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By a show of hands, how many of you have been to Israel? 

How many of you have been to Jerusalem?  Who goes to Israel without going to Jerusalem? 

How many of you have been to the Kotel/the Western Wall? Who goes to Jerusalem without 

going to the Kotel! 

One more question:  How many of you have been to Mount Sinai? 

Isn’t that strange?!  The most significant, dramatic, transformative event in all of Jewish history 

if not human history happened at Mount Sinai, and almost no one has been there?!  I have 

actually been to Mount Sinai…I think.  In 1997 Sari and I crossed the border near Eilat and 

drove in an Egyptian tour bus across the dusty Sinai peninsula to a place they call Jebel Mousa, 

or the mountain of Moses.  At the base of this mountain is the Santa Katarina monastery, which 

has been there since the sixth century.  The Santa Katarina website, yes even a 1,500 year old 

monastery has a website, makes the following claim: 

The Greek Orthodox monastery of the God-trodden Mount Sinai is located at the very place 

where God appeared to Moses in the Burning Bush, beneath the Mount of the Decalogue. 

The very place of the burning bush and the Decalogue or Ten Commandments.  But that is a 

statement of faith rather than historical accuracy.  We have no way of actually knowing where 

Mt. Sinai is located.  Josephus, the first century Jewish historian says that Mount Sinai was in an 

area called Arabia Petraea, a Roman province near today’s southern Syria and Jordan.  Exodus 

chapters 3 and 4 rather explicitly state that MS is in Midian--where Moses was shepherding the 

flocks of his Midianite priest father-in-law Jethro when he first discovered the burning bush on 

Mt. Sinai.  The New Testament Book of Galatians states that Mt. Sinai is unequivocally in 

Arabia.  Jebel Mousa, where I traveled in 1997 also seems to have been a sacred site and a place 

of pilgrimage for various desert tribes long before it was presumed to be the incontrovertible 

Mount Sinai by the Greek Orthodox Church.  There is simply no consensus, either among 

ancient texts or modern scholars, as to where exactly Mount Sinai is located.  And there is no 
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mitzvah to make a pilgrimage to Mt. Sinai; No sense that we ought to figure out where it is, or a 

way back to it.   

This morning’s Torah reading makes this all the more mind boggeling…The opening words of 

the parasha state:  Vayiddabeir Hashem el Moseh be’Har Sinai leimor… 

And God spoke to Moses on Mt. Sinai saying… 

Following this, the Torah goes into all the details surrounding the sabbatical year, the seventh 

year when the land could not be worked or planted or harvested at all.  Rashi asks a famous 

question about that verse:  Mah inyan shmitta etzel Har Sinai?  In other words:  What does the 

sabbatical year have to do with Mt. Sinai? All the mitzvoth were given at Mt. Sinai!  Why does 

the Torah need to specifically isolate that the Shmitta year was communicated at Mt. Sinai?  So 

Rashi answers the question by saying that not only were the general categories of law transmitted 

by God to Moses at Mt. Sinai, but even the minute details, the fine points, the various 

applications of each of the laws were also taught at Mt. Sinai.  That must be why it took Moses 

so long to finally come down from that place.  There was a lot of information to record and 

remember!   

Which makes my question all the more poignant:  If every single one of the 613 mitzvot were 

transmitted both in a categorical sense as well as in an extremely detailed way at Mount Sinai, 

why don’t we revere that place as being the holiest place in the world?  Why don’t we know 

precisely and unequivocally where it is located?  Why doesn’t every single Jew make a point of 

visiting Mt. Sinai, the one place on earth where God chose to reveal the Torah?  Why don’t we 

make pilgrimages there three times a year or more?  Why isn’t there a birthright trip to Mt. 

Sinai?? 

Instead, there is another pilgrimage site.  Another location that we know without a doubt what 

happened there and what stood on that piece of real estate.  A different mountain altogether.  Not 

Mount Sinai, but Mount Moriah.  Not only is that where the near sacrifice of Isaac is said to have 

happened, but it is where the two Holy Temples once stood; where Jews came from all around to 

offer sacrifices, to gather on holidays, to seek justice from the Sanhedrin. It is where the luchot, 

the tablets of the covenant were stored, and where the priests of Israel called upon God’s 

presence at the altar.  The location of that place, nobody questions, nobody doubts.  A week from 
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today is Yom Yerushalayim, Jerusalem Reunification Day.  In 1967, in the midst of the Six Day 

War, the Israel Defense Forces liberated the city of Jerusalem from Jordanian occupation.  What 

are the immortal words from that day when Jews were able to approach the Kotel again? You 

remember that iconic picture of the three Israeli paratroopers approaching the Western Wall, and 

the commander Motta Gur broadcasting the words: Har Ha’Bayit beyadeinu, the Temple Mount 

is in our hands.  Everybody knew where the Temple Mount was located, and what it has meant to 

the Jewish people for all time. 

So why has Mt. Sinai remained a total mystery, a figment of the past, while Mt. Moriah 

continues to be the very center of Jewish consciousness, the direction toward which Jews 

everywhere in the world face in prayer? 

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik taught that Mount Sinai was endowed with temporary sanctity.  It was 

sacred only when God gave the Torah to the Jewish people.  But once God withdrew the divine 

presence from that mountain it was no longer considered a holy site.  In contrast, Mt. Moriah has 

a permanent sanctity that can never be erased, even though the Temples that once stood there 

have long since been destroyed. To this day, some Jews do not go up to the top of the Temple 

Mount out of concern that they might accidently step where the Holy of Holies once was or some 

other particularly sensitive spot up there.  The difference between the two mountains is this 

according to Rav Soloveichik: 

What happened at Mount Sinai is what we would call today a “top down” experience.  The 

Jewish people stood at a distance, marveling at all the sounds and lights and trembling earth. 

They listened passively as Moses presented them with the laws.  They were not participants, they 

were spectators.  In the little bit of talking they do, they react to everything they’ve witnessed by 

saying na’aseh ve’nishma, basically, whatever You say God, we’ll do it.  Just don’t ask us to 

come any closer.  It is very one-directional, very passive, very top-own. 

Mt. Moriah, is the total opposite.  What happened on the Temple Mount?  What was the purpose 

of the sacrificial system?  It was the human effort to draw God closer to the people.  That’s why 

sacrifices are called korbanot, from the root word Karov, to be close.  Mt. Moriah was where the 

Jewish people went to seek God; where through their efforts and deep desire wanted desperately 

to feel God’s presence in that unique space.  Sanctity, holiness, kedusha is not about geography.  

It is rarely linked to a particular place in Judaism.  Kedusha is the result of human initiative.  
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That’s why we are so much more interested in the Temple Mount than we are in Mt. Sinai.  By 

the way, the State of Israel gave up the purported Mt. Sinai or Jebel Mousa to Egypt!  After only 

15 years of control over the Sinai Peninsula, Israel relinquished the 7.500 square miles of 

territory in a peace treaty with Egypt.  Can you ever imagine under any circumstances the State 

of Israel relinquishing the Temple Mount or the Kotel? 

There is such a powerful lesson here about our role in creating holiness in the world. Brown 

University Jewish Studies professor Michael Satlow argues that “Judaism cannot serve as the 

subject of a verb; it cannot “do” anything.  Judaism neither believes nor prescribes, it does not 

think or say. Jews, not Judaism, have agency.” Whenever someone asks me, “What does Judaism 

say about…?” I have to say some Jews say this and other Jews say that…But Judaism does not 

speak or opine or declare.  Every time someone asks whether Judaism is still relevant, I want to 

say, do you make Judaism relevant? Every time someone challenges whether Judaism is 

exciting, meaningful, accessible, joyful I want to put it right back on them:  Do you make it 

exciting?  Is your practice of Judaism full of meaning and joy?  Is the Judaism you associate with 

accessible?  Do you help make it so?  Judaism is nothing if Jews don’t breathe life into it.  On 

this baseball Shabbat I must say that unlike America’s pastime, Judaism is not a spectator sport.  

We are not at Mt. Sinai, and we’re never going back to Mt. Sinai where God does all the 

pyrotechnics, and we sit back and watch and marvel.  We are Har Ha’Bayit Jews, Temple Mount 

Jews, Mount Moriah Jews.  And Judaism will rise or fall based on our initiative, our action. 

Judaism is what the Jewish people says it is, and what the Jewish people do with it.  Let’s do our 

Judaism boldly, beautifully, and with deep conviction.  If we do, we’ll have a whole lot less to 

worry about, and a whole lot more to rejoice in! 


