


In this week’s sedrah Hashem spoke to 
Moshe saying, ‘Exact the revenge of the 
Children of Israel against the Midianim 
and after that you will be gathered 
to your people. And Moshe spoke to 
the people saying equip men from 
among you for the army so that they 
shall wage war against Midian to carry 
out Hashem’s revenge against Midian. 
And Moshe sent them to the army a 
thousand men for each tribe; them, 
together with Pinchas the son of Elazar 
the Cohen…’ (Bamidbar 31: 1-2,6)

In the Yalkut, the Rabbis make us aware 
of a difficulty with these verses. Hashem 
said to Moshe, ‘Nekom nikmas Hashem 
- You yourself exact the vengeance of 
G-d’ and yet Moshe sends others to 
wage the battle! The Rabbis explain 
that because Moshe found shelter 
and safety in Midian when he escaped 
from Pharaoh and Egypt, Moshe said 
to himself, ‘I can not be a part of this 
judgement for the nation of Midian did 
me a great favour.’

What is so astonishing here is that 
because Moshe felt a hakarat hatov 
- appreciation of the goodness that 
Midian had done for him, he could not 
implement the direct commandment 
of G-d to lead the Children of Israel 
himself, into battle against Midian. How 
could Moshe literally push to one side a 
mitzvah of Hashem for the sake of his 
own feelings of hakarat hatov? 

We therefore have to explain according 

to Chazal that the Hebrew 
word to exact vengeance 
‘nekom’ does not necessarily 
mean you yourself have 
to take revenge but it 
can also mean that the 
vengeance can be done 
through others. Therefore 
we can now comprehend 
the reason for Moshe’s 

sentiments when he said, ‘I can not be 
a part of this judgement since Midian 
did an act of goodness for me.’
Rabbi Chaim Shmulevitz zt”l asks how 
did Moshe know that the obligation 
of hakarat hatov for one’s friend takes 
precedence over the will of G-d to 
smite and take G-d’s revenge against 
the enemy? 
Moshe learnt this from the plagues 
that afflicted Egypt. For when Hashem 
brought the ten plagues, seven were 
done through Moshe and three, namely 
the plagues of blood, frogs and lice, 
Hashem brought through Aharon. Rashi 
explains that this was because the river 
had given protection to Moshe when 
he was put there by his family when 
he was a baby of three months old. As 
a consequence, the plagues of blood 
and frogs could not be brought through 
Moshe for the waters of the river had 
done an act of goodness for him. Nor 
could Moshe bring the plague of lice 
since he had buried the Egyptian, who 
he had killed, in the earth. Accordingly, 
therefore he could not be the agent to 
bring the plague of lice whose natural 
habitat is the earth of the ground.
We now understand that even for 
inanimate objects like water and earth 
because they had done a good turn in 
helping Moshe’s cause, Moshe could 
not be the agent to bring about these 
plagues. This was the prescribed way to 
pay recognition for that goodness. 

Rav Chaim Shmulevitz explains that 
the feeling of appreciation for acts 
of goodness is limitless and this is 
illustrated again with Moshe when his 
feelings of appreciation were so strong 
that he could not bring to fruition a 
commandment of G-d immediately.
Moshe was commanded by G-d to leave 
Midian and go back to Egypt and save 
the Jewish people. Yet before he began 
to obey this commandment, Moshe, out 
of this deep feeling of hakarat hatov, 
went firstly to his father in-law Yitro to 
ask his permission to leave since he had 
given him a place to live in Midian. It was 
only then that he left.

In Pirkei Avot, Rebbe Yochanan Ben 
Zakai asked his students, ‘What is a bad 
way that a man should distance himself 
from?’ Rebbe Shimon responded with 
the answer, ‘The one who borrows and 
does not pay back.’  This answer seems 
some what different to the responses 
of the other students for they had given 
answers such as, a man should never 
conduct his life with a bad heart or with 
a bad eye or a bad friend. How then 
does Rebbe Shimon’s answer of ‘one 
who borrows and does not pay back’ 
convey the idea of not conducting ones 
life in a bad way? Rav Chaim explains 
that one who borrows and does not 
pay back is a person who has very little 
appreciation of the goodness that 
another person has done for him. If 
anything this sort of fellow is enveloped 
by an evil way.
Interestingly when Rebbe Yochanan 
asked his students what is the proper 
way to which a man should cling, Rebbe 
Shimon replies with the dictum, ‘One 

who considers the outcome of a deed.’ 
The rest of the students responded with 
the exact opposite of the bad way that 
a man should not adhere to. So that the 
‘bad eye’ for the improper way becomes 
the ‘good eye’ for the good way to 
proceed in life and the ‘bad friend’ 
becomes the ‘good friend’. 
How then is Rebbe Shimon’s advice of 
‘one who sees the outcome of a deed’, 
the opposite of one ‘who borrows 
and does not pay back’? Rav Chaim 
explains that a person has to be rooted 
in the ways of appreciation, for it is ‘one 
who can see the outcome of a deed’ 
who possesses the character trait of 

hakarat hatov since he 
makes himself aware of 
everyone and everything 
that does him a good turn. 
It is through this action 

that a person will be removed from that 
evil disposition of ‘one who borrows 
and does not pay back’, ingratitude.
We can now understand very clearly 
why Moshe could not possibly lead the 
Children of Israel into battle against 
Midian, for the whole substance to 
Moshe’s life was appreciating goodness. 
For sixty years, Moshe found refuge in 
Midian and despite the fact that Midian 
had brought the nation of Israel to 
sin gravely over the matter of the 
depraved idol worship of Peor, Moshe 
himself felt and realised, as a result of 
his deep rooted trait of hakarat hatov, 
that Hashem did not want him to be 
the agent to bring about the justice of 
revenge against this nation.
If we could only engulf ourselves totally 
with this character trait, the chances 
are, there would be no hatred in this 
world. Appreciating goodness in each 
other is the precursor for the rebuilding 
of our Temple in Jerusalem speedily in 
our days. 

The key to our salvation is 
appreciating goodness

Rabbi Alan Lewis
Yeshurun Edgware

the feeling of appreciation for acts  
of goodness is limitless

21070 Matot Masei.indd   2 14/7/09   10:23:33


