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Self, Society or Sanctity? 

 

Dvar Torah on Parshat Matot 5768 

Rabbi Alexander Kaye, Congregation Kehilath Jeshurun 

 

Thirty nine years ago this week, 450 million people listened to one of the most famous 

broadcasts of all time:  

 

‘This is one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.’ 

 

These words were spoken, of course, by Neil Armstrong, as he became the first person to 

set foot on the moon. In this pithy phrase, Armstrong makes reference to the two 

intersecting sets of ambitions that came together to lead to that momentous event. On the 

one hand there was ‘one small step for man’:  his own striving, determination and years 

of training that had brought him to that point. On the other hand there was ‘one giant leap 

for mankind’: the ambitions and dedication of not one man but an entire society, reflected 

in John F. Kennedy’s speech to Congress eight years earlier when he declared, ‘I believe 

that this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of 

landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to the earth.’ 

 

And indeed, great things can be achieved when personal ambition is joined with social 

ambition. But as Jews, there is a third element we need to consider. Alongside with self 

and society, there is also sanctity - a dedication to God. How do these three elements fit 

together? I would like to share some of my thoughts on this question, many of which 

have been influenced by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks. I believe a close reading of our parsha 

will shed light on these fundamental issues. 

 

The last section of the parsha deals with the Israelites as they are about to inherit the land 

of Canaan. But the tribes of Reuven and Gad, later joined by half the tribe of Menashe, 

decide that they would prefer not to enter the land, but to take possession of the East 

Bank of the Jordan because the land is better there for their flocks. There follows a long 
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exchange between them and Moshe in which their proposal is refined again and again 

until Moshe finally accepts it. If we look carefully at the way the conversation goes, I 

think we can discern three distinct phases of argument: 

 

They begin with a proposal based on self-interest: 

 ָגד ְוִלְבֵני ְראּוֵבן ִלְבֵני ָהָיה, ַרב ּוִמְקֶנה

‘The tribes of Reuven and Gad had a lot of cattle.’ And they argued:  

 .ִמְקֶנה, ְוַלֲעָבֶדיָך; ִהוא, ִמְקֶנה ֶאֶרץ

‘This is a land for cattle. And we have cattle.’ 

 

They perceive their circumstances through their own situation, desires and needs with no 

thought for others. Unsurprisingly, this proposal is rejected by Moshe: ‘Will your 

brothers go to war and you stay here?’ he asks incredulously. 

 

So they amend the proposal to take account of not just self but of their whole society: 

ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְּבֵני ִלְפֵני, ֻחִׁשים ֵנָחֵלץ ַוֲאַנְחנּו  

‘We will go first, armed, before the (other) Israelites.’ 

  ַנֲחָלתֹו, ִאיׁש, ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְּבֵני ִהְתַנֵחל, ַעד ָּבֵּתינּו-ֶאל, ָנׁשּוב לֹא

’We will not return to our houses until (all) the Israelites have received their inheritance.’ 

 

Now Reuven and Gad resolve to put others before their own self-interest and to lead the 

fighting. The community comes first. But this is also not enough and if we read closely 

we see that Moshe subtly asks them to amend this proposal too. They offered to go to war 

 :before the Israelites. Moshe subtly recasts this phrase ,ִלְפֵני ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל

 ִאם-ֵּתָחְלצּו ִלְפֵני ה', ַלִּמְלָחָמה

‘If you go first, before God’ 

 

He agrees to accept their proposal only if they realize that they are not going to war not 

before the Israelites, but before God. And he hammers the point home: 

ְוָעַבר ָלֶכם ָּכל-ָחלּוץ ֶאת-ַהַּיְרֵּדן, ִלְפֵני ה', ַעד הֹוִריׁשֹו ֶאת-אְֹיָביו, ִמָּפָניו.  ְוִנְכְּבָׁשה ָהָאֶרץ ִלְפֵני ה', ְוַאַחר ָּתֻׁשבּו... 

 ְוָהְיָתה ָהָאֶרץ ַהּזֹאת ָלֶכם, ַלֲאֻחָּזה—ִלְפֵני ה'. 
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You will cross every armed man over the Jordan before God, until He has driven out His 

enemies from before Him, and the land be subdued before God. Then you will return; ... 

and this land shall be yours for a possession before God. 

 

This is the formula that the tribes themselves then adopt. And their proposal is accepted 

by Moshe on condition they do as they say they will. 

 

So in this passage we have three models for community, based respectively on self, 

society and on sanctity, a focus on God. How do these models speak to us today? How do 

they help us to make sense of our own situation? 

 

The pursuit of self-interest is an undeniable characteristic of human nature and a crucial 

element in the way people live. Three hundred years ago, a philosopher and economist 

called Bernard Mandeville wrote ‘The Fable of the Bees’. Its theory was that if each 

person pursues his or her own desires, things will improve for society as a whole. This 

became a foundational element in capitalist theory and a hallmark of the entrepreneurial 

spirit characteristic of American society in particular. It is also a theory that allows for the 

flourishing of the individual and the unique self-expression of each unique person/ 

 

To a large extent, the Jewish tradition endorses this impulse. The Book of Psalms (128:2) 

idealizes the value of work:  

 ָלְך ְוטֹוב ַאְׁשֶריָך תֹאֵכל ִּכי ַּכֶּפיָך ְיִגיַע

“When you eat of the labor of your hands, you are happy and it will be well with you.” 

And the sages recognize that self-interest is an important motivation for getting important 

things done: “Were it not for the evil inclination [meaning here jealousy and self-

interest], no one would build a house, marry a wife, have children, or engage in business. 

(Bereishit Rabba 9:7)” The initial proposal of Reuven and Gad makes sense from this 

perspective: If we take this land it will be good for us. And ultimately it will be better for 

others also, as trade will flourish and there will be more resources on the West side of the 

Jordan for everyone else to divide. 
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But when this model is untempered, when self-interest becomes self-worship, the 

system becomes flawed, unjust and dangerous. Individuals are pitted against each other. 

The good of one is too often achieved at the expense of the submission of the other. At its 

unchecked extreme, capitalism ignores the poor and vulnerable members of a community 

who fall through the cracks of a system based on self-interest. 

 

This brings us to the next model: society. ‘We will go first to fight for the group’ say the 

tribes of Reuven and Gad. Although we care about our own property and success, we 

recognize we are part of a group and if the group as a whole is to flourish in a just way, 

self-interest must sometimes be put aside for group-interest. If we are not there for the 

others now, they will not be there for us when we need them.  

 

It goes without saying that the Jewish tradition treats human beings not as individuals 

alone but as members of a group, who need each other and who provide for each other. 

That is why we pray as a community, not alone. We come together on Shabbat and 

holidays, at weddings and shiva houses. 

 

But this model of community also has its dangers when it is left unchecked. Worship of 

the group is no better than worship of an individual. Prioritizing the totality can lead to 

totalitarianism, with its stifling of difference and personal expression, where anyone who 

stands out from the majority is ostracized, expelled or even exterminated. As Jews we 

know about this possibility all too well. 

 

So the ambitions of both self and society are valuable. But unchecked they lead to 

disaster. How do we navigate this tension? How do we use these models for good and not 

allow them to descend into tragedy? 

 

The answer is in the third element we discussed above. Beyond self, beyond society, 

there is sanctity. 

ַלֲאֻחָּזה, ָלֶכם ַהּזֹאת ָהָאֶרץ ְוָהְיָתה 'ה ִלְפֵני   

‘This land will be yours for a possession before God.’ 
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Keeping God as the focus of all our activities performs two goals simultaneously. On the 

one hand, the worship of God, the utterly transcendent, who lies so far beyond the realm 

of human politics, makes worship of the individual or society seem absurd in its 

arrogance and hubris. As much as we pursue our personal end, we acknowledge that there 

is something beyond us, without which we would not be. And as much as we pursue 

social cohesion, we do not treat it as the only priority, because the ultimate goal of 

society is not one outlined by philosophers or politicians, but by the Torah itself. It is a 

goal of Kiddush Hashem – sanctification of God’s name, of Tikun Olam – the perfection 

of the world, and of the redemption of all of mankind. 

 

On the other hand, as well as holding in check our ambitions, worship of God also shapes 

and sanctions them. It intensifies the value inherent in self and society when they are 

properly balanced. Because by committing ourselves to the Eternal, we dedicate 

ourselves to ideals of ultimate truth and justice and thereby bring them into our everyday 

lives, both as individuals and as social beings. We recognize in ourselves and our 

community a partner with the Divine in the creation of a perfect world. 

 

It was an individual and a society that put a person on the moon. But as we sang earlier in 

the Shabbat service, ra’ah vehitkin tzurat halevanah. It was God, not man, who created 

the moon and set it in orbit. If we bear that message in mind, if all our actions are lifnei 

Hashem, before God, we are on the right path. We should do our utmost, both 

individually and collectively, to reach for the stars, as long as we remember that beyond 

them, and beyond ourselves, is our Creator. 

 


