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CHAG SAMAI’ACH! This Torah Dialogue is for the holiday 
of Shavuot, the 6th & 7th days of Sivan, 5778. We chant 
Hallel and take out two Sifrei Torah. On the 1st day of 
Shavuot we read the Aramaic poem, Akdamut, praising 
Hashem, before the Kohen makes his brachah on the 
Torah. On the 2nd day of Shavuot we read the Megillah of 
Ruth because Ruth converted to Judaism, similar to the 
fact that we all embraced the Torah and converted at 
Mount Sinai. We duchen both days of Yom Tov. 
 

[Compiled by Rabbi Edward Davis (RED), Rabbi Emeritus, 
Young Israel of Hollywood-Ft. Lauderdale] 

 
1. Akdamut. Akdamut was composed in the 11th century in 
Germany by Rabbi Meir ben Rabbi Yitzchak, a chazzan and 
rabbinic leader in that community. In ancient times, when the 
Torah was read publicly, the Meturgeman (translator) stood 
next to the Torah reader and orally gave a verse by verse 
translation and explanation of the reading of the Torah. 
Akdamut was composed as an introduction and explanation of 
the Ten Commandments. The first four lines are the poet’s 
request for permission from Hashem and from his listeners to 
explain the text of the Ten Commandments. Further along in 
the poem is the statement that Hashem prepared His work in 
the first six days of Creation. In essence, what the poet is saying 
is that all the miracles and all events that transcend natural, 
physical law which have occurred and shall occur until the end 
of time, were preordained and designated during the six days 
of Creation. Therefore no miracle should truly be deemed as a 
contradiction of the laws of Nature, for Hashem had already 
decreed during the first week of Creation that these miracles 
should happen as part of the natural course of events. This is 
in accordance with the line in Kohelet: “And there is nothing new 
under the sun.” Hence we should accept that since the first day 
of Creation Hashem does not alter the physical laws. 
 
2. Birkat Kohanim. When the Kohanim ascend the Duchan 
(the platform) they give the divine blessing as dictated to them 
in the Torah. Righteous people are promised material and 
spiritual blessings, regardless of what the Kohanim are doing. 
Wicked people, on the other hand, are warned that divine 
punishment will overtake them, despite what the Kohanim are 
doing. The question that many commentators ask is what value 
is the priestly benediction when we believe that our own actions 
are what determine whether we receive blessings or not. Rabbi 
Chaim Paltiel explains that the Priestly Blessing is reserved for 
the righteous and the good. Its purpose is to counter and negate 
any curses that may have been thrown against them by vile 
persons such as Bilaam, to whom Hashem granted the power 
of cursing. Additionally, the Birkat Kohanim is effective in 
hastening the fulfillment of the rewards promised to righteous 
people. I would add that not all of us fall comfortably within the 
category of the righteous or of the evil. Since we are in the 
middle, lacking the consistency to be righteous at all times, the 
Birkat Kohanim can be effective in helping us gain the rewards 
of being righteous people. This also speaks to the issue of how 
we are dealt with by Hashem. Even if Hashem has already 
decided on Rosh HaShanah what our fate will be during this 
year, we have the capacity to alter and change His mind by 
further doing good, and by receiving the blessings the Kohanim 

give us on holidays. We are able to ascend the religious ladder 
and receive reward and blessing. 
 
3. The two versions of the Ten Commandments (here in 
Parshat Yitro, and later in Parshat Va’Etchanan) differ slightly. 
The Ibn Ezra writes extensively to explain each difference in the 
two versions. Here it says, “Remember the Shabbat,” and later 
it will say “Guard the Shabbat.” The Ramban states that 
remembering Shabbat refers to all the positive commandments 
of Shabbat, as in the lighting of candles and enhancing the 
banquet atmosphere of Shabbat. Guarding the Shabbat is a 
negative commandment which warns us to prevent any 
desecration of Shabbat. The Dubnover Maggid notes the 
distinction between these two major themes. A poor person can 
easily observe the commandment not to desecrate the Shabbat 
because he has no business enterprises that would suffer from 
closing down for a day. On the other hand, his poverty makes 
the positive commandment very difficult for him, for he cannot 
afford to buy wine, meat, fish, candles and clothes, and all these 
extras that would honor the Shabbat properly. On the other 
hand, the successful businessman easily and happily spends 
all that is necessary to increase Shabbat pleasure and enhance 
its glory. The commandment to observe and guard Shabbat, 
however, he fulfills grudgingly because shutting down all his 
affairs on Shabbat seems to cause financial loss. Therefore our 
Sages equate these two, remembering and guarding, in the 
same breath, at the same time. The rich man must guard the 
Shabbat with the same enthusiasm as he remembers it, 
moreover he must give generously to the poor to help them to 
remember the Shabbat just as they guard it. 
 
4. The haftorah of the first day is an extremely enigmatic 
portion of Navi: the 1st chapter of the prophecy of Ezekiel. 
Rarely do we find this type of a vision of how God is depicted in 
prophecy. We have it in the 6th chapter of Isaiah and here in the 
1st chapter of Ezekiel. The connection to the Torah reading is 
obvious because the experience of the Revelation at Sinai was 
similar, but it was open to the entire nation of Israel to stand at 
Sinai and hear the voice of Hashem. The sound and light 
display that accompanied the Revelation at Sinai was very 
powerful in terms of making an impact upon the Jewish people 
that would extend well beyond that generation. Our generation, 
too, is affected by the events of many, many years ago. Yet in 
all these cases we realize that events like this one are not 
automatically eternal in terms of its impact upon the witnesses 
of the events. I think of the haftorah portion for Parshat Ki Tissa 
where Eliyahu the Prophet conducts a revelation at Mount 
Carmel with God demonstrating power and authority over the 
hundreds of false prophets. Yet Eliyahu did not see the 
effectiveness being long lasting at all. In the Torah portion the 
events at Sinai did not stop the people from failing miserably a 
mere 40 days later by succumbing to the sin and the debacle of 
the Golden Calf. It is the nurturing of the relationship between 
Hashem and His people which is far more lasting and effective 
than the sound and light display of something unique and 
special. Maybe both are actually needed in order to create the 
eternal relationship between Hashem and Bnei Yisrael. (RED) 
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QUESTIONS FOR SHAVUOT 5778 

by Rabbi Edward Davis, Rabbi Emeritus 
 

1. Why is this Pilgrimage Festival only one day according to the Torah, while the other two Pilgrimage Festi-
vals are a week-long holiday? (Sifri in Parshat Re’eh)  

2. The Or HaChaim wrote that Shavuot means “Weeks.” Tweaking the vowel on the first letter renders the 
name Shvuo’ot – Oaths. What two oaths are celebrated on this holiday? [Hint: one by Hashem and one by 
Bnei Yisrael.] 

3. How do we refer to this holiday in our davening? And how does the Torah refer to this holiday in the lein-
ing? 

4. Why do we wait on the first night of Shavuot to daven Ma’ariv at nightfall, and not earlier? 

5. In what city and country was the poem Akdamut written, and by whom? 

6. Why do we eat dairy food on Shavuot? 

7. Why was the Torah given in the desert? (And not in Eretz Yisrael?) 

8. Which Megillah do we read on Shavuot? 

9. Who wrote this Megillah? 

10. Why read this Megillah on Shavuot? 

11. What are the seven fruits of Eretz Yisrael the farmers brought to the Holy Temple on Shavuot? 

12. Could a farmer bring raisins instead of grapes?  
  
 Relationships 

a) Aharon – Elisheva 
b) Elisheva – Nachshon 
c) Nachshon – King David 
d) Aharon – King David 
e) Calev – Nachshon  

 

 
 

ANSWERS FOR SHAVUOT 5778 
 

1. Sukkot is a holiday that occurs after all the harvests are finished. Pesach was also during the time when 
there was no work required in the fields. Hence these are week-long festivals. Shavuot came at a time 
where agricultural work was required. Therefore the Torah made it only one day. 

2. Hashem swore that He would not exchange the Jewish people for another nation. And Bnei Yisrael swore 
that we will never exchange Hashem for another deity. 

3. Davening: the time of the Giving of the Torah. Leining: the Day of the Bikkurim (First Fruits). 
4. The Torah says that we must count seven complete weeks from Pesach! 
5. Akdamut was composed by R. Meir ben R. Yitzchak in Worms, Germany. (The legend is that Rashi learned 

Torah from him.) 
6. Many answers are given. Most popular is that there are new laws of kashrut being introduced with the giving 

of the Torah; therefore no kosher meat was readily available. 
7. The Torah being given at Sinai in the desert indicated that it was available to everyone. 
8. The Megillah of Ruth. 
9. The Prophet Samuel. 
10. Ruth converted and accepted the mitzvot. We accept the mitzvot on Shavuot as well. (There are many other 

reasons offered by commentaries.) 
11. Wheat, Barley, Grapes, Pomegranates, Figs, Olives, Dates. 
12. According to a Tosefta, those who lived near Yerushalayim brought grapes; those who lived far from 

Yerushalayim could bring raisins. 
 

 
 Relationships: 

a) Husband – Wife 
b) Sister – Brother 
c) Great, great, great…. grandfather 
d) Great, great …. uncle 
e) Distant cousins 
 

 

 


