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How Could “Seeing the Land” Be Enough for Moshe? 
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Parashat VeZot HaBeracha, 5774 

 

Moshe is not allowed by HaShem to enter Israel.   

As a result of Moshe and Aharon not “Sanctifying HaShem’s Name” when they  

extracted water from the rock at Meriva, a Divine Decree Proclaimed that neither of them 

would be permitted to enter the land of Israel. 1 While the death of Aharon is recorded in the  

same chapter in which the Decree is issued,2 Moshe’s death is described at the end of Devarim, 

once his valedictory to the Jewish people is completed: 

 

Devarim 34:5-8 

So Moshe the servant of the LORD died there in the land of Moav, according to 

the Word of the LORD. And he was buried in the valley in the land of Moav over 

against Beit-Peor; and no man knoweth of his sepulchre unto this day. And 

Moshe was a hundred and twenty years old when he died: his eye was not dim, 

nor his natural force abated. And the children of Israel wept for Moshe in the 

plains of Moav thirty days; so the days of weeping in the mourning for Moshe 

were ended.   

 

Moshe does not go quietly. 

However, in contrast to Aharon, who appears to go quietly and obediently to his death, 

the Tora quotes Moshe as describing an unsuccessful direct appeal to HaShem to have the 

Decree against him dismissed: 

                                                           
1
 BaMidbar 20:12-13 

And the LORD Said unto Moshe and Aharon: 'Because ye believed not in Me, to sanctify Me in 

the eyes of the children of Israel, therefore ye shall not bring this assembly into the land which I 

have given them.' These are the waters of Meriva, where the children of Israel strove with the 

LORD, and He was Sanctified in them.  
2
 Ibid. 23-29. 

And the LORD Spoke unto Moshe and Aharon in mount Hor, by the border of the land of Edom, 

saying: 'Aharon shall be gathered unto his people; for he shall not enter into the land which I 

have Given unto the children of Israel, because ye rebelled against My Word at the waters of 

Meriva . Take Aharon and Eleazar his son, and bring them up unto mount Hor. And strip Aharon 

of his garments, and put them upon Eleazar his son; and Aharon shall be gathered unto his 

people, and shall die there.' And Moshe did as the LORD Commanded; and they went up into 

mount Hor in the sight of all the congregation. And Moshe stripped Aharon of his garments, and 

put them upon Eleazar his son; and Aharon died there in the top of the mount; and Moshe and 

Eleazar came down from the mount. And when all the congregation saw that Aharon was dead, 

they wept for Aharon thirty days, even all the house of Israel.   
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Ibid. 3:23-7 

And I besought the LORD at that time, saying: 'O Lord GOD, Thou hast Begun to 

Show Thy Servant Thy Greatness, and Thy strong Hand; for what god is there in 

heaven or on earth, that can do according to Thy Works, and according to Thy 

Mighty Acts? Let me go over, I pray Thee, and see the good land that is beyond 

the Jordan, that goodly hill-country, and Lebanon.' But the LORD was Wroth 

with me for your sakes, and Hearkened not unto me; and the LORD Said unto 

me: 'Let it suffice thee; speak no more unto Me of this matter. Get thee up into 

the top of Pisga, and lift up thine eyes westward, and northward, and 

southward, and eastward, and behold with thine eyes; for thou shalt not go 

over this Jordan.   

 

God Grants part of Moshe’s wish. 

If we take Aharon as the precedent, then Moshe was granted something significantly more than 

his brother prior to his death. Moshe at least was permitted to see the land, even if he was not 

allowed to physically enter it and walk upon it: 

 

Ibid. 34:1-4 

And Moshe went up from the plains of Moav unto mount Nevo, to the top of 

Pisga, that is over against Yericho. And the LORD Showed him all the land, even 

Gilead as far as Dan; and all Naphtali, and the land of Ephraim and Manashe, 

and all the land of Yehuda as far as the hinder sea; and the South, and the Plain, 

even the valley of Yericho the city of palm-trees, as far as Tzoar. And the LORD 

Said unto him: 'This is the land which I Swore unto Abraham, unto Isaac, and 

unto Jacob, Saying: I will Give it unto thy seed; I have Caused thee to see it with 

thine eyes, but thou shalt not go over thither.'   

 

If we read Moshe’s request in Devarim 3 carefully, it could be said that his 

prayer was answered positively by God, at least to a degree. While beseeching to be 

allowed to enter Canaan, Moshe had indeed requested “to see the land”:  

 

Ibid. 3:24-5 

'O Lord GOD, Thou hast Begun to Show Thy Servant Thy Greatness, and Thy 

Strong Hand… Let me go over, I pray Thee, and see the good land that is beyond 

the Jordan, that goodly hill-country, and Lebanon.'   

 

How did Moshe perceive what God was Doing by Allowing him to see the land? 

So when HaShem Makes it possible for Moshe to see the land, He is in effect Granting 

part of His Prophet’s request, although if one would ask Moshe regarding his original intentions, 

it is doubtful that he would say that “seeing the land” was the true objective of his prayer. 

Consequently, such an analysis could lead one to wonder whether HaShem was in fact somehow 
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causing Moshe to experience even deeper frustration when He Redefines the words of the 

earnest prayer directed to Him.3 Does Moshe think while seeing the land, that he had come“so 

close” but remained “yet so far”? Would it have been easier for him in the final analysis if, like 

Aharon, his life would have just ended, without this visual experience?  What was HaShem’s 

Intent when He Determined to Show Moshe the land? 

 

Assuming that God was Acting Kindly by Allowing Moshe to see the land. 

RaShI and Mizrachi, a commentary that attempts to clarify his words, argue that by 

HaShem Showing Moshe the entire land, He was Going further quantitatively than what was 

requested in the prayer! 

 

RaShI on Devarim 3:27 

“And behold with your eyes”—You asked from Me “And see the good land”. I 

will show you it in its entirety (Devarim 34:1) “And the Lord Showed him all the 

land”. 

 

Mizrachi 

…It would have been sufficient to Say “I will Show you”. And this is because 

Moshe only asked to see “That goodly hill-country, and Lebanon”. And God 

Responded to him, “Lift up thine eyes westward, and northward, and 

southward, and eastward”, i.e., not only “the goodly hill-country and Lebanan”. 

But rather the land in its entirety I will Show you.  

 

Siftei Cohen cites a Midrash that contends that a prophetic view of the land allows 

Moshe to do something extraordinarily comprehensively that he would have been unable to do 

had he actually entered the land: 

 

Siftei Cohen  

It is stated in Yalkut Shimoni #823 that HaShem Said to him: If you would 

actually enter there, it would never suffice to see it in its entirety during your 

lifetime. Now I will Show you the entire land, i.e., He Showed him that which 

was near and far, visible and invisible…R. Akiva said: This means that He Showed 

him all of the locations in the land of Israel as if it was a “set table”. R. Eliezer 

                                                           
3
 I.e., while Moshe was focused upon entering the land, HaShem interprets his words so that the 

prophet’s seeing the land is at least a partial granting of the prayer. Moshe is Understood by God to have 

asked for two things: 1) to see the land and 2) to enter it.  Even if the second request would be Refused, 

the first would be Granted.  

Recognizing what transpired between Moshe and HaShem might give one pause when he 

expresses spontaneous prayers that have not been previously codified by authorities like King David or 

the Men of the Great Assembly—“Do I truly realize what I am saying and asking for? What if inadvertently 

I have expressed a wish in such a way that I totally do not want what I have said to come true?” 
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said: The Holy One, Blessed Be He, Gave Moshe the visual ability to be able to 

see from one end of the earth to the other… 

 

Ta’am VeDa’at4 deduces from a Talmudic passage that not only was Moshe’s deepest 

desires satisfied by his “seeing” the land, but that this constituted a proper positive answering of 

his prayer, superior spiritually to his actually entering the land: 

 

(Berachot 32b 

R. Eleazar said: Prayer is more efficacious even than good deeds, for 

there was no one greater in good deeds than Moshe our Master, and 

yet he was answered only after prayer, as it says, “Speak no more unto 

Me”,  and immediately afterwards, “Get thee up into the top of Pisga.”) 

 

This is strange, because Moshe’s request was not granted and his prayer was 

not answered, for he requested, “Let me go over, I pray Thee, and see”. It was 

not permitted to him to enter, and only from a place opposite the land was he 

able to see, from atop Pisga. 

It would however appear that Moshe’s prayer was answered in the 

sense that he merited by means of seeing the land to appreciate its exalted 

holiness, and by virtue of this seeing he was sanctified to the point whereby it 

was as if he actually did enter the land. Moshe only desired to enter the land 

due to its exalted status and holiness. This is reflected in the following Talmudic 

passage:     

Sota 14a: 

R. Simlai expounded: Why did Moshe our teacher yearn to enter the 

land of Israel? Did he want to eat of its fruits or satisfy himself from its 

bounty? But thus spake Moshe, 'Many Precepts were Commanded to 

Israel which can only be fulfilled in the land of Israel. I wish to enter the 

land so that they may all be fulfilled by me'. The Holy One, blessed be 

He, Said to him, 'Is it only to receive the reward [for obeying the 

Commandments] that thou seekest? I Ascribe it to thee as if thou didst 

perform them'; as it is said: (Yeshayahu 53:12) “Therefore will I Divide 

him a portion with the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the 

strong; because he poured out his soul unto death, and was numbered 

with the transgressors; yet he bare the sins of many, and made 

intercession for the transgressors.” 

…Because by his seeing the land, there were transferred to him all of the land’s 

exaltedness and its characteristics, qualities that are not apparent to normal 

human beings. Furthermore, Yehoshua’s serving as the individual who will cause 

                                                           
4
 R. Moshe Shternbach, Admon, Yerushalayim, p. 31. 
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the people to inherit the land, was equivalent to Moshe’s causing them to 

inherit what he had seen. And this is the meaning of (Devarim 3:26) “Let it 

suffice thee”, since a great deal has been given to him (i.e., a spiritual 

appreciation of the totality of the land) when he went up to the top of Pisga. 

 

A more challenging interpretation of what Moshe was Allowed to “see”. 

While Ta’am VeDa’at’s position appears to be based upon a mystical understanding of 

how a certain type of “looking” conveyed a spiritual experience whereby the seer recognizes the 

essence of what he is looking at, in this case the land of Israel, independent of what might 

transpire historically on the land, RaShI suggests a prophetic-historical interpretation of these 

verses. RaShI posits that the ostensibly superfluous5 inventory of places6 that are listed as what 

Moshe “sees”, i.e.,   

 

…Gilead as far as Dan; and all Naphtali, and the land of Ephraim and Manashe, 

and all the land of Yehuda as far as the hinder sea; and the South, and the Plain, 

even the valley of Yericho the city of palm-trees, as far as Tzoar, 

 

represent the future events, both good and bad, that would occur in all these places to the Jews 

who would reside there, and of which HaShem Decided to Apprise Moshe prior to his death.  

 

RaShI 

(34:1) “And the Lord Showed him all the land”—He Showed him all the land of 

Israel in its prosperity and all its oppressors who in future times would oppress 

it. 

“As far as Dan”—He Showed him the children of Dan practicing idolatry, as it is 

said, (Shoftim 18:30) “And the sons of Dan erected the graven image for 

themselves”; and He Showed him also Shimshon who would in the future issue 

from him (Dan) as a deliverer. 

(34:2) “And all Naphtali”—He Showed him his land both in its prosperity and its 

ruin; and He Showed him also Devora and Barak of Kadesh-Naphtali warring 

with Sisera and his armies. 

                                                           
5
 The text could have simply stated that HaShem Intended to Show Moshe the entire country without 

listing specific places. 
6
 RaShI employs a similar approach to account for the inordinately long list of places identifying where the 

Jews had encamped at the beginning of Devarim: 

Devarim 1:1-2 

These are the words which Moses spoke unto all Israel beyond the Jordan; in the wilderness, in 

the Arava, over against Suph, between Paran and Tophel, and Lavan, and Chatzerot, and Di-

zahav. It is eleven days journey from Chorev unto Kadesh-barnea by the way of mount Se’ir.   

Since Devarim contains a great many rebukes to the people, RaShI understands that each of these places 

stood for some event of which the Jews were less than proud and Moshe was now reprising in the hope 

that they would not repeat their past errors once he no longer would be leading them. 
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“And the land of Ephraim and Menashe”—He Showed him their land in its 

prosperity and its ruin; and He Showed him also Yehoshua who descended from 

Ephraim warring with the kings of Canaan, and Gideon who descended from 

Menashe warring with Midian and Amalek. 

“And all the land of Yehuda”—in its prosperity and its ruin; and He Showed him 

also all the kings of the house of Yehuda and their victories. 

“As far as the hinder sea”—i.e., the west country in its prosperity and its ruin. 

Another explanation: Read this as if is said “היום האחרון” (the last day)—the 

Holy One, Blessed Be He Showed him all that would happen to Israel until the 

last day when the dead will live again. 

(34:3) “And the South”—the south country. Another explanation: it refers to the 

Cave of Machpeila, as it is said, (BaMidbar 13:22) “And they went to the south 

country and came to Chevron. 

“And the Plain”—He Showed him Shlomo casting the vessels of the Temple, as it 

is said, (I Melachim 7:46) “In the plain of the Jordan did the king cast them in the 

thick clay.” 

 

Trying to understand the significance of RaShI’s approach re showing Moshe not only 

the good, but also the bad. 

But if Moshe was made aware not necessarily of only the physical (RaShI #1, Mizrachi, 

Siftei Cohen) and mystical (Ta’am VeDa’at) qualities of the land, but also the future events of 

Jewish history that would transpire in Israel (RaShI #2), granted that there would be great 

victories and redemptions, but it seems that RaShI emphasizes the defeats and heartbreaks as 

well,7 how will this assuage Moshe’s upset at not being able to enter the land? Furthermore, 

doesn’t it seem that Moshe was being given a great deal more information than would 

reasonably make him comfortable and prepared for departing this life? Is this mixed perception 

a necessary result of prophetic perception, i.e., a recognition of the many things that will not 

only go right but also go wrong,8 and therefore perhaps why, according to the Talmudic 

                                                           
7
 In an interesting attempt to explain why Kohelet is for the most part full of negative observations about 

life and human experience (with the exception of the very end of the book), R. Norman Lamm (“Kohelet: 

Looking Too Far Ahead” in Festivals of Faith: Reflections on the Jewish Holidays, ed. David Schatz, OU 

Press, New York, 2011, pp. 133-145) cites the Targum’s Aramaic rendering of the very first verse in the 

Megilla: “When Shlomo, King of Israel prophetically saw that his kingdom would be split by civil war after 

his death, that the Temple that he had built and the city of Yerushalayim would be devastated, and that 

his people Israel would languish in exile, he cried out, “Vanity of Vanities, all that I and my father David 

labored for and struggled for, all is empty, wasted and vain!” R. Lamm proceeds to suggest that prophecy 

allowed Shlomo to look too far into the future, leading to disillusionment and a sense of futility reflected 

in Kohelet.  
8
 The book of Yona would appear to teach that prophecy does not have to fatalistically assume that evil 

cannot be reversed. The existence of human free choice even in a place like Ninveh  that allows for the 

possibility of repentance would appear to hold out a general hope that a positive result is possible, even if 

the situation presently appears corrupt and irreparable.  
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description of Yaakov’s final moments,9 he suddenly was unable to disclose to his sons the end 

of days—would it have been too demoralizing and depressing for his sons when they faced so 

many years of exile and enslavement before finally being redeemed from Egypt?   But then why 

is Moshe not spared what Yaakov’s sons had had withheld from them so long before?  

 

Did Moshe’s unique personal qualities and holiness equip him to deal with the ups and downs 

of the future? 

Perhaps in order to understand what HaShem Allowed Moshe to “see” according to 

RaShI,  we have to emphasize how Moshe was not a typical prophet. RaMBaM notes that Moshe 

possessed four qualities absent in other prophets: 

 

Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Yesodei HaTora 7:6 

What is the difference between Moshes' prophecy and that of all the other 
prophets?  
1) [Divine insight is bestowed upon] all the [other] prophets in a dream or 

vision. Moshe, our teacher, would prophesy while standing awake, as 
[BaMidbar 7:89] states: "When Moshe came into the Tent of Meeting to 
speak to Him, he heard the Voice Speaking to him." 

2) [Divine insight is bestowed upon] all the [other] prophets through the 
medium of an angel. Therefore, they perceive only metaphoric imagery and 
allegories. Moshe, our teacher, [would prophesy] without the medium of an 
angel, as [Ibid. 12:8] states: "Mouth to mouth I Speak to him," and [Shemot 
33:11] states: "And God Spoke to Moshe Face to face." [Numbers 12:8] 
states: "He gazes upon the Image of God" - i.e., there was no metaphor. 
Rather, he would perceive the matter in its fullness, without metaphor or 
allegory…    

3) All the [other] prophets are overawed, terrified, and confounded [by the 
revelations they experience], but Moshe, our teacher, would not [respond in 
this manner], as [Shemot 33:11] relates: "[God Spoke to Moshe...] as a man 
speaks to a friend" - i.e., just as a person will not be awe-struck from hearing 
his friend's words, so, too, Moshe’s mental power was sufficient to 

                                                           
9
 Pesachim 56a 

R. Shimeon b. Lakish said: And Yaakov called unto his sons, and said: Gather yourselves together, 
that I may tell you [that which shall befall you in the end of days].  Yaakov wished to reveal to his 
sons the ‘end of the days’, whereupon the Shechinah departed from him. Said he, ‘Perhaps, 
Heaven forfend! there is one unfit among my children,  like Avraham, from whom there issued 
Yishmael, or like my father Yitzchak, from whom there issued Eisav.’ [But] his sons answered him, 
‘Hear O Yisrael (Yaakov’s alternate name), the Lord our God the Lord is One: Just as there is only 
One in thy heart, so is there in our heart only One.’ In that moment our father Yaakov opened 
[his mouth] and exclaimed, ‘Blessed be the Name of His Glorious Kingdom for ever and ever.’ 
Said the Rabbis, How shall we act? Shall we recite it, —but our Teacher Moshe did not say it (in 
the Tora, the statement “Baruch Shem Kevod Malchuto LeOlam VaEd does not appear). Shall we 
not say it — but Yaakov said it! [Hence] they enacted that it should be recited quietly. 
 

http://www.chabad.org/9935#v89
http://www.chabad.org/9940#v8
http://www.chabad.org/9894#v11
http://www.chabad.org/9894#v11
http://www.chabad.org/9940#v8
http://www.chabad.org/9894#v11
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comprehend the words of prophecy while he was standing in a composed 
state. 

4) All the [other] prophets cannot prophesy whenever they desire. Moshe, our 
teacher, was different. Whenever he desired, the Holy Spirit would Envelop 
him, and prophecy would rest upon him. He did not have to concentrate his 
attention to prepare himself [for prophecy], because his [mind] was always 
concentrated, prepared, and ready [to appreciate spiritual truth] as the 
angels [are]. Therefore, he would prophesy at all times, as [BaMidbar 9:8] 
states: "Stand and hear what God will Command you"… 

  
It can then be understood that the typical prophet would be very insistent upon compliance 
with HaShem’s Law and would not expect all that much from mankind, as evidenced in most of 
the prophetic books of the Bible. These individuals’ tendencies were to be judgmental and not 
prone to extending  the benefit of the doubt to the leaders and the people they were 
addressing. However, Moshe’s special relationship with HaShem allowed him to take a more 
nuanced view of human nature and the future of Jewish history, atypical for the other spiritual 
giants who served as prophets. In the following Aggada, a sharp demarcation is drawn between 
God on the one hand, and His Prophets—I would suggest with the exception of Moshe—on the 
other with respect to how to consider sinners and sinful behavior: 
 

Talmud Yerushalmi Makkot 2:6 
Wisdom was asked: What is the punishment for a sinner? It replied: Evil pursues sinners.  
Prophecy was asked: What is the punishment for a sinner? It answered them: A soul that 

sins will die.  
Tora was asked: What is the punishment for a sinner? It answered them: Let him bring a 

guilt offering and be atoned for.  
The Holy One, blessed be He, was asked: What is the punishment for a sinner? He said to 

them: Let him repent, and he will be atoned for.10   
 

Perhaps we could say that Moshe’s closeness to HaShem permitted him to adopt a perspective 

on future events, even the sinful ones, whereby they do not have to end tragically. Even if there 

will be periods of exile and non-compliance with Mitzvot, this will not be forever, and that by 

emphasizing the positive, looking at the future confirms that there will be life and hope, as well 

as eventual soul-searching and a return to God’s Law as well as the land of Israel proper.11  

 

                                                           
10

 The premise of the Midrash is that Wisdom, Prophecy and Tora will proceed logically, and if someone 

has sinned, only punishment will atone. HaShem is “Entitled” to deal with transgression more kindly and 

optimistically, “Wishing” the sinner to repent rather than suffer affliction. 
11

 The question then becomes a “cup is half-full/half-empty” perspective issue.  Do I assume that even 

though  there may be some good things, the future will essentially be bleak, or although there will be 

difficult times, they will be outweighed by the good ones. Note that in the pair that RaShI mentions, the 

bad is followed by the good, i.e., idolatry/Shimshon; and in the other examples, the individuals all 

represent positive developments in Jewish history. 

http://www.chabad.org/9937#v8

