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Mazel Tov to Dr & Mrs David Wolfson on the birth of a granddaughter to
Mr & Mrs Daniel Wacks.
Mazel Tov to Mr & Mrs Motti Gershon on the engagement of Miriam to
Mendy Simmonds son of Rabbi & Mrs Benjy Simmonds.
Mazel Tov to Dr & Mrs Miles Levine on the occasion of the Bar Mitzvah of
their grandson in Ramat Bet Shemesh.

Stormy Waters 				

Dani Epstein

Imagine if someone turned up for an audition as a magician for a major
production, and all he did was pulled out rabbits from a hat and unknotted
silk scarves by pulling them through a hoop. There is very little chance he
would get the job. We are so inured to magic tricks that this sort of thing is
regarded as trivial.
Now if the same fellow would pull out a watch through a shop window,
for instance, without breaking the glass, that would be far more impressive.
If he could hit a boulder with a stick and get it to produce millions of litres
of water, then I would imagine he would turn out to be rather popular in
the Middle East. Until ISIS gets to him, of course, and beheaded or burned
him alive for sorcery.
Consider another scenario. Two pilots are flying a 747 carrying some 300
passengers across the Atlantic; twenty minutes into the flight they notice
that the oil temperature in one of the engines looks a bit dodgy. Since
they have three other engines, this is not exactly a show-stopper, but they
can’t simply shut the engine down. They have to open the manual and
locate the listing for such a scenario. This can take quite a while, since
there are thousands of potential problems listed, and the oil temperature
is creeping upwards. If the oil temperature goes past 160 degrees, the
engine might detonate.
They radio the control tower who patches them through to technical
support who in turn search frantically for the appropriate page. Whilst all
this is going on, the pilots, the controllers in the tower and the ground crew
are all stressed out because this is an in-flight problem that can escalate
dramatically. No-one wants an engine fire at 30,000 feet with a planeload
of passengers. That sort of thing can affect your insurance premium.
The pilots have two choices: panic and die, or try to save the situation.
Their training kicks in and despite being thoroughly stressed out with their
and the passenger’s lives on the line, they stay calm, with one of them
reading the indicators out to tech support and the other pilot searching for
the relevant page.
Finally they find the right page, and all of a sudden everyone is calm again,
since the instructions are quite simple: switch the engine to manual control,
turn off the fuel pump to that engine, cut the power and continue to fly
on three engines. They do so, and turn the aircraft around and cancel the
flight. Crisis over.
So, let’s try to project ourselves into the situation Moshe was in at Kodesh.
His sister Miriam had just died, and he might have just started the shivah
and already there was a crisis – there was no water! But he is used to crises.
He is the leader. He does not have the luxury of pausing to contemplate
the death of his sister.
The people outside his tent are livid but they are panicking as well. They
cry “ לּו ָגוַעְ נּו ּבִ גְ וַע ַאחֵ ינּו לִפְ נֵי ה’- if only we would have died with the death
of our brothers before Hashem!” This is very carefully phrased. They are not
saying “we wish we would have died”, but they are wishing they would
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have died “before Hashem”. That is to say, if they were going to die at least
do so by being  מקדש שם שמיםin the process, as opposed to simply dying
from thirst.
In addition, they did have a legitimate complaint. The original premise of
entering the desert was in order to eventually arrive in the promised land
and here they were wandering around the desert with not a field in sight,
and now they had run out of water!
Again they stressed their longing to stay connected to Hashem, but without
the privations of the desert: אתם ֶאת ְקהַ ל ה’ ֶאל הַ ִּמ ְדּבָ ר הַ ּזֶה לָמּות ׁשָ ם
ֶ ֵוְ לָמָ ה הֲ ב
– why have you brought the congregation of Hashem to this desert to die.
Note how they stress that they are the Khal Hashem. Essentially they were
saying: “We could have served Hashem in Mitzrayim!”
So Moshe is hugely stressed out here. This time it’s not the nochshleppers
giving him grief, it’s the Bnei Yisroel, who were genuinely upset and nervous
and were getting very worked up - so worked up that Moshe and Aharon
decided that their safest bet would be to move to the Ohel Moed, where
they stood a chance of keeping the now rather unruly and angry mob at
bay. They fell on their faces – perhaps to daven to Hashem, or maybe to
show the crowd that they were not going to try to fight them like Moshe
did with Korach.
Hashem appeared to Moshe with the famous instructions: “Take your stick,
and you and Aharon should gather the people and before their eyes you
should speak to the rock.”
This is a high-stress situation, and given the circumstances who can fault
Moshe for doing what he did last time he had to provide emergency water
(Shmos 17:6):  וְ ׁשָ ָתה הָ עָ ם,ית בַ ּצּור וְ יָצְ אּו ִמּמֶ ּנּו מַ יִם
ָ ִ – וְ ִהּכthere Hashem told him
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explicitly to strike the rock.
Now here Moshe is surrounding by the baying mob, and he panics and
strikes the rock. Nu, what should he do? It’s not like he can open a manual
and find the checklist for “thirst-crazed baying mob: rock relief solution”.
There is no control tower to call to. No ground crew or tech support. He
was on his own, with just his brother for support.
I think he did a magnificent job. He should have gotten a gold medal for
drawing out water from a rock, because as far as tricks go, that one’s pretty
impressive. What’s more, he elevated Hashem’s glory considerably, since
he says quite clearly that he, Moshe, cannot extract water from a stone
even if he tried! “Only Hashem can do that,” said Moshe. “הֲ ִמן הַ ּסֶ לַע הַ ּזֶה
 נֹוצִ יא ָלכֶם מָ יִם- Do you honestly expect I can somehow or another conjure
forth the millions of litres of water we need right now for you and your
cattle? Anything that happens now is Hashem’s doing! Not mine.”
Yet we know he got punished for this incident. Why? What did he do
wrong? Maybe he should have spoken to the rock and not hit it. Really?
How come in Chorev he was told to hit the rock? What’s the difference
between the two occasions? If he wasn’t supposed to hit the rock, then
why did Hashem tell him to take his staff with him?
It would be a bit like me saying to my son: “Take the chainsaw and get rid
of the tree.” When he cuts the tree down instead of digging it up, I get all
upset. “Why did you cut it down? I never told you to cut it down!” I shout.
My son will put on his puppy-dog-eyes look and ask: “Why did you tell me
to take the chainsaw then, if not to cut the tree down with it?”
Anyway, how is speaking to the rock somehow dramatically more
impressive than hitting a rock and getting water? I think either one is pretty
cool.
The Abravanel quotes a plethora of opinions and dismisses almost all of
them out of hand.
One could argue that the hitting was not the issue. What was really the
problem was that Moshe spoke them in a very derogatory fashion: “ִׁש ְמעּו
 – נָא הַ ּמ ִֹריםlisten up you rebels”. Today of course if we called someone a
rebel they would start a new brand by that name and try to get a few
ASBOs as well to prove their coolness is genuine. But then, in those times,
that was no way for Moshe to talk to Bnei Yisroel who were genuinely
fearful due to the water shortage.
Well, that seems implausible, since in Devorim (31:27), Moshe gets a bit
sharper than that and says: “עָ ְרּפְ ָך הַ ָּקׁשֶ ה; הֵ ן ּבְ עֹודֶ ּנִי- וְ ֶאת,מֶ ְריְָך-ּכִ י ָאנֹכִ י יָדַ עְ ִּתי ֶאת
מֹותי
ִ  מַ ְמ ִרים הֱ י ִֶתם עִ ם ה’ וְ ַאף ּכִ י ַאחֲ ֵרי, חַ י עִ ּמָ כֶם הַ ּיֹום- I know your rebelliousness
and your stubborness; even while I am alive your are rebelling against
Hashem, surely you will after my death!” So the Bnei Yisroel get an earful
then, and Moshe does not get punished for that. So it’s implausible he
would get punished for yelling at them here either.
One could take the Rambam’s approach and say that Moshe got punished
for getting angry. Anger, as the Rambam points out, is tantamount to
Avodoh Zoroh. When the father of all the prophets – Moshe – gets angry,
this is a terrible thing since it looks like he serving Avodoh Zoroh! The
Ramban, however shoots this one down since the Torah itself explains why
they were being punished: “– יַעַ ן ל ֹא הֶ אֱ מַ נ ְֶּתם ּבִ י לְהַ ְק ִּדיׁשֵ נִי לְעֵ ינֵי ּבְ נֵי י ְִׂש ָר ֵאל
since you did not believe in Me, to sanctify Me in the eyes of the Bnei
Yisroel”. So whatever that means, it certainly does not refer to Moshe
getting annoyed.
The Ramban offers the explanation of Rabbeinu Chananel, that their sin was
in the way Moshe phrased things: “ – הֲ ִמן הַ ּסֶ לַע הַ ּזֶה נֹוצִ יא ָלכֶם מָ יִםare WE
supposed to draw water for you from this stone?” What Moshe should
have said was “Is HASHEM supposed to draw water for you from this
stone?” Emphasis on Hashem.
This is a little difficult to swallow (apologies for the pun), since it is clear
that Moshe was trying to explain that neither he nor his brother Aharon
could somehow or another draw water from a stone, and only Hashem
could.
The Ibn Ezrah quotes a pshat that Moshe was asked by the Bnei Yisroel to
draw water from a stone that they had chosen (presumably a committee
had been formed to determine the criterion of a suitable committee
member for choosing a stone-chooser some three committees down the
line) but Moshe went and hit the stone that Hashem commanded him to.
Since Moshe did not hit the stone that the Beni Yisroel asked him to, he
failed to sanctify Has hem’s name.
This seems a little implausible, because how could he be punished for
following Hashem’s instructions? As it is, Hashem says to Moshe and
Aharon (30:27): “יתם ֶאת ּפִ י
ֶ  – אֲ ׁשֶ ר ְמ ִרbecause you defied my word!” Now,
doing exactly what Hashem tells you to do is hardly defiance.
The Ibn Ezra blends various sources and claims that when Moshe became

angry he sinned (as the Rambam explains), and because of that he lost his
connection to Hashem that allowed him to produce miracles. He struck
the rock once, realised nothing was happening and decided to strike
twice. He should have really paused to calm down. Again, this lacks any
support from the verses that follow.
Rav Yosef Albo, who was the author of Sefer HaIkkarim – a pivotal work on
Judaic philosophy – argues that Moshe should have talked to the rock as
opposed to hitting it.
When Eliyohu gave Achov an earful he said (Melochim I 17:1): “י ְִהיֶה-ִאם
 – הַ ּׁשָ נִים הָ ֵאּלֶה טַ ל ּומָ טָ ר ּכִ י ִאם לְפִ י ְדבָ ִריthere will be no rain in these years
except by my word.” So, to get rain, all that needed to happen was for
Eliyohu to say: “Let it rain”. This was a major kiddush Hashem. Moshe should
have done likewise.
If this argument were true, it fails to explain the incident with the water in
Chorev. How come at Chorev hitting the rock was a kiddush Hashem, and
now only speaking is a kiddush Hashem?
The pshat my rebbes favoured in school was that Moshe chas vesholom
never did an aveiroh. Chas vesholom. Moshe was perfect. What are these
pesukim talking about then? They are saying that Moshe and Aharon
suffered as a result of the aveiros of the generation, but they themselves
were blame free, and to say that either of them did an aveiroh is out-andout apikorsus, loshon horah and rechilus, and anyone who says such a
thing will burn in hell for eternity with coals in their mouths and regret the
very day they were born.
Yup, well, as it happens there are numerous pesukim in this very sedroh
that contradict this opinion flatly, and the Torah is full of pesukim that blow
this one out of the water, and the overwhelming majority of the rishonim
are of the opinion that Moshe in fact did sin. And made mistakes.
Even if we are quite happy to settle for Moshe being punished, what did
Aharon do? He just tagged along like he was told to do. What could he
say if the Great Leader decided to hit the rock instead of talk to it? Hashem
didn’t even talk to Aharon about this anyway, so he had no idea what the
instructions were beyond what Moshe told him. So how exactly could
he be blamed? OK, so Moshe said they were supposed to talk to the
rock, and all of a sudden Moshe is hitting the rock. By the time Aharon has
realised what has happened, it’s too late to stop Moshe. Nu, poor fellow!
How can he be blamed for anything?
So the Abravanel concludes that given all these arguments it is implausible
to argue that Moshe and Aharon were being punished so severely for what
is a minor infraction, if it was an infraction altogether. We have to study the
verse very carefully in order to understand what is happening.
In 20:12 we read: ל ֹא הֶ אֱ מַ נ ְֶּתם ּבִ י לְהַ ְק ִּדיׁשֵ נִי לְעֵ ינֵי ּבְ נֵי י ְִׂש ָר ֵאל ָלכֵן ל ֹא ָתבִ יאּו ֶאת
 הַ ָּקהָ ל הַ ּזֶה ֶאל הָ ָא ֶרץ אֲ ׁשֶ ר נ ַָת ִּתי לָהֶ ם- you did not have faith in Me to sanctify
Me in the eyes of the children of Israel, therefore you shall not bring this
assembly to the Land which I have given them.
This is not very specific in that we have no idea in which way they have
lacked faith in Hashem. From the story of the water here, the opposite
seems true.
Then in 20:24 we read: יתם
ֶ ּכִ י ל ֹא יָב ֹא ֶאל הָ ָא ֶרץ אֲ ׁשֶ ר נ ַָת ִּתי לִבְ נֵי י ְִׂש ָר ֵאל עַ ל אֲ ׁשֶ ר ְמ ִר
 ֶאת ּפִ י לְמֵ י ְמ ִריבָ ה- for he shall not come to the Land which I have given to
the children of Israel, because you defied My word at the waters of
dispute.
The translation is inaccurate, however. The second to last word is  לְמֵ יand
not במֵ י. This means something quite different, the former meaning “to” and
the latter meaning “in” or “at”; so the verse really reads: “because you
defied My word TO the waters of dispute”. Whatever that means, it does
not imply that the May Merivoh were the issue at all!
So what was the issue here; why were Moshe and Aharon being punished?
Moshe was being punished for the incident with the spies. He set them up
for failure. Hashem simply said: “ – ְׁשלַח לְָך אֲ נ ִָׁשים וְ יָתֻ רּו ֶאת ֶא ֶרץ ּכְ נַעַ ןsend for
yourself some men and they should scout out the land.” But to that Moshe
adds a long list of instructions (13:18 to 13:20).
Who asked him to add all that? Moshe put these ideas into the spies heads,
and set them up for a whopping failure and the denial of entry for an entire
generation of over 600,000 people; for that Moshe was being punished.
And Aharon? Although he intended to try to defuse the situation, at the
end of the day he actually built an avodah zoroh with his own hands.
Yes, he meant it all for the good but the outcome was terrible, and 3,000
people lost their lives as a result.
So why now; why here? That’s because Hashem was unwilling to punish
them at the time of the golden calf and the spies; he held off their
punishment until the last possible moment. Once Miriam had died, it was
not long after that her brothers joined her.
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