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To Sue


“It is not good for man to be alone.


I will make for him a helper who is his equal.”


—Genesis 2:18 (literal translation)











INTRODUCTION


THIS INTRODUCTION IS INTENDED TO GREATLY ENHANCE YOUR UNDERSTANDING and enjoyment of this commentary.


Numbers is the fourth book of the Bible and the fourth book of the Torah (the Torah is the name of the Bible’s first five books). The Torah’s five books are the foundation of the Hebrew Bible, or Old Testament, and of the New Testament. The Torah is the foundational book of every culture rooted in the Bible, most notably Western civilization.


The Book of Numbers derives its name from the fact that its first four chapters contain censuses of the Israelites. But “Numbers” tells us little about most of the book. Nor does it provide a hint as to the book’s great significance. As noted on the opening comments of Chapter 1, the Hebrew name, derived from the first verse, “In the Wilderness” (B’midbar), is far more instructive, not to mention inviting.


Numbers deals with some of the most important—and some of the most difficult—themes of the Torah. Here is a list of many of them, most of which are also listed in the table of contents. Unless you are student of the Bible or simply wish to start reading the book from beginning to end, I suggest you begin by choosing topics that particularly interest you before reading through the entire book. Here are some of them:




• The role of Israel—the Jewish people—in the world


• The central religious role of the sanctuary and of the priests


• The importance of sacred objects in human society




• Purity and impurity: the symbols of life and death


• Guilt and atonement


• Jealous husbands and the protection of wives


• The Torah’s negative view of asceticism


• The priestly blessing: the most famous blessing in the Bible


• Sibling rivalry


• The biblical significance of the number seven


• The religious importance of aesthetic beauty


• The social importance of religion


• Compassion versus standards


• Israelite rebellions against God


• Liberty is a value, not an innate human instinct


• The personality of Moses


• Doubting God


• Why envy, resentment and the yearning for equality lead to violence


• Humility: Can a humble person consider himself humble?


• God is more interested in our behavior than in our feelings


• Non-Jewish heroes


• The formative story of the Israelite spies


• What produces faith—miracles or effort? And, if effort, what efforts work?


• Arguing with God


• Obligations versus rights


• For what sins do sacrifices atone?


• The importance of nations


• Public versus private sin


• Why the heart is not to be trusted


• The insignificance of fame


• The Torah rejects egalitarianism




• Ingratitude as a source of evil


• The greatest rebellion against Moses in the Torah


• Why a society without the holy cannot survive


• Why only men could be priests


• Why God did not allow Moses into the Promised Land


• The moral problem of the destruction of Canaanite cities


• Why the conscience is not morally reliable


• The immorality of chronic complaining


• Can a donkey speak?


• Mistreatment of animals


• The Jews are a people set apart


• Is fanaticism ever justified?


• Women’s rights


• The choice between moral evolution and immoral revolution


• Leaders must be chosen on the basis of merit


• The purposes of sacrifices


• The seriousness of oaths


• The moral problem of the order to kill the Midianites


• Is there luck in life, or is everything determined by God’s will?


• What to do with people who commit unintentional homicide





WHY THIS COMMENTARY?


I have been teaching the Torah all of my adult life, and have devoted decades to writing this explanation and commentary. I have done so because I believe if people properly understand the Torah, and attempt to live by its values and precepts, the world will be an infinitely kinder and more just place. Since childhood, I have been preoccupied—almost obsessed—with the problem of evil: people deliberately hurting other people. At the age of sixteen, I wrote in my diary that I wanted to devote my life “to influencing people to the good.” That mission has animated my life. In a nutshell, I love goodness and I hate evil. My favorite verse in the Bible is Psalms 97:10—“Those who love God must hate evil.” If you don’t hate evil, you don’t love God.


Because of my (and the Torah’s) preoccupation with evil, in this commentary, I frequently cite the two most recent examples of mass evil: Nazism and communism. I assume readers of this commentary have some acquaintance with Nazi evil—though even that is beginning to recede because with each generation, fewer young people are taught about the greatest evils. And that is especially true regarding communist evil. Therefore, I should note here communist regimes murdered about a hundred million people and enslaved and ruined the lives of more than a billion. If you hate evil, you must confront what Nazis and communists wrought in the twentieth century, what others wrought before them, and the evil committed by radical Islamists.


I have had one other mission in life: to understand the human condition as best as possible. These two missions—promoting goodness and attaining wisdom—are linked, because it is impossible to do good without wisdom. Without wisdom, good intentions are generally worthless. Many of the horrors of the twentieth century were committed or supported by people with good intentions who lacked wisdom.


Because the Torah and the rest of the Bible contain so much wisdom, they are morally indispensable. We live in a time, however, with little wisdom. Indeed, many people do not even value it; people value knowledge and intelligence, and, more than ever, good intentions—but not wisdom. This lack of wisdom is directly related to the decline in biblical literacy. In the American past, for example, virtually every home, no matter how poor, owned a Bible, the primary vehicle by which parents passed on wisdom to their children.


In the modern period, however, people have increasingly replaced Bible-based homes and Bible-based schools with homes and schools in which the Bible plays no role. As a result, more people are less wise, and more morally confused. As I show in my commentaries to Exodus and Deuteronomy in my discussions of secular education as a potential “false god,” the best-educated have been particularly unwise and have, therefore, been among the greatest supporters of evil ideologies and regimes.


Given the supreme importance of goodness and the indispensability of wisdom to goodness, the Torah, the greatest teacher of goodness and wisdom in human history, is the most important book ever written. It gave birth to the rest of the Bible, to Judaism, to Christianity, and to Western civilization. It gave us “Love your neighbor as yourself,” the Ten Commandments, a just and loving God, and many other bedrocks of civilization.


WHO IS THIS TORAH COMMENTARY FOR?


I have written this book for people of every faith, and for people of no faith. Throughout my years teaching the Torah, I would tell my students, “The Torah either has something to say to everyone, or it has nothing to say to Jews.” The idea that the Torah is only for Jews is as absurd as the idea that Shakespeare is only for the English, or Beethoven is only for Germans. That is why, over time, half the people taking my Torah classes—at a Jewish seminary, no less—were not Jews.


In that spirit, I would like to address some groups specifically.


To Jewish Readers:


Because the Torah has been the basis of Jewish life for three thousand years, there are very many Jewish commentaries, a good number of which have passed the hardest test: the test of time. However, the modern world poses intellectual and moral challenges that did not exist when the classic Jewish commentaries—most dating back to the Middle Ages—were written. Therefore, most modern Jews read neither those commentaries nor the Torah. This commentary addresses the intellectual and moral concerns of these Jews.


It does not go well for Jews (or for the world) when Jews cease regarding the Torah as divine and as the source of their moral values. Those two beliefs have been the most important reasons the Jewish people has survived for the last three thousand years: When Jews abandon belief in the Torah, most of their offspring eventually cease being Jews. And when the Torah ceases being the primary source of Jews’ values, many Jews create or join social movements with non-Torah- and even anti-Torah values.


I hope this commentary leads many of these Jews to an intellectual appreciation of the Torah’s unique greatness—and causes them to at least entertain the possibility that God is its ultimate author.


To Jews who do believe in the Torah as a divine document, I hope this commentary gives you chizuk (strengthened faith), and I hope it encourages you to go into the world to teach the Torah and its values. Societies influenced by the Torah are better societies, and therefore far safer societies for Jews to live in. The only answer to antisemitism is Sinai: People who believe in the God of the Ten Commandments and try to live by those commandments don’t seek to hurt Jews.


The Jewish Portions of the Book of Numbers


Jews read through the Torah in its entirety each year. It is therefore divided into weekly portions, which are read each Sabbath (Shabbat). The names of the portions are taken from a word in the first or second verse of the portion. Listed here are the chapter and verse of each portion in Numbers:
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To Christian Readers:


One cannot be a serious Christian without being familiar with the Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament). Nor can one understand Jesus, a Jew who was not only observant of Torah law, but who asserted he came to change not “one jot or one tittle” of it. For the many Christians who already believe the Torah embodies the word of God, I hope this commentary strengthens your faith in the Torah, in the Bible, and in God.


I should add that I have greatly benefitted from reading works by Christian Bible scholars, as the reader will often note. They combine a knowledge of modern Bible scholarship with religious faith in the text.


To Non-Religious Readers:


I have had you most in mind when writing this commentary. With every passing generation in the West, fewer people believe in God, let alone in the Bible. This is a catastrophe for the West, and it is a tragedy for you. Having God, Bible-based religion, a religious community, and the Bible in one’s life enables one to have a far deeper, more meaningful, and happier life. After reading this commentary, such a life will hopefully become appealing to you.


To readers outside of the West, the Torah has as much to say to you as to anyone in the West. Just as Beethoven and Shakespeare have as much to say to a non-Westerner as to a Westerner, the Torah has as much to say to a non-Jew and a non-Christian as to a Jew or a Christian.


In writing this commentary, I have no hidden agenda. My agenda is completely open: I want as many people as possible to take the Torah seriously, to entertain the possibility that it is God-given—or, at the very least, to understand why many rational people do. Nor do I have a parochial agenda. I am a believing Jew, but neither God, nor the Torah, nor later Judaism ever obligated Jews to make non-Jews Jewish. Jews have always welcomed and—until prohibited from doing so by the Roman Empire after it adopted Christianity—even sought converts. What God and the Torah obligate Jews to do is bring humanity to the God of the Torah and to His basic moral rules as found therein, especially the Ten Commandments. People can, and have, lived according to the Torah’s moral values as members of other faiths (most obviously Christians) and as nondenominational believers in the God of the Bible: These are “ethical monotheists,” such as the American Founding Father, Benjamin Franklin.


THE TORAH IS NOT MAN-MADE


For reasons I develop throughout the commentary, I am convinced God, not man, is the Torah’s ultimate source. The Torah is so utterly different—morally, theologically, and in terms of wisdom—from anything preceding it, and, for that matter, from anything written since, that a reasonable person would have to conclude either God or moral supermen were responsible for it. To cite just a few examples, this is what the Torah introduced to the world:




• A universal God (the God of all people): This began the long road to human beings believing that with one “Father in Heaven,” all human beings are brothers and sisters.


• An invisible, incorporeal God: Therefore, the physical is not the only reality. Life is infinitely more than the material world in which we live during our brief lifetime on Earth.


• A moral God: All gods prior to the Torah’s God were capricious and therefore amoral. A just and moral God meant, among other things, that justice would ultimately prevail (if not in this life, then in the next). It also meant human beings, imbued with a sense of justice, could argue with and question this just God (the name “Israel” means “wrestle—or struggle—with God”).


• A God beyond nature: God made nature, and is therefore not natural. This led to the end of the universal human belief in nature-gods (such as rain gods). And sure enough, as belief in the Torah’s God declines, nature-worship seems to be returning.


• A God who loves, and wants to be loved: This was another world-changing concept the Torah introduced to the world.


• Universal human worth: Every human being is “created in God’s image.” Nothing like this had been posited prior to the Torah.


• Universal human rights: Another world-altering consequence of universal human worth.





I do not believe people made all of that up. In the words of a contemporary Jewish thinker, Rabbi Saul Berman: “The more I study the Torah, the more I am convinced that it is the revealed word of God. The more I study ancient cultures, the more I see the absolutely radical disparity between the values of pagan civilizations and the values the Torah brought into the world. Torah was God’s weapon in the war against idolatrous culture; and war it was.”1 Indeed, the Torah’s battle, and sometimes war, with many of the dominant ideas of our time is as great as it was with the dominant values of three millennia ago, when the Torah came into the world.


Another major reason I am convinced the Torah is not man-made is that it so often depicts the people of the Torah—the Jews (“Israelites/Hebrews”)—in a negative light. Had Jews made up what is, after all, their book and their story, they would not have portrayed themselves as critically and even negatively as the Torah does. There is no parallel to this in any ancient national—or any religious—literature in the world.


Such is the Torah’s greatness that, more than anything else, it has brought me to God. I have long held and often said: I do not believe in the Torah because I believe in God; I believe in God because I believe in the Torah.




MAN-MADE OR GOD-MADE: WHY IT MATTERS


What difference does it make if the Torah is man-made or God-made? I can best answer this question by recounting a personal experience. Most people, especially in their younger years, pass through a difficult time with one or both of their parents. In my teen years through my early twenties, I was one of them. But no matter how I felt, there was never a time when I did not honor my parents. Thus, from the age of twenty-one, when I left their home, I called my parents almost every week of their lives—another forty-five years.


I treated my parents with such respect because I always believed God commanded me to do so: “Honor your father and mother” (the fifth of the Ten Commandments). The Torah commands us to love our neighbor, to love God, and to love the stranger, but we are never commanded to love our parents. We are commanded to honor them—and we are not commanded to honor anyone else.


There is no comparison between God’s commanding us and a human being’s commanding us. If I believed the Ten Commandments were written by men, I would not have honored my parents as much as I did during periods of emotional ambivalence. Those who believe God is the source of the Torah’s commandments are far more likely to obey them than those who believe they are man-made.


It is because of my belief in a God-made Torah that I have worked to understand and explain difficult passages of the Torah. If you believe the Torah is man-made, when you encounter a morally or intellectually problematic verse or passage, you have an easy explanation: Men wrote it—ancient men, at that. You are then free to dismiss it. But those of us who believe God is the source of the Torah do not have that option. We need to try to understand the verse or passage morally and intellectually.


Let me offer one of many examples. A Torah law stipulates that parents who have a particularly bad (often translated as “wayward”) son may take him to a court (“the elders”) of their city, and if that court finds him guilty, it can order the son to be stoned to death. When modern men and women read that, they dismiss that law as morally primitive, and therefore dismiss the Torah as a moral authority.


Given my view of the Torah, I do not dismiss that law or the Torah. I have to seek rational and moral explanations for such seemingly extreme, irrational, and immoral laws and passages. And I have almost always found them. In this case, for example, I came to understand that this law was actually one of the great moral leaps forward in the history of mankind. With this law, the Torah brilliantly preserved parental authority while permanently depriving parents of the right to kill their child, a commonplace occurrence in the ancient world and even today (such as “honor killings” in parts of the Muslim world). The law permits only a duly established court, not parents, to take the life of their child, and we have no record of a Jewish court ever executing a “wayward” son.


A third difference between belief in a God-made Torah and a man-made Torah is that only those who believe in the text as God-given will continue to live by it, carefully study it, and try to impart its wisdom to succeeding generations. There will always be a few individuals who believe the Torah is man-made, and who will nevertheless diligently study it. But they are few and far between and it is doubtful their children, let alone their grandchildren, will study the Torah.


If Jews believed the Torah were man-made, there would be no Jews today.


Moreover, even if you believe in God, if you do not believe in any divinely revealed text, how do you know what the God you believe in wants of you or of humanity? Of course, you or your society can make up laws and values, including some good ones the Torah would approve of. But if God Himself told us nothing, we become gods when it comes to determining morality.


HOW WAS THE TORAH TRANSMITTED?


I take no position on how God revealed the Torah. What concerns me is who ultimately authored the Torah. I believe that is far more important than how it came to be written.




REASON, TORAH, AND GOD


My commentary is titled The Rational Bible for two reasons.


First, my approach to understanding and explaining the Torah is reason-based. I never ask the reader to accept anything I write on faith alone. If something I write does not make rational sense, I have not done my job. On the few—very few—occasions I do not have a rational explanation for a Torah verse, I say so. Second, reason has always been my primary vehicle to God and to religion. My beliefs—in God, the revelation at Sinai, the Torah, and so forth—are not rooted in faith alone.


We Have Reason to Believe, the title of a book written in 1957 by British Jewish theologian Louis Jacobs, had a deep impact on me. The title has an important double meaning. The obvious one is there are reasons to have religious faith. The less obvious meaning of the title is the one I cherish: We human beings have the ability to reason—and we are to use it in order to believe.


While it is reason that has led me to this belief, I acknowledge there are a few verses or passages which challenge this belief. Whenever I encounter such passages, however, I am not prepared to say, “‘Love the stranger’ is divine, but this difficult part is man-made.” Once one says that, the Torah not only ceases to be divine; it also ceases to be authoritative. When you say, “This part is divine, but that one isn’t,” you become your own Torah. As I put it in a number of public dialogues with a secular Jewish scholar, Professor Alan Dershowitz of Harvard Law School: “I think I can sum up our basic difference this way: When Professor Dershowitz differs with the Torah, he thinks the Torah is wrong and he is right. When I differ with the Torah, I think the Torah is right and I am wrong.” Professor Dershowitz agreed with that summation.


My approach is to abandon neither faith nor reason. I neither abandon the claim of reason because of the dictates of faith, nor abandon the faith claim because of reason. In the Torah, faith and reason nearly always live together in harmony, and when they appear not to, I do not deny either. Moreover, there is a faith component to everyone’s life, including that of the atheist. Atheists who believe good and evil really exist; that life has a purpose beyond one he or she has made up; that free will exists; that science alone will explain how the universe came about; that life arose from non-life; or that intelligence arose from non-intelligence have made their own leaps of faith. Everyone is guided by beliefs. The question is: In what?


WHY READ THE RATIONAL BIBLE?


Why should people devote time to reading my explanation of the Torah? Here is one answer: I have devoted more than fifty years to studying and teaching the Torah. That includes a life long immersion in Torah Hebrew—both its grammar and its vocabulary. I could not have written this commentary without this knowledge. Most importantly, I have sought to make the Torah relevant to my life and to the lives of others. In my case, “others” means millions of others. Every good teacher learns from his or her students, and I am no exception. But I have been blessed to have something very rare, perhaps unique, among Bible teachers or scholars: millions of “students”—of almost every nationality, ethnicity, religion, and philosophy.


For more than four decades, I have been a radio talk show host, broadcasting more than half of that time on radio stations throughout America, and on the internet internationally. This has enabled me to discuss virtually every subject imaginable with an extraordinarily large number of people—live on the radio and through thousands of emails. It has also enabled me to dialogue about religious matters with many of the most prominent theologians and scholars of my time—especially Jewish and Christian—and to debate many contemporary leading atheists. I have been able to bounce ideas off—and learn them from—lay people and scholars of every background. Given this background, I decided after much soul-searching to write this commentary from the first-person perspective where appropriate. I became convinced that showing how the Torah’s ideas and values have played themselves out in one individual’s life makes the commentary more interesting, more real, and more relevant.


Shortly before finishing the first volume, Exodus, I had the honor of being invited to speak about my Torah commentary to the Bible faculty and students at Israel’s religious university, Bar-Ilan University. They did not invite me because they thought I knew as much as, let alone more than, they did about the Torah. They invited me because they believed I bring a fresh, often original, understanding of the Torah. That is why I wrote this commentary.


WHY EXODUS WAS VOLUME 1


I began The Rational Bible with the second book of the Torah, Exodus, because it contains the Ten Commandments, the most important moral code in world history and the central moral code of the Torah. If people lived by those ten laws alone, the world would be almost devoid of man-made suffering.


BC OR BCE?


Some readers will wonder why I use the letters “BCE” in addition to the traditional “BC” in dates. I struggled with this issue because I have no problem with “BC.” But virtually all academic works and many general works now use “BCE.” It stands for “Before the Common Era,” but any reader who prefers to read the letters as “Before the Christian Era,” is certainly welcome to—that is, after all, what “Common Era” denotes.


GOD AS “HE”


I refer to God as “He” because that is how the Torah refers to God. I suggest why the Torah does so in an essay in Chapter 1 of Genesis.


HOW TO READ THIS COMMENTARY


Readers can benefit from reading this commentary in any number of ways. You can read it straight through, use it as a reference work for your own Bible study, or choose to read any subject heading which strikes you as interesting. The table of contents lists all of these headings.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


This is the most difficult part of this introduction because so many people have influenced me with their insights into life and the Bible that I am certain to unwittingly omit names which should be included.


I attended yeshivas (all-day religious Jewish schools) from first grade until twelfth, and I continued formal study thereafter as well. That formal education made my Torah teaching possible. Two teachers at the Yeshivah of Flatbush High School in Brooklyn, New York, who particularly influenced me were the principal, Rabbi David Eliach, and one of my Torah teachers, Rabbi Amnon Haramati. I also obtained a superb knowledge of Hebrew language and grammar at that school. My Jewish studies teachers were from Israel, so we students spoke Hebrew half the day. Unlike most mortals, I loved studying grammar, and took in every grammatical rule these teachers imparted. My Hebrew was also greatly abetted by spending a half-dozen summers at a Hebrew-speaking camp, Massad, in Pennsylvania.


In my late twenties and early thirties (1976–1983), as the director of the Brandeis-Bardin Institute, a Jewish educational center in California, I had the unique opportunity to meet and have extended dialogues with most of the influential Jewish thinkers of the time—Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, and secular, from North and South America, Europe, and Israel. They included (in alphabetical order) Yehuda Bauer, Eliezer Berkovits, Saul Berman, Eugene Borowitz, Emil Fackenheim, Norman Frimer, Martin Gilbert, Arthur Hertzberg, Louis Jacobs, Norman Lamm, Julius Lester, Hyam Maccoby, Jacob Milgrom, Pinchas Peli, Jakob Petuchowski, Gunther Plaut, Emanuel Rackman, Richard L. Rubenstein, Uriel Simon, David W. Weiss (the Israeli immunologist), and Elie Wiesel.


From 1982 until 1992, I was given another unique opportunity—a true gift—to discuss religion for two hours every Sunday night with clergy and spokesmen of virtually every religion in the world. I was the moderator of a radio show, Religion on the Line, broadcast on the American Broadcasting Company (ABC) radio station in Los Angeles. This constituted a decade-long immersion in religious conversations with people who devoted their lives to their respective religions: Reform, Conservative, Orthodox, and Reconstructionist rabbis; mainstream and evangelical Protestant ministers; Roman Catholic priests; Eastern Orthodox priests; Mormon bishops; Muslim imams; Seventh Day Adventist ministers; Buddhist priests; and others. It was a life-shaping experience.


I not only learned from all these people, but I was also able to test my religious beliefs with lucid minds of all faiths—and of no faith, since I regularly invited atheist and humanist spokesmen on the show. I ended up speaking in at least a hundred synagogues, in scores of churches, and at the largest mosque in the western United States. After 1992, I continued to raise religious issues on my daily radio shows and discuss religious matters with highly knowledgeable Jewish friends such as Rabbi Shmuley Boteach, Izzy and Rita Eichenstein, Allen and Susie Estrin, Rabbi Leonid Feldman, Rabbi Mordecai Finley, Rabbi Michael and Jill Gotlieb, Drs. Stephen and Ruth Marmer, Rabbi Eyal and Tzippy Ravnoy, Rabbi David Wolpe, and Rabbi David and Beverly Woznica. I would be particularly remiss if I did not mention the role Chabad rabbis around the world have played in my religious life. I would like to mention all of them, but I must at least mention my family’s three Chabad rabbis at whose homes I have spent Shabbat evenings talking about God, the Torah, and just about everything else—Rabbi Moshe Bryski of Agoura Hills, California; Rabbi Simcha Backman of Glendale, California; and Rabbi Yosef Lipsker of Reading, Pennsylvania.


Special mention must be made of a man who combines uncompromising intellectual honesty, Jewish religious faith and practice, and awe-inspiring biblical scholarship: Professor Leeor Gottlieb of the Bible Department at Bar-Ilan University. He read every word of this commentary, and his contribution—including some important corrections—has been indispensable. That one of the greatest Bible scholars of our time offered to help edit The Rational Bible is a great honor to me, as was his inviting me to lecture on my commentary before his colleagues and students at the Bible Department at Bar-Ilan (a lecture that can be viewed on the internet). I am particularly grateful for errors he identified though, needless to say, I alone am responsible for any remaining errors.




Knowledgeable and wise Christian friends such as Joshua Charles, Gregory Koukl, Dr. Wayne Grudem, and Eric Metaxas have helped me form my thoughts on the Bible and religion generally. In particular, I wish to thank another Christian, Holly Hickman, one of the seven people to have reviewed the book prior to publication. I cannot praise her enough as an editor and as a human being.


Ilana Kurshan, a prominent writer and serious thinker, edited the hundreds of hours of tapes of my eighteen-year teaching of the Torah verse by verse. She was instrumental in making this commentary a reality. Debbie Weinberger was one of the transcriptionists who helped make this project a reality, and this work is written in her memory.


As in previous volumes, I was very fortunate to have the superb editing skills of Barney Brenner of Tucson, Arizona. I am embarrassed to think how this book would read were it not for him.


I want to thank another superb editor, Avner Stein. For years, Avner has been editing the weekly column I write, and his ability to find errors as well as typos is, quite simply, uncanny.


I had the luck to obtain the services of Aryeh Leifert as an editor of the final manuscript. I benefited from his remarkable command of English grammar and punctuation. His vast knowledge of Jewish sources—he is a licensed Israeli tour guide and ordained rabbi—was also indispensable.


Then there is Joel Alperson. Aside from being a close friend since 1982, when we met at a speech I gave in Kansas City, Kansas, it was Joel who ultimately made this commentary a reality. Let me put it succinctly: No Joel, no commentary. It was Joel who found a company to transcribe my Torah tapes, resulting in the creation of five thousand pages of text. It was Joel who found Ilana Kurshan, whose work he carefully reviewed. And it was Joel who was determined that my Torah commentary be put into print. Just as a film has a producer and a director, so does The Rational Bible. Joel Alperson has been both.


One day, Joel—not one to ever give up—put a question to me: “What would it take for you to complete and publish the commentary?” I told him I would do so if Joseph Telushkin served as editor. Rabbi Telushkin is a fount of biblical, rabbinic/Talmudic, and historical knowledge. And no one knows my thinking on the Torah as well as Joseph—we had already written two books together. If Joseph worked with me, I would put all other writing aside for years to write this commentary. I did not think that would happen, but Joel makes things happen. He not only brought Joseph on board, he also oversaw every detail of the highly complex process of putting this vast commentary together, played a seminal role in the intellectual input, and relentlessly insisted that I always live up to the name of the commentary, The Rational Bible—the name he came up with. Joseph Telushkin and I met in our second year of high school at the Yeshivah of Flatbush as we both perused the shelves of a nearby bookstore one day after school. We both loved books because we loved ideas. We both wanted to understand Judaism and life. That was an immediate bond. And there was one other: Neither of us did almost any schoolwork. Instead, we read books and magazines (and, in my case, studied orchestral scores). At the age of twenty-six, we co-wrote and published our first book, Eight Questions People Ask about Judaism, which was soon expanded and published as The Nine Questions People Ask about Judaism. The book became one of the most widely read introductions to Judaism and remains in print a half-century later.


Working with Joseph on this commentary was a reminder of the joy we experienced when we wrote our first two books together at the outset of our careers. Joseph constantly contributed information that influenced and deepened my arguments. From the earliest days of our friendship, people would often say about Joseph and me: “They’re as close as brothers.” And we have always responded: “Would that all brothers be so close.”


Finally, a word about the person to whom I have dedicated The Rational Bible—my wife, Sue. She was a final editor of every word of this book—not only for grammar and syntax, but for her specialty: logic. She is trained as a lawyer, but her ability to think rigorously is an innate gift—as rare a gift as perfect pitch. The number of less-than-clear assertions she uncovered is so great that it is humbling to think this commentary might have been published without her input. That is one of the many reasons everyone who knows Sue knows how blessed I am to have her in my life.




While on the subject of blessings, I must make mention of my two sons, David and Aaron. Not a day passes without my thinking how blessed I am to be their father—and, for that matter, to be the grandfather of Daniel and Jack Prager, the father-in-law of David’s wife Myriam and Aaron’s wife Felicia, and the stepfather of my two wonderful stepsons, Brandon and Reed. My cup runneth over.


I will end with a thank-you to my late parents, Max and Hilda Prager, who raised my brother, Dr. Kenneth Prager, and me to take God and the Torah seriously. My love of the Torah is in no small part due to them. The aforementioned youthful difficulties notwithstanding, I loved them. I wish I could hand deliver The Rational Bible to them.


Dennis Prager


February 2024











PREFACE


Joel Alperson


I’VE ALWAYS TRIED TO FIND THE ANSWERS TO THE BIG QUESTIONS OF LIFE. WHEN I was all of nine years old, after a close friend showed me some magic tricks, I found the magic book he had read so I could perform the same tricks. Later, as a college freshman, I discovered Plato, who addressed many of the “big questions” I deeply cared about with arguments that were linear and well-thoughtout. Later, as a college senior, I studied one-on-one with a professor who told me of a legend about Plato having written a book on “the good.”


I was so excited. I thought if I could only read this book, I could learn “the secret” of leading a good life. Unfortunately, the legend also held that this volume had been lost in a great fire. So my search for “the good” began and ended in the span of that one-hour study session.


Who would have guessed that decades later I would not only find myself reading a brilliant explanation of what I have come to regard as the greatest book ever written but that I also would have helped to make this work possible? My Sunday school and Hebrew school teachers certainly would not have guessed. Given my awful grades, and even worse behavior, they’d be shocked. My grandfather, who was Orthodox, would also be shocked. He had given me a five-volume set of the Torah when I was a teen, but whenever he would open one of those volumes, he would hear the binding crack. He knew I hadn’t even touched the books.


My story is hardly unique. The majority of those living in the West have dismissed the Torah and the rest of the Bible as little more than ancient religious fairy tales. And why not? Ten plagues? The creation of the world by a supernatural God? A giant flood wiping out virtually all of mankind? Ten Commandments from three thousand years ago? Why would people choose to study—let alone think their lives could be transformed by—such stories? I certainly didn’t.


Then, one weekend in 1982, I heard Dennis Prager speak at a retreat outside of Kansas City. I remember arguing with him all weekend. But he had answers. And they stayed with me. So began my long journey of realizing that the Torah had more meaning than I ever imagined.


Eventually, Dennis taught the Torah to a class in Los Angeles, line-by-line, for over eighteen years, and I started listening to recordings of those classes in my car as I drove around my hometown of Omaha, Nebraska. Realizing that I couldn’t focus on the material and my driving at the same time, I asked him if I could transcribe some of those recordings. That was in 2002. Little did I know at the time that his agreement would start the process of creating this remarkable work. I was able to enlist the help of Ilana Kurshan, a very talented student of the Torah. For one year she took approximately five thousand pages of Dennis’s Torah class transcripts and converted them into a first draft of this commentary. Her work was excellent and enormously helpful.


It was also our very good fortune that Rabbi Joseph Telushkin was available to help with this project. For all the reasons Dennis lists in his introduction, no one else could have added to this great work as Rabbi Telushkin has. The finished product, as Dennis is the first to acknowledge, was made possible because of Rabbi Telushkin’s passionate involvement.


Helping Dennis Prager author this work has been an honor for me. I helped the wisest man I know comment on the wisest book ever written. Having carefully and repeatedly listened to Dennis’s Torah lectures, I expected this book to be an edited version of all the wonderful ideas he has offered over the years. But I was surprised by the many new and important insights he added to this project. I think even he was surprised. This work captured him. It was obvious from his tremendous investment of time, thought, and research that this was not just another book. This is arguably his greatest work and his legacy. You have only to read a few essays or a single chapter to see the profundity of his writing.




Dennis has repeatedly said how grateful he is to me for helping to make his “magnum opus,” as he likes to put it, possible. He says it is one of the greatest gifts he’s ever received. Ironically, after working so closely with him over so many years, I believe the greatest gift I’ve given was to myself. I’ve come to realize the book on “the good” was not lost in a fire. It’s here for you to read.


Acknowledgments: This remarkable project could never have been completed without the help of so many wonderful and devoted individuals. In addition to Dennis’s acknowledgments, I would like to thank some of those individuals with whom I worked. I can’t possibly give them all the credit they’re due, but these individuals’ efforts were indispensable in creating this book:


Talia Gordis, Emily Sirotkin, Helen Lin, and Katrina Chen devoted many hours to reviewing lecture transcripts to identify and organize the essay topics that were used throughout this commentary.


Thanks to Scott Dugan for carefully and accurately accounting for the expenses related to this commentary.


Thanks to Pete Sirotkin, whose great work at our office in Omaha allowed me the freedom to work on this book. I would also like to thank him for his important insights on and intimate understanding of Numbers 5:2. He is an exemplary human being and an exemplary Christian—and he believes this is the most important Bible commentary he’s ever read.


While many people were involved in transcribing hundreds of Dennis’s Torah lecture recordings, one transcriptionist stands out. Debbie Weinberger lived in Israel and transcribed much of Dennis’s work. Very sadly, this remarkable young woman died of cancer in 2007. Her feelings about being remembered in this work were expressed in the following email:


“When he said it was Dennis Prager on the line, I think my heart stopped for a nanosecond! We had a lovely conversation and we agreed that our biggest prayer is that I get to see or receive a copy of Leviticus personally—in other words, that I stick around. . . . So very touched deep in my soul that Dennis wants to add a note about me and my working on the project/book.”


When I was struggling to decide whether to devote the necessary time and expense to this commentary, my dear friend Ron Carson asked how I would feel on my deathbed if this book were never published. Thank you, Ron, for helping me to make the right decision.


To my dear friend Dr. Howard Gendelman (Howie), who constantly amazes me with his tremendous courage, passion, and persistence. His life has been a Kiddush Hashem (a sanctification of God’s name).


To my dear friend Dennis Prager: There is no one else on the planet for whom I would have involved myself so deeply in such a project. It is your life-changing ideas and the promise they hold of making so many people better human beings that continue to inspire and excite me. What greater goal could one have, and how many others could make such a goal attainable? Thank you for allowing me to share in your remarkable dream.


And finally, to Conny—my beautiful wife, and the mother of our children. Thank you so much for your encouragement, for listening to me endlessly discuss the details of this work, and for celebrating its many successes with me. As I’ve told you so often, no one’s support and enthusiasm means as much to me. How can I possibly thank you for your endless love, kindness, and devotion? May we spend many happy hours teaching our children, Hannah, Rachel, Aaron, and David, the lessons contained within this great work. And may our children teach them to their children.


Joel Alperson


February 2024
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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK OF NUMBERS


THE BOOK OF NUMBERS IS THE FOURTH BOOK OF THE TORAH (THE HEBREW NAME for the first five books of the Bible). But it is not a continuation of the preceding book, Leviticus; it begins where the second book, Exodus, ends. It opens early in the second year of the Israelites’ forty-year sojourn in the desert.


The late chief rabbi of the United Kingdom, Lord Jonathan Sacks, described Numbers this way:




Numbers is a difficult book, the most challenging of the five Mosaic books. It contains an extraordinary range of texts, genres, and subject matters. There are narratives, laws, census lists, itineraries, details of how the tribes encamped and traveled on their journeys and laws about wives suspected of adultery, Nazirites, vows, purifications, sacrifices, and sundry other matters alongside cases that Moses himself had to bring to God for adjudication. There are accounts of battles, rebellions, and collective failures of nerve, and a strange story about a pagan prophet and a talking donkey.1





Numbers is indeed a difficult book. And its English title is not particularly inviting. As one biblical scholar writes in his commentary on Numbers, “The title seems as interesting as a book named, for example, ‘Telephone Directory.’”2 It is unfortunate that in this case the name of the book was not taken from the Hebrew—b’midbar— which means “In the wilderness,” a much more inviting name than “Numbers.”3


Numbers takes place during Israel’s wandering in the wilderness of Sinai following the exodus from Egypt. It begins with the Israelites still at Mount Sinai, where they had received the Ten Commandments, committed the sin of the Golden Calf idolatry, and erected the portable sanctuary (the Mishkan), all of which are described in Exodus. The book preceding Numbers, Leviticus, contains almost no narrative; it is primarily devoted to laws concerning sacrifices, priests, dietary practices, and sexual relations—as well as some of the Torah’s most sublime ethical commandments, including “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18).


In the words of Richard Elliott Friedman, professor of Jewish Studies at the University of Georgia, Numbers describes “the only age in the Bible in which miracle [the providing of manna to eat, the columns of cloud by day and fire by night to lead the way] is a daily fact of life.”4


There are two helpful ways of dividing the chapters of Numbers. One was proposed by Dennis T. Olson, professor of Old Testament Theology at Princeton Theological Seminary:




• Section I: The death of the old generation, the first Exodus generation (Numbers 1:1–25:19).


• Section II: The second Exodus generation prepares to take the land of Canaan (26:1–36:13).





Olson’s division sees the two census documents (Numbers 1 and 26) as forming the pillars of these two sections: the census of the old generation and the census of the second generation.5


A second way of dividing the book is proposed by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, who divides Numbers into three sections:




Numbers is precisely structured to dramatize, in a way unique in the Torah, the counterpoint between order and chaos. It is divided into three sections.


The first, chapters 1–10, as the Israelites prepare to begin the second half of their journey, is a remarkable portrayal of order within the camp. . . .


Then, in chapters 11–25, comes the chaos: dissension in the camp, complaints about the food, and finally Moses’s own brother and sister criticizing him. . . .


After this stark contrast between order and chaos comes part 3, chapters 26–36, in which a new beginning is made, starting symbolically with a new census and a new generation. From here on, there are no rebellions. Order prevails. . . .6





1.1 On the first day of the second month, in the second year following the exodus from the land of Egypt, the Lord spoke to Moses


We take for granted God spoke to Moses and to the whole Israelite people at Sinai, and later to the prophets. But, as R. K. Harrison, professor of Old Testament Studies at the University of Toronto, points out:




Speech is a peculiar characteristic of the God of creation and was used frequently in Hebrew history to demonstrate His superiority over the false gods of the pagan Near East, who were mute and thus unable to communicate with their votaries [religious devotees]. But Israel’s supreme Deity summed up within Himself the essence of life and was able to verbalize His own moral and spiritual qualities to His people, and beyond them to any others who would hear and obey His voice.7





The first thing God did after creating the heavens and the earth was speak: “And God said, ‘Let there be light’” (Genesis 1:3).


In Numbers alone, God speaks more than 150 times.




in the wilderness of Sinai,


The Hebrew name for this book, b’midbar, is taken from these words, “in the wilderness.” The Hebrew name for each book of the Torah is taken from a word in the book’s opening verse.


The Bible translator and commentator Robert Alter, professor of Hebrew and Comparative Literature at the University of California, Berkeley, notes: “In this case, the convention of selecting the first significant word in the text as title fortuitously produces an apt characterization of the book, which is all about Wilderness wanderings and trials and upheavals. . . .”8


There is an additional, non-literal, understanding of Numbers that I find meaningful. Our lives are lived mostly in the long and ordinary stretches of wilderness, not in the revelations, epiphanies, and dramatic moments of Exodus. The purpose of life, therefore, is not about relying on excitement, let alone miracles, nor on getting into our Promised Land—not even Moses could achieve that—but on how we live and find meaning in the wilderness.


Our lives are lived mostly in the long and ordinary stretches of wilderness, not in the revelations, epiphanies, and dramatic moments of Exodus.


The wilderness is where God gave the Israelites (and, by extension, all of humanity) the Ten Commandments. “In the desert,” writes the great political philosopher Eric Voegelin, “the tribes found their God. They entered into a covenant with Him, and thereby became His people. . . .”9


Jonathan Sacks elucidates the importance of the desert to the God-man encounter.




The word midbar, “wilderness,” also evokes associations with davar, the Word, and medabber, the Speaker of the Word. It is there, in no-man’s-land, that the Israelites had their most sustained and intense encounter with the God who transcends the universe, the austere, invisible God of monotheism, identified neither with the nature familiar to the farmer nor the pinnacle of a hierarchy of power such as is familiar to the dwellers of cities. You have, as it were, to be nowhere to encounter the God of everywhere. In the silence of the desert you hear the voice of God. In the isolation of the desert you find yourself alone with God.10





in the Tent of Meeting, saying:


The Tent of Meeting, which traveled along with the Israelites, was where God most often spoke to Moses. Jacob Milgrom, professor of Near Eastern Studies at the University of California, Berkeley, aptly described it as a “portable Sinai.”


1.2 Take a census of the whole Israelite community by the clans of its ancestral houses, listing the names, every male, head by head.


The idea of taking this census must have been particularly important, since the order to do so came from God Himself.


Census-taking was a common practice in the ancient world, as it is in the modern. Usually, ancient censuses were conducted for military purposes—to determine the number of men available to fight. As is apparent in the next verse, that would seem to be the case here. This is probably the primary reason neither women nor children were counted.


1.3 You and Aaron shall record them by their groups,


By including Aaron in conducting the census, God reinforced Aaron’s leadership position. This might have been a way of raising his morale and prestige after his humiliation during the Golden Calf debacle and giving him a sense of purpose after the death of his two sons (Leviticus 10:1–2).


from the age of twenty years up, all those in Israel who are able to bear arms.


All able-bodied men (those “able to bear arms”) over the age of twenty were to serve in the Israelite army. No maximum age is given, because every male who could was expected to participate in the Israelites’ battles –if not as a soldier, then in some other capacity. The modern critique of war—“Old men make wars that young men fight”—was not applicable to ancient Israel.


1.4 Associated with you shall be a man from each tribe, each one the head of his ancestral house.




THE ANTIQUITY OF THE NAMES


1.5 These are the names of the men who shall assist you:


Milgrom points out these are all very ancient names, a testament to the antiquity of the text. Sixteen of the twenty-four names mentioned here never recur in later books of the Bible. That they are listed at all bears testimony to their antiquity—to their being contemporaneous with Moses—for another reason: Their names would have meant nothing to any generation other than Moses’s.


Another argument for the antiquity of these names is advanced by Ronald B. Allen, senior professor of Bible Exposition at Dallas Theological Seminary: “The antiquity of this list of names is revealed by the fact that many are built on the names El (‘God’), Shaddai (traditionally translated ‘Almighty’), Ammi (‘My Kinsman’), Zur (‘Rock’) and Av (Father). . . .”11


The names are listed by tribe.


From Reuben, Elizur son of Shedeur.


1.6 From Simeon, Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai.


1.7 From Judah, Nahshon son of Amminadab.


1.8 From Issachar, Nethanel son of Zuar.


1.9 From Zebulun, Eliab son of Helon.


1.10 From the sons of Joseph: from Ephraim, Elishama son of Ammihud; from Manasseh, Gamaliel son of Pedahzur.


1.11 From Benjamin, Abidan son of Gideoni.


1.12 From Dan, Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai.




1.13 From Asher, Pagiel son of Ochran.


1.14 From Gad, Eliasaph son of Deuel.


1.15 From Naphtali, Ahira son of Enan.


1.16 Those are the elected of the assembly, the chieftains of their ancestral tribes: they are the heads of the contingents of Israel.


1.17 So Moses and Aaron took those men, who were designated by name,


1.18 and on the first day of the second month they convoked the whole community, who were registered by the clans of their ancestral houses—the names of those aged twenty years and over being listed head by head.


1.19 As the Lord had commanded Moses, so he recorded them in the wilderness of Sinai.


1.20 They totaled as follows: The descendants of Reuben, Israel’s first-born, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, head by head, all males aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.21 those enrolled from the tribe of Reuben: 46,500.


1.22 Of the descendants of Simeon, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, their enrollment as listed by name, head by head, all males aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.23 those enrolled from the tribe of Simeon: 59,300.


1.24 Of the descendants of Gad, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—




1.25 those enrolled from the tribe of Gad: 45,650.


1.26 Of the descendants of Judah, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.27 those enrolled from the tribe of Judah: 74,600.


1.28 Of the descendants of Issachar, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.29 those enrolled from the tribe of Issachar: 54,400.


1.30 Of the descendants of Zebulun, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.31 those enrolled from the tribe of Zebulun: 57,400.


1.32 Of the descendants of Joseph:


Unlike the other sons of Jacob, Joseph, the most beloved, was given a double share of the inheritance. Therefore, two tribes—named after Joseph’s two sons, Ephraim and Manasseh—descend from him, and there is no tribe named “Joseph.”


Of the descendants of Ephraim, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.33 those enrolled from the tribe of Ephraim: 40,500.


1.34 Of the descendants of Manasseh, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.35 those enrolled from the tribe of Manasseh: 32,200.




1.36 Of the descendants of Benjamin, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.37 those enrolled from the tribe of Benjamin: 35,400.


1.38 Of the descendants of Dan, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.39 those enrolled from the tribe of Dan: 62,700.


1.40 Of the descendants of Asher, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.41 those enrolled from the tribe of Asher: 41,500.


1.42 [Of] the descendants of Naphtali, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms—


1.43 those enrolled from the tribe of Naphtali: 53,400.


1.44 Those are the enrollments recorded by Moses and Aaron and by the chieftains of Israel, who were twelve in number, one man to each ancestral house.


1.45 All the Israelites, aged twenty years and over, enrolled by ancestral houses, all those in Israel who were able to bear arms—


ESSAY: THE PROBLEM OF THE NUMBER OF ISRAELITES IN THE TORAH


1.46 all who were enrolled came to 603,550.


This total number includes only males above the age of twenty, which means that the entire Israelite population would have consisted of at least two million people, and likely far more. For reasons explained at Exodus 12:37, it seems quite unlikely that more than two million Israelites were wandering in the desert. One solution to this problem may be that the Hebrew word which usually means “thousand,” eleph, had another meaning—“group” or “contingent.” Indeed, that very word appears in verse 16, where it is translated as “contingents.”


My view is that here, as often in the Torah, numbers are meant to teach lessons, not necessarily to convey arithmetic precision; the repeated use of the number forty is such an example. In the Noah’s Ark story of the Flood, it rained for forty days. Moses led the Israelites in the desert for forty years. He twice went up on Mount Sinai for forty days to receive God’s laws. In the desert, he sent spies for forty days to investigate the land promised to the Israelites. To cite one post-Torah example: The prophet Jonah warned the citizens of ancient Nineveh for forty days that they would be destroyed if they didn’t repent.12


Often in the Torah, numbers are meant to teach lessons, not necessarily to convey arithmetic precision; the repeated use of the number forty is such an example.


As Bible scholar R. K. Harrison (1920–1993), professor of Old Testament at Wycliffe College, University of Toronto, writes: The numerical figures are to be taken as “symbols of relative power, triumph, importance, and the like and are not meant to be understood either strictly literally or as extant in a corrupt textual form.”13


Ronald B. Allen offers an explanation for the number of Israelites I cite at length because of the importance of taking the numbers—and by extension, the Torah—seriously:




We know of indisputable examples of the rhetorical use of numbers in the Torah; see, for example, “thousands of myriads” in Genesis 24:60 (the blessing on Rebecca by her family) and “myriads of thousands” in Numbers 10:36 (the words of blessing in the “Battle Song of Moses”). . . .


It appears possible to me that the figures given in the two census lists for the army of Israel may be a magnification by a factor of ten. An army of about sixty thousand men would fit what we know of the criteria of the region and the times. . . .


The suggestion of a rhetorical exaggeration by a factor of ten has much to commend it. It is a simple answer that does not demand convolutions in numbers that other suggestions require. It takes into account the “round” number nature of each integer. It fits in nicely with the approximation of six hundred thousand as a multiple of 50,000 x 12, the number of the tribes. It results in an army in excess of sixty thousand men, with a total population of about two hundred fifty to three hundred thousand. . . .


An army of sixty thousand is not an insignificant force, but it was likely smaller than the combined armies of the city-states of Canaan at the time. In this way the peoples of Israel must have seemed to be a “swarm” as they lived in Egypt, but they were still “the smallest of nations” [Deuteronomy 7:7] when ranked with great world powers. This smaller number accords with the large (but not supernatural!) force the Egyptian pharaoh sent in pursuit of them to the Red Sea. Six hundred chariots (Ex 14:7) is a considerable force and would surely be a death threat against the unorganized people of Israel. . . .


Perhaps the strongest textual support for this magnification of the numbers of the people by a factor of ten is found in the text describing the redemption of the firstborn sons of the families of Israel (Numbers 3:40–51). The number of firstborn sons above the age of one month was calculated to be 22,273 (Numbers 3:43). In a section of the book in which all the other sums appear to be rounded, this is the only figure that is specific to the digit. Further, it is far too small a sum to represent a population in the millions. Such would require that each family in Israel would have had to produce upwards of fifty children—a number “unbearable” (pun intended!). But the quantity 22,273 . . . would work admirably with a population one tenth the common conclusion—that is, two hundred fifty thousand persons. In this case, live births—and surviving children—would be more in the range of five per family.


Unknown to me at the time I was writing the first edition of this commentary, then-doctoral student David M. Fouts was working on his dissertation on large numbers in the Old Testament, particularly in the records of the monarchy. . . . His conclusions, drawn especially on Akkadian records, indicate a widespread use of what he calls “the ancient Near Eastern literary convention of numerical hyperbole in military contexts,” often with a factor of ten (or sixty in cultures where the sexagesimal system prevailed). . . .


It is an abuse of literal interpretation to insist that the way we use numbers in our digital and pocket-calculator age is the way that biblical persons did in fact use numbers in their day.





WHY THE LEVITE TRIBE WAS NOT COUNTED IN THE CENSUS


1.47 The Levites, however, were not recorded among them by their ancestral tribe.


The Levites were set aside for a specific religious role; therefore, like the clergy in modern society, they were exempt from military service. Since the primary goal of the census was to establish the number of men available for military service, they were not included in the census.


1.48 For the Lord had spoken to Moses, saying:


1.49 Do not on any account enroll the tribe of Levi or take a census of them with the Israelites.


1.50 You shall put the Levites in charge of the Tabernacle of the Pact, all its furnishings, and everything that pertains to it: they shall carry the Tabernacle and all its furnishings, and they shall tend it; and they shall camp around the Tabernacle.


The “Pact” refers to the Ten Commandments, which were kept in the Ark of the Covenant.


God said the question of who should serve in the Tabernacle should be determined by birth: Only those who were born into the tribe of the Levites could fulfill this role. Today, we tend to assume that leaders should be chosen based on their abilities and experience rather than on their bloodline. However, whereas democracy can work in the secular realm, it cannot prevail in religious life. If religion were democratic, right and wrong would be determined by people rather than by God. If people had been able to vote on the Ten Commandments, for instance, it is unlikely they would have passed them as written, and they would certainly have changed them over time.


The Levites were designated to tend to spiritual matters; their primary role was to keep faith in God alive among the Israelites. The Tabernacle was under the control of the Levites, with different members of the Levite tribe playing different roles (see Numbers 4). The descendants of Aaron were designated as the priests (that is, those in charge of sacrifices and Temple rituals), whereas the rest of the Levites were responsible for helping the priests and educating the Israelites.


I explain why the Levite role had to be hereditary rather than chosen by popular vote in the essay “The Benefits of a Hereditary Priesthood” at Exodus 28:1.




Not all Israelites were expected to perform the same roles. The priests served in the Tabernacle; the Levites helped the priests; and the rest of the people fought in battle and attended to other matters, the large majority—as was true of humankind up through much of the nineteenth century—in agriculture.


1.51 When the Tabernacle is to set out, the Levites shall take it down, and when the Tabernacle is to be pitched, the Levites shall set it up; any outsider who encroaches shall be put to death.


Only the Levites were allowed to go near the Tabernacle. By instituting such a harsh punishment for anyone who tried to usurp the religious duties of the Levites, the Torah prevents the Israelites from fighting for religious power, and it minimizes—nothing can fully eliminate—the possibility of corruption. During the time of the Second Temple, at a period when the Romans had acquired political power over Judea, corrupt priests would bribe the Roman authorities and take over positions at the Temple, including the position of High Priest.


1.52 The Israelites shall encamp troop by troop, each man with his division and each under his standard.


1.53 The Levites, however, shall camp around the Tabernacle of the Pact, that wrath may not strike the Israelite community; the Levites shall stand guard around the Tabernacle of the Pact.


1.54 The Israelites did accordingly; just as the Lord had commanded Moses, so they did.
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2.1 The Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying:


2.2 The Israelites shall camp each with his standard, under the banners of their ancestral house; they shall camp around the Tent of Meeting at a distance.


Each Israelite tribe encamped around the Tent of Meeting. The Levites, the guardians of this holy place, were the tribe closest to it (see Numbers 3:10, 18:6, and 31:47).


“The key to the physical deployment of the Israelites as they camped and as they marched,” notes the Etz Hayim commentary on the Torah, “was the setting of the Ark at the center of the camp. Every individual Israelite was located in relation to the Ark and the tabernacle.”1


“Standard” refers to the distinctive insignia—on a flag or banner—that served to identify each tribe.


2.3 Camped on the front, or east side: the standard of the division of Judah, troop by troop. Chieftain of the Judites: Nahshon son of Amminadab.


2.4 His troop, as enrolled: 74,600.


2.5 Camping next to it: The tribe of Issachar. Chieftain of the Issacharites: Nethanel son of Zuar.


2.6 His troop, as enrolled: 54,400.




2.7 The tribe of Zebulun. Chieftain of the Zebulunites: Eliab son of Helon.


2.8 His troop, as enrolled: 57,400.


2.9 The total enrolled in the division of Judah: 186,400, for all troops. These shall march first.


2.10 On the south: the standard of the division of Reuben, troop by troop. Chieftain of the Reubenites: Elizur son of Shedeur.


2.11 His troop, as enrolled: 46,500.


2.12 Camping next to it: The tribe of Simeon. Chieftain of the Simeonites: Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai.


2.13 His troop, as enrolled: 59,300.


2.14 And the tribe of Gad. Chieftain of the Gadites: Eliasaph son of Reuel.


2.15 His troop, as enrolled: 45,650.


2.16 The total enrolled in the division of Reuben: 151,450, for all troops. These shall march second.


THE TEN COMMANDMENTS WERE AT THE CENTER OF ISRAEL’S LIFE—PHYSICALLY AND RELIGIOUSLY


2.17 Then, midway between the divisions, the Tent of Meeting, the division of the Levites, shall move. As they camp, so they shall march, each in position, by their standards.


When the Israelites marched, the Tent of Meeting, which contained the Ten Commandments, was at their center. In order to march forward, both metaphorically and militarily, every people must have a flag or some other symbol of that which represents the highest ideals and identity of their nation. Without such a higher ideal, a nation has nothing to fight for, and cannot march forward—in war or in peace.


What is remarkable is that while the tribes were represented by their banners, the nation of Israel did not march with a banner, flag, statue, or any other national symbol. Israel marched with, and fought for, a moral code—the Ten Commandments. I cannot think of a parallel among the world’s nations. The closest a nation has come to this has been the United States—a nation, like Israel, defined not by race or ethnicity, but by a set of values, beginning with freedom.


The nation of Israel did not march with a banner, flag, statue, or any other national symbol. Israel marched with, and fought for, a moral code—the Ten Commandments.


2.18 On the west: the standard of the division of Ephraim, troop by troop. Chieftain of the Ephraimites: Elishama son of Ammihud.


2.19 His troop, as enrolled: 40,500.


2.20 Next to it: The tribe of Manasseh. Chieftain of the Manassites: Gamaliel son of Pedahzur.


2.21 His troop, as enrolled: 32,200.


2.22 And the tribe of Benjamin. Chieftain of the Benjaminites: Abidan son of Gideoni.


2.23 His troop, as enrolled: 35,400.


2.24 The total enrolled in the division of Ephraim: 108,100 for all troops. These shall march third.


2.25 On the north: the standard of the division of Dan, troop by troop. Chieftain of the Danites: Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai.


2.26 His troop, as enrolled: 62,700.




2.27 Camping next to it: The tribe of Asher. Chieftain of the Asherites: Pagiel son of Ochran.


2.28 His troop, as enrolled: 41,500.


2.29 And the tribe of Naphtali. Chieftain of the Naphtalites: Ahira son of Enan.


2.30 His troop, as enrolled: 53,400.


2.31 The total enrolled in the division of Dan: 157,600. These shall march last, by their standards.


2.32 Those are the enrollments of the Israelites by ancestral houses. The total enrolled in the divisions, for all troops: 603,550.


2.33 The Levites, however, were not recorded among the Israelites, as the Lord had commanded Moses.


2.34 The Israelites did accordingly; just as the Lord had commanded Moses, so they camped by their standards, and so they marched, each with his clan according to his ancestral house.


When the Israelites traveled, they moved eastward, led by the tribe of Judah (see verse 9).
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