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Cut the Chase
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The Torah mentions that Yisro joined Klal Yisrael in the
"midbar". It seems superfluous to mention that he came
to the midbar; from previous parshiyos it is already known
that Bnei Yisrael were in the desert.

The pasuk repeats Bnei Yisrael’s location in order to praise
Yisro. Yisro could have remained comfortably in Midyan,
yet he chose to forsake all his riches and come to a desolate
midbar in order to learn Torah (Rashi).

Yisro’s descendants learned from his actions.

The first shofet, Asniel ben Kenaz, lived in a city described
as “eretz hanegev” (Shoftim 1:15). His house was bare of
amenities; it contained only Torah.

At that time, the grandchildren of Yisro lived in the
fruitful land of Yericho, as Rashi learns from the words “ir
ha’temarim” in the next pasuk (1:16).

Yet the talmidim among Yisro’s descendants chose to
forsake the fat of the land of Yericho, and they joined
Asniel ben Kenaz in the midbar to learn Torah.

The implication is that in order to learn Torah, one must
go to the midbar, away from all gashmius.

The pasuk in Chukas (Bamidbar 21:18) says, “Umi'midbar
matanah” — Torah can be acquired in a midbar. Chazal say
that Torah can be found by someone who lives as if he is
in the midbar, someone whose life is devoid of luxury and
indulgence.

Chazal (Midrash Hagadol, Shemos 19:2) say that just as a
midbar is stripped of all comforts, so too, divrei Torah can
only be retained by a person who separates himself from
luxuries. The words “Umi'midbar matanah” imply that the
Torah only lasts if one lives like a midbar.

Yet, the Midrash (Bamidbar Rabbah [Vilna] 1:2)
enumerates the comforts and enjoyments Hashem
provided Brnei Yisrael with in the midbar.

“Did I treat the Bnei Yisrael as one treats people in a desert?

17 Rav Berel Soloveitchik lived in a
n ’w WWND small apartment in Yerushalayim
that reflected neither comfort nor aesthetics.

The kitchen was so small that it did not require a mezuzah
upon entering; Rav Berel placed the mezuzah instead on
the opposite side, since the doorway opened into the main
living space. One of the walls even had a large gaping hole
which the inhabitants didn’t seem too bothered by.

At one point, prospective mechutanim came to visit.
They were wealthy, well established European balabatim,
and the sight of the apartment clearly unsettled them.
The sparseness of the home, its visible disrepair, and the
absence of basic comforts left them taken aback. One

Normally, when a mortal king goes out to the wilderness, does
he find there the comforts he has in his palace—food or drink?
Yet you were slaves in Egypt, and I took you out from there. I
had you recline on couches, in the manner of kings, resting on
their beds. You ate the mann; I surrounded you with Clouds of
Glory; and the well accompanied you, in the merit of Miriam...”

This seems to contradict the implication of previous
Chazal, that the midbar is devoid of all luxuries.

Rav Avraham Yehoshua Soloveitchik shlita reconciles
the opposing statements. The uniqueness of the midbar
environment liesless in the absence of gashmiyus than in the
fact that it is a place where one cannot pursue gashmiyus.

The mann was superb; the ananei hakavod provided
utmost comfort; the Beer shel Miriam was wonderful. At
the same time, they only had what Hashem gave them, and
they had no opportunity to seek additional gashmius.

The impediment to Torah learning is not gashmius per
se; the problem is the pursuit of gashmius. One can learn
Torah only when he is singly focused on learning. If he
is lucky to be provided for by generous parents or have a
comfortable yeshivah, that’s fine. But he should behave as
if he is in the midbar — by taking what he’s given and not
pursuing anything more. In this way, one can be zocheh to
“mi’'midbar matanah.”

One can take inspiration from Yisro, who left all his
worldly affairs to embrace the Torah in the midbar. One
can follow the example of the talmidim among Yisro’s
descendants who left the opportunities of Yericho and
joined Asniel ben Kenaz in the Negev — menugav m’kol tuv.

When a president is elected, he is expected to divest
himself of his business affairs. He may continue owning
his assets, but they are ideally placed in a blind trust. He
must be single-mindedly focused on running the country,
without any distractions or conflict of interest.

So too, when one learns Torah, he may continue to have
comfort, but he must not pursue them. He must engage
single-mindedly in Torah.

could almost sense the unspoken question hanging in the
air. Is this what it means to marry into a Brisker family? Is
such a life expected and required?

Sensing their consternation, Rav Berel addressed it
directly. He wanted to be clear that what they were seeing
was not a mandate, not an ideal imposed on others, and
certainly not a “Brisker requirement.” He explained:

One does not live this way because one must live this way.
One lives this way because one is able to live this way.

The value was not poverty, deprivation, or austerity for
its own sake. The value was independence from material
need and the ability to live simply if circumstances demand
it.

Readers of Me'or Hazayis can submit stories about the Rosh Yeshivah, Rav Shneur zt"], for publication in upcoming editions.



