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I recently saw a photo of Jackie Robinson from the 1950’s. In the picture, you can clearly 

see all of the fans in the stands. You’d be hard pressed to find a gentleman not wearing a 

fedora to go along with his jacket and tie. The women in the stands are equally well-

dressed. A generation or two ago, this was standard fair – even at a baseball game. In 

such a short time, so much has changed. When Rachel and I attended a concert of the 

New York Philharmonic a little while ago, shirt sleeves and comfortable shoes seemed to 

be the norm – even among those who remember watching Jackie Robinson play.  

 

Now, there are still moments that demand more of us: a wedding, a dinner, standing on 

The Jewish Center bimah. .  .  . But those occasions seem to be fewer and fewer. Many 

see it as a comment on our society’s increasing move away from the formal and the 

structured in favor of a preference for the more casual and relaxed. I think there’s much 

to be said for this; but I also see it a little differently. I see it as a symptom of the lack of 

attention we pay to the notion of preparation.  

 

Yet when it comes to the holiday of Shavuos, it seems the Torah expects us to gravitate 

toward the opposite pole. The three days before the holiday – Sunday, Monday and 

Tuesday – have a special name and a special status. They’re known as the שלושת ימי הגבלה 

modeled after the three days in which the Jewish people readied themselves to receive the 

Torah on the foot of Har Sinai. What’s so stunning, though, is that the period of 

preparation is longer than the holiday itself! 

 

Think of our other holidays: Pesach, Sukkos, Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur. We might 

start getting ready in advance, but on the Jewish calendar – there’s only one day set aside 

called Erev Sukkos or Erev Pesach. And in all those cases it’s perfectly rational. Every 

holiday at the very least features a mitzvah that requires preparation. I have bake to 

matzos, build a sukkah, practice blowing shofar, eat on Erev Yom Kippur. What am I 

preparing for in the days leading up to Shavuos? 

 

To understand what these days of preparation are all about, let's return for a moment to 

the text. What did Moshe tell the people to do? What were the concrete acts that the 

Jewish people were supposed to perform in order to ready themselves for קבלת התורה? 

Keep an ear open for the action verbs: 

 

  יט שמות פרק 

  שמלתם: וכבסוהיום ומחר  וקדשתם(י) ויאמר יקוק אל משה לך אל העם 

  (יא) והיו נכנים ליום השלישי כי ביום השלשי ירד יקוק לעיני כל העם על הר סיני:

  את העם סביב  והגבלת(יב) 

Hashem said to Moshe: Go the people and tell them to purify themselves today and 

tomorrow and let them wash their clothes. Let them be ready on the third day . . . and set 

boundaries for them around the mountain. . .  
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Notice that the Torah tells us that there were three ways in which the Jewish people were 

to prepare for the moment of revelation:  

 

 ;they sanctified themselves – וקדשתם •

  ;they laundered their clothing – וכבסו שמלותם •

  .they set up boundary markers so as not to come too close to Har Sinai – והגבלת •

 

Now notice the context in which these directions are given. They come not just before 

revelation, but on the heels of God’s mission statement to the Jewish people: 

 ואתם תהוי לי ממלכת כהנים וגוי קדוש

You shall be a kingdom of priests and a holy people.  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that these three types of preparation are the action steps – they 

tell us how it is that we can become a גוי קדוש. Or to put it differently, they signify the 

three types of kedusha that it will be possible to bring about in the world using the Torah 

as our vehicle. The psukim are telling us about the transformative capacity of the Torah 

we’re about to receive.  

 

There are fundamentally three types of קדושה in Judaism:  קדושת הזמן, קדושת הגוף, וקדושת

 המקום

 

 means that we can make time holy by celebrating days like Shabbos קדושת הזמן •

and holidays. That’s what the Torah means when it says וקדשתם – make them 

holy. Rashi says it means וזמנתם – from the word זמן – give them a sense of time: 

teach that there will be moments ahead that will be special.  

 Why is the Torah interested in something .וכבסו שמלותם .is about people קדושת הגוף •

as seemingly banal as laundering clothes? Because it symbolizes what’s to come: 

Namely, the notion that it will be possible to cleanse – not just our clothing – but 

our very selves. We’ll be able to create holy human beings. 

• And finally קדושת המקום means that certain places, as a result of something we can 

do – can become holy. 

 

The next three days aren’t like the days before any other holiday. In advance of all the 

other holidays, any time we set aside to prepare is just that: it’s not an inherently holy 

time but rather a pragmatic moment. In order to fulfill the mitzvah of living in a sukkah 

on the 15
th

 of Tishrei I naturally need to spend time on the 14
th

 building the sukkah. If I 

want to have matzah to eat on seder night, of necessity I have to bake it or buy it before 

Pesach. 

 

On Shavuos, there is no mitzvah to perform. The days we spend preparing – the days set 

us aside to ready us – aren’t about pragmatics at all. In fact, they’re quite the opposite. On 

all the other holidays, we prepare for the mitzvah; we perform the mitzvah; and it’s that 

performance of the mitzvah that generates an emotional or cognitive response. We blow 

the shofar so that we’ll be awakened to the notion of teshuvah. We wave the lulav so 

we’ll be moved to recognize our capacity to be a unified people.  
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In the case of Shavuos, it’s not the mitzvah that generates the human response – there is 

no mitzvah. It’s rather the days leading up to the holiday that are set aside to provide the 

intellectual and psychological color for the theme of the day. Through the model of the  'ג

  .the Torah teaches us the profound transformative opportunities that lay in store ימי הגבלה

 

Using the Torah as our guide, we mere mortals really do have the capacity to bring 

kedushah into this mundane world.  

 

• We can sanctify time by making Shabbos and Yontif the temporal sanctuaries on 

our calendars. 

• We can sanctify our physical selves by observing mitzvos like Kashrus and 

Taharas Hamishpacha – halachos that elevate us and set us apart from people 

who lead less conscious lives. 

• And we can sanctify places. By bringing Torah into a room we transform it into a 

holy בית מדרש; and by bringing a community together to daven we create a  בית

  .a hallowed space endowed with sanctity – מקדש מעט a – כנסת

 

Today is the 46
th

 day of the omer. We have exactly three days left until Shavuos. They’re 

three very special days. In the 21
st
 century, the notion of advance preparation needs a 

little support. Much easier to come “as is” straight from work than to have to worry about 

yet another outfit. But the Torah attaches enormous value to the notion of preparation. 

Erev Yontif and Erev Shabbos are special days. But in the case of the days leading up to 

Shavuos, they mean something even more.  

 

What an opportunity we have before us: Three days to contemplate and consider just how 

this revolutionary text called the Torah can be an instrument for the creation of sanctity in 

our lives. This Shavuos can be a magical one – if only we’re willing to take the time and 

the energy between now and then – to make it so.  

 


