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The fiftieth day of the omer is the festival of
Shavuot.  The order of the prayers is the same

as for the holiday of Pesach.  However, the
phrase “ this festival of Shavuot, the time of
the giving of our Torah” is inserted into the

prayers.  The complete Hallel is recited.  Two
Torah scrolls are brought out.  In the first, five

people read from, “In the third month” until
the end of the section….  (Shulchan Aruch,

Orech Chayim 494:1)

Shavuot celebrates receiving the Torah at Sinai.
Accordingly, on the first day of the festival we read the
Asseret HaDibrot—the Decalogue.  In many congrega-
tions, it is customary for the congregation to stand
during the reading of the Decalogue.1  However, Mai-
monides opposes this custom.  His position is based
upon the comments of the Talmud in Tractate Berachot.
The Talmud explains that the Sages considered establish-
ing an obligation to read the Asseret HaDibrot every
day.  However, the Sages decided not to institute this
practice.  They were concerned that the practice might
be misinterpreted.  The practice could foster the false
belief that only the Decalogue was given at Sinai.  Mai-
monides explains that the Sages decided not to create a
practice that would distinguish between the Asseret
HaDibrot and the rest of the Torah.2  He further asserts
that any practice that would support this heretical claim
is prohibited. It follows that we should not stand for the
Asseret HaDibrot.3

Some authorities maintain that Maimonides’ com-
ments should not be applied to the reading of the
Decalogue on Shavuot.  According to these authorities,
it is prohibited to stand during the Asseret HaDibrot
when they are read on Shabbat.  However, this prohibi-
tion does not apply to Shavuot.  This distinction is
supported by another interesting practice.

The Torah is read with a set of cantillations or
notes.  These notes serve as punctuation.  There are two
alternative sets of cantillations for the Asseret HaDibrot.
One set divides the Asseret HaDibrot into the passages.
The second set divides the text into the individual state-
ments of the Decalogue.  According to Mishne Berurah,
each of these sets of cantillations is used.  The cantilla-
tions that divide the Decalogue into passages are used
when reading the weekly Torah portions.  On Shavuot,
the cantillations that divide the Asseret HaDibrot into
the statements of the Decalogue are used.4

Why are different notes used on these various
occasions?  One simple explanation is that the reading
of the Shabbat portion is a process of Torah study.  In the
study of the Torah, the exact demarcation of the pesukim
is required.  Therefore, the cantillations that mark the
passages are used.  The reading of the Asseret HaDibrot
on Shavuot serves a different purpose.  We are reliving
or recreating the actual revelation at Sinai.  At revelation,
the Decalogue was delivered as ten statements.  There-
fore, we use the cantillations that divide the Asseret
HaDibrot into the discrete statements of the Decalogue.

We can now return to our discussion of the cus-
tom of standing for the Asseret HaDibrot.  The Talmud
prohibits the attachment of any special significance to
the Asseret HaDibrot.  Based on this consideration, Mai-
monides prohibits standing for the Decalogue.  This
seems to contradict the prevalent custom to stand.  Some
authorities respond that Maimonides’ prohibition only
applies when reading the weekly Torah portion.  Stand-
ing on those occasions would be a show of special
respect for the Decalogue.  However, standing for the
Decalogue on Shavuot would not be prohibited.  On
this occasion, the standing does not demonstrate any spe-
cial consideration for the Asseret HaDibrot.  The
standing is a re-creation of the scene at Sinai.  The Torah
tells us that the nation stood to receive the Torah.5  Our
standing on Shavuot demonstrates that we are reliving
revelation.  We are not demonstrating any special con-
sideration for the Decalogue.6
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It is worth noting that the above response rec-
onciles the practice of standing on Shavuot with the
comments of the Talmud.  However, it is possible that
Maimonides would still reject the practice of standing
on Shavuot.  This is because Maimonides does not seem
to be concerned with the reasons for the practice.  He
seems to maintain that any practice that can be misinter-
preted as distinguishing the Decalogue is prohibited.
This prohibition applies even if the reasons for the prac-
tice are valid.

It should also be noted that some congregations
stand for the reading of the Asseret HaDibrot on all oc-
casions.  The above explanation will not reconcile this
practice with Maimonides’ prohibition.  These congrega-
tions simply do not accept Maimonides’ analysis of the
Talmud’s comments in Berachot and his conclusions.

It is customary in some places to eat dairy
foods on the first day of Shavuot …. (Shulchan

Aruch 494:2)

The above comments are made by Rama.  There
are various reasons given for the custom of eating dairy
foods on Shavuot.  One of the most interesting is based
on a careful analysis of the custom.  The custom is not
merely to eat dairy food.  The custom is to eat dairy
foods followed by a meat meal.  Eating meat and milk
together is prohibited.  Therefore, observance of the cus-
tom requires a careful application of the restrictions
against co-mingling meat and milk. For example, the
dairy foods must be eaten first.  This analysis suggests
the custom is an active demonstration of the prohibition
against co-mingling meat and milk.  Therefore, we need
to understand the connection between this prohibition
and the celebration of Shavuot.

Shavuot is referred to in the Torah as Chag
HaBikkurim—the Festival of the First Fruit.  Shavuot
does not only recall the revelation at Sinai.  It also is a
celebration of thanksgiving for the new fruits.  There is
a connection between the first fruits and the prohibi-
tion against co-mingling meat and milk.  In Sefer Shemot,
the Torah places the obligation to bring the first fruit to
Yerushalayim and the prohibition against meat and milk
in a single passage.7  Our custom recalls this passage
and the connection between the prohibition of meat and
milk and the first fruit.8

We must now identify the message of the pas-
sage.  The pasuk tells us that somehow the prohibition

of co-mingling meat and milk is related to the first fruit.
The Chumash does not specify the relationship.  What is
the connection?

Sforno responds that the answer lies in the man-
ner in which the prohibition against meat and milk is
expressed.  The Torah does not explicitly prohibit co-
mingling meat and milk.  The prohibition is expressed as
a restriction against cooking a kid in its mother’s milk.
Sforno suggests that the Torah uses this expression be-
cause the primary function of the prohibition is to
prevent this specific practice.  The preparation of the
offspring in the milk of the mother’s goat was a heathen
practice.  They believed that this ritual would assure a
fruitful harvest.  The Torah wishes to discourage all hea-
then rituals and superstitions.  Therefore, not only does
the Torah prohibit duplication of the pagan ritual.  It
prohibits all co-mingling of meat and milk.9

We can now understand the connection between
the prohibition against co-mingling meat and milk and
the first fruit.  The Torah tells us that we can achieve a
fruitful harvest through observance of the Torah.  We
must bring the first fruit to Yerushalayim.  In this man-
ner, we recognize our dependence on the Almighty.  He
is the source of all blessings.  Shavuot serves a similar
purpose.  It is Chag HaBikkurim.  On Shavuaot, we
thank Hashem for the beginnings of the harvest.  There-
fore, it is appropriate to also renounce the superstitions
of the heathens.  This is accomplished through demon-
strating our observance of the prohibitions against meat
and milk.

9 Rabbaynu Ovadia Sforno, Commentary on Sefer Shemot 34:26.

7  Sefer Shemot 34:26.
8  Rav Matis Blum, Torah LaDa’at, volume 3, p 222.
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