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Shortly after Bnei Yisrael begin their journeys in the Midbar,
we read two verses famously separated from the rest of the
text by two backward letter Nuns: ויהי בנסוע אהרון and ובנוחה
 .יאמר

Rashi cites the Gemara in Shabbat 115b explaining that the
mirror-image Nuns indicate that the Pesukim are not brought
in  their  true  location  “in  order  to  divide  between  one
calamity  and  another”.  The  Gemara  specifies  the  second
calamity (פורענות)   as  “The  people  were  as  complainers  -

)11:1כמתאוננים” (  and the first calamity as “They journeyed
from the mountain of Hashem” (10:33).

Why  this  journeying  was  the  first  calamity  requires  more
explanation. Rashi on the Gemara says that within three days
of Bnei Yisrael  commencing their  journeying, the ‘rabble’  (
developed the excessive desire for meat that lead (האספסוף
to the episode of Kivrot HaTa’ava (11:4-34). This is supported
by the Pasuk stating “התאוו תאוה” in the past perfect i.e. “the
rabble had already previously desired”, rather than using the
usual grammatical form “ויתאוו”  (Mizrachi & Gur Aryeh). So,
Rashi believes that the true calamity of a public sin is when
the  seeds  of  the  thoughts  and  plans  first  arise,  even  in
advance of the conspired event.

The Ramban rejects Rashi’s opinion as the episode of Kivrot
HaTaava (11:4)  ultimately  happened after the Complainers
(11:1), and since they are actually written next to each other
in theTorah, it is not obvious how they are being separated.
The  Ramban  agrees  with  the  explanation  of  Tosefot  that
travelling from the Mountain of Hashem was itself the first
calamity,  since  Bnei  Yisrael  “fled  Har  Sinai  like  children
running from school”, thinking they would spare themselves
additional  Mitzvot  if  they  hurried  away  quickly.  Thus  the
Ramban says the two backward Nuns actually prevent a total
of three calamities from being recorded without interruption
so as not to create Chazaka of continual calamity.

The two Pesukim ויהי בנסוע אהרון and ובנוחה יאמר describe the
positive  state  of  Am  Yisrael  serving  Hashem  in  the
wilderness. Rav Copperman (Pshuto shel Mikra) explains that
it is fitting that it is these Pesukim that separate between the
negative  events  in  order  to  emphasise  that  national
calamities are at best isolated anomalies. By reminding us of
our  merits,  we  can  hope  that  the  enduring  psychological
impact  of  these  episodes  on  Am  Yisrael  can  thereby  be
diminished. This is an astute psychological insight: a change
of  perspective  can  be  invaluable  to  limit  the  long-term
damage from repeated failure.


