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Losing Miriam  
  

It is a scene that still has the power to shock and disturb. The 

people complain. There is no water. It is an old complaint and a 

predictable one. That is what happens in a desert. Moses should 

have been able to handle it with ease. He has been through far 

tougher challenges in his time. Yet suddenly at Mei Meriva (“the 

waters of contention”), he exploded into vituperative anger: 

“‘Listen, you rebels, shall we bring you water out of this rock?’ 

Moses raised his hand and struck the rock twice with his staff” 

(Num. 20:10–11). 

 

In past essays I have argued that Moses did not sin. It was 

simply that he was the right leader for the generation that left 

Egypt but not the right leader for their children who would cross 

the Jordan and engage in conquering a land and building a 

society. The fact that he was not permitted to lead the next 

generation was not a failure but an inevitability. As a group of 

slaves facing freedom, a new relationship with God, and a 

difficult journey, both physically and spiritually, the Children of 

Israel needed a strong leader capable of contending with them 

and with God. But as builders of a new society, they needed a 

leader who would not do the work for them but who would 

instead inspire them to do it for themselves. 

The face of Moses was like the sun, the face of Joshua was like 

the moon (Bava Batra 75a). The difference is that sunlight is so 

strong it leaves no work for a candle to do, whereas a candle 

can illuminate when the only other source of light is the moon. 

Joshua empowered his generation more than a figure as strong 

as Moses would have done. 

 

But there is another question altogether about the episode we 

read of this week. What made this trial different? Why did Moses 

momentarily lose control? Why then? Why there? He had faced 

just this challenge before. 

 

The Torah mentions two previous episodes. One took place at 

Mara, almost immediately after the division of the Red Sea. The 

people found water but it was bitter. Moses prayed to God, God 

told him how to sweeten the water, and the episode passed. The 

second occurred at Rephidim (Ex. 17:1–7). This time there was 

no water at all. Moses rebuked the people: “Why are you 

quarrelling with me? Are you trying to test God?” He then turned 

to God and said, “What am I to do with this people? Before long 

they will stone me!” God told him to go to a rock at Horeb, take 

his staff, and hit the rock. Moses did so, and water came out. 

There was drama, tension, but nothing like the emotional 

distress evident in this week’s parsha of Chukat. Surely Moses, 

by now almost forty years older, with a generation of experience 

behind him, should have coped with this challenge without 

drama. He had been there before. 

 

The text gives us a clue, but in so understated a way that we 

can easily miss it. The chapter begins thus: “In the first month, 

the whole Israelite community arrived at the desert of Zin, and 

they stayed at Kadesh. There Miriam died and was buried. Now 

there was no water for the community…” (Num. 20:1–2). Many 

commentators see the connection between this and what follows 

in terms of the sudden loss of water after the death of Miriam. 

Tradition tells of a miraculous well that accompanied the 

Israelites during Miriam’s lifetime in her merit.[1] When she 

died, the water ceased. 

 

There is, though, another way of reading the connection. Moses 

lost control because his sister Miriam had just died. He was in 

mourning for his eldest sibling. It is hard to lose a parent, but in 

some ways it is even harder to lose a brother or sister. They are 

your generation. You feel the Angel of Death come suddenly 

close. You face your own mortality. 

 

Miriam was more than a sister to Moses. She was the one, while 

still a child, to follow the course of the wicker basket holding her 
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baby brother as it drifted down the Nile. She had the courage 

and ingenuity to approach Pharaoh’s daughter and suggest that 

she employ a Hebrew nurse for the child, thus ensuring that 

Moses would grow up knowing his family, his people, and his 

identity. 

 

In a truly remarkable passage, the Sages said that Miriam 

persuaded her father Amram, the leading scholar of his 

generation, to annul his decree that Hebrew husbands should 

divorce their wives and have no more children because there 

was a 50 per cent chance that any child born would be killed. 

“Your decree,” said Miriam, “is worse than Pharaoh’s. He only 

decreed against the males, yours applies to females also. He 

intends to rob children of life in this world; you would deny them 

even life in the World to Come.”[2] Amram admitted her 

superior logic. Husbands and wives were reunited. Yocheved 

became pregnant and Moses was born. Note that this Midrash, 

told by the Sages, unambiguously implies that a six-year-old girl 

had more faith and wisdom than the leading rabbi of the 

generation! 

 

Moses surely knew what he owed his elder sister. According to 

the Midrash, without her he would not have been born. 

According to the plain sense of the text, he would not have 

grown up knowing who his true parents were and to which 

people he belonged. Though they had been separated during his 

years of exile in Midian, once he returned, Miriam had 

accompanied him throughout his mission. She had led the 

women in song at the Red Sea. The one episode that seems to 

cast her in a negative light – when she “began to talk against 

Moses because of his Cushite wife” (Num. 12:1), for which she 

was punished with leprosy – was interpreted more positively by 

the Sages. They said she was critical of Moses for breaking off 

marital relations with his wife Tzipporah. He had done so 

because he needed to be in a state of readiness for Divine 

communication at any time. Miriam felt Tzipporah’s plight and 

sense of abandonment. Besides which, she and Aaron had also 

received Divine communication but they had not been 

commanded to be celibate. She may have been wrong, 

suggested the Sages, but not maliciously so. She spoke not out 

of jealousy of her brother but out of sympathy for her sister-in-

law. 

 

So it was not simply the Israelites’ demand for water that led 

Moses to lose control of his emotions, but rather his own deep 

grief. The Israelites may have lost their water, but Moses had 

lost his sister, who had watched over him as a child, guided his 

development, supported him throughout the years, and helped 

him carry the burden of leadership in her role as leader of the 

women. 

 

It is a moment that reminds us of words from the book of 

Judges said by Israel’s chief of staff, Barak, to its judge-and-

leader Deborah: “If you go with me, I will go; but if you do not 

go with me, I cannot go” (Judges 4:8). The relationship between 

Barak and Deborah was much less close than that between 

Moses and Miriam, yet Barak acknowledged his dependence on a 

wise and courageous woman. Can Moses have felt less? 

 

Bereavement leaves us deeply vulnerable. In the midst of loss 

we can find it hard to control our emotions. We make mistakes. 

We act rashly. We suffer from a momentary lack of judgement. 

These are common symptoms even for ordinary humans like us. 

In Moses’ case, however, there was an additional factor. He was 

a prophet, and grief can occlude or eclipse the prophetic spirit. 

Maimonides answers the well-known question as to why Jacob, a 

prophet, did not know that his son Joseph was still alive, with 

the simplest possible answer: grief banishes prophecy. For 

twenty-two years, mourning his missing son, Jacob could not 

receive the Divine word.[3] Moses, the greatest of all the 

prophets, remained in touch with God. It was God, after all, who 

told him to “speak to the rock.” But somehow the message did 

not penetrate his consciousness fully. That was the effect of 

grief. 

 

So the details are, in truth, secondary to the human drama 

played out that day. Yes, Moses did things he might not have 

done, should not have done. He struck the rock, said “we” 

instead of “God,” and lost his temper with the people. The real 

story, though, is about Moses the human being in an onslaught 

of grief, vulnerable, exposed, caught in a vortex of emotions, 

suddenly bereft of the sisterly presence that had been the most 

important bass note of his life. Miriam had been the precociously 

wise and plucky child who had taken control of the situation 

when the life of her three-month-old brother lay in the balance, 

undaunted by either an Egyptian princess or a rabbi-father. She 

had led the Israelite women in song, and sympathised with her 

sister-in-law when she saw the price she paid for being the wife 

of a leader. The Midrash speaks of her as the woman in whose 

merit the people had water in a parched land. In Moses’ anguish 

at the rock, we sense the loss of the elder sister without whom 

he felt bereft and alone. 

 

The story of the moment Moses lost his confidence and calm is 

ultimately less about leadership and crisis, or about a staff and a 
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rock, than about a great Jewish woman, Miriam, appreciated 

fully only when she was no longer there. 

 

Shabbat Shalom. 

 

NOTES 

 

1. Rashi, Commentary to Num. 20:2; Ta’anit 9a; Song of 

Songs Rabbah 4:14, 27.  

2. Midrash Lekach Tov to Ex. 2:1. 

3. Maimonides, Shemoneh Perakim, ch. 7. 

 

 

 
 

"Manna or Thistles"  
 

In last week's Torah portion, Parshat Korach, the Israelites were 

in their second year of wandering in the desert. Suddenly, now, 

in Parshat Chukat we find that 38 years have come and gone 

and the Torah is rapidly moving toward its 40th and final year. 

The last verse is therefore extremely instructive: 

 

And the people of Israel set forward, and camped in the plains 

of Moav on this side of the Jordan by Jericho. (Numbers 22:1) 

 

Geographically, the Torah nears its completion as the people 

approach the land of their dreams. Soon the conquest will 

commence. All that remains is to pave the way for the 

aforementioned conquest. 

 

In a sense Parshat Chukat (in the Book of Numbers) mirrors 

Parshat Beshalach (in the Book of Exodus) which tells the tale of 

the beginning of the Israelites' sojourn in the desert. Now as 

their wandering comes to an end many of the issues introduced 

at the dawn of their national identity are revisited. 

 

A cursory glance of the topics discussed in Parshat Chukat and 

Parshat Beshalach will immediately yield some common ideas. A 

deeper analysis will show a thematic connection throughout. 

 

THE COMPLAINT 

 

From Parshat Chukat: 

 

And the people quarreled with Moses, and spoke, saying, "Would 

God that we had died when our brothers died before the Lord! 

And why have you brought up the congregation of the Lord into 

this wilderness, that we and our cattle should die there? And 

why have you made us come out of Egypt, to bring us in to this 

evil place? This is no place of seed, or of figs, or of vines, or of 

pomegranates; nor is there any water to drink." (Numbers 20:3-

5) 

 

From Parshat Beshalach: 

 

And they said to Moses, "Because there were no graves in 

Egypt, have you taken us away to die in the wilderness? Why 

have you dealt thus with us, to carry us forth out of Egypt? Is 

not this the word that we did tell you in Egypt, saying, Let us 

alone, that we may serve the Egyptians? For it had been better 

for us to serve the Egyptians, than that we should die in the 

wilderness." (Exodus 14:11-12) 

 

And: 

 

Therefore the people complained to Moses, and said, give us 

water that we may drink. And Moses said to them, "Why do you 

strive with me? Why do you tempt the Lord?" And the people 

thirsted there for water; and the people murmured against 

Moses, and said, "Why have you brought us up out of Egypt, to 

kill us and our children and our cattle with thirst?" (Exodus 17:2-

3) 

 

THE STAFF 

 

Parshat Chukat: 

 

And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying. "Take the rod, and gather 

the assembly together, you, and Aaron your brother, and speak 

to the rock before their eyes; and it shall give forth his water, 

and you shall bring forth to them water out of the rock; so you 

shall give the congregation and their beasts drink." (Numbers 

20:7-8) 
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And: 

 

And Moses lifted up his hand, and with his rod he struck the rock 

twice; and the water came out abundantly, and the congregation 

drank, and their beasts also. (Numbers 20:11) 

 

Parshat Beshalach: 

 

And lift up your rod, and stretch out your hand over the sea, and 

divide it. (Exodus 14:16) 

 

And: 

 

And the Lord said to Moses, "Go on before the people, and take 

with you of the elders of Israel; and your rod, with which you 

struck the river, take in your hand, and go. Behold, I will stand 

before you there upon the rock in Horeb; and you shall strike 

the rock, and water shall come out of it that the people may 

drink." And Moses did so in the sight of the elders of Israel. 

(Exodus 17:5-6) 

 

MERIVA 

 

Parshat Chukat: 

 

This is the water of Meriva, because the people of Israel 

altercated with the Lord, and he was sanctified in them. 

(Numbers 20:13) 

 

Parshat Beshalach: 

 

And he called the name of the place Massah and Meriva, 

because of the altercation of the people of Israel, and because 

they tempted the Lord, saying, "Is the Lord among us, or not?" 

(Exodus 17:7) 

 

THE SONG 

 

Parshat Chukat: 

 

Then Israel sang this song, "Spring up, O well; sing you to it." 

(Numbers 21:17) 

 

Parshat Beshalach: 

 

Then sang Moses and the people of Israel this song to the Lord, 

and spoke, saying, "I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed 

gloriously; the horse and his rider has he thrown into the sea." 

(Exodus 15:1) 

 

RED HEIFER 

 

Parshat Chukat: 

 

And the Lord spoke to Moses and to Aaron, saying, "This is the 

ordinance of the Torah which the Lord has commanded, saying, 

'Speak to the people of Israel, that they bring you a red heifer 

without spot, which has no blemish, and upon which never came 

yoke.'" (Numbers 19:1-2) 

 

Parshat Beshalach: 

 

...there he made for them a statute and an ordinance, and there 

he tested them, (Exodus 15:25) 

[Rashi states this refers to the Red Heifer] 

 

CASTING OF THE TREE 

 

Parshat Chukat: 

 

And the priest shall take cedar wood, and hyssop, and scarlet, 

and cast it into the midst of the burning of the heifer. (Numbers 

19:6) 

 

Parshat Beshalach: 

 

And he cried to the Lord; and the Lord showed him a tree, which 

when he cast into the waters, and made the waters sweet, there 

he made for them a statute and an ordinance, and there he 

tested them. (Exodus 15:25) 

 

THE LONG WAY HOME 

 

Parshat Chukat: 

 

And Edom said to him, "You shall not pass by me, lest I come 

out against you with the sword ... Thus Edom refused to give 

Israel passage through his border; therefore Israel turned away 

from him." (Numbers 20:18, 21) 

 

And: 

 

And they journeyed from Mount Hor by the way of the Red Sea, 

to go around the land of Edom; and the soul of the people was 
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much discouraged because of the way. (Numbers 21:4) 

 

Parshat Beshalach: 

 

And it came to pass, when Pharaoh had let the people go, that 

God led them not through the way of the land of the Philistines, 

although that was near; for God said, "Lest perhaps the people 

repent when they see war, and they return to Egypt." But God 

led the people around, through the way of the wilderness of the 

Red Sea; and the people of Israel went up armed out of the land 

of Egypt. (Exodus 13:17-18) 

 

THE CONTRASTS 

 

It should now be clear that there are numerous connections 

between these two portions. The same ideas and terms are 

employed, forcing us to read more closely and consider the 

similarities. But is is the contrast between the two sections which 

may provide a deeper understanding. 

 

One of the basic problems over the years in the desert was the 

lack of resources. Self-sufficiency was not a real possibility given 

the locale in which they wandered. The solution of food was the 

manna which fell from heaven: 

 

Parshat Beshalach: 

 

And the whole congregation of the people of Israel murmured 

against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness. And the people of 

Israel said to them, "Would to God we had died by the hand of 

the Lord in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the meat pots, 

and when we did eat bread to the full; for you have brought us 

forth into this wilderness, to kill this whole assembly with 

hunger." Then said the Lord to Moses, "Behold, I will rain bread 

from heaven for you; and the people shall go out and gather a 

certain portion every day, that I may test them, whether they 

will walk in my Torah, or not." (Exodus 16:2-4) 

 

And: 

 

And when the people of Israel saw it, they said one to another, 

"It is manna; for they knew not what it was." And Moses said to 

them, "This is the bread which the Lord has given you to eat." 

(Exodus 16:15) 

 

And: 

And the people of Israel ate manna forty years, until they came 

to a land inhabited; they ate manna, until they came to the 

borders of the land of Canaan. (Exodus 16:35) 

 

Parshat Chukat: 

 

And the people spoke against God, and against Moses, "Why 

have you brought us out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For 

there is no bread, nor is there any water; and our soul loathes 

this light bread." (Numbers 21:5) 

 

In Beshalach the people had no bread and complained, and 

received manna. Now the people have been eating this Divine 

bread for 40 years yet they still complain that it is not "real 

food." 

 

The result of these complaints is that God sends the serpents to 

attack the people. The choice of the serpent is particularly apt. 

There was on other time in history where God provided the 

cuisine – in the Garden of Eden. There the instigator of old - the 

serpent - convinced man to take action which caused his 

expulsion, and the cession of the food of Eden. Now when man 

rejects God and His food, the serpent returns to torment and kill. 

 

AMALEK 

 

The theme of the rejection of God is also introduced in 

Beshalach. The result was the arrival of Amalek – the devil – or 

serpent incarnate: 

 

Then came Amalek, and fought with Israel in Rephidim. (Exodus 

17:8) 

 

The Midrash makes the connection: 

 

And he called the name of the place Massah, and Meriva, 

because of the altercation of the people of Israel, and because 

they tempted the Lord, saying, "Is the Lord among us, or not?" 

Then came Amalek, and fought with Israel in Rephidim. (Exodus 

17:7-8) 

 

This is what God said to Israel: "I have borne you on clouds of 

glory" and yet you say, "Is the Lord among us, or not?" Let the 

enemy come, therefore, and prevail over you'; hence, then came 

Amalek. (Midrash Rabbah - Exodus 26:3)[1] 

 

Likewise, Amalek makes an unheralded cameo appearance in 

Parshat Chukat: 
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And when king Arad the Canaanite, who lived in the Negev, 

heard tell that Israel came by the way of Atarim; then he fought 

against Israel, and took some of them prisoners. (Numbers 

21:1) 

 

The Midrash reveals the identity of this king: 

 

Who was the king of Arad? It was Amalek; as is borne out by 

the text (Numbers 23:29) ... If he was in reality Amalek why was 

he called by the name of Canaanite? For this reason: Israel was 

forbidden to fight against the children of Esau (Deut 2:5)... Now 

when Amalek came and waged war against them, a first time 

and a second time, the Holy One, blessed be He, said to them: 

"This nation is not forbidden to you as are the children of Esau. 

They are like Canaanites to you ..." This is the reason why they 

were called Canaanite ... You find that when Aaron died, the 

Amalekites went out against them and they had to turn back 

seven stages. (Midrash Rabba 19:20) 

 

Indeed, Amalek is alive and well, occupying the south of the 

country. The rejection of God led to the arrival of Amalek, who 

represents a worldview of atheism and natural causality. The 

defeat of Amalek is based on the Jews putting their trust in God, 

and accepting that God indeed controls the world. This can be 

understood in the text: 

 

And it came to pass, when Moses held up his hand, that Israel 

prevailed; and when he let down his hand, Amalek prevailed. 

(Exodus 17:11) 

 

The Mishna explains that the defeat of Amalek was not 

accidental, and compares this Divine response to another 

episode: 

 

Now did the hands of Moses wage war or crush the enemy? Not 

so, only the text signifies that so long as Israel turned their 

thoughts above and subjected their hearts to their father in 

heaven they prevailed, but otherwise they fell. The same lesson 

may be taught thus: [It is written], make thee a fiery serpent 

and set it up on a pole, and it shall come to pass that everyone 

that is bitten, when he seeth it, shall live. Now did the serpent 

kill or did the serpent keep a live? No; [what it indicates is that] 

when Israel turned their thoughts above and subjected their 

hearts to their father in heaven, they were healed, but otherwise 

they pined away. (Rosh Hashana 29a) 

 

The reference is to the serpent of copper which was produced in 

order to stop the plague. This plague is described in Parshat 

Chukat as coming in response to the people's complaints about 

the manna! 

 

They are rejecting God's food just as they had rejected God in 

Parshat Beshalach an action which brought Amalek. Now after 

meeting Amalek they reject the manna. The result is slithering 

serpents on the prowl. 

 

Both the hands of Moses in the battle against Amalek, and the 

defeat of the serpents which caused death are defeated in the 

same manner – by lifting ones eyes toward our Father in 

heaven. 

 

And the Lord said to Moses, "Make a venomous serpent, and set 

it upon a pole; and it shall come to pass, that everyone who is 

bitten, when he looks upon it, shall live." And Moses made a 

serpent of copper, and put it upon a pole, and it came to pass, 

that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he looked at the 

serpent of copper, he lived. (Numbers 21:8-9) 

 

THE FOOD OF EDEN 

 

The food in Eden was pure; it came from a place and time 

before good and evil were confused and merged. Eating from 

the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil changed the world. Now 

man would have to work the ground. 

 

"Thorns also and thistles shall it bring forth to you; and you shall 

eat the herb of the field. In the sweat of your face shall you eat 

bread, till you return to the ground; for out of it you were taken; 

for dust you are, and to dust shall you return." (Genesis 3:18-

19) 

 

Man is made of both spiritual and physical components, the soul 

and the body. In Eden man's food was pure – closer to the 

spiritual despite its physical nature. Now, post–Eden, in order to 

find food, man must battle with thorns and thistles, until his 

eventual return to the dust. 

 

It is interesting that the snake which appeared and attacked the 

Israelites after they denigrated the Divine food, crawls on its 

belly in the dust – all of its food tasting like the dust.[2] And 

dust is the destination of failed man when forced to submit to 

the final surrender – death. 
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ANOTHER LEVEL 

 

There is however another level of understanding the connection 

between food and Amalek. 

 

When God orders the Jews to be vigilant in the epic battle with 

Amalek, the Torah writes: 

 

For he said, because the Lord has sworn that the Lord will have 

war with Amalek from generation to generation. (Exodus 17:16) 

 

The Hebrew for "generation to generation" is dor l'dor. The 

Hebrew term for thistle is dardar. These terms are visually 

identical.[3] 

 

The first appearance of the force which later became identified 

with Amalek was in the Garden in the body of a snake. Now we 

are forced to eat from the sweat of our collective brow until the 

time comes when we return to an Eden-like existence in the end 

of days. 

 

Until then from generation to generation we will be forced to 

separate the good from the bad, with which it has become 

fused. And our food will need to be extracted from thorn and 

thistle. 

 

In the desert man again received food which was pure – direct 

from heaven.[4] Now we understand that the rejection of this 

food brought us face to face with the serpent of old. 

 

SNAKE OF COPPER 

 

But what remains obscure is this snake of copper. The Hebrew 

term is even more curious, nachash ha nichoshet, which sounds 

like "snake of snakes." In order to understand this we must 

review the first time the term copper is used in the Torah. 

 

And Zillah, she also bore Tubal-Cain, forger of every sharp 

instrument in copper and iron. (Genesis 4:22) 

 

The Midrash explains that Tubal-Cain made weapons: 

 

Rabbi Yehoshua said in Rabbi Levi's name: "This man perfected 

Cain's sin: Cain slew, yet lacked the weapons for slaying, 

whereas he was forger of every sharp instrument." (Midrash 

Rabba Genesis 23:3; see Rashi 4:22) 

 

Of course, the ability to make sharp instruments could have 

been harnessed for positive use, for example to harvest and 

work the ground. Exiled man was faced with the choice of 

accepting his lot of exile from Eden and working the ground or 

to use this technology to attack and kill others and take their 

food by force. 

 

Copper, therefore, is a wonderful symbol of choice – and of 

good and evil combined together. How it will be used is 

completely man's choice. 

 

Looking at the snake of copper was meant to remind man of the 

post–Eden choice and reality. Rejection of the manna, brought 

death from poisonous snakes. Healing took place along with the 

recognition that humanity has the ability to choose between 

weapons and food - death and life. 

 

THE CHOICE 

 

The key lesson in this is that the correct choice brings man 

closer to God. The Jews had to come to terms with this fact if 

they were to be able to continue their march to the Promised 

Land. There they would be confronting difficult situations, where 

weapons would have to be brandished. 

 

This is however not the final goal. A time will come when 

weapons will not be necessary: 

 

And he shall judge among the nations, and shall decide for many 

people; and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and 

their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword 

against nation, nor shall they learn war any more. (Isaiah 2:4) 

 

This was the "magical" ability of the copper snake – a conduit 

which brought the Jews in touch with choice and therefore God. 

But the need for such tools was only appropriate, in a post-Eden 

world. 

 

This is the deeper tragedy of Parshat Chukat. With the death of 

the generation of the desert all the naysayers should have been 

dead. Moses and Aaron should have led this generation into the 

Promised Land without war, rather with the pure spirit and 

Godliness which they possessed. 

 

But this was not to be. Even Moses and Aaron received the 

death sentence. 
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The years in the desert were indeed long and circuitous. In 

Parshat Chukat they are coming to an end though not in the way 

the Jews would have wanted. The road back to Eden will 

continue to be even longer and more circuitous and painful, with 

more serpents and other obstacles both spiritual and physical 

along the way. 

 

NOTES 

 

1. The idea of clouds introduces yet another connection, the 

Clouds of Glory begin in Parshat Beshalach and cease in 

Parshat Chukat. According to the Midrash: "You find that 

when Aaron died, the clouds of glory departed ... Amalek 

dwelt in the gap on the border, and when he heard that 

Aaron was dead and that the clouds of glory had departed 

he straightway attacked them (Midrash Rabba 19:20)  

2. See Rashi 21:6.  

3. See Sfat Emet Kitavo 5655, explaining the Mitzvah of 

Bikurim - the first fruits, which offset Amalek which is 

described as the first among the nations. 

4. See Nefesh HaChaim 2:6. 

 

 

 
 

Bl1. In this parsha, which two places is the color red mentioned? 

Where is the first time the Torah mentions the color red? Where 

is the second time? 

 

This parsha begins with the laws of the red heifer (Numbers 

19:2), and later Moshe sends messengers to the king of Edom 

("red") for permission to pass through his land (Numbers 20:14). 

The first time the Torah mentions the color red is in parshas 

Toldos, where the newborn Esav is described as "red" - admoni 

(Genesis 25:24). A few verses later, Yaakov cooks a dish of red-

colored food (Genesis 25:30). 

 

2. In this parsha, which set of laws is introduced with the words, 

"This is the decree of the Torah"? Which other law in the book of 

Numbers is introduced with those same words, "This is the 

decree of the Torah"? 

 

The laws of the red heifer are introduced with these words 

(Numbers 19:2). In parshas Matos, the laws of kashering 

utensils are introduced with these same words (Numbers 31:21). 

 

3. In this parsha, which process requires the burning of three 

items: cedar wood, hyssop and crimson wool? What other 

purification process requires the same three items? And where 

else in the Torah was a hyssop used? 

 

These three items were burned along with the red heifer, as part 

of the purification from contact with the dead (Numbers 19:6). 

In parshas Metzora, the purification from tzara'as (skin disease) 

requires these same ingredients. In parshas Bo, the Jews are 

commanded to smear the blood of the Passover offering on their 

doorposts, using a bundle of hyssop (Exodus 12:22). 

 

4. Which two deaths are recorded in this parsha? 

 

The deaths of Miriam and Aharon, Moshe's two siblings, are 

recorded in this parsha (Numbers 20:28, 20:1). 

 

5. Which three of the seven species of the Land of Israel are 

mentioned in this parsha? Where in the Torah are figs 

mentioned, without any of the other seven species? 

 

When the Jews complain that they have no water, they also 

complain that they were brought into the desert which is "not a 

place of ... fig, grape or pomegranate" (Numbers 20:5). In 

parshas Bereishis, Adam and Chava fashion clothing out of fig 

leaves (Genesis 3:7). 

 

6. In this parsha, Moshe produced water from a stone. Where 

else in the Torah does Moshe produce water from a stone? What 

is the difference between the ways the two stones are referred 

to? 

 

In parshas Beshalach, Moshe also produced water from a stone 

(Exodus 17:6). In parshas Beshalach the stone is called a tzur; in 

this parsha is called a sela (Numbers 20:11). 

 

7. In this parsha, what location contains the Hebrew letter hey 

three times? 
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Hor Hahar, the burial place of Aharon, contains the letter hey 

three times (Numbers 20:22). 

 

8. In this parsha, in what context does the number 30 appear? 

 

All of the Jews mourn for 30 days following the death of Aharon 

(Numbers 20:29). 

 

9. In this parsha, regarding what item does Hashem command 

Moshe to: "Make for yourself" (aseh lecha)? Where else in the 

Torah does Hashem command Moshe with these same words? 

And who else in the Torah is commanded by Hashem with these 

words? 

 

In this parsha, Moshe is commanded to "Make for yourself a 

fiery serpent" (Numbers 21:8). In parshas Beha'alosecha, Moshe 

is commanded to "Make for yourself two silver trumpets" 

(Numbers 10:2). In parshas Noach, Noach is commanded o 

"Make for yourself an ark of gopher wood" (Genesis 6:14). 

 

10. Which creature appears in this parsha, and also in parshas 

Bereishis? 

 

In this parsha, snakes attack the Jews (Numbers 21:6). In 

parshas Bereishis, the snake entices Chava to eat from the Tree 

of Knowledge (Genesis 3:1). 

 

 

 

 
 

The 'Reasons' For the Commandments  
 

The Torah portion begins "this is the statute (chok) of the 

Torah" and proceeds to discuss the laws of the red heifer (Parah 

Adumah), a mitzvah which is impossible to understand according 

to human logic. The Ohr HaChaim asks why this mitzvah is 

called the 'chok of the Torah;' it would have been more 

appropriate to say 'this is the chok of purity' because it relate to 

the laws of purity and impurity? 

He answers that the Torah is alluding to us that if we fulfill this 

mitzvah even though it has no reason to it, then the Torah 

considers it as if we have fulfilled the whole Torah, because it 

shows that we are willing to follow God's will unconditionally.(1) 

 

Rabbi Chaim Shmuelevitz explains that when a person fulfils a 

mitzvah that has an obvious reason to it, it is still not clear that 

he is prepared to fulfill the Torah purely because God 

commanded it. It could be that he is doing it because it makes 

sense to him. However, once he performs a Mitzvah that is 

without obvious logic that proves that he keeps all the mitzvot, 

not because they make sense to him, but because God 

commanded them.(2) 

 

This is a fundamental principle of the Torah - we accept that we 

must follow God's will without making calculations according to 

our own logic. It demonstrates that we acknowledge that God's 

wisdom is beyond our own and that there are reasons behind 

His commandments. Once we recognize in our own minds that 

there is an All-Powerful God who gave the Torah at Mount Sinai 

then we should be willing to accept the mitzvot that are included 

in that Torah. The fact that we cannot always fathom those 

reasons does not mean that they do not make sense. 

 

In light of this principle, a difficulty arises: Many of the greatest 

Torah scholars such as the Rambam, Sefer HaChinuch and, more 

recently, Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch went to great lengths to 

explain the 'reasons' behind the mitzvot. Yet it is clear from the 

Red Heifer that the ultimate reason behind each mitzvah is 

beyond human understanding; King Solomon had thought that 

he understood the deepest reason for every mitzvah until he 

came to the Red Heifer which he could not fathom. He then 

realized that he did not truly understand the definitive reason for 

any of the mitzvot. In light of this, how can anyone claim to 

understand a 'reason' for any given mitzvah if King Solomon, the 

wisest man, could not?! 

 

Rabbi Yitzchak Bervkovits answers by explaining that the 

commentaries are not claiming to understand the ultimate 

reason behind the mitzvah - we can have no concept of the 

genuine reason for any mitzvah - that is something that belongs 

in the highest spiritual worlds. However, this does not mean that 

the reasons given for the mitzvot have no truth to them. God, in 

His Infinite wisdom 'arranged' it so that each mitzvah can make 

sense on many different levels of existence. For example they 

can help a person develop desirable character traits and can 

enhance relationships. 
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We see this in many mitzvot: The laws of purity and impurity are 

among the most difficult to fathom. However, the most relevant 

of these laws today, those that relate to family purity, has 

obvious benefits. The Talmud explains that it is very beneficial 

for husband and wife to separate for a certain time every month 

so that they can avoid the problem of lack of excitement in the 

relationship.(3) Based on this, the Sefer Hachinuch writes that 

this advantage is one of the reasons for the mitzvah of family 

purity.(4) This does not mean that the reason we keep the laws 

of family purity is because it helps one's relationship, however, it 

is no co-incidence that it does so for God clearly 'intended' it to 

be that way. 

 

Another example of this is the mitzvah to slaughter kosher 

animals (known as shechita) in a specific manner. The Ramban 

writes that it does not affect God whether we kill an animal by 

shechita or by strangling. However, God instructed us to kill the 

animal in the least cruel way in order to teach us the character 

trait of mercy even at the time of killing.(5) Again this does not 

mean that we slaughter animals the way we do because it will 

help us be more merciful, we do it that way purely because God 

commanded us to. Nevertheless this does not take away from 

the fact that God also intended for us to develop favorable 

character traits through observing the mitzvot. 

 

Thus, notwithstanding the fact that we cannot fathom the 

ultimate reason for the mitzvot, we can nonetheless understand 

reasons to the mitzvot that are true on a certain level. With this 

understanding we can now appreciate why the commentaries 

held it was so important to teach us various reasons for the 

Commandments. It is true that we keep the mitzvot because 

God instructed us to, however, it is not sufficient that we merely 

do the Mitzvah robotically, without any thought as to what we 

are doing. Mitzvot are intended to change us into better people, 

and the way that they do this is through the reasons being the 

mitzvot. The Sefer Hachinuch tells us the root reason for every 

mitzvah - why? So that we can have an idea of what we are 

supposed to gain from performing this mitzvah and we can work 

towards achieving that benefit. 

 

The prohibition of lashon hara (negative speech) demonstrates 

this idea. Rabbeinu Yonah explains the reason of this prohibition 

with a story. A wise man was walking with his students when 

they came across the corpse of a dead dog. One of the students 

commented on how disgusting this corpse was. The wise man 

replied that it had very nice, white teeth.(6) He was teaching his 

student the character trait of focusing on the good. This, 

Rabbeinu Yonah writes, is the reason for the Mitzvah to guard 

our speech. There is no actual prohibition of lashon hara for 

focusing on the unpleasant aspects of a dead dog, however one 

who sees things in a negative fashion misses the point of the 

mitzvah not to speak lashon hara. It is not enough merely to not 

speak badly about others the root of the Commandment is to 

focus on the good in people. In refraining from speaking badly 

about others, one should strive to transform himself into a 

person with a positive outlook on life. 

 

We have seen how the mitzvah of the Red Heifer teaches us that 

we are obligated to fulfill mitzvot without questioning their logic, 

and yet at the same time, we are also obligated to understand 

the reasons of the mitzvot so that we can grow from them in the 

intended way. A recommended way to achieve this is to spend 

some time analyzing the reasons behind the Commandments; 

there are many sources, one can look to the earlier sources such 

as the Sefer Hachinuch or turn to later commentaries such as 

Rabbi Hirsch or Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan. By doing this we can 

remind ourselves that each Mitzvah has reasons that we are 

supposed to be aware of and use to grow from. All the mitzvot 

have internal messages - it is up to us to learn them and use 

them in their intended way. 
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