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Raymond  Cohen  mother Miriam bas Shimon Halevi Wednesday
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Alison Green  Saturday
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Jo Kurt  Saturday
Natalie Chevin  Monday
Suzanne Michaels  Tuesday
Elaine Austin  Wednesday
Pamela Blow  Wednesday
Vincent bryan Coen  Wednesday
Danny Prever  Wednesday
Leonard Samuel Warren  Wednesday
Adam Gilbert  Thursday

 
Moses is taught the laws of the red heifer, whose

ashes purify a person who has been
contaminated by contact with a dead body.

 
After forty years of journeying through the

desert, the people of Israel arrive in the
wilderness of Zin. Miriam dies, and the people
thirst for water. G‐d tells Moses to speak to a

rock and command it to give water. Moses gets
angry at the rebellious Israelites and strikes the
stone. Water issues forth, but Moses is told by

G‐d that neither he nor Aaron will enter the
Promised Land.

 
Aaron dies at Hor Hahar and is succeeded in the

high priesthood by his son Elazar. Venomous
snakes attack the Israelite camp after yet

another eruption of discontent in which the
people “speak against G‐d and Moses”; G‐d tells
Moses to place a brass serpent upon a high pole,
and all who will gaze heavenward will be healed.

The people sing a song in honor of the
miraculous well that provided them water in the

desert.
 

Moses leads the people in battles against the
Emorite kings Sichon and Og (who seek to

prevent Israel’s passage through their territory)
and conquers their lands, which lie east of the

Jordan.

BIRTHDAY



Spelled forwards I’m what you do
every day, spelled backward I’m
something you hate. What am I?

 Last weeks Answer: phone

WHY DID MOSES HIT
THE ROCK?
N A F T A L I  S I L B E R B E R G

JOKE
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Moses hitting the rock is one of the most mystifying episodes recounted in
the Torah.

 
The well that supplied the Israelites with water dried up. G‐d instructed

Moses to go to Mount Horeb and extract water from a rock. Moses did so
successfully, but in the course of executing G‐d's command, he commits a

grave error. As a result, it is decreed that Moses must die in the desert, and
Joshua will be the one who will lead the Israelites in to the Promised Land.

 
The Torah is very ambiguous regarding the nature of Moses' error. There are
as many interpretations as there are biblical commentators. The conventional

explanation, quoted from the Midrash by Rashi, is that Moses was
commanded to talk to the rock to bring forth water, and instead Moses struck
it. Some thirty-nine years earlier, the first time the Israelites were in need of
water, G‐d had indeed instructed Moses to strike the rock. But this time the

instructions were different, and Moses failed to comply.
 

A few obvious questions:
1) If striking the rock was so awful, why was it okay so many years earlier?

2) Why didn't Moses — G‐d's most loyal servant — follow G‐d's simple
instructions?

3) Why did this seemingly minor offense have such severe consequences?
 

An analysis of Moses' leadership will perhaps shed light on this puzzling
episode.

 
Moses is synonymous with miracles. The name Moses means "from the waters

he was drawn"; and this is indeed an appropriate name for an individual
whose soul emanated from the hidden waters of the supernal worlds, and
never acclimated to his new habitat. Moses did not know how to deal with
this world on its terms. Instead, when he needed to accomplish a task he
resorted to supernatural powers to do so. He didn't convince Pharaoh to

release the Israelites, he didn't even engage in conventional warfare; instead
he used the miraculous powers at his disposal to utterly crush his opposition.

 
He didn't talk to rocks to bring forth waters, he struck them into submission.

 
While this is an exciting modus operandi, this wasn't how the land of Canaan

was to be conquered. This worked for the generation which left Egypt, a
generation that subsisted on miracles for forty years. But G‐d had a different

plan in mind for this generation which was now poised to enter the Holy
Land. They weren't intended to miraculously obliterate their opposition, they
were given the mandate to change the world by dealing with it on its terms.
They were supposed to enter the world, plow and reap its fields, and cajole

the world to higher levels of spirituality and G‐dliness.
 

Moses' striking the rock was a symptom of the reason why he couldn't enter
CanaanThis was a task which Moses could not accomplish — he was simply

too great a spiritual giant. This was a task for Joshua.
 

The lesson of this episode in our relations with others, in our endeavor to
draw water — holiness and value — from our fellows, is quite clear. But this

lesson should also guide us in our own personal spiritual journey.
 

We start serving G‐d by "hitting the rock." We may not understand, we may
not be convinced, but we follow G‐d's orders because we must do so. We

overpower our natural impulses and urges in order to do the mitzvot.
 

But then we must spiritually mature. We must "talk to the rock." We must
study enough and gain the understanding to actually convince ourselves, our

emotions as well as our minds, to become spiritual people.
 

Then we are ready to enter the Promised Land.

Someone stole Marvin's
coat at a restaurant.

He asked the waiter, "Did
you see the guy who took

my coat?"
"Yes, Sir," he replied.

"What did he look like?"
"Ridiculous," the waiter

stated. "The sleeves were
far too short." 



MIRIAM, MOSES' FRIEND
R A B B I  S A C K S  O B M
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 It is one of the great mysteries of the Torah. Arriving at Kadesh, the people find themselves without water. They complain to Moses
and Aaron. The two leaders go to the Tent of Meeting, and there they are told by G d to take the staff and speak to the rock, and

water will emerge.
Moses’ subsequent behavior is extraordinary. He takes the staff. He and Aaron gather the people. Then Moses says: “Listen now, you

rebels, shall we bring you water out of this rock?” Then “Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff.” 
This was the behavior that cost Moses and Aaron their chance of leading the people across the Jordan into the Promised Land.

“Because you did not have  waterenough faith in Me to sanctify me in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community
into the land I have given them.” 

The commentators disagree as to which aspect of Moses’ behavior was wrong: His anger? His act of striking the rock instead of
speaking to it? The implication that it was he and Aaron, not G d, who were bringing water from the rock? I argued in an earlier

Covenant and Conversation that Moses neither sinned nor was punished. He merely acted as he had done almost 40 years earlier
when G d told him to hit the rock, and thereby showed that though he was the right leader for the people who had been slaves in

Egypt, he was not the leader for their children who were born in freedom and would conquer the land.
This time, though, I want to pose a different question. Why then? Why did Moses fail this particular test? After all, he had been in a
similar situation twice before. After emerging from the Red Sea the people had traveled for three days without finding water. Then

they found some, but it was bitter and they complained. G d showed Moses how to make the water sweet. 
Arriving at Rephidim, again they found no water and complained. Despairing, Moses said to G d: “What am I to do with these people?

They are almost ready to stone me.” G d patiently instructs Moses as to what to do, and water flows from the rock. 
So Moses had successfully overcome two similar challenges in the past. Why on this third occasion did he lose emotional control?

What was different?
The answer is stated explicitly in the text, but in so understated a way that we may fail to grasp its significance. Here it is:

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. 

Immediately after this, we read: “Now there was no water for the community, and the people gathered in opposition to Moses and
Aaron.” A famous Talmudic passage explains that it was in Miriam’s merit that the Israelites had a well of water that miraculously
accompanied them through their desert journeys. When Miriam died, the water ceased. This interpretation reads the sequence of
events simply and supernaturally. Miriam died. Then there was no water. From this, you can infer that until then there was water

because Miriam was alive. It was a miracle in her merit.
However, there is another way of reading the passage, naturally and psychologically. The connection between Miriam’s death and the

events that followed had less to do with a miraculous well and more to do with Moses’ response to the complaints of the Israelites.
This was the first trial he had to face as leader of the people without the presence of his sister. Let us recall who Miriam was for

Moses. She was his elder sister, his oldest sibling. She had watched over his fate as he floated down the Nile in a pitched basket. She
had the presence of mind—and the audacity—to speak to Pharaoh’s daughter and arrange for the child to be nursed by an Israelite
woman—that is, by Moses’ own mother, Yocheved. Without Miriam, Moses would have grown up not knowing who he was and to

which people he belonged.
 

Miriam is a background presence throughout much of the narrative. We see her leading the women in song at the Red Sea, so it is
clear that she, like Aaron, had a leadership role. We gain a sense of how much she meant to Moses when, in an obscure passage, she
and Aaron “began to talk against Moses because of his Cushite wife, for he had married a Cushite.” We do not know exactly what the
issue was, but we do know that Miriam was smitten with leprosy. Aaron turns helplessly to Moses and asks him to intervene on her

behalf, which he does with simple eloquence in the shortest prayer on record—five Hebrew words—“Please, God, heal her now.”
Moses still cares deeply for her, despite her negative talk.

It is only in this week’s parshah that we begin to get a full sense of her influence, and this only by implication. For the first time,
Moses faces a challenge without her; and for the first time, Moses loses emotional control in the presence of the people. This is one
of the effects of bereavement, and those who have suffered it often say that the loss of a sibling is harder to bear than the loss of a

parent. The loss of a parent is part of the natural order of life. The loss of a sibling can be less expected and more profoundly
disorienting. And Miriam was no ordinary sibling. Moses owed her his entire relationship with his natural family, as well as his

identity as one of the children of Israel.
It is a cliché to say that leadership is a lonely undertaking. But at the same time, no leader can truly survive on his or her own. Yitro
told Moses this many years earlier. Seeing him leading the people alone, he said: “You and these people who come to you will only

wear yourselves out. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone” (Exodus 18:18). A leader needs three kinds of support:
(1) allies who will fight alongside him; (2) troops or a team to whom he can delegate; and (3) a soulmate or soulmates to whom he can

confide his doubts and fears; who will listen without an agenda other than being a supportive presence; and who will give him the
courage, confidence and sheer resilience to carry on.

Having known through personal friendship many leaders in many fields, I can say with certainty that it is false to suppose that people
in positions of high leadership have thick skins. Most of those I have known have not. They are often intensely vulnerable. They can

suffer deeply from doubt and uncertainty. They know that a leader must often make a choice between two evils, and you never know
in advance how a decision will work out. Leaders can be hurt by criticism and the betrayal of people they once considered friends.
Because they are leaders, they rarely show any signs of vulnerability in public. They have to project a certainty and confidence they

do not feel. But Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky, the Harvard leadership experts, are right to say: “The hard truth is that it is not
possible to experience the rewards and joy of leadership without experiencing the pain as well.” 

Leaders need confidants, people who “will tell you what you do not want to hear and cannot hear from anyone else, people in whom
you can confide without having your revelations spill back into the work arena.” A confidant cares about you more than about the

issues. He or she lifts you when you are low, and gently brings you back to reality when you are in danger of self-congratulation or
complacency. Heifetz and Linsky write: “Almost every person we know with difficult experiences of leadership has relied on a

confidant to help them get through.”
 

Maimonides in his Commentary to the Mishnah counts this as one of the four kinds of friendship. He calls it the “friendship of trust”
[chaver habitachon], describing it as having someone in whom “you have absolute trust and with whom you are completely open and
unguarded,” hiding neither the good news nor the bad, knowing that the other person will neither take advantage of the confidences

shared, nor share them with others.
A careful reading of this famous episode in the context of Moses’ early life suggests that Miriam was Moses’ “trusted friend,” his

confidante, the source of his emotional stability. When she was no longer there, he could not cope with crisis as he had done until
then.

Those who are a source of strength to others need their own source of strength. The Torah is explicit in telling us how often for
Moses that source of strength was G d himself. But even Moses needed a human friend, and it seems, by implication, that this was

Miriam. A leader in her own right, she was also one of her brother’s sources of strength.
And even the greatest cannot lead alone



THE STORY

 

FOOD 4 THOUGHT
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Rabbi Tarfon’s mother was walking in the yard on Shabbat and her sandal tore. Rabbi Tarfon placed his hands under
her feet until she returned home.

Sometime later, Rabbi Tarfon fell ill and his colleagues came to visit. His mother asked them to pray for her son,
mentioning that he was exceedingly careful with honoring her. The sages asked, “How so?” and she recounted the

episode.
“Even if he’d do thousands of times more than that, he would not have reached half of his Torah obligation,” they

responded. 
________________________________________

Rabbi Avraham Borenstein of Sochaczew (1838-1910), son-in-law of the famed Rebbe of Kotzk, was known for his
Talmudic commentary and responsa, as well as for his erudite lectures that drew large crowds to his yeshiva.

His lectures typically flowed freely, but on one occasion when teaching the passage about Rabbi Tarfon, he paused
and sank deep into thought. After a few moments, he looked up, having clearly experienced an ‘aha’ moment.

Those present were intrigued and did not have to wait too long for an explanation.
Reb Avraham began by questioning the story. “How can such a thing be?” he asked. “A mother who is worried about
her ill son turns to the sages with a request for prayer and recounts his merits. But not only do the sages not accept
the praise, they outright reject it! Why would they disregard the mother’s words and the remarkable actions of her

son?”
His enthusiasm grew and he began to sway back and forth. “Listen to the following story that happened to me,” he

continued.
“When I was newly married and living with my in-laws in Kotzk, I fell ill to the point of no return. The family sent

word to my father in Biala that he should come immediately.
“My father, of course, dropped everything and traveled to visit me. He was appalled to learn that my father-in-law,
the Kotzker Rebbe, appeared impervious to my illness and had not visited even once. The conduct of my father-in-
law, who was my father’s own Rebbe, bewildered and saddened him. He summoned up the courage and entered the
Rebbe’s study and cried: ‘Rebbe! I gave you my dear son for your daughter, trusting that you would take care of him.

Now I hear that you have not even visited him! Do you know that my son learns Torah 20 hours a day?”
“My father-in-law, the Rebbe, heard what my father said and retorted, ‘You call that learning?!’

“My father knew he was standing in the presence of a holy man and left the room broken-hearted. He did not
breathe a word of the encounter to anyone.

“A few days later my condition improved, much faster than anticipated. After I fully recovered, my father told me
about the odd exchange he had had with my father-in-law.

“For 40 years this episode has lived in my memory, and much as I tried I could not understand my father-in-law’s
actions. How could it be? I was deathly ill. My father requested that his Rebbe pray for me, mentioning the merits of
my assiduous study schedule, about which it is said, “For with me shall your days increase, and they will add to you

years of life.” And here, when I was in deep need of increased days, my father-in-law completely disregarded my
impressive study schedule!

“Now, learning the story of Rabbi Tarfon and the reaction of the sages to his mother’s request, I have finally gained
some clarity.

“Every soul is sent into this world with something to rectify. If they do not fulfill that mission, they are sent back as a
reincarnation until the goal is reached.

“How can a person know what he or she is here to fix? When we see that a person is attracted to a particular
mitzvah and fulfills it with zeal, we can assume that this is their mission.

“When Rabbi Tafon’s mother began praising her son’s diligence in honoring her, the sages understood that this
mitzvah was the purpose of his life here on earth. They feared that maybe he had achieved his goal and thus his time

to return to his Maker had arrived. They therefore told his mother that he had not yet fulfilled a fraction of his
obligation, thereby effectively granting him more years to live.

“Likewise, when my father told the Rebbe of Kotzk about my study schedule, the Rebbe understood that Torah study
is my main purpose in life, and perhaps because of my great study schedule I had already completed my mission and

my time had come. My father-in-law therefore discounted the merit, asking, ‘You call this learning?!’
“With those few short words he made it clear that my time had not yet come and my recovery was imminent.”

 

Faith believes that which it is told, because it wants to believe.
 

Intellect believes that which it understands, because it wants to attain understanding.
 

Wisdom believes that which is true, because it is true.
 

Wisdom doesn’t have to fit that which faith wishes to believe. Neither does it await the approval of intellect to say, “This
can be understood.”

 
Wisdom is a power of vision, the power to see “that which is” without attempting to fit it into any mold. Wisdom,

therefore, is the only channel by which an Infinite G‐d may enter.


