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Chapter XXXVI: Beha’alotecha (Num. 8:1-12:16)

Essay 3. The prohibition against non-sacrificial meat
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It is necessary to give a reason why for that generation the Holy One, Blessed be He,
forbade the Israelites from eating non-sacrificial meat,' which He did not forbid for the future
generations. That is, after they merited to see the Holy One, Blessed be He, face-to-face on
Mount Sinai’ and to hear His voice, it was not proper for a worm and maggot to prevail over
them. This is as [the rabbis] of blessed memory said, that worm and maggot would not prevail
over them.’ Therefore, He didn’t want them to increase their eating of meat, for it was taught
in a Mishnah that Hillel said, “the more flesh, the more worms.”* He only permitted to them
the eating of meat of the consecrated animals, which was something holy and which did not
become profane, as the Kabbalists wrote, that everything that a man eats at a festive meal
and on a holiday does not transform into a worm.’ This restriction was not relevant to the
future generations, who had not experienced G-d face-to-face.
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Also, from another reason, He also forbade the non-sacrificial meat to them because
they had become attached to G-d while standing at Mount Sinai, as it is said, “while you, who
held fast to the L-rd, your G-d, are all alive today.”® He forbade meat for them, in order that

* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com

! Literally, “meat of desire,” as opposed to meat of sacrificial animals. Cf. Chullin 16b—17a.

2 Deut. 5:4: “Face-to-face the L-rd spoke to you on the mountain, out of the fire.”

3 Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer 41:17: “Rabbi Pinchas said: All that generation who heard the voice of the Holy One, Blessed be He, on Mount Sinai,
were worthy to be like the ministering angels. They did not see any seminal drop in their lifetime, and no lice ruled over them. Upon their death,
neither worm nor maggot prevailed over them.” Contrast this with the later generations, for which Pirkei Avot 3:1 states: “Where are you going?
To a place of dust, of worm and of maggot.”

4 Pirkei Avot 2:7.

5 Eliyahu de Vidas (1518-87), Reishit Chochma, Sha’ar haKedusha, chapter 15.

¢ Deut. 4:4.




they would not be pulled after the evil inclination, for “a lion does not roar [standing] over a
basket of straw [from which he derives no pleasure], but [he roars standing] over a basket of
meat.”’
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This is what is said in Midrash Yalkut Shimoni on the verse, “The riffraff in their midst
felt a gluttonous craving; and then the Israelites wept and said, ‘If only we had meat to eat!’ »®
The Midrash askes, “Is it because they had no meat that they were resentful? Rather, they
were only seeking a pretext to separate from following the Omnipresent.”’ A difficulty is
what pretext were they seeking, and why specifically because of non-sacrificial meat were
they seeking a pretext? Rather, it was because the Holy One, Blessed be He, didn’t permit
them non-sacrificial meat in order that the evil inclination wouldn’t rule over them. They, to
the contrary, had wanted and desired to eat meat in order that the evil inclination would rule
over them, just as they desired to eat cucumbers,'? because the cucumbers gave birth to
severity and troubles in the intellect of a human being.!! Because of this, the Holy One,
Blessed be He, didn’t want them to taste the taste of manna, which was a pure and clean food,
but they were seeking a pretext etc., and they wanted to separate from following the
Omnipresent, for they knew that the prohibition against meat came to them because of their
attachment to Him, may He be Blessed, as they were standing at Mount Sinai.
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In tractate Shabbat, the 16™ chapter, entitled, “All sacred writings,” there is a discussion
about two verses Num. 10:35-36 that are bracketed with an inverted nun, and which are considered
to rightfully belong elsewhere in the Bible. The question arose why these verses were moved here,
and one answer is that it was in order to demarcate between the first punishment and the second
punishment. It is said:

7 Berachot 32a.

8 Num. 11:4.

° Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 732:1.

19 Num. 11:5: “We remember the fish that we used to eat free in Egypt, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic.”

"' The word 1R, [kishu 'in] is related to nwp [kasheh] [“difficult”], and Rashi on Num. 11:5 says that cucumbers are injurious to pregnant
women and nursing mothers. However, the translator has not located a source indicating a connection between cucumbers and harm to the intellect.

2



What is the second punishment [that appears immediately afterward]? [The
verse:] “And the people complained [wickedly in God’s ears, and God heard and
became angry, and the fire of God burned in them and it consumed the edge of the
camp]” (Num. 11:1). What is the first punishment? [The verse:] “And they
traveled from the mountain of G-d [me har Hashem] for three days” (Numbers
10:33), and Rabbi Chama, son of Rabbi Chanina, said: That they turned from
after G-d [me acharei Hashem] [and hurriedly fled Mount Sinai].

- Shabbat 116a
And Rashi explained on this Gemara that within three days of their journey, the riffraff felt a
gluttonous craving to complain for meat in order to rebel against G-d. The Ramban, in his
explanation questioned this, because the punishment for the craving is written in a different
section, viz, Num. 11:1, “The people took to complaining bitterly . ..”
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And apart from what the Re’em!? explained there, according to our way of
understanding it is fine, that the issue of turning away from G-d and the question of the
people’s desire for meat is all one issue, that they wanted to distance themselves from holiness
and become attached to the evil inclination and to spiritual impurity. There are not two
punishments as the Ramban of blessed memory thought there, rather “the people took to
complaining bitterly” is one punishment and the second is “And they traveled from the
mountain of G-d,” and that itself is the same as the riffraff.
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The language of the Gemara is very convenient according to the way of understanding
of Rashi of blessed memory, saying first “what is the second punishment,” and then
explaining “what is the first punishment.” It should have said first, “what is the first
punishment.” Because of that, the matter between these punishments was separated by the
letter nun, having a Gematria of 50, because they wanted to distance from the nun, the 50"
level, of holiness and to become attached to the nun, the 50" level, of the evil inclination,'’
which is the primordial serpent that seduced Eve, and therefore there are the letters nun that
are reversed or differentiated.

12 Rabbi Elijah Mizrachi (c. 1455 — c. 1526) (“Re’em”), Talmudist, posek, and mathematician, best known for Sefer ha-Mizrachi, a
supercommentary on Rashi's commentary on the Torah.

13 The Kabbalists teach of 50 gates, or levels, of wisdom [binah], as well as 50 levels of spiritual impurity. For example, see Chaim ibn Attar
(1696—1743), Moroccan Kabbalist and Talmudist, Or ha 'Chaim, Ex. 3:8.
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Regarding what they said, “Now our souls are shriveled; there is nothing at all; nothing
but this manna to look to,”' it is said in the 18" chapter of tractate Shabbat entitled, “One may
move,” that one who undergoes bloodletting needs to eat meat and drink wine the same day,
“meat because a soul replaces a soul,” i.c., the meat from the animal replenishes the person’s
strength, and “wine because [the] red replaces [the] red,” i.e., the red wine assists in the
replenishment of the person’s blood.!® Therefore, Israel said, when we exert ourselves such that
“our souls are shriveled” from the exertion of the way or because of some other matter, the
better solution is to eat meat, because “a soul replaces a soul.” Also, “there is nothing,” as if
to say that we don’t have the necessities of the meal that we need, that we do not have meat.
If you will say that we taste in the manna all manner of tastes and that the manna alone will
suffice, isn’t it the case that the wine won’t suffice, because we specifically want wine, and to
the contrary, the manna is white,'° and this is the meaning of “nothing but this manna to look
at.”
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In truth, “a soul replaces a soul” and wine is not relevant at all here, and this is as
Rashi explained on “These are the words that Moses addressed to all Israel on the other side of
the Jordan—through the wilderness, in the Arabah near Suph, between Paran and between
Tophel, and Laban, Hazeroth, and Di-zahab”!’:

R. Yochanan said: We have gone through the whole Bible and we have
found no place the name of which is Tophel or Laban! But the meaning is that
[Moses] reproved them because of the words by which they defamed [175v]
[taphlu] the manna, which was white [12%] [lavan] in color . . .

- Rashi on Deut. 1:1

4 Num. 11:6.

15 Shabbat 129a.

1 Ex. 16:31: “The house of Israel named it manna; it was like coriander seed, white, and it tasted like wafers in honey.”
7 Deut. 1:1.
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The reason that [Moses] remembered their sin in which they defamed the manna, and
specifically because it was white, it can be said that in the 13t chapter of tractate Ketubot it
is said by Rabbi Yochanan, “The one who whitens his teeth to his friend [by smiling at him] is
better than one who gives him milk to drink.” “The one who whitens his teeth” means to say
that he gives [his friend] somewhat of “a pleasant countenance,”'® and since here the Holy
One, Blessed be He, gave them a pleasant countenance, therefore [the manna] was white in
order to hint this, nevertheless they made defamatory statements.
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About them, the Scripture said, “The fallow ground of the poor yields much food; but
there is substance swept away without justice.”'’ The difficulty is what is this “but there is
substance”? If it is relevant to the beginning of the verse, it should have said, “The fallow
ground of the poor yields much food, but it is swept away without justice.” Since it said, “there
is substance,” it appears that there is a different matter, and how is it connected to the
beginning of the verse?
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This will be understood by what is brought in the Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat
(siman 393, se’if 2), “If the person brought produce [into a courtyard| without permission,
and an animal belonging to the owner of the courtyard ate it and suffered injury because it
ate it, the owner of the produce is not liable, because the animal should not have eaten it.”*°
Because of this, it says “but there is substance,” that its law is like the animal that already
had this judgment, that since it ate more than was appropriate until it was injured from its
eating, it is “swept away without justice,” because it should not have eaten.
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In this way the Scripture will be understood, “Let the humble eat and be satisfied; let
all who seek the L-rd praise Him; may your hearts live forever!”?! It is difficult to understand

18 Pirkei Avot 1:15.

' Prov. 13:23.

2 This is also in the Rambam’s Mishneh Torah, Damages to Property 3:14.
21 ps. 22:27.



what one thing, i.e., the humble eating, has to do with another, i.c., seeking and praising G-d?
Also, what is the significance of the ending blessing, “may your hearts live forever”?

It can be said that [the rabbis] of blessed memory said that the evil inclination only
rules over a man while eating and drinking.’ Similarly, it is written, “When you have eaten
your fill, and have built fine houses to live in, and your herds and flocks have multiplied, and your
silver and gold have increased, and everything you own has prospered, beware lest your heart
grow haughty and you forget the L-rd, your G-d.”** When a man has eaten and he is satisfied,
there is a fear lest his evil inclination get the best of him and he forget G-d.
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But this fear does not exist for one who is truly humble. Indeed, the Kabbalists said that
among the best character traits, nothing is greater than humility.>* Also, as it says in the first
chapter of tractate Avodah Zarah (20b), “humility is greater than all, as it is written, ‘because
the L-rd has anointed me, to announce good news to the humble.”?® It doesn’t say ‘[the]
righteous and pious,’ rather ‘the humble.” ”

The reason for this is because humility weakens the power of the evil inclination, for
the gematria of “humility” is 131, the same as that of “Samael,” the angel of death, and he has
no power to make [the humble person] sin. If so, one who is humble is able to eat and to be
satiated and has no fear that the evil inclination will get the better of him and that he will
forget G-d. Rather, even though he ate and was satiated, he will be able to praise G-d and to
seek Him and not to forget Him. This is the meaning of “may your hearts live forever,” that
after [the humble person] ate and drank, he has two hearts. This alludes to the verse, “You
shall love the L-rd, your G-d, with all your hearts,”?® which Berachot 54a explains means “with
your two inclinations, with your good inclination and your evil inclination.” Thus, even though
eating and drinking may lead an average person to sin, a truly humble person is not at risk, and
his evil heart has become a good heart for him.

22 Zohar I:110a (Vayera 21:318).

2 Deut. 8:12-14.

2* Moshe Cordovero (1522-70), Tomer Devorah (Venice 1588), chapter 2.
% Isaiah 61:1.

2% Deut. 6:5.



