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The beginning of Parshat Chukat discusses the laws of the Parah
Adumah, the red cow that needed to be slaughtered and burned,
in order to use their ashes to purify those that came into contact
with corpse tumah.

After discussing the laws of ritual impurity brought on by corpse
tumah, the Torah then jumps to the episode involving the death
of Miriam and the story of Moshe hitting the rock instead of
speaking to it.

The Passuk states, “And the Children of Israel, the entire
congregation, came to Midbar Tzin in the first month and they
dwelled in Kadesh whereupon Miriam died.”

Rashi points out that the phrase “the entire congregation”
implies that the congregation was whole, meaning that they had
already stopped dying from the sin of the spies. Two parshiyot
ago, Hashem told the people that they would wander in the
desert for 40 years until all of the people who sinned together
with the spies had passed away.

According to Rashi, the Torah has now jumped 38 years from the
episode of Korach’s rebellion, which took place in the second
year of the Exodus, and skipped to fortieth year from the Exodus.
Without Rashi, most of us would have certainly missed this jump
altogether! The book of Bamidbar is complete with stories about
the Jewish people’s wanderings in the desert and yet there is not
a single story worthy of mention over the 28 years that
transpired between the verses?!

In truth, this could be viewed as an amazing achievement,
namely, the Jewish people behaved according to the will of
Hashem to the degree that they were not guilty of any
wrongdoings during the entire 38 vyears, truly an amazing
achievement!

On the other hand, they also did not do anything extraordinary
over those 38 years that would be worthy of mention. So how
are we to view this phenomenon in the verses? Are we meant to
interpret it for the positive or for the negative?
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When it comes to the Jewish people as a whole, my feelings on
the matter are that “no news is good news”! That the Torah was
able to jump 38 years without mentioning a single fault of the
people, is meant to be taken in a very positive light. That they
did nothing extraordinary does not in any way detract from the
greatness of their accomplishment, namely they lived according
to the will of Hashem for those 38 years! This ideology applies
well when we are looking at the Jewish nation as a whole.

As individuals, however, | do not believe it is enough to live a life
of “no news is good news.” It is true that one who can look back
on his life and say with confidence that he did nothing wrong, is
truly praiseworthy and should be applauded. But is it enough? A
Jew should be able to look back at his life and count the positive
accomplishments he has achieved. We need to feel that our lives
mean something, stand for something and that after 120 years,
we have left behind some type of legacy.

Rabbbi Chananya ben Akasha said, “Hashem wanted to give His
people merits, so He gave them an abundance of Torah and
mitzvot.” What does this mean? If anything, the more mitzvot we
are commanded to keep, the more opportunities we have to
transgress, to fall short and to incur demerits! How does giving
us an abundance of mitzvot increase our chances?

The answer is that Hashem gave the Jewish people such a wide
menu of mitzvot, that there is ample room for each Jew to excel
at one of them. It is true that all Jews alike have to keep all of
the 613 commandments to the best of their ability, but each and
every one of us should also take a particular area of Judaism, a
specific mitzvah, and make it great!

The Jewish people in the desert lived life for 38 years, a long
period of time, without leaving us any positive lessons to
remember them by. We should take our cues from this void and
try to live our lives so that we leave something behind, a positive
lesson, a beautiful legacy, for the next generations to enjoy and
to take inspiration from.
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