2nd Av, 5765 – 7/8/05

Parashot Mas’ei and Devarim

“Regarding inheritance and settlement”
Rav M. Elon

We will deal with a topic that runs as a fine thread through the closing of Sefer Bemidbar, the entire Sefer Devarim, and also trough the days in which we find ourselves, the Bein ha-Mezarim (“Between the straits” – the three weeks between the seventeenth of Tamuz and the ninth of Av), and also though the height of our mourning, Tish’a be-Av .  

Finally, Sefer Bemidbar and afterwards the entire Sefer Devarim deal with a fundamental concept, which in our current situation of darkened skies over Erez Yisra’el must be deeply studied and understood – the mizvah of inheriting and settling the Land of Israel.
We will open with a question that seems quite obvious when we consider the famous words of Hazal.  As we well know, Hazal teach us that five incidents occurred on Tish’a be-Av .  The first was that crying over nought, when the spies and the nation cried to God in a display of treason at refusing to enter Erez Yisra’el.  The spies stated:

"אֶפֶס כִּי עַז הָעָם הַיֹּשֵׁב בָּאָרֶץ וְהֶעָרִים בְּצֻרוֹת גְּדֹלֹת מְאֹד וְגַם יְלִדֵי הָעֲנָק רָאִינוּ שָׁם."
“However the people who live in the land are mighty, and the cities are large and well fortified, and we also saw giant’s descendants there.”
(Bemidbar 13:28)
In their negative report the spies dissuaded the nation from following God into the Promised Land, bring the nation to weep.  And it was this weeping that Hazal tells us had God say to Benei Yisra’el:

"אמר להן הקדוש ברוך הוא לישראל: אתם בכיתם בכיה של חנם - ואני אקבע לכם בכיה לדורות."
“God said to them: ‘You cried for nothing – I will establish a crying for generations for you.’”
(Sanhedrin 104b et. al.)

This is the famous Midrash – and we know that both the First and Second Temples were destroyed on the ninth of Av.

However, we know that the Temples were destroyed for very specific reasons – the First Temple was destroyed as a result of the idolatry, the sexual promiscuity, and the murder that were rampant then.  The Second Temple was destroyed owing to the terrible Sin’at Hinam (baseless hatred) that filled society then.  What, then, is the relationship and the connection between that terrible weeping in the desert and the destruction of both Temples – which were destroyed for very specific reasons?  To claim that Hazal made a casual observation noting that the Spies’ terrible actions transpired on the ninth of Av, the same day as the destruction of both Temples, suggests that Hazal saw nothing internal and characteristic to this day that was shared by these occurrences.  There certainly is a deep internal bond connecting these events – or more accurately connecting the nature of the sins of the First and Second Temples, and that weeping of the Spies.  It is this point that we will elucidate.
Already towards the end of Sefer Bemidbar the Torah begins to deal with Erez Yisra’el.  In Parashat Mas’ei after all the journeys are recorded, the verses state:
"וַיְדַבֵּר י-הוה אֶל מֹשֶׁה בְּעַרְבֹת מוֹאָב עַל יַרְדֵּן יְרֵחוֹ לֵאמֹר; דַּבֵּר אֶל בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל וְאָמַרְתָּ אֲלֵהֶם כִּי אַתֶּם עֹבְרִים אֶת הַיַּרְדֵּן אֶל אֶרֶץ כְּנָעַן; וְהוֹרַשְׁתֶּם אֶת כָּל יֹשְׁבֵי הָאָרֶץ מִפְּנֵיכֶם וְאִבַּדְתֶּם אֵת כָּל מַשְׂכִּיֹּתָם וְאֵת כָּל צַלְמֵי מַסֵּכֹתָם תְּאַבֵּדוּ וְאֵת כָּל בָּמֹתָם תַּשְׁמִידוּ." 
“And God spoke to Mosheh in the plains of Mo’av by the Jordan near Yeriho, saying: ‘Speak to Benei Yisra’el and say to them, “When you have passed over the Jordan into the land of Canaan; then you shall drive out (‘ve-horashtem’)  
”all the inhabitants of the land from before you, and destroy all their carved stones, and all their cast metal idols, and (you must) devastate all their high places.”
(Bemidbar 33:50-52)

The unique term “וְהוֹרַשְׁתֶּם” is explained by Rashi as follows:

"וְהוֹרַשְׁתֶּם – וגרשתם."
“‘Ve-horashtem’ – and you shall drive out.”
(Rashi, ibid. v. 52)
The first act, then, is the liberation from all the local idolatry and the regional culture.  We must remember that this is the generation which experienced the trauma of the daughters of Mo’av in Shittim, and the sin of Peor.  This is the generation which saw what happens when the internal Jewish identity flickers and dims.  It may very well be that this generation lived with the hope that as soon as they enter Erez Yisra’el all the identity crises will cease.  The Divine command thus innovates that even in Erez Yisra’el they may suffer such crises, possibly even more severely – therefore Yisra’el is commanded to immediately destroy all vestiges of The Land of Canaan as soon as they enter it, thereby turning it into Erez Yisra’el.  And if they do not do this – then the land will cough them up from within it.
Then:
"וְהוֹרַשְׁתֶּם אֶת הָאָרֶץ וִישַׁבְתֶּם בָּהּ כִּי לָכֶם נָתַתִּי אֶת הָאָרֶץ לָרֶשֶׁת אֹתָהּ ."

“And you shall dispossess the (inhabitants of the) land, and dwell in it; for I have given you the land to possess it.”

(Bemidbar 33:53)

We must note the various forms of the root word י.ר.ש (yud, resh, shin) in these verses.  We are commanded “וְהוֹרַשְׁתֶּם” (“And you shall dispossess”), i.e. “לֻהוֹרִיש,” and then we are told that we may “לָרֶשֶׁת” (“possess”) the land.  These conjugations of the same word actually indicate contradicting actions.  “לֻהוֹרִיש” means to be “רש” (“poor”) – to have a certain deficiency, and it is this action that we say a father is “מוֹרִיש” his children, colloquially used to indicate leaving his estate as an inheritance for his children, yet in truth it means that in his passing he leaves his family lacking a father.  On the other hand the son is “יוֹרֵש” his father when he receives the inheritance, for then he receives something, in the form of the material inheritance.
We will consider this final pasuk – “And you shall dispossess the (inhabitants of the) land, and live in it; for I have given you the land to possess it” – and two commentaries on it, which both come together as one.  We will consider Rashi and the Ramban’s commentaries.

Rashi explains:

"וְהוֹרַשְׁתֶּם אֶת הָאָרֶץ - והורשתם אותה מיושביה ואז וישבתם בה, תוכלו להתקיים בה, ואם לאו לא תוכלו להתקיים בה." 
“‘And you shall dispossess the (inhabitants of the) land’ – and you shall dispossess it of its inhabitant and then you shall ‘dwell in it,’ you will be able to exist (there); and if not, you will not be able to exist (there).”
(Rashi ibid.) 
According to Rashi we are commanded to expel the inhabitants of the land, and then we will be able to live in our land indefinitely.

The Ramban disputes Rashi’s exegesis.  He states that the term “and dwell in it” is not merely a description of a possible reality, but rather a positive mizvah Deorayta (Biblical commandment) to settle Erez Yisra’el.  Not only settling the land, but a mizvah to have sovereign rule over Erez Yisra’el.

In his commentary to the Torah the Ramban states:
"וְהוֹרַשְׁתֶּם אֶת הָאָרֶץ וִישַׁבְתֶּם בָּהּ כִּי לָכֶם נָתַתִּי אֶת הָאָרֶץ לָרֶשֶׁת אֹתָהּ - על דעתי זו מצות עשה היא, יצוה אותם שישבו בארץ ויירשו אותה כי הוא נתנה להם, ולא ימאסו בנחלת ה'." 
“‘And you shall inherit the land, and dwell in it; for I have given you the land to possess it’ – in my opinion this a positive commandment, God commands them to settle the land and take hold in it for He gave it to them, and they must not despise the heritage of God.”
(Ramban 33:53)
Therefore we observe the Ramban’s understanding of the positive mizvah to settle the land, and not to despise it.  The Ramban continues and hints at a reality that was only to eventuate hundreds of years later with advent of the “Uganda Plan” which was raised at the Zionist Congress.
"ואלו יעלה על דעתם ללכת ולכבוש ארץ שנער או ארץ אשור וזולתן ולהתישב שם, יעברו על מצות ה'." 
“And should they think of going out and conquering Babylon or Assyria and the like in order to settle there, they will transgress God’s commandment.”
(ibid.)

The Ramban then elaborates on the tremendous importance of settling in Erez Yisra’el, and he states: “it is forbidden to leave it.”  Finally he relates to Rashi’s commentary on the verse:

"אבל רש"י פירש: וְהוֹרַשְׁתֶּם אֶת הָאָרֶץ – והורשתם אותה מיושביה; אז וִישַׁבְתֶּם בָּהּ – תוכלו להתקיים בה, ואם לאו לא תוכלו להתקיים בה.  ומה שפירשנו הוא העיקר."
“However, Rashi explained: ‘And you shall dispossess the (inhabitants of the) land’ – and you shall dispossess it of its inhabitants, and then you shall ‘dwell in it,’ you will be able to exist (there); and if not, you will not be able to exist (there).’  However that which we have explained is the essence (of the verse).”

(Rashi ibid.) 
The dispute between Rashi and the Ramban is to whether this pasuk is simply a description of reality, of the ability to live in the land once we expel the indigenous nations, or whether this is a positive commandment to actively live in the land, i.e. conquer and settle Erez Yisra’el.

We will now turn to the Ramban’s notes on the Rambam’s Sefer ha-Mizvot to complete our understanding of this matter.

"מצווה רביעית- שנצטווינו לרשת הארץ אשר נתן הא-ל יתברך ויתעלה לאבותינו אברהם יצחק ויעקב ולא נעזבנה ביד זולתינו מן האומות או לשממה"

“The fourth mizvah – (is) that we were commanded to inherit the land which God, blessed and supernal is He, gave to our forefathers, Avraham, Yizhak, and Ya’akov; and we may never leave it to one of the other nations, nor in desolation.”

(Hasagot ha-Ramban le-Sefer ha-Mizvot, mizvat aseh 4)
We immediately see a number of important points.  Firstly, there is an obligation to live in Erez Yisra’el; secondly, there is also an obligation to “never leave it to one of the other nations, nor in desolation” – and it is of no consequence whether that other nation develops and cultivates the land and its environs.  Am Yisra’el is commanded to be the sovereign nation in Erez Yisra’el.
"והוא אומרו להם 'וְהוֹרַשְׁתֶּם אֶת הָאָרֶץ וִישַׁבְתֶּם בָּהּ כִּי לָכֶם נָתַתִּי אֶת הָאָרֶץ לָרֶשֶׁת אֹתָהּ; וְהִתְנַחַלְתֶּם אֶת הָאָרֶץ...'"

“This is as the verse states: ‘And you shall inherit the land, and dwell in it; for I have given you the land to possess it.  And you shall settle the land…’ (Bemidbar 33:53,54).”

(ibid.)
The Ramban continues and notes the importance of this mizvah having been repeated a number of times:

"ונכפל בזה העניין במצווה זו במקומות אחרים כאומרו יתברך: 'בֹּאוּ וּרְשׁוּ אֶת הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר נִשְׁבַּע י-הוה לַאֲבֹתֵיכֶם' ופרט אותה להם במצווה זו כולה בגבוליה ומצריה כמו שאמר 'וּבֹאוּ הַר הָאֱמֹרִי וְאֶל כָּל שְׁכֵנָיו בָּעֲרָבָה בָהָר וּבַשְּׁפֵלָה...' – שלא יניחו ממנה מקום"

“And this mizvah and its matter have been repeated in other places, as the Blessed (God) states: ‘Come in and possess the land which God swore to your fathers’ (Devarim 1:8), and (God) delineated (the land) for them in this mizvah in all its borders and limits, as the verse states: ‘And come to the mount of the Amorites, and to all its surrounds, to the Aravah, to the hills, and to the lowlands…’ (ibid. v. 7) – that they should not leave any location of it (unconquered).”
(Ramban, ibid.)
In other words, even when Am Yisra’el dwells in part of Erez Yisra’el they may not leave other portions of the land where they have not fulfilled their mizvah of settling the land.

"והראיה שזו מצווה אמרו ית' בעניין המרגלים 'עֲלֵה רֵשׁ כַּאֲשֶׁר דִּבֶּר י-הוה אֱ-לֹהֵי אֲבֹתֶיךָ לָךְ אַל תִּירָא וְאַל תֵּחָת.' ואמר עוד 'ובשלוח ה' אתכם מִקַדֵש ברנע לאמר עלו ורְשוּ את הארץ אשר נתתי לכם'"

“And the proof that this is a mizvah is God’s statement regarding the spies: ‘Ascend and occupy it, as God the Lord of your fathers has said to you; fear not, nor be discouraged’ (ibid. v. 21).  And it states furthermore, ‘And at Kadesh Barne’a God sent you forth and said: “Ascend and occupy the land that I have given you”’ (Devarim 9:23).”

(Ramban, ibid.)
All these serve as proof that it is a mizvah to inherit the land and settle it, hence the commands: “עֲלֵה רֵשׁ” – “Ascend and occupy it,” and once again “עלו ורְשוּ” – “Ascend and occupy (the land).”  Moreover, when Am Yisra’el does not fulfill this command the Torah explicitly states that they have rebelled against God’s word:

"וכאשר לא אבו לעלות במאמר הזה, כתוב: 'וַתַּמְרוּ אֶת פִּי י-הוה אֱ-לֹהֵיכֶם וְלֹא הֶאֱמַנְתֶּם לוֹ וְלֹא שְׁמַעְתֶּם בְּקֹלוֹ.'"
“And when they did not desire to ascend, in this respect it states: ‘But you rebelled against the word of God your Lord, and you did not have faith in him, and you did not heed His voice’ (Devarim ibid.).”
(Ramban, ibid.)
Therefore the Ramban deduces:

"הוראה שהייתה מצווה, לא ייעוד והבטחה. זוהי שחכמים קורין אותה מלחמת מצווה."

“This is indication that this was a mizvah, not merely a final objective or promise.  This is what our Sages term Milhemet Mizvah (a war of mizvah).”
(Ramban, ibid.)

The Ramban claims that the various verses that describe the conquest of Erez Yisra’el by Am Yisra’el relate a mizvah, a Divine commandment, and not merely a Divine promise, “a final objective or promise” that in the future Erez Yisra’el will become theirs.  (Which is how Rashi understood the verse.)

Without entering into the halakhic intricacies of this important mizvah of settling Erez Yisra’el, we will note that in the Ramban’s understanding it is our obligation to live in this land, and no other.  We may also not allow the sovereignty of any other power in Erez Yisra’el other than ours, just as we are not to allow the land to lie desolate.  It is the appreciation of this mizvah that we will utilize to further understand the meaning of Tish’a be-Av and that weeping which was to lead to so much tragedy.
As we have mentioned above, the topic of inheriting and settling the land is woven as a fine thread throughout Sefer Devarim.
For example:

"כִּי תֹאמַר בִּלְבָבְךָ רַבִּים הַגּוֹיִם הָאֵלֶּה מִמֶּנִּי אֵיכָה אוּכַל לְהוֹרִישָׁם."
“If you shall say in your heart, ‘These nations are more than I; how can I dispossess them?’”

(Devarim 7:17)
The answer to this:
"לֹא תִירָא מֵהֶם זָכֹר תִּזְכֹּר אֵת אֲשֶׁר עָשָׂה י-הוה אֱ-לֹהֶיךָ לְפַרְעֹה וּלְכָל מִצְרָיִם."
“Do not fear them; Remember God your Lord did to Pharaoh, and to all Egypt.” 
(Devarim 7:18)
Then the verses describe the following:
"וְנָשַׁל י-הוה אֱ-לֹהֶיךָ אֶת הַגּוֹיִם הָאֵל מִפָּנֶיךָ מְעַט מְעָט לֹא תוּכַל כַּלֹּתָם מַהֵר פֶּן תִּרְבֶּה עָלֶיךָ חַיַּת הַשָּׂדֶה; וּנְתָנָם י-הוה אֱ-לֹהֶיךָ לְפָנֶיךָ וְהָמָם מְהוּמָה גְדֹלָה עַד הִשָּׁמְדָם; וְנָתַן מַלְכֵיהֶם בְּיָדֶךָ וְהַאֲבַדְתָּ אֶת שְׁמָם מִתַּחַת הַשָּׁמָיִם לֹא יִתְיַצֵּב אִישׁ בְּפָנֶיךָ עַד הִשְׁמִדְךָ אֹתָם."

“And God your Lord will clear away those nations before you, little by little; you may not destroy them at once, lest the beasts of the field grow numerous upon you.  But God your Lord shall deliver them to you, and shall destroy them with a mighty destruction, until they are destroyed.  And he shall deliver their kings into your hand, and you shall destroy their name from under heaven; there shall no man be able to stand before you, until you have destroyed them.”
(Devarim 7:22-24)

And then we witness the condition for all this transpire – we must be cautious lest our independent, singular identity be blurred, and thus:
"פְּסִילֵי אֱלֹהֵיהֶם תִּשְׂרְפוּן בָּאֵשׁ לֹא תַחְמֹד כֶּסֶף וְזָהָב עֲלֵיהֶם וְלָקַחְתָּ לָךְ פֶּן תִּוָּקֵשׁ בּוֹ כִּי תוֹעֲבַת י-הוה אֱ-לֹהֶיךָ הוּא; וְלֹא תָבִיא תוֹעֵבָה אֶל בֵּיתֶךָ וְהָיִיתָ חֵרֶם כָּמֹהוּ שַׁקֵּץ תְּשַׁקְּצֶנּוּ וְתַעֵב תְּתַעֲבֶנּוּ כִּי חֵרֶם הוּא." 
“Burn the engraved images of their gods with fire; you may not desire the silver or gold that is on them, nor take it to you, lest you be snared there; for it is an abomination to God your Lord.  Neither shall you bring any offensive (idol) into your house, lest you become accursed like it; shun it totally and consider it absolutely offensive, since it is  utterly detest it, and loathe it; for it is taboo.” 
(Devarim 7:25-26)
And the verses continue:
"שְׁמַע יִשְׂרָאֵל אַתָּה עֹבֵר הַיּוֹם אֶת הַיַּרְדֵּן לָבֹא לָרֶשֶׁת גּוֹיִם גְּדֹלִים וַעֲצֻמִים מִמֶּךָּ עָרִים גְּדֹלֹת וּבְצֻרֹת בַּשָּׁמָיִם; עַם גָּדוֹל וָרָם בְּנֵי עֲנָקִים אֲשֶׁר אַתָּה יָדַעְתָּ וְאַתָּה שָׁמַעְתָּ מִי יִתְיַצֵּב לִפְנֵי בְּנֵי עֲנָק; וְיָדַעְתָּ הַיּוֹם כִּי י-הוה אֱ-לֹהֶיךָ הוּא הָעֹבֵר לְפָנֶיךָ אֵשׁ אֹכְלָה הוּא יַשְׁמִידֵם וְהוּא יַכְנִיעֵם לְפָנֶיךָ וְהוֹרַשְׁתָּם וְהַאֲבַדְתָּם מַהֵר כַּאֲשֶׁר דִּבֶּר י-הוה לָךְ; אַל תֹּאמַר בִּלְבָבְךָ בַּהֲדֹף י-הוה אֱלֹהֶיךָ אֹתָם מִלְּפָנֶיךָ לֵאמֹר בְּצִדְקָתִי הֱבִיאַנִי י-הוה לָרֶשֶׁת אֶת הָאָרֶץ הַזֹּאת וּבְרִשְׁעַת הַגּוֹיִם הָאֵלֶּה י-הוה מוֹרִישָׁם מִפָּנֶיךָ."
“Hear, O Israel; You are to pass over the Jordan this day, to go in to possess nations greater and mightier than yourself, cities great and fortified up to heaven; a people great and tall, the descendants of giants, whom you know, and of whom you have heard say, ‘Who can stand before the descendants of a giant!’  Understand therefore this day, that God your Lord is He who goes over before you; as a consuming fire He shall destroy them, and He shall bring them down before your face; so shall you drive them out, and destroy them quickly, as God has said to you.  Do not say in your heart, after God your Lord has cast them out before you, ‘Owing to my righteousness God has brought me in to possess this land’ for it is due to the wickedness of these nations God has driven them out from before you.”

(Devarim 9:1-4)

What, then, is the reason for our inheritance of Erez Yisra’el?
"לֹא בְצִדְקָתְךָ וּבְיֹשֶׁר לְבָבְךָ אַתָּה בָא לָרֶשֶׁת אֶת אַרְצָם כִּי בְּרִשְׁעַת הַגּוֹיִם הָאֵלֶּה י-הוה אֱ-לֹהֶיךָ מוֹרִישָׁם מִפָּנֶיךָ וּלְמַעַן הָקִים אֶת הַדָּבָר אֲשֶׁר נִשְׁבַּע י-הוה לַאֲבֹתֶיךָ לְאַבְרָהָם לְיִצְחָק וּלְיַעֲקֹב; וְיָדַעְתָּ כִּי לֹא בְצִדְקָתְךָ י-הוה אֱ-לֹהֶיךָ נֹתֵן לְךָ אֶת הָאָרֶץ הַטּוֹבָה הַזֹּאת לְרִשְׁתָּהּ כִּי עַם קְשֵׁה עֹרֶף אָתָּה."
“Not for your righteousness, or for the uprightness of your heart, do you go to possess their land; but for the wickedness of these nations God your Lord drives them out from before you, and that he may establish the mater which He swore to your fathers, Avraham, Yizhak, and Ya’akov.  Understand therefore, that God your Lord does not give you this good land to possess it for your righteousness; for you are a stiff-necked people.”
(Devarim 9:5-6)

Therefore we repeatedly see the appreciation that the basis for our inheriting Erez Yisra’el is our ability to be free and liberated of the local cultures.  The moment we assimilate, the moment we allow our unique identity to become blurred – the land will sense that its spouse, man, has betrayed her, and thus she will expel him from within her
. 

Now we may move on to explaining the sin of the spies.
The fundamental principle we must understand lies hidden in the mizvah of conquering and settling Erez Yisra’el, which illustrates that Am Yisra’el can only reveal its self and its essence when it is in Erez Yisra’el.  This is the content and significance of the words of the Ramban, that even if Am Yisra’el was to settle a different region they would have annulled a direct command from God.
However we must note that Am Yisra’el’s ability becomes manifest in Erez Yisra’el only when it enters the land with that express purpose.  Only if Am Yisra’el guards its internal cultural identity without allowing any outside influences to affect it in any way, or as the verse terms it, if it distances itself from “מַעֲשֵׂה אֶרֶץ כְּנַעַן” – “the practices of the land of Canaan” (Cf. Vayikra 18:3).  For when this happens, when Am Yisra’el guards its identity in the land which is the only place on earth that Am Yisra’el’s essence may become manifest – then the world in its entirety will be redeemed.
The basis for understanding this concept is to be found in the words of the Sefat Emet on Parashat Balak.  Prior to studying the Sefat Emet, let us give a short introduction which will aid us in our comprehension thereof.

As we recall, Balak, the King of Mo’av, summons Bil’am ben Beor from Aram to come and curse Yisra’el.  Naturally, the Torah focuses on the character of Bil’am, yet in fact it is the character of Balak that is the key character to understanding the parashah.
Balak’s concerns are at first glance unclear – Balak is the king of Mo’av, and Benei Yisra’el were specifically commanded not to provoke nor to wage war against, and therefore one may say that he could have remained perfectly calm with his security well ensured.  It is this Balak who summons the greatest prophet of the world’s nations from Aram.  Bil’am, too, has no apparent interest to travel from a distant land which is in no danger from Benei Yisra’el in order to curse Yisra’el.  What then is Balak’s objective in this entire process?  
In fact Balak is not the conventional enemy of Am Yisra’el – for he is not threatened by them – he is the “ideological enemy” of Am Yisra’el.  He fears the connection of Yisra’el to its land, for he knows that then a different world order will begin, a new Middle East (properly, not merely a slogan) will be born, and therefore he enlists the services of Bil’am.
As the verses indeed describe:
"וַיַּרְא בָּלָק בֶּן צִפּוֹר אֵת כָּל אֲשֶׁר עָשָׂה יִשְׂרָאֵל לָאֱמֹרִי; וַיָּגָר מוֹאָב מִפְּנֵי הָעָם מְאֹד כִּי רַב הוּא וַיָּקָץ מוֹאָב מִפְּנֵי בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל."
“And Balak the son of Zippor saw all Yisra’el had done to the Amorites.  And Mo’av was very afraid of the people, because they were many; and Mo’av was distressed because of Benei Yisra’el.”
(Bemidbar 22:2-3)
“וַיָּקָץ מוֹאָב” – “and Mo’av was distressed” – is not an expression of threat or fear, but rather of derision.  As it states in a similar manner regarding Egypt in relation to Am Yisra’el:
"וְכַאֲשֶׁר יְעַנּוּ אֹתוֹ כֵּן יִרְבֶּה וְכֵן יִפְרֹץ וַיָּקֻצוּ מִפְּנֵי בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל." 
“But the more they afflicted them, the more they multiplied and grew. And they were mortified because of the Benei Yisra’el.” 

(Shemot 1,12)
And then,
"וַיֹּאמֶר מוֹאָב אֶל זִקְנֵי מִדְיָן עַתָּה יְלַחֲכוּ הַקָּהָל אֶת כָּל סְבִיבֹתֵינוּ כִּלְחֹךְ הַשּׁוֹר אֵת יֶרֶק הַשָּׂדֶה וּבָלָק בֶּן צִפּוֹר מֶלֶךְ לְמוֹאָב בָּעֵת הַהִוא."
“And Mo’av said to the elders of Midyan, ‘Now this community will lick up all our surounds, as the ox licks up the grass of the field. And Balak the son of Zippor was king of the Mo’av at that time.”
(Bemidbar 22:4)

The Netziv explains the imagery of “כִּלְחֹךְ הַשּׁוֹר” – “as the ox licks up” – in a manner that is quite enlightening.  The Netziv explains that when an ox eats, its head is placed on the ground, and then it protrudes its tongue and eats the grass.  The “safest place” in the immediate surrounds of the ox is under its face, at a point that its tongue cannot reach.  Mo’av says: ‘We are under the head of the ox, of Yisra’el, we are safe, yet our entire environs are changing, everything is disappearing.’
And thus Balak summons Bil’am, describing to him this nation that ascended out of Egypt, and requests:
"וְעַתָּה לְכָה נָּא אָרָה לִּי אֶת הָעָם הַזֶּה כִּי עָצוּם הוּא מִמֶּנִּי אוּלַי אוּכַל נַכֶּה בּוֹ וַאֲגָרְשֶׁנּוּ מִן הָאָרֶץ כִּי יָדַעְתִּי אֵת אֲשֶׁר תְּבָרֵךְ מְבֹרָךְ וַאֲשֶׁר תָּאֹר יוּאָר." 
“Come now therefore, I pray you, curse this people for me; for they are too mighty for me; perhaps I shall be able to smite him, and that I may drive them out of the land; for I know that he whom you bless is blessed, and he whom you curse is cursed.”
(Bemidbar 22:6)
The terminolgy “אוּלַי אוּכַל נַכֶּה בּוֹ” – “perhaps I shall be able to smite (pl.) him” – which begins in the singular yet concludes with the plural is rather interesting.  Rashi explains that “נַכֶּה” does not yield from the word “מַכֶה” – “smite,” but rather from the word “נֵכוּת” – “disability” or “handicap.”  Then the entire verse remains in the singular and means: ‘Maybe I, Balak, will be able to make Yisra’el handicapped through your curse, Bil’am.’  And then this handicap will eventuate in Balak being able to “drive them out of the land.”  In other words, by Am Yisra’el not being in Erez Yisra’el its capabilities will be limited, and the nation will as a handicapped individual, lacking any real influence.

We have learned, then, that Balak did not fear Am Yisra’el, he did not even desire to annihilate the nation, desiring rather to prevent Am Yisra’el’s influence on the surrounds.  For Balak understood that there is a strong internal connection between this nation and its land, a bond that when realized will eventuate a revolution in the entire world.
Now we may move on to the words of the Sefat Emet.

"במדרש ג' רגלים – רמז לו שביקש לעקור אומה החוגגת ג' רגלים."

“In the Midrash: ‘three times’ (“shalosh regalim”) – he hinted to him that he desired to uproot a nation that celebrates Shalosh Regalim (the “Three Pilgrimage” Festivals).”
(Sefat Emet, Balak, 5648)
We must note that the words of the Sefat Emet refer to the words of the angel who rebukes Bil’am for striking his ass.  The angel says:
"וַיֹּאמֶר אֵלָיו מַלְאַךְ י-הוה עַל מָה הִכִּיתָ אֶת אֲתֹנְךָ זֶה שָׁלוֹשׁ רְגָלִים..."
“And the angel of God said to him: ‘Why did you strike your ass these three times?’”
(Bemidbar 22:32)

It is regarding this peculiar terminology of “שלוש רגלים” – “three times” – instead of the more common “שָלוֹש פֻּעָמִים” (also “three times) that Hazal expounded that the angel was hinting to Bil’am that he desired to uproot a nation that celebrates the Shalosh Regalim.  It is this Midrash that the Sefat Emet explores, asking why the angel chooses specifically this mizvah as the identifying characteristic of Am Yisra’el, and no other mizvah.
"ולמה דווקא מצווה זו אך דהני ג' רגלים שעלו בני ישראל לרגל היה עדות שהם מיוחדים לירושת הארץ ובית המקדש ...."

“And why specifically this mizvah?  Since these Shalosh Regalim that Benei Yisra’el would ascend in pilgrimage (to the Beit Mikdash) are testimony to their singular aptness for inheriting the land, and for the Beit Mikdash…”
(ibid.)

The Shalosh Regalim are testimony to the link of our national identity card to our Land and our Temple.  Moreover, Bil’am understood this:
"וכן אמר אותו רשע 'כי מראש צורים אראנו ומגבעות אשורינו' לפי פשוטו שראה בנבואה כי כל צור וגבעה בארץ ישראל מיוחד לבני ישראל "

“And thus said that rasha (evil one): ‘For from the top of the cliffs I see him, and from the hills I behold him” (Bemidbar 23:9) - this literally means that through prophecy he saw that every cliff and valley in Erez Yisra’el is designated for Benei Yisra’el.”

(Sefat Emet, ibid.)
Bil’am fully understood the connection between Yisra’el and its land, and he understood Balak’s concern for the ramifications of this nation returning to its land.  Bil’am saw how every hill and valley in Erez Yisra’el is connected to the various tribal identities of Am Yisra’el, and even more so – on a more personal, individual level.

And what is so unique in this land that we, the children of the Creator of the Universe, merit to inherit it?
"וארץ ישראל אשר הנחיל ה' יתברך לאבותינו ולנו אינה במקרה, רק כשברא העולם והיה יסוד העולם ארץ ישראל ובית המקדש, כמו כן בני ישראל יסוד הנפשות וכל הציור של ארץ ישראל ובית המקדש הוא מכוון לציור של בני ישראל"

“And Erez Yisra’el which God bestowed to our fathers and to us is not coincidental, rather when (God) created the world the foundation of the world was Erez Yisra’el and the Beit Mikdash, just as Benei Yisra’el is the foundation of (all) souls, and every image of Erez Yisra’el and the Beit Mikdash is calibrated towards the image of Benei Yisra’el.”
(ibid.)

Erez Yisra’el and the Temple mount are not merely geographical locations, they are the archetypes of what the concept of a “geographical location” is, and they are constructed in such a fashion that they are attuned to Benei Yisra’el.  We may say that there is one internal identity which becomes manifest in the souls within Am Yisra’el, in the location of Erez Yisra’el.
Furthermore, the Sefat Emet continues:
"וכמו שנתן (ה') מידה ומניין לעפר הארץ כדכתיב 'מִי מָדַד בְּשָׁעֳלוֹ מַיִם... וְכָל בַּשָּׁלִשׁ עֲפַר הָאָרֶץ' כן 'מִי מָנָה עֲפַר יַעֲקֹב' ולכל גרגרי עפר מארץ ישראל מיוחדים נפשות פרטיות מישראל"

“Just as God assigned measure and number to the dust of the earth, as the verse states: ‘Who has measured the waters in the hollow of His hand… and enclosed the dust of the earth in a measure’ (Yeshayahu 40:12), and also ‘Who can count the dust of Ya’akov’ (Bemidbar 23:10) – and every granule of the earth of Erez Yisra’el has its designated individual soul among Yisra’el.”
(ibid.)

These astonishing words of the Sefat Emet clarify the tremendous connection and bond between Am Yisra’el and its land.  This bond is such that every individual soul in Am Yisra’el has its own designated granule of Erez Yisra’el’s soil.
Now let us return to the sin of the spies.

We may simply say that this sin was Am Yisra’el’s declaration that indeed it has a universal role to play, yet this role can be fulfilled while in the desert – outside of Erez Yisra’el.  This approach is one of disability and handicap, and it does not perceive how God is manifest even in the clods of earth.  It denies man’s singularity, his unique identity which is bonded and linked to a designated place.
In the past we mentioned the two central dangers present in our connection to the land.  The one is of perceiving the earth as nothing more that a material basis – this was Mosheh’s great concern in dealing with the request of the tribes of Reuven and Gad
; and the second danger is of fleeing to the heavens.  Either way these represent a detachment from the core of one’s identity which comprises the connection to the earth as well as the nourishing influence from the heavens.
The Torah repeatedly cautions Benei Yisra’el not to learn from the local idolatrous practices, for only in this manner will we be able to hold onto our land.  In other words, if we do not forget who we are, if we maintain our internal identity – only then will our identity fuse with the land’s internal identity, merging into one body.  However if we act contrary to our identity, if we lose that bond that connects us to the land – then we will be as a foreign body dwelling in it, and it will expel us.

The sin of the spies is the sin whereby we preferred to continue to live among the anenei ha-kavod (Clouds of Glory) detached from the earth.  This sin stands in contradistinction to the efforts we are to invest in perceiving how every single Jewish soul is bound to every single grain of dirt in Erez Yisra’el. 
The sin of the spies is the first expression of a loss of identity that created within the nation the basis for self alienation.  During the first Temple era that loss of identity was clear and apparent.  The sins of idolatry, murder, and sexual immorality destroy the very bond between man and his God, between man and his fellow, and finally destroy all spousal trust, which solidly stands on a mutual internal identity.  In the era of the Second Temple, it seemed that we had not lost touch with our internal identity – it was a generation replete with Torah, Avodah (Temple Service), and Gemilut Hasadim (Acts of benevolence).  Yet at the same time this was a generation plagued by sin’at hinam – a generation when it was completely unclear how each Jew was connected to his own granule of soil, how he had his own unique identity, and how each person’s honor does not even encroach as much as a hairbreadth over the bounds of his fellow’s (Cf. Berakhot 48b et. al.).  If we would have understood that each person has import, and each has an unique character – we also would have understood that every man has a place, and thus we would never had struck one another.
Erez Yisra’el is the land of our identity.  When the first pioneers arrived here, they felt that this was their place.  Any proposals of alternate countries or territories, Uganda and the like, were immediately and unequivocally rejected.  However the moment matters are not based on strong, firm soul foundations, then a contrary process takes hold – for the romantic enthusiasm dies.  Then despite all the tremendous love the question arises among these individuals as to what they are doing in this land.  Unfortunately in the current reality no further words are necessary with regards what is happening around us…
Now we may return to Parashat Mas’ei.  The parashah describes numerous journeys as follows: “and they traveled… and they camped.”  One journey is not described in this manner:
"וַיִּסְעוּ מִקָּדֵשׁ וַיַּחֲנוּ בְּהֹר הָהָר בִּקְצֵה אֶרֶץ אֱדוֹם."
“And they moved from Kadesh, and camped in Mount Hor, in the edge of the land of Edom.”
(Bemidbar 33:37)

Then the narrative continues:

"וַיַּעַל אַהֲרֹן הַכֹּהֵן אֶל הֹר הָהָר עַל פִּי י-הוה וַיָּמָת שָׁם בִּשְׁנַת הָאַרְבָּעִים לְצֵאת בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל מֵאֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם בַּחֹדֶשׁ הַחֲמִישִׁי בְּאֶחָד לַחֹדֶשׁ; וְאַהֲרֹן בֶּן שָׁלֹשׁ וְעֶשְׂרִים וּמְאַת שָׁנָה בְּמֹתוֹ בְּהֹר הָהָר."
“And Aharon the kohen went up to Mount Hor at the commandment of God, and died there, in the fortieth year after Benei Yisra’el came out of the land of Egypt, in the first day of the fifth month.  And Aharon was a hundred and twenty three years old when he died on Mount Hor.”

(Bemidbar 33:38-39)
This event has regional ramifications: 
"וַיִּשְׁמַע הַכְּנַעֲנִי מֶלֶךְ עֲרָד וְהוּא יֹשֵׁב בַּנֶּגֶב בְּאֶרֶץ כְּנָעַן בְּבֹא בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל." 
“And the Canaanite king if Arad, who lived in the Negev in the land of Canaan, heard of the coming of Benei Yisra’el.”
(Bemidbar 33:40)
This is the only “Yahrzeit” (date of death) that is recorded explicitly in the Torah.  This peculiarity is strengthened when we consider that Aharon’s death is not even recorded in full here, but rather in Parashat Hukat – why then does the Torah record the exact date of his death here?
We may find a solution to this in the words of the Netziv here.  It is in fact apt to record the death of the kohen gadol who understands better than any other how to fuse the heavens with the earth and man with his wife together with the record of the journeys of all of Am Yisra’el in the past, the present, and the future.
It is essentially important to know that the greatest kohen of all generations passed away in the beginning of the fifth month, the month of Av, in order to understand that if we are to transform Tish’a be-Av (The ninth of Av) in to Teshu’a be-Av (Salvation in Av) then we must follow in the footsteps of that kohen gadol who knew how to connect the heavens with the earth.  Indeed, his death had great ramifications – even the Canaanites felt the weakness that had been created as a result of Aharon’s death.  However, now the test is placed before us – to turn the darkness into light, to transform the month of terrible mourning into a month of happiness and rejoicing,
“וְהָאֱמֶת וְהַשָּׁלוֹם אֱהָבוּ.”
“And (thus) love truth and peace.”

(Zekharyah 8:19).
Translated by Sholem Hurwitz
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� This is the meaning of the verse as Rashi understands it.  We will soon see that the literal meaning of the term “ve-horashtem” is a matter of dispute.


� Let us recall that the Gemara, Masekhet Yevamot, explains the term “אָדָם” – “man” – characterizes Am Yisra’el, as the verse states “אָדָם אַתֶּם” – “you (plural) are man” (Yehezkel 34:31) –  which Hazal interpreted to mean “You (Yisra’el) are termed ‘man’” (Yevamot 61a et. al.)


� Refer to the shi’ur for Parashat Mas’ei, 5765.





