8th Sivan 5766 – 4th June 2006.

Parashat Beha’alotkha

“Love, unity, and faith”

Rav M. Elon

Having just celebrated Shavu’ot we will devote this shi’ur to a number of fundamental concepts relating to Matan Torah (“The Giving of the Torah”).
Immediately following the account of Matan Torah we find a severe prohibition:

"רַק הִשָּׁמֶר לְךָ וּשְׁמֹר נַפְשְׁךָ מְאֹד פֶּן-תִּשְׁכַּח אֶת-הַדְּבָרִים אֲשֶׁר-רָאוּ עֵינֶיךָ וּפֶן-יָסוּרוּ מִלְּבָבְךָ כֹּל יְמֵי חַיֶּיךָ וְהוֹדַעְתָּם לְבָנֶיךָ וְלִבְנֵי בָנֶיךָ; יוֹם אֲשֶׁר עָמַדְתָּ לִפְנֵי ה' אֱלֹהֶיךָ בְּחֹרֵב בֶּאֱמֹר ה' אֵלַי הַקְהֶל-לִי אֶת-הָעָם וְאַשְׁמִעֵם אֶת-דְּבָרָי  אֲשֶׁר יִלְמְדוּן לְיִרְאָה אֹתִי כָּל-הַיָּמִים אֲשֶׁר הֵם חַיִּים עַל-הָאֲדָמָה וְאֶת-בְּנֵיהֶם יְלַמֵּדוּן."

“Only take heed to yourself, and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget the things which your eyes have seen, and lest they depart from your heart all the days of your life; but teach them to your sons, and to your grandsons; The day when you stood before the Lord your God in Horeb, when the Lord said to me, Gather the people together, and I will make them hear my words, that they may learn to fear me all the days that they shall live upon the earth, and that they may teach their children.”
(Devarim 4:9,10)
Thus we see that there is an obligation not to forget the tremendous event of Matan Torah.  This is such an essential obligation that the Mishnah in Pirkei Avot states:

"רבי דוסתאי ברבי ינאי אומר משום רבי מאיר, כל השוכח דבר אחד ממשנתו--מעלין עליו כאילו הוא מתחייב בנפשו, שנאמר 'רַק הִשָּׁמֶר לְךָ וּשְׁמֹר נַפְשְׁךָ מְאֹד פֶּן-תִּשְׁכַּח אֶת-הַדְּבָרִים'; יכול אפילו תקפה עליו משנתו:  תלמוד לומר 'וּפֶן-יָסוּרוּ מִלְּבָבְךָ' הא אינו מתחייב בנפשו, עד שיישב לו ויסירם מליבו."
(Avot 3:8)
This Mishnah is quite troubling, for neither its opening nor its conclusion seem to make sense.  The opening of the Mishnah is very difficult to accept for there is no-one who never forgets.  The conclusion of the Mishnah seems surprising for aside from a heretic, who makes a specific effort to forget and remove an aspect of Torah from his heart?
Before we deal with these questions, let us consider the verses we brought above.  The Netziv asks why the Torah seems to be so concerned that we will forget the experience of standing at Har Sinai and receiving the Torah, for we have the constant mitzvah of Talmud Torah (“Study of Torah”) which accompanies us every day and evening.  The very involvement in Torah study would seem to be the exact antidote to forgetting the event of Matan Torah.  The Netziv answers:
 "ע"י עסק פלפולה של תורה יכול להגיע לפעמים, ח"ו, שנהפך לו לרועץ והנה הקב"ה רצה להשריש בשעת מתן תורה יראת ה' בלב ישראל, על כן נתן התורה בקולות וברקים. וכמאמר משה רבנו ע"ה לישראל בפרשת יתרו : 'וּבַעֲבוּר תִּהְיֶה יִרְאָתוֹ עַל-פְּנֵיכֶם לְבִלְתִּי תֶחֱטָאוּ' – זה בחינת 'לְבַעֲבוּר נַסּוֹת אֶתְכֶם..'"

 “Through involvement in the intense study of Torah one may sometimes have (this studying) become a negative influence, God forbid.  For God desired to plant the fear of God into the heart(s) of Yisra’el at the moment of Matan Torah, therefore the Torah was given amidst thunder and lightning.  As Moshe Rabbenu of blessed memory said to Yisra’el in Parashat Yitro, ‘And in order that the fear of God shall be on your faces, and that you should not sin’ (Shemot 20:16) – this is the aspect of ‘in order to test you’ (”
(Ha’amek Davar, Devarim ibid.)
The Netziv, the great Rosh Yeshivah, who invested his entire life in intense Torah study, writes that God fears that we will forget the great event of Matan Torah as a result of our study of Torah, and not despite our study of Torah.
If we consider the verses describing Matan Torah, we will recall that Benei Yisra’el hears God’s ‘voice’, and they become extremely frightened.

"וְכָל-הָעָם רֹאִים אֶת-הַקּוֹלֹת וְאֶת-הַלַּפִּידִם וְאֵת קוֹל הַשֹּׁפָר וְאֶת-הָהָר, עָשֵׁן וַיַּרְא הָעָם וַיָּנֻעוּ וַיַּעַמְדוּ מֵרָחֹק; וַיֹּאמְרוּ אֶל-מֹשֶׁה דַּבֵּר-אַתָּה עִמָּנוּ וְנִשְׁמָעָה וְאַל-יְדַבֵּר עִמָּנוּ אֱלֹהִים פֶּן-נָמוּת;  וַיֹּאמֶר מֹשֶׁה אֶל-הָעָם אַל-תִּירָאוּ כִּי לְבַעֲבוּר נַסּוֹת אֶתְכֶם בָּא הָאֱלֹהִים וּבַעֲבוּר תִּהְיֶה יִרְאָתוֹ עַל-פְּנֵיכֶם לְבִלְתִּי תֶחֱטָאוּ."

“And all the people saw the thundering, and the lightning, and the sound of the shofar, and the mountain smoking; and when the people saw it, they were shaken, and they stood far away. And they said to Mosheh, Speak with us, and we will hear; but let not God speak with us, lest we die. And Mosheh said to the people, ‘Fear not; for God has come in order to test you, and that His fear may be before your faces, that you sin not.”
(Shemot 20:15-17)

The nation beseeches Mosheh to speak to them in place of God, for experiencing the revelation infuses their physical bodies with a tremendous amount of spiritual elevation that may indeed cause their deaths.
Mosheh answers “כִּי לְבַעֲבוּר נַסּוֹת אֶתְכֶם בָּא הָאֱלֹהִים” – “for God has come in order to test you.’”
Rashi comments:

"לְבַעֲבוּר נַסּוֹת אֶתְכֶם – לגַדֵּל אתכם בעולם שיֵצֵא לכם שֵם באומות, שהוא בכבודו נגלה עליכם:
נַסּוֹת – לשון הַרָמָה וגדולה, כמו (ישעיה סב י) הרימו נס..." 
“‘In order to test’ – To exalt you in the world that your reputation be know among the nations that (God) in His glory revealed Himself to you.

‘Test’ – A term of elevation and greatness, as it states: ‘Raise a banner…’ (Yeshayahu 62:10).”

Thus Rashi explains that the term ‘נַסּוֹת’ does not indicate a test (as the literal meaning may sugnify), but rather indicates a “banner” raised high in clear display for everyone to behold.
Returning to the Netziv, he continues, 
"ונתבאר שם כדי שיהיה המעמד הנפלא מצויר בנפש בעולם על זה הזהיר משה כאן לשמור הגוף והנפש, שלא יהא עסק פלפולה של תורה יהיה גורם חלילה לשכוח או לשַַכֵּח את הדברים אשר ראו עיניך היינו שראו דבר ה' יתברך עשרת הדברים יוצאים באמצעות ניצוצות אש ולפידים..."

“And it is clarified there that in order that this wondrous event be depicted in (one’s) soul in this world that Mosheh warns (the nation) to guard one’s body and one’s soul lest the involvement in the intense study of Torah be the cause, God forbid, of one’s forgetting or disregarding ‘those things your eyes saw,’ i.e. having seen the matter of God and the Ten Commandments emanating (from God) through the medium of sparks of fire and lightning…”
The Netziv’s words are startling. One may be successful in his Torah study, yet this study may cause one to forget the event which our eyes beheld.  One may over-emphasize the intellectual study of the Torah such that he neglects and completely disregards the content that is supposed to be enrooted in his heart.  Thus the lightning and thunder of Matan Torah is forgotten. 
It is incorrect to consider the lightning and thunder as mere backdrop elements that served to enhance the setting of Matan Torah.  These elements served to create the character of the experience of Matan Torah.  This earth shattering experience can be blunted and even lost through intense Torah study.
The Sefat Emet comments on the verse “וְכָל-הָעָם רֹאִים אֶת-הַקּוֹלֹת...” – “And all the nation see the thunder and lightning” in a similar fashion to the Netziv.  The Sefat Emet discusses the word “רֹאִים” – “see” – which is recorded in the present tense, when in fact it should have stated “רָאוּ” – “saw” – certainly as the entire verse is in the past tense. 
The Sefat Emet explains as follows:
"בפסוק 'וְכָל-הָעָם רֹאִים אֶת-הַקּוֹלֹת...' – לשון הווה, ועל זה כתיב "אנכי מצוך היום" –   "אנוכי" של עשרת הדברות הוא ציווי המצווה בכל יום, כי ראייה זו היא בכוח הנשמות, שרואים את הנשמע והוא חלק ה' ממעל. וזו הנשמה משגת עבר ועתיד."

“Regarding the verse ‘And all the nation see the thunder and lightning’ (which appears in the) present tense, for it states ‘which I (“anokhi”) am commanding you today’ (Shemot 20:2) – (this is the concept of) ‘I’ (‘anokhi’) of the Ten Commandments which is the commanding of the mitzvah every day.  For this ‘seeing’ is that of the souls which see that which is heard and is a part of God above.  And this soul perceives the past and the future.”
The physical body is limited, and one’s ability to experience is bound by the five senses. At Matan Torah, however, the sense of sight was unhindered and unlimited, penetrating all of reality.

It is as a result of this sight that the nation turns to Mosheh and says,

"וַיֹּאמְרוּ אֶל-מֹשֶׁה דַּבֵּר-אַתָּה עִמָּנוּ וְנִשְׁמָעָה וְאַל-יְדַבֵּר עִמָּנוּ אֱלֹהִים פֶּן-נָמוּת."

“And they said to Mosheh, Speak with us, and we will hear; but let not God speak with us, lest we die.”
It is as if they say to Mosheh that they have experienced a supernatural experience wherein their eyes have been opened to the past and the future, and thus have achieved a superhuman experience.  They attain such a level of clear perception of God that they no longer have any free choice, for the truth was so apparent.

This, then, is the significance of the Midrash (Tanhuma, No’ah 3) that Benei Yisra’el only received the Torah after God had raised the mountain and held it over them as a barrel, threatening them with sure death.  They had such a definite perception of the truth that there was no longer any possibility of free choice to choose otherwise.  They had become infused with God’s light, their entire beings permeated by God’s words, that they no longer were able to act ‘freely,’ devoid of God’s influence.
When Mosheh repeats the description of Matan Torah in Parashat Va-Ethanan, he reveals his discussion with God.
"וַיִּשְׁמַע ה' אֶת קוֹל דִּבְרֵיכֶם בְּדַבֶּרְכֶם אֵלָי וַיֹּאמֶר ה' אֵלַי שָׁמַעְתִּי אֶת קוֹל דִּבְרֵי הָעָם הַזֶּה אֲשֶׁר דִּבְּרוּ אֵלֶיךָ הֵיטִיבוּ כָּל אֲשֶׁר דִּבֵּרוּ"

“And God heard the voice of your words, when you spoke to me; and God said to me, ‘I have heard the voice of the words of this people, which they have spoken to you; everything they have spoken has been favorable.”

(Devarim 5:24)
Mosheh cannot understand that the nation prefer to have him relay God’s commands rather than hear them directly from God.  God explains to him that the nation are unable to maintain the exalted spiritual level of seeing that which is audible, of containing the divine within them, and therefore Mosheh is to relay God’s commands to the people.  At the same time, however, this tremendous achievement has been sealed in their hearts.
God explains to Mosheh that it is in fact positive that the nation are frightened by this experience, for they acknowledge that this lofty level is not suited to them.  Indeed it is the nature of each and every one of us to forget, yet there is one thing that will never be forgotten, “הַדְּבָרִים אֲשֶׁר-רָאוּ עֵינֶיךָ” – “the matters which your eyes saw” (Devarim 4:9).  The deep, profound, penetrating sight will never be forgotten – as long as it is assigned a place in one’s life.
Returning to the Sefat Emet, he writes,

"וזו הנשמה משגת עבר ועתיד מעין שם הויה כמו שנאמר "כי חלק הויה עמו". ונשאר ראייה בנשמות בני ישראל, אך אדם צריך לייגע עצמו בתורה ומצוות  להמשיך הארת הנשמה בגוף, וזה שנאמר: 'והיו הדברים האלה אשר אנכי מצווך היום על לבבך...'"

 “And this soul perceives the past and the future akin to the name Havayah (“הויה” – the letters of God’s name) as it states, ‘כִּי חֵלֶק י-הוה עַמּוֹ’ – ‘For God’s portion is His nation’ (Devarim 32:9).  And the sight of the souls of Benei Yisra’el remains, yet one must have himself tpoil in Torah and mitzvot in order to perpetuate the illumination of the soul in the body, as it states, ‘And these words that I command you today shall be on your hearts’ (ibid. 6:6).”
One is to toil in order to reveal that which already exists within him – for the verse “והיו הדברים האלה אשר אנכי מצווך היום על לבבך” – “And these words that I command you today shall be on your hearts” – refers precisely to the thunder and lightning which is engraved on one’s heart.  It is “on your hearts” – the supernatural events of Matan Torah are always a part of one’s life, one must simply expose this facet of his life.
Indeed this is what the verse “וַיֹּאמְרוּ כֹּל אֲשֶׁר דִּבֶּר ה' נַעֲשֶׂה וְנִשְׁמָע” – “And they said, ‘All that God has spoken we will hear and we will do’” (Shemot 24:7) – signifies.  For the past tense – “אֲשֶׁר דִּבֶּר” – “has spoken” is out of place; God has not yet spoken to the people in this regard.  Hazal explain that the commandments God was to relay to the nation were not in fact new to them, for they were already a part of them, they had already been etched into their hearts.
The Netziv explains that the danger of “forgetting” Matan Torah is in fact the exclusive rational and intellectual study of the Torah while neglecting that experience carved into one’s heart; and that is the significance of the Mishnah in Pirkei Avot.

This understanding of Matan Torah teaches us the fundamental principle that each and every Jew received the Torah and has the Torah and Matan Torah as a part of his essence. The nation stood united at Har Sinai, and each and every individual experienced the tremendous supernatural events that accompanied God’s revelation and His giving us His Torah.  This is the ‘sight of the souls’ that the Sefat Emet speaks of.   It is this ‘sight’ that must not be lost or blurred by one’s in-depth study of Torah, for while this is essential and a vital part of our nation, one must never lose touch with the internal quality of the heart that unites all Jews.
The Sefat Emet quotes the very first verse of the Ten Commandments and relates it directly to God’s commanding us with His mitzvot, as well as the sight employed at Matan Torah and the ‘sight of the souls’ that remains with us.  The experiential value in the thunder and lightning and accompanying supernatural events is the very source of our faith.  One cannot be commanded to believe, and indeed the first of the Ten Commandments does not employ the terminology of a command or directive. Rather God tells us that this faith is within us.  That moment at Matan Torah planted the seeds of faith in our hearts, and now we can accept this faith and expose it.  One has the free choice to develop or ignore this faith – not the faith implanted in the intellect or rationale, but rather the faith of the heart.
The national and communal experience of Matan Torah binds us all at the most crucial point – the point of faith etched on our hearts.  This unites us and ties my destiny to that of my fellow.  It is the shared experience of Matan Torah and its aftermath that mean that my fellow is my equal, we share the same faith, and indeed we are one.  

The most difficult commandment – other than the first of the Ten Commandments, belief in God – is that of “ואהבת לרעך כמוך” – “And you shall love your neighbor as (you love) yourself” (Vayikra 19:18).  This is impossible to fathom – for how do we do such a thing?  The first Lubavitcher Rebbe explains that this means that just as we understand that the limbs of our body are all connected and together constitute our physical being, so too we are to understand that every Jew is connected to his fellow.  When one falls and breaks his arm, certainly his arm will not strike his leg for having stumbled.  So too our people are bound into one body, with each limb connected and accepting of the other.  Our nation shares one soul that is housed in a number of different physical bodies.
The Rebbe explains the famous incident of the convert who comes to Hillel, desiring to learn all of Torah while standing on one leg.  Hillel answers him: “That which is hated to you, do not do to your friend – this is all of the Torah; the rest is explanation (of this concept), go and learn (Torah)” (Shabbat 31a).  What Hillel is telling the convert is that the entire Torah is based on one principle – the love and appreciation of one’s fellow.  And this, says the Rebbe, is achieved when one is able to elevate the soul above the body – the elevation of our collective soul above the individual person’s identity and separate body is the basis of our nation and the perpetual essence of Matan Torah.
Prior to approaching Hillel, the convert approaches Shamai.  Shamai, who states in Pirkei Avot (1:15) that one must always greet his fellow with a pleasant countenance pushes this convert away with a spirit-level that he has in his hand (for Shamai was a builder).  Shamai is telling him that the Torah cannot be acquired in one moment, but rather is a tremendous structure that must be built from the foundations, floor after floor, storey after storey.  Thus Shamai rejects him, knowing that he will go to Hillel.  Hillel is perturbed by this convert who stands on one leg, for this indicates that he sees himself as separate to Hillel. He has not understood that on the level of their souls they are but one.  Hillel remedies this by telling him he is to love and respect his fellow.  When he is able to elevate their souls above their individual bodies, then he will be able to acquire the Torah, and then Shamai will accept him with a pleasant countenance.
This is expressed most beautifully by the Rebbe:
"ולכן, העושים גופם עיקר ונפשם טפלה, אי אפשר להיות אחווה אמיתית בינהם"

“Therefore, they who make their bodies the essence and their souls secondary will never be able to have true brotherhood between them.”

How do we achieve this?  The Gemara relates an unbelievable story regarding Hillel.  Two people took a bet – with the astronomical sum of four hundred zuz – as to who would succeed in angering Hillel.  The one went to Hillel as Hillel was washing his hair on erev Shabbat, and began to ask him ridiculous questions.  He asked Hillel one question, and then left him, Hillel then returning to wash his hair.  Again and again he returned, each time forcing Hillel to dress and come out to hear his questions. (He asked him why Babylonians have oval heads, why certain people have slanted eyes, why others have wide legs.)
Being unable to anger Hillel, this man curses Hillel:

לא ירבו כמותך בישראל.
אמר לו: בני, מפני מה?
אמר לו: מפני שאבדתי על ידך ארבע מאות זוז. – 
"אמר לו: הוי זהיר ברוחך, כדי הוא הלל שתאבד על ידו ארבע מאות זוז וארבע מאות זוז - והלל לא יקפיד" 

“May there be no further people in Israel like you.

He (Hillel) said to him, ‘My son, why?’

He replied, ‘For I have lost four hundred zuz due to you.’
He (Hillel) said, ‘Be cautious with your spirit, for Hillel is worthy that you lose four hundred zuz and a further four hundred zuz as a result of him, and Hillel will not be particular with you.’”

(Shabbat 30b)

The Gemara prefaces this incident telling us that one should be as humble as Hillel and not as strict and exacting as Shamai.  How does this incident teach us of Hillel’s humility?
The Gemara relates this story, a story with great depth and significance.  Despite this person’s terrible attitude towards Hillel, and his bothering him as Hillel prepares for Shabbat, Hillel relates to him with the utmost respect.  Hillel is quite happy to listen to every question this person has to ask.  Furthermore, each time the man asks Hillel for permission to ask a question, Hillel tells him, “You are asking a great question.” Then he prefaces his answer turning to the man as “my son.”  Even when he insults Hillel terribly, Hillel still refers to him as “my son.”
Hillel is involved in the most intimate act of preparing himself for Shabbat when he is bothered by this man.  Each time he must dress and go out in order to answer the man’s questions.  What does this signify?  
Each time Hillel must dress himself, covering his inner essence with his tremendous qualities that will expose this essence and allow it to materialize in reality.  Hillel understands how he is connected to this man – as he is connected by his soul to the soul of every Jew – and instead of being angered by this annoying behavior he reacts with love and understanding.  Hillel appreciates the great barriers that prevent this man from joining his soul to Hillel’s soul.  Hillel must dress himself in the qualities of love and respect that he must show to every Jew, and then he will be able to connect with this man on the deepest level.
Hillel understands that this man is his ‘son.’  He is connected to this person by every fabric of his heart and soul, and therefore he understands that these questions which worry this man are indeed important and essential to him.  Hillel’s humility is not expressed by his succumbing to this man’s every desire – even when he disturbs Hillel as Shabbat approaches.
Hillel knows that just as it will soon be Shabbat for him, so too this man will also enter Shabbat.  Something which perturbs this man enough to approach Hillel prior to Shabbat becomes his responsibility to answer and solve.  Hillel relates to this person as “my son” which then gives him the correct perspective to consider and answer his questions. Once Hillel identifies with and relates to this person as his family, as his flesh and blood, then every question is indeed important and crucial.
The humble Hillel answers the man’s curse with a very peculiar comment. Hillel tells him that indeed the sum of four hundred zuz is a significant sum of money, yet even a loss of a further payment of four hundred zuz would be worthwhile in order for this man to meet and deal with Hillel!  Is this humility?  Is this the mark of he who loves his every fellow as he loves himself, being especially careful not to do that which is unfavorable to himself to his fellow?

Humility does not mean that one fails to recognize his own worth.  One must recognize his own worth, and it is in conjunction with this appreciation that he is to feel humble. Hillel comments that connecting with him is worth more than eight hundred zuz, yet his intention is far deeper. This man has connected with Hillel’s inner essence, and thus has had the opportunity to surpass his own physical boundaries and to allow his own soul to meet and fuse with Hillel’s soul.  Indeed he has spent a great deal of time bothering Hillel and learning from him, but the experience of note is the opportunity he was awarded to learn of himself and his own essence from Hillel.
It is this that Matan Torah afforded us.  For it was there that the inner worth and spiritual heights were implanted in each and every one of us as individuals, and in all of the nation as a collective, composite entity.  The nation is akin to one body comprising various organs and limbs.

The faith, love, and potential to achieve these heights stem not from an obligation to create a new reality, but rather from the ability and responsibility to reveal and expose that which lies deep inside us, on our hearts.  This revelation and realization of our true selves can often be blunted and prevented by lofty hurdles – intense study of Torah – or by the lowest human traits – jealousy, cynicism, and humiliation of others.
Matan Torah teaches us that all of Benei Yisra’el stood before God as one nation, every Jew was infused with Torah and a supernal soul that is linked to the great national soul.  We all experienced the thunder and lightning which formed the supernatural setting of Matan Torah, the Torah and the nation fusing into one as the Torah was etched on our hearts.  It is the appreciation that the nation is one, and is one with the Torah that leads us to understand that we are in fact one with God.
Translated by Sholem Hurwitz.
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