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Then, in Jumped Nahshon ben Amminadab, and Descended 
into the Sea First

(Insights into Babylonian Talmud Sotah 36b-37a)
With appreciation to Rabbi Alfredo Borodowski, who was looking for a story about trust and inspired 

me to put together this shiur, as we are all looking to build trust in a vaccine against COVID-19.

Background to Our Story

Trust

 https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/covid-19-teaches-us-importance-trust-work

“A psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive 
expectations of the intentions or behavior of another.”

Nahshon ben Amminadab

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nahshon

In the  Hebrew Bible, Nahshon (Hebrew: שׁוֹן Naḥšon) was a tribal leader of theנַחְ  Judahites 
during the wilderness wanderings of the Book of Numbers. According to the Hebrew Bible, 
Nahshon  was  a  son  of  Amminadab,  descendant  in  the  fifth  generation of  Judah,  and 
brother-in-law of Aaron.

Nahshon was appointed by Moses, upon God's command, as prince and military commander 
of the Tribe of Judah and one of the leaders of the tribes of Israel. Although his tribe was 
fourth in the order of the Patriarchs, at the dedication of the Tabernacle he was the first to 
bring  his  dedicatory  offering.  Nahshon was,  through  Boaz,  the  direct  male  ancestor  of 
David, and thus of Solomon and all of the kings of the Kingdom of Judah. He was exactly 
halfway in the direct male line between Judah and King David.
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Portion of Judah and Benjamin

 Koren Talmud Bavli, The Noe Edition. Yoma. Koren publishers Jerusalem  Page 51

This diagram, which is  not  to  scale,  indicates the division of  the territory  of  the Temple between the tribes of  Judah and 
Benjamin.

“as it was taught in a baraita:  What  part of the Temple was located in the portion of  the 
tribe of Judah? It was the part including the entire Temple Mount, excluding those areas in 
the portion of Benjamin,  the chambers, and the courtyards. And what  part of the Temple 
was in the portion of the tribe of Benjamin? It was the part including the Entrance Hall of 
the Sanctuary, and the Sanctuary, and the Holy of Holies.” (Yoma 12a)

The Text: Babylonian Talmud Sotah 36B-37A

יָה י הָ בִּ יר רַ אִ ר מֵ דוּ: אוֹמֵ מְ עָ ל כְּשֶׁ אֵ רָ ל יִשְׂ יָּם עַ יוּ, הַ ים הָ טִ בָ ים שְׁ חִ נַצְּ ם זֶה מְ ר זֶה, זֶה עִ נִי אוֹמֵ ד ״אֲ  יוֹרֵ
ה לָּ חִ יָּם״ תְּ זֶה לַ ר וְ נִי אוֹמֵ ד ״אֲ ה יוֹרֵ לָּ חִ יָּם״ תְּ ץ. לַ פַ טוֹ קָ בְ ל שִׁ ין שֶׁ נְיָמִ ד בִּ יָרַ יָּם וְ ה לַ ילָּ חִ ר, תְּ מַ נֶּאֱ ם: שֶׁ  ״שָׁ

ין נְיָמִ יר בִּ עִ ם״ צָ רֹדֵ י אַל.  רֵ קְ ם״ תִּ רֹדֵ א ״ לָּ ד אֶ יוּ. יָם״ ״רֵ הָ י וְ רֵ ה שָׂ ים יְהוּדָ ם רוֹגְמִ ר, אוֹתָ מַ נֶּאֱ י: שֶׁ רֵ  ״שָׂ
ה ם״ יְהוּדָ תָ גְמָ .רִ
יכָךְ פִ ין זָכָה לְ נְיָמִ יק בִּ דִּ צַּ ה הַ שָׂ נַעֲ ן וְ יזְכָ פִּ ה אוֹשְׁ גְּבוּרָ ר, לַ מַ נֶּאֱ ין: שֶׁ יו ״וּבֵ פָ ן״ כְּתֵ כֵ .שָׁ

ר י לוֹ אָמַ בִּ ה רַ אֹ: יְהוּדָ יָה כָּךְ ל ה הָ שֶׂ עֲ א, מַ לָּ ר זֶה אֶ ין אוֹמֵ נִי ״אֵ ד אֲ ה יוֹרֵ ילָּ חִ יָּם״ תְּ זֶה לַ ר וְ ין אוֹמֵ נִי ״אֵ  אֲ
ד ה יוֹרֵ ילָּ חִ יָּם״ תְּ ץ. לַ פַ שׁוֹן קָ ן נַחְ ב בֶּ ינָדָ מִ ד עֲ יָרַ יָּם וְ ה לַ ילָּ חִ ר, תְּ מַ נֶּאֱ נִי: שֶׁ בֻ בָ שׁ ״סְ כַחַ יִם בְ רַ פְ ה אֶ מָ רְ מִ  וּבְ
ית ל בֵּ אֵ רָ ה יִשְׂ יהוּדָ עֹד וִ ד  ם רָ ל״ עִ .אֵ

יו לָ עָ שׁ וְ רֵ פָ ה מְ לָ בָּ קַּ נִי: בַּ יעֵ ים ״הוֹשִׁ הִֹ ל י אֱ אוּ כִּ יִם בָ ד מַ י, נָפֶשׁ עַ תִּ עְ בַ ן טָ יוֵ ה בִּ צוּלָ ין מְ אֵ ד וְ מָ עֳ  אַל' וגו מָ
נִי פֵ טְ שְׁ ת תִּ בֹּלֶ  יִם שִׁ ניִ וְאַל מַ עֵ לָ בְ ה״ תִּ צולָּ '.וגו מְ

הּ אוֹתָ ה בְּ עָ יָה שָׁ ה הָ שֶֹׁ יךְ מ רִ אֲ ה מַ לָּ פִ תְ ר. בִּ דוֹשׁ לוֹ אָמַ קָּ רוּךְ הַ יי: הוּא בָּ ידַ ים יְדִ עִ יָּם טוֹבְ ה, בַּ תָּ אַ יךְ וְ רִ אֲ  מַ
ה לָּ פִ תְ נַי בִּ פָ ר? לְ נָיו אָמַ פָ בּוֹנוֹ: לְ ל רִ ם שֶׁ ה, עוֹלָ י וּמַ יָדִ שׂוֹת בְּ עֲ ר? לַ ר: לוֹ אָמַ בֵּ ל ״דַּ נֵי אֶ ל בְּ אֵ רָ עוּ יִשְׂ יִסָּ  ,וְ

ה תָּ אַ ם וְ רֵ ת הָ ךָ אֶ טְּ ה מַ ת וּנְטֵ ךָ״ אֶ '.וגו יָדְ

יכָךְ פִ ה זָכָה לְ שׂוֹת יְהוּדָ עֲ ה לַ לָ שָׁ מְ ל מֶ אֵ רָ יִשְׂ ר, בְּ מַ נֶּאֱ ה: שֶׁ יְתָ ה ״הָ שׁוֹ יְהוּדָ דְ קָ ל לְ ראֵ שְָׂ יו״ יִ לוֹתָ שְׁ מְ ה. מַ  מַ
ם עַ ה טַּ יְתָ ה ״הָ שׁוֹ״ יְהוּדָ דְ קָ ל לְ אֵ רָ ״יִשְׂ יו״ וְ לוֹתָ שְׁ מְ שּׁוּם? מַ יָּם מִ ״הַ אָה דְּ סֹ״ רָ יּנָ .וַ

Rabbi Meir would say: When the Jewish people stood at the  Red  Sea, the 

tribes were arguing with one other. This one was saying: I am going into the 

sea first, and that one was saying: I am going into the sea first.  Then, in 
2



jumped the  tribe  of  Benjamin  and descended into  the  sea  first,  as  it  is 

stated:  “There  is  Benjamin,  the  youngest,  ruling  them  [rodem]”  (Psalms 

68:28). Do not read it as: “Ruling them [rodem]”; rather, read it as: Descending 

[red]  into the  sea  [yam]. And the princes of  the tribe of  Judah were stoning 

them [rogmim otam] for plunging in first and not in the proper order, as it is stated 

in the continuation of the verse: “The princes of Judah, their council [rigmatam]” 
(Psalms 68:28).

Therefore, Benjamin the righteous was privileged to serve as host to  the 

Divine Presence of the Almighty, as the Temple was built in the territory of Benjamin, as 

it is stated in Moses’ blessing for the tribe of Benjamin: “The beloved of the Lord shall 

dwell  in  safety  by  Him;  He  covers  him  all  the  day,  and  He  rests  between  his 

shoulders” (Deuteronomy 33:12).

Rabbi Yehuda said to Rabbi Meir: That is not how the incident took place. Rather, 

this tribe said: I am not going into the sea first, and that tribe said: I am not 

going  into  the  sea  first.  Then,  in  jumped  the  prince  of  Judah,  Nahshon  ben 

Amminadab,  and  descended  into  the  sea  first,  as  it  is  stated:  “Ephraim 

surrounds Me with lies and the house of Israel with deceit, and Judah is yet 

wayward toward God [rad im El]” (Hosea 12:1), which is interpreted homiletically as: 

And Judah descended [rad] with God [im El].

And in this regard, the tradition, i.e., the Writings, explicates Nahshon’s prayer at 

that moment: “Save me, God; for the waters are come in even unto the soul. I 

am sunk in deep mire, where there is no standing…let not the water flood 

overwhelm me, neither let the deep swallow me up” (Psalms 69:2–3, 16).

At that time, Moses was prolonging his prayer. The Holy One, Blessed be He, 

said to him: My beloved ones are drowning in the sea and you prolong your 

prayer to me? 
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Moses said before Him: Master of the Universe, but what can I do? God said to 

him: “Speak to the children of Israel that they go forward. And you, lift up 

your rod and stretch out your hand” (Exodus 14:15–16).

For this reason,  the tribe of  Judah merited to govern Israel, as it is stated: 

“Judah became His sanctuary,  Israel  His  dominion.  The  sea  saw it  and  fled” 

(Psalms  114:2–3).  The  baraita  interprets  the  verses  in  this  manner:  What  is  the 

reason that Judah became His sanctuary and Israel came under His dominion? 

It is because “the sea saw it and fled.”

Explaining the Story - What is going on in our story? (Explain the sequence 
of events)

Comprehension and Analysis Questions

 Our story presents two scenarios. In the first one, the tribes fight to be the first 

one to jump into the sea. In the second scenario, the tribes fight not to be the first 

one to jump. Which scenario seems more plausible to you? 

 According to the first part of the story –the first scenario- why were the princes 

of the tribe of Judah stoning the members of the tribe of Benjamin?

Extra  Bonus  According  to  our  story,  what  prompted  Nahshon  ben 

Amminadab to jump first?

Answer 1 __________________________________________________

Answer 2 __________________________________________________

Answer 3 __________________________________________________

Extra Bonus  What do you think prompted Nahshon ben Amminadab to “take 

the plunge”?

 How  do  we  know  that  Nahshon  ben  Amminadab  was  not  enjoying  his 

adventure?

 What do we learn from the short exchange between Moses and God?

Bonus  According to our story, why did Judah merit to become the leader of the 

Jewish people?
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“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from These Texts

 Change can only happen when (enough) people have faith and are willing to 

take risks.

 There is a time for talking (and prayer is a form of talking) and there is a time 

for action. This is the lesson God and Nahshon ben Amminadab taught Moses! 

In  the  Biblical  story,  which  provides  the  framework  for  our  story  -a  classic  in 

Talmudic literature- the Children of Israel find themselves between a rock and a 

hard  place.  According  to  the  second,  more  realistic,  scenario  in  our  story, 

everybody,  including  Moses  and  Aaron,  is  paralyzed  by  inaction.  Nahshon  ben 

Amminadab, the hero of our story, takes the plunge, literally and figuratively, and 

things start happening. Of course there is an element of fear and anxiety in every 

life-changing decision. These feelings are conveyed by Nahshon in the words of the 

Psalmist  (Psalms 69:2–3, 16): “Save me, God; for the waters are come in even 

unto the soul. I am sunk in deep mire, where there is no standing…let not the water 

flood overwhelm me, neither let the deep swallow me up.” 

As an appendix to our story, Moses learns a lesson from God, and from Nahshon: 

there is a time for talking and there is a time for action.

At the end of our story, Nahshon, is rewarded with leadership. However, the keen 

reader can see that Nahshon’s leadership qualities: the readiness to take risks, 

prioritizing action over deliberation,  and a quota of  faith and trust,  are already 

present within him from the beginning of our story, and they are only looking for an 

opportunity to show themselves. 
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