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Chapter XIII: Shemot (Ex. 1:1-6:1)

Essay 10. Rebuking an idolatrous Levite
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In Judges chapter 18, the tribe of Dan seeks a territory in which to settle. Upon entering
the territory of Ephraim and reaching the house of Micah, they met a young Levite, who had been
appointed as an idolatrous priest by Micah.

Bava Batra (page 101a):

“They asked him, “Who brought you here [2237] [halom]? What [2] [ma]
are you doing in this place? What is your business here [5] [po]?’ ”!

[The Gemara interprets this as three questions.] They said to him: “Do you
not come from Moses, about whom it is written: ‘Do not draw close to here
[halom]’ 22 “Do you not come from Moses, about whom it is written: ‘What
/ma] is that in your hand’ ”?° “Do you not come from Moses, about whom it is
written: ‘But as for you, stand here [po] with Me’ »?* [In other words,] will you,
[a descendant of Moses], become a priest for idol worship?

- Bava Batra 101a
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Investigation is required why they needed to quote these three verses, and what their
intention was. The structure is as follows: Initially, they said to him, “Since regarding Moses
it is written, ‘Do not draw close to here,” you should not have approached idolatry.” Because

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
! Judges 18:3.

2Ex. 3:5.

3 Ex. 4:2.

4 Deut. 5:28.



he might have been able to offer an excuse and refute the proof, as will be explained below,
they added for him, “Regarding Moses it is written, ‘What is that in your hand,” which
undermines your excuse, and you should not have approached idolatry.” If the Levite still
wanted to reject the rebuke and offer a counter-argument, as will be explained below, therefore
they brought him a third proof from the verse, “But as for you, stand here with Me,” and by
this they refuted all his excuses.
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This is what is written in the Yalkut Reuveni in the name of the Tikkunei Zohar:

“The woman conceived and bore a son; and she saw he was good, and she
hid him for three months.””

[The daughter of Pharaoh] saw the Shechinah was with him, and she
immediately touched him, and was healed from her leprosy [but the Shechinah
departed from him]. Therefore, it is said at the [burning] bush, “Do not draw
close to here,” until you remove the ‘body’ that touched Pharaoh’s daughter
This is [the meaning] of what is written, “Remove your sandals from your feet,”
this is the body, [which was as a “shoe” for him, that which the daughter of Pharaoh
had touched,] and dress in a different, refined body, and the Shechinah
returned upon him.

- Yalkut Reuveni on Ex. 2:6, based on Tikkunei Zohar 48b
Because of this, they said to him, “Do you not come from Moses, as it is written regarding
him, ‘Do not draw close to here,” because by touching Pharaoh’s daughter, who worshipped
idols, he became impure just by that touch alone. All the more so, you should not have
attached yourself to idolatry, which would cause you to defile yourself.”
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However, the Levite had grounds to reject this criticism and explain, and to say it was
as though his actions were compelled, since his body was already impure and defective, and
it was impossible for him to purify himself. That is, Moses married Zipporah, the daughter
of Jethro, who was a priest to idolatry, and through this, he caused a blemish in his children,
so that the klipah would cling to them, because he was not careful to take a suitable wife from
a distinguished lineage.

S Ex. 2:2.
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Therefore, they responded and added to him, “Do you not come from Moses, about
whom it is written: ‘What /ma/ is that in your hand’?” Since it is written, “what is that” in
one word,’ we interpret that as meaning: “in your hand is a sign that Israel will believe in
you, and you will be their agent. For if not so, why would the staff be in your hand and not
in someone else’s?”

It is brought in the Yalkut Shimoni on the verse, “And Moses fled from Pharaoh”:” On
this staff was engraved the explicit Name [i.c., the Tetragrammaton], and it was given to Adam,
then to Noah, and to the Patriarchs, etc. It was planted in the garden of Yitro, and no one
could uproot it. They used to say, “Whoever can uproot it will take Zipporah as his wife.”
When Moses came, he immediately took it in his hand, and both Reuel and all the mighty
men there were astonished by this, and immediately they gave him Zipporah as a wife.® If so,
we see that it’s from G-d that he took Zipporah as a wife. We hear from this that she was a
suitable wife for him, as it is written, “The scepter of the wicked shall never rest upon the
land allotted to the righteous,” and you have no excuse to say that “you became impure by
being the son of Zipporah.” As the midrash concludes, Zipporah lacked nothing in
righteousness, like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah, even though they were daughters of
gentiles, and “you have no excuse to approach idolatry, since you have seen how severe the
impurity of idolatry is.”
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However, the Levite could still deflect and say that even though it was decreed from
Heaven that [Moses| should take Zipporah, since the miracle of the staff was done for him,
this was not necessarily a sign that she was suitable. I could always tell you that Zipporah had

® “What is that” is properly two words, 7] 72 [ma zeh], but in the Torah scroll it is written as a single word, 7.
7 Ex. 2:15.

8 Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 168:1-2.

°Ps. 125:3.



the flaw of being the daughter of Jethro, and she was not equal to Moses in piety and was not
suitable for him. The fact that Heaven assisted Moses in taking her can be explained as the
Iyun Yaakov wrote: since it was destined from Heaven that Moses would eventually be
commanded to separate from her, after the Torah was given, it was from G-d that this
happened, so that a daughter of Israel would not remain an agunah,'® literally “chained.” Le.,
if Moses had married a woman of better Jewish lineage, he would have still been commanded to
separate from her, and then there would be a daughter of Israel who would have been left an
agunah, i.e., unable to remarry due to her husband’s absence or refusal to divorce her. So he instead
was allowed to marry Zipporah, so that she would suffer instead of a daughter of Israel.

But it is indeed so, the Levite, could argue, that Zipporah was not worthy of Moses, and
that the result of the marriage was a deficiency in Moses’ descendants, so that he should not be
held blameworthy. This is why they had to tell him their third argument, “But as for you, stand
here with Me.” The rabbis cite this verse as the reason for Moses separating from his wife, but
according to the opinion of 7osafot in Shabbat (page 87a), we must say that this was not at
all a commandment from the Holy One, Blessed be He, but rather Moses acted on his own
opinion, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, agreed with him, “since the way a person wants
to go, they lead him” (Makkot 10b).!!

So the question arises again: if Zipporah was not worthy of him, why did they
perform the miracle of the staff to enable him to take her?
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One cannot say that this miracle of the staff was done so that Zipporah would not be
left an agunah, because this matter of Moses’ separation from his wife, on the contrary, came
from Moses’ own choice. Furthermore, if it were done from Heaven to prevent a daughter of
Israel from being an agunah, if so, it would mean that Heaven gave him an initial sign about
this, and it would not make sense to say that Moses acted on his own decision and the Holy
One, Blessed be He agreed with him. Also, if the reason was to prevent her from being an
agunah, Moses could have simply divorced her. Therefore, certainly Zipporah was indeed
suitable for Moses, and all the arguments of the Levite are refuted, that he should not have
approached idolatry at all. All the more so, as he was the son of Moses, regarding whom it is
written, “Do not draw close to here,” because he had been touched by the hand of Pharaoh’s
daughter, as was stated above.

19 Jacob ben Joseph Reischer (Bechofen) (1661-1733), lyun Yaakov (Wilmersdorf, 1729), Pesachim 87b, note 38.

! Tosafot on Shabbat 87a: “If he separated due to G-d’s command, and not on his own initiative, how did Aharon
and Miryam censure him? Rather, surely at first he totally separated from her on his own initiative, and even though
G-d agreed with him, [Aharon and Miryam] censured him, for had he not separated from his own initiative, G-d would
not have agreed, for in the direction that a person goes, [from Shamayim] they lead him.”
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