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There is a powerful thread that weaves
together the parshiyos of Beha'aloscha,
Shelach, Korach, Chukas, and Balak. More
than simply a sequence of events in the Torah,
these parshiyos provide a window into the spir-
itual avodah of the months of Tammuz and Av
and offer a practical roadmap for correcting the
very mistake that ultimately led to the destruc-
tion of both Batei Mikdash.

Rashi famously comments that the spies
should have learned from Miriam. Immediate-
ly before the episode of the meraglim, Miriam
spoke against Moshe Rabbeinu and was pun-
ished with {zaraas. Yet despite witnessing this,
the spies proceeded to speak negatively about
Eretz Yisrael.

At first glance, this itself requires explana-
tion. Miriam was one of the greatest prophet-
esses in Jewish history. She clearly had noble
intentions. Furthermore, the Chofetz Chaim
teaches that there are circumstances where
speaking negatively for a constructive purpose
may be permitted if specific conditions are met.
What exactly was Miriam’s mistake?

Whether or not we fully understand the
details of her sin, the Torah makes one thing
clear: Miriam’s words were considered lashon
hara, and the spies should have internalized
the lesson.

This introduces a fundamental principle in
avodas Hashem. It is possible to see some-
thing, hear something, and even understand
something intellectually, yet never truly absorb
its message. Mussar is not merely acquiring in-
formation. It is allowing truth to penetrate deep-
ly enough that it changes the way we think,
feel, and act.

Many people only recognize the serious-
ness of a problem when the consequences be-
come unavoidable. A person may spend years
trapped in destructive habits, relationships, or
patterns of behavior. Even when reality finally
confronts him, the real question remains: has
he truly internalized the lesson, or has he sim-
ply acknowledged the consequences?

The spies saw Miriam’s punishment, but
they never allowed its message to transform
them.

The Zohar teaches that Korach also spoke
lashon hara about Moshe Rabbeinu. Yet this is
difficult to understand.

Korach stood at Har Sinai. He heard Ano-

chi Hashem Elokecha together with the entire
nation. He knew Moshe was Hashem’s cho-
sen prophet. How could he genuinely believe
that Moshe appointed himself, Aharon, and
Elitzafan without Divine approval?

The Shelah HaKadosh offers a profound
insight based on Tosafos.

Tosafos explains that Miriam never doubt-
ed that Moshe acted only according to Hash-
em’s command. Her claim was subtler. Chazal
teach: “mix '2*2m 777 n¥N pTRW T A per-
son is led on the path he wishes to travel.

Miriam reasoned that perhaps Moshe de-
sired this level of separation and asceticism,
and therefore, Heaven agreed to his prefer-
ence. Not that Moshe acted independently of
Hashem, but that his own will influenced the
outcome.

The Shelah explains that Korach made
essentially the same mistake.

Korach did not deny Moshe’s prophecy.
Rather, he believed that Moshe’s personal de-
sires had become intertwined with Divine au-
thority. In Korach’s view, Moshe wanted these
positions of leadership, and Heaven simply
acquiesced.

This sheds light on Moshe’s response: “>
a7 N7

These words contain an extraordinary
message. Moshe was not merely saying that
he did not invent the commandments. He was
declaring that nothing originated from his own
personal agenda. There was no “a7n.”His en-
tire being was aligned with the will of Hashem.

This is the essence of true humility.

The humble person does not see himself
as the source of greatness. He experiences
everything as a gift from Hashem and seeks
only to fulfill the Divine will.

Where, then, did Miriam’'s and Korach’'s
mistakes come from?

Perhaps from something so subtle that
it is almost impossible to detect without deep
self-examination: a trace of envy, self-interest,
or personal bias.

When a person unconsciously assumes
that everyone operates from self-interest, he
projects his own internal struggles onto oth-
ers. He may sincerely believe he is pursuing
truth and justice while actually viewing reality
through the lens of his own heart.

This idea becomes the key to understand-
ing the sin of the spies.

At the end of Parshas Shelach, the Torah
warns: “0d>2' MNKI. Dd27 NNX NN X217

Rashi explains that the eye sees, the heart
desires, and the body follows through.

Rav Adas zt'l asked a remarkable ques-
tion. If first the eye sees, and then the heart de-
sires afterward, why does the Torah place the
heart before the eyes?

The answer is that on a deeper level, the
process begins even earlier. Before the eye
sees, the heart already determines what it
wants to see.

Our desires shape our perceptions.

The spies entered Eretz Yisrael with as-
sumptions, fears, and perhaps unconscious in-
terests. As a result, they interpreted everything
they saw through those filters.

The eyes became the spies of the heart.

The Bnei Yissaschar writes that the period
beginning from the twenty-ninth of Sivan and
extending through the forty days of the spies
corresponds to a recurring spiritual opportunity
for rectification.

The spies sinned through vision.

The nation sinned through hearing.

The spies saw the land incorrectly.

The Jewish people listened to the report
incorrectly.

Accordingly, Tammuz corresponds to the
sense of sight, while Av corresponds to the
sense of hearing.

On a simple level, this teaches the im-
portance of guarding our eyes and ears from
harmful

But on a deeper level, it challenges us to

influences.

ask: Am | seeing what is actually there or what
| want to see? Am | hearing the truth or merely
what confirms my existing assumptions?

The tragedy of Tishah B'Av began with
distorted vision and distorted listening. The
tikkun, therefore, requires purified vision and
purified hearing.

The root problem throughout these par-
shiyos is the inability to surrender one’s own
perspective.

Miriam believed she understood.

Korach believed he understood.

The spies believed they understood.

The nation believed they understood.

Then comes Parshas Chukas.

The quintessential chok teaches that there
are truths beyond human understanding. The
lesson of parah adumah is not merely that we
do not understand everything. It is that we do
not need to understand everything in order to
trust Hashem.

This humility is precisely the antidote to the

failures that preceded it.

This theme reaches its climax in Parshas
Balak.

Bilam is associated with vision more than
perhaps any other figure in Tanach. He is de-
scribed as “'wn nnw.”

Regardless of the exact interpretation, the
message is clear. Vision alone is not enough.

A person may possess extraordinary in-
sight and still be blinded by personal desire.

Bilam's eyes were powerful, but his heart
was corrupt.

Moshe’s greatness, by contrast, lay in the
fact that his vision was purified through humility
and complete devotion to Hashem'’s will.

The issue is never merely what the eye
sees. The issue is who is doing the seeing.

The common thread running through Mir-
iam, Korach, the spies, and Bilam is that all of
them teach the danger of allowing personal
agendas to distort perception.

The tikkun of Tammuz and Av begins with
a simple but transformative question:

What part of me wants this to be true?

When | criticize another person, am | see-
ing reality or projecting my own struggles?

When | hear a report, a piece of gossip, a
communal controversy, or a family conflict, am
I listening to discover truth or merely to confirm
my assumptions?

The greatest distortions do not begin in the
eyes or ears.

They begin in the heart.

If we wish to correct the sin of the spies,
we must engage in genuine self-examination.
We must study works of mussar, seek guid-
ance from Torah mentors, and cultivate the
humility to recognize that our perceptions are
not always objective.

The ultimate goal is to reach the level hint-
ed at in Moshe’s declaration, “a'm x71.”

To live a life in which our desires, judg-
ments, and perceptions are increasingly
aligned with the will of Hashem rather than our
own hidden agendas.

When our hearts become purified, our
eyes will see correctly, and our ears will hear
correctly.

That is the tikkun of the meraglim.

And through that tikkun, may we merit to
see Tishah B'Av transformed from a day of
mourning into a true Yom Tov.

in R’ Coren’s office
every Sunday at 8:00 PM
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The Serpents

There is a strange biblical episode in the
portion of Chukas. When poisonous snakes
attack the Jews in the desert, G-d instructs
Moses to fashion a special healing instru-
ment, a pole topped with the form of a snake.
Moses sculpts a snake of copper and duly
places it on top of a pole. Those who had
been afflicted by the snakebite would gaze
on the serpentine image on the pole and be
cured.

The snake in the biblical story — that,
as all biblical stories, captures the timeless
journeys of the human psyche — is also a
metaphor for all of the “snakes” in our lives.
Have you ever been bitten by a “venomous
snake™? Poisoned by harmful people, burnt
by life, or by abusive situations? Have you
ever been crushed by a clueless principal,
a manipulative boss, a deceiving partner,
a toxic relationship? Were you ever back-
stabbed by people you trusted? Is your anx-
iety killing you? Are you weary and demor-
alized by your life experience? What is the
deeper meaning of suffering? And how do
some people know how to accept affliction
with love and grace?

These are good questions that cannot be
answered easily, if at all. But one perspective
is presented in the story of the serpents. G-d

tells Moses: “Make a serpent and place it on
a pole. Whoever gets bitten should look at
it, and he will live.” The key to healing, the
Torah suggests, is not by fleeing the cause
of the suffering, but by gazing at it. Don't run
from the snake; look at it. Because deep
inside the challenge, you will find the cure.
Deep inside the pain, you will find the healing
light. But there is one qualification: you must
look up to the snake; you must peer into the
reality of the snake above, on top of the ele-
vated pole, not on the serpent crawling here
below.

Every experience in life can be seen from
two dimensions: from a concrete, Earthly
perspective, or from a higher, more sublime
vantage point, appreciating its true nature
and meaning from the Divine perspective.
There is the “snake” down here, and there
is the very same “snake” up there. | can ex-
perience my challenges, struggles, and diffi-
culties in the way they are manifested down
here. But | can also look at these very same
struggles from a more elevated point of view.
The circumstances may not change, but
their meaning and significance will. From the
“lower” perspective, these challenges, cur-
veballs, painful confrontations, and realiza-
tions can throw me into despair or drain me
of my sap. From the “higher” perspective,
the way G-d sees these very same realities,

every challenge contains the €
seeds for rebirth. Within every
crisis lies the possibility of a new and deeper
discovery.

When faced with a “snake,” with a chal-
lenge, many people look to their right or to
their left. Either they fight, or they cave in.
But there is another path: look upwards. See
the “snake” from the perspective above. And
in that upward gaze, you might find a new
sense of healing. The questions might be-
come the very answers, the problems may
become the solutions, and the venom may
become the cure. Remarkably, snakebites
today are cured with anti-venom manufac-
tured from small quantities of snake venom
that stimulate the production of antibodies
in the blood. It's the same idea taught by
Moses: The source of the affliction itself be-
comes the remedy.

This is true in all areas of life. As viewed
by the Creator, from the perspective above,
transgression is the potential for a new
self-discovery; failure is the potential for
deeper success, holes in a marriage are the
seeds of “renovation” to recreate a far deep-
er relationship, the end of an era is always
the beginning of a new one, pain is a spring-
board for deeper love, and frustration is the
mother of a new awareness.
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MONDAY & THURSDAY Chassidus Shiur 7:45 AM(18 Main) - TUESDAY Women's Shiur 9:30 AM (84 Viola Rd)

SHABBOS Friday Night - before Barchu (20 Upstairs)) - Morning 8:40 AM (20 Upstairs) | After Davening 12:00 PM (20 Upstairs)
PLEASE NOTE: Rabbi Jacobson’s Shabbos morning shiur will now begin at 8:40 AM, followed by the Minyan at 10:00 AM.
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Yud Beis, Yud Gimmel Tammuz

In the last two weeks of Sivan 5787-1927, when the Rebbe
RaYYatz was in the Spolerna [Russia] prison, he resolved to
be strong. In the course of his interrogations, the Russians tried
to break him. The Rebbe RaYYatz held himself strong and an-
swered bravely, showing no fear. At one point, one of the inter-
rogators asked him, “Do you know your whereabouts? Do you
realize where you are now?” The Rebbe RaYYatz answered
with a resounding, “YES, | am in a place that, just like a bath-
room, is exempt from a mezuzah.”

At one point, when he was in his cell by himself, he thought
about his family, how they must be suffering immensely. This
made him feel depressed. Then he said to himself, “Now is
not the time to feel sad and depressed, G-d forbid. Now is the
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time for strength and resolve.” So, he changed his
thoughts, thinking about the rebbes that he repre-

sented. Thinking of his ancestors, the Chabad leaders, who
were behind him, made him happy and gave him the strength
and hope that he needed that Hashem would deliver him from
all formidable obstacles.

Yud Beis Tammuz: The yom huledes of the Rebbe RaYYatz,
6th Chabad Rebbe, father-in-law of the Rebbe

Yud Beis-Yud Gimmel Tammuz: The day that the Rebbe
RaYYatz was told by the Communist regime that he was freed
from exile in Kostroma and was free to go home. The next day,
the Rebbe RaYYatz left to return home.
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Seudas Sheva Brachos and
Simchas Chosson v'Kallah

The Gemara in Kesuvos tells us that
sheva brachos are recited throughout the
seven festive days following the wedding
when certain conditions are met, as will be
discussed.

There is also a general requirement
for every chosson and kallah to rejoice to-
gether during these seven days, regard-
less of whether or not they have any sheva
brachos meals. The source for the require-
ment on every chosson and kallah to re-
joice together during these seven days is
in the Yerushalmi and also quoted by the
Rambam, who states that this was an insti-
tution of Moshe Rabbeinu, and is spelled
out in Shulchan Aruch (E’H 64:1).

The “seven-day celebration” actually
dates all the way back to the times of Yaa-
kov Avinu. After Lavan tricked Yaakov and
gave him Leah, Lavan suggested that he
finish the week and then marry Rachel.
The Pirkei D'R’Eliezer explains that he was
referring to these seven days of the chos-
son and kallah rejoicing together. From the
fact that Yaakov agreed to this suggestion,
it is clear that this was a common practice.
The Ramban wonders how this fits with the
Yerushalmi, which tells us that this was in-
stituted at a much later date, in the times of
Moshe Rabbeinu. He suggests that it was
only established later, but was practiced by
some even earlier.

Similarly, the Tanna D'vei Eliyahu writes
that in Egypt, the Jews would celebrate for
seven days after their weddings. When the
Egyptians asked them why they were cel-
ebrating if they would be thrown right back
into suffering, the Jews responded, “We will
celebrate for seven days, and then you will
do as you please.”

SHEVA BRACHOS AT A CHUPPAH

This is all besides the requirement to
recite sheva brachos at the wedding itself,
under the chuppah, as stated in Mesech-
es Kallah, based on the brachos given to
Rivkah at the time of her wedding.

IS THERE A REQUIREMENT TO RE-
CITE SHEVA BRACHOS ALL SEVEN
DAYS?

If there is @ minyan and a “new per-
son,” there is a requirement to recite sheva
brachos throughout the week. Is it a require-
ment? Should we try to have a minyan and

a “new person” to be able to recite

sheva brachos, or perhaps there is no re-
quirement to recite sheva brachos, but if
you have the conditions, you recite them?

The Ben Ish Chai rules that it is not a
requirement to recite the brachos, but if the
conditions are met, you can recite them. He
proves this from the expression used in the
Gemara, “If there are new people, sheva
brachos are recited,” which implies only if
this happens, but there is no requirement to
make it happen.

Indeed, the prevalent custom through-
out the generations was not to have fes-
tive meals served for each day of sheva
brachos, as documented by the Chasam
Sofer and the Aruch Hashulchan. The Ma-
harshal takes this even further. He writes
that, due to the extreme poverty, even the
chosson and kallah’s merriment was mini-
mized, and it was accepted for a chosson
to go to work during the week after the wed-
ding.

OBgLIGATION ON ALL THOSE EAT-
ING

Who is required to hear the brachos?
Is it just the chosson and kallah, or are
all those eating also required to hear the
brachos? On a practical level, if the sheva
brachos speeches are going on and on, do
| need to stay until the end, or can | leave in
the middle?

The poskim point to the words of the
Shulchan Aruch, which spells out that if the
people at the meal split into two groups,
both groups must recite sheva brachos.
The Igros Moshe asserts that this indicates
that all those who partake in the meal are
required to hear the sheva brachos.

IN SUMMARY

We recite sheva brachos after the fes-
tive meals that take place in the week fol-
lowing the wedding. There is also a general
requirement on every chosson and kallah
to rejoice together during these days.

There is no requirement to recite she-
va brachos each day, but if you have the
conditions, you can recite the brachos. All
those who partake in the meal are required
to hear the sheva brachos.
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This is the statute of the Torah which the Lord has com-
manded, saying” (Numbers 19:2).

Itis cited in the name of the Ben Ish Hai, of blessed mem-
ory, that the word “I'emor” (saying) can be read as two sepa-
rate words: fo mar” (not bitter).

The meaning behind this is that the laws of the Holy Torah
were given to guide us on a straight path and to instill a simple,
pure faith in our hearts. From Him, may He be blessed, who
is the source of goodness and kindness, no evil emanates at
all. Even when days of darkness and sorrow strike a person,
G-d forbid, and even if it appears to human eyes that reality
is bitter, one must strengthen themselves with complete faith,
nullify their own perspective, and say with a full heart: “It is not
bitter.” Everything is for the best, and everything is from the
Good G-d. One who merits reaching this level, transforming
the bitter into sweet within their heart, the Holy One, Blessed
be He, nullifies His will before the will of that righteous person
and fulfills their request.

| discussed these words of the Ben Ish Hai with my late fa-
ther, and he told me that during his time studying in Tel Aviv in
1946, he heard a story that was not distinctly Hassidic, yet the
lesson learned from it is very important. He noted that in those
days, it was customary even among God-fearing people to
keep loyal dogs to guard their homes and yards.

The story goes as follows: A butcher was about to lock the
gates of his shop toward evening. Suddenly, a large and intel-
ligent dog entered the butcher shop with a letter in its mouth.
The butcher took the note and saw that it said, “Please pre-
pare twelve sausages, a fine lamb chop, and a venison rib
in a bag. The payment is attached on the left side. Please
place the change inside the bag.” The butcher was aston-
ished by what he saw. He checked and found that the money
was indeed there, precisely as stated. He hurried to prepare
the provisions, placed them in a bag, and handed it to the
dog. The dog gripped the bag in its teeth and went on its way.
The butcher was overcome with curiosity: who was
this person, and what kind of man was he, who had
managed to train a dog to such wondrous intelli-
gence? He decided to follow him and track his steps.
And then, wonder upon wonder: The dog reached the edge
of the road, stood by the traffic light pole, raised his paw, and
pressed the pedestrian button to change the light to green.

The dog went to the station and sat down to wait for the
bus. When the vehicle arrived, he approached the front,
looked at the line number, and seeing that it was not the de-
sired line, returned to his spot.

When the correct line arrived, the dog boarded. He
dropped the coins for the driver, sat comfortably on the
bench, and looked out the window at the passing scenery.
When the bus reached his destination, the dog stood on his
hind legs, pressed the stop button, and disembarked safely.

The butcher followed behind him, awestruck and stunned.
The dog reached a handsome house, walked up the path,
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and banged his head and body against the door.
When there was no answer, he set down the bag, leaped
over the fences, and reached the second-story window. He
tapped on the glass several times and hurried back down to
the entrance of the house.

Suddenly, the door opened. The owner of the house
stepped out—a coarse, large-framed man—and instead of
being happy, he began to kick the dog and beat him vigor-
ously.

The butcher was shaken to the depths of his soul. He
shouted at the man, “You wicked man, why do you strike your
fellow?! Do you not see that you have a brilliant, genius dog in
your possession? Who has ever seen such a thing?”

The man replied with a scolding tone: “A genius, you call
him? This is the second time this week he forgotto take the keys
in his teeth, forcing me to get up and open the door for him.”
Thinkaboutit! This dogis blessed withimmensetalentsandhas
performed wonders that are nothing short of miraculous. Yet,
because of one small, unfortunate detai—forgetting akey—his
owner chooses to kick him and humiliate him. How can thisbe?
But alas, this is a parable for us, mere mortals. The Holy
One, Blessed be He, in His great love, bestows upon
us every day and at every moment a vast abundance of
goodness and blessing. He grants us life, a soul, physical
health, family, a livelihood, and thousands of kindnesses,
both large and small, that surround us at every moment.
Yet, what does man do? Instead of opening his eyes and giv-
ing thanks for the overwhelming majority of good, he focus-
es solely on that tiny black dot, on that “small key” currently
missing. Because of one detail that did not go his way, he
forgets his entire world, becomes filled with grievance and
anger, and, Heaven forbid, spumns all the abundance he has
received.

And this is what the Torah meant when it said: “This is
the statute of the Torah which the Lord commanded, saying
[le’emor].” If you merit to fulfill the “le’emor;” to praise, to give
thanks, and to say [lomar] thank you for every single step,
then the secret of “lo mar” [not bitter] will be fulfilled within you,
and you will see that everything is absolute good.
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Gan haTorah
ACHASHVEIROSH AND HAMAN: THE MOUND AND
THE DITCH

N7 IR MVP NIWY7 7278 'T'9 Nk W7 'DIK K7 = “l am not able
to transgress the word of Hashem, my G-d, to do anything small
or great.”

Balak wants Bilam to curse Klal Yisroel, and Bilam re-
sponds that he cannot go against the word of Hashem. He
cannot do anything small or great. What does Bilam mean
when he says that he cannot do anything small or great?

(Bereishis 32:11) “‘liwy Tn 'nx T N n'7¥n” — “Please save me
from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Eisav.” Yaakov Avinu
beseeched Hakadosh Boruch Hu that he be saved from the hand
of his brother, Eisav. Why did Yaakov ask to be saved from his
brother and from Eisav? They are one and the same. There are
two ways that Eisav could have brought about the downfall
of Yaakov: to outright attack him, or to be friends with him,
and through the friendship, seek to turn Yaakov away from
Hashem. Yaakov asked that he be saved from “his brother,”
from the mode of attack of being friends, and from “Eisav,”
from the mode of attack of being his enemy.

Achashveirosh appearing to be nice to us was a way to get us
to abandon Torah and mitzvos. He wanted Klal Yisroel to become
part of the goyim and to turn away from Hashem. “His brother”
refers to the scary friendship with the wicked that seeks to turn Klal
Yisroel away from the proper path.

(Megillah 14a) Haman and Achashveirosh can be com-
pared to one who has a‘'m, a mound, and one who has aynn,
a ditch. Haman is the ditch, for he was seeking to destroy
Kial Yisroel, while Achashveirosh was like the mound, in that
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he was seeking to raise Klal Yisroel. Through his
raising them and befriending them, he would try to get

them to tum away from the Torah. Both of them sought to de-
stroy the nation Klal Yisroel, but in two different ways. The goal
of Achashveirosh was for Klal Yisroel to be elevated amongst the
nations in a way that they become part and parcel of the nations
of the world, and not the distinct nation that Klal Yisroel is always
supposed to be. It is for this reason that there is a large “n” and a
large “n" in Megillas Esther, which is a remez to the 'n and ynn,
the ways our enemies seek to destroy us. (bnnax av')

The Kedushas Yom Tov explains the following regarding
the piyut we say Leil Pesach, “\m T '0aw...0MIAN7? nTyw Xl
'ni727 1y ormiy.” We say that in each and every generation,
there are enemies who rise up against us to destroy us. However,
we see that in certain locations and in certain times, it seems that
no one sought to destroy Klal Yisroel, and they lived tranquil lives.
If so, how can we say that it is in each and every generation?
There are times that the enemies seek to destroy us through dev-
astation and attacking us, and there are times that they befriend
us, and that is their way of seeking to destroy us.

In every generation, they seek to destroy us, though
sometimes it is through befriending us. We may have tran-
quil lives, but we must know that the enemy is there and pro-
tect our ruchniyos. We need siyata dishmaya at all times to
be saved from all ways the enemy attacks us. ix mojp niwy7”
“.n'2ma Bilam tells Balak that Hakadosh Boruch Hu does not
allow him to make Kilal Yisroel small nor make them big, two
ways to attack Klal Yisroel, and Hakadosh Boruch Hu saves
them from both.

Serenity

“...a nation that will dwell in solitude...”
(23:9)

Our world becomes increasingly hectic,
less and less private, as web crawlers and
chatbots trawl our lives, our likes, our weak-
nesses, and our politics.

More than one in three adolescents
globally report symptoms of anxiety or de-
pression (UNICEF, 2023). In the U.S., 42%
of high school students felt persistently sad
or hopeless in the past year (CDC, 2023).
About 20% of U.S. high school students
seriously considered suicide in the past 12
months. Suicide is the second leading cause
of death for individuals aged 15-24 world-
wide.

Teens now average seven to nine hours
of screen time per day, with increased screen

use linked to reduced mental well-being.
Around 60-70% of adolescents with men-
tal health issues do not receive adequate
treatment. Mental health services are often
underfunded, especially in lower-income re-
gions.

Why is it so much harder to find serenity
today?

We struggle to make the voice of the soul
heard above the constant digital noise. In
secular society, social media creates com-
parison, FOMO, overstimulation, and addic-
tion. It becomes more and more difficult to
find quieter, more disconnected spaces in
our lives for reflection.

One of the great gifts of Judaism to the
world is hitbodedut, which means seclusion,
being alone with who you are, conversing
with your soul, being in touch with yourself.

More than ever nowadays,
where our whole environment tries to tear
our attention hither and thither, this way and
that, in a whirl of confusion and self-doubt,
we need to set aside time to reflect, to con-
template what it is that we are doing in the
world, a time for introspection on what is re-
ally important to us and who we are.

The Mesilat Yesharim lists this as an es-
sential part of the path to self-knowledge and
closeness to Hashem.

“...a nation that will dwell in solitude...”

The only way that we, the Jewish Peo-
ple, can be ‘a light to the nations’ is if we
‘dwell in solitude.” We step off the treadmill
of the digital world and spend serious time
reflecting on our true destiny as individuals
and as a nation.
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Avraham and Bilam

Towards the end of Chapter 5 of Avot, the Mishna pres-
ents the differences between Avraham Avinu and Bilam.

“Whoever has a good eye (lack of jealousy), a humble
spirit (modesty and humility), and a meek soul (humbling
oneself and co-existing with average people) is to be reck-
oned among Avraham'’s students. Whoever has an evil eye
(jealous of the next one’s success and possessions), an ar-
rogant spirit (haughty and proud), and a greedy soul (desire
for wealth and lust) is among the disciples of the wicked Bi-
lam.

One would have expected that Avraham would be por-
trayed as the one who observed Torah and mitzvot. This was
a phenomenal accomplishment when we consider the envi-
ronment and times in which he lived, one immersed in idola-
try. Bilam, on the other hand, lived at a time when the entire
world saw the Hand of Hashem in Mitzrayim, the splitting of
the Yam, and the revelation at Sinai. Still, he violated many
laws of the Torah, including bestiality (Sanhedrin 105b).

The Mishna does not focus on their actions, but rather
on their nature and character. Avraham became the giant
that he was, the father of the nation, because he had good
character, and Bilam, despite all his potential, was killed by
the sword (Bamidbar 30:8) because of his terrible character
traits.

A person’s character ultimately affects their beliefs. The
personal greed of the meraglim caused them to speak bad-
ly of Eretz Yisrael, the jealousy of Korach motivated him to
rebel against Moshe and Aaron, and similarly, it was Bilam's
greed that led him to attempt to curse Bnei Yisrael. Bilam
knew what was right when he proclaimed, “Let me die the
death of the righteous,” (Bamidbar 23:10) as understood
in the Talmud to be referring to the Patriarchs (Avodah
Zarah 25a). He wanted to die like them, reside in the World
to Come like them, but lacked the strength of character to
live like them.

This theme is portrayed by Rav Elchanan Wasserman
zt’l in his Kovetz Maamarim. In his first essay (on emunah),
he demonstrates that it is the heart (midot) that rules the
mind (intellect) of man. We can therefore appreciate the daily
admonition found in the third paragraph of Shema, “V'lo tatu-
ru acharei I'vavchem v'acharei eineichem asher atem zonim
achareihem,” “And do not explore after your heart and after
your eyes after which you stray.” Should it not have said, “Do
not stray after your mind? Rav Wasserman contends that
all intelligent minds understand and accept the existence of
a creator, a G-d. However, the negative forces in man, i.e.,
his pride, greed, lust, drive for power, laziness, etc., interfere
with the conclusions of the mind.

May we leam the lessons of Parshat Balak, that the three
sterling attributes we mentioned are enough to categorize us
as a student of Avraham, but one who is lacking these three
traits, despite other positive ones, has not yet been promot-
ed to the class of Avraham Avinu.

10 CHUKAS-BALAK

The connection of our haftarah to our parasha would seem to
be clear. Our parasha tells the story of Bilam’s attempt to curse Bnai
Yisrael and Hashem'’s reversal of those curses into blessings, and
in this haftarah, the navi Michah reminds Israel of these kindnesses
of G-d that He performed for them so many years earlier. But, as is
true of so many of these haftarot, there is more in common between
these sources than what we might believe at first.

The Ibn Ezra focuses on the words in the haftarah that connect
us to the events of the parasha, and then he enlightens us by ex-
plaining that the words actually point to two kindnesses performed
by G-d that were not all that known to the nation. First, the navi
says: “Remember what Balak had planned to do to you and what
Bilam responded,” which reminds Israel that G-d prevented Bilam
from cursing Israel but, additionally, had him bless the nation. Then
Michah adds the puzzling words: “From the Shittim to the Gilgal, so
that you know the kindnesses of Hashem.”

The Ibn Ezra proposes that the navi was retelling these events
to sensitize the people to the fact that the sin at Shittim, a sin brought
by the daughters of Midian at the advice of Bilam, was committed
only a few weeks before the arrival of Bnai Yisrael at Gilgal, the very
first camp set up in the Land of Israel. In other words, despite the
severity of the sin, Hashem forgave Israel and brought them into
the Land.

The message of Michah to the people of his time was a crucial
one. The Torah tells us that G-d had but one reason why He un-
dermined the plan of Balak and the attempts of Bilam: “Ki ahev'cha
Hashem E’lokecha” (D'varim 23: 6), because Hashem loves you.

Sefer Michah is replete with the prophet's condemnation of Is-
rael's trespasses and turpitudes. The warnings of the punishments
that are liable to befall the nation fill the early nevuot of Michah. But
as we begin the fourth perek, the navi shares a vision of “acharit ha-
yamim,” the final days, the era of redemption. And in the fifth perek,
the chapter from which our haftarah is taken, the prophet describes
to his generation the glorious picture of their retumn to the land and
the defeat of their enemies.

Itis, however, a vision that was difficult for those of Michah’s time
to believe. After all, the navi had shared with them alarming and
terrifying prophecies. They were told that G-d was angry with them,
that they were corrupt and sinful, and were therefore to prepare for
the impending punishments that would befall them.

How could they now accept the truth of the splendid future
promised by the navi? And so Michah reminds them: Remember
what Hashem did to save you from the maledictions of Bilam. Re-
member how Hashem led you to Gilgal despite the terrible sin you
committed at Shittim. And why? “Ki ahev'cha Hashem E'lokecha,”
G-d loves you..... and He still does!

Michah’s message was so timely for his generation and is timely
for ours as well. Though troubles beset us, and there seems to be
no hope for a peaceful future, we remember Balak, Bilam, Shittim,
and Gilgal.

And we are reminded “Ki ahev'cha Hashem E’lokecha.”

G-d loves us.



If Balak were to give me his houseful of
silver and gold, | am unable to transgress the
word of Hashem, my G-d (22:18).

Rav Elazar Menachem Man Shach relat-
ed the following story:

A group of rabbis once met with the
maskilim (proponents of the “enlightenment”),
who wanted to introduce improper “innova-
tions” into Jewish life. Among the maskilim
were those who clearly showed their animos-
ity to the Jewish religion, revealing their evil
intentions. Others presented themselves as
moderates, who merely wanted some minor
concessions to the spirit of the times. One of
the latter said apologetically, “Look, | have
quite a bit of influence, and if | really want-
ed to, | could have all the yeshivahs closed
down. Nevertheless, | respect the Torah, and
my only interest is the benefit of Judaism.”

The Bais Hal evi, Rav Yosef Dov Solove-

itchik, stood up and said, “Wicked one! You
are following the path of Bilam.”

He proceeded to explain: “The wicked Bi-
lam said, ‘If Balak were to give me his house-
ful of silver and gold, | am unable to trans-
gress the word of Hashem, my G-d.” Why, he
seems so righteous and G-d-fearing! Why,
then, does the Gemara (Sanhedrin 90a) list
him among the most wicked of the gentiles?

“The answer is that when a person says,
‘If they would give me 1,000 rubles, | would
not leave my hometown,’ it makes sense; he
has the ability to move, but he chooses to re-
main. When a person says, however, ‘Even
if they give me 1,000 rubles, | will not stop
the Earth from rotating around the sun, he is
considered a fool, for with or without receiving
1,000 rubles, the rotation of the Earth is be-
yond his control.

“That,” continued the Beis Halevi, “is why
Bilam is considered so wicked. When he said
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Blessing or Cursing

Parashat Balak opens with Balak’s request
that Bilam come and place a curse on Bnei
Yisrael. In the aftermath of Bnei Yisrael's
stirring victory over the regional superpow-
ers, Sichon and Og, Balak feared the threat
of destruction at the hands of the threaten-
ing nomads. He therefore summoned the
renowned sorcerer to assist him by cursing
the enemy.

The Seforno asks a rather frank, straight-
forward question. Why didn’t Balak ask Bil-
am to bless his nation, Moav, with protection
from potential aggressors, rather than cursing
Bnei Yisrael? Especially after the difficulties
Bilam encountered cursing Bnei Yisrael, why
couldn’t he place a blessing upon the nation
of Moav? Would that not have yielded, in Bal-
ak’s eyes, the same desired result?

The Seforno’s answer may give us some
insight into the personality of Bilam and why
he is viewed by our tradition with such utter
contempt. Bilam’s magical powers were lim-
ited to cursing. More specifically, as Chazal
posit, Bilam could capitalize upon inauspi-
cious moments of divine wrath. He was able
to identify when the Almighty’s anger was trig-
gered and then fuel the flames of wrath with
his curses. Bilam could not bless; all he knew
was how to curse. When Balak sent for Bilam

that even a lot of money could not convince
him to violate Hashem’s will, he implied that
he had the ability to violate His will, but would
not do so out of the goodness of his heart.
That is pure wickedness. The same applies
to you. You imply that, in your opinion, Torah
can be extirpated from the Jewish people and
that it is possible to close down yeshivahs,
but that, out of the goodness of your heart,
you will allow them to stay open. You are just
like Bilam!

“You should know,” he concluded, “that
just as Bilam erred, you, too, are mistaken.
He did not have the ability to violate Hash-
em’s will, and when he attempted to do so,
the Midrash says that Hashem sent an an-
gel to restrain him. Similarly, you do not have
the power to close down yeshivahs, because
Hashem is their protector!”

and said, “... for | know that whomever you
bless is blessed and whomever you curse is
cursed,” he said so only out of respect for Bi-
lam. In truth, however, Bilam had no power
over blessings.

As we know, Bilam was viewed by Chazal
as representative of the negative quality of
“ayin harah,” the “evil eye” (Avot 5:19). Mean-
ing, he looked at others askance, if not with
outright hostility. The Mishna contrasts Bilam
with Avraham, the bastion of “ayin tovah,” an
eye that sees the good in everyone. Both
these prophets were unwaveringly commit-
ted to G-d’s law and would not deviate one
iota from the divine command. The differ-
ence, however, was manifest in their “eyes,”
their overall outlook upon others. Bilam was
incapable of blessing; he knew only curses.
Avraham, by contrast, is known as the pillar
of chessed. He always sought to help, give,
and reach out to others. As the Mishna tells
us, herein lies the difference between the stu-
dents of Avraham and the students of Bilam.

As heirs to and students of the great tra-
dition of Avraham, we bear the responsibility
of coordinating our “eyesight” accordingly. At
the most basic level, “ayin harah” and “ayin
fovah” refer to the attitude people have to-
wards a certain individual. We are bidden to
look at others with an “ayin fovah,” to wish

them well sincerely and not harbor any jeal-
ousy towards them. This perspective stands
at the very core of the attribute of chessed.
One who does not wish well upon others can-
not possibly integrate the value of kindness
into his life. Conversely, one who genuinely
yearns for the good fortune of others will do
all that he can to further this wish, to stretch
out his hand and lend some assistance to his
fellow Jew.

Incidentally, the Chofetz Chaim is quoted
as offering an explanation similar to that of
the Seforno, only with one slight difference.
Balak’s request that Bilam curse Bnei Yisrael
rather than bless Moav resulted not from Bil-
am’s limitations, but rather from Balak’s own
skewed outlook. As opposed to Bnei Yisrael,
who, when confronted with danger, raise their
eyes and hearts upward to the heavens in
prayer, Balak sought to destroy the enemy.
Similarly, Rav Yisrael Salanter used to say
that one can elevate himself either by working
on his own character or by denigrating others.
Needless to say, Balak and other followers of
Bilam adopt the latter approach, while we,
the children of Avraham Avinu, are bidden to
work on ourselves rather than seek to destroy
others.
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Moshe’s Speech Impediment

Excerpted from Shem MiShmuel by the
Sochatchover Rebbe

The first section of Parshas Chukas dis-
cusses the most enigmatic law of the Torah,
the parah adumah (red cow). This perfectly
red specimen was burned completely in a
special ceremony, together with certain oth-
er materials. lts ashes were mixed with wa-
ter and sprinkled on a person who had ac-
quired tumas meis (ritual impurity contracted
from a corpse). This procedure restored the
subject to a state of taharah (ritual purity), al-
lowing him to enter the Beis HaMikdash and
eat certain holy foods. One of the very many
unusual aspects of this law is its position in
the Torah. The sidrah jumps to the final year
of Klal Yisrael's sojourn in the desert, but be-
fore doing so, the Torah records the laws of
the parah adumah. This is particularly hard to
comprehend since the laws themselves were
transmitted to the nation soon after the Exo-
dus, at Marah:

There He made for them a statute and a
Judgment, and there He tested them. (Shem-
os 15:25)

There He made for them: At Marah, He

gave them a few sections of the Torah with
which they could involve themselves: Shab-
bos, parah adumah, and civil laws. (Rashi
loc. cit.)

Since the nation knew all about the parah
adumah at the start of their desert journey,
why does the Torah wait until now to record
it?

When Moshe was first chosen by G-d to
lead the people, he resisted adopting the role
on the basis of a speech difficulty: / am not
a man of words ... for | am heavy of speech.
(Shemos 4:10)

This problem, however, did not last
throughout Moshe’s life, as the Midrash re-
lates:

Before Moshe merited the Torah, the
verse says of him: | am not a man of words.
Once he merited the Torah, his speech was
healed, and he began to speak... (Devarim
Rabbah 1:1)

There is a famous discourse of the Ma-
haral that analyzes this apparent speech im-
pediment. The Maharal considers Moshe’s
difficulty not as a problem to be overcome,
but as an expression of his true greatness!
Briefly, he explains that the unique human
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ability to speak is a function of the connec-
tion between the body and the soul. This is
derived from the fact that when Adam HaR-
ishon was created, G-d “breathed a spirit of
life into his nostrils, and man became a living
soul.” At this moment, according to Targum
Onkelos, Adam gained the power of speech.
Thus, the moment of animation, when body
and soul joined, was also the instant when
man was empowered with speech. Moshe
Rabbeinu was a man of such tremendous
spiritual abilities that his soul was unable to
entirely link with his body. As such, he spoke
with difficulty.

This makes the midrash difficult to under-
stand, for surely, when Moshe received the
Torah, he became a still more spiritual being.
How could this cure his speech defect? It
should have made it worse!

The lesson of the midrash is quite pro-
found. When the man of G-d received the
Torah at Sinai, his entire being underwent a
great change. His physical being was raised
by the experience, so much so that it was
able to reach the heights of his soul. And
once they were properly connected, he was
able to speak!

It's All in the Attitude

The seemingly extraneous phrase that
opens the parsha of parah adumah, “This
is the ‘chok’ of the Torah,” has become the
intimidating gatekeeper for all attempts to
explain this and similar mitzvos that defy
human understanding. That introductory
phrase, according to Rashi, is intended to
discourage all attempts at apologia regard-
ing the parsha of parah adumah, even in
response to the teasing of other nations.
Thus, Rashi's comment on the pasuk reads,
“Because the Satan and the nations of the
world aggravate us, saying what this mitzvah
is and what is its reason, therefore [the Torah]
wrote in this parsha “chuka’ [to say] it is my
decree, and you do not have permission to
question it.” Apparently, this category of mitz-
vos observed despite our inability to see their
meaning serves to strengthen our absolute
allegiance to carrying out Hashem'’s will.

That is why it is so surprising to find, but
twenty-two pesukim later, that Rashi quotes
many an insight tucked away in the parah
adumah requirements and gleaned from the
writings of Rabbi Moshe Hadarshan. In this
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collection of short remarks, Rashi does not
refrain from relating the parah adumah to
the cheit haeigel and interpreting every de-
tail from the involvement of Elazar Hakohen
to the burning of the grasses, wood, and red
thread to the perfect redness of the parah it-
self. Why did Rashi cast off the warning of the
very first pasuk not to intellectually pursue or
curiously peruse?

Reading the medrash quoted by Rashi
carefully, one could fairly conclude that ex-
plaining the chukim of the Torah is censured
only when it finds its energy and encourage-
ment from without. If we delve into the depths
of a chok only due to the ridicule of others or
even the “Satan within us” — the anxiety that
arises from expectations molded by con-
temporary culture and superficial spiritual-
ity — then, indeed, the intellectual journey is
discouraged from the outset. However, if one
is driven and assured by the belief in the un-
ending depths of Hashem’s word that study
will allow one to catch sparks of insight and
inspiration, then perusing the incomprehensi-
ble becomes a refreshed and reenacted per-
sonal “Na‘aseh v'hishma.”

This distinction unlocks a
puzzling discussion between
Rabbi Yochanan and his students after
a non-Jew questioned the master regarding
the parah adumah. Articulating that which is
in the hearts of many a serious student, he
said, “That which you do, buming a cow,
grinding its ashes, processing them, sprin-
kling two to three drops, and proclaiming one
who is tameih as tahor, looks like magic.”
The master curtly responded, “No. Not mag-
ic, rather a “segulah” to chase away tumah.”
Thereupon, the students asked their teach-
er, “You blew the gentile away, but what are
you going to explain to us?” To which Rabbi
Yochanan responded, “Hashem said, ‘| de-
creed, and you cannot violate my decrees.”
Here, too, it may be said that the students’
curiosity had been piqued by the critical re-
marks of an outsider and thus were denied
significant attention.

How different Rabbi Yochanan's re-
sponse may have been had the students
turned to him out of complete trust in the
depths of every minutiae of Hashem'’s wis-
dom!
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JOKES

If you're waiting for the waiter, aren't you
the waiter?

| used to think | was indecisive.
Now I'm not so sure.

Why can't you trust atoms?
Because they make up everything.

Why don't scientists trust stairs?
They're always up to something.

My neighbor loves it when | play guitar.
He even threw a brick through my window
so he could hear me better.

A passenger got into a taxi.
"How much to take me to the train station?"
"Twenty dollars."
"What about my suitcase?"
"That's free."
"Great. Take the suitcase. I'll walk."

A customer walked into a hardware store.
"Do you have any two-watt bulbs?"
The clerk asked,

"For what?"

The customer replied,

"That'll do. I'll take two."

Brought to you by Uncle Benjy,
g author of Laughter is the best
41 medicine: Kosher and Jewish
jokes for the whole family,

feq volumes one and two, and

% Jewish Joke Book for Kids,

% volumes one and two, available
# on Amazon.
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And you shall speak to the rock (20:8).

The Medrash says ( Yalkut 763) that when a young child
misbehaves, his father hits him. When he gets older, his
father uses words to discipline him. Similarly, Hashem told
Moshe Rabbeinu, “When this rock was ‘small’ (the Jewish
people were at an earlier stage, see Shemos 17:8), you hit
the rock. However, now, you should speak to the rock.”

The Zera Shimshon explains this Medrash in the follow-
ing manner:

As is well known, the Torah is compared to water. The
Zera Shimshon understands that the story of the hitting of
the rock holds within it a lesson.

Hashem made a covenant with us over the Oral Torah
(Gittin 60b). The Yerushalmi (Pe’ah 2:4) says that the oral
words (of Torah) are more beloved than the written ones.
However, in other places, it seems the covenant is one root-
ed in a promise of punishment (if we veer from the Torah),
not one based only on love. This is represented by the way
the Torah was given, with fire and thunder. And yet, in many
pessukim and Talmudic teachings, there is a clear implica-
tion of the great love through which Hashem gave us the
Torah.

To explain this, the Zera Shimshon quotes the Gemara
(Pesachim 68b) where R’ Sheshes said, “Rejoice my soul,
for your sake | leam.” The Gemara asks how R’ Sheshes
can say this. Don’t we know that if not for Torah leaming, the
world would cease to exist? (Thus, R' Sheshes’s leaming
wasn't for himself.) The Gemara explains that in the begin-
ning of one’s leamning, he does it for himself, and later, he
comes to do it for the sake of Hashem.

Therefore, the covenant binding the Jewish people to
the Torah, which seems to be one of judgment, is only for
the individual who is learning for his own sake. However,
when one learns for the sake of Hashem, his covenant is
one of love.

The whole episode of Moshe Rabbeinu hitting the rock
to bring out its waters is a hint to the Torah. In fact, the Me-
drash says that the words that Hashem commanded Moshe
Rabbeinu to say to the rock to bring forth its waters were
words of Mishna! As well, the Megaleh Amukos writes (74)
that had Moshe Rabbeinu spoken to the rock as opposed to
hitting it, there would not have been any of the subsequent
arguments in halacha that exist today.

This is why Hashem told Moshe Rabbeinu that this sce-
nario of the lack of water is different than the one earlier in
the Jewish people’s history. Since at this point, the Jewish
people had grown in their attachment to Torah, and hitting
the rock to bring out its waters (which represents Torah)
symbolizes the beginner’s way of rebuke, Hashem wanted
Moshe Rabbeinu to speak to the rock since that is the stage
that the Jewish people were at. Their covenant was one of
love.
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