Shavu’ot: The Day of the Giving of the Torah?

Source Sheet

l. Rosh HaShanah 6b

Rabbi Hillel Hayyim Lavery-Yisraeli
Conservative Yeshiva, Jerusalem

2"y Y 97 DIwn YNY N

The Jewish calendar is a lunar one, adjusted so that it doesn't stray too much from the solar year.
A lunar month is defined as the time it takes for the moon to make one revolution around the earth:
29 days and slightly more than twelve hours. Jewish months, therefore, have either 29 or 30 days.
Back in Talmudic times, the day of Rosh Hodesh was decided by the Sanhedrin, after receiving
testimony from witnesses who viewed the New Moon.

Nowadays, we follow a calculated calendar, whereby the months alternate in length — the first is 30
days long, the second 29, the third 30, and so on. Heshvan and Kislev sometimes have 29,
sometimes 30, based on fixed formulae.

Even when Rosh Hodesh was set each month by the Sanhedrin, according to most opinions, the
rabbis had the power to adjust the months slightly, when necessary.

Shavu'ot occurs fifty days after the second day of Pesah. Since, in Talmudic times, the months of
Nisan and lyyar could vary in length from year to year, the date of Shavu‘ot also differed from year
to year. Nowadays, Shavu'ot always occurs on the 6™ of Sivan. We do, however, have other holy
days which sometimes change dates: Shushan Purim (in Jerusalem) gets adjusted if it falls on
Shabbat; fast days other than Yom Kippur get moved if they coincide with Shabbat, and the
modern Israeli holidays — Yom HaSho'ah, Yom HaZikaron, Yom Ha'Atzma'ut — get shifted to

prevent Shabbat desecration as well.

...As was taught in the name of Rav Shemayah:
Sometimes, Shavu'ot [is on] the fifth [of Sivan], sometimes on the
sixth, sometimes on the seventh.
How is this?
If both [months between Pesah and Shavu’ot, Nisan and lyyar] are full
[i.e. 30 days] — the fifth. If both are lacking [i.e. 29 days] — the seventh.
One long and one short — the sixth.
And who is the Tanna who disagrees with Rav Shemayah?
It is Aherim (“Others” — a nickname for R. Meir). As was taught in a
baraita: Aherim say,
The difference between one Shavu'ot to the next Shavu'ot, or
between one Rosh Hashanah to the next Rosh Hashanah, is
always four weekdays." And in a leap-year, five.

SPYNY 29 DNTO...
DY ,NYY DY ,IWNN DNys [ NINY
.Iyav

7780 N

TAN .YV — PIDN 1Y .IVNN — PRID DY

WY — 70N TRNY NON

7PNY 29T 1YY PDAT NIN NI

NN D9NNR

(DIIN BINNR [ NINT
VYN URT P2 PR NINYD NINY YA PR
DN) .72D02 O NYaIN NON v WNID
VNN — NIDYN MY NN

Questions for further study:

1. Why would the date of Shavu’ot change, depending on the length of the months?

2. What is the date of Shavu’ot according to Aherim?
Il. Shabbat 86b-87b
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While the story of the Revelation mentions the month in which the Children of Israel arrived at
Mount Sinai, it doesn't mention the date. And, while we celebrate the Biblical holiday of Shavu'ot
as the date of the Revelation, the Torah does not indicate that this is one of the themes of this
holiday. While our tradition, now, matches the Revelation with Shavu'ot, this precise coupling was

not completely clear to our Talmudic sages.

Our rabbis taught [in a baraita]:
On the sixth of the month [Sivan], the ten commandments
were given to Israel. R. Yossi says — on the seventh.

Rava said:
All agree that on Rosh Hodesh they came to the Sinai
desert. For it says here: “On this day they came to the
Sinai desert” (Ex. 19:1). And it says there: “This month
shall be for you a beginning of months” (Ex. 12:2). Just as
there it was Rosh Hodesh, so too here it was Rosh
Hodesh.
And all agree that on Shabbat the Torah was given to
Israel. For it says here: “Remember the Shabbat day to
sanctify it” (Ex. 20:8). And it says there: “And Moses said
to the nation, ‘Remember this day’ ” (Ex. 13:3). Just as
there [he spoke] on the very day being spoken of, so too
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1 Aherim’s view is that even when the months are set according to moon sightings, the 30-29-30 sequence should be preserved
whenever possible. Thus, according to him, Shavu’ot always falls on the 6™ of Sivan.




here [He spoke] on the very day being spoken of.

They only disagree about [the day of] the beginning of the
month.

R. Yossi holds: On Sunday the month began, and on
Sunday he [Moses] didn’'t say anything to them, because
of the weariness of the road; on Monday he said “You shall
be for me a kingdom of Priests” (Ex. 19:6); on Tuesday he
gave them the commandment of separation; on
Wednesday they separated [for three days].

And the Sages hold: On Monday the month began, and
on Monday he didn’t say anything to them, because of the
weariness of the road; on Tuesday he said to them “You
shall be for me a kingdom of Priests”; on Wednesday he
gave them the commandment of separation; on Thursday
they separated [for two days].?

A challenge: “You shall sanctify yourselves today and
tomorrow” (Ex. 19:10) [indicating separation for two days
alone]! This calls R. Yossi’s opinion into question!

R. Yossi would answer you: “Moses decided himself to add
another day.” As was taught in a baraita, “Moses decided
himself to do three things, and God approved: He decided
himself to add another day ...”

On what did he base this? “[And you shall sanctify yourselves]
today and tomorrow” — ‘today’ should be equal to ‘tomorrow’.
Just as ‘tomorrow’ will have its [previous] night included, so
too ‘today’ should include its [previous] night [i.e. be a full 24-
hour period]. But today’s night has already passed! So we
must have two days excluding today.

And whence do we know that God approved? For God’s
presence did not manifest until Shabbat morning [which was
the fourth day].’

Come and hear: In the Nisan in which Israel left Egypt, on the

fourteenth they slaughtered their Pesah animals, on the

fifteenth they left, and that evening* the firstborns were slain.
(Do you really think it was ‘That evening’? Rather, ‘the previous

evening’.) And that day was Thursday.

If the fifteenth of Nisan was Thursday, Rosh Hodesh lyyar

was Saturday,® and Rosh Hodesh Sivan was Sunday.® This

calls the Sages’ opinion’ into question!

The Sages would answer, lyyar of that year was lengthened

[to 30 days].

Come and hear, ... In the Nisan in which Israel left Egypt, on
the fourteenth they slaughtered their Pesah animals, on the
fifteenth they left, and that evening the firstborns were slain.
(Do you really think it was ‘That evening’? Rather, say, ‘the previous
evening’.) And that day was Thursday. Nisan was long,® so
lyyar began on Saturday; lyyar was short so Sivan began
on Sunday.

This calls the Sages’ opinion into question! According to
whom is this source? According to R. Yossi alone.
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2 The gemara, here, is discussing Ex. 19. The events there are as follows: (1) Arrival at Sinai Desert, (2) Moses ascends the

mountain, (3) God speaks to Moses, saying “...If you listen to my commandments... you will be my special people... And you will be

a kingdom of priests...” (4) Moses descends and reports this to Israel. (5) Israel commits to do what God says. (6) Moses returns to

God and reports this. (7) God commands Moses to warn the people to separate from their spouses for two or three days. (8) Moses

descends and tells the people. (9) The people separate from their spouses. (9) Three or four days later, the Revelation happens.
According to the gemara on the previous page (86a), Moses always ascended the mountain, or descended from it, first thing

in the morning. According to R. Yossi, Rosh Hodesh was Sunday, and they separated for three full days before the Revelation

(which was on Saturday). According to the Sages, Rosh Hodesh was Monday and they only separated for two days before the

Revelation.
If God had disapproved, God wouldn’t have waited to appear.

Above, the Sages said that 1 Sivan was on Monday, not Sunday.
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21yY indicates the evening following the day being spoken of, while 29y2an would indicate the previous evening.
Nisan normally has 30 days, so 1 lyyar is normally two weekdays after 1 Nisan. (1 Nisan and 15 Nisan fall on the same weekday.)
lyyar is normally 29 days, so 1 Sivan is normally one weekday after 1 lyyar.

Unlike the previously mentioned baraita, this baraita explicitly mentions the lengths of Nisan and lyyar that year.




slaughtered their Pesah; on the fifteenth they left, and that
day was Friday.

Since Rosh Hodesh Nisan was Friday, Rosh Hodesh lyyar
was Sunday, and that of Sivan was Monday. This calls R.| TP
Yossi’s opinion into question!

R. Yossi would answer you: According to whom is this
source? According to the Sages alone.
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We are left with conflicting b’raitot, and we can say that one is according to the opinion of R. Yossi

(that the Revelation was on 7 Sivan), and the others
Sivan).
Questions for further study:

according to the opinion of the Sages (6

1. How is it possible that the Torah doesn’t record the date on which the Torah was given, and that the

Sages disagreed about this?

2. On what day of the Omer was the Torah actually given, according to the Sages, and according to R.

Yossi?
3. What does this mean for the festival of Shavu’ot?

lll. Megillah 31a
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The following baraita instructs us what portions of the Bible to read on the different holidays. It

contains a mahloket regarding the reading for Shavu’ot.

Our rabbis taught [in a baraita] ... On Shavu’ot [we read] “Seven
weeks” (Deut 16), and the Haftarah is, “Havakuk” (Havakuk 3);
Aherim (“Others”) say, “In the third month (Ex. 19), and the
Haftarah is, The Chariot (Ez. 1).

And nowadays, when there are two days, we do like both of them,
but reversed [i.e. we read Aherim’s readings on the first day, and
the first Tanna’s on the second].

Questions for further study:
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1. The Babylonian Talmud, speaks of the common practice, in their day, in the Diaspora. It was a
compromise — a way to observe both opinions. In principle, though, whose opinion do you

think was considered correct?

wn

source?

How does this affect the meaning/observance of the holiday of Shavu’ot?
Do you think the opinions mentioned above, in Source |, affect the opinions mentioned in this




