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Toras

The posuk says:  אֶל מֹשֶׁה  וַיְדַבֵּר  הַמִּדְיָנִים...  מֵאֵת  יִשְׂרָאֵל  בְּנֵי  נִקְמַת   נְקֹם 
 הָעָם לֵאמֹר הֵחָלְצוּ מֵאִתְּכֶם אֲנָשִׁים לַצָּבָא... אֶלֶף לַמַּטֶּה אֶלֶף לַמַּטֶּה לְכֹל מַטּוֹת
יִשְׂרָאֵל תִּשְׁלְחוּ לַצָּבָא
Chazal tell us that there were 12,000 soldiers. A thousand for each shevet. 
So what does the repetition of “elef lamateh, elef lamateh” teach us? It 
teaches that corresponding to those 12,000 soldiers, there were another 
12,000 people. Every soldier had someone learning and davening on his 
behalf. It was a partnership.
Now, it was a very interesting partnership. To be a soldier in this army 
wasn't simple. We learn in Parshas Ki Seitzei that in order to serve in this 
army, a Jew had to make sure he had no aveiros, so that he wouldn't 
be sent back from the battlefield. So you had 12,000 tzaddikim fighting, 
and another 12,000 people corresponding to them who were learning 
and davening for them. It was a very unusual army.
This also wasn't an army that relied on massive numbers. Klal Yisroel 
had over 600,000 men above the age of twenty, yet they didn't decide 
to field an army of 60,000. They chose only 12,000 men – a very small 
percentage of the battle-age men.
That's why you cannot learn from this army anything directly to 
contemporary military situations. There is certainly an idea here – that 
corresponding to everyone who is fighting, there should be someone 
learning and davening. But this was not an army that boasted of 
tremendous military strength.
After all, what had these people been doing for forty years? They had 
been sitting and learning in the midbar. They weren't training for war. It 
wasn't that suddenly someone announced, "We need an army. Everyone 
get together." No. This was an entirely different kind of army.
The posuk says: וַחֲצֹצְרוֹת הַקֹּדֶשׁ  וּכְלֵי  לַצָּבָא  הַכֹּהֵן  אֶלְעָזָר  בֶּן  פִּינְחָס   וְאֶת 
הַתְּרוּעָה בְּיָדוֹ
Chazal say the klei HaKodesh included the Aron and the Tzitz. This army 
understood that these were tzaddikim, and that HaKodosh Boruch Hu 
wanted them to fight in the zechus of these tzaddikim, together with 
those who were learning, accompanied by the Aron Kodesh and the 
Tzitz. It was an army operating on an entirely different level. Victory 
depended more on their spiritual power than physical power.
Then the Torah says: זָכָר כָּל  וַיַּהַרְגוּ  מִדְיָן...  עַל   Twelve thousand  .וַיִּצְבְּאוּ 
soldiers fought against an enormous nation. They killed every male, 
defeated the five kings, and returned with an enormous amount of 
spoils.
Later the Torah says: וְחָצִיתָ אֶת הַמַּלְקוֹחַ בֵּין תֹּפְשֵׂי הַמִּלְחָמָה הַיֹּצְאִים לַצָּבָא 
 The spoils were divided equally between those who fought .וּבֵין כָּל הָעֵדָה
and the rest of Klal Yisroel. Why? Because the soldiers represented all 
of Klal Yisroel. The victory belonged to the entire nation. A portion was 
also given for tzedakah, and the wealth they captured was enormous.
Naturally, different people ended up receiving different amounts. As a 
result, Bnei Reuven and Bnei Gad accumulated an extraordinary amount 
of livestock. They ended up with tremendous wealth in sheep, goats, 
and cattle.
Now something very significant happens. Klal Yisroel has left the desert. 
They're entering civilization, conquering enormous tracts of land, and 
the land they now possess is outstanding grazing land.
The Torah says: וַיָּבֹאוּ בְנֵי גָד וּבְנֵי רְאוּבֵן וַיּאֹמְרוּ אֶל מֹשֶׁה ... הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר הִכָּה 
ה' לִפְנֵי עֲדַת יִשְׂרָאֵל אֶרֶץ מִקְנֶה הִוא וְלַעֲבָדֶיךָ מִקְנֶה
Bnei Gad and Bnei Reuven tell Moshe Rabbeinu that this land is ideal for 
livestock. HaKodosh Boruch Hu has blessed them with enormous herds, 
and if they remain here, they can make full use of this grazing land. It 
is obviously Hashem’s will that we stay here to take advantage of the 
grazing land He gave us. Therefore they ask: “הַיַּרְדֵּן אֶת  תַּעֲבִרֵנוּ   – ”אַל 

Don't bring us across the Jordan River.
Moshe Rabbeinu responds: Why remain here? HaKodosh Boruch Hu 
promised Eretz Yisroel. Yes, He also gave you tremendous wealth in 
livestock, but He promised Avrohom Ovinu that his children will inherit 
Eretz Yisroel. Why don't you want what HaKodosh Boruch Hu already 
promised hundreds of years ago? 
You want to stay? That means you don't appreciate Eretz Yisroel. One 
of the aveiros of the meraglim was “Vayimasu b'Eretz Chemdoh”. They 
rejected the very land that HaKodosh Boruch Hu called Eretz Chemdoh.
Bnei Gad and Bnei Reuven then approached Moshe again and said 
something very revealing about their mindset: ּלְמִקְנֵנו נִבְנֶה  צאֹן   גִּדְרֹת 
וְעָרִים לְטַפֵּנוּ  We're not trying to discourage the rest of Klal Yisroel .פֹּה 
from entering Eretz Yisroel. We'll leave our families here, we'll cross over 
armed with everyone else, and we won't return until the entire land has 
been conquered.
Moshe answered: If you do that, HaKodosh Boruch Hu will agree. But 
then he deliberately changes their wording to put their children first and 
their animals last: בְּנוּ לָכֶם עָרִים לְטַפְּכֶם וּגְדֵרֹת לְצֹנַאֲכֶם. 
Rashi points out something very important. Moshe Rabbeinu was telling 
them: You have your priorities completely backwards. You first spoke 
about your livestock, and only afterward about your families. No. First 
your families, then your property.
Now let me ask you something. What Jewish parent, if you asked him 
what is more important – his money or his children – would answer, "My 
money"? It wouldn’t happen. Certainly not people who had spent forty 
years learning from Moshe Rabbeinu. But subconsciously, their money 
was more important. That is how many people actually live their lives.
Everything in life has an ikkar and a tofel. Every decision a person makes 
should revolve around identifying which is which. Moshe Rabbeinu was 
telling them: you're making your decisions around your property, and 
then trying to fit your family into whatever remains. No. You first decide 
what's best for your family, and afterward you figure out your property.
Life is full of ikkar and tofel. When people decide where they're going 
to live, what parnossoh they're going to have, and so many other major 
decisions, the real question is: What is the goal of my life? Once that's 
decided, everything else has to fit around it.
I once had a talmid who was making a very good living in an excellent 
Torah community. He was offered a fantastic job in a very distant 
community with very poor chinuch. He called me, and we discussed it. 
I asked him, What is your situation now? You have a decent job? He 
said yes, but the job in the other community is much better! I asked 
him one simple question: Where will your Torah grow more? Where will 
your children's chinuch be better – where you are now, or there? He 
said there was no comparison, where he was now was clearly better for 
his ruchniyus and his family’s ruchniyus. So I told him, "Then what's the 
question? Where’s the dilemma?"
What's the ikkar in your life? Your Torah? Your family's Yiddishkeit? If 
that's the ikkar, then that's where you live. Afterward you work out the 
parnossoh. But if money becomes the determining factor, then you've 
already turned the tofel into the ikkar.
That's exactly what Moshe Rabbeinu was telling Bnei Gad and Bnei 
Reuven. Even if money is important enough that you're prepared 
to remain outside Eretz Yisroel, the way you're thinking is already 
fundamentally distorted. The money has become so central that your 
children have become secondary. That's a completely skewed way of 
approaching life.
The problem is that once people make decisions based on the tofel, 
the tofel becomes the ikkar, and the ikkar becomes the tofel. Then 
everything becomes confused.
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Every person has to decide what will be the biggest determining factor 
in his life. That affects every major decision – parnossoh, where to live, 
and certainly shidduchim.
A shidduch is probably the single most important decision a person 
makes at your stage of life. You're deciding what sort of life you're going 
to build, what sort of family you're going to build, and whether this is 
the person with whom you can build that life. Too often people get 
caught up in one minor cheshbon or another, instead of first asking: 
What kind of life do I want? Is this the person with whom I can build that 
life that I want?
When parents call me about a shidduch for their child, I ask them 
what kind of person they are looking for. And they tell me all kinds of 
interesting things! Sense of humor, etc. As if this is what life is all about! 
No, it’s about what kind of life you want to build and what kind of family 
you want to raise. That's the first question.
And that's exactly what Moshe Rabbeinu was telling them: בְּנוּ לָכֶם עָרִים 
.First take care of your children. Then worry about your money – לְטַפְּכֶם
There's a very interesting posuk. Yaakov Ovinu had been on the road, 
and after the whole ma'aseh with Shechem, the Torah says that he came 
to a place called Succos. Then it says that Yaakov built himself a bayis, 
and for his flock he made succos. Chazal tell us that this is connected to 
why we have Chag HaSuccos.
The Torah says he built a house for himself and shelters for his flock, 
and therefore he called the place Succos. Why name the place after the 
shelters rather than the house?
If you look in Targum Yonasan, he explains that Yaakov built himself 
a Beis Medrash. In other words, he established a permanent place for 
learning Torah, while for his flock he made only temporary shelters. 
What was Yaakov saying? "I'm settling my family here, and the most 
important thing is their Torah. I'll take care of the parnossoh later, but 
first I establish a place of Torah." Because his priorities were correct, the 
place was called Succos.
Moshe Rabbeinu responded to the request in a very interesting way. 
He first told them: "Fine. If you straighten out your priorities and build 
cities for your families first, and then go fight for Klal Yisroel, you may 
remain here." 
But suddenly another shevet enters the picture: חֲצִי שֵׁבֶט מְנַשֶּׁה בֶן יוֹסֵף.  
Where did they come from? The livestock belonged to Bnei Gad and 
Bnei Reuven, not to Shevet Menashe.
Moshe Rabbeinu realized they needed something to help with their 
priorities. He brings in chatzi shevet Menashe. The Netziv in Ha'amek 
Dovor explains that Shevet Menashe made a very different calculation. 
Their ikkar was Torah. They understood that Bnei Gad and Bnei Reuven 
were becoming wealthy, and someone would have to provide Torah 
leadership there, so they went to Ever HaYarden in order to be mekarev 
them and strengthen Torah among them. 
As the Torah continues, Moshe Rabbeinu separates the sholosh orei 
miklot, and says that there will be three cities of refuge in Ever HaYarden 
and another three in Eretz Yisroel. Chazal ask a famous question: Nine 
and a half shevotim will live in Eretz Yisroel, while only two and a half will 
live in Ever HaYarden. So why are there three orei miklot on each side?
Chazal answer that there would be more retzicha b'shogeg in Ever 
HaYarden.
Now think about that. Why should there be more accidental killing in 
Ever HaYarden? Is the climate different? Is the water different? Is the 
population denser? No. Chazal are teaching a very deep idea.
Eretz Yisroel proper has a higher level of kedushas ho'oretz, while 
Ever HaYarden has a lower level of kedushas ho'oretz. Bnei Gad and 
Bnei Reuven were not rejecting holiness altogether. They were saying, 
"Because of our wealth, we're willing to settle for a second-level 
kedushas ho'oretz."
Now Moshe Rabbeinu makes a very simple cheshbon. If a person is 
willing to accept second-class kedushah because of money, that means 
he doesn't take life seriously enough. If he truly understood what life is 
about, he wouldn't trade a higher level of kedushah for wealth. And if a 
person doesn't take life seriously, it leads to carelessness. And what is 

retzicha b'shogeg? It is the result of carelessness.
This morning I was driving in Har Nof. In the morning it's not easy – 
children are running to school, balls roll into the street, and you have 
to be extremely careful. So I'm driving slowly and carefully. Suddenly 
someone behind me is leaning on his horn, zooms around me, and takes 
off.
That kind of behavior leads to retzicha b'shogeg! A person who doesn't 
take his own life seriously, also doesn't take other people's lives seriously. 
Chazal say: על חיי עצמו אינו חס, על חיי אחרים לא כל שכן
That's exactly what Moshe Rabbeinu was telling Bnei Gad and Bnei 
Reuven. First you spoke about your money and only afterward about 
your family. Then you said you're willing to settle for a lower level of 
kedushah because of money. Once a person starts thinking that way, he 
stops taking life seriously enough in all kinds of areas.
And remember what they were doing. This wasn't a vacation. They 
crossed the Jordan River and fought for seven years straight while their 
families remained behind the entire time. But it was all worth it for them 
– because of all the money they would have in the end. Did they realize 
that in the meantime, a five-year-old child would be twelve by the time 
his father returned? They didn’t care. They missed years of building their 
families because they were focused on the wealth they would ultimately 
gain.
The Torah establishes a basic level that every Jew is obligated to keep, 
and then higher levels of closeness to HaKodosh Boruch Hu. Rav 
Avrohom ben HaRambam writes in the Maspik that if a person wears 
shaatnez, he is called a rosho. Why? He's a nice person! Why should 
he be called a rosho? He explains with the posuk: לֹוֶה רָשָׁע וְלאֹ יְשַׁלֵּם. A 
rosho is someone who doesn’t pay his debts.
HaKodosh Boruch Hu gives us everything. That means we owe Him a 
debt, and we repay that debt by keeping Shabbos, kashrus, shaatnez, 
and the rest of basic halocho. If a person wears shaatnez, he is refusing 
to pay part of that debt. So he is a rosho in the eyes of the Torah because 
he isn’t keeping the basic requirements to pay his debt to Hashem.
But beyond the basics, every person decides how high he wants to climb 
in the ladder of closeness to HaKodosh Boruch Hu. It depends on your 
level of understanding of Hashem and inspiration.
When a person says, "I'll take care of my money, and I'll also take care 
of my children," Moshe Rabbeinu says: "What do you mean 'also'?" An 
eleven-year-old becomes an eighteen-year-old while you're gone. He's 
a different human being, and you had no input in those years! But it’s 
worth it for the money?
So Moshe Rabbeinu's message was: if that's your attitude to life, you 
don't take life seriously enough. And when people don't take life 
seriously, retzicha b'shogeg becomes more common.
This entire story of Bnei Gad and Bnei Reuven is a key lesson in decision-
making in life. In the end, who were the first shevotim lost from Klal 
Yisroel? Bnei Gad, Bnei Reuven, and chatzi shevet Menashe. Why? 
Because they couldn't consistently distinguish between ikkar and tofel.
When people come to me for advice, the first question is always: What 
are your priorities? What's number one in your life? What's number 
two? What's number three? First maximize number one. Then work on 
number two. Then work on number three.
So many people make excuses and say, "I'm earning all this money for 
my children. It’s not for me!" They're so busy earning money for the 
children, that they barely know their own children.
You're at a stage in life where you're deciding what your life will look like 
in twenty years, thirty years, forty years. There is an ikkar in life and there 
is a tofel in life. As a friend of mine, a great mechanech, once said: "Does 
the dog wag the tail, or does the tail wag the dog?" Sometimes the tail 
wags the dog. The tofel takes over and determines the ikkar.
That was Moshe Rabbeinu's message to Bnei Gad and Bnei Reuven: 
you have all your priorities backwards. There will be more accidental 
murderers as a result of not taking life seriously. There's an ikkar and 
there's a tofel. 
Life is very serious. Never make the mistake of Bnei Gad and Bnei Reuven.


