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The world of smokers who run into serious medical trou-
bles from their smoking is divided into two groups: those 

who finally stop smoking, and those who continue to smoke 
anyway.

The world of negligent diabetics who eat every bad thing 
whenever they want and who run into serious medical trouble 
from their uncontrolled diabetes is divided into two groups: 
those who finally control themselves, and those who continue 
to eat whatever they want anyway.

The same is true of glaucoma patients who go blind as 
they continue to carelessly, mindlessly skip taking their medi-
cations. The same holds true in virtually every branch of med-
icine. Every doctor sees it regularly.

This is emblematic, of course, of a certain type of human 
behavior.  Inexplicable recalcitrance. Stupid, illogical bad 
choices. Welcome to human nature.

B’nai Yisrael, who triumphantly marched out of Egypt 
b’yad ramah, miracles all about them, headed for rapid re-
demption, Matan Torah and prompt entry into the Holy Land, 
wound up instead in a torturous forty year marathon of sinful 
rebellion, punishment, forgiveness, respite, recalcitrant sin, 
punishment, etc. etc. etc. 

Incredibly as well, it seems thqat it’s the same two funda-
mental sins that our People fall prey to and ruin things, again 
and again, always with terrible predictable consequences, 
throughout our history.

The first Beis Hamikdash was destroyed, we are taught 
(see Yoma 9b), the nation defeated and exiled, primarily for 
the sin of avoda zara. The second Beis Hamikdash was de-
stroyed, the nation defeated and exiled, primarily for the sin 
of sin’as chinam,  which is, in its practical application, essen-
tially synonymous with lashon hara. 

In the Wilderness, it was the Eigel and the M’raglim, the 
Golden Calf and the Spies, 

that set the course for all their troubles. Emerging from 
the 49 Sha’arei Tumah of Egypt, by the time they had pro-
claimed Na’aseh V’ nishma  and experienced Divine Revela-
tion at Mt. Sinai, they had been thoroughly cleansed of any 
spiritual (as well as physical) defects that may have clung to 
them up to that point. And then they perpetrated the avoda 
zara- like sin of the Eigel.

Moshe fixed that up as best he could. God pronounced 
His partial forgiveness, suspending punishment. They were 
set to enter the Land. And then they perpetrated the lashon 
hara - like sin of the M’raglim. 

Imrei Noam teaches that but for this latter sin, they would 
have promptly entered the Land, with Moshe Rabbeinu, who 

would have succeeded to eradicate the yetzer for avoda zara, 
the grievous sin of the Eigel would then have been fully for-
given, the Beis Hamikdash would not have been destroyed, 
and we would have remained forever in the Land.

No exile. No. misery.
The sin of the M’raglim thus also resulted in the rekin-

dling, and the ongoing burden, of the sin of the Eigel. These 
two sins, begun in the Midbar and recurrently perpetuated in 
the Land, resulted in the destruction of both Batei Mikdash, 
and all the terrible baggage attached to that. 

The Luchos were broken (due to avoda zara,  the Golden 
Calf) on 17 Tammuz. With the sin of the M’raglim (due to 
lashon hara), 9 Av was set as a day of repeated national trag-
edy, b’chiya l’doros. 

Think of how, indeed, these are the two basic sins that 
keep getting our people into trouble, time and time again. 
Avoda zara, for the Jew, can mean many bad things that are 
manifestations of rebelling against God. In its primary mean-
ing it refers to actual idol worship, and in the more distant past 
it commonly did. But it can also refer to idols of a different 
kind, to any substitute “religion” as the God of our fathers is 
pushed aside in favor of alien ideologies -- Hellenism, Social-
ism, Communism, Liberalism, Secularism, Yiddishism, Secu-
lar Zionism, or any other of a seemingly endless list of false 
gods segments of our People have turned to over the ages. 

The God who commanded us to love Him, also command-
ed us to love our fellow human beings. I’m not sure which is 
the greater challenge. I suppose here too the world is divided 
into two groups of people. Among those who do recognize 
God, I suspect that the larger group by far is made up of those 
who find it harder to love, to fargin, those who compete  with 
them, on some level, for space and position and things in this 
world, than an incorporeal God. 

When you get down to it, though, there is a certain God-
less logic in indifference or antipathy toward others.  In the 
Law of the Jungle, it would make sense. But God has told us 
that this world He placed us in is not a jungle, unless we make 
it one. It is, rather, where He has given us the opportunity to 
serve Him not only by overtly worshiping Him, but by put-
ting aside our selfishness, at His command, and serving Him 
also with our kindness and consideration, our generosity of 
the spirit as well as of resources, for others. 

But it is so interesting that the very same drive, the power 
and the force, the ambition, that God implanted in human be-
ings that makes them build the world, also contains within it 
the ego-driven potential for rebelling against Him. They are 
two sides of the same powerdrive. It is for man to develop one 
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and channel it responsibly, and to suppress the other. 
A poorly learned lesson, throughout History, is that not 

rebelling against God includes, central to it, not only not de-
nying Him, His existence and His Godhood (with such denial 
today being almost standard in “enlightened society”), but 
also not denying a central tenet of that Godhood, to serve Him 
in our dealings with our fellow man.

To rebel against God in the latter is to rebel against Him 
in the former as well. And thus, the two sins we started with in 
the Wilderness are two aspects of the same rebellion against 
His Will. 

Lest we forget, Judaism is a religion of Law. “Judaism” 
without that Law, including all of its ritual, is not Judaism.  
And “Judaism” that is confined to ritual, but without “bein 
adam l’chavero” is also not Judaism. 

Those who have tried to redefine Judaism as really being 
about “social justice” and who take God out of the equation, 
have no absolute source or grounding for what they consider 
to be “social justice”, rendering it relative, expedient, and sub-
ject to what happens to be the fashion of the moment.  Thus, 
the au courant “social warriors” who fill today’s headlines 
with a lot of noise, but who are, to all appearances, consumed 
with contempt, even hatred, for those who do not share their 
fashionable passions of the moment.  And they do not hesitate 
to say the worst things about those people.

We read Parashas Balak each year as we approach the 
period of bein hamitzarim,  the three week mourning period 
between 17 Tammuz and 9 Av. There is a coded message, of 
sorts, in the way the Torah introduces the events regarding 
Balak and Bilaam. Balak sees what Israel has done to the 
Emori, and he is alarmed. He engages the evil sorcerer and 
prophet Bilaam to curse Israel. 

The word “Emori” refers to the actual nation, at that time 
under their king, Sichon, who attacked Israel and suffered ut-
ter defeat. But the allegorical message to us, as we read it 
in the Torah, is that “emori” refers as well to the words that 
come out of our mouths, “emor” (Ateres Yeshua). Bilaam’s 
initial strategy is to curse them, to attack them with words, as 
the strength (and, alas, the potential weakness) of Israel is in 
their mouths

( “ein kocham ela ba’peh).  
Our enemies understand, on some level, what our 

strengths and vulnerabilities are, sometimes more than some 
Jews do. God wants us to serve Him through prescribed wor-
ship and ritual, through our loving occupation with Torah and 
observance of the  mitzvos and our loving gratitude for that 
invaluable gift, through moral and proper behavior, through 

our recognition that He is the very source of Life and every-
thing in this world, through our subservience to Him and our 
service to His other children in this world, in word and deed. 
Historically, our enemies have often targeted our connection 
to God by seeking to sever us from these critical connectors to 
Him.  Thus, when Bilaam’s initial strategy to harm us through 
his words (cursing us) failed, he targeted Israel’s morality (the 
daughters of Moav), with considerable success. 

The dreadful sin at the end of the Bilaam story, involv-
ing the daughters of Moav, was couched in immorality, bad 
enough in itself, but which also served as a honey trap to bring 
the sinners to acts of avoda zara. The God of Israel hates im-
morality. People who are weak do sometimes slip and fall in 
a moment of foolish passion. But the Jews in the Wilderness, 
who personally witnessed all God’s miracles on their behalf, 
had no right to permit themselves that weakness. For them it 
was an act of rebellion against the very God whom they saw 
with their own eyes. To couple that with acts of avoda zara, 
the price of admission to the temptresses’ charms, was alto-
gether beyond the pale and it cost us dearly.

So why do we (the Jews) keep doing it? As good and as 
loyal and as precious as so many Jews are, that rebellious-
ness that expresses itself in avoda zara/ false ideologies and 
in lashon hara/sin’as chinam keeps rearing its head, even as 
the sick smokers keep on smoking, the willfully uncontrolled 
diabetics keep on spinning themselves out of control, the 
glaucomatous allow the darkness to descend upon them with 
their eyedrop bottles full and  unused. 

It makes no sense, but that remains one of the great ongo-
ing challenges of Mankind, and certainly of the Jewish Peo-
ple. Our salvation, God has promised, is there for the having. 
It is in our hands -- if we all reach for it.

And that challenge, it seems, is itself a purpose of Cre-
ation. God has given Man, and especially the Jew, the ca-
pacity to perfect himself.  If it were easy, if it were obvious 
to everyone all the time, it would be no challenge and not 
so much of an achievement. The “Devil” is not some comic 
book character with a tail, horns and a pitchfork. The Devil 
here is that capacity within Man, intimately bound up with his 
very strengths, that people allow, for all manner of reasons, to 
make them crazy and irrational, to do stupid self-destructive 
things. Temptation is always crouching at the door: Lapesach 
chatas rovetz.  It’s not that they can’t control it. They can, and 
they are mandated to do so: V’ ata timshol bo, as we are told 
in the  Creation story, you must, you are required, to rule 
over your yetzer hara. 

It is that devil that perversely drives those smokers, those 
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R’ Akiva Eisenstadt  Rosh Kollel 

HONESTY, INTEGRITY AND YASRUS- BILAAM’S WISH

An interesting din Torah once landed on the desk of 
Rav Yitzchak Isaac Liebes, a noted American Posek 

and Av Beis Din of the Igud HaRabonim. What was at stake 
was a large library of Seforim which found its way from 
the burning embers of nazi Europe to the eastern shores of 
America.  A certain Rav Friedman had brought the Seforim 
and housed the collection in his home. One day another Rov 
realized that these seforim were unquestionably his. He rec-
ognized them, they were his books from the alter heim, and 
his name was still written in them!

 Rav Friedman countered that while it was true that it did 
originally belong to the claimant, he still had a valid claim 
to the Seforim, for he had, in reality, saved the books from 
certain destruction. After the Nazis drove the Jews out of 
their town he noticed that the confiscated Jewish books were 
being stored by a local non-Jew who was not, sufficed to say, 
going to use them in a proper manner.  Seeing the disgusting 
way in which they were treating the holy books he found a 
way to save them and, therefore, he wanted to claim that he 
now owned them, as they were surely lost to anyone’s own-
ership and he had acquired them by saving them. 

Did Rav Friedman have to return them to their origi-
nal owner? Did he even have a Mitzvah of Hashavas Avei-
dah- of returning a lost object to its owner, obligating him to 
give it back? Was Rav Friedman’s claim valid? This was the 
question which Rav Liebes addressed in his T’shuvos Beis 
Avi. (Volume 1, Responsa 157.)

After a thorough and comprehensively halachic response, 
Rav Liebes arrives at the conclusion that Rav Friedman has 
no absolute Halachic obligation to return the seforim. Once 
the Nazis had driven the Jews out of town and confiscated 
their books, there was no logical reason for them to believe 
that they would see any of their property again. Book burn-
ing were a theme of nazi germany. No one thought, and no 
one had any hope, that they would see them again. In such a 
case no such Mitzvah of Hashavas Aveidah exists, and any 
item in such a situation is halachically ownerless. So, Rav 

Friedman did have a valid claim of ownership and, yes, he 
would ostensibly be able to keep the seforim.

Yet, towards the end of the letter he writes that although 
Rav Friedman didn’t technically have to return the books, 
he really should give them back as there is a mitzvah in the 
Torah called- V’ Asisa Hayashar V’ Hatov (Devarim 6:18) 
– you shall do what is righteous and good. (see Ramah in 
Shulchan Aruch)

How does one interpret such a Mitzvah? What does it 
mean to “do what is righteous and good”?

The Ramban explains that the Torah was not going to go 
through every case and every situation that would ever arise 
and tell us what to do. That would be impossible. So the To-
rah gives us a general rule and we must use that imperative 
every day in our lives. We must do what is righteous and 
good. We must act like a mentsch and shy away from acting 
in a manner unbefitting a Jew. We have to do right in the 
eyes of God and in the eyes of man. That is what V’ Asisa 
Hayashar V’ Hatov means. 

So too, Rav Liebes says, although the strict letter of the 
law doesn’t obligate the return of the books, the imperative 
of V’ Asisa Hayashar V’ Hatov does. Those books were per-
haps this man’s last vestige of what once was in the past. It’s 
his last connection to everything he lost in the holocaust. 
There would be such sentimental value attached to them. 
It would be somewhat criminal not to return them to their 
original owner. And therefore, he wanted the Seforim to be 
returned their rightful owner, because that would be the right 
thing to do.

In this week’s parsha, Balaam- the notorious prophet, 
goes to curse the Jews. He is ultimately unable to do so, 
and ends up blessing them. In middle of these blessings he 
makes an unusual request- tamus nafshi mos yesharim. - let 
my soul die the death of the righteous. What does that mean? 
Who are the righteous people he is referring to? What did 
Balaam want?

We can find an idea of what a Yasher is in the Gema-

sick people who abuse themselves, those Jews who turn against 
their God and their fellow Jews. The God who created that devil 
also gave us the tools to defeat him, if we will only wake up and 
marshal the strength and the resolve. Nationally we can as well, 
if we all, as one People, together, strive to fulfill our unique 

God-given role in this world, the very purpose of our creation. 

Yerucham Baruch Reich
Parashas Balak 5777
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rah, Avodah Zarah (25a). The Gemarah tells us that the first 
Chumash in the Torah, Sefer Bereishis, is also known by a 
different name. It is also called -Sefer Hayashar- the book 
of Righteousness, because it contains the life stories of the 
three Yesharim of Klal Yisroel, the three patriarchs- Avra-
ham, Yitzchak and Yaakov. They, the Gemarah tells us, were 
the very people who Balaam was referring to when he asked 
that tamus nafshi mos yesharim.

Rav Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin, in the introduction to 
his Haamek Davar, explains this thought in a beautiful and 
poignant manner.

 Why, he asks, does the Torah emphasize the character-
istic of yashrus? Were the Avos not also tzaddikim, Talmidei 
Chachamim, & Geonim? They learned Torah; they knew 
Torah and how to perform Mitzvos. They connected with 
Hashem on many different levels. Why specifically is the 
Torah pointing to this precise quality?

The Netziv answers that the significance of the Avos, 
and their greatness, lies in their Yashrus.-their ability to be 
straight, honest, & proper in their dealings with all of those 
around them, Jew and non- Jew alike. Yes, they were tzaddi-
kim par excellance; they were involved in all of Torah. They 
were connected to God on so many different levels.

 But beyond their bein adam l’makom-their dealings 
with Hashem, they were also yesharim. They were decent 
and respectable to everyone else around them. Their bein 
adam l’chavairoh- their relationship with their fellow man- 
was beyond exemplary. Their integrity was second to none.  
Everyone knew them for that one defining characteristic. 
Everyone around them knew how the Avos dealt with them 
and how they treated them.

This is what made the Avos so great- besides being in-
credible tzaddikim, they were also yesharim. Even when they 
had to deal with despicable people they acted righteously.

 Avraham prayed for Sedom and dealt with Efron as if he 
was also a tzadik. Yitzchak forgave Avimelech for his abuse 
very quickly. Yaakov treated his sorry excuse of a father in 
law, Lavan, with caution, but also with the utmost respect.

Avraham went to save Lot. When he could have left him 
there, yet didn’t, because he felt a moral obligation to save 
him. That was because Lot’s father, Nachor, who was Av-
rohom’s brother, took Avraham’s side and stayed with him 
when no one else would. Was he obligated to go and put 
himself in danger in order to save Lot? No, absolutely not, at 
least not technically, but he did so anyway because he felt it 
was the Yashar thing to do. 

Avraham prayed for the city of Sedom. Why would he 

do so, asks the Netziv, they were terrible people?! He an-
swers that they were still people. People who could change, 
get better, survive and make the world a better place. 

We call Bereishis, Sefer HaYashar because it is the 
source of how we should act. So much of what we refer to 
as proper Derech Eretz and what it means to be a mentsch is 
learned from the Avos. Sefer Bereishis is the Book of Cre-
ation. The Netziv writes that the world continues its exis-
tence based on people acting righteously to each other. The 
Avos, who were the epitome of Yashrus, taught us how to act 
in a proper manner.

The Avos were good with God and good with man.  
And it was this that Balaam prayed for. That was, in his 

delusional state, something he aspired towards. This level of 
treating every human being with dignity and respect is what 
Balaam saw as the greatest trait of the Avos. 

As we enter the Three weeks and start to  contemplate 
where we are as a nation, the Netziv himself explains what 
had got us into this mess in the first place.  The pasuk in 
Haazinu says, “Hatzur tamim paolo…tzaddik veyashar 
hu.” Chazal tell us that the word yashar in this pasuk teaches 
us that Hashem was acting justly and righteously when He 
destroyed the second Beit Hamikdash and exiled his nation. 

The Torah has to tell us this because on the surface, to 
all those who would look at the Jewish nation, the people of 
that generation looked righteous. They learned Torah dili-
gently and performed mitzvos meticulously. So why was the 
temple destroyed? Why was Klal Yisroel sent into a long & 
bitter exile?

The Netziv answers that it was because they were not 
Yesharim. It was because of their baseless hatred in their 
hearts, their indignation of others that led to the hatred in 
their, and our, times. In their minds, they thought of anyone 
who didn’t serve Hashem in the same way as they did, was 
an apikores. That was the underlying reason why Hashem 
destroyed the Beit Hamikdash. It was their attitude towards 
others that Hashem didn’t want and couldn’t  tolerate. Be-
cause Hashem is Yashar.

I guess that our mandate from the Avos, the lesson of the 
Three weeks and the epitome of what it means to be a Re-
ligious, Torah true Jew is to also be a mentsch, a Yashar, to 
teach our children to be mentschen. In addition to being fine 
Talmidei Chachamim, masmidim and bearers of the flame 
of Torah, which are so very important in keeping our nation 
viable and strong, we also need to be Yesharim- the essence 
of good and a light unto the nations. 

Have a good Shabbos.   

R’ Akiva Eisenstadt
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HALACHIC PERSPECTIVES: HALACHOS RELATING TO ICE CREAM 
R’ Heshy Kahan|Chaver HaKollel

B’racha Rishona/Achrona on Ice Cream

Q: What are the Halachos concerning making a b’rocha 
rishona on ice cream cake?

A: If one is eating ice cream cake he recites a mezonos on 
the cake,1 and then recites a shehakol on the ice cream. This 
is because the taful (ice cream) in this case still retains its 
identity and is not transformed into part of the ikur (cake). 
If the ice cream was only a minute amount of the cake, then 
one would make only a mezonos. If one is unsure of which 
category it falls under the Poskim2 advise making a shehakol 
on something else.

Q: Does the same Halacha apply to eating an ice cream 
cone?

A: In the discussion of an ice cream cone it is definitely 
clearer that the ice cream is the ikur, therefore requiring a 
shehakol. In the event that the cone is tasteless, no mezonos 
would be made afterward as it is there merely to hold the ice 
cream. A sugar cone though, would require a mezonos.3 

Q: What should one do when eating an ice cream 
sandwich where he desires both, the ice cream and the 
wafer?

A: One would first make a mezonos on the wafer and then 
make a shehakol on the ice cream.4

Q: May one travel from room to room while eating an 
ice cream or does he require a new b’racha in each new 
place?

A: Since it is difficult to always remain in one room,5 one 
may move from room to room providing that at the time of 
the b’racha he had this in mind,6 or that the first room is still 
visible from his current location.7

Q: Should one make a b’rocha achrona on ice cream or 
ices?

A: Since there is a dispute amongst the Poskim as to how 
quickly one must finish 3.3 oz. of liquid in order to suffice a 
b’rocha achrona, unless one finishes that amount within 30 
seconds (which is usually not the practical reality) he should 
not make a borai nefoshos on his ice cream cone or ices.  

Q: Should one make a b’rocha on an ice cream dessert if 
he washed for that seudah?

A: Even though almost all foods are covered by the 
hamotzie, a regular shehakol should be made prior to eating 
the dessert.8

Ice Cream/Ices on Shabbos

Q: May one rip open the package of an ice cream cone 
on Shabbos?

A: In general ripping open packages in a destructive fashion 
for a food item is permitted on Shabbos,9 therefore ripping 
open this wrapper would be permitted. When initially 
opening an entire box of these cones one should make sure 
that the box is ripped in a destructive fashion just as well.10

Q: Is there anything else that one should be cognizant of 
when opening these packages?

A: While ripping through words printed on packaging may 
possibly violate the melacha of mechikah (erasing),11 if there 
are merely pretty patterns on the packaging (i.e. zig zags, 
criss-cross lines etc.) there is no need to have any Halachic 
concerns12.

Q: May one separate one “foxy pop” ices from another in 
the situation where they are horizontally connected via 
perforation?

A: Since one would be putting on the “final touch” on the ices 
when separating them he may be transgressing the melacha 
of m’akeh b’patish and should best avoid this on Shabbos.13 

Q: Is there any issue with eating an “igloo” ices on 
Shabbos?

A: One may open an igloo ices (preferably with one’s teeth) 
as the wrapper is not a real kli as it will almost immediately 
be disposed of.14 However the type of ices that is long and 
oval with a recessed section in middle (in order to break 
it into two pieces) should not be used on Shabbos if one 
specifically desires the exact size of the two pieces split in 
half,15 to avoid the melacha of mechataich16

Q: May one unwrap the packaging of his ices/ice cream 
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R’ Heshy Kahan

cone in a way that it will also serve to catch the drips so 
as to avoid soiling his hands, or would this be “creating 
a kli”?

A: One would be permitted to do this even if this was his 
intent when he opened the package.17

Q: May one make ice on Shabbos?

A: While some Poskim permit making ice only in extenuating 
circumstances,18 there are many who permit one to make ice 
on condition that it is being placed in the freezer for Shabbos 
use only and not in preparation for later on during the week.19 

Notes
1. M.B. 208:23
2. Piskai Halacha Hilchos B’rochos Chapter 7 footnote 55
3. Although Mezonos is generally always considered the Ikur, 

nonetheless eating the cone first is not a viable option in our 
case.

4. Igros Moshe O.C. 4:43

5. Biur Halacha 178:1 D”h B’Bayis
6. Rema O.C. 178:1
7. Aruch Hashulchan 178:10
8. Shevet Halevy 1:205, V’sain B’racha, Psak B’shem R’ Shlo-

mo Zalmen Aurbauch Zt”l, and R’ Elyashiv Shlita pg. 87, 74
9. S.A. 314:8
10. SSK”H 9:3 footnote 20
11. Kilkeles Shabbos Meleches Mochek:33
12. Zachor V’Shamor section 33 pg. 13, SSK”H 28 footnote 8
13. Oral Psak heard from R’ Dovid Ribiat Shlita and R’ Simcha 

Bunim Cohen Shlita
14.  S.A. 314:8, M.A. 314:13, SSK”H 9:4
15. As may be relevant when dealing with tow children who are 

very particular about getting the exact size as the other one
16. Oral Psak heard from R’ Yitzchok Berkowitz based on M.B. 

340:41
17. Oral Psak heard from R’ Simcha Bunim Cohen Shlita based 

on a Psak of R’ Shlomo Zalman Aurbach Zt”l
18. Based on the Rama 318:16
19. Tzitz Eliezer 6:34, written Psak from R’ Moshe Feinstein 

ZT”L

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, 
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 
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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. 
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 
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PARSHAS BALAK; LESSON FROM THE HAFTORAH

The Haftorah this week is from Micha and discusses 
some of the times Hashem saved us from various 

tazaros. We lain this particular Haftorah because it mentions 
the story of Bilam and Balak, of this week’s Parsha.  The 
posuk says, “remember what Balak the king of Moav 
suggested and what Bilam answered him, so that you know 
the righteousness of Hashem”. 

This is difficult to understand. Seemingly the posuk is 
commanding us to remember the lesson we learn from the 
story of Bilam and Balak. 

If one wanted to summarize the story and the lesson 
gleaned from this story, the one-line synopsis should be 
that Hashem prevented Bilam from cursing the Yidden, and 
switched the curses to blessings. 

The posuk seems to miss the point. “Remember what 
Balak suggested and what Bilam answered him”,  seems like 
an insignificant detail of the story. 

We can better explain this with an illuminating insight on 
what we say in Hallel (from Thilim) “Halilu es Hashem kol 
Goyim” all the nations of the world will praise Hashem. Why 
are specifically the nation of the world praising Hashem? 
The answer is. Fought down, because there are many wicked 
decrees and anti Semitic plans that the nations wanted to do 
against us, but before coming to fruition Hashem prevented 
them from happening. We don’t necessarily know of these 
miracles that Hashem performed “behind the scenes”. The 

goyim are the only ones privy to these miracles. Therefore 
when Moshiach will come and the world will erupt in praise 
to Hashem, there are certain praises that only the nations of 
the world know about and can attest to, and will sing and 
praise Hashem for. 

“rabbos machsovos bilev ish, viatzas Hashem hue 
sakum” many are the thoughts of mankind, but Hashem’s 
plan will (ultimately) be fulfilled”

When we hear on the news of a terror attack in Eretz 
Yisroel that was narrowly avoided, or that there was only 
minimal damage we lift our eyes in thanksgiving to Hashem. 
But truthfully we need to thank Hashem every minute, 
because we don’t know of how many attacks were thwarted 
without anyone knowing about it at all. We are surrounded 
by our enemies wherever we go, the mere fact that we can 
survive in Galus is a testimony to Hashem watching over us. 
As we say in Vehi Sheamda, that in every generation they 
stand up against us to destroy us and Hashem saves us from 
their hands. 

This is what the Haftorah is telling us. While there is much 
to the Bilam/Balak story; the lesson we must “remember” 
and keep on reminding ourselves is “what did Balak suggest 
to do to the Jews” and “what did Bilam answer him”. Balak 
suggested that he curse the Jews.  What, indeed, did Bilam 
answer him? The Torah relates that Bilam answered Balak, 
(23:12) “That which Hashem shall put into my mouth that 

R’ Aharon Finkelstein

(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. 
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is what I will say” (23:26) “Only what Hashem says I shall 
do”.

This is the primary lesson. Our enemies want to do 
terrible things to us, but ultimately only what Hashem want 
to happen is what will happen. 

We need to daven to Him to prevent our enemies from 
being successful fulfilling their terrible ideas, and thankful 
for all the times He saves us whether we know about it or 
not. 

Rabbi Avraham Greenwald
PARSHAS BALAK

After being struck by Bilaam, the donkey opens his 
mouth and exclaims: What have I done to you that you 

have struck me these three “regalim,” times? Rashi, citing the 
Midrash, explains: The donkey hinted to him “You seek to 
uproot a nation which celebrates three regalim a year.” Why 
is it that these mitzvos bothered Bilaam more than the rest of 
the 613 mitzvos? What is so special about the regalim that he 
picked on them?

The Mishna in Avos lists the characteristics of the 
students of Billam as compared to the students of Avrohom. 
The students of Avrohom have a good eye, are humble, and 
have an undemanding soul, while the students of Billam have 
an evil eye, a haughty spirit, and a demanding soul. The Shem 
MiShmuel explains that the three regalim define the difference 
between the talmidim of Avrohom and the talmidim of Bilaam. 
The shalosh regalim give us our identity and it is this that he 
wanted to destroy. 

The Chida states that the three things which make us 
talmidim of Avrohom, correspond to the three things that 
destroy a person — jealousy, desire, and honor. The opposite 
of these are ayin tova – one who is happy with what the other 
person has, ruach nemuchah – one who is humble does not 
seek honor, and nefesh shefeilah – one who is not a slave to 
his desires. The Tur states that the three regalim correspond to 
the three Avos. Each one of the Avos represented and handed 
down a specific strength. Avrohom excelled in chesed – which 
is the ayin tov, the opposite of jealousy; Yitzchak represented 
Avodah – one who is not a servant to his desire, but desires 
only to serve Hashem – representative of the nefesh shefeila, 
which is the opposite of the desire which destroys a person. 
Yaakov represents Torah, which is the only true honor. One 
can have Torah only if he is humble. This corresponds to 
the ruach nemucha and is the opposite of the honor which 

destroys a person. Indeed, the Maharal says that the Avos, who 
represented Torah, avodah, and gemilas chasodim, gave us the 
strength to overcome jealousy, desire, and honor. It turns out 
that through the hard work of each Av, we merited the shalosh 
regalim, each one of which influences us with the specialty 
of the Av it corresponds to, giving us the strength we need to 
overcome honor, desire, and jealousy, so that we can be the 
talmidim of Avrohom who enjoy this world and the next. 

Bilaam wished to inculcate us with his values so that 
we lose our identity. The malach came three times to show 
that we already have the nature of the Avos ingrained in us 
and they continue to be ingrained in us through the shalosh 
regalim. [Pesach is avodah (nefesh shefeila), Shevuos is Torah 
(ruach nemuchah), and Succos is gemillas chasodim (ayin 
tov, as represented by all the minim being bound together and 
the fact that all of Klal Yisroel can sit in one succah.] This 
emerged again when he tried to curse us, but instead blessed 
us. He tried to influence us with his middos, to make us his 
talmidim, but instead strengthened our standing as talmidim 
of Avrohom. In the first blessing he says: Who can count 
the dust of the Yidden. This alludes to the midah of being 
humble, as Avrohom said: “I am but dust.” In the second 
blessing, he alluded to our desire to be close to Hashem 
(nefesh shefeilah), for he stated: “He perceived no iniquity in 
Yaakov… Hashem, his God is with him, and the friendship 
of the King is in him.” In his third blessing, he said: “Water 
shall flow from his buckets,” which means that the Yidden 
will teach and influence the entire world. One who is jealous 
cannot bear to see his neighbor – and definitely not his enemy 
– attain sheleimus. The Yidden however, have an ayin tov, the 
opposite of jealousy. May we continue identifying with the 
Avos through these middos and thereby merit enjoying this 
world and the next.
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Hashem chanced upon Bilam and he said to Him, “I have 
arranged the seven altars and brought up a bull and a ram 

on each.” Rashi writes that the verse does not say “I arranged 
seven altars.” Rather, the Hebrew places a definite article in 
front of the word “altars.” It speaks of seven of “the” altars, as 
of some well-known group of altars. Bilam said to Hashem, 
“The forefathers of these Jews built seven altars before You. 
I have prepared altars equivalent to all of them combined.” 
Avraham built four; Yitzchok built one; Yaakov built two.

The Gur Aryeh asks what was Bilam thinking? Certainly 
he was not shallow enough to believe that there was any 
significance at all in a larger number of mizbechos. Anyone 
can erect multiple altars.

Know that we all relate to hashem in different ways. 
Everything we have, we receive from Him. We relate to Him 
according to the aspects of Him through which He has given 
to us. Because we all receive differently, we all in effect relate 
to Him differently. The Avos, however, built a total of seven 
altars, because seven is a number that implies the totality of 
all directions. “Seven times will the tzadik fall and rise up 
again.”  This does not mean that the tzadik rebounds up to 
seven times. Rather, it means that he can fail in every which 
way, and still pull himself back up. The seven altars imply 
that the Avos related to Hashem in every aspect, in every one 
of His midos.

We ordinarily stress the oneness of Klal Yisrael in every 
manner. We might think that there is therefore a single midah 
that is the exclusive point of contact between Hashem and His 
people. This is not so. This unique, singular people possesses 
all the spiritual gifts available. Within its oneness lies the 
totality of everything. The Avos, as a group representing 
the entirety of the Jewish people, possessed all that was 
worthwhile.

We stress that they possessed everything between them, 
not individually. The connection, commonality and bond 
between the Avos turned multiple individuals into a single 
unit. This unity was appropriate for those who would father 
a single nation whose mission statement would be the service 
of the One G-d. Seen from our human vantage point, Hashem 
shows both Oneness and multiplicity. In His essence, He 
is One; thereby He also encompasses everything. All the 
difference and diversity we observe are all within Him. 

Another way of expressing this is that He is One in actuality, 
but many in His potential. Within that One is the ability to 
generate many/all things and appear in many different ways.

The Avos mirrored this. They were also one – a single 
unit – in essence, but possessed between them the many 
different attributes. The seven altars, representing the totality 
of attributes, thus belonged to them only as a group, not 
individually. The division of the seven between them is 
intriguing. Each one of the Avos built a number of mizbechos 
corresponding to his special midah. Yitzchok specialized in 
din, judgment. The law is monolithic. It does not favor one 
party or one group. It does not make situational exceptions. 
It is predictable and unwavering. The number that best 
represents this package of attributes and values is one. “One” 
calls to mind a single point, not leaning to any one side. 
Yitzchok built a single, solitary altar.

Yaakov built two. He clung to the midah of rachamim, 
of compassion. Rachamim is a midpoint, as it were, between 
the single, unflinching din and chesed, which is far more 
embracing. Unlike din, rachamim knows multiple applications. 
Each is a refraction of rachamim, but shown to very different 
recipients. Rachamim can be applied to both the tzadik and 
the evildoer. We might identify far more with the tzadik, but 
when we witness someone in pain, we react with compassion 
even towards those we do not like. While din makes equal 
sense applied to the tzadik and the rasha, the assistance we 
provide to someone in need does not make equal sense. Yet, 
we provide it anyway.

Avraham doubled that flexibility. As the one who 
personified chesed, he was able to ramify his midah in even 
more directions. While rachamim is only appropriate to 
someone needy and in pain, chesed can be shown to those 
who need, and those who don’t; in each case, to the tzadik 
and to the rasha alike. There are a total of four combinations, 
corresponding to the number of mizbechos that Avraham 
built. Bilam apparently convinced himself that he could 
outdo the Avos. He could relate through his seven altars to 
the totality of aspects Hashem shows to Man. He missed the 
crucial point (as he missed so many other points) that relating 
to those aspects comes about specifically through a unity that 
somehow mirrors Hashem’s oneness. Such a relating to the 
One was unknown to him. 

BILAM’S FOLLEY
R’ Moishe Wiederman   Chaver HaKollel



Rabbi Berach Steinfeld
WELL PROTECTED

The Gemara in Sotah, daf chof alef, amud alef says 
that learning Torah is a protection for a person 

and saves a person. The Gemara in Sukka, daf nun 
bais and Kiddushin, daf lamed says that Hashem proclaims, 
“I created the Yetzer Hora and I created its antidote; 
the Torah. (Tavlin)”

The Mesilas Yesharim in Perek Heh says that the 
above Gemara may be explained using the following 
parable. A person who isn’t feeling well goes to a doctor 
who gives him a prescription of medicine. If the person ends 
up taking a different prescription than what was prescribed 
he will obviously not be healed from what ails him.  In our 
case Hashem has given us a prescription of Torah to beat 
the Yetzer Hora and if a person is coming onto something 
else, he will never be able to defeat the Yetzer Hora.

The following question arises; what would happen if a 
person learns Torah, but it would be “shelo lishma,” for an 
ulterior motive. Would his learning protect him from doing 
sins or does the prescription only work if one learns Torah 
lishma?

The Ohr HaChaim in Parshas Bechukosai, Perek Chof 
Vov, posuk yud daled  expounds upon the posuk, “If you 
will not listen to me and you will not do these mitzvos.” The 
language used at beginning of the parsha giving the same 
message is the inverse, “If in my laws you will keep.” The 
first posuk in Bechukosai teaches us that if you want 
to keep Hashem’s mitzvos via being “osek” in Torah, 
the Torah will protect you. The Torah then says this again 
in the opposite way; if you will learn Torah, but it won’t 
be lishma then he will not be able to do all the mitzvos as 
the Torah won’t serve as a protection from the Yetzer Hora. 
The Torah will only protect if it is learned lishma.

In Parshas Shelach the Ohr HaChaim explains that the 
reason the Torah did not protect Doeg and Achitophel was 
based upon the Gemara in Chagiga, daf tes vov, 

amud bais which says they had a complaint (tina) in their 
heart against the Torah despite the fact that they were the 
most learned men in their generation. However, since their 
learning was shelo lishma, their Torah did not protect them 
thereby causing them to be destroyed because of their sins. 
We see again here that Torah shelo lishma does not provide 
protection.

The complication here is that the Or Hachaim contradicts 
himself in the beginning of Parshas Shelach and mentions 
that mitzvos shelo lishma which the Gemara says is a 
protection while the person does the mitzvah will work 
even if it is done without the proper intent. 

To reconcile this inconsistency I thought we could use 
the answer of Tosfos who asks the following question; 
in some places in Shas we see the concept “mitoch 
shelo lishma ba lishma,” yet in regard to the  Tanna 
Elisha ben Avuya the Gemara says he became an apostate 
because he learned Torah shelo lishma. How can this be 
explained? Tosfos clarifies that it depends upon what 
the ultimate goal of the person is. If the person wants 
to reach the level of learning Torah lishma and the only 
way to arrive at this level is if he sometimes learn shelo 
lishma, then Hashem will help him arrive to the lishma. 
The Torah will then protect him as it is considered as if 
he is learning lishma. On the other hand, like in the case 
of the Tanna where the sole intent of his learning was 
always going to be shelo lishma (only for honor and the 
like) then even if during his lifetime he may have learned 
sometimes li shma it is considered as if he learned shelo 
lishma and such learning will not protect the person

Let us keep our ultimate goal in mind and be protected 
both b’ruchniyos and b’gashmiyus via our Torah learning. 

Do you have a topic or discussion you want to read about? 
Please send comments or questions to hymanbsdhevens@
gmail.com or Berachsteinfeldscorner@gmail.com.
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