
 

 
 
 
Parashat Matot: Every Person Needs a Life Raft 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
Parashat Matot opens with the statement that a person - male or female - who makes a vow 
must keep it!  However, a man can cancel a woman’s vows as they are being made. 
 
Beyond the issue of gender politics here - which we will not deal with this week - clearly, the 
Torah does not like vows made by either men or by women. 
 
As opposed to Christianity, which sees making (or taking) vows as a religious ideal, our 
Sages tried to limit vow-taking to a minimum. Although they were familiar with the human 
inclination to make vows, particularly in moments of crisis, and therefore never actually 
forbade them, their aversion to them is clear.  Therefore, it is preferable not to make a vow, 1

but if you have, you are obliged to keep it. 
 
Yom Kippur - the holiest day of the year, the day of internal cleansing - opens with “Kol 
Nidre,” a kind of ceremony of cancelling vows. Our Sages knew that complete cleansing and 
growth is not possible without releasing the soul from its vows. 
 
But why are vows so problematic? Why is the Torah averse to them? Why not commit?  
 
I would like to suggest two possible answers, that are actually two levels which complement 
one another.  
 
The first answer has to do with the tremendous significance that the Jewish tradition places 
on speech in general and on words in particular.  
 
In contemporary culture, in which fake news, chatter, and idle chit-chat break new records, it 
is hard to understand how much power words and speech have. The verbal filth that 
contaminates the air in the world today is much more severe and poisonous than ecological 
air pollution. Both create climate change. 
 

1 This is a wonderful example of the principle that “a decree (Halacha) is not made for the people if 
most of the people cannot abide by it” (Talmud Bavli, Avodah Zara 36:A) because most people make 
vows... 



According to the biblical narrative, the entire world was created through speech (“And God 
said, Let there be light, and there was light…” and so on until everything was created). In 
order not to lose my readers who doubt or disbelieve, I will quickly clarify, that “creation of 
the world” does not necessarily mean the planet on which we live. It can mean our inner 
world, the experiential, subjective world which is truly ours.  We don’t need King Solomon’s 2

advice, that “Life and death are at the hands of the tongue” (Mishlei 18:21), because we 
have experienced the power of words personally, whether as offenders or as victims. As we 
shall see, if unintentional words have the power of creation, how much more so words which 
are uttered as a vow. 
 
People usually make vows in times of distress or exceptional excitement (falling in love, for 
example). But distress and excitement pass, and if our words have power, then the vow 
remains forever. Therefore, the Torah comes to caution us that in moments of plight or 
excitement we are not quite ourselves. At such moments our reason is lost, and it is not the 
time to make promises which create reality - external or internal. Not only do we lose our 
head at these times; we are also unaware that this is so. Therefore, it is a good idea to avoid 
making vows. Always. 
 
The second answer or layer, the deeper one, suggests that a vow is a kind of control 
mechanism, or manipulation; making a deal with God: we promise to do X, and in exchange, 
You do Y. 
 
The fickleness of life and the lack of certainty are difficult for us, and rightly so! We have no 
control over the vehicle called life. We never took a test or got a driving license. We spend 
our lives looking for the steering wheel, the gears, and the pedal with which to stop, or at 
least slow things down. With time we gain some skills necessary for navigation: we learn 
how to plan time - both short and long term - we acquire a useful education, we make 
pension plans, store food in the pantry and in the freezer, learn various and sundry skills 
which give us a sense that we do, in fact, hold a steering device of some sort in our hands 
(e.g., meditation, sensory regulation, etc). We try every possible way of gaining a little bit of 
control. 
 
Vows give us a sense of control over our life. 
 
The best known example vow is the one which a Catholic couple makes at their wedding - 
we promise to stay together “until death do us part.”  Only a fear of abandonment, which we 3

all have, together with the deep fear of the turbulence in the river of life could create such a 
vow. 
 

2 At the end of the day, we can only know what is outside of ourselves based on information that flows 
to our brain through our senses. Beyond that, there is no objective knowing of reality outside of 
ourselves. Therefore, our inner, subjective world is our one true world. Everything beyond it - the 
“outside” - is simply an assumption... 
3  I, ____, take you, ____, to be my lawfully wedded (husband/wife), to have and to hold, from this day 
forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do us part. 



There is an essential difference between commitment, or a statement of intent, in which a 
couple, or people in general, express their intention to overcome - to the best of their ability - 
moments of anger, disagreement, and crisis, and a vow in which a couple commit to hold on 
to each other no matter what. Such a vow does not take into account the constant current of 
reality and of life, and cancels out the possibility of further growth.  
 
Life is dynamic. People change constantly, and it’s a good thing they do! The Jewish 
objection to vows recognizes the value of dynamics and of constant change. Permanence is 
the mother of all sins. It is Egypt. The essence of the God of the Exodus is “I will be what I 
will be”, and His name is Y.H.V.H. Both His essence and His name hint at the constant 
current, perpetual change. God’s name does not have any consonants, only vowels. Lack of 
permanence is the essence of the God of Israel and the Torah of Israel.  
 
And a vow is the complete opposite of this essence. 
 
Interestingly, Parashat Matot ends with the request of two and a half tribes - Gad, Reuven, 
and half of the tribe of Menashe - to remain on the Eastern side of the Jordan River and not 
enter the Promised Land. Anyone who is aware of the temperament of the Torah will run and 
hide in anticipation of God’s anger at this outrageous request! For forty years Bnei Yisrael 
have been journeying from Egypt following the point of the compass that leads to the 
Promised Land. And now, a moment before finally entering it, they are asking to change the 
plan!! 
 
Surprisingly, the heavens do not fall, Moshe does not have a meltdown, and following an 
in-depth investigation and a short negotiation, their request is approved. 
 
It appears that everything is possible. If intentions are pure and honest, everything has a 
solution. Even a major deviation from the original plan of the Torah - a plan made in the days 
of Abraham! - can be changed, if the heart is in the right place. 
 
Yom Kippur - a day which is entirely devoted to unburdening ourselves of extra baggage - 
begins with a release from vows. Internal spiritual work cannot be done if the current of life 
within us is stuck. And vows are what stuckness is made of. 
 
Yom Kippur is still a ways away, but it is possible to begin to prepare: we can notice all of the 
vows we have made without noticing - whether or not the word “vow” was actually said - all 
the situations in which we have resisted the current of life. 
 
Every person needs a life-raft that will carry him or her over the waves and not under them. 
A life raft, and not an impenetrable submarine. 
 
Every person needs anchors to help him slow down the madness of a stormy sea. Anchors, 
and not heavy metal chains. 
 
Every person needs an inner compass to show the way. A compass, and not a vow which 
will hold down life from being fully lived. 



 
Shabbat Shalom, 
 
Elisha 


