Setting Priorities
Parasha Mattos-Massey-s1

' he children of Reuben and the children of Gad had abundant livestock — very great’1
saw.the land of Jazer and the land of Gilead, and behold! — it was a place for livest
2 The children of Gad and the children of Reuben came and said to Moses, to Elazar-th
and to the leaders of the assembly, saying, 3 “Ataroth, and Dibon, and Jazer, and Nimr.
. Heshbon, and Elealeh, and Sebam, and Nebo, and Beon —* the land that HASHEM smote:
the assembly of Israel — it.is.a.Jand for livestock. and your servants have livestock.’
5 They said, “If we have found favor in your eyes, let this land be given to your se:ug) t
 a heritage; do not bring us across the Jordan.”
8Moses said to the children of Gad and the children of Reuben, “Shall your brothel
to battle while you settle here? 7 Why do you dissuade the heart of the Children. of Isra
crossing to the Land that HASHEM has given them? § This is what your fathers did, wher
thern from Kadesh-barnea to see the Land. ® They went up to the v(alley of Eshcol and sal
Land and they dissuaded the heart of the Children of Israel, not to come tothe Lanfi tha_t,_{-l.«
" has giueri them. 1 The wrath of HASHEM burned on that day, and He swore»sa.ymg, 114
men who came up from Egypt — from the age of tuwenty years and above — will see the
that | swore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob. . . for they have not followed Me fully, 12~ X ,, |
’ X 16 They approached him and said, “Pens for. the flock shall we bisild here for our livest
cities for our small children. 17 We shall-arm ourselves swiftly in the vanguard of the Childrd
. BLAL iLie wil them to their place, and our small children will dwell in thefo
{;6 A~ ’f@ MOLA Y clties before the inhabitants of the land. 1® We shall not retumn to"our hornes until the Childr
L ’ \ Israel will have inherited — every man his inheritance — 1 for we shall not inherit with them;
' thie Jordan and beyond, for our inheritance hds comé to us on the east bank of the Jord:
2 Moses said to them, "If you do this thing, if you arm yourselves before HASHEM for theibél

3 Adsdl - S Gumash,

16-19. The two tribes clarified their request. Far from

seeking to free themselves from the impending wars for the
" Land, they were fully prepared to send their troops into the
Land and take a leading role in the wars until they were
successfully concluded. However, their response revealed a
shortcoming in their priorities. They said that they would
build pens for their animals and cities.for their children (v.
16), implying that the sheep were more important to them
._than the children, an attitude that Moses corrected by

implication (v. 24), and for which the Sages censured them

. orshly (Rashi)
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21 and every armed man among youi shall cross the Jordan before HAsHEM, until He drive
enernies before Him, 22 and the Land shall be conquered before HASHEM, and then you sh
. I WY ARRUR * — then you shall be vindicated from HASHEM and from Israel, and this Land shall be a her
NN_I93Y LT3 330 J20R 13 9K 19NRDY P03 391 ;wh m Wb B0 3% R T you before HASHEM. 22 But if you do not do so, behold! — you will have sinned to HASHEM;
awnb DR JAC MDD B NP DY DR 1N Py Bun W YBy Wp¥n your sin that will encounter you, 24 Bulld for yourselves cities for your small children and:pe
9Pyt DR Wy KR DD PR Q0B DN TmK.,M0LY DI 1D pnd M3y JRE My your flock, and what has come from {jour mouth shall you do. " .
1T B9IRE> DM 99 90X1 @oWY D 032 N3 NN Py . 2 The children of Gad and the children of Reuben said to Moses, sauing, “Your servanis s
'. i . _"as my lord commands. 2 Qur small children, our wives, our livestock, and all our animals i
. "% there in the cities of the Gilead. # And your servants shall cross over — every armed persond}
o @V—Hm L‘J \’( j)f\j\lﬂix S - R¢ (-’2—‘&;@ ’Z"’%Qr S légion — before H//:SHEM, to do battle,is my lord speaks.”. e e
It appears to me that the key to understanding this sequence lies =
in the precise language of Moshe's answer. If bnei Gad and bnei
Reuven kept their word to go before the rest of the nation into war, .
‘Moshe told them, “You will be pure and guiltless in the eyes of , s
Hashem and in the eyes of the Jewish people” (Bamidbar 32:22).
Chazal derive from these words_that a person must not act in such
a way as to cause others to suspect him of sin. The entire concept of
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In this light the entire exchange takes on an entirely new cast.
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The two tribes realized that their request could raise suspicions. A2 s an 2ena
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That is why they first hinted to Moshe rather than making an ! a
- » -

express request. They hoped that Moshe would of his own accord . MR U DTpn Souvinaw ki)

make the suggestion that they remain in Transjordan, and thus Wa1 Tya oI e % qwR Y v

absolve them. Iherefore they began with a list of the cities, in QWK YY DRI2 TG 0 PRI Anea nwan.

the hopes that Moshe would himself recognize the suitability of I IR —

these rich pasture lands for their large herds. When Moshe re-
mained silent, they became more explicit, adding that these cities

_ were surrounded by rich pasture lands and that they had large
herds of cattle. At that point they ended their presentation, as -
indicated by the parashah stumah. Only because Moshe still gu.
remained silent did they have no choice but to make their final
request. .’
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| beginning. But he felt that no matter who actually verbalized the
suggestion of remaining in Transjordan, it would have a demoraliz-
ing effect, He did not think that their actual intentions were bad, but
| wanted Gad and Reuven to understand how suspicious their request
| appeared on the surface. Because the suspicious appearance of
cowardice was the entire problem Moshe was combating, it was
entirely sufficient for the two tribes to offer to lead the Jewish armies
* into battle to remove that suspicion.
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For his part, Moshe understood their intentions from _the

9 Sk f TARUC- e B

. We know that every person’s task is to increase the
. amount of kiddush Hashem in this world. As we have ex-
" plained previously in this volume,! everything in the
- world can serve as a keli for this sublime purpose.

i

“The idea that an individual has holy sparks which are

* his particular duty to redeem means that each person has
his own allotted portion in kiddush Hashemn. All his abili-

ties, his middot, and the tests he has to undergo are suited. .

“to this basic task: This task is assigned to him from

Above; it ¢onstitutes his full spiritual potential, which in

some context is referred to as his neshama. In this sense, a.

person’s neshama is not his ego, but—the particular ideal to-

which he should devote his life and the totality of spiritual
powers granted him to complete his task. He becomes

aware of his potential through the circumstances in which -

he is placed and the tests he is given, Each test challenges

" him to realize part of his spiritual potential, or in ‘other
- words, releases one of the holy sparks contained in his.ze-

\. shama.

The tribes of Gad and Reuven belonged to the "“'g‘enéré-
tion of knowledge,” who had received the Torah at Sinai
and were constantly aware of the presence of God in their

- midst. When they asked Mosheh to be allowed to settle in

Transjordan because of the vast quantity of livestock that

they possessed,’ one may be sure that it was not merely
economic considerations which moved them.
Mosheh objected very strongly to their request because

~ Land of Canaan. This, he felt, would be bad for the mo-
* rale of the nation’ When they assured him that they
- would fight alongside the other tribes in conquest of Ca-
| naan, he was prépared to grant their request.’ )
~1If their motives for wishing to settle in Transjordan
were not merely economic, what were they? The tribes of
Reuven and Gad certainly realized that the great number

he understood they wanted to opt out of fighting for the

of sheep and cattle they had been given were meant to be
vehicles for kuddush Hashem. Their first concern was to

insure that their property would not cause a billul bashem.
It is not advisable to pasture sheep near arable land be-
cause of the damage they are likely to do to the crops. In

fact, it later became prohibited to raise sheep in the arable

parts of Eretz Yisrael.” Transjordan, however, had large
areas of pastureland® and therefore was very suitable for
raising sheep and cattle. There they would cause no dam-
age'to their neighbors.

)

- Nevertheless our Rabbis criticize their decision. They ap-

- ply to them the verse: “An inheritance which is overly

. hasty at the beginning will not be blessed in the end.”

Rashi comments on this verse: “An over-hasty inheri- -

i tance: One who rushes in confusion to be the first to take,
| like the tr_ibes of Gad and Reuven who hastened to take
| their portion in Transjordan and spoke in confusion, put-

. ting_their sheep before their children (see next para
.graph)," will not be blessed in the end, as we find that

‘ they were exiled several years before the rest of Israel.”

| They are also accused of “separating themselves from
. their brethren because of their money.”"!

P

~ Their motives were certainly of the highest level. But
| because of their high spiritual level, our Rabbis find cause
| for criticism. It may well have been the right inheritance
* for them, but why did they have to rush to take it so soon?
" Why not wait until the division of the land was on the
i agenda? To the keen eyes of Hazal, this shows that sub-

consciously there were other motives in operation. In
however subtle a form, economic considerations . also

“ played a part. To confirm this, our Rabbis note that the

tribes of Gad and Reuven said to Mosheh: “ We shall build
sheepfolds here for our livestock and cities for our chil-

dren,”" putting their livestock before their children, Of

“course this may well have been just a slip of the.tongue.
But our Rabbis were well aware that slips of the tongue
are significant and betray the speaker’s subconscious

}3 Anyone who has to busy himself with the affairs of this
world because this is where his portion lies, even if his
| motives are basically for the sake of Heaven, has to be

|
|

‘ Iu thoughts. It shows that they had their priorities confused.
|

" very much on guard that his business does not develop .

into love of this world for its own sake, at the cost of his
serving Hashem. We see that even the children of Reuven
' and Gad, in spite of their very high level, were misled by

. their_slight, subconscious attachment to_their property

[ . .. . . . ..
{ into making hasty decisions and getting their priorities

‘ wrong.
t ~ As a result, they “lost their blessing,” Blessing means
i the expansion of kelim used for spiritual purposes. It is

' heavenly aid which the Mishna calls “the fruits of a mitzva

. in this world.”" If a person becomes attached to material
 things for their own sake, then the blessing is withdrawn,

foritno longer is good for that person.

L

Rabbi_Yitzhak ‘Arama'* illustrates this with a parable.
 When workmen build @ house, they construct gangways
with rough timber, even hammering together broken
planks for this purpose. But for the interior decorations
and furniture, only the best polished wood is used. No
one is particular about things which are temporary and
serve a secondary purpose, but only about things which
are permanent and primary. Qur stay in this world is only
temporary, while our spiritual life is permanent and pri-
..mary. It is surprising, therefore, how many of us make our
material occupations primarv and our Torah secondary.
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Everyone knows in his own heart what for him is pri-
mary and what secondary. One has to educate himself in
such a way that he will be able to direct his life toward the

i primary and not, God forbid, toward the secondary.
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f: There was once an island on which lived a group o
Jof women with truly beautiful voices. Sailors who
; mannedfthe passing ships were so bewitched by their
| song, that they would direct their boats to the island only
to founder on its treacherous shoals. There were three
reactions to this problem among the captains of those
\x
ships: One forced all his men to stop up their ears with ”
beeswax so that they were unable to hear. Another:
lashed the helmsman to the mast so that he was unable |
to alter course. The third provided music to his men that .
was so sweet that the song coming from the shore lost its -

allure.
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But Eisav cannot, nor will he, give up. What will

: not yield to his open hate may yet succumb to his guile.

| Before he is finally relegated to the slag-heap of history,
\ he will try one more thing. Perhaps a surface friendship
w111 accompllsh what overt enmity had not. He offers to
have some of his men accompany Yaakov on his way.
A hand stretched out, a mask of good-will
stretched thin over the hungry grimace of hate. What
could be more innocent -- or more perniciously destruc-

"Let us travel and move on together. I will adjust

‘my speed to your needs." "Let me assign to you some of

;.the people who are with me" (Bereishis 33:11 and 15)
_3\ o These were the last recorded words which Eisav

' ever spoke to Yaakov. They represent his game-plan for
' the final moments of the ga/uth. They hound us still, If
: we listen well, we hear them reverberating throughout

' the gilded cells which seem not to ¢onfine: us, bouncing
. off the walls which seem to contain us not at all They

anlmate a culture which reaches out to smother us inh its
' filthy embrace. They are the music in the message

which wants to smash us on the rocks. -
32

Let us examine each of these three strategies.
Stopping the Ears: The pros and cons of engage-

ment versus withdrawal touch upon every aspect of our
lives. Where we work and where we play; how we travel

and what we listen to; our shopping habits and the way

we furnish our homes; what we wear and how we talk; -
and so on and on.and on. We cannot even begm to think
of touching on all of them.

In this essay, we will muse a little about only one

aspect of this multi-faceted issue. The theories upon
which we should try to build and develop the education
of our children, given the realities which face us here in
America.? ‘
373 ladmit to a personal quandary here. Do Ishut out
everything or do I listen selectively? Can we, as Rabbi
Meir did in his time, savor the fruit while discarding the
husk, or is the fusing so insidious, the tainting so perni-
cious, that we would do best to abandon the attempt?

I do not know. There are persuasive arguments-
angl charismatic role models for both approaches. AsI

- write these words, the tendency seems to be towards a

_greater withdrawal, a principled rejection of a culture

- which, with all its advantages, seems unable to get

anything right. And that may be good. Nevertheless, it -

-is not without its dangers.

- 3Ma:.,Jtis the last of the challenges which we w111 have:s
. toundergo. We have a number of options among which

| ourselves to the masts or, more ldeally, become attuned .
to a different, more allurmg musxc

_’H Withdrawal is prombted by disapproval which, in
- turn, tends to spawn _an attitude of supercilious, if
occasxonallv benign, condescension. ~Jagged fissures

- inch their ugly way through communities which could
! and should function as a seamless whole. Gradations of
“values and attitudes which, grounded as they are in

common assumptions and common goals, could simply

.- have been accommodated within an overarching cohe-
“sion, become icons of a pernicious "in" which defines

. itself only in contrast to a demonized "out". Ido not, of
- course, contend that solidarity ought to be purchased at
any price®. Clearly, if the rejection of all or most of what

i our modern culture has to offer is necessary for the
,5’ preservation of our values, we will have to live with that.

35 Nevertheless, it is not at all clear to me that such

| a virtually total repudiation is in fact necessary. Not all

| that has been and is being written is decadent. There
are many religiously and ethically sensitive people who -

have much of significance to say. At the very least, they
may offer pithy and insightﬁ.xl formulations, new bottles
produced with verve and imagination, which may
attractively contain the old wine of truth.’

3¢ Let us assume, however, that we deem the risks
too great. We all know there is much which arﬂg_m
favor of such an assessment.

Then, given that our decision is unlikely to be uni-
versally, or even generally accepted, we would need to
adjust our educational agenda to that reality. We would
need to teach our children that disagreement ought not

| to;chose.  We may stop our ears with beeswax, tie -

tq breed disparagement of people. That our preference
to withdraw is a strategic move to protect our own, and
not an actual or implied condemnation of those who are
either less religiously sensitive- than we, or who, con-
versely, feel more secure and therefore less threatened
than we believe they ought to feel.

3} Tying ourselves to the mast: We must never
dream another's dream; we must set our lives to the

music which is ours alone. Our earlier ambivalence
ought not to befuddle us here; our sense of the appropri-
ate should be uncluttered by amblgumes W_’_gsu&allg
a lonely road -- because we are alone. We are different.

We are chosen. We are holy.




33 Rabbl Chaim Segal, late Menahel of Mesivta Rab-
beinu Chaim Berlin, reported that he once asked Rav.
Hutner what the central theme of our educationdl

the mindless blumng of differences whlch is the hall-
mark of modernity's headlong rush into conformity, our
primary goal must be to strengthen our students' aware-
ness of our chosenness. It is our fate and our calling to
be different.

The queétion with which we as educators must
grapple, is a different one. How do we reject the culture
of .our host countries while remaining good citizens?

How do we isolate ourselves from huge segments of even

our own people without falling prey to a mentality which

tends to dehumanize those whose ideas we determmedly
disavow and whose practices we abhor?

3'7 We

care about what others think of us. That is simply a fact.
Not many of us feel comfortable putting on tallis and
tefillin in a crowded plane.

Should we care? No and yes.

No, if by that we mean fostering self-confidence.
. We need not please every curious onlooker who might

wrinkle his nose at what we do. When we act correctly,
we owe explanatxons to no one at'all.

Yes, if the alternative is disrespect and denigra-
tion. We ought never to forget that every human being,

even if ignorant or prejudiced, is still a Tzelem Elokim
~ who has claim on our consideration and understanding.
‘We need not act as he would wish us to act, but we need

i
i
|
<
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ta regard him as he would wish to be regarded. This
balancing act is not an easy one, but if we are to retain

our own humanity, it is a skill which we must learn and

teach. o
Let us then find in ourselves the courage tMif-

ferent.
pline, reject the habits and mores of the society in which

and Baal-méon with altered names, and Sibmah; and they called [them] by [other] nam
[instead of] the names of the citie that they built, 3 The children of Machir sont of Manasst

Yo Listening to a Different Tune: At the end of the
day, there is really only ‘one answer. Discipline,

kedushah, service, these have a music of their own. The

majestic resonance of their tone cuts right through to the .

heart.” It can, if we let it, drown out the pathetic tinkle,

trivialize to utter impotence the dross and the tinsel of

even the best of what the world has to offer.
There really is no competition. But it has to be
doneright. The best music sounds bland and uninterest-

ing when it is not performed with verve, with spirit, and !

above all, with intelligence.

D979 DY wy)‘p"pjn, "Educate your son in accor-

dance with his unique characteristics (Mishley 22:6)."

We make facile assumptions at our peril. Assumptions :

that what worked well enough for ourselves will work

equally well for our children. Assumptions that they

must certainly share our tastes and predilections.
Assumptlons that the ideas that we found inspiring will

' ‘ . . _
34 The children of Gad built Dibon, and Ataroth, and Aroer; 35 and Atroth-shophan, ar

Jazer, and Jogbehah; 36 and Beth-nimrah, and Beth-haran — fortified cities and pens f i
the flock. 3 The _chzldren of Reuben built Heshbon, and Elealeh, and Kiriathaim; 38 and Nel

ﬁre their hearts also. It is just not so or, less radlcally, it
is often not so.

‘«\( We can occaswnally create an environment that
approximates an idealized earlier one, and hope that its
ambiance will nurture an innocence more familiar from
another era. It may work sometimes for some children.

But it is foolish to think that we can shut out the worlqa;%

indefinitely. The music is playing on the rocky island |
and sooner or later it will penetrate our most lovingly |

and thoughtfully erected defenses. Our lives will have to “
be,set to music - the ultimate weapon in the battle for ;

our children's souls.® .

went o Gilead and occupied 1, and drove out the Amorite who were in it. *° Moses gai

Let us consciously, and with principled disci-

we live; those that are tainted by corruption and even * ‘

those which are neutral but simply superfluous, and
therefore, irrelevant to our Jewish living:
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38. oy napm — With altered names. The Amorites had
named thesé two cities after idols [as indicated by thé name '

' ‘Baal‘ -meon];’but when the Reubenites rebuilt those cities,
they changed the names (Rashi).
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