Turning Points: Leaving Sinai 
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Have you ever noticed how the narrative of Torah fizzles out in the middle of the book of Shemot and is replaced with the intricacies of law upon law? The story doesn’t really get going again until ten chapters into the book of Bamidbar. That hefty middle chunk of Torah is taken up with the year our ancestors spent at Mt Sinai. 
Their time at “God’s mountain” (Shemot 18:5) is a real contrast to the human drama of the Exodus that preceded it. What must it have been like? Under Divine instruction they built a Tabernacle so that God could “dwell amongst them” (Exodus 25:8), they were told to imitate God by “becoming holy because I am holy.” (Vayikra 19:2) and they were introduced to a whole calendar cycle of religious festivals (Vayikra 23).

Leaving Sinai was such a shock that our Sefer Torah depicts it with a unique graphic device. Two upside-down backwards floating Hebrew letter nuns bracket our departure from that holy hill. This turning point of Torah can be seen as the transition from experiencing a spiritual high to facing the challenges of everyday life. Yeshiva bochurs feel it when they come home; you may feel it on the way back from shul after Yom Kippur; I try to focus on it when I take three steps back out of the Amidah. 

But in the midrash you also find something else. The moment of leaving Sinai is compared to “children running away from school after class is over.” (Yelamdeinu 4: Behaalotecha 21). In this reading the people felt burdened by the weight of law and couldn’t wait to leave. If we’re honest, that sentiment is also familiar to us... and it is not necessarily a contradiction. Spiritual closeness can be both terrific and terrible, religious intimacy both awesome and awful. That, I think, is the true nature of things that really matter.
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