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Revelation and Search
Based on Rav Aaron Lopiansky Shlita’s article
published in “Why we Celebrate” by Rabbi Shlomie Dickman

Revelation is the cornerstone of faith upon which all of
Judaism rests, perception of the Divine in the most direct way
possible. While other miracles served to prove Divine existence,
revelation was the experience of the Divine itself. For one brief
moment the curtains of concealment were parted, letting in
the rays of the Divine in all its brightness (Rambam, Hilchos
Yesodei HaTorah 8:1).

Search is deeper than revelation, and its findings more
permanent. What need, then, is there for revelation? While
not everyone at every time can achieve a higher level of contact
with G-d through personal search, says the Kuzari, nor will G-d
reveal Himself to every generation, G-d’s original revelation at
Sinai gives all subsequent generations a tradition to fall back
on, and a point of reference for all future searches for truth.
Therefore, all the neshamos of Klal Yisrael had to be at Sinai —
even those of proselytes (Shavuos 39a). If we would not have the
memory of Sinai deep within us to drive us in our exhaustive
search for meaning and understanding of the Torah, we could
not persevere in mastering Torah — and we would not succeed.

It is for this reason that (as the Talmud tells us) a person
learns the entire Torah when in his mother’s womb, even
though he is destined to forget it before birth. If he had not
first learned the Torah, he would not be able to relate to it later.

Studying Torah, then, is always a return of sorts. This is
expressed in our daily prayers: Return us...to Your Torah. Indeed,

parts of the Oral tradition — such as Targum Onkelos, Onkelos’s
Aramaic translation of the Torah — were forgotten and later
rediscovered (Megillah 3a). Human endeavor alone would have
proven insufficient for composing the Targum had it not been
for the spark of Sinai buried deep within the neshamah. This
creative endeavor was not one of initial discovery; it was a
return.

There are other instances of creative recall. The Gemara
relates that when Moshe Rabbeinu saw Rabbi Akiva teaching
his disciples, he became envious of Rabbi Akiva’s vast
knowledge. The Ohr HaChaim explains that Moshe Rabbeinu
knew all of Torah Sheb’al Peh, the Oral Law that Rabbi Akiva had
mastered, but Rabbi Akiva was able to discern how the Oral
Law is derived from the Written Law.

It has been said that in his last years the Vilna Gaon studied
only Chumash. His encyclopedic grasp of Oral Law was such
that he was able to deduce which of the myriad teachings of the
Oral Law are implicit in the Written Torah. The Gaon is reported
to have said: “There are three levels of understanding: pshat
(simple explanation), amkus (depth), and again pshat (simple
explanation). The revelation one discovers after ‘searching’ is
worlds apart from the revelation one starts with.”

We must think of our avodah as circular, not linear. We start
with revelation, but what is not earned has no permanence.
We must toil on our own until we rediscover the revelation
imbued within each of us. When we arrive at our goal, we have
unearthed not a new enlightenment but what has driven us so
relentlessly — the eternal flame of Sinai.
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Matan Torah at the
Bimah

Rabbi Chananya Jacobson, Machon Aleh Zayis

It is widely assumed that Bnei Yisroel gathered around Har
Sinai at Matan Torah. What is the source for this assumption?
This is a significant question with a real halachic application.

In the 1800s, many shuls moved their bimah from the center
to the front of the sanctuary. The Gedolim quickly recognized
that it was a blatant attempt to turn the Beis Hakeneses into a
“temple,” indistinguishable from the church next door.

This needs an explanation. While it is true that the Rema
(O C. 150:5, based on the Rambam, Tefillah 10: 6) writes that
“we place the bimah in the center of the shul
so that that everyone can hear the Torah
being read,” the Kesef Mishnah qualifies this
by saying that when there is no issue of
audibility, its placement may be determined
by aesthetic preferences.
The Chasam Sofer,
seminal teshuvah (O.C. 28) providing a
different rationale for placement of the bimah
in the center, comparing its position to that
of the Mizbe’ach in the Bais Hamikdash. He
also highlighted the importance of not changing minhag Yisroel

— chadash assur min haTorah!

Although the conclusion was clear, the rationale behind
the Minhag was not, and the discussion raged for over a
century, leading to entire sefarim devoted to the placement of
the bimah. Rav Alexander Moshe Lapidus (in a letter to Rav
Chaim Chezekiah Medini, quoted in the latter’s Sdei Chemed)
proposed a novel reason to keep the bimah in the center:

Krias HaTorah is meant to be reminiscent of Maamad Har
Sinai, and even to re-enact it (Poskim). Its halachos reflect this.
For example, following the custom of Maharam Mi'Rottenberg,
many people stand while the Torah is being read, just as Bnei
Yisroel stood at Har Sinai (Bach O.C. 141). And there should
be three people at the bimah — the oleh, the baal korei, and the
gabbai - corresponding to the three parties involved in Matan
Torah: Hashem, Moshe and Bnei Yisroel (Levush, O.C. 141).
The reading itself, to a receptive tzibbur, recalls the Voice of
Hashem proclaiming Aseres Hadibros to the Am.

Rav Alexander Moshe extended this idea to the placement of
the bimah. At Matan Torah, Bnei Yisroel stood around Har Sinai
to receive the Torah; therefore, during Krias Hatorah, which is
designed to reenact Matan Torah, they should likewise surround
the bimah. This necessitates putting it in the center of the shul.

What actually is the source for the opinion that Bnei
Yisroel stood around Har Sinai during Matan Torah? Chazal
do not discuss the configuration in detail, other than a brief
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note in Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer (41) saying that the men and
the women stood separately. In fact, the Midrash (Bamidbar
Rabbah 2:3) relates that after seeing the orderly arrangement
of the Malachim at Matan Torah, the shevatim were inspired
to request to be arranged in degalim of their own. This implies
that at Har Sinai they were not yet strictly regimented.

A simple reading of the pesukim would seem to indicate that
they did not stand around Har Sinai, but *»o 10 »199, before
Har Sinai (as we say in the Haggadah). Arriving at Har Sinai,
the passuk states (Shemos 19:2) 0 T2 Y81 0w 1M1 — And they
camped opposite the mountain, before its eastern face (Rashi).
During Matan Torah it says, (Shemos 19:17) 70 nonnna 1ax°n,
they stood at the foot of the mountain (Targum; Rashi; Ramban
19:1). Later it says (20:15) 1Ty 011 DY R
i, and Rashi explains that they jumped
back 12 mil, the length of their encampment.
This implies that they stood before Har Sinai
the way they camped, as an assembled mass.

If, indeed, they stood before and not
around Har Sinai, then Rav Alexander
Moshe’s logic should require placing the
bimah in the front of the shul, not in the
center! Why does he assume that they
surrounded the mountain? Perhaps his
source is the passuk, (19:20) 230 ovn nx nY23m, which might be
taken as an instruction to arrange the nation around Har Sinai.
However, all the Meforshim say that this means that there
should be a boundary between the nation and the mountain.

Actually, there is one source in Chazal that could be taken to
discuss the positioning of Bnei Yisroel: The Gemara (Shabbos
88a), describes how no»»15 7nn nn*Yy nod, Hashem suspended
Har Sinai over Klal Yisroel. This would further imply that they
were gathered together and not surrounding the mountain.
However, if this is to be our model, we should sit under the
bimah! Although this is not the general custom, the shuls of
Kerala, India as well as the old shuls in Italy, have a (second)
bimah on a raised balcony (in front of the Ezras Nashim)
evocative of this Midrash.

Perhaps Rav Alexander Moshe based his point on the Ibn
Ezra (19:2, 17). The Ibn Ezra writes that at Matan Torah, Bnei
Yisroel surrounded Har Sinai in a series of concentric circles
— innermost were the bechorim, then the Nesiim, then the
Zekeinim, etc. He based this on the way Bnei Yisroel gathered
to hear Moshe’s final address (Devarim 29:9-10), which he says
was modeled on Matan Torah, just with the Aron (instead of
Har Sinai) in the center.

This fits Rav Alexander Moshe’s proposal. Maamad Har
Sinai is the model for the future. Whenever Klal Yisroel gather
to receive the Torah, the Torah takes its rightful place at our
center. We surround it, eager to hear the Word of Hashem.




