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Unraveling the Mystery of “"Mei-Meriva” Based on the Tikunei Zohar

It Was Heavenly Ordained that Moshe Should Strike the Rock Twice
Insuring the Survival of Torah Due to Disagreements among the Sages

In this week's parsha, parshas Chukas, we read seven pesukim that describe the complex
and profound subject of the sin of "mei-merivah” — the waters of conflict. As a result of
their involvement in this matter, it was decreed that Moshe and Aharon would not enter
Eretz Yisroel. Here is the passage precisely as it appears in the Torah (Bamidbor 20, 7-
13):
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Hashem spoke to Moshe, saying, "Take the staff and gather together the assembly,
you and Aharon your brother, and you shall speak to the rock before their eyes and
it shall give its waters. You shall bring forth for them water from the rock and give
drink to the assembly and their animals.” Moshe took the staff from before Hashem,
as He had commanded him. Moshe and Aharon gathered the congregation before the
rock and he said to them, “Listen now, rebels, shall we bring forth water for you
from this rock?”

Then Moshe raised his arm and struck the rock with his staff twice; abundant water
came forth and the assembly and their animals drank. Hashem said to Moshe and
Aharon, "Because you did not believe in Me to sanctify Me in the eyes of the Bnei
Yisroel, therefore, you will not bring this congregation to the land that I have given
them.” They are the waters of conflict, where the Bnei Yisroel contended with
Hashem, and He was sanctified through them.
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Why Did HKB"H Command Moshe:
“"Take the Staff"?

The early commentators struggled to explain and identify the actual sin of “mei-merivah.”
Scriptures only reveal that HKB"H said to Moshe and Aharon: 2 BniaNm N5 v
"HRIw 112 1MyH wrpnb-- Because you did not believe in Me to sanctify Me in the
eyes of the Bnei Yisroel. The precise nature of their transgression is not revealed.
According to Rashi, however, their failure was in hitting the rock rather than speaking to
it; for, HKB"H had commanded them: y5011 Y% Bn12T1”--and you shall speak to the

rock.

As the Scriptures describe, Moshe Rabeinu struck the rock twice and, thus, failed to
sanctify Hashem. In the words of Rashi: Y% nnna7 % 8w nwrpnb 1 onanrn RS
MWINY YW IR N2TR IDRW T Y50 [, ommR v b wTIpn N LRI yhon
AR 1M 5p ,01pn 5w 1MaT onpn ,o1bb MY — had you spoken to the rock and it
had produced, I would have been sanctified before the assembly, and they would
have said: Now, if this rock which neither speaks nor hears nor requires sustenance
obeys the word of the Omnipresent, how much more so should we obey His word!

At this point, we are already confronted by several perplexing issues: a) HKB"H, Himself,
already testified to Moshe's trustworthiness (Bamidbor 12, 7): “N11 1K1 1112 5337 — in
My entire house, he is the most trusted. If so, how can we even imagine that he did not
fulfill HKB"H's command precisely? b) If, indeed, HKB"H did not intend for Moshe to
strike the rock, but to only speak to it, then why did He instruct Moshe to take the staff
in the first place: "Iy NR HApMm MNP DR AP”? What purpose did the staff serve? c)
In parshas Voeschanan, it is written (Devarim 3, 25): 121071 YIRT NN 7ININY K1 TI2UR7
7HR yaw K9 Doaynb 1 i aynm  paabm A 2wn A 7T 12y WX — Moshe
pleaded with Hashem, "Please let me cross and see the good land that is on the other
side of the Yarden, this good mountain and the Livanon.” But Hashem became angry
with me because of you, and He did not listen to me. How are we to understand
Moshe's claim: But Hashem became angry with me because of you? According to the
earlier text, the decree that Moshe would not cross the Yarden was due to his
transgression concerning the “"mei-merivah” — the waters of conflict.

Striking the Rock Was Considered an Involuntary Act

Before unraveling the mystery of the subject of "mei-merivah,” let us review Rashi's
chronology of the events leading up to the water flowing out of the rock. Clearly, his
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commentary aims to clarify several of the difficulties presented by the subject of the sin
of "mei-merivah": a) What led Moshe to strike the rock twice rather than speaking to it?
b) What wrong were Yisroel guilty of that caused Moshe to lash out at them with the
words: “DYNNIT N1 Whw” — Listen now, rebels? c¢) Why did Moshe ask Yisroel in
amazement: “0M 035 Nw¥1 17 Y50 R — do you expect us to bring forth water
for you from this rock? After all, isn't that what HKB“H commanded him to do: nNXxYTY”
»y5011 11 M 0% — You shall bring forth water for them from the rock?

Therefore, Rashi proposes the following sequence of events. First, HKB“H says to Moshe:
»y5011 X BN13M-- and you shall speak to the rock — speak rather than strike. The
reason he specifically states ”y50m" — the rock — is because He wanted Moshe to speak
to a particular rock. HKB"H wanted Moshe to address the very same rock that was once
Miriam's well--and since Miriam passed away had resumed the status of a mere rock.
Hence, 501" — the rock--a rock that he was already familiar with. TR mwn %R
»y5or 1b X Hrpn NR — Moshe and Aharon were requested to assemble the people
before the rock that was Miriam's well and to speak to it.

Once, however, the rock ceased to be Miriam's well, it situated itself amongst the other
rocks, making it difficult for them to recognize it. When Yisroel realized that they were
searching for the particular rock that was once Miriam's well, they suggested that Moshe
and Aharon simply bring forth water for the people from any rock of their choosing — why
waste time searching for that particular rock? To this suggestion Moshe responded:
7RYMNNIT X1 Wnw” — Listen now, rebels — fools, instructing your teachers and leaders

what to do; DM Da% Nw 1 YO0 Y — are you seriously suggesting that we
attempt to bring forth water from a rock that was not designated for that purpose?

In the meantime, Moshe and Aharon found a particular rock, which they mistakenly
identified as Miriam's well. They addressed it as they were commanded to do — to produce
water for Yisroel — but nothing happened, because it was not, in fact, Miriam's well, the
rock designated to produce water for Yisroel. This, however, led Moshe and Aharon to
believe that they were actually meant to strike the rock — just as Moshe was commanded
to do in Rephidim (Shemot 17, 6): "mx¥2 MOMY” — you shall strike the rock. For this

reason: ”11" NR ITWN 0M” — he raised his hand to strike the rock.

Then, at that precise moment, a miraculous thing occurred — the rock that was, in fact,
Miriam's well appeared before them; “1Tbna ¥50i1 NXR M” — Moshe proceeded fo strike

it with his staff, but it only produced a few meager drops of water; for, they had not
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acted in accordance with HKB"H's command to simply speak to the rock. Upon seeing that
the rock failed to produce the desired amount of water, Moshe struck the rock a second
time: “DMWw2Y IV NwM D220 DM IRXM” — abundant water came forth and the
assembly and their animals drank. This summarizes Rashi's interpretation of the events
of "mei-merivah.”

Reviewing Rashi's account of this episode, it would seem that Moshe and Aharon were truly
blameless. At first, they did, in fact, speak to the rock — mistakenly thinking that it was
Miriam's well. When it failed to produce any water, they drew the conclusion that they
were meant to strike the rock. As Moshe raised his hand to strike the rock, the rock that
actually was Miriam's well appeared, almost miraculously, and received the blow. In
response to this blow, it produced only a few drops of water, since Moshe was supposed to
have spoken to it rather than strike it. Moshe proceeded to strike it a second time, at
which point it gave forth its water in abundance. It would seem that Moshe and Aharon
were innocent victims according to this interpretation; so, why were they punished?

Sensing this difficulty, Rabbi Eliyahu Mizrochi, author of one of the premiere
commentaries on Rashi, attempts to explain Moshe and Aharon's punishment based on the
following Mishnah (Ovos 4, 5): TN AW TR ,M522 111K DIyIb1 INDA DMw ow S5nnn”
»awi 919 MM — One who desecrates the Name of Heaven secretly will be
punished publicly; whether the act was performed inadvertently or intentionally, it
makes no difference concerning the desecration of the Name. This solution, however,
does not truly satisfy our sense of justice — why would Hashem, seemingly, devise so many
ways in which to trip them up, causing them to strike the rock?

Striking the Rock Led to Disagreements
Concerning Torah Matters

Let us begin to unravel this puzzle based on the words of the Tikunei Zohar (Tikun 21, 44.)
which illuminate this mystery in a very clear manner. He explains that aside from the
simple, straightforward understanding of HKB"H's directive to Moshe: ¥5or1 & onnamy”
“mMm NN omY5 — and you shall speak to the rock before their eyes and it shall
give its waters — there was also a spiritual intent inherent in this command. The entire
scenario was intended as a symbolic gesture to provide the people with an abundant source
of Torah — which is compared to water. As the Gemoreh states (Bava Kamma 17.): T'XV”
»omY 125 Xy 53 N MRAW TN X5R DM — water inevitably refers to Torah; this is
derived from the possuk in Yeshayah (55, 1). The Tikunei Zohar states that the rock
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represents the Oral Law, Torah she'b'al peh, and that the entire and unfortunate sequence
of events was triggered by the assembly’s rebellious and contentious nature — wishing to
force Moshe and Aharon’s hand.

Had Moshe spoken to the rock, he would have released a wealth of Torah knowledge with
unusual clarity, free of doubts and disputes — akin to the situation in the World to Come.
The prophet describes the World to Come as follows (Yirmiyah 31, 33): My 1> X517
DIN1 D91 T DIwPNRS MR WT 051D 13 A DR WT RS PAR DR WINY YT DR WIN
7Ty MR K5 onxvn namyh nbox 13,1 — from the lowliest to the greatest, all will
possess an inherent knowledge and awareness of Hashem. As a consequence of Moshe
striking the rock, however, only a scarce amount of Torah knowledge emerged:;
furthermore, this led to numerous doubts and disputes amongst Torah scholars concerning
haloche.

The divine kabbalist, the author of the Megaleh Amukos on parshas Voeschanan (74),
applies this concept to explain the possuk in our parsha. Immediately after the incident of
“mei-merivah,” it states (Bamidbor 20, 13): 5K 112 127 MWK 1210 M A" — They
are the waters of conflict, where Bnei Yisroel became contentious. The possuk
indicates that as a consequence of Moshe striking the rock, doubts and controversy
multiplied amongst Torah scholars.

The Megaleh Amukos goes on to reveal a wonderful allusion in the following possuk
(Yirmiyah 23, 29): "y50 y¥1b» wivbd /i1 DIN1 WRD MaT 13 K9 — the word of
Hashem is compared fo fire and fo a hammer that shatters a rock intfo many pieces. In
other words, HKB“H is saying that His Torah was meant to be transmitted with extreme
clarity — without doubts and disputes — yet, ”¥50 y¥p? wivba” — like a hammer it will
shatter rock — because Moshe struck the rock with his staff, like a hammer, disputes
arise and spread among Yisroel. The allusion to this incredible revelation is that the
numerical value of the word w7 b, hammer, equals i”Wwn 1”YN, Moshe's staff. Due to the
disputes among Torah scholars, Torah is transmitted bit by bit, drop by drop, often with
uncertainty.

How incredibly this coincides with the words of the Lev Aryeh (Chukas 14) who addresses
the statement of our blessed sages in the Midrash (Yalkut Shimoni): ¥5or 5 nnnamy”

»y50I TR DM RINM RIM IR PID 1OV MW — speak to the rock; while standing over the

rock, teach a chapter and He will release the water from the rock. Which chapter did
HKB"H want Moshe to teach at the rock? This question can be answered based on what the



Shvilei Pinches

Parshas Chukas

Beit Yosef (O.C. 50) writes in the name of the Reeh (Berachot 32.) regarding the reason
the chapter of “DMMar YW 1Mpn WINN” is recited before Pesukei D'Zimrah: TIRW 105~
71102 wnd TMMA mwn XM npibnn pb 1MK 533 — because there are no disputes
throughout this entire chapter; it represents a pure, unadulterated teaching to Moshe at
Sinai.

We have already learned from the Tikunei Zohar that had Moshe not struck the rock, they
would have been privileged to receive the waters of Torah in abundance — with extreme
clarity and without controversy. Thus, we can interpret HKB"H's words to Moshe: BN a1
»y50r1 DX — speak to the rock. As the Midrash explains: TnX pAb M5y Mw” — while
standing by the rock, teach the chapter of ”mMar Sw ympn 1MNR”, which does not
contain any disagreements among the Tanaim; "¥5011 T DM K X¥M” — and HKB"H
will grant you the waters of Torah in abundance, free of disputes and controversy;
however, when this chapter was not reviewed, but, instead, the rock was struck, the
waters that emerged came out drop by drop, in fragments, causing uncertainty and
confroversy.

"Where Bnei Yisroel Contended with Hashem”

Additionally, the Lev Aryeh associates the possuk: NR SNIw 112 127 AWK 71271 M TH”
7’11 — They are the waters of conflict where Bnei Yisroel contended with Hashem —
with a famous dispute found in the Gemoreh (Bava Metzia 59:) between Rabbi Eliezer and
the Chachamim concerning a particular type of oven — “tanuro shel achnaii.”

In the midst of the dispute, Rabbi Eliezer declares:

bR 11 bex Dab o mmRy 1y na ansy mon omwn oy abn oxs
725w ,51p N3 PAwR 1R PR LGINR 153 Y ywim 131 Ty, oipn 553 1mns mabnw
Zmpid 0137 MAR (2 30 MNW) TN 12190 772 Nans

If the halocheh agrees with me, let Heaven prove it; whereupon a heavenly voice
proclaimed: what argument do you have with Rabbi Eliezer, whom the halocheh follows
in all places. Rabbi Yehoshua stood up on his feet and replied . . . we do not heed a
heavenly voice; for, You already wrote in the Torah at Har Sinai (Shemot 23, 2):
“matters shall be decided according to the majority opinion.”

This, then, is the meaning of the possuk: 7’1 NR SRIW? 112 127 WK TAMN M A7 --
They are the waters of conflict where Bnei Yisroel contended with Hashem. As a
result of Moshe striking the rock, disputes became rampant among Torah scholars.
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Consequently: 7’1 NX BXWw 112 127”7 — Yisroel even contend with Hashem as reflected by
Rabbi Yehoshua's opposition to the heavenly voice: ”91p naa pmawn 18 PR,

The commentators add that the conclusion of the passage of "mei-merivah”: 702 wIpn” —
and He was sanctified through them — corresponds with the conclusion of the narrative
in the Gemoreh (ibid.). For, after Rabbi Yehoshua disregarded the declaration of the
heavenly voice, Rabbi Natan meets Eliyahu and asks: How did HKB"H react at that
moment? Eliyahu answered that He smiled and said: 713 Myl M1 iy — My
children have defeated Me: My children have defeated Me. So, as the passage of "mei-
merivah” testifies, even though Rabbi Yehoshua and the sages, seemingly, argued with
Hashem, nevertheless: “Da wpm” — HKB"H was sanctified by their actions; for, it is His
will that the Torah scholars determine the halocheh.

Moshe and Aharon Acted as the People's Agents

Continuing along this exalted path, unraveling the complexities of the episode of “mei-
merivah” as illuminated by the Tikunei Zohar, let us incorporate an idea from the Ohr
HaChaim hakadosh (Bamidbor 20, 8). Had Moshe and Aharon spoken to the rock, they
would have hastened the realization of the final and complete redemption, they would have
entered Eretz Yisroel and Moshe Rabeinu would have built the Beis HaMikdosh to stand
forevermore. In fact, the Gemoreh (Kesubos 5.) teaches us that our enemies would have
had no power over Moshe's handiwork. In the holy words of the Ohr HaChaim hakadosh:

TV TN MYYNRA 51T T Wt DWW TR Twn 1 ORW KT 0MAT payy
U0 pon o wha mm e bw 0aba i nams owbm 1, o mbw 510 10 oA
M L YIRS 00131 IR wn v anym T b onnnk Ty om n mm

ZDIRVIN PMwa Sxw? Sy 1innn nabwab wwn PR wpnn N ana nwn

In order for Moshe and Aharon to have performed this tremendous act of “kiddush
Hashem," the entire assembly would have also had to have been on the same spiritual level
— completely righteous, united, possessing total "emuneh” in Hashem, free of evil and able
to transmit their strength of belief to all future generations.

Unfortunately, since they did not speak to the rock, but, rather, Moshe struck the rock,
this ultimate realization did not occur. Moshe was unable to enter the land and to build the
Beis HaMikdosh. This is the gist of the Ohr HaChaim hakadosh's words.

We see, in fact, Moshe Rabeinu himself was on a level of completeness and perfection
consistent with HKB"H's testimonial: X1 TR 111 533”7 — in my entire house, he is

the most trustworthy. Aharon HaKohen was similarly on the same spiritual level as Moshe.
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Rashi expresses this fact in Shemot (6, 26): MMpnR wN Awnb TR DMTPRW MMpn W
7ARD PPYY 5 5 RS Twn Drpnw — sometimes Scriptures mention Aharon
before Moshe, while in other places Moshe is mentioned first; this is an indication that
they are equivalent to one another. So, as far as Moshe and Aharon were concerned, they
were surely worthy of bringing forth water from the rock in the ideal manner.

Nevertheless, we have learned a well-known principle in the Mishnah (Berachot 34:):
oX Sw imbww nbn s wb vy o X My mbw oz 1% v o nyvy Shonnn
“IMND — One who prayed and erred, it is a bad sign for him. If he is the one
leading the prayer service, then it is a bad omen for the congregation that sent him,
since a person's agent is like himself. We see that the success of a public agent depends
on the worthiness of the people themselves. Hence, the success of Moshe and Aharon, who
were duly appointed by HKB"H to represent the people of Yisroel, was totally dependent on
Yisroel, the people they represented.

“Take the Staff” In Case
They Are Not Worthy of Redemption

It is now easier to understand why HKB"H instructed Moshe: NX 5mpm nvnn nx np”
,¥50m 1 oM 0ah NRYIM MmN oMy yooi R ontam AN NN TNR T
7072 NN TV DR NpWwim--Take the staff and gather together the assembly, you
and Aharon your brother, and you shall speak to the rock before their eyes and it
shall give its waters. You shall bring forth for them water from the rock and give
drink to the assembly and their animals. Recall that we posed the question that if Moshe
was not supposed to use the staff then why did HKB"H command him to take it.

Based on what we have learned, it is apparent that HKB"H hinted to them from the very
start that the situation would depend on Bnei Yisroel's choice. If Yisroel--the assembly on
whose behalf Moshe and Aharon were acting — were worthy of the final redemption then
their agents would successfully fulfill their mission by speaking to the rock. In that event,
the water would flow from the rock — alluding to the waters of Torah that would come
forth in abundance with tremendous clarity and without any need for controversy.

On the other hand, if Yisroel were yet unworthy, their agents, Moshe and Aharon, would
fail in their mission on Yisroel's account. They would be forced to resort to the staff and
to strike the rock; at least, some of the vast waters of Torah would trickle out to quench
the thirst of the holy flock; notwithstanding, disputes and controversy would ensue among
the Torah scholars due to the inevitable lack of clarity.
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Alas, we have gained a deeper appreciation of why Moshe and Aharon failed fo complete
their task — due to no fault of their own. Originally, the rock, Miriam's well, hid itself,
causing them to address the wrong rock; that rock refused to give forth its waters, since
it was not commanded to do so. In the end, when they decided to obtain the water by
striking the rock, the rock that was actually Miriam's well presented itself. When the blow
from the staff landed, it did not want to release but a meager amount of water; after all,
Moshe and Aharon had been commanded to speak to it, not fo strike it. Consequently,
Moshe was forced to strike the rock a second time in order to release its waters.

In the final analysis, it was heavenly-ordained that Moshe and Aharon would not succeed in
their mission, since Yisroel were not yet worthy for the ultimate redemption. It is now
much easier to comprehend Moshe's response upon realizing that he did not succeed in
fulfilling his mission dutifully. He understood that the moment for the final and complete
redemption had not yet arrived. Thus, he exclaimed painfully: Y5011 12T DN K1 Whw”
»mMm D% KX T — as you can see for yourselves, since you have been rebellious and
contentious and are not worthy of redemption, I am unable to produce water from the
rock by merely speaking to it but am forced to strike it.

Now, we can explain the continuation of the "mei-merivah” narrative as follows: fTwn oM~
7DMYD 1R YHOIT NK N 1T N8 — Then Moshe raised his hand and struck the rock
twice with his staff. Moshe cleverly devised a plan to benefit Yisroel. By striking the
rock twice — as if he was releasing his wrath on the rock — he intended to perform a
symbolic gesture. He hoped that just as he seemingly took out his wrath on the rock,
HKB"H would similarly take out his wrath on the stones and structures of the fwo Batei
Mikdash rather than on the people of Yisroel. This explains why Moshe said to Yisroel:
7bR yaw X5 no1ynb 1 /1 7aynn” — but Hashem became angry with me because of
you, and He did not listen to me; for, Moshe'e failure was due to Yisroel's unworthiness
for the final redemption.

Disputes in Torah Matters Guarantee the Torah's Survival

Come and see how this entire scenario was arranged by HKB"H for Yisroel's benefit.
Disputes among Torah scholars guarantee the perpetuation of Torah during periods of
exile. For, it is impossible to clarify the truth and depth of halochehs without debates
between Torah scholars. We have learned in the Gemoreh (Taanis 7.):

i 52 m 7% b 5rmaa 5ma (1 "Swn) 2157 8k, R0 1372 X 120 R
27 TANRT T L5 AT AR T PTIMA DMon rnbn uw gR 1an nX TN NN
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omon rmabn bw TMRNW 5y avm %X oran BX 29 257 aNn NI 11a o
/TN 122 T2 PPOWW — just as one iron blade is used to sharpen another, so too, two
Torah scholars sharpen each other's minds by means of their halachic debates.

When one engages in Torah study alone, one can easily draw erroneous conclusions or
convince oneself that incorrect interpretations are in fact valid. The Mishnah states (Ovos
4,13): "1ywn 5K 9111 X" — and do not rely on your own intuition. A person tends to
favor his own ideas and theories and often finds it difficult to remain objective concerning
the products of his own mind. On the other hand, engaging in Torah study with close
friends, debating issues with one another, pointing out difficulties and resolving them
together, examining the pros and cons of each argument fogether — this process is the
only way fo truly understand Torah and halocheh.

As long as Moshe Rabeinu was alive, there was no uncertainty regarding Torah matters. All
Torah-related questions and problems were presented to Moshe Rabeinu, who received the
Torah from Sinai, and he provided the solutions. Upon realizing that the time for the
redemption had not yet arrived, and that he would not be allowed to enter the land with
the people, Moshe foresaw that Yisroel would encounter doubts and uncertainty in Torah
matters. Confirming Moshe's concerns, the Gemoreh states (Temurah 16.): T 27 NANR”
1 by {X ,11aR 121 mR LLTwn Sw15aR m nanwa maba 0vhR nwbw Sxmw nx
751555 71NN 1P 12 YRMANY 11 12 — three thousand halochehs were forgotten during
the mourning period for Moshe; nevertheless, they were restored due to the Talmudic
analysis and scholarship of Osniel ben Kenaz.
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