Parashat Devarim

“Through the territory of your brethren the children of Esau”

o Where were the Israelites when they turned to travel towards Edom?

. What is the relationship between Israel and Edom, as described in Chapter 2 of
Deuteronomy?

. What is the relationship between Israel and Edom, as described in Chapter 20 of Numbers?
. What additional distinctions are there between the two chapters? How are they to be
understood?

. What do we know of the original relationship between Israel and Edom?

Moses’ historic speech

In our Torah portion, Parashat Devarim, Moses opens his farewell speech to the Jewish people. The

first address! is a discourse focused on history (Deuteronomy 1:1-4:40; all biblical citations are

from Deuteronomy unless otherwise noted).

The address starts with the recounting of God’s command to Israel to travel from Mount Sinai
towards the land of Canaan; afterwards, we find the passage of appointing judges; and we then find
Moses’ description of the harrowing journey through the desert until they reach Kadesh Barnea, the
border of the land, at which point he said: “Behold, the LORD your God has set the land before

",

you: go up and possess it

Moses continues and describes the Sin of the Spies, which caused them to stay in the desert and to
tarry in the area of Mount Seir, the land of Edom: “So you abode in Kadesh many days... we went

around Mount Seir many days” (1:46-2:1).

Moses does not speak of the events of these “many days,” instead turning to the renewed journey

towards the Promised Land, in the fortieth year.

A. The Journey to Edom (Deuteronomy)

1 This first addresses raises some worthwhile questions: what events does Moses include, and what does he exclude?
How does he describe these events, and what is his aim in doing so? However, we will not deal with all the events,
but rather one in particular: the Israelites’ journey through Edom (2:1-8).
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The days of waiting in the desert for all those who defamed the land to die conclude with God’s

command to Moses to start going north (2:2-3):
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And the LORD spoke unto me, saying: You have gone around this mountain long enough:
turn northward.

Turning northward means traveling near the Edomite border, and therefore God commands Moses
to warn the people not to threaten the Edomites and to guide them as to how to deal with their new

neighbors at the beginning of this leg (ibid. 4-8).
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And command the people, saying, You are to pass through the territory of your brethren the
children of Esau, who dwell in Seir; and they shall be afraid of you: take you good heed
unto yourselves therefore: Do not be hostile toward them; for | will not give you any of their
land, no, not so much as one footstep; because | have given mount Seir unto Esau for a
possession. You shall buy food from them for money, that you may eat; and you shall also
buy water from them for money, that you may drink. For the LORD your God has blessed
you in all the works of your hand: he knows your walking through this great wilderness:
these forty years the LORD your God has been with you; you have lacked nothing. And
when we passed by away from our brethren the children of Esau, who dwell in Seir, through
the way of the plain from Elath and from Ezion Geber, we turned and passed by the way of
the wilderness of Moab.
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The Torah does not indicate the precise point of departure from
which the Israelites set out on their northward journey. The only

thing known to us is that before this, the Jews went around Mount

Seir, as told in the previous chapter. Since the journey northward

would involve crossing the Edomite frontier, it makes sense that - e

they were located south of Edom, perhaps at Ezion Geber, and in ] | 2 -
journey northward they went around the eastern boundary of the ;f -
land of Edom until they arrive at Moab, which sits north of Edom. o | e

[Map A]

Israelite-Edomite relations — mutual respect

According to Moses’ words, Israel had no intent to pass by way of
Edom. God warned Israel not to engage Edom in battle, but to honor their boundaries, because this
is the territory destined for them from God, and therefore they would not succeed in conguering
their land. God allowed them to have commercial realtions with the Edomites and to buy from them
food and water, but He stressed that will be only for money.

Below, in v. 29, the assumption is that this is what happened — Edom sold Israel food and water2
— and according to this, one may take note of the relationship of mutual respect between Israel and

Edom. .3

B. The Journey to Edom (Numbers)

The story of the Israelites passing through the Edomite border on the way to the land is described in
Numbers, in Parashat Chukkat (20:14-21):
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2 This is what Rashi writes ad loc. However, there is an argument among the commentators there.

3 Twice in this chapter, the Torah uses fraternal terminology for Edom: “your brethren” (v. 4) “our brethren” (v. 8) —
in order to stress the good relations which must be maintained between Israel and Edom.
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And Moses sent messengers from Kadesh unto the king of Edom, Thus says your brother
Israel, you know all the travail that has befallen us: How our fathers went down into Egypt,
and we have dwelt in Egypt a long time; and the Egyptians afflicted us, and our fathers: And
when we cried unto the LORD, he heard our voice, and sent an angel, and has brought us
forth out of Egypt: and, behold, we are in Kadesh, a city on the edge of your border: Let us
pass, | pray you, through your country: we will not pass through the fields, or through the
vineyards, neither will we drink of the water of the wells: we will go by the king's highway,
we will not turn to the right hand nor to the left, until we have passed your borders. And
Edom said unto him, you shall not pass by me, lest | meet you with the sword. And the
children of Israel said unto him, We will go by the highway: and if | and my cattle drink of
your water, then | will pay for it: I will only, without doing anything else, go through on my
feet. And he said, you shall not go through. And Edom came out against him with much
people, and with a strong hand. Thus Edom refused to give Israel passage through his
border: therefore Israel turned away from him.

Edomite-Israelite relations: conflict

To our surprise, the description in the Book of Numbers is very different from the description in the
Book of Deuteronomy. Firstly, seeking the peace of the Edomites seems to be based in Numbers on
Moses’ personal initiative, unlike in our portion, in which it is stated explicitly that this was a

command and admonition from God not to be hostile towards their brethren.

To this, we should add the countervailing factor to the obligation to maintain good relations with
Edom: in the Book of Numbers, Moses turns to Edom and beseeches them to remember Israel’s
ancient fraternity with Edom and recent suffering in order to ask them to extend their hand in peace;
on the other hand, in our portion, we find this: “And they shall be afraid of you: take you good heed
unto yourselves therefore: Do not be hostile toward them” (in total opposition to Edom’s reaction in

Numbers: “You shall not pass by me, lest | meet you with the sword”).

In order not to provoke Edom, in Numbers, the Israelites decide of their own initiative not to touch
the natural resources and to subsist solely on the food and water in their possession. Only
afterwards, when the Jews are rebuffed, do they suggest purchasing food and water in order to give
the Edomites a financial incentive. However, in our portion, Israel is commanded ab initio to do so
by God Himself!

Also, the reaction of the Edomites in practice differs. In our portion, the Torah ignores the

Edomites’ reaction, while in the Book of Numbers we are witnesses to the inflammatory response

of Edom, which includes a military threat.

4 This lacuna may be explained differently: it may be that it implies an appropriate and mutual response from Edom
which does not require a separate mention; but it may be that it implies giving Israel the cold shoulder. In any case,
there is no active military response mentioned here.



Based on this, we reach another stunning distinction, which is presumably the cause of other

significant variances.

According to what is said in the Book of Numbers, the Jews want to pass through Edomite
territory, in order to shorten their path to the land of Canaan, but they change their plans because of
the opposition of Edom. However, in Deuteronomy, Israel never had plans to pass through Edom,

because their command was always to pass near the eastern border of Edom and to circumvent it.

Changing the route due to Edom’s reaction

[Map B: Compare I, Moses’ proposed route, to II, the actual route

which Israel takes.]

This constitutes a significant distinction: according to Numbers, the
plan was to go on a certain route, and the plan was changed because
of Edom’s response, while according to Deuteronomy, it all is

conducted according the original divine plan, with no alteration.

But it is not only the result of the Edomite refusal which differs
between the two places; the original planning is also very different.
In fact, the point of departure from which Israel turns to the

direction of Edom is different! According to what is in Numbers, the

location of the Israelites is in Kadesh, which is to the northwest of

the land of Edom, and because of this, their route would take them PR m)w' }m

through Edom in a northeasterly direction; on the other hand, as we 199 22

saw above, according to what is stated in Deuteronomy, it appears that the point of departure was
south of Edom (in the Ezion Geber area), and it is said explicitly that the nation moves northward
— which is why there would have been no need to pass through the land of Edom, but only along

its eastern border! (Compare Map A and Map B.)

We will summarize the distinctions between Numbers and Deuteronomy in the following table:



Numbers

Deuteronomy

Initiative

Moses

Divine command

Point of Departure

Kadesh (in the mountains of the

Negev)

Not explicitly stated (presumably,
Ezion Geber)

Designated Route

Passing through Edom in
northeasterly direction

Passing by Edom’s eastern border,

travelling north

Reason for Peace Offer

Israel’s fear of Edom

Divine command not to be hostile

Edomite Response

Threatening Israel with the

sword

Ignored (by the Torah, and perhaps
by Edom as well)

Purchasing Food and
Water

Israel proposes taking nothing,
but the initial Edomite refusal

leads them to buy provisions.

Ab initio, God commands them to

purchase food and water from Edom.

Great discrepancy between the stories

These two narratives vary greatly:

According to Numbers, we have a presentation of going around Edom as the fallback option and

of great tension between Edom and Israel; according to Deuteronomy, we have the picture of

circumventing Edom ab initio, by God’s command, based on the ideal that this is their land and it

should not be violated. Similarly, no conflict is recorded with Edom.

Rashbam’s view: different stories

This discrepancy is so great that the Rashbam (2:4) explains that we are talking about two different

narratives.
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“Who dwell in Seir” — these are not the Edomites who greeted Israel with the sword,
because concerning these it is written, “As did unto me the children of Esau who dwell in
Seir,” but Edom sold them nothing, and concerning them it is written: “therefore Israel
turned away from him.”
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This explanation does solve the problem of the gap between the two narratives,® but the approach
of this explanation may be problematic, because Moses describes the journey on the East Bank of
the Jordan here, and because of this it is logical to assume that his description parallels the
description of the journey described in Numbers. Similarly, in the description of traversing the

borders of Moab and Ammon, there are distinctions between what is related in Deuteronomy and
what is related in Numbers.8 Will we also explain that we are talking about two different nations of

Moab and two others called Ammon? Who are those who reside in Seir, if they are not Edomites?’

C. The Aim of Different Descriptions

It appears that we have two descriptions of one story, and if so, we must determine the intent of
each description. Moreover, why are the things presented so differently? Finally, we will perhaps

succeed in understanding how these two narratives may be combined and integrated.

Setting aside the possibility of integrating the stories, which we will discuss below, we will first try

to listen to each on its own and understand its aim:

1. The divine significance of the events

The natural dimension: Edom is stronger than Israel

Numbers presents the national or natural dimension of the journey: whom can Israel fight and
whom can they not fight, and as a result of this, how did they travel? Therefore, according to this
description, the initiative to turn to Edom was that of Moses, following the natural logic of the
nation which is now leaving the house of slaves — to avoid extraneous wars. It is Edom’s reaction

which causes the plan to change.

The divine plan: the inheritance of different nations

5 See also the commentaries of ibn Ezra and Rabbeinu Bachya ad loc., who explain this in another way; Ri Bekhor Shor
writes this explicitly.

6 According to Numbers 21:21-35, Israel fights the Amorites but not the Ammonites (v. 24) “for the border of the
children of Ammon was fortified.” Moab is terrified and hires Balaam, despite the fact that the Israelites only
encamp in the Plains of Moab and do not turn to them to pass through their land or to fight them. On the other
hand, in Deuteronomy, God commands the Jews not to fight Moab and Ammon because their land is the
inheritance of Lot’s progeny.

7 Below, we will try to explain the Rashbam’s intent.
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In Deuteronomy, on the other hand, Moses gives the people a deep view of the events, explaining
their meaning and justifying them from the viewpoint of the divine plan. Moses says to Israel that
what might have appeared to be a detour out of concern about war with Edom is in fact the
fulfillment of God’s will to give certain nations an inheritance. According to Moses’ description,
there was never a change of plan per se. The divine plan was always for the Jews not to pass
through Edom, certainly not to conquer it, and only the Israelites, conducting themselves as mere

humans, saw this as a military struggle.

It appears that before entering the land, it is important for Moses to make this clear to the Jewish
nation: they are not conquering by military might, but by God’s word, because God wants to give

them the land as an inheritance. By the same token, God parcels out the inheritances of other

nations, and this must be known and respected.8

2. Edomite-Israelite relations

In addition, the double description emphasizes two dimensions of relations between Edom and

Israel: on the one hand, fraternal closeness and mutual respect (as described in Deuteronomy) and

on the other hand struggle? (as described in Numbers).

Jacob-Esau relations

The complexity of the relationship between Israel and Edom does not start from this point, that of

entering the land. The relations between Israel and Edom have a long and significant history, and

8 Rashi expresses this sentiment in his first biblical comment (Genesis 1:1):
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...now for what reason did He commence with “In the beginning?” For this reason: “The strength of His works
He related to His people, to give them the inheritance of the nations” (Psalms 111:6). For if the nations of the
world should say to Israel, “You are robbers, for you conquered by force the lands of the seven nations,” they
will reply, "The entire earth belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He; He created it and gave it to
whomever He deemed proper. When He wished, He gave it to them, and when He wished, He took it
away from them and gave it to us.”

9 At least from the side of the Edomites.



they are complex and intertwined. It starts in their mother’s womb, 10 continues with the fights over

the birthright11 and later over the blessing for the firstborn,12 resulting in Jacob fleeing to Haran.13

The tension between Jacob and Esau intensifies when Jacob tries to return from Haran to the land of
Israel (Genesis, chapters 32-33). As Jacob is about to enter the land (as the Jews are here about to

do after the Egyptian exile) at the Jabbok Ford, there is a pregnant encounter between him and

Esau.14

What is occurring in this encounter? How is the relationship between Jacob and Esau then

presented?

An encounter of war and struggle

Until this point, the relations between Esau and Jacob have been seen as a constant, vicious
struggle. However, in this encounter, the interaction is more complex. On the one hand, Esau
confronts Jacob with four hundred men, a clear indication of his intent to wage war, and Jacob
understand this and is indeed quite concerned about this prospect. For this reason, he prepares him
camp for war and beseeches God (32:7-12).

10 This is what we find in Genesis 25:22-23:
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And the children struggled together within her...And the LORD said unto her, Two nations are in your womb,
and two manner of people shall be born of you; and the one people shall be stronger than the other people; and
the elder shall serve the younger.

11 Genesis 25:30-34.

12 In Genesis 27, the blessing given to Jacob includes a mention of his relation to his brother “You shall be master over
your brother” (v. 29), as does the blessing to Esau (v. 40), “You shall serve your brother, but when you shall have
dominion, then you shall break his yoke from off your neck.”

13 Ibid. vv. 41-43:
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And Esau hated Jacob because of the blessing with which his father blessed him: and Esau said in his heart,
The days of mourning for my father are at hand; then will I slay my brother Jacob. And these words of Esau
her elder son were told to Rebekah: and she sent and called Jacob her younger son, and said unto him, Behold,
your brother Esau, concerning you, does comfort himself, purposing to kill you. Now therefore, my son, obey
my voice; and arise, flee to Laban my brother to Haran.

14 Yona Bar-Maoz, in Daf Shavui #348 (2000: Bar-llan University), points to a number of linguistic similarities
between the two narratives: references to sending messengers, brotherhood, meeting, passage, swordsmanship, etc.
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And the messengers returned to Jacob, saying, We came to your brother Esau, and also he
comes to meet you, and four hundred men with him. Then Jacob was greatly afraid and
distressed: and he divided the people that were with him, and the flocks, and herds, and the
camels, into two bands; And said, If Esau comes to the one company, and smites it, then the
other company which is left shall escape. And Jacob said, O God of my father Abraham, and
God of my father Isaac, the LORD who said unto me, Return unto your country, and to your
kindred, and I will deal well with you: I am not worthy of the least of all the mercies, and of
all the truth, which you have showed unto your servant; for with my staff | passed over this
Jordan; and now | have become two bands. Deliver me, | pray you, from the hand of my
brother, from the hand of Esau: for | fear him, lest he will come and smite me, and the
mother with the children.

Here as well, there is a national concern of Jacob about waging war against Esau, which finds
expression in a spiritual struggle (v. 25), wrestling with the anonymous man until daybreak. The

Sages identify this individual as Esau’s angelic representative.

An emotional encounter of brothers

On the other hand, Jacob prepares gifts for Esau,1° and at the end of the day, when Esau arrives,
the worries disappear, and we find a touching scene (33:1-4):
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And Jacob lifted up his eyes, and looked, and, behold, Esau came... And he passed over
before them, and bowed himself to the ground seven times, until he came near to his brother.
And Esau ran to meet him, and embraced him, and fell on his neck, and kissed him: and they
wept.

The description of this encounter is one of intimacy and fraternity, as we might expected from two

brothers who have been separated for decades.16

The brotherly relations are strengthened by Esau’s proposal (33:12-17):

15 Of course, this tribute is designed to appease Esau, but ultimately it represents an unwarlike approach.

16 Granted, the Sages see the kiss as an attempted bite, but this does not seem to reflect the simple meaning of the text.



-‘l‘l-

TN o> 2T "7y NPy P2 WRI) 00271 07700 02 YT 3TN RX R TN7 127K 197) 1ol THnNn
W TY D070 23771 0197 WX IRDRT 2377 TURD TPTINN VXY 172 397 17X K3 12y (WD 92 1)
2P 3T YR 0 RN T 7 N DK WK QYT M Ty RY APER Py w3y o3 o8 Kax

.Ni3D Dipna oW RYP 12 DY DD ARy mapnDI n°2 12 1271 ANd5D Y01 2Py YR 19917 Wy XIng o2

And he said, Let us take our journey, and let us go, and I will go before you. And he said
unto him, My lord knows that the children are frail, and the flocks and herds with young are
with me: and if men should overdrive them one day, all the flock will die. Let my lord, |
pray you, pass over before his servant: and | will lead on slowly, according as the flocks that
go before me and the children are able to endure, until | come unto my lord unto Seir. And
Esau said, Let me now leave with you some of the folk that are with me. And he said, What
need is there? let me find grace in the sight of my lord. So Esau returned that day on his way
unto Seir. And Jacob journeyed to Succoth, and built him a house, and made booths for his
cattle: therefore the name of the place is called Succoth.

Esau suggests going together, or at least accompanying Jacob, and apparently there is an opening
for renewing brotherly relations.

Nevertheless, Jacob rejects this. Why?

Keeping distance

Jacob understands that despite the brotherly relationship, he must keep his distance, because there

are many significant struggles intertwined which do not allow him and Esau to truly dwell together.

Confrontation on the border of the land

This is the case with the encounter of Jacob and Esau, when Jacob is about to enter the land,17 and
the same occurs when Israel and Edom meet, as the Jewish people are about to enter the land. There

is an internal struggle between the two, and in both places the fight remains one of principle and not

one of physical war. At the end of the day, in both cases, there is no decisive resolution,18 and the
covert struggle ends with the rivals parting.

17 There are also many other similarities between them; see R. Meir Spiegelman’s lecture on Parashat Beshallach in
Yeshivat Har Etzion’s Virtual Beit Midrash.

18 These points of friction do lead to a resolution, generally speaking:

A) In establishing the monarchy: Saul fights Edom (I Samuel 14:47) and David subjugates them (Il Samuel
8:4).

B) At the destruction of the Temple: Edom jubilantly takes part in Israel’s downfall.



-12-

Consequently, in these two cases, there is a complexity to the relationship between Israel and
Edom: on the one hand, there is a constant struggle, dating back to their time in the womb, and it
has spiritual significance; on the other hand, there is an experience of mutual respect. God stresses
that Esau’s territory is his own, and Jacob will not inherit it, even though he has received the

blessing.

To this point, we have tried make clear the significance of the distinction between the narrative in
Numbers and the narrative in Deuteronomy, and we have seen that the gap between the different
descriptions sharpens the complexity of Israelite-Edomite relations. Similarly, it represents the gap

between human observation and the divine plan, which gives significance to processes happening in

the human world.19

D. Forging the Two Narratives into One

Up to this point, we have explained the different aspect which is stressed in each one of the stories,
in Numbers and in Deuteronomy, but we still have to explain how to resolve the details of the

narrative in a practical way.

Preventing struggle by God’s word

C) In the future: The Prophets mention in many places the downfall of Edom in the future. The connection
between Israel’s rise and the fall of Edom is clearly emphasized, though this is in the far-off future. Indeed,
Rashi references this both in his comments to our Torah portion (2:5) as well as Parashat Vayishlach (Gen.
33:14):
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“Not so much as a foot step” — meaning, even only for the sole of the foot to tread a single step, | do not
permit you to enter their land without permission. An aggadic interpretation is: until the day arrives when the
foot will tread upon the Mount of Olives as it said: “And His feet will stand [on that day upon the Mount of
Olives]” (Zech. 14:4).
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“Until | come to my master, to Seir...” So when will he go? In the days of the Messiah, as it is said (Obadiah
1:21): “And saviors shall ascend Mount Zion to judge the mountain of Esau.” There are [also] many midrashic
interpretations of this section.

19 We have cited two different explanations for these differences, but one should take note of an interesting point: the
narrative in Numbers represents the human angle, describing the struggle between Israel and Edom, while the story
of Deuteronomy presents the divine plan, describing the mutual respect and the fact that Israel would not try to
conquer Edom, as this is the latter’s inheritance, and Edom gives to Israel food and water as compensation. It
appears that this is not coincidence: the struggle between Israel and Edom is one the natural-human dimension, but
according to the divine plan each of the nations has its place, inheritance and purpose. Therefore, the nations must
respect each other.
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It may be that the Israelites turned to Edom with a request to pass through their territory, and when
Edom did not consent and went out to wage war against them, the possibility arose that Israel would
fight them and conquer them, as they did to the Amorites, but God told them not to do this because
this is Edom’s territory, and they would not succeed in conquering it, because God would not help

them.

It may also be that even though Israel did not have the possibility to fight Edom because of Edom’s
strength, its strength was not coincidental, limited to human or military terms, but sprang from

God’s will to give them this inheritance.

Two different points in the journey

Another possibility to integrate the stories is to understand that in Deuteronomy, Moses starts to
describe the events of a previous time, from a different point of view in Israel’s journey in the

desert.

Later in Numbers, in Parashat Masei, the Torah describes Israel’s circumvention of Mount Seir,
and they reach the southern point, until Ezion Geber, from which they turn north and return to
Kadesh. But according to Numbers, this circumvention was part of the forty years of wandering in
the desert.

In Deuteronomy, Moses begins to describe passing through the border of Edom before they reach
Kadesh. According to this, turning northward was along the length of the western border of Edom
(unlike the map above) in the desert of the Negev, and because of this, it is considered to be part of
the wandering of Israel in the desert. At that time, Israel’s movement in the desert was circuitous,
which characterizes the desert nomads, and because of this, they did not represent a threat to the
Edomites; specifically, the Jewish people did not have any intention of going through their border,
but only to go along its length. Nevertheless, Moses warned them by God’s word not to provoke the
Edomites for no reason. Because of this, there was not any reason for the Edomites not to sell food

and water to Israel, and certainly not to meet them with the sword.

However, when Israel reached Kadesh and they started to plan to enter the land, they wanted to pass
through the land of Edom, and here starts the description of Numbers: the Israelites thought that
the brotherly relations would continue as they had been originally, and therefore they were brazen

enough to suggest passing through the land of Edom. However, Edom could not accept this, which
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is why they threatened them with war.20 As a result, the Israelites were compelled to repeat the
detour around Mount Seir, to turn south once again, until Ezion Geber, and from there northward to

the eastern side of Edom.

E. The Purpose of the Journey on the East Bank

Why did they not enter through the Negev?

From our portion, it is clear that the circuit which Israel made over the course of “many days”
around the land of Edom in the fortieth year was after the generation of the desert had expired, and
this travelling was part of the process of entering the land. The question is asked: why did the
Israelites standing at Kadesh in the mountains of the Negev not turn north to enter the land in the

shortest way? (This would be similar to the route taken 38 years later by the Spies when they left

Kadesh Barnea.21) Why do they need to wander eastward, to go around all of Edom and Moab to

the north, in order to cross the Jordan by going westward once again opposite Jericho?

Fighting Canaanites in the Negev

Ab initio, we might say that is was because of the military threat of the Canaanites in the Negev and

the difficulty of fighting them, as in Numbers 21:1:
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And when king Arad the Canaanite, who dwelt in the south, heard tell that Israel came by
the road to Atharim; then he fought against Israel, and took some of them prisoners.

However this is difficult, because the Torah goes on to say (vv. 2-3):
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20 Perhaps this is what the Rashbam means to suggest by saying these are another people: in the Book of Numbers,
Israel turns to Edom who lives in the north, while in Deuteronomy, Israel turns to Edom who lives in the south, and
these may have been different tribes descended from Esau.

21 It seems that Kadesh Barnea, from which the Spies left in the second year, is not to be identified with the Kadesh
which the Israelites reach in the fortieth year, where Miriam died. Nevertheless, they seem to be close, and both are
on Canaan’s southern border, at the point of preparing to enter the land, and it appears that not by coincidence are
their names the same (see the lesson on Parashat Masei).
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And Israel vowed a vow unto the LORD, and said, If you will indeed deliver this people into
my hand, then 1 will utterly destroy their cities. And the LORD hearkened to the voice of
Israel, and delivered up the Canaanites; and they utterly destroyed them and their cities: and
he called the name of the place Hormah.

Why did Israel not trust God to be on their side and help them in the conquest of the land, even if

they would enter from the south?

Travelling east by God’s word

It makes sense that passing through the East Bank was not coincidental, not because of logistical or
strategic considerations, but rather because of God’s desire for Israel to pass specifically this way,
by way of the East Bank. This may be understood in Moses’ description in Deuteronomy: “And the

LORD spoke unto me, saying: You have gone around this mountain long enough: turn northward”

— this means that all the movement to the north and east was by God’s command!22

Why does God choose to lead them by this lengthy path?23

1) The Sin of Mei Meribah
The detour of the Spies
It may be that the sin at Mei Meribah caused the route to be lengthened.

When the Israelites are at Kadesh Barnea, about to enter the land, in the second year of the Exodus,
they commit the Sin of the Spies, and as a result it is decreed that they must die in the desert and

must not enter the land. This sin causes another circuit in the desert, over the course of many years.

The detour of Moses and Aaron

Now, the Israelites are once again at the threshold of the Promised Land; they have reached Kadesh
once again, and once again a sin is committed. This time it is the sin of Moses and Aaron, the
leaders, and once again the result is being condemned not to enter the land (this time, only Moses

and Aaron). It may be that in light of this, the Israelites are ordered to once again go around the

22 This is opposed to the description of Numbers, according to which the circumvention is done by compulsion, since
the nations do not let Israel pass through their territory.

23 This wearying journey causes, at a certain stage, the Israelites to be dispirited (Numbers 21:4-6).
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desert instead of entering directly through the Negev, a circuit during which Aaron will die at

Mount Hor, and afterward Moses will die at Mount Nebo.24

2) Relating to the Surrounding Nations
“When He wished, He gave it to them”

However, it may be that the journey through the East Bank is not because of the sin of Mei

Meribah, but rather part of the original divine plan,25 with an important goal: on the threshold of
entering the land, before the Jews receive permission to conquer the land and settle it, God brings
them into contact with neighboring nations, in order to stress what the appropriate relationship to

every one of the surrounding nations is: who can be conquered and who must be respected.

The border of Edom

In this lesson, we have analyzed the relations of Israel and Edom, and we have seen that specifically
here, on the threshold of the land, God desires to bring Israel into conflict with Edom, a
confrontation which has the complexity of relations with Edom (brotherhood and contention).
Similarly, this confrontation makes clear the fact that God has chosen to give the Edomites a
territory fit for them. Israel must respect their boundaries and not conquer them without permission

to do so.

The borders of Ammon and Moab

In the same manner, the Israelites are prohibited from attacking Moab and Ammon, in 2:9 and 2:19

respectively.

24 According to this, entering the land by way of the eastern border is part of the punishment. However, it may be that
this is also to Moses’ credit, that after he was condemned not to enter the land, Israel went around Mount Seir for
his sake, to allow him to reach Mount Nebo, from which he could at least see the land before his death. Thus,
entering the East Bank of the Jordan, Moses merits tasting the greatness and holiness of the land of Israel.

25 They enter the land from the East Bank, and it is interesting to note that Abraham and Jacob also enter from this
direction. It may be that directing Israel specifically via this route emanates from the divine will for the Jewish
people to pass by the way of their ancestors, in whose merit they inherit the land (“what befalls the parents is a sign
for the children”). This point stresses the thread which ties Jacob to his descendants in the contention with Esau and
Edom.

See M.D. Cassuto, Genesis (Jerusalem: 1965), pp. 207-209; see Yehuda Kil, “Neum Ha-peticha shel Moshe le-Sefer
Devarim Ve-he’arot Le-hora’ato,” ch. 14, in Hegyonot Ba-mikra U-va-chinnukh, Israeli Ministry of Education,
Religious Education Directorate, 1996.
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And the LORD said unto me, Distress not the Moabites, nor be hostile toward them, for |
will not give you their land for a possession; because | have given Ar unto the children of
Lot for a possession.

And when you come near the border of the children of Ammon, distress them not, nor be
hostile toward them: for | will not give you of the land of the children of Ammon any
possession; because | have given it unto the children of Lot for a possession.

Conquering the land by God’s word

These commands to honor the borders of Edom, Moab and Ammon show the proper relation to
these nations, but beyond this, they teach Israel the proper view of conquering the land: they are not
conquering the land like any other nation which is looking for a place to live and thus captures a
given area. Rather, they are entering the land designated for them by God, the Master of the
Universe, Who decides who will inherit a given territory.

Before the Israelites begin to conquer the land, they must internalize that God is the Lord of the

land: He parcels to each nation its lot. When the Jewish people come to their land, they will conquer

it in God’s name.26

Rashi expresses this sentiment in his first biblical comment (Genesis 1:1):
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...now for what reason did He commence with “In the beginning?” For this reason: “The
strength of His works He related to His people, to give them the inheritance of the nations”
(Psalms 111:6). For if the nations of the world should say to Israel, “You are robbers, for
you conquered by force the lands of the seven nations,” they will reply, "The entire earth
belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He; He created it and gave it to whomever He
deemed proper. When He wished, He gave it to them, and when He wished, He took it
away from them and gave it to us.”

26 In addition, specifically as they are about to enter the land, Israel must determine that their historical struggle with
Edom is the spiritual struggle which emerges from their different purposes in the world. Thus, it is incumbent upon
Israel to know that Edom also has a place and purpose in the world. Then, the Jews may fulfill their unique role
without fearing Edom.



