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The Essence of Shavuos

The first statement that we have to make about Shavuos is that it is not really a separate
Yom Tov, a separate holiday. It is in its essence a continuity of Pesach. This is indicated by the
fact that Shavuos does not have a date. It is the fiftieth day after the first day of Pesach, after the
omer, which means that Shavuos is tied
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have to be that way. Shavuos was not

This being the case, before we can even begin understanding Shavuos we have to understand
where it’s coming from. Being connected to Pesach tells us at least the following minimally: that
Pesach is not complete without Shavuos and that Shavuos has no meaning without Pesach.

That Pesach is not complete without Shavuos is practically self-understood. Because as we
defined the concept of cheirus as to be found only in Torah, obviously the significance of Pesach
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cheirus, of freedom, in the giving of the Torah on Shavuos. So this connection and this
relationship is immediately apparent.

The question is, how does Shavuos derive from Pesach?

Well, we have only to take a look at the words of with which Shavuos opens up to see the intense
relationship that it has to Pesach. The beginning of the dialogue, of the presentation, of the Lord
Himself at Har Sinai when He revealed Himself to us and proclaimed His Torah to us begins
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Creator of the universe.” Not G-d who

maintains and gives existence to all creatures.
Not the G-d upon whom you are dependent for your sustenance and health and well-being and
every aspect of being. But the G-d who took you out of the land of Egypt from a house of
bondage. How do we understand that? Should He not have spoken to us as the Creator and
maintainer of the universe and of ourselves? Is that not His first claim to our loyalty? Is that not




His first claim to our need to worship Him, to accept His suzerainty [i.e., overarching control],
to accept His commandments?

Obviously, the fact that He proclaimed Himself differently says that it would not be His claim
to our allegiance. And if we stop for even one moment of thought we will see immediately that
this is true. Because if He said I am the Lord your G-d who made you and all that exists then He
would be speaking not to the Jew but to all mankind, because as G-d the Creator He is no more
to us than He is to all the nations of the earth. If G-d is to enter a covenant, and as we spoke, the
concept of our relationship to G-d is that of a covenant, of a peoplehood, then it is to us as His
people that He must speak. And to us as His people He speaks only because I took you out of
the land of Egypt, a house of bondage. It is this that made us, as we said in Pesach, ay® > an¥m -
you will be to me a people, a nation. a%7%x» @s% sn»m - and [ will be to you a master, a Lord.
Therefore, the very possibility of there being a covenant and a Torah which is a covenant is only
a consequence of the fact that we became His people through His taking us out of the land of
Mitzrayim away from a house of bondage.

The freedom that He gave us was the freedom to accept or reject this Torah. And it is only the
people whom He gave this cheirus, the people to whom He brought into this freedom, to whom
He could speak on Shavuos. Therefore, it is correct for Him to say 8= TonR2IT MWK TIOR 9 9218
272y noan avxn. It is the G-d who took you out the land of Egypt and house of bondage who is
speaking to you and giving you these commandments because of the covenant that was created
by your becoming His people and He, your master, your Lord.

Therefore, the very fact that this is the beginning of Shavuos gives us the connection. Shavuos is
the culmination of Pesach. It is a Pesach in which a nation was created that makes it possible for a
Shavuos, a covenant, to be entered into fifty days later. Therefore, if Pesach needs its culmination
in Shavuos, Shavuos is the culmination of a process that has in fact begun in Pesach.

Then, Shavuos becomes the time of the renewal of our fealty to G-d as our partner and covenant.
This is what Shavuos becomes. It becomes the fulfillment of our acceptance of this special
relationship. We call this emunah; this is faith. Not faith in G-d’s existence alone, but faith as our
bond between Him and us.

It is interesting that in the halachos of chinuch, in the laws of educating our young, there is a halacha,
a specific law that states as follows. As soon as a child begins to talk we have to teach him two
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two specific verses that we have to teach him,
we teach him in the following order. Verse number one, "app> n%sp e mwn u% mx 0" - Torah
was given to us, commanded to us by Moshe as an inheritance to the community, to the
congregation of Jacob. It is the giving of the Torah that is the basis of our belief. Only then, do we
say "R M7 TR M Rws yrw", the Hear O Israel, which is the affirmation of our faith.

One might ask, would you not have expected the opposite to be true? First affirm your faith,
then you can talk to me about a Torah. But first affirm the faith. The answer is it’s not true. Our
faith derives from the relationship between us and G-d. That’s the true basis of our emunah. And
that faith then enables us to accept and live in full recognition and awareness of the fact that He




is our master, directly involved in guiding us, training us, teaching us, and that He is, in fact,
one, a total and absolute unique unity. The beginning is relationship with G-d; therefore, that is
the true basis of emunah, of faith. It is a true basis of our relationship to our Creator.

And Shavuos, which is zman matan Torasanu, then, is the Yom Tov in which we hone to a bright
sharpness, to a clarity, the faith that we possess as Jews, which is one that is an intense
relationship between ourselves and G-d Himself. This is the basis of the concept of Shavuos. The
middah, the principle that Shavuos has to engender within us then, is emunah.

We then have to face up to the reality that we do not have any unique mitzvah bound with
Shavuos. We have this with every other Yom Tov, whether it be Biblical or rabbinic. Every Yom
Tov has a specific law, a specific set of mitzvos that are relevant to the day or that are part and
parcel of the day. Pesach has the korban Pesach, the eating of matzah, the not eating of chometz, a
whole series of laws that tell us about Pesach. Rosh Hashanah, shofar. Yom Kippur, fasting. Succos,
sitting in the sukkah, luluv and esrog. Purim, all the various laws, reading the megillah, the seudah,
the mishloach manos. Chanukah, the lighting of the candles, hallel. Every Yom Tov has its specific
mitzoos.

[In response to an inaudible question:] The question was that on Shavuos in distinction to what I
just said that it has no specific mitzvos of the day, the claim is there are two mitzvos of the day.
Mitzvah number one, the Biblical
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commandment to bring the bikkurim.

mitzvah of the shtei halechem, which is a
specific mitzvah to Shavuos. Mitzvah number two, the rabbinic mitzvah of reading the megillah of
Rus, which we made analogous to the reading of the megillah of Esther on Purim. I claimed that
Esther on Purim was a specific commandment of the day. Why is that not true of Rus on
Shavuos?

Neither of these is an accurate description. The shtei halechem that we bring on Shavuos is not a
mitzvah of a yuchid, an individual. It's not a mitzvah that we do. It is part of the mitzvah of the
rabbim, part of the national reaction and that is not what we mean by a mitzvas hayom. Mitzvos
hayom is how each individual Jew has to react to the day. Therefore, korban will never be part of
the mitzvos hayom. Each Yom Tov has its korbanos. Shavuos has a specific unique one. But you
cannot call it anymore the specific avoda of the Yom because it is a community obligation, a
national obligation rather than an individual use of the Yom Tov.

As to the second, the reading of Rus, there is no such mitzvah. We read it as a minhag and we
find good reasons to and it’s a minhag that Jews have taken. But it never was a mitzvah of the
Yom. If we don’t read the megillah on Purim we are mevatel, violating, a rabbinic precept. But if
you don’t read Rus on Shavuos you're not violating anything; you just don’t have the benefit of
the custom of reading Rus on Shavuos. Whereas, Purim, it's a specific rabbinic charge that you
have to read or hear the megillah and if not you are mevatel a mitzvah d’rabbanan. Whereas, on
Shavuos, you didn’t read it, so you didn’t keep a minhag, but you weren’t mevatel a specific
decree that the Chachamim made. And that’s a very, very large difference. That’s why I say that
Shavuos has no particular mitzvah of its own.




But again, a moment’s thought will show that there is no possibility of a mitzvah of its own for
Shavuos. Shavuos is zman matan Torasanu. The work of Shavuos is to accept the entirety of Torah.
How can you have a specific mitzvah? All of the mitzvos are the day...that’s what Shavuos is.
Shavuos is the total acceptance of all of Torah. And because Shavuos is this total acceptance of all
of Torah, Shavuos remains without a particular mitzvah that is appropriate to the day in and of
itself. And therefore it does not have one.

Now, what are the particular mitzvos, what are the peculiar features of the day? It's a Yom Tov
like all Yomim Tovim. It doesn’t have specific mitzvah. What is that which identifies it as Shavuos?
I think it would be terrible if the only thing that identified it as Shavuos is because it’s the only
Yom Tov without anything to identify it with. That just doesn’t seem satisfactory.

We do find an area in which Shavuos is unique and by which we identify it. And a very
surprising one. Shavuos is the one Yom Tov that must be according to everyone chatzi lechem
v’chatzi I’'Hashem. In other Yom Tovim the possibility exists of using the Yom Tov completely for
spiritual worship. Shavuos is set aside as a day which of necessity has to have both the intensity
of spiritual worship, which is chatzi I’'Hashem, and at the same time an acceptance of satisfying
one’s own physical needs satisfactorily with pleasures, which is the chatzi I’chem. The Yom Tovim
can be entirely spiritual but not Shavuos.

Which says that the giving of Torah and the practice of Torah, the carrying out of Torah, can
never be regarded as no more than a spiritual exercise. That isn’t Torah. Torah must include the
physical needs as well. It would be a terrible error to think that we worship G-d in our learning,
in our prayers and in our rituals, but in the mundane life, the eating, the going home, the taking
care of children, over there we really are meeting the practical realities of existence. And you
can’t help but being human
you've got to take time off from
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children and the eating and the

sense, the worshiping of the
Ribonoy Shel Olum. It's part of
the covenant. And therefore we sanctify it. We eat differently than the animal and we sleep

differently than the animal and in every aspect of our existence we keep our physical selves, our
physical realities distinct from the same physical functions of the animal. The point is to
sanctify, to make holy, to recognize as being of the essence of Torah, our physical needs as well.
It isn’t a separate aspect of our existence which, unfortunately, we’ve got to suffer. But part and
parcel of the very act of being G-d’s people, worshiping Him, serving Him, is through our
physical existence as much as our spiritual one.
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As a matter of fact, the “book of sanctity” in the Rambam deals only with matters of our physical
needs and gratifications. Sefer Kedusha, the book of sanctity, deals with the laws of cohabitation,
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Sanctity. Because true sanctity is to be
achieved only in this area. You do not achieve sanctity in the spiritual. You achieve sanctity in
your physical needs by lifting it and transcending it into the spheres of G-d-worship and G-d-
service.

This is why Shavuos is chatzi I'chem as well as chatzi I’Hashem. What is the understanding out of
which this law derives? They first had to understand this truth in order to see that this should
be the law of Shavuos, of chatzi I'chem and chatzi I’'Hashem. We see it from the fact that there is
such a law. It makes it clear. But how did it derive from the giving of Torah that there should be
this insight out of which this law is promulgated? This law is a consequence of something that
we knew before making the law. And that is because it must have been that in the very giving
of the Torah this statement was being made. How is this statement being made in the very
giving of the Torah?

Well, in a very deep and meaningful way, the Torah is given to us, in the words of G-d Himself,
so that we may be a mamleches kohanim and a goy kadosh, a kingdom of priests and a holy people,
a sanctified people. What did G-d say? You will be to Me, if you accept the Torah, a mamleches
kohanim, a goy kadosh. Which means that somehow or other, the very definition of Torah is that it
makes us into a kingdom of priests and a holy people.

A kingdom of priests and a holy people says a couple of things. It says that we cannot be
followers and servants of G-d individually, alone, but only through a peoplehood. For the true
worship of Jew to G-d is by what he represents as a people, as a kingdom and a nation. It is in
our function as a kingdom of priests and a nation that is holy that we fulfill ourselves in doing
G-d’s will, in serving Him, in relating to Him, in entering this covenant. This is twofold. One, it
means that through the life history of the Jewish people G-d’s reality within His universe is
made manifest and known. It is not through the relationship of G-d to any one individual
through whom G-d is made manifest and known. But rather it is through the workings of G-d
as the history of the Jewish people unfolds that the truth of G-d’s oneness and manifestation
becomes known to all. Therefore, it is through the people that G-d is truly served. Two, the very
fact that the giving of the Torah was entering into a covenant indicates a relationship with a
people. You don’t enter into a convent with individuals, there is no such thing. A covenant is
between peoples. Between two entities, G-d on
the one side, the nation of Israel on the other.
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[In response to an inaudible question,
presumably concerning the bris bein habisarim
which was made with Avraham Avinu as an
individual:] The bris bein habisarim with Avraham Avinu is because you're going to become a
nation. All is contingent upon that fact. And it is only with the statement that you're going to
become a nation that the bris bein habisarim can take place. G-d says of Avraham me%7 SRR MAN"
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Avraham which makes for His particular relationship to this man, He defines it because I know
that he will command his children and household after him to follow in the ways of G-d. He is a
potential nation because he’s not just interested in serving. He wants to create a people who will
serve. Therefore, he already has a peoplehood in potential.

That is what makes him unique and what differentiates between him and Shem v’Ever, for
instance. Shem v’Ever worshiped G-d as individuals. Avraham recognized that it is worshiping
G-d through creating, developing and making a whole people...that’s his uniqueness and that’s

e ——— why he became the progenitor of the nation of
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we must constantly be aware of ourselves as part
of a peoplehood, with all the implications, with the responsibilities each for the other, with a
realization that completeness can only come when all Jews know and when all Jews live
properly. That fulfillment is to be seen in the welfare of the people as a whole, not as any
individual no matter how religious, no matter how devoted, no matter how sincere, because the
very essence of the true service of G-d is in the peoplehood, in the nationhood. The whole
meaning of the 23» yax» PnXET was this: “you are My people, I took you out,” not “you are
My individuals.” As individuals we worship G-d through the peoplehood.

It is the reason that we are called geirim. Which is really the main reason we read Rus, because
Rus is the practical outline of the process of converting. Shavuos was the time of the conversion of
all the people. We learn out the laws of conversion from what the Jews had to do for Shavuos. It's
because Shavuos is the establishment of a
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must possess at all times a clarity in terms of our

converted into a new people. It is this people who

responsibility each to the other if we are to fulfill our obligations as religious Jews. There is no
way that we can live a truly fully religious Jewish life without undertaking a full gamut of
responsibilities for the spiritual wellbeing and physical wellbeing of other Jews as well. We are
one. And this again is inherent in the "2%72p n%an 239%R PARR PNRIT WK PN » 21R", from the
house of bondage. It's inherent in that very aspect.

This then is the meaningfulness of the peculiar laws of Shavuos, mainly the chatzi I’chem v’chatzi
lo and the statement that it is as part of a peoplehood that we worship Him.




There remains a serious problem on Shavuos. While we pointed out the impossibility of their
being a specific law, a specific mitzvah peculiar to the Yom Tov of Shavuos, because Shavuos being
emunah, faith, Shavuos being kabalos haTorah encompasses the entirety, there is nothing that you
can do to make it specific to the day. Whereas every other Yom Tov that comes to deal with
specific aspects of our relationship to G-d has specific mitzvos that are the expression of those
specific aspects, Shavuos, being
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laws that we can inculcate within
ourselves and make a part of our very beings the concepts and the meanings and the
significances of Pesach. And the mitzvahs of matza and marror and korban Pesach and the issur of
eating chometz become the vehicles through which we can absorb the concepts of Pesach,
through which we can achieve that potential for which Pesach opens us for us, as we've
described it previously. So that on the one hand it is what Pesach is that becomes the basis for
promulgating these special mitzvos, these special commandments with which to celebrate the
Pesach, but immediately it becomes reciprocal. We now have a methodology by which to imbibe
and to come to understand and absorb and make a part of us the concepts and the laws of
Pesach, the meaning of Pesach. By carrying out these special laws of Pesach, these special dinim of
Pesach we make a part of our very existence the reality of what Pesach offers. The same is for all
the other Yomim Tovim. We acquire and can make a permanent acquisition of the special
qualities that every Yom Tov offers by keeping the specific commandments, the specific mitzvos
of that Yo Tov. And therefore it becomes not only a consequence but an enormous tool, an aid,
a method by which we can achieve so much.

universal and general in G-d’s
appearance to us, cannot have a

leads us to a terrible lack. It is true

Pesach are brought out through the
laws of Pesach: the eating of the

refraining from chometz, refraining
from breaking the bone. But on the

Are we then to lose that on Shavuos? It doesn’t have the mitzvah, true, it can’t, but that means
that we do not have the methodology by which to acquire the potential that Shavuos offers every
living Jew.

You could claim that Shavuos is different because the significance of Shavuos is an inner one.
What is the significance of Shavuos? The naaseh v'nishma, the inner commitment, the inner
acceptance, the inner reaching out to G-d and saying yes, we take you, we accept you, we're
part of it. If that’s it then Shavuos doesn’t require a physical expression as do other Yomim Tovim.
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The expression is the emunah itself. That’s true. It’s clearly true. But it's not that helpful. Because
you need mitzvos, activities of different kinds, to make emunah itself more real.

[Question from the audience: Isn’t the counting of the omer itself a preparation for Shavuos?]
True, true. We will speak about that momentarily, b’ezer Hashem. But the fact remains that on
Shavuos itself, which is the time of the great potential, we don’t have a specific method with
which to make that potential realized, which to bring it out into full existence, into full
acquisition, to make it a part of ourselves. To say that it is not needed would obviously be an
enormous advantage. The acceptance then of zman Torasanu has to serve in lieu of any other
particular act.

I will say this, there is a particular act which is enjoined on Shavuos, even though there’s no
particular mitzvah as we pointed it out just a moment ago. The uniqueness is that everybody
recognizes that Shavuos must have a chatzi I’chem.
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The chatzi I'chem of Shavuos must be the means by
which we can make the potential of the day our
own. What do I mean by that? The meal that we
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eat on Shavuos, using that meal as a gateway to
sanctity, does for Shavuos what the lulav and esrog
and the succah do for sucoos. That which matza
gives us on Pesach, eating the Shavuos meal as an
act of serving Hashem Yisborach does for Shavuos. It is through the very eating and drinking of
the day as an act of our relationship to our Creator that we make real the potential of kabalos
haTorah. It's a tremendous davar. Think the implications. We use the very secular, mundane,
physical acts by which to bind ourselves, and by which to really absorb into our beings, the
whole significance and meaningfulness of Shavuos itself. That’s a glorious concept if you stop to

consider it for a moment.

We cannot go on without pointing out the very unique necessity that accepting Torah poses. Of
all the Yom Tovim, the only one with a prescribed preparation is Shavuos. Succos doesn’t have a
specific law of preparation in the Torah. Succos
doesn’t, Rosh Hashanah doesn’t, Yom Kippur
doesn’t, Shabbos doesn’t, Shavuos does. Forty nine
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days. Prepare yourself. Forty nine days count to
when will the day come of Shavuos. A preparation.
You cannot accept the Torah, we are being told,
without a preparation. You can’t just go into it.

You've got to make yourself ready. But more, you
cannot enter the covenant, you've got to prepare. You've got to prepare to meet G-d. You've got
to prepare to know Him. You've got to prepare to allow yourself to be permeated by Him, by
the acceptance of His reality and truth. You've got to prepare. "9%7%8 % 921X" cannot be said to
people who haven’t prepared.

What this preparation has got to consist of is the anticipation, that’s what counting means. How
many days that went by, how many days are left? You know, like a pregnant woman, zul zeing
gzunt un shtark zein, is counting “how many days before my due date?” And hoping that the
due date will be the date, not that she’d mind a little early, but certainly she’s counting the days.
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Counting, when will it be? When will it come? When will it come? Another day, another day,
closer, closer, to that magic number when it’s going to come. Shavuos needs that kind of
anticipation. We've got to count, prepare. Make ourselves ready to accept it. When can it come?

This itself evidently is a preparation that the Torah is describing. The counting. The excitement.
The anticipation, meaning the awareness that something special is happening. The awareness of
I'm waiting and counting the days for it to come, in itself, evidently, by the fact that this is THE
prescribed mitzvah, must be a great means by which to bind ourselves. Anticipation, excitement,
preparing and being aware that the day is coming, and looking forward to it, anticipating it, is
itself already making ourselves more fit to accept the covenant and the Torah that goes with it.
This is what the counting tells us.

But it also has told us that you can’t do without it. It told us that it helps but it also told us that
you can’t do without it. You can’t just take a Torah. You can go free, you can do teshuva,
repentance, on the spot. But accept a Torah you have to know what you're doing. We pointed
out that excitement helps. True. But the fact is that it means preparing. Awareness of days.
What do you have to wait for the days to pass? It means that you have to be able to put in
perspective, what I am doing over here?

The minute we recognize that Shavuos is different than any other day because we participate
actively, we participate with a naaseh v'nishma. We participate in an acceptance. We're not just
going out. We're participating in a giving because you cannot give without a taker. We're part
of the work of the day. That means we’ve got to make ourselves ready to carry out that part. We
cannot hear a Torah said without explaining to ourselves the implications of a Torah being said.
The preparation in terms of what do we need to

accept it properly, to live it properly, to
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your active participation. It's not just G-d giving
a Torah. Giving a Torah that doesn’t fall in your lap is giving a Torah that you're taking. You've
got to be there to accept it. You've got to be there to accept it. You've got to be there to live it,
accept it. Which tells you that taking a Torah is not just automatic. It requires knowing what
we're doing. Why we're doing? To whom we’re doing? What's happening? And to prepare
ourselves properly for it. To think about it, to understand it, to make ourselves into the kind of a
person who can hear it and use it most properly and fully. And that is the way we have to treat
Shavios now.
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