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Finding the 
Balance 
Rabbi Yosef Benarroch 
SEC Jerusalem 
 
One of the themes that 
appear in this week's 
portion of "Behalotekha" 
is the Jewish people's 
eventual parting of ways 
with Mount Sinai. A 
close reading of the text 
reveals that from the 
time the nation arrived at 
Sinai they remained en-
camped there for close 
to twelve months (minus 
ten days to be exact). In 
the portion we read the 
following, "And it came 
to pass on the twentieth 
day of the second month 
in the second year that 
the cloud was lifted from 
the Tabernacle. And the 
children of Israel jour-
neyed away from the 
wilderness of Si-
nai" (Bamidbar 10:11-
12). Rashi points out 
that they arrived at Sinai 
on the first of the third 
month making their stay 
there a tad less than one 
full year.  
  
The question I wish to 
explore today is why not 
have the nation stay at 
Sinai? After all Sinai was 
the place that the most 
important event in Jew-
ish history took place. It 
was at Sinai that the na-
tion experienced G-d's 
revelation and the giving 
of the Torah. Without 
Sinai there would never 
have been a Jewish na-
tion. Sinai with all its 

grandeur and holiness 
seems to be a very logi-
cal place for the Jewish 
people to call home. In 
fact when the Torah was 
given the mountain was 
so holy that any person 
who touched it would 
die (see Shemot 19:12). 
So why not just create 
the Jewish homeland 
right there around the 
Mountain? To compli-
cate matters our Torah 
portion even refers to 
Mount Sinai as The 
Mountain of G-d (Ba-
midbar 10:33). Why not 
stay at G-d's mountain? 
  
As the nation is about to 
travel there is a very in-
teresting dialogue be-
tween Moses and his 
father in law Jethro. 
Moses tries to coax 
Jethro into leaving Sinai 
and joining the Jewish 
people as they move on. 
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The Torah records the 
following discussion, 

 "And Moses said to his 
father in law Hovav the 
son of Reuel the Midia-
nite, we are journeying to 
the place that G-d said 
he would give to us. 
Please join us and we 
will do good for you for G
-d has spoken good 
about Israel. And he re-
plied I shall not go for to 
my home and to the 
place of my birth I will 
return. And he (Moses) 
responded  please do not 
leave us for you know 
how we encamp in the 
wilderness and you are 
to us like eyes. And if you 
will join us then the good 
that G-d has in store for 
us will be bestowed upon 
you" (Bamidbar 10:29-33). 
  
Immediately after this 
conversation the nation 
begins to travel away 
from Sinai. It is not clear 
if Jethro joins the nation. 
Most of the commentar-
ies claim that he re-
mained in the wilderness 
and did not join the Jew-
ish people. Why is this 
dialogue between Moses 
and Jethro recorded in 
the Torah? Why does 
Jethro not join the peo-
ple? After all Moses 
promises him "all the 
good that will befall the 
Jewish people". Their 
track record so far has 
been quite good, which 
makes Jethro's insis-
tence to stay put quite 
troubling.  
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perience of entering and 
building the land the Si-
nai experience would be 
lacking. In the land the 
Jewish people would 
truly fulfill their mission of 
living by a religion that 
tries to find the balance 
between the material and 
the spiritual.  
  
It is for this reason that 
Jethro does not join the 
nation. His brand of relig-
ion is a different one. He 
would rather isolate him-
self in the solitude of the 
desert and in the hall-
ways of the study halls. 
The engagement of the 
material is too great of a 
challenge at best and too 
dangerous at worse. He 
prefers to remain at Sinai 
where life is infinitely less 
complicated, and where 
contact with the world 
around could be kept at a 
minimal. But alas that is 
not the way G-d wanted 
it. The Perasha states 
the following, And it 
came to pass on the 
twentieth day of the sec-
ond month in the second 
year that the cloud was 
lifted from the Taberna-
cle. And the children of 
Israel journeyed away 
from the wilderness of 
Sinai... And their first 
journey (away from Sinai) 
was according to the 
commandment of G-d by 
the hand of Moses 
(Bamidbar 10:11-13). 
The verse makes it very 
clear that it is G-d who 
commands the nation to 
leave Sinai. G-d's in-
structions to the nation to 
travel away from Sinai to 
the Land of Israel are a 

powerful testament to the 
kind of religious way of life 
G-d wanted us to live.  
  
Our Rabbis explain that 
our forefather Isaac insti-
tuted the afternoon 
prayers (Minha) while he 
was out tending to his 
fields. Isaac found a way 
to infuse his every day 
work with prayer. He was 
able to balance the mate-
rial and the spiritual. 
  
The implications of this 
are great and far reaching 
for us today. Whether we 
live in Israel or in the Di-
aspora we will have to an-
swer many questions that 
relate to this dilemma. A 
balance will have to be 
struck between the mate-
rial and the spiritual. Life 
at the office will be hectic, 
but if we are to fulfill our 
destiny as Jews then we 
will have to find the time 
(three times every day) to 
pray, and to study Torah. 
We will have to find a way 
to travel away from Sinai 
into the world, and yet al-
ways make sure that the 
Sinai experience accom-
panies us into that world. 

I believe that this episode 
captures a great truth 
about Judaism. Judaism 
puts forward a middle of 
the road philosophy that 
tries to find the balance 
between the material and 
the spiritual.  Mainstream 
Jewish thought always 
taught that a Jew must 
strike a balance between 
work and study, between 
the material and the spiri-
tual. Asceticism is foreign 
to Judaism as is narcis-
sism. The Torah is a re-
jection of these two ex-
tremes. It is for this rea-
son that there is no 
equivalent of Priests or 
Jihadists in Judaism. Mai-
monides in his code 
(Laws of Torah Study 3:1) 
rejects outright an individ-
ual who prefers to study 
all day and not go out and 
earn a livelihood. He 
claims that such a person 
"desecrates the name of 
G-d".  
  
I would suggest that G-d 
telling the Jewish people 
to leave Sinai is a power-
ful statement of how G-d 
expects us to live in his 
world. G-d wanted the na-
tion to leave the spiritual 
plateau of Sinai and enter 
into the land of Israel 
where they would have to 
work to build their new 
found home. Once in Is-
rael they would need peo-
ple to farm the land, sol-
diers to protect its bor-
ders, and merchants to 
sell goods to the people. 
The Sinai experience 
would accompany them 
and it would infuse all of 
their endeavors in the 
land. But without the ex-
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It is customary to light a memo-
rial candle in the evening and 
to donate tzedakah. Family 
members are encouraged to 
attend prayer services in honor 
of loved ones.  

 

Friday / 22 Sivan  
Rivka bat Esther 

  
Shabbat / 23 Sivan  

Lulu bat Toba 
Salim ben Ezra Kamara� 

 

Names with asterisks are 
missing family members’ in-
formation. To update, please 
call the office at 310.474.0559. 
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If you would like to sponsor a 
Shabbat Kiddush or a Seu-
dah Shlisheet in honor of a 

family member or a life 
event, contact Sarah in our 

office at 310.474.0559. 
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Please let us know the names of 

your graduating children or 
grandchildren, whether from 

grammar school, middle school, 
high school, college, or grad 
school . On June 19th, at our 

special Graduates' Shabbat, we 
would like to honor all our gradu-

ates! If you would like your 
graduate's picture included in the 
Kol Mevasser please send it to 

dafna@kahaljoseph.org  
by June 13th.��
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