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Translation:

Because this man Moshe: A vision of Moshe was shown to them by the Satan,
that they were carrying him (his coffin) in the air of the sky.

Explanation:

We struggle to understand why Hashem would allow the Satan to mislead the
Jewish people into thinking Moshe had died, and why, given the peculiar
circumstances, they were not somewhat forgiven for their sin. However, the
Satan is really another facet of the ¥ 7%, giving form to the desire to sin. In
effect, the people themselves, in their rush to replace Moshe, wished to be
convinced that he was not going to return. They therefore created this vision
which simply validated their will and allowed them to sin at the earliest
possible opportunity.

Looking in the Pasuk:

There are two words in the P09 which require explanation. The first is the word
X771 at the beginning of the 105, which seems a bit peculiar as they would not
‘see’ that Moshe delayed. In addition, the word 171 at the end of the 05 would
seem to infer that the people were pointing to something they could clearly see.
Since Moshe had not yet descended the mountain we struggle to understand
what they were pointing to.

The Talmud explains both words by informing us of the attempts of the Satan
to confuse the people into believing that Moshe had died and the people’s

reaction.



NOTES

Our Musag is taken from the commentary of Rashi who seeks to explain the difficult wording in
our mos. The phrase that stands out most is w & 7wn 71, As we have seen in previous instances the
word 77 is used when referring to something that is seen?. It is therefore difficult to understand why
the people would say w°x:i nwn a1 if Moshe had not yet descended the mountain. The beginning of
our ,od also presents a similar difficulty as it reads: 7w» wwa *2 oy X7, Again leading us to ask,
what is it that they saw?
To this 571 answer that the juw was busy doing all he could to convince the people that Moshe was
not going to return. Rashi comments that the jow did two things, which in effect explain both the
term &7 at the beginning of the »oo and the word 7 at the end of the »0s:
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As Rashi mentions, his source? is the (.u5 naw noon) &3 which teaches:
D7 AWA YW AYWA LDW IR KOX W2 PN R ,AWR Ww3R 03 QYA RI%1 2°N37 ORD 712 12 YWY 020 NR
W 119 R, DR 227791 70w K2 01 2°Y2IR AI07 .2 IR ,WW NYAN2 21 2°YAR 07 DRI 10 nR
ANV MINT 32 AR POV AR K21 N2 POV AR R WW IR 177 AR L0117 779 19 1R 2807 19°7 0020
I WORT WA AT 9D IARY 700 nRpT 110m
There are, however, a few significant differences between Rashi’s commentary and the text of the
X3 which he references.

The first is that while the X3 simply said that 07w nx 227°91 Jow &2, Rashi adds the following:
X223127¥) 799K) YN NIMT AR 221V0 NX 2279 Juiva k2. Normally we would translate the word 227y
as confuse® or confound. Why does Rashi add the darkness effect?* However, as mentioned above,
Rashi understands that by telling us of the x°2127°v, the X713 is coming to explain the word &7 at
the beginning of the Pasuk. To explain the connection between 127°y and &7, Rashi comments that
the 02w Nk 22731 means that the Jow darkened the world, creating a mood of terrible catastrophe,
which would lead the people to conclude that the world had turned dark due to Moshe’s death®.
This is what the people saw.

However, there is a much more significant difference between the simple understanding of the x 1
and how Rashi chooses to comprehend it. The &anx focuses on the words wn wwa *3, and urges us
to not read the word only as ww2, to delay, but as ww 182, the sixth hour has passed. The &7
continues to explain that the yow tried to convince the people that the sixth hour, by which Moshe
had promised to return, had passed, proving that Moshe was not going to return or that he had died.
When this was not successful he showed them a vision of Moshe’s coffin. The X213 seems to infer
that the trick the yow tried to play on the Jewish people was that in truth the sixth hour had not yet

1 The most famous example are the words 1maxy *%p a1 from which %711 learn 2°7 %y now anRW 7n
51, Additional examples include a>% 117 wIna from which we learn wpy R 7712, or 1an o1 at the
beginning of our 7w-s from which we learn wx Sw vawn 113 17 o811
2 The only Midrash which somewhat resembles the X773 is a 7> 8»1man which teaches:
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However, what the Midrash does not explain is why the vw needed to do both, create a sense of
dark confusion and create an image of Moshe’s coffin.
% Artscroll translates as ‘threw the world into confusion’. Soncino translates as ‘confounded the
world’
4 The Shoresh 2.1.y actually means to mix. It may refer to confusion as one who is mixed up, or
may refer to a mixture of dark and light, as in evening which we call 27w.
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arrived, and Moshe’s return was not scheduled for a few hours. The juw’s plan was to fool them
into setting their clocks a few hours ahead, thus despairing of Moshe returning and believing the
rumors of his untimely demise.

However, Rashi rejects this understanding. Rashi is of the opinion that the error of the people was
not simply a few hours, but an entire day:
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Rashi proves his point from the fact that Moshe did not descend until the following day, rather than
a few hours later. While Rashi’s argument has merit, it leaves us puzzled as to why the jow would
go to such lengths to fool the people into thinking that the sixth hour had come! Why not wait until
after the sixth hour had completely passed (since in any case Moshe would not actually return until
the following day on the 17" of Tammuz) and then use Moshe’s absence and their miscalculation
that the 40 days had concluded on the 16" of Tammuz, to prove that he would not return?

A close reading of Rashi on the »oo here shows that Rashi was sensitive to this point. Interestingly,
even though Rashi refers us to the X713 quoted above, he dances around the nwa7 of ww 2. He
begins his commentary with explaining the word wwa as meaning to delay, which is certainly yow»s
X1pn Hw. Rashi then goes on to explain why they thought Moshe had delayed, due to their error in
calculation on which day the 40 days concluded. Rashi then quotes the X3 which teaches how the
1w took advantage of their error to confuse them. Here Rashi slips in the line 22ow nwn n» 075 K
X2 K?Y Myw ww w2, without ever insinuating that this is how we are to understand the word wwa2.
Rashi deftly lowers the profile of the ww &2 drosho, even as he uses it to describe the methods used
by the yuw. Rashi then concludes by stressing that the main issue was not the sixth hour, but rather
the full day miscalculation. This returns us to the question we asked above: If the sixth hour
calculation was basically irrelevant why does the Torah feel it is important to report?

Perhaps the most difficult issue raised by our Musag is: Why did Hashem give the jow the ability to
fool the people? And, how can the people be held liable for actions that were done under incredibly
difficult circumstances? A moment earlier they were eagerly awaiting Moshe’s return with the
word of God and in a tragic turn of events they are brought the devastating news that he has died
and they are alone in the desert bereft of the only leader they have ever known. Is it not only natural
that they would seek alternative leadership? And, even though they looked in all the wrong places,
should Hashem not take the circumstances into consideration?

There is a fascinating idea which radically changes the way we understand the concept of the 2%
y77. In a previous essay® we have discussed the ideas of Rabbi Samson Rephael Hirsch who
explains that the 177 1% is not an outside force which is given the permission to seduce us to sin,
but rather an internal force created by our negative choices. ¥11 7%°, he explains is to be understood
as ‘that which is fashioned through sin’. In short, the bad choices | make create a force of habit
which drives me to make yet another bad choice — 7772y n7 5772y, This force is my ¥yi7 9%°; God
does not create it, | do!

With this in mind we turn to the (.1v X702 &22) X3 which teaches:
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The xna reveals that the y77 7%, the Jow, and the nin x> are all one and the same. Therefore, all
of them are not to be understood as creations of God, but rather as creations of man. When a man
sins he creates his y77 1%°, the force that will urge him to sin again. This very sin becomes an
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accusing force, the yow, a spiritual stain on his soul. And, finally, it is this stain which will be the
source of his punishment, the nina &%,

Interestingly, Rashi, in his commentary on the Talmud, quotes this idea as well. And, surprisingly,
he quotes it on our & nx in naw noon. When the & na tells us that the jow fooled the people into
believing that Moshe had died, Rashi sees fit to comment on who this jow is:
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Given the above, it would seem plausible to explain that the juw’s plan to fool the people was
hatched in the hearts of the people themselves. In effect, they wanted to be rid of Moshe and his
leadership. The visions of darkness and of Moshe’s coffin were not created by some evil outside
force who was given permission to trap others. Rather, those visions were created in the minds of
those who wished to worship idols, they saw exactly what they wanted to see. In their lust to sin
they sought to convince themselves of Moshe’s demise at the earliest possible opportunity. Not
only did they convince themselves that Moshe had promised to return that day, but they went even
further and convinced themselves that it was already late in the day so that they could begin
worshiping idols a few hours earlier. Thus, while the issue of the sixth hour was not actually that
significant, it spoke volumes as to the intent of the people.

We can now understand Hashem’s strong reaction to their actions. In one act they rejected both
Moshe and Hashem, exhibiting an incredible lack of 2w 7737, as they killed Moshe in their minds
and sought to replace both him and God with an idol of their own creation.

Questions for Further Thought:
A. How is it possible that the generation that left Egypt, which saw such incredible miracles,
and benefited so greatly from Moshe’s leadership, could have fallen to such a low level?
B. According to the way we have explained the sin of the Golden Calf, could we now
understand why the nm17x 7719, the ultimate i, is considered an atonement for this sin?



