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Hidden Beneath God's Throne: ~idrashim on the Deaths of Moses and Aaron. . ' 

This thesis is a thematic-study of midrashim related to the deaths of Moses and 

Aaron. The focus of the research are two early Medieval extended narratives on their 
' 

deaths: Mid.rash Petirat Aharon and Midrash Petirat Moshe. Both of these midrashim are 

presented and analyzed. ln both of these midrashim. a psychological portrayal of Moses is 

presented, unusual in the degree to which it humanizes him, and his fears. These 

midrashirn also deal with the theological issues of God's relationship with death. Moses' 

unique death '"al pi Adonai," leads also t0 a tension in the midrash of whether he really 

died or was assumed to heaven. 

I present much of the earlier midrashim from classic rabbinic texts on thjs subject, 

in order to trace the historical development of themes and motifs. Througltout the thesis 

my goal is also to compare the midrashim on their deaths. Tue midrashim are clearly 

intenwined, but no comparative analysis exists. 

The material is presented in two parts. the first part is a presentation and analysis of 
.... 

the midrashim. The second part three issues in a more in depth manner, across the 

spectrum of the material: How the midrashim utilize bibltcal prooftexts; The question of 
"'r -- • 

theolftcy and thefeasons given for Moses and Aaron's death; and. a comparison of 

midrashim on Aaron's death with Moses' death. The material is presented in 8 chapters . 
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The research for lhis lhc::sis actuaJly began when I was 15. That is how old I was 

when my father died. Since then, dealh. as a subject. has pulled me toward it I cannot 
I 

really articulate lhe impulse. However, when gi~en the opportuniry to study any topii; for a 

thesis, it is no surprise that I gravitated towatds death, and lhe stories Jews have told about 

dying. 

A chaplaincy supervisor once remarked to me lhat some people are driven to · 

working with the terminalJy ill because they are energized by it. The terminally ill are often 

desperately engaged in making meaning of their life. and those who work with them feel 

this intensity. So it is with these texts. These texts about death are engaged in making 

meaning out of life. In studying them. one necessarily becomes involved in this struggle. 

The initial impetus for the study of Moses' and Aaron's deaths. in particular. was 

Michael Fishbane's The Kiss of God, I which examines the mystical connotations 

associated with death "by the kiss of God" found in Jewish medieval writings. The focus 

of this research is on midrashic; accounts of the deaths of Moses and Aaron from Hellenistic --sources to the early Middle Ages. 

My first goal is to see how the Rabbis framed the lim~al moment of death itself. 

To accomplish this, I have isolated these mofnents in the midrash and followed the themes 

that emerge from them. 'This moment is complex midrashically. The departure from this 

world a.gp the-joum~ to the next involves the Rabbis' imagination, theology. biblical 

interpretation, and first hand experience of dying. From all of these tensions, a rabbinic 

conception of death emerges. 

There is a difficulty in ttying to make a generalization about the entire rabbinic 
. 

corpus' attitude about death, from only Moses' and Aaron's deaths. This difficulty is 
.. 

increased by the unique nature of the _their deaths. This study is both about the rabbinic 

view of death, and the rabbinic view of Moses and Aaron. .. 
I 
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A. The Midrashim 
I 

The center of the research is o,n Mid.rash Petirat Moshe and Midrasf1 Peri.rat Aharon. 

Both of these midrashim are excehded narratives on the deaths of Moses anid Aaron. Both --midrashim are dated berween the seventh and eleventh century, C.E. They were printed 

first in Constantinople in 1516, then in Venice 1544.2 

There are five extant versions. all of which are reprinted in Ozar Midrashim..Yol. 

IL 3 I will be using as the primary source: 

"Mid.rash Peri.rat Moshe Rabbenu "(version B) as primed in Notes Q.IL!ht 
Commenrazy to the Pentateuch. Abu Manzur Al·Damari. edited by A. 
Kohut, New York, 1892. 

and also referring to: 

"Perirat Moshe Rabbenu" found in Bet Ha-Mjdrash, Vol IJ, A. Jellinek, 
Leipzig, 1870. known as the Jellinek:A version. 

The version of "MiqraslVPetirat Aharon" I analyze is: 

"Mid.rash Peti.rat Aharon" found in Bet Ha-Midrash, Vol II. A. Jellinek, 
Leipzig, 1870. Reprinted in Ozar Midrashiro. Yol. I, pp. 368-371.. 

Both midrashim have li~ critical literatute on them, although with the recent 

appeard.Oce df Moses and the An&el of Death by Rella Kushelevsky,4 a bo1ok devoted to a • 

• 14 "thematoJ.ogical" study of mid.rash on Moses' death, this may change. Both midrashim 

appear to mix earlier sources with original motifs. and part of this study is to lay out the 

historical development of motifs. 

, 

2H.L. Strack and G. Stemberger, l111roduc1ion to the Talmud and Midrash (Mipoeapolin: Fortress Press, 
1992), p. 362. . J 
3Judab Eisenstein, Oz/Jr M/drashim (New York: J.D. Eiscns1ein, 1915)~ 
4ReUa Kuabelcvsky, Mirs and The Angel of Ptaih (New Yort: Peler Lang, 1995). 
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B. Structure or the Thesis 

The thesis is divided into two pans. The first pan of the thesis is devoted to a 
J 

presentation and analysis of the midrashim. l;he second pan of the thesis cakes three 

particular issues and addresses e~ch of th~m in a more indepth manner. 

In Part I. Chapter I reviews the biblical backgrounds of the death scenes, paying 

special attention to a comparison of Moses' and Aaron's deaths. Chapter 2 is an ' 

examination of Midrash Petirat Aharon. and the portrayal of both brothers. In Chapter 3. I 

analyze the development of midrashim on Aaron's death. Chapter 4 contains an analysi~ of 
' 

Mid.rash Peri.rat Aharon. looking closely at Moses' struggle with the Angel of Death, and 

the tension between Moses' possible assumption to heaven versus his death. Chapter 5 

continues the analysis of these themes through the development of midrashim on Moses' 

death. 

Part Two begins with a focus in Chapter 6 on the panicular question of how biblical 

prooftexts are used in these midriishim, specifically examining the use of prooftexts from 

Job 28 in one section of Midrash Tannaim. Chapter 7 looks at the range of explanations 

given in the midrashim for Aaron and Moses' death. This. chapter examines the Rabbis' 

understanding of theodicy prismed throufh the Moses ana Aaron midrashim. Chapter 8 

,. compares Moses' death with Aaron's to see what can be learned from the contrast. This 

COmparisOYl rs c~ially important for understanding the midrashim. Even though the 

characters are so intertwined, there is no comparitive study of their death scenes. 

Kushelcvsky, for example, in an entire book on mid.rash related to Moses' death, does not 

mention Aaron's name even once. There is though marcrial in the midrashim which can 

only be undC11Stood-by comparing the death scenes. For example, a common midrashic . 
motif iJ Moses seeing Aaron dlc. In Midrash Pctirat Aharon, he says he wants a death jllst 

like Aaron's. When be does die in Mid.rash Pctirat Moshe it looks exactly like Aaron's , 
dcatl) from Mid.rash Petirat Aharon. Thus, the need exists for a com~tive apprgach i> 

the midruhim. 
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· Chapter I: Death Scenes in the Torah 
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A. Moses' Death 

"And Moses. the servant of Gdd. died there in the land of Moab. according to the . . 
word of God. And he buried him in the valley of in the land of Moab. over against Bet· 

Peor, and no man knows his grave to lhis day" (Dt. 34:6-7). These two verses. which on 

the surface appear to describe in a straightforward manner Moses death, cany within them 

a great deal of ambiguiry as to the circumstances and nature of Moses death. An example 

of this ambiguity is the phrase. "And he buried him." The pronoun is not identified which 

opens up the question of who is the "he" being referred to? TrnditionaJ commentators have 

niffered, Rashi noting that God buried him, wnile lbn Ezra suggests that Moses buried 

himself. Modem commentators raise a third possibility: Moses was buried by unnamed 

others. Yon Raad, for example, comments, "Since Moses is not likely to have climbed the 

mountain without companions. it is more natural in v. 6 to translate 'as he was buried,' 

[since] in the preceding sente~e. Yahweh was not the subject either."5 
• 

The ambiguity of the scene, though, extends beyond certain textual clifficulties to 

the whole context of Moses' death. Lowenstamm asks simply, "How could it be imagined 

that the man of God was mon.al - the ve~ man to whom.God spoke face-to-face, as a man 

would to his neighbor ... Is it conceivable that he was subject to death like all flesh and 

blood?"6.Jn.answering this question, Lowenstamm believes the Torah mediates between 
~ )II' /' -

two consaucts: mythic Moses and human Moses. The text neither wants us to read that 

Moses was "assumed" thus establishing a myth of Mosaic divinity based on.his· 

assumption, nor docs it want us to believe that Moses .died an ordinary death of flesh·and

blood hum~ bein~s. 'Looking at the text closely, we see that Moses died on the top of the 

mountain, yet he was buried in the valley lilce a common person. "However, at the sam.c 
i 

/ 

SGerbard Von Raad, DtUitronomy: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Wesunini.stcr PrcsS. 1966), p. 21~. 
6Sao\ueJ Locweosuunm, "Tbe>Dcatb of Moses," in From Babylonia to Canaan: ·Studits in lht Biblt and 
Its Oritnlal Background. eds. Y. A isbur and J. Blau (Jerusalem: Hebrew University, 1992), pp. 136-137. 
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time, che Terah makes it clear that this [Moses' burial in the valley] entails no belinling of 

Moses, for the man of God died at the command of the Lord and God, Himself, undenook 
I 

his burial. "7 

Loewenstamm argues that che tbr is highly conscious of creating this balance. 
~- . 

Moses does not die like ordinary human beings. His death is unique among the death 

scenes in the Torah since he is taken by God's word, and vanishes alone on the top of a 

mountain. However, his death by the word of God does not imply an assumption. 

Elijah's assumption proves that the concept was not foreign to biblical authors, so the death 

of Moses could have been written in this manner, but is explicitly not 

Even the physical description of Moses at this moment furthers this tension. The 

' text in Deteronomy 34:7 describes him at his death with the following words, "His eye was 

not dim, nor his natural force abated." "Natural force" is an unusual expression since the 

word leb.oh refers to green wood in Genesis 30:37 and newly made green cords in Judges 

16:7. In related Semitic l~guages it means "fresh" or "moist." In Ugaritic it means "life 

force" in contrast to death. "Hence, the term; seems to denote, in a metaphorical sense, 

'vigor', 'life-force', or 'energy'. The picture would see~ to be a typical Eastern 

expression where the facts are idealizett. "8 The sense <1f the expression is either a cype of 

hyperbole of how fit he was at his age, or more likely, a sense that his death was not due to 

pb~caHmp~ent, but that God wanted him. However, this later view must be balanced 

with Deuteronomy 31 :2, where it says Moses is old and can no longer go out and come in . . . 
Thus, the possibility of his being assumed by God is balanced with his simply dying. 

Even the question itself of why Moses was punished at Meribat Kadesh in 

Numbers 20: 1-13. is ~biguous. The story of Moses bitting the rock is pan of a biblic~ 

motif of God splitting rocks to produce water. Psalm 114:7- 8 reads, "Tremble earth, at 

t 

71 J bJd. p. lSl. . , 
BJ. A. Thompson, DtuJtronomy: An /111roduc1io11 and Co~fllQry (U.S.: Inrer-vmity Pres,,, 1974), 
pp. 319-320. 
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the presenct of the Lord. at che presence of the God of Jacob; who turns the rock into a 

pool of water, the flint into a fountain of waters." Psalm 78. where the general motif of 
J 

God splitting rocks to make water is applie? specifically to the wilderness wamd~rings. 

reads, "He split rocks in the wildernes~ and gave them drink abundantly as amt of the 
... --

dc:pths. He brought streams out of the rock.-and caused water to run down like rivers." 

This motif also took the form of a trial of the people. For example, in Ps. 81 :8 we 

read, "You called in trouble. and I rescued you; I answered you in the secret !Place of 

thunder; I proved you at the waters of Meribah." Loewenstamm comments tJ1at: 

The intention of the historical allusion is sufficiently clear. The psalm was 
composed at a time when enemies oppressed the people (v. 15) to suclh a 
degree that part of them abandoned hope of being rescued by God andi 
turned to other gods (v. 10). Hence. it is understandable why this motif 
sometimes assumed the alternative form of a trial in which the people put 
their God to test. The time of calamity is also the time of a crisis of b~~lief.9 

In the scenes at Meribat Kadesh and its parallel in Exodus 17: J. J 7, Mcoses replaces 

God striking the rock, but God is still being tested. Ex. 17:7 st.ates, "And he called the .. , 
I 

name of the place Massa and Meribah because the people ·strove with God anril tested God, 

saying, 'Is God among us or not?"' The Exodus story also creates a strong connection 

between Moses and God. In Ex. 17:2, Moses asks thepe· ople. "Why do you :strive with • • 

. me? Why do you ~st God?" God also tells Moses the Divine will stand before Moses on 

the rock while Moses hits the rock. The close relationship between God and Moses sets up 
...,.. ~-- . 

th~~arallel sceO"e in Numbers 20: 1-13, where that relationship will be broken. 

The story in Numbers still contains the idea that the people are testing 1pod, 

however, the story undergoes a dram;itic change between Exo~us and Numbe1;s: Moses 

goes from God's representative to profaning God. Loewenstamm outlines the reason fpr 

this shift • 

This involved narrative reflects theological criticism applied to a1J1 
early tradition. A warrior deity, who rules after defeating.mighty forces, 
uses a weapon, as it is appropriate for him: Likewise, it is befitting tfis1t his , 

91..owensramm. "Tbe Death," p. 14G. 

) 8 
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-· servant use this instrument at the deity's bidding. However, this does not 
befit Ood. Who created the world purely by His word. His messenger 
should work wonders by the power of the word which God has put into his 
mouth. If this messenger does npt believe in the omnipotence of God's 
word. and because of the weakness of his faith, requires a material . 
instrument, he is considered as.though.he had refused to sanctify God's , 
name ll:' public .. !he story, therefo,re. indicates a crisis in religious thinking. 
An ancient trad1non related that Moses caused the waters to come forth with 
a blow, whereas the lale'18igious consciousness urgently postulated the 
flowing by means of the word. The present version reflects both the early 
narrative and its censure in later theology. It acknowledges as a fact that 
Moses was ordered to take the rod, and that he struck the rock with it and ' 
caused the waters to flow, but it reinterprets this act as a transgression.10 

The death of Moses by God's word is thus highly ironic. Not speaking God's words was 

the cause of his punishment. and he is being taken with words. The Torah narrative is also 

b~ought full circle. Genesis begins with God who creates the world through speech, and 

Deuteronomy ends with God taking God's prophet through speech. 

The question of Moses' guilt though is not completely accepted throughout the 

Tanach. Psalm 106: 32-33 reads in this regard, "They angered him at the waters of 

Meribah, and it went ill with fV!~ses because of them; for they embittered His spirit, and he 
I • • 

spoke rashly with his lips." In this intertextual f!1idrash of the Meribah scene, the people 

are blamed for goading Moses into his actions, thus raising questions about whether 

Moses' punishment fit his actions. And i~Deuteronomy L;37, *'the scene with the 

spies, there is a compietely different etiology given for Moses' punishment, "Also God 

was angry ,:i!ft_m~ on ac~ount of you [the peopleJ saying also you will not go into the 
. ~ Jtt /' • 

land." In Deuteronomy 3:26, the charge is repeated, Moses asks to go into the Land, ''But 

' -God was angry with me for your·sakes, and would not listen to me, and God"said to me, 

'Speak no more of this matter."' The reason given here .for Moses not bei11g allowed into 

the Land is simply h~ being a part of the people. This seems to be a separate tradition ' • 

where Moses' punishment is still a given, but this tradinpn does not recognize the incideqt 
' . 

of Meribat Kadesh. The differing traditions aoout Moses' "sin" will be picked up and 

xpandcd qpon in midra$hic literawrc. J 

- • 
I 
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, -1.n either version, though, of his si~ and punishment, the punishment is not simply 

that he will not be allowed to enter into the Land, but that he must die. ln Numbers 27: 13-

14, we read," And when you have seen it, you wil) be gathered to your people, as Aaron, 

your brother, was gathered: Because you rebelled against my word at the Wilderness of 

' Sin, in the strife of the congregation, to SCljlCtify me at the water before tfleir eyes that·is the 

water of Meribat Kadesh in the Wilderness of S.in." However, God's punishment is also a 

gift of sorts in that Moses dies by the word of God directly, and is buried by God. The 

tension between God being the punisher as well as the bestower of gifts, God's sense of 

justice versusµod 's mercy. will as well be expanded upon in the midrashic accounts of his 

death. 

8. Aaron's Death 

Although both Aaron and Moses ascend a mountain to die, their death scenes are 

relatively different Moses ascends the ~ountain explicitly to see the !and, (as in Dt 3: 

27), whereas Aaron's purpose in ascending the mountain.is solely to add solemnity to the 

scene. I I Moses dies alone, while Aaron dies accompanied by Mos~s and Eleazer, and 

through these two, Aaron's death scene is connecttcf with thef passing on of the priestly 

lineage. Moses' burial is mentioned where Aaron's is not, almost as if to restate the point . ~ -- . - . 
that the concehl of the sceee is not Aaron's death, but the handing over of the mantle of the 

priesthood.12 

Both scenes are connected with a leitmotif of ''seeing," but their connection implies 

different things about their qeaths. In Aaron's scene, Moses, AAron, and Eleazer go up the 

mountain, "in the sight of alt the people." 13 When only Moses .and Ele.azer cor;ne down 

11Ibid, p. 146. 
12Jbid. 
13Numbers 20:27. 

.. 
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_ from the mountain, the text emphasizes that the people saw that Aaron had expired. The 

' people actually could not have seen Aaron expire. because he died on top of the mountain. 

They inferred that he died from the fact he1did not come down the mountain with Moses 

and Eleazer. thus Milgrom translates va',yeru a3 "to know" instead of "to see." 14 

However, the choice of va 'yeru ~es to u~derscore the motif of the people seeing th: 

death. The connection may be the sense that everything was done "above board;" the 

people saw everything the leadership was doing. so there would be no question as tb the 

transfer of leadership. The midrash will take this biblical intention and tum it on its head to 

emphasize how the people suspected Moses and Elezer of foul play. 

At Moses' death, "seeing" is a theme as well. Moses ascends the mountain to look 

out over the Land, with his eyes still undimmed by age. Moses is the one who "sees'' at 

his own death, while at Aaron's death it is the people who are seeing. This fits in very well 

with the two characters. Moses is ultimately alone. caught between the people and God, 

while Aaron is very much a part of the people. 

Unlike the death scene of Jacob, who is also surrounqed by felJ!lily pronouncing 

blessings over them, or even Moses who. before he dies, blesses the tribes, Aaron is silent 

throughout this scene. The scene is marked by his passivity: He does not protest his not 
• • 

being allowed into the land, as Moses does, 15 nor does he even undress himself. Rather, 

Moses undresses him and puts the priestly gannents on Eleazer. This is also symbolic of 
...,.. _. . 

Aarorthot having tile power to pass on the mantle of priestly leadership: only Moses could 
. 

do this. The narrator of the seen~ reflects this passivity. It starts out with God add~ssing 

both Moses and Aaron, but switches to God addressing Moses only. The combination of 

14Jacob Milgrom. JPS Torah Commtn1ary: Numbtrs (Pbiladelpbia: Jewish Pdblicatoo Socjety, 1990), p. 
171. J 
15Dcuteronomy 3:25. 

··--~~~L ___ ._1~--'·----~~~~~-·--~~~ 



Aaron's passivity and the leitmotif of "seeing" gives this scene resonances of the Akedah

The Binding of Isaac.16 

Aaron's death scene aJso raises the 9ueslion of his death as a punishment. Aaron's 

role in the scene at Meribat Kadesh is less.apparent than Moses'. and yet the biblical . 

narrati ve is unequivocaJ in connecti!Jg the deatlt of Aaron and his, not entering the Land ~ith 

the waters of Meribah. Milgrom notes here that it is ironic that Moses and Aaron are called 

rebels, "asher meriyrem er-pi, (You rebelled against my word)," when they call the people 

rebels at Meribat Kadesb.17 Interestingly. the text is unclear as to who exactly calls the 

people •;rebels." Moses and Aamn both gather the people together before the rock, but 

only "he" chastises them. Immediately afterward. Moses strikes the rock and God 

punishes both Aaron and Moses. Perhaps the text is linking us back to the original roles of 

the brothers, Aaron as the speaker and Moses as the doer. The idea thal Aaron alone caJls 

the people rebels is not picked up in any of the midrash as a reason for his inclusion in the 

punishment Instead. the mid.rash will focus mostly on the themes of transition in .. 
le(adership, Aaron's passivity, and the relationship between me_ brOlhers. 

C. He was Gathered to His ~eople 

In general, death scenes in the Torah have little in common with each other. 

Jacob's trying surro.inded by his cbilqren 18 is quite different from the terse description of 

Abraham's death and burial by bis two SOJlS, which in tum is quite different from Aaron's . 
death on Mt. Hor. The one commonaJity is some fonn of the phrase, ''he expired, he died, 

and he was gathered to his people." Being "gathered to your people," va-yeasef el amav, Is 

used in describing the deaths of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Aaron, .and Moses. It is 
4 • 

. 
16Foun cxteosivc treaancnt of this possibillty, sec chapter 8, "A Comparison of Moses and Aaron's 
Deaths: below pp. 97-103. L 
l7MUgrom, Numbers, p. 170. 
18GeoeSis 49:29-33. 

J 
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· tinguisht!d from dealh itSelf. bec'!use in the case of Abraham. the text uses the phrase 

"he expired, he died" prior to saying he was gathere:d by his kin. The phrase also might be 

thought to reflect a burial with one's ancest~s. however it is used in connection with 

Moses and Aaron who die alone. It is also not identical with burial. because in irs usag~ .. 
with Jacob, he is interred long after beiog gathered to his people. ·Perhaps then, this idiotn 

connotes a belief in an immonal element which survives after death, where one is reunited 

with one's ancestors. "This contradicts the widespread. but apparently erroneous. view 

that such a notion is unknown in Israel until later limr,s." 19 

Midrashic literature on Moses' and Aaron's death implicitly relate to ideas of the 

afterlife, however, one of the revealing elements of the midrash is how linle attenrion is 

paid to what happens after death. Even with an exrtended treaunent of the themes of the 

angel of death. and the heavenly couns, the afterlife is always in the background. One 

ceads the midrash with a sense that the Rabbis are 1coming to grips with their extStential 

fears of death, and refuse to allay these fears by elaborate descriptions of the world-to-
-

-come. In the midrash related to Moses especially. there is a great·deal of anxiery 

surrounding death. Although Moses appeals to God to enter the land, as we see in 

Deuteronomy 3:26, in the acruaJ scene of his death itself, he is Silent The midrash, . -
however, putS words in his mouth and through his expressed anxiety we perceive some of 

the Rabbis' own understanding of death. 

• 
/ 

19Nabum Sama, JPS Torah Commtfllary: Gtnesis (PMladelpbia: )ewisb Publication Society, 1989).,p. J 
174. . 
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Chapter II: Midrash Petirat Aharon - The Death of 
Aaron 
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A. Overview -- . 
Mid.rash Peri.rat Aharon has rwo distinc1 pans. The firs1 pan actually begins with 

the death of Miriam, and 1he subsequent loss of M)riam's well.20 This setS in motion a 

contentious encounter berween Moses and the people over the lack of water, culminating in 

Moses calling the people "rebels" and strikiJlg the ro~k which pours fo1th blood. God, 

then, rums the blood into water. The second pan of the Midrash is a narrative on Aaron's 

death. Moses is instructed by God to tell Aaron of his death. It builds tension by showing 

Moses' inability to tell Aaron this news. "The Midrash artfully examines Moses' inner 

struggle. his psychic anguish and his inability to voice this awesome command."21 

The Midrash follows Moses. Aaron. and Eleazer up Mt. Hor to a cave which 

disappears after Aaron dies. The theme of the burial si1e disappearing is most likely taken 

from the biblical disappearance of MO:iCS' grave. The Midrash continues with the unusual 

story of the people accusing Moses and Eleazer of killing Aaron, an example of the 

anatagonism with which the Midrash portrays the relationship between Moses and the 

peoEle. God then shows the people AaroB's bier to exonerate Moses an~ Eleazer, The - -
denouement of the narrative has the clouds of glory disappearing, and the people seeing the 

sun and the moon for the first time and wanting to bow down to them. The Mid.rash thus . .. . 
shows that Aaron's death precipitates a crisis of faith for the people. They are disaustful of 

) 

Mo~. and they are confused as to the nature of God. 

~ --

8. Midrash Petirat Aharon • Part I 

1. The Clouds of Glory • .. 

20Accmlina to MidfaSbic tradition, Miriam's Well is I.be well which travelled with the Israelites through 
the wilderness and&appUcd them with waier. ,. 
21Bemant H. Mehlman. "Midrasb Petirat Aharon," Journ41 of Reform Judaism. no. 27, Summer (1980), p. / 
50. ~ 

• 

--~------L I s - .. 

,. 

... ~-~-~----



.. 

_ ..... ,Mid.rash Perirat Aharon begins by emphasizing the equality between Moses. Aaron. 

and Miriam. h claims that the three shepherds were decreed to die in the same month. It 

then quotes the Babylonian Talmud. Taanit 9a. j' And three good gifts were given to Israel 

on their account. On the merit of Miriam, the well was given. and on the merit of Aaron. · 

the clouds of honor. and on Moses' acc_9unt. the ~anna was given." .Each of the gifts is 

reflective of the individual . 

Moses is symbolized by manna because he is the intennediary between God and the 

people, as the manna itself falls from God to the people. The clouds of glory represent 

Aaron in his. role as High Priest. He deals with the cultic life of the people, and is thus 

concerned with the realm of God above. Miriam is matched with the symbol of the well. 

because she is connected to water throughout the Torah and becauSt: the welJ is a biblical 

symbol of fertiliry.22 In the Torah she appears by the waters of the Nile at Moses binh, 

and the water disappears immediately after her death in Numbers 20: 1-2. ln the mid.rash, 

she is obviously connected with water. and is also connected to fertility. She encqurages 

~p~nts to conceive children even after Pharoah's edict against the lsraelites23 and is 

also identified as one of the midwives who disobeyed Pharaoh.24 

The three gifts are a unit. perhaps even a menism constituting the entire world - the 
... . . 

well beneath the ground is connected to the clouds of glory through the manna. The 
I 

Midrash thus begins by establishing both the equality of Moses. Miriam, and Aaron, and 

that their pre~nce"'" aiilongat the people indicates the natural world's gifts to the people of 

Israet.25 

. 
22Robert Alter, The A11 of Biblical Narra1ive (U.S.: BasicBooks, 1981), p. 52. 
23 ' • 

Exodus Rabbab 1: 19. • 
:"Exodus Rabbab,1:12. 
251n Sifre DeuterQoomy 3QS, there is aoolbcr account of Moses', Miriam'Si and Aaron's connections with 
their gifts: "Wbeo Mifi4m died I.be well dJsappcared, but was restored on I.be merit or AarQn and Moses; 
when Aaron died, tbc clouds of gJory di$appCared, but boCh [tbc well and tbc clouds] weic restored on die 
merit of Moses; when Moses died, all dlrce disappeared and I.hey did not recum. At tbc time Israel was J 
~and did not do' all tbc milzvot .... " 
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Upon the death of Miriam. the water disappears and the people are forced to come 

to Moses for water. Moses and the people quarrel over the lack of waier which results in 

the people's threat to stone Moses. f-5 a result. Moses runs into the Tent of Meeting. and 

the iext then reads: 

' God said to him, "Mo.ses. what are you doing?" 
Moses said before God. "Your children want to stone me. If I had not fled. 
already I would be stoned." 
God said, "How long will you speak ill of my children. It was not enQugh 
that at Horev. you said. 'They are alnwsr ready 10 stone m.e'[Ex 17:4]. 
Now pass before them and I will see if they stone you or not." as it is said, 
"God said to Moses. 'Pass before the peop/e"'[Ex 17:51. 

In this scene the Midrash is building iension between Moses and God. The Midrash .'.11ust 

ultimately explain the perplexing question of why Moses is punished for hitting the rock. 

In a parallel scene in Exodus 17:3-7, Moses is commanded by God to hit the rock to bring 

forth water for the people. But in Numbers 20. Moses also hi ts the rock to bring forth 

water. but is punished for not sanctifying God. Jacob Milgrom. in his commentary to 

Numbers, offers eleven different explanations by commentators for ~oses' punishment.26 

Midrash Petirat M6she condemns Moses for hitting and not speaking to the rock. 

The Midrash shows us how Moses will reach this point of frustration by creating a tension 

between Moses and God, which culminaies in Moses hitting the rock. Tension is also . - . 
created between Moses and the people by showing Moses' increasing frustrations with 

them. God thus asks above, "How long will you speak ill of my children?" God is siding 

wiU. thl" people.against .Moses. Moses reaches such a level of frustration with Israel that he 

can no longer be their leader. 

Mid.rash Petirat Moshe may be commenting on the frustrations of leadership, 

specifically Mm;~s' isolation, which engenders erunfty towards the very people he is 

leading. 

26Milgrom, Numbers, pp. 4Sl-4S2. 
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2. The Rock 

The focus on Moses' mind set continues in the Midrash as he and the people go out 

and look for che rock God ha'i told them will spout water: 

[Moses] said to them, ''I don't know from which rock God wants to give 
you water." 
Israel responded, "You were our prophet and our shepherd in the dese1t and 
now you say you don't know from which rock God wants to give you 
water?" 
At the same time, Moses and Aaron gathered them around one rock, as it is 
written, "Moses and Aaron gathered them around one rock"[Nu 20: 10], 
Moses said to himself, "If I say to the rock, 'Bring forth water,' and it 
doesn't bring forth, I will be embrurnssed before the people and they will 
say to me, 'Moses, where is your wisdom?'" 

The Midrash paints Moses as a leader concerned with his own appearance as much as the 

welfare of the Israelites. It is a strikingly human, and uncomplimentary po1trayal of Moses 

at this juncture. The people goad him into feeling unsure by reminding Moses that he was 

their prophet and shepherd in the desert and now he cannot find the rock from which God 

wants to give them water. Moses, the great leader of the Israelites, is profoundly afraid of 

feeling "embarrassed." In not knowing where the rock was, and then being wonied about 

his failing, the Midrash reinforces Moses' distance from God. 

Moses testifies to this break between God and Moses, by saying, "You rI.srael] 

know that the Holy One is capable of performing a miracle for you but He has hidden it 

from me." After 38 years of being in the wilderness, Moses can no longer recongnize 

God's miracles, nor can he assume God will act for him in bringing forth the water. 

In the climactic scene of the first part of the Midrash, Moses sets his rod upon the 

rock, but "The rock began to produce water on its own." Then Moses hits the rock, and 

the rock begins to flow blood. God asks the rock why blood is flowing from it, and the 

rock responds, "Because Moses hit me." God then chastizes Moses, "Did I tell you to 

strike the rock? Did I not tell you to speak to it?" Moses responds, "I spoke but water did 

not come." This is Moses at his lowest point, like a child who is lying to a parent for what 

he has done. 

1 8 
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Th~M,idrash continues: 

God said. "You command Israel. 'Jn riglueousness judge your 
nei!Jh_bor'[Le 19: 15), ':ll'd you ~ill not judge the rock with righteousness? 
This 1s the one that raised you in Egypt. as it is _Jwrinen. 'He made him suck 
honey from the rock'[Dt 32: 13]. and this is how you repay it? Moreover. 
you said to my children, 'listen you rebels!'[Nu 20: l<YJ They are not 
rebels. rather fools. They are fools and you are wtse. but you will not enter 
with the fools to the land. as it is wrinen,..!So you will nor take this 
people'[Nu 20: 12). 
After God spoke thusly to Moses, God said to the rock. 'Tum the blood 
into water,' as it is written. 'Who turned the rock into a pool of water and a 
flint into a flowing stream'(Ps 114:8). 

Moses' punishment comes about because of his anger at Israel and thus he breaks his 

relationship with Gqd. Because he no longer acts as God's prophet. he is just a man and 

must die with the generation in the wilderness. 

This section of Petirat Aharon reaches its end with the dissolution of the 

relationship berween Moses and God. In the poem from Ha'atint4, Deuteronomy 32, the 

rock is a symbol of motherly care, letting the Israelites suck honey as if it were breast· 

feeding them. God is the father of Israel and the rock is a motherly figure. Moses has hit 

the rock-though and fundamentally broken tHe connection with his "parents" that nurtured 

him. Again, the Midrash underscores the idea that Moses is a child. too immature to enter 

the Promised Land. 

Finally, the Midrash says that Moses was not even the one who brought forth water 

from the rock. It was God, Himself, who changed the blood into water, thus 

reestablishing order. -With 1hal, it~ clear that the dissolution is complete. God bringing 

forth the water is a new beginning of sons, and Moses bas no place in this new world. He 

must, therefore, die in the wilderness. 

Strangely, throughout this w)lol~ first section of the Midrash wh.ich describes the 

scene at the rock, Aaron is barely even mentioned. His role in the scene is not elucidated, 
• 

instead it remains as anfbiguous as it is in the Torah's description of Numbers 20. Given 

the fact thal the Midrash spends so much time trying to clarify Moses' sins, it is wonh / 

noting its silence when it comes to Aaron. 

\ . 
' 
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.-- , _Perhaps the Midrash is purpo~ly keeping silent about Aaron's guilt at the rock. 

because the Midrash 'portrays Aaron as such a pure person. Further, the relationship 

between Moses and Aaron is so imenwined, anp yet dominated by Moses, that it is not 

surprising the Midrash focusses on Moses' activicies.·before moving to Aaron. 

' 

B. Petirat Aharon • Part II 

The News or Aaron's Death 

The second pan of the Midrash leaves the waters of Meribat Kadesh behind, and 

picks up with the story of Aaron's impending death. and Moses' role in teUing him of the 

death: 

Wnen God decreed that Moses and Aaron will die, he called to Moses and 
said to him, 'My servant Moses. in aJI my house you are faithful. It is a 
difficult thing I have to tell you and it is hard for me tQ do.' 
Moses said, 'What is this thing?' 
God said, That Aaron will be gathered co his people, because he will not 
come into the land that I gave j6 the children of Israel because you rebelled' 
against the word of God at the waters of Meri bah.' 

One of the questions lhis text raises is why God tells Moses to tell Aaron lhat he is going to 

die, instead of telling Aaron directly. In Numbers Rabbah, there is a parable explaining 

why God tells Aaron at all that he is going to d.ie, 7 but there is ~ explanation of why 

' Moses needs to be the conveyor of this piece of infonnation, other than Moses' established 

role as the ml!diatorbCcween God and tM people. The Midrash also talces Aaron's 

rebellion as self-explanatory and never discussos it. 

' 
27Nmnbcrs Rabbab 19:17 read$:. Wby didn't Aaron die like Miriam that no one lmew of her death? Rather, 
il was said to Moses, "Aaron wilJ be gathered. "(Nu 20:24) This ls like a king that bas 2 financial officers 
pod they did DOt SJY a word witbout bis knowledge. One of them bad a nice piece of land on the ting's, and 
the king needed iL The king said lO bim. "Even though be is living the~ 8l my permission, I cannot lake 
lbe land without anoouncing thus." So God said, "These two old righteous ones, they did not do a thing 
without my knowledge and DOW when [ went to take lbem, I can't take them without anoouncing it to/ 
tbcm: Thus. it is said, "And Aaron will be gad>ered. • • I 



Moses is reticent to relay this message from God to Aaron. He admits, "My 

' ther is older than I. How can I tell him,'Go up to the mountain of Hor and there you 

· die?'" God responds by telling Mose~ to take Aaron and Eleazer up the mountain and. 

Say soft. supporting words, and through them ['hese words]. Aaron will understand the 

aner." The Midrash has a strong.sense of humanity here. God instructs Moses to brtak 

e news to his brother softly. However. God also instructs. "And after the three of you . 
on the mountain. strip Aaron of his clothing, and dress Eleazer. his son, in them, and 

on will be gathered and die there." This act is much more involved in transfening 

wer than in conveying the human dimensions of the scene. The Midrash will continue to 

move back and forth between a psychological portrayal of Moses. Aaron, and their 

lationship, and a stress on the importance of Aaron's death in transfening the status of 

e priesthood. 

The Mid.rash continues with Moses still reticent to tell Aaron. He only is able to 

y, "The Holy One gave me a command concerning you." But Moses will riot telJ him 

hat it is until they are outside 'the camp: 
. 

When they were outside the camp. Aaron said to him, "Tell me what 
God said to you." 
Moses said, "Not until we reached the mountain." 
At that moment. Moses said ro Israel, "Remain here, until we return 
to you. I, Aaron, and Eleazer wiH go up the mountain, we will 
hear, and we will come down. 

~ in the bib~J~xt, there arc echoes of the Akedah in this scene. Moses tells Israel that 
~ i.r ,,,. 

c is going to ascend the mountain to pray. and that all three will rcrum. It is reminiscent 
• 

of Abraham telling his servants to wait while he and Isaac will go up to worship~ and both 

:will then rerum.28 The Mid.rash uses this Akedah allusioo to show how trusting and 

passive Aaron is at his death. 
' . 

• 

''""'---is 22:S. Also. see below, Chapter 8. "A Comparison of'Aaron and Moses' Ocatbs," pp. 97-103, J 
for a men iDdep(b seudy of Aaron's dt.alb in reladombip IO the Akcdab. 
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The Rock 

The focus on Moses' mind set continues in the Midrash as he and the people go out 

Id look for che rock God hac; told phem will spout water: 

!Moses! said tO them. "I don't kndw from which rock God wants co give 
you water." ' 
Israel responded, "You were our prophet and our shepherd in the desert and 
now you say you don't know from which rock God wants to give you 
water?" 
At the same time. Moses and Aaron gathered them around one rock. as it is 
written. "Moses and Aaron gathered them around one rock"INu 20: IO J. 
Moses said to himself. "If I say to the rock. 'Bring forth water,' and it 
doesn't bring forth, I will be embarrassed before the people and they will 
say to me, 'Moses. where is your wisdom?"' 

le Midrash pain rs Moses as a leader concerned witJ1 his own appearance as much as the 

~)fare of the Israelites. It is a saikmgly human. and uncomplimentary portrayal of Moses 

rus juncture. The people goad him into feeling unsure by reminding Moses that he was 

ir prophet and hepherd in the desert and now he cannot find the rock from which God 

rts to give them water. Moses. the great leader of the Israelites. is profoundly afraid of 

•Jing "embarrassed." ~n not knowing where the rock was, and then being worried about 

~failing . c.he Midrash reinforces Moses' distance from God. 

Moses testifies to this break between God and Moses. by saying. "You [Israeli 

ow that the Holy One is capable of f>erf orming a miracle for you but He has hidden it 

In me." After 38 years of being in the wilderness. Moses can no longer recongnize 

jd's..mirac~s. nor can he ~sume God will act for him in bringing forth the water. 

In che climactic scene of the first part of the Mid.rash, Moses sets his rod upon the 
" 

k, but "The rock begari to produce water on its own." Then Moses hits the rock, and 

1 rock begins to flow blood. God asks the rock why blood is flowing from it, and c.he 

k resP,onds, ")3ecause Moses hit me." God !.hen chastizes Moses, "Did I tell you to 

the rock? Did I not cell you to speak to it?" Moses responds, "I spoke but water did 

come." This is Moses ac his lowest poin4 like a child who is lying to a parent for what 
" 

I 

\ ii' f_ 1 8 

• 



-

' 

.. 

, 

f 

The Midrash thc:n build!. the tension of Mose~ nm bo!mg able co cell Aaron directly 

own funlic r: 

Moses a;.kcd co speak w11h Aaron. buc he did no1 know how 10 tell him. 
M9ses said to him. "Aaron, my brmher. has God given you a gift?" 
Aaron said. "Yes." 
Moses said, "Wha1?" 
Aaron said. "God ha~ given ma an ahar and cable wich bread." 
Moses said. "Perhaps. all thac has been en1tus ted 10 yol!. He now requests 
that you return 11." 
Aaron said. "Wha1'!" 
Moses said. "Has a candle been give IO you?" 
Aaron said. "Not jus1 one candle was given me. buc all of the -.even nnd 
behold they an: burning in the Tem of Meeting." Moses wanied Aaron 10 

fed !hat his soul was being compared to a candle. as it is wrinen. "The light 
of God tl 1/ie soul ofmtm"Wr 20:271. When Moses saw thac Aaron did not 
underscand the ching, he said. "In 1tu1h, you will be cal led pure." as ic is 
wri11tn. ·And to Levi, God said. 'Yo1ir Urim and T11111im is wi1h \'01tr pious 
man."IDt 33:8). · 

In citing Dcuu:ronomy 33:8. the midrashist has lhe full ver.rc in mind which continues. 

•who was tested at Ma.ssah and whom You scrove with at Meribah." The prooftext seems 

to be extolling Aaron's virtue, when, in fact, the scene by the waters is the reason for 

nron's death. 

The motif of Moses being unable to tell Aaron that he is going to die reaches its 

ax after Moses tells Aaron to take his priestly clothes and give them to Eleazcr.:?9 The 

text for Moses' request is that he would like 10 enter a cave, and because it might be a 

·a1 place, therefore. it w0uld be impw-e for Aaron tO enter dressed in his priestly clothes. 

e irony is, of course. that the burial pl11ce will be Aaron's . 

Upon entering the cave, Aruun sees lhe minisiering angels preparing his bier and 

"My broiher. how long were you going to continue hiding this from me 
what God told you? You know that when God spoke with you at the 
beginning: His words te~tifi~ to h~w I felt. "Whtn ht {AMo'!f sus you 
{Moses/ he will be glad in his heMI fEx 4:14). Why do you hide from me 
what God has spoken to you? Eveii if it is words of death. behold I will 
accept them.happily. 

is ea symborfzloa lbe cransrer ol power is given exccoded treatincn1 in eat!icr midnl.1bim. Sec 1bc 
owin& seetlon on the "Development of Mldmb Q11 ~·s Death." pp. 33-34. 
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1be prooftex.t provides 3 nice symmerry to the n:la11onship b.:tween Aaron and Moses. 

bringing us back to the: beginning of their relationship in the Torah A1 the end of Aaron's 

llfe, we see the roles having changed only >hgh1ly. h 1s still Mose;, who i~ unable co speal.. 

the neCC$.)af)' words. The contrast between the 1wo ;, also ~iark in 1cnm of Aaron\ 

immediate acceptance of God '~ decree. While Mo.es fumblcll for words. and wa' anxious 

about the death. Aaron faces 11 with equanim11y. exactly as Moses hoped he would when he 

comp:ued his soul 10 a candle 

Aaron is. in fact. not angry at his fate. Rather, he is :1 ngry nt Mose>' relucrnnce to 

have told him about his death, bcca•LSC Aaron could have said goodbye to htS mother. his 

wife, and son had Ile known before he departed. Moses re.~ponds: 

"My brother. don"t you know it has been 40 years since you made the 
golden calf. and it wa.o. llc:creed that you should die. but I stood in pr:iyer 
and supplicated before God and saved you from death. as it is said. "and 
Aaron angered God"IDt 9:201. Now behold, my death will not be like your 
death: when you die. I will bury you. and when I will die. I won"1 have a 
brother to bury me. When you die. your sons will inherit your place: when 
I die. str.ingers w!U inherit my honor." These word~ pacified Aaron, and he 
went up 10 the bier. and God accepted his soul. 

MCISCS answers Aaron's com pl aim with his own complaint about how horrible his death is 

JOing 10 be compared 10 that of Aaron's. From a modem perspective. Moses is portrayed 

as terribly selfoh. but i1 is difficult 10 ascenain the author's intent because Moses' words 

fon Aaron. The comfort is due to A.:lron CJtpericncing a "good death." TI1e pans of 

·.s "good death" are the following: He has lived forty years longer rhan he might have. so 

should be grateful for his eJtua rime: he is buried by family: hii. sons an: going to 

tinue his role; and finally. the death itself is peaceful. Aaron knows he is going to be 

pted inio the next world. and that tl1e angels are then: to take his soul. 

These an: the things that Moses wiU not experience. The emphasis on family in 

n's death appears io be an indicunent of Moses for his la~k of concern for his family. 

contrast, in Deuteronomy Rabbah 11 : IO. Moses is la~ed for his purity since he did not 

ve sexual relaiions with his wife1 Here. however, !here is almost a polemic against a 
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kind of smidsm or uuer devo11on lO God which woul(LJ11akc one unabk m have a family. 

Pan of a "good death" is passing along the fuwn: to the next gencrauon. 1lle Rabbis 

picture the liminal momcm of death as one of peace and conienuncm for Aaron. 

C. Petirat Aharon · Denouement 

Afier the death of Aaron. Moses and ElcaLCr come down the mountain only w 

cncounier an irate Israel wondering where: Aaron L~. They ..ccu~ Mo= of killing him. 

and will no1 let Moses g() until ihey see hun. "dead or alive." nus motif appears in many 

sources.30 Moses stands in prayer and asl..s God to shuw the people Aaron. and God 

responds by suspending his body in the air. "and tlie t111ire co1111111111iry saw that Atmm 

IXpired"I Nu 20·291. This mocif is based on the T orah's claim that "the enure community 

aaw tha1 Aaron died." when Aaron really died on lhe mountain.31 God's showing 1hc 

people Aaron's body solves a number of problems: "The veneration of Aaron's bunal 

place: the notion !hat A;Jron is still alive or !hat he has been 'assumed' into heaven' and lhe 

denial of the possibili1y of making a god of Aaron. ·32 The theme of Aaron's burial site 

· ppellring appe3JS taken from midnishim on Moses' death. because then: IS nothing in 

~Torah that would lead one 10 believe Aaron's burial site is hidden. The qucsuons of 

umption and veneration of burial places will be crucially imponnnt when we 1um tO 

'drashim on Moses' death, bu1 in Midrash Petini1Moshe1hesc questions seem secondary 

lhe relationships between the people. Aaron. and Moses. 

The stofy emphasizes the people's love for Aaron. and clearly !heir distrus1 of 

ses. Why does the midrash portray Aaron as so beloved. and Moses as distrusted? 

re is a '":ell-known midrash which anributcs this conuas1 10 Moses' strict sense of 

Numben.Rabbab 19:20 and Yalkut Sh!mocu. Vol. I. 787. 
Chapter I abo~e. "Dealll See~ In lbe Tot11h." p. 12. 

eblmll) · Petita1 Abaroo.. p. so. 
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judgement versus Aaron's peac.:ful nature.ll Th&-midrash may be making a comment 

about appropriate leadership style. 

The Rabbi's portrayal of Mo_\<:, is. after all. qu11c ~urprising He is descnbcd in 

!his midrash as self-serving, ~ having losi necessary faith in God. and a.~ being di<.irustful 

Much of it stems from his calling 1he people "rebels" in Numbers 20: 10. Aaron is 

presumed tnnoccnt of lhis act. and thll!> is beloved by the people. The midrash ulumately 

• wanrs us to be wary of Mose~· leadership. It >eem> to ponray A:ll'On ~the populiM and 

Moses as an elitis1, and his eliusm causes him l:.'T'Cal anxiety and despair over his own 

passing That 1~ the ultimate message: Mo~ dies w1thou1 anyone to bury him. because he 

has isolated himself fmm everyone. including God. In other midrashim. including. Yalkut 

Shimoni. Voi. I. 664 for example. at !11e preci~ momcn1 when Mose> say~ he is worried 

about being alone al dea1h. God intervenes to ~ay that He will take can: of Mose.. But in 

our text. I.he absence of this sratemem is notable. In Midrash Pctir.11 Aaron. Moses i~ 

ultimately separ.ucd, even from God. 

Midrash Pecirat Aharon ends by laking us back to I.he beginning in a very anful 

way. The midrash returns to the disappearance of the clouds of glory. Because the clouds 

of glory have disappean:d, the people. for the first time in the wilderness. sec the sun and 

lhe moon in the firmament. and they want to bow down to them. All the time I.hey had 

been travelling in1he wilderness. the clouds of glory had covered I.he sun and moon. 

"When God saw that they wanted to bow down to the sun and moon, He said to them. 

'Did I not say 10 you in my Torah, 'lest you lift up yo11r eyes to heaven and when yu11 see 

the sun, ond tltt mcon, and the stars, and all thl' lwsts of tire lrtoven, you will be misftd w 

worship them. ... ?'"[Dt 4: 19) The death of Aaron has led to a new beginning. The clouds 

of glol)l were there 10 proteet Israel, but now with his passing. that protection is gone. 

33AVQll de R. Natan, vcnlon A. ell. 12. 
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In B.T. Rosh HashUJ1ah 3a 1herc is a midr:l\h based on :-lumber; ~;39-40. ·And 

Aharon was 120 years. old when he died on M1. Hor: And lhc Canani1e king of Arad. who 

dweh in the land of the egev. heard of the corning of the children of l~real." The midr.ish 

connects the verses 10 say when the clouds of glory lifted. the king could -.ee lsrac:l and 

am1ck. The Talmud follows by saying 1ha1 in Nu 20:29 .. And al l !he congr\!gation saw ... .. 

should be read, "And all the congregaoon "·as ufrwJ • .. • because of the danger they were 

now in from 1hc: king of Arad. 

It is noicworthy that in Peiirai Aharon. the d~ppear.incc: of 1he clouds of glory 

does not cause phsycial fc:1r. r.ilher 1heological cn;is. Perhap> 1h1s fit, in more wi1h 1he 

themes of Peurai Aharon. Miorash Pcura1 Aharun >ees in v:uiou. gui;e;. humani1y"s failure 

to worship God properly. F1rs1 Moses' failure at 1he wa1ers of Meriba1 Kadesh. and lhen 

the people's failure 10 believe Moses. Only Aaron·; charac1er remains unscathed as a 

believer. The end of Pttirai Aharon is thus one of difficulty. as it ends with the people: 

ttying 10 figure ou1 how to serve God without 1heir beloved High Priest 

J 
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Chapter III. The Development of Midrashim on 
Aaron's Death 
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In comparison IO midrashim on Moses' death, '11;1fJy n11dr-J,h1c matenal on Aaron's 

death is scant and the themes developed an: very fOCUl>Cd around a companson of the two 

brothers. The midrash dwdls on the people:\ mten.\1vc mourning for Aaron and 

jaxtapo~ th1~ with the people'~ dist.rust of Moses. Where Aaron accep~ the new, of his 

death wilh cquttnimity, Mose' cannot bnng himself 10 c:ven tell hi' brorher of 1>1s fotc. The 

midr.ish dcpim Aaron as deeply cl>nnccr.cd to rhe people. and his delrh m.:an~ emouonal 

Ud c,:ven physical diffkuhies for !hem. 

I. Tannaitic Sources 

Two tannaitic midrashun describe! Aaron's dealh: Sifre Zurn . .l::ill.ls.ka! 19:11 -16, and 

Sifre Deuteronomy 339 in a slighlly diflerenr fonn. The following i> from Sifre Zuta: 

"And htsrri~d Aaron ofh1s c/orhn tind p1111hemon E/ie::,rr" (Nu 
20:28). one had 2 lgannentsl. one had 3 (garments). He (MO.)C:S) >aid to 
him (Aaron). "Enter the cave." And he entered iL "Stmighren your hund." 
and he str.1ighcencd ic. "Close your mourh" and he clo~d it "Close your 
eyes." and he closed rhem. Ac that moment. Moses said, "Happy is lhc one 
who dies in this way.· Therefore. ir is s.:Ud. "When Aaron. your brorher, 
dies. ic will be a death you desire.· 

JD Petirar Moshe !here is a ve.ry similar descriplion of Moses' death. bur only the 

lllinisccring angels were responsible for telling Moses what to do. From !his piece of 

'drash, the idea develops which is made explicit in Yalkur Shimoni,3-l that God and the 

· ccring angels act for Moses at his death, as Moses does for Aaron at his death . 

This scc:ne depicts a very jealous Moses. which begs the question of what about 

n's death is Moses jealous? In Pctirat Aharon. Moses says he wa.ntS a death like 

n's because Aaron does not die alone. but here we can only guess !hat Moses wants to 

gently led'lo his dealh. the way Aaron is led by him . 
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Another early midr.1$h concerning Aaron's death is found in A\Ot de ~bbi Namn, 

version B. 25. and ii. mo. contains almo>1 an exact parallel 10 1he comment above. It is 

also concerned with why the biblical lc't sayi. B'nai Yiuutl moumed for Moses.l\ but ktJI 

Ito· 'tdalr. the entire: congregation. moumcd for Aaron 36 The midra\h understand' 1h1s 10 

mean that more people mourned for A(U'()n then for Moses. and II pn1v1des four diffcre111 

reasons why thi.\ was the case. First. Mose' wa... a Judge Wld 1hui. had 10 rule 1mparually. 

while Aaron w3:1 a maker of peace and as a rc~uh wa, more bclo,-ed. The ..econtl reason i.\ 

a bit ambiguous. When the people saw Eleazer in Aaron's l'lmhe>. they all moumed. 

Third. Moses and Eleazer came down from the mountnin weeping. thu> inspinng everyone 

to mourn Founh. a comment found in B.T Rosh HasJwnul1 3a. Strei.'\Cs that .vhcn the 

clouds of glory disappenrcd 1he people were ufraid of being attacked. They mourned more 

because they realized how dependent they were on Aaron and their fear added 10 their 

mouming.17 

The empha...is on Moses being less mourned thun Aaron reinforces u theme 

developed in Peurat Aharon regarding their leadership. Espectally in the first cxplanaaon 

given, Um Moses was forced to be the judge. whale Aaron could make peace. lhe reader 

,learns that Moses' leadership isolated him from people. His role as the authority meant thut 

he ~as forced 10 make judgements among people. Further. when:as Aaron had others to 

bury him, Md the whole congregation saw hill} die, Moses' death was only seen by God. 

Moses' fate of being a prophet of God ultimately isolated him. compared 10 his brother 

who was beloved by the people, and on who's behalf the community was granted the 

clouds of glory. 

In Sifre Deuteronomy 305 otnd Midmsh Tannalm on Deutm>nomy 34:5. there are 

references to Aaron not n:ally dying~ Similar to the midrashim about Moses, God hus 

l 5Dcuaorooomy 34:8. 
36Numbcn 20:29. 
37Scc a dUcU$SiOi'I above ill C!Japccr 2, on "Mlclrush Pctlnu,Ahamo. • p. 27. abOUt abe mnoval or Ille 
clouds of &Joey. 

J 
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hidden hLm, g~naw. in the world-10-come. In Sifre Deuteronomy. Mo-.cs respQQ_th 10 

lsr:icl when they ask when: Aaron IS. "God h:L~ hidden hLm in 1hc "orld·lo<ome." Tim 

eitprc~1on implies tha1 Aaron may no1 have really died, bu1 w:b t:O.en by God. Thi;, idea 

is not deve loped in midmsh on Aaron\ tlea1h. a.' 111s for Mo'<!,· death h doe' ,how an 

equality berween the brothers iri lha1 their ullima1e fa1c., "'en: 1he '-ame. 

2. The Talmud 

The Talmud contains few references lO 1hc moment of Aaron dymg. As already 

mentioned. in B.T. Taar1119a the clooth of glory are given 10 lsroel on AJron's bt-h31f. and 

in Rosh Haslianoli 3a. the king of Arad Jltacks them upon Aaron\ dealh Buba Batra I 7a 

also h~ the famous s1a1emen1. "Six :tn: 1101 under lhe control of the angel of dea1h: 

Abraham. ls'1l!c, Jacob, Mose;,, r\aron. and Minam ..... For Mose~. Aaron, and Mmam u 

S3)'S. 'By the mouth of Goc1:• l8 The phr.ise. ·'al pi Adonai" could be read. "a1 1he 

command of,• but it is c lear that the Rabbis mean 1t physically. Michael Fishbanc wri1.es, 

"Most cleverly. the (anonymous) sages m1dra.sh1cally coru.U'UC lhc standard idiom 'al pi. ·a1 

the command of.' in an utterly literal way in order 10 suppon lhe idea of death 'by the 

mouth' of God. The mysterious death of these persons by divine Jictau: (in Scripiurc). is 

thus. anthropomorphically uansfigured in lit.is m~drash. ·3'1 

Fishbane suppons this idea by wha1 follows in the Talmud. An objection is raised 

to the statement that Miriam died 'al pi udonai • · by the kiss of God. because the Torah 

docs not say it. Bui Rabbi Eleaz.er rcbuts,·"Mirinm also died by a k~. a.~ we learn from 

the occum:nce of 1he word. 'there"'O [both with regard to her dea1hJ and 1ha1 of Moses. 

·And why is it no1 said [more directly) ?f her tha1 (she died) 'by the mouth of Godr 

l8Moses dies by lbc moulll ()(God In Ocurdonomy 34:.S: Ind AalOll dies.by the moulh or God 1n Nu. 
33:38. 
l9Micbael Flsbbant, T?tr Kiss. i,i. 17-18 • 

~umbers 20: l. I 
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Because such an e~pn:ssion would be dbrei.pcctful flit-her. a.' a prou.\ wom3nl."41 The 

Idea that the text saying 'a/ pt admwi about Mmam would be d15n:~pectful. suppons a very 

anthropomorphic reading of the expre."11ion. because only if 11 wen: anthropomorphic 

woul? it be diMcspectful. A tradition in Song of Song' Rubbah 1.2.16 extend' death by 

the kiss of God to include all the ngh1eous. 

Fishbane doc~ nut addre~ wh} the Rabbi.~ anihropomorph1z.c the expression and 

why. they would introduce thi~ i.cxual demelu to Min.un·~ ~Jth. Perhap. death by the 

actual mouth of God n:pre-;cn1.1. a mon: intimate ~ing who~h 1s bcti11in~ the "three 

shepherds.· 

J. Numbers Rabbah. Yulkut Shimoni 

The real expansion of midrash on Aaron·~ death take~ place in Numbe~ Rabbah. 

Numbers Rabbah 19:9 responds directly to the question which all of PctirJt Aharon 

ignores: What was Aaron's sin'!: 

"God said ro Moses, 'Because you did not beliti•t in me'"I Nu 20: 121. 
Why was Aaron punished? To what Clln this be compared? To a creditor 
who comes to ralce the grains of one who owes him money. and he took lus 
and his neighbors. Said the one who owed. "If Jam the one who owes. 
what is the sin of my poor neighbor?" So Moses said before God. "Master 
of the Universe. I got angry. what was Aaron's sin'!" So it is written in 
praise of AarM. "And of uvi, lit said. 'ut your Urim (Jlld 1·011r Tttmim bt 
with your pious one"[Dt. 33:81. 

Moses exonenues Aaron from any wrongdoing at the waters of Meribah. The Midrash 

squaltS Aaron with an iMOCCnt person who gets caught up in the sin of his neighbor. 

The Midrush continues on this theme in 19: I 0: 

V anlty was intlkicd upon the land. that there are righteous to whom it 
happens according 10 the wicked"fEc 8: 14). When God cursed the snake, 
"Cursed are you"fGn 3: 141, ,the snake was not allowed co plc~d at all. The 
snake might have said. "You said to Adtlm. 'Don't cat' and I said to him, 
'Eat'. these arc the words of t1ie teacher and the student. the words of one 

41 Asbbane'I tranilatlon. nit Kin. p. 18. 
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who hearkens. why now do you curse me? But he v.-as not allowed to 
plead at all. And Aaron could have said tQ..God. "I have nm U11ll'lgi-essed 
your words. why should I die ~-

The Ecclesiasu:s quote ~uggesi;, 1he unti11mes., 1ha11hc nµhteou.' often ,uffer the ,ame fo1c 

as !he wicked. And the: fate of the snake who 1<; nOI allo,.cd to plead 1~ hl..encd to Aaroo to 

rtinforcc the notion 1ha1 the righteous are pun~hcd with 1hc wicked. The midrash'~ a1u:mp1 

IO claim Aaron's innocence is no1 really picked up m Pc11ra1 Aharon. Peor.11 Mo.he also 

bas !he same inclination nOl to discuss at all why Mos.:'" being punished wilh death. But 

'in Numbers Rabbah. we get a number of explana110n.<; for Mo<;c~' puni,hmeni as well a..' 

Aaron's. The h1~torical reason~ why !he Pctiro1 do 001 address 1he J~llficauons for their 

punishment~. "hilc Numbers Rabbah 1Hentrallyconcemcd Wllh 11. remain unclear. 

Numbers Rabbah docs not hav.: an account of Aarnn'• actual death except in brief, 

"lake Aaron and stnp him'( Nu 20:25( God said 10 him. 'You can comfon him that he 

will pass his crown to his son. I something] you will 001 be able to do to your sons.'"41 

1ltis brief statement comros1s Moses and Aaron sharply. Goo he1ghrens Moses' own 

feelings of isolaoon by poiming ou1 how Aaron hru. children to C:llT)' on his work. while 

Moses docs not. 

Numbers Rabbah continues in 19:20 with a different a.."COunt of the people at'Cusing 

Moses and Eleazer of doing something to Aaron: 

"And all the rom11umity saw thar Aaro11 expired"[ Nu 20:291. When Moses 
and Eleazer went down from !he mountain. all the community galhercd 
a.round them, and !hey said to them. "How is Aaron1" 
They replied, "Dead" 
The people asked. "How was the angel of dcalh able to hun him? A man 
stood up to the angel of dcalh and stopped him. saying. "An~ he stood_ 
btrwee11 the dead and tire living"( Nu 17: 13(: If you bnng him. good, 1f not. 
WC will Stone you." 
At the same time. Mo51:s stood in prayer and said to God. "Remove our 
suspicion." . . 
Immediately. God opened the cave and showed (Aaron) to them. as 111s 
$aid. "The whole congregation saw that Aaron expired.· 
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The structure of !his theme is th.: same .._, in Pe1irnt Aharon. the difference is on ly in the 

season for the people's dbbelief of M o...es and Eleazer. The people claim Lha1 Aaron had 

the power 10 s1op the angel of cJcath. 1huJ. Mose> and Eleatcr mu,1 be lying. In Number' 

17: I 0-13. God says he is going consume the (!<!Opie. but Moses tell> Aamn to take a fire 

pan from the altar. 

And mkc it quickly 10 I.he congregation. and make atoncmen1 for I.hem. for 
wrath is gone out from God: the plague has begun. Aaron took 11 as Moses 
commanded. and ran in10 1he m1<b1 of the communny. 11nd. behold. I.he 
plague had begun. and he pUI on 1hc incense, and made amnemcnt for the 
people: lllld he >lood be1w~ life and dealh. and he s1opped the plague. 

In Pesikta Rabbali. Pisqa 20. thi s scene is used :is a proof1cx1to11how 1ha1 Mose' 

was iaught by the 311gcl of death 10 preserve hL' life. Th~ seemi. 10 be rhc only place where 

this power is mentioned in coMcction with Aaron. The prooftext is mo>I ironic because 

Moses i~ the one who iells Aaron what 10 do to save 1he people. but it is Aaron who gcl5 

lhe credit 3Ild affce11on for saving them. 

In Yalkut Shimoni. three different versions of Aaron's death ure given. The firs1 is 

1 repetition of the tr.idilion found in Sifre Zurn.~~ Tile second and third version arc both 

lbematically linked to Pttirat Aharon. bu1 develop the themes of Moses' fc111 of u:lling 

Aaron he wa.~ going to die. and I.he chani,>ing of the garments in a different manner. The 

second version. found in volume I. 66-i. is exceedingly human in i~ depiction of Mo=' 

R. Huna in the name of R. Tan hum Bar H1yya said. "What did Moses do? He 
woke up early in I.he morning, went out to Aaron and began 10 caU. 'Aaron. my 
brother. come out AlllOn said, "Why did you wake up early and come ~re 
today?" 

'Moses said. "I was up all nigbt with a difficult piece of TorJh. so I woke up e111ly 
a.nd broupit it to you.• 
Aaron said. "What is it? 
Moses said, ·1 don't know. only that it is in BercshiL • 
"Bring it and WC will read iL. 
He brought Bercshi1 and I.hey read e~h parashah an~ in each one they sai~ w~at 
God created is good. When they 111Tived a1 the crcDUOn of man, Moses said, What 
can we say about mall. that be brought death into I.he world?" 
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Aaron SU!d. "My brother. do not say th is thing. Who are we not 10 receive 1hc 
d~re~ of God? ~created Adam and Eve and they merited 13 canopies. as it 1s 
said. You were tn Eden. the garden of God'(Ez 28. IJI and ate food from the 
trees. as it is said. "You are dust"(Gn l 19). ' 
Moses said to him after aU hi~ prai<;c. "The rime of your dcarh h~ amved." 

In a cerutin sense. Moses has manipulated An.ron 10 act:ep1 h1:. death . Bui the death of 

Aaron is here put in the perspective Ot Adam. and the way of all human beings is to dtc. 

As we saw in MiJrash Pt:tirat Aharon, Aaron e;.-.emially affinns the po~1u ve nature of 

existence by refusing 10 say. "hum an beings who brought death into the world wen: the 

' downfall of the creattd world • Mo:.e,, on the other hand. whu is fearful ol ..:lhng Aaron 

of his death, denigrates human being~ Again. we sec the \lime theme of Mose~· iso.ation 

from human beings. while Aaron embraces God's plan for them. 

Aaron is taken by the ki~ of the Shekh1na. as in Babu Butm I 7a. and then when the 

people ..ec j ust Moses nnd Eleazer. th1' prompt.'> another vcn.1on of thetr accU>ation a~ain.~t 

Moses and Eleazer. In this version. the people= divided in thn:e groups. "One group 

said that Moses killed him b«ause of .iealousy: one group said that Eleazer killed him 

because he wanted to inherit the High Priesthood: and one group said it was the way of 

heaven.· This is the only version of the swry where there i' a split between brncl over 

whether Moses and Eleaz.er arc murderers. 

Again, the level of distrust the people have 1owards Moses is expressed 10 '111 

astonishing degree: they run to call him a murderer! 111cre. is also no hesiuuion by the 

Rabbis to ponray this deep level of mistruSt between Moses 3lld the people. This could be 

another comment about leadership. They undcrstnnd that lendcrship of Moses' type breeds 

discontent and challenge. In Yall-u1 Shimoni. Vol. I. 787. 1herc: is ano1hcr version of the 

story. where the midrJSh says that. "Satan wen1 amongs1 them and s1im:d up all Israel 

against Moses and Eleazer. lsrJ.CI grabbed 1hcm and sa.id, Where is he'r At le:ist in this 

version. it is acknowledged that Sl1Wl is responsible. though the Rabbis might be speaking 

metapho'iically. when: Sl1Wl represenrs the yeztr lia -ra (the evil inclination). Either w11y, it 

mnk'cs clear that it is not the natural reaction of the people w accuse Moses of murder. 
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Yalku1 Shirnoni. Vol. I, 787 abo presents 1hree differcnc version~ of Aaron', 

cloches being transferred 10 Eleazer. Reprco;enci ng 1he rabbinic preoccupa11on with 

modesry. much attention is paid to acrually how the undrci..~ing was done In Petira1 

Mwon the Rabbis asks. "Is 11pos.~ible10 say tha1 when Aaron w~ ~tripped of hi> clmhes. 

be died' naked and was buried naked?" In die three Yalku1 version" as Aaron is 

_.- Ulldressing. he is either covered by min1sienng angels. the mountain. or appropriaiely for 

Aaron. the clouds of glory. The cransfer of clothes is repre>encative of the shift of power. 

Aaron's being covered by 1hese other things is h" slow 1ran~1uon into God's presence. 

Moses asks A3IOn wha11he death of the righ1eou' b. and Aaron replies. "I am unable 10 1ell 

you, only tha1 I wish I had rnme sooner 10 the pla,e I 3In now· Aaron's final uuerancc is 

of the positive nacure of dea1h. Until his final momcnL he accepts God's will. 

This theme is ultima1ely the one which come> through from surveying the scope of 

midrash surrounding Aaron's death: he accepts his f:ue with certainiy and few words. 

Ironic. given tha1 Aaron begins his biblical "career' as the spokesperson for Moses who 

~ucntly builds the golden calf. the midrash pa.incs him as the sofl-spoken beloved 

follower of God . 

I 

35 



-

... 

( 

( 

I 

Chapter IV: Midrash Petirat Moshe - The Death of 
Moses 
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Midrash Petinu Moshe rcprc<:ems the mO>I exren.\lve ni!JT'Juve rrc:auuem of Moses' 

death. The pn:mise of the Midrash is thar Mose; simply refuses w go quoclly. The 

Mi<Jr35h begins with Mose~ pleading for God not 10 rake his life Afrcr God dispatches the 

A.ogel of Deaih (a.k.a Samael). Moses lighL~ wi1h lhe Angel. rcfusi11g w give up his soul. 

- The Angel of Dcll1h ha.s a pruminem place in lhi> midr.i.~h. He 1• bo1h t1n evil figure and a 

necessary one. He goes lO rake Moi>c:s' >nut · wrapped m cruehy." yer. he 1:. a me.senger 

of God's words. Wirh the in1roducuon oi 1hc
0 

Angel of Oeal11. rhc: Midnish c~plorcs >ome 

profound theological questions as 10 God\ involvemenc with death. 

The Miura.sh also explores the 4ues1ion of wrethcr Mllse> accualty die> or is 

assumed to heaven. There arc hims m the Midrash 1hat bo1h happened. As in the Torah. 

Che amb1guicy over his ultimaie foie feel.~ purp®:ful. 

The M1drash ha\ rwo paru: one 1hcological. the other psychological. 

Theologically. the midrash Cllpands upon the biblical 1ension of Moses' death versu' his 

possible assumption 10 heaven. and his divmicy versus his humanness. Psychologically, 

the midrash also explores Moses' charac1cr. Moses is poro11ycd with a urpnsing d.:grcc 

of humanness. He is fearful of dc11th. and he is disnppoin1ed tha1 his life'~ dream of 

entering the Promised.Land is ultimaiely unrequi1ed. The comb1nar.ion of the psychological 

and the theological f~ to create a rich accoum of Moses' ulr.imnie fate . 

Words and Dealh 

Where Midrash Pctirut Aharon is_marked by Aaru~·s quiet accepwnce, Petiro1 

Moshe begins with words of anxiety. "Moses said 10 God. With words I have praised you 

before the sixty myriads, and I said 10 them. "Bthofd. 10Adonoi yourGod. 1hthtovtn.r 

till!f tht htOVtn Of /ltOVtns /Jefong .... *(Dt 10: 14) and OOW, will\ words you decree upon me 

th?'" The motif of words emerges from the biblical tcx1 hsclf. Moses' initi91 response 

in MidiBJJ io God's pla.n that he go before P)laroah, is tha1 he is of Ul\Circumcised lips and 

I 
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can nm speak well. He-is also punished for 1101 speaking to 1hc rock. and he: ironically 

dies "according to the word of God. •+i God responds to Mo..cs tha1 he mu~1 die in 1his 

world so he can live again m the world-to-come Mo..cs pleads with God . ..:iymg that he 

does not need to enter into th.: land. Me could be: like a ram or moun1:11n deer. God 

respond\, "Enough! Don't add another word in tl\e)C mauer. • Ai which point Mol>es 

.,aHi pleads and God "llys. "Did I not LCll you. do not add anmher word 10 me.• The fa~t 

lbat Moses adtls more and more word~ 1s again irum'" given ht~ staterncm in Exodw. 4: IC. 

"I am nm" man ofwortfs." 

ln Moses' first question. "Now with words you decree me to death>" "'e get .i him 

thai the decree of death is unjust. However. 1hi' 1s 1hc: only .ense tha1 we have 1hu1 MMe; 

is questioning il1c justil'e of the decree. The midra.,h. in fac1. does nm add re" 1he question 

of what Moses' ~in was at all. or why n 1s decreed 1hat he die. h take~ the mauer ~a 

Jivcn. thus raising Olher questions of why the midrash 1s si lcm on 1hb matter. when. as we 

will see. other midrashim on Moses' death are 1111eres1cd ill these qucs1ions.4S 

The midr.ish begins wilh Moses' fierce be: lief 1hu1 living as an animal IS preferable 

IO God's promise of life m the Garden of Eden. Mose; faces hlS death with utter fenr, all 

bis words are the sounds of desperation. The: midrash first sees Moses as a very 

YU.lnerable human . 

Moses then goes to different elements of creation co ask them to intervene on his 

alf with God. This motif will return at the end when the angel of death goes to the 

' fcrent elemcnis of creation in search of Moses. The nngel of death searching for Moses 

found in early midrashic texis like Sifre Deuteronomy. so this section grows our of an 

'er O'llditiort Moses goes to the land. the heavens. 1he Slars and the moon. ML Sinlli, 

rivers, and finally the objeclS of creation. All of these objectS rum Moses down. citing 

¥oses !ells God be IS ol uncircumcised lipS UI Exodus 4 : 10-12: He IS p<1nisbcd '°' nol speaking 10 lbc 
in Numbe:B 20:7-13; and be dies by God's word in Deuteronomy 34:5. 

Sec Chapter?, · wby did Moses and Aaron Die?" pp. 88-97. 
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tbeir owlrlack of power. 11lc pcrsonificauon of these nu1ural ob,en~ arc used 10 extend the 

aensc of God's dominion. There is no element of narurc . Including rhc heavens 

thcmselws. which God doc~ not hnvc con1rol and Judgement over. 

Mose~ continues his :.<:arch for help by going 10 Joshua Joshua riM!, to pray . bur 

then. "Samad came and clo..cd hi> mouth He ~aid 10 hint. "Why are you re1ec1ing the 

word of G0<t, as it is wrirlCn The roc k! I lis work is pc:rlecr, all his ways arc just"' I Dr 

• ' 32:41. Sa.mael 1s introduced abruptly and w11h a great Ilea.I of iruny. I le appeal• to Joshua 

IO stop praying 10 God for Moses, bec.iuse. in doing so. he is rcaH) dt\Obeying God The 

prooftcxt which Samael circ> is one ironically which Mol>C.'> used prcv1ousl) as a plea 10 

persuade God to change his decree 

The inclusion of Samael brings up a basic theme of Petirat Mo;h~. Snmael ii. 

arguing here for slriCIJUSUcc. He wanis God 10 hold 10 his own decm:s. Moses rs prnying 

for mercy. The tension be1wccn God's jusuce and men.-y will be cxntrul 10 the entire 

OJ idrash. 

Moses then gocs 10 Eleau:r and Caleb. and Samuel th wans lhe1r prayers as well. 

Finally, Moses goes IO the people who immediately enter into the Tent of MecDng 10 pray 

for Moses. The relationship between Moses and the people is va,.tJy different here than in 

Petirat Aharon or any of the midrash where lhe people arc: quick 10 accuse Moses of 

murdering Aaron.- When lhe people began 10 pr.iy: 

At the same time, the ministering angels cnmc down and seized the people's 
words so that their prayers would not ri!'.C 10 God. And two great angels 
were appointed over them. orie named S1kon and the other named Lab~h. 
and Lahash rerumcd what the angels seiud. Immediately. Samacl came 
down and imprisoned him with chains of fire and brought him up 10 God. 
He StnJCk him seventy liines with lashes of fire. and removed him from the 
realm of God. When Israel saw this. they ~aid. "Teacher. the ministering 
angels will not allow us lO pray for you." • 

Words nre again the theme of this inlriguing section of Petinn Moshe. The words 

of prayer arc embodied, physically ascending 10 God's throne This raises a number of 

questions. Why woold the ministering angels seize the prayers? There is a similar scene in 
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Deuterolibmy Rnbbah I I: I 0. in which we re3d. "!God) proclaimed in all 1he gates of !he 

lrmamcnt. in all !he couns. n1X 10 receive the prayer of Moo;es. and n0t 10 bring i1 10 God 

because !he decree of jus11ce was scaled ... fandf 1he voice of lhe prayer of Moi;cs is like a 

tword !hat CUL~ and slices and doesn't delay." 

God's own ambivalence in decreeing the death of Mo-..:s "underM:ured here 

God's justice is in conflic1 wilh God's mercy Mercy can ccmper JU~cicc lhrough 1hc power 

·or words. The midl'll5h begm.~ wi1h God decrcc1nii dc31h hi.:rally "wich w.:inls." so. 100. 

words have 11\e power 10 ccmper !hi.\ decree Mo.es' wonh arc seen a.> especially 

powerful. !hey have the power 10 cut and slice. Thi:. cmbod1mcm of worth is the 

concretizntion of !he nbstrucc. Sinularly. lhe mimscering angeb arc used 10 repre:.em 

diffcrcm aspects of lh.: Godhead. Laha.,h. who only appear.. m Midr.l)h Pc1ira1 Moshe. 

represents mercy. and lhe pan of the Godhead ihac can be swayed. Samael and lh<' oth<r 

angels rcprcscm strict JUSticc. Labash's being lashed and banished from che heavenly coun 

R prescnts lhe mercy God may have had for Mo~· plea being banished. 

3. Samael Versus Moses 

The midrosh continues wich God telling !he angels co go and 1ake Moses' soul. 

Each oflhe angels whom God asks is unable. Gabriel responds to God. "Mastcrof the 

Universe. how wil l I be able to witness the dealh and relrieve !he soul of one who is equal 

60 myriads?" God !hen 1ums to Samacl and instruccs him 10 bring back Mose~· soul : 

Immediately, !he Evil One rejoiced grcacly and dressed in anger and rage. he 
bound his swonl and wrapped ic in cruelly. He wcni 10 Moses. and saw 
Moses writing !he Te1111gram.aton wilh !he l~gh1 shining from i1 like lhe sun. 
and Moses was like !he angel of !he God ol hosts. 

The midrosh presents a stark conll'331 be1wccn Samael and Mosc.s. Samael 1s wrapped in 

Icy and anger holding a sword. while Moses is piccured a.s pure lighi. anncd with a 

'ting quill to write 1hc Teuagramaton. The image is ligh1 versus dart. good versus evil. 

u1 it is no1 a cosmic banle because bolh forces arc calling upon God's wiU. &unael. !he 
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la:bctypc of c:vil. is prcseni to do God's bidding Thcolog1cally. the mid~h '"showing 

dlat nothing, not even death itsclf. c:xisrs outside of God\ domain. The midr.ish is alw 

playing out the tension surrounding God's respon>ibiluy for Mo.e,· death. lly sending 

S.,acl 10 do the: job. God i, ultimately re\po!l.\tble for the Je;irh. hut •~not immediately 

rmponsible for lllking Mose\ 

_..- When Moses ;cc:s Samael qanding by him. Mose~ begins io grab and ~ hake 

Slmael: 

ISamaclf said. 'Why do you ~ake m~ :mgnly reacher? GtH' me your 
soul .' 
Moses said 10 him. 'Who gave you power~· 
Samael said. 'By !he aurhorny of rhe One that ..em me. and He is the: King 
of Kings who created :Ill creatures.' 
Moses snid 10 him. 'God forbid 1ha1 )OU an: one of Hi~ cn:auon' JJld I will 
give you my soul.' 
Samacl said. 'Behold. the souls of all the people of Ule world arc 
r:ransmined to my hand since: lite six days of creauon. · 

1bcre arc three n:fcreocc:s 10 Creation in this exchange. and the >Ubtle argumem taking 

place between Moses and lite Angel of Death is whether death 1s pan of Creation and rhu.s 

part of God's domain. The Angel of Dealh rnsisL~ that death is pan of the natural fabnc of 

Ilic world. since. from the very beginning of time. all people have died It is al~ impom1n1 

~ note that the question of sin and death is also subtly being argued. Contrary 10 

~drashim which view death as a result of si n.-16 the Angel of Death's argument removes .. . 
lit from sin. because death is an inevitability. 

Moses, therefore. moves on 10 another argument 10 II'}' 10 avoid the Angel of Dcalh 

· ng his soul. Because dcalh happens 10 all human beings, Moses argues 10 Samacl that 

is not a nOJJllal person. bur rather he i~ an almost-di vin~ being: • An1 I nor more 

portant lhan tile children of !his world? I have a ponion of God's truth. more than you 

more than all others in the world.• The Midrash is balancing the tension between 

sises being a unique. di'l-ine being, and Moses being' just a human being. The midrash 

Simi Deuteronomy 137 for ooe example. R. Shimon b. Beaur says lhat c•'Cft Mosct and Aaron. 
au bwnAn beings. die because or llleir sllu. • 

I 
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111Cnds 3lOO<J deal of time on Mo.~es' claims of divinity. pcrh3ps m undcr;core the notion 

dlat he wa.~ not an ordinary human. 

Moses mes 10 prove h1~ divinuy by going through all of h1~ uccomphshmcnL'>. 

which appear to be two list:. tied togttha. The firsr li't inclu~; h1> being born already 

oircumcised.~7 decreeing to Pharoah 10 plagues. 1:1k1ng the children of Israel from rhe 

midst of Egyp1. paning the sea. drowning the E.gypuan, in 11. 1um1ng bitter wn~rs \Wttl. 

~g with God face·10-facc. and. rct.·ei' ing lhe Torah. Excep1 for hi$ being born 

circumcised. 1h1s list confonns 10 what 1s the plain meaning l1f the Tnrah. Many of those 

lhings which Moses takes cred11 for. arc thing~ which God h11> rcally done 1hrough Mose. ... 

There is a tension in the Torah itself abou1whether1hcse things were done by God or 

Moses. One example is lhe splining of the Red Sea. 1n which 11 is s1utcd. "And Mo.o;es 

Stretched out his hand over the sea. and God caused the sea 10 go back by a strong ca.~1 

wind all that mght"IEx 14:21 J. The first list thus subdy creates a cenain ambigui1y as to 

whether Moses was anything more than a human being. 

The second list. however. begins again a1 Moses' birth but unlike the first list. it is 

made up from primllrily aggadic traditions. M~ "4ys he walked and mlked at 3 days.48 

sucked alcohol and not milk from his mother,49 undemanding was given 10 him !II 3 

momhs;SO he prophesied 1ha1 he would receive Tomh and ovcnhrow Pharoah;S I he took 

out the sixty myriads from Egypt; he .smoie lhc princes of Egypt: he divided the ~d Se~ 

in 12 palhs;52 hewed the tablets of stone wi1.h the JO commandment:.; lived under the 

throne of glory without eating for 40 days and nights. on three: occasions: he was co•cred 

47 B.T. S,,1ah 12'1. Exodus Rabbab 1:20. and Avoc de Rabbi Nallwl. Version A. ~h. 2. His being bom 
wilbout foreskin Is adduoed rrom his 1notber's "seeing 111a1 be w1"' u goodly son" fEx 2:2J. and alSo rrom 1be 
Pbaotab's dauJlua n:cognizing him u an Israelite (Ex 2:6). 
488.T. Soroh 12b; Exodus Rabbah 1:24. 
498.T. Sorah 12b; Exodus Rabbab 1:25. 
'°B.T. Sotall 12.a: Exodus Rabbab 1:20. 
"£ll0dus Rabb6b l :26. 
52Mcchilta de R. lsbmld. Vo·Ythl 4. 

42 



.... 

; 

~ the wtqgs of the Shckhrnah :tm.1 revealed secrcL~ 10 man. n:ce1>ed 1he Torah. and WTOie 

die 613 commandmcnis. 

Between 1he 1wo differen1 Hsi.'.. Mose' ~ys he made war with S11!on and Og. 1wo 

p us born at the time of the flood. and cJ1c 111100 only came up 10 their unJ<le>. He aho 

caused 1he sun and moon 10 Mand Mill in the battle wi1h them. l><:forc killing them wuh his 

l taff.H 

The second list was probably added 10 bolster the 'ien...c of Mose' JS :1 J1vinc: being 

To reinforce this poinL the Angel of Death goc' back to God and "1Y~ he •·anno1 we: 

Moses' soul: "Becau.~ he i~ like cJ1e angels of your great ch11rio1, and lighining. thunder. 

and fire come from hi) mou1h. his word> arc like 1hosc: of 1he seraphim and 1hc figh1 

shining from his face is like 1he figh1 shining from your Holy Presence. ple:i...e don·1 send 

me to him .... • h is ironic 1ha1 Samacl. who mil'.;. 10 God directly. ·~afraid of Moses' 

reflecting too moch of God'~ pre...cnce. h :1gain undc™=OfC) the 1e~ion within the 

Godhead. Samael. representative of strict justice. cannot ovcn:ome Mose,,. and his plea for 

mercy. 

The midr.ish then reaches perhaps iis climactic moment God force~ the Angel of 

Death to collect Moses' soul, so Srunael goes down w11h his sword ready to kill But 

Moses lalccs the rod with God's ineffable name upon i1. and blinds lhc Angel of Death. 

almost killing him. The act of blinding lhc Angel of Death h~ symbolic significru\Ce 

because the Angel of Death is described in the Talmud as "full of eyes."S~ Thus. the 
' 

blinding of the Angel of Death signifies Moses" vic1ory over him.55 

The scene cominues. ·Al thllt momc:nL the bot kol came down and said. 'Don"1 kiU 

him: people oecd him.'" The baJ loo/ provides an answer to Moses" dcsilc 10 overcome 1hc: 

Angel of Death. The midrash has ttlrcady established tha1 since ~an was created on the 

538 .T. Btrokhot S4b. 
S4e.T.Avoda.\ Zarah 20b. 
3~Rella Ku.1bdevliky. Mosts & Tiit Nigtl ofDtOJh (New Yock: Pt:ttt Ung. 1995). p. 183. 
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"ilith day. the Angel of Death has collected people\ \Oul~. People thus need death because 

II is plltt of God's plan, The m1dra\h doe' not addre'·' why 11 1s God's pl;in. although God 

•ys initially that Mosc3 needs to die so he can enter the Gankn of Eden. 

A similur story occur~ in B.T Kt111bm 77b of R. JQ>hua b Levi cncking the Angel 

of Death into giving hint hi, sword. R. Jo>hua rhcn JUmp, <Iver the wall guarding the 

Garden of Eden. and rcf115e, to give back the ,wonl . ..aying 11 "'uuld be better 1f the: Angel 

of Death didn't kill people anymore. Finally. J bw k11/ tell\ fo>hua to return th<: ,word 

because death 1s pan of the nature of the world. Thi• expre,,c~ a •11mlar idea that death h ... , 

a role in this world. which humans. including MC™:,. cannot change. 

Moses then pleads with God not 10 be given over ro the Angel of Death. God 

~ponds: 

'Don't be afraid. I myself will take care of you and bury you.' 
lmmc:diately. Moses ros.: ro pray and prosr:ratcd himself in suppl icauon. 
'Master of the Universe. with mercy you created your world. and with 
mercy. you run the world. Deal with me in mc1rcy.' A bar lwl went out and 
said. 'Moses. Moses. don't bt afraid. your righteou~ness goes before you. 
and the honor of God will be gathered ro you: 

'The midr.i.sh's juxtapo.~i tion of justice and mercy reaches us conclu~ion here. Mo.-es 

makes a final pica for mercy, to which God responds. Mercy coo not oven:omc the decree 

of death. but mercy is ultimately defined as Gud raking Moses' soul with n kiss. A 

,compassiona.te death is thus the =lurion of the mercy/justil'C dialectit. TI1is =lurion of 

the different aspects of the Godhead is also auested 10 by God directly participating in the 

urial and the taking of Moses' soul. Moses is surrounded by the ministering angels who 

troct him ro bring together one body past after the neKt until God rakes his soul with a 

Moses' psychological state changes throughout 1hc course of the rnidrash. In the 

ginning. Moses is angry and fearlul. plcJlding that he be allowed to live even as an 

imal. He. then. moves to denying thut death could reach him. by poincing out how he is 

With the climactic moment of God telling Moses that people need the Angel of 
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Death, Moses comes 10 underslllnd that denth i> a patl of the world he cannot oven:ome. 

llln8!ly, with the bat kofs pica for Mose. not to be afraid. we as.>ume he ha\ accepccd his 

fA&e. The psycholog1cal aspect of !he tc.u humanize\ his character. 'The reader is able 10 

peer throughjlhc character of Moses 10 1<e che Rabbi~· own unckrscanding of how people 

function with the knowledge of their own dcachs. 

4. Death and Ceni:tah 

The midrnsh mnkcs a distincuon becwcen dying by the hand of the Angel of Death 

and being taken by the kiss of God. Thi~ rai.1<> the question of what the Jifierencc 1s 

between these two t.hings? I~ Moses' soul being taken by Goo's ki'-~ just a form of death 

differing only in how Moses dies. or Joes it connoce somethrni; different from death'! 

Kushelevsky defines the central message of the midrashim on Mo:.c>' death a5 the. 

"tension berwec:n perceiving Moses' depanure from the world in cerm, of Death and 

perceiving it in terms of Genllllh"(author's emphasis(.56 She defines geni:ah in the 

following manner: 

n mean> the concealment and prcsen'allon of M~ on high. In conlr'ast 10 
death and burial, whi.:li arc associated with placing chc body in the ground. 
Genhalr connotes eternal life on high. in proximity 10. and under the 
protection of God. Himself. By definicion. !he elusive term Grni:ah also 
suggests invisibility - a hidden. enigmndc existence outside this world. 
which i!I indiscernible !O monals and far beyond the grasp of human 
rcason.S7 

l<ushelcvsky places "death" and "gmilQ/1" as two poles of a ;pcctrum. and claims that the 

midrashim on Moses' denth move between the two poles. Where "gtrrhoh" is prominent. 

"Moses' last moments arc marked by his mysterious disappcnrance. Conversely. the 

versions that gravit1te toward death ~ribe the bwial of Moses by God and His 

J 
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,,,,..- -- Kushlevesky'~ spectrum is very helpful 1n catcgoriling 111( vaned m1dr.1Shim which 

llil.s study will look aL When applying hc:r spectrum 10 our m1dr.1Sh. we 'See 1hat i1 lppear; 

eo be close 10 1he "death" pole. 1l1e Midrush dei.cribes Moses' burial by God and lhc 

m.inistering angels. However. after God rnkes Mo;.cs' >Oul w11h l k1s.. and all lhc 

elemenis of Creation mourn for Moses. th( denouement of the n11dr:Wl dcscnbes how the 

Angel of Death goes looking for Moses. ·n1is i, one of 1he earlie't mm ifs :c.sociaced with 

the death of Moses. appearing in Sifrei Deutcronomy 305. but i1., u.e here in Mcdrash 

Fl:tira1 Moshe under.;cores the geni:uh a..'pcc1 of his ctenth. 

The denouement begins. ·unul now. the Angel of Dea1h did !IOI know !hat M 05CS 

bad dicd. .. He wcni to the land and said. 'Ha1·c you .;een the son of Amram?'" The Angel 

ofDe:uh then goes to see if the following have 'i<!Cn Moses: the Sea. Gehinom. Sheol. 

Avedon [pc:rsonfications of death in Job 281.s9 the miry clay,61l and. 1hc children of 

Kor.ich. These arc all places that art in 1hc ground or under 1hc ground. some having a 

negative coMotlltion 10 them, like the children of Korach. Th<" Angel of Death then goes to 

the Garden of Eden. where, a.ccording to the midrnsh's own narrative, God iells Moses 1ha1 

God is going t0 take him. However, when the Angel of Dealh gers !here: 

When the angels appointcd over the Garden of Eden saw him. they pushed him. 
saying. 'Don'1 enter the Garden of Eden. :is it is said, "This is the ga1c of 90<1_. 
only the righicous may entcr" '(Ps 11 8: 18). What d1~ he do? He spl'l!lld his wings 
above the doors. the span of four thousand handsbreadlh and fell i~ide the Garden 
of Eden. 

The scene is reminiscent of the story of R. Joshua b. Levi 111 B.T. Kttubo~ 77b, only it is 

invened. Here. the Angel of Dealh is the one who mUSt jump over I.he gaie to the Garden 

of Eden. Moses is not there. however. and the Angel of Death continues his SC3reh 

59For funbcr diSCllS$lon of tbls scene.= cbaptet VI, "The Use of Biblic:il Qooll!tioo!I." pp. 80.. BS. where 
tbe use al prooftexlS &om Job 28 is clldlllned io-dcplb. 
60tt ls &saibcd in Ps 4():3, ' He two..gb1 me up O<ll oflbc arucsomc pi~ ou1 oflbc mu·y ~Y !Tm Ha· 
yavtn1 llld set my fOOI upoa lbe rock. and esUlblisbcO my foot5tq>S." 
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1pproaclti!!g Ille Tree of Life. the Tree of Knowledge. the mountain,. the wildtrnc:SM:S. Mt 

Sinai. the 31limals and bea~l\. the angel Durnah.bl and. finally he: goc;, to the: people 

111c Angc:I of Death asks the pc:ople tfthey have seen Moses. and they respond. "If 

you mean Moses. the human. he is no more. r.uhcr like the mtnt\tenng Jnge1' he ri-e' to 

die be3vcns .... and the Holy One gathered him to the pl:icc of God's holrnc~~ • hi; ironic 

dial the people are the ones who know where Mo.-es weni. 'incc the biblical ic" is so clear 

.Iha! no one knows where Mo..:s 1s buried. Out the people '"'Y very clearl)• h.:" no longer 

' bumnn; 1he lermon bciwccn hlli div1n11y nnd his humJnne\> ha' been d1s.wl•cd lf PQn his 

death. his divinity lakes prominence nnd he is with God The m11lr.1sh. thus, h:is ~o final 

atagcs for Mose..~. Initially, Moses dies a ~pccial death. bcmg buried by 1hc angels an.J 

Ood. Subsequently. wich the search for him by the Angel of Dc:a1h. Mo..cs h1mM:lf i~ 

describ.:d as nngclic. h appears therefo,-e lhat Mosci.' death has clcmcn1> of both of 

Kushclevsky's poles. 

Tiie ending of this midr.ish is unique. in that 11 contains bolh a scene of Mo.o;es 

being buried, and lhe clear description of hlS being laken to God. hs uni4uenc~ is 

supported by a survey of lhemes found in other nudrashim. In all the <>1her m1drashim that 

include Ille Iheme of the Angel of Death senn:hing for Mnsc.~.62 no other also include a 

significant description of Mose.~· dc:l1h as docs Mitlr.ish Pe1ir.11 Moshe. And in midrashim 

that do describe th~ dcarn.63 none include the motif of Snmael se111t:hing for Mo.es. The 

,midrJSh thus significantly reflects a cert3in synlhesis of the idea that Moses was a."5Wl\Cd. 
I 

and Moses was buried. or in Kusbelevsky's icrms. a synthesis be1wecn dcarh and ge11i~h. 

6t0wnab is tbc an&cl in dwge of 50UIS in GcbinOln. He is mcnUoneo in a mldt:lsh 1t1a1srmcs 11ul1 DI 
IW~lgbe. be would lei tbc IOU1s in bis ~go IO eat fruit tllld drillk waler. l'h1s swc~t C\'OIYcd 1n10 the 
rolk superstition tllut on tbc rwllight or tbc Sabb31b. whoever drinks water rolls rrom 1he dead. See JOSbu3 
TracblCllbci, Jtwlsh Mogle and Suptrstlrion: A S1udv In Folk Rtllglon (New Yonc: Alhcnturn. 1939), p. 
66. in this rcganl. 
62Thcse include: Sifre Dcutoronomy 30S. Mldra5h Tanalim un Dt 34:5. and AV()( de: R. Naian. Vers100 
A. cb. 12.. 
~include: Deutcronocny Rllbbab 11:10. AvOI De R. Natan. Vmioo 8.cb. :?$,Sifre Dcuicronomy 
~57. Sifre to Numbers 106. and 8 .T. So1oh I 3b. 
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Kushelevsky. though. admiis th:u her poles of "geni::oli" and "death" do not apply 

very neatly. because the descriptions of Moses' death in all of the m1drashim are 

ambiguous: 

These descriptions of Moses' depanure from the world are elusive. 
conceal ing twice as much a~ they reveal.... The teXL~ insist that God 
Himsel f auended to Moses' burial. Yet. by definition. isn't a buria l by God 
a Geni;ah? Thus. the opposite poles in the description of Moses' death do 
not amount to a contradiction in terms. but rather coexist simultaneously. 
paradoxically complementing each other.64 

It is this paradox which Kushelevsky says can only be seen by exploring the full range of 

midr.ish on Moses' death. Only in the broader picture of how the midrash devc:loped can 

the choices made by the panicular redactors make sense. 

64Kusbelevslcy, Mosts, p. xx. 

48 

• 



I, 

' 

._. 
\ 

.. . 
ii ·1 

Chapter V: The Development of Midrashim on 
Moses' Death 

I 

f 49 

.., 



J 

A. Hellenislk Sources 

The earliest sources for an accoun1 of Moses· tleaih = found in two sources from 

the Hellenistic period: De Viw Mos is by Philo and th« An1i411irirs 11} tire Jews by 

Josephus. The apocryphal book 771e Ass11111p1iu11 of Moses 1s ulso pan of this early 

category of sources. Unlike Midrash Petirat Moshe. these sourc:es are rnncerned with 

portraying Moses in an ideal a manner as possible. 

1. Philoo5 

Philo's description or Moses' death comes In hi~ biography of Mose!.. De Viw 

Maus. wrinen for a gentile audience, which depict-~ Moses .is the ideal king. law-giver. 

priest. prophet, and sage.66 His account of Mo!tes' death is infused with Greek notions of 

the soul: 

The time came when he [MosesJ had 10 make his pilgrimage from earth lO 
heaven. and leave this monal life fpr immonality. summoned thither by the 
Father Who resolved his twofold nature of soul and body Imo a single 
unity. tra!lsforming his whole being inio mind. pure as the sunlighi.67 

In Philo's thought, the soul has two portions. The higher portion is equated with reason. 

linking the individual to the world of lmeUect. while the lower ponion of the soul is linked 

10 the physical world through the body. Hans Lewy. in his inuoduction to Philo's 

thought. writes, "The first [part of the soul] tries to elevate him towards her heavenly 

origins, the second drags him down into earth I y desires. Man's task is 10 abandon his 

lower existence and to rise to God."68 

Thus. the transformation of Moses' whole being into pure mind is the achievement 

of perfection. As Lewy suu:s, "The way of perfection is Wisdom. The souls of those 

65-re.~ cl~ l'rom: Pliilo. Edited and tr.U\SIUJCd by F. H. Col500. vol. 6 (Cambridge. MA: Loeb Classical 

Lllnry, 1929), pp. 593 • S9S. 
66 Hans LA:wy, Crom b!S lnuocJuctlon, niru Jtwl1J1 Phllosop~rs. ed. by Hnns Lewy (New York: Meridian 
Books and lhe JcwWl PubUcauon Society. 1961). p. 15. 
67 Dt Vita Mom. Moses 11. 288. 
63Lcwy, Thrtt Jtwlsh. p. 18. 
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who have walked in dfo way dunng their hfcumc will recum afternw'lls 10 heaven: they 

have gained immonaliiy."69 Philo interprel' Mosd dca1h to be: abou1 1he n:movaJ of 1h.: 

• body and eanhly dcsm:s. was 10 become pure thought Mo'c'' fa1e ~ not unique. nor 1,. 

there tension over wha} happened 10 Mo~s. Philo. according to h1~ own thought, is very 

clear. Moses' body is buned ~nd his >oul i.' granted ommonalny After 1he.-.c Hellem,oc 

writers. the distinction lic'tween body and ~oul i; for 1hc most pan d"?pped (1' a theme in 

the mid111Sh, only to reappcarcenrunes later 1n D.:utcronom) Rabbah-7" Perhaps this 1\ 

due to the revival of interest in Greek thought around the umc u W:ls wrinen. 

Philo prcsenis chc: momeni of Mose,· de.lib by prefacing u "ith the fact tha1 Mo:.c:s 

wns granted prophecy that he would Jie: 

. .. rheJ stood at the very bamer. ready a1 the signal to direct h1' upwunl 
nigh1 10 heaven. the divine spim fell upon him and he prophesied wuh 
discemmem while stiU alive the scory ufhis own death: told ere the end 
how the end came: told how he was buried with none present, surely by no 
monal hands but by irnmonal pow«S: how also he was not laid 10 rest in 
the tomb of his forefathers. but was given a monument of special dignuy 
which no man has ever seen: ... 11 

The prophecy of his death and his burial by God is Ph1lo's 11.ay of answering the question 

of how Moses could have wrinen about his own deal~ in the Torah. Having already 

explained me meaning of Moses' death as the f~ing of the soul. his description of the 

scene holds very close to the biblical tciu . .except his burial is by "immonal powers" instead 

of God. 

2.,Josepbus12 

In Josephus. 1hc.accoun1 of Moses' death resembles n~ore closely the ~idrash from 

rabbinic sources. Josephus is clearly concerned with the biblical tension surrounding 

69rbid. p. 18. • 
70tn'OcutmooO<ny Rabba.b 11· 10. God has a CQO\"Cl'$3UOO Wllb MC6CS' soul.llboul lc::>vin& Moses' body. In 
Mldnlsb TaMililn on Ot. 31:4, Moses' soul leaving his body appcaB as a monor !hone. 
11LH Vita Mour. Moses II. 291. 
72Teius ciled from: Josbepbus FlaVtus. An1iquitits 0/1~ lflH. Vol. IV. 1ra11>l31cd by H. St. J. 
Tblctcray (Jllcw Yort: G.P. P\IUIOlll'S SoM. 1926) . 
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- Moses' ambiguous departure from 1hc: world. He presents bo1h the po .... ~1b1hty tha1 Moses 

was assumed and tMt he was buried. 

Josephu.~· description opcr.s wuh 30 c:uendcd !lt'enc: of lament by the people. by far 

the most cxu:nsivc in the cn1ire scope of micJra,h on ht~ death: "Th( mulniude fell into 

rears ... the chi ldren also lamented still more. as no1 10 be abk w contain their grief .. and 

ouly there seemed IO be strife be1wix1 the young and the old. who should rnu~1 gncve for 

him."73 Moses is so moved by 1he lamenting of the p~ople. 1hu1 he wcc:p' htm\elf. 

Josephu.~ sugges1s dia1the1ntensi1y of the: lamcnung is due to 1he imponan(·e of Mo~\ on 

the people's lives: "The old grieved because thc:y knew wha1 a careful prou:ctor 1hey were 

to be depnved of. and so lamcmeJ their future <01c ·7~ The emotional 3<'C'Ount of M~s 

leaving the people human1l.Cs the u:xt. and draws a connection bel\\-een the people and 

Moses. 

Unlike Philo. Josephus' account of 1hc: actual death strays from the \traigh1 biblicnl 

namitivc: 

Now. as soon as diey wen: come to the mountain called Avarim (which is a 
very high mountain. si1ua1ed over against Jericho and one tha1 affords. 10 
such as are upon ii. a prospect of die gn:au:st pan of the excellent land of 
C3113a1l). he dismissed the senate: and as he was going 10 embrace Eleazer 
and Joshua. and was still discoursing with them. a cloud stood over him on 
the sudden !sic). and be disappcan:d in a cenain valley. 

Josephus' scene has the same elernentS as the scene: a1 Mt. Sinai. As they approach a 

mountain, Moses 1ells everyone m stay back antl he has an encoun1er with God. 

Kushelcvsky notes the similariry and claims that th<: significance of the simihuicics is in the: 

separation of Moses from the people. She says Joscphu~· account and Mt. Sinai tll'I: both 

pan of a motif she ICfTl\S "faicwell scenes.• The farewell scene marks some1hing ~ a 

nANlquillts, Book 4, Chip~ 8, JW.321. 
14Mi{Jluiliu. Boot 4, Cbapcer 8. 321. 

52 

-r- · 



. ' 

• 

... 

solemn occasion.that is followed by spomunl uplift. und "the conno1a1101i. of thi:. scene 

define Moses' leave·tnking of hos people as a distinct m<:U1phys1cal occ:uion.n 

The allusions to Mt. Sinai arc present m Josephus. but there ;... ~vcn more similarity 

with Aaron's dea~ scene:. Aaron climb, up Mi. Hor in the ~oght of all the people and dies 

with Moses lllld Eleazer.there. Very similarly. Jo>ephus dcp1vts MoliC> coming to" 

mounuun in the >igllt of all the people. t111d being U!Un by a cloud with F.lcaur and Joshun 

there. As Aaron dies p:i.ssing along his lcg:iq to Elcucr. ~ ~10.c' die5 p:i.ssing along his 

Jciacy to Joshua. Contrary to the Tomh. M05t' doc~ not die here alone He i:. doscly 

coruiectcd both with the people :ind with Joshua and Elcaur. TI1e reason for JoliCphus 

modelling MoliCs' death after A:tron's may be becau.\C Aaron appro.•ched ho; death with a 

great deal of accepmnt-e. Aaron JOW11c:y:. knowmgly towanl his death. 3.\ doe., Mose.' 

here. "he cxhoncd those that were near to him that they would not render hiJ. depanurc: w 

lamcntnblc. Whereupon tJic)' thought they ought to grnm him that favor. to let him depart, 

according as he himself desired. ·7o 

Moses' ucceptllllCe of deat.h may be pan of Josephus' aucmpt:. co ponroy Moses as 

the ultimate leader and teacher. Josephus then movi:s beyond humll/1 tcnru. though to 

ponray whlll the biblit'al tclll only hints ar. Moses is taken up in a cloud and a.s.~umed to 

God. "Tiie emphasis placed on Mo~· disappearance csrablishcs him as u supc:rhuman 

figure. He is not deScribed in tenns· of his 'fully human presence. but rather in tenns of his 

sublime, superhuman abscnce."77 

Josephus. however. does not end his narrative at this poinL Instead, be adds in a 

comment in an interi.'Cning narrator's voice. "He wrote in the holy books. that he died. 

which wa.s done out of fear, lest they should venture 10 say that. because of his 

7'Ku.!be.lcvsky Mosts, p. 36. Tbc OChcr bobllcal scenes .sbe imnuons ,.blcb m~c up 1be "l)1>C>Cefte" o< 
the r&rcwcll are; Atnruun partin& rJ0111 bb servants just before lhe sacriO« or l$Wlc CGcn 22:5). and 
Naomi's lcave·takin& of bcr d:wJbtas·il>·taw wben sbc is abou1 IO rcwm from Ille land of Moab b3ck ro tbc 
land 0( Jlldah (Rulb 1:7-18) . . 
76Anllquitlcs, Boot 4, Cbapca 8. 323-324. 
77Kusbc:levslcy. Mous, p. 41 . , 
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exU'3ordin:iry vinue. he went 10 God. •78 The narmtor's voice is double-edged. He admits 

tha1 there is a discrepancy between Josephus' accouni and the biblical 1ex1. and explains n 

so that one should not believe 1he biblical 1ex1. Al the same 1ime. hoWl!ver: 

The narramr's argument uncovers the duality inherem in bo1h 1he biblical 
description and 1he pos1-biblical 1raditiun of Mosd dea1h. In 1he 
A111iq11i!ies, this duali1y. wh!ch also concerns Moses' figure. finds its 
eitpression on the one hand 1n the narrative 1ut i1SClt'. and. on the 01ha. in 
the comment of the imervening nrurJtor. which in1roduce' imo the version 
the biblical account of Moses' death. While on 1he surfac~. 1his cummen1 
provides the mmivation why 1he Scrip1urc: disguise~ Mose.~· ascen1. i1 ulso 
suggests, however obliquely, that Mo!lc!s might have died after all!N 

Kushelcvsky goes on t0 point ou11hU1 sinl'C Josephus does no1 explicitly s1a1e that Moses 

was taken up IO heaven in th<: cloud. she suggem he might have been buried in an 

unknown spo1. 

Josephus is 1hus ul1ima1ely ambiguous about Moses' as.~ump1ion. The use of the 

narrator's intervening voice suggests that Moses migh1 really have died. although the res1 

of the narration claims Moses was assumed. To go back to the notions of "geni:alr" and 

"death," Josephus. through 1he narrative and then the narra1or'~ commenu;. provides both 

possibilities. The Original Assumption of Moses nncmptS 1he exac1 same balance as 

Josephus, al though through different means. 

3. T he Assumption or Moses and The (Original) Assumption or Moses 

77re Aswmprion of Moses is presumed to have been wriuen in the first century. 

C.E. although there is some debate about itS dating. The 1.:xt was discovered and fi.rs., 

published in 1861 in !Ully.80 Tbe bulk of the IC)(t. which is incomplete. is an address by 

Moses to Jos)lua prophesying the furore. The 1ex1 docs not comain an account of an 

assumption, and itS name comes-from a lr3dition of the Chun:h Fathers that a work of this 

78A1ltiqulties, Book 4, ChaplCI 8, 326. 
19Kusbei..vslcy, Mosts. pp. 4142. 
80.Moscs, Assumption of." in Encycloptdia Judaica. Volume 12, (JCflJSlllem: Kctcr Publisbiog HouM:I. 

p. 411. • 

54 



rm 

• 

' I ' 

name t!lis1ed in ancic1111imes. The iexiis. 1hen:fore. al>o known a> TI1e Te110111e111 11f 

Mosu. which IS lhe name of ll te'I cited in early Church documcnL> 81 The ongmal text of 

the Assumption has been rcconSIJ\Jctcd by R. H. Charle' from .cuncrtd ~>age~ found in 

the lcner of St. Jude and some other Parnsuc li1emure,HZ and 1" known a.' nie Ori11mal 
I 

Assumption of Moses. Tl1e Ass11mprion 11/ Mose,f I) probably an amJlgama11on frum :n,,. 

Testa111e111 of Moses and The Origitwl Ass11l111J1iu11 of Moses. 

In The Assumpuon of Moses. I 15. Molle~ declare.' mi. deaih co the people m the 

following manner, ·And now I declare umo thee lha1tlk!1ime of 1he yc:in. of my life Is 

fulfilled and I am passini; away 10 sleep with my fa1hers even in 1he pres.:n('t of all the 

people.· The surprising aspcc1 of tlus 1c" is Mo\C,· dcclara1ion 1ha1 ~ will pa.<;,\ away in 

lhe presence of all the people. This is directly conirary 10 1he biblical ICXI in which no one 

saw him die. In saying he will sleep w11h his fathers. Mo~s abo mdica~~ that his death 

will be: "normlll." Of all the texlS we will examine. this iext most clearly portray> Moses as 

human. and his dealh a.~ a "normal" death It runs commry 10 the .:onicmporuneous 

accounts in nOI including so~ lr.lllSCtndcnt aspcc1 to his pa.ssing. and i1 alw runs counter 

to the Original Assumption. , 

In 771e Original Ms11mp1ion of Moses. Charles dc~ribc!s Moses' dea1h 1akmg place 

m the presence of Joshua and Caleb, ' ... and in a very peculiar way. A twofold 

prescn1ation of Moses :ippcars: one is Mo~. 'living in the ~piric."camcd up to heaven: 

che other is the dead body of Moses. buried in the recesses of the mountain.>. "83 The 

Original.AsSUmpti09 has elements of Josephus' accounc. such as Moses dcpaning the 

world in front of cwo people. The Origin~I Assumpcioo is n radical expression though of 

the tcnsiortS in Moses' dealh: his dying versus his being assumed. his humanness versus 

his divinity. The tens;ion is solved by literally having 1wa Moses. one human and buried. 

""Moses. •Assumpcioo or; p. 412. 
llR. H. Charles. Th<' t.ssumptlon of Moses (0•(0C'd: 18911. 
ll0iar1es, Orig/NJ/ Assumprlo11. p 106. 
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the other divine and assumed. 11l.i$ create' .i;, many problem\ a-. 11 sol\C\. For insran.:c. 

what docs it mean that then: are rwo Mo~s·.1 

The other aspect to the Original A»umpuon "a tight berwcen Mit'hacl and Satan. 

Michael is commissioned to bury Mo:.c:_,, while S3tan opp.he' him. claiming that he i> the 

lord of maru:r. Michael rebut~ th L~ 6y telling him 1ha1 Goo i> rhe true Lord 01 all maner. 

Satan then brings a charge of murder :tgam~t Moo.c,, "hi<:h rhc 1ex1 neither c'plains nor 

answers. ln all or the midr:c;h on Mo...:s' death. 1hen: 1s only one mhcr place where Mo,eo 

is accused of murder. In a version of Peur:u Mo~he. Gud id!~ Mo;.ei. one of lb<! re:l'>On~ he 

is being punished with death •> because he slew the Egyptian lll\kmaster. Moses rero~ 

!hat II was God. Himself. who slew all the Egypuan lirn bom.11-1 The Original 

Assumption text docs not explain its charge>. and Pctirat Moshe was wrirtcn so much later 

ii would be diftkuh tu say whether the author drew upon '!lie Assumptiun. but it is. 

nonetheless. worth noting how themes repeat centunes later. 

Significantly. the sens.! of divine Llrama whi<:h has a central role in later midrashim 

is already present hen:. Michael and Satan's argument o•er the body of Mo.c::. is the 

forerunner to Samacl and Moses arguing in the rabbinic midrash. Wb;n i.~ not present in 

these early sources, which plays a ccnl11ll role in lain m.idrash. ts Moses' anxiety over his 

death. Clearl), his anxiety was not a problem for the HeUemsnc authors. The early 

sources are very intent. though. in pof'lt'.i.ying Moses a~ the ultimate human being. or 

perhaps even divine being. Any sense of Moses' anxiety in confronting his own death 

would !]._Ot have fit into thdr world view . .. 

14Mldro.sJi Ptrira/ Mow. reproduced by A-ltlUodun Bit 1111-Midrasb l:l IS· 129. Exodu• Rabb:1b ·l:l 
bolds !bat Moses bad good cause to kill tile £ayp1iaD. 
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6 . Early Ra bbinic Sources 

This layer of ~ourccs ha.\ 1wo d~unc1 thern3tic cmph:isc.\ One ,in:= ha.' IL\ focus 

m !he Tosefm and !he Talmud. This >O"Cllll could be lcrmctl "the funeral" m1dmsh1111. h .... 

concerned wiih quc:suons :l.\socu1ed wuh 1hc thar.icu:r.. funerals. When: .\'lose• was 

buncd? How the news of his death and bunaJ Wll.\ d1"~m111a1ed" and How God. rhc 

numstcring llllgels. and the people mourned after his bunal? The or her ,tream 1\ introduced 

m Sifrei O.:uieronomy · and ,... roncemdl "'ith more theolog1cal ,~,ues· Where docs 

l\lloscs go after he dep;rns from the world" Wh:u 1.> the role of 1he Angd of Dcarh? and 

Why d~ Moses have 10 die? The rwo different :.ire·.in" of m1drashim can be ~en a., 

~omplemenwry and many of the Tannnlac M1dra.~h1m con min dcmcnts of bo1h. 

I. T. Sota.b 4 :8 

The Tosefw's discussion of Moses' death focuse> on when: he is buriciJ. Given 

the e~tensive account' of Moses' dcpartUn: m the Hcllemstic source>. ii is surpnsmg 1ha1 

neither the Toscfw nor 1he Mishnah comment on Moses' acrua.I death ll1C cnurc p;i.<1-.~ge 

in 1hc Tosefia on his dealh 1s as follows: 

R. Yehudah said: Moses was lalcen 4 mils (after he died! by !he wings of 
!he Shekhinah, he died in 1he 1erri1ory of Reuben. and was buried m 1he 
territory of Gad. as it is said. "He weni up 10 Mt Aravim. 1his is Mt. 
Nebo"(D1 32:49). Mt Nevo is in lh.: te.rritory of Reuben. as ii is said. "The 
children of Reuben buih ... "(Nu 32:37). How do we know that Moses was 
buried in the 1crritory of Gud? As ii is written. "Blessed ~one tha1 enlarges 
Gad ... (01. 33:20). He saw the fust part for himself: yor ~en: a ponion 
for !he law$iver was hidden"(D1 33:21). A~d the m1_mstcnng :ingels ~n: 
there. as it is said. "The justice of God be did. and his laws with Israel (DL 
33:2 1). 

The Tosefm's description leaves no quc.stion as 10 Moses' fate. He has died. and is buried 

in a grave who's location is hidden bur in thc territory of !he tribe of Gad. One of !he 

elements of !he scory which reiains Moses' unique .swure is his being carried by !he wings 
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of the Shek.hinah. "The metaphor af the 'wings of the Shekhinah' fashions a lkep 

me1:1physical experience founded on the positive feelings of being nunured by prme,·iive 

love. Thus, the connotation of this image removes the de,,.;nption of :VI uses' death from it' 

logical contt:xt and places it in lhe metaphysical relllm: xs The tkath of Mose-' by the l.Jss 

of God reinforces this sense of God1, love: The God who love' Muse' musl be pla,·cd in 

conreKt with the God who decreed Moses' death. The di;unct tension> wid1in God. huv1ng 

to nunun: whik at !he same time having to ~:irry out ju.~titc, parallel a parem who mus1 

punish because: it is ndCessary. but may also be nunuring wh1k carrying ou11he

punishmen1. 

Most of !he midra.slt, however. focuses on 1he question i>f where 1\oloses i> buricJ. 

As the midra.~h cilcs. Moses died on Mi. Nebo. which in Numbers 32:27 is 'aid 10 be pal" 

fo the rerritory of Reuben. However. the Rabbis daim 1hat !he Shekhinah canies Mo~· 

body from Gad ro Reuben. This claim restS on an imerpreiation of Deu..:ronomy 33:21. 

The verse is pan of the blessing Moses gives IO the tribe of Gad. "He sele.:1ed a premi~r· 

pan for himself. for there a portion of !he ruler was hidden: he apprnuched the heads or the 

people, the justice of Go9 he did do. and his laws witlts bmel. "86 The verse is difficult to 

translate. as Gunther Plaut nores. "The verse is obscure and all i:ranslo1ions are 

speculative. "87 The vero;e is unclear as i:o whom the "ruler" refers .. and to what 1he 

"portion that was hidden" refers. The lhbbis seize on lflis ambigui1y to argue 1ha1 rhe verse 

refers to Moses. Moses mus1 be the ruler. for of whom else would ii be S!lid 1ha1 he did !he 

jU§_licc GJ:God?,. They then colll\eCt !he phrase "portion tha1 is hidden" with Moses' hidden 

burial site. 

Behind this midrash is also the rabbinic view of Reuben. ln Jacob's death-bed 

blessing of Reuben. he says, "Unstable as water you.will no1 excel. because you went up 

8SKumetcvsl:y. Mosts, p. 78. 
86nit ttan.slalion roughly rouo~ Everet! Fox in TM FiV< Boots of Mostt (DuJla.,,; Sbockcn Books. 

199SJ,p. IOll. 981) sn 1) 
67W. Gonlbe~ Plau~ Thz Torah: A Modtm Commt111ory (New York. UAHC. l · p. t • n. - • 

J 
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10 your father's bed, and you dei~led i1. he wem up to my couch"IGcn .19:41. Jacob is 

referring to Reuben laying with Bilhah after the death of RacheJ.88 Even with this sin, 

howevet, the midrash is generally kind 10 Reuben in its ponrayal of him. in large pan 

because he saves Joseph by convi7cing ht\ brotl1ers not to kill him before casting him into 

the pit89 

Because of Reuben',5 anempt Jt saving Joseph. (Jene~is Rlibbah 8-1: 15 e~plains 

why the first of the cities of refuge mentioned in !Xuteronomy -1:.1.' is placed in hts 

territory. Genesis Rabbah 98:4 go.:s so far as to explain his going up to his father's bed 

means that he was removing Bilhah's bed which his father had put in Rachel's room right 

after she died. The Rabbis ponray Reuben also as repenting for his action.>, thus eaning 

him a place in the world-to-come.90 

Nonetheless. one can guess that the Rabbis would be panicularly concemed with 

Moses' burial place b<!ing in his territory. given that Reuben is so closely associated witl1 

sexuality in the Torah. Is it any surprise thar the: same person who lays with Bilhah wus 

the one who found the mandrakes to give to Leah, tl1us enabling her to .1pend the night with 

Jacob? This stands in eonuast to Moses , who is ponrayed in rhe midra~h as extremely 

chaste.91 Significanlly, ii is Moses' body which is not buned in Reuben's tcnirory. but 

he does die there. And it is precisely with the body 1ha1 Reuben's troubles begin. The 

Rabbis just could not believe thar Moses' pure body ~ould be laid to resr in Reuben's 

territory. The ambiguous reference of the Deuteronomy verse thus gave the Rabbis the 

opportunity iO move his body. 

88Gen. 35:22. 
89~cn. 37:21-22. 
90s.T. Sottih 1b. 
91Scc. roreJUUJtplc, Deuteronomy Rabbah 11:10 . 
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2. Sifrei to Numbers';' Piska 106 

The Sifn:i to Numbers add~ two demem., 10 the smry in lhe Tosefia. A~ a preface 

lO the story. R. Yehudnh says. " I f it were nm written in Sl:ripture. it would be impossible 

10 say iL ... " h then continues wilh the above story ol Moses' body being moved. The 

. . . I mscruon of this commem probab!y rcne~t' the Rabbis' .se nse that lhe inµ:rpre tmion they 

were making was difficult -

The olher insenion is at the end, where it 1s SIBted in the Sifrei. "And nm only 

MO!its (wil l be gathered to Godl. ralhcr al l the righteous God will g111lla. as it t5 said 

'Your righteousness will walk before you and the honor of God will be gathered 10 

you"'! ls 58:8). By claiming lhat all the righteous. and not just Moses. :ire gathered. the 

Sifrei removes lhe element of uniquene~-s which was preserved for Moses 10 the Tosefm. 

The midra.~h. lh us. also removes from lhc To~efta's version. the possibility that Mos.:s was 

semi-divine. 

3. Sifrei Deuteronomy: The Angel of Death's Search for Moses92 

Sifrei Oj:uteronomy, Pisqa 305. opens with a central motif on Mose.~· death. an 

encounter between Moses and lhe Angel of Death: 

At lhe same hour, God said 10 the Angel of Death, "Go and fetch me the 
soul of Moses." The Angel of Death went and stood before Moses and said 
to him. "Moses, give'hle your souL" -Moses.rctoned. "Where I sit, you 
have no right even to stand, and yet you dare say to me, 'Give me your 
soul?'" Moses mus rebuked him. and the Angel of Death left with a rebuke. 
He went and reported these words to the Mighly One. God said to him. . 
"Return. and.bring me back his soul." The Angel of Death searched for hun 

' but could not find him. 

The confronuuion belween'Samael and Moses reflects the Divine aspect of Moses • .in lhat 

he is able to scare away the Angel of Death. In effect, they switch places. and the Angel of 

Death !likes on a more humnn role in being the one to search for Moses. The q~estion not 

9lsifid to Deuteronomy 30S and JS7. 
I 
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.._ raised is. Why God hus decreed lha1 Moses mllil die'! The Sifrei. like MidrtL'h Pelirnt 

Moshe. docs noi seem concerned wi1h 1his ques1ion. 

The Angel of Dealh i:ontinues his searrh: 

And he weni a~d scnrched for for him. bu1 could nm find him. He wem 10 
the sea. and said. "Have you sc:.:n Mo.es?" The sea -;aid i..1 him. "From 1he 
day lha1 he cross.:d through me. I have no1 seen him." He weni 10 Ille 
m~unmi~s <i?,d lhe hills and said 10 1hem. "Have you '\<'.en Muses''" They 
said m him. From the d3y lhat Israel received Torah on 1op of M1. Sinai, 
we hav~. n.?1 seen him," ~e weni lO hell, nml said 10 him, "Have you ~en 
Moses? I have heard his nnrne. bu1 I have nut seen him.· 
He went !O the minis1ering angds and said 10 them. "Have you .;een 
Moses?" They said 10 him. "Go io the people: 

The search for Mose.~ under.;core' boih 1he failure of Ille Angel of Death, and 

Moses' divini1y. The Angel of Death goes 10 Ille seu. which Moses' succeeded in parting 

and leading the Israeli1es 10 safety 1hrough iL Simllarly. in going 10 Mi. Sinai. the Angel of 

Demh is going 10 the place of Moses' revelation - where he lived undemea1l1 1he lhrum: of 

glory wi1houi food and drink communing with God. The ques1ion impliti1 in 1he search is 

how Moses. the prophet of God. could die'? 

However, in the very neitt scene, Moses' divini1y is placed in 1ension wilh his 

humanness. The Angel of Dea1h ultimately finds Moses when he go.:s 10 !he people who 

reveal to him Moses' foie: 

He went ro Israel, and he said to them. "Have 9ou seen Moses?" They said 
10 him. ''.God understands his way. God hid him in the world·lo·come. and 
then: is no1 a creature in the world wbo knows where he is. 3$ ii is itaid. 
"And he buried him in the valley • [Dt 34:6). 

This scene contains n comradiction reg?fding Moses' fa1c. h is an exnmplc of the "Death· 

Geniwh paradox" which Kushelevsky discus.ses.93 God "hides" Moses in the world·tO· 

come, but it nJso mentions the biblical verse that sillies thn1 God buried him in lhe valley. 

The "hiding" implies some type of assumption to heaven. while 1he bu.rial suggeslS the 

exact opposite. Further. there is !he conll'tldic1ion that on the one hand, 1he people know 

93Kll.lbclevsky. Moser and 1ht Angtl of Dta1h, p. xix. Also. see dlsc1J.1Sion above. PP· 45-48. 
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where Moses is. although. on the od1er hand. the text undermines this by saying, "1here is 

not a creature in the world who knows wh~re he is." The rnmrndinions are left 

unresolved: Moses di.:s and is hidden without dying; the people know and they don'1 

know. The midrash does not want to re_,olve these "ru,iun). leaving u' with the myscery 

of Moses' death. 

A further contrndictiun is found in God's -;ending the Angel <lf Death t0 utke 

Moses' ;oul. Why does God dispatch 1he Angel or Death. if God is going w take Moses 

and hide him in the world ·tO·co1ne? This rencn~ God\ own ambivalence in taking Moses. 

which is reinforced in the nex1 scene of Joshua mourning for Moses: 

And Joshua wept, crietl and mourned for him binerly. and said. "My father. 
my father. my teacher. my 1eacher. my father 1ha1 mised me. my teacher thu1 
taught me Torah." And he mourned for him mnny days. until God said to 
Joshua. "Joshua. uncil when will you mourn? Docs the death of Moses 
affect you alone·! Doe.~ it nOI affec1 rather Me? From 1he day tha1 he died 
there has been great mourning before Me. as it is s;iid. "And on 1ha1 day did 
God call to weeping and 10 lamenting"lls. 22: 12). bu1 he is guaranteed the 
world-10-comc, "And God said 10 Moses, 'You will lie wich your 
fothers ... and will rise'"ID1. 31:16). 

The scene hwnanizes God's relationship 10 Moses: Moses· deach affects God a.' well. Bue 

again this raises the question of God's ambivalence, because previously i1 says God ha.~ 

hidden him in the world-10-come. This would imply tha1 God still has u rel acionship wicl1 

Moses. God's mourning. however, is a sign tha1 Moses died some 1ype of death tha1 

would separate them. The notion of God hiding Moses in the world-m-t'ome is also at 

odds with God telling Moses he will sleep with his fathers. Hiding Moses implies .•hat 

God bas actively thwaned the Angel of Death by giving Mose.~ a unique deparrurc from the 

world. But in this pan of the tradition. God is 1he passive mourner. and Moses' dealh is 

similar to those of lhe patriai:ches. The tension is only eased in the final phrase where there 

is the promise of uhimace redemption. This ultimate redemption signals that the 

contradictions of Moses' death will one day be resolved. 

62 



4. Another Version of the Search: M idrash Tannaim on Deutero nomy 34:5 

Midrash TU!JQaim seL'i up the Angel of Death\ ~a.r<.:h for Mo-;e1., with <Ji prologue in 

which Moses pleads with God nut to be given ove1 to the Angel of Death: 

Mose aid before God. "M~1st~r of the l.Jniver-;e. i:ven t9ough you have 
decree~ death. up~1n m~. don t give ~e co the hand of the Angel of De:111h ." 
~od s~td co h~. I will take can: ol you. :.ind hide you." God (hen ,howeJ 
him his dwelling. as God showed Aaron. his brother. and when he .;aw his 
chair in the middle of the Garden of Eden. he wa..; ·ati-;fied 

This piece from MidrJ!lh Tannaim IS the fir..t l'a~ or Moses· explicit .tn.\lety ova de.uh. In 

Sifrei to Deuteronomy. he rebuked the Angel of Death. but here he plead..; wnJh God nut to 

be handed over to him. God responds to Mose~· plea. and he is :-.ausfic!tl. Midrash 

Tannaim establishes a direct relationship between God and Moses. where the 1rradition 1n 

Sifrei doe. not have chem s~ak at all. This midmsh hints at a clo1.er relationship between 

God and Moses. anti thus a different fate. 

The major difference bc!rween this accouni and the one in S1frei b thaM here: Mose-. 

does not die. The tension over his fate is nor present: he is dearly hidden in 1the Garden of 

Eden ~ith hi~ brother.94 This is auesred to mos! clearly by the end of the Angel of Death's 

search. Wherel}S Sifre1 creates ten ·ion over Moses' fate by quoting Deuteronomy 34:5 a1 

the end of the search. "And he buried him in the valley." here the final encounter bee ween 

the Angel of Death and the people ends with a different proofrext: 

He went to Israel and said co them. "Have you seen Mose~?'' They aid to 
him. "God understands his way. and knows itS place [Job 28:231. God hid 
him in the ·world-w·come. and there is not a creaLUre in the world chat 
knows where he is, and wiuiom where will it be fo1md"[Job 28: 12). 

"1 / 

Moses is equated here with wisdom: wisdom is not found in this world. wisdom is only 

found in the realm of God. The Job text reinforces the idea that Moses has vanished and is 

to be found in the realm of God. 95 

941,n 'Midrash Pe•tirai Moshe. Moses i~ini tially told by God tha1. be would be plai:ecJ in the Garcie_n or Eden. 
but then, when tbe Angel of Death searches for Moses. Moses is not there.. .. 
9SFor further analysis ot the use of Job 28 as a prooflext In Midnlsh Tannaun, see Chapter VI on The Ust 

of Biblical Prooftexts." pp. 80.84. 
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Joshua: 

• 
Midrash Tannaim aJso has a scene of Joshua\ mourning. and God's rebuke of 

~hen he IMosc:sl.di ·api)e~cd from him [Joshua!. he cried grc::uly and 1ore 
his clothes and said. 'My father. my father. the chario1s of Israel and their 
horsemen'(2 Ki~gs 2: 12). and 'Wisdom where will1i1 be found?'IJob 
28: 121. God said to Joshua. 'How long will you rrfoum for Moses'l 
"M oses. my servant. died"lJosh 1:2j. His death is not only for you but for 
M '" e. 

The proof text from Joshua reinserts the ten ion over Moses' fate. It is a straightforward 

texc saying 1hat Moses has died. anti God mourn~ for Moses. Howc:ver. even wuhin th1~ 

scene, lhere is a sub1le tension over wha1 happened to Moses. A btblicaJ verse from 1 

Kings is placed in Joshua's mouth. This verse is what Elisha say5. upon ~eing Elijah go 

up in a whirlwind. Elijah's going up in the whirlwind 1s the paradigmatic <;cene of 

asswnption. Even il'l this paragraph chac -;eem · very clear in discussing Moses' burial. 

Lhen: is a subtle hint that Moses did not die. but wn., assumed like Elijah. Midrash Tannrum 

proves to be jusc as elusive over Moses' fate ru, Sifrei Deuteronomy, edging doser. 

however. towards the idea of assumpLion. 

5. A vot de- Rabbi Nathan96 

Both versions of Avot de Rabbi Nathan introduce an answer 10 Lttc quescion of what 

Moses did that caused God to decree hi£ death: 

God said co Moses. 'Moses. youi: time is done in this world. 1 have given 
you the world-co-come, which was ordained from me.sixth day of 
Creation.' as it is said 'And God said. "Behold there is a pJace by Me. ~d 
I will place you '~n ilie roe~"' And God took the soul 01 Moses and hid 

it under the Lhrone of glory.97 

The hiding of Moses underneath Ltte throne of glory was ordained from the sixth day of 

Creation. Moses' deparrure. thus, has nothing to do with any possible sins. but Moses 

' 96Avoc ddRabbi Nathan, Versipn A. chapter 12 &. Version B. cllapter25. 
97cr. with Mid.nWl Petirat Mosbe where me Angel of Death say~ tl~t incc !be. ix th day of creation: be. 
The Angel of Dcatb, gained control over aU souls. Here. ii is Gods dircet words that Mose.~ was ordained 
lO be bidden. 
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needed to go like other human:,. The: midra~h. 'r'hen. suppon the idea that Moses is lrke 

othe~ ~ople. "The soul of Moses wa,1:; not alone 'iecreteJ bc!low the thrnne of glory: aJso 

the souls of che righreous were srured below the rhronc! of glory...... The midrash 

curiously eliminates the idea that Moses died a unique death. 
I 

However. being hidden bene:uh God's throne is a pment image of as.,umption. In 

Midmsh Petirat Moshe. when Moses is recounung lo rhe Angel of Death tho),e thing:i 

which make him unlike any other person. he refer5 t0 being benearh lhe lhronc: uf glory as 

being on top of Mr. Sinai. He suys. " ... and I went up io the heights. and r li ved 

undemearlz the throne of glmy for fony days and fony nights, three rimes. one hundred 

and rwenty days and one hundred and 1wen1y nigh~. Like: rhe ministenng angels. l didn't 

eat nor drink," and the wings of the Shekhinah ~overed me." On top of Mt Sin3i, Mo~~ 

ascends to an angelic stacus. not needing IO eat or drink. Mr Sinai is the physical 

connecting point becween this world and God'" Being beneath the throne of glory thus 

hints at the idea thar Moses was assumed by God. 

Version B of A voe de Rabbi Nathan gives a different explanation for Moses' decree 

of death:98 

Moses went before The Mighty One and said. 'Mn;1;ter of lhe Univt:rse t~ll 
me if death is already decreed upon me so that I will not enter the ~om1sed 
Land. What sin did J do?' God said. 'Moses. you have not ~ommuted a 
sin. You are not dying for your sin_; rather lor the sin of Adam Ha; Rishon. 
as it is said, Your first father has smned'(ls 43:27). God pfaced his soul 
and the souls of the rigfueous underneath the throne of glory ro thank and co 
praise .... 

The discussion...hereis iln~ally direct for the midrash. God tells Moses he must die 

because of Adam's sin. Adam brought death into the world by his expulsion from the 

Garden of Eden, and all people. therefore, must die. This version of Avot de Rabbi 

Nathan also does not ascribe to Moses a special status. Moses is noc any different from the 

other righteous. 

98Avct de Rabbi Nathan. Version B, Chapter25. 
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In version A. deach is removed from tH~ idea ot punishment It was created on che 

sixch day. ic is inevitabl~. and ic not something brought about 3.'i God\ punishment for sin 

ln version B. death is.introduced a few day later. Death 1s brought about throui?h the idea 

of sin. but it is not directly the sin of Mo!.es. but rather the .;in of Ad<un. Death is. 
I 

therefore. not a neutraJ concept: it is inrroduced u.s lhe resu lt of apul ·ion from che ideal 

world. Death. though. leads the soul co being plac~d under the throne of glory. thus 

returning one 10 chis ideal suttc:. In fact. A vo1 de Rabbt Nathan doe!'! not u~ the word 

"geni:.o" (hiddc=n it) which has been predominate throughout all the m1drash. Rachcr God 

tells Moses he will take hi~ soul from this world and "nwkh:..iro" (return it} to che world to 

come. Returning to the world-to-come is an o.xymoron1c expression. unless one 

understands that all souls are returning to the Garden. a state that liomehow we have 

previously experienced. The imroducLion of Adam'· first sin a.s the cause of all death 

leads to the idea chat by dying, one is released from the sin!. of this world and one returns 

to a preexisting state of being with God. 

This return to God. however. cannot be open to everyone. Only those who have 

not repeated che sins of Adam can return co God. The reward of the aiter-life is dependent 

upon behavior in this world. Thus, the midrash says that all the nghteous are placed in chc 

after-life below the throne of glory. ln the entire scope of midrash ~htch is focussed 0n 

this moment of Moaes' departure from chis world, this is probably as close as the mid.rash 

comes to speculating that the world-to-come is. in some way. a more rewardfog place to 

be. In contras&; we"fflave ~n the ~idrash describe God's own mourning at Moses' 

death.99 The laner attitude is perhaps far more tepresentative of the Rabbis' opinion on 

the nature of death. It is neither a relief from this world. nor a simple return to God. 

99Sec above, in Sifrei to Dcuicronomy and Midtasb Tannaiim. PP· 62-65. 
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C. B.T. Sotah IJb 

The Talmud's dtscriptiun of Muw,' de:uh enlarge\ 111<: d1..cu\\lllll in 1hc Tosct'Ul 

1111d Sifrc1 Numbers about the "funeral" ol Mo'"· . I ·' -· ~ ut"u"..e' "here \10'4:' l< buried. and 

"the eulogies· ghen for him. 

I. The Eulogies 

1lus T:tlmudic pa.>Sagc begin ~ w11h 3 restatement uf the T1hc:fta\ 4uc,rion of where 

Mo..:s is buried. It then continue> with the •.:ulogie>" gi,cn tor Mu..e~ 

The Ministering Angels proclaim. 'He e'.\Ceuttd the JU\IJCC uf God and hi' 
Judgements with Israel'( Dr. 33:21 I. And God dedarc~. 'Who will nse up 
'or Mc 1tgainst the evil-doers. who will stand for Mc 3gaire.t thc doers of 
sins?'( Ps 94:16). Samuel !>llid. 'Who as like a wise one. and who knows the 
interpretation of a thing~'! Ee 8: 1 I, R. Yohanan said. 'When: wall wisdom 
be found?'(Jb 28: 12). R. Nallman said:" And Moses died 1here'[D1. 3.1:5], 
Sema.lyon said. 'And the.re Moses died. the great scribe ol lsmd.' 

This text is intcrc.<tiug in that it mi.iles the earthly and hc-Jvenly n:alnis Scmillyon is u 

mysterious characu:r because this~ the only time in the cnurc T:ihnud that hi> name;_, 

used. His name sounds like an angel. bur he appear.; with the Rabba>H>O 

The eulogies themselves m of three types: God :ind the mini>tcring angels 

eulogize Mose.< b[)SCd on hi> ability to carry out(iod's will und tllwnn 1bose who srand 

against God; their eulogies rctlect the per.;pective of the heavenly world: and they mourn 

that the one who was able to be a mes.sc:ngcr for that world can no longer pcrfonn that task. .. ,,. 
Shmuel and R. Yohanan eulogize the loss of Moses' wisdom. The author uses 

Ecclesiastes 8 to answer the question of why good things happen to b3d people. 

Ecclesiastes 8: 14-1 s reads. "Titcrc arc just men to whom it happens according to the deeds 

of the wicked, and there ~ Wicked men 10 whom it happens according IO lhe deeds of lhe 

100)(usbelevsky, Mom ONJ tlol M&tl. P· 79 • 
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nghieous. I said th~ is also vani1y. ~ I coihmand JOY: t.:lurruucly. &-clc.1:1>1C' ..-anno1 

answer thci.e questions. "Then I hcheld all lhe work of G.xl. lha1 a mar. canno1 lind ou1 the 

work done under the sun: becau.o,c lhoul?h 3 man labour to ..,d. 11 out. ycL he ~3U no1 find 

1i"1Ecclesias1es 8: 17). Job 28 has a very ~1milnr Iheme. Humaru. may ..,nrch. ~111 w1•dom 
I 

is ultimately beyond them. IOI 

The conicxt of both of theM: eulogic.~ ral..:> the deepe.'t and moot fn1.itrat ing 
problem of all exisicnce.: 1hJ1 of •ublimc Ju•1icc. On 1hc one hand. 11 
suggests lha1 the wi~ man know\ th< an~wcr. ;md vc1 atlm1l' in 1he end thJI 
though he may seek 10 ~now it. he 'hall not be able 10 lind to find 11 Mo-c' 
is presented as the wise man who amuncd the level of 'upcrhuman w1...Jom 
Jnd ye1 he. 100. is frustrated in the end.I'll 

Although Mruc.s may have all31llCd wisdom. he L\ ulun131ely !IOI able to trJn>ecnd hi. 

human limitations. In these eulogies. he 1>. in the final analysis. human. and hi; dcJ1h "a 

a-Jgedy. Perhaps. this is why R. Nahman and Scmalyon =mm be cxpn:.•"ngJU'I '1mpk 

shock n1 Moses' passing. Their eulogies reflect a grief that ts beyond the words und 

philosophical querie.s of Eccles1ns1cs and Job, bu l can unly regi~ter 1he shock of the 

o-agedy. 

2. A Sign Within A Sign 

The Talmud continues by introducing the idea that perhaps MOStS did oOI die: 

It has been i.augtu in a baroita, Rabbi EJjtzer. the Elder.says. "Jllrougllout 
the entire 12 mil by 12 mil area or the camp. the bor lwl was heard. saymg. 
· And there Moses died. the great scribe of Israel.··. There arc those who 
say Moses did not die. It is written here. 'Moses died tlttre'(Dt ~4:5J.and 11 

i~ writtcq..~. 'And he was tlrtre w!1h God' IE~ ~:28J. What is wnllcn 
(m'&odus) thaf.'hc swod and served, IS even meant (m [)cuicronomyl that 
he s1ood and served. 

111e geuroh slravoh 103 is used 10 equate the woy Moses served on Ml. Sinai with hi~ 
dctuh. This is yet anolher occasion where ML Sinai is used as the example of a "Jiving• 

IOIS<:e Cbapter VI. pp.~. 00 "1bc Use o1 BlbliOI PruollcJUS" for t111 ar131ysis ol Job 28. 
102K11Sbelcvut. Mous oNi •N Alllt~ p. 80. • . 
103UICrally "equal Wllilig." It rc(cn io 1 llcttllCftCUllcal1001 wbcm>Y !be Ral>llis •'13im WI 

1 
"'cnl 

melllioncd In r.vo places allows !be reader lO <111w en analt>CY bel"'CCll lllcm· 
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assumption of Moses because he: was 1n ~uch in11mu1c coniac1 wi1h GOO and he: dul no1 c:u 

or drink for 40 days.104 As he was assumed then: in E.l:odu .. '° tK i~ .usumcd hen: A' 

we have seen. 1he;dea of Mo.<.c~' being :i.'\Umed ·~ aln:ld~ well csiablL,hed by the umc of 

1hc Talmud's redaction. so ii is noi surpman; 10 <ee 11 10.<ened here. The \IOI)' after 1h1~ 

seems to nddrcss this nmion though. und uhimui.:ly. rejecL• 1hc idea tl1m Mo'-Cs was. in fu~1. 

as,'umcd: 

· And he was buried in tl1e valley of 1he land of Moab, over ngnin,1 Bet· 
Peor" (Dt 34:61. R. Bcrcch1yah \3td Th" 1> a 'ign an>1<k uf a ~1gn. 
nevertheless it says." And no one know' where he l~ buried"tD1 34:t'>t. 
And al~dy, the evil kin~tRoman gu,cmmcni] sc:m (l!OOjl!of tu the camp 
of Bc1-Pcor. and they said: We wall sec where ~10SC> was buried. They 
~tood above - and it appeared to thc:rn a... 1f tl1e E!nlve v.:1.> bclo"· below · 
and ii appeared 10themas1f11 was abo'c They broke into 1wo group~. the 
ones !hat stood above the grave - It appcmd io 1hcm as if the: grave \\ere 
below, and 1he ones tl1at ~t0od bclow. 11appeared10 1hcm a.• if u were 
above This proves wha.11s said,• And no one knows his gn1ve"fD1 34·6f. 

The "sign within a sign" refers m !he face 1ha11hc biblic3J 1ex1gives1he loc:rnon of 

Moses' burial sice - "in the valley of che land llf Moav." buc 1hcn says "no one I.nows hb 

grave:· Thi> verst' is central for chose: who would argue 1ha1 Moses wa> .is.~umed or 

hidden in !he world-to-come. Heii:. however. MoSe>' death is implie<I by tl1e discW-'>iOn of 

Moses' grave. Not only did Moses noc get assumed. but tl1e Roman uoops or~ obit 10 .1u 

lus grove. They just cannot come close to 1L The: s1ory &n!,oemously tl1us affinm the dcatl1 

of Moses and sull maintains that M0.1Cs' grave ~ttc 1s unique 3llQ unappro:ichabk:. Keeping 

the grave site unknown was imponan1 co rabbinic tr:1dition. Midrash L.cqah Tov s;iys 

explicitly lilac n~ one knows where Moses b buneil as a precaution. les1 his sepulcher . ,. 
become a shrine of idolairous worship.105 

One of !he final comments in this Sotah pas5Uge affirms !he idea chac Moses died, 

but his grave has special powers. "R. Hama. in the name of R. Hanina. says. 'Why is 
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M~ buned against Be1-Pco~ In order 1u u1onc.for the 3c1u.m' 31 lkt·Pcor ·• The 

3CDOM 31 Bet-Peor refers 10 !hie story of the ;laying of ltmri for hi\ I~ ing wllh the 

M1dianite woman Kasbi, In Number!> :!5• f6· l8. 1hc lC\1 '"1~!> . 'And the: Lord ,p;il..e 10 

Mose' saying, 'Vex the Mid1nnue, and \mite them. for tli.:y vc~ you wnh their" ilc>. w11h 

which they huvc beguiled you in the n1ut1cr of Per/· The idea of death a.s J1oneme01" 

frct1uently anesu:d to in rJbbinic l11ern111rc. M. Sa11l1edrm 6:1 descnbc> huw •omconc 

aboul to be stoned for being convicted uf a capunl cnmc i' '"'m .. ·k!d 10 sJy. "May my 

death be an a1onemcm for my sins: In Tanhum3 Buber .. ~l'lrurti Mur 6 ill. it '"1~'· "the 

death of the nghieous aronc:~: It 1s not 'urpn'lng. therefore. 10 sec the \leath of Mo\C\ ;i., 

:1J1 expiatory action for the cnure people. Oca1h .1> 31oncmen1 for \;lo~s· u"n ""'" nc,tr 

explicitly addressed in the midrash. pcrhup' bccauo;.: of the amb1gu11y surrounding whether 

Mosc.f de:ut. wa~ due 10 his sms. 

Unlike other midr.i.shim. such a.' the Sifrci 10 Ocu1eronomy or MidrJSh PcurJI 

Moshe. the tradition in the Talmud is not concemed with a psychological ponrayal uf 

Moses. We do not hear what Moses was thinking or feeling: we only ge1 a descrip11on uf 

how he was buried and how he was cul9gizcd. Why did the Talmud not include some of 

this mnterial which was already pan of the midr.bhic uadition in Sifn1 Dcut(ronomf' The 

Talmud seems to be more involved in political or communal iss:ics. such .is why Mo>es 

was buried in Gad and not Reuben. mocking the Rortthn go,,emrncnt for trytnll 10 find his 

grave, and death being atonement for all people Midrnsh PttirJI Moshe, on 1hc other 

hand. is very foeljiSCd<On the ysychological llimension and barely relates how the death 

afftctS the people. 
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0 . Deuteronomy Rabboh 

OcUtcronomy R:ibba!J sign:ils 3 m:mcndou' exp.1.r1>1un 1n 1hc: n.itr.1U''C' rcl3ung m 

Mo...cs' death. It develops 1hcmcs surrounding Mo\C,' dcJlh w11h c\lcmlcd -mnc' -.h1.:h 

have no1 previously appeared m the midra.U\ic lncrarurc
1 

h "3J'° "llmfK.11u m ul.mg on 

1hc question nf thcodicy directly. "hich m<N of 1hc U1hc:r oudmh1m .lo ll\ll Jo 

I. Moses Acquiesces to the Angel or Death 

Deuieronomy Rabbah conmlll.> an unu_\ual ,1ory of Mo,.,, agree mg 1u !he Angel ol 

Dea1h's m1ssion. IOC. The Angel of Dea1h miually comes 10 1:1kc Mo"''' \Oul and Mu~' 

says. "Go from here. 1desire10 praise God. a.~ 111s wnucn. 'I" 111 nm die bc\:au;,e I will 

live and speak pNiscs of God"'[Ps. 118:71. The Angel of Dc:u1h come• back a second umc 

and lhis time Moses tells 1he Ange l of Dealh che ineffable nwne ofG1id amJ che Angel of 

Death nus. Up until 1his poinc. 1he smry follow~ 1hc 1>11mr puucm as lllcu encounter in 

Pctiro1 Moshe. However, "When he came 10 him n lhinl lime. he I Moses I smd. "It seems 

lhal lhis is from God. who needs me 10 gi•~ myself 10 His jus1ice. a.~ n is said. The rock, 

His work is perieci'"(D1. 22:4). 

In Midrash Pe1ira1 Moshe. il is only when a bot kn/ come.' 0111 m tcll Mose.~ no1 to 

kill the Angel of Death 1h3• Moses begins lO acccp1 his own dcalh. :111d. evCJl 3l lh~l point. 

Moses begs no1 to be handed over 10 him. Herc. Moses accep!S the Angel of Oe3th 3S pan 

of God's plan. This y rare occ~on in !he midrashim when: Moses is fully accepting of 

God's dtcf'ee for him 10 die. Perhaps. Dcutcronomy Rabb3h was even wri11tn as a 

response ro Moses' anxious poruaya.J in earlier midrashim. 

The theme of accepUIDce is extended in Deutcronomy Rabb3'1 11 ;8. where Moses 

pleads with God: 

I060culCroOOlllny Ralll>ah 11 :S • 
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In the hour that Mose.<. was 10 depan llm v.orld.'Gud said to him. "Your 
days= coming to an end"(D1 JI 14). 
M~ said before God.· After all th1~ tune. you say 10 me. wur day\ m 
drawing to an end~ 'I will nOt die, l v.111 ll\c aml uncr the: p,.;.1i.t' of 
God"(Ps 118: 17). 
God said IO him. "How will you be able' 11m 1s the fotc of 311 man"(u 
12:3). 
Moses said to God. "One thing I .~k of you befok I die. that I will enter. 
and all the gateS of heaven :ind the dc.:p will bt' opened and they will -.ee 
there is none like you. as It 1~ $Uid. "You know dus Jay. and p;u i1111 Vl!Ur 
hcan"(Dt 4:39). ' · 
God said 10 him. "You snid. 'Thac is n..inc like me' bnd I ~ay. 1'hen: will 
not arise another prophet in lsrJel like Mo~~·~ Di 3-1. 101. 'The signs nod 
wonder~ the great u:achcr M~ d1J m the cy~ of l=d'"(Dt 34: 11 -12) 

ThL\ ple3ding must be contrJSted with the opening of P.:orot Moshe whc:rc Mo:.c' plcaJ, 111 

hve forever. Hen:. Moses acce~ God\ Judgement tha1 the fate o( .111 humans L' tO die 

He also implicitly accepts the fact that ht' fall' i~ hkc that nf all other people H" plcJ 1, 

only ·m enter" one last time before he die>. The: cn1c:nng could rtf<r hl the Pronn~d Li.nd. 

to seeing the Di vine's Presence one more tune. or 10 entering Eiemity If it 1~ to cn1c:r 

E1cmity, then 1he midrash 1s similar 10 Midrosh Petinu Moshe. If. however. he is tu enter 

the land or to see God once more. the midrosh underscores Moses' acceptance of God\ 

narun:. As death approaches. his final n:qucM t> 1ha1 all ScX there i~ none like God. 

2. Moses' Pleas for Mercy From the Decree 

Other uaditions in Deuteronomy Rabbah stand 1n COftraSl 10 the abo'.c ponrayal of 

Moses' accep1811ce of his decree. Dcut,eronomy Rabbah 11: 10 ronwns a rcroarkable 

description of Moses argui~ with God over the decree of death. It is. in many way~. the 
- oA .,,. • b 

antithesis of their relationship pictured in the 1r11dition above. The encounter begin> Y 

listing the ten times in the Books of Deuu:ronom y and Jo5hua which spenk of Moses' 

dcalh.107 The midrash notes, "This ieaches thal until the tenth 1ime. the decree was not 

107·R. Yocbaoan said. 1t Is wriUtll ID ten pb(cs dial MO!CS will di<: 
I. Tbc dale fO< )'OU to die Is drawing near (DI JI :14). 2. °"' in dlQ IDOllRtllll (DI )3:50\. ~- BUI I mUJt 
dic(OL 4:22J, S. Ana my~ (DI. 31:29). 6. Md bo.., mucb -aller my d<alb (DI ) I.~ ~Ott 
bl.I dcalb (DI 33: I), 8. Hew~ t'.!O wben be dloed (DI 34:71. 8. Moses~ :':i~t~•,jlcd 
34:5), 9. After Ille deatb of Moscs(JS I: I), IO!d 10. M05CS. my~~ IS ·- • 
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sealed. It was not sealed until ii was revealed 10 him by 1he grea1 cuun fGodl who -;aid. 

This decre:_ b_efore me cannot be transgre ·sed. a.\ iii~ aid. " B1:rau~ you will 
1101 

'"·ros~ 

the Jordan"'"fDt3:27]. The que~tion is why the decree w~ nor -;caled uniil 1hc 1enth time 

and the answer is given in the '!Ory that fo llows. 
I 

Moses is told of Gou·., decree and is unmoved by 11. GJvcn Mo~e~· re~pon'ies in 

other midrashim. the following response is highly unusual.' 

And thi. decree w~ unimponam in the eve~ of Mo~e ... He ~aid. "hrael 
sinned many time'i and l requc:sred mercy.for them. and immediatelv i1 w~i,., 
given for me. as it 1s said . 'Leave me alone. and I wil l de~rroy'(DI 9.1 ~ 1. 
[But! what is wriuen there? And God will comfon lhc wicked(fa 3~. 14 1, 
"I will smice them wtth pestilence:. and disinherit them "( Nu l·tl 1J.1 Butl 
what is wriuen there. "And God said. 'J forgive '"( Nu I .t.:201. I have nor 
sinned since my youth. and 1f so. l will pray for myself and God will accep1 
my prayer ."10~ 

Moses i. in a stag.I! of denial . He believes he can appeal w Gou\ mercy JUSt as ne did 

before in the incident of the Golden Calf and when the spie~ reported on the Promised 

Land. In Petira1 Moshe he appeal 10 God's mercy as well. but here Moses is rnnfidem 

about it. whtle there. he i~ desperate. The sin 10 which Moses refers is mosr m.ely his 

'· killing of Lhe Egyptian. Moses in terestingly does 001 mention the incident at Meribah 
I 

where he strikes the rock. 

God responds 10 Moses' ovuconfidence with indignation. sealing 1.hc Jecree 

against Moses: 

And when God saw that Moses was taking the maner lightly. and di~ no1 
jump up immediately to pray <1!1d praise His ~~me ~~tly. f God dec1dedj 
thar he will not entu the Pronu5¢d Land. as tt 1s said. 171erefore. you w1~l 
not go in with'lhis people"(Nu 20:12). Therefo.re means it is an oath. as ll 
is said, "Therefore. I swear co the house of Eh"(I Sam 3: 14). 

108GimbeyX gives an altcmative explaruu100 for why Moses w~ cooliclem lbe dec~cc w~ld t.:hWlge. From 
Mekhilta d' Rabbi Ishmael, Besl1alafL'!., "MQSCs had also a special reason for assuming th~t God had 
changed His determination concerning bim, and would now pemtilblnt ro enter Ille pro11Used !and. for he 
bad bce·n pc;tmitted to enter 11>e part of Palestine lying on &his side Ofluntbe .Jof'ii ·~e :Sd ~!,~:h:g~d Og, 
and from Ibis he reasoned that God bad not irrevocably decreed punts cot or 1 · • . ., 

lbercforc now be rccaJJed. See Louis Ginsberg. Tht ugt1Uls of the Jews. vol. 3 (Philudelphia: JPS. 19-8), 
pp. 418-419 
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The midrash implies that had Moses nm acted $0 haughtilY. the decree that he should not 

enter the Promised Land and perhaps even his death woultl have been revoked. In th1,. 

regard. the midrash blam~ Moses for his own death. Becau.'e of Mo.es' action>. God can 

"feel" justified in His decree. 'Ibis scene ~Isa show~ the buttlc w11hm God becwcen mercy 
I 

and justice. God had decreed ren limes that Moses was 10 <lie. bu1,tha11kcree wa' open 10 

Moses' plens for mercy. God's mercy could have been overcome. bur Moses cho,;e nm to 

rry. Note also that in lhis midrash itlone. God is ttlcnri tie<l with the epnhct. "TI1c Grear 

Court." signalling lhat God's justice tS lhe amibutc which i; going to be most evident. 

1bc midrash almosc follows the stages of death a.~ ou1li11ed by Ehz.nbeth Kubler· 

Ross. Moses begins with denial. but upon realizing God was noc )!Oing co revoke chc 

decree. moves to che next two singes: anger and hariiaining. Kubkr·RO>S writes. "If we 

have been unable to iace the sad facL~ in che first period and we have been angry at people 

and God in the second phase. maybe we can succeed in cncering imo some son 11f an 

agreement which may postpone the inevitable happcning."Hl9 TI1e niidr.ish continues 

wich Moses snying to God. "When Moses saw chat the decree of justice was se:Ued for 

him. he fa.~te~ and drew a circle around him, 11nd stood in the middle. and said. ''.I run not 

going to move from here uncil you remove Ille decree." 

God answers Moses by declaring that all of the gaces of the hen vcn sho~ld be 

closed 10 Moses' prayer; 

Wh:u·did God do? In the same time ic was proclaimed in all gates of the 
tinnament, in all the courtS, noc to receive the prayer of Moses. and not. to 
bring it to Him. bcc:au.~ ilie <4:=e of)\JS_rice was sealed. Ac the ~e nme 
too, 11r1 angel was appointed to proclaim 1r. hrs name was AkhU1J1d. Then. 
God called suddenly and said to them. "Go down aJ)d c!ose all che gates of 
the finnament since the strong voice of the prayer may nse ~d .reciuesc co 
enter the heavens. bccnusc the voice of the prJycr _of Mo.ses.rs hke a swonl 
that cuts and slices and.doesn't delay. His prayer 1s the Ineffable Name . 
which he learned from Zagzagel, che giear scribe. of Ism~!. AS the same. !lltlC 
it is said •1 heard behind me the great raging voice [saying], Bless.;d tS the 
glorious' Name from His place"(Ei 3: 12) ... Why ·Blessed is the glon<?us 
Name from His place?" At the same moment, they 'SllW the fiery ch1111or. 

I 

IOl)Elizabetb Kubler-Ross: On Dta1/i ONI Dying (New York: Macn1iU1111 Publisblng. 
1969

>· P. n. 
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God sai~. "_Don'! :lccept the prayer or Moses and do nm lift up vour face. 
and do~ t ~.1ve him l_ife. and d?n't let him en1er 1~e Promt>ed Land." Ami 
they said. Blessed is the glonous Name fmm in Hi~ place " that 110 one 
will be brought before him. no one large. nor small." · 

This scene i$ similar lO I.he St'~ne in Midrash Pc1irat Moshe where Mo:.:• praym an: ulso 

emodied. and God does nm wnm to hw them. Mosd word' have th< powc1 tO ~Ike anJ 

cm like a sword. That power comes fmm learning the ldeffablc Name from Zagza~et 1111 

Moses' prayers are attempts to call upon God's mercy to >t~pend the decree of death . Tht~ 

decree of denr.h is pan of God\ justice. A' in M1tlr:JJ.h Peli mt ~lo~he. I.he battle;, over 

God's jus1icc versus God\ mercy. 

The 1ension within the Godhead is represented by God'> re,p;mse to Mo<es. 

Initially. God's decree of death is not sealed. The justice of the dc~ree grew stmnge1 as 

Moses did not respond and was arrogant. Finally, Moses' pleus for mercy an: no• strong 

enough to overcome God's jus1ice. The an'Ogance of Mose> is renectivc of a numbc:rof 

concerns. It may reflec1 1he Rabbis' concern over rabbinic lead~r.hip. The Rabbis 

themselves recognize I.he dangerous nature of power and leadership. Power. as Mo;;c:s 

wielded it, may lead 10 11rrogance. and a wrong notion about how much power on~ actually 

' has. On a simi lar theme. Moses' arrogance could be intended as a lesson, that there is no 

way ofkno-;ing or anticipating God. Moses' sin was no1 following I.he message tlf Job 

28:28, 'Wisdom is the fear of God.• Instead, he assumt:d that God could be manipulated. 

But, if one canno1 anticipa1e God's ways. tben the ribbinic system of doing mi1:1·v1 

is called inLI> question. because I.he impetus for doing the milzvo1 is to curry God's favor. 

with Lhe hope I.hat one will be.rewarded. If God cannot be counted 0t1 to reward. then the 
• - J ,.. 

system is in trouble. Moses. thus. argues with Gott 

At the same time. Moses said before God. "Go~. i
0

t is rev~nled ~nd known 
before You. many times I suffered for Israel unal they believed in Y?ur 
name. How t suffered for them concerning the mi11.1'0t un~l I established 
for them Torah and mimot . .J ~d. 'Just as I saw the tr pain, so may r see 

' l loOirdbcr . • other then Mct11aoo and, cOUSt<lucnUy. one is lnclined to explain 

lhls 
·-·geg wnics. ~g?.agll 15 .01~Lb .,,;..,... o( •·avenly' -'nces. See Gi11zbc1g. ug .. 1ds. vol. 6- n. 89~. 
~w• name as Stg/llt sangtt e ,..-··- "" ,. , 

p. ISO . 
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rheir gi:am~ss.' And now t11e ~rearness of Israel has :u:rivt:d . and you ,,ay 
to me. Do~ t. cros~ the ~.ordan . (01 31 :2). Your Torah is. rherefore.'* 
forgery. as 1t 1s wnnen. <?n this day you shall give him his pay. neither 
shall .the sun go down on .tt . b~cause he is poor and he depends upon ii. or 
he will cry unto God and tt will be a sin to you"(Dt 24: I 51 Is this nw 
reward for 40 years of work~ That Israel should become a h61y and faithful 
people. "But Judah rules with God. and is' faithful with the sainL'i"(I Ios 
12: I). 

In this climactic moment of the midrash. Moses attacks the cnu.re 111bbinit: sys/em by calling 

tile Torah a forgery. He h~ previously tried God' sense of compa.si.ion. and now h~ is 

trying tO "win" the a.igumem for his life by appealing w God's sense of justice. 

Deuteronomy. which espouses a reward and punishment theology. ends with Mose!'! dying 

before he reaches the Promised Land. The question being implicitly asked by the Rabbis 1s 

the following: tf Moses. prophet of God. dies before he reaches ht!. goal of the Promised 

Land. how can we regular people hope to be rewarded'! JuJah Goldin writes. "It's :ilmost 

as though the Moses story, unique as it surel~ is. is tJ-ea1ed a.I\ a forecast of what to expect 

in the centuries to come: a lifetime of loyalty without 1he cornmensunue reward tn thi~ 

world."! I I 

The prooftext Moses cites from Deuteronomy reinforce') this question. It concerns 

the giving of wage) to a poor man who has done work for you. Becau e he is poor. he is 
I 

in need of those wages. TI1us~f you are not prompt in giving him his pay. it is a sin. 

Moses sees himself as the poor man. and God as the hirer. Moses accuses God of failing 

to pay.him his "wages," meaning he has put in the work of leading lsrael and no~ he 

demands his reward. Moses is_ articulating a fundamental challenge to God: If the 

righteous are not rewarded what is the point of.pejog righteous? 
' • ti.I /' 

This question can be restated as the classic question of theodicy: Why do the 

righteous suffer at all? ln Midrash Petifat Moshe, the question is never asked in this 

manner, but here the question is raised directly. And the response is never given. The 

.. 
111 Goldin, "The Death of Moses. M p. 18'2. 
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midrash has nln:ady staied !hat pa.n of the issue 1s Mose.~· frulnre 10 immediately pray for 

mercy. But God does not l'l!Spond w this challenge. as Ooldin note": 

Since. ii !he-p~rity of the faith fails 10 survive. it b futile 10 :i.~k about the 
justice of rewards .and punishmems · and Moses. after aJI. is pleading only 
for what he feels hke.he deserves -something like u comprom1.<e must be 
atiemp1ed. Note:. inc1dc:mally !hat no Job-like. God·ollt·of-1he-s1oim. 
answer is resoned 10. i.e .. the Lord i> just. but we •an't understand Hb 
ways. just as we can't understand much els.: : No overwhelming thcophany 
!is given1.11 2 ' 

111e compromise whlch Goldin claim; must be a11emp1ed I> the same nne th:tt appc:nr-. 1n 

Midrash Pet.irat Moshe: God. HimS(!ff. buric> Mo:.cs. in ahno,1 lhe e>Jct same manner. 

Given !he dlrectncs.• of Moses' chalkngc though. the resolution doe> not appear 

satisfying. 

Deut;:ronomy Rabbah prcscntS !he boltbt attempt to tiJdre.<s u1e 411C>llOn of 

lheodicy which has been running !hroughout the midroslum on Mu...es· death What IS 

especially striking is that God does nm respond 10 the dircct ch:lllenge. 1l1<:rc is no 

explanation of Moses' sin.~ as the re:ISOn for his death. He is left w rcaliu: that lus 

pleadings are nm going 10 reverse God's decree . 
... 

And, ulti~ately. he comes to the last swge of Kubkr-Ross's >eheme: acceptance 

"Moses. seeing !hat there was nm a creature in the world that could save him from death. 

says, 'God is the rock! His work is perfect'"[Dt. 32:4). Moses must Ix sausfied t!'at even 

though his pleas are not heard. Gud's way is still perfec~ The otlier final piece onhis 

question is God's mouming. •And Go<I cried. saying. 'Who will rise up for me against 

the evil-doers. who will stand uP'for me;igaiust the doors of sins?'"[Ps 94: 161 Go<I 

mourns for Moses. thus Mose.~· death cannot be simply arbitnll)'. it does have signifkance. 

The Rabbis' final wo.rd on Moses' challenge to Go<I may be that reward and punishmcn1 is 

not guaranteed. The decrees of death com: to people us part of Ood"s justice .. and even 

77 

I 

( 
J 



.. 
1hough God's mercy may nOI be able to overcome 1his decree. God. nonelheless. deeply 

cares. 
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. Job Chapter 28 

The following analysis will examine a section of Mtdtasll Tannaim which 

extensively uses prooftexis from Job Chapter 28. Although this chapter will only consis1 

of an analysis of Midrash Tannaim. the use of verses from Job Chapter 28 can be found 

also in Mid.rash Petirat Moshe. Avot de Rabbi Nathan. version B. chapter 25. and B.T. 

Sotah 13b. In the first rwo cases. the verses are used ~they are in Mid:-ash Tannaim. as 

part ot the Angel of DeatJi 's search for Moses. In the Talmud, the verse are used as pan 

of the people's lament for Moses. There are other biblical verses which are used m a 

significant nwnber of places. but the use of Job Chapter 28 is perhaps the most thematically 

nuanced, and thAs· will provide a good lens by which co view how the mid.rash incorporates 

biblical prooftexcs. 

1. Biblical Background for Job Chapter 28 

Job Chapter 28 is commonly known as the "Hymn to Wisdom.'' It is assumed to 

be a later insertion into the Book of Job becabse it does not seem to refer to the chapters 

before or after it Also. it has a "reflective tone" which dOCs not seem to match any of the 

speakers: Job, his comforters or God. t 13 The chapter involves an extended search for 

wisdom. The search motif makts it an obvious analogy to the Angel of Death's search for 

Moses. The first part of the chapter. vv. I-11. detai~ the abilicy of human.kind to search the 

most remote :eas of nature for precious swnes. This is a prelude to contrast the ability of ..... 

people to find precious st0nes with@eir ability to find wisdom. Thi; fontrast is m{cle in 
...... 

28: 12: people may locate precious stones. "but from where will wisdom come? And where 

is the place of understanding?" In 28: 14-19, the point is made that wisdom cannot be 

.... 
• 

1 llJohn HartlQ1. The Book of Job (Grand Rapids. Ml: William Eerdman Publishing, 1988). p. 373. 
,.. 
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found in the deep or in the markeL ln 28:2 i-22. it is searched for in the realm of death. 

but. ultimately. it is only found with God. 

In God's creation of the world. God established-;d ~tilized wisdom. In 28:25-26 

God measures and details four chaotic forces of nature: wind. water. rain. and thunder. 

God determines how much rain will fall and the path of lhe lhunder. And this 1s done in 

accordance with wisdom. "Thus. the cosmos is an ordered and elegant structure. no1 

thre~tened by the anacb of chaos." 11'1 Doing evil is injecting chaos into th is ordered 

structure. Thus, in 28:28. it says." And he aid 10 Adam. ' Behold~ The fear of the Lord. 

chat is wisdom. and to depwt from evil is understanding.'" 

As G<•P utilized wisdom to create che world. people utilize wisdom to discern che 
• I 

Creator. "This wisdom is a spuitual wi~dom lhat transcends human knowledge. but chat 

does not mean that it is irrational. The converse 1s oue. IT is inidligible. for i1 is che portal 

into the vast resources of God's wisdom.·'115 But even as humans use it 10 ascenain 

truth, one cannot actively search for it. "[The Author! wished to show chat wisdom is not 

fo be found at the end of human seeking. but chat God alone. who possesses it. can impan 

it to man's understanding.1
' 116 

, 

The search for wisdom thus defines human limits. Even in deach. wisdom is not 

granted. because death itself is part of the created world. This is exhibited in the midrashim 

by the fact that the Angel of Oeath is always clearly-under the power of God. 

Acqowledging that wisdom only comes as a gift from God is paradoxically the 

key to having wisdom. As Psalm 111 : 1 O states. "The.beginning of ~isdom.is m; awe of 

God." The awe of God leads one fb act piously. which ''requires the renunciation of 

human hubris and effortS at self-deification and rule." 1
17 

114Leo Perdue Wisdom in Revolt (Sheffield: The Amond Press. 1991 ). P· 
245

· • 
115 • . • 

116 
Hanley, The Book of Job. p. 384. · ... • Id Knight (New York: Thomas 
E. Dborme. A Commefll'1ry on the Book of Job. translated b.Y Haro · , 

Nelson Publihsers. 1984). p. ti. 
117PcrduC!1$ ..,,,isdom, p. 2A7. 
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Leo Perdue summarizes Lhe theology of Job Chapter 28 with !.he following: 

Job Chapter 28 le~ds to no .revelation. produces no theophanic vision. and 
srructures no allunng mythic world into wh.ich lnlmluls mav enter. It 
aa.empts tO return tO a Simpler, precriocaJ fal!.h yet unchalle~eed bv t.J1e Cristi 
of Holocaust. 1 18 - • 

2. Midrash Tannaim: Text 

Midrash Tanna.i.m uses the prooflexts from Job Chapter 28 in the context of the 
. 

Angel of Death searching for Moses. The following is the scene from Midrash Tannaim on 

Deuteronomy 34:5: 

At that same time. God said to the Angel of Death, "Go and bring me the soul of Moses." 
And he went jld searched for him. but ~ould not find him. He went to the sea. and said. 
"Have yoo seen Moses?" The sea said to him. "From the day that he crossed through me. I 
have not seen him." 

He went to the mountains and the hills and said to them. "Have you seen Moses?" They 
~d to him. "From the day that Israel received Torah on top of Mt Sinai. we have not seen 
hun. Maybe he is st.anding in supplication before God to enter the land of Israel." 

Ht went to the land of Israel and said. "ls the soul of Moses here?" They said to him. "It 1s 
not found in the land of the living"(Job 28: 13). 

He went to the clouds of 1dory, and said."~ the soul of Moses here?'' They said to him. 
''It disappeared from thee-yes of all the living"(Job 2l2l1 

~e went to the ministering angels and said. "ls the soul of M?~ h~re?" They said to him. 
From the birds of the sky it is hidden. "(Job 28:21) These m1rustenng angels were called 

Meo/fin. 

H~ went to the deep and said, 
0

"ls the soul of Moses here?" They said to him, "No. as it is 
said. The deep says it is not in me'"(Job 28:14) . 

• 
He went to Sheol and A vaddon and said to them, "Have you seen Moses?: They said to 
l:tim, "We have heard of him. but we have not seen hiirl," as it is saidr,"Avaacfon ~d death 
say. 'With our ears we have heard.of it"'(Job 28:22). 

~e w~nl to the ministering angels and said to them. "Have you seen Moses?" They said to 
hun, Go to the people.,. 

He went to Israel, and said to diem. "Have you seen Moses?" . Th~y ~aid to him. "~od 
understands its way. and knows its place (Job 28~ 23). God hid bun 1.11 the wotld-t~-come . 

.. 
f 

11_8Ibia. Co1J!.P3re Ibis statement with Goldia's about the Iack of Jobiao,like whirlwinds in these 

1Illdrashim.~ee Golden. "The Death of Moses." on p. 66. 
' 
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and there 1s not a creature in the world that kn h h · · 
be found?" (Job 28: 12) owi, ~ ere e 1~- an<i w1~dom where "ill it 

3. AnaJysis 

The search for w1sdom ~equated "ith the Angel of Death\ -.earch tor \fose
5

. A' 

numanicy is unable to fi nd wi dom. so che Angel of Death cannot find Moses. A.' Wllldom 

is only found in God. so. here. Mose 1!> only found wnh God. As che earth for wi~dom 

defines th~ limics of humanu~. so the search for Mo~ define., 1he hmite<l power of che 

Angel of Death. 

If the analogy is parsed mvre closely. the Angel of Death 1~ a.-.soc1a1ed with <i 

humanity that searr'7e. for wisdom and ~oses i~ associated with "i~dom i1Self. In B.T. 

Shabbar 89a there 1s a direct paraJJel to chis story where the ..\ngel of Death searches the 

world forTorah :l19 

When Moses had stepped down from before the Lord. Sacan t-ame and 
spoke to God. "Master of tfie World. where 1s the Torah?'' He said co him. 
"I have given ic co the earth. He wem to the Earth and said. "Where is 

. Torah?" The Eanh said. "God knows ns way"(Job 28:23]. He weni co the 
sea. .. He went to Avaddon and Death. and they said. "We have heard of 
it"[Job 28:22]. He went before God and~d. "Master of the um verse. I 
have searched the Earth and cannot find it. God said. "Go to 1he son of 
Amram." He went to Moses. and s:tid to him. "The Teffilt l.hac was given to 
you, where is it?" Moses said. "God gave me Torah?" God s:tid co Moses. 
~Wby are you lying?" Moses said. "Master of the Universe. it is your 
desire to hide [genu:] it. that you take pleasure from it every day. Am r able 
to take some of its greamess for myself?" - . 

119Thc searcb for wisdom is a common fofkJotistic mutif. Noie the foUowing taken from. NJt Tur· -r 
Sinai. ~Book of Job (Jerusalem: Kiryat Se't~ 1957). p. 395: "ln various legends. a hero searches the 
world fer his beloved. After endless oibuJalions. be comes ao tbe wise old man of" hom be bas been aold 
that DO SCaet is bidden from him. and inquires of blm tbc whereabouts of his beloved, the old man . 
confesses lhat be has never beard of her or of bcr mysterious palace. However. be comfons !11e quesuoncr. 
Beyond the seven seas and the seven darlc mountains be bas a brother. older by a day. but wiser by a year. 
~bo may possess the required information. The lover tben lrav~ o.n. from place to place. from . 
disawomtmcnt to disappoinaneo1, until be reacbes bis goal. ln sunilar fash100, the searchers for wisdom 
arc senc from the land of the living co the sea and lben t0 Avaddon and Dealh. Even ~latter bave not. 
seen wisdom; but they bave beard of it and know thal. Ybwb is its possessor. When He installed the works 
of aeatioo, Re eslablisbcd wisdom. too - bu1 man bas no wisdom. saveJbe fear of God an<l lhe observance 
or ms COOlmandments .• 

'"\. 
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fn this story. Torah itself takes the place of wisdom. and it is the Torah which is 

kept in God's domain. Torah func tions imilar co wisdom in Job Chapter 28. as Leo 

Perdue notes. "Wisdom ts the mediator between God and the worl'd:-'"-120 Moses is. thus. 

associated with wisdom. which is Torah. "Nature is powerless against wisdom. just ~ it 

is powerless against the Torah. Both the Torah and YiOl>CS are above nature. found in 

proximity to God Himself. This is why the Angel of Death is unable to reach Moses."111 

The Angel of Death cannot reach Yfoses because death itsdf is part of nature and thus 

Moses. hidden by God. is abo\e nature and above death. 

From a theological viewpoint. the Rabbis have anoth€"r layer of meaning in mind 

when they utilize the motif of the Angel of Death's search for ~fol>CS. The death of Moses 
j 

implicitly brings up the question of why people die. The i.earch by the Angel of Death for 

Moses is al<;o a search for the meaning of death 1t'itlf. One can search for answers as the 

Angel of Death does. going to all of the created world. only to learn that the explanation lies 

not in knowable tenns, but re~ides only with God. And the appropriate response to 

intractable questions of theodicy. such as why people die. is simply w go back to the "r>re

critical" faith found in Job Chapter 28: fear God and turn from evil. 

The "meaning" of death thus rests in its capacity to humble-people. so they come to 

unders4lJld God's Sovereignty. In fob Chapter 28:22. Death and Avaddon say. "We have 

heard of it with our ears.'' The anthropo!11orpnization of death obscures what the Job text 

means by having a place called "Death." It is difficult m inruit whether this is pure 
- . 

abstraction or they truly envisioned a place or a state of being. However, of all the places 
'V" 

the searchers for wisdom go. death is the onl place that has even heard of wisdom. The 

author of Job is. perhaps. hinting at a certain wisdom that is born from an experience of 

death. Death is part of creation. and yet of all of creation. it. alone, stands just on the 

~20pcrdue, Wisdom. p. 244. 
21Kusbclevsky. Moses.pP· 6 1-62. 
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fringe between this world and God's world. perhaps able to give some insight into God's 

realm. 

To return to the Tannaim text. the search for Moses by the Angel of Death is 

infused with three layers of meaning. First, the Angel of Death's search is futile . Moses is 

with God and the Angel of Death cannot reach God. Second. the wisdom of why people 

die is also a futile sear.:h. This wisdom. too, is with God. Finally. the Angel of Death's 

futile search lends suppon to Moses' assumption. If Moses is Wisdom. which is Torah. 

he is'in some way with God. 

.. ..... 
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Chabter VII: Why Did Moses and Aaron Die? 
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The midrashim provide a number of different responses to the central question: 

Why are Aaron and Moses decreed to die? Were they punished due to their sins or wa<; it 

"naruraJ causes'?" The answers to thi5 question get to the hean of the rabbinic_ 

understanding of sin and death. reward and punishment. and God' ju tice. Far from 

speaking in one voice. the breadth of rabbinic tradition gives a multiplicity of answers. 

I. Background 

The Torah. itself. is not clear as to why Moses died. I:!:! In Aaron· case, the 

Torah is explicit, "Aaron shall be gathered ~o his people. He will not enter the Land which 

I have given to the children nf Israel. because you rebelled agarnst my word at the water of 

' Mt!ribah"[Num 20:26]. For Moses. however. the Torah provides three oossible 

explanations for his death. The first 1s due to his role in the waters of Meribah scene. In 

Numbers 27: 13-14, the text says. "And when you have seen it [the Land]. you will be 

gathered to your people. as Aaron your brother was gathered: Because you rebelled against 

my word at the.Wilderness of Sin.. in the soife of the congregation. to sanctify me at the 

water before their eyes. that is the water of Meribat Kadesll in the Wilderness of Sin." The 

second explanation for his death is that it is due to the people's siding agai~st Caleb and 

Joshua. Moses' sin. here, is that he is pan of thal generation which did not believe. 

Deuteronomy l ;37 states. ''Also God was angry with me on account of you fthe people) 

sayirtg also you will not g~ into the land." The final explanation for Moses' death is that he 

was simply old and it was time for him co die. In Deuteronomy 31 :2 Moses says. "I am ... _ -120 years old this day ~ 1 can no longer go out and come in." 

The three different explanations are all cited and supported in several m.idrashic 

traditions. Those who say Moses' death was due to his sin, and then by extrapolation, all 

death is due t0 sin; those who say Moses' did not sin, but believe that as a result of the 
.. 

122Sce Chapter 1, pp. s-~ ""' 

I 

88 



sins of others he was decreed to die: and finally. there are those whc say Moses died 

because death is a pan of life. 

----- . 

2. Sin 

The clearest statement that Aaron and Moses died because they sinned is found in 

Sifrei to Numbers. Pisqa 137. "R. Shimon b. Eleazer says. 'Even Moses and Aaron died 

because of their sins. as 1t is written. "Because you did not anctif. me ... "l('.;um 20:i2] . 
. 

But if you had sanctified me. your time for dying would not have come "1:?3 According 

to this statement, it is not that they would have lived forever had they 001 sin ned. but their 

premature deaths were due to their sin at Meribah. 

Other sins are also given as the reason for Moses' punishment. 111 Petirat Moshe, 

the Jellinek-A version. five other sins besides the striking of the rock are 'llggesred: Ex. 

4: 13. Moses is reticent to follow God" command: Ex. 5:23. Moses questions God's 

judgement in sending him to Pharoah; Numbers 16:29 and 16:30. Moses sets forth the test 

of Korah. whereby if God 1s on Moses' side. Korah and his followers will be swallowed 

up: and, Numbers 32: 14. Moses calls Israel. "sinful people." The other sins listed are 

hardly grounds for the punishment he receives. They are enumented in order to reject the 

idea that God purushes on the basis of one sin alone. 

In a different section of Jellinek,-A. another sin is cited: he killed the Egyptian 

taskmaster. a reason which is not cited in any other source. However. the reasoning for 

• 
citing this sin is clear: Moses killed che Egyptian and. therefore. he is guilty of a sin for 

which he needs to die. 

In Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:8. a final reason is cited. Moses is not permitted to enter 

into the land, and thus must die because he did not correct Zipporah when she referred to 

' . 
123Parallcl soun:es whicb cite the sin at MenDah as tbe cause of Moses' dealh are found in T~bwna Ha· 

Nidpas HiJclcar 10; 8 T. Shabbat SSb; B.T. Sorah l2b. 
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him as "an Egyptian" in Exodus 2: 19. Joseph. on Lhe other hand. admitted he was a 

Hebrew. thus earning the right for his bones at lea.st to be brought into the Promised Land. 

Midrash Petirac Moshe and Deuteronomy Rabbah 11 .1 O botb..present more subtle 

versions of this theme. In both. Moses is decreed to die for unspecified reasons. and then 

I.he decree becomes fixed because Moses acts contrary 10 God. Interestingly. I.he actions 

he is punished for are exactly the opposite ~ ln Petirac ~toshe he is punished after he keep:. 

pleading when God tells hun not co. but in Deuteronomy Rabbah the decree ts sealed when 

he does not jump up and plead. As di cussed above. 124 this is a modified ver ion of the 

reward and punishment system. Moses has done something wrong. but his action~ do no1 

fully justify hjs punishment. 

In reviewing all dte sources. only Sifrei to Numbers and B.T Smuh 12b present an 

unmodified version of reward-and-punishment. In the other midrashim. alternative 

explanations are at least put forth. This i consistent with David Kraemer's work in 

Responses to Sufferin~ in Classical Rabbinic Literarure. in which he sees the reward and 

punishment system operating mo t directly in the earliesc sources. specifically che Mishnah 

and Halakhic Midrashim.125 It is. nonetheless. surpcising. Alt.hough I.here are alternative 

explanations for Moses' death in the Torah itself. the scene a! Meri.bah is the primary sin. 

and it is very clear in its condemnation of Moses. It is. perhaps. a mark of che post

Tannaitic period which is uncomfortab.le with che reward and punishment syscem. that b) 

the time of Midrash Petirat Moshe and Deuteronomy R.llbbah. the scene at Meribah tS not 

.. 
even mentioned. 

...- -

124See above, pp. 65-66. ' . . . • f"1 York: Oxford University 
12SDavid Kraemer. Rupon.sts to Suffering fn Classical Rabb1111c uuroture ,,.ew ' 

Press, 1995). pp. 211-2 13 . ....,-
' 
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3. Original Sin 

Kraemer demonstrates that a.<> the Rabbis get further away from the De truction of 

the Temple. their understanding of theodicy moves away from noci\Jnsof strict reward and 

punishment. by looking at B.T. Shabbat S5b.J:!6 Thi passage begin with an opinion b: 

R. A.mmj , "There is no death without sin and n10 suffering without trnnsgres!>ion." Thi<i 

opinion is supported by Sifrei to Numbers I 37 which is cited above. Sifrei makes it clear 

that if Moses and Aaron died ber:iU& of their sins. then surely all people die because of 

their sins. An anonymous barairo is brought a~~ainst the position in Sifrei. "Four died 

because of the urging of the snake. anrl wno an! they? BenJamm. the son of Jacob. 

Amram, the father of Mnses. and Jesse. the fatlher of David. and Caleb. the son of David." 

• I 

The "urging of the snake" refers to the idea of 1JrigrnaJ sin. In ot.her words. there were four 

who died. even though they themselves never sinned. but died because of the original sin. 

This argument is so persuasive for the Ba vii, that it ends the discussion by saying. "There 

is death without sin and there is suffering with1ou1 transgression. and the refutation of R. 

Ammi is a refutation." 

We have already seen the notion of original sil}in Avot de Rabbi Nathan. version 

B, chapter 25. where God tells Moses he will die because of A'tlarnl\ sin.
127 

ln 

Deuteronomy Rabbah 9:8. this idea is repeated. and in Petirat Yfoshe. Jellinek-A. Moses 

asks God, "Lord of the Universe. what sin is t1:>Und in my hand that l must die?" God 

responds, "[For having tasted] from the cup of Adam." The cup of Adam refers to being a 
- . 

descendem of Adam.128 It is auite surprising to find the doctrine of originaJ sin so 

prominently displayed in Avot ~Rabbi Na!Ji!n. the Talmud. P.,.;., MosOe-J~llinek~A. 
and Deuteronomy Rabbah. One wo11ld have thought that the Rabbis would have tried to 

distance themselves from it as being too Chrisuian. The Talmud. in fact, contrary to the 

1 am using biS tran!lation of B.T. SIUJbbat 55b. 
l26V--1"'CICU1Cf, Rtspon.sts, pp. 184-188. 
127Scc above p. 54. 
128K usbelevsky, MoSJ..~ p. 197. 
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Shabbar 55b passage. utiliz.es the same polemic against original sin m three other 

places.129 Someone asks R. Yohanan why the gentiles are contaminated with lust. and he 

responds. "Because they did not stand at Mt. Sinai. For when theseri}ent came upon_ Eve, 

he instilled contaminating lust into her: when. however. lsrael st0od at ~t. Sinai. their Just 

ceased. But since the gentiles did not stand on ~t. Sinai . their contamination did not 

disappear." R. Yohanan·s statement claims that fo r the Jews there tS no such thing as 

original sin . The Talmud. thus. has seemingly contrad1ct0ry !>tatements regarding this idea 

Ephraim Urbach tries to explain this apparent inconsistenc_ by rereading the 

S1tabbar 55b passage contrary to David Kraemer' readin~. He believes the Rabbi!> were 

actually rejecting ori~inal sin. He points out hov. the four characters mentioned who did 
• I 

not sin are really minor characters. He claims the Rabbis are making a subtle point. ''The 

restriction of the effect of the first sin to the fate of four not very important persons annuls 

the significance of the episode. and. hence. takes away the basis of Paul's doclrine of 

redemption."130 Urbach argues that the Shobbar 55b passage really means that sm does 

cause death, and the exception!> are so minor they prove the rule. The problem with 

Urbach's analysis is that it fails to view the case in"the context of the Ta1mud. where the 

story is meanr to stand in conn-a.st with R. Ammi's opinion1fiat death is a result of sin. 

The apparent discrepancy over the Talmud's belief in original sin is difficult to 

harmonize. There is srrong evidence.. that Judaism rejected the idea of original sin. Urbach 

claims, "Tne conception of death as a decree ... puts an end to the connection between the 
• 

sin of Adam and the sins of his descendents." Yet., at the same.time. one must theo try and 
• d" ~ 

explain how all these references to originzj sin made it into midra.Shim on Moses' death./ 

from the earliest Tannaitic midrd.Gh all the way to the early Middle Ages and Midrash Periral 

Moshe - Jellinek-A. The answer lies in the manner in which the Rabbis apply the doctrine 

1298.T. Shabbat l45b-146a; B.T. Avodall 1.arah 22b;' 8.T. YevarllOr .~03bMA· Harvard University Press. 
1~pb.raim Urbach, 77iL Sage.s, translaied by Israel AbrahalJlS (Cambri ge. · 
1979). p. 427. ~ ... 
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of original sin. The Rabbis use originaJ in in a limited way 10 discuss the iss1Je of 

theodicy as it relates to deach directly. di\ orcing it from ics Chnstian connotations reoardin!? 
e -

the sinful nature of humanity. 

In Shabbar 55b. the Rabbi~ are cenamly using che idea of origmaJ sin. buc they do 

not use it to discuss why people sin. rather to male the theological point thac ometimes 

people die without having sinned. The uulization of the concept of origmal ·in allows Lhe 

Rabbis to go beyond the stricc reward and punishmenr syscem. Thi i~ most clearly seen in . 
an extraordinary passage in \lumbers Rabbah 19: 18: 

Beca~ you rebelled again~t my word"(Num 20:24). This is related to the 
verse which says. "God will noc iitarve the oul of the righceous"(Pr I 0:3) 
This is Adam~ all the rit?ht:eous are decreed co die because of him There is 
no death until one S<. js 'jhe face of the Shekhinah and reproves Adam. 
saying, ''You cau ed us 10 die." and he answered them. "I had one sin. and 
you all have more than four sim ... 
From where do we learn that one sees the Shekhinah and repro\'eS Adam. 
as it is said. "I said l will not see God. God in the land of the living: I will 
see man no more with the dwellers of the world"(ls 38: I 2).1 ' I 
The righteous are punished with death because of light ins. that Adam will 
not be seized on their account. as it 1s said. "God wiU not starve the soul of 
the rig~teous." Therefore it says. 'Because you rebelled against my word." 

This midrash presents a diaJecncaJ Lension between origi~ ·in and personal responsibi lity. 

Adam is the one who broughc death into the world. but the righteo~er him are still 

responsibl~ for their own deaths through their commirung light sins. Onginal sin is thus 

placed in tension with reward and punishment to justify why the righteous are punished. . 
The midrash is careful LO say in a most ambiguous manner that che righteous have 

co~ned lighc sins. "Light sins" either means that because of these sins. they were 

Punished, or it means that they were nominal sins. and lhe righteous are cruly bein' 

Punished for Adam's sin. The point of the midraSh is not to solve the tension, but to 

highlight these tensions. 

131Herc, Heietiab is ~g af1cr be was faced with dealb and recovered. 
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The tension in the scene is evident at .the moment of death ii.self. in which one both 

sees the Shekhjnah and reproves Adam At one and the same run· e th - b th - · · · . ere is o intunate 

revelation and bitter anger. This plradox may sum up the rabbinic world yiew_of death 

better than anything else: It is the cause for bitterness. but it also affords the possibilities of 

seeing God. 

4. Death Removed From Sin 

There are stiJI'other explanations for wh. Moses is decreed to die. Numbers 

Rabbah, which is especial ly concerned with this question offers two other possible 

explanations. In 19: 14. the midrash say~ : 

"These are the waters ol Mcribah"(N um 20: 13]. From here vou learn th<1t it 
was determined from before that Mose.s would be punished due co wat.er. 
See where it is written. "And they rurned back and came to Ein Mishpat 
which is Kadesh, and destroyed all the country of the Amalkites and the 
Amorites"[Gen 1..+:7}. 

The rnidrash is playing on this verse in Genesis which says Kadesh is equal to the place of 

Mishpat. but the Rabbis read Mishpa1 here not as a place. but as "justice." Because the 

scene at Numbers takes place at Meribat-Kadesh. the Rabbi~laim that from the earl ier 

scene in Genesis 14, it is ordained that Moses would have justice dof!~ at Kadesh. 

This argumeqt touches on the narure of free-will and sin. Did Moses have any choice but 

to strike the rock at Meribah? The discussion of free will is rare in these midrashim . 

indicating the Rabbis do not consider it a problem. 
~ . 
Numbers Rabbah 19: 13 presents yet a different reason for Moses" death. If Moses 

does not die in the wilderness. it will be assumed that the generation that died in the · ~ ,,,. 
'-..... 

wilderness did not enter the world-to-come. Moses. therefore, must die with the people. 

This particular explanation is not just to Moses' parti~ular desire to enter the Land. The 

Rabbis, though. connect him with the people. lt is ironic. because Moses' death scene in 

the Torah is marked by his solirude. But this midrash is similar to the traditions which ... . 
f 
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focus on original sin in the respect that Moses' death is perceived as not due to his own 

actions. 

Finally, there is the notion that death does no1 have a reason attached to it ;u-ail-: · 

Sifrei Deuteronomy. Pisqa 339 reads. in th is regard: 

The ministering angels ask God. "Master of the l.iniverse. whv did Adam 
Ha-Rishon die?" He said to them. "Because he did not fulfill my 
commandments." They said before him. "But Moses did fulfill your 
commai:~ents. [so why did· he die I ~" God aid co them. "This is my 
decree. 1t JS equal for all men. as it says. This is the Jaw of man when he 
will die in the tent'"[~um 19:14). 

There is also a dialectic here. Adam died because he sinned. thus establishing death Cl!) a 

result of reward and punishment. Moses. however. oies simply because it is the natural 

way of the world. "It might be pos. ir \!to resolve this apparent contradiction by proposing . ' 
that only Adam's death must have been due to transgression. but that subsequent deaths are 

necessary on account of the decree of death precipitated by Adam's sin. "132 However. cl,e 

midrash is more likely rejecting the nooon of original sin. and simply placing the ideas of 

death as due punishmenL and death as being inexpLicable in tension with each other.
1
33 

The idea of death as simply part of nature 1s seen in Petirat Moshe where the Angel 

' of Death says that all the souls were handed over to him on the ixth day of Creation. 

From this perspective. since all people die simply .because God created death. then death 

must be seen as good. Thus, in Mid.rash Peti.rar Moshe. God tells Moses he needs Lo die to 

~nter the world-to-come. But the Rabbis are always careful: death is never viewed only as 

good or redemp~ve in these midras0011. which we see in Numbers Rabbah where.people 

rebuke Adam wlleo they die. It is this constanr tension which. more than 3!1ythipg else. _16 'Y" 

• ~ the explanations for Moses' death. The Rabbis do nOt want to divorce rhe idea of 

sin from death, just as they recognize that sin is not always involved with death. Thos. 

132Kracmer 
llJJbid. • RupollStS. p. 89. 
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there is no one theology that ever emerges from the explanations given: only a constant 

struggle to find a balance between sin and death. 

Even across time it is difficult to categorize the reasons given ~Gses' death. As 
. 

we have seen, many of the midrashim contain variant positions. ln Mjdrash Petirat Moshe. 

the Jellinek-A version has three different positions. while the Midrash Peri.rat Moshe which 

we have looked at does not really even contain one. The one conscam across time is that in 

no m.icl.rashim do we ever find a concept of a limited God. Even when death has no reason. 

God is still always seen as decreeing death. The inexplicability of death does not mean fo1 

the Rabbis that it exists outside of God's domain. As the theology of Job Chapter 28 

infonns us, the reason for death is found only in God's realm. 

• • 

r 96 
. . 



-

bn 

-· 

J I 

Chapter VIII: A Comparison of Death Scenes 

Between Moses and Aaron 
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A. Like a Lamb to Slaughter 

The first time Aaron is introduced in the biblical text, the reader is unaware that 

Moses even has a brother. Owing to the Torah's terse style, the reader does not receive a 

desc1iption of Aaron's life or where he came from. All the reader knows is the impo1tant 

information - Moses cannot speak; Aaron is the talker. The initial encounter between the 

brothers is seen in the contrast between them: The text wants us to measure one in the light 

of the other. The text's desire to compare and contrast continues explicitly and implicitly in 

the midrash. There are occasions where Moses and Aaron are contrasted with each other, 

such as Avot de Rabbi Nathan, Version A, chapter 12 which focusses on the people's 

mourning. But more often, the texts do not make comparisons. The Torah, though, has 

"given permission" and even encouraged the reader to compare and contrast the brothers. 

In reading midrashic texts of Moses' death in comparison to Aaron's, certain aspects of the 

text only come to light in comparison to each other. 

The most soi.king comparison is how they both approach death. The midrashim on 

Aaron's death present him as accepting the fact that he is going to die. Aaron tells Moses in 

Petirat Aharon, "Even if it is words of death [you need to tell meJ, for behold, I will accept 

them happily." And in Yalkut Shimoni, Vol l , 664, Moses asks Aaron, "Do you accept 

death?" Aaron responds simply, "Yes." This acceptance must be seen in contrast to 

Moses' great anxiety and his refusal to be handed over to the Angel of Death. Moses says 

in Mid.rash Petirat Moshe, "Master of the Universe, if you will not let me enter the 

Promised Land, [at leastl leave me in this world; I will live and not die ... 1 will live like a 

ram or mountian deer that eats greens and bushes, and drinks rain water, and sees the 

world." 

When Aaron accepts of his death, he is not merely someone who has made peace 

with the end of his time. Rather. Aaron becomes the model for absolute obedience to 

God's will. This motif appears most sa-ikingly in Y alkut Shimoni, Vol 1., 787: 
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Moses srud. "Aaron. my brother. if God said to vou that you will die in 100 
years. what would you say?" · 
Aaron said. "Righteous jud!?.e." 
Moses srud. "And what if God told vou today IS the day'>"' 
Aaron said. "Righteous judge." · · · 
Moses said. "Since you acc~pt it. let us go to the top of mountain as.Gee 
has to~d _me .:· Aaron w~ed after him as a lamb to slaughter God said to 
the MU:Ustenng AJ:gels. You were amazed at Isaac when he went up to the 
~tar wtthout refusing. and no\\ you ~e the older followine the voun!!er to 
his death." ~ · -

Aaron is more of a sacrifice than Isaac. because Aaron is fully aware of his walking 

towards his death and still journeys willingly. Aaron's death alludes to the Akedah - the 

Binding of Isaac - in other midra<;him as weiJ. 13-1 

In Mid.rash Petirat Aharon. Moses tells . .\aron and Eleai.er to come up the mountain 

with him, "At that moment. Mose~ told Lsrael. W ait here umil we return to you. Myself. 

Aaron. and Eleazer will ascend lh~ mountain: we will hear. and we will rerurn." The scene 

is unmistakably an allusion to Abraham ieUing his servants to wait for him while he goes 

up to pray. and then he and Isaac will return. 

There are other connections between the scenes. Both scenes are Journeys up a 

mountain inspired by God's command. In Midrash Peri.rat Aharon. this joUfJ1ey is like 

Isaac's in that Aaron does not know why he is going. up the mountain: he simply follows 

Moses' words. In Yalkut Shimoni. Vol. I. 787. Satan circulates arnoog..th~eQple stirring 

up trouble while they are on the mountain. ·reminiscent of midrashim in which Satan goe 

to tbe Abraham, Isaac. and Sarah with the goal .of stining up trouble. The notion that 

Aaron gives aU of his clothes to Eleazer, perhaps also alludes to isaac being replaced by the 

ram. .... -
Why do the Rabbis make a connection be~een the Akedah and Aaron's death1" ' 

...... 

Midtash Petirat Moshe and Y alkut Shimoni are both products of the Middle Ages. probably 

the post-Crusades. a time ~hen the Akedah takes on prominence in Jewish rheology. 

' . . 
l34 . _ oftbe Akedab. For~ample. Aaron 1s 

In the biblical socoeof Aaron' s deatb. there are aiS? ecboeS . . Akedab see Chapter 1. pp. 6-i. 
excessively passive and lbere ~ lcicmotif of "seeing, as there as in tbe · 

' 
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Perhaps. the attention paid to the Akedah i earned ovC:r to other biblical characters. and the 

idea of sacrifice comes aJong with it. 

In Isaac's almost-death. especially in midrashim where he is said to be 37. lsaac Is 

a model for absolute trust and submission to God's will. He is totally passive and allows 

himself to be bound by his father without any struggle. Y alkut Shimoni. Vol. 1. Jo J 

reads: 

"And they came to the place"[Gen. 22:91. Both of them brou!?hl stone~. 
both ?f them broug~c ftre. and both of chem brought wood. an-d Abraham 
was ltke one prepanng for the \\eddin2 of hi on . and Aaron was like one 
coming co his wedding canopy. Isaac said to Abraham. ''Hurrv and do the 
will of your'Crea1or. burn me well and take mv a.she!. 10 mv mother anJ 
leave it with her." , · 

lsaac is will ing and anxious to f Jfi,11 his task as the sacrifice. Similarly. Yalkut 

Sbimoni claims Aaron was willing co follow Moses to his death. ln this A.kedah-influenced 

world view, sacrifice is a relig10us ideal. and death is the ultimate ~acrifice. Thus. Aaron's 

allowing himself t0 die is the religious act par excellence 

The mid.rash makes the point that Aaron could have fought his death. as Moses 

does. Numbers Rabbah 19:20 explicitly says that Aaron had the power to stand up to the 
' 

Angel of Death. But Aaron does not. He i~ t0t.ally submissive to God's will. Death in thj~ 

system could become a reward. as the abilicy tO act qut the highest ideal. However. the 

Rabbis are cautious of such sentiments. as we find no him of this in the midrashim. All we 
• • 

see is that Aaron acceptS his death. When compared with midrashim on Moses, the 

contrast becomes t)'tat much more hightighted. 

Moses does not approach his death with anything near passive acceptance . • The - a.: 

~ 

quiet of Aaro!J 's death is replaced with the beginning of Petirar Moshe where God becomes 

angry at Moses for excessively pleading for his life too much. Moses asks to be rumed 

into an animal that could quielly graze in the mountains. anything that would have him live 

fOfever. Moses fights with the Angel of Death to the point of almost destroying him. If he 
- .. . 

must die, be requests that at least his dead body be brought into the land. Sifrei to 

I 
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Numbers 357 reads. ''If l will not enter it Jiving, I will enter it dead." To which God 

replies that Moses will not cross over at all. Moses' death 1s a disappoinonent: his goal is 

unfulfilled. Where Aaron is a model for passive subm ission to God's will. \-195'£ . 

expresses the burning sense of Joss of this world. As they were in their imual encounter 10 

the Torah. the two figures are complementary. Through both of them. the Rabbis are 

expressing the dual nature of their attitudes toward death. Their anger comes through with 

Moses. and their acceptance with Aaron. 

B. You Will Be as a God to Him 

When Moses and Aaron first meet in the Torah. Gotl tells Moses rather strange! '." 

that he will be as a god to Aaron. l'~ It is a rather odd way to characterize a relationship 

between brothers. but it does anticipate their relationship in the midrash. ln Sif re1 Zuta. 

Petirat Aharon, and Y alkut Shimoni. Moses expresses a desire to die like Aaron. In Y alku1 

Vol. 1. 664, we read. "My brother, when Miriam·died. he saw you. and you and 1 were 

the.re to take care o( hc::r: when you die. you will see me and Eleazer ta.king care of you. 

When I die, who will take care of me'!" To which God replies<I will take care of you." 

As Moses does for Aarou. so God will do for Moses. Therefore. one see~Jg_glis 

parallelism the biblical statement coming crue: Moses acts as a god for Aaron. 

Moses as a god-like figure is an imponam clement of the midrashim on Moses' . 
death. His uniqueness is often ~n in tension with his being like all other men. This god

like starus-is also why he is po~yed so horribly in PeLirat Aharon. His diviniry isolates 

him from people. The people reject his leadership. telling him they will stone him unles~A:" , 
..... 

he produces water. The m.idrash justifies the people's ~ger by having God chastise Moses 

for his lack of respect for them. Moses is alone and, ultimately. cut off from the people . 

... 

135£xodus 4: 16. 
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His death reflectS that ~nse of isolation In A vm de Rabb. N lh y · · · · 1 a an. ers1on A. 

chapter 12. "Moses was not with anvone when he asked [to di'e 1·ke A I h .1 • 1 aron : e was a one 

and God heard his whispering." This must be contrasted to Petirat Aharon where Aaron · 
aw Moses why he did n0t tell him in the pre~nce of his family lhat he was going to die. 

Moses' death is undersrored by his alonene s. while Aaron has Mo es. Eleazer and a 

family in his mind. ln not a ingle midrJ.Sh do we hear anything about Moses' family .1 36 

Mose · isolation from people extend~ to the point where he ha.c; not been intimate 

with his wife: 

~e. soul said to God. "It is known to me that you~ the God of all the 
spuits. and all the souls of all the living and aJI the dead who are in vour 
hand .. You created me. you for' ;e,d me. you gave me the body of \lfoses 
who is 120. and there is no more pure body in this world than the body of 
Moses. He i ~ not decomposing. and he is not food for wonns. Therefore. I 
love him. and l don't want to leave from him. 
God said co the soul. 'Leave. don't stay. and I will raise you to the high 
heavens. and I will place you under the throne of glory next to the kertll'im. 
seraphim. and gidodim. 
The soul said to God. "God. from your Presence on high. 2 angels came 
down. Aza and Az.ael. They desired the daughters of the land. and they 
perverted the ways of the land. until you suspended them berween the 
finnarnent and the ground. But the son of Amram. from lhe day that you 
revealed Yourself to him at the bush. he has l}Ot slept with his'wife. as it is 
said, 'And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Kushite 
woman whom he had taken. for he had taken a Kushite women'( Num ~ -

12:1). Please leave me in the body of Moses.137 

This unusual mid.rash does not account for the problem uf how Moses could have had 
• • 
children if he never slept with his wife. However. lhis midrash. which on the surface 

extols Moses f~r ·his vinuous narure.•also makes clear that he is beyond relating lO'human 

~ beings. This inability is condemned by the Rabbis, as seen in his negative portrayal in · 1ot 

..._ f rde . A 
Midrash Petirat Aharon, where the people jump to accuse him o mu nng aron. 

Ultimately, as the mid.rash in Avot de Rabbi Nathan. Version B. ch. 25 stateS: The people 

c 
l'"- w· .... _.h b.ch bas '7---..h AAft.,Q\inO fiw" Mooes in: .·011 a Lost 

YL . ieoberger does recoosuuct a OUUl...,., w 1 L-11'1"" .... ~"" :. 

~drasb.." Tarbiz. 38 (1969): 285-293. . 
7Deuteronomy Rabbab l l: IO. 
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loved Aaron because he was a peacemaker. while Moses was disliked because he was a 

judge. ---

--
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Mid.rash Petirat Moshe begins with Moses' decree of 0. th 1 ak . ea . l m es no menuon of 

the reason for this decree; i1 is not punishment for the waters of Meribat-Kadesh. for 

original sin. or for any thing else. The \ltidn.sh. thus. begins with silence on this cruci.a! -

subject. even though the theme of the beg1nnino of the Midrash 1·5 Moses aki h - ~ rn ng too muc 

noise m pleading for his life. frony. such as this. is employed throughout Midrash Petirat 

Moshe. For example. when the Angel of Death comrs down to take \1oses's soul. it is 

ironically the Angel of Death who 1s "working" for God. but 1t is Moses who defeats him 

using God's name. The use of Irony reflect-; the paradoxical vie\' of death the Rabbis 

hold. It is both frightening. yet absolutely nw·ssary. This human tension is played out at 

the divine level in the battle between \ltoses and the Angel oi Death. 

Their battle repre~nts the li1visiof1 within the Godhead becween mercy and justice. 

The Angel of Death represents justice. By "justice" the Midrash does no1refer10 God's 

judgements. but rather. that part of God which is the wa y of tbe created world. It i.s a 

mechanistic view of God which often sees God as a victim of the laws of the world. God. 

for example. is seen mourning for Moses' death. God's justice. in this midrash. means 

God carrying out the sentence cf death which falls upon all people. whQ_ must reach a point 

when it is their time to die. Moses has reached his time. Hence. Midrash Perirat ~ashe 

emphasizes that all so~ls are handed over to the Angel of Death on the sixth day of 

crsilrion, and that people need for this to happen. Conve:sety, the mechanistic narure 

explains the midrash's silence on the subject of what Moses did to deserve the decree of 

de,ath. Justice ;eans simply. it is Mo~s· time 10 die. and God must carry thi.s "justice" 

out Mercy, then, is that aspect of God which can intervene in the naruraJ .course or things . 
........ 

The divison within the Godhead could lead to a radical seperarion - in effect, two 

different powers. But the Rabbis never take this possibility seriously. The Angel of Death 

always ac~ within God's control. People need the Angel of Death. People need to move 

o~ from this world. There is no simple resolution 10 the di~ion. ~nJy ah und~rst.anding 
that the created world must be good. beeause it is God's creation. Yet. the Rabbis allow 

-# 
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themselves. through Moses. 10 express their anxieties, even while they affirm that God is 

m control. With Moses. the Rabbis move from denial 10 acceptance of death. 

Midrash Pen.rat Aharon presents a different emphasis. In it the bothers are 

unplic1tly contrasted with each other The entire first part oft.he midra.sh is devoted to 

depicting Moses as isolated from lhe people. and falling out of God's favor. The last pan 

of the Midrash. after Aaron dies and the people accuse Mose of the murder. al o presems 

Moses as disconnected from the people. In between these two cene' 1s Aaron's dc!ath. In 

Mid.rash Petirat Aharon. Aaron is excremel) passive. He 1 led up the mountain b} :Vtose~. 

without even knowing the purpose of the journey. This midrru h must be seen in contrast 

to Y alkut Shimoni. Vol. I. 787. where Aaron knov. s he is going to die the entire journey 

up the mountain. Here. Aaron i~ ignoran1~f. what i happening around nim. There is a 

childlike OlJSt he has in Moses and in God. It is this crust which makes Aaron a model of 

faith. 

Aaron dies surrounded by his brother and son. He acccptS ht:, death and in Y al.kut 

Shimoni, Vol. l , 787. proclaims at the moment he tS dying. "l wish I had come sooner to 

the place I am now." The Rabbis affirm their sense of justice with the porrrayaJ of Aaron. 
\. 

He acceprs God's will and. in rum. is rewarded wilh peace as he leaves the world. _ 

In Midrash Pe~rat Aharon and in vinual ly all of the midrashim. the relationship of 

theirothers b firmly in the author's minds. Moses envies his brother's death. Yet. at the 

same time. Moses is a "god" to Aaron. As God was the o~e who decreed to Moses that he 

Would die, so Mo~s is the one who m~st tell Aaron of Ills decree of death. The elements 

of th 
· · A,,.. · h Mose~ bury him. Moses pas ctr deaths rrurror each other, only whereas n.cuon as :> 

G 
. " od" Aaron the pyschological 

od and the Iil.inistering angels. Even as Moses LS a g to · • 

portrayal of Moses humanizes him. He is simply scared to die. In these rnidrashim. 

M 
. . . h d finally he is buried and also 

oses is thus a god and a brother. divme and uman, an · · 
' 

assumed to heaven. 
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There are a number of areas for further research which would extend and broaden 

this thesis. Moses' and Aaron·s deaths are !he subject of bolh Christian and M1uslim oral 

traditions. This material could be examined and compared to rabbinic midrashim. Also. 

looking at later commentators and kabbalistic sources on the deaths of Aaron and ~oses 

could provide a very rich resource. Thii. is the subject of Fishbane's The KiH of God. 

For both Peri.rot. manuscript work could be done t0wards developing criticll tJextS for 

analysis. 
Another area for further research is Jewish histOry. This tudy laid ou1t the 

historical development of the midrash.im. commenting only rarely on the reasons for this 

development. Thus. a study which attempted to understand tC' a greater extent the changes 

in motifs from a historical perspective woLld be invaluable. Also. there are number of 

themes which sunaced in this srudy. who'i. usage here should be compared to a more 

general study of these themes in Rabbinic Literature. These themes include: original sin. 

the soul versus the body. and the afterlife. Finally. this srudy very briefly used the work of 

Elizabeth Kubler-Ross 138 -in understanding the stages of accepting death to view the 

midrashim. A study of these midrashim from a modem pyschologicaJ p~rspective may 

provide additional interesting insight. 

• 

' 

138Kubkf, Ross. On Oeatb and Dying. Sec P· 74. 
~· 
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