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Text and Tools For Change

Micah Buck
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Numbers 27:1-11

(1) The daughters of Zelophehad, of the family of Manasseh—son of Hepher
son of Gilead son of Machir son of Manasseh son of Joseph—came forward.
The names of the daughters were Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and
Tirzah. (2) They stood before Moses, Eleazar the priest, the chieftains, and
the whole assembly, at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, and they said,
(3) “Our father died in the wilderness. He was not one of the faction -
Korah’s faction - which banded together against the Eternal, but died for his
own sin; and he has left no sons. (4) Let not our father’s name be lost to his
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family just because he had no son! Give us a holding among our father’s
kinsmen!” (5) Moses brought their case before the Eternal. (6) And the
Eternal said to Moses, (7) “The plea of Zelophehad’s daughters is just: you
should give them a hereditary holding among their father’s kinsmen;
transfer their father’s share to them. (8) “Further, speak to the Israelite
people as follows: ‘If a man dies without leaving a son, you shall transfer his
property to his daughter. (9) If he has no daughter, you shall assign his
property to his brothers. (10) If he has no brothers, you shall assign his
property to his father’s brothers. (11) If his father had no brothers, you shall
assign his property to his nearest relative in his own clan, and he shall
inherit it This shall be the law of procedure for the Israelites, in accordance
with the Eternal’s command to Moses.”

1. What is the driving concern/value expressed by Zelophehad’s daughters? What does justice look
like to them in this text?

2. What strategic choices do they make in this incident?

3. How does Moses respond to their sense of injustice?
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Sifrei Bamidbar 133:1

(Bamidbar 27:1) "And there drew near the daughters of Tzelofchad": When
the daughters of Tzelofchad heard that the land was to be apportioned to
the tribes and not to females, they gathered together to take counsel,
saying: Not as the mercies of flesh and blood are the mercies of the Eternal.
The mercies of flesh and blood are greater for men than for women. Not so
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the mercies of the One who spoke and brought the world into being. God's
mercies are for all genders (equally). God's mercies are for all! As it is
written (Psalms 145:9) "The Eternal is good to all, and God's mercies are
upon all of God's creations."

* The Sifrei on Bamidbar is a work of Midrash composed sometime around 200 CE,

1. What is the driving concern/value expressed by Zelophehad’s daughters? What does justice look
like to them in this text?

2. What strategic choices do they make in this incident?

3. This text was composed long after the Biblical account. What choices did the writers of this
midrash make when composing this text? Is there a different point of view here than we see in the
Biblical text?
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Yalkut Shimoni, Bamidbar 27:2

"And they stood before Moses," (Num 27:2) Each of the five daughters presented
one of the five pleas. The first said, "Our father dies in the wilderness," The

second said, "He was not one of the faction of Korach." The third said, "but he




died in his own sin." The fourth: "He had no sons." The fifth: "Why should our

father's name be lost to his family?"

* The Yalkui Shimoni is a compilation of midrashic comments on the Tanakh, many of which are
pulled from other collections. It was probably composed early in the 13th century.

1. What detail does this text add to the Biblical narrative?
2. What strategic choices do Zelophehad's daughters make in this version of the text, in which
each of them speaks separately? What values might be behind those choices?

Micah Buck


https://www.sefaria.org/profile/micah-buck-yael

