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Parshat Yitro

Is All Unity Created Equal?
Simon Wolf

“On the third new moon after the Bnei Yisrael
had gone forth from the land of Egypt, on that
day, they came to the wilderness of Sinai. And
they journeyed from Refidim, and they came to
the wilderness of Sinai and encamped in the
wilderness. And Yisrael camped (jn) there
opposite the mountain.” Chazal famously point
out the conspicuous mismatch in the usage of
the verb “camped (jn11)” which is formulated in
the singular when it is referring to an action
taken by a plurality, Yisrael. = While Chazal
seem to highlight this as an oddity deserving of
attention, it is certainly not an isolated instance
of this phenomenon. The Tanach is replete with
examples of this nonparallel structure whereby
a verb describing the activities of a plurality is
conjugated in the singular, especially when it
comes to nations.? So why then did Chazal
highlight this instance for special attention?

There are two indications in the verse that the
usage of the singular verb in this instance is not
the typical phrasing that is found in other
Pesukim. Firstly, contextually, the singular verb
in the verse has three other plural verbs that
proceed it; “And they journeyed (1yo4)...and
they came (ixa)...and encamped (1an11)...And
Yisrael camped (jn1).” That contrast would
suggest that the verse is intentionally
highlighting that something is unusual about the
appearance of this singular verb. In addition,
the subject of all the plural verbs is Bnei Yisrael
which is found in the previous Pasuk along with
another plural verb; “...Bnei Yisrael (-ma
“Xw)...came (1Na) to the wilderness of Sinai.”
Whereas, the subject of the singular verb is
Yisrael ("xaw' nyi-n1) found at the end of the
verse.> This use of Yisrael without the usual
prefix of Bnei would reinforce that the Torah is
describing a plurality that is being viewed or is
presenting itself as a singular entity. These two
nuances are likely what contribute to Chazal’s
focus on and interpretation of this unusual
phrasing (jn:1) in the verse.
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Rashi, citing Chazal, suggests that this
idiosyncrasy of the singular conjugation portrays
the unusual unity of the people in this particular
encampment preceding the theophany at Har
Sinai. It indicates that they camped “as one
person with one heart (Tnx 222 TNX W'Xd) as
opposed to all their other encampments where
they engaged in murmuring and discord.” As
Rashi notes, their departure from Refidim,
where they faced their archenemy Amalek in
battle, and their subsequent arrival in the
wilderness of Sinai were abounding with
repentance for their previous discordant
behavior.® The positive and successful divine
response to Bnei Yisrael's complaints in last
week’s Parsha and their astounding God and
Moshe assisted victory over Amalek led the
people to rally around God and their leadership.
Bnei Yisrael now felt a sense of unified divine
mission which is what allows them to enter a
covenant with God to be His treasured people
(n720), a kingdom of priests and holy nation
(it 'iar oDd ndynn), and experience the
revelation at Sinai. Their newfound
commonality of purpose facilitates their ability to
forget about or overlook their differences and
present a unified face which leads them to be
regarded as a singular entity.

It is surprising that this well-known Rashi and
Midrash Chazal have taken such a prominent
place within the Jewish tradition (including being
made into a song) since the exact same
interpretation is presented on a verse in last
week’s Parsha without all the fanfare and
distinction that is afforded to its appearance in
this week’s Parsha. “God strengthened the
heart of Paraoh, king of Egypt, and he gave
chase to Bnei Yisrael. And Bnei Yisrael were
departing (n'xx') defiantly. The Egyptians gave
chase (19T11) to them, and all the chariots and
horses of Paraoh, his riders and his army
overtook (1a'g+1) them encamped (n'an) by the
sea, near Pi-HaChirot, before Ba’'al-Tzephon.
As Pharaoh drew near, and Bnei Yisrael lifted
(ixwn) their eyes and behold the Egyptians
were advancing (vo1) upon them. They were
greatly frightened (ix1'11), and Bnei Yisrael cried
out (1ux1) to God.” Once again here,
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throughout the verses, the actions of Bnei
Yisrael and the Egyptians are described utilizing
plural verbs with one exception. When the
Pasuk tells of Bnei Yisrael witnessing the
Egyptian’s chasing after them, it chronicles their
impending approach with a verb conjugated in
the singular form; “and behold the Egyptians
were advancing (vo1) upon them.” Rashi,
leaning on Chazal, proffers the exact same
succinct solution to this anomaly. The use of the
singular form of the verb to describe the action
of a plurality indicates that they, the Egyptians,
traveled after them “with one heart as one
person (TAX wx> TnX 271).””  In both
instances, the source for Rashi’'s explanations
are found in the Mechilta, the Midrash Halacha
for Sefer Shmot. Why then was the identical
interpretation offered here marginalized while its
parallel appearance in Yitro gained so much
prominence? An easy solution might be to
suggest that the natural proclivity of the
exegetes, teachers and people was to
emphasize the unity of Bnei Yisrael while
glossing over the same trait found in the
Egyptians. One could even enhance this
proposition by noting that, at least from Bnei
Yisrael’'s vantage point, the unity of the
Egyptians was a negative demonstration of
togetherness while Bnei Yisrael's united front
was manifest with a more positive orientation.
The explanation of the differing attitudes
towards the same phenomenon could be as
simple as that, nevertheless, it seems that there
is a more fundamental reason for this difference.

The source for Rashi’s glosses on both these
verses derive from the Mechilta, which is known
as the Midrash Halacha on Sefer Shmot. With
regards to the Egyptians giving chase to Bnei
Yisrael it says: “and, behold, the Egyptians
were advancing (vQ1) upon them’: It is not
written ‘Nosim’ (plural n'voii), but ‘Nose'a’
(singular ya), that demonstrates or indicates
that they formed squadrons, like one man ( w'x?
Tnx) — from here the kingdom (likely the
Romans) learned to lead their men into battle in
squadrons.”® With respect to Bnei Yisrael's
encampment in Midbar Sinai, the Mechilta
opines: “And Yisrael encamped (jn*1) there’
Elsewhere it is written ‘and they journeyed
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(plural 1vQ*1),” ‘and they encamped (plural 1an*1)’
— they journeyed in quarrel and encamped in
discord. Though here, they were all of one heart
(Tnx 2% 07D nwn) — wherefore it is written ‘and
they encamped (singular |n'1) opposite the
mountain.”®

What becomes clear from looking at the sources
in the Mechilta is that Rashi took some artistic
liberties and conflated the two Midrashim.
Concerning the Egyptians, the Midrash
indicates that they were “like one man ( w'xd
TnX),” whereas with regards to Bnei Yisrael, it
reflects that “they were all of one heart ( nwn
TnX 2% 0'71d).” Rashi took the answer offered in
each case for the use of the singular verb and
combined them to form a phrase (272 Tnx w'nd
TnK) that he presents as the identical solution to
the anomaly in each case. Clearly, the Midrash
saw these as distinct and independent solutions
by the mere fact that it does not utilize the same
phraseology in its proposed solution to the
oddity of the use of the singular verb found in
each of these verses.

It would seem that the imagery of the squadron
that is presented by the Midrash to describe the
unity of the Egyptians in their pursuit of Bnei
Yisrael also reveals something about their
underlying togetherness. They are joined as
one (TNX w'xd) in their quest to retrieve their
possessions and slaves as well as their desire
to succeed militarily. It is akin to political foes
joining forces to defeat their common opponent.
They are unified and resolute about routing their
shared adversary, but beyond that there is little
to nothing that binds them together. Their
common goal causes them to temporarily put
aside their differences in order to accomplish
their objective. If they are successful,
divisiveness and discordance will reign since
the one thing that bound them together has now
been removed. It is a union of convenience, a
matter of strategy and not of deep-rooted
connection.

On the other hand, Bnei Yisrael's unity derived
from a deep-seated bond (Tnx 2% 071> nwn).
Through the prism of their common service of
God, they were able to overcome their
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differences. The Midrash does not suggest that
they eliminated or suppressed their differences,
but rather that they quashed their discordant
behavior.  Their unity in this instance is
contrasted with their quarreling (nj77nn) in other
situations. They stopped focusing on that which
made them different. Instead, emphasizing their
common purpose as God’s messengers allowed
them to celebrate, rather than suppress their
differences. ltis the realization that each person
is distinct and diverse and has their own unique
contribution to offer and be treasured. It was a
transformation of perspective. They went from
being a self-centered and self-absorbed people
(n7wa nwno) to a singular, selfless nation
gathered around the mountain of God,
committed to becoming a priestly and holy
nation in service of God. This is borne out by
the wording in the alternate version of the
Mechilta (""awnT Xn%'n) which has a small
elucidating addition, “they had a heartfelt belief
in a singular encampment in order that they
should love each other and receive the Torah
(1721 0T DX DT QAAX'Y 'TD D272 [N DNXK DTN
nmnn nx).” It was not a suppression of their
differences, but rather a sincere effort to love
those that were different that facilitated this
transformation and laid the groundwork for them
to receive the Torah. This approach ( n'2D nwn
TnX 1Y) of viewing each other as partners and
their differences as assets had the ability to
forge a long lasting unity amongst Bnei Yisrael
since their bond was not just the result of some
fleeting union of convenience, but rather a
heartfelt love for each other.

It is possible to suggest that while Rashi did
combine the two Midrashim that he still
maintained their distinction in a nuanced
difference in his commentary. With regards to
the Egyptian unity Rashi states that the
Egyptians, traveled after them “with one heart
as one person (TnX U'xd TNX 271).” In respect
to Bnei Yisrael, he indicates that they camped
“as one person with one heart (272 Tnx w'nd
TnX). Notice the difference in the order of the
one heart and the one person in each of these
instances. Concerning the Egyptians, Rashi
might be indicating that their feeling of unity
(Tnx 2%2) derived from their common interests
and goals (Tnx w'xd). Whereas, relating to Bnei
Yisrael, the order is reversed to indicate that

mow) DI AN Y3 W 27,17911 MY 17 A D K7 OKT 1D TN Kin 17'owt 10
(x2,0' ninw D'MdN
%V DAYN NN 107D K7W - 131 107 [9 12 NIz X7 DN nnn - oya Tva M
0NN 219'W NN 73 - 21 1M 7911 0N TX7 120 DIRYY 'N9R DNIRNY T
X ,|'"22N ND'OX NTIDA 10NN 72 - 107N 120 1197 2AWN *T'R* KIN 17'9X1
(%2,0" NNY *"w1) :ax¥NN DX D'ONIN D'YIR 2¥NN [FTI9IN
www.swdaf.com

7702

their unified face and presentation as a singular
entity (Tnx w'xd) derived from their underlying
love and respect for each other (Tnx a'na).

This brings us to a much overlooked Rashi
found later in the Parsha, also based on the
Mechilta, which is an indispensable and
inseparable companion to the earlier discussed
Rashi; “And Yisrael camped (jpm) there
opposite the mountain — as one person with
one heart (Tnx 272 TAX U'Xd).” In the prelude
to the revelation at Sinai, God instructs Moshe a
number of times to warn the people from coming
too close to the mountain during the theophany.
It is in order to protect Bnei Yisrael from the dire
results of not complying with this directive. “And
God said to Moshe, ‘Go down, warn the people
not to break through towards God to gaze, lest
many of them perish (27, 1ann 791)." Once
again here, the Torah utilizes a singular verb
(791) to describe something that will happen to
the many.'® In order to explain this anomaly,
Rashi suggests that “Any number of them it may
be that falls, even though it may only be a single
individual (79Mm), it will be regarded by Me as
many (21).”"" The Mechilta which is the source
of Rashi’s comments is even more dramatic.
“And God said to Moshe, “Go down, warn the
people™ lest they break their bounds to see, ‘lest
many of them perish (22 1ann 2921): ...Even if
one of them falls, it is (to Me) as if they all have
fallen (0722 "7y x1n MD); the one detracts from
the many (172 '1' 7y vynn TNx qry). Also: One
of them who falls is reckoned against the entire
act of creation (nwyn 7 TD 2y NN MDD
n'wixnl)...”? This interpretation places a high
value on the individual even within the context
of the unified nation. God makes it clear that
even the loss of one individual undermines the
value of the entire nation.

As discussed above, having a singular and
unified nation (Tnx 2% 021D nwa) is of paramount
importance and value. The Torah emphasizes
this point by highlighting the uniqueness and the
desirability of this type of unity ( 7xw' ny-|nu
NN T21) as well as the pivotal role it played in
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facilitating the revelation at Har Sinai. Though,
there is a risk that the importance of the
singularity of the nation is such an intoxicating
vision that it can lead to the erasure of or
disregard for the individuals who comprise this
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nation. In that mistaken conception, the people
are viewed simply as cogs towards the
betterment and success of the nation
(communism). It is somewhat akin to a long
term version of the unity displayed by the
Egyptians which suppressed the individual’s
differences for a united and common purpose.
It is the sacrifice of the individual on the altar of
unity. The Torah’s antidote to that
misconception is God’s declaration “lest many
of them perish (20 1aan 7921).” Every individual
is of paramount importance and the loss of even
one person is on par with the loss of the whole
nation and ruins the standing of the nation. As
noted above, true unity is one of respect and
love for each person and their differences ( w'x>
TNX 272 TNK) not the suppressing or sacrificing
of individuals. Obviously, there is a dialectic
tension between the individual’s love for others
and the need to compromise that underlies and
is the foundation of the nation’s unity and the
recognizing and acknowledgment of the
person’s need for self-expression and
realization (see Parshat Bamidbar — Everyone
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Counts). The two anomalous singular verbs
found in this week’s Parsha promote and
challenge us to find the ideal delicate balance
between these two competing principles.
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Our nation’s challenge at this time is to ensure
that the unity forged out of the devastation we
have experienced is of a lasting impact. That it
be a unity of love (Tnx 2% p%25 nwn),
appreciation for one and another and shared
destiny and not just an alliance of convenience
to suppress a common enemy (Tnx ¥'xd). An
everlasting bond that elevates both the nation
and the individual.

Shabbat Shalom
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