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DEUTERONOMY 34:10 Wv'ZOT HA-B'RAKHAH.

0Never again did there arise in Israel a
prophet like Moses—whom the Lorb singled
out, face to face, 11for the various signs and por-
tents that the Lorp sent him to d1splay in the
land of Egypt, against Pharaoh and all his court-
ier§ and his whole country, 12and for all the great
might and awesome; power that Moses dis-
played before all Israel.
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EULOGY (vv. 10-12)

10. Never again did there arise The verse
contrasts Joshua to Moses: Although Joshua suc-
ceeded Moses, “neither he nor ny subsequent
prophét was Moses’ equal. -

prophet like Moses Although Moses was far
more-than a prophet, and is néver-directly called
that elsewhere in the Torah, prophecy was one of
his roles. Here the term implies that he remains
supetior to all other prophets.

Jace to face.. That God spoke to Mosm face
to face” is stated in Exod. 33:11 (“as one man
speaks to another”). Here the term'is an idiom
meaning “in person;” “direcily,” “withgut me-
diation.” Thar is, Moses expefiénced thé most
direct contact with God of any prophet, ind
5o had the clearest knowledge of Hlm a.nd His
will. -

11 various Literally, “all.” The number of
wonders executed by Moses was unparalleled.

signs and portents Moses was also incom-

12. before all Israel- Withi these words, we
complete the reading of the Torah. It began in
chaos, and with God imposing " “order‘on ‘the
chaos Tt concludes with a nation of men,
worheh, and ‘childrén poised on the banks of
the’ Tordan River, ready to begin perhaps the
gredfest spiritual adventime of all timé; the ef-
fort to translaté God’s will into the daily hfe
of a‘community.

parable in .the wonders that God performed
through him during the time of the Exodus. No
other prophet so convincingly confirméd the
credibility of his mission.

the Lorp sent bim to display - The Torah
here and elsewhere states that all the wonders Mo-
ses performed were by means of God’s power and
at His command, not through his‘own pefsonal
powet or any occult skills. However, the nest
verse emphasizes Moses’ role, because it was
through those wonders that he established and
proved himself as God’s emissary.

12. great ngl:t Literally, “mighty hand.”
This and the “awesome povvcr that Moses dis-
played” refer to “the various signs and portents”
in verse 11, .

before all Israel  Litérally, “ini che sight of all
Israel.,” That the Israelites witnessed these won-
ders is assefted often (e:g., 4:34, 6:22, 29:1-2).
The Israclites were, therefore, cotivinced of the
truth revealed by those events: the indisputable
authenticity of Moses.

Ini synagogues, we complete the Torzh and
proceed in two directions. First we go back to
the opening woids of Genesis ahd we begin
again; finding new insights on every page, not
because the Torah has' changed, but because we
have changed since we read it a year ago. And
then, iri the haftarah for’ SimBdt Torah, we go
forward into history, to read of Joshua’s-lead-
ers‘h.i "f 'tl'le people aftct the death of Moses.
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CREATION (1:1-2:3)

The Creation narrative in the Bible is a2 docu-
ment of faith. In-its*quest for meaning it gives
expression to the fundamental premise of the re-
ligion of the people Israel: The universe is en-
tirely the purposeful product of the one God, a
transcéndent being, beyond nature, and sover-
eign over space and time.

INTRODUCTION (1:1)

1. When God began to create 'Theé conven-
tional English translation reads: “In the begin-
ning God créated the heaven and the earth.”
The translation presented here-looks to verse 3
for the completion of the sentence and takes

Time has not diminished the power or the
majesty of the familiar biblical account of the
creation of the world, norhas fan'uhanty dulled
its impact. It still moves us, conveying so
much in so few words. What kind of world does
the Torah envision God creating? The opening
chapters of Genesis are not a scientific account
of the origins of the universe. The Torah is a
book of morality, not cosmology. Its overriding
concern, from the first verse to the last, is our
relatlonshlp to God, truth aboutlife rather than
scientific truths. Tt describes the world God
fashioned as “good,” a statement no scientific
account can make.

God’s world is an orderly world, in which
land and water each has its own domain, in
which each species of plant and animal repro-
duces itself “after its own kind.” But it is also
an unpredictable world, a world capable of
growth and change and surprise, of love and
pain, of glory and tragedy, not simply replica-
tion of what is, because it includes human
beings who have the freedom to choose how
they will act. And it is an unfinished world,
waiting for human beings to complete God’s
work of creating.

"CHAPTER 1

The Torah assumes the existence and over-
whelming power of God. We find here no myth
of God’s birth, as we find in other cultures’ ac-
counts of creation, only a description of God’s
actions. Itseems that the Torah is saying, “This
is the premise on which the rest stands. Only if
you accept it is everything that follows intelli-
gible.” God cteated the world, blessed it with
the capacity to renew and reproduce itself, and
deemed it “good.” This is the answer to the

basic and inevitable questions: Why is there
something instead of nothing? Why is there life
instead of inert matter?

_ The first letter of the first word in the Torah,
“b’réishit,” is the Hebrew letter bet. This
prompted the Midrash to suggest that, just as
the letter bet is enclosed on three sides but
open to the front, we are not to speculate on
the origins of God or what may have existed
before Creation (Gen. R. 1:10). The purpose of
such a comment is not to limit scientific in-

quiry into the origins of the universe but to dis-
‘courage efforts to prove the unprovable, It urges

us to ask ourselves, “How are we to live in this
world?” And it urges us to live facing forward
rather than looking backward. Jewish theology
generally has been concerned with discerning
the will of God rather than proving the exis-
tence or probing the nature of God. Ultimate
origins (“Who made God?”) are hidden from
view, but all the rest of the world is open
to inquiry. The Torah begins with bet, stcond
letter of the Hebrew alphabet, to summon us
to begin even if we cannot begin at the very
beginning.

The Midrash takes the word for “beginning”
(re1sh1t) as a synonym for “Torah” (as in Prov.
8:22), interpreting the first verse as declaring:
“With reishit did God create the heaven and
the earth.” God created the world by consult-
ing the Torah, fashioning a world based on To-
rah values, or for the sake of the Torah, so that
there would be somewhere «in the universe
where the values of the Torah could be putinto
practice (Gen.R.1:1,6).

1. When God began The beginning of all
knowledge and morality liesin the recognition
that God created the world. Akiva taught: “Just
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3God said, “Let there be light”; and there was

verse 2 to be parenthetical, describing the state
of things at the time when God first spoke. Sup-
port for understanding the text in this way
comes from the second half of 2:4 and of 5:1,
both of which refer to. Creatlon and begin with
the word “when.”

God. The Hebrew term for God used through—
out- this account -.of Creation is not the unjque
sacred divine name YHVH but elohim, a general
Hebrew word for “deity,” which can also refer to
pagan gods. Although plural in form, it almost
always appears with a singular verb or adjective.
The name, connoting universalism and abstrac-
tion, is most appropriate for the God of Creation.

create The Hebrew stem of the word trans-

lated as “create” (x3) is used in the Bible only

for divine creativity. It signifies that the ¢reated
ObJECt is unique, depends solely on God for its
coming into existence, and is beyond the ability
of humans to reproduce. The verb never means
“to create out of nothing.”

beaven and earth The observable universe
is here specified by the use of the definite article
in Hebrew (literally, “the heaven and the earch” ).
The combination of opposites (“heaven and
earth”) expresses the totality of cosmic phenom-
ena, for which there is no single word in biblical
Hebrew.

THE PRIMORDIAL WORLD
(v 2)

2. unformed and void Tlic Hebrew for this
phrase (tohu va-vohu) medns “desert waste.”
The poirit, of the narrative is the idea of order
that resitlts from divine intent. There is no sug-
gestion here that God made the world out of
nothing, which is a much later conception.

darkness 1In the Bible, darkness is often a
symbol of evil, misfortune, déath, or oblivion.
Here it seems to be not just the absence of hght

but a distinct entity, the origin of which is left
unclear.

the deep The Hebrew word for “the deep”
(thom) refers to the subterranean waters that
ancient humans believed were beneath the
earth. The text says nothing about how or when
this body of water came into existence. In Prov-
erbs (8:22-24) it is one of God’s creations. The
word is related etymologically to Tiamat, the
maritime goddess in the Babylonian creation
story. In all of the ancient Near Eastern creation
stories, the primal element is water. To the an-
cients, the formless nature of water seemed to
represent the state of affairs before chaos was
transformed to order.

a wind ﬁom God Or, as others suggest, “a
mlghty wind.” The Hebrew word ru-ah means

“wind, breath, spirit.” “Wind” is the prevalem
-understanding of the word here in ancient and

medieval Jewish sources. As a physical phenom-

‘enon, wind conforms to the pxcture of primal

chaos evoked by this verse.

sweeping Movément is the basic idea undei-
lying this Hebrew verb (qm) Motion, the és-
sential element in change, originates with God’s
dynamic presence.

water This is either the césmic ocean be-
lieved by the ancients to surround the earth or
the water referred to in verses 6, 7, 9, and 10,
namely, that which covered the solid mass of
earth, These two bodies of water wete probably

ot clearly differentiated in the ancient Hebrew

’rn:ind.
THE FIRST GROUP OF
CREATED OBJECTS  (vv. 3-13)

DAY ONE
3. God said The divine word shatters the

cosmic silence and signals the beginning of a

asthe existence ofahouse testifies to the builder
and the existence of a garment testifies to the
weaver, so the existence of the world testifies to
Godwhofashionedit” ([Mid. Tem. 3). “Whoever

teaches a child the Toral's account of Creation -

is to be considered as having created the world
personally.” To shape the moral imagination of
achild is to create a new world.

3. Godcreates the world with words. Thisis
the first invocation of the Torah’s belief in: the
treality-of words, their power to create and to
destroy. .

Let there be light Light, the first thing God

created, can be seen as symbolizing Judaism'’s
commitment to clarity rather than mystery, to
-openness rather than concealment, to study

-
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GENESIS 1:4 B’REISHIT

light. 4God saw that the light was good, and
God separated the light from.the darkness.
5God called the light Day, and the darkness
He called Night. And there was evening and
there was morning, a first day.

new order. “God said” means that God created
the world with His words. This signifies that the
Creator is wholly independent of Creation. It
implies effortessness and absolute-sovereignty
over nature.

Let there be Thls instruction ( yhi), found
agam in'verses 6 and 14, is reserved for the crea-
tion of celestial phenomena

light 'The first creation by God’s utterance.
Light in the Bible serves as a symbol of life, joy,
justice, and deliverance. The notion of light in-
dependent of the sun (which appears again in
Isa. 30:26 and Job 38:19~20) derives from the
observations that the sky is illumined on days
when the sun is obscured and that brightness
precedes the sun’s rising. As in the ancient world
generally, light itself is a feature of divinity.

4. Godsaw God perceived.

was good This affirms the flawlessness of
God’s creation. Reality is imbued with God’s
goodness.

God separated Separation, or differentia-

rather than blind faith. Light, God’s.first crea-
tion, becomes a symbol of God’s Presence, in
the fire of the Burning Bush and the revelation
at Sinai, in the perpetual light (ner tamid) and
the m’norah of the tabernacle. For some theo-
logians, light functions as a symbol for' God
because light itself is not visible but makes
everything else v151ble “By Your light d6 we
seelight” (Ps. 36:10).

4. Godseparated TheprocessofCreationis
a process of making distinctions and separat-
ing—light from darkness, sea from dry land,
oné species from another—imposing order
where there had been chaos and randomness.
Throughout the Torah, we find this emphasis
on distinction and separation: sacred and ordin-
ary time, permitted and forbidden foods, rit-
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tion, is another aspect of creation. Light, like
darkness, is viewed here as a separate entity.

5. God called Not to possess a name is tan-
tamount to nonexistence in the worldview of
the ancient Near East, including Egypt and
Babylonia. Name giving was thus associated
with creation and domination, for the one who
gives a name has power over the object named.
In this narrative, God names day and mght, the
sky, the earth, and the sea. This is another way
of expressing God’s absolute sovereignty over
time and space.

evening . . . morning The Hebrew words
erev and bokerliterally mean “sunset” and “break
of dawn,” terms inappropriate before the crea-
tion of the sun on the fourth day..Here the two
words signify, respectively, the end of the period
of light (when divine creativity was suspended)
and the renewal of light (when the creative pro-
cess was resumed).

" a first day Better: “the first day.” The He-
brew word ‘ebad” functions as both a cardinal

ually pure and impure persons, no mixing of
diverse seeds or cross-breeding animal species.
Aviva Zornberg suggests that separation, spe-
cialization, is almost always achieved with
pain and sdcrifice, even as there is a sense of
sadness in the havdalah service that marks
the separation of Shabbat and weekday, even
as there is pain when an infant is born out of its
mother’sbody, even as thereisasense of painful
separation when a child outgrows its depen-
dence on parents. The M1d:ash (Gen. R. 5:3)
pictures the lower waters weeping at being
separated from the upper waters, suggesting
thatthereis something poignant in the creative
process when things orice united are separated.

5. afirst day Literally, “one day,” taken by
the Midrash to mean “the day of the One,” the

HALAKHA_H LMA-ASEH
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1 These are the names of the sons of Israel who
came to Egypt with Jacob,each-coming with his
household 2Reuben, Slmeon, Levi, and Judah;

3[ssachar, Zebulun, and’ Ben)amm, 4Dan and
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REVERSAL OF FORTUNE (1:1-22)

Joseph dies, with his generation; the Israelites
multiply in Egypt; and a new pharaoh suddenly
enslaves them. The-barest of derails concernlng
slavery and suffermg are offered. The narrative be-
comes expansive only when it begins to describe
the liberation;

AN INTRODUCTORY SUMMARY  (vv. 1-7)

The sons of Jacob—the tribes of Israel—are listed
in an order based on Gen. 35:23-26. That chap—
ter includes the divine blessmg to Jacob: “Be fer-

tile and increase; / A riation, yea an assembly of
nations, / Shall descend from'you” (35:11), This
promlse of i increase has been fulfilled, as we.read
in 1:7.

1. These are The initial Hebrew letter of the
verse that begins Exodus (va»,” usually translated

and”) is a link to Genesis, because the letter sug:

gests continuity with what precedes it.

Israel The name here refers to the patrlarch
Jaceb. Thé name is used to refer to the nation for
the first time in verse 9;

-

We read in the Book of Genesis the story of a
family living out its relationship to God in the
midst of sibling jealousies and marital strife.

Exodus is the story of a people encountering
God in the course of their journey from slavery
to freedom.

CHAPTER 1

“The historian asks, What political, economic
or religious factors inclined Pharaoh to enslavé
the Istaelites? The Midrash asks, Why is Israel
persecuted and enslaved more than any other
nation of the world?” (N Leibowitz).

The Sages of thé Midrash, writing more than
athousand years after the events and 11v1ng un-
der the harsh rule of the Romians; tried to in:
terpret the experience of slavery in Egypt as a
way of understanding their own experience.
Some said that slavery was a punishimert for
assimilating into the Egyptian way of life and
wanting to be like the Egyptians. They inter-
‘preted the words “the land “was filled with
them” (1 7} to mean “the theaters and circuses
were filled with them.” The Israelites adopted
the Egyptian way of life in all of its crudeness
and superficiality. Thus psychological enslave-
ment, the notion that being an Egyptian was
better than being an Israelite, preceded physi-
cal enslavement, even as psychologlcal libera-
tion will later precede physical hberatmn
These commentators describe the Israelites as
devoid of redeemirig qualities, and see the Ex-
odus as resulting from God’s unearned grace

and God’s promise to the patnarchs (Tanh. B.
Sh'mot 6)."

Others saw enslavement in Egypt as part of
God’s long-range plan, foreshadowed in Gen.
15:13, to take the descendants of Abraham and
teach them, through the experience df being
enslaved and redeemed, to be sensitive to the
oppressed in every age (Exod 22:20: “You shall
not wronga stranger . .. for you were strangers
in the land of Egypt”) and to be grateful to God
for intervening to free them. On the opening
words of the book, “These are the names,” the
Sages commented (again with later generations
in mind) that “the Israelites were worthy of be-
ing redeemed precisely because they did not as-
similate. Through all the years of slavery, they
did not change their names, their language, or
their mode of dress” (Mekh Bo 5).

Striving not only to understand the Torah
but to understand the phenomerion of genfile
hatred of the Jewish people, the commentators
carefully studied Pharach’s:words in verses 9
and 10. They note that he objects not so'much
to the behavior of the Israehtes as to their very
existence. Like many enemies of the Jewish
people, he exaggerates their numbers and
power (they could not have been more than a
small fraction of the Egyptian populatlon) He
uses the same words { “they are much too nu-
merous for us ”) that the king of the Philistines
used for Isaac’s lone family in Gen. 26:16.

1. the sons of Israel When they weré grow-
ing up, they were the sons of Iacob not Israel.
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EXODUS 1:5 sm’MoT

Naphtali, Gad and Asher. 5The total number of
persons that were of Jacob’s issue came to sev-
éﬁty, Joseph being already in Egypt. §Joseph
d:ie(-:r,l, and all his brothers, and all that genera-
tion. 7But the iéraeﬁteé were fertile and p_rofiﬁc;
théy multiplied 'and increased very gréaﬂy,'so

that the land was filled with them.

8A new king arose over Egypt who did not
know Joseph. °And he said to his people, “Look, -
the Israelite people are much.too numerous for-
us. 1L et us deal shrewdly with them, so that they

5. Jacob’s issue Literally, “that came out of
Jacob’s loin.” In the Bible, the Hebrew for “thigh,
loin,” (yerekh) is a euphemism for the male organ
of procreation. = . .~ )

_seventy The number 70 in the Bible usually
is not meant to be taken literally. It evokes the
idea of totality, of being all-inclusive; on a large
scale. Here, it is a round number.

6. The entire immigrant generation had died
out by the time the oppression began.

7. This description of the Israclites’ extraor-
dinary fertility (in language that is also used.in
the Creation narrative of Gen. 1:20,28) suggests
the concept of the community of Israel in Egypt
as.a miniature universe, self-contained and apart
from the larger Egyptian society. It is the nucleus
of 2 new humanity, spiritually speaking.

.the land Not the whole of Egypt, but the
area of Israelite settlement known as Goshen.

- THE OPPRESSION _ (vv. 8-14)
The Israelites experience. sudden  cataclysmic
change. The most reasongble explanation for the
Israelites” change in fortune lies in the policies
adopted by pharaohs of the Nineteenth Dynasty
(ca. 1304-1200 B.c.E.), especially by Ramses II
(12901224 s.c..), who shifted Egypt’s admin-
istrative and strategic center to the eastern delta
of the Nile, where he undertook building projects
that required a huge local labor force, “A:new
king” may.also refer.to a.new dynasty. :
8. who did not know Joseph He was igno-
rant of or indifferent to the extraordinary service
that Joseph had rendered to Egypt and the crown.
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know This is the first appearance in Exodus
of the verb ¥'17, a key term in the Exodus narra-
tives, occurring more than 20 times in the first
14 chapters. The usual rendering, “to know,”
hardly does justice to the richness of its meanings,
which include emotions and relatedness as well
as the intellect. The use of the word here to de-
scribe Pharaoh may anticipate “that you [Pha-
rach] may know” in 9:29. S

9-10. The historical situation that prompted
his fears may plausibly be reconstructed if it is as-
sumed, that the text refers to Ramses I1. The east-
ern delta of the Nile was vulnerable to penetration
from Asia. In the middle of the 18th century
B.C.E., it had been infiltrated by the Hyksos, an
Egyptian term meaning “rilers of foreign lands.”
The Hyksos were a conglomeration of ethnic
groups among whom Semites predominated.
They gradually took over Lower Egypt and ruled
it until their expulsion in the second half of the
16th century B.C.E. After that, the delta was ne-
glected by the central government, although
many Semites remajned in the region. A revival
of interest in that part of Egypt began with the
reign of Haremheb (ca. 1330-1306 s.c.e.) and
accelerated under his successors. It probably
heightened sensitivity to the presence.of a large
bady of foreigners. in that strategic area,

Israelite people  'The unique Hebrew phrase
am.b'nei ytsra-el (the nation of the descendants of
Israel) is found only here. It tells us that the family
of the patriarch Israel {Jacob) has become the peo-
ple Isrgel,'andfhgncq are a threat to the Egyptians.

dealshrewdly - Literally, “wisely.” To contyol

Jacob had:to wrestle and change to become Is-
rael; and. his children, the children, of Jacob,
also had to struggle to outgrow. their less ad-
mirable traits to become the children of Israel.

8. who did not know Joseph Pharaoh knew
that Joseph had saved Egypt, but did not care.

' T——
He did not let the information change his out-
look (MRE 7:137). Through much of Jewish
history, the people’s well-being depended on
the goodwill of a ruler. When the leadership
changed, the fortunes of the Jewish commu-
nity often changed as well. Pharach begins by

318
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THE PRINCIPAL TYPES OF SACRIFICE (1:1—‘2:3?)

Chapters 1-7 outline the biblical sacrificial sys-
tem, as the Israelite priesthood administered it.
The laws of the Torah did: not permit Israelites
to atone for intentional or premeditated offenses
by bringing a sacrifice. There was no ritual rem-
edy for such violations. In such instarices, the law
dealt directly with the offender, imposing pun-
ishments.and acting to preventrecurrences. Gain-
ing atonement through ritual sacrifice was re-
stricted to situations in which a reasonable doubt
existed about the willfulness of the offense. Everi
then, restitution was required if another person
had suffered any loss or injury. :
These chapters describe the basic kinds of sac

rifices and list the several classes of offerings to
be presented 1o God in the sanctuary. :Chapters
1-5, addressed to individual Israelites and their
leaders, recount what may be offered—including
animals, birds, and grain. They establish the
proper procedures for presenting the various sac-
rifices, a function performed primarily by priests
bur thar occasionally required the participation of
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those who brought the sacrifices. Chapters 6 and
7 conistitute a professional manual for the priest-
hood and provide “an instruction” (a zorah) for
each of the major classes of sacrifices. In most
cases, sacrifices served to remove the charges
against the offenders, restoring them to a proper
relationship with God and to membership in the
religious community.

In mdst ancient sociéties it was believed that
gods required food-for their sustenante, relying
on sacrifices for energy and strength. The Torah
preserves theidiom cominon to ancient religions.
However, it has a different understanding of the
process: God desires sacrifices not out of the need
for sustenance but out of longing for the devotion
and fellowship of worshipets.

THE BURNT OFFERING (olah) . (1:1-17)
Chapter 1 deals with the sacrifice called “burnt
offering” (olah), which was birned to ashes in its
entirety. (except for-its hide) on the altar of burnt
offerings. It was brought on various occasions, of-

N

Leviticus is a difficult book for a modern per-
son to read with reverence and appreciation.
Its main subject matter—animal offerings and
ritual impurity—seems remote from:contem-
porary concerns. Yet almost half of the 613
mitzvot of the Torah are found in this book, the
text with which young children traditionally
began their Jewish education. Our concern in
reading Leviticus should be more than histor-
ical {“this is what our ancestors used to believe
and practice”). It should be an effort to under-
stand the religious needs that were met by
these practices in ancient times, needs that we
still confront today, and the religious ideas that
were taught in the process.

The modern temper tends to discount pre-
scribed ritual in favor of spontaneous religious
expression. Yet something in the human soul
responds to ritual, whether it-be the formality
of a traditignal wedding or the rituals of a
sporting event or a public meeting. There is
something comforting about the familiar, the
recognizable, the predictable: There is some-
thing deeply moving about performing a rite

that is older than we are, one that goes back be-
yond the time of our parents and grandparents.
At crucial times, it is important for us to know
that we are “doing it right.” There is power in
the knowledge that we are doing what genera-
tions of people before us have done in similar
situations, something that other people in
other places are doing at the same time and in
thesame way. Andrituals, including prescribed
prayers, tellus what todo and say at timeswhen
we cannot rely on our own powers of inspira-
tion to know what to do or say. “Ritual is a
way of giving voice to ultimate values. Each of
us needs a sense of holiness to navigate the re-

lentless secularity of our lives” {Schorsch)|. For

the Israelites of biblical times, it must have
been gratifying to know what to do when they
wanted to approach God at crucial moments of
their lives, inneed or in gratitude.

Discomfort with sacrificing animals as a
way of worshiping God ishardly a modern phe-
nomenon. The biblical prophets criticized the
sacrificial system for its tendency to deterio-
rate into form without feeling. The Midrash

e e <
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LEVITICUS 1:2 vA-YIKRA-

from the Tent of Meeting, saying;: 2Speak to the
Israelite. people; and say to them:

When any of you presents an offering of cattle
to the Lor, he shall choose his offering from
the herd or ftom the flock.”

3If his offering is a burnt offering“from
the herd, he shall make his offering a male

ten together with other offerings. No parr of it
was eaten, either by priests or by donors. The olzh
could consist of male herd cattle (vv. 3-9), male
flock animals (vv. 10=13), or certain birds (vv.
14-17). This range. of choices—from. expensive
to inexpensive—enabled Israelites of modest
means to participate in religious life, because they
could present less costly offerings at the sanctuary.

The procedures for all burnt offerings were
similar. The' sacrifice was pteseiited at the en-
trance to the Tent of Meeting, the donor laid his
or her hand on the creature (thereby designating
it for a particular rite), and blood from the sac-
rificed animal or fow! was dashed on the altar in
appropriate ways.

1. Tent of Meeting Hebrew: obel mo-ed, the
portable tent structure that housed the Ark and
the objects connected to the sacrificial system (see
Exod. 25:1-27:21, Exod. 35-40). In other texts,
this complex is called mishkan.

2. the Israelite peaple Hebrew: b 'nei yisra-el,
often translated literally as “the children ofIsrael.”

“The Israclite people” reflects the concept of
peoplehood basic to the biblical idea that nations,
like families, are descendants of common ances-
tors with a common genealogy.

offering Hebrew korban, which designates
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anything presented to God as one approaches the
sanctuary. A #orban could consist of artifacts and
vessels, votive objects (brought in fulfillment of
a vow), or sacrificial animals and fowl, as is the
case here. , o

cattle ., . . herd . .. flock In many of the Bi-
ble’s legal statements, a general category is given
first, followed by particulars. Here the general cat-
egory is livestock (& hema/a) further specified by
the two usual classes: “from the herd (bakar) or
from the flock (zzon).”

3. If his offering is a burnt offering The
conditional word “if” (i) frequently introduces
cultic laws (rules for organized rehgmus worship)
in the Book of Leviticus. Here it precedes each
of the options available to those who offer
sacrifices—the choice of which type of sacrifice
to bring as well as the choice of which animal,
fowl, or gram will constitute the offering, “Burnt
offering” is designated by the Hebrew word olah,
derived from the verb meaning “to ascend” (\15¥).
This offering may have been called olzh because
its flames and smoke “ascended” to heaven. The
sacrifice, in its altered form, reaches God who was
perceived as breathing its aromatic smoke, so to
speak. Its purpose was to offer a gift to God to
secure a favorable response. Frequently, the olzb

plete. Each generation must find new ways to
make God present in new situations that the
Torah could not have foreseen.

2. When any of you presents an offering
Literally, “When a man {(adam) presents an of-
fering.” May your offerings be like those of
Adam, belonging to you and not stolen, offered
solely to express your love of God and not to
impress your neighbors (Lev. R. 2:7). The word
for “offering” (korban) comes from the Hebrew
root 21p, meaning “to bring close” or “to come
close.” When we give a gift to someone we feel
close to, we feel even closer for having given
the gift. The korban both reflects and rein-
forces the Israelite’s bond to God. The pomt of

the sacrifice is not to feed or to bribe. God but
to come close to God.

The opening words of the Hebrew text are
singilar, but the Torah soon shifts to plural.
This reflects the essence of the religious expe-
rience. A Hasidic master taught that we enter
the sanctuary as individuals but the experience
of worship leads us to transcend our separate-
ness and become part of the community.

3. Theolah is purely a gift to God, with no
spec1ﬁc benefit to the donor anticipated, ex-
cept the satisfaction of having brought the of-
fering to, God. Whether brought out of a sense
of reverence or out of a sense of guilt, it ex-
presses theideathat everythmg we have comes
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LEVITICUS-1:4 VA-YIKRA

without blemish. He'shall bring it to the en-
trance of the Tent of. Meeting, for acceptance in
his behalfbefore the LORD 4Heshalllay hishand
upon the head of the burnt offering, that it may
be acceptable in hisbehalf, in expiation for him.
5The bull shall be slaughtered before the Lorp;
and Aaron’s sons, the priests, shall offer the
blood, dashing the blood against all sides of the
altar whichisat the entrance ofthe Tent of Meet-
ing. 6The burnt offermg shall be ﬂayed and cut
up into sections. 7The sons of Aaron the priest
shall put fire on the altar and lay out wood upon
the fire; 8and Aaron s sons, the prlests shall lay
out the sectlons, with the head and the suet, on
the wood that is on the fire upon the altar. 91ts
entrails and Jlegs shall be washed with water, and
the priest shall turn the wholé into smoke on
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was the first sacrificé in rites that included other
offerings as well. In many instances, the olab was
followed by the shared sicred meal (zevah).

for acceptance in his bebalf The sacrifice is
accredited to the donor as proper. When a sacri-
fice is not considered proper, the opposite is said
of it: “not acceptable, discredited.”

before the Lorp  This fefers to a defined sa-
cred ‘area. Sométimés it was the zone begmmng
at the rear of the altar of burnt offerings in the
sanctuary courtyard that continued to the interior
of the tent; at times it was a large space near the
entrance of the courtyard Priestly law strictly lim-
its sacrifice to a particular area and to the legiti-
mate altar,

‘4. He shall lay bis hand This symbolic act,

“the laying on” of hands (known in later Hebrew

as s’'mikhah), indicated ownership and served to
assign a sacnﬁmal animal or fowl solely for use in
a speaﬁc rite. The offering, once assigned in this
way, was sacred and belonged solely to God. -

that it may be acceptable in bis bebalf The
olah sacrifice served as protection from God’s
wrath, Proximity to God was dangerous for both
the worshipers and the priests, even in the absence
of a particular offense. The favorable acceptance
of the olah signaled God’s Wllhngness to be 2 ap-
proached.

5. against all sides of the altar  This refers
to the altar of burnt offerings (mentioned by
name in Lev. 4:7, and described in Exod. 27:1-8).

6. shall be flayed and cut up into sections
Sacrlﬁcxal ariimals usually wete sectioned before
being placed on the altar. The only exception was
the paschal lamb. It was roasted whole (Exod.
12:9).

8. with the head and the suet The head of
the animal had been sévered. Suet is a type of hard
organ fat.

9. turn the whale into smoke  The burned
parts of the sacrifice rise as smoke when they are
consumed by the altar fire. Likewise, the word for

from God, given to us only on loan (Tanh
Tzav).Itis called olah |from the root “to go up,”
as in aliyah) not only because it goes up in
smoke but because it elevates the soul of the
person who performs this act of generos1ty
without blemish What renders an animal
unfitin the 31ght of God does not disqualify the
human being who offers it. The offering must
be unblemished, as a sign of respect for God’s
altar and to discourage people from bringing

their lame and sick animals in a pretense of pi-
ety. An afflicted, broken ‘soul, though, could
bring an offering and might even be closer to
God forhaving experienced pain and rejection.
“The Lorp is close to the brokenhearted” (Ps.
34:19). “You will not*despise / a contrite and
crushed heart” (Ps. 51:19, cited in Lev. R. 7:2).
9. of pleasing odorto'the Lorp Thenotion
that God actually smells the aroma of the
offering is rejected emphatically by rabbinic

.
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B’MIDBAR

1 On the first day of the second month, in the
second year f(_)llOWihg the exodus from the land
of Egypt, the Lorp spoke to Moses in the wil-
derness of Sinai, in the Tent of Meeting, saying:
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The Generation of the Exodus: The Wilderness Camp (1:1-10:10)

CENSUS IN THE WILDERNESS (1:1-54)

The march of the Israelites through the wilder-
ness, from Mount Sinai to the Promised Land,
will take them through hostile environments,
both natural and human. To meet those dangers,
the people must be organized into a military
camp, which requires a census. :

L first day In ancient times, the ﬁfst"day of
each month was a holiday that provided an op-

portunity to bring the people together for impor-
tant announcements.

wilderness Hebrew: midbar; it does not
mean “desert.” Although the scant rainfall in the
Sinai cannot support agriculture, it can provide
adequate pasturage for flocks.

The LoRD spoke . . . in the Tent of Meeting
As Moses had been. permitted to ascend to the

This foutth book of the Torah is known as
“Numbers” in English, because of the census
recorded in the opening chapter. In some Rab-
binic texts it is called “The Book of the Cen-
sus” (Seifer Ha-P’kudim). Its proper Hebrew
designation, from its first significant word, is
B'midbar (In the Wilderness), and it describes
a people wandering through a spiritual as well
as a geographic wilderness.

What must it have been like to experience
the transition from the grand events of Sinai
and'the Sea of Reeds to the daily routine of the
wilderness? The ariswer might lead us to the
lesson that life is lived, not so much in the
grand moments as in uncelebrated ordinaty
times. In Numbers, the focus of leadérship
passes from the prophet Moses to the ‘priest
Aaron, perhaps because the prophet issues
great demands from the mountaintop, whereas
the priest is involved with the people in the
complexities and routines of daily life. -

Throughout this book, the Israelites, who
had experienced the Exodus, the crossing of the
sea, and the revelation at Sinai, are described
as a petulant, complaining people, constantly
trying the patience of God and of Moses. In
Hirsch’s words, B'midbar contrasts “the peo-
ple of Israel as it actually is” t& “the ideal to
which it was summoned in Va-yikra.”

The generation of the wilderness dies off in
the course of the 38 years covered by this book.
Atits conclusion, anew generation of Israelites
who had never known slavery, a generation for
whom the revelation at Sinai was tradition

rather than-personal experience, stands poised
to enter the Promised Land.

CHAPTER 1

This first parashah deals mainly with two sub-
jects: the census of Israelite adult males in
preparation for the battles to reach and conquer
the Promised Land, and the physical arrange-
ment of the various tribes as they marched and
as they camped.

1. in the Tent of Meeting “The LORD trans-
ferred the divine Presence from Sinai to the tab-
ernacle; from a sanctuary established by God
to one fashioned by the people Israel. The tab-
ernacle was a portable Mount Sinai, the heav-
ens transplanted and brought down to earth”
(B. Jacob). The Israclites never felt lost in the
wilderness-because they were able to focus on
the tabernacle at the center of their encamp-
ment. - -

The Jewish calendar arranges for these open-
ing chapters of the Book of Numbers (which be-
gin with God speaking to the people in the wil-
deiness of Sinai) to be read every year on the
Shabbat before the festival that celebrates the
giving of the Torah, Shavu-ot. According to the
Sages, this should remind us that the Torah
wids given in a wildemess, a place accessible to
all, a site that belonged to rio one people, and
that it was given to a people with no real prop-
erty and few possessions. “One should be as
open as a wilderness to receive the Torah” (BT
Ned. 55a). It is intimidating to open oneself to
the demands of God, to a new and morally de-
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2Take a census of the whole Israelite com-
munity by the clans of its ancestral houses, list-
ing the names, every miale, head by head. 3You
and Aaron shall record them by their-groups,
from the age of twenty years up, all those in Is-
rael who are able to bear arms. 4Associated with
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<., Targ. Jon.).

Reuben’s title is given
he heads the list even
: march (see 1 Chron.

o

i

assist yow:
From Reuben, Elizur son of Shedeur.

Presence of God atop the mountain, so might he
enter the Tent of Meeting—a Mount Sinai-on

earth, so to speak. The Lord’s voice came from .

within, from between the two cherubim facing
each other atop the Ark.

2. The census described here follows the pro-
cedures of censuses in other ancient Near Eastern
cultures. It even uses the same terminology. The
census was indispensable for military conscription
and for any government levy on persons or prop-
erty. From 10:11, it is clear that the census:was
completed in less than 20 days. )

3 twenty Jyears up The age of conscnptlon
in ancient Israel. No upper. limit is given here.

PTRTTIWTD YK AR

.able to bear arms The previous statement
with no age limit.is now qualified.
5-15. Tribal lists throughout the Bible may
vary in the names and the order of the tribes, but
they share in common the concern for preserving
the number 12. These lists can be divided roughly
into two groups: those that include the tribe of
Levi and those that omit it. All' the tribal lists in
Numbers fall into the latter category, because the
tribe of Levi was exempt from rmhtary conscrip-
tion. i
These are thenames The census supervisors,
mandatory according to-verse 4, are named by
God. .

manding way of life. The Torah portrays the
people Israel as periodically wishing they were
back in the predictable, morally undemanding
servitude of Egypt. Yet Isracl’s willingness to
accept the Torah, to be “as open as a wilder-
ness” to Jet the Torah’s morality fill the moral
vacuum in the lives of former slaves, was the
essential first step in God’s remaking the
world. For the first time, God’s world will con-
tain amodel people, guided by the Torah tolive
a God-oriented life.

The wilderness, untouched by human set-
tlement, offered a contrast to Egypt, which was
.dominated by monuments fashioned by hu-
man hands. Thus it was a fitting stage for God’s
being proclaimed sovereign of the world. We
may even see a parallel between the revelation
at Sinai (when God imposed moral order in the
midst of a wilderness) and the creation of the
world (when:God imposed natural order on
chaos),

2, Take a census Literally, “lift the head.”
This prompted the comment, “/Let the Israel-

ites hold their heads high in pride as they con-
template who their ancestors were” (Menahem
Nahum of Chernobyl). Although the purposeof
the census was purely functional, mustering
the Israelites for battle, the Midrash uncovers
another dimension to it, by comparing God to
a person who had a store of precious jewels.
From time to time, this-individual would take
out the jewels and count-them to take pleasure
in their beauty and to be reassured that they
were all safely there (Num. R.4:2). ForRamban,

the census testifies tothemiracle of Israel’s sur-
vival andincrease despite the efforts of Pharach
and Amalek and the rigors ‘of the wilderness
journey. He points to the enduring lesson of
Jewish history: We havenot succumbed in spite
of devastating losses and persecution. Levi
Yitzhak of Berdichev connects the final total of
603,5501sraelites (v. 46) to a tradition that there
are 603,550 letters in the Torah: Just as the ab-
sence of one letter renders a Torah scroll unfit
for use, the loss of even one Jew prevents Israel
from fulfilling its divine mission.

Y WK DWAKD NIy RS

T g



981

D’VARIM

37

1 These are the words that Moses addressed “2& "I-W"D AT '1WN 'D"'"D'I"l 'l'?N N

to all Israel on the other side of the Jordan.—
Through the wilderness, in the Arabah near
Suph, between Paran and Tophel, Laban,
Hazeroth, and Di-zahab, 2it is eleven days from

A UNIQUE BOOK  (1:1-5)

The first five verses give the time and place of the
dehvery of Moses’ farewell address.

1. These are the words that Moses addressed
to all Israel  Apart from some connecting pas-
sages and the narratives-about Moses’ last days,
the speaker in Deuteronomy is Moses, not an
anonymous narrator as in the previous books of
the Torah. Even the narratives and laws appear
as parts of addresses in which Moses reviews the
past 40 years and prepares the Israclites for the
future.

on the other side of the Jordan In Transjor-
dan, edst of the river Jordan. Although Moses
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never crossed over to the western side of the Jor-
dan, this is written from the point of view of one
already in the Land.

the wilderness The text locates this wilder-
ness in the long narrow depression, or rift, that
continues the Jordan Valley south of the Dead Sea
down to the Gulf of Elat. This rift is known as
the ‘Arabah to this day.

2. It was an 1l-day Journey from Horeb
(Mount Sinai) to Kadesh-barnea, the gateway to
the Promised Land (see vv. 19-20), If the Israel-
ites had trusted in God, this verse tells us, they
could have entered the land immediately, without
wandering in the wilderness for 38 years.

CHAPTER 1

Some of Deuteronomy’s passages, ranging
from the Decalogue to setting aside cities of
refuge, duplicate contents found elsewhere in
the Torah: But 70 of the approxiinately 100
laws in Deuteronomy are riot found in the ear-
lier books. These laws deal mostly with ar-.
rangements for living in the Land and with the
new emphasis on a central sanctuary to be des-
ignated by God. Moses is telling the Israelites
things they will need to know when they settle
the Land, things they had no need to know be-
fore.

One way of viewing this book is to see it as
divided into three parts. In the first part, Moses
reviews the history of the people’s wandenng,
emphasizing Isracl’s lack of fidelity and grati-
tude. This is followed by a legal section, and
finally by Moses’ farewell address. Hirsch de-
tects a tone of urgency throughout Moses’ re-
marks, prompted, he suspects, by the concern
that when the families of Israel are no longer
camped around the tabernacle but are living
each on its own ptoperty, the bemgn influence
of God’s Presence will be lost. -

1. Moses began his career by pleading that
he was not “a man of words” (ish d'varim,
Exod. 4:10). After 40 years of teaching Torah,
howevet, he has become an eloquent “man of

words.” The change is not due to improved the-
torical skills but to his enthusiastic commit-
ment to his mess§age (Deut. R. 1:1}.

The Midrash, noting the similar sound of
d’varim (words) and d’vorim (bees), comments
that Moses’ criticisms of the people are like the
stinigs of a bee. ‘A bee’s sting hurts thé person
stung but it hurts the bee more, causing its
death. Moses dies at the end of Deuteronomy
because criticizing Israel has taken so much
out of him {Deut. R. 1:6). This would imply
that we should judge the validity of criticism
not only by its factual accuracy but by how
much it pains the critic tosay it. The harsh crit-
icisms of Moses are spoken with love, in con-
trast to the praises of Balaam spoken as ﬂat
tery.

to all Israel 'Includmg Moses himself, His
criticisms gain credibility because he criticizes
his own behavior as well. _

'1-2. Why list all these place:names? To
avoid shaming Israel excessively, lest they lose
all ‘hope of evet pleasing God. For Moses had
been inclined to remind Israel of all the times
they exasperated and disappointed God; in-
stéad, he referred only to the locations whete
those events occurred (Rashi). Or perhaps Mo-
ses is recalling ‘all the places God and Israel
have been together, “as ‘Teminiscing lovers

might do.
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DEUTERONOMY 1:3 DVARIM

Horeb to Kadesh-barnea by the Mount Seir
route.—3It was in the fortieth year, on the first
day of the eleventh month, that Moses ad-
dressed the Israelites in accordance with the in-
structions that the Lorp had given him for
them, 4after he had defeated Sihon king of the
Amorites, who dwelt in Heshbon, and King Og
of Bashan, who dwelt at Ashtaroth [and] Edrei.
50n the other side of the Jordan, in the land
of Moab, Moses undertook to expound this
Teaching. He said:

6The Lorp our God spoke to us at Horeb;’

saying: You have stayed long enough at this
mountain. 7Start out and make your way to the
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Horeb Deutéronomy’s name for Mount Si-
nai. Situated somewhere in the Sinai peninsula,
its precise location remains unknown.

Kadesh-barnea Sometimes called. simply
Kadesh, it was near the western border of
Seir-Edom, on the southern boundary of the
Promised Land, in essence the gateway to it.

by the Mount Seir route . Seir, or Edom, the
southernmost of the Transjordanian kingdoms,
extended westward into the highlands of the east-
ern Negeb. “(Mount) Seir” usually refers to this
part of Edom..

3. eleventh month later known as Sh'vat,
which falls in January and February. This verse
merges Deuteronomy into- the chronologic
framework of the previous books of the Torah.

4, Ashtaroth [and] Edrei These two cities

were twin seats of government for Og, king of Ba-
shan. Both places are mentioned in Egyptian doc-
uments and in a Ugaritic text. -

‘5. in the land of Moab In the steppes of
Moab, so called because the area belonged to
Moab before itwas conquered by Sihon (see Num.
21:29), from whom the Israelites wrested it.

this Té eacbing Hebrew: ha-Torah, derived
from “horah” (teach, instruct). “Torah” refers to
rules of civil and ritual procedures, moral exhor-
tation, and instructive narrative as well as pro-
phetic teachmg and reproach, Moses frequently
refers to Deuteronomy as “this Tprzh.” In later
times the term “Torah” was applied to the entire
Pentateuch and, ultimately, to the totality of the
Jewish religious tradition.

Moses’ First Discourse (1:,6}4:40)

Moses’ first dlscourse serves as a prologue to the
book. It emphasizes that the people’s fate depends
on their response to God’s commands and prom-
ises. This address reflects the imporeance of his-

5. to expound this Teaching He inter-
preted the Torah in many languages, so that fu-
ture generations of Jews in many lands would
have access to the Torah in a language and in
terms that they could understand (S’fat Emet).
There is holiness in the Hebrew language—
“the holy tongue” (I'shon ha-kodesh}—in and
of itself. It is also necessary, though, for pcople
to learn what God requires of them in a lan-
guage that they can understand.

tory as the basis of Israelite religion. Religious be-
lief in the Bible is based mostly on Israel’s expe-
rience of God rather than on. theological specu-

lation.

6. You have stayed lo1ig enough “There is
a danger that the people Israel will grow too
comfortable where they are and will be reluc-
tant to move on into the unknown. There are
times when our fulfilment as individuals or as
a group requires us to leave the familiar and
move on toward a goal.
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