D’var Torah- Parashat Yitro
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"You speak to us ... and we will obey; but let not God speak to us, lest we die."
(Exodus 20:15) "The Lord said: "They did well to speak thus. May they always be of
such mind, to revere Me and follow all My commandments'" (Deut. 5: 25-26). There
are two kinds of worship: Sometimes a person's heart is filled with great fervor from
above, without any awakening from below. And sometimes preparation and [inner]
fervor are needed in order to worship, and one must clothe oneself in love and great
awe in order to contemplate and fathom the exaltation of the Creator, be He blessed.
Only then can one connect with the higher worlds.

What happened at the time of the Giving of the Torah was the first kind of worship.
The Holy One, blessed be He, filled [the people Israel] with love and awe. Therefore
they said to Moses, "You speak to us," meaning, "We do not want to go on worshiping
[God] without an awakening from below, 'lest we die.! That is, [they were afraid of
falling some time from this high level and not knowing how to climb back up. "Rather,
'you speak [to us]' -for Moses represented [acquired] knowledge, and "By knowledge
are its rooms filled [with all precious and beautiful things]" (Prov. 24:4). [Having this
kind of knowledge] they would never be shamed, for though they might fall from their
high level they could go on worshiping out of inner conviction, following in [Moses']
footsteps. Concerning this, the Holy One, blessed be He, said, "They did well to speak
thus." "May they always [be of such mind]"-to serve Him; always, out of [an innet]
awakening and contemplation. Degel Mahaneh Efraim Translation by Michael Swirsky

Exodus 20:

15. And all the people saw the voices and the torches, the sound of the shofar, and the
smoking mountain, and the people saw and trembled; so they stood from afar.

16. They said to Moses, "You speak with us, and we will hear, but let God not speak with us
lest we die."




Deuteronomy 5

24. You approach, and hear all that the Lord, our God, will say, and you speak to us all that
the Lord, our God, will speak to you, and we will hear and do.

25. And the Lord heard the sound of your words when you spoke to me, and the Lord said
to me, "I have heard the sound of the words of this people that they have spoken to you;
they have done well in all that they have spoken.

26. Would that their hearts be like this, to fear Me and to keep all My commandments all the
days, that it might be well with them and with their children forever!

Immediately following the Aserer HaDibrot, the people stand afar and fear that they will die if
they continue to hear the Divine voice directly. There is a debate among both traditional and
more critical commentaries as to when this request from the people actually occurred. Some
suggest that this follows the Aserer Hadibrot and that the people heard all of them. Others
suggest that the request of the people occurred during the Aserer HaDibrot and they only
heard the first two. Others suggest that this request happened before the Aseret Hadibrot.

Whichever position one takes, the Torah still tells us that the people were terrified at hearing
God’s voice. Given the accompanying thunder and lightening, their so very recent exodus
from Egypt, this makes perfectly good sense. Having witnessed being saved, but also the
consequences of the plagues and the death of the Egyptians at the sea, the revelation of God
carries with it an overwhelming presence. Their fear was perfectly understandable.

For Rabbi Efraim of Sudikov, this fear of the people had another dimension. Sinai was a
powerful spiritual experience. The terror for the people was not experiencing the presence of
God, but rather the fear of loosing the spiritual level of that experience and not having the
tools to return to such an exalted level. It is better to hear Torah from Moses, who has done
the work necessary to achieve his exalted level, and is therefore a truer model for the people.
They see that the experience of God’s presence must be achieved through their work below
which more impactful and lasting than revelation from above.

The message of the Dege/ Mabaneh Efraim is that while ecstatic spiritual moments are
powerful, they are only fleeting. The truly spiritual person is the one willing to do the
necessary, ongoing work which will allow him to reach God, even as he falls back from time
to time. If one is grounded, then one is not to be afraid of retreating from those moments
of clinging to God, for there is the possibility of return. This is true Avodat HaShem.




