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Two Verses and a 42-Stage Commentary -- Virginia Spatz

****For notes on asterisked sources, see page three of this handout.****

33:1) These are the journeys of the Children of Israel, who went forth from the land of Egypt according 
to their legions, under the hand of Moses and Aaron 2) Moses wrote their goings forth according to their 
journeys at the bidding of HaShem, and these were their journeys according to their goings forth.

 , -  : --     , - וְאַהֲֹרן   מֹשֶׁה בְּיַןֹרֲהַאְו ,הֶׁשֹמ-ד לְּצִבְּאֹתָןֹרֲהַאְו ,הֶׁשֹמ-דַיְּב :ם מִצְַּריִןֹרֲהַאְו ,הֶׁשֹמ-דַיְּב :ם מֵאֶֶׁרןֹרֲהַאְו ,הֶׁשֹמ-דַיְּב :םָתֹאְבִצְל--םִיַרְצִמ ץ יָצְּאןֹרֲהַאְו ,הֶׁשֹמ-דַיְּב :םָתֹאְבִצְל--םִיַרְצִמ ץֶרֶאֵמ ּו אֲשֶׁןֹרֲהַאְו ,הֶׁשֹמ-דַיְּב :םָתֹאְבִצְל--םִיַרְצִמ ץֶרֶאֵמ ּואְצָי ר יִשְָּראֵל בְּנֵי מַסְּעֵי  .אֵלֶׁה
 ,   ;  - --  , - לְּמֹוצָאֵיהֶׁןֹרֲהַאְו ,הֶׁשֹמ-דַיְּב :ם   מַסְּעֵיהֶׁןֹרֲהַאְו ,הֶׁשֹמ-דַיְּב :ם וְאֵלֶׁה יְהוָה פִי עַל לְּמַסְּעֵיהֶׁןֹרֲהַאְו ,הֶׁשֹמ-דַיְּב :ם מֹוצָאֵיהֶׁןֹרֲהַאְו ,הֶׁשֹמ-דַיְּב :ם אֶׁת מֹשֶׁה  .וַיִכְּתֹב

1) Why "goings forth according to their journeys" and then "journeys according to their goings forth"? God sees 
going forth as journeying to a destination, but people see only the journey and not the goal (From R. Samson 
Raphael Hirsch, 1808-1888, Germany, quoted in Stone Chumash.)

2) "Goings forth" is repeated twice, according to Bachya ibn Pakuda, as an allusion to future redemption from 
exile to the Promised Land (from Stone Chumash: Bachya, 11th Century Spain, author of Duties of the Heart)

3) Were the journeys (alone) at the bidding of God or was it the writing of the journeys? Ramban saw the writing 
as bidden by God to remind us of God's compassionate guiding hand ( R. Moshe ben Nachman [Ramban], 1194-
1270, Spain, in Stone Chumash)

4) It would of course be ideal if we could map out the route, but the location of most of hte places mentioned has 
been lost over time. We are left with the rhythm of the place names rather han a viable historical record (Everett 
Fox, The Five Books of Moses).

5) "I remember thee, the kindness of thy youth, the love of thine espousals, when thou went after me in a 
wilderness, in a land that was not sown." -- Jeremiah 2:2

6) Rambam (Maimonides) wrote that God wanted the record of all 42 stopping places so that no other nation 
could claim that the Israelites wandered in the desert for 40 years because they were lost. (Attributed to Rambam 
[1135-1204, Egypt] in Loeb, Kadden. Teaching Torah. Denver, CO: ARE Publishing, 1997.)

7) Tzror HaMor links the 42 place names with the mystical Forty-two Letter Name of God, suggesting that the 
Torah reading should not be interrupted during the reading of these places. (Tzror HaMor is homiletic 
commentary on the Torah by R. Avraham Saba [c.1440-c.1508] of Portugal and, later, Morocco; both sources 
quoted in Stone Chumash.)

8) "We are the brave
Last of the enslaved
First to be free!
    With our own strong hand
Our hand alone
We tore from our necks
the heavy yoke.
Raised our heads to the skies
Narrowed them with our eyes.
Renegades of the waste,
We called barrenness mother.
On the topmost crags,
among leveling clouds, 
we drank from the fount
of the eagle's freedom
and who shall command us?
In the desert imprisoned,
to misery abandoned 

by an avenging God,
a mere whispered song
of defiance and revolt
stirred us to rise.
To arms, comrades!
Seize sword and lance,
spear and javelin -- advance!
Heaven's rage defy 
and in storm reply.
Since God denies us,
his ark refused us,
we will ascend alone,
outface his wrath
the lightning's path.
We will overcome
    these impregnable hills,
meet the foe face to face
To arms!

The storm calls: Dare!
Take lance, take spear.
Let the mountains break up,
the hills collapse,
or our bodies lie heaped 
corpse upon corpse.
Onward to the hills
arise, ascend!"...

9) Somewhere here in the desert lie 
        the six hundred thousand,
    an eerie light on their faces:   
        atoned in death with their God

(from "The Dead of the Desert,"** 
Chaim Nahman Bialik. 
Trans. from 1902 Hebrew by Ruth Nevo
IN Robert Alter, Canon and Creativity. 
New Have, CT: Yale Univ. Press, 2000.)
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10) In the way of the world, when a man receives a guest, he will slaughter a calf for him the first day, and hens 
the second day...but on the 14th day he will give the guest something less delicious, and even less so on 
succeeding days. Do you suppose the Holy One also acted in this way? Hence Scripture says, "These 40 years the 
Lord has been with you (Deut. 2:7) -- the last day as much as the first (Sefer HaAggadah*: Deut. Rabbah)

11) R. Eliezer asked of R. Simeon saying, "When the 
children of Israel went out of Egypt, did weavers' gear 
go out with them?

13) "Then how did they clothe themselves during those
40 years?" 

15) "But did not their garments wear out?

17) "But did not the little ones among the children of 
Israel grow up?"

19 "But did not the garments require washing?"

21 "But were not the garments scorched?"

23 "But did not the children of Israel get vermin?"

25 "But since they did not change their garments, did 
they not reek with sweat?"

27 When Israel saw how the Holy One led them, made 
their garments white, and refreshed them in the 
wilderness, they san, "The Lord is my shepherd; I shall
not want. He makes me lie down in green pastures." 

12) R. Simeon replied, "No."

14) R. Simeon replied, "with garments that the 
ministering angels gave them."

16 "Have you not read that Moses said to Israel in the 
wilderness, 'Thy raiment waxed not old upon thee'?"

18) "Go out and learn from the snail: all the while that 
he grows, his shell grows with him!"

20 "The cloud of fire cleansed their garments and made
them white"

22 "Go out and learn from the amiant [like asbestos], 
which is cleansed only by fire."

24 "Since words and maggots had no power over dead 
bodies in Israel, how much less did they have over 
living bodies in Israel."

26 "The well of living waters brought up varieties of 
plants and spices for the children of Israel, and they 
rolled in these so the the fragrant smell of them was 
carried from world's end to world's end." 

(Sefer HaAggadah* original sources include Deut. 
Rabbah 7:11, Solomon Buber's 1891 Midrash Tehillim,
and Pesikta de Rav Kahana, an early homiletical 
midrash collection.)

28 A king had a son who was sick. He took him to a distant place to have him cured. On their way back, the father
began listing the stages of the journey: Here we slept, here we were chilled, here you had a headache. Likewise 
the Holy One said to Moses: List for Me all the places where Israel caused Me anxiety. Hence "These are the 
stages." (Sefer HaAggadah.* Original source is Tanhuma B, a late 19th Century compilation of early medieval 
homiletical commentary edited by Solomon Buber.)

29 Israel will end up crossing the river and taking possession of Canaan, leaving the plains of Moab behind But 
this national rite of passage, this second initiation, is not a magical coming of age in which the foundling nation 
suddenly turns into an invincible upright hero and acquires cultural individuation and dominance.

    The most relevant image of crossing in this connection is that of Jacob at the Jabbok, after the struggle with the 
divine messenger, Jacob, as one recalls, limps...He limps because the mysterious opponent "touched the hollow of
[his] thigh" (Gen 32:25). He limps because he is a mortal who has striven with God and one cannot emerge 
unscarred from such an intense intimacy. He limps because mortals lack perfection and have their points of 
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weakness (Achilles and Oedipus are two other well-known example). He limps because scars are a language and 
this is a mark of chosenness... He limps because of the cost of the dreams, the cost of growing up, of assuming the
father's position. He can hear the cry of Esau, way back over the lost blessing and feel his own tears piling up, the 
tears that will burst out in the forthcoming encounter with his brothers. He limps while crossing, because even 
after prevailing in the struggle with the unfathomable "man" he is still not exempt from fear on approaching the 
border of the Promised Land. He limps because this homecoming is temporary: another exile awaits him and his 
offspring in the future.
(Ilana Pardes***, The Biography of Ancient Israel: National Narratives of the Bible. Berkeley, CA: Univ. of 
California Press, 2000.)

30 Why, in the recital of the journeys, was the reveltion at Sinai left out? Because once the Torah was given it 
became timeless and cut loose from any one place: every moment is its moment and every place its place 
(Mordecai HaCohen, Al HaTorah, mid-20th Century commentary, quoted in Plaut, UAHC Chumash)

31  Slavery battle conquest hope
Miriam's dance
Moses' song
a priesthood established

32  mountaintops and stumbling blocks
visible voices and thundering sights

33  desert and well
manna and quail
grumbling, outright complaint

34  doubt rebellion retribution

35  holy terror and terrifying holiness

36  bones and graves and fire and ash

37 census taxes gifts

38 Law

39 Tabernacle

40  orderly campsites and ordered marches
division of labor

41  covenant 
promise
an ass and an angel, blessing and threat

42  escape and exile
wings and limping
a howling waste holding the kindness of youth

("Epilogue: Their journeys according to their goings forth," written by Virginia Spatz for drash given two years ago at
Fabrangen, DC's nearly 30-year-old, independent, egalitarian havurah.)

****Notes on a few sources used above****

*Sefer HaAggadah/The Book of Legends -- Legends from a variety of classical sources first published 1908-1911 
in format designed to read "as literature" by H.N. Bialik and Y.H. Ravnitsky as part of the Hebrew revival; now 
available in translation by Wm. Braude. NY: Schocken Books, 1992. The same Bialik (1873-1934) - first name 
Chaim, Chayim, or Hayim -- wrote intense Hebrew poetry, including the epic "The Dead of the Desert" quoted in 
part above, which often turned biblical stories or prayer themes on their heads (I learned about Bialik's poetry 
from Tani Meir, who taught a great Jewish Study Center course on Russian-born authors of this era.) Together 
with the journalist Ravnitsky (1859-1944), he founded the Dvir Publishing House in Tel Aviv.

**Alter's Canon and Creativity includes Bialik's "The Dead of the Desert," as well as pieces from Joyce, Kafka, 
and the Hebrew Bible in a literary analysis of biblical text and its evolving meaning and through literature.

***In addition to Pardes' Biography of Ancient Israel, a piece of biblical scholarship that reas like a moving 
narrative she's discussing (vs. a dry-as-dust-attack-on-another-bit-of-scholarship or, worse, like PhD-thesis-that-
really-could-have-used-an-editor), those seeking another fascinating and different look at the Bible by a scholar 
with fresh insights, might want to check out her previous work: Countertraditions in the Bible: A Feminist 
Approach. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1992. I first learned of her work via footnotes in Ellen Frankel's
The Five Books of Miriam, NY: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1996.


