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Miriam of Words
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Parashat Hukkat 5785

It is Miriam who was always the speaker of the three siblings.

Miriam who, according to the Talmud, was also called Puah because of the sounds she made
to soothe women in childbirth as their babies emerged into the world.! Miriam who used her
words to stand up to her father when he separated from his wife, insisting that a chance at life,
however small, was better than no chance at all.> Miriam who quickly figured out what words

would ensure that Pharaoh’s daughter would adopt Moshe, creating the path to redemption.?

And Miriam who, in her most famous speech act, censures her brother and is punished by

God:
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Bemidbar 12:1
Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman he had married: “He
married a Cushite woman!”
! Sotah 11b.
? Sotah 12a.
* Shemot 2:7.
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Even before Miriam’s criticism, Moshe has never trusted words. From the moment God

approaches him to go to Pharaoh, Moshe insists that he is not a man of speech.* Itis no
wonder that after that moment, when his own sister speaks out against him, Moshe is more
frightened of speech than ever.” And it is no wonder that, in this week’s parashah, shortly
after Miriam’s death, he uses the tool he is comfortable with—the staff—rather than her tool of

words:
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Bemidbar 20:7-11
'God spoke to Moshe, saying, *“You and your brother Aharon take the rod and assemble
the community, and before their very eyes order the rock to yield its water. Thus you shall
produce water for them from the rock and provide drink for the congregation and their
beasts.” *Moshe took the rod from before God, as he had been commanded. **Moshe and
Aharon assembled the congregation in front of the rock; and he said to them, “Listen, you
rebels, shall we get water for you out of this rock?” 'And Moshe raised his hand and struck
the rock twice with his rod. Out came copious water, and the community and their beasts

drank.

According to the Ramban, the rock God commands Moshe to address is not just any rock—it is

Miriam’s rock, her ever-producing well which has gone dry with her death:

* Shemot 4:10, 6:12.

® Perhaps it is not coincidental that Aharon must urge Moshe to pray for Miriam when she is struck with tzara’at
or that Moshe’s prayer is only five words long. Moshe, who has just been injured by speech, finds it difficult to
turn to it as a tool for healing.
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Ramban on Bemidbar 20:8

For the intention of our Rabbis regarding Miriam’s well was that it was always a miraculous
well, a source of living water that would spring forth... and when the righteous one
[Miriam] died, the spring ceased. And now it returned through Moshe to have a source

opened from this very rock itself, and this is what he said: “to the rock”—the known one.

God’s command to speak to the rock is not arbitrary: it is a deliberate command to use
Miriam’s tools to coax water from her well. Itis a command to honor her memory, to make
sure that the people see that, even though she is gone, her method of leadership—leading

through words—endures.

Perhaps most of all, it is an invitation to Moshe to forgive his sister and her tools. “Yes,” God
might be saying, “Miriam used her words against you. She used her speech in ways she
should not have, and you were injured. But remember that Miriam also spoke in ways that
gave life.” What God offers in this moment is a way for Moshe to learn to trust words

again—and through that trust, to forgive his sister.

But Moshe cannot bring himself to use his sister’s tools. When he cries out in anger against

the people, the words he uses express his anger not just at them, but at Miriam as well:
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Bemidbar 20:10

Moshe and Aharon assembled the congregation in front of the rock; and he said to them,

“Listen, you rebels, shall we get water for you out of this rock?”

The word Moshe uses to address the people right before he strikes the rock can be read not
just as “morim,” rebels, but as his sister’s name: Miriam. Itis her name that Moshe cries
almost right before he rejects words and chooses the staff instead. And while the text does
not tell us Moshe’s tone as he utters that word, so close to his sister’s name, we might imagine
layers of grief, longing, hurt, and anger combine as Moshe rejects words and raises his staff

instead.

In avoiding words, Moshe is unable to forgive his sister and, through that forgiveness, carry on
her role in the people. And this, perhaps, is why Moshe is doomed to die before entering the
Land: not because something has changed about him, but because he has not changed in the
way that is necessary to heal and to fill Miriam’s void. He has learned about the danger of
words, but not the ways in which they can create life. And by failing to learn, he forgets who

his sister was.

In Devarim, though, Moshe’s stance changes:*
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Devarim 1:1

These are the words that Moses addressed to all Israel on the other side of the Jordan.

In the last weeks of his life, Moshe transforms. No longer the self-described “arel sefatayim

(clumsy of speech),” Moshe spends the end of his life doing what Miriam had always done:

® Thank you to R. Joe Wolfson for this insight.
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speaking. And while the Torah never tells us explicitly, we might imagine that in the decades

since his sister’s death, Moshe has come to see her words differently and to understand that,
after death, all we have left of those we loved are the words they shared with us in life. In his
last words in Devarim, Moshe shares words that will shape how the people remember him,
and in doing so, honors his sister one last time.

Miriam of words, Miriam of water.

Miriam whose speech creates worlds.
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