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Chapter XVIII: Mishpatim (Ex. 21:1-24:18)

Essay 12. “They beheld G-d”
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There are verse[s]: “Elijah said to Elisha, ‘Tell me, what can I do for you before I am taken
from you?’ Elisha answered, ‘Please let a double portion of your spirit pass on to me.” And he
said: ‘You have asked a difficult thing; if you see me being taken from you, this will be
granted to you; if not, it will not.” ”!

These verses are strange, for how did Elisha brazenly ask his teacher this, and what
relevance is there if he will see him being taken, etc.
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It is known what is brought in the Zohar? and by the Kabbalists that the souls of
Nadav and Abihu, the sons of Aaron who died after offering strange fire,? came to be corrected
in Pinchas, i.e., their souls joining his soul, when he acted in killing Zimri. Thus, there in that
incident of killing Zimri,* Scripture always refers to “Pinchas the son of Elazar, the son of the
priest Aaron.” This is as if to say that Pinchas the son of Elazar essentially changed to be the
son of the priest Aaron. Aaron and his sons were elevated to the priesthood, which included
descendants born after that time. However, that excluded Pinchas, who had been born prior to the
elevation of his father and grandfather to the priesthood. It was only after the incident with Zimri
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"I Kings 2:9-10.

2 Zohar, Pinchas, I11:217a.

3Lev. 10:1-2.

4 Num. 25:6-8.

> Num. 25:7 and 25:11.




that Pinchas was rewarded with the priesthood.® That was thanks to the sons of Nadav and
Abihu, who were sons of Aaron, whose souls had joined his soul. Because of this, he gained the
priesthood, as he was made a direct son of Aaron instead of only being a grandson.

Furthermore, the Zohar teaches that Elijah was Pinchas.” Thus, Elijah also carried within
him the souls of Nadav and Abihu. Because [Nadav and Abihu] brought strange fire before
G-d, because of this, at Mount Carmel, Elijah sanctified G-d with fire, as is known.?
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Now, Elisha desired that these souls would complete correcting themselves within
him, to the extent they had not completed the correction within Elijah. For this reason, he
requested of his master, Elijah, “Please let a double portion of your spirit pass on to me,” as if
to say the letters of the word please [X1] [na], viz, nun and aleph, are representative of the initial
letters of Nadav and Abihu.

Elijah answered him, “You have asked a difficult thing,” as if to say, “How does it
enter your mind that you are more important than me, that what has not been completed
within me will be completed within you.”
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There is an argument whether the righteous are greater than the angels, or whether
the angels are greater than the righteous. This depends on the argument if the earth was
created first and afterward the Heavens, which would mean that the righteous are greater;
or whether the Heavens were created first, which would mean that the angels are greater.

6 Zevachim 101b; Rashi on Num. 25:13.

" Zohar, Ki Tisa, 11:190a. Some understand that Elijah was a gilgul of Pinchas, while others understand that
Pinchas had been made into an angel, and returned to Earth as Elijah.

81 Kings 18:19-39.



Even though our rabbis of blessed memory said that the righteous are greater than
the ministering angels,” nevertheless the simple meaning of the Scriptures appears to show
the opposite, for Joshua—who was a prophet—upon seeing an angel, fell upon his face.'°

The woman of Tekoa said: “My lord is as wise as an angel of G-d,”!' and there are
many examples like these, and [the rabbis] of blessed memory also said that Nadav and Abihu
looked at the Shechinah,'? as it is written, “they beheld G-d,”'* but it is difficult how it is
possible that they dared to do this, for isn’t it written, “a human being may not see Me and

live 14
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It can be said that since at the time of the giving of the Torah, Israel was like the
angels, as it is written, “I had taken you for divine beings, sons of the Most High, all of you,”">
since they hadn’t yet sinned with the Golden Calf.'® Because of this, [Nadav and Abihu] were
of the opinion that looking at the Shechinah was only forbidden for a person who in the end
will die. But for one who was like an angel, who in the end will not die, it is not forbidden, as
the angels are greater than the righteous, and their strength is great, such that they are able
to look at the Shechinah. Because of this, Scripture says, “they beheld G-d.”

But when we see that [Nadav and Abihu] were punished for gazing at the Shechinah,'’
it’s necessary to say that they erred in their opinion, and to the contrary it’s the opposite,
that the righteous are greater. If looking at the Shechinah is forbidden for a man even though
he is righteous, even more so it is forbidden for the angels, and it’s not proper for them to
look.

% Sanhedrin 93a.

10 Joshua 5:14.

111 Sam. 14:20.

12 Lev. Rabbah 20:10.

B3 Ex. 24:11.

14 Ex. 33:20.

15 Ps. 82:6.

16 Avodah Zarah 5a: They were like angels and would have lived forever, had they not sinned.

17 Rashi on Ex. 24:10, based on Midrash Tanchuma, Beha’alotcha 16, states that Nadav and Abihu made
themselves liable to death when they caught a glimpse of G-d, but because He did not wish to disturb the joy caused
by the Giving of the Torah, He delayed justice until the day the Tabernacle was dedicated.
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Now, Elisha knew that Elijah was an angel. After Pinchas killed Zimri, G-d told Moses
that He was granting Pinchas a Covenant of Peace.'® Targum Jonathan states that G-d transformed
Pinchas into an angel, who would live forever, and who would announce the Redemption at the
end of the days.!” This is as the [rabbis] of blessed memory said on the verse in which Rahab
hid the Israelite spies, “The woman, however, had taken the two men and hidden them. ‘It is
true,” she said, ‘the men did come to me, but I didn’t know where they were from.’ »2° Midrash
Tanchuma, parashat Shelach, states that the two men were Pinchas and Caleb, and that Pinchas
stood before the men of Jericho, but they did not see him because he was [invisible] like an angel.
Thus, Elijah was an angel, because, as noted above, the Zohar teaches that Elijah was Pinchas.

[Elisha] said to Elijah: If the righteous are greater than the angels, then the souls that
entered into you are in any event able to enter into me, as I am not an angel, but rather a
righteous man. Elijah scolded him and said to him, “You have asked a difficult thing,” as if
to say, “Who said that the righteous are greater than the angels,” for if it’s because Nadav
and Abihu were punished, perhaps the righteous and the angels are both equal, and like the
opinion of the Torah sages in tractate Chagigah (12a), that the Heavens and Earth were
created together, and the explanation of the verse, “for a human being may not see Me and
live,” is talking about both a man who is below, i.e., on the Earth, and a man who is above,

»2! and if so,

i.e., an angel in Heaven. This is as it is written, “Each of them had a human face,
even though I am an angel and you are righteous, it won’t benefit those souls to enter into

you more than what they benefited with me.
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With all of this, [Elijah] said to him, “if you see me being taken from you, this will be
granted to you; if not, it will not,” as it is said at the end of tractate Shabbat (152a): “ ‘When

18 Num. 25:12.

19 Targum Jonathan on Num. 25:12.
20 Joshua 2:4.

21 Ezek. 1:10.



man sets out for his eternal abode’?” teaches that each and every righteous person is given a
dwelling place [in the World-to-Come] in accordance with his honor.” Now we understand that
if you do not “see me being taken from you,” it will be proven that the angels are like the
righteous, that even the righteous, such as yourself, cannot see the glory of the angel, such as
me. If so, there is no benefit to those souls who will come to you.
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But “if you see me being taken from you,” then it is proof that the righteous man is
superior to the angel, for the righteous is not able to see the honor of his friend who is
righteous is now seeing the honor of the angel. That is, Elisha sees the honor of Elijah, who
is an angel. Because of this, it will be beneficial for these souls to come to you, and thus it will
be so for you.

Scripture continues that Elisha did see Elijah being taken away. “As they kept on walking
and talking, a fiery chariot with fiery horses suddenly appeared and separated one from the other;
and Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind. Elisha saw it, and he cried out, ‘Oh, father, father!
Israel’s chariots and riders!” ”2* Thus it was, that [Nadav and Abihu] entered to Elisha, as the
Kabbalists wrote,”* and similarly we find that it is written, “He picked up Elijah’s mantle,
which had dropped from him,”?* and the initial letters of “which had dropped” [775'1 T0'X]
are the same as the initial letters of “Abihu” and “Nadav.”
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