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Discovering 
our  
Mortality  
Rabbi Weinreb 
Orthodox Union 
 
It was at a house of 
mourning, and she was 
saying something that I 
had heard many times 
before. In fact, I had said 
it myself when I was sit-
ting shiva for my own 
mother. 
 
She is a friend of long-
standing, and a member 
of my former congrega-
tion. I hope that I am not 
being unchivalrous by 
describing her as late 
middle-aged. She had 
just lost her own mother, 
having lost her father 
several years ago.  
 
"It is not just that I feel 
orphaned," she said. "It 
is that I feel vulnerable. 
As long as even one of 
my parents was alive, it 
was as if there was a 
kind of buffer between 
me and death. Now that 
they are both gone, it 
begins to feel that it is 
my turn. No one to pro-
tect me. I face the ma-
lach hamavet (angel of 
death) directly, face to 
face, head on." 
 
We all deny our mortal-
ity, and as long as the 
older generation is 
around we feel that they, 
and not we, are the ones 
on death's frontlines. We 
are insulated from 

death's claws by them. It 
is their turn and not yet 
ours. But once we lose 
our own parents, we can 
no longer deny our mor-
tality. It is our turn. 
 
There is an excellent 
book by my esteemed 
colleague, Rabbi Marc 
Angel, entitled The Or-
phaned Adult. I often 
recommend this book to 
mourners, particularly 
those who are fortunate 
to have entered adult-
hood, even late middle 
age, with both parents 
alive, and experience 
their deaths only after 
having long ago 
reached adulthood. 
Their feelings are 
unique and very differ-
ent from those who ex-
perienced the trauma of 
a parent's death at an 
earlier stage of life. 
Rabbi Angel also de-
scribes this sudden 
sense of mortality, of 
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vulnerability. With the 
death of parents, these 
older people finally must 
surrender their comfort-
able denial of their own 
inevitable demise. 
 
In this week's portion, 
Chukat, we read of the 
death of two beloved 
leaders of the Jewish 
people, Miriam and 
Aaron. Both of them were 
parent figures, albeit not 
actual parents, of the 
Jews in the years of their 
wandering in the wilder-
ness. Instructively, a pe-
riod of vulnerability en-
sues immediately upon 
their respective deaths. 
 
We read first of Miriam's 
death. "The Israelites ar-
rived at the wilderness of 
Zin... Miriam died there 
and was buried there." 
And then, immediately, 
"The community was 
without water." (Numbers 
20:1-2) 
 
As long as Miriam was 
alive, she was a source 
of water, a source of life. 
While she was alive, the 
be'er Miriam (well of 
Miriam) provided water 
for the people. With her 
death, and in her case, 
the well immediately 
dried up, the water 
ceased, and the people 
were vulnerable. Without 
"mother" Miriam, death 
by thirst threatened the 
people. 
 
Soon afterwards, we 
read, "...and Aaron died 
there on the summit of 

 !�������
�$��%�"�����#�

�� � � � � � � � � 	 � 	 �

the mountain." And then, 
this time not immediately 
but after thirty days of 
mourning, "When the Ca-
naanite king of Arad 
heard... he engaged Israel 
in battle and took some of 
them captive..." (Numbers 
20:28-29 and 21:1) 
"Father" Aaron died, and 
peace and security were 
shattered. War and that 
worst of fates, captivity, 
reared their ugly heads. 
 
It seems that it is more 
than mere psychological 
reality that with the pass-
ing of its leaders, a nation 
faces calamity. With the 
death of one’s parents, 
one's own well being is 
threatened. No wonder 
that when the young sister
-in-law of the 18th century 
sage Rabbi Yonasan Ey-
beshitz lost her husband, 
the Rabbi cautioned her, 
in a letter which has come 
down to us, to take spe-
cial care of her own physi-
cal well being and the 
health of her young chil-
dren. As our sages put it 
in the Talmud, "When one 
member of a group per-
ishes, the entire group 
needs to be anxious." 
 
How apt are the words of 
the Psalmist, "When my 
father and mother aban-
don me, the Lord will take 
me in" (Psalms 27:10). 
When our parents 
"abandon" us and leave 
this world, we are bereft in 
many ways,and our posi-
tions in life become pre-
carious. We need God at 
those moments, and turn 
to Him, confident that He 
will "take us in". 
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To Strike or to Speak 
Rabbi Benarroch, SEC Jerusalem 
 
One of the most tragic stories in the Torah takes place in 
this week's Torah portion of "Hukat". The Jewish people 
complain bitterly to Moses because there is a lack of wa-
ter in the wilderness. G-d instructs Moses with the follow-
ing, "take your staff and gather the people together...and 
speak to the rock before them and it shall give forth its 
waters" (Bamidbar 20:7). G-d promises Moses that if he 
does so then enough water to quench the entire nation’s 
thirst will flow from the rock. But instead of speaking to 
the rock Moses strikes it twice at which point water 
emerges. Moses is punished for his actions in this epi-
sode. Because of this story he is not allowed to enter into 
the promised land of Israel . . . 
  
In the Book of Shemot we read about a similar story 
where the nation complained because of a lack of water. 
Shortly after the Jewish nation leaves Egypt we are told 
the following, "And the nation camped in Refidim and 
there was no water for the nation to drink. They com-
plained to Moses saying give us water to drink... But the 
nation was thirsty for water and they complained to 
Moses saying why have you taken us out of Egypt to 
have us and our children die of thirst" (Shemot 17:1-3). 
As you can see we have "been there and done that". The 
scene in our Parasha seems to be a repetition of the 
same story that took place many years before.  
  
In Shemot Hashem sees Moses’ concern and instructs 
him as follows, "Go approach the nation and take with 
you the elders of the nation, and the staff that you used to 
hit the river take in your hands and go. And I will stand 
with you by the rock in Horev and there you shall strike 
the rock and water will spew forth from it and the nation 
will drink. And Moses did so in the presence of the eld-
ers" (Shemot 17:5-6).  
  
In that story G-d instructs Moses to hit the stone. It 
seems to me that this is why Moses struck the stone in 
this week's portion. He had a precedent for his actions. 
The scene was all too familiar to Moses. He reasoned 
that if the first time around G-d wanted me to strike the 
stone, then there is no reason why it should be any differ-
ent the second time around. In addition in this week's 
portion G-d also told Moses to take his staff in his hand 
as he had instructed in the first story. Why then is Moses 
so wrong for hitting the rock and not speaking to it? Why 
is Hashem so infuriated with Moses’ actions?  
  
Rav Hanan Porat a contemporary Rabbi who lives in Is-
rael offers an innovative response. In his commentary he 
says the following, "In Shemot Moses was explicitly 
asked to hit the rock yet here (in Hukat) he was asked to 
speak to it. Why was there a change? The answer is that 
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It is customary to light a memorial 
candle in the evening and to do-
nate tzedakah. Family members 
are encouraged to attend prayer 
services in honor of loved ones.  

 
Sunday / 8 Tammuz  

Itzhak ben Shemuel Shamsi 
 

Tuesday / 10 Tammuz  
Itzhak ben Avraham Pouladian* 

Hatoon bat Haviva 
Itzhak Rahamim ben Abraham 

Shamash* 
 

Wednesday / 11 Tammuz  
Yosef ben Simy Moryousef 

Moshe ben Sasson 
Shlomo ben Yamin Sassoon 

Esther bat Leah Matana* 
 

Thursday / 12 Tammuz  
Eshagh ben Yehuda* 

 
Shabbat / 14 Tammuz  

Rachel bat Aziza 
 

Names with asterisks are miss-
ing family members’ information. 
To update, please call the office 

at 310.474.0559. 
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Michelle & David Solomon 
on the birth of your son 

Moshe-Hai Yitzhak Eliyahu 
�

Congratulations to the  
Grandparents Myrtle & Reuben 

Solomon and Rita & Sunny Elias 
�

to the great-grandparents, Victo-
ria and Moshe Hai Sion, and to 
the great-aunt Diana Solomon  
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Daniela Cohen , Elementary 
Westwood Charter School 
Los Angeles 

Khayah Cohen , Kindergarten 
Westwood Charter School 
Los Angeles 

Sophie Cohen , 3rd Grade 
Westwood Charter School 
Los Angeles 

Randall Cornateanu 
UC Santa Barbara 
Bachelor of Science  
Biopsychology with Honors 

Jessica Nicole Fischman  
Hawthorne MIddle School 
Beverly Hills 

Sara Mangoli  
Santa Monica College 
Associate of Arts, Liberal Arts 

Hannah Rihani 
Pressman Academy 
Los Angeles 

Rebecca Rihani 
UCLA 
Bachelor of Arts, History 

Sean Victory , 7th Grade 
Emerson Middle School 
Los Angeles 

the nation changed. In the Book of 
Shemot we are dealing with the na-
tion that left Egypt. That generation 
was accustomed to slavery and to 
methods of force and aggression. 
But in our portion near the entry into 
the Land of Israel we are dealing 
with (their children) a new generation 
to whom a softer approach would be 
necessary, one that did not include 
force. Moses, by hitting the rock as 
he did previously, showed that he did 
not internalize the message that this 
was a new generation. He used the 
old methods of education on a gen-
eration that did not understand these 
ways. Therefore his punishment was 
not a punishment at all, but rather a 
consequence to his outdated 
method. This new generation needed 
new leadership who could speak its 
language.(Meat Min Haor Hukat).  
  
Rav Porat uses this story to drive 
home a lesson in educational meth-
odology. Leaders must be attuned to 
the needs of the people. They must 
know how to speak to them, what to 
say, when to say it, and how to say 
it. The new generation needs dia-
logue, they need explanations that 
make sense. They need to have rele-
vancy. The old methods of force 
don't work with them. To be told not 
to ask questions and to just do be-
cause that's the way our parents did 
it just doesn't work. The leader who 
cannot adapt to the new methods 
would have to step aside for new 
leadership. 
  
. . .Seen in this way, there is much 
we can learn from this week's por-
tion. We too are faced with a new 
generation of Jews. Assimilation is 
rampant; our young people are lured 
by so many attractions that pull them 
away from their Jewish roots. How 
are we to reach out to this new gen-
eration? How will we bring them 
back? The answer is not by the staff, 
but by the words of our mouths. Not 
by force but by compelling words that 
present Judaism as relevant, beauti-
ful, thoughtful, and inspiring.  
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