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Good Yom Tov, everyone. 
 
Thank you to the drasha sponsors, Paul and Chanie Schuster, in memory of Paul’s father, Frank Feist 
Schuster, Uri ben Yitzchok, whose yahrtzeit is on the 5th of Sivan and in memory of Paul’s opa, Isaac 
(Ike) Schuster, Yitzchak ben Uri, whose yahrtzeit is on the 6th of Sivan.  May the neshamos have an 
aliya and may Paul and Chanie be rewarded for their support of the shul with bracha, hatzlacha, and 
good health. 
 
At this time of “the changing of the guard” of the shul, I want to again thank our President, Dr. Kenny 
Friedman, and all the outgoing Board members.  These past two years were great years for our Shul.  
Despite the many challenges we faced from the pandemic, our Shul grew in so many ways-- with many 
new members joining our shul, many new shiurim and learning initiatives, and many exciting social 
programs for adults, children, teens, and families. I also want to thank Dr. Itzi Barr and the incoming 
Board members for their spirit of volunteerism and willingness to work on behalf of the shul, and the 
great energy and enthusiasm they have already shown. We look forward to continued growth in Torah, 
Tefilla, Chessed, and Avodas Hashem. 
 
Shomrei stands at the center of the Baltimore Jewish community—both through our many minyanim, 
shiurim, and activities and also through what we represent.  Shomrei stands for strict adherence to our 
Torah and Mesorah, together with a commitment to chesed and acceptance and appreciation for Jews 
from different backgrounds.  In a world where the Jewish community is so fractured, we strive to 
inspire Jewish unity which is the secret of Jewish continuity.  May we continue on our holy mission 
and may we, as a shul continue to be מרבה כבוד שמים in this world. 
 
Mazel Tov to all the graduates whom we are honoring at this morning’s kiddush.  Shavuos, Zeman 
Matan Toraseinu, is a most appropriate time to celebrate graduation.  Graduation, at every age and at 
every level, celebrates a tremendous accomplishment, often the culmination of many years of hard 
work.  But graduation is not only about celebrating the past, it also celebrates the world of 
opportunities and the bright future that lie ahead, because of your accomplishments.  Similarly, when 
we celebrate Matan Torah, we are not celebrating just the past achievement of receiving the Torah long 
ago.  We are also celebrating the world of opportunities the Torah affords us and the bright future it 
provides us. As the Chidushei HaRim writes, Matan Torah, the giving of the Torah, was a one-time 
event that happened 2,000 years ago.  But Kabbolas HaTorah, accepting the Torah, is a continuing 
responsibility--each and every day…today…and tomorrow…and beyond. 
 
The message to our graduates today is the timeless message our ancestors were to take from Har 
Sinai…The opportunities and possibilities before you are almost limitless. You will find success if you 
work hard and never stop learning. And most importantly, never compromise your integrity and 
connection to your heritage and your people.  Good luck to you all.  We wish you success wherever 
life takes you and we look forward to watching you flourish in the years ahead. 
 
I always look forward to the graduation speeches given this time of year.  One that caught my attention 
was from Apple CEO, Tim Cook, who spoke at Gallaudet University commencement last month, 
when he said: 
"What does it take to build a life that provides meaning and fulfillment? No one can answer that 
question for you, and that includes me. There is no iPhone feature that can come to the rescue. AI is 
good, but it's not that good. Still, I have one important piece of advice I want to share — so important, 
that it's the only piece of advice I'm going to share today. And that is this: whatever you do, lead with 
your values." 
Certainly, one must lead with their values…but as I read this speech I thought: 

   התועים ונתן לנו תורת אמתאשרינו מה טוב חלקנו שבראנו לכבודו והבדילנו מן 
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How fortunate are we, and how good is our lot, that we were created for Hashem’s honor, and he 
separated us from those who wander and gave us a Toras Emes… 
 
How fortunate are we to have a Torah and Mesora which teaches us how to build a life that provides 
“meaning and fulfillment.”  How fortunate are we to continue a legacy stretching back to Sinai… 
 
How fortunate are we to have been given the gift of Torah…which according to the Zohar contains 
within it the hidden light from creation… אור הגנוז מששת ימי בראשית 

 דגל מחנה אפרים בראשית פרשת בראשית 
 ושמעתי מאא"ז נ"ע זללה"ה היכן נגנז האור ההוא ואמר שה' יתברך גנזו בתורה (עיין בזוה"ק בהשמטות ח"א רס"ד א) 

 
The Baal HaTurim writes that the phrase  את האור, in the Pasuk וירא אלקים את האור כי טוב is the same 
gematria as 613…בתורה…hinting to this statement of the Zohar. 

 בעל הטורים בראשית פרק א
 ג(ד) את האור. בגימטריא בתורה ועולה מנין תרי"

When we are guided by the light of our Torah we have the potential to really live. It is up to us to make 
that choice.  As the Torah  itself says about following its guidelines ובחרת בחיים choose life.  In this 
morally dark world, Torah provides the light that allows us to see clearly and act properly. 
 
And our actions matter.  The Nefesh Hachaim writes that if we had a real understanding of the effects 
of our actions on our world, on the cosmic reality—on our own present and future, and the impact on 
future generations; we would push ourselves to make the very best use of our time…and we would 
utilize the guiding light of Torah to do just that. 

 נפש החיים שער א פרק ד
וזאת תורת האדם כל איש ישראל אל יאמר בלבו ח"ו. כי מה אני ומה כחי לפעול במעשי השפלים שום ענין בעול' אמנם יבין 

ידו ח"ו. ומה רבו מעשיו ומאד גדלו וידע ויקבע במחשבות לבו. שכל פרטי מעשיו ודבוריו ומחשבותיו כל עת ורגע. לא אתאב
ורמו. שכל א' עולה כפי שרשה לפעול פעולתה בגבהי מרומים בעולמות וצחצחות האורות העליונים(*). ובאמת כי האיש  

 החכם ויבן את זאת לאמיתו. לבו יחיל בקרבו בחיל ורעדה.
The fundamental truth of life: One should never say, what am I, and what ability do I hae to effect the 
world in any meaningful way. One must know and internalize that every facet of every action, speech 
and thought, every second is not lost…how far reaching and powerful are man’s actions that affect the 
upper realms and worlds beyond our wildest dreams.  If one truly understood this, he would shake 
from the awe of the responsibility we bear.  

 
So if the Torah is light; providing direction and purpose and meaning, it seems puzzling, that the 
Torahwas forced upon them.  At that most crucial moment in their history, they did not have free 
choice…as if they would not have accepted of their own free will… 

 תלמוד בבלי מסכת שבת דף פח עמוד א 
עליהם את ההר כגיגית, +שמות יט+ ויתיצבו בתחתית ההר, אמר רב אבדימי בר חמא בר חסא: מלמד שכפה הקדוש ברוך הוא 

  שם תהא קבורתכם. -מוטב, ואם לאו  -ואמר להם: אם אתם מקבלים התורה 
The Gemara in Shabbos פ"ח ע"א teaches that at Har Sinai, God suspended the mountain above the 
heads of the Jewish people like a barrel and said “If you accept the Torah—that is great; and if not—
this is where you will be buried… 
The Jewish people had already agreed to accept the Torah when they proclaimed  נעשה ונשמע! Why 
force someone who has already chosen of their own free will? 
 
Maharal (Gur Aryeh, Shemos 19:17).   
אבל העיקר הפירוש אשר נראה פשוט, כי כפה עליהם ההר כגיגית לומר "אם לא תקבלו התורה, שם תהא קבורתכם לומר כי 

ים להיות הם חשובים במעלה חהתורה היא הכרחית לקבלה, ואם לא יקבלו התורה "שמה תהא קבורתם." וידוע כי דברים המוכר
ע מעלת התורה, שאי אפשר מבלעדה ילכך כפה עליהם ההר כגיגית להוד  יותר, שאי אפשר מבלעדם ואין קיום לנמצא בזולתם, 

 כלל. ואם לא היה עושה זה, היו אומרים כי התורה אין הכרחית לעולם, רק ברצון קבלו עליהם, ואם לא קבלו "לא היו צריכין. 



3 
 

The Maharal explains by comparing our day-to-day reality with the larger reality.  In our day to day 
existence, we choose whether or not to keep the Mitzvos, and faith cannot be imposed from the 
outside.  In contrast, in accepting the Torah as the Book of God’s truth, the guide to objective reality, 
we must acknowledge that its acceptance is absolutely essential for the existence of the world… We 
must understand that acceptance and observance of Torah is as necessary for our existence as 
the air we breathe and the food we eat. It is the definition of Reality…it is the source of our 
values… 
 
The Torah is a necessity and therefore had to be imposed; to show that, without it, the world would 
revert to chaos—that, ultimately, there really is no other choice.  

 ו ובהו, שאילו לא קבלוה הייתי מחזיר עולמי לתה :שיר השירים רבה (וילנא) פרשה א
The statement that if you do not accept it—your lives will end…was a statement of fact, not a 
threat. It was presenting the idea that without accepting the objective truth of Torah, we are literally 
digging our own graves, we are signing up for a life without meaning, and that keeping Torah isn’t 
something we do because we feel like it—it is something we must do for our spiritual survival, for a 
life of real meaning and fulfillment. 
 
It is wonderful that the Jews accepted the Torah voluntarily… but God was stressing that ultimately we 
cannot approach Torah as something we can choose…as if there is really an alternative. 
 
How often do we approach the mitzvos as discretionary?  How often do we reason that they are 
important because they will add to our lives, enhance our lives. How often do we think we will find 
meaning and significance from other places and sources…How often so we look to the world around 
us for the answers?  When we take that approach, the implicit assumption is that Torah is not THE 
answer; THE solution.  It is a statement that there is nothing really missing in our lives without Torah; 
rather, out of the goodness of our hearts--we want to fulfill those parts of the Torah that "speak to us" 
or that will make us happier; it will fill in the voids, and complete the gaps. 
 
This is the message of the Gemara's statement that "God suspended the mountain over them": Torah 
must be fully accepted with absolute commitment to the word of God (all of the Torah, not just the 
parts that “feel good”) Teaching Judaism as a list of nice rules and practices is like teaching safety 
rules, or traffic laws, as just a list of nice practices, instead of what they really are--rules made to save 
lives.  
 
The Gemara in Brachos 61b teaches that when the Romans prohibited Torah study, Rabbi Akiva 
continued to study, despite the risk of his life. When a fellow Jew, Papus, asked why he put himself in 
mortal danger for Torah study, Rabbi Akiva answered with a parable: 
A hungry fox, standing on the river bank, called out to a fish, "Fish, why do you subject yourself to 
such a dangerous existence? Don't you know that a little further down the river are fishermen just 
waiting to catch you? Join me on the river-bank and you will be safe." The fish replied, "What you say 
about the fisherman might be true. But if I am not immersed in the water, then surely I will die. My 
only chance to live is in the water despite its peril." Rabbi Akiva ended: "Just as a fish cannot live 
without water, we cannot live without Torah." 
 
God coerced the Jewish people in order to transmit the understanding that we need Torah, that we 
cannot survive without it; that without it we are like fish without water. שם תהא קבורתכם 
But with so many distractions, and so many competing values, sometimes we need a reminder of how 
essential Torah really is in our lives…how beautiful and wonderful it is.  How fortunate we are. 
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The Ohr Hachaim Hakadosh writes: 
ושמחת בכל הטוב...ירמוז במאמר בכל הטוב אל התורה כאומרם ז"ל  :אור החיים דברים פרשת כי תבוא פרק כו פסוק ח

שאם היו בני אדם מרגישין במתיקות ועריבות טוב התורה היו משתגעים ומתלהטים (ברכות ה' א) ואין טוב אלא תורה, 
 אחריה ולא יחשב בעיניהם מלא עולם כסף וזהב למאומה כי התורה כוללת כל הטובות שבעולם: 

 “that if people really appreciated the incredible unparalleled sweetness and pleasantness associated 
with the Torah, they would literally go out of their minds to pursuit it. Money and riches would have 
no value. Nothing else would have value, for the Torah includes within it all of the goodness in the 
world.” 
 
But to understand this—you have to taste the truth of Torah…even through coercion…The Sefer 
Akedas Yitzchak points out an important truth—with many things you have to jump right in and 
experience them to appreciate them.  Torah is no different.  As David Hamelech said 'טעמו וראו כי טוב ה  
taste and then see how good God is… 

 עקידת יצחק שמות שער מד (פרשת יתרו) 
נם כשהקדימו נעשה לנשמע על כרחנו היה כוונתם אל שמיעת הלב וההשכל הבא אחר המעשה והנמשך ממנו כמו שהוא הענין אמ

 ג"כ בקניני המעלות האנושיות. 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks explains this comment: “According to this explanation, when the Jewish 
people said נעשה ונשמע put ‘doing’ before ‘understanding’, they were giving expression to a profound 
philosophical truth. There are certain things we only understand by doing. We only understand 
leadership by leading. We only understand authorship by writing. We only understand music by 
listening. Reading books about these things is not enough. So it is with faith. We only truly understand 
Judaism by living in accordance with its commands. You cannot comprehend a faith from the outside. 
Doing leads to understanding.” 
 
When man attempts to reach Hashem through Torah, and prepares himself and commits and takes the 
forst step—Hashem comes immediately to meet the person who calls His name… 

 שמות (פרשת יתרו) פרק יט פסוק ג 
יו  א ֵאָל֤ ים ַוִּיְקָר֨ ה ֶאל־ָהֱא�ִה֑ ה ָעָל֖ לִמן־ָההָ֣  ה'ּוֹמֶׁש֥ ב ְוַתֵּג֖יד ִלְבֵנ֥י ִיְׂשָרֵאֽ ית ַיֲעֹק֔ ה תֹאַמ֙ר ְלֵב֣ ר ֹּכ֤   :ר ֵלאֹמ֔

And Moshe went up to God. Hashem called to him from the mountain, saying, “Thus shall you say to 
the house of Jacob and declare to the children of Israel: 

 יתרו) פרק יט פסוק ג אור החיים שמות (פרשת 
ויקרא אליו ה'. פירוש כשקדם הוא ועלה תכף קרא לו ה'. ויש לך לדעת כי בחינת הקדושה לא תקדים אלא למזמין אותה ומעיר 

 על הדבר והוא מאמרם ז"ל (זהר ח"ג צ"ב) באתערותא דלתתא אתערותא דלעילא,  
And Hashem called him. Meaning when he (Moshe) preceded him and came up, immediately Hashem 
called him.. And you have to know that the concept of holiness will come to a person who prepares and 
takes the forst step… 

 
May we appreciate the gift of Torah…and embrace it every second of our lives with joy and 
appreciation…and live up to the expectations Hashem has of us. 
 
We are about to recite Yizkor, when we think of loved ones who are no longer here with us.  We are 
here to honor them and their memories … to continue the precious legacy of the Torah our ancestors 
bequeathed to us—through the lives they lived, the mesirus nefesh they showed, and the values they 
represented… and to better appreciate all the blessings we have, and to commit to use our time on this 
earth to the fullest.  One of the most meaningful ways to remember those who are no longer with us is 
to use their memory, lessons from their lives, to inspire us to be better and greater—to think about their 
values.  Let us think about the past, about all those who worked so hard to keep the flame of Torah and 
Yiddishkeit alive, to transmit their values to us.  Let us honor them today by committing to make the 
Torah real in our lives…and live each day appreciating and cherishing every moment…and living lives 
of purpose and meaning…amen. 


