממחרת 
from the day after Shabbat and not even from the day after Pesach, 
but the day after we rest. We begin to count after we seemingly have 
all we need, after we celebrate our freedom, our land, and its produce.7 
A Jew should never settle for simply the tangible things, such as liberty,  
land, produce, etc. A Jew is also searching for what lies beyond.  
Therefore we begin to count השבת  from the day after we ,ממחרת 
celebrate our physical freedom, until the day when we will receive our 
purpose in life: the Torah. When others would normally stop counting, 
a Jew begins, because we constantly seek and strive to better ourselves. 
Only then will we be eligible to receive the Torah.8 
 
The Maharal of Prague takes a slightly different approach. We are  
commanded to count seven weeks, but fifty days. The two are, obviously,  
not compatible. However, there is something that connects the two. 
The number seven is the number of nature. There are seven days 
in a week. Thus, the 49th day is a natural day, one that humans can  
comprehend and count. The number fifty, on the other hand, stems 
from the number ten. Ten is an all-encompassing number, and therefore  
the number that belongs to G-d.9  There were 10 commandments given 
at Matan Torah, and according to the Sages G-d created the world with 
ten sayings.10 Thus, between the 49th day and the 50th day, something 
supernatural must occur. G-d helps us achieve the status of the fiftieth 
day through the kedusha of Shavuot. But we cannot count the 50th 
day. It does not belong to us; it belongs to G-d. 11

7. It should be mentioned that the command to observe Chag Hamatzot, or the 7 day holiday after bring-
ing the Korban Pesach, was only applicable after Bnei Yisrael entered into Eretz Yisrael. For 40 years in the 
desert they did not observe the holiday, which is why it receives so much emphasis in Sefer Yehoshua, 
when Bnei Yisrael celebrated it for the first time in the land. 
8. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch in his commentary on Vayikra 23:15.
9. Maharal of Prague, Netivot Olam, Torah 1.
בַּעֲָשׂרָה ַמאֲָמרֹות נִבְרָא ָהעֹולָם” משנה אבות ה:א“  .10
11. Maharal of Prague, Tiferet Yisrael Ch. 25.
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In fact, the Torah often requires a system of counting seven days that 
are mere preparation for the eighth day. The eighth day does not exist 
without the preceding seven, but it is never counted. Although it is 
only the following day, it is actually the entire purpose of the previous 
seven days. In Vayikra 15, the zav and zava are commanded to count 
7 days of ritual impurity before they can reappear before G-d and the 
people on the eighth day. From that day on, not only are they allowed 
to come to the Mishkan whenever they wish to bring a korban, but they 
are commanded to “come before G-d to the door of the Ohel Mo’ed” 
(Vayikra 15:14).  The metzora too, must count seven days outside the 
camp before reentering before G-d and people on the eighth day, when 
“the Kohen who purifies shall present the person to be purified and 
[the offerings of the eighth day] before G-d at the door of the Ohel 
Mo’ed” (Vayikra 14:11). Even animals cannot be brought as a korban 
until after they are 7 days old. (Vayikra 22:27). 
 
Perhaps the most dramatic example of a nameless eighth day is the 
eighth day, or Yom Hashmini. This day is the dedication of the Mishkan.  
It is mentioned no fewer than three times in the Torah,12 yet never 
receives a title; it is called anticlimactically The Eighth Day. For seven 
days, Bnei Yisrael, the Nesiim, the Leviim, the Kohanim, and Moshe all 
dutifully counted and prepared for the eighth day. But the Torah never  
explicitly tells them what to expect on the eighth day. The people and 
leaders are full of suspense, waiting to see what will happen in the 
Mishkan. They are not disappointed, as the Shechina comes to rest 
in the Mishkan, within the camp, on that day. But they cannot know 
that beforehand. In order for the Mishkan to truly have its place as 
G-d’s home among the people, it must be a surprise to the people.  
They cannot expect it, but they must prepare for it. G-d alone will  
determine whether He will dwell in the Mishkan that the people  
prepared for Him.13 
 

12. The dedication of the Mishkan is found in Shmot 40, Vayikra 8-9, and Bamidbar 7-8
13. Rav Yonatan Grossman, The Eighth Day – the Surprise of Revelation http://etzion.org.il
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Sefirat HaOmer parallels the 7-day preparation for the dedication of 
the Mishkan. Ten months after Bnei Yisrael stood at Mount Sinai, they 
dedicated the Mishkan. Practically two months later they celebrated 
the first anniversary of Matan Torah,14 this time with renewed purpose. 
The communal counting and collective preparation for the fiftieth day 
is full of suspense and anticipation. We ready ourselves to receive 
the Torah again. But, like the Shechina resting among Bnei Yisrael, we  
cannot expect that the Torah will be readily bestowed upon us.15 Every 
year Shavuot surprises us. Therefore we cannot count the fiftieth day. 
By its very definition it belongs only to G-d.
 
Until now we have dealt with the literary issues regarding the enigma  
of the holiday of Shavuot, but we have not answered the larger  
question: Why does the holiday of Shavuot not merit its own mention 
in Vayikra 23? What about this holiday is so intrinsically connected to 
Pesach that it must be included in the command to observe Passover, 
rather than identified as an independent entity?
 
Many Chasidic answers are given regarding this connection between 
Chag Hamatzot and Chag Matan Torateinu. These answers all describe 
the process of Sefirat HaOmer. Rabbi Sholom Noach Berezovsky,  
author of the Netivot Shalom, writes that Shavuot is essentially a  
continuation of Pesach16. In Nisan we were freed from Egyptian slavery, 
but we were freed without a purpose. In Sivan, when we received the 
Torah, we were finally saved. Matan Torah is an important part of our 
exodus from Egypt, as implied when the Jewish people are promised:

ֶאְתכֶם וְִהּצַלְִּתי  ִמצְרַיִם  ִסבְלֹת  ִמַּתַחת  ֶאְתכֶם   וְהֹוצֵאִתי 
ּגְדֹלִים ּובְִׁשפִָטים  נְטּויָה  ּבִזְרֹועַ  ֶאְתכֶם  וְגַָאלְִּתי   ֵמעֲבֹדָָתם 
וְלַָקְחִּתי ֶאְתכֶם לִי לְעָם וְָהיִיִתי לָכֶם לֵאלִֹקים

And I will bring you out from under the burdens of the 
Egyptians, and I will deliver you from their bondage, and I 

14. Shmot 40:2 tells us that the seven days preceding the dedication of the Mishkan began on the first of 
Nisan, meaning that the Eighth Day was on the 8th of Nisan. Exactly two months later is the seventh of 
Sivan, Chag Matan Torateinu. 
15. The Ramban in his introduction to Sefer Shmot asserts that Matan Torah and Yom Hashmini are  
intrinsically connected. After the Shechina descended onto the mountain, it did not return to the heavens, 
but rather entered the Mishkan to dwell among the Jewish People.
”נתיבות שלום, ב’, מאמר רביעי: “וספרתם לכם ממחרת השבת  .16
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will redeem you with an outstretched arm, and with great 
judgments. And I will take you to Me for a people, and I 
will be to you a G-d. (Shmot 6:6-7)

Simply being freed from Egyptian slavery did not fulfil these  
promises. It took two months after Yetziat Mitzraim for G-d to take us 
as His People:

 וְִהיִיֶתם לִי ְסגֻּלָה ִמּכָל ָהעִַּמים ּכִי לִי ּכָל ָהָארֶץ וְַאֶּתם ִּתְהיּו
לִי ַמְמלֶכֶת ּכֲֹהנִים וְגֹוי ָקדֹוש

And you will be for me a treasure from all of the nations 
because all the land belongs to me. And you will be a 
 kingdom of priests and a holy nation. (Shmot 19:5-6)

The process of the Exodus from Egypt is not complete with the Exodus 
itself; it continues until Bnei Yisrael receive the Torah, become G-d’s 
chosen people, and enter into the Promised Land. Matan Torah is 
a direct consequence of the Exodus from Egypt. The Torah expresses 
this connection by linking the commands to observe both holidays in 
Vayikra 23. 

The process from the Exodus to Matan Torah, implied by Vayikra 
23, is rooted in human behavior. During Yetziat Mitzraim the Jewish  
People were completely passive. G-d did everything. He chose Moshe 
as the leader, performed countless miracles in Egypt, freed Bnei Yisrael, 
and defeated Pharaoh. G-d took the Jewish People out from Egyptian 
bondage, He saved them from slavery, and He redeemed them through 
great miracles. However, in order to accomplish the fourth part of the 
גאולה של  לשונות   the Jewish People must become active. G-d ,ד’ 
requires us to become part of His covenant – to keep and to observe 
all of His commandments. This is how Bnei Yisrael will become active. 
This change from passive to active is not immediate; it is part of a  
process. This process occurs between Pesach and Shavuot, from the 
first ממחרת השבת to the seventh. This process is the entire purpose 
of Sefirat HaOmer.
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Yet, this raises another question: Why is this process commanded to  
every Jewish generation? Why are we required to count year after 
year? Rabbi Yosef Bechor Shor answers: “so that the [Jewish People] 
will come to love the Torah, which was bestowed upon them by G-d.”17  

A Midrashic story elaborating upon this answer is told in the compilation 
Shibolei Haleket.18 When the Jewish People were told about their  
freedom from slavery, they were also told that they would receive the 
Torah fifty days later. This was hinted in the pasuk:

עַל ָהֱאלִֹקים  ֶאת  ַּתעַבְדּון  ִמִּמצְרַיִם  ָהעָם  ֶאת   ּבְהֹוצִיאֲךָ 
ָהָהר ַהּזֶה

When you [Moshe] will lead the people out of Egypt, you 
will worship G-d on this mountain. (Shmot 3:12)

There is an extra letter נ in the word ַּתעַבְדּון. Since the letter נ equals 
fifty in gematria, Bnei Yisrael understood that after fifty days they 
would receive the Torah. They therefore counted fifty days from the 
time they left Egypt until they stood at Mount Sinai. Thus, in order to 
commemorate this original counting – which Bnei Yisrael performed 
out of love for the Torah, even before they were commanded to do so 
– every Jewish generation counts Sefirat HaOmer.19

These answers might explain why we count, but they do not answer 
why Shavuot does not merit its own mention, its own date, or even its 
own name. 

Rabbi Yitzchak Arama, in his book Akeidat Yitzchak, answers that there 
is no specific date for Chag Matan Torateinu since the Torah is renewed 
each and every day. We receive the Torah again every time we learn it 
and observe its commandments. Any mention of Matan Torah must 
transcend time and space because it was a timeless experience. All 
other holidays are time bound because they commemorate a specific 
event. However, Shavuot itself encompasses every other holiday since it 
encompasses the Torah. The Torah is all-inclusive, and it is re-bestowed 

17. Rabbi Yosef Bechor Shor in his commentary on the Torah, Vayikra 23:16.
18. Shibolei Haleket is a compilation of Talmudic answers assembled by the Rishon Tzedekia ben Avraham Anav.
19. Shibolei Haleket, Part VIII, 23:16

48    Clilei Torah of Cleveland   



to the Jewish People each day.20 Therefore, there is also no symbolic 
ritual for Shavuot. It is impossible to condense the otherworldly  
experience of Matan Torah into a human ritual. That would transform 
the most spiritual holiday into something materialistic. The only way to 
celebrate Shavuot is through nature. Shavuot is also Chag HaKatzir, the 
harvest holiday. We commemorate Matan Torah with yet another gift 
from G-d: Eretz Yisrael. We bring ביכורים, the first fruits, to the Beit 
Hamikdash on Shavuot to thank G-d for our land, our sustenance, and 
of course the Torah.21 

One last question remains: If the preparation for Shavuot is focused 
on each individual, why are we commanded to count communally? 
The command for Sefirat HaOmer reads: ָלֶכם  And you“ ּוְסַפְרֶּתם 
[plural] shall count” (Vayikra 23:15). The Torah could have written this 
as an individualized command ְָלך  And you [singular] shall“ וְָספַרְָּת 
count.” Even more surprising is the fact that, the Torah does use this  
individualized phrase to refer to a communal counting – that of the 
yovel year, described in Vayikra 25:8. Yovel also requires a seven by 
seven count: we count seven 7-year cycles, culminating in a fiftieth year 
of yovel. One might think that the commands to count yovel and Sefirat 
HaOmer should be reversed, with yovel requiring a communal count 
and the omer requiring an individual count. 

Rabbi Soloveitchik answers that each Jew must undergo the process of 
Sefirat HaOmer as a part of the nation. Each person prepares for the 
day of Matan Torah alone, but also as a member of the Jewish People. 
We all celebrate this holiday together, yet it is the only holiday that does 
not require a formal announcement from Beit Din. The significance 
of this is twofold: we must first prepare ourselves in order to receive 
the Torah, since it is not bestowed upon those who remain passive.  
Secondly, the Torah belongs to everyone, not only to leaders, judges, or 
rabbis. The Torah belongs to each member of the Jewish People as the 
legacy of this nation. Therefore we must each strive to better ourselves in 
order to reach the anniversary of the day on which we first received it.22  

20. Akeidat Yitzchak, Sha’ar 67
21. Rabbi David Tzvi Hoffman, Commentary on Vayikra, “חג השבועות כחג מתן תורתינו,“ 
מועדי הרב143-149 ,                     159-167 .22 זמן חירותינו
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This also explains the vague verses in Vayikra 23. We must work hard 
to understand the pesukim specifically because our connection to this 
holiday must be active. 

The vagueness surrounding this special holiday, and especially the  
confusion surrounding the phrase השבת   expresses our ,ממחרת 
feeling as a Jewish People as we receive the Torah. Or in the words  
of Nechama Leibowitz:

לכלות לגעגועים,  לצפייה,  ביטוי  אלא  הספירה   איו 
תכלית )שהיא  התורה  ולקבלת  הלב,  לכוונת   הנפש, 
 יציאת מצרים, חירות מעבדות ושחרור מעול בשר ודם(

כדי שנוכל לקבל על עצמינו עול תורה ומצוות

The count is a manifestation of expectation, of longing, 
of soul searching, of the meaning of the heart, and of the 
receiving of the Torah (which is the purpose of the Exodus 
from Egypt, freedom from slavery, and liberty from the 
yolk of man) in order that we will be able to accept upon 
ourselves the yolk of the Torah and its commandments.23

Therefore it is truly impossible for Shavuot to be mentioned as  
anything other than a continuation of Pesach. It is intrinsically  
connected to our freedom from Egypt, and is just as intrinsically  
connected to our everyday lives. It is nameless and dateless, but it  
is full of meaning. Its importance is exemplified by the Jewish People 
every day.  

23. Nechama Leibowitz, Studies in Vayikra, Emor 1. Translated by author.  
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Sinai Suspended: From Shavuos to Purim1

By Rabbi Moshe Berger2

 
The Gemara in Shabbos 88a states (very freely translated): 

“And they stood under the mountain [b’sachtis ha’har]” 
(Exodus 19:17) - R. Avdimi b. Chama b. Chasa states: This 
teaches that God overturned the mountain upon them 
like an inverted cask, and said to them, “If you accept the 
Torah, all well and good; if not, you will be buried alive on 
the spot!”
R. Acha b. Jacob observes: “This [the fact that God coerced  
the Israelites] provides a strong argument against the  
Torah!” 

Like a shotgun wedding, this “contract” should be null and void: Israel 
should never be held accountable for violating the Torah! Anyone who 
does violate Torah law can protest his innocence by arguing that, due 
to the coercion factor in the original commitment, Torah observance is 
not legally binding. 

However, the Gemara then records Rava’s response to R. Acha’s point 
as follows: R. Acha’s analysis was valid only until the events of Purim. 
On Purim, world Jewry re-accepted the Torah out of their own free will, 
without coercion – as suggested by the words “קימו וקבלו היהודים” 
(Esther 9:27) – as Rava explains, “the Jews sustained that which they 
had already received.” Since Purim, therefore, the commitment to  
Torah observance has indeed been legally binding. 

1. The Basis for the Coercion Reading

How are we to understand the concept of coercion at Sinai? The Biblical  
narrative depicts the Sinai event as a glorious manifestation of  

1. This piece was originally posted on Rabbi Berger’s website,
http://www.torahfountain.com/chagim-holidays-yomim-tovim/purim.html. 
2. Rabbi Moshe Berger has been Professor of Bible and Rabbinic Literature for thirty years at the various 
incarnations of The Cleveland College of Jewish Studies (Siegal College). He has served as pulpit Rabbi in 
a number of shuls, and is well known for his insightful shiurim at Young Israel and other locations around Cleveland.  
Rabbi Moshe Berger attended Maimonides School in Brookline, Massachusetts, Yeshiva University,  
and Harvard University where he received a Ph.D. in Judaic Studies.
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commitment, of surrender to Hashem’s will with loving devotion. Israel 
declares, in one voice, na’aseh v’nishma – literally, “We shall do and 
we shall hear,” widely interpreted as, “We are prepared to do whatever 
Hashem requests of us, because we desire to be eternally devoted to 
Him.” Yet Rav Acha, apparently, is willing to totally undermine this most 
inspired - and inspiring - declaration by transforming it into a frenetic 
cry for self-preservation!

I would like to suggest that Rav Acha’s teaching, rather than contradicting 
the textual portrayal, is based upon a close reading of the Torah’s  
narrative, both in its immediate and broader contexts. 

First, let us examine the immediate context. One might insist, as most 
translators do, that the prepositional phrase in 19:17, b’sachtis hahar, 
should not be interpreted literally as meaning “underneath the mountain” 
but rather” in the shade of the mountain” or “close to the mountain”. 
Notice, however, that in 19:2, the Torah had described Israel as 
camping neged hahar - meaning “opposite the mountain”. Why use a 
misleading phrase like b’sachtis hahar just to repeat what was already 
made clear by the phrase neged hahar? Rav Acha’s statement serves 
to account for that change of preposition: “b’sachtis hahar is not 
simply repeating the point, but is teaching us something new.  
The Jewish people were not only camped “opposite the mountain,”  
but also found themselves somehow “under the mountain” – and that 
is what Rav Acha wants to explore.

However, we can still understand Rav Acha’s interpretation metaphorically. 
By evoking the images of the suspended mountain and being buried 
alive, Rav Acha is recognizing an important characteristic of Biblical 
narrative, namely: that the Bible portrays subjective perceptions of 
the characters by means of objective descriptions. The Israelites 
were not necessarily standing literally under a suspended mountain 
- but they were certainly so terrified, they might as well have been! 
Read the verses which surround the tachtis verse, with the repeated 
frightening images of the consuming fire, the smoke, and the sound 
of a shofar growing increasingly loud, a trembling mountain and a  
trembling people:
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16. It came to pass on the third day in the morning, that 
there were thunders and lightning, and a thick cloud upon 
the mountain and the sound of a shofar exceedingly loud; 
so that all the people who were in the camp trembled.

17. Moshe brought forth the people out of the camp to 
meet with God; and they stood b’sachtis hahar.

18. Mount Sinai was totally enveloped in smoke, because 
the Lord descended upon it in fire; and its smoke ascended 
as the smoke of a furnace, and the whole mountain  
trembled greatly.

19. And when the voice of the shofar sounded long, and 
became louder and louder… (Exodus 19)

Then, immediately following the Ten Statements, the  
Torah describes their reaction:

15. And all the people saw (ro’im) thunder and the  
lightning, and the sound of the shofar, and the mountain 
smoking; and when the people saw it, they were shaken, 
and stood far away.

16. And they said to Moshe, “You speak with us, and we 
will hear; but let not God speak with us, lest we die!” 
(Exodus 20) [See also 24:17.]

The foregoing verses thus serve to reinforce Rav Acha’s contention that 
the Israelites had no choice: they were as frightened as if the mountain 
were hanging over their heads.

The broader context of the Exodus narrative reinforces this even further.  
Consider: prior to the Sinai event, the Israelites had witnessed repeated  
overt manifestations of the Divine reality: the ten plagues, the splitting 
of the Sea of Reeds, the miraculous victory over the Amalekites, 
the manna, the quail, and water from the rock. Now having arrived 
at Sinai, they perceive, through the foregoing overwhelming  
manifestations, God’s palpable presence on that mountain. In light of 
all this, how could they even consider refusing any offer emanating 
from the Source of all these events?! 
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2. The Lesson of the Coercion

Now that we have attempted to validate Rav Acha’s reading on the 
basis of the text, we must address a more fundamental question, 
namely: What is the significance of this coercion? In other words, what 
is the Torah teaching us by depicting B’nai Yisrael as having entered the 
eternal covenant with God through force? 

I would suggest that one lesson to be derived from the suspended 
mountain is that truth and integrity compel. More precisely: the  
scenario of Israel at Sinai, confronted with God’s “proposal-that-was- 
impossible-to-refuse,” symbolizes the person confronted with an  
option that will enable him to self-actualize, albeit at the expense of 
enormous self-sacrifice. Refusal to embrace that offer would be to 
betray his very essence; it would, in a very real sense, “bury the real 
him.” The suspended mountain serves to remind us that whenever we 
are confronted by existential choices between that which will enable 
us to fundamentally self-actualize, or alternatively would violate our 
integrity; we experience a coercive force, compelling us to embrace the 
opportunity for self-actualization and to reject the choice that would 
betray our integrity. The suspended mountain thus symbolizes an 
externalization of our tzelem Elokim - God’s image within us that  
compels us to make the appropriate choice. 

3. Innate Coercion Isn’t Always Enough

The obvious question: If we are truly endowed with an innate,  
compelling force to make the ultimate correct choices, why do we  
human beings, as individuals and as communities, constantly undermine 
ourselves by sinning, by betraying our “better selves”? The Talmud 
(Raysh Lakish, Sotah 3a) asserts that all sin is the result of ruach shtus, 
meaning “spirit of insanity”. In another essay (which I hope to make 
available soon, iy”H), I endeavor to unpack this concept of ruach 
shtus, by proposing that that all sin is the result of what I call “the  
de-contextualizing of passion”. In other words, the compelling desire 
to engage in inappropriate behavior (e.g., immediate gratification, 
abuse of others) is the result of our failure to view that behavior in the  
broadest context of existence or “being”.   
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4. From Coercion to Free Will

The sources mentioned earlier lead to two major questions:

a. How are we to understand the Talmud’s concept of Israel’s free-will, 
non-coerced re-acceptance of Torah on Purim? 

b. If the element of Torah which had to be imposed upon the people 
at Sinai was specifically the Oral Law, it follows that it was the Oral Law 
which they accepted willingly on Purim.  But what is the relationship 
between Purim and Torah Sheba’al Peh? 

To address the second question first: An analogy exists between the  
Purim narrative and Torah Sheba’al Peh. Namely, both entail the  
“invisible nature” of God, whether in His role as the ultimate cause of 
historical results (the Purim narrative), or in His role as the commanding  
source of Jewish religious behavior (Torah Sheba’al Peh).

In the Purim narrative, God is not explicitly manifest as the cause of  
historical results. In sharp contrast, for example, with the first fifteen 
chapters of the Exodus narrative, the Purim story makes no overt  
reference to God at all. The reader of the Purim narrative, therefore,  
possesses total interpretive control in this matter. On one hand, he 
many choose to explain the Purim Story in a non-theistic, secular 
mode; i.e., as a series of coincidences, in the context of palace intrigue,  
which happily resulted in the salvation of the Jewish People.  
Alternatively, the reader is equally free to assert that God, albeit  
hidden from view, was nevertheless present throughout these events, 
controlling their results. The Rabbis, who canonized this book and  
established Purim as a religious holiday, obviously embraced this  
second alternative. They established yearly public readings of this 
book, to be preceded by a blessing which praises God for “performing 
miracles for our ancestors in those days at this time.” The miracles 
in that story are not overt; God integrates His hashgacha (controlling 
force) into the dynamics of natural, secondary causality. 

In Torah sheba’al peh, as well, God’s role as the Source of our  
behavioral choices is not overt. The “Oral Torah”, by dint of its very  
essence, is integrated into - and therefore disappears into - the behavior,  
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conversation (v’dibarta bam), and personality of the committed Jew; it 
blends into the intangible charisma of every Jewish community that is 
devoted to the Torah way of life. Like the hidden miracle (nays nistar) 
of the Purim story, Torah sheba’al peh resists manifesting in a distinct, 
discreet fashion. Its detailed manifestation in published rabbinic  
literature - the Talmud, the codes and the commentaries - is viewed 
as a necessary evil, the result of a reluctant concession to historical 
exigencies. Torah sheba’al peh is thus inseparable from Godly behavior, 
just as nisim nistarim - Purim’s hidden miracles – are inseparable from 
God’s world.

Torah Shebichsav, on the other hand, is manifest in a distinct, tangible 
form; it possesses its own physiological/material dynamic in this  
world. Like the miracles of the Exodus - including the aforementioned  
traumatic events at Sinai - the Written Torah is manifest to the observer, 
open to his perception.

5. Commitment to Torah: Matan Torah, Purim, and Beyond

The Talmud therefore presents us with two models for God’s revelation  
which leads to Israel’s commitment. The Exodus model, occurring at the 
time of our birth as a nation, is tangible and imposed. This model may 
provide us with another interpretation of the “suspended mountain,” 
as analogous to the typical childhood experience. Cultural norms and 
parental values are imposed upon a young child, who has no choice but 
to “toe the line” and surrender to the behavioral values imposed “from 
above”; so too, Israel in its infancy had no choice but to surrender to 
the Torah imposed by God.  The Purim model, in contrast, occurs in 
our mature years as a nation, symbolized by its place in the very last 
month of the calendar year. In the normal course of events, the parents 
of an adult exist only “on the other side of reality” and no longer put 
forth the same controlling force that they had utilized in our youth. We  
possess the freedom to accept or reject the behaviors and values that 
our parents had previously imposed on us.
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We must note, however, that as long as we remain in a pre-messianic/ 
pre-redemptive state, we lack the ability to sustain our Purim  
perceptions. We are unable to maintain our orientation to existence 
through the nuanced and elusive reality of nes nistar. In our yearly 
experience, therefore, Purim does not only constitute the end of the 
yearly cycle, but also signals the beginning - or more precisely, the  
prelude - to Pesach. In order to sustain our G-d-centered approach to 
existence, we need to return to the more concrete, discreet G-d of the 
Exodus and of Matan Torah.
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From Nile to Yarden and Beyond:
Matan Torah as a Step in the Right Direction

By Sarah C. Rudolph1

“If He had ………but not given us the Torah – דיינו!”

We love singing Dayenu on Pesach, but of course, it raises an obvious 
question: Would it, indeed, have been “enough for us” if Hashem had 
taken us out of Mitzrayim but not followed through on the next steps? 
In some ways, yes; there are many divrei Torah out there attempting to 
explain the song, to understand in what sense each stage, without the 
next, could indeed have been thought of as “enough.” 

However, this is not one of those divrei Torah. Instead, I will work with 
the opposite perspective: that no, leaving Mitzrayim without getting 
the Torah would most certainly not “have been enough.” These central 
events in our national history are inherently linked – as, in fact, are the 
other events before, between, and after them. 

In this article, I would like to examine the relationship between יציאת 
:with an aim to understanding מתן תורה and מצרים

 (1) The significance of having been in Mitzrayim in the first place  
  – including the significance of Mitzrayim as a symbolic element  
  even earlier in our history 
 (2) The significance of then leaving Mitzrayim; 
 (3) How those experiences culminated in our acceptance of the  
  Torah at Har Sinai;
 (4) The work that still needed to be done to fully accept the Torah –   
  and, perhaps, that still needs to be done.

1.  Sarah Rudolph moved to Cleveland in the summer of 2010 and since then has taught in a variety of 
venues across the Jewish community. Sarah also teaches online through TorahTutors.org, and publishes 
occasional blog posts on websites such as Times of Israel, Kveller, and others. Sarah holds a B.A. in 
Jewish Studies from Stern College, an M.S. in Jewish Secondary Education from Azrieli Graduate School, 
and a certificate from Yeshiva University’s Graduate Program for Women in Advanced Talmudic Studies.  
Sarah lives in University Heights with her husband, Yosef, and their four children, three of whom attend 
Fuchs Mizrachi School.
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1. What is so special about Mitzrayim?
Was there any particular reason G-d chose to have us be slaves there, 
rather than anywhere else? In foretelling the experience to Avraham, 
He simply says it will happen “בארץ לא להם, “in a land which is not 
theirs” (Bereishit 15:13). That leaves open any place in the world except 
Canaan (Uganda, anyone?); what’s so special about Egypt?

The most explicit description of the land of Mitzrayim in the Torah 
presents its qualities in direct contrast to the land of Canaan. In Devarim 
11:10-112, Moshe explains to the Jewish people:

Basically, he says, your former home has a pretty simple agricultural 
system: plant your seeds, kick some dirt around to make a path from 
the Nile, and the Nile’s yearly overflow will irrigate your crops. It can 
easily become a “green garden” – a lush, fertile place. Your designated 
future home, on the other hand, is not flat enough for that sort of 
irrigation system; and even more strikingly, its irrigation comes from 
the heavens rather than the Nile.

What difference does that make?  The most obvious difference between 
rain and the Nile is that while the Nile is always there, rain is not so 
dependable. We know this about Israel today, and it was true when 
Israel was Canaan, too: the land needs rain, but rain does not always 
come when it’s needed.

Now, we might well ask why Moshe is telling them this. Is this description 
supposed to get them excited about entering the land of Canaan? After 
living somewhere where the water needed for crops was available 

2.  Pasuk quotes, and translations, are taken (with a few minor adjustments) from
 www.mechon-mamre.org, which uses the JPS 1917 translation. 

10 For the land, whither thou goest in to possess it, is not  
 as the land of Egypt, from whence ye came out, where  
 thou didst sow thy seed, and didst water it with thy 
 foot, as a garden of herbs;
11  but the land, whither ye go over to possess it, is a land  
 of hills and valleys, and drinketh water as the rain of  
 heaven cometh down;

   י  ּכִי ָהָארֶץ, אֲֶׁשר ַאָּתה בָא ָׁשָּמה לְרְִׁשָּתּה
      לֹא כְֶארֶץ ִמצְרַיִם ִהוא, אֲֶׁשר יְצָאֶתם 

ִמָּׁשם:  אֲֶׁשר ִּתזְרַע ֶאת זַרְעֲךָ, וְִהְׁשִקיָת 
בְרַגְלְךָ ּכְגַן ַהּיָרָק.

  יא וְָהָארֶץ, אֲֶׁשר ַאֶּתם עֹבְרִים ָׁשָּמה לְרְִׁשָּתּה 
ֶארֶץ ָהרִים, ּובְָקעֹת; לְִמַטר ַהָּׁשַמיִם, 

ִּתְׁשֶּתה ָּמיִם.
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consistently, should they look forward to moving to a land that “flows 
with milk and honey” (ibid. 9) only when it happens to rain enough?3 

If we read the next pasuk, however, we begin to gain some insight 
into how this contrast really illustrates the advantage of Canaan over 
Mitzrayim:

What makes Canaan better than Mitzrayim? G-d. He cares for it; He 
is constantly watching over it. As Ramban explains in his comment on 
this pasuk, “His eyes are upon it” in particular “to see what it needs” 
- to either give it the rain it so desperately needs, or not. As Ramban 
further highlights, the next section of pesukim details this relationship 
between G-d and the needs of the Land:  

Canaan does need rain, but no need to worry; Hashem gives it rain. 
However – that will only work if you do what He asks of you. If not, 
then no, it will not have rain – and then, says Ramban, “behold, [the 
Land] is very bad!”

What does this contrast tell us about the places themselves? 

Life in Canaan depends on G-d, and therefore, on the people’s 
relationship with Him. If they live according to their G-d-given 

3.  Rashi here quotes a midrashic analysis that raises, and rejects, the possibility that Moshe could be 
telling them Canaan is worse than Mitzrayim: while these pesukim certainly sound that way at first, it 
is simply illogical that he would say such a thing at this point in Jewish history. There must be another 
explanation.

יב  ֶארֶץ, אֲֶׁשר ה’ ֱאלֶֹהיךָ ּדֹרֵׁש אָֹתּה:
     ָּתִמיד, עֵינֵי ה’ ֱאלֶֹהיךָ ּבָּה ֵמרִֵׁשית 

ַהָּׁשנָה, וְעַד ַאֲחרִית ָׁשנָה.  }ס{

12  a land which the LORD thy God careth for; the eyes of the 
LORD thy God are always upon it, from the beginning of 
the year even unto the end of the year. {S}

וְָהיָה, ִאם ָׁשמַֹע ִּתְׁשְמעּו ֶאל יג 
ִמְצֹוַתי...  

וְנַָתִּתי ְמַטר ַארְצְכֶם ּבְעִּתֹו, יֹורֶה יד 
ּוַמלְקֹוׁש; וְָאַספְָּת דְגָנֶךָ,  

וְִתירְֹׁשךָ וְיִצְָהרֶךָ.  
וְנַָתִּתי עֵֶׂשב ּבְָׂשדְךָ, לִבְֶהְמֶּתךָ; וְָאכַלְָּת,           טו 

וְָׂשבָעְָּת.  
ִהָּׁשְמרּו ָלֶכם, ֶּפן יְִפֶּתה ְלַבְבֶכם... טז 

וְָחרָה ַאף ה’ ּבָכֶם, וְָעַצר ֶאת ַהָּׁשַמיִם  יז 
וְלֹא יְִהיֶה ָמָטר, וְָהאֲדָָמה, לֹא ִתֵּתן ֶאת

יְבּולָּה; וַאֲבַדְֶּתם ְמֵהרָה, ֵמעַל ָהָארֶץ   
ַהּטֹבָה, אֲֶׁשר ה’,   

נֵֹתן לָכֶם.  

13  And it shall come to pass, if ye shall hearken diligenty  
 unto My commandments …

14  that I will give the rain of your land in its season, the 
 former rain and the latter rain, that thou mayest gather  
 in thy corn, and thy wine, and thine oil.

15  And I will give grass in thy fields for thy cattle, and thou 
 shalt eat and be satisfied.

16  Take heed to yourselves, lest your heart be deceived…
17  and the anger of the LORD be kindled against you, 

 and He shut up the heaven, so that there shall be no 
rain, and the ground shall not yield her fruit; and ye 
 perish quickly from off the good land which the LORD 
 giveth you.
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responsibilities, putting appropriate effort into the relationship, then 
He will respond by doing His part and giving them what they need to 
survive. However, if they turn away from Him, He will turn away from 
them too – and they will be left without the means to survive. There 
might be less certainty than in Mitzrayim, but they have the ability to 
determine which way the scales will tip – and it is through relationship 
with the Divine. By doing what they are supposed to do – and, perhaps, 
by learning to turn to G-d in prayer, as they develop an appreciation of 
His active role in their lives and well-being. Life in Canaan is designed 
to be spiritual, with constant awareness of dependence on Hashem 
inspiring an effort to come closer to Him.

Mitzrayim, on the other hand, represents a G-d-less existence. Who 
needs G-d, when you have the Nile? Who needs prayer, or personal 
efforts and responsibility? Water is always there for the taking; there is 
no one to ask, no one to need.4

And here lies our answer to “What is special about Mitzrayim?” Note 
that throughout Moshe’s descriptions of the two lands, Canaan is 
not mentioned by name: rather, it is “the land which you are going 
there to inherit it.” And although Mitzrayim is named, it is also given 
the apparently superfluous description “from whence you came out.”  
I would suggest that these descriptions are intended to emphasize the 
most important difference of all between the two lands: Mitzrayim is 
in the past, left behind; Canaan is the future – not just physically, but 
symbolically as well. As he lays out the differences between the G-d-
dependent land of Canaan, and the easier but G-d-less life of Mitzrayim, 
Moshe makes very clear that Canaan is the goal.

Which might mean, perhaps, that one purpose in their time in Mitzrayim,  
in particular, was to experience this contrast – and learn to reject the 
life symbolized by Mitzrayim, in favor of that represented by Canaan.

2. History Repeats Itself
This point is further supported when we realize that this contrast 
between the two lands – and the importance of making a choice for 

4.  Of course, Egyptians certainly had a concept of gods – including the Nile itself – and viewed themselves 
as dependent on godly whims. However, our interest here is not Egyptian mythology, but the specific  
ways in which the text of the Torah presents its information and descriptions, and how we can learn from 
that text.  
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Canaan rather than Mitzrayim – actually appears earlier in the Torah 
narrative, and with more detail.

Bereishis Rabbah (40:6) points out a number of parallels between 
the stories of Avraham and the events which befell his descendents 
– starting with the experience of escaping famine in Canaan by 
heading to Mitzrayim. In fact, says the midrash, these parallels were 
intentional: “The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Avraham Avinu, Go 
out and conquer the path before your children!”5  Avraham was guided 
through a process as an individual, which would later be repeated by 
his descendents as a nation.

Let us, then, examine Avraham’s process – his experiences of the 
contrast between Mitzrayim and Canaan – in more detail.

3. Mitzrayim and Canaan in the Life of Avraham

Anyone who reads the first half of Sefer Bereishis will note that Avraham 
did a great deal of traveling. What might not be so readily apparent, 
however, is the degree to which Mitzrayim in particular shows up in 
these stories.

The very first event recorded of Avraham’s life – or Avram, as he is then 
called – is his journey to Canaan.  Following the order of the pesukim, 
he heads there first with his father but they make it only to Charan 
(Bereishit 11:31-32). After Hashem’s command to go “to the land that 
I will show you” (12:1), however, Avram successfully reaches Canaan 
with his wife and nephew. Hashem affirms that He will give this land, 

 5.   ר’ פנחס בשם רבי הושעיא רבה אמר: 
אמר הקב”ה לאברהם אבינו, “צא וכבוש את הדרך לפני בניך!”  ◄ את מוצא כל מה שכתוב באברהם, כתיב בבניו: 

1.  באברהם כתיב, )שם /בראשית/ יב( ויהי רעב בארץ; בישראל כתיב )שם /בראשית/ מה( כי זה שנתים הרעב בקרב הארץ, 
2.   באברהם כתיב )שם /בראשית/ יב( וירד אברם מצרימה לגור שם; ובישראל כתיב )במדבר כ( וירדו אבותינו מצרימה,  

3.  באברהם כתיב לגור שם; ובישראל כתיב לגור בארץ באנו,
4.  באברהם כתיב כי כבד הרעב בארץ כנען; בישראל כתיב והרעב כבד בארץ,

5.  באברהם כתיב ויהי כאשר הקריב; בישראל כתיב ופרעה הקריב, 
6.  באברהם כתיב )בראשית יב( והרגו אותי ואותך יחיו; ובישראל כתיב )שמות א( כל הבן הילוד היאורה תשליכוהו, 

7.  באברהם כתיב אמרי נא אחותי את למען ייטב לי בעבורך וגו’; ובישראל כתיב וייטב אלהים למילדות, 
8.  באברהם כתיב ויהי כבוא אברם מצרימה; ובישראל כתיב )שם /שמות א’/( אלה שמות בני ישראל הבאים מצרימה, 

9.  באברהם כתיב )בראשית יג( ואברם כבד מאד במקנה; ובישראל כתיב )תהלים קה( ויוציאם בכסף וזהב, 
10.  באברהם כתיב ויצו עליו פרעה; ובישראל כתיב ותחזק מצרים על העם,

11.  באברהם כתיב וילך למסעיו; ובישראל כתיב אלה מסעי בני ישראל.

62     Clilei Torah of Cleveland  



Canaan, to Avram’s descendents, and Avram responds with altars and 
“calls out in the name of G-d” (12: 7-8). Everything seems great.

But not for long.  Almost immediately, Avram experiences firsthand the 
challenge of Canaan – and the appeal of Egypt:

Already in this verse, we are introduced to the facts that (1) Canaan is 
susceptible to famine, and (2) Mitzrayim is the place to go when one 
wants to avoid famine. Ramban famously criticizes Avram’s journey 
to Mitzrayim as demonstrating lack of faith, suggesting he should 
have remained where Hashem told him to go despite the hardship. 
However, other commentaries point out that at this point in his life 
and relationship with the One G-d, Avram would have had no way to 
know Hashem would provide for him.6 We can certainly understand 
why he would have taken matters into his own hands, using human 
strategy to survive the famine. And we would understand as well if, 
having experienced famine in Canaan and then the material goods of 
Egypt (12:16), Avram had been reluctant to take on the more difficult 
life of the land G-d chose for him.

However, we find in the next chapters that Avram remains unimpressed 
by the relative comforts of Egypt; on the contrary, he expresses 
commitment to Canaan and the G-d Who promised it to him.

Immediately upon their return from Mitzrayim, Avram and his nephew 
are faced with another challenge of the land: they had so much livestock 
that “the land could not bear them to live together” (13:6). The peshat 
here implies there was something lacking in the very land: it simply 
could not support both of these households, with all of their combined 
livestock, in the same place. Having just recently returned from the lush, 
fertile, dependable Egypt, this must have been particularly striking to 
the family. 

So what are they to do? Avram generously gives Lot the choice, and we 
see how Lot was affected by his time in Egypt:

6.  See, for instance, Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch: “Now, of course, it is easy for רמב”ן or for us, who 
have such an abundance of experiences in our history, to say: Abraham should have stayed in Canaan… But 
that God surrounds with special protection those that are fulfilling His commands…was an experience that 
Abraham and his descendants had still to have, no Abraham had preceded Abraham…” (Commentary on 
Bereishis 12:10-13)

וַיְִהי רָעָב, ּבָָארֶץ; וַּיֵרֶד ַאבְרָם ִמצְרַיְָמה   י 
לָגּור ָׁשם, ּכִי-כָבֵד ָהרָעָב ּבָָארֶץ.

10 And there was a famine in the land; and Abram went down into 
 Egypt to sojourn there; for the famine was sore in the land.
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Why does Lot choose Sedom? Because it is the most “like the land  
of Egypt”; in his eyes, a veritable “garden of G-d.” Mitzrayim was 
paradise to Lot; if he must return to Canaan with his uncle, he will  
at least choose the most Eden-like area – despite its societal flaws  
and distance from G-d.

Avram, on the other hand, “dwelt in the land of Canaan.” This pasuk 
seems strange at first glance: Sedom was part of Canaan, so why describe 
the two as if they are living in completely distinct areas? Perhaps this 
pasuk deliberately sets up a parallel to highlight the contrast between 
Canaan as a whole, and Sedom as a unique area that does not fit the 
rest of it; and more significantly, to highlight the contrast between Lot’s 
choice of Sedom, and Avram’s commitment to the larger area – and 
ideals – represented by Canaan.

This commitment is expressed more actively in the next perek. Following 
Avraham’s defeat of the mighty four-king alliance, in which he freed his 
nephew and the rest of the Sodomite captives, he is greeted by two 
individuals with two very different perspectives:

וַּיִָּׂשא לֹוט ֶאת עֵינָיו, וַּיַרְא ֶאת ּכָל ּכִּכַר   י    
ַהּיַרְּדֵן, ּכִי כֻּלָּה, ַמְׁשֶקה לִפְנֵי ַׁשֵחת ה’,    

ֶאת ְסדֹם וְֶאת עֲמֹרָה, ְּכגַן ה’ ְּכֶאֶרץ    
ִמְצַריִם, ּבֲֹאָכה צַֹער.  

וַּיִבְַחר לֹו לֹוט, ֵאת ּכָל ּכִּכַר ַהּיַרְּדֵן,  יא  
וַּיִַּסע לֹוט, ִמֶּקדֶם; וַּיִּפָרְדּו,   

ִאיׁש ֵמעַל ָאִחיו.    
ַאבְרָם, יַָׁשב ּבְֶארֶץ ּכְנָעַן; וְלֹוט, יַָׁשב ּבְעָרֵי   יב  

ַהּכִּכָר, וַּיֱֶאַהל, עַד ְסדֹם.  
יג  וְַאנְֵׁשי ְסדֹם, רָעִים וְַחָּטִאים, לַה’, ְמאֹד.

10  And Lot lifted up his eyes, and beheld all the plain of the
 Jordan, that it was well watered every where, before the
 LORD destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah, like the garden 
 of the LORD, like the land of Egypt, as thou goest unto Zoar.
11  So Lot chose him all the plain of the Jordan; and Lot 
 journeyed east; and they separated themselves the 
 one from the other.
12  Abram dwelt in the land of Canaan, and Lot dwelt in the 
 cities of the Plain, and moved his tent as far as Sodom.
13  Now the men of Sodom were wicked and sinners
 against the LORD exceedingly.

וַּיֵצֵא ֶמלֶךְ ְסדֹם, לְִקרָאתֹו, ַאֲחרֵי ׁשּובו  יז 
ֵמַהּכֹות ֶאת-ּכְדָרְלָעֶֹמר, וְֶאת ַהְּמלָכִים 

אֲֶׁשר ִאּתו ֶאל עֵֶמק ָׁשוֵה, הּוא עֵֶמק 
ַהֶּמלֶךְ.

ּוַמלְּכִי צֶדֶק ֶמלֶךְ ָׁשלֵם, הֹוצִיא לֶֶחם וָיָיִן;  יח 
וְהּוא כֵֹהן, לְֵאל עֶלְיֹון.

וַיְבָרְכֵהּו, וַּיֹאַמר:  ּבָרּוךְ ַאבְרָם לְֵאל  יט  
עֶלְיֹון, קֹנֵה ָׁשַמיִם וָָארֶץ.

ּובָרּוךְ ֵאל עֶלְיֹון, אֲֶׁשר ִמּגֵן צָרֶיךָ ּבְיָדֶךָ;  כ 
וַּיִֶּתן לֹו ַמעֲֵׂשר, ִמּכֹל.

וַּיֹאֶמר ֶמלֶךְ ְסדֹם, ֶאל ַאבְרָם:  ֶּתן לִי  כא 
ַהּנֶפֶׁש, וְָהרְכֻׁש ַקח לָךְ.

17 And the king of Sodom went out to meet him, after 
his return from the slaughter of Chedorlaomer and 
the kings that were with him, at the vale of Shaveh--

 the same is the King’s Vale.
18  And Melchizedek king of Salem brought forth bread  

and wine; and he was priest of God the Most High.
19  And he blessed him, and said: ‘Blessed be Abram of 

God Most High, Maker of heaven and earth;
20  and blessed be God the Most High, who hath  

delivered thine enemies into thy hand.’ And he gave 
 him a tenth of all.
21  And the king of Sodom said unto Abram: ‘Give me 

the persons, and take the goods to thyself.’
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Melchizedek, as a divine servant,7 comes forth in tribute to Hashem and 
acknowledgment of His role in Avram’s success. The king of Sedom, on 
the other hand, is entirely focused on practicalities and physical goods. 
This makes sense: Sedom, like Mitzrayim, had the luxury of easy access 
to water for irrigation purposes, and therefore had little reason to think 
regularly of divine influence and assistance in their lives. What reason 
would the king have to consider whether G-d had helped Avram, or 
to express appreciation for that assistance? He thinks of success and 
failure in terms of human tools and human efforts, and the natural 
response to success is a human (physical) reward.

Avram, however, has internalized the message of what G-d wants from 
him – and it is not the model of Mitzrayim and Sedom.

Avram has no qualms about physical wealth or comforts. What he 
cannot accept, however – what he sets himself in oath against – is even 
the appearance of having achieved material success from a source other 
than G-d. The life of Canaan means a constant, conscious dependence 
on Hashem – and commitment to working towards a relationship with 
Him that will bring down His bounty. Avram has accepted that model 
and will not consider anything that may be attributed to a physical source.

It is at this point in Avram’s story, however, that we find out his 
commitment to Canaan will not be enough: he has only paved the way 
for his descendents to have a similar experience in the future.  In the 
very next chapter (15), we read:

וַּיֹאֶמר ַאבְרָם, ֶאל ֶמלֶךְ ְסדֹם:  ֲהרִמִֹתי יָדִי  כב 
ֶאל ה’ ֵאל עֶלְיֹון, קֹנֵה ָׁשַמיִם וָָארֶץ.

ִאם ִמחּוט וְעַד ְׂשרֹוךְ נַעַל, וְִאם ֶאַּקח כג 
ִמּכָל אֲֶׁשר לָךְ; וְלֹא תֹאַמר, אֲנִי ֶהעֱַׁשרְִּתי  

ֶאת ַאבְרָם.  

22  And Abram said to the king of Sodom: ‘I have lifted up 
my hand unto the LORD, God Most High, Maker of 
heaven and earth,

23  that I will not take a thread nor a shoe-latchet nor aught that  
is thine, lest thou shouldest say: I have made Abram rich;

וַּיֹאֶמר לְַאבְרָם, יָדֹעַ ֵּתדַע ּכִי יג 
גֵר יְִהיֶה זַרְעֲךָ ּבְֶארֶץ לֹא לֶָהם,    

וַעֲבָדּום, וְעִּנּו אָֹתם  
ַארְּבַע ֵמאֹות, ָׁשנָה.  

וְגַם ֶאת ַהּגֹוי אֲֶׁשר יַעֲבֹדּו, יד 
ּדָן ָאנֹכִי; וְַאֲחרֵי כֵן יֵצְאּו,   

ּבִרְכֻׁש ּגָדֹול.  

13 And He said unto Abram: ‘Know of a surety that thy  
seed shall be a stranger in a land that is not theirs, 

 and shall serve them; and they shall afflict them four 
 hundred years;
14 and also that nation, whom they shall serve, 
 will I judge; and afterward shall they come out 
 with great substance.

7.  Most commentaries take the description of him as “a priest of G-d the Most High” to mean he served 
Hashem, rather than idolatry. 
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As the midrash cited earlier points out, Avram and his descendents 
each went to Egypt – but only temporarily, as indicated by the root גר. 
He went “לגור שם,” “to sojourn there,” and we are now told that his 
descendents will be “גרים,” strangers – “in a land that is not theirs.”

There is a striking omission in Hashem’s news to Avram: Why does 
He not name the place? After what we have seen about the contrast 
between Canaan and Mitzrayim, I think the answer is clear: it is not the 
place, but the fact that it is not for them, that is important. Hashem did 
not name Canaan either, way back when He told Avram to go there; it 
was simply “the land I will show you.” It could have been anywhere – 
even Uganda – as long as it was the place chosen by G-d to be infused 
with His constant attention and care, that would teach His people to 
live in awareness and service of Him. In the same way, what is most 
important about the Jewish experience in Egypt is that it was the land 
not for them. 

Like Avram, they had to experience what a place like Mitzrayim could 
offer – but with the knowledge that it was only temporary, that 
Mitzrayim and its Nile would not be their final stop. G-d had something 
greater, though more challenging and uncertain, in store. Ultimately, 
their leaving Egypt would be what resulted in “גדול  great“ – ”רכוש 
substance.” As Avram implied to the king of Sedom: they will indeed 
have wealth – but it will be achieved through the Hand of G-d.8

4. Leaving Mitzrayim – And Life in the Desert
On one hand, we might have expected that the grand miracles of the 
Exodus would have brought the fledgling Jewish nation to an immediate 
and complete acceptance of Hashem as their personal, omnipotent 
G-d. Clearly, He was both able and willing to do for them! However, 
as we examine the stories of the Jews in the desert, we see that was 
not the case. Both the ideal relationship with Hashem, and our path 
towards building it, are more complex than that.

8.  As we conclude our brief study of Avra(ha)m, it should be noted that there is much more to talk about. 
For instance, the role of Hagar – the Egyptian – and her son, who could not be the progenitors of G-d’s 
special nation. Related to that, of course, is the question of how Sarah developed in her own understanding 
of Hashem and relationship with Him – from her travels with her husband, to her suggestion that Avram 
marry Hagar, to her realization that Yishmael would have to go. All this, and much else, is beyond the scope 
of this paper.
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For instance, despite having experienced Mitzrayim from the vantage 
point of oppressed slaves, we find indications that many of those who 
were redeemed from Mitzrayim had become attached to the relative 
certainty of material comforts there and were reluctant to give that up -  
even for G-d, and even after witnessing epic displays of His power and 
desire to act on their behalf.

We see their uncertainty at the very first sign of trouble after the Exodus 
(Shemot 14):

Notice that the people are not scolded for their reaction: it is completely 
understandable! Like Avram when he first arrived in Canaan, they 
had little experience of Hashem and His ongoing help in the world.  
They have to “stand still and see the salvation of the Lord,” and learn 
to understand the very fact that He “will do for you” – that day and 
every day.

Almost immediately after the miraculous salvation at the Yam Suf, we 
find once again that the people panic at the first sign their livelihood 
may be threatened. In perek 15, we read:

ּופַרְעֹה, ִהְקרִיב; וַּיְִׂשאּו בְנֵי יְִׂשרֵָאל  י 
ֶאת עֵינֵיֶהם וְִהּנֵה ִמצְרַיִם נֵֹסעַ 

ַאֲחרֵיֶהם, וַּיִירְאּו ְמאֹד וַּיִצְעֲקּו בְנֵי 
יְִׂשרֵָאל ֶאל ה’.

וַּיֹאְמרּו, ֶאל מֶֹׁשה, ֲהִמּבְלִי ֵאין  יא 
ְקבָרִים ּבְִמצְרַיִם, לְַקְחָּתנּו לָמּות 

ּבִַּמדְּבָר:  ַמה ּזֹאת עִָׂשיָת ּלָנּו, 
לְהֹוצִיָאנּו ִמִּמצְרָיִם.

ֲהלֹא זֶה ַהּדָבָר, אֲֶׁשר ּדִּבַרְנּו ֵאלֶיךָ  יב 
בְִמצְרַיִם לֵאמֹר, ֲחדַל ִמֶּמּנּו, וְנַעַבְדָה 

ֶאת ִמצְרָיִם:  ּכִי טֹוב לָנּו עֲבֹד ֶאת 
ִמצְרַיִם, ִמֻּמֵתנּו ּבִַּמדְּבָר.

וַּיֹאֶמר מֶֹׁשה ֶאל ָהעָם, ַאל ִּתירָאּו  יג 
ִהְתיַּצְבּו ּורְאּו ֶאת יְׁשּועַת ה’, אֲֶׁשר 

יַעֲֶׂשה לָכֶם ַהּיֹום:  ּכִי, אֲֶׁשר רְִאיֶתם 
ֶאת ִמצְרַיִם ַהּיֹום לֹא  תִֹספּו לִרְאָֹתם 

עֹוד, עַד עֹולָם.
ה’, יִּלֵָחם לָכֶם; וְַאֶּתם, ַּתֲחרִׁשּון. }פ{ יד 

10 And when Pharaoh drew nigh, the children of Israel lifted up 
their eyes, and, behold, the Egyptians were marching after 
them; and they were sore afraid; and the children of Israel 
cried out unto the LORD.

11 And they said unto Moses: ‘Because there were no graves 
in Egypt, hast thou taken us away to die in the wilderness? 
wherefore hast thou dealt thus with us, to bring us forth 
out of Egypt?

12 Is not this the word that we spoke unto thee in Egypt, 
saying: Let us alone, that we may serve the Egyptians?  
For it were better for us to serve the Egyptians, than that 
we should die in the wilderness.’

13 And Moses said unto the people: ‘Fear ye not, stand  
still, and see the salvation of the LORD, which He  
will do for you today; for whereas ye have seen 
the Egyptians today, ye shall see them again no  
more for ever.

14 The LORD will fight for you, and ye shall hold your peace.’ {P}

וַּיָבֹאּו ָמרָָתה וְלֹא יָכְלּו לְִׁשּתֹת כג 
ַמיִם ִמָּמרָה,ּכִי ָמרִים ֵהם;  

עַל ּכֵן ָקרָא ְׁשָמּה, ָמרָה.  
וַּיִּלֹנּו ָהעָם עַל מֶֹׁשה ּלֵאמֹר, ַמה  כד 

ּנְִׁשֶּתה.

23 And when they came to Marah, they could not drink 
 of the waters of Marah, for they were bitter.  Therefore the  
 name of it was called Marah.
24 And the people murmured against Moses, saying: ‘What  
 shall we drink?’
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And again, while the majority of the people feel lost in the face of  
their newest challenge, Moshe knows what to do: he cries out to 
Hashem. This itself may be an important lesson for the nation, that 
when faced with troubles, they can – and should – turn to Hashem in 
prayer. How would they have known this element of relationship with 
G-d existed? They had to be taught. He did not work all those miracles 
simply to get them out and leave them to their own devices; on the 
contrary, He intends to be there for them always, if they put in the 
effort on their side.

And it is also in this brief story, perhaps, that they get their first 
indication of another aspect of human effort that must go into our 
relationship with Hashem: mitzvos. “There He made for them a statute 
and an ordinance…If you will diligently hearken…and will do… I will…” 

In Mitzrayim, physical sustenance may have come automatically –  
or at least, seemed to. But in Canaan, they will have to work for  
their food: the physical work will be harder, and it will entail new 
elements of spiritual work as well – prayer, and obedience. The ideal 
relationship with Hashem represented by Canaan combines the 
elements of human effort and Divine assistance, and emphasizes the 
interplay between them.

To get there, however, they will need some time experiencing yet 
another model. Rambam is known for emphasizing “the golden mean” 
as the ideal in virtually every character trait, and talks about how to 
achieve it if one finds oneself too far to either extreme in a particular 
area: strive for the opposite extreme, and eventually balance out in 
the middle.9 I would suggest that the Jewish experience in the midbar 

כה וַּיִצְעַק ֶאל ה’, וַּיֹורֵהּו ה’ עֵץ, 
וַּיְַׁשלֵךְ ֶאל ַהַּמיִם, וַּיְִמְּתקּו ַהָּמיִם;  

ָׁשם ָׂשם לֹו חֹק ּוִמְׁשּפָט,  
וְָׁשם נִָּסהּו.  

וַּיֹאֶמר ִאם ָׁשמֹועַ ִּתְׁשַמע לְקֹול ה’  כו 
ֱאלֶֹהיךָ, וְַהּיָָׁשר ּבְעֵינָיו ַּתעֲֶׂשה,   

וְַהאֲזַנְָּת לְִמצְֹוָתיו, וְָׁשַמרְָּת ּכָל ֻחָּקיו    
ּכָל ַהַּמֲחלָה אֲֶׁשר ַׂשְמִּתי בְִמצְרַיִם,   

לֹא ָאִׂשים עָלֶיךָ, ּכִי אֲנִי ה’, רֹפְֶאךָ.}ס{  
 

25 And he cried unto the LORD; and the LORD showed him 
 a tree, and he cast it into the waters, and the waters were  
 made sweet. There He made for them a statute and an  
 ordinance, and there He proved them;
26 and He said: ‘If thou wilt diligently hearken to the voice 
 of the LORD thy God, and wilt do that which is right in His 
  eyes, and wilt give ear to His commandments, and keep all  
 His statutes, I will put none of the diseases upon thee, which  
 I have put upon the Egyptians; for I am the LORD that  
 healeth thee.’ {S}

9.  Rambam Hilchot De’ot 2, 2
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served a similar purpose. After living a life devoid of G-d for so many 
years, they needed to experience being completely at His mercy – as 
a transition to the life of Canaan and the pursuit of balance between 
human effort and reliance on Hashem.

One of the most striking miracles of midbar life is that of the man. In 
Shemot 16, we find the nation still thinking longingly of the physical 
comforts of Mitzrayim:

Once again, the people as a whole cannot fathom how they will get 
food, if it’s not easy to come by like in Mitzrayim. So Hashem responds 
with food that is easy to come by – straight from Him, in the most 
obviously miraculous of ways – if they follow the rules he sets out for 
their one job, that of collecting the food.

Of course, learning the basic idea that G-d can and will provide is only 
half the battle. Lot may well have understood, as much as Avram, that 
G-d helped them through their Egypt experience and could help them 
survive in Canaan as well; he just wanted the easy life anyway. Why 
commit to obedience to G-d, and tie your fortunes to His good graces, 
if it is possible to subsist without those responsibilities? 

Perhaps this is something of what many among the nation were 
thinking when, on the verge of entering the Land (or so it seemed – 
Bamidbar 10:29), they again expressed their longing for Mitzrayim and 
its comforts. In Bamidbar 11, we find:

וילינו )וַּיִּלֹונּו( ּכָל עֲדַת ּבְנֵי יְִׂשרֵָאל עַל ב 
מֶֹׁשה וְעַל ַאֲהרֹן ּבִַּמדְּבָר.  

וַּיֹאְמרּו אֲלֵֶהם ּבְנֵי יְִׂשרֵָאל, ִמי יִֵּתן  ג 
מּוֵתנּו בְיַד ה’ ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצַריִם, ְּבִׁשְבֵּתנּו   

ַעל ִסיר ַהָּבָׂשר, ְּבָאְכֵלנּו ֶלֶחם ָלׂשַֹבע:    
ּכִי הֹוצֵאֶתם אָֹתנּו ֶאל ַהִּמדְּבָר ַהּזֶה,   

לְָהִמית ֶאת ּכָל ַהָּקָהל ַהּזֶה ּבָרָעָב. }ס{  

2  And the whole congregation of the children of Israel 
murmured against Moses and against Aaron in the wilderness;

3  and the children of Israel said unto them: ‘Would that we 
had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, 
when we sat by the flesh-pots, when we did eat bread to 
the full; for ye have brought us forth into this wilderness, to 
kill this whole assembly with hunger.’ {S}

וַּיֹאֶמר ה’ ֶאל מֶֹׁשה, ִהנְנִי ַמְמִטיר לָכֶם  ד 
לֶֶחם ִמן ַהָּׁשָמיִם; וְיָצָא ָהעָם וְלְָקטּו   

ּדְבַר יֹום ּבְיֹומֹו, לְַמעַן אֲנֶַּסּנּו ֲהיֵלֵךְ   
ּבְתֹורִָתי ִאם לֹא.  

4 Then said the LORD unto Moses: ‘Behold, I will cause to 
rain bread from heaven for you; and the people shall go 
out and gather a day’s portion every day, that I may prove 
them, whether they will walk in My law, or not.

וְָהאַספְֻסף אֲֶׁשר ּבְִקרְּבֹו, ִהְתַאּוּו ַּתאֲוָה;  ד 
וַּיָֻׁשבּו וַּיִבְּכּו, ּגַם ּבְנֵי יְִׂשרֵָאל, וַּיֹאְמרּו,   

ִמי יַאֲכִלֵנּו ּבָָׂשר.  

4  And the mixed multitude that was among them fell a 
lusting; and the children of Israel also wept on their part, 
and said: ‘Would that we were given flesh to eat!
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One might wonder why the mixed multitude was complaining about the 
man. Perhaps we can understand that they missed the satisfaction of a 
good piece of steak – but – really?! G-d was sending them miraculous 
food, straight from heaven, on a daily basis. Was that so terrible? What 
bothered them so much about the man?

A careful look at their wording reveals a hint to the root of their 
objections. Rashi points out that the phrase “which we ate in Egypt 
for free” seems odd. After all Pharoh had stopped giving them even 
the straw with which to perform their slave labor (Shemot 5:18); can 
it be that he fed them luxurious foods for free?! Rather, says Rashi, 
what they really meant – what they really missed about their Egyptian 
livelihood – was that it was “חנם מן המצוות” – free from mitzvos. 

They are, perhaps, losing their taste for the man – because it comes 
with strings attached. Because to deserve it, they must follow the rules. 
And rules are not always appealing – whether because they conflict 
with specific desires, or simply because the whole notion of rules can 
feel limiting. It would take time for the Jewish people, as a whole and 
certainly as individuals, to accept the notion of rules as part of the deal 
in building a real relationship with Hashem.

5. Freedom and Accepting the Torah
In his article in this volume, Rabbi Moshe Berger cites the well-known 
midrash (from the Gemara in Shabbos 88a) suggesting that Hashem 
forced the Jewish people to accept the Torah at Har Sinai. He also alludes 
to an understanding of that midrash that ties in nicely with what we 
have seen of the Jewish experience in and after Mitzrayim. Rather than 
assuming Rav Acha means G-d literally threatened their lives if they 
didn’t accept the Torah, we can understand his statement as pointing 
out that they likely felt they had no other possible choice. After all the 
open miracles, demonstrations of Divine might of the highest degree, 
how could they possibly refuse anything He said?

זַָכְרנּו, ֶאת ַהָּדגָה, ֲאֶׁשר נֹאַכל ְּבִמְצַריִם,  ה 
ִחּנָם; ֵאת ַהִּקֻּׁשִאים, וְֵאת ָהֲאַבִּטִחים,  

וְֶאת ֶהָחִציר וְֶאת ַהְּבָצלִים, וְֶאת ַהּׁשּוִמים.  
וְעַָּתה נַפְֵׁשנּו יְבֵָׁשה, ֵאין ּכֹל ּבִלְִּתי, ֶאל ַהָּמן  ו 

עֵינֵינּו.

5  We remember the fish, which we were wont to eat in 
Egypt for free; the cucumbers, and the melons, and the 
leeks, and the onions, and the garlic;

6 but now our soul is dried away; there is nothing at all; we 
have nought save this manna to look to.’--
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That feeling, which led to their acceptance of the Torah, was both as it 
should be and not as it should be.

So soon after leaving Egypt, the Jewish people were not in any position 
to fully accept a future of devotion to, and dependence on, G-d. They 
had just been introduced in a shocking manner and had a great deal 
to process and experience. At that point in their development as 
Am Hashem, they were – and needed to be – overwhelmed by the 
experience of His presence and might. 

But that sort of commitment is not sustainable on its own. Already we 
see in Bamidbar that they began expressing concerns about no longer 
getting what they needed “חנם,” for free. They may have accepted the 
conditions of Brit Sinai, but only because they felt they had no choice 
– a sure recipe for growing disillusionment and resentment. The big, 
open miracles that had at first seemed like the greatest, most shocking 
and welcome of gifts, now left a bad taste; the commitments they made 
in the heat of the moment of those miracles would naturally begin to 
sour as well.

As the nation developed and matured further, they would need to 
learn to accept smaller instances of Divine assistance, whether openly 
miraculous or not. They would need to learn to recognize and appreciate 
those instances for what they are – and to incorporate those pieces of 
connection to Hashem into their lives, simultaneously free and bound 
by covenantal requirements.

6. An Ongoing Process
I don’t think that process has yet come to a real end; we are all engaged 
in it every day, as we strive to go about our daily business, finding 
livelihood and joy for ourselves while also making sure to create and 
recognize a constant place for G-d in our lives.

There was, however, one major moment in Jewish history which 
perhaps represents a milestone in that process on a national level. As 
Rabbi Berger also points out, the Gemara’s discussion concludes with 
Rava’s claim that on Purim, the nation reaffirmed their acceptance of 
Torah – and this time, it was completely free.
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In what sense was the Purim acceptance of the Torah “free”?

If the acceptance of the Torah on Shavuos was motivated by the 
miracles that had just occurred, then it would make sense to suggest 
that the Purim re-acceptance was similarly inspired by the miracles of 
that time. Indeed, Rashi (on that Gemara) suggests very simply that we 
accepted because of “love for the miracle.” However, we have to ask: 
What was so impressive about the miracle of Purim, to inspire such a 
commitment?  What, indeed, IS the miracle of Purim? On the face of 
it, the Megillah tells a story of human intrigue, with human enemies 
and human heroes and human solutions. If G-d was involved, His role 
was completely hidden.  How could that “miracle,” of all things, have 
inspired the nation into something that even the incredible miracles of 
Pesach and Shavuos couldn’t get us to?

Maybe that’s the point. 

Big, open miracles – the kind that leave no doubt, and therefore no real 
choice – could never have inspired free acceptance of the Torah, of its 
rules and commitments along with its rewards. We are not meant to 
live lives overshadowed by obvious signs of G-d’s presence, as in the 
midbar – any more than we are meant to live lives devoid of G-d, as 
in Mitzrayim.  Neither of those models is sufficient to build the ideal 
relationship between Hashem and His people.

No, leaving Egypt would not, in itself, have been “דיינו” – “enough for us.”

The real commitment to serving Hashem, made out of genuine 
appreciation and therefore binding, came after the hidden miracles of 
Purim. On Purim, Hashem and His people worked together. His role 
was behind the scenes, but the people made the choice to see it for 
what it was. 

The fact that they could perceive the miraculous nature of Purim 
events, was a major step in the national relationship with G-d. Much 
like Avram’s success against the four kings: he could have explained it 
in natural terms, as the king of Sedom seemed to, but he knew better 
– and took the opportunity to proclaim unequivocal allegiance to 
Hashem and His role in his life. So too, the Jewish people could have 
patted Esther and Mordechai on the back for saving them from Haman 
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– but instead, says Rava, they reaffirmed their allegiance to Hashem in 
a more real way than ever, recognizing that they must put in effort and 
He will also help, and committing to making themselves deserving of 
that help.

On Shavuos, the nation passed their first milestone: rejecting their 
experiences of Mitzrayim in favor of a G-d who would help them.

On Purim they made that commitment to Hashem last, through 
an understanding of the ideal represented by Canaan. It is not easy 
or simple, but the benefits of Hashem being “תמיד אותה   ”,דורש 
constantly watching over the land – and us – to see what we need and 
deserve, far outweigh the challenges.

Every day, we each are tasked with recognizing those benefits and 
working to better ourselves, to turn to Hashem, to do what is required 
of us in our lives and to choose to see evidence of Hashem’s role. Each 
day brings us closer to the ideal represented by Canaan, closer to truly 
following the path paved by Avraham Avinu all those years ago.
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קשר  נגלה  "אנכי,"  בסדר  ולא  מאוזן  בסדר  הדיברות  את  נקרא  אם 
מרתק בין זוגות הדיברות שבאותה השורה.

"אנכי ה'," ומולו "לא תרצח." ניתן להסביר את ההקשר     •
ביניהם כך ,שמפני  ש"אנכי ה'," לכן, "לא תרצח" , שהרי   
"בצלם אלוקים ברא את האדם." הרוצח את האדם פוגע   

בכבודו של האלוקים.  

"לא יהיה לך אלוהים אחרים," ומולו "לא תנאף": שיתוף     •
אלוה נוסף  דומה לניאוף.

"לא תשא את שם ה' לשווא," ומולו "לא תגנוב."הקשר ברור    •
:אדם הגונב סופו שנשבע לשקר, כדי להעלים את גניבתו.   

"זכור את יום השבת," ומולו "לא תענה ברעך עד שקר."המחלל   • 
את השבת דומה, כאילו מעיד עדות שקר, שאלוקים לא ברא    

את העולם בששה ימים, ולא שבת ביום השביעי.  

"כבד את אביך ואת אמך," ומולו "לא תחמוד." האדם החומד   •
   כל מה שנמצא בסביבתו, מראה שאינו מרוצה ממצבו הנוכחי.  
הרבה פעמים, בגין תכונה זו הוא גם אינו מרוצה בבית הוריו,    

וממילא אינו מכבדם.  
סיכום

בחיי  כולה  השנה  בכל  כמו  השבועות,  חג  שביום  למדים,  נמצאנו 
הקשר  היא  שהתורה  האמונה,  ביטוי  לידי  לבוא  צריכה  יום,  היום 
הישיר, החזק והבלתי אמצעי שלנו עם בורא עולם. ולכך אין צורך 

במצוות שהן סמלים, כמו הסוכה, ארבעת המינים, המצה, וכו'.
נעמיק את ראייתנו בתורה כי לכל אות ולכל סימן בתורה, יש משמעות 
עמוקה ונבין שתורה היא שלמה רק אם מקיימים מצוות שבין אדם 
הצמידים,  כמו  מחוברות  הן  כי  לחבירו.  אדם  שבין  ומצוות  למקום 

ששם אליעזר עבד אברהם על ידי רבקה.

"כי הם חיינו ואורך ימינו ובהם נהגה יומם ולילה."
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ברביעי, נצטווינו על שמירת השבת. השבת מעידה, שאלוקים ברא 
את העולם. מחלל השבת אינו פוגע בעצמותו יתברך, אלא בפועלו, 
ה'  עשה  ימים  ש"ששת  לעובדה  עדות  מהווה  השבת  שמירת  שהרי 
את השמים ואת הארץ, וביום השביעי שבת וינפש" )שמות כ:יא(. מי 

שאינו שומר את השבת, אינו נוטל חלק בעדות זו.

בחמישי, נצטווינו על כיבוד הורים. ההורים הינם שותפים לאלוקים 
ביצירת הילדים : ההורים נותנים את הגוף, ואלוקים את הנשמה, את 
החיים. אדם המכבד את הוריו, שהם שותפים עם אלוקים ביצירת 
האדם,6 מכבד גם את ה"שותף השלישי" אלוקים. ממילא אדם , שאינו 

מכבד את הוריו, פוגע בעקיפין גם באלוקיו. 

נמצאנו למדים, שחמשת הדיברות המופיעים בצידו של הלוח הראשון 
מסודרים מן החמור אל הקל.

שהן  אלא  הקל  אל  החמור  מן  המצוות  מופיעות  השני,  בלוח  גם 
קשורות לעניינים שבין אדם לחברו: 

מפני  אזהרה  הוא  תרצח"  "לא  החמישייה  בראש  הראשון,  הדיבר 
פגיעה בעצם חיי האדם, כמו ש"אנכי ה'" מזהיר לא לפגוע בעצמותו 

של ה'.

המשפחה   שלמות  שהוא  בדבר,  פגיעה  מהווה  תנאף"  "לא  השני 
באשתו.

אדם  גניבת  אוסר  שזה  חז"ל,  שהסבירו  כמו  תגנוב"  "לא  השלישי 
דווקא, זאת אזהרה לא לפגוע באדם עצמו. אלא שהפגיעה לא חמורה 

כמו שתי הראשונים, כי הגונב לא פוגע בחיי האדם, אלא בחירותו.

לא  הוא  תגנוב.  מלא  פחות  הוא  שקר(  )עדות  תענה"  "לא  הרביעי 
לוקח לרשותו דבר שאינו שלו, אלא משנה את המציאות הסובבת את 

האדם, על ידי עדות שקר.

החמישי "לא תחמוד" הוא הדיבר האחרון, משום שהחמדה היא בלב 
ולא במעשה.

.נדה לא    .6



שבין אדם לחברו. הדיבר החמישי, "כבד את אביך...." מקשר ביניהם  
הוא המחבר בין שני הלוחות.

ואת  הופעתם  סדר  את  משמעותם,  את  ונסביר  הדיברות  את  נציג 
הקשר שביניהם.

אם נביט רגע לעומק, נגלה מספר דברים עקרוניים

הדיברות מופיעים בכל צד בדירוג על פי חומרת המצווה      .1
וחשיבותה.  

יש קשר ישיר ועמוק בין כל דיבר בצד אחד למקבילו המופיע    .2
באותה השורה בצד השני.  

בדיבר הראשון,  נצטווינו על אמונה במציאות האלוקים. אדם שאינו 
מאמין הרי הוא כופר בעיקר. 

אלוהות  שום  לשתף  ואין  נוסף,  אלוה  שאין  להאמין  נצטווינו  בשני, 
אחרת עימו. דיבר זה הוא למטה מן הדבור הראשון, כי העובד לזולתו 

אינו כופר במציאות הא-ל, אלא משתף עמו גורם נוסף. 

אלוקים  בשם  הנשבע  לשקר.  בשמו  להישבע  לא  נצטווינו  בשלישי, 
ומחלל  פוגע בעצם האלוקות, אלא חוטא בשמו הגדול  אינו  לשווא 

את כבודו. 
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הפסח. למדנו זאת לא מהכתוב במפורש בתורה, אלא מהתורה שבעל 
ושאנו  למשה  ניתנה  שהיא  בכך,  האמונה  הוא  תוקפה  יסוד  פה. 
מחויבים לשמוע בקול החכמים. ללא זאת, אין קיום לתורה וממילא 

אין קיום לחרותנו.

שני מיני מצוות בתורה

מצוות התורה מחולקות למצוות שבין אדם למקום ומצוות שבין אדם 
לחברו. וזה המבנה של עשרת הדיברות, וכבר נרמז בספר בראשית:

אברהם אבינו שולח את עבדו לפי חז"ל, הוא אליעזר לחפש אישה 
לבנו יצחק. אליעזר יוצא לבצע את השליחות, ופוגש את רבקה ליד 
אחת  מתנות.  סוגי  כמה  לה  מעניק  אליעזר  המפגש,  בעת  המעיין. 
מהמתנות היתה: "שני צמידים על ידיה עשרה זהב משקלם" )בראשית 

כד:כב(.

בחובם  טומנים  לרבקה  נתן  שאליעזר  שהמתנות  מבארים,4  חז"ל 
שבניה  לכך,  רמז  מהווים  הצמידים  שני  מאוד:  עמוקה  משמעות 
המשקל "צמודים".  שהיו  הברית,  לוחות  שני  את  לקבל   עתידים 

"עשרה זהב משקלם" הוא רמז לעשרת הדברות שכתובים עליהם. 
התורה מדגישה לנו ששני לוחות הברית נפרדים היו, אך צמודים.5 
צמודים?  לנו  ניתנו  שהלוחות  לכך,  החשיבות  מה  השאלה  נשאלת 
כמו כן, שואלים על עוד פרטי הערכותם: האם יש משמעות לסדר של 

הדיברות? ולצורה שהן מחולקות בה חמש כנגד חמש?

התשובה היא : כן. יש משמעות סמלית חשובה ביותר לסדר הדיברות 
ולאופן הצגתן.

ידוע, שלוח אחד מציג מצוות שבין אדם למקום, והלוח השני מצוות 

הובא בפירוש רש”י על הפסוק  
“למשל, שמות לד:א “פסל לך שני לוחות אבנים כראשונים  

.4

.5
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יש מועדים  נוספים בני יום אחד : שבת, ראש השנה ,יום כיפור, 
שהמצוות שמקיימים בהם מוטלות על כל יחיד , ואילו בשבועות 

זו מצווה של הציבור.

תורתנו הקדושה ניתנה לנו כמתנה מן השמים. יש בה גילוי החכמה 
הא-לוקית, והיא אינה פרי מחשבתו של איש. היא ניתנה לנו בצאתנו 
מבית עבדים, לטעת בליבנו את אהבת ה' ועבודתו . בזכותה אנו  בני 
חורין היא מוציאה אותנו לחירות מכל סוג של עבדות בכל זמן ובכל 
מקום שאנו נמצאים. בזה אין כל הבדל בין יהודי ליהודי.  אנו משיגים 
זאת על ידי קיום המצוות, ובכללן המצוות הקשורות בחגים השונים.

צריכים  אנו   , ובהשגחתו  עולם  בבורא  את האמונה  בנו  לטעת  כדי 
פעם בשבעה ימים לקיים את מצוות השבת , פעם בשנה במשך מספר 
כדי  רבות,  ולקיים מצוות  ואת חג הסוכות,  ימים לחגוג את הפסח 
שהאירועים שקשורים ביציאת מצריים שאירעו בעבר הרחוק יישארו 
מצריים,  ביציאת  אנו  היינו  כאילו  אלינו  וקרובים  בתודעתנו,  חיים 

בבחינת "חייב אדם לראות את עצמו כאילו הוא יצא ממצריים."3

לעומת זאת, מתן תורה אינו אירוע חד פעמי. אנו מקיימים את התורה 
ובכל שעה ושעה של היממה. קבלת התורה היא מתמדת.  יום  כל 
משום כך, די לציין זאת ביום אחד, וביום זה אין צורך במצוות מיוחדות 

כפי שיש במועדים אחרים.

פיזית  חירות  ,שהיא  מצריים  ביציאת  התחיל  חורין  בן  עם  היותנו 
בלבד. השלב הבא היה מעמד הר סיני וקבלת התורה. זה נתן לנו את 
הכלים להיות בני חורין בכל זמן ובכל מצב, ואת זה אנו מממשים כל 

יום לא רק בתאריך של מעמד הר סיני כאירוע היסטורי.

הקשר בין החירות הפיזית לחירות הרוחנית בא לידי ביטוי במצוות 
ספירת העומר בתקופה שבארץ ישראל הכל פורח: חסדו של הקב"ה 
מתגלה בטבע, כפי שמתגלה בניסים שעשה עמנו ובמתנה הגדולה 

שנתן לנו התורה הקדושה.

לחג  שלו  והקשר  השבועות  חג  משמעות  של  האמיתית  ההבנה  זו 

משנה פסחים י:ה    .3
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חג מתן תורתנו
מאת רב דובלה שחור1

הקשר בין מתן תורה וחג השבועות 

התייחסות  אין  בתורה  אך  תורתנו.  מתן  זמן  הוא  השבועות   חג 
מתן  במעמד  הרי  מדוע?!  היא,  הנשאלת  והשאלה  לכך,  מפורשת 
התורה נקבע הקשר ,שלא ניתן לניתוק, בין עם ישראל תורת ישראל 
והקדוש ברוך הוא. יום זה, ששש מאות אלף גברים נשים וטף  עמדו בו 
לרגלי הר סיני ,היה האירוע ההיסטורי החשוב ביותר בתולדות עמנו, 

ואולי בתולדות האנושות כולה.

נראה שזה בא ללמדנו שללא התורה שבעל פה אין אנו יכולים לעמוד 
על המשמעות האמיתית של התורה שבכתב.  בעת שהקב"ה אמר 
למשה מה לכתוב בתורה ,אמר לו  גם את פירושה ואת הדרך לגלות 
בה את סודותיה. הוא לימד זאת את בני ישראל והם הועברו מדור 
לדור על ידי הנביאים והחכמים, כפי שנכתב במשנה הראשונה של 

מסכת אבות.2

נראה זאת בחג השבועות.

חג השבועות שונה מיתר המועדים שבתורה בכמה ענינים:

פסח וסוכות נמשכים מספר ימים, ויש בהם מצוות מרובות שעל 
ידי קיומן אנו מגיעים להשגת המטרות שלשמן נצטווינו לחגוג 
בלבד,  אחד  יום   הוא  השבועות  חג  לכך,  בניגוד  החגים.  את 
: הקרבת קרבן הביכורים  והמצווה המייחדת אותו היא אחת 

)קרבן שני הלחם(.

אירוע היסטורי משמעותי  בעיקר  חוגגים  אנו  ובסוכות,  בפסח 
בהתהוותינו כעם, ואילו בחג השבועות התורה אינה מקשרת 
במפורש חג זה לאירוע היסטורי )מעמד הר סיני(, כמו שאמרנו לעיל.

רב דובלה בא לנו ממודיעין, לפני שלש שנים, כשליח-מורה ליהדות ועברית בתיכון   
 בבית ספר מזרחי. הוא בוגר ישיבת ההסדר שעלבים, ומנהל שם בבית ספר וחטיבת ביניים דביר. 

 .דובלה נשוי לעדי, ויש להם ארבעה ילדים
“משה קבל תורה מסיני, ומסרוה ליהשוע...” )אבות, פרק א’ משנה א’(

.1
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