
There's a lot to unpack in Parshat Matot-Masei, which starts with a review of the laws 
concerning vow annulment and then tells of the war against Midian, the parceling out of the 
land of Israel, including Ever HaYarden (on the Eastern Bank of the Jordan River) a review of 
the "42 journeys" of B'nei Yisrael, the laws concerning the Cities of Refuge, and a discussion 
on tribal intermarriage related to the land allocation of the B'not Tzelafchad. In fact, the 
distribution of the land and the settling of the Eastern Bank by the tribes of Reuven, Gad, and 
half of Menashe had centuries-long implications. Yet the entire story is almost haphazardly 
included between expositions on laws and tangentially related topics. Why might that be? 

In an attempt to understand this, let's take a step back. Reuven and Gad were known for their 
large populations of livestock. That livestock needed ample grazing room. After the Jews 
conquered the land of the Amorites (from the Arnon River to Mount Hermon), Reuven and Gad 
approached Moshe with a request. Might they settle this vast land, which was rich in pastures 
for their livestock, instead of the arid land in Israel?  

Moshe was angry; after 40 years of punishment for the sins 
of the Meraglim, who also didn't want to enter Israel, 

here were two tribes asking (again) not to enter the 
land of Israel. His rebuke was harsh: "Shall you 
remain here while your brothers are at war? Why 
do you discourage B'nei Yisrael from crossing 
over to the land which God has given them?... 
And you have now risen in place of your fathers as 

a society of sinful people…" (Bamidbar 32:6-14). 
On closer inspection, Moshe's rebuke seems not to be 

about the request itself; rather, he is angry at Reuven and 
Gad for (1) not wanting to fight alongside the rest of B'nei 

Yisrael, and (2) how their actions might encourage others not to enter Israel the way the 
Meraglim did—if Reuven and Gad (who were known for their physical strength) were seen as 
hesitant to enter the land of Israel, the rest of the nation may very well follow suit.  

Reuven and Gad heard Moshe's rebuke and immediately corrected their course. Of course, they 
would fight alongside their brothers in the land of Israel—in fact, they'd be on the very front 
lines. They wouldn't leave the land until all of the other tribes were safely settled. With that 
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concern addressed, Moshe agreed to their request. But why? This agreement only addressed the 
first half of Moshe's concerns. Moshe clearly stated that the tribes were acting as the Meraglim 
did 40 years prior. Fighting alongside the rest of B'nei Yisrael didn't absolve them from the 
divinely ordained decree to settle the Land of Israel. So why were the tribes ultimately allowed 
to settle there?  

We can find an answer in the teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe. When Moshe asked Reuven 
and Gad to remain with B'nei Yisrael and fight for the land, the tribes responded that they 
would, but first they "...will build sheepfolds here for our sheep, and cities for our 
children" (Bamidbar 32:16) on the Eastern Bank. And that was all Moshe needed to hear to 
assuage his concerns. Unlike the Meraglim who acted out of fear, Reuven and Gad were acting 
out of a desire to settle these lands - to bring a spark of holiness into the wider world.  

The Land of Israel—all that land west of the Jordan - was a land specially anointed by God. All 
pursuits there maintain a spiritual glow. It is easier to find God and spirituality in the divinely 
ordained Land of Israel. In expressing their desire to settle the land East of the Jordan—to build 
cities, raise families, and make roots—Reuven and Gad emphasized that their mission was to 
spread Godliness, spirituality, and expand the values of the Land of Israel 
outside the original borders. In other words, it wasn't just about land
—it was about settling in a place where they could plant roots of 
Godliness that would take hold for generations. Once Moshe 
understood this lofty mission, the tribes were allowed to settle 
outside Israel's borders.  

To return to our original question: Why is this story recounted 
now, amidst expositions on law and stories of war? Perhaps it is 
to encourage us to imbue even the most mundane and physical 
aspects of life—land, and war—with the spark of Godliness as Reuven 
and Gad did. Like those tribes, we too can elevate everything around us to a 
level. While we aren't in the Land of Israel, we can emulate the tribes who settled Ever 
HaYarden and bring spirituality into that which is not inherently holy.  

Rebecca Zimilover and llan Weitzman moved into the YIS community just a few short 
months ago. They have two children and a very cute puppy, and all of them have 
loved getting to know the wonderful YIS community and look forward to many happy 
years here. 
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