~ SHAVUOT I ~

What Does Shavuot Commemorate?
& The Eternal Impact of Ma'amad Har Sinai

havuot is best known as the day on which we celebrate Ma’amad Har Sinai (the

Giving of the Torah), yet there are other themes that are also part of the holiday.

This class will explain those themes and then focus on the eternal legacy created

by Ma’amad Har Sinai which defines the essence of the Jewish people’s mission: the

Torah, Jewish belief, Jewish identity, and the mitzvot (commandments).

The second Morasha class on Shavuot will focus on the Ten Commandments,
preparing for receiving the Torah on Shavuot, Megillat Ruth, and the Shavuot customs

of all-night Torah study and eating dairy meals.

In this class we will examine some fundamental questions regarding Shavuot:

e
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What are the themes of the holiday of Shavuot?

Why is Ma’amad Har Sinai monumental in Jewish history?
How is its impact eternal and continuous?

Why is Ma’amad Har Sinai the foundation of Jewish belief?
How is Shavuot essential to establishing our Jewish identity?
What role do the mitzvot play in actualizing our mission?

Class Outline:

Introduction. Torah — Bringing God’s Presence into the World

Section I.

Section II.

What Is Shavuot All About?

Part A. Festival of Weeks

Part B. Harvest Festival of First Fruits

Part C. Day of Judgement for the Fruit of the Trees
Part D. The Festival of the Giving of the Torah

The Eternal Impact of Ma’amad Har Sinai

Part A. Torah is the Purpose of Creation

Part B. Na’aseh v'Nishma — The Commitment to Being Jewish
Part C. The Foundation of Faith for all Generations

Part D. Creating a Unique Jewish Identity

Part E. The Mitzvot were Given to Perfect Individuals and the
World

Part E Infusing the Physical World with Spirituality

Part G. Torah is Given Anew Each Shavuot
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SHAVUOT 1

INTRODUCTION. TORAH — BRINGING GOD’S PRESENCE
INTO THE WORLD

What comes to mind when we think of Torah? Is it the Biblical accounts of Adam and Eve, Noah, the
Patriarchs and Matriarchs, and Moshe (Moses) and the Exodus? Is it the intricate system of laws and rituals
which the Torah prescribes? Or we do we think of the Torah in more global terms — as the single most
influential, most far-reaching spiritual force ever to pervade the world; introducing monotheism and the
bedrock values of morality, sanctity of life, chesed (lovingkindness), and education?

Shavuot is the festival on which we celebrate the Giving of the Torah. What does the Torah mean to us? In
order to answer that question, we must understand a different issue: Why did God give us the Torah? Why
should the Creator of the universe have desired to bequeath His Divine wisdom to mortal man?

The answer is that God gave us the Torah in order to manifest His Presence even in our physical world.
The Torah teaches us that this entire physical world was created to serve as a means for mankind’s spiritual
growth and the fulfillment of God’s commandments. Rather than eschewing the mundane — which is what
the common perception of spirituality calls for — the Torah tells us to embrace it, to use it, and to elevate it
into a vehicle for the attainment of sanctity.

By studying His Torah and observing His commandments, we are able to develop a connection with God,
which is the essence of spirituality. The Torah, then, is the means to infuse our physical world with Godliness
— which is what gives meaning and purpose to our very existence.

SECTION I. WHAT IS SHAVUOT ALL ABOUT?

The best-known facet of the holiday of Shavuot is its function as the commemoration of Ma'amad Har Sinai,
when God gave the Torah on Mount Sinai to the Jewish people. Interestingly, the Torah itself describes
Shavuot in other terms and does not mention the Giving of the Torah which took place on that day. The
Torah defines Shavuot as a holiday celebrating the completion of the Counting of the Omer, the seven-week
count from Pesach to Shavuot (see the Morasha classes on Sefirat Ha’Omer). A special sacrificial offering, the
Two Loaves, is brought on Shavuot. The Torah also mentions that Shavuot is the holiday when we celebrate
the harvest of the first fruits. Furthermore, we find in the Talmud that Shavuot is the day on which God
judges the world and decrees how much fruit the trees will produce in the coming year. Even though these
themes may seem to be disparate, some of them are, in fact, linked to the theme of the Giving of the Torah.

PART A. FESTIVAL OF WEEKS

The Torah commands us to count forty-nine days, beginning on the second day of Pesach, and to celebrate
the holiday of Shavuot on the fiftieth day. On the holiday of Shavuot, the Torah commands us to bring a
special offering of two loaves of bread made from wheat flour.

1. Vayikra (Leviticus), 23:15-17— Counting the Omer and the offering of the Two Loaves on

Shavuot.
You shall count for yourselves from the day after MY OIN DONIT DD W N9 035 Do
Shabbat [Pesach], from the day when you bring MY TP 2000 DR MNAY Y Ieuns
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the Omer of the waving, seven weeks; they shall TN DD ;DY DWW 10N NYAWT N
be complete. Until the day after the seventh week DI TORR OMD INYAR DA 0 TN

you shall count, fifty days; and you shall offer a TIPOND Y T ﬂ?b DTy
new meal offering [of two loaves] to God. From

your dwelling places you shall bring bread that
shall be waved, two loaves made of two tenth-
ephah, they shall be fine flour, they shall be baked
leavened.

2. Devarim (Deuteronomy), 16:9-11 — Counting the Weeks from Pesach to Shavuot.

You shall count seven weeks for yourselves; from Sm TR W S 272 990n My iy
when the sickle is first put to the standing crop j’ﬂBN 5 YA 1 T Y nyiw’ St

shall you begin counFing seven weeks. Then you PION 77902 TND 10 TN TT FAT FoN
shall observe the festival of Shavuot for the Lord, TN 7 95b P

your God; the voluntary offerings that you give
should be commensurate with how much the
Lord, your God, will have blessed you. You shall
rejoice before the Lord, your God ...

In fact, the very name “Shavuot” (“Weeks”), which the Torah uses to refer to the holiday, refers to the fact that
it represents the culmination of a process of seven weeks.

3. Menorat HaMaor, Candle 3, Section 5, Ch. 1 — The name Shavuot (Festival of Weeks) refers
to the culmination of counting the seven weeks of the Omer.

This festival is called by the Torah: “The festival DINDD IR N 005 [P 3 NN NPT T
of Shavuot (weeks)” because it comes after the Y Ay

completion of seven weeks.

This is also one explanation for the term Atzeret, which the Talmud uses to refer to Shavuot. Atzeret literally
means the end or stopping of something, and according to Rabbi Levi Yitzchak from Berditcheyv, it refers to
the fact that on Shavuot, we finish (or stop) counting the Omer.

4. Kedushas Levi, Shavuot — Why is Shavuot also called an atzeret (completion)? It comes at the
completion of the forty-nine-day counting of the Omer.

I was asked once, while in Lithuania, why S M R T2 30D RO [9709 SIONYS

the festival of Shavuot is called by the name 59 F1IEY DW M2 99 KD NOM I8y Dwa
“Atzeret.” This name is not used in the Torah (75 193 93713) FEY YA

except when referring to Shemini Atzeret [the last

day of Sukkot]...

We understand that all the festivals have names NP3 D21 DO HOw SOwiT NS DRI NN 055
connected to the event that happened on 0N sh DY by 19907, UINDT DY 53] MY
that day. This is true of all the festivals except NP3 PN T OV 19 PN T DT N 1)

Shavuot, which is named for the mitzvah of
counting [which has already been completed].
We must understand why this festival is named

TIE I L TTDDM I8 W 5Y DI YIINGT oW Sy
ST MISH BY R 210 DY XD 0 01 PATd
S DY 1D DX I LIS DYD 1D NI 150
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after something that has already happened, [and MY OrD by AW DY NN PRIV NRY MY ann

the answer is| because it is the conclusion of the DWW RIP3 TSP 749 RT3 VMK P 7750
mitzvah ... this is also the reason for Shavuot — Yy

that we make a festival at the conclusion of the
mitzvah of counting that God gave to us. For this
reason it is called “Atzeret” (completion).

The Ramban (Nachmanides) takes this idea one step further, explaining that Shavuot is called an atzeret
because it is the conclusion of the period of time that begins with Pesach, just as Shemini Atzeret concludes
the festival of Sukkot.

5. Ramban, Vayikra 23:36 — Shavuot is called an atzeret because, just like Shemini Atzeret
which concludes the festival of Sukkot, it concludes the festive period of time that begins
with Pesach.

He commanded us to observe the Festival of DIPIDD AT DB YW ST I M)
Matzot for seven days, with sanctity at the WIPY ... OV DYIINT YW W T ... BPIFINDY
beginning and the end ... and He counted DAY DO DI I S DI i oY

forty-nine days after it ... and He sanctified the
eighth day [i.e., the day immediately after the
seven weeks] like the eighth day of the Festival e s ool
[Sukkot], and the intervening counted days NS pi2 e B g PRI AT 2R b il a2
are like the Chol HaMo’ed [Intermediate Days] INTPU 31 2 YW DYI RT3 ISV MU
between the first day and the last day of Sukkot. o[PIRn
[That fiftieth day] is the day of the Giving of

the Torah, when He showed them His great fire

and they heard His word out of the fire. For this

reason, our Sages of blessed memory always call

Shavuot “Atzeret,” because it is like the eighth

day of Sukkot, which the Torah describes in that

way.

O NI, 372 09BN P2 T S 19D
WY PIT I N N 13 DRI 70

Thus, the Ramban explains that Shavuot is inextricably linked with Pesach, and that the whole period of the
Omer, which begins with Pesach and concludes with Shavuot, is really like one long festival. Thus, the forty-
nine days of the Omer are like the Chol HaMo’ed (Intermediate Days) of the Sukkot festival, which link the
first day of Sukkot with Shemini Atzeret.

But what is so significant about the completion of the seven weeks of the Omer, and how does it relate to
Matan Torah? The answer is that the forty-nine days of the Omer are intended to link the festival of Pesach
with Shavuot, connecting the miracles of the Exodus with the Giving of the Torah. The days of the Omer are
a “count-down” until Shavuot.

6. Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah #306 — Because the Torah is the essence of the Jewish people and we
were redeemed on Pesach in order for us to accept and keep the Torah, we are commanded to
count from Pesach until Shavuot in order to demonstrate our great desire for it.

For the entire essence of the Jewish people is only SIDMY, NI KON WK SR S 19y Sow pd. ..
the Torah, and the heavens and earth and the TN L L L SN PINY D N A
Jewish people were created for its sake ... and it TR 93 T DI NS NI 720

is the reason that [the Jews] were redeemed from
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Egyp[, so that they would receive the Torah on Y MING -ib = ﬂW?Db T OINRY IO RailaiiviiRi okl
Si.nai and fulfill it,.as God told Moshe: “And this DR NTIVN D8N DN IR N8N ’-Ivnnbw SIN
will be for you a sign that I have sent you: When 195 55 N, 190900 . L v 3 B DEbNA

yake S FAORICUTOREGYPE oIl Serve oy T 535 1oy BRI M SN S

oY Ty 10D 5w 310 0P 5905 SN ws),TON
oY O DT YOM WWwoIR MR ,ANON Y5s

God on this mountain.” . . . Therefore, since the
Torah is the essence of the Jewish people and

for its sake they were redeemed and reached the
. N12° 5 T e 58 ARY? Taps 19255 73030
level of greatness that they attained, we were

commanded to count from after the first day of DTN TN P33 M KW PON D3I YT

Pesach until the day that the Torah was given, (T 0T 98 332 18D 901 W 9003
to show our great desire for the day that our

hearts yearn for, as a slave yearns and counts

the days until he will go free, because counting

demonstrates that a person’s whole desire is to

reach that time.

Even more than that, however, the days of the Omer are meant to be a period of introspection and self-

improvement. When we come to Shavuot, we should be emerging from an extended period of time during

which we have perfected ourselves (to the best of our abilities) by working on our character traits, and made

ourselves into people who are fitting to receive the Torah. Shavuot marks the conclusion of that period of

spiritual endeavour — and, henceforth, spiritual awakening.

7.

Rabbi Yisroel Miller, A Gift for Yom Tov, p. 109 — The period of the Omer is a time of spiritual
preparation for the revelation of the Torah that takes place on Shavuot.

Even in our time, the forty-nine days between Pesach and Shavuot are meant to be days of spiritual
preparation. After the first Pesach, our ancestors prepared to receive the Torah directly from God.
And we, in each generation, are also to use these days to prepare for Shavuot, to personally accept the
Torah upon ourselves, each year anew.

Rabbi Akiva Tatz, Living Inspired, pp. 158-160 — The counting of the Omer represents the
intense effort that is invested in our efforts toward self-perfection.

Let us understand. The chiddush (novel idea) to grasp here is that counting, in Torah terms, is not a
sentimental marking of the passage of time until a goal; it is the building of that goal. Counting is work.
Counting means accounting for and developing each component of a process fully, responsibly, and

in correct sequence. Only when each detail is painstakingly created and assembled into the process
can the goal be reached ... Sefirat HaOmer is such a counting. The transcendence of Shavuot, Torah,
is reached not by a single act which builds it, but by a deliberate painstaking building of each of the
seven days of the seven weeks which leads to it. When that is done, Shavuot results.

Now we can understand why the conclusion of the Omer period itself warrants the establishment of a
festival, so much so that both the term “Shavuot” and the Talmudic name “Atzeret” hint to this aspect of the
Shavuot holiday. The Omer is a period of intense personal growth and self-improvement, and when we reach

the end of the Omer, we have completed an extraordinary process of transformation; we have become fitting
receptacles for the Torah.
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PART B. HARVEST FESTIVAL OF FIRST FRUITS

In addition to being the conclusion of the Counting of the Omer, the festival of Shavuot marks an
agricultural milestone: the beginning of the harvest season.

1. Shemot (Exodus), 23:16 — Bringing the bikurim offering.

The festival of harvesting of the first fruits of your WY 103 IR M
produce that you planted in the field.

The sacrificial offering of the Two Loaves alludes to this aspect of Shavuot, since wheat from the beginning of
the harvest is consecrated for that sacrifice.

2. Seforno, Vayikra 23:17 — The Two Loaves offering was brought from the first wheat to be

harvested.
The Omer was the beginning of the barley DM PR DI 11 FONY DN N T W
harvest, and [the Two Loaves offering] was the “DPNDIT OV 3T NI DB S

beginning of the wheat harvest, and that is why
the holiday is called “the day of the first fruits.”

It may seem that the harvest should be a joyous occasion only for the farmers who actually reap it, but the
Midrash reveals to us that every member of the Jewish people is required to celebrate this festival of the
harvest.

3. Sifri, Re’eh 137- Everyone celebrates Shavuot independent of whether or not they harvest

produce.
“You should make a festival of Shavuot for M) BRI 5591 . PaR-R 5 MW a0
the Lord, your God.” But it says: “The festival ¥ 7o DR D1, P N3 PR IM (03

of harvesting through the first fruits of your
produce.” You might think that only someone
who has harvested produce has to celebrate the
festival, but someone who doesn’t, does not
celebrate the festival. Therefore the verse teaches,
“You should make the festival of Shavuot for the
Lord, your God” — whether you have or have not
harvested produce.

204D NP TON PR IND DN ,04Y TRy TN
YW P, TIPSR T M an et IR Tinon
L4Y TP TN, PER D PRY P IR R

As the festival that marks the beginning of the harvest season, Shavuot is also the first time when it is
permissible to fulfill the mitzvah of bikurim — bringing the first fruits of the Seven Species to the Temple and
giving them to a Kohen.

4. Mishnah, Bikurim 1:3 — Shavuot is the first day of the year when it is permissible to fulfill the
mitzvah of bikurim.

Bikurim may not be brought before Shavuot. DOY138 97N L8PS DTIP D103 PRI PN
The residents of Mount Tzvoim brought their 351 0715 1930 K9 8PS OTp D15 10T

bikurim before Shavuot and they :Nere not. YR RN TP NI PERA MY ANH 1N
accepted because the Torah says, “The festival of “ T3
o

harvesting of the first fruits of your produce that
you planted in the field.”
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PART C. DAY OF JUDGEMENT FOR THE FRUIT OF THE TREES

The Talmud reveals yet another distinguishing feature of the holiday of Shavuot. The Mishnah tells us that
there are four days during the year when God judges the world with regard to various things. Although the
most famous one is Rosh HaShanah, when judgement is pronounced in general on everyone in the world,
there are certain natural phenomena for which individual days of judgement are designated. On Shavuot,
God decrees how much fruit will be produced by the trees during the coming year.

1. Mishnah, Rosh HaShanah 1:2 — On Shavuot, the world is judged to determine how productive
the fruit-bearing trees will be during the coming year.

There are four times [each year] that the world is Mo Sy nagya LT3 o5 D'PID IY3IN3
judged ... on Shavuot for the fruit of the trees. TN

According to some commentators, this explains the unique offering of the Two Loaves that is brought in the
Temple on Shavuot.

2. Bartenura, ibid. — We offer to God two loaves of bread made from wheat in order that His
judgement should result in a bountiful harvest.

The Torah says to bring two loaves of bread on 79 98D DM Y 305 AT TN TIENTD
Shavuot in order that God will bless you for RIOF R PY o NT M 0o TNy
the fruit of the trees. [The Two Loaves allude to SONT INID P M T I (2 FPENTD) 20T

the fruit of the tree because] wheat is called a

tree by the Torah, as it says, “From the Tree of
Knowledge of Good and Evil,” according to the
opinion that the tree they ate from [in the Garden
of Eden] was wheat.

ST ON NS DTN PN 7y

PART D. THE FESTIVAL OF THE GIVING OF THE TORAH

The best-known aspect of the holiday of Shavuot is the fact that it commemorates Ma’amad Har Sinai — the
day on which God gave the Torah to the Jewish people on Mount Sinai.

1. Siddur - Shavuot is the day the Jewish people received the Torah.

This day of the festival of Shavuot, the time of the Q00 (08,8 MW 0 o 1N
Giving of the Torah.

In truth, unlike all the other festivals, Shavuot is not identified as a specific day in the calendar, but as the
fiftieth day after the Omer-offering. Beginning on the second day of Pesach, when the Omer is brought, forty-
nine days are counted, and the next day — the fiftieth — is Shavuot.

It is strange, however, that the Torah does not explicitly mention that the holiday of Shavuot is the
anniversary of Ma’amad Har Sinai. If that is the significance of the day, why doesn’t the Torah mention that
fact? Furthermore, why is the special offering of the Two Loaves designated to coincide with the date of the
Giving of the Torah? Is there some connection between this sacrificial offering and the event that Shavuot
commemorates?
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2. KIli Yakar, Vayikra 23:16 — The verse omits the fact that the Torah was given on Shavuot so as
not to limit the Giving of the Torah to a single day. Every day a person should feel as if he just

received the Torah at Mt. Sinai.

“You shall offer a new offering [of two loaves] to
God.” This is a sign of the day of the Giving of
the Torah because the Torah must be new to a
person as if he received it from Mount Sinai that
very day.

The reason that the Torah does not explicitly
mention that this is the day of the Giving of the
Torah ... God did not want to limit the Giving
of the Torah to a single day because a person
should feel every single day of the year as if he
received the Torah from Mount Sinai on that day
... Similarly, the Sages have said that the words
of Torah should be new to a person every day,
not like something old which he can no longer
tolerate.

The truth is that one does indeed find something
new in the Torah every day. Therefore, the Torah
did not specify the day that it was given, apart
from the hint in the word “new,” to teach that the
Torah is like a new offering every day.

"3 T D DYS 1D — 1R N M DR
SRS DY 593 DIRTT DN TWTH DT 98 T
23D 0 193p DY

T 0 7Y O 00 RAHA 77 01 KW
D9 T O D% 471787 RO N D Sy

> Hom o o $23 15 T Y DTN TIRY
TIBN 19 591,090 0 11030 DY YNNI IPND T
TOY WA TN 73T PP (11 PRNT MI9D) 549
J2 YR DTN 5w 125w 100 92T KDY

, D11 DY 533 AT 937 113 N3 AN AR Y
TN B AN INHI WD AP 0P PN P 2N
niaminkuindiaFumiiainiivBa)udia i iutivanbyinstaR et Satym!
oM or 5

To celebrate the Giving of the Torah, we are enjoined to treat Shavuot as a truly festive occasion, complete
with lavish holiday meals. In fact, the Talmud tells us that on Shavuot, more than any other holiday, there is
a requirement to celebrate with food and drink.

3. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Pesachim 68b — On Shavuot, the Sages of the Talmud are

in agreement: Everyone is required to celebrate the holiday with food and drink.

Rabbi Yehoshua ... says that being happy on a
festival is also a mitzvah. As it was taught: Rabbi
Eliezer says that on a festival a person should
either eat and drink, or sit and learn Torah. Rabbi
Yehoshua says he should divide the day — half for
eating and drinking and half for sitting in the Beit
HaMidrash [learning Torah]. They both derive
their position from the same verse. One verse
says “It is atzeret (gathering/ ceasing) for the Lord,
your God” (Devarim 16:8), and another verse
says, “It shall be an atzeret for you” (Bamidbar
29:35). Rabbi Eliezer holds [that these two verses
indicate that a festival should be dedicated] either
all for God, or all “for you.” Rabbi Yehoshua
holds that you should divide the day — half for
God and half “for you.” Rabbi Eliezer says that
everyone agrees that on Shavuot “for you” is also
required. Why? Because it is the day that the
Torah was given.
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4 . Rashi ,ibid — .We rejoice with food and drink on Shavuot to show our pleasure in receiving
the Torah on this day.

We also require “for you” — because a person SN T SN 13 M - 09 13 YAt
rejoices with food and drink to show that the 99 790 T3 SRS T oY 5:1'3731 Y
day that Israel received the Torah is pleasing and

enjoyable.

On the simplest level, this requirement to eat, drink, and celebrate on Shavuot can be understood as an
indication of the great importance and significance of the Torah to the Jewish people.

5. Pele Yoetz, “Atzeret” — The anniversary of the Giving of the Torah is an occasion that
warrants tremendous celebration and rejoicing.

Shavuot is a very holy festival, when God T DWW TR 13 WK TN WTP M NI Y
sanctified us with His Torah and mitzvot and opS 15 A1 DBy 5o 133 93 PIIEDY 192
selected us from amongst the nations to be His 79555 T D7D, 07 NBT MY NI IND N 793D

treasured nation. If not for this day, we would
have been like Sodom and Gomorrah, and the
heavens and earth would not have been able to
exist. Thus, it is appropriate to rejoice on this day.
It is impossible not to rejoice, because the Torah
and mitzvot are better for us than all the good
things of this world and than the entire life of the
Next World.

NN IONI PN 8D PINT DY Mpm wnT
N5 210 99, MBS ROW TWON ONY . DA M
Sam1 1 ORI M3 Son MEHm TI00 N2

Nam oW n

It interesting to note that both the act of Torah study and the observance of its commandments are known
to immeasurably enhance the quality of ones life in this world. There is no life as joyous as a life devoted to
Torah and mitzvot, as is illustrated by the following story.

The great sage Rabbi Aharon Kotler once delivered a lecture in which he remarked that a person who provides the
funds for Torah study will enjoy the same reward in the Next World as the Torah scholars themselves. After his
lecture, he was approached by a wealthy man who challenged him: “Rabbi, why should I bother to exert myself to
study the Torah? All I have to do is make donations to Torah institutions, and I'll be assured immeasurable reward in
the World to Come?”

Rabbi Kotler regarded the wealthy man with an expression of utter seriousness and responded, “It’s true that your
portion in the World to Come will be the same — but your life in this world will not be comparable!”

KEY THEMES OF SECTION I:

& Shavuot marks the culmination of the Counting of the Omer, a seven-week course of self-
improvement that prepares us to receive the Torah. The name “Shavuot” (“Weeks”) is derived
from this aspect of the day; this is also one explanation for the fact that the Talmud calls it
“Atzeret,” a day of ceasing, as Shavuot is the day when we cease counting the Omer.

&= Shavuot occurs at the beginning of the harvest season; that is why the Two Loaves offering and the
bikurim are brought on this day. These mitzvot help us to focus on appreciating that our annual
profits come from God.
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& On Shavuot, God judges the world and decrees how much fruit will be produced by the trees
during the coming year. This is another reason that the Two Loaves are offered on Shavuot.

& Most famously, Shavuot is the anniversary of the day the Torah was given to the Jewish people. We
celebrate Shavuot in a particularly festive manner because of the great significance of the Torah to
our lives and to the world.

& The Torah does not make mention of this theme of Shavuot in order to hint to us that the Giving
of the Torah is really a process that should take place within each of us every single day.

SECTION II. THE ETERNAL IMPACT OF MAAMAD HAR
SINAI

The Revelation at Sinai, which took place on Shavuot, was a seminal event in world history — in fact, it may
have been the most significant historical event that ever took place. What is so significant and important
about the Giving of the Torah? Let us examine some of the ways that the Torah shapes our lives and our
world.

PART A. TORAH IS THE PURPOSE OF CREATION

When the Jewish people accepted the Torah on Mount Sinai, there were cosmic repercussions; the entire
universe was affected by their decision. In fact, the entire universe was sustained by their decision — because
when God created the universe, He did so on condition that the Jews would ultimately accept the Torah.

1. Yirmiyahu (Jeremiah) 33:25 — If the Jews had not accepted the Torah on Mount Sinai, the
world would have ceased to exist.

Thus says God: If not for My covenant [of Torah] DO FPM--1129) DS 13 No-DN /1 TN 9
day and night, I would not place the laws of ) o V)
heaven and earth. T M

2. Rashi, Bereishit (Genesis) 1:31 — The world was created because of that auspicious day in the
future, the sixth of Sivan, when the Torah would be given.

“The sixth day.” The Torah adds the letter heh [the DI DWW 1PN - R oY (;.45)
word “the”] at the end of Creation ... [to allude DY TY DTN 0100 09I WA DY PR
to] the sixth day that everything [in Creation] R A 1M D2 W NI e

was dependent upon, until the sixth day, which is
the Sixth of Sivan, [the day which was] prepared
for the Giving of the Torah.

Furthermore, Torah study is so crucial for the world that the world’s continued existence is only made
possible by constant Torah study.
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3. Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin, Nefesh HaChaim, Gate IV, Ch. 11 — If there would be even a single
moment when Torah would not be studied anywhere in the world, the entire world would
cease to exist.

The truth, without any doubt at all, is that if o5 300 DRY 55 POD DWW 1153 NN
the entire world would be devoid, for even one W TR P37 AN 147 N0 TR T TRP 191
moment, of our involvement in and study of the b 09297 V7 P390, M2 WOW MIaN Doy
Torah, all the worlds, both the upper spiritual 19 TP CENS P DNAR DY M

worlds and lower physical realm, would be
instantly destroyed and become an empty void,
God forbid.

While this is true on a global level, it is also true on an individual level. Yes, Torah study sustains the world,
but it also sustains us as individuals.

4. Rabbi Samson Rafael Hirsch, Horeb, pp. 86-88 — Torah is the foundation of life.

Shavuot represents the foundation of the spirit of the Jewish people. It is the commemoration of

the revelation of the teaching with which God, Who had summoned Israel to a national existence

by means of physical freedom, now summoned the freed body of the nation to be the bearer of His
teaching. This gave spiritual completion to that which had been begun physically in Egypt. Shavuot is
thus the commemoration of the Revelation of Sinai, the foundation of life ...

Shavuot is the Divine origin and eternal validity of the teaching and way of life which Israel has in its
possession as the revealed Law to be guarded and fulfilled. God summons everything in nature and
humanity to its task, educates mankind to its mission, aims at having human action as the servant of
His Will and reveals His Will for this purpose. In particular: The One God is Israel’s Lawgiver. Israel’s
only task: To bear and fulfill this Divine law and thus to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.
Torah: Comes from God, is Israel’s ground of existence. Resolution: To cling to this Torah — for the
fulfillment of which God caused you to be born in the House of Israel more than to your very life. This
leads to N, awe of God.

On Shavuot, we must recognize that Torah study is far more than a mere pastime. Torah is the raison d’etre of
the Jewish people and the essence of our lives. Its study and observance is more than merely the fulfillment
of a precept or group of precepts; it is what defines our role in this world. Consequently, it is perhaps the
most essential of all of our activities in life, since it is the very purpose for which God placed us in the world
in the first place.

PART B. NA’ASEH V'NISHMA — THE COMMITMENT TO BEING JEWISH

When our ancestors stood at Mount Sinai, they didn’t merely “sign on the dotted line” to accept the

Torah. Rather, they committed themselves to follow God’s Will and do His bidding unconditionally. Their
declaration of “Na’aseh v’Nishma” — “We will do and we will hear” is one that has resonated throughout the
generations with a clear message. When it comes to our relationship with God and our acceptance of the
Torah, we didn’t hesitate or wait to find out what the commitment entailed before obligating ourselves.
Rather, we declared our absolute willingness to accept the Torah and observe its precepts, trusting that God
would command us to do only that which would be good for us.
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1. Shemot 24:7 — The Jewish people proclaimed that they had complete trust in God and
His Torah and that they resolved to follow the commandments even before they fully
comprehended them.

Moshe took the Book of the Covenant and TR 5O 1NN O NN NP 5179377 900 MR
read it in earshot of the people, and they said, IO TV ‘T 99T

“Everything that God has said we will do and we
will hear [and understand].”

The Jews’ acceptance of the Torah represented a unique willingness to obey the Will of God, which stood in
stark contrast to the refusal of all other nations.

2. Mechilta, Yisro — God initially offered the Torah to other nations who refused to uphold its
moral standards.

God revealed Himself to the children of the DO D531 ,01% BRI YT WY 33 5Y 15N
wicked Esav and asked them, “Will you accept D5 99N Fania)allnta ,15 IR, TN PN DD’bSJ
the Torah?” They asked, “What does it say?” He PN VLN TP NI 1IN AN

replied, “[It says:] You shall not murder.” They
said to Him, “[Murder] is the legacy we received
from our forefather [Esav], as the verse states,
‘You shall live by your sword.”

ST TR0 S N

He appeared to the children of Ammon and Moav
[the descendants of Lot]| and said to them, “Will
you accept the Torah?” They asked, “What does

it say?” He said, “You shall not commit adultery.”

TIN DON ©°93p0, 00 MR, AN Y 32 5y o0
ANIN RS, 0% 9N ,73 210 119 0 1R . IN0
,OPAND 1D M3 W PN N 150,15 1IN

They said to Him, “We are all the products of an P3P TN
adulterous relationship, as the verse states, ‘The

two daughters of Lot became pregnant by their

father” How can we accept it?”

He appeared to the children of Yishmael and 0o°bY DN D930, 0N N, ORYIY? 33 5y 119
said to them, “Will you accept the Torah?” They 58,07 TN, 73 200 1,15 1N NN AN
said to Him, “What does it say?” He said, “You NIV 21157, W3AN T30 15737 13,10 1908 2
shall not steal.” They said to Him, “That was the T3 30 DA, DTN XD

blessing with which our forefather was blessed, as
it says, ‘He will be a wild man,” and it says, ‘For I
have stolen.”

When he came to the Jewish people: “From
His right hand He presented the fiery Torah to
them.” They all opened their mouths and said,

D519 100,905 IT WR W ORI DN XD
LI IRV 47927 N 5 1R DD

“Everything that God has said we will do and we
will hear.”

The nations of the world refused to accept the Torah, justifying their refusal by claiming that the Torah’s
demands ran counter to their natural inclinations. In other words, they refused to subjugate their own
natural drives and desires to the Torah’s requirements; rather, they insisted on retaining their lifestyles and
cultures, which normalized immoral and wicked behaviors. The Jewish people, on the other hand, had
no such hesitation. They immediately embraced God’s Torah, committing themselves to observing His
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commandments before they even knew what He was going to ask of them. By doing so, they reached lofty
spiritual heights. In fact, according to the Talmud, their unequivocal acceptance of the Torah put them on the
spiritual level of angels.

3. Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 88a — Capability to act like angels.

Rabbi Elazar said: When the Jews said “We will RS SR WITOIL TP MYON 337 N
do” before “We will hear” a voice came out of 711399335 71593 913 1% 790K D10 13 KOS Pwsd
Heaven and said to them, “Who revealed to My YIRS 711993 21197 13 PRI MY ARSI
children this secret that the ministering angels WY REPID 72T P2 YIS 13T R D N

use?” As the verse says, “Bless God, O angels of
mighty strength, who do His word, to listen to
the voice of His word.” First they do, and then
they hear.

2S5

How did the Jewish people reach this level? Where did they get the inner strength, the resolve, and the
understanding to accept the Torah without hesitation? When the Jews stood at Mount Sinai, the truth

of God’s existence was crystal clear. They implicitly understood that they were created to fulfill God’s
mission for the world. Once they grasped the purpose of their existence, there could be no doubt that they
would accept the Torah, for they understood that their sole function in this world was to serve God. Their
unconditional acceptance of God’s Will was merely a function of this recognition.

4. Rabbi Shalom Brezovsky, Nesivos Shalom, Moadim, Vol. II, p. 345 — The meaning of “We will
do, and [then] we will listen” is that at Sinai we made God’s Will, our will.

Saying, “We will do” before “We will hear” ST ORIV NI YIwsD TwYs DnTe
represents the concept of complete nullification I AW ... TN 123 DRI 15 1 YA
Jews when they received the Torah ... They M AP TP M PII DTR IS )

completely nullified themselves to God, which

is the meaning of saying “We will do” before

“We will hear” — that even before they heard

any commandment from Him they had already
accepted upon themselves to fulfill it. This is
complete nullification of our thoughts and will to
the Will of God ...

NOTT T N, TV B8y 5P I8 00930 920
LW N8R DR DAY SW M MSann

When the Jews rose to the exalted level of utter submission to the Will of God, they attained such a high
level of spirituality that they saw past the veil of physicality that obscures the true meaning of the world. At
Mount Sinai, the Jews recognized that everything in the world was meant to be subjugated to God’s Will.
This clarity of understanding brought them to the ultimate recognition of their purpose in the world.

5. Rabbi Noson Weisz, Mayanot, Aish.com — Ma’amad Har Sinai brought clarity and unity of
purpose.

The people who stood at Mount Sinai perceived the soul world with absolute clarity, while the physical
world receded into the remote distance generally occupied by spiritual matters. A meeting between the
Congregation of Israel and God taking place at this high level of spirituality clearly exposed the spiritual
connection that exists between all Jews, as well as the connection between God and Israel. It is not by
accident that when Moses retells the events of Mount Sinai in Sefer Devarim, he concludes with the
classical statement of the absolute Unity of God, the unity between God and the Jewish people, and their
unity with each other, the Shema: Hear, O Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord is One.
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PART C. THE FOUNDATION OF FAITH FOR ALL GENERATIONS

Part of the eternal significance of the Revelation at Sinai is the groundwork that it laid for the Jewish people’s
faith in God throughout the ensuing millennia. The Revelation at Sinai was a public event, witnessed live and

simultaneously by the entire nation (some 2.5 million people), all of whom experienced God’s Presence and
saw Him reveal Himself and declare Moshe to be the messenger of His word. This massive historical event
became the foundation of our knowledge of God’s existence and relationship with us, and when He declared

to us that Moshe was His messenger, the inevitable result was that the Torah was authenticated to us beyond

a shadow of a doubt.

Such an awe-inspiring event, conducted publicly before millions of people, is an incredibly powerful basis

for our faith throughout the generations. In that respect, it is a far more potent force than any miracles or
wonders performed by a prophet could ever have been.

1.

The Jewish people did not believe in Moshe
Rabbeinu on account of the miracles that he
performed. For someone who believes because of
miracles will remain doubtful, since a miracle can
be performed using sorcery and magic.

All the miracles that Moshe performed in the
desert were done for a specific need, not to
establish the credibility of his prophecy. When it
was necessary to drown the Egyptians, he split
the sea and caused them to sink in it. When

we needed food, he brought down the manna.
When they were thirsty, he split open a rock [and
produced a spring]. When the Congregation

of Korach denied his position of leadership, he
caused the earth to swallow them. And the same
applies to all the other miracles.

And why did the Jews believe in Moshe? Because
of the Giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai — where
our eyes, not a strangers, saw, and our ears, not
someone else’s, heard — the fire and the sounds
and the torches, and he approached the fog and
the Voice spoke to him, and we heard “Moshe,
Moshe, go tell them as follows.” This is as the
verse says, “God spoke with you face to face,”
and it says, “God did not establish this covenant
with our ancestors [but, rather, with us].”

And from where do we learn that the Giving of
the Torah on Mount Sinai alone was the proof
that his prophecy was genuine? It is written,
“Behold, T am coming to you in a heavy cloud

in order that the Jewish nation should hear as I
speak with you, and also they will believe in you
forever.” This implies that prior to this they
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Rambam (Maimonides), Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah (Laws of Foundations of the Torah), Ch. 8:1
— Miracles alone do not instill belief.
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did not have an everlasting faith, rather a belief
that might have been followed by doubts and
questions.

SHAVUOT 1

How did Ma’amad Har Sinai become the foundation of our faith? At Mount Sinai, the Jewish people heard
God speak to them, and they witnessed Him appointing Moshe as His messenger and representative. This
solidified their belief in Moshe’s prophecy — and, consequently, in that of future prophets as well.

Ibn Ezra, Shemot 19:9 — Before Matan Torah the Jewish people did not have complete faith.
But after the entire nation heard God speak to them and appoint Moshe as His messenger,

their faith became knowledge.

[At the time of the crossing of the Reed Seal]
there were individuals who were doubtful about
prophecy. Even though the Torah writes, “They
believed in God and Moshe His servant,” and
“Israel saw,” that was not all the people.

That is the reason [God said to Moshe] “In order
that the entire nation will hear Me telling you
the Ten Commandments, and they will believe
in you as well” — that you are My prophet. From
that point onward, they recognized the truth of
Moshe’s prophecy.

eternal Jewish belief.

As a consequence of the Giving of the Torah,
everyone had perfect faith. For they saw clearly
that God spoke with Moshe and with the entire
Jewish people, and it was impossible for there to
be even the shadow of a doubt or any question
about it. This is the foundation of a faith that is
complete, lucid and clear.

True, unadulterated faith is only the type of belief
that is complete and clear and has no doubts or
negative afterthoughts. Such a clear faith was
found only at the Giving of the Torah at Mount
Sinai, as the Rambam explains, “And through
what did the Jews believe in Moshe? Through the
Giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai.” Only then
did they have an everlasting faith, one which was
not followed by even the slightest skepticism.

15
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The faith that the Revelation at Sinai instilled in the Jewish people was a pure, complete, and unadulterated
belief in God and in His servant, Moshe. This faith would then lie at the core of our Torah observance.
Jewish observance is based on a faith that is utterly, unquestionably clear. To a Jew, the existence of God, the
Divinity of His Torah, and the correctness of Moshe’s prophecy are not merely “beliefs” — they are facts.

3. Rabbi Yaakov Neiman, Darchei Mussar, pp. 328-9 — Matan Torah created the foundation of

1N 22,5 MMND 051D WHNT M3 THyna
RO ORI 233 52 o1 s DY 93T 1 DHya
TINS5 NI T Sw 53 AR NYn 51
S 03, e mmNb TIon

MPDD INN PRY 771931 15w BN P
VAN N, PR AWM N, DD
P70 1D M3 N, IR DU OBNT
WHNT DY D4 D217 13T N THYDI
OTOWR DBBNITT TIND INY “PD 7 TIpna 1
ST NN O PR DN “ODS

Jewish Calendar



SHAVUOT 1

The reason that the Revelation at Sinai was so effective in generating faith in the people was that it presented
them with a tangible visual experience which clearly demonstrated the truth of their beliefs. Perhaps in line
with the popular expression “seeing is believing,” the Jewish people were not merely asked to accept the
essentials of their faith as Moshe told them over. Rather, they were all eyewitnesses to a clear, irrefutable

demonstration of the truth of the Torah.

4. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Sifsei Chaim, Vol. III, p. 55 — Faith through a tangible, commonly-

shared national vision.

This was faith based on prophetic, tangible,
vision: [as the verse states,] “All the people saw
the sounds.” As our Sages explained, they saw
things that are normally only heard. Something
which is heard is more distant [conceptually]
from a person than something which is seen. In
their prophecy they saw the Revelation of God
to Moshe without any barriers and impediments
that would prevent them from seeing this
revelation. Therefore, the Torah testifies that:
“Also in you [Moshe], they will believe forever.”
Someone who has seen the Revelation of God in
this tangible way has eternal faith.
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Because the Revelation at Sinai is the cornerstone of our faith, it makes sense that Shavuot, the festival that
celebrates that revelation, is a fitting time to focus on reinforcing our faith.

5. Ibid. Vol. III, p. 65 — Shavuot is the natural opportunity to strengthen our faith.

During these days in which we celebrate the
Revelation at Sinai, it is essential to awaken in
ourselves this idea, for the opportunity to receive
this influence occurs during this time. Just as
one must see himself as if he left Egypt [the
entire Passover Seder was instituted in order to
stimulate these feelings], likewise it is vital to
relive the extraordinary Revelation at Sinai.

PART D. CREATING A UNIQUE JEWISH IDENTITY

5y YA W NN 0 10t S 10N oo
D3 NI TR DRYOWT MONDW D0y DN
NIT N2 MY N NS DTN 271 Dw O
53 195931 PR3 M 1T WA IR 0T, D30I RY
YA N 13 AP DINT 271 70, M0 D5 970
JYD 97 THYD — W

When approaching the celebration of the Torah that is the hallmark of Shavuot, it is important to recognize
that the Torah is far more than merely another subject (or group of subjects) to be studied. The Torah is
an incredibly potent force that has the power to change a person’s identity and elevate him on all levels —

spiritually, intellectually, and emotionally.

1. Talmud Bavli, Pesachim 68b — Torah makes all the difference.

On the day of Shavuot Rav Yosef would say:
“Make me a [fancy meal of] a three-year-old calf.”
He would say, “Were it not for this day, how
many Yosefs are there in the marketplace?”
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[Without the Torah, which was given on Shavuot,
he would be indistinguishable from every other
person in the world].

2. Rabbi Yechezkel Levenstein, Ohr Yechezkel, p.9 — The study and practice of Torah gives one a
distinguished and elevated identity — this is reason to celebrate.

Rav Yosef explained that he merited his positive Pali=) 115731 ISy Sabw nOY 27 TMBNY
attributes and great stature only through 555 190 85 ANT *TYSIN TN A53R DY Pawa
receiving the Torah. Without this, it would not 55 9B PN MR 1930 KoH 13 Mo

have been possible to reach such a level. For
without receiving the Torah there would be
no qualitative difference between individuals
— everyone would stand on the same level.

151,008 M7 0T Hom 090 DWINT P
NOI25 R2IY 19 W MY 393 A0 37 0N
29 7235 ADY P2 5T W KDY NI MO P

Y
Therefore, Rav Yosef proclaimed on the eve of it

Shavuot that he wanted to enjoy a special meal
from a fine three-year-old-calf; only in the merit
of Shavuot is there a difference between a “Yosef”
and a “Rav Yosef.”

God implanted a tremendous potency in the act of Torah study itself. When a person studies the Torah and
invests effort in understanding it, the Torah exerts a powerful influence over him and causes him to rise to
higher spiritual levels.

3. Letters of the Chazon Ish, Vol. 1 Ch. 37 — Toiling in Torah study brings a person to exalted
levels of spiritual awareness and understanding.

The primary ability of the Torah to bring a ANSY M DIRT PR XS ANRT R0 I
person to an exalted state and to the recognition 5979990 5 5By Y AR 19IPT 05
of his mission in the world comes from toiling DN 87 Y50 FIEY BRI A SO DINAY

in Torah. The more a person exerts himself [in
Torah study], the more he severs the bonds of
the evil inclination and comes to despise the
empty pleasures [of this world]. His soul will
desire feelings of sanctity, the delight of wisdom,
and the sweetness of purity of heart, and he will
recognize that a human being is not just flesh and
blood ...

2 WP WL IpPwn wen ov5ann iyna
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In every generation, the great Torah sages have also been known as the generation’s paragons of piety and
virtue. Stories abound that highlight their extreme purity of character and demonstrate that they reached
almost superhuman levels of saintliness. We can understand this as an illustration of the profound impact of
Torah on a person who studies it. It should come as no surprise that the people who excel the most in their
mastery of Torah study have always been the same people who excelled in perfecting their own characters.

The great Torah sage Rabbi Yisrael Meir HaKohen Kagan, the Chofetz Chaim, once testified before a judge on a
certain subject. The attorney who was arguing the case wanted to make sure that the judge would give the Chofetz
Chaim’s testimony the credence it deserved, so he decided to tell the judge a little about the Chofetz Chaim’s character.
“Your honor,” the attorney said, “I have heard that this rabbi is a man of unparalleled virtue. In fact, I heard that he
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once witnessed a thief stealing some property from his home and immediately began to chase after the thief, shouting,
I forgive you! I forgive you!” Rather than being concerned about his own financial loss, he wanted to make sure that
the thief who stole from him didn’t incur a sin.”

“I find that story impossible to believe,” the judge scoffed derisively. “No human being could be capable of such an
action!”

“Your honor,” the attorney replied solemnly, “even if this story is not true, the mere fact that I heard it should attest to
the rabbi’s greatness of character. After all, no one would even make up such a story about you or me.”

PART E. THE MITZVOT WERE GIVEN TO PERFECT INDIVIDUALS AND THE WORLD

There are two dimensions to the Torah, each of which parallels and complements the other. The mere study
of the Torah is an activity that purifies, refines, and elevates any human being who engages in it. We study
Torah for the sake of its knowledge, but we also study Torah to familiarize ourselves with its precepts, so that
we will be able to observe them. And observance of the mitzvot that are found in the Torah is also our path
to perfection — of ourselves and of the world.

1. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, Bereishit 9:27 — The Torah is God’s wisdom that must be
applied to life’s changing situations to make this world into His kingdom.

These spiritual pursuits ... are meant to lead to proper action, to the right response to the ever-
changing conditions of life, in order “to prepare the world for the kingdom of God,” as we put it in our
daily prayers.

It’s not merely a coincidence that the Torah is our guide to perfection. The very purpose of the Torah and its
commandments is just that — for us to achieve perfection of our bodies and souls.

2. Rambam, Moreh Nevuchim (Guide for the Perplexed), Vol. III: 27 — Perfecting the soul and
the body.

The purpose of the entire Torah is twofold: WOIT MR D, D737 3w N 5O mInd
perfecting the soul and perfecting the body. SURNNY 993 7O WO MYRN AN DR
Perliectifg the soull mezne Lt 2 persom il FPTIN AN MPPR ....DI1 13 MN MY >

attain correct worldviews as much as possible
... perfecting the body means perfecting one’s
relationships with others.

JTON DY TON DM 033D Mepna

3. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, end of Hilchot Temurah (The Laws of Temurah) — The mitzvot are
God’s instructions and advice for living and improving our character.

And all these matters [the mitzvot] are to [help 219 PO wn‘n 198 OIN m;b 75 09377 ON 59
us to] overcome our negative inclinations and to 0D AU DT PITID MSY XOR PR N0 0T
correct our traits; and most laws of the Torah are DWYIT 59 T YT

instructions from afar, from the Great Adviser
[to help us] to correct our character traits and
straighten our ways.

How are the mitzvot a guide to perfection? The following Midrash reveals the answer.
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4. Midrash Rabbah, Bereishit 44:1 — Mitzvot refine humanity.

What does it matter to God if an animal is IN NI O LI WO 43 D PPN D O
slaughtered by cutting its neck through the spine PRMYI D VI M
or the throat?

[The answer is] “The commandments were given S92 IR D3 5785 ROR S8 30 8D v
only in order to refine humanity.”

Anyone who has achieved spiritual growth through the Torah and mitzvot will attest to the fact that the
greatest sense of fulfillment a person can attain in life comes from growth and achievement in the spiritual
realm. This idea is yet another of the allusions of the Two Loaves offering brought in the Temple on Shavuot.

5. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Strive for Truth, Vol. IV, pp. 31-32 — Focus on spiritual growth verses
materialistic stagnation.

On this day [Shavuot] we bring to God a “New Offering” of two wheaten loaves. This is called a “New
Offering” because it is the first offering brought from the new wheat crop. There is also a deeper
reason. This offering celebrates our attainment of the spiritual level known as “receiving the Torah,”
and every spiritual attainment is completely new — a new world in fact — compared to the level
previously attained. In the world of materialism nothing is really new. Gratifying one physical desire
is very much like gratifying another. The pleasure soon wanes and the chase is on for something
“new,” but the result is always the same. A surfeit of physical pleasure eventually causes revulsion and
a reduction of enjoyment all around. But achievements of the spirit never pall. The sweetness felt in
the study of Torah and the inward service of God is constant. This is the greatest and most convincing
proof of the truth of our spiritual heritage.

PART E INFUSING THE PHYSICAL WORLD WITH SPIRITUALITY

We understand, then, that the Torah and mitzvot are extraordinary vehicles for self-perfection. This
understanding sheds tremendous light on another issue: the very purpose of the Torah, which is intrinsically
connected to the very purpose of this world. By giving us the Torah, God created, as it were, a means of
manifesting the sanctity and spirituality of His Presence in this world. The Torah and mitzvot bring the
Divine into the mundane, and also have the converse effect; by observing the mitzvot, we elevate the
mundane world, transforming it into a vehicle for spirituality.

1. Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 88b-89a — When Moshe ascended to Heaven to receive the Torah,
the angels opposed giving it to him, but he contended that the Torah’s commandments were
designed specifically to be observed on earth.

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi taught: When Moshe DD WD TOPY YW 15 13 YR 9 BN
ascended to Heaven [to receive the Torah], the 5w W37 97 T3 LATR N85 DT RSN 1IN
ministering angels said to the Holy One, Blessed 70 5355 11 TN 2ra TR T M, obw
is He, “Master of the Universe, why is the child RS YW > TR TN TTOM 7305 15K X3
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has come to receive the Torah.” They said to
him, “This precious hidden treasure, which You
have concealed for 974 generations, You wish to
give to flesh and blood? ‘What is man that You
remember him, and a human being that You
recall him? God, our Master, how mighty is Your

19 Jewish Calendar



SHAVUOT 1

Name throughout the land; place Your glory in

1”

the Heavens

God said to Moshe, “Answer them!” . . .

[Moshe] said, “Master of the Universe, what does the
Torah say?”

[God responded,] “It says, I am the Lord, your God,
who took you out of Egypt.”

[Moshe said to the angels:] “Did you go down to Egypt?
Were you enslaved to Pharaoh? Why should you receive
the Torah”

Again [he asked God,] “What does it say?”

[God said,] “You shall not recognize the gods of
others.”

[Moshe said to the angels,] “Do you live amongst the
nations who worship idols?”

Again, “What does it say?”

“Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy.”

“Do you engage in labor that you would be required to
rest from? What else does it say?”

“Honor your father and mother.”
“Do you have a father and a mother? What else does
it say?”

“You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery,
you shall not steal.”

“Is there jealousy among you (that can lead to murder)?
Do any of you have an evil inclination?”

The angels immediately conceded to God ...
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In this passage, the Talmud teaches us that the angels contended that the Torah belongs in Heaven
and should not be given to man. Moshe refuted them on the basis of the fact that the mitzvot of the
Torah are not applicable to angels. The mitzvot of the Torah were designed for the physical world,
and they are uniquely applicable to human beings, with their material nature.

2. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Sifsei Chaim, p. 128 — The purpose of the Torah is to transform the
material world into a vessel for spirituality.

Moshe proved to the angels that ... the main
purpose of the creation of the Torah was for it
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to be given to human beings on earth, since it is
specifically the physical acts of the mitzvot that
increase God’s honor, and His Throne of Glory is
built by them ...
This is the greatness of man. He can transform a7 5IN -nbnb 519% X1 DINT O 199735 000
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his body, which by nature is far from the light of
Gods “face,” into a vessel through which the light
of God will shine when man uses it to perform
God’s Will by observing Torah and mitzvot ...
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We see that man has the ability to bring about a ST ST NI R1925 DINRT O IM0a NYDS

new creation, i.e., to turn his physical body into a TIPS Ty 50 N T AN TS
tool to help him achieve pure spirituality ...

Thus, the Torah’s applicability to our mundane, physical lives is not merely a tangential aspect of the Torah.
Rather, it is the entire essence of the Torah. The entire purpose of the Torah is to enable man to achieve great
spiritual heights — by bringing Godliness, as it were, into the material world.

3. Rabbi Abraham J. Twerski, Twerski on Spirituality, p. 10 — Spirituality does not mean
divorcing oneself from the physical world; it means leading a normal, material life that is
suffused with spirituality.

Spirituality is not withdrawing from society and isolating oneself as a recluse, eating the bare minimum
to remain alive and sleeping on the ground, spending the entire day in prayer and meditation. During
the time of the Second Temple there was a sect of Essenes who separated themselves from society to
devote themselves totally to prayer and study of Torah. They rejected anything that provided physical
gratification, and they therefore abstained from eating meat, drinking wine, and getting married.

This is not the type of spirituality the Torah advocates. We are permitted to eat meat and drink wine
judiciously, and we are required to marry and have family lives. We should work and engage in
commerce. In short, we are to lead normal lives, but all the activities of normal living should be within
the scope of spirituality.

PART G. TORAH IS GIVEN ANEW EACH SHAVUOT

Our appreciation of Shavuot would be lacking a very important dimension if we did not make mention of
one more, exceedingly important, point. Shavuot is not merely a day that commemorates a significant event
in the past. It is more than that: it is the day when that very event recurs and is recreated every single year.
There is tremendous spiritual potential inherent in each of our festivals; the same spiritual forces that were
present thousands of years ago, on these very dates, return every year at the same time.

1. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Strive for Truth, Vol. IV, p. 49 — Listening for Matan Torah today.

Each Shavuot ... we spiritually arrive at that same point of sanctity experienced by our forefathers at
Mount Sinai. It is once again, in a real sense, “The time of the Giving of our Torah,” and we are invited
to accept it anew, as they did 3,300 years ago.

On Shavuot we have to work in order to receive the Torah. We have to struggle to acquire it in our
hearts. We have to appreciate its truths as unchangeable verities ... the nation still harbored lingering
doubts ... Only when they heard God’s voice at Sinai was doubt replaced by absolute certainty. So too,
when we learn Torah today and especially at Shavuot time, can we, if we wish, still hear that same
voice.

2. Rabbi Shalom Brezovsky, Nesivos Shalom, Moadim, Vol. II, p. 334 — The Torah was given in
the past, but the ability to receive it occurs each year on Shavuot.

It is written in the holy books that just as the 90 ,5PM8I N DI MDY DT YDA RPN
Torah is eternal, the ability to receive the Torah DA P I 3w Soaw , PRSI NOT TN 1930
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is eternal. Each and every year on Shavuot our
ability to receive the Torah is renewed. This is
what we recite in our prayers and in Kiddush:
“The time of the Giving of our Torah.” This does
not mean merely that we have a festival that
reminds us that God gave us the Torah in the
past. Rather, each and every year on Shavuot is
again the time of the Giving of the Torah.
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In truth, although the spiritual potential of the day of Ma’amad Har Sinai is at its most potent on Shavuot,
which is the actual day when the Torah was given, the Giving of the Torah was meant to be a continuous
process, one that takes place every day, in every generation. Whenever a person studies the Torah and
becomes involved in it, it is as if he is reliving the Revelation at Sinai.

3. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Sifsei Chaim, Vol.III, p. 169 — The Giving of the Torah is eternal

and continuous.

The Giving of the Torah at Sinai is eternal and
continuous. In the words of the Midrash: “A
person must see himself as if he personally
received the Torah at Sinai, as it is written, ‘On
this day you have become a nation” (Devarim
27:9). The deliverance of the Torah was not a
one-time occurrence; rather it influences us daily.

In the words of the Nefesh HaChaim: “When a
person is involved and attached properly to the
Torah, it brings joy just like when it was given
at Sinai, like it says in the Zohar: ‘One who is
engaged in Torah is as if he receives the Torah at
Sinai each day, as the Torah writes: On this day
you have become a nation ...”” One who makes
an effort in Torah is as if he stands each day on
Mount Sinai to receive the Torah.
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4. 1Ibid. Vol. III, pp. 180-181 — On any day one can merit the influence from Mount Sinai.

We can appreciate the teaching of our Sages:
“On this day Israel came to the desert of Sinai...”
(Rashi, Shemot 19:1). It would have been more
fitting for the verse to state: “On that day,” why
write: “On this day™? Rather, to teach that the
words of Torah should be new to you as if they
had been given today.

In practice, whenever one studies Torah in the
appropriate manner he receives inspiration from
God, similar to the atmosphere which prevailed
at Sinai. For this reason the Torah states “On this
day” — just like the day they came to the desert of
Sinai.
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KEY THEMES OF SECTION II:

& The entire world was created for the sake of the Torah. If the Jews had not accepted the Torah on
Mount Sinai, the world would have ceased to exist.

& At Mount Sinai, the Jews declared, “We will do and we will listen,” meaning that they committed
themselves to keeping the Torah and observing God’s commandments even before they knew what
those commandments were. By doing so, they reached an exalted level of spirituality where they
recognized that the world and everything in it is meant to be subjugated to God’s Will.

& At Mount Sinai, God revealed Himself publicly to the entire Jewish nation and announced that
Moshe would be His messenger. This revelation became the basis and foundation of the Jewish
people’s faith throughout the generations.

& Torah study is an immensely potent force that has the ability to reshape a person’s very identity.

& Furthermore, Torah and mitzvot are our path to perfection, both physical and spiritual. God gave
us the mitzvot so that we can achieve perfection through their observance.

& God created the Torah for the purpose of giving it to human beings, who would study it and
observe its commandments in the physical world. In this way, our world — the world of the
material — is elevated and infused with spirituality, which gives our lives meaning and purpose.

& Shavuot is more than just a commemoration of a great historical event. Every year on Shavuot, we
relive the experience of Matan Torah. Furthermore, Matan Torah is an ongoing, eternal process;
through Torah study, we can tap into the immense spiritual bounty of Matan Torah every day of
our lives.

CLASS SUMMARY:

WHAT ARE THE THEMES OF THE HOLIDAY OF SHAVUOT?

We can identify four distinct themes of the holiday of Shavuot. First of all, Shavuot represents the conclusion
of the Counting of the Omer and the culmination of the process of personal growth that it entails. Secondly,
Shavuot marks the beginning of the new harvest and the first opportunity to fulfill the mitzvah of bikurim.
Thirdly, Shavuot is the day on which God judges the world and determines how much fruit will be produced
by the trees during the coming year. The fourth theme of Shavuot, and the one that is perhaps the most
overarching, is its status as the day on which the Torah was given.

WHY IS MA’AMAD HAR SINAI MONUMENTAL IN JEWISH HISTORY?

Ma’amad Har Sinai was the event at which the Jewish people received the Torah, which became their guiding
force for all generations. The Torah is the purpose of existence both of the world itself and of the Jewish
people. Furthermore, the Jewish people’s declaration of “Na’aseh v’Nishma” (“We will do and we will listen”)
both earned them eternal merit and shaped their national character for all generations. Their unconditional
submission to God’s Will elevated them to a spiritual level comparable to that of angels, and all future
generations of Jews have drawn from that declaration the inner strength to serve God in spite of daunting
obstacles.
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HOW IS THE IMPACT OF MA’AMAD HAR SINAI ETERNAL AND CONTINUOUS?

Torah study and mitzvah observance have defined Jewish identity throughout the generations. Furthermore,
the study of Torah sustains the Jewish people and the entire world.

WHY IS MA’AMAD HAR SINAI THE FOUNDATION OF JEWISH BELIEF?

Ma’amad Har Sinai was a unique event, unparalleled in all of history. At Mount Sinai, the entire Jewish
nation, numbering about 2.5 million souls, witnessed God revealing Himself and appointing Moshe as

His messenger. Together, all of the Jewish people were eyewitnesses to the Revelation; they saw God and
His dominion over them with their own eyes. By appointing Moshe as His messenger in front of the entire
nation, God gave credence to Moshe’s prophecy so that the validity of his words could never be questioned.

Jewish faith is not based on miracles and wonders, which can be distorted or questioned. Rather, it is based
on a tangible experience shared by an entire nation.

HOW IS SHAVUOT ESSENTIAL TO ESTABLISHING OUR JEWISH IDENTITY?

On Shavuot, God gives us the opportunity to re-experience the spiritual forces that were present at the time
of the Giving of the Torah thousands of years ago. Every year on Shavuot, we can experience the Giving of
the Torah anew, tapping into the forces that shaped our people’s national spiritual identity.

Shavuot brings home to us the importance of the Torah to the world as a whole and the Jewish nation in
particular. On Shavuot, we recall how the Torah shapes us as a people and how our ancestors committed
themselves to it, wholly and unconditionally.

WHAT ROLE DO THE MITZVOT PLAY IN ACTUALIZING OUR MISSION?

God gave us the mitzvot in order for us to perfect ourselves. The manifold instructions that He laid down
for all of our worldly activities serve to make us into better, more perfect human beings. By observing His
mitzvot, we become spiritual beings, bringing God, as it were, into the physical world.

This class was prepared by Rabbi David Sedley

and edited by the Morasha Curriculum Team
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