
Story Number 57

KADESH (ZIN)

In the first month of the fortieth year, after wandering in the desert for

thirty-nine years, the Israelites arrived at Kadesh.

This is not Kadesh Barnea in the Desert of Paran, which they left over

thirty-seven years earlier after the return of the twelve ‘spies’, but a

different place also called Kadesh, further east in the desert of Zin, near

today’s Kibbuts Sde Boker (made famous by David Ben Gurion). And do

not confuse Zin, here, with Sin, which they passed through on the way to

Sinai when they left Egypt.

The first thing that happened at Kadesh was that Miriam, Moses’s

sister, died and was buried there.

The next thing was that there was no water. None at all? Perhaps there

was a little, but certainly not enough for two million people and all their

animals in a very hot climate. So the people all turned on Moses and

complained. They didn’t just complain, they blamed Moses and Aaron for

bringing them out of Egypt and taking them to this dead hole, with no

water, so that they would all die of thirst. And they were ready to stone

them! Moses and Aaron went into the Tabernacle in despair.

God told Moses what to do. ‘Take your stick. You and Aaron, assemble

all the people, and in front of them all speak to the rock face, and water

will then come out of it, enough for all the people and animals to drink.’

Moses took his stick which he had left in the Tabernacle, and he and

Aaron assembled all the people in front of the rock face.

But Moses was in a very bad temper. He had had enough. For nearly

forty years he had put up with all the nonsense and aggravation caused by

two million people. The Golden Calf, the refusal to enter the Land at
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Kadesh Barnea, and Korah’s rebellion, were among the outstanding cases,

when all the people rebelled, but he had constant trouble from individuals

and groups all the time. He now remembered one thing in particular: at

Rephidim just before they reached Sinai, with the generation that left

Egypt who had little faith and had to be taught, he had faced the same

situation, with the people screaming for water and out for his blood. Now

an entirely new generation, who were supposed to have learned faith and

were to enter the Land next year, were behaving exactly like their parents

had done nearly forty years earlier! Would there be another forty years in

the desert? This was too much even for a man with the patience of Moses.

At Rephidim he had, on God’s instructions, struck the rock with his

stick, and water had come out. Here he lost his temper, shouted at the

people, and again struck the rock with his stick. Water came gushing out

and there was enough for everyone, but he had not done what he was told

to do. He was told this time to speak to the rock, not to strike it! God was

very annoyed with Moses, and also with Aaron who had supported him.

Moses had made a big mistake, but had he done what he was told to do

it would have been alright. The older generation at Rephidim did not have

much faith and had to be taught. They were an unruly undisciplined group

of ex-slaves who had just come out of Egypt, and it was necessary to

show them something harsh, to strike the rock. But these here were not

like that. They had simply forgotten their faith, and had to be reminded

of it, by speaking gently to the rock, not by striking it. God saw this but

Moses did not. Had he just spoken to the rock and seen the water come

out he, Moses, would have learnt that the people were not like their

parents, but a new generation that had to be dealt with more gently. He

would also have sanctified God. This happened anyway by the water

coming out, but not enough to remind them to bring their troubles and ask

for help, not to threaten murder and complain about leaving Egypt.

Moses had demonstrated one thing – he was no longer in touch with the

people, he did not fully understand the new generation, and therefore was

not the person to lead them into Canaan. This had to be done by a
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younger man who had a free hand, without Moses being present. So

Moses would have to die before they entered the Land. He would not

enter, and all his entreaties to be forgiven and allowed to go into Canaan

had to be refused. Aaron too would die even earlier, so that his son would

take over and work together with the new leader, who, we learn later, was

to be Moses’s assistant, Joshua.
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