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people’s disobedience and his own inability to enter the Promised Land. 
Where is such a message conveyed most vividly? 
 

Joseph Bekhor Shor draws our attention to Deuteronomy 1:37 to 38. There 
Moses declares, “Because of you the Lord was incensed with me too.” To 
what is Moses referring? Though one could point to a number of wayward 
Israelite incidents, the Bekhor Shor believes that Moses alludes to the epi-
sode of striking the rock. In the peshat (literal sense) of Torah, it seems 
Moses is blaming the people for his impatient response of striking the rock 
rather than talking to it, and for the subsequent punishment of being denied 
entry into Israel.   
 

The Bekhor Shor, however, succeeds in giving us a far more nuanced pic-
ture. Reading between the lines, he imagines Moses blaming the people 
but also himself. He writes, 
 

Because you were people of little faith I [Moses] should have ex-
plained explicitly that I would bring forth water from the rock. In-
stead, I said, “from this rock shall we bring forth water for you?!” 
And you responded, “one could not possibly think that water would 
flow from a rock—it is a coincidence!” So for this reason God was 
strict. For if you had interpreted my words the way they were in-
tended—namely, so that you would think that God will do a miracle 
like this for you, “and we will bring forth water from this rock”—just 
as God ended up doing, then you would have seen it was done at 
the commandment of God. And God would not have been so strict. 
Because I didn’t explain carefully, God was strict [with me]. That is 
the meaning of “because of you.” 

 

Thus, Moses, in the imagination of the Bekhor Shor, reprimands himself for 
not being clear enough in his message. Had Moses explicitly said that the 
water would be the result of the command of God, it could have birthed a 
very different reality. God would have been sanctified in that moment, and 
Moses would have entered the Promised Land. Certainly, Moses’s bitter-
ness and keen desire to take the people to task is justified. Our commenta-
tor, though, succeeds in painting a thoughtful and sophisticated portrait of 
an experienced and wise leader. Both the shepherd and the flock are re-
sponsible together. Neither can “go it alone.”  
 

The publication and distribution of A Taste of Torah are made possible by a 
generous grant from Sam and Marilee Susi. 
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The View from the Other Side 
 

Is the author of this week’s Torah reading, Parashat Devarim, or the author 
of the entire book of Devarim (Deuteronomy, the last of the five books of 
the Torah), not paying attention? Or, perhaps, does the author think we 
have not been paying attention to what we have read or heard in the To-
rah’s previous several books? The book of Deuteronomy is a retelling of 
much of what precedes it in the Torah. (In fact, the name Deuteronomy has 
come to mean “second telling” or “second law,” based on an extrapolated 
interpretation of the phrase “mishneh torah” in Deuteronomy 17:18. There, 
in context, it means a “copy of the Torah,” but that discussion is for another 
parashah.) Now, though, why does the fifth book recapitulate so much of 
what came before it? A closer look reveals that Deuteronomy doesn’t 
merely repeat material, but actually modifies parts of it. Why does it do 
this? The very short answer is “perspective.” 
 

There are actually several different types of perspective shifting we can see 
from this week’s reading. The most obvious starting point is that the book of 
Devarim comprises a series of speeches that Moses delivers to the people 
of Israel. In contrast to much of the text in previous books in which God or a 
narrator speaks—to the people, to Moses, or to the people through 
Moses—this week, we are told, “These are the words that Moses spoke to 
all Israel” (1:1). Commentators often consider Deuteronomy as Moses’s 
valedictory, given his exhortation speeches and farewell addresses. This is 
his opportunity to remind Israel of their history, their challenges, their re-
sponsibilities, and their potential as a nation. This is his time to lay before 
them what the bonds of their shared past can create for them, with each 
other and with God. Yes, the parashah is even more. It is Moses’s chance 
to explain the role he played in forming and enabling their identity as a peo-
ple. It is the time—nearing the last time—he can remind them, or even 
scold them, how much they owe to him. He tells them what he did for them, 
what he risked, and that he put his life on the line to keep them alive as a 
people, God’s people: “Because of you the Lord was furious also with 
me” (1:37).  
 

Deuteronomy is essentially Israel’s history and future from the perspective 
of Moses. Let’s consider just one small example of how Moses recasts 



 

 

what we had read previously. In Exodus 18, it was clear that Moses was 
overburdened with his widespread judicial tasks. Seeing the toll such de-
mands were taking on Moses, his father-in-law, Yitro, suggested the crea-
tion of an entire judicial system, with the appointment of others to handle 
smaller cases while leaving only the major disputes for Moses himself. 
That was sound advice for Moses and for the entire people. (Similarly, 
when Numbers 11 recounted Moses’s exhaustion and frustration, it was 
God who advised Moses to gather 70 elders to aid him in his task, appar-
ently the task of prophecy.) However, Deuteronomy reflects a different 
leadership style for Moses. In this parashah, Moses claims that he was the 
one who told the people that others should be appointed to share judicial 
responsibility (1:12–18). Maybe Moses has learned to delegate authority 
by now, but it is more likely that Moses’s perspective in recounting past 
events paints a picture of his leadership skills that is different from what 
we saw in the earlier books. Devarim shows us how much personal per-
spective shapes our impressions. 
 

Let’s explore one other aspect of perspective in this week’s reading, that 
of geography. The first verse of the parashah tells us where Moses was 
when he spoke. However, that may not be as simple as it seems. Deuter-
onomy 1:1 explains that Moses spoke to all Israel “be’ever hayarden” (on 
the other side of the Jordan). Ask yourself this two-part question: where 
were Moses and Israel at the time, and which is “the other side” of the Jor-
dan River? Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (a renowned 12th-century biblical 
commentator from north-central France, and the grandson  of the even 
more renowned commentator Rashi), spells out for us both the question 
and an answer: 
 

Across [on the other side of] the Jordan [River]. On which “other 
side” of the Jordan? In the desert, on the same “other side of the 
Jordan” that is on the desert side, in which Israel was for forty 
years; that is called “the other side of the Jordan” to those who live 
in the land of Israel. It is not the “other side of the Jordan” which is 
on the side with Jerusalem, that is also called “the other side of the 
Jordan” by those who travel the desert where Israel dwelled 
[before they entered Canaan]. 

 

Here’s the complication: The biblical text says that they were “across the 
Jordan” (i.e., to the east of the Jordan). It is clear that the Israelites were 
still east of the Jordan when Moses was addressing them. To make sense 
of the verse, Moses’s vantage point or perspective would have situated 
him within Canaan, but we know from the poignant end of Deuteronomy 
that he was never permitted to cross the Jordan into Canaan, and never 
set foot there.  
 

There are at least two ways to deal with the problem. One approach re-
flects the perspective of modern biblical scholarship that the book of Deu-
teronomy embodies many significant differences from the rest of Torah, 
and may well have been written later than the previous four books. (For 

 

 

our current purposes, we shall bypass when and where Deuteronomy 
might have been composed.) However, if we turn back to Rashbam, we 
can find another possible solution to the problem. In several of his other 
comments (e.g., to Numbers 22:1 and Deuteronomy 1:1 and 32:4, as 
pointed out in the notes in David Rosin’s 1881 publication of Rashbam’s 
commentary on the Torah), Rashbam suggests why Moses might have re-
ferred to the  eastern side of the Jordan as “the other side” (or “across the 
Jordan”) even though he was still on that side when he used the phrase: 
Moses was writing for the benefit of future generations. In other words, he 
was writing from the perspectives (both temporal and geographic) of those 
who would come later and would already have settled in the land of Israel, 
on the  western side of the Jordan, now sometimes called Cisjordan. In that 
case, the “other side of the Jordan” would have been what is now often 
called Transjordan (i.e., to the  east of the Jordan River). 
 

Thus, Parashat Devarim begins the final book of the Torah and, among its 
many lessons, reminds us of the importance of perspective. As we pray 
and work for peace in Israel—and in so many other parts of the world—we 
are well instructed to realize that virtually every party to a conflict sees 
events from only its own perspective. Perhaps that realization and an effort 
to move beyond it will help us make the transition from this week’s haftarah 
of woe just before Tish’ah Be’Av to next week’s haftarah, for a time of con-
solation and reconciliation. 
 

The publication and distribution of the JTS Torah Commentary are made 
possible by a generous grant from Rita Dee and Harold (z”l) Hassenfeld. 
 
 
 

A TASTE OF TORAH 
 

By Rabbi Matthew Berkowitz, Director of Israel Programs, The Rabbinical 
School, JTS 
 

A Shared Responsibility 
 

This coming Shabbat, we begin the fifth and final book of Torah as we read 
Parashat Devarim, the opening of the book of Deuteronomy. Moses ad-
dresses the people in Moab just as the next generation under the leader-
ship of Joshua is about to enter the Land. It is both a time for retrospection 
as well as introspection. The narrative of the Israelites and laws of Torah 
are repeated as Moses delivers his final charge. In Deuteronomy 1:37 to 
38, Moses declares, “Because of you the Lord was incensed with me too, 
and God said, ‘You will not enter either. Joshua son of Nun, who attends 
you, he will enter it. Imbue him with strength, for he will allot it to Israel.’” 
One midrash from Deuteronomy Rabbah 1:6 compares the word devarim 
(words) to devorim (bees). Namely, Moses’s stinging critique of the Israel-
ites is likened to that of a bee. Just as a bee’s sting causes its own death, 
so too does Moses trigger his own end in taking the people to task. One 
senses Moses’s frustration bordering on contempt as he laments both the 



<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /None

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.0000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams false

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments true

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /CreateJDFFile false

  /Description <<



    /BGR <>

    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /CZE <>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /ETI <>

    /FRA <>

    /GRE <>



    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)

    /HUN <>

    /ITA <>

    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /LTH <>

    /LVI <>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /POL <>

    /PTB <>

    /RUM <>

    /RUS <>

    /SKY <>

    /SLV <>

    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /TUR <>

    /UKR <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK

      /DestinationProfileName ()

      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements false

      /GenerateStructure false

      /IncludeBookmarks false

      /IncludeHyperlinks false

      /IncludeInteractive false

      /IncludeLayers false

      /IncludeProfiles false

      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice



