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Unit 10 Marriage 
RaMBaM The extremely rare and specific historical and even contemporary exception to the 

marriage ideal. 
 

 הלכה ורמב"ם הלכות יסודי התורה פרק ז 
  .כל הנביאים אין מתנבאים בכל עת שירצו...
 

אלא כל זמן שיחפוץ רוח הקודש לובשתו ונבואה  ,משה רבינו אינו כן
  ,שורה עליו

 
 

שהרי הוא מכוון ומזומן ועומד  ,ואינו צריך לכוין דעתו ולהזדמן לה
 כמלאכי השרת, 

 
 
 

עמדו ואשמעה מה " (ח:במדבר ט)שנאמר  ,לפיכך מתנבא בכל עת
 , "יצוה ה' לכם

 
 

ך אמור להם שובו לכם ל" (כז:דברים ה)שנאמר  ,לקובזה הבטיחו ה
 , "לאהליכם ואתה פה עמוד עמדי

 
חוזרים  ,הא למדת שכל הנביאים כשהנבואה מסתלקת מהם--

 כלם כשאר העם,  ,שהוא צרכי הגוף ,"אהלם"ל
 לפיכך אין פורשין מנשותיהם, 

 
 
 

לפיכך פירש מן האשה  ,הראשון ”אהלו”ומשה רבינו לא חזר ל
  .ומן הדומה לו 1,לעולם

RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Yesodei HaTora 7:6 
… 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 that I may hear what God will Command 
you." 

 
He was promised this by God, as stated by Devarim 5:27-28: 

"Go and tell them: `Return to your tents,' but you stand 
here together with Me."  
--This should be interpreted to mean: When prophecy 

departs from all the (other) prophets, they return to 
their "tents" - i.e., the needs of the body like other 
people. Therefore, they do not separate themselves 
from their wives.  

 

                                                 
1 BaMidbar 11:26-7 

26 But there remained two men in the camp, the name of the one was Eldad, and the name of the other 
Meidad; and the spirit rested upon them; and they were of them that were recorded, but had not gone out 
unto the Tent; and they prophesied in the camp. 27 And there ran a young man, and told Moshe, and said: 
“Eldad and Meidad are prophesying in the camp.” 

Ibid. 12:1-2 
1 And Miriam and Aharon spoke against Moshe because of the Cushite woman whom he had married; for he 
had married a Cushite woman. 2 And they said: “Hath the LORD indeed Spoken only with Moshe? Hath He not 
Spoken also with us?” And the LORD Heard it. 

RaShI s.v. VaTedaber Miriam VeAharon   
…And from where did Miriam know that Moshe had separated from his wife? 
 R. Natan said: “Miriam was standing beside Tzippora (Moshe’s wife) at the time when Moshe was told 
“Eldad and Meidad are prophesying in the camp.” When Tzippora heard this, she said, ‘Woe unto the 
wives of these! If they are engaging in prophecy, they will have separated from their wives, as my 
husband has separated from me.’ From there Miriam learned of this and told Aharon. 

Shabbat 87a 
For it was taught, Three things did Moshe do of his own understanding, and the Holy One, Blessed Be He, Gave 
His approval:…he separated himself from his wife…  
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 ,תלק מעליו ההוד לעולםולא נס ,ונקשרה דעתו לצור העולמים
 ונתקדש כמלאכים. ,וקרן עור פניו

 
 
 
 

 הלכה גרמב"ם הלכות אישות פרק טו 
  ,מי שחשקה נפשו בתורה תמיד

 
 

 2,ושגה בה כבן עזאי
  ,ונדבק בה כל ימיו

  ,ולא נשא אשה
  ,אין בידו עון

 
 א יהיה יצרו מתגבר עליו, והוא של

 
 חייב לישא אשה  ,אבל אם היה יצרו מתגבר עליו

 
  ,ואפילו היו לו בנים

 שמא יבוא לידי הרהור.

Moshe, our teacher, never returned to his original "tent." 
Therefore, he separated himself from women3 and 
everything of that nature forever.  

 
He bound his mind to the Eternal Rock. (Accordingly,) the 

glory never left him forever. The flesh of his 
countenance shone, [for] he became holy like the 
angels. 

 
 

Ibid. Hilchot Ishut 15:3 
When a person's soul desires )to study( Tora at all times  

 
and is obsessed with its )study( as was ben Azzai,4  
and clings to it throughout his life,  
without marrying,  
he is not considered to have transgressed.  

 
)This applies( provided a man's natural inclination does not 

overcome him.  
If, however, his natural inclination overcomes him, he is 

obligated to marry,  
even if he has already fathered children,  
lest he be prompted to [sexual] thoughts. 

 
 

                                                 
“He separated himself from his wife”: What did he interpret? He applied an a minori argument to himself, 
reasoning: “If the Israelites, with whom the Shechina spoke only on one occasion and He appointed them a 
time (thereof), yet the Tora said, (Shemot 19:11) ‘Be ready against the third day: come not near a woman’, I, 
with whom the Shechina speaks at all times and does not appoint me a (definite) time, how much more so!” 
And how do we know that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, Gave His Approval? Because it is written, (Devarim 
5:27) “Go say to them, ‘Return to your tents,’”  which is followed by, (Ibid. 28) “But as for thee, stand thou 
here by Me.” Some there are who quote, (BaMidbar 12:8) “With him (sc. Moshe) will I Speak Mouth to 
mouth.”  

2 Yevamot 63b 
It was taught: 
R. Eliezer stated: “He who does not engage in propagation of the race is as though he sheds blood; for 

it is said, (Beraishit 9:6) ‘Whoever sheds man's blood, by man shall his blood be shed,’ and this is 
immediately followed by the verse, (Ibid. 7) ‘And you shall be fruitful and multiply.’”  

R. Yaakov said: “As though he has diminished the Divine Image; since it is said, (Ibid. 6) ‘…For in the 
Image of God Made He man,” and this is immediately followed by, “And you shall be fruitful...”  

Ben Azai said: “As though he sheds blood and diminishes the Divine image; since it is said, ‘And you, 
be ye fruitful and multiply’ (following both of these clauses in the preceding verse).”  

They said to Ben Azai: “Some preach well and act well, others act well but do not preach well; you, however, 
preach well but do not act well (Ben Azai himself didn’t marry).”  

Ben Azai replied: “But what shall I do, seeing that my soul is in love with the Tora? The world can be carried 
on by others.” 

3 See fn. 1. 
4 See fn. 2. 
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Questions for thought and discussion: 
1.    What is implied by RaMBaM’s essentially equating prophecy and extreme Tora study with 

respect to individuals who opt not to engage in a marriage relationship?  
2.   While Ben Azai could be considered an outlier who is not likely to be emulated,5 the same 

cannot be said about Moshe. While prophecy was discontinued after Chaggai, Zecharia and 
Malachi, with the onset of God’s “Hester Panim” (Hidden Face) policy, nevertheless, 
couldn’t Moshe’s example be invoked by those who wish to devote themselves exclusively 
to Godly matters? Could such a concern underlie the alternative view of how to understand 
BaMidbar 12:1— 

Da’at Zekeinim MiBa’alei HaTosafot s.v. Ki Isha Kushit Lakach 
In the history of Moshe, it implies that she was literally Ethiopian, a queen, and Moshe 
ruled over Ethiopia for forty years (after exiting Egypt following the initial rejection of 
his demands of Pharoah to let the Jewish slaves go free). Therefore they (Miriam and 
Aharon) said, “Did God Speak only with Moshe?” i.e., is it because the Holy One, Blessed 
Be He, Spoke to him (at the burning bush) did he become arrogant and did not wish to 
marry someone (in addition to Tzippora, since polygamy was permitted at this time) 
belonging to the Jewish people? God also Spoke with us and as a result we have not 
become haughty. And it would seem that regarding that queen that he married was 
what they were discussing, because with respect to his original marriage to Tzippora, he 
was fleeing from before Pharoah and therefore was considered to have acted under 
duress. (The same critique could have been leveled against Moshe for his marriage to 
Tzippora, but the siblings were prepared to “let him off the hook” for that choice.) 

 3.   The caveat mentioned by RaMBaM that even such exceptional individuals have to have a 
sense of themselves being in control of their sexual passions, before considering opting out 
of marriage, would appear to set the bar impossibly high. This in turn begs the question: 
why should there be laudatory examples of such behavior within Jewish tradition? Couldn’t 
holding up such individuals as superior spiritual souls tempt someone to try to act like 
them?  Perhaps such ambivalence influenced RaMBaM’s choice of words “Ein BeYado Avon” 
(lit. “there is no sin in his hand.”) Why could this be seen as a half-hearted positive 
assessment? 

 

Practical applications of the source:  
1.    Do you ever feel that marriage responsibilities distract you from your spiritual pursuits? 

What could be done to support the sensibility that a marriage relationship not only does not 
interfere with one’s spirituality, but even enhances it, thereby casting Moshe’s6 and Ben 
Azai’s examples as BeDi’Avad (less than ideal) at best?  

                                                 
5 The iconic anecdote of the Pardes casts Ben Azai in a similar extreme other-worldly role: 

Chagiga 14b 
Our Rabbis taught: Four men entered the ‘Garden’, namely, Ben Azai, Ben Zoma, Acher, and R. Akiva…   
Ben Azai cast a look and died. Of him Scripture says: (Tehillim 116:15) “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the 
death of His Saints”… 

6 For a mild criticism of Moshe’s decision to separate from Tzippora (if in fact that is what occurred, something  
that is apparently disputed by commentators like Da’at Zekeinim MiBa’alei HaTosafot cited above), see Tosafot on 
Shabbat 87a s.v. VeAta Poh Amod Imadi. 


