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The Torah on One Foot
Rabbi Rebecca Weintraub

Talmud Bavli Shabbat 31a:

29 1R SORBY 2109 KW TN a3 wyn 2w | There was another incident
7RIV JIRW? 7912 773n7 92 v17eaw nin by "7 | involving one gentile who came
702w 127 neR3 207 !nnx 931 %y | before Shammai. He said to him (to
Shammai): Convert me on
condition that you teach me the
entire Torah while I am standing on
one foot. Shammai pushed him
away with the builder’s cubit in his
hand. (This was a common
measuring stick and Shammai was
a builder by trade.)

R 7209 %39 TouT 39 w70 ,997 0199 X2 | The same gentile came before
AWIB TTORY ,API0 7707 92 8°7 it — 72yn | Hillel. He converted him and said to
A%y 1,807 | him: That which is hateful to you do
not do to another; that is the entire
Torah, and the rest is its
interpretation. Go study.

1. Read through this well known story with your hevruta (study partner)
out loud. If you have seen it before, try to come with a beginner's mind. If you
haven't seen it, you're at an advantage!

2. Summarize the story in your own words

3. What questions do you have after reading through the story?

4. Whose response are you more drawn to Shammai or Hillel? Why?

5. What lessons can we learn from this text about Torah? What lessons
can we learn from this text about studying Torah?
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What was the beginning of Rabbi
Akiva?

They say that he was forty years old
and had not learned a thing.

One time, he was standing at the
mouth of the well and said: “who
carved this rock?”. They said to him:
“the water that consistently falls on it
every day”. They said to him: “Akiva,
did you not read water wears
away stones(Job 14:15)?”

immediately Rabbi Akiva ruled a kal
veChomer: just as the soft (water)
sculpts the hard (stone) - words of
Torah, which are as hard as iron, will
all the more so carve my heart/mind,

which is but flesh and blood!

Immediately he returned to learn
Torah.

He and his son went and sat among
the teachers of young children. He
said: “Rabbi, teach me Torah!” Rabbi
Akiva held on to one side of the slate
and his son to the other. He wrote
Aleph-Bet and learned it. He wrote
Aleph-Tav and learned it. [he wrote]
the instructions of the Priests and
learned it. He kept on learning until
he learned the entire Torah.
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Just as water descends drop by drop
but becomes streams upon streams,

so too, Torah, a person studies two
halakhot today and two tomorrow,
until they become a flowing stream.

Midrash Tanhuma, Pinhas 11
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And why is the Torah compared to a fig
tree?

Since [the fruit of] most trees — the
olive tree, the grapevine, the date palm
— is gathered [all] at once,

but the fig tree is gathered a little [at a
time]. And so too is the Torah. Today
one studies a little and tomorrow one
studies much;

as it is not taught in a year, nor in two.




The Giving of the Ten Commandments

By Tamar Biala
Rabbi Felicia Sol
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This is a story of a young woman who was sitting in synagogue while the Ten
Commandments were being read. That day, the Reader was reading so carefully that the
young woman felt it was as though she was hearing them for the first time. And she was
astonished at what she heard, and her heart became aggrieved.

She asked in her heart, what is the nature of this "Remember the Sabbath day to hallow
it" (Ex. 20:8), of which it is said You shall do no work, you and your son and your
daughter, your male slave and your slavegirl and your beast and your sojourner who is
within your gates. (ibid. 10) — and his wife, what about her, is she not commanded to

hallow the Shabbat?



And what is the nature of this "You shall not covet," of which it is said, "You shall not
covet your fellow man’s wife, or his male slave, or his slavegirl, or his ox, or his donkey,
or anything that your fellow man has." (Ibid. 17) — and his wife, what about her, did the
Torah not command her too, not to covet that which is her fellow woman’s?

That young woman was pious, and not until that day had she had a single foreign
musing or doubt regarding the truth of Torah. At that moment of questioning, her heart
was wrapped in fear, beating and beating, until she thought everyone in synagogue
could hear its rhythm. The tears that rose in her throat had the taste of the deep, and the
taste of the sea that drowned the Egyptians, and she was shaking and aghast, and her
soul fled.

The Holy Blessed One gathered up her soul in the palm of Their hand and was looking
and smiling at her. They said to her: How long have I waited for you to come and ask
me, so that I would explain to you and give you that which has been hidden away with
Me for three thousand years! She looked downward and asked: Did the Holy Blessed
One not speak with women at Mount Sinai, and not command them the same things
They commanded men with thunder and lightning?

The Holy Blessed One lifted up her head and said, when Moshe ascended I commanded
him:

"And have them make themselves ready for the third day, for on the third day, God will
come down before all the people on Mount Sinai." (Ex. 19:11). Since Moshe distanced
himself from women, for he separated from his wife Zipporah, he brought only men
near the mountain, as is said, "And Moshe brought the people toward God from the
camp." (Ibid. 17)

And at that time, when Moshe heard the commandments, and there were only men
around him, he heard "You shall do no work" and said to himself, ‘and who will be
punished for doing work, if not the man? And whose are the slaves and slavegirls,
chattel and children, whom he can command to do work, or to rest, if not the man?

And so, Moshe wrote them to keep the Sabbath, in the masculine pronoun. And because
he was not me’urav ‘im ha-beriyot, engaged with people, beriyot, in the feminine, for he
had not been with his wife Zipporah for a long time, he didn’t remember that women,
too, have desire, and so he did not include them in that prohibition.

The young woman asked the Holy Blessed One: If so, and Moshe who separated from
women couldn’t hear those words which the Holy Blessed One ordained for them, will a
sage (Talmid Chakham) who has separated himself be able to hear? The Holy Blessed
One’s countenance became grave, and They answered her thus: Any house of study (beit
midrash) that has no women - My word will not emerge from there whole.
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Supporting Texts
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“God called to him from the mountain, saying” — due to the merit of the mountain. The
mountain is nothing other than the patriarchs, as it is stated: “Listen, mountains, to the
Lord’s quarrel” (Micah 6:2). “Moses ascended to God” — he ascended in a cloud, and the
merit of the patriarchs ascended and descended with him. “So you shall say to the house
of Jacob” — these are the women. He said to him: ‘Say to them the major principles,
which they are capable of understanding.” “And tell to the children of Israel” — these are
the men. He said to him: ‘Say to them the fine points, which they are capable of
understanding.” Another matter: Why to the women first? Because they have alacrity
regarding mitzvot. Alternatively, so they will guide their children to Torah.

Exodus Rabbah 28:2
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"And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses": We are hereby apprised that both spoke
against him, but that Miriam spoke first. This was not her practice, but the occasion
demanded it. Similarly (Jeremiah 36;6) "And you (Baruch) shall go and read from the
scroll, on which you have written from my (Jeremiah's) mouth, the word of the L-rd in
the ears of the people" — not that it was Baruch's practice to speak before Jeremiah, but
the occasion demanded it. "and Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses": How did
Miriam know that Moses had ceased from marital relations (with his wife Tzipporah)?
Seeing that Tzipporah did not adorn herself as other (married) women did, she asked
her for the cause and was told: "Your brother is not 'particular' about this thing"
(intercourse, [being constantly "on call" for the word of G-d]). Thus Miriam learned of
the matter. She apprised Aaron of it and they both spoke of it (as being a troublesome
precedent for others.)

Sifrei Bamidbar 99



Revelation

Source Sheet by Rabbi Anina Dassa

1. Exodus 19:16

On the third day, as morning dawned, there was
thunder, and lightning, and a dense cloud upon the
mountain, and a very loud blast of the horn; and all
the people who were in the camp trembled.
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2. Exodus 19:19

The blare of the horn grew louder and louder. As
Moses spoke, God answered him in thunder.
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3. Ramban on Exodus 19:19:1

MOSES SPOKE, AND G-D ANSWERED HIM BY
A VOICE. ...Moses went up near the head of the
mountain, where the Glory was, in a place
designated for himself, and he spoke with Israel,
teaching them what to do. The Israelites heard the
Voice of G-d answering Moses and commanding
him, but they did not understand what He said to
him.
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4. Midrash Tanchuma, Shemot 25:5

Observe that His voice went forth to each Israelite in
accordance with the individual’s capacity to receive
it. The elders, the men, the youths, the little ones, the
sucklings—each heard it according to his own
capacity. Even Moses heard it according to his
capacity, as it is said: Moses spoke, and God
answered him by (with) a voice (Exod. 19:19); that
is, with a voice that Moses was able to comprehend.
Thus, it says: The voice of the Lord was powerful
with strength (Ps. 29:1). “With His strength” is not
written in this verse, but rather with strength, that is,
according to the strength of each individual (to
tolerate the sound).
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Rabbi Adina Allen “...Torah is both the tradition we’ve inherited from our ancestors and the innovations
we weave through these ancient texts, connecting them to our lives, questions and beliefs today. Torah is at
once static and dynamic; set for eternity, and always evolving and changing...Torah is both something
ancient given to our ancestors and something we continue to receive anew today. We are both inheritors -
tasked with preserving and transmitting that which has been bequeathed to us - and innovators - tasked
with activating our receptivity and creativity to allow new Torah to come to us and through us...Each and
every one of us is needed in this project of inheriting and innovating Torah. A midrash on the experience
at Sinai teaches, “Said R. Levi: The Holy One, blessed be God, appeared to the people like a picture,
which is visible from all angles. A thousand people may gaze on it and it gazes on all of them... Said R.
Yose: In accordance with each and everyone’s personal capacities did the word speak to them...” Here,
Torah is compared to a picture that each of us beholds from our own vantage point. We all have a unique
angle from which to understand Torah, yet it is only when all of our viewpoints are brought together that
the fullness of Torah is seen.




Sefer Likutei MoHaRa”N, First Series, Section 115
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Exodus 20:18: “So the people remained at a distance, while Moses approached the thick cloud
where God was.”

One who spends their entire life in materiality, and later on gets enthusiastic and wants to
follow God’s path, then the quality of judgment argues against them, and doesn’t allow them to
follow God'’s ways and creates a hindrance for them. But God desires kindness, leniency and
hides God'’s self (as it were) in that hindrance. And one who is aware looks at the hindrance and
finds there the Creator as it says in the Jerusalem Talmud (Taanit chap. 1, 3a): If someone says
to you “Where is your God?” you shall say to them: “In a great city in Aram.” As it says: “He calls
to me from Seir” (Isaiah 21:11). But one who is not aware, when they see the hindrance,
immediately move away from it.

The hindrance is like the thick cloud, for a thick cloud is dark and a hindrance is dark [The words
darkness and hindrance share the same three Hebrew letters - Chet Shin Caf] as it is written in
Genesis 22:16 “You did not become a hindrance.” This is the meaning of the verse “So the
people remained at a distance.” When they see the thick cloud, namely the hindrance, they
remain at a distance. But Moses, who represents the quality of awareness for all of Israel
“approached the thick cloud, where God was”; namely, he approached the hindrance, where
God is actually hidden.

We heard more of this teaching from Reb Nachman that God actually hides God’s self in the
hindrance. Scripture says: God loves justice. And God loves Israel. But the love with which God
loves Israel is greater than the love with which God loves justice. Thus, when the quality of
judgment argues against one who is not really worthy of coming close to God, because God
loves justice, God is obligated to place hindrances on the path which are indeed the result of
that person’s evil deeds. After all God cannot ignore just consequences since God loves justice.

But because God loves Israel even more than God loves justice, what does God do? God is
forced to agree to the hindrances for the sake of justice. However, despite this, the truest truth
is that God wants that person to be able to draw close to God. So, God gives permission to place
the hindrances in the way, but God hides God’s self in the hindrances. One who is aware,
mindful, can find God in the midst of the hindrances themselves. There really aren’t any
hindrances in the world at all, because God is found in the hindrances themselves. Through the
hindrances themselves in fact one might draw closer to God because that is where God is
hidden. And this is the meaning of “Moses approached the thick cloud” that is the hindrance,
for that is “where God was.”
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Netivot Shalom, Yitro (“God’'s Speech as Preparation to Receiving Torah”)
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On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from the land of Egypt, on that very
day, they entered the wilderness of Sinai. Having journeyed from Rephidim, they entered the
wilderness of Sinai and encamped in the wilderness. Israel encamped there in front of the
mountain, and Moses went up to God. YHVH called to him from the mountain, saying, “Thus
shall you say to the house of Jacob and declare to the children of Israel: ‘You have seen what |
did to the Egyptians, how | bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to Me. Now then, if you
will listen to My voice and keep My covenant, you shall be My treasured possession among all
the peoples. Indeed, all the earth is Mine, but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a
holy nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the children of Israel” (Ex. 19:1-6).
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In these verses God informs the Jewish people who they are, the nature of being a Jew such
that they were given the Torah. Note carefully: in these verses God did not speak of any of the
practical mitzvot of the 613 mitzvot, but of the nature of being a Jew who merits receiving Torah
and mitzvot. This is the significance that here God says: “if you will listen to My voice” and not
“listen to My commandments” as in several other places in the Torah. “Listen to My voice.”
Incline your hearts to hear what it is that God wants of you; to hear in every thing the inner
intention hidden in the voice of God; what it is that God desires. This is the first element of the
nature of a Jew: to pay attention to the voice of God, to contemplate in whatever comes your
way: “what does God want of me?”; “what does YHVH your God ask of you” (cf. Deut. 10:12,
Micah 6:8).
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Further, let us consider the significance of “Now then, if you will listen to My voice” — with
specific emphasis on “My voice.” We are invited to hear constantly the voice of God speaking
directly to us. The author of Beit Avraham comments on the verse, “He called to Moses and
YHVH spoke to him” (Lev. 1:1): the initial word is in the third person, obscuring who specifically
it is who called to Moses. We should understand it this way: “He called to Moses” —in every
call, each event that occurred to Moses, he knew that “YHVH spoke to him,” that the blessed
Holy One is speaking to him in this manner. There is a story told about R. Moshe Leib of Sasov,
who was once asked by a wagon driver to pick up something that had fallen from the wagon.
When R. Moshe Leib responded that he wasn’t able, the gentile replied, “You are able, you just
don’t want to.” R. Moshe Leib heard in this the word of God directed to him: “you are able, you
just don’t want to.”
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Similarly, it is told of the Besht that once he saw someone desecrating Shabbat, and he thought
to himself: whatever a person sees or hears has some connection to his or her own life. So, he
thought deeply about his own life and deeds, and he realized that once he had heard some
disparaging words about a talmid hakham, and he did not rise in his defense. Now, since there
is a way in which a talmid hakham is like Shabbat (cf. Raya Mehemna, Zohar |1l 29b), this was
why he was shown the desecration of Shabbat.
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Whatever transpires during the course of our lives, whatever we see or hear, it is all the voice of
God speaking to us. This is what we learn from God’s words which precede the giving of the
Torah: “Now then, if you will listen to My voice.” This is one of the first conditions that must be
present if we wish truly to be a Jew even in our spiritual/inner experience: we must always be
listening to hear God’s voice speaking to us.
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Beit Avraham (R. Avraham Weinberg of Slonim, 1884-1933), Vayikra
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“Now He called to Moses—YHVH spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting saying” (Lev. 1:1). It is
taught in Degel Mahaneh Efrayim in the name of the Besht regarding the Sages’ teaching (Avot
6:2): [R. Joshua ben Levi said:] Every day a heavenly voice (bat kol) goes forth from Mt. Horeb
[and declares, saying: “Woe to those beings on account of their contempt for the Torah.”] [The
Besht asked:] What are we to understand regarding that bat kol? If people do not hear it, why
does it go forth at all? And since it goes forth, why don’t people hear it? He answered: the
nature of this “voice” is to arouse our hearts. We experience this voice in the stirrings of
teshuvah that arouse us, that move through each of us, even the least of the least. Even though
they may not hear it, it accomplishes its end and arouses the heart...

An analogy: this is like a child longing for their parent, waiting and looking forward each
day—when will a letter come from them? When the letter finally arrives, they take delight in it,
holding fast to it with love. This is the nature of the bat kol: it is the voice of God which calls to
our hearts. For the fool it feels only like an ill feeling which confuses them, rather than arousing
them to a proper way of being and turning in teshuvah. So, whatever arises they cast from heart
and mind. But the wise person takes the message to heart, which then strengthens them in
battling for God [against negative forces].

13



A Teaching for Shavuot

Rabbi Aaron Il of Karlin (Bet Aharon) 1802-1872

Rabbi Roly Matalon

They asked him about the midrash:
The Torah was given by means of three things: by fire, by water, and by
wilderness.
By fire: “Now all of Mount Sinai was emitting smoke because the Eternal
had descended upon it in fire, and the smoke from it arose like smoke
from a furnace, and the whole mountain trembled greatly,” (Exodus 19:18).
By water: “Ho, all who are thirsty, come for water,” (Isaiah 55:1).
Just as these are free, so, too, are words of Torah free.
By wilderness: Because words of Torah cannot be acquired except by
someone who makes themselves like the wilderness (Tanhuma, Bamidbar

6).

He said: The words of this midrash alone would be enough preparation for
receiving the Torah. But then, he said: I'll set this up and explain its structure
a bit for you.

The Blessed God alone created the world. The essence of creation was the
human being — and not for the sake of all of us generally, but actually for the
sake of even just one of us, even one among the simplest of people, since
each and every person is a world in and of themselves. Everyone is obligated
to say: “The world was created for my sake,” (Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5)—
meaning, their own world, which no one but they themselves can repair.

There are three aspects of this: the lesser, the middling, and the great. The
lesser and the middling just need to repair their own worlds. The great need
to repair all the worlds in their entirety, but this doesn’t really concern people
like us. Rather, all of us just need to repair ourselves.

This matter continued until Abraham our Father (peace be upon him) arrived
and began to draw the Torah into the world, which is hinted at by the verse:
“Let a little water be brought...”

This hints at Torah.

“...bathe your feet..."
This hints at what it hints at.

“...and recline under the tree,” (Genesis 18:4)
As is known, “It is a tree of life to those who hold fast to it,” (Proverbs 3:18).
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And next came Isaac, who drew Torah into the world in his own way. The two
of them partnered together until Jacob arrived, the choicest of the patriarchs,
who grabbed hold of both of them, and who himself represents the quality of
Truth [emet], as in the verse: “You give truth [emet] to Jacob,” (Micah 7:20).
And the last letters of the Hebrew words: “When Abraham looked up [vayis’/A
avrahaM eT einav],’ (Genesis 22:13) also spell out truth [eMeT]. “For the
Eternal’s portion is this people; Jacob, God’s own allotment [hevel nahalato],”
(Deuteronomy 32:9) — like a thrice-twisted rope [hevel].

But who are we to speak about these heavenly lights? They didn’t do this
easily — only through good deeds and great self sacrifice, as each and every
one of us knows.

Afterwards came the twelve tribes, who continued what was mentioned
above, and then the seventy souls [who came down to Egypt in Exodus 1],
and then the 600,000 [who stood at Sinai]. This is the completion required to
receive the Torah.

Back in Egypt, a new thing had emerged into the world: the public renewal
and revelation of God's blessed divinity and power, which refined them in
Egypt, along with Moses and Aaron and the seventy elders with them. They
were a “wise generation” worthy of receiving the Torah, even though they
were what they were, as the verse says: “But you were naked and barren,’
(Ezekiel 16:7) [of good deeds]. But despite all that, they were pure and clean
in what needed to be clean. This is obviously why Moses worked so hard with
them, until they arrived at a very high level — completely perfect — on the first
night of Passover. But even then it wasn't easy — the moment of slaughtering
the Passover offering required great self-sacrifice.

Afterwards, God took this from them and commanded them to count the
Omer, and to engage in the work anew, so that they should be ready to
receive the Torah.

And after this, they arrived at the sea, and we know that this required great
self-sacrifice.

And after this they arrived at Rephidim, and there was the matter of the
water.

And after this they arrived at Elim, where they found the seventy palm trees,
and where they were given the manna, which itself was meant as aid for
receiving the Torah, as the Sages wrote: “The Torah was given only to
manna-eaters,” (Mekhilta deRabbi Shimon bar Yohai 13:16).

And after this, they arrived at Sinai. How hard did they work, how much effort
did they expend, how well did they need to be refined before they were worthy
of receiving the Torah?
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The general idea that emerges from all this is that every day requires its own
repair [tikkun], and no one day is like another. The counting of the Omer hints
to each person at the repair they need for themselves, given that each quality
needs to be repaired, as is known. Don’t focus on the transcendent qualities;
instead, each and every person needs to repair their own qualities, as the
Sages said: “The harshness of the punishment for [bad] qualities is more than
the punishment for forbidden relationships,” (Yevamot 27a). This is because
whoever stumbles (heaven forbid!) in some gross, obvious way can easily
push it off of them and return to God, but one whose evil qualities have taken
root (heaven forbid!) — like anger, pride, or sorrow — will have a hard time
separating from them.

There are two parts to this. One is the evil way in which a negative quality
diminishes a person. The second is that it makes a dividing barrier, which
allows no light or vitality to reach them. If this is so, each and every person
needs to see to repairing this during the counting of the Omer, since each day
hints at a quality, as is known, requiring one to count both the days and the
weeks. When each week concludes, the general quality of that week is
repaired, so that as the weeks add up the general sense of repair increases.

When you do this repair as mentioned above, and when you arrive at the
sacred holiday, then “You shall bring from your settlements two loaves of
bread as an elevation offering,” (Leviticus 23:17) — you need to renew your
vitality even more, with new service to God.

He went on at length. [..]]

Translation: Rabbi Alex Braver (from his forthcoming book: The Snail and the
Shell: Seventy Faces of God, World, and Self)
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