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PARASHAT BEHAALOSECHA: MIRIAM’S SIN

The Sixteenth Street Synagogue — May 30, 2007
Gavriel Bellino
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"And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses" - She started the conversation. On this account
the text mentions her first. How did Miriam know that Moses had separated himself from his
wife? R. Nathan answered: Miriam was with Zipporah when it was told to Moses, "Eldad and
Medad are prophesying in the camp" (11, 27). When Zipporah heard this, she exclaimed, Woe to
the wives of these if they have anything to do with prophecy, for they will separate from their
wives just as my husband has separated from me! It was from this that Miriam learnt about it,
and she told it to Aaron. Now if Miriam who had no intention of disparaging him was punished
thus severely, all the more so he who deliberately speaks disparagingly of his fellow!
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Said Miriam: The Divine word came to me, yet I separated not from my husband. Said Aaron:
The Divine word came to me, yet [ separated not from my wife, the Divine word came to our
forefathers: yet they separated not from their wives. But since he is so overweening (i.e. prides
himself on the prophetic heights he has attained and withdraws from society), he separated
himself from his wife.

Joseph Caspi
I am surprised at the ancients who are so much more perfect than me, to the soles of whose feet I

do not reach, how it ever occurred to them to explain a text in the Torah the very reverse of its
written meaning, by substituting a word or adding phrases opposite in meaning. ... As the Lord
liveth this mode of interpretation agreed upon by all our ancient authorities in religion and faith
is beyond me and I cannot accept it.

I therefore maintain that the text bears no other interpretation but that Moses took a Cushite or
Ethiopian woman. What happened was as follows. After Moses married Zipporah he took
another wife. An Ethiopian woman for reasons best known to himself and it is not our business
to pry into his motives. He must certainly have known what he was about. We are not told when
this event happened whether at the moment of its mention during their journey in the wilderness
or before. Other events too are not recorded in the Torah. Since the matter had not been
mentioned hitherto. and we should not be surprised at the statement "because of the Ethiopian
woman he had married-, the text adds the words "for he had taken (married) an Ethiopian
woman" as if to say: Know that it is true that he had married an Ethiopian woman
notwithstanding it had not hitherto been recorded in the Torah and it was regarding her that they
spoke ... Had Moses separated himself completely from woman, adopting a life of celibacy as the
ancients averred. Moses would not have been the most perfect man that had ever walked the



world. Our Sages have stated that "whoever is greater than his fellow. His impulses are greater
than his". His natural vitality and activities had not become weakened at eighty and even at a
hundred. Abraham who was inferior to him begat a son at a hundred. Accordingly we cannot
accept it that Moses became a celibate since he was no Franciscan, Augustine or Carmelite
monk.
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8 Take heed in the plague of leprosy, that thou observe diligently, and do according to all that the

priests the Levites shall teach you, as I commanded them, so ye shall observe to do. 9 Remember
what the LORD thy God did unto Miriam, by the way as ye came forth out of Egypt.
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NUMBERS - CHAPTER 12

1 And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman whom he
had married; for he had married a Cushite woman.

2 And they said: 'Hath the LORD indeed spoken only with Moses? hath He not spoken
also with us?' And the LORD heard it.—

3 Now the man Moses was very meek, above all the men that were upon the face of the
earth.—

4 And the LORD spoke suddenly unto Moses, and unto Aaron, and unto Miriam: 'Come
out ye three unto the tent of meeting.' And they three came out.

5 And the LORD came down in a pillar of cloud, and stood at the door of the Tent, and
called Aaron and Miriam; and they both came forth.

6 And He said: 'Hear now My words: if there be a prophet among you, I the LORD do
make Myself known unto him in a vision, I do speak with him in a dream.

7 My servant Moses is not so; he is trusted in all My house;

8 with him do I speak mouth to mouth, even manifestly, and not in dark speeches; and the
similitude of the LORD doth he behold; wherefore then were ye not afraid to speak
against My servant, against Moses?'

9 And the anger of the LORD was kindled against them; and He departed.

10 And when the cloud was removed from over the Tent, behold, Miriam was leprous, as
white as snow; and Aaron looked upon Miriam; and, behold, she was leprous.

11 And Aaron said unto Moses: 'Oh my lord, lay not, I pray thee, sin upon us, for that we
have done foolishly, and for that we have sinned.

12 Let her not, I pray, be as one dead, of whom the flesh is half consumed when he
cometh out of his mother's womb.'

13 And Moses cried unto the LORD, saying: 'Heal her now, O God, I beseech Thee.'

14 And the LORD said unto Moses: 'If her father had but spit in her face, should she not
hide in shame seven days? let her be shut up without the camp seven days, and after that
she shall be brought in again.'

15 And Miriam was shut up without the camp seven days; and the people journeyed not
till Miriam was brought in again.

16 And afterward the people journeyed from Hazeroth, and pitched in the wilderness of
Paran.



