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Temples in Time 
Ruthie Braffman 
There is a fascinating commonality between the selections of the ancient near eastern texts that 
retell the Genesis story: several of these accounts end the process of creation with the 
construction of a temple. In one example, Enuma Elish, a Babylonian myth from the 12th 
century BCE, begins, “When in the height, heaven was not named, and the earth beneath did not 
yet bear a name…and [there reigned] chaos, Tiamut” and continues the daily account of the 
creation story over seven cuneiform tablets, closing with, “I will create man who shall inhabit the 
earth, that the service of the gods may be established and that their shrines may be built… They 
rejoiced...In Upsukkinnaku they set their dwelling…They seated themselves and in the 
assembly they named him...They all cried aloud, they exalted him...”. The final act of creation is 
the building of the temple where Marduk, the Babylonian god, is to dwell and where he is 
established as the supreme lord of the heaven and earth. The temple is to be a place of praise, 
exaltation, and recognition of Marduk and the establishment of the people’s covenant with him. 
The house of worship is a place of contact where the people dedicate their service to Marduk 
and renew their covenant with him via visitation and ritual.  

And yet our Torah recounts for us the days of Creation, walking us through the seven days of 
Genesis, and ending, not with a construction of a temple, or even a command to do so, but 
rather with the creation of Shabbat. Although the Torah respects the sanctification of space (for 
central to our history and religiosity is the Mishkan we had in the desert, and the Beit 
Hamikdash in Israel) Judaism also values a sanctification of time as well. While the other ancient 
near east Genesis stories conclude with the construction of a temple, our Torah ends Creation 
with Shabbat: a temple in time. As Joshua Heschel notes in his eloquent and timeless work, The 
Sabbath, “Judaism teaches us to be attached to holiness in time, to be attached to sacred events, 
to learn how to consecrate sanctuaries that emerge from the magnificent stream of a year the 
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Sabbaths are our great cathedrals; and our Holy of Holies is a shrine that neither the Romans 
nor the Germans were able to burn.” 

Shabbat, like a house of worship, is intended as a time for a recognition and renewal of a 
covenant with G-d: on Shabbat we testify as witnesses to G-d’s creation of the world (Shmot 
20:11), as well as His creation of the Jewish people as we are commanded to remember yetziat 
Mitzrayim (Devarim 5:14). The first time Shabbat is mentioned as an sign or covenant it is not 
in the Ten Commandments, but later in parshat Mishpatim where the Torah also discusses the 
Divine presence of the Mishkan. Appropriately, when the Torah discusses the Divine presence 
in the context of space, it also mentions a Divine presence in the context of time through 
Shabbat. Only when we view Shabbat as our Mishkan in time do we understand that it is truly a 
day meant for recognition and renewal of our covenant with Hashem.  

It is quite fitting then that the time allocated for Shavuot in the Torah (Vayikra 23:15) is called 
“after the Shabbat,” since Shavuot is when we received our covenant as a nation with Hashem, 
and like Shabbat, it is our yearly celebration, recognition, and dedication to that covenant with 
our Creator. Shavuot is a time for us to recommit our loyalty and devotion to Hashem and 
sanctify our lives through temples in time. 

The Imperative of Chesed  
Shlomit Cohen 

 לא בה אין זו מגלה זעירא ר"א
 ולא איסור ולא טהרה ולא טומאה
 כמה ללמדך נכתבה ולמה היתר
 חסדים לגומלי טוב שכר

  יד:רות רבה ב-

Rav Zeira explained “Megilat Rut does not contain the laws of 
impurity or purity, nor the laws of that which is forbidden or that 
which is permitted. Why, then, what is written? To teach us the 
reward accorded to those who engage in acts of kindness.” 
Rut Rabbah 2:14 
 
What is it about the Book of Ruth that prompted Rav Zeira to assert that its primary message is 
that of chesed? What is the significance of reading this scroll on the holiday of Shavuot in 
particular, the day that we also celebrate matan Torah? In order to fully answer each of these 
questions it is critical that we develop a deeper understanding of chesed from a Torah 
perspective.  

When we consider the imperative of chesed there are two primary sources that the commentators 
point us to; the passage commanding us “to love your neighbor” and the passage of “halachta 
b’drachav” which directs us to emulate the kindness, or acts of kindness, displayed by God.67   

Rabbi Dr. Walter Wurzburger explains that Rambam understands emulation of the Divine, or 
imitatio Dei, as the cultivation of an ethical personality that mirrors the attributes commonly 
associated with God.  Rabbi Wurzburger terms this approach towards imitatio Dei as “virtue-
ethics” which he explains “focuses on the ethical quality of the state of mind of the agent”. The 
originality of the Maimonidiean approach, explains Rabbi Wurzburger, is elevating the 

                                                 
67 For a more developed discussion see the introduction to Rabbi Daniel Z. Feldman’s Divine Footsteps: Chesed and 
the Jewish Soul. (New York: 2008).  
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“imitation of God through the cultivation of moral dispositions as a specific religious 
imperative.”68 

Rabbi Yitchak Blau points out that the formulation of imitatio Dei as virtue-ethics, or “shifting 
the ethics from the act to the agent” results in a number of significant implications.69 On the one 
hand, it  transforms our attitude towards legally mandated acts of chesed and tzedaka; as a result 
of absorbing and emulating God’s ways the primary motivation in one’s act of chesed is internal 
compassion and care for another rather than any specific legal obligation. In this way giving 
tzeddakah with a compassionate attitude would fulfill both the mandate of “love your neighbor” 
and imitatio Dei.  Secondly, and perhaps more significantly, imitatio Dei as virtue ethics extends 
beyond halakhically mandated chesed.  A person who is compassionate will be inclined toward 
action above and beyond his or her legal obligations. And in turn, any act of chesed that results 
from this heightened sensitivity takes on religious import as an expression of imitatio Dei.70  

Armed with a new understanding of chesed and virtue-ethics we are able to return to the Book of 
Ruth and the holiday of Shavuot.  

On the most basic level, the megillah interlaces the two realms of chesed; the halakhic and super 
halakhic. The second chapter of Ruth makes extensive reference to the biblical commandment 
of leket, allowing the poor to collect fallen grains, as Ruth’s initial connection to Boaz is through 
this very mitzvah. But the more significant theme of the scroll is the supererogatory chesed, the 
chesed that stems from imitatio Dei, which Ruth and Boaz display. Ruth willingly leaves her 
family and her homeland to follow Naomi, her destitute mother-in-law, into a foreign land while 
Boaz commits to marry Ruth in order to perpetuate the name of her deceased husband. Neither 
character was obligated to act as they did and in doing so they remind us that the chesed of 
imitatio Dei extends far beyond the letter of the law. The Book of Ruth, therefore, represents 
chesed par excellence.71   

If we go a step further, however, we can understand why it is this megillah in particular that we 
read on the holiday of Shavuot. In order to do so it is important to consider the holiday of 
Shavuot in the context of Pesach. The fundamental message of Pesach is one of redemption and 
nationhood. We are enjoined to relive the exodus and once again experience the dramatic shift 
from slavery to freedom, from an oppressed people to a redeemed people. Not only does this 
message shape our self-image as a Jewish nation, we are informed that our origin as slaves must 
also frame our relationship with those who are suffering amongst us.  And while the notion that 
we were once slaves in Egypt appears in the context of specific mandates to alleviate the suffering 

                                                 
68 Pg 94 of Rabbi Dr. Walter Wurzburger’s essay, “The Centrality of Virtue Ethics in Maimonides”, in Covenantal 
Imperatives: Essays by Walter S. Wurzburger on Jewish Law, Thought and Community, edited by Eliezer Jacobs and 
Shalom Carmy (New York: 2008)  
69 Yitzchak Blau, “The Implications of a Jewish Virtue Ethic”, in Torah U-Madda Journal volume 9 (2000): 19-41 
70 Although Wurzburger posits that Rambam’s conception of imitatio Dei is limited to the realm of character traits 
rather than action, these broader acts of chesed will still have instrumental value in as much as they cultivate a more 
sensitive personality and Wurzburger acknowledges other thinkers who do view imitatio Dei more expansively. See 
his article “Imitatio Dei in the Philosophy of Rabb Joseph B. Soleveitchik” also in Covenantal Imperatives.  
71 In this context it is important to note that Boaz even went beyond the letter of the law within his fulfillment of 
lekket, leaving extra grains for Ruth to glean. See Ruth 2:16.  
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of others the power of this narrative is primarily in the way that it shapes our attitude towards 
suffering, towards otherness. We have been there, we know what it means to be outsiders, to be 
destitute and broken, and therefore we can both empathize and help. 

Fifty days later Shavuot, zman matan Torateinu, is upon us and we celebrate that our 
commitment to God and to community is given expression through clearly defined obligations 
and laws. Yet, there is a real concern is that our dedication to the letter of the law will replace the 
powerful message of the Exodus narrative and that narrow legalism will limit and perhaps even 
undermine the values we imbibed during Pesach.  

How appropriate, then, that it is on Shavuot that we celebrate and extol the importance virtue-
ethics, of imitatio Dei, specifically in regard to how it shapes our commitment to community. 
How incredibly powerful that theme supererogatory chesed that is woven throughout the 
megillah gently remind us that receiving and keeping the Torah is one manifestation of our 
commitment to God, but certainly does not exhaust the ways in which we are encouraged and 
expected to express imitatio Dei. 

In this way Shavuot is transformed into a unique opportunity to reflect on how to expand our 
individual and collective commitment to emulating God through our engagement with 
community. How can we better inculcate chesed oriented personalities such that acts of 
kindness, compassion and social justice become second nature and extend above and beyond 
formal legal categories?72 May this Shavuot be an opportunity for us to recommit to the chesed 
of imitatio Dei in the fullest way. 
Bringing the First Fruits of Torah 
Meira Rubin 
In the biblical account, the holiday of Shavuot seems to be a celebration of bringing bikkurim 
and matan Torah is not explicitly mentioned. Even in the Gemara, where matan Torah is said to 
have occurred on either the sixth or seventh of Sivan (Shabbat 86b) and the psukim about 

                                                 
72 Although the dichotomy between “love your neighbor” and imitatio DeiI as sources of chesed can be 
distinguished by an action oriented approach where the alleviation of suffering is critical to the fulfillment of “love 
your neighbor” while the realm of imitatio Dei is primarily concerned with appropriate intentions, the mere 
intention to do good does not necessarily fulfill the mandate of imitatio Dei. If through imitatio Dei we are expected 
to emulate God’s love and concern for those in need to the degree that our actions will reflect a natural commitment 
to the other, then what underlies the fulfillment of imitatio Dei is genuine concern for the other. While the quest for 
imitatio Dei may serve as the initial impetus to cultivate a chesed oriented personality, the very fulfillment of this 
mandate depends on our ability to shape our chesed acts around of the individual in need rather than our own 
moral development. This in turn suggests that we have to be critical and constantly re-asses how we use our time 
and resources in pursuit of chesed. Are our actions truly about the other or are they governed by an internal quest for 
refined middot? Although these impetuses are not mutually exclusive, the concern is that our desire for personal 
refinement may replace a more outward approach towards chesed. 
I would like to suggest that engaging in meaningful dialogue with those who are in need is the most effective way to 
insure that we are truly fulfilling imitatio Dei. If we formulate acts of chesed in communication with the recipients it 
not only transforms the hierarchy of giver and receiver into a more meaningful partnership72, it insures that our acts 
of chesed are truly oriented towards those in need rather than simply fulfilling our own (well-intentioned) desires. 



62 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • SHAVUOT TO-GO • SIVAN 5771 

Shavuot are expounded such that Shavuot also falls out on the sixth of Sivan (Menachot 56a-b), 
these two events are not explicitly connected. Why is this holiday of the first fruits nonetheless 
an appropriate time for us to celebrate our receiving of the Torah? 

Perhaps the beginning of an answer can be found in one of the first places that matan Torah and 
Shavuot are explicitly connected. The midrash first relates the drash from the Gemara about 
matan Torah being on the sixth of Sivan and then continues: 

And on Shabbat which was the sixth of the month, 
they received the Ten Commandments and that was 
the holiday of Shavuot, the day of the giving of the 
Torah, the fiftieth day of going out of Egypt, that’s 
why it says ‘under a fruit tree I woke you up’ (Shir 
HaShirim 8:5) and ‘like a fruit in the forest’ (ibid. 
2:3), as this fruit gives fruit fifty days after it 
blossoms, so the Torah was given 50 days after 
going out of Egypt. And the Torah was given at the 
send of even generations…  
Pesikta Zutra, Shemot 19:10 

קבלו עשרת , וביום השבת שהוא ששי בחדש
יום , יום מתן תורה, הדברות והוא יום חג השבועות

לכך נאמר תחת התפוח , חמשים ליציאת מצרים
ואומר כתפוח בעצי היער , )ש ח ה"שה(עוררתיך 

מה תפוח זה מוציא פירות לחמשים יום , )שם ב ג(
כך התורה נתנה לחמשים יום לגאולת , משתפרח
, אברהם, תנה תורה לסוף שבעה דורותונ, ישראל
שהן סוף , ומשה, עמרם, קהת, לוי, יעקב, יצחק

שהוא יום שביעי , שבעה שבועות לגאולתן
כי בו שבת מכל מלאכתו, המקודש

י:פסיקתא זוטרא שמות יט
 

 
Here matan Torah is dependent on going out of Egypt. It is not a one-day event, but rather a 
process contingent upon preparation. As fruits need cultivation and time to develop and 
blossom, so to our receiving the Torah is dependent upon study and cultivation. This idea that 
receiving the Torah is a process taking time, could be an explanation for the ambiguity of the 
date of matan Torah and its connection to Shavuot in the Torah. God could give us the Torah 
on one day, but our own receiving it and internalizing it is a process which takes much longer.  

The declaration given when bikkurim are brought emphasizes this idea of process: It doesn’t 
begin with picking the fruits or even planting the seeds, but rather with our ancestors going 
down to Egypt, becoming a nation, and then God bringing them out of Egypt and to the land of 
Israel (Devarim 26:1-11). It also emphasizes the fact that these fruits, which the bikkurim-
bringer has cultivated, cared for and harvested for months, ultimately come from God, “and thus 
I have brought the first fruits of the land which the Lord has given me” (Devarim 26:10). Like 
cultivating crops and bringing bikkurim, receiving the Torah takes work and investment but at 
the same time, recognition that our knowledge and understanding ultimately comes from 
Hashem. Perhaps we celebrate His giving it to us on one day, to remind ourselves to be engaged 
in the process of receiving it every day.    

Ruth’s Yibbum 
Miryam Spiegel 

 לו אין ובן מהם אחד ומת יחדו אחים ישבו כי
 יבמה זר לאיש החוצה המת אשת תהיה לא
 והיה: ויבמה לאשה לו ולקחה עליה יבא

 ולא המת אחיו שם על יקום תלד אשר הבכור

If two brothers dwell together, and one of them dies 
without a child, his wife shall not go to an outside man, 
her Yavam shall take her for a wife. The eldest [brother] 
shall establish his deceased brother’s name, and his name 
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  :מישראל שמו ימחה
   ו-ה:כה דברים

shall not be erased from the Jewish people. 
Devarim 25:5-6 
 
The laws of yibbum, as introduced in Devarim, introduce a section of family rituals which apply 
in the case of the death of a sibling who has left no heirs. As described in the pesukim, it is the 
role of the oldest brother to marry the wife of the deceased, in an effort to continue the legacy of 
his brother’s name in the nation of Israel. The pesukim continue to describe the process of 
chalitza, the ceremony through which the brother obligated in yibbum may remove himself from 
his duty to continue his brother’s name.  

Such a case lies at the heart of megillat Ruth. The megillah opens with the story of Elimelech, his 
wife, Naomi, and their two sons Machlon and Kilyon. Together, the family ran away from Israel 
to escape a famine that swept across Israel. However, rather than finding a reprieve in the land of 
Moav, the family was met with destruction: 

And Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died, and she was left with 
her two sons. And they married Moabite women, one named 
Orpah and one named Ruth, and they lived there 
approximately 10 years. And they too, Machlon and Kilyon, 
died, and the woman was left without her husband and two 
children. 
Ruth 1:3-5 

 היא ותשאר נעמי איש אלימלך וימת
 מאביות נשים להם וישאו :בניה ושני
 רות השנית ושם ערפה האחת שם

 גם וימותו :שנים כעשר שם וישבו
 האשה ותשאר וכליון מחלון שניהם
  :ומאישה ילדיה משני
  ה-ג:א רות

 
Naomi first loses her husband, followed by the intermarriage and ensuing deaths of her two sons. 
Broken and despairing, Naomi decides to return to her homeland. In a monumental act of 
commitment, Ruth decides to abandon her life in Moav to join Naomi in her lifestyle and 
accompany her to Israel. Having no property left, Naomi’s only hope is to have her land redeemed 
through a relative. Ruth is introduced to Noami’s relative Boaz, first as she collects leket from his 
field, and later, upon meeting him in his place of dwelling. Upon recognizing Ruth’s self- sacrifice 
for the sake of her mother in law, Boaz sets on a mission to redeem Naomi’s land:  

And he said: 'Blessed be you of the Lord, my daughter; you have 
shown more kindness in the end than at the beginning, inasmuch as 
you did not follow the young men, whether poor or rich. And now, 
my daughter, fear not; I will do for you all that you say; for all the 
men in the gate of my people do know that you are a virtuous 
woman. And now it is true that I am a near kinsman; howbeit there 
is a kinsman nearer than I. 
Ruth 3:10-12 

 היטבת בתי 'הל את ברוכה ויאמר
 לבלתי הראשון מן האחרון חסדך
 ואם דל אם הבחורים אחרי לכת
 כל תיראי אל בתי ועתה: עשיר
 יודע כי לך אעשה תאמרי אשר
: את חיל אשת כי עמי שער כל

 אנכי גאל  אם כי אמנם כי ועתה
  :ממני קרוב גאל יש וגם
  יב-י:ג רות

 
Boaz approaches the closest relative to Ruth, the aptly named Ploni Almoni, who, unwilling to 
continue the lineage of Elimelech and thereby establishing his name, refuses to take part in 
yibum, following Boaz’s insistence that the land must be redeemed through the marriage of 
Ruth, a Moavite, in order to uphold the inheritance of the deceased. In contrast with the stated 



64 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • SHAVUOT TO-GO • SIVAN 5771 

goal of the process, Ploni Almoni puts his fears of losing his own land ahead of the need of his 
deceased relative. 

The irony of the situation is clear; the very man who refuses to uphold his brother’s name is 
rendered irrelevant and nameless in future generations. Whereas the stated goal in Devarim is 
that the resolution of the problem should come from within the family, the result in this case is a 
disconnect between brothers. 

In redeeming Naomi’s land and taking Ruth as a wife, Boaz was able to see beyond the 
immediate scope of the situation and understand the greater picture that awaited the Jewish 
future.  

A different perspective is offered by Rashi and the Malbim, who relate that the missteps of Ploni 
Almoni lay in his refusal to correctly understand Ruth’s role within the Jewish people, due to her 
status of being a Moavite. Although the teachings of the oral Torah clearly state the legitimacy of 
Ruth’s conversion, by refusing to delve deeper, Ploni Almoni’s lack of understanding left him 
unable to act, leaving him an insignificant character in the greater Jewish story. 

The as the final chapter of the megillah closes with the marriage of Ruth and Boaz, the new 
couple is made aware of their role in Jewish history. 

And all the people that were in the gate, and the elders, said: 'We 
are witnesses. May the Lord make the woman that is coming into 
your house like Rachel and Leah, which two did build the house 
of Israel; and did worthily in Ephrath, and be famous in Beth-
lehem; and let your house be like the house of Perez, whom 
Tamar bore unto Judah, of the seed which the Lord shall give you 
of this young woman.' 
Ruth 4:11-12 

 והזקנים בשער אשר העם כל ויאמרו
 אל הבאה האשה את 'ה יתן עדים
 שתיהם בנו אשר וכלאה כרחל ביתך
 באפרתה חיל ועשה ישראל בית את

 ביתך ויהי :לחם בבית שם וקרא
 ליהודה תמר ילדה אשר פרץ כבית
 הנערה מן לך 'ה יתן אשר הזרע מן

  :הזאת
  יב-יא:ד רות

 
In clear contrast to the misgivings of Ploni Almoni, Ruth’s clear role in the nation of Israel is 
reaffirmed following her marriage to Boaz. Ruth receives the blessing of following in the footsteps 
of Rachel and Leah, matriarchs who each experienced marital strife, yet who went on to continued 
serve as the foundation of Am Yisrael. Peretz, son of Yehuda and Tamar, was the child of a union 
forced by discontent, and whose story recalls earlier justice that was served to Tamar through a 
case of yibum. Years later, as Ruth and Boaz take their places on the stage of Jewish history, justice 
is once again restored trough yibum, and the grandfather of the Davidic dynasty is born.  

The megillah closes with a summary of the generations from Peretz to David: 

These are the offspring of Peretz, Peretz begat Chetzron, 
and Chetzron begat Rahm, and Rahm begat Aminadav, 
and Aminadav begat Nachshon, and Nachshon begat 
Salma, and Salmon begat Boaz, and Boaz begat Oved, 
and Oved begat Yisha, and Yishai begat David. 
Ruth 4:18-22 

 :חצרון את הוליד פרץ פרץ תולדות ואלה
 את הוליד ורם רם את הוליד וחצרון
 ונחשון נחשון את הוליד ועמינדב :עמינדב
 בעז את הוליד ושלמון :שלמה את הוליד
 ישי את הוליד ועבד :עובד את הוליד ובעז
  :דוד את הוליד וישי
 כב-יח:ד רות
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The structure of the psukim is similar to the familiar formulation of ספר בראשית: 

These are the offspring of Yitzchak the son of 
Avraham, Avraham begat Yitzchak. 
Bereshit 25:19 

 את הוליד אברהם אברהם בן יצחק תולדת ואלה
  :יצחק

  יט:כה בראשית
 
The toldot structure, as presented in Tanach, represents the establishment of a lasting family 
structure within the House of Israel. Through commitment to the ultimate goal of ensuring the 
continuation of the name of Elimelech, Boaz and Ruth lay foundation for the future of the 
Davidic dynasty and the ultimate redemption of Israel. 

The message of megillat Ruth extends far beyond the story of Ruth and Boaz; it is incumbent on 
each member of Knesset Yisrael to renew a strong commitment to the ongoing development of 
the Am Yisrael through engagement with its people and its living Torah. It is through the study 
of Torah and engagement with our nation that we can ensure both the continuation of our own 
legacies as well as the strong renewal of our nation in every generation.




