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Borders Built of Roses

Why Do the Borders Around Mt. Sinai Occupy Such a Major Part
of the Story?

By Rabbi Y.Y. Jacobson
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Dedicated by David and Eda Schottenstein
in the loving memory of
Rabbi Gavriel Noach and Rivki Holtzberg
And all of the Mumbai Kedoshim

And in the loving memory of a young soul
Alta Shula Swerdlov
Daughter of Rabbi Yossi and Hindel Swerdlov

Accompanying Curriculum:
1. Sources
2. Questions and Exercises

1. Sources:

~ro~s

1. Yisro
19:12

12. And you shall set boundaries for the people around,
saying, Beware of ascending the mountain or touching
its edge; whoever touches the mountain shall surely be
put to death.'

13. No hand shall touch it, for he shall be stoned or cast
down; whether man or beast, he shall not live. When
the ram's horn sounds a long, drawn out blast, they
may ascend the mountain."

20. The Lord descended upon Mount Sinai, to the peak
of the mountain, and the Lord summoned Moses to the
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peak of the mountain, and Moses ascended.

21. The Lord said to Moses, "Go down, warn the people
lest they break [their formation to go nearer] to the
Lord, and many of them will fall.

22. And also, the priests who go near to the Lord shall
prepare themselves, lest the Lord wreak destruction
upon them."

23. And Moses said to the Lord, "The people cannot
ascend to Mount Sinai, for You warned us saying, Set
boundaries for the mountain and sanctify it." "

24. But the Lord said to him, "Go, descend, and [then]
you shall ascend, and Aaron with you, but the priests
and the populace shall not break [their formation] to
ascend to the Lord, lest He wreak destruction upon
them."

25. So Moses went down to the people and said [this]
to them.

20:1

1. God spoke all these words, to respond:
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2. Rashi
Yisro 19:24

‘Go, descend’: And warn them a second time. We
admonish a person before the act [he is to perform],
and we admonish him again at the time of the act
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[when it is to be performed]. - VYN
3. Mishpatim ovavn .3
22:4 1,29

4. If a man leads his animals into a field or a vineyard, or
lets his animal loose and it eats in another's field...
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4. Song of Songs
7:3

3. Your navel is [like] a round basin, where no mixed
wine is lacking; your belly is [like] a stack of wheat,
fenced in with roses.
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5. Midrash Rabbah
Song of Songs

‘A stack of wheat (chitim)’ refers to a stack of sins
(chatoim). ‘Fenced in with roses’ refers to words of
Torah which are as soft as roses.

How many Mitzvos and details are there in the Laws in
the halachik worg of “Toras Kohanim!” There are so
many details, smaller and larger how a sacrifice may
become invalid!

R. Levi said: When a Jewish man marries a woman, at
the age of 30 or 40, he spends much money on the
wedding and finally wants to consummate the
marriage. She tells him ‘I saw an emission of
[menstrual] blood as red as a rose,” and he will
immediately physically separate from her [as the law of
family purity requires]. Who caused him to separate? Is
there a wall of iron between them? Is there a steel
pillar? Did a snake threaten to bite him? A scorpion?
Why will he not approach her? It is only the words of
Torah which are as soft as a rose, and it is written
(Leviticus 18) “Do not approach a woman in the
uncleaness of her period.”

Likewise if one is brought a dish of meat, but then is
told “forbidden fats fell into this’ and he refrains and
does not eat it, who caused him to do this? Did a snake
threaten to bite him? A scorpion prevent him from
eating it? No! It is only the words of Torah which are as
soft as roses, and it is written (Leviticus 3) “Do not eat
fats or blood.”
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6. Talmud Gittin
13a

A slave wants anarchy; he craves crassness, instant
gratification, and promiscuity.
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7. Tzafnas Paneach
Yisro 19:23

The nation cannot ascend [the mountain]. Moses
means to say, that at the time of the giving of the
Torah, the evil inclination was uprooted from their
hearts, hence they cannot do that which is forbidden to
them. It is thus naturally impossible for them to ascend
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the mountain [after G-d prohibited this]... Because
Moses did not that they would eventually sin.
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9. Tosefta
Bava Kama 7:3

When the Jews stood before Mount Sinai, they
attempted to ‘cheat’ G-d’s supernal knowledge, as it
says, (Exodus 24) “All that G-s has spoken, we will fulfill,
and adhere to” and this is as if they lied to Him!
Therefore it is written (Deuteronomy 5) [G-d says] “If
only their hearts be like this: to fear Me etc.” And if you
say that G-d did not know that they would eventually
sin, it is written (Psalms 78) “And they beguiled Him
with their mouth, and with their tongues they lied to
Him, their hearts were not sincere.” Nevertheless,
(Psalms ibid) “He is merciful and forgiving of sin,” and it
is written (Proverbs 26) “Burning lips and a wicked
heart are like silver overlaid with earthenware.”
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8. Or Hachaim
Parshat Acharei

The extreme love of G-d that the righteous Tzadikim
posses is such, that even as they sense their own death
approaching, they do not hold back from cleaving to G-
d with sweetness, pleasantness, friendship, cherishing,
desire and sweetness until the moment that their soul
actually expires...
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2. Questions and Exercises

1. G-d cautions three times, “Do not cross the boundary blockading Mt. Sinai.” Why do the
borders around Mt. Sinai occupy such a major part of the story?

2. Do you have absolute boundaries in your life? Do you sometimes cross your own
boundaries?

3. How do we teach our youth about “borders?”

4. According to the Ragatchover Gaon, what were the two differing perspectives of Moses and
G-d?

5. Is Judaism about imposing borders on life, or is it about transcending borders?
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