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 Shabbat Chukkat-Balak 
12 Tammuz 5766
July 7 - July 8, 2006

Annual: Numbers 19:1 - 25:9

Triennial: Numbers 21:21 – 22:38

Haftarah: Micah 5:6 – 6:8


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary
This week we read two parshiyot. 

A.  Chukkat: 

1. The ritual of the red heifer, which purifies an individual contaminated through contact with a corpse.

2. The death of Miriam.

3. The sin of Moses and Aaron and their sentence, to die before entering the Promised Land.

4. The Edomites refuse the Israelites passage through their land.

5. The death of Aaron and the choice of Eleazar as his successor.

6. Sinning against God and healing through the Bronze Snake.

7. Travels through the West Bank of the Jordan and the encounters with hostile nations.

B. Balak

1. The King of Moab hires Balaam to curse the Israelites.

2. Balaam tries to curse our ancestors, but God puts words of blessing in his mouth.

3. The Israelites sin at Baal Peor.


II.  Commentary:  The Punishment of Moses and Aaron 
I am going to share with you three excellent commentaries about this incident.  Before reading these commentaries, I would like you to read the Torah text yourself and try to answer: What was the sin for which these two great leaders were punished?

The community was without water, and they joined against Moshe and Aharon.  The people quarreled with Moshe, saying, “If only we had perished when our brothers perished at the instance of HaShem!  Why have you brought HaShem’s congregation into the wilderness for us and our beasts to die there?  Why did you make us leave Egypt to bring us to this wretched place, a place with no grain or figs or vines or pomegranates?  There is not even water to drink!”

Moshe and Aharon came away from the congregation to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting and fell on their faces.  The Presence of HaShem appeared to them, and HaShem spoke to Moshe, saying, “You and your brother Aharon take the rod and assemble the community, and before their very eyes order the rock to yield its water.  Thus you shall produce water for them from the rock and provide drink for the congregation and their beasts.”

Moshe took the rod from before HaShem, as HaShem had commanded him.  Moshe and Aharon assembled the congregation in front of the rock; and he said to them, “Listen, you rebels, shall we get water for you out of this rock?”  And Moshe raised his hand and struck the rock twice with his rod.  Out came copious water, and the community and their beasts drank.

But HaShem said to Moshe and Aharon, “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 HaShem – through which HaShem affirmed His sanctity.  Numbers 20:2-13

Now consider the following three commentaries.

A.  From Jewish Theological Seminary rabbinical student, Brent Chaim Spodek, courtesy of the American Jewish World Service.

Like many people, Moses doesn't get the reward he's been working toward his whole life.

Venerated through the generations as God's faithful servant, Moses discovers in Parshat Chukat Balak that, because of his own actions, he will die before the Israelites enter the land of Israel….

Generations of Jewish commentators have offered their best guesses as to what, exactly, Moses did to warrant this incredibly severe punishment.

Some have suggested that his sin was to strike the rock twice, while he was told only to hit it once, while others think the problem is that he struck the rock and didn’t speak to the rock.

Possibly the most audacious claim comes from Moses Mendelssohn, the father of the Jewish enlightenment, who wrote that Moses’ sin was that when the people began to complain of thirst, he fled from answering them directly and went to Tent of Meeting to speak to God.

A traditional religious mindset might assume that, far from being punished, Moses should be rewarded for this pious turn towards God in a moment of need. But Mendelssohn makes the radical claim that in an age when miracles are few and far between, turning to God at a moment of human need is a grave sin.

Yet many of us in need – the thirsty, the sick, the barren – hope that God will choose to intervene in the normal functioning of the world and miraculously rescue us from our ailments. But miracles are hard to come by. Most of the time, the God who might turn nature on its ear and create the reality we so desperately want seems painfully distant.

We know that the sea is unlikely to split tomorrow and that the hungry of the world are unlikely to wake up to pots full of manna. We know that those who are sick are unlikely to be miraculously cured. And yet at some level, we pray that God will somehow intervene to alleviate human suffering.

The human insistence on reaching out to God is a testimony to the resilience of human hope and the faith that in the past, God did intervene in human history and might yet do so again. But inherent in that turn to God is a flight from responsibility.

After all, if the omnipotent Creator of the Universe might yet reach down from the heavens and transform sickness into health as completely as God once turned darkness into light, then perhaps we mere humans don't have to get involved. Perhaps we can keep doing what we were doing and not be distracted by all those people in need.

But Mendelssohn is pointing us toward a truth we already know: hoping that God will solve human problems isn't simply ineffective, it’s wrong. It's wrong because it functionally abandons those in need.

The people of Israel cried out to Moses, and he turned away. Perhaps there was some yet undiscovered way for him to stay with the people and address their needs with the resources he had on hand.

We also often have greater resources than we acknowledge. Even if it seems the only relief can come from a miracle, many of the natural and man-made disasters from which humanity suffers can be addressed by human action.

No supernatural miracles were needed to change the course of the Holocaust, and none are needed to change the course of the genocide in Darfur. Nothing more than human empathy, willpower, competence, and the reallocation of resources and priorities, are needed to alleviate famine or to mitigate the effect that natural disasters have on the poor.

God did send water to the thirsty Israelites, yet according to Mendelssohn, Moses was punished terribly for asking for it. Perhaps the Torah wants to make it clear that God’s mercy on the Israelites is the exceptional response to irresponsible leadership, not the rule.

The rule is that we humans can respond to the plight of the suffering, or we cannot. We can hear the cries of those in need in our homes, in our cities and in our world, or we can ignore them. But we cannot honestly think that someone else will respond if we don't.

B.  From Rabbi Cheryl Peretz, Associate Dean, Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies, University of Judaism 

Of all the interesting and stimulating accounts in this week’s double portion of Hukkat-Balak, none is more well-known and challenging as the description of Moses’ and Aaron’s punishment that would prevent them from entering the land of Israel…

Readers of Torah and commentators in all ages and generations have tried to understand precisely what caused Moses and Aaron to lose their privileges to enter the land of Israel. 

I remember as a child hearing the story as a simple punishment – much like the ones my own parents might have given to me and/or my siblings when we did something wrong.  Moses was told to speak to the rock; instead he hit it, not just once but twice – therefore God punished him.  Is this really a punishment fitting the wrongdoing? 

At the same time, a closer reading of the final part of this biblical passage clearly identifies the reasons as a lack of faith and a failure to sanctify God in front of the people.  Of this, Midrash Rabbah, an early rabbinic commentary, asks: “Was there not an earlier case (in Numbers 11)* when Moses showed a lack of faith, and a more severe one at that..?”  Do we not all have such moments when are actions might not demonstrate blind faith?  Would we expect to have our life long goals and aspirations erased because of one such moment, when so many other times in our lives we act out of faith and holiness?  Furthermore, how are we to know exactly what moment of question might be the one that seals our fate, ending our dreams and goals?

So, what, exactly, was so terrible about Moses and Aaron’s actions that it warranted such a severe punishment?  Consumed with trying to uncover the exact nature of their offense, the Medieval commentators find no less than ten explanations focusing on three different aspects of the Biblical account: Moses’ action in hitting the rock (hitting the rock instead of talking to it; hitting it twice, and even the specific rock he chose); the character flaws Moses demonstrated in this entire Parashah (his temper, fleeing to the sanctuary, and even ignoring the people’s thirst); and the specific words Moses’ used in addressing the people (questioning God, doubting God, calling the people rebels and not being specific about who the ‘we’ was who would bring forth the water.) 

 Amongst some of the specific comments are those of some of the most well known of commentators:

The 11th century commentator, Rashi, explains as follows: ’If you (Moses) had spoken to the rock and it had brought forth (water), I would have been sanctified in the eyes of the congregation, and they would have said “If this rock, which does not speak and does not hear, and does not require sustenance, fulfills the word of God, then certainly we should as well.”  Remembering that over the past several parshiot we have read of the people’s complaining and of their questioning of God’s plan, Rashi understands the punishment to result from Moses’ failure to speak to the rock which would have convinced the people to follow God. 

Maimonides, on the other hand, contends that Moses sinned in becoming angry as he admonished the complaining people.  The sin of his anger was compounded because the people assumed that whatever Moses said was a reflection of God’s will, and if Moses was angry with them, God, too, must be angry with them.  Yet, there is no such evidence of God’s anger.  Therefore, implies Rambam, Moses is culpable for the outcry that would follow.

*Rabbi Peretz refers to the passage when God tells Moshe to tell the people to stop complaining about the lack of variety in their diet, because He will give them meat to eat.  Moshe expresses his doubts: “The people who are with me number six hundred thousand men; yet You say, ‘I will give them enough meat to eat for a whole month.’” HaShem response – “Is there a limit to HaShem’s power?” – implies that Moshe should a lack of faith in God’s power, which does not befit a man of his stature and position.

Nachmanides, known as Ramban, whose work was done in the 13th century, understands Moses’ rhetorical question “shall we get water for you…” to imply that he (Moses) and Aaron had the power to bring forth the water.  Moses should have said, “Shall God bring forth water…” For him, this explains why God said that Aaron and Moses had not sanctified His name.

So many and so diverse are the attempts at explanation that some have even given up trying to understand.  On of the later commentators, Shmuel David Luzzato of the 19th century offered: ‘Moses sinned one sin, and the commentators loaded thirteen sins and more, for each of them invented a new sin… Therefore, all my days I refrained from deep investigation of this matter, out of fear that I might come up with a new explanation, and I too would find myself adding a new sin to Moses our teacher!’  So, rather than assign the wrong understanding to God’s decree about Moses and/or to add to the long list of Moses’ wrongdoings, Luzzato stops asking the questions.

I read Luzzato with a certain degree of amusement and chuckled at his statement.  It is true – by the time we read all the commentators and pick apart the words of the text, the list of Moses’ sins would be infinite.  At the same time, unlike Luzzato, I cannot simply cast aside the need to try to understand what motivated his actions.  Consequently, perhaps there is yet another explanation that does not exactly explain God’s punishment, but can certainly explain Moses’ actions.

The water crisis for which Moses was originally told to speak to the rock results from Miriam’s death at the start of the chapter.  Miriam dies and the people cannot find water, says the Torah.  In fact, in the Midrash explains that as long as Miriam lived, God graced Israel with a well (a mystical spring) that accompanied them throughout the desert.  For Moses, this is the moment in which he is mourning the loss of his sister.  The people were thirsty without her; Moses was lost without her.  This was the same sister who convinced her parents to continue their marital relations (despite the Egyptian decree to kill the male children) resulting in Moses’ conception.  This was the same sister who watched over him from afar in the Nile and played a part in the Pharaoh’s daughter taking him into her home.  This was the same sister who stood with him at the Sea, crossing and singing to celebrate their progress.  This was the sister whose absence left him lost.

Miriam’s death robs Moses of his ability to govern.  Not yet having had a chance to mourn the love and loss of his sister, Moses lashes out at God, at people, and even at rock.  His sister’s death takes from him the very ability in him that she inspired to courageously and unashamedly intercede with God on behalf of the Jewish people.  In those moments of sorrow and hurt, Moses is a human being crying out in pain.  And perhaps, God’s words about entering the land are less of a consequence and more a way of helping Moses to acknowledge that he and Aaron, like Miriam, had limited days in this world, and would die soon as well.

On this Shabbat, perhaps the lessons for us are the same.  To remember that there are times when we need to set aside our public selves to allow us to live in the personal and individual moment less we lash out at God, our families, our community, or others in our lives.  And, perhaps, like Moses, we too need to be reminded that our time in this world is not unlimited.  And, like Moses in that moment, we need to remember that the meaning lies not in the destination, but in the journey.

C.  Excerpted from a commentary by Rabbi Michael Graetz of the Mercaz Shiluv Education Centre, Beer Sheva

Ramban explains that the first case of strife over water, in Exodus, the quarrel was between the nation and Moses, but in this case it was between the nation and God. Thus, the need for Moses and Aaron to totally take God's side and to behave in a godlike manner, that is, by miracle and word and not by anger and further strife, was total. They failed in this assignment. Thus, there was a need to explain that God's sanctification arose out of the punishment of Moses and Aaron for this failure of leadership. 

Lekah Tov, Rabbi Toviah ben Eliezer, adds the notion that the sanctification of God alluded to by our phrase stems from the fact that the nation merely asked for water to drink, and God created a mighty flow of water from the rock.  This may be the source of the opinion of Rashbam who says that "va-yikadesh bam" means that God was sanctified through the water that the nation received, despite the fact that Moses did not speak to the rock. The fact that there was a great need for water and that the water was supplied in abundance was more important in creating the sense of sanctification than the fact that it was produced by striking the rock rather than by talking to it.

Indeed, it seems as if their rebuke to the nation implies that they felt that the people were not worthy of the miracle of water… In this interpretation, God's announcement of Moses' and Aaron's punishment at this moment had to do with their anger at the nation, that is, their disavowal of God's mercy towards the nation. They really thought that the nation was so unworthy that they would all die of thirst in the desert, so God declares that they are the ones who will perish there. God, despite the leader's negativism, produces the life saving water for the nation. It is in mercy that the sanctification is made manifest.
♥  ♥  ♥

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










