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Chapter XLII: Matot (Num. 30:2-32:42)

Essay 3. The war against Midian
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There is a Midrash Tanchuma:

“Avenge the Israelite people on the Midianites, then you will be gathered
to your kin.”! Let our master instruct us: How many shofar blasts does one
blow on the eve of the Sabbath to stop people from working? Thus have our
masters taught: One blows three shofar blasts on the eve of the Sabbath. How?
The prayer leader of the congregation takes the trumpets and goes up to the
roof at the highest point in the city and blows. [Thereupon] whoever is far from the
city leaves his work. Then [the hazzan] comes again and blows a second time.
[Thereupon] those who are nearer enter the city. When he blows a third time, they
place the precooked food in the oven and light the [Sabbath] lights. [If] he has
finished blowing [while] the pot was on the stove, they set it on the ground. If
there was a light in a woman's hand, she sets it on the ground. Why? Because the
Sabbath is sanctified with trumpets.

- Midrash Tanchuma, Matot 2
This is strange, for what is the connection between blowing the shofar on the eve of the
Sabbath with the war against Midian?

’ English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
"'Num. 31:2.
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It can be said, as the Shach wrote: In the war against Midian, they had no need for
weapons at all. The Holy One, Blessed be He, did not command them to do anything other
than to “fall upon Midian,”?> meaning they were only to appear before the Midianites to make
it seem like they were coming in the natural way of war, but the battle itself would be carried
out on its own, miraculously. He brings proof from the Midrash and the Targum, which
interprets “and they massed against Midian”> as “and they soldiered against Midian . . .”*
meaning they merely appeared before them as military units.

Also, it is written “select troops [13°71] [hei ‘chaltzu],”” “an equipped [*%177] [chalutzei]
army,”% and the selection of this word also implies the absence of weapons, because while the
root of the word could mean “arming,” it could also mean “removing something,” as in the context
of the chalitza ceremony in which a widow removes her brother-in-law’s shoe in lieu of entering
into a levirate marriage.

It is also written, “And Balaam son of Beor they killed by the sword,”’ because only
against him did they display actual military might. But with the rest, they had no need at all
for weapons of war. See there in the Shach.
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Now, when the Holy One, Blessed be He, commanded the war against Midian, it is
written, “Harass [1i7%] [tzaror] the Midianites.”® A difficulty is why is the language “tzaror”
used, which is grammatically infinitive. It should have said “#zor,” such as the words “turn
[20] [sov]” and “be silent [07] [dom],” each of which is grammatically imperative. It can be
explained that the use of the form #zaror comes to permit them to carry out this war on any
day they wish, even right before the Sabbath, and that is why it says #zaror, rather than use an
imperative, which would imply immediacy.

2 Num. 31:3.

3 Num. 31:7.

4 Onkelos on Num. 31:7.
5 Num. 31:3.

* Num. 31:5.

7 Num. 31:8.

8 Num. 25:17.
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But this is still difficult, for we hold that one may not besiege gentile cities within three
days of the Sabbath, as is taught at the end of the first chapter of tractate Shabbat (19a). It
can be said that this restriction is for discretionary wars, but for a defensive war, it is
permitted even on the Sabbath itself. But a difficulty is why for a defensive war is it permitted
even on the Sabbath? After all, in our case, we are definitely dealing with a situation in which
Israel initiates the war, for if the gentiles had attacked first, then even in a discretionary war
one may go out to battle on the Sabbath due to danger to life. But if the Israelites themselves
are the ones starting the war, why should they not wait to begin until after the Sabbath? It
must be said that cannot delay the fulfillment of a commandment even for a moment, for the
commandment to destroy the enemies of G-d is equal to all other commandments.
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If so, the question returns: Why did the verse need to say fzaror to permit this war
even on the Sabbath? After all, this is a defensive war to destroy the enemies of G-d, and it is
permitted even on the Sabbath, all the more so since it is to avenge the children of Israel!

Rather, it’s certainly necessary to say that because it is written, “then you will be
gathered to your kin,” that since the death of Moses depended upon this war, you might have
thought that this time it would not be such a great mitzvah to rush and destroy the enemies
of G-d. That is, from this zeal to engage in this war, a loss would come, that someone who loves
G-d would die. Because of that, it was necessary to say #zaror, that it is still a mitzvah to act
immediately, even on the Sabbath, even though it will hasten Moses’ death.

However, the verse itself raises a difficulty: perhaps, indeed, because Moses’ death
depended on this war, it should not be considered a full-fledged defensive war, and thus it
should not be permitted on the Sabbath. If that is the case, is there some other justification for
allowing the war to begin on any day, even on the Sabbath or within three days of it?
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Therefore, one must say, as per the solution of the Shach cited above, that this war
was different from all other wars, because they did not need weapons for it.

Regarding the reason that in other wars it is forbidden to begin within three days
before the Sabbath, the Beit Yosef (Orach Chaim, siman 249) wrote in the name of the Rif,
the Rambam, and the Rosh that: “The reason is because they do not benefit from food and
drink during the first three days of war due to anxiety and fear of heart, and after three days
their fear dissipates and they can fulfill the mitzvah of enjoyment of the Sabbath.”

If so, in this war, where they did not have to fight, they did not have anxiety or fear of
heart, and thus they were able to properly fulfill the enjoyment of the Sabbath.
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But this is difficult: If it is true that they did not need weapons, why did they bring
trumpets with them? After all, the trumpets were made only to sound an alarm and to pray
to the Holy One, Blessed be He, in fear of battle, while here there was no fear. Also, these
trumpets were not a natural item normally carried by soldiers, such that we might say that the
Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted them to appear as if going to war in the natural way.

Rather, it is certain that these trumpets were needed to be sounded for the entrance
of the Sabbath, in order that they would cease from labor, and they should observe the
Sabbath for all the labors that are not for the needs of war. This was a sign for them, and a
proper reason to permit this war even on the Sabbath, despite the fact that Moshe our
teacher, peace be upon him, would die as a result of this war.
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Now the Midrash on the verse “Avenge the Israelite people on the Midianites” is well
understood: since we see that Moses’ death depends on this, why does it say #zaror, which
means even on the Sabbath? Also, why were trumpets needed? Rather, it must certainly be
said as the explanation of the Shach, that the trumpets were for the blasts of the Sabbath eve,
and because of this, it asks how are the blasts conducted.

% %k 3k



