Dvar Torah for Shavuot


While “zman matan torateinu” is the liturgical definition of Shavuot, and Torah study is its defining ritual, the Torah itself never draws the connection between Shavuot the Revelation at Sinai, and mandates no commemorative ritual.  There are two standard explanations for this lacuna:

a) Commemoration of the Revelation should not be limited to one day a year

b) Under the Biblical calendar, the 50th day of the Omer count can occur on any of the 5th, 6th, or 7th of Sinai, and therefore Shavuot may not fall on the date of the Revelation.

I suggest that these two explanations are connected – one reason the Torah avoids assigning Shavuot a specific date is to emphasize that commemoration of the Revelation should not be a one day affair.

But if these explanations are correct, why do the liturgy and minhag Yisroel nonetheless treat Shavuot as a commemorative holiday?

I suggest the following:  The Torah is written from G-d’s perspective, and the liturgy from the human perspective.  From our perspective, the significant event was Mattan Torah, the giving of the Torah; from His perspective the significant event was Kabbalat Torah, the acceptance of the Torah.   Mattan Torah was a historical, one-time event that deserves and requires commemoration; Kabbalat Torah must be ongoing and continual.

Each of these ideas has significant philosophic ramifications.    

Those of the statement that mattan Torah is static, historical and one-time, include:

a)  The Rambam's principle of faith that G-d has no right to give a new Torah

b)  The famous Talmudic interpretation of "lo bashomayim hi", “the Torah is not in heaven”.  This principle is often misused to suggest that human beings have the authority to interpret Torah as they wish, without regard to the actual intent of the words and unaccountable to their Author.  What it really means, on the contrary, is that the Torah is a sufficient record of His intent for honest interpreters to discover it, and that the dangers of charismatic enthusiasm are greater than those of intellectual error.  Halakhah bans claims about G-d’s legal Will that cannot be demonstrated in a publicly available text to ensure that Torah leadership never ceases to be accountable to its constituency.

The statement that Kabbalat Torah must be continual and ongoing has both a subjective and an objective element.  

Subjectively, it requires us to maintain our enthusiasm (“Every day the words of Torah should appear new to you”) and to internalize Torah norms so that our observance is authentic and autonomous.  
Objectively, it suggests that while the giving of the Torah was complete at Sinai, the content of that gift is still being discovered - the reception continues. 

This notion of ongoing reception, or chiddush, must of course be compatible with the concept and authority of Masoret, or tradition.  In this regard my teacher Rabbi Michael Rosensweig’s article “Creativity and the Individual’s Avodat Hashem” in Torah Umadda Journal Volume 1 is enormously helpful and important, and sets to rest the notion that they are incompatible.  What I want to discuss here is a second-stage question:  Why did G-d allow for chiddush?
I suggest that He did so because some texts can only be fully understood, and some interpretations can only be appreciated, in light of particular experiences.  The late Lubavitcher Rebbe made this claim very forcefully about the phenomenon of chassidut, and Modern Orthodoxy is most compelling when it responds authentically to genuinely new technological, political, and cultural phenomena.  

I'd like to close on a midrashic note.  

Why is the Book of Ruth read on Shavuot?   

One obvious answer is that conversion is archetypical kabbalat haTorah.   

Another is that it teaches us that kabbalat haTorah must be grounded in deep concern for others.  In this light, of course, our treatment of converts holds a mirror up to our entire commitment to Torah.
But I want to suggest that Ruth’s most powerful lesson is that if someone has true kabbalat haTorah, their background outside narrowly defined Torah – the unique experiences, understandings, and values they bring to Torah - now creatively integrated into Torah, can be the source of ultimate Redemption.  

This Shavuot, may we – individually and communally – succeed in living up to her example.                                                                   

