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The Story: This week's portion begins mid-story. God's opening speech is a little like a voiceover 

explaining to folks who missed the previous episode how this week's action came to be. But God's words 
also add information not included explicitly in the closing words of Balak. 

At the close of last week's portion, the people had settled in Shittim and were committing harlotry with 
daughters of Moab, feasting to, and “becoming attached” to, the local gods. God's wrath flares. God tells 
Moses to have the leaders killed, and Moses orders the judges to carry this out. Then an Israelite man and 
a Midianite woman appear and apparently commit a brazen sexual sin in front of the assembly in broad 
daylight. An unspecified “they” weeps at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting. Pinchas, son of Elazar son 
of Aaron the priest, sees....exactly what he sees is a matter of interpretation....He stands up – mi-tocham – 
from the assembly, takes a spear in hand, and pierces the couple to death. This halts a (previously 
unmentioned) plague. The dead number 24,000. The portion ends on that note. 

It's not until this week that the names of the brazen couple appear – it turns out they are prominent people 
from leaders' families –  and it's in this week's reading that some interpretation of events is offered. 

This week, God reports that Pinchas  “zealously avenged My vengeance – b'tocham – among them, so 
that I did not consume the Children of Israel in My vengeance” – or “acted passionately so that I did not 
destroy the people in My passion” – thereby turning back God's wrath. Therefore, God says, Pinchas 
receives a “covenant of peace” [some say, “perfection”] because he took vengeance – or acted 
passionately – and atoned for the Israelites.

The Scroll: One of the things that interests me is the visual commentary in this section of the Torah: 

First, the name Pinchas is written with a small yod. In the Torah, adding a yod or a hey, parts of “The 
Name” [Yod-Hey-Vav-Hey], to someone's name – as when Abram and Sarai are renamed Abraham and 
Sarah and Hoshea is renamed Yehoshua (Joshua) – is a sign of a special relationship with God. The small 
yod in Pinchas' name, many commentators say, is a sign that God withdraws from human violence – 
although the causality is not obvious: Does God withdraw from Pinchas because he behaved violently? Or 
does Pinchas act as he did because God was somehow unavailable to him as a guide?   

There are quite a few letters in the Torah written extra small or 
extra large with corresponding homiletic explanations. But this 
section contains the only letter in the Torah which is deliber-
ately broken. Ordinarily, an incomplete letter makes a scroll 
unfit for ritual use. In verse 12 here, where Pinchas is given a 
covenant of peace, the vav in “shalom” is purposely cracked. 
Traditional commentaries suggest that this indicates that a spear
– the vav does sort of look like a spear – has no place in peace
or that peace which arises from violence is inherently broken. 

The Babylonian Talmud (Kiddushin 66b) mentions the broken vav, saying that this is to indicate that the 
word should be pronounced shalem – “perfect” – as in the covenant of priesthood, requires perfection. 



Verse 26:1 is split in a strange way, with the words “after the plague” appearing alone on a line, even 
though the verse continues. Plaut's commentary says that there are only two other odd breaks like this in 
the Torah. 

Finally, there's the fact that the story of Pinchas has historically been split into two – read on two different 
weeks – as though to allow a cooling off period following precipitous action or maybe to separate violent 
action from the future of the people.... …But, I guess we – like the ancients who struggled with this text – 
all know that it doesn't ultimately work that way.

TraditionalLessons:  

No weapons in the Beit Midrash: 

R. Isaac said in R. Eleazar's name: He saw the angel wreaking destruction amongst the people. And 
he rose up out of the midst of the congregation, and took a spear in his hand; hence one may not enter 
the house of learning with weapons. (BT Sanhedrin 82a). 

The ancient rabbis might have taken the Pinchas episode as a warning that our assemblies should be 
protected by armed guards or that everyone should always be armed, just in case. Instead, they look 
closely at the text and say that “mi-tocham [from within ]” means that Pinchas went out from the 
assembly. I.e., he had to go outside to get his weapon. And this means that weapons are not permitted in 
the house of learning. 

Nails wrenched from wood:

And Israel attached itself unto the Baal of Peor [Numbers 25:3]. R. Eleazar ben Shammua said: Just 
as it is impossible for a wooden nail to be wrenched from a door without loss of some wood, so it was 
impossible for Israel to be wrenched from Peor without loss of some souls. 
– from The Book of Legends (Bialik & Ravnitsky, 628:175), based on BT Eiruvin 19a 

The Grateful Dead:
“My Brother Esau”

My brother Esau killed a hunter 
Back in nineteen sixty nine 
And before the killing was done 
His inheritance was mine 
But his birthright was a wand to wave 
 Before a weary band 
Esau gave me sleeplessness 
And a piece of moral land

...although he gave me all his cards
I could not play his hand...

Esau holds a blessing 
Brother Esau holds a curse 

I would say that the blame is mine 
But I suspect it's something worse 
The more my brother looks like me 
The less I understand
The silent war 
That bloodied both our hands

Sometimes at night I think I understand 
It's brother to brother, it's man to man
it's face to face and it's hand to hand
We shadowdance the silent war within
The shadowdance, it never ends...
Shadowboxing the Apocalypse 
and wandering the land.

--John Barlow, Bob Weir


