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WHY WAS THE TORAH GIVEN IN THE MIDBAR?
With Shavuos arriving, we start thinking about the giving 

of the Torah. And it’s very interesting, why was the Torah 
given in the midbar?

The Sfas Emes brings a Midrash at the beginning of this 
week’s parsha, Bamidbar, that there were two symbolic 
reasons a midbar specifically was chosen as the place of 
Matan Torah. 

First, it’s free. Look at the midbar, which is a massive desert 
that belongs to no one, that anyone can access it and live in 
it. Giving the Torah in this place shows you something about 
the metzius of Torah. Torah is the same as the desert. It’s free, 
and anyone can come, learn it, and live in it.

Second, just like a midbar has no say and no will of its own, 
when we stood in the desert at Har Sinai, we were being 
taught that we also have to give ourselves over completely in 
order to receive the Torah.

Now this sounds like a contradiction. Is the Torah free, or 
does it take serious work to get?

The Sfas Emes answers beautifully that there are two 
parts to Torah. Simply learning Torah is free, just like the 
first aspect of the midbar. Anyone can learn! But acquiring 
Torah is something deeper. When describing Torah study, the 
Mishnah uses the word ma she-kana — what one acquires. To 
truly acquire Torah, to make it part of us, allowing it to affect 
us and become a part of us, that takes work. It takes refining 
ourselves, setting aside our own desires, and sacrificing our 
will for Hashem’s will just like the second aspect of the midbar 
that has no will of its own.

So we see that when it comes to Torah, there are actually 
two levels here. The first level is learning, which is open and 
free to everyone. The second level is a full kinyan, where the 
Torah doesn’t just sit in your head but actually becomes part 
of who you are.

And there’s something beautiful about how one leads to the 
other. The fact that Torah is free and accessible is what gets 
us started. And once we start, we have the idea of mitoch 
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THE L'VUSH
Rav Mordechai Yaffe, known as the L’vush, was 

born in 1530 in Prague. He learned in Poland by 
both the Rama and the Maharshal. He then left, got 
married, and opened a yeshiva in Prague in 1561. 
A short time afterwards, the Jews were expelled 
from Prague, and he moved to Italy for about 10 
years. As was popular at the time in Italy, besides 
for Torah he studied sciences such as astronomy. 

In 1572, he returned to Poland, and became the 
Rav of Grodno, and then in Lublin. Twenty years 
later, due to some politics, he replaced the Maharal 
as the Rav in Prague, while the Maharal took over 
as Rav in Lublin. After seven years, the Maharal 
came back to Prague, and the L’vush returned to 
being Rav of Lublin.

The Chofetz Chaim, in his sefer Machaneh Yis-
rael, brings a well-known story about the L’vush. 
One time, in the L’vush’s youth, he came to ped-
dle some sort of merchandise by a noblewoman, 
who tried to seduce him into committing a grave 
sin. The young L’vush tried to leave, but the court-
yard was locked and he was trapped inside with 
her, with nowhere to hide. He managed to escape 
through the cesspool (a pit in the ground used 
as the bathroom and sewer system), extensively 
dirtying himself as well as his clothing. Because of 
this, the Chofetz Chaim writes, the L’vush merited 
to author the many seforim he wrote.

When the Bais Yosef wrote his commentary on 
the Tur, the L’vush studied it and was amazed. He 
decided to write a more concise version of it, writ-
ing just the actual bottom-line halacha. When he 
arrived in Italy, he discovered that the Bais Yosef 
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she-lo lishma ba lishma, that even if someone begins learning not 
entirely for the right reasons, that learning itself will eventually bring 
them to learn for its own sake. The first idea of access leads to the 
second of kinyan. 

The Sfas Emes also connects this to the 48 ways of acquiring 
Torah. Those 48 ways are about refining ourselves, preparing 
ourselves to be the kind of people who can truly acquire Torah. We 
start by recognizing the incredible gift that Torah is available for free, 
just like the midbar, and through the 48-step path, we can hopefully 
reach that deeper level of acquisition.

The seforim also point out that the 49 days of the Omer correspond 
to the 49 levels of tumah that we were on when we left Mitzrayim.  
This idea, that Torah starts from an easy point of access, and then 
through a long step-by-step process of refinement, we can come to 
acquire it properly, is exactly what the whole journey from Egypt to 
Sinai, from Pesach to Shavuos, was doing.

The Sfas Emes shows us that Hashem didn’t just pick the midbar 
randomly. There was something deep for us to learn  about the 
nature of Torah and about our job as Jews from the simple choice of 
it as the makom that the Torah was given. 
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himself was writing such a sefer (the Shulchan Aruch). At 
some point he decided that since the Bais Yosef did not bring 
the minhagim of Poland, rather just the Sephardic customs, 
he would author a similar complementary work with the Ash-
kenazic Polish customs. He then found out that the Rama had 
beat him too it. Having no other option, he chose to write on 
other topics, such as a commentary on the Rambam’s Moreh 
Nevuchim, a kabbalistic work, and a volume about Kiddush 
Hachodesh. He began the titles of all of his seforim with the 
word “L’vush” (ex: L’vush Tcheiles, etc.), based on the pasuk in 
Esther (8:15) that describes the clothing that Mordechai wore, 
and begins his introduction with the words, “אמר התופר” – “The 
tailor said”, referring to himself as the tailor of his works, the 
clothing.

Soon afterwards, he realized that the Shulchan Aruch does 
have one downside, that it simply says just the actual halacha 
without any explanation. He set out to write a halachic com-
pendium that bridged the gap between the Bais Yosef and the 
Shulchan Aruch. It kept the concise simpleness of the Shul-
chan Aruch, but also had short explanation. His work was ex-
tremely popular for a while, until commentaries on the Shul-
chan Aruch were written and people started to focus solely 
on the Shulchan Aruch, using the L’vush mainly for reference 
and research. Still, L’vush is held in extremely high esteem, 
and is quoted thousands of times in the commentaries of the 
Shulchan Aruch.

While the L’vush is known mainly for his knowledge in 
Halacha, he was extremely well-rounded, and was an expert 
in many other Torah areas as well, including philosophy and 
Kabbalah, with many different seforim in a wide range of dif-
ferent areas. While he passed away in 1612, his seforim live 
on and are considered indispensable by Torah scholars up to 
this day. 

RABBI BINYAMIN SCHIERMEYER

That Bnei Yisrael used to use 
boats in the desert?! There 
were rivers that separated 
the Shevatim, and if someone 

wanted to go visit another She-
vet they needed to take a boat. 

(Medrash Bamidbar Rabbah)

That most of the She-
vet of Naftali were girls. 
(Baal Haturim). Howev-
er, the Medrash Hagadol 
says that most of the 
Shevet were males, and 
the Pesikta Zutrasa learns that the 
entire Shevet only gave birth to 
males.

That if someone looked at the 
Aron, they would die immedi-
ately. (Medrash Bamidbar Rab-
bah)
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A SHAVUOS PARADOX
Shavuos is, at its core, a celebration. It is the day we 

commemorate the giving of the Torah at Sinai, and the 
Gemara even calls it the wedding of Bnei Yisrael and 
Hashem. The celebratory dimension runs deep. The 
Gemara (Shabbos 88a) describes the Jewish people’s 
acceptance of the Torah as a moment of sublime 
beauty: two crowns were bestowed upon them, one 
for naaseh — “we will do” — and one for nishma — 
“we will hear.” The ratzon expressed in the doubled 
commitment, the trust in Hashem represented by 
accepting before hearing the terms, the Gemara is 
almost rhapsodic about it. But, a wrinkle.

There is something funny in the phrasing of the 
verses. The Torah says the Jewish people were at the 
tachtis hahar. This means “bottom of the mountain.» 
It isn’t an unusual word choice per se, but there are 
others that are more straightforward. The Gemara 
informs us that tachtis can also mean “underneath” 
and learns from this precisely chosen language that 
“kafu lahem har k’gigos”— Hashem held the mountain 
over the heads of the Jewish people like an overturned 
barrel, threatening to bury them if they refused. This 
radically changes the picture of what occurred at Sinai 
and it raises two serious problems.

First, we have a difficulty with the basic pshat. We 
are told a story of the beauty of the Sinai moment, the 
selfless acceptance of the Torah by the Jews, and then 
in the same breath the Gemara turns around and says 
the whole thing was done under compulsion. That’s 
a jarring pivot, and it leaves us confused about what 
literally happened.

The second problem cuts deeper. The Gemara 
continues, quoting Rava that the genuine wholehearted 
acceptance of the Torah didn’t occur until Purim. That 
was thousands of years later! If you take that at face 
value, you’re left with an enormous question about the 
massive swath of Jewish history from Yetzias Mitzrayim 
through the Churban of the first Beis Hamikdash. Were 
the Jews actually obligated in the mitzvos then? It 
certainly appears so, because throughout that period 
they were punished repeatedly for violating the laws of 

the Torah, being held accountable by Hashem for their 
failures is exactly what led to the destruction of the 
Beis Hamikdash. But is it fair to administer punishment 
for sin in an arrangement that was compelled?

The Meshech Chochmah explains that 
we’re misinterpreting the idea of “har k’gigos”. The 
plain reading of the pasuk doesn’t claim the Jews 
were coerced in any conventional sense, and that 
stays the correct read of pshat. They were standing 
at the mountain willingly. They said naaseh v’nishma 
and meant it. But through drush, the Gemara extracts 
a psychological observation from the fine phrasing 
of the verse about the conditions under which that 
acceptance took place.

Think about what had just happened. G-d had taken 
the Jewish people out of Egypt. He had performed 
open miracles on their behalf, one after another all 
of it directed specifically at them. When you’ve just 
experienced that, and then that same G-d comes 
to you and says, “I have an offer for you”, you don’t 
really have free choice in any meaningful sense. The 
surrounding conditions have essentially overwhelmed 
your choice-making abilities. You say yes. You want 
to say yes. You still chose to say yes. But ultimately 
something— minor yet essential— is missing from the 
picture.

The acceptance at Sinai was real. It was valid. They 
signed knowingly and willingly, and there is nothing 
improper about holding them to the bargain afterward. 
But there was a subtle incompleteness, an element of 
genuine autonomy that simply couldn’t exist in a world 
of constant open miracles. That gap wasn’t closed 
until Purim. The Purim story unfolds in a world where 
Hashem’s name doesn’t appear, where the divine hand 
works invisibly through natural-seeming events. In a 
world of hester panim — the hidden face — only there 
could the acceptance be truly complete. 

Maharal adds a point that completes the picture. An 
unspoken question animates Maharal’s whole approach 
to this question. Given that the Purim acceptance was 
in some sense superior to Sinai, one might ask, why did 
it have to happen this way? If genuine free acceptance 



>>> continued from page 3Climbing Higher

How does this scene

connect to the Parsha?
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T H R O U G H  T H E  D E S S E RT  W I T H  T H E  L- R D

We ended off last week’s leining with a strong chazak chazak 

and are now entering a new sefer, Bamidbar, which  makes the 

parashah a gateway into this segment of the Chumash. 

What is the theme of sefer Bamidbar and what are we to see 

within it?
The Ramban in his introduction to the sefer tells us that Bamidbar 

is not mainly a book of laws because its mitzvos are not the main 

aspect of it. Rather, it’s about all the things that Hashem did for us 

while we journeyed through the desert. Let’s look deeper into this.

The Torah at the end of Shemos tells us how to build the 

Mishkan, in Vayikra we are told how to use the Mishkan, and now 

in Bamidbar we are being shown how to live with the Mishkan. 

The Mishkan was the place where Hashem rested His presence 

amongst us.

At the beginning of the parashah there is a counting. Rashi 

points out that we are counted all the time by Hashem for He is 

showing us how precious we are to Him. This new counting was 

after the putting together of the Mishkan. In a certain sense, our 

being counted is an introduction to our living with Hashra’os 

haShechinah, living with G-d.

The parasha follows this theme and continues with the banners 

of each tribe and the formation of their encampments around the 

Mishkan. Then it discusses the Levites as our agents to the Mishkan.

The whole sefer is how we lived with Hashem through 

tribulations, trials, and triumph.  As the Hemek Davar says in his 

introduction to Bamidbar, “This sefer is about living with Hashem.”

Yet, how does one live with Hashem?

One possible idea may be hidden within the first words of the 

sidrah. “Hashem spoke to Moshe in MIDBAR Sinai saying…”

The Baal Haturim connects these words to the end of last week’s 

parashah that ends with “these are the mitzvos.” He explains the 

correlation with the powerful words of the Medrash Rabbah that 

tells us that to acquire Torah wisdom one must make himself like a 

midbar hefker, a barren desert.
continued on page 2 >>>
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T H E  O H R  S O M AYAC H

R’ Meir Simcha (HaKohen), better known as 

the Ohr Somayach, was born in Baltrimantz, 

Lithuania, in 1843 (5603) to R’ Shimshon 

Klonimus, a well-off business man. His parents 

had helped the Maharam (R’ Meir of Tiktin), 

who gave them a blessing to have a child who 

would illuminate the world with his Torah. 

The Rav of Balmitrantz also blessed them to 

have a child who would gladden his parents. 

This led R’ Shimshon Klonimus and his wife 

to name their son Meir Simcha. The Cantonist 

Decree was in effect when he was a child, 

but somehow R’ Meir Simcha was able to 

evade the draft, and began his journey of total 

devotion to the Torah.

In 1860 he married and settled in Bialystok, 

Poland. His wife opened a business so R’ 

Meir Simcha would be able to devote himself 

entirely to learning. Her amazing dedication 

allowed him to continue studying for 27 years. 

He became well known for his brilliance as 

well as his complete love of Torah. During that 

time, R’ Meir Simcha was considered for the 

position of Rav of Bialystok. However, his vocal 

opposition to Chovevei Zion, a secular Zionist 

organization, led some of the more influential 

members of the community to prevent his 

appointment. 

Then, in 1887, R’ Meir Simcha became the 

Rav of Dvinsk, a position he would hold for 

the next 40 years. Later, he was joined by the 
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T H E  S E C R E T  WO R L DThe uniqueness of the third of the four parshiyos, פרשת 

 lies in its mystery. Though the Medrash says that Moshe ,פרה

Rabbeinu understood the reasoning behind this mitzvah, 

to everyone else (even Shlomo HaMelech!) it remains 

an enigma. R’ Yochanan ben Zakai was approached by a 

non-Jew with the challenge that the mitzvah of פרה אדומה 

looks like witchcraft. Although he “pushed him away with 

a reed,” R’ Yochanan ben Zakai explained to his talmidim 

that Hashem tells us “גזרתי גזרה  חקקתי   This is the“) ”חקה 

law I have inscribed, this is the decree that I decreed”). 

The mitzvah of אדומה  is not one that is given to be פרה 

understood, only fulfilled. Yet it is also this very mystique 

that reveals the profundity of the Torah as a whole. 

The Sfas Emes, in describing the idea of a חוק (most often 

understood as an inexplicable law), contrasts the Torah’s 

approach to living with the instinctual approach of Man. 

Naturally, the decisions one makes are guided by the desire 

for the result of that decision. Any action’s merit is judged by 

its intended outcome. It’s for this reason that many people 

experience burnout. When they begin their course of action, 

it gives them satisfaction. But after acclimating to that level 

of accomplishment, it no longer provides the result they are 

striving for, causing a lack of motivation to continue. 

In sharp contrast, the Torah requires that one follow the 

mitzvos without any understanding of the goal. The entirety 

of Torah is referred to as a חוק as well, for it is not simply a 

self-help guide, but the system of the spiritual world. The 

mitzvos are more than just commandments, they are the 

very laws of nature. For one to exist on a spiritual plane, 

one must follow the Torah’s laws. Understood this way, 

a חוק is not an inexplicable law but an inescapable one. 

Were it not for the miracle of free will, the mitzvos would 

be as immutable as the law of gravity. When one shoulders 
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B E H I N D  T H E

Meaning
Minhag

G E Z U N T E I TWhere does the minhag of saying Gezunteit 
or Bless you after someone sneezes come 
from?

The  Midrash (Pirkei D’R’ Eliezer Ch. 52 
brought down by R’ Akiva Eiger in Gilyon 
Hashas in Maseches Berachos Daf 53a) tells 
us that originally, sneezing was actually quite 
dangerous — it boded imminent death:

“From the day that heaven and earth were 
created, no one was ever sick; if one was 
on the road or in the marketplace, he would 
sneeze, and his soul would leave by way of his 
nostrils. (When Gd infused the soul into Man, 
He ‘blew it’ into Adam’s nostrils. Thus, when 
it came time for the soul to be returned to its 
Maker, it would leave through the same portal 
it arrived.) Until our forefather  Jacob  prayed 
to  Gd  about this, saying: ‘Master of all 
worlds! Don’t take my soul from me before I 
have the opportunity to give instructions to 
my children and my household.’ Gd agreed 
with him, as the verse says: ‘After these 
events, Joseph was told, “Behold, your father 
is ill.”’ All the peoples of the world heard of 
this and were amazed since nothing like this 
had happened since heaven and earth were 
created.”

Accordingly, the  Midrash  concludes, we 
wish life to someone who sneezes since it 
used to represent the opposite.
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is the ideal, why didn’t Hashem simply arrange the 
circumstances so the Jews had full autonomy at the 
moment they first received the Torah?

His approach illuminates something fundamental 
about what Torah actually is. Torah is not a 
membership you opt into. It is a structure that 
makes claims on you. Had the Jews accepted it 
in conditions of pure optionality, where it felt like 
any other free choice, they might have concluded 
that just as they could opt in, they could opt 
out. The mountain held over their heads was 
a communication to the permanence of this 
arrangement. You can sign on the dotted line, but 
once you do so, you cannot erase it. This is why 
there was a necessary element of compulsion at 
this moment. 

These twin understandings — the Meshech 
Chochmah on the psychology of accepting under 
miraculous conditions, and Maharal on why the el-
ement of compulsion had to be there from the start 
— together reveal the intertwined depth of pshat 
and drush, and open us up to the nature of our rela-
tionship with Torah itself. As we approach Shavu-
os and stand again at the foot of that mountain, 
we should, as guided by Chazal’s understanding of 
the Matan Torah that we are celebrating, reflect on 
both the joy of the wedding, and also appreciate 
the weight of what we signed.  


