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5779: 
Those who study American history know that a common theme recurs from the colonial period, 
through the years before and during the civil war, and even today: the balance between states’ 
rights and the power of the federal government. When does one take precedence over the other? 
How far can the federal government go in imposing national goals, and when has it gone too far? 
When, if ever, do states have the right to refuse federal law, or even to secede from the union? 
These issues are frequently in the news because of new health care regulations, Supreme Court 
rulings on gun laws and national policy concerning education, the death penalty and abortion. 
These issues continuously push us to reconsider the relationship of the local, or regional, to the 
national, and decide where proper authority lies. 
  
A similar tension shows up in the parshah this week when, approaching the Promised Land, the 
tribes of Reuben and Gad ask permission to settle outside the Holy Land, east of the Jordan 
River. Moses is now faced with a problem: If those tribes are not within the land of Canaan 
itself, will they see themselves as part of the nation or neighbors to it? Will they take part in 
winning the land in the coming conquest, and will they come to its defense when threatened? In 
the end, God suggests a trade-off. If those two tribes promise to take part in a military 
confederation, sending troops into battle with the rest of the tribes, then they may settle east of 
the river. That model tells us that it is possible to feel connected to a nation larger than our 
region, and yet feel some modicum of regional independence. Just as we live in ‘united states,’ 
separate political divisions that are united under one national government, so too were Reuben 
and Gad separate but still connected to their brethren in Canaan. Despite living outside the land 
God had promised, they maintained their ties to the rest of God’s people. 
  
As American citizens, we are connected to those closest to us as well as those who are at a 
physical remove from us. We may never live in states hundreds or thousands of miles away, yet 
we share a devotion to the nation as a whole that binds us to one another. And as Jews, we care 
for our Jewish cousins in Israel and around the world, even those we will never meet, because of 
our blood ties, our shared history and common culture. Those ties – whether American or Jewish 
– are far more important than the issues that sometimes divide us. 


