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In loving memory of Chaim ben Moshe Bentzion z”l

“God spoke to Moshe, saying, ‘Take the staff 
and gather together the assembly, you and 
Aharon your brother, and speak to the rock 

before their eyes that it shall give its waters’”  
(Bemidbar 20:7-8)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bemidbar 19:1-17
God tells Moshe and Aharon to teach the nation the laws of the Red Heifer 
(Parah Adumah). The unblemished animal, which has never had a yoke upon it, 
is to be given to Elazar, Aharon’s son, who must slaughter it outside the camp. 
It is then to be burned by a different Kohen, who must also throw some cedar 
wood, hyssop and crimson thread into the fire. Both he and Elazar will become 
ritually impure (tameh) through this preparatory process. In contrast, the ashes of 
the Heifer, when mixed with water, are used to purify someone who has become 
tameh through coming into contact with a corpse. 

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 19:18-20:6
After the ashes are mixed with water, a ritually pure person (tahor) sprinkles the 
mixture on the tameh person, using a bundle of hyssop. By doing so, the one who 
sprinkles becomes tameh. The Israelites come to the wilderness of Tsin, where 
Miriam, Moshe and Aharon’s sister, dies. The people complain that they have no 
water and would have been better off staying in Egypt.

Sidra Summary

Between the 
Stick and the 
Rock

It would be fair to 
say that we are a 
questioning people. 
Indeed, there are 
a multitude of 

commentaries on the Torah, each 
raising questions on the text and 
seeking to resolve them, each in 
their own style. Yet, when we 
encounter a text which so easily 
provokes big questions, we often 
overlook minor details – details 
which have much to teach us in our 
everyday lives.

This week’s parasha provides us 
with such an example. Following 
the death of Miriam, the Jewish 

people’s water supply, known as 
the “Well of Miriam”, dries up. 
The people complain and so God 
tells Moshe to speak to a rock and 
thereby bring forth water. However, 
Moshe instead hits the rock with the 
staff, and is punished as a result. 
God tells him that he will no longer 
be the leader who takes the Jewish 
people into the Land of Israel.

Questions on this episode 
abound: Why did God tell Moshe 
to speak to the rock? How could 
such a great man ignore the explicit 
instructions of God? Why was 
Moshe punished so harshly for his 
actions? 

In loving memory of Harav Yisrael ben Uriah z”l
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3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 20:7-13
God tells Moshe to take his staff and speak to a rock in 
front of the nation, after which water will emerge from the 
rock. However, Moshe strikes the rock twice (instead of 
speaking to it). Although the rock then produces abundant 
water, God tells Moshe and Aharon that they will not enter 
the Land.

Point to Consider: Why was Aharon also punished if he 
did not strike the rock? (20:12)

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 20:14-21
Moshe sends messengers to the king of Edom, asking 
him to allow the Israelites to travel from Kadesh through 
his land. Despite Moshe’s assurances that they will not 
take any of his resources, Edom refuses, advances and 
threatens the Israelites militarily. The Israelites turn away.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 20:22-21:9
The nation travels from Kadesh to Mount Hor. Upon God’s 
command, Moshe, Aharon and Elazar ascend Mount 
Hor. Elazar dons Aharon’s special Kohen Gadol (High 
Priest) garments, after which Aharon dies. The nation 
mourns Aharon’s death for 30 days. Israel is attacked 
by the Cana’anites and defeats them. After the nation 
travels on, the people again become thirsty for water. 
After complaining, many people are killed by a plague of 
serpents. Moshe prays for those who have been bitten but 
have not yet died. God tells him to fashion a copper snake, 
which miraculously heals anyone who looks at it.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 22:10-20
The nation comes to the border of Moab, where they find a 
well. They compose a song about the well.

Nevertheless, there is a detail in 
the story that is often overlooked: 
God begins His instructions to 
Moshe by telling him to “take the 
staff” (Bemidbar 20:8). Why would 
God ask him to take the staff if he 
was not supposed to do anything 
with it?

The Kli Yakar (Rabbi Shlomo 
Luntschitz, 1550-1619) suggests 
that this staff was the staff of 
Aharon which we encountered in 
last week’s parasha. To prove that 
He had chosen Aharon exclusively 
to be the Kohen Gadol (High Priest), 
God instructed that a representative 
from each of the Tribes should lay 
down their staff in front of the Tent 
of Meeting. The following morning, 
it was discovered that Aharon’s staff 
had blossomed, whilst the others 
remained as dry sticks.

The Kli Yakar explains: prior to 
speaking to the rock, Moshe was 
supposed to show this staff to 
the people, as if to say: “Just as 

this dry stick became moist and 
blossomed, so too will this hard rock 
soften and give forth water.”

But why would such a statement 
be necessary? Surely the Jewish 
people would see this for 
themselves in a moment’s time!

Perhaps, without this statement, 
we would have thought that this 
is how our relationship with God 
works: He leaves us to live our 
lives, but when things go wrong, we 
complain to Him and He fixes things 
for us. However, the comparison 
between the rock and staff teaches 
us that the driving force behind 
our relationship with God 
is love, not complaints. 
Indeed, the staff 
blossomed because 
God had 

chosen Aharon, not because Aharon 
complained about the dryness of 
his staff. So too, when God reacts 
positively to our prayers, He does so 
not because He wants to be rid of 
our nagging, but rather because He 
cares about us.

When we internalise this idea 
that God is always looking out for 
us, we will be able to live a life 
of inner peace and confidence. 
As the famous verse in Psalms 
23 describes: “Though I walk 
through the valley of the 
shadow of death, I will fear 
no evil, for You are with 
me.”

When we internalise this idea that God is 
always looking out for us, we will be able 
to live a life of inner peace and confidence. 



DON’T BELIEVE THE 
BUBBEMEISES
Researching genealogy 
is inherently personal, 
giving you a clearer 

sense of your place in the cosmos. 
You might find fascinating people 
and events in your family. But it is 
essential to start modestly. Write 
down only things you know to be 
true. Caveat doubtful points. Avoid 
constructing an inaccurate family 
tree by not guessing whether 
Grandpa Izzy’s legal name was 
‘Israel’ or ‘Isidore’. And if Izzy 
told you that his grandfather 
played fiddle for the Tsar, do not 
just research Russian imperial 
musicians. Build backwards from 
the present.

WHICH OFFICIAL SOURCES?
Consider starting with recent, 
Jewish sources. The more 
information you gather from living 
people, and from sources you can 
navigate confidently, the better 
position you will be in to investigate 
secular sources, which contain more 
information but consequently also a 
greater risk of mistakes.

Try to establish ancestors’ 
Hebrew names early on. These are 
often found on kevarim (graves), 
which might be found online:
• United Synagogue: theus.org.uk/
category/find-grave
• Federation of Synagogues: 

federation.org.uk/burial/genealogy-
search
• Adath Yisrael cemetery, Cheshunt: 
jgsgb.org.uk/BrowseLists/Cheshunt.
htm

You might visit the cemetery 
or if you are lucky, the relevant 
grave might be pictured on 
cemeteryscribes.co.uk. Helpfully, 
the late Rabbi Dr Bernard Susser 
produced a guide to reading kevarim 
in association with the United 
Synagogue: jewishgen.org/jcr-uk/
susser/TR.pdf 

Next, look at US marriage 
authorisations (1880-1922) here: 
theus.org.uk/category/find-
marriage-record. Let us say you are 
trying to find your great-great-uncle 
Harry. Hopefully, by having his 
Hebrew name from his kever, you 
will have more chance when looking 
through the marriage authorisations, 
of deducing whether he was ‘Harry 
Jacobs, Whitechapel’ or ‘Harris 
Jacobs, Brick Lane’.

Crucially, marriage authorisations 
contain some addresses. Consider 
viewing the scans of the secular 
marriage registers (freebmd.org.
uk) to roughly align the marriage 
dates and districts of individuals 
mentioned in the authorisations.

If you are sure of someone’s 
name and address, and think they 
might have been an active member 
of a United Synagogue community, 
consider consulting the US records 

held at the London Metropolitan 
Archives. You might even ‘hear’ 
an ancestor’s ‘voice’ in shul board 
minutes, perhaps politely discussing 
biscuit choices for kiddush.

SOCIAL & PERSONAL
In some cases, the Jewish Chronicle 
(‘JC’) archive can help knit an 
entire family history together, 
because the JC has been recording 
births, marriages, deaths (and 
previously, wills) since 1841. Start 
with your confirmed facts, and if 
the JC mentions an address or 
person repeatedly, record all the 
instances; agglomerating evidence 
from overlapping sources, even 
from different editions of the same 
newspaper, makes that evidence 
more reliable because, in the JC’s 
case, genealogical information was 
supplied by readers.

From a death notice, you might 
identify a bereaved spouse and 
other family members, and perhaps 
the address of a shiva house. 
Working backwards from these, 
you might find an engagement 
notice for the couple in question, 
and perhaps the shul in which they 
married. Helpfully, Doreen Berger 
has published a series of books 
compiled from Jewish newspapers. 
Late 19th century notices are cross-
referenced with likely relatives, 
under the title ‘The Jewish 
Victorian’.

Jewish Genealogy for Beginners
Part I: Start at the End
by Ben Vos, United Synagogue Communities and Strategy Manager

Yosef Dov ben Yehoshua z”l
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A few years ago, 
someone I loved 
dearly passed away. 
Given their life 

circumstances, the funeral was 
minimal and there was no shiva. 
But I was heartbroken and I did not 
know how to manage my grief. A 
wise colleague came to visit me 
during that time and told me that the 
Jewish mourning rituals followed the 
pattern of the psychological reality 
I was experiencing. In Jewish law, 
immediately after a close relative 
dies, we are exempt from performing 
mitzvot. The funeral and shiva week 
can be very intense times, with many 
restrictions on our lifestyle. After the 
shiva, certain restrictions are lifted, 
then after the first thirty days, for the 
duration of the year (for a parent) we 
have fewer limitations and we say 
kaddish. Annually, we remember our 
loved ones on their yahrzeit, and we 
also remember them with the Yizkor 
prayer on festivals. Throughout the 
grieving process, we may also reflect 
on photos of our loved ones and talk 
about them with friends and family.

I realised that, going through 

my grief process, I did pass all the 
landmarks that Judaism would have 
given me had I been required to fulfil 
the mitzvot of aveilut (mourning), 
and I recognised the profound 
wisdom and sensitivity in our Jewish 
heritage.

As we enter the period of the 
‘Three Weeks’ (beginning with 
the Fast of 17th Tammuz, this year 
observed on 17th July), in which we 
mourn the loss of both Temples, the 
mourning process is reversed. We 
still talk about the Temple in our 
communities in the daily prayers, 
recall the sacrifices and ceremonies 
on Shabbat and festivals, and 
mark the ‘yahrzeit’ of the Temples’ 
destruction on 9th Av. When the 
Three Weeks begin, we lessen our 
joy by not listening to music, cutting 

our hair or holding celebrations. 
Moving into the ‘Nine Days’, the 
mourning rituals intensify, increasing 
further during the week of 9th Av and 
culminating in us sitting on the floor, 
fasting and praying on the day of the 
destruction itself. Why do we reverse 
the usual order of aveilut? 

It is easy to feel the loss of 
someone we loved and knew well. 
It is hard to miss someone we never 
knew. We never saw the Temple in 
its glory. We do not really know what 
we have lost. Just as the mourning 
process for a close relative helps us 
work through our pain and adjust to 
living with our grief, the increasing 
restrictions of the Three Weeks 
help us to acknowledge what we 
are lacking and gradually build up 
our senses of discomfort, sadness 
and loss. The Temple was not just a 
building or a place of worship; it was 
a place in which we could tangibly 
experience being in the presence of 
God. This is what we are missing. 
This is why we mourn. And if we feel 
too disconnected that we cannot feel 
this lack in our lives, that too is worth 
crying over.

The Three Weeks
Mourning in Reverse
by Rebbetzen Siobhan Dansky, Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

In memory of Reuven ben Avraham z”l

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 21:21-22:1
After denying the Israelites the right to pass through his 
land, the king of Sichon wages war against them. The 
Israelites defeat him, before defeating Og, the mighty king 
of Bashan, who had also attacked them.

Point to Consider: Why did God have to tell Moshe not 
to fear Og? (see Rashi to 21:34)

Haftarah
From the Book of Shofetim (Judges), the haftarah relates 
the promotion of Yiftach HaGiladi (Jephthah the Gileadite) 
to a leadership position. Yiftach tries in vain to negotiate 
peace with the king of Ammon, reminding him of the 
military victories described in this week’s sidrah. Yiftach 
leads the battle against Ammon and secures a resounding 
victory.

We still talk about 
the Temple in our 
communities in the 
daily prayers, recall 
the sacrifices and 
ceremonies



How does a country 
as far from the Land 
of Israel as Spain, at 
the other end of the 
Mediterranean, get 

itself in to the Mishna? The answer is, 
precisely because of its distance.

At the beginning of the third 
chapter of Bava Batra, the Mishna 
deals with a case where a person 
has occupied property for three 
years, without anyone objecting to 
this occupation. If someone then 
claims that the land is 
his and the occupier 
rebuts the claim saying 
that the claimant or his 
predecessor had sold 
or gifted the property to 
him, but he no longer 
had the documents to 
prove the sale or gift, the 
occupier may remain in 
the property.

This is a different principle to the 
rule of adverse possession where in 
English law a trespasser was, until 
recently, able to establish possessory 
rights to land on the basis of 12 years’ 
occupation. In the Halachic rule, 
the occupier cannot be a squatter 
and must claim that he had lawfully 
acquired the property from the 
previous owner. The logic behind this 
rule was the fact that the norm was 
for a landowner to retain any transfer 
deed for three years but not beyond 
that, as any true owner would object 

within that time to the occupation 
of his land, if the occupier was a 
squatter.

Rabbi Yehuda (whose opinion is not 
followed) holds that any true owner 
should not be given a full three years 
to object to unlawful occupation and 
ought to take steps to object as soon 
as he finds out about it. He says that 
the three years were only needed in 
the case where the claimant was in 
Spain and a trespasser was using 
his property in the Land of Israel. In 

such a case, given that the journey 
between the two countries could take 
up to a year, if the unlawful occupier 
used the property for a year, one had 
to allow for a further year until the 
true owner in Spain would get to hear 
about the trespass and a third year 
for the owner to return to the Land of 
Israel and claim his land.

It is unclear when the first Jews 
settled in Spain. According to Rabbi 
Isaac Abarbanel (1437-1508) in his 
commentary at the end of Melachim/
Kings II, Jews came to Spain after 

the destruction of the First Temple in 
the 6th Century BCE and settled in 
Lucena, a town in Andalusia, which 
1500 years later, housed a famous 
Yeshiva headed by famous luminaries 
such as Rabbi Yitzchak Alfasi (known 
as the ‘Rif’), Rabbi Yitzchak ibn 
Ghayyat and Rabbi Yosef ibn Migash. 
They also settled in the Toledo area, 
another famous Jewish centre in later 
centuries.

Whether or not they were in Spain 
as early as Abarbanel suggests, there 

is evidence that Jews had 
settled there by the period 
when the Mishna was 
written (c.180 CE), giving 
Rabbi Yehuda’s view a 
practical application, if we 
were to follow him.

Spain also appears in the 
Mishna (Machshirin 6:3) 
and the Talmud, with regard 
to a fish called Spanish 

Coleas. This is a fish with a very thin 
skin, known today as an Atlantic chub 
mackerel (scomber colias), which it 
was possible to eat raw. The mere 
pouring of hot water over it was 
regarded as tantamount to cooking it 
and it was therefore prohibited to do 
so on Shabbat.

This concludes our series on 
Foreign Places in the Mishna.

Our sincere thanks go to David Frei for 
a fascinating and informative series.

Foreign Places in the Mishna  

by David Frei, US Director of External and Legal Services  
and Registrar of the London Beth Din
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In memory of Dovid ben Avraham z”l

Toledo, Spain
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