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i 4 Moses wrote all the words of HAsHEM. He arose early in the morning and built an altar at the
foot of the mountain, and twelve pillars for the twelve tribes of Israel. 3 He sent the youths of the
Children of Israel and they brought up elevation-offerings, and they slaughtered bulls to
oses took half the blood and placed it in basins,
e took the Book of the Covenant and read it in
earshol of the people, and they said, “Everything that HASHEM has said, we will do and we will
obey!" ® Moses took the blood and threw it upon the people, and he said, “Behold the blood of

HASHEM as feast peace-offerings to HASHEM. 8
and half the blood he threw upon the altar.

the covenant that HASHEM sealed with you concerning all these matters. i
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When Am Yisrael said, “Naaseh v'nishma,” committing wholeheartedly
to Torah living, the Medrash tells us that “kafah aleihem bar kigigis —
Hashem held the mountain over their heads like an upside-down barrel,”
as if to force them to receive the Torah. Why was this necessary? Were
¥ they nor willing to accent Torah carncstly? Some commentaries explain
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Yet the greatest revelation of all was received at Har Sinai, when

the very Heavens were torn asunder, and Bnei Yisrael were able
to see with their own eyes, that throughout all the myriad worlds
Above, there was nothing else in all existence except for the One

True God, Whose majesty permeates everything that exists. Of this

revelation, Moshe Rabbeinu said, “D7i%Ki1 X 71 73 Ny77 NXI7 70X
1250 Ty X — “You have been shown, to realize, that Hashem is
Elokim, and there is nothing else beside Him."**'

When they proclaimed, yow npyy — “We will do, and we will
listen,”#*? they subjugated all their desires to the will of the Creator,

»

and were elevated to the level of angels.**® They were purified from

oW

the “filth” of sinful inclination, with which the snake had defiled

Chava;*** and they were granted eternal life.>

Our Sages tell us that at the moment they made this declaration
of perfect obedience, angels descended upon them, to crown each
and every Jew with two crowns, one for “we will do,” and one for

“we will listen.” What is the symbolism of these crowns, and what
is their correlation to Bnei Yisrael’s declaration of “we will do and
we will listen™?

— —  w§ypuyn iy, We will do and we will obey!
i Rashi to Genesis 37:27 renders ypw3) as obey, based on

Onkelos to our verse. Thus, the Jews declared their resolve
to do and obey whatever God would command — even be-
fore the commandments were issued. This declaration has
~sremained for all time the anthem of Israel’s faith in God and
~devotion to His word. To a Sadducee who wished to heap
scorn on the Torah and its people, this pledge was the height
of folly. He taunted Rava, saying, "You are an impetuous
peaple, for you put your mouth before your ears [by saying
that you would do before you even knew what the command-
ments would be]." Rava replied simply that we Jews are
wholesome people who love God and know that He would
never comrmand the impossible. The Sadducees and their
ilk, Rava continued, are devious and corrupt, so they project
their own malevolent distrust onto others, assuming that
God cannot be trusted 1'n (Shabbos 88a-b, according te
Rashi).
*’Jews had faith in God, and because of that, God likened
them to the angels, for they, too, are totally submissive to
God, unquestionably so. The Sages teach (Shabbos ibid.]
that when God heard Israel proclaim, “We will do and we will
‘obey,” He exclaimed, “Who revealed this secret to My chil-
dren, the secret that the ministering angels use for them:
selves [for the angels have the same order of priorities, they
are called], strong warriors who do His bidding to obey the
sound of His word (Psalms 103:20)?"
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\ A person would normally hesitate to surrender his freedom.
and obligate himself to a system of rules, without first understand.
ing the commitment he is asked to undertake. Yet Bnei Yisrael
willingly and joyfully accepted Hashem's mastery, committing
themselves to do anything Hashem might ask of them. This sincere
dedication to Hashem's will was expressed by the words “we will
do and we will listen.” At that point, Bnei Yisrael accepted upon
( themselves ol malchus Shamayim — “the yoke of the Kingdom of
However, our Sages also tell us that Hashem suspended Har
Sinai in the air over their heads, and warned the Jewish people that
if they would not accept the Torah, they would be buried beneath
the mountain.*** Tosefos asks what need there was for this threat,
since they had already said, Na'aseh v'nishma — “We will do and
we will listen.” Tosefos explains that Hashem was concerned that
~Bnei Yisrael would regret their decision, after seeing the fearsome
fires, and the thunderous voice, which accompanied Kabbalas
HaTorah. Therefore, He held Har Sinai over their heads, to warn
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Perhaps we can suggest another answer to Tosefos's question,
by first noting that in light of the awesome miracles Bnei Yisrael

had witnessed, and the lofty spiritual peak to which they were

elevated, it is no wonder that they willingly accepted the Torah.

In the course of the Ten Plagues and the splitting of the Yam Suf,
they had seen Hashem upend the laws of nature. They had seen

the fulfillment of Hashem's assurance, “And afterward, they will
emerge with great wealth,"*" each of them having left Egypt with
no less than ninety donkeys, loaded with the plunder of Egypt.?*
Even greater were the riches they took from the Egyptian horse-
men, who were drowned in the Yam Suf > They traveled through
a barren wasteland, filled with venomous snakes and scorpions, yet
were nourished from manna, the “bread of angels,”** and quails
sent by Heaven. They were led by a pillar of cloud by day, and a pil-
lar of fire by night. Their clothes were miraculously laundered on
their backs, and never wore thin. Having witnessed these miracles,
which constantly surrounded them, was it any wonder that they
willingly agreed to accept Hashem's commandments? Who would

have refused?
g Yet for this very reason it was necessary to hold Har Sinai over
their heads. They had to realize that their acceptance of the Torah
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((imparted upon them not only nobilitz, but also subjugation: subjﬂ

gation to Hashem and his commandments, at all times, and under

all circumstances, They were destined to endure thousands of
years of hardship and sacrifice for the sake of the Torah, in which
the glory and joy of Hashem's countenance would be hidden from
them. By holding Har Sinai over their heads, Hashem showed them
e that their acceptance of the Torah must be absolute and uncom;

promised.
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By lovingly crowning Hashem as our king, we merited a cor-

ru.pun(lmg2 measure of kingship for ourselves. For this reason the

angels descended to crown each Jew with two crowns, one for
na'aseh, and one for nishma.

§The greatest accolade to which a human being can aspire is
to be known as a loyal servant of the King. This was the title that

Hashem bequeathed to Moshe Rabbeinu, when he said, "My ser-

vant Moshe is trusted in all My house."*" In recognition of Moshe's

loyal service of Hashem, he was granted a crown of splendor, as

we say in Shacharis for Shabbos: 1K) a2y "2 90 nanna nwn mot.

5 nmy wiK2 nxen 792 19 nXR, Moshe rejoiced in the portion he
was granted, since he was called a faithful servant by You. You placed
a crown of splendor upon his head.

There is no greater joy in all the world than the peace of mind

that comes with knowing that one faithfully serves his Creator.

't

I once heard from the Lev Simcha of Ger, in the name or nis
father, the Imrei Emes, an interesting incident that occurred in the
Beis Midrash of his grandfather, the Sefas Emes, during Succos.
The Sefas Emes said to his chassidim, that when saying the words
Ana Hashem — “Please, Hashem,” in Hallel, it is an auspicious time
for all one's prayers to be answered. A debate then erupted among

® the chassidim over how to interpret the Sefas Emes's words. Some
thought he referred to the pasuk, “Please, Hashem, save us.” Others

thought he referred to, “Please, Hashem, grant success.”

The next morning during Hallel, the controversy between them
was evident. When they reached the pasuk, X3 nyWwin 7 XX —
“Please, Hashem, save us,” some of them would cry out with great
fervor. When they reached the pasuk, X1 n9¥I 71 KIk — “Please,
Hashem, grant success,” the others would cry out with equal emo-
tion,

XThe Imrei Emes said that he did not join either group, since
they were both in error. The Sefas Emes referred to neither of these
pesukim. He referred to the pasuk, 372y "IK '3 71 M — “Pledse
Hashem, for I am Your servant.”
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Qur Sages tell us that the Ten Commandments were uttered by
God to each Jew with varying intensity, according to the capabilities
and potential of each individual, Thus, each one was spoken to by

Giod on his level. Yet as each utterance went forth, the people were so
g_g;_come that their souls left them and God had to resurrect them
(&h

abbos 88b). If the commandments were in fact communicated on_
l‘_ﬁl level of each individual, why didn't each one hear at precisely the
[ntensity he could take without his soul leaving him?
“To resolve this seeming contradiction, we must understand what it
Migani to speak about “the level” of a Jew. What the Midrash refers

40 ABa Jew's true level is his or her ultimate potential with maximum

(o

effort. There is a vast expanse between one’s actual achievement and

(_his true potential. The intensity of the voice was geared. to the

potential, and it was precisely the revelation of that expanse between
what they were then and what they could be that caused their soulg
to depart.
Our ancestors stood at Sinai and accepted the Torah totally and
unconditionally. In order for this commitment to be meaningful,
wever, they had to be willing to grow and mature in Torah — to
alize that they had taken just the first step. They had to recognize
that a Jew must constantly improve his Torah observance. This was

_,»the declaration of nishmah — we will constantly be open to learn

more in order to elevate ourselves, rung after rung towards
fulfillment of the ultimate Torah potential each of us possesses.

R’ Akiva continued to study and teach Torah even when it was
outlawed by the Roman government under penalty of death. When
Papus ben Yehudah charged him with endangering his life in an ir-
responsible way, R’ Akiva answered him with the following allegory:

g A fox drinking from a pond noticed the fish
B\ scurrying about in obvious consternation. “What
frightens you, little fish?” asked the fox.

“We are afraid of the nets of the fishermen,” replied
the fish. "We do not know where they will fall to trap
us.

“Why be so frightened?” advised the fox. “Perhaps |
w.» can assist you. Leave your pond, and come up on the
dry land and I will protect you.” '
“Foolish fox.” exclaimed the fish. “If we are afraid
and insecure in the water, in the environment that
provides our very lifeblood, how much more so would
we be afraid out of our element?”

’J.Torah is the very lifeblood of the Jewish peaple. Without its study

and observance, we are like fish out of water. What security can be
obtained by emerging from total immersion in the waters of the
Torah?

The Midrash tells us that the allegory must be taken yet one step
further. Fish constantly immersed in water have a very peculiar
nature. When it rains, the fish ascend in a frenzy to the top of the
water as the droplets hit the water, to hungrily receive yet another

)étbat engulfs them. So, too, the Jew engulfed and immersed in Torah

drop of rain. They are not content with the endless supply of water 3@

must nevertheless be hungry to ascend to new levels in Torah
learning and observance.

Man is referred to as one wha walks, as opposed to the angels who
are referred to as those who stand still. Man by his very nature must
constantly strive to_perfect_himself. When he is not_ascending
upward, he is of necessity descending. One is either growing or
stagnating; there is no in-between. The analogy may be made to one
trying to walk up a down escalator. If he stands still, he descends; if
he walks normally, he remains stationary; and only if he puts in the
effort to run, will he advance.

~ This constant desire and striving for more lofty levels of Torah

observance is not merely commendable. Without it one finds himself
descending into a well of bitterness and contempt for Torah and
those who learn it — a contempt spawned by one’s own guilt over

failing to realize his true potential. | 39\

2158

Rashi says that the verse (Vaytkra 26:3), “If you walk in the laws
of the Torah,” refers to striving in Torah. One must invest his entire
energy and effort into Torah learning and observance. But what if he
does not? The Torah charts for us seven phases man will pass

J through if he satisfies himself with anything less than the realization
7/of his full potential.

“Ve'im bechukosai timasu — if you will detest my Torah and
refuse to learn,” explains Rashi, inevitably you will not fulfill the
mitzvos properly. You will be ignorant of. the basic halachos and
details of Torah observance and nat appreciate their beauty and
significance. Guilt will swell up within you when you see others who
do observe the mitzvos properly. Instead of trying to emulate those
more scrupulous than you in observing the mitzvos, guilt creates a
feeling of revulsion. “Chnyok! Fanatic!” — this is the vocabulary of a

7~ guilty conscience, of a person who deep down inside knows that he
is not honest with himself. _
¥ And from there you will descend vet further to a hatred for the
teachers and rabbis who exhort the Jewish people to reach their
potential, who teach Torah without compromising it or diluting it
and whose task it is to constanitly encourage, prod and rebuke those
that they lead. These leaders are a threat to one’s contentment. They
are a thorn that digs deeply and painfully into the recesses of one’s
conscience. The individual reacts with hate and bitterness to divert
and camouflage the guilt.

24 B

The descent continues, The most effective way to soothe the gullty
conscience is to surround oneself with others who share the same
shortcomings. One attempts to convince others to minimize thelr
level of observance, using all sorts of methods to discourage them
from being more observant, more careful. Mockery, sarcasm, lashon
hara, even motzi shem ra (slander) are all utilized to make intensive >
Torah observance something to be avoided. And the yetzer hara
permits one to rationalize that the intentions are purely leshem
shamayim, for the good of all

Finally, when all these methods fail to ease the conscience fully,
when one is confronted with the reality that the Torah demands
constant improvement, the only way out is to consciously or
subconsciously negate the total validity of the mitzvah — its Divine
origin. “It's only a chumrah'; "it's only one opinion”; “it’s not my
minhag.” These are the slogans of such negation.

And when this cannot be done successfully, when it is clear that
the areas of laxity are not in chumros or minhagim, or dependent on
one opinion among the poskim, but are halachos binding on all, then
the seventh rung downward is reached and the cycle completed. One
becomes a kofer beilkkar (a denier of fundamental principles of
faith), and denies the importance of the mitzvah itself. He shrugs off
his non-observance with, “It's only a mitzvah. One can't do
everything.” Thus by denigrating the importance and centrality of
any mitzvah (command), one in fact denigrates the importance and
centrality of the Commander Himself, denying that He is the ikkar,
the central, most important Factor in one’s life.

A person can start as a staunch ninety-nine percent shomer Terah

and mitzvos. Yet if he rejects the necessity to constantly improve and

o elevate himself, in the one percent where this resistance exists, he will
begin his inexorable descent into these seven tragic phases.

This bleak picture Rashi paints for us is s0 painfully true to life
that we must all feel both shocked and inspired when confronted
with these holy words. We who are committed to Torah must be
crowned with the na’aseh and the nishmah. We must realize that the
ba'al teshuvah movement is not limited to estranged and alienated

~ Jews, but we must all be ba'alei teshuvah, ever striving to return to
the levels of perfection that every Jew is capable of reaching.
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that Am Yisrael asked Hashem to put the mountain over their heads
to compel them to remain true to Torah and remove any desire o live
otherwise. This is our daily request: “V’shof es yitzreinu — and force our
will. ”We are using our free choice, as it were, to ask Hashem to remove
our free choice and help us by eliminaring the lures of this world so that
we will choose to only do what is right.*!?
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If Hakadosh Baruch Hu ;0; Id simply plunk us down here in

this world, leave us here for a number of years without any inter-
vention, and then call us upstairs for a reckoning, there would be
a serious flaw in the entire design of the world. A person could
conceivably live for many years, yet end up with relatively few
true free-choice opportunities over the course of his life. He might
have encountered numerous situations that were simply out of
his range of free will, either due to their extreme ease or due to
their extreme difficulty. Furthermore, even in situations where
a person does make a choice, the challenge may be present, but
not truly all that difficult. The entire purpose of our traversing
this world is to capitalize on our opportunities to exercise bechi-
rah, and vet it would be quite feasible that a person could end up
with only a limited number of situations in which he could truly

choose between right and wrong.
s Jo this end, Hakadosh Baruch Hu becomes involved. He micro-
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manages my life and custom tailors my experiences to ensure that

£

my life never becomes too easy, or too difficult. The challenges 1
face in my day are custom-made, right at the point of pushing my

skill level. Tough, but eminently doable. As I move through life,
with my many ups and downs, He’'ll keep customizing the dif-
ficulties I encounter, always keeping my struggles at the perfect
keel for me to be both challenged as well as able to grow through
the difficulty. He'll confront me with challenges, but at the same
time He'll be right there ensuring I have all the requisite emotion-

al and material tools to be able to succeed.
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Ha-Moriah. There, as you stand upon “the mountain of God,”
you are in the presence of the Avos Ha-Kedoshim, and their holi-
ness is revealed to you,

But you may also experience times when your heart is
closed to all feelings of holiness and joy, and your mind is
tightly shuttered. You sense that the light of Heaven is hidden
from you by thick and gloomy clouds, and your eyes gaze
upon a weary and oppressive darkness. You feel no desire for
the Torah, and it seems to you that the gates of praver have
been locked, barring even. the faintest beginning of a prayer.
You yearn for your soul’s Beloved, and although you search
for Him, you cannot find Him. The trouble and the sorrow you
feel are a sign that, for the present moment, vour Beis
Ha-Mikdash, your Yerushalayim, has been destroyed.

At such a time, when you cannot go up to Har Ha-Moriah,
you must go down instead to the Me’aras Ha-Machpeilah that
exists within you. Do as Kalev ben Yefuneh did, and pray at
the tombs of your holy forefathers, who are hidden like a trea-
sure in the depths of your heart. Pray, even if your prayer is no
more than a longing for prayer. If you cannot make your
prayer an expression of your heart, then let it be an expression
of vour faith. If you cannot pray with vitality, then pray with
emunah. But do not desist.

A Force yourself to learn Torah, even if now it tastes bitter to
you, and you only recall with difficulty how its words once de-
lighted you with the sweetness of milk and honey. Accept
upon yourself the service of God, even if seems a heavy bur-
den and you feel only weariness and indifference. Even if you
can only force yourself to study Torah and to do mitzvos witha
dull-witted determination, you must persevere, nevertheless.
“Serve God with whatever powers you have now — with
whatever you can find within your soul at the present time. If,

for the moment, you cannot discover within yourself enthusi-
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asm and joy, if the light of understanding is dim, then serve
God even like the ox, who pulls forward steadily under the
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