
   SHAVUOT 5780                WHAT IS REVEALED AT SINAI?                'פשבעות תש     

GERMANTOWN JEWISH CENTRE                        RABBI HOWARD AVRUHM ADDISON 
 

 As we prepare to receive Torah anew this Shavuot I invite you to consider this selection of Biblical, Rabbinic, Ḥasidic 

and Contemporary sourcess on Revelation and the Sinai Experience. As you do you might ask yourself:  

      •Was the Sinai Revelation propositional? If so were its revealed words limited to the Ten Commandments, the entire 

Pentateauch or did they encompass even contemporary Jewish law and lore?   • If the last, are all Torah study and 

teaching acts of sacred retrieval or a mysterious result of continuing revelation? [IIA2 below” great voice doesn’t cease”]  

 

   • However, if Revelation is the Iineffable encounter between humanity and “the Holy” [which itself has multiple 

meanings] with Torah as its record as transcribed in Israel’s sacred history, to what extent does Torah embody the 

human and to what extent the “divine”? •In turn, what then are the claims Torah might make on your life as an individual 

and as part of the Jewish People,which encompasses past, present and future?  

 

   • In that vein, what is the revelatory interplay between the individual and the community? Our tradition teaches that 

Torah descended through 600,000 separate channels, equal to the mythical sum of all Israelite souls, and is addressed 

personally to each of us. It simulataneously asserts that Torah is our shared heritage, given publicly to the entire 

community; the Ten Commandments begin with Anochi, “I,”  but crescendo with words of ethical responsibility 

interdependence,  v’khol asher l’rei•ekha,“…and all that pertains to your fellow.”    

I The Torah’s Account (Exodus 19:1-20:1 abridged) 

נֵי  א צֵאת בְּׁ לִישִׁי, לְּׁ שְּׁ חֹדֶשׁ, הַּ רָיִם- בַּ רָאֵל, מֵאֶרֶץ מִצְּׁ ר סִינָי. --יִשְּׁ בַּ זֶה, בָאוּ מִדְּׁ יּוֹם הַּ עוּ ו ב  בַּ יָּבֹאוּ  ַּיִּסְּׁ פִידִים, וַּ מֵרְּׁ
ן יִּחַּ בָר; וַּ מִדְּׁ חֲנוּ, בַּ יַּּ י, וַּ ר סִינַּ בַּ רָאֵל, נֶגֶד הָהָר.-מִדְּׁ - וּמֹשֶׁה עָלָה, אֶל  ג שָׁם יִשְּׁ  

רָא אֵלָיו יְּׁ - הָאֱל יִּקְּׁ רָאֵל.-ה, מִן-וָ -ה-ֹהִים; וַּ נֵי יִשְּׁ גֵיד לִבְּׁ תַּ עֲקֹב, וְּׁ בֵית יַּ ר לְּׁ תֶ   ד הָהָר לֵאמֹר, כֹה תאֹמַּ אִיתֶם,  אַּ ם רְּׁ
ל כֶם עַּ רָיִם; וָאֶשָא אֶתְּׁ מִצְּׁ כֶם אֵלָי.-אֲשֶׁר עָשִיתִי לְּׁ שָׁרִים, וָאָבִא אֶתְּׁ פֵי נְּׁ נְּׁ תָה, אִם  ה כַּ עַּ קֹלִי,  -וְּׁ עוּ בְּׁ מְּׁ שָׁמוֹעַּ תִשְּׁׁ

תֶם, אֶת רְּׁ מַּ רִיתִי -וּשְּׁׁ גֻלָה מִכָל-- בְּׁ יִיתֶם לִי סְּׁ מִים, כִי-וִהְּׁ יוּ  ו הָאָרֶץ.-כָללִי -הָעַּ תֶם תִהְּׁ אַּ גוֹי  - וְּׁ לֶכֶת כֹהֲנִים, וְּׁ מְּׁ לִי מַּ
בֵר, אֶל  קָדוֹשׁ: דַּ בָרִים, אֲשֶׁר תְּׁ דְּׁ רָאֵל-אֵלֶה, הַּ נֵי יִשְּׁ רָקִים    טז ...בְּׁ הִי קֹלֹת וּבְּׁ יְּׁ בֹקֶר, וַּ יֹת הַּ לִישִׁי בִהְּׁ שְּׁ יּוֹם הַּ הִי בַּ יְּׁ וַּ

ל  עָנָן כָבֵד עַּ קֹל שֹׁפָ -וְּׁ ד כָל הָהָר, וְּׁ יֶּחֱרַּ אֹד; וַּ חֲנֶה. -ר, חָזָק מְּׁ מַּ יּוֹצֵא מֹשֶׁה אֶת   יז  הָעָם, אֲשֶׁר בַּ את הָאֱ -וַּ רַּ - הָעָם לִקְּׁ
תִית הָהָר. -ֹהִים, מִן- ל חְּׁ תַּ בוּ, בְּׁ יַּצְּׁ יִּתְּׁ חֲנֶה; וַּ מַּ ד עָלָיו יְּׁ   יח הַּ נֵי אֲשֶׁר יָרַּ ן כֻלוֹ, מִפְּׁ י, עָשַּׁ ר סִינַּ הַּ ל  ה, בָאֵשׁ; -וָ -ה- וְּׁ יַּּעַּ וַּ

ד כָל יֶּחֱרַּ שָׁן, וַּ כִבְּׁ עֶשֶׁן הַּ אֹד.-עֲשָׁנוֹ כְּׁ הָאֱ   יט הָהָר מְּׁ בֵר, וְּׁ דַּ אֹד; מֹשֶׁה יְּׁ חָזֵק מְּׁ שֹפָר, הוֹלֵךְ וְּׁ הִי קוֹל הַּ יְּׁ עֲנֶנּוּ  -וַּ בָרִים הָאֵלֶה לֵאמֹר ב אָנֹכִי י- ְּׁה-וָ -ה  אֱ -לֹהֶיךָ...   לֹהִים יַּ דְּׁ בֵר אֱ - לֹהִים, אֵת כָל- הַּ דַּ קוֹל...    א  ויְּׁ   בְּׁ

1.In the third month after the Israelites had gone forth from the land of Egypt, this same day they came to 
the wilderness of Sinai…2 and there Israel encamped before the mountain. 3And Moses went up unto God, 
and YHWH called to him from the mountain, saying: 'Thus shalt you say to the house of Jacob, and tell the 
children of Israel: 4You have seen what I did unto the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings, and 
brought you unto Me. 5 Now therefore, if you indeed hearken to My voice, and keep My covenant, then 
you shall be My treasure among all peoples; for all the earth is Mine 6 and you shall be unto Me a kingdom 
of priests, and a holy nation. These are the words which thou shalt speak unto the children of Israel.'… 16 
And it came to pass on the third day, when it was morning, that there were thunders and lightnings and a 
thick cloud upon the mount, and the voice of a horn exceeding loud; and all the people that were in the 
camp trembled. 17 And Moses brought forth the people out of the camp to meet God; and they stood at the 
nether part of the mount. 18 Now mount Sinai was altogether on smoke, because the LORD descended 
upon it in fire; and the smoke thereof ascended as the smoke of a furnace, and the whole mount quaked 
greatly 19 And when the voice of the horn waxed louder and louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him 
by a voice (alt. thunder)… 1 And God spoke all these words, saying: 2 I am YHWH, your God… 

                    II. How Much of Torah Was Revealed at Sinai? 

                                                     A.  All Jewish Learning Ever? 
1  Berakhot 5a: 

תוֹוְ  הַּ ךָ אֶת לֻחֹת הָאֶבֶן וְּׁ נָה לְּׁ אֶתְּׁ תִיב ״וְּׁ אי דִכְּׁ עוֹן בֶן לָקִישׁ, מַּ בִי שִׁמְּׁ ר רַּ ר חָמָא, אָמַּ בִי לֵוִי בַּ ר רַּ רָה  אָמַּ
הוֹרֹתָם״. ״לֻחֹת״  תִי לְּׁ בְּׁ וָה אֲשֶׁר כָתַּ מִצְּׁ הַּ רוֹת, ״תוֹרָה״   — וְּׁ דִבְּׁ וָה״  —אֵלוּ עֲשֶרֶת הַּ מִצְּׁ הַּ רָא, ״וְּׁ זֶה מִקְּׁ
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תִי״   — בְּׁ נָה, ״אֲשֶׁר כָתַּ הוֹרוֹתָם״   —זוֹ מִשְּׁׁ תוּבִים, ״לְּׁ בִיאִים וּכְּׁ נוּ   —אֵלוּ נְּׁ מֵד שֶׁכוּלָם נִתְּׁ לַּ מוּד, מְּׁ לְּׁ זֶה תַּ
י  מֹשֶׁה מִסִינַּ  לְּׁ

And Rabbi Levi bar Ḥama in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: God said to Moses, “Ascend to 
me on the mountain and be there, and I will give you the stone tablets and the Torah and the mitzva that I 

have written that you may teach them” (Exodus 24:12), meaning that God revealed to Moses not only the 

Written Torah, but all of Torah, as it would be transmitted through the generations.  

The “tablets” are the ten commandments that were written on the tablets of the Covenant, the “Torah” is 
the five books of Moses. The “mitzva” is the Mishna, which includes explanations for the mitzvot and how 

they are to be performed. “That I have written” refers to the Prophets and Writings, written with divine 

inspiration. “That you may teach them” refers to the Talmud, which explains the Mishna. These 

explanations are the foundation for the rulings of practical halakha. This verse teaches that all aspects of Torah 

were given to Moses from Sinai. 

                                             

                                                 2 Shemot Rabbah 28:6 

בֵר אֱ  דַּ יְּׁ חֵר, וַּ בִיאִים עֲתִידִים  -דָבָר אַּ נְּּׁ ה שֶהַּ חָק, מַּ בִי יִצְּׁ ר רַּ בָרִים הָאֵלֶה לֵאמֹר, אָמַּ דְּׁ לֹהִים אֵת כָל הַּ
ר  לוּ מֵהַּ כָל דוֹר וָדוֹר קִבְּׁ אוֹת בְּׁ בְּׁ נַּ הִתְּׁ אֵת אֲשֶׁר אֵינֶנּוּ פֹה  לְּׁ יּוֹם וְּׁ נוֹ פֹה עִמָנוּ עֹמֵד הַּ י כִי אֶת אֲשֶׁר יֶשְּׁׁ דִסִינַּ

אוֹת. הִבָרְּׁ שָׁמוֹת הָעֲתִידוֹת לְּׁ נְּּׁ יּוֹם...אֵלוּ הַּ בוּאָתָן, אֶלָא  עִמָנוּ הַּ י נְּׁ לוּ מִסִינַּ בָד קִבְּׁ בִיאִים בִלְּׁ נְּּׁ לאֹ כָל הַּ .. וְּׁ
דִי חֲכָמִים הָעוֹמְּׁ ף הַּ כֵן הוּא אוֹמֵר ה' אֶל כָל  אַּ י, וְּׁ אֶחָד קִבֵל אֶת שֶׁלוֹ מִסִינַּ כָל דוֹר וָדוֹר כָל אֶחָד וְּׁ ם בְּׁ

לאֹ יָסָף כֶם. קוֹל גָדוֹל וְּׁ לְּׁ הַּ  קְּׁ

Another explanation: "And God said all of these things, saying" - Rabbi Yitzchak said, What the prophets 

were to prophesy in the future in each generation, they received from Mount Sinai. As Moshe said to Israel 

(Deuteronomy 29:14), "But with those here with us standing today and with those not here with us 

today…these are the souls that will be created in the future… And it was not only of the prophets who receive 
their prophecy from Sinai, but also the sages who arise in each generation - each of them received what was his 

from Sinai. And so [too] it states (Deuteronomy 5:19), "These things did YHWH speak to your entire 

congregation, [...] a great voice and it did not cease": 

                                                       B. The Ten Utterances Alone?   
                                                                  Exodus34:28 
 
לֻחֹת,   ל- הַּ תֹב עַּ יִּכְּׁ יִם לאֹ שָׁתָה; וַּ ל, וּמַּ לָה --לֶחֶם לאֹ אָכַּ יְּׁ בָעִים לַּ רְּׁ אַּ בָעִים יוֹם וְּׁ רְּׁ הִי-שָׁם עִם-יְּׁ -ה- וָה, אַּ יְּׁ וַּ
בָרִים דְּׁ רִית--עֲשֶרֶת, הַּ בְּׁ רֵי הַּ  .אֵת דִבְּׁ
And he was there with the YHWH forty days and forty nights; he did neither eat bread, nor drink 
water. And he wrote upon the tables the words of the covenant, the ten utterances 

                                                      C. Only the First Two? 
                                                           Makkot 23b-24a 
דרש רבי שמלאי שש מאות ושלש עשרה מצות נאמרו לו למשה שלש מאות וששים וחמש לאוין  
כמנין ימות החמה ומאתים וארבעים ושמונה עשה כנגד איבריו של אדם אמר רב המנונא מאי קרא 

סרי הוי אנכי ולא   (א'תרי)  וחד  צוה לנו משה מורשה תורה בגימטריא שית מאה)דברים לג, ד( תורה 
רי'ג ת  יהיה לך מפי הגבורה שמענום  

Rabbi Simlai taught: There were 613 mitzvot stated to Moses in the Torah, consisting of 365 prohibitions 
corresponding to the number of days in the solar year, and 248 positive mitzvot corresponding to the 
number of a person’s limbs. Rav Hamnuna said: What is the verse that alludes to this? It is written: “Moses 
commanded to us the Torah, an inheritance of the congregation of Jacob” (Deuteronomy 33:4). The word 
Torah, in terms of its numerical value [gimatriyya], is 611, the number of mitzvot that were received and 
taught by Moses our teacher. In addition, there are two mitzvot: “I am YHWH your God” and: “You shall 
have no other gods” (Exodus 20:2, 3), the first two of the Ten Commandments, that we heard from the 
mouth of the Almighty, for a total of 613.ְְְ  
 

                                                                  D. The “All-Pregnant” Silence?” 

                                                                            Zera' Kodesh 2:40a 

It was possible that we heard from the mouth of the Blessed Holy One, only the letter Aleph* of “anokhi"-, the 

first letter of the first word ("I") of the First Commandment. Naftali Tzvi Horowitz of Ropshitz (d. 1827) 

      *The silent Aleph (א ) signifies the position of the mouth and larynx just before any sound is uttered 
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                                                                         E. A Contemporary View 

 

                  “How I Understand Revelation”  E Dorff.  Knowing God (Jason Aronson, 1992) p.99-100 
 

My own view is based on a keen awareness that I do not know what happened at Sinai. God may have spoken 

 in Hebrew words there, more or less as we have them recorded in the  Torah, or Moses may have been inspired 

 by God to articulate  the divine message in his own words but in a given way, or the Torah  may represent 

 how our ancestors put their experiences  with God into words. I affirm at least the last of those alternatives, and I 

remain open to the possibility of either of the former but not convinced of either of them. It is for this reason that I 

 have titled this chapter "Knowing God through Words of the Divine," intentionally playing on the ambiguity of the 

word "of," so that "of the Divine" may refer to God's actual words but at least designates our words about God 

… These considerations lead me to the following position:   

1. Human moral, intellectual, and aesthetic faculties distinguish human beings from other animals, in degree if not in 

kind. As such, these capabilities are a touch of the divine within humanity in the root sense of "divine" as power, for they 

enable human beings to know, feel, and do things that other animals cannot.  

2. The structure of the world is an objective base that sets a limit to possible alternatives in thought and even more so in 

practice. The world's design can and should serve as a criterion for the evaluation of any philosophic vision or moral 

code. Murder, for example, can become the norm for humanity only on pain of extinction of the human species, and 

wanton use of atomic weapons carries the same price. I hold that the world was divinely created, then, at least in the 

sense that its creation involves powers beyond our control. I therefore would be willing to say that God informed us 

about divinity and the world and gave us the Law in an indirect way by creating the world in such a way that certain 

         )34(b. 19 Dorff N Elliot             eation better than otherspractice fit the pattern of crformulations of thought and   

. III. The Personal and the Communal 
A   Each [Listening] Individual 

 

Shemot Rabbah 5:9 
ח  בַּ פִי כֹחָן, הַּ קֵנִים לְּׁ זְּׁ פִי כֹחוֹ, הַּ אֶחָד לְּׁ רָאֵל כָל אֶחָד וְּׁ קּוֹל יוֹצֵא, אֵצֶל כָל יִשְּׁ ךְ הַּ אֵה הֵיאַּ פִי כֹחָן,  בוֹא וּרְּׁ וּרִים לְּׁ

פִי  נִּים לְּׁ טַּ קְּּׁ הַּ הָאֱלֹהִ וְּׁ בֵר וְּׁ דַּ ר משֶׁה יְּׁ פִי כֹחוֹ, שֶנֶּאֱמַּ ף משֶׁה לְּׁ אַּ פִי כֹחָן, וְּׁ נָּשִׁים לְּׁ הַּ פִי כֹחָן, וְּׁ קִים לְּׁ יּוֹנְּׁ הַּ ים  כֹחָן, וְּׁ
לוֹ.  סוֹבְּׁ קוֹל שֶׁהָיָה יָכוֹל לְּׁ קוֹל, בְּׁ עֲנֶנּוּ בְּׁ  יַּ

ר אֶלָא כֹחוֹ לאֹ נֶאֱמַּ , בְּׁ כֹחַּ כֵן קוֹל ה' בַּ כֹחוֹ    וְּׁ , בְּׁ כֹחַּ אֶחָד בַּ  שֶׁל כָל אֶחָד וְּׁ

 

Come and see how the voice would go out among all of Israel - each and every one according to their strengths: the 

elders according to theirs; the young according to theirs; the infants and sucklings according to theirs; even Moshe 

according to his strength, as it is stated (Exodus 19:19), "Moshe would speak and God would answer him with a voice" 

- with a voice that He could withstand. And so [too,] it states (Psalms 29:4), "The voice of YHWH is in strength" - it is 

not stated, "in God’s strength," but rather "in strength"; in the strength of each [listening] individual  

                                                                   B. The Communal Check 

                        “How I Understand Revelation”  E, Dorff.  Knowing God (Jason Aronson, 1992) p.99-100 

3. I would aver, however, that the specific content of our theological ideas and codes of practice is of human creation 

and hence subject to error and change. For me, revelation occurs in events that human beings interpret to be revelatory 

of truths or norms of conduct. Thus, any event could be a source of revelation, although some may be more 

impressively so than others. I would want to stress that within Judaism, it is the Jewish community of the past and the 

present that decides which events are revelatory and what the content and implications of that revelation are. This 

communal check prevents revelation from being simply the figment of one person's imagination, and it preserves the 

tradition's insistence that revelation must be af- firmed by the rabbis of each era so that there will not be multiple 

Torahs., 
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