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C h a p t er  S i x

The Daughters of Tzelofchad  
and the Elders of Menashe –  

Identity, Interests, and Differentiation

The first two chapters of Redeeming Relevance in the Book of Genesis 
discussed the Bible’s interest in teaching us about real-life trade-offs. We 

already know from our own lives that we truly cannot “have our cake and eat 
it too.” And because we would prefer to ignore this truth, the Torah makes 
a point of frequently repeating the notion that we must make choices about 
what is the most valuable – or alternatively, the least undesirable – course of 
action. This means that biblical characters rarely live “happily ever after.” They 
make difficult choices and have to live with the resultant consequences.1 Yet, 
had it been otherwise, the Bible would have been a book of fairy tales that 
would not have had the tremendous transformative and inspirational power 
that it has had for so much of human history.

In the book of Bemidbar, the theme of trade-offs is examined again with 
the petition of the five daughters of Tzelofchad from the tribe of Menashe 
and the subsequent counter-petition of that tribe’s elders. These fatherless, 
brotherless sisters come out of nowhere,2 questioning an assumed status quo 
that their late father’s portion in the Land of Israel will go to the male next of 

1 See Redeeming Relevance in Genesis, Chap. 2.
2 Their story appears in Bemidbar 27:1–11. The first we hear of the existence of the 

sisters and the fact that they did not have brothers is in Bemidbar 26:33, in a general 
genealogical list.
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kin. They are successful in their petition, and God reveals that the assumption 
was actually faulty and that it is, truly, daughters who are next in line in such 
a situation. Several chapters later, the tribal leaders from Menashe challenge 
the new status quo with their own concern: that if these women marry men 
from another tribe, their birth tribe will end up losing part of its inheritance. 
They too are successful, and the women appear to be commanded to marry 
only within their tribe. But whether this is an actual commandment or not,3 
the story goes on to tell us that the daughters of Tzelofchad do indeed follow 
God’s preference and marry within their own tribe.

Although it ends with everybody seemingly getting what he or she wanted, 
the narrative highlights the tension that is always created by conflicting needs, 
which are well nigh impossible to meet to everyone’s satisfaction. A man suc-
ceeded by daughters and no sons creates a situation wherein tribal interests 
are in conflict with familial and personal ones. In a make-believe world of per-
fection both interests would be completely satisfied, but in the real and finite 
world within which the Bible positions itself there is a bona fide conflict that 
will require compromise from at least one of the sides. For the daughters of 
Tzelofchad, their petition to keep their father’s territorial inheritance within 
his nuclear family results in their either having to limit their choice of mate to 
members of the tribe of Menashe, or for the tribe to lose part of its allotment 
to the tribes of the men they marry. (The third choice is for the sisters to keep 
the land in their own name and within their birth tribe. This, however, was 
neither practical nor even culturally conceivable, and hence is not treated as 
a live option.)

That the original decision regarding the sisters’ petition is challenged by 
the tribal elders makes the conflict even more obvious, as they would not have 
taken that step had they not felt the greater tribal interests threatened. Once 
their own petition is accepted and the sisters’ choice of spouse becomes lim-
ited, it is the sisters’ interests that have now been compromised. We will soon 
see that this tilt toward tribal interests is eventually reversed back in favor of 

3 See Baba Batra 120a, which posits that the command given in Bemidbar 36:6 in 
response to the claims of the tribal elders was not binding on the daughters of 
Tzelofchad.
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the original petitioners, but our point right now is not who has the upper hand 
but the fact that there is no way for both groups to be completely happy here.

A Split Decision

Though the trade-off presented above is similar to many others in the Torah, 
the resolution of the conflict is not. Unlike almost all of the Torah’s decisions 
on conflicts of interest, which are meant to be lasting and permanent, here 
the Torah (at least according to its legal, rabbinic interpretation) surprises us 
by issuing a temporary decision: Whereas tribal interests needed to take pre-
cedence in the generation that entered the Land of Israel, and thus daughters 
from this generation would have to marry from within their own tribe, this 
law would be limited to that generation only.4 In other words, in the future, 
the personal interests of women inheriting their fathers’ land would trump the 
broader, tribal interests. As opposed to almost everywhere else in the Torah, 
here we have a split decision, favoring one group in one set of circumstances 
and the other in a differing set of circumstances.

Now that we have seen that tribal interests outweigh those of the daugh-
ters of Tzelofchad only temporarily, i.e., when the land is first divided, we 
must seek to understand why. To do this we will enlist the help of Ramban, 
who tells us, “More strictness was observed during the time of the division [of 
the Land of Israel] so that the tribes’ inheritances would not become mixed 
up, since afterward the inheritances were already known and there was no 
need to maintain them with such rigidity.”5 In other words, since the sisters’ 
desire to marry the men of their choice was a truly vital interest, it could be 
displaced only by tribal concerns of the first order such as those that existed in 
the first generation to enter the Land of Israel. That being said, further analysis 
is required to understand why the prohibition against transferring land out 
of a tribe in the first generation but not in subsequent ones constitutes such 
first-order interests.

4 Baba Batra 120a.
5 Commentary on Bemidbar 36:7.
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The mixing up of tribal land should presumably still be an issue even after 
the first generation, if admittedly somewhat less so. But whether in the first 
generation or later, we are dealing with a marginal phenomenon that would al-
ways only slightly compromise tribal integrity. To take the case of Tzelofchad, 
were his five daughters all to marry men from the tribe of Binyamin, there 
would be a small bloc of Binyaminite territory in the middle of Menashe’s 
tribal land. Were two more nearby families to marry Binyaminites under sim-
ilar circumstances, one would quickly have a sort of “Chinatown,” or better, 
Binyamintown, situation on Menashe’s tribal land. Again, this is not likely 
to destroy the tribe’s social fabric, nor is it generally a question of exposure 
to negative influences; rather we are dealing with a slight dilution of tribal 
character. Yet, to the extent that the transfer of tribal land is an issue, it should 
always be seen as an issue. But why is the dilution really an issue at all?

Although exposure to differing cultural influences can sometimes be posi-
tive, we have already seen the Torah’s strong interest in creating distinct tribal 
entities. Each tribe has its own unique contribution to make, and that contri-
bution would be compromised by any weakening of tribal identity. Beyond 
the Torah’s interest in federalism, which would thrive only when there are 
strong distinctions between the tribes, the Torah also foresaw that only if each 
tribe is able to develop its own particular identity would the Jews reach their 
maximum potential.6 Thus, while other interests may sometimes take prece-
dence, the Torah wanted the tribal entities to reinforce themselves robustly.

The Torah displays an interest in tribal differentiation throughout the five 
books, but there is a difference between foreign influences on an identity that 
is already formed and on one that is not yet formed. Only after tribal identity 
has gelled will it have the resilience to fend off outside influences. A strong 

6 This is based on an approach that emerges at the end of Bereshit. As mentioned in 
our study of Shemot concerning the blessings of Ya’akov (Redeeming Relevance in 
Exodus, 73–75), an important part of the national strategy of cooperation was the 
division of roles among the tribal ancestors – a stronger group could be created by 
assigning each brother a specific role. By taking this approach, Ya’akov took con-
crete steps to minimize competition and engender cooperation among his progeny. 
Moshe reiterates this strategy by similarly blessing the Jews on a tribal basis – it is 
now the tribes and not just individuals that would require differentiation to further 
advance national productivity as well as unity.
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argument can be made that the tribal identity the Torah pushes so strongly 
in the book of Bemidbar, meaning in the nearly forty years before the Jews 
entered the Land of Israel, would not become fully realized until each tribe 
created a distinct territorial enclave for itself. And in order for these territories 
and thus tribal integrity to be taken seriously, each identity-in-formation re-
quired pristine territorial embodiment in the generation that settled the land. 
Once that transpired, a more solid base of identity formation had taken place.

It is clear that processes such as these never really end and that identity is 
always evolving; what was set in motion in one generation would continue 
indefinitely. Nevertheless, it is critical to establish a cutoff point at which iden-
tity is strong enough to allow the interplay of other variables. Apparently, for 
the Torah this happens after the division of the land into its tribal components.

Before we move on, we should note that the desert was a near-perfect lab-
oratory setting for the rigid tribal symmetry that defined the Jewish camp 
and allowed for tribal identity to gel. Whatever happened in the desert, and 
especially in the book of Bemidbar, should be seen as an ideal staging ground 
for the type of nation-building that would need to reach a certain stability 
once the journey would be finished. Empty and almost featureless,7 the desert 
allows for a rarified division, whereas the highly diverse Land of Israel cannot. 
Indeed, any inhabitable land is not a parcel that can be divided in the same way 
that the desert camp formation was.

In view of the above, it becomes even clearer that the desert tribal model 
was suited to a limited period in Jewish history, and not for practical imple-
mentation once the Jews would settle the Promised Land. Hence, that model 
was used only until the end of the generation that entered the Land of Israel, 
when there would still be no room for the transfer of land from one tribe to 
another. By the next generation, a new mode of existence would come into 
play that would allow for more flexibility, which would include, among other 
things, such transfers of land.

◆ ◆ ◆

7 In fact, the Midrash (Mechilta, Beshalach 1) suggests that the land was completely 
flattened to allow the Jews an easier time on their trek.
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Now that we have a better understanding of the rationale for the Torah’s com-
promise between competing interests, we are in a better position to under-
stand the broader implications of its split decision. Ultimately, it teaches us 
that the Torah sees both personal and group interests as valid and legitimate. 
Similarly – but perhaps even more important – we learn that there is no auto-
matic prioritization of the group over the individual, or vice-versa. The Torah’s 
bottom line is that our identities are complex. Therefore, drawing the lines 
as to which part of our identities takes precedence in any given situation is a 
difficult and nuanced matter to which there is no universal answer. This desert 
truth will always be basic to the human condition.

Text and Context

The general contours of the stories of Tzelofchad’s daughters and their tribal 
elders follow a not uncommon pattern (other examples of which we will soon 
mention), wherein Moshe is asked to rule on an issue to which he doesn’t 
know the correct halacha, consequently seeking a Divine answer – which 
ends up being in agreement with the petitioners’ preference. Yet there are 
some interesting idiosyncrasies in the parallel narratives of the daughters of 
Tzelofchad and their tribal elders. The first is that the two stories are separated 
by several chapters, even though they are conceptually one unit and likely to 
have followed quickly one after the other. This creates a clear division between 
the two stories. Yet the other idiosyncrasy of note, the clearly parallel language 
of the two stories, has the opposite effect of reinforcing the thematic connec-
tion of the two stories.

Much of what drives our two narratives can be better understood if we take 
stock of the larger context, i.e., that they come as part of a series of challenges 
given to Moshe by other members of the camp. The first such story8 and the 
model for subsequent challenges of this type comes from an anonymous group 
of Jews who, like the daughters of Tzelofchad, are placed in a disadvantaged 

8 While we might also want to include Yitro’s challenge to Moshe in Shemot 18, it 
doesn’t completely resemble the other challenges that we encounter in Bemidbar.
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situation by laws; in this case, concerning coming into contact with the dead. 
Like the five sisters, these men challenge an assumed status quo they believed 
to be unjust. Since this group had taken care of burying the dead, they were 
disqualified from taking part in a central and fundamental Jewish observance, 
the eating of the Passover sacrifice. As a result, they question why they should 
be excluded from being “among the Jewish people,”9 and imply that by not 
participating in this universal Jewish rite they would be effectively disenfran-
chised. Their argument could be buttressed by the fact that their impurity 
was not only not their fault, it was the result of performing a commandment 
as well as an act of kindness. The group thus challenges Moshe by asking a 
rhetorical question meant to make their point, after which he takes their ques-
tion to God. The result is the creation of Pesach Sheini (second Passover), 
vindicating these men and allowing those unable to participate in the Passover 
sacrifice at its given time to do so a month later.

While the men connected with this narrative end up being right, and in-
deed praiseworthy for their desire to be included in the Jewish people and 
its Torah, it is important to note the unprecedented nature of their appeal. 
On the face of it, their challenge could appear downright rude: If God had 
wanted them to eat from the Passover offering, He certainly could have made 
provision for it, either by originally informing Moshe of the second chance 
they would ultimately be given via Pesach Sheini10 or in some other way. What 
gave these men the sense that the status quo was open to question?

Given the temerity required for such a challenge, it is likely that the peti-
tion wasn’t directed at God but rather at Moshe. What these men were chal-
lenging, then, wasn’t God’s justice but rather Moshe’s understanding of God’s 
Torah on this point. The logic was that since God’s law is perfect, the only 
problem could be in its transmission. Yet challenging Moshe was not a simple 
endeavor either. If Moshe wasn’t a reliable conduit of God’s will, who was?

Yet, even had the petitioners’ question been for God, their behavior would 

9 Bemidbar 9:7.
10 While it has been suggested (perhaps for this very reason) that such laws were orig-

inally given to Moshe and he forgot them, as far as the protagonists in the story 
were concerned, the law did not exist and they were therefore challenging what they 
believed to be the actual status quo.
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not have been unprecedented. We encounter a similar situation with Avraham 
when he argues in defense of Sodom.11 Furthermore, the Jews had already 
seen Moshe defend them to God on more than one occasion.12 New here is 
that neither a leader nor a prophet but men of the people are presenting the 
challenge, and this makes all the difference in the world. It’s one thing for men 
of great stature to make such challenges, but another thing entirely for simple 
men to do so. Not everyone has the wisdom to know when it is in place to 
argue with the Master of the Universe.

What is true about challenging God is also true about challenging Moshe, 
but obviously on a lower level. It is not by coincidence that the Torah would 
later be called Torat Moshe, the Torah of Moshe. At the end of the day, no 
matter who was the target of their challenge, the men who buried the dead 
went out on a limb in a very big way. The fact that they went through with 
their claim shows that they must have been quite convinced of its legitimacy, 
in spite of their lowly position vis-à-vis their supreme leader. It must have been 
clear to them that if one stands to be hurt by a problematic status quo, there is 
room for sincerely questioning it. However, this might not be obvious to those 
who read the story.13 Thus, the Torah emphasizes this point by following it up 
with other successful challenges.

The related stories that follow this one are important links in this chain of 
connected narratives. This is because each of the stories would require further 
refinement. For example, although the men of Pesach Sheini charted import-
ant new territory, by doing so they also opened a Pandora’s Box. Their success 
would certainly invite imitation and would bring less valiant challenges in its 
wake. Two prominent cases are the rebellion of Korach and his group, and 

11 Bereshit 18:23–33.
12 See, for example, Shemot 32:11–14; Bemidbar 14:13–20, 16:22. See also R. Aharon 

Lichtenstein, “Does Judaism Recognize an Ethic Outside of Halacha?” reprinted in 
Leaves of Faith, vol. 2 (Jersey City: Ktav, 2004), 33–56.

13 While modern Western readers are used to certain channels through which they are 
able to challenge authority figures, it should be remembered that this was much less 
possible in the past, and is still difficult in many societies today. Moreover, the type 
of direct challenge presented to the supreme leader that we are speaking about in 
the book of Bemidbar is almost unheard of even in the most liberal of contemporary 
societies.
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Reuven and Gad’s request.14 Hence, we see the need for other appropriate 
challenges that will serve to refine and refine again the initiative taken by the 
men who buried the dead. Taken as a whole, these episodes together create 
guidelines for the Torah’s view on appropriate and inappropriate petition of 
religious authority.

The Pesach Sheini Paradigm

The differences between the various challenges are reflected in the initial verbs 
used in each episode. In all three of the appropriate requests (the men who 
came into contact with human corpses, the daughters of Tzelofchad, and the 
elders of Menashe), we are told that they approached (vayikrevu) the author-
ities,15 whereas Korach’s group rose up (vayakumu) before them,16 and Gad 
and Reuven simply came (vayavo’u) before them.17

Yet while the word “approached” is used in too many other contexts to 
come to any definitive understanding, the fact that it is not used in the two 
problematic stories of Korach’s rebellion and Reuven and Gad’s request is 
noteworthy. Even without this, we can plainly see that in the cases where pe-
titioners approach Moshe they don’t display the same aggressiveness as those 
in other cases where other, stronger language is used. In the “approach” cases 
the petitioners make their claim and await an answer, presumably reconciled 

14 When we get to the book of Devarim, we will see that the popular request for spies 
can be understood in this manner as well. Yet, since this is only revealed later, we 
are not including it as a part of the pattern that comes through from the text in 
Bemidbar. We will, however, discuss it in greater detail as it relates to this process 
in our volume on Devarim.

15 Bemidbar 9:6, 27:1, 36:1.
16 Ibid., 16:2.
17 Ibid., 32:2. Interestingly, in the book of Devarim (1:22), we learn that the suggestion 

to send the spies also began with approaching (vatikrevun). This could be additional 
proof that the Jews’ request in and of itself was not problematic; the problem had 
been in its implementation only. Moreover, the word “vatikrevun” appears next to 
the revelation that Moshe agreed with the request, further pushing us in the direc-
tion of those who understand that the actual idea of sending the spies was neutral 
at worst and necessary at best. See Ramban, Bemidbar 13:1; Netziv, Devarim 1:23.
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to whatever it may be. In contrast, Korach’s group is insistent from the get-go; 
the questioning of authority itself their primary goal, with any specific request 
being secondary. Though not as extreme, Reuven and Gad’s request also lacks 
the appropriate deference as they, apparently casually, come in front of the 
authorities. The problematic nature of their case is reinforced in both their 
loquaciousness and their inability to take no for an answer, which we will take 
up more fully in the next chapter.

Now that we have discussed these five petition narratives in the book of 
Bemidbar, we can see that their order is quite instructive. The Pesach Sheini 
story, along with that of Tzelofchad’s daughters and Menashe’s tribal leaders, 
sandwich the most objectionable counter-stories of the Korach rebellion and 
Gad and Reuven. The first narrative in this cycle is that of the men who buried 
the dead. This is followed by the story of Korach and his assembly. Like the 
sisters, the tribal elders and the men of Pesach Sheini, Korach and his followers 
challenge Moshe, basing their rhetorical question on what they perceive as in-
justice. Yet, unlike the other groups, theirs is not a request that Moshe should 
take their query to God as much as a request that Moshe relinquish authority 
altogether. In other words, they take the lesson of Pesach Sheini and corrupt 
it. Once they see that the rules are open to change in response to popular cri-
tique, they challenge the fundamentals of the system altogether.

The Korach narrative is then followed by the daughters of Tzelofchad, 
who once again remind us of the correct way of doing things. Their petition 
is somewhat more detailed than what we saw with the men who buried the 
dead, the latter of whose lack of detail causes Korach and his followers to get 
the wrong idea and thus distort it. The sisters’ narrative reminds us of the 
parameters of appropriate challenge and shows us that not everything is open 
to question. Without solid, systemic foundations, anarchy would ensue. And 
although this seems to be exactly what Korach is after, it can’t be seen as a real-
istic alternative to Mosaic Law for a people that clearly still needs guidance.18

Instead of a total challenge like Korach’s, the daughters of Tzelofchad pres-
ent a limited and specific request. Similar to the men who buried the dead as 

18 See Chap. Three where we discuss that Korach’s actual intentions may well have 
been more complicated than what he first presents.
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well as the tribal elders, they are only seeking parity with their peers. They 
emphasize this by saying that the status quo will lead to their giraon (lessen-
ing). In contrast, Korach finally seeks either to bring down Moshe and/or the 
priests, or to elevate himself and his followers above the rest of the community. 
What the daughters of Tzelofchad add to the Pesach Sheini paradigm that had 
not been presented by the first petitioners is their explanation as to why their 
status should not be less than that of their peers, i.e., because their father was 
not part of Korach’s group.19 Additionally, Tzelofchad’s daughters were very 
clear about the reasons for their request, while Korach’s group was not. And 
as the latter’s narrative unfolds, it becomes clear that his stated goal is not in 
line with his unstated ambitions.

However, although the subsequent refinement of the paradigm by the 
daughters of Tzelofchad provides a return to this first petition story, it par-
adoxically also provides more opportunity for the petitioners to err. While 
the sisters present more background to their claim, they also present it as a 
demand (“Tena lanu . . .”); they were so certain of its veracity that they felt it 
to be their right. About this they were apparently correct, since God validates 
not only their claim but even their speech.20 Yet the sisters’ clarity of vision 
is not the lot of most people, and perhaps that is why others stumble shortly 
thereafter.

Based on what we have discussed up until now, had the Torah ended with 
the story of Tzelofchad’s daughters, we could be left with the wrong impres-
sion. Because their claim was only a partial model for appropriate challenge of 
authority, it takes the next story, that of Gad and Reuven, to determine what 
can and cannot be gleaned from the sisters’ narrative. Ultimately, like Korach’s, 
Gad and Reuven’s request represents a misunderstanding of the Pesach Sheini 
paradigm.

At this point, the principle of appropriate challenge has now been some-
what obfuscated by the sisters’ detailed and novel explanation to back up their 
petition, as well as by their claim to land. Under the impression that one of the 
keys to getting what they want is to elaborate on their claim, the tribal leaders 

19 Providing a further hint as to what the story is coming to correct.
20 Bemidbar 27:7.
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of Gad and Reuven speak a great deal. In this they were partially correct, but 
they substituted clarity of information, which was important, for long-wind-
edness, which was not. They also learn from the sisters that Moshe will recog-
nize a Jewish group’s right to territory if it feels entitled to it. After all, since 
Moshe acceded to the request of five women who felt a need for a portion of 
their tribal land, it stood to reason that the desire of two entire tribes for a 
specific piece of land would be even more legitimate.

Unfortunately, Gad and Reuven’s petition is fundamentally flawed, so 
much so that Moshe is shocked by it. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
the audacity of Gad and Reuven is not in confronting authority, it is in asking 
for something clearly against God’s will.

As a result, the Torah must present a last corrective in order to leave us with 
the authoritative model for how a challenge must take place. Accordingly, 
the last story, that of Menashe’s tribal elders, presents the final word on this 
topic. Unlike the petitioners in the first three narratives, but like Gad and 
Reuven, the elders of Menashe do not pose a rhetorical question. Gad and 
Reuven articulated their claim in a neutral way (length of speech and territo-
rial claims) based on a positive source (the daughters of Tzelofchad); the elders 
of Menashe incorporated a positive form of speech (making their claim as a 
request and not a demand) from a negative source (Gad and Reuven). As in 
the Gad and Reuven narrative, they simply present the facts and allow Moshe 
to reach his own conclusion.21 This goes one step further than the daughters 
of Tzelofchad, and shows greater respect for authority. As the rabbis prevent a 
child from directly challenging his parents due to the respect he owes them,22 
so too respect for authority should preclude us from demanding what we 
think is our due. To do otherwise is to flaunt our belief that we have greater 
insight than those in the position of authority.

Via the elders of Menashe we learn that respectful speech is not enough. 
Although the men of Gad and Reuven also spoke respectfully to Moshe, his 
silence forced them into the situation where they had to either drop their 
claim or ask him directly for what they wanted. To present the facts as they 

21 Ibid., 36:2–4.
22 Kiddushin 32a.
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did, namely that they had much livestock and that the lands east of the Jordan 
were good pastureland, and to think that Moshe didn’t understand the desire 
behind it, would be a great insult to the latter. Since the simplest reader is 
aware of what Gad and Reuven want, it isn’t likely that the two tribes believed 
Moshe didn’t understand. And since Moshe didn’t respond to their not-so-
veiled request, it should have been equally clear to them that the answer was 
no. When they continue to ask for what Moshe has refused with his silence, 
they are ultimately challenging his authority. They already knew that if some-
one brought up a good idea, Moshe would accept it. We see this early on in his 
implementation of Yitro’s advice to appoint judges, as well as in the narratives 
of Pesach Sheini, the daughters of Tzelofchad, and, possibly later on, the elders 
of Menashe.

Gad and Reuven’s insubordination is made even clearer when Moshe an-
swers their more explicit petition in the negative, and yet, they continue to 
negotiate an alternative.23 Moshe’s ultimate agreement to their new proposal 
should not be read as a sign that their tenaciousness paid off. Rather, it should 
be seen in the same light as God’s ultimate agreement to Bil’am’s continuous 
petition that he be allowed to go to Moav;24 it is less a sign of capitulation 
than a decision to allow a person to bear the consequences of his inappropriate 
desires. Thus, what begins as a show of respect when Gad and Reuven avoid 
asking Moshe anything directly, ends up as great disrespect when they are not 
prepared to accept even an unequivocal response that they don’t like. In this, 
they are not so different from Korach’s group who, after the law of Pesach 
Sheini is enacted, no longer see Moshe as the unequivocal leader.

Beyond incorporating proper respect, the elders of Menashe also add the 
final ingredient to the paradigm: recognition of the nature of Torat Moshe. 
The manner in which they make their claim attests to their acknowledgment 
that “my master was commanded by God.”25 Any subsequent petition within 
the Jewish people must display awareness of this important fact.

Now looking back at the five narratives we have discussed, we see a clear 

23 Bemidbar 32:16–19.
24 Ibid., 22:21.
25 Ibid., 36:2.
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pattern which distills an important but dangerous idea about Jewish gover-
nance, namely that there is room – perhaps even a need – for the respectful 
airing of grievances. The order in which the book of Bemidbar puts the nar-
ratives is critical to establishing the parameters of what we have referred to as 
the Pesach Sheini paradigm. Hence, even if the story of Gad and Reuven took 
place chronologically after the story of Menashe’s elders, as some commentar-
ies hold, it was important that the narratives were presented in the order that 
we find in the Torah. Moreover, this final narrative of the elders of Menashe 
dramatically establishes closure to the topic.

◆ ◆ ◆

Before continuing, we should briefly take stock of the important applications 
of the above discussion. We have seen that the Torah not only allows for but 
even encourages challenges to the status quo. At the same time, it makes clear 
that it is equally important that such challenges not be directed against au-
thority itself. All concerned should be aware that there is room for positive 
change. Leaders as well as followers should never assume that the application 
of the law is right simply because it is in place. Furthermore, once a problem 
has been felt, it must be raised to those best suited to make decisions for the 
group as a whole and not simply answered or insisted upon by the petitioners.

It should be clear from the narratives explored in this chapter that there is 
no room for taking the law into one’s own hands. One may question certain 
norms, but he should not change actual practice without first getting requisite 
permission from the appropriate religious authorities. But this also means that 
authorities must truly listen to petitioners and realize that correct observa-
tions can come from anyone. Laymen and religious authorities alike must see 
themselves in partnership to establish that which is “good and straight.” About 
this there should be no conflict of interest.

Why Menashe? A Postscript

Above we noted that the two requests that came from the tribe of Menashe, 
one from the daughters of Tzelofchad and the other from its elders, appear to 
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be artificially split within the book of Bemidbar. We concluded that this was 
due to the creation of the Pesach Sheini paradigm and its subsequent, step-
by-step refinement starting with the first Menashe episode and ending with 
the second. But more than this, the non-contiguous placement of these two 
closely related narratives fits in well with other things that we know about this 
rather idiosyncratic tribe.

Even without the issue of the split narrative, we would be remiss if we did 
not ask ourselves why these “bookends” in Bemidbar feature specifically the 
tribe of Menashe. After all, given the size of the Israelite camp, it is highly likely 
that other women were in the same predicament and yet did not step forward. 
Presumably, they were prepared to accept the status quo which did not allow 
for daughters to inherit at all. And while the daughters of Tzelofchad may well 
stand out as individuals, the parallel language used in the narrative of the tribal 
elders (including full genealogies of both groups, tracing them back to Yosef ) 
gives us at least one reason to believe that they acted in ways particularly suited 
to their tribe. Let us try to better understand the attributes of Menashe that 
led the sisters and the elders to behave in a similar manner.

We don’t know a great deal about the tribe of Menashe beyond the clues 
revealed in the narratives we are discussing. We do know that Menashe was 
Yosef ’s firstborn, and that Ya’akov placed his brother, Ephraim, before him. 
We also know that this tribe later became one of the more important in Jewish 
history, although not always for positive reasons. Most striking, however, is 
Menashe’s unique geographical division, which the Torah mentions between 
their two petitions.

We have no real clue as to why Moshe appends half of the tribe to join 
Reuven and Gad on the other side of the Jordan. It goes without saying that 
the strategic placement of this detail between the two narratives can hardly be 
ignored. Menashe’s is a division in the midst of a divided story, which leads us 
to the conclusion that the notion of division is itself central to what the tribe 
is all about. Menashe’s intra-tribal division means that this tribe may have 
been more comfortable than others with sub-tribal identity. In other words, 
whether as a result of familial loyalty or loyalty to their villages or provinces, 
the members of Menashe would have been less tied to the greater, unified tribe 
than members of other tribes were to theirs.
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Thus, it makes sense that women from Menashe would petition Moshe for 
the right to hold on to their own land even when this brought the possibility 
of taking away land from their greater birth tribe. Even if the tribal elders had 
never warned of the ramifications of the sisters’ request, it is clear that the 
latter’s claim shows a great deal of autonomy (i.e., separation) from their tribe. 
As inheritors, they will take the place of their nonexistent brothers who would 
have been the land’s stewards for the tribe. That they suggest an arrangement 
which may lead to just the opposite, i.e., transfer of the inheritance to other 
tribes, shows that tribal affiliation was not their greatest concern.

But from where does Menashe get this resistance to tribal unity? The 
truth is that there were deep roots for it in his family tradition. Going back 
to Ya’akov, the progenitor, we notice that much of what transpired in his life 
was based on the principle of productive26 bifurcation. Thus, for example, 
he had two names, married two women, and fathered two leaders (Yehudah 
and Yosef ), who would ultimately be the ancestors of two different states 
(Yehudah and Yisrael).27

On more than one occasion, the rabbis find solid evidence to suggest 
that Yosef, Menashe’s father, carries a special likeness toward his own father, 
Ya’akov.28 Consequently, it is quite likely that Yosef mirrors Ya’akov’s central 
characteristic of duality, which is most crucially embodied in their respective 
legacies to their children. Thus, alone among Ya’akov’s children, it is Yosef 
whose portion is divided into two, with both Menashe and Ephraim taking 
on the status of separate tribes. Likewise, the portion of Yosef ’s firstborn, 

26 It was productive because Ya’akov needed to create at least two different types of 
progeny that normally would only come from two different fathers.

27 See Francis Nataf, “What’s in a Name? – Ya’akov and/or Yisrael,” in the Jewish Bible 
Quarterly, 40:4, October–December 2012, 241–246.

28 Bereshit Rabba 84:6. In this midrash, R. Shmuel bar Nachman feels this is hinted at 
by the wording of Bereshit 33:2 which tells of Ya’akov’s “toledot ” (offspring or deeds), 
yet lists only Yosef. More critically, he compiles an impressive list of similarities 
between Ya’akov’s and Yosef ’s lives, such as the conditions of their birth, their re-
lations with their siblings, their exiles, their marriages and even their deaths; they 
were the only ones we know about who died in Egypt but were buried in the Land of 
Israel. (It is true that we don’t have final confirmation of this concerning Yosef, but 
there is every reason to believe that the task to take his bones which Moshe began 
to carry out in Shemot 13:9 was ultimately fulfilled.)
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Menashe, is also divided into two – if not by name, then by territory. It seems 
the legacy of continuous bifurcation must live on in this line.

Now that we have a better sense of Menashe’s character, we are in a better 
position to note that the autonomy displayed by the daughters of Tzelofchad 
is not a unilateral cause for admiration. It should be remembered that the story 
comes in the midst of tribal identity formation which we have seen to be so 
central to the Israelites’ desert experience. So while there were good reasons 
for the sisters to ask for and receive their inheritance, their ostensible lack of 
concern for the greater tribe during this key period was a problematic element 
in an otherwise correct request. That it was less than ideal is attested to by the 
fact that it would be fixed by the request of the elders at the very end of the 
book.29

We might have failed to understand just how problematic the sisters’ claim 
really was had Moshe not sent part of the tribe to live over the Jordan. Like 
Gad and Reuven, Menashe was penalized for a destructive characteristic, al-
beit different and less dangerous than its co-Transjordanians. Measure for 
measure, Menashe’s problematic lack of tribal cohesion that the daughters 
of Tzelofchad embody means that the tribe needed to be divided in practice 
to match their approach in theory. Yet since Menashe’s deficiency was not on 
the scale of Gad’s and Reuven’s, their exile is far from total (especially since for 
them, division rather than exile is the main point). Thus, only part of the tribe 
was sent to live across the Jordan, while the majority was allowed to remain on 
the western side together with the other nine tribes.

As mentioned earlier, the consolidation of tribal identity would become 
less important as time went by, and thus with the march of history Menashe’s 
intra-tribal division would become more acceptable. Moreover, the bifurca-
tion to which Menashe is heir is an example of a potentially healthy process 

29 The text gives us another hint to the sisters’ stronger familial allegiance via the 
tiny, two-word difference between the sisters’ genealogy and that of the tribal lead-
ers. The daughters come from “the families of Menashe ben (the son of ) Yosef ” 
(Bemidbar 27:1), whereas the tribal leaders come from “the families of Yosef ” (36:1). 
Thus, according to the wording of the daughters’ genealogy, Menashe is made up of 
sub-tribal allegiances, whereas the wording of the tribal leaders’ genealogy implies 
that family allegiances can be legitimate only at the pre-tribal level, i.e., with Yosef.



redeeming relevance in the book of numbers

124

of creating new sub-identities. Even as this trait was problematic when it was 
first exposed through the daughters of Tzelofchad, the Jewish nation would 
require it in the future, because if no new identities were ever created, the 
people would be ill-equipped to meet all of the challenges placed in their way.

So whereas eleven tribes needed to generally preserve and develop their 
identities during the desert period, there was one tribe whose business it was to 
create constantly new identities. That tribe was Menashe. All the other tribes 
had certain attributes to offer the nation as a whole, and only by developing 
their own identities would they be able to contribute to the Jewish people 
most effectively. But in the case of Menashe a paradox exists, by which one of 
the central attributes it has to offer can be accomplished only by sacrificing the 
solidity of that very identity.

We have seen that the daughters of Tzelofchad are the true bearers of 
Menashe’s exceptionality, and perhaps this exceptionality more than anything 
else is Menashe’s legacy. While no two tribes are the same, Menashe’s identity 
is more different from any of the others. And it is this uniqueness that was to 
be reinforced by the tribe’s permanent territorial division on the two sides 
of the Jordan. Thus, even while this division was a punishment for not sub-
duing their autonomous character at this critical time, it was also a badge of 
Menashe’s essential identity. Moreover, the tribe would be expected to bear it 
proudly and for the betterment of the nation as a whole.

Ultimately, the daughters of Tzelofchad carried with them the knowledge 
that even at times when unity and conformity are at a premium, there must 
be one part of the nation that stands to the side and takes a slightly different 
stance. Perhaps their timing was slightly off or perhaps it was their delivery 
that was slightly off, but theirs was still a trait that needed to be expressed. And 
more than their father’s land, their unique character was their true inheritance.


