Sefat Emet- From Shabbat to Sinai
Rabbi Michael Balinsky
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Bamidbar Rabbah 1:7

AND THE LORD SPOKE UNTO MOSES IN THE WILDERNESS OF SINAI. Why in the
wilderness of Sinai? Our Sages have inferred from this that the Torah was given to the
accompaniment of three things, fire, water, and wilderness. ‘Fire’; whence is this derived? From the
text, Now Mount Sinai was altogether on smofke, because the 1ord descended upon it in fire (Ex xix, 18). And
‘water’; whence is this derived? For it is said, The heavens also dropped, yea, the clouds dropped water (Judg.
V, 4). And ‘wilderness’; whence is this derived? From the text, AND THE LORD SPOKE UNTO
MOSES IN THE WILDERNESS OF SINAL

Why was the giving of the Torah marked by these three features? To indicate that as these are free
to all mankind so also are the words of the Torah free; as it is said, Ho, every one that thirsts, come you for
water (Isa. LV, I). Yet another exposition of the text, AND THE LORD SPOKE UNTO MOSES
IN THE WILDERNESS OF SINAI. Anyone who does not throw himself open to all like a
wilderness cannot acquire wisdom and Torah; and so it is said, IN THE WILDERNESS OF SINAL

Proverbs 6:23
For a commandment is a candle, and the Torah is light, and disciplining rebukes are the way of life.
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The Midrash states that the Torah was given to the accompaniment of three things, fire, water and
wilderness. Fire is the religious passion a person expresses to ascend and cling to God, and this is
the aspect of ner mitzvah. The flame of the candle ascends, so too through the mitzvot people cling
and are attached to their upper spiritual roots. Water is the light of Holiness which comes from
above and this is the aspect of Torah or for light shines from above to below. Wilderness is to follow
after God in all things and this is the aspect of “disciplining rebukes are the way of life”, to suppress
self interest to the ways of God and his Torah.

This is the key preparation for Torah and this is the aspect of Shabbat which was given before
Matan Torah. When the people sinned and went out to gather the manna on Shabbat, the Torah
says (Exodus 16, 28) The Lord said to Moses, How long will you refuse to observe My
commandments and My teachings? Shabbat was the needed preparation so that the people would
be ready through it to receive the Torah. Therefore, after it says (Exodus 16:30) “So the people
rested on the seventh day”, they immediately journeyed from Rephidim to Mount Sinai. This is also
found in the Ma'alot (and Daynenu) in the Passover Haggadah. “God gave us Shabbat” which is
followed by “and brought us close at Mount Sina”. This can also be seen in the list of the journeys
of the people (Numbers21:18) “and from the wilderness to Matanah”. Our Sages say that “Anyone
who does not throw himself open to all like a wilderness cannot acquire for himself wisdom or
Torah”. And this is what it says (Shabbat 10b) where Shabbat is called a good gift-matanah tova. This
is the essence of Torah, that through the ceasing and annulling of our labot(welacho?), we merit
Torah.

Translation by Michael Balinsky

In this teaching, the Sefat Emet sees Shabbat not only as an outgrowth of the Revelation at Sinai
where it is the fourth commandment, but as a precondition to being fully prepared to stand at Sinai
to receive the Torah. On Shabbat, we are to put aside our creative engaging with the world to focus
on and engage God who created the world. While Shabbat requires oneg and is not an ascetic
experience, it is nonetheless a day devoted to God. It is this consciousness of ceasing to work for my
material concerns that the Sefat Emet sees as enabling us to open up to the Divine Voice of Sinai.
Shabbat enables us “to be open like a wilderness” so that we may be open to God at Sinai.

With this focus on Shabbat as preparation for Sinai, perhaps the Sefat Emet is teaching us that
through our weekly observance of Shabbat, we can better approach Torah and its teachings and be
more fully open to them. In a Jewish religious culture, so dominated by the “sovereign self” amply
documented by Arnold Eisen and Steve Cohen, the Shabbat experience can remind us of the need
to sometimes suppress the self to be fully open to God’s Torah.




