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The Torah offers four different descriptions of Shavuot, all related to 
agricultural milestones in the land of Israel. How then did it become a 
celebration of the Covenant between God and the Jews with the giving of the 
Torah? I assumed that the modern covenantal celebration of God giving Torah 
to the Jewish people at Shavuot must have come from later sources (i.e., the 

Babylonian Talmud), which discarded most of the agricultural practices in the Land of 
Israel as invalid outside of the Land, while attributing a historical milestone to celebrate. 
However, as I searched the sources for the evolution of this Festival from an agricultural 
celebration to Torah, I found instead that the ancient agricultural rituals were designed 
to re-enact the Covenantal love story between God and the Jewish people. The selected 
sources for study were pulled together to show the many aspects that perplexed sages 
for centuries about the true essence of Shavuot.

n The Torah describes Shavuot in a myriad of ways -- as Bikkurim (or first fruits); a Feast 
of Harvest, a Feast of Ingathering; and, of course, a Feast of Weeks (Shavuot). However, 
all are related to agricultural events. In the Torah itself, no mention is made of the 
Festival of the Giving of the Torah!  Look at the various texts and discuss how they’re 
similar and different.  What questions are you left with after studying the various Torah 
references?  

Numbers 28:26
(26) On the day of the first fruits, your Feast of Weeks, when you bring an offering of 
new grain to the Lord, you shall observe a sacred occasion: you shall not work at your 
occupations.

במדבר כ״ח:כ״ו
ם ָּכל־ְמֶל֥אֶכת  ֶדׁ֙ש ִיְהֶי֣ה ָלֶכ֔ ְקָרא־ֹק֙ ם ִמֽ ֵתיֶכ֑ ה ְּבָׁשֻבֹע֖ יהָו֔ ה ֲחָדָׁש֙ה ַלֽ ם ִמְנָח֤ יְבֶכ֜ ים ְּבַהְקִר֙ )כו( ּוְב֣יֹום ַהִּבּכּוִר֗

א ַתֲעֽׂשּו׃ ֹ֥ ֲעֹבָד֖ה ל

Exodus 23:16
(16) And the Feast of the Harvest, of the first fruits of your work, of what you sow in the 
field; and the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in the results 
of your work from the field. 

שמות כ״ג:ט״ז
ה׃ יָך ִמן־ַהָּׂשֶדֽ ת־ַמֲעֶׂש֖ ה ְּבָאְסְּפָ֥ך ֶאֽ את ַהָּׁשָנ֔ ָאִס֙ף ְּבֵצ֣ ג ָהֽ ה ְוַח֤ ע ַּבָּׂשֶד֑ ר ִּתְזַר֖ יָך ֲאֶׁש֥ י ַמֲעֶׂש֔ ג ַהָּקִצי֙ר ִּבּכּוֵר֣ )טז( ְוַח֤

Exodus 34:22
(22) You shall observe the Feast of Weeks, of the first fruits of the wheat harvest; and 
the Feast of Ingathering at the turn of the year. 

שמות ל״ד:כ״ב
ה׃ ת ַהָּׁשָנֽ יף ְּתקּוַפ֖ ָאִס֔ ים ְוַח֙ג ָהֽ יר ִחִּט֑ י ְקִצ֣ ה ְלָ֔ך ִּבּכּוֵר֖ ג ָׁשֻבֹע֙ת ַּתֲעֶׂש֣ )כב( ְוַח֤

Deuteronomy 16:9-10
(9) You shall count off seven weeks; start to count the seven weeks when the sickle is 
first put to the standing grain. 

דברים ט״ז:ט׳
ה ָׁשֻבֽעֹות׃ ר ִׁשְבָע֖ ל ִלְסֹּפ֔ ה ָּתֵח֣ ל ֶחְרֵמׁ֙ש ַּבָּקָמ֔ ת ִּתְסָּפר־ָלְ֑ך ֵמָהֵח֤ ה ָׁשֻבֹע֖ )ט( ִׁשְבָע֥

Cathy Schechter 

Shavuot: From First Fruits to All-Night Study Groups 
Full of Otherwise-Lactose-Intolerant Jews ... Eating Dairy 

Cathy Schechter is a writer, 
researcher, storyteller, and teacher, 
and Maggidah. A 14-year Talmud 
student of the late R. Judith Abrams, 
Cathy earned her MAJS from 
Hebrew College in 2016, and has 
enjoyed three years of study with 
the outstanding teachers in Jewish 
Spiritual Education. Cathy’s mission 
is to bring ancient characters and 
stories from Talmud alive to help 
guide adults and children through 
life’s challenges with timeless Jewish 
wisdom. An award-winning writer, 
she co-authored Deep in the Heart: 
Lives & Legends of Texas Jews. 



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

(10) Then you shall observe the Feast of Weeks for the Lord your God, offering your freewill contribution according as the Lord your 
God has blessed you. 

יָך׃ ר ְיָבֶרְכָ֖ך ְיהָו֥ה ֱאֹלֶהֽ ן ַּכֲאֶׁש֥ ר ִּתֵּת֑ ת ָיְדָ֖ך ֲאֶׁש֣ ת ִנְדַב֥ יָך ִמַּס֛ ג ָׁשֻבעֹו֙ת ַליהָו֣ה ֱאֹלֶה֔ יָת ַח֤ )י( ְוָעִׂש֜

n FIRST FRUITS 
In the following text of the Mishnah (220 C.E., Land of Israel), we are given a detailed description of what the Festival of First Fruits 
looked like for pilgrims who went to Jerusalem.  What do you notice in (6) about the declaration made to the priest?  How do you 
think the ceremony evolved to the one described in the Mishnah, from what was described in Torah? 

 Mishnah Bikkurim 3
  (2) How do they bring the Bikkurim up [to Jerusalem]? All the cities of a Maamad [one of 24 regions, each of  
 which sent in turn a delegation to the Temple to be present and represent the entire people at the public 
 sacrifices] would go into the [central] city of the Ma’amad and sleep in the streets of that city without going into the 
 houses. When they arose, the supervisor would say, “Arise! Let us go up to Zion, to the house of the Lord our 
 God!”
 (3) Those who were close [to Jerusalem] would bring dates and grapes and the far ones would bring dried figs  
 and raisins. A bull would go before them and its horns would be plated with gold and it would have an olive 
 wreath around its head. The flute would play before them until they got close to Jerusalem. Once they got close 
 to Jerusalem, they would send ahead of them [a messenger] and adorned their Bikkurim. The overseers and the 
 officers and the treasurers would go out to greet them; in accordance with the stature of those coming in would 
 they go out. All the artisans of Jerusalem would stand before them and greet them, “Our brothers from so-and-
 so, come in peace!”
 (4) The flute would continue playing before them until they arrived at the Temple Mount. Once they arrived 
 at the Temple Mount, even Agrippa the King would carry his basket on his shoulder and enter until he reached  
 the courtyard. Once they got to the courtyard, the Levites would speak in song (Psalms 30:2), “I will extol you, O 
 Lord, because you have raised me and not allowed my enemies to rejoice over me.”
 ... 
 (6) With the basket still on one’s shoulder, one would recite from “I declare today to the Lord my God”  
 (Deuteronomy 26:3-10) until finishing the entire passage. Rabbi Judah says, until “My father was a wandering  
 Aramean” (Deuteronomy 26:5). Once one gets to “My father was a wandering Aramean”, one takes the basket  
 off one’s shoulder and holds it by one’s lip. The priest places his hand under it and waves it. He then recites  
 from “My father was a wandering Aramean” until finishing the entire passage and rests [the basket] beside the 
 altar and prostrates and leaves.
 (7) In the beginning, anyone who knew how to read would read and anyone else would have it read for him. 
 [Then,] people were reticent to bring and they declared that it would be read for those who know how to read 
 and those who do not know. 
 (8) Wealthy people would bring their Bikkurim in baskets of silver and of gold. Poor people would bring theirs in 
 reed baskets of woven willow stems. Both the baskets and the Bikkurim were given to the priests.
 

n Now, read the section from the Zohar that describes our modern practice.  How did we get from there to here? 

 Zohar Emor 93
 One should study this night (Shavuot), the Oral Torah so that Israel, her children, will be purified together by the  
 flowing of the deep river.  After that, during the day (of Shavuot) the Written Torah will come and join it, so they 
 will be together, united as one above.  A proclamation then resounds concerning Him, saying, “As for Me, this is 
 My Covenant with them; My spirit is upon you and My words, which I have put in your mouth.” (Isaiah 59:21)

 Therefore, the pious in ancient times did not sleep that night but were studying Torah, saying, “Let us come 
 and receive this holy inheritance for us and our children in both worlds.”  That night, the Congregation of Israel 
 is an adornment over them, and she comes to unite with the King.  Both decorate the heads of those who merit 
 this.
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n Before we start on the path of understanding how we got from there to here (and perhaps back), let’s return for just a moment 
to that amazing ceremony in Jerusalem.  What relevance might the ancient Bikkurim ritual have for us today?  Two different 
commentaries, one from Philo of Alexandria (20 B.C.E. to 50 C.E., Alexandria, Egypt), and Moses Maimonides (a.k.a., the Rambam, 
Spain/Egypt, 1135-1204) offer their ideas.  What do you think?  How could this work today?

 Philo of Alexandria (Septenario) (174) 
 … For a person who is thankful to God, who needs nothing and is self-sufficient, will also make it a habit to be  
 thankful to humans who need many countless things.  In the first place they are a memorial to God; secondly,  
 they are a most just requital to be offered to him who is the real Cause of all fertility...it is not consistent with  
 holiness to enjoy and partake of anything which is given for food without first giving thanks to that Being to  
 whom it is becoming and pious to offer them.

 Rambam, from Guide for the Perplexed, Book 3, Chapter 39 
 The reciting of a certain portion of the Law when the Bikkurim/first fruits are brought to the Temple, tends also  
 to create humility. For he who brings the first fruits takes the basket upon his shoulders and proclaims the 
 kindness and goodness of God. This ceremony teaches man that it is essential in the service of God to remember  
 the times of trouble and the history of past distress, in days of comfort...As to the precepts enumerated in the  
 laws concerning the year of release and the jubilee (shemittah ve-yovel) some of them imply sympathy with  
 our fellow men, and promote the well-being of mankind; for in reference to these precepts it is stated in the  
 Law, “That the poor of your people may eat” (Exodus 23:11); and besides, the land will also increase its produce  
 and improve when it remains fallow for some time...

n Dayenu?  Would that have been enough?  Apparently not.  Why?  Because the Babylonian Talmud took the position that 
agricultural laws from the Land of Israel remained in the Land -- and Bikkurim was clearly a Festival tied to agriculture.  In order to 
alter the character of a Festival -- and not just any Festival, mind you, but one mentioned a half dozen times in Torah -- the sages of 
the Babylonian Talmud had to build a case for Shavuot as a Festival within the bounds of outside-the-land Festivals.  The following 
sugya from the Babylonian Talmud (Pesachim 68b) builds the case for Shavuot first asking: What should we do on Festival days?  
There was a makhloket (discussion): should we eat, drink or learn all day or eat and drink half the day and learn half the day?  Is this 
Festival “for you” or for God?  

 Pesachim 68b
 For it was taught in a baraita that these two tanna’im disagreed about this matter: Rabbi Eliezer says: A person  
 has nothing but to choose on a Festival; he either eats and drinks or sits and learns the entire day, but there is  
 no specific mitzva to eat on the Festival. Rabbi Yehoshua, on the other hand, says: Divide the day, half of it for 
 eating and drinking and half of it for the study hall, for he holds that eating and drinking are obligatory on the  
 Festival….

 And Rabbi Yoḥanan said: And both derived their opinions from one verse, i.e., the two of them addressed the  
 same textual difficulty, resolving it in different ways. For one verse says: “It shall be an assembly for the Lord  
 your God; you shall do no labor” (Deuteronomy 16:8), which indicates that the day is set aside for Divine service,  
 and another verse says: “It shall be an assembly for you; you shall do no servile labor” (Numbers 29:35), which 
 indicates a celebratory assembly for the Jewish people. Rabbi Eliezer holds that the two verses should be 
 understood as offering a choice: The day is to be either entirely for God or entirely for you. And Rabbi Yehoshua  
 holds that it is possible to fulfill both verses: Split the day into two, half of it for God and half of it for you.

 Ayin, beit, mem is a mnemonic consisting of the first letter of Atzeret, the middle letter of Shabbat and the final  
 letter of Purim. Rabbi Elazar said: All agree about Atzeret, the holiday of Shavuot, that we require that it be also  
 “for you,” meaning that it is a mitzva to eat, drink, and rejoice on that day. What is the reason? It is the day on  
 which the Torah was given, and one must celebrate the fact that the Torah was given to the Jewish people.  
 Rabba said: All agree about Shabbat that we require that it be also “for you.” What is the reason? Because the  
 verse states: “If you proclaim Shabbat a delight, the sacred day of God honored” (Isaiah 58:13). Rav Yosef said:  
 All agree about Purim that we require that it be also “for you.” What is the reason? Because it is written: “To 
 observe them as days of feasting and gladness” (Esther 9:22).
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פסחים ס״ח ב:י׳  
דתניא ר׳ אליעזר אומר אין לו לאדם בי”ט אלא או אוכל ושותה או יושב ושונה ר׳ יהושע אומר חלקהו חציו לאכילה ושתיה וחציו לבית המדרש

וא”ר יוחנן ושניהם מקרא אחד דרשו כתוב אחד אומר )דברים טז, ח( עצרת לה׳ אלהיך וכתוב אחד אומר )במדבר כט, לה( עצרת תהיה לכם ר׳‹ אליעזר סבר 
או כולו לה׳ או כולו לכם ור׳ יהושע סבר חלקהו חציו לה׳ וחציו לכם:

)עב”ם סימן( א”ר אלעזר הכל מודים בעצרת דבעינן נמי לכם מ”ט יום שניתנה בו תורה הוא אמר רבה הכל מודים בשבת דבעינן נמי לכם מ”ט )ישעיהו נח, 
יג( וקראת לשבת עונג אמר רב יוסף הכל מודים בפורים דבעינן נמי לכם מ”ט )אסתר ט, כב( ימי משתה ושמחה כתיב ביה

n Now that we’re resolved that it is a Festival both for God and “for you,” and that Shavuot falls under the category of a Festival, we 
learn it is to be celebrated like Shabbat, since after all, it is “the day Torah was given.” But there is an inconsistency. Can Shavuot be 
on Shabbat?  There’s something about that that word...or is it that number, the number seven?

Between the Mishnah (220 C.E. in the Land of Israel) and the Zohar (16th century C.E., probably Spain), the sages of the Talmud 
and the medieval commentators troubled chiefly over the problem of timing.  If the giving of the Torah (as described in Torah itself) 
coincides with Shavuot, was it the sixth day of the month of Sivan, or the seventh?  Was that Shabbat?  If Shavuot is the day of the 
giving of the Torah, wouldn’t that come around the third new moon after leaving Egypt, when the Israelites reached the wilderness at 
Sinai?  

These questions, plus an additional reference from Leviticus 23:11 describing how the High Priest waved the sheaves on the day after 
the Sabbath, troubled the medieval commentator Ibn Ezra (Spain, 1089-1167).  What bothered him and why? HINT: Ibn Ezra was 
best known for his simple exegesis of Tanach (Bible) based on his close examination of Hebrew grammar.   Notice also his mention 
of “Dissenters.”  This probably refers to the Sadducees, who argued in favor of using a solar calendar and supported having Shabbat 
fall on Sundays, rather than Saturdays.  Notice, too, that he leans on the work of Sa’adia Gaon (882-942, Babylonia) to support his 
arguments.  

To explain further, we return to Philo of Alexandria.  

 Yoma 4b (Babylonian Talmud, completed in 7th Century) 
 § Apropos the interpretation of the verse with regard to revelation, the Gemara asks: With regard to what  
 do Rabbi Yossi ha-Glili and Rabbi Akiva disagree? The Gemara explains that their dispute is parallel to the 
 dispute between these other tanna’im, as it was taught in a baraita: On the sixth day of the month of Sivan, 
 the Torah, the Ten Commandments, was given to the Jewish people. Rabbi Yossi says: It was on the seventh day 
 of the month. According to the one who said that it was on the sixth, the Torah was given on the sixth, which 
 is the day of the revelation of the Ten Commandments, and on the seventh day of the month Moses ascended  
 the mountain, as it is written: “And He called to Moses on the seventh day” (Exodus 24:16). According to the one  
 who said that the Torah was given on the seventh of the month, it was given on the seventh and Moses  
 ascended on the seventh, as it is written: “And he called to Moses on the seventh day.”

 Ibn Ezra (Spain, 1089-1167)
 Commentary on Leviticus 23:11:1
 (1)  The day after the day of rest [literally: the day after the Sabbath] Our Sages, of blessed memory, have said 
 [Menaḥot 65b] that this denotes the second day of the Festival; the Dissenters maintain that the verse should be  
 taken literally. The faithful bring examples from the Sabbatical Year [25:2], the Jubilee, Yom Kippur [:32], and 
 the New Year [:24], all of which are called “sabbath”. The first and the eighth days of Sukkot are called “sabbath”  
 [:39], too [see also comment on Exodus 31:13]. Moreover, a “sabbath” also means a “week”, as in “seven  
 sabbaths” [:15] as well as “those who came in on the Sabbath, along with those who had finished for the week”  
 [II Kings 11:9] (where one verse uses two different meanings of the same word ). ….The Passover sacrifice occurs 
 on the fourteenth of the month; the day after the Passover sacrifice is the first day of the Festival, as it is 
 written: “They marched from Rameses, in the first month, on the fifteenth day of the first month, the day 
 after the Passover” [Numbers 33:3]. However, the eating of parched grain is forbidden until after the ‘Omer-
 offering has been waved! To resolve this, Sa‘adya Gaon proposed 1) that there are two Passovers: the first 
 is Israel’s Passover, while the second is God’s Passover, and is observed on the evening of the fifteenth. Thus,  
 the reference to “the day after Passover” in Joshua is a reference to the sixteenth of the month, but the  
 reference to “the day after Passover” in the Torah denotes the day after the Passover sacrifice. This explanation 
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 is unsatisfactory, because the Passover Festival owes its name to God’s passing over our houses. “The day after” 
 that event denotes the following morning — which is still the fifteenth (compare, “…the entire day, the entire 
 night, and the entire day after” [Numbers 11:32]). 

n Ibn Ezra, who is best known as a commentator who delved into the “p’shat” of explicating the intent of the Hebrew grammar, 
continued his argument by analyzing all Biblical mentions of the omer, waving the sheaves, the nature of the sacrifices, and whether 
the manna had stopped, with a dash of a question about Moses’ prophetic capability. Ibn Ezra concluded the following:  

 Ibn Ezra (con’t.)...
 Most people do not realize that the reason that Scripture does not mention the day on which Shavuot falls —  
 alone among all the Festivals — is that we are commanded to count to the day of the Festival. Our Sages, of  
 blessed Memory, said [Shabbat 86b] that the day on which Shavuot falls is the anniversary of the giving of the  
 Torah, and that the statement “we have a Festival of God” [Exodus 10:9] is a reference to Shavuot.

 Philo of Alexandria (Septenario) (25 B.C.E. - 50 C.E.) Alexandria, Egypt
 (176)  The solemn assembly on the Festival of the sheaf (of barley) having such great privileges, is prelude to  
 another Festival of still greater importance; for from this day the fiftieth day is reckoned, making up the sacred 
 number of seven sevens, with the addition of a unit as a seal to the whole… 
 (177)  (Aside from showing gratitude to the Cause of all fertility),we must disclose another reason.  Its nature is  
 wondrous and highly prized for numerous reasons including the fact that it consists of the most elemental and  
 oldest of the things which are encased in substances, as the mathematicians tell us, the right angled triangle.   
 For its sides, which exist in lengths of three and four and five, combine to make up the sum twelve, the pattern 
 of the zodiac cycle, the doubling of the most fecund number six, which is the beginning of perfection since it is  
 the sum of the same numbers of which it is also the product.  (1 + 2 + 3 = 6 = 1 x 2 x 3).  To the second power, it  
 seems, they produce fifty, through the addition of 3x3 and 4x4 and 5x5.  The result is that it is necessary to  
 say that to the same degree that fifty is better than twelve, the second power is better than the first power.    
 (178) If the image of the lesser is the most beautiful sphere of those in heaven, the zodiac, then of what would 
 the better, the number fifty, be a pattern than a completely better nature? This is not the occasion to speak 
 about this.  It is sufficient for the present that the difference has been noted so that a principal point is not 
 considered subordinate.

n Let’s review our path so far. On the one hand, we have a major Torah Festival to bring Bikkurim; a seven times seven counting 
of the omer to bring the wheat to the priests to wave. Just as we’re settling into Jerusalem and the Bikkurim ceremony, we have 
Diaspora sages resolving that Shavuot is indeed a Festival for “you,” and for God, to celebrate the giving of the Torah?  Something is 
disconnected or missing from the puzzle!  Shavuot is described is so many ways, but there is no smooth path over the rough edges of 
dissonant ideas that slowly evolve through time to an all-night study and dairy fest by generally lactose intolerant Jews!  

If you think something is hiding from us, you’re right.  One major hint of what it might be is the selection from the Book of Ezekiel 
for Shavuot.  Other hints are in Ibn Ezra’s reference to “Dissenters,” and Philo’s meandering about “sevens,” and the patterns in the 
heavens and in nature.   

In her work about the origins of Jewish mysticism (Merkavah mysticism), contemporary scholar Rachel Elior of the Hebrew University 
in Jerusalem suggests that the ideas expressed by Philo of Alexandria may have originated in one of the sects at the Dead Sea.  She 
theorizes that at one time, a group of runaway Sadducee (Zadokite) priests who disagreed with the “defilement” of the Temple in 
Jerusalem, ran away to Qumrun to create a “virtual Temple,” in which what happened in the heavenly Temple is reflected below.1  
In her chapter about the significance of Shavuot in “cultic time,” she opens the door to apocryphal literature, referring to the 
significance of the third new moon and the covenantal relationship with God.  

Exodus 19:1
(1) On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from the land of Egypt, on that very day, they entered the wilderness 
of Sinai.

שמות י״ט:א׳
י׃ ר ִסיָנֽ אּו ִמְדַּב֥ ה ָּב֖ ִים ַּבּ֣יֹום ַהֶּז֔ ֶרץ ִמְצָר֑ ל ֵמֶא֣ את ְּבֵני־ִיְׂשָרֵא֖ י ְלֵצ֥ ֶדׁ֙ש ַהְּׁשִליִׁש֔ )א( ַּבֹח֙
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 Book of Jubilees [Chapter 6]2 

 Written in Hebrew, circa 2nd Century B.C.E. 
 And on the new moon of the third month he went forth from the ark and built an altar on that mountain. 
 And he made atonement for the earth and took a kid and made atonement by its blood for all the guilt of the  
 earth; for everything that had been on it had been destroyed, save those that were in the ark with Noah….  
 [Description of the offering]
 ...And the Lord smelt the goodly savor, and He made a Covenant with him that there should not be any more a  
 flood to destroy the earth; that all the days of the earth, seed-time and harvest, should never cease; cold and 
 heat, and summer and winter, and day and night should not change their order, nor cease forever…. 
 [Verses 5-12 restate the Covenant--increase and multiply, dominance over animals; prohibition against eating all  
 flesh, including animal flesh; warning not to shed blood lest your blood be shed…] 
 And for this law there is no limit of days, for it is forever. They shall observe it throughout their generations, so  
 that they may continue supplicating on your behalf with blood before the altar; every day and at the time of  
 morning and evening they shall seek forgiveness on your behalf perpetually before the Lord that they may keep 
 it and not be rooted out.
 And He gave to Noah and his sons a sign that there should not again be a flood on the earth.  He set His bow in  
 the cloud for a sign of the eternal Covenant that there should not again be a flood on the earth to destroy it all  
 the days of the earth.

 For this reason, it is ordained and written on the heavenly tablets, that they should celebrate the Feast of  
 Weeks in this month once a year, to renew the Covenant every year. And this whole Festival was celebrated in 
 heaven from the day of creation till the days of Noah -- twenty-six Jubilees and five weeks of years [1309-1659 
 A.M.]: and Noah and his sons observed it for seven Jubilees and one week of years, till the day of Noah‘s 
 death, and from the day of Noah‘s death his sons did away with (it) until the days of Abraham, and they eat  
 blood.

 But Abraham observed it, and Isaac and Jacob and his children observed it up to thy days, and in thy days the  
 Children of Israel forgot it until ye celebrated it anew on this mountain.  And do thou command the Children of 
 Israel to observe this Festival in all their generations for a commandment unto them: one day in the year in this 
 month they shall celebrate the Festival. 
 For it is the feast of weeks and the feast of first fruits: this feast is twofold and of a double nature: according to  
 what is written and engraved concerning it, celebrate it.
 For I have written in the book of the first law, in that which I have written for thee, that thou should celebrate it  
 in its season, one day in the year, and I explained to thee its sacrifices that the Children of Israel should  
 remember and should celebrate it throughout their generations in this month, one day in every year.
 
n This is amazing!  Why hasn’t anyone ever told us that God’s brit with Noah coincided with the third new moon?  Or that Bikkurim 
was observed before Sinai by Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob?  Might it have something to do with the fact that the Book of Jubilees was 
not canonized into the Hebrew scriptures?  Or is it the connection to the Zadokite priests?  What do you think?  

Elior writes: “All the events in Jubilees relevant to the continuity of the Covenant between divine time and earthly time and place 
occur in the third month, generally on Shavuot on 15 Sivan, seven weeks after the beginning of the Omer on the 26th of the first 
month of Nisan, the time at which the first Covenant was concluded, and the Covenantal oath renewed in heaven and on earth.  
However, unlike the standard tradition, in which the Covenant at Sinai is paramount … and while the exact date of the theophany 
is never specified or explicitly associated with the Festival of Weeks, the tradition of the Jubilees considers this Covenant the last in 
a chain of oaths and covenants, all concluded in the third month.  All the Covenants are associated with oaths and promises related 
to the continuity of life, with angels, and with the Festival of Weeks, whose Hebrew name may be vocalized in two ways:  shavuot 
meaning “weeks,” שבוע [thus alluding to the weeks of the Omer] and שבועה shevuot, meaning oaths, or Covenants….

 “Thus, the theophany at Sinai is not a beginning, but a renewal of previous Covenants…”3  

The original Covenant described in Jubilees is between God and the natural order of the world after the flood.  Never again would 
God try to destroy the earth; all the days of earth and harvest would not end.  Procreation and life would continue in an everlasting 
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cycle.  In other words, the true underlying theme of Shavuot or Shevuot is one of fertility, reproduction -- a love story between Heaven 
and Earth.  

Why don’t we ever talk about that? 

Look at the texts below.  The following Mishnah is from Tractate Hagigah -- or Festival Sacrifices  It is an odd Mishnah because it 
doesn’t mention a holiday or Festival.  It is also the Mishnah attached to the story of the Four Who Entered Pardes (from Tosefta).  
Origen will help explain some of the silence that may help us better understand.

 Mishnah Hagigah 2:1
)א( ֵאין ּדֹוְרִׁשין ַּבֲעָריֹות ִּבְׁשֹלָׁשה. ְולֹא ְבַמֲעֵׂשה ְבֵראִׁשית ִּבְׁשַנִים. ְולֹא ַבֶּמְרָּכָבה ְּבָיִחיד, ֶאָּלא ִאם ֵּכן ָהָיה ָחָכם ּוֵמִבין ִמַּדְעּתֹו.

 ָּכל ַהִּמְסַּתֵּכל ְּבַאְרָּבָעה ְּדָבִרים, ָראּוי לֹו ְּכִאּלּו לֹא ָּבא ָלעֹוָלם, ַמה ְּלַמְעָלה, ַמה ְּלַמָּטה, ַמה ְּלָפִנים, ּוַמה ְּלָאחֹור. 
ְוָכל ֶׁשּלֹא ָחס ַעל ְּכבֹוד קֹונֹו, ָראּוי לֹו ֶׁשּלֹא ָּבא ָלעֹוָלם: 

 (1) One may not expound the laws of forbidden sexual relations before three people, nor the account of  
 Creation before two, nor the Divine Chariot before one, unless he is wise and understanding from his own 
 knowledge. Anyone who investigates four things would be better off if he had not come into this world: what 
 is above, what is below, what is before, and what is after. And anyone who has no consideration for the honor of 
 his Maker would be better off if he had not come into the world.

 Origen (185-232 C.E.) (Christian writer, from his commentary on Song of Songs) 
 It is a practice among the Hebrews that no one is permitted to so much as hold [a scroll of the Song of Songs]  
 in his hands unless he has reached a full mature age.  [Origen says that Jews teach their youngsters the Bible but  
 refrain from teaching four passages until the very end.]  The beginning of Genesis, in which the creation of the 
 world is described; the beginning of Ezekiel the prophet, which tells of the cherubim; the end of Ezekiel, which 
 deals with the building of the Temple; and this book, the Song of Songs. 

n The Mishnah about forbidden relationships alludes to human sexuality and Merkavah mysticism -- and though it does not explicitly 
say that the Festival it refers to is Shavuot, it can be assumed because of its placement in the tractate about the three pilgrimage 
Festivals, and the allusion to the book of Ezekiel. We are only given the final clue that will lead us on our final path to our modern 
celebration by R. Kattina, who relates an ancient First Temple tale he has heard about Bikkurim. And in case we don’t understand the 
reference, Rashi is our friend. 

יומא נ״ד א:י״א
אמר רב קטינא בשעה שהיו ישראל עולין לרגל מגללין להם את הפרוכת ומראין להם את הכרובים שהיו מעורים זה בזה ואומרים להן ראו חבתכם לפני 

המקום כחבת זכר ונקבה 
 Yoma 54a:11
 R. Kattina said: When the Jewish people would ascend for one of the pilgrimage Festivals, the priests would roll up the  
 curtain for them and show them the cherubs, which were clinging to one another, and say to them: See how you are  
 beloved before God, like the love of a male and female. The two cherubs symbolize the Holy One, Blessed be He, and the  
 Jewish people.

 Rashi (R. Shlomo Yitzkaki) (France, 1040-1105) 
 Commentary on Yoma 54
 The cherubs...They cleaved one to the other; and reached and embraced each other, as a man embraces a woman.

n It’s forbidden to talk about it!  That’s like an invitation isn’t it?  Tell me it’s forbidden, and I return to adolescence, avidly seeking 
more Biblical “smut” to tell me more about these suggestive cherubs!  They were apparently quite provocative or evocative.  How can 
this be?  What does it mean?  

Leave it to an Italian, Obadiah ben Jacob Sforno (1475-1550, Italy), to explain it all for us in his commentary about the cherubim.
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שמות כ״ה:י״ז-כ״ב
ֲעֵׂשה ְּכ֙רּוב  ֶרת׃ )יט( ַו֠ ם ִמְּׁשֵנ֖י ְק֥צֹות ַהַּכֹּפֽ ה ֹאָת֔ ב ִמְקָׁש֙ה ַּתֲעֶׂש֣ ים ָזָה֑ יָת ְׁשַנִ֥֥ים ְּכֻרִב֖ ּה׃ )יח( ְוָעִׂש֛ ִצי ָרְחָּבֽ ה ָוֵח֖ ּה ְוַאָּמ֥ ִצ֙י ָאְרָּכ֔ ִים ָוֵח֙ ב ָט֑הֹור ַאָּמַת֤ ֶרת ָזָה֣ יָת ַכֹּפ֖ )יז( ְוָעִׂש֥
ֶרת  ים ְּבַכְנֵפיֶה֙ם ַעל־ַהַּכֹּפ֔ ְעָלה ֹסְכִכ֤ ִים ְלַמ֗ י ְכָנַפ֜ יו׃ )כ( ְוָה֣יּו ַהְּכֻרִבי֩ם ֹּפְרֵׂש֙ ים ַעל־ְׁשֵנ֥י ְקצֹוָתֽ ֶרת ַּתֲעׂ֥שּו ֶאת־ַהְּכֻרִב֖ ה ִמן־ַהַּכֹּפ֛ ה ִמֶּז֑ ד ִמָּקָצ֖ ה ּוְכרּוב־ֶאָח֥ ד ִמָּקָצ֙ה ִמֶּז֔ ֶאָח֤

י ְלָ֮ך  יָך׃ )כב( ְונֹוַעְדִּת֣ ן ֵאֶלֽ ר ֶאֵּת֖ ת ֲאֶׁש֥ ֵעֻד֔ ן ִּתֵּת֙ן ֶאת־ָה֣ ָאֹר֔ ְעָלה ְוֶאל־ָה֣ ן ִמְלָמ֑ ֶרת ַעל־ָהָאֹר֖ ים׃ )כא( ְוָנַתָּת֧ ֶאת־ַהַּכֹּפ֛ ֶרת ִיְה֖יּו ְּפֵנ֥י ַהְּכֻרִבֽ יו ֶאל־ַהַּכֹּפ֔ יׁש ֶאל־ָאִח֑ ם ִא֣ ּוְפֵניֶה֖
ל׃ )פ( ר ֲאַצֶּו֛ה אֹוְתָ֖ך ֶאל־ְּבֵנ֥י ִיְׂשָרֵאֽ ת ָּכל־ֲאֶׁש֧ ן ָהֵעֻד֑ת ֵא֣ ר ַעל־ֲאֹר֣ ים ֲאֶׁש֖ ֶרת ִמֵּבי֙ן ְׁשֵנ֣י ַהְּכֻרִב֔ ל ַהַּכֹּפ֗ י ִאְּתָ֜ך ֵמַע֣ ָׁש֒ם ְוִדַּבְרִּת֙

 Exodus 25:17-22
 (17) You shall make a cover of pure gold, two and a half cubits long and a cubit and a half wide. (18) Make two cherubim of 
 gold — make them of hammered work — at the two ends of the cover. (19) Make one cherub at one end and the other 
 cherub at the other end; of one piece with the cover shall you make the cherubim at its two ends. (20) The cherubim shall 
 have their wings spread out above, shielding the cover with their wings. They shall confront each other; the faces of the 
 cherubim being turned toward the cover. (21) Place the cover on top of the Ark, after depositing inside the Ark the Pact 
 that I will give you. (22) There I will meet with you, and I will impart to you—from above the cover, from between the two 
 cherubim that are on top of the Ark of the Pact—all that I will command you concerning the Israelite people.

רשי על שמות כ״ה:כ״ב:א׳
)א( ונועדתי. ְּכֶׁשֶאְקַּבע מֹוֵעד ְלָך ְלַדֵּבר ִעְּמָך, אֹותֹו ָמקֹום ֶאְקַּבע ְלּמֹוֵעד ֶׁשָאבֹא ָׁשם ְלַדֵּבר ֵאֶליָך:

 Obadiah Jacob ben Sforno (Italy, 1475-1550)
 Exodus 25:20:1

(1( והיו הכרובים, 
 Our prophets have already explained to us that when they had visions involving angels, such angels appeared to them in  
 the guise of cherubs. This means that they had faces like humans but were equipped with wings. Despite appearing as 
 if physical beings, the fact that they represented disembodied intelligence was indicated by the fact that their motion  
 was ever upwards when the prophet observed them as if being in motion. In other words, any motion ascribed to them 
 was in the direction of facing towards God exclusively. Each one of these cherubs, whenever and to whomsoever they 
 appeared, did so according to his respective level, rank, in the celestial hierarchy. 

והיו הכרובים פורשי כנפים, 
 The cherubs were always in a posture of having extended wings. The human intelligence is one that aspires to attain union  
 with its counterpart (the Source from which it is derived). The process leading to this involves the understanding of certain 
 mental disciplines in which the owner of this intelligence divests himself of all consideration involving concretization, i.e.,  
 concepts involving the material universe. Only in this manner can a human being attain the kind of understanding of the  
 Divine that he is willing and capable of attaining, each according to the level of his intelligence and his piety. Such insights 
 are achieved by intelligently looking at the manifestations of God in this world, studying about His attributes by gaining  
 knowledge about how and when He does intervene in history by overriding the laws of nature which He Himself formulated 
 and instituted. Knowing under what circumstances God will resort to such extraordinary miracles, and appreciating the 
 rationale behind it, is what enables the prophet at certain times to evoke God’s direct involvement in the fates of 
 individuals. When Moses asked God 

הודיעני נא את דרכך, 
 “Please instruct me in Your ways,” (33,13) he wanted precisely these kinds of guidelines. When the Torah describes the  
 cherubs as 

פורשי כנפים למעלה, 
 This describes the source from which all this inspiration must come. The sages already explained that these cherubs had  
 the faces of a young boy and a young girl, (Yoma 54) a reference to the initiation of actions originating in a domain  
 which is part of the abstract world. What is initiated there resembles something masculine, as the male is symbolic of  
 initiating matters whereas the female’s role is more responsive in nature. 

ופניהם איש אל אחיו, 
 This describes that what is initiated in abstract, disembodied regions of the universe, i.e., in heaven, is accepted, received  
 willingly and in a complementary fashion by the creatures in this concrete, i.e., physical part of the universe. Only by a  
 merging of these two basic constituent parts of our universe can “perfection” on earth be attained. The reason why the  
 Torah continues in describing these cherubs as facing the lid of the Ark, i.e., looking downwards whereas their wings are 
 spread upwards, is a reminder that although inspiration originates in heaven, understanding of God and how He works can  
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 come only by paying close attention and studying what He does in our material, “lower” part of His universe. The ideal  
 means of unraveling the meaning of God’s actions is through His revealed word, the Torah, of which the Ark has become 
 the repository. The upshot of the message contained in the symbolism represented by the cherubs, their shape, their  
 posture, etc., is that for us on earth the key to obtaining all these insights must be by study of the Torah. By giving us the  
 Torah, allowing us to build the Tabernacle, etc., ...

 Rashi 
 Commentary on Exodus 25:22:1

(1( ונועדתי 
 AND [THERE] I WILL BE MET [BY THEE] — When I shall appoint you a place of meeting to speak to you that place will I  
 appoint as the place of meeting whither I will come to speak to you.

 Sforno on Exodus 25:22:1
(1( ונועדתי לך שם ודברתי אתך, 

 God assures Moses that this is the site where He will communicate with him and become as familiar to him as it is possible  
 for God to become familiar to man. This is where the Shechinah’s presence will become “stationed,” as already spelled out  
 in the opening verses of our chapter (8-9) with the words 

ושכנתי בתוכם ככל אשר אני מראה אותך, 
 “I will dwell among them in accordance with the blueprint I have shown you.” The meaning of the words 

וכן תעשו 
 at the end of verse 9, is that once the Jewish people or their elite engage in study of the relationship of physics to  
 metaphysics, something known in the parlance of the Talmud as 

מעשה מרכבה, 
 and they will do so motivated by the acceptable purpose, i.e., to become better servants of the Lord, not only will the  
 Shechinah assist us but the ministering angels will also be of help in furthering such study. (Chagigah 14)

סנהדרין ז׳ א:י״ד
ההוא דהוה קאמר ואזיל כי רחימתין הוה עזיזא אפותיא דספסירא שכיבן השתא דלא עזיזא רחימתין פוריא בר שיתין גרמידי לא סגי לן אמר רב הונא קראי 

כתיבי מעיקרא כתיב )שמות כה, כב( ונועדתי לך שם ודברתי אתך מעל הכפורת ותניא ארון תשעה וכפורת טפח הרי כאן עשרה

 Sanhedrin 7a:14
 There was a certain man who was saying about his marriage as he walked: When our love was strong, we could have slept  
 on a bed that was the width of a sword. Now that our love is not strong, a bed of sixty cubits is not sufficient for us. Rav  
 Huna said: Verses are written that convey these sentiments. Initially, it was written: “I will meet with you there and I will  
 speak with you from above the Ark Cover” (Exodus 25:22), and it is taught in a baraita: The Ark of the Covenant was itself  
 nine handbreadths high, and the Ark Cover was one handbreadth thick. There is a total height of ten handbreadths here. At 
 first, when God had great affection for Israel, the Divine Presence was revealed within the confines of this limited space.

n Now are you ready for our final passage from the Zohar, which will help us make the final connection between Shavuot and a 
bunch of generally lactose intolerant Jews staying up all night to study?  Here goes...  

 Zohar Emor 93 (13th Century)
 R. Shimon (bar Yohai) said the following when the friends gathered with him that night:  Let us come and prepare the jewels  
 of the bride, so that tomorrow she will be bejeweled and properly ready for the King.  Happy is the portion of the friends, 
 when the King will ask the Queen who prepared her jewels, illuminated her crowns and put on her adornments.  No one in 
 the world knows how to fix the adornments of the bride save the friends.  Happy is their portion in this world and in 
 the World to Come.  For this reason, the ancient pious ones would not sleep on this night.  Rather, they immersed  
 themselves in Torah, saying, “Let us come inherit the holy inheritance for ourselves and our children, in this world and 
 in eternity.”  On this night Shekhinah is crowned by them.  She then comes to bond with the King (during Mussaf).  Both of  
 them become crowned (from above) to illuminate the minds of those who took part in bringing about their union.
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n It makes sense, doesn’t it?  The Zohar -- the book of Kabbalah, or Jewish mysticism -- reveals to us (in code), a theme so ancient 
that it predates rabbinic literature--that of Merkavah mysticism.  The Zohar teaches us through the metaphor of the King (God) his 
Queen (earth), who prepares to receive Him in a never-ending Covenantal relationship.  Those who can stay up all night and study 
receive the crown of the holy Shekhinah,  our minds become illuminated because we help bring the Queen in her ornamental glory to 
the King.  We are their matchmakers!  

And for this we receive a crown -- and all the dairy we can eat for one night, emblematic of our Covenant with the Land -- a land of 
milk and honey...

n One final story: I’m a Texan, and all native Texans are reared on the stories of Texas’ War of Independence from Mexico.  However, 
in the 182 years since Santa Ana was captured (from his tent, where he was found in a compromising position with his mistress) the 
Hispanic population in Texas has grown exponentially, to the point that they are what is called now, “a minority majority.”  

In other words, they may have lost the battle, but in the end, they won the war.

The same might be said of those runaway Zadokite priests at Qumran...they lost the battle, but they did not completely vanish into 
the mists of history.  The selection of the book of Ezekiel as the Haftarah reading for Shavuot, as well as the hidden meaning of 
the holiday, becomes exposed, cherubic porn -- emblematic of what the Covenant has always been about--are all traces of hidden 
dissent. 

Why do you think that might be?
   

Footnotes:
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