Minhah Hadashah
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The Offering of Novelty

Nowhere in the Torah are we commanded to commem-
orate the anniversary of the giving of the Torah; the
Torah doesn’t know about a time called "The Day of the
Giving of the Torah” (Zeman Matan Torateinu). Shavuot
is scheduled fifty days after the waving of the omer
on the second day of Pesach, and it is an agricultural
holiday centered around the wheat harvest. Shavuot
in the Torah is also referred to as the reaping holiday
(1Xpn an), and the day of first fruits (0™1372n0 O17). We
are commanded to celebrate by bringing two loaves of
bread (the On'7n "nw), as a sacrifice.

The complexities of calling Shavuot “The Day of the
Giving of the Torah” are twofold:

First, Shavuot doesn't have a set calendar date. It
comes fifty days after the second day of Pesach, but
the intervening months, Nissan and lyyar, could each
be twenty-nine or thirty days, depending on the court’s
decisions and when the new moon was first witnessed.
Rosh HaShanah 6b notes this:

10'NY9 ‘N O'NYI NIXY :NTUNW 11 IN
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Rav Shamaya taught: Shavuot is
sometimes on the fifth of the month,
sometimes on the sixth of the month and
sometimes on the seventh of the month
[of Sivan].

Indeed, Rabbi Isaac ben Sheshet (1X w“amn n“iw)
wrote that Shavuot could not possibly have been Zeman
Matan Torateinu until after the calendar was set:
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But today in our times when the months
are set and Nisan is always thirty days
and lyyar is always twenty-nine days, the
fifty days of the Omer always conclude
on the sixth of Sivan which is the day
that the Torah was given according to
the Rabbis..and therefore it is clear that
in the past [before the calendar was
set] they were not careful to ensure that
Shavuot would fall on the day that the
Torah was given.

The second calendrical problem is that the rabbis of the
Talmud argue about the date of Matan Torah, as they do
in Shabbat 86b:

NNATI MUY 1A WTNA "W 11201110
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The Sages taught: on the sixth of the
month the ten commandments were
given to Israel. Rabbi Yossi says: on the
seventh of the month.

This debate continues until 88a—over four sides of the
page!—and ultimately the Talmud leaves it unresolved.
Fascinatingly, there are halakhic ramifications of this
debate to the laws of niddah (menstrual issues), and
in that halakhic corpus we side with Rabbi Yossi to
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say that the Torah was given on the seventh of Sivan.
Rabbi Avraham Gombiner suggests that this lends extra
weight to the second day of Yom Tov in the Diaspora,
observed on the seventh of Sivan (TXN N“IX ON1AX 1AN):
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| find it difficult that we say that Shavuot
is the day of our Matan Torah—for don't
we side with Rabbi Yossi who says that
the Torah was given on the seventh day
of Sivan?... Possibly this comes to hint
to us about the second day of Yom Tov
practiced in the Diaspora.

Rabbi Gombiner's attempted meaning-making none-
theless, we still can say with confidence that this all
could have been different. Shavuot would have been
an agricultural holiday, a time to celebrate sustenance,
wheat and bread, and then perhaps we would skip
tachanun on all the possible days that Matan Torah
could have fallen out.

Despite the calendrical complexities and possible
alternatives, the rabbis concluded that Zeman Matan
Torateinu deserved a real holiday. Once a year, the
Jewish people need to experience the Torah as if it were
given today. We have to feel a sense of novelty around
the Torah.

The Torah commands us on Shavuot to bring a new
grain offering. We read in the Haftarah from Parashat
Pinchas:
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On the day of your first fruits, your Feast
of Weeks, when you bring an offering of
new grain to the Lord, you shall observe
a sacred occasion.

Rabbi Shlomo Ephraim Luntschitz, in his Torah com-
mentary, the Kli Yakar (Leviticus 23:16), writes beautiful-
ly on this language of minha hadashah—the new grain
offering:
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This is a hint to Matan Torah, for the Torah
needs to be novel to a person each day
as if today he received the Torah from Mt.
Sinai. And the Torah does not explicitly

mention this day as the day of the giving
of the Torah because Hashem did not
want to designate one day, for a person
needs to feel each and every day of the
year as if on that day he received the
Torah from Sinai.

We think of the giving of the Torah as an ongoing
process. When we recite the daily Torah blessings, we
say MINN N1 ‘N nNK TN2—"Blessed are you Hashem,
Giver of the Torah.” Hashem is the Giver of the Torah ev-
ery day, and every day we are supposed to experience
it as new.

What the Kli Yakar doesn't mention is that this is
exceptionally hard. How many of us find new insights
(hiddushim) in the Torah every single day? And yet
the Kli Yakar knows how important the experience of
novelty is in the study of Torah. He quotes a Midrash
which commands:

1273 X71 77V O'WTN NN MAT MW
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That the words of Torah should be new
upon you, and not like something old that
the heart of man despises.

The Torah needs to feel new because humans by nature
are drawn to novelty, and when things start to feel dat-
ed, we are drawn to the next new thing. And so we need
to work to make the Torah feel new.

We make hiddushim in Torah not only for our own
pleasure, or to satisfy our own nature. Rabbi Chaim of
Volozhin writes in Nefesh HaChayyim about the power
of human novellae:
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True hiddushim in Torah which are
innovated by man, there is no value to
the size of their wonder and their effects
Above. For each and every word, which is
innovated in the mouth of man, the Holy
One kisses it and crowns it, and builds
from it a new world of its own.

To Rav Chaim, it is not just that hiddush makes a differ-
ence to people, but it makes a difference to Hashem.
Hashem kisses the novelty in the Torah.

While hiddush is important, it's not realistic to expect
most of us to be able to find it every day. One day a
year, on Shavuot, we bring a 'n'7 nWTN nnin/minhah
hadashah laShem—an offering of the new to Hashem.
We associate that day with the giving of the Torah, so
that we have the opportunity, as we recollect and relive



the giving of the Torah, to experience hiddush. That op-
portunity comes with an obligation: we have to actively
bring the minhah hadashah, the offering of novelty. We
have to work for it.

The minhah hadashah—the new grain offering—
presents a model for experiencing the Torah as novelty.
Once a year, in Temple times, right after the new har-
vest, grain was not just regular grain. It was the fruit
of labor, it was a miracle which we could not take for
granted, because the rains had fallen in the right times,
the soil had done its magic, and we had worked hard
to make everything just right so that the grain would
grow. And now it is new, fresh, and exciting. That new
perspective on grain came with effort, and our experi-
ence of hiddush in Torah comes with effort as well. It
comes with opening a book you have never previously
opened. Going to a class on a subject you have never
previously explored. A search for new angles and new
perspectives, ones that excite and energize.

While Shavuot was not originally Zeman Matan
Torateinu, the Day of the Giving of the Torah, its forced
calendrical confluence today gives the holiday extra
meaning. Through our effortful experience of the Torah's
novelty we can connect to the novel grain offering, the
minhah hadashah, of this biblical holiday. %
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