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It was difficult to be in an elevator this week – or anywhere for that matter – without someone 

talking about today’s blizzard. It was the talk of the town. And it made me think of a study that 

came out a few years ago. According to the report, the average person spends eight minutes and 

21 seconds a day talking about the weather – which means we’ll spend a full 10 months of our 

lives talking about something over which we have absolutely no control.  

  

The Israelites in the wilderness also spend a good deal of time talking about the weather. If only 

it would rain, the people would have something to drink. Except it seems a bit more justified to 

focus on precipitation when you’re traveling through a Middle Eastern desert and the question of 

whether or not you find water is inextricably linked to the question of whether or not you’re 

going to live.  

 

It’s to Marah that I’d like to turn our attention this morning. 

 וילכו שלושת ימים במדבר ולא מצאו מים.

The Jewish people traveled from Yam Suf for three days, but they found no water. And when 

they arrive at a would-be oasis in Marah, they discover to their horror that the water there is not 

potable.  

 

That’s the peshat. That’s the simple reading of the text.  

 

But allow me to share with you a Mirashic interpretation that turns the story on its head. 

According to the Midrash, the entire narrative is a kind of metaphor. Torah, as you know, is 

always compared to water. It’s the lifeblood of the Jewish people. We can’t survive without it. 

 

When the Torah tells us the people went three days without water, it means they went three days 

without Torah. And it was on this basis that generations later Ezra decreed that the Torah should 

be read not only on Shabbat, but every Monday and Thursday – lest we allow three days to pass 

without Torah.  

 

It’s a beautiful metaphor. And of course we can appreciate its value.  

 

But why can’t we just leave well enough alone?  

 

Midrashic interpretation is meant to help make sense of the text when it otherwise doesn’t make 

sense. But in this case the literal reading is perfectly comprehensible. What’s the force of the 

Midrashic message? Why do the rabbis turn a story about water into a commentary on the 

primacy of Torah? 

 

Of course you could argue that the rabbis are always interested in identifying a meaning that digs 

beneath the surface of the text.   
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But I want to argue that in this case, the Midrashic rereading is part of a bigger story.  

 

Remember how the episode begins? 

 

The Torah tells us ויסע משה את ישראל מים סוף. It’s a very strange formulation. It’s not that the 

people travelled; but that Moshe caused the people to travel away from Yam Suf.  

 

And every reader of the biblical test for the past 2000 years has wondered about this unusual 

word, ויסע. Why did Moshe have to push and prod the people? Why didn’t they just move on?  

 

And חז"ל have many suggestions. The most famous is that they were so busy collecting Egyptian 

loot, that they wanted to stay.  

 

But allow me to share with you a new suggestion.  

 

The צרור המור proposes a radical, albeit surprisingly rational, counter-cultural interpretation. 

Maybe Moshe had to move them forward – not because they wanted to stay – but because they 

wanted to go back. With their own eyes, the Israelites had born witness to the utter decimation of 

the entire Egyptian army. Not a soldier remained. The land of Egypt was entirely defenseless and 

completely vulnerable. The Jewish people needed to be prodded forward because they were 

intent on going back – perhaps as avengers; perhaps as conquerors.  

 

Incidentally, the Torah tells us in our parsha’s first pasuk that returning to Egypt was on the 

minds of the Israelites.  

 

And it makes sense not just psychologically or sociologically, but circumstantially. Whatever 

theological messages the plagues were meant to convey, they certainly also bespoke a sense of 

justice and reprisal. For months, the Jewish experience had been one of devastation and 

retaliation. The Israelite vocabulary was now surely replete with words like pursuit, vengeance, 

retribution and plunder. 

 

Given the circumstance, thinking about going back to Egypt to despoil it was arguably the most 

intuitive response the Israelites could have generated.  

 

When the experience and the vocabulary are all about payback, it’s virtually impossible not to 

get pulled in. 

 

So the Midrash – as it so often does – recasts the narrative in terms of values. 

 

Look what happens, the Midrash tells us, when we don’t have something substantive to anchor 

us. Look what happens when we go three days without Torah. In place of values, in place of 

vision, in place of idealism – come banality, appetite and materialism.  

 

And now it becomes so easy to understand the otherwise enigmatic conclusion to the story. After 

Moshe sweetens the waters and makes them potable, the Torah tells us שם שם לו חוק ומשפט – he 
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gave them Mitzvot. It was at Marah that he began to teach the people about Shabbat, and Parah 

Aduma, and civil law.  

 

When we fill our hearts and minds with substance, we elevate everything in our lives. When we 

fail to do so, our conversations inevitably turn to the mundane and the quotidian. So Moshe 

began the task of teaching the people a vocabulary for discussing important theological questions 

and engaging ambitious spiritual goals.   

 

Tim Boomer wrote an op-ed recently in the Sunday Review lamenting the prevalence of small 

talk in our lives.  

 

“Why can’t we replace small talk with big talk and ask each other profound questions right from 

the start? Replace mindless chatter about commuting times with a conversation about our 

weightiest beliefs and most potent fears? Questions that reveal who we are and where we want to 

go?” 

 

Eleanor Roosevelt famously said: Great minds discuss ideas; average minds discuss events; 

small minds discuss people. 

 

A more contemporary social critic put it a little differently and said: Great people talk about 

ideas, average people talk about things, and small people talk about wine. 

 

But of course they’re both highlighting the same phenomenon. Too often we’re pulled into the 

contemporary discourse – simply because it’s the contemporary discourse: The weather, pop 

culture, sports, demagogues running for president…. We’re all guilty. Of course we need chit-

chat and light topics of conversation to warm up and establish rapport. And it would be too much 

for us were every conversation in our lives taken up with weighty philosophical or theological 

discourse. But my question this morning very simply is: Have we struck the right balance? Are 

we spending enough of our conversations talking about substance? 

 

Here’s my fantasy: Once or twice a week – maybe at a family dinner or a Shabbat lunch when 

we’re all a little less harried – someone takes the initiative – not just to share a dvar Torah for the 

sake of being יוצא – someone takes the initiative to frame a conversation through the lens of 

Torah.  

 

• Rashi says 4/5 of the Jews never left Egypt. Does that mean Judaism has always only 

been sustainable for a small portion of the people? 

• We know that we cover our Challahs to remember the מן that fell in the wilderness. But 

what’s the message of the מן that’s so important we have to be reminded of it every 

week? 

• What does the Mitzvah of destroying Amalek say about the existence of evil in the 

world?  

 

People who aren’t blessed to be part of a Torah community have the added challenge of 

identifying the substantive issues to discuss. For us, the pump is already primed. We have a 

built-in platform from which to launch conversation of substance.    
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My prediction is that the whole tenor of the conversation will be different and that each of us will 

be elevated in the process.  

 

So the next time we find ourselves compelled to make small talk, let’s make a mental note to set 

aside equal time for big talk. We may not be able to change the weather, but we can certainly 

change the amount of time we spend worrying about it.  

 


