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1. BAMIDBAR 1:1 — IN THE WILDERNESS
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“God spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai”

2. MIDRASH RABBA 1:7 — MAKE YOURSELF INTO A DESERT
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Whoever does not make themselves like a desert [that is] “hefker” is not able to acquire wisdom and
Torah; for this reason it is written “in the desert of Sinai”.

3. EITZ YOSEF — LOWER YOURSELF FOR THE STUDY OF TORAH
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This means to say that he is not concerned for his physical needs as a result of his devoted attention to
Torah study. A person is required to negate himself for the words of Torah, and to be low and humble
—to learn from everyone, and to teach everyone — as Torah is never found among those who are
conceited.

4. MISRASH RABBA SHEMOT 29:9 -- TRANQUILITY
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Said Rabbi Abahu in the name of Rabbi Yochanan, When God gave the Torah, no bird chirped, no fowl
fluttered, no ox bellowed, the angels did not fly, the seraphs did not utter the Kedusha prayer, the sea
did not roar, the creatures did not speak; the universe was silent and mute. And then the voice came
forth “Anochi Hashem Elohecha” — | am the Lord your God.

5. PAUL BOWLES — THE BAPTISM OF SOLITUDE (1963)

Immediately when you arrive in Sahara, for the first or the tenth time, you notice the stillness. An
incredible, absolute silence prevails ... as if the quiet were a conscious force which, resenting the
intrusion of sound, minimizes and disperses sound straightaway. Then there is the sky, compared to
which all other skies seem fainthearted efforts. Solid and luminous, it is always the focal point of the
landscape. At sunset, the precise, curved shadow of the earth rises into it swiftly from the horizon,
cutting into light section and dark section. When all daylight is gone, and the space is thick with stars, it
is still of an intense and burning blue, darkest directly overhead and paling toward the earth, so that
the night never really goes dark.



[Being there] is a unique sensation, and it has nothing to do with loneliness, for loneliness presupposes
memory. Here in this wholly mineral landscape lighted by stars like flares, even memory disappears... A
strange, and by no means pleasant, process of reintegration begins inside you, and you have the choice
of fighting against it, and insisting on remaining the person you have always been, or letting it take its
course. For no one who has stayed in the Sahara for a while is quite the same as when he came.

6. WILFRED THESIGER “ARABIAN SANDS” (1959) — “A LIFE UNHAMPERED BY POSSESSIONS”

In the desert | ... found a freedom unattainable in civilization; a life unhampered by possessions, since
everything that was not a necessity was an encumbrance. 1 ... found, too, a comradeship inherent in
the circumstances, and the belief that tranquility was to be found there. | ... learnt the satisfaction
which comes from hardship and the pleasure which derives from abstinence: the contentment of a full
belly; the richness of meat; the taste of clean water; the ecstasy of surrender when the craving for
sleep becomes a torment; the warmth of a fire in the chill of dawn.

7. SEFAT EMET (BAMIDBAR 1:5) — PUTTING YOURSELF AT GOD’S MERCY
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In the Midrash, the Torah is compared to the wilderness, in that one needs to be “hefker” (free,
unattached, ownerless) like the wilderness. The Midrash tells of a prince who entered one city after
another only to see the people flee before him, until he came to a ruined city (a “midbar”), where he
was greeted with praise. Said the prince: “This is the best of all the cities. Here | will set my throne.”
The word “midbar” comes from a root meaning “to lead” or “rule.” The “midbar” is one who
acquiesces to that rule. That is to say, a person should empty oneself such that he has no strength or
initiative save for the live force of God.

8. MAHARAL — UNDERSTANDING WHAT YOU ARE LACKING
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9. MECHILTA (SHEMOT) — WHY WAS THE TORAH NOT GIVEN IN THE LAND OF ISRAEL?
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Why was the Torah not given in the land of Israel? So that the peoples of the world should not have
the excuse for saying: “Because it was given in Israel's land, therefore we have not accepted it.”
Another reason: To avoid causing dissension among the tribes [of Israel]. Otherwise one might have
said: the Torah was given in my territory [and not yours]. Or the other might have said: the Torah was
given in my territory [and not yours]. Therefore, the Torah was given in the Midbar — a place belonging
to no one.

10. ALEKSANDER REBBE — APPRECIATING GOD
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11. LUBAVITCHER REBBE — EVEN TORAH IS A DISTRACTION WHEN STUDYING TORAH
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