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your life when you are busiest? 
· Wreak havoc on your body (and, possibly, your 

marriage)? 
· Provide you with crushing responsibility for 

years to come? 
· Offer no guarantees (whatsoever!) of outcome? 
 

And yet, so many of us willingly embark on 
parenthood. 

 

Professor L. A. Paul, a distinguished metaphysics 
philosopher, explains that deciding to have chil-
dren is not a rational decision. Rational decisions 
are based on outcomes, but having children is 
“an epistemically transformative experience.” 
You cannot know what the experience of having 
your own child will be like until you experience 
it. 

 

You may be so transformed by this baby that his 
or her wellbeing becomes more important than 
your own. You may be completely changed, find-
ing room within yourself for another who be-
comes as important, or even more important, 
than your own self. 

 

Does that make sense? No. Is it logical? No. But 
some of the greatest experiences in life result 
from actions that go far beyond logic. 

 

This week’s Torah portion is called Chukat, 
which refers to supra-rational laws, and keep-
ing G‑d’s laws due to our devotion to His will 
even when it is beyond our understanding. It 
begins with the most enigmatic law— the law of 
the red heifer, whose ashes were sprinkled on 
those who became ritually impure. 

 

The clean person shall sprinkle upon the unclean per-
son . . . and he shall be clean at evening. . . . [But] he 
who sprinkles the water of sprinkling . . . shall be un-
clean. (Numbers 19:19–21) 

 

One of the fascinating things about this ritual is 
that although the ashes purify the impure indi-
vidual, the kohen performing this act becomes 
impure himself! 

 

Midrash Tanchuma elucidates: All who are involved 
in the preparation of the heifer, from beginning to the end, 
become impure, but the heifer itself purifies the impure! 
G‑d says: “I have made a chok, a decree . . .” 

 

The Rebbe points out that the Torah is teaching 
us to care about another person’s impurity and 
corruption, and to do everything within our power 

to rehabilitate him. 

 

What about the time, energy and resources that it 
will rob me of? What if my contact with him will 
diminish me, emotionally, materially and spiritu-
ally? Just as the Torah instructs the kohen, who is 
very careful not to become impure, to do so, so 
must we. 

 

Does it make sense? No. Is it logical? No. But 
life isn’t about doing things that are only logical. 
Our lives are about transcending our egos—
putting aside our own self- interests, and opening 
ourselves up to loving another and doing some-
thing purely out of our devotion to G‑d’s will 
even when it is devoid of rationale. 

 

Indeed, some of the greatest experiences in life 
result from actions that go beyond logic. 
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My boss just texted me: “Send me one of your 
funny jokes!” I texted him back: “I’m busy work-
ing. I’ll send one later.” “That’s hilarious,” he 
said. “Send another one!” 
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A life sentence for jaywalking? Twenty years 
for chewing gum in public?! Singapore notwith-
standing, surely that’s over the top. 

 

Well, was it so different for Moses, who, in this 
week’s reading is punished and denied entrance 
to the Promised Land for the seemingly minor 
infraction of hitting the rock instead of speak-
ing to it?  

 

The people are clamoring for water in the wil-
derness. Hashem tells Moshe to speak to a 
certain rock (he was meant to ask nicely) and 
promises that, miraculously, water will flow 
from the rock. Commentary enlightens us as to 
the behind the scenes reasons for Moshe actu-
ally striking the rock, but in the end the miracle 
happens anyway and the people’s thirst is 
quenched. 

 

So if your average rabbi today would make a 
rock produce water, even if the rock needed 
more than mere gentle persuasion, surely it 
would be hailed as the greatest miracle of the 
century and the rabbi would win the Nobel 
Prize for chemistry! But for Moses it is a prob-
lem? Even if it would have been a greater sanc-
tification of the Divine had he only spoken to 
the rock, still, for such a minor infraction such 
a severe penalty?  

 

The answer, we are told, is that responsibility is 
commensurate with the individual. If a child 
messes up, it is entirely forgivable. For an adult 
who should know better, we are less likely to 
be as forgiving. Likewise, among adults, from a 
person of stature we expect more than from an 
ordinary fellow. 
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A blemish on a coarse garment is not nearly as bad 
as it is on a piece of fine material. A stain on a pair 
of denims is not only acceptable, it is absolutely 
desirable. In fact, some people pay a premium for 
pre- stained jeans. Put the same stain on a silk tie 
and it’s simply unwearable. 

 

Moshe was like the finest silk and, therefore, even 
the smallest, subtle hint of sin was considered a 
serious breach of conduct and the repercussions 
were severe. 
 

I recall reading in one of Rabbi Dr AJ Twersky’s 
early books an exposition on the well-known Y id-
dish expression es past nit – it is unbecoming. When he 
was a child and his father would admonish him for 
doing the wrong thing, he would say es past nit, i.e. 
for you, this sort of behavior is unbecoming. Not 
only did such a rebuke not shatter the child’s self 
image, it reinforced it. A wise father was telling his 
child, ‘You are special, you are important, for 
someone like you; this sort of conduct is unbe-
coming.’ There are behavior patterns that are not 
necessarily criminal or sinful. Yet for someone 
from an esteemed family background, es past nit, it 
is unbecoming. This was the kind of criticism that 
could actually build a child’s self esteem.              

How beautiful, that even in chastisement one can 
find validation and praise.  

As I write these lines, I think of the Chupah cere-
mony when I officiate at a marriage. After reading 
the Ketubah in the original Aramaic, I usually read 
an abstract in English. There in the older versions 
of the text one would find the antiquated expres-
sion, “even as it beseemeth a Jewish husband to 
do.” The groom’s obligations to his bride are re-
flected in that old, quaint turn of phrase reminding 



him that he will be expected to conduct himself 
appropriately -  “as it beseems a Jewish husband 
to do.” Yes, we Jews do expect more from our 
husbands. There is a historical ethic and a sacred 
tradition we are all held to. No matter what the 
rest of the world may get up to, for a Jewish 
husband, es past nit. 

 

Moshe was the greatest prophet that ever lived. 
For him, the standard could be no higher. Lucki-
ly for us mere mortals, we will not be held to 
that exalted benchmark. But we will be held to 
our own standard. The standard of Jews who 
were called upon by G-d to be “a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation.”  
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Moses is taught the laws of the red heifer, whose 
ashes purify a person who has been contaminat-
ed by contact with a dead body. After forty years 
of journeying through the desert, 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 Prominsed 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 dis-
content 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 honour of the miraculous well that pro-
vided the water in the desert. Moses leads the 
people in battles against the Emorite kings 
Sichon and Og and conquers their lands, which 
lie east of the Jordan.  
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“Dad,” the young boy asked his father. 

“Yes, son?”  

“Why is the sky blue?”  

“I don’t know, son.”  

“Why is the grass green?”  

“I don’t know, son.” 
“How do birds fly?” 
“I don’t know, son.”  

So it went on, the son asking questions and the 
father responding, “I don’t know, son.” One day, 
the son said to his father, “Dad, I hope you don’t 
mind my asking you all these questions all the 
time.” “Not at all, son,” replied the father. “How 
else are you supposed to learn anything?”  

 

This week’s Torah reading, Chukat, contains a 
lesson about intelligence. Intelligence has its lim-
its. Sometimes we have to take things on faith. 

 

A chok means a law with no apparent logical 
meaning, yet one which we are commanded to 
carry out nonetheless. There are three types of 
commandment in Judaism, called eidot, chukim and 
mishpatim. Mishpatim are laws which we could fig-
ure out anyway by ourselves— not to murder, not 
to steal, etc. Eidot are laws which might not be 
immediately obvious, but which have a particular 
rationale— Shabbat, or the concept of tithes, and 
so forth. Chukim are laws which have no apparent 
rhyme or reason, yet we fulfill them anyway. 

 

Sometimes we need a reminder that it is all well 
and good to be rational and logical. But from time 
to time, Judaism requires of us that we place all 
these calculations on the side. Sometimes we just 
have to enjoy the moment, without all the whys 
and wherefores. We don’t have to understand 
absolutely everything. 

 

I was once at a friend’s house. I was about to 
drink a glass of fine whiskey, when one of the 
other guests piped up: “Wait a minute. I went to 
whiskey appreciation classes. You can’t just drink 
it like that; you have to do this, that, the other 
before you drink it, so you can really appreciate it 
properly.” He then proceeded to list all the pre-
requisites and their rational reasons, not letting me 
enjoy my l’chaim until he had finished! By the time 
he had indeed finished, the moment was lost and 
I no longer felt any pleasure or excitement from 
this fine whiskey! So much for “appreciation!”  

 

To those blessed with the gift of intelligence, it is 
important to remember to use it wisely— that it is 
just that, a gift, and not to become smug or arro-
gant because of it. Also, there are limitations to 
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poisonous snakes?  

 

What a brilliant response our leader Moses had: People 
are dying of snakebite, so he builds a giant copper snake 
and mounts it on a stick. That’ll help! Having problems 
with snakes? Build a bigger snake. 

 

But that’s not what Moses told us. He reckons it’s not 
looking up at the snake that saves us from death, rather 
it’s praying to G‑d that does the trick. The copper snake 
is just a visual cue, a method of drawing the eye upwards 
and redirecting our thoughts towards G‑d. 

 

Moses says that too many of us spend too much time mop-
ing, fixated on our petty problems and ourselves. Our eyes 
seem constantly cast downwards in despair, and we’ve been 
ignoring the big wide world of imagination and hope that 
lies over the horizon. 

 

So, I’ve been taking my medicine. I’m looking up at the 
snake and trying to count my blessings, but it’s not easy. 
I’ve wasted too many years wading through the mud and 
worrying about the vipers. The serpents wouldn't go away 
just for the wishing, so G‑d had to jolt me out of my leth-
argy. 

 

I am running out of time. If I don't make a change soon, 
I could die in this state of ineptitude. I've been once bitten 
and can't afford to be shy. No more excuses or procrasti-
nation; now is the time, and the time is now. I’ve been 
given a dose of shock therapy by G‑d, and it's up to me to 
focus on the future and complete the cure. 

 

I might be living in a desert, but I haven’t been abandoned 
by G‑d. I might not know how to get where I’m going, but 
I know where I have to go. I might have been bitten by the 
dark snake of despair, but I refuse to let the poison of 
depression flow through my bloodstream. If I can look 
upwards in hope, if I can tap into a reservoir of joy and 
look forward to a brighter future, then I am guaranteed 
salvation from heaven, the respect of my peers, and soon—
very soon— I can anticipate crossing over into the Prom-
ised Land. 
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Would it be logical to willingly sign up for a situa-
tion that will: 
· Cost you lots of money? 
· Cause you countless sleepless nights? 
· Create innumerable messes (some really smelly 

ones!)? 
· Rob you of hard- to-come-by time at a period in 

intelligence. Sometimes we have to just take 
action and not let that analytical, logical human 
mind hold us back. 
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“The people spoke against G-d and against Mo-
ses, ’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.’ The L‑rd sent against the people the ven-
omous snakes, and they bit the people, and 
many people of Israel died. The people came to 
Moses and said, ‘We have sinned, for we have 
spoken against the L‑rd and against you. Pray to 
the L‑rd that He remove the snakes from us.’ So 
Moses prayed on behalf of the people. The L‑rd 
said to Moses, ‘Make yourself a serpent and put 
it on a pole, and let whoever is bitten look at it 
and live. Moses made a copper snake and put it 
on a pole, and whenever a snake bit a man, he 
would gaze upon the copper snake and live.’” 

 

We’ve been stumbling around the desert for more than 39 
years now, and I’m scared and miserable. The sand and 
heat don’t bother me anymore, not when compared to the 
angst and despair of a life spent in flux. 

 

This is not what I looked forward to. A ll my rosy 
dreams of the fast track to success have long since dissi-
pated, ground down by the realities of my sterile existence. 
In my heart of hearts I know the truth. It’s not the fault 
of the political leaders; it is.no one’s fault other than my 
own. It is my depression that has sucked me into the 
morass. I’m the one who has let myself down. The choices 
I made, the paths I didn’t take, have landed me here. It 
was my own lack of confidence and self-belief that led me 
down this winding, lonely path of futility. 

 

This isn’t a real life; this is just a tepid form of suspended 
reality— decades on end of wandering, with no end in 
sight. We’re supposed to be heading to the Promised 
Land, but I have no idea how, or even if, we’ll ever get 
there. 

 

And now there is a new problem: I’ve been bitten by a 
poisonous snake. People all around me are dying of 
snakebite. Sure, we were complaining about the endless 
travel, but can you blame us? We’ve been going around in 
circles. Lately, we have even been doubling back on places 
we’ve passed before. People are demoralized, and they 
whinged. Is that enough reason for G‑d to attack us with 


