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Bilam compares Bnai Yisrael to '(24:6) אהלים נטע ה, and we find two different interpretations of the 
word אהלים.  Onkelos translates the term as בוסמיא – fragrant spices, and Rashi follows this 
interpretation in his Torah commentary.  The Gemara, however, explains this word differently.  In 
Maseches Berachos (15b), the Gemara notes that in this pasuk, before Bilam compares Bnai Yisrael to 
 This pasuk, then, implies a connection between  .כנחלים נטיו :he likens them to streams of water ,אהלים
streams of water and אהלים, and the Gemara presents an explanation of this connection: 
 

 מה נחלים מעלין את האדם מטומאה לטהרה, אף אהלים מעלין את האדם מכף חובה לכף זכות.
 

Just as streams bring a person from impurity to purity, so do tents bring a person from a guilty verdict to 
an innocent verdict. 
 
According to the Gemara, the word אהלים refers to batei midrash, the “tents” of Torah learning.1 

 
It thus turns out that the word אהלים here has two meanings: fragrant spices, and batei midrash.   
 
We might suggest that Chazal seek to teach us that our batei midrash, the places where we learn Torah, 
must be clean, well-kempt and fragrant like spices, as befitting these sacred institutions. 
 
Indeed, this lesson emerges from the comments of the Chasam Sofer, here in Parshas Balak.  He writes 
that unfortunately, the ignorant masses neglect the beis midrash, and do not attend the lectures given 
on Shabbos, while the talmidei chachamim fail to properly respect the synagogues.  Bilam thus jubilantly 
declared, (24:5) מה טובו אוהליך יעקב משכנותיך ישראל.  He celebrated – מה טובו – the אהליך יעקב, the 
fact that the “tents” of Torah study are neglected and disregarded by יעקב, the ignorant masses, and 
 the fact that the sanctuaries, the shuls, are disrespected by Yisrael, the learned – משכנותיך ישראל
members of the nation.  In response to Bilam’s curse, we observe the practice of reciting this pasuk each 
morning as we enter the shul, followed by the pasuk, ואני ברב חסדך אבוא ביתך אשתחוה אל היכל קדשך 

ךביראת  (Tehillim 5:8).  We say that in contrast to Bilam’s condemnation, we enter ךבית , the houses of 
study to engage in Torah learning, and also אבוא אל היכל קדשך ביראתך – we enter our shuls with awe 
and reverence, giving them proper respect. 
 
This is something which we need to improve in our shuls and batei midrash.  We speak both of external 
appearance, ensuring that our shuls and batei midrash are clean and orderly, as is appropriate for a 
place of kedusha, and also of avoiding idle chatter, not to mention forbidden speech, when we are in 
shul or the beis midrash. 
 
Rav Moshe Chagiz addresses this subject in his Mishnas Chachamim (219), where he writes the 
following: 
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1 This is Rashi’s understanding of the Gemara, which is supported by the Gemara’s comments in Maseches 
Sanhedrin (105b).  Tosfos, however, explain differently. 



צריכין אנו לכבד ולרבץ הבתי כנסיות ובתי מדרשות שהם לנו למקדש מעט, וכדרך שמכבדין בתי המלכים יש לנו 
 .לנהוג בו כבוד

 
We must sweep and wash the synagogues and study halls, which are our “minor Mikdash.”  We must 
treat them respectfully the way the homes of kings are respected. 
 
He proceeds to reference a passage in the Sefer Chasidim which tells that Rashi’s grandfather would use 
his beard to sweep the dust off the aron kodesh.  Rav Moshe Chagiz writes that although he does not 
approve of such a practice, nevertheless, this was done with pure motives, to show the masses the 
importance of compromising one’s own honor for the sake of honoring the Torah.  This righteous man 
was rewarded for his effort by having a grandson – Rashi – who illuminated the world with his 
commentaries, and this great reward, Rav Moshe Chagiz concludes, demonstrates the greatness of this 
practice of cleaning the aron kodesh. 
 
This Shabbos, when we read Bilam’s praise of Bnai Yisrael who are like 'אהלים נטע ה, let us commit 
ourselves to give honor and glory to our shuls and batei midrash.  Let us take example from our 
Sephardic brethren, who go to great lengths to treat their shuls with great honor and reverence.  In this 
reward, we will be granted the privilege of coming to the 'בית ה, the Beis Ha’mikdash, with great joy and 
fervor, with the advent of our final redemption, אמן כן יהי רצון. 
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