
 עצרת שהיא עונת מלאכה
The Message of Shavuos 

 
Ma’amar by the Tolna Rebbe שליט"א* 

 
Shavuos, surprisingly, is the only one of the שלוש רגלים that is observed for just one day.  Pesach is 
celebrated for seven days, and Sukkos for eight (including Shemini Atzeres).  Why is specifically Shavuos 
designated by the Torah as a one-day celebration? 
 
This distinction between Shavuos and the other Yamim Tovim becomes especially surprising in light of 
the fact that it commemorates Matan Torah.  The entire purpose of creation was for Torah, for Am 
Yisrael to accept the yoke of Torah.  Why, then, is specifically the holiday celebrating Matan Torah the 
shortest of the holidays?  Moreover, the seven-day observance of Pesach celebrates the event of Yetzias 
Mitzrayim, the entire purpose of which was for Bnai Yisrael to arrive at Sinai and accept the Torah, as 
HKB”H told Moshe at the burning bush, ל ההר הזהבהוציאך את העם ממצרים תעבדון את האלוקים ע  – 
“When you take the nation from Egypt, you will serve G-d on this mountain” (Shemos 3:12).  Sukkos, 
too, celebrates the conditions provided by HKB”H when Bnai Yisrael left Egypt:  למען ידעו דורותיכם כי

מצרים בסוכות הושבתי את בני ישראל בהוציאי אותם מארץ  – “…in order that future generations will know 
that I had Bnai yisrael reside in sukkos when I took them from Egypt” (Vayikra 23:43).  Why are the 
holidays celebrating Yetzias Mitzrayim so much longer than the celebration of Matan Torah, if Yetzias 
Mitzrayim was just the means to reach Matan Torah, which was the final goal? 
 
The Sifrei (Re’ei, 87) cites the following answer to this question in the name of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai: 
 

אלא יום אחד בלבד. מלמד עונת מלאכה, עשה זה ז' וזה ח'. עצרת שהיא עונת מלאכה, אינה פסח וחג שאין 
 שחסך הכתוב על ישראל.

 
Pesach and Sukkos, which do not fall during the work season – He made one seven and the other eight.  
But Shavuos, which falls during the work season, is only one day.  This teaches that the Torah spared 
Yisrael [the loss of work]. 
 
It turns out that according to Rabbi Shimon, if not for the fact that Shavuos is observed during the  עונת

 the work season, Shavuos would have been designated as a seven-day or eight-day Yom Tov.  It ,מלאכה
is only because Shavuos is celebrated during the time when Am Yisrael work in the fields that HKB”H 
saw fit to shorten the celebration of Shavuos, and make it just one day. 
 
The question arises, what is so significant about this factor of עונת מלאכה that it overrides even the 
kedusha of Yom Tov?  We should add that Rabbi Shimon himself is cited elsewhere (Berachos 35b) as 
commenting, אפשר אדם חורש בשעת חרישה וזורע בשעת זריעה, תורה מה תהא עליה – “If a person plows 
during the plowing season and plants during the planting season, what will be with his Torah study?”  
And yet here, in the context of the Shavuos celebration, Rabbi Shimon says just the opposite – that the 
need to work during the עונת מלאכה overrides the celebration of Matan Torah! 
 
 לא יעמוד בטל לעולם
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The answer, perhaps, emerges from the Mishna’s teaching in Pirkei Avos (2:2): 
 

 .ןושיגיעת שניהם משכחת עו ץ,אומר, יפה תלמוד תורה עם דרך אר רבן גמליאל בנו של רבי יהודה הנשיא
 ן.וועמה מלאכה, סופה בטלה וגוררת ע וכל תורה שאין

 
Rabban Gamliel, the son of Rabbi Yehuda Ha’nasi, says: Torah study is valuable together with work, for 
toiling in both drives away sin.  Any Torah that does not have work with it – eventually ends and leads to 
sin. 
 
Rabbenu Yonah explains as follows: 
 

יעסוק בתורה שמתשת כחו של אדם, וגם במלאכתו שעל ידי שהוא יגע בתורה ובמלאכה, לא ישלוט עליו יצר הרע, לכן 
כשיתבטל ממלאכה מביאתו אל העוני ...לכדי חיותו, ולא יעמוד בטל לעולם. וכל התורה שאין עמה מלאכה סופה בטלה

אף אם הם רשעים כדי שיתנו לו. גם כי יתם אדם וגוררת כמה עוונות, ורעתה רבה, כי מפניה יאהב מתנות...ויחניף בני 
גנב או קוביוסטוס ויביא גזלות העני לביתו לבל ימות ברעב, ובהגיע אדם אל המדות האלה אין מעצר הכסף מהמתנות יהיה 

 לרוחו, ולא ינוח ולא ישקוט עד יעבור על כל המצוות האמורות בתורה, כי עבירה גוררת עבירה.
 

For through his toiling in Torah and work, the evil inclination will not exert control over him.  Therefore, 
one should engage in Torah which diminishes from a person’s strength, and in his work for his livelihood, 
and he should never remain idle.  Any Torah that does not have work with it will end…because when one 
is idle from work, this brings him to poverty, which leads to several sins and causes great evil, for as a 
result of it one will love gifts…and he will flatter people even if they are evil, so that they will give him 
[gifts].  Also, when the money from the gifts runs out, he will be a thief or swindler and bring stolen 
goods from the poor to his home so he will not die from hunger.  Once a person arrives at this behavior, 
there is no stopping him, and he will not rest or relax until he violates all the commands written in the 
Torah, for one transgression leads to another transgression. 
 
Indeed, the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chayim 156:1) rules – without any disagreement – that one must 
combine Torah learning with work:  
 

 ורה שאין עמה מלאכה סופה בטלה וגוררת עוון, כי העוני יעבירנו על דעת קונו.כל ת
 

Any Torah which does not have work with it will ultimately end and lead to sin, for poverty leads a 
person to violate the will of his Creator. 
 
Quite obviously, HKB”H could have arranged when He created the world that the work season would 
not be at the time of Matan Torah, and He could have set the celebration of Matan Torah for a time that 
was not during the work season.  But He specifically saw to it that the celebration of Matan Torah would 
fall during the עונת מלאכה in order to teach us this vital lesson, that Torah without work will not succeed 
and will lead to sin, and that one must therefore ensure never to be idle, not even for a moment.  One 
should engage, primarily, in his מלאכת הקודש (sacred, spiritual endeavors), and, secondarily, in his 
mundane work.  For this reason, HKB”H established the festival of Shavuos for this season, during the 
 and then cancelled the other days of the celebration, so that we would learn this important ,עונת מלאכה
lesson – that it is forbidden for a person to be idle, for only toiling in Torah and work can keep a person 
away from sin. 
 
 על חטא שחטאנו לפניך בפריקת עול
 



Chazal emphasized the gravity of בטלה (idleness) in other contexts, as well. 
 
The Mishna (Sota 1:4) tells that when a sota was brought to the Beis Ha’mikdash, she would be urged to 
confess her wrongdoing, and she would be told, בתי, הרבה יין עושה, הרבה שחוק עושה, הרבה ילדות עושה – 
“My daughter, wine leads to a lot [of sins]; frivolity leads to a lot [of sins]; childishness leads to a lot [of 
sins].”  Frivolity and childishness are the products of בטלה, which is the cause of all sins. 
 
Likewise, the Mishna teaches in Maseches Kesubos (59b) that even if a wife has one hundred 
maidservants to care for the household needs, she must perform some kind of work, because idleness 
leads to sin (הבטלה מביאה לידי זימה).  The Mishna further establishes that if a husband declares a vow 
forbidding his wife from performing work, he must divorce her and pay her kesuba, because she may 
not remain idle. 
 
The root cause of בטלה is פריקת עול – removing from oneself the yoke of Torah obligation.  The Sefas 
Emes (Likkutim – Aseres Yemei Teshuva, Yom Kippur) raises the question of why the sin of ביטול תורה – 
wasting time that could be used for Torah learning – is not included in the list of sins that we confess on 
Yom Kippur.  He answers that in truth, ביטול תורה is included in our Yom Kippur confession, as it is rooted 
in פריקת עול, and we confess on Yom Kippur, על חטא שחטאנו לפניך בפריקת עול – “for the sin that we 
committed against You by removing from ourselves the yoke.”  It is only when a person extricates 
himself from the yoke of Torah and mitzvos that he then wastes his time and fails to utilize it for Torah.  
If a person sees himself bound by this yoke, then he would take advantage of moment for Torah and 
tefilla. 
 
It is told (in Mira Dachya, Avodas Hashem, p. 159) that Rav Mordechai of Lechovitch1 would often say 
that he would not want to speak to anybody who did not view the waste of a single moment of time as 
severely as he regarded the sin of adultery.  It is also mentioned (in the footnotes there in Mira Dachya) 
that Rav Mordechai was cited as saying that if the world treated a moment of ביטול תורה with the same 
severity as adultery, then Mashiach would come.2  The Kotzker Rebbe3 would say that he wanted the 
young students to avoid sin not because of the prohibition, but rather because they did not have the 
time to sin.  He went so far as to say that idleness is even worse than sin, as evidenced by the laws of the 
sukka.  If a sukka’s sechach contains some material that is invalid as sechach, the sukka is disqualified 
only if there is four amos of such material.  Empty space in the shechach, however, disqualifies the sukka 
even in a much smaller amount – just three tefachim (Sukka 17a).  This shows that “empty space” – 
idleness – is even more severe than actual “invalid” behavior. 
 

ליןבראתי תורה תב  
 
Every year, the summer months bring with them casualties – both in terms of actual loss of life, Heaven 
forbid, but also in terms of spiritual downfall.  The yetzer ha’ra lies in ambush everywhere and seeks to 
ensnare us, and Chazal teach us that the only way to oppose the yetzer ha’ra’s efforts is through Torah 
learning: בראתי יצר הרע ובראתי תורה תבלין – “I created the evil inclination, and I created the Torah as its 
antidote” (Kiddushin 30b).  We must make every effort not to allow ourselves the ת עולפריק  which leads 
to wasting time, which in turn leads to sin.  We must gird all our strength and work to ensure that we 
harbor a deep internal connection to Torah, such that if it ever happens that we go an entire day 

                                                           
1 1742-1810. 
2 See also Rishpei Eish, #166. 
3 Rav Menachem Mendel Morgenstern of Kotzk, 1787-1859. 



without learning, even due to circumstances entirely beyond our control, we will not go to sleep before 
learning something.  Just as a person who was not able to eat or drink the whole day would not go to 
sleep before eating and drinking something, a person must have this same feeling towards his spiritual 
sustenance – Torah learning, and ensure to “feed” his soul each day. 
 
We are all capable of reaching this level, where we truly sense the need to sustain our souls through 
Torah learning.   We can do this by verbalizing the words with our mouths, saying to ourselves and to 
others, “I need to fill the needs of my soul and learn even a little bit.”  Speaking these words will have 
the effect of arousing a feeling of necessity in one’s heart and soul. 
 
This is particularly important during the period of bein ha’zmanim, when people disrupt their normal 
learning schedule.  One must ensure to maintain his deep connection to Torah and set fixed times for 
Torah learning each and every day, rather than turning night into day and day into night. 
 
We might suggest explaining in this way the Gemara’s comment in Maseches Shabbos (53a),  חמרא

תמוז קרירא ליהאפילו בתקופת   – a donkey is cold even in the summertime.  During the summer, when the 
yetzer ha’ra burns like a raging fire, we must “cool” our evil inclinations by making ourselves like a 
donkey toiling and carrying a heavy load, as the Gemara (Avoda Zara 5b) teaches,  לעולם ישים אדם עצמו

 A person must always make himself like an ox ready for the“ – על דברי תורה כשור לעול וכחמור למשאוי
yoke and like a donkey ready for his burden, for the sake of Torah.”  
 
 

 הוקדש לעילוי נשמת

 האשה החשובה מרת יוטל ע"ה

 בת הרה"ח ר' אלעזר אליהו הכהן ז"ל

 נלב"ע ט"ז אייר תשע"ד

הי"ו ע"י בנה דר' הרה"ח ר' אלעזר אליהו פרנצלאו  


