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​The Book of Numbers concludes by revisiting a narrative we first encountered last week: the​

​story of Tzlof​​h​​ad’s inheritance.  This episode appears first in chapter 27 and again in chapter​

​36, with the two accounts mirroring each other.  Yet, despite the extensive linguistic parallels​

​between them, these similarities actually serve to highlight the deep gaps and contrasts​

​between the two parts of the story, inviting us to reflect on the ability of minority groups to​

​speak and be heard.​

​I. “Why should It be subtracted?”​

​​במדבר כז:א-ב
נָה​​1 בְ רַ קְ נוֹת​​וַתִּ ד​​בְּ חָ פְ לָ ן​​צְ ר​​בֶּ פֶ ן​​חֵ ד​​בֶּ עָ ן​​גִּלְ יר​​בֶּ כִ ן​​מָ ה​​בֶּ נַשֶּׁ ​​מְ

ה גְלָ ה וְחָ נֹעָ ה  לָ חְ יו מַ נֹתָ  מוֹת בְּ ה שְׁ לֶּ ף וְאֵ ן יוֹסֵ ה בֶ נַשֶּׁ חֹת מְ פְּ שְׁ מִ ​​לְ

כָּה לְ צָה׃​​וּמִ רְ נָה​​​​2וְתִ מֹדְ  עֲ נֵי​​וַתַּ פְ ה​​לִ מֹשֶׁ נֵי​​ פְ זָר​​וְלִ עָ לְ ן​​אֶ כֹּהֵ  נֵי​​הַ פְ ​​וְלִ

ד ל מוֹעֵ אֹהֶ ח  תַ ה פֶּ דָ עֵ ם וְכָל הָ יאִ נְּשִׂ מֹר​​הַ א ​​׃​​לֵ

​​במדבר לו:א-ב
בו​1​ּ רְ י​​וַיִּקְ אשֵׁ אָבוֹת​​רָ ת​​הָ חַ פַּ שְׁ מִ נֵי​​לְ ​​בְּ

נֵי חֹת בְּ פְּ שְׁ מִּ ה מִ נַשֶּׁ ן־מְ כִיר בֶּ ן מָ ד בֶּ עָ ​​גִלְ

ים אִ נְּשִׂ נֵי הַ פְ ה וְלִ מֹשֶׁ נֵי  פְ רוּ לִ בְּ ף וַיְדַ ​​יוֹסֵ

י אשֵׁ נֵי​​אָבוֹת​​רָ בְ ל׃​​לִ אֵ רָ רו​​​2​ּיִשְׂ יֹּאמְ ​​…​​וַ

​Numbers 27:1-2​
​1​​The daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad,​​of Manassite family—son of​

​Numbers 36:1-2​
​1​​The family heads in​​the clan of the​
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​H​​efer son of Gilad son of Makhir son of Menashe son​​of​

​Yosef—​​came forward.​ ​The names of the daughters were​

​Ma​​h​​lah, No’ah,​​H​​oglah, Milkah, and Tirtzah.​ ​2​​They stood​

​before Moshe, Elazar the priest, the chieftains, and the​

​whole assembly, at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, and​

​they said​​…​

​descendants of Gilad son of Makhir​

​son of Menashe, one of the Josephite​

​clans,​​came forward​​and appealed​

​to Moshe and the chieftains, family​

​heads of the Israelites.​ ​2​​They said​​…​

​Both appeals open in an identical manner: with a step of drawing near.  Those who approach​

​are described through their lineage, and they draw near to Moshe and the leadership of Israel.​

​However, there are also striking differences regarding who is approaching and whom they are​

​drawing near to.  In chapter 36, the heads of the ancestral clans of the tribe of Menashe draw​

​near and speak to Moshe, the chieftains, and the heads of the ancestral clans.  They are​

​speaking to their peers, the leadership.  In contrast, the daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad—who are​

​mentioned here by their individual names—stand before Moshe, Elazar, and the chieftains;​

​that is, before a leadership of which they are not a part, and before the entire congregation.​

​Furthermore, they draw near, stand before the leadership, and only then begin to​

​speak—whereas the heads of the ancestral clans simply draw near and speak.  Perhaps this​

​act of standing before speaking reflects a moment that underscores the inequality between​

​the speakers and those they are addressing.​

​Another difference relates to the content of their words—to the claim: “Why should it be​

​subtracted?”​

​​במדבר לו:ב-ד
רו​2​ּ יֹּאמְ ת​​וַ דֹנִי​​אֶ  וָּה​​אֲ ת​​ה׳​​צִ תֵ ת​​לָ ץ​​אֶ אָרֶ ה​​הָ לָ נַחֲ ל​​בְּ גוֹרָ נֵי​​בְּ בְ ​​לִ

ל אֵ רָ דֹנִי​​יִשְׂ וָּה​​וַא ה׳​​צֻ ת​​בַ תֵ ת​​לָ ת​​אֶ לַ ד​​נַחֲ חָ פְ לָ ינוּ​​צְ יו׃​​אָחִ נֹתָ  בְ יו​​​3​ּלִ ​​וְהָ

​​במדבר כז:ג-ה
ינו​3​ּ ת​​אָבִ ר​​מֵ בָּ דְ מִּ יָה​​לֹא​​וְהוּא​​בַּ תוֹךְ​​הָ ​​בְּ

ח כִּי קֹרַ ת  דַ עֲ ל ה׳ בַּ ים עַ דִ נּוֹעָ ה הַ דָ עֵ ​​הָ
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ינוּ בֹתֵ  ת אֲ לַ נַּחֲ ן מִ תָ לָ ה נַחֲ עָ ים וְנִגְרְ נָשִׁ ל לְ אֵ רָ נֵי יִשְׂ י בְ טֵ בְ נֵי שִׁ בְּ ד מִ חָ אֶ ​​לְ

נוּ תֵ לָ ל נַחֲ גֹּרַ  ם וּמִ הֶ יֶינָה לָ הְ ר תִּ שֶׁ ה אֲ טֶּ מַּ ת הַ לַ ל נַחֲ ף עַ ׃​​וְנוֹסַ עַ רֵ ​​יִגָּ
ם​​4 יֶה​​וְאִ ל​​יִהְ יֹּבֵ  נֵי​​הַ בְ ל​​לִ אֵ רָ ה​​יִשְׂ פָ ן​​וְנוֹסְ תָ לָ ל​​נַחֲ ת​​עַ לַ ה​​נַחֲ טֶּ מַּ ר​​הַ שֶׁ ​​אֲ

ינוּ בֹתֵ  ה אֲ טֵּ ת מַ לַ נַּחֲ ם וּמִ הֶ יֶינָה לָ הְ ע​​תִּ רַ ן​​יִגָּ תָ לָ ​​׃​​נַחֲ

אוֹ טְ חֶ ת​​בְ נִים​​מֵ יוּ​​לֹא​​וּבָ ה​​​​4לוֹ׃​​הָ מָּ ע​​לָ רַ ​​יִגָּ
ינוּ ם אָבִ ין לוֹ​​שֵׁ תּוֹ כִּי אֵ חְ פַּ שְׁ תּוֹךְ מִ ן​​מִ ​​בֵּ

נָה נוּ​​תְּ זָּה​​לָּ חֻ תוֹךְ​​אֲ י​​בְּ חֵ ינוּ׃​​אֲ ב​​​​5אָבִ רֵ ​​וַיַּקְ

נֵי ה׳׃ פְ ן לִ טָ פָּ שְׁ ת־מִ ה אֶ מֹשֶׁ ​​

​Numbers 36:2-4​
​2​​They said, “God commanded​​my lord to assign the land to​

​the Israelites as shares by lot, and my lord was further​

​commanded by God to assign the share of our kinsman​

​Tzlof​​h​​ad to his daughters.​ ​3​​Now, if they become the​​wives​

​of persons from another Israelite tribe, their share will be​

​cut off from our ancestral portion and be added to the​

​portion of the tribe into which they marry; thus our allotted​

​portion will be​​subtracted​​.​ ​4​​And even when the Israelites​

​observe the jubilee, their share will be added to that of the​

​tribe into which they marry, and​​their share will​​be​

​subtracted​​from the ancestral portion of our tribe.”​

​Numbers 27:3-5​
​3​​“Our father died in​​the wilderness.​

​He was not one of the faction, Kora​​h​​’s​

​faction, that banded together against​

​God, but died for his own sin; and he​

​has left no sons.​ ​4​​Let not our father’s​

​name be subtracted​​from his clan​

​just because he had no son!  Give us a​

​holding among our father’s kinsmen!”​
​5​​Moshe brought their case before​

​God.​

​The heads of the ancestral clans from the tribe of Menashe echo the language of the​

​daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad in their appeal to Moshe; following in their footsteps, they ask why it​

​should be subtracted from the inheritance.  Yet, in their own appeal to Moshe, the five women​

​open as the daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad—as they are indeed called—and say: “Let not our​​father’s​

​name​​be lost to his clan just because he had no son!”  They turn to Moshe in the name of an​

​injustice done not to them, but to​​their father.  Their father will have no name because he had​

​no sons.  They do not justify their request on the grounds of an injustice done to themselves,​

​whereas the heads of the ancestral clans appeal out of a fear that something will be​

​diminished from the inheritance of their ancestral tribe and from the lot of their​​own​

​inheritance.​
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​Was there room for a request on their own behalf?​

​II. “Let our mother enter into levirate marriage”​

​In a commentary on these verses found in the Yerushalmi, the daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad present​

​an additional argument to Moshe.  They step directly into the halakhic discourse, using its​

​internal logic to demonstrate the justice of their claim to the inheritance.​

​​תלמוד ירושלמי בבא בתרא ח:ב )דף טז טור א(
ד חָ פְ לָ נוֹת צְ ין בְּ ם אֵ ינוּ. אִ ת אָבִ שׁ אֶ ד נִירַ חָ פְ לָ נוֹת צְ ם אָנוּ בְ ינוּ. אִ בֵּ ה רַ מֹשֶׁ נֵי  פְ רוּ לִ ד אָמְ חָ פְ לָ נוֹת צְ ​​בְּ

ינוּ. מֵּ ם אִ יַיבֵּ תְ ​​תִּ

​Talmud Yerushalmi Bava Batra 8:2 (16a)​

​The daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad said before Moshe our teacher, “If we are considered Tzlof​​h​​ad's​

​daughters, let us inherit from our father; if we are not considered daughters, let our​

​mother enter into levirate marriage!”​​1​

​This is not a direct plea for justice or equality on their own behalf, nor are they the center of​

​the claim.  Instead, they use the halakhic system to expose the logical inconsistency of those​

​who administer it.  This moment sharply exposes the liminal status of women within the​

​halakhic framework: is a deceased man legally recognized as having offspring or not?  If he​

​leaves no children, his widow is bound to levirate marriage; if he is recognized as having​

​offspring, those children—in this case, his daughters—should rightfully receive his​

​inheritance.  The daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad rhetorically pose a question: “Did our father have​

​children or no?”  They may also be taking a risk by adopting the language of a legal discipline​

​1​ ​Levirate marriage (​​yibbum​​), is the marriage of a woman to her husband's brother if he dies and they have no​
​children.​
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​from which women in traditional settings are typically excluded, refusing to leave its​

​interpretation solely to those traditionally defined as experts.​

​III. Wise, interpretive, and righteous​

​In the Babylonian Talmud, the daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad receive threefold praise for their​

​conduct: “It was taught: The daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad are wise, they are interpretive, they are​

​righteous” (Bava Batra 119b).  The Keli Yakar​​2​ ​expands this praise from these specific​

​individuals to all women:​

​​כלי יקר במדבר כו:סד
נָה ים ״נִתְּ רִ יוּ אוֹמְ ץ וְהָ אָרֶ ת הָ ים אֶ יוּ שׂוֹנְאִ ים הָ נָשִׁ אֲ הָ י שֶׁ פִ ים, לְ נָשִׁ אֲ ל הָ א עַ לָּ ים אֶ גְּלִ רַ ת מְ ה גְּזֵרַ ​​לֹא נִגְזְרָ

רוּ ד אָמְ חָ פְ לָ נוֹת צְ כֵּן בְּ ץ, שֶׁ אָרֶ ת הָ בוֹת אֶ בְּ חַ יוּ מְ ים הָ נָּשִׁ ל הַ בָ ה״ )במדבר יד ד(, אֲ יְמָ רָ צְ ה מִ רֹאשׁ וְנָשׁוּבָ ​​

זָּה״. חֻ נוּ אֲ נָה לָּ ​​״תְּ

​Keli Yakar to Numbers 26:64​

​The decree of the spies was only enacted against the men, because the men hated the​

​Land and were saying, “Let us appoint a leader and return to Egypt” (Numbers 14:4). But​

​the women cherished the Land, for the daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad said, “Give us a possession!”​

​In this reading, the daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad become the ultimate proof that while the men hated​

​the Land—as evidenced by the spies—the women loved it.  It seems that for women to have a​

​seat at the table, they must be nothing short of extraordinary.  This raises a troubling​

​question: does a marginalized group only gain a voice when its members are exceptional?​

​2​ ​R. Shlomo Efrayim Lunschitz (Poland, 1550-1619).​
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​IV. “The daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad speak rightly”​

​How do the daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad speak, and what exactly receives validation?  Why do they​

​refrain from appealing in the name of an injustice done to themselves?  Why, according to the​

​Yerushalmi, do they expose a halakhic inconsistency to justify their request?  And why does​

​the Keli Yakar feel compelled to emphasize the unique virtue and righteousness of women?​

​At the conclusion of the Book of Numbers, the Torah presents a second version of a familiar​

​narrative.  While the first version ends with God’s powerful statement (“The daughters of​

​Tzlof​​h​​ad speak rightly”), the second version shows a step away from this unequivocal​

​declaration.  The talmudic tradition refuses to accept this step away and continues not only to​

​listen but also to hear the voices:​

​​תלמוד בבלי תענית ל:
אי אָב מַ ר בְּ שָׂ ה עָ שָּׁ מִ ר בְּאָב … חֲ שָׂ ה עָ שָּׁ מִ ל כַּחֲ אֵ רָ יִשְׂ ים לְ ים טוֹבִ יוּ יָמִ ל: לֹא הָ יאֵ לִ ן גַּמְ עוֹן בֶּ מְ ן שִׁ בָּ ר רַ ​​אָמַ

יא? ​​הִ

זֶה. בוֹא זֶה בָּ ים לָ טִ בָ רוּ שְׁ הוּתְּ ל: יוֹם שֶׁ מוּאֵ ר שְׁ ה אָמַ ב יְהוּדָ ר רַ ​​אָמַ

דוֹר זֶה. א בְּ לָּ ג אֶ א נוֹהֵ ר זֶה לֹא יְהֵ בָ ד וְגוֹ׳״ — דָּ חָ פְ לָ נוֹת צְ בְ וָּה ה׳ לִ ר צִ שֶׁ ר אֲ בָ דָּ רוּשׁ? ״זֶה הַ אי דְּ ​​מַ

​Talmud Bavli Ta’anit 30b​

​“Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said: There were no days as good for Israel as 15​​th​ ​Av…”​

​(Mishnah Ta’anit 4:8).  What is special about 15​​th​ ​Av?​

​Rav Yehudah said Shmuel said: It was the day when the tribes were permitted to marry​

​each other freely.​

​What is this based on? “This is the matter that God commanded concerning the daughters​

​of Tzlof​​h​​ad”—this matter shall apply only to that generation.​

​The verse being interpreted is from the end of Numbers, where the daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad are​

​restricted to marry only members of their own tribe: “This is the thing that God has​
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​commanded concerning the daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad, saying: Let them marry whom they think​

​best, only into the family of the tribe of their father shall they marry” (36:6).  Rav Yehudah in​

​the name of Shmuel chooses to narrow the narrowing itself, understanding the restriction as​

​applying only to one generation, and seeing the lifting of that restriction as the basis for a day​

​of celebration.​

​Through this back-and-forth movement, the Torah teaches us a lesson about how difficult it is​

​for vulnerable groups to make their voices heard, and how difficult it is for society to truly​

​listen.  It demands that we pay attention to the various mechanisms of restriction and control​

​within a society.  Sometimes these mechanisms protect its members, sometimes the​

​leadership, sometimes the powerful, and sometimes the weak or marginalized.  Recognizing​

​and understanding these systems allows us to view them as social choices rather than​

​absolute facts—as one option among many, rather than a dictated, inflexible reality.​

​The Torah trusts us to know how to hear all of these voices.  It trusts us to build a society​

​capable of containing not only the voice of the heads of the ancestral clans but also the voice​

​of the daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad.  The Torah also urges us to dare to speak up when we are the​

​vulnerable ones.  The Book of Numbers and the stories of the Israelites in the wilderness​

​conclude with a certain return to the halakhic, social, and tribal fold.  Yet, the words that echo​

​are not the words of Moshe or Elazar, but the words of the Holy Blessed One.  Thus, all three​

​demands—that we know how to listen to all voices, that we build a society capable of​

​containing them, and that we find the courage to speak up ourselves—receive ultimate​

​backing in God’s powerful, unequivocal statement: “The daughters of Tzlof​​h​​ad speak rightly.”​
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