
Akdamut
In Talmudic times the Torah was read in Hebrew
but was accompanied by a translation into the ver-
nacular, Aramaic, in order to enable the listeners
to understand it.This is still done in Yemenite syna-
gogues. In most European countries this practice
was abandoned since the Aramaic Targum, as it is
called, was not understood either. In some places,
however, the Targum was read on two special occa-
sions: when reading the portions about the split-
ting of the Sea (at the conclusion of Pesah.) and the
Ten Commandments (on Shavuot). Rabbi Meir
ben Isaac, a contemporary of Rashi who lived in
Worms, was a great liturgical poet who wrote the
Aramaic acrostic Akdamut as an introduction to
the Aramaic reading of the ceremony at Mount
Sinai. In addition to its poetic description of Reve-
lation and its praise of the divine law, it contains a
magnificent picture of the eventual triumph of
Judaism and the end of exile.
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The Ten Commandments are not “merely” the
core of a moral code, designed for all mankind.

They are not “merely” an enunciation of principles
conveyed to the human intelligence. They are also
the critical initial episode in the making of a people
out of a rabble of slaves; that is to say, they are to the
phenomenon of civilized peoplehood what Genesis
is to the phenomenon of the world order. . . . That
is, it thrust aside the fantastic and often revolting
cosmogonies of the ancient world and, in incompa-
rable language, left upon the human mind the
impression that the world order crystallized at
God’s command. So with the Ten Commandments.
They assert that the force in the making of a civi-
lized people is God’s will and that without His will
there is tohu va-vohu, formlessness and the void.

The Ten Commandments — taken in their set-
ting — asserted for the ancients that the source of
civilization and morality is not to be sought in the
conflicting intentions of a multiplicity of divinities;
and they assert for the moderns that it is not to be
sought in the relativisms of the anthropologists —
not in the elan vital but in the elan divin. . . .

If one denaturizes the theophany at Sinai into
naturalistic terms, the Bible as a whole disintegrates.
For the Bible is not simply a collection of dogmas
and episodes; it is essentially the record of a dynamic
unfolding of the spirit through the medium of his-
tory, that is through the substance of human events.

Nor are we to understand that, at Sinai, God
suddenly interposed Himself to create a people. His
interposition is continuous. At Sinai He revealed
Himself. At Sinai, wherever it is located, at a certain
point in time, whenever we date it, a people saw
God; or, rather, as the record itself says, a people
became overwhelmingly aware of Him — He is not
to be seen. And this flash of awareness became an
everlasting fixation. In this fixation the people has
endured when all its early contemporaries, as well
as other people who came upon the world scene
subsequently, have disappeared.

Maurice Samuel

Job Name: -- /303278t



In every generation each of us should feel as if he or she
had personally stood at Sinai and received the divine
revelation.

We stand at Sinai to hear the divine command, each
of us according to our ability to understand it.We take
upon ourselves the obligation to observe the will of God.

All the people answered as one, saying,“All that Adonai
has spoken we will do!” (Exodus 19:8).

We stand at Sinai to make a covenant with God.We
take upon ourselves the obligations of being God’s
people.

“Now, then, if you will obey Me faithfully and keep My
covenant, you shall be My treasured possession among all
the peoples” (Exodus 19:5).

We stand at Sinai newly liberated from bondage,
bondage to human masters and bondage to false ideals.
We become instead the servants of the Holy One.

“I am Adonai, your God, who brought you out of the
land of Egypt, the house of bondage” (Exodus 20:2).

We stand at Sinai to accept the yoke of God’s sover-
eignty upon ourselves.We abjure the worship of all false
gods.

“You shall have no other gods beside Me” (Exodus 20:3).

We stand at Sinai to become a people, mutually
responsible for one another, pledged to continue and
renew the traditions of our ancestors.

“It is not with our ancestors that Adonai made this
covenant, but with us, the living, every one of us who is
here today” (Deuteronomy 5:3).
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Mount Sinai was uprooted from its place and the people came and stood underneath it [as under a
h.uppah], as it says, “You came forward and stood under the mountain” (Deuteronomy 4:11). This is

stated in the Sacred Writings: “O my dove, in the cranny of the rocks, hidden by the cliff, let me see your
face, let me hear your voice” (Song of Songs 2:14) — this refers to the Ten Commandments.

Mekhilta Bah.odesh 3
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Accepting the Sovereignty of God

“I am Adonai, your God, who brought you out of
the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage”
(Exodus 20:2).

A parable.To what may this be compared? To a
king who entered a city and said to the populace, “I
shall rule over you.”They replied, “What have you
done for us that you should rule over us?” What
did he do? He fortified the city, ensured their
water supply, and waged war on their behalf.Then
he said to them, “I shall rule over you,” and they
responded, “Yes, O yes!” Thus the Holy One
brought Israel out of Egypt, split the Sea for them,
supplied them with manna, created a well for
them, and supplied them with quail. God waged
war for them against Amalek. Only then did God
say to them, “I shall rule over you,” and they
replied, “Yes, O yes!” Mekhilta Bah.odesh 5

Why was the Torah not given in the Land of Israel? So that the nations of the world would not be able to
say, “Since it was given in Israel’s land we did not accept it. . . .” Therefore it was given in the wilder-

ness — openly, publicly, in a place belonging to no one. Mekhilta Bah.odesh 5
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The events of Sinai are of supreme importance to us
because they signify the making of the covenant between
God and Israel, by which we became a people wedded to
the Divine.

If one believes that communication is possible between God
and humanity, if one believes that a covenant was made at
Mount Sinai in which the people of Israel pledged to
become a holy nation, a nation belonging exclusively to
God and desiring to live according to God’s will — the
highest possible moral and ethical standards — then the
events at Sinai and Shavuot, the holiday that commemo-
rates those events,have tremendous significance.

The biblical account itself depicts these events as a
covenant ceremony. One cannot prove that the event
actually occurred as described, or even that it happened at
all, but it would indeed be strange if this entire tradition
had no basis whatsoever. The covenant is a reality of
Israel’s being,as is the way in which Israel understood that
covenant.

We did indeed receive our Torah at Sinai, for Torah means
God’s instruction.We became aware of God at Sinai, over-
whelmingly so.We accepted God’s commanding presence
and the terms of the covenant. That was the seed from
which the Written Torah and the extensions of it we call
the Oral Torah both sprang.To celebrate what happened at
Sinai reaffirms the basis of our existence: the covenantal
relationship with God and the striving to translate that
covenant into study (Torah) and ways of living (mitzvot).
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“The heavens belong to Adonai, but the earth He gave to human beings” (Psalm 115:16). Said Rabbi Yose:
Neither Moses nor Elijah ever ascended to heaven, nor did God descend to earth. Rather it says: “And Adonai
called Moses to the top of the mountain” (Exodus 19:20) — God said to Moses, “I shall call to you through
the top of the mountain, and you shall ascend.” Mekhilta Bah.odesh 4
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Accepting the Yoke 
of the Commandments

“You shall have no other gods beside Me” (Exodus
20:3).

A parable. A human king entered a city. His
ministers said to him, “Proclaim your edicts to
them.” He said to them, “No.When they accept my
sovereignty, then I shall proclaim my edicts. For if
they do not accept my sovereignty, will they obey
my edicts?” Thus God said to Israel, “I, Adonai, am
your God [and only then] You shall have no other
gods beside Me — I am the One whose sover-
eignty you accepted in Egypt.” They said to God,
“Yes, O yes.” [God then continued,] “As you have
accepted My sovereignty upon yourselves, accept
now My edicts — ‘You shall have no other gods
beside Me.’” Mekhilta Bah.odesh 5
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How were the Ten Commandments presented?
There were five on each of the two tablets.

“I am Adonai your God” (Exodus 20:2) was writ-
ten on one tablet and opposite it on the other was
written “You shall not murder” (Exodus 20:13),
indicating that one who sheds blood is considered
to have dimished the Divine Image. A parable. A
human king entered a city, and images of him were
hung, likenesses were erected, and coins were
struck [with his image]. After a while, they upset
the images, broke the likenesses, and defaced the
coins — diminishing the image of the king.Thus if
one sheds blood, he is considered to have dimin-
ished the Divine Image, as it is said, “Whoever
sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be
shed; for in the image of God was man created”
(Genesis 9:6).

“You shall have no other gods beside Me” (Exodus
20:3) was written on one tablet and opposite it
was written “You shall not commit adultery” (Exo-
dus 20:13), indicating that one who worships idols
is considered to have committed adultery in refer-
ence to God, as it is said: “You were like the adul-
terous wife who welcomes strangers instead of her
husband” (Ezekiel 16:32).

“You shall not swear falsely” (Exodus 20:7) was
written on one tablet and opposite it was written
“You shall not steal” (Exodus 20:13), indicating that
if one steals he will eventually come to swear falsely,
as it is said: “Will you steal and murder and commit
adultery and swear falsely?” (Jeremiah 7:9).

(continued on opposite page)
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“Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy”
(Exodus 20:8) was written on one tablet, and
opposite it was written “You shall not bear false
witness” (Exodus 20:13), indicating that if one des-
ecrates the Sabbath it is as if he testifies before the
One Who Spoke and the world came into being
that God did not create the world in six days nor
rest on the seventh. If one observes the Sabbath it
is as if he gives testimony before the One Who
Spoke and the world came into being that God did
create the world in six days and rested on the sev-
enth, as it is said: “My witnesses are you, declares
Adonai” (Isaiah 43:10).

“Honor your father and your mother” (Exodus
20:12) was written on one tablet and opposite it
was written “You shall not covet” (Exodus 20:14),
indicating that if one covets, he will sire a son who
will curse his own father and give honor to one
who is not his father.

For this reason the Ten Commandments were pre-
sented five on one tablet and five on the other.This
is the teaching of Rabbi H. ananya ben Gamliel.

However the Sages say, “There were ten on each of
the two tablets, as it is said: “Adonai spoke these
words . . . He inscribed them on two tablets of
stone” (Deuteronomy 5:19).
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