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SIGHTING THE SOUNDS!

All the people saw the sounds and the flames and the mountain smok-
ing; the people saw and trembled, and stood afar (Exodus 20:15 [18]).

Rabbi Ishmael says: They saw what is seen and heard what is heard.
Rabbi Akiva says: They saw what is heard and heard what is seen
(Midrash Mechilta).

Thirty-three centuries ago, the entire Jewish nation witnessed the revela-
tion of G-d at Mount Sinai. Centuries later, two Talmudic sages, Rabbi
Akiva? and Rabbi Ishmael,’ offered somewhat differing accounts of the
experience.

One difference between them concerns the manner in which the reve-
lation at Sinai was perceived by our senses. After recounting the procla-
mation of the Ten Commandments at Sinai, the Torah relates: "All the
people saw the sounds and the flames and the mountain smoking; the
people saw and trembled, and stood afar."

What does it mean that they "saw the sounds"? According to Rabbi
Akiva, the manner in which we perceived the sights and sounds of Sinai
was radically different from the way in which such stimuli are ordinarily
assimilated. At Sinai, our senses of sight and hearing reversed their
roles—we "saw what is (ordinarily) heard and heard what is [ordinari-
ly] seen." Not so, says Rabbi Ishmael. At Sinai, we experienced the great-
est divine revelation of all time in the same manner in which we ordinari-
ly relate to reality: we "saw what is seen and heard what is heard." Ac-
cording to Rabbi Ishmael, the word "saw" in the verse refers to the
"fames" and the "smoking mountain" mentioned later in the sentence.

But both interpretations of the verse raise as many questions as they
answer. Regarding Rabbi Akiva's description of an extraordinary trans-
mutation of our senses, we can ask: Amazing, but why? We know that, as
a rule, the Creator is loath to suspend the natural order of things; mira-
cles are rare and come only to achieve a specific end.”” How would Rabbi
Akiva explain the purpose for such a nature-trouncing feat?

As for Rabbi Ishmael's view, it raises the question as to what this verse
is coming to tell us in the first place. The Torah has already described the
thunder, the shofar blast, the lightning, the fire, and the smoke which
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accompanied G-d's descent upon Sinai (Exo 19:16-19). Need we be told
that the people of Israel saw these sights and heard these sounds?

"SEEING" VERSUS “HEARING"

As tools of perception, sight and hearing differ in two significant ways.

Sight is a very physical experience: we see the thing itself—its mass, its
immanence, the brute fact of its being. Hearing, on the other hand, regis-
ters stimuli of a more metaphysical nature. We see a wall, but we hear mu-
sic, emotional inflections, ideas. This even more so regarding the other
meaning of "to hear" which is "to comprehend" (in Hebrew, the word
shemi'ah means both "hearing" and "comprehension"). We hear and under-
stand things that are too ethereal to be captured by the physical eye.

A second difference is the manner in which sight and hearing affect
us—the extent to which they impress their findings upon our mind and
heart. Sight is the most convincing of faculties: once we have seen some-
thing with "our own eyes," it is virtually impossible for other sensory evi-
dence or rational proofs to refute what we now know. Hearing and com-
prehension, on the other hand, are far less vivid impressers of the infor-
mation they convey. They will convince us of certain truths, but not as
unequivocally as do our eyes. What we hear and understand are facts
which have been "proven" to us; what we see is reality.

(This difference is also reflected in Torah law. The Talmud® rules that
a judge who has witnessed a crime cannot sit in judgment over the case.
Why not? Is not the entire point of the trial that the judge should learn
the truth? Here we have a judge who knows what happened, not through
second-hand information received from witnesses, but by the testimony
of his own eyes! Explains the Talmud: "Since he has seen the accused
commit the crime, he is incapable of seeing him in the right." A judge
must consider more than what the accused did or did not do; he must
also examine issues such as intent and culpability. When the judge mere-
ly hears from witnesses that the accused committed a criminal act—even
if he is convinced that they are telling the truth—he can still maintain the
proper distance to objectively consider other factors which may absolve
the accused from guilt. But when he himself sees what happened, the fact
of the accused's criminal deed is not only known but also real to him,
making it extremely difficult for him to override this unequivocal reality
with logic considerations.)

These two differences between sight and hearing are interconnected.
We are physical beings inhabiting a physical reality. The physical is real
to us, while the conceptual and metaphysical are foreign and insubstan-
tial. So sight, which perceives physical objects, is definitive and abso-
lute, whereas the intangibles perceived via the ear and mind are, at most,
"proven facts," always subject to reassessment and reconsideration.



SEEING G-DLINESS, HEARING THE WORLD

The story is told of the mystic who tells the philosopher: "Do you know
the difference between you and me? You are constantly thinking about G-
d, while I am forever thinking about myself."

The philosopher was very pleased with the compliment. But one day it
dawned on him what the old sage had meant. The philosopher is con-
vinced that he, the thinker, exists, and doesn't give it a second thought.
So he ponders the existence of G-d: Does G-d exist? What is G-d? How
does His existence affect us? To the mystic, however, G-d is the very es-
sence of reality. But where does that leave us? What possible legitimacy
can our finite and transitory existence have within the all-transcending,
all-pervading reality of G-d? The divine truth a given, the mystic ponders
his own subjective reality: Do I exist? What significance, if any, is there to
my existence? Why do I exist?

This is what Rabbi Akiva means when he says that at Sinai we "saw
what is heard, and heard what is seen." Ordinarily, it is our physical ex-
istence that is "seen" and real to us. Of course, we understand that all this
has a Creator and a purpose. There is proof of it in the majesty and com-
plexity of the universe; every throb of life bespeaks it, and every stirring
of conscience in the soul of man. But this higher reality is merely "heard"
in our world—deduced, sensed, even experienced—but never perceived
with the unequivocal realness of sight. To us, reality is the physical; eve-
rything else is merely a concept.

But not at Sinai. At Sinai our eyes were opened, and we "saw the G-d of
Israel" (Exo 24:10). We saw what is heard, what is ordinarily abstract and
"spiritual." And we heard what is seen: our formidable world, so real and
tangible, was suddenly a distant echo, a concept. For if G-d is Reality, if
the essence of existence is the infinite and omnipresent divine truth,
what is our world? Just an illusion? But no, there must be a world--
otherwise, what is the significance of creation? Of the Torah and its
commandments? All this tells us that our world does exist—it proves it to
us. What is ordinarily a given is now a substantiated theory.

HOLDING OUR GROUND

Rabbi Ishmael disagrees. As he sees it, the revelation at Sinai did not
come to turn our natural reality upside down. The function of Torah is
not to overwhelm and negate our world, but to enable us to deal with
it, on its own terms, and uncover its potential to reflect the goodness
and perfection of its Creator.

This, maintains Rabbi Ishmael, is an even greater miracle than for the
material reality to evaporate the moment G-d introduces Himself. That
would be the most obvious and "natural" thing to happen. But at Sinai we
achieved an even greater feat: we held our ground. Brought face-to-face

with the Divine, we refused to make this an otherworldly experience, a
refutation of our finite and subjective existence. Instead, we insisted on
applying the revelation to our reality. We saw and heard G-dliness, but on
our terms, seeing what is seen and hearing what is heard. The physical
remained real and the spiritual remained abstract, and both were perme-
ated with the vision of their divine essence and purpose.

RESPONDING TO THE COMMANDMENTS

The Midrash relates a second difference of opinion between Rabbi
Akiva and Rabbi Ishmael regarding the revelation at Sinai, pertaining to
how we responded to G-d's proclamation of the Ten Commandments.

The Torah relates that "G-d spoke all these words, to say: T am G-d
your Lord ... You shall have no other gods before Me ... " (Exo 20:1-3). The
Midrash is puzzled by the Torah's use of the word leimor, "to say." What
does it mean that "G-d spoke all these words, to say"? Throughout the
Torah, dozens of laws are preceded by the phrase, "G-d spoke to Moses,
to say ..."; but in those instances, Moses is being instructed to convey
those divine directives to the Jewish people. Obviously, leimor cannot be
so interpreted in our case, as all of Israel were present at Sinai. Explains
the Midrash: "to say" means that the people responded to each of the Ten
Commandments, affirming their commitment to its observance.

What did they say?

They says "yes" to the yeses, and "no" to the nos. This is the opinion of
Rabbi Ishmael.
Rabbi Akiva says: They said yes" to the yeses, and "yes" to the nos.®

The Ten Commandments include "positive commandments," such as,
"Honor your father and your mother" and "Remember the day of Shab-
bat," as well as "negative commandments" or prohibitions, such as "Do
not murder" and "Do not steal." According to Rabbi Ishmael, when we
heard G-d proclaim the commandments, we responded, "Yes" to the posi-
tive commandments (i.e., "Yes, we will do so0"), and "No" to the prohibi-
tions (i.e., "No, we will not do so"). Rabbi Akiva disagrees. According to
his understanding of the dialogue between G-d and us at Sinai, we said
"Yes" to each of the positive commandments, and "Yes" (i.e., "Yes, we will
obey") to the prohibitions.

But what is the point of their disagreement? In either case, our re-
sponse was to declare our readiness to uphold both the positive and neg-
ative commandments of G-d. What difference does it make if we said
the word "yes" or the word "no," if the meaning of both these respons-
es is the same?

THE POSITIVE NO



There are two ways of relating to the divine commandments in the Torah.
One approach is to view them through the lens of human experience: to
appreciate the wisdom gained from Torah study, the spiritual elevation
achieved by prayer, the tranquility experienced on Shabbat, the educa-
tional potential of a Passover seder, the social value of charity. On the
"negative" side, we can appreciate the importance of the mitzvot that
prohibit theft, gossip. promiscuity, food harmful to the body and psyche,
and so on. Indeed, our sages have said that "The mitzvot were given in
order to refine humanity."” But is any of this truly relevant? After all,
these are G-d’s commandments. What greater achievement can there pos-
sibly be than to carry out G-d's will? From this perspective, all mitzvot are
equal, for all else pales to insignificance before this one monumental fact.
In the words of Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, "had we been commanded
to chop wood, " this would be no less a mitzvah than the most enlighten-
ing, fulfilling, and character-refining of G-d’s commandments.®

This is why Rabbi Akiva maintains that we responded "Yes" to the pos-
itive commandments and "Yes" to the prohibitions. At Sinai, Rabbi Akiva
is saying, there was no such thing as a "negative" mitzvah.

Indeed, one who views the mitzvot in terms of their beneficial effects
on their personal life and on society, will distinguish between the positive
commandments and the prohibitions. To give a million dollars to charity
is to do something. But what is accomplished by refraining from eating
nonkosher foods? To eat that cheeseburger would be detrimental to one's
spiritual health; but to not eat it is to do-nothing. But at Sinai, says Rabbi
Akiva, we were beyond all that. We saw what is heard and heard what is
seen. The material world, with its "issues" and pretensions for signifi-
cance, was but a figment of the imagination. Reality was G-d. From such a
vantage point, who would think of G-d's expressed will in terms of moral
and social utility?

To one who stands at Sinai, says Rabbi Akiva, the definition of mitz-
vah is an opportunity to fulfill G-d's will. Everything else is of secondary,
"hearable" significance. When you give a million dollars to charity, you are
doing something: you are fulfilling G-d’s will. When you refrain from eat-
ing a forbidden food, you are doing something: you are fulfilling G-d's
will. Every mitzvah is a positive act, the same positive act, the ultimate
positive act—the implementation of a divine desire. Every mitzvah elicits
the same positive response: "Yes, we will."

ON OUR TERMS

Rabbi Ishmael disagrees. Assembled at Sinai, we obviously knew that the
ultimate significance of the mitzvah is that it is G-d's will. But we knew
this as a sublime truth, as a concept that is "heard" and understood but
remains beyond our tangible grasp. Our reality was the physical exist-

ence, and the point of revelation at Sinai was not to overturn our per-
spective but to perfect the one we had. What was real to us—what we
"saw"—was the way in which the mitzvot sanctify our everyday lives and
create a world that is at peace with itself and its Creator.

So there are differences between mitzvot—most significantly the dif-
ference between "do" and "don't," as befits dealing with a world polarized
by good and evil. There are mitzvot with which we develop the positive in
our world, and those which guide us in the rejection of the negative;
mitzvot which cultivate the light, and mitzvot which combat the darkness.

At Sinai, says Rabbi Ishmael, we heard what is heard and saw what is
seen. True, we understood that the essence of a mitzvah is beyond any-
thing our finite physical selves can relate to. But our primary response to
G-d's commandments was to embrace them as the foundation of our
lives-lives defined by the yes and no of our reality.
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1. Sight is the most convincing of faculties: once we have seen something
with "our own eyes," it is virtually impossible for other sensory evidence
or rational proofs to refute what we now know.

a. Exodus 3:2-5
*There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in flames of fire
from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire
it did not burn up. *So Moses thought, "I will go over and see this
strange sight—why the bush does not burn up." “When the LORD
saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within
the bush, "Moses! Moses!" And Moses said, "Here I am." >"Do not
come any closer," God said. "Take off your sandals, for the place
where you are standing is holy ground."

b. 2Kings 6:15-23
"When the servant of the man of God got up and went out early the
next morning, an army with horses and chariots had surrounded
the city. "Oh no, my lord! What shall we do?" the servant asked.
“"Don't be afraid,” the prophet answered. "Those who are with us
are more than those who are with them." '"And Elisha prayed,
"Open his eyes, LORD, so that he may see." Then the LORD opened
the servant's eyes, and he looked and saw the hills full of horses
and chariots of fire all around Elisha. '*As the enemy came down
toward him, Elisha prayed to the LORD, "Strike this army with
blindness." So he struck them with blindness, as Elisha had asked.



YElisha told them, "This is not the road and this is not the city. Fol-
low me, and I will lead you to the man you are looking for." And he
led them to Samaria. *°’After they entered the city, Elisha said,
"LORD, open the eyes of these men so they can see." Then the
LORD opened their eyes and they looked, and there they were, in-
side Samaria. *?When the king of Israel saw them, he asked Elisha,
"Shall I kill them, my father? Shall I kill them?" **"Do not kill them,"
he answered. "Would you kill those you have captured with your
own sword or bow? Set food and water before them so that they
may eat and drink and then go back to their master." #So he pre-
pared a great feast for them, and after they had finished eating and
drinking, he sent them away, and they returned to their master. So
the bands from Aram stopped raiding Israel's territory.

c. Luke 24:28-32

*As they approached the village to which they were going, Yeshua
continued on as if he were going farther. *But they urged him
strongly, "Stay with us, for it is nearly evening ... " So he went in to
stay with them. **When he was at the table with them, he took
bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. **Then
their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he disap-
peared from their sight. **They asked each other, "Were not our
hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and
opened the Scriptures to us?"

d. 2Corinthians 4:17-18

"For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an
eternal glory that far outweighs them all. **So we fix our eyes not
on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is tem-
porary, but what is unseen is eternal.

e. “Truly, Don’t Believe Your Lying Eyes” by Rebbetzin Miriam Gross*
In last week’s article, I noted the harm in making hasty conclusions.

Our senses are fallible and can easily mislead us. A human being,
by definition, is apt to err and therefore should never rush to pass
judgment.

Let me illustrate my point with (an) example ...

I was present at a Sheva Brachos® at which a young man deliv-
ered a speech. Later, a woman sitting next to me asked me whether
I knew who the old man who had given the dvar Torah was. I re-
plied that the talk had been given by the young man seated next to

the older one she was pointing to. I knew it was him, not only be-
cause I had seen him give the dvar Torah, but because I asked
him later to clarify a point he had made—which he did.

But she would not be dissuaded. She insisted the orator was
none other than the old man. I didn’t pursue it. After all, what dif-
ference did it make? But I savored the precious lesson that had
fallen into my lap. How often do we stubbornly hold on to mis-
taken impressions convinced we’re right, our mind refusing to
let go of our conclusions?

2. A judge must consider more than what the accused did or did not do;
he must also examine issues such as intent and culpability. When the
judge merely hears from witnesses that the accused committed a crim-
inal act—even if he is convinced that they are telling the truth—he can
still maintain the proper distance to objectively consider other factors
which may absolve the accused from guilt. But when he himself sees
what happened, the fact of the accused's criminal deed is not only
known but also real to him, making it extremely difficult for him to
override this unequivocal reality with logic considerations.)

a. Matthew 26:47-68
“While (Yeshua) was still speaking, Judas, one of the Twelve, ar-
rived. With him was a large crowd armed with swords and clubs,
sent from the chief priests and the elders of the people ... *’In that
hour Yeshua said to the crowd, "Am I leading a rebellion, that you
have come out with swords and clubs to capture me? Every day I
sat in the temple courts teaching, and you did not arrest me. **But
this has all taken place that the writings of the prophets might be
fulfilled." Then all the disciples deserted him and fled (Zec 13:7).
*’Those who had arrested Yeshua took him to Caiaphas the high
priest, where the teachers of the law and the elders had assembled
... *The chief priests and the whole Sanhedrin were looking for
false evidence against Yeshua so that they could put him to death.
%But they did not find any, though many false witnesses came for-
ward. Finally two came forward ®’and declared, "This fellow said, 'T
am able to destroy the temple of God and rebuild it in three days."
%*Then the high priest stood up and said to Yeshua, "Are you not
going to answer? What is this testimony that these men are bring-
ing against you?" “But Yeshua remained silent. The high priest said
to him, "I charge you under oath by the living God: Tell us if you
are the Messiah, the Son of God." **"You have said so," Yeshua re-
plied. "But I say to all of you: From now on you will see the Son of

4 https://www.jewishpress.com/judaism/torah/truly-dont-believe-your-lying- Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the
eyes/2019/01/04/ clouds of heaven.” “Then the high priest tore his clothes and said,
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Look, now you have heard the blasphemy. “What do you think?" 1) Mekhilta to Exodus 20:1

"He is worthy of death," they answered. “Then they spit in his face Rabbi Yismael commented, “The word ‘saying’ teaches us that
and struck him with their fists. Others slapped him **and said, they (the children of Israel) responded to each positive com-
"Prophesy to us, Messiah. Who hit you?" mandment (mitzvah ‘aseh’) with the positive affirmation ‘hen’

3. At Sinai our eyes were opened, and we "saw the G-d of Israel" (Exo (‘yes’) and to each negative commandment (mitzvah ‘al ta’aseh’)
24:10). with the negative affirmation ‘lav’ (‘no’)” (“Melamad she-hayu om-

a. Exodus 24:9-11 rim al hen hen ve-al lav lav,” lit., “this teaches that they were say-

‘Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Is- ing 'yes’ 'yes’ and 'no’ 'no,’ that is, they were responding to a “yes

rael went up “and saw the God of Israel. Under his feet was some- (commandment),” “yes,” and to a “no (commandment),” “no.”
thing like a pavement made of lapis lazuli, as bright blue as the 2) James 5:12

sky. "But God did not raise his hand against these leaders of the Is- "“Above all, my brothers, do not swear—not by heaven or by
raelites; they saw God, and they ate and drank. earth or by anything else. Let your “Yes” be yes, and your “No,”

b. Exodus 33:18-23 no, or you will be condemned.

Then Moses said, "Now show me your glory." YAnd the LORD said, 3) Ruth Rabba'h ?56
"I will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you ... ’But," he R. Huna said in the name of R. Samuel b. Isaac: The yes of the
said, "you cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live." righteous is yes, and their no, no ...

2'Then the LORD said, "There is a place near me where you may
stand on a rock. *When my glory passes by, I will put you in a cleft
in the rock and cover you with my hand until I have passed by.
“Then I will remove my hand and you will see my back; but my
face must not be seen."

4. The Ten Commandments include "positive commandments," such as,
"Honor your father and your mother" and "Remember the day of Shab-
bat," as well as "negative commandments" or prohibitions, such as "Do
not murder" and "Do not steal." According to Rabbi Ishmael, when we
heard G-d proclaim the commandments, we responded, "Yes" to the
positive commandments (i.e., "Yes, we will do so"), and "No" to the pro-
hibitions (i.e., "No, we will not do so"). Rabbi Akiva disagrees. According
to his understanding of the dialogue between G-d and us at Sinai, we
said "Yes" to each of the positive commandments, and "Yes" (i.e., "Yes,
we will obey") to the prohibitions.

a. Matthew 5:33-37

#"Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do

not break your oath, but fulfill to the Lord the vows you have

made' (Num 30:2; Deu 23:21; Ecc 5:4) *But I tell you, do not swear

an oath at all: either by heaven, for it is God's throne; **or by the

earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the

Great King. *And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make

even one hair white or black. *’All you need to say is simply 'Yes'

or 'No'; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.

CJB, KJV, NAB, NAS, NIRV, NKV, RSV, YLT—"But let your 'Yes' be
'Yes," and your 'No,' 'No.'




