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Annual: Deuteronomy 1:1 - 3:22

Triennial: Numbers 2:2 – 2:30

Haftarah: Isaiah 1:1-27


This Week’s Torah Reading

With this week’s parashah, we begin the reading of the fifth and final book of the Torah, Sefer Devarim or Deuteronomy.  The stage is set for the ending of Moshe’s career as leader of the Israelite People.  He will speak to them, at length.  He will review their history.  He will remind them how HaShem protected them and took care of them from the day they left Egypt to the present.  He will also remind them that they often repaid HaShem’s kindnesses with ingratitude and disloyalty.  Perhaps this new generation, poised to enter the Promised Land, will act differently.

II.  Commentary:  Chapter 12 of Numbers
“Shalom Africa” for Parashat Behaalotkha, I proposed an exercise for everyone:

I invite everyone to read this chapter of Torah carefully.  After you read it – slowly and carefully – 

I would like you to write questions or make comments about what you have read.  What do you not understand?  What bothers you about this story?  What insights did you gain by reading the story?  What lessons or values are taught in this chapter, lessons and values worth sharing with others?  

Remember, the purpose of writing “Shalom Africa” is not merely to share with you interpretations of the Torah – my own and those of others.  It is to train you to look at the Torah through Jewish eyes, so that you will become sufficiently independent to be able to understand, interpret and teach Torah on your own, the way Jews have done for centuries and continue to do in this day and age.

I am pleased with the number of people who responded and the thoughtfulness of their responses.  It is clear that among the readership of “Shalom Africa” there are individuals who will emerge as teachers of Torah.

The questions covered many of the issues raised by the classic commentators:

Who is this Cushite woman that Moshe married?  Is it Zipporah?  If so, why is she referred to as a Cushite woman, when we know that she is from Midian?  Or: Did Moshe take a second wife?  If so, why did we not hear about it previously?  What did Miriam and Aharon say about this woman? Why was Miriam punished and not Aharon?

Other equally valuable observations were shared.  It was a worthwhile exercise, and I thank those who participated.  I want to address some of these questions.  You will see, though, that sometimes the questions are better than the answers.

Commentators are divided about whether or not Moshe had taken a second wife.  This ambiguity is reflected in the translations.  Compare the following two translations:

1.  Miriam and Aharon spoke against Moshe regarding the Cushite woman he had married, for he had married a Cushite woman.

2.  Miriam and Aharon spoke against Moshe because of the Cushite woman he had married: “He married a Cushite woman!”

Notice that in the second one, what the two siblings were talking about was the fact that Moshe had married a Cushite woman.  In the first translation, we are not sure what the conversation was about.

Let’s look at the first possibility, that Moshe’s recent marriage to a Cushite woman gave rise to the gossip.  Still, it is clear from the next verse that any “reason” for gossip would have served Miriam and Aharon’s purposes just as well.  They would have used any excuse to attach Moshe verbally, because the real issue is that Miriam and Aharon are after a share in Moshe’s leadership.  “They said, ‘Has HaShem spoken only through Moshe?  Has HaShem not spoken through us as well?’”

A second possibility: the two were speaking about some aspect of Moshe’s marriage to the Cushite woman, not the mere fact that he had married her.  What were they speaking about?  “Since Moshe had to be ready to hear God’s word at any moment, he had to be ritually pure at all times, which meant that he had to refrain from marital relations with his wife Zipporah.  The intimate matter remained their private affair, until Miriam learned of it from a chance remark by Zipporah.  Not realizing that God had instructed Moshe to do so, and feeling that it was an unjustifiable affront to Zipporah, Miriam shared the news with Aharon, who agreed with her. They were critical of Moshe, contending that since the two of them were also prophets, but were not required to withdraw from normal life, neither was Moshe.”  (The Stone Chumash)   The Etz Hayim Chumash takes a slightly different approach: “Rashi imagines Miriam criticizing Moshe for neglecting his wife in order to be available at any hour, should God summon him.  In Rashi’s view, Miriam was motivated more by concern for Moshe’s wife than by feelings of jealousy or rivalry.  Nonetheless, what she is punished for is speaking to others about Moshe rather than confronting him directly.”


Was the woman in question Zipporah or a second wife?  Although we are not told that Moshe had taken a second wife, that is not necessarily an impediment to our accepting the possibility that Moshe had married another woman.  The Torah often refers to events of which we have not heard.

The other possibility is that the Cushite woman is Chapter 12 refers to Zipporah.  Why then is she called a Cushite woman?  Several possibilities exist.  The first is that the reference is to Cushan, a Midianite tribe.  (See Habakkuk 3:7)  The other is that Cushite might refer to some aspect of Miriam’s appearance or character.

This is where things get somewhat unpleasant.  Rashi’s commentary reflects his European (Ashkenazi) origins and prejudices.  It is highly unlikely that Rashi encountered very many, if any, Africans in his travels in 11th Century Northern France and Germany.  Please keep that in mind, but please also keep in mind that Rashi’s perspective has influenced many Jews whose origins are European.

Zipporah was from Midian, not Ethiopia (i.e., Cush).  The description of her as a Cushite was a euphemistic reference to her great beauty.  It is common in Scripture and Talmudic literature to attach a derogatory epithet to a loved one in order to prevent an ayin hara, evil eye, i.e., envy.  The numerical value of Cushite is equal to that of y’fat mar’eh, beautiful in appearance.  The term is repeated later in the verse to suggest that her physical beauty was matched by her character.

[If I were to tell you that Judaism is not a racist religion, I would be telling you the truth but not the whole truth.  It is true that our religion does not make much reference to the color of a person’s skin nor does it judge a person by racial characteristic (although there are practitioners of Judaism who are indeed racist).  However, there are statements like these – that “Cushite” is a pejorative, derogatory term, used to mask the fact of Miriam’s beauty – that cannot be cavalierly disregarded.  Rashi’s distorted perception can be excused; he was a product of his time.  Such racism in modern day Judaism must be confronted, challenged and corrected.]

Finally, why was Miriam punished and not Aharon?  On the simplest level, we can say that since she was the instigator of the gossip, it makes sense that she would be the one to be punished.  However, in his masterful commentary on the Torah, Dr. Rabbi Gunther Plaut writes that Aharon was punished, too.

At first reading of the story it appears that Miriam was punished and Aharon is not, although clearly Aharon is a co-offender.  In fact, his offense is more serious, for he is the High Priest and second only to Moshe… Therefore, we should expect that Aharon not only be disciplined but disciplined more severely than Miriam.

This is precisely what the story conveys, for while Miriam is punished corporally, Aharon is punished mentally. In his case, the mental suffering is far more intense than its physical counterpart.  Aharon doubtlessly undergoes great anguish not only because of the divine rebuke – in the eyes of the Torah a severe chastisement in itself – but also suffers when he sees his sister disfigured hideously while he who had committed the same offense apparently is let off free.  The hurt of seeing a dear one suffer is often greater than one’s own physical agony.

But the worst punishment is yet to come.  Aharon has pretended to be the equal of his younger brother and now has to humble himself utterly.  “Oh, my lord!” he says to Moshe, and then begs his forgiveness and asks him to intercede with God.  Humiliation is added to mental suffering and guilt.

Miriam’s pain is short-lived and like most physical ailments quickly forgotten once she is healed.  But Aharon’s punishment does not end when the incident is over and probably leaves deep scars.  Miriam’s illness is a warning to the people at large that slander and rebellion are evil, but the sight of Aharon, the High Priest, bowing down before Moshe and begging his pardon is a warning no less potent and surely more memorable.

Many of the observations and lessons learned from this chapter dealt with l’shon hara, gossip, slander, evil speech.  One person wondered, if people on a high spiritual level like Miriam and Aharon could be guilty of l’shon hara, how can the rest of us hope to avoid it?  An excellent question.  One of the lessons of this chapter is how universal l’shon hara is, that even great spiritual giants can succumb to it.  (It is worth mentioning in this regard that the Torah does not portray our spiritual heroes as perfect.  They are great, in spite of their flaws and essential humanity.)  But their lapse does not justify ours.  All of us must remain constantly vigilant against the sin of l’shon hara.

If will give my beloved friend Ephraim Uba the last word on this subject:  “Miriam's l’shon hara not only plagued her, it also stopped the progress of the community…” This is a very insightful comment and observation.  No more needs to be said.

III. Commentary:  More on L’shon Hara

My beloved brother, Emmanuel Ben Yisrael, wrote the following question: “Since we are not allowed to speak ill of people even when what we are saying is true, how then can one warn somebody about a dangerous person, for example, one that is known to be dubious in financial activities?  It is a worthwhile question, because many people tell me things about others, to warn me away from them, but I suspect that they are not aware that what they are saying does NOT fulfill the criteria for exceptions regarding l’shon hara.  For example, l’shon hara may not be based on hearsay or “reputation” but on empirical evidence.  The following may help clarify under what circumstances speaking ill of someone else is not only justified but required.
Despite the severity of the prohibition against harmful speech, there are situations in which one is supposed to make such statements in order to prevent harm to others. For example, if you are aware that someone is planning to hire a person whom you know to be dishonest, or that a someone is considering marrying a person whom you know to be dangerous, then you have a responsibility to warn the innocent party. There are, however, a number of important conditions to be met before you may do this:

   1.  You must be absolutely certain that your statement is completely true.

   2. Sometimes, what at first glance might appear to be an unethical and illegal act may actually be justifiable if one knows the full situation. Before you tell others that someone has engaged in illegal or unethical activity, you must be certain that your assessment is correct.

   3. You must confront the person who committed the misdeed and gently admonish him. This gives the person the opportunity to either explain his act, and, if he was in fact guilty of a misdeed, he has the opportunity to repent his deed and undo it (if possible). Only after you have done this and the person has not accepted the admonishment may you then inform others. If for some reason it is impossible for you to confront the person, or if you know that he will not accept admonishment, then this step may be skipped.

   4. You must have positive intent. You are not permitted to make these statements due to your dislike for the other person, even when that dislike is justified.

   5. There must be no other way to solve the problem. Making a harmful statement about another person must only be done as a last resort.

   6.  That no harm will come to the person you are speaking about beyond what is justifiable. Even if the person was guilty of a crime, he may not deserve the repercussions that might result from your statement. If, for example, the person was guilty of theft, but the people he harmed may retaliate with violence instead of using legal methods, then you may not tell them.

   7.  You must not exaggerate the information.

As you can see, the conditions under which a harmful statement may be made are quite limited. 

As we mentioned earlier, in addition to the prohibition against saying l’shon hara, we are also prohibited from listening to or believing it. However, in a case where someone warns you of a potential risk to you from another person, you are permitted to take reasonable precautions to protect yourself. However, you are still not permitted to accept the statement as being true.

IV. Answer to one last question
I was asked if Judaism permitted a man to have more than one wife?  And if not, what is to be done with a man who wants to become a Jew but is already married to two women?

Rabbenu Gershom (for more information about this great man, see the articles in Wikipedia and in the Jewish Virtual Library) imposed a ban on polygamy over one thousand years ago.  The problem is this: his writings are no longer extant; we know about his legal rulings only from the writings of others, and these writings do not quote him verbatim.  Therefore, we do not know if his ruling was to apply only to Ashkenazi (European) Jewry or was meant to be universal.  In addition, there is a notion that his ban was to last for only one thousand years – in which case, it has elapsed.

That being said, until modern times there was only one Jewish community – the Jews of Yemen – in which polygamy was practiced.  When Yemenite Jews migrated to Israel, those with two wives were allowed to remain married to both but no one with a wife was allowed to marry a second wife.  Israeli law follows the practice of the majority of Jews throughout the world – and does not allow polygamy.

When they complete their teshuvah, Jewish men with two wives will not have to choose between them.  However, from that point on, they will no longer be permitted to marry a second wife.

♥  ♥  ♥

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.

                               

 Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD









