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Chapter LIV: Vezot haBracha (Deut. 33:1-34:12)

Essay 10. Connecting the last verse to the first verse
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“Never again did there arise in Israel a prophet like Moses, whom the L-rd singled out, face
to face, for the various signs and portents that the L-rd sent him to display in the land of Egypt,
against Pharaoh and all his courtiers and his whole country, according to the strong hand, and
according to the great awe which Moses performed before the eyes of all Israel.”"
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It is taught in the first chapter of tractate Taanit:

A Baraita teaches: When the community is immersed in suffering, a
person may not say: I will go to my home and I will eat and drink, and peace
be upon you, my soul. And if he does so, the verse says about him: “And behold
joy and gladness, slaying oxen and killing sheep, eating flesh and drinking wine;
let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we shall die.”?> And what is written afterward:
“And the Lord of hosts revealed Himself in my ears: Surely this iniquity shall not
be expiated by you until you die.”

Rather, he himself should suffer with the community, as we found with
Moses our teacher, peace be upon him, that he suffered with the community,
as it is stated [during the war with Amalek]: “But Moses’ hands were heavy; and
they took a stone, and put it under him, and he sat upon it.”* But didn’t Moses
have one pillow or one cushion to sit upon? Rather, Moses said as follows:

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
! Deut. 34:10-12.

2 Isaiah 22:13.

3 Isaiah 22:14.

4Bx. 17:12.



“Since the Jewish people are immersed in suffering, I too will be with them in
suffering.” Anyone who suffers with the community will merit seeing the
consolation of the community.

- Taanit 11a
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Therefore, Scripture says, “according to the strong hand,” that he afflicted himself
with the community, as it is written, “And the hands of Moses were heavy.”

“|W]hich Moses did before the eyes of all Israel,” that is, he did this because the whole
community was immersed in suffering. Whoever does likewise will merit to see the
consolation of the community, when the Holy One, Blessed be He, will comfort Israel from
their troubles, and he will merit to see “In the beginning G-d created the heavens and the
earth,”” as if to say, the new salvation which G-d will bring about, when the world will return
to its original perfection.
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Alternatively, in another way of understanding this: Here they said in chapter 2 of
tractate Shabbat (30b) that one who possesses the fear of Heaven is equivalent to the entire
world, and the whole world was created only for his sake. Moses attained the true goal of
complete fear of Heaven, as [the rabbis] of blessed memory said on the verse, “What does
the L-rd your G-d ask of you,” etc., “A large vessel, and he has one,”® but for Moses it was a
small thing. l.e., someone who does not own a large vessel may imagine that it is difficult to part
with, but someone who owns one may readily give it away. Thus, while fear of Heaven seems
challenging to acquire, Moses had it an found it easy.

3> Gen. 1:1.
% Berachot 33b.
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This is the meaning of “and according to the great awe which Moses performed before
the eyes of all Israel,” as if to say that Moses’ fear of G-d was so great that he was equivalent
to all Israel and to the entire world. This is the meaning of “In the beginning G-d created the
heavens and the earth,” for the whole world was created only because of “all the great awe
which Moses performed,” etc. Thus, it is said in Midrash: ¢ ‘In the beginning’—for the sake
of Moses, who is called ‘beginning.’ »’
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According to this way of understanding, Kohelet said, “I realized, too, that whatever
G-d has brought to pass will recur evermore: nothing can be added to it and nothing taken
from it—and G-d has brought to pass that men revere Him.”® That is, regarding all that G-d
has made, one cannot add or subtract, because whoever possesses fear of Heaven is, as it
were, balanced on the scales measure for measure against the entire world. Since G-d made
the world in such a way that people should fear before Him, so that such a person would be
precisely equivalent to the whole world, nothing can be added or taken away from the world,
for then [the person] would no longer be equivalent to the world.
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Further, we must note why heaven and earth, the first of all created things, are
mentioned. It is found in Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Haazinu:

Why did Moses call upon heaven and earth? So that if Israel should sin,
the testimony of the witnesses would be first against them.’

Another explanation: Because the Holy One, Blessed be He, will redeem
Israel only through them, as it is said: “Shout, O heavens, for the L-rd has acted;

7 Gen. Rabbah 1:4, based on an interpretation of Deut. 33:21, “He provided the first part [nWR1] [reisheet] for
himself, because a lawgiver’s portion was reserved there.”

8 Eccl. 3:14.

% See Chapter LIII, Haazinu, essay 1.



shout aloud, O depths of the earth! Shout for joy, O mountains, O forests with all
your trees! For the L-rd has redeemed Jacob, has gained glory through Israel.”!?

Another explanation: Because the Torah was given only through them,
as it is said, “From the heavens He let you hear the divine voice to discipline you;
on earth He let you see the great divine fire; and from amidst that fire you heard
G-d’s words.”!!

- Yalkut Shimoni, Haazinu 942
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Therefore, Scripture comes to inform of the rank of heaven and earth “for the various
signs and portents that the L-rd sent him to display in the land of Egypt,” to allude to
redemption.

“|A]ccording to the strong hand,” to allude to the Torah, which was given from hand
to hand. “And according to the great awe” which he performed did for Israel, that if they
should sin, the hand of the witnesses would be first against them.
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Alternatively, “for all the great awe which he performed before the eyes of all Israel”:
it is stated there in the Midrash:

Another explanation: [Regarding] “Give ear, O heavens,”'?> Moses said,
“Pay attention, you heavens, that you not prosecute Israel after my death, but
remember as if I were alive and standing and pleading for mercy on behalf of
Israel.”

- Yalkut Shimoni, Haazinu 942
Why do they have such power? Because they are mentioned first of all created things: “In
the beginning G-d created the heavens and the earth.” Why were they mentioned at the
beginning? Because in the future they would possess all these virtues.

10 Isaiah 44:23.
1 Deut. 32:2.
12 Deut. 4:36.



