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Did Moshe Sin?
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Moshe Rabbeinu dedicated his life to the children of Israel.  He led them out of slavery, he led them through the desert, he faced down rebellions and false accusations, and all he asked for was one thing from Hashem:  He wanted to lead the people into the land.
Vaetchanan el Hashem—he beseeched God, again and again, to allow him to lead the people and fulfill his dream.  But God says, “no.”  God does not allow Moshe to fulfill his life in this respect.

It seems unfair and almost cruel.  Why does Hashem deny Moshe the fulfillment of his dream of settling the land?

One of the great questions of the Torah is why does Hashem not allow Moshe to lead the Jewish people into the land of Israel. 
In Parshat Chukat we read that Hashem tells Moshe, “Yaan lo he-emantem bi lehakdisheni le-einei benei Yisrael lakhen lo taviu et hakahal hazeh el haaretz asher natati lahem, because you did not believe in me to sanctify me in the eyes of the children of Israel therefore you will not bring this congregation into the land which I shall give to them.”

This verse directly follows an incident where Hashem told Moshe to speak to a rock in order to get water.  

Most commentators understand that the two paragraphs are related and that Moshe’s sin occurred in this previous incident.

Here is the setting:  
At the end of the 40 years in the desert, Miriam dies and the well which had nourished the people for the previous 40 years dries up.  

The people being affected by this drought were an entirely new generation.  Rashi says, “kevar metu metei hamidbar.”  The generation that had sinned in the desert had entirely died out.

This new generation now came to Moshe and complained about the lack of water.  They said to Moshe, “Why did you bring us up to die in the desert?   Moshe then falls on his face, presumably in prayer.
Hashem comes to the rescue and tells Moshe what to do.  Hashem says, “Hakhel et haedah, atah veaharon achicha vedibartem el haselah le-eineihem, gather the people, you and your brother, Aaron and speak to the rock and water the congregation and their people.”
But instead Moshe takes his staff and says to the people, “shimu na hamorim, listen now you rebels.”  He then hits the rock twice and water comes flowing out.

What was Moshe’s great sin which was so worthy of this harsh punishment of not entering the land?

Rashi argues that the sin was that Moshe hit the rock instead of speaking to the rock.  If he had only spoken to the rock it would have been a greater sanctification of God’s name.

Of course, we wonder about Rashi’s answer.  Since, why is drawing water from a rock by hitting it is any less a miracle than drawing water by speaking to it?
Rabbeinu Channanel says that the sin was that Moshe said, “Should we draw water from the rock, hamin haselah hazeh notzi lachem mayim?”  This implies that Moshe caused the miracle to happen when really it was Hakadosh Baruch Hu who brought about the miracle.

Maimonides writes in his Guide to the Perplexed that the sin was that he lost his temper when he said, “Listen now you rebels.”  According to Maimonides the sin of losing a temper is so great and worthy of this punishment.  And it was in Maimonides’ words a great hilllul Hashem, desecration of God.

There are many more approaches but I would like to suggest another path of understanding.
Why is it that Moshe did not listen to Hashem?  Hashem told him to speak to the rock?  Why would he hit it?  Moshe never directly disobeys God, so why is he not listening here?

A very similar incident to this one had happened forty years earlier when the Children of Israel first left Egypt.  This first incident happened in Midbar Sin and the second incident happened in Midbar Tzin.  So the Torah definitely wants us to compare the two stories.

After crossing the sea they too complained about water.  But notice the difference in the two accounts.  Here is what happened the first time (Exodus 17: 5-7):
After the people complained to Moshe he cries out to Hashem.  Hashem  says, “Pass before the people and take with you the elders of  Israel.  Vehikitah batzur, and you should hit the rock, and then water will flow out.”  And Moshe did exactly that and as a result they called the place Masah Merivah to remind themselves of the place where they tested Hashem.

The first time Moshe was told to hit the rock.  The second time Moshe was told to speak to the rock.  The problem was that when Moshe was told to speak to the rock he thought he could hit the rock and it would be just as effective.  He thought the two situations were the same.  

But they weren’t.  They might have looked the same and felt the same to Moshe, but it was forty years later and a new generation.  A new approach and technique was needed.  But he was sticking with the old approach and didn’t hear that God was telling him to do something new.

If you look closely at the second incident you will notice that God wasn’t only telling Moshe to speak to the rock.  The word is vedibartem, “speak,” but in the plural!  Moshe was not to do it on his own.  He was supposed to speak with others; perhaps with Aaron, or perhaps as a community with the people.

The first incident ends with a teaching moment.  The people named the place Masah Merivah; the place where we tested God; the place where we learned our lesson not to test God.  Notice that the second time, the place where the incident happens is not named.  The teaching moment is lost.
At that point Hashem decrees that Moshe should not enter the land.  He was unwilling to adapt as a leader.  He was trying to impose his techniques from forty years ago on this new generation.  Because he could not adapt at this point in his life, it was time for new ideas and a fresh approach.

We should not look at Moshe’s dismissal as a punishment so much as a necessary adaptation to the needs of a new generation and a new environment.  At the beginning of Moshe’s career he led a revolution and now it was time for him to step aside.

The great leaders and the great communities are the ones which recognize when it is necessary to evolve and adapt.  They are the ones that are constantly retooling themselves and are creative enough to try new ideas and new approaches.
Recently in reading a biography of Rabbi Soloveitchik I better understand why he was such a successful leader.  He had this attribute of creativity and willingness to adapt and this is one of the qualities that made him such a great leader.  
Rabbi Soloveitchik was born in Pruzhana, Poland and spent the formative years of his youth growing up in Khaslavichy, Belarus.  These are hardly metropolises and they are very distant from American culture.  Yet, this rabbi understood, in a way similar to the Lubavitcher Rebbe and very few others, that the United States was not Poland or Russia.  In order for the Jewish community to thrive, new methods were needed.
He was able to recognize this and adapt to it and that is what made him special.  Just as an example, in 1937, he founded the Maimonides School in Boston.  It began with six students and it often met in his home.  When he started it, most of the people of Boston opposed it because they felt it was a return to the ghetto.   But soon the idea of Jewish Day Schools became a commonplace and the norm.   As a great Rosh Yeshiva he would make the time to visit the nursery and speak in the classrooms on Friday mornings.  He understood that this school was necessary to the future of the Jewish people in America.
Years later he wrote:

When a new idea is thrust upon the world, it generally passes through three stages.  First, it is scorned, then it is fought, and finally it is accepted as self-evident.  The scorn has long since been overcome.  The struggle for survival has been gloriously won, and the concept of the Hebrew Day School as a vital force on the American Jewish scene has become dramatically self-evident.  (Cited in Rakefet-Rothkoff, The Rav, Volume One, 28.)

As another example, he ordained over two thousand rabbis (an overwhelming number) and sent them around America recognizing that American society needed a new type of rabbi.  It needed a more modern rabbi who could relate to the “customs of America.”

The willingness to always create new ideas and not transplant old ideas into a forced situation is what it is necessary to make a great community.  

That entrepreneurial spirit is what made America great.  American society loves entrepreneurs and encourages such activity.  This creativity is the key to success.
As a community this should be our motto:  We are Orthodox and we strictly keep Halakha and follow tradition.  And yet at the same time we need to encourage as many ideas as possible.  We need to be willing to change and willing to adapt.  And we need to recognize when the age of hitting the rock has passed and now it is the time to speak.
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