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Introduction 
Yitzchak Friedman, compiler 

 

“Words that come from the heart enter the heart” 

--Rabbi Moshe ibn Ezra 

11-12th c. 

“This refers first and foremost to the heart of the one who said 

them. By speaking sincerely, those words enter back into the 

heart of the speaker to add greater holiness” 

--Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk 

18th c. 

“Does this mean you get maximum holiness when everyone 

talks to each other? 

--Yitzchak Friedman 

21st c. 

 

 Since coffee became commercially available in the 

17th century, Jews have spent the first night of Shavuos 

awake “learning Torah,” whatever that means. “Torah” in 

its narrowest sense can refer to the Five Books of Moses, 

but hour-for-hour and page-for-page most of what the 

people involved call “Torah” does not touch the Chumash. 

In fact, the author-characters Talmud itself refers to their 

activity as “Torah.” So what is Torah? 

 If I had to define Torah in this broader 

sense, I would say that it is “the eternal 

conversation of well-intentioned Jews about 

the will of God.” 
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 The fact is that the traditional Shavuos all-nighter is 

not a great educational environment. It’s a social event 

where everyone is exhausted, distracted, over-caffeinated, 

and high on sugar. Any elementary school teacher would 

cut their losses and no one could blame them. 

 What it is great for is showcasing this experience of 

“Torah.” On Shavuos night we keep a vigil, but we do not 

meditate, we do not pray, we do not turn inward at all. We 

spend the night turning outward to each other and talking 

Torah.  

All the Torah in this booklet comes from our 

community. Everyone receiving this booklet is in, or 

closely connected to, our community. This was a deliberate 

choice so that when this is all over we can continue the 

conversation and join in the Torah. 
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Shavuot without a Shiur 
Hart Levine 

In celebration of Shavuot, I want to share a Mishna which I 

think ties together the various themes of Shavuot -- 

including Torah, agricultural harvest, and the book of Ruth 

(ok, it’s just missing cheesecake) -- and leaves us with an 

important message.  

Mishnah Pe’ah 1:1 

אלו דברים שאין להם שעור. הפאה , והבכורים, והראיון, וגמילות 

 חסדים, ותלמוד תורה

(1) These are the things that have no measure: Pe’ah [“the 

field corner”], Bikkurim [“the first-fruits offering”], 

Ri’ayon [“the “pilgrimage offering ”], acts of loving-

kindness, and the study of Torah 

You might know this Mishna from its placement 

immediately following the brachot on Torah we say in the 

morning. I’ll go through each of those measureless mitzvot 

and show how they’re all intrinsically connected to 

Shavuot.  

Pe’ah is a mitzvah commanding leaving the corner of 

one’s field for the poor. The source for this mitzvah is in 

Vayikra 23:22 - which directly follows the mitzvah and 

sacrifices of Shavuot! This is no coincidence, as Shavuot is 

the time of the wheat harvest - and thus when the 

obligation to leave some behind applies. It also features 

prominently in the book of Rut, as this mitzvah ends up 

being the method through which Rut and Boaz meet. 

https://www.sefaria.org/profile/hart-levine
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Peah.1.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Peah.1.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Peah.1.1
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Bikkurim is a mitzvah to bring one’s first fruits to the Beit 

Hamikdash as a gift to the Kohens. Not coincidentally, 

Shavuot is the time given for the performance of this 

mitzvah (Mishnah Bikkurim 1:3) 

Ri’ayon is the mitzvah of pilgrimage (literally 

“appearance”), where all Jews would go to Jerusalem and 

offer a sacrifice three times a year, on Pesach, Sukkot, and, 

you guessed it - Shavuot. 

Gemilut Chasadim is the mitzvah of performing acts of 

loving-kindness. And the connection to Shavuot can be 

found in this Midrash on the book of Rut: 

Rut Rabba 2:14 

אמר רבי זעירא מגילה זו אין בה לא טומאה ולא טהרה, ולא איסור ולא 

 היתר. ולמה נכתבה? ללמדך כמה שכר טוב לגומלי חסדים

Rebbi Zeira said: This book [of Rut] has neither 

prohibition nor permission, neither impurity nor purity, so 

for what was it written? To teach us the reward for loving-

kindness.  

The story of Rut features the chesed of Rut to Naomi and 

the chesed of Boaz to Rut, and apparently that is the focal 

message of the entire book 

Talmud Torah is the mitzvah of studying and teaching 

Torah. This mitzvah is connected to Shavuot as it’s the day 

on which G!d gives us the Torah, which we commemorate 

by studying Torah day and night. 

Cool, so all of these random mitzvot in the Mishna are tied 

to Shavuot. So what? 

https://www.sefaria.org/Ruth_Rabbah.2.14
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I think they also all speak to different aspects of our Divine 

mission to give -  we have to give to others both in 

resources and in action, we have to give the fruits of our 

labor to G!d, we have to give to the land of Israel, and we 

have to give ourselves a taste of eternal wisdom. Shavuot, 

the anniversary of our ‘marriage’ with G!d, comes with all 

these reminders of mitzvot that connect us to our mission 

in the world. 

And what is it about the quality they all have according to 

the Mishkan - that they have no measure? Literally, it can 

be understood that it sets no minimum requirement for any 

of these mitzvot - you can set aside even .01% of one’s 

field, bring a minimum viable offering, show up in 

Jerusalem for 5 minutes, perform even the smallest act of 

kindness, and you can learn even one line of Torah and 

that still counts. The smallest steps are so important, and 

one can start and contribute with almost nothing.  

More interestingly, I think it also establishes that there is 

no upper limit to these mitzvot. One can leave the top-left 

99% of a field and legally call it a corner; one can dedicate 

all of one’s gifts and talents to G!d; one can visit Jerusalem 

indefinitely - even living there - and it still won’t be too 

much; one can perform a never-ending amount of kindness 

(G!d knows the world needs it!); and one can plumb the 

depth and breadth of Torah and barely scratch its surface. 

Ein lahem shiur - it’s never enough, and the infinite can 

never be exhausted! 
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The holiday of Shavuot, through its mitzvot and motifs, 

reminds us that our G!dly mission of giving starts with 

something small, and is ultimately infinite. 
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The Books of Samuel: A Series of Love 

Stories 
Sarah Robinson 

Shmuel HaNavi was the author of a trilogy -- the books of 

Shoftim, Ruth, and his own book, Shmuel. 

Chronologically, these three books transition the Jewish 

people out of the era of Shoftim – temporary ‘judges’ or 

warlords -- into the enduring leadership of the monarchy, 

with the book of Ruth being the adhesive glue in the 

middle to enable that transition as evidenced by the final 

words of the megillah being: "and Jesse begat David." 

Many have suggested that the whole point of the book of 

Ruth was to birth the Davidic dynasty.  

There is something curious about the trilogy. One of the 

strongest narrative themes is the theme of love. Consider 

how in the book of Ruth there's Orpah’s betrayed love for 

Naomi, Orpah's love for her birth family in Moav, Ruth’s 

enduring love for Naomi and Machlon, Boaz and Ruth’s 

love for each other, Ploni Almoni's betrayal to Elimelech's 

family. In the book of Samuel there is Elkanah's flat love 

for Chanah, Chanah's enduring love for her son Shmuel, 

Shmuel’s love for Shaul, Shaul’s love-hate for David, 

David and Yonatan’s brotherly love, Michal’s betrayal of 

her father Shaul in favor of her husband David.  

Taking stock of all these stories show that these books 

encompass many flavors of love -- the bonds created and 

shattered, loyalties and betrayals. Love of every kind. 

Why? It would appear that in books all about transitional 

leadership models there would be no narrative space for 
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these complex human relationships. As compelling, 

dramatic, and enjoyable as these stories might be, why 

bother including them in the trilogy? I'd like to share an 

insight from Rav Moshe Miller, a teacher in Michlala, 

from his magnificent book called "Rising Moon - 

Unraveling the Book of Ruth." (Seriously this book is 

magnificent; strongly recommend!!)  

Shmuel chose to include these love sagas to 

symbolize society itself.  

What is society if it isn't the interwoven web of one person 

to another? On a micro-scale this is demonstrated through 

the the loves created and broken and this transfers to the 

macro-level as well -- communities in a society can either 

love or betray another. The king's role is to create bridges 

between these communities within their kingdom. As 

Rabbi Miller phrased it, "the king integrates -- so he 

interrelates."  

This is a refreshing and innovative perspective to what 

malchut and leadership is all about. Some erroneously 

correlate effective leadership with power, their title, or the 

volume of their paycheck. But that is not the case. Malchut 

is not about dominance alone. Rather the effective leader is 

one who is able to create a web of loving relationships that 

can work synergistically to produce a whole greater than 

its parts. Indeed, this is the case for the entire world. The 

world is not a hodgepodge of discrete things; rather it is the 

interrelationship of forces with each other. That's what the 
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"butterfly effect" is all about. That’s why we say that a 

person has gravitas; the magnetism of someone’s 

personality; the electricity of someone’s touch. These are 

not mere metaphors. They express a subliminal recognition 

that every person is part of a universe that comes into 

being through the magical interrelationship of things.  

How fitting, then, that the last word in the megillah is 

"David," whose name literally means "love," for it is 

through the web of all things that a community can endure. 

Especially during corona, it is meaningful that we're 

maintaining the web of our community virtually. I wish a 

refuah shleima to everyone who is sick and may we be able 

to return to the heights soon!!
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Tikkun leil Shavuot breakdown 
Naima Hirsch 

the rabbi said we are all part of the brit  

the same as how we all received the Torah at  

Sinai  
 

and i cannot help but choke   

on the blood i have not shed  

shall not shed  
 

i cannot help but raise my voice  

to the sun awakening after a long night  

pursuing the kernel of understanding  

that we all received at Sinai  
 

i cannot help but pretend to pray  

screaming & shrieking   

to a God who has not answered  

my questions  
 

why  

do they lock me out of the beit midrash  

the shul, the rabbi’s office  

why  

do i drown in the mikveh oceans  

burn to a crisp by the shabbat candles  

gorge myself on challah until i am  

sotah-swollen  

why  

does the same ink-blood that sustains me  

does not want me to live  

why  
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does the parchment curl  

away from my touch  

as a woman condemned  
 

the Torah was not written for me  

all i want is to wrap myself in Rashis  

quietly tiptoe into the Tosfot  

peek through paper-thin pesukim  

but the Torah was not written for me  
 

i never stood at Sinai   

with the electricity crackling  

impossible sounds booming  

thirsting whispers quenched  

then and forever waiting   

for a revelation they did not know   

i would always need  
 

i cannot help but raise my voice  

bumblebee in the whistling wind  

all that i’ve learned stays on my skin  

buzzing back to the beit midrash  

where the notes of knowing continue to  

climb  

towards the peak of that most musical  

mountain  

and where I will taste   

this ink-blood tradition  

and know it to be sweet 
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Shavuot: The Holiday of Two 
Jeremy Tibbetts 

 

I think the Jewish calendar is designed to bring us to more 

intimate gatherings over the course of the year.  On Rosh 

Hashanah and Yom Kippur, prayer spaces are 

packed.  While on Sukkot we sit with our family in the 

Sukkah, we invite in the ushpizin, spiritual guests, to join us 

at our meals.  Fast forward to Pesach, which is largely a 

family affair centered on parents teaching their children.  By 

Tisha B’Av we face solitude, cut off from God.  Shavuot, I 

believe, is the holiday of two, not only the wedding day of 

God and Israel, but also the secret of Moshe and God’s 

relationship. Shavuot is the celebration of God’s unique 

relationship with Moshe and all of our part in it. 

 

Pirkei Avot 1:1 

“Moshe received the Torah at Sinai and transmitted it to 

Yehoshua, Yehoshua to the elders, and the Elders to the 

Prophets, and the Prophets to the Great Assemblymen. They 

said three things: Be patient in [the administration of] 

justice, raise many disciples and make a fence round the 

Torah” 

 

Questions: Shavuot is the movement from slavery to 

freedom.  Pesach centers for us around questions.  Is 

Shavuot meant to give answers?  To deepen the 

questions?  Make 5 questions on this Mishnah from Pirkei 

Avot.  As you think of each question, pause and reflect: what 

does having this question mean for my life?  What would 

having an answer for it change? 
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Mei Marom on Pirkei Avot 1:1 

“The order of reception of the Torah is also part of the Torah 

itself. These are not just intermediaries through whom the 

Torah is drawn down who are interchangeable… These five 

channels are themselves also the actual Torah: Moshe, 

Yehoshua, the Elders, the Prophets, and the Great 

Assemblymen correspond to the five books of the 

Torah.  After the Torah passed through these channels, its 

revelation was complete and it was completely in this 

world.”  

 

Recollections: The pathways of Sefirat HaOmer take us 

through attributes that sometimes contradict each 

other.  How can a week of Gevurah immediately follow a 

week of Chesed?  How can humility follow eternity?  Recall 

a time when you were steadfast in a belief of yours.  Do you 

still feel connected to that belief?  Do you still feel 

connected to yourself back then?   

 

Shivchei HaRan, Journey to the Land of Israel #23 

“R. Nachman suddenly merited an understanding of how he 

could serve God even if he could not chas v’shalom fulfill 

mitzvot.  He understood how our Forebearers served God 

before Matan Torah, that they fulfilled all of the mitzvot 

without being able to literally do them, such as Yaakov, who 

fulfilled the mitzvah of tefillin through the poplar rods [he 

used to breed his sheep] as is known, and through doing this, 

he was able to understand how to fulfill all the mitzvot.” 

 

Forgivings: The SheLaH HaKadosh says that Sefirat 

HaOmer is an immense time for teshuva.  We can’t always 

accomplish things exactly as we want to.  Often we are 

hardest on ourselves.  Are you carrying any 
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grudges?  Against other people?  Against yourself?  Did the 

person in question try to make up for it, even if they couldn’t 

do it right? 

 

 

Sifrei Devarim 305:4  

“When Moses died, the Holy One Blessed be He said to the 

angel of death: ‘Go and bring Me Moshe’s soul.’ He went 

and stood before him, whereupon Moshe said: Where I sit, 

you have no right to stand, and you say ‘Give me your soul!’ 

He rebuked him and he left scorned. The angel of death went 

and repeated Moshe’s words to the Almighty, who again 

said to the angel of death: ‘Go and bring Me Moshe’s soul.’ 

He went to his place and sought him, but he could not find 

him. He went to the Red Sea and said to it: Have you seen 

Moshe? It answered: From the day that Israel crossed in my 

midst, I have not seen him. He went to the mountains and 

valley, and said to them: Have you seen Moshe? They 

answered "Only God understands the way. " God has 

secreted him for life in the world to come, and no one knows 

more about it, as it says "And God buried him in the valley." 

Connections: Moshe is God’s best friend.  God is willing to 

upend the order of existence to keep God’s friend close, 

tricking the Angel of Death.   All of the Torah can be 

understood as centered on the story of Moshe and God’s 

relationship.  Who is somebody who you feel that you 

need?  What do they provide for you?  What do you provide 

for them?  Take 60 seconds and close your eyes, trying to 

picture their face.  Do they have a message for you right 

now? 
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All Are Welcome 
Aryeh Ronay 

 

So read the signpost we put outside the Beis, when we 

remembered to, to tell those on the street that the Beis was 

a safe place, a brave place, a holy place.  

 

I don’t think that sign has been put out for a while. The 

Beis has been locked up, and everything has moved online. 

We eagerly await the time when “Again there shall be 

heard in this place… the sound of joy and the sound of 

happiness” (Yirmiyahu 33:10), but for now, we wait.  

 

The Beis has always been for me, and many others, a place 

where all are welcome. I think that’s what makes it so 

holy. In a world that seems to become more divided every 

day, it’s nice to have a place where you can come as you 

are, your most important status is that you were created in 

the image of Gd.  

 

In reading the book of Ruth, I’m fascinated by how much 

the drama centers on controversy around status. Ruth is a 

princess of the Moabite people, a traditional enemy of the 

Jewish people. When her Jewish husband dies, she gives 

up her life of royalty to follow her mother-in-law back into 

the land of Israel. In Israel, she is on the bottom rung of 

society, considered not even permitted to marry a Jew, so 

bitterly entrenched is the enmity between the Moabites and 

the Jews. Nevertheless, she marries Boaz.  
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According to the Rabbis, even though Biblical law says a 

Jew can’t marry a Moabite, there is an oral tradition that a 

Jew indeed cannot marry a Moabite man, but can marry a 

Moabite woman. This tradition is so obscure, that many 

don’t know it, and among those who knew it, before Ruth 

many didn’t believe it.  

 

These non-believers were eager to discriminate against 

Ruth, and eventually against King David. Doeg is the most 

vicious of all of these non-believers. He sought to 

undermine King David time and again, until King David 

railed back against Doeg with these impassioned words: 

 

“You, a powerful and wealthy man, head of the Sanhedrin, 

stoop to such a low level of evil and slander! Is it a show 

of strength to see someone teetering at the edge of an abyss 

and push him over? Or to see someone at the edge of a roof 

and throw him down? The true hero is the one who sees his 

fellow at the brink and pulls him back to safety! You saw 

how Saul became angry with me and you attacked me 

further. Is this how one serves his God?” (Midrash Shocher 

Tov, translation from Rabbi Nosson Scherman) 

 

King David takes Doeg to task for slandering and 

undermining him, but it is a rebuke that we can all take to 

heart. When we see our fellow in a precarious situation, 

“teetering at the edge of an abyss,” or “at the edge of a 

roof,” how do we react. Do we help, do we ignore them, 

or, Gd forbid, do we seek to throw them down?  
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The Beis is a place where we welcome all those “on the 

edge” to feel at home. Yes, being on the edge can be 

dangerous. We all know or know of people who were on 

the edge, and so great was their pain, that we are still 

holding onto it ourselves to this day…  

 

But we can also be “on the cutting edge.” We can be way 

ahead of where everyone else is thinking, and bringing 

something new and needed into the world, before the 

world knows what it's missing.  

 

The Hebrews are just such a people. Hebrew, or Ivri, could 

be translated as the people of the edge, traversing 

boundaries, not afraid to PassOver obstacles. We are the 

paradigmatic “other,” and we proudly identify ourselves as 

such through our pursuit of kedusha, otherness.  

 

On an individual level, our rebellion may appear childish. 

Like a rebellious teenager, we seek our identity in defying 

that of others. But it is a step towards maturation into an 

individuated adult. On a societal level, this is how we 

manifest ourselves as “a light unto the nations.” As Brene 

Brown taught us, when I can embrace vulnerability and be 

myself, I give you my blessing to reveal your own quirks.  

 

King David was the Other who became King. His 

background was not perfect, and he was not perfect, but he 

did the best he could to do what was right.  

 

The Beis is a house that becomes a home. We are not 

perfect either, but I feel at the Beis, that I am loved for 
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being myself. We are all doing our best, and trying to help 

each other along the way.  

 

In Rabbi Hart, Yael, and the whole Beis community, there 

is love that goes beyond boundaries and edges. I want to 

bless us all that we can access that love, wherever we are, 

by sharing it with ourselves, with our community, and the 

entire world. 
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Making a Sanctuary 
Rachel Chabin 

"And let them make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell 

among them."  

–Exodus 25:8 

 

    A year ago this month, I celebrated a belated bat 

mitzvah with one of my dearest friends from university. As 

neither of us had ever formally marked such a milestone in 

our lives, we chose to embark on a project of learning to 

mark our growth as Jewish women, as well as the strides 

we had made during our four years of college. When the 

day arrived, we were overwhelmed by the sheer amount of 

love emanating from those around us who had gathered to 

mark our achievement. It was a celebration of 

accomplishment, of Jewish identity, of growth, of lifelong 

learning, and of Torah itself.  

    In the last weeks and months, our places of gathering 

and celebration have been shuttered, with the threat of 

spreading contagion from person to person outweighing 

any impetus or obligation to come together in person, 

whether for occasions joyous or solemn. To say that 

Jewish communal life has changed radically is to state the 

obvious: without access to synagogues, minyanim, and 

tefilah b'tzibbur, Jews have had to grapple with the 

question of what Jewish identity and observance might 

look like during isolation.  

    For me, this shift entailed a loss of the community 

structures I had come to cherish and rely upon, with the 

Beis community switching to remote engagement and my 

Hadar year fellowship drawing to an abrupt end ahead of 
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schedule. And while my friends and colleagues began to 

adjust to virtual chevruta sessions and Zoom kabbalat 

shabbat, I found myself bewildered, lost, and unable to 

connect to any virtual community offered to me. Despite 

all of my walks to the park and around the neighborhood, I 

broke down in tears one Friday evening after a virtual 

kabbalat shabbat left me feeling more severed than 

connected. "I miss Torah," I managed to tell my fiancé. "I 

feel like I'm locked in a cage and the Torah isn't here with 

me." 

    There was no other way to say it. It did not matter that I 

had my books with me, my Talmudic dictionaries waiting 

patiently on their shelves, and generous chevrutot behind 

their computer screens beckoning me to study with them; I 

felt utterly torn away from Torah, with a profundity that 

can only be called heartbreak. I will not pretend that this 

feeling has completely gone away, or that I believe any 

virtual learning can be a perfect substitute for the rhythm 

of a bustling beit midrash. But in thinking about what the 

holiday of Shavuot represents, I began to consider another 

perspective. 

    Make no mistake: the Torah, more than anything else, is 

a blueprint for existence in diaspora. The time spent in the 

land of Israel is brief, and mainly occurs only before 

"Israel" was the name of a person, much less a place. Our 

forefathers spend moments of their lives in the ancient land 

of Canaan, but the bulk of the Five Books of Moses is 

spent abroad, in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Sinai Desert. 

Departure and movement is one of the Torah's principle 

motifs, and in fact the Chumash ends before the Israelites 

ever cross the Jordan into what will be their new 

homeland. Our forefather Avraham, considered by rabbinic 
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tradition to be the first Jew, is said to have discovered God 

at the age of three, and forged on to worship an 

unrecognized deity utterly alone, joined only by his wife 

and immediate descendents.  

    And what is there to learn from this journeying? What 

can we gain from knowing of our ancestors' seemingly 

endless wanderings and crisscrossing pathways through 

time and across the deserts of the Middle East?  

    Last week, I had the pleasure of reading the d'var Torah 

of the friend with whom I celebrated a bat mitzvah. She 

wrote beautifully about the essence of shemita and yovel 

agricultural cycles and the virtue of preparing yourself for 

leaner times, so that when they arrive, you are not left 

bereft. And crucial to this process, she said, is leaning on 

your community when you most need support. "Judaism 

cannot be done alone," she explained when she 

summarized her essay. "You taught me that."  

    It's true. As a student leader in my university's Hillel, I 

constantly worked to make sure other students felt that 

they had a place in the Jewish world should they want or 

need it. I was emphatic to the point where "Judaism cannot 

be done alone," was as much a mantra as a hashkafa, and I 

tried to impart it to any Jewish student willing to listen.  

    But if Judaism is meant to be communal – filled with the 

richness and vibrance of crowded sanctuaries and 

populated study halls and overflowing shabbat tables – 

where could we find a sense of togetherness in an era of 

isolation?  

    More than ever before, I believe the answer lies in God's 

commandment in Exodus 25, to build a sanctuary so that 
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He could dwell among the wandering Israelites throughout 

a generation of homelessness. It's one thing to build a 

shrine to a deity in order to connect to them, but what the 

Torah offers through this commandment is precisely the 

opposite: God sees His nation cut off from Egypt, the place 

they once called home, and still decades away from 

crossing the Jordan River, and decides to live among 

them.  

    This is the God Avraham encountered, says the midrash, 

as a small child surrounded by idol worship. This is the 

God that accompanied Yitzchak and Yaakov as they 

traveled from land to foreign land. This is the God that 

spoke to Moshe Rabbenu at the burning bush, when no one 

else was around to see. "This is my God, and I will honor 

Him," cried the Israelites after crossing the Red Sea. "This 

is my father's God, and I will exalt Him."  

    The festival of Shavuot commemorates the giving of the 

Torah at Sinai. Before a thundering voice could proclaim 

the Ten Commandments to the Israelites, our ancestors 

made a promise to keep the laws of the Torah with a 

timeless statement of confidence: "We will do, and we will 

listen." 

    And why did they listen? Why were they ready to follow 

the laws of a Torah they had yet to see or understand? I 

believe they did so because while they might not yet have 

known the Torah's contents, they were intimately familiar 

with the God who offered it to them, the God who brought 

them forth from Egypt, sustained them with heavenly 

bread, sweetened the desert oases they encountered, and 

protected them with pillars of fire and clouds of glory in 

their wanderings through the wilderness.  



25 

 

    This God had been with them since the time of their 

forefather Avraham. This God, who offered the Israelites 

protection through their journeys at every step, had no 

desire to be aloof, uninvolved, and distant from the affairs 

of daily life in the desert. This God watched His children 

sojourning through the wilderness and, rather than turning 

a blind eye, asked them to build Him a home among them, 

so that He could dwell with the ones He so loved.  

    It is the Torah of this God that we accepted upon 

ourselves at Sinai, and that we extol on our holiday of 

Shavuot. The period of counting the omer between Pesach 

and Shavuot commemorates our journey from Egypt to 

Sinai – a journey through which God accompanied us 

every step of the way. And no matter what community we 

have surrounding us, whether in a packed synagogue or in 

a quarantined bedroom, the God whose Torah we accepted 

still dwells with us there.  
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Be Humble, Be Bold 
Yakov D. Kirschenbaum 

There is a well-known midrash about the reason given for 

why the Torah was given at Mt. Sinai, a very low 

mountain, as opposed to a very high, prestigious mountain, 

which would seem to be more fitting for something of the 

magnitude of the giving of the Torah. The reason is that G-

d wants to teach us the importance of humility, especially 

as it relates to being able to receive the Torah properly. 

Humility is a prerequisite to receiving the Torah and 

learning Torah. This is expressed in our daily prayers “let 

my soul be as dust to all, [and only then] open my heart to 

Your Torah”.  

The obvious question on this is that seemingly, a lesson in 

humility could’ve been taught much more effectively if the 

Torah had not been given on a mountain at all. A 

mountain, even a very low mountain, is still a mountain 

and by definition is tall, at least a little tall. Why wasn’t the 

Torah given on flat land, totally level - no height, no ego - 

total humility? 

The Alter Rebbe, Rabbi Schneur Zalman, explains that the 

mountain, albeit the lowest mountain, represents the 

feeling of worthiness to engage in the service of the great 

and powerful G-d, through learning Torah and doing 

Mitzvos. Without this feeling, a person can say to himself - 

what’s my Torah and mitzvos worth to G-d, the King of 

Kings?? Who am I to do any of this holy stuff? Who am I 

to walk around with a yarmulkah all day? Who am I to 

teach and show others how to live according to the Torah 
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and what they should be doing? Who am I to take on 

hiddurim -- enhancements or extra aspects of mitzvos, that 

even Rabbi So-and-So doesn’t do? Who am I to study 

Chassidus or Kaballah, the mystical aspect of Torah, which 

is so  

deep and which so many respected rabbis and Jews greater 

than myself do not study? And so on and so forth. 

So again, the Torah being given on a mountain is to teach 

us that our Torah and mitzvos do matter to G-d. And as G-

d’s chosen nation, with each of us possessing a Divine 

soul, we should feel completely confident and “big 

enough” to be bold and engage in any holy or G-dly 

pursuit that we’re inclined or inspired to engage in, without 

worrying that we’re getting ahead of ourselves.  To this 

end, the feeling of humility and subjugation to G-d, 

represented by Mt. Sinai - the lowest mountain, is actually 

very effective. It’s not about us. It’s about G-d. We are just 

G-d’s servants; on call and ready and willing to do 

whatever G-d wants, no matter how big or how small.  

May we all receive the Torah in a joyous and internalized 

manner - hopefully in Jerusalem, with Moshiach. 
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The 10 Commandments of Spiritual Health 
Daniel Coleman & the NYP Spiritual Care team 

 

When was the last time you had a spiritual check-up? 

 

We all know the importance of proper diet, exercise, and 

routine medical care for maintaining good physical health. 

However, Judaism insists that we are more than just bodies! 

 

A healthy spirit enhances our sense of wellbeing and gives us 

purpose and meaning in life. Start your spiritual checkup 

here:  
 

1. Make a difference 
 

You are unique and have the power to make a difference in 

the world. This doesn’t mean being a hero. It means 

recognizing your gifts & interests and using them to make 

life better for others. Contributing to the well-being of others 

makes life meaningful, gives us purpose and shows that we 

matter. 
 

2. Improve self-worth 
 

Believing that we are lovable, valued and worthy of love 

simply because we exist is a core spiritual need. Often we try 

to meet these needs in unhealthy ways. We may carry a sense 

of shame about who we are or wonder what is wrong with us. 

Concentrate on what is right about you - recognize your good 

qualities and build on them. Surround yourself with people 

who appreciate you and communicate that in positive ways. 

Focus on practices that remind you that you are special and 
created in the image of God. 
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3. Accept mistakes & seek forgiveness 
 

Accepting our mistakes means accepting that we are human 

and imperfect. It also means we can turn our mistakes or 

failures into opportunities for growth and learning, thereby 

gaining wisdom. When our mistakes hurt others we need to 

take responsibility for the pain we’ve caused, make amends 

when possible, and change our behaviors. Our tradition 

encourages us to forgive and seek forgiveness. Forgiveness 

isn’t about letting someone off the hook; it’s about gaining 
our own spiritual freedom. 
 

4. Cultivate gratitude 
 

The Research Project on Gratitude and Thanksgiving (2004), 

found that people who kept a weekly gratitude journal 

reported greater optimism & energy, and felt less stress and 

depression than those who did not. They were more likely to 

help others, feel loved and stay healthier. Cultivating an 

attitude of gratitude is not difficult. Start by making a short 

daily or weekly list of things you are grateful for. As you 
count your blessings they will multiply. 
 

5. Invest in relationships 
 

Studies demonstrate that strong relationships with family, 

and/or romantic partners may have physical benefits for our 

longevity & health. The more close relationships we have, 

the better we cope with difficulties and the quicker we heal. 

Commit to building new friendships. Invest more time and 

positive energy in relationships with others, yourself, and 

God. Strong relationships bring blessings and wellbeing to 

every area of life. 
 

6. Connect with community 
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We have a powerful core need to feel accepted and valued, 

and to know we “fit in” somewhere because we are created to 

live in community. Our communities help shape our 

identities and our sense of meaning/purpose. Studies show 

that people who feel a sense of belonging tend to lead 

happier, healthier lives (especially people active in religious 

or spiritual communities). 
 

7. Play & Create 
 

George Bernard Shaw wrote, “We don’t stop playing because 
we grow old: we grow old because we stop playing.” The 

capacity to play evolved along with our nurturing skills. 

Playing is not just for kids! It stimulates creative parts of our 

brain that are not driven by anxiety or logic. Playing gives us 

the emotional space needed to imagine new possibilities. It 

increases our capacity to be flexible and to re-create 

ourselves. Find activities that you enjoy and get lost in the 

fun of the moment.  
 

8. Accept things you cannot change 
 

Psychology teaches that our attempts to control the 

uncontrollable - people, situations and life itself - can result 

in dysfunctional behavior. This may stem from our fears that 

the world is a dangerous place and we are alone to manage it. 

When we accept things we cannot change, we realize that we 

control only our own responses to the things that life brings. 

Notice when you are working too hard to make things turn 

out your way. Imagine your life as a great adventure and trust 

that you are not alone. 
 

9. Grieve losses fully 
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We encounter many kinds of losses in life: the loss of 

relationships, health, mobility, jobs, economic security, hopes 

and dreams, and the death of loved ones. All losses cause 

grief. Often we may feel pushed to “get over it” and “move 
on” before we have grieved fully. But there is no timeline for 

grief; do not judge yourself. Unexpressed grief can wreak 

havoc physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually. 

Allow yourself time and space to feel the pain, anger and 

suffering of loss. Share stories, seek support, and let it out. 

There are some losses that we never “get over” but grieving 

brings healing, increases our compassion, and strengthens us 

in unexpected ways. 
 

10. Seek awe and Beauty 

 

We have a core need to locate ourselves in the created order. 

Experiencing the vast expanse of creation and our place in it 

brings peace, perspective and humility. Visit places where 

you can experience the awesomeness of the earth, the 

heavens, and life itself. Seek out beauty - things that inspire 

and move you, that take your breath away. Cherish and 

cultivate the peace or humility of these moments.  
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The Essence of Shavuot 
Atarah Lakritz 

Scene 1: Trying to explain the holiday of Shavuot to your 

two new friends. [Feel free to act out with voices and hand 

gestures.] 

 

Friend 1: "So on Pesach the commandments are to eat 

matzah and tell the story of the Exodus?”  

You: *nods* 

Friend 2: “And Sukkot is the one where you take the lulav 

and etrog and eat/live in your sukkah for a week plus?” 

You: *nods* 

Friend 1: “Then what’s up for Shavuot? What do we do 

then?” 

You: “Well… I mean, we stay up all night and learn. And 

eat dairy. Which are fun and meaningful customs, for sure. 

But I can’t think of any actual special commandments or 

observances we have to commemorate the receiving of the 

Torah, at least ones that seem like they’re on the same 

level.” *looks around for help* 

 

The Torah tells us in Parshat Re'eh how we celebrate the 

holiday: 

 

ר ְיָבֶרְכךָ֖  ן ַכֲאֶשַ֥ ֵּ֑ ר ִתת  ת ָיְדךָ֖ ֲאֶשֶׁ֣ ת ִנְדַבַ֥ ג ָשֻבעֹו֙ת ַלה ִמַסַּ֛ יָת ַחַ֤  ה׃  ְוָעִשִׂ֜

Then you shall observe the Feast of Weeks for the 

LORD your God, offering your freewill contribution 
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according as the LORD your God has blessed you. 

(Deuteronomy 16:10) 

ר  ִו֙י ֲאֶשֶׁ֣ ה ּוִבְנךֶׁ֣ ּוִבֶתךָ֮ ְוַעְבְדךֶׁ֣ ַוֲאָמֶתךָ֒ ְוַהל  ֶׁ֣י ׀ ה ַאָתָּ֨ ְוָשַמְחָתָּ֞ ִלְפנ 

ֹום ְוהָ  ַּ֛ר ְוַהָיתַ֥ יך ְוַהג  ך ִבְשָעֶרֶ֔ ר ְבִקְרֶבֵּ֑ ר ִיְבַח֙ר ה  ַאְלָמָנָ֖ה ֲאֶשֶׁ֣  ַבָמ֗קֹום ֲאֶשַ֤

ם׃ ֹו ָשָֽׁ ן ְשמָ֖ ַ֥  ְלַשכ 

You shall rejoice before the LORD your God with 

your son and daughter, your male and female slave, 

the Levite in your communities, and the stranger, 

the fatherless, and the widow in your midst, at the 

place where the LORD your God will choose to 

establish His name. 

Why is there nothing about a physical act of 

commemorating the holiday? There is no Torah-prescribed 

requirement to blow Shofar, read a special Torah portion 

(the reading of the 10 Commandments is Rabbinically 

ordained), or special ritual. There is only all-inclusive 

rejoicing. Why is ~joy~ the only way to celebrate? And 

more interestingly, why is every type of citizen mentioned? 

Isn’t everyone included in all commandments, regardless 

of socioeconomic or familial status?  

 

One possible explanation for this (and if you think of any 

others do let me know) can be seen through a story about 

Rabbi Mordechai Kamenetzky’s grandfather, Rav Yaakov 

Kamenetzky, of blessed memory. 

 

Reb Yaakov spent his summers at Camp Ohr Shraga in 

Ellenville, NY. One summer, a young boy asked Reb 

Yaakov a complex question: “Where is my neshama 

(soul)?" Reb Yaakov turned to the boy and asked him, 
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"Where’s your arm?" The boy stuck out his arm. "Good!" 

said Reb Yaakov. "I want you to shake it." The boy began 

to shake his arm up and down. Reb Yaakov smiled, "Good, 

now shake your other arm." The boy began flapping his 

arms. "Wonderful! Now show me your leg. " The boy 

lifted his foot. "Now shake it!" While flapping his arms, 

the boy shook his leg. Then Reb Yaakov smiled. "Now 

your other leg!" The boy began to jump and shake and 

rock and sway. And as he watched the youngster move 

with every part of himself, Reb Yaakov gave him a huge 

smile and exclaimed, "That is your neshama!"  

 

The only way to commemorate the receiving of the Torah 

is to celebrate the receipt of our nation's very soul. We 

can’t celebrate the soul with a physical commemoration. 

The soul of the nation celebrates by awakening every one 

of its parts -- everyone: rich and poor, free or enslaved, 

with unmitigated joy. The only way to capture the essence 

of our very being and our gratitude for the gift that infused 

us with boundless spirituality - The Torah - is through a 

rejoicing that permeates every part of the Jewish “body”; 

its arms, legs, and torso. The observance is not relegated to 

any one “action”: eating, telling a story, hearing a shofar or 

sitting in a sukkah. Like the Torah we received, the 

celebration encompasses every aspect of our lives. And 

that is expressed through joy. 
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A Reflection on (Social) Distance 
Sarah Weissman 

In these strange times in which we now find ourselves, I’ve 

been thinking a lot about distance – what it means to be 

physically distant from each other, what it means to 

sometimes feel distant from God.  

Light, cheery stuff.  

But plague aside, I’m not the only one to ruminate on what 

it means to be far away in Jewish thought. Rebbe Nachman 

of Breslov (18th century rabbi, founder of the Breslov 

Chassidic movement) repeatedly describes the experience 

of distance from God in Likutei Moharan, his central work.  

This particular snippet has been on my mind: 

Likutei Moharan 261:1:1 

כשנפל אדם ממדרגתו ידע שמן השמים הוא כי התרחקות תחילת 

 ךשיתעורר יותר להתקרב לה' יתבר התקרבות על כן נפל

“When a person falls from his spiritual level, he should 

know that it is from heaven. This is because distance is the 

beginning of closeness. For this, he fell – that he will be 

more awakened to draw close to God.” 

I really love what (I think) is the essence of what Rebbe 

Nachman is saying here: when we’re low, when we’re far 

away from God, it creates the room to come closer 

proactively, to step forward towards God. It’s like when 

you bend your knees to jump. You’re going lower, when 

your objective is actually to go higher, and that seems 
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counterintuitive. But what you’re really doing is creating 

potential energy – that can be turned into kinetic energy – 

that will lift you upward.  

 

For Rebbe Nachman, distance creates the potential for the 

active pursuit of closeness. 

 

I think, for a moment, we also see this play out in the 

giving of the Torah, but it’s God who uses distance as an 

opportunity to draw near us.  

As the story goes, we’re at Mount Sinai about to receive 

the Torah. There’s thunder, there’s lightning. The people 

freak out, and they take a step back from mountain: 

Shemot 20:15 

ל העם רואים את הקולות ואת הלפידים ואת קול השפר ואת ההר עשן  וכ

 וירא כל העם וינעו ויעמדו מרחוק

 “And all the people saw the voices and the torches, the 

sound of the shofar, and the smoking mountain, and the 

people saw and trembled; so they stood from afar.” 

This bothers Rashi. So, he elaborates. 

 

“’And the people remained at a distance’: they moved 

back, startled, twelve miles, a distance equal to the length 
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of their camp, and ministering angels came and assisted 

them – to bring them back...” 

In Rashi’s interpretation, the people’s stepping back 

actually prompts this sort of intimate moment with the 

divine. God sends the angels to retrieve them when they 

struggle to be close, showing a desire for them to come 

closer.  

Admittedly, that moment of coming together isn’t perfect. 

Only three sentences later, it says again: 

Shemot 20:18 

להים-ומשה נגש אל הערפל אשר שם האויעמד העם מרחק   

“The people stood far off, and Moses drew near to the mist 

where God was.” 

 

They still stood at a distance, albeit a lesser one. But I 

think you can read in the text that a shift happened 

nonetheless. There’s a verb change from “v’yamdu,” the 

plural form of “they stood,” to v’yamod, the singular form. 

In the end, after God calls them back, they stood afar but 

as one. Something about that process of being distant and 

coming just a little bit closer was unifying.  

Distance as the beginning of closeness. 

While Rebbe Nachman is talking about our relationship 

with God, in some ways, I think the same principle maps 

onto our relationships with people – that when we feel far 
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away from each other, it creates room and motivation for 

consciously seeking each other out.  

Simone Weil, a lesser-known rebbe (20th century French 

mystic and philosopher with Jewish roots), wrote the 

following in a letter to her friend, Gustave Thibon:  

“The joy of meeting and the sorrow of separation … we 

should welcome these gifts … with our whole soul, and 

experience to the full, and with the same gratitude, all the 

sweetness or bitterness as the case may be … Soon there 

will be distance between us. Let us love this distance which 

is wholly woven of friendship, for those who do not love 

each other are not separated.” 

For Weil, the very articulation that we’re distant from each 

other is an expression of the desire to be close, because we 

don’t feel distance from things we don’t care about. We 

only feel far away from what we miss. 

I don’t want to romanticize social distancing – it’s really 

hard – but I think it’s hard precisely because of how much 

we matter to each other.  

Over the past couple months, we’ve sought to be close to 

both God and community in so many creative ways – 

Zoom classes, Facebook groups, text check-ins, Shavuot 

readers… We don’t have the luxury of bumping into each 

other at Kiddush, so we’re intentionally reaching for each 

other. And I think there’s something beautiful about the 

way distance brings that out in us.  

So, my bracha to all of us this Shavuot is that we make this 

distance only the beginning of our closeness – to Torah 
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and to each other. And I hope we can safely be in the same 

room eating cheesecake in the not so distant future. 
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