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Shavuot:
A Day of National Judgement
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The reading of the 'mipina nw1o always takes place two shabbatot before Shavuot. The Rabbis
explain that the ninoin (rebuke) must be read in close proximity to a major Jewish Holiday - either
Shavuot or Rosh ha-Shanna. In fact they make a strong comparison between these two different
times of the year. | would like to offer that Shavuot presents us with a unique opportunity for renewal
through Torah study, which is different than the religious experience of repentance that we undergo
before Rosh ha-Shanna.

This first text helps us understand why the weekly Torah reading cycle is out of sync between Israel
and the Diaspora:

Source #1:
Bavli, Megila 31b 2 TNy X7 9T n'7an ndon 721 Tm'n

Our rabbis taught: Rebbi Shimon ben Elazar said, “Ezra |07 [j7'T K27V MIX WTYIXR 2 [IVAY 21 KN
established that the Jewish People should always read 020D MINAY NI NI 1IN'Y 78U
the curses of Leviticus before Shavuot and the curses .ni1wn WX DTIF NN NIWNAYI NOXY DTIR
of Deuteronomy before Rosh ha-Shanna.”

D W7 WM KATIRI AN R 7RNY0 'R0
Why did they do this? Abayye, and some say Reish N7 Mwn A'HDnY
Lakish, said, “In order that the year conclude together
with its curses.”

MY N'7ONY T X' NN NMIVNay Xnhwa

As it related to Deuteronomy | understand “In order that NNV IOX D'IND NINAY X7X ,NNI7771
the year conclude together with its curses” [because it NIYN UKD "1 NIYY 'R 7NN NN UKD
comes before Rosh ha- Shanna], however, in regards J7'80 NS 7Y Mxval INT XN

to Vayikra, is Shavuot considered a New Year? Yes,
Shavuot is also considered a new year as it is taught:
And on Shavuot [we are judged] on the fruit of the tree.

It is based on this takana of Ezra that Tosafot explains that we do not read this immediately before
Shavuot, but two weeks prior (Tosafot Megilla 31b s.v klalot). In an attempt to maintain this custom,
we in America keep parshiyot separate and stay a week ahead of Israel until the first week of
August, parshiyot Matot- Masei. Because of the second Adar and since all of the Jewish Holidays (in
Israel) fell in the middle of the week, Israel is not able to fulfill this takana.
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Rabbi Yosef of Trani (1568 - 1639) wrote a beautiful teshuva about a calendar year that exactly
maps onto 5776 in which the eighth day of Pesach fell on Shabbat and there was a second Adar’.
He lays out all the various customs and reflects that some of the Torah reading practices were still
not yet set in stone. There was a time when these customs were much more fluid. In a world in
which it was not simple to travel from one community to the next and there were no internet based
sites to calculate and standardize these practices, people lived with more unknowns (See Shu’t
ha-Maharit 2:4, and Levush OH 428:4, Magen Avraham 428:4).

This may explain a strange calendrical quirk, but what is the deeper meaning of ‘ending the year
together with its curses?’ What does it mean to refer to Shavuot as a kind of Rosh ha-Shanna?

| think that there is a deep lesson about the nature of this season embeded in the notion that
Shavuot is considered like a New Year. The process of teshuva in Elul and Tishrei makes us like
new creations, nwTn N2, the renewal on Shavuot provides us with a chance to get back to a pre sin
edenic world.

The special sacrifice on Shavuot was known as the nn7n 'nw, two loaves of wheat bread. This was
one of the only times when chametz was permitted on the altar. Just seven weeks after we worked
hard to rid ourselves of chametz we now offer it up to God as gift. What does that mean? What does
wheat symbolize? Source #2 gives us a clue as to what is going on at this time of year.

After elaborating on how Pesach may be seen as a time of judgement for the grain, the Talmud
continues:

Source #2
Bavli, Rosh ha-Shanna 16a N TRy T 9T MWD UK NDon 721 TN
And why did the Torah say to bring the “two ?N7xYa DNYN MY NN DNIN DINRK NN 2901
loaves” on Shavuot? Because Shavuot is the time YTIZN MK .KIN [7'K0 NN'D AT NIXYY 1190
of the fruit of the tree. The Holy Blessed One said, TD NIXYI DN7N 'MW 1197 IXN KD N2
“Bring before me the ‘two loaves’ on Shavuot so 7’80 n'o D7 DIANY

that | will bless on your behalf the fruit of the tree.”

This passage setus up Shavuot as moment of national judgment. However, it seems curious to refer
to wheat as a fruit of the tree. However, the Midrash below (Source #3, given in parallel in Bireishit
Rabba 15) sets up wheat as the ‘fruit’ of the tree of knowledge. What does it mean to say that the
tree that Adam and Chava ate from was actually a stalk of wheat?

Source #3

Bavli, Sanhedrin 70a N Ty y 9T |1 TN10 nNdon 21 Tn'n

' In this teshuva he refers to “naw% 7"naI o2 12 nin MK 19 1KV X 12w Nawa Nos 7w 't 7nw” However,
there must be a typo and he meant to refer to the eighth day of Pesach falling on Shabbat or there would
be no implication for the Diaspora vs. Israel (thank you to my student Brach Jaffe for pointing this out to
me when we were learning this together).
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It was taught in a berayta: Rebbi Meir said, “That tree DTN 72K [7'K INIX MIX 'K 20 KONT
from which the first human ate was a grape-vine.” ...(2 Tmy ) o' 92 nAn IWKRIN
Rebbi Yehuda said, “[That tree from which the first YTI' P'NN 'K DN NON AR DTN A
human ate] was wheat, for the baby does not yet know DYV DIYU'Y TV RA'NIENIN XNRY
how to say ‘dad’” or ‘mom’ until it tastes the taste of AT
grain.

Rebbi Nechemia said, “[That tree from which the first ...N'"N NIXN NIX ANl N

human ate] was a fig tree...”

The Midrash links the consumption of wheat to the ability to speak. That which makes us human
beings is our ability to communicate with complex language (See Onkelos, Bereishit 2:7). As a baby
begins to form words, they assert a fundamental human trait. By linking the power of speech to the
consumption of grain and the acquisition of language, the Midrash implies that until the moment of
the sin humanity had not yet matured. There was a certain kind of child-like innocence and purity
that existed in the Garden before the sin. The eating of the ‘fruit’ of grain represents taking a step
forward in the process of human maturation.

However, there is a holiness in the pre-sin reality of Adam and Eve. They were living in a world in
which they could connect directly to the Creator of the world. God was walking with them in the
garden. That kind of relationship with God represents a certain path of purity that is difficult attain in
the Modern world. On Shavuot, a New Year in its own right, we bring two wheat loaves on the altar
to serve as a tikkun for the sin of Adam and Eve.

Today, when we no longer engage with the world of sacrifices, it is our Torah study over the course
of the Holiday of Shavuot that brings us back to the garden before the sin. In order to renew
ourselves, we need to read Torah with fresh eyes and allow our Torah to be renewed as well.

This year, as we sit down to study the Torah anew on Shavuot, may we all be blessed with a nmiw
nwTINAI N1V, a happy and renewed year.
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