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10 HASHEM said to Moses, “Go to the people and sanctify them today and -
tomorrow, and they shall wash their clothing. '' Let them be prepared for tf.le
third day, for on the third day HASHEM shall descend in the sight of the entire
people on Mount Sinai. 2 You shall set boundaries for the people roundabout,
saying, ‘Beware of ascending the mountain or touching its edge; whoever
touches the mountain shall surely die. * A hand shall not touch it, for he shall
surely be stoned or thrown down; whether animal or person he sha{l not live;
upon an extended blast of the shofar, they may ascend the mountain.”

& Moses said to HASHEM, “The people cannot ascend Mount Sinai, for You
have warned us, saying, ‘Bound the mountain and sanctify it." "

24 HASHEM said to him, “Go, descend. Then Yyou shall ascend, and Aaron with
you, but the Kohanim, and the people — they shall not break through to ascend
to HASHEM, lest He burst forth against them.” 25 Moses descended to the people
and said [it] to them.
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Shem MiShmuel 53,3 5

9 2. Befustd -

O nce Yisrael encamped at Har Sinai, before they could receive the
Torah, they had to follow two procedures. These were hagbalah
and prishah, literally, “limitation” and “separation.” Let us look at the
source for these mitzvos and then at their intention.

Set boundaries around the people and say to them: Guard yourselves from
ascending the mountain or from touching its edges.

(Shemos 19:12)

This was the mitzvah of hagbalah.

And he said to the people, “Be prepared for three days; do not come near a
woman.”

(bid., 15)
This was the mitzvah of prishah.

One way in which we understand the purpose of these restric-
tions is as follows: There are two aspects to the mitzvah of learning To-
rah. These are the actual process of learning, limud, and the possession
of the knowledge itself, yediah. The difference between these may be
established in the following manner.

If one has a poor memory and forgets one’s learning soon after
study, then one has still performed the mitzvah of limud and will be re-
warded accordingly. This is analogous to the offering of an animal.
Once the animal has been offered and its flesh consumed by the fire on
the altar or by the kohanim nothing at all remains. There is no doubt,
however, that one performed the mitzvah as intended with the act of
offering, even though it is now history. The act of learning itself refines
the character of the student. It is actually suggested in some JeWisb
sources_that in the ultimate future the Torah that one had previously
learned and forgotten will be revived. Without a doubt, therefore, some
impression from this lost learning remains, however inaccessible.

BCConversely, if one could acquire a store of Torah knowledge with-

out actually learning it, one has achieved yediah. Theoretically, this
could occur in the following way: Chazal tell us that an angel teaches
a fetus the whole Torah in utero and then touches him on the mouth
prior to his birth, causing him to forget it.” Tf, by some angelic acci-
dent, the final prebirth touch was forgotten, the child would be born
knowing the entire Torah without ever having learned it, at least, not
since his birth. ’
Knowing Torah has a distinct aim. It is desirable that the Torah
shbuld constantly accompany the Jew. Indeed, the Maharal teaches
that when a person possesses Torah, he is considered an intrinsically
good being.? One can extend this idea further still by noting that by

definition the Torah is Godly, given that its source is Divine. If so,

when a person possesses a store of Torah, he himself contains some-
thing Divine. This is akin to the soul reposing in the human body.
We have seen that while, ideally, Torah learning should encom-
pass both the act of learning and the retention of the knowledge
gained, each one of these has distinct and special merit.
| Returning to our original subject, the preparation of Yisrael to re-
ceive the Torah at Har Sinai, let us suggest that prishah and hagbalah
actually correspond to the two fundamental aspects of learning Torah.
As we said above, knowing Torah demands that it should be indivisi-

bly part of the person, like the connection between the soul and the
body. When Yisrael received the Torah for the first time, the intention
was that they would gain a little of the Divine by accepting it, thus ‘
transforming their physical existence. Total physical purity was surely
needed for this in order to discard any other connections, leaving the '

body open to unite with the Torah. To achieve this, they were com-
manded to separate from their wives for three days, spurning any
physical relationships, in order to concentrate entirely on physical
unity with God and His Torah.

f A different sort of preparation was required for learning Torah it- _

self. Learning Torah is referred to by Chazal as an avodah, a service to
God.3 Service is always within the context of yiras Shamayim (fear of
Heaven). To engage in correct Torah study, and for it to achieve its in-
tended aim of refining the character and bringing the student closer
to God, one must be in awe of the majesty and greatness of God and _

3

Therefore, the aim of the Torah is to reverse this trend, providing
its adherents with everlasting life in place of the mortality decreed
upon Adam and his descendants. Through the observance of the To-
rah, the final rectification will be made, the Messiah will come, and,
eventually, death will be vanquished forever. Ideally, this will be ac-
complished by the entire range of human senses and capabilities used
to their maximum potential within the Torah framework. However, if
a return to the pre-Adamic state is desired, it is reasonable to say that
the start of this will be through the sense of smell, which was not af-
fected by the first sin. [t will be easiest for this unsullied sense to tune
in to the spiritual yearnings of the world, as it is connected most di-
rectly to the soul. Once this rectification has begun, it will spread from
the sense of smell to the other senses, which were originally damaged
by the sin.

Chazal teach us that at Har Sinai, the dross which had attached to
man after the sin of Adam was eliminated and Yisrael again achicved
immortality.! Indeed, it was not until the later sin of the golden calf
that this was reversed. So as the Ten Commandments were spoken to
klal Yisrael, they began to achieve this elusive rectification. As we have
described, this had to begin with the sense that was already most spiri-
tually developed, that of smell, before it could proceed to the rest of
the organs. Thus Chazal tell us that the world was filled with fragrant
spices between each of the Ten Commandments. -

‘t This has an important lesson for us in our daily lives. When onc
wishes to improve oneself, one needs to start the self-rectification
from an unsullied point. This may be very hard, but if one searches
deeply enough inside one’s spiritual makeup, one will find some ele-
ment of one’s character which is pure. Only from there can the ability

to improve spread to the rest of one’s Eersonality.
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h’ 3 Our _sages say, “Anyone whose actions exceed his wisdom, his
wisdom will endure.”’* Rabbeinu Yona explains that a person who
fulfills the mitzvot even though he has not yet fathomed their reasons

and deeper meanings will always seek more knowledge about how to
improve his observance. He will also want to better understand what
he does. On the other hand, when a person’s wisdom exceeds his

b33 N5 .oKOEn Yw B3 orm K9 obyn XY orx 993 mn
PK WK3 ynwrh DTp fwyy MK armon Doxbmi mitn by
YW abvn PR M ownh Ny nba omay anw ohya mown
oMYy nwpn

nowledge is merely abstract. It does not result in action. In fact, he Lxwr D9 oM Tmyd ohby Doy AR axm Wk DK
may eventually stop observing, as well, _ma% v ouom ooy 1vm ,omby Yuv K Yo% vi onow a3 uroya
oYy Svisn NK yyab 13 DTIDM 2V KIND DAY Mp3 D) wKa
.5yn KNS Hxawn mT P m o

#)b_s_ervance, he will eventually stop learning entirely, because his

This is why our sages emphasize that one’s actions should be

greater than one’s wisdom. This is really the secret, as our sages relate
from the response of the Jewish people at Sinai, when they said,

“Na'ase venishma.”** When Hashem asked them if they wanted to

receive the Torah, they didn’t ask what demands would be made of
them. “Na’ase venishma,” they replied. “We are willing to accept, and
then we'll do what we've accepted, without question.” We must
always remain in this fresh, striving state in which we continue to
fulfill mitzvot according to our understanding, vet remain eager to

increase our wisdom and achieve a higher level of purity in actions

and character. When we are in this mindset, we are always driven to
learn more.

L

T would like to ask a bit of a daring question. Were the Jewish
people right in neglecting to ask what is written in the Torah? Was
it wise to accept the Torah without asking what it contained? One
might say that the other nations actually acted quite prudently.
They were not about to make a commitment they couldn’t keep,
so they wanted to know what they were taking on. But what about
the Jewish people? Wasn’t it rash of them not to ask about what
was in store for them? What if God had told them that the Torah
forbids one to speak a word of slander or gossip throughout one’s
entire life? Would they have been just as eager to jump in?

What exactly did the Jewish people want to show by accepting
the Torah blindly rather than first asking what it contained? What
did they know that the others didn’t? What was the secret of
naaseh venishma?

_Actually, these exalted words revealed a profound understand-
ing of the nature of Torah, of the vast power of the Word of God.
The Jewish people knew full well that if they would inquire about
what the Torah contained they would undoubtedly encounter
many rules and prohibitions that would seem too difficult to keep.
They knew full well that their capabilities would not measure up
to_the requirements and demands of the Torah. But they also
knew that receiving the Torah would transform them, that it
would infuse them with new strengths and powers so that the dif-
ficult and the impossible would suddenly become not only possi-
ble but a way of life.

So what does this mean? That for the sake of Torah we should
be prepared to endure hardships and deprivations? That we should
be willing to sacrifice our freedom? We look around us and see
gentiles and non-observant Jews living as they please. Yet we must
abide by restrictions. We cannot do whatever we choose. We can-
not eat wherever we please. We cannot utter vulgar words. We
cannot wear immodest clothing. How can we not feel restricted?,
How can we avoid feeling a pang of jealousy?
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