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"Does	what	happened	on	Mount	Sinai	matter?	

	

I. How	Central	is	Torah?		

Sefer	HaChinuch,	Mitzvah	#306		
For	the	entire	essence	of	the	Jewish	
people	is	only	the	Torah,	and	the	
heavens	and	earth	and	the	Jewish	
people	were	created	for	its	sake	…	
and	it	is	the	reason	that	[the	Jews]	
were	redeemed	from	Egypt,	so	that	
they	would	receive	the	Torah	on	Sinai	
and	fulfill	it,	as	God	told	Moshe:	“And	
this	will	be	for	you	a	sign	that	I	have	
sent	you:	When	you	take	the	nation	
out	of	Egypt,	you	will	serve	God	on	
this	mountain.”	.	.	.	Therefore,	since	
the	Torah	is	the	essence	of	the	
Jewish	people	and	for	its	sake	they	
were	redeemed	and	reached	the	level	
of	greatness	that	they	attained,	we	
were	commanded	to	count	from	after	
the	first	day	of	Pesach	until	the	day	
that	the	Torah	was	given,	to	show	our	
great	desire	for	the	day	that	our	
hearts	yearn	for,	as	a	slave	yearns	and	
counts	the	days	until	he	will	go	free,	
because	counting	demonstrates	that	
a	person’s	whole	desire	is	to	reach	
that	time.	

לפי שכל עיקרן של ישראל אינו אלא .	.	.	
ומפני התורה נבראו שמים וארץ ,	התורה

א העיקר והסיבה שנגאלו ויצאו יוה .	.	.וישראל 
,	ממצרים כדי שיקבלו התורה בסיני ויקימוה

וזה לך האות כי אנכי "למשה '	וכמו שאמר ה
בהוציאך את העם ממצרים תעבדון ,	שלחתיך

כי היא ,	ומפני כן"	.	.	.	את האלקים על ההר הזה
כל עקרן של ישראל ובעבורה נגאלו ועלו לכל 

ו למנות ממחרת יום נצטוינ,	הגדולה שעלו אליה
להראות ,	טוב של פסח עד יום נתינת התורה

,	בנפשינו החפץ הגדול אל היום הנכבד ללבינו
כעבד ישאף צל וימנה תמיד מתי יבוא העת 

כי המנין מראה ,	הנכסף אליו שיצא לחרות
לאדם כי כל ישעו וכל חפצו להגיע אל הזמן 

	.ההוא
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II. Why	was	the	Torah	Revealed	Outside	of	Israel?		

	

1. Ownership	/	Pluralism	

“Why	was	the	Torah	not	given	in	the	land	of	Israel?…To	avoid	causing	dissension	
among	the	tribes.	Else	one	might	have	said:	‘In	my	territory	the	Torah	was	given.’	
And	the	other	might	have	said:	‘In	my	territory	the	Torah	was	given.’	Therefore,	
the	Torah	was	given	in	the	desert,	publicly	and	openly,	in	a	place	belonging	to	no	
one.	To	three	things	the	Torah	is	likened:	to	the	desert,	to	fire,	and	to	water.	This	
is	to	tell	you	that	just	as	these	three	things	are	free	to	all	who	come	into	the	
world,	so	also	are	the	words	of	the	Torah	free	to	all	who	come	into	the	world.”		-
Mekhilta	B’Chodesh	5	

	

2. Diaspora	/	Church	&	State	

“I	give	preference	to	the	midrashim	that	imply	that	the	covenant	was	made	in	the	
desert	to	teach	the	community	that	Judaism	as	a	way	of	life	was	not	exclusively	a	
function	of	political	sovereignty.	We	were	born	as	a	people	within	the	desert	in	
order	to	understand	that	the	land	must	always	be	perceived	as	an	instrumental	
and	never	as	an	absolute	value.	The	memory	that	the	covenant	was	made	in	the	
desert	prevents	us	from	falling	victim	to	the	idolatry	of	state	power.”	–Rabbi	
David	Hartman	(A	Living	Covenant,	282)	

	

3. Spiritual	Purpose	
	
Why	was	the	Torah	given	in	the	wilderness	at	Mount	Sinai	and	not	in	the	calm	
and	peacefulness	of	Israel?	This	is	to	teach	us	that	true	peace	of	mind	doesn’t	
come	from	physical	comforts,	but	from	an	awareness	of	one’s	ultimate	life	goals.	
When	you	focus	on	this,	you	are	constantly	traveling	toward	your	goal	and	will	
never	be	overly	disturbed	or	broken.	–Rabbi	Yerucham	Levovitz	
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III. Revelation	Today?		
	

1. Rabbi	Eliyahu	Dessler,	Strive	for	Truth,	Vol.	IV,	p.	49	

Each	Shavuot	…	we	spiritually	arrive	at	that	same	point	of	sanctity	experienced	
by	our	forefathers	at	Mount	Sinai.	It	is	once	again,	in	a	real	sense,	“The	time	of	
the	Giving	of	our	Torah,”	and	we	are	invited	to	accept	it	anew,	as	they	did	
3,300	years	ago.	

On	Shavuot	we	have	to	work	in	order	to	receive	the	Torah.	We	have	to	
struggle	to	acquire	it	in	our	hearts.	We	have	to	appreciate	its	truths	as	
unchangeable	verities	…	the	nation	still	harbored	lingering	doubts	…	Only	
when	they	heard	God’s	voice	at	Sinai	was	doubt	replaced	by	absolute	
certainty.	So	too,	when	we	learn	Torah	today	and	especially	at	Shavuot	time,	
we	can,	if	we	wish,	still	hear	that	same	voice.		

	

2. 	Rabbi	David	Hartman,	A	Heart	of	Many	Rooms:	Celebrating	the	Many	Voices	
within	Judaism,	p.	259-266	
"Sinai	permanently	exposes	the	Jewish	people	to	prophetic	aspirations	and	
judgments....Sinai	requires	of	the	Jew	that	he	believe	in	the	possibility	of	
integrating	the	moral	seriousness	of	the	prophet	with	the	realism	and	political	
judgment	of	the	statesman.	Politics	and	morality	were	united	when	Israel	was	
born	as	a	nation	at	Sinai...The	prophets	taught	us	that	the	state	has	only	
instrumental	value	for	the	purpose	of	embodying	the	covenantal	demands	of	
Judaism.	When	nationalism	becomes	an	absolute	value	for	Jews,	and	political	and	
military	judgments	are	not	related	to	the	larger	spiritual	and	moral	purpose	of	
our	national	renaissance,	we	can	no	longer	claim	to	continue	the	Judaic	
tradition."	

	
3. Rabbi	Yochanan	said:	When	God’s	voice	came	forth	at	Mount	Sinai,	it	divided	

itself	into	70	human	languages,	so	that	the	whole	world	might	understand	it.	All	
at	Mount	Sinai,	young	[men]	and	old,	women,	children,	and	infants	heard	the	
voice	of	God	according	to	their	ability	to	understand.	Moses,	too,	understood	
only	according	to	his	capacity,	as	it	is	said	(Ex.	19:19),	“Moses	spoke,	and	God	
answered	him	with	a	voice.”	With	a	voice	that	Moses	could	hear.	—	Shemot	
Rabbah	5:9	
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IV. Prophecy	Today?		
	

Talmud	Bavli,	Bava	Batra	12b	 		תלמוד בבלי מסכת בבא בתרא דף יב עמוד ב
	

R	Yochanan	Said:	From	the	day	that	the	Holy	
Temple	was	destroyed,	the	power	of	
prophecy	was	taken	from	the	prophets	and	
given	to	deranged	people	and	to	children.		

ניטלה ,	מיום שחרב בית המקדש:	יוחנן ר"א
נבואה מן הנביאים וניתנה לשוטים 

.ולתינוקות 	

	

V. Prophets	vs.	Sages	

Talmud	Bavli,	Bava	Batra	12a	 		תלמוד בבלי מסכת בבא בתרא דף יב עמוד א
	

R	Avdimi	from	Chaifa	said:	from	the	day	that	the	
1st	Temple	was	destroyed,	the	power	of	
prophecy	was	taken	from	the	prophets	and	
given	to	the	sages.		Is	it	really	true	that	no	sage	
was	previously	a	prophet?	He	meant:	Although	
prophecy	was	taken	from	the	prophets	(who	
were	not	sages)	when	the	temple	was	
destroyed,	it	was	not	taken	from	the	sages.	
Ameimar	said:	A	sage	is	even	greater	than	a	
prophet,	as	it	says,	“And	a	prophet	has	a	heart	
of	wisdom.”		Which	is	being	compared	to	the	
other?	We	compare	the	lesser	to	the	greater!		

מיום :	אמר רבי אבדימי דמן חיפה
ניטלה נבואה מן ,	בית המקדש שחרב

אטו חכם .	הנביאים וניתנה לחכמים
פ "אע:	הכי קאמר?	לאו נביא הוא

מן החכמים לא ,	שניטלה מן הנביאים
וחכם עדיף :	אמר אמימר.	ניטלה
ונביא '+	תהלים צ:	+שנאמר,	מנביא

:	הוי אומר?	מי נתלה במי,	לבב חכמה
.קטן נתלה בגדול 	

	

Commentary	of	Nachmanides	on	Bava	
Batra	12a	

ן מסכת בבא בתרא דף יב עמוד "חידושי הרמב
		א
	

This	means	that	although	prophecy	was	
taken	away	from	prophets	–	which	is	a	
vision	–	the	prophecy	of	the	scholars	–	
which	is	achieved	through	wisdom	–	
was	not	taken	away,	rather	they	know	
the	truth	through	the	divine	inspiration	
that	is	within	them.	

פ שנטלה נבואת הנביאים שהוא "הכי קאמר אע
נבואת החכמים שהיא בדרך ,	המראה והחזון
אלא יודעים האמת ברוח הקדש ,	החכמה לא נטלה

.שבקרבם 	
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VI. Wouldn’t	Reason	&	Natural	Morality	be	enough?		
	

1. Eruvin	100b:	If	we	had	not	received	the	Torah	we	would	have	learned	modesty	
from	watching	a	cat,	honesty	from	the	ant,	and	fidelity	from	the	dove.	

	

VII. What	does	Revelation	Achieve?		

Ibn	Ezra,	Shemot	19:9	
	
[At	the	time	of	the	crossing	of	the	Reed	
Sea]	there	were	individuals	who	were	
doubtful	about	prophecy.	Even	though	the	
Torah	writes,	“They	believed	in	God	and	
Moshe	His	servant,”	and	“Israel	saw,”	that	
was	not	all	the	people.		
	
That	is	the	reason	[God	said	to	Moshe]	“In	
order	that	the	entire	nation	will	hear	Me	
telling	you	the	Ten	Commandments,	and	
they	will	believe	in	you	as	well”	–	that	you	
are	My	prophet.	From	that	point	onward,	
they	recognized	the	truth	of	Moshe’s	
prophecy.		

	
	
להם 	והיתה...	אנשים )	ישראל(בהם 			היו

ואין טענה ממלת ,	נבואת משה בספק אצלם
כתוב 	,ובמשה עבדו'	ינו בהויאמ):	לעיל יד לא(

		...ולא כל ישראל,	וירא ישראל
	
	
	

וגם בך ...	עשרת הדברים ,	ובדברי עמך
	הנבואה ויוסר הספק,	שאתה נביא,	יאמינו

	.ממחשבותם

	

VIII. Post-Modernity		

“To	me,	the	creative	act	reveals	the	divine	through	the	human.	All	truths	may	be	the	
product	of	human	conditioning,	but	such	conditioning	constitutes	the	medium	through	
which	the	divine	manifests	in	the	world.	That	is	why	the	pluralist	believer	does	not	shy	
away	from	using	the	revelation	metaphor;	though	he	knows	there	are	varying	and	
conflicting	revelations,	the	contradictions	do	not	paralyze	him.	He	is	willing	to	concede	
that	truth	is	a	human	construct,	because	he	knows	that	human	constructs	are	true	
creations,	manifestations	of	God	in	a	world	that	is	‘filled	with	His	Glory,’	not	an	empty,	
meaningless	game.”		

-Rav	Shagar,	Faith	Shattered	and	Restored	“Justice	and	Ethics	in	a	Postmodern	world,”	
p.	116	


