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Sometimes the Best Things In 
Life Don’t Make Sense                

Jews are known for asking questions and making sure 
everything has clear answers. This week’s parsha discusses 
the parah aduma, how do we understand the mitzvah of parah 
aduma, if there is no apparent reason behind it?

The parah aduma needs to be burnt and its ashes are 
sprinkled on those who are tamei making them tahar. At 
the same time the individuals involved in the making of the 
ashes become tamei1. The gemarah2 asks how can it be that 
the very ashes that are metaher are metameh, it is a puzzling 
phenomenon. The Torah refers to it as the chok of the torah. 
Even Shlomo Hamelech, with all the intelligence in the world, 
was still unable to understand it. The Torah is here for us to 
learn, if we cannot grasp it, why did Hashem command it? 

We may not be able to understand the reason, but yet, 
there’s still a powerful lesson to learn. The Bais Halevi says, 
the parah aduma, (the chok), to teach us that just as we don’t 
understand the parah aduma, we don’t really understand the 
rest of the torah either. In truth how can a human comprehend 
Hashem’s intentions3? The gemarah says, silence the one who 
comments, that shiluach hakan is because Hashem has pity 
on the mother bird, since he is giving rationale to Hashem’s 
commandments. As soon as we associate the mitzvos with a 
logical or emotional reasoning, once that reasoning doesn’t 
make sense to us, or doesn’t speak to us on an emotional level 
any more, we may feel compelled not to fulfill it anymore. Once 
someone starts to choose which moral and ethics they keep, it 
becomes a very slippery slope.

When we received the torah we said, “na’aseh vnishma.” We 
accepted the torah without knowing or understanding it. It’s 
not about the reasoning behind it but rather because Hashem 
commanded us to keep it. Therefore, one must treat a seemingly 
small mitzvah just as seriously as a big mitzvah4, since we don’t 
truly know which one is greater. Now this is easier said than 
done. Doing mitzvos completely lishmah, because Hashem 
commanded it, is a lofty level to achieve. The tamei hamitzvos, 
the reasoning behind the mitzvos, are there to just give us a 
taste, so that we can connect on some level to the mitzvah. 

However, ultimately we want to do mitzvos simply because that 
is Hashem’s will.

Hashem wanted to give us the opportunity to earn merits 
through doing the mitzvos. “Ratza hakudosh barochhu lezakos 
es yisroel, lfikach hirba l’hem torah umitzvos.” 5  Hashem doesn’t 
gain or lose anything by our fulfilment of miztvos or lack thereof.  

Yiddishkeit is not just a religion, it is a relationship. And 
only through mitzvah observance can we build a deep, enduring, 
and meaningful relationship with Hashem. Viewing Hashem’s 
motives as chukim can be applied to our everyday lives as well. 
Sometimes we wonder why things happen, “How does this 
make sense, why are we deserving of this?”     

There’s a story told of the Chofetz Chaim when he was a 
child. His friends were discussing what they would do if they 
were to be Hashem. One child said, “I’d make the poor rich.” 
Another said, he’d make the sick healthy. The Chofetz Chaim 
said, “If I was Hashem, I’d leave everything the way it is. If 
Hashem made it this way there must be a good reason.” Why 
exactly each mitzvah is the way it is, is a ‘chok’ to us. Life is one 
big test, through which we are given the opportunity to work 
on ourselves so that we can become greater people. Hashem is 
giving us the hand book through which we can learn the best 
way to lead our life. We may not understand it, like the complex 
idea of parah aduma, but we can live with the knowledge that 
everything Hashem does for us is for our good. He loves us all 
and just wants to give us the very best, do we need things to 
makes sense? 

1  Bamidbar 19:8

2  Yoma 14a

3  Nefesh HaChaim 1:22

4  Avos 2:

5  Makkos 23b

Something 

big  
is getting 

closer 
your help 

will be 
needed 
soon!

Rabbi Appelbaum can be contacted at: 
yzappelbaum@gmail.com
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It’s a generational thing
Several times in the Torah, we witness a seismic shift in the direction of Jewish History. An event 
occurs which changes everything. This week’s parsha contains such an upheaval: Moshe hit 
the rock rather than spoke to it, so he would not lead the Bnei Yisrael into the Land of Israel.1 
Instead, he would die in the desert and Yehoshua would succeed him.

Three questions have always caused me 
great difficulty in understanding this turn of 
events. 

1. It is axiomatic in Torah that Hashem 
rewards and punishes “middah kneged 
middah”, measure for measure. There is 
always a connection between man’s action 
and Divine consequence. What does 
hitting a rock have to do with leading Bnei 
Yisrael into the Land of Israel?2

2. Why was this sin so great as to bring 
about this colossal punishment? The Vilna 
Gaon lists four occasions where Moshe 
erred in his life.3 But we do not see great 
punishments with the others. Mei Meriva 
alone warrants the denial of Moshe’s 
deepest desire and the recalibrating of 
Jewish History. Why did this terminate his 
career as our great leader?

3. Perhaps the most perplexing part is the 
fact that this episode has a lesser-known 
little brother. By the time we get to Chukas, 
many of us have forgotten Beshalach. But 
it’s there. “Behold, I shall stand there 
before you on the rock in Horeb, and you 
shall strike the rock, and water will come 
out of it, and the people will drink! Moses 
did so before the eyes of the elders of 
Israel.”4 How could hitting the rock have 
been so terrible if that’s exactly what he’s 
previously been Divinely instructed to do? 

I heard a beautiful idea a few years ago that 
transformed my understanding of this whole 
episode.5

The key lies in understanding the difference 
between seeing and hearing.6 When you hear, 
your brain receives a sound. Isolated, it rarely 
makes sense. Rather, multiple sounds make 
a word, several words make a sentence, and 

sentences form a concept. Your brain slowly 
pieces things together to make sense. Not so 
with sight. In the blink of an eye, your brain 
grasps the entire picture all at once. Seeing is 
believing; a picture is worth a thousand words. 

The generation that Moshe led out of 
Egypt was a generation of sight. They saw the 
slavery, the plagues, the splitting of the sea, 
the Revelation at Sinai.7 “A maidservant saw at 
the sea that which Yeshaya and Yechezkel and 
all the prophets never saw.”8 They personally 
experienced the sights and wonders of 
miraculous existence and relationships. 
Moshe, as their leader, saw what no man has 
ever seen – “show me, now, Your Glory! ...man 
shall not see Me and live… you will see My 
back but My face shall not be seen”.9 He was 
the master Seer – indeed, a prophet beyond 
compare.10 

When that generation were alive, therefore, 
Moshe was asked to perform a visible action. 
So in Beshalach, his task was to hit the rock. 
This visual display was consistent with the 
generation of sight. 

But that generation had now all died. In 
this final year of the desert, a new generation 
stood in front of Moshe. They did not see the 
makos, nor krias yam suf, nor Har Sinai. They 
had only heard about them from those who 
were there. It was a new generation dealing 
with a different set of realities and challenges, 
experiences and opportunities. 

Mei Meriva was a test for Moshe. Having 
successfully led the earlier generation all 
these years (‘sight’), can he now shift gear 
entirely and come down to the level of the 
next generation (‘sound’)? Can he speak to 
the rock? If he can, he is fitting to lead them 
into the Land. But if he fails - if he is unable 

to relate to them on this “daber” (sound) level 
and reverts to hitting the rock again (sight) - 
then he is not the person to lead the next 
generation: “...therefore, you shall not lead this 
congregation into the land that I have given 
them.” 

We now see the connection between hitting 
the rock and not entering the Land (Question 
1), the centrality of this test for Moshe’s future 
as leader (Question 2), and crucially, the 
difference between Beshalach’s hitting and 
Chukas’ speaking (Question 3).

1  Bamidbar 20:12. This is Rashi’s pshat, with which most 
people are familiar and which we’ll deal with. Ibn Ezra, 
Rambam and Ramban each blame a different aspect of the 
Mei Meriva episode (respectively: repeating hittings, losing 
temper, word choice prior to hitting the rock). Abarbenel on 
Devorim 1:37 brings ten different possibilities for Moshe’s 
mistake, and Ohr HaChayim there discusses the meraglim v 
Mei Meriva.

2  If you needed proof that this applies here, Baal Haturim: 
“Lochen” is gematria “middah b’middah”

3  1. Accepting the Erev Rav (eventually leading to Chet 
Ha’egel) 2. sending Meraglim 3. Mei Meriva 4. failing to stop 
assimilation at Shitim (Balak).

4  Shemos 17:6

5  The learned man from whom I heard it originally cannot 
remember where he originally heard/saw it. If any reader 
knows where this is brought down, please be in touch to 
share it with me at the address provided.

6  See R’ Akiva Tatz “Shavuot: Seeing Sounds” for fuller 
treatment.

7  See “and all the people saw the sounds” Shemos 20:16 
and Rashi, Ramban and others there; see also Sefas Emes, 
Shavuos 5635

8  Version in Mechilta D’Shiro 3:28-32 D”H: Zeh. But see Yalkut 
Shimoni: Beshalach 247 and Rashi Shemos 16:2

9  Shemos 33:18-23

10  Rambam Ikrim; also “no other prophet arose in Israel like 
Moshe whom Hashem knew face to face” (i.e. by sight) 
Devarim 34:10

Rabbi Levy can be contacted at:  
doniel.levy@gmail.com

mailto:doniel.levy@gmail.com
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2. When else in the year do we read from Parshas Chukas?
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Not a matter of choice
Feedback from an audience during and after a shiur is a vital tool, and keeping on top of it 
allows you to tune in to some subtle messages. 

Not long ago, a member of the audience 

approached me after a halachic shiur I had 

given. In a friendly way he expressed his 

disappointment with me asking me – “why 

the level of minutiae … I expected better from 

you”? 

I believe that in this case, the underlying 

point being conveyed was not a personal one, 

but rather one which underscores a general 

attitude to our mitzvos. 

התורה חוקת   this is the chok of the – זאת 

Torah. 

The sweeping nature of the introduction to 

this parsha is pointed out by the Ohr HaChayim. 

Surely the title could have been more in tune 

with a parsha whose content revolves purely 

around the specifics of ritual purification – the 

Ohr HaChayim suggests ‘Chukas HaTaharo’ 

(the chok of purity) would have sufficed.

In resolution of this question, Ohr 

HaChayim explains that the underlying lesson 

of this parsha is relevant not just locally but 

indeed to the entire Torah. 

None of the mitzvos are to be kept because 

we choose to; rather, the Torah, in its entirety 

is absolute.

Western society is comfortable with many 

elements of the Torah’s teachings. Social 

justice and kindness are highly valued. What 

makes our teachings different, however, is the 

myriad details we face when applying them. 

Of course, a worker must be paid back on time, 

but why is it important that he be paid before 

Alois HaShachar? 

Although we have been educated to 

differentiate between mitzvos which are 

‘chukim’, whose reasons are beyond us, and 

those which are ‘mishpotim’, whose basis are 

rational, in truth the lines are far more blurred. 

The attention to detail, in mitzvos which we 

feel ought to be clear-cut carries a message 

as to the true meaning behind these and all 

mitzvos. 

Mitzvos – even those with a rational basis, 

are to be carried out not because we chose to 

but because we have been instructed to. 

The Sefer Shev Shmaatsa finds this to be a 

recurring theme in many of the events of recent 

parshiyos. In his preface to his sefer which 

illuminates many of the most complex areas 

of halocho, Rabbi Aryeh Leib Cohen focuses 

on the theme of coercion to Torah and Mitzvos.

Having already said ‘Naaseh VeNishma’, 

was it necessary to test Klal Yisroel’s resolve?

The Shma’atsa explains that coercion 

to accept the Torah was a necessary means 

to ensure that the bond between the Jewish 

nation and the living and learning of Torah 

would be absolute and permanent.

The Jews in the Midbar had no choice but 

to keep mitzvos; even the food which they ate 

was conspiring as it coerced them to accept 

on themselves a life of Torah. Later, they 

complained קצה  it was too much for - ונפשנו 

them “and our soul is disgusted”.

The mon may have tasted of the choicest 

delicacies – and the varieties were endless, but 

something inside them was unsatisfied. They 

were left with no natural cravings for worldly 

pleasures. Even this, however, was not reason 

they later complained about – rather, as the 

Shma’atsa tells us, they complained of having 

no choice but to love Torah. They wanted 

to choose.

But leading this lifestyle was an investment, 

one which would lock them and the rest of the 

Jewish nation permanently into a life time of 

commitment and dedication. And the returns 

were to be an unbreakable connection with 

HaKodosh Boruch Hu.

It may have been a lesson which is relevant 

to the whole Torah, but it most certainly 

belongs in a parsha whose theme is taharoh. 

Unquestioning shmiras hamitvos forms the 

basis of an unbreakable connection between 

the Jew and his Creator – this is the very 

source of our purity. 

Sfas Emes, elucidating the words of the 

Midrash explains that it is in cleaving to 

the instruction and its Instructor in which 

we find our taharoh. It is the humility of 

loving obedience subsequent to the brash 

thoughtlessness of sin, which opens the doors 

to purity.

As we educate coming generations, we offer 

them unwavering commitment and loyalty to 

the mitzvos we have received and all their 

dikdukei halocho – minute halachic details. We 

serve as anchors for our children, tying them 

in with unshakable faith to a path which will 

guarantee them satisfaction in this world and 

eternity in the world to come. They won’t need 

to choose.

Rabbi Guttentag can be contacted at:  
rabbi.guttentag@federation.org.uk
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3. What is the connection between the parsha and the haftora?
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Beginnings Are Important
Parshas Chukas deals with the laws of the Parah Adumah [Red Heifer]. “You shall give it (the 
Parah Adumah) to Elazar the Kohen; he shall take it outside the camp and someone shall 
slaughter it in his presence.” [Bamidbar 19:3]. The Parah Adumah required slaughtering, as 
would any other sacrificial animal. Subsequently, they burnt it and gathered the ashes. The 
process of purification from tumas mes (impurity resulting from contact with death) involves 
sprinkling water mixed with the resultant ashes upon the impure person. 

Today, in the absence of the ashes of a 

Parah Adumah, we all have the status of being 

tmei mes. As the Ramban writes in this week’s 

parsha, “We will not be able to purify ourselves 

from Tumas Mes until the coming of our 

righteous Mashiach, may he come speedily in 

our days.” 

Targum Yonasan shares a very interesting 

comment on the above quoted pasuk “and 

someone shall slaughter it in his presence”. 

The Targum Yonasan writes that when the 

Kohen slaughters the Parah Adumah, before 

proceeding with the burning of the slaughtered 

animal, he must first check to verify that the 

animal was not suffering from any of the 

eighteen physical conditions that render an 

animal treife [non-kosher; literally ‘torn’]. 

This comment of Yonason ben Uziel seems 

problematic because the Talmud states just 

the opposite. In fact, the Gemara [Chullin 11a] 

derives the halachic principle of relying on 

majority from the very fact that they relied on 

this practice to assume the kosher status of 

the slaughtered Parah Adumah! This seems 

to contradict the Targum Yonason, who says 

they did not rely on rov but rather checked 

for all eighteen potential treifos with the 

Parah Adumah!

I saw in a sefer that this is not a contradiction. 

Targum Yonason ben Uziel only means to say 

that when they slaughtered the very first Parah 

Adumah in the Wilderness, they needed to 

check it completely for the eighteen treifos, but 

in subsequent generations, when they made 

other Parah Adumas, they did not need to 

check because they relied on the principle of 

rov. The Gemara in Chulin is speaking about 

all the other Parah Adumas throughout the 

generations; the Targum is only speaking only 

about the very first Parah Adumah, which was 

slaughtered in front of Elazar HaKohen. 

However, what is the difference? 

We are still before the 17th of Tamuz. We 

are thus now in the prime wedding season, 

which correspondingly means we are in prime 

“Sheva Brachos season”. There are Bar Mitzvos 

throughout the year. The following is a great 

insight for anyone who has to speak at a 

Sheva Brochos or a Bar Mitzvah or a Chanukas 

HaBayis or any other major milestone marking 

a new status in life.

The significance of the teaching of the 

Targum Yonoson ben Uziel is profound. Why 

did they need to check the very first Parah 

Adumah comprehensively to make sure it was 

100% kosher? It is because beginnings are 

very important. The first time someone does 

something sets the tone for all subsequent 

iterations of that activity. This is why, for 

instance, the Torah says that when a person 

gets married “he shall be ‘home free’ for one 

year to make his wife happy” [Devorim 24:5]. 

There is a special halacha in the Torah called 

“Shanah Rishona” [the first year of marriage]. 

That is also why it is very important to make 

a Bar Mitzvah correctly. I saw an interesting 

custom in the sefer Yalkut Yehudah. Typically, 

at a Bar Mitzvah Seudas Mitzvah [the festive 

meal on the day of a boy’s 13th birthday] the 

Bar Mitzvah boy leads the Birchas HaMazon 

[Grace after Meals or "bentching”. In a sense, 

this is “his first mitzvah”. Until now, he 

could not lead the bentching. This is his first 

opportunity to do so, and he takes advantage of 

that opportunity. The practice is that a formal 

bentching is done “al ha’Kos”, over a glass of 

wine. The person who “leads the bentching” 

recites the Borei Pri HaGofen – blessing on 

the cup of wine, at the conclusion of the 

Birkas HaMazon. The halacha only requires 

the person leading Birchas HaMazon to take a 

single sip of the wine after reciting the Borei 

Pri HaGofen. The Belzer Rebbe zt”l (R. Aharon 

of Belz), however, had the custom that when 

a Bar Mitzvah boy led the bentching on his 

Bar Mitzvah for the first time, he would insist 

that the boy drink the entire glass of wine. He 

should do it right! This is his first bentching. 

Let him do it in the optimal fashion. 

Beginnings are very important. They are 

the foundation of everything that follows – be it 

the beginning of a marriage, the beginning of 

a life of mitzvos, or beginning of the institution 

of Parah Adumah. Whatever it is, beginnings 

are always important and they should be 

treated as such.
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4. Why was Moshe more scared to fight the giant Og more than the giant Sichon?

לע”נ ר’ שלמה דוד בן ר’ משה וינגרטן ז”ל

Need to separate 
?תרומות ומעשרות 
Text to receive permission to 
use the coin and instructions

MAASERTEXT OPERATES IN CONJUNCTION WITH KEREN HAMAASROS OF ENGLAND    TEXTS CHARGED AT YOUR NETWORK PROVIDER’S STANDARD RATE

TEXT MAASER TO 07800 006 913

A COMMUNITY 
SERVICE OF THE ALERT

Avocados, sharon fruit, grapefruit, 

pomegranates and peppers from 

Eretz Yisroel are currently on sale in 

UK supermarkets 

DOSE OF HALACHA

Halachah

Hashkafah

Rabbi  
Dovid Sapirman
Dean, Ani Maamin Foundation

Rabbi Chaim Cohen
Associate Rabbi, Stenecourt ;  
Yavneh Girls High School

5

Disposable Cup for Kiddush 
Q: Can one use a disposable cup for Kiddush?

a The Shulchan Aruch (OC 183:3) writes that 
one mustn’t use a cracked cup for bentching. 
The Magen Avraham (OC 183:5) writes that 
even a broken base disqualifies the cup. The 
Mishna Berura (183:11) applies this halacha to 
the cup used for kiddush and havdala, too (See 
Shulchan Aruch OC 271:10).

There is a machlokes as to how to apply this 
halacha to disposable cups.

R’ Moshe Feinstein (Igros Moshe OC 2:75; 
3:39) writes that one mustn’t use a disposable 
cup for kiddush as it isn’t respectable. Using a 
disposable cup would be worse than a real cup 
with a cracked base. R’ Yitzchak Yaakov Weiss 

(Minchas Yitzchak 10:23) adds that just as one 
wouldn’t tovel such a cup as it isn’t considered 
a proper kli, so too it doesn’t qualify as a proper 
kli for kiddush (See Ohr Letzion 2:47:12).

R’ Binyamin Zilber (Az Nidberu 6:49), 
however, writes that there is no need for the 
cup to be particularly respectable. If there is no 
nicer cup available, one may use a disposable 
one. Similarly, R’ Eliezer Waldenberg (Tzitz 
Eliezer 12:23) writes that people often reuse 
disposable cups, especially those made for hot 
drinks. Thus, irrespective as to whether one 
ever reuses them or not, they are considered 
to be proper cups and may be used for kiddush 

(See Beer Moshe 5:55; Rivevos Ephraim 
1:150:2).

R’ Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (quoted 
in Shemiras Shabbos Kehilchasa 47:n51) 
allows one to use disposable cups that are 
respectable looking and would not look out of 
place at a dinner.

In conclusion, one should try to use a proper 
cup where possible, though when necessary, 
one can use a disposable cup.

Tefilin A Sign of GLory
Tefilin are like a medal we wear to show that 

loyalty to Hashem. The Torah calls them an os, 
a sign, because they proclaim to the world that 
we are connected to G-d.

Not so long ago, a radio had to be plugged 
into an outlet in order to play. The first time Rav 
Elya Lopian saw a transistor radio, he asked in 
surprise if it worked without being plugged in. 
The owner answered in the affirmative. Then 
Rav Elya asked what would happen if one of 
the components inside was missing. The 
owner replied that it would not work.

“So why are people surprised if a missing 
kutzo shel yud makes the entire tefilin pasul?” 
Rav Elya asked. “Tefilin are a machine that 
brings down kedushah on the one who wears 
them. If one part is missing, of course the 
machine won’t work.”

The Sefer Hachinuch offers a rationale 
for the mitzva of tefilin. Because a person is 
physical, he is naturally drawn to physical 
temptations. It is only the power of the 
neshama that can hold him back. However, the 
neshama is at a disadvantage. The body, which 
comes from the earth, is on its home territory. 
The neshama, which comes from shamayim, is 
on foreign territory. So Hakadosh Baruch Hu 
provided the neshama with guards to protect 
it: limud Torah, the four tzitziyos that we wear 
constantly, the mezuzah on our doorposts, and 
the tefilin on our arms and heads. All of these 
remind us not to stray after the things that 
tempt us away from Hashem and His Torah.

There is a beautiful paragraph recited 
before putting on the tefilin, in which we state 
our intentions in doing this mitzvah. The tefilin 

shel yad remind us of the “outstretched arm” 
in Mitzrayim, when the Creator showed his 
awesome power openly and clearly. The bayis 
goes near the heart, to remind us to direct all 
our desires and emotions toward the service 
of Hakadosh Baruch Hu. The shel rosh is 
laid opposite the brain, because the dwelling 
place of the neshama is there, in the brain, the 
intellect. The brain connects to all our senses, 
and thus we commit to using all our thoughts 
and senses in the service of Hakadosh Baruch 
Hu. If we utilize this mitzvah properly, it can 
elevate us to great spiritual heights.

Rabbi Cohen can be contacted at:  
chaimlzcohen@Gmail.com

Rabbi Sapirman can be contacted at:  
info@animaamin.org
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5. Moshe set up a copper statue of a snake. How long did this remain in existence? 
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MIRIAM – THE LIFE GIVER
In Parshas Chukas the Torah tells us about the death of the righteous Miriam. Immediately after 
her death, we are told that suddenly there was no water for anyone to drink. The Gemara teaches 
us that we learn from here that the well which provided the Jewish people with water throughout 
their tenure in the desert was in Miriam’s merit.1 What is the connection between Miriam and 
the water that kept the Jewish people alive for forty years?2 The Kli Yakar explains that Miriam 
excelled in the trait of gemilut chasadim (bestowing kindness), as will be demonstrated below.  
As a result of this trait Miriam merited to be the source of the well (named Be’er Miriam after her) 
that provided the people with water, the most basic necessity that humans need to survive3. 

It is possible to expand on the Kli Yakar’s 
explanation: Miriam’s kindness was specifically 
directed towards the saving and maintaining 
of the lives of the Jewish people. This trait was 
expressed by Miriam from a very young age. For 
example, the Medrash tells us that after Pharaoh 
decreed to kill every Jewish newborn baby, 
Miriam’s father, Amram decided to separate 
from his wife, Yocheved in order to prevent the 
inevitable death of any future sons. As Amram 
was the leader of the Jewish people, the other 
men followed his example and separated from 
their wives. Upon hearing this, the five year 
old Miriam rebuked her father, saying: “your 
decree is harsher than that of Pharaoh for he 
only decreed on the boys, but you have done 
so to the boys and girls.”4 Amram accepted the 
rebuke and publicly remarried Yocheved and in 
turn everyone else followed their example and 
remarried. In this sense Miriam was the ultimate 
creator of life. If not for her, then untold numbers 
of Jewish children would never have been born, 
and Moshe Rabbeinu himself could never have 
come to life. As a result Miriam is given an 
alternative name in Divrei HaYamim5; that of 
Ephrath, (whose root form is פרו which means 
being fruitful) because, the Medrash tells us; “the 
people of Israel multiplied because of her.”6

A further example of her remarkable efforts at 
saving lives is her brave refusal to obey Pharaoh’s 
commands to kill the newborn baby boys. Instead, 
along with her mother, she did not kill the babies, 
in fact they assisted the mothers in giving birth 
to healthy children, and provided them with food 
and water. The Torah gives her another name, 
that of Puah (פועה), which, the Medrash also tells 
us, was in recognition of her great live-saving 
achievements; it is connected to the word נופעת, 

“for she gave wine and restored (מפיעה) the babies 
to life when they appeared to be dead.”7  Thus 
we have seen that Miriam’s greatness lay in her 
incredible kindness, and particularly with regard 
to the most fundamental gift, that of life. This is 
why the life-giving waters of the Be’er Miriam (the 
well of Miriam) were in her merit. Because she 
risked so much to provide life to others, she was 
rewarded with her desire being fulfilled through 
the miraculous supply of water that sustained the 
Jewish people in the desert for forty years.

Miriam’s appreciation of the value of life 
is all the more remarkable given the world that 
she was born into.  The Yalkut Shimoni tells us 
that her name is connected to the word, ‘mar’ 
which means bitter because at the time of her 
birth the Egyptians embittered the lives of the 
Jewish people.8 It is a well known fundamental 
of Jewish thought that the name of any person 
or item teaches a great deal about their essence. 
Evidently, the fact that Miriam was born during 
such a terrible period in Jewish history played 
a central role in defining the person that she 
became. She could easily have been a bitter 
person, unhappy about the desperate situation 
that she was born into. It certainly would have 
been understandable if she did not develop a 
great love of life given the pain and suffering that 
life seemed to offer. Yet her opposite reaction 
to her situation teaches us a new dimension in 
her greatness. She recognized the inherent value 
of life and kept faith in Hashem that He would 
save the Jewish people from their dire situation.  
It was this persistent optimism that enabled 
her to persuade her parents to remarry, and the 
resultant birth of the Jewish people’s saviour, 
Moshe Rabbeinu. 

The example of Miriam teaches us a lesson 
that is very pertinent to modern society. There 
is an increasingly popular perception that it is 
wrong to bring ‘too many’ children into a world 
that is full of pain and suffering. According to the 
proponents of this outlook, life is not something 
that is of intrinsic value rather it is dependent on 
the ‘life satisfaction’ that a living being can derive.  
Given the numerous challenges that face the 
world such as the dire economic situation, these 
people believe that it is morally wrong to bring yet 
another mouth to feed into life. Needless to say, 
this view is diametrically opposed to the Torah 
approach epitomized by Miriam. She saw life as 
indeed being inherently valuable. Accordingly, 
the most horrific situations did not justify giving 
up on bring more life into the world, and on 
sustaining the already living. May we learn from 
Miriam’s incredible appreciation for the value of 
life and emulate her achievements in bringing life 
to the world.

1  Taanis, 9a. The Gemara also tells us that the man fell in the merit 
of Moshe Rabbeinu whilst the Clouds of Glory were in Aaron’s 
merit.

2  For other approaches to this question see Bamidbar Rabbah, 1:2 
and Rabbeinu Bechaye, Bamidbar, 

3  Kli Yakar quoted by the Anaf Yosef, Taanis, 9a. Of course the 
Manna and Clouds of Glory also provided for the needs of the 
people, but the Kli Yakar explains that water is the most important 
of all needs. A person can survive without food for several weeks, 
but he cannot last without water more than a few days.

4  Sotah, 12a; Shemos Rabbah, 1:17.

5  Divrei HaYamim 1,2:19.

6  Shemos Rabbah, 1:17.

7  Shemos Rabbah, 1:13.

8  Yalkut Shimoni, Shemos, 165.

Rabbi Gefen can be contacted at:  
gefen123@inter.net.il



??
livingwithmitzvos.comQ

U
IZ

TI
M

E

6. How does the lack of Para Aduma relate to us nowadays? 
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Putting My Spin on It
Well, before the fad is over, I figured I ought to talk about Fidget Spinners. Hopefully the 
publishers will include a picture of one so future generations (like 2018 and beyond) will know 
what I’m talking about. 

Just to give some background, the 
fidget spinner is a handheld toy that took 
off like wildfire in the first part of 2017. 
The most common iteration was a three-
pronged version, shaped sort of like a Nerf 
boomerang, with a ball-bearing-bearing 
circle in the center, allowing low-friction 
spinning and centrifugal force mega-fun. 
The three prongs were generally small 
enough to pass between the fingertip and 
the palm when it was held between the 
thumb and middle finger so it could rotate 
fully. 

It was intended to give people 
something to do with their hands, but felt very 
cool to hold as the centrifugal force enabled it 
to balance. Of course, quite often they’d end 
up on the floor as people knocked them out of 
their own hands while trying to spin them but 
that’s another story.

When I first saw them, I wondered about 
their muktzeh status on Shabbos. I mean, they 
have no purpose on Shabbos. I immediately 
realized they have no purpose during the week 
either. But, worry not, as a toy it’s fine for 
Shabbos, just please try not to use it during 
the Rabbi’s speech.

When they first starting taking off like crazy, 
there was a rumour that a Jewish woman had 
filed a patent for the hand spinners but had 
let it lapse when she couldn’t get toymakers 
to buy it from her. As it turns out, what she 
had patented was very different from the fidget 
spinners that are now all over the world. Hers 
didn’t have the ball-bearings or the prongs and 
looked more like a Frisbee with a yarmulka 
that you twirled on your finger.

Regardless of whether she actually had the 
patent or not, it made for good conversation. 
Whenever a Jew does something good we all 

feel vicariously meritorious and when they 
invent something we feel like we have a better 
understanding of it. (I disagree. All I know is 
that Einstein had a theory about space. And it 
was about time, too!)

So, there I was schmoozing with someone 
on the checkout line of the supermarket which 
had just put the spinners next to the candy 
and gum in those lanes, and he told me that it 
was a Jewish woman who had the patent for it 
originally. I mentioned that I’d heard that.

Then he commented, “But if she had kept 
her patent, it would never have taken off 
the way it did now.” I grinned and nodded 
in agreement, so excited that someone else 
shared my view of that topic. My joy was short-
lived, though, as he continued to speak.

“There is no way an Orthodox Jew would 
have the kind of PR and distribution you need 
for an operation like that. The people to push 
it, blah blah blah. I don’t really recall what he 
said exactly as I was so disappointed that he 
and I were suddenly so diametrically opposed 
in our viewpoints.

He felt that the reason it would not have 
taken off if she’d maintained a patent that 

covered it is because she wouldn’t know 
what to do with it. But that’s not how I 
saw it.

Since every success or failure (or failure 
to see success) we have is orchestrated by 
HaShem, it was clear to me when I initially 
heard that she’d had the patent and let it 
lapse that HaShem didn’t want her to get 
rich selling these things. It wouldn’t be 
the first time I’ve heard of people having a 
patent and it expiring before they hit it big.

My great-grandmother owned 
apartment buildings on a little street called 
Collins Avenue in a little town called 

Miami Beach, but they were sold before the 
boom there. It wasn’t poor business planning 
but Hashem’s guidance that prevented us 
from becoming billionaires in real estate.

If the woman had kept the patent on 
fidget spinners, Hashem would have made 
something else the fad, or had her sell the 
rights for a small amount, or some other 
means of directing her profits to match what 
He’d destined for her.

So often we get caught up in the business 
of life that we forget our efforts are just for 
show, and that HaShem will make happen 
what is intended to happen. The most brilliant 
ideas can go nowhere and the most ridiculous 
ones can go gangbusters. It’s all in His hands, 
and so are we.

At least that’s my spin on it.

Jonathan Gewirtz is an inspirational writer and 
speaker whose work has appeared in publications 

around the world. You can find him at www.facebook.
com/RabbiGewirtz, and follow him on Instagram @
RabbiGewirtz or Twitter @RabbiJGewirtz. He also 

operates JewishSpeechWriter.com, where you can order 
a custom-made speech for your next special occasion. 

Sign up for the Migdal Ohr, his weekly PDF Dvar Torah in 
English. E-mail info@JewishSpeechWriter.com and put 

"subscribe" in the subject. 

http://www.facebook.com/RabbiGewirtz
http://www.facebook.com/RabbiGewirtz
mailto:info@JewishSpeechWriter.com
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 ANSWERS
1. The Midrash brings that King Shlomo thought he would be able to understand 

it but it was too distant even for him. However, Moshe was able to understand 

it.

2. The beginning of Parshas Chukas is also read on the third of the Four Parshios, 

known as Parshas Para.

3. The both discuss the approaching of the kings surrounding Eretz Yisroel when 

the Jews sought to enter the Holy Land.

4. Either because Og himself had merits and Moshe was scared that this would 

assist him. (See Rashi, 21:34) Alternatively, Moshe was scared that the Jews 

had sinned by taking for themselves booty from the battle with Sichon and this 
would weaken the Jews and thereby assist Og. (Midrash)

5. The Gemara (Pesachim 56a) brings that King Chizkiyahu instituted six things. 
For three of these actions the Sages criticized him while they agreed to the 
other three. One of the agreed actions was to destroy the copper snake statue 
set up by Moshe. The reason was that the Jews were coming to believe that 
the statue had the power to heal, instead of attributing this power to Hashem.

6. The ashes of the Para Aduma, red heifer, purify us from the tuma, impurity, 
that comes from contact with dead bodies. Nowadays since we don’t have 
ashes from the Para Aduma, nor the means to sacrifice it according to the din, 
we cannot achieve purity from this tuma.

Tefillah
Rabbi Alan Wilkinson
Rabbi, Great Ormond Street Hospital

Appreciating & Understanding our Tefillah
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Mizmor Le’sodah - מזמור לתודה
A song for the future
Mizmor Le’sodah, with merely 43 words is the last of eleven Tehillim composed by Moshe 
Rabbeinu. After reciting Hodu (or after Baruch She·omar according to Nusach Sefard) one 
recites Mizmor Le’ sodah – Tehillim 100. Mizmor le’sodah, like Hodu, was chanted while a sacrifice 
was being offered. This might be the reason why it is placed immediately after Hodu.

According to Rav Hirsch the word ‘Todah’ 
here is an acknowledgement of what Hashem 
has meant for us in the past and what He still 
means to us today. It is also a declaration of 
what our relationship to Him should be in 
the future. Todah refers to a continuous state 
of joy of serving Hashem in our daily affairs, 
not just when we are formally davening to 
Him or when we bring offerings in the Beis 
Hamikdash. This inner sense of joy is not 
altered by any outward circumstance. All 
mankind will attain this level when Hashem 
reveals His Divine Presence to all people at the 
time of the coming of the Messiah.

Saying Mizmor Le’sodah is one of the 
ways we mark the Korban Todah which was 
brought as thanks to Hashem for rescue 
from four difficult situations. It could also be 
brought at any time by anyone who wanted 
to express gratitude to Hashem. The animal 
offering was accompanied by forty loaves of 
bread, and could only be brought when the 
bread could be eaten within the prescribed 
time. Thirty were unleavened – Matzah and 
ten were leavened bread. Since all these many 
loaves had to be eaten by midnight of the day 
of the offering, they were generally shared 
with friends and neighbours with gratitude 
to Hashem demonstrated by telling the story 
of one’s rescue to those present and sharing 
the meal. Therefore, we don’t say Mizmor 
Le’·sodah every day. The Korban was not 

brought on days when the time allotted to 
eat it was limited for instance on erev Yom 
Kippur we can’t eat the offering as the fast 
begins at nightfall. Similarly, on erev Pesach 
we don’t eat bread or Matzah during the day. 
On these days, we omit Mizmor Le’·soda as the 
Korban Todah would not be offered in the Beis 
Hamikdash. With these exceptions Mizmor Le’ 
sodah is recited every week day because we 
enjoy God’s miracles every day, without being 
aware of them.

The Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 51:9 
rules that we should recite Mizmor le’soda 
with a tune. When the final redemption comes, 
all songs will be laid aside, except for this 
song of thanksgiving. The Vilna Gaon traces 
this to a midrash in Vayikra Rabbah 9:7 that 
teachers that in the times of the Moshiach all 
tefillos will be set aside, and only prayers of 
thanksgiving will remain, as the verse says: 

‘kol sasson, v’kol simcha. Kol choson v’kol 
kalah, kol omrim hodu es Hashem tzvo’os.’ [The 
sound of joy and the sound of gladness, the 
sound of the groom and the sound of the bride, 
the sound of people saying. ‘Praise Hashem. 
Master of Legions…’] [Yirmiyahu 33:11]. 
Levush explains that Hashem’s kindness will 
continue forever, as we say ‘ki l’olam chasdo’, 
for His kindness endures forever (I Divrei 
HaYamim 16:34). Therefore, Mizmor Le’sodah 
will still be said, for we will always need to 
thank Hashem for his kindness.

As the world stands now we are aware of 
pain and suffering. Even if we are happy, we 
see so many around us who aren’t – they 
may have financial or other worries and 
disappointments. Sometimes we are not 
aware of how much ‘good’ there is. In the 
times of Moshiach, however, things will be 
very different and we will have no reason to 
ask Hashem for anything. Our prayers will 
be of thanksgiving and appreciation. Mizmor 
Le’sodah focuses on the future when we really 
will be aware of the brachos that Hashem has 
bestowed on us all.

In Mizmor Le’sodah Moshe wanted us 
to have a sense of the world in the future. A 
world of ‘shekulo tov’ – when everything is 
good. He wanted people who wish to thank 
Hashem, either by offering a korban or by 
song, to have some feeling of that future world 
and experience ‘me’eyn olam habo’- a taste of 
the World to Come.

As Rav Schwab zatzal explains: ‘It is for 
this reason that mizmor l’sodah has become 
part of Pesukei d’zimrah. It is a glimpse into 
the future, when all that will remain of our 
personal avodah to HaKadosh Baruch Hu will 
be hoda’ah’.  

Rabbi Wilkinson can be contacted at:  
genesisasw@gmail.com
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