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Hello, Welcome!

Partners In Torah is a community-wide,
independent and inclusive adult education
program
focusing on understanding Jewish
relevancy to our lives by studying text
most interesting to each participant.
Through one-on-one discussion for 1 hour
each week, friendships are forged between
mentors and mentees.

Partners in Torah
has proven to be effective at reclaiming the
rich
legacy of wisdom, inspiration, and
guidance
for many who have, until now, lacked
access.

Thank you for joining us!

Please encourage friends to join you in
participating so that we may grow
together as
a community.
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Shavuot n"awn

The two-day (outside of Israel) Festival of Shavuot begins this
Sunday night and concludes on Tuesday night. (Note: There will be no
Partners next Tuesday.) Shavuot, the 6" of the Hebrew month of Sivan,
is the day that the Jewish nation stood at the foot of Mount Sinai and
heard Hashem’s voice announce to them the first two of the ten
Commandments; Moshe then told them the remaining eight. Yet forty
days later, because of the sin of the Golden Calf, Moshe smashed the
tablets containing those ten commandments. Because, in essence, that
event was “broken” so-to-speak, why do we, some 3,300 years later, still
celebrate it? What still remains of it? Would it not be more appropriate
to celebrate the day on which Hashem gave us the second set of tablets,
Yom Kippur, since we still have those tablets?

Although we lack the first tablets, at that event the Jewish people
received many benefits that remain with us to this day, and those
benefits are some of what we are celebrating.

For many, one of the favorite parts of a Pesach seder is singing
Dayeinu with its catchy tune and relatively simple lyrics. One of the
statements that we sing is:

1217 NMIND NN 117 N2 N721,'2'0 10 1197 112717 17X

Had Hashem [only] brought us close to Mount Sinai but had not
given us the Torah, Dayeinu, it would have been reason enough [to thank
Him].

This begs a question. What benefit did we derive from being close
to Mount Sinai without the Torah having been given? Was not the
purpose of Mount Sinai to give us the Torah? It seems that just coming
close to the mountain was itself an accomplishment.



Our Sages teach us that just coming close to Mount Sinai brought
the Jewish people several achievements.

The Jewish people journeyed from Refidim on Sunday, the last day
of the month of lyar, reached Mount Sinai on Monday, the 1%t day of
Sivan, and received the Torah on Shabbat the 6™ of Sivan. When the
Jewish nation arrived at the Sinai desert, the Torah (Exodus 19:2) tells us:
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2) They journeyed from Rephidim and arrived at the
Wilderness of Sinai and encamped in the Wilderness, and Israel
encamped there opposite the mountain.

Because the verse (Exodus 19:2) uses the singular form of the verb
[N, “he camped,” instead of the plural form 1an' - “they camped,” Rashi
tells us that they were like “one man with one heart.”

During their 45-day journey from Egypt to Mount Sinai, the Jewish
people underwent an extraordinary transformation, from a people who
had worshipped idols to a cohesive group unified in their mission to serve
Hashem. This was an amazing accomplishment and a highpoint in Jewish
history. They maintained this level of unity for six days until the Torah
was given.

The idea of “one man with one heart” implies that in their personal
growth, each person had reached a level where he was focused on the
singular goal of serving Hashem without giving thought to his own
personal ideas or biases. When every individual in the group focuses
exclusively on the common goal without personal interest, there is no
competition or jealousy among its members. The success of each
individual member is experienced as a success by the entire group.
Reaching such a high level of harmony was a milestone for the Jewish
people and was a prerequisite to receiving the Torah because they would



receive it as purely as it was given, with no interference from their
personal biases.

qQN 12D, [N NR'WA RIN N [IW2R XpIRIN 0" n2%xT "ann p''nan weal
2"VU1119% [N NN T DA XXA N"N 12w NN valw 9% 1017 07N 70w
N"NaTl,TNX 172 TN WIND I'N

Often what divides people is a difference in approach to how
something should be done. Each person sees his approach as the correct
one, and the other’s as flawed. This is especially true when it comes to
serving Hashem. A person always feels that because his way works well
for him, it is the one and only proper way to serve Hashem, the others
having it all wrong. At Mount Sinai, everyone realized that each person
has his own unique path through which he is to serve Hashem,
recognizing that, while my path is right for me, his path is right for him.
In this context, the word |n'l means “each member of the nation found
favor (I1n) in the eyes of all the others” creating total harmony. (R.
Yitzchak mi Varka (d. 1848)

This is a good lesson for us, too, to realize that every person has a
unigue way of serving Hashem. My way may be the only way for me, but
the other person is also entitled to have his own way.

The Zohar writes that when Hashem saw them as one man with one
heart He said, “Now the time has come to give the Torah to my children.”
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Hence, had Hashem only brought us close to Mount Sinai to reach
the peak of perfect unity, but not giving us the Torah, Dayeinu, it would
have sufficed to thank Him for bringing us to that great level of unity.
This is a state that we must always aspire to achieve in our relationships
with other Jews.



A second achievement at Mount Sinai, even before formally
receiving the Ten Commandments, was the special way in which the
Jewish people accepted the Torah.

On the 5% of Sivan, a day before receiving the Commandments,
Moshe read the Sefer Torah from the beginning, “In the beginning when
Hashem created the heavens and the earth,” until that point in time. The
Jewish people then responded (Exodus 24:7):
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7) And he (Moshe) read the Book of the Covenant into the ears of
the nation, and they said, “Everything Hashem said we will do and we will
listen to.”

This response caused great commotion in heaven. The people said
that they will do what the Torah said even before hearing what it said!
How could they accept to do what the Torah says without knowing what
Hashem would demand of them?
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Rabbi Elazar in the Talmud (Shabbat 88a) teaches us that when the
Jewish people put “do” before “listen,” a voice came from Heaven and
proclaimed: Who taught My children this secret? They used the very
principle that the angels use.

Rav Simai taught another reaction to the Jewish people’s response.
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Rav Simai taught: When the Jewish people said, “We will do” before
“We will listen,” 600,000 angels, one for each person, came and tied two
crowns on each of them, one crown for “we will do” and one crown for
“we will listen.”

What was the secret to which Hashem was referring? And what
was so impressive about their response that Hashem commended them
for being “angel-like,” and the angels themselves brought two crowns for
each person?

An angel is always prepared to do Hashem’s bidding before he
hears it because every angel is created to fulfill only one mission. An
angel’s entire essence is designed and tuned to accomplish the task for
which he was created. A human being, on the other hand, has so many
different options that he can pursue. A human being is multifaceted,
endowed with many different talents, any of which he can perfect and
make the reason for his existence. By putting the “do” before the
“listen,” the Jewish people indicated that they saw their sole purpose for
creation was, like an angel, to fulfill the Torah. All other endowments of
talent were to be used to etch out the unique mission of each person
within that mission of keeping the Torah’s laws. In this sense, people are
on an even higher level than angels, who are fixed in their created
positions and cannot become any greater or advance to a higher level.
They have one mission in “life,” and, when that is accomplished, they are
done. A human is endowed with a certain complement of qualities, both
good and bad, and it is his job to channel them correctly within the
framework of the Torah’s laws, to become the holiest person that he can
become.

When a person says, “l will do it” even before hearing the request,
it is very different than saying “Okay, | will do it” after having heard the
request. Announcing “I will do it” after hearing what needs to be done is



saying, “I have considered your request, and | agree to do it.” Saying, “I
will do it” even before hearing what has to be done, constitutes saying,
“I am prepared to fulfill your request under all conditions. No matter
what it takes, and no matter what obstacles | encounter, | will accomplish
what you have asked me to do.”

Implicit in this response was a display of the absolute trust that the
Jewish people had in Hashem. They were unafraid to accept “carte
blanche” all of Hashem’s commandments because they knew that He
would only give them commandments that were suitable for them.

An “lI will listen” that comes after an “l will do” is also very different
than the “listening” done before the command. When one listens before
committing himself, he is listening to assess whether he wishes to fulfill
the request or not. It is subject to his will. When one listens after having
already said, “I will do it, no matter what,” his listening is to hear every
detail of what the mission is so that he can fulfill it perfectly. This is a
totally different “listening.”

This was the secret to which Hashem was referring. How did the
Jewish people reach such a high spiritual level that they understood their
mission in the world so clearly? And this is why the angels were so
impressed and gave two crowns to each person. Each response was
equal to the way that they would have responded. Here, human beings
had reached the level of angels; with so many options to follow, they
chose to use all of them to serve Hashem. Figuring out how to use all of
one’s talents and endowments to serve Hashem would be the fulfillment
of “I will listen.”

Had Hashem only brought us close to Mount Sinai where we
accepted His commandments with complete faith, but not given us the
Torah, Dayeinu, it would have been reason enough to thank Him for
bringing us to that high level of trust in Him.
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When the Jewish people accepted to do the commandments
before receiving them, they achieved yet another milestone in their
development. Our Sages (Tractate Kiddushin 31a) teach us a counter-
intuitive concept.
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Greater is the one who performs a mitzvah when obligated to do so
than the one who does so voluntarily.

Why is that? Should it not be the other way around? Isn’t a
volunteer who does a mitzvah out of the goodness of his heart being
more altruistic and giving more of himself than the one who is obligated
todoit?

Nachmanides (1194-1270) explains why this is not so. When a
person does a mitzvah because he is obligated to do it, he is subjecting
his will to the will of the one to whom he is obligated. He is humbling
himself and putting himself under the control of the other. This is difficult
and uncomfortable. Whereas, when one chooses to do the mitzvah
voluntarily, he retains control for himself. He is doing it because he has
decided to do it for his own reasons, which just happen to concur with
the wishes of the other, but he can always change his mind if he so
decides. The one doing the mitzvah because of his commitment and
obligation is demonstrating Hashem’s control over him, and, ultimately,
as Hashem’s servant, Hashem’s kingdom in the world. The volunteer is
not.

The Tosafot commentary on the Talmud (12t to 14t Centuries)
adds an additional element. A person obligated to do a mitzvah carries
with him the burden of how and when he will get it done as well as the
worry of what will happen to him if he fails to do it. This pressure to fulfill
the mitzvah adds to the burden of being obligated to do the mitzvah.



While carrying the responsibility to get it done, he is actually working
harder for Hashem than the volunteer who carries no such responsibility.

There is yet another important difference between a volunteer and
someone who is obligated. A volunteer lacks the reliability of someone
who has an obligation to do something. With no obligation, the volunteer
can back out at any time and leave the deed undone. Someone who is
obligated, on the other hand, cannot just back out without suffering a
consequence. Therefore, because he has committed himself, and he will
suffer a consequence for not fulfilling his obligation, he is more reliable.

Had Hashem only brought us close to Mount Sinai where we
became obligated to do the mitzvot, but not given us the Torah,
Dayeinu, it would have been reason enough to thank Him for making us
obligated as His servants.

The idea that the Jewish people became obligated to keep the
Mitzvot at Mount Sinai plays an essential role in yet another change that
Hashem made at Mount Sinai.

Our Sages teach us that every mitzvah that we perform creates a
powerful entity of holy spiritual energy, which ascends to the holy places
in heaven and returns to this world in the form of blessing and goodness.
The opposite, unfortunately, is also true. When we commit a sin, we
create a unit of evil spiritual energy, which returns to the world and has
a bad effect on it. In other words, Hashem has linked our actions to the
way He runs His world. He has put us in control of the bounty and
blessings or their lack through our mitzvot. Hashem merely bestows
upon the world what it deserves based on our actions. This power was
only given to us when we accepted the mitzvot as an obligation.
Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaakov and the 12 tribes all kept the Torah before it
was given however, since their mitzvot were voluntary, they did not have
the power to control the world. It was only after the Jewish people
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accepted the obligation to keep the Torah that Hashem changed the
world’s operating system from one where He controls it to one where
we control it through our Torah and mitzvot.

Had Hashem only brought us close to Mount Sinai where we were
given control of the world through our Torah and mitzvot, but not given
us the Torah, dayeinu, it would have been reason enough to thank Him.

The Jewish people received all of these benefits from just coming
close to Mount Sinai. What benefit did they receive on Mount Sinai from
the Sinai event itself?

The Torah teaches us (Exodus 19:9).
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9) Hashem said to Moshe, “Behold | come to you in the thickness of
the cloud, so that the people will hear as | speak to you, and they will
also believe in you forever.”...

The world had finally come to its purpose for creation: that the
Jewish people receive the Torah on Sinai. At the time of creation,
Hashem revealed that the entire creation would be hanging in the
balance, conditional upon the Jewish nation accepting the Torah. If they
do, the world will continue to exist. If they decline, the world, without a
purpose, will return to nothingness.

Hashem chose to give the Torah through a human being, Moshe
Rabbeinu. How would the people know that Hashem had chosen Moshe
to be His agent beyond the shadow of a doubt? After all, the veracity of
entire religion depends on the authenticity of Moshe as Hashem’s
servant and instrument.
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The secret lies in the verse quoted above. “So that the people will
hear as | speak to you, and they will also believe in you forever.”...

Hashem elevated each person to the level of a prophet, one holy
enough for Hashem to speak to directly. They heard with their own ears
how Hashem called Moshe up the mountain and instructed him to relay
the commandments to the Jewish people.

Nachmanides in his commentary to this verse writes:
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The point is, that Hashem said to Moshe, “I am revealing Myself to
you in a thick cloud... that you alone should enter the darkness, so that
the people should hear my words to you, and themselves become
prophets receiving My words directly, not as someone who has heard it
second hand... Also, with this they will believe in you, (Moshe as the
authentic giver of the Torah) forever in every generation. And if a prophet
or dreamer of dreams will rise up against anything you have said, they
will immediately contradict him, for they saw with their own eyes, and
heard with their own ears that you (Moshe) reached the highest level of
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prophesy... This is why Hashem wanted the people to hear Him speak to
Moshe. When they hear My voice from the fire, they will know that | am
Hashem who speaks to you. And with this they will believe in my words,
and in you (as my agent) forever...”

The Torah (Exodus 19:16-20) provides a detailed description of the
events that transpired at Mount Sinai when the Torah was given.
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16) On the third day when it was morning there was thunder and
lightning and a heavy cloud on the mountain, and the sound of the shofar
was very powerful, and the entire people that was in the camp
shuddered. 17) Moshe brought the people forth from the camp toward
Hashem, and they stood at the bottom of the mountain. 18) All of Mount
Sinai was smoking because Hashem had descended upon it in the fire; its
smoke ascended like the smoke of the furnace, and the entire mountain
shuddered exceedingly. 19) The sound of the shofar grew continually
much stronger; Moshe would speak, and Hashem would respond to him
with a voice. 20) Hashem descended upon Mount Sinai to the top of the
mountain; Hashem summoned Moshe to the top of the mountain, and
Moshe ascended.

This was a most awesome event. The thunder and lightning with
heavy dark clouds over the mountain coupled with a shofar blast that
continuously grew stronger and stronger, struck fear into the hearts of
the entire nation. There was also great fire with its smoke billowing into
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the heart of the heavens. This event would be etched indelibly in their
souls, forever and ever, never to be forgotten. Yet, in the midst of all the
trembling, they would always remember that despite the thunder and
lightning, the shofar and the clouds, they heard, above all, Hashem’s
voice talking to Moshe. “Moshe, come up the mountain. Moshe go tell
the Jewish people ...”

This is the incredible gift that we received on Sinai: The
unshakeable truth that the Torah we have came straight from Hashem,
and the pat refutation of any challenge to the authenticity that the Torah
came from Hashem to the Jewish people through Moshe, Hashem’s loyal
and faithful servant. “What are you talking about? Over 600,000 men
[more than 3 million people, total] heard Hashem tell Moshe ‘Come up
the mountain to receive the Torah to give to the Jewish people!” They
heard it with their own ears! This is not something that can be falsified.

This idea should fill our hearts with joy knowing that we have the
real Torah, Hashem’s gift to man, which enables him to lead the most
meaningful and productive life in this world, and to reap the greatest
benefit in the World to Come.

As we prepare ourselves to receive the Torah this Shavuot, and the
same holy energy that was present then, returns every year on that date
so we can tap into it to help us with our efforts, let us think about the
great gifts that we received as we approached Mount Sinai and that we
received on Mount Sinai, and thank Hashem for choosing us to receive
them.
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