IF WE GOT THE TORAH ON

SHAVUET,

WHY DOESN’T IT SAY SO?
Rav Uri C. Cohen

| found out recently what I should have known my whole life.
| found out that | am carrying my mother around inside me. She is right here. Right along with all of my other memories.
Memory runs deep. Deeper than one lifetime or two. Deeper than time, if you’ll let it.
—H. L. McCutchen, LightLand (NY: Scholastic, 2002), p. 229. This is from Lottie’s writing assignment, “Everything | Know.”

THE MYSTERY

1. Rabbi Shmuel Goldin,

“Unlocking Sefer Vayikra — Mysterious Majesty.”
http://www.ou.org/ou/print_this/68970

A series of enigmas surround both the festival of
Shavuot, introduced for the first time in this parsha
[Emor], and Revelation, the historical event with
which Shavuot is associated.

1) Although the rabbis identify Shavuot as Zman
Matan Torateinu, the anniversary of the giving of our
Torah, no actual connection between the holiday and
Revelation is made in the text. Shavuot, in fact,
emerges as the only one of the three pilgrimage
festivals (Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot) for which no
historical foundation is recorded in the Torah.

2) At no point does the Torah mention an independent
calendar date for the festival of Shavuot. Most often,
this holiday is identified as the endpoint of the Omer
count. The festival’s very title, Shavuot (literally
“Weeks”) derives from the celebration’s position as the
culmination of the seven-week Omer period.

On one occasion (Bamidbar 28:16-39), in a series of
passages clearly identifying the holidays by their
calendar dates, Shavuot is again the glaring exception,
with even the festival’s relationship to the Omer period
omitted. In that case, Shavuot is mentioned without
any calendar reference at all.

3) The Torah also fails to pinpoint the specific date of
the onset of Revelation at Sinai. The text, in fact,
seems to deliberately go out of its way to avoid any
clear dating of this event. {See next source.}

4) Finally, in contrast to other festivals, no unique
observance is associated in the text with the holiday of
Shavuot (all-night learning sessions are a minhag, a
custom, and not biblically or even rabbinically
mandated). This festival is governed only by the
generic laws common to all biblical holidays.

Why does so much mystery surround the festival of
Shavuot and the commemoration of Revelation?
Shouldn’t the single most important formative event in
Jewish history be clearly dated and uniquely
celebrated?

2. Rabbi Michael Hattin, “The Date of the
Revelation,” The Virtual Beit Midrash. http://vbm-
torah.org/archive/intparsha65/17-65yitro.htm

From the text itself, it is possible to construct a
reasonable chronology of events. The introductory
verses state that:

In the third month of the people’s exodus from Egypt,
on this day, they came to the wilderness of Sinai. They
journeyed from Refidim and they came to the
wilderness of Sinai, and they encamped in the
wilderness. The people of Israel encamped there
opposite the mountain. Moshe ascended to the Lord...
(Shemot 19:1-3).

Thus, it emerges that the people reach the wilderness
of Sinai in the third month (Sivan), and encamp at
Sinai “on this day.” This latter expression is of course
tantalizingly obscure, prompting most of the
commentaries (basing themselves upon much earlier
Rabbinic traditions) to posit that it is a reference to
Rosh Chodesh or the first day of the month. After all,
how else to explain a definite reference to a definite
calendar day that is mentioned in the context of the
“third month” but is otherwise undefined?

However, even succeeding in anchoring the arrival at
Sinai to the first day of Sivan does not entirely
alleviate the difficulty. While it may be possible to
roughly reconstruct the ensuing chronology by
tracking the consecutive ascents and descents of
Moshe (19:3-9) and then adding to them the two days
of Divinely imposed preparatory sanctification (19:10),
to then assume that this necessarily yields the currently
celebrated 6th day of Sivan is utterly unwarranted.
What can only be stated with certainty is that the
revelation takes place “on the third day” after those
two days of preparation, a fact that is stated no less
than three times (19:10, 11, 16).

In short, even granting that it may be possible to
plausibly connect the celebration of the giving of the
Torah to a particular day on the calendar, albeit by
engaging in a rather spirited session of hermeneutics,
in the end, this only serves to highlight the grand
omission: the text has not only failed to explicitly
mention the specific date of the giving of the Torah to
the people of Israel, it seems to have intentionally
obscured it under successive layers of ambiguity.
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4. Rabbi Hillel Hayyim Lavery-Yisraeli, “Shavuot: The Day of the Giving of the Torah?” (2011)

http://www.conservativeyeshiva.org/shavuot-the-day-of-the-giving-of-the-torah

Chart Illustrating the Three B'raitot on Shabbat 87b.
Digits indicate the day of the counting of the Omer.
Letters indicate the day of the month. Rosh Hodesh is in gray)
Ny = the Exodus (D8N NXN'YY).
NN = the Revelation on Sinai (NN 1NN).
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SHAVUOT IS ON THE SAME
DATE AS MATAN TORAH

5. Rabbi Josh Yuter (1977-),

“Does Matan Torah Really Matter?” June 17, 2005
http://joshyuter.com/2005/06/17/judaism/jewish-thought-
theology-machshava/does-matan-torah-really-matter/
Perhaps one could argue that Shavuot and Matan
Torah are “close enough.” Since both seem to fall out
at the beginning of the month of Sivan, it is possible to
assume the principle of commemorating several
positive events on one day even if the dates are not
exact (B. Ta’anit 29a).
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10. Rabbi Shlomo Riskin (1940-),

“Shabbat Shalom: Parshat Naso/Shavuot,” June 7, 2008
http://www.ohrtorahstone.org.il/parsha/5768/naso68.htm
[Hlow can the Festival of Shevuot, which comes
exactly fifty days after the first day of Passover, be
celebrating the giving of the Torah, which was in fact
given on the fifty-first day of our count?

The Magen Avraham (Rabbi Abraham Gombiner,
1637-1683), in his commentary to the Orach Chaim
section of the Shulchan Aruch (Siman 263), explains
that this seeming discrepancy [of the] 50th and 51st
days of our count (the 6th and 7th days of Sivan)
serves as our source that “yom tov sheni of galut” (the
second day of the festival in the diaspora) actually has
its roots in the Torah. After all, throughout the
Diaspora we have a second day of Shevuot — the
seventh of Sivan, and the 51st day from Passover —
which turns out to be when the Torah was actually
given. When we remember that the Torah was indeed
given in the desert and not in Israel, it makes sense that
we received it on the second day of the Festival,
celebrated throughout the Jewish diaspora. Hence we
have an ingenious source — a Biblical source, no less —
for the institution of the second day of the festival in
the diaspora. . . .

Fascinatingly enough, the Shelah HaKadosh (R. Isaiah
Horowitz, 1565-1630) gave a reason for the second
day of the Festival in the diaspora which fits in very
nicely with the Shevuot reckoning. He argues that life
in the diaspora — because it is based upon gentile
customs and a gentile calendar — is far more removed
from Jewishness than is life in Israel. Hence it is twice
as difficult in the diaspora to feel the Exodus, to
experience Divine Protection, to sense the revelation,
than it is in Israel.
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SHAVUOT ISN’T PRIMARILY
ABOUT MATAN TORAH
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14. Rabbi Michael Hattin, op. cit.

Perhaps this then is the answer to the seeming mystery
of the Torah’s reticence concerning the date of the
revelation. While we may in practice celebrate the
festival of the giving of the Torah on the 6th day of
Sivan, we must not lose sight of the fact that this date
(that itself was more fluid before the setting down of
an exclusively astronomical calendar) was not
recorded in proverbial stone.

Sinai was presented by the narrative, from the very
outset, as representing the end of the exodus from
Egypt and the beginning of the entry into Israel. To
live Sinai is therefore to live within a dynamic of not
only striving for personal spiritual liberation but for
fulfillment of national mission as well.
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18. Rabbi Reuven Hammer (1933-), “Cele-
brating Sinai,” The Jerusalem Post Magazine, 5/14/10, p. 42
www.jpost.com/LandedPages/PrintArticle.aspx?id=175484
Perhaps it is because of the overreaching importance of
that event that the Torah does not mandate
commemorating it. We can relive the Exodus. We can
even relive wandering in the wilderness and
experiencing finding shelter. But how does one
experience anew such an event as the revelation of
God?

The events described in Exodus 19-20 are simply
beyond human experience and beyond our powers of
explanation and description. We experience God in
history and in nature, but the events of Sinai are a
mystical experience that one cannot reproduce. It is as
if the Torah is indicating that to try to “celebrate” that
event and reproduce it would be to trivialize its
overwhelming importance. A



Generations later, however, when more than a
millennium had passed and the event was no longer
vivid in the consciousness of the people, there was a
need to strengthen belief in what had happened and to
reassert the validity of the covenant and the sanctity of
the Torah. Therefore the sages reinterpreted Shavuot to
commemorate these things and it became what it is
today, z’man matan torateinu.
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20. Rabbi Menachem L eibtag, “Shavuot and
Matan Torah: An Uncommemorated Event.”
http://tanach.org/special/shav/shavsl.htm

In the Torah, we find numerous mitzvot through which
we commemorate Yetziat Mitzraim, both on the
anniversary of the Exodus: e.g. eating matzah, telling
of the story of Yetziat Mitzraim, korban Pesach, etc.;
and even all year round: e.g. mitzvat bikkurim
(bringing the first fruits to Yerushalayim), tfillin,
Shabbat, and the daily recital of kriyat shma, etc., all of
which the Torah relates to the Exodus (i.e. “zecher
I'yitziat mitzrayim”).

In contrast, in Chumash we do not find even one
specific mitzvah whose explicit purpose is to

commemorate the events of Matan Torah. (Sefer
Devarim does require that we not forget the events that
transpired at Har Sinai (see 4:9-16), but it does not
command us to perform any specific positive mitzvah
in order that we not forget! See Further lyun section.)

Why does the Torah call upon us to commemorate
these two events in such dramatically different ways?
One could suggest that the Torah is sending an implicit
message — that Matan Torah is not an historically
bound event; because every day we must feel as
though the Torah has just been given. This concept is
reflected in the Midrash on 19:1:

... It should have been written; “On that day.” Why
does the pasuk say: “On this day”? This comes to
teach us that the words of the Torah should be
considered new to you — as though they were given
today! (quoted by Rashi on Shmot 19:1)

In other words, we should not view Matan Torah as a
one-time event; rather, every generation must feel as
though they have just entered into a covenant with God
(see Devarim 5:1-3). Every generation must feel that
God’s words were spoken to them no less than to
earlier generations. To celebrate the anniversary of
Matan Torah as a single moment in our history could
diminish from that meta-historical dimension.

But without a commemorative mitzvah, how is Matan
Torah to be perpetuated? As we explained in our study
of Sefer Shmot, this may have been the purpose of the
Mishkan (see Ramban on Shmot 25:1). In this manner,
Ma’amad Har Sinai lives on.

In contrast to Matan Torah, there is no need to re-live
the experience of Yetziat Mitzrayim, rather it is
important that we remember that event. Even if we
must act as though we went out of Egypt on the seder
night (see in the Hagada — “B’chol dor v’dor chayav
adam lir’ot atzmo k’ilu...”), it is in order that we put
ourselves in the proper frame of mind to praise God
and thank Him for our redemption.

Yetziat Mitzrayim was, and should remain, a one time
event in our history — our national birth. As such, it
needs to be commemorated. Matan Torah is totally
different! It is an event which must be constantly re-
lived, not just remembered, for it is the essence of our
daily existence.

So is it wrong to commemorate Matan Torah on
Shavuot? Did Chazal make a “mistake” (chas
v’shalom) by connecting a “purely agricultural”
holiday with the historical event of Matan Torah? Of
course not! Is it possible that the most important event
in our national history not be commemorated on its
yearly anniversary?!

In this regard, Chazal strike a beautiful balance
between Torah She’bichtav (the Written Law) and
Torah She’b’al Peh (the Oral Law). Chumash
emphasizes one perspective, the inherent danger of
commemorating this event, while tradition balances



this message by emphasizing the other perspective, the
historical significance of remembering that day, by re-
living that event.

Therefore, Chazal instituted that just like on leil
ha’seder (Passover eve) we spend the entire evening
“re-telling” the story of Yetziat Mitzrayim, on leil
Shavuot, we spend the entire evening engrossed in the
study of Torah, “re-living” the experience of Ma’amad
Har Sinai!

21. Rabbi Shmuel Goldin,

“Unlocking Sefer Vayikra — Mysterious Majesty.”
http://www.ou.org/ou/print_this/68970

In essence, the rabbis are emphasizing that Revelation
is not a historic event. The Patriarchal Era, the Exodus,
the wandering in the wilderness, the entry into the land
of Canaan and so much more, are periods and incidents
rooted in the past. They are meant to be learned from,
reexamined, re-experienced, even seen as prototypes
for the present; but they are all past events.

Revelation is different. Matan Torah is a process that
continues to this day and beyond. Every time we study
a text, ask a halachic question or share a Torah
thought, we stand again at Sinai receiving the Torah.
Every time the rabbis apply the law to changing
circumstance, suggest new in-sight into an age-old text
or enact new legislation to protect the community, we
participate in Revelation. When concerns ranging from
in vitro fertilization to stem cell research to the
definition of death and its impact on organ donation
are actively addressed and debated within Jewish law,
Matan Torah unfolds.

THE IMPORTANCE OF
BEFORE AND AFTER

22. Rabbi Shlomo Riskin (1940-), op. cit.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch gives [another] reason,
suggesting that the Torah specifically wants us to
purposefully celebrate the Revelation a day before it
actually occurred — in order to emphasize the cardinal
importance of “the day before.”

Ordinarily when an important event is about to take
place, only those behind the scenes know how much
preparation has gone into the event. For the guest, all
that matters is what he experiences at the moment the
invitation told him to appear.

But for the families and all those involved in preparing
a “great event,” the months of careful planning are
what truly counts and will determine the proceedings
of the evening. This is especially true with regarding
to the receiving of the Torah: without adequate
preparation, without going through the forty-nine steps
of purification leading up to the final climax of the day
before, the Torah that descends from Sinai won’t find
an adequate vessel to contain its infinite blessings. 2

Lack of adequate preparation caused a tragic foul-up
the first time. It is crucial that it never happen that way
again.

23. Rabbi Shlomo Riskin (1940-), “Shabbat
Shalom: Shevuot — The Written and the Oral Torah,”
May 19-20, 1988. http://web.archive.org/web/
19990820050221/http://shamash.org/tanach/tanach/co
mmentary/ravriskin/shavuot.riskin.88

One traditional explanation says that by consciously
avoiding the exact date, the Torah reminds us that
more important than receiving a gift is what one does
with it. Is the expensively bound leather volume
relegated to the attic, the basement, the coffee table —
or the study table? Maybe this is why one’s birthday
was never played up in Jewish life. Even the bar
mitzvah affair as we know it in America was a
relatively simple day for European Jews; the day a boy
reached 13 or a girl reached 12 wasn’t accompanied
with bands and a guest list of 500. This being the day
when responsibility begins, they were waiting to see
how things would turn out before sounding the drums
and pouring the champagne.

TO EMPHASIZE
TORAH SHE-B’AL PEH

24. Rabbi Yehudah Prero,

“A Lesson from a Date — Shavuos,” YomTov, Vol. Il #8
www.torah.org/learning/yomtov/shavuos/vol3no08.html
G-d gave both the Oral and the Written law to the
nation of Israel at Sinai. . . . That we acknowledge and
believe that G-d gave the Torah in its entirety to us at
Sinai is essential.

It is to illustrate how central a role the Oral Law plays
that the Torah does not mention the date of Shavuos.
The Torah terms the starting date for the count of the
50 days macharas HaShabbos, “the day after the
Shabbos.” The Oral law tells us that this is the second
day of Pesach, the “Shabbos™ referred to in the verse
being the first day of Pesach. The Tzedukim,
Sadducees, who did not give credence to the Oral law,
explained this verse differently. They explained it to
mean literally the day after Shabbos. So, they began
counting from the first Sunday after Pesach.

When we celebrate Shavuos on the day that we do, we
are simultaneously affirming our belief in the Oral law.
After all, it is only with the clarification that the Oral
law provides that we know when Shavuos falls.
Shavuos, the holiday on which we celebrate the fact
that we have the Torah, is the day on which we
acknowledge that we received all of the Torah, both
oral and written. To be sure that we recognize the
entirety of the Torah, G-d omitted the exact date on
which we celebrate from the written Torah. Only by
relying upon the Oral law can we celebrate Shavuos in
its proper time. This Shavuos, we should all merit
inspiration by the realization that G-d entrusted us with
an amazing gift: the Torah.



