At the Edge of the Jordan
Five Questions for Reading Parashat Matot—Masei

Theme: As the Book of Numbers comes to a close, the Israelites stand on the
threshold of the Promised Land. The miracles of the wilderness are ending. Moses
will not cross the Jordan. Before Israel takes its next step, the Torah asks what kind
of people can sustain a covenant once Moses’ leadership is gone.

The Big Picture

Book Primary Theme Guiding Question

Exodus Liberation How does a slave become
free?

Leviticus Holiness What does a holy

community look like?

Numbers Responsibility Can free people become
responsible?

Sinai is where Torah is given. The wilderness is where Torah is practiced.

Question One: Why Are the Laws of Vows Here?

Numbers 30:2

'When someone makes a vow to the LORD or takes an oath imposing an obligation
on themselves, they shall not break their pledge; they shall carry out all that has
crossed their lips.'

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks suggests that these laws appear here because Israel is about to
become a society governed not by Moses' authority but by mutual trust:

“A free society depends on trust. Trust depends on keeping your word. That
is how humans imitate God - by using language to create. Words create
moral obligations, and moral obligations, undertaken responsibly and



honoured faithfully, create the possibility of a free society. So never break a
promise. Always do what you say you are going to do. If we fail to keep our
word, eventually we will lose our freedom.”

Questions

e Are there any other reasons to interrupt the narrative with laws at this point?
e [s trust more fundamental than law?

* What must replace Moses' leadership?

Question Two: What Kind of Speech Creates Reality?

Genesis 1: 'And God said, "Let there be light."'
Ecclesiastes 5: 'Better not to vow than to vow and not fulfill it.'

Reflection
In Torah, words do not merely describe reality—they create it.

Questions

e Which words change the world?

e What promises have shaped your own life?
e What happens when words lose credibility?

Question Three: Who Gets to Speak?

Numbers 30:4-6 (A woman’s vow)

If a woman makes a vow to GOD or assumes an obligation while still in her father’s
household by reason of her youth, and her father learns of her vow or her self-
imposed obligation and offers no objection, all her vows shall stand and every self-
imposed obligation shall stand. But if her father restrains her on the day he finds
out, none of her vows or self-imposed obligations shall stand; and GOD will forgive
her, since her father restrained her.

Numbers 27:1-11 (The daughters of Zelophehad)



The daughters of Zelophehad, of Manassite family—son of Hepher son of Gilead son
of Machir son of Manasseh son of Joseph—came forward. The names of the
daughters were Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. They stood before Moses,
Eleazar the priest, the chieftains, and the whole assembly, at the entrance of the
Tent of Meeting, and they said, “Our father died in the wilderness. He was not one of
the faction, Korah's faction, that banded together against GOD, but died for his own
sin; and he has left no sons. Let not our father’s name be lost to his clan just because
he had no son! Give us a holding among our father’s kinsmen!”

Moses brought their case before GOD.
And GOD said to Moses,

“The plea of Zelophehad’s daughters is just: you should give them a hereditary
holding among their father’s kinsmen; transfer their father’s share to them.

Numbers 36:8

Every daughter among the Israelite tribes who inherits a share must become the
wife of someone from a clan of her father’s tribe, in order that every Israelite [heir]
may keep an ancestral share.

Questions

* How does Torah both expand and limit women's agency?

* Are these texts contradictory or intentionally in conversation?

» How do we faithfully study texts that challenge our contemporary values?

Question Four: Can Torah Contain More Than One Voice?

Reflection
Jewish tradition has never required uniformity of interpretation. Debate itself is a
sacred practice.

Jonathan Sacks
"Torah is God's book of humanity, and each of us is a chapter in its unfinished story."

Judith Plaskow



“To expand Torah, we must reconstruct Jewish history to include the history of
women, and in doing so alter the shape of Jewish memory.”

Questions

» How do Plaskow and Sacks agree? How are their statements different?
e What is gained by preserving disagreement?

e How has argument strengthened Judaism?

Question Five: What Kind of Society Can Sustain Freedom?

Looking Back

The Book of Numbers begins with a census and ends with vows. Along the way come
the spies, Korach's rebellion, Miriam's death, Balaam, and the daughters of
Zelophehad.

Questions

e What has Israel learned in the wilderness?

e Which story from Numbers has most shaped your own Jewish understanding?
 There are some scholars who posit that the Torah ends after Numbers and
Deuteronomy was added later by a different author. How does the Torah read if it
ends here?

Closing Reflection

The wilderness is not an interruption to the story of Torah—it is where Torah is
tested. As we leave the Book of Numbers, we are invited to ask not only what the
[sraelites learned, but what kind of people we are still becoming.



