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Shabbat Table Sparks
Igniting Torah Learning at the Sabbath Table
By Rabbi Mordecai Griffin

שבת שולחן ניצוצות

Numbers 19:1–22:1

In this parasha, Moses is taught the laws of the red cow, whose ashes (mixed with water) spiritually purify a
person who has come into contact with a human corpse.

Chapter 20 leaps forward 38 years picking up when the people of Israel arrive in the wilderness of Zin.
Miriam the Prophetess dies, and the water ceases to flow from the Rock. The people, instead of mourning
for Miriam, complain about their thirst for water. HaShem tells Moses to speak to the Rock and command it
to give water. Moses gets angry at the people, curses them as rebels and strikes the stone rather than speaking
to it. Water issues forth, but Moses and Aaron are punished; banded from being able to enter the Promised
Land.

Aaron dies at Mount Hor and is succeeded by his son Elazar who became the new Kohen Gadol. The
people complain again and, as a result, venomous snakes attack the Israelite camp. G-d tells Moses to place a
copper serpent on a pole and lift it up. All who will look heavenward to the copper snake will be healed. The
people sing a song in honor of the miraculous Well that provided them water in the desert. Finally, Moses
leads the people in battles against the Emorite kings Sichon and Og. They conquer their territory, just east of
the Jordan.

1.) This is the decree of the Torah 19:1….HaShem refers to the mitzvah of the red cow as “the” decree of
the Torah. The significance of the red cow (parah adumah) is that it represents the quintessential chukah
- a Torah commandment that does not have any rational explanation.

2.) Rabbi Munk writes the following about the red cow: “The parah adumah was red, a color associated
with Esau. It had never been subjected to a yoke, demonstrating the freedom from moral constraints;
it was perfect in its coloration, providing an allegory of total bestiality. It was female, and therefore
associated with the Divine quality of din, harsh judgement.” Zohar 3:54b states that the ashes of the
cow represent the nations and their contamination (savagery, wickedness, judgement). The water
represents Israel, Torah and chesed (love). These waters “extinguish” the effect of the nations and
neutralized them. To that end, Rabbi Munk says, “The Kohen who mixed the water of purification
became contaminated as if he had taken on the evil of the wicked nations in order to convert it to
goodness.”
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3.) He must take it outside the camp 19:3….The red cow is the only offering made outside the Temple.
The Kehot Chumash relates that the red cow “is brought to purify us from death, which can not be
refined or elevated” like our carnal nature for which all other sacrifices provided atonement. Death
must be completely eliminated. Thus, we needed an offering from the “outside” in order to remove
death.

4.) Miriam died there and was buried there. The congregation had no water…..” 20:1-2….The Sages wondered
why the death of Miriam was mentioned immediately after the red cow. The conclusion was that this
served to teach that “just as a sacrifice serves to atone for the sins of the people, so does the death of a
righteous person (Moed Katan 28a). R’Hirsch points out that the parah adumah symbolizes victory over
death!

Ramban teaches that the righteous die by a “Divine Kiss” and thus their bodies are not a
source of contamination. This is why the people would have been able to bury the Messiah and still
attend Pesach ceremonies.

5.) Taanis 9a states that the water in the wilderness flowed from the Rock in the merit of Miriam.
When Miriam died, the water stopped.

( It was a popular fishing spot for the Talmidim)

6.) Aaron shall be gathered to his people 20:24….Aaron died on Mount Hor. He was escorted by his brother Moshe
as they discussed words of Torah. Moshe asked Aaron to describe to him the experience of death. According to
Yalkut 1:764 he replied, “All I can say is that I would have wished to come to this place sooner.”

7.) HaShem said to Moshe, “Make yourself a poisonous snake and place it on a pole, and it will be that anyone who was bitten
will look at it and live” 21:8…The word “yourself” is lecha which means “for yourself” or “for your own good”.
Moreover, the Talmud points out that HaShem heals with the same instrument that brought the injury. Thus,
the death of man must be conquered by the death of man etc.


