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Why Did Moses Not Enter the Holy Land?

On the journey from slavery to freedom, the model of leadership must
change

By Rabbi YY Jacobson

Dedicated by Eda Schottenstein
In honor of her husband David
winning the Ernst and Young Entrepreneur of the Year Award
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Dedicated in loving memory of
Chana bas R' Aharon Leib Shlita
On the occasion of her Yarzteit on the 9th of Tamuz.
Her grace and kindness brought joy to all
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1. Class Summary

At last, the great moment had arrived. For forty years, the Jewish People had wandered together
through the desert. The older generation had already passed on. Even beloved Miriam was no more. By
now, under the leadership of Moses, the young nation of Israel was finally ready to enter the Promised
Land. But an incident occurred that would transform the nation's destiny.

The people run out of water. They cry to Moses, who turns to G-d. G-d commands Moses to produce
water from a rock miraculously, by speaking to it. Instead, Moses hits the rock twice, which indeed
produces water. It is the most subtle and enigmatic ‘sin’ in the entire Torah, yet because of it Moses’
greatest dream is shattered and he is denied entry into the Land of Israel.

If G-d instructed him to speak to the rock, why did he choose to strike it? Why was Moses punished so
severely for this tiny little ‘sin’? Does it really make a difference whether you communicate to a rock
verbally or use force?

And what makes this story perhaps most perplexing is the fact that forty years earlier, an almost
identical incident occurred. And in that instance, G-d had told Moses directly to strike the rock. What is
the difference between these two events, from G-d’s perspective, and from the nation’s?

The answers to these questions will teach us profound truths about the Torah’s view of leadership and
education.
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2. Sources:
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1. Numbers, Chukas
Chapter 20

1. The entire congregation of the children of Israel
arrived at the desert of Zin in the first month, and the
people settled in Kadesh. Miriam died there and was
buried there.

2. The congregation had no water; so they assembled
against Moses and Aaron

3. The people quarreled with Moses, and they said, "If
only we had died with the death of our brothers before
the Lord.

4. “Why have you brought the congregation of the Lord
to this desert so that we and our livestock should die
there?

5. “Why have you taken us out of Egypt to bring us to
this evil place; it is not a place for seeds, or for fig trees,
grapevines, or pomegranate trees, and there is no
water to drink.”

6. Moses and Aaron moved away from the assembly to
the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, and they fell on
their faces. [Then] the glory of the Lord appeared to
them.

7. The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

8. "Take the staff and assemble the congregation, you
and your brother Aaron, and speak to the rock in their
presence so that it will give forth its water. You shall
bring forth water for them from the rock and give the
congregation and their livestock to drink."

9. Moses took the staff from before the Lord as He had
commanded him.

10. Moses and Aaron assembled the congregation in
front of the rock, and he said to them, "Now listen, you
rebels, can we draw water for you from this rock?”

11. Moses raised his hand and struck the rock with his
staff twice, when an abundance of water gushed forth,
and the congregation and their livestock drank.

12. The Lord said to Moses and Aaron, "Since you did
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not have faith in Me to sanctify Me in the eyes of the
children of Israel, therefore you shall not bring this
assembly to the Land which I have given them.

13. These are the waters of dispute [Mei Merivah]
where the children of Israel contended with the Lord,
and He was sanctified through them.
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2. Exodus, Beshalach
Chapter 17

1. The entire community of the children of Israel
journeyed from the desert of Sin to their travels by the
mandate of the Lord. They encamped in Rephidim, and
there was no water for the people to drink.

2. So the people quarreled with Moses, and they said,
“Give us water that we may drink Moses said to them,
Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the
Lord?”

3. The people thirsted there for water, and the people
complained against Moses, and they said, “Why have
you brought us up from Egypt to make me and my
children and my livestock die of thirst?”

4. Moses cried out to the Lord, saying, “What shall | do
for this people? Just a little longer and they will stone
me!”

5. And the Lord said to Moses, “Pass before the people
and take with you [some] of the elders of Israel, and
take into your hand your staff, with which you struck
the Nile, and go.

6. “Behold, | shall stand there before you on the rock in
Horeb, and you shall strike the rock, and water will
come out of it, and the people will drink.” Moses did so
before the eyes of the elders of Israel.

7. He named the place Massah [testing] and Meribah
[quarreling] because of the quarrel of the children of
Israel and because of their testing the Lord, saying, Is
the Lord in our midst or not?
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3. Yalkut Shimoni
Chukas, 763

“Speak to the rock,” do not strike it—

G-d told Moses, 'when a lad is young, the educator may
[at times] hit the child in order teach him. When the
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child grows into adulthood, however, the educator
must rebuke him only verbally.

Similarly, when the rock was but a 'small child," |
instructed you to strike it; but now [after 40 years when
it has grown larger] you must only speak to it. Teach it a
chapter of Torah and it will produce water.
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4. Kli Yakar
Chukas, 20:8

Even though it is not literally applicable to a stone, G-d
is using this to demonstrate to us, that it is only proper
to strike a very young and foolish child. However, once
he matures, yelling must be replaced with explaining,
because if he does not listen to verbal moral guidance
and is still punished by force, undoubtedly as soon as he
glimpses freedom he will revert to his folly.

Just as the rock needed to be struck twice, and it did
not ‘listen’ to the first hit, likewise any actions
motivated by force and coercion, are not carried out
swiftly.
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13. He made them ride upon the high places of the
earth, that they would eat the produce of the field. He_
let them suck honey from a rock, and oil from the
mighty part of the crag.
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Questions and Exercises

1. Why was Moses punished so severely for striking the rock?

2. Following the class, do you think Moses “sinned?” Was he “punished?”

3. Who had the deepest impact on your life, and what method did he or she employ?

4. Do you think most educators and parents today educate by “hitting” or “talking”; with the

“stick” or with the “mouth?” How about yourself?

5. Which method of education do you find most effective with your own children or students?
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