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“Sing—Now!—To God:” Miriam and Moses
Dr. Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg

1. Rashi: BaMidbar 12:1-4

1) 927m AND [MIRIAM AND AARON] SPAKE —

She began to speak first, therefore the text mentions her first.

Whence did Miriam know that Moses had separated from his wife?

Rabbi Natan ways that Miriam was standing by the side of Tziporah at the moment when Moses was
told, “Eldad and Meidad are prophesying within the camp!” (Numbers 11:27) When Tzipporah heard,
she said, “Woe to their wives if they are involved in prophecy, for they will separate from their wives
just as my husband has separated from me!” From this Miriam knew and told it to Aaron. And if
Miriam, who intended no insult, was thus punished, how much more so someone who speaks
insultingly of his fellow. (Sifrei)

nwoa nwR1 THE CUSHITE WOMAN — This tells us that all agreed as to her beauty just as all
agree as to the blackness of an Aethopian (cf. Sifrei Bamidbar 99).

nw1D — The numerical value of this word (730) is the same as that of X7 ND°, a woman of beautiful
appearance.

nwRT MR %Y BECAUSE OF THE [CUSHITE] WOMAN — because of her having been divorced
by Moses (cf. Note on previous passage).

P2 nwa 7wR °> FOR HE HAD MARRIED A CUSHITE WOMAN — What is the force of this
statement? (It appears superfluous; since 191 MTX ¥ has been explained to refer to Moses having
divorced his Cushite wife, it is unnecessary to state afterwards that he had married her)! But it is made
to suggest the following: You may find a woman who is pleasant an account of her beauty but who is
not pleasant by reason of her deeds (conduct); or one pleasant because of her conduct but not because
of her beauty. This woman, however, was pleasant in every respect (Sifrei Bamidbar 99).
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nwoa awRy THE CUSHITE WOMAN — Because of her beauty-she was called, “the Aethiopian”
just as a man calls his handsome son “Moor”, in order that the evil eye should have no power over
him (Midrash Tanchuma, Tzav 13).

np? nwa nwk > THAT HE HAD MARRIED A CUSHITE (a beautiful) WOMAN— and had
now divorced her.

2) 7% P71 FOR HAS INDEED THE LORD SPOKEN— with him alone.

112 03 X771 HAS HE NOT ALSO [SPOKEN] WITH US— and we have not separated from our
spouses! (Sifrei Bamidbar 100).

3) 1v— means, humble and patient.
4) oXn9 SUDDENLY — He revealed himself to them suddenly just when they wete unclean as a

’7’

result of marital intercourse, so that they cried; “Water, water!” (for purification). He did this to give
them to understand that Moses had acted rightly in that he had separated from his wife, since the
Shechinah used to reveal Itself to him at all times and there was no definite time fixed for the Divine

communication (Midrash Tanchuma, Tzav 13).

2. Shemot Rabbah: 1:22

And his sister stood from afar... - Why did Miriam stand from afar? Rabbi Amram said in the name
of Rav: Because Miriam prophesied and said "In the future, Mother will give birth to a child that will
be the savior of the Jewish people." When Moshe was born, the entite house was filled with light.
[Miriam's] father arose and kissed her on the head. He [Amram] said to her [Miriam|: "My daughter,
your prophecy has been fulfilled". That is what is said (Exodus 15:20) "And Miriam the Prophetess,
the sister of Aharon, took the tambourine..." Was she only the sister of Aharon and not the sister of
Moshe? Rather, she had declared that prophecy while she was the sister only of Aharon and not (yet)
the sister of Moshe. When they put him (Moshe) in the river, her mother arose and hit her on the
head and said to her daughter: "My daughter, where is your prophecy!?" And this is why the verse says
"And his sister stood by from afar", for she wanted to know what would be the result of her prophecy.

3. Babylonian Talmud: Sotah 11:

Rav Avira taught: In the merit of the righteous women that were in that generation, the Jewish
people were redeemed from Egypt. He tells of their righteous actions: At the time when these
women would go to the river to draw water, the Holy One, Blessed be He, would materialize
for them small fish that would enter into their pitchers, and they would therefore draw pitchers
that were half filled with water and half filled with fish. And they would then come and place two
pots on the fire, one pot of hot water for washing their husbands and one pot of fish with which
to feed them. And they would then take what they prepared to their husbands, to the field, and
would bathe their husbands and anoint them with oil and feed them the fish and give them to
drink and bond with them in sexual intercourse between the sheepfolds, i.c., between the borders
and fences of the fields, as it is stated: “When you lie among the sheepfolds, the wings of the
dove are covered with silver, and her pinions with the shimmer of gold” (Psalms 68:14), which is
interpreted to mean that as a reward for “when you lie among the sheepfolds,” the Jewish people
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merited to receive the plunder of Egypt, as it is stated in the continuation of the verse, as a
reference to the Jewish people: “The wings of the dove are covered with silver, and her pinions
with the shimmer of gold” (Psalms 68:14). And when these women would become pregnant,
they would come back to their homes, and when the time for them to give birth would arrive
they would go and give birth in the field under the apple tree, as it is stated: “Under the apple
tree I awakened you; there your mother was in travail with you; there was she in travail and brought
you forth” (Song of Songs 8:5). And the Holy One, Blessed be He, would send from the heavens
above an angel who would clean and prepare the newborns, just as a midwife prepares the
newborn, as it is stated: “And as for your birth, on the day you were born, your navel was not
cut nor were you washed with water for cleansing; you were not salted at all, nor swaddled at all”
(Ezekiel 16:4). This indicates that there were no midwives to take care of the Jews born in Egypt. And
then, the angel would gather for them two round stones from the field and the babies would nurse
from that which would flow out of them. One of the stones flowed with oil and one of the stones
flowed with honey, as it is stated: “And He would suckle them with honey from a crag and oil
from a flinty rock” (Deuteronomy 32:13). And once the Egyptians would notice them, realizing
that they were Jewish babies, they would come to kill them. But a miracle would occur for them
and they would be absorbed by the earth. And the Egyptians would then bring oxen and would
plow upon them, as it is stated: “The plowers plowed upon my back; they made long their
furrows” (Psalms 129:3). After the Egyptians would leave, the babies would emerge and exit the
ground like grass of the field, as it is stated: “I caused you to increase even as the growth of
the field” (Ezekiel 16:7). And once the babies would grow, they would come like many flocks
of sheep to their homes, as it is stated in the continuation of the verse: “And you did increase
and grow up and you came with excellent beauty [ba’adi adayim]” (Ezekiel 16:7). Do not read
the verse as: “Ba’adi adayim,” “with excellent beauty.” Rather, read it as: Be’edrer adarim,
meaning: As many flocks. And when the Holy One, Blessed be He, revealed Himself at the Red
Sea, these children recognized Him first, as it is stated: “This is my God, and I will glorify
Him” (Exodus 15:2). They recognized Him from the previous time that He revealed Himself to them
in their infancy, enabling them to say: “This is my God.”

4. Rashi: Shemot 15:20

nonna oona WITH TIMBRELS AND WITH DANCES — The righteous women in that
generation were confident that God would perform miracles for them and they accordingly had
brought timbrels with them from Egypt (Mekhilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 15:20:2).

5. VaYikra Rabbah: 11:9

R. Berekiah and R. Helbo and Ulla Bira’ah and R. Eleazar said in the name of R. Hanina: In
the Time to Come, the Holy One, blessed be He, will lead the chorus (bo/ah) of the righteous—as it is
written, Mark ye well her ramparts—rhelah (Psalms 48:14). It is written holah [i.e. a round dance]—and
they will dance around Him like young maidens, and point to Him, as it were, with a finger, saying:
This is God, onr God, for ever and ever; He will lead us ‘almuth’ i.e. with youthfulness, with liveliness. Or
almuth’ means ‘like maidens’ (‘alamoth’), as it is written, [n the midst of damsels (‘alamoth’) playing upon

Zornberg 6


https://www.sefaria.org.il/Psalms.68.14
https://www.sefaria.org.il/Song_of_Songs.8.5
https://www.sefaria.org.il/Ezekiel.16.4
https://www.sefaria.org.il/Deuteronomy.32.13
https://www.sefaria.org.il/Psalms.129.3
https://www.sefaria.org.il/Ezekiel.16.7
https://www.sefaria.org.il/Ezekiel.16.7
https://www.sefaria.org.il/Exodus.15.2
https://www.sefaria.org.il/Mekhilta_d'Rabbi_Yishmael.15.20.2

timbrels. Aquila translated ‘almuth as athanasia |i.e. deathlessness, immortality; i.e. He will lead us to a
world in which there is no death. Or almuth means two olamoth, i.e. worlds, He will lead us in this
world, and He will lead us in the world to Come.

6. Ma’or VaShemesh is not available in English

7. Rashi: BaMidbar 30:2

1277 71 THIS IS THE WORD — Moses prophesied with the words (introduced his message by the
statement), “Thus saith the Lord, About midnight [will I go into the midst of Egypt]” (Exodus 11:4),
and other prophets also prophesied with “Thus saith the Lord”, Moses, however, had an additional
superiority in that he prophesied also with the expression “This - ze) - is the actual word [that God
hath spoken]” (Sifrei Bamidbar 153:2).

8. Rashi: BaMidbar 11:27-28

27) 311 v THERE RAN THE LAD — There are some who say that it was Gershom, the son
of Moses (Midrash Tanchuma, Beha'alotcha 12).

28) ox?3> — (This is taken as the equivalent of 093, “destroy them”, “make an end of them”; cf. Rashi
on Exodus 17:9) — He meant: cast upon them the responsibility for public affairs and they will of
themselves soon come to an end (through the worry and anxiety this entails). — Another explanation

is: that the word means put them into prison (X93). He said this because they were prophesying,
“Moses will die and Joshua will bring Israel into the Land” (cf. Sifrei Bamidbar 96; Sanhedrin 17a).

9. S’fat Emet 83 is not available in English

10. Mei HaShiloach: BeHa’alotcha

When God said, “It is not so with My servant Moshe,” they then saw clearly the light of
Moshe’s understanding. But when God said the words, “unto him” (verse 06), the light was hidden
from them. Thus, they grasped Moshe’s greatness.

Similarly, when God said the words, “a vision of God” (verse 8), the light of Moshe’s
understanding entered their hearts, and when He said the word “he shall behold,” it was obscured
from them. Later, too, some of this understanding remained in their hearts so at times they would
understand with the very understanding of Moshe himself.. Still, they realized that this light did not
originate in them, but in Moshe’s greatness, and they knew what they lacked in comparison to Moshe.
Earlier, they had thought that there was no stature greater than theirs, but later they knew that there
is greatness beyond theirs. However, when in the grip of sin, they failed to understand that this light
was not really theirs, coming from God to show them Moshe’s greatness.
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