Devarim

The Talmud teaches that one who repeats a teaching and mentions the original creator of the idea brings redemption to the world.  This idea commands us to always be honest about where our ideas come from.

However, Moshe’s behavior in this week's parshah is troubling.  Parshat Devarim is the beginning of a series of speeches that Moshe gave before his people crossed the Jordan into the land of Israel.  In his speeches Moshe recounts incidents that happened over the previous 40 years.  One of the first stories that Moshe discusses is how he came to appoint judges over the entire nation.

These are his words (Deuteronomy 1: 9): “I said to you, I cannot carry the burden of judging you by myself. Designate for yourself wise men…and I will place them as judges upon you.”  And the people reply, “The matter which you said to do is a good idea.”

The text here describes the idea as completely belonging to Moshe. However, in parshat Yitro (Exodus 18), this very idea was attributed entirely to Yitro and not at all to Moshe.  Why does Moshe ignore Yitro and appear to pass the idea off as his own?

One answer to this problem focuses on other discrepancies between the account in Deuteronomy and the account in Exodus.  In Deuteronomy 1: 13, Moshe recounts how he advised the people, “appoint for yourself wise men, men of understanding, who are known to your tribes.”  While in Exodus, Yitro himself says appoint, “capable men, men who fear God, men of truth, who hate injustice.”  

Notice the difference: Yitro emphasizes characteristics of righteousness as being the most important quality for a judge.  However, Moshe focuses on qualities of the intellect, i.e. wise men and men of understanding.

Does this divergence from the original vision of proper judges point to a larger break between Yitro and Moshe? In fact, a second meeting between Moshe and his father-in-law is also recorded (Numbers 10:29).  Moshe invites Yitro: come stay with us and enter the land of Israel together with us.  Yitro declines.  Moshe then beseeches his father-in-law: “Do not abandon us.  Be our eyes, our guide in the desert.”  

The Torah is ambiguous about what happened next, but according to many commentators Yitro left Moshe at that point and never came back.  According to this approach, it is clear why Moshe diverges from Yitro’s vision and does not even mention him in Deuteronomy.  

Yitro had abandoned his family in a time of need.  The Jews were in the desert and they needed a guide to help them.  Still Yitro went his own path.  It is possible that Moshe felt so abandoned by his father-in-law that he could not even bring himself to recall the original creator of the idea to appoint a system of judges.  It is possible that Moshe even lost faith in his father-in-law’s original vision of the judicial system.  Only a modified version of Yitro’s original plan could remain, only a version that did not directly recall the thoughts of the person who abandoned them when he was most needed.

Our brothers and sisters in the land of Israel need moral and political support from those of us living in Diaspora.  Now is the moment when we should be doing everything within our power to provide such help to the people of the land of Israel.  Whether through solidarity trips to Israel, political activism, or fund-raising efforts for victims of terrorism, it is the time for each of us to look within ourselves and act.  Let us not make the mistake of Yitro and abandon our family when we are most needed.  

