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SLEEPLE SS ON 
SHAVUOT

Let My People Learn

5 . 21 . 1 5

I was never great at pulling all-nighters in college.
But I’m pulling one on Shavuot (“weeks”), which celebrates the 

completion of the “weeks” between Passover and Shavuot—when 
God gave the Torah to the Israelites on Mount Sinai.

I didn’t grow up understanding how huge this Torah-giving mo-
ment was, how it marks, really, the beginning of Judaism. The Israel-
ites were in a precarious state after decades of slavery in Egypt, and 
had barely escaped—with Pharaoh’s army in hot pursuit. They had 
survived in the desert with little food and water, trusting Moses with-
out knowing for sure that he could be trusted. They came to the foot 
of Sinai, were supposed to wake up early to receive the Torah, and 
then they actually overslept. According to rabbinic commentary, Mo-
ses had to wake the people, which is why we now mark Shavuot by 
staying up all night—to make sure we’re up first thing in the 
morning.

In a cinematic crescendo, the Ten Commandments were pro-
claimed by God in a bracing crash of lightning and thunder. Shavuot 
represents the denouement—referred to as Revelation in our prayer 
books. Very soon after the thunder moment, we signed on, accepting 
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the law and agreeing to live by it. This is when we became Jews, when 
we graduated from an enslaved people to an autonomous one. We had 
been at the mercy of others; finally we governed ourselves. 

It helps to understand the weight of this symbolism before I start 
the observance itself. Especially because there aren’t many Shavuot 
observances. It is celebrated over two days, with candles lit on both 
evenings. No work is performed and only dairy foods are eaten, 
since—according to one explanation—kosher laws were new on 
Mount Sinai and the Israelites hadn’t yet kosherized (kashered) their 
cooking pots, so they played it safe by sticking to dairy. On this hol-
iday, Jews go to synagogue the first day to hear the Ten Command-
ments, but the main event is the learning-binge the night before. It’s 
the thing to do on the eve of receiving the Torah: stay up all night 
studying it. Or celebrating it, creatively.

So this coming Saturday, May 23, despite the temptation of tradi-
tional Memorial Day barbecues, I’ll be heading to the JCC in Man-
hattan to take part in their jam-packed, 10 p.m.-to-5 a.m. smorgasbord 
of programming. There are seventy-five sessions on offer, including 
“Why Benjamin Netanyahu and Barack Obama Can’t Get Along,” led 
by the journalist Peter Beinart; “Midrash Through Dance,” taught by 
Rabbi Mira Rivera, the full-time rabbi at Mount Sinai Hospital; 
“Opening Ourselves to Revelation through Meditation,” with Sheldon 
Lewis, who teaches stress management at the Center for Women’s 
Health; and “The Nepal Earthquake and the Ebola Outbreak: What 
We Know—and Fail to Learn—About the State of the World,” with 
Ruth Messinger, the president of American Jewish World Service.

I’m already overwhelmed by the options—sometimes as many as 
twenty-one for each time slot—with categories including Text Study, 
Israel, Social Justice, Jewish Spirituality, Arts, Culture & Culinary, 
and Wellness.

For the 11:15 p.m.-to-12:15 a.m. segment, I’ll be torn between 
“Line Dancing” and a session by my editor at the Forward newspaper, 
Jane Eisner: “All Who Leave: Shulem Deen on Exiting Hasidic Life.” 
Post-midnight, I can’t be sure if I’ll feel like Jewish disco or Orthodox 
defection.
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The 12:30 a.m. slot offers “The Future of Jewish Media” or “The 
Borscht Belt: Boot Camp for America’s Comedians.” I’m technically 
part of the media, so I should learn about its future. But I could prob-
ably use a laugh at twelve thirty in the morning. Or I could just drown 
my fatigue in alcohol at “A Taste of Schnapps.”

At 4:15 a.m., the intrepid remaining souls will head to the roof to 
ring in the morning with a concert.

Master-organizer Rabbi Ayelet Cohen, the director of the Center 
for Jewish Living at the JCC, explains that the concept of this all-
night Shavuot immersion, called a “Tikkun Leil Shavuot” (Rectifica-
tion of the Night of Shavuot), started with the Kabbalists in the 
sixteenth century. But some trace it back to our old buddy from Lag 
B’Omer, Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai (Rashbi), one of Akiva’s few righ-
teous students. He apparently would sit and study all night before 
Shavuot. (Reencountering a familiar figure like Rashbi makes me feel 
like I’m beginning to know my way around.)

The JCC’s modern iteration of the “Tikkun” sprang from Dr. Ruth 
Calderon, an author and former Knesset member who, in 1996, 
founded the Alma College in Tel Aviv—a secular take on the yeshiva 
that calls itself a “Home for Hebrew Culture.” “Ruth was here for a 
year,” Cohen recalls, “and brought to us the idea that Jewish learning 
should be inviting and accessible to all Jews, regardless of whether they 
have a yeshiva background. She wanted every Jew to look at Jewish text 
and explore its intersection with the arts, to create immersive commu-
nities of study for people.” Calderon’s message epitomizes my Jewish 
Year. I’m a Jew unschooled in Judaism, looking for a way in.

Every space in the JCC building will be used Saturday night, from 
the Beit Midrash (house of study) to the cycling studio, from the 
kitchen to the roof. “In some ways it does feel like a reenactment of 
everybody gathered at Sinai,” Cohen says, “the Jewish people in all of 
their complexity and diversity in one place getting ready to have this 
experience together.”

But what about becoming too tired to enjoy it?
“An afternoon nap is a great idea,” Cohen says. “And we have lots 

of coffee and cheesecake.” Ah yes, I’ve heard about the surfeit of 
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Zabar’s cheesecake, a nod to the holiday’s dairy menu. “Our Tikkun 
this year has a learning session about lactose intolerance and how to 
manage Shavuot when you have issues with dairy,” Cohen says. 

The cheesecake theme seems as concocted as Shavuot itself. This is 
yet another example of a holiday whose meaning has morphed over 
time. Shavuot originated in the Bible as a harvest holiday, celebrated 
forty-nine days after Passover. It eventually became the moment the 
law was given on Mount Sinai, a dubious connection, according to 
Rabbi Michael Strassfeld. “We see a number of problems in associat-
ing it with the revelation at Sinai,” Strassfeld writes in his invaluable 
book The Jewish Holidays. “The biblical references to Shavuot regard it 
only as the feast of harvest or the day of the first fruits. Nowhere in 
the Bible is any link made between Sinai and Shavuot. Indeed, even 
the biblical account of the Revelation at Sinai does not connect it with 
Shavuot.” 

So how did they get connected?
After the Second Temple was destroyed, Judaism moved away 

from Temple offerings—meat, grain, wine, and fruits—and began to 
accentuate the way in which the harvest holidays (Passover, Shavuot, 
Sukkot) are connected to historical events (Exodus, Sinai, desert wan-
dering). The hurdle for the rabbis was that the Torah does not link 
Shavuot to any historical events. So they hitched it to the giving of 
the law at Mount Sinai. 

I can see how there’s a lot more staying power in the drama of Si-
nai, awaiting God’s Commandments, particularly because those an-
ticipating the law were told to stay awake. “There’s a lot in our tradition 
about fasting and what that does to you—physically and spiritually to 
be in an altered state,” Cohen explains. “So this is a sleep fast, and we 
should think about what that means.”

I don’t have to think about it; sleep-deprivation makes me as 
cranky as food-deprivation.

“We know we’re not the same people after a night of no sleep,” 
Cohen continues. “Our defenses are down. We’re more vulnerable. 
We’re less measured. It’s a physical manifestation of the state of wil-
derness that the Israelites were in—where they had to receive Torah 
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in a very vulnerable, raw, undefended state. Because that’s the state 
you need to be in to really receive something wondrous. If we had all 
our usual defenses up, we wouldn’t believe that revelation was 
possible.”

Is revelation possible? Really, today?
I call Rabbi Irwin Kula, an author, popular speaker, and regular 

teacher at the JCC Tikkun (except this particular year, when he is 
speaking elsewhere). How would he explain to the vast majority of 
liberal Jews, who don’t celebrate Shavuot, why it has urgency today? 
His reply: “I always ask the question, ‘What do we hire a holiday to 
do for us?’ In other words, Shavuot got invented because it was re-
sponding to a genuine, existential yearning that people had. So what’s 
the yearning to which Shavuot is a response?” I like his answer. “It’s 
the yearning to know what it is we’re really supposed to do with our 
lives.”

Shavuot brings us back to our contract with God and each other. 
What did we commit to at Sinai? So many rabbis talk about preor-
dained purpose. It’s not “What am I going to do with my life?” It’s 
“What am I supposed to do with my life?” There’s a “supposed to” for 
each of us; we just need to discover it. We’re not bestowed with life 
solely to exist, but to act. 

I hear again the Tevet message of helping in a time of need, the 
Passover message of helping Elijah bring the Messiah, the Avodah 
message to get involved where we can. 

My own former senior rabbi, Peter Rubinstein of Central Syna-
gogue, used to rouse our sense of obligation by reminding us that we 
were all at Sinai. If the Talmud contends that every Jew was there, 
that’s a metaphor for us today: each of us receives this law, tradition, 
and history, and each of us must decide what to do with it. Standing 
at Sinai today means paying attention to what is heard at the foot of 
the mountain, after the lightning and thunder subside, when it’s quiet. 
“The question is, ‘What do you hear?’” Kula says. “If that’s not a living 
question, Shavuot can’t work for you.”

I want it to work for me. Kula says the JCC Tikkun is a good place 
to start and has grown popular because people seek communal events 
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that transcend denominations. “That’s part of everyone standing at 
Sinai,” he says. “It’s not an individual experience. Everybody’s there.” 

I head to Sinai on the Saturday night of Memorial Day weekend, and 
3,400 people are already in the JCC’s various sessions and workshops. 
Let’s be honest: New Yorkers do not do what they do not want to do. 
So the fact that I’m in the midst of such a big crowd on a holiday 
weekend tells me that a heck of a lot of people are here for more than 
free cheesecake (though I do have to admit, it’s delicious).

I arrive late to the first segment of “Stay the Night,” as the JCC 
mega-event is named, having rushed uptown from my friends’ Brook-
lyn wedding (changing into more comfortable clothes in the taxi). 
When I walk into the warmly lit JCC lobby, there are people in jeans, 
sweatpants, sundresses, and yarmulkes. I join the hordes crowding 
into classrooms, gyms, dance studios, and the auditorium, all of us 
carrying the color-coded schedule available at the door. “Who says 
Jewish identity is in peril?” I think to myself. As Jewish parties go, 
this is a doozy. I feel affirmed in this throng, as if someone is whis-
pering in my ear: “You’re not wandering alone; look how many of us 
are with you.”

I start my maiden voyage in a session on spirituality taught by 
Rabbi Josh Katzan of Congregation Habonim on the Upper West 
Side. Using the Leviticus text in which Aaron’s sons make the fatal 
mistake of offering an “alien fire” to God (and then get summarily 
smitten), Katzan says these boys exemplify what happens when we get 
too caught up in our own spiritual fervor. “Our intense feeling can 
push us to do something without being cognizant of the impact on 
others,” says Katzan. 

I can remember too many examples of impulsivity that I regret—
often involving college romances. I’ve also been swept up in the fervor 
of volunteer work without stepping back to assess whether it’s really 
helping. Katzan says “feel-good” moments should not be “the center 
around which spirituality orbits.” Holiness is found in how we react 
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to others, Katzan says, more than in how moved we are personally. “I 
know it rattles the cage to say that,” Katzan acknowledges. “But 
maybe spirituality is about the world we create, how we respond to the 
annoying neighbor or the earthquake in Nepal. How we behave says 
a lot more than how we feel.”

This year has trained a spotlight on how I behave. It’s also testing 
how much ritual can ever make me feel. I’m trying to get better at both. 

There are fifteen minutes between segments, which allows time for 
chatting, picking the next teacher, and cheesecake fortification in the 
lobby. Though I recognize some people milling around, I have no 
friends in sight; I’m solo at Sinai. It’s another metaphor for the year: 
I moved through it independently but never felt alone. 

It’s time to plunge into the quagmire of Israel and civility—or the 
lack of it—with a panel moderated by the sociologist Steven M. Co-
hen. I always like listening to Cohen, because he’s smart and unvar-
nished. That’s the dose of energy you need at midnight. 

Maybe the room is too small, the hour too late (12:30 a.m. start 
time), or the air too stuffy, but the session’s title becomes instantly 
self-fulfilling: “Too Toxic to Talk About.” The panel features Kenneth 
Bob, president of Amenu, a Progressive Zionist organization; J. J. 
Goldberg, who writes about Israel’s security issues for the Forward; 
and Shoshana Rosen, who directs programming for the twenties and 
thirties demographic at the JCC. Their presentations quickly devolve 
into audience shout-outs, criticism of the panel composition, petulant 
challenges, and prickly asides.

Rosen suggests that people raise their hands if they have some-
thing to say and asks us to notice how our hearts might be racing. 
She’s right. Still, the clashes continue. I won’t recap the remainder 
because it takes us down the rabbit hole of Mideast policy and Jew-
ish angst. Suffice it to say that I leave the room exhausted by the 
impossibility of this particular conversation. (Not to mention, just 
plain exhausted.) But there is still more Holy Land thorniness to be 
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explored, so I head to the 1:45 a.m. lecture on West Bank settle-
ments, given by Hagai El-Ad, the executive director of B’Tselem 
(“In the image of ”), a Jerusalem-based organization that monitors 
human-rights violations. 

Because of the title—“Intractable Impermanence: 47 Years of 
‘Temporary’ Occupation”—I expect this session to be virulently left-
wing. Far from it. El-Ad gives a complex, undogmatic primer on the 
varying levels of Israeli control in the West Bank and its ramifica-
tions. “We are not a peace organization; we are a human-rights orga-
nization,” he says. “We don’t advocate for any one political solution. 
Any solution that would uphold human rights is a solution we would 
support.” It sounds so straightforward, but of course nothing is simple 
when it comes to Israel. El-Ad is not a flamethrower; his message 
sounds eminently reasonable: concerns about Israel’s security should 
not justify human-rights abuses. Can’t argue with that.

I raise my hand and ask him if he thinks anti-settlement zeal now 
translates overwhelmingly to anti-Israel zeal. “There are three sepa-
rate issues: anti-Israel feeling, anti-Semitism, and anti-occupation,” 
he responds. “They get lumped together, but they’re different. We at 
B’Tselem are anti-occupation.” 

I leave, feeling depressed by the international rage directed at Is-
rael. Those balloons of Yom Ha’atzmaut, Independence Day, have lost 
some air in this session.

I need a break from the heavy stuff, so at 3 a.m. I head to “Midrash 
Through Dance.” Since Midrash is ancient Torah commentary, I can’t 
quite see how we’re going to hoof it. The session is taught by Rabbi 
Mira Rivera, whose personal history is more interesting to me than 
her instructions to physicalize Ladino (Judeo-Spanish) words of 
prayer. Rivera was born in the Philippines, grew up in America, and 
became fluent in Spanish because of her immigrant grandmother, 
who descended from Conversos—Jews who renounced their faith un-
der pressure during the Spanish Inquisition.

When she describes, in graphic detail, how she used to watch the 
family housekeeper slaughter, bleed, and denude a chicken according 
to kosher rules, I think I might lose my cheesecake.
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I feel somewhat restored when Rivera instructs us to stand up and 
stretch in the dance studio. But when we are asked to find a physical 
expression of the words of eighteenth-century rabbi Judah Leon Kalai 
(“Es razon de alavar al Dyo, alto i poderoso . . .”—“It is fitting to 
praise the God of greatness and of might”), I feel foolish and uncoor-
dinated as I wave my arms and twirl, repeating the phrase over and 
over. It’s nearly four in the morning, and I’ve officially hit the prover-
bial wall, so I sheepishly beat a retreat to the door.

Looking in on Israeli folk dancing in the gym, I see about fourteen 
people stepping, skipping, and hopping their way through some of the 
most complicated dance steps I’ve ever seen. No basic hora here; 
they’re in another league.

I ask a bystander, “Are they teaching any dances tonight?” “Oh no,” 
she replies, as if warning me to stay back. “These people go to class 
every week; they know the choreography cold.”

Watching these expert steppers, I notice they aren’t smiling. Each 
person moves through their routine with a cool nonchalance that calls 
to mind the 1969 film about a dance contest, They Shoot Horses, Don’t 
They?—with dog-tired stalwarts struggling to remain upright on the 
dance floor. The dancers project the casual ease I’ve been looking for 
during my Jewish Year: Proficiency. Effortlessness. When it comes to 
my tradition, I want to know the steps. 

“Stay the Night” ends in the morning—on the roof of the JCC 
with a final 4:15 a.m. concert. I cannot deny feeling like an Ironman 
Jew for having stayed the course. 

As the a cappella group from Queens College, “Tizmoret,” starts 
their fourth song, I wish I weren’t so tired or so chilled in the night 
air. But I stay to listen, bouncing along with the music to stay warm. 
Finally, as I take the elevator down to the lobby, I feel full—energized 
by the Tikkun’s bustle and by its testament to Jewish vibrancy. Look 
how many people came to study, question, argue, dance, sing, engage, 
and connect. (And look at how much cheesecake we ate.) 

As I climb into bed at 5 a.m., my husband and kids are still sleep-
ing and the sun is rising, painting the black sky a soft purple-blue. 
After such a marathon day, I need to rest my mind. But it is racing. 
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Rabbi Irwin Kula 
ON SHAVUOT

The desire to all stand at Sinai—that yearning—is the yearning 
to really be a community. In America right now we have real 
fragmentation. Imagine if 500,000 people—Republicans and 
Democrats, conservatives and liberals, hawks and doves, religious and 
secular—all kinds of people could stand for an hour in front of the 
holy space, whatever you consider the holy space in America—the 
Lincoln Memorial, the Capitol building—and feel that we knew what 
it was like to be American—together. Imagine if every generation 
was there for the signing of the Declaration of Independence. And 
then, when we’re really fighting and ugly to each other, somebody 
takes a step back and says, “Oh, right; we were there. We were there 
in Philadelphia that day. We were there.” That would be the American 
version of Sinai. One minute standing together. And then an hour 
later we can start fighting again, because that’s the Torah, too. That’s 
the invitation of Sinai. 
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