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Siblinghood in the Torah and the Midrash
Pardes Beit Midrash B’Darom Shavuot Yom Iyyun 5780

Rabba Yaffa Epstein
yepstein@wexner.net

Aharon, Moshe, and Miriam — Siblinghood in the Torah, and in the Midrash

l. Miriam and Moshe:

1) Exodus 2:1-4

(1) A certain man of the house of Levi went and married a Levite
woman. (2) The woman conceived and bore a son; and when she
saw how beautiful he was, she hid him for three months. (3) When
she could hide him no longer, she got a wicker basket for him and
caulked it with bitumen and pitch. She put the child into it and
placed it among the reeds by the bank of the Nile. (4) And his sister
stationed herself at a distance, to learn what would befall him.
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Questions for consideration:

e What does this text teach you about Miriam? Why do you think she stands at a distance?

2) Exodus Rabbah 1:22

"And his sister stood back" - Why did Miriam stand back? Rabbi
Amram said in the name of Rav: "Because Miriam had prophesied: 'In
the future, my mother will give birth to a son who will save Israel'.
When Moshe was born, the whole house was filled with light; her
father rose and kissed her on the head. He said to her: 'My daughter!
Your prophecy has come to pass' - as it is written [Exodus 15:20]: '‘And
Miriam the prophetess, sister of Aharon, took up the timbrel." [Why
was she called] 'Sister of Aharon," and not 'sister of Moshe'?! Because
when she issued her prophecy, she was [only] the sister of Aharon -
Moshe had not been born yet. When she cast him into the Nile, her
mother rose and struck her on the head. She said: ‘My daughter! What
has become of your prophecy?!" This is why it is written 'his sister
stood back etc.": in order to know would become of her prophecy.

And our rabbis taught: This entire verse speaks [not of Miriam, but]
of the Holy Spirit. 'And she stood..." refers to "The LORD came and
stood..." [I Samuel 3:10]; '[His] sister' refers to 'Say to Wisdom: "You
are my sister™ [Proberbs 7:4]. 'Back’ refers to 'The Lord appeared to me
from far back' [Jeremiah 31:3]. 'In order to know what would happen to
him' refers to 'For the LORD is a God of knowledge.' [I Samuel 2:3]".
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Questions for consideration:

e What do we learn here about Miriam’s status as a Prophet? What do we learn about her

relationship with Moshe?

e What do we learn here about the relationship between Miriam and God?
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1. Aharon and Moshe:
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3) Exodus 4:10 — 17

10 But Moshe said to the Lord, "Please, O Lord, I have never been a
man of words, either in times past or now that You have spoken to
Your servant; | am slow of speech and slow of tongue.” ** And the
Lord said to him, "Who gives man speech? Who makes him dumb
or deaf, seeing or blind? Is it not I, the Lord? 2 Now go, and | will
be with you as you speak and will instruct you what to say." 13 But
he said, "Please, O Lord, make someone else Your agent."” The Lord
became angry with Moshe, and He said, "There is your brother
Aharon the Levite. He, | know, speaks readily. Even now he is
setting out to meet you, and he will be happy to see you.*® You shall
speak to him and put the words in his mouth — I will be with you
and with him as you speak, and tell both of you what to do — ¢ and
he shall speak for you to the people. Thus he shall serve as your
spokesman, with you playing the role of God to him, ¥’ And take
with you this rod, with which you shall perform the signs."
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Questions for consideration:

e What do we learn here about the relationship between Moshe and Aharon? What is

surprising about this relationship?

4) Exodus 7:1
The LORD replied to Moshe, “See, I place you in the role of God to

Pharaoh, with your brother Aharon as your prophet.
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Questions for consideration:

e What new information does this verse add to what we saw above?

5) Nachmonides on Exodus 4:15:1

With your mouth to teach you what you are to say to Pharaoh. For up
to this point, God has said that Aharon would only speak to the people,

as it says: "And he will speak to the people,” but to Pharaoh Moshe
would speak, which could be out of honor for the king. And finally,

Moshe responds: "yes | am of uncircumcised lips! How would Pharaoh
listen to me?" (Exodus 6:30), and God allowed that Moshe would not
speak to Pharaoh, and so he raises up Moshe, and therefore God said,
"See, | am placing you as god before Pharaoh, and Aharon your brother
will be your prophet.” (Exodus 7:1): And the reason is that "and with

his mouth” so that the words of his mouth are graceful to those who
hear.
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Questions for consideration:

e How does Ramban (Nachmonides) understand the relationship between Moshe and

Aharon? How does it shift and why?
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6) Avot DeRebbe Natan 37:12

The wise person does not speak before one who is greater than him in
wisdom.

From whom do we learn this? From Moshe, as it says (Exodus 4:30),
“Aharon repeated all the words that the Eternal had spoken to Moshe, and he
performed the signs in the sight of the people.”

And who was the appropriate person to say all these things, Moshe or
Aharon?

One would assume Moshe, for Moshe had heard them from the mouth of the
Almighty, whereas Aharon had heard them just from Moshe! However,
Moshe said to himself: Can | speak in place of my older brother while he is
standing right there? Therefore, he told Aharon to speak, as it says (Exodus
4:30), “Aharon repeated all the words that the Eternal had spoken to Moshe.”
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Questions for consideration:

e What new information do we learn about Moshe and Aharon’s relationship? Do you

think it is what the Torah text describes?

e Why do you think the Midrash wants to teach us about this sibling dynamic?

1. Moshe and Aharon:

7) Leviticus 9:7-8
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Then Moshe said to Aharon: “Come close to the altar and sacrifice your
sin offering and your burnt offering, making expiation for yourself and
for the people; and sacrifice the people’s offering and make expiation for
them, as the LORD has commanded.”

Aharon came forward to the altar and slaughtered his calf of sin offering.
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8) Sifra Mechilta D’ Miluim 2:8

“Come close to the altar" - An analogy: A king of flesh and blood
married a woman and she was ashamed in his presence; whereupon
her sister came in to her and said: Why did you enter into this? Is it
not only for the sake of ministering to the king? Embolden yourself
and serve the king! Similarly, Moshe says to Aharon: My
brother, why were you chosen as high-priest? It was solely for
the sake of ministering before the Holy Blessed One? Embolden
yourself and perform your service!

Others say: Aharon perceived the horned altar as an ox and was
frightened by it, and Moshe said to him: My brother, don't be
afraid — ""Draw near." Embolden yourself and draw near to
Him.
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Questions for consideration:
e What do we learn here about the relationship between Moshe
does it connect to what we have seen thus far?

and Aharon here? How
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9) Numbers 12

Miriam and Aharon spoke against Moshe because of the Cushite woman
he had married: “He married a Cushite woman!”

They said, “Has the LORD spoken only through Moshe? Has He not
spoken through us as well?” The LORD heard it.

Now Moshe was a very humble man, more so than any other man on
earth.

Suddenly the LORD called to Moshe, Aharon, and Miriam, “Come out,
you three, to the Tent of Meeting.” So the three of them went out.

The LORD came down in a pillar of cloud, stopped at the entrance of the
Tent, and called out, “Aharon and Miriam!” The two of them came
forward;

and He said, “Hear these My words: When a prophet of the LORD arises
among you, | make Myself known to him in a vision, | speak with him in a
dream.

Not so with My servant Moshe; he is trusted throughout My household.
With him | speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not in riddles, and he
beholds the likeness of the LORD. How then did you not shrink from
speaking against My servant Moshe!”

Still incensed with them, the LORD departed.

As the cloud withdrew from the Tent, there was Miriam stricken with
snow-white scales! When Aharon turned toward Miriam, he saw that she
was stricken with scales.

And Aharon said to Moshe, “O my lord, account not to us the sin which
we committed in our folly.

Let her not be as one dead, who emerges from his mother’s womb with
half his flesh eaten away.”
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So Moshe cried out to the LORD, saying, “O God, pray heal her!” ST N2
Questions for consideration:
e What is Aharon’s reaction to Miriam’s sickness? What is Moshe’s? How are they
different and what does this teach you about their sibling dynamic?
10) Sifrei Numbers 92773 990

And Miriam and Aharon began to talk against Moshe — as she initiated the
conversation, the text mentions her first.

How did Miriam know that Moshe had separated from his wife
[Tzipporah]?

R. Natan answered: Miriam was with Tzipporah when it was told to
Moshe, “Eldad and Meidad are prophesying in the camp” (11:27).

When Tzipporah heard this, she exclaimed, “Woe to their wives if they
have anything to do with prophecy, for they will separate from their wives
just as my husband separated from me!” From this cry, Miriam learned
about it, and she told it to Aharon. Now, if Miriam, who did not intend
to disparage him, was nonetheless punished severely, how much more so
one who deliberately speaks in a disparaging manner about their fellow!
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Questions for consideration:
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e What do we learn here about how the Rabbis understood who spoke badly about Moshe?
e What was the topic of her bad speech? Did she intend for it to be negative against

Moshe?

11) Avot De-Rabbi Natan 9:2

And Miriam and Aharon began to talk against Moshe — as she initiated
the conversation, the text mentions her first.

How did Miriam know that Moshe had separated from his wife
[Tzipporah]?

R. Natan answered: Miriam was with Tzipporah when it was told to
Moshe, “Eldad and Meidad are prophesying in the camp” (11:27). When
Tzipporah heard this, she exclaimed, “Woe to their wives if they have
anything to do with prophecy, for they will separate from their wives just
as my husband separated from me!”

From this cry, Miriam learned about it, and she told it to Aharon. Now,
if Miriam, who did not intend to disparage him, was nonetheless punished
severely, how much more so one who deliberately speaks in a disparaging
manner about their fellow!

Miriam said: The Divine Word came to me, yet | did not separate from
my husband. Aharon said: The Divine Word came to me, yet | did not
separate from my wife. The Divine Word came to our forefathers, yet
they did not separate from their wives. But he [Moshe] prides himself on
his prophetic accomplishments, so he separates himself from his wife.
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Questions for consideration:

e How does this source change the dynamic between the siblings? Do you think this

matches the Torah’s understanding? Why or why not?
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