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אוּ  They came. The verse gives us an image of a large-ו ָּי ָּב ֹ֣

assembly of people moving en masse.  ה ָ֤ עֵד  ל־ה ָ֨  the entire-כׇּ

community. Recall that after the episode of the spies, the 

entire community was going to die in the desert. According 

to Rashi, ה ָ֤ עֵד  ל־ה ָ֨ ה means כׇּ לֵמ  שְּׁ הָּה   the whole complete עֵד 

regenerated people. These are the people who have been 

designated for life. Ramban remarks that every time the text 

refers to the entire community the community seems to be 

complaining. ה ָ֤ עֵד  ל־ה ָ֨ ר־צִן ָּ .is a hint of what is to come כׇּ ב  -מִדְּׁ

Wilderness of Tzyn. Our inclination is to glance at a map 

and see where this is, but there is no cartography in biblical 

Israel. The Torah assumes however, that we know where it 

is what all its associations are. It is the place from which the 

spies embarked to Canaan.ָּוֹן רִאשׁ֔ ָֽ דֶשָּה  ח ֹ֣  .in the first month-ב 

Of which year? It doesn't tell us. But, we have already 

determined that this is a new generation and knowing that 

they will soon enter the land, we can reasonably conclude 

that this is the first month of the fortieth year. Most impor-

tantly, it is anniversary month of the Exodus. Miracles 

happen in this month, especially miracles connected to 

water ie. the splitting of the sea and the first miracle of 

drinking water at Mara. (Exod. 15:23-25). ש דֵֵ֑ םָּבְָּּׁק  ָ֖ ע  -ו ָּיֵ ָּשֶבָּה 

The people stayed in Kadesh. Kadesh is located in the 

Wilderness of Tzyn. With the note that they stayed there we 

are assuming that they were able to subsist and that they 

had what to drink. ָּם י ׁ֔ ם ָָּּמִרְּׁ תָּש  ָָּ֤מׇּ  .And Miryam died there -ו ָּת 

This is of course the explosive detail in the verse. There is 

no lead-up to it. It comes out of nowhere. Why did she die? 

How did she die? Unknown. But, a creative eulogist at her 

funeral would have pointed out that it was exactly forty 

years ago, in this very month, perhaps on this very day, 

that she took a timbrel in her hand, and all the women 

went out after her, with timbrels and with dancing. It was 

exactly two-score years ago she lead the people in song. 

That was her greatest hour! ם ָֽ רָּש   and she was buried-ו ָּתִק ָּבֵָ֖

there. It doesn't tell us who buried her.  

ה ֵ֑ עֵד  יִםָּל  ָ֖ י הָּמ  -וְָּּׁל א־ה  

Now there was 

no water for the 

community. The 

juxtaposition of 

Miriam's death 

with the lack of water prompted the rabbis to conclude - 

י םָּ כוּתָּמִרְּׁ אֵרָּבִזְּׁ -well (of water, accom (A miraculous) - בְּׁ

panied Israel through the desert) on account of Miriam. 

אֵר בְּׁ לֵקָּה  ת  י םָּנִסְּׁ הָּמִרְּׁ   When Miriam died, the well.....     -מֵת 

 

disappeared. י ם״ םָּמִרְּׁ תָּש  מׇּ ת  ר:ָּ״ו   As it is written, "And-שֶנֶאֱמ 

Miriam died there," יִם י הָּמ  ל אָּה  רֵיהּ:ָּ״וְּׁ תְּׁ תִיבָּב  ה״ָּוּכְּׁ עֵד  ל  -and 

immediately after that it says, "There was no water for the 

community." We should recall, in light of the purification 

passage preceding this pericope, that the absence of water 

has two important consequences, the obvious one being 

thirst and death, and the not-so-obvious one being the 

inability to concoct the purifying solution. Without water 

you can't mix the purifying agent to remove the impurity of 

death. Having just incurred the death of Miriam, they 

people will die of thirst, and those connected to her death 

will die in a state of impurity. ן הֲר ָֽ ל־א  ָֽ ע  הָּוְּׁ שֶָ֖ ל־מ  ָּע  וּ הֲלׁ֔ ֹ֣ יִק   so-ו 

they assembled against Moshe and against Aharon. 

Couldn't it have just said against Moses and Aaron? Why 

are they both singled out, why davka, and against Aharon? 

Because they are two different personalities with two 

different track records and two different mommy and daddy 

temperaments. In the eyes of the people, they are both 

responsible for this crisis. That the community is ganging 

up on both of them creates the possibility of tension. It's 

quite possible that the people's complaint will bring the two 

of them into conflict with each other.  

 

ה שֵֶ֑ ָּעִם־מ  ם ָ֖ ע  ָּה  י  ָּ֥רֶב  the people quarreled with Moshe. But-ו 

they direct their fusillade at Moses. Why? Because in the 

end, the people understand that it is Moses who is the great 

intercessor. Moses has interceded in the past and therefore, 

should intercede now. And while we all know that Aaron is 

important, Moses is way more important. This is also a 

deliberate echo of the earlier water complaint at Rephidim 

where the exact same phrase, ה שֶׁ֔ ָּעִם־מ  ם  ע  ָּה  ָָּ֤֥רֶב י   is used  ו 

(Exod. 17:1-2). ּנו ַ֛עְּׁ ו  וָּּג  ל   .And would that we had expired -וְּׁ

This is the report of what the people said, but it sounds like 

it's the culmination of a litany of complaints and for the 

They came, the Children of Israel,  

the entire community,  

[to the] Wilderness of Tzyn,  

in the first month.  

The people stayed in Kadesh.  

Miryam died there,  

and she was buried there. 

אוּי ָּו ָּ לבְָָּּּׁב ֹ֣ אִֵ֠ ר  שְּׁ י־יִִ֠  ָּנֵָֽ

ה ָ֤ עֵד  ל־ה ָ֨  ָּכׇּ

ר־צִן ָּ ב   ָּמִדְּׁ

דֶש ח ֹ֣ וֹןָּב  רִאשׁ֔ ָֽ  ָּה 

םָּשֶביֵ ָּו ָּ ָ֖ ע  שבְָָּּּׁה  דֵֵ֑  ָּק 

ָָּ֤ו ָּ תת  ם ָָּּמׇּ םָּש  י ׁ֔  ָּמִרְּׁ

רתִק ָּו ָּ ם׃ָּבֵָ֖ ָֽ  ש 

Now there was no  

water for the community,  

so they assembled  

against Moshe 

and against Aharon; 

י הָּ ל א־ה    וְּׁ

הָּ ֵ֑ עֵד  יִםָּל  ָ֖  מ 

וּ הֲלׁ֔ ֹ֣ יִק   ו 

הָּ שֶָ֖ ל־מ   ע 

ן׃ הֲר ָֽ ל־א  ָֽ ע   וְּׁ

the people quarreled  

with Moshe,  

they said, saying:  

And would that we had expired  

as our brothers expired  

before the presence of God!  

םָּ ָ֖ ע  י  ָּ֥רֶבָּה   ו 

הָּ שֵֶ֑ עִם־מ 

רָּ וָּּלֵאמ ׁ֔ רֹ֣ י אמְּׁ ו 

נוָּּ ַ֛עְּׁ ו  וָּּג  ל   וְּׁ

ינוָּּ חֵָ֖ ו  עָּא   בִגְּׁ

נֵ יָּה׃  לִפְּׁ



sake of brevity, the text cut to the punchline. ּנו ַ֛עְּׁ ו  ָּג  וּ ל   is וְּׁ

slightly different from the previous complaint during the 

spies incident where they said ּנו תְּׁ  would that we had-לוּ־מ  

died twice: ּנו תְּׁ ָֽ  They both mean basically (Num. 14:2) לוּ־מ 

the same thing: ִָּע ָּוֹגְָּּׁל  is to expire and ָּ תמוּל  is to die. But when 

we read a little more closely we recall that גוע is the verb 

used when the Torah relates the deaths of Abraham, Isaac, 

Jacob and Ishmael, following which they are gathered to 

their kin after a long life. (Gen. 25:5, 17, 35:29, 49:33). The 

point of the verb גוע in this instance is sarcasm. We only 

wish that we could have expired like our brothers, who 

lived out a long and natural life instead of us who have to 

die from thirst! Considering that the capstone command-

ment of the Torah is ים יִׁ֔ ח  ָּב  ת   רְּׁ ח  ָֽ  Choose life! (Deut. 30:19)-וּב 

the desire for death here is all the more efficacious. ָּו  ע בִגְּׁ

ינוּ חֵָ֖  as our brothers expired. We have just read that-א 

Moses' and Aaron's sister has died. And in just a few verses 

we will read about the death (expiration, ָ֖ע ו  ן ג  הֲר ֵ֑ א  !) of 

Moses' brother, Aaron (Num. 20:24-29). This stings. 

Moreover, when Moses is told that he is about to die (not 

expire, btw), the text curiously adds this modifier ָּת אֲשֶר־מֵֵ֞ ָֽ כ 

יך ָּ חִ  ָּא  ן הֲר ָ֤  as your brother Aaron died (you are to die)-א 

(Deut. 32:50). This ignites an imaginative rabbinic 

excursus that Moses envied Aaron's death. נֵ יָּה  before the-לִפְּׁ

presence of God. This is the kick in the gut. At least they 

'expired' (sacrasm) while God's presence was with them. 

But we have to 'expire' in God's absence! And why is He 

absent? Because you have not done your job to keep His 

presence with us!  

ָּהֲבֵאתֶם ָּ ה ָ֤ מ  ל  -וְּׁ

And why did 

you (plural) 

bring. Note that 

the angry mob 

is now direct-

ing its fire at both Moses and Aaron.  ָּה ל ֹ֣ ה   the-אֶת־קְּׁ

assembly of God. They could have just said, us, but the fact 

that they use such flowery language about themselves just 

tells us how highly they held themselves in esteem. אֶל־

זֵֶ֑ה ָּה  ר ָ֖ ב  מִדְּׁ  into this wilderness. As opposed to another -ה 

wilderness WHERE THERE WAS WATER! ם ָּש ׁ֔ וּת מֹ֣  to-ל 

die there. Why are they saying there? They are right in this 

wilderness right now! It conjures an image that the people 

are all clumped together in their assembly, but that they are 

pointing to the wilderness in their backdrop, and that they 

envisage their own death out there where they presumably 

will have been looking at every square inch for a sign of 

water. ּנו עִירֵָֽ נוָּּוּבְּׁ ָ֖חְּׁ  we and our cattle. This is the midpoint-אֲנ 

of their angry diatribe, therefore it draws our attention. 

Curiously, the only other time the word עִיר  cattle appears-בְּׁ

in the Torah is when Pharoah tells Joseph to tell his brothers 

ן נ ע  ָּכְּׁ ה צ  רְּׁ ָּא  אוּ ָּב  כוּ כֶםָּוּלְּׁ עִירְּׁ ָּאֶתָּבְּׁ עֲנוּ ָּט  ָּעֲשוּ  Do this, load-ז את

your cattle and go, come back to the land of Canaan (Gen. 

45:17) to retrieve their father. What's the implication? Here, 

we are all loaded up, ready to go to Canaan, but how do 

you expect us to go there IF WE HAVE NO WATER FOR 

OUR CATTLE OR FOR US? The other thing that comes to 

mind is that while they are a thirsty ה ֵ֑  community they-עֵד 

are behaving like a thirsty עֵדֶר-flock.  

יִם ׁ֔ ר  ָּמִמִצְּׁ נוּ  עֱלִית   הָּהֶָֽ ָ֤ מ  ל   And why did you make us go up from-וְּׁ

Egypt. Wow! This just teaches us that when someone has a 

complaint about something specific, there is always a 

deeper complaint hovering in the background. After a 

relocation for work, the adolescent who complains to their 

father that they have no friends in the new place is really 

saying, Why did you have to move me here! The complaint 

of course, torpedoes the whole story. The reason why they 

left Egypt was to free them from slavery and bring them to 

the land that God promised to their ancestors. But when you 

are dying of thirst, you don't have the psychological where-

withal to place your life in the larger context of history. We 

could care less about your stupid plan here! We're dying of 

thirst! זֵֶ֑ה עָּה  ָ֖ ר  וֹםָּה  ק  מ  נוָּּאֶל־ה  ת ׁ֔ יאָּא  בִֹ֣ ה   to bring us to this evil-לְּׁ

place. The Land of Israel is always referred to as the good 

land. This however, is the evil place. ָָּ֤ה אֵנ  עָּוּתְּׁ ר  וֹםָּזֶֶ֗ קֹ֣ א׀ָּמְּׁ ל ֹ֣

וֹן רִמׁ֔ ָּוְּׁ פֶן  גֶ   not a place of seeds and figs, vines and -וְּׁ

pomegranates. More sarcasm. But this anticipates the lush 

description of the seven species of the land in Deuteronomy 

8:8. Here we have generic seeds, standing in for wheat and 

barley. And figs, vines and pomegranates standing in for 

vine, fig, and pomegranate, olive-oil and (date) honey. 

וֹת תָֽ יִןָּלִשְּׁ ָ֖ יִםָּא   and water, none to drink! That is, Wherever-וּמ  

we look, we can't find water! It just doesn't exist here! The 

'luxurious produce' of the land requires copious amounts of 

rain, spring water and natural irrigation. We don't even 

have water to drink here!  To be continued...next year!  

 
 

And why did you bring  

the assembly of God  

into this wilderness,  

to die there,  

we and our cattle?  

ָּ הָּהֲבֵאתֶם  ָ֤ מ  ל  וְּׁ

לָּהָּ ֹ֣ ה   אֶת־קְּׁ

זֵֶ֑הָּ רָּה  ָ֖ ב  מִדְּׁ אֶל־ה 

םָּ וּתָּש ׁ֔ מֹ֣  ל 

נוּ׃ עִירֵָֽ נוָּּוּבְּׁ ָ֖חְּׁ  אֲנ 

And why did you make us go up 

from Egypt  

to bring us  

to this evil place,  

not a place of seeds and figs, vines 

and pomegranates  

and water, none to drink! 

ָּ נוּ  עֱלִית   הָּהֶָֽ ָ֤ מ  ל  וְּׁ

יִםָּ ׁ֔ ר   מִמִצְּׁ

נוָּּ ת ׁ֔ יאָּא  בִֹ֣ ה   לְּׁ

וֹם ק  מ  זֵֶ֑הָָּּאֶל־ה  עָּה  ָ֖ ר   ה 

ָ֤הָּ אֵנ  עָּוּתְּׁ ר  וֹםָּזֶֶ֗ קֹ֣ א׀ָּמְּׁ ל ֹ֣

וֹןָּ רִמׁ֔ ָּוְּׁ פֶן  גֶ   וְּׁ

וֹת׃ תָֽ יִןָּלִשְּׁ ָ֖ יִםָּא   וּמ  
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