Early ‘Zionists'? The Daughters of Tzelofchad

Why five sisters who never entered the Land became among the
greatest role models in Jewish history.

The first Zionists did not drain swamps, establish kibbutzim or gather in
Basel. They stood before Moshe in the wilderness. They were five sisters
asking for a portion in a land they had never seen.

The temptation when reading the story of the daughters of Tzelofchad is
to focus on the status of women in a patriarchal society. That is one
important dimension, but the Torah, [ believe, is also something else.
These five were among the earliest people in the new generation to
express an unqualified love for Eretz Yisrael. At a time when many still
looked backwards towards Egypt, they looked only forwards. Their
carefully reasoned, respectful and selfless petition changed Jewish law
forever - not because they sought privilege for themselves, but because
they believed their family’s future belonged in the Land of Israel.

The Sifrei Zuta captures the moment with startling clarity. When the
daughters approached Moshe with their request, he responded with
astonishment: “Everyone wants to return to Egypt, and you are asking
for a portion in the Land of Israel?” Forty years had passed since the
Exodus. The generation had witnessed the plagues, crossed the sea,
stood at Sinai and lived under G-d’s direct protection. Yet many
remained psychologically attached to the place they had left behind.
Egypt had become more than a country. It had become a state of mind.

Against that background, the appearance of Machlah, Noa, Choglah,
Milkah and Tirzah is all the more remarkable. They are the first
members of the new generation the Torah records as voluntarily asking
not for security or comfort, but for a permanent place in the Promised
Land.

TN 1 M “Give us a holding among our father’s kinsmen.” (Bamidbar
27:4)

Forty years earlier, Calev and Yehoshua had urged the nation to enter
the land and were nearly stoned for it. In the four decades that followed,
the Torah records no comparable declaration. Now, as the division of the
land was about to begin, five daughters of a disgraced father stepped
forward to say: our future is there. And they would pay a personal price
for doing so — but we will come to that.

The Generation That Chose Egypt

The contrast with the generation of the spies could not be sharper. Their
report was not false. The cities were fortified, the inhabitants
formidable. Their failure lay not in what they saw but in what they
concluded. Fear overwhelmed faith, until the nation cried:

TO%n 12D WRY miml“Let us appoint a leader and return to

Egypt.” (Bamidbar 14:4)

Rashi on Bamidbar 26:64 is direct: the decree following the spies fell
upon the men, not the women, because the women never rejected the
land. The men said, “Let us return to Egypt.” The women said, “Give us a
possession in the land.” That is why, Rashi explains, the account of the
daughters follows immediately after the census recording the
generation’s death. It is not simply a legal episode. It is the Torah’s
answer to the failure of those who came before - the proof that the
decree was gendered because the love of the land was gendered too.
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For forty years these women walked through the same wilderness as the
dying men. They buried fathers, husbands and brothers. Yet they never
lost sight of the destination. Where others saw only the hardships of the
journey, they remained fixed on the inheritance ahead.

The Daughters of Fear
Their courage becomes even more remarkable when we remember
whose daughters they were.

The prevailing opinion in the Talmud (Shabbat 96b) identifies
Tzelofchad as the man executed for gathering wood on Shabbat. His
punishment had been public, carried out at G-d’s direct command, and
his name had become synonymous with failure. With no sons to inherit
his portion, that name would simply vanish from the map of the
Promised Land.

The daughters refused to allow that to happen.

Their father’s name hints at the challenge they faced. Tzelofchad may be
read as tzel pachad — the shadow of fear. These were daughters raised
in the shadow of public disgrace, yet they refused to live in that shadow.
Instead of allowing the past to define them, they chose to shape the
future.

How to Challenge — and How Not To

The timing of their petition makes their courage all the more striking.

Not long before, Korach had challenged Moshe’s authority and the earth
had opened beneath him. Two hundred and fifty men were consumed by
fire. No one could have blamed the daughters for concluding that this
was the worst possible moment to question the existing law.

Yet they did exactly that.

The difference lay not only in what they asked but in how they asked it.
Korach clothed personal ambition in the language of principle. “The
entire congregation is holy — why do you raise yourselves above the
people?” It sounded like an argument about equality. It was ultimately
about power.

The daughters could not have been more different. They did not accuse.
They did not condemn. They identified a question the law had never
previously needed to answer. The Midrash Tanchuma records how they
brought their case through every level of the judicial hierarchy before it
reached Moshe himself- chiefs of tens, fifties, hundreds, thousands, the
princes, then Moshe. They respected the system even as they asked it to
confront a new reality.

Their petition reflects that humility throughout:

“Our father died in the wilderness. He was not among Korach’s faction that
banded together against G-d, but died for his own sin, and he left no sons.
Why should our father’s name disappear from among his family because
he had no son? Give us a holding among our father’s kinsmen.” (Bamidbar
27:3-4)
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Notice what is absent. No claim about discrimination or inequality. Their
concern is their father’s name, not themselves. In seeking justice for one
family, they establish a principle that will protect countless others.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks observed in The Lost Masterpiece, his Covenant
and Conversation essay on this parasha, that halachic development
rarely resembles revolution. It comes through the careful asking of the
right question at the right moment by people who seek not to dismantle
the covenant but to strengthen it. Korach challenged to tear down. The
daughters challenged to build.

Moshe Had No Answer

The Netziv notes in Ha’amek Davar that when the daughters arrived,
Moshe had to be informed that women were waiting outside. They were
not the people the system expected at the entrance to the Tent of
Meeting.

Yet they entered anyway.

iAnaYR TiAn AR oY ¥ Ty “Why should our father’s name disappear
from among his family?” (Bamidbar 27:4)

For the first time in his leadership, Moshe had no answer. The Talmud
(Bava Batra 119a) notes the painful irony. He had told the people: “Any
matter too difficult for you, bring to me.” Yet this was not simply a
difficult case. It was a question that had never arisen before. Moshe
appeared to be stumped not by the complexity. He was stumped by a
question the system had never been built to ask.

So Moshe brought it before G-d.

The response was not a reluctant concession. It was a wholehearted
endorsement.

N927 T09%% ni12 12“The daughters of Tzelofchad speak

correctly.” (Bamidbar 27:7)

Rashi adds a comment that should make every student of Torah

pause: “Their eye saw what Moshe’s eye did not see.” The greatest prophet
in Jewish history recognised that five women, carrying their father’s
disgrace into a room dominated by every authority in Israel, had
perceived a truth that would become Torah for all generations.

The Long Game

The Talmud (Bava Batra 119b) describes the daughters with three
words: chachamot, dorshaniyot, tzidkaniyot — wise, expounders,
righteous.

Their wisdom lay in their understanding of the moment. Rav Hirsch
explains that the division of the land was unlike any ordinary
inheritance. Once each portion was allocated its place was fixed. Miss
that moment and the family’s name disappears not from an estate but
from the map of the homeland itself. The daughters came before Moshe
not with anger or emotion, but with preparation and precision.

They are called dorshaniyot because they argued beyond their own case.
The Netziv, in Ha’amek Davar on Bamidbar 27:4, notes that they made a
legal argument that gave them no personal benefit - covering situations
that did not apply to them - specifically to create protection for other
families who were not in the room. They secured justice for every family
that would one day face the same question.

They are called tzidkaniyot because of what came next.
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The Cost of Leadership
Their victory came at a personal price - and it is a price worth sitting
with.

In Bamidbar 36, the leaders of Menashe raise a legitimate concern. If the
daughters marry outside the tribe, the inherited land passes
permanently into another inheritance. The ruling: they should marry
within Menashe.

All five complied. Without complaint. Rav Hirsch notes that this was
guidance for that generation, not an eternal binding command. They
could have refused. They did not.

Consider what this means. Had they stayed silent, their nearest male
relatives would have inherited the land anyway. By stepping forward
they transformed Jewish law for all future generations and then
accepted a personal limitation that returned the land to the very men
who would have had it without them. They won for everyone and paid
personally. The Torah records no protest.

Their petition had never been about themselves. It had always been
about justice and continuity.

Forty years after their father died in public disgrace, his name was
permanently attached to a portion of the Land of Israel. The Book of
Yehoshua records the fulfilment: the daughters appeared before Elazar
and Yehoshua and received their inheritance. The family that might have
vanished from Israel’s story became part of its geography forever.

The First Zionists
Seen against the broader sweep of Jewish history, the story takes on an
even deeper resonance.

The generation of the spies saw the Land of Israel and retreated. Their
fear was so total they preferred the familiarity of Egypt to the
uncertainty of freedom. The Sifrei Zuta tells us that even after forty years
in the wilderness, many hearts were still turned backwards when the
daughters stepped forward.

The daughters looked in precisely the opposite direction.

They had never seen the land. They knew it only through G-d’s promise.
Yet they loved it enough to insist their family’s future be bound to it
forever - not in territory already conquered east of the Jordan, but in
Eretz Yisrael itself, still unconquered, still requiring faith and fighting.
The Netziv draws attention to this detail: they sought the more distant
and uncertain future because that was where they believed they
belonged.

That is why they deserve to be called the Torah'’s first Zionists.

Bamidbar Rabbah (21:10) captures the contrast plainly: the men
rejected the land; the daughters demanded a share in it. Rabbi Shlomo
Ephraim Luntschitz, the Keli Yakar, names what is at stake: we lose what
is most precious simply because we fail to love it. The generation of the
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spies could not love the land because they allowed fear to govern their
vision. The daughters loved a land they had never walked upon because
they allowed promise, not fear, to shape theirs.

The pioneers who drained swamps and planted forests across an
inhospitable landscape were not inventing a new idea. They were
continuing one that had begun here, in the wilderness, with five sisters
who looked forward when everyone else looked back.

The daughters remind us that love of the land begins long before
possession of the land. It begins with deciding where your future
belongs.

Facing the Right Direction
The Torah places the daughters of Tzelofchad immediately after the
passing of the wilderness generation. That placement is not accidental.

One generation spent its years looking backwards - remembering Egypt
more vividly than the Promised Land, letting fear overwhelm hope and
familiarity triumph over faith. They chose Egypt and the Torah records
their end in a single devastating verse: not one of those counted by
Moshe and Aharon survived.

The daughters looked the other way. They chose the future before they
possessed it. They planned for permanence before they had permission.
They understood that covenant is sustained not only by miracles, but by
people willing to ask the right question, at the right time, for the right
reason -p and to bear the cost of doing so without complaint.

Respectful questions asked in the service of truth strengthen rather than
weaken Torah. Courage exercised with humility builds where
confrontation destroys. Genuine leadership is measured not by what we
demand for ourselves, but by what we secure for those who come after
us.

G-d’s verdict on the daughters echoes far beyond the laws of inheritance.

N927 T097% ni12 12“The daughters of Tzelofchad speak correctly.”
Last week the message of Pinchas was: Don’t settle. Rise.

This week the daughters of Tzelofchad teach us the next step.

Rise, certainly. But rise with your eyes fixed in the right direction.

Do not face Egypt. Face the Land.
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