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The Choice of the Tribe of Reuben
Rabbi David Horwitz

Numbers chapter 32 describes the choice of the 
tribe of Reuben and Gad to settle in the east 
bank of the Jordan River, instead of settling 

with the rest of the children of Israel on the west bank. 
From studying the commentary of the Netziv (R. Naftali 
Zvi Yehudah Berlin, in Ha‘ameq Davar) on the relevant 
verses in the Parashah, one can get the conclusion that the 
choice was not that of “good versus evil.” Rather, it was a 
choice between different conceptions of what is “good.” 
For sure, obtaining land for one’s flocks and families and 
living on that land is a noble endeavor. The anger of Moshe 
Rabbenu, however, was predicated upon the fact that it was 
nonetheless a wrong choice. The higher good would have 
been to settle with the rest of the children of Israel on the 
other side of the Jordan River, in the “land flowing with 
milk and honey.” The children of the tribe of Reuben (and 
of Gad) made an inappropriate decision.

The historian Amos Funkenstein famously described 
R. Moshe ben Nahman, the Ramban, as virtually unique 
in his application of the principle of ma‘aseh avot siman 
la-banim (the deeds of the fathers are a sign for the 
children) to biblical narratives, that is, his theory of 
biblical typological pre-figuration. For example, Ramban 
understands that Abraham’s sojourn in Egypt prefigured 
the stay of his descendants in that land. Funkenstein 
further theorized that this approach was not adopted 
by other Jewish commentators because the Christians, 
for their part, utilized the exact same methodology to 
prove specifically how various events and characters in 
the Old Testament prefigured those depicted in the New 
Testament, and for this reason Ramban himself limited his 
use of pre-figuration to patriarchal narratives. (See his book 
Perceptions of Jewish History, [Berkeley and Los Angeles, 
1993], Chapter 4 [Medieval Exegesis and Historical 
Consciousness], “History and Typology: Nahmanides’ 

Reading of the Biblical Narrative,” pp. 98-121.) The 
historian Marc Saperstein, on the other hand, who has 
studied, transcribed and published derashot of Rabbis 
throughout the ages, strongly disagreed with Funkenstein. 
In Saperstein’s view, as expressed in his article, “Jewish 
Typological Exegesis after Nahmanides,” Jewish Studies 
Quarterly 1:2 (11993-94), pp. 158-70, Ramban may 
indeed have been the first major Jewish commentator to 
engage in typological biblical exegesis, but it continued 
thereafter and continues up until today.

Following Saperstein’s approach, I would say that from 
one perspective, we can view the actions of the tribe of 
Reuben as following the typological example set by their 
forefather Reuben, as indicated in the Book of Genesis. 
Just as Reuben, the eldest son of Jacob was impetuous, and 
his hasty decisions were incorrect, his descendants as well 
did not think before they made decisions.

The biblical commentator Ralbag (Gersonides; R. Levi 
ben Gershom) [1288-1344] reads this understanding of 
Reuben into the criticism by his father, the patriarch Jacob, 
at the end of Genesis:

Reuben, you are my first- born, My might and first fruit of 
my vigor, Exceeding in rank, And exceeding in honor. Unstable 
as water, you shall excel no longer; For when you mounted 
your father’s bed, You brought disgrace- my couch he mounted 
(Genesis 49:3-4).

According to Ralbag, Reuben’s basic character flaw 
was his impulsive hastiness. Reuben acted upon impulse 
without any prior intellectual calculation in the matter of 
Bilhah. Moreover, Reuben also committed a similar hasty 
verbal faux pas when his father was beside himself upon 
hearing that his sons wanted to take his son Benjamin to 
the mysterious ruler of Egypt. Jacob at first resisted sending 
Benjamin to Egypt with his brothers.

Their father Jacob said to them, “It is always me that you 
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Our Brother’s Keepers
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb 

As Sefer Bamidbar draws to a close, a potential 
schism in the Jewish people is confronted. Their 
sojourn in the desert is almost complete and the 

people are primed and undoubtedly excited to finally enter 
Eretz Yisroel. And then, shockingly, representatives of the 
tribes of Reuven and Gad approach Moshe to request that 
they be allowed to settle in the fertile plains of the east 
bank of the Jordan River and not enter Israel (Bamidbar 
32:1-5). One can only imagine the sense of hurt and 
betrayal that the rest of the nation must have felt upon 
hearing this request and, in fact, Moshe’s initial response 
reflects these emotions. Only after questions about Reuven 
and Gad’s sense of loyalty and duty – “Shall your brothers 
go out to battle while you settle here?” – were answered 
does Moshe ultimately grant the two tribe’s request.

At the end of the story, however, when all of the drama 
seems to have passed, a careful reading of the text yields 
a significant surprise. When Moshe allows them to settle 
on the east bank of the Jordan, he addresses his comments 
to, “the tribe of Reuven, to the tribe of Gad, and to half 
of the tribe of Menashe the son of Yosef ” (32:33). All of 
the commentators struggle to understand the surprising 
addition of Menashe who has not been mentioned at any 

previous stage of the discussion. Why does Moshe include 
the tribe of Menashe and how do two tribes become two 
and a half?

Various suggestions have been offered (see, for example, 
the comments of Ibn Ezra and Ramban) but perhaps the 
most intriguing is the theory proposed by the Midrash, 
which draws an association between this division of 
Menashe – half remaining on the east bank and half 
entering the Land of Israel – and the painful family history 
of this tribe. The Midrash suggests that because Yosef 
caused his brothers to rend their garments when he had his 
royal goblet placed in Binyamin’s bag (Bereishis 44:13), 
his descendants – the tribe of Menashe – were torn into 
two, inhabiting different sides of the Jordan. The apparent 
message of the Midrash is that splitting the tribe of 
Menashe into two parts is a kind of kapparah, atonement, 
for the pain caused by Yosef ’s mistreatment of his brothers.

Taken at face value, however, the causal connection 
suggested by the Midrash is difficult to understand. In what 
meaningful way does splitting the tribe of Menashe atone 
for the actions of Yosef?

Rav Moshe Sternbuch (Tuv Ta’am Ve’Da’as) suggests, 
beautifully, that the Midrash actually has a deeper meaning 

bereave: Joseph is no more and Simeon is no more and 
now you would take away Benjamin. These things always 
happen to me!” (Genesis 42:36).

Reuben’s response is no less passionate.
Then Reuben said to his father, “You may kill my two sons if 

I do not bring him back to you. Put him in my care, and I will 
return him to you” (Genesis 42:37).

Ralbag’s critique of Reuben is unsparing.
With these words Reuben said something crazy, and that is 

why Jacob did not bother to answer him. The Torah recorded 
this incident to teach that Reuben was not wise….A wise man 
would not be seduced into performing…ugly deeds. (R. Levi 
ben Gershom, Commentary on the Torah, ed. Baruch Braner 
and Eli Freiman (Ma‘ale Adumim, 1993), Vol. I (Genesis), p. 
492 (my translation)).

According to Ralbag, Reuben’s sin in the matter of 
Bilhah (however one interprets it) and his verbal response 
to his father regarding Benjamin were both manifestations 

of the same basic character flaw: mehirut (hastiness.). 
Mehirut, moreover, is a foolish trait that acts against a 
person’s long-range considered self-interest. And one who 
acts foolishly cannot act in one’s self-interest.

Looking at the Parashah typologically, just perhaps the 
behavior of the children of Reuben expressed the same 
trait as their forefather. They immediately saw the lush 
grasslands of the Transjordan, and made a hasty decision 
to settle there. They should have realized that rational 
decisions cannot be exercised with mehirut.

Thinkers from the Ralbag to R. Moshe Hayyim Luzzatto 
in Mesilat Yesharim have emphasized the distinction 
between mehirut and rational, disciplined use of one’s 
sekhel, one’s intellect. One who carefully uses his intellect 
to make, judicious, calibrated decision will indeed have a 
better chance of obtaining the equanimity that is itself a 
precondition for obtaining more knowledge of God and 
His world. 
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This week’s parsha opens with an account of the 
laws of vows and oaths. What is it doing here near 
the end of the book of Numbers, as the Israelites 

approach the destination of their journey to the promised 
land?

Vows and oaths are obligations created by words. They 
are commitments to do something or refrain from doing 
something. A vow, neder, affects the status of an object. I 
may vow not to eat something. That something is now, for 
me, forbidden food. An oath, shevuah, affects the person 
not the object. What is now forbidden is not the food 
but the act of eating it. Both acts bind: that is the primary 
meaning of the word issar.

Such is the sanctity of such undertakings that there 
are demanding rules that have to be met if they are to be 
annulled. You cannot do it yourself: the parsha sets out 
some of the ground rules, the rest of which were supplied 
by the oral tradition. So seriously does Judaism treat verbal 

undertakings that one act of annulment, Kol Nidrei, takes 
place at the start of the holiest day of the year, Yom Kippur.

The superficial reason for the law of vows appearing 
here is that the previous section of the Torah dealt with 
communal sacrifices. Individuals also brought sacrifices, 
sometimes because they were bound to do so but at other 
times because they voluntary chose to do so. Hence the 
laws of voluntary undertakings.

But there is a deeper reason. The Israelites were nearing 
the land. They were about to construct a society unlike 
any other. It was to be a free society based on a covenant 
between the people and G-d. The rule of law was to be 
secured not by the use of force but by people honouring 
their moral commitments, their voluntary undertaking to 
G-d that what He commanded, they would do.

A covenantal society is one in which words are holy, 
sacrosanct. This is the principle at the heart of Judaism as a 
code of collective freedom, a constitution of liberty.

Keeping Our Word
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

in mind. He explains that the true intent is to provide an 
insight into how the children of Yosef might mend the 
tear of sinas chinam, baseless hatred that had plagued the 
family of Yaakov for generations; not an atonement but, 
more importantly, an antidote.

By dividing the tribe of Menashe a situation was created 
whereby family members would be forced to exert extra 
effort to maintain their relationship with each other. 
Unable to rely on geographic proximity to naturally sustain 
the connection – they wouldn’t just “run into each other” 
at shul or at the supermarket – special commitment and 
dedication was required to keep up the connection with 
brothers and sisters and cousins. While the separation 
of members of the tribe from each other might, on the 
one hand, strain their relationship, on the other hand it 
guaranteed that they could not be complacent or take 
things for granted.

This mentality and these extra efforts, R. Sternbuch 
suggests, are the remedy that the Midrash is prescribing 
for healing – and better yet, preventing – the painful 
wounds of sinas chinam. Moshe understood that splitting 
up the tribe of Menashe this would necessitate extra 
communication between family members and additional 
visits back and forth, and in this way hopefully prevent 

the two sides of the Jordan from becoming two separate 
peoples.

Unfortunately we are confronted with the same 
problems that faced the Jewish people in the desert. 
And while there is no easy – or one – solution, there is 
something important that we can learn from Moshe: 
As the saying goes, “the best defense is a good offense.” 
Similarly, the best defense against divisiveness and 
machlokes is to make a proactive and concentrated effort 
to maintain peaceful and loving relationships with our 
fellow Jews. The time and energy spent reaching out to 
others who live figuratively “far away” from us will have the 
dual benefit of preventing many problems from coming 
about in the first place and can also be of enormous help in 
effectively dealing with issues should and when they arise.

With just over two weeks until Tisha B’Av, this timeless 
message is certainly timely as well. The Talmud (Yoma 
9) famously asserts that the cause of the destruction of 
the second Beis Ha-Mikdash was none other than sinas 
chinam. In order to rectify this pernicious problem and 
to be worthy of the redemption we must do whatever is 
necessary to cultivate ahavas Yisroel, the love of all of our 
fellow Jews – whether they live in Israel, to the west, or to 
the east.
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This needs explanation. Any society needs laws. 
Without that, it descends into anarchy. There are three 
reasons why people obey laws. The first is that they will be 
punished if they don’t. This is a society based on power. 
The second is that it is to their advantage to do so. This is a 
society based on self-interest.

Both have shortcomings. Power corrupts. So, at times, 
does the pursuit of self-interest. When power is corrupted, 
there is a loss of freedom. When self-interest prevails, 
there is a loss of social cohesion. When people care about 
themselves but not others, the successful thrive while 
others suffer. Justice and compassion give way to greed and 
exploitation.

The Torah sets forth a third way, in which people obey 
the law because they have voluntarily undertaken to do 
so. This is a society based not on power or the pursuit of 
self-interest but on freely embraced moral obligation. The 
Torah is the story of how the Israelites came to this unique 
and radical idea: the politics of covenant.

Ironically it was one of the great critics of Judaism, 
Friedrich Nietzsche, who had the insight to see that the 
capacity to bind ourselves by words is the basis of both 
morality and human freedom. This is what he says in his 
book, On the Genealogy of Morality:

To breed an animal with the prerogative to promise – is 
that not precisely the paradoxical task which nature has 
set herself with regard to humankind? is it not the real 
problem of humankind?

Homo sapiens is distinguished from other animals by 
its use of language. That is well known. What Nietzsche 
saw, however, is that we use language in many different 
ways. We use it to describe, communicate, categorise 
and explain. Language in this sense is a kind of picture of 
reality, a translation of what is into a set of signs, symbols 
and images.

But we can also use language in a quite different way – 
not to describe what is, but to commit ourselves to some 
form of behaviour in the future.

So for instance when a groom says to his bride under 
the chuppah, “Behold you are betrothed to me . . .” he 
is not describing a marriage. He is getting married. He 
is undertaking a set of obligations to the woman he has 
chosen as his wife. Philosophers nowadays call this a 
performative utterance.

Nietzsche saw how fundamental this is to the human 
condition:

In order to have that degree of control over the future, 
man must first learn to distinguish between what happens by 
accident and what by design . . . and before he can do this, man 
himself will really have to become reliable, regular, necessary, 
even in his own self-image, so that he, as someone making a 
promise is, is answerable for his own future!

When we bind ourselves by words we are using language 
not to describe but to create – to create an orderly future 
out of the chaos of human instincts and desires. What 
makes humans unique is not just the use of language. 
Other animals use forms of language. Dolphins do. So 
do primates. Even bees do complex dances that convey 
information to other bees.

What is unique to humans is that we use language to 
bind our own future behaviour so that we can form with 
other human beings bonds of mutuality and trust. One 
such bond is the promise. Another is marriage. A third – 
unique to Judaism – is society understood as a covenant, 
a set of mutually binding promises between the Jewish 
people and G-d.

It is this use of language, not to describe something 
already in existence but to create something that didn’t 
exist before, that links us to G-d. G-d used words to bring 
the natural universe into being: “And G-d said . . . and there 
was.” We use words to bring a social universe into being. 
What the Torah is telling us is that words create because 
words are holy: that is to say, they bind. When words bind, 
they generate trust. Trust is to society what predictability is 
to nature: the basis of order as opposed to chaos.

Social institutions in a free society depend on trust, and 
trust means that we keep our word. We do what we say 
we are going to do. If we make a vow, an oath, a promise, 
a verbal undertaking, then we hold ourselves bound by 
it. This means that we will actually fulfil our commitment 
unless we can establish that, due to circumstances 
unforeseeable at the time, we are simply unable to do so.

If trust breaks down, social relationships break down, 
and then society depends on law enforcement agencies or 
some other use of force. When force is widely used, society 
is no longer free. The only way free human beings can 
form collaborative and cooperative relationships without 
recourse to force is by the use of verbal undertakings 
honoured by those who make them.

Freedom needs trust; trust needs people to keep their 
word; and keeping your word means treating words as 
holy, vows and oaths as sacrosanct. Only under very 
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Pinchas Avenges the Midianites
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald 

In last week’s parasha, parashat Pinchas, we read of how 
Pinchas the son of Elazar kills Zimri and Cozbi, who 
had performed a public act of harlotry. For his actions, 

Pinchas is rewarded with (Numbers 25:12) “B’riti Shalom,” 
G-d’s covenant of peace and (Numbers 25:13) a “Brit 
k’hoo’naht oh’lahm,” a covenant of everlasting priesthood.

Immediately following this fateful episode, G-d 
commands Moses to declare war against the Midianites. 
According to the Midrash, when Balaam saw that he was 
unable to curse Israel, he resorted to an old foolproof 
formula to defeat the Israelites, sending the Moabite and 
Midianite women to seduce the Israelite men. In Numbers 
25:9, we learn that 24,000 Israelite men died in a plague–a 
Divine punishment for their iniquitous behavior.

In parashat Matot, 12,000 Israelite soldiers are 
mobilized to wage war against the Midianites. Scripture, 
in Numbers 31:6, states that the soldiers are led by 
none other than Pinchas the son of Elazar the Priest, 
“La’tzah’vah, oo’chlay ha’kodesh va’cha’tzohtz’roht 
ha’t’roo’ah b’yah’doh,” who goes out to war with the sacred 
vessels, and with the trumpets for sounding in his hand.

The Israelites battle valiantly and vanquish the army of 
Midian, taking the Midianite wives, children, cattle and all 
of the Midianites’ belongings as spoils of war. All the cities 
of Midian and encampments were then burned with fire.

Despite this great victory, some Midianites survived, as 
there are records of Midianites who live in later periods of 
Jewish history. The commentators conclude that only the 
Midianite clans who resided in the neighborhood of Moab 

were decimated. Those who resided elsewhere were not 
harmed.

The rabbis ask why the Moabites were not punished 
along with the Midianites, because they too were involved 
in the seduction of Jewish men. Rashi explains that the 
Moabites had a seemingly valid excuse for attacking 
Israel, because they were fearful of the Israelites who were 
encamped at the borders of their territory. The Midianites, 
however, were not threatened by the Israelites. Indeed, 
they were motivated by sheer hatred. Rashi also suggests 
that the Moabites were spared because of an exceptional 
woman who was to emerge from Moab, Ruth the 
Moabitess.

Rashi questions why Pinchas was specifically chosen to 
lead the battle against Midian, and not his father, Elazar, 
the High Priest? Rashi cites the well-known principle 
( Jerusalem Talmud, Pesachim 10:5) that one who begins 
the fulfillment of a commandment (mitzvah) is encouraged 
to finish it. As Pinchas had killed Cozbi the daughter of 
Zur, it was he who was chosen to lead the battle against the 
seducing nation.

Citing an alternative explanation, Rashi states 
that Pinchas was chosen to lead the battle against the 
Midianites so that he could avenge the actions of the 
Midianites against Joseph, the ancestor of his mother, 
who had been sold to Egypt by the Midianite merchants 
(Genesis 37:36).

An additional explanation offered by Rashi is that 
Pinchas was “Meshuach Milchamah,” a specially 

special and precisely formulated circumstances can you 
be released from your undertakings. That is why, as the 
Israelites approached the holy land where they were to 
create a free society, they had to be reminded of the sacred 
character of vows and oaths.

The temptation to break your word when it is to your 
advantage to do so can sometimes be overwhelming. That 
is why belief in G-d – a G-d who oversees all we think, say 
and do, and who holds us accountable to our commitments 
– is so fundamental. Although it sounds strange to is 
now, the father of toleration and liberalism, John Locke 
(England, 17th century) held that citizenship should not 
be extended to atheists because, not believing in G-d, they 

could not be trusted to honour their word.
So the appearance of laws about vows and oaths at 

the end of the book of Bemidbar, as the Israelites are 
approaching the holy land, is no accident, and the moral 
is still relevant today. A free society depends on trust. 
Trust depends on keeping your word. That is how humans 
imitate G-d by using language to create.

Words create moral obligations, and moral obligations, 
undertaken responsibly and honoured faithfully, create the 
possibility of a free society.

So – always do what you say you are going to do. If we 
fail to keep our word, eventually we will lose our freedom.
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Parshas Matos describes how the shevatim of Reuven 
and Gad sought to settle in Ever Ha-Yarden (the east 
bank of the Jordan). When these tribes approached 

Moshe Rabbeinu about their request, he chastised them; 
however, the parties subsequently reached a suitable 
agreement, whereby the members of Shevet Reuven and 
Shevet Gad would be granted land in Ever Ha-Yarden, but 
they would have to first fight the battles to conquer Eretz 
Yisroel and refrain from dwelling in their Ever Ha-Yarden 
territories until the conquest of Eretz Yisroel was complete.

Although the leadership of Reuven and Gad was 
very forthcoming in its offer and totally sincere in its 
commitment to follow through with its part of the 
above agreement, B’nei Reuven and B’nei Gad were 
nonetheless criticized by Chazal even after their sincere 
offer, agreement and reconciliation with Moshe. Medrash 
Rabbah (22:7) explains that since these two shevatim 
placed too much emphasis on their material possessions 
(see Rashi on Bamidbar 32:16 from Tanchuma), they 

ended up separating themselves from the rest of K’lal 
Yisroel and dwelling outside Eretz Yisroel proper, and were 
thus the first of the tribes to be exiled.

It is interesting that the narrative about the request of 
Shevet Reuven and Shevet Gad to settle in Ever Ha-Yarden 
appears in the Torah immediately after the war against 
Midian. Is there any relationship between these events?

 Chazal note that Moshe was joyful and alacritous in 
his fulfillment of the command to wage war on Midian 
to avenge for that nation’s ensnarement of B’nei Yisroel 
into sin at Ba’al Pe’or, even though Moshe was told that he 
would die after the war. (Rashi on ibid. 31:3, from Sifri) 
Chazal’s praise of Moshe addresses his simcha and zerizus 
- his delight, readiness and zeal - to perform Hashem’s 
command, even at the sacrifice of Moshe’s life. Perhaps, 
however, there is something additional that Chazal were 
aiming to convey; maybe there was something else that was 
unique about Moshe’s readiness to wage the war?

Although Midian was no ally of the Jews, Midian had 

Rising Above Human Nature
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer 

designated priest whose task it was to counsel the army 
before battle, and encourage them not to lose heart. The 
Kohen who leads the people out to battle would also wear 
the sacred garments of the High Priest, and would have the 
ability to inquire of G-d through the Urim v’Tumim of the 
breastplate, if the need should arise.

There may very well be an additional reason that 
Pinchas was chosen to lead the troops in avenging the 
Midianites. In Jewish law, witnesses who testify in capital 
cases are required to serve as executioners if the accused is 
convicted.

As we have noted in previous studies, Jewish law does 
its very best to discourage the actual implementation 
of capital punishment. By excluding women as capital 
witnesses, the Jewish legal system eliminates fifty percent 
of the witness pool and makes it almost impossible for 
anyone to ever be convicted due to the very technical 
and detailed requirements of testimony. Another way of 
discouraging witnesses, and to make certain that there 
would be no inaccuracies in the witness’ testimony, was 
to require the witnesses to personally administer the 
punishment of those convicted.

Although the priest designated to lead the people in 
battle does not physically fight, there does seem to be a 

parallel here with Pinchas and capital witnesses. Pinchas 
was the first to step forward and accuse Cozbi and Zimri 
of harlotry. While it is true that Pinchas took the law into 
his own hands, he is now charged with leading the battle 
against the entire Midianite people, who are accused of 
idolatry and harlotry.

As previously noted, Pinchas was rewarded by G-d for 
his act of zealotry with an eternal covenant of peace. How 
could a person like Pinchas, who violently executed Zimri 
and Cozbi, and now leads the people in battle against the 
entire Midianite nation, ever be a faithful representative of 
G-d’s “eternal covenant of peace?”

This conundrum brings to mind the well-known 
dictum of the Midrash Rabbah, Ecclesiastes 7:10, warning 
that “one who is merciful in a time when he should be 
cruel, will ultimately be cruel in a time when he should 
be merciful.” It was Pinchas’ so-called act of cruelty that 
brought peace and tranquility to the people of Israel, and 
provided stability to the surrounding areas.

It is an important message to bear in mind, as Israel 
today is increasingly surrounded by hostile enemies who 
wish to not only vanquish Israel, but to uproot and destroy 
the entire Jewish state. Only through heightened vigilance 
can this malicious plot be foiled.
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been a source of personal blessing for Moshe in his earlier 
years. Moshe fled for his life from Mitzrayim and found 
shelter in Midian; Moshe’s wife was of Midianite stock, 
and he started his family in Midian; Moshe’s father-in-law 
had been a prestigious leader in Midian. Yes, Midian now 
deserved to be defeated due its terrible actions at Ba’al 
Pe’or; nevertheless, one might think that Moshe internally 
harbored some feelings of hesitation to attack Midian, 
as Midian had been such a source of goodness for him, 
despite its recent aggression.

Perhaps it is this sentiment that Chazal additionally 
had in mind when praising Moshe for his simcha and 
zerizus to carry out the war against Midian. Moshe 
had benefitted so much from Midian, and one might 
expect that an underlying emotional bond would deter 
Moshe’s enthusiasm about waging war on Midian. (V. 
Da’as Zekeimin Bi-Ba’alei Ha-Tosafos on Bamidbar 31:6, 
from Bamidbar Rabbah 22:4.) Therefore did Chazal laud 
Moshe, as any latent personal feelings on Moshe’s part 
did not get in the way of God’s command in the slightest; 
Moshe fulfilled Hashem’s mitzvah with full simcha and 
zeal.

This appears to be connected to the incident of B’nei 
Reuven and B’nei Gad. These shevatim made a gracious 
offer to assist their brethren and to take full responsibility 
to fight for the conquest of Eretz Yisroel. The agreement 
reached between Moshe and the tribes of Reuven and 
Gad seemed to be perfect – these shevatim would do their 
share, and they could thus settle in Ever Ha-Yarden without 
guilt and with Moshe’s blessing. Not so fast, though – for 
despite the fact that these shevatim “got a heter” for their 
plans, their plans were less than ideal. Regardless of the 

permissibility of the scheme of B’nei Reuven and B’nei 
Gad, the desire of these shevatim to remain in Ever Ha-
Yarden reflected a compromised sense of values. “Because 
they loved their possessions did they separate from their 
brethren and settle outside of Eretz Yisroel. Therefore were 
they exiled first…” (Bamidbar Rabbah 22:7) Although 
B’nei Reuven and B’nei Gad were technically justified 
in their settlement in Ever Ha-Yarden, their values were 
wanting.

Thus does the Torah contrast Moshe’s joy and zeal 
in fulfilling Hashem’s command to initiate the war with 
Midian with the actions of the shevatim of Reuven and 
Gad. Moshe stifled and conquered any innate residual, 
sentimental values of attachment and affinity for Midian, 
in the service of Hashem and the performance of His 
command, whereas B’nei Reuven and B’nei Gad gave 
in to human nature and failed to rise above their innate, 
materialistic desires and conquer them in favor of the 
higher values of chibuv (love of) Eretz Yisroel and 
Achdus ( Jewish unity). Moshe Rabbeinu triumphed 
over his emotions and whatever sense of sentimentality 
and nostalgia that attacking Midian may have offended, 
in the interest of heeding Hashem’s mitzvah with total 
enthusiasm. Shevet Reuven and Shevet Gad, however, 
allowed the values of chibuv Eretz Yisroel and Achdus to 
be overshadowed by materialism.

 Innate sentimental and human nature values are to be 
praised and acted upon when they are in consonance with 
the Torah; however, when there is a discrepancy between 
God’s command and human inclinations, we must heed 
the Divine imperative and override our internal desires and 
natural tendencies.

Peddlers of the English language have the good 
fortune of choosing from hundreds of thousands of 
words. Any given idea may be stated in the Latin, 

Germanic or Saxon tongues. Are you crazy (Sandinavian), 
lunatic (French), insane (Latin) maniacal (Greek) or just 
meshuge (Yiddish/Hebrew)? For those that count these 
sorts of things, there are approximately 825,000 words and 
counting.

Hebrew on the other hand is word poor (approximately 
5,000 Biblical roots) and meaning full. Its word paucity 

allows each root to enjoy rich connectivity. For example, 
a thing can be an object, a happening, or a matter. Yet in 
Hebrew, one word, davar, encompasses them all. Maharal 
forges the davar – dibbur (speech) etymological link 
by teaching that every thing that happens expresses a 
meaningful message. The way we respond to the events 
of our life must first begin with the question of davar, i.e.  
What is it saying?  

There is a word that I find myself drawn to in this week’s 
parsha. It appears only once in the Torah (in this particular 

Words
Rabbi Asher Brander
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form) even as it shares great resonance and relationships 
with so many words that are commonplace in Chumash. 

First, please consider the following word associations:
The word for …
a. a weekday is a day of - chol חול
b. a Shabbos violation is - chillul חלול; 
c. mundane (non consecrated) item(s) is - chullin חולין
d. converting consecrated items (hekdesh) into 

mundane ones  - chillul  חלול 
e. a kohein who lost his sanctity (a parental giveaway 

due to an inappropriate relationship) is -  challal חלל
Obviously, the key word here is chol which connotes 

“mundane”-ness or profanity in the realm of time (a & b) 
and matter (c,d, & e). It appears that the simple form of 
the word (chol, chullin) merely speaks of a de facto state 
of the ordinary while the alliterative double lamed (challal, 
chillul) connotes a profaning of preexisting sanctity. 

Equally clear is the notion that whenever we speak of 
chol , sanctity  (kedusha) is  lurking in the shadows. Thus 
one of the gravest sins is called chillul Hashem – profaning 
the name of God . For commensurate to the degree of 
sanctity is the depth of profanity. Is it not interesting to 
consider that the word for a human corpse in the Torah is 
called challal,  implying a vacating of the great sanctity that 
is humanity?

Our parsha adds another critical dimension to the 
chol word. While describing the laws of oaths, the Torah 
mandates one to keep his oath (although there are ways 

out, that’s for a different story). The terminology of the 
Torah is lo yacheil (יחל) devaro  (he shall not profane his 
word). This simple use of the word opens up a new world 
– for if the Torah is teaching us that a word violated is 
profanity , even a non rocket scientist may deduce that a 
carefully crafted and kept word is sanctity.  

Jews in general place words at a premium. Prayer and 
Torah are our word weapons of choice. Particularly at this 
time of year, we live with painstaking awareness of the 
negative repercussions of lashon hara. It is hard to imagine 
a more massive kulturkampf from the blogosphere/talk 
radio/tv/ email saturated world we reside in; one where 
talk is cheap, words are sullied, gossip sells, his business 
is our business, and the other’s privacy is not a respected 
right but a challenge to overcome.   

A closing profundity I heard last year in a poignant 
message delivered to a bar mitzvah boy. Neither the 
Torah nor (for the most part) the Rabbis require a minor 
to fast before coming of age . The Torah does not tell an 
11 353/354 year old girl or a 12.999 year old boy to eat 
kosher. However, prior to bar mitzvah there is a little 
known Biblically mandated category of mufleh samuch 
l’ish  which requires 11 year old girls and 12 year old boys 
to keep their oaths and word constructed realities. 

Ergo, even more than (and before) the Torah cares 
about what enters our mouths is the Torah super 
concerned about what comes out of it!
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Names on a List
Rabbi Reuven Spolter

When my children grow up, I imagine that one 
day we’ll look at the old photos and tell them 
about the places where we lived. “Well, we 

got married and lived in the Washington Heights. Then 
we moved to Linden, NJ, and then to West Hartford, CT. 
From there we moved to Oak Park, MI (We moved around 
a lot.). Then we made aliyah to Yad Binyamin . ”

What will my children think about these different 
places? What could Linden, New Jersey or a small city in 
Connecticut mean to them? What about their children? 
To us the names of these cities bring back memories of 
small homes, early married life, friends and relationships 
from an earlier time in our lives. But to our children – and 
especially to their children (God willing!) the names of 
these places will probably mean nothing. They’re just 
names of places, no different than any other place to which 
they’ve never been and will probably never visit.

I think about these names of places when I read the first 
section of Parashat Masei. The first section of the parashah 
lists a number of places, most of which we’ve never heard 
of and could never locate on a map. Did you know that the 
Jewish people traveled from Livnah to Risah to Keheilatah 
to Har Shafer? It’s right there in the Chumash; (33:21-
23) the list goes on and on, a litany of places that I neither 
remember nor care about.

Chazal too wondered about this long list of names. 
Rashi and Ramban suggest that the list is surprisingly 
short to teach us just how much God loved the Jewish 
people. He loved them so much that He only forced them 
to uproot the camp a relatively small number of times over 
a forty-year period. Ramban also quotes Rambam who 
suggests in Moreh Nevuchim that one day people might 
claim that the Jews never really traveled in the desert. 
(Can you imagine?) Therefore, the Torah meticulously 
chronicles their travels to affirm that the nation really did 

survive miraculously in the desert. Yet, even after quoting 
Rambam’s long explanation, Ramban adds,

והנה מכתב המסעות מצות ה’ היא מן הטעמים
הנזכרים או מזולטן, ענין לא נתגלה לנו סודו...

Behold, the writing of these travels is a commandment of 
God, either due to the reasons mentioned or without them; this 
is a matter whose secret is not revealed to us…

In essence, says Ramban, we don’t know why Moshe 
wrote down the names of the places, other than the fact 
that God commanded him to do so. God wanted us to have 
this long list, and didn’t tell us why.

Yet, while I don’t know precisely why God commanded 
Moshe to record the list, I can tell you how reading the 
list of these places makes me feel: I feel like I’m reading a 
list of Jewish communities destroyed by the Nazis in the 
Holocaust .

Have you ever tried to look at map of Jewish Poland, 
and just read through the names of the communities? Just 
Google “shtetels in Poland”. I recognized perhaps five – 
of more than fifty! The names are foreign, strange. Have 
you ever heard of Kanczuga, Kiernozia, Kleczew, Konin, 
Korczyna, Krasnosielc, or Kurzelow? And those are just 
the K’s that have websites. Have you ever visited the Valley 
of Communities at Yad Vashem? It’s a haunting canyon that 
simply lists the names of destroyed Jewish communities 
during the Holocaust. If I would ask you how many 
communities are on the list, how many would you guess? 
500? 1,000? Would you believe that over 5,000 names of 
communities are engraved on the walls of the Valley of 
Communities?

They don’t even feel real to me. And despite this feeling 
I know that each name not represents not just a place, but 
tens or hundreds or thousands of Jews who built families, 
communities, shuls and schools. And now they’re gone. 
How many thriving Jewish communities from Northern 
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There’s Something in the Air
Rabbi Josh Hoffman

In parshas Masei, the nation is given the boundaries 
of the land it is about to enter, and which it is charged 
to capture. Forty-two cities are then assigned to the 

Levites, and an additional six cities are given them to 
serve as cities of refuge, to save the inadvertent murderer 
from the avenger of blood. We have noted in the past the 
comment of the Talmud that there were an equal number 
of cities of refuge on each side of the Yarden River, even 
though there were only two and a half tribes on the eastern 
side of the river, and nine and a half tribes on the western 
side. The Talmud explains that there was an abundance of 
murderers on the eastern side, and that is why there had 
to be a proportionately larger number of cities of refuge 
there. The Maharal of Prague asks, aren’t the cities of 
refuge set aside to serve the inadvertent? How, then, can 
an abundance of willful murderers have any repercussions 
for the number of cities of refuge needed? He answers 
that, because there was an abundance of willful murderers 
on the eastern side of the Yarden, life, in general, was not 
valued properly, and, in such an atmosphere inadvertent 
murders occurred more often, as well. This observation of 
the Maharal can, I believe, help us understand the verses 
preceding the section on the boundaries of the land and 
the purpose for bringing, at length, the laws of the cities of 
refuge after setting out the boundaries. 

Before the nation is given the boundaries of the land, it 
is told, “If you do not drive out the inhabitants of the land 
before you, those of them whom you leave shall be as pins 
in your eyes and as thorns in your sides, and they shall 
harass you upon the land in which you dwell” (Bamidbar 
33: 55). The nation, then, was commanded to drive the 
inhabitants of the land out. As the Talmud tells us, three 
options were given to these inhabitants. Either they could 
make peace and accept observance of the Noachide laws 
upon themselves, or they could leave the land and go to 
another country, or they could wage war. In most cases, the 
war option was chosen, and, as a result, the nation had to 
engage in a great deal of battle in the process of inhabiting 
the land. Such an atmosphere, if carried into everyday life 
once they settled into their designated homes, had the 
potential of having a negative effect on the atmosphere of 
the country in general, placing it in a militaristic mode, and 
lessening the value of life in general. Just as the Maharal 
taught us that an abundance of willful murders can lead 
to an increase in inadvertent murders, a militaristic mode 
could have the effect of viewing life as less important than 
it is. Perhaps for this reason the laws of the city of refuge 
are presented at length precisely at this juncture, in order to 
emphasize the value of life,and the safeguards that must be 
taken to preserve it. 

Africa are now just names on a list? What about the former 
Soviet Union? Ukraine? The Middle East? The list goes on 
and on.

This is the mournful message of Massei. The travels of 
the Jewish people outside the land of Israel are fleeting, 
temporary, and anonymous. We might stop at one location 
for a shorter time, and another for longer – perhaps much 
longer. But in the end, each place will be forgotten, just a 
memory of its former self, a name on a list, but nothing 
more .

Can it be a coincidence that we always read Massei 
during the Three Weeks, the period of time when we recall 
the destruction of Jewish communities from around the 
world? We know that as they traveled through the desert, 
the Midrash teaches us that each Tisha B’av, every Jew 
who reached the age of sixty that year died. How many 

Jewish graveyards were lost in the sands of the Sinai desert? 
Maybe this list is both a lament and a foreshadowing; a 
kinah of God for the lost time and the destroyed Jewish 
community which perished in the desert - a lamentation 
for the tens of thousands of Jews who died needlessly in 
the desert, and the tens of millions who would perish after 
them in the desert of the exile.

And what about America? To me names like Baltimore 
and Akron and St. Louis and Lawrence and Oceanside and 
Brooklyn seem natural. I’ve been to those places. I know 
people who live there. But do we have any illusion that they 
will always be known as Jewish places? (Is that something 
we even want?) How long will it be before those cities also 
become anonymous names on a meaningless list, foreign 
and alien and hard to imagine?

I’m sorry to be so depressing. Tisha B’av is coming.
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The book of Bemidbar draws to a close with an 
account of the cities of refuge, the six cities – three 
on each side of the Jordan – set apart as places 

to which people found innocent of murder, but guilty of 
manslaughter, were sent.

In early societies, especially non-urban ones that 
lacked an extensive police force, there was always a danger 
that people would take the law into their own hands, in 
particular when a member of their family or tribe had been 
killed.

Thus would begin a cycle of vengeance and retaliation 

that had no natural end, one revenge-killing leading to 
another and another, until the community had been 
decimated, a phenomenon familiar to us from literature, 
from the Montagues and Capulets of Romeo and Juliet, to 
the Sharks and Jets of West Side Story, to the Corleones 
and Tattaglias of The Godfather.

The only viable solution is the effective and impartial 
rule of law. There is, though, one persisting danger. If 
Reuben killed Shimon and is deemed innocent of murder 
by the court – it was an accident, there was no malice 
aforethought, the victim and perpetrator were not enemies 

Natural or Supernatural?
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

Rabbi Yehudah Leib Ginzburg, in his commentary 
Yalkut Yehudah to parshas Shoftim, mentions the Talmudic 
comment regarding the address made to Jewish soldiers 
before waging war in the Holy Land. The kohein begins 
his address by saying, “Hear Yisroel (Shema Yisroel) 
you are today approaching battle against your enemies” 
(Devorim 20:3). Rashi, citing the Talmud (Sotah 42a), 
writes that the seemingly superfluous words, ‘Shema 
Yisroel’ - Hear O Yisroel - are an allusion to the prayer 
of Shema that is recited twice daily. The kohein, says the 
Talmud, by beginning his address with these words, is 
telling the soldiers that even if the only merit they have 
is that of the recitation of the Shema, they are worthy of 
having God save their lives during battle. Why should the 
Shema be effective specifically in regard to the battles that 
are described in parshas Shoftim? Rabbi Ginzburg explains 
by referring to Rashi’s explanation of the first sentence of 
the Shema,”Hear Yisroel, the Lord our God, the Lord is 
one” (Devorim 6:4).This verse expresses our hope that 
God, who is at the moment recognized as the One God 
only by his people Yisroel, will, eventually, be recognized 
as such by all nations. Before embarking on a war in which 
many human beings will likely be killed, we must know 
that our motivation in doing so is not any form of hatred of 
humanity, but, on the contrary, by our love for humanity 
and hope that they will join us in our recognition of God’s 
unity. 

The nations we are commanded to wage war against 
transgressed the seven Noachide laws, thereby ignoring, 

the fundamental elements of morality, or, as my teacher 
Rav Ahron Soloveichik put it, the natural law that is 
embedded in every man’s heart and mind. Before we wage 
war against them, we offer to make peace with them, on 
condition that they accept observance of the Noachide 
laws upon themselves. Although there is a dispute among 
the medieval commentators as to whether we send this 
peace offer even to members of the seven Canaanite 
nations, Rav Ahron Soloveichik maintained that all agree 
that if they offer to make peace on their own, we do accept 
their offer. Only if they insist on remaining in the land and 
at the same time persist in violating the seven laws do we 
go on to wage war against them. To allow the seven nations 
to remain in the land and continue with their immoral, 
inhumane practices would make our goal of bringing all 
the nations to a recognition of the One God virtually 
impossible to attain.The kohein, in addressing the soldiers, 
alludes to the Shema in order to remind them of the reason 
that they are about to wage war. Keeping this message in 
mind as they go out to fight will help them wage war with 
the proper intention, and thereby provide them with the 
merit they need to win the battle. Following our discussion 
of the placement of the section concerning the cities of 
refuge close to the section on driving the nations out of the 
land, we can add that keeping in mind the true motivation 
behind these wars when fighting them will prevent the 
creation of an atmosphere in which human life is not 
valued, such as the institution of the cities of refuge is 
meant to deal with. 
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– then there is still the danger that the family of the victim 
may feel that justice has not been done. Their close relative 
lies dead and no one has been punished.

It was to prevent such situations of “blood vengeance” 
that the cities of refuge were established. Those who had 
committed manslaughter were sent there, and so long as 
they were within the city limits, they were protected by law. 
There they had to stay until – according to our parsha – 
“the death of the High Priest” (Num. 35: 25).

The obvious question is, what does the death of the 
High Priest have to do with it? There seems no connection 
whatsoever between manslaughter, blood vengeance and 
the High Priest, let alone his death.

Let us look at two quite different interpretations. They 
are interesting in their own right, but more generally, they 
show us the range of thought that exists within Judaism.
The first is given by the Babylonian Talmud:

A venerable old scholar said, I heard an explanation at one 
of the sessional lectures of Rava, that the High Priest should 
have implored divine grace for the generation, which he failed 
to do. (Makkot 11a)

According to this the High Priest had a share, however 
small, in the guilt for the fact that someone died, albeit by 
accident. Murder is not something that could have been 
averted by the High Priest’s prayer. The murderer was 
guilty. He chose to do what he did, and no one else can be 
blamed. But manslaughter, precisely because it happens 
without anyone intending that it should, is the kind of 
event that might have been averted by the prayers of the 
High Priest. Therefore it is not fully atoned for until the 
High Priest dies. Only then can the manslaughterer go free.

Maimonides offers a completely different explanation in 
The Guide for the Perplexed (III: 40):

A person who killed another person unknowingly must go 
into exile because the anger of “the avenger of the blood” cools 
down while the cause of the mischief is out of sight. The chance 
of returning from the exile depends on the death of the High 
Priest, the most honoured of men, and the friend of all Israel. 
By his death the relative of the slain person becomes reconciled 
(ibid. ver. 25); for it is a natural phenomenon that we find 
consolation in our misfortune when the same misfortune or a 
greater one has befallen another person. Amongst us no death 
causes more grief than that of the High Priest.

According to Maimonides, the death of the High Priest 
has nothing to do with guilt or atonement, but simply with 
the fact that it causes great collective grief, in which people 

forget their own misfortunes in the face of larger national 
loss. That is when people let go of their individual sense of 
injustice and desire for revenge. It then becomes safe for 
the person found guilty of manslaughter to return home.

What is at stake between these two profoundly different 
interpretations of the law? The first has to do with whether 
exile to a city of refuge is a kind of punishment or not. 
According to the Babylonian Talmud it seems as if it was. 
There may have been no intent. No one was legally to 
blame. But a tragedy has happened at the hands of X, the 
person guilty of manslaughter, and even the High Priest 
shared, if only negatively and passively, in the guilt. Only 
when both have undergone some suffering, one by way of 
exile, the other by way of (natural, not judicial) death, has 
the moral balance been restored. The family of the victim 
feel that some sort of justice has been done.

Maimonides however does not understand the law 
of the cities of refuge in terms of guilt or punishment 
whatsoever. The only relevant consideration is safety. The 
person guilty of manslaughter goes into exile, not because 
it is a form of expiation, but simply because it is safer for 
him to be a long way from those who might be seeking 
vengeance. He stays there until the death of the High Priest 
because only after national tragedy can you assume that 
people have given up thoughts of taking revenge for their 
own dead family member. This is a fundamental difference 
in the way we conceptualise the cities of refuge.

However, there is a more fundamental difference 
between them. The Babylonian Talmud assumes a certain 
level of supernatural reality. It takes it as self-understood 
that had the High Priest prayed hard and devotedly 
enough, there would have been no accidental deaths.

Maimonides’ explanation is non-supernatural. It 
belongs broadly to what we would call social psychology. 
People are more able to come to terms with the past when 
they are not reminded daily of it by seeing the person who, 
perhaps, was driving the car that killed their son as he was 
crossing the road on a dark night, in heavy rainfall, on a 
sharp bend in the road.

There are deaths – like those of Princess Diana and of 
the Queen Mother in Britain – that evoke widespread 
and deep national grief. There are times – after 9/11, for 
example, or the Indian Ocean tsunami of 26 December 
2004 – when our personal grievances seem simply too 
small to worry about. This, as Maimonides says, is “a 
natural phenomenon.”
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The Never-Ending Journey of the Jewish People
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald 

This week’s parasha, parashat Masei, concludes the 
fourth book of the Bible, the book of Bamidbar 
(Numbers). The name Bamidbar means “in the 

wilderness.” It is therefore not at all surprising that the final 
parasha of the book of Bamidbar deals with “masei,” the 
journeys of the Jewish people during their forty year trek in 
the wilderness.

When parashat Masei is read in the synagogue, the 
Torah reader reads it with a special singsong melody, 
conveying the idea of journeying from place to place. 
Most verses of the opening chapter begin with the word, 
“vah’yis’ooh,” and they traveled or journeyed, and end with 
the word “vah’yah’chah’noo,” and they encamped or settled. 
So, for instance, in Numbers 33:18, the verse states that 
the Israelites journeyed from Hazeroth and encamped in 
Rithmah.

After recording the forty-two locations where the people 
encamped, parashat Masei concludes with a listing of the 
borders and boundaries of the land of Israel. The Torah 
then instructs the people to set aside cities for the Levites 
and the cities of refuge for unintentional murderers. The 
parasha concludes with the laws of inheritance of the land 
for women, specifically, the daughters of Zelophehad.

Not surprisingly, parashat Masei begins with a verse 
concerning traveling (Numbers 33:1): “Ay’leh masei 
Bnei Yisrael, ah’sher yahtz’ooh may’eretz Mitzrayim, 
l’tziv’oh’tahm, b’yad Moshe v’Aharon,” These are the 
journeys of the Children of Israel, who went forth from the 
land of Egypt, according to their legions, under the hand of 
Moses and Aaron.

In parashat Pekudei, at the very end of the book of 

Exodus, the Torah also speaks of the journeys of the 
people. Scripture there states that the journeys of the 
People of Israel were dependent upon the “cloud” that 
hovered over the Tabernacle. When the cloud moved, the 
people moved; when the cloud rested, the people rested. 
The final verse of the book of Exodus states (Exodus 
40:38):“Kee ah’nahn Hashem ahl ha’Mishkan, yoh’mam, 
v’aish, teeh’yeh laylah boh, l’ay’nay chohl bayt Yisrael, 
b’chohl mahs’ay’hem.” For the cloud of G-d would hover 
over the Tabernacle by day, and fire would be above it at 
night, before the eyes of all of the house of Israel on all 
their journeys.

When commenting on that verse, Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo 
Yitzchaki, 1040-1105, foremost commentator on the 
Bible) first explains how the travels of the people were 
dependent upon the cloud. Rashi then further explains 
that the places where the people camped are also referred 
to as “journeys,” since after encamping the people would 
travel again to a new camp. To prove his point, Rashi 
cites two examples. The first example is the opening 
verse of parashat Masei. The second example is found in 
Genesis 13:3 and refers to Abram’s travels: “Vah’yay’lech 
l’mah’sah’ahv,” Abram proceeded on his journeys when 
he returned from Egypt to the land of Canaan. Rashi 
explains that when returning from Egypt, Abram traveled 
in the exact reverse order in which he traveled when he left 
the land of Canaan, and he stayed overnight in the same 
lodgings in which he had stayed on his way to Egypt.

The Yalkut Yehuda (a commentary on the Torah and 
rabbinic writings by Yehuda Leib Ginsburg, 1885–1946, 
rabbi in Yaroslav, Russia and Denver, CO), cited in Iturei 

This fundamental difference, between a natural and 
supernatural understanding of Judaism, runs through many 
eras of Jewish history: sages as against priests, philosophers 
as against mystics, Rabbi Ishmael as against Rabbi Akiva, 
Maimonides in contradistinction to Judah Halevi, and so 
on to today.

It is important to realise that not every approach to 
religious faith in Judaism presupposes supernatural events 
– events, that is to say, there cannot be explained within the 
parameters of science, broadly conceived. God is beyond 

the universe, but his actions within the universe may none 
the less be in accordance with natural law and causation.

On this view, prayer changes the world because it 
changes us. Torah has the power to transform society, not 
by way of miracles, but by effects that are fully explicable 
in terms of political theory and social science. This is not 
the only approach to Judaism, but it is Maimonides’, and 
it remains one of the two great ways of understanding our 
faith.
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In Parshas Masei, the Torah presents the laws of Arei 
Miklat – Cities of Refuge, whither one who kills 
unwittingly must flee and live in exile. In conjunction 

with the laws of Arei Miklat, the Torah provides a lengthy 
and comprehensive treatment of many of the laws 
governing acts of bloodshed and the relevant punishments.

The placement of the laws of Arei Miklat in Parshas 
Masei is somewhat perplexing, for the majority of Parshas 
Masei addresses the trek toward Eretz Yisroel and its 
conquest, borders, and inheritance – topics to which the 
concept of Arei Miklat seemingly has no relationship. 
Although the idea of Arei Miklat indeed fits into the 
general theme of the geography and apportionment of 
Eretz Yisroel (in particular since the same cities which 
were designated for the Levi’im served as Arei Miklat), 
the concomitant treatment of bloodshed and the detailed 
elaboration of its halachos which Parshas Masei features 
would seem to be more appropriate for Parshas Mishpatim 
or Parshas Shoftim. In fact, one who reads Parshas Masei 
carefully will notice that the Torah’s presentation of Arei 
Miklat focuses primarily on bloodshed and its regulations, 
with the territorial aspect of Arei Miklat being almost of a 

secondary nature. As such, why are the mitzvos relating to 
Arei Miklat and bloodshed found specifically in Parshas 
Masei rather than in a different parshah?

Unlike most sins committed in error, where the sin 
can be erased and its effect often reversed, the result of 
killing another person unwittingly is permanent and 
irreversible. Nothing, short of the miracles in the future 
eschatological era, can bring the victim back; there is no 
way to compensate for the profound, unthinkable damage 
which has been wrought.

Correlative with the act he committed, one who 
sheds blood unwittingly must go into Golus, Exile, 
and be severed indefinitely from his home, his family, 
his surroundings, his security and his sense of physical 
and emotional comfort. The Goleh, the exiled person, 
experiences a life of disorientation and disconnection 
from his origins. Just as the Goleh has indefinitely severed 
his victim from the world, is the Goleh himself in large 
measure severed from his own world.

This concept seems to form the underlying connection 
between Arei Miklat and Parshas Masei. The majority of 
Pashas Masei speaks to the significance of the Jew having a 

The Lesson of Arei Miklat
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer 

Torah, elaborates on the comments of Rashi in parashat 
Masei, suggesting that though it may appear to human eyes 
that the People of Israel dwell quietly and peacefully in a 
particular location, it is important to recognize that their 
dwelling is only a temporary way-station and that a new 
journey always awaits.

Although it is frequently stated that one must not lose 
sight of one’s destination when on a journey, Judaism often 
regards the journey to be as important as the destination. 
It is not enough to reach our goals; the question must 
be asked, how were the goals reached? Was the journey 
conducted in the proper manner, in an ethical and moral 
fashion? Or, were innocent people possibly harmed in the 
process?

Frequently, it is the journey itself that builds character. 
Without the proper preparation, those who arrive at a 
destination, no matter how exciting and captivating it may 
be, may wind up with very little. Those who are unable 

to march in an organized and meaningful manner with 
the rest of the travelers, will hardly be able to dwell in an 
organized and meaningful fashion with the others, no 
matter how luxurious the destination.

Consequently, it is important to carefully consider and 
review the ancient journeys of our people, to learn from 
them, from both the successes and the failures, as we travel 
on our own personal journeys, to our own longed-for 
destinations.

Especially in the three week period of mourning, which 
concludes with the Fast of the Ninth of Av, it is important 
for each of us to carefully assess and consider the paths 
of our ancestors that resulted in the destruction of the 
Temple. It is, perhaps, even more important for us to 
review and learn from the ancient journeys, if we ever hope 
to avoid destruction and to succeed in rebuilding the third 
Temple. Our destination is clear. It is vital that the steps of 
our journey also be clear.
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home, such that each shevet (tribe) and its family divisions 
are assigned permanent inheritance land, to remain forever 
with that shevet and family. As depicted in midrashim, the 
land assigned to each grouping of B’nei Yisroel as its home 
territory reflected the essence of that grouping.

One’s positive identity and spiritual and emotional 
peace are largely related to having the sense of belonging 
and self-essence that the word “home” implies. Dislocation 
and estrangement from one’s home and place of personal 
essence and resultant isolation and disorientation are not 
mere physical or emotional conditions; rather, they reflect 
a spiritual severance and a very real loss of self.

Such dislocation, estrangement, isolation and 
disorientation are the lot of the Goleh, the unwitting 
killer, who, through a degree of negligence (as Chazal 
explain), severed someone else from his surroundings in 
the most permanent manner possible. By presenting in 
Parshas Masei the concepts and mitzvos associated with 
Arei Miklat, along with the related laws of bloodshed and 

the punishments assigned thereto, the Torah establishes 
the spiritual importance of identifying and connecting 
with one’s natural place and environment, in contrast 
with the dislocation, estrangement, isolation and 
disorientation of the Goleh and his victim. Parshas Masei 
depicts the natural, spiritual identification of various 
groupings of B’nei Yisroel with their lands, and the lack 
of such identification and the utter dislocation from one’s 
environment that are faced by the Goleh in consonance 
with his act of permanently severing his victim from his 
surroundings and life sphere. In Parshas Masei, we are 
taught that spiritual identification with one’s natural place 
creates religious stability and positive self-definition, and 
that estrangement and dislocation from one’s natural place 
and the resultant disorientation are steps on the path of 
decline and death.

May we soon merit to be Ge’ulim – redeemed ones – 
and once more connect to Hashem in the Land where our 
spiritual essence is optimally nourished and expressed.

You wouldn’t think so, but  in most Ashkenazi 
synagogues around the world, Bnei Yisrael’s forty 
two desert journeys  that open our parsha are a 

reason [for the ba’al koreh] to break out in song, a special 
uplifting four part cadence  that echoes the shiras hayam 
(song at the sea). Not to be outdone, a fascinating Yekkish 
(German Jewish) custom finds the forty two journeys 
written in special Ha’azinu [double column] shira style.  
Finally, Magen Avraham [428:8], a classic commentary on 
Shulchan Aruch records the custom based on Kabbalistic 
notions that we don’t break up the forty two journeys, 
making the first aliyah a rather lengthy one while making 
Monday/Thursday reading a whopping fifty three pesukim. 
All this for mostly anonymous journeys already taken and 
never to be repeated - so what’s going on here?

An enigmatic verse commences our journey tour: 
Moshe recorded their departures for their journeys according 
to Hashem’s command; these were the journeys for their 
departures [Bamidbar, 33:2] 

It is hard to miss the inversion of the journeys/
departures – we will yet return to this point.

A simple question: why record all the pit-stops in the 
first place? Certain famous and/or notorious locations 

deserve special mention; names like Refidim (Amalek 
attack),   Yam Suf [split-sea], Marah (bitter waters) 
certainly bear recap; but between you and I, would we have 
blinked had the Torah omitted almon divlasayma or reesa?  

For Rashi, the main purpose of the Torah’s expansive 
delineation is to demonstrate Hashem’s kindness. Consider 
that  the first fourteen journeys took place in the pre-spy 
era march to Israel [the 1st sixteen months] and eight 
happened on the back end [after thirty nine years] re-
march to Israel, and one realizes that even though the 
Jews were punished to be desert wanderers, they enjoyed 
more  than a modicum of stability. In fact, Bnei Yisrael 
stay in one specific location [Kadesh] for 20 years. Thus 
their punishment is somewhat mitigated – for Hashem’s 
munificence extends to all. 

Probing Rashi a bit deeper only frustrates – for we must 
understand why some places receive  a mere 12 hour jaunt  
while others were the Jews’ pitched home for close to 
twenty years. 

Rambam, [Moreh Nevuchim, 3:50] feels the Torah’s 
focus on extensive details is to verify the miraculous nature 
of the desert existence [an effective antidote to historical 
revisionism] By listing the specific locales, the barrenness 

Wanderings
Rabbi Asher Brander
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of the desert is borne out, effectively highlighting the 
incredible Divine miraculous sustenance of a nation, two 
million + strong. A flip side to Rambam’s coin, of course is 
demonstrating Bnei Yisrael’s incredible chessed neurayich 
-  youthful faith/kindness that the nascent nation displays, 
as it willingly enters the desert without having it all 
“worked out”. It is this latter theme that Seforno finds in 
the expansive desert listings.

It is Rashi’s 2nd insight, spiced with a mystical Ohr 
HaChaim notion that moves me greatly. 

First we must cite Seforno, who tackles our textual 
question (journeys for their departures/departues for the 
journey) by distinguishing between two types of travel; 
in life, we sometimes leave [in order] to go while other 
moments require one to go because we must leave. In the 
former it is the destination that is important while for 
the latter it is the departure that is key. Holocaust Jews 
seeking refuge were not picky about their destination; 
they were the prime example of the latter notion, while the 
North American aliyah movement, who wrest themselves 
from the comfortable ‘burbs of New York or bid adieu to 
their California palm trees, are a perfect example of the 
former. So too, the Jew in the desert had places he wanted 
to desperately depart from and destinations he so much 
pined for. The text’s dual terminology now becomes clear, 
for certain places inspired the Jew to leave while other 
destinations inspired him to look ahead and pine for that 
very destination.

We now turn to Rashi – who presents another notion 
for the Torah’s focus on detail: 

R’ Tanchuma expounds: This is compared to a king 
whose son was ill, and he brought him to a distant place for 
treatment. When they returned, the father began enumerating 
all the journeys. He said to him, “Here, we slept; here, we were 
chilled; here, your head ached, etc.’ 

To Rabbi Tanchuma, our parsha’s journey recap 
represents a nostalgic peek back at places that represent 
significant experiences that were and no longer are. The 
backwards glance presents the beneficiary [the son] 
with a deeper retrospective appreciation of what was 
accomplished at each stage.  Why then does the Torah list 
every last journey?  Because each and every place was an 
engine of growth, a necessary stop in the development and 
strengthening of Bnei Yisrael so that they were finally ready 
to dwell in God’s palace – the Holy Land of Israel. 

In his depth, Rashi provides us with a total redefinition 

of a journey. For most, travel is a means, a way to close the 
gap between two points. For the Jew however, the journey 
is the essential thing. Amalek, our theological opposite, 
catch us on the road . In this world, a Jew is always on 
the road and his life is constantly under construction – a 
dynamic work in progress. [Woe to the one who thinks 
there’s nothing more to do]. As we move through life, we 
must consider where we are, where to grow and what we 
need to pick up in order to get there. 

In a mystical and wondrous restatement of the very 
same notion, Ohr Hachaim, [Rabbi Chaim Ibn Attar] 
the great Kabbalist teaches that Bnei Yisrael – the nation, 
were to draw out and internalize the resident sanctity, 
the sparks of holiness, found in every desert locale. Once 
accomplished, it was then time to move on. The more 
resident kedusha, the lengthier the stay [.. the less sanctity, 
the quicker the stop]. Thus Kadesh was the stop for 19 
years. These kedusha infusions are able to fuel the journey 
that ultimately allows them entrée into Eretz Yisrael. 

Three millennia after our forefathers walked the desert 
on their way to the Promised Land, the collective and the 
individual Jew remain wanderers. Many a Jew finds himself 
in places he had never dreamed of and perhaps in locations 
he can not even spell. [Consider the Chabad kid who grew 
up in 770 and is now an emissary in Kathmandu, Nepal.] 
And like Seforno’s duality, many are aching to leave, while 
others are quite happy where they are – perhaps even 
forgetting where they need to be. 

For those that want more, to move ahead, [get married, 
have children, more time, deeper avodas Hashem, better 
job, retire, improve health, fiscal security, ...],  the challenge 
that Rashi/Ohr HaChaim and Seforno pose to us is 
that of  drawing out the sanctity inherent in every life 
circumstance. We must consider:

Maybe I did  not plan to be here and perhaps I won’t be 
here for that long, but while [and now that]  I am here, it 
behooves me to probe the how/why  I am,  how can I grow 
from it and whither my aspirations.  

To turn our journeys into destinations and our 
thoroughfares into points of departure becomes the 
lifelong task of the Jew. Specifically this time of year, the 
saddest part of our calendar requires that we consider how 
we got here – for it may just be our only way out. To the 
extent, that we can cultivate an awareness and vigilance of 
this task we will merit to reach our final destination.


