
Behaalotcha 5781  
 

People’s personal lives are a favorite subject of gossip 
Nobody escapes the divine punishment for gossiping. 

 
Almost everyone gossips, and on average we seem to spend a shocking amount of 
time talking about other people. A 2019 study that recorded everything people 
said found that on average the 467 subjects spent 52 minutes a day gossiping!  

In this week’s Torah reading, Behaalotcha, Miriam and Aaron gossip about Moses, 
and God clearly does not like it. 

The Torah tells us 

Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman he 
had married: “He married a Cushite woman!” 

They said, “Has the LORD spoken only through Moses? Has He not spoken 
through us as well?” The LORD heard it. 

We’re not told who Miriam and Aaron were talking to; apparently that wasn’t 
considered an important detail. God tells the three of them, Moses, Miriam, and 
Aaron, to come to the ohel moed, the tent of meeting, where God proceeds to 
give Miriam and Aaron a dressing down. He tells them how special Moses is, how 
privileged Moses is to have mouth to mouth conversations with God, how dare 
they speak against “My servant Moses.” When God leaves, Miriam is stricken with 
tza’ra’at, her skin covered with snow-white scales. 

The rabbinic commentary on this passage is fascinating. There’s no agreement on 
what any of it means, other than that gossip is a bad thing. 

Some see “he married a Cushite woman” as referring to Moses’ wife Tzippora. 
Other rabbis say no, Moses spent time in Cush (Ethiopia or Sudan), and in fact was 
the king of Cush, and married a different woman there before he met Tzippora. 

Some say “Cushite woman” is a form of praise – that the women from Cush were 
particularly beautiful. If you’ve seen Ethiopian Jews in Israel, you may have 
noticed that some of the Ethiopian women are strikingly beautiful. Others say the 
opposite, that the women of Cush were ugly, and, sadly, some of the rabbinic 



commentators were even racist, saying it was a negative thing that Moses would 
marry a woman of Negro descent. 

Some of the commentators apparently feel Miriam and Aaron couldn’t possibly 
be so petty as to engage in ordinary gossip. They see the two as speaking to 
Moses and chastising him for separating from his wife. By this story, Moses 
decided to stop having marital relations with his wife so that he could always be 
in a state of ritual purity, ready to be summoned into God’s presence at any 
moment, without needing to delay for a trip to the mikvah first. Miriam and 
Aaron pointed out God spoke to them too, and they didn’t separate from their 
spouses. In this view, the pair of siblings were sticking up for poor Tzippora! 

But that interpretation seems pretty far from the plain meaning of the text. Why 
would God have punished Miriam if she was only delivering a proper rebuke to 
Moses? After all, it’s a commandment in the Torah to rebuke someone if you see 
them doing something wrong. 

The plain meaning of the text seems like they were criticizing him for marrying a 
Cushite, and that’s the way Rabbi Yosef Bekhor Shor, a 12th c. French rabbi, one of 
the Tosafists, understands the passage: 

Because of the Cushite woman whom he had married: According to the 
simple meaning, they were saying, "And did Moses not find a woman from 
the Children of Israel to take as a wife, that he went to take [one] from the 
daughters of Cush, who are uncircumcised? And was it because the Holy 
One, blessed be He, spoke with him, that he became haughty; such that he 
did not want to marry a woman from the daughters of Israel and sought a 
woman from far away? 'Did he not also speak with us,' and we married 
from [within] Israel, and did not become haughty about this." 

People’s personal lives are a favorite subject of gossip. He intermarried. He 
married a non-Jew. He married someone who doesn’t look like us. He married 
someone with different customs than ours. “What, he couldn’t find a Jewish girl 
to marry?” 

Why do people gossip? Why would Miriam and Aaron have wanted to go around 
telling other people that Moses had married a Cushite woman? 



Scientists say that gossip may have evolved as a form of cultural learning, of 
enforcing group norms. If someone cheats a lot, and people talk negatively about 
it, others learn that it’s not a good thing to cheat because people will think less 
highly of you. 

If gossip evolved because of a useful purpose, why have the rabbis taken such a 
strong stand against gossiping? Why did God punish Miriam? 

To start with, it’s important to note that gossip is NOT spreading lies about a 
person. It’s speaking things that are true. Lying about a person is a whole different 
category of inappropriate speech, that’s slander, in the Jewish tradition called 
motzi shem ra, bringing out an evil name.  

Gossip isn’t even necessarily something negative. The earlier mentioned study 
found that the overwhelming majority of gossip was neutral – neither good nor 
bad, just news about people. Only 15% of gossip was negative. And an even 
smaller percentage, only 9% was positive. 

Miriam and Aaron’s gossip about Moses clearly seems negative. They disapproved 
of his marrying a Cushite woman. It was exclusionary: this Cushite woman isn’t 
one of us, she’s an outsider. Moses, by marrying this outsider, violated our norms, 
and he deserves to be criticized for this.  

In this case, gossip was serving as a way to enforce group boundaries, of saying 
who’s in and who’s out. Violate those norms and you’re excluded. 

So why was Miriam punished? 

Because our God, apparently, is an inclusive God. There’s a principle in Judaism of 
midah k’neged midah, measure for measure, the punishment fits the crime. In 
this case Miriam was trying to exclude Moses and his wife; instead, she’s the one 
who was excluded, stricken with tza’ra’at, forced to live outside the camp for a 
week. 

There certainly are times when it is halachically and morally appropriate to talk 
about other people – generally when someone has a “need to know” for certain 
information. If a woman says she’s dating someone, and you know for a fact that 
the man she’s dating previously physically abused someone, it’s appropriate to 
share that information. If someone says they’re thinking of going to a particular 



doctor and you have experience with that doctor, it’s permissible to share your 
experience, positive or negative. You’re allowed to write reviews on TripAdvisor. 

But all too often, gossip is used as a way to make ourselves feel better by 
elevating ourselves over someone else. Before gossiping about someone else, 
take a look at your motives. Why do you want to share this information? Does the 
other person really need to know this information? If someone else were talking 
about you this way, how would you feel about it? 

It can be very hard to avoid the temptation to gossip about other people. 
Someone was once asked, “Do you gossip about other people?” He replied, “No, I 
don’t gossip about others, but I can tell you the name of someone that does!” 

 

 

 


