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This week’s Parsha has a plethora of themes described 
within. Whether it is the ever present and extant anti-

Semitism of old or the interesting personalities within which 
emanate clearly from the pesukim of the sedrah. Even if it 
is the fall from grace of 24,000 souls at its conclusion, the 
themes of the Parsha are eternal and something which we can 
learn from each and every year when we come to read it. 

The one villain who stands out is Balaam. He was not an 
ordinary person, but was a famous wizard, and a person who 
wielded an inordinate amount of power of speaking in his 
blessings and curses. But his soul was one that was tarnished 
to the depths of depravity. His character was one that will 
forever be bound to the description that we have from the 
following Chazal. 

“Kol mi sh’yeish b’yodo sh’loshah Devarim halalu, Hu 
m’talmidav shel Avraham avinu. Whoever has the following 
three traits is among the students of Avraham Avinu.” (Pirkei 
Avos, Perek 5 Mishnah 22)

The Mishnah goes on to enumerate the upstanding and 
honorable character traits of these students as 1) Ayin Tova- a 
good eye, someone who is not jealous, but honors others and 
is magnanimous. 2) Ruach nimucha- humble spirit- someone 
who is modest and has a long lost trait of humility. 3) Nefesh 
Sh’feilah- undemanding soul- one who exercises restraint and 
self-control and someone who is spiritually healthy. 

“U’sheloshah Devarim acheirim, hu m’talmidav shel 
Balaam HaRasha. -those who have the three other traits are 
among the disciples of the wicked Balaam.” The Mishnah 
lists the character flaws as 1) Ayin Ra’ah-an evil eye- someone 
cursed with an insatiable appetite for wealth, begrudges others 
and is jealous, 2)Ruach Gevohah- an arrogant person.  3) 
Nefesh Rechavah-a greedy soul. People who own these flaws 
are clearly the spiritual inheritors and students of Balaam.

That description is who Balaam was, what he stood 
for and all of these traits were integral parts of his horrible 
personality.  

The Chasam Sofer asks the following question: Why does 
the Mishnah question the difference between the students of 
Avraham avinu and the students of Balaam. It is obvious that 
these traits were sourced in their respective teachers. They 
were the ones who taught, they were the ones who the students 
looked to learn from and, therefore, it is their own traits that 
we are describing.

So, why did the Mishnah not describe the difference as that 
which was between Avraham avinu and Balaam themselves?

To this simple question the Chasam Sofer provides a 
brilliant and insightful answer.

 Many times in our history, there would be a person, who 
seemed to be good and righteous and even a scholar of note. 
While some leaders would impugn this person for not being 
all that, this person could have had defenders who would prop 
him up in stature. How then can we tell if this tzaddik is a 
charlatan or the real deal? 

The Chasam Sofer says it will usually be by looking at 
what he sowed. Seeing his students and those who he taught 
will allow us a glimpse of who the teacher was.  It is easier to 
see the differences and discrepancies between the respective 
disciples than between Avraham and Balaam themselves. 

Students are molded by the character and piety of their 
teachers or lack thereof. Balaam himself might have looked 
as saintly and righteous as Avraham did. To the common eye 
they might have looked the same. The unpracticed eye might 
never have realized that Balaam was nothing short of a greedy 
and egotistical charlatan. Therefore, sometimes one has to 
look at what the teacher has produced to truly know what he 
is all about.

  An example of this idea is a point in the famously tragic 
episode of Shabtei Tzvi. 

Shabtei Tzvi’s story is too detailed and complex to do 
justice in this small article. Briefly though, He was born around 
the time of the Chmielnicki’s cassock revolution, massacres 
and progroms of 1648-49 which decimated Eastern European 
Jewry. As such, the Jews were looking for something to hold 
onto and in came the false Moshiach of Shabtei Tzvi.

Shabtei Tzvi was a young charismatic scholar and 
Kabbalist of purported note and curious character. Eventually, 
because of his ascetic and strange ways, shrewdness and 
charisma,  he was held to be a holy man and attracted a large 
following, even, and especially, when he began to experience 
messianic delusions. 

Yet, despite the warning signs, many genuine religious 
leaders supported the movement he spawned. Rare were 
those who sensed the true nature of the tragedy which was 
unfolding in front of them. Many of the famous Rabbis were 
caught and trapped in the snare of Shabtei and his followers. 
Shabtei’s followers included many prominent Rabbis, such as 
Isaac Aboab da Fonseca, Moses Raphael de Aguilar, Moses 
Galante, Moses Zacuto, and Chaim Benveniste. And the 
debate raged until the charade had come to an abrupt and 
sickening end in September of 1666 when Shabtei Tzvi went 
and converted to Islam.

Shabtei and his movement, his disciples and students, 
ushered in an era and period of disillusionment and depression. 
It was one of the greatest internal Jewish tragedies of the 

R’ Akiva Eisenstadt | Rosh HaKollel
THE REAL DEAL 
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Haircuts
Q: Are there any times when it is permitted to get a haircut 
or shave during the Three Weeks?
A: A man may trim his mustache if it interferes with eating1,  
and in a case where he will be ridiculed at his workplace and/
or risk a loss of money for not shaving. In honor of a Bris, the 
mohel, sandek and father of the child may cut their hair and 
shave as well2.  In a case where a woman has excess hair and 
for modesty reasons wants to cut it she may do so3.  Note: All 
of these heterim do not apply to the week of Tisha B’Av4. 

Q: If a man will merely feel uncomfortable going into work 
unshaven but will not suffer any real financial setback, is 
he permitted to do so?
A: Although one may be embarrassed or even mocked at 
work, if that is the sum total damage of his not shaving he 
would not be permitted to do so5. 

Q: Is it permitted for a woman to get her shaitel cut or 
styled during the Three Weeks?
A: Since this is not her hair, but is rather considered to be an 
article of clothing, it would be permitted for a woman to do so 
without any Halachic concerns.

Q: May a woman of marriageable age cut her hair during 
the Three Weeks?
A: Rav Shlomo Zalmen Aurbauch Zt”l ruled6  that since many 
permit a woman to cut her hair during a period of mourning, 
so too we can apply this leniency to the three weeks (which is 
Rabbinic in nature).

Q: May one cut his nails during the Three Weeks?
A: While there is a dispute among the Poskim whether one 
may cut his nails7,  the general consensus is that it is permitted 
until the week of Tisha B’Av8.  Even during this week if one 
has a hanging nail or the length is causing discomfort, while 
one cannot use scissors one may bite off part of the nail to 

alleviate the pain9. 

Q: Are children required to adhere to the Minhagim of the 
Three Weeks (i.e haircuts, music etc.)?
A: Although in cases of personal bereavement, minors are 
exempt from the observance of mourning, some Poskim are 
of the opinion that children of chinuch age are obligated to 
observe the laws of the Three Weeks10.  This can be either 
because of chinuch, or because seeing one’s child in a state of 
mourning will further bring out the parents need to mourn. In 
general, a child under the age of six may get a haircut during 
this time.

Music
Q: Does the minhag not to listen to music during the three 
weeks apply to recorded entertainment as well?
A: Although the Minhag to refrain from listening to music 
was originally enacted in reference to live music, the majority 
of contemporary Poskim extend this prohibition to listening 
to music from a tape recorder/CD/Mp3 as well11.  There are 
those who permit one to play an instrument if he is learning 
how to play or if he needs to play for his livelihood12.

Q: Does the prohibition extend to Acappella as well?
A: There are opinions that go both ways13.  Some Poskim 
assume that recorded voices have the status of music, as the 
playing device is considered an instrument to make pleasant 
sounds like any other instrument. This is especially true with 
recent recordings that mimic musical instruments almost 
precisely. Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach Zt”l therefore 
expresses some reservation about listening to voices singing 
on a recording14. However, most Poskim take on the idea that 
recorded voice has the status of a voice and not an instrument 
and is therefore permissible to listen to. It should be noted that 
according to almost all authorities if one finds him or herself 
in a situation that requires this kind of music out of  necessity 
and not mere enjoyment (i.e. a mother who needs to keep a 

HALACHIC PERSPECTIVES: The Three Weeks & Shiva Assar B’tamuz 
R’ Heshy Kahan|Chaver HaKollel

modern era. 
The consequences of his actions would be deeply felt by 

his opponents and “friends” and by later generations as well. 
Great and legendary arguments erupted because of him 

and his effect on Jewry was crushing. 
Yet, at the time there were many who did not realize 

what and who the man was. However, when all is said and 

done what he wrought was nothing short of a tragedy to the 
spiritual state of Judaism. That was what he shaped and gave 
over to the Jewish nation.

 Historically, the Chasam Sofer writes, it has typically been 
easier to recognize the relative greatness of people from their 
students and descendants and consequences of their actions, 
rather than from looking at the people themselves. n

R’ Akiva Eisenstadt
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pleasant atmosphere in the home to maintain her sanity), one 
can be lenient15. 

Q: Should one try to avoid places and situations that have 
music during the Three Weeks if his intention is not to 
enjoy what he is hearing?
A: One is permitted to stay in a place where they are playing 
music over the intercom (radio commercial, bus, telephone), 
as well as l’chatchila go to a department store or take an 
elevator where music may be playing16. 

Shiva Assar B’Tamuz
Q: Is there anyone that is exempt from shiva assar b’tamuz?
1) A pregnant woman past her 40th17 day or a woman nursing 

for two years after childbirth18  that is b’tzar may at times 
rely on those who are lenient and permit eating on the 
fasts of tzom gedaliah, asara b’teves and shiva assar 
b’tamuz19.     

2) One who is so ill that he requires to be on bedrest in 
order to cope with his illness need not, and in fact should 
not fast on shiva assar b’tamuz20. 

Note: As is with all Shailos, and especially those that 
involve medical issues, one should speak to their own 
Halachic authority in dealing with their particular 
situation.

Q: If one will be eating on any of the fast days, what would 
an ideal choice of menu be for this individual?
A: Although one is exempt from fasting, one should try not to 
indulge on the various delicacies that are widely available (in 
specific wine and meat). One should try to curtail his meals to 
more simple foods21 

Q: May one get up early to eat before the fast starts?
A: If one never went to sleep that night then then one would 
obviously be able to eat up until the start of the fast22. However, 
if one went to sleep and wished to awake and eat before the 
fast then he would be required to make a tenai (condition) 
before he retires that he wishes to get up and eat23. If one were 
to set his alarm clock to wake him up before Amud Hashachar 
then that would be considered an appropriate tenai to allow 
him to eat before the fast24.

Q: What if one forgot to make this tenai but wakes up in 
time to have a coffee, would this be permitted?

A: One need only to make this tenai to eat foods. Drinks, on 
the other hand do not require any formal stipulation as it is 
understood that when one gets up he will be thirsty. This is 
especially true if one is usually accustomed to drinking right 
after waking25.

Q: May one shower or bathe on a fast day?
A: Although it is theoretically permitted to bathe on a fast 
day26, one who is scrupulous in his mitzvah observance should 
be stringent and bathe after the fast is over27. There are those 
who permit one to bathe in cold water without any Halachic 
concerns28. 

Q: Is it permitted to brush one’s teeth on shiva assar 
b’tamuz?
A: One should ideally try to refrain from brushing his teeth 
even without water29  as well as try to avoid using mouthwash30 
. In the event that one is very uncomfortable one may rinse his 
mouth with mouthwash or water31, however care should be 
taken to make sure that his head is bent down so as to prevent 
the water or mouthwash from going down one’s throat32.

Q: May one take medications on a shiva assar b’tamuz?
A: One who needs to take any tablet or pill that is bitter to 
taste may do so33.  If one is unable to swallow the medication 
without the aid of a liquid he may dilute the medicine in the 
water or add something bitter (i.e. vinegar) to make the taste 
of the water unpleasant. If one needs to drink untainted water, 
take a sweet tasting syrup or flavored chewable one would 
be permitted to do so only if by refraining from taking this 
medicine his condition would deteriorate to the point where 
he is exempt from fasting due to illness34.  

Q: What should one do if one forgot that it is a fast day 
and and thereby makes a b’racha on a food item only to 
remember before eating that he is fasting?
A: There are two basic views. 

(1) One should eat less then a k’zayis so as not to transgress 
making a b’racha l’vatalah.

(2) One should say baruch shem kavod malchuso l’olem 
v’aed so as not to eat on a fast day35. 

It seems in practice that if one is caught in this predicament 
he should merely taste the food, spit it out, and then continue 
the rest of the day fasting without any Halachic concerns36. 

R’ Heshy Kahan
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WEEKLY INSIGHTS
R’ Aharon Finkelstein  Chaver HaKollel

Towards the end of the Six Day War, the Israeli soldiers 
breached the enemy lines, fighting their way through the 

ancient roadways of Jerusalem. As though some magnetic 
force was pulling them, they pressed forward through the 
barrage of Jordanian bullets until they could not continue 
anymore. Standing before them was the magnificent site of 
a historical treasure that encapsulated the burning fire within 
every Jew – the Kotel Hamaravi. This wall was the holiest 
place in Judaism, the last remnant of where the First and 
Second Temple stood. Amidst the crying and wailing of the 
Jewish soldiers, emotional screams could be heard throughout 
the throngs of people “The Kotel has been liberated!”

 One young soldier, who was completely not religious, 
gazed at these soldiers crying like children as they absorbed 
the vision of the ancient stones and suddenly, he too began to 
cry.

One religious soldier who used to have many debates 
about Judaism with this secular soldier, noticed his fellow 
comrade crying and put his arm around him and asked, “I 
don’t understand, to us the Kotel is our Judaic link, it is a 

standing reminder to the days of the Temple and the holy 
service. We have just liberated the most sacred place in our 
heritage and this is the most moving experience of our lives. 
Yet, you have always said  that nothing about Judaism means 
anything to you – so why are you crying?”

The young secular soldier looked back at him with tear 
filled eyes and said “I am crying because I am not crying.”

Sometimes we find ourselves in a mirage of self delusion. 
The genuineness of our motivation can be blinded by the luster 
of the shine of self-imposed deceit. Yet, there are times when 
the luster wanes and the truth behind its misleading notion 
becomes revealed.

In this week’s perasha, Bilam, who was summoned by 
Balak to curse the Jewish people, travels on his donkey 
through a narrow passage. The Torah narrates that before 
them was an angel gripping a sword blocking their path, 
which only the donkey was able to see. The animal became 
frightened and veered off the road, causing Bilam to strike 
the beast in order to get back on the road. The donkey was 
still in fear of the angel with the sword that stood before it, 

On Tisha B’av and Yom Kippur option #1 is not an option as 
merely tasting something is not a Halachic option.

FOOTNOTES
1. M.B. 551:80
2. Kitzur Shaulchan Aruch 122:15
3. M.B. 551:79, Igros Moshe Y.D. 2:137, Rivevos Ephraim 

4:135:8
4. Igros Moshe O.C. 4:120, C.M. 1:93
5. Igros Moshe Ibid.
6. Shalmai Homaod: 89
7. Taz 551:13, Magen Avraham 551:11
8. M.B. 551:20
9. Ben Ish Chai:13, Kaf Hachaim 55:49

10. Magen Avraham 551:38, M.B. 551:70
11. Tzitz Eliezer 17:33, Igros Moshe O.C. 1:166
12. Igros Moshe O.C. 3:80
13. See Sh”Ut Shevet Haleivi as well as Sh”Ut Tzitz Eliezer who 

allude to this from of music.
14. Shalmei Moed page 475
15. As the listening is not being done for Simcha purposes but rath-

er to ward off anxiety etc. It is for this same reason that playing 
music to prevent one from falling asleep at the wheel would be 
permitted as well.

16. Yalkut Yosef, Har Tzvi: 121
17. M.B. 649:3
18. S.A. Yoreh Deah 189:33
19. Rama 550:1
20. M.B. 550:4, Bh”l 559:9 D”h V’aino
21. M.B. 550:5
22. S.A. 564:1
23. M.B. 564:4
24. Oral Psak heard from R’ Yisroel Dov Webster Shlita
25. Magen Avraham 564:2
26. S.A. 550:2
27. M.B. 550:6
28. The Pri Megadim brought down in Shar Hatzion 550:8
29. Minchas Yitzchok 4:109
30. Kinyan Torah 2:49
31. Piskai Teshuvos 567:1, Minchas Yitzchok Ibid.
32. M.B. 567:11
33. Be’er Haitiv 567:7
34. See M.B. 550:4
35. See Tosefos Rosh Hashana 33a D”h Rabbi Yehudah who holds 

that making a b’racha l’vatalah is an issur d’rabbonon, there-
fore our concern for maintaining the fast is greater

36. Teshuvos V’Hanhagos 1:329, see M.B. 567:6 who permits one 
to merely taste the food to see if it is adequately spiced 

R’ Heshy Kahan
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and so once again, it veered from its path squeezing tightly 
against a wall, compressing Bilam’s leg against its stones. 
Bilam, who conceitedly mounted the animal to accomplish 
his mission as a prophet, was unable to see what this donkey 
could see. He reacted violently, hitting his donkey again. The 
angel at this point began moving toward the animal and its 
rider, causing the donkey to crouch in a state of panic, and 
again Bilam struck his beast.  The donkey, at this moment, 
spoke, “What have I done to you that you have struck me 
these three times? Am I not the same donkey you have always 
ridden? Have I been accustomed to do such strange behavior 
in the past towards you?” (22:28, 30). It was at this moment 
that Hashem uncovered Bilam’s eyes to see the angel on the 
road with his sword in hand. Bilaam was left stunned, saying 
just one sentence, “I have sinned, for I did not know that you 
were standing opposite me on the road. And now, if it is evil 
in your eyes, I shall return” (22:34).

The question on this episode is Bilam’s strange 
admittance to sinning once the angel was revealed before 
his eyes. Up until this point, Bilam was unable to see the 
angel, so why would he need to feel as though he sinned – 
he never knew that he was there! He hit his donkey because 
he was being disobedient, would it not be a more reasonable 
response for him to say to that angel that he did not know he 
was before them and that he thought his donkey was acting 
disobediently and required discipline?

To answer this question, we must probe the words of 
the donkey’s reaction toward being hit. The donkey asked, 
“What have I done to you that you have struck me these 
three times?” The words that the Torah uses to state “three 
times” are “shalosh regalim”, which are the same words that 
connote the three main Jewish festivals of Pesach, Shavuot, 
and Sukkot. On these words Rashi (1040-1105) explains that 
the donkey was intimating to Bilam, “You seek to uproot a 
nation which celebrates three festivals a year!” (Rashi on 
verse 22:28).

The significance of this statement takes form in the mirror 
of a Mishnah in Pirkei Avot which makes a comparison 
between those which follow the ways of Avraham Avinu and 
those that follow the ways of Bilaam. The Mishnah (Pirkei 
Avot 5:22) states, “Whoever has the following three traits is 
among the disciples of our forefather Avraham and whoever 
has three different traits is among the disciples of the wicked 
Bilaam. Those that have a good eye, a humble spirit, and an 
undemanding soul are the disciples of our forefather Avraham. 
Those who have an evil eye, an arrogant spirit, and a greedy 
soul are the disciples of the wicked Bilam.”

With regards to the precepts set forth that are like 
Avraham Avinu, having a good eye means having a positive 
outlook and extending courtesy towards others. The concept 
of a humble spirit means not to be haughty and prideful 
and to be responsible towards one’s obligations. Lastly, the 
concept of having a submissive soul means one that can 
demonstrate restraint over the pull of the evil inclination. 
These three traits correlate directly with the three festivals 
of the Jewish people. The good eye of showing kindness is 
seen in the holiday of Sukkot, for it is on this holiday where 
we pray for the benefit of the entire world and for peace. 
This has its roots in the Temple Era when the Jewish people 
would give seventy sacrifices on Sukkot, one for each of 
the seventy nations of the world. The aspect of a humble 
spirit is demonstrated through the festival of Pesach, where 
we became humbled by the great miracles that Hashem had 
done for us and that we were ultimately redeemed and saved. 
This humbleness plays an intricate part of the nature of a Jew 
who constantly is reiterating in his daily prayers the fact that 
he was a slave and was taken out of Egypt by Hashem’s hand 
alone. Lastly, the ability to overcome the evil inclination is 
demonstrated the festival of Shavuot, where we received the 
Torah which is the antidote to the yetzer harah (Kiddushin 
30b).

All of these traits delineate Avraham’s desire to benefit 
his fellow man, embrace his role in his service to Hashem, and 
to overcome the evil inclination. These are the ways of a Jew.

Bilam on the other hand, had traits which bring one to 
the opposite objective of a Jew by blinding one’s spiritual 
perspective and replacing it with an illusionary one. His evil 
eye corresponds to jealousy. Rashi explains on the verse 
“Bilam raised his eyes and saw Israel dwelling according to 
its tents” (24:2), that when he saw the order in which they 
rested and how the tents of Israel did not face one another, he 
could not tolerate the sublime purity of this nation. He became 
jealous and wanted to curse them.  This trait causes friction 
between man and his fellow man.

His arrogant spirit is equated to the seeking out of glory, 
which disallows one to embrace his role to fulfill Hashem’s 
will, since one only sees his own. Rabbeinu Yonah (1180-
1263) comments on the verse, “Bilam arose in the morning 
and said to the officers of Balak, ‘Go to your land, for Hashem 
refuses to let me go with you’” (22:13), which showed his 
delusionary sense of self importance. Further proving this 
point, Rashi indicates that Bilam thought process was if 
Balak would send a more prestigious group of officers, the 
answer might be different and he may then be able to go. 

R’ Aharon Finkelstein
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R’ Aharon Finkelstein

R’ Boruch Yechiel Schreiber
PARSHAS BALAK; HASHEM KNOWS BETTER

“And G-d (Elokim) was angry that he (Bilam) went, 
and an angel of Hashem stood in the way to prevent 

him [from going]”. 
The posuk begins by referring to Hashem using the Divine 

Name Elokim—which represents Gd’s attribute of justice. 
The posuk then changes and uses the name Hashem which 
represents the attribute of mercy. 

The Chofetz Chaim explained as follows. When Bilam 
insisted on going to curse the Jews, even though Hashem told 
him not to, he understandably evoked the wrath of Hashem 
represented by the attribute of justice. But immediately after, 
Hashem with His boundless mercy, sent an angel of mercy 
to prevent him from going. Bilam was frustrated by this 
obstruction. He became visible upset and subsequently beat 
his donkey. Bilam was irritated by the seemingly needless 
hindrance to his plans. What Bilam didn’t realize was that it 
was the merciful G-d that was holding him back. Hashem was 
preventing Bilam from going ahead with his plans – for his 
own good. Therefore the posuk aptly describes the angel sent 
to prevent Bilam, as an angel of the merciful Hashem.

How many times do we try to do something and end 
up at a brick wall. Stuck in traffic, missed the train or 
the plane. The examples are endless. We must realize, 
whether we understand or not, it is Hashem with His midas 

The intimation of sending a more prestigious group serviced 
Bilam’s ego more than demonstrating any truth.

Lastly, a greedy soul leads one to fulfill his very whim 
and desire, bringing him to fall into the clutches of the evil 
inclination. After Bilaam was unable to succeed in cursing 
the Jewish people, he made one last attempt. The Talmud 
(Sanhedrin 106a) conveys that Bilam advised Balak to send 
the Moabite and Midianite women to try and lead the Jewish 
men into illicit relations. It states that even the aristocracy 
sent their daughters to carry out this plan. The Meiri (1249-
1310) explains that the mouth is the messenger of the heart. 
Therefore Bilam’s directive was an insight into his own 
debauchery, a man who was unable to control his own evil 
inclination.

We see that Bilam deemed himself to be a great prophet.  
This understanding of himself had little to do with his 
relationship to Hashem or his high level of sacredness. Instead, 
the main thrust of his persona was based on how it was that 

he viewed himself. His evil eye, arrogant spirit, and greedy 
soul became a foreground to cultivate his inflated ego. In the 
instant that a mere donkey was able to see an angel that he was 
unable to see, the reality of who he really was came crashing 
down on this figment of his imagination. This is similar to the 
soldier, who when confronted by the truth of himself when 
he arrived at the Kotel, began to cry. He realized that all this 
time he was lacking something. The revelation of so many 
Jewish people touched by the significance and impact of what 
the Kotel means to them, struck a chord in the fact that it 
did not mean something to him. So too, at the moment when 
the angel was revealed, Bilam confronted himself, and was 
struck by the fact that he was incomplete. He knew that he 
was never seeing events to serve Hashem, but only to serve 
his own ego and desire.  It was specifically because of this 
deficiency that prevented him from perceiving the angel on 
the road and thereby coming face to face with the reality of 
his sinful disposition.  

HoRacahmim, that is orchestrating events for our benefit. If 
we recognize this, we will save ourselves much frustration 
and aggravation. 

The Tzadik Rav Zundel from Salant ZTL (The Rebbi of 
Reb Yisroel Salanter ZTL) wrote a letter to his son, when 
the latter was traveling for medical purposes to Vienna. He 
wrote to him not to despair if things don’t go exactly as 
planned, or if he is unduly held up, because “Kol Akavah 
LiTovah”, all impedance is for the good. Sometimes the 
benefit becomes clear immediately (like those that were held 
back from arriving on time to work, and then the twin towers 
fell) and for some the benefit is not so clear. But we must 
always remember “Kol Akavah LiTova”.

Bilam exclaimed Ka’eis Yeomar LiYakov UliYisroel, 
Mah Poal Keil”; “It is said of Israel, what has Hashem done 
(for them)”. The Chofetz Chaim would repeat the following 
in the name of Rav Yakov of Zemmer ZT”L. The Hebrew 
word “Mah” as in this posuk - “what has Hashem done” - 
can have two connotations. We find this word used to mean 
something negligible, as in “Mah Hashem shoel maimach”. 
What (already) is Hashem asking of you? The word is used 
to denote a minor presentation. 

On the other hand we find the opposite as well. “Mah rav 
tuvcha Hashem”. How great are you Hashem! Here the same 



60 SECONDS OF TORAH: BALAK -- BE CAREFUL WITH YOUR 
R’ Rafi Mollot

“Go now, I pray thee, curse me this people…” 
(BaMidbar 22:6)

Balak, King of Moav, instructs Bilam, enchanter-for-hire, 
known for his very efficacious curses, to direct his wicked 
wares against the Children of Israel, now encamped upon 
Moav’s border on their way toward the Holy Land.

Of course, those of us familiar with this narrative know 
the end of the story: Hashem intervenes to confound Bilam, 
and rather than pronounce curses upon Israel, Bilam’s mouth 
utters some of the most profound blessings ever expressed by 
men, to the great chagrin of King Balak.

Not only, though, did Bilam pronounce blessings upon 
Israel, but Hashem placed in Bilam’s mouth prophecies 
concerning the downfall of Israel’s enemies, including none 
other than Moav itself, the very patron nation that hired Bilam 
to curse Israel!

Aside from simple irony, the deeper commentaries point 
out a profound lesson that one must derive from these events: 

Balak’s very own words served as his entrapment.
Indeed, Bilam actually fulfilled the command of his 

master Balak, though not as Balak had intended. For Balak, 
in his instruction to Bilam, said, “Curse me”!  Though Balak 
intended that Bilam should curse on his behalf, Balak’s words 
nevertheless allowed for a fulfillment that the curse should fall 
upon him.

The Torah conveys here how careful a person must be 
with their words. Words create and words destroy. A poorly 
chosen phrase, even with good intent, carries a force that may 
bring destruction into the world. One must ensure that one’s 
words always carry positive connotations, so that the power of 
those words only serve to bring positive forces into the world, 
and not, Heaven forbid, the opposite.

May we always use all powers at our disposal — our 
words, and all the more so our actions — to safeguard our 
world and all those in it.

Based on Shla”h, Parshas Balak 
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word “Mah” is used to display greatness and enormity. 
Says the Chofetz Chaim, the posuk in our parsha can 

be read both ways. On one hand we look around at all the 
challenges Klal Yisroel goes through and exclaim, “Mah 
Poal Keil” what already has Hashem done to benefit Klal 
Yisroel. Everyday we stumble upon more troubles and 
difficulties. But a time will come that everyone will realize, 
“Mah Poal Keil” look at what Hashem has done for the 
Jews! The same troubles and difficulties that only yesterday 
we were complaining about and wondering where was 

Hashem, today we realize it was all for our good. Hashem, 
the merciful god, was coordinating and working towards our 
ultimate benefit. 

This is an important lesson. As the Gemara tells us at the 
end of Misechtas Brochos, a person should never be “dochek 
es Hasha’a” - push his time. This means if things aren’t going 
as planned, don’t push. Don’t be like Bilaam, but rather realize 
Kol Hakava LiTovah, if you are being held back accept this 
as Hashem’s way of trying to help you. Don’t force your way; 
Hashem knows better what’s good for you. 

R’ Boruch Yechiel Schreiber


