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‭Moshe’s real concern, when Reuven and Gad ask to remain on their side of the Jordan, is the‬

‭way that distance can split families apart.‬

‭It’s a single word that betrays his concern, one that reminds us of a much older story:‬

‬‮ו‬‮:‬‮לב‬‮במדבר

ר יֹּאמֶ ה‬‮וַ מֹשֶׁ נֵי‬‮ בְ נֵי‬‮גָד‬‮לִ בְ ן‬‮וְלִ אוּבֵ יכֶם‬‮רְ אַחֵ בֹאוּ‬‮הַ ה‬‮יָ מָ חָ לְ מִּ ם‬‮לַ תֶּ בוּ‬‮וְאַ שְׁ פֹה׃‬‮תֵּ ‮‬

‭Bemidbar‬‭32:6‬

‭Moshe replied to the Gadites and the Reuvenites, “Are your brothers to go to war while you‬

‭stay here?”‬

‭“Brothers.”  Moshe’s word choice refers to the rest of the Jewish people, the Reuvenites and‬

‭Gadites ultra-extended family.  But read in context of the rest of the story—massive wealth‬

‭that leads to a request to separate—the word “brothers” reminds us of a similar story, a story‬

‭about family and the way physical distance can cause it to unravel:‬
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‬‮ו‬‮-‬‮ה‬‮:‬‮יג‬‮בראשית
לוֹט‬‮וְגַם‬‭5 ךְ‬‮לְ הֹלֵ  ת‬‮הַ ם‬‮אֶ רָ יָה‬‮אַבְ צֹאן‬‮הָ ר‬‮ קָ ים׃‬‮וּבָ לִ אֹהָ א‬‮וְלֹא‬‮‬‭6וְ ם‬‮נָשָׂ אֹתָ ץ‬‮ אָרֶ ת‬‮הָ בֶ שֶׁ ו‬‮לָ דָּ יָה‬‮כִּי‬‮יַחְ ם‬‮הָ כוּשָׁ ב‬‮רְ ‬‮רָ

ת‬‮יָכְלוּ‬‮וְלֹא בֶ שֶׁ ו׃‬‮לָ דָּ ‬‮יַחְ

‭Bereishit 13:5-6‬
‭5‬‭Lot, who went with Avram, also had flocks and herds and tents,‬‭6‬‭so that the land could not‬

‭support them staying together; for their possessions were so great that they could not‬

‭remain together.‬

‭Like Avraham’s separation from Lot, the two tribes, request to stay on this side of the Jordan is‬

‭precipitated by cattle in need of grazing land.  Here, the painful nature of the divide is made‬

‭clear from the outset: the text states twice that the two could no longer dwell “together,”‬

‭emphasizing Avraham and Lot’s previous state of togetherness.  Lot, Avraham’s nephew, has‬

‭been his constant companion since he left his home to follow God’s command.  Avraham, who‬

‭does not have children, likely sees Lot as his presumptive heir–until now.‬

ר‬‭8 יֹּאמֶ ם‬‮וַ רָ ל‬‮אַבְ י‬‮נָא‬‮אַל‬‮לוֹט‬‮אֶ הִ ה‬‮תְ יבָ רִ ינִי‬‮מְ ינֶךָ‬‮בֵּ ין‬‮וּבֵ י‬‮וּבֵ רֹעַ ין‬‮ יךָ‬‮וּבֵ רֹעֶ ים‬‮כִּי‬‮ נָשִׁ ים‬‮אֲ נוּ׃‬‮אַחִ נָחְ לֹא‬‮‬‭9אֲ ‬‮כָל‬‮הֲ

ץ אָרֶ נֶיךָ‬‮הָ פָ ד‬‮לְ רֶ פָּ י‬‮נָא‬‮הִ לָ עָ ם‬‮מֵ מֹאל‬‮אִ  שְּׂ נָה‬‮הַ ימִ ם‬‮וְאֵ ין‬‮וְאִ יָּמִ ה׃‬‮הַ ילָ אִ מְ שְׂ א‬‮‬‭10וְאַ ת‬‮לוֹט‬‮וַיִּשָּׂ ינָיו‬‮אֶ א‬‮עֵ ת‬‮וַיַּרְ ‬‮כָּל‬‮אֶ

ן‬‮כִּכַּר דֵּ יַּרְ הּ‬‮כִּי‬‮הַ ה‬‮כֻלָּ קֶ שְׁ נֵי‬‮מַ פְ ת‬‮׀‬ ‮‬‮לִ חֵ ת‬‮ה׳‬‮שַׁ דֹם‬‮אֶ  ת‬‮סְ ה‬‮וְאֶ מֹרָ  ץ‬‮ה׳‬‮כְּגַן‬‮עֲ רֶ יִם‬‮כְּאֶ רַ צְ כָה‬‮מִ בֹּאֲ ר׃‬‮ צֹעַ ר‬‮‬‭11 חַ ‬‮לוֹ‬‮וַיִּבְ

ת‬‮לוֹט ן‬‮כִּכַּר‬‮כָּל‬‮אֵ דֵּ יַּרְ ע‬‮הַ ם‬‮לוֹט‬‮וַיִּסַּ דֶ קֶּ דוּ‬‮מִ רְ ישׁ‬‮וַיִּפָּ ל‬‮אִ עַ יו׃‬‮מֵ ‬‮אָחִ

‭8‬‭Avram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife between you and me, between my herders and‬

‭yours, for we are brothers.‬ ‭9‬‭The whole land is before you.  Let us separate: if you go north, I‬

‭will go south; and if you go south, I will go north.”‬ ‭10‬‭Lot looked about him and saw how‬

‭well watered was the whole plain of the Jordan, all of it—this was before God had‬

‭destroyed Sdom and Amorah—all the way to Zoar, like the garden of God, like the land of‬

‭Egypt.‬ ‭11‬‭So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan, and Lot journeyed‬

‭eastward, and brother parted from brother.‬
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‭Avraham’s suggestion to Lot that they separate further emphasizes the relationship between‬

‭the two.  Using the word “brothers”—the same word Moshe uses for the relationship between‬

‭the two tribes and the rest of the Jewish people—Avraham proposes that Lot choose‬

‭whatever part of the land he wants for himself.  Whichever way Lot goes, Avraham will go in‬

‭the opposite direction.‬

‭Like the two tribes, Lot chooses land adjacent to the Jordan (on the near side) because it is‬

‭well irrigated and good for cattle.  Once again, the text emphasizes the brotherhood between‬

‭Lot and Avraham, this time, as they part ways.‬

‭Despite their separation, Avraham still considers Lot his brother, and when Lot is endangered,‬

‭Avraham mobilizes to save him:‬

‬‮יד‬‮:‬‮יד‬‮בראשית

ע מַ ם‬‮וַיִּשְׁ רָ ה‬‮כִּי‬‮אַבְ בָּ יו‬‮נִשְׁ ק‬‮אָחִ ת‬‮וַיָּרֶ יו‬‮אֶ נִיכָ י‬‮חֲ ידֵ יתוֹ‬‮יְלִ מֹנָה‬‮בֵ  ר‬‮שְׁ שָׂ לֹשׁ‬‮עָ אוֹת‬‮וּשְׁ דֹּף‬‮מֵ  ד‬‮וַיִּרְ ן׃‬‮עַ ‬‮דָּ

‭Bereishit 14:14‬

‭When Avram heard that his brother had been taken captive, he mustered his retainers,‬

‭born into his household, numbering 318, and went in pursuit as far as Dan.‬

‭Although the text does not say so explicitly, an additional motive might lurk behind Avraham’s‬

‭campaign: the hope that, when he sees that Avraham was willing to fight for him, Lot might‬

‭choose to return home.  But when the king of Sdom offers Avraham a deal, those hopes are‬

‭dashed.  Take everything you want, he tells Avraham: all the possessions.  The people, though‬

‭are mine:‬
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ב‬‭16 ת‬‮וַיָּשֶׁ כֻשׁ‬‮כָּל‬‮אֵ רְ ת‬‮וְגַם‬‮הָ יו‬‮לוֹט‬‮אֶ כֻשׁוֹ‬‮אָחִ יב‬‮וּרְ שִׁ ת‬‮וְגַם‬‮הֵ ים‬‮אֶ נָּשִׁ ת‬‮הַ ם‬‮וְאֶ עָ ר‬‮‬‭21:…‬‮הָ יֹּאמֶ ךְ‬‮וַ לֶ דֹם‬‮מֶ  ל‬‮סְ ‬‮אֶ

ם רָ ן‬‮אַבְ י‬‮תֶּ שׁ‬‮לִ נֶּפֶ כֻשׁ‬‮הַ רְ ח‬‮וְהָ ךְ׃‬‮קַ ‬‮לָ

‭16‬‭He brought back all the possessions; he also brought back his brother Lot and his‬

‭possessions, and the women and the rest of the people.…‬ ‭21‬‭Then the king of Sdom said to‬

‭Avram, “Give me the people, and take the possessions for yourself.”‬

‭The implication is clear.  Avraham went to war for one reason: to save Lot.  Now, however,‬

‭without even a conversation with his nephew, Avraham is dismissed, told to take his loot and‬

‭go.  That failure, those fleeting and defeated hopes of reconciliation, are the impetus for God’s‬

‭sudden appearance to Avraham in the verses immediately following his conversation with the‬

‭king of Sdom, an appearance, we are told, which took place “following these events.”‬

‬‮ד‬‮-‬‮א‬‮:‬‮טו‬‮בראשית
ר‬‭1 ים‬‮אַחַ רִ בָ דְּ ה‬‮הַ לֶּ אֵ יָה‬‮הָ ר‬‮הָ בַ ל‬‮ה׳‬‮דְ ם‬‮אֶ רָ זֶה‬‮אַבְ חֲ בַּֽמַּ מֹר‬‮ א א‬‮אַל‬‮לֵ ירָ ם‬‮תִּ רָ י‬‮אַבְ נֹכִ גֵן‬‮אָ ךְ‬‮מָ ךָ‬‮לָ כָרְ ה‬‮שְׂ בֵּ רְ ‬‮הַ

אֹד׃  ר‬‮‬‭2מְ יֹּאמֶ ם‬‮וַ רָ דֹנָי‬‮-‬‮אֲ‬‮אַבְ ה‬‮ה׳‬‮ ן‬‮מַ תֶּ י‬‮תִּ י‬‮לִ נֹכִ ךְ‬‮וְאָ י‬‮הוֹלֵ ירִ רִ ן‬‮עֲ ק‬‮וּבֶ שֶׁ י‬‮מֶ יתִ ק‬‮הוּא‬‮בֵּ שֶׂ מֶּ זֶר׃‬‮דַּ יעֶ לִ ר‬‮‬‭3אֱ יֹּאמֶ ‬‮וַ

ם רָ ן‬‮אַבְ י‬‮הֵ ה‬‮לֹא‬‮לִ תָּ ע‬‮נָתַ נֵּה‬‮זָרַ ן‬‮וְהִ י‬‮בֶ יתִ שׁ‬‮בֵּ י׃‬‮יוֹרֵ אֹתִ נֵּה‬‮‬‭4 ר‬‮וְהִ בַ יו‬‮ה׳‬‮דְ לָ מֹר‬‮אֵ א ךָ‬‮לֹא‬‮לֵ שְׁ ם‬‮כִּי‬‮זֶה‬‮יִירָ ר‬‮אִ שֶׁ ‬‮אֲ

יךָ‬‮יֵצֵא עֶ מֵּ ךָ׃‬‮הוּא‬‮מִ שֶׁ ‬‮יִירָ

‭Bereishit 15:1-4‬
‭1‬‭Following these events, the word of God came to Avram in a vision: “Fear not, Avram, I am‬

‭a shield to you; Your reward shall be very great.”‬ ‭2‬‭But Avram said, “O lord God, what can‬

‭You give me, seeing that I shall die childless, and the one in charge of my household is‬

‭Dammesek Eliezer!”‬ ‭3‬‭Avram said further, “Since You have granted me no offspring, my‬

‭steward will be my heir.”‬ ‭4‬‭The word of God came to him in reply, “That one shall not be‬

‭your heir; none but your very own offspring shall be your heir.”‬
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‭The Avraham we encounter in this conversation with God is different than we’ve seen him‬

‭before.  He has lost hope.  What can you possibly give me, Avraham asks God, when if I am to‬

‭be inherited by my household manager, Eliezer?‬

‭In the context of Lot’s failure to return, Avraham’s despair is tragic.  Avraham hoped, after all‬

‭this time, that he and Lot might finally find a way to live together again.  When he returns‬

‭without his nephew, Avraham understands that he has lost his presumptive heir, the man who‬

‭has been like a brother to him, forever.  Lot has abandoned Avraham and the covenant with‬

‭God as well.‬

‭Hundreds of years later, when Reuven and Gad ask Moshe to remain on the other side of the‬

‭Jordan—so close to the fertile lands of Sdom that Lot once chose—Moshe sees the tragedy‬

‭playing out once again.  In his question “will your brothers go to war while you remain here?,”‬

‭Moshe highlights the danger the Jewish people face if Reuven and Gad remain behind.‬

‭It is not simple to remain a family when you choose to live in different places.  If Reuven and‬

‭Gad remain behind they, like Lot, may decide to abandon not just their brethren, but the‬

‭entire covenant.‬

‭But when Moshe hears Reuven and Gad’s offer, he realizes that this time the story might have‬

‭a different ending:‬

‬‮יח‬‮-‬‮יז‬‮:‬‮לב‬‮במדבר
נו‭17‬ּ נַחְ ץ‬‮וַאֲ לֵ ים‬‮נֵחָ שִׁ נֵי‬‮חֻ פְ נֵי‬‮לִ ל‬‮בְּ אֵ רָ ד‬‮יִשְׂ ר‬‮עַ שֶׁ ם‬‮אֲ אֹנֻם‬‮אִ י בִ ל‬‮הֲ ם‬‮אֶ קוֹמָ ב‬‮מְ נוּ‬‮וְיָשַׁ פֵּ י‬‮טַ רֵ עָ צָר‬‮בְּ בְ מִּ נֵי‬‮הַ פְּ ‬‮מִ

י בֵ יֹשְׁ ץ׃‬‮ אָרֶ ל‬‮נָשׁוּב‬‮לֹא‬‮‬‭18הָ ינוּ‬‮אֶ תֵּ ד‬‮בָּ ל‬‮עַ נַחֵ תְ נֵי‬‮הִ ל‬‮בְּ אֵ רָ ישׁ‬‮יִשְׂ תוֹ׃‬‮אִ לָ ‬‮נַחֲ
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‭Bemidbar‬‭32:17-18‬
‭17‬‭And we will go ahead as shock-troops in the van of the‬‭Benei Yisrael‬‭until we have‬

‭established them in their home, while our children stay in the fortified towns because of‬

‭the inhabitants of the land.‬ ‭18‬‭We will not return to our homes until‬‭Benei Yisrael‬‭—every‬

‭one of them—are in possession of their portion.‬

‭In promising not to return to their own homes until their brethren are settled in theirs, Reuven‬

‭and Gad make it clear that they are not playing Lot’s part in this story, but Avraham’s.  Like‬

‭Avraham who went to war for Lot even after their separation, Reuven and Gad will not allow‬

‭distance to erode their responsibility to their family.  Just as Avraham fought for Lot, so too‬

‭they will fight for their brothers.  In taking Avraham’s part, the two tribes are living his words‬

‭to Lot: “We are brothers” (‬‭anashim a‬‭h‬‭im ana‬‭h‬‭nu‬‭).  Despite distance and geography, we will‬

‭not forget that we are kin.  Despite the Jordan between them, they understand that their‬

‭destinies are bound up together.  They will not forget their brothers, nor the covenant that‬

‭binds them to each other and to God.‬

‭It is not easy to maintain relationships across distance.  Relationships can fade when they are‬

‭not maintained in the day-to-day, and the world and its complications look very different‬

‭from different places.  Mutual misunderstanding grows all too easily in relationships that do‬

‭not have the bedrock of regular contact to strengthen them.  Whether separated by a river or‬

‭by an ocean, it can become all too easy to look at someone who used to feel like a sibling and‬

‭see a stranger.‬

‭But the story of Reuven and Gad offers a pathway forward.  These relationships are not easy,‬

‭but they are possible if we are willing to remember Avraham’s words—“We are brothers”—and‬

‭enact the commitment that comes from them.‬
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‭They are possible if we remember that whatever side of the river—or ocean—we find‬

‭ourselves on, being family means that we share a covenant, and a destiny.‬
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