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Chukkat reflections 7.1.17 
Presented at MJCBY by Barbara Kavadias, Executive Director, Masorti Foundation 

 

The Parsha today is Chukkat in the book of Numbers.  It is at an interesting point 

in the Torah.  In Genesis and Exodus, we have the BIG stories;  

 Creation 

 Noah and THE FLOOD 

 The patriarchs and the matriarchs 

 Becoming slaves, getting freed.   

Everything is big and bold, a sweeping drama.  It feels young and new. We the 

people are young and new. 

Leviticus is our maturation.  We learn how to be a holy people, we learn about the 

rules and laws that will bind us to G-d. 

Numbers or b’midbar (in the wilderness) feels different.  Time is slowing down. 

During the whole book, maybe only 40 years transpire, the years we are 

wandering in the desert, and I mean wandering.  Time is not linear.  We are here 

and there.  We are struggling to incorporate the laws we acquired in Leviticus into 

our culture, our souls.  We rebel, we argue, we complain, a lot.   

 It is a Journey.   

 A journey through the desert.   

 A journey to become a people.   

 A journey to become a free people, a people freed of slave mentality, a 

people who can live in the Promised Land as a people of G-d.   

It is a book about death, the death of the slave generation, and birth, the birth of 

the new people.  In many ways it is a pivotal book because it embodies the 
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eternal, cyclical nature of Judaism.  It is a journey, the end of the journey for 

some, the beginning for others. 

Hukkat has three main sections to it.   

1. The red heifer ritual for purification after contact with a corpse, bones, or a 

grave 

2. The deaths of Miriam and Aaron and the birth of new leaders 

3. Getting close to the end of our journey and all that that entails.  Today I am 

going to talk about a very strange story in the third section. 

While Israel traveled from Mount Hor back by way of the Sea of Reeds avoiding 

the land of Edom who would not let them pass peacefully, they started 

complaining again about being in the desert, maybe because seeing the Sea of 

Reeds they understood they were getting nowhere.  They spoke against G-d and 

Moses about having left Egypt, about the lack of bread and water, about their 

loathing of manna. 

Now here it starts to get weird.  G-d, without a word, sends seraph, 

venomous/burning bite serpents against the people and many died.  Usually, we 

would see G-d speaking to Moses to complain about us in return and make 

threats, but perhaps in an attempt to get us to grow up already, or because we 

complained against both G-d and Moses, without going to Moses to complain, G-

d just takes direct action. 

Next?  The people turn to Moses, and admitted that they had sinned by speaking 

against G-d and Moses, the intermediary.  Now they ask him to intercede with G-

d.  And Moses does it.   

G-d then replies to Moses, and yes, it gets even weirder here, “Make a seraph 

figure and mount it on a standard.  And if anyone who is bitten looks at it, he shall 

recover.”  So Moses makes a copper or brass serpent, mounts it, and when 

anyone was bitten, if they looked at it they would recover.   
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As you can imagine, there is a fair amount of commentary on this.  Why would G-

d tell Moses to make an image like this? Why would looking at this snake on a 

stick heal anyone?  The Mishnah figured that it directed their thoughts up to 

heaven as they were looking up at it (RH3:8) just as Moses’s raised arms directed 

people’s thoughts to heaven in their battle with Amalek.  (EX 17:11)  The Zohar 

tries to explain that looking at the bronze serpent reminded them why they 

deserved to be punished which is the first step of teshuva; repentance and 

forgiveness.  (Sh’lah 175)  

But maybe it had more pagan sources. Such a Serpent was found in various 

excavations and this incident reportedly took place near Punon, an important 

ancient copper mine.  An image of a winged snake, similar to the Egyptian winged 

cobra, was found on a bronze bowl inscribed with a Hebrew name in an 

excavation dating to the end of the 8th C BCE.  It was believed that looking at it 

would generate healing.  

As you can imagine, this snake became a source of Idol worship which we seem to 

all too easily to slip into.  In anti-idolatry reforms, King Hezekiah destroyed this 

bronze serpent because it had become an object of veneration (2 Kings 18:4). 

Some Scholars consider the story in Chukkat to be etiological, that is to say it was 

added in later to explain the origin of the serpent cult in Israel (Gray, Critical and 

Exegetical; Noth Numbers) 

Our commentary in Etz Chaim, after talking about this story, then goes on to say:  

“Religion often runs the risk of having people ascribe excessive holiness to one of 

G-d’s instruments, losing sight of G-d to whom it points.” 

This story stuck out for me because of Black Sunday (as some are calling it).  If you 

have not heard, on the first of Tammuz, last Sunday, the Israeli Cabinet held an 

unannounced session and did two things:  approved a bill to only recognize 

conversions in Israel that are performed by a Rabbinut approved rabbi; putting 

the kibosh on Masorti(conservative), Reform, and Modern Orthodox conversions 

if the bill is ultimately successful. They also voted to “freeze” or pull back from the 

decision they made a year and a half ago and never implement to recognize the 
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Masorti and Reform Movements of Judaism and have them administer a 

permanent egalitarian space at the Kotel. 

As you can imagine, there has been an ensuing hue and cry.   

 The Jewish agency refused to have their planned dinner with the Prime 

Minister while they were in Israel for their Board Of Governors meetings.   

 The Reform Movement cancelled a meeting they had scheduled with him.   

 The Conservative Movement put out a movement wide critical response 

saying, amongst other things:  “The Conservative/ Masorti movement, 

speaking as a whole, deplores this action, yet another failure to uphold an 

agreement reached after years of negotiations… Because we love Israel and 

see the rising influence of an intolerant religious establishment as an 

existential threat to its future and to the unity of the Jewish people we will 

not rest until these decisions not only are overturned but also Israel fulfills 

the promise of its Zionist origins and founding declaration to "ensure 

complete equality of social and political rights to all its inhabitants 

irrespective of religion, race or sex" and to "guarantee freedom of religion, 

conscience, language, education and culture."   

 Others are calling for the freezing of Birthright, stopping all funding to Israel 

that goes to the state, rethinking the Jewish agency’s relationship to the 

state, not flying El Al, and so on, you get the drift. 

This week, Nathan Lopes Cardozo, in a piece called, “The Kotel- have we gone 

mad?” writes in part: 

“The Kotel situation is extremely explosive, and the stakes are high. …We run the 
risk of allowing our disagreements to spiral out of control and harm all of Israel, far 
beyond what we could have imagined. … It is precisely because we all view the 
Kotel as a place of such infinite holiness, that these clashes can result in almost 
irreparable damage and impurity. (Remember the commentary I shared from Etz 
Chaim, “Religion often runs the risk of having people ascribe excessive holiness to 
one of G-d’s instruments, losing sight of G-d to whom it points.”) 

https://www.cardozoacademy.org/author/nlcardozo/
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At the end he poses a number of questions, including this one: 1.”in your opinion, 
might all this passion surrounding what was essentially a retaining wall of the 
Temple Mount be tainted with some of the defining characteristics of Avodah 
Zarah?” (i.e. idolatry) 

It is a good question and one I do not want to just brush off.  I, and many of you, 
have been fighting for years for egalitarian access at the Kotel.  It is important to 
ask ourselves if we are part of the problem.  So let me say start by examining what 
the Kotel is and is not to me. 

I know it is, literally, a retaining wall.  When Herod wanted a bigger, better temple, 
one that could compete with the temples of pagans, he needed to expand the land 
available to build on the Temple mount.  He had the retaining walls built so he could 
have rock and dirt hauled up to expand the space. 

I also know that it is a retaining wall that held up our Temple which was Holy to us, 
but which I cannot exactly say I would like to see re-built and filled with sacrifices.  
And if we are fighting over a retaining wall, the idea of building a temple with the 
increased risk of greater idolatry, sounds even less appealing. 

I know we pray facing that wall, always keeping it in our mind’s eye.  I know that 
going there to pray, whether on the divided side or the egalitarian side is charged 
and meaningful, even though I know, at the very same time, that it is a retaining 
wall. 

Perhaps it is all the other people praying there.  Perhaps it is the history I sense 
embedded into the space. I know that when I am there, I feel something very 
metaphysical, very spiritual; but to be honest, I do not think I have imbued it with 
excessive holiness, sanctity, or G-dliness.  If anything, my sense is that the 
specialness of the spot comes from us, our hopes, our dreams and passions.   

I do agree with Nathan Cordozo when he wrote, “The Kotel is not a synagogue. It 
never was a synagogue and should never become one. It is a place where we Jews 
can meet, pray and share what we have in common instead of focusing on what 
divides us.” I like to think that this is the antithesis of idolatry, to see the value in 
each of us and to find a space that is shared with all of Israel where we appreciate 
the experience and each other. 
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Thinking that the wall is holier than the people who come to gather and pray there 
however does seem idolatrous.  When we start to put rituals, places, rules above 
the love for our fellow human beings and brothers and sisters, I think we have 
crossed over to idolatry and even baseless hatred which is what ultimately, 
perhaps, destroyed the Temple in the first place. 

Yes, there are an excess of passions over the Kotel, but really it is not about the 
Kotel itself, we do not need King Hezekiah or his cronies coming in to save us from 
our idolatry.  What we do need is to fight for our democracy and the principles 
Israel was founded on.  For too long the Rabbinut and those who follow it have 
been undermining our Israeli democracy.  They have been carving out common 
space and taking it as their own.  They have gotten exemptions from doing their 
time in the IDF. They finagle their way to keeping their young people uneducated 
in the core curriculum needed to survive in the world so that they can control them 
better and keep them voting for their parties in the Knesset.  And they are trying to 
impose their religious sensibilities on all of us living and visiting Israel.  

I do not object to Haredi Jews wanting to be Haredi.  Nor do I think that all Haredi 
Jews are the same.  I know of Haredi youth who have volunteered for the IDF, even 
risking expulsion from their community.  And I know there are Haredim who are 
trying to join the modern world or take positons in opposition to their leadership. I 
try to never tear down anyone else’s way of being Jewish. But I also think none of 
us should tolerate anyone trying to impose their form of religion on others.  And 
believe me; that is exactly what the Rabbinut and the Haredi leadership  are trying 
to do. Besides the fight at the Kotel did you know: 

 That they passed a law not allowing non-Orthodox use of the state run, 
taxpayer funded Mikvaot?  It was the first piece of discriminatory legislation 
passed, and some of our supportive MK voted for it as they were promised 
that 4 mikvaot would be built for the Reform and Conservative movements 
in 6 or 9 months (I can’t remember which).  That time has long passed and 
not one step has been taken, not one dime spent to implement this promise. 

 That the Rabbinut is extorting Hotels in Israel by threatening to withdraw 
their kosher certificate from their kitchen if they let non-Orthodox groups 
use the hotel Torah.  The Masorti Movement has filed a lawsuit 
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 That they do not allow kosher certification for wine produced by non-
orthodox vitners and insist that the only valid kosher certification is the one 
that they provide 

Systematically they are trying to squeeze Reform and Masorti Jews out of the 
marketplace of ideas.  Why?  I think two reasons really: 

1. Haredi Jews really came about in reaction to the Haskalah movement, 
modernity and Reform Judaism.  They consider a changing view of Torah and 
Israel from their particular moment in time of formation to be an 
abomination and will do everything they can to drive us out of Israel. 

2. We are starting to win!  The Masorti Movement now has 80 Kehillot, 21 
chapters of NOAM the youth movement, and our siddur, V’ani Tefillati was a 
national bestseller.  The Powers that be in the Haredi parties are scared that 
they will lose their monopoly.  And you know what?  They are not wrong. 

For nearly 40 years now, the Masorti Movement has been wandering in the Jewish 
State, trying to enter the democracy we were promised.  We need to fight for our 
ideals and values, but always remember to do it in a respectful way that does not 
put our values above the people we disagree with, because that, I think, would be 
its own kind of idolatry.  What can you do? 

 Go to the www.masorti.org website and sign up for the newsletters so you 
can stay informed. 

 Take action on our advocacy page, www.masorti.org/equality-at-the-kotel . 
We have sent 10s of thousands have letters and people are starting to get 
letters back from President Rivlin! 

 Share the message.  All of us can be ambassadors. 

In this week’s Parasha, the people had to admit they had done wrong and then they 
reached out to Moses for help.  We do not have someone to intercede for us, we 
have to make things right ourselves.  

http://www.masorti.org/
http://www.masorti.org/equality-at-the-kotel
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In the Song of Songs it says:  “they made me keeper of the vineyards; but mine own 
vineyard have I not kept.” While we are not the cause of the government giving in 
to the Haredi parties, we can do more to make the Masorti Movement, and Israel’s 
democracy, successful. We, collectively, give a lot of money to Israel, to charities, 
to educational and cultural institutions in the United States.  How many of us give 
to our own garden, to the Masorti Movement or other groups that are building the 
kind of Israel we want?  If every Conservative Jew in the US gave $10 can you 
imagine what this successful denomination could accomplish? Give a 100 and it is 
an absolute game changer.  Give 1% of our income and we will think Moshiach has 
come! 

In today’s parasha, we are wandering and frankly getting into a lot of trouble with 
our complaints. G-d and Moses may have given us a snake on a stick, but I think we 
can do better.  Bibi and the Rabbinut may have betrayed us, but I think we can do 
better.  We must not slip into the idolatry of putting things above people, of 
fetishizing hate over love, but instead, help us tend our garden, build up Masorti 
Judaism, build up Israel’s democracy so we can all enter into the Promised Land. 

Shabbat Shalom. 


