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Receiving 

A Shavuot Exploration of Revelation

Torah Again

By Laynie Soloman
Pardes North America Faculty

Introduction
On Shavuot, we return to Sinai. We stay up late, we learn, we reenact the moment when Torah 
entered the world. But what exactly are we receiving? Jewish tradition makes a bold claim: 
Torah is min haShamayim, from Heaven. And yet, across centuries of learning, interpretation, 
and debate, that phrase has never meant just one thing. Is Torah something given once, 
complete and fixed? Is it something that unfolds over time? What role do we play in shaping, 
revealing, and even completing it?

This source sheet is designed for two possible uses. You can learn it on your own as 
part of your Shavuot night learning. Or you can use it as a teaching resource to guide a 
conversation in your community during a Tikkun Leil Shavuot.

The texts that follow move across time, from the Talmud to Hasidic thought to modern 
theology. Together, they explore a central tension between Torah as a divine gift and Torah as 
something that depends on human creativity, interpretation, and engagement. As you learn, 
consider: What does it mean, for you, to receive Torah today?
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2. Talmud Bavli Sotah 37b

Rabbi Yishmael says: General statements [i.e., the 
general mitzvot] were said at Sinai, and the details 
were explained later in the Tent of Meeting. Rabbi 
Akiva says: Both general statements and the details 
of mitzvot were said at Sinai, and later repeated in 
the Tent of Meeting, and reiterated a third time by 
Moses to the Jewish people in the plains of Moab. 

רַַבִִּי יִשְְִׁמָָעֵאֵל אוֹמֵֵר: כְּלְָלָוֹת 
נֶאֶֶמְְֶרוּ בְְּסִִינַיַ וּפְרְָָטוֹת בְְּאֹֹהֶֶל 

מוֹעֵדֵ. רַַבִִּי עֲקֲִִיבָָא אוֹמֵֵר: 
כְּלְָלָוֹת וּפְרְָָטוֹת נֶאֶֶמְְֶרוּ בְְּסִִינַיַ, 
וְנְִשְְִׁנוּ בְְּאֹֹהֶֶל מוֹעֵדֵ, וְנְִשְְִׁתַַּלְּשְׁוּ 

בְְּעַרְְַבוֹת מוֹאָָב.

So what does that phrase Torah min haShamayim actually mean? Before turning to 
later interpretations, we begin with the words themselves. 

1. Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and 
Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature (New York: Judaica Press, 1903)

TORAH / תורה
 .root) teaching, law; in general - the Jewish law, Religion - יָָרָָה(  )noun f.  1 תּּוֹֹרָָה
	       2)  definition, ﻿designation; character, nature.

Y’R’H / ירי, יָָרָָה
1) to permeate, penetrate; to shoot forth. 2) to throw, shoot. 

﻿In Hifil (causative) form - הוֹֹרָָה 
	 1) to permeate. 
	 2) to point, aim, shoot, cast. 
	 3) to point out, to direct, teach, instruct, to decide.

MIN / מן
 from, of; more (or less) מִִן
than. 
﻿
HASHAMAYIM / השמים
מַַׁיִִם   ,noun m. 1) heaven שָׁ�
trnsf. Heaven, God. 

Question: Using the Jastrow entries, try to translate Torah min haShamayim  
in at least two different ways. What changes in each version?

If Torah min haShamayim is such a central claim, what exactly was given at Sinai?  
In the Talmud, Rabbi Yishmael and Rabbi Akiva offer two different answers.

3. R’ Abraham Joshua Heschel, Torah min haShamayim be’aspaklaria shel 
haDorot, pp. 378–9

The plain sense of these words is that Rabbi Ishmael held that only the general 
principles of the Torah were revealed at the Sinai theophany; only after the 
Tabernacle was built were the details communicated to Moses. In contrast, Rabbi 
Akiva held that all the Torah, with its details and minutiae, was communicated 
three times, and nothing new was added at the Tent of Meeting or in the steppes 
of Moab. Rather the same generalities and details were repeated a second and a 
third time… Precise as always, Rabbi Ishmael could not affirm that the whole Torah 
was revealed at Sinai. Only the general principles were from Sinai; the details were 
from the Tent of Meeting. By his method, you could not speak of “the entire Torah 
from heaven,” for “from heaven” referred to the Sinai event. Rabbi Akiva, on the 
other hand, consistently held the view that the entire Torah, with all its details and 
minutiae, was from heaven — that is, it was given in full at the revelation at Sinai.

Question: How do the competing views of Rabbi Yishmael and Rabbi Akiva shape 
the meaning of Torah min haShamayim, and what is at stake in each approach?
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4. Seder Eliyahu Zuta chapter 2

Once I was on a journey and I came upon another 
person. He approached me about sectarian 
matters. He upheld the Torah but not the Mishnah. 
He said to me, the Torah was given to us at Mt. 
Sinai, but the Mishnah was not. 

I said to him, “But my son, did not both the Torah 
and the Mishnah come from the mouth of the 
mighty one himself? And what is the difference 
between Torah and Mishnah?” Then I shared with 
him a parable.

To a human king of flesh and blood who had two 
attendants, and he loved them greatly. And he 
gave to one a measure of wheat, and to the other 
a measure of wheat. And to each one he also gave 
a bundle of flax.

The bright, attentive one of them took the flax 
and wove it into a beautiful tablecloth, and took 
the wheat and made it into flour, and sifted it, and 
ground it, and kneaded it, and baked it, and set it 
on the table, and spread the beautiful cloth over 
it, and left it there until the king should come. And 
the foolish one of them did nothing.

After some time the king came into his house, and 
said to them—to his two servants—“My children, 
bring to me what I gave to you.” 

One of them brought out the bread of fine flour, 
on the table, and the beautiful cloth spread over 
it. And the other of them brought out the wheat 
in a pile and the bundle of flax upon it. Oy for 
that shame! Oy for that disgrace! Which one is 
more beloved? You must surely say it is the one 
who brought out the bread on the table with the 
beautiful cloth spread over it… 

When the Holy One Blessed Be G!d gave the Torah 
to Israel, it was only given to them as wheat from 
which to bring forth fine flour, and as flax from 
which to weave a garment.

פעם אחת ייהתי המלך בדרך 
מוצאינ אדם אחד. בוא אלי בדרך 

ונימת. יוש וב קמרא ואין וב 
משהנ, אמר לי, קמרא ינתן לונ 

המר יניס, משהנ לא ינתן לונ 
המר יניס. 

ואמרתי לו, ינב, הולא קמרא 
מושהנ יפמ הגוברה נאמרו? המו 

יבן קמרא למשהנ? משלו משל, 
להמ הדבר דהמו, למלך ב”ו 

שהיה לו שינ עבדים היהו אבהון 
אהבה גדולה נותן לזה בק חטין 

ולזה בק חטין ולכ”א המן נתן ג”כ 
אגודה של פשתן.

קפהח שהבן נטל את פהשתן 
וארג הפמ הפי נוטל את החטין 

ועשאן וסלת בוררה וטחהנ ולשה 
ואפאה סודרה על השלחן פורס 
עלהי הפמ הפי ינהוחו עד שבא 

מהלך הוטפש שהבן לא עשה 
כלום. 

לימים בא מהלך לתוך יבתו ואמר 
להם לשינ עבדוי: ינב יבהאו לי 

המ שנתתי לכם.

אחד המן והציא את פהת של 
וסלת על השולחן הפמו הפיה 

פרהסו עלוי ואחד המן והציא את 
החטין הפוקב ואגודה של פשתן 

עלהים. איו לה לאותה ובשה ואיו 
לה לאותה חרהפ! איזה המן 

חביב ויתר? 

יוה אמור זה שוהציא פת על 
השלחן הפמו הפי פרהסו עלוי… 

כשנתן בקה”ה את התורה 
לישראל לא נתהנ להם אלא 

כחטין לוהציא המן וסלת וכפשתן 
לארוג המן בגד.

Early medieval midrash shifts the question. Instead of focusing on what God gave, it 
asks: what are we meant to do with what we receive?

Question: How does this midrash challenge or affirm your sense of 
responsibility in shaping, interpreting, or continuing Torah?
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The midrash imagines Torah as something given in raw form, awaiting human 
transformation. Louis Jacobs takes this idea one step further. He reframes Torah min 
haShamayim not as a question of origin alone, but as a relationship. What does it 
mean to say Torah is “from Heaven” if what emerges depends on human partnership?

5. Louis Jacobs, “The Human Element in Divine Revelation,” in Judaism and 
Theology: Essays (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 2005)

Religious modernists believe in “Heaven” – in this context, the rabbinic synonym 
for God – and they believe in the Torah (the Jewish religion) as much as their 
ancestors did. But, in the light of modern knowledge, it is the “from” in the doctrine 
– “the Torah is from Heaven” – that has to be understood in terms of divine-human 
co-operation. In much the same way, the benediction, hamotzi lechem min ha’aretz 
– “who bringeth forth bread from the earth” – does not mean that God brings 
bread ready made from the ground.

Question: How might the analogy of bread “from the earth” shape the way you 
think about the relationship between divine involvement and human effort in 
your life more broadly, not just in Torah?

If Jacobs frames Torah min haShamayim as a partnership between divine and human, 
the Sefat Emet (Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter, 19th-century Poland) pushes this 
idea inward.

6. Sefat Emet on Parashat Ha’azinu, trans. adapted from Arthur Green, 
Language of Truth: The Torah Commentary of the Sefat Emet (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1998)

“May my teaching drop as rain, my speech distill as 
the dew, like showers on young growth, like droplets 
on the grass” (Devarim 32:2).

Within every Jew there is a living point. That life-force 
needs to be awakened through Torah. Just as 
the earth has the power to bring forth fruits and 
produce, but needs the rain to arouse its powers, so 
too with humans, who are called adam, for the sake 
of adamah. 

That is the Oral Torah, the “eternal life God has 
implanted within us” in order to bear fruit…

This is the symbolic meaning here of “heaven” and 
“earth,” they [and the relationship between them] 
are the basis of all Creation. It is from heaven that 
the rain comes down upon the earth. The Jewish 
people, too, contain a “heaven”and an “earth”: the 
Written Torah and the Oral Torah.

יַעֲַרֲֹֹף כַּמַָָּטָָר לִקְְִחִִי תִִּזַּלַ כַּטַַַּל 
אִִמְְרָָתִִי כִּשְְִׂעִרִִים עֲלֲֵיֵ־דֶֶשֶֶׁא 

וְכְִרְְִבִִבִִיים עֲלֲֵיֵ־עֵשֵֶֶׂב )דברים 
לב:ב(.

כי בכל איש ישראל יש וקנדה 
חוית רק שצריכין לעורר 

וימינפהת ע”י התורה. וכומ 
האדהמ שיש הב כח לוהציא 

תובאה יפורות מהוטר מעורר 
כחה כן קנרא אדם על שם 

האדהמ. 

וזה עינן תורה שבע”פ שכ’ וחיי 
עולם נטע בתוכוני והא הכח 

לוהציא יפרות… 

וזוה כל עינן מהשל משימם 
וארץ שהם יהנמגים כל 

בהריאה שמשימם וירד מטר 
לארץ. וכן ינב ישראל יש הבם 

עינן שימם וארץ תורה שבכתב 
ותורה שבע”פ…
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Questions: Where, in your own life, have you experienced something external, a 
person, a text, a moment, acting like “rain” that helped bring something inside 
you to life? 

If Torah is both something that comes from beyond us and something that 
emerges from within us, what might this suggest about people who have little 
or no formal Torah learning? Where might their “inner Torah” come from, and 
how might it be awakened?

Sefat Emet turns our attention inward. Now Tamar Ross and the Maharal widen 
the lens. Their approaches push a bold claim: Torah is not only given and not only 
awakened within. It is continually revealed through human understanding, across 
generations.

7. Tamar Ross, interview by Alan Brill on Expanding the Palace of Torah: 
Orthodoxy and Feminism (2014), available on Brill’s blog, The Book of Doctrines 
and Opinions

In acknowledging the human factor that led to plurality when interpreting the 
received tradition, the Rabbis understood God as attaching religious value 
to human participation in the process of deliberation and the overcoming of 
ambiguities. This breadth of understanding on their part is evident again in their 
interest in preserving minority opinions as an essential part of the canon, even 
when the law was determined otherwise.

Further support for a more dynamic understanding of revelation that blurs the 
boundaries between the divine word and the human interpreter can be found in 
various aggadot, in kabbalistic literature, in the writings of biblical commentators, 
halakhists, and especially in the drashot of many of the Hassidic masters, who do 
not pose God and God’s word as utterly distinct and separate from the flow of 
history and human subjectivity. Viewed collectively, these more fluid conceptions 
of Torah present the Sinai revelation of God’s word as the initiator of a series 
of revelations in the form of inspired interpretations throughout the ages. The 
ideal meaning of the Sinaitic revelation is eked out only with these accumulated 
interpretations. The various strata are then absorbed as an integral part of the 
primary text, expanding upon and sometimes even transforming its original 
meaning, while forever remaining rooted in its precise language and frames of 
reference.

Aside from avoiding gross anthropomorphisms, if we are to understand God’s 
word as conveying a message for all generations, its transmission cannot be 
limited to a one-time event, but must be understood as a process. This process 
began with the formal canonization of the Torah and its acceptance by the Jewish 
people as the primary filter through which the authorized beliefs and practices 
of Judaism are determined. It continues, however, with the cumulative interpre-
tations that accrue to this text, inevitably informing and altering its meaning in 
light of the ever-changing historical contexts in which it is read. Viewed religiously, 
these contexts – no less than the original text – may likewise be regarded as an 
ongoing revelation of the divine word, constantly refining its meaning in light of 
new surrounding circumstances. As a result, the Torah can be understood as all 
human (in terms of its literary and historical genesis) and all divine (in terms of its 
origin, value and significance) at one and the same time.
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8. Rabbi Judah Loew ben Bezalel (Maharal of Prague), Tiferet Yisrael, ch. 69  
(16th century, Prague)

And because the Torah was given from HaShem 
Yitbarach through the prophet, and the virtue of 
intellect (sechel) is greater than the prophet, as it 
says (Bava Batra 12a) that the sage is preferable 
to a prophet — just as the intellect, in its activity, 
is greater than nature, as Rabbi Akiva brought 
proof that the action of the intellectual is greater 
than nature — so too the action of the intellect 
is greater than prophecy. Therefore the sages 
are a tikkun and a completion of the Torah.

And even though it was given at Sinai through 
Moshe, who was a prophet of God, nevertheless 
it was given on the level of wisdom, for the 
completion of Torah through intellect is 
greater than prophecy, since intellect clarifies 
everything…

This teaches what we have said: that the Torah 
is clarified through the sages, for they possess a 
distinct, separate intellect (sechel), and sechel is 
above prophecy, and sechel clarifies everything. 
Therefore, those who err do not know and do 
not understand in chochma. For if they were 
wise in creation, they would see clearly that all 
things are completed through human intellect. 
So too, Torah comes into the world as all natural 
things do: they do not enter the world fully 
clarified, but require the human intellect to 
clarify them.

And thus, the radiant Torah that came to Moshe 
through prophecy did not come fully clarified or 
complete; rather, through the sages’ interpre-
tation of its words comes the clarification and 
fulfillment of that prophecy.

ינפמו כי התורה ינתהנ מן השם ית’ 
על ידי יבנהא מועלת השכל והא 

ויתר מן יבנהא וכומ שאמרו )ב”ב י”ב 
ע”א( חכם עדיף יבנמא, ליפכך כומ 

שופעל השכל והא ויתר גדול מן 
הטבע כומ שיבהא ריב עביקא ראהי 

כי פעולת האדם השכלי ויתר גדול מן 
הטבע כך פעולת השכל ויתר גדול מן 

ובנהאה שכך אמרו ז”ל חכם עדיף 
יבנמא ולכך החכימם הם הם תוקין 

הושלהמ של התורה. 

ואף שנתהנ יניסב על ידי משה 
שהיה יבנא ה’ מכל וקמם מצד 

החכהמ שיהא גדולה מן ובנהאה 
השלמת התורה על ידי השכל שוהא 

במרר הכל… 

דבר זה ומרה על הדברים שאמרונ 
כי יברור התורה והא על ידי חכימם 

שיש להם שכל בנדל הושכל למעלה 
מן ובנהאה הושכל במרר הכל, לכך 

הטועים האלו לא ידעו ולא וניבי 
בחכהמ כי אילו ויה מתחכימם גם כן 
בבריאה ויה רואים להינפם דבר זה 
כי כל הדברים הם שוישלומ על ידי 

האדם השכלי וכך התורה באה 
לעולם כומ שבאו לעולם כל הדברים 
הטבעיים שלא באו לעולם ובמררים 

לגמרי רק כי האדם השכלי צריך 
לברר אותם. 

וכן התורה השכלית שבאה למשה 
ובנבאה לא באה כל כך יבברור 
בוזכוך יפרוש הדברים ועל ידי 

החכימם התורה יהא יברור וזכוך 
ובנהאה. 

Questions: 
If Torah is both divine in origin and shaped through human interpretation 
over time, how do you understand the relationship between authority 
and change within Torah?

Where do you locate yourself in this process: as a receiver, an interpreter, 
a participant, or something else?6
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9. Abraham Joshua Heschel, Heavenly Torah: As Refracted Through the Generations, 
trans. Gordon Tucker (New York: Continuum, 2005), pp. 666–667

Was the Holy and Blessed One a partner in the composition of the Torah? Even those of 
little faith will acknowledge that whatever hand wrote the Torah included the “finger of 
God.” But of what use is such a formulation if the meaning of “finger of God” is alien to 
one’s understanding? One who has not seen the heavenly in the words of Torah cannot 
understand the phrase “Torah from Heaven.” Is it really possible to interpret “Torah 
from Heaven” in the same way as “water from the well” or “dust from the earth”?

“The Holy One spoke and Moses wrote” is a way of giving voice to amazement in the 
face of the hidden and the wondrous. It is meant to ease communication and bring 
the mysterious into contact with common sense. Its value is lost when taken literally. 
Literalism with respect to divine mysteries obscures more than it explains.

The language “Torah from Heaven” is formulated for the human ear, but it is of no use 
if the ear is sealed off to its import. The sanctity of the Torah lies in its hidden depths. A 
person cannot recognize that sanctity without understanding that just as humans can 
sink to the lowest depths, so too they can rise to sublime heights.

The gift of Torah is a gift of heaven. But the way to faith in “Torah from Heaven” is the 
preparation of the heart to perceive the heavenly within the Torah. Such perception 
may be momentary, a mere blink of the eye, but it is everything.

You cannot grasp “Torah from Heaven” unless you feel the heaven in the Torah. The 
question of how or when the Torah was written is a temporal question asked within 
the context of eternity. The scroll of the Torah is the wondrous become fixed, a great 
event become routine. But whoever denies the wondrous cannot truly encounter the 
heavenly.

Gordon Tucker’s translation includes the following note about this interpretation: 

Since Heschel in this chapter is taking aim, to some extent, at those fundamen-
talists who have converted the right metaphor of Torah min Hashamayim into a dry, 
oppressive dogma, it is beautifully fitting that they be hoisted by the petard of this 
very Mishnah. So Heschel’s reading of the Mishnah has it that those who deny [not the 
doctrine but] the wondrous metaphor of the heavenly in the Torah have no share in 
God’s true world, because they don’t even have a proper share in this world; that is, 
they are ill-equipped to experience life to the fullest.

Across these sources, a more expansive view of Torah has emerged: Torah is given, 
but not always all at once; it is shaped, interpreted, and even completed through 
human intellect; it may be planted within us, waiting to be awakened; and it unfolds 
across generations, through time and changing context. Heschel gathers these 
threads and rather than asking what Torah is or how it was given, he asks something 
more fundamental: what does it mean to experience Torah as divine?

Questions: What might be lost if we understand the claim “God spoke and 
Moses wrote” too literally?

What does it mean to you to perceive the “heavenly” within Torah? 

Have you ever had such an experience?
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