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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. a
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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 pasukin
Esther (8:15) that describes the clothing that Mordechai wore,
and begins his introduction with the words, “191n7 8" — “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. 4
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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
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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
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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. a
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