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When I was in sleep away camp, we used to go on overnight trips to the woods.  After hiking four or five hours, we would sleep way out in the forest, and then hike back to camp.  The hike back usually only took around fifteen minutes.  We discovered that we had actually only hiked in a big circle—it took us four or five hours, because our counselors purposely took us the wrong way.  In order to get the full camping experience, they wanted us to think that we were farther away from home than we really were.  They basically tricked us.

 

So too, God tricks the Jewish people.  The Jewish people left Egypt and they could have traveled to the land of Canaan in just a few days.  Yet, the Torah says, “Ve-lo nacham elokim derekh eretz plishtim, ki karov hu, God did not take us up by way of the coast because it was too close.   For God said, pen yinachem ha-am lirotam milchamah ve-shavu mitzraymah, maybe the people will see war and return to Egypt.

 

According to Rashi and Ibn Ezra, God does not let us travel up the coast straight to Canaan because he is afraid that we will see war, she-lo yiru milchamah.  (Indeed, archeological evidence informs us that there were at least six Egyptian fortresses along this path.)  The Jewish people were not battle tested and God fears that they will immediately return.   Instead, God makes us wander in the desert.  Ki karov hu—God did not take us up the coast because it was too close and too easy to return.

 

Rambam suggests two other reasons.  

First, it was not simply that the Jewish people would return if they saw war. More than that, the Jewish people needed the time and experience in the desert to help bridge the gap in their travels from slavery to freedom.  They needed the forty years of the desert to transform their culture and mentality.  A nation reared on idolatry and slavery could not over night become a new people.  They needed time to develop.  It is commonly said: “It took one night to leave Egypt, but forty years to get Egypt to leave them.”  (Guide, III: 32.)

Second, he adds that the people first needed to go through basic training.  They couldn’t just walk in and conquer all of the land of Canaan.  They required toughening.  In Rambam’s words: “But for their misery and weariness in the desert, they would not have been able to conquer the land and to fight.” (Guide, III: 24.)

 

Notwithstanding these precious approaches, I’d like to suggest an alternative interpretation—a radically different interpretation.

 

Let’s reexamine the phrase, Ki karov hu.  The great Tosafist, R. Isaac of Dampierre (13th c., Arakhin, 15a) explains that there is a common misconception about how exactly the Yam Suf split.

 

She-yisrael lo avru ha-yam le-rachvo mi-tsad zeh la-zeh.  The Jewish people did not cross the sea from one side to the other side.  She-im ken hayu memaharim la-lekhet el eretz yisrael, for if that were the case they would quickly have gone directly into the land of Israel.  Elah retzuah ahat avru ba-yam le-orekh ha-yam ad she-panu le-midbar le-tsad ehad, rather they walked through a single path over the length of the sea until they turned back towards the desert on the same side. 

 

In other words, R. Isaac is teaching that the Jewish people did not cross the sea from one side to the other, but merely walked in the sea, in a line parallel to land, and then made a u-turn back to same side that they came from.

 

God split the sea, brought the people into the sea, and then brought them back to virtually the same place.  What was the point of all this?  Why not have them actually cross the sea and let them go straight into Israel?  

 

Perhaps Ki karov hu, means that God wanted the people to remain close to Egypt.  God did not take the Jewish people straight to Canaan through the way of the Philistines, ki karov hu, because God wanted the people to still be close to Egypt.

 

The Jewish people were coming off of the high of a revolution.  In those times, Egypt was the center of civilization.  The Jewish people had exposed the corruption and evil of this society.  They had overthrown the tyranny of Pharaoh and shaken the foundations of the world.  They were leaving Egypt in order to build a new society, a utopian society.

 

No doubt, many of them felt that the easiest way to radically change the world was to isolate themselves, to run away from society as they knew it; to create an entirely new world; to start from scratch; to travel immediately to the land of Canaan, wipe out the Canaanites and start the world over.

 

In response to this, God directed them to remain close to Egypt.  They left Egypt, Hashem split the sea, the Egyptian army was destroyed, but then they went back to the same place.  They did not run far away.  They stayed in close proximity.  Ki karov hu, because the way to push forward the revolution was not by running away, but by staying close—close enough to effect a change, close enough to make a difference.  

 

God split the sea and then brought us right back, close to the Egyptians.  We know the Jews were close because they even threatened to go back.  Later on they said to each other, nitnah rosh ve-nashuvah mitzrayimah, let us appoint a leader and return to Egypt.

That’s how close they were; close enough to turn back at any time.

 

The point is that they needed to get to Canaan, but they also needed to stay close to Egypt at first.  Only gradually could they leave Egypt.

The key to revolution—to changing society--is not the euphoria of a quick victory, followed by a complete change of scenery, but ongoing dedication at the source of the problem.  

 

It is true about our own personal lives.  Our own personal problems are not solved by running away; only by moving gradually away from the problem is there a chance of remedy.

Ultimately, the concept of ki karov hu, carries with it a deep religious message.  Religion promotes idealism and purity.  One would think then that it is our job to separate as much as possible from the source of sin or even just the errant path.  Ki karov hu teaches that if we carry the spirit of the revolution; if we are idealists and activists; if we believe deeply in our cause, then we must be karov to the source of the problem.  At the start of the greatest revolution in history, we needed to be close to Egypt, not to Canaan. 
 

Yesterday, I went to the circus with my family.  We saw the lion tamer stick his head into the mouth of the lion.  That's how we knew that the lion was really tamed.  He was at the source of tension and yet, he conquered the fear.
 

This is the lesson of ki karov hu.  If there is a problem...solve that problem, but do it by staying close.
