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What Was Moshe Thinking After the Fact?  

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Chukat, 5775 

 

Moshe and Aharon’s transgression and the Divine Response. 

It is tragic to read the account in this week’s Parasha of Moshe and Aharon’s final sin, resulting 

in a Divine Decree precluding them from entering the land of Israel: 

 

BaMidbar 20:2-13 

2 And there was no water for the congregation; and they assembled themselves together 
against Moshe and against Aharon. 3 And the people strove with Moshe, and spoke, saying: 
“Would that we had perished when our brethren perished before the Lord! 4 And why have ye 
brought the assembly of the Lord into this wilderness, to die there, we and our cattle? 5 And 
wherefore have ye made us to come up out of Egypt, to bring us in unto this evil place? It is no 
place of seed, or of figs, or of vines, or of pomegranates; neither is there any water to drink.” 6 
And Moshe and Aharon went from the presence of the assembly unto the door of the tent of 
meeting, and fell upon their faces; and the Glory of the Lord Appeared unto them. {P} 
7 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, saying: 8 “Take the rod, and assemble the 
congregation, thou, and Aharon thy brother, and speak ye unto the rock before their 
eyes, that it give forth its water; and thou shalt bring forth to them water out of the 
rock; so thou shalt give the congregation and their cattle drink.” 9 And Moshe took the 
rod from before the Lord, as He Commanded him. 10 And Moshe and Aharon gathered 
the assembly together before the rock, and he said unto them: “Hear now, ye rebels; 
are we to bring you forth water out of this rock?” 11 And Moshe lifted up his hand, and 
smote the rock with his rod twice; and water came forth abundantly, and the 
congregation drank, and their cattle. {S} 12 And the Lord Said unto Moshe and Aharon:1 

                                                           
1 One has to wonder about the propriety of lumping Aharon together with Moshe in this instance.  

a) The Tora appears to state that Moshe was the one who spoke harshly to the people (BaMidbar 20:10) 
“…and he  
 (unless one assumes that they both said this simultaneously, it is the most likely that Moshe said 
 this; I suppose it is possible to claim that  just as Aharon was appointed to serve as an 
 intermediary between Pharoah and Moshe—Shemot 7:1—this would be true also with respect to 
 anything that Moshe would say publicly to the Jewish people, but that is not obvious from the 
 Tora text)  
said unto them ‘Hear now you rebels…” 
(It could be claimed that the use of the plural first person pronoun, “we” [BaMidbar 20:10 “…are we 
to bring you forth water out of this rock?”] could include Aharon in this challenge to the people; but it 
is also possible that the usage of this word is meant in the context of the “royal we” and refers to 
Moshe alone.) 

b) Moshe alone is clearly the individual who takes the staff and hits the rock (Ibid. 20:11) “And Moshe 
lifted up his hand, and smote the rock with his rod twice…” 

The Midrash, as well, suggests that while Aharon chose not to defend himself, Moshe argues on behalf of his 
brother’s innocence in this matter:  

Yalkut Shimoni, Parashat Chukat, #764 
…Aharon, how did he sin? From here is derived “SheHaMitafel” (that one who makes himself secondary) 
to a transgressor, is also considered a transgressor. (This could be an application of VaYikra 19:17 “…thou 
shalt surely rebuke thy neighbor, and not bear sin because of him.) And Aharon could have said: “I did not 
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“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.” 13 
These are the waters of Meriva, where the children of Israel strove with the Lord, and 
He was Sanctified in them. {S} (The text continues immediately, beginning with v. 14, 
with the account of the interactions of the Jews with the kingdom of Edom, leaving us to 
wonder regarding the feelings of Moshe and Aharon2 at this point in time.)  
 

Contrasting the response of the people when they learn of their terrible fate with those of Moshe and 
Aharon upon being similarly informed. 

The disparity between the emotional3 and practical4 reactions of the members of the generation 
of the Exodus, following their display of lack of confidence in God and His Plan when they completely 
accepted the negative report of ten of the spies who were sent to inspect the land,5 upon being notified 

                                                           
sin but kept silent.” But he decided to not say anything in his defense, suppressed his desire to respond 
and not make excuses for himself. However, Moshe praised him, as it is said, (Devarim 33:9) “Who said of 
his father, and of his mother: ‘I have not seen him’; neither did he acknowledge his brethren, nor knew he 
his own children; for they have observed Thy Word, and keep Thy Covenant.”—“Who said of his father, 
and of his mother: ‘I have not seen him’”—He did not say: “Do this (pardon me) for my father’s sake, for 
my mother’s sake who did not have the opportunity to enter the land”; “neither did he acknowledge his 
brethren”—he had nothing to do with his brother who said, “Hear now you rebels”; “nor knew he his own 
children”—when his sons were burnt and he remained silent (see fn. 2); “for they have observed Thy 
Word”—as it is said (Ibid. 33:13) “Bless, Lord, his substance…”… 
Ibid. #774. 
…Said Moshe: “Aharon, what is his sin?” It is comparable to a creditor who comes to confiscate the 
granary of a borrower (who has defaulted on his loan) and takes his and his neighbor’s granaries. The 
borrower says to him: “Even if I am guilty, what does this have to do with my neighbor?” So too did 
Moshe say before the Holy One, Blessed Be He: “Master of the Universe! I caused upset. Aharon, what did 
he do?” For this reason, the verse (Devarim 33:8-11) praises him…  

But in the end, neither Moshe nor Aharon gain physical entry into the land. 
2 Aharon did have a previous experience which entailed his silence in the face of a personal tragedy:  

VaYikra 10:3 
And Moshe said to Aharon: This (the deaths of Aharon’s sons, Nadav and Avihu) is what HaShem Spoke 
about, when He Said, “I will Be Sanctified by those who are close to Me and I will Be Honored before the 
entire nation.” And Aharon was silent.  

But one could distinguish between the two incidents: Although the deaths of his sons would obviously cause a 
father profound grief and sense of loss, nevertheless, he would never ultimately know what they had been 
thinking or in what way they had sinned. In his own case, Aharon was well-aware of what he had and had not 
done, and it would appear that with justification, could have claimed that he did not deserve such a harsh Decree. 
3 BaMidbar 14:39 “…the people mourned greatly.” 
4 Ibid. 40 “…“Lo, we are here, and will go up unto the place which the Lord hath Promised; for we have sinned.” 
5 Ibid. 14:1-10 

1 And all the congregation lifted up their voice, and cried; and the people wept that night. 2 And all the 
children of Israel murmured against Moshe and against Aharon; and the whole congregation said unto 
them: “Would that we had died in the land of Egypt! Or would we had died in this wilderness! 3 And 
wherefore doth the Lord Bring us unto this land, to fall by the sword? Our wives and our little ones will be 
a prey; were it not better for us to return into Egypt?” 4 And they said one to another: “Let us make a 
captain, and let us return into Egypt.” 5 Then Moshe and Aharon fell on their faces before all the assembly 
of the congregation of the children of Israel. 6 And Yehoshua the son of Nun and Calev the son of Yefuneh, 
who were of them that spied out the land, rent their clothes. 7 And they spoke unto all the congregation 
of the children of Israel, saying: “The land, which we passed through to spy it out, is an exceeding good 
land. 8 If the Lord Delight in us, then He will Bring us into this land, and Give it unto us--a land which 
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that they would die in the desert,6 and Moshe and Aharon’s absolute non-reaction, at least as recorded 
in the biblical text, is striking, to say the least.  

 
Similarly, no emotion is in evidence immediately prior to Aharon’s death. 

The complete absence of both affect and outward action on the parts of Moshe and Aharon 
over their having been essentially Designated for the same fate that will result in most of the people7 
whom they led out of Egypt never actually entering Israel, is in evidence again at the end of Chapter 20 
during the description of Aharon’s death: 

 
Ibid. 22-9 
22 And they journeyed from Kadesh; and the children of Israel, even the whole 
congregation, came unto mount Chor. 23 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe and Aharon in 
mount Chor, by the border of the land of Edom, saying: 24 “Aharon shall be gathered 

                                                           
floweth with milk and honey. 9 Only rebel not against the Lord, neither fear ye the people of the land; for 
they are bread for us; their defense is removed from over them, and the Lord Is with us; fear them not.” 
10 But all the congregation bade stone them with stones, when the Glory of the Lord Appeared in the tent 
of meeting unto all the children of Israel. {P} 

6 Ibid. 28-45 
28 Say unto them: “As I Live, Saith the Lord, surely as ye have spoken in Mine Ears, so will I Do to you: 29 
Your carcasses shall fall in this wilderness, and all that were numbered of you, according to your whole 
number, from twenty years old and upward, ye that have murmured against Me; 30 Surely ye shall not 
come into the land, concerning which I Lifted up My Hand that I would Make you dwell therein, save Calev 
the son of Yefuneh, and Yehoshua the son of Nun. 31 But your little ones, that ye said would be a prey, 
them will I Bring in, and they shall know the land which ye have rejected. 32 But as for you, your carcasses 
shall fall in this wilderness. 33 And your children shall be wanderers in the wilderness forty years, and 
shall bear your strayings, until your carcasses be consumed in the wilderness. 34 After the number of the 
days in which ye spied out the land, even forty days, for every day a year, shall ye bear your iniquities, 
even forty years, and ye shall know My Displeasure. 35 I the Lord have Spoken, surely this will I Do unto all 
this evil congregation, that are gathered together against Me; in this wilderness they shall be consumed, 
and there they shall die.” 36 And the men, whom Moshe sent to spy out the land, and who, when they 
returned, made all the congregation to murmur against him, by bringing up an evil report against the land, 
37 Even those men that did bring up an evil report of the land, died by the plague before the Lord. 38 But 
Yehoshua the son of Nun, and Calev the son of Yefuneh, remained alive of those men that went to spy out 
the land. 39 And Moshe told these words unto all the children of Israel; and 1) the people mourned 
greatly. 40 And they rose up early in the morning, and got them up to the top of the mountain, saying: 
“Lo, we are here, and 2) will go up unto the place which the Lord hath Promised; for we have sinned.” 41 
And Moses said: “Wherefore now do ye transgress the Commandment of the Lord, seeing it shall not 
prosper? 42 Go not up, for the Lord Is not among you; that ye be not smitten down before your enemies. 
43 For there the Amalekite and the Canaanite are before you, and ye shall fall by the sword; forasmuch as 
ye are turned back from following the Lord, and the LORD will not Be with you.” 44 But they presumed to 
go up to the top of the mountain; nevertheless the Ark of the Covenant of the Lord, and Moshe, departed 
not out of the camp. 45 Then the Amalekite and the Canaanite, who dwelt in that hill-country, came 
down, and smote them and beat them down, even unto Chorma. {P} 

7 Those to whom the Decree did not apply in addition to Yehoshua ben Nun and Calev ben Yefuneh (Ibid. 20:38) 
and those who were under twenty at the time of the Exodus (Ibid. 29), were the members of the tribe of Levi who 
participated neither in the sin of the Golden Calf (Shemot 32:26 ff.) nor in the sin of the spies (no one from the 
tribe of Levi served as one of the twelve spies (the tribe of Yosef was divided into two, i.e., Ephraim and Menashe, 
totaling thirteen different groups each of whom could have potentially sent a representative) (BaMidbar 13:4-15) 
resulting in the conclusion that they were also not swayed by the negative reports that the majority of the scouts 
presented upon their return. 



4 
 

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. 25 Take Aharon 
and Eleazar his son, and bring them up unto mount Chor. 26 And strip Aharon of his 
(priestly) garments, and put them upon Eleazar his son; and Aharon shall be gathered 
unto his people, and shall die there.” 27 And Moshe did as the Lord Commanded; and 
they went up into mount Chor in the sight of all the congregation. 28 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. 29 
And when all the congregation saw that Aharon was dead, they wept for Aharon thirty 
days, even all the house of Israel. {S} 
 
It seems as if God “Goes out of His Way,” as it were, to reiterate in v. 24 the reason why Aharon 

is to die at this point. Yet there is no protest, prayer, not even an expression of grief on the part of 
anyone, including, most profoundly, Aharon himself.  

 

Moshe offers a possible insight into why he and Aharon did not react to the Divine Decrees 

against them, a while later, in his final talk to the Jewish people. 

Moshe, only in retrospect, possibly provides some perspective regarding this striking absence of 

a display of emotion upon hearing that he and Aharon would not be given the opportunity to continue 

to accompany the people into Israel. During the course of his valedictory address to the people8 at the 

outset of Sefer Devarim.9 Immediately following his reprise of the sin of the spies,10 Moshe adds 

somewhat parenthetically: 

                                                           
8 Most of the entire book of Devarim constitutes a final presentation on the part of Moshe, taking place over the 
course of his seven last days of life, wherein he reminds the people of their history and the theological implications 
of these events, as well as discusses a number of Commandments, some for the first time, others a reiteration of 
what has been stated in previous books, which the people are expected to fulfill. The book concludes with Moshe’s 
final few actions as the Jewish people’s leader and a description of his death.   
9 While it is possible to interpret Devarim 3:23-5, particularly the phrase “BaEit HaHih” (at that time) as an 
indication that Moshe prayed immediately after being Told by God that he was destined to die in the desert,  

23 And I besought the Lord at that time, saying: 24 “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? 25 Let me go over, I pray Thee, and see the good land that 
is beyond the Jordan, that goodly hill-country, and Lebanon.” (one would then have to say that the words 
“Thou hast Begun to Show Thy Servant Thy Greatness and…mighty Acts” refers to the miracles that were 
Performed during the course of the Exodus and the days following the splitting of the sea,) 

after stating that this may be an allusion to the Decree mentioned in BaMidbar 20, RaMBaN goes on to state,  
…And the correct interpretation (of Ibid. 3:23) “at that time” is “the events that were mentioned 
immediately before,” i.e., when I (Moshe) conquered Sichon (Ibid. 2:30-7) and Og (Ibid. 3:1-7) and I began 
to make war with the nations whose land would ultimately be given to Israel, and Moshe designated the 
land to two of the tribes (Reuven and Gad—Ibid. 3:12-7). At this time, it was Said to him, (Ibid. 7:12) 
“…'Get thee up into this mountain of Avarim’…” (in preparation for your death), and it was at this time 
that Moshe pleaded for mercy in the following manner…” 

In other words, RaMBaN believes that the most likely scenario for (Devarim 3:24) “…Thou hast Begun to Show Thy 
Servant Thy Greatness, and Thy strong Hand…” is the conquest of the outskirts of Canaan, rather than the miracles 
associated with the Exodus. Consequently, Ibid. 3:23-5 is not describing Moshe’s actions upon hearing that he will 
not be Allowed to enter the land of Israel, but rather what appeared to him to be his involvement in the conquest 
of the land of Israel, something that he thought the Decree in BaMidbar 20 had foretold that would never take 
place. 
10 Devarim 1:22-36 
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Devarim 1:37 

 37 Also (paralleling His Anger with you, the people that resulted in their being 
condemned to die in the desert) the Lord Was Angry with me “BeGellalchem”11 ( a] 
because of you; b] in your best interests—either of these very different translations 
could pertain in this context!), Saying: “Thou also shalt not go in thither.” 
 

What could Moshe have meant by including the word “BeGellalchem” while recalling his 

personally darkest moment with the time for his death drawing near?   

 

On the one hand, in the spirit of the series of rebukes that Moshe delivers at the beginning of 

Devarim,12 he is reminding the people of how their malfeasance not only earned difficulty and 

punishment for themselves, but also contributed to bringing down their leaders, who upon becoming 

increasingly frustrated and finding themselves at wits’ end as a result of the people’s complaining and 

accusations, come to act in ways that ultimately leads to their own failure and consequent 

                                                           
22 And ye came near unto me every one of you, and said: “Let us send men before us, that they may 
search the land for us, and bring us back word of the way by which we must go up, and the cities unto 
which we shall come.” 23 And the thing pleased me well; and I took twelve men of you, one man for every 
tribe; 24 And they turned and went up into the mountains, and came unto the valley of Eshkol, and spied 
it out. 25 And they took of the fruit of the land in their hands, and brought it down unto us, and brought 
us back word, and said: “Good is the land which the Lord our God Giveth unto us.” 26 Yet ye would not go 
up, but rebelled against the Commandment of the Lord your God; 27 And ye murmured in your tents, and 
said: “Because the Lord Hated us, He hath Brought us forth out of the land of Egypt, to Deliver us into the 
hand of the Amorites, to destroy us. 28 Whither are we going up? Our brethren have made our heart to 
melt, saying: ‘The people is greater and taller than we; the cities are great and fortified up to heaven; and 
moreover we have seen the sons of the Anakim there.'” 29 Then I said unto you: “Dread not, neither be 
afraid of them. 30 The Lord your God Who Goeth before you, He shall Fight for you, according to all that 
He Did for you in Egypt before your eyes; 31 And in the wilderness, where thou hast seen how that the 
Lord thy God Bore thee, as a man doth bear his son, in all the way that ye went, until ye came unto this 
place. 32 Yet in this thing ye do not believe the Lord your God, 33 Who Went before you in the way, to 
Seek you out a place to pitch your tents in: in fire by night, to Show you by what way ye should go, and in 
the cloud by day.” 34 And the Lord Heard the voice of your words, and Was Wroth, and Swore, Saying: 35 
“Surely there shall not one of these men, even this evil generation, see the good land, which I Swore to 
Give unto your fathers, 36 save Calev the son of Yefuneh, he shall see it; and to him will I Give the land 
that he hath trodden upon, and to his children; because he hath wholly followed the Lord.” 

11 Sephorno on Devarim 1:37 d.h. Gam Bi Hitanaf HaShem BeGellalchem, draws attention to Tehillim 106:26 where 
a similarly ambiguous word appears with respect to God’s Decrees arising from the sin of the spies: 
 Therefore He swore “Ba’avuram” (because of them; for their sakes) that He would Overthrow them in the 
 wilderness.  
12 RaShI on Devarim 1:1-2 “These are the words which Moshe spoke unto all Israel beyond the Jordan; in the 

wilderness, in the Arava, over against Suf, between Paran and Tofel, and Lavan, and Chatzerot, and Di-
Zahav. 2 It is eleven days journey from Chorev unto Kadesh-Barnea by the way of mount Seir.” 
d.h. Eileh HaDevarim 
Because these are words of rebuke, the places are listed her where they caused Anger on the part of God. 
For this reason the matters are only alluded to (by means of mentioning the names of the places rather 
than going into detail regarding what occurred in these locations) because of the honor of Israel (it would 
be too humiliating to revisit what had actually taken place; it was sufficient just to mention the names for 
the people to recall what had transpired.) 
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condemnation.13 However, while such an approach may be one way to account for an understanding of 

“BeGellalchem,” it does not shed any light on why Moshe and Aharon did not react upon hearing that 

they had to die in the desert along with the rest of the Dor Midbar (the generation of the desert.) 

 

It seems to me that the second interpretation of “BeGellalchem” can inform the absence of a 

response on the parts of Moshe and Aharon in BaMidbar 20, in a significant and meaningful manner. 

Alshich,14 during the course of his comments on Tehillim 106:26 with respect to an apparent synonym 

for “BeGellalchem”, i.e., “Ba’avuram,” makes the following intriguing statement: 

 

Those dwelling in Exile say, “Do not hold back Your Love for us and Hurry to Redeem us, 

because (there is a biblical precedent for God Doing so:) then (at the time of the sin of 

Meriva) even though we antagonized You at the waters of Meriva, nevertheless out of 

His great Love for us, the Blessed One Did “badly” to Moshe for our sakes.15 And this is 

what the sages meant when they said, (Devarim Rabba 2:9) 

                                                           
13 While the most obvious infraction of which Moshe and Aharon were guilty was that they “hit” rather than spoke 
to the rock as Instructed by HaShem,  

BaMidbar 20:7-8, 11 
7 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, Saying: 8 “Take the rod, and assemble the congregation, thou, and 
Aharon thy brother, and speak ye unto the rock before their eyes, that it give forth its water; and thou 
shalt bring forth to them water out of the rock; so thou shalt give the congregation and their cattle 
drink.”…  
11 And Moshe lifted up his hand, and smote the rock with his rod twice; and water came forth 
abundantly, and the congregation drank, and their cattle. 

some commentators posit that it was the manner in which they, Moshe in particular, spoke to the people that 
sealed their fate: 
 Ibid. 10 
 And Moshe and Aharon gathered the assembly together before the rock, and he said unto them: “Hear 
 now, ye rebels; are we to bring you forth water out of this rock?” 
According to either interpretation, whether it was that Moshe and Aharon unthinkingly hit the rock, as they had 

been first instructed in Shemot  
  (17:6 “Behold, I will Stand before thee there upon the rock in Chorev; and thou shalt smite the  

 rock, and there shall come water out of it, that the people may drink.” And Moshe did so in the 
 sight of the elders of Israel.)  

rather than precisely following the present instruction that had just been issued, or because they spoke 
disparagingly about the people, words that were true enough—after all the people had surrounded Moshe and 
Aharon and accused them of all sorts of terrible things (BaMidbar 20:2-5)—but it was still unbecoming of a leader 
to speak that way regarding his followers, regardless of the incitement, a grievous transgression had been 
committed. Even if the operant principle in Jewish law is “Ein Shliach LeDevar Aveira” (there is no surrogate when 
it comes to taking responsibility for a sin, i.e., the perpetrator cannot relieve himself of responsibility by claiming 
that someone else “made him do it,” nevertheless, at least indirect, contributing responsibility has to be assigned 
to the fomenting of the Jewish people in cases such as this one. 
14 Moshe Alshich, also spelled Alshech, (1508–1593, Safed), known as the Alshich Hakadosh (the Holy), was a 
prominent rabbi, preacher, and biblical commentator in the latter part of the 16th century... 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moshe_Alshich  
15 Alshich argues that however one understands the sin that Moshe committed at Meriva (in addition to the 
possibilities mentioned in fn. 12, other hypotheses include: a) Moshe’s stating how he was going to produce water 

from the rock in a questioning rather than declarative manner [20:10 “…are we to bring you forth water out of 
this rock?”], implying that he himself was unsure whether this miracle would take place and b) phrasing 
what he is about to do in such a way where the credit would accrue to him [and Aharon] rather than 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Safed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bible
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moshe_Alshich
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Said the Holy One, Blessed Be He, to Moshe: If you would be buried here 

(outside of Israel) in proximity to them (the generation of the Exodus), because 

of your merit, they will come with you (in the time of the Resurrection of the 

Dead or into the World to Come).  

Said R. Levi: What is this like? It is like a case where one who has had his money 

scattered in a dark place. He said: If I ask for light to be shown in this place so 

that I can gather up my money, no one will pay attention to me.” What did he 

do? He took a golden coin and threw it into the same area. He then cried out 

and said: “Shine a light for me! I had a gold coin and I lost it around here.” And 

the people lit up the area. What did he do? Once he recovered the gold coin, he 

said to them: “Could you wait a little while longer while I gather up the rest of 

my money?” And he gathered it. By the merit of the gold coin, were the other 

coins able to also be gathered.16 In a similar manner the Holy One, Blessed Be 

He Said to Moshe: “If you are buried near them in the desert, they will come 

(into the World to Come) because of your merit, and you will lead them,” as it is 

said, (Devarim 33:21)iknto  “And he saw that it would be first for him…”—he 

saw that he would be first among the people.17  

 

                                                           
HaShem [Ibid. “…are we to bring you forth water out of this rock?”], the sin and its punishment do not 
appear commensurate. If is for this reason that the Midrash suggests an additional consideration 
accounting for Moshe’s dying in the desert, i.e., to show solidarity with the Dor Midbar in the short 
term, and the readiness to lead them once again in the distant metaphysical future.  
16 HaKetav VeHaKabbala cites a parallel Midrashic parable: 

What is it like? A servant girl who dropped her bucket into a pit. She began to cry. Along came the king’s 
servant girl who dropped her golden bucket into the same pit. The first servant girl began to rejoice. She 
said, “When they come to retrieve the golden bucket, they will retrieve my bucket as well.” 

17 It should be noted, however, that another Midrash employs this idea of Moshe eventually leading the people 
back from Chutz LaAretz to Israel, not as a reflection of Moshe’s Mesirat Nefesh (devotion and self-sacrifice), but 
rather as an appropriate punishment for his failure, a failure that he and Aharon may have understood and 
accepted! 

Midrash Tanchuma, Parashat Chukat #10 
…Said the Holy One, Blessed Be He, to Moshe: “Moshe! In what regard do you wish to be allowed to enter 
the land of Israel?” A parable. To what is this similar? A shepherd who went out to take care of the king’s 
sheep. The sheep were captured. The shepherd wished to enter the king’s palace. The king said to him: 
“They are saying that you stole the sheep!” So too does the Holy One, Blessed Be He Say to Moshe: “It is 
to your credit that you were instrumental in taking out the 600,000 (from Egypt) and bringing them to the 
desert. However, you are bringing into the land of Israel a different generation. Now they will say that the 
generation of the Exodus has no portion in the World to Come. You should be part of their situation and 
you will come (into the Promised Land/ the Word to Come) with them.  

While this source could be read from the perspective that God’s Concern is exclusively the ultimate fate and 
reputation of the people who left Egypt, and therefore He is Assigning Moshe to share their fate with them, it 
could also be read as a critique of Moshe’s inability to “finish the job” with the people that he helped redeem. This 
in turn leads to a reflection regarding what a leader is capable of and expected to do. If we assume that the Jewish 
people, after their centuries of being enslaved, had developed a slave mentality from which they simply could not 
be freed—“you could take them out of Egypt, but you couldn’t take Egypt out of them”—can any leader, even 
Moshe, be held accountable for something that was the result of years of maltreatment and abuse? Or, no excuses 
are acceptable. Leadership is hard, and even if those being led are recalcitrant and fixed in their ways, a true leader 
must exercise resourcefulness and creativity to win them over and help them attain self-awareness and growth. 
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A more positive spin on Moshe’s being consigned to lead the people in the future is reflected in 

the following Midrash: 

 

Yalkut Shimoni, Parashat Chukat, #764 

…Said R. Chama bar Chanina: (BaMidbar 20:12 “…therefore ye shall not bring this 

assembly into the land which I have Given them”—This assembly you will not bring into 

the land, but all of Israel you will bring in in the Future to Come,18 as it is said, (Hoshea 

2:17) “And I will Give her her vineyards from thence, and the valley of Achor for a door 

of hope; and she shall respond there, as in the days of her youth, and as in the day when 

she came up out of the land of Egypt.” 

 

Conclusion. 

Perhaps Moshe and Aharon realized via the Divine Decree against their entering Israel, that 

their responsibilities to the Jewish people in general, and the generation of the Exodus in particular, 

extended beyond their immediate lifetimes, and included the locations of their respective burial sites! 

The attribute of deep humility that informed each of them19 would have resulted in their being 

prepared to make this one final sacrifice in the spirit of true leadership and devotion to God and His 

Nation. Whereas entering the land of Israel was a personal goal, and would have served as the 

culmination of having lived a life of meaning and purpose, helping the Jewish people going forward in 

the unforeseen future at the expense of such a personal goal, would serve an even higher purpose,  

and would constitute the ultimate form of Hitbatlut (self-abnegation) that serving others truly requires 

and represents.  

 

 

 

  
 

                                                           
18 This interpretation parallels one of the Talmud’s proofs that the Resurrection of the Dead will take place: 

Sanhedrin 91b 
It has been taught: R. Meir said: “Whence do we know Resurrection (of the dead) from the Tora? From 
the verse, (Shemot 15:1 “Then shall Moshe and the children of Israel sing this song unto the Lord”--not 
“sang” (past tense) but “shall sing” (future tense) is written: thus Resurrection is taught in the Tora.  

19 Moshe’s extraordinary quality is attested to by a direct statement in the third person in the Tora itself:  
 BaMidbar 12:3 

And the man Moshe was the most humble of all men that have been on the face of the earth.  
Although no comparable statement is made vis-à-vis Aharon, nevertheless a number of anecdotes in which he was 
involved point to a similar impressive personal quality. The first of these appears at the outset of Shemot:  
 Shemot 4:14 

…And also he (Aharon) is coming out to meet you (Moshe) and he will see you and feel joy in his heart 
(despite the fact that you are coming to replace him as the leader of the Jews in Egypt.) 


