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In This Week’s Parashah  •  מָָה בַּפַָָּרָָשָָׁה

The ashes of a פָָּרָָה אֲֲדֻֻמָּה (parah adumah, red cow) can 
purify anyone who becomes ֲטָמֵֵא (tamei, impure) through 
contact with a dead body. 

Miriam dies.

Benei Yisrael complain about 
not having water. God tells 
Moshe and Aharon 
to take a staff and 
speak to a rock to 
get water for the 
people. Moshe 
hits the rock twice 
with the staff, and 
it gushes water.

God tells Moshe and Aharon, 
“Because you failed to sanctify 
Me, you will not enter the Land 
of Israel.” 

God says it’s time for Aharon to die. Moshe takes 
Aharon and his son Elazar to the top of a mountain. 
The special כֹּהֵּן גָָּדֻוֹל (Kohen Gadol, High Priest) 
garments are taken off Aharon and placed on Elazar, 
and Aharon dies. Benei Yisrael mourn for 30 days.

Benei Yisrael complain again about 
not having enough food and water. 
God sends deadly snakes. God 
tells Moshe to create a copper 
snake and put it up on a pole. 
Whoever looks at this is healed. 
The armies of Sihon and Og 
fight against Benei Yisrael, and 
Benei Yisrael win.
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  Midrash  •  מִָדְְרָָשָׁ

במדבר כא:ט

 וַַיַַּעַַשִׂ מֵשֶֶּׁה נְְחַֹשֶׁ נְְחֹשֶֶּׁת וַַיְְשִִׂמֵֵהוּ עַַל־הַנֵֵּס
וְַהָיְָה אֲִם־נְָשֶַׁךְְ הַנֵָּחָֹשֶׁ אֲֶת־אֲִיְשֶׁ וְַהִבִִּיְט אֲֶל־

נְְחַֹשֶׁ הַנְֵּחֹשֶֶּׁת וַָחָֹיְ:

Bemidbar 21:9

Moshe made a copper serpent and put 
it up on a pole; and when a person was 
bit by a snake, they could look up at the 
copper snake and recover.

To answer this, here’s a midrash from inside a  
mishnah. (In the Mishnah or Gemara, a midrash is often  
called “aggadah” in Hebrew or “aggadeta” in Aramaic.) 

The mishnah is talking about the mitzvah of hearing the shofar (we 
promise, we will come back to snakes!). The mishnah imagines two 
people walking by a synagogue on Rosh Hashanah, and hearing a 
shofar sound coming from the building. Both people heard the same 
sound, but only one had כַֹּוָּנְָה (kavvanah, inner intention) to be fulfilling 
the mitzvah. Kavvanah is so important here that only the person who 
had kavvanah fulfilled the mitzvah of hearing the shofar. The other 
person heard the exact same sound, but it didn’t count for them.

And now, the snake connection:

A lot of midrashim are bugged by something unusual in the Torah text

This is a really unusual approach 
to healing snake bites. How did 
it actually work?!
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משנה ראש השנה ג:ח

וְַכִִיְ נְָחָֹשֶׁ מֵֵמִֵיְת, אֲוֹ נְָחָֹשֶׁ מְֵחַֹיֶַּה?!

אֲֶלָָּאֲ, בִִּזְמֵַן שֶֶׁיִַּשְִׂרָָאֲֵל מִֵסְתַַּכְֹּלִיְן 
כְֹּלַפֵָּיְ מֵַעְַלָה וּמְֵשֶַׁעְַבְִּדִֻיְן אֲֶת לִבִָּם 

לַאֲֲבִִיְהֶן שֶֶׁבִַּשָָּׁמֵַיְִם, הָיְוּ מִֵתְרַָפְָּאֲִיְם. 
וְַאֲִם לָאֲוַ, הָיְוּ נְִמּוֹקִִיְם. 

Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 3:8

Could a copper snake have the power to 
make a person die or live?!

What really happened is that when Benei 
Yisrael would look upwards, and turn their 
hearts in service to their Father in Heaven, 
then they would be healed. But if they 
didn’t, they would rot from their snake bites.

 Why is it so important to have kavvanah in prayer or when hearing the 
shofar? When else is it important to have kavvanah? 

 How can you tell when you are praying or acting with kavvanah? Is 
kavvanah something you can see with your eyes, or is it  
something else?

According to this midrash-in-a-mishnah, the copper snake wasn’t 
magic. It was there to inspire people to pray (to God, not the snake) 
with proper kavvanah. If they did that, then God would heal them!
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Many פַָּרְָשֶָׁנְִיְם (parshanim, commentators) offer different 
answers to these questions. Here are two. 

 Read the story carefully (Bemidbar 
20:1-13). What clues can you find? 
Try to build an argument based on 
evidence from the text.

 How does Ramban’s explanation fit with God’s 
statement at the end of the story (Bemidbar 20:12), 
 because) יְַעַַן לאֲּ־הֶאֱֲמֵַנְְתֶַּם בִִּיְ לְהַקְִדִִּיְשֵֶׁנְִיְ לְעֵַיְנְֵיְ בְִּנְֵיְ יְִשְִׂרָָאֲֵל
you failed to sanctify Me in Benei Yisrael’s eyes)? 

Send us your thoughts or 

questions from learning the 

parashah. We’ll write back to 

you, and some will get published 

in future issues of Devash!

Write to us at devash@hadar.org

רמב"ן

הַחֵֹטְאֲ הוּאֲ אֲֲמֵָרָָם "נְוֹצִִיְאֲ לָכִֶם מֵָיְִם" 
)בִמֵדֻבִרָ כִ:יְ( וְַרָָאֲוּיְ שֶֶׁיַּאֲּמְֵרָוּ "יְוֹצִִיְאֲ 

ה' לָכִֶם מֵָיְִם."

Ramban (Spain, 800 years ago)

The sin was saying, “Shall we get water 
for you?” (Bemidbar 20:10). They should 
have said, “Shall God get water for you?” 

When Benei Yisrael complain about being thirsty, God tells Moshe and 
Aharon to speak to a rock, and it will bring forth water. Moshe hits the rock, 
water rushes out, and Benei Yisrael drink. But God is not pleased. Moshe 
and Aharon receive a painful punishment: They will not live to lead Benei 
Yisrael into Eretz Yisrael. 

What went wrong? What exactly was the sin here, and why did it deserve 
such a severe punishment?

 Commentary  •  פַָּרְָשָָׁנוּת
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שמונה פרקים לרמב"ם 

וְַחֶֹטְאֲוֹ עַָלָיְוַ הַשָָּׁלוֹם הוּאֲ שֶֶׁנֵָּטָה לְצִַדֻ 
אֲֶחָֹדֻ מִֵן הַקְְּצִָוַוֹת מִֵמַּעְַלָה מִֵמַּעֲַלוֹת 
הַמִּדִּוֹת - וְַהוּאֲ הַסַַּבְִלָנְוּת - כַֹּאֲֲשֶֶׁרָ 
נְָטָה לְצִַדֻ הָרַָגְזָנְוּת בְִּאָמְֵרָוֹ "שִֶׁמְֵעַוּ 

נְָאֲ הַמּוֹרִָיְם" )בִמֵדֻבִרָ כִ:יְ(.

דִִּקְִדִֵּקִ עַָלָיְוַ הַשֵָּׁם שֶֶׁיִַּהְיְֶה אָדָֻם כָֹּמֵוֹהוּ 
כֹּוֹעֵַס לִפְנְֵיְ עֲַדַֻת יְִשְִׂרָָאֲֵל בְִּמֵָקִוֹם 

שֶֶׁאֲֵיְן רָָאֲוּיְ בִּוֹ הַכַֹּעַַס...

Rambam (Spain and Egypt, 850 years ago)

Moshe’s sin was that his behavior tilted  
away from the balance of patience he  
should have had. He tilted toward  
anger when he said, “listen up, you rebels” 
(Bemidbar 20:10). 

God held him to a high standard because it  
was not fitting for a person of his greatness  
to be angry when anger was inappropriate…

After Moshe hits the rock, God punishes him and Aharon. They will not be allowed 
to enter Eretz Yisrael, because, in God’s words, they failed ְלְהַקְִדִִּיְשֵֶׁנְִי (lehakdisheini, 
to make Me holy). We saw in our פַָּרְָשֶָׁנְוּת/Commentary section (p. 4) that it’s 
not exactly clear what they did wrong. But from the word lehakdisheini we can 
understand that they missed an opportunity to create a קִדּוּשׁ הַשֵֵּׁם (kiddush 
Hashem, sanctification of God’s name). 

Creating a kiddush Hashem often means behaving 
in a way that causes others to come closer to 
God. For example, there’s a story in the Talmud 
Yerushalmi (Bava Metzia 2:5) about Shimon ben 
Shetah, who bought a donkey from a merchant 
who wasn’t Jewish, and then discovered 
that inside the donkey was a precious gem. 
Shimon’s students told him this was a 

 How does Rambam’s explanation fit into the story? Especially 
when you read 20:8, do you notice whether God expresses 
anger at the people?

 How do Ramban and Rambam help us understand the story 
better? How do they compare to other explanations you were 
able to think of? 

Halakhah  •  הֲלָכָָהָ

learn one way the parashah 

 practically impacts our liv
es 
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Bemidbar 21:22

Let me pass through your country. We will not 
turn off into fields or vineyards, and we will not 
drink water from wells. We will follow the king’s 
highway until we have crossed your territory.” 

במדבר כא:כב 

אֶעְְבְְּרָה בְִאַרְָצִֶךְָ לאֲּ נְִטֶֶּה בְִּשִָׂדֶֻה 
וּבְִכִֶרֶָם לאֲּ נְִשְֶׁתֶַּה מֵֵיְ בְִאֲֵרָ בְִּדֶֻרֶָךְְ 
הַמֶּלֶךְְ נְֵלֵךְְ עַַדֻ אֲשֶׁר־נַעְֲברֹ גְָּבִֻלֶךְָ: 

A Moment of Hebrew  •  רֶָגַעִַ שֶָׁלָ עִִבְרְִָית

לַעְֲברֹ )שׁרֶֹשׁ עְ.ב.ר(

 To pass (or pass 
through) or cross 
(la’avor)

מֵַעֲַבִַרָ =
 Passage or passageway
 A move or a transfer (like 

a move to a new house, 
school, or job)

 (ma’avar)

blessing from God and he should keep the gem, but Shimon insisted 
that it should be returned to the seller. He went above what the law 
required because, he explained, he wanted to cause the person who 
had sold him the donkey to bless God. 

Rambam writes that our everyday behavior 
can create a kiddush Hashem. When we 
speak kindly, show respect to others, or 
behave ethically in business, this brings 
glory to God and can also cause others 
to improve their own behavior. But if we 
speak inappropriately, behave rudely, or 
show disrespect to others, the opposite 
happens, and that is called a חִֹלָּוּל הַשֵָּׁם 
(hillul Hashem, desecration of God’s 
name) (Mishneh Torah, Yesodei Ha-
Torah 5:11). 
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Disagree!
 Seeing someone’s anger can 
sometimes help us learn when 
we’ve crossed the line.

 Even adults have emotions, and 
that’s ok. We all do.

Debate: Adults should never show they’re upset.

Agree!
  Adults have to be patient, 
especially with people who don’t 
yet know better.

  If an adult shows anger, 
everyone around them gets 
scared. Look what happened 
with Moshe at the rock!

Disagree!

Agree!

עֲַבִֵרָָה =
Transgression, 
crime, foul (in sports) 
(aveirah)

עַָבִַרָ = 
The past, 
history (avar)

עַוֹנְַת מֵַעֲַבִָרָ =
A season that is a 
transition, usually 
referring to spring 
or fall (onat ma'avar)

מֵַעְַבִּרֶָּת =
Ferry 
(ma'aboret)

Find the Word! 
Despite the punishment he receives in our 
parashah, when Moshe nears his death, he will 
beg God to let him enter Eretz Yisrael. Look 
ahead to the first few pesukim of Parashat 
Va’ethanan. Can you find the word he uses 
that comes from this ֶׁשֶׁרֶָּש (shoresh, root)? 

 One-Minute Debate  •  דִַּקָָּה שֶָׁלָ דִִּיּוּןּּ

How to play:
�� Here are some arguments to get you started, but try to come up 

with your own. Then debate someone!

�� For a true one-minute debate, give each side 30 seconds to make 
its best case. 
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Parashah Scavenger Hunt  •  שְָׁאֵֵלָוֹת הַשָָּׁבְוּעִַ

Look for  

the answers 

 on page 12!

*

The answers to the first seven questions can be found in the 
matching numbered aliyah in the Torah reading. The answers 
to the last three are harder and can come from anywhere in 
the parashah.

After a person comes into 
contact with the dead, on which 
days must they be purified?

What seems to 
disappear as soon as 
Miriam dies?

What detail makes it seem like 
maybe Moshe was supposed to 
hit the rock?

What do Benei Yisrael offer 
to pay for, if they are allowed 
to pass through Edom?

After Aharon died, how long 
did the people mourn? What written book gets 

quoted in our parashah?

What was the name of the 
site of the battle between 
Benei Yisrael and Og?

What is the capital of the 
territory of Sihon, and 
what does it have to do 
with mathematics?

After Aharon dies, who 
takes over as High Priest?

What insulting term do Benei 
Yisrael use to describe מֵָן 
(mann), the miraculous food 
that fell for them each day 
from the sky?

1

3

2

4

5

7

8

9

10

6

Good luck!

aliyot:
1) Bemidbar 19:1 to 19:17 

2) 19:18 to 20:6

3) 20:7 to 20:13

4) 20:14 to 20:21

5) 20:22 to 21:9

6) 21:10 to 21:20

7) 21:21 to 22:1
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Pashta is a very simple note and it appears in almost every verse in the Torah. It 
means “stretching out” and it looks like an arc going up to the left—exactly like a 
kadma! So how do you tell them apart? Well, a kadma goes on the accented part 
of the word. But a pashta is always at the very end of the word, and the accent will 
always be on the last syllable where there’s a pashta, but the pashta won’t 
necessarily appear on the accented letter. If you see something that looks like 
this note and it is hanging off the word, you know it is a pashta. Take a 
look at this example from our parashah:

The first note, on the right, is a kadma. It is 
above the samekh, which is the letter where 
the accent is in the word ha-o-SEIF. But the 
last note, on the left, is a pashta. Even though 
the accent should be on the reish, since the 
word is ha-pa-RAH, the note hangs off the last 
letter, because that’s where a pashta always 
goes. Here is a very clear example from much 
earlier in the Torah, where you can see the 
difference between a pashta (at the end) and a 
kadma (in the middle), both on the same word:

Go kadma and pashta 
hunting until you can tell 
them apart!

1

2
33
4

Does it end a musical phrase?

Yes

Is it above or below 

the word?

Above

Where is it placed on 

the word?

At the end

How many times does it 

appear in the Torah?

5431—Very common 

Almost every pasuk

Before or 
after Shabbat, 

scan to hear 
this pashta!

Before or 
after Shabbat, 

scan to hear 
this pashta!

Torah Trop  •  טַַעִמֲֵָי הַמִִּקְְרָָאֵ

Pashta טָָא שְׁ�ׁ ּ פַּ�

רָָה֙֙ ָ פֶַּרָ הּ֙פַּ� ֤ ף אֶת־א� הָ֙אֹסֵ֨�֨

א אּל־נָָ֨א֙ אִם־נָָ֨֨

Bemidbar 19:10

The one who gathers the ashes of the cow

במדבר יט:י

 בראשית לג:י
Pashta

Kadma
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!Tell Me More About This  •  בַּוֹאֵוּ נדְְַבַּרֵָ עִלַָ זֶהֶ

The ashes of a פָָּרָָה אֲֲדֻֻמָּה (parah adumah, red heifer or cow) are 
a super-powerful ingredient that could get rid of the most serious 
 This was critical because the mishkan .(tum’ah, impurity) טֻמְֵאָה
and the Beit Ha-Mikdash were off-limits to anyone who was ֲטָמֵֵא 
(tamei, impure). 

A parah adumah was a rare thing. Because of this, everyone 
in Eretz Yisrael would be on the lookout for when a new parah 
adumah was born.

There’s a story about this in the Talmud Yerushalmi (Kiddushin 
1:10). There was a non-Jew who lived in Ashkelon, called Dama 
ben Netina. He was so committed to honoring his parents that, 
according to one rabbi, he never once sat on the stone that his 
father used to sit on. Once, he refused to wake his father up, even 
though this cost him loads of money in a sale.

As a reward for being so good, a parah adumah was born in his 
flock. And the Jews ended up buying it from him—the price was 
its weight in gold!

 Why do you think a parah adumah was an appropriate reward for 
Dama ben Netina?

 What do you think about the fact that he’s a non-Jew? What is the 
story trying to teach us about Jews and non-Jews?
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Devash is a weekly parashah magazine that makes Torah learning sweet. By engaging directly with texts and 
taking kids seriously as Jews, Devash helps children (ages 7+) and grown-ups discover the weekly Torah portion. 
Write to us: devash@hadar.org

This publication contains words of Torah, so please treat it with appropriate reverence
!Tell Me More About This  •  בַּוֹאֵוּ נדְְַבַּרֵָ עִלַָ זֶהֶ

What happened to the copper serpent that Moshe made (see ֶׁמִֵדְֻרָָש/
Midrash section on p. 2)? It actually has a very surprising history!

Around 700 years after Moshe, when King Hizkiyah took the throne of 
Yehudah, he destroyed all the places where people were worshiping 
outside of Jerusalem and all the idols he could find. One in particular 
stands out:

This story shows how easily Benei Yisrael fell to idol worship. 
Moshe had made this special object following God’s instruction, 
to inspire people to pray to God (according to our midrash). And 
yet they ended up turning it into an idol! 

 This seems like a pretty big mistake. How do you think people 
could mess up so badly that they use something for the exact 
opposite of its purpose? 

מלכים ב יח:ד

וְַכִִתַַּת נְְחַֹשֶׁ הַנְֵּחֹשֶֶּׁת אֲֲשֶֶׁרָ־עַָשִָׂה מֵשֶֶּׁה כִֹּיְ עַַדֻ־
הַיַָּמִֵיְם הָהֵמָּה הָיְוּ בְִנְֵיְ־יְִשְִׂרָָאֲֵל מְֵקִַטְֶּרִָיְם לוֹ 

וַַיִַּקְִרָָאֲ־לוֹ נְְחֹֻשְֶׁתַָּן:

Melakhim Bet 18:4

Hizkiyah destroyed the bronze serpent 
that Moshe made—because until that 
time, Benei Yisrael used to offer incense 
to it, and they called it Nehushtan.
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?What’s Going On Here  •  מָָה זֶהֶ

Aharon dies at the top of a ָהָר (har, mountain). It has 
an unusual name: ָהרָּ הָהָר (Hor Ha-Har). What was 
this place?

Hor might just be the name of the mountain. But 
there’s a midrash (from the Tanhuma, quoted by 
Rashi) that interprets Hor Ha-Har as “mountain on a 
mountain.” In the words of the midrash, it was “like a 
small apple on top of a larger apple.”  

Parashah Scavenger Hunt Answers: 
 1. The third and the seventh (19:12)
 2. Water (20:1-2)
 3. God tells him to take his staff! (20:8)
 4. Any water they drink (20:19)
 5. 30 days (20:29)
 ,Sefer Milhamot Hashem) סֵפֶרָ מִֵלְחֲֹמֵתּ ה' .6 

The Book of the Wars of God) (21:14)

 7. Edre’i (21:33)
 8.  lehem ha-kelokel, the) לֶחֶֹם הַקְְּלקִֵּל

despicable bread) (21:5)
 9. His son, Elazar (20:25-28) 
10. Heshbon (21:26)—which is also the 

modern Hebrew word for math!

hadar.org/devash


