
Shabbat to goBARON HIRSCH

July 4, 2020       |      12 Tammuz 5780     |       Parshat Chukat / Balak

Adapted from Chabad.org

Moses is taught the laws of 
the Red Heifer, whose ash‑
es purify a person who has 
been contaminated by con‑
tact with a dead body.

After 40 years of journeying 
through the desert,  the peo‑
ple of Israel arrive in the wil‑
derness of Zin. Miriam dies 
and the people thirst for wa‑
ter. G‑d tells Moses to speak 
to a rock and command it to 
give water. Moses gets angry 
at the rebellious Israelites 
and strikes the stone. Wa‑
ter issues forth, but Moses 
is told by G‑d that neither 
he nor Aaron will  enter the 
Promised Land.
Aaron dies at Hor Hahar and 
is succeeded in the High 
Priesthood by his son Elazar. 
Venomous snakes attack the 

Israelite camp after yet 
another eruption of dis‑
content in which the peo‑
ple “speak against G‑d and 
Moses”; G‑d tells Moses 
to place a brass serpent 
upon a high pole, and all 
who will  gaze heavenward 
will  be healed. The people 
sing a song in honor of the 
miraculous well that pro‑
vided the water in the des‑
ert.  Moses leads the peo‑
ple in battles against the 
Emorite kings Sichon and 
Og (who seek to prevent 
Israel’s passage through 
their territory) and con‑
quers their lands, which 
lie east of the Jordan.

Balak, the King of Moab, 
summons the prophet 
Balaam to curse the peo

ple of Israel.  On the way, 
Balaam is berated by his 
donkey, who sees the an‑
gel that G‑d sends to block 
their way before Balaam 
does. Three times, from 
three different vantage 
points, Balaam attempts 
to pronounce his curses; 
each time, blessings is‑
sue instead. Balaam also 
prophecies on the end of 
days and the coming of 
Moshiach.
The people fall  prey to the 
charms of the daughters 
of Moab and are enticed 
to worship the idol Peor. 
When a high‑ranking Isra‑
elite official publicly takes 
a Midianite princess into 
a tent, Pinchas kills them 
both, stopping the plague 
raging among the people.

Summary of  the parsha



2

Baron Hirsch Congregation Shabbat To Go

SHABBAT TABLE DISCUSSION
Elevate your Shabbat Table by bringing Torah to it thorugh an engaging and interesting discussion.

Crime and Punishment? Background
After Miryam‘s death in Bemidbar 20, the Children of Israel once again complain to Moshe and Aharon over their lack 
of water, and Moshe and Aharon respond by prostrating themselves in prayer before Hashem in the Tent of Meeting. 
The ensuing verses describe Hashem‘s command to Moshe to take his staff and bring forth water from the rock and 
Moshe‘s implementation of these instructions:
(7) And Hashem spoke to Moshe saying: (8) „Take the staff and gather the congregation, you and Aharon your brother, 
and speak to the rock before their eyes and it will give its water, and you shall bring water out from the rock and give 
the congregation and their cattle to drink.“ (9) And Moshe took the staff from before Hashem as he was commanded. 
(10) And Moshe and Aharon gathered the assembly to the front of the rock, and he said to them: „Hear now, you 
rebels, should we bring you water from this rock“. (11) And Moshe lifted up his hand and struck the rock with his staff 
twice, and much water came out and the congregation and their cattle drank.
At first, all appears to have gone successfully as planned. Yet, in the very next verse, Hashem proceeds to shatter 
Moshe and Aharon‘s lifelong dreams:
(12) And Hashem spoke to Moshe and Aharon: „Because you did not believe in me, to sanctify me in the eyes of the 
Children of Israel, therefore you will not bring this assembly to the land which I have given them“.
 

Questions to Ponder
1. What exactly went wrong? Meaning, what was Moshe and Aharon‘s infraction?
2. Also, why was Aharon included in all of this?
3. Why did it deserve such a cruel and severe punishment? This is Moshe and Aharon we are talking about

This story parallels the one found in Exodus 17 (see below) where the Jewish people again are looking for water, and 
again, that water comes from a rock. Over there, hitting the rock was ok, and yet here it is not. Why is that the case? 
4. What is the difference between the 2 stories?

Source 1: Exodus 17:1-7
 1 And all the congregation of the children of Israel journeyed from the wilderness of Sin, by their stages, ac-
cording to the commandment of the LORD, and encamped in Rephidim; and there was no water for the people to drink. 
2 Wherefore the people strove with Moses, and said: ‚Give us water that we may drink.‘ And Moses said unto them: 
‚Why strive ye with me? wherefore do ye try the LORD?‘ 3 And the people thirsted there for water; and the people 
murmured against Moses, and said: ‚Wherefore hast thou brought us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and 
our cattle with thirst?‘ 4 And Moses cried unto the LORD, saying: ‚What shall I do unto this people? they are almost 
ready to stone me.‘ 5 And the LORD said unto Moses: ‚Pass on before the people, and take with thee of the elders of 
Israel; and thy rod, wherewith thou smotest the river, take in thy hand, and go. 6 Behold, I will stand before thee there 
upon the rock in Horeb; and thou shalt smite the rock, and there shall come water out of it, that the people may drink.‘ 
And Moses did so in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 And the name of the place was called Massah, and Meribah, 
because of the striving of the children of Israel, and because they tried the LORD, saying: ‚Is the LORD among us, or 
not?‘ 

Many Opinions are cited in the Abarbenel, and here are a few:
Rashi 

After hitting the rock, only drops came out because Moses was not told to hit the rock, but rather, to speak to the rock. 
Rambam
Since Moses got upset with the Jewish people when their request was reasonable, he showed that he lacked what a 
leader should have, especially as the paradigm prophet. From the words of Moses, it sounded like G-d was upset with 
the Jewish people, when He really wasn’t.
 Ramban
When Moses asks: “Will we get water from this rock?” he should have said “G-d will remove water from this rock.” This 
negligence of his phraseology is why Moses was punished. 
 Ibn Ezra
If Moses had only hit the rock once, it would have been ok. However, since he hit the rock 2 times, he was punished.

Another Approach:
Rabbi Menachem Leibtag (paraphrased from Tanach.org)

Moses and Aharon never actually sin here. Instead of reading “speak to the rock,” it should be translated as “speak 
about the rock.” (This is based on a translation of the Hebrew word “אא” to mean “אא”) As such, Moses really 
follows all of the steps of G-d. His sin and punishment come from a lack of ability to properly lead the people. G-d 
tells Moses in Numbers 17:25:
Hashem said to Moses, “Put back the rod of Aaron before the testimony, to be kept for a token against the children of 
rebellion; that you may make an end of their murmurings against me, that they not die.”
This verse is meant to be used to show that when the Jews complain again, they will be reminded of the power of G-d 
with the staff of Aharon, which at this point was covered in flowers and almonds. However, over here, when confronted 
with these murmurings and rebellion, instead of bringing out the staff of Aharon as Moses should have, he prayed to 
G-d. G-d responded with the solution, and the Jews ended up with water, but Moses did not take the proper course 
of action, and neither did Aharon. Their demonstration of not being able to act to help the Jewish people, and their 
dependence upon G-d showed that they were not the ones who were meant to lead the Jewish people, the next ge-
neration of Jews, into Israel.



Chukat / Balak

1. The Para Aduma (red heifer) 

2. Hit the rock

3. He was not allowed to go to the 

land of Israel

4. To go and curse the Jewish people

5. He sends an angel to block his 

donkey‘s path, He makes his donkey 

speak, and eventually has the angel 

speak to him

6. G-d makes blessings come out of 

his mouth  
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THE GUESSING BLIND MAN 
This game is played in a circle and a blindfold is needed. One player is blindfolded and turned around 
three or more times. The blind “man” then walks up to anyone and points to that player saying “Can you 
guess?” That player must repeat “Can you guess?” three times, trying to disguise his voice. If the blind “man” 
guesses the identity of that player, that player becomes the new blind “man”. If not, the blind “man” goes to 
the next player. 

TIME TEST
 For this game, prepare a watch or a clock with a second hand. Ask the players to stand and to remain stan-
ding, silently, for exactly one minute without looking at a watch or a clock. When each player feels that the 
minute is over he must sit down. The player who sits down closest to the actual minute wins. You can also have 
to move around and when they think the minute is over, they should stop moving.

PARSHA AC TIVIT Y

Parsha questions

PARSHA ANSWERS

Study the Parsha and quiz with your friends and family!
Chukat / Balak
1. What animal is used as part of the purification process when you come in contact with a dead body?
2.  What did Moshe do in order to get water for the people?
3. What was Moshe‘s punishment for the way he got the water?
4. What does Balak send his messengers to ask Bilam?
5. What efforts does G-d make to keep Bilam from cursing the Jewish people on his journey?
6. When Bilam eventually tries to curse the Jewish people, what happens instead?



Dvar torah

The command of the parah adumah, 
the Red Heifer, with which our parsha 
begins, is known as the hardest of the 
mitzvot to understand. The opening 
words, zot chukat ha-Torah, are taken 
to mean, this is the supreme example of 
a chok in the Torah, that is, a law whose 
logic is obscure, perhaps unfathomable.

It was a ritual for the purification of 
those who had been in contact with, or 
in, certain forms of proximity to a dead 
body. A dead body is the primary 
source of impurity, and the defilement 
it caused to the living meant that the 
person so affected could not enter the 
precincts of the Tabernacle or Temple 
until cleansed, in a process that lasted 
seven days.

A key element of the purification 
process involved a Priest sprinkling the 
person so affected, on the third and se-
venth day, with a specially prepared li-
quid known as “the water of cleansing.” 
First a Red Heifer had to be found, 
without a blemish, and which had never 
been used to perform work: a yoke 
had never been placed on it. This was 
ritually killed and burned outside the 
camp. Cedar wood, hyssop, and scarlet 
wool were added to the fire, and the 
ashes placed in a vessel containing 
“living” i.e. fresh water. It was this 
that was sprinkled on those who had 
become impure by contact with death. 
One of the more paradoxical features 
of the rite is that though it cleansed the 
impure, it rendered impure those who 
were involved with the preparation of 
the water of cleansing.

Though the ritual has not been prac-
tised since the days of the Temple, it 
nonetheless remains significant, in itself 
and for an understanding of what a 
chok, usually translated as “statute,” 
actually is. Other instances include the 
prohibition against eating meat and 
milk together, wearing clothes of mixed 
wool and linen (shatnez) and sowing a 
field with two kinds of grain (kilayim). 
There have been several very different 
explanations of chukim.

The most famous is that a chok is a law 
whose logic we cannot understand. It 
makes sense to God, but it makes no 
sense to us. We cannot aspire to the 
kind of cosmic wisdom that would allow 
us to see its point and purpose. Or 
perhaps, as Rav Saadia Gaon put it, it 
is a command issued for no other rea-
son than to reward us for obeying it.[1]

The Sages recognised that whereas 
Gentiles might understand Jewish laws 
based on social justice (mishpatim) or 
historical memory (edot), commands 
such as the prohibition of eating meat 
and milk together seemed irrational 
and superstitious. The chukim were laws 
of which “Satan and the nations of the 
world made fun.”[2]

Maimonides had a quite different view. 
He believed that no Divine command 
was irrational. To suppose otherwise 
was to think God inferior to human 
beings. The chukim only appear to be 
inexplicable because we have forgot-
ten the original context in which they 
were ordained. Each of them was a re-
jection of, and education against, some 
idolatrous practice. For the most part, 
however, such practises have died out, 
which is why we now find the commands 
hard to understand.[3]

A third view, adopted by Nahmanides 
in the thirteenth century[4] and further 
articulated by Samson Raphael Hirsch 

in the nineteenth, is that the chukim 
were laws designed to teach the integ-
rity of nature. Nature has its own laws, 
domains and boundaries, to cross which 
is to dishonour the divinely created 
order, and to threaten nature itself. So 
we do not combine animal (wool) and 
vegetable (linen) textiles, or mix animal 
life (milk) and animal death (meat). 
As for the Red Heifer, Hirsch says that 
the ritual is to cleanse humans from 
depression brought about by reminders 
of human mortality.

My own view is that chukim are com-
mands deliberately intended to bypass 
the rational brain, the pre-frontal cor-
tex. The root from which the word chok 
comes is h-k-k, meaning, “to engrave.” 
Writing is on the surface; engraving 
cuts much deeper than the surface. 
Rituals go deep below the surface of 
the mind, and for an important reason. 
We are not fully rational animals, and 
we can make momentous mistakes if we 
think we are. We have a limbic system, 
an emotional brain. We also have an 
extremely powerful set of reactions to 
potential danger, located in the amyg-
dala, that lead us to flee, freeze or 
fight. A moral system, to be adequate 
to the human condition, must recognise 
the nature of the human condition. It 
must speak to our fears.

The most profound fear most of us 
have is of death. As La Rochefoucauld 
said, “Neither the sun nor death can be 
looked on with a steady eye.” Few have 
explored death and the tragic shadow 
it casts over life more profoundly than 
the author of Kohelet (Ecclesiastes):

“The fate of man is the fate of cattle; 
the same fate awaits them both, the 
death of one is like the death of the 
other, their spirits are the same, and 
the pre-eminence of man over beast is 
nothing, for it is all shallow breath. All 
end in the same place; all emerge from 
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dust and all go back to dust” (Eccl. 
3:19-20).

The knowledge that he will die robs 
Kohelet of any sense of the meaning-
fulness of life. We have no idea what 
will happen, after our death, to what 
we have achieved in life. Death makes 
mockery of virtue: the hero may die 
young while the coward lives to old 
age. And bereavement is tragic in a 
different way. To lose those we love 
is to have the fabric of our life torn, 
perhaps irreparably. Death defiles in 
the simplest, starkest sense: mortality 
opens an abyss between us and God’s 
eternity.

It is this fear, existential and elemen-
tal, to which the rite of the Heifer is 
addressed. The animal itself is the 
starkest symbol of pure, animal life, 
untamed, undomesticated. The red, like 
the scarlet of the wool, is the colour of 
blood, the essence of life. The cedar, 
tallest of trees, represents vegetative 
life. The hyssop symbolises purity. All 
these were reduced to ash in the fire, a 
powerful drama of mortality. The ash 
itself was then dissolved in water, sym-
bolising continuity, the flow of life, and 
the potential of rebirth. The body dies 
but the spirit flows on. A generation 
dies but another is born. Lives may end 
but life does not. Those who live after 
us continue what we began, and we 
live on in them. Life is a never-ending 
stream, and a trace of us is carried 
onward to the future.

The person in modern times who most 
deeply experienced and expressed 
what Kohelet felt was Tolstoy, who told 
the story in his essay, A Confession.
[5] By the time he wrote it, in his early 
fifties, he had already published two of 
the greatest novels ever written, War 
and Peace and Anna Karenina. His 
literary legacy was secure. His great-
ness was universally recognised. He 

was married, with children. He had a 
large estate. His health was good. Yet 
he was overcome with a sense of the 
meaninglessness of life in the face of 
the knowledge that we will all die. He 
quoted Kohelet at length. He contemp-
lated suicide. The question that haunted 
him was: “Is there any meaning in my 
life that will not be annihilated by the 
inevitability of death which awaits 
me?”[6]

He searched for an answer in science, 
but all it told him was that “in the 
infinity of space and the infinity of time 
infinitely small particles mutate with 
infinite complexity.” Science deals in 
causes and effects, not purpose and 
meaning. In the end, he concluded that 
only religious faith rescues life from 
meaninglessness. “Rational knowledge, 
as presented by the learned and wise, 
negates the meaning of life.”[7] What 
is needed is something other than rati-
onal knowledge. “Faith is the force of 
life. If a man lives, then he must believe 
in something … If he does understand 
the illusion of the finite, he is bound to 
believe in the infinite. Without faith it is 
impossible to live.”[8]

That is why, to defeat the defilement 
of contact with death, there must 
be a ritual that bypasses rational 
knowledge. Hence the rite of the Red 
Heifer, in which death is dissolved in 
the waters of life, and those on whom 
it is sprinkled are made pure again so 
that they can enter the precincts of the 
Shechinah and re-establish contact with 
eternity.

We no longer have the Red Heifer and 
its seven-day purification ritual, but we 
do have the shiva, the seven days of 
mourning during which we are comfor-
ted by others and thus reconnected with 
life. Our grief is gradually dissolved by 
the contact with friends and family, as 
the ashes of the Heifer were dissol-

ved in the “living water.” We emerge, 
still bereaved, but in some measure 
cleansed, purified, able again to face 
life.

I believe that we can emerge from the 
shadow of death if we allow ourselves 
to be healed by the God of life. To do 
so, though, we need the help of others. 
“A prisoner cannot release himself from 
prison,”[9] says the Talmud. It took a 
Kohen to sprinkle the waters of clean-
sing. It takes comforters to lift our grief. 
But faith – faith from the world of chok, 
deeper than the rational mind – can 
help cure our deepest fears. 



AHARON
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BILAAM

BLESS

COPPER
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EDOM
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Sunday, July 19th at 10:00AM 
The Wealth of Nations -  A Religious Debate.

By Computer / Smartphone: https://zoom.us/j/7471651421  
By Phone: Dial 1 312 626 6799 ~ Meeting ID 747 165 1421

Enter Password: 366387

Sponsored by Chany & David Fleischhacker in observance of 
the first yahrtzeit of Chany’s mother, Adele Bodlander A”H.

Save the Date for a Special Class 
by Rabbi Shai Finkelstein
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