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Parashat Chukat is about change and transition. The generation that left Egypt as slaves wandered with years of 
successes and disappointments, in loyalty and in rebellion, experiencing hardship and manna -- they have grown old. 

The succeeding generation, unlike their parents, did not experience the indecency, cruelty, and hopelessness of slavery. 
They are the generation poised to enter the promised land. We learn that Miriam, Aaron, and Moses, the three most 
prominent and passionate leaders of the Israelites journey through the desert, will never enter the Promised Land. 

There is a short, simple announcement of Miriam's death in this parasha. It states, “The Israelites arrived in a body at 
the wilderness of Zin on the first new moon, and the people stayed at Kadesh. Miriam died there and was buried 
there.” A simple announcement of the death of a prophetess. 

Aaron's death is described in a bit more detail: “God said, ‘Let Aaron be gathered to his kin [a biblical euphemism for 
death]; he is not to enter the land that I have assigned to the Israelite people, because you disobeyed my command 
about the waters of Meribah.’ ” 

Moses and Aaron are equally responsible for how they behaved when asked to draw water from a rock. Both did not 
immediately trust God. Moses is instructed to take both Aaron and Aaron’s son Eleazar to Mount Hor. Moses was 
commanded to strip Aaron of his vestments and put them on Eleazar. Aaron was left to die on the summit. 

While Moses does not die on the mountain with his brother, he does understand the death of a promise, the death of 
his dream to enter the Promised land. Moses and Eleazar descend from the mountain. Eleazar wearing his father's 
clothing, a representative of the next generation. 

Miriam, Moses, and Aaron, three siblings, three leaders, three unfulfilled dreams. Miriam dead, Aaron dead, Moses 
denied entrance to the Promised Land. The original generation of wanderers are dying. A generation bearing the 
burdens, not reaping the fruits. Those most responsible for the fulfillment of God's promise must take solace in the 
success of a new generation.  

It is a lesson for all of us. Today we see a resurgence of energy, truth, and hope in the Black Lives Matter protests. 
Behind the scenes people from this movement have been working on these issues for years. No, Martin Luther King 
did not get us there. Stokely Carmichael didn't get us there. Rosa Parks didn't get us there. 

Neither did Barack Obama, Marian Anderson, or Ann Petry. Malcolm X didn't get us there. Toni Morrison didn't get us 
there. Before them, neither did Sojourner Truth or Booker T. Washington or W. E. B. Dubois. 

But each in their own way, with their own sense of mission and in their own words, with their own voices, with their 
own sense of justice moved us forward, prodded us, convinced us that it is a journey worth taking, worth believing in. 

So, as we look to the future with all of its uncertainties and stumbling blocks, we can take solace in our own tradition's 
teachings: 

ִמֶּמָּנה  ִלָּבֵטל חֹוִרין ֶבן  ַאָּתה ְולֹא ,ִלְגֹמר ַהְּמָלאָכה ָעֶלי� לֹא ,אֹוֵמר ָהָיה הּוא  

(Rabbi Tarfon, Pirkei Avot 2:21) 
 
"It is not your responsibility to finish the work of perfecting the world, but you are not free to desist from it either." 
 
Shabbat shalom. 
 


