Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Better to Receive than Give

By Dr. Erica Brown

“The giving of the Torah was on Shavuot; the receiving must take place every day.”

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk


Shavuot, which begins this evening, is called by another name, Zman Matan Torateinu, the time of the giving of the Torah. Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk was once asked why it is called the time of the giving of the Torah and not the receiving of the Torah, to which he offered the above reply: the receiving must take place every day. There is not one designated day on which the Torah is received. That is our daily responsibility.

The Kotzker Rebbe [1781-1859], as he is affectionately called, is one of the most colorful and unusual of the Hasidic masters. He was not born into a Hasidic family but was drawn to Hasidut as a youth. He never wrote any books; any of his publishable material he burned before he died, yet his many wise and incisive sayings lived on through his disciples. These include, “Where is God to be found? In the place where He is given entry,” and “People are accustomed to look at the heavens and to wonder what happens there. It would be better if they would look within themselves, to see what happens there." 
The Kotzker believed that human beings have to examine the inner life more deeply and that the complexity of the outside world paled in comparison to the depths of the soul and the complications inherent in human living. Perhaps this explains why he did not suffer fools lightly. One of the most disturbing details of the Kotzker’s life is that he secluded himself and lived in isolation from 1839 until his death 20 years later. Rumors abound to explain his bizarre removal from society, but we will never really know why. Some of his disciples joined other Hasidic courts, feeling abandoned by the loss of their sainted teacher. 
When we meditate on the nature of Shavuot according to the Kotzker's pithy saying, we are asked to act counte- intuitively to assumed notions within society. It is better to give than to receive. On closer examination, it is not really hard to give a present. It may take time to find the right gift, to wrap it appropriately and to bestow it graciously. But when we receive something authentically, we not only reach out our hands to take it, we make a decision about how much to integrate that gift into our lives and use it well.

Often people who are given too many gifts feel confused, lost or overexcited. Imagine a young child at a birthday party, swamped in wrapping paper and bows. She doesn’t know where to look next, what to hold first. She wants everything at once rather than exploring the full value of each present she’s given. Telescope to adulthood and think of people who receive freebies, grants and scholarships; so many such recipients begin to belittle the very organizations that support them. They struggle with the control that a gift may bring, with a loss of autonomy or with an enhanced sense of entitlement. Receiving a gift well takes hard mental and emotional work. 

For Jews, Shavuot may represent the time of the giving the Torah but the time in which it is received takes far longer than a day. It takes a lifetime. We have to hear it and study it and integrate it into our value system and our lives. Just as the receiving takes place daily, the Kotzker Rebbe also believed that we as humans change daily, as he once said, “A person must renew himself, and his world with him, each and every day.” We renew ourselves each day, and we renew the gift of Torah each day, allowing it to shape us as we shape it.
Happy Shavuot and Shabbat Shalom
