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Miriam’s True Sin 
Parashas Behaaloscha 

 

Harav Hagaon Yosef Elefant Shlit’’a 

At the end of this week’s parashah, the Torah tells us that Miriam HaNeviah spoke about 
Moshe Rabbeinu and was punished with tzaraas.  

 
To give context to this incident, we have to realize that we can’t possibly comprehend the 
greatness of Miriam. The Torah itself testifies that Miriam had yiras Shamayim, as it 

says: ִּ ִֶּאתִָּהֱאֹלַות ִַָּהְמיְַלדֹת יםק ִּיֶראן . The Torah also tells us that she was the one who led the 
shirah for the women after Moshe Rabbeinu sang with the men. She and Moshe and 

Aharon were on a lofty level that is beyond our comprehension.  
 
That being said, Miriam and Aharon had some sort of machlokes l’halachah as to  

whether Moshe Rabbeinu was supposed to separate from his wife. Rashi explains that 
they did intend to disparage Moshe, and he adds that if Miriam, who did not intend to 

speak ill of Moshe Rabbeinu got punished, then certainly someone who does intend to 
speak ill of another person will be punished.  
 

Interestingly, immediately after the Torah describes how Miriam spoke to Aharon about 
Moshe Rabbeinu, the passuk says: כֹלִָּהָאָדם ִּמ  ְִּמאֹד ִָּענָו יׁשִּמֶׁשה  ,In middle of the story .ְוָהא 

there’s a sudden interruption that sounds like an advertisement of Moshe Rabbeinu’s 
humility, and then the story continues. Why does the Torah mention Moshe’s humility 
here specifically?  

 
The Rambam (end of Hilchos Tumas Tzaraas) cites the passuk in Ki Seitzei: ִּזָכֹורִֵּאתֲִּאֶׁשר

ִּ ְצָרי םקֱִֶּאֹלִּ'הָעָשה מ  ִּמ  ְִּבֵצאְתכֶם ִַּבֶדֶרְך ְריָם ְִּלמ  יָך , and explains that Miriam’s sin was not that she 
spoke badly of Moshe Rabbeinu, but rather that she compared Moshe Rabbeinu to all the 
other nevi’im and considered him to be on the same level as them. If all the other nevi’im 

didn’t have to separate from their wives, she argued, then Moshe Rabbeinu shouldn’t 
have to, either. In other words, her cheit wasn’t that she disparaged Moshe Rabbeinu, but 

rather that she didn’t appreciate his greatness enough.  
 
We generally assume that Miriam was punished with tzaraas because she spoke lashon 

hara. But the Rambam is saying that there was no lashon hara here – there was merely a 
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lack of appreciation of Moshe’s greatness. That is why the passuk inserts the words ִּיׁש ְוָהא 
 says the Rambam. The Torah is telling us that Moshe was so humble that he ,מֶׁשהִָּענָוְִּמאֹד

wasn’t bothered at all when Miriam minimized his greatness.  
 

The Root of Lashon Hara 

Perhaps the Torah is telling us more than that. It wasn’t just that Moshe was so humble 
that he didn’t care what people said about him. His humility was related to precisely the 

heart of Miriam’s sin. If the sin had been that she spoke derogatorily of him, then the 
Torah’s statement about Moshe’s humility would have been coming to tell us that he 

wasn’t bothered by what they said. But the sin was that Miriam and Aharon didn’t 
recognize his greatness and didn’t have enough haarachah for him. And the reason that 
didn’t bother Moshe Rabbeinu was that he an anav – and an anav is someone who 

realizes that his maalos are not his; they come from Hakadosh Baruch Hu.  
 

Anavah means recognizing that everything I have comes from Hakadosh Baruch Hu. 
Indeed, the Meshech Chochmah (Parashas Shemos) explains that what made Moshe 
Rabbeinu the ִָּהָאָדם כֹל ִּמ   .was that he never took his mind off Hakadosh Baruch Hu ָענָו

Similarly, the Mesillas Yesharim explains that gaavah means that a person considers his 
achievements to be his own. Because Moshe Rabbeinu was the person who was most 

davuk in Hakadosh Baruch Hu, he was also the greatest anav; he didn’t see his maalos as 
his own.  
 

How often do we find ourselves in situations where we feel that someone has belittled us 
or hasn’t shown us enough respect? Most of the time, the maalos that we think we have 

are imaginary anyway, but even the maalos that we do have are not ours. The words 
ְִּמאֹד ִָּענָו יׁשִּמֶׁשה  are a direct response to the lack of haarachah that Miriam showed ְוָהא 
toward Moshe Rabbeinu.   

 
If so, this opens a whole new vista to understanding the concept of lashon hara.  

 
In reprimanding Miriam and Aharon, Hashem said: ִּיּוַמדּוַעִֹּלאִּיְֵראֶתםְִּלַדֵבר ַעבְּדִּ ְבמֶׁשהִּבְּ . The 
Sifri explains that because Moshe was Hashem’s loyal servant, speaking against him was 

akin to speaking against Hashem.  
 

If so, why is Miriam’s sin held up as a remembrance for all of Klal Yisrael throughout the 
generations – ִִָּּעָשה ֲִּאֶׁשר ִֵּאת ְריָםיקֱִֶּאֹלִּ'הזָכֹור ְִּלמ  ָך ? When Miriam spoke against Moshe, she 
was starting up, as it were, with Hashem, but since no one else was on Moshe’s level, 

speaking against them shouldn’t be the same problem.  
 

We cited the Rambam’s statement that Miriam’s sin was that she did not fully appreciate 
Moshe’s greatness. Hashem’s response was, “Do you know how Moshe Rabbeinu is? 
He’s My servant!” This idea actually applies to every person in Klal Yisrael. Every Jew 

is an eved Hashem, and has the chashivus of a tzelem Elokim. The question of ִּּוַמדּוַעִֹּלא
י  is one that resonates throughout all the generations, because any time a יְֵראֶתםְִּלַדֵברְִּבַעְבד 

person does not have enough respect for someone else, his behavior raises the question of 
“Do you know who you’re starting up with?”  
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The key to avoiding lashon hara starts way before a person is tempted to speak 

derogatorily about someone else. It starts with respecting other people and appreciating 
their maalos. If we would recognize that every person has an inherent chashivus, and is 

included in the question of י ְִּבַעְבד  ְִּלַדֵבר ִּיְֵראֶתם ִֹּלא  we would never come close to ,ּוַמדּוַע
speaking badly of them.  
 

This parashah is teaching us that the root of lashon hara is a lack of appreciation for 
another person, and a failure to see the tzelem Elokim and the avdi within them.  

Miriam was punished with tzaraas even though she didn’t actually speak lashon hara 
because her lack of appreciation of Moshe Rabbeinu was the root, and the beginning, of 
the sin of lashon hara.  

 
The Good and The Bad 

The parashah concludes by informing us that all of Klal Yisrael waited an entire week for 
Miriam, showing her tremendous kavod. Rashi says that this was a reward for Miriam 
because she waited for Moshe when he was placed in the Nile River as a baby.  

 
Miriam was Moshe’s older sister, and the family knew that he was a special baby, 

because the house filled with light when he was born. Would she have thought of 
abandoning him there at the river? Why was her waiting for Moshe considered such a 
great zechus that it resulted in all of Klal Yisrael waiting for her for seven days?  

 
We can glean two insights from this series of events. One is that we have no idea of how 

carefully our actions are reckoned. In the story of Miriam, we see this concept at both 
extremes. On the negative side, when Miriam spoke about Moshe without any malicious 
intent, but her words reflected insufficient respect for him, that was considered a sin, one 

that had catastrophic consequences for her. On the positive side, we see that Miriam’s 
simple act of waiting for Moshe garnered immense reward. At both ends of the spectrum, 

we see the gadlus haadam, for a person’s actions carry tremendous weight and have an 
enormous effect, both for good and for bad.  
 

The second insight is that a bad deed does not cancel out a good deed. We live in a world 
that is very much all-or-nothing. We would think that if someone has tzaraas, they are 

worthless. But the Mishnah states that Hakadosh Baruch Hu keeps an account of every 
action, and a person’s good deeds are never dismissed. Although Miriam contracted 
tzaraas because she spoke about Moshe Rabbeinu, that didn’t erase her maasim tovim or 

make her less deserving of having all of Klal Yisrael wait for her.  
 

 


