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Devorim 1:1: These are the words which Moshe spoke to all of the Jews on that side of the Jordan in the
desert, in the plain opposite the Red Sea, between Paran and Tofel and Lavan and Chatzeros and Di Zahav.
Rashi Heading - These are the words: These are words of rebuke. He, (meaning Moshe) enumerates
here all the places where they angered Hashem. Therefore, it makes no explicit mention of the incidents
(in which they transgressed), but rather merely alludes to them (by mentioning the names of the places).
This is done out of respect for Israel.
Rashi Heading - and Di-Zahav: He rebuked them for the calf they had made as a result of their abundance
of gold, as it is said1, “and I gave her much silver and gold, but they made it for Baal.”
Synopsis
This week’s Torah portion, Devorim, begins the fifth book of the Torah. It takes place at the end
of the forty years in the wilderness and tells us the words that Moshe spoke to the Jewish Nation on the
eastern side of the Jordan. It lists many of the places where the Jewish were during their forty-year sojourn
in the wilderness. Rashi explains to us, that listing these places was actually a subtle way of rebuking the
Jews. He was alluding to sins which were committed by the Jewish people in various places. However,
there are three words in this verse which seem to be the names of places but were actually not. These
"cities" are Tofel, Lavan and Di Zahav. The literal meaning of "Di Zahav" is “too much gold.” Rashi
explains that with these words Moshe is rebuking the Jews for the sin of the Golden Calf. The reason for
this sin was that we were given too much gold. Rashi cites a proof-text from the prophet Hoshea, “and I
gave her much silver and gold, but they made it for Baal.”
Rashi is teaching us that “Di Zahav” was not the name of a place; rather the words themselves
alluded to the sin. Why is it not possible to say that it is the name of a place, and it was called by that name
1. Hoshea 2:10.
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because the sin took place there? We find many instances in the Torah of places which are called by a
particular name because of an event which occurred there. The fact that there is no place called “Di Zahav”
mentioned elsewhere in the Bible does not present a difficulty. There are other places which are mentioned
only once in the Bible.
Additionally, earlier, when the Torah tells us of the actual sin of the Golden Calf, and how Moshe
prayed to G-d to save the Jewish Nation, Rashi states the identical idea which he states here. Moshe says
to G-d, “Please! This people has committed a grave sin. They have made themselves a god of gold.” Rashi
cites the words “a god of gold,” and explains that “It was You Who caused them (to sin), for You lavished
upon them gold and whatever they desired. How could they have not sinned?" Why does Rashi use a
proof-text from the Prophets, rather than one that the beginning student learned earlier?
The explanation is, that the earlier mention of the large amount of gold which the Jews were given
was meant to mitigate their sin; Moshe was praying for their forgiveness. He told G-d that the sin could
be attributed in part to the large amount of gold He gave them. Here Moshe is rebuking the people, he is
telling them that they used the large amount of gold which Hashem gave them in order to build an idol.
One cannot be used to prove the other, because they are opposites.
However, in neither case was the gold the reason that the Jews committed the sin, hence there was
no reason to call the place “Di Zahav.”
Rashi’s Explanation
This week’s Torah portion, Devorim, begins the fifth book of the Torah. It begins with the words2,
“These are the words which Moshe spoke to all of the Jews on that side of the Jordan in the desert, in the
plain opposite the Red Sea, between Paran and Tofel and Lavan and Chatzeros and Di Zahav.” Rashi
begins his explanation of this verse by citing from the verse “these are the words,” and explaining that
Moshe used this as an opportunity to discreetly rebuke the Jewish people. Instead of mentioning the sins
which they committed, he mentioned the names of the places in which they committed these sins. This
was done in order to avoid embarrassing them. Further on Rashi cites the words “and Di Zahav,” and
explains that Moshe “rebuked them for the calf they had made as a result of their abundance of gold, as it
is said, ‘and I gave her much silver and gold, but they made it for Baal.’ “
The fact is that Rashi already explained that this verse is one of subtle rebuke. Why does he need
to repeat in his explanation of “Di Zahav” that “he rebuked them …?” The reason is, that Rashi is teaching
us that Di Zahav is not the name of a place. Hence, we may not have been aware that these are also words
2. Parshas Devorim, Devorim 1:1.
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of rebuke3. Therefore, Rashi is teaching us that despite the fact that "Di Zahav" is not the name of a place,
nevertheless it is a form of rebuke, because the actual meaning of these words is “enough gold.” He was
rebuking them for using the gold which Hashem gave them in order to make an idol, rather than using it
for positive purposes. This is similar to Rashi’s comments on “between Paran and Tofel and Lavan.” Rashi
explains there that “Moshe rebuked them about the foolish things which they said (Taflu about the Manna, which was white (Lovon -

in Hebrew)

in Hebrew).” In other words, Tofel and Lavan were also

not names of places. Why does Rashi understand that the "cities" listed in the verse, Lavan, Tofel and Di
Zahav are not actual places? Because, as he wrote about Lavan and Tofel, “Rabbi Yochanan said, ‘we
have reviewed the entire Bible, and have found no place named Lavan or Tofel.’ “
Difficulties in Understanding Rashi
Why must Rashi assume that Di Zahav is not the name of a place? We find many places which
were named after an event which took place there4; in this case it would be a place where the Jews
committed the sin of the Golden Calf. Furthermore, there are places which are just mentioned once in the
Tanach. The fact that these places are not found elsewhere does not seem to rule this out.
We cannot say the same regarding Lavan and Tofel. “Foolish things that were done with the Manna
which was white” does not allude to any particular sin. The fact that Manna is white is merely one of its
attributes, its color. In addition to that, all sins involve foolishness. As names of places, they would not
allude to any particular sin. Di Zahav, however, at least explains the cause of the sin of the Golden Calf.
Rashi previously stated the same point which he makes here. The sin of the Golden Calf was
caused by the fact that the Jews were given too much gold. When the Torah tells us of this sin and Moshe’s
beseeching G-d for forgiveness, it says5 “Moshe returned to the Lord and said, ‘Please! This people has
committed a grave sin. They have made themselves a god of gold.’ “Rashi cites the words “a god of gold,”
and explains that Moshe was telling Hashem that “It was You Who caused them (to sin), for You lavished
upon them gold and whatever they desired. How could they have avoided sinning?” Instead of proving
his position from the Prophets, the book of Hoshea, why did he not bring a proof from an earlier verse in
the Torah, something which the beginning student already learned?

3. In other words, since Rashi begins by saying that “Moshe enumerates all of the places …,” we understand
that all of the locations listed are words of rebuke. However, we would assume that Tofel, Lavan and Di Zahav
which are not names of places, are also not words of rebuke.
4. See for example Parshas Noach, Bereishis 11:9, Parshas Vayeiro, Bereishis 21:31, Parshas Vayechi,
Bereishis 50:11, Parshas Beshalach, Shemos 17:6, Parshas Shelach, Bamidbar 13:24. Please note that there are
additional instances of this.
5. Parshas Ki Siso, Shemos 32:31.
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The Explanation
It is quite clear why Rashi explains in the earlier verse that the Jews sinned because Hashem gave
them too much gold. Otherwise, it is impossible to understand. Moshe is praying on behalf of the Jews.
What does he say? “Please! This people has committed a grave sin. They have made themselves a god of
gold.” What sort of a prayer is that? He seems to be emphasizing how great our sin was, rather than trying
to minimize it! Therefore, Rashi explains that Moshe could not minimize the sin; to the contrary, he said
that “they committed a grave sin.” However, he could rationalize the sin. His plea was that the Jewish
people were “guilty with an explanation.” The Jews only sinned because G-d gave them too much gold.
From this it is clear that Rashi could not bring a proof from there. There Rashi was trying to
emphasize that we were not totally responsible. Here Rashi is explaining how Moshe rebuked the Jews,
i.e. he was using this as a reason to emphasize the severity of the sin. They committed the sin with the
large amount of gold which G-d had given them.
Based on this, we can understand why “Di Zahav” could not have been the name of the place. One
can explain the earlier verse where Moshe was praying for the Jews, that the large amount of gold was a
mitigating factor in the commission of the sin. One can also say, according to our verse, that the large
amount of gold added to the severity of the sin. However, in either case it was not the actual cause of the
sin. It is merely a superficial issue which explains the manner in which the sin was committed. The actual
cause of the sin was that6 “the people saw that Moshe was late in coming down from the mountain,” after
having spent forty days and nights there receiving the Torah. Therefore, the place where the sin took place
would not be called “Di Zahav” based on the amount of gold the people had.
A Deeper Lesson from Rashi
We still need to understand Rashi’s choice of words. Why does Rashi say that “he rebuked them
for the calf they had made as a result of their abundance of gold?” Since Moshe is rebuking them, it would
seem that “he rebuked them for the calf they had made with their abundance of gold.” It seems that while
rebuking them, Moshe is also giving an explanation for their sin. He is supplying a rationalization as to
why it might not entirely be their fault. Why would Rashi use the same words to allude to both their guilt
and their innocence?
The explanation is that this is exactly what Rashi is doing, and for good reason. Rashi began his
explanation of this verse, and this book, by saying that the rebuke is stated in a manner that “makes no
explicit mention of the incidents (in which they transgressed), but rather merely alludes to them (by
mentioning the names of the places). This is done out of respect for Israel.” Out of respect for Israel, he

6. Beginning with Ki Siso, Shemos 32:1.
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also added something to minimize the sin. That is the reason that Rashi specifically wrote that they made
the calf “as a result of their abundance of gold.”
It is understood, that just as Moshe was careful to show “respect to Israel” regarding Di Zahav, the
same was true regarding all of the other places/rebukes which are mentioned. To mention just one example
from the beginning of the verse, the first rebuke which Moshe alluded to was by mentioning the desert,
Rashi explains that this is rebuke for angering Hashem in the desert, by saying 7 “if only we had died by
the hand of G-d.” Why does the Torah use a general term, such as desert, wilderness? This word includes
everywhere the Jewish people were for forty years! Rather, in order to show respect to Israel, the Torah
mentions a word which serves to minimize their sins. It demonstrates the great test which our ancestors
were facing. They were in “a great and awesome desert, (in which there were) snakes, vipers, scorpions
and drought; in which there was no water8.” Finding themselves in such a situation, such a severe test,
would certainly mitigate the sins of the Jewish people. Aside from rebuke, it would also demonstrate the
respect due to them.
The fact that we are in Exile now, is a rebuke. However, this rebuke is tempered with the respect
due to the Jewish people. The ultimate purpose of Exile is to bring about an ascent which will raise the
honor and respect due to Jewish Nation to an unprecedented level. The true purpose of descent is to rise
to an even higher level.
(Adapted from a talk given on Shabbos Parshas Devorim 5731)
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7. Parshas Beshalach, Shemos 16:3.
8. Parshas Shoftim, Devorim 8:15.
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DEDICATED IN HONOR OF
the Lubavitcher Rebbe
***
IN HONOR OF
Chaim and Aiden Oded
Morris
*
DEDICATED BY THEIR PARENTS
Rabbi & Mrs. Menachem M. and Chaya Mushka
Morris
***
IN HONOR OF
Hatomim Avrohom Moshe ben Mina Esther ' Gordon
For a complete and speedy recovery
*
DEDICATED BY HIS CLASSMATES
in
YESHIVAH TORAH OHR
***
IN LOVING MEMORY OF OUR MOTHER
Mrs. Brocha bas Reb Tzvi Nechemiah Hacohen " Cohen
Passed away on 8 Shevat, 5778
May Her Soul be bound in the Eternal Bond of Life
*
DEDICATED BY HER FAMILY
***
IN HONOR OF
Mr. Sholom Moshe Hacohen ben Tzivia ' Cohen
For a complete and speedy recovery
***
DEDICATED BY
Hatomim Moshe Shlomoh Zohar ' Mars
*
May he merit to be a Chossid, a Yerei Shomayim and a Lamdon
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