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Introduction
ההָר מְא ֹד׃
ָ חרַד ּכ ָל־
ֱ ֶּ שָן ו ַי
ׁ ְ ה ּכִב
ַ שֶן
ׁ ֶשָנ ֹו ּכְע
ׁ ֲש ו ַיַּעַל ע
ׁ א
ֵ ָ שֶר יָרַד עָל ָיו ה׳ ּב
ׁ א
ֲ שַן ּכֻלּ ֹו מ ִּפְנ ֵי
ׁ ָוְהַר סִינ ַי ע
האֱלֹקִים יַעֲנֶנ ּו ּ ב ְקוֹל׃
ָ ְ שֶה י ְ ַד ּב ֵר ו
ׁ ֹ חז ֵק מְא ֹד מ
ָ ְ ש ֹופָר ה ֹול ֵך ְ ו
ּׁ ה
ַ ו ַיְהִי קוֹל
יח–יט:שמות יט
And Mount Sinai was all in smoke, for the Lord had come down upon it in fire;
the smoke rose like the smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain trembled violently.
The blare of the shofar grew louder and louder. As Moses spoke, God answered him in thunder.
Exodus 19:18-19
,חז ֵק מְא ֹד
ָ ְ אב ָל ּכ ָאן ה ֹול ֵך ְ ו
ֲ ,ש ו ְכ ֹוהֶה
ׁ חל ִי
ֲ מ
ַ ארִיך ְ לִתְקֹעַ קוֹל ֹו
ֲ מ
ַ שֶהו ּא
ׁ הדְיוֹט ּכ ָל זְמַן
ֶ  מִנְהַג.הולך וחזק מאד
ּ
:ַשְמֹע
ׁ ִ שֶי ְכ ֹול ִין ל
ׁ ּ אז ְנ ֵיהֶם מַה
ָ ש ּב ֵר
ׂ ַ ְ חלּ ָה? ל
ִ ְ ּוְל ָמּ ָה ּכ ָך ְ מִת
When people sound a shofar for a long time, they begin loudly and become quieter over time.
But here God’s sound becomes louder and louder. Why?
To make their ears receptive so they could hear what was possible for them to hear.
Rashi
In the theophany of the Giving of the Torah at Mt. Sinai, human beings, finite by nature, experience the awesomeness
of God, infinite and beyond comprehension. While we will never fully understand what our ancestors saw or heard on
that first Shavuot, there remain many lessons—both theological and educational—that we can learn from that moment
of divine revelation.
In that spirit, Rashi points us to reflect on one particular event—the sound of the shofar, representing the voice of God,
began softly, and grew louder over time.
Rashi’s understanding of this verse reminds us of the need for all teachers, human or divine, to make sure that their
words can be heard, understood, and internalized by their students. Without that intention, a teacher can speak so loudly, get so caught up in the content of what she is communicating, without attending to the needs of the students in front
of her. When a teacher makes the effort to understand and connect to her students, to consider what they most need
“to make their ears receptive” for the lesson, her teaching can be transformative, changing the course of a student’s life.
The Divrei Torah gathered in this compilation represent countless hours of scholarship and work by some of our finest
rabbinic leaders, scholars, and alumni, all of whom know and have learned that the way to give over God’s Torah so that
it can heard, internalized, and uplift, is to start with a focus on the student and what he or she needs to “make their ears
receptive” for learning.
We are grateful to each of our contributors and their ongoing work in the Jewish world serving Klal Yisrael, and we thank
those publications which allowed us to republish certain pieces, as is mentioned throughout this work.
Thanks to Rabbi Yonah Berman, Jen Vegh, and Rabbi Jason Herman for overseeing our three organizations’ collaborative efforts on this project, to Rabbi Aryeh Leifert for his editing work, and to Rachel Jackson of Binah Design for her
masterful layout.
As we celebrate Zman Matan Torateinu, may we continue to hear the words of God and transmit those words the world
over with love for all of God’s creations.
Rabbi Dov Linzer
Yeshivat Chovevei Torah Rabbinical School
Rabba Sara Hurwitz
Maharat
Rabbi Saul Strosberg
International Rabbinic Fellowship
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A Celebration of
Female Friendship
in the Book of Ruth
Rabba Wendy Amsellem
Rabba Wendy Amsellem (Maharat Advanced Kollel ‘18) is a member of the
Faculty and Publications Editor of Maharat.

It is hard to find a conversation in the Bible between
two women. Sarah and Rebecca never speak to another woman in Genesis. Rachel and Leah speak with
one another just once. Deena, Jacob’s daughter, never
speaks at all. In the Book of Esther, Esther speaks often,
and with power, but never to another woman. Against
this background, the Book of Ruth stands out as a celebration of female friendship.
As the book begins, Naomi does not see the value in
women’s relationships. She urges her daughters-in-law
to leave her, noting bitterly, “Why should you go with
me? Have I any more sons inside of me who can be husbands for you?” (Ruth 1:11). In the next verses, she points
out that even if she were to conceive sons that night,
it would not make sense for her daughters-in-law to
wait until the babies had grown to marrying age. Naomi
understands her relationship to her daughters-in-law as
existing only by virtue of their connection to her sons.
Since her sons have died, and she has no other sons
who could be potential husbands, Naomi believes that
she has nothing to offer the younger women.
Orpah heeds her mother-in-law’s advice and returns
home. Ruth, though, is determined to stick with Naomi.
She declares her loyalty in a powerful, poetic speech
that has become a timeless testimony of devotion. She
promises, “Wherever you go, I will go; wherever you
lodge, I will lodge; your people are my people; and your
God is my God” (Ruth 1:16). Ruth tells Naomi that she
does not want to be with her because of any potential
suitors that Naomi can provide. Instead, Ruth explains
that she just wants to be with Naomi—now, forever, until
death separates them.
2

Naomi seems not to know what to make of Ruth’s
dedication. She walks on in silence as the two women
make their way to Bethlehem. Upon their arrival, Naomi declares, “I left here full, but God has returned me
empty” (Ruth 1:20-21). Despite Ruth’s pledge of love
and loyalty, Naomi does not even acknowledge Ruth’s
presence.
As the story progresses, Ruth continues to demonstrate her devotion to Naomi. Disregarding the danger,
she goes out on her own to glean in the fields for barley
for Naomi. When Boaz offers her lunch, she carefully
saves some of the food to bring back to Naomi (Ruth
2:18). She cares for the older woman, making Naomi’s
comfort and security paramount, and she seems to
want nothing in exchange other than Naomi’s company.
Naomi, though, continues to understand her value to
Ruth as connected to her ability to provide Ruth with a
husband. She constructs a plan where Ruth will surprise
Boaz in the middle of the night on the threshing floor
in an attempt to persuade Boaz to marry her. Ruth has
not evinced any particular interest in Boaz, but keen to
make Naomi happy, she responds that she will do whatever Naomi asks her to do (Ruth 3:5). Boaz turns out to
be amenable, and he sends Ruth home in the morning
with six measures of barley. When Ruth returns to Naomi, she presents the barley to her, saying, “He gave me
these six measures of barley, for he said that I should
not come empty to [you].” This is an important moment.
We have no evidence in the text of Boaz intending the
barley for Naomi. It seems instead that because Ruth is
always thinking of Naomi, she understands any gift as a
gift for Naomi. In addition, the language of not coming

home empty-handed to Naomi recalls Naomi’s painful
statement upon her return to Bethlehem that God has
brought her back empty. Ruth is aware of Naomi’s
emptiness, and she is trying her hardest to fill the void.
By the middle of chapter 4, Ruth and Boaz have married, and Ruth has given birth to a son. This could be
understood as a validation of Naomi’s worldview. She
has proved valuable to Ruth by providing Ruth with a
husband and a son. The chorus of women in the town,
though, understands the events in a different manner.
They say to Naomi, “[This baby] will revive you and
sustain your old age because your daughter-in-law who
loves you bore him, she who is better to you than seven
sons” (Ruth 4:15). The women urge Naomi to recognize
that the primary person in her life is Ruth. Through
Ruth’s love and devotion, Naomi has been redeemed
and made full. Ruth is important not because she has
provided Naomi with a son, but because of the way
she herself cares for Naomi. In this way, the women of
Bethlehem, and the author of the Book of Ruth, honor
the relationship between Ruth and Naomi. The final
verses may be about the male genealogy leading to
King David, but the principal drama of the story resides
in the power of the friendship of these two women.
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The Revelation’s
Ongoing Messages
Rabbi Marc D. Angel
Rabbi Marc D. Angel is Rabbi Emeritus of Congregation Shearith Israel. He currently directs the
Institute for Jewish Ideas and Ideals, and is co-founder of the International Rabbinic Fellowship.

The Revelation at Mt. Sinai was a national experience
for all the people of Israel—but it was also very personal.
Each Israelite heard the same words—but in different
ways.
The Midrash teaches (א: )שמות רבה כטthat God
spoke “—”בכוחו של כל אחד ואחדaccording to the individual abilities of each listener. The universal message
of Torah was made direct and personal. The miracle at
Mt. Sinai was not only the Revelation of God to the nation of Israel, but the individualized Revelation to each
and every Israelite man, woman, and child.
The message of this rabbinic teaching goes further.
It does not merely refer to the receptivity and ability of
the Israelites at the moment of Revelation at Mt. Sinai.
It also recognizes that each individual’s —כוחstrength
of understanding—is not stagnant. As we grow, deepen
our knowledge, expand our sensitivities, and open our
minds and hearts—our  כוחevolves. In a sense, we
receive the Revelation anew at each stage in life—actually, every day and every moment of life. This is the
wonder and glory of Torah: it speaks to us directly and
personally throughout our lives.
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was marked by thunder and lightning and the sound
of the shofar. The voice of God was heard by all. Yet,
shortly afterward, the Israelites were dancing around
a golden calf! When Moses came down the mountain
and witnessed this idolatrous behavior, he threw down
and shattered the tablets of the law.
Later, Moses ascended the mountain again. This
time, there was no public fanfare, no miraculous sounds
and lights. God told Moses that he himself would have
to carve out the stone on which the Ten Commandments would be inscribed. The second set of the tablets
of the law—received by Moses alone and through his
own hard labor—was preserved.
The first tablets of the Ten Commandments, given
with so much drama, were destroyed. The second tablets, given privately and quietly, survived, and became
the spiritual foundation of the people of Israel.

The foundational experience of the Revelation has
an ongoing impact on how we confront life. Among the
lessons is the importance of “interiority,” of being strong
within ourselves.

The  מעם לועזpoints to the moral of this story: the
really important and lasting things in life are often done
by individuals in privacy, through their own exertions.
Things done with much publicity may not be as permanent. We ought not judge the value of a person or
an event based on external glitter and fame. Rather, we
ought to realize that greatness and permanent value
are often found in obscurity, in seemingly small and
unnoticed acts of kindness or spiritual insight.

The מעם לועז/Me’am Lo’ez, the classic Ladino biblical commentary (Turkey, 18th century), notes that the
original Revelation on Mt. Sinai was a highly dramatic
episode. Moses ascended the mountain as the people of
Israel gathered below with great anticipation. The scene

External fame, power, and popularity do not necessarily correlate to internal worth. What is truly important
is what we do through the sweat of our own brow, quietly, without seeking publicity or glory. What is valuable
and lasting in us are those things which are authentic,

honest, and good in the eyes of God, and which bring
goodness and kindness to our fellow human beings.

balance self-confidence with honest awareness of our
limitations and weaknesses.

Another lesson of the Revelation is that the Torah
provides a grand and universal religious vision. A famous Midrash teaches that the Revelation at Sinai was
split into seventy languages (i.e., contained a message
for the seventy nations of the world, understood to refer
to all humanity). The Torah is not to be understood or
limited as being a narrow message intended for a small
sect. The Torah is not to be limited to a reclusive people
living in self-contained ghettoes; rather, it is to provide
spiritual insight to all humanity. The great 19th-century
rabbi Eliyahu Benamozegh stressed Israel’s role as the
most universal of religions, a religion that provides the
moral framework for civilization as a whole.

On Shavuot, as we celebrate the anniversary of the
Revelation at Mt. Sinai, we should direct our thoughts
to that special moment in the history of Israel and to
the ongoing lessons it provides to us in our own lives.
This piece was originally published by the Center for
Jewish Ideas and Ideals.

The Revelation accounts in the Torah also provide
guidance on how to live as full, real people, with a
healthy and wholesome sense of self. The Talmud reports (Berakhot 8b) that the Holy Ark in the Tabernacle
contained the two sets of the tablets of the law: the
broken pieces of the first set, and the complete tablets
of the second set—לוחות ושברי הלוחות מונחים בארון.
A lesson from this is: we each have “complete” and
“broken” tablets within ourselves. We have our greatest
strengths and achievements; we also have our failures
and shortcomings. If we only focus on the “complete”
aspects of our lives, we may tend to become arrogant
and egotistical. If we focus on the “broken” aspects of
our lives, we may become demoralized and crushed. To
be whole and strong human beings, we need to value
both sets of tablets within us. We need to draw on
our strengths, and learn from our failings. We need to
5

Embracing the Infinite
Rabba Dina Brawer
Rabba Dina Brawer (Maharat ‘18) is Director of Recruitment and Admissions at Maharat and
a lecturer in the Boston area. She lectures in Talmud at Tufts University, and was recently
appointed Assistant Head of School for Jewish Education at Gann Academy in Waltham, MA.

ָ ספֶר הַתּ ֹורָה הַזּ ֶה מ ִּפִיך
ֵ ש
ׁ ּ לֹא־י ָמו
ת ּב ֹו י ֹומָם וָל ַיְל ָה
ָ וְהָג ִי
ח:יהושע א
Let not this Book of Torah
cease from your lips,
but recite it day and night...
Joshua 1:8
תלמוד גדול שהתלמוד מביא לידי מעשה
 ב,קידושין מ
Study is greater,
as study leads to action.
Kiddushin 40b
Shavuot celebrates our acceptance of Torah and mitzvot; and yet, there often seems to be an underlying
tension in our duty to study the former and perform the
latter. The two sources above exemplify approaches to
the relationship between Torah and mitzvot that are
radically opposed: the first demands a total, constant
commitment to study, while the second asserts that the
value of study is in its expression, a life of mitzvot. What
can we learn from these approaches? Can we reconcile
them? And how can they inform our own study and
practice as we prepare for Z’man Matan Torateinu?
The Talmud (Menahot 99b) understands “recite it day
and night” literally: the only time a Jew can abstain from
Torah study is that time which is neither day nor night.
Said differently, Torah study must be constant, ceaseless, with no exceptions. In choosing a hyper-maximalist interpretation for this verse, the Talmud makes an
6

apparently impossible demand of us. Even the most
dedicated student will inevitably have to attend to mundane but vital tasks—not to mention the performance
of mitzvot. After all, when we sound the shofar or shake
the lulav, we are not studying Torah. Is “recite it day and
night,” then, only an aspirational standard, rather than a
practical requirement?
Another way to explore the tension between Torah
study and the practice of mitzvot is through the lens of
constancy. In the blessings of Shema which we recite
twice daily, we find the instruction to keep the words of
Torah alive with us at every moment—upon waking and
retiring, in our homes, and while on the road (Deuteronomy 6:6-7):
ְּ ה
מצַו ְּך ָ הַיּוֹם
ְ שֶר אנֹכ ִי
ׁ א
ֲ אלּ ֶה
ֵ ה
ָ דבָרִים
ַ ּ וְהָיו
ָ שב ְתּ ְך
ׁ ִ ְ שנ ּ ַנ ְתּ ָם לְב ָנ ֶיך ָ ו ְ ִד ּבַרְתּ ָ ּב ָם ּב
ׁ ִ ְ  ו:ָעַל־לבָב ֶך
ּ ֶ ַ ּבְב ֵיתֶך ָ וּבְלֶכ ְתּ ְך ָ ב
.ָשכ ְ ּב ְך ָ וּב ְקוּמֶך
ׁ ָ ְ דרֶך ְ וּב
Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner (1906–1980) points out that this
instruction to be constantly immersed in Torah could
apply more pertinently to mitzvot in general. Indeed,
when we look at the entire array of mitzvot, we can easily fill our time and the spaces we occupy with mitzvot.
Why then is this consistency required specifically of
Torah study?
Rabbi Hutner suggests that the constancy of Torah
and of mitzvot are radically different in nature; the constancy of mitzvot is quantitative, while that of Torah is
qualitative. A lifetime of mitzvot is cumulative; it requires
many mitzvot aggregated over one’s life. The pursuit of

Torah, however, is one continuous activity that stretches
through, from the first lesson we ever learn, to the end
of our lives.
With this definition of constancy of Torah study we
return to the tension between “recite it day and night”
and “study leads to action”. How do we reconcile the call
to action with the primacy of incessant study?
הוֹי ּכ ָל־צָמֵא ל ְכו ּ ל ַמּ ַי ִם
א:ישעיהו נה
Ho, all who are thirsty, come for water
Isaiah 55:1
We can understand the constancy of Torah study,
through the imagery of water. Water expands and takes
up all available space. Likewise, the enterprise of mastering Torah is all–encompassing; it too expands, and
takes up every minute of life. What happens when we
have to pause our Talmud Torah for action and attend to
the needs of the dead or a bride?
Imagine a stone is thrown into a body of water: water
is displaced, but its quantity never changes. Water
makes room and accommodates the stone, and never
suffers or loses any part of itself in the process. Like
water, a lifetime of Talmud Torah, though expansive,
is accommodating. It may flow into every minute of
available time, but when interrupted by a mitzvah, it
adjusts and accommodates, without being in any way
diminished.
As we approach Z’man Matan Torateinu, the imagery
of water invites us to renew our own flow, and let our
Torah study expand into all possible nooks of interstitial
time. All the while appreciating that our Torah will envelop and sacralize both the moments we dedicate to the
vital tasks that enable our learning and to the intended
sacred outcome; action, ma’aseh.
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On Bonfires, Hubris, and the
State of Civil Discourse
Rabbi Barry Dolinger
Rabbi Barry Dolinger is Rabbi of Congregation Beth Sholom in Providence, RI.
He is President of the Board of Rabbis of Greater Rhode Island.

(Lag b’Omer) – the Hebrew letters  לand  גrepresent
the numerical equivalent of 33, and so  ל”ג בעומרis a
shorthand way of referring to the thirty-third day of the
fifty-day count between Pesach and Shavuot. Many are
familiar with the various customs of Lag b’Omer and
take great pleasure in them. And why not? They’re
fun. Some engage in archery or other outdoor sporting
events; bonfires (and even s’mores) are common. But
what of the mourning customs? And what can these
customs teach us about the absurdly broken state of
civil discourse we’re currently living with?
Most Ashkenazic and Sephardic communities accepted a customary set of mourning restrictions during
the first thirty-three days of the count. The customary
restrictions include a ban on weddings, shaving and
haircuts, and live celebratory music. To the extent that
folks are commonly familiar with the idea that this time
of year is a period of mourning, it is because weddings,
as a rule, are not scheduled during this time period. I
daresay that the main interaction with these customs
in the broader community is that of partners-to-be and
their families attempting to select a wedding date with
their rabbi of choice, and learning that these days are
off limits.
What is the origin of these customs? The Talmud
(Yevamot 62b) recounts:
It was said that Rabbi Akiva had 12,000 pairs of disciples from Gabbatha to Antipatris; and all of them died at
the same time because they did not treat each other with
respect. The world remained desolate until Rabbi Akiva
came to our Masters in the South and taught the Torah
to them. These were Rabbi Meir, Rabbi Yehuda, Rabbi
8

Yose, Rabbi Shimon, and Rabbi Elazar ben Shammua,
and it was they who revived the Torah at that time. A
Tanna taught: “All of them died between Passover and
Shavuot.” Rabbi Hama ben Abba or, it might be said,
Rabbi Hiyya ben Abin said: “All of them died a cruel
death.” What was it? Rabbi Nahman replied: “Croup.”
This account is remarkable; it truly strains credulity. Rabbi Akiva (50–132 CE) was known not only as
Rosh HaHakhamim, the scholar’s scholar, a name denoting his legal acumen, but also as a leading spiritual
mystic. Surely, the profound spiritual connection with
the Master of the Universe would have left an impression on his students. The Torah they pined over night
and day, from the lips of their saintly teacher, would
have carried explicit and implicit messages regarding
treating others with dignity. And yet the Talmud states
that the reason a deadly plague killed them all was
“because they did not treat each other with respect.”
My suggestion is that they died not in spite of the
Torah they learned but because of it. The very Torah that
is the Tree of Life to them was also their poison. How?
One of the first pitfalls of any positive behavior is the
sense of judgment and triumphalism that naturally results. Whenever a person takes on any positive change,
be it in a religious sense or otherwise, it is only natural
that a sense of judgment can arise against others who
haven’t followed this path.
In the Kabbalistic system of sefirot, divine emanation,
this is represented by tiferet—balance and harmony,
when achieved, breaking its homeostasis and tending
first toward netzah—victory. Victory has the positive
connotation of pride and self-esteem. Whenever a

person positively intervenes to change their life, they
should rightly feel a sense of pride and victory. Positive
effect and pride for accomplishments is healthy, and
worth fostering. But lurking always in the shadow of
pride is the specter of arrogance. And this leads directly
to the judgment and criticism of others, not out of love,
but out of an elevated sense of self.
For the Kabbalists, the balancing attribute is hod,
recognition of what is—awareness—that leads naturally
to gratitude for life’s blessings. First and foremost, we
should remember that in the very recent past, we had
not yet made whatever positive change we have now
made, had not yet achieved whatever heightened sensitivity we now possess. Second, we should recognize
that improvements exist now, but they are tenuous.
Anxiety often arises as a result of this recognition;
mainly, though, it should foster a sense of gratitude and
appreciation for what is. We can transition, in the right
moment, to shift away from a position of improvement
and doing, if no longer pro-social, to one of appreciation
of what is.
A posture of growth is one encouraged by Judaism
and psychology alike. The dramatic death of Rabbi
Akiva’s students reminds us that growth requires
self-awareness and sensitivity.
Learn to notice when growth leads to judgment; let us
learn to engage with others from a place of appreciation
and humility.
A version of this piece first appeared in Jewish Rhode
Island on May 11, 2017.
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Shavuot:
The Renewal of Torah
Rabbi Jeffrey Fox
Rabbi Jeffrey Fox (YCT ‘04) is Rosh HaYeshiva and Dean of Faculty at Maharat.

The Torah defines the holiday that we call Shavuot by
focusing on the unique sacrifice that is brought on that
day. After counting seven weeks from the barley sacrifice brought “on the day after the first day” of Pesach
(korban ha-omer, Leviticus 23:15), we are commanded
to bring a שָה
ׁ ח ָד
ֲ ( מִנְחָהminhah hadashah, a new minhah) from the wheat harvest (Leviticus 23:17; Numbers
28:26). Despite the general prohibition of bringing
leavened bread (hametz) onto the Altar (Exodus 23:18;
Leviticus 2:11), this minhah hadashah consists of two
loaves of leavened bread (Leviticus 23:17, אפֶינ ָה
ָ ֵ ּחמֵץ ת
ָ ). 1
Why might the Torah refer to the special sacrifice
of Shavuot as “new” (שָה
ׁ ח ָד
ֲ )? While this korban differs
from others in some ways, I would like to focus on the
connection between “newness” and Shavuot within the
rabbinic worldview, which viewed this holiday as a celebration of the giving of the Torah at Mt. Sinai. How are
we meant to combine the biblical imagery of the “new”
korban with the idea of the revelation of Torah at Sinai?

rabbinic Jews, are striving to hear the voice of Sinai
anew in our days.
The Talmud Yerushalmi, in Tractate Rosh HaShanah
at the end of the fourth chapter, offers an astounding
comparison between Rosh HaShanah and Shavuot.2
First, we are told:
אמר להן הקדוש ברוך הוא מכיון שנכנסתם
לדין לפני בראש השנה ויצאתם בשלום מעלה
.אני עליכם כאילו נבראתם בריה חדשה
The Holy Blessed One said to them [the
Jewish people]: since you entered before
Me in judgment on Rosh HaShanah and
came out in peace, I will treat you as
though you have been created anew.
The power of repentance is that we are new people after
undergoing the process with sincerity.3 The Yerushalmi
concludes:

At first glance, one might think that Shavuot is
celebrating an ancient historical event that took place
thousands of years ago. However, when we look at a
particular set of rabbinic texts, we understand that the
events of Sinai did not stop, and that ultimately we, as
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אמר להן הקדוש ברוך הוא מכיון שקיבלתם
עליכם עול תורה מעלה אני עליכם כאילו לא
.חטאתם מימיכם

1

This essay is based on a shiur of Rav Moshe Shapira z”l that appeared in writing in Afikei Mayyim on Shavuot and the Omer, #26.

2

This idea is quoted in the Da’at Zekeinim of the Ba’alei ha-Tosafot on Numbers 28:30.

3

See Rosh HaShanah 16b and Rambam Hilkhot Teshuvah 2:4 for some ideas about how the process of teshuvah can change who you are as a
person.

The Holy Blessed One said to them [the
Jewish people]: since you accepted upon
yourself the yoke of Torah, I will treat
you as though you never sinned for your
entire lives.
This passage presents us with two different ways to
stand before God as complete beings (bishleimut/
)בשלמות. On the Rosh HaShanah that takes place in
Tishrei, our individual process of teshuvah (repentance)
allows us to stand in judgment and receive forgiveness
as though we were created again—כאילו נבראתם בריה
חדשה. However, on the Rosh HaShanah that takes
place in Sivan—the holiday that we call Shavuot—we
attain what is perhaps an even higher level of forgiveness, and we are considered as through we have never
sinned—כאילו לא חטאתם מימיכם. 4
The notion of standing before God as though we have
never sinned may help us to understand the mincha
hadashah. The korban itself is new and different from
other sacrifices because it contains hametz. However,
the deeper message of this korban is that it is meant to
renew us. How does learning Torah serve as a tool of
renewal?
The Mishna in Pirkei Avot (6:2) describes a voice
coming from Sinai every day seeking more people to
learn Torah:
 ּבְכ ָל יוֹם ו ָיוֹם ּב ַת קוֹל,שעַ ּב ֶן ל ֵו ִי
ׁ ֻ אמַר ַר ּב ִי י ְה ֹו
ָ
 אוֹי לָהֶם,מרֶת
ֶ מכ ְ ֶרז ֶת ו ְא ֹו
ַ ּ מהַר ח ֹורֵב ו
ֵ י ֹוצֵאת
.שֶל תּ ֹורָה
ׁ ּמעֶל ְ ּבוֹנ ָה
ֵ ל ַ ּבְרִיּוֹת
R’ Yehoshua b. Levi said, “Every day a bat
kol (a prophetic voice) comes from the
mountain of Horev (Sinai) and announces, saying, ‘Woe to the creations for their
contempt of the Torah.’”
Because the Torah appears to be left alone and no one
seeks her, she calls out from Sinai and demands that we
learn. It is her voice that we seek on Shavuot.
In a simple and profound comment at the beginning
of chapter 19 of Exodus, Rashi articulates in just a few
words the goal of revelation:
ּ ִ ּ שֶיִּהְיו
אלּו ּ הַיּוֹם
ִ ְ שִים עָל ֶיך ָ ּכ
ׁ ח ָד
ֲ דבְרֵי ת ֹורָה
ׁ
נְתָנ ָם
That matters of Torah should be new to
you as though they were given today5

The implication of Rashi’s comment, together with the
Mishna from Pirkei Avot, is that we are meant to learn
the Torah anew every year as though it were just now
being given at Sinai. More directly, on Shavuot, we are
not simply seeking to learn the Torah that was revealed
3,000 or 300 or thirty or three years ago. We are yearning to hear the reverberations of Sinai today—אלּו ּ הַיּוֹם
ִ ְ ּכ
!נְתָנ ָם
Rav Moshe Shapira z”l, in his Afikei Mayyim on
Shavuot (p. 217), says as follows:
דכדרך שבאו להר סיני באופן של בהתח־
 כך לדורות צריכים להתיחס לתורה,דשות
...”בצורה של התחדשות ו”כאילו היום נתנו
Just as they [the Jewish people] came
to Mt. Sinai in a manner of renewal, so
too for generations we must relate to the
Torah in a way of renewal, “as though
today it was given...”
Now that we can appreciate the unique service
(avodah) of Shavuot as an attempt to renew the Torah
for our generation, we are left with a difficult question:
how does that happen? Allow me to offer three ways in
which we make this practice real:
1. At some level, the cycle of Jewish life
provides us with this opportunity in
an organic, ongoing fashion. We come
back to the same passages of the Torah
annually and hear them with new ears,
with the maturity of another year of life.
2. This year, many of us will be vaccinated, and find it safe enough to return
to shul after a year away. We are being
offered a new hope that we are coming
to the end of this long year inside and at
home. Hearing the Ten Commandments
read in shul—or outside—will come with
a different sweetness and newness this
year.
3. There is something more that we must
learn to do as a community. There are
certain voices that have been excluded
from halakhic discourse in particular,
and Jewish communal leadership more
broadly—from a contemporary Sinai.
When we ensure that those voices are

4

See the opening Mishna of Rosh HaShanah that outlines the different Jewish years. In addition, note the Baraita in Megillah 31b that
describes the reading of the curses before both the Rosh HaShanah of Tishrei and the Rosh HaShanah of Sivan. The Gemara there
concludes: “אטו עצרת ראש השנה היא? אין עצרת נמי ראש השנה היא דתנן ובעצרת על פירות האילן.”

5

See Tanhuma (Buber) Shemot 13 and Rashi on Deuteronomy 6:6 (Sifrei Devarim 33) & 26:16 (Tanhuma Ki Tavo 1). Berakhot 63b has a
similar theme, but is commenting on Deuteronomy 27:9.
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heard, the Torah is renewed for everyone.
We are blessed to live in a time when
women’s voices are being heard in ways
that were not possible even just fifty
years ago. Yeshivat Maharat is putting
the voices of female rabbis front and
center in Jewish life. Doing so is vitally
important. But there is more work to be
done, both with women, and with other
groups whose voices have been silenced
over the generations.
The prophetic voice of Sinai calls all
Jews—black and white, gay and straight,
young and old, men and women—and
it is our job to demand that all Jewish
voices are part of the ongoing renewal of
the Torah.
The Jewish community, in all of its complexity, must
learn to hear, listen to, learn from, and grow, even with
those people who have been pushed away from the
communal table. Only then we can truly stand before
God on Shavuot as though none of us ever sinned.
May we all be blessed to continue to learn and love
and teach Torah as though it were given today.
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10 to 10 & the Movement from
Passive Creation Receiver to
Active Sinaitic Partner
Rabbi Aaron Frank
Rabbi Aaron Frank (YCT ‘08) is Head of School, Kinneret Day School, Riverdale, NY.

At the end of the Pesach Seder, we sing the famous Ehad
Mi Yodei’a, where we recall all of the famous numbers
from one through thirteen in Torah and the mesorah. For
the number ten, the answer is Asara Dibraya, the Ten
Commandments.
The Ten Commandments are probably the most
famous “ten” which gets the most play throughout the
year. However, there is another famous ten that also has
to do with words, that is less known, but so important.
“With ten phrases, the entire world was created בעשרה מאמרות נברא העולם.” The term for God’s spoken
words in this Mishna is not dibbur, but rather amirah
(see Pirkei Avot 5:1).
While verbal statements from the divine characterized both the Revelation at Sinai and the moment of
Creation, each critical manifestation of God’s kindness
(hessed), the Pachad Yitzhak, R’ Yitzchak Hutner, picks
up on this difference between the word choices that
characterize these two events ( מאמר, פסח,פחד יצחק
)מז.
He states that the gift of the world’s creation through
amirah was done through the element of hessed, of a
type of gifted kindness, known as ( חסד ויתורhessed
vittur). This is the type of kindness done without strings
attached, one done out of love, without the need for the
other side to reciprocate.
At the moment of the world’s creation, all living
creatures, including human beings, were passive. With
God’s generous spirit and unconditional love, they were
given the gift of life, and the beautiful world in which to
dwell. This was an unconditional love, the type of love
that, according to David Whyte, is “purely spiritual,” and
is characterized by the desire for “immunity and safety”
(Consolations, p. 225).

However, the gift of the Ten Commandments, the
Dibrot, of the Torah on Mt. Sinai, was a different type
of kindness. This kindness is called ( חסד משפטhessed
mishpat), a kindness done that is linked to justice, where
each side must fulfill responsibilities. At the moment of
revelation, all of Am Yisrael were active. They were given
the gift of the connection with God, the gift of law and
Torah, but only with the condition that they step up and
do their share, and fulfill their part in the covenant. R’
David Aaron echoes this idea when he says, “judgment
is actually empowering. It tells me that God cares about
my choices and that I make a difference in this world”
(Inviting God In, p. 79).
R’ Hutner says that what marks the development
from creation to revelation, from amirah to dibbur, was
the Jewish story, the sippur, the telling at the Seder and
the Haggadah. When God heard our cries and intervened in our people’s history, God took our relationship
to the next level, as shared experiences deepen both
the human and Divine connections.
This season is the one in which we tell our shared
stories more than any other time of the year. It begins
with the reading of the Megillah at Purim, hits its height
at the Seder, and moves forward into contemporary
narratives on Yom HaShoah, to Yom HaZikaron, and
concludes with Yom HaAtzma’ut and Yom Yerushalayim. It culminates with the moment of revelation in the
story of the Torah on Shavuot.
It is the identifying with, and the internalizing of, these
stories that takes us from passive observers to active
participants, from amirah to dibbur, from unconditional
recipients to responsible partners in the dream for a
better tomorrow for our families, our people and for all
humanity.
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The Ten Commandments:
Plan A or Plan B?
Rabbi Nati Helfgot
Rabbi Nati Helfgot is the Chair of the Department of Talmud and Rabbinics at SAR High School
in Riverdale, NY, Rabbi of Congregation Netivot Shalom in Teaneck, NJ, a member of YCT’s
faculty, and former President of the IRF.

The Torah describes the majestic experience of the Revelation at Sinai in Exodus 19-20, and in Deuteronomy
4-5, in great detail. In both accounts, in the aftermath
of the Revelation, the text describes the fear and awe
that overwhelmed the people of Israel upon this experience. In the Torah’s telling, the people approached
Moses and expressed their sense of dread and terror
if God would continue to speak directly to them. In its
place, they asked that from this point on Moses be the
intermediary through whom God would speak. Though
Moses resists at first to accede to this request, in the
end, that is indeed what God puts into place. At that
moment, one can say Moses truly steps into the role of
becoming “Moshe Rabbeinu” (our Teacher Moses), as
from that point on, God speaks directly only to Moses,
and it is through him that the people are informed of
the rest of the commandments of the Torah and other
pertinent information.
An interesting question that emerges from these
sections of the Torah is what would have happened
had the people not expressed these fears and concerns after hearing the Ten Commandments (Aseret

1
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HaDibrot)?1 Would God have continued to present the
entirety of the laws to the people without any mediation? Would Moses’ role have been entirely altered in a
profound way?
R’ Shlomo Ben Meir (Rashbam) in his commentary
on the Bible to Exodus 20:15 writes:
“If not for the fact that people said that
(they were afraid that they would perish
if God continued to speak to them), it is
likely that God would have told them all
the commandments directly from His
mouth.”
In contrast, Ramban (R’ Moshe Ben Nahman), who
according to most scholars likely never saw a manuscript of Rashbam’s commentary, as it was not widely
known in the Middle Ages, writes that the people simply
misunderstood God’s intent:

I am not examining here the rabbinic debate as to whether the people only heard the first two Commandments (lit. Statements) directly from God
as cited in Makkot 23b, or the view in the Mekhiltah (which clearly emerges from the plain sense of the text) on the verses in Exodus indicating
that they heard the entire Aseret HaDibrot before turning to Moses.

“For they thought that God would want to
present to them all the commandments
directly... and God agreed to their
request... for this was God’s desire all
along, to only express to them the Aseret
HaDibrot (directly).”
Thus emerges a profound dispute as to whether one
sees the bracketing of the Aseret HaDibrot as a unique
part of the Bible as part of the original plan (lekhat’hilah)
or an accident of history (bedi’avad).2

2

It is interesting to note that Dr. Eliezer Touito z”l, the leading scholar of Rashbam in the academic world, once suggested that Rashbam’s position
may also be driven here by polemical theological concerns. Both in the classical period and in the Middle Ages, the question of the binding nature
of the commandments in the Torah was a difficult dilemma for Christian thinkers. One strand within Christian thought emphasized the notion that
while the laws prior to Sinai were absolute and binding, the laws post-Sinai, after the sin of the Golden Calf, were only given to Israel because of
their wayward nature, and thus not really ideal. This is part of the theology of the law as vengeance, found in some Christian writings. And thus,
in these circles, the majority of the laws of the Torah, which appear after the middle of Exodus, are not actually God’s word that He intends to
maintain for all time. In this context, Rashbam’s comment that all of the commandments would have been given directly at Sinai from God with
no intermediaries, except for this accident of history, takes on great theological significance.
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Shavuot Jews
vs. Pesach Jews
Rabba Sara Hurwitz
Rabba Sara Hurwitzis C
 o-Founder and President of Maharat, part of the Rabbinic staff at the
Hebrew Institute of Riverdale, NY, and a member of the IRF Board of Directors. 

When I was in public high school, I had trouble getting
time off from class for Shavuot. No one believed that it
was a “real holiday.” The other Jewish kids, they argued,
were not taking time off. I was accused of making up
yet another holiday. I understand where the sentiment
came from. The chag lacks the external rituals that are
associated with other holidays. There is no shofar to
blow or lulav to wave. There is no Seder to sit at, no
costumes to revel in, and no dreidels to spin. Shavuot is
most often associated with the date when we received
the Torah (Zeman Matan Torateinu), yet even this theme
is masked in the Torah.
The Torah informs us of both the agricultural and
historical significance of the other pilgrimage festival.
For Pesach we learn (Exodus 13:3):
...שֶר יְצָאתֶם מִמּ ִ צְרַי ִם
ׁ א
ֲ ז ָכוֹר אֶת־הַיּוֹם הַזּ ֶה
Remember this day that you were taken
out of Egypt...
The holiday of Sukkot is celebrated so we remember
that our ancestors erected booths (sukkot) after they left
Egypt (Leviticus 23:42-43):
שב ְתּ ִי אֶת־ ּב ְנ ֵי
ׁ ַ מעַן יֵדְעו ּ ד ֹרתֵיכ ֶם ּכ ִי ב ַסּ ֻ ּכוֹת ה ֹו
ַ ְל
מצְרָי ִם
ִ ארֶץ
ֶ מ
ֵ ש ָראֵל ּב ְה ֹוצִיאִי א ֹותָם
ְׂ ִ י
However, the Torah does not mention any historical
significance of Shavuot. The fact that the Children of
Israel received the Torah at Sinai on Shavuot is nowhere
to be found. In each of the five places that the Torah
mentions the holiday of Shavuot, only the agricultural
significance is mentioned. (For example: —וחג הקצירthe
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harvest holiday, —וחג שבועותthe Feast of Weeks, וביום
הבכורים, the day of the first fruit offering). The historical
significance and its connection to Zeman Matan Torateinu is glaringly absent.
Furthermore, even the Gemara (Pesahim 68b) neglects to call Shavuot by its historical name, describing
the holiday as Atzeret ()עצרת. The word atzeret means
“closing,” and connotes the conclusion of Pesach. Just as
Shemini Atzeret concludes Sukkot, so too does Shavuot
conclude Pesach, and the seven weeks in between are
seen as an extended Chol HaMoed, linking the first part
with the summation. It is the atzeret of Pesach.
In Parashat Emor, where the Torah speaks of the
special obligations of the festivals, Shavuot is not mentioned by name at all. It is only mentioned within the
description of Pesach, as if it is merely the conclusion to
Pesach. The Shulhan Arukh does not even give the holiday of Shavuot its own section, and includes the scant
few laws particular to the holiday within the section
of Pesach. Shavuot, it seems, is nothing more than an
extension of Pesach, and lacks its own identity.
Furthermore, the Torah enumerates many commandments by which we commemorate Pesach. The
Exodus is mentioned on the anniversary of the Exodus,
and the rituals of Pesach, such as eating matzah, telling
of the story of the Exodus, and the Korban Pesach help
us remember our march to freedom. In addition, the
Exodus is mentioned all year round in the daily recital
of the Shema, tefillin, Shabbat, all of which the Torah
relates to the Exodus, fulfilling the mitzvah of zecher
litzi’at Mitzrayim.

In contrast, we do not find even one specific mitzvah
whose explicit purpose is to commemorate the events
of Matan Torah. We don’t say the Ten Commandments,
in our daily service. We don’t say the words na’aseh
v’nishma (“we will do and we will obey”), and even
on its anniversary on Shavuot, we don’t re-enact the
Sinaitic experience with thunder and shofar blowing as
part of our shul liturgy.
Shavuot is the hidden holiday, obscured and overpowered by the rituals of Pesach. If Pesach is a Broadway show, Shavuot is an off-off Broadway production,
lacking the fire and brimstone of the Exodus, the
crashing waters as the Sea splits, the taste and smells
associated with the holiday.
Why does the Torah call upon us to commemorate
these two events in such dramatically different ways?
I believe there are two kinds of people in this world:
there are Pesach Jews, and there are Shavuot Jews.
Pesach and Shavuot represent two distinct modes
of religious experience. There are those who need to
express their religiosity in an outward, showy, and
confident way. This is Pesach. Then there are those
who need a more quiet, inward, and personal religious
expression. This is Shavuot, without any tangible ritual.

and converse alone with God.
Shavuot, with all its hiddenness and modesty is an
opportunity for us to create that special room or space
our own personal and modest “Mt. Sinais,” where we
can usher in God’s presence. It is this kind of religious
experience that I strive to capture and revel in. I think
back to those few moments in my life where I was able
to shut out the noise, the humdrum of everyday life, and
see God’s miracles, and quietly just be in God’s presence. Sometimes I am uplifted by the joyous noise of
song, or by the loud weeping of our community. Often,
in order to feel God’s presence, I need to touch and feel
ritual in order to experience God. But then there are
times when I yearn to be able to feel God’s closeness
in the silence.
“Rav Abbahu said in the name of R’ Yochanan: When
God gave the Torah, no bird chirped, no ox made a
sound, the celestial angels remained in place, and the
seraphim refrained from saying kadosh, the oceans did
not stir, and no part of creation spoke. The whole world
was utterly silent, and then a voice was heard: I am God
your Lord” (Legends of the Jews 3:2:52).

The paradigm of Shavuot is not the fire and brimstone
of the Exodus. Rather, it is quiet and private. Shavuot
is the image of Moses ascending Mt. Sinai, picked for
being a small modest mountain, where he communed
with God alone (יז:)מדרש תהלים על תהלים סח. God has
warned the people several times not to ascend or even
touch the mountain; only Moses must go up and engage in a transcendent, but quiet, personal experience
with God.
As Maimonides (Rambam), in Moreh Nevuchim
(לג: )בexplains:
It is clear to me that what Moses
experienced at the Revelation on Mt.
Sinai was different from that which was
experienced by all the other Israelites, for
Moses alone was addressed by God, and
for this reason the second person singular is used in the Ten Commandments;
Moses then went down to the foot of the
mount and told his fellow men what he
had heard.
Rambam suggests that the moment of revelation was
an entirely private one, where God spoke directly to
Moses.
Rebbe Nachman (ג: נב, )ליקוטי מוהר”ן אsuggests that
each of us should have a special room set aside for
prayer, for secluded meditation, and conversation with
God. He teaches that sometimes it is beneficial to sit in
that room and do nothing else. And if you don’t have a
special room, he says, find a place to seclude yourself
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Moving from the Real
to the Ideal
in the Time of Coronavirus
Rabbi Dov Linzer
Rabbi Dov Linzer is President & Rosh HaYeshiva, Norman & Tova Bulow Chair, YCT Rabbinical
School, and serves on the Board of Directors of the IRF.

The Torah commands us in the laws of the sabbatical
year (shemittah) for the first time in Exodus 23:11: “And
six years you shall sow thy land, and shall gather in the
fruits thereof. But the seventh year you shall relinquish
it; that the poor of your people may eat: and what they
leave the beasts of the field shall eat. In like manner
you shall deal with your vineyard, and with your oliveyard.” The shemittah year is one in which we cease our
working of the land to recognize that all that we have
is God’s. It is a year when the poor eat freely from the
land, and when all debts are released—a year of greater
economic and social equality. The vision of shemittah
is a utopian vision, but can it be translated into reality?
The mitzvah to free one’s slaves presents a similar
vision and a similar challenge. The very first in the long
list of laws in Exodus states that any slave purchased
must be freed following six years of servitude. This is
the first law given to the Israelites—newly-freed slaves
themselves—by God, who declared at the theophany at
Mount Sinai that, “I am the Lord your God who took
you out of the Land of Egypt from the house of slavery”
(Exodus 20:2).
The message seems clear: An ideal society is one
that has no slaves; no one person has a right to enslave
another. This is a concept that the Israelites should
have understood more readily than anyone. The Torah,
however, recognizes that they will not be able to live
up to the ideal any time soon. In a world that was
economically dependent on slavery, and where slavery
was the norm, the people could not be asked to abolish
the practice immediately. For the ideal to translate into
reality, some of the vision needed to be temporarily
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sacrificed. If you must purchase slaves, free them every
seven years; don’t own them fully as property; remember that they are human beings, and that every human
being deserves to be free.
Yet the people could not even adhere to this compromise. The prophet Jeremiah admonishes the Israelites
of his age for flagrant violation of this mitzvah. And they
immediately regretted their decision when they did attempt to follow it—seizing those whom they had freed,
and forcibly returning them to servitude:
Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel;
I made a covenant with your fathers in
the day that I brought them forth out of
the land of Egypt, out of the house of
bondmen, saying, At the end of seven
years let go every man his brother a
Hebrew, who has been sold unto you...but
your fathers did not listen to me, neither
inclined their ear... But you turned and
polluted My Name, and caused every
man his servant... to return, and brought
them into subjection, to be unto you for
servants and for handmaids” (Jeremiah
34:13-16).
The first challenge of translating any vision into reality
is the serious demands that it makes on the people,
demands that are not easily met. The reason and need
for a new vision is obvious: there are deep, systemic
problems in the current society, problems that are an
outgrowth of the more selfish and self-serving parts of
who we are. To make these systemic changes is to ask
the people to live up to their better selves, with all the

sacrifice that this might entail, is a tall order indeed. It
is no surprise, then, that this translation into reality is an
ongoing challenge when it comes to shemittah.
The Torah does not demand a society in which there
is no private ownership, nor is there any reason to believe that this is the ideal. But it does demand releasing
the land, as one releases slaves, every seven years in
recognition that it is not only people that cannot be
owned, that even one’s very land, the property that a
farmer labors and toils over, that he or she has the most
profound connection to, even this land is ultimately
God’s.
This release, even if only for one year, is a hard thing.
How can one survive without the year’s harvest? To
respond to these fears, God promises that the crop yield
of the sixth year will be double that of the previous, and
that there will even be enough to last into the eighth
year (Leviticus 25:20-21). Much like the double portion
of manna that fell on Friday, this not only addresses
the people’s fears, but also cultivates another religious
virtue—faith and trust in God. However, to put aside
concerns over earning our livelihood for one day each
week is itself no easy matter, and has proven too difficult for some in the past. To do so for an entire year
requires an even greater degree of faith. And, in fact, the
people were not up to the challenge. Just one chapter
after God’s promise of a blessing of crops in the sixth
year, the Torah says that the people will fail to observe
the shemittah, and for this reason they will be sent into
exile, “for the land did not rest when you were dwelling
on it” (26:34-35).
This lack of observance was not confined to the early

years of the nation. The Talmud reports widespread
disregard of shemittah observance, not only by the
common people, and presumably the farmers (עמי
)הארץ, but even at times by the Kohanim, the more
privileged and presumably more religiously observant
class (Sanhedrin 26a).
A vision sometimes fails because the people are not
up to the task of making it a reality. But sometimes the
problem is not one of implementation, but of choosing
between conflicting visions and values. This is true in
the case of shemittah as well.
The Torah actually expresses two different visions
of shemittah. We find one of these, “that the poor of
your people may eat,” appearing in the context of not
oppressing the stranger, and letting slaves rest on
Shabbat. It is a vision of social justice, of a society in
which the poor and the marginalized are protected and
cared for.
Here, the key word is shemittah, to release, to relinquish that which is ours to others. This is the same word
that the Torah uses in mandating the release of debts
during the shemittah year (Deuteronomy 15:1-3). In the
verse from Exodus above, the Torah does not emphasize letting the land go fallow. Instead, the focus is on
giving the land’s produce to the poor. It is even possible
to read these verses as indicating that the land can be
worked; the farmer simply cannot possess the crops
that it produces. That is, for six years you work the land
and gather the produce for yourself, but in the seventh
year, you release your possession of the land and what
it brings forth, allowing all the poor to eat from it.
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The story is different in Leviticus. There, shemittah
is called “Shabbat,” and it represents a Shabbat for the
land. This is a religious vision, not one of social justice.
We pull back for God’s sake. We stop work to recognize
God’s true ownership of the land. And we refrain from
exerting our mastery over the earth, ceasing to constantly project ourselves onto the larger world. This is
not a message of social equality or feeding the poor. It
is a message of Shabbat.
Each of these visions is compelling, but they can
function at cross-purposes. What good does it do the
poor to have the crops released if farmers haven’t been
working the land? The poor would rather the owner
work the land and relinquish the produce. In fact, the
Talmud relates that the Jews left certain regions of the
land unsanctified when they returned to the Land of Israel in the time of Ezra so that it could be worked during
shemittah, supporting the poor from the tithes of that
produce (Beitzah 3b). Think of the irony! It was better
for the poor if shemittah did not apply, if they received
only 10% of a normal year’s produce rather than 100%
of what grew without cultivation during shemittah.
The challenge of competing visions is also at play
in Hillel’s famous institution of pruzbul. The Torah had
two goals: to ensure that people would lend to the
poor, and to free people from their debts every seven
years. Hillel saw that these goals were not compatible,
that people were not lending money, because the debt
would only be annulled. In response, he developed a
halakhic mechanism that would ensure that at least one
of the goals was being realized, that the poor would be
provided for.
The Torah holds out a vision of a more perfect world,
and demands that we begin to realize it in our own lives.
This is hard at all times, but particularly so in the age
of coronavirus. How do we begin to change the world
for the better when our lives are so detached from that
world, and when we are not embedded in society as we
once were? It is possible, however, that what looks like
an obstacle is actually a door that is being opened. We
are living in a time when someone has hit a big “reset”
button on our lives. Deep societal problems—such as
racism, inequality, and healthcare—have now risen
to our collective consciousness, and it now looks like
change may actually take place. We know that things
will look different when we come out on the other side
of this, and we can be a part of making that “different”
something better.
As we look towards the next shemittah year (5782/
)תשפ”ב, which begins in just a few months, let us think
about what an ideal society, true to its vision and values,
might look like. Let us work to realize and seize the opportunities that have opened up now, to bring society
from the real that much closer to the ideal.
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The Night of Potential

Rabbi Eryn London
Rabbi Eryn London (Maharat ‘17) is a freelance rabbi, chaplain, and educator
living in London, UK.

The middle of the night. The time when it’s quieter.
When most things aren’t moving as quickly. The time
where there is less light, or no light at all. The middle of
the night can be seen as a time of great danger, where
demons are lurking and we need to be afraid of walking
alone, or speaking to people. But it is also the time of
potential, a time where we are interacting with God in a
way that is not possible when the sun is shining.
When looking in Tanach about the “middle of the
night,” it seems to be this time of change. Be that when
God started to take the Israelites out of Egypt (Exodus
12:29) or when Ruth goes to lie at Boaz’s feet, marking
the change of their relationship (Ruth 3:8). According to
Bamidbar Rabbah (20:12) all miracles which were done
for Israel to save them from the wicked took place at
night, and goes on to quote different instances, such as
God warning Laban not to harm Jacob (Genesis 31:21),
God warning Avimelech to keep his hands off of Sarah
(Genesis 20:3), or that a cloud was there at night to
protect the Children of Israel as they waited to cross the
Red Sea (Exodus 12:29).
The night is also a time of connecting with God in a
way that one cannot usually do during the daytime. For
David, it was a time when he would “praise God for the
judgments of charity” (Psalm 119:62). And according to
Bamidbar Rabbah and other sources, the night time
was when most prophets received their prophecy. It
was the time when they were able to hear and connect
with God in a more personal way.
The night is also a time of danger: We shouldn’t
walk around alone (Pirkei Avot 3:4). We shouldn’t talk
to strangers (Megillah 3a). Anything could happen. We

can get taken away to the places we are not meant to
be. It is a time where we can easily be distracted. It is a
time where we can get lost.
There is a debate in Eruvin (65a): “Rabbi Judah said:
The night was created only for sleep. Rabbi Shimon
ben Lakish said: The night was created only for Torah
study.” The rabbis continue to debate this. Shir HaShirim
Rabbah (5:10) comes to a conclusion that the night is
both. It is not that we are sitting and learning all night
long, but the night is as Shimon ben Lakish said: While
I would labor in Torah study during the day, at night it
[i.e., Torah study] would become clear to me, as it says,
“And you shall meditate on it day and night.” It is the
time where we are able to actually take in what we
have been learning all day. It is in the time of the quiet,
without the hustle and bustle of the day. In that time,
that we are able to digest and separate the wheat from
the chaff of all, we have been learning.
It is said (Shir HaShirim Rabbah 1:56) that our ancestors fell asleep, and needed to be awakened in the
morning to receive the Torah. It is not clear what was so
wrong about falling asleep, but perhaps by falling asleep
it seems like we lost the opportunity for a personal
connection with God. It could have been a time where,
as a nation, we were also able to experience God in the
dark and quiet. Although prophecy comes at night, it
seems like this sleep was not one of connection; rather,
it was sleep that cut God short. Sleep that did not let
us wake up in the morning on time. Sleep that held us
down instead of rising up.
It is because of this, we have the tradition to stay up
all night learning, interacting with God—God’s words,
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interpretations of God’s words, noticing God in the
silence and darkness, so that we are ready to receive
the Torah in the sunlight.
In any moment of great potential, there is an element
of danger, we see that here, too. The night has the potential to be dangerous and full of demons or a time of a
deep connection with God. May we be able to find ways
to have nights of deep connection with God.
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My Last Conversation
with Rav Amital
Rabbi Dr. Yehudah Mirsky
Rabbi Dr. Yehudah Mirsky is Professor of Near Eastern and Judaic Studies and serves on the
faculty of the Schusterman Center for Israel Studies at Brandeis University. He the author of
Rav Kook: Mystic in a Time of Revolution (Yale, 2014) and the forthcoming Towards the Mystical
Experience of Modernity (Academic Studies Press).

In Rav Yehudah Amital’s last years, I sometimes went
to a Shabbat morning minyan that would gather in his
home. Near the end of Sivan 5770, after services and
kiddush, I sat down to speak with him. His physical
frailty was unmistakable. I opened the conversation as
I always opened my conversations with him by asking,
“What has the Rav been thinking about lately?” He
answered me: “—”הגיע זמן לצעירים לחשוב מחשבותit’s
time for the young people to think thoughts.
After taking a deep breath, I told him a story I had
once heard: it described an elderly rabbi who came on
aliyah who once told the Hazon Ish that he had nothing
more left to give. The Hazon Ish quoted to him Psalm
92: “The righteous will flower like the palm... in old age
they yet bear fruit... to tell that God is just... .” He then
went on to say this: precisely when we grow old, we
have a duty to teach!
I sat with him for a few more minutes before I left. It
was a long walk home, and I had a lot of time to think.
I understood that with these words, Rav Amital was
saying goodbye; I would never see him again. I knew
that with these words, he was passing on to me the
teaching, the principles of education and faith, that he
had tried to convey to us throughout the years: to think,
with alertness and depth, hand-in-hand with commitment, and taking responsibility for ourselves, as well as

1

the world around us. He was faithful to that teaching
throughout his life, even to the end.
When I came to the shivah, the room was full; I took
a seat several rows back. Someone I didn’t know was
telling the family a story: When I came to the yeshiva, I
had already spent eight years in another yeshiva, and I
used to lay tefillin at Minha. The gabba’im came to me
and said, “Look, we don’t do this around here.” I decided
to ask Rav Amital. He said to me, “You know, this business of wearing tefillin at Minha, by Rav Isser Zalman—I
didn’t see this. But you never saw Rav Isser Zalman.
Think about what you want to do, and make a decision.”1
Two weeks after his passing, we gathered again for
Shabbat services in the family apartment in Jerusalem
on Shahal St. Afterwards, we all sat down at tables for
one last kiddush. Rabbanit Miriam Amital stood up from
her chair, looked around in a compassionate gaze, and
said, “I’m standing because I want to see you all.” She
too took pains to see each and every one of us.
Ten years have passed since then. We have all had
much to think about and many decisions to make.
In 2012, I received an invitation from an American
university to teach Jewish and Israel Studies, and I accepted. After about eight years, we decided to return to
Jerusalem. I learned again, in my bones, that even good

Rav Isser Zalman Meltzer, author of  אבן האזלon Maimonides’s Code, was one of the greatest Torah scholars of the twentieth century, and the
grandfather of Rabbanit Miriam Amital.
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decisions are hard. We have to keep within ourselves
a solid moral and spiritual foundation while seeing the
complexity in the world and—with both in hand—acting.
This work is “the study that leads to action” (Kiddushin
40b), and as Rav Amital said time and again, “There are
no gimmicks” ()אין פטנטים.
As surprising as it sounds, even in a university framework, distant from yeshiva as it is, Rav Amital’s personal
example lit my way. I learned from him to assume the
role of educator, help students the best I could through
a blend of support and challenge, and build their moral
and intellectual worlds. In every course I teach—be it a
survey of Hasidism, the history of Zionism, or human
rights—I begin the first meeting by asking the students,
“How do we want to live?”
As the years went by, the question deepened. Where
did Rav Amital find that moral and intellectual courage,
that inner freedom? I think they came to him from the
Torah he learned in his youth.
As is known, Rav Amital regularly spoke of Rav
Moshe Shmuel Glasner, the rabbi of Klausenberg,
the great-grandson of the Hattam Sofer, author of
 דור רביעי על מסכת חוליןand responsa of the same
name, and grandfather of the Rosh Yeshiva he so admired and loved in his native Grosvardein, Rav Hayim
Yehudah Levi, who was murdered along with his family
in Auschwitz. Again and again, Rav Amital cited Rav
Glasner’s lengthy introduction to his volume on Hullin,
in which he says:
That which the explanation of the Torah
was given orally and forbidden to write,
was so as not to leave it standing for generations, and so as not to tie the hands of
the Sages of each generation to explain
scripture as they understand it, because
only thus can we understand the eternity
of Torah, for the shifts in generations and
their views, their material circumstance
and station demand changing their
rulings, ordinances and enactments...
which is a wondrous wisdom of the
Torah’s wisdom...so that the Torah will

live with the nation and develop with it,
and that is its eternity. (דור רביעי על מסכת
חולין, p. 3).2
To Rav Glasner, Torah is akin to creation, which he
describes on the first page:
For there, too, human beings cannot create something out of nothing, but only mix and smelt distinct
energies and elements by finding inner, hidden connections among them. Thus, Torah and creation are
equal in that, and there is no difference except that
creation was given to all the world’s inhabitants—and
our holy Torah to the chosen people, to the children of
Israel, to us—to cherish and better it, to meditate on it
with self-sacrifice, to attain the illumination that is in it,
that it reveal to us new lights that give substance to our
spiritual lives.
Like the world, Torah is given to us such that we
could neither fashion it for ourselves nor utterly change
it. What we do have in our hands is the ability to learn
about the world, to learn Torah, and to reveal the potential it holds to bring light to the world. As a result, “All
that is abominable to humanity in general, even if not
expressly prohibited in the Torah, is more forbidden to
us than the prohibitions of Torah” (p. 26). Israel’s Torah
does not stand in contradiction to human moral sensitivities, which obligate us no less than the obligations
of Torah.
But more—in the last year, I became aware of an
additional work of Rav Glasner’s: a collection of talks
on the weekly Torah reading and analyses of a number
of Talmudic passages, written by his students, entitled
שביבי אש.3
In this volume, I found audacious teachings which
seemed to prefigure Rav Amital’s ideas about moral
and intellectual integrity as an integral part of serving
God. What most struck me were his comments on the
declaration na’asah venishma—“we will do, and we will
listen” (Exodus 24:7). He says that when the Children
of Israel said “we will do” before saying “we will listen,”
they showed that “they wanted to act before listening
and learning, for they despised learning, and so the sin

2

Moshe Shmuel Glasner, ( דור רביעי על מסכת חוליןKlausenberg: Weinstein & Friedman, 1921). These and the other works of Rav Glasner mentioned
here are available at hebrewbooks.org. Rav Amital wrote a short, moving profile of his own rebbe, Rav Levi, which appears as an appendix to his
work, רסיסי טל, Volume One (Alon Shvut: Yeshivat Har Etzion, 2010), 308-309.

3

Moshe Shmuel Glasner, ( שביבי אשDes: Jacob Goldstein, 1903). I became aware of this work thanks to Dr. David Glasner, Rav Glasner’s
great-grandson, who has made many of his ancestor’s works available on the internet (including in English translation) and has lately been
distributing a weekly  פרשהsheet based on these teachings. Some of the materials can be found here www.archive.math.psu.edu/glasner/Dor4/
and at Dr. Glasner’s blog dor4daf.com/. All translations in this essay, though, are mine.
Yoav Sorek has recently written a doctoral dissertation on Rav Glasner, though I have not had the opportunity to see it. One cannot help
contemplating the similarities and differences between Rav Glasner’s independent cast of mind and that of his illustrious forbear, whose
remarkable self-confidence was rooted not only in personality but also his understanding of his own place in the fabric of Ashkenazi tradition as
well as the Kabbalah; on this, see Maoz Kahana’s remarkable book,  הלכה והגות לנוכח אתגרי הזמן:( מהנודע ביהודה לחתם סופרJerusalem: Mercaz
Shazar, 2015) as well as his “519-556 ,)2007( 76:3-4 ” תרביץ, הפוסק בעיני עצמו:חתם סופר.

24

of the Golden Calf took place because they refused to
study, so that they would understand what they are doing” (ibid., Terumah 14a).4 Moreover, he says elsewhere:
even if they said, “We will do, and we will listen,” they
“didn’t want to be responsible for one another and let
the guilt of the community be on each of their heads”
(ibid., Shevuot 49a).5
Rav Glasner is critical of the Israelites who refused
to learn and think before acting, and he explains that
this is how they fell into the sin of the Golden Calf. He
connects their theological failure to the moral—study
and understanding elicit moral responsibility and an
awareness of shame. That takes everyone thinking for
themselves, and Israel wasn’t interested.
These comments of Rav Glasner speak of deep faith
in God, His world, and His Torah, and in the human beings to whom He has given both, to cultivate and keep.
This is no limp, passive faith, but a demanding call for
intellectual, moral, and soulful exertion. It is a faith that
calls on us to see what is shared among Israel and all
the world’s inhabitants without giving up on our own
identity as the people of the Torah.

sibility: the understanding that each and every one of
us, in all our distinctiveness, is created in God’s Image.
That is why Rav Amital said over and over that he didn’t
want a bunch of “little Amitals,” but urged us to think
for ourselves and make decisions on our own, whether
they concerned laying tefillin at Minha or matters of
public affairs bearing more far-reaching consequences.
Our world today—a decade after his death—seems
more challenging than ever: society is torn between
bitter tribalism and crushing globalization, looming
ecological catastrophe, along with new technologies
rendering beyond recognition the very experience of
being human. These challenges can summon us to
deeper solidarities, to deeper awareness of our fitting
place on earth, to our humanity. This is the time for us to
think thoughts and act—and, with the Torah, answer the
question: “How do we want to live?”
A version of this piece originally appeared in The
Lehrhaus on July 16, 2020.

Quarried from home and the pits of slaughter, this
is the Torah Rav Amital brought with him to the Land
of Israel. Back in Hungary, he had already begun to
conjoin his masters’ teachings with those of Rav Kook
(as is well known).6 In light of the Torah of his youth, we
can better understand his being drawn to Rav Kook’s
call to find piety in our natural moral sense—and on that
solid foundation, build society and ourselves.
One feature of Rav Kook’s teaching is the call to realize our own “interiority”—not by fleeing responsibility
for the world around us, but by taking on that respon-

4

Rav Glasner bases this reading on ( מדרש במדבר רבהVilna. Ed. Naso, 7):
Rabbi Meir says it is neither like one’s words, or the others; rather, even when they were saying “All God says we will do and hear,” they
were saying one thing while another was in their hearts, as it is written: “Yet they deceived Him with their speech, lied to him with their
words” (לו:)תהלים עח. Lo, even on that very day they were standing before Sinai, their hearts were not true to their Creator, and this is what
Isaiah says “on the day you plant, you enter into strife” (יא:)ישעיה יז.
This is also how Rav Glasner reconciles the seeming anomaly between Hazal’s view that God commanded the  משכןas soon as Israel said
“( ”נעשה ונשמעsee  )תנא דבי אליהו רבה יזand that the  משכןwas meant as a therapeutic cure for the sin of the Golden Calf ( ב,)מגילה יג. While he
doesn’t say so explicitly, he seems to also have in mind the comment in  א,—שבת פחthat the people of Israel were “an impetuous people, whose
mouths ran ahead of their ears.”
Shortly after completing this essay, I came across a very interesting passage in Rabbeinu Menahem haMeiri,  שבר גאון יב- חיבור התשובה
(Jerusalem: Mossad haRav Kook, 2018) [Moshe Zuriel, ed.], p. 519, which says that “ ”נעשה ונשמעmeans undertaking study of the meaning and
reasons of  מצוותhand-in-hand with performance, since Israel was assured that the  מצוותwere sure to be rooted in divine wisdom, as God
would not issue arbitrary commands.
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Thus Rav Glasner explains why God enjoined Moses to speak harshly to Israel before the revelation at Sinai, saying “and now, if you will listen
carefully to My voice” (Exodus 19:5).

6

See, in general, Reuven Ziegler and Yehudah Mirsky, “Torah and Humanity in a Time of Rebirth: Rabbi Yehuda Amital as Educator and Thinker,” in
Torah and Western Thought: Intellectual Portraits of Orthodoxy and Modernity, eds. Meir Y. Soloveichik, Stuart W. Halpern, and Shlomo Zuckier
(Jerusalem/New York: Maggid Books/Straus Center for Torah and Western Thought, 2015), pp. 179–217. The essay is available at this writer’s page
on academia.edu.

7

This idea is found woven throughout Rav Kook’s corpus of writings; the best-known formulation, often cited by Rav Amital, appears in
אורות הקודש, vol. 3, p. 27; it also appears in עה:שמונה קצבים א.

25

Shavuot:
The “Atzeret” that Drives
Purposeful Action
Rabbi Dina Najman
Rabbi Dina Najman is the Senior Rabbi of The Kehilah of Riverdale and is the head of the
Gemara department at SAR Academy in Riverdale.

The Torah never refers to Shavuot as Atzeret, and yet it
is the only name that Hazal use to refer to this holiday.
The verse in Parashat Emor identifies the eighth day
after the first day of Sukkot as “Yom HaShemini,” and
then explains Atzeret Hee—it is a day to pause and reflect. Why is a phrase already reserved for one holiday,
Shemini Atzeret, projected onto another that already
has several others?
Based on the structure of the calendar it is easy to
see how Shavuot could be referred to as Atzeret. The
Ramban explains in his commentary on Parashat Emor
that the holiday of Sukkot begins with a Yom Tov and
then is followed by six days of Chol HaMoed, which in
turn are followed by the Yom Tov of Shemini Atzeret.
Similarly, we have a week of Pesach followed by six
weeks of chol, which culminates with the Yom Tov of
Shavuot. The forty-nine days between Pesach and
Shavuot mirror the forty-nine days between Rosh Chodesh Elul, representing the beginning of the repentance
process and Shemini Atzeret
We see, then, that Shavuot and Shemini Atzeret occupy similar positions in their respective seasons. Each
holiday caps off a holiday season. More importantly,
these two holidays provide closure for the two poles
of the Jewish calendar which is anchored on one end
by Tishrei and on the other by Nissan. Each of these
periods has its own theme and focus.
Tishrei and its holidays carry a message of universality. We say in the Rosh HaShanah davening, Hayom
Harat Olam, “today the World was created.” It is Yom
HaDin, a day of judgment for all of Creation, not just the
Jewish People. On Yom Kippur, we read in the Book of
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Jonah about God’s concern for the people of Nineveh,
a non-Jewish city, and of their subsequent repentance.
Hazal explain that the seventy sacrifices offered on
Sukkot represent the seventy nations of the world.
This universality of Tishrei is in contrast to the particularity surrounding Nissan. Purim, Pesach and Shavuot
celebrate the creation of the nation, its development,
and our unique connection to God and God’s Torah.
These expressions of universality and particularity
appear in many places. The first Mishna in Tractate
Rosh HaShanah tells us that the reign of a non-Jewish
king is determined by the first of Tishrei but the reign of
a Jewish king is based on the first of Nissan.
Shemini Atzeret, then, is the culmination of a period
of holidays which encompasses the entire world and
all of the nations. The Gemara in Tractate Sukkah
describes Shemini Atzeret as an extra day where God
detains us before we return home from Jerusalem. God
says, “It is hard for me to separate from you - kasheh alai
preidatchem.’’ Furthermore, Rashi tells us that the single
bull and the single ram offered on Shemini Atzeret
signify the unique bond between God and the Jewish
People. As a parting message, God reminds us that we
are an Am Segulah (a treasured people) with a special
relationship with God. Shemini Atzeret draws on the
universal theme of the previous holidays but sends us
forward with a reminder that we are unique and special.
Shavuot, as an Atzeret, is the conclusion of a period
emphasizing Am Yisrael’s particularity and celebrating
our connection to Torah. Like Shemini Atzeret, this
Atzeret reflects on the themes of previous holidays but

also teaches a significant message to carry us forward.
The Sforno understands the term Atzeret to be
“la’atzor,” not just a pause, but standing in a place of
kedusha for Tefilah, Avodah and Torah. Tefilah (prayer)
is the moment of standing before God. One leaves the
experience of prayer with a different sense of one’s self
and a renewed focus for one’s actions. We build on the
insights gained during prayer to implement our values
in our relationships with God and humanity.
Shavuot is a pause of kedushah with concentration
and intentionality. But it is not an end in and of itself. We
hope to accomplish something afterward. On Shavuot,
we reflect on the birth of our nation, how we as a people
have matured to the point of matan Torah and now, how
we will act with this heightened relationship with Hashem—how the Torah will infuse our actions in the world.
On Atzeret, the Jew stands with a heightened energy,
ready to take on this responsibility and challenge.
This message is conveyed in the Book of Ruth, whose
main characters, Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz are individuals
who recognize the importance of action. Early on in the
Megillah, when Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah are standing
at the crossroad, Naomi tells Ruth and Orpah to turn
back and leave her alone. She says there is no future
for them with her. Ultimately, Orpah does turn back and
leaves, but it is Ruth who stands, examines what has
happened, looks ahead and takes action. She expresses
her commitment to Naomi and her faith

--אל ִין
ָ שֶר תּ ָל ִינ ִי
ׁ א
ֲ ַ  וּב,ְאל ֵך
ֵ שֶר תּ ֵלְכ ִי
ׁ א
ֲ -ּכ ִי אֶל
י-ֹי ִך ְ אֱל-ֹ ו ֵאל,עַמּ ֵך ְ עַמּ ִי
“Where you walk I will walk, where you
sleep I will sleep, your nation is my nation,
your God is my God.”
Naomi is then called to action as well. Naomi instructs
Ruth how to interact with Boaz and she ultimately raises
their child. Boaz ensures that Ruth will be able to gather
grain by specifically telling her to come to his fields and
then instructing his workers to leave grain for her and
not bother her. More importantly, Boaz takes the initiative to redeem Naomi’s land. Boaz is contrasted with
the unnamed Ploni Almoni, the man who represents the
antithesis to Ruth, Naomi, and Boaz, declining to act on
his obligations to family.
The Megillah concludes, mentioning a lineage of
peoples who are associated with action.   Yehuda,
Nachshon Ben Aminadav, and King David. Yehudah, the
son of Yaakov was able to admit his mistake with Tamar
and take action to correct it. He convinced his brothers
not to kill Yosef and later put his own life in danger for
Binyamin. He pauses, reflects and recognizes what is
necessary to do in order to move forward.
Nachshon enters the Red Sea in an act of faith while
the Children of Israel are paralyzed on the shore.
Finally, this leads to King David, coming from the
family of Yehudah, Nachshon, Ruth, Boaz and Naomi.
He has the instincts to lead with vision and purpose.
Through Tanakh, we see King David as a shepherd,
warrior, poet, leader and Torah scholar. Whatever King
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David sought to do, he did with tremendous drive and
purpose.
It is fitting that Hazal tell us that King David, a person
of action and a great Torah scholar, died on Shavuot
(Haggigah 12a). The Gemara in Yevamot 97a says that
before King David died, he requested that the Torah he
taught and learned be said over in his name to facilitate
the continuation of his Torah learning. Hazal teach that
specific to sages, once people say teachings in their
name in this world, their utterances should continue
beyond the grave, meaning, the world will still benefit
from what is being learned and actively developed in
the future. David’s name is mentioned in conjunction
with the Messiah (Mashiah ben David). He lived a life
which enabled the Jewish people’s continuity. When his
name is evoked, it reminds us of our future hope and
our call to action.
After a long seven weeks’ journey from Pesach to
Shavuot, we are standing at the termination of this
festive season. We motivate and challenge ourselves.
Like Yehuda, Ruth, and King David, we carve out our
own objectives and move toward a goal of deeper Torah
study and commitment to God. Incidentally, both Shemini Atzeret and Shavuot are holidays that do not require
specific commandments like shofar, matzah or sukkah.
Perhaps at the moment where we pause, look back, on
the brink of moving forward—the “Atzeret” is the symbol
of the day. It is the moment when we acknowledge the
challenges that face us and commit to actively responding to and building our relationship with Hashem and
with the Torah.
Shavuot is also a day where Yizkor is recited to evoke
memories of loved ones and commemorate their lives.
Through Yizkor, we connect with our past, remember
and express gratitude (hakarat haTov) for all those no
longer with us have done for us. We acknowledge those
individuals who have impacted us and consider how
their lives and values will be a part of our action.
Of course one feels that it is hard to separate from
loved ones who have passed away—we express
“kasheh alai peridatchem.” At this time, we learn from
Atzeret that this is not an end point. We stand and reflect on our memories and bring the past into the future.
Through Yizkor, we actively create a vehicle in which
those feelings are reawakened. Thus, the good deeds
of those family members who are no longer with us, are
continued beyond the grave.
On Shavuot we must understand that although we
have a special relationship with God and we celebrate
accepting God’s Torah, it is not enough on its own. We
must leave this period recognizing that we must act on
these essential qualities and demonstrate our commitment to the Torah and its values through our actions.
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Minhah Hadashah
()מנחה חדשה:
The Offering of Novelty
Rabbanit Leah Sarna
Rabbanit Leah Sarna (Maharat ‘18) is the Associate Director of Education and Director of High
School Programs at Drisha Institute.

Nowhere in the Torah are we commanded to commemorate the anniversary of the giving of the Torah; the
Torah doesn’t know about a time called “The Day of the
Giving of the Torah” (Zeman Matan Torateinu). Shavuot
is scheduled fifty days after the waving of the omer
on the second day of Pesach, and it is an agricultural
holiday centered around the wheat harvest. Shavuot
in the Torah is also referred to as the reaping holiday
()חג הקציר, and the day of first fruits ()יום הביכורים. We
are commanded to celebrate by bringing two loaves of
bread (the )שתי הלחם, as a sacrifice.
The complexities of calling Shavuot “The Day of the
Giving of the Torah” are twofold:
First, Shavuot doesn’t have a set calendar date. It
comes fifty days after the second day of Pesach, but
the intervening months, Nissan and Iyyar, could each
be twenty-nine or thirty days, depending on the court’s
decisions and when the new moon was first witnessed.
Rosh HaShanah 6b notes this:
’ עצרת פעמים ה’ פעמים ו:תני רב שמעיה
’פעמים ז
Rav Shamaya taught: Shavuot is
sometimes on the fifth of the month,
sometimes on the sixth of the month and
sometimes on the seventh of the month
[of Sivan].
Indeed, Rabbi Isaac ben Sheshet ()שו”ת הריב”ש צו
wrote that Shavuot could not possibly have been Zeman
Matan Torateinu until after the calendar was set:

, דידעינן בקביעא דירחא, שבזמן הזה,אלא
 כלים חמשים,ולעולם ניסן מלא ואייר חסר
 שנתנה בו תורה לדעת,לעומר ביום ו’ בסיון
 שלא היו מקפידין,והרי זה מבואר...רבנן
.’שיבא שבועות לזמן שנתנ’ בו תור
But today in our times when the months
are set and Nisan is always thirty days
and Iyyar is always twenty-nine days, the
fifty days of the Omer always conclude
on the sixth of Sivan which is the day
that the Torah was given according to
the Rabbis...and therefore it is clear that
in the past [before the calendar was
set] they were not careful to ensure that
Shavuot would fall on the day that the
Torah was given.
The second calendrical problem is that the rabbis of the
Talmud argue about the date of Matan Torah, as they do
in Shabbat 86b:
ִּ ה
ד ּב ְרוֹת
ַ שרֶת
ׂ ֶ ֲש נ ִיתּ ְנו ּ ע
ׁ ִשִי ּב ַח ֹ ֶד
ּׁ ש
ׁ ְ  ּב:תּ ָנו ּ ַר ּב ָנ ַן
.ֹשבְעָה ּבו
ׁ ִ ְ  ּב: ַר ּב ִי י ֹוסֵי א ֹומֵר.ש ָראֵל
ׂ ְ ִ ל ְי
The Sages taught: on the sixth of the
month the ten commandments were
given to Israel. Rabbi Yossi says: on the
seventh of the month.
This debate continues until 88a—over four sides of the
page!—and ultimately the Talmud leaves it unresolved.
Fascinatingly, there are halakhic ramifications of this
debate to the laws of niddah (menstrual issues), and
in that halakhic corpus we side with Rabbi Yossi to
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say that the Torah was given on the seventh of Sivan.
Rabbi Avraham Gombiner suggests that this lends extra
weight to the second day of Yom Tov in the Diaspora,
observed on the seventh of Sivan ()מגן אברהם או”ח תצד:
קשה לי היאך אנו אומרים בשבועות יום מתן
תורתינו הלא קי”ל כר”י דאמר בז’ בסיון נתנה
דבא לרמוז לנו י”ט שני של גליות... ?תורה
I find it difficult that we say that Shavuot
is the day of our Matan Torah—for don’t
we side with Rabbi Yossi who says that
the Torah was given on the seventh day
of Sivan?... Possibly this comes to hint
to us about the second day of Yom Tov
practiced in the Diaspora.
Rabbi Gombiner’s attempted meaning-making nonetheless, we still can say with confidence that this all
could have been different. Shavuot would have been
an agricultural holiday, a time to celebrate sustenance,
wheat and bread, and then perhaps we would skip
tachanun on all the possible days that Matan Torah
could have fallen out.
Despite the calendrical complexities and possible
alternatives, the rabbis concluded that Zeman Matan
Torateinu deserved a real holiday. Once a year, the
Jewish people need to experience the Torah as if it were
given today. We have to feel a sense of novelty around
the Torah.
The Torah commands us on Shavuot to bring a new
grain offering. We read in the Haftarah from Parashat
Pinchas:
 בהקריבכם מנחה חדשה,וביום הביכורים
 כל, מקרא קודש יהיה לכם:בשבועותיכם--’לה
.מלאכת עבודה לא תעשו
On the day of your first fruits, your Feast
of Weeks, when you bring an offering of
new grain to the Lord, you shall observe
a sacred occasion.
Rabbi Shlomo Ephraim Luntschitz, in his Torah commentary, the Kli Yakar (Leviticus 23:16), writes beautifully on this language of minha hadashah—the new grain
offering:
סימן ליום מתן תורה כי התורה צריכה להיות
חדשה אצל האדם בכל יום כאילו היום קיבלה
 ומה שלא נזכר בתורה בפרוש כי.מהר סיני
שעל מתן...הוא...וטעם...יום זה מתן תורה
תורה לא רצה ה’ להגביל יום ידוע לפי שצריך
האדם שיהיה דומה לו בכל יום ויום מכל ימות
.השנה כאילו באותו יום קיבלה מהר סיני
This is a hint to Matan Torah, for the Torah
needs to be novel to a person each day
as if today he received the Torah from Mt.
Sinai. And the Torah does not explicitly
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mention this day as the day of the giving
of the Torah because Hashem did not
want to designate one day, for a person
needs to feel each and every day of the
year as if on that day he received the
Torah from Sinai.
We think of the giving of the Torah as an ongoing
process. When we recite the daily Torah blessings, we
say ”—ברוך אתה ה׳ נותן התורהBlessed are you Hashem,
Giver of the Torah.” Hashem is the Giver of the Torah every day, and every day we are supposed to experience
it as new.
What the Kli Yakar doesn’t mention is that this is
exceptionally hard. How many of us find new insights
(hiddushim) in the Torah every single day? And yet
the Kli Yakar knows how important the experience of
novelty is in the study of Torah. He quotes a Midrash
which commands:
שיהיו דברי תורה חדשים עליך ולא כדבר
הישן שלבו של אדם קץ בו
That the words of Torah should be new
upon you, and not like something old that
the heart of man despises.
The Torah needs to feel new because humans by nature
are drawn to novelty, and when things start to feel dated, we are drawn to the next new thing. And so we need
to work to make the Torah feel new.
We make hiddushim in Torah not only for our own
pleasure, or to satisfy our own nature. Rabbi Chaim of
Volozhin writes in Nefesh HaChayyim about the power
of human novellae:
חידושין אמיתים דאורייתא המתחדשין ע”י
 אין ערוך לגודל נוראות נפלאות ענינם.האדם
 שכל מלה ומלה פרטית.ופעולתם למעלה
 קב”ה נשיק לה.המתחדשת מפי האדם
. ונבנה ממנה עולם חדש בפ”ע.ומעטר לה
True hiddushim in Torah which are
innovated by man, there is no value to
the size of their wonder and their effects
Above. For each and every word, which is
innovated in the mouth of man, the Holy
One kisses it and crowns it, and builds
from it a new world of its own.
To Rav Chaim, it is not just that hiddush makes a difference to people, but it makes a difference to Hashem.
Hashem kisses the novelty in the Torah.
While hiddush is important, it’s not realistic to expect
most of us to be able to find it every day. One day a
year, on Shavuot, we bring a מנחה חדשה לה׳/minhah
hadashah laShem—an offering of the new to Hashem.
We associate that day with the giving of the Torah, so
that we have the opportunity, as we recollect and relive

the giving of the Torah, to experience hiddush. That opportunity comes with an obligation: we have to actively
bring the minhah hadashah, the offering of novelty. We
have to work for it.
The minhah hadashah—the new grain offering—
presents a model for experiencing the Torah as novelty.
Once a year, in Temple times, right after the new harvest, grain was not just regular grain. It was the fruit
of labor, it was a miracle which we could not take for
granted, because the rains had fallen in the right times,
the soil had done its magic, and we had worked hard
to make everything just right so that the grain would
grow. And now it is new, fresh, and exciting. That new
perspective on grain came with effort, and our experience of hiddush in Torah comes with effort as well. It
comes with opening a book you have never previously
opened. Going to a class on a subject you have never
previously explored. A search for new angles and new
perspectives, ones that excite and energize.
While Shavuot was not originally Zeman Matan
Torateinu, the Day of the Giving of the Torah, its forced
calendrical confluence today gives the holiday extra
meaning. Through our effortful experience of the Torah’s
novelty we can connect to the novel grain offering, the
minhah hadashah, of this biblical holiday.
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The Tree of Life
and the Path to Hope
Rabbi Adam Scheier
Rabbi Adam Scheier (YCT ‘04) is Senior Rabbi of Congregation Shaar Hashomayim in
Westmount, QC, Canada.

This sermon was originally delivered before Yizkor on
Yom Kippur 5780.
When Joyce would send a present to her niece’s children, she would also send a check in the mail. Why send
both a present and a check? Because Joyce’s niece is
shomeret Shabbat, and the present was electronic, and
the children wouldn’t be able to use it on Shabbat. So,
Aunty Joyce said, “Here’s a little extra so you can buy
her a gift for Shabbat as well.”1
Irv talked to everyone. One of his friends told me that
he was just this amazing man who sought out connections. One time, the friend saw Irv at the supermarket.
Irv was deep in conversation with a new friend. The new
friend was the employee who collects shopping carts
in the parking lot. Irv was a greeter at shul; he gave out
prayer books to people when they came in.
Melvin was a spry eighty-eight-year-old. He drove to
shul on Shabbat, and he parked several streets away
from the synagogue in order to leave the closer spaces
for ‘those who need them more.’
I heard these stories about Joyce, Irv, and Melvin,
while attending funerals in Pittsburgh, after the shooting at Tree of Life Congregation.
The rabbi of Tree of Life, Jeffrey Meyers, spoke about
being part of a club that no one wants to join. He said
that “the cities of Dayton and El Paso have both been
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Eulogy delivered by Joyce’s niece, Devorah Kurin.

2

Pp. 241-242.

helped by the knowledge that we have gained and
shared. It is comforting to learn that we help comfort
others in their time of need, just as Parkland, Charleston,
Orlando, Newtown, and Oak Park continue to comfort
us.”
The club no one wants to join: the club of those who
have been attacked, of those who have perished, and of
those who have survived and live with the pain of that
experience.
Rabbi Yisrael Meir Lau, a Holocaust survivor and
former chief rabbi of Israel, wrote a remarkable anecdote of solidarity in his book, Out of the Depths.2 In it, he
discusses the term “Holocaust survivor.”
He wrote:
At the beginning of the 1980s, Ed Koch,
mayor of New York City, invited me to his
office. He is a warm Jew, sensitive and
emotional, a great lover of Israel and the
Jewish people.
At our first meeting, he introduced himself to me and declared that he was also
a Holocaust survivor. Out of politeness, I
refrained from asking him what exactly he
survived and where he had been during
the Second World War. I wanted to give
him a chance to tell his story himself. He

said that he had been born in the Bronx
and had lived his whole life in New York
but insisted that he was a real survivor.
Smiling, I dared to ask how that could
be—and Ed Koch began to explain.
Years earlier, he had traveled to Germany for an educational trip. At one of the stops, the guide showed the
group the globe that had sat on Hitler’s desk. “It reminded me of Charlie Chaplain’s movie about the great
dictator. But unlike the one in Chaplain’s movie,” Koch
recounted, “that big globe had lots of numbers written
on it in black marker. When the guide spun the globe,
Europe blackened with numbers. Other continents had
far fewer black marks. The guide explained that when
World War II broke out, Hitler recorded the Jewish population of each country. After all, they represented his
life’s goal. Albania, for example, bore the number 1 for
the single Jew living there. Our enemy decided that he
would not rest as long as that one Jew from Albania, a
total stranger to him, remained alive. The territory of the
United States bore [a number as well, and that number
included] me,” said Ed Koch with undisguised anger.
“So, I am also a Holocaust survivor—if the Allies hadn’t
stopped the Nazi beast, no doubt I would have been
destroyed.”
Rabbi Lau wrote,
I shook his hand warmly and said, “Today
I have learned an important lesson from
you, and I will carry it home with me
to Israel. I’ve heard that not all Jewish
communities feel a connection to [the]
Holocaust... (But) from now on, I’ll tell
them about the Jew born in New York
who lived all his life in an American city,
but who feels like a Holocaust survivor...”
This is a very difficult idea. Those who experienced the
Holocaust—those who perished, those who survived—
that’s their experience alone.
Almost thirty years ago, Elie Wiesel addressed thousands of people at the March of the Living in Auschwitz.
He said, “Years and years ago, I saw...I cannot tell you
what I saw. I am afraid. I am afraid that if I told you we
would all break out in tears and we would not stop. I see
a young girl...”
And then, suddenly, Elie Wiesel shook his head and
walked off the stage, unable to share his story.3 Only
those who experienced it will ever truly understand.
But Wiesel also said that when one listens to a wit-
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ness, one becomes a witness.3
And we are witnesses—we hear the testimony of the
acts of horrific violence, and we ourselves are witnesses
to an era of intensification of hate, including antisemitism. It’s not unprecedented, but it’s certainly enough to
be unsettling and destabilizing.
What do we do? Of course, we do what is necessary—we throw more and more funds into security
measures, more and more resources into protecting
ourselves, more and more energy into trying to feel
safe–to feel safe in spite of Pittsburgh and Poway, and
in spite of the 163 hate crimes against Jews so far this
year in New York City, and in spite of the fears of French
Jewry, and in spite of the swastikas on street signs in
Westmount, and in spite of the active-shooter drills our
children do in school, and in spite of the normalization
of the antisemitic BDS movement, and in spite of the
Jewish experience on campus, and in spite of the stories we hear almost every day...in spite of it all—we do
everything we can to feel safe.
Where do you go? With whom do we consult when
experiencing fear?
Seventy-one years ago, the Jewish Agency for Palestine confronted a major decision: whether or not to
accept the United Nation’s Partition Plan. The Chairman
of the Agency was David Ben-Gurion, and he solicited
the opinions of other leaders on this important moment
in history, knowing that war would be around the corner.
One person he approached was Yitzchak Tabenkin.
Tabenkin was a founder of the kibbutz movement and
later Ben Gurion’s political rival. Tabenkin thought about
the question and said to Ben Gurion, “—”עלי להתייעץI
must consult.
The next day, Tabenkin came back with his answer.4
Ben Gurion asked him the obvious question: With
whom did you consult? To whom do you take the difficult questions?
“ ועם,התייעצתי עם סבא שלי שכבר נפטר
הנכד שלי שעוד לא נולד,” replied Tabenkin. I consulted
with my grandfather, who has already died, and with my
grandson, who is not yet born.5
Isn’t this the way we approach every challenging
issue? We consult with the past and with the future.
The Midrash tells a story that happened in the days
of Purim: Mordechai and Haman ran into each other
on the streets of Shushan just after the decree against
the Jews was announced.6 Haman was joyous, and
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Mordechai was distressed. Just then, Mordechai saw a
group of children running home from school. He went
over to them, and Haman followed to listen. Mordechai
asked the children, tell me what verse you are studying
in school? Each child quoted a verse of hope: “You will
not fear sudden terror...”7 “Plan a conspiracy and it shall
be annulled, speak your [evil] piece and it will not stand,
for God is with us.”8 When Mordechai heard these
verses of hope, he laughed, which infuriated Haman.
Haman hadn’t understood the Hebrew verses. “Why
are you laughing?”
Listen to Mordechai’s answer: ’’על בשורות טובות
שבשרוני שלא אפחד,’’ because [the children] have given
me the good news that I shouldn’t be afraid!”
The past is what warns us that antisemitism is real,
and even living in an open and free society we should
always be alert to dangers. But the future? The children?
They teach us that there is hope.
A young woman, Talia, published an article a few
weeks ago.9 She is a high school student in a public high
school in Prince Edward County, just a few hundred kilometers west of Montreal. In this article, Talia describes
the antisemitism she has experienced. She received a
message that said, “If you and all your little Jew friends
are offended, kick rocks and leave The County.”
It is painful to read of her experiences. She gave
examples of how her schoolmates tormented her. She
wrote, “One indoor recess, while playing cards with the
other girls in my class, the girl next to me turned towards
me and stuck something to my shirt. Everyone laughed
as I glanced down and saw a huge yellow six-pointed
star made of construction paper and adorned with the
word ‘JEW’ written in marker. Those years in elementary
school cemented the idea in my mind that the county
was not my home. It was only a home to those who
had always called it home. Who actually belonged. At
twelve years old I would stay up late making plans for
my dream house in Toronto or Ottawa. So excited to
leave the county and everything it stood for. I hated it
here.”
I was shaken to read Talia’s words. Firstly, it brought
me back to my own experience as a public high school
student, and some of the challenges I faced as a Jew.
Secondly, this kind of language isn’t only happening in
France and Germany and in parts of the United States
it’s happening here in Canada. There are Jews who
are being specifically told that this is not their home,
that they don’t have a right to feel at home here. The
problem of antisemitism is a local problem, too.

It impacts how we think about programming, about
outreach. Like many of you, I receive weekly emails from
synagogues across the world, and so many of them
include something like the following: “Due to the recent
rise in antisemitic incidents, we have been advised that
advertising our free High Holy Day services may not
be a good idea this year. Therefore, we are asking for
your help, and would like for everyone to spread the
word about our inspiring High Holy Day services and
learning opportunities.”
Did you hear that? We can’t tell the world about our
free services, we can’t reach out, we can’t spread our
love of Judaism—because we are afraid that they will
harm us.
What do we do with this fear?
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks taught a beautiful insight into
fear. In Hebrew, there are two words for fear: pahad and
yir’a. We might translate them as “fear” and “awe,” but
they are related concepts. The difference? pahad, fear,
is something that we recoil away from; our instinct is to
move as far away from it as possible. Yir’a, awe, is something we want to move closer to. When we say in our
prayers that God is kel hagadol hagibor v’ha’nora, a God
who is great and mighty and awesome—by “awesome”
we mean that we are in awe of God, and as opposed to
turning away, all we want to do is draw closer.
The opposite of being afraid is being inspired to draw
closer. The opposite of fear is an embrace.
So, we look for inspiration. We look to remind ourselves why this tradition is so beautiful, why this is worth
the risk and the hate. Because we can’t live without it.
Because our Judaism is central to who we are. Hiding it,
denying it, suppressing it—is just not an option.
That is Talia’s approach. Talia became proactive. She
wouldn’t take “no” for an answer. She met with school
leaders, even if they were hesitant to meet with her. She
said, “I had some ideas that we could implement within
the school. I mentioned maybe starting a committee
that has students, staff, administration, and community
members on it. We talked about visibility in the school;
we talked about training for the teachers.”10
I recall that a year ago, I attended a conference
about antisemitism at YIVO in New York, and one of
the speakers said that it would be ridiculous to expect
women alone to fight misogyny, and it would be unconscionable to leave the fight for gay rights only to the
LGBTQ community, and it would be wrong to expect
people of color to be the only ones fighting to end
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racism, and yet it’s the Jews—with some very important
friends—but it’s the Jews who are left to lead the fight
against antisemitism. That’s what we learn from our
grandparents, that if we wait for others to show up, it
might be too late for many.
In one of Talia’s public posts, she issued an invitation
for the fellow residents of Prince Edward County to
internalize the message of the new year—“What better
time,” she wrote, “to build a place built on tradition but
open to change than a whole new year.” Following her
lead, a church hosted a Rosh HaShanah celebration for
the community, to try to bring people closer together, to
foster understanding.
When I heard about this, I sent an email to Talia, and
wrote, “Your description of the experiences reminded
me of my own student years at a public high school
in [the United States]. I do regret that, when I was a
student, I didn’t have the activist instincts that you have;
your qualities will make a great leader of the Jewish
people one day. The world needs more Talias!!!”
And then I wished her blessings on behalf of our
community.
We resolve to be inspired by people like Talia, and to
never back down, never give in to hate and to fear.
And, of course, we respond with positivity and love.
We never let others dictate who we are—never shall the
hate be contagious.
I stood outside the Tree of Life Synagogue a few days
after the shooting; there was a vigil taking place, the
same that we’ve seen too many times after a tragedy.
We watched FBI agents walk in and out of the synagogue building. A member of the community told me
that usually the buildings are sealed, because they need
to process the crime scene—over 300 shell casings
were on the floor, and each needed to be logged. So
they sealed the crime scene, but they had made an
exception: community leaders were able to access the
office, because they needed to obtain the cemetery
logs. Those who were murdered needed a prompt and
dignified burial, and that couldn’t wait for the FBI to
finish. With tragedy comes the inevitable bureaucracy,
and, sometimes, that bureaucracy yields to compassion.
These challenges demand a response. We respond
with activism, with compassion, and with solidarity.
It might seem funny to hear this, but I have long felt
that there was something missing in my own Jewish
identity. You see, in general, synagogue by-laws state
that clergy can’t be members of their own congregation,
which is a sensible policy. And that means that there is
something important and Jewish that most every person
in this room has, but I don’t. And that is membership to
a synagogue. It’s an important part of Jewish identity.
So... I called up Congregation Tree of Life in Pittsburgh. And now, Abby, our kids, and I are members of
Tree of Life. And now I get their weekly emails, which

are filled with hope and blessing and invitations to
participate in a book club that is now named in memory
of Aunty Joyce Fienberg.
At first, I thought that joining Tree of Life would be
an important message of solidarity. But then I listened
to the stories of Joyce, Irv, and Melvin. And Richard
and Rose and Jerry and Cecil and David and Bernice
and Sylvan and Daniel. And I understood that I would
be lucky to be associated with these people, and the
surviving members of that community.
The Mishna says that we should be a haver tov, a
good friend. And the word “haver” doesn’t just mean
“friend.” It can also mean “member.” Be a good member
or be a member of a group that has good people.
As Kazik Rotem, a fighter of the Warsaw Ghetto, said,
“We are animals that walk on two feet. That’s what I
think, that’s what I feel. And amongst these animals,
walking on two feet, there are also people, who are
worthy of the name Adam–man.”
There is so much bad out there. So many animals, so
many who speak the language of violence and hate. But
look for the good. Look for the humanity. Look for the
holy people. And connect with them.
At Joyce Fienberg’s shiva, her niece Devorah told
me something that deeply moved me. She said, “If
you would ask my aunt, ‘Would you be willing to die
if your death would bring thousands of people closer
together, if your death would inspire thousands of acts
of kindness, of generosity, of love?,’ of course Aunt Joyce
would’ve taken that deal.”
Find the good people. Be close with them. Appreciate them, learn from them. Be hopeful because of their
example.
A few days ago, I sent a draft of this sermon to Joyce
Fienberg’s niece. I wanted her to confirm some of the
details of her Aunt Joyce’s life, and I wanted her to know
that a congregation in Montreal is remembering her
aunt. But I didn’t hear back right away; I wondered if
I had written something wrong, if I had offended. But
then, just a few hours before Yom Kippur, she wrote me
an email. She apologized for the delay in responding —
she’s been very busy, after all, because she has a newborn baby. A girl. Joyce’s name was Yehudit—the baby’s
name is Yehudit Chaya—“Joyce Lives.” But they will call
her Joy. She wrote, “It is our hope that she brings nachas
and comfort to those who knew Aunty Joyce. She will
carry on her name, but more importantly, we hope she
will grow up to carry on her character.”
Today, at Yizkor, we consult with our grandparents,
our parents—those who have passed away—and we
consult with our children and the generations who have
yet to be born. We remember those who made such
a difference in our lives. We pave the way for a good
future, for a future of this congregation, and all of our
community and all of Israel, a future that sees leaders of
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integrity and conviction, that will be filled with goodness
and hope. That is how we respond to a reality that might
otherwise make us fearful and helpless.
To be Jewish is to believe, without apology, and
without hesitation, that tomorrow will be better. Tomorrow will be better because we have learned from
yesterday—we have learned that even in times of fear, a
better day is sure to come.
May the memories of our loved ones inspire and
guide us; and may the deaths of the holy ones be an
atonement for all of Israel; and let us say, Amen.
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God, Torah
and Community
Rabbi Dr. Devorah Schoenfeld
Rabbi Dr. Devorah Schoenfeld (Maharat ‘19) is Associate Professor, Department of Theology,
Loyola University, Chicago.

According to the nineteenth-century French sociologist
Émile Durkheim, religion is society worshipping itself.
When a person has a sense of belonging to something larger than themself, something transcendent,
something that existed long before they were born and
will continue long after they die, they are perceiving
something that is definitely, verifiably, absolutely true.
They are perceiving that they are part of a community.
People live their lives as part of a community that existed long before they were born and will continue to exist
long after they die. It is larger than any one individual,
and each life is a small part of it. It permeates every
aspect of our lives, it shapes our values, and if we have
a good community, if we are lucky, it supports us when
we need help. It can even love us unconditionally and
always have a place for us.
To be clear, in case anyone was worried at this point,
I do believe in the reality of God. But I think Durkheim
was correct in that the community of the Jewish people
is one tool that God gave us to experience what God is
like in the world. When we want to feel God’s love for
us, one place to feel it is in the embrace and care of a
community. When we want to feel God’s eternity, one
way to connect to it is in the knowledge that the Jewish
people has endured, and will endure.
So what happens when the community is hard to
find?
The author and activist Barbara Ehrenreich, in her
book Natural Causes, writes a lengthy polemic against
the obsessive pursuit of longevity, arguing that instead
of trying to stay alive as long as possible, we also need
to recognize the reality of death, and make our peace

with it. Death is inevitable for all people, so part of the
work we need to do as living creatures is to find a way
to live with the knowledge that our lives are a brief time
in a long eternity. For her, like Durkheim, the way to do
this is to see oneself as part of a system, as a part of
something greater. Like our cells are part of our body,
and when an individual cell dies the body survives,
when we can see ourselves as part of a world, we can
find peace in knowing that the world will endure even
when we are gone.
For many people, this past year has been a time of
isolation, in which Covid-19 precautions have made it
difficult to connect to any community larger than my
immediate family. This is disproportionately true for
women, and for parents, as the pressures of supervising
remote learning for children while working has become
overwhelming. This is not a normal way to live. On the
other hand, Orthodox women have some experience
with being committed to a community that we cannot
always find a way to be fully part of in all the ways we
might like. In this, as with many things, coronavirus has
pointed to realities that have always been there. Some
of us have been struggling with isolation and with disconnection from the community for a very long time.
In this time of isolation, it is oddly comforting to
read the end of the book of Deuteronomy and find in
it Moses alone. The last conversation that Moses has
with another human being is in the penultimate parsha,
Parashat Ha’azinu. In the final parsha of the Torah, V’Zot
HaBerakha, Moses does not speak with Israel; instead,
he blesses them. He surveys each of the tribes, and
when he blesses them, he looks into their future as
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well as their past. Reuben is small, but will live. Levi is
praised for acting against the rest of the people when
Israel worshipped the Golden Calf, and also will have
a priestly role in the future. Joseph will live in hilly land
and also be fishers, and so on for the rest of the tribes.
Moses also sees the land where his people will live,
although he will never go there himself. At the time of
his death, Moses is alone, but sees that his people will
go on.
We read from the end of the book of Deuteronomy
on Simhat Torah at the end of the cycle of three harvest
festivals: Pesach, celebrating spring. Shavuot, celebrating the summer, and Sukkot, celebrating the fall. These
three holidays also symbolize the three stages of life:
Passover is youth and beginnings, when we read Song
of Songs, and think about new life and falling in love.
Shavuot is adulthood, when we receive the Torah, and
along with Ruth we choose and willingly accept our
adult responsibilities of Torah observance. On Sukkot,
we come to terms with the fragility and frailty of life, like
a sukkah that can blow away, and we read Ecclesiastes
to remind us of the fragility and fleeting nature of life.
And then we celebrate the Torah.
Like Moses, every Jew has the ability to see the
future. We know that every Passover we will celebrate
redemption, every Shavuot we will celebrate receiving
the Torah, and every Sukkot we will dwell in a sukkah.
And then on Simhat Torah, the Jewish people will begin
reading the Torah, and will continue reading it until the
next Simhat Torah, when we will begin it again. And
that this will keep happening, year after year, towards
eternity.
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We have now completed a full cycle of holidays
during the pandemic. After more than 500,000 coronavirus deaths in the US alone, and nearly three million
globally, we have definitely experienced the fragility of
life. After more than a year of isolation, many of us have
been alone. But the Torah has always been with us.
There were times this year when few synagogues were
meeting in person anywhere in the world, but during all
this time Torah study continued, including the study and
teaching of Torah by women.
The community of the people who study Torah is a
community that nothing can keep us from. It has been
going on for thousands of years. If we take seriously
the idea that the Torah existed prior to Creation, maybe
in some sense it has been going on forever. And it will
keep on going long after we are gone. Moses dies, but
Israel continues. We are part of an eternal community,
and through it, God is with us. When the Torah ends, we
read the beginning.
This is a revised version of a Dvar Torah given at the
women’s tefillah group of Anshe Shalom B’nai Israel
Congregation in Chicago for Simchat Torah 5781, with
statistics updated around Pesach 5781.

The Decalogue
and the Shema
Dr. Malka Z. Simkovich
Dr. Malka Z. Simkovich is the Crown-Ryan Chair of Jewish Studies and the director of the CatholicJewish Studies program at Catholic Theological Union in Chicago.

The Ten Commandments listed in Exodus 20:1–13
arguably comprise the most foundational articulation
of doctrine in Israelite history (though some of these
commandments are actually statements, and the question of whether there were really ten depends on how
one counts). In the centuries following the dramatic
moment of divine revelation at Sinai, the Ten Commandments, or the Decalogue—a more accurate Greek
term which refers to Ten Statements—took shape as
the central articulation of Israelite theology. Along with
ethical injunctions listed in Leviticus 19, the Decalogue
was often paraphrased and referenced in passages
preserved in later biblical and extrabiblical literature.
By the late Second Temple period, the Decalogue was
not only regarded as a significant scriptural passage,
but for some early Jewish communities, a liturgical
document as well. Nevertheless, when the rabbis began to formulate a normative collection of liturgy after
the fall of the Second Temple, they did not incorporate
the Decalogue into their regular prayers. Nor did they
give the Decalogue pride of place in narrative traditions
which reflected their theological worldviews. The Decalogue, it seems, was eclipsed by an altogether different
statement: Deuteronomy 6:4–9, known as the Shema. A
brief study of how Jews and early Christians viewed the
Decalogue and the Shema may clarify why the rabbis
ultimately came to favor the Shema over the Decalogue.
In the Second Temple period, the Decalogue enjoyed
pride of place in Jewish communal memory. Tefillin discovered at Qumran, the archaeological site adjacent
to the Dead Sea Scrolls caves, contain parchment
that records both the Shema and the Decalogue.
These tefillin were likely used in the first century BCE

or first century CE, when the Qumran sect flourished.
Other Jewish documents written during these two
centuries also mention the Decalogue. The Sentences
of Pseudo-Phocylides, a wisdom text that may have
been written in Greek by a Jew who probably lived in
Alexandria, Egypt (though some scholars attribute the
document to an early Christian who was influenced by
the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew
scriptures) open with a paraphrasing of the Decalogue:
the writer mentions every injunction of the Ten Commandments except the proscription to keep the Sabbath
(Pseudo-Phocylides, 1–18).  A second document, which
is part of a twelve-book collection probably written and
assembled by Jews in the late Second Temple period
called The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, also
paraphrases the Decalogue (Testament of Issachar 5:15). Even the great first century CE Jewish philosopher
Philo of Alexandria was fascinated with the Decalogue:
he wrote an entire treatise devoted to interpreting it.
Early Christian documents whose authors had not
fully severed their ties to Judaism referred to the Decalogue as an authoritative text that was foundational
to their faith. The early Christian text written in Greek
known as the Didache, written in the late first or second
century CE, cites the twelve apostles of Jesus as paraphrasing the Decalogue to their students. Likewise, the
third-century Christian document called the Didascalia,
which also purports to record the teachings of the apostles, does the same (Didache 2:1–3; Didascalia 26:9–10).
But by the early rabbinic period, the Decalogue was
falling out of favor in some Jewish circles. As Christians were referencing the Decalogue and exploring
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its meaning, Jews were disputing whether to recite it
regularly in their synagogues.
The rabbinic decision to stop reciting the Decalogue
regularly is well documented. The Talmud Bavli explains
that the daily liturgy used to comprise the Decalogue,
the Shema, and the Amidah, but the recitation of the
Decalogue was abolished because of the heretics
(minim; Berakhot 12a). Perhaps the concern was that
the heretics would argue that the recitation of the Decalogue proved that only the portions of the Torah that the
Israelites heard directly from God were true (Rashi on
Berakhot 12a). Or perhaps the rabbis were concerned
that reading the Decalogue would affirm sectarian
claims that only the Written Law was authoritative,
whereas the Oral Law was not. But these explanations
do not explain why the Shema continued to be recited.
After all, the Shema is part of the Written Law as well.
Maybe the reason why the Decalogue fell out of favor
in lieu of the Shema is that the Decalogue comprises
ethical instructions that, with the exception of the injunction to keep the Sabbath, all of humankind might be
expected to observe. The Shema, on the other hand, is
a theological statement that affirms the special election
of Israel by God. By the early rabbinic period, the Seven
Noahide Laws had taken form which included some of
the statements of the Decalogue (Avodah Zarah 9:4;
Sanhedrin 56a; earlier articulations of these laws in
the second century BCE document Jubilees 7:20–21, as
well as Sibylline Oracle 4:24–39, a document probably
composed in the late Second Temple period). This likely
gave Jewish and early Christian readers of the scriptures a sense that the Decalogue contained universalist
elements.
Even the mention of the Sabbath in the Decalogue
would not have necessarily been viewed by the rabbis
as particularistic. In the Roman period, many Gentiles
observed the Sabbath without converting to Judaism.
These people were called God-fearers (see, for instance,
Juvenal, Satires, 14.96–106). The Decalogue, then, may
have been viewed as potentially applicable to all of
humankind.
A second difference between the Decalogue and the
Shema is that the Decalogue is a document that was
believed to reflect the divine voice of God, whereas
the Shema was spoken by Moses. The Shema thus
represents the affirmation of all Israelites to commit
themselves to a covenantal relationship, whereas the
Decalogue represents the divine injunction to do so.
Given the fact that the Decalogue has been subjugated to the Shema, how might we appreciate its
importance in our tradition today?
The Decalogue and the Shema are clearly both
foundational to the formation of Israelite identity. At
the moment that the Israelites were leaving Egypt and
making the transition from slavery to freedom, they
needed to hear a universalist message: a message that
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while they were chosen by the One True God to be His
elect people, this same God that had just chosen them
had jurisdiction over the entire world. Indeed, the major
trope of the Exodus story is that God controls the entire
earth (see, for instance, Exodus 8:6, 8:18, 9:14, 9:29, 10:2,
14:1, 14:18). Forty years later, a new generation of Israelites on the cusp of entering into Israel needed to hear
a different message: As they entered the an unknown
land, aware that they were embarking on inevitable
military conflicts and the loss of their main conduit to
God, Moses, the Israelites needed to hear that God
was committed to a relationship with them that would
endure for perpetuity.
The community of Israelites who entered the Land of
Israel held fast to the idea that God was committed to
an eternal relationship with them. This relationship was
reflected in the relational text of the Shema, in which the
Israelites affirmed that God was our God, rather than the
Decalogue, which affirmed that God was the God—the
God who had taken the Israelites out of Egypt. Since
the Decalogue was spoken by God and the Shema
was spoken by Moses, the Shema represented the Israelite side of the covenantal relationship—the side that
required the people of Israel to continually affirm their
identities in light of their connection to God.
The rabbis understood that the Decalogue and the
Shema were given at different turning points in Israelite history, bore different theological messages, and
reflected two distinct voices. Aware that non-rabbinic
communities were espousing views that they regarded
as heretical, and that these same communities were
laying claim to their holy texts, the rabbis turned to the
document which they believed represents the voice of
the Jewish people, and their commitment to serving
God, rather than to the document which reflects the
voice of the universal God who had chosen them.
A version of this piece was originally published by the
Center for Modern Torah Leadership on February 16, 2017.

Na’aseh Venishma:
On Being Hearing Impaired
Rabbi Avi Weiss
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Residence of the Hebrew Institute of Riverdale-The Bayit.

Na’aseh venishma is one of the best-known phrases
related to the Shavuot holiday. Standing at Sinai we
declared, “na’aseh”—we will do, and “nishma,” from the
word shema—we will hear.
More recently, the term shema has been understood
differently. It is not “to hear” as much as it is “to listen,”
as there is a difference between the two. Hearing is
external, superficial, and yes, simple; all one does is take
in the physical sounds.
Listening is more complex. It is internal—requiring
full concentration to deeply absorb and integrate the
words being said.
The challenge to understand shema as “listen” rather
than “hear” is one that I have often shared over the
years. In this process I didn’t pay much attention to
shema as hearing. I viewed it as a natural phenomenon,
a mundane activity that requires little or no effort.
No more. Things for me have now changed. I have
come to recognize that the gift of hearing is not a given.
It’s not simple.
It all started when I boarded a plane in London a few
years ago. My hearing was then perfect. Upon landing
in New York, I noticed that my hearing in my left ear
had diminished. By the time I received ENT help, I was
told an infection had developed and nothing could be
done. So far, all of the hearing aids I have tried have not
helped.
I am not alone. Loss of hearing is now commonplace.
Nearly 25% of those aged sixty-five to seventy-four, and
50% of those seventy-five and older are hearing-impaired.

At the onset, I made light of my problem. Once, my
wife Toby shared with me that there was an “ugly”
woman in shul. I had never heard Toby use that word
about anyone, and questioned her. She responded: “I
didn’t say she’s ‘ugly,’ I said she’s ‘lovely.’ ”
Most recently, while in Israel, the Jerusalem basketball
team beat Maccabi Tel Aviv. No small feat. At the end of
the game, the stands erupted with the song “Mashiah
Mashiah, ay yay yay.” I turned to my daughter Elana and
said, “People are so holy—even in a basketball victory
they sing about Mashiah!” She looked at me astounded,
“Abba, they are not singing ‘Mashiah’, they are singing
‘gaviah, gaviah’ (trophy).”
But the comical has now become much more serious.
I recognize that I often look lost. When people speak to
me, especially in a crowd, I cannot hear. Often I respond
to a question with an answer that has nothing to do
with the issue presented. At other times when I do not
respond, people may feel I’m upset with them. It is not
uncommon for me to feel shut out; what is before me
seems to be passing me by. Even when I am in a room
with others, it’s almost as if I am somewhere else.
My feelings of exclusion are now exacerbated when
I come across halakhot which declare that one who is
deaf is exempt from mitzvot dependent upon hearing.
For example, a deaf person is exempt from the mitzvah
of megillah, which must be heard.
The rabbis may have instituted this law to make life
easier for the deaf. If obligated, the deaf would come up
short, as they cannot fulfill mitzvot that involve hearing.
The intention of the rabbis was to calm the deaf, telling
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them that there is no need to be upset, as this mitzvah
is not your obligation.
But it’s not so simple. The deaf may feel that they are
second-class citizens by being excluded from this mitzvah. While this exemption does not apply to me directly,
as I am not deaf, my loss of hearing has sensitized me
to the challenges faced by those who cannot hear at all.
Shouldn’t they, too, be obligated in such an important
mitzvah?
With all my heart and soul I feel that halakhah is a
system of —דרכיה דרכי נועםits ways are ways of pleasantness. I know that halakhah can be more embracing
of those with disabilities as significant strides have
already been made.
For example: A Kohen must duchan (recite the
Priestly Blessing) while standing. Yet, in many Orthodox
synagogues, a Kohen in a wheelchair ascends and
recites the Priestly Blessing. Some base this allowance
on a technical loophole, but the reality is that halakhah
understands the need for inclusivity. As my friend Danny
Heumann, who has been in a wheelchair for decades,
often tells me, “I am not confined to a wheelchair; I walk
in a wheelchair.”
I felt this “walking” deeply in recent weeks when
dancing with my friend Ziggy during synagogue services. Ziggy lost his legs. Though in a wheelchair, Ziggy
can dance with the best. Using his hands to lift himself
slightly off his chair, Ziggy is an inspiration.
In this spirit, the halakhah we should be working
toward is one that sees the Kohen who is sitting in his
chair as actually standing.
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Similarly, for many poskim (decisors of Jewish law),
those who hear through a hearing aid are, actually,
hearing. The aid is not considered an impediment to
fulfilling the mitzvah.
My hope is that halakhah will reach even further,
and that the definition of “hearing” will be expanded.
In its broadest sense, hearing in halakhah should be
understood as any form of reception.
Perhaps this is the meaning of the Biblical text we
read on Shavuot that describes the Jewish people at
revelation as “—”רואים את הקולותseeing the voices. Everyone knows that one hears voices—one doesn’t see
voices. But maybe, just maybe, seeing voices is a way
to say that even the deaf are able to experience sounds
through reading lips or sign language, or seeing the
emotion of the moment, or viewing words on a screen
as they are being voiced.
Minimally, I am hopeful that the Tzomet microphone
developed in Gush Etzion, and approved by great rabbis for use on Shabbat, will be accepted in synagogues
around the world. It is already used in some Orthodox
synagogues around the world.
I recognize that more acceptance in this area is
complicated when considering recent history. Back in
the 1950s, using a microphone was second to mehitzah
in distinguishing an Orthodox synagogue from a Conservative synagogue. The distinction became sharper
when Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, in the 1950s,
permitted the use of microphones, but under pressure,
retracted. If he did so then, the argument goes, he would
do so now.

We are living, however, seventy years later. There are
no halachic barriers to the Tzomet microphone, as it
does not involve the direct use of electricity. I do not believe use of it is a bedi’avad (post facto accommodation),
but a lekhat’hilah (an optimal fulfillment of halakhah).
When Paul Simon wrote “The Sound of Silence,” he
seemed to be speaking about the importance not only
of hearing, but of listening. And so he wrote, “people
talking without speaking, people hearing without listening.”
But for me, these days, “The Sound of Silence” has a
different meaning. It refers to sounds that I know are being made but I cannot hear. Literally, sounds of silence.
Interpreting nishma as “listening” is important, but it
is only part of the story. Na’aseh venishma as “we will do
and we will hear,” is equally relevant, and should never
be forgotten.
A version of this article appeared in the Jerusalem
Post on June 9, 2019.
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