
CHUKAT 2022/5782

This week we read Parsha Chukat.  G-d teaches Moses the laws of 
the red heifer.  Its 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 where Moses’ sister Miriam 
dies. 

The people thirst for water and once again quarrel with Moses, 
asking why they did not die with Korach and the rebels. They 
again question why Moses brought them from Egypt to die of 
thirst in the desert. 

G-d says to Moses, “Take the staff and assemble the congregation 
… and speak to the rock in their presence so that it will give forth 
its water.  You shall bring forth water for them from the rock and 
give the congregation and their livestock to drink." (Num: 20-8).
(emphasis added).   

Moses and Aaron assemble the people, and Moses asks, “Now 
listen, you rebels, can we draw water for you from this rock?” 
(Num. 20-10.)  Moses raises his staff and strikes the rock twice.  
Water gushes forth, but G-d tells Moses that neither he nor Aaron 
will enter the Promised Land. “Because you did not have enough 
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.” (Num. 
20:12)  

Aaron dies at Hor Hahar and is succeeded in the high priesthood 
by his son, Elazar.  “The people spoke against God and against 
Moses, ‘Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in this 
desert, for there is no bread and no water, and we are disgusted 
with this rotten bread.’” (Num 21:5).   Venomous snakes attack 
the Israelite camp.  Many people are bitten and some die.  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. 
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There is a lot happening in this portion, but I want to focus on 
two distinct events—the death of Miriam and Moses striking the 
rock instead of speaking to it, as G-d commanded.  

Why did Moses strike the rock this time, though he was instructed 
to speak to it?  Forty years earlier,  when Moses had questioned if 
he was the correct person to lead the Exodus, he followed G-d’s 
command to bring water from a rock by striking it.  And on two 
other occasions, Moses again followed G-d’s instructions: once 
when he sweetened bitter water (Ex.15:22-26) and again, 
bringing forth water from a rock, (Ex.17:1-7).  Why not now? 

We know from the text that Moses was angry that the people 
once again were questioning his leadership and his motives.  But 
he had been through that before and would be again. There must 
have been something more going on here. 

In Chapter 20 verse 1, we read that Miriam dies, and then 
immediately, in verse 2, we read the people had no water and 
rise against Moses.  How are these adjacent verses related? 

Talmud tells us that during the 40 years in the wilderness, Moses 
and Aaron are the sustainers of Manna and the Pillar of Cloud, 
respectively.  But it was Miriam who was the sustainer of water. 
When she died, the well dried up.  See: Taanit 9a. (1) 

There is another natural and psychological way to understand 
this.  To get there, we need to review some things about Miriam. 

Moses’ sister played an existential role in his life.  She watched as 
Pharaoh’s daughter pulled Moses from the river after their mother 
had set him afloat to prevent him from being killed by Pharaoh.  
Miriam arranged for their mother to be Moses’ nursemaid in 
Pharaoh’s household.  Without Miriam, Moses would have grown 
up not knowing who he was and that he was part of the Jewish 
people.  Miriam was Moses’ best friend and confidant for the forty 
difficult years of the Exodus.   



CHUKAT 2022/5782

The people’s dissatisfaction with Moses in Chukat was the first 
trial Moses would face without Miriam’s presence and guidance.  
Knowing how Moses relied on and loved Miriam, it is easy to 
understand that Moses was emotionally distraught when she died.  
The ongoing complaining by the people at such a difficult time 
was piled on top of the anguish Moses felt when he lost his sister.  
He lost emotional control, a reaction common with bereavement.  
In this light, it is easier to understand Moses’ error—hitting the 
rock instead of speaking to it.    

********  

Quote of the week: From the the Declaration of Independence of 
the United States:  We hold these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among 
these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. 
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