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The   Fourth   Rebbe   of   Chabad,   the   Rebbe   Maharash   used   to   teach:   “The   world   says,   ‘If   you   cannot   crawl   under  
an   obstacle,   try   going   over   it,’   but   I   say,   ‘To   begin   with,   go   over   it!’   ”   
Lechatchila   Ariber.   To   begin   with,   go   over   it.   
When   there   is   an   obstacle,   when   something   seems   hard,   what   will   you   do   about   it?   Don’t   try   to   dodge   or   crawl,  
don’t   wait   for   someone   else   to   eliminate   the   obstacle.   Lechatchila   Ariber.   Jump   over   it.   
 
Or,   in   the   case   of   our   Parsha,   jump   into   it.   
 
The   story   of   Nachshon   ben   Aminadav   is   well   beloved.   It   goes   as   follows:   the   Israelites   were   �eeing   the   Egyptians,  
and   they   get   to   the   sea.   They   didn’t   know   where   to   go   from   there,   until   the   brave   Nachshon   ben   Aminadav   took  
initiative,   and   he   walked   into   the   sea.   He   walked   and   walked   until   the   water   was   up   to   his   neck.   Only   then   did  
the   sea   start   to   split,   only   once   he   took   initiative.   
 
This   narrative   is   so   well   known,   that   the   word   “Nachshon”   has   become   a   type:   be   a   Nachshon!   Be   the   �rst,   up   to  
your   neck,   bravery   and   leadership   where   no   one   else   wants   to   go.   The   �rst   major   operation   of   the   Haganah   in  
April   1948   was   called   Mivtza   Nachson,   Operation   Nachshon--   it   broke   open   the   siege   of   Jerusalem.  
 
The   surprising   thing   is,   this   story   of   Nachshon   isn’t   actually   in   our   parsha,   it’s   not   in   the   Torah   at   all.   We   meet  
Nachshon   in   the   Torah,   later,   as   the   leader   of   the   tribe   of   Judah.   And   in   the   book   of   Ruth   we   learn   that   he   was  
grandfather   to   Boaz,   and   Boaz   was   the   great-grandfather   of   King   David.   But   that’s   more   or   less   all   of   it.   
 
Here’s   the   story   that   our   Parsha   tells:   The   people   are   already   complaining   that   they   would   have   prefered   to   die   in  
Egypt   than   to   die   running   away   from   Egypt   in   the   wilderness.   Hashem   says   to   Moshe:   

ה׃  ל   ְּב֥תֹו�   ַהָּי֖ם   ַּבַּיָּבָׁשֽ י־ִיְׂשָרֵא֛ אּו   ְבֵנֽ הּו   ְוָיֹב֧ ה   ֶאת־ָיְד�֛   ַעל־ַהָּי֖ם   ּוְבָקֵע֑ ת־ַמְּט֗�   ּוְנֵט֧ ם   ֶאֽ ה   ָהֵר֣ עּו׃   ְוַאָּת֞ ל   ְוִיָּסֽ ר   ֶאל־ְּבֵני־ִיְׂשָרֵא֖ י   ַּדֵּב֥  ַמה־ִּתְצַע֖ק   ֵאָל֑
Why   do   you   cry   out   to   Me?   Tell   the   Israelites   to   go   forward.And   you   lift   up   your   rod   and   hold   out   your   arm  
over   the   sea   and   split   it,   so   that   the   Israelites   may   march   into   the   sea   on   dry   ground.  
So   then   Moshe   holds   out   his   arm,   God   drives   the   sea   back   with   an   east   wind,   

ם׃  יִמיָנ֖ם   ּוִמְּׂשמֹאָלֽ ה   ִמֽ ִים   ָלֶהם֙   ֹחָמ֔ ה   ְוַהַּמ֤ ל   ְּב֥תֹו�   ַהָּי֖ם   ַּבַּיָּבָׁש֑ י־ִיְׂשָרֵא֛ אּו   ְבֵנֽ  ַוָּיֹב֧
And   the   Israelites   went   into   the   sea   on   dry   ground,   the   waters   forming   a   wall   for   them   on   their   right   and   on  
their   left.  
There’s   no   Nachson.   They   just   all   went   in.   
 
The   Talmud   in   Tractate   Sotah   �nds   this   story   incomplete,   and   it   records   a   debate.   First   we   hear   Rabbi   Meir’s  
telling   of   the   story:   

   היה   ר"מ   אומר   כשעמדו   ישראל   על   הים   היו   שבטים   מנצחים   זה   עם   זה.   זה   אומר   אני   יורד   תחלה   לים!   וזה   אומר   אני   יורד   תחלה   לים! 
 קפץ   שבטו   של   בנימין   וירד   לים   תחילה 

Rabbi   Meir   would   say:   When   the   Jewish   people   stood   at   the   Red   Sea,   the   tribes   were   arguing   with   one   other.  
This   one   was   saying:   I   am   going   into   the   sea   �rst,   and   that   one   was   saying:   I   am   going   into   the   sea   �rst.   Then   in  
jumped   the   tribe   of   Benjamin   and   descended   into   the   sea   �rst.   According   to   Rabbi   Meir,   this   accounts   for   why  
the   Temple   was   ultimately   built   in   the   tribal   land   of   Benjamin.   
 
On   the   other   side   of   the   argument,   we   have   the   position   of   Rabbi   Yehudah:   

 אמר   לו   רבי   יהודה   לא   כך   היה   מעשה,   אלא,   זה   אומר   אין   אני   יורד   תחילה   לים!   וזה   אומר   אין   אני   יורד   תחילה   לים!   קפץ   נחשון   בן 
 עמינדב   וירד   לים   תחילה 

Rabbi   Yehuda   said   to   Rabbi   Meir:   That   is   not   how   the   incident   took   place.   Rather,   this   tribe   said:   I   am   not  
going   into   the   sea   �rst,   and   that   tribe   said:   I   am   not   going   into   the   sea   �rst.   Then,   in   jumped   the   prince   of   Judah,  
Nahshon   ben   Amminadab,   and   descended   into   the   sea   �rst,   reciting   as   prayer   Psalm   69   -    הושיעני   אלקים   כי   באו   מים 
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  Save   me,   God;   for   the   waters   are   come   in   even   unto   the   soul,   up   to   his   neck.    According   to   Rabbi   -  עד   נפש 
Yehudah,   this   accounts   for   why   the   tribe   of   Judah   ultimately   ruled   Israel.   
 
I   �nd   this   debate   between   Rabbi   Meir   and   Rabbi   Yehudah   fascinating   on   so   many   levels.   Neither   of   them   can  
imagine   a   world   in   which   the   people   just   went   in.   That’s   just   not   how   people   work.    Was   everyone   clamoring   to  
go   �rst,   as   Rabbi   Meir   tells   it?   This   read   makes   sense   with   the   Torah   text,   the   Egyptians   were   closing   in,   the  
Israelites   were   desperate,   of   course   they   would   rush   to   �ee   by   any   path.   Alternatively,   everyone   was   scared--   who  
had   ever   heard   of   �eeing   through   the   water   before?   Just   another,   possibly   more   brutal,   way   to   die.   This   is   Rabbi  
Yehudah’s   perspective:   nobody   wanted   to   go   �rst.   Neither   Rabbi   Meir   nor   Rabbi   Yehudah   can   accept   the   plain  
reading   of   the   Torah   text,   where   the   people   just   went   quietly.   
 
Hopefully,   this   feels   familiar.   No   group   of   people   ever   just   does   anything.   There   are   so   many   moments   in   our  
home,   work   and   communities   where   action   is   needed.   And   it   always   feels   like   either   everyone   volunteers   or  
nobody   volunteers.   Both   of   those   situations   lead   to   what   Rabbi   Meir   called    מנצחים   זה   את   זה,   argument   and   hold  
up.    When   it   comes   to   our   Parsha,   the   stakes   are   really   high:   either   of   these   �ghts,   both   of   them,   to   go   �rst   or   to  
go   last,   hold   up   the   redemptive   process.   In   our   own   lives,   the   stakes   are   typically   somewhat   lower--   but   the   time  
and   energy   spent   arguing   are   almost   always   a   waste.   
 
Rabbi   Meir   and   Rabbi   Yehudah   agree   that   someone   had   to   jump--    קפץ.   And   even   Rabbi   Meir,   who   says   that   the  
tribes   were   �ghting   to   go   �rst,   feels   that   the   tribe   of   Benjamin   was   rewarded   for   jumping   in.   
 
But,   though   Rabbi   Meir   and   Rabbi   Yehudah   both   use   the   word    קפץ,   to   jump,   the   jumps   they   describe   are   really,  
really   di�erent.   In   Rabbi   Meir’s   telling,   the   tribe   of   Benjamin   jumped   in   front   of   its   competitors,   won   the   race,  
earned   the   Temple.   Rabbi   Yehudah   says   -   no,   that’s   not   it.   Nachshon   ben   Aminadav   jumped   where   nobody   else  
wanted   to   go.   He   did   the   necessary,   hard,   unpopular   work--   so   he   earned   the   kingship.   
 
The   Talmud   doesn’t   arbitrate   the   dispute.   All   we   know   for   sure   is   that   the   Talmud   thinks   it   can’t   just   have  
happened   the   way   the   Torah   tells   it.    ה ל   ְּב֥תֹו�   ַהָּי֖ם   ַּבַּיָּבָׁש֑ י־ִיְׂשָרֵא֛ אּו   ְבֵנֽ   And   the   Israelites   went   into   the   sea   on   dry  ַוָּיֹב֧
ground   --   that   didn’t   just   happen   on   its   own.   There   must   be   a   backstory.   
It   could   have   been   like   Rabbi   Meir   tells   it   and   it   could   have   been   Rabbi   Yehudah   tells   it.   Of   course,   historically,  
someone   must   have   been   �rst--   there   is   an   answer--   but   the   Talmud   isn’t   interested   in   it.   Either   kind   of   jumping,  
both   kinds   of   jumping,   are   rising   above   the   fray,   getting   things   done,   and   bringing   on   redemption.   
 
The   Talmud   is   encouraging   us   to   recognize:   nothing   just   happens.   Someone   must   have   taken   initiative,   someone  
must   have   jumped.   And   I’m   here   to   say:   that   person   should   be   you.   At   home,   at   shul,   at   work,   around   the  
neighborhood.   
Our   culture   likes   to   glorify   the   Nachshon   route   described   by   Rabbi   Yehudah--   the   people   who   do   the   unpopular  
thing,   got   their   hands   dirty   when   nobody   else   wants   to.    But   the   Talmud   here   says,   no,   it   all   depends   on   the  
circumstances--   your   job   is   to   push   forward   towards   redemption   in   every   case,   no   matter   the   obstacle,   no   matter  
what   kind   of   jump   is   needed.   Stop   clamoring   for   glory,   stop   trying   to   keep   your   hands   clean,   that’s   all   just   a  
distraction   from   the   real   work.   Do   whatever   is   necessary,   however   it   needs   to   be   done.    
 
L’chatchila   Ariber,   taught   the   Rebbe   Maharash.   To   begin   with,   go   over   it.   To   begin   with,   jump.   That’s   what   will  
bring   the   redemption.   Whatever   the   circumstances   are,   jump   in.   Jump   in   to   leadership   if   it’s   right   and   it’s  
necessary--   even   if   others   want   it,   if   you‘re   right   for   the   job   then   jump   in.   Jump   in   when   it’s   messy   and   nobody  
wants   it.   Don’t   wait   for   it   to   get   taken   care   of   by   others,   don’t   just   ignore   and   hope   the   whole   thing   goes   away   on  
its   own,   and   certainly   don’t   just   stand   around   and   complain.   Jump.   
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