In Parshat Chukat we encounter the
episode of Mei Meriva, where Moshe is pun-
ished for the way in which he dealt with
the nation. The mefarshim argue as to what
exactly was Moshe’s transgression. Rashi
suggests that Moshe hit the rock although he
was instructed to speak to the rock. The Ram-
bam zones in on Moshe’s unjustified anger
at the people. onn n3 wnw. The Ramban
notes Moshe’s words on 037 x¥i which may
be understood to connote that Moshe and
Aharon were performing magic to extract
water from a stone. There are various other
explanations as well (See Shalom Rav).

Let’s focus on Rashi’s interpretation,
which seems to be based on the simple read-
ing of the text. Moshe was instructed omam
oy uyon I8 —“speak to the rock before
their eyes” (Bamidbar 20:8). The Menachem
Tzion posits that the crucial lesson that
Hashem desired to have Moshe transmit to
the people was the power of speech. As the
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Kuzari cites, the difference between man
and animal is the ability to speak. Man is a
medaber. What got the people of this gener-
ation in trouble in the midbar was primarily
their speech. They complained endlessly
about the lack of food and water, Korach’s
accusations, the spies false testimony, to cite
some examples. This was an opportunity to
highlight to the nation that speech should
not be taken lightly. Look what one can
accomplish with proper speech. One can
even obtain water from a rock.

Rav Chanan Porat in Me’at Min Haor adds
an interesting insight. This is a new genera-
tion, as the individuals who left Egypt died
in the desert. The previous generation that
experienced slavery, grew up in an environ-
ment where through physical force one is
able to accomplish an objective. The new
generation that is about to enter the land
of Israel (this is in the 39™ year), needs to
understand that through speech rather
than force one can achieve desired results.
This is an essential message to a group of
individuals that are on the verge of found-
ing a country and building its infrastructure
and culture.

Perhaps that is why Moshe was asked to
carry his stick (nun) although he was not to
use it. As Theodore Roosevelt said: “Speak
softly and carry a big stick; you will go far.”
This was the message God desired to be
transmitted to the nation and it got convo-
luted. One can use physical might, but the



preferred manner to accomplish a goal is
through speech.
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