“LET ME SEE THAT GOOD LAND:” THE STORY OF A HUMAN LIFE
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Dr. Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg

1) Rashi — Devarim 3:23

At that time - After | had captured the land of Sichon and Og, | imagined that the vow
had been cancelled.

Saying - This is one of the three occasions where Moshe said to the Almighty, "I will not
leave You alone until You make known to me whether You will do as | requested or not."

2) Seforno — Bamidbar 32:23

Behold, you have sinned against Hashem — In this event, you will reveal at a later time
that you have sinned now, (because) you will reveal (lit., make known) that your intent
was to perpetrate evil.

3) Rashi — Devarim 1:14

And ye answered me, etc. — You at once decided the matter to your benefit. You should
really have replied: Our teacher, Moses! From whom is it more fitting to learn, from you
or from your disciple? Is it not from you have taken such pains about it? But | knew your
thoughts: you said, “Many judges will now be appointed over us; if one of them does not
happen to be an acquaintance of ours, we shall bring him a gift and he will show us
favour.

To do — If | showed myself remiss you said: act quickly.

4) Mei HaShiloach — Devarim 1

When they were close to entering the land of Israel, Moshe Rabeynu felt that it was the
will of the blessed God that Yehoshua would be the one to bring them in. But still he
wanted Israel to pray to God saying that they did not want another leader (than Moshe, in
effect to change God’s will). This is hinted in the way he said, “I alone cannot bear you.”
(Not alone, but if all of Israel prays, then perhaps.) Even though we find later (at the
beginning of the next parasha) that he asks God to be the one to bring them in, he says it
to them here in order for them to understand that he needs their prayers now. This verse is
the ninth verse from the beginning of the parasha, and each time the ninth verse contains
a depth much deeper than the plain meaning, as is explained above in Parashat Balak.
However, they didn’t understand (Moshe’s hidden meaning, wanting them to pray that he
should be the one to bring them in), and they said, “it is good to do what you have said
[to choose other leaders]” (Devarim, 1:14). Therefore it is said, “Take men of wisdom, of
deep understanding, and known,” (verse 13) and after, “so I took wise men, and known
(verselb). On this our sages say (Nedarim 20b), “the second time it does not say, ‘of deep
understanding,” because he didn’t find anyone of deep understanding.” This means that
(because they answered him in verse 14, “it is good to choose new leaders™) he didn’t
find anyone with an understanding of his hidden intention (as if to say), “for if you had
understood my intention and prayed, maybe your prayer would have been successful.”



5) Midrash Rabbah — Devarim 3:12

Therefore, when they came to pass over the Jordan, Moses reminded them of every plea
that he had made on their behalf, because he thought that they would pray on his behalf
that he should enter the land with them. What is the force of THOU ART TO PASS
OVER? R. Tanhuma said: Moses prostrated himself before Israel and said to them: “You
are to pass over, but not I,” and he gave them the opportunity to pray for him, but they did
not grasp it. This can be compared to a king who had many children by a noble lady. The
lady was undutiful to him and he resolved to dismiss her. He said to her: ' Know that I am
going to marry another wife.” She replied: ‘Yes, but will you not tell me whom it is that
you intend to marry.” He replied: ‘So-and-so.” What did the noble lady do? She
summoned her children and said to them: ‘Know that your father intends to divorce me
and to marry So-and-so; could you bear being subjected to her?” They replied: ‘Yes.” She
then said to them: ‘Know what she will do to you.” She thought that perhaps they would
understand what she meant and would intercede with their father on her behalf, but they
did not understand. As they did not understand, she said: ‘I will command you only for
your own sake, be mindful of the honour of your father.” So it was with Moses. When
God said to him: ' Take thee Joshua the son of Nun, etc. (Num. XXVII, 18); For thou
shalt not go over this Jordan’ (Deut. III, 27), Moses said to Israel, ’And it shall come to
pass, when the Lord thy God shall bring thee into the land whither thou goest to possess
it’ (ib. X1, 29); he stressed [the words] THOU ART TO PASS OVER THIS DAY, not |,
[He thought] that perhaps Israel would understand. As they did not understand, he said: ‘I
will command you only for your own sakes, be mindful of the honour of your Father in
heaven.” Whence do we know this? For it is said, That thou mightest fear the Lord thy
God, etc. (ib. VI, 2).

6) Midrash Rabbah — Devarim 7:11

Another explanation: BUT THE LORD HATH NOT GIVEN YOU A HEART TO
KNOW. R. Samuel b. Nahmani said: Moses said this with reference to himself. How so?
The Holy One, blessed be He, made two decrees, one affecting Israel, and one affecting
Moses. The one affecting Israel was when they committed the unmentionable sin [Golden
Calf]. Whence this? For it is said, Let Me alone, that | may destroy them (Deut. 1X, 14).
And the one affecting Moses? When Moses sought to go into Eretz Israel, God said to
him,” Thou shalt not go over this Jordan ' (ib. III. 27). Moses therefore entreated God to
annul both decrees. He said to God: ' Master of the Universe, Pardon, | pray Thee, the
iniquity of this people according unto the greatness of Thy loving kindness’ (Num. XIV,
19), and God's [decree] was annulled while his own [prayer] was fulfilled. Whence this?
For it is said, | have pardoned according to Thy word (ib. 20). When he was about to
enter the Land, Moses entreated: Let me go over, | pray Thee, and see the good land
(Deut. 11, 25). Whereupon God replied: * Moses, on a former occasion you annulled My
decree and | granted your prayer; | said: " That | may destroy them,"” and you prayed:
"Pardon, I pray Thee," and your prayer was fulfilled; on this occasion | desire to carry out
My decree and to refuse your prayer.” God added: ‘Moses, you do not know how to act!
You wish to hold the rope by both its ends.” If you insist on "Let me go over, I pray
Thee" being granted, then you must withdraw the prayer, "Pardon, | pray Thee", and if
you insist on " Pardon, | pray Thee," then you must withdraw, "Let me go over, | pray



Thee."” R. Joshua b. Levi said: When Moses our teacher heard this, he exclaimed before
God: ‘Master of the Universe, let rather Moses and a hundred like him perish than that
the finger-nail of even one of them [Israel] should be injured! ' R. Samuel b. Isaac said:
When Moses was nearing his end and Israel did not pray for him that he should enter the
Land, he assembled them and began rebuking them with the words: One man saved sixty
myriads at the time of the [Golden] Calf, and yet sixty myriads cannot save one man.
This is the force of, BUT THE LORD HATH NOT GIVEN YOU A HEART TO
KNOW.

7) Babylonian Talmud — Avodah Zarah 5b

Moses indicated this to the Israelites only after forty years had passed, as it is said, And |
have led you forty years in the wilderness . . . but the Lord hath not given you a heart to
know, and eyes to see and ears to hear, unto this day. Said Raba: From this you can learn
that it may take one forty years to know the mind of one's master.

8) Midrash Tanchumah — Devarim 2 — not available in English



