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The Sin of Moshe Rabbenu
Rabbi David Horwitz

The Torah records the fact that Moshe Rabbenu was 
not permitted to enter the Land of Israel because 
of the mysterious sin he committed at the waters of 

Meribah four times, twice in Parashat Huqat.
1. But the L-RD said to Moses and Aaron, “because you did 

not trust Me enough to affirm My sanctity in the sight 
of the Israelite people, therefore you shall not lead this 
congregation into the land that I have given them.” Those 
are the Waters of Meribah- meaning that the Israelites 
quarreled with the L-RD- through which He affirmed His 
sanctity. (Numbers 20:12-13)

1. At Mount Hor, on the boundary of the land of Edom, the 
L-RD said to Moses and Aaron, “Let Aaron be gathered 
to his kin: he is not to enter the land that I have give to the 
Israelite people, because you disobeyed my command about 
the waters of Meribah.” (Numbers 20:23-24)

1. The L-RD said to Moses, “Ascend these heights of Abarim 
and view the land that I have given to the Israelite people. 
When you have seen it, you too shall be gathered to your kin, 
just as your brother Aaron was. For, in the wilderness of Zin, 
when the community was contentious, you disobeyed My 
command to uphold My sanctity in their sight by means of 
the water.” These are the Waters of Meribath-kadesh, in the 
wilderness of Zin.(Numbers 27:12-14)

1. That very day the L-RD spoke to Moses: “Ascend these 
heights of Abarim to Mount Nebo, which is in the land of 
Moab facing Jericho, and view the land of Canaan which 
I am giving the Israelites as their holding. You shall die 
on the mountain that you are about to ascend, and shall 
be gathered to your kin, as your brother Aaron died on 
Mount Hor and was gathered to his kin; for you both 
broke faith with Me among the Israelite people, at the 
Waters of Meribath- kadesh in the wilderness of Zin, by 
failing to uphold My sanctity among the Israelite people.” 
(Deuteronomy 32:48-51)

The Rambam, in the fourth chapter of Shemoneh 
Peraqim, his introduction to his commentary on 
Pirqei Abot, discusses Moshe’s sin in the context of his 
admonition never to leave the “middle way.” The Rambam 
writes there how the mitzvoth of the Torah in general act as 
a discipline for attaining the moral virtues of moderation, 
generosity, contentment, gentleness and modesty. Moses’ 
sin was the deviation from the middle path, when he 
became angry with the children of Israel.

In her Iyyunim Hadashim ‘al Sefer Ba-Midbar, pp. 
246ff., Nechama Leibowitz writes how one can discern 
in Rambam’s remarks two specific subcomponents of 
the sin of Moshe. First, he committed a personal sin: he 
departed from the middle path and tilted towards the vice 
of anger. But it is hard to understand how this by itself was 
such a heinous crime. Rambam, therefore, adds a second 
component: by getting angry, Moshe misled the people as 
to the nature of God. The masses felt that Moses’ anger was 
reflective of God’s anger. The masses therefore thought that 
the All-merciful God was in essence a wrathful deity.

According to this approach, Moses’ sin was not just one 
of middot. It was also one of de’ot (correct doctrinal beliefs 
that a Jew must possess). I think that this approach is parallel 
with Rambam’s understanding of the sin of the gossip of 
Miriam against Moses, depicted in Parashat Be-Ha ‘alotekha, 
as well and Aaron. In that case Rambam also emphasizes 
that the punishment of leprosy that Miriam incurred was not 
the sin of middot per se that (as important as middot are in 
Judaism!). It was the sin of de’ot, in that case a false equation 
of the spiritual level attained by Moses in his prophecy, 
with that of other prophets. In reality, the prophetic level of 
Moses was sui generis.

This notion can be connected to another feature of 
Rambam’s understanding of biblical descriptions of 
God. Rambam believes that not only anthropomorphic 
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Parashat Chukat deals for the most part with the 
incident of the mei merivah, in which Moshe 
Rabbeinu struck the rock instead of speaking 

to it as Hashem had commanded him. For this act of 
disobedience, Moshe and Aharon were punished by being 
barred entry into Eretz Yisrael.

Ramban asks why Moshe and Aharon’s punishment 
was so severe; after all, was it any less miraculous that the 
rock brought forth water after being struck than it would 
have been had it brought forth water after being spoken 
too? Certainly they sinned in that they did not obey 
Hashem’s command to speak to the rock, but was their sin 
so severe so as to merit such a punishment? This question 
is especially strong in light of the fact that Aharon, after 
forming the eigel despite an explicit tzivuy Hashem to the 
contrary, did not merit such a severe punishment. Why 
was this sin singled out for the punishment of not being 
allowed to enter Eretz Yisrael?

Immediately after the incident of mei merivah, the 
Torah says that Moshe asked the King of Edom to allow 
B’nei Yisrael to pass through his land. The King of Edom 
responded, “Don’t even think about it. If you even try to 
pass through my land, I will confront you in battle.” Why 
was the King of Edom so opposed to B’nei Yisrael’s passage 
through his land, especially considering Moshe’s promise 

not to veer from the path determined by the King of Edom 
so as not to damage any fields or vineyards?

The answer to these questions is as follows: One of the 
reasons Am Yisrael had to travel through the desert after 
they left Mitzrayim was in order to teach the nation the 
ability of proper dibbur to transform a midbar into a yishuv 
and the ability of improper dibbur to reverse a yishuv into 
a midbar. Passing through the midbar would teach the 
nation proper dibbur.

Speech is essentially what separates man from the 
animals, that which combines the neshama with the 
guf. Speech is not just moving one’s lips in order to 
communicate, but rather the expression of thought and 
the reflection of the tzelem Elokim in each of us. For this 
reason, sefer VaYikra, which deals in its entirety with the 
different types of kedusha that exist – kedushat ha’adam 
(tumah and taharah); kedushat hazman (the yomim 
tovim); kedushat ha’aretz (shemittah and yovel) – also 
deals with the mekalel, because the key to all other kedusha 
is kedushat hapeh. Even Shlomo HaMelech writes, “ מת 
.(Mishlei 18:21) ”והחיים ביד לשון

Hashem commanded Moshe to speak to the rock on the 
eve of B’nei Yisrael’s entrance into Eretz Yisrael in order to 
instill in them the understanding that the key to inheriting 
the land is dibbur nachon bein adam lachaveiro and dibbur 

descriptions of God are false, but anthropopathic 
descriptions as well. That is, not only is incorrect to say 
“God possesses hands, fingers,” etc., for only humans 
possess bodies, and not God. It is also incorrect to say that 
God possesses human emotions or feelings, such as anger, 
jealousy, etc. Consequently, any biblical descriptions of 
God that contain descriptions of emotions are only to be 
understood as allegories, but do not describe anything that 
really exists. (According to the Rambam, what we say every 
day in the second paragraph of Shema {ve-harah ’af hashem 
bakhem} is not a literal description of God’s response but 
an allegorical description!) If Kelal Yisrael were led to 
understand that God is “really angry,” they would possess 
a theologically incorrect notion of the incorporeal God 
that does exist. On the other hand, according to the 
Rambam, although the middot of rahum ve-hanun of God 
are not essential positive attributes of God (according to 

the Rambam, the essence of God can only be described 
negatively, i.e., what He is not), the terms rahum ve-hanun 
do represent God’s attributes of action in this world (See 
Moreh Nevukhim, I:54). And this world is tov me’od; it is a 
world expressive of God’s actions of rahum ve-hanun.

The Rambam writes that when a father chastises a child, 
he should “fake anger” in order to instill discipline into 
him. The notion of “faking” anger is precisely the point. No 
one should ever depart from the middle path. But a child 
has to be trained to behave correctly. Therefore, like God 
Himself, Who, according to the Rambam, led benei Yisrael 
slowly but surely to the right path, the father leads the child 
to the right path of Torah and mitzvoth. When a father, a 
teacher, or any one has successfully extirpated his passions, 
and any anger that he possesses is only “fake anger,” he can 
be said to be truly Imitating God.

The Importance of Dibbur
Rabbi Meir Goldwicht
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Holy Cow
Rabbi Daniel Z. Feldman 

K’riat haTorah, for the most part, is a rabbinical 
obligation. The one exception generally noted 
is the reading of the parashah of Amalek before 

Purim (according to many understandings of the Rosh 
in B’rakhot). However, many rishonim, such as Rashba 
(Berakhot 13a) have included another reading as a biblical 
obligation: Parashat Parah, which appears originally in 
Parashat Chukkat, and is traditionally read right after 
Purim. This notion is quoted as well in Shulchan Arukh 
(Orach Chaim 146 and 685). 

This is a somewhat puzzling assertion – it is unclear 
where exactly in the Torah we find such a commandment 
(See Magen Avraham, O.C. 685, and Arukh HaShulchan 
685:7). Such a gaping hole has led some authorities (such 
as the Vilna Gaon) to maintain that the entire reference 
is actually a scribal error, and the reference was not to 
Parashat Parah but another section referred to with 
the same initials such as the aforementioned passage 
about Amalek, or “Parashat Purim”. Others, hesitant to 
label as error a statement found in numerous rishonim, 
offer innovative theories to explain the source. (See, for 
example, Meshekh Chokhmah and Torat Moshe, as well as 
Responsa Divrei Yatziv, Orach Chaim 288).

One theory that is put forward (see Artzot haChaim 
of the Malbim, Hilkhot Tzitzit, and Responsa Arugat 
HaBosem, Orach Chaim 205) concerns those select 
concepts and commandments that the Torah has 

distinguished with an imperative of “remember” (the 
zekhirot). Authorities differ as to the precise count of these 
precepts, but they include prominently such concepts as 
Amalek, Shabbat, and the exodus from Egypt. And indeed 
these three find halakhic expression: we remember Amalek 
through the special k’riat haTorah; Shabbat through 
kiddush Friday night; and the exodus in mentioned twice a 
day in the third paragraph of k’riat shema. 

However, one concept that appears to deserve 
inclusion seems to lack halakhic representation. The Torah 
commands: “Remember, do not forget, how you angered 
Hashem, your G-d, in the desert.” (Devarim 9:7). If so, 
how come no ritual or reading commemorates the incident 
of the golden calf? Should there not be an implementation 
in Jewish practice of this obligation?

Therefore, it is suggested, that perhaps this could 
indicate a source for a biblical obligation of Parashas Parah. 
Chazal perceived a linkage between the mitzvah of Parah 
Adumah and the sin of the golden calf. As Rashi quotes, 
“Let the mother come and clean up the soiling of the 
child”. The adult cow symbolizes the parent, and in atoning 
for the sin is “cleaning up” the mess of the calf.

Within that understanding, it may be posited that the sin 
of the calf is indeed commemorated, in an indirect manner. 
Rather than directly evoke the disgraceful episode of the 
golden calf, we chose a less embarrassing path, reading of 
the commandment that atones and not the transgression 

nachon bein adam laMakom. Had Moshe spoken to the rock, 
this lesson would have been clear as day and B’nei Yisrael 
would have entered Eretz Yisrael permanently. The moment 
Moshe struck the rock, although the result was no less 
miraculous, he forfeited the opportunity to demonstrate the 
power of dibbur. Therefore, because his act prevented B’nei 
Yisrael from remaining in the land for all eternity, he was 
barred from entering the Holy Land himself.

Immediately afterwards, the Torah discusses Moshe’s 
request to pass through Edom. Chazal explain that 
essentially Moshe told the King of Edom that the two of 
them represented Yaakov and Eisav. Yaakov promised to 
meet Eisav in Seir (see Bereishit 33:14). Moshe wanted to 
fulfill the promise of Yaakov to Eisav. The King of Edom’s 
response was that if Moshe really represented Yaakov, 

he would have used the power of Yaakov, of “hakol kol 
Yaakov,” in dealing with the rock. Instead, Moshe used the 
power of Eisav, of “hayadayim y’dei Eisav.” If you want to 
use your yadayim, said the King of Edom, then be aware 
that my y’dei Eisav are stronger than your y’dei Yaakov.

During these trying weeks, while Am Yisrael finds itself 
in a difficult situation, a difficult test of our strength and 
resolve, we must intensify the koach of hakol kol Yaakov, 
in order to allow us to inherit the land through our proper 
dibbur. The more we increase and intensify the kol Torah 
in our batei k’nesset and batei midrash, the sooner we 
will merit to hear the kol of the mevaser, may he gather 
together the dispersed of Israel. May we speedily merit the 
fulfillment of, “וראו כל בשר יחדיו כי פי ה’ דיבר” (Yeshayahu 
40:5).
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The Thirst
Rabbi Josh Hoffman 

This week’s parsha begins with the laws of the Parah 
Adumah, also known as the Red Heifer. Immediately 
following this section, the Torah records the death of 
Miriam, shortly before the nation enters the Holy Land. 
Actually, the laws of the Parah Adumah had been given 
long before the death of Miriam, during the second year 
that the nation was in the wilderness, and this prompted 
the midrash to ask why her death is placed, in the Torah, 
next to the laws of the Parah Adumah. The juxtaposition, 
answers the midrash, teaches us that just as the korbanos 
- the sacrifices in the mishkan - bring atonement, so, too, 
does the death of the righteous bring atonement. Rav 
Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the first Lubavitcher Rebbe, asks, 
in his Iggeres HaKodesh, chapter 28, why this lesson is 
taught in regard to the Red Heifer. Granted, he says, that it 
is called ‘chatas’ - or a sin ofering - still though, it is brought 
outside of the mishkan. Why don’t we learn this lesson in 
connection with a more standard chatas, which is brought 
on the altar in the mishkan? This question is also asked 

by Rabbi Zalman Sorotzkin, in his commentary Oznayim 
LeTorah. He answers that each time a Parah Adumah was 
prepared, some of the ashes produced and used in the 
purification process were preserved, as prescribed by the 
Torah, and lasted for many years. The Parah Adumah, thus, 
had a long-term purifying effect on the Jewish people. In 
the same way, he writes, the death of a tzadik has a long-
term purifying effect on the Jewish nation. This answer, 
however, does not explain the significance of the Parah 
Adumah for the specific atoning effect of the death of 
Miriam, which is something that R. Shneur Zalman does 
address in his answer.   

Although R. Shneur Zalman’s answer is suffused with 
the intricacies of kabbalah, there are some points which 
can be gleaned from it which can have meaning for us on 
a more basic level. R. Shneur Zalman refers to the divine 
effluence, symbolized as water, that comes to the world 
as a result of the actions of a tzadik - a righteous person, 
and then refers to a midrash in Yalkut Shimoni in parshas 

that incurred guilt.
Such a reading would reflect back on the very nature of 

the obligation of remembering the calf. The focus is not 
on the sin, but rather on the path back from impurity. The 
Torah wishes to impress upon the psyche that even in the 
aftermath of egregious moral failing the route of return 
remains open.

However, there were those who assumed a different 
theme in this commandment of remembering. Some 
suggest that we are told to constantly recall the instance 
of the calf as a cautionary measure. At the time of the 
sin, the Jewish people were on an extremely high level 
of spirituality, so close to the occasion of the giving 
if the Torah. At such a time, one may believe himself 
invulnerable to temptation or moral error, protected by 
a bubble of holiness. The incident of the calf must always 
be remembered to warn that no one is protected in that 
manner, and that descent to sin can happen whenever 
inadequate care is taken.

If that is the theme, then, it would seem that using the 
Parah Adumah as a reminder would be an ineffective 
method. It may represent atonement, perhaps, but the 
message of spiritual vigilance would be lacking.

However, it might be suggested that even this motif is 

present as well in the Parah Adumah. We are well aware 
of the central paradox of this commandment. At the 
same moment that it confers purity upon the impure, it 
incurs impurity on to the purifiers. From a straight logical 
perspective, this is confounding: is the Red Heifer a vehicle 
of purity, or of impurity?

It might be suggested that this is precisely where the 
warning of Parah Adumah lies. At times, one may feel on 
such a high level as to be invulnerable from stumbling. This 
could have been the mentality of the Jews at the time of 
the golden calf; at such a point in history, how could they 
sin? We are bidden to constantly remember this incident 
in order to remind us that no one is absolved of the 
responsibility of personal vigilance.

In its own way, the Parah Adumah makes this point as 
well. If one is involved in a religious activity, in a rite of 
purification, it might be assumed that one is insulated from 
any spiritual failing. Yet, we find that even this activity 
contains the elements of impurity. The message is clear: 
no context or activity is a spiritual guarantee; it is only 
through constant, careful, self-awareness that one can 
ensure that his behavior is actually a true expression of the 
ratzon Hashem. 
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Shemini, which phrases the lesson of the juxtaposition 
differently from the midrash we quoted previously. The 
Yalkut there says that just as the waters of the chatas, 
consisting of a mixture of ashes from the burned Parah 
Adumah mixed with water drawn specifically for this 
process, bring atonement, through being sprinkled on the 
impure person, so too does the death of the righteous bring 
atonement. Thus, the emphasis in the atonement process 
of the Parah Adumah that is relevant to the lesson we learn 
from its juxtaposition to the death of Miriam is focused 
on the function of water. As we shall, see, this has special 
meaning in regard to Miriam and her importance for the 
Jewish nation. 

The rabbis tell us that the water supply - a well - of the 
Israelite nation during its sojourn in the wilderness came 
through the merit of Miriam. After her death, this source 
was gone for a short time, and for this reason the people 
complained to Moshe about their thirst. Rabbi Shlomo 
Ephraim of Lunshitz, in his commentary Keli Yakar, points 
out that the reason for the temporary loss of water was 
due to the fact that the people did not eulogize Miriam 
properly. Part of the idea behind the atonement effected 
by the death of the righteous is that through their death, 
we come to assess their influence on us, and in this way 
we make their teachings and example more relevant in 
our lives than they were even during their lifetime. When 
this assessment is not made, the opposite effect occurs, 
and we lose whatever residual benefit that remained from 
them. Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, of blessed memory, has 
pointed out that water is one of the everyday things in our 
lives that we take for granted. When one stops to think, 
however, he realizes that life would not be possible without 
water, and we need to be cognizant of our debt to God 
for constantly supplying us with the water we need. It was 
through Miriam’s righteousness that the people merited 
receiving their water supply from God during their time in 
the wilderness, and they needed to reflect on this fact upon 
her death. Their failure to do so led to their loss of that 
supply. Why, however, was it Miriam who had this merit? 

A sensitivity to  the importance of everyday things, as 
we have shown from Rabbi Soloveitchik, reminds us of 
God’s constant providence. Rav Aharon Soloveitchick, of 
blessed memory, often pointed out that it is a characteristic 
feminine trait to be able to find a deeper meaning in all that 
occurs in one’s life. The Torah tells us, in parshas Chayei 
Sarah, that God blessed Avrohom ‘bakol’ - with everything 
(Bereishis 20:1). A number of explanations are given by 

the rabbis for this expression, some of which are cited by 
the Ramban in his commentary. One of these opinions is 
that Avrohom had a daughter whose name was ‘ba-kol.’ The 
Ramban explains this to mean that the word ‘ba-kol’ refers 
to the eighth of God’s midos, or traits. Although kabbalistic 
commentators on the Ramban say that he is referring to 
one of the sefiros, or divine emanations, Rav Aharon said 
he was referring to the eighth of God’s thirteen attributes of 
mercy, the attribute of truth. This attribute, the Ramban is 
saying, is called ‘bakol’, and it is referred to by the rabbis as 
Avrohom’s daughter because it is a feminine trait. Women, 
said Rav Aharon, are able to find truth and meaning in 
everything that happens in life, even in seemingly trivial 
things. The Torah is telling us that Avrohom was blessed 
with this trait, as well. We can perhaps speculate that he 
learned this trait from Sarah. 

Miriam, too, had a sense for the importance of everyday 
things, as we can see from the way in which she cared 
for her younger brother Moshe in his infancy. Keli Yakar 
points out that she was constantly doing acts of chesed 
- kindness - for people, and that is why water - which in 
kabbalah is referred to as chesed, as elaborated upon by 
R. Shneur Zalman in his exposition - was given through 
her merit. Perhaps we can add that her understanding of 
the importance of small, seemingly insignificant details 
in life kept her attuned to needs that would otherwise be 
neglected, and led her to do the acts of chesed she was 
known for. This constant awareness of the small, everyday 
things in life should, ultimately, direct our attention to 
God, Who is the ultimate supplier of our needs. When 
Miriam died, the people should have eulogized her, and 
learned from this important trait that she exemplified, and 
thus drawn closer to God. In this way, her death would 
have brought atonement. We still need to understand, 
however, the connection between the Parah Adumah, 
specifically, and the lesson we learn from Miriam. I believe 
that we can understand this connection by referring to 
another teaching of Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik. 

The mitzvah of Parah Adumah is classified by the rabbis 
as the ultimate example of a chok, a law whose reason is 
not readily understood by the human mind. What is the 
mystery of the Parah Adumah, that has perplexed even 
the wisest of people over the generations? Usually, this 
mystery is explained as coming from the paradoxical law 
that on the one hand the Red Heifer purifies those people 
upon whom its watery ashes are sprinkled, while on the 
other hand it causes those involved in its preparation to 
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Towards the end of Parshas Chukas, Am Yisroel 
complains again against Hashem and against 
Moshe. “Lamah h’elisanu m’Mitzrayim- why did 

you bring us out of Mitzyraim, to die in the Midbar?” They 
continue, “we have no food and no water.” And then the 
Torah writes (Bamidbar 21,6) “Vayeshalach Hashem ba’am 
es hanichashim hanisraphim, vayinashchu es ha’am- and 
Hashem sent the poisonous snakes against the nation, and 
they bit the people (and they died).”

It is striking that the Hebrew word used is not Vayishlach, 
the simple (kal) form, but rather Vayeshalach, in the 
pe’al form. What exactly is the difference and what is the 
significance of this difference? Rav Hirsch explains that 
Vayishlach in the ordinary kal form means “to send or to 
put something into motion towards a goal,” like when you 
throw a ball towards a goal.  Vayeshalach in the pe’al form 
Rav Hirsch writes, “commonly has the meaning of letting 
go, to leave it to its natural way and not to hold it back.” For 
example, after the mabul when Noach sent the yonah and 
the oraiv, the Torah writes Vayeshalach, meaning he opened 

his hands and sent the birds. He did not throw the birds; 
rather he released the bird to let them fly on their own.

Rav Hirsch explains how this language applies here 
as well. Hashem did not, in a sense, ‘send’ the serpents; 
rather He allowed them go on their own. In other words, 
these snakes are always in the wilderness, the desert is a 
dangerous place. Until now the snakes “had been kept 
back” by Hashem’s careful protecting power. However, at 
this point, Hashem withdraws this protecting power and 
allowed the snakes to follow their ‘natural traits to which 
the people succumbed.’

This is a very deep idea. Hashem is saying that He is 
going to remove His special hashgacha, and then the 
snakes will attack. Thus, the punishment of the poisonous 
snakes is midah kineged midah. Bnei Yisroel complained 
about Hashem’s hashgacha, “why did You take us here? 
Where are we going to get food and water?” Hashem had 
been protecting and providing for them all along. Yet they 
complained about Hashem’s hashgacha. So, midah kineged 
midah, Hashem says, in a sense, ‘Let Me show you what 

Hakaras Hatov
Rabbi Beinish Ginsburg

become impure. Alternatively, some see the mystery in 
the fact that this korban is brought outside of the Temple, 
even though such a practice is forbidden in regard to other 
korbanos. Rav Soloveichik, however, (see Man of Faith in 
the Modern World : Reflections of the Rav, Volume Two, 
pps. 100-116), thought that the mystery lay elsewhere. 
The Parah Adumah, he explained, purifies people who had 
become impure through contact with a human corpse. 
Thus, it was the mystery of death itself, as symbolized by 
the procedure of the Parah Adumah, that so mystified 
people over the generations. Man cannot make peace with 
the fact that he eventually has to die, and he needs divine 
help in order to function with this awareness. This need 
for divine assistance is symbolized by the fact that whereas 
in all other purification processes one need merely enter 
into a mikvah to become pure, when it comes to the Parah 
Adumah, there is, in addition, a need for a sprinkling 
process. The difference here is that while a person is able 
to enter the mikvah on his own, he needs another entity to 
sprinkle water upon him.While man must make his own 
effort to grapple with death, as symbolized by the need to 
immerse himself in the mikvah, says Rav Soloveitchik, it is 

God Who sprinkles the purification waters upon him - as 
the prophet tells us. “And I will sprinkle pure waters upon 
you” (Yechezkel 36:25) - helping us deal with our own 
mortality. An awareness of God’s presence, which gives us 
a sense of the immortality of the soul and a meaning to our 
existence, despite the fact that we all, ultimately, must die, 
is what helps purify man after contact with a corpse, or, in a 
wider sense, a sense of his own mortality. 

Based on Rav Soloveitchik’s analysis, we can now 
understand the juxtaposition of the death of Miriam 
to the mitzvah of Parah Adumah. Just as the mitzvah 
of Parah Adumah directs our attention to God, in our 
attempt to find meaning in life despite the reality of our 
mortality, so too, did Miriam, as the one through whom 
we merited to have water in the wilderness, direct our 
thoughts to God, Who supplies us with all our everyday 
needs. An assessment of Miriam’s role in teaching us to 
have a constant awareness of God in our lives, on a more 
mundane level, then, would have an effect similar to that 
of the Red Heifer, which forces us to rely upon God on a 
more spiritual level, assuring us that our lives have ultimate 
meaning. 
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Vigilance
Mrs. Shira Smiles

After the death of Miriam, the Jews in the desert 
suddenly had no water. A miraculous well had 
provided them with water for 40 years in Miriam’s 

merit. With the termination of the water supply, the people 
gathered against Moshe and Aaron, arguing with them 
for having taken them out of Egypt to the barren desert 
where they would die without water. Moshe and Aharon 
retreated to the ohel moed, the Tent of Meeting, and God’s 
glory appeared to them and told them to gather the people, 
speak to the rock, and it would give forth water.

The Torah always records how faithfully Moshe 
carried out Hashem’s command, “And Moshe did as God 
commanded him.” This time, however, the text records 
three discrepancies between God’s command and Moshe’s 
execution. First, Moshe speaks harshly to Bnei Yisroel, 
calling them rebels. Then, he says, “Shall we bring forth 
water from this rock,” instead of saying, “ Shall God bring 
forth … “, and finally, Moshe hits the rocks two times 
instead of speaking to it. While water did spew forth from 
the rock, Moshe was faulted for these breaches.

These appear to be minor infractions, yet, they had 
extensive ramifications, and for this, Moshe was denied 
entrance to the Land of Israel. Let us study what each of 
these differences implies and how they are interconnected.

Clearly, Moshe was outraged at the lack of gratitude of 
his nation, yet his reaction was not one that would foster 
improvement. If one hopes to improve the behavior of 
another, whether it is his child, his student, or his fellow 
citizen, the most effective method is to raise the self-image 
of the one he is reprimanding so that the current behavior 
is incongruous with his self-definition. Moshe’s voice, 
on the other hand, was raised in anger, and instead of 
reminding them of their exalted position of God’s chosen 
people, he called them rebels, or fools, a tone that would 
naturally put them on the defensive rather than foster 
receptivity to change.

It is in this context that the next two failures grow in 

significance. With their complaint, Bnei Yisroel had already 
demonstrated a breach of faith. Now Moshe came before 
them and, with the slightest slip of the tongue widened 
that breach. “Shall we draw forth water from this rock.” 
While it is true that everyone understood Moshe to be the 
emissary of Hashem, Moshe’s use of we instead of God left 
open to the listeners the possibility that somehow Moshe’s 
speech had something to do with the miracle of the water. 
To compound this perception, Moshe then struck the rock 
two times, as if this was part of the formula. Hashem had 
wanted this to be an open miracle, perceived as exclusively 
the work of God. Moshe’s actions subverted God’s intent.

The Rebbe from Lublin interprets Rashi’s explanation 
and says that it was Moshe’s love for Bnei Yisroel that 
motivated him to hit the rock rather than merely speak 
to it. The rock would have obeyed God’s command at the 
first syllable; why then was Bnei Yisroel so rebellious? 
Moshe looked for a way to lessen the faults of his people. 
By hitting the rock, and hitting it two times, one could 
perhaps reason that the rock did not obey the word, 
but rather obeyed the human action secondary to the 
command, the strike. Then perhaps the rock was no better 
than Bnei Yisroel, even though Bnei Yisroel should be 
better than an inanimate, unintelligent rock.

These slight changes, even if though they came form 
good intentions, bore tremendous consequences. A 
momentary lack of faith has a ripple effect on the cosmos, 
lowering the spiritual level of all existence.

We are in a constant state of war with our yetzer hara 
and evil. In a war, every bit of protection counts. If one 
removes one’s armor, even for a moment, one leaves oneself 
vulnerable to mortal wounds. Our armor is our faith in 
Hakodosh Boruch Hu. We must be vigilant to keep this 
armor in excellent condition and to improve it whenever we 
can. Every mitzvah, every act of chessed, every prayer adds a 
layer of steel to this armor as it brings us closer to the goal of 
intimacy with Hakodosh Boruch Hu.

will happen if I remove My special hashgacha.’ Rav Hirsch 
points out that Chazal refer to Am Yisroel as kafuy tovah, 
as ingrates. Therefore, they lost the special hashgacha.

This is major yesod. We have to constantly recognize 
Hashem’s hashgacha in our lives and constantly thank 
Hashem for what He does for us. Even when a person 

(rachmana litzlan) has difficulties, he has to remember to 
thank Hashem for all the good and to daven that Hashem 
will further help him in the area of difficulty. We have to 
avoid being kafuy tovah. This is one of the lessons from the 
episode of the poisonous snakes in the midbar.
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As they had done previously on the banks of the Yam 
Suf, this week’s Torah portion tells of Moshe and 
the Jewish people offering a song of thanksgiving to 

Hashem. Whereas the initial song celebrated their miraculous 
deliverance from the pursuing Egyptian armies, this second 
song offers thanks for the Be’er Mayim, the miraculous source 
of water that satiated them during their sojourn in the desert.

It is a short song but nevertheless rich with vivid and 
poetic imagery: “Come up, O well, call out to it! The well 
that ministers dug, nobles hewed . . . from the wilderness a 
gift. And from a gift to the valley and from the valley to the 
heights . . . as it is seen over the surface of the Yeshimon” 
(Bamidbar 21:17:20).

There is, however, a surprising omission which is 
highlighted by the striking similarity between the opening 
of this, and the opening of the earlier, song.

While both songs begin with the words “Az Yashir,” 
after the splitting of the sea we are told “Az Yashir Moshe 
U-Venei Yisroel,” then sang Moshe and the Children of 
Israel (Shemos 15:1), regarding the well we read only that 
“Az Yashir Yisroel,” then sang Israel. When compared next 
to each other we cannot help but notice that Moshe’s name 
is omitted from the second song (21:17). This glaring 
exclusion has attracted the attention of commentators over 
the years and various explanations have been offered.

Rashi (21:18, s.v. bi’mechokek) cites the explanation 
of the Midrash that this was done to preserve the honor 
of Moshe. We read previously about the punishment 
that Moshe received for striking the rock (20:7-13) and 
because the well – as a source of water – is associated with 
the rock, it would be embarrassing to Moses to have his 
name mentioned in a song extolling the well.

Alternatively, the contemporary work Shemen Ha-Tov 
offers an explanation which has added significance for 
parents and educators.

There is a major difference when it comes to the 
timing of the two songs. The original song was offered 
at the outset of the people’s time in the desert and at the 
beginning of Moshe’s leadership of a recently freed nation. 
In contrast, the song of the well didn’t take place until 
almost 40 years later when the Jewish people were on the 
cusp of entering Eretz Yisroel.

The Shemen Ha-Tov explains that the issue of timing 
directly impacted the role that Moshe played – or didn’t 

play – in the respective songs. In the immediate aftermath 
of the splitting of the sea the nation, still in its infancy, 
needed to be instructed by Moshe that a song of praise to 
Hashem was the appropriate response. Moreover, Moshe 
needed to play a leading role in the song as the people 
were not yet equipped with the spiritual tools to articulate 
independent words of thanksgiving. Reflecting the extent 
to which the people were dependant on him, Moshe’s 
central role is highlighted in the opening of the song – “Az 
Yashir Moshe U-Venei Yisroel.”

All these years later, however, the people had “grown up” 
and called for and initiated a song of thanksgiving on their 
own. The Jewish people no longer needed Moshe’s “hand 
holding” and this new spiritual maturity is reflected in the 
pasuk which solely focuses in there initiative – “Az Yashir 
Yisroel.”

This new reality attests to the fact that, despite the 
many hardships and challenges along the way, Moshe had 
successfully educated and trained the people to achieve 
a certain degree of healthy independence. Of course the 
people would always need a leader – and Moshe was 
followed faithfully by Yehoshua – but the truest test of a 
leader is to educate his followers so that they know what to 
do on their own.

This beautiful explanation of the omission of Moshe’s name 
during the son for the Be’er Mayim has broader implications 
as well. We must remember – as parents and teachers – that 
the educational goal for our children and students should be 
to similarly train them to achieve their independence.

My own teacher, HaRav Michael Rosensweig, always 
stressed this point as conveyed through the statement in 
Pirkei Avos (1:1), “he’emidu talmidim harbeh,” which we 
generally translate as a mandate for a teacher to “establish” 
or educate many students. But some commentators note 
that the Hebrew word chosen actually “he’emidu,” which 
translated literally means to “stand up.” The reason that this 
word is chosen – somewhat surprisingly – is to convey the 
message that the ideal is when the student, as a result of his 
education, can “stand on his own two feet”

Successful teaching and parenting facilitates independence. 
This should be the goal of any leader, teacher, or parent. This 
was the goal of Moshe and, as indicated in our Parsha, he 
accomplished his goal. May we be blessed with similar success.

Independance Day
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb


