
From the Thought of 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, z”l 
Shavuot for Our Time 
At Mount Sinai, the Israelites 
made a covenant with God. He 
would be their God and they 
would be His people. But at key 
moments in Tanach we find 
another phrase altogether: 
Moshe says in the Book of 
Devarim (7:9) “You shall know 
that the Lord your God is God, 
the faithful God, who keeps 
habrit ve’hachessed, (the 
covenant and the loving-
kindness)”; When Shlomo 
Hamelech dedicates the Bet 
HaMikdash (I Kings 8:23), he 
utters the following prayer: 
“There is no one like You, God, 
in the heavens above or the 
earth below shomer habrit 
ve’hachessed, (keeping the 
covenant and the loving-
kindness)”; And likewise, 
Nechemiah, when he renews the 
covenant as the people come 
back from Babylon (Nechemiah 
9:32), says, “The great, mighty, 
and awesome God, shomer 
habrit ve’hachessed, (He who 
keeps the covenant and the 
loving-kindness).” 

That’s a really puzzling phrase, 
shomer habrit ve’hachessed, the 
covenant and the loving-
kindness. Look, for instance, at 
the Jewish Publication Society 

translation, who just translate 
‘covenant’. Because the chessed 
is included in the covenant. If 
you look at the New 
International version (which is a 
very good non-Jewish 
translation), habrit ve’hachessed 
is translated as, “the covenant of 
love.” But of course it doesn’t 
mean that, it means “covenant 
and love.” Everyone had a 
problem in understanding what 
God does for the Jewish people 
other than making a covenant 
with them on Shavuot, at Har 
Sinai. But if you think about it, 
the answer’s really quite simple. 
A covenant is what sociologists 
and anthropologists call 
reciprocal altruism. You do this 
for me, I will do this for you. 
“You serve Me,” says God, “and 
I will protect you.” Covenant is 
always reciprocal and neutral. 
But that is terribly vulnerable, 
because what happens if we 
don’t keep the covenant? The 
covenant is then rendered null 
and void. 

 The covenant is not enough. 
And that is what Moshe was 
saying, that is what Shlomo 
Hamelech was saying, that is 
what Nechemiah was saying. 
God does not just make a 
covenant with us. He has a 
relationship of chessed with us. 
An unconditional love, which is 

translated into deeds of kindness 
to us. The covenant is 
conditional, but chessed is 
unconditional. 

Maybe ultimately this is why we 
read the Book of Ruth on 
Shavuot. The Book of Ruth is 
the book of chessed. We 
received a covenant at Mount 
Sinai, but we also received 
something much more long-
lasting and profound, which is 
God’s unconditional love. And 
that’s what the book is telling 
us, that God has love for us, the 
way Ruth had love for Naomi 
and Boaz had love for Ruth. 
Acts of loving-kindness all 
define our relationship with 
God. And as the Book of Ruth 
shows, they should be what 
define our relationship with one 
another. 

This message resonates for us 
this year. Just as in Megillat Rut, 
tragedy and loneliness and 
isolation are healed by acts of 
loving-kindness, so have the 
isolation of so many of us been 
healed by acts of loving-
kindness, acts of 
neighbourliness, people being in 
touch, helping us, getting things 
for us, phoning us up, 
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connecting us by Zoom, 
showing that they care about us. 
Those acts of kindness have 
humanised and lightened our 
world. Chessed has a 
redemptive quality. It transforms 
tragedy into some form of 
celebration and despair into 
some powerful form of hope. 
Let what Ruth did for Naomi 
and Boaz did for Ruth be with 
us, as we try to reconnect with 
family and friends, and those 
who have been so terribly 
isolated during recent times. 
And may we remember that, as 
well as giving us a covenant at 
Har Sinai, God gave us a bond 
of love that is unbreakable. He 
will never abandon us, let us 
never abandon Him. 
(Extract from a shiur given by 
Rabbi Sacks on 24th May 2020 
entitled: “A Life of Vertical & 
Horizontal Responsibility: 
Shavuot During the Coronavirus 
Pandemic”) 

Rabbi Shlomo Riskin 
Our calendar moves from the 
spring festivals of Passover and 
Shavuot to the fall festivals of 
universal redemption and plenty, 
a journey in time that parallels a 
journey in space, from the 
barren desert to the land of milk 
and honey –Israel. 

In the spring, Passover is linked 
by the counting of the Omer to 
its concluding Festival of 
Shavuot, seven weeks later; the 
Talmudic Sages even refer to 
Shavuot as Atzeret, or “Closing 

Holiday” (paralleling Shemini 
Atzeret, the Eighth Day which 
concludes the fall festival of 
Succot). And while Passover 
celebrates the promise of 
freedom, our journey from 
slave-labor and suffering to 
liberation, it is, for the time 
being, liberation in a hostile and 
homeless desert. 

When does this journey come to 
an end? Shavuot, celebrated on 
the 50th day after the Seder of 
Passover, gives expression to 
the paradigm of completion, 
coming full circle, for it 
celebrates the bounty of the 
land, the first fruits brought by 
the Israelites who have not only 
reached their promised 
homeland, but have also 
established their Holy Temple in 
Jerusalem! 

Remarkably, the holidays of this 
spring period are sandwiched 
between the public readings of 
two of our five Biblical Scrolls 
(Megillot), each of which 
features a heroic woman as its 
central personality: Purim is 
marked by the reading of the 
Scroll of Esther; Shavuot by the 
reading of the Scroll of Ruth. 

And both Ruth and Esther, two 
of the greatest heroines of the 
Bible, have come to symbolize 
both the internal – and eternal – 
heart and essence of these 
festivals. But even more so, 
their stories, their ‘scrolls’ (these 
two megillot) reflect each other 

in remarkable ways, each one a 
prism into the nature of the 
other. 

First of all, we need to keep in 
mind that just as Passover 
moves from the reality of a 
nation still smarting from 
slavery and only tasting the 
beginnings of freedom in the 
more confining, treacherous 
landscape of the desert to the far 
more satisfying Shavuot 
realization of home and hearth, 
state and sanctuary, (coming 
home after being away for so 
long in Egypt), we find that the 
Esther-scroll of Purim (pre-
Passover) describes the opposite 
phenomenon, focusing upon 
Jews in vulnerable galut (exile). 
In terms of our experience of the 
festive calendar, Shavuot always 
culminates the trajectory that 
starts with Purim, inexorably 
leading us toward the climactic 
moment when the Scroll of Ruth 
is read, ending with its majestic 
reach for messianic geulah 
(redemption), the final word 
recording the name of David, 
the future king and redeemer of 
Israel. 

A study of the contrasts and 
comparisons between these two 
feminist–featuring Scrolls from 
galut to geulah should elucidate 
the march of our calenderical 
journey, which clearly points us 
in an eastward direction toward 
Zion. 
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First of all, the entire story of 
the Scroll of Esther takes place 
in Persia, opening with an 
exquisitely detailed description 
of the dining chambers of the 
Persian King in Shushan (Esther 
1:6). The Scroll of Ruth, on the 
other hand, opens in Bethlehem, 
Israel – and although the rest of 
that chapter takes place in 
Moab, the succeeding three 
chapters all take place around 
the verdant hills of Bethlehem 
and Efrat. 

It is important for us to realize 
that the ten years of Naomi’s life 
in Moab are described in that 
very first chapter, whereas it 
takes the next three chapters to 
detail the crucial events in Israel 
of only three months duration: 
from the beginning of the barley 
harvest to the end of the wheat 
harvest. These three months 
prepare the stage for Jewish 
eternity! 

Secondly, according to the 
Midrash (B.T. Megillah 11a), 
the Scroll of Esther describes 
Jews who have the opportunity 
to return to Judea but opt to 
remain in the “diaspora;” 
Ahasverosh was King of Persia 
immediately following Cyrus, 
who conquered Babylon and 
permitted the exiled Jews to 
return to their homeland and 
rebuild their Temple. Esther 
may have even changed her 
name from the Hebrew 
“Hadassah” to the more Persian 
“Esther” (probably from the 

Persian word for star, and the 
Persian goddess Astarte). 

In the Scroll of Ruth, however, 
the text makes fairly short shrift 
of the sons of Elimelekh, who 
leave Bethlehem (Lit. “House of 
Bread”) for the falsely glittering 
fields of Moab (lit. “from 
father” – a reminder of a 
Biblical act of incest between 
Lot and his daughter); their 
names, Makhlon (illness) and 
Kilyon (destruction) succinctly 
sum up their galut experience of 
assimilation and intermarriage. 

The remaining three quarters of 
the book tell of Naomi’s return 
to her homeland, and of the 
triumph she eventually 
experiences there as the 
“ancestor” of the Messiah 
David. In short, the Scroll of 
Ruth is the record of Jews who 
leave their exiled status and 
return to Israel. 

Thirdly, the Scroll of Esther tells 
the story of a Jewess in exile 
who is forced to forsake the 
home of her relative Mordecai 
(cousin, uncle, nephew, 
husband?) and live with a 
Gentile King in order to save 
her people; moreover, the 
salvation she achieves is only 
temporary, with the Talmud 
ruling that we don’t even recite 
Hallel on Purim since we still 
remained slaves of Ahasverosh 
even after Haman’s demise 
(B.T. Megillah 14). The Scroll 
of Ruth, on the other hand, tells 

the story of a Gentile Moabite 
who becomes a Jewess-by-
choice, how she journeys to 
Israel to live with her Jewish 
mother-in-law, and enters the 
royal family of Judah when she 
marries Boaz; moreover, she 
becomes the progenitrix of 
ultimate Jewish salvation 
through the eventual descendant 
of her great-grandson, David. 

Finally, the manner in which we 
celebrate Purim is by drinking 
until “we can no longer 
distinguish between praising 
Mordecai and cursing Haman, 
perhaps because it was the arch 
anti-Semite Amalekite Haman 
who forcibly reminded the 
assimilating Jews of Persia that 
they were, after all, Jews; 
nevertheless, such raucous 
celebration is certainly not 
identified with the way in which 
our Sages generally asked us to 
celebrate. Shavuot, however, is 
celebrated by our bringing first 
fruits to the Temple singing 
praises to God and staying up all 
night studying Torah.It seems 
that true Jewish piety, Jewish 
future and eternal Jewish 
salvation can only come out of 
Zion! Apparently, even a 
celebration of galut survival 
must depend upon the 
temporary “high” of inebriating 
beverages, whereas a Festival of 
Jerusalem brings us to the 
supernal “heights” of our eternal 
Torah – for even Torah has its 
first fruits,  through which we 
glimpse our redemption. 
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Yeshivat Har Etzion: Virtual 
Bet Midrash 
"The Day that You Stood 
before the Lord at Chorev" 
Sicha of Harav Aharon 
Lichtenstein, z”l 
On Shavuot, we celebrate 
kabbalat ha-Torah; but the word 
"kabbala" can be understood in 
two different ways.  
  
On the one hand, we "received" 
the Torah as a gift. Indeed, the 
Torah is "more precious than 
fine gold and pearls;" on 
Shavuot, we must thank God for 
the gift that He has bestowed on 
us and for granting us the 
privilege of this great treasure. 
  
On the other hand, we 
"accepted" the Torah. 
"Acceptance" can be understood 
as the internalization of a value 
or idea. The expression 
"kabbala le-atid" – accepting a 
resolution upon oneself for the 
future – implies the 
internalization of one's 
repentance and an attempt to 
live accordingly in the future. 
According to this interpretation, 
we must explain what exactly it 
was that Am Yisrael accepted at 
that exalted occasion at Sinai. 
What was given to the nation as 
a legacy for the future, 
continuing many generations 
after God’s revelation?  
  
This question assumes special 
significance in light of the fact 
that Ramban, in his glosses on 

Rambam's Sefer Ha-Mitzvot 
(prohibitions, addition #2), 
counts the remembering of the 
revelation at Sinai as a 
commandment: "Take heed to 
yourself, and guard your soul 
diligently, lest you forget the 
things which your eyes have 
seen, and lest they depart from 
your heart all the days of your 
life, but teach them to your 
children and your childrens' 
children: the day that you stood 
before the Lord your God at 
Chorev…" (Devarim 4:9-10). 
According to this understanding, 
we must understand what it is 
that we are meant to remember. 
Which values are we meant to 
internalize as part of our 
remembrance of the acceptance 
of Torah?  
  
There are a number of points to 
which Am Yisrael committed 
themselves and which they 
accepted upon themselves at 
Sinai. 
  
As we know, there are 
commandments that are not set 
down explicitly in the Torah; the 
Sages throughout the 
generations have interpreted the 
Torah and revealed these 
commandments. Seemingly, a 
person could claim that the 
system of Halakha as we know 
it is not what he committed 
himself to at Sinai. There, we 
accepted the obligation of a 
certain number of 
commandments, but we never 
committed ourselves to the 

obligations imposed later by the 
Sages, such as, for example, the 
reading of the megilla on Purim!  
  
We therefore must understand 
that at Sinai, the nation did not 
accept each individual 
commandment, but rather the 
entire body of commandments 
as their subjugation to God. The 
very first commitment of Am 
Yisrael at Sinai was towards the 
fulfillment of that general 
system of Halakha, not each law 
individually. This idea is 
proposed by R. Yosef Baer 
Soloveitchik (the Beit Ha-Levi) 
to resolve the difficulties that he 
discerns in the obligation of Am 
Yisrael to all of the 
commandments. 
  
The gemara (Shabbat 88b), in 
discussing the revelation at 
Sinai, tells us:  "They stood at 
the foot of the mountain" - R. 
Avdimi bar Hama said: This 
teaches that God held the 
mountain over them like a cask, 
and said to them: "If you accept 
the Torah [- then well and 
good]; and if not – there you 
will be buried" … Rava said: 
[Although it would seem that 
the Torah was accepted because 
of coercion], nevertheless it was 
re-accepted [willingly] in the 
days of Achashverosh, as it is 
written: "The Jews fulfilled and 
accepted" – they fulfilled that 
which they had already accepted 
[at Sinai]. 
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The generally accepted meaning 
of this gemara is that at the time 
of Mordekhai and Esther, the 
Jews willingly accepted upon 
themselves the Torah that they 
had accepted through coercion 
at the time of the revelation at 
Sinai. However, we may 
perhaps propose another 
interpretation which, to my 
view, reflects the simple, literal 
meaning of the gemara. At the 
time of Mordekhai and Esther, 
"the Jews fulfilled that which 
they had already accepted." 
Until the time of Esther, Am 
Yisrael fulfilled the 
commandments as part of the 
overall subjugation to God to 
which they had committed 
themselves at the time of 
accepting the Torah; from that 
time onward, they also 
committed themselves to each 
and every individual law, so as 
to fulfill that which they had 
already accepted in the general 
sense. 
  
Furthermore, at Sinai, the nation 
accepted upon itself not only the 
laws, but also God as Creator 
and Master of the world; the 
nation accepted the Kingship of 
God, and since that time this 
faith has been "the pillar of all 
wisdom and the foundation of 
all foundations." The faith that 
the nation took upon itself was 
not limited to the acceptance of 
God's existence, but also other 
beliefs that are integral to 
Judaism. At Sinai, Am Yisrael 
accepted fundamental beliefs 

that remain binding to this day, 
as part of the concepts and 
principles that are the "red 
lines," the definitive framework 
of faith, in which every Jew 
believes. 
  
The last element that we may 
list as a commitment by every 
Jew at Sinai is the belonging to 
the nation of Israel and the 
concept of the nation of Israel as 
a single body, with everyone 
connected to everyone else. At 
Sinai, the status of Am Yisrael 
was established as a special 
nation in which every individual 
is meant to feel a part of, and 
connected to, his fellow; thus, a 
collection of individuals is 
forged into a nation. From that 
time on, every individual Jew is 
obligated to accept upon himself 
his belonging to the nation of 
Israel and to recognize that all 
of us belong to the same entity, 
with each responsible for the 
other.  
  
All of these elements are 
contained in the command 
"Take heed … lest you forget … 
the day that you stood before the 
Lord your God at Chorev”  
[This sicha was delivered on 
Shavuot 5763/2003, 
Summarized by Shaul Barth; 
Translated by Kaeren Fish] 
  

Ohr Torah Stone  
Rabbi Kenneth Brander 
From Matza to Chametz: The 
Redemptive Journey of 
Pesach to Shavuot 
Times are turbulent – war in 
Ukraine, riots in Jerusalem; a 
sense of anarchy in the economy 
and uncertainty with the 
stability of our government in 
Israel. It is a holiday season 
where peace and tranquility 
seem to be a commodity in rare 
supply. Is there any message 
found in Pesach and Shavuot 
that can help us find 
perspective? Allow me to share 
the following thought: 

The prohibition on Pesach of 
consuming or benefitting from 
Chametz is also found all year 
around with sacrifices in the 
Beit Hamikdash, the Temple.  
As we are told (Vayikra 2:11), 
“No korban mincha that you 
offer to God shall be made with 
Chametz (should be allowed to 
rise and become chametz).” 

There is only one exception to 
this Temple rule, during the 
holiday which we begin 
counting towards on the second 
day of Pesach: Shavuot.  We are 
told (Vayikra 23:17): “You shall 
bring from your settlements two 
loaves of bread …. They should 
be baked to leaven as first fruits 
to God”. 

From Pesach to Shavuot there is 
movement from Matza to 
Chametz, manifested in Sefirat 
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haOmer – the bridge between 
Pesach and Shavuot. 

Matza, unleavened bread – in 
which we cease the process of 
fermentation – is dough that we 
do not allow to fully transform 
and whose state we do not allow 
to alter. It is dough which has 
not been allowed to reach its 
potential growth. 

This limitation, as well as the 
prohibition from inserting a 
leavening agent into the baking 
process, reflects the withdrawal 
of humankind from contributing 
over Pesach to the activity of 
baking, this most fundamental, 
core and ancient technology in 
the food industry. 

The same limitation is found in 
the Beit haMikdash, where 
humankind is dwarfed by God. 
When humankind stands in front 
of God, we must acknowledge 
and realize that we are limited.  
Therefore, any form of 
leavening process in the Beit 
haMikdash, especially on the 
altar; any human ingenuity in 
front of God is an act of hubris. 

With Pesach, we begin the 
redemptive process which 
demands of us to ask the 
question: How do we use our 
freedom and what role does it 
empower us to play in society? 
What role can I play as an agent 
of change?  This question is so 
important when we see around 
us how nations, despots, 

religious/political leaders can 
use their strength to harm 
others. These days we live in 
show us that with freedom must 
come reflection, for without 
reflection, freedom can create 
anarchy and abuse. 

The first step in becoming 
productive masters of our own 
destiny is to evaluate our 
environment and reflect upon 
where our creativity can play a 
significant positive role.  Where 
must I be a leavening agent?  
How must I use my talents and 
ingenuity to give rise to change 
– whether in my personal life, 
my family life, my community 
life or the life of society? 

With this first stage of the 
redemptive process, found on 
Pesach, we are asked to step 
back and evaluate the shackles 
that still enslave us and modern 
society.  We are required to put a 
hold on the creative act of 
leavening or consuming 
Chametz, until we can actively 
reflect on how to use the 
creative process to the benefit 
ourselves and society instead of 
creating additional anarchy. 

With Pesach, the journey of 
Sefirat ha’Omer begins, in 
which every single day of 
counting asks us to evaluate 
where the balance is missing in 
our lives, a counting which must 
be verbally enunciated – in 
order to highlight that the crux 
is about the Omer journey, and 

not just the destination. A 
counting that is endowed by the 
Kabbalists with special symbols 
for each day, focusing on the 
need to evaluate every aspect of 
our life to ensure we are using 
our freedom effectively and 
responsibly. 

As we count the Omer, we focus 
on the redemptive process until 
we reach the festival of Shavuot, 
which concludes with the 
receiving of the Torah, a journey 
which began on Pesach, 49 days 
prior. 

On Shavuot we prepare a 
mincha offering in the Temple 
that has Chametz, inserting 
human ingenuity into the 
process of serving God.  For if 
we have utilized the days of 
Sefira, the counting, properly; if 
we have evaluated the gift of 
creativity and freedom with 
which we have all been 
endowed; then we can begin to 
use that gift to advance our own 
lives as well as the lives of 
people around us through the 
prism of Jewish values. 

Perhaps there has been no time 
more in need of the messages 
found in these holidays.  

Rabbi Dr. Norman J. Lamm’s 
Derashot Ledorot 
Shavuos: The Torah’s Mystery 
Man 
The Book of Ruth read on 
Shavuot is a beautiful and 
inspiring story, instructive to us 
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in many ways. The story itself is 
fairly simple, and most of us 
are, or should be, well 
acquainted with it. The cast of 
characters is well-known: Boaz, 
Ruth and Naomi as the major 
characters, and Orpah, 
Elimelekh, Mahlon and Kilyon 
as the minor characters. 

But there is one personage who 
makes a brief appearance in this 
Book (chapter 4) whom we may 
designate as the “Mystery 
Man”! The Bible doesn’t even 
give him a name. He is an 
anonymous and therefore 
mysterious character. You recall 
that Boaz was determined to 
marry this young widow of his 
cousin, this Moabite girl Ruth 
who had embraced Judaism. 
Now since Ruth and her mother-
in-law Naomi owned the land 
left to them by their respective 
husbands, marriage would mean 
that these estates would be 
transferred to the new husbands. 
Let us remember that in those 
days real estate had more than 
commercial value—it meant the 
family inheritance, and 
sentiment was supported by law 
in making every attempt to keep 
property within the family or as 
close to it as possible. Now 
while Boaz was a first cousin, 
there was a closer relative—the 
brother of Elimelekh, the father 
of her late husband. Before 
Boaz could marry her and take 
possession of the family 
property, he needed the closer 
relative’s consent (this relative 

is called the go’el or redeemer, 
for he redeems the family’s 
possessions). Boaz therefore 
met this man and offered him 
priority in purchasing the lands 
of father and sons. He seemed 
willing to do this, regardless of 
price. But when Boaz told him 
that he would also have to marry 
Ruth if he should redeem the 
land, the go’el hesitated, then 
refused. I can’t do it, he said. 
Boaz was then next in line for 
the right of redemption, and that 
he did, and, of course, he 
married Ruth. From this union, 
four generations later, came one 
of the greatest Jews in our long 
history, King David. 

Who is this relative who missed 
the historic opportunity to enter 
history? What is his name? We 
do not know. The Bible does not 
tell us. It does tell us rather 
pointedly that it does not want 
to mention his name. When the 
book describes Boaz’s calling to 
the man to offer him the chance 
of redemption, we read that 
Boaz said, “Come here such a 
one and sit down” (Ruth 4:1). 
Peloni Almoni—“such a one.” 
Lawyers might translate that as 
“John Doe.” Colloquially we 
might translate those words as 
“so-and-so,” or the entire phrase 
in slang English would read, 
“and he said, hey you, come 
here and sit down.” Translate it 
however you will, the Torah 
makes it clear that it has no wish 
to reveal this man’s name. 
Evidently he doesn’t deserve it. 

He isn’t worthy of having his 
name mentioned as part of 
Torah. 

We may rightly wonder at the 
harsh condemnation of this 
person by the Torah. Why did he 
deserve this enforced 
anonymity? He was, after all, 
willing to redeem the land of his 
dead brother and nephew. But 
he balked at taking Ruth into the 
bargain as a package deal and 
marrying her out of a sense of 
duty. Well, who wouldn’t do just 
that? Are those grounds for 
condemnation? 

As a matter of fact, our Rabbis 
tried to pry behind this veil of 
secrecy and they found his true 
name. It was, they tell us, Tov, 
which means “good” (Ruth 
Rabbah 6:3; Tanhuma, Behar, 
8). He was a good chap. He 
showed a generally good nature. 
There was nothing vicious about 
him. And yet the Torah keeps 
him as a mystery man, it 
punishes him by making him a 
nameless character. He remains 
only a faint and anonymous 
shadow in the gallery of sacred 
history. His name was never 
made part of eternal Torah. He 
was deprived of his immortality. 
He is known only as Peloni 
Almoni, “the other fellow, “so-
and-so,” “the nameless one.” A 
goodly sort of fellow, yet 
severely punished. Why is that 
so? 
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Our Sages have only one 
explanation for that harsh 
decree. By playing on the word 
Almoni of the title Peloni 
Almoni, they derive the word 
illem—mute or dumb. He 
remains without a name she-
illem hayah be-divrei Torah 
because he was mute or dumb, 
speechless in Torah (Ruth 
Rabbah 7:7). He was not a 
Torah-Jew. Some good qualities, 
yes, but not a ben Torah. When 
it came to Torah, he lost his 
tongue. He could express 
himself in every way but a 
Torah way. Had he been a Torah 
kind of Jew, he would not have 
sufficed by just being a nice 
chap and buying another parcel 
of land. He would have realized 
that it is sinful to despise and 
underrate another human being 
merely because she is a poor, 
forlorn, friendless stranger. Had 
he been imbued with Torah he 
would have reacted with love 
and charity to the widow and the 
orphan and the stranger, the 
non-Jew. The Rabbis suggest 
that his reluctance to marry 
Ruth was for religious reasons: 
that the Torah forbids marriage 
with a Moabite, and Ruth was a 
Moabite. Had he ever bothered 
to study Torah in detail, as a Jew 
ought to, he would have known 
the elementary principle of 
Mo’avi ve-lo Mo’aviyyah 
(Yevamot 76b)—only male 
Moabites could never marry into 
the Jewish nation; female 
Moabites are acceptable 
spouses. Once this Moabite girl 

had decided to embrace Judaism 
from her own free will and with 
full genuineness and sincerity, 
she was as thoroughly Jewish as 
any other Jewish woman, and a 
Jewish man could marry her as 
he could the daughter of the 
Chief Rabbi of Israel. But this 
man was illem be-divrei Torah, 
he was unfeeling in a Torah 
way, he was out of joint with the 
spirit of Torah, he was ignorant 
of its laws and teachings; he had 
no contact with it. And a man of 
this sort has no name, insofar as 
Torah is concerned. He must 
remain Peloni Almoni—the 
nameless one. Such a person is 
unworthy of having his name 
immortalized in the Book of 
Eternal Life. His name has no 
place in Torah. 

What we mean by a “name” and 
what the Torah meant by it, is 
something infinitely more than 
the meaningless appellative 
given to a person by his parents. 
It refers, rather; to a spiritual 
identity; it is the symbol of a 
spiritual personality in contact 
with the Divine, hence with the 
source of all life for all eternity. 
A name of this kind is not given; 
it is earned. A name of this sort 
is not merely registered by some 
bored clerk in the city records. It 
is emblazoned in the sacred 
letters of eternity on the 
firmament of time. One who is, 
therefore, Almoni, strange to 
Torah, can never be worthy of 
such a name. He must remain a 
Peloni Almoni. 

It is told of the famous 
conqueror, Alexander the Great, 
that he was inspecting his troops 
one day and espied one 
particularly sloppy soldier. He 
said to him, “soldier, what is 
your name?” The soldier 
answered, “Sir, it is Alexander.” 
The great leader was stunned for 
a moment, then said to him, 
“well, either change your name 
or change your behavior.” That 
is what we mean by a name in 
Torah. It is the behavior, the 
personality, the soul, and not the 
empty title that counts. 

As far as we Jews are concerned 
as a people, we can be identified 
primarily through Torah. 
Without it we are a nameless 
mass. Our history, like that of 
other peoples, has in it elements 
of military ventures, politics, 
economics. But more than any 
other people, it is a history of 
scholarship, of Torah. It was a 
non-Jew—Mohammed, the 
founder of Islam—who called 
us “The People of the Book”—
not just books, but “The Book.” 
It was a non-Jew—the famed 
economist Thorsten Veblen—
who called Jews “eternal 
wayfarers in the intellectual no-
man’s land.” It was a non-Jew—
the Protestant philosopher Paul 
Tillich—who said that, for 
Christians, Jews serve the 
spiritual purpose of preventing 
the relapse of Christianity into 
paganism. It was a non-Jew—
the King of Italy—who in 1904 



  Likutei Divrei Torah9
told Theodor Herzl that 
“sometimes I have Jewish 
callers who wince perceptibly at 
the mere mention of the word 
Jew. That is the sort I do not 
like. Then I really begin talking 
about Jews. I am only fond of 
people who have no desire to 
appear other than they are.” The 
King of Italy was referring to 
nameless Jews, those who reject 
the name “Jew,” those who are 
“mute in the words of Torah.” 
For the Jew who is not illem be-
divrei Torah knows that the 
function and destiny of our 
people is to be a “holy nation 
and kingdom of priests” (Ex. 
19:6). As a people we have the 
choice: remain with Torah and 
be identified with the House of 
David, be benei melakhim, 
princes of the spirit— or 
become nameless and faceless 
blurs in the panorama of history; 
the people of Boaz, or a 
collection of Peloni Almonis. 

And what holds true for our 
people as a whole holds true for 
us as individuals as well. The 
Kabbalah and Hasidism have 
maintained that the name of 
every Jew is merummaz ba-
Torah, hinted at in the Torah. 
Here too they meant “name” as 
a source of spiritual 
identification, as an indication 
of a living, vibrating, pulsating, 
soulful personality, a religious 
“somebody.” When you are 
anchored in Torah, then you are 
anchored in eternity. Then you 
are not an indistinguishable part 

of an anonymous mass, but a 
sacred, individual person. 

We who are here gathered for 
Yizkor, for remembering those 
dearly beloved who have passed 
on to another world, we should 
be asking ourselves that terrific 
question: will we be 
remembered? How will we be 
remembered? Or better: will we 
deserve to be remembered? And 
are we worthy enough to have 
our names immortalized in and 
through Torah? Are or are we 
not illemim bedivrei Torah? 

Oh, how we try to achieve that 
“name,” that disguise for 
immortality! We spend a 
lifetime trying to “make a name 
for ourselves” with our peers, in 
our professions and societies. 
We leave money in our wills not 
so much out of charitable 
feelings as much as that we 
want our names to be engraved 
in bronze and hewn in stone. 
And how we forget that peers 
die, professions change, 
societies vanish, bronze 
disintegrates and stone 
crumbles. Names of that sort are 
certainly not indestructible 
monuments. Listen to one poet 
who bemoans the loss of his 
name: 
    Alone I walked on the ocean 
sand/A pearly shell was in my 
hand; 
    I stooped and wrote upon the 
sand/My name, the year, the 
day. 

    As onward from the spot I 
passed/One lingering look 
behind I cast, 
    A wave came rolling high and 
fast/And washed my lines away. 

The waves of time wash names 
of this kind away, indeed. Try as 
we will, if we remain each of us 
an illem be-divrei Torah, 
unrooted in Judaism, then we 
remain as well Peloni Almoni. Is 
it not better for us to 
immortalize our names in and 
through eternal Torah, so that 
God Himself will not know us 
other than as Peloni Almoni? 

There is a custom which we do 
not practice but which Hasidic 
congregations do, which throws 
this entire matter into bold 
relief. The custom stems from 
the famous Shelah ha-Kadosh, 
Rabbi Isaiah Horowitz, who 
recommends that in order she-lo 
yishkah shemo le-Yom ha-Din, 
that our names not be forgotten 
on Judgment Day, we should 
recite a verse from the Bible 
related to the name at the end of 
the daily Shemoneh Esreh 
(Siddur ha-Shelah s.v. pesukim 
li-shemot anashim). There is a 
Biblical verse for every name. 
Thus my own is Nahum. And 
the verse I recite is from Isaiah, 
Nahamu nahamu ammi yomar 
Elokeikhem—console, console 
My people, says your God (Is. 
40:1). My, what that makes of 
an ordinary name! Even as a 
child I was terrifically 
impressed with it—a job, a 
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mission, a destiny: console your 
fellow man, your fellow Jews! 

Let any man do that and no 
matter what his parents called 
him, God knows his name—it is 
not Peloni Almoni; it is an 
eternal verse which will be read 
and taken to the hearts of men 
until the end of days. 

On this Yizkor Day, think back 
to those whom you will shortly 
memorialize: does he or she 
have a name in Torah—or must 
you unfortunately refer to Peloni 
Almoni a shadow of a memory 
about to vanish? How will we 
be remembered— not by 
children, not by friends, not by 
other men at all . . . but at Yom 
ha-Din, on the day of judgment, 
by God Himself? Will we 
distinguish ourselves with 
humility, so that our names will 
become merged with the 
glorious verse of Micah (6:8): 
Ve-hatznea lekhet im Elokekha, 
walk humbly with thy God? Or 
will we prove ourselves men 
and women of sincere 
consideration and kindness and 
love for others so that our names 
will be one with ve-ahavta le-
re‘akha kamokha, love of 
neighbor (Lev. 19:18)? Or will 
we devote our finest efforts to 
the betterment of our people and 
effecting rapprochement 
between Jews and their Torah, 
so that our names will be beni 
bekhori Yisrael, Israel is my 
firstborn (Ex. 4:22)? Will we 
delve to the limits of our mental 

capacity into the study of Torah, 
so that our names will be an etz 
hayyim hi la-mahazikin bah, a 
tree of eternal life to those that 
hold it (Prov. 3:18)? Or will we 
do none of these things, just be 
tov, good-natured men and 
women. with no special 
distinction in Torah, no real 
anchorage in Jewishness, and 
find that our lives have been 
spent in nothingness and that 
even God has no name for us, 
that we will be just plain Peloni 
Almoni? 

On this Shavuot day, when we 
recall the giving of the Torah at 
Sinai, the “Mystery Man” of the 
Book of Ruth calls to us from 
the dim obscurity in which he 
has been shrouded: Do not do 
what I did. Do not be illem be-
divrei Torah, mute and 
speechless when it comes to 
Torah. Do not end your lives in 
a puff of anonymity. Grasp the 
Tree of Life which is Torah. 
Live it. Practice it. Overcome all 
hardships and express it in every 
aspect of your life. Do not 
abandon it lest God will 
abandon you. Jump at this 
opportunity for immortality. In 
short: make a name for yourself
—through Torah, and with God. 
Excerpted from Rabbi Norman 
Lamm’s Festivals of Faith: 
Reflections on the Jewish 
Holidays, co-published by OU 
Press and Ktav Publishers. 

Torah.Org: Rabbi Yissocher 
Frand 
Thoughts For Shavuos: I am 
"One Yosef" Because of the 
Power of Torah 
There is a commonly-quoted 
Gemara (Pesachim 68b) that 
says: “Every year on the day of 
Shavuos, Rav Yosef would say 
to his servants, ‘Prepare for me 
a third-born calf.’ Rav Yosef 
explained the reason for this 
lavish celebration as follows: ‘If 
this day had not caused me to 
learn Torah and thereby become 
spiritually elevated, how many 
‘Yosefs’ are there in the market 
place—and I would have been 
indistinguishable from them!'” 

The simple reading of this 
passage is that the Amora Rav 
Yosef is commenting that if not 
for Matan Torah and his 
personal Torah learning, he 
would be “just another Joe” 
(and he therefore celebrated the 
occasion of Shavuos by asking 
his servants to prepare his 
favorite dish). 

Virtually every year on 
Shavuos, Rav Ruderman would 
say that the Gemara means 
something deeper than that. 
“How many ‘Yosefs’ are there in 
the market place” does not mean 
“I would be just another ‘Joe'”. 
Rather, it means “there would be 
so many of me—I myself would 
be so many different types of 
people.” In other words, I would 
be all over the map, I would be 
so conflicted without the 
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unifying force of Torah. That 
which gives unity and focus to 
my life and makes me into a 
unified person with unwavering 
direction is the Torah. Without 
Torah, I would be so many Joes
—A Joe Six Pack, a Joe Ravens 
fan, a Joe this, a Joe that. I 
would be all over the place. 

This, in essence, is what the 
Yom Tov of Shavuos is all 
about. It is a time to appreciate 
what Torah does for us. 

On Shavuos we read the 
Megillah of Rus. Rus is not a 
Tale of Two Cities, but it is 
rather a Tale of Two People. 
Here we have two sisters—the 
same gene pool, the same 
upbringing, the same 
environment—Orpah and Rus. 
And yet, Rus went in one 
direction and made a decision 
which shaped her whole life 
thereafter. She became the 
Matriarch of Klal Yisrael, the 
great-grandmother of Dovid 
HaMelech. Orpah went on a 
different path. 

What separated Rus and Orpah? 
Why did Rus choose what she 
chose and Orpah chose an 
entirely different path in life? 
Rav Moshe Schwab, zt”l, said 
that Orpah viewed the life that 
Rus was about to choose as 
involving too much mesiras 
nefesh (martyrdom and self-
sacrifice). She was not willing 
to make that sacrifice. She felt it 
would be too hard of a life. She 

returned to what she perceived 
would be an easier life. Rus on 
the other hand was willing to 
make that which at the time 
seemed like a difficult choice. In 
the end, beyond the initial brief 
period of time, it turned out to 
not involve mesiras nefesh at 
all. It was a much more noble 
life. It was a much more 
rewarding life, and a life that 
was so much better in the end. 

That is what we need to tell 
ourselves all the time. A life of 
Yiddishkeit sometimes seems 
more difficult, but it is so much 
more rewarding in the end. Not 
only in the World to Come, but 
in This World as well. We have 
purpose to our lives. Our lives 
are so much richer than those 
who do not have Torah. People 
make this mistake. They think a 
Torah observant life style is so 
difficult, involves giving so 
much up, and forgoing so much 
fun and so many pleasures. 

That is the difference between 
Rus and Orpah. Orpah thought 
she was giving so much up. 
Therefore, she did not make that 
decision. Rus recognized that 
she may be engaged in 
something difficult for the 
moment, but in the end, it was 
going to be rewarding. 

L’Havdil – look at athletes. 
Look at the sacrifices they 
make. I hate to make this 
comparison, but look at Michael 
Phelps. He spent more time in a 

swimming pool than most of us 
spend in a Beis Medrash. He 
wound up winning more Gold 
Medals than anyone in the 
history of the Olympics. So, in 
the end he looks back and 
thinks, “Sure, it was a sacrifice
—all those years of training and 
practice—but it paid off. In the 
end, it was all worth it!” He is 
glad that he made that sacrifice. 
L’Havdil, that is the way we can 
look at the sacrifice and mesiras 
nefesh we make for 
commitment to Torah learning 
and for living a Torah observant 
life style. 

The same dialog appears in the 
Hagadah. The Wicked Son asks, 
“What is this Avodah – for 
you!”. The Rasha says, “I see 
what you are doing, but I am not 
willing to make that sacrifice.” 
Look at the answer given to the 
Wicked son in the Torah’s 
narration of that dialog (Shemos 
12:26-27): “And when your 
children say to you: What does 
this Avodah (ceremony) mean to 
you? You shall say, ‘It is the 
Passover sacrifice to the L-rd 
who passed over the houses of 
the Israelites in Egypt, for He 
struck the Egyptians, but our 
homes, He spared…”. 

Our answer to him is, “Yes, it is 
a sacrifice, but look what 
happened in the end! In the end, 
we were saved. The first Korban 
(sacrifice) that Klal Yisrael 
brought—the Korban Pesach—
was the key to our salvation. 
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That became the prototype of all 
future Korbonos: Yes, it is a 
“sacrifice” in the beginning, but 
in the end, “es bateinu hi’tzeel” 
(our houses were saved). That is 
the answer to the Rasha. 

The Mishna (Avos 6:4) says 
“This is the way of Torah: Bread 
with salt you shall consume, and 
water in measured amounts you 
shall drink, you shall sleep on 
the ground, and live a life of 
pain, and (yet) toil in Torah.” 
The way to acquire Torah 
involves deprivation and 
hardship. It is tough. But the 
Mishna concludes: “If you do 
this, ‘Happy are you and it will 
be good for you.’ (Tehillim 
128:2) Happy are you in this 
world, and it will be good for 
you in the World to Come.” 

Why does the Mishna need to 
say “If you do this?” The 
Mishna just mentioned what 
was involved in acquisition of 
Torah. Why repeat “If you do 
this”? The answer is that after 
hearing the deprivation and 
hardship involved in acquiring 
Torah, it would be quite easy to 
dismiss the effort – “Who needs 
that?” The Mishna continues – 
Yes, I know it sounds tough, but 
IF YOU DO THIS… Just try it! 
If you try it, do you know what 
the result will be? Happy are 
you, and it will be good for you! 

Everything in life that involves 
sacrifice is worth the hard work. 
If there is no hard work, it is not 

worth it. That is also the way it 
is with Torah. IF YOU DO 
THIS, if you just try it, you will 
find out that it will make you 
happy in This World, and it will 
be good for you in the World to 
Come. 

This is what Rav Yosef is 
saying. Where would I be and 
where would we all be without 
the Torah? This is the approach 
that we need to think about 
before Shavuos. Yes, it is 
sometimes hard to be a Jew. 
Yes, it is a life which involves 
some sacrifice, but look at the 
end. Look at that first Korban 
that Klal Yisrael brought. Es 
Bateinu Hi’tzil—as a result of 
that, we were saved. That is the 
sacrifice that, in the end, is the 
source of our salvation. 

Dvar Torah 
Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis 
On the festival of Shavuot, for 
our Torah reading, we will read 
from Parshat Yitro about the 
preparations that were made for 
zman matan Torateinu, that 
greatest day that has ever taken 
place on earth, when the Torah 
was given to us. Hashem issued 
an instruction: for three whole 
days, no-one was to approach 
the mountain. And then, once 
the three days were over and the 
Torah had been given, a signal 
was to be issued: From this 
moment onwards you can 
approach. 

The Torah says (Shemot 19:13), 

“bimshoch hayovel, heima 
ya’alu bahar.” – “Once the yovel 
(which is the shofar) had been 
sounded, the nation could 
ascend the mountain. The word 
yovel, meaning jubilee, is 
actually taken from a word 
which means shofar, and of 
course we are familiar with the 
fact that at the conclusion of the 
jubilee year the shofar would be 
sounded on the festival of Yom 
Kippur. So what we find 
therefore is that with the 
sounding of the shofar, the 
nation could move forwards and 
upwards.   

This is surely a message for us 
relating to the festival of 
Shavuot. It’s going to be 
glorious; we will enjoy the deep 
study of Torah and all the 
festivities, but as we well know, 
the value of the special occasion 
is primarily measured with 
regard to its follow up – what it 
does for us, the inspiration it 
gives to us. Therefore, with the 
conclusion of Shavuot, ‘heima 
ya’alu bahar’ – hopefully we 
will all move forwards and 
upwards. 

Ohr Torah Stone Dvar Torah 
The Worship of God; An 
Individual Demand 
Rabbanit Moriah Taasan-
Michaeli 
A quick overview of our portion 
might leave us stunned – the 
portion contains a long sequence 
of varied topics, each of which 
is rich in detail and requires a 
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thorough examination in order 
to be fully understood: the 
sacred service in the Mishkan; 
the count of the families of the 
sons of Levi; laws pertaining to 
impure persons or lepers; the 
steps to be taken should one 
transgress the word of God and 
sin; the matter of a woman who 
is suspected of being unfaithful 
to her husband; the laws of the 
Nazirite (the religious ascetic); 
the blessing of the Kohanim, 
and finally – the sacrifices 
offered by the heads of the 
tribes. 

Many of the exegetes attempted 
to find the leitmotif which runs 
through all these portions and 
connects them all.  The Ibn 
Ezra, for example, tries to 
connect all the portions by, what 
seems to be, associative 
reasoning: when a person 
transgresses the word of God, 
one is inflicted with leprosy; the 
section talking of the Nazarite 
comes in close proximity to the 
woman who is suspected of 
infidelity because most 
misdeeds are the result of wine.  

Rabi Levi ben Gerson (the 
Ralbag), on the other hand, 
attempts to find an internal 
hierarchy in this sequence: 
Firstly, one is commanded to 
remove all evil from the camp 
so as to avoid fights between 
neighbors within the camp; 
afterwards one has to remove 
conflict from within the home – 
the matter of the allegedly 

unfaithful woman; subsequently, 
one must resolve all conflict 
within oneself – the Nazarite; 
finally, the blessing given by the 
Kohanim completes the process 
and brings about true peace.[1] 

In order to better understand 
additional links between the 
portions, let us delve a little 
more deeply into them.  There is 
a well-known question with 
regard to the sacrifices brought 
by the heads of the tribes:  Why 
does the Torah give a detailed 
account of each and every 
sacrifice if all were identical?  
Why not give one description 
for all twelve? 

The Ramban offers two 
explanations for this.  The first – 
to honor the heads of tribes.  
God wished to give honor to 
each and every one of them by 
giving a detailed description of 
the sacrifice brought by each.  

The second answer given by the 
Ramban is a little more 
intricate: 

“Each individual head-of-tribe 
thought of bringing an offering 
for the dedication of the altar, 
constituting identical amounts.  
However, Nachshon [head of 
the tribe of Yehuda] brought his 
offering with a specific thought 
in mind, while another head-of-
tribe [who offered the exact 
same sacrifice] brought his 
offering with a different intent.
“[2]  

The “Sabba of Slabodka” 
(Rabbi Nosson Tzvi Finkel), in 
reference to the words of the 
Ramban, says: “A person’s 
thoughts and intents can change 
the nature of the deed.”[3] 

The Gaon Rabbi Simcha Zissel 
Broide says something similar:  
“We learn from this that an 
identical act done by two 
persons who have different 
intents, can no longer be 
considered as the same act 
inasmuch that their intents are 
different.”  

It follows then, that each of the 
offerings brought by the 
different heads of tribes was 
different from the others and 
completely unique, since no two 
heads of tribes had the same 
intent when offering their 
sacrifices.”[4]  In other words, it 
is impossible to give one single 
description for all twelve 
offerings brought by the heads 
of tribes, since the action of 
each was different by virtue of 
the different intent of each tribal 
leader.  All of the above 
commentaries highlight the 
notion that a person’s intent 
when performing any action or 
fulfilling any mitzvah is of 
significance. 

The power of one’s intent and 
will is similarly reflected in the 
portion concerning the Nazirite.  
This is the case of one who 
wishes to get even closer to God 
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and His commandments and 
therefore makes a vow of 
asceticism.  There are 
differences of opinion as to 
whether such a vow is looked 
upon favorably by God or not.  
In accordance with the words of 
the Rambam, many of the 
exegetes explain that the extent 
to which taking on the vows of 
the Nazarite is a positive act or 
not depends on the intent of the 
vower, or in other words – what 
initially led the person to 
commit to becoming a Nazarite.  
For now, let us relate to the 
positive aspects of the Nazirite 
only, by quoting from the words 
of the Ramban concerning this 
matter: 

“The portion relating the laws of 
a Nazirite culminate in the 
offerings brought by the heads 
of the tribes.  After the Mishkan 
was erected and the impure 
persons set aside, some people 
were designated as Nazarites, 
and their task was to stand 
watch at the entrance to the Tent 
of the Meeting, worship God 
and bless His name… Thus, the 
Nazarite must guard himself 
from all form of impurity, for he 
is like a Kohen who worships 
the Lord.”[5] 

Similarly, one can also learn 
from the words of the prophet 
Amos that the Nazarite was 
commended and considered to 
have obtained a very high 
spiritual level: “And I raised up 
of your sons for prophets, and of 

your young men for Nazirites.”
[6]  It appears from these words 
that the Nazarite is on the same 
level as the Kohanim and the 
prophets and is extremely close 
to God.  Those who view the 
Nazirite as one who has attained 
the highest of levels, explain the 
sin offering brought by the 
Nazirite upon the completion of 
the days of his ascetic 
abstention as marking the return 
to normal life and letting go, in 
a sense, of the loftier levels of 
spirituality.  

Rabbi Sacks challenges us with 
an interesting notion regarding 
the Nazirite: Becoming a 
Nazarite gives the individual the 
option of attaining high levels of 
holiness, even if one does not 
genetically belong to the 
exclusive family of Kohanim.  
This is, once again, an instance 
of an individual whose personal 
thoughts and intentions 
distinguish him from the rest of 
the congregation and present 
him with a unique opportunity 
to worship God in an ascetic 
manner (albeit extreme and, as 
such, limited in time) and attain 
more sublime levels of sanctity.
[7]  

It follows then that the worship 
of God does not take place 
through a single channel only; 
rather, there are numerous ways 
to serve the Lord, each of which 
becomes valid by virtue of the 
intent that accompanies it.  The 
worship of God requires one to 

engage in profound 
introspection, which renders the 
worship of God of each person 
different and unique. 

In a few days we will be 
celebrating the festival of 
Shavuot.  In the tractate of 
Pesachim it is written that Rabi 
Elazar identifies Shavuot as “the 
day the Torah was given”.[8]  
According to Rabbi Sacks, the 
festival of Shavuot is the 
culmination of a very long 
holiday which begins on 
Passover and continues over a 
seven-week “chol ha’moed” 
period, during which time we 
count the Omer.  This is what 
Midrash Psikta Rabati says 
about the giving of the Torah at 
Sinai: 

“Rabi Yochanan said: Much like 
an image looked upon by 
myriads of people, each of 
whom get a feeling that the 
image is looking directly at 
them, God looks upon each and 
every individual and says – I am 
the Lord your God.”[9] 

In other words, the Torah may 
be one, but the way we worship 
God is unique to each and every 
one of us, much like the way in 
which every individual 
perceives the Torah through an 
exclusive prism.  In keeping 
with this notion, every head-of-
tribe essentially brought the 
exact same offering, but each 
fulfilled the mitzvah in a 
completely different way, 



  Likutei Divrei Torah15
depending on his personal 
intent.  Likewise, the Nazarite 
can be any Jewish individual 
that wishes to attain a higher 
form of spirituality and worship 
God through an alternative 
channel of intent, one more 
sublime perhaps.  In keeping 
with all of this, all of us look 
upon the same Torah, and yet 
we all have different thoughts 
and intents.  

We must therefore make good 
use of the days left before 
Shavuot to purify our thoughts 
and intents, and immerse 
ourselves in our unique worship 
of God so that the time of the 
giving of the Torah will be a 
reflection of our noblest intents.  
[1] A detailed version of this 
idea can be found in Nechama 
Leibowitz’s book on Parshat 
Naso. 
[2] Ramban on Bemidbar 
chapter 7. 
[3]  Rabbi Nosson Tzvi Finkel, 
Ohr HaTzafun, part I, the 
discourse on the obligation to 
enact safeguards. 
[4] Rabbi Simcha Zissel Broide, 
Sam Derech on Bemidbar, 
portion of Naso, exegesis 
section, clause 11. 
[5] Ramban on Bemidbar 
chapter 5. 
[6] Amos 2, 11 
[7] Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, 
Covenant & Conversation, 
Parshat Naso, “The Politics of 
Jealousy”. 
[8]  Tractate of Pesachim 68:2. 

[9] Psikta Rabati, portion 21 on 
the words “I am the Lord your 
God”. 

Torah.Org Dvar Torah 
by Rabbi Label Lam 
The World Stands on This 
Pillar 
Shimon HaTzadik was from the 
remnant of the Men of the Great 
Assembly and he used to say: 
“On three things the world 
stands on Torah, Service 
(Avodah), and Acts of 
Kindliness (Gemilas Chassadim. 
Avos1:2) 

In which way or ways is the 
world standing on these ideals? 
What is “Gemilas Chassadim”? 
How is it different from just 
plain “Chessed”? Why is more 
than one word used unlike the 
other pillars on which the world 
stands? 

To understand “Gemilas 
Chassadim” we need to know 
what the word “gemilas” adds to 
the equation. In the spelling of 
the name of the letter, “Gimel”, 
“Mem” and “Lamed” is a clue. 
Also, a letter’s value and 
meaning are to be found in the 
first time a word in Torah begins 
with that letter (discounting of 
course the prefix). “Gimel” is 
found in reference to the 
“meoros hagedolim the great 
lights” and then the taninim 
hagedolim- the great sea 
monsters. 

Gimel implies growth, 
expansion- GADOL! Therefore, 
words beginning with “Gimel” 
will likely have to do with 
growing great in size or number. 

The second part of the word 
“Mal” (after gimel) means to 
cut, as we use in reference to the 
procedure of the circumcision. 
How do the concepts of growing 
and cutting teach us about the 
word GIMEL? 

The name of the letter GIMEL 
means “Gamal”- a camel. What 
is the specialty of a camel? We 
all know that a camel is best 
suited to travel across arid lands 
because he can drink and store 
large amounts of water and 
remain for long periods of time 
removed from his source. A 
GAMAL fuels up and is then 
able to be cut or become 
dislocated from his source. A 
tree holds its fruit no longer than 
is necessary. When the fruit is 
ripe and ready to reproduce then 
it is released. 

This perhaps is the model of 
“Gemilas Chassadim”. Similarly 
a parent and a teacher hope that 
the child will one day walk on 
their own passing on what they 
have received. It is neither a 
business deal with a quid pro 
quo nor a power play to hold 
others in a position of 
permanent dependency. That’s 
no ideal! 
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Gemilas Chassadim is a 
complete program to bring 
another to maturity, with the 
ability to give in kind. We take 
with the hope to give and give 
in order to create a generation of 
givers. It’s no mistake that the 
first time that the word with the 
root GIMAL-MEM-LAMED is 
found is: “And the child 
(Yitzchok) grew and was 
(vayigmal) weaned, and 
Abraham made a great feast on 
the day that Yizchok was 
(higamel) weaned.” It was a 
graduation from dependency. 

This is a primary example of 
Gemilas Chassadim! It’s like the 
Chinese proverb that says, 
“Give a man a fish and he has 
fish for a day! Teach him how to 
fish and he has fish for a 
lifetime!” Gemilas Chassadim is 
a program of kindliness that 
feeds the dignity of a person, 
giving him the means to earn. 

It’s a curious fact and certainly 
no mistake that the Gematria of 
that term “GEMILAS 
CHASSADIM” is 611, the same 
numerical value as the word 
TORAH. What does that teach 
us? Maybe, now we can 
understand this “pillar” in two 
ways. By living a life of 
Gemilas Chassadim and raising 
up students and children the 
other two pillars, Torah and 
Avodas find their continuity. 

There may be another 
dimension at play here. We say 

in the first paragraph of 
Shemona Esrei, three times 
every day, in reference to 
HASHEM, “Gomel Chassadim 
Tovim…” That’s what 
HASHEM does! That is a 
description of The Almighty. 
Through the Torah, HASHEM is 
giving us, mere mortals, a 
chance to earn our keep in this 
world and to merit a place in the 
next world without having to eat 
from what the Zohar calls, “the 
bread of shame”, which is 
essentially spiritual welfare. It’s 
not a good feeling! 

That is the ultimate form of 
Gemilas Chassadim. Practicing 
that behavior with others 
therefore, is in fulfillment of the 
Torah mandate to “walk in his 
ways”, and “be like Him”. 
Maybe we can see why the 
world stands on this pillar. 

Mizrachi Dvar Torah 
Rav Doron Perz 
The Shavuot Date Debate 
Shavuot is the only Festival that 
has no date in the Torah. We 
know it is 50 days after Pesach, 
but when we didn't have a fixed 
calendar, it could have been on 
the 5th, 6th or 7th of Sivan! 

Moreover, we don't know what 
historical event happened on 
this day. According to our 
Sages, of course, it is the day of 
the giving of the Torah, but the 
Torah makes no mention of it. 
Not only that, but the accepted 
opinion is that the Torah was in 

fact given on the 7th of Sivan 
the day AFTER we now 
celebrate Shavuot! 

What is going on? The day is 
not clear and the connection to 
Matan Torah isn't clear?! 

Brilliantly, the Kli Yakar 
answers this quesiton in the 
most beautiful way, it says we 
have to bring a "mincha 
chadasha", a new sacrifice. Why 
do we have to bring a new 
sacrifice on Shavuot? He 
answers because the Torah 
cannot and dare not be limited 
to one day - Matan Torah, the 
giving and the receiving of the 
Torah is EVERY DAY! We have 
to accept and reaccept the Torah 
every day as if it is the first time 
we are receiving it.  

Every single day is the first day 
of the rest of our lives, the first 
day we received the Torah - may 
this inspire us to reinvigorate 
our connection to Hashem and 
reaccept the Torah every day 
afresh.  

Yeshivat Har Etzion: Virtual 
Bet Midrash 
The Marriage of God and 
Israel: The Haftara for 
Shavuot 
By Rav Mosheh Lichtenstein 
Lecturing About Ma’aseh 
Merkava  I cannot give a shiur 
about the haftara for Shavuot 
which deals with ma’aseh 
merkava (speculations about the 
Divine chariot; Yechezkel 
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1:1-28), because the Mishna 
(Chagiga 2:1) explicitly forbids 
this. The Mishna states: One 
must not lecture about illicit 
sexual relations among three, 
nor about ma’aseh bereishit (the 
creation) among two, nor about 
the merkava among one, unless 
he is wise and understands on 
his own. Whoever gazes upon 
four things, it would have been 
better for him had he not come 
into the world: what is above, 
what is below, what is ahead, 
and what is behind. Whoever 
shows no consideration for the 
glory of his Maker, it would 
have better for him had he not 
come into the world.  
 On the face of it, logic dictates 
that ma’aseh merkava should 
not be read as the haftara, for 
what is the point of reading a 
haftara that may not be 
discussed? Indeed, the Mishna 
in Megilla (25a) records a 
Tannaitic dispute: "One must 
not read [ma’aseh] merkava as 
the haftara. Rabbi Yehuda 
permits this." Now the position 
of the anonymous first Tanna 
who forbids the reading of this 
chapter as the haftara is easy to 
understand, for public lecturing 
about ma’aseh merkava is 
forbidden, whereas the position 
of Rabbi Yehuda requires 
explanation. Nevertheless, it is 
precisely the position of Rabbi 
Yehuda that was accepted as 
law, and already in the talmudic 
passage dealing with the 
haftarot read on the festivals 
(Megilla 31a), the Gemara states 

that ma’aseh merkava is read as 
the haftara on Shavuot:  
   On Shavuot [we read] from 
"Seven weeks" and read as the 
haftara from Chavakuk. Others 
say: "In the third month" and we 
read as the haftara from 
[ma’aseh] merkava. Now that 
there are two days [in the 
Diaspora], we do both.  
 The Difference Between 
Reading And Lecturing  The 
key to understanding the 
position of Rabbi Yehuda is to 
distinguish between reading and 
expounding. There is no 
prohibition to read ma’aseh 
merkava, but there is a 
prohibition to expound on it. 
This argument appears to be 
simple and persuasive, but it 
obligates us to define the 
difference between 
"expounding" and "reading." 
This question is strongly bound 
up with the question regarding 
the reason for the prohibition to 
expound or lecture about the 
merkava. By occupying 
ourselves with the reason for the 
prohibition, we might be able to 
come to an understanding of the 
basic principles governing the 
matter. To this end, we must 
turn to the Gemara in Chagiga.  
 The Mishna limits lecturing in 
three areas: illicit sexual 
relations, ma’aseh bereishit, and 
ma’aseh merkava. In general, 
we can talk about two reasons 
for the prohibition of occupation 
with these topics. One possible 
reason is the inability to discuss 
them properly owing to their 

content and the concern about 
mistakes that will arise in 
sensitive areas, when the teacher 
cannot provide adequate 
supervision. Alternatively, 
another consideration might be 
raised that is not utilitarian nor 
based on concern about 
mishaps. Rather, the very 
occupation with these issues is 
problematic, because "it is the 
glory of God to conceal a thing" 
(Mishlei 25:2). In other words, 
we are dealing with an issue of 
modesty.  
 Different Reasons At first 
glance, it would appear that a 
distinction can be made between 
illicit sexual relations, on the 
one hand, and ma’aseh bereishit 
and ma’aseh merkava on the 
other. The last two areas focus 
on knowledge about the Divine 
and its revelation to man, 
whereas the prohibition of illicit 
sexual relations is a prohibition 
like all others, and there is no 
need for it to be concealed any 
more than any other mitzva. 
There is also a significant 
difference between the laws 
governing the different areas. 
Ma’aseh bereishit and ma’aseh 
merkava may only be taught to a 
single disciple, whereas illicit 
sexual relations may not be 
discussed among three, but 
among two this is permitted. 
The reason is simple. Regarding 
illicit sexual relations, we are 
not concerned about the study in 
and of itself; we are worried 
about mistakes. Regarding 
ma’aseh bereishit and ma’aseh 
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merkava, we are opposed to the 
very discussion of these issues.  
 With respect to forbidden 
sexual relations, the Gemara 
explicitly states that the guiding 
principle is the possible mishap.  
 Rav Ashi said: What is meant 
by: "One must not lecture about 
illicit sexual relations among 
three"? One must not lecture 
about the secrets of illicit sexual 
relations among three. What is 
the reason? It is based on logic: 
When two [disciples] sit before 
their master, one discusses the 
matter with his master, and the 
other inclines his ear to learn. 
When three [sit before their 
master], one discusses the 
matter with his master, while the 
other two discuss the matter 
among themselves, and don't 
know what their master said. 
They will, therefore, come to 
permit a prohibition of 
forbidden sexual relations. - If 
so the whole Torah too! Illicit 
sexual relations are different, as 
the Master has said: Man has an 
inner desire and lust for theft 
and forbidden relations. - If so, 
theft also! Illicit sexual 
relations, both in his presence 
and not in his presence (i.e., 
when the opportunity presents 
itself and not), his [evil] 
inclination is great. Theft: [if the 
item to be stolen is] in his 
presence, his [evil] inclination is 
great; [if it is] not in his 
presence, his inclination is not 
great. (Chagiga 11b)  
 As is evident, the concern 
follows from a lack of 

concentration and from possible 
error (apparently, unconscious) 
owing to the heart's predilection, 
and for that reason, study in a 
group of three is forbidden. For 
this reason, most of the 
commentators[1] explained the 
"secrets" of the Torah mentioned 
here as complicated issues, 
which people are liable to 
misunderstand, and not as 
metaphysical mysteries.[2]   
 Regarding ma’aseh bereishit 
and ma’aseh merkava, on the 
other hand, the Gemara does not 
mention these considerations. It 
would seem that the prohibition 
stems from the very discussion, 
and not from a fear concerning 
mistakes. This appears to be 
true, but we must first examine 
what the sources say on the 
matter.  
 Ma’aseh Merkava We shall 
focus here on ma’aseh merkava, 
it being the topic of our haftara, 
and we shall not go into the 
matter of ma’aseh bereishit, 
which demands a separate 
discussion. We will not be 
surprised to find that this 
examination will uncover 
divergent opinions on the 
matter. According to one 
approach, the reason that 
ma’aseh merkava may not be 
studied is its profundity and 
difficulty, on the one hand, and 
the great cost of a mistake in 
such a sensitive area, on the 
other. The foremost speaker on 
this matter is the Rambam, who 
relates to this issue in various 
places in his writings.[3] He 

maintains that the problem lies 
in the profundity of the material 
and the difficulty of 
comprehending it without prior 
metaphysical knowledge; this 
idea runs throughout his 
comments on the issue. It is not 
so easy to offer a single citation 
to illustrate the position; it is 
necessary to read what he writes 
throughout his treatment of the 
issue in Moreh Nevukhim. Let 
us content ourselves with the 
following citation, taken from 
the Rambam's commentary to 
the Mishna in Chagiga:  
 Owing to the importance of 
these two sciences, the natural 
(i.e., ma’aseh bereishit) and the 
Divine (i.e., ma’aseh merkava), 
… they warned us against 
teaching them in the manner of 
other sciences. For it is known 
that every person naturally 
yearns for all knowledge, 
whether he is stupid or wise, 
and it is impossible for a person 
not to think about these two 
sciences, even if he does not 
have the [necessary] prior 
knowledge … This is therefore 
forbidden… And to frighten one 
who casts his thought upon 
ma’aseh bereishit without the 
[requisite] prior knowledge, he 
said: Whoever gazes upon four 
things, etc. And to deter one 
who casts his thought and 
contemplates Divine matters 
with his simple imagination 
without climbing the ladder of 
knowledge first, he said: 
"Whoever shows no 
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consideration for the glory of 
his Maker, etc."  
 Modesty In contrast, the 
Gemara itself implies that there 
is room for the proposal that we 
suggested above that the real 
problem is not the concern 
about possible mistakes, but the 
modesty that is necessary owing 
to the subject matter itself. 
Chazal expressed this principle 
when they related to the 
question of Torah study in the 
public domain:  
 Once again Rabbi [Yehuda ha-
Nasi] decreed that [Torah] 
students should not study in the 
marketplace. What [verse] did 
he expound? "Your rounded 
thighs are like jewels" (Shir ha-
Shirim 7:2) – Just as a thigh is 
concealed, so the words of 
Torah must be concealed. 
(Mo'ed Katan 16a)  
 Exposing the thigh before 
strangers is not problematic 
because of possible errors, but 
because of the inner modesty 
that creates intimacy between 
spouses by limiting what is 
exposed to outsiders and 
keeping certain things private 
between them. Intimacy and 
interpersonal relations dictate 
the concealment of the thigh to 
outsiders and its exposure to 
one's spouse. As Rabbi Yehuda 
ha-Nasi's decree well illustrates, 
Chazal applied a similar idea to 
Torah study, because they saw it 
as an act of intimacy between 
the people of Israel and God. 
Another famous source for this 
idea is the prohibition for a non-

Jew to study Torah, based on a 
derasha that sees the Torah as 
part of the personal relationship 
between Israel and God 
("'Moshe commanded us a 
Torah, the inheritance 
[morasha] of the congregation 
of Yaakov' – do not read 
'morasha,' but 
'me'orasa' [betrothed]," 
Berakhot 57a).  
 Just as Torah study in its 
entirety was forbidden to one 
who is not connected to the 
existential principles expressed 
therein, so too ma’aseh merkava 
is governed by a similar 
principle. Owing to the unique 
intimacy of the topic that deals 
with visions of God, any non-
intimate occupation with it is 
forbidden. For this reason one is 
forbidden to lecture about it in 
the presence of more than a 
single disciple, even if there are 
a number of disciples who meet 
the requirements of such study.
[4] Even if they are capable of 
understanding, they are only to 
be taught in private and with 
chapter headings. This is to 
avoid impairment of the 
necessary intimacy, and not 
because of the danger of error. 
"It is the glory of God to 
conceal a matter" (Mishlei 
25:2).  
 Understanding The Study Of 
The Merkava The root of the 
difference between these two 
approaches lies in our 
understanding of the study of 
ma’aseh merkava. The 
suggestion that the study of 

ma’aseh merkava should be 
concealed owing to the intimacy 
inherent to that study, is based 
on the assumption that the study 
of the merkava should be 
viewed as an expression of an 
inter-personal relationship. If, 
on the other hand, we 
understand ma’aseh merkava as 
a vision describing the 
exaltedness of the Creator, and 
we see it as the description of 
the King's sanctuary that comes 
to impress the visitor, then the 
Rambam's approach is more 
reasonable.   
 Accordingly, it may be argued 
that the disagreement about the 
reason for the prohibition 
reflects a more basic difference 
of opinion regarding the nature 
of the revelation and the nature 
of the human vision 
contemplating it. One approach 
sees the prophet as the beloved 
servant of the King, who is 
granted permission to go in 
behind the curtains and see 
things that are concealed from 
others. The fondness that is 
showed him as a special servant 
to whom secrets are revealed 
reflects the Master's trust and 
love for him, and His readiness 
to allow him to see behind the 
curtains ("the heavens were 
opened," Yechezkel 1:1) owing 
to the closeness between them.   
 The other approach understands 
the vision of the merkava as a 
revelation of Divine might that 
is meant to impress the prophet 
who comes to the sanctuary as a 
visitor. There is no concern 
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about revelation of intimacies 
that are not intended for a 
stranger's eyes, for the whole 
purpose of the vision is to 
impress the contemplator. The 
onlooker is not seen as one who 
is regularly present in the royal 
palace, but as a guest who is 
meant to be impressed by the 
grandness of the King of kings. 
Accordingly, the concern is not 
about the revelation of things 
that are supposed to be 
concealed, but about a possible 
misunderstanding of the 
situation, and the serious errors 
that might ensue.[5]  
 Synthesis Before completing 
our discussion of the passage in 
Chagiga, it is important to note 
that the Gemara sets two limits 
to the study of ma’aseh 
merkava. They are: 
1)  the number of people; 
2)  their religious-metaphysical 
level.  
 The first limit relates to the 
issue of modesty, whereas the 
second one relates to the 
difficulty of the subject matter. 
Thus, it seems that we should 
adopt both approaches, that of 
the Rambam who is concerned 
about errors, and therefore fit 
people are required, and that 
related to the need for 
concealment, which requires 
that the study must be done in 
private.  
 Superficial Reading Now, let 
us go back to the question of 
reading the haftara on the 
holiday of Shavuot. As we 
remarked at the outset, it seems 

that a distinction can be made 
been reading ma’aseh merkava 
and expounding it. The Mishna 
states that one must not expound 
it, but this does not prevent it 
from being read in public, 
according to Rabbi Yehuda and 
the accepted Halakha. 
According to the Rambam, the 
significance of this distinction is 
clear. Lecturing about the verses 
constitutes an attempt to 
penetrate their surface, to 
decipher their symbols and 
expose the deeper levels 
contained within them. This is 
perilous activity, the danger of 
error being exceedingly great. 
But the public reading of the 
haftara is merely superficial 
reading that does not attempt to 
go beyond the symbolic curtain 
and therefore it is not forbidden. 
The assumption that the public 
comprehends only the 
superficial level is what permits 
the reading.  
 A Declaration of Intimacy 
However, if we accept the 
second approach that intimate 
matters should not be exposed 
in public, the question only 
becomes stronger. How can we 
read in public, in a packed 
synagogue, matters that may 
only be discussed in private? 
This indeed is a problem!  
 The allowance does not appear 
to be based on the fact that the 
congregation does not pay 
attention to the meaning of the 
haftara, as we suggested 
according to the Rambam. On 
the contrary, the reading takes 

place on the holiday of Shavuot 
precisely in order to reach its 
full experiential significance. 
The problem of public 
occupation with ma’aseh 
merkava does not exist on 
Shavuot because the whole 
meaning of the festival lies in 
the intimacy that was created 
between God and Israel. The 
giving of the Torah is described 
by Chazal at the end of tractate 
Ta'anit as a wedding between 
God and Israel – if this is the 
relationship, then it is certainly 
permissible to reveal things 
between the "spouses" that may 
not be shared with strangers. It 
is precisely on Shavuot that we 
read ma’aseh merkava, despite 
the fact that we could have 
found an alternative, because we 
wish to emphasize and sharpen 
this principle. When we read the 
haftara and expose its contents 
before the public, we are 
proclaiming the intimacy that 
exists between God and Israel 
on this day.[6]  
 I suggested in the introduction 
to my VBM series on the 
haftarot that the role of the 
haftara is to express man's 
existential situation and guide 
him within it. For this reason, 
particular haftarot were 
designated for special Shabbatot 
and for the various festivals 
because of the specific spiritual 
needs of those days. The reading 
of ma’aseh merkava on the 
festival of Shavuot constitutes 
an excellent example of this 
phenomenon.  
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 If this is correct, then a great 
responsibility that contains also 
a great opportunity rests upon 
the shoulders of the congregants 
when ma’aseh merkava is read. 
Instead of trying to understand 
as little as possible of the 
haftara and dozing off with the 
self-confidence that in this 
manner one is stringently 
observing the instructions of the 
Mishna in Chagiga, a person 
must rise up and fully grasp the 
significance of God’s allowing 
us to peek behind the curtain on 
this special festival 
commemorating the giving of 
the Torah, and experience it in 
its full intensity. It should be 
noted that the Mishna Berura 
(494:4) brings a custom that 
illustrates and expresses this 
feeling:  
 There are those who are 
accustomed that whoever reads 
along silently with the maftir 
should do so standing because 
of the honor that is due it.  
 May we be privileged to the 
partnership, illumination and 
exposure that lies concealed in 
the public reading of ma’aseh 
merkava. And may we listen to 
the reading of the haftara with 
the recognition of the greatness 
of the hour and the situation. 
[Translated by David Strauss] 
[1] See Rashi, s.v. be-sitrei 
arayot, and Rabbenu Chananel, 
ad loc. In contrast, the 
Maharsha (s.v. be-arayot) 
understands "the secrets of 
illicit sexual relations" in an 
esoteric manner. His 

explanation in itself is 
interesting, but the continuation 
of the talmudic passage 
supports the alternative 
understanding.  
[2] The concern about making a 
halakhic mistake because of 
emotional involvement in the 
decision appears in several 
places in Halakha. See Yevamot 
98a, Nega'im 2:5, and in the 
Rishonim on Nidda 20b. 
[3] Commentary to the Mishna, 
Chagiga 2:1; introduction to 
Moreh Nevukhim; Moreh I, 32; 
introduction to part III. 
[4] That is, if they are wise 
enough to understand things on 
their own, having already 
passed the earlier stages of this 
theoretical study, and they meet 
the criterion of "the captain of 
fifty, and the honorable man, 
and the counselor, and the 
cunning artificer, and the 
eloquent orator," derived from 
Yeshayahu 3:3. 
[5] It seems to me that there is 
room to distinguish between 
different parts of the vision.  The 
beginning of the vision fits in 
better with the impressive 
model, whereas the continuation 
fits in with the model of 
illumination and peeking for one 
who is near. This is supported 
by the Gemara in Chagiga 13a 
(bottom) and fits in with the 
biblical passage, to the best of 
my understanding. It is not my 
intention, however, to enter into 
an analysis of ma’aseh 
merkava, and so I will suffice 

with the reference to the 
aforementioned Gemara.  
[6] If this understanding is 
correct, then the reading of 
ma’aseh merkava as a haftara 
should be limited to the holiday 
of Shavuot, and it should not be 
permitted on other Shabbatot of 
the year. However, according to 
the first explanation of the 
Rambam’s position, reading 
ma’aseh merkava as a haftara 
should be permitted all year 
long, because of the difference 
between "reading" and 
"lecturing." 


