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 Take Charge!  
Adapted from a Chumash Rashi shiur given by the Tolner Rebbe shlita, Beha’aloscha 5766 

  לע"נ האשה החשובה מרת חוה חיה שרה ע"ה בת הרב נטע אריה ז"ל ת.נ.צ.ב.ה.  
In parshas Beha’aloscha the Torah relates the unfortunate chapter in our history that occurred 
when members of Klal Yisrael became dissatisfied with the miraculous man that they were given 
to eat in the desert and desired meat. Hashem’s response to them, as recorded in the possuk was, 
“ (במדבר יא, יח)  כי בשר יאכלנו מי לאמר 'ה באזני בכיתם יכ בשר ואכלתם למחר התקדשו תאמר העם ואל

ואכלתם בשר לכם 'ה ונתן במצרים לנו טוב , and to the nation say, prepare yourselves for tomorrow, 
and you will eat meat because you have cried in the ears of Hashem saying, who will feed us meat, 
as it was better for us in Egypt, and [therefore] Hashem will give you meat and you will eat.” Rashi 
comments, “ הריגה ליום והקדישם (, דיב ירמיה) אומר הוא וכן לפורענות עצמכם הזמינו - התקדשו , Prepare 
yourselves – prepare yourselves for punishment, and so it says, ‘prepare yourselves for the day of 
death’.” Both the Targum Onkelus and the Midrash (.פסיקתא זוטרתא בהעלותך קב) also explain 
the possuk in this fashion.  

Other Punishments Did Not Require Preparation 
This explanation raises several questions. Foremost, there are several more instances when the 
Dor Hamidbar was punished severely, such as during Korach’s revolt, after the sin of the Meraglim, 
after the complaints of קברות התאוה, and so on, yet we do not find in any of those cases that the 
punishments were preempted with an instruction to Klal Yisrael to prepare themselves for their 
punishment. What was unique about this sin, and the punishment that it brought about that 
required advance preparation?Q1  

One must also ask, how did they in fact prepare themselves for this punishment and fulfill this 
commandment?Q2   

Floating at Chest Height 
The psukim go on to describe the administration of the punishment, saying, ( לג-במדבר יא, לא ) “  ורוח

 וכל ההוא היום כל העם ויקם .הארץ פני על וכאמתים וכו' המחנה על ויטש הים מן שלוים ויגז 'ה מאת נסע
 טרם שניהם בין עודנו הבשר וכו' חמרים עשרה אסף הממעיט השלו את ויאספו המחרת יום וכל הלילה

מאד רבה מכה בעם 'ה ויך בעם חרה 'ה ואף יכרת , Wind went forth from Hashem and blew quail from 
the sea and spread them over the camp… and two cubits above the face of the earth. The people 
rose up all that day and all the night and all the next day and gathered up the quail, the person 
who took the least gathered ten chomers… The meat was still between their teeth, not yet 
chewed, and the wrath of Hashem flared against the people and Hashem struck a very mighty 
blow against the people.” Rashi comments, quoting the Midrash (ספרי צז), “  בגובה פורחות - וכאמתים

לשחות ולא להגביה לא באסיפתן טורח יהא שלא כדי אדם של לבו כנגד שהן עד , two cubits above the 
earth – they were floating at the height of a man’s chest so that there would not be difficulty in 
gathering them, not to pick them up, and not [even] requiring them to bend down.” 

This miracle that Rashi describes, that the quail were floating at chest height so that the people 
would not even have to bend down when they gathered them is quite surprising in, as it seems 
totally unnecessary, and since Hashem does not work miracles without a good reason we must 
attempt to understand why it was important for the people to be able to gather the quail without 
effort whatsoever.Q3  

A Vast Quantity of Quail 
Additionally, the Chizkuni calculates that the quantity that the possuk gives for what the people 
who gathered the least number of quail, is a volume of ten chomorim, which is equivalent to 300 
sa’ah - a truly vast amount (according to Rav Chaim Naeh one sa’ah is 8.29 liters, meaning that 10 
chomer would be 2487 liters), and, as the Chizkuni points out, this was the minimum quantity 
gathered by the lazy and the disabled people, while the possuk does not even tell us the quantities 
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gathered by the more able people. Why was it necessary for Hashem to  overwhelm them with 
such a huge number of quail?Q4  

In Reciprocation for what Avraham did 
Lastly, Chazal ( , במדבר רבה מח, יבבא מציעא פו: ) makes mention of the quail in a very interesting context 
saying, “  הוא ברוך הקדוש עשה - בעצמו השרת למלאכי אברהם שעשה מה כל: רב אמר יהודה רב אמר

 הבקר ואל. שליח ידי על לבניו הוא ברוך הקדוש עשה - שליח ידי על אברהם שעשה[ מה] וכל, בעצמו לבניו

ה מאת נסע ורוח - אברהם רץ , Rav Yehudah said in the name of Rav, everything that Avraham did 
for the [three] angels [who came to visit him after his Bris Milah] himself, Hashem Himself did in 
return for [Avraham’s] children, and everything that Avraham had done for them by way of a 
shaliach, an agent, Hashem did for his children through a shaliach. [An example of this is as it says 
in the possuk,] ‘Avraham ran to the oxen’, [to which Hashem reciprocated with] ‘A wind went 
forth from Hashem [and blew quail from the sea…]’.” 

The Yefe Toar on the Midrash points out that the parshah of the quail culminated in what the 
possuk describes as, “ מאד רבה מכה בעם 'ה ויך , Hashem struck a very mighty blow against the 
people,” and therefore asks, how could this be considered reciprocation for the fact that Avraham 
showed kindness and dedication to the Malachim in person?!Q5  

Underlying Laziness 
In order to answer our questions we must delve into the underlying dysfunction in the character 
traits and actions of the people that brought about the terrible sin that ultimately earned Klal 
Yisrael this ‘ מאד רבה מכה ’. 

The possuk says, (משלי טו יט) “ סללה ישרים וארח חדק משכתכ עצל דרך , The path of the lazy is like a 
path fenced with thorns, and the way of the upright is even.” Rashi comments, “  וכו' – עצל דרך

 אדם אין כך בכאן מתערה הוא מכאן תטלהו אם צמר בגיזת הנסבך זה כקוץ עשו של דרכו אגדה ומדרש

ממון בלא ותיועליל ידי לצאת יכול , The path of the lazy - …the Midrash says, the way of Eisav is similar 
to a thorn that has become entangled in a bundle of wool, if you extract it from here it catches on 
here. So too no one can escape his [Eisav’s] plotting without [it costing] money.”  

The source of Rashi’s comment is the Midrash Tanchuma (כי תשא א) which explains that the 
comparison to a thorn in a bundle of wool was made because the Roman government [i.e. Eisav] 
constantly imposed taxes on Klal Yisrael, and as soon as they had finished paying one tax they 
were immediately hit with another tax.  

The fact that Chazal understood the possuk’s reference to a fence of thorns as referring to Eisav 
is understandable, however the analogy to lazy people requires explanation, as this implies that 
Eisav has a connection to the middah of עצלות, laziness, and although Eisav’s wickedness is a well-
known fact, the fact that he was also lazy does not seem so obvious from the psukim. On the 
contrary, the Torah describes Eisav as being (בראשית כה, כז) “איש יודע ציד, a hunter,” and a successful 
hunter must be nimble and daring, as well as dedicated and relentless, all of which are character 
traits that do not seem to fit someone who is lazy. From where did Chazal therefore derive that 
Eisav epitomized the trait of laziness?Q6  

Egocentricity 
The answer to this question lies in a deeper understanding of laziness. Later in Mishlei the psukim 
say, ( טו-די כו, ) “  עצל טמן :פיו אל להשיבה נלאה בצלחת ידו עצל טמן .מטתו על ועצל צירה על תסוב הדלת

פיו אל להשיבה נלאה בצלחת ידו , the door turns on its hinge and the lazy man turns in his bed. The 
lazy man buries his hand in the plate but he does not have strength to return it to his mouth.” We 
see from these psukim that laziness can reach such epic proportions, even to the extent that a 
person can become too lazy to put food into his mouth by himself.  
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The underlying cause of this type of behavior is an extreme level of egocentricity. The עצל views 
himself as the center of the world – all other creations only being there to serve him. This feeling 
of entitlement will bring him to expect others to do his work for him while he rolls over in bed, 
and it may even reach the point where he cannot bring himself to feed himself because he is of 
the belief that others should be taking care of all his needs. This does not however restrict him 
from being proactive and possibly even very active when it comes to doing something that he 
wants to do. A lazy person will have no problem taking action if that action will bring him towards 
attaining something that he wants, even though he cannot bring himself to take even minimal 
action towards doing what he needs to do, because as he is the center of his personal universe he 
believes that taking care of his needs is the obligation of those around him, and that he should be 
free to pursue his desires, such as hunting in Eisav’s case, or whatever else he may care to do.  

This dysfunction can be seen clearly in Eisav’s behavior when he sold his birthright to Yaakov for 
a pot of lentils. Eisav told Yaakov, (בראשית כה, ל) “ אנכי עיף כי הזה האדם האדם מן נא הלעיטני , pour 
this red food [lentils] into my mouth because I am tired.” Chazal (:בבא בתרא טו) tell us that on that 
particular day Eisav had committed five grievous sins, for which he had had plenty of energy, yet 
when it came to feeding himself, he felt that it was justifiable to request that his younger brother 
spoon-feed him because he was just too tired to do it himself. Such outrageous behavior speaks 
of a person who views others as having no other purpose but to serve him – the pinnacle of 
egocentricity.A6  

The Dor Hamidbar 
With this understanding we can begin to explain our parshah. Klal Yisrael in the Midbar merited 
circumstances that enabled them to be free to pursue Torah study and spirituality in a unique 
fashion that was never replicated in any other generation. All of their physical needs were 
miraculously provided for; the ענני הכבוד - the Divine clouds of glory, shielded them from the 
elements,  cleared the way for them to walk easily, and even laundered their clothes which grew 
with them and never needed replacing. Water was provided by the well of Miriam, and the man, 
which was the subject of their complaints in this incident, was something that they received for 
free, freshly delivered every morning, which tasted like anything that they wanted and was 
entirely absorbed in their bodies, freeing them from even having to go to the bathroom.  

There was however one area in which the man could have been construed as lacking. The Midrash 
 tells us that although the man would assume the taste of whatever food the person eating (ספרי פז)
it desired, it still looked like man, and this was the main thrust of their complaints, as the possuk 
says, (במדבר יא, ו) “בלתי אל המן עינינו, we only have man to look at.” The Gemarah (:יומא עד) tells us 
that there is a certain level of pleasure that a person derives from seeing the appearance of his 
food, and that if a person is blind r”l, for example, then he will not be totally satiated by his food. 
The Gemarah explains that Klal Yisrael were complaining about the fact that they could not derive 
the maximum pleasure from their food because the man did not take on the appearance of the 
food that it tasted like.  

What is fascinating about this complaint, aside from the terrible chutzpah and lack of recognition 
of the goodness that was being bestowed upon them, is the fact that there was a very simple 
solution to their problem. As they were all exceedingly wealthy, they could have slaughtered some 
of their own livestock or purchased food from the traveling peddlers that would come to the 
encampment. The fact that they did not consider this option reflects a serious deficiency in their 
understanding of the responsibility that a person must take for his wellbeing. Unfortunately, the 
fact that all of their needs were met without their involvement influenced them to develop a 
powerful feeling of entitlement, which is the root of the middah of עצלות that was discussed 
regarding Eisav, and they therefore expected that their needs would be provided for without any 
effort or self-sacrifice whatsoever. 
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Who Will Feed Us  
The Sifsei Kohein points out that this is evident by the wording of their complaint, (במדבר יא ד) “ מי

 who will feed us meat?” They did not ask who would give them meat to eat, but ,יאכילנו בשר
rather, who would feed it to them, showing a total lack of motivation to do anything towards their 
care on their own. As this was the nature of the sin, we can now understand how the punishment 
that they were given was intended to help them correct their belief that they were entitled to 
everything without having to make any effort.  

Hashem caused the quail to float at chest height and in such vast quantities in order to drive home 
this point and help them realize just how ridiculous their position was.  He pampered them to 
such a level in order that even they would realize that this was totally excessive thus showing 
them that they were headed in a trajectory that would bring them to the fatal level of laziness 
described in Mishlei, where they would not even be able to bring their hands from the plate to 
their mouths.A3, A4  

The instruction to prepare themselves for punishment can also be understood in this vein and 
was specifically relevant to this sin. Because they had reached a point of laziness where they had 
lost all appreciation of the value of taking care of their own needs, Hashem instructed them to 
prepare themselves for punishment, in other words, to think about what had brought upon them 
this punishment – their lack of appreciation of the value of preparation.A1, A2  

In The Merit of Avraham 
Although the “מכה רבה” that they received was painful, the fact that Hashem taught them this 
lesson at that point, was in fact a tremendous kindness, as it stopped them and the rest of Klal 
Yisrael from continuing down the “דרך עצל, the path of the lazy.” It is therefore understandable 
that this was considered a remuneration for Avraham’s show of alacrity in serving the Malachim, 
as in the merit of his zrizus, his descendants were saved from sinking into the depths of laziness.A5     

Nachshon Ben Aminadav 
With this we can also explain a very cryptic statement of the Mey Hashiloach on this week’s 
Parshah. He writes that the fact that the possuk refers to the punishment as a ‘ רבהמכה  , a terrible 
blow’, as opposed to saying explicitly that many people died, is because in fact only one person 
died, yet it was a terrible blow to Klal Yisrael. He concludes by saying that it appears to him that 
the person who died was Nachshon Ben Aminadav. Rav Tzadok Hakohein of Lublin, the Mey 
Hashiloach’s greatest Talmid, writes in his sefer Pri Tzadik (מאמר קדושת שבת ה), that his Rebbe knew 
this fact as “סוד ה' ליראיו, Hashem’s secrets are revealed to those who fear him.  

It is also noteworthy that the Vilna Gaon (ביאור הגר"א לסדר עולם פרק יב) also writes that this is when 
Nachshon died. Although they do not explain the connection, we could propose that Nachshon 
did not die from eating the quail, as he was the epitome of zrizus – alacrity, as we see from the 
fact that he was the first person to jump into the waters of the Yam Suf before they split, when 
Klal Yisrael sinned through laziness they lost the merit of having someone like Nachshon in their 
midst. 

Now, when Shavuos is still so closely behind us, it is the ideal time to internalize this message and 
apply it not only with regards to our physical needs, but also to our spiritual ones. We must seize 
the moment and take charge of our spiritual development and take measures to strengthen our 
commitment to Torah learning, with the understanding that we are accountable for our growth 
in learning. Through taking charge, and finding new ways to further our growth in learning may 
we merit going on the “אורח ישרים סלולה,” and reaping the fruits of our labors for the rest of our 
lives, amen KY”R. 
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