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The Good News 

 

 This week brought unexpected good news to the Modern Orthodox community.  After 
months of hard work, negotiations, lawsuits, letters from rabbis including our own, the JTA 
reported Wednesday that, “The Chief Rabbinate of Israel will accept letters confirming 
individuals’ Judaism from Avi Weiss, a New York liberal Orthodox rabbi.”  In fact, our friend 
Naftali Bennet, Israel’s minister of religious services, who in the past was a member of KJ and 
visited us in November was integral in achieving this deal.  What a pleasant surprise this was to 
all of American Modern Orthodox Jews this week.  What good news. 

 Our tradition has specific berakhot we say when we are presented with good news.  One 
blessing is, הטוב והמטיב' ברוך אתה ה , Blessed are you, God, Who is good and does good, and the 
other is Shehechyanu, נו לזמן הזהשהחיינו וקיימנו והגיע', וך אתה הבר , Blessed are you, God, Who has 
given us life, sustained us, and enabled us to reach this occasion.  Like all berakhot, however, 
they contain what seems like a grammatical mistake.  It’s less apparent in Hatov vehameitiv, but 
think about shehechyanu.  It starts out addressing God in the second person—Blessed are You, 
God.  In mid-sentence, however, it switches to talking about God, in the third person form.  It 
should have said, שהחייתנו וקיימתנו והגיעתנו לזמן הזה' ברוך אתה ה .  Blessed are You, that YOU have 
given us life, and YOU have sustained us.  Instead it switches to שהחיינו, Blessed are you, HE 
who has given us life.  It’s true in all of the berakhot.  Think about the blessings we say on 
food— שהכל נהיה בדברו' ברוך אתה ה --- Blessed are you God, that everything was created in His 
word.  Should it not be שהכל נהיה בדבריך, that everything was created in YOUR word?  The rabbis 
of the Talmud would have gotten a C in grammar. 

 Of course, this is not a mistake at all, and the answer to this question lies in a truth that 
emerges from our reading this morning.  We read about ma’amad Har Sinai, the revelation at 
Sinai.  The people are all at the foot of the mountain, gathered around.  God, speaking from 
amidst the smoke and thunder, reveals the Ten Commandments directly to them.  What a sight.  
This was, as far as Judaism is concerned, the most important event in all of history. 

 However, a closer look at the verses describing this gargantuan occasion reveals that 
there are, in fact, two different readings of the story.  Two different and contradictory images 
emerge from the Bible’s description.   

One image is the one that we all might imagine.  Moshe tells the people to get ready, to 
purify themselves for three days, “for on the third day the Lord will come down לעיני כל העם, in 
the sight of the whole nation.”  All of Israel will experience a direct encounter with the divine—
they will see and hear God.  God descends upon the mountain and delivers the commandments.   

After these commandments, we hear the people’s reactions:  וכל העם ראים את הקולת ואת
 All the people witnessed the voices, the sounds and the flames.  And they pleaded with ,הלפידים
Moshe, “You speak to us,” they say, “but let not God speak to us again, lest we die.”  They have 
just heard the commandments directly from the mouth of God, so to speak, and they would 
prefer to avoid such direct encounters in the future.  That is the image they teach about in 
religious schools and the image that has become so central to Jewish theology.  So much so that 
Rabbi Yehuda Halevi in The Kuzari, one of the most important books of medieval Jewish 



philosophy, builds his entire argument for the existence of God on this notion that God revealed 
Himself and spoke to the entire Jewish people! 

 Other parts of the reading, however, reveal a very different story.  From the beginning, 
God tells Moshe that He will tell all the commandments directly to him, and the people will 
merely overhear.  Before God begins speaking, He calls only Moshe up to the mountain.  
Moreover, God commands the people with hagbala, to stand back.  “Set a boundary for the 
people around the mountain.”  At this moment of great closeness to God, the people must all 
stand back.  Finally, the verse introducing the Ten Commandments does not just say “God spoke 
to the people and said…”  One verse earlier, the last verse of Chapter 19, completely changes the 
scene: “Moses went down to the people and spoke to them; God said all these words.”  Moshe 
relays the commandments to the people, and God does not tell them directly.  Indeed, in Cecil B. 
DeMille’s classic epic The Ten Commandments, it is Charlton Heston alone, as Moses on Mount 
Sinai, who receives the commandments from God. 

 This contradiction is amplified even further in Parashat Va’etchanan.  In his farewell 
speech to the Israelites, Moshe repeats the story of what happened at Har Sinai.  First he tells 
them, “ בפנים םפני , Face to face the Lord spoke to you on the mountain,” and, almost in one 
breath, in the very next verse he says, “I stood between the Lord and you to convey God’s words 
to you!”  So were they face to face, or was Moshe between them?  Which one is it?  Did God, in 
a miraculous sound and light show, reveal the commandments directly to B’nei Yisrael?  Or is 
that traditional image a completely fictitious fabrication, and it was really just Moshe?  Who’s 
right?  Yehuda Halevi or Cecil B. DeMille? 

 The midrash quoted by Rashi gives a classic midrashic answer to our contradiction.  
What they call in the yeshivas an “ukimta”—there were two different cases.  God gave the first 
two commandments directly to B’nei Yisrael, and He gave the remaining eight to Moshe who 
then related them to the people.  All the verses that mentioned God talking to the Israelites 
directly were about the first two, and all the other verses were about the other eight.   

 I would like, however, to suggest a different interpretation.  Ma’amad Har Sinai 
represents the first meeting between God and all of B’nei Yisrael.   As such, God sets the stage 
for what will forever be the model for that relationship—and that model contains within itself a 
paradox.  On the one hand, B’nei Yisrael received the commandments directly from God and 
they came close to the mountain.  The Jewish people engage directly with a personal God and we 
have close contact with Him.    On the other hand, the Israelites kept a distance.  They stayed 
behind a mandated border to the mountain, and were given the commandments through an 
intermediary.  They were too afraid, too in awe, to hear them directly from God, and they had to 
keep a distance. 

 In our relationship with God, we strive to get as close to God as possible; simultaneously, 
we remain aware of God’s greatness and our unworthiness in comparison.  We see God as Avinu, 
our loving Father, and also as Malkeinu, our great and eternal King.  We advance towards God, 
and as we get closer, we retreat in awe.  This complex relationship is expressed so beautifully 
and accurately in Michelangelo’s painting on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.  Adam and God 
both extend their arms, and, as Adam is about to hug and kiss his Father—he can’t.  He retreats.   
Adam’s hand almost touches God’s.  Almost, but not quite.  It’s also the story in Shir HaShirim.  
The lover and his beloved chase after each other.  Each time one almost finds the other, though, 
the other disappears.  They can’t fully connect.  Of course, Shir HaShirim is an allegory for our 



relationship with God.  We call these dimensions ahavah and yir’ah.  We love God, on the one 
hand, but we have a fear—we are in awe of Him at the same time.   

 It is this dialectic that God wanted to set at Har Sinai as the eternal paradigm for our 
relationship with Him.  It continued in the Beit Hamikdash.  In the Temple, the Kohanim had 
such a daily give and take with God in their handling of the sacrifices.  However, even the Kohen 
Gadol, the High Priest, may not enter the Kodesh HaKodashim, the Holy of Holies, except on 
Yom Kippur.  He comes so close, all around the Temple, but then has to retreat from the Kodesh 
Kodashim. 

It remained relevant in the exile, and all of the philosophers of Judaism discuss the 
dialectic of ahavah and yir’ah even if they don’t call it that.  The question of what is the 
appropriate balance of ahavah and yir’ah was at the core of the debate between the Hassidim and 
the Mitnagdim in Europe.   Everyone agreed both components were necessary, the question was 
only how much of each.  The extremes of only ahavah or only yir’ah result in absurdity.  A 
religion full of spirituality but devoid of submission would be a religion with no backbone and 
no content; it would be a religion of fluff.  And it would not have the positive societal effects of 
the religions David Brooks says have a “rigorous theology.”  Conversely, a religion made of only 
yir’ah would be uninspiring and hard-pressed to find followers.   

It is this dichotomy that answers our question about the grammar in berakhot.  Blessings 
are our most frequent reminder of God’s presence.  There’s a blessing for everything—eating, 
drinking, before and after.  Going on a long trip, going to the bathroom, seeing lightning, 
smelling something nice… the list goes on.  Berakhot are our regular mini-meetings with God, 
so it only makes sense that every berakha contains within it a microcosm of the meeting at Sinai.  
To remind us of the question, the formulation for each berakha begins with Barukh Atah, in the 
second person, addressing God directly, but the middle switches to speaking about Him in the 
third person. 

Every berakha at the outset is an expression of ultimate ahavah.  When we address God 
directly, we confirm that we can connect and identify with God in the most personal and 
immediate way.  However, this realization—that God is before me—results in an immediate 
retreat, and we address God in the third person.  The meditation on “atah” causes us to shrink 
back in fear and realize the dimension of yir’ah.  We confirm that we are imperfect mortals who 
cannot possibly stand before the Creator. Thus, every berakha in its essence maintains the 
paradox of ahavah and yir’ah, of both the possibility and impossibility of standing before God.   

Berakhot are the vectors which keep us focused on God by connecting Him to the world 
around us.  Berakhot mean that there is a connection between my sandwich or my glass of water 
and the revelation of the Torah at Sinai.  Saying the appropriate berakhot regularly is an easy but 
hugely significant and powerful way of infusing our lives with spirituality and connecting with 
the divine.  They elevate our world to be closer to God’s, and simultaneously bring God down 
closer to our world.  And with each step, they remind us that from the very beginning, a 
relationship with God necessarily involves that paradox of closeness with and distance from 
Him. 

Now, when we say the HaTov VehaMeitiv blessing about Rabbi Avi Weiss and the news 
from the Rabbanut, it is no longer just an acknowledgment of good tidings.  We remain mindful 
of that paradox, of advancing toward and retreating from God.  And that paradox, those two 
ways of relating to something, is relevant in other ways as well.  It’s appropriate to relate to 
things in that way; it’s like stopping a wedding ceremony, the ultimate expression of simcha, to 



remember Jerusalem and the Temple.  We’re not completely there yet and we cannot have a 
complete celebration.  We certainly feel that sense of gratitude, of joy and ahavah regarding the 
news.  However, there are still other American orthodox rabbis the Chief Rabbinate does not 
accept.  There are still converts and other Jews from America and elsewhere that do not have and 
cannot attain the right paperwork to prove their Jewishness in the state of Israel.  The unexpected 
good news must remind us of everything else—all the work that still needs to be done and the 
progress that has yet to be made.  Nonetheless, we should merit to say the blessings of HaTov 
VehaMeitiv and Shehechyanu more frequently, and, like with all berakhot, achieve that link with 
our ancestors at Har Sinai. 


