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VECHOL HA'AM RO’IM ES HAKOLOS

The description of Har Sinai given by the Torah is striking. The
crashing thunder and blinding lightning are vividly illustrated. The
capstone image is the deafening noise that surrounded. It wasn’t
just a sensory experience for the ears. But as the pasuk says, “Ro’'im
es hakolos”, we saw the noise also.

What does that even mean? And, speaking of unnatural hearing,
why does the Medrash in Shir HaShirim say that when Klal Yisrael
heard the aseres hadibros, their neshamas left their bodies, they
died, and Hashem had to take the tal of techiyas hameisim in order
to revive them?

To approach this, we must fundamentally understand what oc-
curred when we received the Torah. We were told to become holy.
This was said in response to our stated desire to hear the com-
mandments straight from Hashem. Now, for a person to become a
navi and hear straight from Hashem, there are requirements. The
requirements are threefold: to be an Ashir (a wealthy man), a Gibor
(a strong man), and a Chacham (a wise man). Why are these three
components necessary?

Take the Gibor. He needs to be “kovesh es yitzro”, to conquer
his desires, to be fully in control of his physical needs. To be a cha-
cham, one needs to be knowledgeable in the deep wisdom of the
Torah, knowing that everything he says has to be 100% in accor-
dance with the mitzvos and with ratzon Hashem. And, he needs to
be an ashir. He needs to be rich, but not in the way you might think,
but instead, as Chazal say, that a rich man is one who is “sameach
bechelko”.

Now that we understand the three requirements, we can un-
derstand the impact it would have on a person. The person who
controls all of their physical needs does so because they have a
clear vision of what is right and wrong. To give in to one’s desire
makes the person less of an adam and more of a beheima. Con-
versely, when a person exercises this control, he becomes more of
an adam. A connection towards his soul becomes developed, and
the connection towards the body is lessened. This actively leads
towards connecting with Hashem, because Hashem is the one
who put the soul inside you. The way to hear Hashem’s words is
not through your physical ears, but through listening to your soul,
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AKDAMUS

“Akdamus” means “introduction.” In many Ashken-
zai communities it is customary to recite this Piyut on
the first day of Shavuos as an introduction to the as-
signed Torah reading.

The poem was composed in Aramaic some 900
years ago by the righteous and famous liturgist Rab-
bi Meir ben Yitzchak who was the shliach tzibur in
Worms, Germany. Worms was Rashi’s native city.
Tradition relates that Rabbi Meir was Rashi’'s teacher,
and Rashi mentions him in his commentary to Psalms
73:2, Hoshea 6:9 and Amos 3:12. He is also mentioned
in Tosafot to Rosh Hashanah 11a.

The son of the author was slain for the sanctification
of Hashem’s Name during the crusade of 1096. And
he too sanctified the Name of Heaven in a debate with
priests, which was forced upon him. In the debate the
priests attempted to persuade him to forsake his faith
and to accept theirs. He answered appropriately and
scorned them. He spoke to them, in strength and cer-
tainty, of the Creator’s power, of His love of Israel, of the
excellence of Torah and the reward harbored for its dev-
otees.

In the poem the author gives praise to Hashem, the
Creator of the world, for His choice of Israel to serve Him
and proclaim His dominion over the world. The author
continues describing the selfless devotion of Israel to
Hashem, despite the constant efforts of their enemies to
tear them away from the Torah and from Gd. He further
describes the readiness with which the Jews sacrifice
their lives for the sanctification of Hashem’s name and
declares that the Jews are unshaken in their faith and
hope for the day of the complete Redemption. He also
stresses the great reward that is in store for them. (All of
this is brought in the Sefer 7v7n77 790)

Akdamus consists of ninety Pesukim. The first for-
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your spiritual ears. When one is holy, in tune with their soul, a gibor, they
can now possess nevuah.

So too with the chacham. If someone loves wisdom, but that wisdom
is not grounded in Torah, then he may know things, but he is disconnect-
ed from true knowledge of chochmas hatorah. One could not be a navi
without being holy, in tune with chochmas hatorah.

And last, the ashir, of whom we say they are rich because they are
sameach bechelko. This is required for nevuah from a practical stand-
point, because if you lack nothing, then you are incapable of being
bribed. You will have no biases, because the money that typically clouds
people’s eyes, the desire for something more—honor, riches, etc—will
not have an impact.

So, with these three components—strong, wise, and rich—one can be
eligible to receive the divine word. That word can penetrate his physical
body, not destroy him, because he has these three deep-rooted connec-
tions. He's connected to his spirituality. He's in control and connected to
his neshama. He cannot be blinded.

Klal Yisrael receiving the Torah at Sinai was an act of nevuah. They
saw the voice, because they were not receiving this messaging with their
physical bodies. Your physical eyes cannot see sound, and your physical
ears cannot hear pictures. But as is the case with nevuah, when the spir-
itual body is released and is totally in connection with the spiritual realm
of Hashem'’s direct words, then the physical body is simply a blockade
between you and this spiritual level of a world with no boundaries.

So when we were given the Torah, and the sounds were visible, that
was operating on a spiritual, sonic level. But the Jews were not 100%
at that level. And because of that, in order for their neshamos to be able
to properly receive and connect to these words, the spirituality left their
bodies to be able to connect. The bodies then fell to the floor, dead.
Without the animating force of the neshama inside them, they could not
last. This is why Hashem needed to bring them back to life, to bring them
back to the physical body, to be able to reconnect, to be able to take that
intense, pure, spiritual level, that connection that was forged, and bring
it back to the body, for us as humans to be able to go forward, inspired,
and able to serve Him. a
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ty-four are a double acrostic of the twenty two letters of the Hebrew Alef-
beis. The first letters of the opening words of the remaining forty six vers-
es spell the author’s name and a blessing:

YRR PIT) TAR 2210 20 yR A7IR3 27 pRYY 231 72 TR

Each verse concludes with the suffix ta — &n, the first and last letter of
the Hebrew alef-beis to signify that Torah is endless, and that as soon as
one completes the Torah, he should begin anew

A great halachic debate arose concerning when we re-
cite the poem of Akdamus. The early sources that cite the min-
hag, such as the Maharil and the Sefer Minhagim, write that Akda-
mus is recited after the baal kriyah has read the first Pasuk of the
leining. Apparently, this was the practice for several hundred years.
However, during the early seventeenth century, the Acharonim began to
question this practice. Possibly, the first to do so was the Taz in his com-
ments to the halachos of Shavuos (494:1)

Although numerous Acharonim disagree with the Taz and maintain
that Akdamus should be recited after the first pasuk of the leining, nev-
ertheless, over the course of time, the most common observed custom,
indeed, changed. Nowadays, most communities recite Akdamus before
the Kohein begins reciting the bracha prior to his Aliyah.

(Thank you to Chabad.com and other sources) A
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The pasuk in Yisro tells us that Klal Yisrael
camped at the foot of the mountain — 32301
977 n°Ann2. The Gemara (Shabbos 88) famously
expounds on this precise wording, explaining to
us that the choice to describe all of Klal Yisrael at
the bottom of the mountain is because Hashem
held the mountain over our heads — 17 o377 13
n, we were then forced to accept the Torah,
and if not, oon12p Xon ow — there will be your
burial plot.

The Gemara continues that this "forcing"
is the excuse granted to Klal Yisrael when we
do not follow the ways of the Torah. The Ge-
mara concludes by stating that in the times of
Achashveirosh, in the aftermath of Purim, we
123 93pY 1 172p — "accepted what they had al-
ready accepted”. This time was fully jix73.

This Gemara seems perplexing. First of all, in
Mishpatim, it describes that we said ynwn mpy:
— that we accepted the Torah without even
knowing what was within it! How does that fit
with this forced acceptance?

Why did Hakadosh Baruch Hu need to force
us? And, given the importance of 77’73, why is
forcing an entire nation into accepting the Torah
fair? Lastly, this Gemara in Shabbos appears to
directly contradict one in Avodah Zarah, that ex-
plains that the Jewish nation is zocheh in Olam
Habah because we accepted the Torah uncon-
ditionally, whereas the other nations, when of-
fered the Torah, chose not to accept it. So was it
forced, like Shabbos, or was it 1i¥73, like Avodah
Zarah?

The Rishonim offer approaches into these
contradicting Gemaros. We rule like R' Yosi that
the Torah was given on the seventh day. Rashi
explains that ¥y aiyyl took place on the sixth,
before the giving of the Torah on the seventh. 53
this cheshbon, we see that the n°y°33 77 077 193
occurred a whole day after we accepted the To-
rah.

This fits well with Tosafos, who explains
aligned with the Gemara in Avodah Zarah. Klal
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The consensus of the Gemara is that Matan Torah occurred
on the 7th of Sivan. Despite this, Shavuos— the day celebrating
the giving of the Torah— falls on the 6th. Various approaches
attempt to reconcile this discrepancy. Rav Hirsch suggests that
we misinterpret the purpose of Shavuos. If it was the actual
Giving of the Torah, as most assume, the Torah text should have
explicitly focused on the event. Instead, the aim of the verses is
mostly on the 49-step process of the Omer counting that leads
up to Shavuos. Rav Hirsch concludes that Shavuos is specifically
meant to commemorate the completion of that jounrey, finishing
on the day immediately preceding the Torah’s giving, as that is
the day we finally became worthy of accepting the Torah. Over
that period, we underwent intense spiritual growth, transforming
out of the muck of Egypt into a spiritually developed people. This
transformation rendered us eligible for the Torah’s acceptance.

With this understanding of Shavuos’s theme, we ought to
reflect on how we can become worthy receptacles for Torah,
bringing it into our lives and fulfilling its purpose. Torah was given
to us for a reason, and we must comprehend those reasons.

In Pirkei Avos, Shammai states, “Aseh Torasecha Keva— Make
Torah study a constant [part of your life].” The study of Torah
holds a foundational place in Judaism and needs to be in our lives
as a given. But why?

Practically speaking, learning Torah equips us with the
knowledge of how, what, when, where, and why of Jewish life.
Halachah can be complex. By grounding ourselves in the relevant
portions of the Torah, we gain clarity and practical guidance
for fulfilling our halachic obligations. For instance, Shabbos,
a particularly challenging day, is highlighted by the Chofetz
Chaim’s famous statement: “One who does not learn the laws of
Shabbos is guaranteed to accidentally violate the Shabbos every
week!” This advice is not merely practical; it is based on a Torah-
derived approach. When the Torah discusses the obligation to
learn Torah, it presents it as a means to acquire the practical
knowledge necessary for living a proper Jewish life, as it says
(Yehoshua 1:8),

“This Book of the Torah shall not depart from your mouth;
rather you should contemplate it day and night in order that you
observe according to all that is written in it; for then you wiill
make your way successfully and then you will act wisely.”

However, beyond the mere practical aspect, there is a deeper
spiritual purpose to our Torah learning. Thisiis evident from the fact
that even the greatest of Torah scholars, who are knowledgeable
in all areas of Torah and certainly have enough halachic know-
how, still focus their days and nights studying Torah.

Rambam, throughout his many works, outlines a
comprehensive philosophy of Judaism. He explains that the
primary reason why mankind was put into this world is to further
perfect oneself. The purpose of our personal Jewish journey is
to develop the entire self—body, mind, and soul—furthering our
depth of understanding to ultimately align with the Divine. This

RABBI YOSEF CHAIM PINKUS

attempted synchronicity has two distinct paths. Firstly,
our physical selves should emulate Hashem. For that,
mitzvos are the path. The spiritual reasons behind
the mitzvos target our physical actions and character
attributes. By engaging with a mitzvah, a small part
inside us changes for the better and becomes more like
Hashem.

The second part of this twofold goal is the intellectual
aspect of the journey. We are tasked with developing an
understanding of the spiritual fabric of the universe, the
concept of Hashem, and the significance of spirituality
in this world. This is the role of Torah study. The importance
of Torah study is so profound that the Talmud considers it
equivalent to all the other mitzvos combined. From the Rambam’s
perspective, Torah study is so exceptional because it spiritually
shapes and aligns the intellect. Intelligence is not merely the most
advanced aspect of humanity, but the most distinguishing factor
between humans and the animal kingdom. The ultimate goal is
to align the uniquely powerful and defining capabilities of the
brain with Hashem'’s values. However, this is not an easy task to
achieve through mere philosophical musings.

Let us delve deeper. When the Rambam outlines the thirteen
fundamental principles of Judaism, he devotes a significant
portion of his writing to describing the nature of what Hashem is
not. This negative definition of Hashem’s attributes stems from
the fact that Hashem’s very nature is singularly different and
beyond human comprehension.

Given this inherent impossibility, the only way to develop the
necessary understandings of Hashem for our spiritual growth is
through Torah study. While Hashem may be incomprehensible,
the Torah serves as His guidebook that translates Hashem’s
direction, intention, and purpose into accessible human language.

The Torah’s profound depths offer the spiritual guidance
and intellectual mentorship essential for achieving our ultimate
self-perfection. Engaging with the Torah goes beyond learning
practical halachos; it empowers us to consciously direct and pos-
itively influence our body, intellect, and spirit towards a deeper
comprehension of the Divine. It serves as the ultimate means to
attain the goals for which we were created. Realizing this truth
and integrating it into our lives is precisely the objective of Shavu-
os—the day we earned the privilege of accepting the Torah. A
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A Rabbi and A Pen >>> continued from page 2

Yisrael, by means of ynwn vy, accepted the Torah with their own
free will, yet Hashem thought that when they would come the
following day and see the great fires burning on Har Sinai they
would be intimidated and back out. So, 912223, Hashem was en-
forcing their previously given commitment and holding us to what
we had freely agreed to already. With a full day to think through
our rash commitment, cold feet could have set in. Hashem made
sure it wouldn't.

The Midrash in Parshas Noach gives us another fascinating an-
swer. There was a purely free-will-driven choice to accept the
Torah, but that was only the an22y 77in.

19 7vay 77— the more difficult to understand and accept pon
of the Torah — was something that we needed to be pushed into.
The Maharal sees from this Midrash something essential to the
concept of 119 Yyay min: unlike the written Torah, which can be
fully part of our essence via a willing acceptance, 12 a2y 77in re-
quires an aspect of subservience and "forcing" for it to properly
permeate our essence. There was a hashkafic need for the forc-
ing.

Rav Shimon Schwab, (Ma'ayan Beis HaSho'evah, Yisro), ex-
plains that in reality Klal Yisrael said yaw nty: and accepted the
Torah entirely 7i¥72. The Gemara in Shabbos' narrative of o377 1932
n33 77 is not intended to be understood literally! Its purpose is
to demonstrate how a small nekudah of ojix was there. If we can
imagine Har Sinai in all its glory, we must realize just how awe-
some this whole sight must have been. Faced with that, all doubt
melts away and we simply just had to say yes.

CONNECT TO THE PARSHA?

Rav Schwab takes this further, explaining in the Gemara's
conclusion that b’zman Esther— a much more bleak time for Klal
Yisrael— and yet, we recommitted to the Torah. At this time, as
we explained, there was no forced element at all. This is because
the awe-inspiring atmosphere of Har Sinai wasn't there and we
could be assured that we were thinking clearly without bias.

With this in mind, the precise words become clearer. Why was
a m°) — a barrel— chosen to describe this scene? Why not a
pitcher or a bow!? Does this 73 convey something specific? Rav
Schwab suggests that the barrel, usually associated with alcohol,
is a subtle reference to the giddy, almost drunk-like atmosphere
we must have felt at Har Sinai when we were so exposed to the
Shechinah. In a matziv so carefully tailored for maximum emo-
tional effect, it was almost like we were drunk! And obviously,
one's faculties are diminished in such circumstances. Now, with
hindsight at Purim we were able to look back and still agree with
the decision we had made, but because we had clear minds, we
could accept the Torah with no doubt whatsoever.

At Shavuos we reinforce and bolster our connection to that
moment all those years ago, and the relationship that gives us
7 day in and day out. When we were younger and in school,
we may have been "forced" to connect with Torah, but now with
hindsight we can look clearly and realize what an important place
it plays in our lives and access it an33 11¥72. May we be zocheh
to tap into these ideas, reaccepting all of Torah and making sure it
is in its proper place in our lives!
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