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three leadership lessons:

the red heifer, the rock, and the copper snake

ABSTRACT

Usually the sun rises and the sun sets. This is normal. This is what we expect. Anything otherwise would be a miracle – or a horror movie.

But 3,286 years ago, on the 3rd day of the Hebrew month of Tammuz – which corresponds to this Tuesday – something very different happened in the pattern of the sun. On that day, the Jewish people were at the threshold of completing their conquest of the Promised Land, when the sun was about to set. Nighttime would force the Jews to retreat and would allow their almost-vanquished enemies to regroup.

But then, Joshua, Moses’ successor as the leader of the Jewish people, said to the sun: “Sun, stand still upon Gibeon, and moon in the valley of Aijalon.” And the sun stood still, did not set, until the Jewish people had achieved victory over their enemies. And this is how they conquered the Promised Land, the Holy Land of Israel.

Fast-forward 3,266 years to the year 1994, to the 3rd day of the month of Tammuz, Gimmel Tammuz. On that day another sun stood still, another sun did not set, another sun changed the routine of reality – perhaps so that we can enter the Promised Land. On that day the Rebbe, the Moses, the Joshua of our generation, ascended on high.
What do these events mean to us? What does the sun’s suspension teach us? What does it inspire in us? How does it compel us to act and what does it compel us to achieve?

Perhaps if we turn our lens to the original leader, Moses, and the three key segments of our Torah reading – the Red Heifer, the Rock, and the Copper Snake – we, too, can learn how to suspend the sun.

three leadership lessons:
the red heifer, the rock, and the copper snake
1. Head Games (Joke)

During a visit to the community psychiatric hospital, Dovid, a journalist, asks the director how the hospital decides whether or not a patient should be institutionalized.

“Well,” replies the director, “we fill up a bathtub with water. We then offer a teaspoon, a teacup and a bucket to the prospective patient, and we ask him or her to empty the water from the bathtub.”

“Oh, I see,” says Dovid. “If the person uses the bucket than they are deemed healthy but if they use the spoon or the teacup to empty the water, they are committed.”

“Actually,” says the director, “A mentally healthy person would just release the plug. So tell me Dovid, do you want a room with an East view or a West view?”

2. Human Nature
It is human nature to see the world through the eyes of the tools we have been given. Dovid thinks that the most efficient way to empty a tub of its water is by using the most appropriate tool in front of him. He doesn’t even think of another option. Like – duh – why not simply unplug the drain?

We see the world this way. We see what we expect to see and don’t really allow ourselves to see it differently. This is human nature.

Where we see death we don’t expect to see life; where we see hard matter we do not expect to see soft spirit; and where we see illness (even as we hope for a cure) we do not really expect to see a healthy outcome.

And yet, this week’s Torah reading teaches us the exact opposite: It teaches us how to overcome the impurity of death with the purity of life; it teaches us how to turn a comatose rock into living water; and it teaches us how to take a viper’s venom and make of it a life-saving elixir.

This is what we must do if we are to reach the Promised Land. And to take us there we need leaders – a Moses, a Joshua, a Gadol HaDor, a Rebbe – who inspire us to see the world in this whole new light and enter the Promised Land in our personal and communal lives.

3. Entering the Promised Land
What happened when the Children of Israel entered the Promised Land? 

A miracle – the sun stood still.

Usually the sun rises and the sun sets. This is normal. This is what we expect. Anything otherwise would be a miracle – or a horror movie.

But 3,286 years ago, on the 3rd day of the Hebrew month of Tammuz – which corresponds to this Tuesday – something very different happened in the pattern of the sun. On that day, the Jewish people were at the threshold of completing their conquest of the Promised Land, when the sun was about to set. Nighttime would force them to retreat and would allow their almost-vanquished enemies to regroup.

But then, Joshua, Moses’ successor as leader, said to the sun: “Sun, stand still upon Gibeon, and moon in the valley of Aijalon.”
 And the sun stood still, did not set, until the Jewish people had achieved victory over their enemies. And this is how they conquered the Promised Land, the Holy Land of Israel.

Fast-forward 3,266 years to the year 1994, to the 3rd day of the month of Tammuz, Gimmel Tammuz. On that day another sun stood still, another sun did not set, another sun changed the routine of reality – perhaps so that we can enter the Promised Land. On that day the Rebbe, the Moses, the Joshua of our generation, ascended on high.
What do these events mean to us? What does the sun’s suspension teach us? What does it inspire in us? How does it compel us to act, and what does it compel us to achieve?

Perhaps if we turn our lens to the original leader, Moses, and to a number of interesting events that occurred some years prior to Joshua’s suspending the sun, we can learn a great deal about leadership, about how to live our lives today, and about what we – you and I, all of us – have to do to ensure that we, too, enter the Promised Land.

4. Parshat Chukat
This Shabbat we read the portion of Chukat, which begins, This is the statute of the Torah which the Lord commanded.
 This implies that our portion contains the exact parameters of what the Torah is all about.

Three events occur in this week’s portion, from which we may learn about the essence of leadership and about the inner meaning of a leader’s selfless commitment to the purpose of existence.

Simply put, a leader’s goal is to lead the people into the Promised Land. We live in a wilderness, and we have it within us to transform the wilderness into a Holy Land. The leader reminds us of this fact and is a template for us to emulate. Because, yes, often times we look at the bathtub and all we see is the bucket, spoon and teacup. The leader reminds us and educates us and sometimes begs us to look at a little closer and see that there is much more direct way to achieve our goal – there is a Promised Land.

We look at the world and see rocks, pain and suffering, darkness and death. A leader, a Moses, a Joshua, a Gadol HaDor, a Rebbe, teaches us to see spirit where before we though there was only matter, to extract the water form within the rock, to overcome the dark death and painful suffering by transforming the very impurity of it into pure healing and light.

And these three events in our portion tell us how: 1) The Red Heifer, 2) Drawing Water from a Rock; 3) The Copper Snake.
Let’s examine them one by one:
5. The Red Heifer

If a person comes in contact with a dead body, he or she becomes ritually impure. Life is purity; the opposite of life is the opposite of purity. How to return to a state of purity? God provides a purifying agent called the Para Aduma, the Red Heifer. Its ashes were prepared in a certain way and, the verse says that the kohen, the priest, would purify the impure with this preparation.

And what would happen? 
The clean person shall sprinkle upon the unclean person... and he shall be clean at evening... [But] he that sprinkles the water of sprinkling... shall be unclean. 

About this, the Midrash Tanchuma states: “All who are involved in the preparation of the Heifer from beginning to the end become impure, while the Heifer itself purifies the impure! [About this] God says: ‘I have made a chok, decreed a decree, and you may not transgress My decrees.’”
Very odd and illogical – that the Red Heifer should purify the sullied and simultaneously sully the pure.

Understanding the inner meaning of this episode provides us with our first lesson in true leadership. And we shall get to that lesson shortly.
6. Water from the Rock

The second episode is the famed Water from the Rock episode. The Israelites  complained that they were thirsty and this is what happened:

The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: “…speak to the rock in their presence so that it will give forth its water. You shall bring forth water for them from the rock and give the congregation and their livestock to drink.” And Moses took the staff from before the Lord as He had commanded him. Moses and Aaron assembled the congregation in front of the rock, and he said to them, “Now listen, you rebels, can we draw water for you from this rock?” Moses raised his hand and struck the rock with his staff twice, when an abundance of water gushed forth, and the congregation and their livestock drank. The Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Since you did not have faith in Me to sanctify Me in the eyes of the Children of Israel, therefore you shall not bring this assembly to the Land which I have given them. These are the waters of dispute [Mei Meribah] where the children of Israel contended with the Lord, and He was sanctified through them. 

The people were thirsty. God told Moses that the inanimate rock really contained in it dynamic water, and He instructed him to talk to the rock and educate it to reveal its potential. But, instead of talking to the rock, Moses struck the rock and, as a consequence, he was not allowed into the Promised Land.

This is one of the most perplexing episodes in the Torah. And understanding its selfless nuances provides us our second lesson in leadership. We shall get to it shortly.
7. The Copper Snake

The third episode is that of the Copper Snake. Venomous snakes invaded the encampment of the Jews after one of their myriad complaints against God. Many died. Then the people repented and Moses beseeched the Lord to heal them. 
And the Lord said to Moses, “Make yourself a serpent and put it on a pole, and let whoever is bitten look at it and live.” Moses made a copper snake and put it on a pole, and whenever a snake bit a man, he would gaze upon the copper snake and live.

Today, the universal medical symbol is a snake spiraling around a pole. It comes from this episode. But this too is strange: Why a snake? And why a copper snake? 

The inner meaning of this episode will provide us with our third lesson in true leadership. So let’s begin.

8. Lesson One

Lesson One:

The Red Heifer represents the ability to purify the impure – those who have come in contact with death, with a dead body, and became impure as a result. In order to purify them, the ashes of the Red Heifer are required. And those that purify the impure become themselves impure.

It isn’t logical. It just is.

It is defies conventional wisdom for a completely pure person to deal with the impurities of the world. Why leave your sacred space and defile yourself by engaging with the profane? God is life and you should stick with life. But true leadership is bringing life, bringing the Divine, even to those who are disconnected from life and are in contact with the skeletons of death. This is the statute of the Torah.

A leader, when he sees someone impure and in a dark place, he doesn’t worry about going into that darkness to pull him out – even if places himself at risk in the process, with the threat of he, himself, becoming impure. This is because a leader is connected above, so he doesn’t fall below. Leadership is all about purifying the world, so a leader’s own considerations are a distant second to that. 
Such a leader is a Moses, a Rebbe. Believe me, the Rebbe could have easily sat and studied all day; he could have prayed, talked to God, basked in Godliness all his life. So why did he do what he did? Why did the Rebbe spend countless hours meeting people personally, answering tens of thousands of letters on every subject imaginable, not just purely spiritual? Why would someone so spiritual lower himself to people who are far beneath his holy status, and not be concerned for his own spiritual integrity and safety? Why?
If it was just about the leader, the leader would never stoop to the level of someone impure. But it is not just about the leader – because a true leader is about the people. To him, nothing is too inconsequential in his task of bringing life and light to the place of death and darkness.
And this is the lesson for us: We have to do everything in our ability to bring purity to the world, to selflessly reach out to those who may seem disconnected from life and demonstrate how they too can return to the realm of the living.

9. Lesson Two
Lesson Two:

The Jewish people were thirsty for water, which is symbolic of knowledge. They desired meaning, the water of life. God commanded Moses to educate the people that there is life-giving water even within a lifeless rock. Moses instead hit the rock.

A leader’s singular mission is to ensure that the people go into the Promised Land. This means discovering their potential. And a true leader will do anything to achieve this mission – even striking the rock instead of speaking to it.

Imagine a parent or teacher. They could reveal their students or children’s potential in two ways – either by telling or by showing. 
God wanted Moses to speak, because God wanted the people to discover this for themselves. Moses, a true leader, wanted to make it easier for his students, his children. So Moses desired to demonstrate to them how it’s done.

To clarify further: 

There are two ways to turn matter (rock) into spirit (water). The first is by educating the rock that it contains within it a vast reservoir of divine wellsprings. This is in many ways more difficult and time consuming than actually turning the rock into water with your own actions. Because as opposed to actually revealing the potential of the rock, the teacher has to educate and inspire the rock itself to reveal its own potential. It is a high risk, high reward endeavor. This is what God wanted Moses to do – talk to the rock and tell the rock to become water.

Moses, a faithful shepherd whose innocent sheep were struggling with turning matter into spirit, and were crying out of thirst, believed that striking the rock would reveal the water much faster than talking to the rock. It’s the difference between handing your child a million dollars versus handing your child the tools to make a million dollars. Speech is conveying the means of finding water; action is actually conveying water.

The problem with what Moses did is that he forgot about the future. What will happen when he is not there – how will the people know how to find water if they never learned the tools? That’s why they had to go into the land themselves – to learn how to find water in a dry world, not just be gifted it. 
And Moses, as much as he wanted to go with them, was held back. This was God’s “punishment” for his mistake. But what was his mistake really? That he cared too much about the people. This is why he did not heed God, only to make it easier for the people to reveal their potential.

The lesson for us is clear: We have to listen to God, yes, but we must do everything in our power to reveal the potential water of life in everything, be it through our words or through our actions.

10. Lesson Three

Lesson Three: the Copper Snake

God did not command Moses to make a snake of copper. God merely instructed Moses to put a snake on a pillar. So why did Moses choose copper?
The Hebrew word for snake, nachash, shares its root with the word for copper, nechoshet. The true sign of a true leader is the ability to take the illness itself – nachash – and turn it into a cure – nechoshet.

The leader will take the very darkness itself and turn it into light; the leader will take the very illness itself and make of it a cure; the leader will take the serpent and turn it into copper.

This is what we have to do. This week we must take it upon ourselves to lead. 
If we act like leaders, sacrificing our own “purities” to help purify the world, doing all we can to ensure that we turn rock into water, matter into spirit, even if it means “trading in” our own personal Promised Land, and building a cure out of the illness itself – then we will ensure that the sun will truly never set and we will see with our physical eyes its eternal radiance.

11. Conclusion: Sun Shine vs. Sun Silence

Three aspiring astronauts from Chelm – a town not exactly known for its brilliance – were trying out for a new NASA expedition. First, they called in Yankel, to examine his thoughts on the subject.

“If you could go to any planet, what planet would you want to go to and why?”

After pondering the question, Yankel answered, “I would like to go to Mars because it seems so interesting with all the recent news about possible extra terrestrial life on the planet.”

“Interesting,” they said and told Yankel they would get back to him.

Next, they called in Chaim and they asked him the same question. Chaim replied, “I would like to go to Saturn to see all of its rings.”

“Okay, we will keep you posted.”

Finally, they called Yossi into the room and ask him the same question they posed to the others. Yossi thought for a while and replied, “I would like to go to the sun.”

The people from NASA were incredulous: “Huh? Don’t you know that if you went to the sun you would be instantly incinerated?”

Yossi smirked and put his hands on his hips. “Are you guys dumb? I would  go at night!”

Joshua holding up the sun can be understood in two different ways. Shemesh b’Givon dom – “Sun, upon Gibeon, stand still.” Or “Sun, upon Gibeon, stay silent.”
The word dom literally means “silence.” And thus Joshua commands the sun to silence its innate song, for by its innate song does it orbit. This is one way of looking at Joshua holding up the sun.

But another way of looking at Joshua holding up the sun – and this indeed is the whole purpose and outcome of this miracle – is so that the sun can shine even longer and be supernaturally brighter.

Perhaps we can say the same with regard to Gimmel Tammuz and the nature of a Rebbe.
We can either see the sun as standing still, as we no longer physically hear the sun’s song – the sun seems to be silent. Or we can see the sun as not setting, as not allowing for nighttime to settle upon his people until they conquer the Promised Land.

These two ways of looking at the sun’s suspension are dependent completely on our actions.

If we reach out to every single one of our brothers and sisters, no matter what purity or impurity status the world says they have, no matter how much pain and death they have known, and we show them life and light, then the sun is not silent but shines brighter than ever, never setting into night but rising above us in perpetual day.

If we do anything and everything in our power to extract the deepest potential from the rock, to extract the living water from the inanimate matter in our hands – be it through speech or deeds – then the sun is not silent but shines brighter than ever, never setting into night but rising above us in perpetual day.

And if we take the serpents of existence, the snakes and venom, and demonstrate how they themselves are healing elements and cures for our ailments, then the sun is not silent but shines brighter than ever, never setting into night but rising above us in perpetual day.

Zot chukat haTorah – This is the statute of the Torah: The sun will not set on our watch, not until we and every single Jew on planet earth enters into the Promised Land.

It is up to shine. And shine we shall.

Shabbat Shalom!
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