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CHAG SAMAI’ACH! Today is Shavuot, the 6
th
 and 7

th
 

days of Sivan 5775. We sing the Complete Hallel and 
read from two Sifrei Torah. On the first day of 
Shavuot, the liturgical poem Akdamut is recited just 
prior to the laining. On the second day of Shavuot, 
we read Megillat Ruth before taking out the Torah. 
We recite Yizkor on the second day. We duchen on 
both days. 
 
1. On the first day of Shavuot we introduce the Torah 
reading by reciting the liturgical poem of Akdamut, which 
was written by Rabbi Meir ben Yitzchak, who was the 
Chazzan in Germany during the Middle Ages. This is a 
song of great praise to Hashem:  
If the firmament were parchment and the trees were the 
quills of the scribes and all the waters of the sea were ink 
and human beings could write the praise of Hashem, it 
would still not be sufficient to describe the greatness of the 
Almighty and His splendor. And yet Hashem chose us, the 
Jewish people, to be His nation. We are the ones who can 
say Kedushah every morning and evening. Even the angels 
do not have the freedom to sing the praises to Hashem as 
frequently as we do. We yearn for Yerushalayim to be 
rebuilt and the ingathering of the exiled and the gates of 
Heaven to be opened and all of Hashem’s splendor to be 
revealed. Then, Hashem will make a great banquet for the 
righteous. Fortunate is he who is strong in his belief of 
Hashem. (RED’s note: It is amazing how positive and 
glorified this poem is considering the suffering of the time of 
the author. This was the time of the Crusades and he and 
his family and community suffered greatly.) 
 
2. On the second day of Shavuot we read the Book of 
Ruth. This is primarily a book of Chessed. It is the kindness 
demonstrated by Ruth for her mother-in-law Naomi, as well 
as the kindness demonstrated by Boaz to Ruth herself. 
Ruth was a Moabite princess, the daughter of King Eglon, 
who was killed by Ehud. With her father’s death the 
princess was no longer a princess. Ruth had lived a life of 
royalty and aristocracy, and was now immediately 
demeaned to be in the lower echelons of society. So, too, 
was her mother-in-law. Ruth was a great, compassionate 
woman, even though her people were not Ba’alei Chessed. 
This is why the nation of Moav was cursed by Hashem in 
the Torah, for they did not display any Chessed whatsoever 
to Bnei Yisrael when the latter were journeying through the 
desert. Ruth was a gem; she was different from her family. 
In actuality we could explain this from a different 
perspective. Ruth was the offspring of her ancestor Lot, 
who was a Ba’al Chessed. Lot, the nephew of Avraham, 
had learned Chessed from his uncle. When Ruth converted 
to Judaism she was returning to her Abrahamic roots. In so 
doing, she earned the right to be the Matriarch of the line of 
King David, and ultimately the Mashiach. 
 
3. When Moshe was atop Mount Sinai, the Midrash 
describes to us the dialogue that took place between 
Moshe, Hashem, and the angels. The angels were upset 
that the Torah was being given to Moshe, who was now 
invited to be in their midst in the presence of the Almighty. 
The angels questioned Hashem why He was giving the 

Torah to a human being. Hashem then turned to Moshe 
and told Moshe to answer the angels. Initially Moshe 
demonstrated fear and intimidation. Hashem told him: Hold 
onto My throne and respond to their charges. When 
informed that the Ten Commandments would say “I am 
Hashem, Your Lord Who took you out of the Land of Egypt” 
Moshe turned to the angels and asked them, “Did you go 
down to Egypt? Were you slaves to Pharaoh? What good is 
the Torah for you? Do you have idolatry thrust upon you in 
your community? Do you have business dealings for which 
you are instructed to be honest? Do you do work which has 
to cease on Shabbat? ‘Honor your father and mother’ – do 
you have parents that you are supposed to honor and 
respect? Is there jealousy among angels, or an evil 
inclination amongst you?” Immediately the angels 
acknowledged that the Torah was not meant for them and 
Moshe was the right person to receive it. The Beit HaLevi 
(the great-grandfather of Rav Soloveitchik) wrote that the 
debate between Moshe and the angels was really about the 
Oral Torah and not the Written Torah. Moshe was saying 
that it was humans who would develop the ability to 
interpret and decide issues of uncertainty in the meaning of 
the Written Torah. The Beit HaLevi says that the Oral 
Torah was given on the 6

th
 of Sivan. The Written Torah was 

given the next day on the 7
th
! 

 
4. When the Torah instructs us to remember the Sabbath 
day in order to sanctify it, Rashi quotes our Sages in stating 
that we sanctify the Shabbat with the food that we eat and 
the beverages that we drink, and with clean, fresh clothing. 
This has become the hallmark of the Shabbat experience. 
Even among those who are not financially well-off there is 
always an effort that Shabbat will be a better day than 
during the week. In a community like ours, with the financial 
situation that exists in upper middle-class neighborhoods, 
there is no doubt that the banquets that we serve 
appropriately elevate and sanctify the Shabbat and Yom 
Tov days. In the area of fresh and clean clothing there is an 
embrace of the concept, but we have become lax, 
especially living in the hotter southern climate of South 
Florida. When our Rabbis say that we should wear nicer 
clothing, it was not a statement limited to the services in the 
synagogue; it meant the entire Shabbat experience should 
be elevated in that fashion also. Just as we should wear 
better clothing on Shabbat morning, we should also be 
wearing better clothing on Shabbat afternoon. There could 
be a need for us to upgrade this latter situation. When 
Hashem says to remember the Shabbat and sanctify it, He 
also did so. The Rabbis say He sanctified the Shabbat with 
the double portion of the mannah. 
 
5. “Honor your father and mother.” Our Rabbis extend 
the obligation of honoring parents to include honoring 
grandparents and honoring in-laws. They even go so far as 
to require an individual to honor his older brothers. When a 
father has remarried, then there is an obligation to honor 
and respect the stepmother. There is the equivalent 
situation if the mother has remarried and there is a 
stepfather. These obligations extend only as long as the 
father is married to the stepmother. If he passes away then 
the children, according to halachah, are not obligated to 
honor the stepmother, because technically she is no longer 
the stepmother. Nevertheless I would add that it is a very 
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good idea that there should be honor and respect extended 
to this woman who was the wife of your father. In all these 
situations the relationship between parents and children 
may be strained, and the halachah is clear that it is still the 
obligation of the child to honor and respect the parent even 
if there is a bad relationship. Parents should realize that the 
Torah mitzvah is a strong one, and they should try to make 
it easier for the children to perform this mitzvah 
appropriately. When the Talmud asks until when the 
mitzvah applies, it responds that the mitzvah applies as 
long as the child is alive; meaning that if the parents have 
died the children still have an obligation to honor their 
parents, but there will be a different format. They should 
still bring a great deal of fame and respect to the parent’s 
name.  
 
6. “Do not steal.” The rabbinic definition in the Ten 
Commandments would be to limit stealing to the situation 
of kidnapping since all the Ten Commandments are 
punishable by death and the only case of stealing that 
would be a capital offense would be kidnapping. In the 
bigger picture the Talmud spends a great deal of time 
identifying and giving us a broader view of what the 
prohibition of stealing is all about. Being deceitful is also a 
form of this prohibition. When somebody steals a person’s 
time, as in the case of going into a store and spending time 
with the salesperson even when the customer has no 
intention of buying, but is just enjoying the experience of 
window shopping, would be within the prohibition of 
stealing. One could also steal a person’s friendship by 
leading them on as if there was a true close friendship 
between you. This is above and beyond the simple case of 
stealing somebody’s money. Suppose you “borrow” a 
person’s jacket because you want to have the experience 
of trying it on and using it, but all along you have the 
intention of putting it back where you got it. This would also 
be a form of theft even if it is just the theft of the benefit and 
you have caused no damage to the coat. There are many 
more cases which we can discuss on this one prohibition, 
but it is important to note that each of the Ten 
Commandments is a headline to a broader subject. 
 
7. Much has been written about the prohibition of “do not 
covet” as if it were possible to command a person not to 
emotionally desire what somebody else possesses. The Ibn 
Ezra does not even raise the question but obviously is 
answering it when he described a situation of a low-income 
villager who is tending to his fields. While he is working he 
sees the princess being driven in her carriage on the road. 
He does not look up and desire her because he knows that 
he is not in her league; he has been brought up in a certain 
way and educated to distinguish between himself and 
royalty, therefore the emotion of desire never comes into 
his being. The Ibn Ezra is stating that through proper 
education, and lifetime values, it is possible to plant within 
every individual the feelings through which one would not 
emote with desires to possess something that does not 
belong to him. This might have been very well accepted in 
the times of the Ibn Ezra when the class system in Europe 
saw a large divide between the regular people and the 
aristocracy. We who have been brought up in America 
have been raised with the idea that it is possible to go from 
rags to riches; we have been raised to feel that everything 

is possible in our dream world of America. Consequently 
reading the Ibn Ezra might not seem as solid as it was in 
the day when he wrote it. Nevertheless I think his point is 
well taken. 
 
8. The Three Pilgrimage Festivals form a unit. When the 
people traveled the distance necessary to come to 
Yerushalayim, having all these people congregate in one 
town created a festive atmosphere. Shavuot is unique 
because it seems that the Torah is requiring the Jewish 
people to travel distances just for the one day experience of 
Shavuot. Many people stayed after the one day in order to 
take care of business, so to speak, in the capital city. They 
had business at the Temple in bringing private offerings. 
(This is a source of our omitting Tachanun for the whole 
week after Shavuot in our synagogue, since we are noting 
the extension of the festive atmosphere in Yerushalayim for 
the days after Shavuot.) 
 
 (RED’s note: On this recent trip to Israel my wife and I 
spent time in a Yishuv in Neve Tsuf, which is 20 minutes or 
so north-northeast of Chashmonaim/Modi’in. Continuing 
along this road one would reach Shechem, another 20 or 
30 minutes further along. The roads curve and meander 
through Arab villages. Being that there have been stone 
throwing situations in this area of the West Bank/Yehudah 
and Shomrom, one pays a great deal of attention on this 
type of a drive. I mention it not because of the intensity of 
the drive today in a political and security situation of these 
Jewish settlements, which are, by the way, quite beautiful 
and delightful to spend some time in. Neve Tsuf has about 
350 families living on the Yishuv and all residents are 
observant. The reason I do mention it is because living in 
Israel and then having to travel to Yerushalayim, what kind 
of roads did they have in the times of the Beit HaMikdash? 
Were the roads clearly marked? I raise the question not 
because of security but because of getting lost. There were 
road signs back then too as we know that the Cities of 
Refuge were clearly marked, and road signs existed so that 
accidental killers could reach proper safety destinations. 
Road signs were required to guide people to Yerushalayim 
to observe the Pilgrimage Festivals as well. One would 
have to pay attention to the area. People in those times did 
not travel as frequently as we do and did not have the same 
type of mobility. The nation of Israel had to organize itself. 
One would see that a Pilgrimage Festival not only was 
important religiously but it also was important in the 
structure of a nation; that all the tribes and the people, no 
matter in what area of Israel they lived, felt united one to 
the other in constituting a true Nation of Israel.) 
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