VeZot Haberakhah: An Exegetical Medley

1. A Change in the Lineup

Reuben, Simon, Levi, Judah, Dan, Naftali, Gad, Asher, Issachar, Zebulun, Joseph, Benjamin
Manasseh, Ephraim)

QUESTION: In what order did Yaakov “bless” his sons?
ANSWER:

(a) Yaakov first blessed his grandsons, Ephraim and Manasseh—inverting their birth
order—before turning to his own sons.

(b) Subsequently, however, he reverted to Reuben, the firstborn, and continued, in
order, through Judah

(c) Then he blessed Zebulun and Issachar out of turn, as well as inverting their own
birth order.

(d) Dan, Gad, Asher and Naftali were next, with Naftali out of birth sequence.

(e) Finally, Joseph and Benjamin.

QUESTION: In what order did Moses bless them?
ANSWER:

(a) Beginning with Reuben, the firstborn, seems to be S.0.P. The elimination of Simon is
without obvious reason (although the behavior of Zimri is suggestive—cf. IBN EZRA
Devarim 33:6), as is the inversion of Judah and Levi (although Moses could be trying
hard not treat his own tribe prejudicially).

(b) The interpolation of Joseph and Benjamin could be an attempt to distribute the
blessings on a more equitable basis based upon matrilineal relationships.

(c) The interpolation of Issachar and Zebulun may also be matrilineally inspired—an
attempt to group the children of Leah and Rachel together in the beginning with the
children of Bilhah and Zilpah all together at the end. The precedence of Zebulun over
Issachar, again (!), has no apparent reason.

(d) No apparent reason for the precedence of Gad over Dan and Naftali, nort for his
separation from his brother, Asher.

Here are three verses that list the names of the five daughters of Tzelafhad. In two of them
(Numbers 26:33 and 27:1), the list is: Mahlah, Noah, Haglah, Milkah, Tirtzah. In the third
(Numbers 36:11), however, the order varies: Mahlah, Tirtzah, Noah, Haglah, Milkah.
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The reader may think that the interpreter is burdening the change in sequence with a
significance it really lacks. That is not the case. Perhaps we can endear the exegetical approach
to the contemporary consciousness by citing a detail from the Shakespearean play Hamlet. The
king, who murdered his brother, and the queen summon the two wicked courtiers, Rosencrantz



and Guildenstern, and induce them to spy on Hamlet, their erstwhile boon companion, and
reveal to them his secrets. Their request concludes as follows (Act 2 Scene 2, Il. 33 — 34):

KING: Thanks Rosencrantz and gentle Guildenstern.
QUEEN: Thanks, Guildenstern and gentle Rosencrantz.

This informs us that they are regarded equally by both the king and queen neither one is given
preference less they become jealous of one another so that they may devote themselves
wholeheartedly to the dastardly plot.

2. The Kiss of Death
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So Moses the servant of Hashem died there in the land of Moab, according to the word of the
Lord. (OJPS)
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BY THE COMMAND (lit., MOUTH) OF THE LORD — by the Divine kiss (Moed Katan 28a; cf. Rashi
on Numbers 20:1).
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Our Rabbis taught: Six there were over whom the Angel of Death had no dominion, namely,
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Moses, Aaron and Miriam. Abraham, Isaac and Jacob we know
because it is written in connection with them, “in all, of all, all” (73 ,'7on ,7321). Moses, Aaron
and Miriam because it is written in connection with them [that they died] “By the mouth of the
Lord.” But the words ‘by the mouth of the Lord’ are not used in connection with [the death of]
Miriam? — R. Eleazar said: Miriam also died by a kiss, as we learn from the use of the word
‘there’ [0, in connection both with her death] and with that of Moses. And why is it not said
of her that [she died] by the month of the Lord? — Because such an expression would be
disrespectful.

Maimonides: Guide (111:51):

The meaning of this saying is that these three died in the midst of the pleasure derived from the
knowledge of God and their great love for Him. When our Sages figuratively call the knowledge
of God united with intense love for Him a kiss, they follow the well-known poetical diction, "Let
him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth" (1n' ni'win 1pw; Song of Songs 1:2). This kind of
death, which in truth is deliverance from death, has been ascribed by our Sages to none but to
Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.



3. Famous Last Words—But Whose?
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AND MOSES DIED THERE — Is it possible that Moses, died, and then wrote: "And Moses died
there"? But, thus far did Moses write, from here and onward Joshua wrote. Rabbi Meir said:
But is it possible that the Book of the Torah would be lacking anything at all, and yet it would
state before the account of Moses' death was written in it, (Deuteronomy 31:26) "Take this
book of the Torah" -? Rather the Holy One, blessed be He, dictated this, and Moses wrote it in
tears (Sifrei Devarim 357:28; Bava Batra 15a, Menachot 30a).
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AND MOSES WENT UP. | believe that Joshua wrote from this verse onward, for Moses did not
write after he ascended. Joshua wrote prophetically. "And the Lord showed him"; "And the Lord
said unto him" (v. 4); and also, "And he was buried" (v. 6) are proof.
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If you understand the secret of the twelve and also that of "So Moses wrote" (Deut. 31:22); and
"the Canaanite was then in the Land" (Gen. 12:6); "and In the mount where the Lord is seen"
(Gen. 22:14); and "behold, his bedstead was a bedstead of iron" (Deut. 3:11); then you will
recognize the truth.
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Avram passed through the land to the site of Shekhem, to Elon Moreh, and the Canaanites
were then in the land.
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8. Ibelieve with perfect faith
that the entire Torah now in our hands
is the same one that was given to Moses our teacher,

peace be upon him.

In this, its popular formulation, this seems to imply a fundamentalist position, mandating the
exclusivity of Mosaic authorship. But we have already noted that even the Mishnaic sages
attributed eight Torah verses to Joshua; surely it was not Maimonides’ intention to condemn
them! Indeed, in his original, more prolix formulation of these articles (in his Commentary on
the Mishnah), he explains that Moses’ personal transcription of the Torah (torah mi-sinai) is
subordinate to the primary belief in its divine origin (torah min ha-shamayim).



