


pain and sorrow when you sold 
me and convinced him that I 
was dead? Is he still alive after 
that? When it is convenient, you 
are concerned with our father’s 
welfare, and when it serves your 
purposes, you are oblivious.’

The Midrash (Tanna D’vei Eliyahu) 
records a similar instance of 
rebuke. Eliyahu found himself 
mocked by an ignorant boor, who 
did not even know the aleph-bet. 
Eliyahu asked the man if he did 
not fear for the day the Heavenly 
Court would ask him why he did 
not learn Torah.

The man replied that he was 
not afraid because he was not 
given the intelligence to learn and 
therefore could not be blamed. 
Eliyahu then asked him to describe 
how he made his living, and the 
man commenced an animated 
description of how he made fishing 
nets and set them out in the most 
efficient possible fashion.

At the end of this discussion, 
Eliyahu told him, ‘For f ishing 
you have wisdom, and for Torah, 
which is even more crucial to life, 
you do not?’ Immediately the man 
burst into tears at the realisation 
that he had refuted himself.

Eliyahu concluded by pointing out 

‘When the Ark would travel, 
Moshe would say, ‘Arise G-d, and 
let Your foes be scattered, let 
those who hate You flee from 
before You.’ And when it rested, 
he would say, ‘Return, G-d, to 
the myriad thousands of Israel.’’ 
(Bamidbar 10:35-36)

According to one opinion in the 
Gemara (Shabbos 116a), these 
two verses are set off by inverted 
nun letters, to constitute a break 
between three episodes in which 
the Jewish people sinned.

The first of the three episodes 
(a c c o r d i n g  t o  To s a f o t  a n d 
Ramban) was when the Jewish 
people le f t  Mount Sinai  ‘as 
children who flee from school’ 
i .e. relieved that they would 
receive no more mitzvot. Later, 
after travelling without stop 
fo r  t h r e e  day s ,  t h e  p e ople 
complained and bemoaned the 
frantic pace at which G-d was 
driving them. The third of their 
sins was complaining about the 
manna and demanding meat.

Since a threefold repetit ion 
constitutes a pattern in Jewish 
law, the Torah did not record 
these three events in succession, 
without a break in between. Still 

to be explained, however, is why 
the division falls between the first 
two episodes and not between 
the second and the third.

To answer this last question, we 
must understand the importance 
of consistency in our ser vice 
of G-d. When Yosef revealed 
himself to his brothers with the 
words, ‘I am Yosef; is my father 
still alive?’ the brothers were so 
overwhelmed that they could 
not answer him. The Midrash 
comments, ‘Woe to us from the 
Day of Judgment and the day of 
reproof, for if the brothers could 
not answer the rebuke of Yosef, 
their younger brother, how much 
more so will we be overwhelmed 
by G-d’s reproof when He in 
the future rebukes each one 
according to his deeds.’

Beit HaLevi explains that the 
essence of Yosef’s rebuke was 
pointing out the inconsistency of 
their actions. Until the moment 
Yosef revealed himself, Yehudah 
was pleading with Yosef to take 
into account the suffering of 
their aged father and therefore 
free Binyamin. To this Yosef 
replied, ‘I am Yosef. Where was 
your concern for our father’s 

how rampant is such inconsistency. 
There are those who will plead 
b e fo r e  t h e  Heave n ly  Cou r t 
that they were not given the 
means to give tzedakah. They 
will be shown how for their own 
personal pleasures the money 
was somehow found. Others will 
defend their lack of Torah study 
on the grounds that they were 
too busy making a living. They will 
be shown the time spent doing 
nothing or in idle chatter. There 
is no more telling refutation of 
all our excuses than those we 
ourselves provide.

T he idea l  se r v ice  o f  G - d  is 
descr ibed as ‘all  your days’ - 
w i t h o u t  i n te r r u p t i o n ,  w i t h 
co n s is te n c y  a n d  co n s t a n c y 
(Ibn Ezra to Devarim 19:9). The 
Gemara (Berachot 6a) says that 
if someone comes regularly to 
shul and one day is absent, G-d 
inquires as to his absence, and if 
he has no acceptable excuse, he is 
punished. The person who never 
attends shul is not scrutinised 
in the same manner, for he has 
never exhibited the capacity to 
attend regularly.

We can now understand why the 
Torah separated between the 
eager departure of the Jewish 
people f rom Sinai  and their 
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