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Chapter XXXIX: Chukat (Num. 19:1-22:1)

Essay 10. Death by inadvertent sin
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Tractate Shabbat, chapter 5:

Rav Ami said: There is no death without inadvertent sin [X07] [chet];
and there is no suffering without intentional sin [1¥] [avon]....

[The Gemara] raises an objection [from a Baraita]: The ministering
angels said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, why
did You penalize Adam, the first man, with death? He said to them: I gave him a
simple mitzva, and he violated it. They said to Him: Didn’t Moses and Aaron,
who observed the whole Torah in its entirety, [nevertheless] die? He said to
them: “[All things come alike to all;] there is one event to the righteous and to
the wicked; to the good [and to the clean, and to the unclean; to him who sacrifices,
and to him who does not sacrifice . . .]”! [Le., the Baraita indicates that even if
someone didn’t sin, he will die because of Adam’s sin.]

[Rav Ami isn’t bothered by this Baraita, for] he stated [his position] in
accordance with the Tanna who taught [in a Baraita]: Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar
said: Even Moses and Aaron died due to their inadvertent sin, as it is stated:
“[And the L-rd spoke to Moses and Aaron:] Because you did not believe in Me
[to sanctify Me in the eyes of the children of Israel, therefore you shall not bring
this congregation in to the land which I have given them].”> Had you believed in
Me [and spoken to the rock as commanded], your time would not yet have come
to leave the world.

- Shabbat 55a-b

’ English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
"Eccl. 9:2.
2 Num. 20:12.
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We need to check why he says “there is no death without inadvertent sin.” He should
have said “there is no death without intentional sin,” for the inadvertent sin is unintentional,
and for [a sin] committed unintentionally, there is no reason for a court to inflict death.

Also, how does [Rav Ami] prove from Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar that there is no death
without inadvertent sin, but then he says that their time did not yet arrive. For we hear from
this, that when their time arrives, they would die even without inadvertent sin, and at most
the inadvertent sin caused them only a shortening of their lives.
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It can be said that it’s brought in Midrash Rabbah on the verse, “Let Aaron be
gathered to his kin: he is not to enter the Land that I have assigned to the Israelite people, because
you disobeyed My command about the Waters of Meribah™:

This is what Scripture says, “The L-rd will not let the righteous go
hungry, but He denies the wicked what they crave.”* The righteous are punished

even for a minor inadvertent sin, so that the first Adam would not be blamed

on their account, because at the time of death they reprove him and say to him,

“You caused this death to us.”

- Num. Rabbah 19:18
Thus, we can understand that Rav Ami has the opinion that there is no death without at least a
minor inadvertent sin, in order that people won’t be angry with the first Adam, and because
of this, their minor inadvertent sin is enough.

The one who is of the opposite opinion that there is death without an inadvertent sin,
holds that in any case, they would still be able to be angry with the first Adam. After all, the
truth is that a minor inadvertent sin, i.e., an unintentional one, would not have the power to
inflict death, if not for the sin of the first Adam. That is certainly the case for the righteous,
who would fall only into a minor inadvertent sin. If so, what is the use of this inadvertent sin,
if the people have reason to be angry anyway at the first Adam?

3 Num. 20:24.
4 Prov. 10:3.
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The reason for their dispute was as is brought in Torat Cohanim, i.e., chapter 5 of
Leviticus, and Rashi of blessed memory brings it at the end of parashat Vayikra, “If you wish
to know the reward for the [fulfillment of the] commandments, go and learn from the case of
the first Adam, who was only commanded with one mitzvah [viz, not to eat from the Tree of
Knowledge], and who transgressed it. See how many kinds of death-penalties were on this account
decreed as a punishment against himself and all his descendants!”>

The Korban Aharon® explained there that the first Adam was not fit for so much
punishment. That’s because he was only given one mitzvah and it required great observance,
but as there were not many things for him to be careful about, he had not habituated himself
to guard his compulsion. Thus, he had not acquired [his one mitzvah] with a complete
acquisition. Therefore, if he has violated this one mitzvah, he will see that he is not so guilty,
etc., and see there.
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According to this thinking, Rav Ami’s opinion is that also for a minor inadvertent sin
they should not be angry with the first Adam, for their own minor inadvertent sin is more
serious. That is, in contrast to Adam, they were commanded on many mitzvot and they had
the obligation to habituate themselves to guard against violations. Even so, they sinned just as
he did, in that he was commanded only one mitzvah.

One who is of the opinion that there is death without inadvertent sin holds that even
with a minor inadvertent sin, they are able to be angry at the first Adam, as they believe that
Adam’s sin is what brought death to the world.

5 Rashi on Lev. 5:17.
¢ Aharon Ibn Chayim (1545-1632), Moroccan-born Biblical and Talmudic commentator, Korban Aharon (Venice
1609-11) is his commentary on the Sifra.



Thus, Rav Ami would say that the righteous must be careful not to fall into sin, so as
not to harm themselves, so that they will not be truly guilty. But the one who disagrees with
Rav Ami would say that the first Adam had to be careful of sin so as not to harm himself and
others, that is, the future generations, as that would have caused their death. If so, the first
Adam had more reason to guard against inadvertent sin than they have to, for the Tosafists
wrote in the 2" chapter of tractate Bava Kamma (page 23a, the text beginning “But let the
owner of the coal be liable”) that a person has to be more careful not to harm others than to
be harmed himself, and see there. Because of this, they have a grudge against the first Adam.
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The entire world is of the opinion that the inadvertent sin of Moses and Aaron was a
minor inadvertent sin, as the Maharsha’ wrote in the 8 chapter of tractate Yoma, “fortunate
were Moses and Aaron that they were not respected in this world, as it is stated: ‘Because you
did not believe in Me, to sanctify Me.” Had you believed in Me, your time would not yet have
come to leave the world.”® But according to the first Tanna, there is no reason for a court to
inflict death for a minor sin, and because of this, it’s necessary to solve that, “[All things come
alike to all;] there is one event to the righteous and to the wicked....,” i.e., that everyone dies
because of Adam’s sin.

Indeed, in tractate Shabbat quoted above, the Maharsha writes, “One who has the
opinion that there is death without inadvertent sin needs to explain the verse that, ‘Because
you did not believe in Me.’ L.e., if Moses and Aaron would have died anyway, what is their
punishment. The explanation is that the inadvertent sin caused them to not enter into the Land
of Israel, but the same inadvertent sin did not have the force to cause their death.

For Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar, his view is that even though their inadvertent sin was
a minor inadvertent sin, it’s possible that the Holy One, Blessed be He, was stricter with them
than all the other righteous people, as it’s written, “Devouring fire preceded Him; it stormed
around Him fiercely. He summoned the Heaven above, and the earth, for the trial of His people.””
The proof of this is that [the inadvertent sin] caused their death immediately, prior to their
time.

7 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (“the Maharsha”) (1555-1631), Chiddushei Agadot.

8 Yoma 87a. The cited text, “fortunate were Moses and Aaron,” does not appear in the Vilna edition, but appears
in the Guadalajara (Spain) printing, c. 1488.

? Ps. 50:3-4.
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The reason he said “your time would not yet have come,” meaning that if their time
had come, they would have died even without sinning, is because of his explanation that death
comes through a minor inadvertent sin. It is impossible for the righteous not to fall in a minor
inadvertent sin, for Scripture writes, “Of man, there is not one righteous who does good and
who does not inadvertently sin.”'° This is derived from the fact that Scripture says, “therefore
you shall not lead this congregation into the Land that I have given them.”!!

This matter is obvious that if death were decreed upon them, it would be impossible
that they would enter into the Land of Israel. Rather, it’s certain that this teaches us that if
they hadn’t sinned, they would have been able to enter [the Israelites] into the Land, because

their time would not yet have come.
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Indeed, the final result is that Rav Ami was refuted. Even Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar
was of the opinion that there is death without inadvertent sin, and it’s fine that it says “your
time would not yet have come,” for if their time had come, they would have died without
inadvertent sin. l.e., regarding the Baraita, “Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar said: Even Moses and
Aaron died due to their inadvertent sin,” it doesn’t mean that they never would have died, but
rather that they died at the time that they did, before entering the Land of Israel, because of their
inadvertent sin.

10 Ecel. 7:20.
' Num. 20:12.



