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Meet Mishael 
and Eltzafan

Unexpectedly, a newly minted 
mitzvah materializes in our 
parsha. It was gifted to the nation 

of Israel as a result of people pouring 
out their hearts to Moshe; they lamented 
the fact that they were deprived of an 
opportunity to observe the holiday of 
Pesach. As a result of their plea, Pesach 
Sheni, the opportunity to bring the 
‘Paschal Sacrifice’ a month after the 
festival was instituted. 

Who were the individuals who 
approached Moshe? The preeminent 
Talmudic sage Rabbi Akiva identified 
them; they were Mishael and Eltzafan 
(Succah 25a). Two obscure personalities.

Who were these two people? Why was 
Rabbi Akiva convinced that it was they 
who petitioned Moshe?

We need to turn back to Parshat 
Shemini where they are first introduced. 
There we learn that they became tamei, 
ritually impure, through contact with 
dead bodies. 

The devastating episode is well known.
The sons of Aharon, Nadav and Avihu, 

tragically lose their lives when bringing 
a ‘strange fire’ into the Mishkan. Their 
bodies had to be carried out of the 
Mishkan: “Moshe summoned Mishael 
and Eltzafan, the son’s of Aharon’s uncle 
Uziel, and he said to them, ‘Come forth 
and remove your close relatives from 
inside the sanctuary. Bring them outside 
the camp’”(Vayikra 10:4).

Mishael and Eltzafan are Moshe and 
Aharon’s first cousins. Why were they, of 
all their family members, summoned to 
remove the bodies of Aharon’s sons? The 
Netziv, Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin, 
(1816-1893) offered a fascinating answer 
(Vayikra 10:4). He suggests that Uziel 
was particularly close to Aharon. This is 
evidenced by the fact that the pasuk calls 
him ‘Dod’ Aharon. Dod means uncle but 
can also mean ‘love’ and ‘ friendship’. 
Uziel and his children, Mishael and 
Eltzafan, felt a close kinship with Aharon 
and deeply felt the pain of their loss. The 
Netziv suggests that there was jealousy 
within the family and perhaps other 
close relatives would have felt, we dare 
say, even contentment over the fact that 
Aharon experienced a harsh blow. Only 
Mishael and Eltzafan, who exhibited 
humility and empathy, were fit for this 
task. 

The Netziv points out a second 
intriguing fact about these two brothers. 
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Mishael, who was the older one, could 
have easily harbored feelings of enmity 
due the fact that his younger brother 
Etzafan was appointed Nasi, prince, of 
the family of Kehat. He never did. We see 
once again the modesty and refinement 
of character which characterized their 
lives. (Ha’amek Davar, Vayikra 10:4).

Returning to our parsha, the moment 
Moshe receives Eltzafan and Mishael’s 
request to bring a second Pesach offering 
he is uncertain how to respond. He turns 
to them and states, “Stand here and I will 
hear what Hashem will command you” 
(Bemidbar 9:8). Why did Moshe instruct 
them to “stand here” while he spoke to 
God?  

The eminent Rebbe of Shinova zt”l, 
Rabbi Yechezkel Shraga Halberstam 
(1813-1898), author of the Divrei Yechezkel, 
suggested a beautiful answer. Moshe was 
confident that the Holy One Blessed be He 
would reveal himself to him and relay an 
answer, not in his own merit, but rather 
in the merit of these humble and sincere 
souls, who felt denied of the opportunity 
to fulfill a mitzvah. The addition of the 
word imdu - ‘stand here’, suggests that 
Moshe was indicating that Hashem was 
really addressing them and their heartfelt 
plea.

An additional point should be 
emphasized regarding Mishael and 
Eltzafan. They had no reason to feel 
compelled to make up for the Korban 
Pesach which they were clearly exempt 
from giving. A well known principle in 
Jewish law states that Onus Rachmana 
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Patrei, meaning that one is exempt from 
an obligation if circumstances prevent 
one from carrying out the mitzvah. In 
this case where they were engaged in the 
sacred task of tending to a burial, they 
did not need to feel they were lacking in 
observing another ritual. And yet, they 
did.

This is what distinguished Mishael 
and Eltzafan and apparently why their 
names have been immortalized in the 
Torah. Their sincerity of heart, piety, and, 
perhaps most strikingly, their longing to 
fulfill a mitzvah, resulted in a new Torah 
law being instituted for all generations. 

They exhibited empathy and 
kindness; they were people of 
exceptional modesty

We find no other law quite like this 
one. One cannot build a Sukkah a month 
later after missing Sukkot or celebrate 
Shavuot at a later date. Rosh Hashanah 
and Yom Kippur have no make-up dates. 

Therefore, we are compelled to search 
for an inherent quality found within the 
festival of Pesach that allows for Pesach 
Sheni to be celebrated. The Kabbalah 
offers a compelling answer. 

The holy Zohar asks the following 
question: How is it possible for a Festival 
which has a designated date and season 
to be observed at a later time? In an 
esoteric statement the Zohar relays 
the following: “A crown was placed on 
the head of Jewish people and its light 

and luster continues to shine…”. (Zohar 
Beha’alotcha, Raya Mehemna 153)

The idea of Pesach Sheni contains a deep 
message. The cryptic words of the Zohar 
appear to be suggesting that although the 
redemption from Egypt was a moment of 
crowning glory for our nation, in truth, the 
full glory has not yet come to fruition. The 
Zohar continues, “Whoever did not see the 
‘Matron’ (i.e. the Jewish people adorned 
with the crown) should come and look 
before the gates are locked.” This statement 
suggests that the freedom from Egypt only 
started a process - it will culminate with 
the full redemption at the end of days. 
Since Pesach is an ongoing process, its 
rituals can be extended. Pesach is part 
of an ongoing process extending into the 
future.  Pesach Sheni’s true meaning goes 
beyond merely offering a makeup date for 
those who missed Pesach the first time. 

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook zt’l (1865-
1935) expressed this sentiment in his 
classic volume Orot:

“The redemption continues onwards. 
The redemption from Egypt and the 
complete redemption of the future is one, 
uninterrupted act. The process of the 
“Strong hand and the outstretched arm” 
that began in Egypt continues its activity 
in all events. Moses and Elijah work 
to bring the same single redemption. 
One begins and one concludes; together 
they complete a unit. The spirit of Israel 
listens to the sounds of redemptive 
activity, the result of all events, until the 
full sprouting of salvation, in its fullness 
and goodness.” (Orot, p. 44)
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In this context Rav Kook distinguishes 
between two terms used to describe the 
Exodus. A verse in the Torah describing 
the exodus says: Remember...the strong 
hand and the outstretched arm with 
which the Eternal God brought you out 
of Egypt (Devarim 7:18-19). Rabbi Kook 
asked, What is the difference between 
a strong hand and an outstretched 
arm? The ‘strong hand’, says the Rav, 
refers to the forceful intervention that 
was needed to free the Israelites from 
Egypt. However, the ‘outstretched arm’ 
refers to the gradual process towards 
the ultimate goal  of realizing the full 
redemption (Olat Re’iyah Vol. 2, p. 279-
283). 

Do we find an instance in our holy 
literature where the word sheni 
is employed to describe the Final 
Redemption? Most notably we express 
this thought in our prayers in Shabbat 
morning Musaf’s Kedusha. “Ve’hu 
yashmeinu be’rachamav shenit le’enai 
kol chai.” “And He, in his compassion, 
will let us a hear a second time in the 
presence of all that lives.” Generally the 
language of prayer is patterned after 
pesukim in Tanach. In this case the 
expression originates in Isaiah 11:11, 
as part of the famous prophecy of ‘The 
wolf lying with the lamb”. Isaiah says, 
“And it will come to pass on that day that 
the Lord will continue to apply his hand 
a second time…”. The commentaries 
identify this ‘second time’ as equating 
the geulah from Egypt with the second 
or, final Geulah. This is also the meaning 
of Acharit Ke’Reishit, ‘The End Like the 

Beginning’, in the Nusach Sefard text.

The Talmud’s claim that it was Mishael 
and Eltzafan who petitioned Moshe, may 
at first glance, sound far-fetched. However, 
we discover a meaningful connection 
between these personalities and the 
notion of Pesach Sheni. Perhaps, the great 
sage Rabbi Akiva, chose to link their names 
with this episode due to the fact that they 
embodied the traits and conduct which 
are indispensable in bringing about a 
Pesach Sheni, ‘The Subsequent Pesach’; 
more precisely, the Geulah Shleimah, 
the Final Redemption. They exhibited 
empathy and kindness; they were people 
of exceptional modesty. And most notably 
they possessed an unshakable longing to 
fulfill a mitzvah, even when legitimately it 
was not required.

May we be inspired to attain the level 
of longing that Mishael and Eltzafan felt 
in their hearts. Indeed, we pray that the 
Almighty see the undying desire of Am 
Yisrael to return to Eretz Yisrael and 
to witness its rebuilding. In this merit 
may our yearnings and supplications 
be answered with the ultimate gift; the 
Geulah Shleimah. 


