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A Shiur for Shavuot
1
 

Rev Chaim Binyamin Lipkin z’l 

 

Shavuot is the day we received the Torah. Our sages said,2 “all agree that by Atseres (Shavuot) that 

one also requires ‘for you’ [to celebrate with food and drink]”. Why? Since it’s the day that the Torah 

was given”. Even though this day was the cause of much trouble for us, as it says,3 “why was it called 

har sinai? Because the hatred (sina) of the nations devolved upon us [play on the words sinai and 

sina]”, nevertheless we are to rejoice on this day, as it is written, “and you will rejoice before Hashem 

your Gd”.4  

This joy is a great joy – a joy of life, as this day we were given spiritual and everlasting life, as it is 

said in the Gemora,5  

“the Rabbis taught, ‘vsamtem (and you shall place them)’6 - sam tam (a perfect medicine) [a 

play on the word by breaking it into two smaller words] – comparing Torah to a lifegiving 

medicine. It is analogous to a man who struck his son severely, and left a bandage on his 

wound and said, ‘Listen my son! As long as you leave this bandage on your wound you will 

be able to eat and drink whatever you want and wash in cold or hot water without concern, 

but if you take it off, you’ll get an ulcer’, similarly, said the Holy One, blessed is He, to Israel, 

‘I created an evil inclination, I created Torah as a remedy.’” 

This seems a marvelous idea to derive from “vsamtem” (and you shall place them) to mean “sam tam” 

(a perfect medicine). However, if you consider it in the context of the verses, you’ll see how closely it 

relates to their simple meaning. Why is there a “vav”(‘and’) in “vsamtem”, it doesn’t function as a 

conjunction nor to change the tense? Therefore invert the verses and explain,7 “in order that your days 

will be lengthened and the days of your children etc.” “and you shall place them (/and a perfect 

medicine), these words of Mine etc. [upon your heart and upon your soul]”8 Are the verses not telling 

us that Torah is a lifegiving medicine, a medicine that strengthens the Nation with its perfection and 

completeness for long life, eternal life, like a lifegiving medicine that whomever drinks it lives 

forever? 

Now, if you consider the analogy and what it is being compared to9, it appears that the two don’t 

match, for much is in one that is not in the other. If the analogy is meant to explain the nature and 

mechanics of the lifegiving medicine, where is this found in what it is being compared to, as it is only 

shown to be equivalent in one aspect - that it is an aid against the evil inclination, but nothing about 

being an aid for the People of Israel? Surely, we must say that what it is being compared to is missing 

something? Perhaps, due to fear of censorship,10 as can be seen from the context, this is what it should 

have said, 

 
1 Originally published in LIPKIN, B. 1933. Chevel Binyamin: Kolel be’urim u-ferushim… ‘al derech derush… 

gam derashot bi-Yiddish. Johannesburg: Lipkin. 125-128; translated from the Hebrew by the SATJ Editor; 

Reverend Chaim Binyamin Lipkin served the La Rochelle-Rosettenville Hebrew Congregation c1915-c1928, 

and was a grandson of Rabbi Yisrael Salanter, father of the Musar Movement. 
2 Pesachim 68b 
3 Shabbat 89a 
4 Devarim 16:11 
5 Kiddushin 30b 
6 Devarim 11:18; in the 2nd paragraph of the Shema 
7 Devarim 11:21; in the 2nd paragraph of the Shema 
8 Devarim 11:18 
9 Analogy: father=Hashem; son=People of Israel; wound=evil inclination; bandage=Torah/lifegiving medicine 
10 There were periods in Jewish history where the Talmud was censored by Non-Jewish authorities 
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“similarly, said the Holy One, blessed is He, to Israel, I struck you severely, I exiled you from 

your Land, and scattered you amongst the Nations, as a sheep among 70 foxes, one will 

trample, one will maul, one will burn you. Perhaps you will despair, Gd forbid, and say, ‘we 

won’t eat or drink and the seed of Abraham our forefather will disappear on its own accord’ – 

not so my son! I created your enemies with an evil inclination, for murder, to wipe you out 

from the face of the earth in different ways: this one will say ‘your business is dishonest’; and 

another one says, ‘you are illiterate, ignorant sub-humans’; and still another one says, ‘you 

too clever for your own good’; this one finds your race dishonest; and this one your behaviour 

abhorrent. However, I created Torah as a remedy, if you keep Torah and live by it, it will be 

for you as a lifegiving medicine, a shield and salvation from all terrible evil. And further, if 

you drink and eat as you desire, bath in hot (burning) or cold (water), do not fear, as Torah 

will protect you. The House of Jacob won’t disappear despite all such bitter pursuers, for she 

is a lifegiving medicine for the People of Israel, that gives you life all the ‘days of the heaven 

over the earth.’”11  

The Alchemists, in previous centuries,12 toiled to find the elixir of life that gives the one who drinks it 

immortality. But they did not find it, since it is something beyond nature, since all matter decays and 

returns to its elements. But the Holy One, blessed is He, who is capable of anything, has provided for 

an entire Nation an elixir of life that gives life forever.  

I’m sure you’d like to know more about this lifegiving medicine, how does it work, what is it made 

of, what makes it so strong? Therefore, dear reader, allow me tell you some of its ingredients, also 

from some of them you will learn of its great strength to give life, not just for one Nation, but for 

anyone who makes proper use of it. 

Go see what afflicts people the most, what time and time again brings brothers to war and much 

bloodshed: religious intolerance, racism, tribalism, xenophobia, jealousy between poor and rich – if 

only people were to be vitalized by our lifegiving medicine, then the wars, and jealousy of one for 

another would stop, and the whole of humanity would be in a Golden Age. 

We are commanded by our Torah,13 “Listen Israel, The Eternal Our Gd, The Eternal is One!” It is 

upon each person of Israel to know the pure Oneness of Hashem, sans service of any foreign object 

partnering Him. If only all the inhabitants of earth had true belief in this, as then religious intolerance 

would be gone, which has been the cause of so much bloodshed. 

It is written right at the beginning of our Torah, and it is repeated in the Prophets, that the whole 

world are children to a single Father. If only everyone had belief in our lifegiving medicine as we do, 

would it not mean the end of racism, tribalism, one Nation against another, one family against 

another? 

It is written in the Torah,14 “one statute… and one law”, for the stranger and native of the Land. If 

only this holy statute was practically applied between all Nations, would not strife between natives 

and strangers cease, between locals and foreigners?  

It is written in our Torah,15 “when your brother becomes impoverished and his means falter… 

strengthen him… and let him live with you”. If only all of humanity believed as we do in our 

lifegiving medicine, and cleaved to the ways of the Holy One, blessed is He, to be worried for the 

poor and all who seek and request assistance in society, as then too this affliction would cease - 

 
11 Devarim 11:21 
12 Alchemy was considered an accepted scientific discipline until it was displaced by Chemistry in the 1700’s 
13 Devarim 6:4 
14 Bamidbar 15:15-16 
15 Vayikra 25:35 
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jealousy between the poor and the rich, and they would not steal for a loaf of bread, and humanity 

would be founded on justice, and society on charity. 

Therefore, dear reader, as long as we possess our lifegiving medicine, pay no heed to any shadow of 

jealousy or hatred from the Nations. As long as the bandage is on our wound: the elevated knowledge 

of our holy Torah, the truly humane culture, and the holy ideals of Mankind who was created in the 

image of Gd – not of a gross, hostile animal, that has no rest from the missiles of our enemies - then in 

the end, the vision of our Prophets will be fulfilled, “and the whole world will be filled with the 

knowledge of Hashem”,16 and “from Zion will go forth Torah”17 to all the world, and light for all of 

humanity. Amen. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
16 Yishayahu 11:9 
17 Yishayahu 2:3 

https://southafricantorahjournal.co.za/

