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Beyond Human ComprehensionBeyond Human ComprehensionBeyond Human ComprehensionBeyond Human Comprehension    by Rabbi Berel Wein 

In examining this week’s parsha, one is struck by the inexplicability of all of the subject matter in 
the parsha. From the most famous chok – a rule without rational explanation to it – that of the red 
heifer, the parah adumah, which serves as the beginning of the parsha, to the shortcomings of 
Moshe in smiting the rock to bring forth water and his punishment of not being able to enter the 
Land of Israel, one is troubled by the mystery of it all. Why? If the Torah is meant to be studied 
and intellectually analyzed by the Jewish people, if it is somehow within the reach of humans to 
understand the Torah’s laws and values, then why this onslaught of laws and events that defy 
any human logic? 

It is obvious that the Torah is teaching us a very basic lesson. Not everything in life is logical, 
understandable, rational or given to any sort of human understanding. The Torah intends to 
teach us that its system of values and behavior is oftentimes beyond human comprehension. The 
ability to accept this difficult and oftentimes humbling assessment is a test of faith and belief. 
And the Torah and Judaism generally rest upon this basic foundation, if necessary even a form of 
blind faith and belief. Understanding and studying Torah is a mitzvah – an obligation upon all 
Jews. However, following and believing Torah even when we do not understand and know its 
rationale is no less of a mitzvah. 

The truth is that life itself in all of its manifestations is beyond our 
rational abilities to understand or predict. We are regularly blindsided 
by events that are unexpected and sometimes devastating. There is a 
capricious nature to life and its events that forecloses any rational 
explanations or logical theories. The very nature of life itself is purely a 
chok – a type of commandment and/or occurrence that leaves us baffled 
and without answers or explanations. On a small personal scale these 
events may be viewed as fortuitous or tragic but they are all unexpected 
and irrational. On a larger scale events such as the Holocaust are prime 
historical examples of a chok in its ultimate form. 

We do not understand the severity of Moshe’s punishment as recorded in this week’s parsha. We 
also do not understand the reasons that led to six million innocent Jews being destroyed. When 
such things occur, both on a personal and national level, we are left bereft and perplexed. The 
Torah records that Aharon’s response to the death of his two sons in the Mishkan was silence. 
Silence translates itself into the realization that God’s ways are beyond human comprehension. 

We can only accept but never will we understand them. And that is why the prophet stated that 
the basic tenet of Judaism is “The righteous live by faith alone.” Chukat is the parsha of faith 
alone. This is why this parsha is so important for us to appreciate and absorb. Faith is somehow 
the only effective weapon against the mysteries of life that befall us. 

Flashback: 2014 – The Message Remains (To be read in a wicked British accent.) ☺ 
I have seen a number of people online challenge the right of the Israeli government to try and return 
the three Jewish teenagers, who were kidnapped by terrorists, to their families. They are "pushing 
too hard" they say. But I read something this morning which I had read many times before, yet 
never really spoke to me, but did today! 

The Torah portion this week, Chukat (statutes) we will read tomorrow in synagogue recounts an 
incredible story. "The Canaanite king of Arad, who dwelled in the south, heard that Israel had come 
by the route of the spies, and he warred against Israel, and took a captive from it. Israel made a vow 
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to Hashem and said "if You will deliver this people into my hand, I will consecrate their cities". 
Hashem heard the voice of Israel, and he delivered the Canaanite, and it consecrated them and 
their cities. It named the place Chormah". 

Who was this Jew that this nation (Rashi says it was actually the nation of Amalek who took them, 
a people that hated the Jews more than anyone else) kidnapped? Since it is written in the singular, 
Rashi says it was a young female. 

A few things become apparent, 1) Kidnapping Jews is an ancient tradition by those that hate us. 2) 
The response is to pray to God as a unified nation. 3) Every single Jew in our eyes is special and 
worth going to war for. No Jew is left behind, even if that means overtaking an entire city to regain 
them. As the Talmud says: "saving even one life is like saving the entire world". That's how we Jews 
see it, and that's why we care when not one but three of our Jewish brothers have been taken from 
us. 

May Hashem, God, return them very soon. Shabbat Shalom. #bringbackourboys 

- Rabbi Lawrence Hajioff 

ON THE ROAD AGAINON THE ROAD AGAINON THE ROAD AGAINON THE ROAD AGAIN    

The Torah this week discusses the travels of the Jews in the wilderness. At one point they came to the 
land of Edom, descendants of Esav, Yaakov’s brother. They asked to be able to travel through Edom’s 
land, even offering to buy food and water from them (hence the Jews invented bottled water!) 

Edom refused and the Jews had to move on. If they were merely turned away, and this was a futile attempt 
to obtain passage through the land, why does the Torah record it? 

Rashi explains an underlying exchange. The Jews recounted what had befallen them in Egypt. This was 
part of the agreement between Yaakov and Esav. Yaakov would suffer in this world and Esav would enjoy 
it. Yaakov went to exile while Esav settled in its land. When the Jews cried out to HaShem, utilizing the 
power of prayer symbolized by “the voice is the voice of Yaakov,” HaShem rescued them. 

Not wishing to acknowledge that the Jews had saved them from suffering, the Edomites responded by 
saying, “You pride yourself on your “voice”? Let us show you what we received from our grandfather 
Yitzchak, “you shall live by the sword.” Therefore they came out armed to drive off the Jews.  

This exchange is key for reminding us of our identity as Jews; what we are made of, and whom we 
emulate. In fact, when Esav’s descendants of Amalek attacked us they 
disguised themselves as Canaanites so we would pray to have the 
Canaanites delivered into our hands and our prayers would fail. We took a 
page from the book of our grandfather Yaakov and offered to sanctify the 
spoils to G-d if this nation were delivered into our hands. We prayed, and 
were saved. This would have been enough reason to recount the story. But 
there’s more. 

What we also learn from this is that in life there are disappointments but they 
are not a waste of our time. We went to Edom because that’s what G-d 
wanted, and maybe we were never supposed to cross through their land. 
This lesson can buoy our spirits when things seem to be going wrong. 
Perhaps they are just going according to plan. Not ours, but HaShem’s. 

 

 

FACEBUKER SHABBOS TABLE TALKING POINTS 
When the Jews complained and disparaged the Mon, the heavenly bread they were given, HaShem sent 
poisonous snakes to bite them and many died. This was to show them that they had acted like vipers in 
speaking ill of and being ungrateful for G-d’s bounty. 

To heal them, Moshe made a copper snake and placed in on a post. All who gazed upon it were healed as 
they recognized that it was not HaShem who brought them pain and death, but their own actions. 

DISCUSS AT YOUR TABLE: Focus on things you take for granted but for which you should be extremely 
grateful. (Think breathing, speech, and basic senses.) How do we sometimes pervert the gifts of G-d and how might we 
better learn to care for the gifts He gives us? 

 


