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Rising Expectations
Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm z”l (Originally delivered June 20, 1970)

One of the most popular and beloved prayers of 
Judaism comes from today’s Sidra, where we read: 
 And it came to pass that when“ …ויהי בנסוע הארון

the Ark set forward, Moses would say, arise O Lord and let Thy 
enemies be scattered, let those who hate Thee flee before Thee. 
And when the Ark rested, Moses would say: return O Lord to 
the myriads of the thousands of Israel” (Nu. 10:35-36)

In the Torah, these two verses are set off from the rest 
of the text by two strange orthographical symbols, the נונין 
 the inverted Nuns. This indicates that, somehow, the ,הפוכין
entire passage is out of place. 

Indeed, the Talmud (Shab. 117) declares explicitly 
that the passage is not in its right place: אין זו מקומה, ולמה 
 This is not the proper .נכתבה כאן להפסיק בין פורענות לפורענות
place for these two verses. Why, then, were they written 
here?--in order to separate between disaster and disaster. 
The two puranuyot or traumatic misfortunates between 
which the passage of ויהי בנסוע הארון serves as a welcome 
interruption, are, first, the episode of Israel’s complaining 
and murmuring. ‘ויהי העם כמתאוננים רע באזני ה, “and the 
people were grumbling and it was evil in ears of the 
Lord.” The first unhappy crisis was that of the excessive 
complaining of Israel, their desire for more and more. The 
second disaster is expressed in the words ויסעו מהר ה‘ דרך 
 and people traveled from the mountain of“ ,שלשת ימים
the Lord for a journey of three days.” The Talmud (ibid.) 
interprets this as a spiritual wandering, not a physical one: 
 So the passage concerning the progress of the Ark .סרו מה‘
interrupts between the story of Israel’s grumbling and 
Israel’s wandering away from the mountain of the Lord. 

What is the significance of all this? An important insight 
is offered by the late R. Mordecai Rogov, author of Ateret 
Mordechai. The portion of the mit’onenim is a common 
phenomenon in life. It is a rather normal characteristic of 
people that they grumble and complain. They want more 

money, more status, more fulfilled ambitions. If this is 
universally true, it is especially true of our society, which 
sociologists describe as one of high mobility, with the 
lower classes aspiring to reach higher rungs on the ladder 
of social acceptability. Economically, too, our country is 
characterized by a rising G.N.P., and, even more, by the 
conviction that this is a good thing, the best thing, the only 
good thing that can happen to our country. Politically, we 
are beset by the problem of the rising expectations of the 
lower and disadvantaged classes who want their fair share 
of the national pie.

The Rabbis describe this phenomenon rather simply 
and directly in the words: מי שיש לו מנה רוצה מאתים, 
whoever has a hundred wants two hundred…

Now, this sense of dissatisfaction of demanding more, 
of rising expectations, is not bad in itself. Without it 
people turn smug and complacent and there is no forward 
movement in society or in the economy. Mit’onenim can 
become an impetus for progress. 

However, if we do not take care, this inclination for 
rising expectations can become disastrous. It can become 
a puranut. If these expectations are frustrated, people 
turn desperate and live their lives in bitterness--and that 
is a catastrophe. If they find that their rising expectations 
are more or less fulfilled or even exceeded, that too is 
catastrophic. For those who find that they are satiated, that 
they have more than they can want, there looms the danger 
of personal arrogance and superciliousness. Such people 
consider themselves self-made men, thereby generously 
relieving God of the onus for having made them what they 
are. But there is even more than the ruination of character 
that is involved. When expectations rise and rise, only to 
be fulfilled and exceeded, there must eventually emerge a 
generation which will react with horror and disgust at this 
meaningless cycle of quest and satiety of more material 
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goods and more social status. 
At the end of his last great work, “Les Deux Sources de 

la Morale et de la Religion,” the famous philosopher Henri 
Bergson wrote, towards the end of the 1930’s, that our 
society seems to be obsessed with the idea of acquiring 
more and more luxury, aspiring for more and more social 
eminence. Almost prophetically, he predicted that there 
would eventually arise a generation which, having been 
born into this society of affluence and luxury, will reject 
all of it as utterly meaningless, pretentious, and false. He 
pleaded, instead, for what he called “un supplement d’ame,” 
what might best be translated as “a supplementary soul.” It 
is quite possible that Bergson, though an apostate Jew, has 
here referred to something that he must have heard and 
unconsciously absorbed in his childhood in the home of 
his grandparents, who were Vorker Hasidim, and that is the 
traditional Jewish idea of the neshamah yeterah, the “extra 
soul” that  a Jew acquires on the Sabbath. What Bergson was 
saying was that rising expectations, when fulfilled, become 
self-defeating and counterproductive. It is not something to 
live for. One needs, in addition, a spiritual dimension. 

Have we not seen the results in our own generation? 
Our rising expectations have been disastrous for almost 
all segments of society. Those who have made it and 
those who have not made it, all together, have been 
disadvantaged by ויהי העם כמתאוננים. The underprivileged 
groups are bitter, in despair, and threaten to wreck all of 
society. Many of the Establishment people who have made 
it are arrogant, smug, complacent, and brutally insensitive. 
More than anything else, they are bewildered. And their 
bewilderment is most poignant when they face the third 
group--their children who so incomprehensibly reject 
everything their fathers have accomplished. How pathetic 
it is to face a man who has spent his life making a fortune 
and providing for his family, acquiring not only a beautiful 
car but even a boat, arranging for trips around the world for 
children who are still not old enough to know what they 
are doing, giving his wife and family every conceivable 
type of luxury and some that are inconceivable--and after 
all this, discovering that his young man just getting into 
college rejects everything he has accomplished; reacts 
with no gratitude, no appreciation, and no respect; recoils 
from his father’s successes; and seems to have no common 
language with the two people who gave birth to him. ויהיו 
 dissatisfaction and the desire for more, can ,כמתאוננים
become the spur to progress, but can become as well the 
setting for unmitigated פורענות or disaster. 

Moreover, this first disaster of rising expectations leads 
almost inexorably to a second disaster, the פורענות of 
departing from God: ’ויסעו מהר ה, and the people wandered 
from the mountain of the Lord. Fulfillment and frustration 
both make people wander from the realm of religion. Both 
extremes, the results of rising expectations, are detrimental 
to faith. 

Our American experience has shown us that American 
Jews have climbed the ladder of wealth and status, and 
that this has usually been damaging to Judaism. Were one 
to describe the American Jewish experience as a kind 
of collective biography, we would see the American Jew 
arriving as traditional and Orthodox; as soon as he has 
made enough money, taking a quantum jump to the next 
group, deviating from tradition; making more money and 
taking another quantum jump into Reform; and then, 
when has really made enough, assimilating altogether and 
losing his identity as a Jew. All too often we have followed a 
direct line from ויהי העם כמתאוננים to ‘ויסעו מהר ה.

How can we avoid this seemingly inevitable progression 
from פורענות לפורענות, from disaster to disaster?

There is only one way. We must interrupt the procedure 
with the passage of ויהי בנסוע הארון. Torah, both as 
something which is studied intellectually and as a way 
of life and a rubric of traditional responses and values, is 
the only means by which to thwart the ultimate defection 
from Judaism. That sounds all too simple, like a patent 
medicine. But there is nothing one can do about it: it is a 
patent medicine that works, and it is the only one available. 
Unless we are fortified with a spiritual outlook, with ויהי 
 with the value context of Torah, we cannot ,בנסוע הארון
survive the pressure of the rising expectations. Without 
Torah the grumbling and complaining and murmuring 
endemic to our society must lead to widespread defection 
from Judaism and the disappearance of the Jewish people. 
Unless we can sublimate some of these rising expectations 
from material and social goals to religious and spiritual 
and intellectual goals, we must conclude with the 
abandonment forever of the mountain of the Lord.

Where there has been no ויהי בנסוע הארון, American Jews 
have left the mountain of the Lord either by completely 
assimilating, without apology or pretense, or by the 
attempt to assimilate respectfully, as a group. Those who 
read Commentary last month and the correspondence 
in this month’s issue, will know what I refer to. A Yonkers 
Reform rabbi has become the leader of a sizeable minority 
group in the Reform rabbinate which is agitating for the 
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acceptance of intermarriage as a fact of social experience 
in America, and urging that we embrace it and accept it as 
a function of the liberalism of American Jews. (It is very 
important to bear this in mind when we are thinking of 
the “Who Is A Jew” controversy in Israel, especially with 
regard to Reform conversion. Of what value can a Reform 
conversion be, when so many Reform rabbis are willing to 
officiate at an intermarriage even without the pretesne of a 
Reform conversion?) 

This is the result of a rising economic and social class 
which wants to make religion a function of its economy 
and social status rather than as something important in 
its own right. A group that has realized the disaster of 
 has, because of the absence ויהי העם כמתאוננים רע באזני ה’
of ignorance of Torah, of ויהי בנסוע הארון, led directly and 
tragically to the obliteration of Judaism and the Jewish 
people altogether. 

The Orthodox community has also been effected by 
rising expectations. We have grown economically and 
socially. But to the extent that we have joined the journey 
of the Ark and been involved in ויהי בנסוע הארון we have 
managed להפסיק בין פורענות לפורענות, to interrupt the 
progression from rising expectations to wandering from 
the mountain of the Lord. 

That is why our major emphasis is and must remain on 
education. That is why, though I preach to the converted, 
I beg of them to preach to their friends and neighbors 
who may be unconverted, to send their children to Day 
Schools for this coming year and years, and to support 
Day Schools liberally and generously. That is why we must 
make an issue of Day School support with the Federation 
in this community and in communities throughout the 
country. There is nothing less at stake than our continuity 

and survival as a people. Because without Torah, without 
joining the journey of the Ark, our affluent community of 
rising expectations will lead us headlong into the disaster 
of obsolescence and obscurity, of disappearance, the 
greatest פורענות of all. 

So there is nothing wrong with striving for more 
material good, and more social attainments, provided that 
we also aspire for more spiritual achievements. In our 
shemoneh esreh we pray for barekh aleinu, for material 
prosperity; but we also pray for hashivah shoftenu and 
sim shalom, for justice and peace. It is legitimate to pray 
for refa’enu for physical health and welfare; but we must 
also aspire to honen ha-daat and ha-rotzeh bi’teshuvah, for 
wisdom and spiritual regeneration. 

This week many of us will be leaving for our vacation 
on seashore and in the mountains, in Israel, America and 
throughout the world, for our rest and our recreation. It is 
appropriate to remember that one can never take a vacation 
from Torah and mitzvot and that, on the contrary, the 
leisure of the summer should afford us greater opportunity 
to study and read than we have during the rest of the year. 

It is appropriate to remember too that our individual 
 ,ויסעו מהר ה’ or travels should be in the nature not of נסיעות
of accompanying the Ark of the Lord and having the spirit 
of the Ark, the Torah, accompany us. 

May we go on to a happy and pleasant and healthful 
summer--and shuvah ha-Shem rivevot alfei Yisrael, may 
we return in the Fall in joy and in health, all of us together, 
to a world blessed with peace for Israel and for the world 
instead of the apprehensiveness and fear that now grips us. 

Shuvah ha-Shem. May God be with us--and, even more, 
may we always be with Him.    

Read more at www.yu.edu/about/lamm-heritage.

Join Us
Rabbi Joshua (The Hoffer) Hoffman z”l

In this week’s parsha, as the nation is about to begin 
its journey to the Holy Land, Moshe turns to his 
father-in-law Yisro and invites him to join them on 

the trip. As Moshe puts it, “We are journeying to the place 
of which God has said ‘I shall give it to you.’ Go with us 
and we shall treat you well, etc.” (Bamidbar 10:29). Yisro 
initially declines the offer, saying that he will go back to his 
land and his family (verse 30). Moshe then says to him, 
“Please do not forsake us, inasmuch as you have known our 
encampments in the wilderness, and you have been as eyes 

for us” (verse 31). Rabbi Naphtoli Zevi Yehudoh Berlin - 
the Netziv - mentions, in his commentary Ha’amek Davar to 
these verses, that there is a dispute in the Talmud regarding 
when this incident actually took place - before or after the 
Torah was given at Mt. Sinai. In either case, says the Netziv, 
it is clear from other place in the Torah that Yisro did go 
home, and that he eventually returned to join the nation in 
the wilderness. Whenever it happened, however, we need to 
understand why it was so important for the Torah to record 
this incident here, as the nation was preparing to enter Eretz 
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Yisroel? To answer this question, we need to look at the 
verses immediately after this incident.

After Moshe’s reply to Yisro, the Torah records that the 
nation then began its journey : “They journeyed from the 
Mountain of God a three-day distance, and the aron of 
the covenant journeyed before them a three-day distance 
to search out for them a resting place, etc.” The Torah 
then describes the process of the ark journeying before 
the people, and its coming to a rest when the journey 
was interrupted. These two verses, which describe the 
process, are set off, traditionally, by an inverted letter 
‘nun’ on each side. The Torah then records that the people 
complained against God, and a fire from God came down 
and consumed some of them. Following that incident, 
the ‘asafsuf, or ‘rabble’ among the people had a desire, and 
then the people as a whole complained about the manna 
they had been eating, and asked for meat. The rabbis tell 
us that the purpose of the two inverted ‘nuns’ is to make 
a separation between the various incidents in which the 
people sinned against God.

 What, exactly, was the incident of sin that preceded 
the first inverted ‘nun?’ There is a dispute between the 
commentators on this issue, but according to Ramban, the 
sin consisted in the alacrity with which the nation left Mt. 
Sinai, in the manner of a child who runs from his school 
house. Rabbi Yitzchok Kara, in his commentary Toldos 
Yitzchok, writes that the inverted ‘nuns’ serve to indicate 
that through the actions of the people, the world, in a 
sense, had been turned on its head. Whereas Yisro, who 
had been a non-Jew, converted and became a good Jew, 
the rest of the nation sinned against God three times. This 
explanation is particularly potent if we follow the Ramban’s 
understanding of the first sin as being the lack of desire by 
the nation to continue studying Torah, as evidenced by 
their running from Mt. Sinai. Yisro, on the other hand, ran 
towards Mt. Sinai, wishing to convert and accept the Torah. 
Rabbi Kara says that this was the meaning of what Moshe 
told Yisro, ‘and you have been as eyes for us.” What he 
meant to say was that Yisro should travel with the people 
and serve as a model for fear of God. Parenthetically, it 
should be noted that Rabbi Kara does not point out who 
the ‘asafsuf ’ mentioned in the verse following the second 
converted ‘nun’ were. However, the rabbis identified them 
as the ‘erev rav,’ or mixed multitude, the converts who 
Moshe had brought along with the rest of the people at the 
time of the redemption from Egypt. Perhaps in light of this 
factor we could suggest that Moshe wished Yisro to serve 

as an example for the other converts among the people, 
and the inverted ‘nuns’ are an indication of the contrast 
between Yisro and them. However, as mentioned, Rabbi 
Kara does not take this approach.

Rabbi Moshe Sofer, in his commentary Chasam Sofer, 
does not mention the remarks of Rabbi Kara, but carries 
his idea further by referring to the remark of the rabbis in 
the Talmud at the end of tractate Kiddushin (70b) that 
converts are as difficult for the Jews as is ‘sapachas,’ which is 
a form of tzora’as, commonly translated as leprosy. Tosafos 
there bring the explanation of Rabbi Avrohom the convert, 
who says that converts are more careful in mitzvos than 
Jews who are born into the faith, and this reflects badly 
upon the people and invites divine retribution. Here, too, 
says Chasam Sofer, the superiority of Yisro’s deportment to 
that of the rest of the nation was an element in the divine 
retribution that followed. Actually, this Talmudic statement 
is problematic, because it seems to contradict another 
Talmudic statement (Pesachim 87b) according to which 
the Jews went into exile so that converts should join them, 
which implies that converts are good for the nation. Many 
answers have been given to this apparent contradiction. 
Perhaps the simplest resolution of the sources is that 
converts are to serve as an example to the people in their 
fear of God, as Moshe asked Yisro to do. If the nation acts 
as it should, then converts serve as a blessing. If they do 
not act properly, however, then the superior deportment 
of converts serves as an accusatory factor against the rest of 
the nation.

 Perhaps, then, this is why the section of Moshe’s request 
to Yisro to join the nation in its journey to the Holy Land 
is mentioned at this point, to serve as a  paradigm for 
converts in future generations as the nation went through 
its various exiles in search of its missing members. The 
section of the Torah set off by the inverted ‘nuns’ is recited 
in Ashkenazic communities whenever the Torah is read 
in a minyan. The first verse is recited when the Torah is 
taken out of the ark, and the sections verse is recited when 
it is returned. In this way, this section of the Torah serves 
a guide for the people throughout the generations, even 
while they are in exile, bidding them to follow the way 
of God in their daily lives. By placing the section of the 
Torah that contrasts Yisro’s actions as a convert with those 
of the nation as a whole, the Torah is exhorting future 
generations to learn from Yisro’s actions, so that converts 
will indeed be a blessing for the nation.
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Aaron’s Greatness
Rabbi Assaf Bednarsh (Transcribed and adapted from the YUTorah shiur given at the Gruss Kollel in 
Yerushalayim on June 8, 2017)

Parshas Beha’alosecha begins with a discussion of 
the Menorah. And it says, Va-ya’as kein Aharon el 
mul pnei ha-menorah he’ela neiroseha, ka’asher tziva 

Hashem es Moshe—Aharon did as Hashem commanded 
Moshe. Rashi quotes a Midrash to explain that the 
Torah here heaps praise on Aharon because he did not 
deviate—he did not change. He lit the Menorah precisely 
as prescribed. Ke-pshuto, it is a little peculiar. What is 
the big deal here? Would he light six candles instead of 
seven? Would he kindle it with toes instead of using his 
hands? What is the big hava amina that he would change 
something in the process of lighting that brings out such 
effusive praise for Aharon? It doesn’t seem so hard to light 
the Menorah properly. 

Several Acharonim attempted to give insights into this 
praiseworthy behavior of Aharon. The sefer called Pirchei 
Rashi says that you have to look at the context. Rashi says 
earlier that Aharon was jealous of the nesi’im because 
they and their shvatim brought special korbanot for the 
miluim-inauguration of the Mishkan. However, Hashem 
reassured Aharon by telling him that his role will be greater 
than theirs since he will light the Menorah every day. On 
their initiative, they came up with an idea for a new korban 
to express themselves—there was no tzivui for it. Aharon, 
however, had to do the same thing every day. And when 
you do the same thing every day, you might want to take 
initiative. You might want to switch it up a little. You might 
want to add a little personal style, here and there. When 
you are enthused about what you are doing, there might 
be a real temptation to personalize, to do it your way, to be 
mechadesh—just like the nesi’im did —and not just do the 
exact same thing…, the same way…, every…single…day! 
There is an innate drive for self-expression! But Aharon 
knew that in Avodas Hashem, there are times and places 
to express yourself. And there is also a type of avodah that 
is done specifically the way the halacha prescribes, not 
to change and not to deviate, not to say that I will do it 
differently from everyone else who came before. Therefore, 
this was a tremendous shevach of Aharon. Because even 
if he wanted to be mechadesh, he knew that he must be 
disciplined and do his avodah precisely as directed.

The Vilna Gaon takes the opposite approach. He says 
that lo shina refers to Aharon’s machshava, not his actions. 

The nesi’im had their one amazing day. They were at their 
peak when they brought their korban. Then, they went 
home. Aharon had to light the Menorah every day—day 
in and day out. Can you imagine the first time that Aharon 
looked at the Menorah? He was so excited and inspired—
feeling on top of the world! But you know what? You 
and I, thirty-nine years later, would say: Let’s just light 
the Menorah—let’s get over with it, done, etc. Sure, we 
would have done it perfectly, externally. But on the inside, 
we would have changed. When it comes to feelings, with 
time, you lose your inspiration—you lose your excitement. 
Says the GR”A, that is the reason for the great shevach of 
Aharon ha-Kohen. Every day he stood beforehand, and he 
thought to himself how great a privilege and how amazing 
it is that he can light the Menorah and help bring the light 
of the Shechina down into Hashem’s Mikdash—to be 
mekadesh Klal Yisroel. Every day he reminded himself of 
the great privilege that he had. And thus, he kept the flame 
of excitement and passion for all those years. 

There is also a great drush by Rav Meir Premishlaner 
on this Rashi. He says that the Midrash doesn’t say that 
Aharon did not change how he lit the Menorah. It only 
says, lo shina. Look at the first Rashi. What did Hashem 
say to Aharon? Your task is greater than that of all the 
nesi’im. They brought their korbanos once, but you light 
the Menorah every day. Aharon was just told that he 
was greater than princes—that he is the greatest person 
around! Sometimes, when people are told they are great, 
they change a little. Suddenly, they put on airs. They are 
machshiv themselves—now they are an important person. 
If someone told me that I was more important than 
everyone else, it would go to my head. But when Hashem 
told Aharon shelcha gedola mishelochem—lo shina. 
Because of his midah of shalom (i.e. shleimus), he didn’t 
change from the little Ahre’le he was before becoming 
anything important. When Aharon became a Kohen 
Gadol, he didn’t change. He was still a regular person who 
did his special job assigned to him by Hashem. It didn’t 
mean to him that he was better than anyone else. And that 
is a real shevach—to be on that madreiga, and yet, lo shina. 
That’s the shevach of Aharon!  
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The Good Old Days
Rabbi Moshe Taragin

We want fish, We want fish”! These ridiculous 
chants boomed through the Jewish camp as 
an angry mob clamored for a return to Egypt. 

Astonishingly, the hordes demanded a return to Egypt, a 
return to oppression and a return to the puny and putrid 
scraps of fish they received at the end of each dreadful 
day of labor. People always yearn for the “good old days” 
but, often, those old days weren’t that good to begin with. 
What lies at the heart of this illusion about the good old 
days? What incited this ludicrous demonstration in the 
desert?

In part, the Jews were suffering from a form of “prisoner 
anxiety”. Freedom carries great weight and great personal 
responsibility. Often the burden of freedom is too difficult 
to bear, especially for people who have enjoyed the 
tranquility of a life without choice. Imprisonment and 
slavery snatch away freedom of choice, and relieve us of the 
heavy burden of decision making. The former Jewish slaves 
now faced a frightening march through the desert as well as 
a looming challenge of conquering the promised land. As 
adversity set in, it was easier to ‘flee” these challenges and 
escape back to their prior state of slavery – a world without 
‘heavy’ expectations and a world in which they could rely 
upon their daily fish as a “given”. Facing a choice between 
fish and freedom these panicked slaves chose fish.

In addition to fearing their freedom, the Jews fell 
into a well-known psychological trap – the deception of 
nostalgia. Nostalgia allows our memory to selectively 
choose moments from our past, which, when dusted off 
and polished, appear shinier then our dreary present. 
We recall our past in a manner that our brains choose to 
remember it, and we imaginatively reinvent and glorify 
that past. As the past is unaffected by the struggles and 
hardships of the present, it always seems more radiant, 
more dazzling and more perfect. Often, anxiety about 
our current state, drives us into unrealistic memory of a 
“better” past.

Sometimes we experience collective nostalgia – not 
about our personal past but about past generations. Facing 
problems and challenges in our own societies we often 
look to previous societies as more successful versions of 
the human experiment. We convince ourselves that our 
world is dysfunctional and beyond repair; once convinced, 

we exonerate ourselves from efforts to improve our 
contemporary condition. Personal and collective nostalgia 
often provide easy escapes.

For Jews, the challenges of “generational nostalgia” 
are particularly complex. We live with acute historical 
consciousness and we reference our collective past and 
compare it to the present. As we stream our contemporary 
experiences alongside the past, we are often nostalgic 
about past generations, viewing them as religiously and 
spiritually superior to our own fallen state. This view is 
captured by the concept of “nitkatnu hadorot” which 
asserts that later generations have literally become 
“smaller” and are in constant state of religious decline. 
Is this completely true? Does the passing of generations 
bring with it religious deterioration, and is a later 
generation-by definition- spiritually inferior to previous 
generations? In some ways this is true but in many other 
ways it isn’t.

Jewish faith and the transmission of Torah both emanate 
from one seminal event which occurred 3300 years ago. 
On that epic day G-d directly revealed Himself to over 
3.5 million people; this once-in history event never 
recurred. Those who lived in closer proximity to that 
event, obviously, possessed a more accurate transmission 
of Torah than those who lived historically removed from 
“the source”. Since those “closer to Sinai” possessed a more 
accurate Torah, they also possess greater halachik authority 
than later generations. In addition to their proximity to 
Sinai, those who lived through the ensuing 1300 years 
of prophecy enjoyed supernatural access to “Heavenly” 
information. The Torah knowledge gathered under these 
conditions certainly surpasses the level of Torah achievable 
in subsequent generations who struggle to recover the 
traditions of Sinai without the aid of prophecy. Certainly, 
our collective level of Torah knowledge cannot possibly 
match the achievements of generations upstream in Jewish 
history.

Generational decline also affects the caliber of Torah 
personalities. Torah greatness can’t be achieved, it must be 
endowed. Exposure to great people is absolutely necessary 
for Torah excellence. Those who lived in earlier generations 
were exposed to more surpassing Torah personalities and 
were therefore, better able to achieve their own Torah 
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eminence. As history progresses we suffer deterioration, 
both in our collective knowledge of Torah as well as in the 
quality of Torah scholars.

If earlier generations possessed greater Torah 
knowledge, we would expect their moral and religious 
behavior to be equally surpassing. Often this was true, 
but, sadly, human experience doesn’t always match 
expectations. During first Temple era, our religious 
behavior was abysmal. Widespread violation of cardinal 
halachik prohibitions doomed the great potential of that 
period and sentenced our people to its first exile. We were 
far too confident in our land, our Temple and our belief 
that G-d would protect us from any and all calamities. 
Convinced of our invulnerability, we committed terrible 
sins. Our careless religious lifestyles wrecked our national 
potential and condemned the Temple.

Throughout our extended exile we also experienced 
periods of religious letdown. Unsurprisingly, the more 
Jews were persecuted the greater religious resolve we 
displayed; the more comfortable our surroundings and the 
greater the cultural embrace of Jews, the more our religious 
resolve atrophied. 15th century Spain and 19th century 
Eastern Europe provide two regrettable examples of 
religious regression prompted by excessive acculturation. 
Jews and Spain and Jews in Western Europe each became 
too comfortable in their respective cultures, and though 
each generation produced great Torah scholarship, they 
each experienced widespread religious regression. It is not 
always true that past generations exhibited greater religious 
commitment.

There is an additional area in which generations 
don’t necessarily retreat. Regarding national faith and 
our response to historical adversity, later generations 

often surpass previous ones. Certain generations display 
uncommon courage in the face of excessive hostility. For 
example, the bravery of the Jews living under Roman 
persecution in the 1st and 2nd centuries was legendary. 
Known as the ‘dor hashemad’, their courage in defying the 
great Roman empire reinforced Jewish religion and pride, 
and paved the way for the emergence of the Talmud.

Our own generation has displayed similar national 
valor. Our generation has faced two daunting challenges 
unimaginable to previous generations. After the nightmare 
of the Holocaust, our people were tasked with rebuilding 
Jewish communities and reconstituting the Jewish spirit. 
Over the past 80 years we have heroically rebuilt the 
foundation of the Jewish world and restored a sense of 
Jewish communal belonging. Alongside the mission 
of recovering from the Holocaust, we have also been 
challenged to rebuild and resettle our ancient homeland in 
the face of unrelenting opposition and constant invasions. 
Jews around the world have lobbied together to craft this 
historical miracle despite the hatred and violence directed 
against us.

The concept that generations deteriorate can be very 
misleading and worse, can become very enfeebling. This 
belief can become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Convinced 
of our own helplessness, we become incapable of greater 
aspirations and too frail for great accomplishments. 
Jewish tradition is definitely built upon a hierarchy 
which acknowledges the authority of past generations. 
However, each generation faces its own “historical setup” 
and some generations display great heroism, courage and 
commitment in facing off against history. Our generation 
has much to be proud of.

The Great Defender of the Jews
Mrs. Michal Horowitz

In this week’s parsha, the nation sets out to leave Har 
Sinai, under the impression that they are about to 
enter into Eretz Yisrael.  How certain is the nation that 

their arrival in the Land is imminent?   Moshe Rabbeinu 
extends an invitation to Yisro to join them on their historic 
journey: And Moshe said to his father-in-law: ֹנְסִעים ֲאַנְחנּו 
 ֶאל-ַהָּמקֹום ֲאֶׁשר ָאַמר ה’ ֹאתֹו ֶאֵּתן ָלֶכם; ְלָכה ִאָּתנּו ְוֵהַטְבנּו ָלְך, ִּכי-ה’
 We are journeying to the place of which - ִּדֶּבר-טֹוב ַעל-ִיְׂשָרֵאל
Hashem has said: I shall give it to you.  Go with us and we 

shall treat you well, for Hashem has spoken of good for Israel 
(Bamidbar 10:29).  

Rashi (ibid) says: נסעים אנחנו אל המקום. ִמָּיד — ַעד ְׁשֹלָׁשה 
 ָיִמים ָאנּו ִנְכָנִסין ָלָאֶרץ, ֶׁשְּבַמָּסע ֶזה ָהִראׁשֹון ָנְסעּו ַעל ְמָנת ִלָּכֵנס ְלֶאֶרץ
 ִיְׂשָרֵאל, ֶאָּלא ֶׁשָחְטאּו ְּבִמְתאֹוְנִנים; ּוִמְּפֵני ָמה ִׁשֵּתף מֶֹׁשה ַעְצמֹו ִעָּמֶהם?
 We are journeying - ֶׁשֲעַדִין לֹא ִנְגְזָרה ְגֵזָרה ָעָליו ּוְכָסבּור ֶׁשהּוא ִנְכָנס
to the place - (Moshe meant to say) Immediately!  In another 
three days we are entering the land!  For on this first journey, 
they journeyed with intent to enter the Land of Israel, but they 
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did not enter immediately, for they sinned with the sin of the 
 those who seek pretexts and excuses, Bamidbar) ִמְתאֹוְנִנים
11:1-3).  And why did Moshe include himself among them?  
Because the decree was not yet decreed upon him, and he was 
certain that he too would enter!

How moving, how tragic, how difficult to read these 
verses… At this juncture, the nation believed they were 
about to enter the Land, and Moshe Rabbeinu along with 
them.  We are traveling to the Land, in just three days we 
will cross the Yarden River, come with us and it will be 
good for you!  Alas, due to the sins of the nation, it was not 
meant to be.

And yet, Rashi indicates here that the initial stirrings 
of rebellion of the ִמְתאֹוְנִנים, later in our parsha, was the 
beginning of the end for the dor yotzei Mitzrayim (the 
generation that left Egypt and would not enter the Land).  
Even before the slander, and sin, of the spies, those who 
were seeking pretexts, those who complained, those who 
rejected the goodness of G-d in their midst, brought 
ruination upon the nation.

And the nation were like those who seek pretexts of evil 
in the ears of Hashem, and Hashem heard and His wrath 
flared… And the rabble that was among them desired a 
desire, and the Children of Israel also turned, and they 
wept, and said: ִמי ַיֲאִכֵלנּו ָּבָׂשר, Who will feed us meat?  ,ָזַכְרנּו 
 ֶאת-ַהָּדָגה, ֲאֶׁשר-ֹנאַכל ְּבִמְצַרִים, ִחָּנם; ֵאת ַהִּקֻּׁשִאים, ְוֵאת ָהֲאַבִּטִחים,
 We remember the fish ,ְוֶאת-ֶהָחִציר ְוֶאת-ַהְּבָצִלים, ְוֶאת-ַהּׁשּוִמים
that we would eat in Egypt for free; the cucumbers, and the 
melons, the leeks, the onions and the garlic; ,ְוַעָּתה ַנְפֵׁשנּו ְיֵבָׁשה 
 and now our soul is parched, there ,ֵאין ֹּכל--ִּבְלִּתי, ֶאל-ַהָּמן ֵעיֵנינּו
is nothing, we have nothing before our eyes but the manna! 
(Bamidbar 11:1-6).

According to the most basic understanding of the pshat 
(text), the nations murmurings, dissent, dissatisfaction 
and ingratitude towards G-d are readily apparent in these 
verses.  They are unhappy and complaining.

However, the great defender of the Jews, Rav Levi 
Yitzchak m’Berditchev zt’l, zy’a (1740-1809) offers an 
entirely different perspective.  One that is not negative, 
but positive.  One that puts the nation, not in a derogatory 
light, but in a complimentary one.

“Moshe was beleaguered by throngs of hungry people 
crying out for meat.  ‘Who will feed us meat?’ they said.  
‘We still remember the fish we ate in Egypt.’  What is the 
connection between these two statements?  If they had a 
desire for meat, why did they find it necessary to mention 
the fish that they ate in Egypt?

“Our Sages tells us, explains R’ Levi Yitzchak, that the 
manna had the taste of almost all the other foods in the 
world.  If a person wanted it to taste like a certain food 
then it did.  But there was one condition.  The person had 
to know the taste of that food; it had to be lodged in his 
memory.  Then, when he recalled the taste of that food, 
he could transfer those flavors from his memory into the 
manna and enjoy the experience of eating that food.  But 
if he had never tasted that food, if that taste was unknown 
to him, he could not experience the pleasure of eating that 
unfamiliar food when he ate the manna.

“The taste of kosher meat, having been slaughtered and 
salted according to the instructions of the Torah, differs 
from the taste of non-kosher meat.  The Jewish people were 
not familiar with the taste of kosher meat.  The only meat 
they knew was non-kosher meat which they had eaten 
in Egypt before they were instructed with kosher laws.  
Therefore, they could not experience the taste of kosher 
meat in the manna.

“That is what they were saying to Moshe.  ‘Who will 
feed us meat?’  How will we experience the enjoyment of 
eating meat?  We have no recollection of the taste of kosher 
meat in our memories.  We do not have this problem 
with fish, because there are no special instructions for the 
preparation of fish.  Therefore, since we remember the fish 
that we ate in Egypt for free we can experience the taste 
of fish in the manna.   But how will we have the taste of 
meat?’” (Rav Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev According to the 
Weekly Parashah, Artscroll Mesorah, p.195).

According to the pshat, the ִמְתאֹוְנִנים, those seeking 
pretexts, along with those who desired desires, ִהְתַאּוּו ַּתֲאָוה, 
were motivated by rejection of the good Hashem had 
bestowed upon them from Egypt to now.  And yet, for one 
as great as a Rav Levi Yitzchak m’Berditchev, who always 
strove to see the good in G-d, and in His nation, there is a 
way to explain even these murmurings and complaints. 

 Who is the man - ִמי-ָהִאיׁש, ֶהָחֵפץ ַחִּיים ֹאֵהב ָיִמים? ִלְראֹות טֹוב
who desires life, who loves days?  One who sees the good.  It is 
he who will guard his tongue from evil and his lips from 
speaking deceit.  סּור ֵמָרע, ַוֲעֵׂשה-טֹוב ַּבֵּקׁש ָׁשלֹום ְוָרְדֵפהּו, he is 
one who turns away from bad to do good, who seeks peace and 
pursues it (Ps.34:13-15).
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Is This What the Torah Predicted?
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald

This week’s parasha, parashat B’ha’a’lot’cha, contains 
several interesting themes. Among them are: 
the lighting of the Menorah, the duties of the 

Levites, the bringing of the second Passover offering, and a 
description of how the Israelites traveled in the wilderness. 
In this parasha the Israelites depart from Sinai and journey 
to Moab, and encounter Hovav ( Jethro), Moses’ father-in-
law. Finally, after episodes of murmurings and rebellions, 
the 70 elders are selected, and Miriam is punished for 
speaking against her brother Moses. Quite a rich and 
colorful Torah portion!

Two particular stories contained in this week’s parasha 
are quite predictive of future Jewish history. Numbers 11 
opens with the complaints of the ִמְתֹאְנִנים —the mitonanim, 
the murmurers. Immediately following, in Numbers 11:4, 
we learn of the אַסְפֻסף , the asafsuf, the mixed multitude 
who, according to tradition, were Egyptians who had joined 
with the Israelites and accompanied them out of Egypt.

The Torah tells us that the mixed multitude fell to 
lusting, and cried out, saying, Numbers 11:4-6: ?ִמי ַיֲאִכֵלנּו 
 ָזַכְרנּו ֶאת ַהָּדָגה ֲאֶׁשר ֹנאַכל ”?Who will give us flesh to eat“ , ָּבָׂשר
 ְּבִמְצַרִים ִחָּנם, ֵאת ַהִּקֻּׁשִאים ְוֵאת ָהֲאַבִּטִחים ְוֶאת ֶהָחִציר ְוֶאת ַהְּבָצִלים
 We remember the fish which we ate in Egypt for“ . ְוֶאת ַהּׁשּוִמים
nothing–the cucumbers, and melons, the leeks, the onions and 
the garlic,” ְוַעָּתה ַנְפֵׁשנּו ְיֵבָׁשה, ֵאין ֹּכל , “But now, our soul is dried 
up, there is nothing at all!”

I feel strongly that the Torah is not only relating an 
historical incident that occurred over three thousand years 
ago, but is also predicting an attitudinal reality that reoccurs 
throughout Jewish history and even in our own times.

The Torah predicts that there is going to be a generation 
of Jews, of “dried-out” Jews, as we have today in America: 
Jews who will no longer identify as Jews, Jews who will be 
totally unaffiliated, Jews who will intermarry at astonishing 
rates (70% of the non-Orthodox). Non-Orthodox Jews, 
85% of whom will attend synagogue no more than three 
days a year. The Torah predicts that there will be more than 
625,000 Jews who will convert out of Judaism and worship 
other religions, and that one million Jewish children under 
the age of 18 will be raised as Christians or with no religion 
whatsoever. “But now, our souls are dry,” they say. “Our 
souls are parched, we have no connection to Judaism or to 
G-d. We feel no affinity to Shabbat or kashrut.” ֵאין ֹּכל –“Ayn 

kol,” “we have absolutely no interest in Jewish life!“
But, thank G-d, there is another group of Jews, also 

mentioned in this week’s parasha, the ָלָּמה ִנָגַרע Jews. In 
Numbers 9, we read that in the first month of the second 
year after the Exodus from Egypt, the people of Israel 
celebrated Passover. Numbers 9:6, informs us that, ַוְיִהי 
 ֲאָנִׁשים ֲאֶׁשר ָהיּו ְטֵמִאים ְלֶנֶפׁש ָאָדם, ְולֹא ָיְכלּו ַלֲעֹׂשת ַהֶּפַסח ַּבּיֹום
 there were some men who had come in contact with ,ַההּוא
the dead, and were therefore ritually unclean, so they could 
not keep the Passover on that day. And, they came before 
Moses and before Aaron, and said (Numbers 9:7): ?ָלָּמה 
 Why“ , ִנָגַרע ְלִבְלִּתי ַהְקִריב ֶאת ָקְרַּבן הׁשם ְּבמֲֹעדֹו, ְּבתֹוְך ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵא־ל
should we miss out from bringing the [Passover] sacrifice of 
G-d in its proper time, together with the rest of Israel?”

According to the Talmud, Sukkah 25a, these men 
were members of the Chevrah Kadisha, the Jewish burial 
society, who had been preoccupied with carrying the 
bones of Joseph to be buried in the land of Israel or had 
buried the sons of Aaron, Nadav and Abihu, when they 
died suddenly for bringing a strange fire to the Tabernacle. 
Therefore, these men were in a state of ritual impurity and 
could not bring the Pascal sacrifice together with the rest 
of Israel. They cried out and said, “We love Pesach!We 
love Shabbat! We love kashrut! We love keeping the laws 
of family purity. We love being Jews! Why should we miss 
out? Why should we be unable to celebrate Passover with 
the rest of our people?”

But, the truth of the matter is, that given the 
blandishments of America, even those who are strongly 
committed, even those who keep Shabbat, and even those 
who are strictly kosher, are not safe. Our children are not 
safe, and we are not safe. We are subtly, and sometimes not 
so subtly, being corrupted by the challenging environment. 
And, even those who abide by the strictest standard 
of kashrut, are subject to these negative influences. Is 
there a child, even in the most sheltered environment of 
America, who is not corrupted by the violence and the 
wanton sexual themes that are the mainstay of American 
entertainment? We’ve all been corrupted, and we’re all 
being reduced as Jews and as human beings.

We need models, inspirational models, aside from 
those “famous and popular” Jews who the worlds of 
entertainment and business put forth, and who often 
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fall short of the types of people we should emulate. We 
need ָלָּמה ִיָגְרעּו Jews, Jews who not only love Judaism for 
themselves, and declare, “Why should we lose out?” but, 
who care for others as well, and proclaim, “Why should 
they lose out?” “We love Shabbat, we love kosher, we love 
learning Torah so much, that we want to make certain that 
there isn’t a Jew in the world who has not been exposed to 
Judaism’s beautiful and revolutionary ideas and traditions.

We need Jews who feel the passion of their Judaism so 
totally, that they will not rest as long as they know that 
there are other Jews who are deprived of the great treasures 
of their Jewish heritage. We need Jews who feel that their 
own Shabbat is not complete, unless their next-door 
neighbor’s Shabbat is complete. We need Jews who are 
prepared to serve as ambassadors, to engage the millions of 
Jews who are ignorant of their magnificent Jewish heritage, 
and who desperately want to be part of the Jewish life, but 
don’t know where to begin.

We, perhaps, are now facing the greatest challenge of 

contemporary times. We cannot deny the losses. Our 
actions, or lack of action, will determine whether there 
will be a viable Jewish community in the future. We can 
bring the “vanishing” Jews back, but we must mobilize our 
community.

The generation of the Holocaust was able to say, “We did 
not know!” What are we going to say, “We did not care!”? 
The Talmud (Sanhedrin 37a) declares, that those who save 
a single life in Israel are considered as if they have saved an 
entire world. We have an opportunity today to save tens of 
thousands of Jewish lives, but instead of sending out the 
luxury liner, we have been sending out row boats. We need 
to mobilize. We need to extend our hands and welcome 
our brothers and sisters aboard.

If the souls of our fellow Jews are dry, then we have only 
ourselves to blame. But, if we reach out and embrace them, 
we will prevail. And, as a result, with G-d’s help, we will 
usher in a bright, beautiful and productive Jewish future.

Don’t Complain. Change it. 
Rabbi Philip Moskowitz

From the age of three to seven, Maya Angelou, the 
famed American poet and author, was raised by her 
grandmother, a period of calm and stability in what 

would be a very traumatic childhood.
Her grandmother ran a store and one thing that riled 

her was people complaining. They’d complain about 
the heat, the cold and a myriad of other issues that 
Maya’s grandmother thought were trivial. Whenever 
that occurred, Maya’s grandmother would wait until the 
complainer left the store, call Maya over to her and say, 
“Did you hear what they complained about? Maya, there 
are people who went to sleep all over the world last night, 
poor and rich and white and black, but they will never 
wake again. And those dead folks would give anything, 
anything at all for just five minutes of this weather that 
person was grumbling about. So, you watch yourself about 
complaining. What you’re supposed to do when you don’t 
like a thing is change it. And, if you can’t change it, change 
the way you think about it. But don’t ever complain.”

In response to Bnei Yisrael’s demand for meat, Moshe 
approached Hashem and bemoaned his inability to single-
handedly lead the people. Hashem ordered him to assign 
seventy elders and confer upon them the status of prophet, 

so they could assist in leading the nation.
The commentators point out that there is a direct 

parallel between this narrative and a different narrative in 
Parshas Shmos. When Moshe initially confronted Pharaoh 
to demand the release of Bnei Yisrael, Pharaoh didn’t just 
refuse the demand, he even increased the slaves’ workload. 
Filled with frustration, Moshe then approached Hashem 
and exclaimed “Lama harei’osa” - why have You done 
evil to me? Why did you send me here just to worsen the 
situation for my people?

Rashi comments that in response to Moshe’s 
complaints, Hashem tells Moshe that yes - Ata tir’eh – 
you will see what I’ll do to Pharaoh. However, Hashem 
reprimands Moshe for questioning His course of action, 
and indicates that Moshe’s tenure as leader will end before 
the nation’s entry into Canaan.

Those same words of “lama harei’osa” and “Ata tir’eh” 
appear in Parashas Bahaloscha as well. What is the 
connection between Moshe’s complaints in Shemos and 
his complaints in Parshas Bahaloscha?

Both instances - Pharaoh’s increasing the workload in 
Egypt and Bnei Yisrael’s desire for meat - bear considerable 
resemblance to one another. In both cases, Moshe sees 
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his mission failing. In Shemos, Moshe had been sent to 
Pharaoh to free Bnei Yisrael, and instead the conditions 
worsen considerably. In Bahaloscha, he is assigned the 
task of leading the people towards the realization of their 
spiritual destiny in Eretz Yisroel, but they seem helplessly 
preoccupied with filling their stomachs with delicacies.

In both situations, Moshe complains about his mission 
and about why God charged him with a task doomed 
to failure. And, on both occasions, Hashem responds to 
Moshe by declaring that a leader who complains and does 
not look for solutions cannot lead Bnei Yisrael into the 
Land of Israel.

As we have learned through our long history, the road 
to the Jewish national destiny is a circuitous one, which 
will regularly encounter hurdles and disappointments. 
Whether it’s our external enemies - such as Pharaoh, or 
our own spiritual failings - such as the Jewish People’s lust 
for meat - Jewish history will oftentimes take upsetting, 
unexpected turns. Redemption for our people will never 
be linear. It will be filled with ups and downs. And we 
needed a leader who would handle those seemingly 
insurmountable obstacles.

What’s true for Moshe and Bnei Yisrael is true for us as 
well. Life is full of twists and turns and we are often faced 
with the choice of complaining and bemoaning or, as Maya 
Angelou learned from her grandmother, “what you’re 

supposed to do when you don’t like a thing is change it. 
If you can’t change it, change the way you think about it. 
Don’t complain.”

A famous story is about two salesmen who were sent 
by U.S. Shoe Corporation to Africa to see if there would 
be a market for selling shoes. Arriving in Africa and seeing 
what opportunities were available, after one week, one of 
the businessmen returned to America. Approaching the 
president of the company, he said, “We are not going to 
make any profit in Africa. Few people wear shoes there. 
Our company would be of no use to them.”

Hearing of the unpromising future for their product of 
shoes in Africa, the president took the man’s word for it. 
Yet the second salesman did not return so quickly. One 
week went by, then two weeks, and finally three weeks. 
One month later, he sent an email to the President of U.S. 
Shoe saying, “Immediately, I need 10,000 pairs of shoes. 
We must as well build dozens of chain stores for our shoes 
across Africa. You’re not going to believe it! Nobody in 
Africa has shoes. What an opportunity!”

By focusing on the destructive nature of complaints, the 
Torah is clear that we have a choice. Life isn’t perfect. It 
presents its problems and leaves us to figure out how do we 
want to respond. Do we see them with all of their flaws and 
only find the negative, or do we see them for their potential 
to implement change?

Moshe: The Humblest of Men
Rabbi Alex Hecht

In the course of its narrative about Aharon and Miriam’s 
conversation criticizing Moshe for separating from 
his wife (Bamidbar 12:1-10, Sifri Bamidbar 99), and 

Hashem’s subsequent rebuke, the Torah tells us, “And the 
man Moshe was very humble, more than any person on the 
face of the earth.” (12:3) Why does the Torah seemingly 
interrupt the narrative to mention this feature of Moshe’s 
character, and what is the precise definition of the humility 
to which the Torah refers?

Why mention humility? Defense
A midrash suggests that the Torah is highlighting Moshe’s 
humility, to explain why Hashem intervened. (Sifri 
Bamidbar 100) In this midrash, Rabbi Natan contends that 
Moshe actually heard Miriam and Aharon’s conversation, 
in which they noted that they were also prophets and yet 
they had not been instructed to cease marital relations. 

However, due to his humility, Moshe did not defend 
himself against their accusing remarks. Rabbi Natan 
interprets the biblical passage as follows: “And Hashem 
heard and the man Moshe [heard], but Moshe suppressed 
the matter,” because he was very humble.

Consequently, as Ramban explains (commentary to 
12:3), it was necessary for Hashem to come to Moshe’s 
defense. Hashem explained that Moshe’s conduct was 
proper because He communicated with Moshe in a more 
direct manner than He did with other prophets. As the 
Torah continues, “[Hashem] said, “Hear My words, If there 
shall be prophets among you, in a vision shall I, Hashem, 
make Myself known to him; in a dream shall I speak with 
him. Not so is My servant Moshe… Mouth to mouth do I 
speak with him, in a clear vision, and not in riddles, at the 
image of Hashem does he gaze.” (12:6-8, ArtScroll tr.)
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Why mention humility? Accusation
In a different understanding of the Torah’s mention of 
Moshe’s humility, Don Isaac Abarbanel (ad loc.) contends 
that the statement about Moshe’s humility is not the voice 
of the Narrator, but is actually part of Miriam and Aharon’s 
dialogue. According to this interpretation, Miriam and 
Aharon said, “Does Hashem not also speak to us and hear 
our voices, without us ceasing martial relations? If Moshe 
did this out of a sense of humility, is he more humble than 
everyone on the face of the earth, who never conducted 
themselves in this way?” After hearing this, Hashem 
confronted them to explain the unique behaviour required 
of Moshe due to the directness of their communication.

Why mention humility? Qualification
Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin (Netziv) adds that the 

Torah mentions the singular status of Moshe’s prophecy 
to emphasize the fundamental principle of faith that there 
was never, nor will there ever be, a prophet like Moshe, 
who spoke with Hashem – metaphorically – face-to-face. 
(Ha’amek Davar to 12:3; Devarim 34:10, Rambam to 
Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1) The Talmud says that humility is 
a prerequisite for prophecy (Nedarim 38a);

therefore, the fact that Moshe was uniquely humble 
enabled him to be granted a unique level of prophecy.

What is humility?
In addition to clarifying context, we must clarify the 
definition of “very humble”, when used to describe Moshe. 
The midrash cited above implies that humility describes a 
certain meekness, in which Moshe suppressed any hurt he 
may have felt when hearing Miriam and Aharon’s remarks. 
Other commentators, including the Netziv, go a step 
further, and define Moshe’s unique level of humility as 
absolute immunity to pain from insult or slight to honour. 
(Ha’amek Davar to 12:3) The Netziv emphasizes that a 
humble person, such as Moshe, is not one who does not 
recognize their stature. Rather, such a person does not 
exert excessive authority as a result of their stature, and 
does not expect excessive honour. (See Sotah 49b, Horayot 
14a)

Furthermore, a humble person recognizes that all of 
his or her abilities and accomplishments are gifts from 
Hashem, and must be used in His service. (Orchot 
Tzadikim, Gate 2) Indeed, Moshe used all of his G-d-given 
strengths, and directed all of his actions to serving Him, 
earning him the lofty title of “servant of Hashem” upon his 
passing. (Radak to Yehoshua 1:1) By mentioning Moshe’s 
extraordinary humility, the Torah provides instruction for 
becoming the greatest servants of Hashem possible.


