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Chapter XLIII: Masei (Num. 33:1–36:13) 
 
Essay 3. The betrothal between G-d and Israel 
 

    חָס וְשָׁלוֹם. כִּי רָחֲקוּ מֵעָלָי" וְכוּ'. קָשֶׁה אֵי˂ סָלְקָא דַּעְתָּ˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁבְּהקב"ה יֵשׁ עָוֶלאֲבוֹתֵיכֶם בִּי עָוֶל  "מַה־מָּצְאוּ

  
“Thus said the L-rd: What wrong did your ancestors find in Me that they abandoned 

Me and went after delusion and were deluded?”1 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? 

 
סְעִיף רל"ו  (סִימָן  דֵּעָה  יוֹרֶה  עָרוּ˂  בַּשֻּׁלְחָן  דְּמִצִּינוּ  לוֹמַר  עַל    וְיֵשׁ  מֵהֵם  אֶחָד  וְעָבַר  אֶחָד  דְּבַר  לַעֲשׂוֹת  שֶׁנִּשְׁבְּעוּ  שְׁנַיִם  ו') 

מִי שֶׁעָבַר   ,חֵרֶם לִינָּשֵׂא לִזְמַן קָבוּעַ   קִבְּלוּוְ   , אִישׁ וְאִשָּׁה שֶׁנִּשְׁתַדְכוּ זֶה לְזֶהלְפִיכָ˂  הַשְּׁבוּעָה, הַשֵּׁנִי פָּטוּר וְאֵינוֹ צָרִי˂ הַתָּרָה,
וּמִכָּל   .שֶׁנָּשָׂא כְּנֶגְדּוֹ  לְאַחַרוְגַם הַמְּעַכֵּב עַצְמוֹ מוּתָּר    .וְהַלָּה מוּתָּר וְאֵינוֹ צָרִי˂ הַתָּרָה  .לְאַחֵראָסוּר לִינָּשֵׂא    , וְהֶעֱבִיר הַמּוֹעֵד

זֶה שֶׁכְּנֶגְדּוֹ אִם רוֹצֶה לִפְט עֵדִים  וֹמָקוֹם  וְעִכֵּב יָבִיא  וְיַתִּיר לוֹ, שֶׁמָּא זֶה שֶׁהֶעֱבִיר הַמּוֹעֵד  ר עַצְמוֹ מִשְּׁבוּעָתוֹ יֵלֵ˂ אֵצֶל חָכָם 
ם  י . וּכְבָר יִשְׂרָאֵל נִשְׁבְּעוּ לְהקב"ה לְקַיֵּ לְקַמָּן בְּפָרָשַׁת וַיֵּלֶ˂  ן עוֹדיוְעַיֵּ   נֶס וְנִמְצָא זֶה שֶׁכְּנֶגְדּוֹ עָבַר עַל שְׁבוּעָתוֹ עכ"ל.וֹשֶׁהָיָה בָּא

 .מָּה אַחֶרֶת וְלאֹ יַנִּיחַ אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל לְעוֹלָםוּד עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה וְאַף הקב"ה נִשְׁבַּע לָהֶם שֶׁלּאֹ יַחֲלִיפֵם בְּאוֹוְשֶׁלּאֹ לַעֲב מִצְוֹתָיו
 
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 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Jer. 2:5, from the Haftorah for this parashah. 
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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.2  

  
מוֹ שֶׁהַדִּין נוֹתֵן  נַת הַכָּתוּב, בִּשְׁלָמָא אִם כְּשֶׁנִתְרַחַקְתָם מִמֶּנּוּ וַעֲבַרְתֶּם עַל הַשְּׁבוּעָה הָיָה גַּם הוּא מִתְרַחֵק מִכֶּם כְּ ווְזוֹ הִיא כַּוָּ 

ר שֶׁנָּשָׂא זֶה שֶׁהֲרֵי אַף הַמְּעַכֵּב עַצְמוֹ מוּתָּר לְאַחַ   ה מוּתָּר לָכֶם לְהוֹסִיף וּלְהִתְרַחֵק מִמֶּנּוּ,שֶׁהַלָּה מוּתָּר וְאֵינוֹ צָרִי˂ הַתָּרָה, אָז הָיָ 
עַכְשָׁ  אֲבָל  בְּמִדְרָשׁישֶׁכְּנֶגְדּוֹ,  כִּדְאִיתָא  שְׁבוּעָתוֹ  קִיֵּים  שֶׁהקב"ה  רְאֵה  ו  קִיַּימְתֵּיה  פָּרָשַׁת  לאֹ  לַאֲבוֹתֵיכֶם  שֶׁנִּשְׁבַּעְתִּי  מָה    , כָּל 

מְתִּי וְכוּ', "מַה־מָּצְאוּ אֲבוֹתֵיכֶם בִּי עָוֶל כִּי רָחֲקוּ  ינִשְׁבַּעְתִּי לָהֶם שֶׁאֲנִי מְבָרֵ˂ בְּנֵיהֶם שֶׁאֲנִי מוֹצִיא אֶתְכֶם בִּרְכוּשׁ גָּדוֹל לאֹ קִיַּ 
  מֵעָלָי".

 
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],3 “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.’ ”  

  
אֶלָּא לְפִי שֶׁמִּן הַדִּין אִישׁ    .וְזֶה שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "כִּי־כְאִשָּׁה עֲזוּבָה וַעֲצוּבַת רוּחַ קְרָאָ˂ ה' ", וּמַהוּ לָשׁוֹן "עֲזוּבָה וַעֲצוּבַת רוּחַ"

אֲפִ  שֶׁכְּנֶגְדּוֹ מוּתָּר  אֲבָל  לְאַחֵר  לִינָּשֵׂא  אָסוּר  שֶׁעִכֵּב  מִי  לְזֶה  זֶה  שֶׁנִּשְׁבְּעוּ  זֶה הקב"ה  יוְאִשָּׁה  הָאִישׁ  כֵן  וְאִם  הַתָּרָה,  בְּלאֹ  לּוּ 
מֵ  שֶׁסָּרוּ  עִכְּבוּ  וְיִשְׂרָאֵל  יִשְׂרָאֵל,  הֵם  אֲבָל הקב"ה מוּתָּר  וְהָאִשָּׁה  לְאַחֵר  לִינָּשֵׂא  הָאֲסוּרִים  וְהֵם  בִּדְרָכָיו  הָלְכוּ  וְלאֹ  ה'  אַחֲרֵי 

 שֶׁיַחֲלִיפֵם. 
 
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?”4 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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 וְלָכֵן נִקְרֵאתָ "עֲזוּבָה", וֹ אֵלֶיהָ וְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר "כִּי־כְאִשָּׁה עֲזוּבָה", שֶׁהָאִישׁ כְּשֶׁרָאָה שֶׁהִיא עִכְּבָהּ הֵנִיחָה וְלאֹ נָשָׂא עוֹד פָּנָיו וְלִבּ

ם י. וְעַל זֶה סִיֵּ שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁחָטָא יִשְׂרָאֵל הוּא  ן הִיא בַּשְּׁבוּעָה,ישֶׁעֲדַיִ   לְאַחֵרוְעוֹד הִיא "עֲצוּבַת רוּחַ" שֶׁאֵינָהּ יְכוֹלָה לִינָּשֵׂא  

י  אֲבָל עִם כָּל זֶה לאֹ הֵנַחְתִּ   ס בָּ˂,וֹוְאָמַר "וְאֵשֶׁת נְעוּרִים כִּי תִמָּאֵס", כִּי מִן הַדִּין אִם הָיִית שׁוֹמֶרֶת הַשְּׁבוּעָה לאֹ הָיָה לִי לִמְא

וֹ מוּתָּר,  מָּה אַחֶרֶת שֶׁאָז הָיִית פְּטוּרָה אַף אֶת מִשְּׁבוּעָתֵ˂, שֶׁלְּאַחַר שֶׁנָּשָׂא זֶה שֶׁכְּנֶגְדּוֹ אַף הַמְּעַכֵּב עַצְמוּאוֹתָ˂ וְהֶחֱלִיפְתֵי˂ בְּא

  . וּבְרַחֲמִים גְּדֹלִים אֲקַבְּצֵ˂"" וּמִיָּד  "אֶלָּא "בְּרֶגַע קָטֹן עֲזַבְתִּי˂

 

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.”5 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.’ ”6 

 

נוּ הַמְּעַכֵּב יָבִיא עֵדִים דְּאָנוּס הוּא אָז אֵינוֹ מוּתָּר לְשֶׁכְּנֶגְדּוֹ  יוְלָמָּה הקב"ה לאֹ הֵחֲלִיפֵם, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהַדִּין נוֹתֵן שֶׁאִם הָאִשָּׁה דְּהַיְ 

וְעַל זֶהוֹלַעֲב מִמֵּ˂  ר עַל הַשְּׁבוּעָה,  פָנַי רֶגַע  וּמִיָּד "בְחֶסֶד עוֹלָם רִחַמְתִּי˂",  כְּ   ,""בְּשֶׁצֶף קֶצֶף הִסְתַּרְתִּי  לוֹמַר רַק רֶגַע לְבַד, 

 י נֹחַ זאֹת לִי". ˂ הָכָא שֶׁבּוּעַת הַמַּבּוּל "כִּי־מֵ יוְקָשֶׁה לָמָּה אָמַר "בְחֶסֶד עוֹלָם", וְעוֹד מַה שַׁיָּ 

 

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,”7 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.”8  

 

 
5 Sanhedrin 44a. 
6 Isaiah 54:7. 
7 Isaiah 54:8. 
8 Isaiah 54:9. 
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ע  כְּתִיב "כִּי יֵצֶר לֵב הָאָדָם רַע מִנְּעֻרָיו", וּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ לְהַחְרִיב הָעוֹלָם כַּמָּה פְּעָמִים נִשְׁבַּ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דִּבְפָרָשַׁת נֹחַ  

, וְאַף כָּאן יאֹמְרוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל אֲנוּסִים  יַעַן בְּנֵי אָדָם אֲנוּסִים הֵם מִיִּצְרָם דְּאִיהוּ דְּנוּרָא וַאֲנַן דְּבִשְׂרָא  הקב"ה שֶׁלּאֹ יָבִיא עוֹד מַבּוּל,

וְאִי אַתָּה  יִצְרֵנוּבְּ   הָיִינוּ מְתִּי הָעוֹלָם יבְחֶסֶד עוֹלָם רִחַמְתִּי˂", כְּשֵׁם שֶׁקִּיַּ "  וְעַל זֶה  .לְהַחֲלִיפְנוּ  יָכוֹל  וּמַה שֶׁעִכַּבְנוּ אֵינוֹ כְּלוּם 

  יִצְרָ˂. בְּ  נֶס דְּיֵצֶר, "כִּי־מֵי נֹחַ זאֹת לִי" וְכוּ', "כֵּן נִשְׁבַּעְתִּי מִקְּצֹף עָלַיִ˂ וּמִגְּעָר־בָּ˂" יַעַן אֲנוּסָה אַתְּ וֹבְּטַעֲנַת א

 

It can be said that in parashat Noach, it is written, “since the inclinations of the human 

heart are evil from youth.”9 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.10 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.  

 

* * * 

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


