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LESSONS IN HASHKAFA & HALACHA FROM THE PARSHA 

 וידבר משה אל ראשי המטות אל בני ישראל:

   Our parsha begins with the halachos of nedarim (vows). However, instead 

of informing K’lal Yisroel directly, Moshe Rabeinu first taught them to the 

nesi’im, the leaders of the shevatim. Rashi explains that this was done in order 

to give them honor, since nedarim is dependant on the leaders of k’lal Yisroel, 

who have the ability to annul them. This needs to be understood for it is only 

heter nedarim (the releasing of vows) and not the nedarim themselves that are 

connected to the nesi’im. Furthermore, one does not really need a nasi or any 

other leader to annul his neder; any tribunal of thre ordinary Jewish men who 

have been instructed in the basic halachos of nedarim has the ability to annul 

them. We furthermore find that under certain conditions, a husband can annul 

the vows of his wife without the help of anyone else. 

 The Sheim Mi’Shmuel offers the following approach: In truth, the entire 

concept of nedarim should be problematic: How can a person create 

prohibitions that the Torah does not mandate? After all, the Torah bids us not to 

add or detract from the mitzvos (bal tosif and bal tigra). The answer to this is 

that there is a fundemental difference between a neder and all mitzvos: Mitzvos 

are eternal. There is no “end” to the obligation to keep Shabbos, kashrus, etc. 

One must keep shabbos every week and observe kashrus at every meal, nor 

can he “put an end” to the obligation to do so. A neder, on the other hand can 

be an acceptance for a limited time and can be revoked retroactively. We 
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therefore see that a neder is not accepting to do “extra” mitzvos, but is 

something different entirely. A neder, explains the Sheim Mi’Shmuel, is created 

by the kedushas ha’dibur of the Jew. When a person guards his mouth and 

uses it only for constructive speech, avoiding lashon hara and devarim beteilim, 

he imbues himself with the ability to create real prohobitions with very real 

ramifications by his speech. 

 While this may be true for the kedoshei elyon and tzadikei ha’am, most of 

us are quite far from this level. Ba’avonoseinu ha’rabim, most of us at times say 

things that we shouldn’t, and we are certainly far from speaking only words of 

Torah and tefillah. What then, makes the neder of the average yid binding? It is 

only, by virtue of our connection to those leaders who do maintain this high 

level. All yidden are connected, and the mitzvos and madreigos of our leaders 

has a definite effect on the rest of us. Overtly, for sure, but on a deeper level as 

well, and as such, every member of the k’lal has the ability to draw upon the 

collective powers of its parts. 

 We find ourselves in the midst of the three weeks known as bein 

ha’metzarim, when we mourn churban Beis HaMikdash and focus on the 

current golus. Chazal tell us that the second Beis HaMikdash was destroyed 

because of lashon hara and sinas chinam. Lashon hara is an outright 

defilement of kedushas ha’dibur. Sinas chinam is an obvious lack of achdus in 
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k’lal Yisroel. This is what brought about our destruction. Rectifying our sactity of 

speech and promoting achdus in k’lal Yisroel will hasten the geulah. 

 

 כי ידר נדר וכו'

 Regarding all other mitzvos, the Torah does not obligate us to keep them 

until one reaches the age of bar or bas mitzvah. Yet, when it comes to nedarim, 

Chazal  tell us that the vows of a minor are in fact valid if made within the year 

prior to this milestone. A twelve year old boy or an eleven year old girl who 

makes  a vow is bound by his or her word to fulfill that neder, provided that they 

are intelligent enough to grasp the concept of nedarim. 

 This seems counterintuitive. Logic would dictate that one should first be 

obligated to observe the mitzvos of the Torah, and only then, after having 

successfully proven his or her ability to do so, be able to create new obligations. 

 HaRav Ephraim Kirshenbaum shlit”a explains that the Torah is 

communicating a powerful lesson: Before one can properly accept responsibility 

to fulfill the mitzvos of Hashem Yisbarach, he must first accept responsibility for 

himself. If a person says he will do something or otherwise undertakes to do 

something, he is bound by his word. This is a basic obligation of humanity and 

the first obligation of being a Jew. Only one full year  after a person becomes 
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responsible for himself, does the Torah require him to be responsible for 

fulfilling the mitzvos as well. 

 

 זאת חקת התורה וכו'

 After a successful war with Midyan, B’nei Yisroel take home the spoils from 

the battle. Before they can use the pots or other utensils, however, they are 

instructed that all of the keilim must undergo either hagalah or libun. Our parsha 

is indeed the basis from many of the halachos governing the koshering of keilim 

as we know them today. 

 What comes as somewhat of a surprise is the Torah’s choice of words “zos 

chukkas ha-Torah”. This phrase seems out of place. The word ‘chok’ connotes 

something that defies logic. Parah Adumah is the paradigm of a chok. We don’t 

understand its how’s or why’s. Hagalas keilim, however, is well understood and 

explained by the poskim and doesn’t seem to fit this description. 

 What is even more troubling it the posuk’s reference to it as chukkas ha-

Torah, implying that hagalas kailim has something to do with Torah or avodas 

Hashem in general. This is quite puzzling. 

 HaRav Moshe Feinstein zt”l suggest that the posuk is trying to 

communicate an important yesod in avodas Hashem. As human beings, we 

�פ�ר�ש�ת������מ�ט�ו�ת



5 

LESSONS IN HASHKAFA & HALACHA FROM THE PARSHA 

inevitably make mistakes. Seldom are our actions perfect and nobody is 

flawless. Throughout life, a person’s neshama can become extremely tainted by 

his misdeeds. Fortunately, there is a remedy. Through proper teshuva, one can 

rid himself of the impressions left by his aveiros. Just like hagalah purges the 

ta’am issur  from a pot, so too proper teshuva can “refresh” our soiled 

neshamos. 

 Teshuva is a gift from the Ribono shel Olam. Logically, it shouldn’t wok. 

How can one’s regret, confession, and resolve to ‘do better’ change his past 

actions? This is truly a ‘chok of the Torah’ – zos chukkas ha-Torah! 

 Reb Moshe is careful to point out that the teshuva has to fit the aveirah. 

There is a halacha of k’bolo kach polto – that a utensil is purged of its forbidden 

flavor in the same manner it was absorded (i.e. fire, water, etc.) The same is 

true of teshuva. The remedy must befit the ailment. 

 

 בדבר בלעם וכו':...

 Rashi comments that Bilam was duly punished by being killed by the 

sword, his own weapon. This was a sort of measure for measure since he 

attempted to wipe out k’lal Yisroel by cursing them, taking hold of their weapon, 

the ko’ach ha’peh - power of speech. The Chofetz Chaim points out that from 

here we see that the power of a Jew is in his mouth. With our power of speech, 
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we have the ability to build worlds or chalilah, destroy them. By preserving the 

sanctity of our mouths by avoiding lashon hara and other forbidden speech, we 

strengthen the power that exists in our mouths. 

 This power is not limited to tefilah alone. The positive speech of a Jew can 

have profound effects and we should therefore always try to speak positively 

and bestow our best wishes on others. Negative speech must be avoided at all 

costs. It is reported that in the times of the Chasam Sofer, a baby was born and 

his bris had to be delayed due to medical complications. Unfortunately, the child 

did not live to have his bris milah. When the Chasam Sofer was informed of the 

tragic news he remarked “I am not surprised. Everywhere I went, I heard people 

saying ‘the child is not going to make it’!   Do you think their words had no 

impact?”  

 We tend to think that words have no intrinsic value. Nothing could be 

further from the truth. When Hashem created man, he blew into him a living 

soul. The Targum translates these words to mean “a speaking spirit”. Indeed the 

greatness of man lies in his power of speech. May we merit to use it 

appropriately! 

 

�פ�ר�ש�ת������מ�ט�ו�ת


