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if there is anything in the sicha that may not be understood, the fault is with us and not with HaRav Nebenzahl.

The Rav asks that his and other Divrei Torah are not read during Tefillah or the Rabbi's sermon.

Shabbat Shalom,

Nehemiah Klein

The Yeshiva would like to express its gratitude to Richard and Anita Grossman for their ongoing support for the

Yeshiva in general and specifically our computer center. This enables us to communicate this sicha to you each
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HaRav Nebenzahl on Parshat Chukat

PARSHAT CHUKAT 5777

MAKE A CHESHBON

Many often view the drashot of Chazal as mere expressions, or what's known as "asmachta" that it's

a source for a saying.   However, if you look carefully you will see that it actually may be understood

as the simple meaning of the pasuk. For example, there is a pasuk in this week's parsha: "This is the

Torah regarding a man who would die in a tent" (Bamidbar 19:14) from which Chazal derive that the

Torah is only fulfilled when one is willing to die for it. On the surface this doesn't appear to fit with the

simple meaning of the pasuk, however if we look at the context carefully we will see that it does.

We know that when a person is alive unless he comes in contact with something that makes him

tamei, he is tahor. However, when he dies he becomes avi avot hatumah? This is because the body

without the neshama is in fact avi avot hatumah. Chazal are teaching us that the Torah can only be

fulfilled by one who totally negates his body and then he's left with just the neshama. Such a person

is able to receive the Torah.

Further in the parsha we read about the war between Sichon and the king of Moav. The Torah then

says: "Regarding this, the poets ('hamoshlim') would say, come to Cheshbon" (Bamidbar 21:27).

Chazal  comment:  "'hamoshlim'  refers  to  those  who  rule  over  their  evil  inclinations,  'come  to

Cheshbon' means let us consider the account of the world; the loss incurred by the fulfillment of a

Mitzvah against the reward secured by its observance, and the gain gotten by a transgression against

the loss it involves (note: the literal meaning of the word 'cheshbon' is an account)" (Baba Batra

78b).

On a simple level we would understand that the interpreters of current events are saying, what a

YNA Sicha Parshat Chukat 1 of 3



great war - Sichon is a great warrior, or Bilaam certainly knows how to curse. But this is not what

Chazal are saying. Even if we somehow find that it does fit into the simple meaning of the words,

Chazal  haven't  explained  the  connection  between  them and  the  war.  The  Torah  clearly  sees  a

connection because the pasuk opens with "al ken" "regarding this". Such an expression generally

denotes a continuation of the previous sentence. What can be the nature of the relationship between

this pasuk and the previous one: "For Chesbon - it was the city of Sichon, king of the Amorite; and he

had warred against the first king of Moav and took all his land from his control until Arnon" (Bamidbar

21:26)? At first glance we see very little connection between these two subjects. The opening words

"al ken", however tell us that there must be some sort of connection.

Let us for a moment elaborate on the contents of the previous pasuk in today's terms. Sichon has just

defeated Moav. The media is filled with stories surrounding this great triumph over the mighty king of

Moav - "Sichon today, through great military prowess defeated his arch-enemy. This defeat is bound

to alter the face of the Middle East". What was truly behind this victory? Hashem caused Sichon to

prevail over Moav in order that the Jewish nation be able to capture this same piece of land from

Sichon. This roundabout manner was necessary, for we are commanded: "you shall not distress Moav

and you shall not provoke war with them" (Devarim 2:9). The only way to capture the land, therefore

was for  another  nation to defeat Moav and the Jewish people would  then overcome that  nation

("Amon and Moav were purified by Sichon" (Chullin 60b)).

Clearly, Hashem had an account to settle with each and every non-Jewish Moabite or Emorite who

was killed in the battle. In addition, however, there was the overall plan to provide victory and to

capture the land for the Jewish people. This is in fact how Chazal interpret the pasuk: "regarding this

the 'moshlim' would say, 'come to Cheshbon'" - "regarding this - regarding that war which Sichon

waged against Moav" (Rashi) - "let us consider the account of the world; the loss incurred by the

fulfillment of a Mitzvah against  the reward secured by its observance,  and the gain gotten by a

transgression  against  the  loss  it  involves".  It  is  from observing  and  studying  this  war  that  we

conclude that although we may see "the wicked bloom like grass" (Tehillim 92:8) it is ultimately "to

destroy them till eternity" (ibid.). The victory of the wicked is but temporary. How many of the great

military  campaigns  carried  out  by  those  kings  does  anyone  remember?  The  only  war  anyone

remembers is that which is recorded in the Torah of the Jewish nation - Sichon defeated the king of

Moav and the Jewish people ultimately defeated Sichon - only this remains for generations. The rest

are "over and gone" (Shir HaShirim 2:11) - leaving no trace whatsoever.

"Bo-u Cheshbon" - come calculate - is it  worth our while to align ourselves with the wicked who

flourish only temporarily, or would we rather be among those "planted in the house of Hashem"

(Tehillim 92:14), who "in the courtyards of our G-d they will flourish" (ibid.) - for eternity. If we view

things from a short term perspective it would appear that the kingdom of Sichon is blossoming, but in

the long run it became clear that the only purpose of this victory was to provide the Jewish nation

with this land. "Al ken" - therefore - do not view anything in the short term, for you will be filled with

questions: "why does the way of the wicked prosper" (Yirmiyahu 12:1). When viewing the greater

picture, however, you may at times find answers to your questions - answers you could not have

seen unless events are viewed in the context of history. Man does not live long enough to see things

from this overall perspective, but when viewed in context of the history of the world the answers

become clear.

If one were to ask me two hundred years ago what England did to merit ruling over such a large

portion of the world (the atlases used to be full  of  British colonies in Africa, Asia,  America, and

Australia), I would not have been able to provide a clear answer. I would have responded that they

probably did some Mitzvah and Hashem was rewarding them in this world. Only later, following World

War I did it become clear what Hashem's intent was. The British Empire needed to be powerful in

order to drive the Turks out of Eretz Yisrael, sign the Balfour Declaration, and bring the Jewish people

back to the Land of Israel. They came short of carrying out this task to completion, but they did

accomplish something. World War II showed us another purpose served by their empire. Had it not

been for the British, Eretz Yisrael would have fallen to the hands of those wicked Germans, may their

name be obliterated. At that time, the assistance of British colonies in places hardly heard of before

or since such as Malta and Gibraltar, were required to save Eretz Yisrael from falling into the clutches

of those evil oppressors. In general, England played a large role in the defeat of the enemy. The truth

YNA Sicha Parshat Chukat 2 of 3



is, however, once World War II ended hardly any remnant remained from the British Empire, only a

few places remained under their rule, the rest had gained independence.

We see that even then Hashem was concerned for the Jews living in Eretz Yisrael. Similarly, later on

the significance of the capture of the Suez Canal became clear. Let's look further back in history. We

may wonder of what significance is the story of Lot and his daughters, until we realize that Moav was

the ancestor  of  the author of Tehillim and the builder  of  the Beis HaMikdash who also authored

Mishle,  Shir  Hashirim,  and Kohelet.  The older  daughter  merited this  because she ran to  do  the

mitzvah first.

Regarding running to do a mitzvah, we have the story of Shem and Yefet who covered their naked

father. Shem ran to do the mitzvah first and look at the difference in reward. Yefet received burial

rights while Shem received the Shechina and the mitzvah of tzitzit. What a difference it makes when

we  weigh  the  reward  of  a  mitzvah  against  its  loss.  We  must  "bou  cheshbon"  make  the  real

accounting.

The verse in Tehillim states: "a boor cannot know, nor can a fool understand this" (Tehillim 92:7). We

can grasp this using the following analogy. A person with less than a rudimentary understanding of

astronomy, physics, and other sciences arrives at Cape Kennedy and is shown the launching pad from

which the rockets are sent to the moon and other places. He points and says "I do not understand the

function of this screw". How do we answer such a person? You fool! You do not understand what

function this screw has? Do you understand anything else that is going on here? Do you realize what

went into designing and building this in order that the rocket fire precisely towards its destination. "A

boor cannot know, nor can a fool understand this" - there is NOTHING we understand of Hashem's

ways, yet a fool will claim that he does not understand THIS - (one particular issue) - "why do the

wicked bloom like grass". Hashem responds to Iyov - "you wish to understand why a tzaddik like you

is suffering? Does this imply that you understand everything else? Obviously you do not, just add this

to your list of question. What we have just said appears to be the final answer Hashem gives Iyov.

The Ramban, however, tells us that a tzaddik like Iyov suffered because he was a "gilgul". He may

not have sinned in this world, but he was placed here to correct the wrongs of his previous lifetime

(see Ramban's commentary to Iyov 33:30).

While our "cheshbon" must be whether or not to do a mitzvah, obviously the true cheshbonot are

Hashem's.
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