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Akdamut
In Talmudic times the Torah was read in Hebrew
but was accompanied by a translation into the vernacular, Aramaic, in order to enable the listeners
to understand it.This is still done inYemenite synagogues. 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 occasions: when reading the portions about the splitting 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 Revelation 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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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.
Accepting the Sovereignty of God
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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 sovereignty 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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ount 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
M
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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The events of Sinai are of supreme importance toTheus events of Sinai are of supreme importance to us
because they signify the making of the covenant between
because they signify the making of the covenant between
God and Israel, by which we became a people wedded
Godto and Israel, by which we became a people wedded to
the Divine.
the Divine.
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If one believes that communication is possible between IfGod
one believes that communication is possible between God
and humanity, if one believes that a covenant was made
andathumanity, if one believes that a covenant was made at
Mount Sinai in which the people of Israel pledgedMount
to Sinai in which the people of Israel pledged to
become a holy nation, a nation belonging exclusively
to a holy nation, a nation belonging exclusively to
become
God and desiring to live according to God’s will —God
the and desiring to live according to God’s will — the
highest possible moral and ethical standards — thenhighest
the possible moral and ethical standards — then the
events at Sinai and Shavuot, the holiday that commemoevents at Sinai and Shavuot, the holiday that commemorates those events,have tremendous significance.
rates those events,have tremendous significance.
The biblical account itself depicts these events The
as a biblical account itself depicts these events as a
covenant ceremony. One cannot prove that the event
covenant ceremony. One cannot prove that the event
actually occurred as described, or even that it happened
at occurred as described, or even that it happened at
actually
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all, but it would indeed be strange if this entire tradition
had no basis whatsoever. The covenant is a reality
hadof no basis whatsoever. The covenant is a reality of
Israel’s being, as is the way in which Israel understood Israel’s
that being, as is the way in which Israel understood that
covenant.
covenant.
We did indeed receive our Torah at Sinai, for Torah means
We did indeed receive our Torah at Sinai, for Torah means
God’s instruction.We became aware of God at Sinai, overGod’s instruction.We became aware of God at Sinai, overwhelmingly so. We accepted God’s commanding presence
whelmingly so. We accepted God’s commanding presence
and the terms of the covenant. That was the seed and
from the terms of the covenant. That was the seed from
which the Written Torah and the extensions of it wewhich
call the Written Torah and the extensions of it we call
the Oral Torah both sprang.To celebrate what happened
theatOral Torah both sprang.To celebrate what happened at
Sinai reaffirms the basis of our existence: the covenantal
Sinai reaffirms the basis of our existence: the covenantal
relationship with God and the striving to translate relationship
that
with God and the striving to translate that
covenant into study (Torah) and ways of living (mitzvot).
covenant into study (Torah) and ways of living (mitzvot).
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