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Chapter LIV: Vezot haBracha (Deut. 33:1–34:12) 
 
Essay 6. Praise for the tribe of Levi 
 

דִּכְתִיב "וַיּאֹמֶר מִי    פֶּרֶק ו' "וַיַּעֲמֹד מֹשֶׁה בְּשַׁעַר הַמַּחֲנֶה", אָמַר רַב יְהוּדָה אָמַר שְׁמוּאֵל שִׁבְטוֹ שֶׁל לֵוִי לאֹ טָעוּ בָּעֵגֶליוֹמָא  

אָמַר לֵיהּ אָבִיו אָבִי אִמּוֹ מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל, אִמּוֹ   .אִיתִיו"אִיְּתִיבָה וְכוּ' "הָאֹמֵר לְאָבִיו וּלְאִמּוֹ לאֹ רְ  ."וַיֵּאָסְפוּ אֵלָיו כָּל־בְּנֵי לֵוִילַה' אֵלָי 

   .אִמּוֹ מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל

  

Tractate Yoma, chapter 6: 

Regarding the verse, “Moses stood up in the gate of the camp,”1 Rav 

Yehudah said that Shmuel said, the tribe of Levi did not err with the Golden 

Calf, as it is written in that verse, “and he said, ‘Whoever is for the L-rd is with 

me!’ And all the men of Levi rallied to him.”  

Ravina sat and related this teaching. [The sons of Rav Pappa bar Abba] 

raised an objection to Ravina. [Another verse says of the tribe of Levi:] “Who 

said of his father and of his mother: I have not seen him, neither did he 

acknowledge his brothers, nor did he know his sons; Your precepts alone they 

observed, and kept Your covenant.”2 [The underlined part is taken to mean that 

some of them did engage in idol worship and were killed by their relatives.] 

[Ravina] said to [the sons of Rav Pappa bar Abba]: “His father” [does 

not refer to his actual father, but rather] his mother’s father, [who was not a Levite, 

but] an Israelite. [Similarly,] “his brothers” [is referring to] his [half-]brothers from 

his mother [who were fathered] by an Israelite. “His mother” [is referring to] his 

mother who is an Israelite. [In fact, however, no one from the tribe of Levi 

worshipped the calf.] 

- Yoma 66b  

 
   

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Ex. 32:26. 
2 Deut. 33:9. 
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וַיֵּאָסְפוּ אֵלָיו  צּוּר הָיָה לוֹ לְהַקְשׁוֹת קְרָאֵי אַהֲדָדֵי דְּהָכָא כְּתִיב "הָאֹמֵר לְאָבִיו וּלְאִמּוֹ לאֹ רְאִיתִיו" וְהַתָּם כְּתִיב "ימַקְשִׁים דִּבְקִ 
"וְהִרְגוּ אִישׁ־   קְדָּם בְּתוֹרָה בְּפָרָשַׁת כִּי תִּשָּׂאוּמִפָּסוּק הַמּכָּל־בְּנֵי לֵוִי", וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה לָמָּה פָּרִי מִפָּסוּק "הָאֹמֵר לְאָבִיו" וְלאֹ פָּרִי  

   אֶת־אָחִיו" וְכוּ' וְ"מִלְאוּ יֶדְכֶם" וְכוּ' דְּמַשְׁמָע מִינֵּיהּ נָמֵי דְּשֵׁבֶט לֵוִי חָטְאוּ. 
 
People question that [the son of Rav Pappa bar Abba] could have asked more 

succinctly if there was a contradiction, that here it is written, “Who said of his father and of 
his mother: I have not seen him,” and there it is written, “And all the men of Levi rallied to 
him.”  

Another difficulty is why did he dispute from the verse “Who said of his father,” and 
not from the earlier verse in the Torah, from parashat Ki Tisa, “Thus said the L-rd, the G-d 
of Israel, each of you put sword on thigh, go back and forth from gate to gate throughout the camp, 
and slay sibling, neighbor, and kin. The men of Levi did as Moses had bidden; and some three 
thousand of the people fell that day.”3  and “Dedicate yourselves to the L-rd this day, for each of 
you has been against blood relations—that [God] may bestow a blessing upon you today,”4 for the 
meaning of this is that the tribe of Levi also sinned with the Golden Calf.  

 
מָּה אֲלָפִים מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל שֶׁלּאֹ טָעוּ  אֲבָל עוֹד יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק שָׁם בְּפָרָשַׁת כִּי תִּשָּׂא לָמָּה נֶאֶסְפוּ אֵלָיו כָּל בְּנֵי לֵוִי בִּלְבַד וְהַלּאֹ הָיוּ כַּ 

לָמָּה    ין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁבָּאוּ גַּם הֵם אֶצְלוֹ,וְאִם תּאֹמַר שֶׁאִ   .בְּעֵגֶל כְּלָל, וּכְשֶׁאָמַר מֹשֶׁה "מִי לַה' אֵלָי" לָמָּה לאֹ בָּאוּ גַּם הֵם אֶצְלוֹ
ק, בְּמִיתָה. גִּפֵּף וְנִשֵּׁ   .ףיבֵּחַ וְקִטֵּר, בְּסַיִ יאָמְרִינַן זִ   ם, שֶׁהֲרֵי הַתָּם בְּסָמוּוָּה לַלְוִיִּ מֹשֶׁה לאֹ צִיוָּה אַף לַכְּשֵׁרִים שֶׁבְּיִשְׂרָאֵל כְּמוֹ שֶׁצִ 

 לּוּ בְּלֵב וּבַמַּחְשָׁבָה. ישָׂמַח בְּלִבּוֹ, בְּהַדְרוֹקָן. מִכְּלָל דְּמַה שֶׁנִּשְׁאֲרוּ מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ חָטְאוּ כְּלָל אֲפִ 
 
But we can also check there in parashat Ki Tisa, why did [Moses] gather to himself 

all the tribe of Levi alone, for weren’t there a few thousand of the other tribes of Israel who 
did not err with the Golden Calf at all? Also, when Moses said, “Whoever is for the L-rd is 
with me,” why didn’t they also come to him? If you’ll say, it is indeed so that they also came 
to him, why didn’t he command the fit ones of Israel to come to him, as he commanded the 
Levites, for there in the adjacent section of tractate Yoma, it is said:  

[One who] sacrificed and burned [incense to the Golden Calf, which are 
idolatrous practices that incur capital punishment, was punished] by the sword. 
[One who] embraced and kissed [it, which are not forms of idolatrous worship 
that incur capital punishment, was subject to a divine punishment of] death [by a 
plague]. [One] who rejoiced inwardly [but performed no act was killed] by [the 
intestinal illness known as] hidrokan. 

- Yoma 66b 
From this rule, we understand that the ones of the remaining tribes of Israel who remain 
undiscussed did not sin at all, even in their heart or in their thoughts. 

  

 
3 Deut. 32:27–28. 
4 Deut. 32:29. 
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לָּה וְלאֹ בַּטְּלַהּ,  ינָתוֹ הָיְתָה עַל מִי שֶׁהֶחֱזִיק מִצְוַת מִ ושֶׁכְּשֶׁאָמַר מֹשֶׁה "מִי לַה' אֵלָי" כַּוָּ   אֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי לוֹמַר כְּמוֹ שֶׁכְּתָב הַשַׁ"
לָּה בְּמִצְרַיִם וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי לאֹ נִשְׁתַּעְבְּדוּ שָׁם כְּמוֹ יִשְׂרָאֵל, וְלָהֶם  יוְשֵׁבֶט לֵוִי לאֹ בַּטְּלוּ הַמִּ   ."מִילָה" וְזֶהוּ "מִי לַה' " שֶׁהֵם אוֹתִיּוֹת  

  ס הַמָּקוֹם.י פַיֵּ דַּוְקָא נָאֶה לוֹמַר "שִׂימוּ אִישׁ־חַרְבּוֹ עַל־יְרֵכוֹ", עַל יְרֵכוֹ דַּוְקָא שֶׁבְּמִצְוָה זוֹ יְכוֹלִים לְ 
 
Rather, it’s certainly necessary to say, as the Shach wrote, that when Moses said, 

“Whoever is for the L-rd is with me,” his intent was on those who held onto the 
commandment of circumcision [mila] and did not neglect it, and this is the meaning of 
“Whoever is for the L-rd” ['לַה ] for these are the letters of the word mila ,[מִי  לָּהימִ  ] 
[circumcision].5  

Unlike the other Israelites, the tribe of Levi did not neglect circumcision in Egypt, and 
because of this, they were not enslaved there like the other tribes of Israel. For them, it is 
appropriate to say, “each of you put sword on thigh”—specifically on the thigh, i.e., adjacent 
to the area of circumcision, for by this mitzvah they are able to appease the Omnipresent. 

  
  לִים וֹלָּם נִימּוּבְּנֵי לֵוִי" לְפִי שֶׁהָיוּ כּוּלְפִי זֶה בְּלאֹ דִּבְרֵי רַב יְהוּדָה לָא הֲווֹ קָשׁוּ קְרָאֵי אַהֲדָדֵי, שֶׁהָיִיתִי אוֹמֵר שֶׁ"וַיֵּאָסְפוּ אֵלָיו כָּל־

הַנִימּ אֶלָּא  בִּקֵּשׁ  כִּדְמַשְׁמָע "מִי לַה' " שֶׁהֵם אוֹתִיּוֹוֹוּמֹשֶׁה לאֹ  שְׁמוּאֵל פֵּ   ".מִילָה"ת  לִים  אָמַר  יְהוּדָה  לְאַחֵר שֶׁרַב  רֵשׁ  יאֲבָל 
וְנָקַט פָּסוּק זֶה    מּוֹ" וְכוּ'.הַפָּסוּק עַל חֵטְא הָעֵגֶל מַמָּשׁ, שֶׁשֵּׁבֶט לֵוִי לאֹ טָעוּ בְּעֵגֶל, קָשֶׁה דְּהָא קְרָא כְּתִיב "הָאֹמֵר לְאָבִיו וּלְאִ 

הַמִּילָה, וְתֵירֵץ ם "כִּי שָׁמְרוּ אִמְרָתֶ וּבְרִיתְ יִנְצֹרוּ" דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁמַה שֶׁבָּא לְשֶׁבַח שֵׁבֶט לֵוִי אֵינוֹ אֶלָּא בִּשְׁבִיל  ידַּוְקָא לְפִי שֶׁמְּסַיֵּ 
  לָּה, עַל דֶּרֶ מִצְוָה גּוֹרֶרֶת מִצְוָה. יצּוּלוֹ מֵחֵטְא הָעֵגֶל לְפִי שֶׁשָּׁמְרוּ הַמִּ יוְסוֹף הַפָּסוּק הוּא הַטַּעַם שֶׁנִּ   .אָבִיו אָבִי אִמּוֹ מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל וְכוּ'

 
According to this, if not for the words of Rabbi Yehuda, they would not have been 

contradictory, for I would have said that “all the men of Levi rallied to him” because they 
were circumcised, and Moses only requested those who were circumcised, according to the 
meaning of “Whoever is for the L-rd” ['מִי לַה], for these are the letters of the word mila [ לָּהימִ  ] 
[circumcision].  

But after Rabbi Yehuda said that Shmuel explained the verse regarding the sin of the 
Golden Calf itself, that the tribe of Levi did not err regarding the Golden Calf, it is difficult 
to understand that the verse writes, “Who said of his father and of his mother: I have not seen 
him, neither did he acknowledge his brothers, nor did he know his sons,” which indicates that some 
of them did engage in idol worship and were killed by their relatives.  

This verse was specifically given because it concludes, “Your precepts alone they 
observed, and kept Your covenant,” which means that the praise that comes to the tribe of 
Levi is because of circumcision, and the solution is as Ravina said, “His father” [does not refer 
to his actual father, but rather] his mother’s father, [who was not a Levite, but] an Israelite. The 
end of the verse gives the reason they survived the sin of the Golden Calf was because they 
guarded the commandment of circumcision, in the way that observing one mitzvah leads to 
observing another mitzvah. 

* * * 

 
5 Rabbi Mordechai Ha’Cohen of Safed (1523–62), Siftei Cohen on Torah (Venice 1605), on Ex. 32:26. 


