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The literary unit Devarim 11:29 — 12:19 centers on two highly ambiguous “do
not” statements. Devarim 12:4 states “You must not do the same to Hashem your G-d”,
whereas 12:8 states “You must not do the same as all we are doing here today — each man
what is straight in his eyes”. Both statements require the Jews to act differently than, but
fail to explain differently than what — this can only be derived from context.

12:4 is preceded by a command to destroy all the numerous and varied places of
Canaanite worship (when the Jews reach Canaan), and followed by a command to seek
the Divine Presence in a place chosen by G-d (presumably in Canaan) from “among all
your tribes”. Ramban presents two ways of utilizing this context to understand 12:4:

a) “Destroy all the varied Canaanite worship sites — you must not have varied worship
sites, but rather seek G-d’s Presence in the place . . .

b) “Destroy all the varied Canaanite worship sites — but not your G-d’s; rather seek Him
in the place . ..

12:8 is preceded by a description of joyous eating of offerings in the place G-d
will choose, and followed by a reminder that they have not yet reached that felicitous
spot. This generates a wide range of interpretations, among them:

a) When you reach Canaan, you will be permitted to sacrifice on bamot (private
altars), but only voluntary offerings. This seems to require the peculiar translate
as “““You must not do the same as all we are doing here today - rather each man
only what is straight in his eyes”.

b) When you reach Canaan, you will no longer be able to sacrifice wherever you
camp, because of the mishkan. This may seems peculiar, in light of the Halakhah
that permitted sacrifice on private altars (before the construction of the Temple),
but perhaps the verse elides the pre-Temple period. That the same point seems to
be made explicitly in 12:13-14 “Guard yourself lest you bring your wholly-burnt-
offerings anyplace you see - rather (bring them) in the place . . .” can be seen as
confirming the context, or as problematic redundancy.

c) When you reach Canaan, some private sacrifices will become obligatory.

d) When you reach Canaan, your present misbehavior will no longer be tolerated.
The last reading ofthand seems the most peculiar — where is Jewish misbehavior
mentioned in this context? (Note the parallel question with regard to 12:4 of why a verse
would be needed to tell the Jews not to destroy places where the true G-d was
worshipped.) Rather than justifying it in context, though, it seems to me that the primary
motivation for this reading comes from Judges 17:6 and 21:25, where “each man would
do what is straight in his eyes” is presented as the pathology of a period without kings.

Now it seems clear to me that Judges is deliberately alluding to Devarim, and the
religious force of the description comes from the recognition that Devarim says
(according to readings b-d) that the Jews, at least once they reach Israel, must not do
“each man what is straight in his eyes”. But how is Devarim relevant to the absence of a
king, and how does “each man what is straight in his eyes” become a generic statement of
wrongdoing?

At the CMTL conference last week, we discussed extensively whether
centralization of worship is separable from political centralization. So here we need to
ask whether the building of the Temple by Shlomoh was made possible by his unification
of the tribes (perhaps a clear positive), or rather made inevitable. The incorporation of
Devarim into Judges seems to argue for the first reading, that Devarim’s apparent



endorsement of religious centralization implies a concomitant yearning for political
centralization.

But the Book of Judges is not the final word in Tanakh. Rather, as Mrs. Malka
Simkovich pointed out in her conference presentation, the unification of the monarchy
seems in Kings to be the cause of the introduction of avodah zarah into Jewish culture, as
Shlomoh now marries foreign wives as an instrument of foreign policy. Again following
Mrs. Simkovich, the division of the monarchy after Shlomoh is not seen as a per se bad
thing by G-d, and no prophet ever sets formal political reunification as an ideal. This
despite the halakhic position made clear throughout Melakhim that the construction of the
Temple does establish a ban against sacrifice on private altars in other words that the
centralization of sacrificial worship is fully endorsed.

I hope soon to reflect more about the centralization issue raised here. In this
context, however, I want to point out only the complex religious implications of what
academia calls “inner-Biblical interpretation” for our tradition, which assumes that
sentences in Tanakh can mean multiple and even opposite things. Are we bound to
understand Devarim in the same way that it was understood by Judges? Later tradition
seems clearly not to think so, even as Judges is canonized.

I listened to a presentation last week in which a prominent Jewish speaker made
the quite frightening assertion that she never made statements on her own authority,
owing to human fallibility, but rather always cited Biblical verses to make her points.
This apparently humble statement actually reflects the greater arrogance of believing that
one can infallibly understand Tanakh. Perhaps the literary flourish of the allusion in
Judges was left in, even when history had shown it to be misleading, as a cautionary tale.

Shabbat shalom

Aryeh Klapper
www.torahleadership.org

(I hope next week to return to providing the sourcesheet in translation).



