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Israel: Why Are We Scared To Speak The Truth?

At the end of the day we have one moral argument. Why don’t we use it?

By Rabbi Y.Y. Jacobson
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1. Class Summary:

In the portion of Devarim, Moses—bidding farewell to his nation just weeks before his
passing—narrates the experiences of the young nation during their forty years of wandering in
the Sinai wilderness, en route to the Holy Land.

Their long trek, from Egypt, through the Sinai Peninsula, to the Eastern bank of the Jordan,
forced them to pass neighboring countries, all of them antagonistic. Moses records his
instructions to the Israelites on how to treat these neighboring nations. His words are both
shocking and stunning; their moral power resonates to this very day.

“G-d said to me,” Moses recalls, "Give the people the following instructions: ‘You are passing
through the borders of your brothers, the descendants of Esau, who dwell in Seir [southeast of
Israel]. Although they fear you, you must be very careful. You shall not provoke them, for | will
not give you even one foot of their land. As an inheritance to Esau | have given Mount Seir.””

Moses continues the instruction: “You shall purchase food from them for money so that you
may eat; also water shall you buy from them for money so that you may drink.” Similar
instructions were given concerning the land of Moab and Amon.

Why does the Hebrew Bible, a book of moral teaching rather than historical data, record this
apparently insignificant instruction of Moses concerning the Jewish encounter with the three
countries of Seir, Moab, and Ammon? What moral relevance or law does this tale possess?

The answer is dramatically clear. The Torah is communicating to us the circumstances
surrounding the ultimate Israelite conquest and settlement of their homeland, Eretz Israel, so
that when the United Nations, the International Court of Justice (ICJ), the European Union, the
State Department and all of the Arab countries will decry Israel as an apartheid state, occupying
Palestinian soil and controlling land annexed from another nation, the Jewish people will be
able to open their own constitution, the Torah, and present its unwavering message.
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2. Sources:

1. Deuteronomy

2:2-6

2. And the Lord spoke to me, saying,

4. And command the people saying, You are about to
pass through the boundary of your kinsmen, the
children of Esau, who dwell in Seir, and they will be
afraid of you. Be very careful.

5. You shall not provoke them, for | will not give you any
of their land not so much as a foot step, because | have
given Mount Seir to Esau for an inheritance.

6. You shall buy food from them with money, that you
may eat, and also water you shall buy from them with
money, that you may drink.
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2. Deuteronomy
2:8-9

8. ...And we turned and passed through the way of the
desert of Moab.

9. And the Lord said to me, Do not distress the
Moabites, and do not provoke them to war, for | will
not give you any of their land [as] an inheritance,
because | have given Ar to the children of Lot [as] an
inheritance.
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3. Deuteronomy

2:17-19
17. And the Lord spoke to me saying,
18. Today you are crossing the boundary of Moab at Ar.

19. And when you approach opposite the children of
Ammon, neither distress them, nor provoke them, for |
will not give you of the land of the children of Ammon
as an inheritance, because | have given it to the children
of Lot as an inheritance.
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4. Deuteronomy

2:26-31

31. And the Lord said to me, "Behold | have begun to
deliver Sihon and his land before you; begin to drive
him out, that you may inherit his land."...

26. So | sent messengers from the desert of Kedemoth
to Sihon, king of Heshbon, with words of peace, saying.

27. "Allow me to pass through your land: | will go along
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by the highway, | will turn neither to the right nor to the
left."

28. You shall sell me food for money, that | may eat;
and give to me water for money, that | may drink; I will
only pass through by my feet.

29. Just as the children of Esau who dwell in Seir, and
the Moabites who dwell in Ar, did for me; until | cross
the Jordan to the land which the Lord our God is giving
us."
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30. But Sihon, king of Heshbon, did not wish to let us
pass by him... Then Sihon went forth towards us, he and
all his people, to war at Yahtzah.
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It is written: “Turn away from evil, and do good. Search
out peace and pursue it.” The Torah does not command
us to pursue mitzvos, rather as it is written, “When you
chance upon a birds nest before you.”

“When you meet up with the ox of your enemy.”
“When you see the ox of your enemy.”

“When you beat your olive tree”

“When you pick the grapes of your vineyard”
“When you enter your friend’s vineyard.”

By all of these mitzvos, if the opportunity presents itself
to you, you are commanded to fulfill them, but you are
not commanded to pursue them. But for Peace you
must “search it out” in your place, and “pursue it” even
at a distance.

And this is what the Jews did. Even though G-d told
them “begin to drive him (Sichon) out, engage him in
war” they pursued peace, as it says: Israel sent
messengers (asking permission to pass through his
land.)
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4. Questions and Exercises

1. The Arabs, and many others, protest that Israel is occupying Palestinian land. Are they
right? And why?

2. Why has Israel lost the “moral argument” in so many parts of the world?

3. Why does the Torah tell us about the warning for the Israelites not to touch the land of
Seir, Moab, and Amon? What is the eternal lesson of this story?

4. How can Jews advance the case for Israel more effectively?

5. If G-d told Moses to battle Sichon, why did Moses first reach out in peace?

Prepared by Rabbi Avi Shlomo
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