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TORAH GROWS
IN A DESERT

Torah Through Fire, Water, and Desert

The opening pesukim of Parshas Bamidbar relate that Hashem speaks to
Moshe “b’midbar sinai” - in the desert. This context is relevant to the time
of year during which this parshah is read: in the weeks immediately pre-

ceding Shavuos, the Yom Tov which celebrates maamad har sinai.

The Midrash (Bamidbar Rabbah 1:7), noting this connection, states that
there were three media through which the Torah was given to the Jewish

People: fire, water, and desert. We will focus on the third medium.'

What does the desert have to do with matan torah? How is kabbalas hato-
rah uniquely connected to the midbar? Let us explore three suggestions
of the Sefas Emes.

I. Only Torah

Empty Like a Desert

The Sefas Emes (5658/1898) notes that a desert is a place in which nothing

1 See Sefas Emes (5658/1898) for a discussion of the first two ideas. “Fire” refers to the fire and smoke
of Har Sinai. This is an allusion to the flaming passion of the lomeid torah. There is a certain yearning
and pining on the part of one who is engaged in learning Torah, just as a flame soars upwards, striving
to reach higher and higher. See also Tanya (Perek 19 and elsewhere). “Water” relates to the flow of
the Torah from high to low. See Sefas Emes (Bamidbar 5658/1898) and Taanis 7a.
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thrives. It is an example of something completely empty, a barren space.

A condition for complete acceptance of and connection to Torah is that
we completely nullify ourselves, making it as if nothing exists other than
the powerful drive for Torah and mitzvos. We are drawn exclusively after

Torah, with no other true signs of life in our purview.

The Sefas Emes explains that this is the primary means through which a per-
son readies himself for kabbalas hatorah. We must rid ourselves of all outside

factors and make ourselves like magnets drawn only to Hashem’s Torah.
Shabbos and the Desert

The Sefas Emes adds that this idea of complete submission to Torah is
related to the concept of Shabbos. Shabbos was given to the Jewish people
in Marah, before the moment of matan torah. Apparently, Shabbos is a
necessary preparatory step for kabbalas hatorah. To experience a proper
kabbalas hatorah, we must make ourselves like a midbar by shutting ev-

erything else out and focusing only on Torah.

Shabbos is the moment in our week where everything else is quiet. There
are no distractions, no outside influences. We simply stop and live alone
in a reality with Hashem. Through the cessation of all melachah on Shab-

bos, we merit receiving the Torah.

The Yerushalmi (Shabbos 15:3) relates that Shabbos was given for the sole
purpose of talmud torah. This is not (only) a segulah, but rather a very
fundamental idea. A proper shemiras shabbos directly results in a fuller

engagement with talmud torah.

Based on this, the Sefas Emes (5664/1904) stresses that the Shabbos im-
mediately preceding Shavuos requires intense preparation for the upcoming
Yom Tov of kabbalas hatorah. 1t is specifically on Shabbos that we can tap into

this state of “desert-ness” and truly ready ourselves to receive the Torah.



4 A World Within

When there are no distractions — much like on Shabbos - it is that much
easier to focus on the goal of life. One can truly connect to Hashem and

His Torah only when one dwells in a proverbial midbar.

I1. Becoming Followers
Ownerless Like a Desert

The braisa (Avos 6:1) describes the concept and results of toiling in talmud
torah. The Sefas Emes (5631/1871) comments that the foundational princi-
ple which guides talmud torah is that a person is constantly nullifying him-
self As a person learns more and more, he realizes just how little he knows.?
Talmud torah is not about becoming the greatest. It is about being mevatel
oneself to the ratzon Hashem through delving deeply into chochmas hato-
rah. As a person learns more, he shrinks and becomes absorbed into the

Torah itself, realizing how vast it is and how its every detail dictates his life.

The goal of talmud torah is to submit oneself to the ratzon hatorah. The
aim is not to impose oneself or one’s own views on the Torah, but rather
to discover oneself through the Torah by allowing it to impact him thor-

oughly and completely.

A person must approach the Torah as a “kli kibul” — an empty receptacle

poised to receive its ultimate wisdom.

The Sefas Emes explains that this accounts for the necessity of a midbar as
the medium through which the Torah is received. One must make himself
hefker — ownerless — just like a midbar. If one is mafkir himself to the To-
rah - he lets himself go and subjects himself entirely to its truth - then he

can accept and absorb its content.
Follow the Leader

In lashon hakodesh, the word “dabar” (1-2-7) refers to leadership. A dabar

2 See A World Within, Parshas Bechukosai, “Talmud Torah: An Endless Pursuit.”
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is one who leads.? “Midbar,” says the Sefas Emes connotes not a leader, but
a follower (lit., one who is led). A midbar refers to someone who subju-

gates himself to a leader who shows him the way.

In order to receive the Torah, a person must nullify himself to the point
where he ceases to exist as an independent entity and functions only as a

receptacle to divrei torah. Hashem is the leader, and he is but a follower.

The Midrash offers a mashal for kabbalas hatorah. There was a king who
arrived in a certain town and attempted to impose himself on the citizens
through fear and authoritarian rule. He tries to force them to accept his
rulership, but they run away from him. That same king then goes to a des-
olate area — a desert* — and finds a small, impoverished community. These
townspeople accept his malchus and treat him like royalty. The differ-
ence between the two cases was that a town which has its own function-
ing, self-sufficient society and infrastructure may have been fearful of this
king, but they felt confident enough in themselves that they did not sense
a need for rulership or direction. However, a broken, failing community
living in a deserted area has no real strengths and structure to feel con-
fident in. They readily accept a ruler who can shape, inform, and guide

their community to become great. They are followers seeking a leader.

The Torah needed to be given in the midbar - not in a hustling, bus-
tling big city. We needed the sense of nothingness in order to truly accept

Hashem and His Torah as our ultimate guide.
The Rebbi-Talmid Relationship

This theme of leaders and followers carries into the very process of learn-
ing Torah. The Rambam’s Hilchos Talmud Torah includes the halachos of
kevod talmidei chachamim (respect for Torah scholars) within the mitz-

vah of learning Torah. In that context, the Rambam describes the rela-

3 Gemara Sanhedrin 8a: ©127 W RN TNR 27T; Tehillim (47:4): arnnn ooy 927

4 The Midrash actually describes a deserted, ruined city, but the Sefas Emes portrays it as a desert.
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tionship between the student and his teacher as fundamentally parallel
to a servant and his master. “All the services which a servant performs

on behalf of his master, a student must perform on behalf of his teacher.

Both of these points require contemplation. Why does the Rambam in-
clude these halachos within the mitzvah of talmud torah? Isn’t the rebbi-
talmid relationship separate and distinct from the content of the learning
itself?® Additionally, what is this comparison between a student’s relation-

ship with his teacher and a slave’s relationship with his owner?

In answering both these questions, R. Moshe Shapira presents a beautiful,
poignant insight. He explains that kevod talmidei chachamim is insepa-
rable from the mitzvah of talmud torah. In fact, the form and fashion of
limud hatorah is fundamentally defined by the rebbi-talmid relationship.
In order to be mekabel torah, a person must subjugate himself to his baal
hamasorah, the rebbi responsible for transmitting Torah to him. One must
make himself like a servant before one’s master in order to receive Torah.
He must turn himself into a midbar - a follower looking to his leader for
guidance and direction. Torah can only be transmitted when there is a fol-

lower and a leader, an influencer and a recipient, a teacher and a student.
A Chavrusa-schaft of Two Gedolim

The Minchas Chinuch’s second wife was the sister of the Sanzer Rav, R.
Chaim Halbershtam (author of the Divrei Chaim).” Since the two were
residing in the same town, they decided to learn together. Early on, they
noticed that the chavrusa was not going well. Something just wasn’t click-
ing. They quickly diagnosed the issue. The problem was that they were
both big talmidei chachamim — gedolei torah - and neither one needed

the other to learn from. They were both teaching each other, but there was

5 Hilchos Talmud Torah 5:8
6 Perhaps it should have been in Hilchos Mamrim, alongside the halachos of kibbud av veim.

7 See Toldos Minchas Chinuch, p. 14. The Minchas Chinuch was married four times, with the first
three wives predeceasing him.
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no give-and-take, no transmission of masorah from a teacher to a student.

They decided from then on that they needed to switch off playing the
roles of rebbi and talmid. One day, the Minchas Chinuch would teach,
and the Divrei Chaim would learn, question, and add. The next day, they
would reverse roles. Once they began this practice, they saw immediate

and lasting success in their learning partnership.

Torah always needs a dabar (a leader) and a midbar (a follower), a rebbi
and a talmid, a mashpia (influencer) and a mushpa (influenced). One
must subjugate himself like a servant to his master in order to receive the

Torah from the baul hamasorah.

II1. Becoming Spiritual Beings
Gashmiyus vs. Ruchniyus

The Sefas Emes (Parshas Yisro, 5642/1882) offers a third perspective on
the significance of a midbar in kabbalas hatorah. He cites the explanation
of the Maharal (Tiferes Yisroel, Perek 26), who says that the complete and
total spiritual nature of the Torah clashes directly with all physicality and
materialism of this world. Torah is completely ruchni, and ruchniyus and

gashmiyus repel each other. They cannot coexist.

The midbar is a place devoid of all gashmiyus. There is no materialism in
the desert. Life does not flourish there, and certainly there are no luxuries.
Such a place is completely open to and accepting of ruchniyus. This is the
place that Torah can be received and in which Torah can thrive. In a des-

ert, there is no materialism to clash with the spirituality of Torah.

In Review: Three Perspectives

The Sefas Emes suggested three perspectives on the fundamental connec-

tion between the midbar (desert) and kabbalas hatorah to account for the
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fact that Torah was necessarily given specifically in a desert.

L

IL

I1I.

A desert is a place with no distractions. Much like Shabbos,
when a person silences all outside noise, they can properly
focus on Torah study.

Midbar conveys a sense of “follower.” When it comes to kab-
balas hatorah and talmud torah, there is always a leader and
a follower, a rebbi and a talmid. This is critical to the nature of
limud hatorah. The desert is a place in which we recognize we
are lowly subjects following a great leader, making it a fitting
place for receiving the Torah.

A desert is a place where life and physicality do not thrive.
The Torah is a wholly spiritual entity; thus, it does not inter-
act well with gashmiyus. The desert provided a climate devoid
of gashmiyus, allowing for the seeds of the Torah’s ruchniyus

to be sewn among the Jewish People.

It is critical that we reflect on these three ideas in preparation for our own

personal kabbalas hatorah on Shavuos and that we attempt to implement

the messages in our own engagement with talmud torah throughout the

year. We must:

L

IL.

III.

Seek to limit distractions, sectioning off times devoted to rig-
orous, undisturbed Torah study.

Find a rebbi, a teacher before whom we feel like a recipient.
We must allow ourselves to be influenced by the baalei ha-
masorah.

Strive to reduce our consumption of luxuries and unnecessary
material amenities, allowing Torah to seep in. Talmud torah

thrives in an environment devoid of excessive gashmiyus.
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