
This Week in Torah Beha’alotecha

Let me state an essential pillar of belief--- prophecy is not dead! The Divine revelation is

a constant presence in our spiritual lives. Prophecy is defined as the reality of people

receiving a direct and clear message from God. In terms of Torah, prophecy involves

receiving the actual words of the Almighty. In terms of the Prophets, however, prophecy

involves receiving a vision, a mental image, with its exact interpretation. In both cases, a

clear, distinct message emanates from God and is perceived by man. Maimonides stated

that this is one of our 13 articles of faith. It is affirmed by us in our chanting of Yigdal,

something we do as a congregation every Kol Nidrei.

To paraphrase Maimonides, prophecy is synonymous with inspiration. The difference

between Divine inspiration and Divine prophecy is in the manner in which

the hashgacha, or Divine Providence, manifests itself. To one who is Divinely inspired,

the Divine Providence provides guidance in their endeavors; to the prophet who receives

Divine prophecy, the Divine Providence provides a clear message. Prophecy is not

limited to great sages or philosophic thinkers—as we read in Deuteronomy 30: “Neither

is it beyond the sea, that you should say, “Who among us can cross to the other side of

the sea and get it for us and impart it to us, that we may observe it?” No, the thing is

very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to observe it. See, I set before you

this day life and prosperity, death and adversity.”

Prophecy belongs to us all--- Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel said it this way: “A

prophet’s true greatness is his ability to hold God and man in a single thought.”

Enter this week’s parasha. Amidst the kvetching and complaining, Moses is exasperated

and seeks to share the burden of leadership. Too much of the bitterness is being laid at

his feet. God encourages Moses to bring 7o elders outside of the camp for an intense

conversation. As this is going on, 2 individuals—Eldad and Medad—begin to

“prophesize” to the rest of the Israelites. Listen to the text [Numbers 11:27-29]: “An

assistant
*

ran out and told Moses, saying, “Eldad and Medad are acting the prophet in

the camp!” And Joshua son of Nun, Moses’ attendant from his youth, spoke up and said,

“My lord Moses, restrain them!” But Moses said to him, “Are you wrought up on my



account? Would that God’s people were prophets, that God put [the divine] spirit upon

them!”

Chasidic sage Rav Yosef Shaul HaLevi Nathanson of Lemberg described Joshua’s

response as agitated. The Rav claimed that Joshua saw this act as fake prophecy because

these two did not have to suffer the ordeal that Moses went thru in order to claim the

gift of prophecy.  But the Rav saw Moses’ response as sympathetic and expressed it with

relief—he yearned for those individual prophetic gifts to be fostered and he would not be

so encumbered as to be the only one who knew what God wanted from each person.

That is the gift of the prophetic tradition. After all, our tradition calls Moses Moshe

Rabbenu—Moses our teacher—and not Moshe HaNavi, Moses the prophet!

For us, the unfolding nature of our world causes us to learn. When we frame it thru a

prism of Torah, Talmud, Jewish thought and Jewish history; we gain an entry point to

which prophecy is possible… in the fullness of Maimonides’s definition, in an embrace of

Rabbi Heschel’s perspective, and in hope of Rav Yosef Shaul HaLevi Nathanson’s

teaching.


