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No Water to Drink: Fighting Follows Miriam’s Death
Rabbi Drew Kaplan

When Miriam died, the well
disappeared, as it is stated: “And
Miriam died there” (Num. 20:1), and
it says thereafter in the next verse:
“And there was no water for the
congregation” (Num. 20:2). But the
well returned in the merit of both
Moses and Aaron.

יָם — רְ ה מִ תָ מֵ
ר, אֵ בְּ ק הַ לֵּ תַּ  סְ נִ
ת מׇ תָּ ר: ״וַ מַ נֶּאֱ שֶׁ

יב תִ וּכְ יָם״,  רְ ם מִ שָׁ
יָה לֹא הָ : ״וְ יהּ רֵ תְ בָּ

ה״, דָ עֵ יִם לָ מַ
זְכוּת ה בִּ זְרָ וְחָ

ן נֵיהֶ שְׁ

For readers of this publication, this final word likely stands out to us -
“drink”. Indeed, while verse 2 mentions there was no water for the
community, part of their complaint in verse 5 is that there is no water to
drink. Of course, water can be used for bathing or other such uses, but
not even having water to drink is a critical matter.

Miriam and Water
Another aspect of the above is the difficulty in ignoring the
juxtaposition of Miriam’s passing and the absence of water. In fact, this 

Miriam Passes & Water is Lacking
Early on in our Torah portion, we read of the passing of Miriam, followed
by the observation of the absence of water, immediately followed by
fighting (Num. 20:1-5):

It certainly seems as if this well disappeared when she passed, although
what does it mean that the well returned in Moses’ and Aaron’s merit?
Rabbi Shlomo Yitzḥaki (1040-1105) (popularly known as Rashi) explains
that (רש"י על תענית ט׳ א:ט׳, ד"ה חזרה בזכות שניהן):

That such was written: And the two
of you “will speak to the rock…and it
will give its waters” (Num. 20:8).

שכן כתיב ודברתם
שניכם אל הסלע

ונתן מימיו

Oneg Shabbas explores drinking in the weekly Torah portion, along with timely essays on drinking in Jewish life

(1) The Israelites arrived in a
body at the wilderness of Zin
on the first new moon and the
people stayed at Kadesh.
Miriam died there and was
buried there. (2) The
community was without water,
and they joined against Moses
and Aaron. (3) The people
quarreled with Moses, saying,
“If only we had perished when
our brothers perished at the
instance of The LORD! (4) Why
have you brought The LORD’s
congregation into this
wilderness for us and our
beasts to die there? (5) Why did
you make us leave Egypt to
bring us to this wretched place,
a place with no grain or figs or
vines or pomegranates? There
is not even water to drink!”

ל אֵ֠ רָ יִ֠שְׂ נֵֽי־  וּ בְ בֹ֣א יָּ )א( וַ
ן֙  ר־צִ בַּ דְ דָ֤ה מִ  הָ֨עֵ ל־ כׇּ
ב שֶׁ יֵּ֥  ן וַ וֹ שׁ֔ א הָֽרִ שׁ  חֹ֣דֶ  בַּ
ת תָּ֤מׇ  דֵ֑שׁ וַ  קָ עָ֖ם בְּ  הָ

שָֽׁם׃  בֵ֖ר   קָּ יָ֔ם וַתִּ רְ ם֙ מִ  שָׁ
מַ֖יִם הָ֥יָה  לֹא־ )ב( וְ

וּ  ל֔ קָּ֣הֲ יִּ דָ֑ה וַ  עֵ לָ
ן׃ רֹֽ הֲ עַֽל־אַ שֶׁ֖ה וְ  ל־מֹ עַ

עָ֖ם  ב הָ יָּ֥רֶ  )ג( וַ
וּ ר֣ יֹּאמְ שֶׁ֑ה וַ  ם־מֹ עִ

וַ֥ע  גְ וּ בִּ נ וַ֛עְ  וּ גָ  ל֥ ר וְ אמֹ֔ לֵ
נֵ֥י ה' ׃ )ד(  פְ וּ לִ חֵ֖ינ  אַ

ם֙  אתֶ בֵ מָ֤ה הֲ  וְלָ
הַ֣ל ה'  ת־קְ אֶ

מ֣וּת זֶּ֑ה לָ   בָּ֖ר הַ  דְ מִּ ל־הַ אֶ
וּ׃ נ רֵֽ י עִ וּבְ וּ  נ נַ֖חְ  ם אֲ שָׁ֔
וּ֙ תֻ֙נ י לִ הֶֽעֱ מָ֤ה   )ה( וְלָ

וּ נ בִ֣יא אֹתָ֔  הָ יִם לְ רַ֔  צְ מִּ מִ
זֶּ֑ה   ע הַ רָ֖  ק֥וֹם הָ  מָּ  ל־הַ אֶ

ע זֶ֗רַ ק֣וֹם   לֹ֣א ׀ מְ
וֹן מּ֔ ן֙ וְרִ  גֶ֙פֶ  נָ֤ה וְ  אֵ וּתְ
תּֽוֹת  שְׁ  אַ֖יִן לִ מַ֥יִם  וּ

Commenting on Rabbi Yossi, son of Rabbi Yehudah’s connection of
these three siblings to these special occurrences for our ancestors, an
anonymous sage of the Talmud then states (Ta’anit 9a):

Rabbi Yossi, son of Rabbi
Yehudah, says: "Three good
sustainers rose up for the
Jewish people; they are:
Moses, Aaron and Miriam. 
And three good gifts were
given through their agency,
and these are they: the well,
the cloud, and manna. 
     The well in the merit of
Miriam; 
    the pillar of cloud in the
merit of Aaron; 
    manna in the merit of Moses.

ה י יְהוּדָ בִּ רַ י בְּ י יוֹסֵ בִּ רַ
ה שָׁ לֹ  שְׁ ר:  אוֹמֵ

דוּ מְ ים עָ ים טוֹבִ נָסִ רְ פַּ
ל,  אֵ רָ יִשְׂ לְ

ה שֶׁ ן: מֹ וּ הֵ  לּ     אֵ
יָם.  רְ וּמִ רֹן  הֲ וְאַ

נוֹת טוֹבוֹת תָּ  לֹשׁ מַ  שָׁ וְ
וּ  לּ ם, וְאֵ ל יָדָ וּ עַ נ יתְּ נִ
ן.  וּמָ ן,  נָ ר, וְעָ אֵ ן: בְּ הֵ
זְכוּת ר — בִּ אֵ     בְּ

יָם,  רְ מִ
ן — נָ וּד עָ מּ     עַ
רֹן,  הֲ זְכוּת אַ בִּ

ה.  שֶׁ זְכוּת מֹ ן — בִּ     מָ

While it does not ostensibly seem as if it was necessarily their merit that
the waters returned, yet, in this telling, it would seem to have been on
account of their merit that they were commanded to speak to the rock,
almost as if it would be restarting the relationship between the leaders
and the rock [in order to provide water]. 

this connection is articulated by a turn-of-the-third century sage
(Ta’anit 9a):

Miriam’s Well
For more on the topic
of Miriam’s Well, you

can check out the
"Miriam's Well" episode
of The Jewish Drinking

Show, featuring
Maharat Ruth Balinsky-

Friedman. The episode is available on YouTube and
wherever you prefer listening to podcasts, as well as at

JewishDrinking.com/MiriamsWell



If you are, or know of someone, who struggles with alcohol abuse, alcoholism, or other substance abuse, there are
resources out there to help: JewishDrinking.com/AlcoholAbuse
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L’chaim🍷

For immediately after Miriam died,
they no longer had water. You might
ask: Why was the well not in Aharon’s
or Moshe’s merit? The answer is that
it was in the merit of Miriam waiting
for Moshe by the water, to see what
would happen to him when he was
placed there in the box [as a baby]
(Ex. 2:4). In return, this merit of the
well, i.e., the water that The Holy One
Blessed Be He provided for the
congregation was on her behalf.

שהרי מיד כשמתה
מרים לא הי' להם עוד
מים. ואם תאמר למה
לא היה הבאר בזכות
אהרן או משה, וי"ל

בזכות שהמתינה למשה
על המים לראות מה
יעשה לו כשהושלך

בתיבה, לכן נעשה לה
זכות זה של באר דהיינו
מים שנתן הקב"ה מים

לעדה בשבילה

Moses’ Death Through the Waters of Contention
As an aside, it is worth sharing an early third-century sage’s clever
perspective on this verse (Sanhedrin 101b):

Continued Contentious Challenges Concerning Water
If the Waters of Contention incident all that there was concerning
quarrelling over water in this Torah portion, that would have been
enough, yet there’s more, as we read of Moshe sending to the king of
Edom to allow passage, yet not drinking from the wells (Num. 20:14-17).
After being rebuffed (Num. 20:18), Moshe offers remuneration for any
drinking by the cattle (Num. 20:19), yet it is denied in force (Num. 20:20-
21).

Following this failure of passage, they then sent messengers to the king
of the Emorites, seeking passage, also offering to not drink from the
wells (Num. 21:21-22), yet they not only denied their request, they came
out not only in force, but sought belligerance against our ancestors,
resulting in a loss (Num. 21:23-25). While we don’t read of the numbers
of those who fell in battle, clearly there were significant losses…over
passage and water to drink. Granted, the Emorites were not only unkind
in not permitting passage, they also foolishly led with the sword in their
response.

While the need for water was not as great as it was with the Waters of
Contention incident, the concern of water being drunk proved to be not
only a matter of dispute between these peoples, but also resulted in the
end of the Emorites.

Conclusion
While there is no explicit connection of the well of water flowing with
Miriam, it is hard to ignore that it stopped flowing upon her death. As
such, our sages articulated this implicit connection, providing us with
the consideration that her merit yielded water through this rock/well
during her lifetime. Following her passing, we read of fighting and
contentiousness over water, both within the nation, as well as with
external nations. As we consider this contentiousness, I’m wishing you a
plentifully hydrated Shabbat, lacking contention!

How come they didn’t merit the well in the first place? This is something
that Rabbi Shabbethai ben Yoseph Bass (1641–1718) considers (שפתי
:(חכמים, במדבר כ׳:ב׳, ד"ה הבאר בזכות מרים

Contentious Water
Following the complaint of the people, we read of Moshe consulting
with God regarding how to handle this water crisis, resulting in God
commanding him to speak to the rock (Num. 20:5-8), yet Moshe strikes
rock, which successfully yields water for the nation (Num. 20:9-11), yet
seems to be a failure of following instructions. In the course of this
process, Moshe also demonstrates frustration with the complaining
people, expressing his displeasure, yet, following his rock-striking, God
voices His displeasure with Moshe’s actions (Num. 20:12). Ultimately,
throughout all of this story, there is a lot of contention to go around,
ultimately, yielding the naming of this place as מי מריבה Water(s) of
Contention (Num. 20:13). 

Rabbi Ḥama, son of Rabbi Ḥanina,
said: "What which is written: 'These
are the waters of contention' (Num.
20:13)? These are what the
astrologers of Pharaoh saw, and they
erred. They saw that the savior of
Israel would be stricken by water. He
said: 'Every son that is born you shall
cast into the river' (Ex. 1:22), but they
did not know that it was over the his
involvement in the waters of Merivah
that he was stricken." 

אמר רבי חמא ברבי
חנינא מאי דכתיב

)במדבר כ, יג( המה מי
מריבה המה שראו

איצטגניני פרעה וטעו
ראו שמושיען של

ישראל במים הוא לוקה
אמר )שמות א, כב( כל

הבן הילוד היאורה
תשליכוהו והן לא ידעו
שעל עסקי מי מריבה

לוקה

Upcoming Episodes
Having announced during the 155th episode of The Jewish Drinking
Show that there would be a summer break for The Jewish Drinking
Show, returning in August, I am excited to announce the August-
November tentative lineup, kicking-off with a mini-series on
drunkenness in Jewish texts:

August 19th – Drunkenness in the Bible (Episode #156)
August 26th – Drunkenness in Early Rabbinic Texts (Episode #157)
September 3rd – Drunkenness in the Talmud Yerushalmi (Episode
#158)
September 10th – Drunkenness in the Babylonian Talmud, Part 1
(Episode #159)
September 17th – Drunkenness in the Babylonian Talmud, Part 2
(Episode #160)
September 24th – Dukhening Under the Influence (Episode #161)
October – off for holidays
November 5th – “L’chaim” (Episode #162)
November 12th – Rav Moshe on Blended Whiskies [YD 62-64]
(Episode #163)
November 19th – Wine, Drinking, and Drunkenness in the Guide to
the Perplexed (Episode #164)
November 26th – off for Thanksgiving

--> Keep in mind that this schedule is subject to change….


