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Ezra HaSofer’s Ingenious Institution:
Beginning Sefer Bamidbar on the Shabbas Prior to Shavuos

Next Shabbas, the Shabbas immediately preceding the festival
of Shavuos, we will read parshas Bamidbar. The Shulchan Aruch
states (0.C. 428, 4):
parshas Bamidbar is always read before Atzeres (the sages’
name for Shavuos). The source for this institution comes from

“MExy oTIp 1T MRS nwha Parp abbr—

the Tosafos addressing the Gemara (Megillah 31b). There we
learn that Ezra HaSofer instituted the reading of the “tochachos”
in parshas Bechukosai prior to Shavuos and the “tochachos” in
parshas Ki Savo prior to Rosh HaShanah.

The Gemara provides the reason for this institution: n%snw»1>”
“rooe1 mwn—so that the year should end along with its
curses. On Shavuos, the “peiros ha’ilan”—the fruit or offspring of
the tree—are judged based on the performance of the past year;
similarly, on Rosh HaShanah, all of creation is judged based on
the events of the preceding year. If so, Tosafos ask why parshas
Bamidbar is inserted prior to Shavuos—creating a separation
between Shavuos and parshas Bechukosai.
following answer: XY@ 15,078y 0TI *1°0 137R3 PP UK AT DYURY
“naeyYy "mipinaaw nYopn Prony—parshas Bamidbar constitutes

They provide the

an iron curtain, a barrier separating between the curses of the
“tochachah” and the festival of Shavuos.

Sefer Bamidbar Separates between Those Who
Left Mitzrayim and Those Who Entered the Land

Having given the matter considerable thought, I would like to
propose an explanation for Ezra HaSofer’s ingenious institution.
As we know, based on the Gemara (Megillah 15a; Nedarim 22b;
Sanhedrin 44a; and others), Torah she’b’chsav is divided into five
books: Bereishis, Shemos, Vayikra, Bamidbar and Devarim.

Elucidating the passuk in Bereishis (2, 4), the Gemara
(Menachos 29b) states: 'ma - “@N=3m3 yaR™ @nwn T aox”
ox13—the heavens and the earth were created with the letter
“hei.” According to the Zohar hakadosh in the Raiyah Mehemnah
(Pinchas 216b), this refers to the five books of the Torah with
which HKB”H created the universe. [The letter “hei” possesses a

numerical value of five.] This notion is also reflected in Rashi’s
comment (Bereishis 1, 31): mwyn mnaa »wrwa 'n gom owewn o’
WwRI wan YRAwe oy haphw nm by onny mannw oy nwsas
“mmin—at the conclusion of creation on the sixth day, we find the
addition of the letter “hei” in the word “w»w:”, indicating that
the continued existence of creation would depend on Yisrael’s
acceptance of the five books of the Torah.

It is worth noting what our blessed sages’ reveal in the
Midrash (B.R. 3, 5). The five books of the Torah with which
HKB”H created the universe correspond to the five times the word
“mx”"—meaning light—is mentioned in the passage depicting the
first day of creation.

Thus, we can appreciate that whenever we engage in any
form of Torah study, we are introducing into the world the five
aspects of “a1R” which HKB”H created on the first day of creation.
In this manner, we merit walking this earth with the illumination
of Torah, as it is written (Vayikra 26, 3): “1o%nsnipita ay”"—if you
will walk in accordance with my decrees. In a similar vein,
another passuk states (Tehillim 119, 1): =Yt 997 "aman »mws”
“m nmina—Praiseworthy are those whose way is wholesome,
who walk with the Torah of Hashem. For, without the light of
Torah guiding our way, we are like a blind man, feeling his way
through the darkness, unable to reach his desired destination.

Now, let us examine what our blessed sages teach us in the
Midrash (Bereishis 3, 5) concerning the association between the
five pesukim mentioning the word “718” and the five books of the
Torah:
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IR 771D AR K121 7Yapn POYN 13W NPWRN3 N80 TA1D - IR T 2UEUN
23 IR AR 2UPYR RT0LTIIRY 19AR1R YR NS 12w N1aw YR N80 a0 -
TWIRET 1221 1IN 122 2PN 5710130 n10Y R RITw R 980 110 - 210
FIRY DIPYN ROP PN IRIY D8R ORET 193 Dan K1Y 957H8 980 TS -
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“G-d said, ‘Let there be light,” corresponds to sefer Bereishis,
in which HKB”H created His universe; “and there was light,”
corresponds to sefer Shemos, which describes Yisrael's departure
from darkness and entrance into the light; “G-d saw that the light
was good,” corresponds to sefer Vayikra, due to the numerous
halachos it contains; “and G-d separated between the light and
the darkness,” corresponds to sefer Bamidbar, which separates
between the generation that left Mitzrayim and the generation
that entered the land; “G-d called the light ‘day,” corresponds to
Sefer Devarim, which is also replete with halachos.

The Generation that Departed Mitzrayim Are
Labeled “Light” whereas the Generation that
Entered the Land Are Labeled “Darkness”

Analyzing the text of the Midrash:
between the light and the darkness, corresponds to sefer
Bamidbar, which separates between the generation that left
Mitzrayim and the generation that entered the land”—we find

“and G-d separated

that the generation of the exodus from Mitzrayim is compared to
“light,” whereas the generation that entered the land is compared
to “darkness.” Furthermore, sefer Bamidbar separates between
the “light” and the “darkness.” This is indeed fascinating! How is
it possible to characterize the generation of the exodus as “light”
and the generation that entered the promised-land—possessing
ten types of kedushah—as “darkness”?

We shall begin by introducing the wonderful commentary of
the Pri Tzaddik (Bereishis 2; Bamidbar 2). The generation of the
exodus from Mitzrayim is remarkable in that it was privileged to
hear Hashem’s voice directly at Matan Torah. Subsequently, they
learned Torah from the mouth of Moshe—who learned directly
from the Almighty with unparalleled clarity. Hence, their entire
existence was a form of Torah she’b’chsav—Torah from heaven.

In contrast, the generation that entered the land, learned
Torah from Yehoshua—who learned from Moshe. In the words
of the Mishnah (Avos 1, 1): “ywiY mmont »von 710 Y2y nwn'—
Moshe received Torah from Sinai and gave it over to
Yehoshua. That form of Torah, according to the Zohar hakadosh
(Part 2, 276a), represents Torah she’b’al peh—Torah that is
passed on from generation to generation; for, Yehoshua was not
able to speak with HKB”H directly, as Moshe did. Additionally,
the Gemara (Temurah 9a) teaches us that during the mourning
period for Moshe, under the leadership of Yehoshua, three
hundred halachos were forgotten. Ultimately, those halachos
were restored by Osniel ben Kenaz by means of the art of
“pilpul”—which falls into the category of Torah she’b’al peh.
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Hence, we see that the leadership under Yehoshua resembled
“darkness”; because matters were not as crystal-clear as they
were during the times of Moshe. Nevertheless, by means
of laborious study in areas of Torah she’b’al peh, the light is
ultimately revealed—providing thorough clarification of the
particular subject. Regarding this process, we learn in the

Midrash Tanchuma (Noach 3):
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HKB”H established a covenant with Yisrael over Torah she’b’al
peh. Torah she’b’al peh is difficult to learn and is associated
with much anguish. It is compared to “darkness.” The passuk
states (Yeshayah 9, 1): “The people walking in the darkness
saw a magnificent light.” This refers to the Talmudic scholars
who revealed a magnificent light with HKB”H’s guidance. In the
Future to Come (Shoftim 5, 31): “and let those who love Him
be like the powerfully rising sun.”

Moshe’s Countenance Resembled the Sun while
Yehoshua’s Countenance Resembled the Moon

In this manner, Rabbi Tzaddok interprets what we have
learned in the Gemara (B.B. 75a): »135 pwim» »a31 art »2a5 mwn 2"
“m1a5—Moshe’s face resembled the sun, while Yehoshua’s
face resembled the moon.
she’b’chsav, the source of illumination--like the light of the sun.

For, Moshe exemplifies Torah

On the other hand, Yehoshua exemplifies Torah she’b’al peh,
receiving its illumination from Torah she’b’chsav—Ilike the light
of the moon. The moon lacks illumination of its own; it receives
its illumination from the light of the sun.

Rabbi Tzaddok proceeds to bring additional proof that Torah
she’b’al peh is associated with “darkness.” We find elsewhere in
the Midrash Tanchuma (Ki Tisa 36) an elucidation of the passuk
(Shemos 34, 28): =71 mn pan a9y DHY3aRT 0P DYSAR ' aY ow
TS, BT RITW YT 7R 2002 11110 11 1t nUapws KRR ,B1 RN nwn
“ool R1w P e b mawn na by rmbn—Moshe was there with
Hashem forty days and forty nights. How did Moshe know
when it was daytime? When HKB”H would teach him Torah
she’b’chsav, he knew it was daytime. When He would teach
him the Oral Law—Mishnah and Talmud—he knew it was
nighttime. So, we see that HKB”H learned Torah she’b’al peh with
Moshe during the night—during the reign of the “darkness.”
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Further substantiation is provided by the Gemara (Sanhedrin
24a) regarding the passuk in Eichah (3, 6): m3»win mownms”
‘923 Hw mrnn e 130 R ,evy snns—“He has placed me in
darkness like the eternally dead.” Rabbi Yirmiyah said: This
refers to the Babylonian Talmud. We learn that engaging in
the study of Torah she’b’al peh is like walking in the dark of night
to reveal its light.

This, then, is the interpretation of the Midrash: “and G-d
separated between the light and the darkness, corresponds to
sefer Bamidbar, which separates between the generation that
left Mitzrayim and the generation that entered the land.” The
generation of the exodus from Mitzrayim learned Torah directly
from Moshe; thus, they represent the “light” of Torah she’b’chsav—
every detail was specified by Heaven. In contrast, the generation
that entered the land learned Torah from Yehoshua. Thus, they
represent “darkness”—requiring the illumination provided by
exertion in the study of Torah she’b’al peh.

The Netziv”’s Interpretation of the Midrash

Now, let us examine the interpretation of the Midrash found in
the great Netziv of Volozhin’s, ztz”], HaEmek Davar (introduction
to sefer Bamidbar). He teaches us that the generation that
exited Mitzrayim under the leadership of Moshe Rabeinu were
privileged to live a miraculous existence—beyond the laws and
confines of nature. They experienced the incredible miracles
associated with the exodus from Mitzrayim and were sustained
by the “mahn”—the bread that fell from heaven—during their
forty-year sojourn in the wilderness. This type of supernatural
existence constitutes a form of “light.”

The existence of the generation that entered the land under the
leadership of Yehoshua bin Nun, however, changed to an existence
based on the laws of nature. When they entered Eretz Yisrael the
“mahn” ceased to fall from heaven; instead they were sustained
solely by the produce of the land. The capture of the land was
accomplished by means of battles conducted within the laws of
nature—this type of warfare actually began in sefer Bamidbar with
Yisrael's wars with the Canaani and Sichon. This type of existence
is analogous to “darkness,” since it is conducted under the cloak of
nature. Here is an excerpt of what the Netziv writes:

WA TR!A,BPIPN 1Ma ' ay N1 mawnt Yonnan X1 1aon 1 apyt”
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N1 712 Doaw nsba nmawn anoa
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This sefer mainly deals with the transformation in the way
the daily lives of Hashem’s people were conducted, from the
time they reached Eretz Yisrael. In the wilderness, they lived a
supernatural existence; in Eretz Yisrael, they lived by the laws of
nature, with Hashem'’s guidance and control concealed.

This transition actually began while they were still in the
wilderness, in the fortieth year. The staff was no longer a
constant feature in Moshe’s hand; it was only used as necessary.
Concerning this transformation, Chazal stated in Bereishis Rabbah
(3): “and G-d separated between the light and the darkness”
corresponds to sefer Bamidbar—which separates between

those who left Mitzrayim and those who entered the land.

Thus, we find two interpretations regarding the Midrash’s
depiction of sefer Bamidbar as: “it separates between those
who left Mitzrayim and those who entered the land.
According to Rabbi Tzaddok, it is referring to the differences in
the way they received and learned Torah. The generation of the
exodus represented Torah she’b’chsav, whereas the generation
entering the land represented Torah she’b’al peh. According to
the Netziv, the generation of the exodus was privileged to live a
supernatural existence whereas the generation that entered the
land lived by the laws of nature.

Torah She’b’chsav and Torah She’b’al Peh—
Supernatural versus Natural

[ was inspired to propose a connection between these two
incredible ideas, based on arevelation from the Maharal of Prague
in Be’er HaGolah (1). HKB”H gave us two types of Torah—Torah
she’b’chsav and Torah she’b’al peh—because they correspond to
the two distinct ways in which HKB”H conducts His universe—
the supernatural and the natural. When obvious miracles are
prevalent, HKB”H is conducting the universe beyond the realm of
nature. When the universe is being conducted within the realm
of nature, it is still being guided and controlled magnificently by
Hashem; however, His management and supervision are cloaked
within the laws of nature, exemplified by the solar system.

As we know, HKB”H created the world by means of the Torah.
As the Midrash explains (B.R. 1, 1):
MURR TN ,EYIPR AR RT13T 77IN2 ViR Yapn it LLaiapn YY o inmIR
“In RYR MPWRA PRT,E9PYR 83 n1wRea (R-K nvwias) In other words,
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HKB”H used the Torah—which is referred to as “reishit’—as a
blueprint to create the heavens and the earth. Clearly, therefore,
the Torah is the source for the two distinct methods by which
HKB”H conducts the universe—by means of miracles or based
on the laws of nature.

According to the Maharal, Torah she’b’chsav—which was
given directly by HKB”H without the veil of Torah scholars on
earth acting as intermediaries—is the source of the supernatural
management of the universe via miracles; it is not veiled within
the laws of nature. Torah she’b’al peh, on the other hand, is
revealed in this world by HKB”H influencing Torah scholars with
His wisdom. They provide chiddushim—novel interpretations—
ofthe Torahin each and every generation. Torah she’b’al pehisthe
source of HKB”H’s management of the universe according to the
laws of nature; His management is cloaked by the guise of Mother
Nature as represented by the stars and the constellations.

We can now appreciate how the two ideas of Rabbi Tzaddok
and the Netziv coincide wonderfully. According, to Rabbi Tzaddok
the distinction between the generation of the exodus and the
generation entering the land relates to how they acquired their
knowledge of Torah. The generation of the exodus attained
Torah in the form of Torah she’b’chsav; whereas, the generation
entering the land attained Torah in the form of Torah she’b’al peh.
Therefore, as the Netziv explains, the generation of the exodus were
privileged to live a supernatural existence emanating from Torah
she’b’chsav; while the generation entering the land lived within
the confines of nature emanating from Torah she’b’al peh.

This explains very nicely the Gemara’s statement (Gittin 60b):
nmY) MmN e Yyaw oeasT Hrawa ’YR YRw oy naa napn nno XY
“DRaw? NRT M2 0K NS YN e e By s (ro-7v—HKB”H only
established a covenant with Yisrael on account of the Oral Law.
HKB”H did not give the Torah to the malachim, because they exist
in a supernatural world, where the revelation of Hashem'’s light
is not concealed; hence, it is not remarkable or noteworthy that
they serve Hashem. Yisrael, on the other hand, serve Hashem
despite the fact that His management and presence are cloaked
by the laws of nature. As explained, this latter form of divine
management stems from Torah she’b’al peh; accordingly, HKB”H
established a covenant with Yisrael in the merit of their efforts
relating to Torah she’b’al peh.

We now stand enlightened to some small degree regarding
Ezra HaSofer’s ingenuity. He instituted that Yisrael would begin
reading sefer Bamidbar annually specifically on the Shabbas
preceding the festival of Shavuos—“zman matan torateinu.”

Shvilei Pinches

As we have learned, Yisrael’s outstanding virtue is that they
accepted not only Torah she’b’chsav but also Torah she’b’al peh.
In the merit of Torah she’b’al peh, HKB”H established a covenant
with them. Therefore, it is only fitting to begin sefer Bamidbar
prior to Matan Torah. For, in sefer Bamidbar HKB”H distinguishes
between those who were part of the exodus from Mitzrayim—
representing Torah she’b’chsav—and those who were privileged
In this
manner, the importance of Torah she’b’al peh is emphasized.

to enter the land—representing Torah she’b’al peh.

This concludes the philosophical portion of this essay.

The Reason HKB”H Designated Bamidbar and
Devarim for the Generation Entering the Land

Continuing along this exalted path, let us now provide a
more esoteric explanation for those who enjoy the approach of
“remez.” Why did HKB”H choose to separate between these two
generations specifically in the last two sefarim of the Torah—
sefer Bamidbar and sefer Devarim? To begin with, let us explain
the formula of the “I'shem yichud” that we recite before the
performance of a mitzvah: %= nwa oYow K12 7“3 0 ow Ty
‘“oxw—for the sake of uniting the two halves of the holy
name—the letters “yud-kei” and “vav-kei”—in complete
unity on behalf of all Yisrael.

The Sefas Emes writes (Bereishis 5664) that the heavens
were created by means of Torah she’b’chsav, while the earth was
created by means of Torah she’b’al peh. He cites the Midrash:
2°115 AT .BYIPR NN T3P RT3 1IN, 1mR TER RRT (R-K 748) wans”
MIN27, 0K IR B 18 YYaWT 3n03W 17INY 1R, 0K 'S - WRaa
Sma byaw min nama yaRm etawn X121 ansaw He points out that
the word “n»wx22” can be broken down to “n*wx=1 2", alluding to
the two distinct components of the “reishit” — Torah she’b’chsav
and Torah she’b’al peh. Thus, the opening passuk of the Torah
states that HKB”H created the world with the Written Torah and
the Oral Torah.

[ would like to propose a novel idea based on a teaching
from the Tikunei Zohar (Introduction 9b). There we learn that
the name Havaya derives from the first letters of the passuk
(Tehillim 96, 11): yax'n Sam mmw'n rme» — let the heavens
be glad, and let the earth rejoice. We see that the two letters
“yud-kei”—representing the two words mmwn wmws—allude
to Torah she’b’chsav, which was used to create the heavens. On
the other hand, the two letters “vav-kei”—representing the two
words yax'nt Yani—allude to Torah she’b’al peh, which was used
to create the earth.
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Searching for a source for this amazing idea, I found it stated
explicitly in the Semichat Chachamim. Here is what he writes:
TN IO RT T 0w XM, A DYaw I B Dwaw NN nenIs a e’
“ansaw He does not explain, however, why the first half of the
holy name—*“yud-kei”—represents Torah she’b’chsav. Yet, based
on what we have learned, it is quite clear. Since these two letters
represent the words m»aw's 1w, they are associated with Torah
she’b’chsav, which was used to create the heavens and is referred
to as “shamayim.”

Now, let us embellish this notion that the name “yud-kei”
alludes to Torah she’b’chsav. Torah she’b’chsav is composed of
the Ten Commandments, which Yisrael heard at Har Sinai—
designated by the letter “yud” with a numerical value of ten—and
the five books of the Torah—designated by the letter “hei” with
a numerical value of five. Together they form the letters “yud-
kei” representing the concept of mmw'n 1w’ — alluding to the
Written Law. On the other hand, the two letters “vav-kei” allude
to Torah she’b’al peh composed of the six orders of the Mishnah
— designated by the letter “vav” with a numerical value of six
— and the fact that their entire purpose is to explain and clarify
the obscure points found throughout the five books of the Torah
— designated by the letter “hei” with a numerical value of five.
Thus, the combination of the two letters “vav-kei” represents the
concept of yax'rt5ams — an allusion to the Oral Law.

So, now, let us address the formula recited before the
performance of a mitzvah: Y= aws mbw RT3 1193 1 W ANY”
‘“oxw—for the sake of uniting the two halves of the holy
name—the letters “yud-kei” and “vav-kei”—in complete
unity on behalf of all Yisrael. Every mitzvah that we perform is
composed of two elements. First, there is the basic performance
of the mitzvah spelled out in the Written Torah. Second, there is
the detailed explanation of the mitzvah spelled out in the Oral
Torah. There is not one single mitzvah mentioned in the Written
Torah that is not addressed in detail in the Oral Torah.

It is for this very reason, that prior to performing any specific
mitzvah, we express our intention to fulfill said mitzvah in the
most ideal manner possible—combining the command as it
appears in Torah she’b’chsav with its unique details as outlined
in Torah she’b’al peh. This intention is conveyed by the formula:
“ms gy 9y — with the purpose of uniting the name “yud-kei”
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— representing @'t e, Torah she’b’chsav--n“1a“—with the
letters “vav-kei”—representing yax'st %am'y, Torah she’b’al peh;
“Oxawe s nwa mbw R1ines” — in complete unity in the name of
all Yisrael—who received these two magnificent components of
the Torah at Har Sinai.

Five Books Corresponding to the
Four Letters of Havaya and the Tip of the “Yud”

Taking the high road, let us now attempt to explain why HKB”"H
chose specifically sefer Bamidbar, the fourth of the “chamishah
chumshei Torah,” to separate between the generation of the
exodus from Mitzrayim and the generation that entered the land.
The Arizal teaches us in Ta’amei HaMitzvot (Ha’azinu), concerning
the mitzvah of writing a sefer Torah, that while performing the
mitzvah one must have in mind that the five books of the Torah
correspond to the name Havaya. Sefer Bereishis corresponds to
the tip of the “yud”; sefer Shemos corresponds to the “yud” itself;
sefer Vayikra corresponds to the first “hei”; sefer Bamidbar
corresponds to the letter “vav”; sefer Devarim corresponds to
the final “hei.”

According to this scheme, the two sefarim—Shemos and
Vayikra--that deal with the generation of the exodus—who as
we have learned represent Torah she’b’chsav—correspond to
the two letters “yud-kei.” We know that these two letters are
an abbreviation for mmw't imaw»—alluding to Torah she’b’chsav
On the other
hand, sefer Bamidbar and sefer Devarim—which deal with the

which was given from the “shamayim” above.

generation that entered the land, representing Torah she’b’al
peh—correspond to the letters “vav-kei.” These two letters are
an abbreviation for yax'st wami—alluding to Torah she’b’al peh,
which is revealed by the Torah scholars down on earth.

This explains why HKB”H chose for the separation between
these two generations to begin specifically with sefer Bamidbar
and to conclude with sefer Devarim. For, these two sefarim
correspond to the final two letters of the name Havaya—the
“vav” and the “hei”—which embody the notion of yax'mt Hamn.
These two letters represent Torah she’b’al peh, which was
given primarily to the generation entering the land under the
leadership of Yehoshua. He was the first person to receive Torah
she’b’al peh—directly from the mouth of Moshe Rabeinu.
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