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Parashat Chukat

(The Parasha begins with the enigmatic mitzva of Parah Adumah,
the red heifer that can purify the impure, and impurify the pure):

 {a:hi}Li¤l ¥̀  Eg §w¦i §e l ¥̀ ẍ §U¦i i¥p §AÎl ¤̀  x¥A ©C...'c dË ¦v x ¤W£̀ dẍFY ©d z ©T ªg z Ÿ̀f
...dn̈i ¦n §Y dÖ ªc£̀ dẍẗ

{19:2} This is the statute of the Torah which Hashem Lord commanded:  Speak to
the children of Israel and have them take for you a perfectly red unblemished

cow...

(Rashi focuses on the word  z ©T ªg - chukat, which refers to a set,
binding decree.)

Kk̈i¦t§l ,DÄ W¥i m©r©H d©nE z Ÿ̀G©d dë§v¦O©d dn̈ x©nFl ,l¥̀ ẍ§U¦i z¤̀ oi¦pFn m̈lFrd̈ zFOª̀§e oḧV̈©d¤W i¦t§l
d̈i¤x£g©̀  x¥d§x©d§l zEW§x L§l oi¥̀ ,i©pẗ§N¦n `i¦d dẍ¥f§B ,dT̈ªg DÄ a©zM̈

Because Satan and the nations of the world taunt Israel, saying, “ What is this
commandment, and what purpose does it have?” Therefore, the Torah uses the

term “statute.” I have decreed it; You have no right to challenge it. 

According to Rashi, the question of “What is this commandment, and what purpose
does it have?” is not directly answered; rather, we are told not to be bothered by
the question because, “I [Hashem] have decreed it.”  This seems to place our Rashi
comment among the many statements of our Sages that indicate that the mitzvah of
Parah Adumah cannot be understand by normal human means. 

For example, we find in Midrash Raba B’Midbar {19:3}:
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QUESTION

AN
ANSWER

THE
RELEVANT
PRINCIPLE

King Sh’lomo said: Regarding the reason for all the Mitzvot, I understood, but the
reason for the  Parah Adumah I investigated and asked and considered, but could

only say {Kohelet 7:23}, “I desired to be wise, but it is far from me.”

Rashi himself, in Parashat K’doshim [Vayikra 19:19] writes that any mitzva that is
referred to by the word wŸg - chok, such as Parah Adumah, is a “decree of the
Divine King, which has no rationale.”  

Later in this parasha, Rashi quotes at length a Midrash that
explains the mitzva of Parah Adumah as an atonement for the sin

of the Golden Calf:  The cow must be red because red symbolizes sin; it must be
without blemish in order to atone for B’nei Yisrael who became blemished through
sin; it must never have carried a yoke, to atone for B’nei Yisrael who threw off the
yoke of Heaven; it must be burned, just as the Golden Calf was ultimately burned
by Moshe; three items--cedar wood, hyssop, and a strip of crimson wool--must be
thrown into the fire, corresponding to the three thousand people who were killed as
punishment for the sin; and so on.

Rashi now seems to be giving a very understandable rationale for Parah Adumah.
Is Rashi contradicting his previous assertion that the rationale for Parah
Adumah is beyond human comprehension?

Rashi often gives us more than one explanation of a single verse;
the second explanation is usually prefaced with the Hebrew
abbreviation .`.c, which stands for davar acher - another thing
or another word.   Nonetheless, it is not likely that Rashi would

present two explanations on the same verse that completely contradict each other.
When studying Rashi’s multiple comments on the same verse,  we need to try
to find common ground between the two interpretations.   

Mesiach Ilmim1, one of the earlier supercommentaries on Rashi,
focuses on the beginning of the Rashi comment that says that “the
Satan and the nations of the world” claim that there is no rationale

for the mitzvah of Parah Adumah.  Mesiach Ilmim writes that a chok is only
inexplicable to these entities, and to those who are influenced by them.  To “the
remnant that Hashem calls to2”--i.e., to the truly righteous--a chok is not
inscrutable, but rather has great rationale. 

1. By R. Yehuda Calatz, born c. 1450.  
2. See Yoel 3:5. 
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CONCLUSION

The explanation of Mesiach Ilmim can answer the apparent contradiction between
the two Rashi comments above: Parah Adumah is inscrutable to Satan and the
nations, but is quite understandable to the righteous.  A question remains though:
Why was Sh’lomo unable to understand this mitzvah?  Was he not a righteous man
counted among “the remnant that Hashem calls to”?

S’fat Emet3 writes a different explanation.  Every chok, even Parah Adumah, has a
divine rationale.  We cannot grasp this rationale, however, until we accept and
perform the chok as a divine decree that is beyond our understanding.  When we do
so,  Hashem will reveal to us the rationale behind it. 

The first Rashi comment is about “Satan and the nations of the world,” who do not
accept the decree of Parah Adumah unquestioningly; for them, it is a mitzvah
whose rationale is totally hidden and incomprehensible.  The second Rashi is about
B’nei Yisrael, who accept upon themselves the performance of Parah Adumah
without question.  As a reward for their acceptance of the yoke of the mitzvah, they
are able to find in it beautiful and understandable explanations.  

Regarding Sh’lomo, perhaps we can venture to say that he was--in proportion to
his great potential--somewhat lacking in his “blind,” unquestioning acceptance of
the mitzvot.  As we see in the Midrash quoted above, he attempted to find a
rationale for all the mitzvot, but was finally stumped when he came to Parah
Adumah.  The very fact that he attempted this search for rationale suggests that
perhaps he was overly focused on his own understanding of mitzvot, rather than on
a trusting obedience to the Commander.  Thus, he did not merit to understand
Parah Adumah.  

As has been explained previously, by attempting to reconcile
apparently contradictory statements by Rashi, we can develop
insight into the Torah.  

    

3. .i"yxa d"c a"lxz zpy
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