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ָֹּב֙אּו֙ וַי ְִּסעּ֙ו ֵמְרפִיִד֙ים  וַי ָ֙י׃  ָבּ֙אּו ִמְדַבּ֙ר ִסינ ֶּ֙ה  ַבּּיֹ֙ום ַהז ָראֵ֙ל ֵמאֶֶ֙רץ ִמצְָר֙יִם  ֵ֙את ְבּנֵי־יְִשׂ ֙י לְצ לִיִשׁ  ַבֹּחֶ֙דׁש֙ ַהְשּׁ
ֶ֙גֶד ָהָה֙ר ָראֵ֙ל נ ֙ם יְִשׂ ִַּ֙חן־ָשׁ ֲַּחנּ֙ו ַבִּמְּדָבּ֙ר וַי ַ֙י ַ֙י ו :ִמְדַבּ֙ר ִסינ

On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from the land of Egypt, on 
that very day, they entered the wilderness of Sinai. Having journeyed from Rephidim, 
they entered the wilderness of Sinai and encamped in the wilderness. Israel encamped 
there in front of the mountain. (Shemot 19)

And there Israel camped - as one person and with one mind - Rashi  

This Midrash speaks to the uniqueness of the experience of Mt. Sinai. As the Children 
of Israel prepare to receive the Torah, they briefly join together in a way that will never 
be repeated. So much of our tradition is based upon healthy and vigorous Machloket 
- disagreement around the meaning and practice of the Torah’s teachings. Yet it is 
predicated on the memory of a point in time where all Jews were united as one.

The Torah presented in this Shavuot Reader is the product of much learning, preparation 
and teaching by alumni and faculty of Yeshivat Chovevei Torah and Yeshivat Maharat, 
and by members  at large of the International Rabbinic Fellowship. While our work as 
clergy focuses on a diversity of holy tasks in various contexts around the world, we 
are united by our love of the Jewish People, our fidelity to Halachah, and our belief 
that the teaching and learning of Torah is one of the greatest ways we can better 
ourselves and our communities. We thank the many authors whose work is presented 
here, and we offer our gratitude to Susan Greenspoon, Graphic Designer of Montreal’s 
Congregation Shaar Hashomayim, for devoting her talents to this booklet’s success. 

As we celebrate Zman Matan Torateinu, we pray that each and every member of the 
Jewish people continue to find meaning and joy in the practice of our tradition, and 
that our disagreements continue to inspire learning on Shavuot and throughout the 
entire year.

Rabbi Yonah Berman and Rabbi Adam Scheier

Rosh Chodesh Sivan 5780
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Yerushalayim: City of Unwalled Walls
Rabbi Avraham “Avi” Weiss
Founding President,  Yeshivat Chovevei Torah
Co-founder, Yeshivat Maharat
Co-founder, IRF

The Torah proclaims that a house in a walled city may be sold in perpetuity, but the owner has the right of 
repurchase during the first year of the sale (Leviticus 25:29,30).

Interestingly, the phrase “in a walled city” (lo – with a vav) is written in the Torah “in an unwalled city” (lo – 
with an aleph). Rashi explains this to indicate that the law applies to a city that has no walls today, as long 
as it had walls when Yehoshua (Joshua) conquered Israel.

Rabbi Duschensky in his Be-Ikvei Parshiot takes it a step further, relating the matter specifically to Jerusalem 
– a walled city from the time of Yehoshua. He suggests that while the fortification of Jerusalem symbolized 
by walls is necessary for its defense, God’s help is at least as important to protect the city. To paraphrase 
Rabbi Duschensky, only if we realize that Jerusalem has no walls – in the sense that we cannot only rely on 
ourselves – will the city have true walls, forever protected.

And perhaps it can be added, that only when the inhabitants of Jerusalem remove the walls surrounding 
themselves, i.e., when the observant and less observant come to love each other, when Jews and Palestinians 
learn to co-exist, will there be a city that is secure, at peace, whole – walled.

Note also the seven times a bride circles her groom at the wedding ceremony. On its face, the circles represent 
walls wherein the bride expresses her intent to protect her husband. But the circles are metaphysical, the 
walls are not walls – as the greatest protection is the breaking down of barriers between husband and wife, 
assuring they live forever in peace, harmony and love.

Not coincidentally, the only city mentioned under the chuppah is Jerusalem. Like love, it will be at peace 
when it becomes a city of unwalled walls. Then, and only then, will Jerusalem be what its name means: Yeru, 
Aramaic for city, of shalom, peace.
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At the opening of Bamidbar, the Israelites prepare to fi nally move out from the foot of Mt. Sinai and to 
venture into the larger world.  They must take the Torah and mitzvoth that they have received and bring it 
into their lives, so that every movement is guided and shaped by the Torah.

The Mishkan is placed in the very center of their camp, so that their lives revolve around God’s presence 
which is in their midst.  And they are constantly looking towards the Mishkan to the Divine cloud that 
hovers over it, to know whether to stay put or to move forward: “By the word of God they encamped and by 
the word of God they travelled forth.” (Bamidbar 9:20).  God and the Torah will now be the guide of their 
lives.   

It is for this reason that we fi nd that although there is a debate in the Talmud whether one is allowed to 
devote the entire Yom Tov day to spiritual pursuits, all agree that on Shavuot one must devote some time 
to physical enjoyment and pleasure.  “What is the reason?  Because it is the day that the Torah was given.” 
(Pesachim 68b). The very giving of the Torah was the taking of the Torah down from Heaven and giving it 
to human beings – it was about bringing God and sanctity into the physical, concrete reality of this world.  
Torah is not just meant to learned, it is meant to be lived.  Torah must be verb, not just a noun.

The very day of receiving the Torah, thus, contains within it the mandate of moving forward from the foot of 
Mt. Sinai and venturing into the world.  The famous na’aseh vi’nishma, “we will do and we will hear,” derives 
its power from the na’aseh that comes fi rst.  Receiving the Torah starts with knowing that it will, and must, 
translate into action, into a life of “by the word of God they encamp and by the word of God they venture 
forth.”

And yet, as we approach Shavuot, it is worth considering the importance of the nishma dimension – of our 
listening, our understanding, our voice – as well.

In the Torah, the declaration “we will do and we will hear” appears after the Ten Commandments, according 
to the Talmud it is understood to have occurred beforehand, and it demonstrates the people’s willingness 
to obey a priori, regardless of what was asked, regardless of why it was being asked:

R. Eleazar said: When the Israelites gave precedence to ‘we will do’ over ‘we will hearken,’ a Heavenly Voice 
went forth and exclaimed to them, ‘Who revealed to My children this secret, which is employed by the 
Ministering Angels?’, as it is written, ‘Bless the Lord, you angels of His. You mighty in strength, that fulfi ll His 
word, that hearken unto the voice of His word,’ fi rst they fulfi l and then they hearken. (Shabbat 88a)

The Importance of Nishma
Rabbi Dov Linzer

President, Norman and Tova Bulow Rosh HaYeshiva

First published on the YCT Torah library on June 5, 2019
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Focusing on na’aseh underscores not only the importance of translating God’s word into action, but also 
that our primary response to God’s mitzvot is one of obedience and of obligation.  From this perspective, 
any attempt to ask “why?,” to understand what the commandments are about, runs the risk of undermining 
their absolute binding nature.  An over-engagement in exploring ta’amei ha’mitzvot, the reasons behind 
the mitzvot, can lead to the conclusion that if a certain mitzvah’s purpose is X, then the mitzvah is just a 
means to an end, and if X can be achieved in some other way, the mitzvah itself is expendable.  Similarly, 
if one does not agree with reason X, or feels that reason X is no longer applicable, then the mitzvah would 
likewise fall by the wayside.   Indeed, when the Gemara in Rosh HaShanah asks: “Why do we blow the shofar 
on Rosh HaShanah” the response is not “to serve as a wake-up call to teshuva,” or a similar explanation, but 
rather a rejection of the premise of the question: “Why do we blow?  Because God has said to blow!” (Rosh 
HaShanah 16a).

And yet, nishma plays a critical role.  Hazal did not focus on the times both before and after the Giving of 
the Torah when the people said simply, “We will do” (Shemot 19:8, 24:3).  By drawing our attention to the 
dual “We will do and we will hear” they were highlighting the interplay, the dialectical tension that exists 
between these two concepts.  How does this tension play itself out?

First, it is not possible for many people, at all times, but particularly nowadays, to adopt an a priori position 
of na’aseh.  For many people, the fact that God commanded the mitzvot is something that they may not 
believe, or, if they do believe it; it is too abstract of an idea, not something that exists as a lived reality.  They 
need to feel that the Torah speaks to them, resonates in them, that is makes sense.

Moreover, even if someone was able to start with an a priori “we will do,” that may not be able to support 
and sustain her at all times, for such a commitment can falter.  Hence the Rabbinic statement that after 
Israel sinned with Golden Calf, the heavenly angels descended and stripped them of the crowns that had 
been placed on their heads when they declared, “we will do and we will hear.”

This idea is developed in Sefat Emet (R. Aryeh Leib of Gur, late 19th century), who begins by noting that the 
key word used regarding Yitro, whose story is told before the Giving of the Torah, is not na’aseh, but nishma.  
Yitro needed first to hear, to be awed and inspired, and then he drew close to God and Torah.  And many of 
us may find ourselves in this position as well:

The Midrash states, [relating to the sin of the Calf]: “You have lost na’aseh, be careful to hold on to nishma.”  
And it brings a proof from how Yitro heard, and then came… The explanation is that the Children of Israel 
said na’aseh prior to nishma, which is to say, that their drawing close to Torah does not come through 
hearing [but rather through an a priori commitment]… But if so, why did they also say nishma?  This was in 
order to help those at a lower level who needed to hear in order to draw close… And even they, after they 
corrupted na’aseh, that is –through their sin they became distant from their essential connection to Torah 
– they now have to draw close through nishma.

All that is well and good, but it still affords nishma a secondary, backup type of a role.  It acknowledges 
its necessity, but does not see any intrinsic value in it.  But we know that this is not the whole story.  An 
enormous amount of energy has been invested throughout the centuries in exploring the ta’amei ha’mitzvot, 
in delving into the nishma.   The more we understand what the mitzvot are about, the more we will live 
our lives in accordance with not only the Torah’s commands, but also the Torah’s values and goals.  If the 
question “why?” is “Why should I do it?” then the answer is, “Because God said so”.  But if the question is 
“Why does God want me to do it?  What does it tell me about how to live my life?,” then it is a question of 
utmost importance.
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This, then, is the tension between these two concepts.  Na’aseh, a preparedness to observe, regardless, is in 
constant conversation with nishma, a desire to understand, to apply, to delve deeper.   And both of these are 
necessary.  With only na’aseh, a person will live a life of rote observance, a life devoid of religious meaning.  
With only nishmah¸ a person’s commitment to concrete, halakhic observance may waver.

Thus, Sefat Emet continues, na’aseh allowed the people to achieve a true nishma.  Since it was more dear in 
their eyes to do God’s will than to understand the reasons, they merited to understand the reasons… For the 
reasons are more “inner” (the spiritual essence, the soul) than the actual physical performance (the body) 
of the mitzvah.

The reasons are the soul of the mitzvot, but the soul cannot exist without the body, it’s concrete, flesh and 
blood form.  A life of just na’aseh is soulless.  A life of just nishma is bloodless.

And so it is for the halakhic process.  Without an a priori commitment to submit to God’s will, a person may 
read his own values into the halakha, may force the halakha to say something that is true to his values but 
false to the Torah’s values, or the Torah’s laws.  But if one starts with a disposition of submission, then, says 
Sfat Emet, the can truly partner with God, for

God gave the Children of Israel the ability for their words to have the power to be part of the reasons of 
the Torah, just like God’s words… And this is the idea of the Oral Law: that the Children of Israel merit to 
innovate those things that were carved out before God.

We play a role in interpreting and applying halakha.  If we start with nishma, we put our own understanding 
first.  We will come to impose our will on the halakha, to do violence to the system and to work in opposition 
to God.  If, however, we start with submission, with na’aseh, then we will let the Torah guide us, we will seek 
to understand the reasons of the Torah even if they are not consonant with our own reasons.   We will be 
lead to an “understanding above an understanding” in the words of the Sefat Emet.  If this is our point of 
departure, then we can be part of the process, we can be part of discovering what those reasons are.  Our 
voices can also be heard, they can play a role in identifying and articulating what those Torah values are, 
and we can engage those Torah values in interpreting and applying the halakha without the fear that we 
will overstep, that we will abuse this privilege.

Our voice will matter, because it is God’s voice that matters most.  If we start with na’aseh, we can reach the 
level of nishma.   We can live a religious life brit in its fullest sense: a life of Torah observance and a life of 
Torah values.   A life guided by God’s law, and a life in an ongoing relationship with God.
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Shavuot marks the historic day of Revelation, of receiving the Torah at Mt. Sinai.  It seems obvious then, 
to mark this extraordinary moment by studying the Torah that Tradition suggests God gave to Moses at 
Mt Sinai.  Therefore, the custom developed for Jews to stay up all night studying.  But why at night? 
Why not incorporate time to study Torah within the framework of the morning services? Or, create a 
ritual that commemorates revelation-- a sounding of shofar, along with a resounding recitation of the 10 
commandments? I understand that studying is the central focus of Shavuot, but why stay up all night?

The tradition began in 1533 when Rabbi Yosef Caro, author of the Shulchan Aruch, invited a few friends, his 
Kabbalistic colleagues, to hold a study vigil on Shavuot night.  Rabbi Avraham Gombiner, the 17th-century 
author of Magen Avraham, a commentary on the Shulchan Aruch, traces the all night vigil to a midrashic 
tradition about the Israelites oversleeping on the morning they were scheduled to receive the Torah:

“Rabbi Hakinai says: On the third month the day is twice as long as the night, and Israel slept two hours 
into the day, for the sleeping in the daytime in this season is sweet, and the night is short.”  

Although the Israelites had been preparing for revelation for days, they succumbed to sweet slumber, 
perhaps revealing their hesitation and fear of the Torah and all that it mandates. The midrash continues:

“And Moses went into the camp of Israel, and woke Israel up from sleep. He said to them, ‘Wake up 
sleepyheads!’ The groom has already arrived, and is asking for the bride and is waiting for her, that he may 
usher her into the bridal canopy, to give you the Torah.” (Pirkey DeRebbi Eliezer 41)

The Israelites had to be woken up, shaken from their slumber to embark on their new journey of pursuing 
a life of Torah, a life of God, a life of justice.  

In response, rather than be caught sleeping, like their ancestors at the foot of Sinai, the Kabbalists established 
Tikkun Leil Shavuot, a process of ‘rectifying’ our forebears’ lack of vigilance. While they slept, keeping the 
Torah and its code of ethics waiting for them, we spend the night absorbed learning its core messages. 
While they dozed through that warm summer night and on into the morning, we deprive ourselves of 
sleep until after daybreak. And while they had to be woken to hear God’s voice from Sinai, we wait eagerly 
through the night to re-enact it by reading the Ten Commandments, our code of law and ethics.

Tikkun, in this context, is an opportunity to correct past mistakes.  It is a call to wake up, arouse our souls, 
and take stock of our imperfect world, and commit to repair the brokenness—be it poverty, hunger, abuse or 
discrimination-- the  many plagues that mar the world’s beauty.  

At a Bat Mitzvah I offi ciated at recently, the bnot mitzvah spoke about an awakening she had just experienced:  
during a recent trip to Manhattan, she saw, for the fi rst time, the face of hunger and poverty in the form of 
a beggar, asking for money.  It brought me back to the fi rst time I stared poverty in the face as a young girl 
in South Africa.  A man, too weak to even stand, was sitting outside a supermarket.  We handed him a loaf 

Wake up, Sleepyhead
Rabba Sara Hurwitz
Co-founder and President, Yeshivat Maharat
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of bread and a carton of milk. I will never forget his face.  Up until I saw him, just like that Bat Mitzvah girl, 
I lived an insulated life, coddled, and protected from the darkness that pervades our world.  It took 12 years 
for that bat mitzvah girl’s dreams of perfection to be shattered, to see the ugliness of poverty.  Fully awake 
now, she set on a path, in her small way, to resolve to try fix God’s world.

Sleep is sweet. Closing our eyes to the pain and destruction that diminishes our world is easier. Putting 
ourselves into a state of unconsciousness will protect us from confronting society’s ills.  But, sleeping can 
no longer be an option.  The Talmud teaches that sleep is one sixtieth of death (Talmud Tractate Berachot 
57b). Perhaps Chazal is teaching that if we close our eyes to the darkness that surrounds us, we may as well 
be dead.  To truly live, to truly be alive, is to be awake to the injustices of our society, and become vigilant 
about responding.

 This Shavuot, may we not be caught sleeping. Do not keep the groom waiting. Wake up! And commit to 
tikkun, to fixing poverty, hunger, abuse, discrimination-- all that is broken in our world, so that we can enter 
the canopy and truly live a life of Torah.
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Introduction:

There are certain foundational rabbinic texts and images that take on a new, and sometimes alarming, 
meaning when read with twenty-fi rst century eyes. It is important to relate to the texts of the Rabbis with 
great respect and even reverence. However, we must also be able to be honest when the rabbinic idiom 
no longer resonates.We will begin with a key Midrash about the nature of revelation which is often read 
and re-read around Purim and Shavuot. We will then move to a text about appropriate (and inappropriate) 
physical relationships between husband and wife.

The classic rabbinic read of the Song of Songs presents the relationship between God and the Jewish 
People as lover and beloved. That imagery is laced through the Midrash and the liturgy. At one level, that 
metaphor is beautiful, moving and inspirational. However, given the reality of abuse in marital relationships 
and the dangers associated with human sexuality, a piece of those images can be scary. We sing every Friday 
night about the connection of the lover and their beloved – לכה דודי לקראת כלה – but what happens when 
the lived partnership breaks down into a relationship of anger or, God forbid, violence. How might those 
people experience Kabalat Shabbat?

Sexuality and power are connected in ways that often make us uncomfortable. As a society, we now 
understand that consent can only be honestly granted in the absence of an extreme power imbalance. An 
ideal relationship of intimacy requires equality, through which both partners can express their emotional and 
physical needs. For this reason, CEO’s may not date their employees, professors may not be in relationships 
with their students and Rabbis may not date their congregants. Recognizing this problem of the power 
imbalance highlights the impropriety of the president of the United States engaging in a sexual encounter 
with their intern.

In this article, I claim that the Rabbis, in one Midrash, understood that the revelatory power of the voice of 
God can be coercive. While there is something great and awesome about the moment of Sinai, there is also 
something deeply suspect about a relationship built on coercion. A coercive covenant between God and 
the Jewish People would represent a deep problem for subsequent generations’ relationship with God. The 
rabbis also express a concern that the relationship between husband and wife may lead to one dominating 
the other. In comparing two particular Rabbinic approaches to Sinai and Sex, we can appreciate the deep 
wisdom that these ancient texts have to share with us in the twenty fi rst century.

Revelation as Coercion:

The Talmud Bavli Shabbat 88a picks up on an awkward formulation of a verse describing the encampment 
of the Jewish People at Sinai. The pasuk says:

And they camped at the underneath of the mountain (Exodus 19:17).
ְּבּו ְבַּתְחִתּית ָהָהר שמות יט:יז ְִּתיַצ וַי

Revelati on, Coersion and Consent
Rabbi Jeffrey Fox
Rosh HaYeshiva, Yeshivat Maharat
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What does it mean to say that we were camped “ְבַּתְחִתּית” (at the underneath) the mountain? The rabbis 
teach us:
 אמר רב אבדימי בר חמא בר חסא: מלמד שכפה הקדוש ברוך הוא עליהם את ההר כגיגית, ואמר להם: אם אתם מקבלים

התורה מוטב, ואם לאו שם תהא קבורתכם

Rav Avdimi bar Chama bar Chasa said, “This teaches that the Holy Blessed One hung the mountain over 
them like a barrel and said to them, ‘If you accept the Torah, Good! If not, there will be your burial place.’”

In this text, the great revelation at Mt. Sinai is imagined not to be a moment of free will and national 
commitment to God but rather deeply coercive, a description that contains a certain kind of psychological 
truth. The Jewish People, having just left Egypt and witnessed the miracles of the plagues, the crossing of 
the sea and the Manna, could not possibly have rejected the gift of Torah that God was offering. This slave-
nation, standing at the foot of the mountain, really had no choice but to say yes to God.

It is interesting to note that the end of the Book of Joshua (chapter 24) appears to attempt to remedy this 
problem. Joshua gathers the people in Shechem and enacts a re-covenanting ceremony. In this awesome 
scene, Joshua offers a choice. The Navi says:

ר בעבר ֵמעֵֶבר) ר עְָבדּו ֲאבֹוֵתיכֶם ֲאֶשׁ  טו( וְאִם ַרע ְבּעֵינֵיכֶם לַעֲֹבד אֶת יְֹקוָק ַבֲּחרּו לָכֶם ַהּיֹום אֶת ִמי ַתעֲֹבדּון אִם אֶת אֱלִֹהים ֲאֶשׁ
ַּעַן ָהעָם וַֹיּאֶמר ָחלִילָה לָּנּו ֵמעֲֹזב ִבים ְבּאְַרצָם וְאָנֹכִי ּוֵביִתי נַעֲֹבד אֶת יְֹקוָק: פ )טז( וַי ר אֶַתּם ֹיְשׁ ָָּהר וְאִם אֶת אֱלֵֹהי ָהאֱֹמִרי ֲאֶשׁ  ַהנ

)אֶת יְֹקוָק לַעֲֹבד אֱלִֹהים ֲאֵחִרים: )יהושע פרק כד

… (15) But if serving the LORD seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you 
will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served beyond the Euphrates, or the gods of the Amorites, in 
whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD.” (16) Then the people 
answered, “Far be it from us to forsake the LORD to serve other gods! (Joshua 24)

Joshua allows the Jewish People to make an active choice to be a part of the covenant. After the seven years 
of war, followed by seven years of land distribution, Joshua aims to bring the People close to God of their 
own free will; to fix the coercive reality of Sinai .

The Gemara in Shabbat 88a goes on to quote a question against Rav Avdimi bar Chama bar Chasa’s claim.
.אמר רב אחא בר יעקב: מכאן מודעא רבה לאורייתא

Rav Acha bar Yaakov said, “This is a great challenge [to the authority – moda’a] of the Torah.”

The term “אעדומ” (literally: announcement) refers to the ability of someone who perceives themselves as 
being forced to sell something to claim that the sale is null and void. Any contract entered under duress is 
not enforceable. If the covenant between God and the Jewish People as represented by our commitment to 
observe the Torah and its laws was entered under duress, then the entire relationship is suspect. Here the 
Rabbis understand that the commitment needed to live a life of Torah cannot be forced, but to be sincere, 
must be a free-will decision.

In the final stage of this Midrash, the Rabbis seek a narrative to anchor a free-will entry into the covenant. 
Instead of going to Chapter 24 of Joshua, they turn all the way to chapter nine of the Book of Esther:

.אמר רבא: אף על פי כן, הדור קבלוה בימי אחשורוש

ְּמּו וקבל ]וְִקְבּלּו[ היהודים, קיימו מה שקיבלו כבר .דכתיב )אסתר ט:כז( ִקי

Rava said, “Even so, they re-received her (Torah) in the time of Achashverosh. As it is written The Jews 
fulfilled and accepted (Esther 9:27), They fulfilled [of their own free will] that which they had already 
received [against their will].
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Here, Rava turns to the Book of Esther to find a narrative in which he can claim definitively that the Jewish 
People opted into the covenant of their own choice. But why not look to Joshua? One of the main features 
of the Book of Esther is God’s apparent silence. While the careful reader can sense the Divine hand behind 
the scenes, God’s name is absent. God is not an active part of the story, even if God’s hand can be felt.

Rava intuited something very deep. The presence of God’s miracles within the flow of history limits human 
free will. The more that God is public and the laws of nature bend to the divine will, the less we can make 
real free-will decisions. Sinai is perhaps the most powerful instance of God breaking into nature; therefore 
human beings experience that moment as though a “barrel is held over our head.” Rava could not look to 
Joshua, or any normative prophetic work, for that matter, because public miracles still limit our choices.

Therefore, the only Biblical book that can serve as a remedy to the coercive nature of God at Sinai is the 
book in which God is hidden – the Book of Esther. The Rabbis in this Midrash struggle with the psychological 
reality of the coercive nature of the revelation at Sinai. The Jewish People can only be properly understood 
to engage in a meaningful relationship with God if we were able to consent to the commitments of the 
covenant. Rava reminds us that God’s silence allows us to show our commitment through the fulfillment of 
God’s words in the Torah.

Rava, in the Gemara’s treatment of the absence of Hallel on Purim, makes a technical claim that can be 
understood as an existential description of the Jewish People. In contrasting the redemption from Egypt 
with the salvation from Achashverosh and Haman, Rava says (Bavli Megila 14a):

רבא אמר בשלמא התם )תהלים קיג, א( הללו עבדי ה’ ולא עבדי פרעה

אלא הכא הללו עבדי ה’ ולא עבדי אחשורוש אכתי עבדי אחשורוש אנן

Rava said, Granted there [that hallel is recited on Pesach] “Give praise, O servants of the Lord” (Psalms 
113:1); and not servants of Pharaoh. But here [on Purim] “Give praise, O servants of the Lord,” and not 
servants of Achashverosh? [No] We are still enslaved to Achashverosh.

Rava uses the reality of being under the rulership of a foreign king to explain why Hallel ought not be recited 
on Purim. Note that Achashverosh is long gone when Rava says, “We are still enslaved to Achashverosh”. I 
argue that, in addition to an assertion about political sovereignty, he also makes a deeper theological claim 
about the nature of our access to the divine. From the time of Mordechai and Esther until this very day, we 
all live in a world that lacks the benefit of prophecy. Instead, each of us must toil to understand the divine 
will through the lens of the Torah and Halakha.

It is Rava in both passages who notes that a fundamental turn in the relationship between the Jewish 
People and God took place at the time of the Book of Esther. On the one hand, God became silent, and that 
silence leads to a limiting of divine praise through Hallel. On the other hand, God’s silence provides us with 
the opportunity to opt into a deeper relationship with the Creator of the World. The divine silence of Purim 
serves as a corrective for the divine coercion of Sinai.

Coercion in the Marital Bedroom:

The Rabbis of the Talmud did not shy away from direct, honest and modest conversation about sexuality in 
the Talmud. Just as they debated torts and property law, revelation, the laws of marriage and divorce, they 
also left us with a mosaic of texts about human intimacy. The next text that we are going to study comes 
from Bavli Nedarim 20b. The context of the excerpt is the Gemara’s most extended treatment of the laws 
of Sex. A few introductory comments are in order.

First, the laws of sexuality are always framed within a marital context. The Rabbis’ notion of sex is only 
between a man and wife; all other sexual encounters were forbidden. Today, we are embedded in a dominant 
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culture in which that is clearly not the case. While I am supportive of sex-positive attitudes, I am deeply 
troubled by the hyper-sexualized nature of the public sphere in American life.

The availability of pornography has deleterious effects on men’s understanding of what sex is supposed 
to look and feel like. The industry is built on the objectification of women in ways that go far beyond what 
might be found in any Jewish text. That fact does not relieve our tradition from its own critique, but we 
must be honest about the world we inhabit.

Second, the text that we are going to look at follows a statement From Rebbi Yochanan that emphasizes a 
kind of playfulness within the marital bedroom:

כל מה שאדם רוצה לעשות באשתו עושה

Anything that a man wants to do with his wife, he may do

On the one hand, we sense that Rebbi Yochanan invites meaningful exploration and passion between 
husband and wife . On the other hand, a clear directionality is built into this phrase: the man is permitted 
to do what he pleases. The statement concludes:

משל לבשר הבא מבית הטבח רצה לאכלו במלח אוכלו, צלי אוכלו, מבושל אוכלו, שלוק אוכלו

An allegory to meat that comes from the butcher - If he wants to eat it with salt, he may eat it that way. If 
he wants to eat it roasted, he may eat it. If he wants to eat it cooked, he may eat it cooked. If he wants to 
eat it boiled, he may eat it boiled.

This part of the statement is deeply troubling and is followed by both Rebbi Yehuda ha-Nasi and the Amora 
Rav telling a woman who expressed discomfort with a certain sexual position that the Torah permits the 
man to engage in sexual behavior as he wishes. I reject the assumption that that men ought to be in full 
control of the sexual relationship within marriage. That is simply not an acceptable way to speak about 
women (or men). The Rabbis in this section are reflecting the norms of their time in ways that should make 
us all feel uncomfortable. No one should, in any circumstance, force another person to engage in sexual 
acts that are not desired. That is true for married couples as well as any two people.

With those two introductory comments, and a soberer approach to the realities of rabbinic ideas about 
sexuality, let us move to the text that redeems Rebbi Yochana, Rebbi Yehuda ha-Nasi and Rav. The Gemara 
goes on to quote a statement from the Amora Rebbi Levi. He begins by quoting a verse from Ezekiel:

עִים ִבּי )יחזקאל כ:לח )ּוָברֹוִתי ִמכֶּם ַהֹמְּרִדים וְַהּפֹוְשׁ

And I will purge out from among you the rebels,
and those that transgress against Me (Ezekiel 20:38).

In explaining who are the “rebels” and those who “transgress” against God, Rebbi Levi lists nine character 
traits that, if they describe the parental relationship, may lead to rebellious offspring and are clearly 
understood to be problematic. From this list, we can work backward and understand the ideal relationship 
that the Rabbis want to see between husband and wife. Here is the complete list:

,בני אימה, בני אנוסה, בני שנואה, בני נידוי, בני תמורה, בני מריבה

.בני שכרות, בני גרושת הלב, בני ערבוביא, בני חצופה

[1] Children of fear [eima] [2] children of a woman who was raped [anusa] [3] children of a hated woman 
[senua] [4] children of ostracism [niddui] [5] children of substitution [temura] [6] children of strife [meriva] 
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[7] children of drunkenness [shikhrut] [8] children of a woman who was divorced in the heart [gerushat 
halev] [9] children of mixture [irbuveya] [10] children of a shameless woman [hatzufa].

When taken as a group, this list of negative dynamics paints a very specific picture of the ideal marital 
relationship. Any type of coercion clearly reflects poorly on the marital relationship. Children born of fear, 
strife or, God forbid, rape are understood to come from a negative home.

Not only is coercion rejected, but so is a sexual relationship that occurs when one or both partners is drunk, 
when the husband intends to divorce his wife, or when he is thinking of another woman. Again we see that 
the Rabbis much prefer that the spousal relationship be one of equality, love and respect.

R. Levi’s far-reaching approach concludes a lengthy discussion about appropriate sexual interactions 
between husband and wife. The Talmud provides a clear progression away from dominance and coercion 
and towards equality and consent.

Conclusion:

Some basic patterns emerge when the Midrash on Shabbat 88a about the problematics of coercive 
revelation is compared to the Halakha in Nedarim 20b outlining a move from dominance to consent within 
the marital bedroom. Since the relationship between God and the Jewish People can be seen as lover and 
beloved, the Rabbis teach us that, in both settings, consent is a central feature. The Jewish People could not 
be coerced to receive the Torah, just as a wife may not be coerced to engage in sexual behaviors to which 
she does not grant her own consent.

This connection shows the Rabbis as spiritually attuned and emotionally in sync with many of the claims of 
the 21st century. A relationship that is not one of equality can never reach a state of unity that God seeks 
with His people or that we seek with our partner. There are serious problems for a society when the person 
in the highest office of the land describes grabbing women’s bodies.

So what does this parallel mean for people engaged in a sexual relationship outside the context of marriage? 
The Rabbis suggest that, without consent, sex is abusive. In addition, a power imbalance eliminates the 
possibility of true consent. The Rabbinic commitment to consent must be adhered to in any relational 
context.

We must do what we can to build a religious life in which people make serious, committed decisions to live 
a life of Torah and Mitzvot. The exact parameters of that life might look very different in various settings, 
but if we can cultivate the desire to opt-in, we will grow a committed core of Jews. The same is true for 
those people who are seeking physical intimacy. When those relationships are built on trust and equality, 
they have the ability to be long lasting and meaningful. Consent is a prerequisite for kedusha.

With God’s help may we all be blessed on Shavuot to hear the commanding voice of Sinai and find the voice 
of a loved one with whom we can choose to live a life of commitment.
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Staying up all night: Why or Why not?
Rabbi Eitan Cooper

Assistant Rabbi, Beth Sholom Congregation-Talmud Torah, Potomac, Maryland

First published in the Beltway Vaad reader

Q1. The following pesukim (verses) are what the Torah tells us about Shavuot. What do they tell us about 
staying up all night? (HINT- this might be a trick question)

1. Exodus 23:16

(16) and the Feast of the Harvest, of the first fruits of your work, of what you sow in the field; 
and the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in the results of your work 
from the field.

שמות כ״ג:ט״ז

ֶד֙ה׃) ׂ ֙יָך ִמן־ַהָשּ ָ֙ה ְבּאְָספְָּך֙ אֶ֙ת־ַמעֲֶשׂ נ ֶד֙ה וְַח֙ג ָה֙אִָסף֙ ְבּצֵ֙את ַהָשּׁ ׂ ֙ר ִתּזְַר֙ע ַבָּשּ ֙יָך ֲאֶשׁ טז( וְַח֙ג ַהָקּצִיר֙ ִבּּכּוֵר֙י ַמעֲֶשׂ

2. Exodus 34:22

(22) You shall observe the Feast of Weeks, of the first fruits of the wheat harvest; and the Feast 
of Ingathering at the turn of the year.

שמות ל״ד:כ״ב

ָ֙ה׃) נ ֙ה לְָך֙ ִבּּכּוֵר֙י ְקצִ֙יר ִחִטּ֙ים וְַחג֙ ָה֙אִָס֙יף ְתּקּופַ֙ת ַהָשּׁ ֻבֹעת֙ ַתּעֲֶשׂ כב( וְַח֙ג ָשׁ

3. Numbers 28:26

(26) On the day of the first fruits, your Feast of Weeks, when you bring an offering of new grain 
to the LORD, you shall observe a sacred occasion: you shall not work at your occupations.

במדבר כ״ח:כ״ו

לֹ֙א) עֲֹבָד֙ה  כָּל־ְמלֶ֙אכֶת  ֶ֙ם  לָכ ֶ֙ה  יְִהי ִמְ֙קָרא־ֹקֶ֙דׁש֙  ֻבֹעֵ֙תיכֶ֙ם  ְבָּשׁ לַ֙ה׳  ה֙  ֲחָדָשׁ ִמנְָח֙ה  ְבַּהְקִר֙יְבכֶ֙ם  ַהִבּּכּוִר֙ים  ּוְביֹ֙ום  כו( 
ּו׃ ַתעֲשׂ֙

4. Deuteronomy 16:10

(10) Then you shall observe the Feast of Weeks for the LORD your God, offering your freewill 
contribution according as the LORD your God has blessed you.

דברים ט״ז:י׳

֙ר יְָבֶרכְָך֙ ה׳ אֱלֹקיָך׃) ֙ר ִתֵּתּ֙ן כֲַּאֶשׁ ֻבעֹות֙ לַה׳ אֱלקיָך ִמַסּ֙ת נְִדַב֙ת יְָדָך֙ ֲאֶשׁ ֙יָת ַח֙ג ָשׁ י( וְעִָשׂ

As can be seen, Shavuot is primarily an agricultural holiday - there is no mention of receiving the Torah 
and certainly no mention of staying up all night.
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Q2. Shavuot is still the holiday when we celebrate the receiving of the Torah. As part of this celebration, 
many have the custom of staying up all night. According to reasons quoted by the Mishnah Berurah, why 
do we stay up all night on Shavuot?

5. Mishnah Berurah 494:1

It says in the Zohar that the “chasidim rishonim” would stay awake all night and study Torah. 
And many people nowadays do this. And the Arizal says that anyone who stays awake the entire 
night and studies Torah, will merit a long life and will not have bad things happen to them. 

And another reason, according to the Magen Avraham: B’nei Yisrael were sleeping all night, 
before they were to receive the Torah. Hashem needed to wake them up in order to give them 
the Torah (this is according to the Midrash). Therefore, we need to stay up all night in order to 
“fix” this. 

משנה ברורה תצ״ד:א׳

 א( איתא בזוהר שחסידים הראשונים היו נעורים כל הלילה ועוסקים בתורה וכבר נהגו רוב הלומדים לעשות כן)
 ואיתא בשו”ע האר”י ז”ל דע שכל מי שבלילה לא ישן כלל ועיקר והיה עוסק בתורה מובטח לו שישלים שנתו ולא
 יארע לו שום נזק. והטעם כתב מ”א ע”פ פשוטו שישראל היו ישנים כל הלילה והוצרך הקב”ה להעיר אותם לקבל

 .התורה ]כדאיתא במדרש[ לכך אנו צריכין לתקן זה

Q3. Of course, it’s very difficult for many to stay up all night - and it certainly detracts from your 
observance of the holiday the day afterwards. Though sometimes staying up all night can be made easier 
by your surroundings. How might the place you are in affect your decision whether or not to stay up all 
night?

6. “In Jerusalem, tens of thousands of people finish off the nighttime study session by walking to 
the Western Wall before dawn and joining the sunrise minyan there. This practice began in 
1967. One week before Shavuot of that year, the Israeli army recaptured the Old City in the 
Six-Day War, and on Shavuot day, the army opened the Western Wall to visitors. Over 200,000 
Jews came to see and pray at the site that had been off-limits to them since 1948. The custom 
of walking to the Western Wall on Shavuot has continued every year since.” (Wikipedia)

Going to the kotel on Shavuot night is an experience that makes staying up all night much 
easier!

Q4. What are some of the reasons given for why someone wouldn’t stay up all night on Shavuot?

Rabbi Sholomo Aviner’s Online Responsa:

7. Question: What is preferable, to learn all night, even if you will fall asleep during Shacharit, or 
not to stay up all night?

Answer: It is better not to stay up all night, because davening Shacharit and not falling asleep 
is a law, and learning all night is merely a “good practice.”… One of Rabbi Yosef Shalom 
Eliyashiv’s [a rabbi who lived in Jerusalem from 1910-2012] grandchildren once asked him: Why 
don’t you stay up all night on Shavuot like everyone else? He answered that he did a 
calculation and concluded that if he changed his bedtime, and woke up later than he normally 
did, he would end up learning less Torah by 15 minutes. For these 15 minutes, he decided to go 
to sleep at his normal time and not stay up all night.
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Rabbi Yitzchak Zev Soloveitchik (known as the “Brisker Rav” who lived from 1853-1918) was 
surprised that so many people were careful to stay up all night on Shavuot, which is just a 
minhag (tradition), while on the night of the Pesach seder, when it is a mitzvah to stay up as 
long as you can talking about the story of leaving Egypt, people aren’t careful to do this! In 
Brisk, they treated the night of Shavuot like other nights.

 -Rabbi Shlomo Aviner (http://shlomo-aviner.net)

As can be seen from Rav Aviner, there are many legitimate reasons not to stay up all night… one 
should not observe the custom cited by the Mishnah Berurah above if it will impede on your 
davening and your Torah learning the next day. 

Q5. To conclude- a fascinating comparison: What do other religions say about staying up all night? Is this 
just a Jewish practice or do other religions have this custom?

8. Christianity:

Easter Vigil, also called the Paschal Vigil or the Great Vigil of Easter, is a service held in 
traditional Christian churches as the first official celebration of the Resurrection of Jesus. ... It is 
held in the hours of darkness between sunset on Holy Saturday and sunrise on Easter Day – 
most commonly in the evening of Holy Saturday or midnight – and is the first celebration of 
Easter, days traditionally being considered to begin at sunset. (Wikipedia)

9. Islam

Question: Salam Alaikum, I would like to know if its permissible to stay up from Isha to Fajr 
prayer, or must one sleep in between..? Thank you so much. Answer: It is permissible for a 
Muslim to stay awake all night long until the time of Fajr prayer. However, it should not be done 
unless there is a certain benefit. It is disliked to stay up at night except for a valid reason such 
as seeking knowledge, worship, conducting the affairs of Muslims, talking with one’s family, or 
entertaining guests. … If staying up late is for engaging in idle, obscene, abusive talk, then it is, 
without doubt, disliked. (Isalmweb.net) 

10. Buddhism:

The Pali term “nesajjika” means «the one who has the habit to be seated».

“nissīda” = “sitting posture”The bhikkhu who takes up the habit to renounce to the lying posture, 
only adopting sitting, standing and walking postures, is called a “nesajjika”. When this practice is 
conveniently done, with constancy and diligence, with the determination of not breaking it, we 
say that there is “nesajjikanga “ (state of mind arising out of renunciation to the lying posture). 
(http://en.dhammadana.org/sangha/dhutanga/effort/dh13.htm)
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Bridging the Divide: 
A Self-Study Guide for Shavuot
Rabba Rachel Kohl Finegold
Director of Education and Spiritual Enrichment, 
Congregation Shaar Hashomayim. Westmount, QC

For those looking to study on their own on Shavuot night, let this be a guide to your study journey. We will 
start at Sinai and meander through several other Torah narratives, all of which contain the verb root נגש
(n.g.sh.), meaning, to approach or to draw near. I provide guiding questions for each text, but the study process 
is in your hands. Even if you have studied these narratives before, I hope you will approach these stories with 
fresh eyes, finding deeper meaning and new understanding. This is not an exhaustive exploration of the 
Biblical verb of נגש in all its forms, but perhaps it can be the beginning of new awareness around the function 
of this verb in the Torah narratives. I hope it will elucidate our understanding as we continue to encounter the 
verb in our future studies.

Approaching God at Sinai:

The nation of Israel had begged to hear the commandments directly from God (See Rashi on 19:9), and 
behold, they were invited to approach the foot of Mount Sinai to hear God’s word. They had been 
preparing for this encounter for three days, both emotionally and physically (men and women did not 
approach one another to maintain sexual purity, as emphasized in 19:15 in an instruction to the men). 
Although the people were excited and enthusiastic about coming close to God, when the moment of the 
revelation arrived, the nation drew back.

֙ם ָהאֱלִֹה֙ים׃ ר־ָשׁ ַּׁ֙ש אֶל־ָה֙עֲָרפֶ֙ל ֲאֶשׁ ה֙ נִג ַּעֲֹמ֙ד ָהעָ֙ם ֵמָרֹח֙ק ּוֹמֶשׁ וַי

And the people stood afar off, and Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was. (20:18)

The revealed presence of God was too much for humankind. Moses’ approach to God highlights the 
trepidation of the people, their lack of motion, and their hesitation at this pivotal moment. Only Moses 
can bridge the divide between the human world and the Divine. There is a conflict, a dissonance between 
what the people say they want in advance, and what they actually do when the time comes. The verb of 
Moses’ approach is necessary to resolve the conflict, the tension, the impasse in which the nation finds 
itself, as they are paralyzed by fear.

n the narrative of Sinai, the verb of approach is associated with drawing near to God, not only in this 
verse but also previously (19:22) in reference to the Kohanim (priests) who approach the mountain, as 
well as later in the narrative, in Chapter 24, and again when Moses comes down from the mountain and 
the people are afraid to approach him (34:30-32), much as they were afraid to approach God.

What follows here is an expanded study of the verb נגש as a study of distance and conflict, closeness and 
understanding. In each of these narratives, there is a distance that is being bridged. It might be part of a 
process of ‘rapprochement’, resolution of conflict, or it might serve to clarify a confusion. In each text, 
identify the conflict that is being resolved or the separation that is being closed. Notice the underlying 
causes of distance, and the way in which each of the players contributes to the dance of approach.
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These narratives appear in order of their appearance in the Torah. 

1.  “Come closer, that I may feel you, my son.”

• Study Bereishit 27:18-33
• There are many layers of conflict that contribute to this difficult scene. Can you name some of 

the conflicts? Who is confused and who has clarity?
• The verb for serving the food is also one of נגש (verse 25, for example). What is the significance 

of this? When Esau serves his father food afterwards, is the same verb of approach used?
• Isaac asks Jacob to draw near him two times. Why a second time?
• By the end of the scene, which conflicts have been resolved and which have been exacerbated?

2. “Until he came near to his brother.”

• Study Bereishit 33:1-11
• What is the significance of the physical closeness of the brothers, and how does that help resolve 

the conflict?
• In what manner do the wives and children of Jacob approach Esau?
• Examine the conversation between the brothers. What is the mood? What are the subliminal 

cues? Has the distance between truly been bridged? (Indeed, you can read this both ways!)

3. “Then Judah came near to him.”

• Study Bereishit 44:18-45:8
• Consider the narrative of Joseph and his brothers up to this point. How does the “Vayigash” 

moment completely turn things around and resolve the conflict?
• How does Judah finally move Joseph to reveal himself?

• How many times do you see the n.g.sh. verb at play in this narrative?

4. “And they came near to him.”

• Study Bamidbar 32:1-22
• Why is Moses so upset? What narrative is he inserting into the request of Reuben and Gad?
• How does the approach of the tribes toward Moses ultimately resolve the conflict? How is Moses 

able to hear them differently?
• What practical negotiation strategies can be learned from this narrative?

The night is long! Here are some other narratives for further study:

Bereishit 18:23 - Abraham negotiates with God

Bereishit 19:1-11 - The approach of Sedom in verse 9

Shemot 24:14 - Whoever has conflict shall approach the elders.

Shemot 28:43 and Bamidbar 4:19 - the behavior of Aaron and his sons, when they approach the altar

Ruth 2:14 - Boaz invites Ruth to eat with him
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‘Be patient for it is from doubt that knowledge is born’ - Khalil Gibran

I fi nd myself at a friend’s friend for a Shabbat meal. As everyone is introduced and chats before Kiddush, 
a piece of art on the wall catches my eye. At fi rst, it looks like a photo of an architectural detail. On 
closer inspection, I realize that while the buildings have great depth and perspective,  there’s nonetheless 
something implausible about the painting. It combines both indoor and outdoor architectural elements in 
a seamless yet not entirely logical whole.  It is precisely this lack of clarity that intrigued me. It pulled me 
into its labyrinth of structures as I attempted to walk around the image in my mind, wondering what the 
artist had intended. Luckily I was able to ask her directly as she was one of the dinner guests. Laini Nemett 
explained that her art was composed of fragments of places she had visited around the world. They were 
portrayed on canvas as they would come to one’s mind in a non-linear way. Laini introduces an element of 
ambiguity into her images that engages the observer in a process of testing multiple possibilities.   

Nemett ‘Queensboro Seine’ 2015,  used with permission of the artist

Laini’s art is a case study for the important function ambiguity and doubt 
serve in engaging us in the exploration and development of ideas. While 
we are often driven to question and study in order to resolve or eradicate 
doubt, studying Torah and Talmud in particular can often leave us with more 
questions than answers. Rabbi Louis Jacobs (Teyku, 1982) reviews over three 
hundred talmudic debates that remain unresolved and close with the word 
teyku  ‘let it stand [unresolved]’. 

Doubt is ubiquitous in Torah study, but what is its function?

Francis Bacon, a 17th century english philosopher and scientist, advocated 
two specifi c roles for doubt:

The registering and proposing of doubts has a double use; fi rst it guards 
philosophy against errors, when upon a point not clearly proved no decision 
or assertion is made (for so error might beget error) but judgement is 
suspended and not made positive; secondly, doubts once registered are so 
many suckers or sponges which continually draw and attract increase of 
knowledge; whence it comes that things which, if doubts had not preceded, 

would have been passed by lightly without observation, are through the suggestion of doubt attentively 
and carefully observed.  

(Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning,1605,  reprinted in Francis Bacon: History, Politics and Science, 
1561-1626 , Cambridge 1993, pp 356-57)

On the Uti lity of Ambiguity
Rabba Dina Brawer

Founder, JOFA UK; Director of Recruitment and Admissions, 
Yeshivat Maharat
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Teyku is one example of the suspended judgment that Bacon proposes as the first function of doubt. The 
second function, that of increasing knowledge, finds a striking parallel in the writings of the fifth Chabad 
Rebbe Shalom DovBer of Lubavitch (1860-1920) who contrasts the study of Mishnah to that of Talmud. 
While the study of Mishnah is straightforward, that of Talmud is inherently complex. Yet paradoxically, the 
study of Mishnah does not generate novel ideas and perspectives in the way that Talmud does. Rabbi 
Shalom DovBer illustrates this with two models of light: direct ‘אור ישר ‘ and refracted ‘אור חוזר ‘. The direct 
light of ohr yashar represents inspiration that is manifest directly and clearly but which is inherently 
limited. The refracted light of ohr hozer represents the kind of novel inspiration that can only emerge 
through wrestling with a problem or struggling through opacity. (Sefer ha-Mamarim 5666 pp 78-81).

This concept is aptly illustrated in a Talmudic vignette  sketching Resh Lakish’s personality as a student 
of Torah. Resh Lakish was a former gladiator who took up Rabbi Yochanan’s challenge to abandon his 
occupation and devote his strength to Torah study instead. As a brilliant Torah scholar Rabbi Yochanan 
favored him as his havruta.  After Resh Lakish died however,  Rabbi Yochanan seemed to be on the verge 
of losing his mind from grief. Worried, his colleagues nominated the bright Rabbi Elazar ben Pedat to take 
Resh Lakish’s place as Rabbi Yochanan’s study partner. 

As Rabbi Yochanan espoused his opinion on a particular law, Rabbi Elazar ben Pedat would cite a beraita 
that supported Rabbi Yochanan’s position. When this pattern repeated itself consistently, Rabbi Yochanan 
quickly exploded in frustration shouting: “Are you like the son of Lakish? When I stated the law, the son of 
Lakish would raise twenty four objections and I would give twenty four answers, which would then lead 
to a fuller understanding of the law. But you say: ‘A beraita has been taught which supports you’ - Don’t I 
already know that my dicta are right?” (TB Bava Metzia 84a).

Rabbi Yochanan’s ability to study Torah and creatively interpret the law was contingent on Resh Lakish 
‘doubt’, provided in the form of counter-arguments and questions leading to  a better understanding. 

A further insight into Resh Lakish’s approach to Torah study can be gained from his positive interpretation 
of Moshe’s breaking of the luchot (Exodus 34:1) suggesting that God says:

 rather than berating Moshe, he congratulates him: ‘well done for breaking them’ (TB  - ’ישר כחך ששברת‘ 
Shabbat 87a). 

How is that possible? Why would God approve? 

Furthermore, Resh Lakish contradicts Rabbi Elazar’s opinion who suggests that the use of the word ‘חרות’ 
- ‘engraved’ in the description of the luchot implies that, had the first tablets not been shattered: ‘Torah 
would not have been forgotten from Israel’ (TB Eruvin 54a).

Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner (1906-1980),  elegantly reconciles these two contradicting views  (Pachad Yitzchak, 
Shavuot 18:16). In his unique hassidic approach he suggests that rather than reading Resh Lakish at odds 
with Rabbi Elazar, we should read Resh Lakish’s assertion as encompassing that of Rabbi Elazar:  God 
congratulates Moshe for shattering the luchot in full knowledge of the forgetting of Torah that this is 
causing. 

The Pachad Yitzchak’s reading is consistent with the saying attributed to Resh Lakish: 

 At times, the abolition of Torah is [indeed] its establishment’ (TB Menachot‘ - ’פעמים שביטולה של תורה זהו יסודה‘
99a/b). Resh Lakish is not afraid of ‘forgetting’ Torah, indeed he seems to be embracing it. 

But how can ‘abolition’ and ‘forgetting’ play a part in the foundation of Torah? 
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We can understand forgetting as the opposite of certainty. Certainty might be comforting at first, but 
it precludes the need for further investigation, questioning or indeed study. We saw how certainty and 
confirmation were stifling and limiting Rabbi Yochanan’s study and how he desperately missed the expansion 
of Torah instigated by Resh Lakish’s questions and doubt.

Rabbi Hutner is suggesting that for Torah to remain alive within us, a shattering is necessary. He contrasts 
the simplicity of the smooth luchot with their words of commandment clearly engraved with the scattered 
shards. The first is the embodiment of clarity, the latter the epitome of doubt. But Torah comes alive, not 
in the smooth certainty but in the demanding yet captivating labour of reconstruction. The foundation of 
Torah is precisely in that it requires us to engage our minds in elucidation, interpretation and resolution. 
It is precisely the doubt caused by the shattering that creates the Kol Torah, the sound of arguing and 
deliberating in the Bet Midrash that has resonated throughout the ages in Jewish communities around the 
world. 

Laini’s art captures my relationship with Torah study. I find the texts that are ambiguous the most engaging, 
precisely because they invite multiple possibilities and interpretations. 

All the parts of Torah contain truth, but we each juxtapose them differently in our mind through our study, 
collectively creating a rich mosaic of ever expanding Torah.

Rabba Dina Brawer was born and raised in Milan, Italy and studied in Jerusalem,  New York and London. 
She holds a BA in Hebrew and Jewish Studies from the University of London and an MA in Education and 
Psychology from the Institute of Education, London and Semikha from Yeshivat Maharat. She is the founder 
of JOFA UK , and the producer of #YourTorah podcast, a journey to discovering Mishnah. She has recently 
been appointed Director of Recruitment and Admissions for Yeshivat Maharat. 
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Paying Attention - A Shavuot Lesson
Rabbi Adam Scheier
Senior Rabbi, Congregation Shaar Hashomayim, Westmount, Quebec

Based on Sermon delivered on Shavuot 5779.

Can you hear God? 

This was the question I posed to my daughter’s Grade 6 class at Montreal’s Hebrew Academy, when I 
present a guest lesson before Shavuot. The students immediately took to the question, shared experiences 
from their lives that contained what they saw as a divine element, and we then reframed the question: If 
God can be heard, are we listening?

Allow me to present an approach, one that connects to the themes of Shavuot:

Last year, the Wall Street Journal1 ran an article on the new way many companies are reaching their 
customer: email. The once-archaic medium is making a comeback, as studies demonstrated that money 
spent on email marketing was more effective than money spent on social media campaigns. The reason: 
Social media platforms use algorithms to try to figure out what you are interested in. Emails don’t try to 
figure out what you want. You can opt-in and opt-out of receiving them and they don’t nudge you to read 
them if you’re not interested. And even if we do get a flood of emails every day, should we decide to open 
one of them, the marketer has our undivided attention – something thank cannot be acquired on social 
media.

This ideal of focused attention amidst chaos is seen in the Israelites’ experience at Sinai, which is described 
in the following manner: 

The blare of the horn grew louder and louder. As Moses spoke, God answered him in thunder. 
(Exodus 19:19)

The question is, Did God truly respond to Moses? And why is there a loud shofar at the time of this exchange? 
Rabbeinu Bachya (1255-1340, Spain) suggests that the shofar actually assists in amplifying Moshe’s voice: 

The fact that the Israelites could hear both Moses and God’s response at a distance of 12-13 
miles away where the Israelites had their camp was in itself already a miracle. Every Israelite 
was able to hear Moses clearly. Seeing that simultaneously the blast of the shofar is reported to 
have been constant though intermittent but did not interfere with Moses’ voice being heard, this 
clearly added to the magnitude of the miracle. This is why the Torah considered it as appropriate 
to mention this miracle along with other miraculous happenings on that occasion.

In other words, this “miracle-within-a-miracle” was that God amplified Moshe’s voice and allowed it to be 
heard from within the sound of the shofar.

The Mount Sinai description, together with the reflection on the efficacy of email marketing, point to a 
similar challenge: How does one hear a message while standing in a noisy, chaotic environment? 

___________

1    https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-hot-new-channel-for-reaching-real-people-email-11547874005
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The belief is that God’s presence is sufficiently present for us to notice.  As the Midrash2 comments on 
Bereshit 17:1, in understanding God’s presenting Godself to Abraham as “Shadai”:

I am He whose (ש) Godship suffices (די) for every creature (Genesis Rabbah 46:3). Expanding on this concept, 
Rav Tzadok Hakohen (19th Century Poland) wrote,

 יכ אוהו .ש”תי ותוכלמ ארבנה ריכיש קיפסי הזמש יד ומלועל רמאש ’יפש ל”קוצז םניב ’ר ’יבר םשב םירמואו
 ךלוהו ביחרמ םלועה היהו ...דומלל םדאה לכוי ארבנש המ לכמו ותוכלמ םדאה ריכיש האירבה ןווכמ תילכת
 םויה דע ארבנש האירבהב יד שי יכ רתוי טשפתהל םיכירצ ןיאש ה”בקה ל”אש דע ותוכלמ רתוי ריכהל ולכויש

.’תי ותוכלמ דובכ תרכהל

And it is said in the name of Rav Simcha Bunin of P’shischa (1767-1827) that God said to His 
world, enough – it is sufficient that those created will recognize God’s kingship. And this is a 
direct purpose of creation, that man will recognize God’s kingship and from all that has been 
creation, mankind can learn…and the World expanded and developed in way that God’s kingship 
could be recognized (in the world) until the Holy One said [to the World], that there is no need to 
expand further for there is enough in that which has been created until this moment to recognize 
the honor of God.3

Meaning, God’s presence is hidden in the world, but not so much as to be unrecognizable. It is simply a 
matter of looking for it, noticing that which is just apparent enough to be seen by those who look for God. 

This concept of attentiveness relates to marketers’ desire to capture our attention, it applies to discerning 
the voices and presence of holiness, and it is an important principle for challenging and chaotic times, 
which we illustrate with the following anecdote:4

One Shavuot, Rav Moshe Feinstein visited the home of one of his students, with many other students in tow. 
The student’s young child was placed in a playpen in a bedroom; however, as the rabbi and students began 
singing and learning, the baby started to cry. Rav Moshe immediately stopped the celebration, pointed in 
the direction of the crying child, and said, “Far ihm iz oych yontif – it’s a holiday for [the baby] too!” 

While there are many lessons to be derived from this brief story, one is relevant to our point: The ability, 
amongst communal chaos and under the burden of personal responsibility, to hear the cries of others. To be 
attuned to the sounds that aren’t easily heard. To listen for the cry of a child; to clearly see – in a world of 
hester panim, God’s hiddenness – the presence of the Divine; and to listen for the revelation in the sounds 
of the shofar.

Finally, Shavuot is called zman matan toratenu, the time of the giving of our Torah. It is perhaps interesting 
to note that the word is ‘giving’ and not ‘receiving.’ One way of understanding this word choice is that 
Shavuot commemorates the day the Torah was given – but it wasn’t received on that day. Or it wasn’t 
received only on that day. It was received then, and we receive the Torah every day, when we study, when we 
try to understand, when we listen for that sound of Sinai, listen for the inspiration.  

And each and every day, we return to this question: Is God still talking to us? Can we still see ourselves 
standing at Sinai?  In the noise and chaos of our current challenges and isolation, may God give us the 
strength to make time, pay attention, and successfully discern the Almighty’s presence in our lives. 

_________________

2   Bereshit Rabba 46:3
3   Pri Tzadik Vaera 3
4  Told by R’ Chaim Mintz
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You Make Me Want to be a Bett er 
Student: Who are the People We 
Want in Our Lives?
Maharat Ruth Balinsky Friedman
Maharat, Ohev Sholom - The National Synagogue, Washington, DC

First published in the Beltway Vaad reader

Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 63a

Rabbi Yirmeya said that Rabbi Elazar said: Two Torah scholars who sharpen one another in halakha; the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, ensures success for them, as it is written: “And in your majesty [vahadarkha] 
prosper, ride on, in behalf of truth and meekness and righteousness; and let your right hand teach you 
tremendous things” (Psalms 45:5). The Sages said: Do not read “and your majesty [vahadarkha],” rather, by 
changing some of the vocalization and the letters, read it as and He will sharpen you [vehidedkha], and 
ultimately you will be successful. Moreover, they who act in that manner will rise to prominence, as it is 
written: “Prosper, ride on.” ...

Rabbi Yirmeya said that Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: Two Torah scholars who are agreeable to each 
other when engaging in discussions of halakha, the Holy One, Blessed be He, listens to them, as it is 
stated: “Then they that feared the Lord spoke [nidberu] one with another; and the Lord hearkened, and 
heard, and a book of remembrance was written before Him, for them that feared the Lord, and that 
thought upon His name” (Malachi 3:16). And the term speech [dibbur] means nothing other than calm, as 
it is stated: “He subdues [yadber] people under us” (Psalms 47:4). Here too the term dibbur indicates calm 
and agreeability.

Rabbi Abba said that Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: Two Torah scholars who listen to each other in the 
discussion of halakha, the Holy One, Blessed be He, hears their voice, as it is stated: “You who dwell in 
gardens, the companions heed your voice, cause me to hear it” (Song of Songs 8:13). And if they do not do 
so, i.e., they do not listen to each other, they cause the Divine Presence to depart from among Israel, as it 
is stated in the following verse: “Run away, my beloved, and be like a gazelle or a young hart upon the 
mountains of spices” (Song of Songs 8:14).

Rabbi Abba said that Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: Two individual Torah scholars who, while studying 
together, cause one another to err [madgilim] in halakha, nevertheless, the Holy One, Blessed be He, loves 
them, as it is stated: “And his banner [vediglo] over me is love” (Song of Songs 2:4). Rava said: And that is 
only true in a case where they know the foundation of the law, and their error resulted from the lack of 
more sophisticated knowledge. And that is only true in a case where they do not have a prominent person 
in the city from whom they could learn without error.

ֶּאֱַמר: נ נֵי ַתּלְִמיֵדי ֲחכִָמים ַהְמַחְדִּדין זֶה לְזֶה ַבֲּהלָכָה ַהָקּדֹוׁש ָבּרּוְך הּוא ַמצְלִיַח לֶָהם, ֶשׁ אַָמר ַרִבּי יְִרְמיָה אַָמר ַרִבּי אֶלְעָזָר: ְשׁ
ֶּאֱַמר: ״צְלַח ְרכַב״ נ עֹולִין לִגְדּולָּה, ֶשׁ ..״וֲַהָדְרָך צְלַח״. אַל ִתְּקֵרי: ״וֲַהָדְרָך״, אֶלָּא ״וֲַחָדְדָך״. וְלֹא עֹוד אֶלָּא ֶשׁ

ֶּאֱַמר: נ יב לֶָהן, ֶשׁ נֵי ַתּלְִמיֵדי ֲחכִָמים ַהּנֹוִחין זֶה לָזֶה ַבֲּהלָכָה ַהָקּדֹוׁש ָבּרּוְך הּוא ַמְקִשׁ ְמעֹון ֶבּן לִָקיׁש: ְשׁ אַָמר ַרִבּי יְִרְמיָה אַָמר ַרִבּי ִשׁ
ֶּאֱַמר: ״יְַדֵבּר עִַמּים ַתְּחֵתּינּו״ נ .…״אָז נְִדְבּרּו יְִראֵי ה׳ וְגֹו׳״ — אֵין ִדּּבּור אֶלָּא נַַחת, ֶשׁ
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יִבים זֶה לָזֶה ַבֲּהלָכָה ַהָקּדֹוׁש ָבּרּוְך הּוא ׁשֹוֵמעַ לְקֹולָן, נֵי ַתּלְִמיֵדי ֲחכִָמים ַהַמְּקִשׁ ְמעֹון ֶבּן לִָקיׁש: ְשׁ  אַָמר ַרִבּי אַָבּא אַָמר ַרִבּי ִשׁ
ָראֵל, ְִּשׂ ִמי ִמְּסַתּּלֶֶקת  ֶשׁ כִינָה  ין כֵּן — ּגֹוְרִמין לְַשּׁ ִמיעִנִי״. וְאִם אֵין עֹוִשׂ יִבים לְקֹולְֵך ַהְשׁ ִּים ֲחֵבִרים ַמְקִשׁ ַּנ ַבּג ֶבת  ֶּאֱַמר:.... ״ַהּיֹוֶשׁ נ  ֶשׁ

ֶּאֱַמר: ״ְבַּרח ּדֹוִדי ּוְדֵמה וְגֹו׳״ נ  .ֶשׁ

ֶּאֱַמר: נ ִּילִים זֶה לָזֶה ַבֲּהלָכָה ַהָקּדֹוׁש ָבּרּוְך הּוא אֹוֲהָבן, ֶשׁ נֵי ַתּלְִמיֵדי ֲחכִָמים ַהַמְּדג ְמעֹון ֶבּן לִָקיׁש: ְשׁ  אַָמר ַרִבּי אַָבּא אַָמר ַרִבּי ִשׁ
ֵּיּה ַמעְָתּא. וְהּוא ְדּלֵית לְהּו ַרָבּה ְבָּמָתא לְִמיגְַמר ִמינ .״וְִדגְלֹו עָלַי אֲַהָבה״. אַָמר ָרָבא: וְהּוא ְדּיְָדעִי צּוְרָתּא ִדְשׁ

Textual Questions:

1. This gemara lists four ways that wise students study together. Each style corresponds to a specific 
reaction from God. Consider the first three examples. What do you imagine each learning 
relationship to look like? Why do you think God has that specific response to each learning 
relationship?

2. The word “magdilim” in the fourth example has multiple possible translations (see Jastrow definition 
below.) What should we learn from this example, given the two possible translations (to deceive, or 
to form an assembly without a teacher)? Why does God respond to this scenario with love?

Jastrow 

I Pi. ֵּל, ִדּיגֵּל  to outgeneral, play tricks (cmp. στραταγέω a. καταστραταγέω). Cant. R. to (ֶדּגֶל denom. of) ִדּג
II, 4 (play on ודגלו ib.) אפי׳ אותן ַהִדּיּגּולִין שִדּיגֵּל … באביו even those devices with which Jacob deceived his 
father. Hif. - ִהְדגִּיל same. Sabb. 63ᵃ (play on ודגלו, v. supra) two students ִּילִים זה לזה וכ׳  who outwit each הַמְדג
other with sophistries (Tosaf. to Ab. Zar. 22ᵇ). [Rashi: who form an assembly (ֶדּגֶל) for studies, in the 
absence of a teacher.]

Thought Questions:

These four student relationships serve as models for how we interact with the people in our life, whether 
friends, family, or life partners. Consider three people in your life whom you consider to be close to you. 
Which of these four styles best describes your relationship with that person? Which style helps you grow 
most as a person?

For further study: Consider the relationships in the Book of Rut (Rut and Naomi, Naomi and Orpah, Rut 
and Boaz). Which relationship style did they each have with each other? Which of these characters grows 
from their relationships? Which do not?
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1) Read the Beginning of Parshat Ki Tavo (Devarim Chapter 26). We read large parts of this at Pesach 
Seder but it also connects to shavuot as that was the beginning of when the bikkurim are brought to the 
Bet Hamikdash.

Question: 
• As you read the text, can you think of people who might not feel included in the language of the 

declaration of gratitude?

2) Mishnah Bikkurim 4:4

אלו מביאין ולא קורין הגר מביא ואינו קורא שאינו יכול לומר אשר נשבע ה’ לאבותינו לתת לנו ואם היתה אמו מישראל מביא
וקורא

אמו היתה  ואם  אבותיכם  אלהי  אומר  הכנסת  בבית  וכשהוא  ישראל  אבות  אלהי  אומר  עצמו  לבין  בינו  מתפלל  וכשהוא 
:מישראל אומר אלהי אבותינו

These bring [bikkurim] but do not read the declaration:The convert, since he cannot say: “Which the Lord 
has sworn to our fathers, to give to us” (Deuteronomy 26:3). If his mother was an Israelite, then he brings 
bikkurim and recites. When he prays privately, he says: “God of the fathers of Israel,” but when he is in the 
synagogue, he should say: “The God of your fathers.” But if his mother was an Israelite, he says: “The God of 
our fathers’.

Questions:
• Why is convert excluded? Is convert totally excluded?
• Why does Mishna jump from Bikurim to prayer?

3) Talmud Yerushalmi Bikkurim 4:4

תני בשם רבי יהודה גר עצמו מביא וקורא מה טעם ]בראשית יז ה[ כי אב המון גוים נתתיך. לשעבר היית אב לארם ועכשיו
:מכאן ואילך אתה אב לכל הגוים. רבי יהושע בן לוי אמר הלכה כרבי יהודה. אתא עובדא קומי דרבי אבהו והורי כרבי יהודה

It was taught in the name of Rabbi Yehuda. The convert would bring (the Bikkurim) and make the declaration. 
what is the reason? Because the Torah (bereishit) says “[your name shall be Avraham] for i make you a 
father of a multitude of nations.” Previously you were only a father for Aram but now you are a father for 
all nations. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi says that the halacha accords with Rabbi Yehuda. a case came before 
Rabbi Abahu and he ruled liked Rabbi Yehuda
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Questions:

• According to Rabbi Yehuda in the Yerushalmi, what is the justification for allowing the convert to 
say the declaration? How does he get around the challenge that the converts ancestors were not 
promised the Land of Israel?

• What broader theories can be advanced about the nature of conversion from sources two and 
three? 

4) Rosh Bikkurim 4:4 – Rabbi Asher Ben Yechiel 1259 – 1327 Germany and Spain 

 רמול לוכי וניאש יפל ןוזמה תכרב ךרבל רגה תא חינמ היה אל (Rabeinu Tam) ת”ר - וניתובאל עבשנ רשא רמול לוכי וניאש
 םשב ינת’יסרג ימלשוריבד ,’ינתמ ךהכ אתכלה תילד וניתובאל רמימל ריפש יצמ רגד בתכ ל”ז י”רו... וניתובאל תלחנהש
 ל”ב עשוהי ’ר םיוג לכל בא ךליאו ןאכמ םראל בא תייה רבעשל ךיתתנ םיוג ןומה בא יכ םעט המ ארוקו איבמ רג הדוהי ’ר
 ןיבל וניב ללפתמ ןינעל אלא וימיב םירוכב ויהש אל ,הדוהי ’רכ הרוהו והבא ’רד הימק אדבוע איתא ,הדוהי ’רכ הכלה רמא
... הדוהי ’רכ הכלהו הדוהי ’ר ’ילע גילפו... ירייא יסוי’רד אבילא תוכמד איההו ,וניתובא יהלא רמואש ומצע

For the convert cannot say: “Which the Lord has sworn to our fathers”

Rabeinu Tam (12th century France) would not allow a convert to say Grace after meals for he could not say 
‘that you bequeathed [the Land] to our ancestors’. 

But the Ri (12th century France) said that he may say to our ancestors because we dont follow that Mishna 
for in the Yerushalmi we learned in the name of Rabbi yehuda that the convert may bring and make the 
declaration…..

Questions:

• We already saw the converts exclusion extending to Tefilah. now according to some, it is extended 
to Birkhat Hamazon. 

• Why do you think that the Ri pushes back so hard on the Rabeinu Tam?

5) Rambam Laws of Bikkurim Chapter 4 

ִּכְנִָסין ַתַּחת כַּנְפֵי נ ֶּאֱַמר לְאְַבָרָהם )בראשית יז ה( ”אַב ֲהמֹון ּגֹויִם נְַתִתּיָך” ֲהֵרי הּוא אַב כָּל ָהעֹולָם כֻּּלֹו ֶשׁ נ ֵּר ֵמִביא וְקֹוֵרא ֶשׁ  ַהג
ֵּׁש לֶָהן עֵָרי ִמגְָרׁש י ִּם ְמִביאִין וְקֹוִרין ִמפְּנֵי ֶשׁ ִּיְרׁשּו ָבּנָיו אֶת ָהאֶָרץ. וְכֵן ֹכֲּהנִים ּולְוִי י בּועָה ְתִּחלָּה ֶשׁ כִינָה. ּולְאְַבָרָהם ָהיְָתה ַהְשּׁ :ְשׁ

A convert  brings and reads, as it is said to Abraham, “A father of the many peoples I have made you...” This 
means that he was the father to the entire world that entered under the wings of the Shechina, and the 
promise was to Abraham first that his children would inherit the land. So too, priests and levites bring and 
read because they have open cities.

Questions:

• Why is it important for the Rambam to translate “our ancestors” as Avraham and not Jews who 
entered Egypt or even the other Patriarchs?

• Is the rambam adding a spiritual component here?
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6) Rambam’s Letter to Ovadyah the Convert (Responsa #293)

.שאלות ששאל ר’ עובדיה גר צדק מרבינו משה זצ”ל ותשובותיו

 אמר משה ב”ר מימון מבני גלות ירושלם אשר בספרד זצ”ל. הגיע אלינו שאלות מרנא ורבנא עובדיה המשכיל המבין גר
יי אלהי ישראל אשר בא לחסות תחת כנפיו. שאלת על עסקי הברכות יי פעלו ותהי משכרתו שלימה מעם   הצדק ישלם 
 והתפלות בינך לבין עצמך או אם תתפלל בצבור היש לך לומר אלהינו ואלהי אבותינו ואשר קדשנו במצותיו וצונו ואשר
 .הבדילנו ואשר בחר בנו ושהנחלת את אבותינו ושהוצאתנו מארץ מצרים ושעשה נסים לאבותינו וכל כיוצא באלה הענינים

In first paragraph, Ovadia the convert asks the Rambam about all of the blessings and tefilot that refer to 
“our ancestors”. should he say them and how?

בין ולהתפלל  לברך  לך  ראוי  כך  מישראל  אזרח  כל  ויברך  כמו שיתפלל  אלא  דבר  ואל תשנה  כתקנם  לומר הכל  לך   יש 
 שהתפללת יחידי בין שהיית שליח צבור. ועיקר הדבר שאברהם אבינו הוא שלמד כל העם והשכילם והודיעם דת האמת
 וייחודו של הקב”ה ובעט בע”ז והפר עבודתה והכניס רבים תחת כנפי השכינה ולמדם והורם וצוה בניו ובני ביתו אחריו
 לשמור דרך ה’ כמו שכתו’ בתורה +בראשית י”ח י”ט+ כי ידעתיו למען אשר יצוה את בניו ואת ביתו אחריו ושמרו דרך ה’
 וגו’. לפיכך כל מי שיתגייר עד סוף כל הדורות וכל המיחד שמו של הקב”ה כמו שהוא כתוב בתורה תלמידו של אברהם אבינו
 ע”ה ובני ביתו הם כולם והוא החזיר אותם למוטב כשם שהחזיר את אנשי דורו בפיו ובלמודו כך החזיר כל העתידים להתגייר
 בצואתו שצוה את בניו ואת בני ביתו אחריו. נמצא אברהם אבינו ע”ה הוא אב לזרעו הכשרים ההולכים בדרכיו ואב לתלמידיו
 וכל גר שיתגייר. לפיכך יש לך לאמר אלהינו ואלהי אבותינו שאברהם ע”ה הוא אביך ויש לך לומר שהנחלת את אבותינו

 .שלאברהם נתנה הארץ שנ’ +בראשית י”ג י”ז, א”ן+ קום התהלך בארץ לארכה ולרחבה כי לך אתננה

“You should say everything as they were established and dont change anything. Rather just as a born jew 
davens and blesses, so should you make brachot and daven whether you are alone or a shaliach tzibur. The 
main thing is that Avraham taught the entire people and enlightened them of the true knowledge and the 
unification of G-d’s name…….

Therefore anyone who converts until the end of all generations and anyone who unifies G-d’s name as is 
written in the Torah is considered a student of Avraham and one of his children. and it was Avraham who 
brought these converts back just as he brought back the people of his generation through his mouth, so he 
taught all future people who convert for avraham commanded his children. Therefore you should say “Our 
G-d and the G-d of our ancestors. for Avraham is your father!...

 אבל שהוצאתנו ממצרים או שעשית נסים לאבותינו אם רצית לשנות ולומר שהוצאת את ישראל ממצרים ושעשית נסים עם
 ישראל אמור. ואם לא שנית אין בכך הפסד כלום מאחר שנכנסת תחת כנפי השכינה ונלוית אליו אין כאן הפרש בינינו ובינך.
 וכל הנסים שנעשו כאלו לנו ולך נעשו. הרי הוא אומר בישעיה +ישעי’ נ”ו ג’+ ואל יאמר בן הנכר הנלוה אל ה’ לאמר הבדל

 .הבדילני /יבדילני/ ה’ מעל עמו וגו’, אין שום הפרש כלל בינינו ובינך לכל דבר

But the language of “that You took us out of Egypt” or “your did Miracles for our ancestors” if you want to 
change it to say that “you took Israel out of Egypt” etc you may change it. But if you don’t want to change 
it, it is no problem since you are under Hashem’s wings there is no difference between us and you. and any 

miracle, it is as if it happened to you...

 ודאי יש לך לברך אשר בחר בנו ואשר נתן לנו ואשר הנחילנו ואשר הבדילנו. שכבר בחר בך הבורא יתעלה והבדילך מן
 האומות ונתן לך התורה שהתורה לנו ולגרים שנ’ +במד’ ט”ו ט”ו+ הקהל חוקה אחת לכם ולגר הגר חוקת עולם לדורותיכם
 ככם כגר יהיה לפני י”י. תורה אחת ומשפט אחד יהיה לכם ולגר הגר אתכם. ודע כי אבותינו שיצאו ממצרים רובם עובדי ע”ז
 היו במצרים נתערבו בגוים ולמדו מעשיהם עד ששלח הקב”ה משה רבינו ע”ה רבן של כל הנביאים והבדילנו מן העמים
 והכניסנו תחת כנפי השכינה לנו ולכל הגרים ושם לכולנו חוקה אחת. ואל יהא יחוסך קל בעיניך אם אנו מתיחסים לאברהם
 יצחק ויעקב אתה מתיחס למי שאמר והיה העולם. וכך מפורש בישעיה +ישעי’ מ”ד ה’+ זה יאמר לי”י אני וזה יקרא בשם

... .’יעקב וגו
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You should definitely make the bracha “He who chose us and Gave us the Torah” for G-d has chosen you and 
separated you from the nations and Gave you the Torah!...Don’t let your lineage feel bad for you because 
we are descendents of Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov and you are descendents of Hashem!...

Questions:

• Besides for Halachic arguments, in what way does Avraham make Ovadia feel included?

• While we don’t follow the more exclusionary sources, what might they teach us about how converts 
feel?

• How does this source expand our notion of what happened on Shavuot at Har Sinai?
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Kol Yisrael Haverim
Rabbi Hanan Schlesinger

Founder, Roots/Shorashim/Judur

Were we to be transported 2000 years or more back in time to the Land of Israel during the period of the 
First or Second Temples, we would now find ourselves on the road, riding on our donkeys or trekking 
along on foot, as we make our way towards Jerusalem. Shavuot is one of the three pilgrimage festivals, 
and we would have to make it to Holy City long before nightfall of the Shabbat that precedes the holiday 
this year. 

There is a verse in Psalms that describes Jerusalem as a עיר שחוברה לה יחדיו, a city that is connected all 
together. What that means is not clear at all. There is a midrash that asserts on the basis of this verse that 
Jerusalem is a city that binds Jews together. The festivities of the pilgrimage festivals bring all the Jewish 
People together in Jerusalem, and we celebrate together as one happy family.

One of the more celebrated rabbis of the 19th century, Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch Hayot, elaborates on this theme: 
He reminds us that when the Temple was standing, one was forbidden from entering it or touching 
anything associated with it, while in a state of ritual impurity. And the law stipulated that usually people 
who are not among those known as adhering to a very high level of observance, should not be trusted as 
far as their ritual purity. You should not buy their food, nor eat with them. However, during the pilgrimage 
festivals, the law states that anyone who claims to be ritually pure is to be believed.

Rabbi Hayot explains that religious differences very often come between Jews. Scrupulous observance of 
mitzvot unfortunately sometimes prevents us from enjoying the company of our co-religionists. Jerusalem 
is the city that binds Jews together because it is within her that some of the laws that keep us apart are 
relaxed. We purposely let down our guard in order to foster and facilitate Jewish unity.

We have here an extremely deep insight. Religious norms are critically necessary, but so is brotherhood 
and fraternity. There is sometimes a tension which cannot be ignored between these two important 
values. The solution according to Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch Hayot lies in a sort of compromise: During the whole 
year we are willing to sacrifice the latter for the former; we maintain religious standards even at the price 
of building walls between Jews. But three times a year, and only in Jerusalem, the fences are lowered, and 
Jewish unity wins out over the caution mandated by scrupulous observance. Bridges take the place of 
barriers.

I might suggest that in our day, we ought to go one step further. Bridges and not barriers are to be 
prioritized. Although Jewish law is always to be carefully observed, every effort ought to be made to 
interpret and apply it in a fashion that does not create barriers between Jews. This is much easier said 
than done. Just as there are times at which flippant lack of appreciation for Jewish law lies at the heart of 
what passes for bridge-building, we must also be wary of instances in which a holy-than-thou insularity is 
actually what lies at the heart of scrupulous observance. We must closely examine both our halachic 
decision-making and our personal observance to ensure that we give proper weight to the deep values of 
Jewish brotherhood and community. Indeed, the symbolic unity and connectivity of Jerusalem should 
constitute the light the guides us not only on the holidays but every single day of the year.
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Interpretive Tradition
Rabbi Dr. Herzl Hefter

Rosh Beit Midrash, Har’el, Jerusalem

First published on har-el.org, October 25, 2017

Jewish tradition is an interpretive tradition. This means that we continuously re-encounter our ancient 
texts, simultaneously breathing new meaning into them while drawing guidance from them.

This fact is meaningful for two reasons. First, since Judaism is traditionally understood to be a religion of 
Law, the license to interpret is critical in order to maintain the relevance of the Law to changing times. 
The second reason is religious.

God is Infinite, Ein Sof, and all the worlds cannot tolerate His presence. Nonetheless since God desired to 
create, He concentrated Himself צמצם את עצמו  into the worlds, so to speak, so that the world could suffer 
Him … The essence of this concentration is the Torah; God concentrated His presence into the letters of 
the Torah. (R. Nahum of Chernobyl, 1730-1787, Meor Einayim, Hayyei Sarah)

The conviction that God resides in the words and letters of the Torah is what animates the tradition of 
learning in both Hassidic and Lithuanian yeshivot to this day. Entering into the words of the Torah reveals 
and  unlocks the holiness within and reveals God to the world.Extracting meaning from texts, then, is a 
supreme religious act – an avodah.

When we engage in this activity we need to understand what it is we are actually doing. Are uncovering 
the hidden meaning embedded in the text or are we creating it by our hermeneutical activity? The 
answer is a paradoxical, yes.

Let us consider the following homily of R. Mordechai Yosef of Ishbitz (1800-1854):

You (i.e. Yosef) can understand a dream and interpret it. In actuality this entire world is as a dream in 
need of interpretation.  As it is interpreted so it will come to be for him. … (Mei HaShiloah – Miketz)

As Freud aptly pointed out (in the beginning of The Interpretation of Dreams), in order to justify the 
project of dream interpretation we must assume that dreams possess meaning.

Our world, our collective and personal histories, have meaning. This is the assumption we make as 
religious people. Thus, our lives become a justified object of interpretation. God communicates to us, so to 
speak, not only through the text of the Torah but through the texts of our lives.

Implicit in this formulation is that through the act of interpretation, we uncover the hidden meaning 
which God has infused into the narrative of our lives and that we find God through this. Yet in the very 
next sentence, R. Mordechai Yosef adds, “As it is interpreted so it will come to be for him.” This indicates 
that it is the interpretation itself which infuses the dream with meaning.

This paradox is true in our lives as well as in the interpretation of the Torah. The notion that we, through 
our interpretations, create the meaning of the Torah places awesome responsibility in the hands of the 
interpreters of the Torah. And that we are the ones who create the meaning in our lives, places an 
awesome burden upon all of us. That all of this is ultimately the Will of God, is the paradox.

We are not free to divest ourselves of the obligation to energetically and judiciously interpret our Torah 
and our lives as we encounter them.
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The Torah of Ruth
Rabbi Zachary Truboff
Director, English speaking program at Bina L’Iti m

First published in the Times of Israel, June 6, 2019

Why is the Book of Ruth read on Shavuot? It seems like a simple question. A megillah is read on each one 
of the three pilgrimage festivals, yet simple questions rarely have simple answers.

One possible explanation is that Ruth is read on Shavuot because the narrative takes place during the 
time of year when Shavuot falls. The book opens after famine has struck causing Elimelech and his wife 
Naomi to leave the land with their two sons and move to the fields of Moav where food is plentiful. Their 
sons later marry Moabite women, but die suddenly along with their father. Rather than be alone, Naomi 
decides that she must return to Israel, and her daughter in law Ruth declares that she will join her. They 
arrive in Israel with almost nothing. Naomi is without a husband, and Ruth is a stranger in a stranger 
land. Their only hope is for Ruth to glean from the fields and collect the leftovers that remain as charity 
for the poor. They arrive in the spring at the beginning of the barley harvest and the narrative continues 
through the wheat harvest.[1] The holiday of Pesach, of course, commences the start of the barley harvest 
and seven weeks later Shavuot begins the wheat harvest. This explanation, though, feels tenuous at best. 
The holiday of Shavuot is all about experiencing Divine revelation, receiving the Torah, and hearing God’s 
commandments, whereas in the book of Ruth, God is not an active presence and the main characters 
spend most of their time working in the fields as opposed to studying Torah.

A second possible explanation connects us more with the Mount Sinai experience. A major theme of the 
book is Ruth’s conversion to Judaism. She makes the dramatic decision to leave behind all that she knows 
in order to cast her lot with the Jewish people. Despite Naomi’s repeated attempts to turn her away, Ruth 
will not be dissuaded. She proudly declares, “Where you go, I will go. Where you stay I will stay. Your 
people are my people and your God is my God.”[2] This line encapsulates Ruth’s willingness to join fully 
and wholeheartedly with the Jewish people. While rarely conceived of in this fashion, the giving of the 
Torah at Mount Sinai was also a moment of conversion. However, instead of individual conversion it 
represented the mass conversion of the Jewish people as a whole. Before giving of the Torah, they are 
nothing more than an assortment of families who share a common history. Only afterwards will they be 
transformed into a new collective religious and national identity. For the rabbis of the Talmud, Mount 
Sinai becomes the model for all future conversions. Just as the Jewish people entered into the covenant 
at Mount Sinai through circumcision, ritual immersion, and the offering of a sacrifice, so too all future 
converts must do the same.[3] Though this approach comes nearer to the deeper meaning of the holiday, 
it still fails to capture Shavuot’s central theme: the receiving of the Torah.

It is Rabbi Yehuda Leib Alter (1847-1905), better known by the name of his classic Chassidic work the 
Sefat Emet, who offers the most compelling answer. He notes that the book of Ruth does speak about the 
Torah but it is not the written Torah. It is the oral Torah.[4] Both Torahs were given at Mount Sinai. The 
written Torah outlines the covenant between God and the Jewish people, however no written document is 
ever complete and must always be complemented by ongoing interpretation, as beautifully described by 
former British Chief Rabbi Immanuel Jacobovits:
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The relations between the Oral and Written Laws may be compared to that between the hard soil of 
mother earth and the lush vegetation growing from it. The one is rigid and static, in itself lifeless and 
unchanging; the other is flexible and dynamic, ever fresh and rejuvenated. The Oral Law exemplifies the 
covenant with Israel for the very reason that it is in a state of constant renewal.[5]

The Oral Torah is just as essential as the Written Torah. It is the bridge that enables the written word of 
God to enter into the lives of the Jewish people, and in doing so, it transforms the written Torah into a 
living Torah for every generation. According to the Sefat Emet, the Jewish people must recognize that the 
Oral Torah is not only a collection or spoken teachings or interpretative traditions. Rather, it is embedded 
in the actions, behaviors, and customs of the Jewish people. This can be seen in the characters of Ruth 
and Boaz. Each one demonstrates deep truths that could not have been discerned from a series of 
commandments or laws. Ruth and Boaz both embody a Torah of chesed, loving kindness. Ruth abandons 
all that she knows to accompany her mother in law and Boaz is willing to look beyond Ruth’s Moabite 
background and embraces her as one of his own. True chesed requires tremendous sacrifice. It means 
transcending our own selfish needs in order put others first. If we did not have Ruth and Boaz as  role 
models, we might not believe that such sacrifices are possible. Learning about chesed from the actions of 
others is an incredibly important part of the Oral Torah.

The Sefat Emet further explains that our actions embody the Oral Torah because the Torah is integral to 
the very being of the Jewish people.[6] The Written Torah may have descended from the heavens, but the 
Oral Torah ultimately emerges from the souls of the Jewish people.[7] This is acknowledged in the 
blessing recited after every aliyah: “Blessed are you God, King of the Universe who gave us a Torah of 
truth and implanted within us eternal life.” The Oral Torah was placed deep within the Jewish people’s 
collective soul and whether we are aware of it or not, all that we do is in dialogue with the Divine word.

Perhaps the most significant example of Oral Torah that we experience in our lives comes from our 
parents. They taught us fundamental truths that could not be conveyed through the written word. They 
taught us how to love, how to care for others, how to be a parent, and how to be a friend, often in 
moments when they weren’t even aware that we were watching. Sometimes they even taught us what 
not to do through their mistakes and failings. The Israel poet Pinchas Sadeh captures the experience of 
Oral Torah in a beautiful essay titled eineha – her eyes. The title is a reference to his mother’s eyes. He 
writes:

When I think about prayer, I think of my mother’s eyes. She had bright blue eyes, with a color like the sea.  
On Friday nights, when she would remove her hands from covering her eyes after she recited the blessing 
for the candles, there remained a few tears in the corners of her eyes.  This is what I saw when I was a 
child, and this is what I again saw when, over time, I became distant from her and came to see her every 
now and again.  These tears in her eyes are the only understanding I have of prayer.[8]

Learning the meaning of prayer from the tears a mother’s eyes is the very definition of Oral Torah, a Torah 
that can only be fully appreciated by reading the book of Ruth on the holiday of Shavuot.

—
[1] See Ruth, 1:22, 2:23.

[2] Ruth 1:16.

[3] Keritut 9a and also see Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik’s 
discussion of this his essay Kol Dodi Dofek.

[4] Sefat Emet, Shavuot, 5633.

[5] See Rabbi Immanuel Jacobovits’ forward to “The Oral Law”

[6] Sefat Emet, Shavuot, 5632.

[7] This idea is also expressed by Rav Kook in Orot HaTorah, 
Chapter 1.

[8] Aneini, Pinchas Sadeh, p. 226.
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Na’aseh Ve’nishma: Actions Inspire Love
Rabbi Avraham “Avi” Weiss
Founding President,  Yeshivat Chovevei Torah
Co-founder, Yeshivat Maharat

Shavuot celebrates the time when Jews at Sinai declared, “na’aseh ve-nishma, we will do and we will listen 
(to the commandments).” (Exodus 24:7)   This order is perplexing as one usually does the opposite, and 
listens before deciding to act.

In his Mikhtav M’Eliyahu, Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler offers an understanding of love that may explain why 
doing can come before listening.  Rabbi Dessler insists that the cornerstone of love is the capacity to give 
to the loved one.  And, he adds, it’s not necessarily the case that one first loves and from the loving comes 
the giving.  The reverse is equally true and often even more powerful.  One gives, and from the giving, love 
grows.  The more one gives, the more one loves.

Years ago, there was an extraordinarily successful program known as Marriage Encounter.  One of its basic 
teachings was that love is not only a feeling – “it’s a decision.”  After all, feelings change.  One morning I may 
wake up feeling like loving my spouse, child, parent, sibling or friend, and the next morning I may not.  But 
if I’ve decided to love you – that is, if love is a decision – from the decision, from the action, the feeling will 
come.  In fact, the real test of love is not simply what I feel toward you, but what I am prepared to do for you.

This idea is central to an understanding of prayer. If prayer is an expression of love, why should we be 
mandated to pray?  Why not pray only when we feel like it?  It can be argued, however, that we may not 
feel like praying for long periods of time.  But if we’re obligated to pray—if, indeed, we make a decision to 
pray—from placing ourselves in a prayerful mode, feelings of prayer may surface. 

Indeed, this is the basic conceptual underpinning of religious observance.  Perform the ritual and from the 
act, the feeling may come.  Hence, Jews at Sinai first proclaimed “we will do.”  Only afterward did they say, 
“we will listen.” 

A favorite personal story reinforces this idea.  My mother and father, of blessed memory, made aliyah 
(emigrated to Israel) years ago.  Whenever my parents flew to New York, it was my responsibility, as their 
only child living there, to meet them at the airport. 

One time my father called me to inform me that at the last moment, their arrival was moved up by twenty-
four hours.  Professing my deep love for my parents, I insisted that I couldn’t change my schedule on such 
short notice. 

“I know you’re busy,” my father responded, “but is it possible that you don’t have time for your parents?”  “I 
love you deeply,” I protested, “but it’s difficult to alter plans at the last minute.” 

I’ll never forget my father’s response.  “Don’t love me so much, just pick me up at the airport.” 

My father’s comments echoed the very essence of na’aseh ve-nishma – actions are primary, they are the 
indicator, the inspiration for true love.

“Don’t love me so much, just pick me up at the airport.”
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The Breaking of the Tablets
Rabbi Shmuel Herzfeld
Sen, Ohev Sholom - The National Synagogue, Washington, DC

First published on har-el.org, April 23, 2018

Outside the land of Israel we celebrate Shavuot on the 6th and 7th of Sivan.

The daf yomi for the 8th day of Sivan is Shabbat, 86, which discusses (and the discussion continues on 
87a) the holiday of Shavuot and records a debate in the Talmud regarding the question of on which day 
was the Torah given at Sinai.  It records two opinions: day 6 or day 7 of Sivan.  This leads the Talmud into 
a discussion of the incidents around Sinai.  The Talmud records the opinion of R. Yosi that Hashem had 
told Moshe to tell Benei Yisrael to separate from their spouses for two days prior to the giving of the 
Torah at Sinai.  However, Moshe, on his own initiative, then told the Jewish people that they needed to 
separate for three days (he added a third day).  Hashem later agreed with Moshe’s decision.  The Talmud 
then records two other instances in which Moshe made decisions on his own which Hashem later agreed 
with: 1) after Sinai he separated from his wife completely; and 2) that he broke the tablets (luchot).  

This talmudic passage is a long text.  It is worth reading slowly as it contains a number of powerful ideas. 
Some questions to ponder:

How can there possibly be a dispute as to the date of the Sinai revelation?  This is the most important 
date in history.  What is the significance of the very existence of this debate?

How could Moshe make these decisions while standing at Sinai without first approaching Hashem?  What 
is the Talmud implicitly teaching about the role of man in revelation?

Are there any common denominators in the three decisions that Moshe made?
שבת פ״ו ב

תנו רבנן בששי בחדש ניתנו עשרת הדברות לישראל רבי יוסי אומר בשבעה בו אמר רבא דכולי עלמא בראש חדש אתו
למדבר סיני כתיב הכא ביום הזה באו מדבר סיני וכתיב התם החדש הזה לכם ראש חדשים מה להלן ראש חדש אף כאן
ראש חדש ודכולי עלמא בשבת ניתנה תורה לישראל כתיב הכא זכור את יום השבת לקדשו וכתיב התם ויאמר משה אל
העם זכור את היום הזה מה להלן בעצומו של יום אף כאן בעצומו של יום כי פליגי בקביעא דירחא רבי יוסי סבר בחד בשבא
איקבע ירחא ובחד בשבא לא אמר להו ולא מידי משום חולשא דאורחא בתרי בשבא אמר להו ואתם תהיו לי ממלכת כהנים

Shabbat 86b

The Sages taught: On the sixth day of the month of Sivan, the Ten Commandments were given to the 
Jewish people. Rabbi Yosei says: On the seventh day of the month. Rava said: Everyone agrees that the 
Jews came to the Sinai desert on the New Moon, as it is written here: “In the third month after the 
children of Israel were gone forth out of the land of Egypt, the same day came they into the wilderness of 
Sinai” (Exodus 19:1), without elaborating what day it was. And it is written there: “This month shall be to 
you the beginning of months; it shall be the first month of the year to you” (Exodus 12:2). Just as there, 
the term “this” is referring to the New Moon, so too, here the term is referring to the New Moon. And 
similarly, everyone agrees that the Torah was given to the Jewish people on Shabbat, as it is written here 
in the Ten Commandments: “Remember the Shabbat day to keep it holy” (Exodus 20:8), and it is written 
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Eati ng Out
Rabbi Jay Kelman
Founder of Torah in Moti on

How should one celebrate the receiving of the Torah? The Talmud (Pesachim 68b) quotes a seemingly 
strange argument as to how to properly celebrate Yom Tov in general, and Shavuot in particular. “Rav 
Eliezer says, a person on Yom Tov either eats and drinks or sits and learns”. One may choose how to 
celebrate, but that choice must be performed with full dedication. Apparently, he felt that trying to 
celebrate Yom Tov in two different ways gives neither its proper due.

The opinion of Rav Yehoshua, which is the accepted one in Jewish law, is that one should “split the day, 
half for eating and drinking and half for the study hall”. Yom Tov celebrates the combination and 
culmination of G-d and man acting together in history, and is thus divided between G-dly activities and 
the merely human. The Talmud then continues with the rather startling statement that on Shavuot, all 
agree that one must celebrate by eating and drinking, as it is the day we received the Torah.

On the face of it, one would have thought the exact opposite. Should not the day we received our 
spiritual heritage be marked by studying Torah? This reasoning is the basis for the custom of many to 
stay up the entire night of Shavuot, engrossed in the study of Torah. Why, then, this emphasis on eating? It 
is especially strange when one considers that when he was receiving the Torah from G-d, Moshe 
“remained on the mountain forty days and forty nights; bread I did not eat and water I did not drink” 
(Devarim 9:9).

The Beit Halevi (Rav Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik, the “founder” of the Soloveitchik “dynasty”) explains 
that our insistence on food for Shavuot is rooted in a midrashic passage relating to Matan Torah. The 
Talmud (Shabbat 88b) relates that, as Moshe ascended to Sinai, the angels pleaded with G-d not to give 
the Torah to man. After all, they argued, man is a deceitful sinner; and it would be better to “bury” the 
Torah than to give it to people who will often ignore its teachings. The Talmud records that the Almighty 
made Moshe answer this cogent argument of the angels; apparently, only a good rebuttal would allow 
the risk of entrusting the Torah to human beings.

Moshe fired off a series of responses pointing out the many mitzvoth that relate to our physical 
existence. Torah is not meant for the spiritual elite; were that the case, it could have remained in heaven. 
Rather, Torah is meant for those who live in the physical world, teaching man how to turn eating into a 
seudat mitzvah, or marriage into an act of holiness. Torah is meant to refine our character, challenging us 
to live up to our potential. It is precisely because man is a natural sinner that we need Torah.

What better way to demonstrate this than by taking the most animalistic of acts, eating, and turning our 
meals into vehicles for the service of G-d and man? Eating allows us to show gratitude to our Creator, and 
to share our bounty with the less fortunate, including the animals that must be fed before we sit down to 
eat. It teaches man discipline and restraint. It helps to form friendships; it preserves the integrity of the 
Jewish community by forcing us to eat amongst those who share our laws. The custom to eat dairy 
products on Shavuot, the Bait Halevi explains, originated to demonstrate our fidelity to these laws of 
kashrut. Yom Tov requires one to eat a meat meal, but we purposely eat a separate dairy meal first, 
demonstrating our acceptance of the laws of kashrut.
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Recent events in Israel force us all to question what true religiosity means. Is it measured by the degree 
to which we separate ourselves from larger society, by the stringencies we adopt, or by how fervently we 
pray? Or does how we treat other human beings, how we relate to those at the margins, play a large part 
in how we measure it? Do we see a religious mandate to welcome and treat as equal the LGBT person, the 
person with disabilities, or the single parent? A lot can be learned from the mitzvah in this week’s parasha 
to love the ger: “Love you therefore the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Devarim, 
10:19).

At the pshat level, the ger of the Torah is the resident alien, a person who is not a citizen but resides in 
our land. Because she lives among us we are responsible for ensuring that she be given equal protection 
under the law, and we must protect her from possible abuse. The ger is an outsider, someone vulnerable 
and easily excluded, but because she is among us, we must treat her as one of our own.

The Rabbis of the Talmud understood the Torah’s ger as a convert, not as a resident alien. Living as they did 
after the destruction of the Temple, when Jews no longer had sovereignty, the categories of identity were 
based on religious affi liation rather than citizenship or geography. The ger was someone who came from 
outside our religion but, having converted, was now one of us. With this understanding, it became our duty 
to ensure that she was not mistreated because of whence she came.

The mitzvot regarding the ger – whether the prohibitions against affl icting and oppressing her or the 
mitzvah to love her – are all reasoned on the fact that we too were once strangers, strangers in the land of 
Egypt (Shemot, 22:20 and 23:9; Vayikra, 19:34). We knew what it meant to be marginalized when we were 
powerless, to be outsiders. We cannot allow ourselves to forget those in similar circumstances when we 
have power. Such people can easily become invisible; our historical memory must compel us to see such 
people and to ensure that they are treated as full equals.

These principles are readily applicable to people with disabilities; gays, lesbians, or transgender individuals; 
or those who for one reason or another don’t fi t within the boundaries of the community as we have come 
to defi ne it. Such people are indeed part of our community, but they are easily marginalized and overlooked 
by those with power, those making the decisions and setting communal priorities.

It is not always easy to evoke the empathy called for by the Torah. If it is not possible to draw upon a shared 
history, we can always call upon a shared future. For example, we teach our students that the world is not 
divided into those with disabilities and those without; it is divided into those with disabilities and those 
who do not yet have disabilities. As we grow old, we start to lose some of our physical abilities: We might 
be the person who is wheelchair bound and needs a ramp. We might be the person with failing eyesight 
who needs a large print siddur. And I often wonder how people’s position regarding LGBT individuals might 
change if they had a gay son or daughter.

The Ger, Inclusion, and True Religiosity
Rabbi Dov Linzer

President, Norman and Tova Bulow Rosh HaYeshiva

First published on the YCT Torah library on August 5, 2015
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I find that I must remind myself of this message. When I am standing in line at the supermarket and the 
elderly woman ahead of me is taking forever to find the correct change and I start getting all worked up – I 
can’t believe how long she is taking! I need to get out of here. I can’t wait this long! – I must remember that 
in twenty years that person could be me. What would I hope from the people standing behind me in line if I 
were that person? And you know what? That little bit of empathy completely changes my perspective. That 
little bit of empathy is to remember that we all will be strangers in the land of Egyp

But that is not the whole story, for in this week’s parasha the Torah gives another reason for this mitzvah:

For the Lord your God is God of gods, and Lord of lords, the great, mighty and awe-inspiring God, who 
regards not persons, nor takes any reward. He upholds the cause of the orphan and widow, and loves the 
stranger, giving him food and clothing. Love you therefore the stranger, for you were strangers in the land 
of Egypt (Devarim, 10:17-19).

We must have concern for the ger, the Torah is telling us, because God loves the ger. If we are to strive to be 
like God, to live a Godly life, then we must love the stranger; we must care for the orphan and the widow.

The theological point implicit in these verses is spelled out at the end of Megillah (31a):

Rabbi Yochanan said: Wherever you find the greatness of the Holy One, blessed be He, there you find His 
humility. This is written in the Torah, repeated in the Prophets, and stated a third time in the Writings. It is 
written in the Torah: “For the Lord your God is God of gods….the great, the mighty and awe-inspiring God…” 
And it is written afterwards: “He upholds the cause of the orphan and the widow, and loves the stranger, 
giving him food and clothing.”

God’s greatness, Rabbi Yochanan is telling us, is not expressed by God’s total otherness or by God’s withdrawal 
from this world. God’s greatness is in paying attention to each individual, to the unnoticed, the small and 
forgotten.

There is a profound lesson here regarding the meaning of true religiosity. For so many people, being more 
religious means acting in ways that are particularistic, that are ritual-focused, and that serve to distinguish 
one from the surrounding society. According to this reckoning, heightened scrupulousness about kashrut or 
wearing distinctive clothing makes a person more frum; being upright in business, being honest, or working 
at a homeless shelter only makes a person more ethical, not more religious.

This is of course nothing new. Isaiah calls out to the people, “To what purpose is the multitude of your 
sacrifices unto me? says the Lord….Learn to do well; seek judgment, relieve the oppressed, judge the orphan, 
plead for the widow” (Isaiah, 1: 11, 17). And the problem continues to plague us today. It manifests itself 
when people rationalize their immoral acts on the basis of being so scrupulous in ritual matters. It also 
manifests itself in the issuing of halakhic rulings which set unnecessarily high bars for ritual performance 
and participation, seeing these – and not the demand for inclusion, the protection of those most easily 
rejected and marginalized – as the religious realms that need to be most protected.

It is not hard to guess at the reason for this. Ritual, particularistic acts make a person feel different, singled 
out, special. In very real and visible ways, a person engaged in such acts stands out from society. She can 
tell herself that she is better than those who act and look like everyone else. More to the point, this creates 
a distinct identity. There is nothing special about acting ethically: That’s universal. Even non-Jews do that. 
To act and dress differently, so the thought goes, that’s what makes one Jewish. What else is holy, what else 
is being like God, if not to be separate and different from the world?
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Rabbi Yochanan tells us that if this is how we are thinking, then we’ve missed the boat. Without a doubt, 
the ritual, particularistic laws are a core part of our obligations and religious life. But if we really want to be 
like God we would do well to look at the passage about the ger, for God’s expression of God’s greatness and 
complete otherness is in God’s ability to take care of those forgotten individuals, to do those basic ethical 
deeds that everyone else is too important to attend to. To live a Godly life is to live a life with exquisite 
attention to the poor, the disenfranchised, and the suffering.

Rav Moshe Feinstein says this better than I ever could. According to one opinion in the Talmud by which we 
rule, a ger cannot serve in a position of authority. Rav Moshe Feinstein was asked if, given this, a ger could 
serve as a Rosh Yeshiva. Rav Moshe responds:

However, in practice you should know that the mitzvah of “and you shall love the ger” requires us to bring 
them [converts] close and to be lenient regarding all these things. Therefore, after great thought, it appears 
that we need not consider such appointments in our time like appointments of authority (Iggrot Moshe, 
Yoreh Deah, 4:26).

Rav Moshe concludes that this is not a position of authority since a Rosh Yeshiva’s power comes from an 
agreement between parties (the students’ parents and the school) and is not imposed perforce from above. 
The key point, however, is this: When faced with a conflict between the mandate of caring for the ger and 
the rule excluding her from certain roles, Rav Moshe, while never compromising on the rigorous application 
of halakha, states in no uncertain terms that it is the mitzvah to love the ger that must guide us and that 
we must be most strict about. This is what it means to be like God and to live a Godly life.
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Time, Place and Self: The Unique
Gift s of Jerusalem
Rabbanit Michal Kohane
Rosh Kehila, Prospect Heights Shul, Brooklyn, NY

My first visit to Jerusalem, Sukkot 1967: My dad, already in relatively advanced stages of ALS, and my 
mom, at the “ancient” age of 40, reserve a “Special” – a taxi for the day. While still dark outside, we 
clamber into the car, my younger brother and I, on both my mom’s sides in the backseat, no seatbelts and 
the like, climbing on our knees to look out the back window at the scenery. gliding through the ever so 
quiet streets of sleepy Haifa, heading south then east. 

By mid-morning we reach the city “in whose heart there is a wall”. It’s the first time I see sefardi sukkot 
with embroidered walls, colorful rugs and big, cushy pillows; we visit Har Hatzofim (Mt. Scopus) with its 
university buildings punctured by bullets and shells’ holes; and the Kotel, my neck hurts to bend and see 
it, a giant wall rising up all the way to the sky, with plants and birds above. After a long day, as the city 
gets ready for bedtime, we leave the pinkish, golden, dusty hills, turning dark, and sleep most of the way 
back amidst hushed adult conversations. The next day, “Jerusalem of Gold” seems almost like a dream.

For centuries, travelers fantasized and journeyed from all over the world, with great excitement, to reach 
the magical, holy city; especially these days, between Yom Yerushalayim and the holiday of Shavuot, we 
are reminded again of the pilgrimage festivals ascending this city; a city which answers to so many 
names and, aside from magic, also sports traffic jams, construction, drivers honking, and people yelling in 
various languages, just any other place… and yet… What is it about Jerusalem? Is it just another 
‘coincidental site’ or is there something truly incredible, davka here?

Rav Uri Sherki offers an interesting approach. Accordingly, people encounter mainly three limiting things 
in life: the ability to be only in one place (here, wherever that is), at one time (now) and within only 
oneself. We try to overcome these limitations, possibly to connect with the eternal aspect of our soul and 
being, nevertheless, remain bound to them.

Our tradition likewise addresses this challenge and offers a few unique possibilities:

1. Time: there is one day a year, Yom Kippur, when one can “time-travel” back and forth. We can go back to 
the past, atone and correct what we’ve done through the process of teshuva for a better present and 
future.

2. There’s a place, the Land of Israel, which scripture calls ‘Eretz Hatzvi”  – the Land of the Deer (Daniel 
11:41). That place is elastic, like a deer’s skin; it widens and shrinks and can include within it much more 
than is initially obvious. We’re told that “one never said, there is no place for me to sleep overnight in 
Jerusalem” (Pirkei Avot 5:5), meaning, everyone always had room, and this phenomenon is recorded in 
travelers’ journals of later days as well, as if the place “stretches” to accommodate more people as needed.

3. Self: on Yom Kippur, the High Priest would atone for all the transgressions of the People of Israel. We 
might be too used to it to think about it, but this is truly a strange idea. After all, we can’t ask someone to 
fall in love for us, or feel longing or joy or anything for us. And yet, the High Priest is instructed to atone 
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for the whole people, namely, he holds others “on his heart” (Exodus 28:36); and when he does, something 
changes within us too!

All these “magical” things, transcending time, place and selfhood, happened only in Jerusalem.

While this year it’s likely to be very different, usually, tens and even hundreds of thousands come to 
celebrate “Yom Yerushalayim”, which “coincidentally” falls on the 28th of the Hebrew month of Iyar, 
spelling the Hebrew word ko’ach, strength, and also on the 1st day of the last week of the Count of the 
Omer. The Kabbalists, based on the verse in the Torah, taught that these 49 days between Passover and 
Shavuot are made of 7 weeks, each week ushering a different “sefira”, a different Kabalistic level. Then, 
each day, qualifies itself with a specific energy during that week. It’s just so happens to be that Yom 
Yerushalayim is the first day in the 7th week, making it a day of Chesed (kindness) in Malchut (kingship). 

May we continue to see more of both, chesed and malchut, emanating, especially from this place; may we 
soon be able to once again visit and tour, walk and feel the magic of this city, and may we live to see the 
words of the prophet (Isaiah 2:2-4): 

ִ֙ם׃ ְָּבעֹ֙ות וְנֲָהרּ֙ו אֵלָ֙יו כָּל־ַהּגֹוי ֙א ִמג ׂ ֶ֙ה ַה֙ר ֵבּית־ה’ ְבֹּר֙אׁש ֶהָהִר֙ים וְנִָשּ ְִ֙הי ִָּמ֙ים נָכֹ֙ון י ָ֙ה ׀ ְבּאֲַחִר֙ית ַהי  וְָהי

In the days to come, The Mount of the LORD’s House Shall stand firm above the mountains And tower 
above the hills; And all the nations Shall gaze on it with joy. 

ֵתּצֵ֙א תֹוָר֙ה ִמצִּּיֹון֙  כִּ֙י  ְבֹּאְרֹחָת֙יו  וְנֵלְכָ֙ה  ִמְדָּרכָ֙יו  וְֹיֵר֙נּו֙  יַעֲֹק֙ב  אֱלֵֹה֙י  אֶל־ֵבּית֙  וְנַעֲלֶ֙ה אֶל־ַהר־ה’  ׀  לְכּ֙ו  וְאְָמרּו֙  ַרִבּ֙ים  עִַמּ֙ים  ְָ֙הלְכּ֙ו   ו
לִָ֙ם׃  ּוְדַבר־ה’ ִמירּוָשׁ

And the many peoples shall go and say: “Come, Let us go up to the Mount of the LORD, To the House of 
the God of Jacob; That He may instruct us in His ways, And that we may walk in His paths.” For instruction 
shall come forth from Zion, The word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 

֙א גֹ֙וי אֶל־ּגֹוי֙ ֶחֶ֙רב וְלֹא־יִלְְמדּ֙ו עֹ֙וד ׂ ִ֙ם וְהֹוכִ֙יַח לְעִַמּ֙ים ַרִבּ֙ים וְכְִתּתּ֙ו ַחְרבֹוָת֙ם לְאִִתּ֙ים וֲַחנִיתֹ֙וֵתיֶהם֙ לְַמזְֵמרֹ֙ות לֹא־יִָשּ פַט֙ ֵבּ֙ין ַהּגֹוי  וְָשׁ
 )ִמלְָחָמ֙ה׃ )פ

Thus He will judge among the nations And arbitrate for the many peoples, And they shall beat their 
swords into plowshares And their spears into pruning hooks: Nation shall not take up Sword against 
nation; They shall never again know war.

Chag Shavuot Same’ach!
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Sefirat ha-Omer: Hazardous Transition
Rabbi Dr. Herzl Hefter
Rosh Beit Midrash, Har’el, Jerusalem

First published on har-el.org, April 23, 2018

The period of sefirat ha-omer, nestled between Pesach and Shavuot should be considered festive. In fact, 
Nachmanides likens this time to hol ha-moed – intermediate days of rejoicing between festival days.  Yet 
historically this period has become associated with tragedy and mourning. This is primarily because of 
the Talmudic story of the death of the twenty-four thousand disciples of R. Akiva. I believe that this 
association is not coincidental but is embedded in other areas of human experience.

In Agriculture:

Let us consider the following midrash:

R. Eleazar said: It is written, Neither say they in their heart: Let us now fear the Lord or God, that giveth 
the former rain, and the latter in due season (Jer. V, 24). He gave you everything, it implies, and [think you 
that] you do not need Him henceforth? That keepeth for us the statutes of the weeks of the harvest.(ib.)  
1)He keeps us from ill winds and harmful dews. When? During those seven weeks between Passover and 
Pentecost.

The season between Pesach and Shavuot is one of transition from winter to summer. As such we need 
God’s protection from harmful weather phenomena – “ill winds and harmful dews.”

In the biblical narrative: Societal and Political

Transitions are hazardous. In the biblical story, the children of Israel are in a very vulnerable position 
during this period. Following the initial “high” of the exodus from Egypt, the people must settle into the 
difficult existence of desert life. Inspiration evaporates in the heat of the desert and is replaced by thirst 
and hunger. Passions run high and must be reined in in order to secure a cohesive society which can 
survive the challenges of the wilderness.

Politically, as well, the people are in limbo. After the exodus they have shaken the heavy yoke of their 
Egyptian taskmasters BUT they have not yet received the Torah at Sinai. They have political freedom 
without Law. Freedom without the legal responsibilities and political institutions is very dangerous.

So, the trepidation and foreboding which have come to characterize the period of sefirat ha-omer 
resonates on different levels: agricultural, societal and political.

I believe that our situation today in the State of Israel is somewhat analogous to the transition state of 
sefirat ha-omer. We, thank God, enjoy political freedom but our young state still has much to institute in 
terms of healthy political checks and balances to ensure the rule of Law and not the rule of passion.  
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there: “And Moses said to the people: Remember this day, in which you came out from Egypt, out of the 
house of bondage, for by strength of hand the Lord brought you out from this place; there shall be no 
leaven eaten” (Exodus 13:3). Just as there, the mitzva of remembrance was commanded on the very day of 
the Exodus, so too, here the mitzva of remembrance was commanded on the very day of Shabbat. Where 
Rabbi Yosei and the Sages disagree is with regard to the determination of the month, meaning which day 
of the week was established as the New Moon. Rabbi Yosei held: The New Moon was established on the 
first day of the week, and on the first day of the week He did not say anything to them due to the 
weariness caused by the journey. On the second day of the week, He said to them: “And you shall be to Me 
a kingdom of priests and a holy nation; these are the words that you shall speak to the children of Israel” 
(Exodus 19:6).

שבת פ״ז א

 בתלתא אמר להו מצות הגבלה בארבעה עבוד פרישה ורבנן סברי בתרי בשבא איקבע ירחא בתרי בשבא לא אמר להו ולא
 מידי משום חולשא דאורחא בתלתא אמר להו ואתם תהיו לי בארבעה אמר להו מצות הגבלה בחמישי עבוד פרישה מיתיבי
 וקדשתם היום ומחר קשיא לרבי יוסי אמר לך רבי יוסי יום אחד הוסיף משה מדעתו דתניא שלשה דברים עשה משה מדעתו
 והסכים הקדוש ברוך הוא עמו הוסיף יום אחד מדעתו ופירש מן האשה ושבר את הלוחות הוסיף יום אחד מדעתו מאי דריש
 היום ומחר היום כמחר מה למחר לילו עמו אף היום לילו עמו ולילה דהאידנא נפקא ליה שמע מינה תרי יומי לבר מהאידנא
 ומנלן דהסכים הקדוש ברוך הוא על ידו דלא שריא שכינה עד צפרא דשבתא ופירש מן האשה מאי דריש נשא קל וחומר
 בעצמו אמר ומה ישראל שלא דברה שכינה עמהן אלא שעה אחת וקבע להן זמן אמרה תורה והיו נכנים וגו׳ אל תגשו אני
 שכל שעה ושעה שכינה מדברת עמי ואינו קובע לי זמן על אחת כמה וכמה ומנלן דהסכים הקדוש ברוך הוא על ידו דכתיב
 לך אמר להם שובו לכם לאהליכם וכתיב בתריה ואתה פה עמד עמדי ואית דאמרי פה אל פה אדבר בו שבר את הלוחות
 מאי דריש אמר ומה פסח שהוא אחד מתריג מצות אמרה תורה וכל בן נכר לא יאכל בו התורה כולה ]כאן[ וישראל משומדים

 על אחת כמה וכמה ומנלן דהסכים הקדוש ברוך הוא על ידו שנאמר אשר שברת ואמר ריש לקיש יישר כחך ששברת

Shabbat 87a

On the third day of the week, God said to them the mitzva of setting boundaries around Mount Sinai. On 
the fourth day of the week, the husbands and wives separated from one another. And the Rabbis hold: On 
the second day of the week the New Moon was established, and on the second day of the week God did 
not say anything to them due to the weariness caused by their journey. On the third day of the week, God 
said to them: “And you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation; these are the words that 
you shall speak to the children of Israel” (Exodus 19:6). On the fourth day of the week, God said to them 
the mitzva of setting boundaries around Mount Sinai. On the fifth day of the week, the husbands and 
wives separated from one another. The Gemara raises an objection: Doesn’t the verse state: “And the Lord 
said to Moses: Go to the people and sanctify them today and tomorrow and let them wash their 
garments” (Exodus 19:10), indicating that the husbands and wives were separated for only two days? This 
is difficult according to the opinion of Rabbi Yosei, who said earlier that the separation was for three days. 
The Gemara answers: Rabbi Yosei could have said to you: Moses added one day to the number of days 
that God commanded based on his own perception, as it was taught in a baraita: Moses did three things 
based on his own perception, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, agreed with him. He added one day to the 
days of separation before the revelation at Sinai based on his own perception. And he totally separated 
from his wife after the revelation at Sinai. And he broke the tablets following the sin of the Golden Calf. 
The Gemara discusses these cases: He added one day based on his own perception. What source did he 
interpret that led him to do so? He reasoned that since the Holy One, Blessed be He, said: “Sanctify them 
today and tomorrow,” the juxtaposition of the two days teaches that today is like tomorrow; just as 
tomorrow the men and women will separate for that day and the night preceding it, so too, today requires 
separation for the day and the night preceding it. Since God spoke to him in the morning, and the night of 
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that day already passed, Moses concluded: Derive from it that separation must be in effect for two days 
besides that day. Therefore, he extended the mitzva of separation by one day. And from where do we 
derive that the Holy One, Blessed be He, agreed with his interpretation? It is derived from the fact that 
the Divine Presence did not rest upon Mount Sinai until Shabbat morning, as Moses had determined. And 
he totally separated from his wife after the revelation at Sinai. What source did he interpret that led him 
to do so? He reasoned an a fortiori inference by himself and said: If Israel, with whom the Divine 
Presence spoke only one time and God set a specific time for them when the Divine Presence would be 
revealed, and yet the Torah stated: “Prepare yourselves for three days, do not approach a woman” (Exodus 
19:15); I, with whom the Divine Presence speaks all the time and God does not set a specific time for me, 
all the more so that I must separate from my wife. And from where do we derive that the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, agreed with him? As it is written after the revelation at Sinai: “Go say to them: Return to 
your tents” (Deuteronomy 5:26), meaning to your homes and wives. And afterward it is written that God 
told Moses: “And you, stand here with Me” (Deuteronomy 5:27), indicating that Moses was not allowed to 
return home, as he must constantly be prepared to receive the word of God. And some say a different 
source indicating that God agreed with his reasoning. When Aaron and Miriam criticized Moses’ 
separation from his wife, God said: “With him do I speak mouth to mouth, even manifestly, and not in dark 
speeches; and the similitude of the Lord does he behold; why then were you not afraid to speak against 
My servant, against Moses?” (Numbers 12:8). This indicates that God agreed with his reasoning. And he 
broke the tablets following the sin of the Golden Calf. What source did he interpret that led him to do so? 
Moses said: With regard to the Paschal lamb, which is only one of six hundred and thirteen mitzvot, the 
Torah stated: “And the Lord said unto Moses and Aaron: This is the ordinance of the Paschal offering; no 
alien shall eat of it” (Exodus 12:43), referring not only to gentiles, but to apostate Jews as well. Regarding 
the tablets, which represented the entire Torah, and Israel at that moment were apostates, as they were 
worshipping the calf, all the more so are they not worthy of receiving the Torah. And from where do we 
derive that the Holy One, Blessed be He, agreed with his reasoning? As it is stated: “The first tablets which 
you broke [asher shibarta]” (Exodus 34:1), and Reish Lakish said: The word asher is an allusion to the 
phrase: May your strength be true [yishar kohakha] due to the fact that you broke the tablets. 

It is shocking to read that Reish Lakish congratulates Moshe for breaking the luchot. Why is this teaching 
included in the Talmud’s discussion of the revelation story? It is a prohibition to erase Hashem’s name, so 
how could Moshe break the luchot? Some suggestions below:

R. Eliezer of Worms (13th century): Since the letters flew off the luchot (as recorded in Pirkei Derebbe 
Eliezer), therefore the luchot were no longer holy.

Rabbi Yehuda Hechasid (13th century, Germany): The letters of the luchot carried the heavy tablets.  Once 
the letters flew away then the luchot became very heavy and Moshe needed to throw away the luchot in 
order to be able to quickly run to the camp and stop the people from sinning.  (We learn from here the 
principle that one may thrown down a Torah scroll in order to prevent people from sinning.

Mishmeret Moed argues that the whole holiness of the Torah in this world derives from its attachment to 
the Jewish people.  As long as we are worthy of the Torah, holiness is attached to the Torah.  By sinning 
with the Golden Calf we caused the holiness to detach from the luchot.  

Imrei Dovid cites the Talmud (Menachot, 99a) that, “the nullification of the Torah is its foundation.”  It was 
through the breaking of the luchot that the Jewish people repented.  Therefore it was necessary to break 
the luchot.  
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These ideas are profound and speak to the very essence of what makes Torah and Torah study holy and 
under what circumstances it is appropriate to violate the letter of the law.  Do you have any other 
suggestions as to why Moshe was able to break the tablets.  Below is one more source that has different 
tannaim discussing Moshe’s actions.  This powerful source shows that there was a wide range of opinions 
in the time of the Mishnah on this matter. 

Avot Derebbe Natan 2:1

But when he saw that they were disgracing themselves with the Golden Calf, he said to himself: How can 
I give them these tablets? I will be binding them in serious commandments, and causing them to deserve 
death from Above! For it is written on these tablets, “You shall have no other gods before Me” (Exodus 
20:3). So he started to go back up. The seventy elders saw him and ran after him. He was holding on to 
one end of the tablets, and they grabbed on to the other end. But Moses’ strength was greater than all of 
theirs, as it says (Deuteronomy 34:12), “And for all the awesome power that Moses displayed before all of 
Israel.” (He looked and saw that the writing was flying off them, and he said: How can I give these tablets 
to Israel? For there is nothing on them! So instead, I will take ahold of them and smash them, as it says 
[Deuteronomy 9:17], “I grabbed the two tablets, and I cast them out of my two hands, and I broke them.”) 
Rabbi Yosei HaGalili says: I will give you a parable. To what can this be compared? [It can be compared] 
to a human king who said to his messenger: Go out and betroth to me a beautiful, gracious maiden, 
whose deeds are lovely. The messenger went and betrothed such a woman. But after he betrothed her, he 
went and found her cheating with someone else. He made an instant (a fortiori) judgment with himself 
and said: If I give her the marriage contract now, she will immediately deserve death. [So let her instead] 
be released from my master forever. So, too, did Moses the Righteous make an (a fortiori) judgment with 
himself, and said: How can I give these tablets to Israel and bind them in serious commandments and 
cause them to deserve death? For it is written upon them (Exodus 22:19), “One who sacrifices to any gods 
other than the Eternal alone will be put to death.” So instead (I will take ahold of them and smash them, 
and thereby return the people to good standing, lest Israel say: Where are the first tablets that you 
brought down? These things are counterfeit! Rabbi Yehudah ben Beteira says: Moses did not break the 
tablets until he was told to straight from the mouth of the Almighty, as it says [Numbers 12:8], “Mouth to 
mouth I speak to him” – that is, mouth to mouth I said to him: Break the tablets!) And there are others 
who say: Moses did not break the tablets until he was told to straight from the mouth of the Almighty, as 
it says (Deuteronomy 9:16), “I saw there that you had sinned against the Eternal your God.” It says only, “I 
saw there,” because he saw the writing flying off [the tablets]. Others say: Moses did not break the tablets 
until he was told to straight from the mouth of the Almighty, as it says (Deuteronomy 10:5), “[The tablets] 
were there, as the Eternal had commanded me.” It says only, “commanded me,” because [first] he was 
commanded to [break them], and then he broke them. Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah says: Moses did not break 
the tablets until he was told to straight from the mouth of the Almighty, as it says (Deuteronomy 34:12), 
“…that Moses performed before all of Israel.” Just as later on he was commanded and then did, so too 
here, he was commanded and then did. (Rabbi Akiva says: Moses did not break the tablets until he was 
told to straight from the mouth of the Almighty, as it says [Deuteronomy 9:17], “I took ahold of the two 
tablets.” A person can take ahold only of that which he has been permitted by his Creator. Rabbi Meir says: 
Moses did not break the tablets until he was told to straight from the mouth of the Almighty, as it says 
[Deuteronomy 10:2], “That [asher] which you broke”: Well done [yishar koach] that you broke them!



47

It is not only on Shavuot that we celebrate the receiving of the Torah. The Torah that we have today was 
actually given on Yom Kippur, the covenant established on Shavuot having been broken by the building 
of the golden calf. While the seriousness of Yom Kippur precludes eating, Jewish law actually requires one 
to eat on the 9th of Tishrei; receiving the Torah requires food. Yom Kippur is the date of forgiveness, of 
pleading before G-d that we will do our best to do better. Moshe Rabbeinu’s efforts on the first Yom 
Kippur enabled G-d to re-establish the covenant with us, and the Torah was received anew. These two 
motifs, repentance and acceptance of the Torah, require two modes of observance; fasting and feasting.

Approximately 900 years later on Purim, the Jewish people reaccepted the Torah, a Torah that would be 
centred in the Diaspora. The Sages would guide us now, as the period of prophecy had come to an end. 
The Midrash Tanchuma goes so far as to claim that at Sinai, the Jewish people accepted only the written 
Torah, and that it was only at Purim that the Jewish people willingly accepted the Oral Law. This re-
acceptance of Torah requires eating and drinking, something we are required to do in abundance on 
Purim. And there, too, we have a fast day right next to the celebration, reminding us of the real threat 
faced by the Jewish people. It was this threat that led to national repentance, highlighted by a three-day 
fast on Pesach of that year, as we reaffirmed what we received at Sinai.

Torah is a wonderful gift from G-d to man. It allows us, even obligates us, to enjoy the physical world 
before us. Torah also demands that we seek out G-d, and that we reflect on our shortcomings; a process 
that, at times, requires withdrawal from the physical pleasures of this world. On Shavuot, the Jewish 
people—if only for a few, fleeting moments—reached such spiritual heights that there was no need for 
fasting. It is the day of pure celebration.
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Shavuot and Torah at Home
Rabbi Chai Posner
Beth Tfi loh Congregation, Baltimore, Maryland

Which of these things does not belong?  Pesach, Omer, Shavuot, laws of gathering from 
the field, Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur, Succot. If you guessed the laws of gathering, you are 
correct! In Vayikra, 23 the Torah runs through the holidays of the year. Right after mentioning Shavuot it 
reminds us about the laws of leaving certain parts of the field for the poor when we gather in the 
harvest. Why are these laws inserted right in the middle of the discussion of the holidays?  

The classical commentaries give a number of different possible answers. The Ibn Ezra, for example, 
explains that since Shavuot is the time of the year when the wheat harvest begins, the Torah felt it 
appropriate to remind us about relevant laws of gathering the harvest.  The Ramban takes a different 
approach.  He suggests that one may have thought that since the gatherings of the Omer are already a 
Mitzvah, one need not leave any over for the poor.  The Torah comes to teach us that this is not the case, 
but rather one must still keep the Mitzvot of leaving portions over for the poor.

Rashi cites a Midrashic answer to this question, one which I find particularly relevant for Shavuot this 
year:

R. Abdimi the son of R. Joseph said: What reason had Scripture to place it (the law concerning the 
gatherings of the field) amidst those regarding the festival-sacrifices — those of Passover and Shavuot on 
this side of it, and those of the New Year, Day of Atonement and Succot following on that side of it? To 
teach you that one who leaves the gleanings, the forgotten sheaf and the corner of the field to the poor 
as it ought to be, is regarded as though he had built the Temple and offered his sacrifices therein.

The Midrash understands that as a Jew living after the destruction of the Temple, when one reads about 
all of the Korbanot (sacrifices) that are supposed to be brought on these holidays it could be deflating.  
We cannot celebrate these holidays as they should be celebrated, as we are instructed in the Torah.  To 
address this the Torah reminds us that we have plenty of Mitzvot that we can do.  And in fact, if we do our 
best with those Mitzvot, for example if we treat the poor and vulnerable in a kind way, in the way 
instructed by the Torah,  God considers it as if we offered those Korbanot.

We find ourselves this Shavuot celebrating another holiday outside of shul; this time the holiday that 
celebrates receiving the Torah, which we cannot read together this year.  We could feel deflated.  We 
could feel that we aren’t celebrating Shavuot as it is meant to be celebrated.  But we can also take 
comfort in knowing that there are plenty of Mitzvot that we can do.  

And perhaps it is no coincidence that the specific laws mentioned here, the laws of gathering, relate to 
Chesed.  After all, it is on Shavuot that we read Megillat Ruth, a Megillah that our sages tell us was 
written in order to show the great reward of those who carry out acts of Chesed. One reason we read this 
Megillah on Shavuot is because the very essence of the Torah is Chesed.  A Torah that was given in the 
desert, in order to remind us that it is relevant at all times and in all places.  There is so much good that 
we can do even from our homes.  There is so much of Shavuot that we can celebrate even as we stay 
inside.

And to paraphrase the Midrash, God willing, if we keep the Torah in our homes this Shavuot, may God 
regard it as if we came to shul and celebrated there.  And may we all return to shul and to Jerusalem 
speedily in our days!
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Counti ng for Conscious Eati ng
Rabbi Hanan Schlesinger
Founder, Roots/Shorashim/Judur

We have just about reached the last of the 49 days of the Counting of the Omer (Sifirat 
ha’Omer) and the holiday of Shavuot is almost upon us. I am looking back, taking stock. Yes, I counted 
every single day, not forgetting even one, but so many days all I did is count, with nary of thought of why 
or for what reason. Every day like that, when the count was with my lips but not with my mind or soul, is 
a lost opportunity. There were days on which I did better, counting with a focus on the approaching 
holiday of the Giving of the Torah, attempting to assess if I am indeed worthy of receiving the divine gift 
of Torah, preparing myself for the experience, asking myself if my dedication and fidelity to Torah are as 
they should be. I was not able, I did not make the effort, to give my personal Sifirat ha’Omer greater 
meaning that that. Yes I certainly am aware that there are those who have the custom of using each day 
of the 49 days to concentrate on improving a different character trait, based on the mystical meaning 
that our forebearers the Kabalistic Moralists gave to this period of counting. I did not reach that level.

And now, toward the end, when just a handful days are left to count, and the holiday of Shavuot is so 
close you can just about feel it, I experienced an epiphany of sorts. I realized that the most 
straightforward and meaningful aspect of counting the Omer might have completely eluded me. Many of 
us know that Shavuot is nowhere referred to in the written Torah as a commemoration of the giving of 
the Torah at Mount Sinai. This understanding is a rabbinic elucidation of the deeper, yet inexplicit, 
intention of the biblical text. According to the explicit meaning of the Written Torah the holiday is simply 
a celebration of the completion of the grain harvest. The numbering of 49 days is a means of centering 
awareness on the grain ripening in the fields. The count begins with the first of the barley harvest, which 
would take three to four weeks. As it winds down the wheat begins to show signs of ripening, meaning 
that the next stage of the grain harvest is on its way. We count down – or actually up – as our hopes and 
prayers follow the development of the staff of life in the fields. We breathe a collective sigh of relief 
when the count is over and the harvest commences. The fate of ancient man – and not just of ancient 
man – depended on a successful grain harvest. And when it comes, we thank God and celebrate Hag 
haShavuot – the Feast of (the Seven) Weeks.

For most of the population in an agrarian society, there was no need to remind anyone of the critical 
nature of the harvest. But there most certainly was a need to remind the people to look through the 
kernels ripening in the sun to the one God of the universe who makes them grow, and to help them 
experience the bounty as manna from heaven. And for those far from the fields – in bygone days a small 
group but today just about all of us – the challenge is even greater. Sefirat ha’omer first and foremost 
comes to create awareness of the cereal crops reaching maturation and being harvested, and to bring the 
Jew closer to the simply reality of the food cycle. Into that consciousness can then be woven the spiritual 
connection to the Creator.

This simple message is so important to us today. Were we really conscious of the source of our food, were 
we to have a more reverent relationship to the morsels that we put into our mouths, eating might be a 
profoundly meaningful experience. Were we to feel the presence of the Creator in the food we eat, each 
bite-full would be different. We would appreciate, we would savor, we would eat reflectively and in 
moderation. Our enjoyment would be deeper and our waste less. We would be so much more connected 
to the real world, and through our food we would be connected to the big picture of creation and to God 
Himself. 
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And I might add that all the more so might real consciousness of our food profoundly affect our meat 
eating habits. Were we to be able to see ourselves as having been there as the calf was growing up, were 
we to picture ourselves as the one to lead him to slaughter, were we able of imagine the draining of the 
blood as our responsibility, our steak dinners would be more thoughtful and nuanced. And perhaps fewer 
and farther between.

May it be God’s will that the Counting of the Omer and the Holiday of Shavuot become powerful vehicles 
to bring us to greater sensitivity toward the food that we consume. Let us learn to experience the 
presence of the Holy One Blessed be He in every kernel of wheat and barley, and in every mouthful of all 
of the food that we imbibe.
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Shavuot: All You Need Is Love?
Rabbi Zachary Truboff
Director, English speaking program at Bina L’Iti m

First published in the Times of Israel, May 28, 2017

Lightning streaked through the skies as the crashing of thunder nearly shattered their eardrums. If that 
wasn’t enough, the sound of a shofar could be heard getting louder and louder with every passing 
moment. Flames roared from the peak as Mount Sinai was engulfed in smoke. Even simply touching the 
mountain would result in their deaths. Standing at the bottom, it was as if creation itself was unraveling 
before them; life and death hung in the balance.

When the Jewish people received the Torah at Mount Sinai, it was both a miraculous and terrifying 
experience. According to the Talmud (Shabbat 88a), the Jewish people’s fear and dread translated into a 
sense of coercion. “The Holy One, blessed be He, held the mountain over their heads like an inverted cask, 
and said to them, ’If you accept the Torah, ‘good; if not, here shall be your burial.” Completely 
overwhelmed, they had no choice but to consent to God’s command.

There is, however, a radically different way to understand the moment. In contradiction to the 
straightforward reading of the narrative, the Rabbis also imagine the receiving of the torah not as a 
moment of fear and compulsion, but as an act of love and freedom. God raises the mountain over their 
heads not to threaten them, but to serve as the chuppah for the covenantal marriage between God and 
the Jewish people.[1] In this reading, the giving of the Torah symbolizes a ketubah, the marital contract 
that seals the covenant between the two sides.[2] Instead of recoiling from God’s presence, the Jewish 
people were rapt with anticipation. They escaped from slavery to follow after their Beloved into the 
desert and now their mutual love was finally being consummated.

This idea seeps into the mystical consciousness as well. The Zohar explains that on every Shavuot the 
marriage between God and the Jewish people is renewed once again, and we participate in this through 
studying torah throughout the night.

Rabbi Shimeon bar Yochai used to sit and learn Torah all night when the bride [the 
Jewish people] joined with her spouse [God]. It is taught: The members of the bride’s 
entourage are obligated to stay with her throughout the night before her wedding to 
rejoice with her. It is their job to adorn her with those perfections by which she is made 
perfect. [They should] learn Torah, Prophets and Writings, homiletic interpretations of the 
verses and the secrets of wisdom, for these are her perfections and adornments.

(Zohar I:8a)

Studying torah Shavuot night beautifies the Divine presence before God’s marriage to the Jewish people. 
There is even a Sefardi custom on the first day of Shavuot of publicly reciting a symbolic ketubah. It is a 
beautiful poetic document from the Middle Ages composed to reflect the unique love that is shared by 
God and the Jewish people.
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Nevertheless, one gets the sense that the holiday of Shavuot struggles with a split personality. Can 
receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai really be a moment of both fear and love; both coercion and freedom?

The short answer to this question is yes, because love is a strange thing. In the last two centuries, 
Western culture has developed a very specific notion of romantic love- love is free, love is chosen, and 
love cannot be commanded. But the reality is more complicated. Love is free, but love also binds. We lose 
ourselves within it, but love also makes demands upon us and requires loyalty. When we enter into an 
exclusive love relationship, we are acknowledging that we have new responsibilities and obligations that 
did not exist before. This is the reason that the bride or groom may get cold feet before their wedding. No 
matter how much they love the other, they know that by committing to marriage, a covenantal 
relationship of the highest order, they are entering into a new reality with both radical possibilities and 
profound burdens. Modern Biblical scholar Jon D. Levenson argues that this notion lies at the heart of the 
Jewish people’s covenant with God. Throughout the book of Devarim, those who love God are equated 
with those who serve God wholeheartedly with loyal dedication.[3]

The German Jewish philosopher Franz Rosenzweig (1886-1929) dedicated much of his intellectual energy 
to analyzing love and saw it is a central feature of his religious philosophy. In a letter written to his 
fiancé, he explains that he did not fully understand love until he had experienced it firsthand in his 
relationship with her. Only after experiencing true love could he recognize its transformative impact on 
his life.

Do you know you were unable at that time to know “the meaning of love”? Because one 
only knows it when one both loves and is loved. Everything else can, at a pinch, be done 
one-sidedly, but two are needed for love, and when we have experienced this we lose our 
taste for other one-sided activities and do everything mutually. For everything can be done 
mutually; he who has experienced love discovers it everywhere, its pains as well as its 
delights.

(Franz Rosenzweig: His Life and Thought, p. 90)

In his magnum opus, the Star of Redemption, Franz Rosenzweig carefully examined the paradoxical 
nature of loving God and experiencing God’s love, which is both joyous and terrifying. He raises the 
question of whether love, an emotion and not an action, can be commanded. Rosenzweig answers:

Of course love cannot be commanded. No third party can command it or attain it by force. 
No third party can do so, but the One God can. The commandment of love can only come 
from the mouth of the lover. Only the lover can say and does say: Love me- and He really 
does! In His mouth, the commandment of love is not an alien commandment. It is nothing 
other than the voice of love itself…

(Star of Redemption, p. 176)

Rosenzweig is known for his cryptic and poetic writing, but an earlier section within the book helps 
clarify his meaning.

…love, of course seizes both, the lover as well as the beloved. But the beloved differently 
from the lover. It originates in the lover. The beloved is seized, her love is already a 
response to being seized.

(Star of Redemption, p. 156)
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Love cannot be commanded, but the experience of love changes us. It grips us and penetrates to the very 
depths of our being. We cannot help but be transformed by it. To be loved by another is to experience a 
form of command- a demand on the totality of our soul. This is the reason why receiving the torah at 
Mount Sinai was so challenging for the Jewish people. Experiencing God’s all-encompassing love was 
terrifying, but also beautiful, uplifting, and full of meaning. The same holds true for the love that we 
experience in every deep relationship of our lives.

On the Shabbat preceding Shavuot, the haftarah is always read from the book of Hoshea. More than any 
other prophetic work, this book portrays the beauty and tragedy of the Jewish people’s relationship with 
God. After Mount Sinai, we know that the Jewish people will come to betray God’s love. The loyalty which 
God’s love demands is too much for them and they seek other opportunities to fulfill their spiritual needs. 
In order that the prophet Hoshea should understand the depths of the Jewish people’s betrayal, God 
commands him to marry a harlot who then later leaves him for another man. Nonetheless even after her 
sin, Hosheah’s love for his wife endures, and he welcomes her back into his home. So too it is the same 
with God and the Jewish people. God waits for the day when we no longer stray, and when we finally 
return to Him, we will no longer be afraid. The weight of God’s love will not feel like a mountain hanging 
over our heads, and instead, we will only feel its warm embrace. The prophet proclaims:

One day the Jewish people will call God (ishi) my husband and not (baali) my master.

(Hoshea 2:18)

If God is our master, our relationship is built upon fear and therefore it is coercive and at times terrifying. 
We ultimately strive for something more- that God should be our covenantal partner and not our master. 
Hoshea further describes the ways in which our love will be expressed:

I will betroth you forever and I will betroth you with righteousness and justice, with 
goodness and mercy. I will betroth you with faithfulness and you shall know the Lord.

(Hoshea 2:21-22)

On Shavuot we yearn to experience the love of our Beloved and ultimately to be transformed by it.

—

[1] Shittah Mekubetzet Ketubot 7b

[2] Midrash Shemot Rabbah 43:1

[3] See the Love of God by Jon D. Levenson. For example see the following verse “Know that the Lord your God is God, the 
faithful God who faithfully keeps the covenant with those who love Him and do his commandments for a thousand 
generations.” (Devarim 7:9)
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A Return to Nature
Rabbi Dr. Eli Yoggev

Beth Tfi loh Congregation, Baltimore, Maryland

As Passover approaches, we find ourselves—even a month beforehand—super busy with preparations. As 
rabbis, we teach lessons and field questions connected to the holiday. And as a community, we spend 
hours scrubbing, kashering, cleaning, checking, throwing out, blowtorching (for those overachievers 
among us), chemical dousing, and the list goes on. Not to forget the nullifying, selling, and burning of 
chametz. And I haven’t even touched on the Seder itself with the Seder plate, Haggadah, four cups, and so 
much more. It’s all very busy and stressful! Then to our surprise, seven weeks later, as Shavuot finally 
arrives, the experience is completely different. 

There isn’t much prep work, aside from our Omer counting every day. And we really only have three 
customs that stand out in comparison to other holidays:  we eat milk products (okay, you eat milk 
products—I’m still vegan…), we place greenery and flowers around the shul, and stay up all night learning 
Torah. 

It’s pretty amazing when you think about it. There is no comparison whatsoever between the two in terms 
of the time, effort, and attention that goes into them.

I once heard a rabbi of mine explain the lack of customs as a quest for detached spirituality on Shavuot. 
“The spirituality, the kedusha, of this special day is something detached from this world. That is why we 
have so little customs,” he explained.  “It’s also why we stay up all night and learn—to connect to this 
‘otherworldly’ holiness.”

That’s true. And I, too, will stay up all night tonight with the help of Hashem … and a lot of caffeine. But 
with respect to my rabbi, it’s not the whole truth. Shavuot is not only about detached spirituality; it’s 
about connecting deeply to nature. But before we connect deeply to this idea, I’d like to share with you 
what I mean by nature and what nature means to me.

When people ask me where I am from, I say Philadelphia. While not a lie, it’s also not completely accurate. 
I am from a suburb outside of Philadelphia. No, it was not in West Philadelphia where I was born and 
raised and the playground is not where I spent most of my days. Instead, my siblings and I spent our days 
in the wooded area behind our house. It’s hard to even count the hundreds, if not thousands, of hours we 
spent climbing trees, going on nature walks, playing in the creek, and creating (what was for us at the 
time) huge fortresses out of sticks and bamboo. Those were special times. 

Our neighborhood was once a large forest that was later paved and developed for residential living. But 
most of the wooded area was left untouched, including the creek, which actually ran through a section 
adjacent to our backyard. 

As I got older and lost interest in these childhood games, the woods remained a special haven for me, a 
sacred space. As I walked through them, I listened to the tall swaying trees; smelled the damp fall leaves; 
and, for hours, watched the creek water flowing gently over the rocks—pondering life. The woods were a 



55

place of serenity that allowed me to discover myself and find God during my high school years.

That’s why when I came closer to Judaism after high school, I was pleased to find that it has a lot of 
positive things to say about nature. 

Just open up the Torah. Our forefathers were shepherds, pasturing their flock in green pastures. Rachel 
met Jacob in front of the well as she shepherded her flock. Moses and King David were shepherds, too, 
spending many hours meditating in nature.

And in the story of Ruth, that is read on Shavuot, nature is central. “And Ruth said … ‘I will go now to the 
field, and I will glean among the ears of grain’ … [A]nd she gleaned in the field after the reapers, and her 
chance was to come to the field that belonged to Boaz.” Pay attention: Ruth doesn’t meet Boaz in a 
restaurant or a bar; they meet in a field! And Boaz later on promises to redeem her at the threshing floor 
of the barley.

Jewish texts also guide us in how to serve Hashem through nature. Rabbi Kook reminds us to learn from 
nature’s stability and strength. And in the following well-known passage,  Rambam lauds nature’s ability 
to draw us close to Hashem: “When one ponders God’s great and wonderful acts of creation, and sees in 
them a genius that has no comparison, then instantly one will love, praise, glorify—and deeply desire to 
know the greatness of God.” And continuing that same theme: nature imagery is all over our siddur, from 
Pesukei DeZimra to the blessings of the Shema and even the morning blessings, Birkot HaShachar. 

In short, Jewish texts talk a lot about nature, highlighting how it brings us happiness and serenity, teaches 
important lessons, and brings us closer to God. That’s why it’s so unfortunate that today, on the ground, 
Judaism has shifted away from this nature-centered ideal. 

Rabbi Dr. Marc Angel, too, bemoans this fact, sharply contrasting the “indoor Judaism” of today with the 
“outdoor Judaism” of years past. “By urbanizing religion and by placing its most important events indoors, 
we have lost touch with the original religious insight that connected us with the rhythms of nature. … 
Until relatively modern times, the ideal religious personality was one who spent much time outdoors, 
who contemplated the wonders of the universe and the wisdom of its Maker. The ideal Jew lived in 
harmony with nature and participated in its rhythms. The notion that ideal piety can be found in a pale, 
scholarly, undernourished saint who spends his days and nights studying Torah in a study hall is not true 
to the original Jewish religious vision. The biblical heroes and prophets, the Talmudic sages, the medieval 
pietists and mystics—all were involved in outdoor Judaism.”

***

On Shavuot, we place a lot of emphasis on cheesecake, blintzes, and all-night learning, but forget that, in 
the Torah, Shavuot was a celebration of nature. Here are a few examples of this.

On Shavuot, we bring a sacrifice of grains to the Temple, called shtei ha-lechem, enabling us to use our 
new grain in the Temple. Nature.

On Shavuot, the Mishna tells us, the world is judged on the upcoming year’s fruits. This is also connected 
to nature.

We even decorate the shul with greenery, bringing nature inside.

And just reading the mishna’s depiction of  the families’ march to Jerusalem in song with their bikkurim, 
the first fruits, reminds us of this deep nature connection. This ceremony began on Shavuot.

How were the bikkurim taken up to Jerusalem? … Early in the morning the officer would say: “Let us arise 
and go up to Zion, into the house of the Lord our God.” 
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Those who lived near Jerusalem would bring fresh figs and grapes, while those who lived far away would 
bring dried figs and raisins. An ox would go in front of them, his horns bedecked with gold and with an 
olive-crown on its head. The flute would p  lay before them until they would draw close to Jerusalem. …

When they reached the Temple Mount even King Agrippas would take the basket and place it on his 
shoulder and walk as far as the Temple Court. When he arrived at the Temple Court, the Levites would 
sing the song: “I will extol You, O Lord, for You have raised me up, and You have not let my enemies 
rejoice over me.” …

The rich would bring their bikkurim in baskets overlaid with silver or gold, while the poor used wicker-
baskets of peeled willow-branches, and the baskets and the bikkurim were given to the priest.

Nature is at the forefront of so much that transpires on this day. Today, without our Temple, we do not 
experience the full array of these Shavuot nature experiences. This may be why we feel like Shavuot is 
lacking in customs. 

With this is mind, my challenge for us is to take a break over the upcoming holiday and return to nature. 
Go for a walk outside, take in the sights and smells, and discover what I found in my backyard as a child: 
the great serenity, stability, and divinity of nature. 

Shabbat Shalom!
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Honor Thy Children
Dr. Dahlia and Rabbi Uri Topolosky
Kehilat Pardes, Rockville, Maryland

First published in the Beltway Vaad reader

Our Torah provides a clear mandate for children to honor their parents, which we read on the first 
day of Shavuot in the Ten Commandments. We also find repeated directives throughout the Torah in 
regard to loving and caring for the orphan, the widow, the stranger, the poor, the neighbor, and, of 
course, Hashem. In contrast, laws requiring respectful behavior toward children — especially mitzvot 
in which parents honor their children — seem glaringly absent.

Some might argue that such laws are unnecessary: Because the love for a child is assumed to be 
natural and unconditional, it would seem superfluous to command parents to honor their children.
The problem with this rationale is the assumption that all loving parents instinctively understand 
what it means to honor their children. In reality, even parents with the best intentions may resort 
to harsh criticism and other inappropriate reactions to their children’s behavior. To love a child is 
not the same as to honor a child; healthy parenting is a skill that must be learned and continually 
developed. 

Thus, in the absence of a clear 11th commandment — “Honor Thy Children” — where else within our 
textual tradition might we extrapolate ideas for respectful and ethical parenting?

Any suggestions?

Here are a few texts to consider as you explore your holy Parent-Child dynamic!

Note: The texts here specifically refer to the obligations of a father to a son, or are written in the male form, but inferring 
from other texts the responsibilities of both parents to all of their children, we will read these texts with a more gender-
neutral interpretive lens. 

Text #1 - Talmud Bavli, Masechet Kiddushin 29a
A father is obligated to do the following for his son: to circumcise him, to redeem him if he is a 
firstborn, to teach him Torah, to find him a wife, and to teach him a trade. Others say [the obligation 
is] even to teach him how to swim.
תנינא להא דת“ר האב חייב בבנו למולו ולפדותו וללמדו תורה ולהשיאו אשה וללמדו אומנות וי“א אף להשיטו במים

Questions to consider:
1. What additional obligations do you think parents have today towards their children?
2. Can you think of different parental obligations we learn from other Biblical or Rabbinic texts?
3. Does this text imply any obligation to honor your children?
Ironically, the Torah’s approach to honoring children might be embedded in its opposite 
commandment — to “honor your father and mother.” Consider the following text:

Text #2 - Pirkei Avot 4:1
Ben Zoma said: Who is wise? One who learns from every person, as it is said: “From all who taught 
me have I gained understanding” (Psalms 119:99). 
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Who is mighty? One who subdues their [evil] inclination, as it is said: “One that is slow to anger is 
better than the mighty; and one that rules their spirit more than one that takes a city” (Proverbs 
16:3). 

Who is rich? One who rejoices in their lot, as it is said: “You shall enjoy the fruit of your labors, you 
shall be happy and you shall prosper” (Psalms 128:2) “You shall be happy” in this world, “and you 
shall prosper” in the world to come. 

Who is honored? One who honors their fellow human beings, as it is said: “For I honor those that 
honor Me, but those who spurn Me shall be dishonored” (I Samuel 2:30).
יָחה לִּי. אֵיזֶהּו כַּלְִתּי כִּי עְֵדֹוֶתיָך ִשׂ ֶּאֱַמר )תהלים קיט( ִמכָּל ְמלְַמַּדי ִהְשׂ נ  ֶבּן זֹוָמא אֹוֵמר, אֵיזֶהּו ָחכָם? ַהּלֹוֵמד ִמכָּל אָָדם, ֶשׁ
ֵמַח ְבֶּחלְקֹו, ׂ יר? ַהָשּ ֹּכֵד עִיר. אֵיזֶהּו עִָשׁ ל ְבּרּוחֹו ִמל ֶּאֱַמר )משלי טז( טֹוב אֶֶרְך אַפַּיִם ִמגִּּבֹור ּומֵשׁ נ  גִּבֹור? ַהּכֹוֵבׁש אֶת יִצְרֹו, ֶשׁ
ֶּה. וְטֹוב לְָך, לָעֹולָם ַהָבּא. אֵיזֶהּו ְמכָֻבּד? ֶריָך, ָבּעֹולָם ַהז ֶריָך וְטֹוב לְָך. אְַשׁ ֶּאֱַמר )תהלים קכח( יְגִיעַ כַּפֶּיָך כִּי ֹתאכֵל אְַשׁ נ  ֶשׁ

ֶּאֱַמר )שמואל א ב( כִּי ְמכְַבַּדי ֲאכֵַבּד ּוֹבזַי יֵָקּלּו נ :ַהְמכֵַבּד אֶת ַהְבִּרּיֹות, ֶשׁ
 
Questions to consider:
1. How might “Honor your father and mother” be re-interpreted in light of this Mishna?
2. What other parenting advice can we learn from this Mishna?

For more explicit parental advice, consider the following pointers from Rabbi Akiva:
 
Text #3 - Talmud Bavli, Masechet Pesachim 112a  
The Sages taught: Rabbi Akiva commanded Rabbi Yehoshua, his son, about seven matters: 1) My son, 
do not sit at the high point of a city and study [since you will be interrupted]. 2) And do not live in 
a city whose leaders are Torah scholars [as they are too busy to govern]. 3) And do not enter your 
house suddenly; all the more so do not enter the house of another [without knocking]. 4) And do 
not withhold shoes from your feet. 5) Wake up and eat [early], in the summer due to the heat, and 
in the winter due to the cold. 6) And make your Shabbat like a weekday [if necessary] and do not 
be beholden to other beings [by overspending]. 7) And exert yourself to join together with a person 
upon whom the hour smiles.
 תנו רבנן שבעה דברים צוה רבי עקיבא את רבי יהושע בנו בני אל תשב בגובהה של עיר ותשנה ואל תדור בעיר
 שראשיה תלמידי חכמים. ואל תכנס לביתך פתאום כל שכן לבית חבירך ואל תמנע מנעלים מרגליך השכם ואכול בקיץ
 .מפני החמה ובחורף מפני הצינה ועשה שבתך חול ואל תצטרך לבריות והוי משתדל עם אדם שהשעה משחקת לו

Questions to consider:
1. What advice from Rabbi Akiva surprises you the most? Which do you most appreciate?
2. How can parents model these lessons in ways that specifically honor their children?
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