The Chosen People: Was There Even a Choice?
Sarit Anstandig, AAOM Pre-Shavuot Shiur
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When the Lord appeared to give Torah to Israel, it is not to Israel alone that He appeared, but to all
of the nations. First, He went to the children of Esau, and He asked them: Will you accept the
Torah? They asked: What is written in it? He answered: "You shall not kill" (Exodus 20:13). They
answered: The entire essence of our father is murder, as it is written (Genesis 27:22) "And the hands
are the hands of Esau.” And it is with this that his father assured him (Ibid. 27:40) "And by your
sword shall you live." He then went to the children of Ammon and Moab and asked them: Will you
accept the Torah? They asked: What is written in it? He answered: "You shall not commit adultery."
They answered: Lord of the Universe, illicit relations is our entire essence, as it is written (Ibid.
19:36) "And the two daughters of Lot conceived by their father." He then went and found the
children of Ishmael and asked them: Will you accept the Torah? They asked: What is written in it?
He answered: "You shall not steal" (Exodus, 1bid.) They answered: Lord of the Universe, our
father's entire essence is stealing, viz. (Genesis 16:12) "And he (Ishmael) shall be a wild man, his
hand against all." There was none among all of the nations to whom He did not go and speak and
knock at their door, asking if they would accept the Torah, as it says (Psalms 138:4): "All the kings
of the earth will acknowledge You, O Lord, for they heard the words of Your mouth.” .... Israel
accepted the Torah with all of its explanations and inferences.
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1 In the third month after the children of Israel left the land of Egypt, the same day they came into
the wilderness of Sinai. 2 And when they departed from Rephidim and came to the wilderness of
Sinai, they encamped in the wilderness; and there Israel encamped before the mount. 3 And Moses
went up to God, and the Lord called to him out of the mountain, saying: “Thus shall you say to the
house of Jacob, and tell the children of Israel: 4 You have seen what | did to the Egyptians and how

I carrred you on eagles' wings, and brought you to Me. 5 Now, therefore, LQLomAuthsten_th;L

earthJiMme 6 and you shaII be to Me a kmgdom of prrests and a hon natron These are the words
which you shall speak to the children of Israel.” 7 And Moses came and called for the elders of the
people and set before them all these words which the Lord commanded him. 8 And all the people

” And Moses reported the

words of the people to the Lord
17 And Moses brought forth the people out of the camp to meet God; and they stood at the

lowermost part (tachtit) of the mount.
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“and they stood at the lowermost part (tachtit) of the mount” (Exodus 19:17): Rabbi Avdimi
bar Hama bar Hasa said: this verse teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He, overturned the
mountain above them like a tub, and said to them: If you accept the Torah, excellent, and if
not, there will be your burial. Rav Aha bar Ya’akov said: From here there is a substantial
caveat to the obligation to fulfill the Torah. The Jewish people can claim that they were coerced
into accepting the Torah, and it is therefore not binding. Rava said: Even so, they again accepted
it willingly in the time of Ahasuerus, as it is written: “The Jews ordained, and took upon them,
and upon their seed, and upon all such as joined themselves unto them” (Esther 9:27), and he
taught: The Jews ordained what they had already taken upon themselves through coercion at
Sinai...

Reish Lakish said: What is the meaning of that which is written: “And there was evening and
there was morning, the sixth day” (Genesis 1:31)? Why do | require the superfluous letter heh,
the definite article, which does not appear on any of the other days? It teaches that the Holy One,
Blessed be He, established a condition with the act of Creation, and said to them: If Israel
accepts the Torah on the sixth day of Sivan, you will exist; and if they do not accept it, I will
return you to the primordial state of chaos and disorder. Therefore, the earth was afraid until the
Torah was given to Israel, lest it be returned to a state of chaos. Once the Jewish people accepted
the Torah, the earth was calmed.
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"overturned the mountain above them like a tub™ - Even though they had already said “We will do
and we will listen,” perhaps they retracted when they saw the great fire [on the mountain] that
caused their souls to depart.
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The Israelites did not accept the Torah until the Holy One, blessed be He, arched the mountain over
them like a vessel, as it is said: And they stood beneath the mountain (Exod. 19:17)... If you should
say that He arched the mountain over them because of the Written Law, isn’t it true that as soon as
He said to them, “Will you accept the Torah?” they all responded, “We will do and hear” because
the Written Law was brief and requwed no strlvmg and sufferlng but rather He threatened them

Maharal, Gur Aryeh, Shemot 19:17 — 1o:w> nmw aR " n .6

N9V YOTIAR NOA2 77 2700V 1193 97 ...07Y9an WK ORY ,INT 79VR2 22210 07 NP7 20T 00127
122 11%02 27,220 NP9 TR TN 00 DR 1T LT W 0 KD AR 99D 379930 WOR CRW L1007
"YW O P12 70 27 " AT nREa DY (LMD Naw) ow X327 707 ...1000I¥ 1 RY - 192p KD OXY , 07000

I T7INT DR PRI 1727 RY ORW LMWK wWYH OV 0"2p0 Inaw 7a%n 2% an? 000 X' L,(RY LR DOwRI2)
D021 X33 37103 NP0 9 A12 - NO0RD 7 09V 17193 2% W97 X2 ARNT I1 M1 1IN 29w

Obligated things are considered more important, such that you can’t do without them... Therefore
He held the mountain over them to make known the importance of the Torah, that we cannot do
without it at all. And if He had not done this, they [the Israelites] would say that the Torah is not
obligated forever, they only accepted it voluntarily, and if they had not accepted it — they would not
be obligated in it... Therefore it was brought there (Shabbat 88a) this teaching: “”And there was
evening and there was morning, the sixth day’ (Genesis 1:31)? Why do | require the

superfluous letter heh? It teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He, established a condition with the
act of Creation, and said to them: If Israel accepts the Torah [on the sixth day of Sivan], you will
exist; and if they do not accept it, I will return you to the primordial state of chaos and disorder.”
This teaching comes to explain why He held the mountain over them like a barrel — to state that the

ving of f hi |
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In the way of the world, a king of flesh and blood who builds a castle does not do so from his own
knowledge, but rather from the knowledge of an architect, and the architect does not build it from
his own knowledge, but rather he has scrolls and books in order to know how to make rooms and

doorways. So too the Holy One, Blessed, be He, gazed into the Torah and created the world.
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Some say that this refers to the wedding canopy and consecration of the congregation of Israel that
were consecrated to God, Blessed be He, at the time of the giving of the Torah: the wedding canopy
is Mount Sinai that was overturned above us like a tub and we stood under the mountain like we
were under the wedding canopy, and the consecration is the giving of the Torah.



