AKSE Shavuot 5786

First day Sermon:
Why Do We Keep Two Days of Yom Tov?
By Rabbi Abe Rabinovich, Ph.D.

Dear friends,

This past week, I had the privilege of spending several days immersed in Torah
study at an intensive halacha conference at the Hadar Yeshiva. Together with rabbis
and scholars, we explored a fascinating question:

Why do Jews outside the Land of Israel continue to observe two days of Yom Tov?

At first glance, it seems like a technical halachic issue.
But the more we studied, the more I realized that this question touches something
much deeper.

It touches the very heart of what Shavuot is all about.

Long ago, in the time of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish calendar was not fixed. The
beginning of every month depended upon Kiddush HaChodesh — the

sanctification of the new moon.

Witnesses would come to Jerusalem and testify that they had seen the new moon,

and only then would the Sanhedrin declare the new month.

Once the month was established, messengers were sent throughout the Jewish

world to inform communities when the festivals would occur.
But there was a problem.

Many Jewish communities lived far away from Jerusalem. By the time the
messengers arrived, Yom Tov had already begun. Those communities did not know

with certainty which day was truly holy.



So what did they do?

Out of reverence for God...
Out of love for the sanctity of the festivals...

Out of fear of violating holiness...
They kept two days based on doubt not knowing if last month was 29 or 30 days.

But today, we no longer live with that uncertainty. We have a fixed calendar. We

know exactly when Yom Tov begins.
So why do we still keep two days of Yom Tov in the Diaspora?
After long debate, the Talmud provides a three words answer:

"IPT2MAR A"

“The custom of our ancestors remains in our hands.”

But if we are honest, that answer itself demands explanation.

If the original reason no longer applies, why continue the practice?
And perhaps the answer is this:

Because Judaism is not sustained by logic alone.
Judaism is sustained by loyalty.
By covenant.

By commitment.
And that is exactly what Shavuot is all about.

The Gemara in Shabbat (88a) tells a remarkable story.



A heretic once saw the great sage Rava completely immersed in Torah learning.
Rava was so absorbed in study that he did not even notice his fingers trapped

beneath his legs, bleeding as he learned.
The heretic laughed at him and said:

“You Jews are an impulsive people! At Mount Sinai, you said y»w 72y — ‘We
will do and we will hear.” You accepted the Torah before you even knew what was

in it! Why didn’t you listen first and decide afterward?”
It is a sound question.

Why did we say yes before hearing the terms?

Why commit before understanding?

And Rava responded with these words:

“About us, who walk with sincerity and integrity, the verse says:

“The integrity of the upright shall guide them.’”
At Sinai, the Jewish people understood something fundamental:

A relationship with God cannot be built only upon convenience.
A covenant cannot survive only when it is intellectually satisfying.

Love and loyalty require commitment — even before full understanding.
So at Sinai we declared:
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“We will do and we will hear.”

First commitment.

Then understanding.



And perhaps that is why we still keep two days of Yom Tov.
Not because we are confused about the calendar.

But because our ancestors were willing to sacrifice comfort and convenience for

the sake of holiness.
And we refuse to let go of their devotion.

When we keep a second day of Yom Tov, we are doing more than preserving an old

custom.
We are saying:

The faith of previous generations still matters to us.
Their sacrifices still matter to us.

Their commitment still lives within us.

My friends, if Judaism survived only when it was easy...
If Judaism survived only when it was rational...

If Judaism survived only when it perfectly aligned with modern convenience...
Then Judaism would not have survived exile, GALUT.

It survived because generations of Jews clung to Torah with stubborn faith, with

fierce love, and with unwavering commitment.

They carried Judaism through expulsions and persecutions.
Through poverty and wandering.

Through uncertainty and darkness.
And they handed it to us.

That is the meaning of 12°7°2 12m2a8 2722.



The customs of our ancestors are not burdens from the past.

They are living testimonies of Jewish faithfulness which we carry on to future

generations to come.

The Talmud (ibid) tells the following: “Rabbi Simai taught: When Israel accorded
precedence to the declaration “We will do” over the declaration “We will hear,”
600,000 ministering angels came and tied two crowns to each and every member

of the Jewish people, one corresponding to “We will do”” and one corresponding to

“We will hear.”

On Shavuot, we celebrate not only that God gave us the Torah.
We celebrate that the Jewish people accepted it.

And every year, we are called upon to accept it again.

To renew the covenant again.

To stand once more at Sinai and say:

Even when it is difficult...
Even when we do not understand everything...

Even when the world pulls us in other directions...
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“We will do and we will hear.”

May we merit to carry the faith of our ancestors with pride, with joy, and with

devotion.

And may our commitment to Torah continue to guide future generations, just as it

guided those who came before us.

Chag Sameach!



Second Day Yizkor Sermon:
If God Did Not Give Us the Torah
By Rabbi Abe Rabinovich, Ph.D.

Dear friends,

If God had never given us the Torah... could the world still survive?
Could humanity still become moral and decent?

Could the Jewish people even exist without Torah?

At first, the question sounds impossible. Almost heretical.

And yet — only fifty days ago, sitting around our Seder tables, we all sang those

very surprising words:
W7 — AVINT DY 03 KDY 010 T 2197 MR K

“Had God brought us near Mount Sinai, but not given us the Torah — it would

have been enough.”

Really?

Standing at Sinai... without receiving Torah... would have been enough?
How could that possibly be?

The Talmud offers another startling statement.

In Eruvin (100b), Rabbi Yohanan teaches:

Had the Torah never been given, we still could have learned modesty from the

cat... honesty from the ant... loyalty from the dove... sensitivity from the rooster.

It is a remarkable idea.



The rabbis are telling us that God’s wisdom is not found only in books.
It is woven into creation itself.

There are lessons hidden in nature.
There is holiness buried within ordinary life.
There is wisdom waiting to be discovered in the world around us — and in the

people around us.
But of course, the rabbis did not mean we could truly live without Torah.

Without Torah there is no covenant.
No Shabbat.

No sacred rhythm to Jewish life.
No mitzvot.

No Sinai mission.
So what did they mean?
Perhaps they meant this:

Before Torah could become a book...

it first had to become a people.
And that is why merely arriving at Sinai mattered so much.

When we sing in Dayeinu that coming to Sinai alone “would have been enough,”

we do not mean the Torah was unnecessary.
We mean that Sinai itself transformed us.

Before a single commandment was spoken...
before Moses ascended the mountain...

before the tablets...



We stood together.
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“Like one person, with one heart.” (Rashi, Exodus 19:2)

The revelation began not with law —

but with unity.

Not with commandments —

but with relationship.

And perhaps that is still one of Torah’s greatest teachings.
Pirkei Avot (4:1) asks:
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“Who 1s wise?

One who learns from every person.”
Every person.

Torah requires scholarship.

But Torah also requires humility.

The humility to recognize that every human being carries a spark of wisdom...

that every life can teach us something sacred.
And maybe that is exactly why, on Shavuot, we read the Book of Ruth.

Because Ruth contains no thunder.
No splitting sea.
No heavenly fire.

Just people.



A daughter-in-law who refuses to abandon someone she loves.
A man who acts with dignity and compassion.

Simple acts of kindness that quietly redeem the world.
Ruth teaches us that holiness does not only happen at mountaintops.

Sometimes holiness appears in loyalty.
In generosity.

In compassion.

In staying.

In helping.

In loving.
The Midrash (Ruth Raba 2:15), says something extraordinary about Ruth.
Rabbi Ze’eira teaches:

“This scroll contains no laws of purity or impurity, no prohibitions and no

permissions. So why was it written? To teach the greatness of kindness.”
What a profound statement.

The book of Ruth entered the canon of sacred scripture...

simply to teach kindness.
Because Torah without kindness is incomplete.
Learning without compassion is empty.

And holiness is measured not only by what we know —

but by how we treat one another.

The Talmud (Pesachim 68b), tells us that Rav Yosef would celebrate Shavuot with

€enormous joy.



He would say:

“If not for this day, how many Yosefs would there be in the marketplace?”
Without Torah, he said, I would simply be another ordinary person in the crowd.
But perhaps the deeper meaning is this:

Torah elevates ordinary life.

It transforms human existence into sacred purpose.

And that brings us to this sacred Yizkor moment.

Because many of the deepest Torah lessons we carry did not come from books

alone.
They came from people.

From parents...
grandparents. ..
spouses...
siblings...
teachers...

friends...

From those who raised us.
Loved us.
Sacrificed for us.

Believed in us.
We learned faith from people who held onto hope in difficult times.

We learned generosity from hands that gave quietly, without recognition.
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We learned perseverance from those who carried burdens silently so future

generations could stand stronger.
Their lives became our Torah.

The kindness they showed...
the sacrifices they made...

the values they embodied...
these became the sacred inheritance they passed on to us.

And so today, as memory and prayer fill this sanctuary, we honor them not only
with words...

not only with tears...

but with the lives we choose to live.

May we continue their legacy of kindness.
May we carry forward their values.

May we learn not only from sacred texts —

but from the sacred lives they lived, from one another and all creatures.

And may the memories of our loved ones forever remain a blessing for us, for our

families, for our community, and for all of Israel.

Amen!
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