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How Do You Say?
The Rabbinic Art of Relaying Bad News

Dena Weiss - weiss@hadar.org
Winter Lecture Series - 2022

BeMidbar 20:22-29
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They set out from Kadesh, and the Israelites, the
whole congregation, came to Mount Hor. 2 Then

the Lord said to Moses and Aaron at Mount Hor, on the
border of the land of Edom, ** “Let Aaron be gathered
to his people. For he shall not enter the land that |
have given to the Israelites, because you rebelled
against My command at the waters of Meribah. ** Take
Aaron and his son Eleazar, and bring them up Mount
Hor; *strip Aaron of his vestments, and put them on
his son Eleazar. But Aaron shall be gathered to his
people, and shall die there.” ?’ Moses did as

the Lord had commanded; they went up Mount Hor in
the sight of the whole congregation. *® Moses stripped
Aaron of his vestments, and put them on his son
Eleazar; and Aaron died there on the top of the
mountain. Moses and Eleazar came down from the
mountain. ® When all the congregation saw that Aaron
had died, all the house of Israel mourned for Aaron
thirty days. (NRSV)
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Yalkut Shimoni 764
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The Holy Blessed One said to him: You will comfort
him that he will bequeath his crown to his son, though
you will not bequeath to your children. And dress his
son Elazar with them—But isn’t it the case that if a
Kohen Gadol goes out in the priestly garments outside
of the Temple mount, he absorbs 40 lashes because
they are made of wool and linen?! Rather it comes to
teach you that with the language that he used to bring
him into the priesthood and said, take Aharon, with
that same language he told him to go up to the
mountain. And Moshe did as God commanded—to
teach you that even though He gave him a difficult
decree, he didn’t withhold himself. And remove
Aharon’s clothing—he removed the priestly garments
and then clothed Elazar, and then the second and the
third. He said to him: Enter into the cave; and he
entered into the cave. Extend your hand;and he
extended. Close your mouth; and he closed. Shut your
eyes; and he shut. At that time Moshe said: Fortunate
is the one who dies in this way. That is why it says like
your brother Aharon died—the death that you
desired. And as the verse says the death of His pious
is precious in God’s eyes.
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The Holy Blessed One said to Moshe: Do Me a favor
and tell Aharon about the death since | am ashamed
to say to him. Rav Huna said in the name of R. Tanhum
b. Hiyya: What did Moshe do? He woke up early in the
morning and went to Aharon. He started to call:
Aharon, my brother! He came down to him. He said:
Why did you come here so early today? Moshe said: |
was thinking about a Torah matter at night and it was
very difficult for me, that is why | came so early to you.
He said: What is the matter? He said: | don’t know
what it was, but | know that it was in Sefer Bereishit.
Bring it and we’ll read it. They took Sefer Bereishit and
read it. At each and every section he said: The Holy
Blessed one made well and created well. When they
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got to the creation of humanity, Moshe said: What
should | say to humanity who brought death into the
world? Aharon said: Moshe, my brother, don’t speak of
this matter. Don’t we accept the decree of God? How
were Adam and Havah created? How did they merit 13
huppot? As it says, You were in Eden, the garden of
God. And how could he have eaten from the tree and
have it said to him, for you are dust? Moshe said to
him: After all this greatness this is what came to him?!
Aharon said to him: And | who ruled over Malakhei
HaShareit and you who stopped death— isn’t our end
to this?! How much longer do we have to live? Another
20?! Moshe said to him: Fewer. And he went down and
down until he mentioned the day of the death.
Immediately Aharon’s bones felt his impending death.
He said to him: Perhaps the matter is for me? He said
to him: Yes. Immediately Israel saw that his stature
was diminished. As it says, all of the group saw.
Aharon said, my heart is vacant in my chest and the
death terrors have fallen on me. He said: Do you
accept death? He said: Yes. He said: Let us go up to Hor
Hahar. Then all three of them, Moshe, Aharon, and
Elazar went up before the eyes of all of Israel. If they
had known that he was going up to die, Israel would
not have let him and they would have prayed for
mercy. But they thought that maybe the Divine Word
had beckoned him. When they went up a cave was
opened for them and they saw a heavenly bed. And
Aharon would take off one garment and Elazar would
wear it and he would be wrapped by a cloud. Moshe
said: Aharon, my brother. What do you see? Miriam
died and you and | took care of her. You are dying and
you see me and Elazar taking care of you. But if | die,
who will take care of me? The Holy Blessed One said:
By your life. | will take care of you. As it says, He
buried him in a valley. The Holy Blessed one said: Go
out of here. When they left, the cave closed up and
Moshe and Elazar came down. And all of Israel are
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looking at the fact that three went up, but only two
came down and they split into three factions. One said
that Moshe killed him out of jealousy and one said
that Elazar killed him because he wanted to inherit the
High Priesthood and one said that he died by way of
Heaven. What did God do? He gestured to the
malakhim and they opened the cave and brought out
Aharon’s coffin. And it was flying in the sky and the
angels were praising/flying before it. And all of Israel
saw it as it says, the community saw that Aharon
passed. And what were they praising? He will come in
peace, they will rest on their beds.
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They said: On that day, they brought all the pure
things that R’ Eliezer had declared pure and they
burnt them with fire; they voted regarding him and
excommunicated him. They said: Who will go and
notify him? R’ Akiva said: | will go, lest an improper
person inform him and he will destroy the whole
earth. What did R’ Akiva do? He dressed in black and
sat before him at a distance of four amot. Rabbi
Eliezer said: Akiva, what is different today from all
days? He said: My master, it seems to me that your
friends distanced themselves from you. He too tore
his clothes, removed his shoes and sat on the
ground, his eyes flowed tears.
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Midrash Mishlei 31:10
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A story about R’ Meir who was sitting and teaching in
the Beit Midrash on Shabbat afternoon and both of his
sons died. What did his mother do? She placed them
both on the bed and placed a sheet over them. After
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Shabbat Rabbi Meir returned from the house of study
to his own home. He said to her, “Where are my two
sons?” She said to him, “They went to the Beit
Midrash.” He said to her, “l waited at the Beit Midrash
and | didn’t see them.” He was handed the cup

for havdalah and he made havdalah. Again he said,
“Where are my two sons?” She said, “They went
somewhere else and are coming now.” She brought
food for him, he ate and blessed after the meal. After
he blessed after the meal, she said to him, “Rebbi, |
have a question to ask you.” He said to her, “Say your
question.” She said to him, “Rebbi, before today, a
man came and deposited something in my keeping
and now he has come back to take it. Shall we return it
to him or not?” He said to her, “My daughter. If a
person has a deposit he has to return it to its owner
(rav).” She said to him, “Were it not for your opinion, |
would not have given it to him.” What did she do? She
took his hand and brought him up to that room. She
brought him to the bed, and took the sheet from upon
them. He saw both of them dead and placed on the
bed. He began to cry and say, “My sons, my sons. My
teachers! My teachers! My children by nature and my
teachers who illuminated my face with their Torah.” At
that point she said to R’ Meir, “Rebbi, isn’t this what
you said to me? That | need to return the deposit to its
owner?!” He said, “HaShem gave and HaShem took.
May HaShem’s name be blessed.” R’ Hanina said: In
this way she comforted him and his mind was put to
rest, therefore it says: Who can find a wife of valor!
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Bereishit Rabbah 39:9
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R. Yohanan said: Go out from your land—from your
province. From your birthplace—that’s your
neighborhood. From the house of your father - that
is your father’s house. To the land | will show you.
And why didn’t He reveal it to him? In order to make it
dear to him and to give him reward for each and every
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step. That is R. Yohanan’s opinion [in general] as R.
Yohanan said: He said—Please take your son, your
only son. He said: This one is his mother’s only child

and that one is his mother’s only child. He said to him:

That you love. He said—Are there limits to love? He
said—Yitzhak. And why didn’t He reveal it to him? In
order to make it dear in his eyes and to give him
reward for each utterance. As Rav Huna said in the
name of R. Eliezer b. R. Yosi Hagelili—God makes the
Righteous wait and dangles before their eyes. And
then he reveals the reason for the matter.
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