
Shittim Trees: Truth or Consequences? 

 'ה:ה"כ תומש י"שר

 וניבא בקעי :)'ט המורת אמוחנת( אמוחנת 'ר שריפ ?רבדמב םהל ויה ןייאמו – םיטש יצעו
 תא הוצו ,ןעטנו םירצמל םיזרא איבה ,רבדמב ןכשמ תונבל לארשי ןידיתעש שדוקה חורב הפצ
 .םירצממ ואצישכ םהמע םלטיל וינב

AND ACACIA WOOD – But from where did they get this in the wilderness? Rabbi Tanchuma 
explained it thus: Our father Yaakov foresaw by the gift of the Holy Spirit that Israel would 
once build a Mishkan in the wilderness: he therefore brought cedars to Egypt and planted 
them there, and instructed his children take these with them when they left Egypt 
(Tanchuma Terumah 9; cf. Bereshit Rabbah 94 and Rashi on Shemot 26:15). 

 'ה:ה"כ תומש ינש שוריפ ארזע ןבא

 תוצמב םירצממ םואיצוה לארשיו ,םעטנ וניבא בקעיש ורמאש ונינומדקמ שי – םיטש יצעו
 .)ג"כ:ה"ל תומש( ןמגראהו תלכתה :ומכ ,)ד"כ:ה"ל תומש( ותא אצמנ רשא לכו :היארהו .השמ
 :הומתל שי ,ןכ ונרמא םאו .וכרצל – )ד"כ:ה"ל תומש( ותא אצמנ רשא :רמאנ המל ,הומתל שיו
 ,םיכלוה םה חבזל יכ םיבשוח םירצמה הנה ,דועו .םהל שי ךרוצ המ יכ םיטש יצע ואיצוה המל
 םג ,תומא רשע דחא לכ ךרא םיבר םישרק ואיצוי ךיאו ,םוליאשה ןכ לעו ,ובושי ןכ רחאו
 יצע וכילוי המל :םהילאושל םתבושת התיה המו ,הכולמה םוקמ םירצמ לע ורבע םהו ,םיחירב
 וניתובא דיב איה הלבק םא ,ונעדי אל הנהו .םימי תשלש ךרד חבזל םיכלה םהו ,םיטש
 .םתעמשמ לא רוסנ ונחנא םג ,םואיצוה םירצממש

AND ACACIA-WOOD. Some of our ancient sages said that the patriarch Jacob planted 
acacia trees in Egypt, and Israel, upon the command of Moses, brought them out. Their 
proof: “And every man, with whom was found acacia-wood…brought it” (Ex. 35:24). They 
possessed acacia as they possessed the blue and the purple [fabrics]. However, one must 
wonder: Why does Scripture say, “with whom was found,” which means it was used for 
personal needs. Now, if we so interpret it, then we must ask: Why did the Israelites take 
acacia wood out of Egypt? What [personal] need did they have for acacia wood? 
Furthermore, the Egyptians thought that the Israelites were going to o`er sacrifices and 
then return to Egypt. That is why they lent them [gold and silver jewels plus raiment]. How 
could the Israelites take out many boards, each one of which was ten cubits plus [even 
longer] crosspieces, when they passed by the royal palace [on their way out]. What answer 
could they give to those who asked them why they were carrying acacia wood when they 
were going on a three-day journey to o`er sacrifices? Now we face a quandary. If our 
ancestors had a tradition that the Israelites took the acacia wood out of Egypt, then we will 
accept their tradition.  



 ,םש םאבבו ,םיטש יצע רעי יניס רה לא ךומס היה יכ .תרחא ךרד שקבל שי ,ארבס ךרד םאו
 ינש שוריפ תומש ע"באר( יתשרפ רשאכ ,ןנע םהילע ןיאו ,הברה ובכעתי םשש השמ םהל רמא
 לכ ותרכו .ותלעמ יפכ דחא לכ ,תורצח תומדכ ושע םיאישנהו ,הכוס דחא לכ השע זא .)ב"כ:ו"ט
 הזו .םירופכה םוי רחא קר ,ןכשמה רבד םהל רבד אל השמו .תוכס ושעו ,היה בר םע יכ ,רעיה
 .)ד"כ:ה"ל תומש( ותא אצמנ רשא לכו :םעט

However, if their statement is based on rational speculation, then we must seek another 
explanation. Namely, there was a forest of acacia trees adjacent to Mount Sinai. When they 
arrived there, Moses told them that they would be spending a long time there without any 
cloud cover, as I have already explained. Then, each one of them made a booth. The 
princes made court-like structures, each one in accordance with his status. They cut the 
entire forest down, for they were a large nation, to make booths. Moses did not speak to 
them regarding the tabernacle until after the Day of Atonement. This is the meaning of 
“with whom was found” (Ex. 35:24). 

 'ה:ה"כ תומש רוש רוכב ףסוי 'ר

 לארשי בשיו :ביתכדכ ,םיטש ןיורקה םיצע ןתוא םש לדגש םירעי ויה רבדמב – םיטש יצעו
 רעי םש לע ,)'א:'ב עשוהי( םיטשה ןמ ןונ ןב עשוהי חלשיו :ביתכו ,)'א:ה"כ רבדמב( םיטשב
 והיעשי( 'וגו רושאתו רהדת }'וגו{ הטיש זרא רבדמב ןתא :בותכ ןכו .םיטש םוקמה ארקנ
 .ןכשמל ןיבדנמו םתוא ןיאיבמ ויה םשמו .)ט"י:א"מ

In the wilderness there were forests in which grew those trees that are called acacia, as it is 
written: “Israel stayed in Shittim” (Bemidbar 25:1), and it is written: “And Joshua, the son of 
Nun, sent [spies] out of Shittim” (Yehoshua 2:1); the place was called Shittim due to the 
forest. To wit: “I will plant in the wilderness the cedar, the acacia-tree {etc.} the plane-tree, 
and the larch together” (Yeshayahu 41:19). And from there they would bring them and 
donate to the Tabernacle. 

 ידומע ,'ס םידומעה לכו ,םהינדאו םישרק ח"מ ירהש ,לק אוהש עדתו .האנו קלחו לק ץע אוהו
 ויה ,תודיתיהו ,תכורפ לש עבראו ךסמ לש שמח ,םהינדאו ןכשמה ידומע עשתו ,םהינדאו רצחה
 םישרקהש יפ לע ףאו .)'ח:'ז רבדמב( אשנב שרופמש ומכ ,יררמ ינבל ונתנש רקב הנומש ןיכשומ
 ינשמ ןידימל ונאש ומכ ,המא ןיבעו ,יצחו המא ןבחרו ,תומא רשע ינב ,תולודג תורוק ויה
 .תוסוכ ונממ ןישועש ,ארְזמ תמגוד ,היה לקו בושח ץע יאדו אלא .תועוצקמבש םישרק

It is a tree that is light and smooth and beautiful. And you know that it is light, for behold: 
forty-eight planks and their sockets, and all sixty posts: the posts of the courtyard and their 
sockets, and nine posts of the Tabernacle and their sockets, five of the veil and four of the 
curtain, and the pegs, [all these] were being pulled by the eight cattle that the children of 
Merari were given, as is detailed in Naso (Bemidbar 7:8). (Even though the planks were large 
beams, ten cubits in size, and their width a cubit and a half, and their thickness a cubit, as 
we learn from the two planks that were in the corners.) Rather, it was certainly a quality 
wood and light, similar to madrier, from which they make goblets. 

 



 ז"י:'א א לאומש ארק ףסוי 'ר
 תורוד הב ולשכי אלש ךרוצה לכו הנורתפ םע הבתכנ המילש האובנה הבתכנשכ ךל עד ךא
 הרות יכ שרדמ אלו רחא םוקממ היאר איבהל ךירצ ןיאו ,םולכ רסח ןיא ומוקממו םיאבה
 .רידאיו הרות לידגהל ידכ ונימכח שרדמו ,הב לכ רסחתת אלו הבתכנ המימת הנתנ המימת

Understand that when prophecy was recorded, it was recorded whole with its 
interpretation in order to prevent misunderstanding on the part of subsequent generations; 
in context, it lacks nothing. There is no need [therefore] to attest to [its meaning] from 
another text, nor from a Midrash, because the Torah was revealed whole and recorded 
whole without imperfection. [The purpose of] rabbinic Midrash is to magnify and exalt Torah 
[i.e., not to render its essential meaning].  

 והתפטשש הזל המוד רבד לש ושרדמ רחא ול הטונו ארקמ לש וטושפ עדוי וניאש ימ לכ לבא
 י"י רבד לא ובל םש ולאו ,לצניהל ודיב הלעי רשא לכ זחואו ןיפיצמ םימ יקמעמו רהנה תלובש
 םינומטמכו ףסככ הנשקבת םא רמאנש המ םייקל אצומו וטושפו רבד רשפ רחא רקוח היה
 יכל רותפת םאש ,ןאכב ומכ )'ה-'ד:'ב ילשמ( אצמת םיהלא תעדו י"י תארי ןיבת זא הנשפחת
 .השקב ןושל אלו זעלב ד"רנוד דיתעל ןתי ,ךתלאש תא ןתי לארשי יהלאו םולשל

However, one who does not understand the simple meaning of Scripture and inclines 
towards Midrash resembles someone overwhelmed by giant waves and submerged in deep 
water who will grasp anything that comes to hand in order to save himself. If he were to pay 
attention to the word of God, he would seek out the meaning66 of the matter – its peshat – 
and would thereby fulfill the verse: “If you seek it like silver and search for it like treasure, 
then you will understand the fear of God and discover the knowledge of Him.” 

 המדקה – הכיא ארזע ןבא
 ,םיקידצה ונינומדק ישרדמ וניבי תמא ישנא
 עדמ תקוציבו טשוק לע םידסונ ןהש
 ,םיקוצי
 .םיקקוזמ םיתעבש ףסכו בהזכ םהירבד לכו
 :םיקלחנ םיבר םיכרד לע םישרדמה ןכא
 דע םיהובג םילשמו תודוסו תודיח םהמ
 ,םיקחש
 םיקרפב תואלנ תובל חיורהל םהמו
 ,םיקומע
 .םיקירה תואלמלו םילשכנ ץמאל םהמו
 ,םיקוספה ימעט תופוגל ומדי ןכ לע
 ,םיקבד ףוגב םהישובלמכ םישרדמהו
 .םיקשכ םיבע םהמו םיקד ישמכ םהמ
 םירבדב טושפה ףוגה אוה טשפה ךרדו
 ,םיקוחבו
 םירבדהו ,וטושפכ ארקמהש :ורמא ןכו
 .םיקיתע
 

Men of truth understand the midrash of our 
righteous ancients, since they were established 
upon truth, and in the pouring out of mortal 
knowledge. All their words are like gold and 
silver since refined seven times, yet their 
midrashim di=ered concerning many things. 
Some are riddles, secrets, and exalted allegory, 
some are in order to emit a pleasing scent [to] 
wearied hearts in profound lessons, and some 
are to encourage those who stumble, and to fill 
those who are empty. Therefore, the meanings 
of the verses resemble bodies. The midrashim 
are like garments clinging to a body like fine silk, 
but [also] darkness like sackcloth. But the way 
of the plain meaning ( טשפ ) is the body in the 
choice words, and in rules. Thus they say that 
the text is like its plain meaning, but the words 
are ancient. 

 



Se`adyah Gaon: Introduction to the Torah Commentary 
In clarification hereof, I shall add that it is incumbent upon every rational person to always 
regard the words of the Torah according to their obvious meaning (zāhir), i.e., the one best 
known (mashhur) most widely utilized (alkathir al’isti ‘māl) by the speakers of that 
language, since the raison d’etre of every book is to have its contents attained fully by its 
readers, unless [1] sense perception or [2] rational knowledge contradicts that obvious 
meaning, or [unless] [3] that obvious meaning itself contradicts another verse of 
unambiguous meaning, or [unless] [4] it contradicts a [reliable] tradition. If he sees that by 
interpreting the word according to its obvious meaning he will cause belief in [the literal 
truth] of one of these four aforementioned things, he must know that that verse is not to be 
understood according to that obvious meaning, but that it contains one or several words 
which must be figurative (majāz). 
When he realizes just which type of figurative expression it is and reconciles it with the 
[word of] unambiguous meaning, then that verse is restored to agreement with the sensory,	
the rational, the other verse [of unambiguous meaning], and tradition. In light of the above, 
I shall provide illustrations of these four [principles].  
To the first instance belongs the Torah’s saying, “Adam named his wife Eve for she was the 
mother of “every living [creature]” according to their best known meaning, we would be 
contradicting sense perception because that would imply that the lion, ox, donkey, and 
other animals, were children of Eve! Since it is never possible to deny sense perception, we 
believe that the verse contains an elliptical word (mudamar) that will reconcile it with the 
sense of observation/sight, as we shall later explain, thereby limiting Eve’s motherhood to 
humanity. 
To the second instance belongs the verse “For the Lord, your God, is a consuming fire” (Dt. 
4:24). Were we to believe this according to its obvious meaning, it would contradict reason, 
because reason dictates that every fire is newly created, inadequate, and subject to 
change after its inception, while the Creator is not subject to any of these [properties]. We 
therefore maintain that there is a figurative element in the verse that reconciles reason with 
the [literal] text. 
To the third instance belongs God’s, grand and exalted, saying, “Do not test the Lord, your 
God” (Dt. 6:16), which is of unambiguous import. When it later says, however, “take out 
your tithes, give charity of your own money, and test Me thereby” (Ma. 33:10), we learn that 
this word [i.e., “test”] is one that bears several meanings, including some that are not well-
known but that would reconcile it with the unambiguous Torah verse, as we shall explain in 
its place. 
To the fourth instance belongs God’s prohibition “Do not seethe a kid in its mother’s milk” 
(Ex. 23:19), upon which [basis] Tradition forbade eating any meat with any milk. Since the 
Tradition was borne by people who had witnessed this [prohibition in practice] with their 
very eyes, we are obliged to apply to this verse an acceptable [nonliteral] interpretation 
(takhrīj), which will reconcile it with the prophetic Tradition. 
 
 
 
 



Ralbag:  
Then Joshua spoke to the Lord on the day the Lord delivered up the Amorites before the 
children of Israel saying, in the sight of Israel: “Sun, stand still over Gibeon, and moon, in 
the valley of Ayalon” ( Js. 10:12). 

 לטבו דמע שמשהש היה םאש אוה דחאה םהב ןייעל יואר תובר תוקפס שי 'רפה תאזב
 ...השמ י"ע ושענש םיתפומהמ 'ועיש ןיאל אלפנ רתוי תפומה הז היה הנה ול תיארנה העונתהמ
 לכל השמכ לארשיב דוע איבנ םק אלש הרותה 'רמאש המ רתוס הז הנה ןכ ןינעה היה םאו
 .לארשי לכ יניעל השמ השע רשא םיתפומהו 'ותואה

Were this [literal reading of the text, i.e., that the sun stood still] the case, it would 
contradict the Torah stipulation that “there arose no other prophet in Israel like Moses . . . 
regarding all the wonders and marvels that he performed in the sight of	all Israel” (Dt. 
34:10–11). And even if we were to hypothesize that a wonder such as this [i.e., making the 
sun stand still] was performed by Moses, albeit not recorded in the Torah, as some of the 
Sages proposed, the contradiction would remain patent because Joshua would still be [at 
least] equal to Moses in this regard. Also, if this were the case, it would not have been 
appropriate for the Torah to have remained silent about such a wonder because we have 
seen that it is in the interest of the Torah to publicize wonders and marvels because they 
stimulate belief in God. As it is recorded in regard to the wonders that were performed for 
Pharaoh: “That you shall tell of them to your children and grandchildren,” and “that you 
shall know that I am the Lord. . . .” 
Having made these clarifications, we turn our attention to explaining this narrative. I 
maintain that Joshua’s intention was that before the sun would move from Gibeon and the 
moon from Ayalon Valley, the people [of Israel] would finish avenging itself on its enemy. 
Scripture, however, spoke elliptically as indicated in the continuation, “the sun stood still 
and the moon, too, until the nation avenged itself on its enemies,” meaning that by the time 
the sun had set in Gibeon and the moon in Ayalon Valley, the matter of the vengeance had 
been completed. This was a most wondrous thing because not only did Israel avenge itself 
on its opponents, but that vengeance was accomplished in such a short time, which is why 
it states that “there never again was such a day on which God [as it were] listened to a 
man’s voice to fight on behalf of Israel.” That is why they were able to achieve that 
vengeance in such a short time because God is omnipotent. And the statement “God 
listened” means that God did not intend that vengeance to be completed in such a short 
time, but He listened to [ Joshua’s] voice in keeping with [the verse] “He upholds the word 
of His servant and completes the advice of His agents.” 


