
A TALE OF TWO LEADERS
Vayelech – 2021

R. Zera – 4th century CE – estimate
Moses - Between 1300 and 1150 BCE - estimate

1. Bava Metzia 85a

When R. Zera went to the Land of Israel, he
fasted a hundred fasts to forget the
Babylonian’s subtle and dialectic method of
study, that it should not trouble him. He also
fasted a hundred times that R. Eleazar might
not die in his lifetime, so that the communal
cares should not fall upon him. And yet another
hundred, that the fire of Gehenna might be
powerless against him. Every thirty days he
used to examine himself to see if he were
fireproof. He would heat the oven, go up, and
sit in it, but the fire had no power against him.
One day, however, the Rabbis cast envious
eyes upon him, and his legs were singed.
Thereafter he was called, “Scorch-thighed
Shorty.”
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2. Devarim 31:1-2

Moses went and spoke the following
words to all Israel, saying to them:
Today I am 120 years old and I can no
longer come and go. G-d has also told
me that I would not cross the Jordan.

הָאֵלֶּה,אֶת-הַדְּבָרִיםויַדְַבֵּרמשֶֹׁה;ויַּלֵֶ�,
בֶּן-מֵאָהאֲלֵהֶם,ויַּאֹמֶראֶל-כָּל-ישְִׂרָאֵל.

עוֹד,הַיּוֹם--�א-אוּכַלאָנכִֹישָׁנהָועְֶשְׂרִים
תַעֲברֹ�אאֵלַי,אָמַרוהַ'ולְָבוֹא;לָצֵאת

אֶת-הַיּרְַדֵּן הַזֶּה.

3. Shmot 4:10

Moses pleaded with G-d. “I beg you, O
G-d, I am not a man of words – not
yesterday, not the day before – not from
the very first time You spoke to me. I am
slow of speech and slow of tongue.

�אאֲדנֹיָ,בִּיאֶל-ה',משֶֹׁהויַּאֹמֶר
גַּםמִתְּמוֹלגַּםאָנכִֹידְּבָרִיםאִישׁ

דַּבֶּרְ�מֵאָזגַּםמִשִּׁלְשׁםֹ,
וּכְבַדכְבַד-פֶּהכִּיאֶל-עַבְדֶּ�: 
לָשׁוֹן, אָנכִֹי.

4. Shmot Raba 1:26

Pharaoh's daughter used to kiss and hug him,
loved him as if he were her own son and
would not allow him out of the royal palace.
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Because he was so handsome, everyone was
eager to see him, and whoever saw him could
not tear himself away from him. Pharaoh also
used to kiss and hug him, and Moses used to
take the crown of Pharaoh and place it upon
his own head, as he was destined to do when
he became great... The magicians of Egypt
sat there and said: ‘We are afraid of him who
is taking off your crown and placing it upon his
own head, lest he be the one of whom we
prophesy that he will take away the kingdom
from thee.’ Some of them counseled to kill
him and others to burn him, but Yitro was
present among them and he said to them:
'This boy has no sense. However, test him by
placing before him a gold vessel and a live
coal; if he stretches his hand for the gold, then
he has sense and you can kill him, but if he
makes for the live coal, then he has no sense
and there can be no sentence of death upon
him.’ So they brought these things before him,
and he was about to reach forth for the gold
when Gabriel came and thrust his hand aside
so that it seized the coal, and he put his hand
with the live coal into his mouth, so that his
tongue was burnt, with the result that he
became slow of speech and of tongue.
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5. Yoma 87a

When R. Zera had any complaint against
anybody, he would repeatedly pass by them,
to make it easier for him to reconciliate, so
that he may come forth to pacify him.
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6. Devarim 31:27

I am aware of your rebellious spirit and
your stubbornness. Even while I am here
alive with you, you are rebelling against
G-d. What will you do after I am dead?

אֶת-מֶרְיְ�,ידַָעְתִּיאָנכִֹיכִּי
חַיבְּעוֹדֶנּיִהֵןהַקָּשֶׁה;ואְֶת-עָרְפְּ�

עִם-ה',הֱיתִֶםמַמְרִיםהַיּוֹם,עִמָּכֶם
ואְַף, כִּי-אַחֲרֵי מוֹתִי. 



7. Yerushalmi Brachot 3:1, 6b

When R. Zera fell down in a burial ground,
and people came over to pick him up, they
found that he had fainted. They asked him,
“What caused the faint?” He replied, “The
thought that all of us are heading for this
place.”
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8. Sanhedrin 37a

In the neighborhood of R. Zera there lived
some lawless men. He nevertheless showed
them friendship in to lead them to repent;
but the rabbis were annoyed at his action.
When R. Zera's soul went to rest, they said:
Until now we had Scorch-thighed Shorty to
beg Divine mercy for us; who will do so
now? Thereupon they felt regret in their
hearts and repented.
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Translation based upon JPS Tanach and R. William Braude’s translation
of Sefer Ha’agada.
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