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“After you have seen [the land of Israel from afar] you also will be 

gathered to your people, as your brother Aaron was.” 
JUST BENEATH THE SURFACE of this week's parshah is an exceptionally poignant story. It occurs in the context of Moses’ prayer that 
God appoint a successor as leader of the Jewish people. 

One hint is given in the words of God to Moses: “After you have seen [the land of Israel from afar] you also will be gathered to your 
people, as your brother Aaron was.” 1 Rashi is intrigued by the apparently superfluous word “also”, and makes the comment that 
“Moses desired to die as Aaron had died.” 2 

 

In what sense was Moses envious of his brother? Was it that he, like Aaron, 
wished to die painlessly? Surely not. Moses was not afraid of pain. Was it that 
he envied his brother's popularity? Of Aaron, it was said that when he died, he 
was mourned by “all the children of Israel”, something the Torah does not say 
in the case of Moses. This too cannot be the answer. Moses knew that 
leadership does not mean popularity. He did not seek it. He could not have 
done what he had to do and achieve it. 

Moses and Aaron epitomize the 
two great roles in Jewish 
continuity - parents and teachers. 

The Ktav Sofer gives what is surely the correct interpretation: Aaron had the privilege of knowing that his children would follow in 
his footsteps. Elazar, his son, was appointed as high priest in his lifetime. Indeed to this day cohanim are direct descendents of 
Aaron. Accordingly to Ktav Sofer, Moses longed to see one of his sons, Gershom or Eliezer, take his place as leader of the people. It 
was not to be. 

Rashi arrives at the same conclusion by noting a second clue. The passage in which Moses asks G-d to appoint a successor follows 
directly after the story of the daughters of Zelophehad, who asked that they be permitted to inherit the share in the land of Israel that 
would have gone to their father, had he not died. Rashi links the two episodes: “When Moses heard God tell him to give the 
inheritance of Zelophehad to his daughters, he said to himself, ‘The time has come that I should make a request of my own -- that my 
sons should inherit my position.’ G-d replied to him, ‘This is not what I have decided. Joshua deserves to receive reward for serving 
you and never leaving your tent.’ This is what Solomon meant when he said, ‘He that keeps the vineyard shall eat its fruit and he that 
waits on his master shall be honoured.’ 3 Moses’ prayer was not granted. 

Thus, with their ears attuned to every nuance, the sages and Rashi reconstructed a narrative that lies just beneath the surface of the 
biblical text. What happened to Moses children? Was he, the great leader, inwardly disappointed that they did not inherit his role? 
What deeper message does the text communicate to us? Is there something of continuing relevance in Moses disappointment? Did 
G-d in any way provide him with consolation? 

Moses and Aaron epitomize the two great roles in Jewish continuity – horim and morim -- parents and teachers. A parent hands on 
the Jewish heritage to his or her children; a teacher does likewise to his or her disciples. Aaron was the archetypal parent; Moses the 
great example of a teacher (to this day we call him Moshe Rabbenu, ‘Moses our teacher’). Aaron was succeeded by his son; Moses by 
his disciple Joshua. 
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The sages at various points emphasised that Torah leadership does not pass automatically across the generations. The Talmud 
(Nedarim 81a) states: 

Be careful not to neglect the children of the poor, for from them Torah goes forth, as it is written, “the water shall flow out of 
his buckets [midalyo]”, meaning “from the poor [midallim] among them” goes forth Torah. And why is it not usual for 
scholars to give birth to children who are scholars? Rabbi Joseph said, that it might not be said that Torah is their legacy. 
Rabbi Shisha son of Rabbi Idi said, that they should not be arrogant towards the community. Mar Zutra said, because they 
act high-handedly towards the community. 4 

Were Torah leadership to be dynastic, a matter of inheritance, Judaism would quickly become a society of privilege and hierarchy. 
To this, the sages were utterly opposed. Everyone has a share in Torah. It is the shared patrimony of every Jew. Nowhere is this more 
clearly stated than in the great words of Maimonides: 

With three crowns was Israel crowned -- with the crown of Torah, the crown of priesthood, and the crown of sovereignty. 
The crown of priesthood was bestowed on Aaron . . . The crown of sovereignty was given to David . . . The crown of Torah, 
however, is for all Israel, as it is said, “Moses commanded us the Torah, as an inheritance of the congregation of Jacob.” 
Whoever desires it can win it. Do not suppose that the other two crowns are greater than the crown of Torah, for it is said, 
“By me [the Torah] kings reign and princes decree justice. By me, princes rule.” Hence we learn the crown of Torah is 
greater than the other two crowns. 5 

This is one of the great egalitarian statements in Judaism. The crown of Torah is available to whoever seeks it. There have been 
societies which sought to create equality by evenly distributing power or wealth. None succeeded fully. The Jewish approach was 
different. A society of equal dignity is one in which knowledge -- the most important kind of knowledge, namely Torah, knowledge 
of how to live -- is available equally to all. From earliest times to today, the Jewish people has been a series of communities built 
around schools, sustained by communal funds so that none should be excluded. 

The sages drew a strong connection between home and school, parent and teacher. Thus, for example, Maimonides rules: 

A duty rests on every scholar in Israel to teach all disciples who seek instruction from him, even if they are not his children, 
as it is said, “And you shall teach them diligently to your children”. According to traditional authority, the term “your 
children” includes disciples, for disciples are called children, as it is said, “And the sons of the prophets [meaning, the 
disciples of the prophets] came forth” (II Kings 2:3). 6 

In the same vein he writes elsewhere: 

Just as a person is commanded to honour and revere his father, so he is under an obligation to honour and revere his teacher, 
even to a greater extent than his father, for his father gave him life in this world, while his teacher who instructs him in 
wisdom secures for him life in the world to come. 7 

The connection runs in the opposite direction also. Consistently throughout the Mosaic books, the role of a parent is defined in terms 
of teaching and instruction. “You shall teach these things diligently to your children.” 8 “It shall come to pass that when your child 

asks you . . . thus shall you say to him.” 9 Education is a conversation across the 

Moses’ personal 
disappointment would 
become a source of hope to 
future generations. 

generations, between parent and child. In the one verse in which the Bible explains 
why Abraham was chosen as the father was of a new faith it says, “For I have 
chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep 
the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just” 10. Abraham was chosen to be 
both a parent and an educator. 

Moses was therefore denied the chance to see his children inherit his role, so that 
his personal disappointment would become a source of hope to future generations. Torah leadership is not the prerogative of an elite. 
It does not pass through dynastic succession. It is not confined to those descended from great scholars. It is open to each of us, if we 
will it and give it our best efforts of energy and time. But at the same time, Moses was given a great consolation. Just as, to this day, 
cohanim are the sons of Aaron, so are all who study Torah the disciples of Moses. To some are given the privilege of being a parent; 
to others, that of being a teacher. Both are ways in which something of us lives on into the future. Parent-as-teacher, teacher-as- 
parent: these are Judaism’s greatest roles, one immortalised in Aaron, the other made eternal in Moses. 

To Subscribe to Covenant and Conversation click here 
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Sources תורוקמ  
 

[1] Bamidbar Chapter 27 Verses 12-13 
 
God said to Moses, 'Climb up to the Avarim 
Mountains where you will be able to see the land 
that I am giving to the Israelites. 
After you see it, you will be gathered up to your 
people, just as your brother Aaron was. 
Return to text 

 זכ קרפ רבדמב
 

 הארו הזה םירבעה רה לא הלע השמ לא דודי רמאיו )בי(
 :לארשי ינבל יתתנ רשא ץראה תא

 ףסאנ רשאכ התא םג ךימע לא תפסאנו התא התיארו )גי(
 :ךיחא ןרהא

[2] Rashi on Bemidbar Chapter 27 Verse 13 
 
Just as your brother Aaron was – From here we 
understand that Moses desired to die as Aaron had 
died. 

 

 זכ קרפ רבדמב י"שר
 

 השמ הואתנש ןאכמ - ךיחא ןרהא ףסאנ רשאכ )גי(
 .ןרהא לש ותתימל

[3] Rashi on Bemidbar Chapter 27 Verse 16 
 
When Moses heard God tell him to give the 
inheritance of 
Zelophehad to his daughters, he said to himself, 
‘The time has come that I should make a request of 
my own -- that my sons should inherit my position.’ 
G-d replied to him, ‘This is not what I have decided. 
Joshua deserves to receive reward for serving you 
and never leaving your tent.’ This is what Solomon 
meant when he said, ‘He keeps the vineyard shall 
eat its fruit.’ 

 

 זכ קרפ רבדמב י"שר
 

 ןת םוקמה ול רמאש השמ עמשש ןויכ - 'ה דקפי  )זט
 ושרייש יכרצ עבתאש העש עיגה רמא ויתונבל דחפלצ תלחנ
 הבשחמב התלע ךכ אל ה"בקה ול רמא .יתלודג  תא ינב
 ךותמ שמ אלש ושומש רכש לוטיל עשוהי אוה יאדכ ,ינפל
 לכאי הנאת רצונ )חי ,זכ ילשמ( המלש רמאש והזו .להאה
 :הירפ

[4] Babylonian Talmud Nedarim 81a 
 
Be careful not to neglect the children of the poor, 
for from them Torah goes forth, as it is written, “the 
water shall flow out of his buckets [midalyo]”, 
meaning “from the poor [midallim] among them” 
goes forth Torah. And why is it not usual for 
scholars to give birth to children who are scholars? 
Rabbi Joseph said, that it might not be said that 
Torah is their legacy. Rabbi Shisha son of Rabbi 
Idi said, that they should not be arrogant towards 
the community. Mar Zutra said, because they act 
high-handedly towards the community. 

 

 א דומע אפ ףד םירדנ תכסמ ילבב דומלת
 

 ורהזה ,הרובחב ורהזה ,אתיבוברעב ורהזה :םתמ וחלש
 לזי  +דכ רבדמב+ :רמאנש ,הרות אצת ןהמש םיינע ינבב
 ח"ת ןייוצמ ןיא המ ינפמו .הרות אצת ןהמש ,וילדמ םימ
 הרות  ורמאי אלש :ףסוי בר רמא ?ןהינבמ ח"ת  תאצל
 אלש ידכ :רמוא ידיא ברד הירב תשש בר .םהל איה השורי
 לע ןירבגתמ ןהש ינפמ :רמוא ארטוז רמ .רובצה לע ורדגתי
 .רובצה
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[5] Rambam Hilchot Talmud Torah Chapter 
3 Halachah 1 

 
With three crowns was Israel crowned -- with the 
crown of Torah, the crown of priesthood, and the 
crown of sovereignty. The crown of priesthood 
was bestowed on Aaron . . . The crown of 
sovereignty was given to David . . . The crown of 
Torah, however, is for all Israel, as it is said, 
“Moses commanded us the Torah, as an 
inheritance of the congregation of Jacob.” 
Whoever desires it can win it. Do not suppose that 
the other two crowns are greater than the crown of 
Torah, for it is said, “By me [the Torah] kings reign 
and princes decree justice. By me, princes rule.” 
Hence we learn the crown of Torah is greater than 
the other two crowns. 

 א הכלה ג קרפ הרות דומלת תוכלה ם"במר
 

 הנוהכ רתכו הרות רתכ ,לארשי ורתכנ םירתכ השלשב
 ול התיהו רמאנש ןרהא וב הכז הנוהכ רתכ ,תוכלמ רתכו
 דוד וב הכז תוכלמ רתכ ,םלוע תנהכ תירב וירחא וערזלו

 ירה הרות רתכ ,ידגנ שמשכ ואסכו היהי םלועל וערז רמאנש
 השמ ונל הוצ הרות רמאנש ,לארשי לכל ןכומו דמועו חנומ
 רמאת אמש ,לוטיו אבי הצריש ימ לכ ,בקעי תלהק השרומ
 יב רמוא אוה ירה הרות  רתכמ םילודג םירתכה םתואש
 אה ,ורושי םירש יב קדצ וקקוחי םינזורו וכולמי םיכלמ
 .םהינשמ לודג הרות רתכש תדמל

[6] Rambam Hilchot Talmud Torah Chapter 
1 Halachah 2 

 
A duty rests on every scholar in Israel to teach all 
disciples who seek instruction from him, even if 
they are not his children, as it is said, “And you 
shall teach them diligently to your children”. 
According to traditional authority, the term “your 
children” includes disciples, for disciples are called 
children, as it is said, “And the sons of the prophets 
[meaning, the disciples of the prophets] came forth” 
(II Kings 2:3). 

 

 ב הכלה א קרפ הרות דומלת תוכלה ם"במר
 

 ןב תא דמלל בייח אוה ךכ ונב תא דמלל םדא בייחש םשכ
 ונב ןבו ונב אלו ,ךינב ינבלו ךינבל םתעדוהו רמאנש ונב
 לכ תא דמלל לארשימ םכחו םכח לכ לע הוצמ אלא דבלב
 יפמ ךינבל םתננשו רמאנש ,וינב ןניאש פ"עא םידימלתה
 ןייורק םידימלתהש ךידימלת ולא ךינב ודמל העומשה
 םיאיבנה ינב ואציו רמאנש םינב

[7] Rambam Hilchot Talmud Torah Chapter 
5 Halachah 1 

 
Just as a person is commanded to honour and 
revere his father, so he is under an obligation to 
honour and revere his teacher, even to a greater 
extent than his father, for his father gave him life in 
this world, while his teacher who instructs him in 
wisdom secures for him life in the world to come.  

 ה קרפ הרות דומלת תוכלה ם"במר
 

 א הכלה
 דובכב בייח אוה ךכ ותאריו ויבא דובכב הווצמ םדאש םשכ
 וברו הזה םלועה ייחל ואיבמ ויבאש ,ויבאמ רתי ותאריו ובר
 אבה םלועה ייחל ואיבמ המכח ודמלש

[8] Devarim Chapter 6 Verse 7 
 
Teach them to your children and speak of them 
when you are at home, when travelling on the road, 
when you lie down and when you rise up. 
 

 ו קרפ םירבד
 

 ךתכלבו ךתיבב ךתבשב םב תרבדו ךינבל םתננשו )ז(
 :ךמוקבו ךבכשבו ךרדב
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[9] Shemot Chapter 13 Verse 14 

 
Your child may later ask you, 'What is this?' You 
must answer him, 'With a show of power, God 
brought us out of Egypt, the place of slavery. 
 

 גי קרפ תומש
 

 תרמאו תאז המ רמאל רחמ ךנב ךלאשי יכ היהו )די(
 :םידבע תיבמ םירצממ דודי ונאיצוה די קזחב וילא

[10] Bereishit Chapter 18 Verse 19 
 
I have given him special attention so that he will 
command his children and his household after him, 
and they will keep God's way, doing charity and 
justice. God will then bring about for Abraham 
everything He promised.' 
 

 חי קרפ תישארב
 

 ותיב תאו וינב תא הוצי רשא ןעמל ויתעדי יכ  )טי
 איבה ןעמל טפשמו הקדצ תושעל דודי ךרד ורמשו וירחא
 :וילע רבד רשא תא םהרבא לע דודי

 


