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Chapter XLIII: Masei (Num. 33:1-36:13)

Essay 3. The betrothal between G-d and Israel
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“Thus said the L-rd: What wrong did your ancestors find in Me that they abandoned
Me and went after delusion and were deluded?”! A question is how would it enter your mind
to say that there is wrong within the Holy One, Blessed be He, G-d forbid?
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It can be said that in the Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah (siman 236, se’if 6):

Two that vowed to do one thing and one of them violated the oath, the other
is exempt and does not need an annulment [of the oath by a distinguished sage].
Therefore, regarding a man and a woman who became betrothed to each other
and accepted [upon themselves] a ban [if they failed] to marry during a fixed
period of time, for one who violated [this oath] and the time period passed, it is
forbidden [for that party] to marry another. But [the jilted party] is [then]
permitted [to marry another], and does not need an annulment. Also, the one
who delayed is permitted to marry after [the jilted party] marries.

The Rema’s gloss adds: In any case, if [the jilted party] wants to exempt
himself from his oath, he should go to a sage and he should release him. [Why
would he need to do so?] Lest the one who let the time pass and who delayed
will bring witnesses that the inaction was due to compulsion [by factors beyond
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his or her control], and it will be found that the other party was the one who
violated his oath.

- Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah 236:6
See further below for parashat Eikev, essay 3. Israel had already vowed to the Holy One,
Blessed be He, to fulfil His commandments and not to worship idolatry. Even the Holy One,
Blessed be He, had vowed that He wouldn’t exchange them for another people and would
never abandon Israel.
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This is the intention of the Scripture: Granted, if when you distanced yourself from
Him and violated the oath, He would also distance Himself from you, as the law provides, he
is permitted to do so, and does not need an annulment. Then, it would be permitted for you
to distance yourselves further from Him, for even the one who himself delays is permitted to
marry after [the jilted party] marries. But now that the Holy One, Blessed be He, fulfilled
His oath, as is written in Midrash Rabbah 3:3 for parashat Re’eh [sic],> “Have I not fulfilled
everything that I vowed to your fathers? I vowed to them that I would bless their children,
[and] that I would bring them out [from Egypt] with great wealth. Have I not done so? ‘What
wrong did your ancestors find in Me that they abandoned Me.” ”
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This is what the Scripture said, “As a wife forlorn and forsaken, the L-rd has called
you back. Can one cast off the wife of his youth, said your G-d?”* Rather, according to the law,
if a man and a woman vowed to each other that the one who delayed their marriage is
forbidden to marry another, [the jilted party] is permitted to marry another even without
annulment of the oath by a sage. If so, the man is representative of the Holy One, Blessed be
He, and the woman is representative of Israel. Israel delayed because they turned away from
G-d and didn’t walk in His ways, and they are the ones who are forbidden to marry another,
but G-d is allowed to replace them.

2 Deut. 29:11-12.
3 This is actually the Midrash Rabbah for parashat Ekev.
4 Isaiah 54:6.
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This is why [Scripture] said: “As a wife forlorn,” that the man who saw that she
delayed, left her and did not raise his face and heart toward her, and therefore she is called
“forlorn.” Also, she is “forsaken,” that she is not able to marry another, for she is still under
oath. “Even though [the nation] has sinned, it is [still] Israel.”> About this, [Scripture]
concluded and said, “Can one cast off the wife of his youth?” for according to the law, “if
you had observed your oath, I would not have cast you off.” But with all this, “I didn’t leave
you and exchange you for another nation, that now you are exempt even from your servitude,
that after [the jilted party] marries, even the one who herself delayed is exempt [and can
marry another]. Rather, ‘For a little while I forsook you, but>—immediately—'with
everlasting kindness I will have mercy on you.” ”°
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Why didn’t the Holy One, Blessed be He, replace them, as the law provides that if the
woman—that is, if the one who delayed brings witnesses that [the inaction] was due to
compulsion—then the [other party] is not permitted to violate the oath. About this, it is said,
“In slight anger, for a moment, I hid My face from you,”’ as if to say, “only for a moment,
and then immediately, ‘with everlasting kindness I will have mercy on you.” ” A difficulty is
why did He say, “with everlasting kindness”? Also, what is the relevance here of the oath of
the Flood, for the next verse states, “For this to Me is like the waters of Noah: As I vowed that
the waters of Noah nevermore would flood the earth, so I swear that I will not be angry with you

or rebuke you.”®

5 Sanhedrin 44a.
6 Isaiah 54:7.
7 Isaiah 54:8.
8 Isaiah 54:9.
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It can be said that in parashat Noach, it is written, “since the inclinations of the human
heart are evil from youth.”® Because of this, in order that He wouldn’t destroy the world
several times, the Holy One, Blessed be He, vowed that He would not bring another Flood,
because mankind are compelled from their creation. That is, He is fire, but we are mere
flesh.' Even here, Israel would say, “we were compelled by our suffering, and the fact that
we delayed is nothing, and You are not able to exchange us.” About this, He said, “with
everlasting kindness I will have mercy on you,” just as I sustained the world because it was
created with compulsion, “For this to Me is like the waters of Noah: As I vowed that the waters
of Noah nevermore would flood the earth, so I swear that I will not be angry with you or rebuke
you,” because you were compelled by your creation.

° Gen. 8:21.
10 Cf. Kiddushin 81a, where in Amram said to his evil inclination, you are fire, and I am mere flesh.

4



