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After the death of Miriam, the Jews in the 
desert suddenly had no water.  A miracu-
lous well had provided them with water for 
40 years in Miriam’s merit.  With the termina-
tion of the water supply, the people 
gathered against Moshe and Aaron, 
arguing with them for having taken them out 
of Egypt to the barren desert where they 
would die without water.  Moshe and 
Aharon retreated to the ohel moed, the Tent 
of Meeting, and God’s glory appeared to 
them and told them to gather the people, 
speak to the rock, and it would give forth 
water.
The Torah always records how faithfully 
Moshe carried out Hashem’s command, 
“And Moshe did as God commanded him.” 
This time, however, the text records three 
discrepancies between God’s command 
and Moshe’s execution. First, Moshe 
speaks harshly to Bnei Yisroel, calling them 
rebels. Then, he says, “Shall we bring forth 
water from this rock,” instead of saying, “ 
Shall God bring forth … “, and finally, 
Moshe hits the rocks two times instead of 
speaking to it. While water did spew forth 
from the rock, Moshe was faulted for these 
breaches.
These appear to be minor infractions, yet, 
they had extensive ramifications, and for 
this, Moshe was denied entrance to the 
Land of Israel. Let us study what each of 
these differences implies and how they are 
interconnected. 

Clearly, Moshe was outraged at the lack of 
gratitude of his nation, yet his reaction was 
not one that would foster improvement. If 
one hopes to improve the behavior of 
another, whether it is his child, his student, 
or his fellow citizen, the most effective 
method is to raise the self-image of the one 
he is reprimanding so that the current behav-
ior is incongruous with his self-definition. 
Moshe’s voice, on the other hand, was 
raised in anger, and instead of reminding 
them of their exalted position of God’s 
chosen people, he called them rebels, or 
fools, a tone that would naturally put them 
on the defensive rather than foster receptiv-
ity to change. 
It is in this context that the next two failures 
grow in significance. With their complaint, 
Bnei Yisroel had already demonstrated a 
breach of faith. Now Moshe came before 
them and, with the slightest slip of the 
tongue widened that breach. “Shall we draw 
forth water from this rock.” While it is true 
that everyone understood Moshe to be the 
emissary of Hashem, Moshe’s use of we 
instead of God left open to the listeners the 
possibility that somehow Moshe’s speech 
had something to do with the miracle of the 
water. To compound this perception, Moshe 
then struck the rock two times, as if this was 
part of the formula. Hashem had wanted this 
to be an open miracle, perceived as 
exclusively the work of God. Moshe’s 
actions subverted God’s intent.

 The Rebbe from Lublin interprets Rashi’s 
explanation and says that it was Moshe’s 
love for Bnei Yisroel that motivated him to hit 
the rock rather than merely speak to it. The 
rock would have obeyed God’s command at 
the first syllable; why then was Bnei Yisroel 
so rebellious? Moshe looked for a way to 
lessen the faults of his people. By hitting the 
rock, and hitting it two times, one could 
perhaps reason that the rock did not obey 
the word, but rather obeyed the human 
action secondary to the command, the 
strike. Then perhaps the rock was no better 
than Bnei Yisroel, even though Bnei Yisroel 
should be better than an inanimate, unintelli-
gent rock.
These slight changes, even if though they 
came form good intentions, bore tremen-
dous consequences. A momentary lack of 
faith has a ripple effect on the cosmos, 
lowering the spiritual level of all existence.  
 We are in a constant state of war with our 
yetzer hara and evil. In a war, every bit of 
protection counts. If one removes one’s 
armor, even for a moment, one leaves 
oneself vulnerable to mortal wounds. Our 
armor is our faith in Hakodosh Boruch Hu. 
We must be vigilant to keep this armor in 
excellent condition and to improve it 
whenever we can. Every mitzvah, every act 
of chessed, every prayer adds a layer of 
steel to this armor as it brings us closer to 
the goal of intimacy with Hakodosh Boruch 
Hu. 
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