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Moses Hits the Rock 

 

This week's Parsha features one of the most perplexing incidents 

in the entire Torah. The Jews have been wandering for 40 years 

in the desert and they're thirsty. So God tells Moses to speak to 

the rock and water will come forth (Numbers 20:8). The 

instruction to "speak" to the rock is in contrast to 40 years 

earlier, when Moses followed God's instruction to hit the rock – 

and water gushed out (Exodus 17:6). 

 

This time, Moses is to speak. Yet he again hits the rock. Nothing 

happens, so Moses hits the rock a second time, and water 

comes out. 

 

God's response: "Since you HIT the rock rather than speaking to 

it, you will not lead the Jewish people into the Land of Israel" 

(Numbers 20:11-12). 

 

NEW GENERATION 

 

We read this story and think: Here's the mighty Moses, who 

confronted Pharaoh, arranged the Ten Plagues, split the Red 

Sea, brought the Torah down from Mount Sinai, and defended 

the people through trials and tribulations in the desert. Now he 

makes one little mistake and God takes away his dream of 

entering Israel. The consequence seems inappropriately harsh! 

 

The first step in understanding this incident is to appreciate how 

the Jewish people were at the critical juncture of transitioning 

from desert life to Israel. At the rock, God's instructions to Moses 

are carefully chosen to reflect this transition. Forty years earlier, 

when Moses was told to HIT the rock, the people had just come 

out of brutal slavery in Egypt – and "hitting" was a language 

they understood. But this time, Moses was called upon to lead a 

generation who'd grown up in freedom; a generation which 

required the softer approach of "speaking." 

 

Notice how in our Parsha, Moses hits the rock twice. First, he hit 

the rock and no water came out. At that moment he had the 

opportunity to reevaluate his approach and reflect more carefully 

on God's specific instruction to "speak." But Moses hits the rock 

again. 

 

The commentators suggest that perhaps symbolically, we can 

learn about our own need to be flexible in our approach. Moses' 

punishment is not harsh; it is simply a consequence of his 

relationship to the new generation and their needs in entering 

Israel. 

 

JEWISH EDUCATION 

 

We learn from this a crucial lesson about education. King 

Solomon says: "Educate each child according to his own way." 

The process of learning is different for everybody, and the 

approach that's effective for one is often not effective for 

another. 

 

This defines the crucial difference between education and 

indoctrination. "Indoctrination" is when the teacher is concerned 

primarily with advancing his position. "Education" is drawing out 

from the student's own intuitive sense. 

 

This idea is elucidated in the Talmud, which says: "Even more 

than the baby calf wants to drink, the mother wants to nurse." 

The simple understanding is that of course the calf is hungry and 

needs to eat. But even more so "the mother wants to nurse" – 

meaning that the mother is full of milk and needs to get it out. 
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However, I heard in the name of Rabbi Simcha Wasserman 

(20th century Los Angeles and Jerusalem) that the Talmud must 

be understood differently. Because if the mother's only concern 

is to get rid of her milk, then it would come out in one big gush. 

And we see instead that it comes out precisely in the right 

proportion to satisfy the specific needs of the calf. So when the 

Talmud says, "More than the baby calf wants to drink, the 

mother wants to nurse," it is saying that even more than the calf 

desires to eat, the mother wants that it should eat – not for the 

mother's sake, but because that's what's best for the calf. And 

that, said Rabbi Wasserman, is what good education is all about. 

 

Jewish ideals have existed against all odds for 3,000 years – not 

because we've pounded people over the head, but because 

we've communicated those ideas in a rational, practical way. 

Anyone who says that yeshiva is a cult is woefully misinformed. 

Yeshiva is precisely the place to discuss the issues, ask 

questions, work it through, and make it your own. 

 

AMERICAN WAYS 

 

It is interesting that the experience of Moses in the desert can 

be understood in light of the experience of Judaism in the 20th 

century. In the shtetl of Europe, a rabbi might be able to 

communicate displeasure to his students by hitting the knuckles 

with a ruler. It was a language that was accepted and 

understood. But when tens of thousands of Jews moved to 

America, those who sent their children to Jewish day school 

found these same rabbis applying their European-style methods 

to children with American mentalities. These children, who were 

used to a more open and permissive approach, could not relate 

to Judaism as it was being presented. The result is that many of 

them shifted away from observance. 

 

It has only been in the last 20 years – with American-born rabbis 

now taking the helm and explaining Judaism in modern, relevant 

terms – that American Jewry has seen a resurgence back toward 

traditional observance. 

 

Berel Wein writes: 

 

"In our always-uncertain world, it is natural to crave security and 

stability. Financial planners, estate planners, insurance experts 

and politicians in office all attempt to convince us that the way it 

is now is how it will be in the future as well. However, all of us in 

our secret hearts know that the only thing certain about the 

future is that it will not be the same as the present. Therefore, 

we should be prepared to be open to new circumstances, to a 

constantly changing world. We should not be afraid to try out 

new technology, new ideas and theories, to change careers and 

pursue our true interests and goals. There is an innate longing 

for greatness within all of us. That longing can never be fulfilled 

without a willingness to change, improve and try something 

new." 

 

Like Moses and the rock, our ability to adjust and customize our 

approach – while remaining true to Torah standards – will in 

large part determine how successfully we move our children, our 

students, our nation and ourselves forward into the "Land of 

Israel" – into the next exciting stage of personal and national 

destiny. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Voids Left By Those Who Die 

 

In this parashah, we encounter the deaths of two of our spiritual 

giants, Aaron and Miriam. With their deaths, calamity befalls the 

nation. After Aaron's death, it is written, "And the Canaanite king 

of Arad heard ... and he warred against Israel."[1] Our Sages 

ask: What exactly did the king hear that prompted him to do 

battle against our people? And one answer given is that he 

heard of the death of Aaron the High Priest and the subsequent 

departure of the Clouds of Glory that accompanied the Jewish 

people in his merit. But the question still remains: Why did the 

death of Aaron render the nation vulnerable to attack and cause 

the Clouds of Glory to depart? 

 

Ethics of the Fathers describes Aaron as "loving peace and 

pursuing peace, loving people, and bringing them closer to the 

Torah."[2] So we find that Aaron was forever involved in 
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resolving all sorts of quarrels. Whenever he heard that two 

people were at odds, he would approach one of them and say, 

"Your friend said that the quarrel was all his fault, and he deeply 

regrets it." Aaron would then go to the second party and tell him 

the same story. Thus, when the two met again, they would 

embrace and become friends again. It is for this reason that the 

entire nation wept when he passed away.[3] 

 

So it is that, with the passing of Aaron, a terrible void was left. 

Who would make peace between brother and brother, neighbor 

and neighbor, husband and wife? Thus, when Aaron died, 

arguments erupted again, and that caused the Cloud of Glory, 

which represented the spirit of Hashem to depart, rendering the 

nation vulnerable to attack. 

 

The reading of Parashas Chukas falls in the month of Tammuz, 

the month that foretells disaster for our people; the month in 

which the walls of Jerusalem were breached, culminating in the 

destruction of the Holy Temples. At the root of this tragedy and 

all the subsequent tragedies that have befallen our people is 

baseless hatred. It is baseless hatred that caused the Clouds of 

Glory, the presence of God to abandon us, and it is love - 

exemplified by acts of chesed - between Jew and Jew that 

merits God's presence in our midst. 

 

This simple and yet complex message of Aaron is desperately 

needed in our fragmented, torn families and communities. If we 

would only follow Aaron's example, we could dissipate the anger 

that has created ugly walls of animosity that destroy us. 

 

GRATITUDE 

 

In contrast to Aaron, whom the Torah testifies was mourned by 

the entire nation, at Miriam's passing, which took place earlier, 

there is no mention of mourning. Rather, it states "there was no 

water for the congregation."[4] Sometimes silence speaks louder 

than words, and the silence that should give us pause is the 

absence of mourning and weeping. God denied the nation water 

so that they might be ever-cognizant that the fresh sweet water 

of the well in the desert was all in the merit of Miriam. During 

the long, bitter years of Egyptian bondage, Miriam was 

responsible for imbuing the nation with faith. She put herself on 

the line to save the lives of doomed Jewish babies; she lovingly 

stood guard over the infant Moses while he was floating in a 

basket on the Nile; and she courageously convinced Pharaoh's 

daughter to entrust the baby to the care of Jochebed, Moses' 

mother. At the Splitting of the Reed Sea, Miriam inspired the 

women to call out to God in praise, dance, and sing songs of 

thanksgiving.[5] How could the people have forgotten her? 

Unfortunately, human nature is such that with the passage of 

time, it is easy to forget. There is an all-too-familiar adage that 

speaks in every generation, "What have you done for me lately?" 

 

Therefore, with the death of Miriam, Hashem reminded the 

people of one of the main pillars of Jewish life: hakaras hatov -- 

gratitude. They had to remember that it was in the merit of 

Miriam that they had been granted the gift of water in the 

desert; to drive the lesson home, with her death, her well was 

lost. The people had to search for it so that forever after, they - 

and we, their descendants- might bear in mind this basic 

principle of hakaras hatov. 

 

We are never to forget any kindness that was extended to us, 

even if it occurred centuries ago. To this day, we gather at our 

Seder tables and recall with thanksgiving that time so long ago 

when God brought us forth from Egyptian bondage. We chant 

"Dayeinu" and enumerate in great detail every blessing that God 

bestowed upon us. However, it is not only on Pesach night that 

we are enjoined to thank God for His manifold blessings, but in 

our daily prayers as well. There is no aspect of life that we can 

ignore, from the most physical to the most spiritual, from the 

most simple to the most complex; we thank God for it all. 

 

Unfortunately, too often, these expressions of thanks are just 

empty words, mouthed without thought or feeling. We would do 

well to take a few moments every day to consider God's 

manifold gifts, as well as the kindnesses that our families, 

friends, and many others have extended to us. The well of 

Miriam is an eternal testimony to our indebtedness. We dare not 

take anything for granted, but must count our blessings. If we 

would only absorb this simple teaching, our lives would have 

much more meaning; people who realize that they have been 

blessed are content and happy. In contrast, those who are 

ingrates know no peace, for instead of appreciating their own 

gifts, they are forever gazing enviously at others. If we think 

about it, we will quickly realize that to live by Torah values is to 

our benefit, and negating them is to our detriment and 

misfortune. 
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UNWAVERING FAITH 

 

The parashah begins, "This is the decree of the Torah ... and 

they shall take unto you a parah adumah (Red Heifer) ...."[6] 

The obvious question is, why does the text preface the 

commandment regarding the Red Heifer with those puzzling 

words, "This is the decree of the Torah ..."? It seems that the 

text should simply state, "This is the decree of the parah 

adumah - the Red Heifer." 

 

But herein is a very profound teaching. Even as the laws of the 

parah adumah, which can simultaneously purify and 

contaminate, are beyond our human comprehension, similarly, 

all the laws of the Torah (even mishpatim - those laws that 

appeal to our human intelligence, such as "Thou shalt not steal") 

have elements that are inexplicable. 

 

King Solomon was the wisest of all men and he proclaimed, "All 

this I tested with wisdom; I thought I could become wise; but it 

is beyond me."[7] Solomon was not speaking only of the laws 

pertaining to the Red Heifer, which he could not grasp; rather, 

he stated that all of the Torah is above man's reason. And that is 

precisely why it is Torah - the Word of God. We finite beings 

cannot possibly hope to understand the infinite. 

 

One might argue however, that we have entire responsa on 

ta'amei hamitzvos - reasons for the mitzvos - but ta'amei 

hamitzvos doesn't really mean "reasons for the 

commandments"; rather, it means a taste for them. For 

example, when a mother encourages a child to eat, saying, 

"Taste it - it's delicious," does she want the child to eat the food 

because it tastes delicious, or does she want him to benefit from 

its nutritional content? The answer is obvious. Similarly, our 

Sages gave us ta'am - a taste for the mitzvos, but that is not the 

ultimate reason for observing them. 

 

Through the wisdom of our Sages, through our studies, we can 

better appreciate the majesty, the sanctity, and the blessings of 

the Torah, but we have to bear in mind that the definitive 

reasons for the mitzvos are beyond our reach. 

 

Ultimately, if our relationship with God and our observance of 

the commandments are to survive the vicissitudes of time, they 

must be rooted in unwavering faith. Most of life is baffling; 

death, illness, sorrow - the ups and downs of daily existence - 

are very much like the Red Heifer; they are beyond the scope of 

our understanding, but our faith sustains us and keeps us going. 

 

Even as a toddler cannot comprehend why his parent takes him 

to a physician, makes him go to sleep, and disciplines him, we 

cannot possibly know why certain things befall us. Next to God, 

we are not even toddlers. But despite this lack of understanding, 

the toddler trusts his parents implicitly and would panic if they 

were absent. Similarly, should we not have as much trust in our 

Heavenly Father as the toddler does in his parents? At Sinai, we 

accepted the Torah and proclaimed "Na'aseh v'nishma." We will 

observe the mitzvos and study the Torah. This unequivocal 

declaration of observance and study laid the foundation for our 

relationship with the Almighty. 

 

The moment we attribute our own reasons for the observance of 

the commandments, we also place them at risk, for "reasons" 

are debatable. Moreover, that which appeals to us today may 

lose its attraction tomorrow. Our commitment must be above 

our human reasoning. It must be constant, immutable, and 

steadfast. So, why do we observe? Because "Zos chukas 

HaTorah - This is the decree of the Torah." This is God's decree. 

 

UNEQUIVOCAL FAITH 

 

The need for this unequivocal faith is evidenced throughout the 

parashah: Miriam the prophetess and Aaron the High Priest die, 

and Moses, the loyal shepherd of the Jewish people is denied the 

right to enter the Promised Land. Our human reason might rebel 

against these apparently harsh decrees, but who are we to 

question the will of God? So, yes, the entire Torah is like the 

laws of the Red Heifer, beyond the bounds of our finite 

reasoning. But how else can it be, since it is God's Word? 

 

This teaching is especially relevant to our generation, for while 

we pride ourselves on our intellectual acumen, we fall pitifully 

short on faith. We lack spiritual stamina and at the slightest 

crisis collapse and become angry, bitter, and alienated. Foolishly, 

we close the door on our only source of help - God - and feel 

that we are forced to walk alone through life's dark, treacherous 

valleys. 

 

NOTES 

 

1. Numbers 21:1. 

2. Ethics of the Fathers 1:12. 
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3. Numbers 20:29. 

4. Ibid. 20:2. 

5. Exodus 15:20. 

6. Numbers 19:2. 

7. Ecclesiastes 7:23. 

 

 

 

 

 

Last week Last week I shared with you the "Letter to His Son" - 

the Ethical Will of the Ramban. This week I share with you a 

modern day Ethical Will of Joe Berman. Joe and Helen Berman 

were visionaries and philanthropists who cared deeply about the 

Jewish people. Their leadership and generosity enabled the 

founding of the Aish HaTorah branch in Toronto. So many 

organizations world-wide have benefited and made a difference 

because of the Bermans. There is much that we can learn from 

Joe's Ethical Will. 

 

Joe Berman's Ethical Will 

 

"All of you are familiar with a legal will, in which you dispose of 

all your property and designate the beneficiary of each asset. 

Likewise, according to Jewish tradition, an ethical will is your 

reflection on your life as a Jew. What the prime motivating 

values governing your life are -- and how through the prism of 

your own experience, God's laws are enacted and validated. 

 

"Make a commitment, and get thee a spouse -- a lone person is 

nothing but lonely -- but with a spouse, and with God's help, 

children can be a reality. A family is formed, and you are at the 

beginning of the future. A family leads to being part of a 

community, and within a community, you are a force and you 

have strength. As a community you claim kinship with your 

people, its collective experience and its collective memory, roots, 

a past. 

 

"Make your family home an oasis of faith, tranquillity, light and 

warmth so that it becomes an example worthy of emulation. 

 

"Share -- share your feelings, your joys, your sorrows, and your 

blessings. Sharing is caring and its material implementation is 

Tzedeka (righteousness -- philanthropy). All you have is not only 

a result of your own efforts, but by and large, it is Providential. 

When trouble strikes we all ask 'Why me?' Similarly, when you 

have abundance, you should ask 'Why me?' Share your earnings, 

your income, and your assets with your community and its 

institutions. 

 

"This must be planned, not only on a current basis, but on an 

endowment basis, for continuity of support. A balance must be 

struck between competing needs, between institutions and 

individuals, between impersonal-giving and one-on-one 

interacting, and between the mature and the new, the 

innovated, the untried. 

 

"Be alive. Learn to let yourself feel. Learn the language of 

emotion. Learn to savor each moment even if it does not last - in 

fact savor it because it does not last. 

 

"Learn to thank God for creating emotions and feelings. Each 

day let one person feel comfort because of you. Each day let one 

person see hope because of you." 

 

When your time on this earth is complete, what is it that you 

would like to leave to your children? Most people who have 

something of value expend the money to hire a lawyer to create 

a will to pass on their material wealth. Think about your spiritual 

wealth -- what you have learned about life, what is truly 

valuable, insights into character and relationships, how to use 

the time allotted us. Is it worth the time and expense to pass on 

that wealth? There are guide books and workbooks available to 

help you in your library, bookstore or on Amazon.com. 

  

Weekly Torah Portion:  Chukas 

 

Another week of action, adventure and mystery as the Jewish 

people wander the desert in their 38th year. First, the laws of 

the red heifer (Parah Adumah) which was burnt with cedar 

wood, hyssop and scarlet thread. The ashes were then used in a 

purification ceremony for those who had come in contact with 

the dead. Strangely enough, all who were involved in the making 
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of the ashes became ritually impure, but all who were sprinkled 

with them became ritually pure. It is a lesson that we must do 

the commandments even if we can't understand them. God 

decreed the commandments. They are for our benefit. We may 

not always know why. 

 

Miriam, Moshe's sister and a prophetess, dies. The portable well 

which had accompanied the Israelites on her merit, ceased to 

flow. Once again the people rebelled against Moshe and Aharon 

because of the lack of water. The Almighty tells Moshe to speak 

to the rock for water. Moshe gets angry and hits the rock and 

water rushes forth. However, the Almighty punishes Moshe and 

Aharon for not sanctifying Him by forbidding their entry into the 

land of Israel. (It pays to follow instructions and to withhold 

anger!) 

 

Aharon dies. His son, Elazar, is appointed the new High Priest. 

The Canaanite king of Arad attacks the Israelites and later is 

soundly defeated. Then there is another rebellion over the food 

and water which is answered by a plague of poisonous snakes. 

Moshe prays for the people and is instructed by God to put the 

image of a snake on a high pole. All who saw it would think of 

God, repent and live. 

 

The Israelites then annihilate the Amorites and Bashanites who 

not only would not let us pass peacefully through their lands, but 

attacked us. There are many questions which need to be asked. 

Please consult the original work and a good commentary. 

 

Dvar Torah 

based on Growth Through Torah by Rabbi Zelig Pliskin 

 

After the war with Sihon, king of the Amorites, the Jewish people 

took all the cities and settled in the Amorite cities. The Torah, in 

speaking about the city of Cheshbon, says: 

 

"Because of that, they who speak using parables (HaMoshlim) 

say: 'Come to Cheshbon (Bo-ooh Cheshbon). Let the city of 

Sichon be built and established' " (Numbers 21:27). 

 

The Talmud (Bava Basra 78b) uses a play on words to teach us 

a lesson in life: " 'Hamoshlim' refers to those who rule over their 

impulses. 'Bo-ooh Cheshbon', is telling us to come and make an 

accounting of our behavior. Think about what you lose by 

performing a mitzvah (a commandment) and weigh that against 

all that you gain from it. Think about what you gain from 

transgressing and weigh that against what you lose. If you do 

this, you will be built up in this world, and will be established in 

the world to come." 

 

Regarding making an accounting of one's behavior, Rabbi Moshe 

Chaim Luzzato writes that a person needs to keep an eye on all 

that he does; he should work on overcoming his negative habits 

and traits. Successful businessmen keep close track of all of their 

investments and constantly weigh their financial situation. 

Likewise, a person should make an accounting of his behavior 

each day to work on self-improvement. 

 

When you do make an accounting of your behavior, feel joy in 

every bit of improvement. Do not allow yourself to become 

discouraged when you see your faults and mistakes. When you 

keep your focus on how you have already done something 

positive, you will be motivated to keep on improving. 

 

QUOTE OF THE WEEK 

 

Failure is when one stops trying, not when one doesn't succeed. 

 

 

 

 

 

Let's Be Friends 

 

Everyone wants friends, but not everyone knows that one of the 

best ways to make friends is by giving to people. Aaron, the 

High Priest, was always helping and giving to others. We learn in 

this week's Torah portion that because of this, when Aaron 

passed away, the entire Jewish nation wept and mourned as if 

they had just lost a good friend. Giving is the secret to 

friendship.  

 

In our story, a kid is at his wit's end trying to make friends until 

he discovers the secret of giving. 
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"LINKS IN THE CHAIN" 

 

Barry slammed the door closed behind him, took off his bicycle 

helmet and plopped down on the sofa. 

 

"Barry is that you?" called his mom from her office. 

 

"Yeah, Mom," he sighed. 

 

"Home, already?" she said greeting him. "After spending all 

morning tinkering with your bike and getting it into tip-top 

shape, I figured you'd be out riding and playing for hours." 

 

Barry shrugged his shoulders. "Play with who? Ever since we 

moved into this dumb new neighborhood, I've been bored stiff. 

Nobody ever calls or comes by, and when I ride my bike around, 

all the kids treat me like I'm the invisible man." 

 

His mother nodded her head, put down the work she was 

holding and sat down next to him. "Sounds like a serious 

problem." 

 

"Yeah, a big one," Barry said glumly. "I think I'm going to just 

give up on making friends around here." 

 

"Instead of giving up, how about giving instead?" she asked. 

 

"Huh?" 

 

"I've always found that one of the best ways to make friends is 

to give to people. Then they just naturally come close." 

 

"Give what though?" he asked. "I hardly have any money - 

unless maybe you want to double my allowance?" 

 

"I don't mean money," his mom smiled. "Think of a way to give 

of yourself and share your special talents in order to help 

people. I bet you'll soon have more friends than you know what 

to do with." With that, Barry's mom went back into her office to 

finish her work. 

 

Give of myself? thought Barry. What do I have to give? About all 

I really know how to do is ride and fix bikes. He sat a while 

longer on the couch, but feeling bored, he decided to go back 

outside and ride some more -- even if it would be by himself. 

 

He didn't get far when he saw a kid sitting on the sidewalk next 

to his bike. It looked like the kid's chain had come off its gears 

and he was struggling unsuccessfully to get it back on. 

 

He's doing it all wrong, Barry thought to himself. He was about 

to just ride past him when he remembered his mom's words - 

give of yourself, share your special talents to help people - and 

he pulled over next to the kid. 

 

"Um, excuse me. Do you need some help?" 

 

The kid looked up. "Oh, yeah, I guess I do. Do you know how to 

fix bike chains?" 

 

"Sure," Barry replied. "Let's take a look. By the way, my name is 

Barry." 

 

"I'm Greg. Nice to meet you." 

 

As Barry worked on Greg's bike, the two of them started talking 

and discovered that they have a lot of in common. A few 

minutes later, Barry finished the job. 

 

"Wow, thanks Barry." 

 

"No problem, Greg. My pleasure," Barry smiled back. That's 

when he noticed that a couple of kids had pulled up next to 

them. 

 

"Um, hi. My name is Steve," one of the kids said in a quiet voice. 

"You're new here, right? I see you can fix bikes. My chain also 

keeps coming off its gears. Do you think you could look at it?" 

 

Several hours of fun and about five bike repairs later, it was 

already getting dark when Barry heard his mom calling him 

home from their porch. He grabbed his own bike and said, 

"Gotta go guys." 

 

"Thanks for the help, Barry. And remember buddy, we're all 

riding out to the pond tomorrow morning at 9:00. Don't forget 

your bathing suit!" his new friend, Steve, called out to him as he 

left. 

 

When Barry got home his mother asked, "Who are all those boys 

outside?" 
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"Just some new friends. We're going to the pond tomorrow." 

 

"Great!" 

 

"And thanks Mom. You were right about the giving idea." 

  

Discussion Questions 

Ages 3-5 

 

Q. How did Barry feel at first about making friends in his new 

neighborhood? 

A. He felt like he was never going to make friends. 

 

Q. How did he feel in the end? 

A. He saw that once he started giving to the other kids by 

helping them fix their bikes he made a lot of friends 

 

Ages 6-9 

 

Q. What life lesson did Barry learn that day? 

A. Up until then, Barry had felt that friendship was something 

that 'just happened' or didn't, but he discovered that there is a 

way to make friendships happen and that is by giving. 

 

Q. Why do you think giving creates friendships? 

A. Friendship is all about connection and the strongest way to 

connect with someone is by giving of yourself to help people 

with what they need. 

 

Ages 10 and Up 

 

Q. Our sages teach that a person should 'buy a friend.' What do 

you think that means? 

A. This is a message about how important friendships are to a 

person's happiness and wellbeing and that we should be willing 

to extend ourselves to create and maintain them. 

 

Q. Should a person be willing to give anything in order to get 

people to like and befriend him? 

A. Giving of ourselves for friendship means that we share our 

talents and possessions with others in a healthy positive way. If 

giving means acting destructively or compromising our values we 

shouldn't do it and know that no true friendship will require that 

of us. 

 

 

 

 

What Is the Most Important Characteristic 

of a Leader? 

 

What separates a Nixon from a Lincoln? What is the key to great 

leadership? And this is not only a question for presidents and 

prime ministers. It's for all of us. We are all called upon to play 

leadership roles in one way or another. Some people have 

official positions within society but everyone is involved, in 

influencing and leading the people around them in some way. 

We play leadership roles in our families, amongst our friends, in 

our communities, in our business or other kinds of organisations 

and in society in general. What is the secret of being a good 

leader? This is a question that we all need to address in one way 

or another. 

 

The Torah's answer to this question is clear - values. Principles 

and ethics that are stuck to no matter what the temptation, no 

matter what the circumstances, no matter how hard the going 

gets. Great leaders do the right thing because it's the right thing 

to do. 

 

The Jewish People have, like the rest of humanity, have had 

good leaders, and some bad leaders. But for the forty years in 

the desert after leaving Egypt - the crucial years in which a 

scattered, traumatised group of slaves were moulded into a 

proud nation - we were blessed by God to have three great 

people at the helm who embodied good, strong, principled 

leadership: Moses, Aaron and Miriam. 

 

In this week's Torah portion we read about the passing of 

Miriam and Aaron towards the end of that forty-year period, and 

it's therefore an appropriate time to reflect on their leadership - 

on what made them great leaders, and what we can learn from 

their example. 
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Moses, Aaron and Miriam were siblings, but their leadership 

styles and respective strengths were different. According to 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, their unique leadership was 

represented by the three distinct miracles that God bestowed in 

the merit of each - the miracles that took care of the physical 

needs of the Jewish people during their journey in the desert. 

 

The Talmud (Taanit 9a) says that the miraculous well of water 

that accompanied the Jewish people throughout their travels 

was given in the merit of Miriam; the miraculous "Clouds of 

Glory" that provided them with protection from the elements and 

cover from their enemies was given in the merit of Aaron; and 

the manna that fell from heaven and kept the Jewish people fed 

- always the most important part of any Jewish journey - was 

given in the merit of Moses. 

 

Rabbi Hirsch notes how the famous verse in Michah (6:8), "What 

does God require of you but to do justice, to love kindness and 

to walk modestly before your God?" is juxtaposed with another 

verse in Michah mentioning Moses, Aaron, and Miriam. He 

explains that these leaders epitomise justice, kindness and 

modesty respectively. He also demonstrates how the three great 

miracles correspond with the three primary attributes that 

Moses, Aaron and Miriam possessed - the values that each of 

them lived and led by. 

 

Moses, the great teacher and transmitter of Torah - the Divine 

laws that sustain our lives and give shape and meaning to our 

existence - is connected to the manna, the heavenly bread that 

sustained and nourished the nation. So too, from a moral and 

spiritual point of view the Torah's commandments, principles and 

laws form our basic sustenance and nourishment. Just as no 

person can survive without food, we cannot survive spiritually 

with the Torah. In this context the value of justice has a very 

wide meaning and includes all aspects of the Torah's mitzvot and 

they govern our lives. 

 

Aaron's life was especially devoted to peace. As it says in Pirkei 

Avot, "Be among the disciples of Aaron, loving peace and 

pursuing peace, loving people and bringing them close to 

Torah." The Midrash relates how Aaron would go out of his way 

to make peace between people, reconciling friends who were 

feuding, husbands and wives who were at odds with each other, 

and litigants who were at each other's throats. Aaron was about 

making the world into a kinder and gentler place, a place where 

people relinquish their pursuit of self and are happy to sacrifice 

in the name of love and kindness. As the Kohen Gadol - the High 

Priest - Aaron was also the person who brought "peace" 

between the Jewish nation and God Himself, most notably on 

Yom Kippur. Aaron dedicated his life to making the world a 

kinder, gentler, more hospitable place - which is why he is 

associated with the Clouds of Glory, which through their 

protective cover, did the same for the Jewish people as they 

journeyed through the harsh desert. 

 

Rabbi Hirsch explains that the defining characteristic of Miriam 

was her unpretentious integrity and modesty. Throughout her 

life, Miriam quietly devoted herself to leading the Jewish people, 

and indeed saved us at crucial times. According to the Midrash, 

it was Miriam, together with her mother Yocheved, who was 

instrumental in rescuing the lives of so many Jewish baby boys 

who had been condemned to execution by Pharoah. And it was 

Miriam, who, after her parents had chosen to separate as a 

result of Pharaoh's decree, persuaded them to get back 

together, whereupon Moses was born. She was also 

instrumental in saving Moses's life, and ensuring that he was 

raised in the palace of Pharaoh, which set in motion his rise to 

leading the Jewish People and liberating them from their 

oppressors. Again and again, we see how Miriam's crucial 

orchestration behind the scenes changed the course of Jewish 

history. And the well - whose life-giving waters are beneath the 

surface, hidden from view - is therefore a fitting representation 

of Miriam's approach to leadership. 

 

We can learn a profound lesson on leadership from the example 

set by these three great Jewish leaders. It is a lesson that 

applies to each and every one of us. Whether or not we hold 

official leadership positions, we are all leaders. Whether or not 

we realise it, we all exert great influence among our families, our 

friends, our communities, the people we encounter on a day-to-

day basis. 

 

The lesson we learn from Moses, Aaron and Miriam is that great 

leadership is rooted in values. A great leader knows which values 

to prioritise, and lives and leads in accordance with those values. 

 

Values inform a leader's overall vision for society. But they also 

give them the ability to navigate the pressures of leadership. 

Leaders are lobbied and pressured and pulled in different 

directions by different people. There is the temptation to please, 

to take the path of least resistance. There is the confusion of not 

knowing what to do or which direction to take. Values give a 
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leader a moral compass, a sense of true north, a set of priorities. 

From those priorities, a leader finds the strength and clarity to 

be able to do what is right. 

 

Moses, Aaron and Miriam were animated by their values, and it 

was these values that gave direction not just to them personally, 

but to the entire Jewish people. Their values are the Torah's 

values - the values that bring God and Godliness into the world, 

that each one of us in our capacity as leaders can use to make 

the world a better place. These values give us purpose, they 

give us direction, and they give us stability. 

 

They also give us a legacy. It is significant that the legacy of 

Moses, Aaron and Miriam continues to this day. To this day, we 

strive to live in accordance with their values: with Moses's 

commitment to Torah justice; with Aaron's dedication to peace 

and loving-kindness; with Miriam's unassuming integrity and 

bravery. 

 

By emulating their example - within our families and 

communities, in our daily interactions and places of work - we 

can create a legacy of our own. Through commitment to the 

core, sacred values of Torah, justice we can discover not just 

direction and purpose, but eternity. 

 

 

 

 

 


