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All together now 

 

Instead of in our shuls, with our communities, learning from our rabbis, we’re at home, with our 

families – learning with our families. 

It’s probably not what we would have chosen, if we had the choice. But there’s an opportunity 

here. An opportunity to fulfil, perhaps like no generation before us, the great directive in Pirkei 

Avot (1:4):
 

“Let your home be a meeting place for the sages.” 

The literal interpretation is that our home should be a place where great Torah sages gather to 

teach Torah and discuss the affairs of the day – so that we may “drink thirstily from their 

words”, the words of those who embody the values they learn and teach, absorbing their ideals, 

ethics and character. 

However, Rav Chaim Volozhiner, in his commentary on Pirkei Avot, offers another 

interpretation. He says that this mishna isn’t just referring to sages of flesh and blood, but also 

to the Torah books and commentaries authored by the sages. 

He explains that when we learn Torah at home, we invite the sages throughout the thousands of 

years of Jewish history into our home. Delve into a page of Mishna, and Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi 

Meir walk through the door. Open up a Rashi, and suddenly there’s the great French medieval 

commentator on the couch beside us, taking us through the simple meaning of the verse. Read 

in the Chumash about Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov, and they become personalities, tangibly 

involved in our lives.  

The thinking behind this – our first ever Unity Tikkun Leil Companion – is to make our home a 

meeting place for the sages in precisely this way.  

We can’t be in shul, we can’t attend their shiurim – but with this compendium of beautiful 

Torah insights and ideas, we’re bringing our amazing rabbis and rebbetzins into our homes. 

This year’s Shavuot is an opportunity to transform our home into a house of learning – a bona 

fide beit midrash bustling with energy, inspiration and active engagement.  

A “meeting place” is typically a site of robust discussion and debate, of lively conversation. When 

we learn Torah, we are not passively receiving a one-way monologue, but are instead active 

participants in a dynamic exchange. When the whole family gets involved, our children become 

active partners in our awesome Divine legacy. Learning its teachings can be transformational in 

a way that permeates our homes, and inspires and guides us to become better people.  

That is why this publication  is not just a learning companion. It is a symbol, a clarion call, that 

our Torah learning should not be confined to our shuls and batei midrash, but be brought into 
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our homes and transform our families. It is a potent reminder that the home, itself, can be the 

most powerful beit midrash of all. 

I’m so excited to present this, the inaugural Unity Tikkun Leil Companion. After the warm and 

enthusiastic feedback we received from the Haggadah Companion, which brought inspiration to 

our Seders at a challenging time, and exemplified the unity and togetherness of our community, 

I invited the talented and dedicated rabbis and rebbetzins of our community to write a 

counterpart for Shavuot. This collaboration of our remarkable rabbinic leadership expresses so 

beautifully and powerfully the precious unity of our community. The outcome is a treasure  filled 

with inspirational Torah ideas to learn and share with each other, and to uplift and enrich your 

experience of the chag.  

I wish you all a Chag Sameach. May our homes be filled with the light and warmth of Torah. 

And may G-d bring health and healing to our community, to our country and to our world. 

 

Chief Rabbi Warren Goldstein 

Sivan 5780 

May 2020 
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Faith and Trust 

 

Our faithful, loving relationship with Hashem lies at the heart of the Torah, which we received 

on the first Shavuot in history. Our bond with G-d is founded on complete faith and trust – 

knowing that He loves us and cares for us, that our lives are in His loving hands, and that 

whatever happens is ultimately for the good. It is our sense of total connection and closeness to 

Him, feeling completely safe to follow His direction for our lives through the Torah He gave us. 

 

Act Now, Joy Follows Rebbetzin Gina Goldstein 8 

Blessed Births Rebbetzin Joan Bernhard 10 

This Day Rabbi Alex Carlebach 11 

Shavuos: Putting a little bit of 
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No Prayer Goes to Waste Rabbi Yoel Smith 20 

Safe Spaces Rebbetzin Laia Uzvolk 22 

Success Beyond Your Wildest 

Dreams 

Rabbi A Vigler 24 

   

  

 
 All together now | Unity Tikkun Leil Companion 5780 | 2020  7 

 



 

 FAITH AND TRUST  
 

 

Act Now, Joy Follows 

Rebbetzin Gina Goldstein 

Johannesburg 

 

Then he [Moses] took the book of the Covenant and read it aloud to the People. 

And they said, “All that G-d has spoken, we will do and we will understand!”  

(Exodus 24:7) 

 וִַּיַּקח ֵסֶפר ַהְּבִרית וִַּיְקָרא ְּבָאְזֵני ָהָעם וַּיֹאְמרּו ּכֹל ֲאֶׁשר ִּדֶּבר ה' ַנֲעֶׂשה ְוִנְׁשָמע.

  (שמות כד:ז)

 

The Jews who received the Torah at Mount Sinai accepted it with the famous words: "Na'aseh 

ve'Nishma" – "we will do and we will understand".1 They agreed to observe and keep all of the 

mitzvos even before they understood them! In fact, they committed to all it entails to be a Jew 

before they could consider and integrate all the practical knowledge of the Torah's details and 

laws. This is surprising because our logical mind reasonably assumes that acceptance of the 

Torah and all its laws would come after being motivated and excited by some degree of 

knowledge and understanding. But surprisingly, at Mt Sinai, we readily accepted and agreed to 

all the "hard work" of being a Jew, prior to any insight or inspiration. The statement "we will do 

and we will understand" exemplifies tremendous greatness and we merited to receive 

extraordinary G-dly rewards for it. Why? 

There is a profound psychological truth that hard work plus success precedes passion 

and joy and not the other way around! Contemporary research confirms that we cannot 

wait until we are excited and inspired before we commit to and accomplish something good, 

because we may never become compelled to do it! Success and passion result from good 

old-fashioned hard work, planning and commitment. This may be a little less of a 

dramatic approach, but it's more emotionally honest and psychologically healthy.  

This truth underlies much of Torah lifestyle and worldview. Torah philosophy teaches that acts 

of kindness and generosity nurture relationships and foster love. Because when you invest time 

and effort in someone or something, you will come to deeply love and passionately care about 

them. 

In Sefer Bereishis we see that when Isaac married Rebecca, he "brought her into the tent of 

Sarah his mother and he married Rebecca, and she became his wife, and then he loved her".2   
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Amazingly, his love and joy, it seems, came after his marriage with her, after his act of 

commitment to her, and not the other way around! 

Contemporary research on successful habits reveals that we cannot wait until we are "in the 

mood" to do something important. Because we may never feel emotionally inspired to do it! 

Rather we should decide, make plans, commit, take action, invest time, money, energy and get 

involved! Later, with success and progress the passion, energy, and enthusiasm builds.  

The central mitzvah of Shavuot night is to learn Torah. Do not be discouraged if you don't feel 

passionate or excited to do so! Do not wait until you're "in the mood". Do not hesitate if your 

understanding of Torah is limited or if the task seems daunting. Just decide to do it, plan, 

commit, take action, invest time, energy and money in this mitzvah and in the process you will 

achieve, progress and accomplish success. The passion, energy, inspiration and excitement will 

follow and with Hashem's help, this beautifully integrated virtuous cycle, will reinforce itself to 

motivate and deepen our commitment to Judaism as well as our knowledge and passion for 

Torah wisdom. 

 

1. Exodus 24:7 

2. Genesis 4:67 
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Blessed Births 

Rebbetzin Joan Bernhard 

 

This day of Shavuot, the time of the giving of our Torah (Yom Tov Amidah for 

Shavuot) 

 חג השבועות הזה זמן מתן תורתנו (תפילת שבועות)

 

Perhaps those of us who have been privileged to give birth on Shavuot feel an extra connection 

to the chag.  

The excitement of a new baby; the blessing; the challenge; the gratitude. 

The concern – how to get it right.  

How to raise the child with the same dedication and commitment to Torah as those who stood at 

Mount Sinai. 

Hopefully these children will be blessed to embrace, accentuate and strengthen Torah. 

As Jews the world over were celebrating and recognising the birth of Torah, these kids entered 

this world. 

May each and every one of them be a credit to Hashem and His Torah. 

Happy Birthday to all the Shavuot babies.  

Lovingly,  

from one of the moms.  
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This Day 

Rabbi Alex Carlebach 

Chabad of Lyndhurst 

 

Rav Yosef said if not for “THIS DAY” – Shavuot – how many Yosefs would there 

be in the marketplace? (Talmud, Pesachim 68b) 

 אמר רב יוסף אי לאו האי יומא דקא גרים כמה יוסף איכא בשוקא?

   (פסחים סח:)

 

Thursday morning, 19 March, was the first day shuls in South Africa were closed. The Torah 

reading was not heard in public ever since. A week later the entire country was placed into 

lockdown. In what way is the average family to survive? What are people going to do with 

themselves, seeing that up till then the working day or schooling took up most of their waking 

hours? How does one keep one’s sanity?  

Boruch Hashem, our Holy Torah provides such a meaningful lifestyle. One of the many things 

realised during this period is how much the Torah enriches our lives. Not only on a community 

level, but also on a personal level. There is good reason to get up early every morning: Putting on 

tefillin and saying Shema at the proper time. Our daily shiurim, like Chitas Rambam Daf Yomi, 

etc, keep one day from running into the other. The beauty of Shabbos, Pesach and our Yomim 

Tovim adds a richness and dimension to our lives, which I don’t believe is equalled in other ways 

of life. 

The Lubavitcher Rebbe asks a few questions on the above statement of the Talmud, including 

why stress: “hai yoma” – “ this day”? Isn’t Rav Yosef’s point rather: “If not for Our Torah,” 

rather than the day of Shavuot? Let him rather say: “If not for the Torah” then how many Yosefs 

would there be? 

A part of the Rebbe’s answer refers to what G-d Almighty did on Shavuot. It was much more 

than giving us the Torah. After all, Torah was studied by the patriarchs as well as the Jews in 

Egypt. On Shavuot, G-d gave us the ability to refine and uplift ourselves and the entire world. To 

lift up the physical and mundane and make it spiritual and infuse all with a Holiness. 

Perhaps this is a reason why living by our Torah Lifestyle even during this time of the COVID-19 

virus gives meaning, upliftment and spirituality to our lives. 

My friends, let us all enrich our lives by embracing more of our Torah lifestyle and thereby 

deserve redemption. 

Chag sameach –  gut Yom Tov.   
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Shavuos: Putting a little bit of Heaven into our lives 

Rebbetzin Tziporah Carlebach 

Chabad of Lyndhurst 

  

Hashem descended upon Mount Sinai to the top of the mountain; Hashem 

summoned Moses to the top of the mountain, and Moses ascended. (Exodus 

19:20) 

 וֵַּיֶרד ה' ַעל־ַהר ִסיַני ֶאל־רֹאׁש ָהָהר וִַּיְקָרא ה' ְלמֶׁשה ֶאל־רֹאׁש ָהָהר וַַּיַעל מֶׁשה. (שמות יט:כ)

 

I will share a teaching of Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach. Shavuos is the day the world could never live 

without.   The Talmud1 tells us that the Creator of the world said, “If the Jews don’t 

accept the Torah, I will have to destroy the world.” Because the world without the Torah 

is G-dless, purposeless and hopeless. Every individual in his/her own little world has to ask 

him/herself, “Have I received the Torah to such a degree that my world should not fall apart?” 

Look at our civilised world with all its infinite knowledge: it’s a dead world. Peace without being 

connected to the Torah doesn’t last and has no meaning, 

You know, when I see an anti-Semite, I’m sad. But when I see a Jew who doesn’t know what it is 

to be a Jew, I feel destroyed and heartbroken. Every year a new Torah is coming from Heaven. 

It’s the same Torah but so much deeper and so much more alive. What we didn’t do in a lifetime, 

we can do Tikkun night. This year, Tikkun night, we will be up all night learning, praying and 

singing, initiating a new world which cannot be destroyed, the big world of all mankind and the 

little world of you and me. 

The Torah is from Heaven. Not from a Heaven which is far from earth, but from a Heaven which 

is right here, the Torah Heaven. It’s not a light which can be darkened by darkness, it is the light 

of the Torah which turns the darkness into light. 
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On Shavuos, the Torah says: “G-d came down from Heaven.”2 On this night, in this early 

morning, G-d is coming to every individual Jew, and through us, hopefully to the whole world, 

to put a little bit of Heaven into our lives. Please stay up all night and study Torah until dawn. 

We can’t do without you! We need all of Israel! 

May the light of Shavuos go with us all year! If you don’t know how to carry it, G-d is giving out 

shopping bags on request. We may not be with a congregation; but we are not alone. We are part 

of all of Israel, learning and praying for redemption, Amen. 

 

1. Talmud, Shabbat 88a; Talmud, Avoda Zara 3a 

2. Exodus 19:20 
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The Power of Shavuot 

Rabbi Chanoch Galperin 

East London Community 

 

Though I walk through a valley of the shadow of death, I fear no harm, for You 

are with me.  

(Psalms 23:4) 

  ַּגם ִּכי ֵאֵלְך ְּבֵגיא ַצְלָמֶות לֹא ִאיָרא ָרע ִּכי ַאָּתה ִעָּמִדי.

 (תהילים כג:ד)

 

Every chag shines a special אור, ‘light’, for that particular chag. 

It gives us the power to be able to take the spirit of that chag through the year, especially Chag 

HaShavuot, time of the giving of the Torah, we take it with us the whole year. 

Shavuot is also the yahrzeit of Dovid Hamelech1 and the Baal Shem Tov. King David gave us so 

much strength, as he says in Tehillim,2 

 Though I walk through a valley of the shadow of“  ַּגם ִּכי ֵאֵלְך ְּבֵגיא ַצְלָמֶות ֹלא ִאיָרא ָרע ִּכי ַאָּתה ִעָּמִדי

death, I fear no harm, for You are with me.” 

The Baal Shem Tov explains that everything is by Divine Providence, that even a leaf that falls 

from one place to another, although we do not understand why, it is the will of Hashem.3 

In connection with the situation in the world at present, all the סגולות (segulot)4 are very, very 

important.  I also want to draw attention to the Talmud of which I will only write short quotes, 

but which one should look up to see the whole matter. It is very revealing. 

Talmud, Baba Kamma 60a: 

 אר"ש בר נחמני א"ר יונתן אין פורענות באה לעולם אלא בזמן שהרשעים בעולם ואינה מתחלת אלא מן הצדיקים

 תחלה שנאמר כי תצא אש ומצאה קוצים אימתי אש יוצאה בזמן שקוצים מצוין לה בכי רב יוסף כולי האי נמי לאין

  דומין                                                                                                                                                            

“Rabbi Shmuel bar Naḥmani says that Rabbi Yonatan says: Calamity befalls the world only when 

wicked people are in the world, but the calamity begins only with the righteous first, as it is 

stated in the verse: ‘If a fire breaks out, and catches in thorns, so that a stack of grain, or    
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standing grain, or the field, is consumed’.5 When does the fire, ie, calamity, emerge? At a time 

when the thorns, ie, the wicked, are found with it.” 

“Rav Yosef cried and said: ‘Are even all these righteous people compared to nothing when 

calamity strikes?’” 

The Gemora writes that trouble comes to the world because of the thorns, reshoim. 

Rav Yosef cried. He did not understand why it should be that trouble would affect the righteous 

first.  

We have to try our best to burn the thorns and let everyone do whatever they can to let people 

know there is a Master of this world and to Him we have to obey 
6
 .יש בעל הבית לבירה זו 

It is written in Nishmas,7 “all who stand erect shall prostrate themselves before You” וכל קומה 
 .לפניך תשתחוה

  

1. Jerusalem Talmud, Beitza 2:4; Jerusalem Talmud, Chagigah 2:3  

2. Psalms 23:4 

3. Keter Shem Tov, additions to 79, 182, 183 

4. "remedy" or "protection" 

5. Exodus 22:5 

6. Midrash, Bereishit Rabbah 39:1  

7. A special prayer we say on Shabbat/Yom Tov morning and Seder night 
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True Self  

Rebbetzin Wendy Hendler 

Northfield Minyan 

 

After each utterance that emerged from the mouth of the Holy One, Blessed be He, 

the souls of the Jewish people expired.  

(Talmud, Shabbat 88b) 

  כל דיבור ודיבור שיצא מפי הקדוש ברוך הוא יצתה נשמתן של ישראל.

 (שבת פח:)

 

On Shavuos, Hashem descended on Mount Sinai, as Hashem revealed Himself at Mount Sinai.1 
This revelation, according to the Sfas Emes,2 indicates that prior to the Giving of the Torah, the 

world's true "self" was hidden from humankind. What then is the true self of the world? It is the 

spiritual force of Hashem's presence, and of the Torah, that infuse life into the world constantly.3 

This inner meaning was publicly revealed to all humanity with the Giving of the Torah, when 

humanity was made aware that the universe is preserved only through Torah. But it was also 

revealed to each individual, with the idea that on an inner spiritual dimension, each person is 

intrinsically good. 

The sages teach4 us that during the giving of the first two commandments of the Torah, the Jews’ 

souls expired. Their previous lifestyle, based on materialistic values, was negated. Their old 

tarnished souls were replaced by new, elevated souls invigorated by a Torah-based reality. 

On Shavuos, each one of us has the capacity to connect with our own pure, untarnished souls 

and to penetrate the depths of our inner selves. This time of lockdown has given us the 

opportunity to make this inward journey of preparation for receiving the Torah anew, to reflect 

in quiet and solitude on the meaning and purpose of our own lives, and to strengthen our 

connection to Hashem. 

On this Shavuos, may our intrinsic goodness emerge and energise us spiritually for the coming 

year. Just as the Jews' garments were cleansed in the days before the receiving of the Torah,5 so 

may our purified bodies and souls guide us as we re-enter the "new world" post lockdown.  
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1. Exodus 19:20, as translated by Onkelos 

2. Sefas Emes, Numbers, Shavuos 2:5, 1:5 

3. The Three Festivals, Ideas and Insights of the Sfas Emes on Pesach, Shavuos, and Succos, 

Rabbi Yosef Stern, 1993, Mesorah Publications 

4. Talmud, Shabbos 88b, based on Song of Songs 5:6 

5. Exodus 19:10 
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Living with Faith 

Rabbi Danny Sackstein 

Sunny Road Kehilla 

 

The righteous shall live by their faith. (Habakuk 2:4) 

  ְוַצִּדיק ֶּבֱאמּוָנתֹו ִיְחֶיה. (חבקוק ב:ד)

 

We are living through historic times. Celebrating Shavuot in isolation. A big part of the spiritual 

work for all of us living through the COVID-19 crisis is developing trust in G-d – bitachon, in 

Hebrew. 

A young man returned from visiting his father in hospital. His father was tragically losing his 

long battle with cancer. The renowned Rabbi Shimon Schwab asked the man about the condition 

of his father. He answered: “I have trust in G-d that he will recover.” Rabbi Schwab told him that 

trust in G-d does not mean all will turn out the way we wish; rather, trust in G-d means 

whatever happens is part of G-d’s masterplan. This is a mistake we often make. 

Faith and trust (emunah and bitachon) are the foundation of the Torah. On Shavuot we relive 

the earth-shattering event that changed the world: The giving of the Torah. Our sages teach1: Six 

hundred and thirteen mitzvos were given to Moses at Mount Sinai. Habakuk said they rest on 

one principle, as it says: “The righteous shall live by their faith.”2 

Faith (emunah) is loyalty to the knowledge that there is a Creator of the universe. An obvious 

fact when we look at the intricate design of the world and everything in it. Trust (bitachon) is 

living with that faith. Faith is the dress rehearsal, trust is the opening night, knowing G-d is 

behind the curtain whispering our lines. 

The Talmud3 relates a conversation with G-d and Job (Iyov). Job had a very difficult life: losing 

his money, his family and his health. Job turns to G-d, saying: “Maybe you have mixed up my 

name, I am Iyov – Job, not Oyev – your enemy.” 

G-d answers: “Where were you when the world was created?”4 

We are here in this world for a very short time. There is no way we can understand the true 

reasons why things happen. Imagine arriving an hour late to a movie and leaving after just 10 

minutes. The plot and the characters are a mystery, because we have missed most of the story. 

Our lives in this world are the same. Our brief appearance of 70 or 80 years is less than 10 

minutes in the journey of our souls. Our previous incarnations and the tikkun, ‘rectification’,   
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needed for our souls, are not apparent to us. Much of what happens and why it happens remains 

a mystery. Only Hashem sees the full picture and the entire timeline of our souls.  

G-d wants us to be cognizant of this process. Sometimes the events of our lives are painful, very 

often they are perplexing. We are sent to this world to grow spiritually through the Torah and 

mitzvos and develop our trust in G-d. This entails living with the deep knowledge that nothing is 

random, everything makes perfect sense in G-d’s masterplan. Certainly COVID-19 is part of that 

plan. This will only be revealed to us when we leave this finite, single dimensional world and 

enter the eternal world of souls. 

 

1. Talmud, Makkot 23b-24a 

2. Habakuk 2:4 

3. Talmud, Bava Batra 16a 

4. Job 38:4 
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No prayer goes to waste 

Rabbi Yoel Smith 

Dayan of the Beth Din and Rabbi of Sha’arei Chaim 

 

Anyone who persists in prayer, the prayer will not go unanswered. (Talmud, 

Berochos 32b)  

 כל המאריך בתפלתו אין תפלתו חוזרת ריקם. (ברכות לב:)

 

There was a heavenly decree that the revered Chizkiyohu Hamelech would die. This was because 

he didn’t fulfil the mitzvah of marrying and having children as he foresaw that he would beget a 

most wicked son, Menashe.1 

The Novi (Prophet Isaiah) warned him that his fate was signed and sealed.2 Despite the hard 

facts, Chizkiyohu Hamelech turned to Hashem and davened.3 As a result of his Tefillos, 15 years 

were added to his life.4 

The Midrash deduces that “Tefilloh accomplishes everything”.5  

In the same Midrash,6 5 lines later, it states “Tefilloh accomplishes half”.  It quotes Parshas 

Eikev,7 that as a result of Moshe Rabbeinu’s Tefillos, two out of Aharon’s four sons survived.
 

There seems to be an apparent contradiction. Does Tefilloh help in full or only half? 

A woman once came crying bitterly to Rabbi Aryeh Levine. Heartbroken, she showed her 

tear-soaked Tehillim. “How many Tefillos did I say? How many tears did I shed? Yet this didn’t 

seem to save my dear husband. He passed away, nevertheless. 

Reb Aryeh quoted the Sfas Emes.8 

Sharei demaos lo ninolu – “The gates of tears were never closed.”9 Hashem never, ever turns 

away a tear. 

At the end of Neilah on Yom Kippur, we beg Hashem, “shetosim dimoseynu b’nodcho lihyos” – 

“that He should collect all our tears that we shed and store them in his jug”.  

Hashem takes every drop of our tears and stores it. Not one tear goes to waste, ever! 

He keeps them all and uses them at His discretion, sometimes saving it for a different gezeirah 

(Divine decree), not necessarily for the one the person davened for.  So, the woman’s many  
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tefillos didn’t keep her husband alive. However, it was used to annul a different gezeirah in Klal 

Yisroel.  

To answer the Midrash. Sometimes a Tefilloh accomplishes all, as was in the case of Chizkiyohu 

– he had life added. Sometimes, the request is only half fulfilled, as was the case of Moshe 

Rabbeinu, it was saved and used for another cause, at Hashem’s discretion. 

The Midrash tells us, Daven, Daven, Daven, don’t give up!!!! No Tefilloh or tear will ever go to 

waste!!! Sometimes it helps achieve what we daven for and sometimes half, but it will be used 

for another decree, or at another time. 

1. Talmud, Berochos 10a 

2. II Kings 20:1 

3. Ibid. 20:2 

4. Ibid. 20:6; Talmud, Yevamos 49b; Midrash, Yalkut Shmoni, Parshas Tzav, 512 

5. Midrash, Yalkut Shmoni, Parshas Tzav, 512 

6. Ibid. 

7. Deuteronomy 9:20 

8. Sfas Emes, Deuteronomy, Vaeschonon 7:3 

9. Talmud, Berochos 32b; Talmud, Bava Metzia 59a 
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Safe Spaces 

Rebbetzin Laia Uzvolk  

Victory Park and Districts Hebrew Congregation 

 

And teach them (words of Torah) to your children and speak of them... 

(Deuteronomy 6:7) 

 ְוִׁשַּנְנָּתם ְלָבֶניָך ְוִדַּבְרָּת ָּבם... (דברים ו:ז)

 

In looking for a poignant message for these strange times, Hashem directed me to these two 

stories: 

“I dearly want my children to study Torah regularly!” cried a Jew. 

R’ Menachem Mendel of Kotzk replied, “If your children see you studying Torah regularly, they 

too will study Torah regularly. If not, they will grow up to be adults who want their children to 

study Torah regularly, without doing it themselves!”  

A Chossid once complained of his poor memory. The Chidushei HaRim advised that the cure for 

forgetfulness is stated in two verses in the Torah: “Do not be led astray by your heart and your 

eyes ….that you may remember.”1 

These two anecdotes combine into a very pertinent message. We are spending intense time at 

home. Thus we are forced to role model 24/7. The strongest lessons we are teaching our children 

now are how we react to and handle situations. Honesty and integrity vs sweeping under the 

carpet, when to be thorough vs cutting corners. How to pick priorities and live with balance etc. 

In order to give us free choice Hashem created everything in this world as “parev” with the 

capacity to be used for positive or the opposite. Technology is a prime example. As the Rabbis 

say, “Hashem sent the cure before the ailment”.2 He ensured that before lockdown we had the 

tools of technology which would enable us to thrive and not just survive. Online teaching, 

studying, shopping, communicating, relaxing… are all huge gifts. However, this powerful world 

has monsters lurking within, which if used incorrectly, even inadvertently, can literally destroy 

relationships and even lives G-d forbid. 

This may sound drastic, but it is realistic. And it starts off in very innocuous, innocent ways.  

Back to the stories above…role modelling and boundaries. It is imperative for ourselves, and for 

sure for our children, to have balance and filters. We need to set healthy parameters as to how    
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and where we use our devices – to “not be led astray by your heart and your eyes…” and we need 

to do this if we want our children to follow suit.  

Practically, in order to protect us, the Torah gives us the basic mitzvah of ‘yichud’ – ‘seclusion’.3 
The Torah is timeless, Hashem who eternally creates Man gives us constant modern applications 

of time old mitzvos. Here we are commanded to ensure that we are never secluded with anyone 

(or anything with many ‘anyones’ on it!) with whom we may not be intimate.  

Whether we choose to apply a filter, to keep phones out of bedrooms, bathrooms and away from 

meals, or ensuring to balance worldly videos with Jewish media in a suitable ratio…. this 

Shavuot, join me and commit to strengthening our eyes, hearts and homes, in making a safer, 

holier virtual reality.  

Whatever it is, let’s DO something we want our children to emulate!  

 

1. Numbers 15:39-40 

2. Midrash, Lekach Tov Exodus 3:1 

3. Shulchan Aruch E.H. 22, based on Mishnah, Kiddushin 4:12 
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Success beyond your wildest dreams 

Rabbi A. Vigler  

Orange Grove Hebrew Congregation 

  

 ...G-d is your shadow... (Psalms 121:5)  

  ...ה' ִצְּלָך... (תהילים קכא:ה)

 

When a young man once complained to the Rebbe that, despite his efforts in Torah studies, he 

didn’t feel that he was mastering them, the Rebbe assured him that G-d values his efforts far 

more than his achievements. 

Though that young man found much solace in this response, I wonder what is the point of 

struggling?  What value is there to the toil if you never actually reach the target? 

Would you buy a mismatched suit just because it was made by the hard work of a blind tailor? 

Does G-d enjoy seeing us struggle? 

Is my contribution more beloved to G-d when it hurts me? 

The Torah tells us "im bechukosai teleichu”1 to which Rashi explains "that you will toil in Torah". 

We're commanded to study Torah in a way that requires us 'toil' with the promise of the most 

magnificent blessings of financial prosperity, peace and nachas. Apparently it’s not enough for 

us to just study Torah. Hashem wants us to sweat bullets over it. Only then will he shower these 

extraordinary blessings upon us. 

It seems as if G-d wants life to be hard for us. Why? 

In the Book of Psalms, King David teaches us that “G-d is your shadow”2 – Just as a shadow 

follows your movements, G-d treats us exactly in the same way that we treat Him. 

When we do things for G-d that we’re comfortable with, G-d blesses us with blessings that He is 

comfortable giving us. 

But when we go out of our way for G-d with unusual effort, G-d will go out of His way for us, 

giving us far more than what we normally deserve. 

Far from being a sadistic enterprise, our extra effort is a powerful tool that allows us to draw 

abundant blessings from on high, far more than we could normally draw. 
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Instead of running from your tzorres, embrace them as opportunities to exhibit your deep 

devotion to G-d. 

When a member of our Shul complained to me about a group of people that he was unable to 

respect, I told him that this is a golden opportunity for him. If he is wise enough to choose to be 

kind to these people despite his better judgement, he will be breaking his own comfort zones for 

G-d, thus forcing the hand of G-d to shower him with more blessings than he would normally 

allot to him! 

Hence the extraordinary blessings of the Torah are specifically the result of our extra hard work 

in Torah study. 

If you feel challenged by the demands of your faith, instead of backing off, take advantage of it to 

step out of your comfort zones for Hashem, so that He can do the same for you! Recognise your 

problem as an opportunity for explosive growth. 

Identify a mitzvah that you’re not comfortable doing. Cherish the opportunity to use it to show 

your love for G-d. The results will blow your mind. 

Wishing you a Shavuot that is not just inspiring, but perspiring.  

  

1. Leviticus 26:3 

2. Psalms 121:5 
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Counting the Omer 

 

Shavuot is the culmination of a period of intense preparation and anticipation beginning at 

Pesach. Shavuot – the 50th day from the Omer offering on the 2nd day of Pesach – 

commemorates the receiving of the Torah at Mount Sinai. We count up the days from Pesach to 

show our excitement and longing for the Torah. The Omer is the bridge between Pesach, when 

we received our political and physical freedom, and Shavuot, when we were freed morally and 

spiritually, thus completing our liberation. 

 

The Omer Offering and the 

Holiness of Eretz Yisrael 

Rabbi Alon Friedman 28 

Actualising the Love of Torah Rabbi Ze’ev Gruzd 30 

Keep Preparing Rabbi Dr David Nossel 31 

A Point of Connection Rebbetzin Wendy Richard 33 

Thoughts on the Eishet Chayil,     

Woman of Valour, as it relates      

to Shavuot 

Rebbetzin  Tamar Taback 34 
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The Omer offering and the Holiness of Eretz Yisrael 

Rabbi Alon Friedman 

Yeshiva College Shul 

 

The air of Eretz Yisrael makes one wise. (Talmud, Bava Batra 158b) 

 אוירא דארץ ישראל מחכים. (בבא בתרא קנח:)

 

The omer offering is a mitzvah that many of us battle with. What is it for? How do we perform 

it? Is it applicable today? I would like to explore a few elements of this important mitzvah, 
focusing on the centrality of our Holy Land.  

The number of mitzvot found in Parshat Emor is startling, 63 positive mitzvot! Many of these 

mitzvot only apply in Eretz Yisrael. Let us focus on three of these Mitzvot which are relevant to 

this time of year. I am referring to the mitzvot connected to the Omer.  

Three separate mitzvot are enumerated:1 Korban Haomer (the omer offering), as it states, 

“When you come to the Land which I am giving you, and you reap its harvest, you shall bring to 

the kohen an omer of the beginning of your reaping”; Sefirat Haomer (the counting of the 

Omer), as it states, “You shall count until the day after the seventh week, [namely,] the fiftieth 

day”; and Shtei Halechem (the two loaves brought on the holiday of Shavuot), as it states, “From 

your dwelling places, you shall bring bread, set aside, two [loaves]”. The first and third apply 

only in the Land (and only when the Beit Hamikdash is standing), as the Torah states clearly, 

”When you enter the Land that I give you” and “from your dwelling places.” In fact, Chazal use 

these two mitzvot as paradigmatic examples of the holiness of Eretz Yisrael.  

“There are ten (levels of) holiness (with regard to location): Eretz Yisrael is holier than all other 

lands. And what is its holiness? The fact that we bring the Omer, Bikurim (first fruits), and Shtei 

Halechem from it, not from any other land.2  

Concerning the second mitzvah, however, there is a major dispute as to whether it applies today, 

in the absence of the Beit Hamikdash. The Rambam and others hold that Sefirat Haomer is 

independent of the other two mitzvot. Even when there is no Korban Haomer or Shtei 

Halechem, we are biblically obligated to count the 49 days. In contrast, the majority of poskim, 

including the Tur and Shulchan Aruch, hold that the counting is inextricably bound to the 

offerings, therefore our obligation to count the Omer nowadays is only Rabbinic, to 

commemorate what was done in the Mishkan.  

This explains two anomalies about Sefirat Haomer: 1) The fact that we do not recite the 

Shehechiyanu blessing. 2) The addition of the Harachaman prayer every night after the  
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counting. The Rashba explains that Shehechiyanu is only recited on mitzvot that give us joy and 

pleasure. Nowadays, Sefirat Haomer gives us (at least it should give us) grief, for it reminds us 

that the main component is missing: the Divine service in the Beit Hamikdash. This also 

explains why we say: “May the Merciful one (Harachaman) restore for us the Temple service to 

its place, speedily in our days.” Since our counting is only rabbinically mandated nowadays, we 

turn to Hashem each night with a heartfelt plea to give us the opportunity to fulfil the mitzvah in 

its entirety in the very near future.  

Like so many aspects of the Shalosh Regalim (three festivals), the mitzvot surrounding the 

Omer underscore the importance of Jewish agriculture in the Land of Israel. The harvesting of 

the Omer is so important that it even supersedes the Sabbath.3 Rav Kook explains: “This is a 

great sign that Jewish agriculture in Eretz Yisrael emanates from the Holy source of this Holy 

nation”.4 

There is one more aspect of the Omer that we have not yet touched upon. The Sefer Hachinuch 

(mitzvah 306) describes Sefirat Haomer as a countdown to the festival of Shavuot, the day of 

Matan Torah (receiving of the Torah). It is our way of preparing ourselves to receive the Torah 

anew. This aspect, as well, is deeply connected to the Holy Land. We mentioned above that the 

Shtei Halechem brought on Shavuot could only be made from grains harvested in Eretz Yisrael. 

Why is this? Surely any grain could be used to bring the Shtei Halechem? I believe the reason for 

this is that the two loaves symbolise the Torah and one cannot attain a full understanding of the 

Torah outside of the Land of Israel.  

Chazal elaborate on the supremacy of Torat Eretz Yisrael in numerous places. When Rebbe Zeira 

moved to Eretz Yisrael, he changed his ruling on a certain halachic issue, attributing his 

newfound insight to the special atmosphere of the Holy Land, saying: “The air of Eretz Yisrael 

makes one wise”.5  

One can learn great amounts of Torah outside of Eretz Yisrael, and become a tremendous 

Talmid Chacham (Torah scholar). However, one can attain the ultimate level of closeness to 

Hashem – experiencing the Divine Presence which intrinsically comes along with Torah 

study-only in G-d’s chosen Land. And this spiritual benefit is what enlightens a person to better 

understand Hashem’s Torah in Eretz Yisrael.  

May we all merit to offer the Shtei Halechem this year in the newly rebuilt Beit Hamikdash.  
  

1. Vayikra 23:10-11, 15-17 

2. Mishna, Keilim 1:6 

3. Rambam, Temidim U’musafim 7:3-4 

4. Ma’amarei Ra’ayah Vol 1 pg 179  

5. Talmud, Bava Batra 158b 
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Actualising the Love of Torah 

Rabbi Ze’ev Gruzd  

Edenvale Jewish Community 

 

And you shall count for yourselves… (Leviticus 23:15) 

 ּוְסַפְרֶּתם ָלֶכם... (ויקרא כג:טו)

 

The Telzer Rosh Hayeshiva – Rabbi Mordecai Gifter zt”l says that amongst the reasons for               

Sefiras Ha’Omer – the counting of the Omer, is the love of the Torah, as the Sefer HaChinuch                  

writes1: the Acceptance of the Torah was the goal of the redemption (from Egypt) – and serves as                  

the very essence and foundation of the Jewish people – and through it, we achieved our                

greatness. 

We were commanded to count from the second night of Pesach2 until the day that the Torah was                  

given. We count constantly – “when will the day come” – because our counting shows that it is                  

our desire and longing to reach that time. 

The mitzvah of Sefirah – counting the Omer – suggests an interesting direction in actualising...               

in making real, our doing of the mitzvah. A moment before we conduct the daily counting, we                 

stop and say hineni muchan u’mezuman – Behold I am ready and prepared to fulfil the mitzvah                 

of counting the Omer. 

This only takes a few seconds to recite, but it makes us focus. We ready ourselves. We quiet                  

down. We invite ourselves to partake of this moment. We are simply present – completely. By                

doing this, we are more cognisant of the mitzvah and the love for what we are doing. 

We can use this method in other areas of our lives – in the time spent with our spouses, in the                     

stories we tell our children, and with our own selves. Behold I am ready and prepared. I am                  

here, completely here.  

And indeed, as we live through the Festival of Shavuos, as we accept the Torah – let us be aware,                    

completely aware, of our love for the Torah, and in turn, Hashem’s love for us!  

  

1. Sefer HaChinuch 306 

2. Leviticus 23:15; Talmud, Menachot 65b-66a 
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Keep Preparing 

Rabbi Dr David Nossel 

 

This day of Shavuot, the time of the giving of our Torah. (Yom Tov Amidah for 

Shavuot) 

 חג השבועות הזה זמן מתן תורתנו. (תפילת שבועות)

 

Shavuot is the annual celebration marking the giving of the Torah to us by G-d on Mount Sinai.1  

It's a massive celebration. Shuls around the world are traditionally adorned with beautiful 

flowers. 

What I found most puzzling about Shavuot is the meaning of its name: 'Weeks'. What does 

'weeks' have to do with the giving of the Torah?  

Sure, I do realise that Shavuot follows 7 weeks of counting the Omer. But so what? Why do those 

preceding weeks of preparation determine the name, and thereby the essence, of the Festival of 

receiving the Torah?  

There is another question that I have been puzzled by. The first teaching in Ethics of our Fathers 

is 'Moses received the Torah from Sinai'. From Sinai - really? I would have thought it more 

correct to say either that Moses received the Torah from G-d, or at Sinai. But 'from Sinai'? Surely 

not. 

So what's going on? 

I think that the answer to both these questions lies in the discovery of the life-changing message 

that G-d and the sages wanted us to make.  

The discovery is that the giving of the Torah to us by G-d on Sinai does not represent a 

culmination of G-d's plan. The day of the giving of the Torah was preceded by weeks of 

preparation. And what about the giving of the Torah itself? Does it follow after the preparation? 

No. Its name is 'Weeks' because it too is part of those weeks. It too is part of a preparation.  

Of course the Sages could have taught us that Moses received the Torah from G-d at Sinai. But 

they chose to teach us something else: that the Torah that Moses received began not from the 

time it was in G-d's Hands, but from the time it had arrived at Sinai. Moses received Torah from 

its arrival at Sinai onwards. Not before. 

  

 
 All together now | Unity Tikkun Leil Companion 5780 | 2020  31 

 



 

 COUNTING THE OMER  
 

 

At the essence of the festival of the giving of the Torah lies the essence of the Torah itself: our 

receiving Torah from G-d is part of the preparation of Torah. As lofty as it certainly is, it is still 

part of the ‘weeks’.  

Its goal is what we do with it thereafter, from when it reaches Sinai, and through it we make our 

Shuls, our homes, our communities and our world blossom.  

 

1.  
Talmud, Shabbat 86b; see also Rabbi Avrohom Gombiner, Magen Avraham, 494:1 
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A Point of Connection 

Rebbetzin Wendy Richard 

Emmarentia Shul 

 

One mitzvah leads to another mitzvah. (Pirkei Avot 4:2) 

 מצוה גוררת מצוה. (אבות ד:ב)

 

We are currently in the period during which we recite chapters from Ethics of the Fathers each 

Shabbos afternoon. 

At the end of each chapter, we recite the following verse: “Rabbi Chanania ben Akashia says: The 

Holy One Blessed is He wished to confer merit upon Israel, therefore He gave them Torah and 

mitzvot in abundance…”1 

mitzvahs should never be seen as a burden. Through His mitzvahs, Hashem gave us the greatest 

gift – the gift of connection. Each time we perform a mitzvah, it is a special opportunity to 

connect with Hashem.  

The verse states: “You should safeguard the observance of all the commandment that I am 

commanding you today…”2 Many explanations are given as to why the word “mitzvah, 
commandment” is written in the singular form and not the plural – “mitzvot, commandments” 

– which would seem more contextually appropriate. 

Perhaps the message is that we should try to find one mitzvah in particular that resonates most 

with us and perform that mitzvah with extra commitment and passion.  

We must certainly aspire to keep all the mitzvahs, even those which perhaps appear more 

difficult. But, Hashem has gifted us with so many paths that lead to Him, so why not begin our 

journey on the path that we can navigate most clearly. Having started this journey, we can be 

assured that we will perform many more mitzvahs along the way, as it states: “One mitzvah 

leads to another mitzvah.”3 

This Shavuos, let us find that one additional mitzvah that speaks to us and resolve to keep it 

faithfully. Remember, though, that is only the beginning! 

Hashem is waiting. Make that connection! 

1. Tractate Makkot 23b, based on Isaiah 42:21 

2. Deuteronomy 8:1 

3. Avot 4:2 
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Thoughts on the Eishet Chayil, Woman of Valour (Mishlei         

31), as it relates to Shavuot
 

Rebbetzin Tamar Taback 

Founder, Nexus, School of Transformational Torah for Women 

 

A woman of valour, who can find? Her worth is far beyond that of rubies.  

(Proverbs 31:10) 

ֶׁשת ַחִיל ִמי ִיְמָצא ְוָרחֹק ִמְּפִניִנים ִמְכָרּה.   אֵֽ

 (משלי לא:י)

  

Contrary to prevailing wisdom, the sages teach that King Solomon’s ode to the Jewish woman at 

the end of Proverbs is actually extolling the praises of the Torah and that the Jewish woman is 

merely the analogy for the beauty and power of Torah.  

 Why is the Torah compared to a woman, you may wonder? 

In the book of Ruth, Boaz encounters the lonely convert whose selflessness and modesty in the 

field and granary left him so moved that he says to her, “the entire nation knows that you are a 

woman of valour”.1  This is the only time in the whole Torah that the title “Eishes Chayil” is used 

to refer to an actual woman.  

The Vilna Goan furthers the connection between the Eishes Chayil and Shavuos by making a 

correlation between the 22 verses of the poem (which are arranged according to the aleph-bet) 

and the 49 days of preparation leading up to the giving of the Torah (the period of the counting 

of the Omer). The numerical value of the word Chayil, “valour”, is 48.  This is reminiscent of the 

mishna in tractate Avos, “there are 48 ways to acquire the Torah”.2 Like a woman who must be 

legally “acquired”, the Torah is Hashem’s gift that comes to one who prepares for it. The 48 ways 

delineate a serious path of vessel-building and inner refinement so that we are worthy to receive 

this priceless gift. The one extra day of the 49th day of the Omer serves to convert the many steps 

into its gestalt. 

The woman-Torah connection is further demystified when we understand the essence of 

femininity as per the teachings of our sages. Like the Torah, of which it says, “she is not in 

Heaven”,3 a woman’s wisdom and beauty lie in her ability to coax Divine truth into the crevices 

of everyday consciousness and life. This exalted state of communion with G-d, as we find Him 

within the real world, is where the potential for the most passionate and eternal bond resides.  
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Therefore, the Torah, whose instructions guide us in living an elevated life within the physical 

world, is compared to a woman. Without the Torah, we remain incomplete and unsatisfied. With 

her, we are in ever-growing soul connection and rapture. 

(Taken from the Eishes Chayil series 22 verses, 22 women from Torah, lead-up to Shavuos series 

for women at thenexus.org) 

 

1. Ruth 3:11 

2. Avot 6:6 

3. Deuteronomy 30:12 
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Pirkei Avot 

 

Pirkei Avot is perhaps the most widely learnt, accessible and treasured book of the Oral Torah – 

which, along with the Written Law, was given by G-d at Mount Sinai. The ideas at the heart of 

Pirkei Avot address our most essential values: ethics, relationships, the building blocks of 

character, and the lessons that lead to wisdom. Shavuot is an opportune time to learn and 

celebrate the Oral Torah along with the Written Torah. Pirkei Avot has a special connection to 

Shavuot because of the ancient custom of reading a chapter each Shabbat between Pesach and 

Shavuot. 

 

Bringing Peace into our Lives Chief Rabbi Dr Warren Goldstein 38 

How do we Connect Torah 

Knowledge with Good 

Character 

Rabbi Hillel and Gina Bernstein 40 

Hashem’s Wisdom Through 

Love of its Content and Awe of 

its Custodian 

Rabbi Dani Brett 41 

True Friendship Rabbi Mendel Rabinowitz 42 

Choosing a Life of Rules and      

Guidelines: A Perspective 

Rebbetzin Goldie Simpson 43 

The Oral Torah Rabbi Sam Thurgood 44 
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Bringing peace into our lives 

Chief Rabbi Dr Warren Goldstein 

 

...Hillel says: Be among the disciples of Aaron, loving peace and pursuing peace... 

(Pirkei Avot 1:12) 

  ...ִהֵּלל אֹוֵמר: ֱהוֵי ִמַּתְלִמיָדיו ֶׁשל ַאֲהרֹן, אֹוֵהב ָׁשלֹום ְורֹוֵדף ָׁשלֹום...

 (אבות א:יב)

 

Hillel says: Be among the disciples of Aaron,  

The best leaders and teachers understand that people learn not only from listening to what they 

say, but also from observing how they live and what they do. This mishna recommends that we 

learn from the example of Aaron, who joined his brother Moses in leading the Jewish people out 

of Egypt, to Mount Sinai, and through the desert for forty years. Aaron’s kindness and 

compassion made him more beloved than his brother. To be Aaron’s disciple means that we 

strive to emulate his behaviour and live according to the values he gave expression to every day.  

At the heart of Aaron’s vision are three core Torah principles: peace, unity and generosity of 

spirit. Aaron brought peace to many people by healing rifts between couples, family members 

and friends. Despite his high office, he personally intervened in an array of conflicts to restore 

love and harmony, and often ran between parties himself to encourage forgiveness. As head of 

the Sanctuary, Aaron promoted national unity by emphasising the shared Torah values and 

vision of the twelve tribes. Aaron’s generosity of spirit was renowned, and also helped change 

the course of history. When G-d told him that Moses would be the main leader of the Jewish 

People, Aaron did not act wounded, envious or resentful. Instead, he expressed joy for his 

younger brother. It was only upon hearing that Aaron supported his leadership that Moses felt 

comfortable accepting the position. Aaron understood that in a world of Divine abundance, the 

blessings of one do not diminish the fortune of another. Aaron’s fundamental goodness not only 

enabled Moses’s success, but also made himself a timeless role model for the Jewish people. 

loving peace and pursuing peace,  

When we pursue peace, we do not simply believe in an abstract concept, but actively work to 

bring it about. It is easy to love the idea of peace; it is far harder to make it a reality. This mishna 

emphasizes the importance of doing both. Of course we should cherish the idea of peace, but we 

should also ask ourselves what we are willing to sacrifice to make it happen. Are we ready to 

apologise to someone we may have hurt? Are we prepared to cede ground to heal a rift? Because   
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peace often demands compromise, pursuing it requires real strength of character and an ability 

to set aside our ego. 

If we are to actively seek peace, we must also work, like Aaron, to resolve the problems that rise 

up between other people. Conflicts are natural and peace is not, so healing rifts and bringing 

people together requires real effort. But because harmony is essential to any society, we must be 

prepared to work for it. 

Why is conflict an inevitable part of our lives? The answer has its roots in our G-d-given 

individuality. Because we are all created in G-d’s image, we each have a Divine soul that reflects 

His greatness, including His strength, kindness and compassion. But just as G-d is a King – 

indeed, the “King of all kings” – so too do we each have a touch of royalty within us. Discord is a 

natural consequence of one sovereign clashing against another. Peace demands compromise, 

but it is hard to get kings and queens to set aside their own needs, fears and insecurities in 

deference to others.  

We must overcome our sense of self-importance, to pursue peace, otherwise, our conflicts 

threaten to destroy our families, friendships and communities, and can unravel our social fabric 

and even lead to unimaginable bloodshed. Clashes have the power to consume us, so we must 

seek to avoid them at every turn. Like Aaron, we should devote ourselves to setting aside our ego 

and pursuing peace. 

Peace, the central theme of this mishna, is a more profound concept than an absence of conflict. 

One of G-d’s names is Shalom – peace. The physical universe is made up of disparate parts that 

pull us in different directions: light and darkness; cold and warmth; summer and winter. G-d is 

the One who holds everything together. As the unifying force of all of existence, He alone gives it 

coherence and harmony. He is called Shalom because He has the power to create peace among 

the varied elements of the universe. Peace in this mishna not only refers to the harmony that can 

exist among people and between us and G-d, but also describes the Divine unity of every part of 

Creation.  

Like the universe, people are made up of many conflicting forces – physical and emotional, 

intellectual and spiritual, ethical and financial, universal and particular – that often pull against 

each other. What holds us together? The answer is the Torah, G-d’s blueprint for life, which 

offers guidance for finding harmony among the varied dimensions of ourselves. The Torah is 

sometimes called a “shira” – “a song” – because music involves the harmonious union of various 

notes, keys and instruments. We achieve inner peace when we find the music in our complicated 

lives. For guidance, we must look to the Torah.  

(Extracted from the commentary the Chief Rabbi is currently writing on Pirkei Avot, the first 

volume of which will hopefully be published later this year.) 
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How do we connect Torah Knowledge with Good Character? 

Rabbi Hillel and Gina Bernstein 

Milnerton Hebrew Congregation 

 

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai had five students. (Pirkei Avot 2:8) 

 חמשה תלמידים היו לו לרבן יוחנן בן זכאי. (אבות ב:ח)

 

Rabbi Yisrael Lifschitz writes in his commentary to Pirkei Avot called Tiferet Yisrael about an 

amazing correlation between character, deeds and wisdom and how one leads to the other. 

In Chapter 2:8-9, it speaks about the 5 greatest students of Rabban Yochanan Ben Zakkai (the 

leading Sage at the time of the destruction of the second Temple), who became the teachers of 

Rebbi Akiva and his colleagues. Each one is praised in a unique way and each one shares a motto 

of how to live an upright life. 

It appears that they are unrelated, but Tiferet Yisrael shows how each motto is actually a way to 

acquire that unique quality which the Rabbi was praised for: 

Rabbi Eliezer: A good eye leads one to have a retentive mind. Why? Because jealousy, worry and 

anger cause a person to forget his wisdom. By seeing all that one has in a positive light, it 

removes those negative emotions and actually improves your memory! 

Rabbi Yehoshua: Having a good friend leads one to possess wonderful and praiseworthy 

qualities. Why? A good friend is one you can trust to give good advice and constructive criticism. 

A good character comes from listening to the advice and direction of others. 

Rabbi Yosei: Good neighbours lead one to go beyond the letter of the law. Why? With good 

neighbours, one gets into the habit of sharing and giving to each other. One goes beyond what is 

required by law and becomes a giving person who does more than required. 

Rabbi Shimon: Thinking before an act about the consequences of one’s actions leads one to 

avoid sin. When a person is constantly mindful of the consequence of his actions he will be 

careful not to do anything that might lead him to a compromising situation and thus won’t come 

to sin. 

Rabbi Elazar: A good heart leads one to be an overflowing spring of wisdom. A novel idea comes 

to a person when he is in a relaxed and happy state. A good heart is someone who has a good 

outlook on life and is always happy. He will be blessed to constantly see new insights and ideas 

to share with others! 

May we all be inspired, directed and guided by the beautiful ways of the Torah! 

Chag Sameach from Rabbi Hillel and Gina Bernstein!  
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Hashem’s Wisdom 

Through Love of its Content and Awe of its Custodian 

Rabbi Dani Brett 

Torah City Wide, Cape Town 

 

Ben Zoma said, “Who is wise? One who learns from every person.”  

(Pirkei Avot 4:1) 

  בן זומא אומר, איזהו חכם, הלומד מכל אדם.

 (אבות ד:א)

 

One who knows all wisdoms but doesn’t love wisdom is not wise but a fool… one who loves 

wisdom and desires it, even though he may not know a lot, he is indeed wise, for eventually he 

will attain it… And there is additional benefit to this passion when it is rooted in the fear of 

Hashem… If you seek wisdom, which is the essence of reality, and desire it like you do material 

wealth, which is in fact fleeting … then you will achieve true wisdom, and from there you will 

indeed appreciate fear of Hashem and discover His wisdom too. This is what Ben Zoma 

teaches… whoever loves and desires wisdom such that he seeks it from every person… that 

searcher is indeed wise.1 

There you have it. Wisdom is passion. It’s the love of knowledge because nothing is more real. 

Knowledge without love of it is folly. Ignorance with love of knowledge will produce wisdom. 

This is true of all subjects. In Torah, though, there is yet another element: fear of Hashem. That 

is a deeper passion. It may seem ironic, but the emotion of fear can take the love of knowledge 

even further. When the subject is Torah, then it’s understanding Hashem’s mind itself, so to 

speak. And that requires fear of Heaven, Yir’at Hashem. This is not just punitive fear, but deep 

respect, born out of admiration and awe. 

This is the essence of Shavuot - embracing the gift of Hashem’s Torah through a love of the 

deepest wisdom contained within it and a deep respect and awe for the Mastermind behind it. 

May we rediscover the warmest and richest feelings of fear and awe for Hashem and love and 

curiosity for the wisdom that He generously shares in his Torah. And we buckle down and learn 

each day, on the path to true wisdom - ready and eager to receive it from the wonderful teachers, 

rabbis and books around us, but also from whoever can share their humble and profound piece 

of it too. 

 

1. Rabbeinu Yona, Avot 4:1  
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True Friendship 

Rabbi Mendel Rabinowitz 

Greenside Shul 

 

Friendship that is not based on any specific thing will survive. (Pirkei Avot 5:19) 

 כל אהבה שאינה תלויה בדבר, אינה בטלה לעולם. (אבות ה:יט)

  

The worldwide lockdown due to the coronavirus has highlighted a number of issues. One of the 

things that it has highlighted is society's need for friendship and interpersonal relationships. 

Already thousands of years ago, our great Sages gave guidance as to Judaism's take on this topic. 

The Mishna in Ethics of the Fathers1 teaches us that if "friendship is based on any one thing, 

then the friendship will dissolve as soon as its basis disappears." On the other hand, we are 

taught that "friendship that is not based on any specific thing will survive." 

The Mishna continues to elaborate on the meaning of healthy friendship by means of an 

example. David and Jonathan had a friendship that withstood family pressures. Jonathan's 

father, King Saul, hated David and planned to kill him. Jonathan still remained loyal to his 

friend against his father's wishes. 

Another Mishna2 speaks of "acquiring a friend." This is not to be understood as a financial 

transaction, but rather the mutual giving of oneself to another. 

True friends are able to disagree. Hillel and Shammai argued on  Halachic issues, but were 

definitely considered to be friends. Their disagreements were in order to promote a greater 

understanding of Torah, and not for personal gain. A person who is unable to tell his/her friend 

that he/she has made a mistake cannot be considered to be a true friend. 

Friendship plays such an important role in Judaism that the Shulchan Aruch3 discusses the need 

for reciting a blessing if one has not seen a particularly good friend for a period of time (30 days 

or 12 months). 

Shavuot is always associated with communal learning. This year, our learning will be with our 

immediate family and hopefully we will soon be able to resume communal davening and shiurim 

with our friends and community. 

 Wishing you all a Chag Sameach. 

1. Avot 5:19 

2. Avot 1:6 

3. Shulchan Aruch, O.C. 225:1  
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Choosing a life of rules and guidelines: A perspective 

Rebbetzin Goldie Simpson 

Great Park Shul 

 

When you bring the nation out of Egypt, you will serve G-d upon this mountain. 

(Exodus 3:12)  

 ְּבהֹוִציֲאָך ֶאת ָהָעם ִמִּמְצַרִים ַּתַעְבדּון ֶאת ָהֱאלִֹקים ַעל ָהָהר ַהֶּזה. (שמות ג:יב)

There is no free person except one who occupies himself with Torah learning. 

(Pirkei Avot 6:2) 

 שאין לך בן חורין אלא מי שעוסק בתלמוד תורה. (אבות ו:ב)

 

Years ago my family and I hiked a challenging trail in the Drakensberg Mountains. We eagerly                

anticipated the breath-taking views that awaited us at our destination. We finally reached the              

top - but what a disappointment! We could hardly see the view at all for the cliff-face had no rail                    

to keep us from falling. We stood back well aware of the danger, too consumed with trying to                  

stay safe to appreciate the magnificent scene. Then my brother spotted a fence that had been                

constructed. Excitedly we moved towards the fence, from where we could finally tune into the               

spectacular view. 

Since then we often speak about that fence. Fences may denote restriction; we may feel that they                 

are there to get in our way or block our view. But as with the fence atop the mountain, Torah’s                    

rules and guidelines are a gift bestowed upon us for our own benefit. They are the tools that                  

allow us to be the best we can be. Torah and mitzvot empower each of us to live a holy, beautiful                     

and meaningful life. 

Our ancestors served Pharaoh in Egypt. They were set free - but only for the purpose of                 

committing themselves at Mount Sinai to serving Hashem. What kind of freedom is that? Why               

leave one type of servitude for another? 

Our ancestors recognised that while their servitude in Egypt was like a cruel, confining fence,               

their commitment to serving Hashem would open up a world of unlimited possibilities for              

growth, self-actualisation and making a difference in the world.  

While COVID-19 has caused so much change, it hasn’t changed our core purpose for existence:               

to make a difference in this world. Torah guidelines and teachings liberate us to do just that.                 

This Shavuot may we open our eyes to the joy and beauty of Torah living. 
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The Oral Torah 

Rabbi Sam Thurgood 

Beit Midrash Morasha 

 

Moshe Received the Torah from Sinai and Transmitted it to Yehoshua...  

(Pirkei Avot 1:1) 

 משה קבל תורה מסיני, ומסרה ליהושע... (אבות א:א)

 

We know that Torah is a holistic entity, composed of the text itself – Torah Shebichtav (Written                 

Torah) – and the accompanying traditions and reading instructions around it – Torah SheB’al              

Peh (Oral Torah), and that the latter is absolutely necessary in order for the former to be                 

properly understood.  

Rabbeinu Yonah says that when Pirkei Avot teaches us of Moshe’s transmission of the Torah, it                

refers to the entire Torah, written and oral, but Rabbi Baruch HaLevi Epstein in his Baruch                

SheAmar to Pirkei Avot takes a view that we are referring here only to the Oral Torah. After all,                   

he says, the written Torah became the property and knowledge of the entire Jewish people               

during the lifetime of Moshe; it was only the received tradition and methods of interpretation               

that needed to primarily be entrusted to Yehoshua (and then to the Elders, and so on). The focus                  

of the Torah mesora (tradition) is not so much the text itself (which is essentially, in our                 

terminology, open access) but the approach to it – what it means, how to read it. That is, in                   

many ways, the essence of Torah study. The Gemora1 says: 

Rabbi Yochanan said: The Holy One, blessed is He, only made a covenant with the Jewish                

people based on the Oral Tradition, as it says “for according to (al pi – literally on the mouth                   

of) these words I have formed a covenant with you and with Israel”.2 

Irving Bunim explains this in his “Ethics from Sinai” as follows:3 

The main point... is that ours is primarily Torah SheBe’al Peh, an Oral Torah, to be learned in                  

words spoken, discussed, memorized, and understood. Our texts, from Scripture to Talmud            

and Midrash, were never yet learned properly by anyone who took them off a shelf and read                 

them. Every text must be understood in context; the whole must fit in a matrix of values and                  

concepts that must go B’al Peh, by word of mouth, from living teacher to living student. 

 

1. Talmud, Gittin 60b 

2. Exodus 34:27 

3. “Ethics from Sinai” (page 892)    
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Unity 

 

“Like one person with one heart” is how our sages describe the sublime moment of Jewish unity 

as we prepared to receive the Torah at the foot of mount Sinai. We learn from this how our unity 

as a people is intimately connected with embracing the Torah in our lives. Unity is not a noun – 

it is a verb. We give expression to it through our words and actions, through the way we interact 

with each other, the way we give each other respect and treat each other with dignity and 

kindness. Shavuot is a time to reflect on how we can nurture true Jewish unity so that we can be 

worthy of the Torah. 

 

Loving Unity Rabbi Ryan Goldstein 47 

Seeing Eye to Eye Rabbi Yosef Hazdan 48 

Unique Unity Rabbi Shmuli Kagan 50 

Worthy of Revelation Rabbi Levi Medalie 51 

Unity through Diversity Rabbi Yehuda and Estee Stern 53 

As One Man with One Heart Rabbi Azriel Uzvolk 54 
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Loving Unity 

Rabbi Ryan Goldstein 

West Street Shul 

 

…And they came to the Sinai Desert and they encamped in the wilderness; and 

there Israel camped before the mountain. (Exodus 19:2) 

 ... וַָּיבֹאּו ִמְדַּבר ִסיַני וַַּיֲחנּו ַּבִּמְדָּבר וִַּיַחן ָׁשם ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֶנֶגד ָהָהר. (שמות יט:ב)

 

The festival of Shavuot celebrates the receiving of the Torah on Mount Sinai.1 The Exodus from 

Egypt, the splitting of the Red Sea and the many tests in the desert, culminated in the arrival of 

over three million Jews at the foot of this historic mountain. 

Let’s try to picture the scene in our minds, remember the days before Corona? Think of a visiting 

Star who has come to South Africa to perform, and seats are limited to the select few who bother 

to camp outside hours before the performance. Think of the poor old people trying to get to their 

seats before being knocked down by excited youth. Think of the peak hour traffic you have to sit 

in just to make it on time. Think of the squashing, the shouting and ultimately the anger. And at 

this concert there are only a couple of thousand people. Can we even begin to imagine the total 

chaos at the foot of Mount Sinai? Three Million Jews?!  

Interestingly though, the Torah tells us that the Children of Israel encamped by the mountain, 

and it uses the singular verb for encamped – Vayichan, instead of Vayachanu. Our Sages 

explain that at Mount Sinai there was so much peace and love for one another that the Jews 

were “Like one person with one heart”.2  

Receiving Torah can only work when all Jews are unified and there is harmony and peace among 

us. Perhaps that is why the zodiac sign for the month in which Shavuot falls (Sivan) is 

Gemini-twins, siblings who love each other as much as they love themselves.  

Let us remember that the problems and shortcomings we see in our friends and faribles we have 

with family members, may very well be a mirror image of our own faults and downfalls. Let’s 

take the lesson of Shavuot’s unity and strive to love our fellow Jew. 

 

1. Talmud, Shabbat 86b; see also Rabbi Avraham Gombiner, Magen Avraham, 494:1 

2. Midrash, Mechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 19:2 
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Seeing Eye to Eye 

Rabbi Yosef Hazdan 

Johannesburg Torah Institute 

 

Throughout their travels they had disputes, but here all their hearts were likened 

as one. (Midrash, Mechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 19:2) 

  כל מקום שהוא אומר ויסעו ויחנו, נוסעים במחלוקת וחונים במחלוקת, אבל כאן השוו כולם לב אחד.

 (מכילתא דרבי ישמעאל יט:ב)

 

Something special happened on the day that we arrived at Mt Sinai: “Throughout their travels 

they had disputes, but here all their hearts were likened as one.”1 

The Rebbe explains that naturally people have different opinions for no two minds are alike.2 Yet 

when we arrived at Mt. Sinai, the Torah gave us the ability to think alike.  

Is this really possible? Isn’t the Torah itself filled with disputes? 

Let’s talk about the Torah for a moment. If the Torah was merely a wisdom amongst the nations, 

it would not be able to resonate with everyone. Since it is G-d’s wisdom, it can. This is because 

G-d is the ultimate truth and truth remains true with every environment, circumstance and 

person. 

In this light, we can understand a perplexing story in the Mishna.3 Rebbi Yehoshua was under 

the understanding that Yom Kippur would fall out on a different day than the day that Rabbon 

Gamliel - the Av Beis Din - had established. In order to ensure that his verdict was accepted, 

Rabbon Gamliel asked Rebbi Yehoshua to travel to him with his walking stick and wallet on the 

day he had thought to be Yom Kippur. Rabbi Yehoshua did as was requested of him and when he 

arrived Rabbon Gamliel kissed him on his head and said to him: “Come in peace, my teacher 

and my student. My teacher in wisdom and my student because you have accepted my decision.” 

Why did Rabbon Gamliel ask Rebbi Yehoshua to do something that he had understood to be a 

violation of the holiest day of the year? How was Rebbi Yehoshua comfortable doing this? 

Because the Torah teaches that after a matter is disputed and a ruling is issued, the dissenting 

opinion revisits the matter and toils on it until he too reaches the same understanding.4 Rabbon 

Gamliel was telling Rebbi Yehoshua that he wants him to revisit the matter till it resonates so  

 UNITY  
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much within him that he is comfortable to travel with his wallet on the day he had previously 

understood to be Yom Kippur. 

There are a few lessons that we can take from this. 

Firstly, when encountering a perplexing or disturbing passage of the Torah, we ought to exert 

our minds and hearts on the matter until the wisdom of G-d begins to resonate with us in a most 

comfortable and beautiful way. 

More importantly, when we don’t see eye to eye with another Jew, the Torah empowers us to toil 

on gaining a better understanding and appreciation of the other until ‘our hearts are likened as 

one’. Thus meriting the coming of Moshiach when we will all be united as one.
 
 

(Extracted from Likutei-Sichos-Vol21-Pg108) 

 

1. Midrash, Mechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 19:2 

2. Talmud, Brochos 58a 

3. Mishnah, Rosh Hashana 2:9 

4.  Get-Pashut, Klallim 1 גט-פשוט כללים-א
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Unique Unity 

Rabbi Shmuli Kagan  

Bnei Akiva Rabbi | Bnei Akiva South Africa 

  

They journeyed from Rephidim and arrived at the Wilderness of Sinai and 

encamped in the Wilderness; and Israel encamped there, opposite the mountain. 

(Exodus 19:2) 

  וִַּיְסעּו ֵמְרִפיִדים וַָּיבֹאּו ִמְדַּבר ִסיַני וַַּיֲחנּו ַּבִּמְדָּבר וִַּיַחן ָׁשם ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֶנֶגד ָהָהר.

  (שמות יט:ב)

  

This verse describes how the nation of Israel encamped at the foot of Mount Sinai ready to 

receive the Torah. One who looks closely at the Hebrew grammar of the verse may notice how 

the verse changes from using the plural verb to the singular. The verse is telling us we travelled 

as a collection of individuals but we finally encamped as a unified singular unit. Rashi, the 

medieval commentator explains that the Jews were like one person with one heart.  

Nevertheless, unity in Jewish terms is not necessarily a nullification of oneself towards the 

community. At times one needs to sacrifice for the needs of the many, but true unity is expressed 

rather as giving to, than giving up. I like to view the Jewish people as a team where we each offer 

our own unique talents and circumstances, ultimately all benefiting from our diversity. The sum 

of the parts is greater than the whole. 

This is portrayed by the Jewish calendar which allows for Parshat Bamidbar to be read each year 

the Shabbat before Shavuot. Bamidbar is the book of counting as it opens up with a census of the 

Jewish people. Hashem counts us to show how we are all unique and precious in his eyes.  

We live and thrive as the Jewish people embodying unity through diversity. This is what makes 

us a fitting receptacle for the Torah. Such a people are capable of anything! 
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Worthy of Revelation 

Rabbi Levi Medalie  

Pretoria Hebrew Congregation 

 

Then he [Moses] took the book of the Covenant and read it aloud to the People. 

And they said, “All that G-d has spoken, we will do and we will hear!”  

(Exodus 24:7) 

 וִַּיַּקח ֵסֶפר ַהְּבִרית וִַּיְקָרא ְּבָאְזֵני ָהָעם וַּיֹאְמרּו ּכֹל ֲאֶׁשר ִּדֶּבר ה' ַנֲעֶׂשה ְוִנְׁשָמע.

  (שמות כד:ז)

 

At the end of the Amidah we say “and let my soul be like dust to all”. Immediately following this 

we say “open my heart to your Torah”. This is because only once you lose your ego can you 

become a suitable receptacle for Torah. 

This explains why the Bnei Yisrael only became worthy of receiving the Torah after declaring 

 we will do and we will hear”.1 With these words, they committed themselves“ – "נעשה ונשמע"

absolutely to observe the mitzvot even without knowing what they might entail. This meant that 

they had stripped themselves of their egos and were prepared to give up their own wants and 

desires to fulfil the will of Hashem. 

These words were also, therefore, an expression of unity amongst the Bnei Yisrael. Every 

person’s level of understanding - נשמע - is naturally unique and different. Even in the 

performance of mitzvot - נעשה - there are differences. There are mitzvot in the Torah that apply 

to only certain groups or individuals and others only in certain places. It is in the sequence, first 

 that unity and equality is expressed. In their readiness to place ,נשמע and only then נעשה

Hashem’s will before their own, there was no difference between the greatest Torah scholar and 

the simplest Jew. 

We thus find a progression of unity amongst the Bnei Yisrael in the days preceding Matan 

Torah. In describing their encampment on Rosh Chodesh Sivan, the Torah says “and (he,) 

Yisrael, camped there opposite the mountain”.2 Rashi explains that the singular expression “and 

he camped”, teaches us that there was a profound feeling of unity amongst the Bnei Yisrael at 

that time - they were “like one man with one heart”. Four days later, on the 5th of Sivan, when 

they said "נעשה ונשמע" – “we will do and we will hear”, their unity reached an even greater level. 

It was expressed outwardly for the whole world to hear. The feeling of unity translated into 

action. And then Hashem gave them the Torah. 
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During this crisis, we have witnessed incredible acts of chessed, carried out with genuine care 

and concern for one another, across the globe. The unity within Am Yisrael is not just a feeling in 

the heart. As King David said “(and) who is like your people Israel, a unique nation on earth!” 

May Hashem consider these merits worthy of the ultimate revelation and the coming of 

Moshiach now!  

 

1. Exodus 24:7 

2. Exodus 19:2 
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Unity through Diversity 

Rabbi Yehuda and Estee Stern 

Sydenham Shul 

 

And the Jewish people encamped next to the mountain, like one man with one 

heart.  

(Rashi, Exodus 19:2) 

  ויחן שם ישראל כאיש אחד בלב אחד.

 (רש"י על שמות יט:ב)

 

With patience and wisdom Reb Zalman instructed his young student, Mendel, in the reading of 

the Torah. Reb Zalman explained, “When you see the two yuds together in the Chumash, do not 

read the word as it appears. This is G-d’s holy name and that’s the way it should be pronounced.” 

With this new understanding, Mendel continued to read the verses. However, as he came to the 

end of each verse, Reb Zalman was puzzled to hear his student say G-d’s name. “Where do you 

see the name of G-d after each verse?” he asked. Mendel pointed to the two dots, i.e. the colon at 

the end of each verse. Reb Zalman explained, “A person is represented by the letter yud. When 

the two yuds stand side-by-side in unity, G-d dwells there. These two yuds are therefore 

pronounced as G-d’s name. However, if one person stands above the other, just like the two dots 

of the colon, G-d does not dwell among them, and this should not be pronounced as the name of 

G-d.” 

At Mount Sinai we received two parts of the Torah, the Written Torah and the Oral Torah which 

was later elaborated upon by the Sages throughout the ages. Why was it necessary to have two 

different parts to the Torah? Could G-d not have given us everything in the Written Torah? 

There is something that the Oral Torah teaches us which the Written Torah does not. The 

Written Torah, given directly by G-d, is exact and precise, and it must remain that way. Only a 

few holy individuals were able to comment on the Written Torah. In the Oral Torah, however, 

starting from the Mishnah and Talmud, every individual has the opportunity to contribute their 

personal views and ideas. While we may not follow the other’s opinion, we are taught to show 

respect and acknowledge their perspective. It is only when we stand side-by-side with the other 

that we can objectively analyse and debate the important issues of the world. 

It is through the learning of the Oral Torah that we learn to live with unity through diversity. 
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As One man with one heart  

Rabbi Azriel Uzvolk 

Victory Park and Districts Hebrew Congregation 

 

Who is like Your nation Israel? One nation upon the earth! (I Chronicles 17:21) 

 ּוִמי ְּכַעְּמָך ִיְׂשָרֵאל ּגֹוי ֶאָחד ָּבָאֶרץ. (דברי הימים א, יז:כא)

 

The Gemora1 states that Hashem wears Tefillin. Now, in addition to being the Rabbi of our 

Victory Park Shul, I am, Boruch Hashem, a sofer, a scribe. I would not like the responsibility of 

writing or checking Hashem’s Tefillin. I mean I’m qualified and all that but… 

It struck me, however, that the Jewish people are collectively responsible for those tefillin.  

Allow me to explain. In that same piece of Gemorah Rav Nacham Bar Yitzchak asks, “What is 

written in the Tefillin of the Master of the universe”? Rav Chia Bar Abin answers that what is 

written in Hashem’s Tefillin is the verse, “Who is like Your nation Israel? One nation upon the 

earth!”2 In other words, both our Tefillin and the Tefillin of Hashem speak about oneness. Our 

Tefillin proclaim the unity of Hashem –“Shema Yisrael - Hashem Echad”,3 while Hashem’s 

Tefillin declare the unity of the Jewish people, “Mi Keh Amcha Yisrael Goy Echad BAretz”.4 

The defining aspect of the Jewish people is to be one. “One nation upon the earth.” To be one 

means to be united. It goes further than acts of Ahavat Yisrael. It means to feel the pain and joy 

of one another. It means that what is mine is yours. It means that we internalise the concept that 

the entire Jewish people is one body.  

To reach the level of true ahavat – love of all of – Yisrael, is not easy. At the very least we should 

not be the cause of division and strife. Each of us needs to do what we can to ensure that what is 

written in the tefillin of Hashem remains true. “Who is like Your people Israel? – One nation 

upon Earth!” 

We have it in us to perpetuate the validity of those Supreme Tefillin. Shavuot is a time to 

recommit to becoming scribes of the Divine.  

Wishing you all Chag Sameach and Kabbalat Torah Mitoch Simcha. 

1. Talmud, Berachot 6a 

2. I Chronicles 17:21 

3. Deuteronomy 6:4 

4. I Chronicles 17:21 
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Unlike other festivals, Shavuot has no special mitzvot associated with it – there’s no matzah, no                

shofar, no sukkah. On Shavuot, we give thanks for the Divine gift of the Torah, we celebrate the                  

Divine revelation at Sinai, and it is therefore a festival dedicated entirely to the Torah. Shavuot                

literally means “weeks” – a reference to the “seven complete weeks” leading up to the festival.                

This unusual name reminds us that Torah learning is a journey of spiritual self-development and               

discovery – and that we never really arrive at the destination. With its endless depth, there is                 

always more to learn. 

 

Shavuos, Atzeres and the 

lockdown 

Rabbi Yechezkel Auerbach 57 

Milk and Meat on Shavuot Rabbi Kalman Green 59 

Shavuot - Unconditional Love Rabbi Motti Hadar 60 

Sleeping In Rabbi Gedalia Kauffman 62 

COVID-19 Lessons for Shavuos Rabbi Ari Kievman 64 

Shavuos as a Culmination of     

our Journey to Freedom 

Rabbi Aharon Zulberg 66 
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Shavuos, Atzeres and the Lockdown  

Rabbi Yechezkel Auerbach 

Ohr Somayach Glenhazel 

 

Should you awake, or arouse the love until it pleases! (Song of Songs 8:4) 

 ַמה ָּתִעירּו ּֽוַמה ְּתעְֹררּו ֶאת ָהַאֲהָבה ַעד ֶׁשֶּתְחָּפץ. (שיר השירים ח:ד)

 

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchov writes in his monumental book called “Kedushas Levi” that he               

was asked the following question in Lithuania: 

Why do our sages refer to the Yomtov of Shavuos as Atzeres?1 The Torah2 refers to the last day of 

Sukkos as שמיני עצרת. But nowhere in the Torah do we find Shavuos being called Atzeres. 

He gave three answers. I will mention two of them here. 

The first one is very simple. Every festival contains two ways in which we serve G-d. One is                  

through performing the relevant mitzvah of that particular festival. For instance, on Pesach we              

eat matzah and on Sukkos we sit in the sukkah and take the lulav and esrog. 

Secondly, by sanctifying the day through refraining from doing work, we also serve Hashem. 

However, on Shavuos we do not have any special mitzvah. We only refrain from doing work.                

That is exactly the meaning of the word atzeres – to hold back and desist from doing work. 

The third answer he gives is incredible and ingenious, based on a very important idea that is                 

crucial to our spiritual growth. 

The possuk3 says in השירים ,שיר the “Song of Songs”, composed by King Solomon, ּֽוַמה ָּתִעירּו                  ַמה

 ְּתֹעְררּו

 The Ramban explains the meaning of this verse as follows: If you are filled ֶאת ָהַאֲהָבה ַעד ֶׁשֶּתְחָּפץ

with an awakening of awe and love of Hashem, then immediately make sure to make a vessel for 

your inspiration. The vessel is a mitzvah. You should immediately perform a mitzvah such as 

giving charity or learning Torah. The awakening that a person suddenly feels is the light that is 

bestowed upon him from above and is really a dimension of soul. 

In order for it to last and not dissipate, it is necessary to clothe it in a body so that it will be                       

strengthened and everlasting. 
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That is what is meant by “עד שתחפץ” - to wrap it in a חפץ which means a tangible vessel. 

Says Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, during the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai, the Jewish people                

certainly were experiencing an awesome awakening and inspiration. But at the time they did not               

yet have any way to channel it into a vessel, into a mitzvah. 

But they were performing at that time the one mitzvah of Hagbalah, which was the instruction                

to remain in their places and not move towards the mountain. 

This was the mitzvah of atzeres, which means to restrain and hold ourselves back from moving                

from our places, even though we would have wanted to get closer to the holy mountain and the                  

 .’Shechina, ‘Divine Presence – שכינה

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak is teaching us that restraining ourselves and subduing our strong desire to               

get closer to Hashem can also act as a vessel to clothe and channel the deep awakening of love                   

towards Hashem. 

There are situations when approaching the Shechina can be damaging and harmful. We must              

know our place and serve Hashem in the situation in which we find ourselves in the appropriate                 

manner. We cannot imagine that we are always elevated enough to enter a holy site such as                   הר

 .the Temple Mount’, which is presently beyond our impure state‘ ,הבית

At present, we too desire to enter into our shuls and houses of learning. But we cannot do so                   

because, G-d forbid, this would threaten our lives and the lives of our fellow Jews. 

We too must fulfil the mitzvah of Hagbalah, creating boundaries that we dare not cross. 

Just as the atzeres during the giving of the Torah becomes the vessel through which we contain                 

and maintain the awakening from above, so too our lockdown becomes the atzeres by which we                

absorb the spiritual light of the mitzvah of pikuach nefesh, protecting our lives, which will               

ultimately enable us to serve Hashem with greater devotion together in the near future. 

1. For example see: Mishnah, Rosh Hashanah 1:2 (Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 16a); Targum 

Onkelos, Numbers 28:26 

2. Numbers 29:35 

3. Song of Songs 8:4 
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Milk and Meat on Shavuot 

Rabbi Kalman Green 

Constantia Hebrew Congregation 

 

Do not cook a young kid in its mother's milk. (Exodus 23:19, Exodus 34:26, 

Deuteronomy 14:21) 

  לֹא ְתַבֵּׁשל ְּגִדי ַּבֲחֵלב ִאּמֹו. (שמות כג:יט, שמות לד:כו, דברים יד:כא)

 

We are all familiar with the halacha that one is required to make a separation between eating 

meat and dairy, and we “normal” Ashkenazim wait 6 hours. 

Between dairy and meat, however, one is not absolutely required to wait at all, with exception of 

certain hard cheeses in which Ashkenazim are accustomed to wait 6 hours.1  

The halachic reason behind this is because generally: a) meat gets stuck between the teeth, and 

b) its fats regurgitate odour for up to 6 hours, as opposed to [most] cheese. 

The Talmud2 states that when Hashem was about to give the Torah to the Jewish People via 

Moshe at Mount Sinai, the angels staged a protest – insisting that the Torah should remain on 

high with them, as they were better exemplars and more worthy guardians of its values. 

The final argument put forward for our side, which shut down all further angelic protest and 

allowed the Torah to be given to us, involved the mitzvah of not eating meat and milk together.  

The argument was as follows3: After the angels told Hashem that they desired to keep the Torah 

for themselves, Hashem answered the angels that it states in the Torah, “Thou shalt not eat a kid 

in its mother’s milk.” Now, you angels surely remember the meal you ate in the home of 

Avraham Avinu? You ate meat and milk together during that meal as the verse4 states, 

“vayikach chemah vechalav…”, so how can you now ask to receive the Torah? 

This, states the Midrash, was the final comeback which refuted any claims from the angels, and 

allowed the Torah to be given.  

To celebrate and commemorate this victory, we eat dairy and then meat on Shavuos to 

emphasize the reason why we received the Torah over the angels, as they did not keep the 

dietary laws of separating between meat and milk. 

1. Shulchan Aruch, Rama, Y.D. 89:2 

2. Talmud, Shabbat 88b 

3. Midrash Tehillim 8:2 

4. Genesis 18:8 
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Shavuot – Unconditional Love 

Rabbi Motti Hadar 

Johannesburg Sephardi Hebrew Congregation 

 

On that same day you shall hold a celebration; it shall be a sacred occasion for 

you; you shall not do any laborious work. This is a decree for all time in all your 

dwelling places, throughout the generations.  

(Leviticus 23:21) 

 ּוְקָראֶתם ְּבֶעֶצם ַהּיֹום ַהֶּזה ִמְקָרא קֶֹדׁש ִיְהֶיה ָלֶכם ָּכל ְמֶלאֶכת ֲעבָֹדה לֹא ַתֲעׂשּו ֻחַּקת עֹוָלם ְּבָכל מֹוְׁשבֵֹתיֶכם ְלדֹרֵֹתיֶכם.

  (ויקרא כג:כא)

 

Most of our chaggim have a unique mitzvah associated with them, which is intrinsically bound 

with the theme and energy of the Yom Tov. 
In fact they all do, except Shavuot. 

On Pesach we eat matzah, we sound the shofar on Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur is a day of 

fasting, and throughout Sukkot, we actually fulfil two unique commandments – dwelling in the 

sukkah and taking the four species. 

Yet on Shavuot, while we all enjoy the custom of eating tasty milk delicacies, and we make every 

effort to hear the Torah reading of the Ten Commandments, there is no distinct biblical 

commandment exclusive to the Festival of Harvest. 

Every Yom Tov is special, significant and momentous, and Shavuot no less than any other. 

Surely the day G-d chose us as His people, and gifted us the most precious gift of His Torah, 

warrants a distinctive mode of commemoration to honour and highlight the awesomeness of the 

moment? 

Shavuot essentially embodies the foundation of our relationship with Hashem – why then is it 

bereft of its own symbolic mitzvah? 

In truth, though, the ultimate expression of the relationship between G-d and His people, the 

most honest demonstration of our bond with Hashem, is through the mitzvah-less festival.  

Hashem chose us. 

Not for what we do, but for who we are. 

He chose us as His people, because He wanted us. 
And He loves us for who we are. 
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We didn’t earn Hashem’s love and we don’t need to do anything to receive it. 

G-d loves us unconditionally, like a parent loves their child. 

 

Sure, He wants us to follow His commandments, and fulfilling His will gives Him great joy and 

endears us to Him.  

But His love for us, and loyalty towards us, His intrinsic bond with us and ours with Him, 

supersedes any action, deed and conduct. 

On Shavuot our mere existence, as the children of Hashem and His chosen nation – beyond any 

performance, ritual or practice – epitomise our unbreakable relationship with our Father. 

This in no way absolves us of our duty to follow Hashem’s Torah and fulfil His mitzvot. 
On the contrary, contemplating G-d’s unconditional love and affection for us, His faith and 

confidence in us, and His loyalty and devotion to us, should inspire and empower us to 

reciprocate in kind, and do everything in our power to live up to His expectations of us. 

Hashem believes in us. 

Time for us to believe in ourselves. 

This Shavuot, let’s appreciate the gift we have, and recommit ourselves to it. 

May we all receive the Torah joyfully and internally. 

Chag Sameach! 
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Sleeping In 

Rabbi Gedalia Kauffman  

Aish HaTorah 

 

The Zohar teaches that the pious people of the earlier generations would stay 

awake all night [on Shavuot] learning Torah.  

(Magen Avraham, 494:1) 

  איתא בזוהר שחסידים הראשונים היו נעורים כל הלילה ועוסקים בתורה.

 (מגן אברהם, תצד:א)

 

There is a widespread custom on Shavuos to remain awake the entire night learning Torah. The 

origin of this custom is ancient. The Zohar1 tells us it was already in practice amongst the very 

righteous two thousand years ago. The great kabbalist, the Ari, says that anyone who follows this 

custom, learns with seriousness and does not sleep at all is assured that he will live out the rest 

of the year without any harm befalling him.2  

But this custom seems puzzling. To anyone who has stayed up on Shavuos night, it is apparent 

that as the night goes on the quality of the learning declines. Fatigue sets in and it becomes 

difficult to focus, especially on complex Torah topics. To make matters worse, after an 

exceedingly long night everyone sleeps away the entire morning and wakes up feeling exhausted 

in the afternoon. As a result, little Torah learning takes place on Shavuos day. Surely there is a 

better way. If we were to get a good night’s sleep and wake up early would it not improve both 

the quality and the quantity of our learning? 

Someone who needs to catch an early morning flight may find himself waking up with a start 

multiple times during the night to check the time. If something is important to you then you 

make very certain NOT to be late. Yet, the Midrash3 tells us that on the morning of the 

Revelation at Sinai the Jewish people overslept. To be late for a meeting with G-d to receive His 

Torah reflects a serious lack of appreciation for the incredible gift of Torah. 

If the goal is to learn as much Torah as possible then staying up all night makes little sense. But 

the true purpose of staying up is to show our anticipation and enthusiasm for the receiving of 

the Torah. On Shavuos, Hashem is offering us the Torah once again. Regardless of whether we 

manage to learn the entire night, He wants to see our anticipation and excitement. He wants to  
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know that we appreciate the beauty and the power of the Torah that He is offering us. With that 

energy and enthusiasm, we can re-commit ourselves to Torah learning and merit to once again 

receive our portion in Torah for the coming year.  

 

1. Zohar, Vol. I 8a, Vol. III 97b-98a; brought by Magen Avraham 494:1; Mishnah Berurah 494:1 

2. See Mishnah Berurah 494:1 

3. Midrash, Pirkei DeRabbi Eliezer 41:7; Midrash, Shir HaShirim Rabbah 1:12 
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COVID-19 Lessons from Shavuos 

Rabbi Ari Kievman 

Chabad House 

 

And the Jewish people encamped next to the mountain, like one man with one 

heart.  

(Rashi, Exodus 19:2) 

  ויחן שם ישראל כאיש אחד בלב אחד.

 (רש"י על שמות יט:ב)

 

Unlike most other holidays, Shavuot does not have very many ceremonial rituals. One of the 

Biblical observances of the holiday though, was Bikkurim,1 bringing one’s first ripened fruits to 

the Beit Hamikdash in Jerusalem, declaring thanks to G-d. 

What’s interesting is that when Moses instructed the Jewish people about this mitzvah, they 

were still wandering in the desert;2 without any fields or vineyards. Only once they finally 

conquered and settled in Israel, a process that took 14 years, did this actually become applicable. 

Why? 

We aren’t meant to take our blessings for granted. So if the purpose of Bikkurim was to express 

our gratitude then why wait?  

Our sages3 explain that indeed the Bikkurim commandment would not take effect until everyone 

inhabited their inheritance of the Land. Even if I was ensconced in my property but others 

weren’t yet in theirs, I couldn’t rejoice until everyone was settled. 

Why wait for others? Shouldn’t I be grateful as soon as my crop has grown? 

The Talmud4 explains that, “All of Israel are guarantors for each other.” As long a fellow Jew was 

still unsettled, it was impossible for anyone to truly celebrate. How can I really be happy when 

another is lacking? 

The atmosphere at Mt. Sinai there was similar. We were only worthy to receive the Torah when 

we’re all like “one person, with one heart,”5 in genuine unity. 

Our community’s swift response to COVID-19 and our extended protocols have emphasized this 

lesson. If just one person may be susceptible, saving one life is saving the world.6 
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We are all in this together. For me to win, I need you to win. 

 

1. Numbers 18:13, 28:26; Mishnah, Bikkurim 1:3 

2. Deuteronomy 26:1-11 

3. Talmud, Kiddushin 37b 

4. Talmud, Sanhedrin 27b; Talmud,  Shavuot 39a-b 

5. Midrash, Mechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 19:2; Midrash, Tanna d’Vei Eliyahu Zuta, Pirkei 

HaYeridot 7; Rashi, Exodus 19:2 

6. Mishnah, Sanhedrin 4:5 (Talmud, Sanhedrin 37a)  
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Shavuos as a culmination of our journey to Freedom 

Rabbi Aharon Zulberg 

The Base 

 

Rabbi Elazar said, “All agree that Atzeret [Shavuot] requires that it be also “for 

you,” (Numbers 29:35) [ie. it is a mitzvah to eat, drink, and rejoice on that day]. 

What is the reason? It is the day on which the Torah was given.  

(Talmud, Pesachim 68b) 

  אמר רבי אלעזר הכל מודים בעצרת דבעינן נמי לכם מאי טעמא יום שניתנה בו תורה הוא.

 (פסחים סח:)

 

One of the unique aspects of Shavuos is that the Torah does not give it a specific date. Rather, we 

are told to bring the Omer offering on Pesach, then to count seven weeks, and then at the end of 

seven weeks, to offer two loaves and celebrate that day as a holiday. 

The Talmud teaches:1 “Rabbi Eliezer holds that a festival can be entirely dedicated to food and 

drink or entirely dedicated to learning Torah. Rabbi Yehoshua holds that each festival should be 

dedicated equally half for you and half for Hashem”. Rabbi Elazar says that Shavuos needs the 

materialistic component because it is the day the Torah was given. 

The irony is that of all the festivals, one might think that Shavuos is the one which should be 

dedicated in its entirety to Torah. Yet it is the one Yom Tov which all agree needs the 

materialistic component.  

Rav Soloveitchik explains that what we are celebrating on Shavuos is our liberation from slavery. 

After all, if not for the giving of Torah, we would still be enslaved. The purpose of the Exodus 

was to give us the Torah. Shavuos therefore is the ultimate celebration of what we celebrate on 

Pesach. We should rejoice over our physical redemption by expressing our freedom through 

food and drink. Thus we realize that Shavuos is the culmination of the redemption experience. 

Festivals generally have their own intrinsic Holiness which then obligates us. However, Shavuos 

requires our action to initiate its Holiness. That is why it has no specific date itself. Rather, it is 

dependent on our counting of the days leading up to it. 

The Mishna2 says: “there is no freer person than one who engages in Torah study” - The Sfas 

Emes3 elaborates that only by integrating the lessons of the Torah into one’s personality can one  
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truly be “free”. It is therefore appropriate to say that Shavuos could also be called “the time of 

our freedom”. 

Freedom is not the ability to do whatever we want to do, whenever, however. From a Torah 

perspective freedom is the ability to fulfil the potential found in each of us and to be able to 

properly utilize the tremendous opportunity of life itself. This requires an authentic context from 

which to work and an understanding of our role in the bigger picture. In this light, we realize 

that indeed every person matters and that every person’s actions matter.  

Especially during lockdown when so many aspects of “freedom” have been removed, it is most 

appropriate to give real thought to our own subjective definitions of freedom, purpose and 

meaning. We need to remind ourselves of the ultimate definition of freedom - within the context 

of the Torah and the Jewish People. 

As important as freedom itself is, it is what we do with our freedom that really gives it value. 

 

1. Talmud, Pesachim 68b 

2. Avot 6:2 

3. Sefat Emet, Leviticus, Behar 9:3 
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Sinai 

 

Since receiving the Torah at a mountain, the word ‘Sinai’ has entered into the deepest part of our 

identity as Jews. It represents everything that we are. At Mount Sinai we received our mission 

from G-d, which defines our purpose and vision, and gives us our values and direction for life. 

For a Jew, everything revolves around ‘Sinai’. It is the place of our birth, and the source of our 

continued vitality and inspiration and wisdom. 
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What do you really want? 

Rabbi Dovid Baddiel 

Dayan of the Beth Din, and Rabbi of Ohr Aharon 

 

Moses led the people out of the camp toward G-d, and the [nation of Israel] stood 

at the foot of the mountain [of Sinai]. (Exodus 19:17) 

  וַּיֹוֵצא מֶֹׁשה ֶאת ָהָעם ִלְקַראת ָהֱאלִֹקים ִמן ַהַּמֲחֶנה וִַּיְתַיְּצבּו ְּבַתְחִּתית ָהָהר.

 (שמות יט:יז)

 

A fundamental idea I’d like to share with you in honour of Shavuot: 

Prior to us receiving the Torah, the Posuk1 says ויתיצבו בתחתית ההר  “the nation of Israel stood at 

the foot of the mountain of Sinai”, which Chazal2 
interpret this verse to mean that Hashem 

turned the mountain over them ‘as a barrel’, forcing them to accept the Torah. 

What does this mean? Was it really necessary to coerce them to receive the Torah when they 

were the first nation to have said readily3 נעשה ונשמע?! And in any event, what benefit is there in 

coercing them to receive the Torah if they do not desire it? 

The Meshech Chochmah4 applies the idea of the Rambam in Hilchot Geirushin5 that if a Kohen, 

for instance, is forced by the Beth Din to divorce his wife who is a divorcee (a marriage which is 

forbidden according to Torah Law) to the point that he reluctantly agrees, then the Get he writes 

is fully valid, though in general any Get that is written under coercion is not valid. 

The Rambam explains that the reason for the Get to be valid here is because in this case it really 

is his inner wish to give the Get, only his evil inclination has taken over and telling him not to 

agree to it, but the very essence of a Jew is to always fulfil the wish of Hashem and undoubtedly 

he really would wish to fulfil the instructions of the Torah. He is under the ‘spell’ of the evil 

inclination, and once he’s forced to agree to write the Get, we assume that this is really his true 

wish. 

Similarly, Hashem was only demonstrating to all, that often when we’re not wanting to do His 

wish, He recognises that in essence we do wish to fulfil the Holy Torah, as we had so readily 

accepted it initially, and the receiving of the Torah is not to be considered in any way an 

acceptance under duress, which would not be worth much, rather it is our evil  inclination that 

sometimes takes over, and prevents us from doing the Mitzvot, but our real essence is the initial 

acceptance that we have always wished to fulfil the wish of Hashem. Even at times when we may 

be forced to abide by the Torah, it must not be viewed in any way as compelling us to do  
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something against our will, rather the coercion is to be viewed as freeing us from the external 

tendencies, and that we are a people that really have an inner urge to fulfil and live by the Torah, 

and that is why we are considered to have accepted the Torah ברצון גמור, with our complete will. 

Often we may have certain stresses in life and we may not feel so eager to fulfil Hashem’s 

Mitzvot, but we are to understand that these are only external forces, and that Hashem 

considers our fulfilling of the Mitzvot as done fully with our complete will.  

 An enjoyable Yom Tov! 

 

1. Exodus 19:17 

2. Talmud, Shabbat 88a  

3. Exodus 24:7 

4. Meshech Chochmah, Parshat Yitro, Exodus 19:17 

5. Rambam, Hilchot Gerushin 2:20 
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Kabbalat HaTorah - A Relationship 

Submitted by Rebbetzin Joan Bernhard from the writings of her late husband,  

Rabbi NM Bernhard, zl, from the files of Rabbi NM Bernhard 1994 

 

Rav Avdima Bar Chama says that The Holy One, Blessed is He, held the mountain 

over them, like a "bucket".  

(Talmud, Shabbat 88a) 

  אמר רב אבדימי בר חמא בר חסא מלמד שכפה הקדוש ברוך הוא עליהם את ההר כגיגית.

 (שבת פח.)

 

Kabbalat HaTorah is in essence the marriage of the Children of Israel to Hashem. 

Much was made of the eager excitement and happiness whilst anticipating what was to come. 

 

However there was a significant measure of apprehension!  

What would "married life" mean?  

This Torah - what would it contain?  

What would it involve?  

How would it affect their lifestyles?  

Would it inhibit their ability to relate to others? 

 

Sometimes getting married needs a little "nudge" to tie the knot.  

Was it any different for the Children of Israel? 

  

A certain amount of compulsion was needed to ensure acceptance.  

In Masechet Shabbat,1 Rav Avdima Bar Chama says that Hashem put the mountain on top of 

them, like a "bucket". Hashem basically said "if you accept the Torah it will be just fine, but if 

not, you will be buried".  

 

Harsh words.  

The Meforshim suggested other kinds of compelling factors. The impact of the Miracles – 

leaving Egypt; splitting the sea; striking the rock, etc.  

This forced the Jews as well as the Egyptians to accept beyond doubt, and to acknowledge the 

Creator, Hashem, as the leader of the world. How could they refuse to accept His 

commandments?  
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Gratitude Hakarat Hatov – were we not obliged?  

Took us out of bondage; with great material and spiritual wealth; mind-boggling miracles for us; 

destroyed our enemies.  

How could we refuse to accept His Torah? 

 

Regarding the same verse, Chassidus explains:  

He didn't want to kill them.  

Rather Hashem encircled them with a lot of love.  

They wanted a relationship with the Creator.  

They wanted to be loved and cared for.  

As do we! 

 

What made the Children of Israel so very special was that in spite of their great anxieties they 

were not blind to the miracles they had witnessed.  

They were a grateful people; wanting to be loved.  

It made sense to proclaim Na'aseh V'Nishma2 – we shall do and then we shall understand! 

 

1. Talmud, Shabbat 88a  

2. Exodus 24:7 
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Acceptance to Accept 

Rabbi Avigdor Blumenau 

 

And Moshe went up to the Elokim and Hashem called out to him from the 

mountain, saying, “So shall you say to the House of Jacob and tell the Children of 

Israel. You have seen what I did to Mitzrayim and I carried you on eagle’s wings 

and I brought you to me. And now, if you will listen to my voice and keep my 

covenant, then you will be to me special amongst the nations, because the whole 

earth is mine. And you will be to me a kingdom of priests, a holy people”, these 

are the words that you should speak to the Children of Israel. (Exodus 19:3-6) 

ל. ַאֶּתם ְרִאיֶתם ֲאֶׁשר  ּומֶֹׁשה ָעָלה ֶאל ָהֱאלִֹקים וִַּיְקָרא ֵאָליו ה' ִמן ָהָהר ֵלאמֹר ּכֹה תֹאַמר ְלֵבית ַיֲעקֹב ְוַתֵּגיד ִלְבֵני ִיְׂשָראֵֽ

 ָעִׂשיִתי ְלִמְצָרִים ָוֶאָּׂשא ֶאְתֶכם ַעל ַּכְנֵפי ְנָׁשִרים ָוָאִבא ֶאְתֶכם ֵאלָֽי. ְוַעָּתה ִאם ָׁשמֹוַע ִּתְׁשְמעּו ְּבקִֹלי ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם ֶאת ְּבִריִתי

 ִוהיִיֶתם ִלי ְסֻגָּלה ִמָּכל ָהַעִּמים ִּכי ִלי ָּכל ָהָֽאֶרץ. ְוַאֶּתם ִּתְהיּו ִלי ַמְמֶלֶכת ּכֲֹהִנים ְוגֹוי ָקדֹוׁש ֵאֶּלה ַהְּדָבִרים ֲאֶׁשר ְּתַדֵּבר ֶאל

ל.  ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָראֵֽ

   (שמות יט:ג-ו)

 

Perhaps the most substantial part of the Jewish People’s journey is the stage right before the 

acceptance of the Torah, the stage we may call the acceptance to accept. The Chumash describes 

Hashem’s proposal to the Jewish People, on Rosh Chodesh Sivan. It is from here that we were 

accorded the title of Am Segulah, ‘a special nation’. 

What is most striking about this proposal is that the ‘actual deal’ seems to be left out. Could the 

‘deal’ not best be articulated as, you were slaves, I freed you, you now serve me and I will reward 

you, fail to do so and I will punish you? Yet, there is no clear mention of Hashem having taken 

us out of Mitzrayim, no mention of slavery and nothing said explicitly regarding reward or 

punishment. 

It is interesting to note that Hashem’s message is introduced with the instruction to Moshe, so 

shall you say, and concludes with the instruction, these are the words that you should speak. 
Rashi explains that Hashem was telling Moshe to deliver the message with this wording, in this 

order, no less and no more. What is it that Moshe would have dared to add to Hashem’s 

message? 

Perhaps Moshe would have wanted to add that Hashem had taken us out of Mitzrayim, we owed 

ourselves as slaves and it would have been beneficial for us to comply. 

In fact, this is all true. Why then was Hashem so adamant to leave this crucial information out of 

the deal? The answer is that the point of the giving of the Torah is simply and purely the  
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relationship with Hashem, to be a ‘special nation’, a ‘kingdom of priests’ and a ‘holy people’. 

Hashem didn’t want to taint the beauty of the relationship through the mentioning of anything 

other than love and devotion. 

Yes, we need to honour our debts of gratitude, Hashem does reward and even punish. But it’s 

not that Hashem is in need of us paying our debts or securing our service through promising 

reward and inflicting punishment. He wants us to be the kind of people who honour their debts 

for our own sakes. His devotion to us incorporates a system of reward and punishment to keep 

us focused. 

Moshe, therefore, could have thought that even though it would not have been appropriate for 

Hashem to mention slavery and reward, perhaps he, Moshe, should direct the Jewish people to 

arrive at the correct moral decision through bringing to their attention all that Hashem had 

done for them and making them aware that Hashem has the power to reward and punish.  

However, Hashem wanted to ensure that the relationship would be established on pure love and 

nothing else. There would be plenty of time in the future to remind them of their moral debt and 

to make them aware of consequences, but only when framed as an extension and an expansion 

of a loving relationship. 
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The Power of 40 

 (Extracted from a comprehensive analysis of the number 40 by the author) 

Rabbi Akiva Gilbert  

Outdoor Jewish Experience (OJE) 

 

He was there with G-d for forty days and forty nights. He ate no bread and drank 

no water...  

(Exodus 34:28) 

  וְַֽיִהי ָׁשם ִעם ה' ַאְרָּבִעים יֹום ְוַאְרָּבִעים ַלְיָלה ֶלֶחם לֹא ָאַכל ּוַמִים לֹא ָׁשָתה…

 (שמות לד:כח)

 

40 

When describing the most incredible prophetic experience which catapulted the Jewish People 

into a nation; which no other nation can ever give claim to have witnessed; where they swore an 

oath as a united cohesive Nation, as one man with one heart, to fulfill the purpose of creation, 

while tapping into the energy of the Blueprint of creation, as they received the Torah; the Torah 

describes this prophetic experience in three 40 day periods.1 

1st 40 

Moshe goes up the mountain and spends 40 days and 40 nights on the mountain receiving the 

Torah; the purpose of creation. He doesn’t eat or drink for the entire 40 days. 

Moshe exists in a different realm of existence where only the celestial beings exist. He is 

nourished by the Splendour of Hashem (Ziv Hashchinah) for 40 days and 40 nights. Moshe 

receives the Torah on behalf of the Jewish people. 

When exploring the level of the Jews before the Sin of the Golden Calf; the verse tells us 

regarding the tablets that were given to Moshe, “The tablets were G-ds handiwork, and the script 

was the script of G-d, engraved on the tablets”.2 This process of receiving the Torah was a 

completely passive experience of the Jewish people and by definition was not sustainable 

because the experience was a passive experience and did not represent the true level of the 

Jewish people.  
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After 40 days, on the 16th of Tammuz, the Jews thought that Moshe wasn’t coming down from 

the mountain, when in fact they had miscalculated the time of Moshe descending the mountain. 

He finds the Jewish people worshipping a Golden calf, which was a manifestation of an 

unsustainable level of connection.  

How does Moshe respond? 

On the 17th of Tammuz,3 Moshe destroys the 1st
 set of tablets, and in doing so creates a new path 

for the Jewish People. G-d had been involved in the whole process with the 1st
 set of tablets, G-d 

both carved out and also wrote his holy words on the tablets. But now they are no longer going 

to be receiving everything from G-d as a free gift from above. 

2nd 40 

For the next 40 days Moshe and the Jewish people pray with all their hearts for G-d to forgive 

them and spend that time repenting, returning and reflecting on what they have done wrong, 

and with all their hope and longing that G-d will forgive them and restore the relationship.  

3rd 40 

Finally G-d says to Moshe he can ascend the mountain again for the second time to receive the 

second set of tablets. Moshe ascends the mountain on Rosh Chodesh Elul and now spends 

another 40 days learning Torah in the new found capacity and in a new framework that has 

been laid out by G-d. 

Moshe arrives back on Yom Kippur, completing the third set of 40 days. On Yom Kippur the 

Jews are told that G-d has forgiven them and that the relationship is just as strong as it was 

before we sinned, as G-d said the words, “Selachti Kidvarecha”. 

The major difference from the 1st
 set of tablets to the second, is that Moshe is told,4 “Pesal 

lecha shnei luchos”, You Moshe have to carve out the tablets and G-d will fill in the words. 

Now the impetus has to come from man entirely, no longer will man be a passive recipient. In 

this process now man needs to play an active role in developing oneself and carving out the 

framework of existence, and then, and only then, will G-d attribute the soul of the tablets with 

Hashem’s words.  

Man’s actions are so powerful, says G-d, that they change the upper worlds from below 

depending on how pure a person’s thoughts, deeds and words are. G-d will respond and create 

channels of flow from the upper worlds.  

G-d will put holy words back into the tablets, but now all the work has to come from man. The 

process of receiving the Torah will begin with man and if man is doing what he is meant to be  
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doing then the new modus operandi is that G-d will align his will with man’s... if man does what 

he is meant to be doing. 

So retroactively those 120 days created the Foundation upon which the Jewish People were 

formed (3 x 40). 

1. First time: Rashi, Exodus 32;1; Second time: Exodus 32:30, Deuteronomy 9:18, Rashi, Exodus 

33:11; Third time: Rashi, Exodus 33:11, Deuteronomy 9:18 

2. Exodus 32:16 

3. Mishna, Taanit 4:6 

4. Exodus 34:1 
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The Never-Ending Voice 

Rabbi Yossy Goldman 

Sydenham Highlands North Shul 

 

 These words were spoken by Hashem…a mighty voice that did not 

end…(Deuteronomy 5:19) 

 ֶאת־ַהְּדָבִרים ָהֵאֶּלה ִּדֶּבר ה'...קֹול ָּגדֹול ְולֹא ָיָסף...(דברים ה:יט)

 

Moses describes the G-dly voice of the Ten Commandments as "a mighty voice that did not                

end." Rashi explains that Moses was contrasting G-d's voice with the human voice. Even              

Pavarotti's voice will fade and falter. But the voice of the Almighty remained strong throughout.  

But is this all Moshe had to teach us? That G-d’s voice was powerful? That He didn't suffer                  

shortness of breath, or need some Ventolin?  

Moses was the greatest of all prophets.1 He foresaw what no other prophet could. Perhaps he                

saw his people becoming caught up in the immoral culture of ancient Greece, or the brashness of                 

the Industrial Revolution, or the atheism of the Russian Revolution, or our own generation’s              

obsession with telecommunication and technology. And he saw young people questioning           

whether Torah and faith were not primitive and obsolete.  

So Moshe tells us that the voice of the Ten Commandments that thundered from Sinai was not                 

only powerful at the time, but one that "did not end." It still rings out, it still resonates, it still                    

speaks to each of us, everywhere, and always.  

Revolutions come and go but revelation is eternal. The voice of Sinai continues to proclaim               

eternal truths that never become passé or irrelevant. Honour Your Parents; live moral lives;             

keep the Sabbath day holy; don't be guilty of envy or corruption.
 

Are these ideas and values dated, stale, or irrelevant? No! They speak to us now as ever before.                  

The G-dly voice has lost none of its strength and majesty. Man’s mortal voice declines and fades.                 

Politicians and spin-doctors come and go, but the heavenly sound reverberates down the ages. 

Torah is truth and truth is eternal. The voice of G-d shall never be stilled.  

1. Deuteronomy 34:10-12; Rambam, Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1, 7th Principle of Faith 
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Unity for the sake of Torah 

Rebbetzin Lee-at Goldstein 

Ohr Savoy and Maharsha schools 

 

They journeyed from Rephidim and arrived at the Wilderness of Sinai and 

encamped in the Wilderness; and Israel encamped there, opposite the mountain. 

(Exodus 19:2) 

  וִַּיְסעּו ֵמְרִפיִדים וַָּיבֹאּו ִמְדַּבר ִסיַני וַַּיֲחנּו ַּבִּמְדָּבר וִַּיַחן ָׁשם ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֶנֶגד ָהָהר.

  (שמות יט:ב)

 

Having journeyed from Rephidim, they entered the wilderness of Sinai and encamped in the 

wilderness. Israel encamped there in front of the mountain. 

The verse above describes how Bnei Yisrael encamped around Har Sinai, eagerly awaiting to 

receive the holy Torah. The verb encamp is written in the singular. This comes to teach us that 

Bnei Yisrael stood as a united nation with one goal.  

The event of Matan Torah is allegorized as a marriage. The Torah is called Morasha – Heritage,1 
our Sages2 say that this could also be read as Me’orasah – Betrothal. Hashem is the groom and 

the Jewish people are His bride. For a man and wife to come together in marriage we say that 

they become one neshama (soul). A successful marriage is one with a foundation of unity and 

togetherness.  

We see that the theme of unity and togetherness plays an important role in receiving the Torah. 

The ten commandments are split into five and five. The first five are commandments between 

man and Hashem and the next five are commandments between man and man. I think that 

there is a very profound lesson in this. 

Unity is the only way to bring the holiness of the Torah into the world. When we connect deeply 

with Hashem we feel love and a desire to fulfill His word. However, this is not enough. Hashem 

only gave us this gift of the Torah when He saw us encamped, as one, around Har Sinai. Being a 

united nation requires us to care for and love our fellow man. When we stand as individuals with 

one heart and one goal, that is when the true glory of Hashem’s Torah can filter into our world.  

1. Deuteronomy 33:4 

2. Talmud, Berachot 57a; Talmud, Pesachim 49b 
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Ascension 

Rabbi Mendel Popack 

Chabad Centre Cape Town 

 

To Moshe, He said: ‘Ascend to Hashem...’ (Exodus 24:1) 

  ְוֶאל מֶֹׁשה ָאַמר ֲעֵלה ֶאל ה'... (שמות כד:א)

 

The Midrash Tanchuma1 relates an analogy about Matan Torah - the giving of the Torah - on 

Shavuot. 

A King issued a decree, saying: "the inhabitants of Rome shall not descend to Syria, nor shall the 

inhabitants of Syria ascend to Rome." 

So too, when the Holy One created the world, He decreed, saying:2 "the heavens are the heavens 

of G-D but the earth He gave to Man." 

When he sought to give the Torah He nullified the original decree saying: 

"Those who are below shall ascend on high and those on high will descend below, and I will 

begin", as it is written:3 "And Hashem descended on Mount Sinai, and later it is written:4 "To 

Moshe, He said: ‘Ascend to Hashem’”. 

What was the ultimate intent of G-D giving the Torah on Mount Sinai? In order that "those who 

are below shall ascend on High". By giving them the Torah, He gave them the tools to do just 

that. 

Hashem wants us to receive it, incorporate it into our consciousness and thus make it our very 

own.  

He wants it to lift us up above our mundane earthly self. This transformative event changed 

creation and changed the reason for our very existence. 

May we truly internalise this Yom Tov and recognise its purpose. 

Live it with true simcha and joy!  

Chag sameach. 

 

1. Midrash Tanchuma, Va'eira 15:1 

2. Psalms 115:16 

3. Exodus 19:20 

4. Exodus 24:1 
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Humble Mount 

Rabbi Mordechai Rodal 

Chabad of Norwood 

 

Rav Yosef said: Man should always learn from the mind of his Creator; because 

the Holy One, blessed be He, ignored all the mountains and heights and caused 

His Shechinah to stay upon Mount Sinai.  

(Talmud, Sotah 5a) 

 אמר רב יוסף לעולם ילמד אדם מדעת קונו שהרי הקדוש ברוך הוא הניח כל הרים וגבעות והשרה שכינתו על הר

 סיני.

  (סוטה ה.)

Ask any child who attends a Jewish school why Mount Sinai was chosen as the site for the giving                   

of the Torah, and the chances are quite high that he or she will tell you it was due to its humility.                      

Each of the other mountains had various qualities to boast of, but poor little Har Sinai had none.                  

So Hashem chose this unpretentious mountain to serve as the wedding venue in the hope that                

we, His bride, would forever appreciate the value of humility. 

Which of course begs the question: If Hashem wanted to teach us about humility, why choose a                 

mountain? Even the most humble of mountains towers above the surrounding landscape.            

Wouldn’t a valley have been far more suitable? 

Herein lies the great paradox of living as a Jew. Whilst maintaining a humble demeanour, we                

simultaneously display a pride in our identity and heritage. We stand firm and proud with               

unswerving faith no matter what or whom we are confronted with. 

It is precisely this attitude that gives us the necessary perspective to weather the present               

challenging times. While we are humble enough to acknowledge that our destiny is in Hashem’s               

hands and we don’t understand (or appreciate) His ways, we staunchly proclaim our belief and               

trust that He is not only carrying us through this, but that we will come out of this experience                   

even stronger and better. 

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotsk (1787-1859) put it aptly when he once asked a chassid where                

G-d could be found. The chassid immediately replied, “Everywhere, of course!”, whereupon the             

Kotsker Rebbe retorted, “G-d is found where he is allowed in. Should that space be too full of                  

yourself, there will be no room for G-d.” 

Next time coronavirus causes you to feel anxious, depressed or worried, think of Mount Sinai.               

Stand tall and strong while allowing Hashem to run the show. 
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The Authenticity of the Torah 

Rabbi Baruch Rubanowitz 

Kollel Yad Shaul 

 

Moses alone shall approach G-d; the others shall not come near, nor shall the 

people go up with him.” (Exodus 24:2) 

 ְוִנַּגׁש מֶֹׁשה ְלַבּדֹו ֶאל ה' ְוֵהם לֹא ִיָּגׁשּו ְוָהָעם לֹא ַיֲעלּו ִעּמֹו. (שמות כד:ב)

 

The narrative in the Torah records that Moshe ascended alone to the top of Har Sinai and                 

claimed to have received a message for humanity from a divine being. Moshe, a mortal man, is                 

the primary link between humanity and Hashem. 

Why should we trust him? 

Moshe urged us to change our lifestyle and our priorities, to focus our goals on Hashem’s                

interests rather than our own. That requires an enormous amount of confidence. 

How do we really know that it’s all true? Even if Moshe’s generation was convinced at the time,                  

what evidence is there today that is compelling enough for us to adopt a Torah-true life? 

The impetus for being part of Torah Judaism should not be a desire to have access to a                  

wonderful culture, a pleasant community and a high standard of living. Torah Judaism should              

be adopted because it is true, or at least because it might be true. All those who approach                  

Judaism on that basis have, or should have, asked themselves the above questions. 

This short essay will not offer prepared, succinctly expressed answers to the questions. Rather,              

its purpose is to encourage the reader to approach Judaism with the attitude on which the                

questions are based: namely, that our Torah should be lived because it is true, and I am a truth                   

seeker. Any answer you come up with should not be merely academic. It should be a truism that                  

you identify with. It should sit well with you and have become one of the truths that you                  

recognize, know and believe. Even if you have come to this awareness in the past, it is worth                  

revisiting again. If it was true once, it will be revealed as true again. Attempt to earnestly                 

discover the truth with intellectual honesty and without bias, and you will have reaffirmed your               

convictions or adopted a truth to live by. To live by the truth is to live an authentic life. 

Should you affirm your belief in the authenticity of our Torah, it will transform all of your                 

behaviour which is consistent with the directives of Torah to a higher level, one more cherished                

and valued by Hashem. 
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This is a wonderful exercise to explore anytime, but especially on Shavuos. Hashem is confident               

that all people have the capacity to discover the truth about the transmission of a message from                 

an invisible deity to humanity. 

What is your answer? Should we trust Moshe? Was there a transmission? What evidence do you                

base that on? 

Unsure? Take advantage of all of the resources available to explore more. If Hashem did               

transmit a message, He would probably want you to probe further. 
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Synthesis of Niglah and Nistar Halachik & Mystic = Holistic 

Matan Torah: Find G-d Lost In Creation 

Rabbi Levy Wineberg 

HaMaor 

 

I will take you to be My People, and I will be your G-d. And you shall know that I, 

Hashem, am your G-d who takes you out from the servitude of Egypt.  

(Exodus 6:7) 

  ְוָלַקְחִּתי ֶאְתֶכם ִלי ְלָעם ְוָהיִיִתי ָלֶכם ֵלאלִֹקים וִיַדְעֶּתם ִּכי ֲאִני ה' ֱאלֵֹקיֶכם ַהּמֹוִציא ֶאְתֶכם ִמַּתַחת ִסְבלֹות ִמְצָרִים.

 (שמות ו:ז)

 

Hashavas Aveida – Claiming a lost article 

Niglah 

The Torah teaches in Parshas Ki Tetze1 that one should not ignore an article that one finds, but 

should keep it, look after it, and even feed it (in the case of an animal) until it is claimed by its 

owner. 

How does the owner identify the object, and how does the finder know that the claimant is 

indeed the owner? The Mishna2 derives from the wording of the possuk that the claimant must 

support his claim by providing signs or distinguishing marks of the found article. For example, if 

the finder announces that he found a hand-made garment, then the owner might describe the 

design or colour. 

If a trustworthy person (e.g. a talmid chochom) comes to claim the object he need only say that 

he recognizes it, although he cannot identify any features of the object. The gemora and poskim 

classify these two types of claim as simanim and tvias ayin.3 Simanim are distinguishing marks 

and tvias ayin (literally, “embedded in the eye”) is recognition. 

Of these two, tviays ayin is definitely the preferable identification. All the rules of testimony rest 

on it.  When witnesses testify that a particular person committed a crime or engaged in a 

transaction, they don’t say, “someone with blue eyes and brown hair did this”, but rather, “we 

recognise this person as the one who did it”. The flaw in tvias ayin is that it is a less provable 

type of identification. Simanim on the other hand establish the claimant’s credibility. Where  

 SINAI  
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one’s credibility is not in doubt to begin with, as in the case of witnesses or a talmid chochom, 
we rely on tviyas ayin. 

A further difference between the two: Simanim can be relayed to another, tviyas ayin is unique 

to a person who actually recognises the object or person. 

Nistar 

When Hashem created the world, He was very visible in it. Ever since creation he is like a “lost 

object”. How do we “find” Him? - Through the very same methods of simanim and tviyas ayin. 

In the grandeur of nature, one can see signs of Hashem’s presence. Indeed, this is how Avraham 

Avinu came to recognize Hashem. When he saw the sun rise in the east and set in the west, 

Avraham concluded, “Surely someone must be in charge of this great mansion”.4 This is an 

indirect type of identification. One doesn’t really know Hashem through natural signs; one only 

knows about Him, that He must be there and that He must be great and wise. 

But ever since Hashem showed Himself “face to face” to us at Sinai, we recognize Hashem. We 

can identify Hashem, particularly in His Torah and His commandments. And ever since Sinai, 

recognizing Hashem through the workings of nature is a step-down for a Jew. 

This superior way of knowing Hashem - through “recognition” as opposed to merely through 

natural “signs”-  is what the Exodus from Egypt and the revelation at Sinai accomplished. It is 

why Hashem foretold to Moshe “now I will take you out of Egypt and you will KNOW that I am 

G-d”,5 unlike “the  patriarchs (who) did not KNOW My true essence”.6  This prophecy is also an 

instruction and an empowerment, “Know Hashem your G-d”.7  

Exercises: 

1) Reflect:  How can we get to this type of “knowing”? What difference will it make in our Avodas 

Hashem? 

2) See Pirkei Avot, Ch. 3, Mishna 7: “…Rabbi Yaakov said: One who walks….”. How do you now 

understand Rabbi Yaakov’s statement in light of what we have learned about simanim and tvias 

ayin? 

 פלח הרמון ד"ה איתא בפסיקתא יהל אור להצ"צ- תהלים קיט:קעו 
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1. Deuteronomy 22:1-3 

2. Bava Metzia 2:7 

3. Talmud, Bava Metzia 23b 

4. Midrash, Bereishis Rabbah 39:1 

5. Exodus 6:7 

6. Exodus 6:3 

7. Zohar 2:25a  
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The Ten Commandments 

 

The Ten Commandments are the centrepiece of the Divine revelation at Sinai. We have 613 

mitzvot but these “Ten Statements” (the literal translation of Aseret HaDibrot) include 

cornerstone mitzvot, which represent overarching principles and concepts and connect to all the 

other mitzvot. 

 

Worthy of Love Rabbi Gavriel Abramson 90 

How on Earth are we Supposed 

to Control our Thoughts? 

Rabbi Daniel Beider 92 

G-d is in the Detail Rebbetzin Temmi Hadar 94 

It is All in the Action, it’s the        

thought that counts 

Rabbi Dovid Hazdan 96 

Punctual Payment Rabbi Moshe Schnerb 98 

613 Mitzvot Rabbi David Shaw  

100 
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Worthy of Love 

Rabbi Gavriel Abramson 

Ohrsom Sandton 

 

I am Hashem, your G-d, Who has taken you out of the land of Egypt, from the 

house of slavery.  

(Exodus 20:2) 

  ָאנִֹכי ה' ֱאלֶֹקיָך ֲאֶׁשר הֹוֵצאִתיָך ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ִמֵּבית ֲעָבִדים.

 (שמות כ:ב)

 

How much concern does a parent have for its child? Any normal person who has been blessed 

with children of their own, knows all too well that it is impossible to quantify the colossal degree 

of interest we have for our children’s wellbeing.  

The Rambam1 explains that the first of the “Aseres Hadibros”, the 10 statements uttered by 

Hashem at Mount Sinai, include two fundamental principles.  

“I am Hashem, your G-d, Who has taken you out of the land of Egypt, from the house of 

slavery”,2 teaches us that G-d very much exists and not only is He the Creator of the entire 

universe but also that He is immensely concerned with each and every one of His precious 

children and their ultimate wellbeing.  

Upon first hearing these words Moshe was concerned the Jewish People would not believe in 

themselves sufficiently to have the capacity to accept a Divine, Omnipotent Sovereign. The verse 

therefore concludes that it is Hashem “Who has taken you out of the land of Egypt, from the 

house of slavery” to remind them, and us, that even in the darkest and most troubled times any 

person could possibly find themselves in, the love that Hashem has for His nation supersedes all 

else.  

“Bonim atem LaHashem”3 
- You are children of the Almighty! The work therefore for us when 

we strive to fulfil this mitzvah is to build the confidence in ourselves and our ability to 

remember how worthy we are of Hashem’s unbridled love for us as His children, always wanting 

what is ultimately best for us to the greatest degree possible. 
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What a tremendous honour and privilege it is to be part of the nation that received Hashem's 

Torah together with His supreme love and consistent concern!  

 

1. Rambam, Moreh Nevuchim 2:33 

2. Exodus 20:2 

3. Deuteronomy 14:1 
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How on earth are we supposed to control our thoughts? 

Rabbi Daniel Beider 

Ohr Somayach Glenhazel 

 

You shall not covet your fellow’s house. You shall not covet your fellow’s wife, 

nor their servants, nor his ox or his donkey, nor anything that is your fellow’s. 

(Exodus 20:14) 

 לֹא ַתְחמֹד ֵּבית ֵרֶעָך לֹֽא ַתְחמֹד ֵאֶׁשת ֵרֶעָך ְוַעְבּדֹו ַוֲאָמתֹו ְוׁשֹורֹו ַוֲחמֹרֹו ְוכֹל ֲאֶׁשר ְלֵרֶעָך. (שמות כ:יד)

 

The final of the Ten Commandments is in some senses the most enigmatic. We are asked not to 

be jealous.1 

When the Torah asks us not to steal or murder, it is asking us to control our actions. Controlling 

actions is not always easy, but it’s doable. 

Not to be jealous however – the Torah is asking us to control our thoughts. The moment we are 

asked NOT to think of something, automatically we think of that very thing. How on earth are 

we supposed to control our thoughts? 

The Ibn Ezra explains using a parable.2 A woodchopper caught a brief glimpse of a princess 

riding past as he chopped his wood. For a brief moment he fantasised of asking for her hand in 

marriage. How happy he and she would be in his ramshackle cottage! He would chop wood, 

while she darned his socks, and cooked gruel for their romantic dinner each evening. 

As the princess disappeared into the distance, the woodchopper laughed at the ridiculousness of 

his fantasy, “She is from a different world, a different universe, and for her and I to wed would 

be utterly preposterous. It was NEVER going to happen, and it is NEVER going to happen”, he 

realised. Certain things are beyond the realm of jealousy. We can only be jealous of that which 

we associate with, and once we internalise that there is NO association with a certain object, 

there is no longer any scope for jealousy. 

And he continued chopping wood. 

Says the Ibn Ezra, the command to not be jealous starts WAY before you’ve noticed your 

neighbour’s new car and started salivating over it. Not being jealous involves embracing the 

woodchopper’s realisation, and consciously dissociating from other peoples’ possessions. 
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Hashem has precisely chosen what each of us is meant to have. My neighbour has what he 

needs. I have what I need. What is there to be jealous about! 

1. Exodus 20:14 

2. Ibn Ezra, Exodus 20:14 
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G-d is in the detail 

Rebbetzin Temmi Hadar 

Johannesburg Sephardi Hebrew Congregation 

 

He told you of the Covenant that He commanded you to observe, the Ten 

Commandments. And He inscribed them on two tablets of stone. 

(Deuteronomy 4:13) 

  וַַּיֵּגד ָלֶכם ֶאת ְּבִריתֹו ֲאֶׁשר ִצָּוה ֶאְתֶכם ַלֲעׂשֹות ֲעֶׂשֶרת ַהְּדָבִרים וִַּיְכְּתֵבם ַעל ְׁשֵני ֻלחֹות ֲאָבִנים.

 (דברים ד:יג)

 

If I had to guess what the ten most fundamental statements in Judaism would be, I’m not sure I 

would pick the Ten Commandments.1 

Belief in G-d as the number one statement. That makes sense. That is the foundation of 

Judaism.  

Shabbat. Statement number four. That also makes sense. Shabbat has been the anchor of Jewish 

life for millennia.  

But don’t murder? That’s the bedrock of every civilisation. Do we need G-d to tell us that? 

Honouring our parents? Is that honestly up there with belief in G-d? 

And the last one? Don’t covet. Most people I know wouldn’t dream of murdering anyone, but is 

there anyone out there who hasn’t looked at their friend at some point wishing they could have 

what their friend has. 

Why such a combination of ideas? From the loftiest aspects of a human being - our ability to 

believe in something greater than ourselves, to the most mundane minutiae of human life - the 

way we treat our parents.  

But if we look deeper, this vast array of statements is what truly encompasses a Jew’s 

relationship with G-d. 

Our relationship with G-d isn’t crafted on the mountaintops in sublime meditation of His 

greatness.  
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It’s not even only about the one day a week where we stop and reflect as we pause and celebrate 

Shabbat.  

It’s in our daily interactions with our parents, as well as the way we look at our neighbours’ 

possessions.  

Every moment of life presents us with an opportunity to connect with our Creator.  

The Ten commandments remind us of that. 

The worst action a human being can do, to end someone else’s life, and incriminating someone 

falsely, are both behaviours that separate us from G-d. 

Reciting Kiddush on a Friday night and believing in G-d are both channels to connect with G-d. 

What the Ten Commandments teach us, is that every action, from the smallest to the greatest, 

are important in G-d’s eyes. Everything we do, can and should be meaningful. 

That’s the message of the Ten Commandments. 

1. Exodus 20:2-14; Deuteronomy 5:6-18 
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It is all in the action; it’s the thought that counts 

Rabbi Dovid Hazdan 

Great Park Synagogue. Dean Torah Academy 

 

I am Hashem your G-d who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of 

slavery. (Exodus 20:2) 

 

 ָאנִֹכי ה' ֱאלֶֹקיָך ֲאֶׁשר הֹוֵצאִתיָך ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ִמֵּבית ֲעָבִדים. (שמות כ:ב)

 

“Anochi Hashem Elokecha……..”1 

There is a strong balance and many correlations between the two tablets that housed the Ten                

Commandments. 

The five commandments on the right tablet addressed man’s relationship with G-d. The five              

commandments on the left deal with our interpersonal relationships. 

It is interesting to note that the five commandments that deal with our responsibility to G-d,                

begin with laws relating to thought (belief in G-d) and then continue with a law relating to                 

speech (blasphemy) and then finally address action (Shabbat and honour to parents). 

But the tablet on the left and its commandments that address our responsibilities to our fellow                

human being, has an inverted progression. It begins with laws relating to action (murder,              

adultery and robbery), then proceeds to a law relating to speech (false testimony) and finally               

addresses the realm of thought (do not covet). 

Why is there a different order relating to thought, speech and action on each of the two tablets? 

Our natural tendency is to limit religion to the experience of the mind and the heart. Haven’t we                  

all heard someone say: “I’m inspired intellectually and philosophically” or “I feel so Jewish” or               

“I’m a Jew at heart”. There is a sense that religion can develop and grow without the need to                   

articulate our relationship with G-d, or express it in actions and duties. 

The tablet on the right addresses this misconception by emphasising that Judaism requires us to               

ensure that our religious sensitivities and experiences positively affect our words and actions.             

Our thoughts must develop into uplifted and inspired communication of our values, and             

ultimately elevate our behaviour and the way we conduct our lives. 
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By contrast, the attitude of society towards social responsibility deals primarily with the realm of               

action. The great constitutions of the world address conduct and behaviour and very rarely the               

domain of words (hate speech). No constitution regulates thought. We are convinced that             

legislating humane actions can preserve morality. 

The tablet on the left warns us that we can never secure a just and civil society without                  

transforming attitudes. When hearts and minds continue to harbour prejudice and hate, laws             

that govern behaviour alone, cannot ensure human rights. We need to address and elevate our               

speech and even our thoughts if we are to establish a caring, humane and just society. 

The beauty of Judaism is that our total religious experience is governed and enhanced by both                

Tablets – the left and the right. 

1. Exodus 20:2 
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Punctual Payment 

Rabbi Moishe Schnerb  

Associate Rov of Beis Hamedrash Keter Torah 

 

I am Hashem your G-d who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of 

slavery. 

 (Exodus 20:2) 

  ָאנִֹכי ה' ֱאלֶֹקיָך ֲאֶׁשר הֹוֵצאִתיָך ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ִמֵּבית ֲעָבִדים.

 (שמות כ:ב)

 

There is a Midrash1 that says that all the reward that we receive in this world is only because of 

our Emunah, our belief in the existence of Hashem. This seems to be a very strange statement. 

While undoubtedly the acknowledgment of the existence of Hashem, the omnipotence of 

Hashem and the involvement of Hashem in every aspect of our lives is an incredibly important 

value, what about all the other commandments we have been given and have fulfilled religiously, 

what happened to all the reward for that???? 

The answer would seem to be, that even though it does seem unusual, we are not rewarded for 

performance of Mitzvot in this world, as the Gemara2 states שכר מצוה בהאי עלמא ליכא. (There is 

no reward for Mitzvot in this world). Still, surely there is an obligation that we should be 

rewarded for in this world, since there is a Halacha that a worker needs to be paid within 12 

hours of having finished the job?3 If we are truly servants of Hashem, then we should be 

rewarded straightaway for all of the Mitzvot that we do? The answer is that the Halacha also 

states that if the boss hired workers through a third-party he is not obligated to pay right away 

since he could claim that the deal was made between the workers and the third-party and did 

not involve him.4 

All the Mitzvot we observe were actually transmitted to us by Moshe Rabbeinu. Therefore 

Hashem can claim that he doesn’t owe us reward right away since a third-party was involved. 

However, the first two of the 10 statements, the belief in Hashem and the injunction against 

having other gods was said to us by G-d Himself. For that we must be rewarded timeously. It 

follows then that every time we express in thought or deed our conviction of the role that 

Hashem plays in any situation that we find ourselves in, we earn tremendous rewards which we 

can benefit from right here and now. Have a wonderful Yomtov.  
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1. Midrash, Mechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 14:31 

2. Talmud, Kiddushin 39b; Talmud, Chullin 142a 

3. Rambam, Hilchot Schirut 11:2; Shulchan Aruch, C.M. 339:2-4 

4. Rambam, Hilchot Schirut 11:4; Shulchan Aruch, C.M. 339:7-10 
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613 Mitzvot 

Rabbi David Shaw 

Sandton Shul  

 

You shall have no other gods besides Me. (Exodus 20:3) 

 לֹא ִיְהֶיה ְלָך ֱאלִֹהים ֲאֵחִרים ַעל ָּפָני. (שמות כ:ג)

 

Rabbi Simlai taught1: There were 613 mitzvot stated to Moses in the Torah, consisting of 365 

prohibitions corresponding to the number of days in the solar year, and 248 positive mitzvot 

corresponding to the number of a person’s limbs. Rav Hamnuna said: What is the verse that 

alludes to this? It is written: “Moshe commanded to us the Torah, an inheritance of the 

congregation of Jacob”2. The word Torah, in terms of its numerical value [gematria], is 611,3 
the number of mitzvot that were received and taught by Moshe our teacher. In addition, there 

are two mitzvot: “I am the L-rd your G-d”4 and: “You shall have no other gods”5, the first two of 

the Ten Commandments, that we heard from the mouth of the Almighty, for a total of 613.  

In the text of the Aseret Hadibrot, the second of the ten states ”You shall not recognise the gods 

of others before My presence… do not make idols…do not bow down to them… do not worship 

them…”6 

The Rambam counts each statement as a separate mitzvah.7 So we find that there are 5 mitzvot 

in the first two dibrot. The Ten Commandments are in fact fourteen commandments in ten 

sayings. 

The Ramban8 asks this clearly contradicts the calculation in the above Gemara that said, 611 

Mitzvot through Moshe and 2 directly from Hashem himself! According to the Rambam then 

608 were said over by Moshe and 5 from Hashem - not 2! 

The Ramban therefore concludes that the first two Dibrot constitute just 2 Mitzvot. Belief in the 

Almighty and a general mitzvah regarding the sin of idol worship. 

How can we reconcile the Rambam’s view? 

The Meshech Chochma,9 Rabbi Meir Simcha of Dvinsk (1843–1926) explains that according to 

the Rambam, our ancestors heard two loud heavenly sounds for the first two Dibrot, and not 

words per se. The first sound demonstrating, unmistakably, that there is a G-d, and the second, 

that there is no other G-d but He. 

  

 
 All together now | Unity Tikkun Leil Companion 5780 | 2020  100 

 



 

 THE TEN COMMANDMENTS 
 

 

Moshe then unpacked those sounds for the people and demonstrated the various additional 

Mitzvot found therein. 

So we see that indeed 611 were heard from Moshe Rabbeinu and two were heard directly from 

Hashem! 

Shavuot sameach! G-d bless! 

1. Talmud, Makkot 23b 

2. Deuteronomy 33:4 

3. Talmud, Makkot 24a 

4. Exodus 20:2 

5. Exodus 20:3 

6. Exodus 20:3-5 

7. Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot, Negative Mitzvot 2-6 

8. Hasagot HaRamban on Sefer HaMitzvot, Negative mitzvah 5 

9. Meshech Chochma, Parshat Yitro, Exodus 20:2 
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Torah Learning 

 

Shavuot is dedicated to the mitzvah of Torah learning. Many have a custom to stay up all night 

doing so. Torah learning is so central to being a Jew. It opens our minds to understand G-d’s 

deepest wisdom, and helps us to look at the world through the eyes of the Creator Himself. 

Crucially, Torah learning – while it is an awesome intellectual experience –  is not merely an 

academic exercise – it’s a Torat Chaim, a ‘Torah of life’, part of our lives, transforming us 

ethically, emotionally and spiritually. It is the source of our inspiration and vitality – as 

individuals, as communities and as a nation. History has shown that Jewish communities 

dedicated to Torah learning are Jewish communities that thrive. 

 

Torah Rabbi Levi Avtzon 104 

Time to ‘Plug-in’ Rabbi Paysach Burke 106 

 The Torah Must Be - כנתינתה

Learnt as it was Given 

Rabbi Dovi Goldstein 108 

The Nature of Birkat Torah Rabbi Daniel Kaplan 109 

The Portable Ark Rabbi Matthew Liebenberg 112 
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Torah 

Rabbi Levi Avtzon 

Linksfield Shul 

 

The Torah that Moses commanded us is the heritage of the congregation of Jacob. 

(Deuteronomy 33:4) 

 ּתֹוָרה ִצָּוה ָלנּו מֶֹׁשה מֹוָרָׁשה ְקִהַּלת ַיֲעקֹב. (דברים לג:ד)

 

Torah 

What does that word conjure in your mind when you hear it? 

Wisdom.           Law.          Stories.          Tradition.          Rabbis. 

Policy.          Deep learning.          Generations.         Sacrifice.  

 And the list goes on... 

Some of the above are more accurate than others. But they all have something in common: 

They are not the literal translation of the word Torah. 

What does the word Torah actually mean? 

 Let's think of words that sound similar. 

"Morah" and "Moreh" - teacher. 

"Hora'ah" - lesson. 

"Hore" - parent / guide.  

Torah is a teacher of lessons. It's a teacher for life. Gives a WHY, WHAT, WHEN AND WHERE 

to our lives and a purpose.  

It's a guide of how to maximize our potential and our power as Jews and human beings. 

It's the manual created by the Manufacturer (G-d) on how the human being can fulfill their 

ultimate potential in this world.  
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In simple English: Hashem created the world, the human being and the Torah; and they are all 

interdependent. 

The world and the individual only actualize their potential when they are in sync. 

Torah brings synchronization to our reality. It allows us and those around us to be our best 

selves. It's the road map for the world at its best.  

Torah, when practiced according to its intention, (unfortunately, religion like any other human 

experience can be used for ulterior motives, and can be a tool for harm and hurt, but when 

practiced and studied with its own intention) illuminates human relationships, with oneself and 

with all those s/he comes into contact with. 

Some people think that life comes without a manual. How false. Life has a manual created by the 

very Manufacturer of life itself.  

Torah is life, a gift from the Creator. Open it - it's waiting for you and me.  
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Time to ‘Plug-in’
 

Rabbi Paysach Burke 

 

...and all your desires cannot compare to it. (Proverbs 3:15) 

 ...ְוָכל־ֲחָפֶציָך לֹא ִיְׁשוּו־ָבּה. (משלי ג:טו)

 

A young man asked a Rabbi: Why should I keep Shabbos? To which he replied: You just got to 

experience it – I cannot describe what it’s like to you! It is simply an immensely pleasurable 

experience. Why not give it a try? A pleasure seeker overheard this and said to himself: I’m going 

to give it a try – what do I have to lose? What if it is as pleasurable as he says – then I want to 

taste Shabbos too! 

Who do you see yourself as in this story? Are you like the curious pleasure seeker, ready to try 

something different or the sceptic questioner, preferring to keep the status quo? 

In a similar vein is Torah study. If anything more so, as there is no pleasure like it as it surpasses 

all other pleasures in this world.1 
I cannot do justice in attempting to describe the pleasure 

experienced when studying Torah and each time one opens a book or hears a shiur is different as 

one is shown a new colour or tastes a new flavour or feels a new warmth. 

Torah is like nothing else yet it is compared to many things. It is like water to quench thirst, 

bread to satisfy, meat and wine to gladden and intoxicate, sweet as honey, precious as silver, 

refined gold and rare jewels, Torah beautifies, vivifies, revives and is like a Good Woman/Eishes 

Chayil. Yet for all that Torah is compared to, it is greater than them all.2 

So this begs the question - then if it is the most pleasurable thing around, why don’t we 

constantly busy ourselves with it? If we are so led by our desires to have tasty food and drink, 

watch movies and series, play games and sleep, then why are we not also learning Torah – if it’s 

so much greater than all other pleasures in the universe? 

Torah is also compared to olives – it is an acquired taste. At first bitter but the more you eat, the 

sweeter it becomes.3 At first appearing a burden, Torah becomes a delight. Also, like refined 

gold, the more precious something is, the more difficult it is to attain. Consequently, the 

pleasure of Torah is likewise difficult to attain. It requires us to be ‘plugged-in’, to constantly be 

‘online’ and connected to Torah. The more we are connected, the easier it is to maintain that 

connectivity. If we forget to be ‘online’ with Torah for a day, then Torah will stop ‘following us’, 

stop elevating us.4 We need to be interested in Torah for Torah to be interested in us. To be    
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‘plugged-in’ and to feel the surge of that holy electricity; the longer we are ‘plugged-in’ and 

regularly ‘online’, the greater the pleasure of Torah’s enlightening and elevating fire!5 

The challenge for us is that even if we have experienced the joy of Torah, before we ‘plug-in’, 

Torah does not seem so attractive compared with other pleasures – we forget and prefer to sit 

and read the news, play a game, have a glass of wine or another piece of sushi. It is at that 

moment when we have the greatest challenge to recall our past encounters with Torah and 

remember how enjoyable they were in order to cajole our base drives to give Torah another 

chance, to again seek pleasure like no other, and so if we were to only think and remind 

ourselves how great it was the last time we studied Torah and how all else paled into 

insignificance compared to Torah’s delight, then we may have an opening to renew that 

connectivity and ‘plug-in’ once again to the fire, the great light, the holiness and the pure joy that 

is ours to partake of whenever we so desire – Torah. 

Perhaps you think this is all just a bobba maise? Not to be taken seriously and a nice little 

opinion piece to pass the time? It’s no bobba maise, the pleasure of Shabbos and Torah are real! 

Further, these pleasures are experiences of the Divine, a taste of the world to come and G-d’s 

Presence.  

So why not give it a try? 

(Originally published in Pretoria Jewish Chronicle July/Aug 2018 p25) 

1. Proverbs 3:15; 8:11; Iglei Tal, Introduction 

2. Proverbs 2:4; 3:2,8,14-18,22; 4:8-10,22; 5:15,18-19; 8:10-11,18-19,35; 9:2,5,11; 16:24; 31:10-31 

3. Kli Yakar, Exodus 15:23; Alternatively, a raw olive is bitter and through pickling is sweet 

4. Sifrei Devarim 48:8, Leave Torah for a day it will leave you for two 

5. Proverbs 6:23 

  

  

 
 All together now | Unity Tikkun Leil Companion 5780 | 2020  107 

 



 

 TORAH LEARNING 
 

 

 The Torah must be learnt as it was given  - כנתינתה

Rabbi Dovi Goldstein 

Ohr Savoy and MD of Beth Din Kosher 

 

Rav Hamnuna says: “The beginning of a person’s judgment is only concerning 

matters of Torah.” (Talmud, Sanhedrin 7a) 

 אמר רב המנונא אין תחילת דינו של אדם נידון אלא על דברי תורה. (סנהדרין ז.)

 

Shavuos is the festival when we received the Torah.1 Torah learning is the central concept in 

Judaism and our efforts in its study are paramount. It is the ultimate expression of our 

commitment to Hashem. Hashem, the Torah and the Jewish people are all one. 

The study of Torah requires that we fulfil it in the same way as when we stood at Sinai. Rambam 

(Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon)2 writes that the first thing we will be judged on is Torah study, 

therefore, one should study Torah without the correct reasons, for eventually we will come to 

study for the correct reasons.  

Did we not have the correct intentions when we stood at Sinai? 

The answer is that there is a deep lesson in this Rambam. We may feel guilty that we don't learn 

enough, do enough or that our intent is not always perfect, however, Rambam is telling us that 

the magical power of Torah study is that it "works" and refines us, even when our intention isn't 

ideal.  

There was the famous Yeshiva of Kelm in pre-Holocaust Lithuania. Kelm was all about character 

refinement and building their students to become the best they could be. In the Yeshiva, they 

had a five-minute seder (learning session). This seder was not to be shortened or lengthened and 

every student was expected to be present. The purpose of this session was to instil in every one 

of the students the great power of learning Torah - even if it is only for five minutes.  

This Shavuos, let’s focus on what we are doing, and have trust in Hashem that the light of the 

Torah will do its magic in refining us and bringing us closer to Him no matter how imperfect our 

intentions.  

1. Talmud, Shabbat 86b; Talmud, Pesachim 68b 

2. Rambam, Hilchot Talmud Torah 3:5, based on Talmud, Sanhedrin 7a 

 

  

 
 All together now | Unity Tikkun Leil Companion 5780 | 2020  108 

 



 

 TORAH LEARNING 
 

 

The Nature of Birkat Hatorah 

Rabbi Daniel Kaplan 

Mizrachi Organisation 

 

When I call out the name of Hashem, ascribe greatness to our G-d. (Deuteronomy 

32:3) 

 ִּכי ֵׁשם ה' ֶאְקָרא ָהבּו גֶֹדל ֵלאלֵֹקינּו. (דברים לב:ג)

 

Each chag has its own theme which encompasses the festival. Pesach is freedom, Sukkot is 

simcha (happiness) and Shavuot is Matan Torah (receiving the Torah). On Shavuot we focus our 

energies on the central mitzvah of a Jewish person’s life, Talmud Torah (Torah Learning). Every 

morning, before davening, we start our day by reciting Birkat Hatorah (the blessings of the 

Torah). Let us take a journey and analyse the nature of these berachot. 

The Gemara1 explains that there are only two berachot which are Deorayta (a Torah 

commandment), Birkat Hamazon (Benching) and Birkat Hatorah. Therefore there is a practical 

halachic difference between these two berachot and other berachot we recite, according to the 

Pri Chadash. If one is in doubt whether he benched or said Birkat Hatorah, then he would be 

required to go and make the beracha again, in contrast with other berachot where this would not 

be required. For example, if one couldn’t remember if he made a beracha on his glass of coke 

that he started drinking a moment before, he does not have to go and say the beracha again. 

It is fascinating to note that the Rambam (Maimonides) does not include Birkat Hatorah in his 

list of the taryag mitzvot (the 613 Torah mitzvot); however, the Ramban2 (Nahmanides) 

disagrees and counts it in the list of mitzvot that the Rambam "forgot". My Rosh Yeshiva, Rav 

Aharon Lichtenstein z”l3,
 offers an answer to the Rambam from the passuk "כי שם ה’ אקרא הבו גדל 

 which the Gemara (”when I call out the name of Hashem, ascribe greatness to our G-d“) "לאלוקנו

uses as its support for Birkat Hatorah as being a mitzvah deoryata, is really only an asmachta 

(although it is not explicitly a commandment, it is hinted to in the passuk). He proves this from 

the Rambam4 
himself, where he places these berachot together with the other morning berachot 

instituted by the rabbis. 

However, it is still perplexing that the Gemara seems to equate the berachot of Birkat Hamazon 

and Birkot Hatorah, yet when it comes to the mitzvah of Birkat Hamazon, the Rambam does 

include it in his list of taryag mitzvot. Why then did the Rambam not go with the simple 

understanding of the Gemara, that Birkat Hatorah is deorayta? 
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In order to try to answer this question let us look at the nature of Birkat Hatorah. The Rambam5 
defines three categories of berachot. Firstly there is Birkat Hodaya, ‘berachot of praise’, 

whereby we praise Hashem, for example, when we hear thunder. Secondly there are berachot we 

make when we do a mitzvah, like when we shake a lulav and etrog. Finally, the third type of 

berachot we make are Birkat Hana’ah, berachot of enjoyment, for example, before we eat a 

chocolate. The question then arises which group does Bircot Hatorah belong to? 

On face value it would seem that Birkat Hatorah fits into the category of Birkat Hamitzvot, in 

that before we indulge in the mitzvah of learning Torah we make a beracha. But the Ramban6 

writes that we are commanded to thank Hashem for this great gift that we have received every 

time we read a piece of Torah. Therefore, one may suggest that saying Birkat Hatorah is actually 

a beracha of praise and thanks to Hashem, in that we are truly grateful for the opportunity to 

partake of Hashem’s Torah. 

I would like to suggest that the Rambam agrees that Birkat Hatorah are in the category of praise 

and thanks. If Birkat Hatorah fit into the category of Birkat Hamitzvot, why didn’t the Rambam 

include the halachot of saying these berachot in his Hilchot Talmud Torah? The place where he 

talks about the commandments of learning Torah. Rather, he includes them in his Hilchot 

tefila,7 in the laws relating to davening, in which a major part of davening is praising and 

thanking Hashem. 

In addition, the Mechilta8 uses the exact same passuk that the Gemara used to prove that Birkat 

Hatorah is deorayta ("כי שם ה’ אקרא הבו גדל לאלוקנו") to teach us the procedure of saying the 

berachot before we read the Torah in public (ie, when people lein the Torah). With this said, 

maybe, according to the Rambam, there are two sets of Birkat Hatorah, firstly the ones an 

individual says in the morning and secondly the ones a community says when reading the Torah. 

Therefore, when the Gemara says that Birkat Hatorah is deoryata, it is referring to Birkat 

Hatorah before leining the Torah in public, but the berachot we say before davening is actually 

only derabanan (from the rabbis). The Rambam does not negate the Gemara but views the 

berachot that we say each morning as a praise and thanks to Hashem. 

The Gemara9 explains that a cause for the destruction of the Beit Hamikdash was that they 

learnt Torah but they didn’t say the berachot before they studied. Why was this act so terrible 

that it caused such a tragedy for us? Moreover, they were still learning Torah, they still dedicated 

time to learning Hashem's holy words, so why were they punished so badly? 

The Ran10
 answers powerfully and says that their learning was not done lishma – to connect and 

build a relationship with Hashem, rather they learnt because they enjoyed the intellectual 

exercise one experiences when learning. Learning Torah is the foundation of our religion, it is 

the way we come to understand Hashem's ways and it is the main channel for us to connect and 

to become closer to Hashem. Therefore, if the berachot are a praise and a thanks to Hashem,   
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then how could one not say these berachot every day before one learns Torah as it’s an intrinsic 

part of our Torah learning?! 

May we all have the merit, this Shavuot, to strengthen our commitment to Torah, continue to 

build our relationship with Hashem and may our Birkat Hatorah be a praise to Hashem by truly 

learning Torah lishma. 

Chag sameach. 

1. Talmud, Berachot 21a 

2. Mitzvah 15 

3. Shiurei Harav Aharon Lichtenstein, Masechet Pesachim page 234 

4. Rambam, Hilchot Tefillah 7:1, 7:10  

5. Rambam, Hilchot Berachot 1:4 

6. In his hasagot on Sefer Hamitzvot, it’s also implied by the Tur, O.C. 47 

7. Rambam, Hilchot Tefillah 7:10 

8. Mechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 13:3 

9. Talmud, Nedarim 81a 

10.Ran, ibid. 
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The Portable Ark 

Rabbi Matthew Liebenberg 

Claremont Wynberg Shul 

 

 The staves shall remain in the rings of the Ark; they may not be removed from it. 

(Exodus 25:15) 

   ְּבַטְּבעֹת ָהָארֹן ִיְהיּו ַהַּבִּדים לֹא ָיֻסרּו ִמֶּמּנּו. (שמות כה:טו)

Why does the Torah, in the case of the Ark, forbid the removal of its staves when at rest, which                    

was not so with the other sacred items? If the purpose of the staves was to facilitate                 

transportation, then why was it so important that they remain attached to the Ark, even when it                 

was at rest?  

Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch provides a most compelling explanation: “The staves of the Ark              

symbolise the destiny and the mission of carrying the Ark and its contents [the Tablets of the                 

Ten Commandments and the Torah] beyond the precincts of its present standing place, if this               

become necessary. The command that the poles must never be removed from the Ark establishes               

from the outset and for all time to come the truth that this Torah and its mission are not                   

confined to the soil on which the Sanctuary and the Temple once stood. The constant presence                

of the staves testifies that G-d’s Torah is not bound to or dependent on any particular place -                  

testimony that is boldly underscored by the contrast between the Ark and the other furnishings               

of the Sanctuary, especially the Table and the Menorah, which did not have permanently              

attached staves. The following idea immediately presents itself: Israel’s Table and Israel’s            

Menorah - the fullness of its material life and the flowering of its spiritual life - are bound to                   

the soil of the Holy Land; Israel’s Torah is not.”  

The first principle we can derive from Rabbi Hirsch is that the Torah is by nature portable. It                  

does not have to reside in one particular location to be studied or to be relevant. My Rosh                  

Yeshiva, of blessed memory, often used to point out that some of the greatest Torah works were                 

prepared in the Diaspora.  

The second principle is that we always have to be ready to ‘move’ the Torah, for sometimes there                  

will not even be enough time to ‘insert the staves’. Jews should never rest on their laurels. They                  

should never assume that one particular location will be the final resting place of the Torah, at                 

least in the Diaspora. Even if the Torah has set down firm roots in one place, circumstances may                  

suddenly change and a new home may have to be found.  
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A third principle is that one must carry the Torah with him whether he is at rest (at home) or on                     

a journey. It is not unheard of for a Jew to have one standard of observance at home and                   

another, usually lower, while travelling. There cannot be two standards. This is hinted to in a  

verse in Bamidbar1 “As they encamp, so shall they journey…”. Rabbi Yisrael Eliyahu Yehoshua              

Trunk explains that the intention of this command is to exhort the Children of Israel to behave                 

the same way when journeying as when they are encamped. A Jew must be a Jew at home and in                    

the street and his behaviour should always be impeccable and a sanctification of G-d’s Holy               

Name. 

We have travelled a long and far road with our Torah and often it has been the only comfort we                    

enjoyed in the darkest days of our wanderings. We pray that she will soon find her ultimate                 

resting place in the Land of Israel when all of the exiles are gathered in.  

1. Numbers 2:17  
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The Book of Ruth 

 

The Book of Ruth is read on Shavuot. One of the reasons for this given by the Talmud is that it is 

a book devoted to the values of kindness and compassion, which are central to the Torah that we 

received on Shavuot. We see these values manifest in the relationship between Ruth and her 

mother-in-law, Naomi, and later, between Boaz and Ruth. It’s a story of how kindness 

overcomes selfishness, prejudice and insensitivity. And of course, chessed, ‘kindness’, is also a 

foundational value of the Torah. According to our sages, the mitzvah of kindness is to emulate 

G-d Himself: “Be similar to Him”, says the Talmud, “Just as G-d is gracious and compassionate, 

so too should you be gracious and compassionate.” 

 

What Did Rus See in Naomi? Rebbetzin Hadassah Auerbach 116 

Good Energy Does Not Get Lost Rebbetzin Dr Dvori Blumenau 117 

Ruth, Sodom and the 

Mechanics of Chessed 

Rebbetzin Nicole Green 119 

Rewarded in Kind Rabbi Rodney Richard 122 

To Great People There Are No      

Small Deeds 

Rebbetzin Debby Rubanowitz 124 

Determine Your Destiny Rebbetzin Aviva Thurgood 126 

Self-Compassion Rabbi Reuven Zail 128 
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What did Rus see in Naomi? 

Rebbetzin Hadassah Auerbach 

Ohr Somayach Glenhazel 

 

Rus said,... “where you go I’ll go...” (Ruth 1:16) 

 ַוּתֹאֶמר רּות ... ִּכי ֶאל ֲאֶׁשר ֵּתְלִכי ֵאֵלְך... (רות א:טז)

 

I always wondered what exactly Rus saw in Naomi that she decided to remain with her, refuse to 

go back to her father’s palace and said1 ִּכי ֶאל ֲאֶׁשר ֵּתְלִכי ֵאֵלְך - “where you go I’ll go”. 

Over twenty years ago, I developed an infection after an operation and needed a nurse to come a 

few times a day to drain the wound. It happened that it was July; בין הזמנים - ‘yeshiva break’ in 

Israel. My son had to go to his Yeshiva’s camp on condition that he could date in the evenings, 

and he would phone me in the morning to discuss the date. 

The non-Jewish nurse who was looking after me was totally bewildered. She said to me, “Do you 

mean to tell me that your 23-year-old son would not go out with a girl if you did not approve of 

her?” 

I answered, “definitely not!” 

She then told me that her husband is a diplomat and she has one son who is sixteen. He goes to 

KES and many times when she fetches him from a party, he and his friends are all drunk. In 

addition, there is a guy standing right outside the school who sells drugs. 

She then said to me, “Mrs. Auerbach, from the first moment I stepped into your home , I sensed 

an atmosphere I have never felt in any other home I have been to, and I have worked in many 

homes. It has a special aura to it.” 

It seems to me that Rus saw a different way of life. A potential for a different kind of family. And 

that was worth giving up a palace of a Gentile king and building a Jewish home. 

1. Ruth 1:16 
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Good energy does not get lost 

Rebbetzin Dr Dvori Blumenau 

 

 And the women said to Naomi, “Blessed be Hashem who has not left you without 

a redeemer today! May his name be famous in Israel. He will become your 

life-restorer, and sustain your old age…” (Rut 4:14-15) 

ל־ָנֳעִמי ָּברּוְך ה' ֲאֶׁשר לֹא ִהְׁשִּבית ָלְך ּגֵֹאל ַהּיֹום וְִיָּקֵרא ְׁשמֹו ְּבִיְׂשָרֵאל.  ַוּתֹאַמְרָנה ַהָּנִׁשים אֶֽ

 ְוָהָיה ָלְך ְלֵמִׁשיב ֶנֶפׁש ּוְלַכְלֵּכל ֶאת־ֵׂשיָבֵתְך...(רות ד:יד-טו)

 

In an office building in Tel-Aviv, on the second floor, there sat a businessman. His phone rang, it 

was his wife: “darling I’m running out of time, could you by any chance organise supper for 

tonight?” “Sure, no worries I will take care of it”, answered her husband. At around 6pm he 

stood at a long queue in a treif takeaway place to get pork for supper. While waiting, his 

thoughts drifted to many years back, to his grandfather. 

His grandfather was a rabbi in a concentration camp. People looked up to him and asked him for 

guidance. He miraculously survived the war. On the last day, as the Russians’ tanks were coming 

near, the Germans who were in charge of the camp called all the Jews and asked them to stand 

in a circle. The rabbi was commanded to stand in the middle. One cruel soldier held a piece of 

pork and handed it to the rabbi and said: “now you either eat this or you will be killed”. The 

rabbi refused to eat it, even though it was minutes before their ultimate freedom. He was 

brutally murdered on the spot. So that was the end of him, he clearly suffered for all these years 

in vain, to be killed a few minutes before their salvation. 

However, this man had a child who heard about his father’s tragic end, and in turn he told the 

story over to his son, who suddenly remembered it. The young man left the restaurant thinking: 

“my grandfather died, refusing to eat treif and I stand in a long queue to buy treif?” He then 

decided to find out more about the mitzvot for which his grandfather sacrificed his life. Soon 

enough, he became a true Baal teshuva, and opened up the Arachim movement that influenced 

hundreds of thousands of Jews to become G-d-fearing. 

The Biblical Naomi was returning to Israel as a poor lady, she had never wanted to leave the 

Holy Land, she had wanted to be with her nation and continue raising her kids in the Torah way. 

She was a good-hearted person and a role-model. However, she had been forced to leave the 

Land and go to Moav. There she lost everything, her money, husband, children, and hope. She 

walked back to the Land barefoot, she had no future ahead of her, just an embarrassing past. She 

was convinced that her deeds were inappropriate and were the reason for her suffering.  
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So that was the end of her, she thought. Little did she realise that in a short while, through the 

act of yibum, the soul of her deceased son would come back and reignite her dynasty. She never 

imagined that from absolute nothingness, she would become a mother to Jewish royalty and sit 

beside her descendant, King David, while on his throne. 

On the 16th of Iyar was the yahrzeit of “Our man in Damascus”, the Israeli spy, Eli Cohen. For 

four years he endangered his life for Am Yisrael. He lived in fear and had to give up on his 

family life. His actions saved thousands of Jewish lives. But in the end he was caught, tortured 

badly and hung. Until this very day he has no grave. We are all still waiting for his body to return 

to Israel (Eliyau ben Shaul). So that was the end of him… or so it seemed. Arachim, the biggest 

teshuva movement in the world, has many good lectures, however the most powerful of all is the 

one that proves that the Torah was given by the Almighty. And how has this lecture started for 

the past 40 odd years? Yes, with the story of Eli Cohen, as an analogy for the clarification of the 

material. 

Hence, the man that we thought “survived” the Holocaust in vain, had in actual fact started 

Arachim, and the lady, who she and others thought was a “write-off”, started the redemption, 

and the man that sacrificed his life for us and perished, has actually brought and still is bringing 

thousands of Jews closer to the Creator every single year, which brings mashiach. 

So, if you put in energy, from a pure heart and good intentions, this energy cannot possibly get 

lost. You will get rewarded, this energy will come back to you, even when things seem as though 

your energy was wasted, and it seems to be the end. That end will bring you a new beginning 

that will grow and flourish.  
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Ruth, Sodom and the Mechanics of Chessed 

Rebbetzin Nicole Green 

Constantia Hebrew Congregation 

 

This megillah tells us nothing of [ritual] uncleanliness or cleanliness, or of 

prohibitions or allowances. For what purpose, then, was it written? To teach how 

great is the reward for those who perform acts of kindness.  

(Midrash, Ruth Rabbah 2:14) 

   מגילה זו אין בה לא טומאה, ולא טהרה, ולא איסור, ולא היתר, ולמה נכתבה ללמדך כמה שכר טוב לגומלי חסדים.

 (רות רבה ב:יד)

 

The Midrash1 claims that the purpose of Megillat Ruth is actually to highlight the value of                

chessed: “this megillah tells us nothing of {ritual} uncleanliness or cleanliness, or of prohibitions              

or allowances. For what purpose, then, was it written? To teach how great is the reward for those                  

who perform acts of kindness”. 

I have been baffled time and again by this statement! Surely there had been many great acts of                  

chessed prior to Ruth choosing to bind her fate with that of Naomi, her destitute mother-in-law,                

and to convert to Judaism, despite an uncertain future?! What about the great kindness              

performed by little Rivkah to Eliezer, a perfect stranger?! Or better yet, the immeasurable              

kindness done by Rachel to her sister Leah, choosing to forego her own happiness so her sister                 

should not be shamed?! 

 Ruth and Sodom 

Let’s try and deconstruct the origins of Ruth to understand the above Midrash. 

Ruth came from a murky lineage! Her great-grandfather was the enigmatic Lot, Abraham’s             

nephew, who journeyed with Abraham to the land of Canaan and mysteriously chose to settle in                

the infamous city of Sodom. The well-known Mishna from Ethics of the Fathers:2 “what’s mine is                

mine and what’s yours is yours”, describes the philosophy of Sodom, say the Sages! If Abraham                

was known for his legendary kindness with his tent open on all sides for easy access to the                  

stranger, Sodom was the exact opposite! Kindness for Sodom made a person needy and              

dependent! A Sodomite had to learn to be self-reliant, it was for his benefit. Autonomy was their                 

motto! This was then the legacy and gene pool of Ruth. 
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Rabbi Miller, in his magnificent 400 page exposition on the Book of Ruth, ”Rising Moon”, points                

out that Lot went to Sodom because it was precisely the exact opposite of chessed! Lot had been                  

on the receiving end of Abraham’s kindness. Standing in the glow of Abraham’s sun, Lot felt                

diminished, erased, marginalised. Abraham was the archetypal rich uncle and Lot’s entire status             

and wealth were due to him. It is interesting how in the Book of Leviticus, chessed, as in the                   

verse, “it is a chessed” - with reference to uncovering a close family’s nakedness3 - Rashi explains                 

it as an embarrassment (in Aramaic Chasudah)! 

Intertwined with the kindness of Chessed is an element of shame! Rabbi Miller explains how, “in                

understanding Lot, we must face up to an uncomfortable fact of life: all acts of kindness have a                  

dark underside. Every act of giving implies an act of taking and the shame of eating”, “the bread                  

of embarrassment”.4 

How could Lot’s dilemma be solved? Does receiving always create dependency or can it generate               

opportunity? 

Enters Ruth 

“It had to be a woman, cast biologically and metaphysically as a receiver. A woman, who back in                  

the Garden of Eden was created in the context of relationship, ‘ezer k’negdo’,5 who would teach                

the world about the gift of vulnerability”, says Miriam Kosman in her courageous book, “The               

circle, the arrow and the spiral”! 

Circumstances had thrust Ruth, a former princess of Moab, in a very humiliating situation when               

she arrived in Israel with the destitute, fallen from grace, Naomi. To subsist she was forced to                 

glean in a stranger’s field. Oblivious to her plight, Ruth searches among the fields to find the                 

person she is looking for. She makes it clear to Naomi that she is not looking for food, she is                    

seeking “grace”, chein, a place where she could sense the potential for “relationship”, she is               

needing “to find favour in {someone’s} eyes”. 

“Looking for a relationship”, says M Kosman, “is the ultimate in vulnerability, perhaps even              

more than having to beg for food. You have literally no control over whether someone likes you.                 

Yet Ruth was strong enough to be vulnerable!” 

And Ruth brought from her recent past, as a Moabite, the attitude of the distant Sodom. She                 

never lost her independent autonomy, even as the receiver of scraps. 

Unlike Lot, she understood that the flow of giving and receiving is not about power, it is about                  

mutuality 

The receiver gives opportunity to the giver, the giver gives sustenance to the receiver, each needs                

the other! The Midrash sums it up thus: “the poor person does more for the rich person than                  

otherwise. We derive this from Ruth’s statement to Naomi, ‘the name of the man with whom I                 

dealt with today {is Boaz}’. Ruth did not say, ‘the name of the man who did something for me’,  
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but rather, ‘I did something for him’, as if to say, ‘I did so much for him, did so much good for                      

him, all for a single piece of bread’”.6 

Lot felt erased or diminished by the gifts of Abraham. It would take a great woman, his                 

descendant, to correct the scales of chessed, and it takes a great sense of self - and of chein - to                     

achieve this. 

Perhaps Megillat Ruth is read over Shavuot, the time of Tikkun Leil, because in her life and by                  

her example, Ruth performs a tikkun, ‘rectification’: called a tikkun because it reflects an              

intensely human ability to repair damaged relationships through strength and vulnerability. The            

book starts with a famine and ends with the birth and genealogy of David, started by Ruth, and                  

leading to the ultimate Tikkun Olam, ‘rectification of the world’, with the coming of Moshiach, a                

descendant of David! May it happen soon! 

(The questions and the search are mine. The explanations and the elucidation are from Mrs.               

Miriam Kosman’s book “The circle, the arrow, the spiral" and Rabbi Chaim Miller “Rising              

Moon” on Ruth.) 

 

1.  
Midrash, Ruth Rabba 2:14 

2  
Avot 5:10 

3. 
Leviticus 20:17 

4  
Talmud  Yerushalmi, Orlah 6a 

5. 
Genesis 2:18 

6. 
Midrash, Ruth Rabba 5:9 
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Rewarded in Kind 

Rabbi Rodney Richard 

Emmarentia Shul 

 

No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted into the congregation of G-d; none of 

their descendants even into the tenth generation shall ever be admitted into the 

congregation of G-d, forever. Because they did not meet you with food and water 

when you left Egypt… (Deuteronomy 23:4-5) 

  לֹא ָיבֹא ַעּמֹוִני ּומֹוָאִבי ִּבְקַהל ה' ַּגם ּדֹור ֲעִׂשיִרי לֹא ָיבֹא ָלֶהם ִּבְקַהל ה' ַעד עֹוָלם. ַעל ְּדַבר ֲאֶׁשר לֹא ִקְּדמּו ֶאְתֶכם ַּבֶּלֶחם

  ּוַבַּמִים ַּבֶּדֶרְך ְּבֵצאְתֶכם ִמִּמְצָרִים...

 (דברים כג:ד-ה)

 

“No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted into the congregation of G-d; none of their 

descendants even into the tenth generation shall ever be admitted into the congregation of G-d 

because they did not meet you with food and water when you left Egypt...”1  

The book of Ruth, though, is a story about a Moabite woman. Ruth leaves her birth-family in 

Moav to accompany Naomi, her elderly, bitter and poverty-stricken mother-in-law, back to 

Bethlehem. No law required her to do this; she does it out of kindness.  

The two women, both widows, are dependent on the charity of strangers. Ruth, following biblical 

law, goes to glean from the wheat fields of Boaz, a wealthy landowner. It turns out that Boaz is a 

distant relative. Hearing of Ruth’s benevolence towards Naomi, Boaz orders his workers to 

protect her and keep her safe. He did not have to do that. He, too, does it out of kindness.  

The story not only has a happy ending but an astonishing one: “So Boaz married Ruth ... and she 

bore a son ... They named him Oved; he was the father of Jesse, father of David.”2 This is David 

— King David — the ancestor of the Messiah! 

Moshiach is a descendant of a Moabite woman! This ought to be impossible according to the 

Torah! We are not supposed to let them come into “the congregation of Hashem”. 

Yet, it did happen3 and every year on Shavuot we read Megillat Rut. 

The lesson is a clear and obvious one. How great is the reward of those who do deeds of loving 

kindness! 
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Let us all commit to more acts of kindness, which will, please G-d, usher in the period of the 

ultimate redemption, where again the seemingly impossible will become possible. 

1. Deuteronomy 23:4-5 

2. Ruth 4:13-17 

3. The ruling at the time the question was asked was that a woman was allowed to marry in. (See 

Talmud, Yevamot 76b) 
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To Great People there are No Small Deeds 

Rebbetzin Debby Rubanowitz  

Kollel Yad Shaul 

 

At mealtime, Boaz said to her, “Come over here, join the meal and dip your bread 

in the vinegar.” So, she sat down beside the reapers. He handed her roasted 

grain, and she ate her fill and had some left over.  

(Ruth 2:14) 

 וַּיֹאֶמר ָלּה בַֹעז ְלֵעת ָהאֶֹכל ּגִֹׁשי ֲהלֹם ְוָאַכְלְּת ִמן ַהֶּלֶחם ְוָטַבְלְּת ִּפֵּתְך ַּבחֶֹמץ ַוֵּתֶׁשב ִמַּצד ַהּקֹוְצִרים וִַּיְצָּבט ָלּה ָקִלי ַוּתֹאַכל

 ַוִּתְׂשַּבע ַוּתַֹתר.

 (רות ב:יד)

 

The Midrash records:1 “Rabbi Yitzchak the son of Maryon said, “The Scripture is coming to               

teach us that if a person is going to do a mitzvoh, he should do it enthusiastically and                  

wholeheartedly.
 

Had Reuven known that his behaviour would be recorded by Hashem (“Reuven heard their              

plan and saved him [Yosef] from his brothers’ hands” 2), he would have put Yosef on his                

shoulder and carried him to his father. 

Had Aharon known that Hashem would record his behaviour when he came to greet Moshe               

(“Aharon is coming to greet you”3), he would have arranged for a band and dancing in the                 

welcoming party. 

Had Boaz known that Hashem would record this simple act of offering some food, he would                

have offered her a banquet of delicious prime rib. 

Rabbi Kohen and Rabbi Yehoshua of Sichnin both said in the name of Rabbi Levi: “In the time                  

of the Tanach, when a person performed a mitzvoh, a prophet recorded it. Now, when people                

perform mitzvos, Eliyahu writes it down and Moshiach and Hashem Himself sign the record.” 

The midrash offers three examples of events in the Tanach in which the protagonists (Reuven,               

Aharon and Boaz) would have done even more than they did had they realized that it was                 

significant enough to be recorded. 

Surely there are numerous good deeds mentioned in the Tanach that were not executed in the                

best way possible? Furthermore, a superficial reading of this midrash may give the impression   
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that these great people were merely interested in the glory they would receive from an               

honourable mention for posterity. Surely that is not the case?! 

Aggaddic material is rarely meant to be understood exclusively at face value. Often there are               

deeper messages coded in the wording that our analysis is meant to decipher. In this instance,                

perhaps one of the insights the midrash is trying to offer all of us is the possibility that we may                    

inadvertently be an active participant in providence. Often one cannot appreciate the potential             

impact of a good deed at the time of the action. Reuven was the eldest brother reaching out to a                    

younger sibling in need. Aharon was the elder brother showing warmth and no jealousy when               

his younger brother was about to redeem the nation. Boaz was the head of the Sanhedrin acting                 

kindly to a poor convert. 

In retrospect, each of their actions afforded them the opportunity to be part of a process leading                 

towards redemption. 

The midrash concludes that today, when people perform mitzvos, Eliyahu records it and             

Moshiach and Hashem sign the record. Eliyahu and Moshiach are figures associated with the              

redemptive process. Our mitzvos , however small they may seem, may potentially have a             

significant impact on the unfolding of history, leading to the era of Moshiach. Even if an action                 

may seem insignificant to you at the time, try to do it with greater focus, greater concentration,                 

more heart and better performance. Perhaps this is your part in the furtherance of Hashem’s               

ultimate redemptive plan! 

1. Midrash, Ruth Rabbah 5:6 

2. Genesis 37:21 

3. Exodus 4:14 

 

  

  

 
 All together now | Unity Tikkun Leil Companion 5780 | 2020  125 

 



 

 THE BOOK OF RUTH  
 

 

Determine your Destiny 

Rebbetzin Aviva Thurgood 

Beit Midrash Morasha 

 

Boaz replied, saying to her, “I have been told of all that you did for your 

mother-in-law after the death of your husband, how you left your father and 

mother and the land of your birth and came to a people you had not known 

yesterday, nor the day before that.”  

(Ruth 2:11) 

  וַַּיַען ּבַֹעז וַּיֹאֶמר ָלּה ֻהֵּגד ֻהַּגד ִלי ּכֹל ֲאֶׁשר ָעִׂשית ֶאת ֲחמֹוֵתְך ַאֲחֵרי מֹות ִאיֵׁשְך ַוַּתַעְזִבי ָּאִביְך ְוִאֵּמְך ְוֶאֶרץ מֹוַלְדֵּתְך ַוֵּתְלִכי

  ֶאל ַעם ֲאֶׁשר לֹא ָיַדַעְּת ְּתמֹול ִׁשְלׁשֹום.

 (רות ב:יא)

 

Boaz said in reply, “I have been told of all that you did for your mother-in-law after the death of 

your husband, how you left your father and mother and the land of your birth and 

came to a people you had not known before”.1 

When Boaz first meets Ruth, he greets her with the words above. The Tanach is very careful with 

every single word chosen and so if the words remind you of Avraham being commanded by 

Hashem in Parshat Lech Lecha to, "Go for yourself from your land, from your relatives, 

and from your father's house to the land that I will show you"2 then you would have indeed 

noticed the subtle connection between these two characters. Avraham is the embodiment of 

chessed, ‘kindness’, and Ruth is rewarded with King David as her descendant because of her 

kindness to her mother-in-law Naomi.  

The story of Ruth occurs during the time of the Shoftim, ‘the Judges’.3 A time of famine, 

upheaval and discord, even at one point, civil war. The Jewish people have lost their inherent 

kindness, they've become stingy and immoral. It is clear that they lack leadership and guidance. 

The story of Ruth comes to heal the nation. A woman from the people of Moav, known for their 

immorality and selfishness - it's Ruth's ability to overcome her genetic tendencies and become 

the exact opposite of what her nature would suggest that allows for the teshuva, the ‘return’ of 

the Jewish people to Hashem.  

Shavuot is a time for learning, but for me personally, I've always felt that it gives us the 

opportunity to also reflect. No learning should ever be in a vacuum, we study for the enjoyment 

of gaining knowledge, but to also change ourselves for the better. Reading Megillat Ruth, we THE  
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should ask ourselves if we are on a path to achieving our greatest potential, we may feel that 

there are things that we need to work on and change. 

Ruth was the catalyst for the return of the Jewish people, it was through her that the chaos was 

replaced by the leadership and guidance of King David. Ruth had everything stacked against her, 

Moav was the enemy, she was an outsider, she had nothing but herself to offer to her 

mother-in-law and yet her kindness was powerful enough to change the course of Jewish 

history! 

Ruth, like Avraham, made a choice. By choosing to cleave to Naomi, Ruth created her own 

destiny and inspires us all, until today, to do the same.  

1. Ruth 2:11 

2. Genesis 12:1 

3. Ruth 1:1 
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Self-compassion 

Rabbi Reuven Zail 

Ohr Somayach 

 

(Chizkiyah continued) I have received a tradition from the house of my father’s 

father (King David), even if a sharp sword rests upon a person’s neck, he should 

not prevent himself from requesting compassion.  

(Talmud, Berachot 10a) 

 כך מקובלני מבית אבי אבא, אפילו חרב חדה מונחת על צוארו של אדם, אל ימנע עצמו מן הרחמים.

 (ברכות י.)

 

This passage in the Gemara conveys to us an encouraging message of hope and faith. Sourced 

from the Torah wisdom and life experience of our great leader and prophet, King David, we are 

reminded with powerful imagery that no matter how bleak, desperate and hopeless a situation 

might appear to be, we should not despair and refrain from beseeching Hashem for His 

rachamim (compassion).  

A careful reading of the wording of the Gemara, however, might reveal to us an added layer of 

meaning and depth. The Gemara does not actually state that when the sword is pressing against 

one’s neck that one should not hold back from requesting Hashem’s compassion, which is the 

standard translation. Rather the simple reading of the Gemara is that one should not hold 

oneself back from rachamim, implying that one should bestow and express compassion in 

those dark moments. Who should be the recipient of one’s compassion at that time? The answer 

is oneself! This means that one should allow oneself to feel a deep sense of self-esteem and 

self-appreciation. Although according to the letter of the law it might be true that one may not 

deserve to be rewarded or rescued and that one has no legitimate sense of entitlement, one 

nevertheless should view oneself as a deeply worthy person, capable of appreciating Hashem’s 

kindness and love, should He choose to bestow it.  

There’s a beautiful passage from the Book of Daniel that we repeat a number of times during the 

ten days of repentance from Rosh Hashanah until Yom Kippur.  

 ֹלא ַעל ִצְדֹקֵתינּו ֲאַנְחנּו ַמִּפיִלים ַּתֲחנּוֵנינּו ְלָפֶניָך ִּכי ַעל ַרֲחֶמיָך ָהַרִּבים
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Not because of any merit of ours do we lay our plea before You but because of Your abundant 

mercies.1 

While it seems that we are being self-effacing by downplaying our external merits, we are in fact 

highlighting, by contrast, a genuine sense of our intrinsic worth by appealing to Hashem’s 

compassion.  

A person who calls out to Hashem in prayer is called a ‘Mitpalel’. The commentaries explain that 

the root of this reflexive word describes a process of self-assessment.  

Not only should one reflect on one’s deficiencies in coming before Hashem, but to complete the 

self-assessment, one needs to accept and feel good about one’s own intrinsic value.  

Perhaps this is what the Gemara refers to as a complete prayer, a ‘tefilah shelemah’, when 

describing what makes one prayer successful and another not. 2 

If we are able to be compassionate to ourselves and perceive and appreciate our inner value, 

then we can approach Hashem with the hope that he will respond in kind with a similar 

outpouring of love to us. 

1. Daniel 9:18 

2. Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 18a  
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Test Your Knowledge 

 

When we learn with other people, our learning experience comes alive. When we interact and 

discuss, and challenge each other, our understanding of Torah is transformed. This is why the 

most ancient and successful learning method we have as Jews is called chavruta – we learn with 

a friend. Engaging with someone else opens us up to new perspectives and makes us humble, 

ready to listen to others. Questions are also at the heart of our Torah learning experience. When 

we ask questions and seek the answers, we challenge ourselves to grow and uncover the endless 

depth and brilliance of the Torah. And we have fun at the same time. 

 

Quiz on Receiving the Torah Rabbi Jonathan Fox 142 

A Tikkun Leil Quiz Rabbi Kalman Green 144 
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Quiz on Receiving the Torah 

Rabbi Jonathan Fox  

Chevrah Kadisha 

Take this short quiz to see how well you know the Torah’s description of the momentous 

occasion of the Receiving of the Torah. All questions and answers are based on the simple 

understanding of the Chumash. All references are from the Book of Exodus. 

QUESTIONS ANSWERS 

  

Initially, the people were not permitted to ascend the mountain. What 

would be the signal that the people may ascend the mountain? 

An extended blast of the shofar 

[19:13] 

 

Which of the following were present when G-d descended on the mountain: 

smoke, fire, hail, the sound of the shofar, an east wind. 

Smoke, fire and the sound of the 

shofar [19:18-19] 

Onto the top of which mountain did Hashem descend? Mount Sinai [19:20] 

Hashem instructed Moses to descend from the mountain and to then 

ascend. With whom was he to ascend? 
Aaron [19:24] 

At the beginning of the Ten Commandments that G-d spoke to Moses, what 

phrase follows the phrase “I am Hashem your G-d”? 

“Who took you out of the Land of 

Egypt” [20:2] 

For how many generations does G-d show kindness? Thousands [20:6] 

The violator of which commandment does Hashem not absolve? 
Taking the name of Hashem in vain 

[20:7] 

What is the reward for honouring one’s father and mother? 

One’s days will be lengthened on 

the land that Hashem gives you 

[20:12] 

List these commandments in the correct order: You shall not steal; You 

shall not kill; You shall not commit adultery. 

You shall not kill; You shall not 

commit adultery; You shall not 

steal [20:13] 

Which commandment is between ‘You shall not steal’ and ‘You shall not 

covet’? 

‘You shall not bear false witness 

against your fellow’ [20:13] 

What did the people fear would happen if G-d would speak to them? 
They feared that they would die 

[20:16] 

On how many sides were the Tablets inscribed? Two [32:15] 

At which part of the mountain did Moses shatter the Tablets? 
At the bottom of the mountain 

[32:19] 
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A Tikkun Leil Quiz 

Rabbi Kalman Green 

Constantia Hebrew Congregation 

QUESTIONS ANSWERS 

TORAH  

Which “Megillah” is associated with Shavuot? Ruth 

Who married Ruth? Boaz 

Who wrote the Megillah? Samuel 

What did we answer when offered the Torah? Na’aseh v’Nishma 

What is the 6th commandment? Not to murder 

How many letters are there in the Torah? 304,805 (600,000) 

Rabbi Yisrael Meir haKohen Kagan is best known for what topic? Loshen Hara 

Of what is the name RASHI an acronym? R. Shlomo ben Yitzchak 

  

ISRAEL  

What is the total length of Israel? 470 km = 290 miles 

Who was offered the position of 2nd
 president, but refused? Albert Einstein 

Which was Moshe Dayan’s GOOD eye? Right 

What was “Operation Babylon” in 1981? Destruction of Iran’s reactor 

What was Eliezer ben Yehuda famous for? 1st
 modern Hebrew dictionary 

  

WOMEN  

Which matriarch is buried near Bethlehem? Rachel 

How old was Sarah when she gave birth to Isaac? 90 

What was the “other” name of the heroine of Purim? Hadassah 

Who was Ruth’s sister-in-law? Orpah 

At whose wine and cheese party did Sisera get “pegged”? Yael 

Who wrote the song “Yerushalayim shel Zahav”? Naomi Shemer 

Who was Yosef’s wife? Osnat 
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To freedom, with thanks  

 

When we learn Torah, we free ourselves from the constraints of our lives. We soar above the 

limitations of the world, and view the world from G-d’s perspective. We rise above our personal 

circumstances, and see the big picture. As the mishna in Pirkei Avot says (6:2): “There is none 

as free as the person involved in the study of Torah.” 

When we learn Torah, we connect in a way that is profoundly liberating. We connect with 

ultimate truth, with our Divine values. We connect with generations of Jews who came before 

us, who, like us, delved into the wisdom of our sacred heritage. We connect with each other – 

with those who teach us and those who learn from us. We connect with Hashem, Himself. 

And so, as we celebrate this Shavuot under the constraints of a country and a world still reeling 

from the effects of a global pandemic, let us find our freedom in learning our Torah. As we learn, 

let us liberate ourselves in a deep spiritual sense, reconnecting with the joy and beauty of 

Hashem’s Torah and the light of its wisdom which brightens our lives and our world. 

Though we are in our homes and not in our shuls, this Unity Tikkun Leil Companion can keep us 

company over Shavuot. And it can be our portal to freedom. 

I would like to express my gratitude and appreciation to the rabbis and rebbetzins of our 

community who dedicated time and effort to share their words of wisdom with us. Their 

wonderful writings fill these pages, liberating us, gifting us the beautiful experience of learning 

Torah, and connecting us to the Source of all life. 

As we celebrate the incredible gift of G-d’s Torah this Shavuot, we pray to Him that He bless us, 

our families, our community, our country, and our world with health and healing. 

 

With blessings, 

Chief Rabbi Warren Goldstein  

Sivan 5780 

May 2020 
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