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Emunah and Hishtadlus  
Adapted from a Chumash Rashi shiur given by the Tolner Rebbe shlita,  

Lech Lecha 5763 
ת.נ.צ.ב.ה. ז"ל בת הרב נטע אריה שרה ע"ה האשה החשובה מרת חוה חיה  נ"לע  

In parshas Lech Lecha the possuk says, (בראשית יד, יד) “  ביתו ילידי חניכיו את וירק ואחי נשבה כי אברם וישמע

דן עד וירדף מאות ושלש עשר שמנה , and Avraham heard that his brother [Lot] had been captured and he 

armed his trained men, those who were born in his house, three hundred and eighteen and he pursued 

[them] until Dan.” Rashi comments, “  כניסת התחלת לשון והוא למצות שחנכו אליעזר זה כתיב חנכו - חניכיו

לנער חנוך (, וכב משלי) וכן בה לעמוד עתיד שהוא לאומנות כלי או האדם , His trained men – It is written ‘His 

trained man’ in the possuk, this refers to Eliezer, whom Avraham had trained to ]perform the] Mitzvos, 

and it [‘חניכיו’] is a term that connotes beginning, initiating a person or a vessel in the craft with which he 

is destined to remain in the future, and similarly[we find this usage in the possuk,] ‘educate the youth…” 

 חניכיו
Rashi’s comment raises several issues. The Minchas Shai points out that in all the Sifrei Torah that exist 

today, the possuk is not written ‘חנכו’ as per Rashi’s statement rather it is written ‘חניכיו’ in the plural 

form, and he therefore asks, how Rashi could bring such a drashah that is based on a spelling that does 

not seem to exist! 

Rav Mendel Kasher in Torah Shlemah however cites several Midrashim that are only found in hand written 

manuscripts and do match Rashi’s comment. The question nevertheless remains, what motivated Rashi 

to choose such a rare Midrash to explain the possuk when he himself writes that his goal is to teach the 

simple explanation of the psukim?Q1  

Rashi’s next comment on the possuk is equally difficult. Rashi writes, “  רבותינו (.לב נדרים) -' וגו עשר שמונה

שמו של' גימ מנין והוא היה לבדו אליעזר אמרו , Three hundred eighteen – Raboseinu said that it was Eliezer 

alone, and it [the number 318] is the numerical value of his name.” The Ibn Ezra however writes that this 

explanation is drush, and that the simple explanation of the possuk is that there were three hundred and 

eighteen of Avraham’s followers who went to battle together with him. Once again, we must ask, what 

prompted Rashi to deviate from the simple explanation and cite a drashah based on gematria?Q2  

The Maskil Ledovid adds to this question the fact that the Gemarah (.נדרים לב) which is the source of Rashi’s 

comment also quotes the other opinion who says that there were in fact three hundred and eighteen 

people together with Avraham. Why then did Rashi not choose to cite the other opinion with the simple 

understanding?Q3  

Showered with Torah 
Additionally, the Gemarah (.נדרים לב) tells us, “ויריק את חניכיו ילידי ביתו, רב אמר שהוריקן בתורה, He armed 

his trained men, those who were born in his house, Rav said he showered them with Torah.” The Ran 

writes in explanation, “ זרזן בתורה –וריקן בתורה שה , he showered them – he motivated them to learn 

Torah.” The Netziv cites this Gemarah in his perush on Chumash, Haamek Davar, but asks how it could 

have been appropriate for them to learn Torah at a time when they were supposed to be going to battle?Q4 
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Dan and Chovah 
Lastly, the next possuk says, (בראשית יד, טו) “  משמאל אשר חובה עד וירדפם ויכם ועבדיו הוא לילה עליהם ויחלק

 They split up in the night, he and his servants and struck them and pursued them until Chovah ,לדמשק

which is to the left of Damesek.” Rashi comments, “  שם על חובה קורא ודן חובה ששמו מקום אין - חובה עד

שם להיות שעתידה ליליםאבודת ע , Until Chovah – there is no place called Chovah, but Dan is called Chovah 

[literally iniquity,] because of the idolatry that would be committed there [in the future].” According to 

Rashi’s explanation it would seem that this possuk is repeating information that was already mentioned 

in the previous possuk which says that Avraham and his men pursued Lot’s captors until Dan. What 

additional information are we supposed to learn from the repetition of this point?Q5  

The Gates of Yerushalayim 
Regarding the relationship between Torah learning and times of war, the Gemarah (.מכות י) says “  בירמר א

 שערי במלחמה שיעמדו לרגלינו גרם מי ירושלים בשעריך רגלינו היו עומדות )תהילים קכב, ב( דכתיב מאי לוי בן יהושע

בתורה עוסקים שהיו ירושלם , Rabi Yehoshua ben Levi said, what is the meaning of the possuk, ‘Our feet 

stood at your gates, Yerushalayim’ what caused our feet to stand victorious in battle, the gates of 

Yerushalayim in which they toiled in Torah.” This is the source in Chazal for our firm belief that it is the 

merit of Torah learning that causes Klal Yisrael to be victorious in battle.  

After the Six Day War one of the prominent military commanders visited the Brisker Rav and during their 

conversations he said to him, “Nu what do you have to say about our glorious victory?” The Brisker Rav 

told him, “The Bochurim must have been learning diligently in the Yeshivas.” The officer was incensed at 

the insinuation that it was the merit of the Lomdei Torah that had brought about the victory and he 

retorted, “If it is truly in their merit why did we not make it all the way to Cairo?” To this the Brisker Rav 

responded, “וואס קען איך טאהן אז איירע סולדאדען זענען געווען אין דערמיט, what can I do [about the fact] 

that you soldiers were in the way?!”  

When he saw that with his response the commander had fallen he told him a story about his grandfather 

the Beis Halevi who had a son who was known to be a rare genius, and had become engaged to the 

daughter of a very wealthy family. When the Beis Halevi saw that his son’s success had gone to his head 

he told him, that he ought to be aware that the impressive dowry that he had received was not given to 

him in his own merit, but solely because he was the son of the Beis Halevi. The son asked him, “If so, then 

he should have given me even more.” To this the Beis Halevi responded, “ וואס זאל איך טאהן אז דו ביסט

  ”!?what am I supposed to do as you are in the way ,אין דער מיט

Who Needs an Army? 
This approach raises a fundamental question. As the cause of Klal Yisrael’s military victories is the merit 

of their Limud Hatorah, why is it necessary to wage a physical war at all? Would it not be more effective 

if all of the soldiers would lay down their weapons and return to the Beis Midrash, thus increasing the 

amount of Torah study?Q6   

 לה' התשועה
Shlomo Hamelech addressed this issue in the possuk in Mishlei which says, (כא, לא) “ ם מלחמה וסוס מוכן לי

 the horse is ready for the day of battle but the victory is Hashem’s [alone].” This teaches us ,ולה' התשועה

that the correct approach to battle is to make all of the necessary preparations, and take all of the strategic 

actions necessary to emerge victorious, while keeping in mind that it is Hashem who rescues us from our 
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enemies and He alone determines who will be victorious. One may not rely on a miracle, but at the same 

time one must keep in mind that success is Divinely orchestrated entirely and is essentially miraculous.A6  

Spiritual Battle 
Although there is a requirement to have the zechus of Torah to win any battle, this was especially relevant 

to the conflict between Avraham and the kings who had captured Lot. The possuk says, (בראשית יד, יב), 

“ אברם אחי בן רכשו ואת לוט את ויקחו , and they took Lot and all of his possessions, the son of the brother 

of Avraham.” The Arizal notes (שער הפסוקים לך לך) that the order of the words in the possuk seems to be 

erroneous, as it should have said, “ רכשו ואת אברם אחי בן לוט את ויקחו , and they took Lot, the son of the 

brother of Avraham, and all of his possessions.” He explains that it was written this way in order to hint 

to a fascinating secret, as the first letters of the words חיא ןב כשור  spell the name of the Amorah רבא.  

The Arizal goes on to explain that this is because there was a spiritual battle that was being fought in 

addition to the physical battle. Lot and his daughters were destined to bear descendants that would play 

a very significant role in the history of Klal Yisrael, such as the Amorah Rava, who is hinted to in the possuk 

and was a descendant of Amon the son of Lot’s younger daughter. Similarly, Dovid Hamelech was a 

descendant of Rus, who came from Moav, the son of Lot’s elder daughter. The Kings who had captured 

Lot were incarnations of the forces of impurity that desperately wanted to prevent the births of all the 

holy Neshamos destined to come from Lot and his daughters.  

Parallel Conflicts 
We can now begin to answer all the remaining questions.  It is perfectly understandable that the correct 

preparation for this battle was for Avraham to motivate his people to learn Torah, as this would elevate 

and sanctify them, thus priming them to fight in the physical battle, as their heightened spiritual 

awareness would help them remain aware at all times that it was Hashem who was watching over them 

and giving them success on the battlefield.A4   

We can also explain that Rashi understood from the fact that the Torah referred to two categories of 

people, ‘חניכיו’ and ‘ילידי ביתו’, that one group could bring to bear more power in this conflict than the 

other.  As such Rashi understood that the opinion brought by Chazal that ‘חניכיו’ was referring to Eliezer 

alone was not a contradiction to the simple meaning of the possuk, as it was not coming to say that only 

Eliezer went out to battle, but rather that only Eliezer, who had reached the level of being ‘חניכיו the 

trained man’ of Avraham, was someone able to assist Avraham in the spiritual struggle to rescue Lot and 

release the captured Neshamos from the clutches of the forces of impurity.A3  

 
Furthermore, Rashi’s comment that “חובה” was also referring to the area of Dan can now also be 

understood, as the possuk was not simply repeating itself, rather the first possuk was referring to the 

success of Avraham’s forces in the physical battle, where they had pursued the enemy  until Dan, and the 

second possuk was referring to the spiritual struggle, and indicated that they had only succeeded in driving 

back the forces of impurity until they encountered the terrible impurity that lurked in the area of Dan  

which was referred to as “חובה, iniquity,” because it would later cause Klal Yisrael to worship Avodah 

Zarah in that area, and which the spiritual power of their Emunah and their Limud Hatorah was not able 

to overcome.A5  
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As we see from the psukim that there were two battles being fought by two different categories of 

soldiers, the physical one which is mentioned clearly in the psukim, and the spiritual one that is only 

mentioned with clues, there is no longer any difficulty in the fact that Rashi cited esoteric sources such as 

a lost Midrash and a drashah based on gematria, as he was not coming to say that this was the only 

explanation of the psukim, but rather to reveal the other more subtle elements of the confrontation.A1, A2  

Emunah and Hishtadlus 
This message is very relevant to our times, as there are many people who struggle to find the proper 

balance between Emunah and Hishtadlus. There are those who do not take adequate action and excuse 

their passivity by saying that they have faith in Hashem that He will help, and there are those who go far 

beyond the bounds of what is considered normal Hishtadlus because they are not in touch with the fact 

that no matter how hard they work it is Hashem alone who will determine whether they will be successful.   

We must learn from our parshah that Emunah and Hishtadlus are both necessary, as the possuk says, 

“ ום מלחמה ולה' התשועהסוס מוכן לי , the horse is ready for the day of battle and victory is Hashem’s [alone].” 

We must overcome our laziness to make the proper effort while keeping in mind that everything is from 

Hashem. 

Lives at Stake! 
Additionally, we must remember that every battle that Klal Yisrael fights in this world is matched by a 

parallel spiritual struggle that we must not ignore. We must keep in mind that those who guard our 

physical safety will only be successful in doing so in the Merit of the Torah and Avodas Hashem of the 

Lomdei Torah. Any reduction in learning in the Beis Midrash can cost lives on the front. Similarly, any laxity 

in keeping Halachah weakens the forces of Kedushah in their battle against the forces of impurity that 

want to destroy Klal Yisrael spiritually! Our Torah learning is the key to both our physical and spiritual 

survival, and that being the case, we must ensure that we give it due weightiness!  

Through preparing and opening our hearts for Torah learning and Avodas Hashem may we merit being 

included in the ranks of the trained men of Avraham Avinu, and strengthen the power of Kedushah in the 

world, לטוב לנו לכל הימים, amen, KY”R.  
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