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Aside from the cheesecake and the
the Torah due authority. The obligation to strengthen
completion of Sefirat HaOmer, a defining minhag on
the Torah satisfies Rav Lichtenstein’s second
Shavuot is the custom to stay awake all night
translation,
which
necessitates
an
entirely
learning in order to convey to Hashem our eagerness
transformative
experience.
Furthermore,
the
to accept the Torah. This annual exercise in sleep deprivation
ambiguous language of “strengthening the Torah” is clarified by its
suggests that on Shavuot, Jews around the world undergo a
parallel to the definition of kiyum as a complete, metamorphic
process in which they reaccept the Torah in some way. Yet what
commitment to the Torah. Kiyum is accomplished when an
exactly does this entail? In addition, the infamous Midrash which
individual actively seeks to expand and apply the teachings of the
describes Hashem’s holding Har Sinai over the heads of Bnei
Torah into one’s life, rather than relying on the perfunctory
Yisrael further complicates this question. The Gemara in Masechet
observance of explicitly commanded mitzvot.
Shabbat (88a) interprets this Midrash to mean that though the
Rav Lichtenstein’s analysis of this Gemara offers an
giving of the Torah occurred on Shavuot, Bnei Yisrael truly
explanation as to the question of the precise acceptance of the
accepted the Torah on Purim. When Megillat Esther proclaims
Torah demanded on Shavuot. The difference between acceptance of
“kimu vekiblu haYehudim,” the Jews accepted and validated the
the Torah on Purim and on Shavuot is embodied by the
words of the Torah that had previously been partially forced upon
metaphorical mountain held over the heads of Bnei Yisrael. On
them. If this is the case, then the acceptance of the Torah on
Purim, we accept the Torah and its laws, agreeing to learn, teach
Shavuot seems repetitive, necessitating elaboration concerning the
and observe the tenets of the Torah on a more superficial level. In
extent of Torah’s acceptance every Shavuot.
contrast, on Shavuot, though the original agreement to shoulder the
Rav Aharon Lichtenstein zt”l offers a response to this
burden of the Torah was done under duress, the modern celebration
question in one of the last shiurim he delivered, in his home on
of Shavuot is when we formally undertake the task of attempting to
Shabbat a few months before his passing, that was adapted by Rav
strengthen the Torah by seeking novel and personalized
Dr. Chanoch Gamliel, translated by Rav Daniel Landman, and
applications in our own lives, an onerous enterprise best
edited by Rav Reuven Ziegler in an article entitled “Vitality in the
represented by a mountain over our heads.
Service of G-d.” Rav Lichtenstein explores the meaning of a
Though we commemorate this undertaking by learning all
particular pasuk in Parshat Ki Tavo, in which Moshe rebukes Bnei
night, which according to the Gemara is the second-best form of
Yisrael with a succession of warnings, concluding “Cursed be he
kiyum, the learning is merely symbolic of the true acceptance that is
who does not uphold the words of Torah to fulfill them” (Devarim
undergone. Rather than allowing for rejuvenating sleep, we subject
27:26). Rav Lichtenstein suggests two possible explanations for
ourselves to a process wherein sleep refusal symbolizes our
the word kiyum, which is loosely translated as “uphold.” Firstly,
absolute commitment to the Torah to such a degree that we sacrifice
he mentions the more technical explanation of the word,
our temporary wellbeing for its enhancement, in a representation of
translating it as “validation,” a term used to grant legality or
our willingness to be utterly transformed, on an individual level, by
authority to something that lacks it. Rav Lichtenstein also offers a
our devotion to the Torah.
more profound definition of the word, explaining that kiyum
connotes complete commitment that entirely transforms the person
The Land of the Free:
who undertakes such an endeavor as upholding the Torah.
Zman Matan Cheruseinu
Rav Lichtenstein quotes the Gemara in Talmud
by Zeve Kornwasser (YUHSB ’18)
Yerushalmi Masechet Sotah (7:4), which expounds two statements
that are implied by the pasuk in Devarim. The Gemara explains
There is a popular minhag in the Jewish community to learn
that the pasuk means that those who learned, taught, and observed
Pirkei Avos in the time period between Pesach and Shavuos. The
the Torah, but did not strengthen it to their full extent, are
last perek of Avos, commonly known as Perek Kinyan Torah, is a
considered among the cursed. On the other hand, those who did
compilation of braysos that are relevant to the ways to acquire
not learn, teach, or observe the Torah and were not capable of
Torah. The second mishna of this perek introduces the famous, yet
strengthening it, but attempted to strengthen it to their full
puzzling phrase: “ein lecha ben chorin ela mi she’osek ba’Torah,”
capability, are considered blessed. Rav Lichtenstein analyzes
loosely translated as “a person is not free unless they are involved
several implications of the Gemara. He notes that the Gemara
in Torah study.” While this might seem like a simple phrase, it
takes into account individual potential in the formula that
requires a much greater degree of analysis.
determines a person’s worth, meaning that, regarding the
In order to properly understand a particular topic, one must
fulfillment of kiyum, there is no arbitrary standard to achieve,
begin by examining the earliest existence of related discussions.
rather the expectation is determined on an individual basis.
The Rambam, in the beginning of his Mishna Torah in Hilchos
Additionally, he emphasizes the distinction between “learning,
Yesodei HaTorah, states that if a person wants to properly
teaching, and observing” and “strengthening” detailed in the
understand the Torah, he must go all the way back to the “yesod
Gemara, suggesting that true kiyum is fulfilled only when the extra
hayesodos.” In our attempt to properly understand the meaning of
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the Torah on Shavuot
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“ein lecha ben chorin ela mi she’osek ba’Torah”(Avos 6:2), we
must go back to the origin of freedom for Klal Yisrael.
One of the core qualities of slavery is the lack of freedom
to control one’s own life. Am Yisrael served as slaves for
Paroah in Egypt for 210 years, until Hashem swooped in and
“bought” them. The end of being servants to Paroah did not
mean that the Jews were free to do as they wished. Rather, it
meant that Bnei Yisrael were the servants of Hashem. Hashem
essentially says: “I will tell you how to work. I will tell you
how to live.” Freedom from Paroah involved Bnei Yisrael
confining themselves to the world which Hashem allowed them
to have. With this understanding of the definition of cheirus, we
can now attempt to understand what the word chorin in the
context of the mishna in Avos means.
The pasuk in Tehilim says “Motzee asirim
bi’kushuros” (68:7) which loosely translates to “[Hashem] frees
those imprisoned in chains.” Rav Shimshon Pincus, in his sefer
HaTorah ViKinayaneha, explains that this refers to the talmidei
chachamim who make themselves prisoners in order to properly
study Torah. He cites the Arizal, who learned alone for 25
years, as the paradigm of this trait. Clearly, total servitude to
Hashem through Torah is worthy of reward from Hashem.
It appears that the phrase “ein lecha ben chorin ela mi
she’osek ba’Torah” is a contradiction within itself. We began
with the assumption that Torah is the only true freedom, but at
the same time, it is very restrictive, to the extent that those who
excel in its study are compared to prisoners. How can one be
both a slave and a free man simultaneously while participating
in the same activity?
In order to answer this pressing question, we must return
to our original point; the way to understand the word “chorin”
is based on the freedom which we achieved via Yetzias
Mitzrayim. Our status as “free” really meant establishing a new
master; it did not mean free in the colloquial sense of the word.
With this knowledge, we can now understand that “Ein lecha
ben chorin” means that the freedom which we were given by
Hashem as we left Mitzrayim was essentially servitude to
Hashem. Bnei Yisrael were liberated from the senseless service
of Paroah in order to partake in sensible and rewarding
servitude of Hashem. After 49 days of purification, Klal Yisrael
reached the level at which they were able to accept the Torah
and achieve true freedom. Essentially, Shavuos really is a
celebration of our freedom.
The mishna in Peah (1:1) states: “talmud Torah kineged
kulam.” Rabeinu Yonah explains that just like the reward for
the studying of the mitzvos aseh and lo saaseh in the Torah is
great, the punishment for violation of them is also great. Bnei
Yisrael needed 49 days of work to ready themselves to accept
the Torah which demands such absolute commitment. Naaseh
Ve’Nishmah is the attitude of an eved, who confidently
proclaims, “it does not matter what the master says; I am going
to do it.” Just as Rabeinu Yonah said, violation of the words of
this master will yield severe punishment, and therefore
acceptance of the Torah requires devotion akin to that of a
slave.
Contemporary society has influenced us to believe that
slavery is an entirely negative concept. In reality, slavery to
Hashem is the purpose of our existence. Our concept of
freedom should be based on our redemption by Hashem from
Mitzrayim. People who act as their hearts desire, doing
whatever they want, are actually enslaved to their own desires.
We, however, who submit ourselves to the will of the Ribono
Shel Olam, are truly free.

Unity in the Relationships of Shavuot
by Naama Schwartz (Bruriah ‘17)

In our quest to better understand God, we often utilize
metaphors to compare our relationship with Him to several types
of human relationships with which we are more familiar: a Father
to His children, a Master to His servants, a Shepherd to His
sheep, a King to His subjects, and possibly the most famous and
universal relationship -- a Husband to His wife. There are many
places throughout Tanach and the Talmud where these devices
are used. For example, Shir Hashirim, a song of love between
Hashem and the Jewish nation, declares “I am my beloved and
my beloved is mine” (6:3). The “engagement” of Hashem and
Bnei Yisrael is further expressed in Hoshea: “I will betroth you to
Me forever, and I will betroth you to Me with righteousness, with
justice, with kindness, and with mercy. And I will betroth you to
Me with faith, and you shall know Hashem” (2: 21-22). The
marriage, of course, is what we celebrate on this chag of Shavuot.
Our “wedding” took place at Har Sinai during Matan Torah when
Hashem gave His Torah to the Jewish nation and entered into a
covenant with us: to be loyal to each other for eternity.
In addition to the union between Hashem and the Jewish
people, the chag of Shavuot makes reference to another marriage.
This couple of Shavuot and Megillat Rut is Rut and Boaz. In a
fascinating article written by Dr. Yael Ziegler, well known
lecturer in Tanach at Herzog College, the similar personalities
that unite in the marriage of Rut and Boaz are explored to gain a
better understanding of their actions and accomplishments in the
Megilla. Dr. Ziegler writes that “it may be most accurate to
conclude that the success of the narrative rests upon the coming
together of this couple.” In order to convey the similarity
between Boaz and Rut and simultaneously highlight the
important traits that they share, the Megilla presents several
linguistic parallels between these characters.
The most significant similarity between them is their
common trait of kindness. Dr. Ziegler writes, “the verb, ‘natan’
to give, appears once in the book to depict Rut giving food to
Naomi (2:18) and once to depict Boaz giving food to Rut (3:17).”
Each character supplies food to someone in need, working to
solve a fundamental problem of the Megilla that is hinted at in
the first pasuk. The story begins with a famine “in the days when
the judges ruled,” a time when the Jewish people routinely
abandoned God’s ways and fell into the hand of idolatry. As a
result, God sent enemies and punishment, which in this instance
was economic hardship and famine throughout the land. The
impoverished Rut cannot act independently in solving this
national hardship, however the wealthy landowner Boaz can help.
Using Boaz’s harvests and, more importantly, their shared trait of
kindness, Rut and Boaz are able to unite in their actions to help
the poor, specifically Rut’s mother in law, Naomi, who in the
span of ten years loses her husband and two sons.
Boaz and Rut’s chessed goes beyond the conventional
chessed. The chessed they perform is done without any thought
of personal benefit, known as chessed shel emet, which is often
associated with the deceased. This is because there is no
expectation of recompense when one buries a dead person or
treats a corpse with respect. It is therefore most remarkable that
both Boaz and Rut are explicitly praised for this kindness.
Naomi blesses Rut (and Orpah) that “God shall do with you
kindness as you did with the dead ones and with me” (1:8).
Naomi later blesses Boaz in a similar fashion: “Blessed is he to
God for he has not withheld his kindness from the living or the
dead” (2:20).
In keeping with this trait, these characters not only
perform chessed for others, but they also do so in a manner which
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undermines their self-interests. Rut undoubtedly would live a
better life by returning to Moav, but she still chooses to stay
with Naomi out of her selflessness. Boaz’s willingness to buy
Elimelech’s land and marry Rut in order to honor the deceased
also requires a fair amount of selflessness. The self-sacrificing
quality they share is a critical success to their union and solving
the national and personal economic problems of the Megilla.
Another similar trait between Boaz and Rut surfaces from
both their hardworking behavior. Dr. Ziegler writes that
“Ruth’s industriousness, indicated by her willingness to work
in the fields from the morning (2:7) until the evening (2:17),
corresponds to Boaz’s industrious nature. Despite being a
wealthy landowner, Boaz personally arrives at his fields during
the harvest (2:4), winnows his own barley (3:2), and sleeps in
his fields to guard his crops.” Their common drive to work
hard is critical for the success of the Megilla’s story.
While she does mention other parallels, Dr. Ziegler
concludes by writing that “The mirroring of Ruth and Boaz
thus depicts a harmonious alliance of two similar
personalities,” whose traits are ideal for producing both the
personal solution for Naomi’s tragedy and the national solution
for the society during the period of the Judges.
Returning to the original relationship of Shavuot, God and
the Jewish people are compared to husband and wife. Of
course, there is no comparison between the finite marriage of
Boaz and Rut and the infinite marriage of God and the Jewish
people, but in the context of Shavuot, it can be seen as a
metaphor. God and the Jewish people, also, when united as
one, can bring about success. While Rut and Boaz began their
relationship with similar traits, we have the commandment to
strive to eventually possess God’s traits, “Vehalachta
B’Drachav.” We accomplish this by uniting, building a
“marital” relationship with Him, since only by truly knowing
someone can a person come to emulate him. Since Hashem is
a Ba’al Rachamim, we should work on acting with mercy
towards others; since Hashem is Erech Apayim, we should
work on controlling our anger towards others. It is no doubt, a
difficult commandment, but what better time to focus on this
special mitzvah than the anniversary of our wedding at Har
Sinai, the beginning of our special relationship with Hashem.

Shavuot: The Choices We Make
by Chaim Alper (DRS ‘17)

As the humble and selfless leader Moshe strode
down from the mountaintop, Bnei Yisrael patiently waited.
Some wondered about the next step of their unbelievable
journey. The memory of moving through the Yam Suf and
watching their lifelong masters drowning was still fresh on
their minds. They thought how striking it was that a life of
bondage and suffering could be so instantly turned around with
barely any action on their part.
But now was not the time to think about their personal
memories. Moshe was back from speaking directly to the G-d
who had saved them. Moshe clearly had some important news
to relay, and the people thought perhaps it would be about the
next leg of their eye-opening journey.
For the first time, though, Moshe did not have a set order
to give them. He had an offer. G-d was giving the people a
choice: choose to follow His commandments, no matter where
it brings them, or not. After all the time spent being a mere
passenger in their own fates, the people were now being given
the chance to pick their own path in a sharp turn of events.
Yet the people barely took a moment to consider it all, as
they realized that when someone takes such lengths to help

someone else, it can be inferred that they have their best interests
in mind. And when G-d has our best interests in mind, it does not
matter what He commands us to do, when we meanwhile can
barely figure out what we want for lunch! Obviously, we know
how the story ends, as we have the chag of Shavuot.
With all the complex and eloquent Halachot of Pesach and
Sukkot, Shavuot might seem bland. However, while Pesach and
Sukkot are about miracles that were done for us due to G-d
remembering His pact with Avraham, Shavuot is about an event
which we initiated; it is about a singular choice that has shaped
our history ever since. When learning about the essence of a
character in a story, we do not learn about them from random
events that afflict them, but rather we discover them through the
choices that they make. This is how we discover who we are,
through all the hundreds of decisions we make every day, from
showing appreciation to our family and friends, to taking it upon
ourselves to follow G-d’s Word. That is what Shavuot is about,
not any single sort of mitzvah, but about every mitzvah we
choose and every opportunity we seize.

A Deep Rut-ed Commitment
by Simcha Feldman (Frisch‘18)

We read in Megillas Rus about Rus collecting food for
herself and Naomi in Boaz’s field. Boaz observes and inquires
about Rus. Rashi is understandably bothered by the attention that
a God-fearing man of Boaz’s stature pays to a woman collecting
in his field. Is this not a serious breach of the laws of Tznius on
his behalf?
Rashi answers that Boaz noticed that Rus was
knowledgeable and modest in comparison to the other women
that were also in his field at the time. Rashi goes on to list some
of the things that caught Boaz's eye: Rus was the only collector
that knew that a poor person was only allowed to take grain if
there were only two stalks in that spot, and she was the only
woman that sat down to pick up the food on the ground instead of
bending
over
in
an
immodest
fashion.
We also learn from the Gemara in Shabbos (113b) about
Rus’ commitment to modesty. The Gemara there brings down
that the reason that Rus uses a double language of “VaTelech,
VaTavo,” “And she went and she came” (2:3), is to teach that Rus
went back to Naomi originally because the first group of people
that she encountered did not dress in a Tznius fashion.
Rashi's answer does not seem to adequately resolve the
original problem. How do Rus' middos give Boaz an excuse to
randomly show interest in her? We must understand that Boaz
wanted to know not more about Rus herself, but about how she
came to learn to act in such a way. She demonstrated the very
powerful middah of being able to set aside her own troubles on
behalf of Hashem and His ways. While all the other women in the
field acted with the intent to get as much food as possible, even if
it technically involved stealing or violating the laws of modesty,
only Rus was willing to take a personal loss in order to follow
Halacha. Boaz needed to learn where she learned this, and he was
told that she was the woman that came with Naomi back from
Moav.
Rav Shlomo Brevda explains that Rus being the one who
came back with Naomi is not in any way insignificant. Rus made
a bold declaration to completely commit herself to Naomi when
she says (1:17) that the only thing that she would allow to
separate herself from her mother in law was death, “ki ha’maves
yafrid beini u’veineicha.” At this time, Rus puts her complete
trust in Na'ami and a religion that she knows little about. The
only path that she could take to get from Moav to Judaism was
one that completely eradicated any restrictions on her spiritual
Page 3
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growth. First, she needed to make sure that she had some
exposure to positive influences to shake off her Moabite habits,
so she returned home until that was available to her. Next, she
needed to show an ability to act in Hashem's ways even when it
was not to her own physical benefit, as she was able to display
on
the
day
that
she
met
Boaz.
Rus' stated commitment to Torah before even knowing
much about it is an echo of the promise that Bnei Yisrael made
at Har Sinai of naaseh v’nishmah. There too, we did not know
exactly what to expect. When Rus had her naaseh v’nishmah
moment, she earned the merit to be the progenitor of many
kings, just like we earned crowns for naaseh v’nishmah at Har
Sinai (Shabbos 88a). We were given a high ranking position in
the eyes of Hashem because of our initial vow to do whatever it
took. As the Ramchal writes in Mesillas Y esharim (end of perek
aleph), we need to tear down anything that stands between
ourselves and Hashem so nothing can stop us from coming
closer
to
Him.
Often we think of the words naaseh v’nishmah with a
sense of pride that our ancestors accepted the Torah without
needing to think it over. What we really need to remember is
that because of our promise, we do not have any excuses for not
doing our best to uphold the Torah which we so readily
accepted. As we engage in learning this Shavuos, let's try to do
all we can to reach the level of comprehension in our Talmud
Torah that our ancestors promised we would strive to reach.

The Extra Mile

However, using the story of Rus, I’d like to suggest a
slightly different reason for staying up. More than just
demonstrating that we plan to follow the Torah after receiving it
on Shavuos, our staying up is the extra step we are taking to try to
prove that we are serious about our love for the Torah, showing G
-d that we want to appease him. With the learning of Torah, we
hope to show G-d that we’re not just in it for the immediate
perks, but we are in for the long haul. By staying up the entire
night when we are very tired and could just as easily decided to
sleep, we are giving G-d a reason to want to help us out with
whatever we need, be it physically or spiritually.
Rus needed to prove to Naomi that she genuinely
wanted to be a member of Am Yisrael. She proved herself by
continuously refusing to leave, which ultimately caused Naomi to
side with her and want to help her. She also proved to everyone
else that she had a genuine desire, by choosing to become selfmade as opposed to taking advantage of her connections to Boaz.
Once Rus proved herself, people wanted to help her out. It works
the same way with G-d. He is always looking to help us even
when we don’t deserve it. How much more so if we prove to Him
that we deserve it, will He look to give us what we want and
need. When G-d sees thousands of Jews staying up all night to
learn, He realizes our true devotion to His Torah, which makes
Him want to support us that much more. We should learn the
power of sincerity and extra efforts from Rus, and carry it with us
in our Torah learning and everyday lives. With that, Hashem will
hopefully turn His hand towards us to give us what we need.

The Dual Nature of Loving Hashem

by Gidon Hagler (RTMA ’18)

When one thinks about Shavuos, two major ideas
typically come to mind: staying up all night learning and the
story of Rus. We often find in Judaism that one thing connects
to the other. I’d like to suggest a connection between the story of
Rus and the practice of learning all night. I believe there is a
direct correlation, and we stay up to remember and resemble
Rus and her attributes as described in the Megilla.
In the first Perek of Megillas Rus, Naomi tried
convincing Rus and Orpah to turn back and go to their parents’
houses. After they both refused initially, Orpah ultimately
decided to turn back. Rus, however, staunchly remained with
Naomi. She said her famous line: “ki el asher telchi elech,
uva’asher talini alin, ameich ami, v’Elokayich Elokai” - “For
wherever you go, I will go, and wherever you lodge, I will
lodge; your people shall be my people and your G-d my G-d.”
At that point, Naomi realized Rus would not turn back, and
stopped trying to dissuade her. In the aforementioned episode,
Rus demonstrated her persistence by going the extra mile, and
her resilience in not being dissuaded by others, which ultimately
worked to her benefit as Naomi finally accepted the fact that she
was with her to stay.
Another demonstration of Rus’ efforts comes in the second
perek, when the pasuk refers to Boaz as an “ish gibor chayil,” a
strong and powerful man. The Mefarshim explain that one
reason the pasuk specifically notes the mightiness of Boaz was
to show that Rus was legitimate and self-determined with her
intentions. The pasuk is teaching that, although Rus had
connections to an already rich and powerful figure in Boaz to
whom she could have turned for help, she wanted to keep
moving forward on her own, possibly trying to prove that her
efforts to become closer to G-d were sincere.
Now, back to staying up all night. We generally explain
the reason for this minhag by that we stay up the entire night
trying to learn, and take in as much of it as we possibly can,
demonstrating our re-acceptance of the Torah.

by Estee Brooks (DAT ‘18)

A particular pasuk from the sixth perek of Devarim that
is frequently repeated says״ve’ahavta et Hashem Elokecha b’chol
levavecha uv’chol nafshecha, uv’chol meodecha“ - ״And you
should love Hashem, your G-d, with all of your heart, with all
your soul, and with all your might.”
This pasuk obligates us to love Hashem, but how exactly
are we supposed to do that? What is the best way to truly love
Hashem?
In Sefer HaMitzvot, the Rambam writes that learning
Torah is the ultimate way to come to love Hashem. He explains
that this is true because once one studies Torah, one comes to
understand his purpose, which in turn leads one to love Hashem.
The Rambam quotes a Sifri to support this notion. The Sifri
explains that the way one loves Hashem is expressed in the
pesukim that follow the pasuk cited above, which refer to
different mitzvot which Hashem commands us to do, such as
Tefillin and Mezuzah. From here, one could have assumed that if
one studies Torah, one will come to love Hashem because he, as
a mere man, will realize his place and recognize G-d.
While this is true, in Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah (2:2), the
Rambam expresses a different approach to fulfilling this mitzvah.
He says that one can come to love and fear Hashem by observing
nature. Once one witnesses Hashem’s wonders, he will
immediately yearn for Hashem and praise him, but will also fear
Hashem out of awe. For example, Niagara Falls inspires a dual
reaction in anyone who witnesses its glory, as the enormity of the
falls results in fear for Hashem’s awesome creations, and the
overt beauty of the magnificent waters prompts admiration for
Hashem’s aesthetic prowess.
While these explanations by the Rambam may seem
contradictory, in reality one cannot completely come to love
Hashem without both nature and Torah study, because they
depend upon each other. Torah learning depends upon nature
since it would be impossible to learn Torah without a place to do
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so, which nature grants. From the opposite angle, nature relies
on the Torah as is shown through a Gemara in Shabbos (88a),
which interprets a pasuk from Tehillim in a Midrashic manner.
The pasuk reads: “m’shamayim hishmata din, eretz yarah
v’shakata” - “You caused sentence to be heard from heaven,
the earth feared and was silent” (76:9). The Gemara explains
that at first, the Earth had panicked because the Jews had not
yet accepted the Torah. Only after the Jews accepted the Torah
at Har Sinai did the Earth calm down a bit. Reish Lakish proves
this to be the case based off of the following pasuk: va’yihee
erev, va’yihee boker, yom hashishi…” (Bereishit 1:31), in
which the letter hei seems to be extra. This extra letter changes
the meaning from “day six,” which is similar to the wording by
the rest of the days, to “the sixth day.” Reish Lakish states that
“the sixth day” refers to the day the Jews received the Torah,
on the sixth of Sivan. When Hashem created the earth, he
created it on the condition that the Jews would accept the Torah
on the sixth day. If, however, the Jews were to decline, Hashem
would return the world to emptiness. Therefore, the earth was
uneasy before the Torah was accepted out of fear for its own
destruction. This demonstrates that nature is dependent on
Torah learning and that without Torah learning, nature would
cease to exist.
There are several examples of the similarity between
nature and Torah learning with regard to their shared ability to
facilitate love for Hashem. For instance, the first bracha before
Shema discusses Hashem's natural wonders and the creation of
the world. The second bracha expresses gratitude to Hashem
for choosing us out of love and for giving us the chance to love
him through learning Torah and ultimately fulfilling the
mitzvah of “ve’ahavta et Hashem Elokecha.” This Shavuot,
may we come to love Hashem through learning Torah and
observing His constant hidden miracles.*
*Thanks to Dr. Shira Shmidman for helping me create this D’var Torah

Why No “Zecher L’Maamad Har Sinai”
by Yonatan Olshin (North Shore ‘17)

L’ilui Nishmas: HaRav Binyomin Kamenetzky zt”l, eldest son of Reb Yaakov
Kamenetzky and builder of the Five Towns Orthodox Jewish community

Many of our mitzvos, including Tefillin, Mezuzah,
and Sukkah, are zecher l’yetzias Mitzrayim. The Ramban
(Shemos 13:16) explains that the reason these mitzvos
commemorate yetzias Mitzrayim is because the miracle of the
Exodus was clear to everyone, and it contradicted the claims of
the heretics who questioned G-d’s existence and intervention in
the world. The indisputable presence of Hashem at the time of
the Exodus is therefore commemorated by the performance of
mitzvot that are done in the service of Hashem.
But now a question arises: What about Matan Torah?
Weren’t the Jews brought out of Mitzrayim to receive the
Torah? Wasn’t yetzias Mitzrayim a means to receiving the
Torah? Why do we not have mitzvos that are zecher l’maamad
Har Sinai?
Rav Aharon Kotler brings a beautiful answer. He says
that memories are needed for things in the past that we cannot
bring to the present. Therefore, we have to return to the past in
order to commemorate events that cannot be brought to the
present, such as yetzias Mitzrayim. At the seder table, we
recreate the experience of leaving Mitzrayim. We need to be
reminded of yetzias Mitzrayim often, so that we can retain our
memory of it. However, Matan Torah is something that we can
bring to the present by learning Torah. Every time we learn
Torah, it is as if we are standing at Har Sinai. One proof Rav
Kotler gives for this idea is the Gemara in Sukkah (28a) that
says that when Yonason ben Uziel learned Torah, birds flying

over his head were immediately burnt, just as the fire flared at
Har Sinai. By learning Torah, we are bringing back the same
kedusha that we experienced at Har Sinai.
This explains why we learn Torah all night on Shavuos.
Just like we re-experience yetzias Mitzrayim on Pesach at the
seder, we re-experience Matan Torah by learning Torah all night
on Shavuos. The whole point of Shavuos is to have a night that is
completely immersed in Torah, in order to re-experience
ma’amad Har Sinai.
As Rav Kotler says, every time we learn Torah, not just
on Shavuos, but throughout the year, we are bringing back the
kedusha that we experienced at Har Sinai, which highlighting the
centrality and timelessness of Talmud Torah.

The Gift that Keeps on Giving:
The Relationship between Shavuot
and Matan Torah

Eytan Merkin (YULA ’18) and Noah Hyman (YULA ’18)

Shavuot is distinct among the Shalosh Regalim in its
almost complete absence of unique mitzvot haY om. In contrast to
its treatment of Pesach and Sukkot, the Torah does not prescribe
specific practices for Shavuot, other than the festive meals,
korbanot, and abstention from work common to all chagim, as
well as the mitzva of Bikkurim, the bringing of first fruits to the
Beit HaMikdash. In fact, the Shulchan Arukh devotes only one
chapter -- located at the end of Hilchot Pesach -- to discuss the
order of prayer on Shavuot. The Torah mentions that Shavuot
commemorates the wheat harvest (Shemot 23:16), but curiously
lacking from the Torah’s description of Shavuot is any mention
of the other central aspect of the chag: our celebration of the
giving of the Torah. Why is it that on Chag Matan Torateinu, the
anniversary of the day on which we received the Torah, we have
no mitzvot me’de’Orayta with which to commemorate God’s
ultimate gift?
As Chazal discuss in Pesachim (68b), Shavuot marks the
anniversary of the giving of the Torah at Har Sinai. The giving of
the Torah is likely the most important event in Jewish history: the
completion of our long journey to national purpose and identity
that began in Egypt. At Har Sinai, the Jewish people were born.
In the words of R’ Saadiah Gaon, “ein umateinu umah ela
beToratah,” “our nation is not a nation without the
Torah”(HaEmunot VeHaDeot). The key to making sense of the
lack of mitzvot commemorating the giving of the Torah on
Shavuot is understanding that the giving of the Torah wasn’t a
one-time event. As R’ Yitzchak ben Moshe Arama puts it in his
commentary to the Torah, the A keidat Y itzchak: “The
commemoration of the giving of the Torah cannot be limited to a
particular time, like other matters connected with the festivals,
but it is a precept that applies at all hours and at times, as it is
written (Yehoshua 1:8): ‘This book of the Law shall not move
from your mouth and you shall meditate in it day and night.’”
The Torah serves as a guidebook to our lives, something studied
and practiced each and every day. We are meant to live our lives
through the lens of the Torah and celebrate it every day as if it
were the day that we received it.
Ultimately, although the Torah may have been given on
a specific historical date (the sixth of Sivan), the process of
receiving the Torah is still ongoing. Remembering the giving of
the Torah with specific mitzvot as if it were a single event would
concentrate our appreciation for the Torah into one day as
opposed to a year-long commitment. Such an approach would
minimize our connection and relationship to the Torah.
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One could question, based on the ideas presented
above, the importance of our various minhagim celebrating the
giving of the Torah on Shavuot. If the Torah is constantly being
given anew, why mention the historical beginning of that
process at all? We would suggest that the purpose of our Torahthemed celebrations on Shavuot is an reinforcement and
refocusing of our Torah learning. As humans, we are prone to
forgetting and losing concentration on our goals without
periodic reminders. Therefore, we use certain minhagim, such as
tikkun leil Shavuot, in which we stay up learning Torah all night,
and the special Kriat HaTorah for Shavuot day, as a way to
refocus our learning and reinvigorate us to push through another
year of growth. Renewing the excitement of the initial reception
of the Torah -- that first “na’aseh ve’nishma” -- every Shavuot
ensures that we fulfill the words in Y ehoshua that “you shall
meditate in it [the Torah] day and night” throughout the rest of
the year.

Sefirat HaOmer: A Time to
Recognize the Yad Hashem
by Eitan Leff (TABC ‘18)

The source for counting Sefirat HaOmer is found in
Sefer VaYikra (23:15): “ּU’Sefartem Lachem MiMachorat
HaShabbat MiYom Haviachem Et Omer HaTenufa, Sheva
Shabetot Temimot Tihiyena,” “And you shall count for
yourselves, from the day after the rest day, which is the day you
bring the Omer as a wave offering, seven weeks; they shall be
complete.” The words “MiMachorat HaShabbat” are the source
for the timing of the start of the Omer, and since the phrase
literally means “the day after the Shabbat”, the interpretation of
the pasuk was subject to a debate between the Perushim (i.e. the
Chachamim) and the Tzedukim. The Gemara in Menachot (65a66a) relates that the Tzedukim took the phrase at face value and
ruled that the counting of the Omer begins on Saturday night,
and hence Shavuot would always fall out on a Sunday. The
Perushim, however, interpreted that the phrase meant the second
day of Pesach, and so the count begins on the night of the
second day, because “Shabbat” can simply mean “holiday” in
some contexts. Hence, Shavuot would always fall out on the
same day in Sivan.
Why was the Torah not more clear in mandating which
day the Omer begins from? Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik
answered this question by dealing with another question. Before
introducing the Omer, the Torah discusses all of the Inyanei
Pesach and only then discusses the concept of Sefira. The Torah
should have mentioned the Omer when it discussed the second
day of Pesach; why did the Torah push off the discussion of the
Omer until after the laws of Pesach? The Rav proposes that this
separation of these two laws in the Torah may indicate there is
no true connection between Pesach and Omer besides for the
date. That is why the Torah referred obliquely to the second day
of Pesach and instead called it “Machorat HaShabbat.”
We can understand this apparent distinction between
Pesach and Omer by turning to the inner meaning of both. The
original Pesach was a time when not only every Jew, but also
every non-Jew, believed in Hashem. Open miracles were
happening all the time, such as the ten plagues and the splitting
of the sea. Even when the Jews reached the barren desert, there
were still open miracles occurring, such as the A nanei HaKavod
and the Man, which fell daily from the sky. The question was,
what would happen when Hashem would stop doing open
miracles? The Jews would go into Israel and not be able to rely

completely on Hashem for sustenance and protection -- would
they still believe in Hashem? That is the point of the Korban
HaOmer. The Korban HaOmer consisted of the first barley
harvested and was given to the Kohen. It ensured that each
farmer would remember that it was Hashem who made the crops
grow and gave him his bounty, and not “Kochi Ve’Otzem Yadi,”
“the strength of my hands.”
Therefore, it becomes quite evident why the Torah
deliberately completely cut off all connection to Pesach when
discussing the Omer. Whereas Pesach embodies a total reliance
on Hashem that occurred immediately after Y etziat Mitzrayim,
the Omer signifies the situation in which we find ourselves today
-- working for our subsistence, but still needing to recognize that
everything comes from Hashem.

Getting to the Heart of Shavuot
by Zach Marcus (Kushner ‘19)

Shavuot is one of the Shalosh Regalim that we have
from the Torah, but of the three, it seems to be the one we know
the least about. It doesn’t have its own masechet in Gemara, its
own unique mitzvot, or clear identifying symbols the way that the
others do. In a sense, the real meaning of this holiday is relatively
shrouded in mystery.
The simple reason as to why we celebrate Shavuot is the
giving of the Torah at Har Sinai. Having just left Mitzrayim, the
Israelites weren’t ready to receive the Torah immediately. They
spent time purifying themselves, both physically and spiritually,
in order to be ready to hear the voice of G-d. Finally, Moshe
spent 40 days on Har Sinai, not eating or drinking, receiving the
wisdom of the Torah that he was to transmit to us, the Jewish
people. While Pesach represents redemption, Shavuot represents
covenant. It is for this reason we spend the whole night and day
learning Torah in order to renew our covenant with G-d through a
“re-acceptance” of His Torah. The Ten Commandments, the
Written Torah, and the Oral Torah all make the life of a Jew so
special and rich, and they all started from that seminal event.
While Shavuot may not have its unique mitzvot and
symbolism like the other chagim, there are a number of
minhagim that help us appreciate the special nature of this day.
One of the most well known minhagim is eating dairy. We eat
dairy for many reasons. First, the word in Hebrew for milk is
chalav, and its gematria adds up to 40, the number of days the
people waited for Moshe to come down with the Ten
Commandments. Another reason is that since we were just given
the laws of Kashrut and Shechita, which had not previously been
known, it was nearly impossible for them to prepare kosher meat
at that moment, so all of the Israelites ate dairy instead. A third
reason is that since there were two tablets of the law, we eat two
meals: a smaller dairy meal, and the traditional holiday seudah.
Each of these reasons serve to focus on remembering and
appreciating the special event of Har Sinai.
Another important minhag is reading the book of Rut.
We read the book of Rut because it is in commemoration of
David HaMelech's yahrtzeit, which is on Shavuot. Dovid is a
direct descendant of Rut, and the only reason we even had Dovid
as a king was because Rut converted. When Rut converted, she
was very devout, and became a very loving Jew. Her example
thus serves as an important legacy, inspiring us to emulate her
devotion.
Perhaps most importantly, in addition to the actions we
take, Shavuot can be meaningful as it allows an individual to
make oneself a better and more devout Jew. Not everyone in
history has been able to observe Torah and celebrate Judaism.
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Yet, both have stood the test of time and survived generation
after generation for 3,000 years. Remembering the events of Har
Sinai allow us to evaluate ourselves, and to become better
people.
Shavuot may be best known for the tikun leil Shavuot,
staying up all night learning Torah. According to the Midrash,
when the Israelites were getting ready to receive the Torah, they
decided to get a good night’s sleep beforehand, but they then
slept in and nearly missed the giving of the Torah. As such,
there is a minhag that one should try to learn all night until
daybreak. If that's too much, one can try to learn through
Chazot, the “halachic midnight.” Instead of giving in to our
physical body, we take this time to purify ourselves and delve
into the core of our faith. Even if one doesn't learn regularly,
now is a good time to start and get yourself into it.
Most other religions in the world have a revelation in
which one person saw G-d or was spoken to by a spirit. Judaism
is unique in this way, because everyone was at the revelation.
Not only were all the Israelites there witnessing the event, but
every single Jew who ever lives has a neshama that was
witnessing this pivotal event. While people deny the authenticity
of our faith, we were truly all there, witnessing the event, in
spirit. As one nation, one heart, we entered into a covenant with
G-d that would characterize our faith forever. In this way,
Shavuot has a particularly important and powerful resonance.

Putting the “Me” in Mesora
by Effie Klein (Rambam Mesivta ’18)

We have all been told that everyone was at Har Sinai when
we got the Torah. However, being that it is such a lofty concept,
it’s quite impossible for us to imagine what it was like. How can
one imagine G-d speaking to us, or “seeing thunder and the
sound of the shofar” (Shemos 20:15)? It’s unfathomable!
Perhaps, in order to put things into perspective, we must go
back to the time period itself. For 210 years, our forefathers
have broken their backs doing worthless labor for Pharaoh. They
ended up greatly assimilating into Egyptian society. However,
the Midrash tells us that we were worthy of being taken out
because we kept our names, clothes, and language. To show His
Might, G-d performed the ten makkos, took us out “with a
strong hand and an outstretched arm,” split the Yam Suf, and
gave us the Torah. Being that we were so deeply entrenched into
the Egyptian society, we needed these miracles to strengthen our
emunah in Hashem. The Ralbag says that it was believed that
anyone who tampered with the sheep would have a curse
wrought upon them by the Egyptian gods. We nevertheless took
the sheep as a Korban four days before we slaughtered it so we
could reflect on what we were actually doing, and then, and only
then, could we fulfill the will of Hashem with complete emunah.
The seven weeks from Pesach to Shavuos ultimately help
us affirm our bitachon in HaKadosh Baruch Hu. There are two
customs as to how to keep minhagei Sefira, either from Pesach
until Lag B’Omer, or from Rosh Chodesh Iyar until three days
before Shavuos. Either way, you end up with a total of 33 days.
The other times we have abstinence from certain things for this
long is shloshim and nezirus. In fact, when the Rabbis wanted to
create the mourning of Sefira and the Three Weeks and Nine
Days, they had to have a basis for this mourning. Some say the
basis was shloshim. Nezirus is undertaken by one who is “holy
to Hashem” (Bemidbar 6:8). He undertakes a vow to get closer
to Hashem by abstaining from things like wine, cutting hair, and
tumas meis. Just like the nazir, we take these 30 days of
abstinence and mourning to further develop our relationship
with Hashem, so as we can be close to the level of our ancestors

when they left Egypt.
We celebrate Shemini Atzeres because Hashem says “it is
hard to part with you (B’nei Yisrael)” (Rashi, Vayikra 23:26).
We also know that Shavuos is referred to as Atzeres. The
aforementioned Rashi says that Atzeres is derived from “atzar,”
which means to hold back. On Shemini Atzeres, G-d holds us
back an extra day. On Shavuos, we culminate the seven-week
period of building our relationship with G-d. Perhaps that is why
there is no set date for Shavuos in the Torah. How long it
actually takes to build this relationship is subjective, but it
usually a very long and onerous process. When it comes to
Shemini Atzeres, G-d doesn’t want to separate with us. On
Shavuos, it is we who do not want to separate from Him.
Now that we understand what this time period is, we know
how we come into play. The fundamental of Judaism is
Mesorah, passing down Torah from father to son, or rebbe to
talmid. The essence of Pirkei Avos is delineating the Mesorah.
As more people are leaving the fold, it is incumbent upon each
and every one of us to keep the Mesorah going. In order to
properly understand how to do this, we must go back and realize
what this time, this holiday, this religion, all about - building
upon our relationship with HaKadosh Baruch Hu by learning his
holy Torah and committing ourselves to uphold it. We stay up
all night learning because it is impossible for us to put the Torah
down. With these ideas in mind, we should be more capable of
continuing the Mesorah.
In life, we never know our future. R’ Yonasan Ibshitz was
once walking on the road, and a non-Jewish officer asked where
he was going, to which R’ Yonasan replied: “I don’t know.” The
officer then threw him in jail. Later on, the officer showed up at
the cell and asked: “Where were you going, and why couldn’t
you tell me?” R’ Yonasan answered: “I thought I was going to
the Beis Medrash, but I ended up at a jail cell. How could I have
answered you properly if I didn’t know?” Although we may not
be able to tell the future, we always remember the past. If we are
unsure of how to do something, we know we have a rich history
in our back pocket to guide us. We just have to ask ourselves:
“Are we aware of this, and do we know how to look to it help
lead our lives?” If not, we are lacking a staple in our religion
and in our lives.
A Message from the Editors:
There is a famous question, asked by the Or HaChaim,
as to why after Yetziat Mitzrayim, Bnei Yisrael sang a
shira, the famous “Az Yashir” song, but whereas after
Matan Torah, the climax of all of Jewish history and the
basis for our faith, no shira was sung. The beautiful answer given by the Or HaChaim is that they did not need
to sing after receiving the Torah because Torah itself is a
shira. Torah is a song. The messages and beautiful intricacies of the Torah sing to us like music. And if the Torah
is the song of the Jewish people, then perhaps Kol
Hanearim is the song of the the American yeshiva high
school student community. “Kol Hanearim” - “the voice of
the Youth.” With divrei Torah from schools ranging
across the country, from students with such diverse religious interests and backgrounds, our publication unites
the next generation of Orthodox Jewry k’ish echad b’lev
echad behind a common passion and desire for the
spreading of Torah amongst Klal Yisrael. In that sense,
Kol Hanearim truly sings.
Thank you to all of the writers and readers of Kol
Hanearim 5777. Yasher Kochachem!
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