YITRO'S INITIATIVE
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Moses’ father-in-law Jethro, sheilk of Midian, heard
about all that God had done for Moses and His people
Israel when He brought Israel out of Egypt (Shemos
18:1).
2t What did Yisro hear about that made him come? The
splitting of the Sea and the war with Amalek (Rashi).

foundation of the entire world — both spiritual and physical —

would it not have been proper for Chazal to designate a full sedrah to
this occurrence alone? Why was the episode with Yisro not includeds}

in Beshalach? After all, the splitting of the Sea and the war with

Amalek that Yisro heard about are both contained in that sedrah.

Even more difficult to understand is Rashi’s opinion that Yisro in

fact did not join Bnei Yisrael until after the giving of the Torah.

=FWhy, then, did the Torah preface the giving of the Torah with

Yisro's arrival?

)
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‘ : onsidering that Matan Torah (the giving of the Torah) is the
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What does it mean that they “saw the sounds"? Accord-
ing to Rabbi Akiva, the manner in which we perceived the
sights and sounds of Sinai was radically different from the
way in which such stimuli are ordinarily assimilated. Our -
senses of sight and hearing reversed their roles—we “saw
what is [ordinarily] heard, and heard what is [ordinarily]
seen.” Not so, says Rabbi Ishmael. At Sinai, we experienced
the greatest divine revelation of all time in the same man-
ner in which man ordinarily relates to reality: we “saw what
is seen and heard what is heard.” The word “saw” in the
verse refers to the “flames” and the “smoking mountain”
mentioned later in the sentence.
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Sight is an extremely “Eﬁzsical” experience: we see the
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And all the pecple saw the sounds and the

flames and the mountdin smoking; the na-

tion saw and trembled, and stood afar
Exodus 20:15

Rabbi Ishmael says: They saw whar is seen
and heard what is beard, Rabbi Akiva says:

They saw what is heard and beard whar is
seen

. Midrash Mechilta on verse
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The story is told of the mystic who tells the philosopher:
"Do you know the difference between you and me? You are
constantly thinking about G-d, while I am forever thinking

about myself.” ¥

The philosopher was very pleased with the compliment. But
one day it dawned on him what the old sage had meant. The
philosopher is convinced that he, the thinker, exists, and doesn't
give it a second thought. So he ponders the existence of G-d:
Dees G-d exist? What is G-d? How does His existence affect us?
To the mystic, however, G-d is the very essence of reality, But
where does that leave us? What possible legitimacy can our finite
and transitory existence have within the all-transcending, all-
pervading reality of G-d? The divine truth a given, the mystic
ponders his own subjective reality: Do I exist? What significa:nce,
if any, is there to my existence? Why do I exist?

7
A second difference is the manner in which sight and

thing itself—its mass, its immanence, the brute fact of its
being. Hearing, on the other hand, registers stimuli of a
more "metaphysical” nature. We see a wall, but we hear mu-
.sic, emotional inflections, ideas. This is even more so re-
garding the other meaning of “to hear” which is “to compre-
hend" (in Hebrew, the word shemi'ah means both “hearing”
and “comprehension”). We hear and understand things that
are too ethereal to be captured by the physical eye.

hearing affect us, the extent to which they impress their
findings upon our mind and heart. Sight is the most con-
vincing of faculties: once we have seen something with “our
own eves,” it is virtually impossible for other sensory ewi-
dence or rational proofs to refute what we now know. On
the other hand,_hearing and comprehension are far less vivid
impressers of the information they convey, They will con-
vince us of certain truths, but not as unequivocally as do
our eyes. What we hear and understand are facts which
have been “proven” to us; what we see is reality.
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heard can be c;enied. Ina
world of seeing, only emes, truth, exists. In a world of hearing

emuna, faith, has a place.

The mystics explain that seeing is much higher than
hearing; the next world is a world which is seen, in this world
one must hear. The depth of this idea is that this is a world of
process, of movement towards. In fact the name yan grefz, the land
or the world, is based on 7 to run or move, wherdas the name
00w, shamayim, Heaven, is based on the word_ow, meaning
“there”. The higher dimension is all “there”, no mg
towards” is possible there (relatively speaking) because that is
the tachlis, that is having arrived! This world is all movement

towards, the next is all goal: this world moves through time

since it is all process, the next world is beyond time because all

1s one there.

Now sound is possible in this world, the world of time and
process. But in the higher world sound is not possible, there is no
time, no sequence of events one following the next; all /s at once.
The only modality possible there is seeing. And therefore, when
Hashem brought His Presence into contact with the finite world,
as it were, when this world was elevated to the level of the next
at that indescribable moment at Sinai, only seeing was possible —
the shofar sounds were seen! What an exhilaration of
understanding the deeper wisdom provides!

2L
jiabbi Ishmael disagrees. As he sees it, the revelation at Si-
nai did not come to turn our natural reality upside down.
The function of Torah is not to overwhelm and negate our
world but to enable us to deal with it, on its own terms, and
uncover its potential to reflect the goodness and perfection

of its Creator,
This, maintains Rabbi Ishmael, is an even greater mira-

cle than for the mater ity to evaporate the moment

G-d introduces Himself. That would be the most obvious
and “natural” thing to happen. But at Sinai we achieved an
even pgreater feat: we held our ground. Faced with the very
essence of G-d, we refused to make this an other-worldly
experience, a refutation of our finite and subjective exis-
tence. Instead, we insisted_on applying the revelation to our
reality. We saw and heard G-dliness, but on our terms, see-
ing what is seen and hearing what is heard. The physical re-
mained real and the spiritual remained abstract, and both
were permeated with the vision of their divine essence and

)

purpose.
!
50 precious are the Jewish people to Hashem that He

. entices them. He said to them, “If one falls from a roof
and his whole body is injured, and the doctor visits him
and puts a bandage on his head, arms, legs, and all his
body, he becomes totally enveloped in bandages. | am
not like that. Man has two hundred and forty eight
organs and one of them is the ear. If the whole body is

sullied with sin, but the ear hears and listens, then the:

whole body receives life.”

{

. An even more striking example than this perplexes many:
at the giving of the Torah the Chumash states explicitly “ro’im es
ha'kelos” — the Divine shofar sounds at Sinai were seen! Sounds
that are visible! But we can approach this remarkable
description with our principle. Eﬂmmmhem

P_EWIMEWOHCL the next world, was
manifest right here in this world — this world melted into the

h.ighfgr existence. That is why it states that all the people present
died when Hashem spoke (and had to be revived) — they
.entered the higher world as it became manifest. And thatis why
it states that when Hashem appeared nothing in_the world
moved —of course not: when the higher world manifests, when
zfjjjly move, there is nowhere to go! Everything is already
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This is what Rabbi Akiva means when he says that at Si-
nai we “saw what is heard, and heard what is seen.” Ordj-
narily, it is our physical existence that is “seen” and real to
us. Of course, we understand that all this has a Creator and
a purpose. There is proof of it in the méjesty and complex-
Ity of the universe; every throb of life bespeaks it and every
stirring of conscience in the soul of man. Bwr
reality is merely “heard” in our world—deduced, sensed,
even experienced—but never perceived with the unequivo- |
cal realness of sight. To us, reality is the physical; every-
thing else is merely a concept.

But not at Sinai. At Sinai our eves were opened: we “saw
the G-d of Israel.” We saw what is heard, what is ordinarily
abstract and “spiritual.” And we heard what is seen: our
formidable world, so real and tapgible was suddenly a dis-
tant echo, a concept. For if G-d is Reality, if the essence of
existence is the infinite and omnipresent divine truth, what
is_our world? Just an illusion? But no, there must be 2
world—otherwise, what is the significance of creation? Of
the Torah and its commandments? All this tells us that our
world does exist—it proves it to us. What is ordinarily a
given is now a substantiated theory...
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“And Yisro heard” (Shemos 18:1). The Zohar asks: “Did only Yisro
hear and the whole world not hear? Is it not written, ‘the nations
heard and shuddered?” The answer is that the whole world heard and
were not humbled, and Yisro heard and was humbled and was ™
drawn close to fear Hashem.”
Many hear, but few really take to heart what they hear. As the

Midrash Tanchuma (Yisro 2) puts it, “There are those that hear and

lose, and those that hear and profit.” Hearing and listening properly
are the key to one’s success in this world. The Midrash (Shemos
Rabbah 27:9) offers the following mashal on the verse, “Incline your
ear and come to Me: hear and your soul shall live” (Yeshayahu 55.3).
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Before the Torah can tell us,

“And Hashem spoke,”

we must first

learn what it means to listen. Unless there is an ear to hear, even the
most powerful message from the mouth of Hashem Himself is lost.
For that reason, “Yisro heard,” precedes the giving of the Torah. Let
us now investigate what proper hearing entails.

lio

“The entire nation saw the sounds” (Shemos 20:15). Hearing alone
is indiscriminate; sound is received by the ear from all directions
without the need to focus or turn. Vision, on the other hand, is
dependent on opening one’s eyes and focusing on that which one
wants to see. God's words had to be heard with the same intense 3
focus employed in sight. Brei Yisrael physically saw the sound in

order to aid their ability to listen properly.

- Many sounds and sights reach our ears and eyes, but only one with
the capacity to really focus can absorb their message. The Gemara

relates that the turning point in the life of R Akiva was when he
witnessed the erosion of a stone by water. Many observed the same
thing, but only he derived the message: if water can erode stone, then
Torah can change the heart. The whole world summons one with an
attuned and attentive ear to the service of Hashem: “The heavens .
declare the glory of Hashem” (Tehillim 19:2). Look at the sky, listen to
the ocean and acquire yiras shamayim: "My heart says to me in Your

name, ‘Seek out My face’ ” (Tehillim 27:8).
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Take care to always study Torah diligently
so that you will be able to fulfill its com-
mands. When you rise from study, ponder
carefully what you have learned; see what
there is in it which you can put into practice.
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A second difference between Rabbi Akiva's and Rabbi Ish-
mael's recollections of the revelation at Sinai concerns our
response to G-d’s proclamation of the Ten Command-
ments. The Torah relates that “G-d spoke all these words,
to sav: 'l am G-d your L-rd... You shall have no other gods
before Me..."” The Midrash is puzzled by the Torah’s use of
the word [eimor, “to say.” What does it mean that "G-d
spoke all these words, to say™? Throughout the Torah, doz-
ens of laws are preceded by the words, “And G-d spoke to
Moses, to say...,” but in those instances Moses is being in-
structed to convey those divine directives to the Jewish
people. Obviously, leimor cannot be so interpreted in our
case, as all Jews were present at Sinai. Explains the
Midrash: “to say” means that the Jewish people responded
to each of the Commandments, affirming their commit-
ment to its observance.

8. % St 2an_ 20k

But what is the point of their disagreement? In either
case, our response was to declare our readiness to uphold
both the positive and negative commandments of G-d.
What difference does it make if we said the word “ves” or
the word "no," if the meaning of both these responses i the
same? .
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The word N9 teaches us that they responded in
the affirmative to the positive Commandments, and
in the negative to the negative Commandments.
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Rabbi Akiva said, that the word N2 teaches us

that they responded in the affirmative to both the
positive and to the negative Commarndments.

The WMNY teaches us that they answered all Commandments,
both pdsitive and
negative, by saying "Yea".
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What is the gist of this confroversy between Rabbi Akiva
and Rabbi Yishmael? In my opinion, in this controversy is
involved the entire philosophy of motivation. This is of
great importance and relevance to modern Jews. This
confroversy, which, at first glance, appears irrelevant,
harbors a philosophy of great moral and religious
=lgnificance, namely, the philosophy of motivation.




i How should one react vis a vis Kfum Mitzvos?  What

. ] ) Rabbi Akiva had a different approach. He maintained that they
consideration should motivate one's Mitzvah performance, or, on the contrary,

) ) answered Yea, in the affirmative, 10 all of G-d's pronouncements, including the
one’s abstention from TWYAY?  Should the_motivation be purely one of

obedience?

) . L eic. This méans that their response was that we shall surrender 10 Your will,
£xpenences normalive pressure, under the impact of G-d's word? In observing,

We accept the norm. We shall comply with it. Rabbi Akivg apparently insisted

: negative precepts. In other words, they answered Yea to N¥N N9, 1o PN ND,
Should a person act in accordance with the law, because he

does one perform the act of surrender and submission? This is Yea, 10D Dy,
This is the view maintained by Rabbi Akiva when G-d proclaimed N NY, the

Jews responded Yea, we will respect Your decree, the will of G-d.

upon normative molivation even regarding D'VAVN, Even though a negative

precepl is acceptable 1o, and understoed and sanctioned hvmuimm.

be it feudal, be it capitalist, be it socialist, it_siill requires commitment and

. surrender to G-d. When G-d announced NYIN NY, the communi

1y responded,
Mith a Yea. Yes, Almighty, we shall listen 1o you, and live by Thy will,

e On the other hand, one may recommend another kind of motivation,

INND N2 PINA K1PY 1170 1990 "
We rule as Rabbi Akiva whenever he disagrees with 2 E
one of his contemporaries, but not when  he
disagrees with many of his contemporaries.

namely, the existential one. One engages in Mitzvos, not under the pressure of

the norm, under the impact of the law, of the divine imperalive._hu.[_bggaux_he

I would accept Rabbi Akiva s idea of motivation and his interpretation. Surrender

enjoys doing so. Because due io training, discipline, education and a unique bent

in one’s mentality, ope develops an inner urge 1o act in harmony with the moral

and religious norm. In such a case, one doesn’t act under pressure. It is not the

and obedience are not only mecessary for DN, bul are most necessary for
D05 as well. Why? i
5 k1
8% Raflckonr g ¥
Why, we may ask, is it not enough for the miskpatim to be
intellectually motivated? Why the necd to add a hok, a non-
{ogos dimension, to social laws which conscicnce itself dictates?
Apparently. reason is not a reliable guide even with respect to
miishpatin. There are borderline situations which confuse the
mind, and consequently it finds itself helpless in applying its
moral norms. Since our iniellect must weigh pros and cons and
iy, 1s slow and deliberate in deciding, society starts to nibble away
at the edges of marginal, borderline problems. Life must be
lived; before our logic can formulate an opinion, society will
already have weakened all restraints. Permissiveness will have
feplaced orderliness and the amoral in man will have emerged

£ ~ 4. 72
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impact of the imperative which makes him do things, or abstain from doing

things, but simply an inner need, an urge, a drive. It is an ambition, a quest, in

which one finds self-fulfillment and self-realization. This is the view maintained

by Rabbi Yishmael. , When G-d proclaimed Ny KY, the Jews responded, "We

will not engage in murder since we ourselves find murder repugnant.”

triumphant,,
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