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 פרשת במדברדברי תורה ל

The Proper Preparation For Receiving The 
Torah Is To Make Oneself “Like A Desert”! 

 In Order To Acquire Torah One Must Be 
Modest And Humble 

The verse (1:1) states: “And Hashem spoke to 
Moshe in the desert of Sinai in the Ohel Moed.” 
The Baal Haturim explains why this verse is placed 
immediately after Parshas Bechukosai by stating: 
Right before this it states (at the end of 
Bechukosai, Vaykirah 27:34) “These are the 
mitzvos”, and it then states “in the desert”. This 
indicates that if one does not make himself like a 
desert he cannot know Torah and mitzvos.  
The source of this Baal Haturim is the Gemara 
(Nedarim 35A) on the verse (Bamidbor 21:18) “And 
from the desert, a gift”, which states: If one makes 
himself like a desert, then Torah is given to him as 
a gift. The Ran explains that making oneself “like a 
desert” means to be extremely humble and lowly 
of spirit. We also see this in the Gemara in Tainus 
(7A), which states: Why is Torah compared to 
water – as it states (Yeshaya 56:1): “All those who 
are thirsty go to water”? Just as water flows to a 
low place, Torah also can only last in one who is 
lowly of spirit.  
There are those who expound the Mishnah in Avos 
(1:1) that states, “Moshe received the Torah on 
Sinai”, to mean that Moshe merited receiving the 
Torah because he excelled in the character trait of 
humility and acted like Har Sinai – which Chazal tell 
us merited to have the Torah given upon it because 
of this trait of humility.  
According to this explanation, the next sentence of 
the Mishnah can be explained as follows: “And he 
passed it on to Yehoshua, and Yehoshua to the 
elders” – Moshe passed on the Torah with this 
character trait and the knowledge that one can 
only acquire it through humility.  
The Sefer Kedushas Levi states that when Hashem 
Yisborach told Moshe to lead the nation out of 
Egypt, Moshe tried to demure and responded by 
saying (Shemos 3:11) “Who am I?” But when 
Moshe was called by Hashem to receive the Torah, 
he did not ask “Who am I?” He explains that in 
order to be the agent to lead the nation out of 
exile, one needs to be truly exceptional and great. 
In his humility, Moshe asked “Who am I?” to be 
chosen for this. But in order to receive the Torah, 
the opposite is true. One must be humble and 
lowly of spirit. Therefore, he did not refuse. He felt 
that Hashem chose him for this because of his 

lowliness.  
How does one reach the level of being lowly of 
spirit “like a desert” in order to be able to receive 
the Torah?  

 The Secret Of The Flags 
The verse later in the Parshah states (2:2): “The 
children of Yisroel shall encamp each man by his 
flag according to the insignia of his father's 
household. At a distance surrounding the Ohel 
Moed they shall encamp.”  
The Medrash (Bamidbor Rabbah 2:8) states: When 
the Holy One Blessed be He told Moshe to make 
then flags, as they desired, Moshe began to 
complain. He said: Now discord will begin to take 
hold between the Tribes. If I tell the Tribe of 
Yehuda to camp in the east, they might say we only 
want to camp in the west. The same is true of 
Reuven and Ephraim and every Tribe. What should 
I do? The Holy One Blessed is He said to him: What 
difference does it make to you? They do not need 
you. They recognize their dwelling place by 
themselves. Their formation was already 
predetermined from the days of Yaakov Avinu. The 
travel formation in the desert is identical to the 
arrangement that Yaakov Avinu made for his sons 
to use when they carried him out of Egypt to be 
buried in the Mearas Hamachpeilah.  
The concept of the flags and the formation in 
which the Tribes encamped around the Aron was a 
very lofty one. The Medrash (Bamidbor Rabbah 
2:9) says that their formation was identical to the 
way the administering angels are encamped 
around the Divine Presence. The Tribes 
encampment was thus a way to ensure that the 
Divine Presence dwelled among them as well. The 
Medrash (Shemos Rabbash 20:3) also says that 
Pharaoh himself was amazed when he saw the 
formation of the camps and saw how former slaves 
were acing in such a royal manner.  
When we contemplate this, we can discern 
something truly remarkable. When the nation 
divided into camps, they were separating from 
each other and spreading apart. This would 
seemingly have the potential to lead to disunity 
and strife. However, we see that this actually led to 
great glory and honor for the nation. Had they 
remained all together in one camp – like one 
united body of people – they would not have 
merited the glory of the camps.  
Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky (Emes L’Yaakov) explains: 
The concept of the flags seems to be one of  



 

 
 
 
 
separation of hearts. Each camp had its own 
insignia and each was symbolized by a different 
picture which symbolized each Tribes unique 
essence and purpose – all of which were dissimilar 
from the others. It would thus seem that the flags 
should be a cause for disunity – for if there had 
been no flags there would have been only one 
united group, and each individual would have 
needed to annul his own desires and his own 
feelings in order to be a part of the larger society. 
However, since they camped separately around the 
Aron, it would seem they were emphasizing their 
differences. But in this way each one was able to 
reach his individual, unique purpose. Rather than 
lead to the negative feeling of jealousy, it led to 
“the jealousy of scholars”, which has the nature of 
increasing wisdom.  
The Ohr Yahal expounds on this as well, and adds 
another point: There is a fundamental difference 
between angels and men. Angels feel no hatred or 
jealousy towards each other. They all are united 
and accept the yoke of Heaven together and 
lovingly give each other permission to sanctify 
Hashem. Men, however, are different from each 
other in mannerism and temperament, and it is 
almost impossible for people to connect in this 
way. This is what Moshe Rabenu feared when 
Hashem told him to make the flags and separate 
the Tribes. He feared that by stressing their 
differences, it would make it nearly impossible for 
them to connect and be united.  
We may ask: The verse tell us that command to 
separate the nation under separate flags was given 
in the second year from the time they left Egypt. 
Why did Hashem wait to command them to do this 
until the second year, rather than tell them to do it 
right after the giving of the Torah (or after Yom 
Kippur when they were forgiven for the sin of the 
golden calf)?  

 The Mishkan Led The Nation To Belief in 
Divine Providence  

Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky continues: The separate 
camps did not lead to disunity because they all had 
one “center” – the Mishkan - which they all 
camped around. They all had their own purpose, 
but they all were united by the Mishkan. This can 
be compared to a human body. The ears are 
created to hear, the eyes to see etc. They all have 
their own jobs, but there is no disunity between 
them since they all work together. So too, all the 
Tribes had different purposes, but they all were  

 
 
 
 
connected at the core. Therefore, they was no 
disunity. Because of this, the camp could not be 
separated until the Mishkan was erected at the 
beginning of the second year as the spiritual 
center. 
In order to gain a deeper understanding of how the 
Mishkan kept the nation united, we will cite the 
words of the Gemara (Bava Basra 21A):  At first if a 
child had a father, his father taught him Torah, and 
if he had no father he did not learn at all. They then 
made an ordinance that teachers of children 
should be appointed in Jerusalem. From what verse 
did they derive this? From the verse: “For from 
Zion shall the Torah go forth.” Later still, they 
ordained that teachers should be appointed in 
each prefecture. Finally, Rav Yehoshua ben Gamla 
ordained that there should be teachers in every 
district.  
Tosfos explains why they originally ordained to 
have Torah teachers only in Jerusalem: Because 
they saw great holiness and kohanim immersed in 
the service of the Bais Hamikdosh, they would 
dedicate their hearts more to fear of Heaven and 
learning Torah, as the Sifri says that bringing 
Maiser Sheini to Jerusalem brings one to fear 
Hashem and Torah study because when one stands 
in Jerusalem and sees everyone immersed in 
Heavenly service he too wants to dedicate himself 
to fear of Heaven and Heavenly service.  
We see that being in the vicinity of the Bais 
Hamikdosh and witnessing the miracles and 
holiness there draws one to fear of Heaven and 
faith in Hashem. One who visits the Bais 
Hamikdosh’s courtyard sees the great miracle of 
the small fire on the altar that cannot be 
extinguished by any earthly rain. He sees how the 
smoke from the altar rises straight upwards and 
cannot be dissipated by any wind. He then enters 
the slaughtering area, and sees how no fly ever is 
seen there. During the prayers, he sees how 
everyone stands in a crowded area, but when they 
bow down there miraculously is room for everyone 
to bow. And he sees many, many more miracles 
and wonders. All of this leads him to recognize 
Hashem’s greatness and Divine orchestration of 
every detail of this world. He comes to realize that 
He is the only power and force, and everything else 
is merely a mirage.  
This was all the more true in the Mishkan, where 
the nation saw how Moshe Rabenu spoke to 
Hashem Yisborach “like a man speaks to his  



 

 
 
 
 
friend”, and they could see the Divine Presence in 
the form of a pillar of smoke that constantly 
hovered above the Mishkan. Through this, they 
were inspired to emunah and tangible fear of 
Heaven.  
Because of this there was no reason to fear that 
the nation would have any discord after the 
Mishkan was erected. In a place where emunah 
and fear of Heaven flowed, and everyone could 
feel Hashem’s presence and recognize clearly that 
He is the only force in this world, they all 
understood that He had given each one of them his 
own talents and temperament for his unique 
purpose. They all understood that Hashem wanted 
specific things from each one of them as an 
individual. Therefore, even if someone was upset 
with his situation, he understood that Hashem had 
placed him in that circumstance for a reason and 
was able to accept it without complaint. 
Therefore, the flags and separate camps did not 
lead to disunity or jealousy. On the contrary, the 
separate camps displayed the beauty of the nation. 
They displayed how each Tribe had its own talents 
and purposes that were different than the others. 
However, this did not lead to any enmity. Rather, it 
led to a joint union of the Tribes, where each one 
used its unique abilities to create one united nation 
made up of separate groups using their talents to 
serve Hashem.  

 The Mishkan Led Everyone To Have 
Emunah In Hashem Yisborach 

The verse states (3:15): “Count the children of Levi 
according to their fathers' house according to their 
families. Count all males from the age of one 
month and upward.”  
The Ramban states: The Tribe of Levi was not like 
the other Tribes. They only had 22,000 people 
above the age of one month (ibid: 39). And they 
only had 8,000 men above age 30 (4:48). They had 
less than half as many people as the next smallest 
Tribe – and this was before they carried the Aron, 
which had a holiness that caused men to pass 
away. This is hard to comprehend. Why was this 
Tribe of pious men less than the rest of the nation?  
Rav Yechezkel Levenstein zt”l dwells on this 
question and states: I wish to point out that we 
would never have asked this question. We would 
have read the verse and seen that Levi was the 
smallest Tribe, but we would not have been 
bothered to ask this question. The reason for this is 
we would have dismissed it as “coincidence” that  

 
 
 
 
one Tribe ended up so small. But a true believer 
and wise man knows that there are no 
coincidences in this world and knows that 
everything is Divinely ordained and there is a 
reason for everything that occurs.  
The Ramban answers that Shevet Levi was not part 
of the bondage in Egypt. The rest of the nation 
suffered under the Egyptian brutality, and were 
blessed by Hashem in return to bear many 
children. Shevet Levi, however, only had the 
natural amount of children. 
Rav Levenstein notes: Shevet Levi was greater than 
the others, to the extent that they were counted 
separately because “the legions of the king are 
counted separately” (Rashi, Bamidbor 1:49). Still 
and all, since they were not part of the bondage 
they did not receive the blessing to grow 
exponentially. One must learn from this that if one 
is blessed with wealth or honor, he will lose from 
this in some other area. But if one is struck with 
suffering, he will be rewarded later on for all his 
pain and suffering.   
He continues: What is relevant to us is to consider 
why we do not think to ask these types of 
questions and wonder why occurrences happen to 
us. If we would recognize that everything is 
Divinely orchestrated, we would ask why 
everything happens. The truth is that we do not ask 
these questions because our physical eyes cannot 
see His Providence, and we attribute everything to 
coincidence. We must try to implant into our 
hearts the knowledge that He is the force who 
causes everything to occur. Of course, it is not easy 
to figure out why we are sent suffering. However, 
at the very least, we must look into our actions and 
try to ascertain why things happen to us, and 
recognize that nothing occurs by chance or for no 
reason – as Chazal say (Brachos 55): Even one’s 
dreams are products of Divine Providence.  
This is the proper way for one to prepare for 
Shavuos, the holiday where we commemorate the 
receiving of the Torah and accept it anew.  
We always read this Parshah before this great day 
of Shavuos in order to strengthen ourselves to be 
“like a desert”, and thus make ourselves worthy of 
accepting it. By recognizing that everything comes 
solely from Hashem and every detail in this world is 
Divinely arranged by Him, we come to accept our 
own lowly status and are able to reach a level of 
humility that is necessary to have in order to 
receive His Torah.  


