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Rav Hirsch’s explanation of this parshah 
adresses these questions. According to 
Rav Hirsch, the staff (mateh) of Moshe 
symbolized Hashem’s miraculous salvation 
of Bnei Yisroel from crisis. It was always 
used in this connection, such as during 
the ten makos, at kerias Yam Suf, and when 
Bnei Yisroel desperately needed water, as 
mentioned in Parshas Beshalach. However, 
now that Bnei Yisroel had accustomed 
themselves to their daily existence in the 
desert and the protection of the ananei 

hakavod, the mann, and be’er Miriam, they 
no longer experienced a constant feeling 
of danger; rather, they confidently trusted 
fully in Hashem. Indeed, the mateh was 
resting inside the Mishkan all these years. 
Even now, Bnei Yisroel’s complaint was not 
directed at Hashem, but rather at Moshe, 
for they assumed that Moshe Rabbeinu 
must have led them there on his own. 
Surely, they reasoned, Hashem could not 
have planned that we should be here, for 
why would there suddenly be no water?

Hashem’s response to this complaint 
was twofold. First, He asked Moshe to 
take hold of the mateh – the very same 
one that Moshe had used to perform all 
those miracles as Hashem’s shaliach. This 
action demonstrated that Moshe is still the 
shaliach of Hashem, and that everything 
he does is only at Hashem’s specific 
direction. Second, Hashem did not want 
Moshe to use the mateh! As explained 
above, the mateh was to be used to deliver 
Bnei Yisroel from a crisis – but in this 
instance, the message to convey was that 
there was no crisis at all! Moshe had been 
acting on Hashem’s behalf all along! Water 
was available, as usual; Moshe just had to 
speak to the rock and “venosain meimov – 
it will give its water” (the water that was 
already there!). Our first three questions 
are thus resolved.

Next, the Ramban brings in the name of 
the Rambam, that Moshe’s sin was that He 
showed anger toward Bnei Yisroel, saying 
“shimu na hamorim.” The Ramban notes 

MEI MERIVA

Parshas Shelach
???AVOIDING THE YETZER HORAH

The Torah describes the episode of “mei meriva”, in which Hashem instructed 

Moshe Rabbeinu to draw water from the rock by speaking to it; instead, Moshe hit 

it. The mefarshim raise many basic questions:

1.  When Bnei Yisroel needed water on another occasion, as mentioned in Parshas 

Beshalach, Hashem told Moshe to hit the rock! How did the two situations differ?

2.  The Ramban questions why a lesser kiddush Hashem would result from hitting 

the rock rather than from speaking to it.  Obviously, a rock is oblivious to the 

difference between the two!

3.  The Ramban also asks why Hashem said, “kach es hamateh – take the staff,” if 

Moshe was not supposed to hit the rock.

4.  Why is the episode summed up by Hashem as “Lo he’emantem bi,” which means 

that this act displayed a lack of emunah?

5.  As a consequence of this sin, Moshe was forbidden to enter Eretz Yisroel.  Why 

was he punished in this way?

 6.  Is there any way for us to understand why Moshe erred if there was such a 

seemingly clear directive from Hashem?



that the pasuk states “asher mirisem pi – that 
you rebelled against My word,” and also says 
“asher lo he’emantem bi – that you didn’t 
have faith in Me.” The Ramban asks, what is 
the connection between these two pesukim 
and Moshe’s Rabbeinu’s ka’as?

To understand the Rambam, we must 
apply a tremendous chiddush that the Ohr 
HaChaim Hakadosh brings in the name 
of the Ba’al Maasei Hashem. He says that 
Moshe Rabbeinu, in his anger, threw the 
staff down, and it happened to hit the rock 
when it fell. This would explain why, even 
according to the Rambam, the Torah says, 
“mirisem pi,” because in the end Moshe did 
hit the rock, albeit unwittingly. Additionally, 
we no longer need to explain why Moshe 
hit the rock, (question 6, above), because 
according to this, he never meant to hit it. 
Ultimately, however, it appeared that the 

water came from the rock by way of the 
staff’s intervention, serving to reinforce 
Bnei Yisroel’s contention that they were 
indeed in trouble and in need of Hashem’s 
miraculous intervention. This belief then 
undermined Moshe’s status as the ultimate 
shaliach ne’eman of Hashem, and might 
even have negatively affected Bnei Yisroel’s 
perception of Moshe Rabbeinu’s pure 
transmission of the Torah. That was the 
ultimate chillul Hashem, and therefore it 
says ”Lehakdisheini bamidbar.”

Finally, we must address why the Torah 
calls Moshe Rabbeinu’s act a lack of emunah 
(question 4). Rav Hirsch explains that the 
emotions of anger and frustration are 
possibly felt when one sees that his efforts 
won’t reach fruition. But the mission of 
teaching Klal Yisroel Torah, emunah, and 
bitachon was really Hashem’s ‘job,’ and 

Hashem guarantees that Klal Yisroel will be 
the am hanivchar and the am segulah, like it 
says “v’hiyesem kedoshim – you will be holy!” 
If so, surely all of Moshe Rabbeinu’s efforts 
would bear fruit. Thus, that small show 
of anger reflected (on Moshe Rabbeinu’s 
level) some attachment of responsibility to 
himself, and could therefore be considered 
a lack of emunah.

That same display of anger also cost 
Moshe Rabbeinu his shelichus to lead Klal 
Yisroel into Eretz Yisroel (question 5). He 
had diluted, albeit to a small degree, his 
status as the absolute shaliach of Hashem, 
both by showing anger, as mentioned in 
the Rambam, and by the use of the mateh, 
as explained by Rav Hirsch..

Rabbi Mandelbaum is a full-time member of 
the Kollel.

 

A To provide you with the proper halachic guidance, and set straight 

some assumptions, I think we should start at the beginning. In Parashas Behar 
(25:14), the Torah states, "עמיתך מיד  קנה  או  לעמיתך  ממכר  תמכרו   The Sifra ."וכי 
(ibid.) interprets this verse to mean, “If you want to sell or buy, do it with your 
fellow Jew.” In a teshuvah, the Rema (10) quotes this Sifra as obligating one to 
give preference in business to Jews. He implies that one should be willing to 
take a small loss to give that preference. This is deduced from the gemara in 
Bava Metzia (71a) which states that one should rather lend money to a fellow 
Jew interest-free than to a gentile who is willing to pay interest.

In his sefer Ahavas Chesed (Mitzvas Halva’ah, Ch. 5), the Chofetz Chaim 
brings down the Rema’s ruling, but he qualifies it by saying that one is not 
obligated to take a loss — rather, it is commendable to do so. He proves this 
point from the halachah of “bar matzra.” The Shulchan Aruch (C.M. 175:40-41) 
states that if one is selling a property, he must give priority to the neighbors 
who adjoin that parcel of land. However, if someone who is not a neighbor 
is offering a higher bid, one may sell the property to him. This is so even if 
that prospective buyer is a non-Jew, and even if he is only offering slightly 
more money. Hence, the Chofetz Chaim concludes that Rema’s psak is only a 
mitzvah but not a chiyuv.

Q I’m in the market to buy a new recliner, and I heard that 
there is an obligation to buy from a Jewish retailer over a non-
Jew. However, in my previous experience with the Jewish 
establishment, I found the store to be stuffy and in disarray, and 
the service not very courteous.  Am I still obligated to shop there, 
or may I go to the non-Jewish competitor’s large, airy store? 

Rabbi Dovid Greenberg
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This mitzvah of preference of a Jew over a non-Jew would also 
include a partiality for observant Jews over not-yet-observant ones, 
as well as a preference for relatives, as seen in hilchos tzedakah.

The definition of a small loss is wholly subjective to the 
individual; for some, a difference of a few dollars is significant, 
while for others, even a hundred-dollar disparity is just “a drop in 
the bucket.” In addition, a small loss is not just measured in dollars 
and cents — rather, any inconvenience suffered to patronize a Jew 
should be similarly judged. For example, if the Jewish business 
is more distant or less amenable or has a smaller selection than 
the store owned by gentiles, but the prices are comparable, you 
should calculate how much of a savings would induce you to buy 
from that store regardless of its negative points. If, let us say, for 
a savings of at least twenty dollars, you would make the effort to 
shop in that store, that means it is a loss of twenty dollars to shop 
there when there is no sale. If twenty dollars is considered a small 
loss to you, then you have a mitzvah to always shop there, despite 
the inconvenience.

 Let us now return to your query. You need to make the 
calculation above to determine if buying in the Jewish store would 
be considered a small loss for you or not. If it would be, then you 
would have a mitzvah, not an obligation, to patronize the Jewish 
establishment. If the loss would be significant, then there is not 
even a mitzvah to buy from there. Even in such a case, if you know 
that the Jewish proprietor is struggling financially, then it would be 
a mitzvah of tzedakah to give him your business. Hence, it would 
be permitted to deduct the extra expense from your maaser funds. 

Rabbi Greenberg, a rebbe in Yeshiva Ohr Baruch - Veitziner Cheder, is 
an alumnus of the Kollel.


