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A Textt That Mirrors Demo
ocracy
Dr. David Marcus, Pro
ofessor of Bib
ble and
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The bo
ook of Numberss
does no
ot start with thee
word bemidbar,
b
whichh
occurs a little later in thee
first versse, but rather withh
vayedabbber (“and hee
said”). In the standard
d
Rabbinicc Bible (Mikraott
Gedolott), the first word
d
of the book
b
is introduced
d
with an
a
extraordinaryy
flourish:
The
word
d
vayedabbber is printed inn
giant letters and enclosed
d
in a decorative woodcutt
border in the shape of a
parallelo
ogram. This iss
surround
ded by anotherr
rectangle co
onsisting of two lines of Masoretic notations (traditio
onal notes on thee
Biblical text)) on each side; these notations are, in turn, surrounded by two biblical
verses, one from
f
Nehemiah annd one from Danieel.
All this attessts to the great democracy of our Jewish tradition of
o learning Torah::
The word vaayeddaber means “he spoke” and, in
i context, refers to God speaking..
But the reccipients of this divine
d
word are not
n limited to a priestly hierarchyy
guarding to themselves the word
w
of God. Thee text from Nehem
miah on this pagee
recalls the fiirst time that the Torah
T
was read in public when the Israelites returned
d
to Eretz Yissrael from exile inn Babylon, which marked a turning point in Israel’ss
religious history. Now everyo
one, not only the priests, would haave access to thee
word of God. As the Nehem
miah verse (8:8) saays: “[T]hey read from the scroll off
the Teachinng of God, transslating it and giviing the sense: so
o [all the people]]
understood the reading.”
To receive Torah
T
from JTS by email,
e
visit www.jtssa.edu/torah

Bemiidbar 5777

במדבר תשע"ז
ר

Be
ecoming L
Like the Wilderne
W
ess
Dr. Eitan Fishban
ne, Associate Professor
P
of Jewish
Tho
ought, JTS
With thhe start of Sefer Bemidbar,
B
the narrrative of the Torahh turns to the long
g journey
of Bennei Yisrael throughh the wilderness—
—punishment for thhe sin of the Golden Calf
and preparation for entrry into the Land o
of Israel. Passage into
i
the sacred terrain first
requirees an arduous ordeeal of wandering—
—a physical processs of movement annd quest.
Penitennce, pilgrimage, and transformationn are anchored in the space of wildernness.
Moshee, too, after killing the Egyptian and prior to his divinee call to leadership
p, retreats
to the wilderness,
w
a perio
od of withdrawal innto a space outside the habitation of society.
It was only in that spacee, R. Bahya ben A
Asher suggests, farr from the yishuv (dwelling
(
place) of the populationn, that Moshe could reenact the prophetic
p
encountter of his
ancesto
ors, a withdrawal for
f the sake of sp
piritual and moral elevation (commeentary to
Exod. 3:1). Like Moshe the solitary shep
pherd, the people of Israel must unndergo a
spirituaal transformation, a process of puriffication—from the impure state of id
dolatry to
the reffined condition necessary to enter thhe holy land. This purification is rep
presented
by thee desolate naturre of the wilderness—a vast em
mptiness that faciilitates a
breakthhrough in mind and soul. As Kathlleen Norris has written,
w
evoking liffe on the
Great Plains of Dakota as
a a spiritual practiice:
Here the eye leearns to appreciatte slight variations, the possibilitiess
inherent in emptiness. It sees that the emptinesss is full of small
things… A persson is forced inw
ward by the sparreness of what iss
outward and vissible in all this land
d and sky… Maybee seeing the Plainss
is like seeing ann icon: what seems stern and almosst empty is merelyy
open, a door intto some simple and holy state (Dakoota, pp. 156-7).
The exxperience of what appears to be em
mptiness is an opeening into anotherr state of
spirituaal perception, an opening of the heeart into the conccealed indwelling of divine
holinesss. The sublime interior
i
of the huuman soul is revealed in that mo
oment of
mysterry and grandeur beefore the vastness of the All.
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Likewise, R. Bahya asks, restating an earlier midrashic teaching (Tanhuma, 6;
Bemidbar Rabbah, 1:7): why does the Torah emphasize God’s speech to Moshe in
the wilderness of Sinai ( ?)בְּ ִמ ְדבַּ ר ִסינַיIt was to teach that “a person does not attain
the Torah until they have made themselves empty and abandoned like the
wilderness” ([ )אין אדם קונה התורה עד שיעשה עצמו הפקר כמדברcommentary
to Num. 1:1]. To receive the revelation of Torah—or perhaps a bit less grandly, to
let Torah take root in one’s heart—a person must first make themselves into a
midbar, an inner empty wilderness that is cleared of all the weeds and brush that
obstruct true perception and feeling. A wilderness that returns to the first purity of
nature.
Just as divine revelation and the Torah arise from the physical space of wilderness,
of midbar—at the burning bush and then at Mount Sinai—a heart infused with
divine Torah arises through a person’s mindful cultivation of their own interior
wilderness. One should seek to attain the level of hefker—of feeling unbound by
the pride and egoism of ownership, of being unattached to materialism. In hefker
consciousness, we train our spiritual sight to see the Divine Presence that dwells
beneath the surface, beneath the many golden calves of our obsessions,
possessions, and wayward priorities. This is a radical reinvention of the concept of
hefker, a neutral halakhic category of abandonment and ownerlessness (e.g. BT
Eruvin, 45b).
In this transformed reading, the midbar may be said to embody a pure state of
emptiness—an inner cleansing that allows us to go deeper into the spiritual path.
Becoming hefker kemidbar is a process of letting go of our imprisonment in
materiality, in ephemeral and finite desires—to be liberated into the vastness of an
inner wilderness. As R. Nahman of Bratzlav taught (Likutei Moharan I:52), the
most profound opening of the heart to God takes place in the physical space of
darkness and wilderness, the frightening ground of loneliness and alienation. It is in
hitbodedut (solitude) that we are able to empty our minds and hearts of society’s
overwhelming drumbeat, where the ultimate bitul hayeish (erasure of superficial,
mundane consciousness) becomes possible, and we are truly opened in all of our
vulnerability before Divinity. In that place of midbar, we are able to break open the
heart in ways we didn’t know were possible, to cry out to God from a place of the
deepest emotional honesty. The midbar is an inner place of psyche as much as it is
a terrestrial location.
But it was hefker kemidbar as a state of moral piety that was first articulated by the
Sages (see BT Sanhedrin, 49a; Bahya ben Asher, Kad Hakemah, “Orhim”;
Metzudat David on I Kings 2:34), and this interpersonal dimension remains a
powerful feature of the ideal to which we aspire. As these sources teach, one
should make one’s home hefker kemidbar, free and open for all—cultivating an
ethic of hospitality in which the poor and the less fortunate feel free to come and
be cared for. The model of wilderness, of midbar, is here taken to be an inspiration
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to live a life of openness and kindness toward other human beings. As the modern
monk Thomas Merton said: “The speech of God is silence. His Word is solitude…It
is in deep solitude and silence that I find the gentleness with which I can truly love
my brother and my sister” (Entering the Silence, 2:398). In this reading, hefker is
understood in the most charitable and positive sense of “free for all,” as opposed to
the more pejorative meaning of hefker as a chaotic and uncontrolled “free-for-all.”
The openness of a midbar-state-of-being is one that inspires kindness and
generosity: the gentleness needed to sincerely love one’s fellow person. That
gentleness is the silent speech of God flowing though man and woman to be
realized as moral living. Integrating Merton’s insight with the Jewish sources we
have considered, the retreat of solitude is filled with the living word of God, the
breath of divine sustenance. It is our spiritual work to let that divine solitude refine
the openness and gentleness with which we treat our fellow human beings.
To paraphrase the teaching: You will attain the true soul of Torah only when you
have made yourself hefker kemidbar—a person cleansed of superficial obsessions,
gentle and generous toward other people, one who has nullified the grip of pride
and egoism. As the early Hasidic rebbe R. Menahem Mendel of Vitebsk (Pri
Ha’aretz, Letter 27) taught, true wisdom and humanity rises from the cultivation of
deep humility:
The Torah only stands firm in one who makes himself like a midbar
hefker before those who are poor of mind and rich of mind, and he
doesn’t think of himself as better than his friend. On the contrary,
he should be completely nullified before his friend, and it is
through this that they become united and bound up one with the
other.
True spiritual refinement, the deepest attainment of hefker kemidbar, must not
remain at the level of individualistic mystical growth and the personal quest for
divine revelation. To realize the ideals of piety, to ensconce the living Torah in the
wholeness of oneself, a person must aspire toward a genuine humility, to avoid the
harmful path of judgmentalism and arrogance. It is in the bond of loving friendship
and fellowship, in kindness and humility toward the other, that the Torah—and
God—are most radiantly revealed.
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The printed version of last week’s Torah from JTS omitted the name of the author of
the JTS Parashah Commentary, Dr. Yedida Eisenstat. We regret the error.

