


flood in parshat Noach, it rained 
incessantly for forty days and 
forty nights. 

The spies investigated the Land 
of Israel for for ty days. The 
punishment that was given to 
the Children of Israel for the Sin 
of the Spies was wandering in the 
wilderness for forty years.

If a person had transgressed a 
negative precept such as eating 
meat with milk, the punishment 
according to the Torah is forty 
lashes minus one with the fortieth 
lash being inflicted by the sinner 
himself.

In the realm of practical halacha, 
the minimum volume required 
for a kosher mikveh is forty se’ah 
(approximately 600 litres).

In halacha relating to medical 
science, a foetus is only regarded 
as a human foetus after forty 
days  f rom concept ion.  T he 
application of this means that up 
and until forty days, if a woman 
unfortunately miscarr ies it is 
not regarded as an opening of 
the womb and as a consequence 
when she does eventually give 
birth, if it is a baby boy that child 
has a status of a bechor (firstborn) 
which means the mitzvah  of 

‘And the people saw that Moshe 
w a s  d e laye d  c o m i n g  d ow n 
the mountain. And the people 
gathered around Aharon. And 
they said to him, ‘let’s get up, 
make for ourselves a god which 
will go before us, because this 
man Moshe who brought us up 
from the Land of Egypt, we do not 
know what has happened to him.’’   
(Shemot 32:1)

This  incredible ver se is  the 
introduction to the infamous sin 
of the Golden Calf and provokes 
many questions. One of these 
questions is the following. 

Why does the Torah use the 
unusual word ‘voshaish’ to mean 
‘delay’? as in, ‘And the people saw 
that Moshe was delayed.’

Rashi comments that on the 
seventh of Sivan after the Ten 
C o m m a n d m e n t s  h a d  b e e n 
communicated to Moshe and 
the Children of Israel, Moshe 
went up the mountain to G-d for 
a complete forty days and forty 
nights (as we are told in Shemot 
24:18). Therefore, that seventh day 
of Sivan was not to be counted as 
one of the forty days. This meant 
that Moshe would only reappear 
on the seventeenth of Tammuz 

before or at the sixth hour on 
that day.

The people unfor tunately 
miscalculated and counted 
the seventh of Sivan as part 
of the forty days. This then 

caused a tremendous confusion 
within the nation, for according 
to their calculation Moshe should 
arrive back in the camp on the 
sixteenth of Tammuz. Hence the 
word ‘voshaish’ has the double-
meaning of delayed until the 
sixth (the word ‘shaish’ is the 
number six).

When Moshe did not turn up, 
Rashi tells us that the Satan 
exacer bated the wor sening 
situation, by making it appear in 
the clouds that the man Moshe 
was being carried away in a coffin, 
creating the definite impression 
that Moshe was not returning. 
What happened next was their 
impetuous response, ‘let’s get up, 
make for ourselves a god which 
will go before us.’

It is interesting to note that Moshe 
Rabbeinu when he comes to retell 
the events of the sin of the Golden 
Calf in Devarim chapter nine he 
keeps repeating the fact that he 
was on the mountain for forty 
days and forty nights. 

Why does Moshe do this and what 
is the significance of this number 
for ty that keeps reoccurr ing 
t h r oug h ou t  t h e  To r ah?  Fo r 
example, in the stor y of the 

pidyon haben (redemption of the 
firstborn) maybe performed, as 
long as both the boy’s parents are 
Yisraelim and the child was not 
born through caesarean-section.

I n  t h e  m e d i c a l  wo r l d  i t  i s 
also interesting to know that 
pregnancy is not measured by 
the traditional nine months but 
in terms of forty weeks.

T h e  Ma h a r a l  e x p l a i n s  t h a t 
the number for ty symbolises 
radical change and if we use this 
symbolism we can understand 
why the number forty reoccurs 
so many times in the Torah.

The spies were sent out to look 
over the Land of Israel for forty 
days by Moshe so that they should 
bring back a report that would 
radically change the thinking and 
reluctance of the people to enter 
the land. The ensuing punishment 
that followed the bad report 
brought back by ten of the spies 
was forty years of living in the 
desert. The old generation of 
twenty years of age and above all 
died during the forty years and a 
radically new generation went into 
the Eretz Yisrael with Yehoshua.

A woman immerses herself in a 
gathering of water, a mikveh of 
forty se’ah and she rejuvenates 
her physical intimate relationship 
with her husband. A radical change 
takes place in their marr iage 
every month.

the number forty 
symbolises radical change
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