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Next week our shul will host an undefeated boxer by the name of Dmitri Salita.  Dmitri is currently 30-0 and his next bout will be for the championship.   When he visits, he will discuss how he emigrated from Odessa as a young boy and took up boxing.  Later, he became a very committed, devout Jew.  Dmitri’s punch is as fierce as his devotion to Orthodox Judaism is serious.  He will share with us his unique and inspiring story.

Since I announced that Dmitri was coming people must have thought I was a big boxing fan.  That isn’t true, although I am a big admirer of Dmitri.  
I am appreciative of the anonymous person who left on my desk one day a recent biography of Barney Ross by Douglass Century.
Although some parts of Barney Ross’ life should not be emulated or admired—e.g. he lost all of his money to gambling, I found his story as a whole extremely inspiring. 

When Jews first arrived in this country many of our ancestors became successful boxers.  Names like Benny Leonard, Kingfish Levinsky, Abe Attel, Ruby Goldstein, Lew Tendler, and Barney Ross were household names throughout the country.  Several people in our own congregation have told me that their fathers or grandfathers were serious boxers.
Barney Ross grew up in the toughest neighborhood of Chicago.  He used to get into multiple fights every single day of his life walking to and from school.  His father, an immigrant, was a devout, Orthodox Jew and a teacher of Talmud who barley made a living running a small grocery.  When Barney was 14 his father was murdered by two people attempting to rob his shop. Soon after, Barney’s mother fell to pieces and Barney’s younger siblings entered into an orphanage.  Barney vowed to make enough money to get them out of the orphanage.   
Barney worked on the street (possibly for Al Capone) and did odd jobs here and there until one day he entered a boxing gym.  He wanted to fight.  But he was told that he had zero talent.  To make a long story short, he put his whole heart into it and ended up being a hall of fame boxer who held the title in two weight divisions simultaneously.

Barney was on top of the world.  He fought in packed stadiums in front of celebrities and politicians.  His fights were carried on the front pages of newspapers and he was even given a ticker tape parade in Chicago.  Although at times in his life he drifted a little from his faith he always wore his tzitzit under his shirt.  And he was always proud and very public about his Judaism.
At the age of 33, after Barney retired from boxing, the Japanese attacked the US at Pearl Harbor.  Barney immediately enlisted in the Marines and requested to serve on the front lines.  There he earned a Silver Medal for bravery for a fight in which he single handedly killed 22 Japanese who surrounded him and his wounded friends one night in the forest.  

Barney returned to the US as a wounded war hero and he would travel the country and inspire people at large rallies with Eleanor Roosevelt.  But as he grew even more and more famous he also became completely addicted to morphine.  He voluntarily checked into a detox program and from that point on he devoted his life to going around the country and educating children about the dangers of drugs.   He would speak anywhere for free on the topic.  He was a missionary to the cause.

Barney entered one more fight in his life.  When Israel was founded, Barney fought passionately for the new state and did whatever he could to help.  He was probably involved in running guns from the docks of New York to the new State of Israel.
In all the fights that he fought Barney Ross was literally never knocked out. He fought against long odds and gave everything he had to the cause.
After I read this biography, I thought to myself that was one tough Jew. He was strong in a way that most of our generation is not.  He had a toughness that one can only acquire by literally being beaten every day of your life.  It is no accident that for a Jew to be a boxer in Barney’s era was normal, but in our area is eyebrow raising.  Barney’s generation fought for every inch that they got.  They were the first generation of immigrants, while our generation was given everything that our parents and grandparents worked so hard to give us.  Let’s face it: Barney’s generation was tougher than ours.
Sometimes you see an interaction between two different generations and you see that there is a great difficulty relating to and understanding each other.  The older generation looks with disdain upon the softness and sense of entitlement of the younger generation, and the younger generation simply has no comprehension of what the older generation went through.

This is the story of this week’s parshah.  After Miriam dies the Children of Israel come to Moshe and complain that there is no water.  You might be excused for thinking that there is nothing new about this complaint.  After all, the Jews have been complaining throughout the desert.  And in fact they have already complained about a lack of water, right after they crossed the sea.  But there is one major difference this time.  This parshah takes places 38 years after the previous story, the revolt of Korach.  For the previous 38 years, there had been no complaints at all.  But now the complaints were resuming again.

Rashi teaches that this generation which was complaining about the lack of water was an entirely new generation—a younger generation.  They were not the generation that had lived in Egypt.  Those people had all died out in the wilderness, kevar meitu bamidbar.

When Moshe heard their complaints he was disgusted.  Standing before him was a group of ingrates.  They were never enslaved to Pharaoh; they didn’t lead a daring revolution out of Egypt; they didn’t fight the Amalekites.  They never fought for anything!  They had their manna and water handed to them every morning and now they had the audacity to bring a complaint to Moshe!

Ibn Ezra argues that Moshe was so upset about this complaint—even more so than all the complaints he had received from the earlier generation—that he lost his ability to concentrate properly on the command of Hashem—ibed kavvanato.  Because he lost his concentration he had trouble getting water from the rock.
God had instructed Moshe to speak to the rock –vedibartem el haselah--and draw out water.  But Moshe lost his concentration and hit the rock twice.  

If God said to speak to the rock, why would Moshe hit the rock?  
Two reasons: First, he remembered that 40 years earlier when the people asked for water, he hit the rock and water came out.  And secondly, he lost his focus.  Rambam says he grew angry and frustrated and so he hit the rock twice in his anger.
Moshe wanted to hit the rock because that is what he knew how to do.  That is the way he taught the generation that came out of Egypt.  That is the way he communicated effectively with them; through physical acts of strength; through fire and brimstone.
But Hashem didn’t want him to hit the rock.  Hashem wanted Moshe to speak to the rock.

The two generations were not the same.  The generation that left Egypt, the older generation, was tough, and the new generation, forty years later, was still soft.  The new generation needed a softer educational approach, talking, as opposed to hitting.  Moshe tried to bring his old, forceful, approach to the soft generation and in doing so he failed miserably.  Because Moshe hit the rock he did not enter the land of Israel.  How could he?  He could not educate the new generation.

How do we ourselves avoid this mistake of Moshe in our own lives? 
It is fashionable for every generation that accomplishes something to look down on the younger generation and scoff.  But, of course, that is not helpful.  

The older generation needs to recognize that the younger generation will have its own challenges that in retrospect will seem unfathomable and insurmountable.  

It is significant that this sin of Moshe and Aaron happened immediately after the death of Miriam.  
Right after Miriam died we are told that there was no water and the Jewish people complained to Moshe.  The rabbis say that the reason why there was no water after Miriam died is because the well of water existed in her merit. 

But perhaps something else is going on here as well.  

Miriam understood how to communicate.  She understood that sometimes it was necessary to communicate in a different way than Moshe.  She knew how to convince Pharaoh’s daughter to let her bring in a Hebrew nurse for baby Moshe.  She knew how to convince the women to follow her and sing with her in the splitting of the sea, as it states vatetzenah kol hanashim achareah, all the women followed after Miriam.  If Moshe operated with spice, she operated with sugar.
I believe that forty years earlier, it was Miriam knew how to convince the people that the bitter waters around them were really sweet.  Sometimes the difference between bitter waters and sweet waters is just a matter of perspective and communication.  The rabbis hint at this when they say that the well existed in Miriam’s waters.  And the Torah itself hints at this since the Torah calls the bitter waters, marim, which is spelled the exact same way as Miriam.
Through her communication skills and intuition, Miriam knew that the younger generation needed a message of sweetness.  They weren’t the hardened revolutionaries that their parents were.  She never would have let Moshe hit the rock; let alone hit it twice!  (Indeed, before Moshe hits the rock he cries out: “shimu na hamorim, listen now you rebels.”  The word morim is spelled exactly like Miriam’ so Moshe could also be seen as summoning Miriam’s name at that moment!)
She knew that the younger generation would be the ones to enter the land of the Canaan.  They would indeed eventually surpass the feats of the older generation.  And isn’t that the goal, after all.  As the Talmud states, “Hakol adam mitkaneh, chutz mibno u-talmido, everyone is jealous of everyone else except for their child and their student.”
Today is July 4th.  Many people are nostalgic this time of year as we remember the founding fathers of America and the heroic battles of the Revolutionary War and Civil War.  And when you look back at what the founding fathers were able to accomplish, it is truly extraordinary.  When you look back at what our American Jewish ancestors did when they came to this country penniless, it is also extraordinary.
But the message of Moshe’s sin is also a cautionary reminder.  No matter how great the older generations were, no matter how much they accomplished, we all must remember that the new generation will need to be educated differently, with newer methods, more patience, and with a unique style; perhaps with sweetness, instead of spice.  And if we remember that, then, God willing, our children will one day surpass us as well.
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