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‭The tragedy of Moshe’s final conversation with his father-in-law are the words that he leaves‬

‭unsaid.‬

‭H‬‭ovav, usually identified as Yitro,‬‭1‬ ‭is about to depart.  Before he leaves, Moshe tries to‬

‭convince him to stay:‬

‬‮כט‬‮:‬‮י‬‮במדבר

ר יֹּאמֶ ה‬‮וַ מֹשֶׁ ב‬‮ חֹבָ  ן‬‮לְ ל‬‮בֶּ עוּאֵ יָנִי‬‮רְ דְ מִּ ן‬‮הַ חֹתֵ ה‬‮ מֹשֶׁ ים‬‮ עִ נֹסְ נוּ‬‮ נַחְ ל‬‮אֲ קוֹם‬‮אֶ מָּ ר‬‮הַ שֶׁ ר‬‮אֲ אֹתוֹ‬‮ה׳‬‮אָמַ ן‬‮ תֵּ כֶם‬‮אֶ כָה‬‮לָ ‬‮לְ

נוּ תָּ נוּ‬‮אִ בְ טַ ךְ‬‮וְהֵ ר‬‮ה׳‬‮כִּי‬‮לָ בֶּ ל‬ֹ‮ב‬‮טו‬‮דִּ ל׃‬‮עַ אֵ רָ ‬‮יִשְׂ

‭Bemidbar‬‭10:29‬

‭Moshe said to‬‭H‬‭ovav son of Re’uel the Midianite, Moshe’s father-in-law, “We are setting out‬

‭for the place of which God has said, ‘I will give it to you.’  Come with us and we will be‬

‭generous with you; for God has promised to be generous to Israel.”‬

‭1‬ ‭This is Rashi’s reading of the‬‭pasuk‬‭, followed by many other commentators.  For the alternative view that‬‭H‬‭ovav‬
‭is Yitro’s son (and therefore Moshe’s brother-in-law), see Ibn Ezra’s comments.‬
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‭Moshe asks his father in law not to leave the people, but to venture with them into the land.‬

‭He offers his father-in-law riches in exchange for his willingness to travel with them and settle‬

‭in Israel.‬

‭Yitro, however, refuses:‬

‬‮ל‬‮:‬‮י‬‮במדבר

ר יֹּאמֶ יו‬‮וַ לָ ךְ‬‮לֹא‬‮אֵ לֵ ם‬‮כִּי‬‮אֵ ל‬‮אִ י‬‮אֶ צִ ל‬‮אַרְ י‬‮וְאֶ תִּ דְ ךְ׃‬‮מוֹלַ לֵ ‬‮אֵ

‭Bemidbar‬‭10:30‬

‭“I will not go,” he replied to him, “but will return to my native land.”‬

‭While he does not explicitly respond to Moshe’s promise to be generous with him, Yitro’s‬

‭response is clear: he has a home of his own.  He does not need material wealth that Moshe‬

‭can offer him.‬

‭Undeterred, Moshe tries one more time:‬

‬‮לב‬‮-‬‮לא‬‮:‬‮י‬‮במדבר
ר‬‭31 יֹּאמֶ זֹב‬‮נָא‬‮אַל‬‮וַ  עֲ נוּ‬‮תַּ אֹתָ ל‬ ‮‬‮כִּי‬‮ תָּ‬‮כֵּן‬‮עַ עְ נוּ‬‮יָדַ נֹתֵ  ר‬‮חֲ בָּ דְ מִּ יִיתָ‬‮בַּ נוּ‬‮וְהָ ינָיִם׃‬‮לָּ עֵ יָה‬‮‬‭32לְ ךְ‬‮כִּי‬‮וְהָ לֵ נוּ‬‮תֵ מָּ יָה‬‮עִ ‬‮וְהָ

טּוֹב הוּא‬‮הַ ר‬‮הַ שֶׁ יב‬‮אֲ נוּ‬‮ה׳‬‮יֵיטִ מָּ נוּ‬‮עִ בְ טַ ךְ׃‬‮וְהֵ ‬‮לָ

‭Bemidbar‬‭10:31-32‬
‭31‬‭He said, “Please do not leave us, inasmuch as you know where we should camp in the‬

‭wilderness and can be our guide.‬ ‭32‬‭So if you come with us, we will extend to you the same‬

‭bounty that God grants us.”‬
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‭We are not told what, if anything, Yitro replies to Moshe’s final plea, but this is the last time we‬

‭see him appear in the Torah.  While the Torah does not tell us explicitly, it seems that at the‬

‭end of the conversation, Yitro still maintains his original decision, and departs.‬

‭Soon after, though, it becomes clear that Yitro’s departure is disastrous.  Less than a‬‭perek‬

‭later, we find Moshe in despair, and utterly alone:‬

‬‮טו‬‮-‬‮יא‬‮:‬‮יא‬‮במדבר
ר‬‭11 יֹּאמֶ ה‬‮וַ מֹשֶׁ ל‬‮ ה‬‮ה׳‬‮אֶ מָ עֹתָ‬‮לָ  רֵ ךָ‬‮הֲ דֶּ בְ עַ ה‬‮לְ מָּ י‬‮לֹא‬‮וְלָ צָתִ ן‬‮מָ ינֶיךָ‬‮חֵ עֵ שׂוּם‬‮בְּ ת‬‮לָ א‬‮אֶ שָּׂ ם‬‮כָּל‬‮מַ עָ זֶּה‬‮הָ י׃‬‮הַ לָ ‬‮עָ
י‬‭12 נֹכִ אָ י‬‮הֶ יתִ רִ ת‬‮הָ ם‬‮כָּל‬‮אֵ עָ זֶּה‬‮הָ ם‬‮הַ י‬‮אִ נֹכִ יהוּ‬‮אָ תִּ דְ ר‬‮כִּי‬‮יְלִ תֹאמַ י‬‮ לַ הוּ‬‮אֵ אֵ ךָ‬‮שָׂ יקֶ חֵ ר‬‮בְ שֶׁ א‬‮כַּאֲ ן‬‮יִשָּׂ אֹמֵ  ת‬‮הָ יֹּנֵק‬‮אֶ  ‬‮הַ

ל ה‬‮עַ מָ דָ אֲ ר‬‮הָ שֶׁ תָּ‬‮אֲ עְ בַּ יו׃‬‮נִשְׁ בֹתָ  אֲ אַיִן‬‮‬‭13לַ י‬‮מֵ ר‬‮לִ שָׂ ת‬‮בָּ תֵ כָל‬‮לָ ם‬‮לְ עָ זֶּה‬‮הָ כּוּ‬‮כִּי‬‮הַ י‬‮יִבְ לַ מֹר‬‮עָ א נָה‬‮לֵ נוּ‬‮תְּ ר‬‮לָּ שָׂ ‬‮בָ

ה׃ נֹאכֵלָ י‬‮אוּכַל‬‮לֹא‬‮‬‭14וְ נֹכִ י‬‮אָ דִּ בַ את‬‮לְ שֵׂ ת‬‮לָ ם‬‮כָּל‬‮אֶ עָ זֶּה‬‮הָ ד‬‮כִּי‬‮הַ נִּי׃‬‮כָבֵ מֶּ ם‬‮‬‭15מִ תְּ‬‮כָּכָה‬‮וְאִ ה‬‮אַ עֹשֶׂ י‬‮ גֵנִי‬‮לִּ רְ ‬‮נָא‬‮הָ

רֹג  ם‬‮הָ י‬‮אִ צָאתִ ן‬‮מָ ינֶיךָ‬‮חֵ עֵ ה‬‮וְאַל‬‮בְּ אֶ רְ י׃‬‮אֶ תִ עָ רָ ‬‮בְּ

‭Bemidbar‬‭11:11-15‬
‭11‬‭And Moshe said to God, “Why have You dealt ill with Your servant, and why have I not‬

‭enjoyed Your favor, that You have laid the burden of all this people upon me?‬ ‭12‬‭Did I‬

‭produce all these people, did I engender them, that You should say to me, ‘Carry them in‬

‭your bosom as a caregiver carries an infant,’ to the land that You have promised on oath to‬

‭their fathers?‬ ‭13‬‭Where am I to get meat to give to all this people, when they whine before‬

‭me and say, ‘Give us meat to eat!’‬ ‭14‬‭I cannot carry all this people by myself, for it is too‬

‭much for me.‬ ‭15‬‭If You would deal thus with me, kill me rather, I beg You, and let me see no‬

‭more of my wretchedness!”‬

‭“I can’t do this alone,” he tells God.  “I am not this people’s mother.  I cannot carry it alone.  If‬

‭this is what you need from me—if doing this job means carrying the people alone—please kill‬

‭me.  I would rather die than carry this burden alone.”‬
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‭Moshe’s desperate plea is reminiscent of Yitro’s warning to him long ago in Sefer Shemot‬

‭when he first arrived in the camp and saw Moshe dealing directly with every complaint from‬

‭the people.  Yitro understands that Moshe cannot carry on this way and advises him to‬

‭appoint judges to help him carry the burden.‬‭2‬

‭Yitro understands Moshe on multiple levels: as his father-in-law, he has known Moshe longer‬

‭and better than perhaps anyone else in the camp. He has seen Moshe grow from the Egyptian‬

‭exile his daughters meet at the well, to a Midianite shepherd, to the leader of a people.  As the‬

‭kohen‬‭of Midian and a leader in his own right, Yitro understands the burdens that Moshe‬

‭carries and the loneliness that comes with leadership. When Yitro leaves the camp, Moshe‬

‭loses the person who might be the closest thing he has to a friend.  When he leaves, Moshe is‬

‭truly alone.‬

‭It’s a tragedy—but it is also a mystery.  Why would Yitro, who journeyed far from home to‬

‭bring Moshe’s family to him, who has been Moshe’s companion and friend, decide to leave?‬

‭The Torah offers us a hint to an answer in Yitro’s first words about Moshe when his daughters‬

‭come home and tell their father about the Egyptian man who saved them at the well:‬

‬‮כ‬‮:‬‮ב‬‮שמות

ר יֹּאמֶ ל‬‮וַ יו‬‮אֶ נֹתָ  יּוֹ‬‮בְּ ה‬‮וְאַ מָּ ן‬‮זֶּה‬‮לָ תֶּ זַבְ ת‬‮עֲ ישׁ‬‮אֶ אִ ‬‮הָ

‭Shemot 2:20‬

‭He said to his daughters, “Where is he then?  Why did you leave the man?”‬

‭2‬ ‭Shemot 18.‬
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‭Yitro’s first words about Moshe are very similar to Moshe’s request to him in this‬‭parashah‬‭:‬

‭Yitro asks his daughters why they left Moshe behind, while Moshe requests that Yitro not leave‬

‭the Jewish people.‬

‭But even though the words are similar, their implication is different.  When Yitro speaks to his‬

‭daughters about Moshe, he asks about Moshe the man: “Why did you leave‬‭him‬‭”?  Yitro’s‬

‭concern for Moshe has always been personal.  While the text never tells us so explicitly, we‬

‭have every reason to think that Yitro cares about Moshe and even loves him.‬

‭Moshe’s words, however, are far from personal: they are the words of a leader.  When he asks‬

‭Yitro to stay, Moshe says “don’t leave us,” emphasizing Yitro’s relationship with the people as a‬

‭whole.  The tragedy is that Yitro, listening as a father figure and a friend, might have agreed to‬

‭stay, had Moshe only said, “Please, don’t leave‬‭me‬‭.”  Moshe, speaking as a leader, is unable to‬

‭say those words, and Yitro is unable to bring himself to stay without them.‬

‭As readers, we are left wondering: might things have been different if Moshe had been able to‬

‭speak in a different way, as an individual instead of as a leader?  Might‬‭Bemidbar‬‭have ended‬

‭differently if Yitro had been able to hear Moshe’s unspoken words, to understand that his‬

‭son-in-law needed him now, perhaps more than ever?  Or if Moshe had been able to be clearer‬

‭with what he was asking for?‬

‭All too often, through choice or through negligence, we speak past each other, unable to say‬

‭the words we really mean, or that the other person needs to hear.  Like Moshe, we might‬

‭speak in terms of material wealth when the conversation at hand is really about relationship.‬

‭We might say “don’t leave us” because it is simply too frightening to say “don’t leave me.”  And‬

‭all too often, we refuse to listen for the meaning behind someone else’s words: to hear the‬

‭need they feel unable to articulate, to answer the unspoken request.‬
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‭Every conversation is a choice.  We can choose to speak past each other; to speak in cold,‬

‭professional terms when what a conversation demands in the personal.  We can hide behind‬

‭the comfort of the plural “us” when what we really mean is “me.”‬

‭May we choose to say the words we mean, even when those words are as frightening as‬

‭“please, don’t leave me.”‬
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