OU-JLIC Learning Fellowship-Class #3
What was ACTUALLY given at Mount Sinai?

Rabbi Adam Frieberg; rabbiadam@rutgershillel.org

This shiur is largely based off of an article written by Moshe Halbertal, which can be found here:
http://rambam.merkaz.com/Class%204%20-%20Halbertal.pdf. Some of the translations are taken directly from that
article.

Ramban- The Constitutive View
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2) Devarim, Chapter 17, Verse 11
According to the law they instruct you and according to the judgment they say to you, you shall
do; you shall not divert from the word they tell you, either right or left.
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2) Ramban on Devarim 17:11

You shall not deviate...right or left: Rashi explains that even if the Sanhedrin tell you that right is
left or left is right — [you must obey them]. Meaning that even if you are certain that the
Sanhedrin has erred and it is as obvious to you as the difference between your right and left —
you still must comply with their understanding of the Torah. In other words you can’t argue,
“How can I eat that which is prohibited by the Torah or how can | execute this person when |
know he has not transgressed?”” Rather your attitude must be, “The absolute obedience to the
rulings of the Sanhedrin is what G-d has commanded me and | must observe the mitzvot exactly
as the Sanhedrin (which is in G-d’s presence in the Temple) says. The Torah was given to me
according to their understanding — even if they err.” This is what happened when R’ Yehoshau
had a dispute with the Sanhedrin as to what day was Yom Kippur. R” Gamliel, the head of the
Sanhedrin ordered R’ Yehoshua to appear before him on the day that he thought was Yom
Kippur (Rosh HaShanna 25a). The necessity for this mitzva is very great. That is because the
Torah was given to us in writing and it is known that people don’t think identically in all matters.
Therefore it would be natural for disputes over what the Torah means to continually multiply and
it would end up that there would be many Torot instead of one. That is why this verse tells you
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that one must obey the Sanhedrin which convenes in G-d’s presence in the Temple — in
everything they say concerning the understanding of the Torah, whether they received its
explanation in an unbroken testimonial chain reaching back until Moshe, who received it from
the mouth of G-d, or they say such explanations based on their understanding of the Torah’s
implications or its intent. This requirement to accept their Torah understanding is because the
Torah was in fact given to us according to their understanding. Therefore they must be obeyed
even if their view contrasts with your understanding as left contrasts with right and surely if you
agree with their understanding. That is because G-d’s spirit is on those who serve in His Temple
and He does not desert His pious ones. G-d always protects them from error and mistake. The
Sifri (Shoftim 154) says that you must obey them even if appears that they have reversed right
with left and left with right.
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3) Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Eruvin 13b
R. Abba stated in the name of Shmuel: For three years there was a dispute between Bet Shammai
and Bet Hillel, the former asserting, "The halakha is in agreement with our views," and the latter
contending, "The halakha is in agreement with our views." Then a bat kol issued announcing, "The
utterances of both are the words of the living God, but the halakha is in agreement with the ruling
of Beit Hillel."
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4) Ritva to Tractate Eruvin 13b:

These and these are the words of the living God'. The French Rabbis of blessed memory asked
how it were possible that both positions could be the words of the living God when one prohibits
and the other permits, and they answered: When Moses ascended to heaven to receive that Torha
they have shown him forty nine reasons for prohibition and forty nine reasons for permission
concerning each rule. He asked God about this and God answered that the matter will be given to
the sages of Israel in each generation and the ruling will be as they decide.
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6) Rabbi Nissim of Gerona (Barcelona 1320-1380), Derashot Ha’Ran, Derasha #5

It is a known fact that the entire Torah, written and oral, was transmitted to Moses, as it says in
the tractate Meggilah, R. Hiyya bar Abba said in the Name of R. Yohanan: The verse:...and on
them was written according to all the words...." teaches that the Holy One blessed be He showed
Moses the details prescribed by the Torah and by the Sages, including the innovations they
would later enact. And what are those? The reading of Meggila. The 'details' provided by the
rabbis are halakhic disputes and conflicting views held by the sages of Israel. Moses learned
them all by divine word with no resolution every controversy in detail. Yet [God] also gave him
a rule whose truth is manifest, i.e., 'Favor the majority opinion'....as the sages of that generation
saw fit, for the decision had already been delegated to them as it is written: 'And you shall come
to the priest the Levites , and to the judge that shall be in those days' and "You shall not
deviate....".

STORY FROM THE GEMARA...

...they all saw that R. Eliezer follows the truth more than them, and his miracles were all true and
right and it was ruled from heaven according to his [R. Eiezer's] opinion, nevertheless they acted




according to their ruling. Since their reason tended to declare [the oven] impure, even though
they knew that they rule opposite the truth, they did not want to purify, because if they ruled [the
oven] pure they would have transgressed the words of the Torah. This is the case because their
reason tended to [rule the oven as] impure and the ruling was granted to the sages of the
generation - whatever they decide it is what God commanded.
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