


‘Vayehi binso’a ha’aron, v’yomer Moshe 
- So it was, whenever the ark set out, 
Moshe would say, Arise, O Lord, may 
Your enemies be scattered and may those 
who hate You flee from You. And when 
it came to rest he would say, Repose O 
Lord, among the myriads of thousands 
of Israel.’
These verses, well known from the Shul 
service, are sung as the Torah is removed 
from the Aron Kodesh and upon its 
return.  
In a Torah scroll these verses are 
‘bookmarked’, before and after, by an 
inverted Hebrew letter ‘nun’; telling us that 
these verses are somehow out of place. 
What do these ‘nuns’ indicate and why are 
these two verses found in this sedra?
In 1974, Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik gave a 
famous lecture on the subject of Jewish 
leadership, during which he discussed 
the perplexing nature of the sedra of 
Behalotcha. 
He noted that the sedra is made up of 
many seemingly unrelated topics. We 
hear of Aharon lighting the Menorah, 
then the Paschal Lamb, followed by the 
cloud rising off the Mishkan to signal the 
movement of the camp. Then we hear 
of the trumpets, blown to assemble 
and move the camp. We see also the 
camp moving for the first time and Yitro, 
Moshe’s father-in-law, leaving to head 
home. Then, at this point, we have our 
famous two verses with their two inverted 
‘nuns’. Following this passage, the Torah 
tells of the people’s complaining and 
desire to go back to Egypt’s cucumbers 
and leeks, with Moshe’s response being 
to gather seventy prophet-leaders. The 
sedra ends with Miriam, Moshe’s sister, 
complaining about Moshe’s behaviour 
towards his wife; that he has left her 
alone to be with G-d.

The sedra, explained Rav 
Soloveitchik, is really ‘one 
story, one tragic story. A 
tragic story which changes 
Jewish history completely, 
from top to bottom.’
To understand the sedra 

better, we must go back and consider how 
Jewish history should have turned out.
After the Torah was given on Har Sinai, 
G-d planned for the Mishkan, the portable 
desert temple, to be immediately built; to 
continue the process of revelation and 
provide and a focal point for worship. 
The Children of Israel would then simply 
march forward and journey to life in the 
Promised Land. 
On the first of Nissan, almost one year 
after the exodus from Egypt, the two 
objectives, revelation of the Law and 
the construction of the  Mishkan had 
both been achieved; the redemption, 
previously only dreamt of, was now 
becoming a reality.  There was no reason 
whatsoever to stay put; the task of the 
Children of Israel in the desert had been 
discharged and fulfilled. 
The sedra tells of the end of the dedication 
ceremony for the Mishkan; Aharon 
lighting the Menorah, which followed 
the gifts of the princes listed in last 
week’s sedra.
This brings us to the thirtieth of Nissan; 
however, since the next day was erev 
Pesach, the journey to the promised land 
had to be postponed.  The Korban Pesach, 
the Paschal lamb, had to be offered by 
the congregation on the fourteenth of 
Nissan, indeed the Korban Pesach was the 
only obstacle preventing the resumption 
of the march to the holy land. 
The sedra tells us next of the order of 
the camp for this special journey and 
the two  trumpets, which signalled 
when the camp was to move off or 
stop.  There was a mood of mobilisation, 
an atmosphere of expectancy and 
excitement. This was not one of the 
many journeys; this was  the  journey, 
the final journey. If that march had 
been realized, the messianic era would 

have begun; with Moshe himself being 
crowned as the Messiah-King. 
Next the sedra  tel ls  of Moshe’s 
emotional conversation with his father-
in-law, a conversation, explained Rav 
Soloveitchik, which was really an 
invitation extended to Yitro, as the 
representative of the non-Jewish 
world. Moshe, on the eve of the final 
redemption was saying, ‘Join us! Join 
us in the Promised Land, share our 
Torah, may our destiny become your 
destiny too.’ 

Then comes the two verses, Vayehi 
binso’a ha’aron - Moshe would say, Arise 
Lord, let your enemies be scattered...’ 
How different these verses sound when 
we consider what should have occurred, 
explains Rav Soloveitchik. They are 
not out of place at all, but rather the 
climax of the whole story, telling of G-d 
defeating all enemies on the journey to 
redemption. 
Yet suddenly it all changed; the people 
were not ready. Rather than excitedly 
marching towards their future in the 
land of Israel, they complained. Not a 
complaint about something real, but an 
expression of lust, of desire; they wept, 
asking: ‘Who shall give us flesh to eat?’
Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hir sch 
translated the next verse (Bamidbar 
11:1) as, ‘But the people were as if in 
mourning over themselves.’
The people saw their future life in the land 
of Israel as death. Their connection with 
G-d, their mission to change the world, 
their higher calling were, in their eyes, 
all worthless; it was the life of transient 
pleasure, the life of the pagan, which 
attracted them more. We see this clearly 
at the beginning of the seventh section 
of the sedra, when the people gathered 
quails with an insatiable desire. 

This unexpected reaction by the people 
brought the march to an end. The vision 
of redemption in Israel now became 
distant and unobtainable; the people 
were simply not mature enough to take 
on their mission.
Suddenly, the two verses, ‘Vayehi binso’a 
ha’aron…’ became dislocated. The two 
little ‘nuns’ were inverted because the 
march was now inverted; Jewish history 
became inverted - and it is still inverted. 
History had been changed but also 
Moshe’s perspective had to undergo a 

change as well. Through 
this experience, Moshe 
discovered something 
new about his role as the 
spir itual leader of the 
Children of Israel. The 
show of uninhibited lust 

by the people showed Moshe that 
just teaching them the Torah was 
insufficient; he had to be more. Moshe 
had to act also as a nursing mother to 
the people.
A teacher simply instructs his students. 
However a nursing mother, in addition 
to teaching, also carries the baby in her 
bosom or in her arms. A teacher, no 
matter how devoted, has a life of his 
own. Moshe had to nurse the people 
with total devotion; carrying them, 
watching every step, guessing their 
needs, feeling pain at their cries and 
happiness at their achievements. 
This new perspective explains why 
Mir iam’s complaint regarding her 
brother’s disregard for his wife. Miriam 
could not understand that Moshe was 
different from other prophets, needing 
to give the people such total devotion. 
Miriam did not see Moshe’s special, 
unique calling.  
The two inverted ‘nuns’ tell us about 
how history should have been and the 
long road to redemption that we are 
still travelling upon, a path that became 
inverted. 

Rabbi Demant is an educator living in 
Jerusalem

To understand the sedra better, we 
must go back and consider how Jewish 

history should have turned out.

Behalotcha
Rabbi Jason Demant


