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Matot- 1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bemidbar 30:2-31:12. 
Moshe speaks to the heads of the tribes, telling them to relate the laws of vows and 
oaths to the Children of Israel. Contravening an oath or vow constitutes a Biblical 
prohibition. The sidra details who may revoke a vow on behalf of others in his care, 
but only on the day that he first hears about the vow. A husband may also revoke 
his wife’s vow in similar circumstances. God tells Moshe to wage war against the 
Midianites before his death. Moshe conscripts 1000 men from each tribe. They go 
into battle and kill all the Midianite males, as well as Bilam. They take captive the 
women, the young children, their cattle and material possessions.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 31:13-54. 
Moshe rebukes the officers for not killing the women, who had been the instigators 
of the immorality and idol worship that had led to the national catastrophe (see 
25:1-9); he instructs them to now kill many of the women. Moshe tells those who 
have killed how to purify themselves from their state of tumah (ritual impurity). Upon 
God’s instruction, Moshe and Elazar count up the spoils and divide them in half, 
between those who fought in the war and the rest of the nation. A small percentage 
of each of these spoils is given as a tribute, one to Elazar and another to the 
Levi’im. The military leaders approach Moshe to donate the jewellery that they had 
plundered, as an offering to God.

Sidra Summary

In loving memory of Moshe ben Avraham Zarach z”l
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ַּמּטֹות ַמְסֵעי
Matot Masei

The double sidra of 
Matot-Masei not only 
concludes the book 
of Bemidbar but is an 
early epilogue to the 

Torah as a whole; the nation of 
Israel is on the border of the Land of 
Israel, poised to enter. 

Matot ends with the request of 
the tribes of Reuven and Gad to 
settle the land east of the River 
Jordan, a request that was only 
grudgingly granted.

Masei begins with a list of 
Israel’s travels during forty years 

in the desert and continues with 
the demarcation of the borders of 
the Land of Israel and the Land’s 
allocation between the tribes, 
bringing the entire story of the 
Exodus to a close. Rabbi Yair Kahn 
of Yeshivat Har Etzion in Israel 
suggests that the end of our sidra 
even serves as an epilogue to the 
book of Bereishit, as we shall see. 

In last week’s sidra, Pinchas, 
we read that the Land was to be 
divided according to families, and 
inherited through the male line. 
The daughters of Tzelofchad, from 
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3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 32:1-19. 
The tribes of Gad and Reuven ask to be given land on the 
east bank of the Jordan River, instead of crossing into the 
Land of Cana’an. Moshe rebukes them for their apparent 
cowardice, which seems to repeat the error of the spies 39 
years previously. The two tribes clarify that whilst the women 
and children would settle on the east bank, the men would 
fight with the rest of the nation to conquer the Land and 
would not return to their families until the end of the war.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 32:20-33:49. 
Moshe accepts their request and instructs Elazar and the 
tribal heads to allow them to keep the land they requested 
if they do battle as promised. Some of the tribe of Menashe 
are also apportioned land east of the Jordan. 

Point to Consider: why is some of the tribe of Menashe 
now mentioned, having not been cited in the negotiations 
with Moshe? (32:33) 

Parashat Masei begins by recalling the 42 journeys that the 
Israelites made from leaving Egypt until the present time, 

when they are about to cross into the Land of Cana’an.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 33:50-34:15. 
God speaks to Moshe in the plains of Moab, telling him to 
relate to the nation that after entering the Land, they must 
destroy the idols of the Canaanites and make sure to drive 
them out the Land. God tells Moshe the boundaries of the 
Land that the tribes will inherit.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 34:16-35:8. 
God announces the names of the leaders of each tribe, 
who will take charge of apportioning land to his tribe’s 
members. 42 cities are designated specifically for Levi’im 
to live in, surrounded by a designated amount of open 
space. These cities are also to provide refuge for a 
person who has killed accidentally and is fleeing from the 
relatives of the deceased.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 35:9-36:13. 
In addition, six cities are designated as special ‘cities of 
refuge’, to which the accidental killer can flee. Instructions 
are given about what constitutes ‘accidental’ and how the 

the tribe of Menashe, approached 
Moshe and asked that, in families 
where there were no males to 
inherit, the Land should pass to the 
daughters. This was granted. 

In Masei, the elders of their 
family expressed concern that if the 
daughters of Tzelofchad were to 
marry outside their tribe, their land 
would pass to another tribe. Their 
concern was also acknowledged 
and the daughters of Tzelofchad 
were instructed to marry within 
their tribe, which they did. Why was 
this story chosen to end the book 
of Bemidbar and how might it also 
serve as an epilogue to the book of 
Bereishit?

In both Pinchas and Masei, the 
daughters of Tzelofchad and the 
elders of the family are described 
as being descended from “Gilad, 
son of Machir, son of Menashe, son 
of Yosef (Joseph)” (Bemidbar 27:1; 
36:1). Why does the Torah go all the 
way back to Yosef? 

Rashi (1040-1105) on 27:1 
comments:

“This teaches us that Yosef loved 
the land, as it is written, ‘You shall 
bring up my bones…,’ and his 
daughters [i.e., descendants] also 
loved the land – as it is written, 
‘Give us an inheritance.’"

In fact, we have met Menashe’s 
son Machir before:

"Yosef saw Ephraim's children to 
the third generation; the children of 

Machir, son of Menashe, were also 
born on Yosef's knees" (Bereishit 
50:23).

According to Rashi (based on the 
Targum, an early translation of the 
Torah), this means that Yosef helped 
to raise his great-grandson Gilad 
and his brothers. 

In the last scene in the book of 
Bereishit, when Yosef informs his 
brothers of his imminent demise, 
he leaves them with a promise of 
redemption: “God will surely visit 
you and take you out of here (Egypt) 
and you shall take my bones with 
you.” 

Gilad, raised on Yosef’s knees, 
was taught by his great-grandfather 
to long for the Land of Israel, a 
longing that was clearly transmitted 
to his offspring. And this is why 
the end of the book of Bemidbar, 
with the story of the daughters of 
Tzelofchad, Yosef’s descendants, 
is also an epilogue to the book of 
Bereishit.

May we always long for the Land 
of Israel.



In the Masoret Harav 
prayer book for Tisha 
B’Av (published by 
Koren Publishers and 
OU Press), Rabbi Haskel 

Lookstein describes the scene in Tel 
Aviv on the evening of Tisha B’Av in 
1967. Tisha B’Av is the saddest day 
in our calendar, on which we mourn 
many disasters in our national history, 
especially the destruction of both 
Temples and the resulting loss of life. 

It was barely two months after the 
Temple Mount and the Western Wall 
had come into Israeli hands. Given 
our gratitude for the miracles and 
salvations of the Six-Day War, Rabbi 
Lookstein writes that while the mood 
was understandably “anything but 
Tisha B’Av-like”, it disturbed him as 
being not quite appropriate, given the 
history and messages of the day. 

Observing Tisha B’Av faithfully, 
whilst also expressing our 
appreciation for the rebuilding of 
Jerusalem and Jewish sovereignty, is 
a question which has engaged some 
of our most scholarly rabbinic figures. 

A practical example of this is the 
Nachem prayer (p.182 in the green 
siddur), recited in the Mincha prayers 
on Tisha B’Av. It is of considerable 
antiquity, appearing in its first form 
in the Jerusalem Talmud (Berachot 
4:3). It might have been written 
after the destruction of the Second 
Temple, but may even date earlier, to 
the post-First Temple period of the 
1 Dr Yael Levine Katz provides a comprehensive summary in Techumin Journal 21 (71-92).

Anshei Kenesset Hagedolah (Men of 
the Great Assembly). 

In Nachem, we ask God to 
console us as the mourners of Zion 
and Jerusalem. It recounts how 
Jerusalem was devastated and laid 
waste of its inhabitants during the 
destructions of both Temples. 

This does not, thank God, resonate 
with Jerusalem post-1967, leading 
to the suggestion that the text 
of Nachem should be replaced 
or modified. Yet replacing any 
prayer, especially one as ancient 
and emotional as Nachem, is not 
something done lightly. How did 
some of our best-known rabbinic 
figures approach this? 1

Rabbi Shlomo Goren (1917-1994), 
Chief Rabbi of the Israel Defence 
Forces in 1967 and later Ashkenazi 
Chief Rabbi of Israel, took a novel 
approach to this question. He 
examined different versions of the 
Nachem prayer already in existence 
with minor variations, as they 
appeared in the Jerusalem Talmud 
and early siddurim, such as the Seder 
Rav Amram Gaon. He amalgamated 

these versions in a siddur published 
by the Military Rabbinate, excluding 
references to Jerusalem being in a 
state of desolation or depopulation. 
Rabbi Abraham Rosenfeld (1914-
1984), who produced the Tephilot 
and Kinot for Tisha B’Av widely used 
in English-speaking countries, also 
produced similar amendments. 

Conversely, Rabbi Ovadia Yosef 
(1920-2013), later to serve alongside 
Rabbi Goren as the Rishon Letzion 
(Sephardi Chief Rabbi), opposed 
any change. Rabbi Yosef noted that 
Nachem referred in particular to the 
continuing absence of the Temple 
and of Jewish settlement around it. 
Jewish settlement also related to 
the spiritual situation in Jerusalem, 
not just the physical one. Especially 
since the spiritual situation in 
Jerusalem still required considerable 
improvement, it was not appropriate 
to replace or amend Nachem. The 
then Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi Isser 
Yehuda Unterman (1886-1976) 
concurred with Rabbi Yosef, as did 
the majority of rabbinic decisors. 
In 1979, Rabbi Goren withdrew his 
version, for similar reasons. 

This view resonates with Rabbi 
Lookstein’s apprehension. Perhaps 
a thorough understanding of Tisha 
B’Av, allied to gratitude for the State 
of Israel and commitment to greater 
spiritual and practical achievements, 
is a fitting message for Tisha B’Av 
post-1967.

In memory of Frida Mirel bat Chaim Simcha z”l

by Rabbi Michael Laitner, Director of Education for the United Synagogue  
and Assistant Rabbi at Finchley United Synagogue

Tisha B’Av Post-1967: The 
Nachem Prayer



community must endeavour to protect the accidental killer from 
those who are pursuing him. Men from the tribe of Menashe 
approach Moshe, concerned that the land given to the five 
daughters of Tzelofchad, a descendant of Menashe (see 
parashat Pinchas 27:1-8) would be lost from the tribe if they 

marry men from other tribes. Moshe responds that they should 
only marry men from the tribe of Menashe; this they do. 
This is the closing part of the book of Bemidbar. We stand for 
the final verse and then recite: “chazak, chazak ve’nitchazek”, 
a phrase asking for continued strength to study the Torah.

In memory of Devorah bat Avraham z”l

WHITE GLOVES
The National Archives 
at Kew store ‘official’ 
British history from Tudor 
trials to customs and 

excise records. Immigrants’ names 
and jobs are recorded in ships’ inward 
passenger lists (1878-1960), which 
can be cross-referenced against the 
next census for an evidential ‘overlap’. 
Do not be surprised if the port of 
departure does not sound familiar: 
major emigrant ports of the last 200 
years include Trieste (now in Italy) for 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire; Libau 
(now Liepāja in Latvia) for the Pale of 
Settlement; and the German city of 
Hamburg for central Europe generally. 

Also archived are registration and 
supervision documents for ‘aliens’ (i.e. 
foreigners) which get more detailed 
into the 20th century, especially for 
enemy aliens and internees; some are 
available for the post-1945 period. 

LONDON PECULIAR
The London Gazette (thegazette.
co.uk) records government interactions 
with the public, including changes of 
name (these might undermine family 
traditions about hostile immigration 
officials at the London docks!). The 
Gazette also contains naturalisation 
announcements (and, be warned, 
bankruptcies). If you can find in the 
Gazette when an ancestor naturalised, 

you might more easily find their 
application at the National Archives. 
And that document will provide a 
lot of verified information on the 
soon-to-be-Briton. After 1878, you 
may also find a report by a policeman 
who investigated the applicant’s 
associations and character. I've read 
a policeman's report on a great-great-
uncle of mine and it was extraordinary. 
The policeman followed him round 
and recorded the names, class and 
associations of everyone he met for 
business and social reasons that day. 
These reports might be the nearest you 
will get to a ‘day in the life’ of a late 
Victorian ancestor!

Unless that is, the ancestor was 
tried at the Old Bailey (oldbaileyonline.
org), in which case the transcripts 
(1674-1913) make fascinating reading. 
Many Jews featured among the 
accused, victims and witnesses. 

WAR
Around 60% of Great War army 
service records were destroyed by 
enemy action in 1940. The National 
Archives still hold a very wide range 
of war-related records for soldiers, 
airmen, Royal Navy and Merchant 
Navy sailors, and nurses from 
both world wars. Jews were well 
represented in the Army between 
1914-1918 and surviving ‘medal cards’ 
can give dates, and potentially fruitful 

regimental information.
Officers’ commissions and gallantry 

awards are found in the London 
Gazette. Army, Royal Navy and RAF 
lists, and casualty lists for 1917-1918, 
are available from the National Library 
of Scotland: digital.nls.uk/british-
military-lists.

If your ancestor registered with 
Army chaplains as Jewish, then the 
‘British Jewry Book of Honour’ (1922) 
may contain some details and perhaps 
a uniformed photograph: jewsfww.uk/
roll-of-honour.php

FINALLY
We said at the beginning that 
genealogy is personal. However, 
your immediate family may well 
be interested in what you discover. 
Perhaps speak to older relatives to 
compare notes. They may only half-
recall the name of a foreign village, 
abandoned generations before they 
were born, or some half-buried trauma; 
or they may just recall how their family 
managed Friday nights during the Blitz. 
But to ask is an act of respect. While 
fallible, people know things that no 
archive contains, and what they know 
might unlock conundrums or provide 
crucial background to your research. 
Ultimately, family history is a rope 
of individual stories, and the more 
strands you weave with others, the 
stronger the narrative. 

Jewish Genealogy for Beginners
Part IV: Other Secular Sources
by Ben Vos, United Synagogue Communities and Strategy Manager

Please note that the Daf is available online: theus.org.uk/daf, where the links in this article are clickable.



In memory of Shmuel Nissim ben Yaacov z”l

David reigns over 
Hebron (Chapters 2-4) 
during a period of 
disunity and division. 
Our chapter begins 

by listing David’s sons from each 
of his wives (II Shmuel 3:2-5). This 
highlights the lack of unity among his  
children. Each son is the first born of 
his mother, allowing each to make a 
claim to the throne. In contrast, once 
David has become king in Jerusalem 
over the whole nation, his children 
are listed without mention of their 
different mothers (ibid. 5:13-16). This 
represents the unity and connection 
that the House of David will achieve 
within the nation.

We then return to the House of 
Shaul (Saul). Until now, Avner, the 
commander of Shaul’s army, has 
been the active one, pushing the 
kingship of Ish-boshet, Shaul’s son, 
over the kingdom. Ish-boshet is 
presented as a passive character, 
allowing Avner to run the show. 
However, Avner takes it one step too 
far when he has a relationship with 
Shaul’s concubine. When Ish-boshet 
challenges him, Avner becomes so 
angry that he defects to David. 

Avner sends word to David, 

1 Shaul married off his daughter Michal to David following his successful victory over Goliath. However, he later married her off to another man (I 
Shmuel 25:44).

asking to make a new covenant 
of peace. David responds that he 
will only accept Avner if he brings 
back David’s wife Michal (Shaul’s 
daughter) 1. David also sends this 
request for Michal to Ish-boshet, 
showing that he does not want to 
do anything underhand without 
the permission of Michal’s brother. 
David’s motive is questionable – but 
it is clear that this is connected to 
his desire to peacefully unite the 
kingdom. Alongside Michal, the 
daughter of Shaul, David will be 
more likely to unite the different 
factions.

Avner continues to work towards 
his side of the deal. He encourages 
the tribes of Israel, including Shaul’s 
tribe of Binyamin, to unite behind 
David’s kingship. It seems that we 
are finally reaching the longed-for 
united kingdom. 

However, on returning to Hebron, 
David’s nephew Yoav hears the 
news of this peace treaty with 
Avner. Desperate to take revenge 
against Avner for killing his brother 
Asa'el (Chapter 2), Yoav tricks 
Avner and kills him. Whilst Avner 
killed Asa'el justifiably in battle, 
Yoav murdered Avner in peacetime 

in a pre-meditated manner. David 
is furious; not only did Yoav lack 
proper justification for killing Avner, 
he has also harmed David’s plan to 
peacefully unite the kingdom. 

A harsh response is needed to 
convince the nation that David has 
no hand in this violence. Firstly, David 
curses Yoav and his descendants 
for this act of bloodshed. Secondly, 
David orders unprecedented public 
mourning, with Avner being buried 
in Hebron. Thirdly, David laments 
and fasts for the rest of the day, 
managing to convince “all of Israel” 
that “it was not ordered by the king 
to kill Avner” (ibid. 3:37). 

This is a complex story and the 
death of Avner hangs over David for 
the rest of his life. Although he had 
no direct hand in it, he is criticised 
for not controlling Yoav. No response 
is recorded following Yoav’s angry 
outburst at David for making a deal 
with Avner. Silences in Tanach speak 
volumes. It could be argued that 
David’s failure to adequately deal 
with Yoav’s anger makes him liable 
for his actions. 

In the next chapter we will see 
further tragic consequences of these 
events.

Sefer Shmuel II (the Second Book of Samuel)

Chapter 3: Unity at a Price 
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and 
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

Haftarah
This haftarah, taken from Yirmiyahu (Jeremiah) is the second 
of the three ‘haftarot of affliction’ read in the build up to 

Tisha B’Av. God rebukes Israel for turning away from Him and 
towards idols, forsaking the opportunity He gave them when 
He bought them into the fruitful Land.






