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Judaism With Open Arms

Parashat Behaalotekha: Celibacy Matters (Really)

Rabbi Joshua Rabin, Astoria Center of Israel, Astoria, New York'

Bemidbar 12:1-2
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Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the
Cushite woman he had married: “He married a
Cushite!” They said, “Has GOD spoken only through
Moses—and not through us as well?” GOD heard it.

1. Moshe Was Celibate

Targum Onkelos on Bemidbar 12:1
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Miriam and Aaron spoke about Moses because of the
beautiful woman he had married, for he had separated
from the beautiful woman he had married.

Rashi on Bemidbar 12:1-2
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And Miriam and Aaron spoke: She opened the
conversation, therefore Scripture mentions her first. And
whence did Miriam know that Moses had separated
himself from his wife (for this was the statement she
made; cf. Rashi below)? R. Nathan answered: “Miriam
was beside Zipporah When it was told to Moses, ‘Eldad
and Medad are prophesying in the camp’ (Numbers
11:27). When Zipporah heard this, she exclaimed, Woe
to the wives of these if they have anything to do with
prophecy, for they will separate from their wives just has
my husband has separated from me!” It was from this
that Miriam knew about it, and she told it to Aaron. Now
what was the case with Miriam who had no intention to
disparage him? She was punished thus severely! How
much the more will this be so in the case of one who
intentionally speaks in disparagement of this fellow”!
(Sifrei Bamidbar 99).
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Because of the Cushite woman- because of her
having been divorced by Moses.
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Has he not also spoken with us- and we have not
separated from our spouses! (Sifrei Bamidbar 100).

" All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.




Professor Marty Lockshin, “Did Moses Become Celibate?,” TheTorah.com (2020)

Because Miriam and Aaron were not prophets at the level of Moses, they did not need to be ready for conversation
with God at any moment, and thus were never required to be celibate. Their lack of understanding of the difference
between themselves and Moses is what led to God’s rebuke.

2. Moshe Was Not Celibate

Ibn Kaspi on Bemidbar 122

Such behavior [sexual activity] is especially fitting for
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'Kl .D2 1202 NINYAI DINA AWR 11X ,0N10YI the best and most perfect human beings, | mean those
" whose moist and warm humors are predominant.
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prophets, may he rest in peace, were of this nature. He
even lived for 120 years and yet (Deut 34:7), “his eyes
were undimmed and his vigor unabated.”
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If we were to say that Moses, may he rest in peace,
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ancient [rabbis] maintained, basing themselves on
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rest in peace, as being a Franciscan or Dominican, an
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Professor Marty Lockshin, “Did Moses Become Celibate?,” TheTorah.com (2020)

Whatever the reason for Moses feeling the need to take a second wife, Aaron and Miriam’s sin, according to ibn
Kaspi, was that they did not give Moses the benefit of the doubt; they did not assume that he had good reasons for
doing this. In this reading, God’s touting Moses’ greatness is not an explanation for Moses’ behavior at all. Instead,
it is meant to explain why God is reacting so harshly.

3. Celibacy Matters (Really)

Dr. Ruth Westheimer and Jonathan Mark, Heavenly Sex: Sexuality in the Jewish Tradition

There is a Bible in every hotel and motel in the country...People pick up the Bible for many different reasons but
rarely, if ever, as a sex manual. That is their mistake.

Tikva Frymer-Kensky, “Law and Philosophy: The Case of Sex in the Bible”?

The laws [of the Torah] also reveal a great danger: when a society has such legitimate concerns about an
important aspect of life, it needs a way to discuss and channel anxieties productively. This the Bible does not
provide. We can see the concerns about sex expressed in the laws, but we cannot see how they were mediated,
detoxified, expressed, and understood. The result is a core emptiness in the Bible’s discussion of sex.

Big Question: Why would rabbis care whether or not Moshe was celibate?

2 This entire text is is taken from Professor Marty Lockshin, “Did Moses Become Celibate?,” The Torah.com (2020).
% See Tikva Frymer-Kensky, Studies in Bible and Feminist Criticism, 250.
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