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Chapter XX: Tetzaveh (Ex. 27:20-30:10)

Essay 3. Moses’ refusal to serve
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There is a Midrash Rabbah:

“You shall bring near to yourself your brother Aaron, with his sons, from
among the Israelites, to serve Me as priests: Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and
Ithamar, the sons of Aaron.”! This is understood by what is written, “If Your
Torah was not my delight, I would have perished in my affliction.”” [I.e.,] when
the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses: “You shall bring near to yourself,”
[Moses] was upset. [G-d] said to him: “I had a Torah, and I gave it to you.
Were it not for it, I would have eliminated My world.”

- Ex. Rabbah 37:4

This requires investigation what relationship the verse “If Your Torah was not my
delight” has to here.

It is also difficult how it is possible that Moses, regarding whom it is written, “Now

Moses himself was very humble, more so than any other human being on earth,” would be

distressed by the greatness of his brother. This is especially difficult, when we find for Aaron

the opposite of this, as it is written regarding him, “upon seeing you, he will rejoice in his

heart.”*

: English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
' Ex. 28:1.

2Ps. 119:92.

3 Num. 12:3.

4Ex. 4:14.
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Also, what explanation is it that, “I had a Torah, and I gave it to you.” Also, why was
it necessary to say, “Were it not for it, I would have eliminated My world.”

It is known that because Moses said, “Oh L-rd, please send by the hand of him whom
You will send,”’ that the priesthood was taken from him. This is as it is said in the 12 chapter
of tractate Zevachim (102a): The Holy One, Blessed be He, said, “I said that you should be
the priest and Aaron the Levite, [but] now the matter will be the opposite.” How this is
measure-for-measure punishment will be understood by the dilemma raised in the 4t
chapter of tractate Nedarim:

Are these priests the agents of the Merciful One, or our agents?” What
is the practical difference? [It is with regard to] one prohibited by vow from
deriving benefit [from another.] If you say that they are our agents, don’t they
[provide] benefit [for the one for whom benefit is forbidden by vow], and
[therefore, sacrificing that person’s offering is] prohibited? But if you say that they
are agents of Heaven, [it is] permitted.

- Nedarim 35b
Even though there it in Nedarim it wasn’t resolved, in the 1% chapter of tractate Kiddushin
(23Db), it was concluded that the priests are the agents of the Merciful One, and thus also ruled
the Rambam of blessed memory.® Now the matter is simple, that it was measure-for-measure
punishment, that because Moses refused to go on an assignment of the Holy One, Blessed be
He, because of this, He no longer wanted [Moses] to be his agent in the service of the
priesthood.
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But it is difficult to understand this, for since Moses was no longer worthy to be the
agent of the Holy One, Blessed be He, why did Scripture say, “he will be your spokesman,

S Ex. 4:13.
¢ Mishneh Torah, Laws of Vows, chapter 6, halacha 5.
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and you will be to him in G-d’s place.”” Also, it is also written, “see, I have made you like a
god over Pharaoh.”® Granted, if Moses was the agent of the Omnipresent, it would be fine,
for the legal status of a person’s agent is like that of himself.” But now that Moses is not fit
anymore to be an agent of G-d, how is it possible that he would be godlike in his interactions
with Aaron and Pharaoh?
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We found in Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer (chapter 40):

|G-d] said to [Moses], “Now, come, I will send you to Pharaoh, and you
shall free My people, the Israelites, from Egypt.”!°

[Moses] said before Him, “Master of the Universe, ‘please send by the
hand of him whom You will send,” by the hand of the man whom You say, ‘I
am destined to send.’

[G-d] said to him, “I didn’t say to you, ‘Come, I will send you to Israel,’
rather, ‘Come, I will send you to Pharaoh.’ As for that man of whom you are
saying that I am destined to send him to Israel in the future, it is said, ‘Behold,
I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and terrible day of the L-rd
come. And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the

children to their fathers.”'!”

- Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer 40:7
From the plain meaning of this Midrash, it appears that Moses only refused to go as
an agent of the Omnipresent to Israel, but he didn’t refuse to go as an agent to Pharaoh.
Therefore, it is fine that Scripture said, “see, I have made you like a god over Pharaoh,”
according to the rule that the legal status of a person’s agent is like that of himself.
It was because of his refusal to be an agent to Israel that the priesthood was taken
from him, as [the priests] are the agents of the Omnipresent to Israel to bring their sacrifices.

7Ex. 4:16.

8 Ex. 7:1.

9 Kiddushin 41b.
10Ex. 3:10.

11 Mal. 3:23.
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Indeed, we still need a reason what Moses’ intent was in refusing to be an agent
specifically to Israel.

Also, what was the meaning of the answer of the Holy One, Blessed be He, “As for that
man of whom you are saying that I am destined to send him to Israel in the future”?

It can be said that certainly our teacher, Moses, may he rest in peace, about whom it
is written, “he is trusted throughout My household,”'? did not sin and did not refuse. Rather,
he was only made a request for the sake of Israel, as it is said in the Midrash on the verse,
“Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh”'3;

Moses said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: “Master of the
Universe, when Jacob went down to Egypt, didn’t You say to him, ‘I Myself
will go down with you to Egypt, and I Myself will also bring you up,’'* but now
you are saying to me, ‘Come, I will send you to Pharaoh.’ This is not the “I
Myself” about whom you said, ‘I Myself will also bring you up.’ ” [Le., why
was G-d appointing an agent when He’d previously said he would personally
redeem Israel?]

- Ex. Rabbah 3:4
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Thus, the intent of our teacher Moses, may he rest in peace, was: “You are saying to
me, ‘and you shall free My people, the Israelites, from Egypt,” which means that I should
free them. This matter is not relevant to me, rather, it is relevant precisely to You. I am only
able to be a source of good tiding to Israel, as Elijah will be. If the mission of the good tidings
is specifically [Elijah’s], then now You should send him, and You will be the redeemer.”

12 Num. 12:7.
3 Ex. 3:11.
14 Gen. 46:4.
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It’s found that Moses, for the sake of Israel, had desired that the Holy One, Blessed
be He, should go by Himself. This is because it is said in a number of Midrashim,'> that since
the first redemptions had been accomplished by men of flesh and blood, therefore there had
been more servitude after [the first redemptions]. Indeed, the final redemption will be by the
hand of the Holy One, Blessed be He; therefore, after it there will be no servitude.

This is the meaning of what the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him: “Go and say to
them, ‘I will Be what I will Be.”'® G-d meant: I was with them in this servitude, and I will be
with them in the servitude of other kingdoms.” Moses said to Him:

“Itis enough! [Let] the [future] suffering [be endured] at its [proper] time.
[Le., don’t discuss it now.]” The Holy One, Blessed be He, agreed and said to him:
“Go and tell the children of Israel only that, ‘I will Be has sent me to you.” !’

- Berachot 9b
That is, the Holy One, Blessed be He, did not want to redeem them by Himself, for if
He were to redeem them, it would be impossible to subject them to additional servitude, and
the servitude serves as a correction for them to atone for their sins. This is as it was agreed
with Abraham, for Abraham chose the servitude to the kingdoms over punishment in
Gehenna.'® If not for the servitude, Israel would have been subject to annihilation, for it is
revealed and known before Him that [Israel] is destined to sin.
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Moses was of the opinion that after they would receive the Torah, that they would not
“turn to folly,”'” as is written in it, “charuf® [nn], which the rabbis interpreted as
“Freedom”— freedom from the Angel of Death. That is, in describing the Tablets of the Ten

15 E.g., Yalkut Shimoni, Zechariah, remez 577.

16 Ex. 3:14.

17 Ibid.

18 Gen. Rabbah 44:21: “He said to him: ‘Through which do you wish your descendants to be punished, through
Gehenna or through the Kingdoms?’ Rabbi Chanina bar Pappa said: Abraham chose the Kingdoms. Rabbi Yudan,
Rabbi Idi, and Rabbi Chama bar Chanina said: Abraham chose Gehenna, but the Holy One, Blessed be He, [refused
and] chose the Kingdoms on his behalf.”

19 Ps. 85:9.



Commandments, the Torah states that “the writing was the writing of G-d, engraved [M1717] [ charut]
upon the Tablets.”?* The Gemara quotes Rav Acha bar Yaakov: “[Had the tablets not been broken, ]
no nation or tongue would ever have ruled over them, as it is stated: ‘Engraved [upon the stones]’;
do not read it charut [M17] [engraved] but rather cheirut [m°n] [freedom].”?! The Gemara also
understands Reish Lakish as saying that after receiving the Torah, the Jewish people would have
become immortal had they not sinned with the Golden Calf.?

The Holy One, Blessed be He, agreed with [Moses| not to mention future exiles, as it is
said, “Thus shall you say to the Israelites, ‘I will Be has sent me to you.’ ”>* This was only to
show them that there was still a choice before them, to choose good and to despise evil, and
that His knowledge would not compel them to act a certain way. l.e., man has free will,
independent of the fact that G-d knows what will happen.
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You may say: How did the Holy One, Blessed be He, fulfill what He promised Jacob,
“I Myself will also bring you up”? Maybe He shouldn’t have promised this initially? It can
be said that thus it is written, “I will also bring you up,” with a doubling of the Hebrew root
%Y, to hint at a plurality of redemptions, and I Myself will fulfill the final redemption. This
is the answer of the Holy One, Blessed be He, to Moses, “that man whom You say, ‘I am
destined to send,” ” I will send him in the future. Even though the intent of Moses was good,
the Holy One, Blessed be He, is strict with his pious ones to a hair’s breadth,?* for he should
not have begged so much after the words of the Holy One, Blessed be He, and the priesthood
was thus taken from him.
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By this will be understood the intent of Jethro, when Jethro said to Moses, “I will give

9925

you counsel, and G-d be with you,” as Rashi explained, “For the people, you should be

20 Ex. 32:16.

21 Eruvin 54a.

22 Avodah Zarah 5a.
B Ex. 3:15.

24 Yevamot 121b.

25 Ex. 18:19.



facing G-d, an agent and intermediary between them and the Omnipresent, and be the one
who enquires of Him regarding the judgments.”?® It requires investigation if the advice of Jethro
was the proper and obligatory advice, “The thing you are doing is not right; you will surely
wear yourself out, and these people as well. For the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it
alone.””” Why is it that [Jethro] was afraid that G-d would not agree with this advice, as
indicated by his words, “and G-d be with you”? Rather, because [Jethro] said to him, “you
represent the people before G-d,”?® i.e., an agent between them and the Omnipresent, [Jethro]
feared lest the Holy One, Blessed be He, would not want this, because [Moses| had refused
to be His agent.
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Now we come to an explanation of the Midrash mentioned above. When the Holy One,
Blessed be He, said to Moses, “You shall bring near to yourself your brother Aaron,” the
Midrash explains: “[Moses] was upset. [G-d] said to him: “I had a Torah, and I gave it to you.
Were it not for it, I would have eliminated My world.” He was not upset because his brother
was entering into the priesthood, G-d forbid. Rather he was upset with himself because
previously, he had refused to go before Israel as the agent of the Omnipresent. If he had not
refused, it’s possible that his merit would have shielded them from sin, since he would have
been the agent between them and the Omnipresent.

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him, “I had a Torah, and I gave it to you,” as if
to say, “Now you are sorry and feel that you sinned, but shouldn’t you have sensed this
previously, when I gave you the Torah? Why did I give you the Torah personally, as it is
written, “Be mindful of the Teaching of My servant Moses,”?’ “Moses commanded us the
Torah”3°? Rather, certainly the reason that G-d gave the Torah to Moses was because G-d
knew that [the Israelites] were destined to sin.

26 Rashi on Ex. 18:19.
27T Ex. 18:17-18.

28 Ex. 18:19.

29 Malachi 3:22.

30 Deut. 33:4.
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It is said in Midrash Song of Songs Rabbah on the verse, “Oh, give me of the kisses of
your mouth,”3! that if Israel had listened to all of the Ten Commandments from the mouth of
the Holy One, Blessed be He, that neither death, nor the evil inclination, nor forgetfulness
would have ruled over them. But since they came to Moses and said to him, “You speak to
us, and we will obey; but let not G-d speak to us, lest we die,”> that the evil inclination returned
to its place, i.e., being able to rule over them. Why did they come to Moses, to say to him, “You
speak to us”? It is because they were not able to withstand the might of the Holy One, Blessed
be He.*
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This is difficult to understand, for isn’t it written in Midrash Rabbah, parashat Yitro,
on the verse, “The voice of the L-rd [comes] with might [752]”*:

It is not written: “The voice of the L-rd [comes] with His might [in52].”
Rather, it is written: “with might,” i.e., the might of each and every [person]:
the young men according to their might, the elders according to their might,
and children according to their might. Had it been written: “The voice of the Lord
[comes] with His might,” the world would have been unable to survive.

- Ex. Rabbah 29:1
Thus, why were they not able to withstand the speech of G-d? It is certainly necessary to say
that the Holy One, Blessed be He, came to them with might geared toward each individual,
such that they be able to withstand if they so desired. But they were of the opinion that they
were not able to withstand it. In truth, He was able to come to them with power that was not
so great, in order that they should know certainly that they would be able to withstand it.
But He wanted to give them the choice as to whether to overcome their fear or to instead ask
Moses to be an intermediary. Since they came to Moses, the evil inclination returned to its
place, since they received the Torah from a man, of flesh and blood. Just as flesh and blood

31 Song of Songs 1:2.

32 Ex. 20:16.

33 Song of Songs Rabbah 1:15.
34 Ps. 29:4.



pass away, so too their Torah learning is forgotten. However, regarding the Future-to-Come,
it is written, “I will put My Torah within them, and write it upon their hearts.”>
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All this was because it was revealed before Him that they were destined to sin. If they
would not have had the evil inclination, they would not have had standing to excuse their sins.
Because of this, the Holy One, Blessed be He, brought about the fact that they had an evil
inclination, and because of this they were considered slaves of their evil inclinations and they
were not deserving of annihilation. This is why the Midrash concludes, “Were it not for [the
Torah], I would have eliminated My world,” as if to say, that if I had not given it to you and
Israel had sinned, I would have needed to destroy my world, because they would not have
had merited standing to excuse their sins, G-d forbid.
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Also, it is brought in Yalkut Shimoni on the verse, “The person who sins shall die”*%:

They asked Wisdom: [regarding] one who sins, what is his punishment?
[Wisdom] said: “Misfortune pursues sinners.”®’ They asked Prophecy:
Regarding one who sins, what is his punishment? [Prophecy] said: “The person
who sins shall die.” They asked Torah: Regarding one who sins, what is his
punishment? [Torah] said: “He will bring an offering and be forgiven.” They
asked the Holy One, Blessed be He: Regarding one who sins, what is his
punishment? He said: “Let him repent and confess and he will obtain atonement.”

- Yalkut Shimoni, Ezek., remez 358
It’s found that the Torah sustains the world, as this Midrash indicates that the Temple Service
sustains the world. This is as it is taught: “The world stands on Torah and on the Temple
Service.”*® It is fine that the Midrash says” “Were it not for [the Torah], I would have
eliminated My world,” for if not for [the Torah], [the world] would have already been
destroyed by the answers of Wisdom and Prophecy.

35 Jer. 31:33.

36 Ezek. 18:4.

37 Prov. 13:21.

38 Pirkei Avot 1:2.
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Even though the Holy One, Blessed be He, said “Let him repent,” this was only so that
that there would be some correction for them even after the destruction of the Temple, when
it was impossible to bring a sacrifice. For if you wouldn’t say thus, then why is the
commandment of the sacrifices written in the Torah, wouldn’t repentance alone be enough?
Rather, certainly, even though one is forgiven by repentance, regardless, this is not the ideal
atonement, rather, he is considered as someone prevented regarding the bringing of the
sacrifice, because now there is no Temple and no altar. For if one is obliged to bring a sacrifice,
even though he has repented, he is required to bring it when the Temple will be rebuilt. This
is as we find in the first chapter of tractate Shabbat, that Rabbi Yishmael ben Elisha “read
and adjusted [a candle wick on the Sabbath], and he wrote [after the Sabbath] in his notebook:
I, Yishmael ben Elisha, read and adjusted a lamp on Shabbat. When the Temple will be rebuilt, I

will bring a fat sin-offering [as atonement for this sin].”’
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Regarding what the Scripture said: “You have given me the shield of Your protection;
Your right hand has sustained me, Your care has made me great,”*° You, the Holy One,
Blessed be He, have given me salvation and protection from all my sins. How have You given
me salvation, and what is the cause of this salvation? About this it is said, “Your right hand
has sustained me.” We can look in the Midrash Ex. Rabbah 41:3 on the verse, “And He gave
unto Moses, when He had finished speaking with him upon mount Sinai, two tablets of testimony,
tablets of stone, written with the finger of G-d.”*! We find the following commentary on the words
“Your right hand has sustained me”—This is Torah, as it is written, “Lightning flashing at
them from [God’s| right hand.”** If the Wisdom and the Prophecy said what they did

39 Shabbat 12b.
40 ps. 18:36.

41 Ex. 31:18.

42 Deut. 33:2.
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regarding sinners, and the Torah said “[the sinner]| will bring an offering and be forgiven,”
this is the salvation that was given. Indeed, the Holy One, Blessed be He, said, “Let him
repent.” This is the meaning of “Your care has made me great”: the salvation has made me
great, even though there was no sacrifice given.
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In this way, it will also be understood what is brought in the Zohar (part III, page
246a), that because Moses said, “Now, if You will forgive their sin [well and good]; but if not,
erase me from the record which You have written,”*’ his name was not mentioned in this
parasha of Tetzaveh. It is difficult to understand why specifically in this parasha, as opposed
to some other parsha, such as Ki Tisa, where we find the verse “erase me.”

It can be said that it’s because in this parasha, Aaron was chosen for the priesthood.
Why was Aaron the priest? Because Moses refused to go on the agency of the Omnipresent.
Why did Moses refuse? Because he had wanted the Holy One, Blessed be He, to go by
Himself. Why so? Because he wanted that Israel would not have any further servitude. Why
didn’t the Holy One, Blessed be He, want this? Because it was revealed before Him that they
were destined to sin.

When Israel sinned with the Golden Calf, Moses said, “if You will forgive their sin [well
and good]; but if not, erase me.” Because of this, when Aaron was chosen for the priesthood,
the name of Moses was not mentioned, because Moses said, “but if not, erase me,” because
Israel sinned. I.e., while Moses didn’t say “erase me” until next week’s parasha, Ki Tisa, his name
was erased from this week’s parashah, Tetzaveh, because that’s when Moses was punished by G-d
depriving him of the priesthood and instead giving it to Aaron. Now that Israel sinned, it wasn’t
right that Moses refused to go as G-d’s agent. Rather, to the contrary, the Holy One, Blessed
be He, did the right thing by not going by Himself to redeem them.

4 Ex. 32:32.
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