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Chapter XLV: Va’etchanan (Deut. 3:23—7:11)

Essay 3. Why Moses pleaded to enter the Land of Israel

“I pleaded with the L-rd at that time, saying, ‘O L-rd G-d, You who let Your
servant see the first works of Your greatness and Your mighty hand, You whose
powerful deeds no god in heaven or on earth can equal! Let me cross over, please,
and see the good land on the other side of the Jordan, that good hill country, and the
Lebanon.” But the L-rd was wrathful with me on your account and would not listen
to me; the L-rd said to me, ‘Enough! Never speak to Me of this matter again! Go
up to the summit of Pisgah and gaze about, to the west, the north, the south, and the
east; look at it well, for you shall not go across yonder Jordan. Command Joshua,
and imbue him with strength and courage, for he shall go across at the head of this
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people, and he shall allot to them the land that you may only see.
- Deut. 3:23-28
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There is a midrash Yalkut Shimoni' on the Scripture in which Moses said: “I pleaded
with the L-rd”: The midrash asks, “Why did he say, ‘I pleaded’? In order to enter the Land of
Israel.” This is strange, because Moses explicitly said that he wanted to enter the Land, so what
is the midrash explaining?
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This will be understood by what is said at the end of the first chapter of tractate Sotah:

Rabbi Simlai taught: Why did Moses desire to enter the Land of Israel?
Did he need to eat of its produce . . . ? Rather, Moses said: Many mitzvot
depend upon [being present in] the Land of Israel, so I will enter the Land in

’ English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
! Yalkut Shimoni 812:2.




order that they can all be fulfilled by me. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to
him: You only request this to receive a reward. I will ascribe you [credit] as if
you had fulfilled them.

- Sotah 14a

2% 17 W o PRI 2Y 077 39°9K1,078 22D NI DY TIay? 137 8"V W27 AvhY 1R R aian? Wl ng 0am
228 072 22pY i1 mawnmn 12 g 012°¢ 07ip AYmARY X"YIIn vnY 08 DY ax) .09 22ph Nin DY 725V 1K 2y
DOYTR I [PR] PIIY MR 13T NN I PR TR 703,002 2327 NIR Y X9y T3 M 0193 M OX

17902 72 92 1277 M) PRI YN 0127 Wh MIRNI 7 Dves

Here too, one has to wonder how it is possible that our teacher, Moses, of blessed
memory, would want to serve in order to receive a reward! Even an ordinary man of Israel,
if he has a good heart, would not serve G-d just to receive a reward.

Even though the Maharsha” argued that initially, before [Moses] entered, he had the
thought to receive a reward, but if he had entered, he would have served G-d without the
reason of receiving a reward.

Requesting forgiveness for [the Maharsha’s] honor, these are only prophetic words,
i.e., this is what he predicts would have happened. But yet we still don’t know the reason that
Moses strongly desired to enter the Land of Israel and why he made such an emphatic prayer.
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Indeed, the Megaleh Amukot® argued, that in tractate Arachin (page 32) it is brought
that Ezra prayed for mercy with regard to [the evil] inclination of idol worship and nullified
it.* Granted, Moses, did not pray for mercy [that this inclination should be removed], as [at the
time] there was no merit of living in the Land of Israel; but regarding Joshua, who had the
merit of living in the Land of Israel, why didn’t he pray for mercy [that this inclination should
be nullified]? And this is why the verse criticizes Joshua [referring to Nehemiah 8:17, which is
the only place in the Torah that spells Joshua differently, absent the letter 4e]. If so, Moses wanted
to enter the Land of Israel in order to remove the inclination for idol worship, and to repair
the world, as Ezra did later.

2 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (1555-1631), Polish rabbi famous for his Talmud commentaries, Chiddushei
Halachot and Chiddushei Agadot.

3 Nathan Nata Spira (1585-1633), Polish rabbi and kabbalist; Chief Rabbi of Krakow, author of Megaleh Amukot
[“Revelation of Deep [Secrets]”] (1637), ofen 4.

4 Arachin 32b. Yoma 69b also indicates that the evil inclination toward idolatry ended in Ezra’s time.
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This is the meaning of, “I pleaded with the L-rd at that time”: “At that time that Ezra
repaired the world.” I.e., Moses pleaded with the L-rd to accomplish what Ezra would do in his
time.

And this is the meaning of the word, “saying”: “Saying to the generations, ‘this is the
correction.” I.e., the main correction needed for the world is to take away the desire for idolatry.

And this is the meaning of, “Let me cross over, please [Xi] [#a]”: “That the Rambam,
in his introduction to his book ‘The Strong Hand’ [more commonly known as the Mishneh
Torah], listed 51 [X"1] prohibitions regarding idolatry, and [Moses] wanted to remove all of
these. I.e., when Moses added the word “ra,” meaning, “please,” he wasn’t just being polite, but
was hinting at the fact that the Gematria of na is 51, and that idolatry includes 51 prohibitions that
he wanted to uproot.

Also, the word “I will cross over” [12yX] [ehbera] has the same Gematria as Ezra, i.c.,
278, for Moses knew through prophecy that Ezra would uproot the inclination for idolatry, if Moses
were not allowed to do so himself. But the Holy One, Blessed be He, said, “Enough! Never
speak to Me of this matter again!” and “Command Joshua,” for “[the word] ‘command’ refers
to idolatry.”
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In this way, the midrash will be understood, that it came to exclude the explanation of
Rabbi Simlai mentioned above, that Moses wanted to receive the reward for mitzvot. Why did
he say “I pleaded,” as if to say, why did he “pray much and urgently,”® why did he desire to
enter the Land of Isracl? Did he need to receive the reward of the mitzvot? This is impossible,
and the solution of the midrash is in order to enter into the Land, for his thinking was only to
enter the Land, that when he would have the merit of the Land, he would pray regarding the
evil inclination toward idolatry and would abolish it. Even if [Moses] would have died
immediately, without having enjoyed the fruits of the Land, or without having done any other
mitzvah, it would have been enough for him to repair the world. See further below, Chapter
LII, Vayeilech, essay 2.

5 Zohar II1:111b.
6 Rashi on Gen. 25:21.



