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HUKKAT

1 9 The Lorp spoke to Moses and Aaron, '['1?[}{“7?{1 nwn“m .‘[j.‘[? 12T D ’
saying: 2This is the ritual law that the Lorp has

commanded:

Aarplal

The Generation of the Exodus: The March to Transjordan (continued)

PURIFICATION FROM CONTAMINATION BY A CORPSE (19:1-22)

Contamination that results from contact with a
corpse is mentioned elsewhere in the Torah (see,
e.g., Lev. 21:1-4; Num. 6:6-13). Here, the Torah
prescribes the method of purification. In this rite,
the blood of an all-brown (“red”) cow is not of-

fered on the altar; it is burned together with the
cow’s body, so that the ashes may be used as an
ongoing instrument of puriﬁcation. As in all pu-
rification offerings, the man who burns the cow
becomes impure himself.

In the course of this parashah, Miriam dies,
Aaron dies, and Moses is sentenced to die with-
out reaching the Promised Land. A transition
of generations is taking place. The narrative’s
center of gravity is moving farther from Sinai
and closer to the challenge of conquering the
Promised Land. Soon there will be no Israelites
left who actually stood at Sinai, only Israelites
who have heard about it from parents and
grandparents.

CHAPTER 19

Before continuing with the narrative, the To-
rah offers us the strange ritual of the brown
(“red”) cow. It is the classic example of a law
that defies rational explanation. Indeed, the
general tenor of the commentaries asks us to
accept this law without understanding it, as a
sign of love for and trust in God. The commen-
tators hold that it would be almost unseemly
to search for a rational explanation, implying
that God’s word would be acceptable only if it
fit our canons of reasoning. Human failure to
understand a truth does not make it any less
true. The Midrash pictures King Solomon, the
wisest man in the Bible, saying, “Ihave labored
to understand the word of God and have un-
derstood it all, except for the ritual of the
brown cow” (Num. R. 19:3). “These laws are
decrees from God and we have no right to ques-
tion them” (Num. R. 19:8). “It is more praise-
worthy to do something solely because God
commands it than because our own logic or
sense of morality leads us to the same conclu-
sion” (Sifra K’doshim). The Tosafot compare
this commandment to alover’s kiss which can-
not be explained but can only be experienced
(BT Av. Zar. 35a).

Yet there have been persistent efforts to un-
cover the lessons taught to us by this ritual. Al-
though the Torah describes the ritual as puri-
fying a person of contamination from contact
with a dead body and nothing else, the Midrash
widens the scope to include moral contamina-
tion, especially idolatry, viewing this special
cow as the antidote for the sin of the Golden
Calf. “Let the mother come and repair the dam-
age the offspring has caused” (Num. R. 19:8).
Ramban, noting that the passage comes imme-
diately after the completion of the tabernacle
and the challenge to Aaron’s priesthood, un-
derstands it as a way of preventing ritually un-
fit people from violating the sanctity of the tab-
ernacle. Israel of Ruzhin points out that this
cow purifies the impure but renders the pure
impure; God similarly purifies those who ap-
proach the sanctuary in a spirit of humility
with knowledge of their own inadequacies, but
condemns those who come in a spirit of arro-
gance and a claim to perfection. A modern
commentator suggests that the ritual’s pur-
pose is psychological. To heal a person bur-
dened by a sense of wrongdoing, who feels the
purity of his or her soul has been compromised,
we take an animal completely without blem-
ish and sacrifice it, as if to imply that perfection
does not belong in this world. Perfect creatures
belong in heaven; this world is given to the in-
evitably flawed and compromised.

Because thisrite is inoperative today, so that
there is no way to purify the ritually contam-
inated, some halakhic authorities consider all
Jews ritually unfit to enter the Temple Mount
lest they inadvertently tread on the site where
the holiest precincts of the temple once stood
in Jerusalem.
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NUMBERS 19:3 HUKKAT

Instruct the Israelite people to bring youared
cow withoutblemish, in which thereisno defect
and on which no yoke has been laid. 3You shall
give it to Eleazar the priest. It shall be taken out-
side the camp and slaughtered in his presence.
4Eleazar the priest shall take some of its blood
with his finger and sprinkle it seven times to-
ward the front of the Tent of Meeting. 5The cow
shall be burned in his sight—its hide, flesh, and
blood shall be burned, its dung included—s6and
the priest shall take cedar wood, hyssop, and
crimson stuff, and throw them into the fire con-
suming the cow. 7The priest shall wash his gar-
ments and bathe his body in water; after that
the priest may reenter the camp, but he shall
be impure until evening. 8He who performed
the burning shall also wash his garments in wa-
ter, bathe his body in water, and be impure until
evening. 9A man who is pure shall gather up the
ashes of the cow and deposit them outside the
camp in a pure place, to be kept for water of
lustration for the Israelite community. It is for
purification. 190He who gathers up the ashes of

THE BROWN (“RED”) COW  (vv. 1-13)
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cred garments of the high priestand the inner cur-
tains of the tabernacle.

2. red Hebrew: adom, which here probably
means “brown”—for which there is no word in
the Bible. The idea is to increase, symbolically,
the amount of blood in the ashes.

red . . . without blemish Better: “unblem-
ished brown.” A cow completely uniform in
color, without specks of white or black or with-
out even two black or white hairs, is extremely
rare.

no yoke has been laid It must not have been
used for profane purposes.

3. in his presence The cow will also be
burned in the presence of Eleazar, indicating that
it is imperative for the officiating priest to super-
vise the entire ritual.

4. sprinkle it seven times This act conse-
crates the cow as a purification offering.

6. priest Any priest, not just Eleazar.

hyssop, and crimson stuff Hyssop, an aro-
matic plant, is widespread in the land of Israel.
Crimson yarn refers to the dye extracted from a
“crimson worm,” used in the weaving of the sa-

7. wash his garments and bathe his body 1f
he bathed first, his unwashed garments would
recontaminate him.

until evening Whoever handles a burnt
hattat offering may enter the camp as soon as he
has laundered his clothing and bathed (see Lev.
16:26,28), provided he does not partake of sacred
food until the evening.

8. He who performed the burning It is also
presumed that he who gathers up the ashes re-
mains outside the camp until after he has laun-
dered and bathed, precisely as the contaminated
priest has done.

9. A man Not necessarily a priest.

to be kept The ashes of the brown (“red”)
cow must be guarded scrupulously lest they be-
come contaminated.

It is for purification  These ashes mixed with
water will be sprinkled on corpse-contaminated
individuals to remove the impurity.

10. wash his clothes It is understood that he
will also bathe his body.
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the cow shall also wash his clothes and be im-
pure until evening.

This shall be a permanent law for the Israelites
and for the strangers who reside among you.

11He who touches the corpse of any human
being shall be impure for seven days. 12He shall
purify himself with [the ashes] on the third day
and on the seventh day, and then be pure; if he
fails to purify himself on the third and seventh
days, he shall not be pure. 13Whoever touches
a corpse, the body of a person who has died,
and does not purify himself, defiles the LorD’s
Tabernacle; that person shall be cut off from Is-
rael. Since the water of lustration was not
dashed on him, he remains impure; his impu-
rity is still upon him.

14This is the ritual: When a person dies in a
tent, whoever enters the tent and whoever is in
the tent shall be impure seven days; 15and every
open vessel, with no lid fastened down, shall
be impure. 16And in the open, anyone who
touches a person who was killed or who died
naturally, or human bone, or a grave, shall be
impure seven days. 17Some of the ashes from
the fire of purification shall be taken for the im-
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strangers All those who dwell in the Holy (see 15:30-31). (If the neglect was accidental, a

Land, Israelites and non-Israelites alike, must pu-
rify themselves of corpse contamination lest they
defile the sanctuary by bearing their impurity
within the community.

11. seven days Similarly, in ancient Babylo-
nia, one who came into contact with dust from
a place of mourning was required to offer sacri-
fices to the god Shamash, to bathe, change cloth-
ing, and remain inside the house for seven days.

13. defiles the LorD’s Tabernacle Severe
impurity is dynamic and can attack the sanctuary
through the air. Corpse-contaminated individu-
als who prolong their impurity have defiled the
sanctuary from afar, even without entering it.

shall be cut off 1f the neglect was deliberate

purification offering is brought.)

PURIFICATION BY SPRINKLING  (vv. 14-22)

14. enters the tent The impurity emitted by
the body is trapped by the roof, so to speak, and
cannot rise. Hence, every person and object under
the roof is contaminated.

15. every open vessel A tightly closed vessel
made entirely of earthenware, however, will not
admit the “vapors” of impurity given off by the
corpse; its contents remain pure.

fastened down The lid is attached by cords
passing through holes in it and through the han-
dles of the vessel. Such a lid would keep the vessel
tightly closed and preserve it from defilement.

HALAKHAH L'MA-ASEH

19:14. When a person dies Once the Temple was destroyed, we could not purify ourselves from this type
of ritual impurity. Now all but kohanim may attend funerals (see Lev. 21:2). We rinse our hands upon leaving
the cemetery or upon entering a house of mourning after the funeral, in symbolic recollection of this law.
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pure person, and fresh water shall be added to
them in a vessel. 18A person who is pure shall
take hyssop, dip it in the water, and sprinkle on
the tent and on all the vessels and people who
were there, or on him who touched the bones
or the person who was killed or died naturally
or the grave. 19The pure person shall sprinkle
it upon the impure person on the third day and
on the seventh day, thus purifying him by the
seventh day. He shall then wash his clothes and
bathe in water, and at nightfall he shall be pure.
20If anyone who has become impure fails to pu-
rify himself, that person shall be cut off from
the congregation, for he has defiled the Lorp’s
sanctuary. The water of lustration was not
dashed on him: he is impure.

21Thatshall be for them alaw for all time. Fur-
ther, he who sprinkled the water of lustration
shall wash his clothes; and whoever touches the
water of lustration shall be impure until eve-
ning. 22Whatever that impure person touches
shall be impure; and the person who touches
him shall be impure until evening.

20 The Israelites arrived in a body at the

wilderness of Zin on the first new moon, and

shall be impure Open ecarthenware vessels

are impure forever and must be broken.

18. A person who is pure This obvious con-
dition is made explicit to bar those who had al-
ready handled the ashes and were thereby con-

taminated.
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on all the vessels Afterward these must un-
dergo washing, as people must.

19. Full purification comes only after laun-
dering and bathing.

21. See Comment to 19:10.

22, Whatever That is, anything or anyone.

FROM KADESH TO THE STEPPES OF MOAB (20:1-22:1)

THE SIN OF MOSES AND AARON

After Miriam’s death, the people complain about
the lack of water. Moses and Aaron are com-

(20:1-13)

manded to bring forth water from the rock. They
produce the water but in so doing commit a sin
akin to heresy and are condemned by God to die
in the wilderness.

CHAPTER 20

1. The Talmud connects Miriam’s death to
the preceding passage. “Just as the ashes of the

brown cow atone for sin, the death of a righ-
teous person does the same” (BT MK 28a). In
the wake of a good person’s death, we are
moved to re-examine our own lives.

vy
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NUMBERS 20:2 HUKKAT

the people stayed at Kadesh. Miriam died there
and was buried there.

2The community was without water, and they
joined against Moses and Aaron. 3The people
quarreled with Moses, saying, “If only we had
perished when our brothers perished at the in-
stance of the Lorp! 4Why have you brought the
Lorp’s congregation into this wilderness for us
and our beasts to die there? SWhy did you make
us leave Egypt to bring us to this wretched place,
a place with no grain or figs or vines or pome-
granates? There is not even water to drink!”

6Moses and Aaron came away from the con-
gregation to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting,
and fell on their faces. The Presence of the Lorp
appeared to them, 7and the Lorp spoke to Mo-
ses, saying, 8“You and your brother Aaron take
the rod and assemble the community, and be-
fore their very eyes order the rock to yield its
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THE DEATH OF MIRIAM  (v. 1)

1. The generation of the Exodus has died out
and this is the 40th year. According to 13:26,
however, the Israelites had already arrived at
Kadesh at the start of their sojourn in the wilder-
ness. Some commentators suggest that after hav-
ing left Kadesh they returned to it in the 40th
year. Most likely, these are two variant traditions.

Miriam died there On the 10th day of the
first month, according to an ancient tradition.

3. when our brothers perished During the
Korahite rebellion (16:35, 17:14). Although the

people identify with the Korahite rebels, God
does not punish them because their complaint is
legitimate: They are dying of thirst.

6. came away from That is, in flight.

Jell on their faces Out of fear.

The Presence Thatis, the fire-encased cloud.

8. rod  Of Moses, which had been employed
in the performance of God’s miracles in the wil-
derness (see Exod. 14:16, 17:1-7,9).

to yield its water Because of the will of God,
not the rod of Moses.

2. The community was without water A
legend tells of a marvelous well that sprang up
wherever the Israelites camped, as a tribute to
Miriam’s piety. As she waited by the waters of
the Nile to see the fate of her baby brother, as
she celebrated God’s power at the Sea, so was
she blessed with water, a substance more val-
uable in the desert than gold. When she died,
the well vanished.

4. When Israel was leaving Egypt, trium-
phant and optimistic, they saw themselves as
“the LorD’s congregation.” In the midst of the
wilderness, thirsty and discouraged, they seem
to be saying “We who used to think of our-
selves as the LorD’s congregation can now
only think in terms of being thirsty, along with

our cattle.” Similarly, in verse 8, God promises
to send water for “the congregation and their
beasts.” This has been understood to mean
that the people, desperate with thirst, were re-
sponding at virtually an animal level, no dif-
ferent than their cattle (Meshekh Hokhmabh).

6-12. When Moses strikes the rock to draw
water instead of speaking to it as God com-
manded, he is condemned to die in the wilder-
ness. In this puzzling incident, the punishment
seems grossly disproportionate to the offense.
Why should Moses, who has served God so loy-
ally for so many years through so many trying
times, be so harshly punished for what seems
like a minor infraction? The classic commen-
tators labor to find in the text some justifica-

884
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water. Thus you shall produce water for them
from the rock and provide drink for the con-
gregation and their beasts.”

9Moses took the rod from before the Lorp,
as Hehad commanded him. 10Moses and Aaron
assembled the congregation in front of the rock;
and he said to them, “Listen, you rebels, shall
we get water for you out of this rock?” 11And
Moses raised his hand and struck the rock twice
with his rod. Out came copious water, and the
community and their beasts drank.

12But the LorD said to Moses and Aaron, “Be-

cause you did not trust Me enough to affirm
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9. from before the Lorp That is, from the
tabernacle.

as He had commanded him This statement
would have been expected before or after the ac-
count of the fulfillment of the command, not in
the middle. Its “misplacement” is deliberate, how-
ever. Up to this point Moses executes God’s com-
mand; thereafter, he deviates from it.

11. twice This indicates Moses’ anger, but it
is not his sin. Nor is his sin in striking the rock.

Rather, his sin is in speaking so as to imply that
what follows is his miracle—not God’s.

12. trust Me  Just as Israel, who did not “trust
Me” (14:11), must die in the wilderness (14:23),
so must Moses and Aaron.

in the sight of the Israelite people Their sin was
aggravated because it was witnessed by all of Israel.

this congregation The new generation, now
eligible to enter the Land—an indication that this
event takes place in the 40th year.

tion for God’s being so angry with Moses (and
with Aaron, who seems to be a bystander at
worst). Rashi points out that Moses’ striking
the rock (rather than speaking to it) diminished
the greatness of the miracle. Hananel and
Ramban both fasten on verse 10: “Shall we get
water for you out of this rock?” This seems to
imply that Moses and Aaron present them-
selves rather than God as the source of the mir-
acle. And why was Aaron punished? After the
first strike, he could have stopped Moses from
repeating his error, but did not.

Ibn Ezra and Albo criticize Moses for “need-
ing to be told” to work a miracle instead of be-
ing confident that God would work one for the
people (after all, Moses presumed to anticipate
a miracle in the showdown with Korah). Sev-
eral modern commentators fault Moses for us-
ing a tactic that had worked in an earlier gen-
eration (see Exod. 17:6) but was inappropriate
for this generation.

Perhaps the most persuasive explanation is
that offered by Maimonides in the 12th cen-
tury and Hirsch in the 19th century. Moses was
punished for losing his temper and losing pa-

tience with the people, calling them “rebels,”
striking the rock (and then striking it a second
time) in exasperation with the people. (One
suspects he would as readily have struck the
complainers with his staff.) “When a prophet
loses his temper, his gift of prophecy abandons
him” (BT Pes. 66b).

One might conclude that God’s decree of
death in the wilderness for Moses and Aaron
was not so much a punishment as arecognition
that their time of leadership was over. They
were emotionally worn out by having led the
people for so long. In some cases, there was a
two-generation gap between them and their
followers. Moses and Aaron were not sinners;
they were the right leaders for the Exodus, for
Sinai, for establishing the tabernacle. They
were not the right people to lead a younger gen-
eration into battle.

11. the community and their beasts drank
The people drank like beasts, each person con-
cerned solely with easing his or her own thirst.
Only when we share with others what we our-
selves also crave, do we rise above the animal
level and become truly human.
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My sanctity in the sight of the Israelite people,
therefore you shall not lead this congregation
into the land that I have given them.” 13Those
are the Waters of Meribah—meaning that the
Israelites quarrelled with the Lorp—through
which He affirmed His sanctity.

14From Kadesh, Moses sent messengers to the
king of Edom: “Thus says your brother Israel:
You know all the hardships that have befallen
us; 15that our ancestors went down to Egypt,
that we dwelt in Egypt a long time, and that the
Egyptians dealt harshly with us and our ances-
tors. 16We cried to the Lorp and He heard our
plea,and He senta messenger who freed us from
Egypt. Now we are in Kadesh, the town on the
border of your territory. 17Allow us, then, to
cross your country. We will not pass through
fields or vineyards, and we will not drink water
from wells. We will follow the king’s highway,
turning off neither to the right nor to the left
until we have crossed your territory.”

18But Edom answered him, “You shall not
pass through us, else we will go out against you
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13. Israelites quarrelled with the Lorp They
had quarrelled only with Moses, but their real ob-
ject was God.

affirmed His sanctity Although Moses and
Aaron defied God, God continued to supply the
Israclites with water, and thereby caused His
name to be sanctified in Israel.

ENCOUNTER WITH EDOM  (vv. 14-21)

After the abortive attempt to enter Canaan from
the south (14:40—45; see v. 25), Israel attempts to
enter from the east, across the Jordan River. To
reach the Jordan from their base at Kadesh, how-
ever, they must go north through Edomite terri-
tory.

14. The text closely resembles formal address

in letters that was common throughout the an-
cient Near East: beginning with the addressee (“to
the king of Edom”), followed by the addresser
(“thus speaks your brother Israel”), and then the
message (“You know . . .”).

your brother The personification of a people
in the singular is frequently found in direct ad-
dress (see Exod. 14:26). Here the personification
is that of a brother or a kinsman.

hardships Israel’s misfortunes are empha-
sized solely to elicit sympathy.

16. He sent a messenger Literally: “angel,”
which, although at variance with the standard
view, is found elsewhere (see Exod. 33:2).

17. king’s highway The main route through
the length of Transjordan.

15. dealt harshly with us Hebrew:
va-yarei-u lanu; one rabbinic rendering is:
“they made us seem harsh, bad.” To justify
their cruel treatment of us, they proclaimed
that we were evil and deserving of persecution.

and our ancestors The reference is not
only to the parents and grandparents of the cur-
rent generation. When Israel suffers, Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah
in heaven feel their pain (Num. R. 19:15).
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with the sword.” 19“We will keep to the beaten
track,” the Israelites said to them, “and if we or
our cattle drink your water, we will pay for it.
Weask only for passage on foot—itisbutasmall
matter.” 20But they replied, “You shall not pass
through!” And Edom went out against them in
heavy force, strongly armed. 21So Edom would
not let Israel cross their territory, and Israel
turned away from them.

22Setting out from Kadesh, the Israelites ar-
rived in a body at Mount Hor. 23At Mount Hor,
on the boundary of the land of Edom, the Lorp
said to Moses and Aaron, 24“Let Aaron be gath-
ered to his kin: he is not to enter the land that
I have assigned to the Israelite people, because
you disobeyed my command about the Waters
of Meribah. 25Take Aaron and his son Eleazar
and bring them up on Mount Hor. 26Strip
Aaron of his vestments and put them on his son
Eleazar. There Aaron shall be gathered unto the
dead.”

27Moses did as the Lorp had commanded.
They ascended Mount Hor in the sight of the
whole community. 28Moses stripped Aaron of
his vestments and put them on his son Eleazar,
and Aaron died there on the summit of the
mountain. When Moses and Eleazar came
down from the mountain, 2%the whole com-
munity knew that Aaron had breathed his last.

turning off neither Literally, “we will not

»
stray.

21. Toavoid the land of Edom, the Israelites
must now journey south toward the Red Sea.

THE DEATH OF AARON  (vv. 22-29)

22, arrived On the st of Av (see 33:38).

24. gathered to his kin This idiom is used
only of Israel’s forefathers, never of women or of
non-Israelites. It means “reunited with his ances-

tors” and refers to the afterlife in Sheol.
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disobeyed My command To sanctify God’s
name, which Moses and Aaron failed to do
when they attributed the miracle to their own
powers.

26. Strip Aaron of bis vestments  Eleazar had
already been anointed as his father’s successor so
that he could take his place whenever his father
became incapacitated or ritually impure (see Lev.
6:15).

29. the whole community knew Because El-
eazar was wearing Aaron’s garments.

24. Let Aaron be gathered to his kin Lit-
erally, “. . . gathered to his people.” Let his

living Israelites who knew him, that those
qualities not be lost even after his death.

good qualities now enter into the souls of those
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All the house of Israel bewailed Aaron thirty
days.

21 When the Canaanite, king of Arad, who
dweltin the Negeb, learned that Israel was com-
ing by the way of Atharim, he engaged Israel
in battle and took some of them captive. 2Then
Israel made a vow to the Lorp and said, “If You
deliver this people into our hand, we will pro-
scribe their towns.” 3The Lorp heeded Israel’s
plea and delivered up the Canaanites; and they
and their cities were proscribed. So that place
was named Hormabh.

4They set out from Mount Hor by way of
the Sea of Reeds to skirt the land of Edom. But
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thirty days This is an indication of Aaron’s
importance, because mourning ordinarily lasts
for only 7 days (see Gen. 50:10). To be sure,
Jacob was mourned for 70 days (Gen. 50:3),
but that was in accordance with Egyptian
practice.

ENCOUNTER WITH THE CANAANITES
(21:1-3)

Israel “turns away” from the Edomites (20:21)
and encounters the Canaanites of the Negeb.

1. dwelt Hebrew: yoshev; also be understood
as “ruled.”

2. Israel For the vow to be effective it had
to be taken by every soldier.

proscribe Hebrew: v'haharamzi literally, “put

under ban” (beirem). This was an extreme form
of self-denial. Troops were not salaried in ancient
times and were recompensed only by receiving a
share of the booty. To dedicate all booty to God
isan act of selflessness intended to win the support

of the deity.

THE BRONZE SNAKE  (vv. 4-9)

While rounding the land of Edom near the Red
Sea, the Israelites fall to complaining once again
about the lack of food and water. This, the last
of Israel’s wilderness complaints, is the most
grievous, because this time it is in open defiance
of the Lord Himself.

4. Sea of Reeds Hebrew: yam suf. Here it re-
fers to the Red Sea. (The Israelites had crossed the

29. All the house of Israel bewailed Aaron
In contrast, later (Deut. 34:8) we will read that
“Israelites [but not all Israel] bewailed Moses.”
Moses, the voice of judgment, was respected—
but Aaron the peacemaker was universally
loved.

CHAPTER 21

1.learned Literally, “heard.” What did the
king of Arad hear? That Aaron and Miriam had
died. At that point he attacked Israel, suspect-
ing that without those two righteous leaders,

HALAKHAH L’'MA-ASEH

20:29. thirty days This verse and Deut. 34:8 are the biblical precedents for the 30-day mourning period of
sh’loshim. For 30 days after burial (sh’loshim), the bereaved (the spouse, siblings, children, and parents of the
deceased) do not attend dances or parties, although they may attend a wedding ceremony (BT MK 22b). Shaving
is also prohibited except if necessary to earn a living, and then only after shiv-ah, the first 7 days of mourning.
Informational radio and television programing is permitted to the mourner during sh’loshim. For children
mourning parents, the mourning practices extend for 12 months, except that reciting the mourner’s Kaddish

ends after 11 months.
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the people grew restive on the journey, >and the
people spoke against God and against Moses,
“Why did you make us leave Egypt to die in the
wilderness? There is no bread and no water, and
we have come to loathe this miserable food.”
6The Lorbp sent seraph serpents against the peo-
ple. They bit the people and many of the Isra-
elites died. 7The people came to Moses and said,
“We sinned by speaking against the Lorp and
against you. Intercede with the Lorp to take
away the serpents from us!” And Moses inter-
ceded for the people. 8Then the Lorp said to
Moses, “Make a seraph figure and mount it on
a standard. And if anyone who is bitten looks
at it, he shall recover.” YMoses made a copper
serpentand mounteditonastandard;and when
anyone was bitten by a serpent, he would look
at the copper serpent and recover.
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10The Israelites marched on and encamped

Sea of Reeds upon leaving Egypt; see Exod. 13:18,
15:4,22.)

5. the people spoke against God and against
Moses The opposite of Israel’s attitude when
they crossed the Sea of Reeds: “they had faith
in the Lorp and His servant Moses” (Exod.
14:31).

6. seraph The verb sarafmeans “burn.” Here
it refers to the serpent’s poisonous bite.

8. seraph figure A winged snake similar to
the Egyptian winged cobra. Its image, engraved
on a bronze bowl inscribed with a Hebrew name,

was found in the excavation of the royal palace
of Nineveh, dating to the end of the 8th century
B.C.E. [t was believed that looking at it would gen-
erate healing. Note, too, that winged snakes are
found on many Judahite seals of the pre-exilic pe-
riod. Contrast this with the winged angelic beings
in Isa. 6.

9. copper Hebrew: n’hoshet; better: “bronze”
(see Comment to Exod. 25:3). Note the wordplay
between it and nahash (serpent). Abravanel ex-
plains that the color of the poisonous snakes could
be imitated only by 7 hoshet.

Israel’s morale and sense of unity would falter
(Israel of Ruzhin).

6. Why are the Israelites punished with
serpents for the sin of complaining? Tradition
has it that because the serpent caused Adam
and Eve to transgress by means of clever words,
the serpent would always be the instrument of
punishing people who sin with words (Num.
R. 19:22). Why did Moses’ bronze serpent heal
them? According to the Mishnah, it directed
the people’s thoughts heavenward as they
looked up at it (RH 3:8), just as Moses’ raised
arms directed people’s attention heavenward
in their battle with Amalek (Exod. 17:11). The
Zohar explains that looking at the bronze ser-

pent reminded the people of why they deserved
to be punished, and that is the first step toward
repentance and forgiveness (Sh’lah 175). Fi-
nally, Hirsch suggests that the image of the ser-
pent reminded people of how dangerous the
journey through the wilderness was, and how
much they depended on God to guide them
through it.

In anti-idolatry reforms, King Hezekiah de-
stroyed Moses’ bronze serpent, because it had
become an object of veneration (2 Kings 18:4).
Religion often runs the risk of having people
ascribe excessive holiness to one of God’s in-
struments, losing sight of God to whom it
points.
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at Oboth. 11They set out from Oboth and en-
camped at Iye-abarim, in the wilderness bor-
dering on Moab to the east. 12From there they
setoutand encamped at the wadi Zered. 13From
there they set out and encamped beyond the
Arnon, that is, in the wilderness that extends
from the territory of the Amorites. For the
Arnon is the boundary of Moab, between Moab
and the Amorites. 14Therefore the Book of the
Wars of the Lorp speaks of “...Waheb in
Suphah, and the wadis: the Arnon 15with its
tributary wadis, stretched along the settled
countryof Ar, hugging the territory of Moab...”

16And from there to Beer, which is the well
where the LorDp said to Moses, “Assemble the
people that I may give them water.” 17Then Is-
rael sang this song:

Spring up, O well—sing to it—

18The well which the chieftains dug,

Which the nobles of the people started

With maces, with their own staffs.

And from Midbar to Mattanah, 19and from
Mattanah to Nahaliel, and from Nahaliel to
Bamoth, 20and from Bamoth to the valley that
is in the country of Moab, at the peak of Pisgah,
overlooking the wasteland.

THE ROUTE THROUGH TRANSJORDAN
(vv. 10-20)
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the Wadi el-Mujib, a tremendous ravine that at
one point is 2.5 miles (4 km) wide and 1650

feet (500 m) below the tops of the adjoining

This section offers a summary of the stations of
Israel’s march through Transjordan, given in ful-
ler form in 33:41-49.

12. wadi Zered A “wadi” is a ravine through
which a stream flows. (The word is from Arabic;
in Hebrew it is nahal.) In present-day Israel most
wadis are dry except during the rainy season. The
wadi Zered (present-day Wadi el-Hesa), however,
contains a perennial stream; it is 35 miles (56 km)
long and flows into the southeastern end of the
Dead Sea.

13. Arnon A perennial stream flowing mid-
way into the eastern end of the Dead Sea through

cliffs. The Arnon unites the waters of a complex
of wadis.

territory The Israelites marched in the wil-
derness that lies to the east of the territories of the
Moabites and Amorites.

14. Book of the Wars of the LorRD According
to Ibn Ezra, this was a separate book which, like
the Book of Jashar (Josh. 10:13; 2 Sam. 1:18),
was an anthology of early songs describing the
saga of Israel’s battles at the beginning of its na-
tional existence.

17. Then Israel sang Similar words intro-

duce the Song of the Sea (Exod. 15:1).

17. Encouraged by early military victories,
sustained by having found oases in the wilder-

ness, Israel is now a singing community, grate-
ful and reinvigorated.
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21]srael now sent messengers to Sihon king
of the Amorites, saying, 22“Let me pass through
your country. We will not turn off into fields
or vineyards, and we will not drink water from
wells. We will follow the king’s highway until
we have crossed your territory.” 23But Sihon
would not let Israel pass through his territory.
Sihon gathered all his people and went out
against Israel in the wilderness. He came to
Jahaz and engaged Israel in battle. 24But Israel
put them to the sword, and took possession of
their land, from the Arnon to the Jabbok, as far
as [Az] of the Ammonites, for Az marked the
boundary of the Ammonites. 25Israel took all
those towns. And Israel settled in all the towns
of the Amorites, in Heshbon and all its depen-
dencies.

26Now Heshbon was the city of Sihon king
of the Amorites, who had fought against a for-
mer king of Moab and taken all his land from
him as far as the Arnon. 27Therefore the bards
would recite:

“Come to Heshbon; firmly built

And well founded is Sihon’s city.

28For fire went forth from Heshbon,

Flame from Sihon’s city,

Consuming Ar of Moab,

The lords of Bamoth by the Arnon.

29Woe to you, O Moab!

VICTORY OVER SIHON  (vv. 21-32)
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tion between “mother” and “daughter” is that be-

tween walled city and open village.
27. bards Hebrew: ha-mosh’lim, those who

Moving northward along the eastern (wilderness)
edge of Moab, Israel now seeks peaceful passage
through the Amorite kingdom of Sihon as it did
with Edom. Sihon confronts Israel with an armed
force.

21. Israel now sent messengers Either at
Moab’s boundary from Iye-abarim (v. 11) or from
the ford of the Arnon, which separates the
Moabites and the Amorites (v. 13).

24. putthemto the sword Thatis, Sihon’sarmy.

Jabbok One of the main eastern tributaries
of the Jordan River.

25. its dependencies Literally, “its daugh-
ters.” In this and in similar contexts, the distinc-

recite m’shalim (sing. mashal)—from the stem
Swn (to be like). Mshalim included proverb, par-
able, riddle, and allegory. They could vary from
pithy folk maxims to longer artistic compositions,
such as Job’s discourses and the contents of the
Book of Proverbs. They also included taunt songs
mocking a foe, such as the following poem, which
first recalls the gloating of the newly defeated
Amorites over the previously defeated Moabites.

28. fire went forth This image is frequently
used for a ravaging army.

Ar A city or district near the Arnon River.

29. Woe Hebrew: o7, which also occurs as

wnw
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You are undone, O people of Chemosh!

His sons are rendered fugitive

And his daughters captive

By an Amorite king, Sihon.”

30Yet we have cast them down utterly,

Heshbon along with Dibon;

We have wrought desolation at Nophah,

Which is hard by Medeba.
31So Israel occupied the land of the Amorites.
32Then Moses sent to spy out Jazer, and they
captured its dependencies and dispossessed the
Amorites who were there.

33They marched on and went up the road to
Bashan, and King Og of Bashan, with all his peo-
ple, came out to Edrei to engage them in battle.
34But the Lorp said to Moses, “Do not fear him,
for I give him and all his people and his land
into your hand. You shall do to him as you did
to Sihon king of the Amorites who dwelt in
Heshbon.” 35They defeated him and his sons
and all his people, until no remnant was left
him; and they took possession of his country.
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hoi. Exclaimed when facing death (1 Kings 13:30;
Jer. 22:18) or predicting catastrophe (Isa. 3:9,11).

people of Chemosh Chemosh was the na-
tional deity of Moab. The phrase refers to the
Moabites, just as the Israelites are called “the peo-
ple of YHVH.

are rendered Literally, “he rendered.” The
god Chemosh willingly surrenders his subjects. In
the ancient Near East, a nationwide disaster was
often considered the result of a decision made by
the national deity.

VICTORY OVER OG  (vv. 33-35)
The campaign against Og differs from that

against Sihon. No messengers are sent request-
ing passage, because the way across the Jordan
has already been secured with the victory over
Sihon. Also, whereas the battle against Sihon
is undertaken at Israel’s initiative (the name
of God does not appear in vv. 21-32), here
the campaign against Og is expressly commis-

sioned by the Lord (v. 34). The land of Og,
in contrast to Sihon’s land, is part of the Prom-
ised Land, which includes the Bashan
(34:10-11). Thus the Lord commands the con-
quest of the Bashan as part of the conquest
of Canaan.

33. Bashan This includes the area bounded
by Mount Hermon to the north, Jebel Druze to
the east, the hills east of the Sea of Galilee to the
west, extending to about six miles (10 km) south
of the Yarmuk River.

Og An Amorite. The prophet Amos de-
scribed the Amorites as a people “Whose stature
was like the cedar’s / And who was stout as the
oak” (Amos 2:9). Og himself was remembered as
the last of the giant Rephaim (Deut. 3:11; see also
2 Sam. 21:16-22).

Edrei Identified with modern Der‘a, it was
located near the Yarmuk River and the desert,
probably at the southeast border of Og’s king-
dom.
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221TheIsraelitesthenmarchedonanden— 12 WON 1 IYIRTIR WM
camped in the steppes of Moab, across  axin niaqya unm Sxnipe 33
the Jordan from Jericho. ’ Y o #,I.m-;, '['I'I"? Tavn

22:1. This verse is a transition to the last  steppes of Moab The eastern portion of the
third of the Book of Numbers, which deals with lower Jordan plain before it empties into the Dead
events that occurred and laws that were given at ~ Sea.
the banks of the Jordan before entry into the opposite Jericho At the point of the Jordan
Promised Land. The point of origin of this last River located at Jericho.
stage of the march is not given.

* For the haftarah for this portion, see p. 909.
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HAFTARAH FOR HUKKAT
JUDGES 11:1-33

(When Hukkat and Balak are combined, recite the
haftarah for Balak.)

This haftarah describes an event of controversy
and contention between the Israelite and non-
Israelite populations of Gilead during the early
period of settlement in the Land. The chapter that
precedes the hafiarab relates how the Israelites
abandoned the Lord, serving alien gods, and were
punished with years of oppression by the Philis-
tines and Ammonites (Judg. 10:6-9). Eventually
the Israclites repented and “removed the alien
gods from among them and served the Lorp; and
He could not bear the miseries of Israel” (Judg.
10:16). When the Ammonites again mustered
their troops against Israel (v. 17), the officers of
Gilead said: “Let the man who is the first to fight
the Ammonites be chieftain over all the inhabi-
tants of Gilead” (v. 18). The hafiarah describes
the emergence of that man, the initial diplomatic
maneuvers, and the ensuing war.

The narrative moves from the oppression of
leadetless Israelites to their military victory under
the leadership of Jephthah who had been an out-
cast freebooter. Jephthah ruled Israel for six years
and was buried in the territory of Gilead (Judg.
12:7). (Nothing is said about Israelite piety in the
aftermath of his victories or about any period of
peaceful respite, reports that are so characteristic
elsewhere in the Book of Judges.)

The passages of the haftarah are dominated by
negotiations and reports of negotiations between
Jephthah and the elders of Gilead as well as be-
tween the Israelites led by Jephthah and alien
kings. Issues of inheritance and property are at the
heart of the negotiations. In the opening situa-
tion, the future hero is dispossessed of his own
inheritance and treated as an outsider. His broth-
ers successfully conceal their greed behind the
mask of law. Jephthah responds by living as an
outlaw, marauding with his gang until he is sum-

moned back to Gilead as the leader of its army.
Negotiations with the Gileadite officers redress
the original imbalance, and the new good faith
is sealed with oaths and agreements.

During Jephthah’s negotiations with the king
of the Ammonites, a pair of diplomatic exchanges
tries to redress an international property grievance
against the Israelites, but their substance is re-
buffed by Jephthah. The Ammonites allege that
the lands east of the Jordan River (between the
Arnon and Jabbok Rivers) are theirs alone. Thus
they hope to dispossess the Israelites from what
the latter had conquered many years earlier from
the Amorites (when that nation refused free pas-
sage to the wandering Israelite tribes and attacked
them without cause). Indeed, the Ammonite de-
sire to establish dominion over those lands (con-
cerning which the Ammonites have never laid
claim) strikes Jephthah as so contrived as to sug-
gest dubious intent. The Ammonite refusal to jus-
tify their claim in the face of his challenge proves
their bad faith, and Jephthah goes to war.

On the eve of battle he vows that if he returns
home safe and victorious he will offer to the Lord
as a burnt offering “whatever comes out of the
door of my house to meet me” (11:31). This is
a final example of how a formal legalism can lead
to violent ends. (After the end of the haftarah, the
conclusion of chapter 11 relates the personal dis-
aster that ensues when his own daughter is first
to come out to meet him and he declares that
he cannot retract his vow [vv. 34ff.]. The focus
of the haftarah, however, is not his personal vow
and its consequences, but national disputes and
battles.)

RELATION OF THE HAFTARAH
TO THE PARASHAH

Jephthah’s messengers to the Ammonite king cite
Moses’ request that the Edomites and Amorites
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allow the Israelites to pass freely through their ter-
ritory at the time of the wilderness trek (as told
in the parashah, Num. 20-21). This is done to
reject the claim that the Israelites now occupy
Ammonite lands. Indeed, the historical facts re-
cited indicate that the land under dispute had
been conquered by the Israelites from the Amor-

x Do 910

ites. These facts support the Gileadite cause. The
failure of subsequent Ammonite (and Moabite)
generations to challenge this situation is taken by
Jephthah as further proof that the status quo had
long been accepted as legitimate. Nevertheless,
the issue merited a diplomatic presentation before
beginning hostilities.

11 Jephthah the Gileadite was an able war-
rior, who was the son of a prostitute. Jephthah’s
father was Gilead; 2but Gilead also had sons by
his wife, and when the wife’s sons grew up, they
drove Jephthah out. They said to him, “You
shall have no share in our father’s property, for
you are the son of an outsider.” 3So Jephthah
fled from his brothers and settled in the Tob
country. Men of low character gathered about
Jephthah and went out raiding with him.
4Some time later, the Ammonites went to war
against Israel. SAnd when the Ammonites at-
tacked Israel, the elders of Gilead went to bring
Jephthah back from the Tob country. 6They said
to Jephthah, “Come be our chief, so that we can
fight the Ammonites.” 7Jephthah replied to the
elders of Gilead, “You are the very people who
rejected me and drove me out of my father’s
house. How can you come to me now when you
are in trouble?” 8The elders of Gilead said to
Jephthah, “Honestly, we have now turned back
to you. If you come with us and fight the Am-
monites, you shall be our commander over all
the inhabitants of Gilead.” 9Jephthah said to the
elders of Gilead, “[Very well,] if you bring me
back to fight the Ammonites and the Lorp de-
livers them to me, I am to be your commander.”
10And the elders of Gilead answered Jephthah,

Judges 11:8. commander Hebrew: rosh, an
old designation for tribal elders as judges (cf.
Exod. 18:25; Deut. 1:15; Num. 30:2, 32:28). It
was also used for the elders of patriarchal clans
(e.g., 1 Chron. 5:7,12,15,24). Both senses are per-
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tinent in this case (especially because Jephthah
had been dispossessed from his ancestral property,
which led to the Gileadite promise that his hold-
ings would be restored to him, along with other

benefits).
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“The Lorp Himself shall be witness between us:
we will do just as you have said.”

HJephthah went with the elders of Gilead, and
the people made him their commander and
chief. And Jephthah repeated all these terms be-
fore the Lorp at Mizpah.

12Jephthah then sent messengers to the king
of the Ammonites, saying, “What have you
against me that you have come to make war on
my country?” 13The king of the Ammonites re-
plied to Jephthah’s messengers, “When Israel
came from Egypt, they seized the land which
is mine, from the Arnon to the Jabbok as far
as the Jordan. Now, then, restore it peaceably.”

14Jephthah again sent messengers to the king
of the Ammonites. 15He said to him, “Thus said
Jephthah: Israel did not seize the land of Moab
or the land of the Ammonites. 16When they left
Egypt, Israel traveled through the wilderness to
the Sea of Reeds and went on to Kadesh. 17Israel
then sent messengers to the king of Edom, say-
ing, ‘Allow us to cross your country.” But the
king of Edom would not consent. They also sent
a mission to the king of Moab, and he refused.
So Israel, after staying at Kadesh, 18traveled on
through the wilderness, skirting the land of
Edom and the land of Moab. They kept to the
east of the land of Moab until they encamped
on the other side of the Arnon; and, since Moab
ends at the Arnon, they never entered Moabite
territory.

19“Then Israel sent messengers to Sihon king
ofthe Amorites, the king of Heshbon. Israel said

10. witness . . . we will do

Hebrew: shome-a
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“hearing”—shed light on the famous formula of

... na-aseh; this language expresses the reciprocity
of a treaty. The word shomei-a literally means
« »

hearer”—one who hears the terms of the treaty.
Moreover, the clause “we will do just as you
have said” is part of the operative language of the

O,

agreement. (Both terms together—“doing” and

compliance made by the Israelites at the conclu-
sion of the covenant at Mount Sinai: na-aseh
v'nishma [Exod. 24:7]. That phrase would thus
seem to have a more precise legal sense than the
rendering “we will faithfully do” or even the more
literal “we will do and obey [or: hear].” Appar-



JUDGES 11:20 HAFTARAH FOR HUKKAT

to him, ‘Allow us to cross through your country
to our homeland.” 20But Sihon would not trust
Israel to pass through his territory. Sihon mus-
tered all his troops, and they encamped at Jahaz;
he engaged Israel in battle. 21But the Lorp, the
God of Israel, delivered Sihon and all his troops
into Israel’s hands, and they defeated them; and
Israel took possession of all the land of the
Amorites, the inhabitants of that land. 22Thus
they possessed all the territory of the Amorites
from the Arnon to the Jabbok and from the wil-
derness to the Jordan.

23“Now, then, the Lorp, the God of Israel,
dispossessed the Amorites before His people Is-
rael; and should you possess their land? 24Do
you not hold what Chemosh your god gives you
to possess? So we will hold on to everything that
the Lorp our God has given us to possess.

25“Besides, are you any better than Balak son
of Zippor, king of Moab? Did he start a quarrel
with Israel or go to war with them?

26“While Israel has been inhabiting Heshbon
and its dependencies, and Aroer and its depen-
dencies, and all the towns along the Arnon for
three hundred years, why have you not tried to
recover them all this time? 27 have done you
no wrong; yet you are doing me harm and
making war on me. May the Lorp, who judges,
decide today between the Israelites and the
Ammonites!”

28But the king of the Ammonites paid no heed
to the message that Jephthah sent him.

29Then the spirit of the Lorp came upon
Jephthah. He marched through Gilead and Ma-
nasseh, passing Mizpeh of Gilead; and from
Mizpeh of Gilead he crossed over [to] the Am-
monites. 30And Jephthah made the following
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ently the formula attests to an agreement both to
fulfill the covenant and to be responsible for the
terms heard.)

26. three hundred years Jephthah presum-
ably uses a round figure here, as rhetorical hyper-
bole. Factually, he is mistaken. Archaeological ev-

idence puts the Exodus in the late 13th century
B.C.E. and the beginning of the conquest of the
Land some half-century later. Thus a 15th-
century B.C.E. date is difficult to account for here,
because it would precede the time period of the
chieftains (“Judges”).
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vow to the Lorp: “If You deliver the Ammonites
into my hands, 3!then whatever comes out of
the door of my house to meet me on my safe
return from the Ammonites shall be the LorD’s
and shall be offered by me as a burnt offering.”
32Jephthah crossed over to the Ammonites
and attacked them, and the Lorp delivered
them into his hands. 33He utterly routed
them—from Aroer as far as Minnith, twenty
towns—all the way to Abel-cheramim. So the
Ammonites submitted to the Israelites.

30. vow to the LorD
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A conditional offering onset of its battle with the king of Arad during

“to the Lorp.” The technical language is similar the wilderness trek (Num. 21:2-3). The vow’s
to that in the vow the nation of Israel took at the condition is fulfilled in v. 32.
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