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מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את רבע ישראל, “ 23:10

 ”תמת נפשי מות ישרים ותהי אחריתי כמהו

“Who has counted the dust of Yaakov or numbered a 

quarter of Yisroel? May my soul die the death of the upright, and my 

end be like his!”  What is the connection between the first and 

second part of the Posuk?  Bilam questions who can count Yaakov, 

for they seem to be numerous.  Then he continues on to say that he 

wants to die like the great Tzaddikim.  What does the fact that Klal 

Yisroel are numerous have to do with Bilam requesting to die as a 

Jew – a Tzaddik?  The following Divrei Torah will expound on this 

topic, and perhaps support the P’shat offered in the closing 

paragraph.  

 This refers to all – ”מי מנה עפר יעקב“ – Balak 211a – זוהר 

of the Tzaddikim who in their own eyes consider themselves like 

 dirt,” and they humble themselves before Hakodosh“ – ”עפר“

Boruch Hu, like they are dust.  As we see by Avrohom Avinu who 

said, “ עפר ואפר אנכי ” – “I am but dust and ashes.”  

מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את רבע “ 23:10 – אדרת אליהו 

 When Klal Yisroel were divided by their flags, they were – ”ישראל

split into four groups.  If one splits the Gematria of the word “ישראל” 

into four parts he will have 135 four times, with one remaining 

(Gematria of 135 ,541 = ישראלx4= 540 +1 = 541.  The “one” 

represents that Klal Yisroel is the unique nation in the world, it is 

“one.”  Additionally, that one can be given to all the four parts to 

equal 136 each, which is the Gematria of קול, which is a Remez that 

Klal Yisroel’s strength lies with their קול, their “voice” of Torah when 

they learn the Torah Hakdosha.  Bereishis 27:22 “הקול קול יעקב” – 

the power of Yaakov is with his voice, with his voice of Torah.  We 

have קול four times as a Remez that one must learn and be complete 

with the four parts of the Torah: סוד, דרוש, רמז, פשט .  

מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את רבע “ 23:10 - רבינו אפרים 

 is equivalent ”מנה עפר יעקב“ ,The Gematria of the words – ”ישראל

to the Gematria of the first letters of the names of all of the 

Shevatim (627).   

מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את רבע “ 23:10 - פנים יפות 

 is the Guf that has no counting, like the dust of ”עפר יעקב“ – ”ישראל

the earth – it is too numerous to count.  In man, there are four 

Bechinos, aspects, of man, each one higher than the previous one.  

They are Guf, Nefesh, Ruach, and Neshama.  This corresponds to the 

four Bechinos of the world that Klal Yisroel are connected to, 

through the root of their Neshomos, which is a part of Hakodosh 

Boruch Hu from Above.  If the Madreiga of יעקב, which represents 

the heel of man, is too numerous to count, then certainly the 

greatness of the Neshama, which is the highest part of man, is too 

numerous and great to be counted.   

 Bilam – ”תמת נפשי מות ישרים“ 23:10 – אוהל יהושע 

wanted to live like a Goy, and in death he should be like a Yid.  This is 

all wrong, for the main part of being a Yid is living like a proper Yid.  

Only one who lives as a G-d fearing Jew, can die a Jew.   

י"רש   – ”מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את רבע ישראל“ 23:10 - 

“the dust of Yaakov” implies there can be no calculation of the 

Mitzvos which they fulfill with dust, such as not plowing together an 

ox and donkey, not planting mixed seed, the ash of the cow, dust of 

the Sotah, and the like.  

“ 23:10 - ישא ברכה  רבע מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את 

 Rashi says that the “dust of Yaakov” refers to Mitzvos that – ”ישראל

are done with עפר, dust.  What is the great praise specifically about 

Mitzvos that Klal Yisroel performs with dust as opposed to other 

Mitzvos?  The dirt specifically represents Mitzvos that one performs 

through pressures and worries of Olam Hazeh.  Chulin 91a – The 

Malachei Hashareis do not sing Shira to Hakodosh Boruch Hu until 

Klal Yisroel does.  When Klal Yisroel sings Shira to Hakodosh Boruch 

Hu, the Malachei Hashareis remain silent.  Although the Shira of the 

Malachei Hashareis is pure and unadulterated, the Shira of Klal 

Yisroel is more beloved to Hakodosh Boruch Hu as it is done with a 

yoke upon them, through the pressures and worries of Olam Hazeh.  

Piyut – Musaf Shel Rosh Hashanah – “ וישמעו רחוקים ויבואו ויתנו לך

 And those far away hear, and they come and bring“ – ”כתר מלוכה

forth the crown of the kingdom.”  If people want to make a crown 

for the king, they bring from far and wide all the precious stones 

that can be found throughout the land, and they then place it into 

the crown.  Through these precious stones and gems it is apparent 

and makes known the greatness of the king, and the respect he is 

given.  So too by the Melech Malchei Hamlachim, Hakodosh Boruch 

Hu.  If people, from far away come close to Avodas Hashem, and 

through their hassles and worries of Olam Hazeh they come close to 

Him – they are bringing Hakodosh Boruch Hu a precious stone to 

place in His crown, and it shows the great splendor of the Kingdom.   

This is what we say on Rosh Hashanah – that what is most beloved 

to Hashem is that we come from far, and despite all of our worries 

and hassles of Olam Hazeh, we serve Hakodosh Boruch Hu, we are 

bringing Him precious stones for His crown.  This is the point that 

Rashi is explaining, and what is praiseworthy of those Mitzvos 

performed with dust – meaning through the trials and tribulations of 

this world.  In the Hagaddah Shel Pesach we say, “ זך שוכן מעונה

 Pure One, Who dwells in His heavenly“ – ”קומם קהל עדת מי מנה

abode, raise up the uncountable congregation of Yisroel.” Chagigah 

12b – There is a level in heaven called מעון, it is there that the 

Malachei Hashareis sing Shira at night, and by day they are quiet due 

to the honor of Klal Yisroel (for during the day is when Klal Yisroel 

sing Shira to Hakodosh Boruch Hu).  “זך שוכן מעונה” – The Shira of 

Malachim that comes from מעון is pure and unadulterated, 

nonetheless, “ נהקומם קהל עדת מי מ ” – the Shira that comes from 

Klal Yisroel cannot be counted. That is done through the trials and 

tribulations of this world, and is much greater than the Shira of the 

Malachim.   

שמשון פראל הירש' ר  מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את “ 23:10 - 

 You, Balak, count the numerical greatness of this – ”רבע ישראל

people, the number of its fighters, and by that reckoning it seems to 

you to be too strong.  You think that if its power in this respect were 

to weaken, you could defeat it; you think that you could strike at its 

very essence if you could succeed in bringing a curse against its 

physical growth.  However, “מי מנה עפר יעקב”- Who could count the 

earthly element of Yaakov?  “ומספר את רבע ישראל” – Who could 

count the births among Hashem’s people as one would count animal 

young produced by breeding? (רבע as in Vayikra 19:19 – a Loshon of 

breeding).  The fortune of other nations depends on their number of 

“bodies,” however for Klal Yisroel it is not so.  Whether they are few 

like “Yaakov” or numerous like “Yisroel”, it is not the עפר element in 

them that determines their importance.  They need not fear physical 

death, for not even death can affect their true essence.  Bilam 

requests that he die as they do.  Klal Yisroel’s death is more blessed 

than their lives because Klal Yisroel are “ישרים” – They measure up 

to the purpose for which men were created, and they strive toward 

that ideal in a “straight”, undeviating line.   

מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את רבע “ 23:10 - רבינו יואל 

פר –' ע ,עפר Bilam was telling Balak that Klal Yisroel are – ”ישראל  – 

they bring seventy ( 'ע ) cows (פר) – Korbonos on behalf of the 

seventy nations as Korbonos for them (Sukkah 55b).  It is in the 

Zechus of Klal Yisroel that the seventy nations of the world survive 

and have sustenance in this world.   

מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את רבע “ 23:10 - בעל הטורים 

 this is a – ”ערלה בחול“ is the same Gematria as ”עפר“ – ”ישראל

Remez that after Klal Yisroel cut off the Orlah by a Bris Milah, they 

place it in the sand.  
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 When Bilam – ”מי מנה עפר יעקב“ - 28 – פרקי דרבי אליעזר 

saw that the Midbar was filled with Orlos (the foreskins of all the 

Bris Milah’s performed by Klal Yisroel) he said, “who could withstand 

them (Klal Yisroel) when they have the Zechus of the blood of Bris 

Milah, and then they cover it with dirt.” From here we have the 

Minhag to cover the Orlos from Bris Milah in the dirt.   

“ 23:10 – כתב סופר  עפר יעקב מי מנה ” – It says in Pirkei 

D’Rebbe Eliezer that Bilam feared of Klal Yisroel for they had a great 

Zechus from the blood of the Bris Milah, and by covering the Orlah 

from the Milah in the dirt.  What is the great Zechus of Klal Yisroel 

burying the Orlah in the dirt?  The Mitzvah of Milah is a great Kovod 

for Klal Yisroel, for it is a sign that we are the chosen nation, from 

among all of the nations of the world.  With this Mitzvah, a father 

brings his son under the wings of the Shechina, and it is like he was 

Makriv his son to Hakodosh Boruch Hu, and then sprinkled blood 

just like Korbonos.  There is one caveat for this to happen, and that 

is that one must perform the Milah on his son the same way as 

Avrohom Avinu.  Avrohom performed the Milah to enter into a Bris 

with Hakodosh Boruch Hu, and his only intention was to follow the 

Rotzon Hashem.  He did not become arrogant by this great symbol 

he received, rather he remained humble and said, “ואנכי עפר ואפר” – 

“I am but dust and ashes.”  Hakodosh Boruch Hu only rests His 

Shechina on those who are humble.  This is the Remez of our 

burying the Orlah in the dirt.  We are Meramez that we did not 

become arrogant from being Zoche to this great Mitzvah, the 

Mitzvah that distinguishes us from the other nations of the world.  

We are like Avrohom Avinu, that even after performing this great 

Mitzvah we remain humble.  This was the fear of Bilam.  How can I, 

Bilam, go up against a nation that is Zoche to the great Mitzvah of 

Milah, yet even with that they do not become arrogant, and bury 

the Orlah in the ground? 

הסתכל בשלשה דברים ואין אתה “ Avos 3:1 - מדרש שמואל 

 The Mishna first tells us the three things that one – ”בא לידי עברה

must contemplate in order to avoid sin, and then repeats the three 

things with an explanation.  Why did the Mishna need to repeat it?  

Akavia Ben Mehalalel is actually speaking to us about two matters, 

the Neshama and the Guf.  First he addresses the Neshama:  Where 

is the Neshama from – it is carved out from the Kisai Hakovod, for 

the Neshama is a part of Hakodosh Boruch Hu, and it is certainly not 

proper to defile the holy Neshama. Where is the Neshama headed – 

it is headed back to Shomayim to be back with Hakodosh Boruch Hu, 

and know that it will have a day of reckoning and accounting.  After 

we are told this, then the Tanna repeats the three things with the 

details, for these are matters of the Guf, the body.  One should know 

that his Guf’s origin is a putrid drop, its end will be in the ground, the 

 with worms and maggots, and it will be judged for each ”עפר“

action.  Whether one’s focus is on his Neshama or his Guf, either 

way it behooves him to refrain from sin, and follow in the ways of 

Hashem.   

ם שיק"מהר   - Avos 3:1 “ הסתכל בשלשה דברים ואין אתה בא

 The first thing the Mishna tells us is to contemplate – ”לידי עברה

where we come from, our parents, our ancestors, who were 

Tzaddikim, who followed in the ways of Hashem.  We come from the 

Avos Hakdoshim; Avrohom, Yitzchok, and Yaakov.  We come from a 

place of Kedusha, how could we sin and embarrass them?  The 

second thing to contemplate is what will come after us, our children, 

our progeny, who will hopefully be complete Tzaddikim, and will 

follow the path of Hashem.  Do we want to be the crown upon our 

children, and that they should say with admiration of how we were 

true Ovdei Hashem, or Chas V’sholom to be embarrassed that we 

are their ancestors?  Thirdly, we must contemplate ourselves, that 

Hakodosh Boruch Hu gave us a pure and holy Neshama from Above, 

and placed it within our Guf which is dirt from the ground.  The 

purpose is for the Neshama to elevate the Guf, and make the Guf 

holy as well.  If the Neshama can overpower the animalistic desires 

of the Guf and make it follow the Rotzon Hashem, it will cause the 

Guf to be Kodosh, as well as elevating the Neshama to great levels of 

Kedusha.  If Chas V’sholom one does not conquer his Guf, that will 

cause the Neshama to have a loss of Kedusha – we must know 

before Whom we will be judged.  What appears to be repetitive in 

the Mishna, is not really repetitive at all.  First the Mishna tells us to 

look where we come from, and who will come from us – we don’t 

want to embarrass our ancestors or our progeny.  Then the Mishna 

tells us that we must know before Whom we will be judged.  Along 

this route of knowing that there will be a day of reckoning, how are 

we to be awakened and fear this day?  The Mishna tells us that we 

should know we come from a putrid drop, and we are headed to 

dirt, with worms and maggots.  The Guf is not the focus, rather it is 

the Neshama that must be the focus. Why did Hakodosh Boruch Hu 

place the holy Neshama into the potentially unholy body?  The 

answer is for there will be a day of reckoning, and one has the 

potential to elevate his Guf to be a Guf of Kedusha, as well as to 

elevate his Neshama to even greater heights of Kedusha.   

“ Avos 3:1 - רוח חיים  רמה , למקום עפר? ולאן אתה הולך

 Why does the Tanna say it in present tense, “one should – ”ותולעה

know where he is going,” as opposed to saying, “”one should know 

where he will go” – meaning in the future, for it is in the future 

when a person passes from this world that he will return to the dust, 

with worms and maggots? As each day passes, the day is no longer 

there for the person.  It is a day in which one hopefully took 

advantage of, or Chas V’sholom wasted away a potential 

opportunity to grow in Ruchniyos.  Each day the person is headed 

towards death.   

“ Avos 3:1 - 5 – מכתב מאליהו  , למקום עפר? ולאן אתה הולך

 If one were told that he should eat and drink today – ”רמה ותולעה

for tomorrow you will die, it takes the joy out of eating.  Although it 

is known that before people are executed they are offered a meal, 

that it not a desirable meal, it is just something to get their mind off 

of what is about to happen – but there is no real joy or pleasure in 

that meal.  One who contemplates where he is headed will minimize 

his desires and his lusts for the pleasures of this world, so that he 

can focus of the pleasure of this world.   

 Perhaps now we can understand the significance of the 

  .Klal Yisroel have much to be proud of, being the chosen nation  .עפר

However, pride and arrogance are not the same and while we 

should have pride in our connection to Hakodosh Boruch Hu, we 

must not become arrogant about what we have.  As the Mishna 

teaches us, we must always remember where we came from and 

where we are headed – back into the dirt.  Yet we must realize that 

if we live our lives on this world in the proper way, follow the Rotzon 

Hashem with great humility, then we have nothing to fear – not 

even the עפר. Who can count Klal Yisroel for they are so numerous is 

not as important as the fact that Klal Yisroel who live by the words of 

the Torah, live on even after they are placed in the ground.  Bilam is 

saying that Klal Yisroel cannot be counted for their strength is not in 

their number, rather it is in their service of Hashem in the proper 

manner – through עפר.  Bilam saw that Klal Yisroel need not fear the 

dirt after death, and he therefore said that he wants to die like a Yid.  

Bilam missed the whole point of the עפר – the point is that if one 

uses the “עפר” and always remembers his purpose on this world, 

and follows in the words of Hashem with a humble spirit, then he 

will be Zoche to be alive and everlasting, even when he passes from 

this world.  One needs to live like a “Yid” in order to die like a “Yid.”  

May we be Zoche to live like a Yid, and always follow the Rotzon 

Hashem with a humble spirit.   


