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Soloveitchik in Reflections of the Rav (vol 
2), who provides us with a tremendous 
insight and resolution.

Prior to answering the questions 
raised above, we must first address one 
additional query: The parsha begins with 
the words, “Zot Chḥukat haTorah” – “this 
is the Chok (unexplained law) of the 
Torah”. Since the ensuing verses discuss 
the laws of the para aduma, why did the 
introduction not state “this is the cḥok of 
the red heifer”? The Rav answers: 

We propose that the singular cḥuka 
here is not merely in the performance of 
the ritual, but rather in the mind-defying 
mystery of death itself, whose defiling 
effects the watery ashes seek to counter.

In our modern world, we can explain 
everything. We can send people 
to the moon. We use satellites. We 
have accomplished the previously 
unimaginable. But we have not 
conquered death. Everyone dies. It does 
not matter how modern, how healthy, 
how professional, or how developed 
anybody is; they are going to have to face 

The Para 
Aduma: Why 
Here and Not 
in Vayikra?

Parshat Chukat begins with chapter 
19 of Bamidbar, which is all about 
the laws of the para aduma, the red 

heifer whose ashes purify an individual 
who became tamei from a human corpse. 
In the next chapter (20), Miriam dies. 
Miriam, Aharon and Moshe all died in the 
same year, which means that chapter 20 
takes place in the 40th year in the desert. 
Parshat Koracḥ, read a week earlier, 
describes events that transpired during 
the second year in the wilderness. In the 
transition from Parshat Koracḥ to Parshat 
Chukat, the Torah skips over 38 years of 
wandering in the desert! What occurred 
during those years? And why is the Torah 
silent with respect to them? Parshat 
Mas’ei recounts all the different stops on 
their journey, so why is it missing here? 

Additionally, the section on the para 
aduma seems out of place. All the other 
laws of purity and impurity appear in 
Sefer Vayikra. Why is this chapter here? 
These questions are raised by Rav Yosef 
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fate after 120 years. This is indescribable, 
unexplainable, inconceivable, and yet an 
integral part of the human condition. It 
is something that each person helplessly 
marches towards. 

The ultimate chok of our lives is death. 
When the Torah states, “Zot chukat 
haTorah,” it is not referring to the para 
aduma but to death itself, the ultimate 
mystery, the incomprehensible frontier. 
This is even more explicit in verse 14: 
“Zot haTorah; adam ki yamut…” – “This is 
the Torah; when a person dies….”

How do we purify ourselves from death? 
Most other types of tum’a require a person 
to immerse in a mikveh.1 A person who is 
tamei from a human corpse, in addition 
to immersion, must be sprinkled with the 
ashes of a para aduma by a kohen. Why is 
the added element necessary for this type 
of impurity? 

Rav Soloveitchik explains that 
immersion in a mikveh is something in 
an individual’s power. I became impure, 
and it is in my power to purify myself. 
In fact, the act cannot be performed by 
anyone other than the impure individual. 
If one has a fear of water, no one else 
can immerse on his behalf. The one 
exception to this rule is corpse impurity. 
Someone else, a kohen, must sprinkle the 

1  Several commentators suggest 
that when one immerses in a mikveh, it is 
as if they leave the earth (land). They are 
surrounded by fluid, much like a fetus. That 
is, going to the mikveh is a form of rebirth. 
See Hinukh Mitzva 175.

ashes of the para aduma upon the tamei 
individual. 

This signifies that death remains out 
of our control; when we encounter it, 
we need an outside force to purify us. 
The kohen is the messenger, but our 
true purifier is Hashem Himself. Corpse 
impurity requires both immersion and 
sprinkling, suggesting that we are in 
control up to a certain point, but Hashem 
is ultimately in control. 

We can now explain why these laws 
are placed between Parshat Koracḥ 
and Parshat Chukat. Throughout the 
“missing” 38 years, Klal Yisrael was 
preoccupied with death. An entire 
generation of 600,000 men died in the 
desert, as punishment for the sin of the 
spies. More mourners, more widows, and 
more orphans every year. How could the 
nation go on? How could they live with 
so much death? 

The answer lies with the para aduma. 
HaKadosh Barukh Hu is in charge. Take 
comfort in that there is a Comforter and 
Purifier. There is a Divine Plan. As we 
tell the mourner: “Hamakom Yenachem 
Etchem” – God will comfort you.  This 
para aduma chapter, with its message of 
triumph over the melancholy of death, is 
appropriately situated.  
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