On the Terms Beit Av, Mishpachah, etc.

The terms beit av and mishpachah occur often in juxtaposition. The question is: can we determine what these terms
mean in any absolute way, both according to their context and according to Rashi? And if not, can we at least
determine what they mean specifically in their various contexts, according to Rashi?

It seems that originally, beit av was understood almost literally:

1. G-d’s directive to Abram
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Genesis 12:1: “And G-d said to Abram, Go from your land, and from your moledet and from your father’s
house to the land that | show you.”

Rashi here says “your land” means Ur and “your father’s house” means from where his father then was, Haran. He
does not define the word moledet. On Genesis 24:7, the phrase “...from my father’s house and from the land of my
moledet,” he says: “‘from my father’s house’—from Haran; ‘from the land of my moledet’—from Ur Kasdim.” So
we still do not have a clear distinction between “land” and moledet. One possibility: “land” is where a person
(originally) lives, and “moledet” is simply where he was born. They could be different if a person grew up in a locale
other than where he was born and became identified with it.

In any case, the term beit av here means “where one’s father lives.”

2. Abraham to Eliezer
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Genesis 24:4: “...rather, go to my land and to my moledet, and take a wife for my son Isaac.”

It’s hard to imagine that “my land” and “my moledet” here means Ur Kasdim, for Abraham surely was not implying
that Eliezer go there. Yet, three verses later (as quoted above), Abraham says “...from my father’s house and from
the land of my moledet,” and Rashi explains: “‘from my father’s house’—from Haran; ‘from the land of my
moledet’—from Ur Kasdim.” Are the terms’ meanings are fluid or relative? Is there a difference between *n791m and
n723 pIR? Or (less likely) was Abraham in some sense intending for Eliezer to go to Ur Kasdim?
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Genesis 24:38, 40 (Eliezer quoting Abraham’s words to Abraham’s family): “Go to my father’s house and
to my family, and take a wife for my son.... and you will take a wife for my son from my family and from my
father’s house.”

Eliezer here uses the terms we would have expected Abraham to use! Did Abraham revise his original instructions?
As to the difference between “father’s house” and “family,” it could be that “father’s house” still means “where
one’s father lives” and “family” means “family, even if some of them don’t live in the father’s house.”

3. Jacob praying to G-d before meeting Esau



Genesis 32:10: “G-d, who told me, ‘Return to your land and to your moledet, and | will be good to you...”
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Rashi: “When | left my father’s house, Beer Sheva, You told me....”

Here, too, moledet seems to mean the place where one was born, and the father’s house is simply the place where
one’s father lives.

It is only in Exodus that beit av seems to expand to mean some kind of clan:

4. The Lineage of Moses and Aaron
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Exodus 6:14: “These are the heads of their fathers’ houses: [of] Reuben, Israel’s firstborn: Chanoch, Palu,
Chetzron, and Karmi. These are the families of Reuben....”

The listing of Jacob’s grandchildren (Chanoch, Palu, etc.) is the list of “the heads of their fathers’ houses.” This
could mean that the batei av are the first subdivision under that of the tribe as a whole, each grandchild being the
head of a beit av. On the other hand, the verse could also be understood to mean that the batei av are the tribes, and
that these grandchildren are the heads of the tribes, each tribe having more than one head, these heads being the sons
of the tribe’s progenitor. The latter seems less likely, however.

The end of the verse (and the parallel verses for the other tribes) refers to these grandchildren as “the families,”
which would imply that in this context batei av and families are the same. This would wrench the term “family” out
of its common meaning of “nuclear family,” however. Perhaps it means: “these [bafei av] are the [larger, or
‘extended’] families of Reuben,” etc.?

5. The Korban Pesach
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Exodus 12:3 (G-d to Moses): “They shall take for themselves each man a lamb for the beit avot, a lamb
for the house.”
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Rashi: “A lamb for the beit avot—for one family.”
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Exodus 12:21 (Moses to the people): “Take [from the] flock for your families, and offer the Passover.”
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Rashi: “For your families’—a lamb for each beit avot.”

As in Eliezer’s repetition of Abraham’s instructions, there is a change of terms in the repetition. The simplest
explanation is that both Scripture and Rashi take beit avot and “family” as being synonymous.

So, as opposed to #4, where we see the term mishpachah applied to the larger unit of beit av, here we evidently see
the opposite: the term beit av being applied to the smaller unit of mishpachah. Or (Artscroll Rashi quoting Sha ‘arei
Aharon): the terms here both mean extended family, while n»a% 7w mean nuclear family.

6. The Levite’s assignments

Exodus 38:21: “the service of the Levites under the auspices of Itamar the son of Aaron the priest.”
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Rashi: “He was in charge of them, to give over to each beit av the service it was responsible for.”



Here, Rashi seems to understand beit av as being something larger than a family, since it is unlikely that the Levitical
service was apportioned by nuclear families.

7. The priests’ portions

Leviticus 7:9: “...[it] will be for the priest who offers it.”
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Rashi: “One might think this means for him alone; Scripture therefore says ‘it will be for all the sons of
Aaron.” One might think, then, that it belongs to all of them; Scripture therefore says, ‘it will be for the
priest who offers it.” How do we reconcile this? [It belongs] to the beit av of the day that it is offered.”

Here, beit av must mean something bigger than family, since the priests were split up into mishmarot that were much
bigger than nuclear families.

8. The Second Census
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Numbers 1:2: “Take a census of the whole community of the lIsraelites according to their families,
according to their fathers’ houses, by the number of names, every male, by head [count].”
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Rashi: “According to their families’—{[to] know the number of each tribe. ‘According to their fathers’
houses’'—someone whose father is from one tribe and his mother is from another tribe will be considered
as coming from his father’s tribe.”

Three opinions on what Rashi means, followed by three other opinions for comparison:

opinion meaning of “‘families” | meaning of “fathers’ houses”

Gur Aryeh, Artscroll Rashi | nuclear families nuclear families (redundancy indicates patrilineage)
(based on the equivalence of
the terms in Exodus 12:3 and
Exodus 12:21)

Lifshuto shel Rashi tribe nuclear family

Be’er Yitzchak, Rashi | tribe tribe (redundancy indicates patrilineage)
Meforash, Artscroll Chumash

RSR Hirsch family tribe

Gra, Daat Mikra (based on 1 | extended family nuclear family
Chronicles 23:11)

Ramban (on 26:13) nuclear family extended family

So here, according the 1* and 3" interpretation of Rashi, the term beit av does not (necessarily) refer to a subdivision
of the tribe as distinct from mishpachah, but rather to the fact that lineage is to be assigned patrilinearly. Of course,
the term beit av could indicate this fact while simultaneously retaining its meaning as a subdivision of the tribe (or
the tribe itself).

(The dilemma of which opinion [of the first three] to follow here is the cause of this study.)

9. The Second Census, con’t
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Numbers 1:4: “With you will be a man for each tribe; a man who is the head of his fathers’ house.”

This would imply that beit av is the same as tribe. Less likely, but possible, is that it means “the head of [all the]
fathers’ house[s of his tribe]” or “a man who is the head of his beit av [i.e., one of the heads of the several batei av of
this tribe].”

Assuming the first meaning is correct, we see here that the term beit av can be expanded in context to include the
whole tribe.

10. The Second Census, con’t
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Numbers 1:18: “And their lineage was determined by their families according to their fathers’ houses, by
the number of names, from twenty years up, according to their head [count].”

Here, all possibilities that are possible in #8 are applicable.

11. The Second Census, con’t
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Numbers 1:20 ff: “The descendants of Reuben...their offspring, according to their families, according to
their fathers’ houses, by the number of names, according to their head [count]...” [And similarly for the rest
of the tribes.]

Here, it is hard to assume that either “families” or “fathers’ houses” can mean the entire tribe, since in each of these
cases Scripture says that the tribe was counted “according to” these entities (as opposed to previously, where the
whole people is to be counted “according to” these entities). It doesn’t make a lot of sense to say that the tribe was
counted according to its tribes.

This would seem to argue against the second two interpretations of Rashi in #8 (since this passage can justifiably be
considered the same context as that passage). These verses, however, shed no additional light on whether
mishpachah and beit av are the same or different.

12. The Second Census, con’t
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Numbers 1:44: “These are the tallies that Moses and Aaron and the princes of Israel—they were twelve
men, one man for his fathers’ houses—tallied.”

As above, #9, on Numbers 1:4.

13. The Second Census, con’t
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Numbers 1:45: “the tally of all the Israelites, according to their fathers’ houses...”

Here, the term lemishpechotam is missing, perhaps implying that its exclusion makes no difference. This would be
possible only if mishpachah and beit avot were the same or the term beit avot does not refer to a subdivision of the
tribe but the fact that lineage was determined patrilinearly. On the other hand, the term mishpachah might be
excluded here simply because in the final tally the mishpachot were of no concern; the batei av weren’t either, but
the term is included to indicate that lineage was determined patrilinearly.

14. The Order of the Camp
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Numbers 2:2: “The Israelites shall camp, each man by his flag, according to his banner, according to their
fathers’ houses...”

Here, either “fathers’ house” means tribe, or it means that the Israelites are to encamp (1) according to flag, (2) then
according to banner, and then (3) organized as batei avot.

15. The Order of the Camp, con’t
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Numbers 2:32: “These are the tallies of the Israelites according to their fathers’ houses; all the tallies of
the camps according to their divisions...”

Inconclusive.

16. The Order of the Camp, con’t
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Numbers 2:34: “And so did they travel, each man according to his family, upon his fathers’ house.”
Inconclusive.

However, it is interesting to note that the term mishpachah does not appear at all in the context of the Order of the
Camp. It was evidently unnecessary to command the people to camp separated into their families, because this is the
natural thing to do. The chidush of the Order of the Camp was that they also had to camp organized into batei av and
tribes.

17. The Census of the Levites
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Numbers 3:15: “Tally the Levites according to their fathers’ houses, according to their families...”
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Numbers 3:20: “...These are the families of Levi, according to their fathers’ houses.”

Here, beit avot cannot mean “tribe” since all this is happening within one tribe, as above, on Numbers 1:20. But all
the possibilities for the difference/equivalence between/of “fathers’ house” and “family” apply.



18. The Census of the Levites, con’t
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Numbers 3:24: “The prince of the beit av of [or ‘for’] the Gershonides was Eliyasaf ben Lael.”
Numbers 3:30: “The prince of the beit av of [or ‘for’] the families of the Kehotites was Elitzafan ben Uziel.”
Numbers 3:35: “The prince of the beit av of [or ‘for’] the families of Merari was Tzuriel ben Avichayil.”

These would imply that beif av means “clan,” a subdivision of a tribe, more inclusive than a nuclear family. In vv. 30
& 35 there is one nasi beit av for a number of families.

19. The Censuses of the Levite Clans
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Numbers 4:2: “Take a census of the descendants of Kehot...according to their families, according to their
fathers’ houses.”

Numbers 4:22: “Take a census of the descendants of Gershon...according to their fathers’ houses,
according to their families.”

Numbers 4:29: “Count the descendants of Merari according to their families, according to their fathers’
houses.”

Numbers 4:34: “Moses...counted the descendants of the Kehotites according to their families and
according to their fathers’ houses.”

Numbers 4:38: “The tally of the descendants of Gershon, according to their families and according to their
fathers’ houses.”

Numbers 4:40: “Their tally according to their families, according to their fathers’ houses, was...”

Numbers 4:42: “The tally of the descendants of Merari, according to their families, according to their
fathers’ houses.”

Numbers 4:46: “All the tallies that Moses...tallied the Levites, according to their families and according to
their fathers’ houses.”

As above, the terms mishpachah and beit av cannot mean “tribe,” but they can either mean the same thing or
different.



20. The Princes’ Offering
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Numbers 7:2: “The princes of Israel, the heads of their fathers’ houses, who were the heads of the tribes,
and who officiated at the tallies, drew near.”

Unlikely that batei av here means “tribes,” though it could.

21. The Princes’ Staves
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Numbers 17:17-18: “Take from them, each tribe, according to the father’s house, from all their princes of
their fathers’ houses, twelve staves.... Write Aaron’s name on the staff of Levi, for there will be one staff
for [each] head of their fathers’ houses.”

Numbers 17:21: “And they gave him, all their princes, a staff for one prince, according to their fathers’
houses, twelve staves....”

Here, it’s hard to think that beit av does not mean “tribe.”

22. The Priests’ Responsibilities
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Numbers 18:1 (G-d to Aaron): “You and your sons and your father's house with you shall bear
responsibility...”
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Rashi: “You and your sons and your father’'s house’—these are the descendants of Kehot, the father of
Amram.”

Here, “fathers’ house” does not mean nuclear family, not even the first degree of extended family (the descendants of
Amram) but the whole clan (the descendants of Kehot).

23. Pinchas

Numbers 25:14: “Zimri ben Zalu, the prince of the beit av of the Simeonites.”
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Rashi: “[He was the prince] of one of the five batei avot there were in the tribe of Simeon.”
Here, a beit av is clearly not a tribe, but a clan, i.e., first-order subdivision of the tribe.

Numbers 25:15: “Tzur, who was a head of the peoples of a beit av in Midian.”
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Rashi: “There were five batei avot in Midian...and he was a king of one of them.”
Here, too, beit av appears to be the first-order subdivision of the larger unit (the Midianite confederacy).

24. The Third Census
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Numbers 26:2: “Take a census of congregation of the Israelites...according to their fathers’ houses...”
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Rashi: “according to their fathers’ houses’—their lineage shall follow the tribe of their fathers and not that
of their mothers.”

Here, the term “family” is missing, perhaps implying that beit av and “family” are not synonymous. Or it could just
mean that, unlike the second census, the individuals were not totaled into families and the families into (batei av and
then into) tribes; they were just totaled directly into tribes (or at most into batei av and then into tribes).

Rashi again explains “according to their fathers’ houses” not necessarily to refer to a subdivision of the tribe (or the
tribe itself) but to patrilineage, although, as above, the term could also retain its meaning of “clan.”

25. The Inheritance of the Tribes of Reuben and Gad
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Numbers 34:14: “For the Reubenite tribe took, according to their fathers’ houses, and the tribe of the
Gadites, according to their fathers’ houses...”

26. The incident with Achan
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Joshua 7:14: “Tomorrow morning you shall present yourselves by tribes. Whichever tribe the LORD
indicates shall come forward by clans; the clan that the LORD indicates shall come forward by ancestral
houses, and the ancestral house that the LORD indicates shall come forward man by man.”

Rashi: “There are many batei avot in one mishpachah.”

This is a complete reversal of the impression given by all the sources cited until this point, i.e., that a beit av is a
larger unit than a mishpachah or that in some contexts they are the same.

Here, it is first of all clear that mishpachah does not mean “tribe.” Then, we have mishpachah as a superset of beit
av, so it must be a “clan” or “extended family.”

B8 /hi
:7727 79971 0¥123Y 1T NNDWH NX 291 "1 DNBwn DR 799 7T NNBWwn DR 29"

™1 YW e
N2 93 Yy 73 90X1, 2197 o1 Yy 973 1900m Aanbwnn Yom INR 0IR ,NINDWNIT MWK 2P IR 973 - AT NNDwH DR 277
$1727 ANIR PWIR 95 IR 79 90K, P73 2R 102 YoM TAR DIXR RIT,ANDWN ANIX YW MR

Joshua 7:17: “He then had the clans of Judah come forward, and the clan of Zerah was indicated. Then
he had the clan of Zerah come forward by men, and Zabdi was indicated.”

Rashi: as above.

Can any of the previously cited sources be reinterpreted such that mishpachah is the bigger unit and beit av the
smaller?

In #2, Eliezer could be quoting Abraham as saying: “take a wife for Isaac from my family, and [not only from my
family, but specifically] from my father’s house.” But there is nothing intrinsic to favor this interpretation over the
other way around, especially since, in the two verses, the two terms appear in both orders.

In #4, mishpachah cannot successfully understood to be larger than beit av, for then it would have to mean “tribe,”
and there’s no such thing as “the tribes of Reuben,” etc.

In #5, Rashi clearly understands mishpachah and beit av as being the same.

In #8, #10, #11 this is the opinion of the Gra.



In #17, it works, but inconclusively.
In #18, it cannot work, since there is one nasi beit av over a number of families.
In #19, it works, but inconclusively.

So, we have a number of passages that could possibly work if mishpachah was larger than beit av but 2 that cannot
work that way. It could be that it is best to consider this passage an exception.

27. The inheritance of Manasseh
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Joshua 17:5 “Ten districts fell to Manasseh, apart from the lands of Gilead and Bashan, which are across
the Jordan.”

Rashi: “6 to the 6 batei av listed above, and 4 to the daughters of Tzelofechad.”

28. Aaron’s Prophecy in Egypt
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Here, beit av means the ancestral house of the priests.
Etc.

So, at this point we are left with the impression that overall, beit av is a larger unit than mishpachah, but that the
terms exhibit some fluidity and can even in some instances be used synonymously, and in one instance (#26)
oppositely.

The following sources, the other places where Rashi uses the term, do not undermine this:
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