The Experience of Sinai

Parasha Yitro
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2nn MANN3 138NN — Moshe brought the people
out of the camp to meet God, and they stood
under the mountain. )

ow did Klal Yisroel stand “under the mountain”? Chazal

(Shabbos 88a} explain that Hashem uprooted the mountain

. and suspended it above them as though it were an inverted vat.
He then gave them an ultimatum, saying, “If you accept the Torah,
good _ but if not, there will be your burial place!”
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*The 1oran olieciy connects the wiizvah of leaching our chil-

1
dren with the account of the Revelation at Sinai. The commandment

is immplicit in the following verses: “Only take heed to yourselaglfz
and guard your soul diligently, lest you forget the things which
your eyes saw, and Test they depart from your heart all the days of
vour life; but make them known 1o your children and your
children’s children. The day that you stood before the Lord, your
God, at Chorev...” (Deuteronomy 4:9-10). According to the Ram-
Fa;l, 1hese verses actually contain two mitzvos, the first negative and
the second positive. “Only take heed.. lest you forget the things
which your eyes saw..." is a lo saaseh, a negative command_ment.
The subsequent imperative, « . make them known to your children
and your children’s children,” is the aseh, or po it itzvah (see
both Ramban’s comimentary On the verse and his notes on Sefer

Hamitzvos).
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What precisely do these mitzvos demand of us? The negative
commandment not to forget Sinai has reference to much more than
belief in an historical event. To ‘violate fhe mitzvah we need not,
God forbid, deny that the Sinai experience took place. On the
contrary, one may believe with perfect faith that there was the
Revelation at Sinai and still transgress this mitzvah! The reason for

this is that the commandment not to forget Sinai calls not for mere
belief but rather for motivation; the Revelation must serye as a
motivational force to inspire us to fulfill all of the Torah’s mitzvos,
“lest you forget.” The Jew who fails to be motivated by Sinai is, in &€
effect, oblivious to Sinal, R :
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c:ﬁ 15 The entire people saw the thunder and the flames, the sofind of the shofar and the SMoking

mountain; the people saw ar_ld tfrembied and stood from ajar. ¢ They said to Moses, “You
speak to us and we shall hear; let God not speak to us lest we die.”

17 Moses said to the people, "Do not fear, for in order to elevate you has God come; so thap ..

" awe of Him shall be upon your faces, so that you shall not sin. " 18 The people stood from afar

and Moses approached the thick cloud where God was.
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[15] INTERVIEWER: 1 find introspection very difficuit
because I feel embarrassed when I see that I have faults. This
feeling of shame prevents me from working on
self-improvement. What attitude will help me break through
this barrier?

RABBI YECHEZKAIL LEVENSTEIN: “When you take

stock of your behavior and find that you have many faults, such

as a lack of emunah and yiras shomayim, or when you find

that you have negative character traiis, do not feel ashamed.
Just the opposite. If someone checks himself and sees that he
does not have any faults at all, then he should feel embarrassed.
Our purpose in this world is to take our negative traits and
through much toil and effort transform ourselves into higher

beings. Therefore only if you think that you have no faults
should you feel embarrassed. The only way you can possibly feel
that you have no faults is by lacking an awareness of your
obligations in this world.”

R _
David says: “I have set HASHEM before me constantly;
because He is at my right hand, I shall not falter. I do

ot turn my thoughts away from God. He is like my right hand,
shose existence | can never forget, even for a moment. This is an es-
ential principle for all of Torah observance and for achieving the lofty
eights of the righteous. For we do not sit, move, and occupy ourselves
hen we are alone at home in the same manner as we do in the pre-
nce of the king, We speak and open our mouths as we please when
/e aré with the people of our own household; not so when we are in

royal assembly. I we desire to attain human perfection and to_be
uly men of God, we must awaken from our sleep and bear in mind
rat the great King Who is always above us and Who is always joined
y us is greater than any earthly king, greater than David and Solo-
won. His glory fills the world, and He perceives our every deed. When

Je perfect bear this in mind, they will be filled with the fear of God3f.

sith humility and purity, with a true — not merely apparent — reve-
ance and respect for God (Ramah; Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 1:1).
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Moast human anxiety springs from a fear of annihilation: you fear
losing the world around you, the world to which vou are so accus-
tomed. Think of a child who has but_one toy—take it away, and
the child will surely cry. Similarly, when_people perceive the ma-

terial world as the only world that exists, they are bound to fear

Josing it, because it is all they know. )

Let us look at how limited this attitude is. By its nature, mate-
rialism is fAleeting. The food you ate yesterday is gone today. The
money you make today will be spent tomorrow. The status and
power you have worked so hard, to achieve can be wiped away in
a moment. When your life is built on such a temporary foundation,
how can you expect to feel secure?

24 Making the material worid your priority is the ultimate cause of

fear and anxiety. Even as you shed the many fears of childhood,
)\(ou develop an entki‘fé—l; new set of fears. Instead of being scared of
the dark, you become frightened of not making enough money. Or
of losing your job. Or of not being successful enough:

When you allow your life to be defined by money, by your job,
by society, you become intensely afraid of not being accepted by
others. Thus the cardinal dictate "Do not be ashamed before those
that fidicule.™ Still, we yearn to conform. We are afraid to stand
out, apd we worry incessantly about how others perceive us. We
fear that people will mock us or won't respect our choices.
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42> Think for a moment how empty that fear is. Human beings are
inherently mercurial. Their moods change, their attitudes change,
their values change. So when you are worried about being accepted
by qthers, you are placing your happiness and security in the h;nds
of unpredictable people—a moody boss, a difficult client. You are
constantly investing great amounts of energy into pleasing first one
?_‘Erf?_['__f’_nd then anather. You are trying to be one person in the
morning, another during the day, and vet another at night. No

wonder your life is driven by anxiety; no wonder you have no peace £
of mind. '

26 You must not compromise your values and standards out of fear
of how others will perceive you. This is one of the most difficult
challenges in life, for we all want to be loved and accepted, But
accepted by whom? By people whose own standards are ever ;hift-

ing? By people who themselves are worri i
orried about being acc
Lby yet others? faccepred




bR )
The only person on earth you need to be accepted by is yoursell,

You achieve this by integrating G-d into your life, which means
devoting yourself to the purpose for which you were created. By

following the divine laws of morality, you introduce sanctity and
serenity into you life—and a sense of order. Only then will you
discover the clarity that demolishes fear. Only then will you stop

cowering in the face of the unexpected unknown. G-d has given

each of us the abilities and resources to overcome the challenges
that life provides. When you place absolute trust in G-d and ac-
knowledge the true purpose of your life, even your most serious
fears—of sickness or poverty or death—will begin to dissipate in
the crisp light of clarity.

-

29

We have nothing to fear except G-d, because nothing is as real
as G d. As the sages say, "May you fear G-d as much as you fear
man.” "Fear of G-d" is not actually fear at all, but an awe and respect
for a higher presence in your life-—and a recognition that G-d chose
you to fill a specific role in refining this world. When you feel
despondent or afraid, contemplate this point; when you fear that
you won't be able to handle a particular challenge or a setback,
think about what G-d wants of you.

When you have but one G-d and two worlds, the material and
the spiritual, there is nothing to fear. The problems that loomed so
large just a moment ago begin to seem eminently manageable.
When you realize that money, status, and acceptance should not be
the primary forces that drive your life, your confusion starts to melt
away. You gain confidence in the knowledge that you are working
toward a higher purpose, and that G-d would not ask you to do so
if you were not capable of it.* There will be no room in your life
for despalr and anxiety, only for joy and celebration in the fact that
you are fully alive,
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Mitzvos live on the h1gher plane. The root of the word
mitzoa’” is closely related to NIy “togetherness”, because a
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ritzoa brings us together with Hashem. An act which has the
otential to Iift the one who performs it info direct relationship

vith the Source of all existence certainly has a power far greater
han mere intermediate levels.
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.The Sfas Emes says that when Hashem wills an action and
we carry it out, we become one with Him. His ratzon (desire) at
the Supernal level formulates a command; that command, a
direct expression of His will, is brought down and formulated

as a commandment of the Torah. We then make His will our will,
we desire to carry out that commandment, and we carry it out
in the finite, physical world. His will is done. Together, we have
closed a cosmic circuit: the circuit begins at the highest level

.
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possible and we bring it into _action. The voltage is
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indescribable, the flow of current infinite. Together we_have

become one cycle of cause and effect. And as we form the desire
in our minds to do His will, we become a miniature version of
the entire process — a true fzelem Elokim (image of Hashem)!
Together in the sense of our reflecting Him, as it were, and
together in the sense of a partnership with one purpose carried
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ouf by the harmony of desire of the partners.
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Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin was once departing from
the city of Vilna. Accompanied by a few other close
Jisciples of the Vilna Gaon, he entered his rebbe’s
private study to take leave of him and to receive his
blessing. The Vilna Gaon never wasted a moment, and
so, with great warmth and fatherly love, he blessed
Reb Chaim with these succinct words: 1@ TI¥7)
12102 77rn, “l pray that the constants will be in order
for ybu.” Rav Chaim smiled with deep satisfaction and
took leave of his beloved master.

e

“The Gaon,” said Rav Chaim, “was referring to an
apparent contradiction in the method of serving God,
which is reflected in two places i e
Firet section of the Shulchan Aruch. The very first
words of Rav Moshe Isserles’ (Rama) gloss on Orach .
Chaim are oD *137 0t nw, | have set HASHEM
before me constantly (Psalms 16:8). In contrast, ‘the
closing words of the Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim,
which appear at the end of the laws of Purim, are: 31}
-pp nowp 12, and for the good-hearted, life is a
constant feast (Proverbs 15:15).

“

At first glance, these references may appear to
contradict one another, because the first statement
encourages us to fill our hearts with profound awe and
“Fear in the presence of the Almighty King of kings,
whereas the second verse extgls. the virtues of the
merry heart and the freedom and jov of life

“"Our master the Gaon has taught us that the
healthiest attitude toward life is to strike a fine balance
.between reverence and joy, fear, and elation. We must
strive to ‘keep the two constants in order.

" “We begin our daily program of life by reminding
ourselves of the verse I have set HASHEM before me
Constantly. With this thought in mind we proceed to
our Torah study, investigating and observing the
detailed instructions of the Shulchan Aruch, which
guides our every sleeping and waking moment. No
detail of our daily agenda is overlooked by the
Shulchan Aruch; nothing is deemed too trivial or
mundane.
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The Torah’s detractors despise this strict adherence
to Jewish law. They claim that paying attention to
such minutiae is severely detrimental, that strict disci-
pline transforms the practitioner into a cold automaton

who adheres mechanically to routine, devoid of
warmth and emotion. Instead, they claim, the pious
person will spend his days in deep anxiety for fear that
he has not discharged his religious obligations.

"To prove that such a premise is absolutely false, the
Shulchan Aruch concludes with the words and for the
good-hearted, life is a constant feast (Proverbs 15:15),
demonstrating that the culmination of the halachic
experience is to attain an exalted level of bliss and good
cheer — joy of a much more internal and elevating
quality than the superficial merriment prescribed by
the scorners. The Torah is not cold, legalistic, heartless;
rather, it is a vibrant, dynamic gift, an invitation from
God to enjoy the Divine warmth of His fatherly
embrace. Every detailed instruction in the Shulchan
Aruch brings us a bit closer to HASHEM; thus, fear leads
to joy, and they become the intertwined agents of our
spiritual progress.”
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The positive commandment is directly bound with the nega-

tive one. Parents or teachers (the halachal considers a teacher to

be a parent, too; see Sifre Deuteronomy 6:7) are enjoined to im-

- plant into the hearts of their children or students an awareness of
the Revelation, But here again, we do not mean simple awareness
of an event. Though a parent or a teacher may have communicated
to the child the fact that the Revelation took place, if the young-

sters have not been taught to pattern their behavior after Sinai, that
father or that teacher has failed to live up to the Torah’s require-
ments. According to the Ramban, such a parent or teacher violates

. both the negative and the positive mitzvos.

1t is not too difficult to understand how the Voice of Sinai is to
be employed in the instruction of our children. What does the Fire
of Sinai represent and how are we to use it? A verse from the
Prophet Malachi — as it is interpreted by our Sages — will, I

think, offer the basis for the answer: “For the priest’s lips should
keep knowledge and they should seek Torah at his mouth; for he is
Siga malach Hashem Tzevakos,__a messenger of the Lord of Hosts™

(Malachi 2:7). Whereupon the Talmud adds: “Said Rebbe

Yochanan: ‘What is the meaning of this verse? It means that if the
rav or teacher is like a malach Hashem Tzevakos, a messenger of
the Lord of Hosts, they should seek Torah at his mouth; but if he
is_not, they should not seek Torah at his mouth’” (Moed Katan
17a). For teachers to be able to transmit the Fire of Sinai to their
students, they must bear a similarity to a malach Hashem Tzevakos,
a messenger of the Lord of Hosts. This demands at least three
prerequisites on the part of the teacher or parent: 1) consistency, 2)
a sense of Divine mission, and 3) an abundance: of love..

o

Firstly, whatever children are taught by parents and teachers,

-

At Sinai, the Torah tells us, the Children of Israel heard the
Kol Hashem, the Voice of God, but they also experienced these
words mitoch ha'eish, amidst the Fire. Both the Ramban and his -
disciple Rabbenu Bachaye (on Deuter :9) tell us that in ‘
transmitting Torah to our children, we must convey to them hath Qt( -
of these components: the Voice and the Fire of Sinai,

It is easy to_comprehend the manner in which the Voice of

Sinai is to be imparted to our children, namely, through instruc-
tion, through intellectual stimulation and through numerouns
pedagogic techniques. Instruction in middos, proper character traits,
from this perspective is a very straightforward matter. Already in
the elementary grades, the child is taught that, from the point of
view of haluchah, all of Jewish morality is based on_the mitzvak.of
“V'halachta b ‘drachav — follow in His ways” (Denteronomy 28:9),

e
Secondly, malach Hashem Tzevakos is to be understood in its
most literal sense. Teachers must consider themselves aciual mes-

sengers of God. To effectively_transmi i Sinai

ust consider teaching not a mere profession or occupation but a
%ivine mission impesed upon them by Providence. Teaching must
_be looked upon not merely as. work, but as an art. The Torah
employs the term avodah for work, while melachah, related to ma-

_ lach, is used to connote art. Every task a person performs may be
* realized primarily as either work or art. These seemingly superflu-
ous terms are used regarding the building of the Tabernacle: “Ac-
cording to all that God commanded Moshe, so_the Children of
Israel did all the avodah [work]” (Exodus 39;42), while the fol-
lowing verse states: “And Moshe saw all the melachah Twork] and

" behold, they had done it as Ged had commanded.” If we under-
stand melachah as art, the Torah conveys the notion that only
when Moshe saw both — the wérk and the personal idealism —
did he bestow his blessings upon the completed Tabernacle. As a
séulpture or painting reflects the personality and fervor of the

the messengers of the Almighty, leaves an imprint upon their hearts & tist, 50 must Torah teaching mirror the idealism, fervor and fire
and minds. Consequently, in the effectuation of the right character f the teacher. T
) Cf., i

formation of the children, consistency in behavior on the part of g
-parent and teacher is the most potent factor. If children striving to

find a harmonious correspondence between the words and actions
of their parents and teachers perceive this consistency, they will
call upon the sublime image of the “messengers of the Lord™ that
they carry with them in their souls, and they will make use of it in
dimes of trial and test. Yosef was able to resist the glamor of Lady
Potiphar primarily because he was able to galvanize the sublime
image of his father, Yaakov, at the moment when temptation was
strongest. ‘

In the Skma (the portion dealing with acceptance of the Yoke
of Heaven, beginning with this word), the Torah tells us to teach
our children diligently. But the Torah does not stop there: it is not
enough that we teach with diligence; it is not enough that we

transmit the Voice of Sinai. Wg must also consistently present to
the child the full pattern of Torah living that is to accompany those
\- words. The child must see us practice the Torah’s mitzvos when we
sit in our house, when we walk on the way, when we lie down and

The third prerequisite for the transmission of the Fire of Sinai
is an attitude of warmth and love towards others. The teacher must
always be on guard not to misrepresent the type o inai
possessed, Rabbenu Bachaye reminds us of the unique character of
that particular fire. In general, he says, fire has three characteristics:
it provides warmth, it emits light and it consumes_or destroys. The
Fire of Sinai, however, possessed only the first two characterigtics,
the positive elements of providing warmth and emanating light. Of
the burning bush encountered by Moshe, the Torah says, “Behold,
the thornbush burned with fire, but it was not consumed”™ (Exodus
3:2). So, too, may ‘we say of Sinai that its fire was a non-consum-.
ing one. '

To achieve their goal of inculcating middos, Torah teachers

must be determined to emphasize the positive aspects of the Sinai
fire. They must communicate an unlimited ahavas habriygs, orlove

of Man, as well as an unlimited ahavas Yisrael, love of fellow

;*Jews. The fire absorbed by children must be one that sheds warmth
e

when we rise up (cf. Deuteronomy 6:7).
{____p(_ y 6:7) and light; it must never be one that tends to hate or to negate.

LH Before we introduce the children to the Voice of
Sinai, they should first be shown the Fire of Sinai. Before we seek <o Pt Bl R. GCer B ¢

to teach material, we must recapitulate the Sinai experience with
all of its fire and inspirational quality. When we teach our ¢hildren
the Alef-Beis, let us bring to the child the Rabbinic lesson of the
letters. When we teach the Siddur, the prayer book, let us first in-
troduce the youngster to the aggados Chazal, to the Rabbinic lit-
erature on prayer. And so we must teach each and every subject.

The wording of this ultimatum is seemingly difficult. Since the entire
nation was gathered as one under the mountain, should they not have
been told, “Here will be your buridl place,” and not “There will he your

“buriai place”? Where is “there’™?
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