“Destination: Sinai” Shiur #1:

What is a Commandment?

Based on an article by Rav Elyakim Krumbein

Source 1: Talmud Kiddushin 31a

The Sages raised a dilemma before Rav Ulla: How far must
one go to fulfill the mitzva of honoring one’s father and
mother? Rav Ulla said to them: Go and see what one gentile
did in Ashkelon, and his name was Dama ben Netina. Once
the Sages sought to purchase merchandise [perakmatya]
from him for six hundred thousand gold dinars’ profit, but
the key for the container in which the merchandise was kept
was placed under his father’s head, and he was sleeping at
the time. And Dama ben Netina would not disturb his father
by waking him, although he could have made a substantial
profit. Rav Yehuda says that Shmuel says: They asked
Rabbi Eliezer: How far must one go to fulfill the mitzva of
honoring one’s father and mother? Rabbi Eliezer said to
them: Go and see what one gentile did for his father in
Ashkelon, and the name of the son was Dama ben Netina.
Once the Sages wished to purchase precious stones from him
for the ephod of the High Priest for six hundred thousand
gold dinars’ profit, and Rav Kahana taught that it was eight
hundred thousand gold dinars’ profit. And the Kkey to the
chest holding the jewels was placed under his father’s head,
and he would not disturb him. The next year the Holy One,
Blessed be He, gave Dama ben Netina his reward, as a red
heifer was born in his herd, and the Jews needed it. When the
Sages of Israel came to him he said to them: I know,
concerning you, that if I were to ask for all the money in the
world you would give it to me. But I ask only that money
that I lost due to the honor of Father. And Rabbi Hanina
says: And if this is related about one who is not commanded
by the Torah to honor his father, as Dama was a gentile, and
nevertheless when he performs the mitzva he is given this
great reward, all the more so is one rewarded who is
commanded to fulfill a mitzva and performs it. As Rabbi
Hanina says: Greater is one who is commanded to do a
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mitzva and performs it than one who is not commanded to
do a mitzva and performs it. Rav Yosef, who was blind, said:
At first I would say: If someone would tell me that the
halakha is in accordance with the opinion of Rabbi Yehuda,
who says: A blind person is exempt from fulfilling the
mitzvot, I would make a festive day for the rabbis, as [ am
not commanded and yet I perform the mitzvot. This means
my reward is very great. Now that I have heard that which
Rabbi Hanina says: Greater is one who is commanded to do
a mitzva and performs it than one who is not commanded
to do a mitzva and performs it, on the contrary: If someone
would tell me that the halakha is not in accordance with the
opinion of Rabbi Yehuda, and a blind person is obligated in
mitzvot, | would make a festive day for the rabbis
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Why is a mitzvah greater for someone who is commanded vs.

someone who does it voluntarily?

Source 2a): Tosafot #1
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It seems that the reason for this is that someone who is commanded to do a
mitzvah is greater because he is worried and troubled more - lest he transgress
(and not do the mitzvah) from someone who already has his “bread in the
basket” - because if he wishes to, he can just leave it (and not do it)
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2b)Tosafot #2

Can someone who fulfils a mitzvah voluntarily recite a bracha?
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From here, Rabbeinu Tam derived that women recite a bracha on positive
time-bound commandments even though they are totally exempt - even
rabbinically. Nevertheless, they can recite the bracha and this is not considered
to be reciting Hashem’s name in vain. If this were not so, how did Rav Yosef
initially rejoice (when he thought he was going to get more merit being exempt
from these mitzvot)? After all, he would lose a chance to recite all of the
brachot!?

How are we to relate to the “spirit of volunteerism’ that motivated
many great accomplishments?

Rav Krumbein:

The great figures of our history, who paved new paths in divine
service, exercised personal initiative, and fall into the category of
those who were "not commanded.” Our obligations are listed in the
Shulchan Arukh, and they are uniform and common to all of Israel.
But what obligation did R. Chaim of Volozhin fulfill when he
established his yeshiva, or the Ba'al Shem Tov when he founded
Chassidism? Was it not the spirit of volunteerism that inspired them
to perform their great deeds? Are we really meant to evaluate such a
person's life's mission - bearing the stamp of originality and private
initiative - as being worth less than his recitation of "birkat ha-
mazon" or the fact that he donned tefillin?




Source 3a): Rambam, Mishne Torah - Laws of Brachot Ch. 11
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3b) Ritvah commentary on Pesachim 7b
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The reason that Chazal instruct us to recite the blessing just before
performing a mitzva is in order that a person first sanctify himself
by means of the blessing and declare that he is performing the
act because of the command of the Holy One.

The sanctification by means of the mitzvot that is mentioned in the
blessing is not referring to the Revelation at Sinai; it is something that 1s
taking place right now, it is related to the blessing over that act.

3c) Tosafot Pesachim 7a
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[The latter blessing] is not recited over that which he is performing
right now. Rather, he is giving praise and thanking the Holy One, Who
commanded us concerning circumcision whenever this mitzvah
would become possible for one to fulfill.




Rav Krumbein: In other words, this blessing actually does relate to
the historical event of Matan Torah, as part of which we were
commanded concerning circumcision "when it becomes possible for
us." But the blessing for the mitzva, which is always to be recited
directly prior to performing it, relates specifically to "that which
he is performing right now." It is to be understood not as, "...Who
commanded us, in the Revelation at Sinai, concerning circumcision of
sons who would be born to us,” but rather, "...Who commanded us
concerning this specific act, which I am about to fulfill
immediately, here and now."

A mitzva has two poles. One is shrouded in the cloud that
surrounded Mt. Sinai, from within which the voice of the Holy
One emanated. This element of the command is hidden and
abstract, for it is it meant to be fulfilled in a reality that does not
yet exist. The other pole is grounded in the here and now, the
reality that a Jew encounters in his anxious quest to fulfill the
holy command, to understand exactly what it is that God
requires of him. When the conditions are ripe - the festival arrives
and the four species are in his hand, or his eight-day-old son is before
him and the circumcision knife is in his hand - the person recognizes
the connection between this reality and the Voice at Sinai; he hears
the Voice calling to him and commanding him from within the reality
that surrounds him. The blessing recited over the fulfillment of a
mitzva is the expression of that recognition. Chazal teach that one
should not perform a mitzva only on the basis of an ancient command,
as the fulfillment of an obligation undertaken in the distant past. A
person must declare, "..Who has commanded us concerning this
thing, that we are performing right now." The command is renewed
and completes itself in the immediate circumstances - but only if a
person is aware of it.




Returning to Tosafot’s earlier statement that women who are exempt
from time-bound mitzvot can recite the brachot nevertheless. How?

Source 4: Commentary of Rabbeinu Nissim:
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This presents no problem: since the men are commanded, and the
women too receive a reward for fulfillment, they also can say, 'Who
has commanded us.’

How would this explanation work alongside Rabbeinu Tam’s
understanding of women reciting brachot over the mitzvah?

Rav Krumbein: We must propose that a woman's fulfillment of such
a mitzva is not an altogether voluntary act. The advantage of "one
who is commanded and fulfills" exists on the level of the historical
command. However, his understanding that he is commanded in the
reality before him depends on his awareness of and sensitivity to his
circumstances and the nature of the command. Were it not for this
consciousness, the command would remain a lonely voice calling out
in the desert, devoid of any validity or force in the present. Therefore,
Rabbeinu Tam understood that the gates of Divine command are not
closed before women. Even if they were not included specifically in the
command at Sinai concerning certain mitzvot, who is to say that they are
not capable to discerning the Divine Voice that speaks from within the
WORLD? They are still able to look at reality and to understand that it
obligates the fulfillment of a certain mitzva.




For example, if on Rosh Ha-shana a woman comes to the synagogue
and feels in her heart that on this occasion, in these circumstances,
she is OBLIGATED to coronate God, as it were, by hearing the sound
of the shofar, then it is not her imagination that is guiding her. A
mature consciousness gives rise to this feeling - a consciousness
capable of understanding that if the conditions for the fulfillment of a
great mitzva have been created, then this itself obligates its
fulfillment.

There are two ways of fulfilling a mitzva in which one is not obligated.
It may be fulfilled from the point of view that "I am not commanded,”
without any worries or difficulties. Here we are motivated by a feeling
of, "If I perform this properly, it will be wonderful, but if not - nothing
is lost, for I did not commit myself to fulfilling it."

However, one can also elevate oneself to the level of "one who is
commanded and fulfills" as a constant state of consciousness, rather
than as an experience limited to the fulfillment of the minimal
halakhic requirements. If a person is imbued with such
consciousness, then his whole life becomes a search for Divine
command; the fire of Sinai burns for him in every situation in which
he finds himself. The deeds of great individuals are great because, to
their mind, they had no alternative. Reality made demands and called
out for repair; those who recognized their ABILITY to respond to the
challenge, understood that the Divine command OBLIGATED them to
act thus. By the power of their will they elevate their endeavors to the
level of "one who is commanded and fulfills."

Source 5: Siddur: Sephardic Tradition
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Blessed is He Who made me according to His Will.
Ashkenazic Tradition
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Source 6: Rav Yosef Zvi Rimon
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Source 7: Sefer Hachinuch - Why do we count the Omer?
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The roots of this mitzvah: the essence of the Jewish people is the Torah; it is
because of the Torah that Heaven and earth were created, as it says (Yirmiyahu
33:25) "If I had not had made My covenant, I would not have established day
and night..." It is the main reason for which we were redeemed from Egypt, so
that we would receive the Torah on Sinai and fulfill it, as Hashem said to Moshe,
Therefore, we were commanded to count from the day after the first Yom Tov
of Pesach until the day on which we received the Torah, to show how our souls
strongly desire this most honored and desired day, much the same way a
servant yearns for shade; a servant always counts towards the hoped-for day
when he will be freed. For when a person counts, he shows that all of his hopes
are to reach that day. This is why we count the Omer, ie such and such number
of days have passed from the total number...

Source 8: Shemot Ch. 19
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10. And the Lord said to Moses, "Go to the people and prepare them today and
tomorrow, and they shall wash their garments. 11. And they shall be
prepared for the third day, for on the third day, the Lord will descend
before the eyes of all the people upon Mount Sinai.




Source 9: Haketav Vihakabala
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Source 10: Pesachim 8b
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Rabbi Elazar said: People on their way to perform a mitzvah are not harmed.
The students asked Rav - what of the young students who live in villages in
the valley - is it permissible for them to come to the study halls early in the
morning and late in the evening? He responded: I will take responsibility for
them! What about going back home in the dark? He said: I do not know.

Source 11: Proverbs/Mishlei Ch. 3
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In all your ways acknowledge Him, And He will make your paths
smooth.




Source 12: Rambam, Mishne Torah Hilchot De’ot Ch. 3
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It is necessary for man to set his heart and all his efforts solely to
know the Name, blessed is He! so that his sitting down, his rising up
and his speech shall be facing this goal. How may he accomplish it?
When he will buy, or sell, or do work for wages, he should not have in
his heart the accumulation of money only but he should perform
these duties as a means to acquire the necessities of the body, as food,
drink, dwelling-place and marriage;
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He who follows the medical directions, but sets his heart merely to
keep his body and limbs healthy and beget children to do his work
and strive for his needs, such is not the good way. But he should set
his heart to have a sound and strong body so that his soul be tranquil
to acquire the knowledge of the Lord; for, it is impossible that one
should comprehend and improve himself in scholarship when he is
hungry, or sick, or when one of his limbs pains; but he should set his
heart to have a son who, perhaps will be a great sage in Israel



Consequently, one who follows such way all of his life, is constantly
in God's service, even when he is buying and selling, even when he
performs the grossest duty, seeing that his thought beneath it all is to
find enough to satisfy his wants, so that his body be sound, ready to
serve God. Even when one sleeps, if his sleep be purposeful so that his
mind be rested, and rests his body so as to prevent himself from
becoming sick and be unable to serve God as a result of sickness, it
will be found that even his very sleep is part of his service to God,
blessed is He! And on this subject the sages commanded and said:
"And let all thine actions be with devotion to the Name of God" (Pir.
Av. 2.12); and, concerning this Solomon in his wisdom said: "In all thy
ways acknowledge Him, and He will make level thy paths” (Prov. 3.6).



