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Overview

arashat Matot covers three main subjects: the laws of vows and oaths, the war
against Midian, and the settlement of the tribes of Reuben and Gad.
The second and third of these three fit well into the historical flow of the
Torah. The war against Midian is the third and final act in the drama of Israel’s confrontation
with the Moab-Midian alliance whose story began in parashat Balak. The settlement of the
two tribes of Reuben and Gad is the next phase of the conquest of the Land of Israel, begun
at the end of parashat Chukat and continuing through the Book of Joshua and beyond.

What, then, of the laws of vows and oaths? Like the other legal passages of the Torah,
we would expect to find these laws in Exodus or Leviticus. So why are they in fact here? It
must be that these laws have a particular relevance to the subject of conquering and settling
the Land of Israel. This will be clear when we review the events that preceded this parashah
and which lead into it, as follows.

As we explained previously, the Jewish people’s slide into the idolatry of Pe’or and their
harlotry with the Moabite-Midianite women actually began as a misunderstanding of the
way they were meant to be involved in the physical world. They knew that their parents’
generation had been sentenced to live in the desert for forty years (after the incident of
the spies) because they had shunned the challenges of such involvement. Standing at the
threshold of the Promised Land, they were poised to accept this challenge and had resolved
not to repeat their parents’ errors; they were ready to attack the materiality of the physical
world and infuse it with God-consciousness.

However, their impetuous enthusiasm led them to err, and they overlooked the need to
be cautious. As Eve had done with the fruit of the tree of knowledge, they fell into the trap
of overestimating their holiness and thinking that their sublime spiritual consciousness
and zeal made them invincible and immune to the machinations of evil. They knew that
the purpose of life is to make all of reality into a home for God, and they had learned
from Jethro’s conversion and Balaam’s prophecies that in order for this to happen, even
the lowest, most anti-holy elements of reality must be elevated into holiness. Thus, they
reasoned that they, too, must experience these dangerous but powerful energies of lust and
unholy spirituality —in order, of course, to elevate them back to their source in holiness.

But of course, they were wrong. If one is to throw caution to the wind and risk everything,
it should be in the opposite direction, to combat evil, as Pinchas graphically demonstrated.
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OVERVIEW OF MATOT

Although we should not shun the challenge of engaging the materiality of this world
directly, we must be duly aware of its potential to divert us and corrupt our intentions.
Hence the pertinence of the laws of vows and oaths: through these laws a person can set up
boundaries for himself where he feels they are needed, as we will explain further on.

The next subject of this parashah, the war with Midian, can now be seen as a logical
follow-through from the laws of vows and oaths. Those laws are the spiritual correction of
the error of Pe’or, and the battle with Midian is the effort to uproot the source of this error.

The settlement of the tribes of Reuben and Gad is also a development of the same theme.
These tribes wished to settle in the territory that Moses had conquered from Sichon and
Og, on the east side of the Jordan River. God did not intend the Jews to settle this land at
this point in history. These tribes reasoned, however, that the holiness of the Land of Israel
proper was greater than the land outside its boundaries; therefore, it was crucial to elevate
the unholy land as well. Their argument was therefore a variation on the same theme as
before. As we shall see, however, this time they were partially right, and their understanding
is an important lesson for us regarding our relationship to the physical world.

All three subjects of parashat Matot, then, are relevant to the impending entry into the
Land of Israel. On the personal level as well, they are relevant to each of us individually in
our encounter with the material world and to our generation collectively, standing as we
are on the threshold of the messianic Redemption.

This explains how the name of the parashah, Matot, can be justifiably used as the name
for the entire parashah. The word itself means “tribes,” but there are two words used in
the Torah for “tribe,” the other one being shevet. Interestingly, both synonyms for “tribe”
are also synonyms for “tree branch.” Just as branches stem from a tree trunk, a “tribe” is a
branch or division of the people rooted in its common ancestor (in this case, Jacob).

The difference between the two synonyms is that while shevet refers to a soft, pliable twig,
mateh (the singular of matot) refers to a hard stick. The shevet owes its pliability to the fact that
it is freshly cut from the tree (or even still connected to it), in contrast to the mateh, which has
long been severed from the tree and has therefore lost its elasticity. Thus, shevet refers to the
Jewish tribe (or individual Jew) when it is consciously connected to its source, whereas mateh
refers to the same tribe (or individual Jew) when it is not so consciously connected.

Spiritually, shevet can be considered to refer to the soul before it descended into the body,
when it was fully conscious of Divinity and its own connection to its source. Mateh would
then refer to the soul as it has entered the body and lost this conscious connection —at least
temporarily —and been charged with elevating the body and the portion of reality under
its purview. In such a state, we must evince the inflexibility of a hardened stick in our
devotion to principles and resistance to evil. If successful, we can face the challenges of life
confidently and proceed to fulfill our purpose on earth and make reality into the home for
God it was intended to be.!

1. Based on Reshimot 51 and Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, p. 382, vol. 28, p. 281, etc.
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But when a person sees that a particular indulgence
affects him negatively, he should at least temporar-
ily renounce it. If he feels incapable of resisting the
urge to overindulge, he can make a formal vow,
which forbids the indulgence to him just as if it had
been forbidden by the Torah. Thus, the sages say,
“vows foster abstinence.”" If, on the other hand, he
feels that he is capable of controlling himself, it is
better to abstain from the indulgence without the
formality of a vow. Regarding this, the sages say,
“sanctify yourself with that which is permitted to
you.”" In either case, every individual must be
honest with himself about which aspects of life he
is ready to elevate and which he is not, and what
lengths he must go to in order to curb his appe-
tites.”? By guarding himself from things that would
be detrimental to his Divine consciousness, a person
both weakens materialism’s power over him and in-
creases the power of holiness within him. This, too,
gives him more power to resist evil.!®

Nonetheless, the Torah states that there are specific
individuals who can annul vows that others make.
This means, in effect, that such individuals are able
to grant someone who, on his own, might not be
ready to tackle a certain aspect of reality, the ability
to do so. Certainly, this is the preferred approach,
inasmuch as it both elevates the spiritual stature of
the individual and enables him to elevate the spiri-
tual level of a greater part of his environment.
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This further explains why the laws of vows and
oaths were taught now, as the Jewish people were
preparing to enter the Land of Israel. The purpose
of their entry, we know, was to make the physical
world a home for God. This they were to do by
engaging in the physical work of occupying and
working the land and, in general, earning a living
and sustaining themselves from the earth’s raw ma-
terials—all for holy purposes and with holy inten-
tions. Thus, although a person’s involvement with
physicality may on occasion require him to swear
off some aspect of it, he must always remember that
the purpose of his life is ideally accomplished by
annulling such vows and partaking of life’s boun-
ties in holiness.*

If a man makes a vow: If a person consecrates fruit
as a sacrifice for the Temple, even though fruit can-
not be used for such a purpose, it becomes holy and
it is forbidden to eat it. This is because he can in-
deed sanctify an animal for sacrificial purposes and
cause it to be forbidden for other mundane uses.”
The power to consecrate extends beyond the realm
of its fundamental sphere of influence.

This teaches us the magnificent power of speech.
We are empowered to transform the mundane into
the holy, to elevate a simple beast into a sacrifice
simply by stating such an intention. Certainly, we
must then be careful to use this gift only for the
loftiest and most desirable ends."

10. Avot 3:13. 11. Yevamot 20a; Sifrei, Reeh 14:21 (104); see Tanya, ch. 30 (39a) and 27 (34b), where it is stated that this injunction is
rooted in the written Torah; Nachmanides on Leviticus 19:2. 12. Likutei Torah 3:83b, 84b; Reshimot 51; Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, pp. 186
ff. 13. Likutei Sichot, vol. 4, p. 1077. 14. Likutei Sichot, vol. 13, pp. 108-109, vol. 33, p. 197. 15. Mishneh Torah, Nedarim 1:7. 16. Address

of Shabbat Matot-Masei, 5748.
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Numbers 30:2-3 MATOT

Vows and Oaths

Having mentioned vows in the preceding laws' —those of the additional fes-
tival offerings—Moses now elaborates on the laws of vows.? As has been seen,’
when Moses taught the people a lesson in the Torah, he taught it first to Aaron,
then to Aaron’s sons, then to the princes, then to the rest of the people, and so on.
In the following section—the laws of vows and oaths and the laws of their annul-
ment—the Torah highlights the princes’ distinction over the rest of the people in
order to imply that when it is necessary to release an individual from a vow he has
taken, it should preferably be done by a single person of distinction, i.e., an expert
sage, and only when this is not possible should release be carried out by three non-
experts.* Moses spoke to the princes, the heads of the tribes of the Israelites, as
a unit, in the course of teaching the rest of the people, saying, “This is the thing
Gop has commanded:

A minor’s vows are not legally binding. If an adult man, over 12 years old,’
makes a vow to Gop or makes an oath to prohibit himself from doing something
otherwise permitted to him, he shall not profane his word; rather, he shall fulfill
whatever he said.® A vow is a declaration of intent with regard to a specific object,
whereas an oath is a declaration of intent with regard to oneself. In either case, a
person may not break his vows or oaths. However, if an expert sage or a tribunal
of three non-experts deems it necessary, he or they can declare the vow to be retro-
actively void;’ this is called releasing the vow.

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

If a man makes a vow: By taking a vow, a person
forbids himself from some activity that the Torah
otherwise permits. In a sense, then, these laws can
be seen as a continuation of the lesson of Pinchas:
that there are times and exigencies that dictate go-

ence and thereby lose his Divine orientation.

On a collective scale, the ability of the Jewish people
to elevate certain aspects of this neutral ground has
fluctuated throughout history. When the Temple
stood, for example, the revelation of the Divine

ing beyond the prescriptions and proscriptions of
the Torah. What are these circumstances?

In general, the Torah divides all we can do in this
world into three categories: what we must do, what
we may do, and what we must not do. The things we
must do are essential for our fulfillment of our role
as bearers of God’s message on earth. The things we
may do are not essential but can, if used properly,
enhance our spiritual lives and the fulfillment of our
purpose. The things we must not do are detrimen-
tal to our purposes. Under normal circumstances,
these aspects of reality cannot be elevated to Divine
consciousness by our efforts.

The middle ground is obviously the most fluid. As
mentioned, things that fall into this category can
become positive forces in life if we use them with
the proper intentions. To do so, however, a person
has to possess sufficient spiritual fortitude not to be
sucked into the sensuality of the material experi-

presence in its precincts imbued even the common
folk with a certain amount of holiness that was lack-
ing in subsequent eras. This is the reason behind the
various rabbinic decrees and prohibitions that have
been added to Jewish observance over time. Most of
these originated after the loss of the holy Temple.

Similarly, every individual goes through periods
in his life when he is more or less fit to indulge in
this or that material pleasure. In general, if a per-
son can indulge in a pleasure that God has put in
this world for our enjoyment without compromis-
ing his Divine consciousness, he is encouraged to
do so. “In the future, every person will be called
to account for the pleasures that he encountered
but did not partake of,”® the sages said. And of a
person who took too many vows, they said, “Is
that which the Torah has forbidden not enough for
you, that you must seek to prohibit yourself from
other things as well?!”?

1. Above, 29:39. 2. Rashi on 30:1; Rashbam on 30:2. 3. Exodus 34:31 ff. 4. Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, p. 191. 5. Normally, men become
legal adults at the age of 13 and women at the age of 12. With respect to vows and oaths, however, the year before this point (after
aman’s 12" birthday and a woman’s 11) is an intermediary period between minority and majority: if they understand the concept
of God enough to know to whom they are vowing or swearing, their words are legally binding, and if not, not. 6. Likutei Sichot,
vol. 13, p. 105, note 6. 7. Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, p. 189. 8. Y. Kidushin 4:12. 9.Y. Nedarim 9:5.
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can annul vows his wife makes after her marriage. A
fiancé, since he acts together with the father, can an-
nul vows his fiancée made before her betrothal, i.e.,
even before he established any connection with her.
Thus, in this sense, a man possesses greater power
over his wife’s vows when he is only her fiancé than
he will when he becomes her husband.

Allegorically, the relationship between God and
the Jewish people is analogous to that of a married
couple. Exile is similar to the state of betrothal: the
relationship has been established, but it will only
be consummated with marriage, the Redemption.
This idea applies to each Jew’s own personal rela-
tionship with God. When his consciousness of God
is full and consummate, he is in a state of redemp-
tion, and is “married.” When his Divine conscious-
ness is suspended or latent, he is in exile, and is
only “betrothed.” Since he is “betrothed” to God,
he has indeed renounced all other “relationships,”
and the world’s various diversions have no sway
over him. But he can produce no “offspring” —truly
good deeds, which increase Divine consciousness
in reality —until he is “married.”

Still, there is an advantage to the state of “betroth-
al.” A fiancé knows that he cannot annul his fiancé’s
vows on his own; he needs the help of the father in

21. Likutei Sichot, vol. 2, pp. 612 ff.

order to do this. He is thus protected from falling
into the trap of self-reliance and egocentricity. Simi-
larly, one who knows that he has not yet consum-
mately united with God knows that he still needs
His help in elevating the world’s materiality. He is
spared the feeling of self-reliance that endangers
someone who has achieved full Divine conscious-
ness.

Furthermore, thanks to his reliance on the father, the
fiancé can annul vows made prior to the betrothal.
Allegorically, this means that when a Jew relies on
and elicits God (the Father)’s help, he can overcome
his relationship with materialism, his connection to
the world before his “betrothal.” Since materialism
is ingrained into the reality of our world and we are
naturally entrenched in it, it is virtually impossible
for an individual to free himself of its shackles on
his own.

The ideal then, is to preserve the feeling of being
only “betrothed” to God even after having become
“married.” This is made possible by remembering
that since God is infinite, there are infinite levels of
relationship to be attained with Him, and therefore,
every consummation of consciousness becomes a
state of “betrothal” relative to the higher state of
consummation to come.?



Numbers 30:4-6 MATOT

If a woman makes a vow to Gop or imposes a prohibition upon herself by
means of an oath when she is under 11 years old, she is a minor and her vows are
not legally binding. If she makes a vow or oath when she is over twelve-and-a-half
years old" and also unmarried, she is a free agent and her vows are legally bind-
ing the same as any other adult’s. However, if she is both in her father’s house, i.e.,
she is still unmarried and therefore under his sole jurisdiction, and she is also in
her youth, that is, between the ages of eleven® and twelve-and-a-half, then these
special laws apply to her:

If her father heard her vow or her prohibition that she imposed upon herself
by taking an oath, and yet her father remains silent and thus confirms her vow or
oath, all her vows in such cases shall be binding, and also any prohibition that
she has imposed upon herself in such cases shall be binding.

But if her father hinders her on the day he hears this vow or oath by annul-
ling it, declaring it null and void, all her vows and her prohibitions that she has
imposed upon herself and he has so annulled shall not be binding. Gop will
forgive her if, before becoming aware that her father annulled her vow or oath,
she transgressed it, because her father already hindered her, preventing the vow
or oath from taking force.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

He shall not violate his word: The word for “vio-
late” in Hebrew (yachel) comes from the word for
“profane” or “unholy” (chol). The inner meaning
of this verse is therefore that a person should not
make his word “profane”; even our most mundane
matters should also be imbued with holy intentions
and be consistent with the greater purpose of Cre-
ation, making a home for God in this world."

If a woman makes a vow : The following indi-
viduals can annul a woman’s vows:

e A father can annul his daughter’s vows as long as
she is not married;

e a betrothed woman’s fiancé and father can to-
gether annul her vows; and

e a husband can annul his wife’s vows.

The man in question can annul his daughter’s/fian-
cé’s/wife’s vows if they are in some way detrimental
to her (or in the case of the fiancé/husband, detri-
mental to their relationship), and his annulment
actually contravenes the force of her vow, thereby
canceling it.

In addition, a sage or rabbinical court can invalidate
any individual’s vows if his vow is proving more of
a hindrance than a help in his life and/or relation-
ship with God. In this case, however, the sage or
court do not have the legal authority to annul the
vow;" they rather interrogate the individual and

determine whether he would have made the vow
had he known it would lead to the present conse-
quences. If the answer is “no,” it is established that
the vow was made under false pretenses and is
therefore retroactively void.

The annulment of the father/fiancé/ husband is
analogous to the case in which a person has made
a formal vow but is ready to progress to the point
where he no longer needs it, since he can restrain
himself on his own. Such an individual still needs
to abstain from worldly pleasures in some way, but
he is ready —with the proper inspiration—to do so
without the legal crutch of the vow.

The invalidation of the vow by the sage or court
is analogous to the case in which a person is suc-
cessfully restraining himself on his own but is now
ready to ascend to the maturity of consciousness
in which the material world poses no threat to his
Divine orientation. He can partake of the world’s
pleasures in a Godly way. The sage or court, in this
case, simply has to reveal the latent, inner Divin-
ity of the individual’s soul; this releases him from
his need for abstinence. In fact, it becomes retroac-
tively evident that, had he manifested this level of
consciousness all along, there would have been no
need for abstinence to begin with.?

If a woman makes a vow: A father can annul vows
his daughter makes before her marriage. A husband

17. Although a woman normally becomes a legal adult at the age of 12, in some cases (such as this) she is considered to be in an
intermediate stage of maturity between the ages of twelve and twelve-and-a-half. This stage is called “youth” (na’arut). 18. Likutei
Sichot, vol. 13, p. 108. 19. The Torah text itself does imply that the sage and the court possess such authority, but according to the
legal tradition given with the text, they do not (Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, p. 189). 20. Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, pp. 191-192.
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their relationship.

Regarding the period in which the husband may annul such vows or oaths, if
her husband remains silent from the time he heard about them on one day until
the beginning of the next day, that is, until nightfall after he heard about them, he
has by virtue of remaining silent upheld all the vows and prohibitions she has
assumed; he has upheld them since he remained silent on the day he heard it.
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Numbers 30:7-15 MATOT

If, between the ages of eleven and twelve-and-a-half, she becomes betrothed to a
man while her vows are in force, or the oaths she made by an utterance of her lips
and that she thereby imposed upon herself are in force, her father having neither
annulled them nor confirmed them,

and her fiancé hears about them but remains silent on the day he hears about
them, her vows shall remain binding and her prohibition that she has imposed
upon herself by taking an oath shall remain binding. By remaining silent, her
fiancé has confirmed them.

But if her fiancé, together with her father, hinders her on the day he hears it,
he thereby annuls the vow she had taken upon herself and the utterance that
she had imposed upon herself by taking an oath, and Gop will forgive her if she
transgresses it unaware that it has been annulled.

If the engagement is broken off while the woman is still in this age range, she
returns to the jurisdiction of her father and the laws governing a single girl of this
age apply to her. But as for the vow or oath of a woman who did marry her fiancé
but became a widow or a divorcé while still in this age range, whatever she pro-
hibited upon herself will remain binding upon her. Once she has been fully mar-
ried, her father no longer has any jurisdiction over her, even if she subsequently
becomes widowed or divorced.

If the woman married her fiancé and she vowed in her husband’s house, that
is, while under his jurisdiction, regardless of her age, or imposed a prohibition
upon herself with an oath,

and her husband heard and remained silent, and did not hinder her, all her
vows shall be binding and every prohibition she imposed upon herself shall be
binding. By remaining silent, he has implicitly confirmed her vow or oath.

If, on the other hand, her husband annuls them on the day he hears them,
anything issuing from her lips regarding her vows or self-imposed prohibitions
shall not be binding: her husband has annulled them and Gop shall forgive her
if, unaware that he has annulled them, she transgresses them.

Her husband does not have control over all her vows and oaths; he can either
uphold or annul only any vow or any binding oath of self-affliction that affects

& A CLOSER LOOK =&

[7] If she becomes betrothed: The terms “be- undergo a halachic divorce.” In ancient times, it

trothed” [yo1x, eirusin] and “fiancé(e)” [n/o1x,
arus(ah)] as used here indicate a precise and
binding legal status between the man and wom-
an, contracted by specific legal procedures. In
Jewish law, “betrothal” is an intermediate state
between singlehood and marriage, in which
the couple are legally husband and wife but are
not yet allowed to live together or cohabit.” Be-
trothal cannot be dissolved simply by consent; if
the betrothed couple wish to separate they must

was customary for couples to become betrothed
and then married several months (often twelve)
later, in order to give the families time to prepare
for the wedding.** Nowadays, this practice has
been largely discontinued, and halachic betroth-
al takes place as the first part of the marriage
ceremony. Thus, when couples today decide to
get married, they should never be referred to
as being “betrothed” [arusim], but only as being
“engaged” [mishtadchim, etc.].*

22. Shulchan Aruch, Even HaEzer 55:1. 23. Shulchan Aruch, Even HaEzer 26:3. 24. See, for example, Genesis 24:55. 25. Igrot Kodesh,
vol. 26, p. 140; Sichot Kodesh 5741, vol. 2, pp. 512-513.
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The revenge of God against Midian: The word
“Midian” in Hebrew is derived from the word for
“strife” or “argument” (madon).”

This evil of baseless hatred had to be eliminated be-
fore we entered the Land of Israel, since baseless
hatred is obviously at odds with the harmonious
functioning of society that is the prerequisite for
attaining any national goals, let alone that of pro-
mulgating Divinity in the world. Indeed, the Jews
succumbed to this evil during the era of the second
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Temple and this is what brought about the Temple’s
destruction and the present exile.*®

The root of baseless hatred is ego. An egocentric
person feels threatened by anyone who opposes (or
seems to oppose) his inflated sense of self. Any pos-
itive quality evinced by the other person diminishes
his own importance, so the egocentric person will
desperately seek to delegitimize the other person.
Although he may not seek to actively harm him,
he will be secretly pleased when the other person

& INNER DIMENSIONS

[3] The revenge of God against Midian: The
Name of God used in this verse is the Name Ha-
vayah, indicating that the evil embodied by Mid-
ian opposes specifically this Name of God.

The Name Havayah (which means “the One who
brings into being”) alludes to the various forces
of God’s energy He used and uses to create the
world. These creative forces are different and
even opposing, but they function harmoniously
because they exhibit no self-assertion; they exist
only to actualize God’s creative will. Thus, the
Midianite egocentrism that spawns contention
and strife undermines the harmonious function-

ing of the forces God uses to continuously create
the world.

This is an additional reason why this war had
to be led by Moses. The only way for there to
be cooperation and peace between people in this
world is when they submit to the higher author-
ity of the Torah. Firstly, without this submission,
who is to say whose authority is more legitimate?
Secondly, the Torah itself fosters peace, as it is
said, “its ways are the ways of pleasantness, and
all its paths are peace.” Since Moses was both the
channel through whom God gave the Torah and
the personification of selflessness, he had to lead
the war against Midian.*!

29. See Zohar 2:68a; Likutei Torah (Arizal). 30. Yoma 9a. 31. Likutei Torah 3:85d ff, Sefer HaiMa'amarim 5659, p. 53 ff; Sefer HiMa'amarim

5747, p. 183 ff.
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But if he then changes his mind and annuls them, after having heard them and
confirmed them by remaining silent until the end of the day or by saying ‘I ap-
prove,” this shall not be a valid annulment; therefore, he shall bear her iniquity if
she transgresses her vow or oath, thinking he has annulled it.

These are the rules which Gop commanded Moses concerning a man and his
wife and a father and his daughter, in her youth, while in her father’s house. The
sage (or tribunal) can release the vow, while the father, husband, or fiancé can annul
the vow, but not vice versa.”

The Attack on Midian

The Torah now returns to the historical narrative, continuing
with the aftermath of the incident at Shitim and the preparations for Moses’ death.
As was seen above,? God told Moses to distress the Midianites and that soon he
would have to attack them directly. Gop now spoke to Moses, saying,

“Take revenge for the Israelites against the Midianites. Afterwards, you will
die and be gathered to your people.”

Even though Moses understood that he would die soon after this battle, he nev-
ertheless did not delay to do God’s bidding. Moses spoke to the people, saying,
“Arm from among you righteous men for the army, that they can do battle against
Midian, and carry out the revenge of Gop against Midian.” God had just de-
scribed this battle as “the revenge of the Israelites,” but since whoever is an enemy
of the Jewish people is an enemy of God, the two concepts are equivalent.

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Take revenge for the Israelites: In the battles
against Sichon and Og, Moses played an active role.
Here, however, he merely prepared the people for
war while Pinchas actually led them in battle.

This is because God commanded the Jewish people
to take vengeance against Midian because they en-
ticed them into the idolatry of Pe’or.”” No Midianite
territory was captured or annexed to the Land of
Israel. As we mentioned previously, the idolatry of
Pe’or is essentially hedonism: the indulgence in sen-
sual pleasure as an end in itself rather than for the
higher purpose of experiencing Divinity or infus-
ing Divinity into reality. This attitude toward life is
the antithesis of the lifework of Moses. Hedonism
implies that physical pleasures are either too “low”
and vulgar to serve Divine purposes or are some-
how off-limits for the holy life. Moses, the channel
through whom God gave the Torah, championed
the truth that Godliness can and must pervade all of
reality; it must even dictate our approach to physi-
cal pleasures. In fact, if anything, Moses’ lifework
proclaimed that it is specifically in the lowest end of
creation that the potential for Divinity is the great-
est. He used this argument to wrest the Torah from
the angels and expose the error of the spies. Unfor-

26. Above, on 25:16-18. 27. Numbers 25:17-18. 28. Reshimot 51.
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tunately, the misconstruction of this appreciation
for the lowest rungs of spirituality led to the error
of Pe’or. In order to wipe out the source of this error,
Moses’ inspiration and example was necessary.

This theoretical groundwork, which destroys the
philosophy of Pe’or’s mental stranglehold, is suffi-
cient to prevent a person from falling into the trap
in the future. But to “avenge” the evil, i.e., to repair
the damage already done and root out any trace of
its effect that might surface sometime in the future,
more is required than the detached arguments of
a philosophical theoretician. The battle itself was
therefore led by Pinchas, because Pinchas embodied
the ethic and zeal of self-sacrifice. The inspired zeal
that makes a person incensed enough to go beyond
the letter of the law —and even risk his life—reveals
a higher, purer level of motive and consciousness
than normal.

Similarly, in our personal confrontation with the
deception of Pe’or, we need to emulate both Moses
and Pinchas. From Moses we learn to cultivate the
proper, Jewish attitude toward materialism and its
sensuality; from Pinchas we learn to attack its ef-
fects on us with righteous indignation.
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more comprehensive perceptions of truth. His lack
of concern for his own image will also enable him
to bare his shortcomings to another person and seek
his guidance, thereby allowing him to solve his
problems and progress in his self-refinement.*

Whoever is an enemy of the Jewish people is an
enemy of God: This idea is expressed specifically
in the context of the war with Midian because the
Midianites in fact attacked both God and the Jewish
people. They sought to physically destroy the Jews,
and the means they used to try to do this was to
entice them into sin, thus attacking God.*

Whoever is an enemy of the Jewish people is an
enemy of God: The vengeance God sought against
Midian was in response to the death of thousands
of Jews that resulted from the encounter with Mid-
ian. These Jews died because the Midianite women
enticed them into idol worship and moral trans-
gressions. We see here how much God loves His
people: He considers someone who opposes and
attacks even transgressors such as these as if he had
attacked God Himself.

From all the tribes of Israel: Unlike other wars,
the Levites were conscripted to fight in this one and

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

took a portion of the booty. This is because the pur-
pose of this war, as we said, was to uproot the idola-
try of Pe’or, the misuse and abuse of gross materiali-
ty. The Levites, consecrated from birth to the service
of God, are always in danger of thinking that the
proper response to the dangers of materiality is to
renounce it altogether. Therefore, it was necessary
to engage them in this war in order that they learn
to fully appreciate the value of the elements of cre-
ation on the lower rungs of spirituality.

The lesson for us here is that the extent to which
we dedicate ourselves to spiritual pursuits should
not cause us to disparage those “beneath” us. As
the sages have instructed us, “Be humble before all
men.”® Everything and everyone has some posi-
tive aspect for us to value and learn from, no matter
how holy we may be or have become.*

The Torah goes into great detail about the booty of
Midian and its purification in preparation for Jew-
ish use and is quite terse about the details of the
battle itself. This, again, is because the purpose of
the war with Midian was not to conquer them or
their land but to illustrate the proper attitude to-
ward materiality.*s

40. Likutei Torah 3:85d ff; Sefer HaMa'amarim 5659, p. 53 ff; Sefer HaMa'amarim 5747, p. 183 ff. 41. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, pp. 361-362.
42. Sichot Kodesh 5734, vol. 2, p. 323. 43. Avot 4:10. 44. Reshimot 51. 45. Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, pp. 197-198.
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Moses continued, “You shall send a thousand of these men from each tribe from
all the tribes of Israel —including the tribe of Levi, which normally is exempt from
military service—into the army.”

From the thousands of Israelites, a thousand men were given over for each
tribe against their will, because they understood that fighting this battle would
hasten Moses” death. Even though the Jews harassed Moses continually since the
Exodus, they really valued him and tried to forestall losing him. Nonetheless, they
reluctantly submitted to God’s will, and there were thus 12,000 armed for battle.

Moses sent them —the thousand from each tribe—to the army. Because the ex-
cessive plunder from the battles with Sichon and Og had left the Israelites mor-
ally lax and susceptible to Balaam’s plot, Moses told them not to take any booty
by themselves from this battle.”> In order to in-
crease their spiritual merits, he sent them to the
army along with Pinchas the son of Eleazar the
priest, for his merit equaled that of the rest of
the army. Although Eleazar was the high priest, |3
it was Pinchas who accompanied the army be-
cause (a) he had begun the attack on the Midi-
anites when he slew their princess, Kozbi,* so
it was fitting that he oversee its completion; (b)
this was an opportunity for him to take revenge g
on the Midianites for buying his ancestor,*
Joseph,® as a slave; and (c) he was the priest a s
appointed to exhort the people before battle.* Q0
Pinchas went out with the sacred utensils —the K
ark that always accompanied the Israelites into
battle” and the high priest’s garments, which
the priest appointed to exhort the people before
battle wore®®* —and the trumpets for sounding
during battle* in his possession.
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They mounted an attack against Midian, as
Gop had commanded Moses, and they killed
every male (See Figure 1).

Figure 1: The Battle with Midian

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

suffers, or at least not be troubled. Furthermore,
egocentricity blinds a person to other people’s good
qualities; since he is not sincere in his relationship
with God and the world, he cannot believe that oth-
ers are, either.

In contrast, someone who is not plagued with ego-
centricity will focus only on other people’s good
qualities. Their suffering will genuinely trouble

him, since he will judge them favorably and find no
justification for their suffering. If he does find some
fault with someone else, he will admonish him in
accordance with the Torah'’s guidelines for doing so,
but he will not hate him.

Similarly, rather than viewing differences of opin-
ion as an affront to his selfhood, the selfless person
will view them as opportunities to arrive at higher,

32. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, pp. 357 ff. 33. Above, 25:6 ff. 34. As was stated above, on 25:10. 35. Genesis 37:36. 36. Deuteronomy

20:1-4. 37. See Exodus 40:21. 38. Yoma 73a. 39. Above, 10:9.
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Numbers 31:8-16 MATOT

As it happened, Balaam was in Midian at the time, for he had come to collect his
fee for having caused the death of thousands of Israelites by advising Moab and
Midian to entice them into the sins of idolatry and lechery.* When the Israelites at-
tacked, he used his magical powers to make himself and the five kings of the Midi-
anite confederation fly in the air, but Pinchas held up the high priest’s headband to
them, and the Divine Name engraved on it nullified the power of Balaam’s magic.
In this way, they killed the Midianite kings, making them fall from the air upon
their own slain. Evi, Rekem, Tzur, Chur, and Reva were the five kings of Midian.
They were equally guilty of scheming against the Israelites, and therefore all died
the same way. Balaam, in the meantime, left the Midianite camp and approached
the Israelite army, attempting to argue that it was useless to try to subdue Midian.
“If,” he argued, “when you were 600,000 strong, you could not resist the tempta-
tion to sin with the Midianite girls, what makes you think you can now resist the
same temptation when you are only 12,000 strong?” The Israelites thereupon slew
Balaam the son of Beor with the sword. This was poetic justice: Balaam had tried
to usurp the Jews’ weapon, their power of prayer, by battling them with his curses;
the Jews in turn killed him by usurping the non-Jewish weapon, the sword.*”

The Israelites took the Midianite women and their small children captive, and
they plundered all their beasts, livestock, and all their possessions.

They set fire to all their residential cities and also to their castles, in which
their political and religious leaders lived.

They took all the movable booty and all the living plunder of man and beast

and brought it all —the captives, the plundered animals, and the movable boo-
ty—to Moses and to Eleazar the priest and to the entire community of Israel in
the camp, in the plains of Moab by the Jordan opposite Jericho. They did not
appropriate any of it for themselves, just as Moses had told them.

Although the soldiers’ behavior was
impeccable, some of the young people started looting the booty when the army re-
turned. To stop them, Moses, Eleazar the priest, and all princes of the community
went out to meet them, outside the camp.

When he saw the Midianite women, Moses became angry with the officers of
the army—the commanders of thousands and the commanders of hundreds—
who had returned from the campaign of war.

Moses said to them, “Did you let all the females live?

We can recognize them individually: they are the same ones who were in-
volved with the Israelites on Balaam’s advice to betray Gop in the incident of
Peor, resulting in a plague among the congregation of Gop.

46. Above, on 24:14. 47. Compare above, on 21:18.
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& INNER DIMENSIONS «6

[continued...] or heated until white-hot in order to
make it physically release the forbidden food it
has absorbed, while a vessel that has been de-
filed needs only to be immersed in a mikveh—
whose waters merely surround the vessel from
without and do not physically affect the walls of
the vessel in any way.

Inasmuch as our sense of logic is tied largely to
our physical senses, the process used to make
a vessel give up the forbidden food it has ab-
sorbed seems more logical than the process used
to purify a vessel from ritual defilement. It goes
somewhat against the grain of logic to say that
immersing a vessel in a specified volume of wa-

ter originating from a specified source can some-
how affect it.

Ritual defilement by contact with a corpse is
even more abstract than regular ritual defile-
ment, so the means used to purify it—sprinkling
a few drops of a specially prepared solution on
the outside of the affected person or vessel —are
even more “spiritual” and counter logic even
more.

This explains how Moses erred regarding the
power of the solution of the ashes of the red cow:
Moses was the “escort of the King” (God), and
looked at reality from the higher, Divine per-
spective. Accordingly, he felt that the potency of
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Numbers 31:17-21 MATOT

So now kill every male child, and you shall also kill every woman who is old
enough to have carnal intercourse with a man, even if she is still a virgin.

But you may keep alive all the young girls who are not old enough to have
carnal intercourse with a man, for yourselves. We will determine which ones are
in which category by having all the women pass in front of the high priest’s head-
band; the faces of those mature enough for carnal relations will turn green.

And those of you who have been defiled through contact with a corpse dur-
ing the war or will kill the captives now must encamp outside the camp, that is,
not enter the courtyard of the Tent of Meeting for at least seven days; specifically,
whoever either came in contact with a corpse indirectly through having killed a
person with a sword or some other instrument that transmits defilement or who
touched a corpse directly shall purify himself on the third and seventh day after
he begins counting, with the solution made of the ashes of the red cow.* This ap-
plies to both you and to any of your captives who have converted.

Similarly, all garments, leather articles, any goat product, including those made
of its hair, horns, claws, and bones, and every wooden and metal article that came
in contact with a corpse shall undergo the same purification rites.”

In his anger at the army over their having left the Midianite women alive, Moses
mistakenly assumed that purifying the plundered eating utensils from the defile-
ment of having come in contact with a corpse would also purify these same uten-
sils from the forbidden food they had absorbed and from the impurity they pos-
sessed by virtue of belonging to a non-Jew.* So Moses” nephew, Eleazar the priest,
said to the soldiers returning from battle, “This—the laws of purification from
defilement through contact with a corpse that Moses just reviewed for you—is the
statute that Gop commanded Moses, and you must do as he said.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS ¢4

You shall kill every woman who can have car-
nal intercourse with a man: The Midianite women
who had seduced the Israelite men clearly deserved
the death penalty, for they were guilty of causing
them to sin and had thus proven themselves to be
either outright malicious or incapable of standing
up to mass evil. Those who did not participate in
Balaam’s scheme (if there were such) but were sim-
ply non-virgins had to be killed because their atti-
tudes toward carnality and femininity had already
been spoiled by the relations they had engaged in
as part of the corrupt Midianite society. Their atti-
tudes and jadedness rendered them not only unfit
to join the ranks of the Jewish people but a danger-

ous influence that could not be allowed to seep into
the society of holiness and corrupt it. But why was
it necessary to kill the Midianite women who were
merely old enough for carnal relations, even if they
were still virgins?

Presumably, they had to be killed because the
very fact that they had reached puberty and were
therefore ready at any time to join the ranks of the
carnally active women meant that they already
considered themselves part of the depraved Midi-
anite culture and had absorbed its values. This put
them in the same category as their experienced
compatriots.®

& INNER DIMENSIONS

[21] The fundamental difference between ritual
defilement (tumah) and absorption of forbidden
food is that the latter penetrates into the vessel,

while the former resides spiritually around the
vessel. Thus, a vessel that has absorbed forbid-
den food needs to be immersed in boiling water

48. Above, 19:1-22. 49. Likutei Sichot, vol. 8, pp. 182-184. 50. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, p. 368.
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[continued...] the solution of the ashes of the red
cow should be sufficient to penetrate the inner-
most aspects of the person or vessel: an overall
change in a person’s attitude should by right
affect all aspects of his or her life, down to the
minutest details.

54. Likutei Sichot, vol. 8, pp. 184-185.

Eleazar, however, was the priest, the “escort of
the Queen” (the people). He looked at reality
from the earthly perspective, and therefore knew
that sweeping, overall changes are not enough;
the individual must work on his or her inner self
directly, as well.**
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Numbers 31:22-28 MATOT

But even after you have purified the captured utensils from defilement caused
by contact with a corpse, you must also purify these utensils from the forbidden
food they absorbed and from the impurity of belonging to a non-Jew, through a
different process. Metal vessels —the gold, the silver, the copper, the iron, the tin,
and the lead

—in fact, whatever is used in fire, you shall pass through fire the same way it is
used, and then it will be purified. If it is a cooking vessel used with boiling water,
you must immerse it in boiling water. If it is used directly over the fire, you must
heat it until it turns white-hot. This is how a metal utensil releases the forbidden
food it has absorbed. You must, however, remove any rust from it first, so nothing
interposes between the metal and the cleansing medium. (In contrast to metal ves-
sels, earthenware vessels used in fire never release the forbidden food they have
absorbed, so such vessels cannot be purified.)” Although the people knew the prin-
ciples involved in removing forbidden food from vessels’! (and therefore Moses
did not need to mention these laws after the battles with Sichon and Og), Eleazar
had to repeat them here because (a) Moses had implied that they were not appli-
cable; (b) Moses had not overseen this battle, so extra care was necessary to ensure
that the soldiers followed all the applicable laws properly, and (c) the Midianites
had rusty vessels, so the law applicable to such a case had to be articulated now.*
“But before you purify a metal vessel from the forbidden food it has absorbed, it
must be purified with sprinkling water, that is, the solution made with the ashes
of the red cow, to purify it from the defilement caused by contact with a corpse,
and even if the vessel is brand new, it must be immersed in the purifying water of
a mikveh, the ocean, or a flowing river or stream to purify it from the defilement
caused by non-Jewish ownership. Whatever vessel is not used in fire does not ab-
sorb any forbidden food; therefore, you need only immerse it in purifying water
after purifying it from contact with a corpse.

In order to complete the process of purification from defilement by a corpse,
mentioned by Moses, you shall immerse yourselves and your garments in purify-
ing water on the seventh day after you began counting, and thus become ritually
pure;® only afterwards, you and your garments may enter the camp, that is, the
courtyard of the Tent of Meeting.”

Gop spoke to Moses, saying,
“Take a count of the plunder of the captive people and animals, you, together
with Eleazar the priest and the heads of the paternal houses of the community.

And you shall divide this plunder equally between the warriors who went
out to battle and the rest of the entire congregation. The soldiers may keep what-
ever moveable property they captured, however, all for themselves.

And you shall levy a tax for Gop from the half you gave to the soldiers who

went out to battle: one out of every 500 of the people, the cattle, the donkeys, and
the sheep.

51. Leviticus 6:21. 52. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, p. 369, note 43. 53. Above, on 19:12.
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Numbers 31:29-46 MATOT

Take this tax from their half and give it to Eleazar the priest as a gift to Gop.

From the half belonging to the rest of the Israelites, you shall take one fiftieth
of the people, the cattle, the donkeys, the sheep, and all animals as a tax, and
you shall give them to the Levites, the keepers of the charge of the community,
as their representatives, in the Tabernacle of Gop.”

Moses and Eleazar the priest did as Gop had commanded Moses.

The plunder, which was in addition to the moveable spoils that the army had
pillaged, consisted of 675,000 sheep,

72,000 cattle,

and 61,000 donkeys.

As for the people, that is, the women who were not old enough to have carnal
intercourse with a man, they were 32,000. Miraculously, the tallies were all such that
their halves were divisible by 50 and by 500, so God’s instructions could be carried
out precisely and so the tax could be actually levied from the entire tally. This would
not have been possible if the total had not been divisible by these numbers.®

Regarding the half that was the portion of those who went out to battle: the
number of sheep was 337,500

and the tax to Gop from the sheep —one five hundredth—was 675;
there were 36,000 cattle, of which the tax to Gop was 72;

there were 30,500 donkeys, of which the tax to Gop was 61;

and there were 16,000 people, of which the tax to Gop was 32 people.

Moses gave the tax, which was a gift to Gop, to Eleazar the priest, as Gop had
commanded Moses.

As he was commanded, Moses then took a tax from the half al-
lotted to the Israelites, which Moses had divided for them from the total spoils
brought back by the men who had gone into the army.

Although it had taken time to divide all the plunder in half and levy the tax
from the soldiers’ half, none of the captives or animals died, nor were any new
ones born, in the interim.* Thus, the community’s half also totaled the same as the
soldiers’: 337,500 sheep,

36,000 cattle,

30,500 donkeys,

and 16,000 people. Thus, the two halves of the spoils were exactly equal, and
the proportions levied from them were precise.

55. Likutei Sichot, vol. 13, pp. 110-113. 56. Ibid.
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reality betrayed a certain escapism. The fact that the
Levites had been conscripted into the war against
Midian had showed them that even those dedi-
cated to the most sublime forms of Divine service
can and must work to elevate reality. They therefore
preferred to be shepherds, since this occupation is
conducive to a meditative lifestyle and distances
a person from the bustle of city life. They felt that
it was possible to accomplish God’s ends while re-
moved from the realities of civilization.
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Moses was initially opposed to their proposal, since
he felt that if the people would enter the Land of
Israel and capitalize on its inherent superior spiri-
tuality, the spiritual energy generated would be so
great that it would draw into it the spiritual poten-
tials of the rest of the world. This would make it
unnecessary to actively seek out the spiritual po-
tentials outside the holy land. Indeed, something of
this nature actually occurred much later, in the era
of King Solomon. His Divine wisdom was so great
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Numbers 31:47-32:1 MATOT

Moses took one-fiftieth of the half of the Israelites, the people and the ani-
mals, and gave them as a tax to the Levites, the keepers of the charge of the
community, as their representatives, in the Tabernacle of Gop, as Gop had com-
manded Moses.

After this, the officers appointed over the army’s thousands, the commanders
of thousands and the commanders of hundreds, approached Moses.

They said to Moses, “Your servants counted the soldiers who were in our
charge, and not one man is missing from us.

We therefore wish to bring an offering for Gop —any man who found a gold
article of women’s jewelry, be it an anklet, a bracelet, a ring, an earring, or a chas-
tity belt—to atone for our souls before Gop for any lustful thoughts we may have
had toward the Midianite women.”

Moses and Eleazar the priest took all the gold articles from them.

The total of the gift of gold which they dedicated to Gop amounted to 16,750
shekels; this was from the commanders of the thousands and the commanders
of the hundreds,

while, as mentioned previously, the soldiers had seized moveable spoils for
themselves and kept them.

Moses and Eleazar the priest took the gold from the commanders of the thou-
sands and hundreds and brought it to the Tent of Meeting, as a remembrance for
the Israelites before Gop.

The Request of Reuben and Gad

The Israelites had camped in Sichon’s
territory, southern Gilead, ever since conquering it in Elul, 2487.”” They had also
conquered the Ya’'zer district, in Sichon’s territory,® and Og’s territory, even further
north.” Of all the tribes, the descendants of Reuben and Gad had most appreci-
ated the unique spiritual benefits of the manna, and were careful to eat it as much
as possible. Since, for this reason, they had slaughtered very little of their cattle for
food,” they had an abundance of livestock, very numerous, and they saw the
land of Ya’zer and the land of southern Gilead,”" and behold, the place was a
place uniquely suitable for livestock.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

The descendants of Reuben and Gad had an
abundance of livestock: As was explained above,”
the war with Midian demonstrated that the proper
attitude toward the lower elements of creation is
not to shun them but to elevate them: to reveal their
Divine dimension and thereby harness them for
promoting holiness in the world. The tribes of Re-
uven and Gad, seeing that this is the case, reasoned
that the territory outside of the holy Land of Israel
was of a lower spirituality and therefore settling it
and utilizing it for holy purposes would accomplish
more than settling the Land of Israel.

For this same reason, they mentioned their cattle
before their children; animals are a “lower” form
of life than people, and therefore the tribes of Re-
uven and Gad appreciated the challenge they rep-
resented more.

Thus, their mistake was the opposite of the mistake
of the spies and their generation. The spies dis-
dained becoming involved with materiality, while
the tribes of Reuven and Gad overemphasized its
importance.

At the same time, their approach to the elevation of

57. Above, 21:21. 58. Above, 21:32. 59. Above, on 21:33 ff. 60. Sefer HaSichot 5750, vol. 2, p. 548, note 80, quoting Tiferet Yehonatan
on this verse. 61. Manasseh’s grandson was named Gilead (above, 26:29). Perhaps the Torah refers to this area by the name it
would be given later, when the Israelites conquered it, or perhaps Manasseh’s son Machir named his son Gilead after the area he
sensed prophetically that he would one day possess. 62.On 31:2, 4.
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and manifested so much Divinity that it awoke the
slumbering spiritual potentials of the outlying lands
and drew them toward their center of gravity. This
will be the case in the messianic future, as well.

But when the tribes of Reuben and Gad pointed out
to Moses that Divine providence indicated that this
land was meant for them—"“[it is] a land [fit] for
livestock, and your servants possess livestock” —
he agreed that God was, in effect, offering them the
challenge of elevating this region and it was proper
for them to accept it. Nonetheless, he stipulated that
they first enter the holy land together with their
brethren, in order to experience firsthand the pu-
rity of life in it. This way they would be properly
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equipped to retain the force of idealism required
when descending to elevate the lower levels of real-
ity.

Moreover, Moses stipulated that the tribes of Reu-
ben and Gad be the leaders of the conquest of Isra-
el.®® By leading the conquest and thereby cultivating
selfsacrifice, they would become sufficiently strong
in their commitment to God’s purposes to be able to
successfully pass the test of living outside the holy
land. At the same time, they would gain the expe-
rience of having lived for years in a non-pastoral
context and learned to appreciate it. This would en-
sure that when they returned to their shepherding
it would not be an escape from reality.®

68. Rashi on Numbers 32:17, quoting Deuteronomy 3:18. 69. Reshimot 51; Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, p. 198.



Numbers 32:2-11 MATOT

Like the spies that conquered Ya'zer® and the rest of the people, they were de-
termined not to repeat the previous generation’s mistake of spurning the Land of
Israel, and wanted to rectify this mistake, as well. They knew that God had prom-
ised Abraham that his descendants, the Jewish people, would eventually inherit
not only Canaan but afterwards also the original territories of Edom, Moab, and
Ammon, to the east of the Jordan River.** They also knew that although God had
forbidden the Israelites to wage war with these peoples, parts of Moab and Am-
mon had become permitted when Sichon wrested them from their original inhabit-
ants. Thus, they felt that settling these lands now would hasten the time when the
Israelites would inherit them in their entirety. Also, they felt that if Moses would
have at least some involvement in possessing the land, it would solidify the Isra-
elites” physical and spiritual control over it considerably. By choosing not to enter
Canaan for these positive reasons, they hoped to rectify the sin of the spies” gen-
eration, who chose not to enter Canaan for negative reasons. They took the fact
that they had abundant cattle and that these territories were particularly suitable
for cattle as a Divine sign that they should try to realize their vision.®® The descen-
dants of Gad, who took the lead in this matter, and the descendants of Reuben,
who followed them, came and spoke to Moses and to Eleazar the priest and to the
princes of the community when they were all studying together, saying,

“The cities of Atarot, Divon, Ya’zer, and Nimrah, Cheshbon, Elaleh, Sevam,
Nebo, and Beon, and their surrounding areas,

in the land that Gop struck down before the congregation of Israel, is a land
uniquely suitable for livestock, and your servants possess much livestock.”

They said to Moses, “If it pleases you, let this land be given to your servants
as a heritage; do not take us across the Jordan. Even though the whole nation
conquered this land, and it is therefore the property of all the tribes, we ask that it
be given to us in exchange for the land we would have taken on the west side of
the Jordan.”

Because of their lofty intentions, Moses agreed to their idea in principle, but he
had one major misgiving: Moses said to the descendants of Gad and the descen-
dants of Reuben, “Shall your brethren go to war while you stay here?

Why do you discourage the Israelites from crossing over to the land which
Gop has given them? They will think you are afraid of fighting the inhabitants of
the land, and will become afraid, also.

This is what your fathers did when I sent them from Ritmah, near Kadesh
Barnea, to explore the land.*”

They went up to the Valley of Eshkol and saw the land, and they discouraged
the Israelites from coming into the land which Gop has given them.

Gop became angry that day, and He swore, saying,
‘None of the men 20 years old and over who came out of Egypt will see the

land that I swore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, for they did not follow Me
wholeheartedly,

63. Above, 21:32. 64. Genesis 15:18-21. 65. Sefer HaSichot 5750, pp. 545 ff. 66. Likutei Sichot, vol. 23, p. 182, notes 7-8. 67. Above,
chapter 13.
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Numbers 32:12-23 MATOT

except for Caleb the son of Yefuneh, the Kenizite—Caleb’s father, Yefunah,
had died, and his mother married Kenaz, so Caleb was Kenaz’s stepson”—and
Joshua the son of Nun, for they followed Gop wholeheartedly.’

Gop became angry with Israel, and He made them wander in the desert for
40 years, until the entire generation who had done evil in the eyes of Gop had
died out.

And behold, you have now risen in place of your fathers as a society of sinful
people, to add to the wrathful anger of Gop against Israel.

If you turn away from following Him, He will leave Israel in the desert again,
and you will destroy this entire people.”

They approached him and said, “We will build sheepfolds and similar enclo-
sures for our livestock here and cities for our wives and children.” They men-
tioned sheepfolds before cities because they were more concerned for their live-
stock than they were for their families.

“We will then arm ourselves quickly and go before the Israelites, leading the
troops, for we are valiant, and we also rely on Jacob’s promise that the descendants
of Gad will be successful warriors.” We will not leave them until we have brought
them safely to their place. In the meantime, our wives and children will reside in
the fortified cities we will now build, on account of the inhabitants of the land.

Not only will we help our brethren conquer the land, we shall not return to our
homes until each of the Israelites has taken possession of his inheritance.” In
fact, it took them seven years to conquer it and another seven to divide it up, and
the warriors of Reuben and Gad did not return to the eastern side of the Jordan
until the end of these 14 years.”

“For we will not inherit with them on the other, west side of the Jordan
and beyond, because our inheritance has come to us here, on the east bank of
the Jordan.”

Moses said to them, “If you do this
thing, if you arm yourselves for battle and go before your brothers, Gop’s people,

and all your armed men cross the Jordan to do battle before your brothers,
Gop’s people,” until He has driven out His enemies before Him,

and the land will be conquered before Gop, then, as far as [ am concerned, this
is enough, and afterwards you may return, and you shall be freed of your obliga-
tion from Gop and from Israel, and this land will become your heritage before
Gop. You then do not have to stay any longer.

But, if you do not do so, behold, you will have sinned against Gop, and be
aware that there is a punishment for your sin, which will find you.

70. See Joshua 15:17. 71. Genesis 49:19. 72. See Joshua, chapter 22. 73. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 9, p. 7, note 36.
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and aspiration to inherit the land in full. By dividing the tribe in two and giving
half an inheritance on the west side of the Jordan and half an inheritance on the
east side, Moses demonstrated that this tribe did not receive its portion on the east
bank of the Jordan because it did not want to live in the land proper. Indeed, the
majority of the tribe crossed the Jordan and settled on its west bank.” Moses gave
these two-and-a-half tribes all the land mentioned together with the cities within
its borders, the cities of the surrounding territory.

79. Likutei Sichot, vol. 28, pp. 210-215.
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Numbers 32:24-33 MATOT

So build yourselves cities for your wives and children and sheepfolds for your
sheep and appropriate pens for your other animals—but not in the order you men-
tioned them, sheepfolds and then cities, for your families are more important than
your livestock. And, since you have vowed to remain on the western side of the
Jordan until your brethren inherit their land, you must do as you have promised.”

The descendants of Gad and the descendants of Reuben spoke to Moses as one
man, unanimously, saying, “Your servants will do as you, our master, commands.

Our children and our wives, our livestock and our cattle will remain there, in
the cities of Gilead.

But your servants will cross over, all who are armed for combat before Gop,
for the battle, as our master has spoken.”

Since he knew he would not live to supervise the arrangement with these tribes
himself, Moses commanded Eleazar the priest and Joshua the son of Nun and all
the paternal heads of the tribes of the Israelites concerning them.

Moses said to Eleazar and Joshua, “If the descendants of Gad and Reuben
cross the Jordan with you, all who are armed for combat before Gop, and the
land is conquered before you, you may give them Gilead as a heritage.

But if they do not cross over with you armed for battle, they shall receive a
possession among you in Canaan.”

The descendants of Gad and the descendants of Reuben answered, saying,
“We shall do as Gop has spoken to your servants.

We shall cross over in an armed force before Gop to Canaan, and then we
shall have the estate of our inheritance on this side of the Jordan.”

So Moses gave the land on the east side of the Jordan to the descendants of
Gad and the descendants of Reuben and half, that is, part of the tribe of Ma-
nasseh the son of Joseph. Specifically, Moses gave the former kingdom of Sichon,
king of the Amorites, to the tribes of Reuben and Gad, and the former kingdom of
Og, king of Bashan, to two of the eight clans of the tribe of Manasseh.” The tribe
of Manasseh had not requested any land on the east side of the Jordan, but Moses
realized that the tribes of Reuben and Gad were correct in assuming that if he were
involved in possessing the land it would strengthen the people’s control over it.
He took their reasoning one step further and reasoned that his involvement (and
its positive effect) would be even more pronounced if he planted some other part
of the Jewish people in their land on his own initiative. He had given the former
kingdom of Sichon to the tribes of Reuben and Gad, but the former kingdom of
Og lay unclaimed. This area was the land of the Rephaim,” part of the land that
God had promised to give to Abraham’s descendants when they first conquered
the land,” not in the messianic future. (True, Moses had originally assumed that
the land on the west side of the Jordan should be conquered first, but that plan
had already been aborted.””) The tribe of Manasseh was famous for its devotion to
the Land of Israel,”® so Moses specifically chose them to express the people’s hope

74. Deuteronomy 3:12-13; see Joshua 17:1-2, where six of the eight clans of Manasseh (as given above, 26:29-32) are stated to have
inherited on the west side of the Jordan. The clan of Machir is recorded explicitly as inheriting to the east of the Jordan (below, v.
39; Deuteronomy 3:13). The clan of Gilead is not mentioned explicitly, but it is not included in the list (in Joshua 17:2) of the six
that inherited on the west side, and it is logical to assume that it inherited in the area that was eventually named after it. 75. Deu-
teronomy. 3:13. 76. Genesis 15:18-21. 77. Above, on 21:23. 78. See above, on 27:1.
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[41] “The villages of Yair”: When he renamed
the villages, Yair called them chavot (instead of
one of the more usual terms, banot or kefarim).

The basic reason for this is because the word
chavot is related to the word for “life” (chai), in-
dicating that he intended them to be a memorial
to his life.

On a deeper level, however, this term expressed
the spiritual transformation Yair intended for
these villages to undergo. Idolatry, the antithesis
of Divine consciousness, is equivalent to spiri-
tual death: the idolater severs himself from God,
the source of life. By including these villages in
the Jewish national homeland, Yair was trans-
forming them from domains of death to gardens
of life.

Furthermore, the word Yair means “will shine,”
so Chavot Yair means “Locales of life where Di-
vine light will shine.”

The deeper reason why Yair renamed only the
villages this way is because the culture of the vil-
lage is less sophisticated than that of the city and
thus represents a more raw, unrefined level of
Divine consciousness. (We are contrasting the
village with a well-run and enlightened city, not
the degenerate hotbed of vice the term “city” has
unfortunately come to connote in modern times.)
Transforming the wvillage into a Godly setting
thus captures the essence of our Divine mission
in this world —to transform even the aspects of
reality that are furthest removed from Divinity
into God’s home on earth.”!
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Numbers 32:34-42 MATOT

The descendants of Gad built up Divon, Atarot, Aroer,

Atrot Shofan, Ya’zer, Yogbehah,

Beit Nimrah, and Beit Haran, making them into fortified cities and sheepfolds.

The descendants of Reuben built Cheshbon, Elaleh, Kiryataim,

Nebo, Ba’al Meon—the names of the latter two having been changed by
the tribe of Reuben since they were originally named after idols—and Sivmah,
which is the same as Sevam, mentioned above,® for they changed the names of
the cities they built in order to emphasize the fact that they had now come into

Jewish possession.®!

Additional Conquests

Inspired by the idea of expanding the
borders of the Land of Israel in anticipation of
the future, the descendants of Machir the son of
Manasseh® went to the northern part of Gilead,
that was beyond Og’s territory, and conquered
it, driving out the Amorites who were there.

Moses gave this part of Gilead to Machir the
son of Manasseh, and he settled in it.*

Yair, the great grandson of Manasseh,* also
went and conquered some of the Amorites’ ter-
ritory in northern Gilead, which included cities
and villages.*® He called the villages surround-
ing the cities “the villages of Yair” after himself
to perpetuate his name, since he was childless.®
But he only named the villages after himself and
not the cities because villages are like the “off-
spring” of the cities.”

Similarly, another descendant of Manasseh,®
Novach, went and conquered the city of Kenat,
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Figure 2: The Land Granted to the Tribes of
Reuben, Gad, and Manasseh

and its surrounding villages, but he called the city itself —not just the villages—
Novach, after his name. But this name did not persist (See Figure 2).%

The Haftarah for the First Sabbath of the Three Weeks may be found on p. 253.

o

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 8

The descendants of Reuben built: The original
names of these cities were associated with the idol-
atries their original inhabitants practiced in them.
Changing their names was an act of conquest, of
taking something formerly associated with idola-
try and appropriating it for holy purposes. In this

sense, the tribe of Reuben was continuing the task
begun with the war against Midian and Moses’ stip-
ulation that they cross the Jordan with their broth-
ers: that of elevating the lowest ends of the spiritual
continuum to holiness.”

80. v. 3. 81. Sefer HaSichot 5750, vol. 2, p. 546, note 68. 82. Above, 26:29. 83. Deuteronomy 3:15. 84.1 Chronicles 2:22. 85. Deu-
teronomy 3:4-14. 86. Deuteronomy 3:14. 87. Likutei Sichot, vol. 38, pp. 117 ff. 88. Chizkuni. 89. As can be seen from 1 Chronicles
2:23. 90. Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, p. 198. 91. Likutei Sichot, vol. 38, pp. 120-121.

201



Dedicated in honor of our children

Nathan, Yitzchok,
Moshe Leyv,
and Gilana

May you continue to grow in the ways
of our holy Torah

Yuri and Deana Pikover

/B0 PNXIT






