
 

 

 BAMIDBAR |    MAY 14 - MAY 21, 2021    |    3 SIVAN - 10 SIVAN    |    CANDLE LIGHTING 7:49 PM    |    HAVDALAH 8:53 PM  

 

 SUNDAY MONDAY  TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY 

 5/16 5/17 5/18 5/19 5/20 5/21 

Shacharit  8:00 AM   6:30 AM 6:30 AM 6:30 AM 

Mincha/Maariv  7:55 PM   8:00 PM 8:00 PM 6:30 PM 

Earliest Talit 4:33 AM   4:30 AM 4:29 AM 4:28 AM 

Gedolah 1:29 PM   1:30 PM 1:30 PM 1:30 PM 

Shkia    8:12 PM 8:12 PM  

Tzait    8:52 PM 8:52 PM 8:53 PM 

 בס"ד

THIS SHABBAT  
 

Going forward, the outdoor minyan will 

begin at 9am with Brachot; and will of-

fer aliyot, hagba, and gelilah to fully 

vaccinated men.  

 

The Youth Department is excited to an-

nounce the re-launch of Shabbat groups, 

beginning this week, May 15! Children 

ages 0-5 are invited to join their friends 

for outdoor groups on Shabbat morn-

ings from 10:15-10:45 AM in the parking 

lot. Children under 3 must be accompa-

nied by a designated adult. Parents of 

children over 3 who are interested in 

the drop off option should email ki-

ra.batist.msw@gmail.com.  

 

Join the Rabbi between mincha and 

maariv for an exciting shiur as we ex-

plore Sefer Ezra. 

 

THIS WEEK 

 

Rabbinic Intern R' Yair Lichtman will be 

continuing an exciting series exploring 

Responsa literature from current lead-

ing Poskim to COVID Halachic inquir-

ies.  Please contact Rabbi Shestack to 

sponsor a session.  The series will con-

tinue on Sunday, May 16th at 9 AM on 

Zoom. 

 

 

 

 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 

With Shavuot quickly approaching, we 

are also having groups on Monday, May 

17 and Tuesday, May 18. Groups on 

Tuesday will be from 10:15-11:15 AM to 

accommodate the longer davening. 

Groups will be in the shul parking lot 

and are cancelled in case of rain. Email 

kira.batist.msw@gmail.com with any 

questions. 

 

Children ages 0-12 are invited to attend 

a fun and interactive Shavuot program 

on Monday, May 17 at 4 PM (rain date 

is Tuesday 5/18), led by Rabbi 

Shestack! Join your friends and take 

home a delicious Shavuot treat! 

  

Mazal Tov to Mary Lisa & Ken Katter 

who are this year's Ahavat Achim Jour-

nal Dinner Honorees. This year we are 

planning an outdoor brunch (in person), 

to be held on Sunday, June 20, 2021. 

Submit your journal ad now! 

 

 

ZEMANIM 

SHABBAT 

FRIDAY, MAY 14 

SHACHARIT 6:30 AM 

EARLIEST CANDLE LIGHTING 6:36 PM 

CANDLE LIGHTING 7:49 PM 

MINCHA / MAARIV 6:25 PM 

SATURDAY, MAY 15 

SHACHARIT  9:00 AM 

LAST KRIAT SHMA 9:16 AM 

MINCHA  7:50 PM 

MAARIV / HAVDALAH 8:53 PM 

 is recited at Mussaf  הרחמים אב

  is not recited at Mincha  צדק צדקתך

IN OUR FAMILY 
 

Refuah Shelema to Lee Brooks.  

 

Mazal Tov to Elianna & Aaron Czinn 

on the birth of a baby boy!  He was 

born on Wednesday, May 12th.   

 

mailto:kira.batist.msw@gmail.com
mailto:kira.batist.msw@gmail.com
mailto:kira.batist.msw@gmail.com
https://forms.gle/VeexeEeyGhCkvczi7
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 בס"ד

BAMIDBAR MAY 14, 2021 

gghgh 

Shirley Vann has dedicated the attached Covenant & Conversation (used with permission of the Office of Rabbi Sacks) in memory of her beloved mother Necha Bat Yitzchok ע״ה 

IN OUR SHUL 
 

Thank you to everyone who responded to our COVID vaccine survey. Out of approximately 75 responses, all but one 

of the respondents have received at least their first vaccine and the vast majority of respondents are already fully vac-

cinated. If anyone either needs assistance in scheduling a vaccine or has concerns about the vaccine, please reach 

out to the Rabbi. Of the regular and semi-regular shabbat morning minyan attendees, approximately 95% have re-

sponded they are or very shortly will be fully vaccinated; the remainder have not responded. In addition, a majority of 

the regular / semi regular outdoor minyan attendees have responded they are fully vaccinated.  

 

Current NJ State requirements for indoor religious gathering mandate mask wearing and social distancing of six feet. 

Mask wearing and social distancing is required indoors at all times and is required at the outdoor minyanim. Outdoor 

shiurim and other social gatherings will accommodate both those wearing a mask and those who chose not to wear a 

mask. Our goal is to accommodate our memberships’ needs and expectations while being sensitive to the spectrum of 

concerns and viewpoints brought about by COVID. Please be both mindful and respectful of those with a different view-

point. As we receive further guidance from the medical community, state and Rabbinic leadership, we will follow a grad-

ual and phased approach to increasing and re establishing in-person programming, including indoor activities and food 

policies.  

 

Anyone having questions or suggestions should not hesitate to contact Stephen Agress or the Rabbi.  

SHAVUOT 
 

Tikun Leil Shavuot Schedule:  

Sponsored by Eli Zezon in Loving Memory of his Father  
 שלמה בן אליהו 

 

11:30pm: The Rav’s Approach to the Role of Women in Jewry  

  With Rebetzin Chana Shestack 

 

12:00am: Sephardim & Ashkenazim: Brothers from Another Mother 

  With R’ Rich Mayer 

 

1:45am:  Rationalism & Mysticism Living Side by Side 

  With Steve Plotnick 

 

2:30am:  Children: Recipients or Contributors in Chinuch 

  With R’ Menashe Mazurak 

 

3:30am:  The Common Goal of Israel & Diaspora Jewry 

  With Orel Cohen 

 

4:15am:  “Because You Were Strangers”: Converts in Judaism 

  With R’ Ari Pruzansky 

 

5:00am:  Shacharit & Receiving the Torah! 

SUNDAY, MAY 16 

SHACHARIT 8:00 AM 

CANDLE LIGHTING 7:51 PM 

MINCHA / MAARIV 7:55 PM 

TIKUN LEIL SHAVUOT 11:30 PM 

MONDAY, MAY 17 

SHACHARIT  9:00 AM 

LAST KRIAT SHMA 9:15 AM 

MINCHA  7:55 PM 

MAARIV 8:50 PM 

EARLIEST CANDLE LIGHTING 8:55 PM 

TUESDAY, MAY 18 

SHACHARIT  9:00 AM 

LAST KRIAT SHMA 9:15 AM 

YIZKOR 10:30 AM 

MINCHA  7:55 PM 

MAARIV / HAVDALAH 8:56 PM 



Monday, May 17 from 10:15-10:45 
Tuesday, May 18 from 10:15-11:15

Parents & children ages 0-5 are invited to groups!

Get excited for Shavuot at 
Ahavat Achim!

The youth departmant has got you covered!

Monday, May 17 at 4 PM
Kids ages 0-12 are invited to an interactive Shavuot 

activity with ice cream sandwiches to take home!
*Rain date is Tuesday, May 18

Masking required for children 2 and older
In the shul parking lot





Parents & children ages 0-5 are 
invited to Daven and play together!

Outdoor Tot 
Shabbat & Groups

@ Congregation Ahavat Achim

Shabbat mornings from 10:15-10:45 AM
  Beginning Saturday, May 15

Masking required for children 2 and older.

To learn more about drop off options, please email 
kira.batist.msw@gmail.com



Please check appropriate box: 

 

  PLATINUM PAGE         $1800 

  GOLD PAGE $1000 

  SILVER PAGE $750 

  FULL PAGE $400** 

  HALF PAGE $250 

  QUARTER PAGE $125 

  EIGHTH PAGE (business card) $75 

  LISTING  $50 

 

**$400 donation entitles you to 2 reservations for the dinner** 

YOUR CONTRIBUTION IS TAX DEDUCTIBLE TO THE EXTENT ALLOWED BY LAW 

 

Payment Options:  Check:   Payable to Ahavat Achim 

PAYPAL:    paypal.com/us/fundraiser/charity/1444321 
   Visa or Mastercard: Please fill in below 

 

Name on Card: ____________________________________________________________________________ 

Amount: $________;       Card #:  ________________________;      Exp. Date: _______ Sec Code: _________ 

Billing Address:  ________________________________________;              Phone #:   ___________________ 

Authorized Signature:       ____________________________________________________________________ 
  

Please return this ad blank with your payment to: 

DAVID GARFUNKEL, 12-56 LYLE TERRACE, FAIR LAWN, NJ  07410 ahavatachimdinner@gmail.com  

 

THE FINAL AD DEADLINE IS JUNE 6, 2021 

Ad copy (JPG, PDF, Word, etc…) can be emailed to ahavatachimdinner@gmail.com 
For hard-copy submissions, please print ad clearly or attach business card (use a separate ad blank for each ad) 
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                                                                           בס״ד                                                       

 

Orthodox Congregation of Fair Lawn 

2021 Journal Dinner  

Honoring 

Mary Lisa & Ken Katter 

 

Sunday, June 20, 2021  10 Tammuz 5781 



Rabbi Sacks zt”l had prepared a full year of Covenant & Conversation for 5781, based on his book 
 Lessons in Leadership. The Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust will continue to distribute these weekly essays, so that 

people all around the world can keep on learning and finding inspiration in his Torah. 

Leading a Nation of Individuals 

Bamidbar 5781 

 The book of Bamidbar begins with a census of the Israelites. That is why this book is known in 
English as Numbers. This raises a number of questions: what is the significance of this act of counting? 
And why here at the beginning of the book? Besides which, there have already been two previous 
censuses of the people and this is the third within the space of a single year. Surely one would have been 
sufficient. Additionally, does counting have anything to do with leadership? 

The place to begin is to note what appears to be a contradiction. On the one hand, Rashi says 
that the acts of counting in the Torah are gestures of love on the part of God: 

Because they (the Children of Israel) are dear to Him, God counts them often. He 
counted them when they were about to leave Egypt. He counted them after the Golden 
Calf to establish how many were left. And now that He was about to cause His Presence 
to rest on them (with the inauguration of the Sanctuary), He counted them again. (Rashi 
to Bamidbar 1:1) 

When God initiates a census of the Israelites, it is to show that He loves them. On the other 
hand, the Torah is explicit in saying that taking a census of the nation is fraught with risk: 
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Then God said to Moses, “When you take a census of the Israelites to count them, each 
must give to God a ransom for his life at the time he is counted. Then no plague will 
come on them when you number them.” (Ex. 30:11-12). 

When, centuries later, King David counted the people, there was Divine anger and seventy 
thousand people died.  How can this be, if counting is an expression of love? 1

The answer lies in the phrase the Torah uses to describe the act of counting: se’u et rosh, literally, 
“lift the head.”(Num. 1:2) This is a strange, circumlocutory expression. Biblical Hebrew contains many 
verbs meaning “to count”: limnot, lifkod, lispor, lachshov. Why does the Torah not use these simple words 
for the census, choosing instead the roundabout expression, “lift the heads” of the people? 

The short answer is this: In any census, count or roll-call there is a tendency to focus on the total 
- the crowd, the multitude, the mass. Here is a nation of sixty million people, or a company with one 
hundred thousand employees, or a sports crowd of sixty thousand. Any total tends to value the group 
or nation as a whole. The larger the total, the stronger the army, the more popular the team, and the 
more successful the company. 

Counting devalues the individual and tends to make him or her replaceable. If one soldier dies 
in battle, another will take their place. If one person leaves the organisation, someone else can be hired 
to do their job. Notoriously, too, crowds have the effect of tending to make the individual lose their 
independent judgment and follow what others are doing. We call this “herd behaviour,” and it 
sometimes leads to collective madness. In 1841 Charles Mackay published his classic 
study, Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds, which tells of the South Sea Bubble that 
cost thousands of people their money in the 1720s, and the tulip mania in Holland when entire 
fortunes were spent on single tulip bulbs. The Great Crashes of 1929 and 2008 had the same crowd 
psychology. 

Another great work, Gustav Le Bon’s The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (1895) showed how 
crowds exercise a “magnetic influence” that transmutes the behaviour of individuals into a collective 
“group mind.” As he put it, “An individual in a crowd is a grain of sand amid other grains of sand, which 
the wind stirs up at will.” People in a crowd become anonymous. Their conscience is silenced. They lose 
a sense of personal responsibility.  

Crowds are peculiarly prone to regressive behaviour, primitive reactions and instinctual 
behaviour. They are easily led by figures who are demagogues, playing 
on people’s fears and their sense of victimhood. Such leaders, Le Bon 
noted, are “especially recruited from the ranks of those morbidly 
nervous excitable half-deranged persons who are bordering on 
madness,”  a remarkable anticipation of Hitler. It is no accident that 2

 2 Samuel 24; 1 Chronicles 21.1

 Gustav Le Bon, The Crowd, London, Fisher Unwin 1896, 134.2
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“People in a crowd 

become anonymous. 

Their conscience is 

silenced.”



Le Bon’s work was published in France at a time of rising antisemitism and the Dreyfus trial. 

Hence the significance of one remarkable feature of Judaism: its principled insistence – like no 
other civilisation before – on the dignity and integrity of the individual. We believe that every human 
being was created in the image and likeness of God. The Sages said that every life is like an entire 
universe.  Maimonides wrote that each of us should see ourselves as if our next act could change the 3

fate of the world.  Every dissenting view is carefully recorded in the Mishnah, even if the law is 4

otherwise. Every verse of the Torah is capable, said the Sages, of seventy interpretations. No voice, no 
view, is silenced. Judaism never allows us to lose our individuality in 
the mass. 

There is a wonderful blessing mentioned in the Talmud to be 
said on seeing six hundred thousand Israelites together in one place. It 
is: “Blessed are You, Lord… who discerns secrets.”  The Talmud 5

explains that every person is different. We each have different attributes. We all think our own thoughts. 
Only God can enter the minds of each of us and know what we are thinking, and this is what the 
blessing refers to. In other words, even in a massive crowd where, to human eyes, faces blur into a mass, 
God still relates to us as individuals, not as members of a crowd. 

That is the meaning of the phrase, “lift the head,” used in the context of a census. God tells 
Moses that there is a danger, when counting a nation, that each individual will feel insignificant. “What 
am I? What difference can I make? I am only one of millions, a mere wave in the ocean, a grain of sand 
on the sea-shore, dust on the surface of infinity.” 

Against that, God tells Moses to lift people’s heads by showing that they each count; they matter 
as individuals. Indeed in Jewish law a davar she-be-minyan, something that is counted, sold individually 
rather than by weight, is never nullified even in a mixture of a thousand or a million others.  In 6

Judaism, taking a census must always be done in such a way as to signal that we are valued as 
individuals. We each have unique gifts. There is a contribution only I can bring. To lift someone’s head 
means to show them favour, to recognise them. It is a gesture of love. 

There is, however, all the difference in the world between individuality and individualism. 
Individuality means that I am a unique and valued member of a team. Individualism means that I am 
not a team player at all. I am interested in myself alone, not the group. Harvard sociologist Robert 
Putnam gave this a famous name, noting that more people than ever in the United States are going ten-
pin bowling, but fewer than ever are joining bowling teams. He called this phenomenon “Bowling 

 Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:4.3

 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah 3:4.4

 Brachot 58a.5

 Beitsah 3b.6
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“Judaism never 

allows us to lose our 

individuality in the 

mass.”



alone.”  MIT professor Sherry Turkle calls our age of Twitter, Facebook, and electronic rather than 7

face-to-face friendships, “Alone together.”  Judaism values individuality, not individualism. As Hillel 8

said, “If I am only for myself, what am I?” (Mishnah Avot 1:14). 

All this has implications for Jewish leadership. We are not in the business of counting numbers. 
The Jewish people always was small and yet achieved great things. Judaism has a profound mistrust of 
demagogic leaders who manipulate the emotions of crowds. Moses at the Burning Bush spoke of his 
inability to be eloquent. “I am not a man of words” (Ex. 4:10). He thought this was a deficiency in a 
leader. In fact, it was the opposite. Moses did not sway people by his oratory. Rather, he lifted them by 
his teaching. 

A Jewish leader has to respect individuals. They must “lift their heads.” If you seek to lead, 
however small or large the group you lead, you must always communicate the value you place on 
everyone, including those others exclude: the widow, the orphan and the stranger. You must never 
attempt to sway a crowd by appealing to the primitive emotions of fear or hate. You must never ride 
roughshod over the opinions of others.  

It is hard to lead a nation of individuals, but this is the most challenging, empowering, inspiring 
leadership of all. 

 

 

1. Why do you think a census was taken just before the inauguration of the Mishkan? 

2. What is the difference between a great leader who gives inspiring speeches to crowds, and a 
dangerously dictator who gives stirring oratories to the masses? 

3.  Jewish law follows the majority rule – how can it do this while also valuing every individual’s 
opinion? (Hint: how are halachic decisions made and recorded in the Gemara?) 

 Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone, New York, Simon & Schuster, 2000.7

 Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other, New York, Basic Books, 2011.8
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Shavuot in a Nutshell
SHAVUOT is the second of the three biblical 
foot festivals (the Shalosh Regalim), falling 
on the 6th of Sivan (and continuing on 7th of 
Sivan in the diaspora). Shavuot celebrates the 
moment when, fifty days after the Exodus from 
Egypt, the Jewish People stood at Har Sinai for 
the Giving of the Torah. It also celebrates the 
wheat harvest in Eretz Yisrael. 

Shavuot means “weeks”, as it falls seven weeks 
(a “week of weeks”) after Pesach, the culmina-
tion of the 49-day Omer period which began 
on the second night of Pesach. Because of this, 
Shavuot is also known as “Pentecost” which 
means fifty in Greek (it is the fiftieth day after 
the completion of the counting of 49 days). 
Other names for Shavuot found in the Torah 

are Chag HaKatzir (the Festival of Reaping), 
and Yom HaBikkurim (Day of the First Fruits) 
and in the Talmud it is also known as Atzeret 
(refraining or holding back). This connects 
Shavuot to Pesach in a similar way that Shemini 
Atzeret is connected to Succot). We also refer to 
Shavuot in our prayers as Zeman Matan Torah 
(the Time of the Giving of the Torah).

While there are no rituals associated with 
Shavuot in the Torah, there are several beautiful 
and meaningful customs that have developed 
to help us celebrate Shavuot. These include 
Tikkun Leil Shavuot (staying up all night to 
learn Torah), eating dairy foods, decorating the 
shul with flowers and greenery, and the reading 
of Megillat Rut.

CEREMONY & 
CELEBRATION

F A M I LY  E D I T I O N
THIS SERIES IS BASED ON THE TEACHINGS AND WRITINGS OF 

RABBI LORD JONATHAN SACKS זצ"ל 

S H A V U O T  5 7 8 1

בס"ד

Educational content provided by Dr. Daniel  Rose together with The Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust

From the Thought of Rabbi Sacks
TORAH: OUR GREATEST GIFT

On the face of it, Shavuot is a brief festival with 
few distinctive practices and, at least as far as 
the Torah is concerned, no specific historical 
content. But Shavuot is the festival of Jewish 
identity. Judaism is supremely a religion of the 
land – the whole of Torah from Avraham to 
the death of Moshe is a journey toward it – and 
Shavuot was the supreme festival of the land. 
There were agricultural elements on Pesach 
and Succot also, but Shavuot was the time of 
the grain harvest and of bringing first fruits to 
the Temple and declaring: “My father was a 
wandering Aramean…. And the Lord brought 
us out of Egypt…. He brought us to this place 
and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk 
and honey.”

However, from the outset Shavuot was also the 
festival of the Giving of the Law, seen as the cul-
mination of the seven-week journey that began 
with Pesach. But every nation had laws, and for 
much of the biblical era, other issues, political, 
military and cultural, held centre-stage. The 
Prophets tirelessly argued that without faithful-
ness to God and justice and compassion to their 
fellow humans, Israel would eventually suffer a 
momentous defeat, but all too few were listen-
ing, and the reforms of Kings like Chezekiah 
and Yoshiyahu proved too little too late.

Only with the experience of the Babylonian ex-
ile did people come to see that the law of Israel 
was unlike that of any other nation – not just 
because of its content but because of who gave 
it, when and where. It was given not at Mount 

Adapted from 
“Shavuot Today,” 
an extract from the 
Introduction to the 
Koren Sacks Shavuot 
Machzor
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Zion in Jerusalem but at Mount Sinai in the 
desert. The law came before the land. Therefore, 
though they had lost the land, they still had 
the law. Though they had lost the country, they 
still had the covenant. The law of Israel was not 
like the law of every other nation – the decree 
of kings or the edict of a legislative assembly. It 
came from God Himself, the Infinite Eternal. 
Therefore, it could never be lost or nullified.

This was when the full significance of Shavuot 
began to come clear. The real miracle was not 
the land but the law that preceded the land. 
Ezra and Nechemiah understood this after the 
Babylonian exile, as did Rabban Yochanan ben 
Zakkai in the midst of the rebellion against 
Rome. Without them it is highly doubtful 
whether Jews or Judaism would have survived.

For the better part of two thousand years Jews 
lost their land, and once again – as it was for 
the exile in Babylon – it was Torah that sus-
tained the people as a people, giving them the 
assurance that one day they would return. For 
in truth this always was our greatest gift: the 
Torah, our constitution of liberty under the 
sovereignty of God, our marriage contract with 
Heaven itself, written in letters of black fire on 
white fire, joining the infinity of God and the 
finitude of humankind in an unbreakable bond 
of law and love, the scroll Jews carried wherever 
they went, and that carried them. This is the To-
rah: the voice of heaven as it is heard on earth, 
the word that lights the world.

R E F L EC T:  How did the Torah help the sur-
vival of the Jewish people after they were 
exiled from the Land?

SHAVUOT FOR OUR TIME

(From a shiur given on 24th May 2020 entitled: 
“A Life of Vertical & Horizontal Responsibility: 
Shavuot During the Coronavirus Pandemic”)

At Mount Sinai, the Israelites made a covenant 
with God. He would be their God and they 
would be His people. But at key moments in 
Tanach we find another phrase altogether: 

Moshe says in the Book of Devarim (7:9) “You 
shall know that the Lord your God is God, the 
faithful God, who keeps ‘Habrit ve’hachessed,’ 
(the covenant and the loving-kindness)”; When 
Shlomo Hamelech dedicates the Bet HaMik-
dash (I Kings 8:23), he utters the following 
prayer: “There is no one like You, God, in the 
heavens above or the earth below ‘shomer habrit 
ve’hachessed’, (keeping the covenant and the 
loving-kindness)”; And likewise, Nechemiah, 
when he renews the covenant as the people 
come back from Babylon (Nechemiah 9:32), 
says, “The great, mighty, and awesome God, 
‘shomer habrit ve’hachessed’, (He who keeps the 
covenant and the loving-kindness).” 

That’s a really puzzling phrase, “shomer habrit 
ve’hachessed”, the covenant and the loving-kind-
ness. Look, for instance, at the Jewish Publi-
cation Society translation, who just translate 
‘covenant’. Because the chessed is included in the 
covenant. If you look at the New International 

At Mount 
Sinai, the Is-
raelites made 
a covenant 
with God. 
He would be 
their God and 
they would be 
His people.
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version (which is a very good non-Jewish trans-
lation), habrit ve’hachessed is translated as, “the 
covenant of love.” But of course it doesn’t mean 
that, it means “covenant and love.” Everyone 
had a problem in understanding what God does 
for the Jewish people other than making a cov-
enant with them on Shavuot, at Har Sinai. But 
if you think about it, the answer’s really quite 
simple. A covenant is what sociologists and 
anthropologists call reciprocal altruism. You 
do this for me, I will do this for you. “You serve 

Me,” says God, “and I will protect you.” Cove-
nant is always reciprocal and neutral. But that is 
terribly vulnerable, because what happens if we 
don’t keep the covenant? The covenant is then 
rendered null and void.

The covenant is not enough. And that is what 
Moshe was saying, that is what Shlomo Hame-
lech was saying, that is what Nechemiah was 
saying. God does not just make a covenant with 
us. He has a relationship of chessed with us. An 
unconditional love, which is translated into 
deeds of kindness to us. The covenant is condi-
tional, but chessed is unconditional. 

Maybe ultimately this is why we read the Book 
of Ruth on Shavuot. The Book of Ruth is the 
book of chessed. We received a covenant at 
Mount Sinai, but we also received something 
much more long-lasting and profound, which is 
God’s unconditional love. And that’s what the 
book is telling us, that God has love for us, the 
way Ruth had love for Naomi and Boaz had love 
for Ruth. Acts of loving-kindness all define our 
relationship with God. And as the Book of Ruth 
shows, they should be what define our relation-
ship with one another.

This message resonates for us this year. Just as 
in Megillat Rut, tragedy and loneliness and iso-
lation are healed by acts of loving-kindness, so 
have the isolation of so many of us been healed 
by acts of loving-kindness, acts of neighbourli-
ness, people being in touch, helping us, getting 
things for us, phoning us up, connecting us by 
Zoom, showing that they care about us. Those 
acts of kindness have humanised and lightened 
our world. Chessed has a redemptive quality. It 
transforms tragedy into some form of celebra-
tion and despair into some powerful form of 
hope. Let what Ruth did for Naomi and Boaz 
did for Ruth be with us, as we try to reconnect 
with family and friends, and those who have 
been so terribly isolated during recent times. 
And may we remember that, as well as giving us 
a covenant at Har Sinai, God gave us a bond of 
love that is unbreakable. He will never abandon 
us, let us never abandon Him.

R E F L EC T:  Why are laws not enough? Why 
do we need to also remember to be kind? 
How will you show chessed to someone 
today?

Just as in 
Megillat Rut, 
tragedy and 
loneliness and 
isolation are 
healed by acts 
of loving-kind-
ness, so have 
the isolation 
of so many of 
us been healed 
by acts of lov-
ing-kindness.
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Deep Diving into Megillat Rut

BACKGROUND

The story of Ruth is one of the most beautiful 
in the Bible. It begins in dislocation and grief. 
Famine leads Elimelech, together with his 
wife Naomi and their two sons, to leave their 
home in Bet Lechem, to go to Moav to find 
food. There, the sons marry Moavite women, 
but all three men die, leaving Naomi and her 
two daughters-in-law childless widows. Naomi 
decides to return home, and Ruth, who had 
married her son Machlon, insists on going with 
her. There, in Bet Lechem, in a field at harvest 
time, Ruth meets a relative of Naomi’s, Boaz, 
who acts kindly toward her. Later at Naomi’s 
suggestion, Ruth asks him to act the part of a 
kinsman-redeemer. Boaz does so, and he and 
Ruth marry and have a child. The book that 
begins with death ends in new life. It is a story 
about the power of human kindness to redeem 
life from tragedy, and its message is that out of 
suffering, if transformed by love, can come new 
life and hope.

The commentators make two primary con-
nections between Ruth and Shavuot. The first 
is seasonal. The key events in the book are 
set during the barley and wheat harvests, the 
time of the counting of the Omer and Shavuot 
itself. The second is substantive. Ruth became 
the paradigm case of a convert to Judaism, 
and to become a convert you have to enter the 
covenant of Sinai with its life of the commands: 
what the Israelites did when they accepted the 
Torah on the first Shavuot.

THE BOOK OF LOYALTY AND LOVE

All three megillot read on the pilgrimage 
festivals are about love: the stages of love as we 
experience it in our growth from youth to matu-
rity to old age. The Song of Songs, read on Pe-
sach, the festival of spring, is about love in the 
spring: the passion between two lovers that has 
nothing in it of yesterday or tomorrow but lives 
in the overwhelming intensity of today. The 
book is structured as a series of duets between 
beloved and lover, their voices loaded with 
desire. There is nothing in it about courtship, 
marriage, home-building and having children: 
the world of adult responsibilities. The lovers 
long simply to be together, to elope.

Kohelet, read on Succot, the festival of autumn, 
is about love in the autumn of life, as the heat 
cools, light fades, the leaves fall, and clouds 
begin to hide the sun. “Live well, with the 
woman you love,” says Kohelet (9:9). This is 
love as companionship, and it is rich in irony. 
Kohelet is written as the autobiography of 
Shlomo Hamelech, the King who married seven 
hundred wives and three hundred concubines 
(I Kings 11:3), and in the end concluded, “And 
this is what I found: woman is more bitter than 
death, for she is all traps, with nets laid in her 
heart; her arms are a prison” (Kohelet 7:26). A 
thousand wives will not bring you happiness. 
Faithfulness to one will.

Ruth is about the love at the heart of Judaism, 
the love of summer, when the passion of youth 
has been tamed and the clouds of age do not 
yet cover the sky. Ruth is about love as loyalty, 
faithfulness, committing yourself to another in 
a bond of responsibility and grace. It is about 
caring for the other more than you care about 
yourself. It is about Ruth setting her own aspira-
tions aside to care for her mother-in-law Naomi, 
bereaved as she is of her husband and two sons. 
It is what Boaz does for Ruth. The root a-h-v, 
“love,” which appears eighteen times in the 
Song of Songs, appears in Ruth only once. By 
contrast, the words chessed, loving-kindness, 
and the verb g-a-l, “to redeem,” do not appear 

Ruth is about 
the love at the 
heart of Juda-
ism, the love 
of summer, 
when the pas-
sion of youth 
has been 
tamed and 
the clouds of 
age do not yet 
cover the sky.

Adapted from “Ruth: 
the Book of Loyalty 
and Love,” an extract 
from the Introduction 
to the Koren Sacks 
Shavuot Machzor
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at all in the Song of Songs, but figure in Ruth 
respectively three and twenty-four times.

The megillot are framing devices that force us 
into seeing the festivals themselves in a new 
light. When we read the Song of Songs on 
Pesach it transforms our understanding of the 
Exodus from a political event, the liberation 
of slaves. Kohelet turns Succot into a philo-
sophical reflection on the succah as a symbol 
of mortality, the body as a temporary dwelling. 
It is the sobering story of how Shlomo, wisest 
of men, sought to deny death by taking refuge 
in possessions, wives, servants and worldly 
wisdom, yet at every step he found himself face 
to face with the brevity and vulnerability of life. 
Only at the end did he discover that joy is to be 
found in simple things: life itself, dignified by 
work and beautified by love.

Ruth likewise invites us to reframe Shavuot, 
seeing the making of the covenant at Sinai not 
simply as a religious or political act, but as an 
act of love – a mutual pledge between two par-
ties, committing themselves to one another in 
a bond of responsibility, dedication and loyalty. 

The covenant at Sinai was a marriage between 
God and the Children of Israel. The covenant at 
Sinai was a bond of love whose closest analogue 
in Tanach is the relationship between Boaz and 
Ruth.

One of the most sustained libels in religious his-
tory was Christianity’s claim that Judaism was 
a religion not of love but of law; not of com-
passion but of justice; not of forgiveness but of 
retribution. The book of Ruth, read on Shavuot, 
is the refutation. Judaism is a religion of love, 
three loves: loving God with all our heart, our 
soul and our might (Devarim 6:5); loving our 
neighbour as ourselves (Vayikra 19:18); and 
loving the stranger because we know what it 
feels like to be a stranger (Devarim 10:19). 

Judaism is, from beginning to end, the story 
of a love: God’s love for a small, powerless and 
much afflicted people, and a people’s love – 
tempestuous at times to be sure – for God. That 
is the story of Ruth: love as faithfulness, loyalty 
and responsibility, and as a marriage that brings 
new life into the world. That is the love that was 
consecrated at Sinai on the first Shavuot of all.

Points to 
Ponder

1 What are the the-
matic connections 

between Megillat Rut 
and Shavuot?

2 Why is Shavuot 
compared to the 

wedding day of Israel 
and God?

3 How is this con-
nected to Megillat 

Rut?

Shavuot for the Young (and Young at Heart!)

It once happened on Shavuot…

THERE ARE two famous midrashic accounts of 
the Giving of the Torah that paint very different 
pictures of what led to the Israelites receiving 
the Torah on Har Sinai. They are retold here:

When Hashem was ready to give the Torah to 
the Children of Israel, He offered the Torah to all 
the other nations as well. First Hashem went to 
the Children of Eisav and asked them “Will you 
accept the Torah?” They replied to Him, “Master of 
the universe, what is written in it?” He said: “You 
shall not murder” They replied to Him, “Killing 
has always been part of our way of life. We cannot 
accept the Torah!”

Then He went to the Children of Ammon and 
Moab, and asked them if they would accept the 
Torah? They asked Him, “Master of the universe, 
what is written in it?” He told them “You shall not 
commit adultery.” They replied to Him, “Adultery 
has always been part of our way of life. We cannot 
accept the Torah!”

Then He went to the Children of Yishmael, and 
asked them if they would accept the Torah. They 
asked Him, “Master of the universe, what is written 

in it?” He told them “Do not steal.” They replied to 
Him, “Theft has always been part of our way of life. 
We cannot accept the Torah!”

Finally He came to Israel. They simply said, “We 
will do and we will listen” (na’aseh ve-nishma) 
(Shemot 24:7). 

Pesikta Rabbati, 21

The Israelites actually stood underneath the moun-
tain, as Hashem held the mountain upside down 
above their heads like a gigantic barrel, and He 
said to them: “If you accept the Torah, excellent, 
but if not, I will drop the mountain on top of you 
and this will be where you are buried!” 

But if this is true then the Jewish people can claim 
they had no choice and were forced into accepting 
the Torah! Does this mean we don’t need to keep it 
if we do not want to today? Ah, but then the people 
re-accepted it voluntarily at the end of the Purim 
story.  

Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 88a

Points to 
Ponder

1 Do you find an-
ything troubling 

about these two 
stories?

2 What lessons can 
we learn from 

the ways the Rabbis 
told the story of the 
Giving of the Torah 
on Mount Sinai?

3 Which of these 
two stories best 

articulates how you 
see the relationship 
between the Jewish 
people and the Torah?
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A double-chocolate cheesecake 
recipe you can make for your 
whole family!

INGREDIENTS

Biscuit base (crust)

• 4oz Rakusens “Chocolate Oatie” biscuits* 
(or half a box of Graham Crackers plus 2 
tbsp melted dark chocolate)

• 2oz (4 tbsp) melted butter

Cheesecake top

• 12oz full-fat soft cheese (e.g., Philadelphia 
cream cheese)

• 100g of caster sugar (½ cup white sugar)

• ¾ of a cup of thick plain or vanilla yogurt 
(plain Greek yogurt)

• 300ml or ½ pint of double cream (1 ¼ cup 
of whipping cream)

• 6oz (1 cup) dark melted chocolate

• 6oz (1 cup) white melted chocolate

• 1 chocolate flake (Elite’s chocolate me-
kupelet)

METHOD

Part 1 – biscuit base (crust)

1. Line an 8-inch baking tin with baking 
paper (use either a spring-form tin or loose 
bottom tin).

2. Place the biscuits (or Graham Crackers. 
Another alternative is toasted oat cereal) 
into a sealed plastic food bag, and crush 
them using a rolling pin until you have a 
bag full of very small chunks. 

3. Mix the melted butter and the crushed 
biscuits together in a bowl (if you are using 
Graham Crackers, also include 2 tbsp melt-
ed dark chocolate when you add the melted 
butter to the mix).

4. Pour mixture immediately into the tin and 
smooth it down with a spoon, so that it’s 
spread evenly over the bottom of the tin. 
This is your biscuit base (crust). You now 
just need to leave it to set. 

Part 2 – cheesecake top

1. Mix the cheese and sugar with a wooden 
spoon until the mixture is smooth.

2. Pour in the yoghurt (still using your wood-
en spoon) and mix well.

3. Whisk the cream separately (using either 
a hand-whisk or electric beaters) until the 
cream is just holding its shape. Then fold 
the cream into the sugar-cheese mixture. 

4. Divide the mixture into two equal bowls 
and get ready to add the chocolate.

5. Mix all the melted white chocolate into 
one of the bowls and all the melted dark 
chocolate into the other bowl.

6. Take the tin with the biscuit base and cre-
ate a rough chessboard pattern by spooning 
alternate tablespoonfuls of white and dark 
chocolate-cheese. Then add a second layer, 
continuing to alternate your spoonfuls of 
white and dark, but this time also try to 
place white on top of dark and vice versa. 
Continue layering until all the mixture in 
both bowls has been used.

7. Very gently pull a fork through the mixture 
in the tin to create a “marbling” effect. 

8. Level the top with a knife or palette knife, 
then have fun creating a pattern by raking a 
fork across the top.

9. Crush your chocolate flake (Elite chocolate 
mekupelet), and sprinkle this on top.

10. Refrigerate (at least 90 minutes) until you 
are ready to serve your cake.

*Please note, this recipe 
has adapted notes in 
round brackets for 
North American/
Israeli bakers who may 
use different terms and 
ingredients to a British 
baker.
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Chidon on the Chag (A Quick Quiz)

1. What does Shavuot mean, and why is the festival called 
that?

2. What are the other four names of Shavuot?

3. According to the Hebrew calendar, what is the date of 
Shavuot?

4. Which agricultural themes are connected to Shavuot?

5. Which Megillah do we read on Shavuot?

6. With what do we decorate our shuls on Shavuot, and 
why?

7. What is a Tikkun Leil Shavuot, and what is behind this 
custom?

8. Why do we have the tradition of eating dairy foods on 
Shavuot?

9. What is King David’s connection to Shavuot?

10. When Naomi tried to convince Ruth to return to Moav, 
what did Ruth say to her?
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Educational Companion to the Questions

DEEP DIVING INTO MEGILLAT RUT

1. The story took place at the time of the grain harvests in early 
summer, which is the time in the calendar when Shavuot falls. 
But there are several themes that are present in the story that 
are appropriately linked to the themes of the festival. Ruth is 
a model example of a convert to Judaism, entering voluntarily 
into the covenant of Sinai, which is what the Israelites did when 
they accepted the Torah on the first Shavuot. The themes of 
love and chessed are also important themes of Shavuot and 
Matan Torah (see also Shavuot for our Time above). Finally, Me-
gillat Rut ends with the birth of Ruth’s great grandson, David 
HaMelech, who was born (and died) on Shavuot.

2. The wedding metaphor helps us to understand the covenantal 
love between God and the Jewish people. Just as marriage is a 
covenant based on love, with both parties having contractual 
obligations to each other (the contract being the ketubah), so 
the covenant of Sinai is a contract based on love and mutual 
obligation between God and Israel (with the Torah being the 
contract). There are even some that suggest that the aggadic 
story found in Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 88a (see It Once Hap-
pened on Shavuot above) where God suspends Har Sinai above 
the heads of the Israelites, represents the chupah (the wedding 
canopy).

3. The recurring themes of Megillat Rut are love, loyalty, and con-
tractual obligations (the relationship between Ruth and Naomi 
is an example of love and loyalty, and while the relationship be-
tween Boaz and Ruth becomes one of love also, its foundation 
is contractual (as he redeems her as the next of kin).

IT ONCE HAPPENED ON SHAVUOT…

1. The first story seems to suggest that Israel was the only people 
willing to enter into a covenant with God and accept the obliga-
tions of the Torah, rather than God choosing the Jewish people 
to be His Am Segulah (treasured people). The second story sug-
gests that the Israelites had no choice but to accept the Torah at 
Sinai, because God was threatening their very lives. Apart from 
the question of fairness and coercion, this would cause many 
theological and legal problems, for example, how can Jews be 
held responsible for not observing the mitzvot if they did not 
readily commit to them from a position of free choice. This is 
why the story ends with a national voluntary recommitment to 
the Torah at the end of the Purim story in Megillat Esther. 

2. These midrashic retellings of the events at Sinai are not neces-
sarily to be taken as historically factual, but rather as a peda-
gogic tool to teach us theological lessons. For example, if there 

is discomfort caused by the chosenness of the Jewish people 
(why would God choose one nation above all the others?) this 
story suggests that it is actually the Jews who chose God. It is a 
complimentary text that praises the Israelites for accepting un-
conditionally the Torah without even fully understanding what 
its content or obligations are. This can also be a lesson to us, to 
accept all the contents of the Torah even when some of it does 
not make sense to us. The second story articulates the binding 
obligation to keep the Torah and join with the destiny of the 
Jewish people. It hints at the ramifications for disobedience that 
are explicitly described in the Torah itself.

3. For some people it is clear to them that all Jews have a binding 
obligation to keep the Torah in its entirety, and this was a cov-
enantal relationship initiated between God and our ancestors. 
However, for some, Torah observance feels like something that 
each individual recommits to themselves in the modern age of 
freedom and competing lifestyles. 

CHIDON ON THE CHAG (A QUICK QUIZ)

1. Weeks, because Shavuot falls seven weeks after Pesach.

2. Zeman Matan Torah, Chag Hakatzir, Yom Habikkurim, Atzeret.

3. 6th of Sivan (and the 7th of Sivan also, in the diaspora).

4. The wheat harvest and the bringing of the first fruits.

5. Megillat Rut.

6. Greenery and flowers, because the Midrash says that Har Sinai 
blossomed with flowers in anticipation of the Giving of the 
Torah.

7. Tikkun Leil Shavuot translates literally to the “rectification for 
Shavuot night”. It is the custom to stay up all night learning 
Torah to make amends for the Israelites, who according to the 
Midrash went to sleep to be well-rested for the next day but 
they overslept and had to be woken by Moshe.

8. Because before the receiving of the Torah it wasn’t clear which 
meat was kosher, and so to be safe, the Israelites only ate dairy 
meals. Additionally, the Torah is compared to milk (Shir 
HaShirim 4:11), and the gematria (numerical value) of the 
word chalav (milk) is 40, signifying the number of days and 
nights Moshe spent on Sinai.

9. King David was born on Shavuot, (and 70 years later, he died 
on that same day) and his great-grandmother was Ruth, who 
we read about in Megillat Rut on Shavuot.

10. “Wherever you go, I will go; wherever you stay, I will stay; your 
people will be my people, and your God my God.”
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