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Parashat Mattot-Mas'ei

God has but one more task fdpbshe Rabeinu before the mantle of leadership is to pass to
Joshua:

"Take revenge for the children of Israel against the Midianites; afterwards
you will be gathered to your people.”
(Numbers 31:2)

In his magnum opus on ti@#humash, Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki (1040 —1105), better
known as RASHI, directed the reader to the Biblgtaly that caused God such
consternation. Back iRarashat Chukat, theTorah related howBnai Yisrael, nearing the
end of their forty-year journey in the Sinai, welieected by God to pass through the land
of Moab peacefully. A reassuring message wastseMoshe to Moab, but Moab was
not convinced that the Israelites’ intent was sepbaceful. Therefore, Moab waged
(what they believed was) a justified, pre-emptivaa wgainsBnai Yisrael. RASHI,

qguoting aMidrash in Sfre, explained that the Moabites’ conclusion may haeen

factually wrong, but it was still rational, sindenas based on legitimate fears. Therefore,
there was no need to “take revenge”; the battleavas and the time for amends was at
hand.

The Midianites’ conduct, however, was quite differeAccording to the sanididrash,
the Midianites “were angered over a dispute thdtndit concern them”. In other words,
they joined the Moabite war against the Israektesn though they had no horse in that
race. God therefore commanded that the Israglites punish the Midianites — beyond
merely defeating them in battle — for their senseleatred of Israel.

As is often his style, RASHI suggests an altermaéi¥planation why God spared the
Moabites. Referring (this time) to a statementhmTalmud (Baba Kama 38b), RASHI
noted that God protected Moab “[b]ecause of thegamd doves [virtuous proselytes]
whom | have [in mind] to bring forth from them, maly] Ruth the Moabitess and
Naamah the Ammonitess. Ruth, of course, was that-grandmother of King David and
Naamah was a wife of King Solomon.

This alternative explanation raises several thaosdgroblems. Firstly, students of
RASHI will no doubt recall the story of Yishmaelbfaham'’s oldest son, who, with his

Rabbi Miller retired from the pulpit rabbinate to pursue a career in law. He lives in North
Woodmere, NY with his wife Enid.

The Union for Traditional Judaism is a trans-denominational organization dedicated to
bringing the message of open-minded Halakhic Judaism to the widest possible audience.

All Divrei Torah can be found at http://www.utj.org/Torah/HaShavuah



mother Hagar, was dying of thirst in the desert(GH.:17). RASHI there cited a
Midrash from theTalmud (Rosh Hashana 17b) that the Heavenly Angels aajetct

God's decision to save the boy. “Since Yishma#d'scendents would one day kill Jews”,
the Angels reasoned, “wouldn’t it be prudent tahied die now so as to avoid the future
suffering of the Jews?”

God scolded the Twilight Zone-like approach of Bhiaistering Angels, holding that
Yishmael could be judged only in the present momemd in that capacity, he was
innocent and thus deserved God’s mercy.

The twoMidrashim (concerning Yishmael and Moab respectively) acemsistent. If
Yishmael was to be judged ‘in the moment’, so teousd Moab ‘in their moment’, and in
that context, Moab was certainly as guilty as Mudiar waging war on the Israelites.
Why then didn’t the Moabites deserve God’s wratiardless of any future righteous
offspring? Further, certainly God could have raaged His plans for the future to
accommodate both the punishment of Moab and thedives of Ruth and Naamah.

These three seemingly inconsistent opinions brodgimn by RASHI Gfre, Talmud
R.H., andTalmud B.K.) can actually be melded into a unified phidpbky of national
struggle:

1. We must strive to understand our adversary anddorcile disputes amicably;

2. We are duty bound to make every effort to ascextdiather our ‘enemy’ may
really be just a neighbor with legitimate conceand fears;

3. We are generally not privy to God’s plans for theufe. Therefore, we must
approach our friends ‘in the moment’ and give therary benefit of the doubt;

4, Some wars are just wrong and must be avoided;

5. Sadly, it is sometimes necessary to go to war. Wer is unavoidable, we
must fight to win.

6. But we must always remember that today’s battiéfeglemy might be

tomorrow’s ally, and may perhaps even produce asergger of peace.

(For the motivated reader, try to reconcile thevabanalysis with RASHI on Exodus
2:12, inParashat Shemot.)

Shabbat Shalom!
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