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These two parashiot, which end Sefer Bamidbar, the Book of Numbers, are almost always read together, even during leap
years when other doubled parashiot are read separately. Almost: in the Diaspora Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot/Shemini
Atzeret have an extra day, and when the 8" day of Pesach falls on Shabbat, Matot and Massei are read separately in
Israel, which only has 7 days of Pesach and thus one more Shabbat, putting us out of sync until this week. A regular
Jewish year has 353-355 days, with 50-51 weeks. When a holiday coincides with Shabbat, the special reading for that
holiday replaces the weekly parashah, giving us a maximum of 48 weeks into which 54 parashiot must be fitted. This
requires doubling of certain parashiot. In leap years the second month of Adar gives us 4 or 5 more weeks, and we open
some of those doubled parashiot. The complicated rules determining which parashiot are doubled are based on shared
themes as well as on which holidays they precede or follow. For example: Bamidbar must be read before Shavuot,
Devarim before Tisha B’Av, and Nitzavim read before Rosh HaShanah. This ensures that regardless of geography, we all
begin reading Devarim (Deuteronomy) together and end the cycle of readings with V’zot habracha on Simchat Torah. The
pairing of Matot and Massei displays the full spectrum of human capability. Matot (plural of 7un — tribe/staff/branch)
defines the parameters of identity through structure, while Massei (construct plural of ¥9n — journey, meaning their
journeys) traces the movements of the Israelites amid failure, trauma, and loss offset by growth, learning, and divine
encounter. Matot opens with Moses instructing the tribal leaders on the laws of vows, a very serious matter for our
ancestors. Men are always bound by their vows (30:3), but unless a woman is widowed or divorced, a male relative may
override her vows. However, If he does not annul it on the day he hears it, her vow is binding, and if he does annul it, he
will “bear her iniquity,” i.e., be punished in her stead (3:16). Beginning with speech puts the failures of their long journey
into stark perspective. It is their fear-driven speech that churns the people’s incessant complaining into the rebellions
that have caused them so much anguish. The people must learn to control their speech before they can be trusted to
control their actions. Placing vows before the war with Midian allows the Torah to present this ethically fraught narrative
as a lesson in restraint. The wholesale slaughter of women and male children is deeply repugnant to us today, knowing
that this brutality still exists in many places in the world with no regard for the moral obligations the Torah places on the
aftermath. In 31:19-54 soldiers who had killed a person or touched a corpse, along with their captives and all of the booty
must undergo strict purification. Violence, even when justified, always contaminates. Purification is necessary to restore
the state of holiness in which vows may exist. Counting, dividing, and taxing the booty ensures that war never
degenerates into plunder-driven cruelty. Victory does not entitle us to act on impulse and take what we want. Vows teach
us that our speech belongs to HaShem, and the war-tax reminds us that our victory also belongs to HaShem. Finally,
placing vows before tribal negotiation ensures that identity is rooted in responsibility. The tribes of Gad and Reuben, who
own large herds, wish to settle on the good pastureland where they are presently encamped rather than with the others
across the Jordan — a risky proposal. Remembering the scouts’ negative stories about the land, the people could once
again become discouraged by their reluctance. Also, the land must still be conquered, and everyone is needed. Moses
lays out these concerns, reminding them of all they have been through and appealing to their sense of duty, and they
reach an agreement that is fair to everyone. After all the conflicts since they left Egypt, this is an immense achievement.
From this, Talmud Tractate Bava Kama 20b derives the principle of zeh neheneh v’zeh lo chaser —this one receives
benefit and that one does not suffer a loss — an integral component of all successful negotiation strategies. But Moses
also subtly points out a flaw in the priorities of these two tribes, who had announced that they will build pens for their
livestock and cities for their children. Ending the negotiations with a gentle reproof, Moses tells them to build cities for
their children and pens for their livestock. Indeed, we Jews have always put the welfare of our children first, which
includes educating them well, so they are able to perpetuate the legacy of our ancestors. Ending Massei and Sefer
Bamidbar by implementing the concept of sanctuary cities first introduced in Exodus 21:13, followed by amending the
decision concerning the property rights of brotherless women is an ethical masterstroke. In the latter, Moses must rectify
a misunderstanding: The heads of the tribe of Manasseh point out that if the daughters of Zelofechad marry someone
from another tribe, their land will pass to the tribe of their husbands, diminishing the holdings of their own tribe. Moses
understands, and rules that brotherless women may only marry into families of their own tribe if they wish to keep their
inheritance. Although this means that women forfeit their holdings to their husbands, had Zelofechad’s brave daughters
not spoken up, women whose fathers had died without leaving a male heir would have become orphans, dependent
upon the charity of others. Thus this book of censuses, armies, rebellions, and fragile structure, ends with sanctuary for
the endangered and justice for the vulnerable. Its final words are about compassion and responsibility — the crucial first
step along the path to the covenantal peoplehood HaShem intended.

Shabbat shalom!



