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This portion is very dramatic and not entirely happy. Moses’ sister 

Miriam died, the one who helped to save him as an infant. Then when 

the people complained of thirst Moses screamed at them and disobeyed 

God’s command, resulting in his forfeiture of entrance to the Promised 

Land. Moses’ brother Aaron died too! And then our ancestors again 

complained about the desert trek.  

In apparent punishment for the kvetching, God sent fiery serpents to 

bite the people, and many died. Survivors went to Moses and cried, 

“We were wrong! Pray to God to take the snakes away!” Moses 

interceded with God who commanded him to make a large snake, 

mounted on a pole. Anyone who looked at it with a sincere heart and 

mind to repent would be healed.  

Why serpents?? I think it’s related to another famous biblical snake – in 

the Garden of Eden.  There the snake caused Eve to have doubts about 

God, and both she and Adam disobeyed and were evicted from 

paradise. According to scholar Malki Rose, the snake represents self-

doubt in the face of challenge. It’s the emotional response telling us that 

we are wrong or unworthy, and that we should give up because things 

are too difficult. We tell ourselves that no one likes us. Often bullies 

exploit our insecurity, making things even worse.  

The Torah is not merely a collection of obscure legends and obsolete 

laws -  it is teaching us profound lessons about life in America. We have 

a mental health crisis in our country, and one way in which it is 

manifest is the rate of suicide. Suicide is overall the 10th leading cause of 

death in the U.S., according to the CDC. 45,000 Americans took their 

own lives in 2016! That’s more than twice as many homicides! 



Why do people commit suicide? Social isolation, lack of mental health 

treatment, drug and alcohol abuse and gun ownership are among the 

factors. It’s an impulsive act and difficult to predict – 80% who commit 

suicide deny having suicidal thoughts in their final communications.  

In the Bible God provided a cure, and so too we can combat this 

problem. We can advocate for better mental health care and openly 

talk about suicide. Some states have enacted laws that take guns out of 

the hands of those at risk, resulting in lower suicide rates. But further, 

let’s reach out to those on the fringes so no one feels alone. 


