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 ילִ֖ וּיהָ֥וְ לאֵ֑רָשְׂיִ ינֵ֣בְּ 'וֹתּ֖מִ םיִּ֔וִלְהַ־תאֶ תָּ֙לְדַּבְהִוְ ד״י:׳ח רבדמב
 ׃םיִּֽוִלְהַ

Numbers 8:14 Thus you shall set the Levites 
apart from the Israelites, and the Levites shall be 
Mine. The Levites played a central role in the life 
of Israel. In the desert they were the "roadies" for 
the Sanctuary. When the Temple was established, 
they performed as singers and musicians and 
were essential for the maintenance and operation 
of the building. The Levites were supposed to be 
teachers of Torah throughout Israel but it is not 
clear how successful they were. By the time the 
Judeans return from Babylon, very few knew 
Torah and a class of proto-Sages emerge, Ezra the 
most prominent among them.  

 םיִ֣רשְעֶבְּ ינִ֖שֵּׁהַ שׁדֶחֹ֥בַּ תינִ֛שֵּׁהַ הנָ֧שָּׁבַּ יהִ֞יְוַ א״י:׳י רבדמב
  ׃תדֻֽעֵהָ ןכַּ֥שְׁמִ לעַ֖מֵ ןנָ֔עָהֶֽ ה֙לָעֲנַ שׁדֶחֹ֑בַּ

Numbers 10:11  In the second year, on the 
twentieth day of the second month, the cloud 
lifted from the Tabernacle of the Pact...Recall 
that Bemidbar begins on the first day of the 
second month of the second year and now it's the 
twentieth of that month. (It's been fourteen days 
since we read that in shul, so this is the only place 
in the Jewish year where the reading almost 
matches the chronology of the text!). Now that 
everyone has been counted and assigned to their 
duties, the people is, at last, ready to move. Take 
a moment to imagine how the people related to 
the cloud. If you are looking at the cloud from a 
distance, it's quite hard to discern if it's moving. 
Would they have needed special 'cloud scouts' 
and then runners to tell the people?  

־תירִבְּ ןוֹר֨אֲוַ םימִ֑יָ תשtֶׁ֣שְׁ 'רֶדֶּ֖ 'ה רהַ֣מֵ וּ֙עסְיִּוַ  ג״ל:׳י רבדמב
 ׃החָֽוּנמְ םהֶ֖לָ רוּת֥לָ םימִ֔יָ תשtֶׁ֣שְׁ 'רֶדֶּ֚ םהֶ֗ינֵפְלִ עַסֵ֣נֹ 'ה

Numbers 10:33 They marched from the 
mountain of God a distance of three days. The 
Ark of the Covenant of ה traveled in front of them 
on that three days’ journey to seek out a resting 
place for them; Commentators have pointed out 
that in a journey, sometimes you are going to a 
destination and sometimes you are going from a 
point of embarkation. Here the people are going 
from. What does that suggest? Consider: they 
have been at Mount Sinai for over a year. A lot 
has taken place there. They are eager to leave, so 
they are going from. While we know their 
destination, the text doesn't specify it here. Why?  

 'ה עמַ֤שְׁיִּוַ 'ה ינֵ֣זְאׇבְּ ערַ֖ םינִ֔נְאֹ֣תְמִכְּ ם֙עָהָ יהִ֤יְוַ ׳א:א״י רבדמב
ֹתּוַ 'ה שׁאֵ֣ ם֙בָּ־רעַבְתִּוַ וֹפּ֔אַ רחַיִּ֣וַ  ׃הנֶֽחֲמַּהַֽ הצֵ֥קְבִּ לכַא֖

Numbers 11:1 The people took to complaining 
bitterly before ה .'ה ' heard and was incensed: a 
fire of ה' broke out against them, ravaging the 
outskirts of the camp. It's been only three days. If 
we charted out where everything changes, it's 
here. 23rd day of the 2nd month. Not a happy day. 

ֹיּוַ א״י:א״י רבדמב  lדֶּ֔בְעַלְ תָ֙עֹ֨רֵהֲ המָ֤לָ 'ה־לאֶ השֶׁ֜מֹ רמֶא֨
 ׃ילָֽעָ הזֶּ֖הַ םעָ֥הָ־לכׇּ אשָּׂ֛מַ־תאֶ םוּשׂ֗לָ �ינֶ֑יעֵבְּ ןחֵ֖ יתִצָ֥מָ־אֹל המָּלָ֛וְ

Numbers 11:11 And Moses said to God, “Why 
have You brought harm to Your servant, and 
why have I not enjoyed Your favor, that You have 
laid the burden of all this people upon me? The 
translation doesn't capture the total pathos of 
frustration. Careful readers will note that this is 
not the first time Moses uses the words  ָתָ֙עֹ֨רֵהֲ המָ֤ל . 
(Go back to Exodus 5:22) 

 ה֙תָעֹ֨רֵהֲ המָ֤לָ ינ-ודא רמַ֑אֹיּוַ 'ה־לאֶ השֶׁ֛מֹ בשׇׁ֧יָּוַ ב״כ:׳ה תומש
 ׃ינִתָּֽחְלַשְׁ הזֶּ֖ המָּלָ֥ הזֶּ֔הַ םעָ֣לָ

Then Moses returned to ה' and said, “O my lord, 
why did You bring harm upon this people? Why 
did You send me? There, Moses is speaking on 
behalf of the people. Here, he is speaking on 
behalf of himself. We regard Moses as our 
greatest prophet. But we have to take a moment 
to appreciate how deeply human he is. Read this: 

־םאִ גרֹ֔הָ א֙נָ ינִגֵ֤רְהׇ ילִּ֗ השֶׂעֹ֣־תְּאַ ׀ הכָכָּ֣־םאִוְ ו״ט:א״י רבדמב 
  ׃יתִֽעָרָבְּ האֶ֖רְאֶ־לאַוְ �ינֶ֑יעֵבְּ ןחֵ֖ יתִאצָ֥מָ

Numbers 11:15 If You would deal thus with me, 
kill me rather, I beg You, and let me see no more 
of my wretchedness!” And it's only day three.  

ֹיּוַ ז״ט:א״י רבדמב  שׁ֮יאִ םיעִ֣בְשִׁ ילִּ֞־הפָסְאֶ השֶׁ֗מֹ־לאֶ 'ה רמֶא֨
 תָּ֤חְקַלָוְ וירָ֑טְשֹׁוְ םעָ֖הָ ינֵ֥קְזִ םהֵ֛־יכִּ תָּעְדַ֔יָ רשֶׁ֣אֲ֒ לאֵרָשְׂיִ ינֵ֣קְזִּמִ
 ׃'מָּֽעִ םשָׁ֖ וּב֥צְּיַתְהִֽוְ דעֵ֔וֹמ להֶאֹ֣־לאֶ ם֙תָאֹ

Numbers 11:16 Then God said to Moses, 
“Gather for Me seventy of Israel’s elders of 
whom you have experience as elders and officers 
of the people, and bring them to the Tent of 
Meeting and let them take their place there with 
you. The elders already exist as a group and if we 
go back to Yitro, there have already been some 
attempts to organize a judicial and administrative 
structure for the people. Here though, there is a 
recognition that beyond a formal organization, 
there needs to be a greater spiritual presence of 
God among the people. The gathering of the 
seventy is intended to engage them not as 



administrators but as extraordinary individuals 
who, touched by prophecy, can help the ordinary 
people mediate their anguish. The extent to which 
this works throughout the desert experience is, of 
course, debatable, but the intent is that with more 
people who have a direct experience of God in the 
form of prophecy, the better off Moses will be 
able to convey God's will to the people. Note also 
that among the people chosen to have this 
experience are the םיר ט וש -the officers. When 
was the last time we saw them? Well, during the 
period of Israel's enslavement. In Exodus 5:6-19 
(look it up) Pharaoh engages the םיר ט וש -officers 
to facilitate the back-breaking work and to inflict 
even more difficulty on the people. Could it be 
that here, they are being rehabilitated? Imagine, 
the freed people have in their midst, individuals 
who were agents of the oppressor. How awful 
would that have been! If these םיר ט וש -officers 
are the same as the ones in Egypt, the message is 
that these same people are now being radically 
transformed from agents of Pharaoh to agents of 
God. 

 ה֥יָהָוְ םכֶ֔פְּאַמֵֽ א֙צֵיֵ־רשֶׁאֲ דעַ֤ םימִ֗יָ שׁדֶחֹ֣ ׀ דעַ֣ ׳כ:א״י רבדמב
 ו֙ינָפָלְ וּכּ֤בְתִּוַ םכֶ֔בְּרְקִבְּ רשֶׁ֣אֲ 'ה־תאֶ םתֶּ֤סְאַמְ־יכִּֽ ןעַיַ֗ ארָ֑זָלְ םכֶ֖לָ
 ׃םיִרָֽצְמִּמִ וּנאצָ֥יָ הזֶּ֖ המָּלָ֥ רמֹ֔אלֵ

Numbers 11:20 but a whole month, until it 
comes out of your nostrils and becomes loath-
some to you. For you have had utter contempt for 
God who is among you, by whining before [God] 
and saying, ‘Oh, why did we ever leave Egypt!’” 
The people want meat. Moses is exasperated and 
turns to God. God says basically, They want 
meat? I'm going to give them meat until it comes 
out of their noses!  Why does God speak this 
way? We could point to one word: ְםתֶּ֤סְאַמ , which 
means contempt. We have seen that word before 
at the end of Vayikra 26:15 (look it up) ְיתַ֣קֹּחֻבְּ־םאִו 
ּ וסאָ֔מְ  ...And if you have contempt for My laws - תִּ
and we recall what will happen then. Contempt 
seems to elicit the harshest reactions from God. 
God loves the people, honors His promise to the 
ancestors, redeems them from slavery, ordains 
them as his agents to humanity, makes a covenant 
with them, gives them a set of laws with which 
they can create a more perfect society, enables 
them to have the instrumentality of His presence 
with them always, and on and on, and what do the 
people want? Meat. What they are saying is that 
they don't want the hardship that comes with 
freedom. That rejection becomes contempt.  

Having promised to deal with the meat problem 
God now turns to the leadership problem. The 
seventy are brought to the tent and then: 

 חַ֙וּר֙הָ־ןמִ לצֶאיָּ֗וַ ו֒ילָאֵ רבֵּ֣דַיְוַ ן֮נָעָבֶּ ׀ 'ה דרֶיֵּ֨וַ ה״כ:א״י רבדמב
 ם֙הֶילֵעֲ חַוֹנ֤כְּ יהִ֗יְוַ םינִ֑קֵזְּהַ שׁיאִ֖ םיעִ֥בְשִׁ־לעַ ןתֵּ֕יִּוַ וילָ֔עָ רשֶׁ֣אֲ
ֹלוְ וּא֖בְּנַתְיִּֽוַ חַוּר֔הָ  ׃וּפסָֽיָ א֥

Numbers 11:25 And God came down in a cloud 
and spoke to him, And God extended some of the 
rushing-spirit that was upon him and put it on the 
seventy men, the elders; and it was, when the 
spirit rested on them that they ranted-like-
prophets, but did not continue. Or they did not 
stop. According to some, this prophetic 
experience was a momentary event. According to 
others, it was a lasting phenomenon. Of course 
you can say, it was a momentary event that had 
lasting effects. Two of the individuals who 
experienced prophecy, Eldad and Medad, 
evidently were still in this moment of prophetic 
ecstasy. A boy runs and tells this to Moses. And 
then sensing that they are a threat... 

 וירָ֖חֻבְּמִ השֶׁ֛מֹ תרֵ֥שָׁמְ ןוּנ֗־ןבִּ עַשֻׁ֣וֹהיְ ןעַיַּ֜וַ ח״כ:א״י רבדמב
 ׃םאֵֽלָכְּ השֶׁ֖מֹ ינִ֥דֹאֲ רמַ֑אֹיּוַ

Numbers 11:28 And Joshua son of Nun, Moses’ 
attendant from his youth, spoke up and said, “My 
lord Moses, restrain them!” To which Moses 
then replies: 

ֹיּוַ ט״כ:א״י רבדמב ־לכׇּ ןתֵּ֜יִ ימִ֨וּ ילִ֑ התָּ֖אַ אנֵּ֥קַמְהַֽ השֶׁ֔מֹ וֹ֙ל רמֶא֤
 ׃םהֶֽילֵעֲ וֹח֖וּר־תאֶ 'ה ןתֵּ֧יִ־יכִּ םיאִ֔יבִנְ 'ה םעַ֤

Numbers 11:29 But Moses said to him:  
Are you zealous for me? O would that all the 
people of God were prophets, that God would put 
the rush-of-his spirit upon them! Hardly 
threatened, Moses sees this as a great moment. 
Unlike other models of leadership driven by ego 
and megalomania, Moses has the great gift of 
humility, recognizing that if more people had 
access to the spirit of God, the more God's 
presence would dwell in the people. What could 
be bad about that? S.R. Hirsch comments: Moses' 
answer to Joshua is the ultimate example for all 
teachers and leaders of Israel to follow, that their 
highest achievement will be manifest when all of 
their followers are superfluous. Such that all 
elements of the people will be able to attain such 
a great spiritual level that they will no longer be 
dependent on teachers and leaders!  Therein lies 
the paradox of Jewish life. On the one hand, we 
need teachers and leaders; on the other hand, the 
job of teachers and leaders is, by this framing, to 
make their job obsolete! Thoughts?  
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