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In these past 48 hours, the public discourse has been so dominated by the Supreme Court’s 

recent decision on President Obama’s health care legislation that it would be difficult to let this 

moment pass without a word about its significance on the continuum of Torah values. I’m 

certainly not qualified to weigh in on the legal and political complexities. But I do think there is 

a message to be teased out about limitations, expectations and humility.  

 

And on these issues, Parshat Chukat has something very important to say.  

 

Much like the news events of this past week, Parshat Chukat also requires that we understand the 

impact of our legal code on our broader story. The question I have in mind is this: Our parshah 

begins with the opaque laws of the Parah Adumah and then transitions directly into the deaths of 

Miriam and Aharon. Just what is the relationship between these seemingly unrelated legal and 

narrative units?  

 

But allow me to begin in the middle – with one of the most famous episodes in the Torah.  

 

We all know that Moshe ultimately strikes the rock to which he was supposed to speak. In so 

doing, he violates the divine plan and is summarily condemned by God.  

 

What’s fascinating to notice is that our story has happened before. Most commentators are taken 

by the similarities between the events in our parsha and those in חפרשת בשל  at a place called 

 There, too, the Jewish people demand water. Moshe strikes a rock and water springs .רפידים

forth. 

 

But I’d like to return to an even earlier parallel. Think back to קריעת ים סוף. What’s the name of 

the first place the Jewish people come to following the splitting of the sea? It’s a place called 

Marah. And it’s of course called Marah because the water is too bitter for the Jewish people to 

drink.   

  שמות פרק טו 

 :(כג) ויבאו מרתה ולא יכלו לשתת מים ממרה כי מרים הם על כן קרא שמה מרה

 

Moshe takes a special tree, throws it in the water, and miraculously it becomes potable.  

 

But something else happens at Marah. 

 שם שם לו חוק ומשפט.

It was at Marah, when the Jewish people could finally catch their breath, that Moshe takes 

advantage of the opportunity to begin teaching them Torah. What does he teach them? 

 

As Rashi famously writes, שבת פרה אדומה ודינין – the laws of Shabbos, the parah aduma and civil 

law.  
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The first and last I readily understand. Intuitively, it makes sense to us that Moshe would teach 

them about the basics of Jewish living. But the obscure and inexplicable laws of the red heifer? 

How does this rise to the level of being included with the fundamentals of Judaism? 

 

What I’d like to suggest is that Parah adumah is the Torah’s answer to death. 

.זאת התורה אדם כי ימות באוהל  

This is the Torah’s response to the question of mortality.  

 

Back in Parshat Beshalach, fearing that they would die of thirst in the desert, the Jewish people 

complain to Moshe that they have no water to drink. Moshe’s response is both practical and 

pedagogical. So that they may live, Moshe sweetens the waters. So that they may live more 

meaningfully, Moshe teaches them the Torah’s response to death. 

 

But the lesson is no banal discourse on philosophy. It’s rather an introduction to the פרה אדומה. 

As in death, Moshe teaches that in life too we confront the unsolvable and the unknowable. It is 

the very opacity of the Parah Adumah that is meant to prepare us for the impenetrable mystery of 

death.  

 

That mortality is unsolvable can not only bring us down, it can stop us entirely. Picture the 

mourner so distraught by his loss that he is unable to re-engage the world.  

 

So God prepares for us a model: Parah Aduma. That you do not understand it neither diminishes 

its importance nor consigns it to the margins of the human conversation.  

 

It’s right to fear death. It’s right to be perplexed by it. It’s wrong to allow its mysteriousness to 

paralyze us. Be humble enough to recognize that there are phenomena in this world beyond our 

ken. Be humble enough to recognize that there are limits to what we can know and what we can 

achieve.  

 

This is why Moshe becomes so upset in our Parsha that he actually makes a mistake in judgment. 

Because the episode of מי מריבה takes him right back to Marah. 40 years have passed – the same 

narrative repeats – and the Jewish people have still not imbibed the message.  

 

Think about it this way:  

Once again – Moshe has just presented the Jewish people with the laws of Parah Adumah.  The 

idea is to pre-emptively prepare them for the impending deaths of Miriam and Aharon. On the 

loss of their leaders, the משך חכמה writes, the Jewish people are crestfallen. And of course the 

Torah anticipates this reaction.  

 

Parah Adumah is the preamble to inexplicable loss. Moshe is telling the Jewish people: Like the 

parah aduma, death won’t be reasonable. It won’t be rational. You won’t be able to understand it. 

Don’t be crushed. Be humbled.  

 

Our job is to prevent the unknowable from ensnaring us in her trap. Yes our job is to fight 

against death; but at the same time we must accept its reality as a part of life.  
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What happens next is not just traumatic for the Jewish people, but for Moshe himself. His sister, 

Miriam, dies.  Miriam – whose very name מר ים – takes Moshe, psychologically speaking – right 

back to the bitter waters of Marah.  

 

It’s the same story: The Jewish people come right up against the bitterness of death. Again, 

they’re confronted with the ugliness of mortality – and yet they respond no better than their 

parents and grandparents did just one generation ago.  

 

There are many words Moshe could have chosen to describe these rabble rousers. He could have 

called them complainers or grumblers or רשעים. In the entire Korah narrative – the Torah’s 

paradigmatic tale of revolution – the term ריםומ  never appears. And yet Moshe calls these 

common complainers “rebels”? Where is the rebellion?  

 

But of course it’s no accident. Through his rhetorical veil, Moshe is actually calling them מרים – 

for they are as bitter as ever. How devastating for Moshe to recognize that after 40 years of 

Torah-teaching and nation-building, the Jewish people have not learned their first lesson: They 

have not learned how to live sweetly in an often-bitter world.  

 

To put it differently, they have failed to learn the lesson of Parah Adumah. The quintessential חוק 

in the Torah preaches humility. And yet the Jewish people failed to recognize the limits and 

limitations of the human mind.  

 

These days everyone is an expert. There is no subject too subtle or too complex for Wikipedia. In 

the information age, there seems to be no limits on what is knowable.  

 

But on Thursday the Chief Justice subtly reminded us that not everything in life is predictable. 

The pundits don’t know everything. And neither do we.  

 

We have strongly held beliefs and convictions – as well we should. And humility should never 

be confused with submissiveness. 

 

But it’s no accident that our greatest leader was also our humblest leader.  

 

The weeks and months leading to November will surely be filled with heated debates about the 

issues that define our nation and the values that animate the lives of our citizenry. Whatever 

positions we stake out, on each issue we will be faced with a choice: 

• Do we speak the words of an omniscient monologue or a tempered dialogue?  

• Do we implicitly pay homage to the bitter Israelites or do we honor the sweet legacy of 

Moshe Rabbeinu?  

• Do we comport ourselves with hubris or humility?  

The choice is ours.  

 

  


