
 .םיִרָצְמִּמִ םכֶתְאצֵבְּ =רֶדֶּבַּ םיָרְמִלְ 4יה2ֶאֱ ׳ה השָׂעָ רשֶׁאֲ תאֵ רוֹכזָ
 )ט:דכ םירבד(

Remember what the Lord your God did to Miriam on 
the journey after you left Egypt. (Deut. 24:9) 
This commandment refers back to the story of Miriam and 
Aaron talking about their brother's Cushite wife (Num. 12:1).  
When the two of them claim their worthiness of hearing 
God's words, God upbraids them and clarifies Moses' 
uniqueness to them.  

 תנַמֻתְוּ תדֹיחִבְ אֹלוְ האֶרְמַוּ וֹבּ רבֶּדַאֲ הפֶּ לאֶ הפֶּ .אוּה ןמָאֱנֶ יתִיבֵּ לכׇבְּ
 )ח-ז:בי רבדמב( .טיבִּיַ ׳ה

in all my house, he is trusted; mouth to mouth I speak 
with him, in-plain-sight, not in riddles, and the form of 
God he beholds (Num. 12:7-8). 
Following that, God punishes Miriam with tzara'at (scale 

disease). Aaron implores Moses to help spare Miriam from 
the pain and indignity of the disease, whereupon Moses 
beseeches God with a short prayer. 

 )גי:בי רבדמב( .הּלָ אנָ אפָרְ אנָ לאֵ
God, pray, heal her, pray! (12:13) 
Rashi sums up the plain meaning of the commandment:  

 רכֹזְ ,ערָהָ ןוֹשׁלָ רפֵּסַתְּ לאַ תעַרַצָבְּ הקֶלְתִ אֹלּשֶׁ רהֵזָּהִלְ תָאבָּ םאִ
 :)ירפס 'יע( םיעִגָנְבִ התָקְלָוְ הָיחִאָבְ הרָבְּדִּשֶׁ םיָרְמִלְ יוּשׂעָהֶ

If you wish to guard yourself against being stricken 
with tzara'at (scale disease), do not speak lashon hara 
(slander)! Remember what was done unto Miriam who 
spoke against her brother and was stricken with a 
leprous plague! (Sifrei) 
Bottom line: Remember the Miriam episode, refrain from 
lashon hara so that you will not get tzara'at and suffer the 
consequences of that deadly skin disease.   But should we 
only remember the Miriam incident for the punishment? 
After all, there was whole drama among the three siblings 
after the punishment that resulted in Moses' prayer. When 
Moses refers to the incident now, exactly what part of it 
does he want us to remember? The punishment? The 
healing? Or perhaps the prayer itself? Not surprisingly, the 
rabbis (Midrash Deut. Rabbah 6:13) present several interpretations 
on the commandment to remember the Miriam incident. 
Here are three midrashim that try to answer the question of 

what is to be remembered, in which the rabbis pay special 
attention to the intonation, cadence, and vocal coloring of 
Moses' prayer: ָהּל אנָ  אפָרְ  אנָ  לאֵ  -God, pray, heal her, pray! 

 ללֵּפַּתְמִוּ חַוֵוֹצ ליחִתְהִ ,וֹתוֹחאֲלַ עַיגִּהִ המָ השֶׁמ האָרָשֶׁ ןוָיכֵּ .רוֹכזָ )1(
 ןנָבָּרַ .הּלָ אנָ אפָרְ אנָ לאֵ :)גי ,בי רבדמב( וֹשׁפְנַוְ וֹבּלִ לכָבְּ הָילֶעָ
 םאִ !אפֵוֹר יתִוֹא תָישִׂעָ רבָכְּ !םלָוֹע לשֶׁ וֹנוֹבּרִ :השֶׁמ רמַאָ :ירֵמְאָ
 !הּתָוֹא ינִאֲ אפֵּרַמְ ואלָ םאִוְ !בטָוּמ ירֵהֲ הּתָוֹא אפֵּרַמְ התָּאַ
 רבָדָּהַ המָלְ :אנָהֲכַּ רבַּ אבָּאַ יבִּרַ רמַאָ ?אנָ לאֵ וּהמַ .רחֵאַ רבָדָּ )2(
 לצֶאֵ הּתָוֹא איבִהֵוְ ,וֹתוֹארְלִ איָכְּלְמַ תלַעָשֶׁ אפֵוֹר לשֶׁ וֹדימִלְתַלְ ?המֶוֹדּ
 לשֶׁ ןרָדְּסִ לכָּ יתִוֹא תָּדְמַּלִ רבָכְּ ,ירִמָ :וֹבּרַלְ דימִלְתַּ וֹתוֹא רמַאָ .וֹבּרַ
 .הּתָוֹא אפֵּרַמְ ינִירֵהֲ ואלָ םאִוְ .הפֶיָ ירֵהֲ הּתָוֹא אפֵּרַמְ התָּאַ םאִ .תוֹאוּפרְ
 ,םיעִגָנְ לשֶׁ ןרָדְּסִ לכָּ יתִוֹא תָּדְמַּלִ רבָכְּ ,םלָוֹע לשֶׁ וֹנוֹבּרִ :השֶׁמ רמַאָ =כָּ
 .הּתָוֹא אפֵּרַמְ ינִאֲ ירֵהֲ ואלָ םאִוְ ,הפֶיָ ירֵהֲ הּתָוֹא אפֵּרַמְ התָּאַ םאִ
 .וֹראוָּצַבְּ רלָוֹקּהַ היָהָשֶׁ רוֹבּגִלְ ?המֶוֹדּ רבָדָּהַ המָלְ .לשָׁמָ .רחֵאַ רבָדָּ )3(
 .רחֵאַ לשֶׁ וֹראוָּצַבְּ ןוּתנָ רלָוֹקּהַ האָרָ םימִיָ רחַאַלְ .רלָוֹקּהַ וֹתוֹאמֵ הנָפְנִ
 ינִאֲ ,םיעִדְוֹי םתֶּאַ יאִ :ןהֶלָ רמַאָ ?חַוֵוֹצ 4לְּ המַ :וֹל וּרמְאָ .חַוֵוֹצ ליחִתְהִ
 הזֶיאֵבְּ עַדֵוֹי ינִאֲוַ ,ירִאוָּצַבְּ רלָוֹקּהַ היָהָ =כָּ !ןוּתנָ אוּה רעַצַ הזֶיאֵבְּ עַדֵוֹי
 המַ :אוּה =וּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ וֹל רמַאָ .חַוֵוֹצ השֶׁמ היָהָ =כָּ !ןוּתנָ אוּה רעַצַ
 איהִ רעַצַ הזֶיאֵבְּ עַדֵוֹי ינִאֲ !םלָוֹע לשֶׁ וֹנוֹבּרִ :וינָפָלְ רמַאָ ?חַוֵוֹצ 4לְּ
 השֶׁמ ללֵּפַּתְנִּשֶׁ ןוָיכֵּ...הּכָוֹתלְ ידִיָ התָיְהָשֶׁ תלֶשֶׁלְשַּׁהַ רוּכזָ ינִאֲשֶׁ !הנָוּתנְ
 ...אוּה =וּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ הּתָוֹא אפֵּרִ הָילֶעָ

(1) When Moses saw what befell his sister, he began 
crying out and praying on her behalf with all his heart 
and soul: God, now, heal her now (Num. 12:13). The 
Rabbis said: Moses said: Master of the universe! You 
have already made me into a physician! If You heal 
her, fine! If not, I will heal her! 
(2) Another interpretation: Rabbi Abba bar Kahana 
said: To what is the matter comparable? To a 
physician’s student, who was visited by a certain sick 
woman. He brought her to his mentor. The student said 
to his mentor: Master, you have already taught me all 
the different medicines and protocols. If you heal her, 
that is fine; if not, I will heal her myself. So, too, Moses 
said: Master of the universe. You already taught me all 
the procedures for this plague. If you heal her, well and 
good; if not, I will heal her.’ 
(3) Another interpretation: To what is this matter 
comparable? To a mighty man who had a chain around 
his neck. He freed himself from that chain. Some time 
later, he saw the chain placed around the neck of 
another. He began crying out. People said to him: Why 
are you crying out? He said to them: You do not know 
[what that other person is going through], but I know 
what pain he is experiencing! The chain was once 
around my neck just like this, and I know what pain he 
is experiencing! So, too, Moses was crying out.  
The Holy One blessed be He said to him: Why are you 
crying out? He said to Him: ‘Master of the universe, I 
know what pain she [Miriam] is suffering, as I 
remember the "chain” into which my hand was once 
placed.’ (a reference to Exod. 4:6 one when God afflicted him with 
tzara'at). When he prayed for her, God healed her... 
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Midrash 1. Moses' Prayer as an Act of Defiance.  
Underlying this midrash is the premise that Moses was 
himself a healer. How so? The laws of tzara'at are found in 
Leviticus 13-14. In order to teach those laws, Moses would 
have had to know them himself! Now arguably, the cure for 
tzara'at is not explicitly mentioned in those chapters. But it 
is not farfetched for the rabbis to have projected onto Moses 
the ability to cure tzara'at.1 He is, after all, a prophet, 
someone who is able to perform miracles, and someone 
most importantly, who experienced his own recovery from 
the disease back when he was first starting out (again, Exod. 
4:6) But what is audacious about this midrash is that the 
rabbis are reading this prayer with a tone of defiance, even 
hearing within it the tone of an ultimatum. They are basing 
this reading on the rhythm of the prayer, a strong set of five 
beats: You. Heal. Her. Or. Else. (I. Will. On. My. Own.) 
They hear urgency, directness, and defiance. Perhaps also, 
they hear Moses issuing God an ultimatum! This is a 
plausible reading because it lines up with a familiar 
characterization of Moses as fearless, stern, and sometimes 
volatile. Moses after all was the man who smote the 
Egyptian out of a sense of righteous indignation and fierce 
loyalty to the victimized Hebrew (Exod. 2:11-12). He was 
the one who smashed the tablets as a profound expression 
of the breaking of the covenant (Exod. 32:19). He hit the 
rock out of profound frustration at God and the people 
(Num. 20:11). Here the rabbis are portraying Moses as 
someone who can hold his own with God. When he needs 
God to deliver healing for his sister, (from a disease that 
was, in his eyes, probably more deadly than the 
transgression) he says to God:  Heal her, or else, I will. You 

are God, but if you don't heal 
her yourself, I am going to heal 
her myself!  

Midrash 2: Prayer as Deference. In Abba bar Kahana's2 
parable, God is the Master Healer, Moses is the disciple. 
When faced with the patient, Miriam, Moses defers out of 
respect and humility to God, knowing full well that he 
Moses, could heal her himself.  Unlike the urgency with 
which the first midrash reads the prayer, Abba bar Kahana 
reads these five words, with the repetition of ָאנ  translated 
variously as please, or pray, as a plaintive request, deferring 
to God's majesty while yet affirming his own dignity as a 
disciple without being obsequious. This is a prayer of 
humility. If the first midrash is the first bars of Beethoven's 
5th Symphony, this midrash is Paul McCartney's Let it Be.   

 
1 In 2 Kings 5, the prophet Elisha o4ers a cure for Naaman, 
the Syrian general, of his scale disease. Naaman is told to 
immerse himself in the Jordan River seven times. When his 
skin is restored to softness and health ( וֹרשָׂבְּ בשׇׁיַָּו  רעַנַ   רשַׂבְכִּ 

רהָטְיִַּו ןֹטקָ  -And his skin was restored to that of a small 
child, and he was purified 2 Kings 5:14) Naaman declares 
his belief in the God of Israel:  ֵןיא יכִּ  יתִּעְדַָי  אנָ  הנֵּהִ  רמֶאֹיַּו 

לאֵרָשְִׂיבְּ םאִ  יכִּ  ץרֶאָהָ  לכׇבְּ  םיהEִאֱ  -And he said: Behold, now I 
know that there is no god in the entire world, except in 
Israel. (2 Kings 5:15). If Elisha could cure tzara'at 

Midrash 3: Prayer as an Expression of Empathy. What is 
beautiful about this last midrash is that it expresses what many 
of us have experienced ourselves, and something that we can 
easily identify with. Moses is saying: I went through this. I 
know how difficult and painful it is to go through this. I know 
the indignity of this disease. I don't want anyone else to go 
through this. Therefore, God, I am asking you, on the basis of 
my own experience, please, please spare her from this misery. 
In this iteration, the ָאנ  is not plaintive, not deferential, but laden 
with pathos. If Midrash 1 is Beethoven's Fifth, and Midrash 2 
is Let it Be, then Midrash 3 is Eleanor Rigby.                There are 
of course, many other valences that we can think of when it 

comes to praying on behalf of 
someone else. We pray for 
comfort, strength and hope. We 
express our deepest fears and 
what if's? It is certainly possible 
to read all of those sentiments 
into Moses' five-word prayer. 
These midrashim, therefore, are 
not the final words on the the-
ology of Moses' prayer. Rather, 
they are part of a larger con-
versation on prayer and healing.  
This chart summarizes what the 
Torah and the Rabbis want us to 

remember in the Miriam incident: 
The Torah The Rabbis 

Remember the punishment 
that is visited upon a person 

who gossips. 

Remember the healing 
that comes after prayer. 

See the causality between 
sin and punishment. 

See the causality between 
prayer and healing. 

Remember the Miriam 
story to  
cultivate  

our fear of God. 

Remember the Miriam 
story of Miriam to  

elevate  
our relationship with God. 

SHABBAT SHALOM! 
 

 

miraculously, then how much more so, could Moses have 
cured it! Rabbinic culture is filled with miracle stories of 
healing especially through prayer, but also through ritual and 
other methods. The idea that Moses was a healer is also 
simply a projection of the rabbis onto Moses.  
2 Abba bar Kahana is a third generation Amora. He came 
from Babylonia to the land of Israel around the year 300 CE. 
He was well known as a teacher of Aggadah, and the parable 
is a very common style in his teaching. He emphasizes 
compassion, reverence, and comfort.  

This Parasha Sheet celebrates the 95th Birthday of 
Stanley Dickstein, and is dedicated by his 

"generations", children, grandchildren and great-
grandchildren. Mazel Tov!  

This Shabbat we mark 701 days of the war and the 
captivity of the hostages. We pray for an end to the 
war and the return of the hostages. May God shield 

Israel, protect the IDF, heal the wounded, comfort the 
bereaved, and spare innocents from suffering.  

 


