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While the first significant word in Numbers (1:1), “BaMidbar” (in the desert), 

bestows upon the Biblical book its Hebrew name, this is not the first time that 

reference is made to the desert in the Five Books of Moses. Already in Genesis, the 

desert is depicted as a place of exile, devoid of significant human habitation, 

attracting those consigned to live an outlaw existence (16:7; 21:14, 20-1). The 

desert is even a place that is conducive to murder (37:22). Consequently,  we are 

not surprised to learn that whenever one journeys in the desert, he is considered, by 

definition, to have endangered his life and is therefore required to make a Blessing of 

Deliverance once he returns to civilization (Berachot 54b, based upon Psalms 107:4-

9). 

However, in Exodus, the same desert landscape that was earlier so clearly 

associated with desolation and violence, takes on an additional, supremely positive 

spiritual context.  While there was understandably great reluctance on the part of the 

Jews to follow God out of Egypt and into the desert (Jeremiah 2:2), and seemingly 

no end to the people who did enter the desert complaining about the lack of food and 

water (Exodus 15:22-17-7; Numbers 11, 20), it is also in the desert that God first 

Reveals Himself to Moses (3:1 ff.) and ultimately Gives the Tora to the Jewish people 

(19:1 ff.)  

The Rabbis of the Midrash assert that aside from the logistical benefit of 

finding a location devoid of people, the idolatrous practices so synonymous with 

Egyptian society (see RaShI on Exodus 12:1) and other distractions that could have 

prevented the people and their prophet from appreciating the magnitude of the 

Divine Revelation, the desert also contributed to a general symbolic atmosphere that 



would hopefully promote the state of mind that would allow for people to accept 

upon themselves the obligations of living according to the Tora.  

Numbers Rabba 1:7; Tanchuma Parashat BaMidbar #6 

The Rabbis taught: The Tora was Given by means of/within the 

context of three things—fire, rain and desert… 

From where do we know that the desert played a role? As it says, 

(Numbers 1:1) “And God Spoke to Moses in the Sinai Desert”.1  

And why was the Tora given by means of/within the context of these 

three things? Just as these three things can be obtained for free2 by 

anyone in the world, so too the words of Tora are free, as it is said, 

(Isaiah 55:1) “All who are thirsty should go to obtain water, and 

anyone who has no money should go and break bread and eat, and 

break bread and eat without money and without a price for wine and 

milk.”3  

Another interpretation: Why (was the Tora Given) in the desert? 

Anyone who does not make himself ownerless, like the desert, 

cannot acquire the Tora. For this reason it is stated (Numbers 1:1) 

BaMidbar Sinai. 

 

Whereas the first interpretation appears to be decidedly economic, in the 

sense that just as the desert is accessible to all who wish to enter and dwell therein, 

so too, no one is permitted to monopolize Tora knowledge or charge for its 

dissemination,4 the alternate Midrashic explanation is intensely psychological in 

nature. Making oneself Hefker (ownerless), does not speak as much to the idea of an 

individual being owned by another, although someone who deliberately chooses to 

continue his indentured servitude to another Jew beyond his initial term, is viewed as 

                                                 
1 Biblical commentators always take note when the language of the Tora digresses from its normal patterns. 

Throughout the Bible, we encounter countless cases where a message from God to Moses is introduced by 

“And God Spoke to Moses saying”. Since the phrase BaMidbar Sinai (in the desert of Sinai) is added in 

Numbers 1:1, it is understood by the Rabbis as providing a paradigm for all of the Revelations to Moses, 

i.e., that they specifically and deliberately occurred in the desert of Sinai. A similar instance is the 

commentary that surrounds Leviticus 25:1, when the phrase BeHar Sinai (the mountain of Sinai) is 

atypically inserted.  
2 Part of the technical definition of a place referred to in the Bible as “desert” is that it is not owned by 

anyone. Traditionally, the reason why Moses was grazing his father-in-law’s animals deep in the desert was 

in order to avoid trespassing and destroying any privately-held land. See RaShi on Exodus 3:1.  
3 The terminology of  “water”, “bread”, “wine” and “milk” all symbolize the words of Tora.  
4 The Talmud in Nedarim 37a invokes the example of Moses’ not charging a fee for teaching the Jewish 

people Tora, as the basis for prohibiting subsequent teachers of Tora to charge a fee. (Legal loopholes are 

developed to allow the circumvention of this principle due to the realization that there would be no teachers 

of Tora were no one able to do it professionally). The well-known story in Yoma 35b of Hillel wishing to 

hear the lectures of Shmaya and Avtalyon, but not being able to afford the entry fee, leading him to lie near 

a skylight, fall asleep and almost expire due to being covered by snow, implicitly advocates for free tuition 

for Jewish education, or at least making scholarships available, for all those wishing to study Tora.   



acting less than ideally (see RaShI on Exodus 21:6), but rather the manner in which 

one views himself. An individual who is “full of himself” will have difficulty accepting 

and following the directives of virtually any outside authority figure; consequently at 

least some degree of Hitbatlut (self-abnegation) is expected of the truly spiritual 

individual.5  

The figurative symbolism of receiving the Tora in the desert appears to 

parallel a number of other Rabbinic themes stressing humility and self-abnegation as 

a prerequisite for an individual properly understanding and carrying out the 

Commandments that God is Imposing upon him. Moses, the intermediary between 

God and the people when the Tora is first given, is described as (Numbers 12:3) 

Anav Me’od MiKol HaAdam Asher Al Penai HaAdama (the most extremely humble 

individual on the fact of the earth). Not only does God’s Revelation to Moses take 

place in the desert, but He Chooses to speak from the midst of a burning bramble 

bush, interpreted by R. Eliezer (Exodus Rabba 2:5): …Ma HaSneh Shafel MiKol 

HaIlanot SheBaOlam, Kach HaYu Yisrael Shefeilim Yerudim LeMitzrayim… (Just as 

the bush is the most lowly of shrubbery in the world, so too were the Jews lowly and 

subjugated to Egypt), thereby equating Moses, the Jews and the bush as sharing the 

quality of lowliness.6 Even Mt. Sinai upon which God Descended and Moses ascended 

in order to receive the Ten Commandments and the entire corpus of Jewish law, is  

categorized as the lowest of mountains:  

Sota 5a 

                                                 
5 This type of mindset is succinctly reflected in the statement in Avot  2:4  “He (Rabban Gamliel,son of R. 

Yehuda the Prince) used to say: “Make His Will your will, so that your will will be His Will…” 
6 An additional implication of R. Eliezer’s comment in the Midrash, is that whereas Moshe’s personality 

might have inherently been humble, and employing the literary conceit of personification,  the physical 

nature of the bramble bush as compared to other aspects of the flora indigenous to the area suggested 

lowliness, the Jewish people were not naturally inclined to be humble, and therefore the Egyptian 

subjugation contributed to readying at least a portion of them—traditionally, the vast majority chose to 

remain in Egypt rather than follow Moses into the desert—for receiving the Tora.  The fact that even these 

individuals, with the exception of the Tribe of Levi, would later be decreed to die in the desert, indicates 

how difficult it is to change human nature to the point where people willingly accept a system of law and a 

particular lifestyle and worldview imposed upon them from without. 



(Isaiah 57:15) “With him also that is of a contrite and humble 

spirit.” 

R. Chisda and R. Huna explain it: One says the contrite is with Me 

(suggesting that paradoxically, the humble will be given additional 

importance and thereby transformed into their opposite), and the 

other says that I Am with the contrite (i.e., the humble will remain as 

they are; it is God, so to speak, Who Will Reach out to them).  

The more probable view is in accord with him who holds the meaning 

to be I Am with the contrite; for behold the Holy One, Blessed Be He, 

ignored all the mountains and heights and caused His Divine Presence 

to Abide upon Mt. Sinai, but did not Elevate Mt. Sinai up to Himself.  

  

Historically, the desert has been a place that has attracted visionaries and 

groups of individuals who felt that the materialism and corruption of urban societies 

prevented them from communing with God and developing their spiritual capacities.7 

The Tora turns the tables on this human impetus for seekers of the Divine to 

gravitate towards the desert, by suggesting that God Himself orchestrated the Jews’ 

going into the desert because He Understood that the atmosphere created in such 

desolate and lonely surroundings would be extremely conducive to an entire nation 

committing itself to abandoning the slave mentality engendered by their previous 

malevolent flesh-and-blood masters, and now begin to focus upon serving humbly 

and selflessly the Creator of the Universe.  

Even if the generation of the Exodus failed for the most part to internalize not 

only the experience, but more importantly the concomitant attitude that living in the 

desert was meant to engender, we, their spiritual descendents, must try to do better 

to learn the lessons of the desert in order to fulfill our spiritual potentials.    

 

 

                                                 
7 See Book III “The Great and Terrible Wilderness” in Bruce Feiler’s Walking the Bible: A Journey by 

Land through the Five Books of Moses, Perennial, New York, 2001, pp. 199-276, for a moving account re 

the effects of prolonged desert life upon its inhabitants. 


