
Parashat Masei 
 

Regarding Numbers 31:1-14 
 
RaSHI (1040-1105 Troys, France) 
This means “those who were appointed over the legion.”  This is stated to teach you 
that any foulness of the generation is attributed to the great ones, for they have the 
power to protest. 
 
Rodger Kamenetz (1999 New Orleans, LA) 
Moses is angry for a reason that is scarcely palatable today: the fighters have spared the 
Midianite women and their small boys.  He orders their death.  He states that these 
women were the lures to idolatry in the first place.  Moses fears that the men will be 
tempted again.  As readers, we cannot deny or gloss over what amounts to collective 
punishment of women and children.  We ought to use this text as an opportunity to 
confront the meaning of anger in our spiritual tradition.  What does it mean to have an 
angry Moses?  What does it mean to have an avenging, angry God? 
 
Resh Lakish (3rd Century, Palestine) 
When a man becomes angry- if he’s a sage, his wisdom departs from him; if he is a 
prophet, his prophecy departs from him.  We learn that Moses was a sage, for after 
saying: And Moses was furious with the commanders of the military, it is said: Elezar the 
Priest said unto the men of the armed force that came back from the war ‘this is the 
legal instruction that God commanded Moses (Num. 31:21).’  We can understand that 
Moses did not speak the statute- it escaped his memory. 
 
RaSHI on Num. 31:13 
Moses and Elezar went out because they saw the young men of Israel going out to grab 
from the spoils.  He then gives the order to kill the women and their young sons.  He is 
so angry that when he later gives the law for purifying the warriors and their garments 
(31:19-20) he leaves out the instructions for purifying their swords and other metal that 
they had touched. 
 
Maimonides (1135-1204 Egypt) 
Whenever we perceive any of the actions of God, we ascribe to God that emotion which 
is the source of the act when performed by ourselves.  To ascribe a human emotion to 
God would imply a God who is out of control.  But in fact God’s actions cannot be the 
result of any emotion: for God is above all defect.  
 


