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RABBINIC RESPONSIBILITY
 Since the myth of rabbinic infallibility has become entrenched, exaggerated and untrue as it may be, it has unwittingly caused many other dire consequences. Since rabbis are somehow not able to discern the future and to be aware of the true motives and behavior patterns of those congregants and strangers who avail themselves of rabbinic services, rabbis are held accountable for the behavior of those people in their future lives decades later.

I remember that as a young rabbi I prided myself on the fact that for about the first twenty years of my rabbinic career no couple for whom I had performed a marriage ceremony divorced. I began to believe that I had some sort of heavenly magical power and that simply my performance at a wedding ceremony was in itself a guarantee of a couple living together happily ever after.

This arrogant and unfounded thought on my behalf has come crashing down upon me over the past number of decades when unfortunately a number of couples – who were undoubtedly in love with each other and planned to live together for the rest of their lives – divorced, sometimes in bitterness and acrimony.

I have often questioned myself as to whether I somehow bear some responsibility in this later breakup of the marriage. My rational self exonerates me completely. I am not a prophet and I did my duty faithfully according to Jewish halacha and tradition. The fact that the couple years later decided to end the marriage is not my fault and in no way invalidates the marriage ceremony that I performed.

I wish to therefore extrapolate this idea and attitude to the current controversy regarding conversions to Judaism performed in good faith and according to the letter of halacha. If decades later after the actual conversion ceremony, or even a relatively short time later, the convert for whatever reasons is not strictly observant of Jewish law or custom, does that invalidate the previous conversion ceremony itself?

It seems to me to be self-evident that it could not and should not invalidate that conversion nor should the rabbinical court that performed the conversion be held accountable for the later lapses in observance of that convert. The rabbinical court that performs the conversion can only go by what it sees at the moment of the conversion.

If it is convinced that the potential convert will lead a Jewish life and observe Torah, then it has fulfilled its obligation. It cannot peer into the future and know for certainty how the convert will behave in later life. It can only judge, and this is always subject to the errors that accompany every human judgment, the sincerity and commitment of the potential convert that stands before them at that time.

Overwhelmingly, most converts remains sincere and committed Jews. But there will always be exceptional cases when it becomes obvious that somehow the convert has changed his or her mind-or at least their mode of behavior. It is a far stretch to try and invalidate the halachically valid conversion process because of the later behavior of the convert.

Retroactive cancellation of conversions was rarely allowed in Jewish tradition and only under dire circumstances. Resorting to it today because of dubious reasons is very questionable and an unfortunate reminder to us of the weakness of rabbinic leadership in our time.

Attributing prophetic and psychic powers to religious leaders often times results in greater tragedy. Jewish tradition tells us that there are no prophets amongst us, as prophecy disappeared from the Jewish scene millennia ago. Those who hold themselves out to be all-knowing run the risk of being responsible for the later behavior of their students, congregants and the general public that they speak to and influence.

We were cautioned long ago “wise men should be careful with their words,” and certainly with their deeds. There is no rabbi in the world that has not, at one time or another, made a mistake in judgment, speech or in performing religious services. The fallibility of human beings – even of the greatest human beings – is a well-established principle with numerous examples recorded for us in the Bible and in the Talmud.

We are all responsible for the consequences of our errors. However the Talmud explicitly teaches us “a judge can only decide upon what he sees at the given moment when he renders his decision.” Heaven eventually may correct all errors but not all errors will appear on the ledger of the one who was unable to foretell the future. That ability is an interest only to heaven itself.

Shabbat shalom
Berel Wein

BALAK

There are people in the world who are simply too meddlesome for their own good. As King Solomon points out in Proverbs, they provoke passing dogs and engage in quarrels and controversies that really do not affect them directly. That is the main transgression of Balak as described in this week's Torah reading. The Jewish people are not threatening him or his nation. They just happened to be around in the neighborhood and he exploits their presence for his own personal ambition and prejudices.

There is a terrible tendency in human affairs to cloak being a busybody with the aura of altruism and justice. The Talmud decries those who stir up controversies, especially when they are not personally involved or affected by the issue in question. Balak never liked the Jewish people and always looked to eliminate them from living in his neighborhood.

He is aware that currently he is in no danger from them and though they are bypassing his borders, they have no intention of conquering his land. Nevertheless, he picks a fight with the Jewish people, and so to speak, with God Himself and poses as a champion of all of the nations that are threatened by the mere existence of the Jewish people and their right to inherit the land promised to them through their forefathers.

He, with his willing partner Bilaam, devises a scheme to curse the Jewish people and thereby weaken and eventually eliminate them from the scene. But he conceals is animus towards the Jewish people with high-sounding principles and justifiable motives. But in the end, he is simply meddling in matters that do not directly concern him.

We witness this phenomenon in the world today regarding the State of Israel, and by inference, the Jewish people generally. All of the world is concerned with the situation regarding the Israelis and the Palestinians. No one seems to be willing to let the parties to this dispute settle the matter by themselves and with themselves. Everyone has plans, roadmaps, and advice as to how to pressure Israel to somehow give in to the unreasonable demands of the Palestinians.

This dispute does not really concern any of the college professors or the do-gooders that lead the BDS movement or any of the other myriad NGOs that badger us constantly. They do not live in this neighborhood of the world nor are they subject to the constant dangers that surround Israeli society day in and day out.

They glorify their meddling in others’ affairs by their smug self-righteousness and the: “I know what is good for you, better than you do” that often identifies those who call themselves progressives and liberals.

There are many Balaks and Bilaams in today's world who are concerned about us and basically mean to do us no harm. As are all of the human characters we meet in the Bible, Balak and Bilaam are prototypes of later human beings who exist in all generations and circumstances. Be careful of their benevolence and blessings.

Shabbat shalom
Rabbi Berel Wein

In Chutz La’aretz, this week parshas Balak is read, and in Eretz Yisroel, this is one of the rare years when we read parshas Pinchas before the Three Weeks. Since both parshiyos include allusions to tzaar baalei chayim, I present:

Tzaar baalei chayim

By Rabbi Yirmiyohu Kaganoff

Question #1: Scientific experimenting

“Are there halachic laws governing when and how one may conduct scientific or medical experiments on animals?”

Question #2: Licensed to kill!

“Are there any halachic concerns that I should know about becoming an exterminator?”

Question #3: Oversized rider

“On visiting day in camp, we went pony riding, accompanied by some parents. One of our campers’ fathers is very obese, and the ponies were small, meant to carry the weight of children or, at most, average-sized adults. Fortunately for the pony involved, Mr. Big decided to forgo the ride. But does halachah address whether he would have been permitted to ride one of the ponies?”

Answer:

The topic of tzaar baalei chayim, the responsibility to alleviate, avoid and prevent the suffering of animals, is discussed fairly extensively by the halachic authorities. One early source, the Sefer Chassidim, discusses this mitzvah in regard to this week’s parshah -- within the context of Bilaam striking his donkey.

All authorities agree that it is forbidden to cause animals to suffer unnecessarily, such as to strike an animal out of anger or frustration (Sefer Chassidim #666). If an animal that is normally well-behaved and responsive to its vocation refuses to work one day, one should not beat it to get it to cooperate – rather, one should consider the possibility that it might be ill (Sefer Chassidim #668). Animals do get sick and, as we see from the story of Bilaam, they may have difficulty expressing themselves. Thus, the Sefer Chassidim teaches that Bilaam was punished for striking his donkey (Sefer Chassidim #668). This esteemed early authority thereby implies that a gentile is required to observe the laws of tzaar baalei chayim, an aspect of the mitzvah that we will leave for a future article. 

One should not work his pregnant animal too hard when he knows that it is ready to give birth (Sefer Chassidim #667). It goes without saying that it is prohibited to raise livestock in an inhumane way, such as by feeding them an unusual diet or depriving them of proper ventilation or exercise. Also, tzaar baalei chayim includes alleviating the suffering of an animal (Orach Meisharim Chapter 15:1).

Using animals

One may use an animal to service people, even though doing so involves inflicting pain on the animal (Nimukei Yosef, Bava Metzia 32b; Terumas Hadeshen 2:105; Rema, Even Ha’ezer 5:14; these authorities base their rulings on Talmudic sources, see Chagigah 14b; Shabbos 110b and 154b; Avodah Zarah 13b). The rationale provided is that animals and the rest of creation were created in order to service mankind (Terumas Hadeshen, based on Kiddushin 82a).

Get well quick!

What if my animal is currently unable to work, and there are two courses of treatment available? Both will heal the animal, but one is more painful, although it will have the animal ready for work sooner. May I inflict the additional pain on the animal for this purpose? 

Some halachic authorities prohibit inflicting this pain on the animal (Shu”t Divrei Yetziv, Yoreh Deah #164, based on Bach, Yoreh Deah 267:18). If someone actually has this question, I suggest that they discuss it with a halachic authority.

How much suffering?

A question raised by earlier authorities: Is there a limit to how much pain one may cause an animal, if the goal is for human benefit? We find a dispute among rishonim whether it is prohibited to burden an animal excessively, so that humans can benefit. For example, may I place a load on an animal that is greater than it should be carrying? According to the Sefer Chassidim #666, this constitutes tzaar baalei chayim. On the other hand, the Terumas Hadeshen (1:105) rules that this is permitted. He further discusses whether one may remove the down, which is the soft feathers, from live geese. Is this halachically the same as shearing sheep, which is certainly permitted, or is it prohibited because of the level of discomfort? The Terumas Hadeshen concludes that although any use of an animal is permitted and does not violate tzaar baalei chayim, the custom is not to remove the down from live birds because this is very painful. This conclusion is quoted by the Rema as standard halachah (Even Ha’ezer 5:14).

Scientific experimentation

Is it permitted to use animals to run tests for medical research or other scientific experimentation? The earliest discussion I found on this question dates back over three hundred years, in a responsum penned by Rav Yaakov Reisher (Shu”t Shevus Yaakov 3:71), who permitted it. A much lengthier and very thorough analysis of the topic is found in a more recent work, the twentieth-century responsum of the late rav of Zurich, Rav Yaakov Breisch (Shu”t Chelkas Yaakov, Choshen Mishpat #34). He concludes that one may use animals to test products to see if they are safe, although it seems that this is permitted only when there is a direct research benefit and the potential suffering of the animals cannot be avoided. In other words, it is permitted to test a new medicine or cosmetic item on an animal to see if medical problems develop, but one may only do this to the extent necessary to see if the product is safe. One may not, while experimenting, abuse the animals in any way that is not necessary for the test being performed.

What is the halachah if the medical testing will cause excessive pain to the animals? Is this still permitted? As mentioned above, all opinions forbid inflicting or causing any unnecessary pain to animals. Whether one may conduct medical test or research that will cause considerable pain to the animal might be the subject of a dispute between the Sefer Chassidim and the Terumas Hadeshen. The Terumas Hadeshen rules that this is permitted, as long as there is human benefit. The Sefer Chassidim states that even human benefit permits only a degree of normal discomfort to the animal, but not an excessive amount. 

However, it is possible that the Sefer Chassidim agrees that one may test a medicine under these circumstances, since the importance of the potential benefit is great. It would seem that he would prohibit testing a new cosmetic item that will cause an animal to suffer tremendously, whereas the Terumas Hadeshen would permit it.

The Shevus Yaakov concludes that testing a medicine or cosmetic item on a living creature to see if it is safe for humans is permitted, even if it causes much suffering to the animal (Shu”t Shevus Yaakov 3:71). This is because one is not causing pain to the animal directly, and one is trying to research whether this product is safe for people.

Shimshon

Some authorities bring evidence from the story of Shimshon that, when necessary, one may even cause excruciating pain to an animal. The book of Shoftim tells us that Shimshon captured 300 foxes and tied together their tails in a way that each knot held a torch; he then sent the foxes into the fields and orchards of the Pelishtim, burning everything to the ground (Shoftim 15:4-5). Thus, we see that one can cause tremendous pain to animals when necessary for human need. 

However, others question this proof, since during warfare, much is permitted that is not otherwise allowed. Thus, in general, causing this degree of pain to an animal would certainly be forbidden (Shu”t Chelkas Yaakov). 

Furthermore, I question this proof, since nowhere does it say that the foxes themselves were on fire – the torches that they transported set fire to the fields and orchards of the Pelishtim.

Animals or even insects?

Does the prohibition of tzaar baalei chayim apply to all living creatures? We find a dispute among the acharonim concerning this issue. 

Rav Moshe Feinstein (Shu”t Igros Moshe, Choshen Mishpat 2:47) discusses whether one is permitted to work as an exterminator of unwanted mice, insects and other such wildlife. He rules that this is permitted when it is necessary for people, but that one should try to avoid killing the unwanted creatures directly. 

Rav Moshe’s reason is that although it is permitted to eliminate pests when they are harmful to mankind, killing them still remains an act of cruelty that makes an impression on the neshamah of the person who does it. Rav Moshe demonstrates this from the fact that after we fulfill the mitzvah of destroying the ir hanidachas, the city that goes wayward, the Torah promises that Hashem will provide rachamim to the Jewish people (Devorim 13:18). Rav Moshe quotes the Ohr Hachayim, who says that notwithstanding that this destruction is necessary and fulfills a mitzvah, it still affects the neshamah of those involved, because doing brutal things makes one into a nasty person. However, the Torah promises that Hashem will provide us with rachamim, meaning that He will restore us to being our usual, merciful selves. In other words, He will remove from our neshamos the harm created by what we were forced to do. (To the best of my knowledge, this is one of only three places in all of Rav Moshe’s responsa that he quotes the Ohr Hachayim.) Similarly, exterminating varmints, even though it is necessary and therefore permitted, will affect one’s neshamah. Therefore, it is better to do the exterminating in an indirect way, which makes less of an impression on the neshamah. According to Rav Moshe, we can conclude that killing a fly, moth or other insect that is not bothering anyone is prohibited.

(Rav Moshe contends that shechting for food will not cause a person to become cruel, since this act fulfills a mitzvah, notwithstanding that one is not required to perform it. Rav Moshe seems to hold that since the Torah sometimes requires shechitah, such as, when offering a korban, its performance could never cause someone to become cruel.)

Insects should not apply

However, we find that an earlier authority, Rav Yaakov Emden, who sometimes referred to himself by his acronym Ya’avetz* (Yaakov ben Tzvi), did not understand that the concept of tzaar baalei chayim extends this far. He rules that tzaar baalei chayim does not apply to insects, but only to creatures large enough that mankind can use them for work (She’eilas Ya’avetz 1:110). Although Rav Yaakov Emden quotes the Arizal as having commanded his students not to kill even lice, the Ya’avetz explains this to be a midas chassidus, beyond the strict requirements of the halachah. In his understanding, it could be that the Arizal prohibited this destruction because it causes harm to one’s neshamah, the same line of reasoning that Rav Moshe applied to discourage an exterminator from killing insects in a direct way.

Is it prohibited min hatorah?

The tanna’im dispute whether the law of tzaar baalei chayim is min hatorah or whether it is only of rabbinic origin (Bava Metzia 32b; Shabbos 154b). One of the differences that results from this dispute is as follows: Let us assume that in order to avoid causing an animal pain or distress, one would need to violate a rabbinic prohibition. May one supersede the rabbinic prohibition in order to avoid tzaar baalei chayim? The answer is that if tzaar baalei chayim, itself, is only a rabbinic prohibition, one cannot violate one rabbinic mitzvah for the sake of another. However, if tzaar baalei chayim is prohibited min hatorah, then preventing suffering to an animal overrides a rabbinic prohibition (Shu”t Maharam meiRottenberg 3:181).

The following discussion of the Gemara will demonstrate this to us:

Rabban Gamliel’s donkey was laden with barrels of honey, and he did not want to unburden it until Shabbos was over. The Gemara asks why Rabban Gamliel waited until Shabbos was over, since this was clearly causing unnecessary discomfort for the animal. The Gemara replies that the honey had hardened and was therefore no longer suitable as a food, which would make it muktzah on Shabbos. The Gemara then asks why didn’t Rabban Gamliel release the ropes binding the barrels to the donkey so that they could fall off the donkey on Shabbos, something he could do without moving the muktzah. The answer was that Rabban Gamliel did not want the barrels to break. The Gemara, still not satisfied, asks why didn’t he place pillows under the barrels, thus cushioning their fall so that they would not break? The Gemara answers that the pillows would get dirty this way and become useless for the rest of Shabbos, and doing this on Shabbos is prohibited because of a rabbinic proscription called bitul kli meiheichano, literally, nullifying a tool from its use. The Gemara then asks that the prohibition of tzaar baalei chayim should supersede the rabbinic prohibition of bitul kli meiheichano. To this the Gemara replies that Rabban Gamliel held that the law of tzaar baalei chayim is only rabbinic, and therefore it does not supersede a different rabbinic prohibition (Shabbos 154b).

The Gemara’s conclusion

Notwithstanding Rabban Gamliel’s position that tzaar baalei chayim is forbidden only as a rabbinic injunction, there are other tanna’im who rule that it is forbidden min hatorah. The following passage of Gemara implies that Rabban Gamliel’s position is rejected by the later authorities in the time of the Gemara: 

Rav Yehudah said in the name of Rav: One may place cushions and pillows underneath an animal that fell into an irrigation ditch to enable it to get out by itself. However, it is preferred to bring food and water to the animal for the rest of Shabbos, if possible, and if this will satisfy the animal’s needs, rather than place cushions and pillows underneath the animal, which will violate bitul kli meiheichano (Shabbos 128b).

This Gemara implies that if we can avoid both transgressing the law of bitul kli meiheichano and avoiding tzaar baalei chayim, we strive to accomplish both, but if that option does not exist, then tzaar baalei chayim supersedes the rabbinic prohibition of bitul kli meiheichano. Since this passage reflects the conclusion of the amora’im, we see that we do not rule in accordance with Rabban Gamliel, but rather we rule that tzaar baalei chayim is min hatorah. This is the halachic conclusion reached by most, if not all, halachic authorities (Shu”t Maharam of Rottenberg 3:181; Mordechai, Shabbos #448; Nimukei Yosef, Bava Metzia 32b; Sefer Chassidim #666; Shiltei Hagiborim, Shabbos chapter 18, pg. 51a note 3, quoting Riaz; Kesef Mishneh, Hilchos Rotzeach 13:9; Rema, Choshen Mishpat 272:9; Sma 272:12, 15; Gra, Choshen Mishpat 272:11). This law is also codified in Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chayim 305:19).

The Shulchan Aruch, reflecting this conclusion, cites a different halachah that results from the fact that tzaar baalei chayim is prohibited min hatorah. Although there is a rabbinic injunction prohibiting mounting or dismounting from an animal on Shabbos or Yom Tov, if someone did mount an animal, he is required to get off. (If this were forbidden, he would be required to remain on horseback the rest of Shabbos or Yom Tov, which would certainly cause tzaar baalei chayim.) This is true, notwithstanding that the act of dismounting constitutes a rabbinic violation of Shabbos (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 305:18). This ruling is consistent with our previous analysis. Since we conclude that tzaar baalei chayim is prohibited min hatorah, it can, when necessary, supersede a rabbinic prohibition, such as that of dismounting from an animal on Shabbos.

Violent rooster

Here is a related question, culled from the more contemporary responsa literature. If one discovers on Shabbos that one rooster is attacking other chickens, may one remove it from the coop on Shabbos, notwithstanding that a live animal is muktzah on Shabbos (Shu”t Har Tzvi, Orach Chayim 1:205)?

This question was asked of the late Rav Tzvi Pesach Frank, then rav of Yerushalayim. In his analysis of the topic, he quotes the previously mentioned conclusions of the Shulchan Aruch, that someone who mounted an animal on Shabbos should dismount it, because of tzaar baalei chayim, and that one must remove a burden from an animal, even by moving muktzah if no other method will work, because of tzaar baalei chayim. Therefore, Rav Frank concludes that it is permitted to remove the treacherous rooster from the others. He writes that it is preferred to have a gentile worker remove it, but if there is no gentile available, a Jew may remove it, notwithstanding that a rooster is muktzah on Shabbos. In other words, tzaar baalei chayim supersedes the prohibition of muktzah, when there is no way to accommodate both laws.

Conclusion:

Shlomoh Hamelech teaches (in Mishlei 12:10) Rachamei re’sha’im achzari, that the compassion of the evil is cruelty. What does this mean, particularly since the context of the pasuk implies that it is discussing the care one takes of his animals? The example chosen by the Sefer Chassidim (#669) is of an evil person who fed his animal well, but then expects it to perform beyond its capabilities – after all, he treated it so nicely. When the owner’s expectations are not realized, he beats the animal mercilessly. It turns out that his initial compassion caused him to be cruel.

The Tosefta (Bava Kama, end of Chapter 9) states that Rabbi Yehudah said in the name of Rabban Gamliel: “Know this sign well: as long as you act with mercy, Hashem will have mercy on you.” Sefer Chassidim #666 notes: If we are merciful to our animals, Hashem and others will be merciful to us.

*Note that several different scholars are referred to by this acronym.

MASTER MANIPULATOR... THE TRUMP CARD

Rav Yochanan Zweig

Balak the son of Zippor saw all that Yisroel had done to the Emori. Moav was very frightened of the people because they were many, and Moav was disgusted in the face of B'nei Yisroel (22:2-3).

This week's Parsha opens with a remarkable statement: Balak took notice of what B'nei Yisroel had done to the great kings of the time - Sichon and Og. This seems peculiar as Sichon and Og were the two great world power leaders of that time; their defeat at the hands of this upstart nation had to have attracted worldwide notice. What was it that Balak "saw" that had escaped everyone else's attention?

Even more perplexing, if the nation of Moav was frightened by the death and destruction that B'nei Yisroel had wrought upon the Emori, logically Moav should be frightened of their incredible power - so why does the Torah say that they were frightened by the numbers of the Jewish nation? Additionally, what does the statement "Moav was disgusted in the face of B'nei Yisroel" add to the narrative?

What Balak saw was an opportunity for him to create a leadership role for himself. In reality there was really no reason for Moav to be afraid. After all, B'nei Yisroel had purposefully avoided conflict with the nation of Edom because they were cousins (descendants of Esav - Yaakov's brother). Both Moav and Midian were cousins as well; Moavites were descendants of Lot (Sara's brother) and those of Midian were the children of Avraham (by second wife Keturah). In reality, B'nei Yisroel had no interest in a war with them.

But Balak's genius was in the creation of a fabricated animosity. He pointed out that the Jewish nation was exceedingly great in number and would undoubtedly want to settle in the vicinity. He may have even known that the great multitude of Erev Rav wouldn't have a portion in the land of Israel or that some of the tribes wished to settle on Moav's side of the Jordan. He singlehandedly created the first immigrant and refugee crisis. This was the disgust that Moav felt; they were disgusted with the prospect of having to live and share land with a nation that would totally devour all the natural resources. This is why Bnei Yisroel are described as "this nation will chew up our entire surroundings as an ox chews up grass of the field" (22:4).

Balak also highlighted the futility of trying to defeat B'nei Yisroel through a conventional war. In this manner he created a desperate situation that seemingly had no solution. But of course Balak had a plan all along. After scaring Moav into looking to their perennial enemy (Midian - home country of Moshe Rabbeinu) for advice, Midian responded that the only solution was to find someone who had the power to get Hashem to act.

Balaam was the equivalent of Moshe Rabbeinu in prophecy. As Rashi notes (22:5), Balak and Balaam were from the same place and had known each other years earlier (Balaam had, in fact, prophesied that Balak would become a king someday). Balak therefore held the power to bring this solution into a reality. In effect, Balak created the mirage of a problem and then positioned himself to be the only path to a solution. That is why the Torah says "Balak son of Zippor was king of Moav at that time" (22:4) - Rashi points out that he was appointed King to deal with this emergency situation. What Balak saw that no one else saw was an opportunity for him to become appointed as king.

AND LOYALTY ABOVE ALL...

The officers of Moav came to Balak and reported that "Balaam refuses to return with us." Balak continued (to try and recruit Balaam) by sending more officers of a higher rank than those previously. They came to Balaam and said "so said Balak - do not refrain from coming to me for I will honor you very much..." Balaam answered and said to the servants of Balak... (22:14-18)

Rashi (22:13) points out that Balaam had given Balak's first emissaries the message that they were not important enough to request his presence at Balak's behest. Balak, who was very keen on having Balaam come and curse B'nei Yisroel, therefore sent messengers that were of higher ranking than the first group.

Many Rishonim (Rosh, Rabbeinu Bachaye) question the Torah's description of the higher ranking officers as "the servants of Balak." Calling these high ranking officers "servants" seems to imply that they were of a very lowly stature. How does this fit in with the narrative that Balak actually sent higher ranking officers?

Balak, as we have seen, was a very astute political leader who certainly understood the tenets of building an effective hierarchy of command. Obviously, in order to be promoted to a position of responsibility one must be capable; but among those who are capable of doing the job how does a leader decide who is of a higher and who is of a lesser rank?

The answer is loyalty. Those who are most trusted and loyal are the ones who are brought closest to the king. The term "eved - servant" doesn't always refer to one of lowly stature; often it implies the relationship between the master and the servant. The Gemara has the maxim "the hand of the servant is as the hand of the master." In other words, the servant is an extension of the master. In such a situation only the closest and most trusted confidant is placed into that position.

This was the position of both Moshe who is called "eved Hashem," and Eliezer who is called "eved Avraham." In both of those instances the term eved 

doesn't mean a lowly servant. Quite the opposite - both of them acted in lieu of their master, in modern parlance it would be akin to a "power of attorney."

By calling the second group "the servants of Balak," Balaam was actually recognizing their unique position as trusted confidantes of Balak, and worthy of his consideration to mull Balak's offer to come and curse the Jewish people. 

FOR THE LOVE OF MONEY 

"Balaam answered and said to the servants of Balak, 'If Balak gives me his house full of silver and gold, I cannot transgress the word of Hashem, my G-d, to do anything small or great'" (Bamidbar 22:18). 

Rashi comments that this pasuk reflects negatively on Balaam's character, indicating that he was plagued by a desire for other people's money. By speaking of the possibility that Balak would give him so much wealth, Balaam indicated that he coveted Balak's assets, which the Torah views as a fundamental character flaw.

This desire for wealth is generally treated as a negative desire. Yet we find similar statements made by great figures in Jewish history, and their expression of this sentiment is actually to their credit. Dovid Hamelech, for instance, declares in Sefer Tehillim, "The Torah of Your Mouth is better for me than thousands of gold and silver" (119:72). If desiring thousands of gold and silver was an abominable character trait he wouldn't be saying much about the value of the Torah. Similarly, the Tanna Rabbi Yosi ben Kisma relates in Pirkei Avos (6:9) that he told someone, "Even if you give me all the gold, silver, precious stones, and pearls in the world, I would live only in a place of Torah."

The statements of these great men are certainly not viewed as indicative of a shameful lust for wealth; on the contrary, both Dovid Hamelech and Rabbi Yosi ben Kisma appreciated the value of money, but they considered Torah far more important and precious. That being the case, why is Balaam's statement viewed as painting a negative picture of his personality?

There is one significant difference between the words of Balaam and the statements of Dovid Hamelech and Rabbi Yosi ben Kisma: Rashi notes specifically that Balaam desired the money of others while both Dovid Hamelech and Rabbi Yosi ben Kisma speak of its value in general terms. Balaam's character flaw lay in his desire to take the money of others, not in his appreciation of its inherent value.

It is not a shortcoming for a person to understand and appreciate the value of money. Many wonderful things can be accomplished with money; when used properly it is a vehicle for accomplishing much of what Hashem desires for our world - it is certainly needed to open Torah institutions and chesed organizations throughout the world.

Thus, Dovid Hamelech and Rabbi Yosi ben Kisma are applauded for their statements. Balaam's flaw, meanwhile, lay in his desire for other people's wealth. If we just read his words literally we can see that he didn't just want wealth; he wanted Balak's house full of silver and gold.  

The tenth of the Aseres Hadibros is the prohibition of coveting another person's belongings, which many Rishonim view as the most severe of the Ten Commandments. There is nothing wrong with having a desire for a beautiful home or for other assets, for if these things are used properly, they can make a positive impact. However, it is terribly improper to harbor a desire to take things for oneself that belong to someone else. Coveting another person's belongings is where the sin begins, and that is the terrible character trait that Balaam exhibited.
What Makes God Laugh 

Balak - Covenant & Conversation 5776 / 2016 on Spirituality

There is an old saying that what makes God laugh is seeing our plans for the future.1 However, if Tanakh is our guide, what makes God laugh is human delusions of grandeur. From the vantage point of heaven, the ultimate absurdity is when humans start thinking of themselves as godlike.

There are several pointed examples in the Torah. One whose full import has only recently become clear occurs in the story of the Tower of Babel. Men gather together in the plain of Shinar and decide to build a city and a tower “that will reach to heaven.” As it happens, we have archeological confirmation of this fact. Several Mesopotamian ziggurats, including the temple of Marduk in Babylon, have been found with inscriptions saying that they reach heaven.2

The idea was that tall buildings – man-made mountains – allowed humans to climb to the dwelling place of the gods and thus communicate with them. The Mesopotamian city states were among the first places of civilisation, itself one of the turning points in the history of human life on earth. Before the birth of agriculture, the ancients lived in fear of nature: of predators, of other tribes and bands, and of the vicissitudes of heat and cold, drought and flood. Their fate depended on matters beyond their control.

Only with the spread of domesticated animals and agriculture did people gather in towns, then cities, then empires. A tipping point occurred in the balance of power between nature and culture. For the first time humans were not confined to adapting to their environment. They could adapt their environment to suit them. At this point they – especially the rulers – began to see themselves as gods, demigods, or people with the power to influence the gods.

The most conspicuous symbol of this was buildings on a monumental scale: the ziggurats of Babylon and other Mesopotamian cities, and the pyramids of Egypt. Built on the flat land of the Tigris-Euphrates valley and the Nile delta, they towered over their surroundings. The great pyramid of Giza, built even before the birth of Abraham, was so monumental that it remained the tallest man-made structure on earth for four thousand years.

The fact that these were artificial mountains built by human hands suggested to their builders that humans had acquired godlike powers. They had constructed a stairway to heaven. Hence the significance of the phrase in the Torah’s account of the tower, “And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which the children of man had built.” This is God laughing. On earth, humans thought they had reached the sky, but to God the building was so infinitesimal, so microscopic that he had to come down even to see it. Only with the invention of flight do we now know how small the tallest building looks when you are looking down from a mere 30,000 feet.

To end their hubris God simply “confused their language”. They no longer understood one another. The entire project was turned into French farce. We can visualise the scene. A foreman calls for a brick and is handed a hammer. He tells a worker to go right and he turns left. The project foundered in a welter of incomprehension. Men thought they could climb to heaven but in the end they could not even understand what the person next to them was saying. The unfinished tower became a symbol of the inevitable failure of vaunting ambition. The builders achieved what they sought but not in the way they intended. They wanted to “make a name for themselves” and they succeeded, but instead of becoming a byword for man’s ability to reach the sky, Babel became babble, an emblem of confusion. Hubris became nemesis.

The second example was Egypt during the early plagues. Moses and Aaron turned the water of the Nile into blood, and filled Egypt with frogs. We then read that the Egyptian magicians did likewise to show that they had the same power. So concerned were they to show that they could do what the Hebrews could do, that they entirely failed to realise that they were making things worse, not better. The real skill would have been to turn blood back into water, and make frogs not appear but disappear.

We hear the Divine laughter especially in the third plague: lice. For the first time, the magicians tried and failed to replicate the effect. Defeated, they turned to Pharaoh and said, “It is the finger of God.” The humour comes when we remember that for the Egyptians the symbol of power was monumental architecture: pyramids, temples, palaces and statues on a massive scale. God showed them His power by way of the tiniest of insects, painful yet almost invisible to the eye. Again hubris became nemesis. When people think they are big, God shows them they are small – and vice versa. It is those who think themselves small – supremely so Moses, the humblest of men – who are truly great.

This explains the otherwise curious episode of Bilam’s talking donkey. This is not a fanciful tale, nor simply a miracle. It arose because of the way the people of Moab and Midian thought of Bilam – and perhaps, by extension, the way he thought of himself. Balak the Moabite king, together with the leaders of the Midianites, sent a delegation to Bilam asking him to curse the Israelites: “Come now, curse this people for me, since they are too mighty for me … for I know that whom you bless is blessed, and whom you curse is cursed.”

This is a pagan understanding of the holy man: the shaman, the magus, the wonder-worker, the person with access to supernatural powers. The Torah’s view is precisely the opposite. It is God who blesses and curses, not human beings. “I will bless those who bless you and those who curse you I will curse,” God said to Abraham. “They shall place my name on the children of Israel and I will bless them,” he said about the priests. The idea that you can hire a holy man to curse someone essentially presupposes that God can be bribed.

The narrative is admittedly obscure. God tells Bilam not to go. Balak sends a second delegation with a more tempting offer. This time God tells Bilam to go with them but say only what he instructs him to say. The next morning Bilam sets out to go with the Moabites, but the text now states that God was “angry” with him for going. That is when the episode of the donkey takes place.

The donkey sees an angel barring the way. It turns aside into a field but Bilam hits it and forces it back to the path. The angel is still barring the way and the donkey veers into a wall, crushing Bilam’s foot. Bilam hits it again, but finally it lies down and refuses to move. That is when the donkey begins to speak. Bilam then looks up and sees the angel, who had been hitherto invisible to him.

Why did God first tell Bilam not to go, then that he should go, and then was angry when he went? Evidently God could read his mind and knew that Bilam did really want to curse the Israelites. We know this because later, after the attempt to curse the Israelites failed, Bilam succeeded in causing them harm, advising the Midianites to get their women to seduce the Israelite men, thus provoking the anger of God (Num. 31:16). Bilam was no friend of the Israelites.

But the story of the talking donkey is another instance of Divine laughter. Here was a man reputed to be a maestro of supernatural forces. People thought he had the power to bless or curse whomever he chose. God, the Torah tells us, is not like that at all. He had two messages, one for the Moabites and Midianites, another for Bilam himself.

He showed the Moabites and Midianites that Israel is not cursed but blessed. The more you attempt to curse them the more they will be blessed and you yourself will be cursed. That is as true today as it was then. There are movements throughout the world to curse the state and people of Israel. The greater the malice of Israel’s enemies, the stronger Israel becomes, and the more disasters its enemies bring upon their own people.

God had a different message for Bilam himself, and it was very blunt. If you think you can control God, then, says God, I will show you that I can turn a donkey into a prophet and a prophet into a donkey. Your animal will see angels to which you yourself are blind. Bilam was forced to admit:

How can I curse those whom God has not cursed?

How can I denounce those whom the Lord has not denounced?

Hubris always eventually becomes nemesis. In a world in which rulers engaged in endless projects of self-aggrandisement, Israel alone produced a literature in which they attributed their successes to God and their failures to themselves. Far from making them weak, this made them extraordinarily strong.

So it is with us as individuals. I have mentioned before a beloved friend, no longer alive, about whom it was said that “he took God so seriously that he didn’t need to take himself seriously at all.” Pagan prophets like Bilam had not yet learned the lesson we must all one day learn: that what matters is not that God does what we want, but that we do what He wants. God laughs at those who think they have godlike powers. The opposite is true. The smaller we see ourselves, the greater we become.

1 The John Lennon version is: “Life is what happens while you are making other plans.”

2 The tower of Babel is referred to in the Enuma Elish as “Esagila,” which means “the house of the lifting up of the head.” Nabopolassar and Nebuchadnezzar both repaired this building, inscriptions to which say that they “raised high the head” of the tower “to rival the heavens.” Nahum Sarna, Understanding Genesis, 73
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Insights

How About You?

“Balak son of Tzippor saw…” (22:2)

Once, Rabbi Chaim Kanievsky got into a taxi. The driver saw who his passenger was and said, “Rabbi, I want to tell you a story. When I got out of the army I went with a friend to India. We were deep in the jungle and we got separated from the group. We found ourselves in a dark, thick place. I turned around and saw an enormous python coiling himself around my friend and slowly strangling him. I ran back to him, but despite both our efforts the snake coiled himself tighter and tighter. My friend was turning blue. I could see there was nothing left to do and I said to him, “You better say “Shma.” He summoned all of his remaining strength and whispered faintly with his last breath “Shma Yisrael, Hashem Elokenu, Hashem Echad!” Instantly, the snake uncoiled himself, and slithered off into the undergrowth. Rabbi, I want to tell you that my friend came back to Eretz Yisrael and is now learning Torah all day and most of the night. ”

Said Rabbi Kanievsky, “U’mah itcha?” — “And how about you?”

Said the driver, “No, the Rabbi doesn’t understand. It happened to him, not to me!”

In the closing verses the Torah says, “Never again has there arisen in Yisrael a prophet like Moshe…” (Deut. 34:10). Our Sages infer from this verse that although there never arose a prophet on the level of Moshe amongst the Jewish People, there was a prophet of comparable stature amongst the nations of the world. And that was Bilaam. (Sifri)

One could ask of Bilaam, “U’mah itcha?” If you had access to a level of prophecy second only to Moshe himself, how could you have stooped to evil?

There are two creatures of the air whose eyesight is unmatched: the eagle and the bat. In the daylight the eagle’s eyes are sharper and more penetrating than any other winged creature. By night, however, he is no match for the bat. The bat can “see” by emitting ultra-sonic signals and constructing a “radar picture” of the landscape ahead that no bird can match.

Bilaam’s sight was drawn from the powers of darkness and impurity, whereas Moshe derived the sight of prophecy from the light of kedusha, holiness and purity.
Sources: Sde Eliyahu of the Gra as heard from Rabbi Pesach Feldman 
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Balak: Balaam and Dostoevsky

Frustration. Disillusionment. But also insight and a lifelong intellectual perspective. That is how I would describe the experience I am about to share with you, dear reader.

It all started with Dostoevsky. That’s right, Fyodor Dostoevsky, the famous 19th century Russian novelist, author of Crime and Punishment and The Brothers Karamazov, and much more. His works were strangely not part of the curriculum of the high school I attended. I came to his writing on my own.

How impressed I was! Here was a writer who really plumbed the depths of the human psyche. He grappled, not only with profound moral issues, but with questions of existential religious significance.

I vividly remember reading Notes from the Underground, astounded by the fact that a gentile author, living in Czarist Russia, had so much to say to a Brooklyn yeshiva boy.

And then I learned a bit about Dostoevsky’s background. I was stunned to discover that this perceptive, sensitive and gifted man was…a vicious anti-Semite. I had great difficulty in reconciling the discrepancy between the art—sophisticated and empathic; and the author, full of primitive hatred, which I experienced as aimed at me. After all, my ancestors lived in the towns and villages he describes—and not long ago!

I experienced this disillusionment time and time again in subsequent years. In college, I became enamored with the philosophy of Martin Heidegger, who was often acclaimed as the greatest thinker of the 20th century. Then I learned of his support for the Nazi regime, and I could no longer bring myself to even open his books.

This experience was repeated later in my education when I became familiar with the psychology of Carl Jung, only to discover his complicated relationship with Jews and Judaism, and his pro-Nazi sentiments. What an exhaustive list of gifted men who possessed such talent when it came to humanity, yet who were so absurdly tainted by their active aversion to our people. It extends back in time to Martin Luther, persists through the music of Wagner and the history of Toynbee, and is certainly not lacking for contemporary examples.

Truth be told, the list goes back even further, to this week’s Torah portion, Parshat Balak, and the extraordinary and fascinating man named Balaam. If there is one lesson to learn from this week’s narrative of Balaam and his encounter with the Jewish people, it is this: A man can be a universally acclaimed spiritual leader, and a gifted poet and orator with prophetic powers almost identical to those of Moses, and simultaneously be a vile anti-Semite, capable of genocidal schemes.

Read this week’s parsha very carefully, for there is an essential message in it. The message is that we dare not assume that we need only fear anti-Semitism at the hands of maniacs, fanatics, or ignoramuses. Quite the contrary! Sophisticated, educated and highly cultured individuals can also detest us and conspire to destroy us.

This is the lesson of the Holocaust. True, Hitler was hardly an intellectual or artistic giant. But his evil genius lay in his ability to realize that the most advanced civilization in the history of the world would eagerly abide by his murderous vision. He knew how this was just the veneer of German art, literature, philosophy and, yes, religion.

In terms of this week’s Torah portion, he knew what Balak knew: That there are individuals with:

•Strong religious commitments: “I cannot go beyond the word of the Lord my God to do anything small, or great.” (Numbers 22:18);

•A direct spiritual channel to the Divine: “And God came unto Balaam at night, and said unto him…” (ibid. verse 20)

•Inventive skills sufficient to create a phrase which we ourselves adopted to preface our daily prayers: “How goodly are thy tents, O Jacob…” (Numbers 24:5).

But in actuality, they are no more than “hired guns,” and beneath the façade of the “gentleman” lies the “agreement” to discriminate, persecute, murder and exterminate an entire people.

It is a difficult lesson to accept. But our history has long established its deep-rooted veracity and its urgency, clearly based upon the story we read this Shabbat.
© 2016 Orthodox Union 
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A Question of Propriety

Tuesday, July 12, 2016 
Something had changed. These were not the people who had left Egypt; that generation had already perished. This was a new generation, either born or raised in freedom. The only leader they had known was Moshe; Pharaoh was a name from the past, someone their parents told them about on Passover. This generation would be different; they would see the Promised Land. 

The previous parashah, Hukat, ends with a sudden stirring among the nations who would face the first wave of the Israelite conquest of Canaan. And other nations who had anticipated the Israelite fighting forces, who were dangerously close to their land. Much of this week’s parasha is concerned with the machinations of these nations. They dread the impending confrontation, and come up with an original approach to head off the conquest: Tremendous resources are invested in an effort to curse the Israelites. When this strategy fails, they infiltrate the Israelite camp with a clever sort of Trojan horse, in a last-ditch attempt to corrupt the community from within and render the Israelites unworthy of God’s protection: Moavite women approach the Israelite camp and seduce the men, first with pleasures of the flesh and then with exotic religious practices.

God’s anger is kindled:

God said to Moshe, Gather all the nation’s leaders, and [instruct them to] kill them [in the name of] God, publicly (literally, before the sun). This will reverse God's display of anger against Israel.' (25:3)

Pinchas then jumps in and actively carries out God’s decree by killing a Jewish man and Midianite woman. His action, the reactions to it, and the significance of this event are all somewhat confusing: First, the language is cumbersome and unclear: God instructed to kill “them” (otam); who does this pronoun refer to? Is it the Jewish men? Is it the Moavite women? Is it those who were guilty of inappropriate sexual behavior, or is it those who participated in the idolatry that followed? In a later verse, the Torah clarifies that the Israelite man killed by Pinchas was himself one of the leaders: Zimri ben Salu is described as the leader of the tribe of Shimon (25:14). As such, Zimri should have been part of the solution, but instead was part of the problem.

Zimri contented that he was not one of “them;” he was one of the leaders. He was not guilty of idolatry, only an old fashioned sin of the flesh, and his partner in this sin was not a Moavite, she was a Midianite. This last part of his defense was especially sensitive and was intended as a personal attack against Moshe: If a relationship with a Midianite woman was inappropriate, how did Moshe himself come to marry a woman from Midian – the daughter of Yitro, “Kohen of Midian?”

The parallel that Zimri implies is clearly preposterous: Moshe married Ziporah, and never engaged in the public displays of sexuality for which Zimri stood accused. On the other hand, after Zimri voices this comparison, Moshe finds himself in a very difficult situation: If he responds or takes action, he will be branded a hypocrite; Zimri paints Moshe as an extremist, a charge so subjective and lacking substance that anything Moshe says or does can be used against him as “proof.” On the other hand, if Moshe fails to speak out or act, the outrageous behavior will spread and he will appear guilty as charged. 

One more consideration may have stayed Moshe’s hand: Coming on the heels of the episode with the rock, for which Moshe was severely censured by God, Moshe may have been a bit “gun shy.” He seems hesitant to fulfill God’s command before taking some extra time to be certain he has fully and precisely understood God’s instructions. As we have seen, the instructions in this case were not completely clear. Who was to be killed? And by whom? Particularly regarding Zimri –a tribal leader who was, at the same time, one of the sinners - Moshe hesitates.

Before responding, Moshe must weigh not only right and wrong, but the people’s perception of his behavior: Just as hitting the rock gave them the impression that it was he (and Aharon) – and not God - who had miraculously provided them with water, so, now, he feared that the people would be given a mistaken impression – namely, that there is one set of rules for the masses and another set of rules for the leaders. Moshe did not want to give the impression that anyone – not even he himself – was above the law. The possibility that there could be a perception of impropriety paralyses him --and it is precisely Moshe’s personal sense of propriety that Zimri was banking on: He cynically exploits Moshe’s personal decency in order to neutralize him.

Against this backdrop, Pinchas leaps into action. He sees through Zimri’s cynicism and duplicity; he understands the instructions given to Moshe by God, and implements them with great precision.

Even Moshe’s “inaction” contains a great lesson: When it comes to leaders, we must expect not only the highest standard of personal comportment, but also the perception of decency. Any other type of behavior gives rise to cynicism, pollutes the public domain, and leads to “trickle down” immorality. Moshe, the greatest leader we have ever had, teaches us this invaluable lesson --even when he does absolutely nothing.
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Balance

The Netziv (introduction to Bereishis) beautifully describes the yashrus of our patriarchs, which was so great that even Bilam was moved by it, and the contrast between them and Bilam. What follows is a presentation of the Netziv's ideas and the lesson of balance contained therein.

I

"May my soul die the death of the upright (literally straight - yesharim) and may my end be like his (Yisrael's)" (Bamidbar 23:10). The upright, in the context of Bilam's bracha, refers to the yersharim of Yisrael (Rashi). Specifically, the yesharim are Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov, after whom Bereishis is called "Sefer Hayashar", the book of the upright patriarchs (Avodah Zara 25a).

The Netziv refers to Devarim (32:4), "Hashem, perfect is His work, for all His ways are justice, a G-d of faith without injustice, righteous and upright (yashar) is He". Tziduk Hadin - Acceptance of Judgment, recited when a person is buried, begins with thispassuk. The passuk is an Acceptance of Judgment on a national scale, referring to the destruction of the two batei mikdash.

The second Beis Hamikdash was destroyed in a "crooked and twisted generation" (Devarim 32:5). They were righteous and learned, but not straight in the ways of the world. Because of the baseless hatred in their hearts, they suspected anyone who served Hashem differently than themselves of being a Saducee and an apikores. Hashem is upright and does not tolerate a tzadik who is not upright in the ways of the world. Even if he acts for the sake of Heaven, he causes the destruction of society. Therefore, the second Bais Hamikdash was destroyed by Hashem, the Yashar.

The patriarchs were not only tzadikim in serving and loving Hashem. They were al so yesharim, concerned with the nations despite their paganism and immorality. For example, Avraham hated the people of Sodom who were very wicked (Bereishis 13:13), and were guilty of the sodomy named for them (Rashi 19:5). Yet he prayed repeatedly for their survival (18:23-32), literally as the father of nations (17:5). Even if a son strays, the father seek his peace and welfare. Yitzchak, regarding Avimelech (26:20-31), and Yaakov, concerning Lavan (31:26-420, did the same. Therefore, Bereishis is called Sefer Hayashar, the book of the upright patriarchs.

Bilam was not upright like the patriarchs. He was sexually perverse (Avodah Zara 4b) and he attempted to destroy Am Yisroel. Yet he longed to die the death of the upright, presumably by repenting. However, after failing to curse Am Yisroel, he deviously advised the sexual entrapment which led to a plague (Rashi Bamidbar 24:14). After receiving full financial reward for this advice, he deserved and met the violent death (31:8, and Rashi) of an unrepentant pervert.

II

Notwithstanding their concern for the welfare of sinners, our patriarchs insisted on both physical and existential separation from them. Avraham Ha'ivri (Bereishis 14:13) was on the other side, separated from the entire pagan world (Medrash Rabba). He parted company from his wicked nephew Lot (Bereishis 13:8-12), only thereafter meriting Hashem's instruction (Rashi 13:14). Yitzchak was separated from the idolatrous and sexually immoral Yishmael (Rashi 21:9). Yaakov separated from Lavan (31:49), Esav (33:12-17), and Pharoh (44:34 see Rashi).

Love for others and separation from them are not contradictory. "Yisroel dwelled secure, solitary, the essence of Ya'akov" (Devarim 33:28). The Netziv renders "secure" as calm, with love towards others, without competing with other nations. "Solitary" means without excessive mingling with the nations, fellowship which could lead to intermarriage. These two characteristic represent the essence of Yaakov, and his wish for his descendants.

The balance between separation from sinful practice and thought, and maintaining uprightness in the ways of the world, was achieved by our righteous and upright patriarchs. May we successfully achieve that balance and hasten the rebuilding of the Beis Hamikdash.
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Not From Your Honey And Not From Your Sting 

“G-d said to Bilam, ‘You shall not go with them!  You shall not invoke curse upon the people, for it is blessed!'” [Bamidbar 22:12].  The Almighty tells Bilam that he cannot go with the Moavite delegation who came to procure his services; he cannot curse the Jewish people – for they are blessed.

Rashi interprets the pasuk as a progressive dialog between Bilam and Hashem.  When G-d told Bilam that he could not go with the officers of Balak, Bilam said, “Then let me curse them from here.”  In response, G-d refined His directive to Bilam:  Do not curse the people”.  Following this denial of his second request, Bilam said, “If so, let me at least bless them.”  To which the Almighty responded, “They do not need your blessing, for they are already blessed.”  Rashi quotes an analogous dismissive put-down to a bee:  “We want neither your honey nor your sting.”

This is a strange Rashi.  He describes a strange reaction on Bilam’s part.  What kind of comeback was that from Bilam – Can I give them a blessing?  Did our archenemy all of a sudden become a lover of Israel?   What was he thinking?  Did he really want to bless the Jewish people?

I saw an interesting interpretation in the sefer Shemen Hatov by Rabbi Dov Weinberger.  At the end of the parsha, when Bilam proved to be unsuccessful in giving any of his curses, his final parting shot was to provide Balak with some valuable counsel:  “Listen, Balak, I was unsuccessful.  However, I hate the Jews as much as you do.  I will give you some advice.  Their G-d hates promiscuity.  It will be worth your while to cause them to stumble in iniquities of licentiousness.  Gather the daughters of Midian and have them seduce the Jewish men.  You will see this will anger G-d to the extent that a plague will befall the Jews!”  And so it was.

So let us ask, why did Bilam expect this plan would work?  The Talmud says that throughout the entire period of enslavement not one Jewish woman was unfaithful to her husband.  Sexual immorality was certainly not seen as an area of vulnerability for the Jewish nation.  How did he suddenly devise such a far-fetched plan?  Why did he expect it would be successful?  Even more troubling is the question — why in fact was it successful?  How did such a mass lapse into public immorality take place in the holy nation?  How did it happen?

The fact is that this came about because of Bilam’s “blessing”.  Someone who receives a bracha must be very careful about who is giving the bracha.  A bracha must be granted “b’tov ayin” – with a full heart.  The one who bestows the bracha needs to give it with the intent that he really wants to help the person being blessed.  Chazal describe Bilam as a “Tzor ayin” – a mean-spirited, miserly fellow who is only interested in his own welfare, padding his own pocketbook.  The bracha of such a person is more curse than blessing.

Bilam saw Klal Yisrael and commented “How goodly are your tents O Jacob” – the most famous of all his brachos.  Chazal single out the feature of the tent configuration that impressed him:  He saw that the tent openings faced away from each other.  He saw the tremendous respect for privacy and modesty (tznius) that existed within the Jewish people.  He gives them a blessing:  “You guys are terrific.  You are modest.  You are careful about sexual improprieties.  You do not check what is going on in your neighbor’s tents.  You are beautiful.”  However, this “bracha” was mean spirited.  It was a sinister blessing.  It was designed to raise their level of confidence and complacency to the point where they would think they were immune from the temptation and attractiveness of illicit sexual attraction (arayos).  Complacency comes before the fall.

When the Jewish men met the daughters of Midian, their normal reaction should have been “We need to stay away from this. We don’t know what could happen.” However, something went off in their heads that whispered to them, “What do we need to worry about?  We are righteous Jews!  We are beyond such lowly temptations!”  Then what happened?  Bilam was successful in raising their level of complacency to the extent that in fact they did stumble and stumble badly.

The bracha that Bilam gave, “How goodly are your tents O Jacob” had a sinister part to it.  He caused them to stumble in the sin of arayos.  It is about such situations that Chazal say “Not from your honey and not from your sting”.  Keep your brachos.  They are not worth the cost.  We do not want your honey and we do not want your sting either.
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Balak: Beware Instant Rewards 

Thursday, July 21, 2016/ Tammuz 15, 5776 

Those who give hoping to be rewarded with honor are not giving, they are bargaining. — Philo 

The concept of reward and punishment is a fundamental belief in Judaism. In multiple places in the Torah, God tells us directly, in no uncertain language, that we will be rewarded for our good deeds and we will be punished for our bad ones. We are encouraged to choose well, to choose the good, to choose life. We are recounted in detail the blessings we will receive for following God’s path, including health, abundance and peace.   

Conversely, we are exhorted to avoid evil, to avoid sin, to avoid ignoring God’s instructions. Ignoring God and allowing ourselves to sin leads to death, deprivation and suffering. The Torah in two places gives specific, horrifying details as to the punishments that await us should we choose poorly.

The Sfat Emet on the reading of Balak in 5635 (1875) adds an interesting caveat regarding rewards. He explains that the evil person who does do good, but does so for the reward, will in fact receive his reward – sometimes immediately. But in fact the physical reward that he receives in this world is the extent of what he receives. His motivation is selfish, ignorant and short-sighted. He has his eye on the reward and nothing else. He doesn’t understand that we don’t follow commandments merely for the reward, but rather because it is the will of God.

When we approach the commandments with the correct motivation, it is a benefit to our soul and our eternal existence beyond this physical world. The physical reward in this world is a side-benefit, almost tangential to the reward in the spiritual plane.

May we perform commandments for the right reasons and enjoy their rewards in this world and the next.
Shabbat Shalom

Dedication  -  To Rabbi Haskel Lookstein. A guide, a mentsch, a role-model.
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Perspective determines reality 

Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz

07.21.2016 | 15 Tammuz, 5776

Had Balaam cursed them, catastrophe would have ensued. However, God turned his curses into blessings that are described in great detail. 

Most of this week’s Torah portion, Balak, deals with descriptions of a drama that unfolded regarding the concepts of blessings and curses.

The People of Israel, a wandering nation with no territory or organized economy, defeats powerful kings in battle. Balak, the king of Moav, decides to strike them spiritually by having them cursed. He sends a diplomatic delegation to offer payment to Balaam “the prophet” in exchange for him coming to curse The People of Israel. After several delays, Balaam shows up where The People of Israel are camped in the desert, but miraculously, instead of cursing them, words of blessing emerged from his mouth. This was of great and fateful significance.

Had Balaam cursed them, catastrophe would have ensued. However, God turned his curses into blessings that are described in great detail.

This story raises the question: What is this significant energetic power of blessings and curses? Among all of God’s creations, man is the only one who can affect transformation in the world. He is the only one who can invent penicillin, develop the atom bomb, or send a rocket into space. The Torah describes man as created “in God’s image” since the great power bequeathed to him makes him similar to God who has the ability to bring about flourishing or calamity.

Upon what does this depend? Man’s decisions. History has taught us more than once that fate is determined by decisions. Sometimes they are decisions made by leaders. Today, in the era of social media, an individual sitting at his computer at home can make decisions that impact the future of the world.

Man’s decisions and choices of direction for leading the world are motivated by his perspective, by how he sees the world. It is the difference between a positive outlook and a negative one. It is reminiscent of the saying that journalists do not report the news, but “create” it. Covering world events with a negative outlook of criticism creates a negative atmosphere in the world. However, a positive and optimistic outlook brings about blessing.

Balaam recognized the tremendous power of perspective.

He chose to see The People of Israel negatively and express this by uttering curses. As a prophet, he had more power than others and his perspective had tremendous ability to impact reality. If it had happened, it would have been an example of a person using the vast power given him for destructive purposes.

The creation of man “in the image of God” not only provides him with great strengths, but it was also meant to provide a direction for life. Examining God’s deeds teaches us of His great benevolence. He provides His creations with air to breathe, food to sustain them, and He fills the world with incredible light and color.

Man’s likeness to God was meant to teach us to be like Him and to harness our strengths in order to bring goodness and joy to the world. As a prophet, Balaam was supposed to bring the word of God to the world, and as such, was obligated to bless them rather than curse them.

As people, we must recognize the significance of our perspective. Negative expressions and curses can bring about destructive results. On the other hand, blessings and wishes – even daily and seemingly trivial greetings like “Good morning,” “Good afternoon” and “Good evening” – have the power to bring great blessings and happiness to the world! 
 The writer is the rabbi of the Western Wall and Holy Sites.
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On being alone 

Aharon E. Wexler 

07.21.2016 | 15 Tammuz, 5776
We are a lonely people. It is the essential nature of what it means to be a Jew. We are both a part of the world and yet apart from it all the same. It is a tension built into Judaism that one can never reconcile.

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik wrote of this point in his monumental work The Lonely Man of Faith. Soloveitchik writes: “The nature of the dilemma can be stated in a three-word sentence. I am lonely.” Soloveitchik explains that there is a difference between being lonely and being alone, and that while he is not alone, he is in fact lonely. It is the fate of a person of faith to remain alone. This is of course true on a national level as well. Israel is not alone, as much as we wish we were sometimes left alone; but we are lonely.

Our very history makes the point of being lonely but not alone. Our past is one in which all of our great dramas are played out in intercourse with other nations and yet we remain apart from them. From Abraham’s proclamation that he was a stranger and dweller, to the Exodus from Egypt. The wars with the Canaanites and Assyrians and subsequent Babylonian Exile are all played out in a history that is in relation to others. We meet the Persian Empire by its proclamation of a Jewish commonwealth.

So again, on the one hand we are intersecting with Cyrus, but we are also simultaneously recognized as a different and need of our own country. Our interactions with Greece, Rome, Christianity, Islam and the Western world all serve as examples of the same point. There is no Jewish history that exists in a self-contained bubble of its own, and yet we remain distinguished from world history. We just don’t fit in.

Former prime minister Golda Meir made this point in 1969, when she was foreign minister. In a speech she delivered she made the sharp observation that we Jews share no common family of nations, no natural group for us to belong in. There are the Latin American countries that share not only a geography, but a common language, religion and even much of their history. There are the Commonwealth countries that too, mostly share a form of Protestant Christianity, the English language and a common identity. Many still share the queen of England as its sovereign.

There are French-speaking countries, and Arab countries, and Muslim countries. There are Asian and European countries. There are African countries. But the State of Israel is unique in that there is not one group to which we belong. There are no other people that share the Jewish religion. There is no other place in the world in which they speak Hebrew.

We have no natural family. We can only be adopted into a family.

We share no common region. We are neither part of Europe, nor Asia nor Africa.

It is only when one understands these facts can one understand Israel.

It is a quirk in the Jewish Calendar that Jews in Israel and the Diaspora have different Torah readings for the last few weeks. Last week in Israel we read Parshat Balak and this week our brethren in the Diaspora will read it as well.

Perhaps the most famous verse in the parsha are the words of the Prophet Balaam.

Our sages caution us that while there has never arisen another prophet in Israel as great as Moses, there did arise among the gentiles a prophet that even surpassed Moses and that was Balaam. What made Balaam so great is that while any prophet can tell the future, Balaam’s prophecy went to the very core nature of a people. Balaam saw Israel for who they really were. He was able to see into our very essence. He prophesied that Israel is a “people that shall dwell alone, and will not be reckoned among the nations.” These words proclaimed by a gentile over 33 centuries ago are some of the truest words ever spoken by any prophet. The fact that his prophecy holds true over such a great length of time makes him worthy of being thought of as having surpassed Moses.

Haman, who was no prophet, made the same observation about the Jews in his time, about 26 centuries ago, when he said: “There is a certain people dispersed among the peoples in all the provinces of your kingdom who keep themselves separate. Their customs are different from those of all other people…” 

It is interesting how these two gentiles were able to see the Jews for who they really are. Sometimes an outsider’s perspective is what we need to understand ourselves. Many of us today have forgotten what it means to be Jewish. We have lost our identity and think of ourselves as just another ethnic group whose job it is to create social justice. Yet, the first step in reclaiming our identity is to understand that we are different, and by embracing our role of being dissimilar, we can then share with the world the many gifts that we have, among them the social justice that we are so famous for. 
The writer is a doctoral candidate in Jewish philosophy and currently teaches in many post-high-school yeshivot and midrashot.
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Psalm 146: God Raises the Bowed
When you conjure up an image of a tzaddik - a truly religious, sincerely devout individual - what do you see?

The answer is often the image of an austere, ascetic individual: weary from fasting, fatigued from study, bent over heavy tomes. Humble in spirit, weak in body.

Rav Kook, however, rejected this stereotype out of hand.

Two Stages

During the process of spiritual growth, there is a stage when it is necessary to adopt a humble and submissive attitude. But this is only a preliminary phase, in order to break bad habits and correct flawed character traits. It was about this stage that the Sages noted, “Torah study weakens a person’s strength” (Sanhedrin 26b).1

The ultimate objective is true knowledge of God. At that level, serving God does not weaken the soul and its powers. On the contrary, it gives strength and fortitude. The goal is not to enervate the soul, but rather to unleash its inner resources, allowing it to shine with a holy light, invigorated and joyful.

The energizing effect of Divine service is based on the fact that the inner essence of the human soul is good. Negative traits, on the other hand, are circumstantial, acquired through association with the body’s material needs.

Spiritual growth bolsters the innate goodness of the soul, after it has been cleansed and freed from negative traits. Thus we find the Sages taught that Torah is the ultimate source of strength and vitality:

“The only true strength is Torah, as it says (Psalms 29:11), “God will give strength to His people” (Sifri Deut. 343).

Bowing and Standing Straight

This concept is the logic behind the way we bow during the silent Amidah prayer. At the start of the prayer, when reciting the word Baruch, one should bow. When saying God’s Name, however, one should stand up straight. The Talmud (Berachot 12a) derives this prayer etiquette from the verse in Psalms 146:8, “God raises up those who are bowed down.”

This corresponds to the two stages mentioned above. We bow at the start of the prayer - expressing the humility and submission needed to overcome bad habits during one’s initial stage of serving God.

But when we say God’s Name, we raise ourselves up to our full height, secure and fortified. The ultimate goal - true knowledge of God - lifts us up. It strengthens the powers of the soul, giving us confidence and joy.
(Adapted from Ein Eyah vol. I, p. 65; Olat Re’iyah vol. I, p. 267)

1 Thus we find that when Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish (also known as ‘Reish Lakish’) left his position as the leader of a band of highwaymen into order to study Torah, he initially lost his former strength (Baba Metzia 84a, Rashi ad loc).

See also: Zealotry for the Sake of Heaven
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Making a Zecher L’Churban

Q. What is the proper way for one to make a year round zecher l’Churban (a remembrance of the destruction of Yerushalayim and the Beis HaMikdash) in the construction of one’s home?

A. One who builds a new house should leave a part of the wall, facing the entrance way, without plaster (Shulchan Aruch OC 560:1 and Mishna Berura s.k. 4) or paint (Kovetz Ohr Yisroel 4, p. 89). The blank portion should preferably be at least one amah by one amah, although Rav Belsky, zt”l said in the name of Rav Moshe Feinstein that bidieved, an area of a square amah is sufficient even if one side is less than an amah [e.g. 2 x ½ amos, which is an area of a square amah] (Piskei Halachos, Vol 1, p. 113, quoting Sefer Habayis, p. 215, footnote 11). There are numerous opinions among the poskim as to the size of an amah. Rav Moshe Feinstein, zt”l calculates an amah as being 21¼ – 22 inches (Igros Moshe OC 1:36, YD 3:66:1).

This column comes from OU Kosher’s Halacha Yomis dedicated in memory of Rav Chaim Yisroel ben Reb Dov HaLevy Belsky, zt’l, Senior OU Kosher Halachic Consultant (1987-2016). Subscribers can also ask their own questions on Kashrus issues and send them to grossmany@ou.org. These questions and their answers may be selected to become one of the Q and A’s on OU Kosher Halacha Yomis.
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What Mourning Means: Reflections of Rav Soloveitchik zt”l on Tisha B’Av

July 19, 2011   

Rabbi Koenigsberg is a Rosh Yeshiva at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary of Yeshiva University, and the editor of two volumes of the Shiurei HaRav series, an annotated collection of Rav Soloveitchik’s lectures published by the Mesorah Commission of the Orthodox Union. One of his volumes deals with mourning and Tisha B’Av.

The customs we observe on the day of Tisha B’Av are strikingly similar to those of an avel (mourner), one whose close relative has recently passed away. We abstain from washing ourselves and putting on perfume, from wearing leather shoes and talking frivolously. We even refrain from studying parts of Torah which are unrelated to the events and the mood of the day. Instead we sit on the floor or a low chair and solemnly contemplate the loss of the Beit HaMikdash, the First and Second Temples in Jerusalem.

On Tisha B’Av the sense of mourning and sadness is palpable. But, in truth, the observances of mourning begin long before Tisha B’Av itself. Already from the Seventeenth of Tamuz, at the start of the “Three Weeks” period, Ashkenazic communities minimize their involvement in pleasurable activities like getting married, taking haircuts and buying new clothing. From the beginning of the month of Av through Tisha B’Av, a period commonly referred to as the “Nine Days,” we refrain as well from doing laundry and from wearing freshly laundered clothing. Many men refrain from shaving. Tisha B’Av itself is certainly the most restrictive of the entire Three Weeks period, but the observances of aveylut (mourning) are not limited to that day alone.

Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik zt”l, (1903-1993) known to his many talmidim as the Rav, used to say that these three periods of time mirror the three periods of mourning that a child observes when losing a parent. Tisha B’Av is like the seven-day period of shiva when the sense of mourning is most intense. The “Nine Days” beginning with Rosh Chodesh Av are similar to the period of shloshim (30 days of mourning), and from the Seventeenth of Tamuz until the month of Av we observe laws of mourning similar to the twelve-month period of aveylut that a child observes after losing a parent.

What’s interesting, though, is that the order of observances is reversed. The child who loses a parent observes shiva first, then shloshim and then the twelve-month period of aveylut, while during the “Three Weeks” we first observe the aveylut of the twelve-month period, then shloshim, and only on Tisha B’Av do we keep to the restrictions of shiva. Why is the order changed when we mourn the loss of the Beit HaMikdash?

Differences in Mourning

The Rav explained that there is a fundamental difference between aveylut chadasha (newly occurring, personal mourning), as the Rabbis refer to it (Yevamot 43b), and aveylut yeshana (ancient, annual mourning for the Beit HaMikdash). When a close relative passes away, the grief, the pain, the sense of loss come naturally and easily. It is therefore most appropriate to begin the observances of aveylut with shiva, the most intense expression of mourning. But after seven days, the avel is ready to take a step back. Although his loss is still very much on his mind, nevertheless his emotions have tempered; his feelings of sorrow have lessened. For him, the observances of shloshim are more fitting. By the end of thirty days, the avel has gained perspective on his loss. For most relatives, he is now able to conclude the observances of aveylut. Even for a parent, while he continues to mourn, he still reduces his aveylut once again.

In the case of aveylut yeshana, on the other hand, this progression is out of place. We have become so used to living in a world without the Beit HaMikdash, that it would be unfair to expect anyone to begin the “Three Weeks” with the observances of shiva. It simply would be unnatural for anyone to suddenly break down and cry over the loss of the Beit HaMikdash. The sense of mourning for the destruction of the Beit HaMikdash can be internalized only through gradual increments. Only by slowly increasing our observances of aveylut from the Seventeenth of Tamuz through the Nine Days, while at the same time reflecting on the significance of this Three-Week period, can we hope to approach the day of Tisha B’Av with the right frame of mind. By engaging in this three-week learning experience, we prepare ourselves mentally so that when the day of Tisha B’Av finally arrives, we are ready to grieve appropriately.

Crying on Tisha B’Av

The Rav added that in certain ways aveylut yeshana for the Beit HaMikdash is even more stringent than aveylut chadasha. Although the Talmud (Moed Katan 27b) mentions that the first three days of shiva are days of crying, there is no obligation for a mourner to cry. The Talmud simply says that during the first three days of shiva it is natural for a mourner to want to cry. But on Tisha B’Av, crying is one of the motifs of the day.

As the prophet Jeremiah (9:16-17) says, in the Haftarah we read the morning of Tisha B’Av, “Call the dirge women…let our eyes run with tears and our eyelids flow with water.” Mourning for the destruction of the Beit HaMikdash requires an expression of raw emotion; it obligates us to show how overcome we are with our longing for the Beit HaMikdash. That is why we spend much of the morning of Tisha B’Av reciting kinot (lamentations) which bemoan the loss of the Beit HaMikdash and describe the pain and suffering the Jewish people has endured as a result. The kinot are designed to awaken our emotions until we cry out uncontrollably because only by crying can we properly mourn the loss of the Beit HaMikdash.

How Much Should One Mourn

There is another important difference between the observances of aveylut yeshana and those of aveylut chadasha. The rabbis never placed any limitation on how much a person is allowed to mourn for the Beit HaMikdash. To the contrary, one who mourns the loss of the Beit HaMikdash incessantly is praised. In fact, the very last kina we recite on Tisha B’Av is Eli Tzion V’areha, in which we ask Jerusalem and her surrounding cities to continue to cry for the destruction of the Beit HaMikdash. The Talmud Yerushalmi (Ta’anit 4:6) records that some Amoraim (sages of the Talmud) fasted on both the ninth and the tenth days of Av because the Beit HaMikdash was set on fire on the ninth day of Av but it continued to burn on the tenth. How was it permissible for these rabbis to add an extra fast day; aren’t we prohibited from adding to any mitzvot?

The Ramban (Torat Ha’adam, p. 242) answers that mourning for the Beit HaMikdash is different. Not only is one allowed to add to the mourning, but such behavior is praiseworthy. An avel who cries or mourns too much for his relative is criticized. As the Talmud says (Moed Katan 27b), “Anyone who grieves excessively over his dead will ultimately weep over another deceased.” But one who weeps bitterly for the Beit HaMikdash is rewarded. What is the difference between these two types of aveylut?

An Unnatural Event

The Rav explained that an avel is enjoined from crying too much for his relative because, as the Rambam writes (Hilchot Avel 13:11), death is minhago shel olam; it is part of the natural course of events in this world. But the destruction of the Beit HaMikdash was an unnatural event. The Beit HaMikdash was much more than a physical structure. It symbolized the relationship between Hashem and the Jewish people. It was the focal point of spirituality in the world. When we mourn the loss of the Beit HaMikdash, we are not crying for the wood and the stones. We mourn the fact that we no longer see Hashem’s presence as clearly in the world and that our relationship with Him is strained. We long for the day when the Jewish people will reunite with Hashem and feel his closeness once again. In other words, we hope for the day when the world will return to its natural state. That is why we are obligated to cry on Tisha B’Av and there is no limit to our mourning because the loss of the Beit HaMikdash is a reality we can never come to terms with.

Consolation on Tisha B’Av

And yet, after chatzot (midday) on Tisha B’Av, we get up from the floor, put on our tefillin and recite the bracha of Nachem, asking Hashem to console Jerusalem and us. Where is there room for consolation on such a dark day? The Rav explained that our comfort lies in the fact that Hashem took out his wrath on the Beit HaMikdash and not on the Jewish people (see Tosafot, Kiddushin 31a). Paradoxically, it is precisely at the time of the mincha prayer, when the Beit HaMikdash started to burn (Ta’anit 29a), that we feel comforted because that act of destruction was really a demonstration of love. It showed that Hashem wants the Jewish people to survive; he wants them to flourish and ultimately to reunite with Him. If Hashem punishes us only out of love, like a father disciplines his child, then there is hope for the future. We can look forward to the day of reconciliation when Hashem will return to us and reveal His glory to the entire world.
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The Broken Tablets’ Eternal Message

Rabbi Aaron Goldscheider

June 29, 2015   

The Talmud records that the first tragedy that occurred on the 17th of Tammuz was the breaking of the tablets at Mt. Sinai. This event sets the tone for a day that would tragically be replete with other traumatic events suffered by the Jewish people throughout their history.

The following teaching delves into the meaning and message of the broken tablets in light of difficult and heartbreaking experiences we face in our own lives.

One of the most dramatic scenes in the Torah is when Moses descends Mount Sinai and sees the Jewish people dancing around the golden calf. Moses takes the two tablets he is holding in his hands and thrusts them to ground, shattering them. The divine gift of the tablets etched by God now lay strewn on the ground.

Whatever became of the tablets smashed by Moses?

The Talmud answers: The broken tablets were placed in the holy Ark along with the second, intact set (Talmud Bava Batra 14b).

The broken tablets were not buried, which is what we generally do with holy items no longer in use. They were placed in the most sacred place;in the ‘Aron Hakodesh’, the holy Ark. Eventually they sat next to the second tablets, the whole set of the Ten Commandments. Together they remained securely protected as the nation journeyed in the wilderness.

Why do the broken pieces remain precious? If they represent the Jewish people disregarding the covenant with G-d, would we not wish to simply forget about them?

The idea of brokenness appears in a number of significant places in Judaism: We sound the shofar with the broken notes of the ‘shevarim’; the root word ‘shever’ means ‘broken’. We begin the Seder breaking a whole piece of matzah. When the bride and groom stand under the wedding canopy, a glass is shattered into pieces. These important symbolic rituals represent shattered and broken events in both our personal and communal lives. Breaking the matzah represents the broken life of the slave, the repentant spirit of a remorseful person is symbolized by the broken sounds of the Shofar, and breaking of the glass represents a world that is incomplete without the presence of the holy Temple in Jerusalem.

The two sets of tablets in the holy Ark offer a striking metaphor. Namely, that brokenness and wholeness coexist side by side, even – and perhaps especially – in the holiest spot in all of Jewish tradition: in the heart of the holy ark.

The 16th century Kabbalistic work, ‘Reshit Chochmah’ (‘The Beginning of Wisdom’) teaches that the holy Ark is a symbol of the human heart.

People experience brokenness in many ways. One way that many of us experience despair and crushing pain is through the death of a loved one, especially when life is cut short. Those of us who have passed through the ‘valley of death’, those of us who have lost loved ones, know that we forever we carry ‘broken tablets’. Loss forever remains a part of us. We carry the aching loss, and for some of us, we carry pain in our hearts and minds forever. The image of the broken tablets, unfortunately, offers an accurate representation of our lives and the life of the world around us. We carry our broken tablets with us always.

After a painful loss, life continues, but now differently than before. We move through life now with two sets of tablets. There are times of joy; there are very happy times. They are encased in the same box; in the same heart. The commentator ‘Rashi’ says that the two sets of tablets, the broken and the whole sets, sit touching one another. The seat of the emotions is found in the heart. Here, in this one enclosed space, emotions freely move from one place to the next.

Being a Good Friend to the Broken-Hearted

The bereaved, and especially those that have suffered painful loss, often live their life with two compartments within one heart – the whole and the broken, side by side. To be a good friend is to know this and to be respectful of the brokenness that always remains.

To be a good friend one needs to accept and be sensitive to this new reality even if this means accepting this painful truth. A friend never asks, “Are you over things yet?” or never says, “It would be best for you to move on.” Instead a sensitive friend says, “What do you need most today?” or says, “I will always be with you.” The most important thing we can do as friends, as family, and as a community is to surround the bereaved with warmth and love, not pity. We need to show that we care – not only in the weeks and months following the loss, but continuously, even years later.

We can help mend fractured hearts, when we stay sensitive to those that need our empathy and support. This is how we share in the great responsibility to bring about ‘shleimut’, wholeness, to a world with so many broken shards.

The Chassidic Rebbe, Reb Menachem Mendel of Kotzk said the following: “There is nothing more whole than a broken heart”.

What does this enigmatic statement mean?

The heart can be patched after one confronts his/her brokenness and acknowledges his/her vulnerability. With great resilience those who are broken still find the strength to lead fulfilling and meaningful lives. Many people have admirably found the faith and willpower from within, and with the support of those around them to accomplish and create great things. They have ennobled their lives and have rebuilt their lives even after suffering the deep pain of loss. This is a testament to the resilience and to the valiant spirit that is endowed in the soul of man. The desire on the part of the bereaved to keep the memory of loved ones alive and to eternalize their spirit in ways both big and small often inspires the bereaved to live with heroic determination and courage.

God cradles the broken tablets side by side with the whole ones in the holiest place in our tradition. The symbol of the broken tablets serves as a poignant reminder of our sacred responsibility to be ever sensitive to those who suffer and to reach out and be understanding and embracing of those who live with‘broken tablets’ in their hearts.

Moses picks up each precious piece of the tablets, he collects every shard, and he lovingly places every piece in the holy Ark. The Torah knows that the image of the broken tablets contains a message of great relevance that is meant to inform and guide the Jewish heart for all time.
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