Zera Shimshon

by Rabbi Shimshon Chaim Nachmani zt”1
Published Mantua 1778"

Chapter XXXI: Emor (Lev. 21:1-24:23)

Essay 1. The death of Saul
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Midrash Yalkut Shimoni, at the beginning of this Parasha:

Rabbi Yehoshua of Sikhnin said in the name of Rabbi Levi: This teaches
that the Holy One, Blessed be He, showed Moses every generation and its
judges, every generation and its expounders, and He showed him Saul and his
sons falling by the sword.

[Moses] said to Him: “Master of the Universe, the first king to stand
over Your children will be pierced by the sword?” The Holy One, Blessed be
He, said to him: “And you say this to Me? ‘Say it to the priests,’! that he killed,
for they prosecute him.”

- Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 626:6
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This is perplexing. Why did Moses specifically question this, because Saul was the
first king and was pierced by the sword? If he had been the second or third king or had died
in another way, would it not have been a question for him? Furthermore, what does it mean
that “they prosecute him”? Even if they did not prosecute him, would he not still deserve
punishment for the sin of killing [the priests] of Nob??

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

'Lev. 21:1.

2 In chapter 22 of I Samuel, Saul ordered the priests of the city of Nob killed, as he believed that they supported
David. In chapter 31, the Philistines killed Saul’s sons in battle, and he fell on his sword rather than be killed by them.
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We may say as the commentators have written, and it is also found in Asarah
Ma’amarot,’ that the reason Saul, who came from Benjamin, merited to be king over Israel
more than the other tribes, is because all the tribes, together with Jacob, bowed before Esau*
and thus gave power to the Sitra Achra (i.e., side of evil). This was unlike the case for
Benjamin, who was not yet in the world at that time, being born later.’ Therefore, Saul, who
came from Benjamin, merited to be the first of the kings of Israel.
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Also, it is brought in the Zohar, parashat Balak (page 192b), that when the Holy One,
Blessed be He, came to give the Torah, He came to the guardian angel of Esau. [The angel]
said to Him: “Master of the Universe, is it not written in it, ‘You shall not murder,’® etc.?
Also, this is my blessing, ‘and by your sword you shall live.”’ Rather, give it to the seed of
Jacob, etc.”

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him: “Give Me advice: How shall I deceive the
seed of Jacob?” He said to Him: “Give them a portion of mine as a gift, that they should
grasp the attribute of the sword that they may have permission to judge capital cases, etc.
For otherwise, they would have no right to use the sword at all.”
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We learn that Saul merited kingship and to be the first king because Benjamin did
not bow to Esau, and Israel uses the sword by law and justice due to the gift Esau gave them.
This was the difficulty for Moses: How can it be that he who was made the first king because
he did not bow to Esau would be pierced by the sword, which is the gift Esau gave to Israel?

3 Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano (“Rema M’Pano”) (1548—1620), Italian Kabbalist and commentator on the
Talmud. Asara Ma’amarot (“Ten Utterances”) was published in Venice in 1597.

4 Gen. 33:3-11.

5> Gen. 35:16-18.

¢ Ex. 20:13.

7 Gen. 27:40.
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The Holy One, Blessed be He, answered him: “Say to the priests,” that he killed, who
prosecute him, meaning that by killing them he adopted the trait of Esau, who Kills by the
sword unlawfully, and thus empowered the Sitra Achra and forfeited the merit of Benjamin,
who had had not empowered it.

If you will say, “But what did you see to rely on this view? Rely on the other,”® for if
from one side [Saul] empowered it, on the other side, his ancestor, Benjamin, did not empower
it. Even so, this first view is preferable, for the priests he killed are prosecuting him, “him”
specifically. For the side that is liable is specifically his, as he’s the one who adopted the trait of
Esau, while the side of merit is only in the merit of his ancestors. If so, because of the attribute
of justice, he is deserving to fall by the sword, as measure-for-measure punishment.

8 Berachot 25a; Megillah 17b; Yevamot 83b.



