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1. All the events described in the Torah concerning the Jewish People were either 
experienced by them or were witnessed by them.  Even those events which occurred 
before the Jewish Nation came into physical existence were witnessed by the ancestors 
of the Jewish Nation and through them and their descendants the record of those 
events were passed down to us to this day.  Thus, all the happenings reported in the 
Torah could have come down to us today, quite independently of the Written Torah, 
through those who experienced or witnessed them and through the generations which 
followed them. (Of course, there would be some risk that the reports would have 
become distorted with continuous retelling.  Only the Torah, with its correctness 
safeguarded by the Halochoh which governs its faithful transmission from generation 
to generation, is absolutely free from the blemishes common to all traditions handed 
down through time.  But we would have some knowledge of those events of long ago, 
even if the Torah would not have recorded them for us.) 

 But there are two exceptions.  The first concerns all of Mankind and that is: the 
Creation of the world.  No human was there to witness it.  If HaShem had not included 
the account of Creation in the Torah, there could be no certainty about the events of 
Creation.  But HaShem desired that everyone should know how the world came into 
existence, the better to appreciate that HaShem is the Creator of All and the Father and 
King of all Mankind. 

 The second exception concerns the Jewish People and is the episode of Billom and 
Bollok of this Sidra.  For if HaShem would not have informed us in His Torah of this 
episode, no-one of the Jewish People would have known with any certainty of these 
happenings.  This episode happened completely behind the scenes: the Jewish People 
were not at all aware of the frantic, malevolent efforts of Billom and Bollok.  Even 
though, sadly, we did experience the plague which is reported at the end of the Sidra, 
we would never have known with any certainty that this was a result of Billom’s evil 
counsel, and we would never have known of Billom’s wicked efforts to curse the 
Jewish People — efforts which were so wonderfully frustrated by HaShem.  The events 
in this Sidra are recorded in the Torah so that everyone — but especially we ourselves 
— should be aware not only of HaShem’s recognizable and visible protection of us, 
but also of His protection of us at all times — many times quite hidden from us. 

2. At the end of the previous Sidra, the Torah tells how the Emorites and their king 
Si’chon, and then Og, the king of the Boshon region, had challenged us to battle and 
how HaShem had helped us to vanquish these two belligerent peoples and we had taken 
possession of their lands.  It was after these conquests that Bollok, who had recently 
been made king of the people of Mo’av, and the people of Midyon, took fright at the 
unnatural victories of the Jewish People.  Midyon and Mo’av had relied upon Si’chon 
and Og to protect them from any attack, and now that these two fearsome warriors and 
their fighting-men had been thoroughly defeated in battle, Mo’av and Midyon were sick 
with fear: What would happen to them now that their mighty protectors had been 
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vanquished?  Somehow, they felt, they must halt the advance of the Jewish People.  
(Really, they had nothing to fear, for the Jewish People were not allowed by HaShem to 
take any territory from Ammon or Mo’av, and the people of Midyon were not at all 
threatened.  Mo’av’s anxiety was rooted more in their jealousy of the superiority of the 
Jewish People.) 

3. Bollok realized that the power of the Jewish People was not a natural power.  He 
imagined that their strength came from their leader, and he knew that the leader of the 
Jewish People — Mosheh our Teacher — had grown up in the land of Midyon.  Fearing 
the Jewish People, Mo’av and Midyon hastily made peace between themselves (they 
were really old enemies but they felt that they now faced a common enemy) and in 
reply to Bollok’s query about Mosheh, the Midyanites informed him that the power of 
Mosheh lies in his mouth: he prays to the Almighty G-d, HaShem, and HaShem does as 
Mosheh asks.  So Bollok sent for Billom the son of Be’or, whom he knew from his own 
experiences to likewise have power in his mouth, for what he spoke came true.  Bollok 
asked that Billom, with his supernatural powers, should come to Bollok’s assistance.  
After all, they were fellow-countrymen.  Let Billom pronounce a curse upon the Jewish 
People so that they could be vanquished by Mo’av.  Bollok would pay him well. 

4. Billom, a heathen from the land of Arram on the River Euphrates, was granted the gift 
of prophecy by HaShem so that the Nations of the world could not later claim that had 
they been granted prophets like the Jewish People had been granted, they too would 
have been deserving of HaShem’s favour.  HaShem therefore granted the Nations of 
the world someone with many extraordinary gifts, including even the gift of prophecy.  
His advice was indeed sought by rulers and kings from far and wide, and Billom 
became a very powerful man, but evil and loathsome.  For instead of using his powers 
for the good, Billom, with the encouragement of the heathen peoples, allied to this 
G-d-given gift of prophecy the arts of sorcery and witchcraft and with their willing 
consent and compliance, Billom used his powers to bring some of the Nations of the 
world down to an unprecedented low level of immorality. 

5. When the messengers arrive with their request, Billom tells them to stay the night so 
that he should obtain the permission of HaShem to go with them.  (He knew full well 
from Whom his power came, but his ideas of HaShem were weird indeed, as were those 
of most people at that time.)  That night, HaShem tells Billom that he is not to go with 
these messengers, and neither is he to curse the Jewish People.  Indeed, they do not 
need his blessing either, for they are already blessed by HaShem. 

6. When Bollok received the news that Billom refused to come, he sent messengers of 
higher rank, with promises of greater riches and honour, if he would come. 

 Our Chachommim, of blessed memory, point out for us that in a number of places the 
Torah shows that,  " ְּתוֹ ין  אוֹ יכִ לִ ה  מוֹ   בָּ ךְ ילֵ ה  לֵ צֶ ם  רוֹ ָד אָ   שֶׁ ךְ ֶר ֶד ב"  ,  that is, “A person is 
led along the path that he himself wants to follow.”  Billom himself wanted to harm the 
Jewish People.  Although HaShem had told him that he should not go, when Billom 
audaciously persisted in asking to be allowed to go, HaShem granted His permission.  
For if this is the path that he has chosen, then this is the path along which he shall be 
led — and he shall suffer the consequences of his own choice.  So HaShem tells Billom 
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that he may go, but at the same time HaShem warns him that he will be able to 
proclaim only those words that HaShem shall put into his mouth. 

7. Billom eagerly sets out together with the princes of Mo’av, and HaShem signals His 
displeasure at Billom’s choice by sending an angel to repeatedly hinder his path — and 
to warn him again.  First, Billom’s she-ass turns off the path into a field so as to avoid 
the angel.  Then, going through a vineyard with a stone wall on either side of the path, 
the she-ass squeezes past the angel, crushing Billom’s foot against an ancient mound of 
stones that formed part of the wall.  On both occasions, Billom, ignorant of the reason 
for his she-ass’s uncommonly erratic behaviour, strikes the beast.  On the third 
occasion, the she-ass simply crouches down in front of the angel, as the path there is so 
narrow that there is no room to go round.  When Billom strikes his she-ass a third time, 
the she-ass turns its head round to Billom, and HaShem opens its mouth.  Within the 
hearing of Billom’s entourage of princes and officers, the she-ass asks Billom the reason 
for his cruel treatment.  What else could it do to avoid the angel with the drawn sword?  
Billom has no answer to the rebuke of his she-ass. 

8. HaShem then opens the eyes of Billom so that he sees the angel and he realizes the 
cause of his she-ass’s behaviour.  He apologizes for his actions and impudently says 
that although HaShem Himself has given permission for his journey, if it is displeasing 
to the angel, he will return home.  But the angel warns him again that HaShem has 
given His permission that he can go but that he can proclaim only those words that 
HaShem will put into his mouth.  Billom continues on his way. 

9. When he arrives, Bollok takes him to a vantage point from where he can see the Jewish 
People encamped, and after building altars and bringing sacrifices, Billom opens his 
mouth.  But instead of vile curses, he utters blessings and beautiful praises of the 
People of Israel.  This happens three times — and each time Bollok is beside himself 
with anger and despair, until in the end Bollok sends Billom back to his country in 
shame and disgrace.  (See separate section.) 

10. Before he goes, however, Billom gives his wicked advice to Bollok.  “The G–d of the 
Hebrews hates all kinds of immoral behaviour.  If you can entice them away from their 
holy Torah and ensnare them in immoral conduct, then G–d’s anger will be turned 
against them and you will be able to overcome them.”  Acting on this evil counsel, the 
Mo’avites and Midyanites, under the pretence of friendship, indeed ensnare the Jewish 
People.  Immediately, HaShem sends a plague which sweeps through the People and 
there is great confusion in the Camp: nobody knows what to do.  Then Pinchos ben 
Elozzor ben Aharon HaKohen rises up from among the people.  Zealous for the honour 
of HaShem, he makes a gory example of one of the Princes of the Tribes who was 
consorting with a Midyanite princess — and instantly the plague stops.  But twenty-
four thousand of the Jewish People had died in the plague.  
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22 : 39 Then Billom went with Bollok ְלָעם ִעם ָלק ַויֵֶּלְך ּבִ ב    לטכ  ּבָ  

 and they came to Kiryas Chutsos  ַויָֹּבאּו ִקְרַית ֻחצֹות :   

40 and Bollok slaughtered cattle and sheep ח ְזּבַ ָקר ָוצֹאןַויִּ ָלק ּבָ  מ   ּבָ

 and he sent some of the meat to Billom  ח ְלִבְלָעם ּלַ    ַוְיׁשַ

 and to the princes that were with him.  ֹר ִאּתו ִרים ֲאׁשֶ ָ    : ְוַלׂשּ
 

41 The next morning dawned מא  ַוְיִהי ַבּבֶֹקר 

 and Bollok took Billom ָלק ֶאת ח ּבָ ּקַ ְלָעם ַויִּ    ּבִ

 and he brought him up to the Heights of Baal ַעל מֹות ּבָ    ַויֲַּעֵלהּו ּבָ

 and he saw from there some of the Jewish People. ם ְקֵצה ָהָעם ָ     :ַויְַּרא ִמׁשּ
 

23 : 1 Then Billom said to Bollok: ְלָעם ֶאל ָלק ַויֹּאֶמר ּבִ  כג    א  ּבָ

 “Build for me here seven altars ֵנה חֹת ּבְ ְבָעה ִמְזּבְ    ִלי ָבֶזה ׁשִ

 and prepare for me here  

seven bullocks and seven rams.”  
ְבָעה ֵאיִלים ִליְוָהֵכן  ְבָעה ָפִרים ְוׁשִ ֶזה ׁשִ    : ּבָ

2 Bollok did as Billom had spoken  ְׂלָעםַויַַּעש ר ּבִ ּבֶ ר ּדִ ֲאׁשֶ ָלק ּכַ  ב   ּבָ

 and Bollok and Billom offered up  

a bullock and a ram on each altar. 
חַ  ְזּבֵ ּמִ ר ָוַאִיל ּבַ ָלק ּוִבְלָעם ּפָ    : ַויַַּעל ּבָ

 

3 Billom said to Bollok:  ְלָעם ְלָבָלק  ג  ַויֹּאֶמר ּבִ

 “Stand here by your offering  ב ַעל    עָֹלֶתךָ  ִהְתַיּצֵ

 and I will go for a short walk on my own —  ְוֵאְלָכה   

 maybe HaShem will happen upon me ֶרה י     ִלְקָראִתייאּוַלי ִיּקָ

 and He might show me something ְרֵאִני ּוְדַבר ַמה    יַּ

 and if that happens I will tell you.”    י ָלְך ְדּתִ    ְוִהּגַ

 And so he went off by himself. ִפי    : ַויֵֶּלְך ׁשֶ

4 HaShem happened upon Billom ר ֱאלִֹהים ֶאל ּקָ ְלָעם ַויִּ  ד  ּבִ

 and he  said to Him, ַויֹּאֶמר ֵאָליו   

 “I have arranged the seven altars  י ֶאת חֹת ָעַרְכּתִ ְזּבְ ְבַעת ַהּמִ    ׁשִ

 and I have offered up 

a bullock and a ram on each altar.”  
חַ  ְזּבֵ ּמִ ר ָוַאִיל ּבַ    : ָוַאַעל ּפָ

 

5 HaShem placed words in the mouth of Billom  ִֶׂפי ִבְלָעםים יַויָּש ָבר ּבְ  ה   ּדָ

 and He told  him:  “Return to Bollok ָלק ַויֹּאֶמר ׁשּוב ֶאל    ּבָ
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 and speak this!” ר    : ְוכֹה ְתַדּבֵ
 

6 So he returned to him  ָּב ֵאָליוַוי  ו  ׁשָ

 and there he was, standing over his offering ב ַעל    עָֹלתוֹ  ְוִהּנֵה ִנּצָ

 Bollok, together with all the princes of Mo’av.   ֵרי מֹוָאבשָׂ  הּוא ְוָכל :   
 

7 And he took up his parable  לֹו א ְמׁשָ ָ ׂשּ  ז  ַויִּ

 and he said: ַויֹּאַמר   

 “From far-off Arram ֲאָרם ִמן   

 “has Bollok, king of Mo’av, brought me,   ְמֹוָאב ַיְנֵחִני ָבָלק ֶמֶלך   

 “from the distant highlands of the east, saying, ֶקֶדם  ֵמַהְרֵרי   

 “‘Go now, curse me Yaakov, י ַיֲעקֹב  ְלָכה ָאָרה    ּלִ

 “and go now,  ּוְלָכה   

 “cast wrath upon Yisroel!’ ָרֵאל    : זֲֹעָמה ִישְֹ
   

8 “But what curse shall I utter  ח  ָמה ֶאּקֹב 

 “if Almighty G-d does not curse them?  ֹּל -ה אֵ לֹא ַקב   

 “And how can I call down His wrath upon them  ּוָמה ֶאְזעֹם   

 “when G-d will not be angry with them?  י לֹא ָזַעם י   :   
 

9 “For I see them from the peaks of rocks י  ט  ֵמֹראׁש ֻצִרים ֶאְרֶאּנוּ  ּכִ

 “and from the high hills I perceive them:  ָבעֹות ֲאׁשּוֶרּנּו    ּוִמּגְ

 “Behold!  This is a People which shall always dwell apart, ּכֹן  ֶהן    ָעם ְלָבָדד ִיׁשְ

 “and shall not be reckoned amongst the Nations! ב ָ    : ּוַבּגֹוִים לֹא ִיְתַחׁשּ

10 “Who can estimate the multitudes of Yaakov 

that are like the dust of the earth? 
 י  ה ֲעַפר ַיֲעקֹבִמי ָמנָ 

 “And who can count even a quarter part  

of these great ones of Yisroel? 
ר ֶאת ָרֵאל ּוִמְסּפָ    רַֹבע ִישְֹ

 “O, that I should die  

the death of their righteous ones 
ִרים י מֹות ְיׁשָ ֹמת ַנְפׁשִ    ּתָ

 “and that my end be like theirs!”  ֹּמהו    : ּוְתִהי ַאֲחִריִתי ּכָ
 

11 Then Bollok said to Billom:  ָלק ֶאל ְלָעם ַויֹּאֶמר ּבָ  יא  ּבִ

 “What have you done to me?  ִׂיָת ִליֶמה ָעש   

 “I took you to curse my enemies  יָך    ָלקֹב ֹאְיַבי ְלַקְחּתִ

 and see!  you have even blessed them!”  ְַרְכּתָ ָבֵרך    : ְוִהּנֵה ּבֵ
 

12 But he answered him and said: ֹּיב  אַמרַויַַּען ַוי 

 “Is it not so ֲהלֹא   

 that whatever G-d puts in my mouth —  ִׂר ָיש ִפייים יֵאת ֲאׁשֶ     ּבְ
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 that is what I must take care to speak!” ר ֹמר ְלַדּבֵ    : ֹאתֹו ֶאׁשְ
 

13 Afterwards, Bollok said to him,  ָלק  יג  ַויֹּאֶמר ֵאָליו ּבָ

 “Come with me, I beg you,  ָי  ְלך א ִאּתִ    ּנָ

 to another place ָמקֹום ַאֵחר  ֶאל   

 from where you may see them;  ם ָ ְרֶאּנּו ִמׁשּ ר ּתִ    ֲאׁשֶ

 but you can see only a part of them  ֶאֶפס ָקֵצהּו ִתְרֶאה   

 but you cannot gaze upon all of them at once,  ֻּלֹו לֹא ִתְרֶאה ְוכ   

 and curse me them from there!”  ֹם ְוָקְבנו ָ    : ִלי ִמׁשּ
 

14 So he led him to the vantage point of the watchmen,  ְֵחהּו ׂש ּקָ  יד  ֵדה צִֹפים ַויִּ

 to the top of that hill; ה  ֶאל ְסּגָ    ֹראׁש ַהּפִ

 and Bollok built seven altars  ִּחֹת ַוי ְבָעה ִמְזּבְ    ֶבן ׁשִ

 and offered up on each altar a bullock and a ram.  ַח ְזּבֵ ּמִ ר ָוַאִיל ּבַ    : ַויַַּעל ּפָ
 

15 Then Billom said to Bollok: ָלק ַויֹּאֶמר ֶאל  טו  ּבָ

 “You stand here, by your offerings ב ּכֹה ַעל    עָֹלֶתךָ  ִהְתַיּצֵ

 and I’ll go to be met over there.” ֶרה ּכֹה   : ְוָאֹנִכי ִאּקָ
 

16 Then HaShem happened upon Billom ר י ּקָ ְלָעם  ֶאליַויִּ  טז  ּבִ

 and He put words into his mouth  ִֶׂפיוַויָּש ָבר ּבְ    ם ּדָ

 and He said: ַויֹּאֶמר   

 “Return to Bollok ָלק ׁשּוב ֶאל    ּבָ

 and like this shall you speak!” ר    : ְוכֹה ְתַדּבֵ
 

17 So he returned to him יז  ַויָֹּבא ֵאָליו 

 and Bollok was standing by his offering ב ַעל    עָֹלתוֹ  ְוִהּנֹו ִנּצָ

 with some princes of Mo’av with him  ֵָׂרי מֹוָאב ִאּתוֹ ְוש   

 and Bollok said to him:  ָֹלקַויֹּאֶמר לו     ּבָ

 “What then did G-d speak?” ר י ַמה ּבֶ    :י ּדִ
 

18 Then he lifted up his  parable and he said: לֹו ַויֹּאַמר א ְמׁשָ ָ ׂשּ  יח  ַויִּ

 “Rise  up on your feet, Bollok, and listen, then!  ָמע ָלק ּוׁשְ    קּום ּבָ

 “Give ear to me, you son of Tsippor! נֹו ִצּפֹר    : ַהֲאִזיָנה ָעַדי ּבְ
 

19 “The word of G-d is not like the word of man   ֵיט  ל-לֹא ִאיׁש א 

 “that it should be not true ִויַכזֵּב   

 “nor is it like the word of mortals ָאָדם ּוֶבן   

 “that it be changeable! ְוִיְתֶנָחם   

 “G-d has spoken good for His People —  ַההּוא ָאַמר   
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26 But Billom answered Bollok and said: ְלָעם ַויֹּאֶמר ֶאל ָלק ַויַַּען ּבִ  כו  ּבָ

 “But did I not speak about you to your emissaries, saying: י ֵאֶליָך ֵלאֹמר ְרּתִ ּבַ    ֲהלֹא ּדִ

 “Will He then not do it?  ֶׂהְולֹא ַיֲעש   

 “He has decreed it — ר    ְוִדּבֶ

 “Will He then not fulfil His promise? ְולֹא ְיִקיֶמּנָה :   
 

20 “You ask mockingly, ‘What did G-d speak?’  and I answer you: 

“‘Behold!  I am bidden to bless them!’ 

 

י   ִהּנֵה ָבֵרְך ָלָקְחּתִ
 כ

 “Indeed, G-d blesses them  ּוֵבֵרְך   

 “and I cannot reverse it! יֶבּנָה    : ְולֹא ֲאׁשִ
 

21 “G-d does not wish to see any iniquity in Yaakov ַיֲעקֹב לֹא יט ָאֶון ּבְ  כא  ִהּבִ
 “nor does He wish to see any wrongdoing in Yisroel.  יִ  ְולֹא    ָרֵאלשְׂ ָרָאה ָעָמל ּבְ

 “And why this favouritism?   

For whatever they do, G-d is still with them לָֹהיו ִעּמוֹ -אֱ י י  
 

 “And in their innermost being, 

they always pay homage to G-d their King.  ֹּוְתרּוַעת ֶמֶלְך ּבו : 
 

 

22 “You tell me, ‘A people have come out from Egypt’   

But that is not true! —   

It is G-d Who brought them out from Egypt:  ְֵצָרִים-א   ל מֹוִציָאם ִמּמִ

 כב

 “He is their uplifting Power!  ֹתֹוֲעֹפת ְרֵאם לו    : ּכְ
 

23 “There are no omens in Yaakov 

for they will not recognize any power other than G-d 
ַיֲעקֹב  י לֹא ַנַחׁש ּבְ  כג  ּכִ

 “And neither is there any magic in Yisroel: ִישְׂ  ְולֹא    ָרֵאלֶקֶסם ּבְ

 “Indeed, in every age ֵעת    ּכָ

 “It shall be told to Yaakov and to Yisroel  

by their prophets and teachers  
   ָרֵאלֵיָאֵמר ְלַיֲעקֹב ּוְלִישְׂ 

 “That whatever transpires, ‘It is the work of G-d.’ ַעל אֵ  ַמה    :ל-ּפָ
 

24 “And in this they are a unique people 

and they will rise up like a stately lion over every adversary;  
ָלִביא ָיקּום ֶהן  כד  ָעם ּכְ

 “Like the strong lion which rises ever stronger 

and completely overcomes its enemies: 
אְוַכֲאִר  ָ    י ִיְתַנׂשּ

 “It does not lie down to rest 

until it has devoured its prey 
ב ַעד ּכַ    יֹאַכל ֶטֶרף לֹא ִיׁשְ

 “And lapped�up the blood of that which it has killed!” ה ְוַדם ּתֶ    ֲחָלִלים ִיׁשְ
 

25 Then said Bollok to Billom: ָלק ֶאל ְלָעם ַויֹּאֶמר ּבָ  כה  ּבִ

 “Neither with malediction curse them ם ֶבּנוּ  ּגַ    קֹב לֹא ִתּקֳ

 but nor with blessings bless them!” ם ֵרְך לֹא ְתָבֲרֶכּנוּ  ּגַ    : ּבָ
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 ‘Whatever G-d shall speak  ר ר י ּכֹל ֲאׁשֶ    יְיַדּבֵ

 that is what I must do!’?”  ֶׂהֹאתֹו ֶאֱעש   :   

 

27 Then Bollok said to Billom: ָלק ֶאל ְלָעם ַויֹּאֶמר ּבָ  כז  ּבִ

 “Please come, for I know to take you ֲחךָ  ְלָכה א ֶאּקָ    ּנָ

 to yet another place ָמקֹום ַאֵחר ֶאל   

 where hopefully it might be G-d’s will  ֱֵעיֵני ָהא ר ּבְ    לִֹהים-אּוַלי ִייׁשַ

 that you curse me them from there.” ם ָ    : ְוַקּבֹתֹו ִלי ִמׁשּ
 

28 And so Bollok brought Billom ָלק ֶאת ח ּבָ ּקַ ְלָעם ַויִּ  כח  ּבִ

 to the top of the place called Pe’or עֹור    רֹאׁש ַהּפְ

 which looks down towards the wilderness. ָקף ַעל ׁשְ יֹמן ַהּנִ ֵני ַהְיׁשִ    : ּפְ
 

29 Then Billom said to Bollok: ְלָעם ֶאל ָלק ַויֹּאֶמר ּבִ  כט  ּבָ

 “Build for me here seven altars ֵנה חֹת ּבְ ְבָעה ִמְזּבְ    ִלי ָבֶזה ׁשִ

 and prepare for me here ֶזה    ְוָהֵכן ִלי ּבָ

 seven bullocks and seven rams.” ְבָעה ֵאיִלם ְבָעה ָפִרים ְוׁשִ    : ׁשִ
 

30 Bollok did as Billom said  ְׂלָעםַויַַּעש ר ָאַמר ּבִ ֲאׁשֶ ָלק ּכַ  ל   ּבָ

 and Billom offered up  ַויַַּעל   

 a bullock and a ram on each altar.  ַח ְזּבֵ ּמִ ר ָוַאִיל ּבַ     :ּפָ
 

24 : 1 Now Billom at last perceived ְלָעםַויְַּרא   אכד     ּבִ

 that it pleased HaShem to bless Yisroel ֵעיֵני י י טֹוב ּבְ    ָרֵאלִישְׂ   ְלָבֵרְך ֶאתיּכִ

 so he didn’t go ָהַלךְ  ְולֹא   

 as he had done on the previous times ַפַעם ַפַעם  ּכְ    ּבְ

 to try with enchantments to curse them  ים    ִלְקַראת ְנָחׁשִ

 and instead he concentrated his mind 

towards the desert where Yisroel was encamped  

and focussed on the events that had happened there. 

ת ֶאל ָניו ַויָּׁשֶ ר ּפָ ְדּבָ    : ַהּמִ

 

2 When Billom lifted up his eyes  א ִבְלָעם ֶאת ָ ׂשּ  ב  ֵעיָניו ַויִּ

 and saw Yisroel ָרֵאלִישְׂ  ַויְַּרא ֶאת   

 dwelling in harmony and decorum ׁשֵֹכן   

 their tents arranged according to their Tribes — ָבָטיו    ִלׁשְ

 there came upon him then  ִהי ָעָליו    ַוּתְ

 the spirit of prophecy from G-d.  ֱלִֹהים-רּוַח א:   
 

3 Then he lifted up his parable and said: לֹו ַויֹּאַמר א ְמׁשָ ָ ׂשּ  ג  ַויִּ

 “Thus speaks now Billom, the son of Beor,   ִּנֹו ְבעֹרְנֻאם ב    ְלָעם ּבְ
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 “And thus speaks the man  

whose prophetic eye is now open.  
ֻתם ָהָעִין ֶבר ׁשְ    : ּוְנֻאם ַהּגֶ

 

4 “The one who hears the words of G-d — he speaks now; ד  ל-אֵ  ְנֻאם ׁשֵֹמַע ִאְמֵרי 

 “He who sees that vision which G-d,  

the All-Sufficing One, allows to be seen: 
י ֶיֱחֶזה ּדַ ר ַמֲחֵזה ׁשַ    ֲאׁשֶ

 “O, he is fallen low ֹנֵפל   

 “Yet he has uncovered eyes to see all this! ּוְגלּוי ֵעיָנִים :  
 

5 “How goodly are your tents, O Yaakov, ה  ּטֹבּו ֹאָהֶליָך ַיֲעקֹב ַמה 

 “Your dwellings, O Yisroel!  ְֹׂנֶתיָך ִיש ּכְ    : ָרֵאלִמׁשְ
 

6 “Ever-flowing peacefully like winding brooks,  ּיו ְנָחִלים ִנּטָ  ו  ּכִ

 “Watched over by G-d  

like gardens at the riverside are watched,  ַגּנֹת   ֲעֵלי ָנָהרּכְ
 

 “Like fragrant trees  ֲאָהִלים    ּכַ

 “Planted by G-d Himself — for all time; יָנַטע י   

 “Like mighty cedars beside the waters. ֲאָרִזים    : ָמִים  ֲעֵליּכַ
 

7 “As water flows constantly through the tributaries 

spreading outwards and onwards 
ְלָיו ִיזַּל  ז  ַמִים ִמּדָ

 “So shall their royal seed prosper 

like ever-increasing waters; 
ים ַמִים ַרּבִ    ְוַזְרעֹו ּבְ

 “Their king higher in stature than mighty Aggag  ְֹוָירֹם ֵמֲאַגג ַמְלּכו   

 “And their kingdom greatly exalted!  ֹא ַמְלֻכתו ֵ ׂשּ    : ְוִתּנַ
 

8 “It is G-d Who brought them out from Egypt:  ְֵצַרִיםל מֹוִציאוֹ -א  ח   ִמּמִ

 “He is their uplifting Power always;  ֹתֹוֲעֹפת ְרֵאם לו    ּכְ

 “He shall devour the nations that are their enemies יֹאַכל ּגֹוִים ָצָריו   

 “And shatter their strength; ְוַעְצֹמֵתיֶהם ְיָגֵרם   

 “And with His arrows He shall break their power! יו ִיְמָחץ    : ְוִחּצָ
 

9 “Then they rest peacefully, crouching protectively lion-like, ֲאִרי ַכב ּכַ ַרע ׁשָ  ט   ּכָ

 “Lying down, confident, like the stately lion:  ּוְכָלִביא   

 “Who would dare to disturb him?  ִּמי ְיִקיֶמּנו   

 “O, how those that bless you are indeed blessed  ְְמָבְרֶכיָך ָברּוך   

 “But those that would curse you show themselves to be cursed!” ְוֹאְרֶריָך ָארּור :   
 

10 Then the anger of Bollok was kindled against Billom ַחר ָלק ֶאל ַויִּ ְלָעם ַאף ּבָ  י  ּבִ

 and he smote his hands together ְסּפֹק ֶאת יו ַויִּ ּפָ    ּכַ

 and Bollok said to Billom: ָלק ֶאל ְלָעם ַויֹּאֶמר ּבָ    ּבִ

 “I called you to curse my enemies  ָָלקֹב ֹאְיַבי ְקָראִתיך   
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 but you have repeatedly blessed them  ְַרְכּתָ ָבֵרך    ְוִהּנֵה ּבֵ

 these three times!  ְּלֹׁש פ    : ָעִמיםֶזה ׁשָ
 

11 And now therefore hurry back to your place! ַרח ה ּבְ  יא  ְמקֹוֶמךָ  ְלָך ֶאל ְוַעּתָ

 I said that I would greatly honour you  י ד ָאַמְרּתִ ּבֵ ְדךָ  ּכַ    ֲאַכּבֶ

 but see!  G-d has withheld from you any more honour!” בי ְוִהּנֵה ְמָנֲעָך י    : ֹוד ִמּכָ
 

12 But Billom said to Bollok: ְלָעם ֶאל ָלק ַויֹּאֶמר ּבִ  יב  ּבָ

 “But to your messengers  ם ֶאל    ַמְלָאֶכיךָ  ֲהלֹא ּגַ

 whom you sent to me did I not speak clearly, thus? ר י ֵלאֹמר ֲאׁשֶ ְרּתִ ּבַ ַלְחּתָ ֵאַלי ּדִ    : ׁשָ

 

13 ‘If Bollok were to give to me ן ִאם  יג  י ָבָלק לִ ִיּתֶ

 even his own palace full  ְֹמלֹא ֵביתו   

 with silver — and even gold! — ֶסף ְוָזָהב    ּכֶ

 I am not able לֹא אּוַכל   

 to transgress the word of G-d יי יפִּ  ַלֲעֹבר ֶאת   

 to do even good — 

let alone any evil! — of my own  mind!  
י ּבִ    ַלֲעשֹֹות טֹוָבה אֹו ָרָעה ִמּלִ

 That which G-d shall speak to me ר ר י ֲאׁשֶ    יְיַדּבֵ

 that is what I must speak!’ ר    : ֹאתֹו ֲאַדּבֵ
 

14 Now see!  I am going back to my people —  ִה ִהְנִני הֹוֵלְך ְלַעּמ  יד  יְוַעּתָ

 But come!  Let me advise you  ְָלָכה ִאיָעְצך   

 about what this People will do to your people  ֶׂר ַיֲעש ךָ ֲאׁשֶ    ה ָהָעם ַהזֶּה ְלַעּמְ

 and what will come to pass in the latter days.” ַאֲחִרית ַהיִָּמים    : ּבְ
 

15 And he lifted up his parable and he said: לֹו ַויֹּא א ְמׁשָ ָ ׂשּ  טו  ַמרַויִּ

 “Thus speaks again Billom the son of Beor נֹו ְבעֹר ְלָעם ּבְ    ְנֻאם ּבִ

 “And thus speaks the man  

whose prophetic eye is still open. 
ֻתם ָהָעִין ֶבר ׁשְ    : ּוְנֻאם ַהּגֶ

 

16 “He who hears the speeches of G-d — 

he speaks now just one more time; 
 טז  ל-אֵ  ֻאם ׁשֵֹמַע ִאְמֵרינְ 

 “He that knows the future  

like the Most High G-d knows it! 
ַעת ֶעְליֹון    ְויֵֹדַע ּדַ

 “He that sees the visions that G-d,  

the All-Sufficing One, allows to be seen! 
י ֶיֱחֶזה-ַמֲחֵזה שַׁ     ּדַ

 “He is indeed fallen low ֹנֵפל   

 “But he has uncovered eyes yet! ּוְגלּוי ֵעיָנִים :   
 

17 “I see it clearly, though it be not now, ה  יז  ֶאְרֶאּנּו ְולֹא ַעּתָ

 “I gaze far ahead, for it is not at all near: ֲאׁשּוֶרּנּו ְולֹא ָקרֹוב   
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 “Behold!  A star shall make its way out of the people of Yaakov  ַרְך ּכֹוָכב    ִמיֲַּעקֹבּדָ

 “And the sceptre royal shall rise up from Yisroel;  ְׂש ֶבט ִמיִּ    ָרֵאלְוָקם ׁשֵ

 “He shall break out through the strong cornerstones of Mo’av ֲאֵתי מֹוָאב    ּוָמַחץ ּפַ

 “And ultimately he will tear down all the false cults 

of all the children of Shays, son of Adam! 
ל ֵני ְוַקְרַקר ּכָ ת ּבְ    : ׁשֵ

 

18 “But in the meantime 

mighty Edom will become a possession of others.  ֹהְוָהָיה ֱאדו   ם ְיֵרׁשָ
 יח

 “Yes!  Even Seyyir will be a possession of its enemies  ֵׂה ש    ִעיר ֹאְיָביוְוָהָיה ְיֵרׁשָ

 “But Yisroel shall grow ever greater in strength.  ְׂה ָחִילָרֵאל עֹשֶׂ ְוִיש :   
 

19 “Out of Yaakov shall come this ruler of men  ֵיט  ְרּדְ ִמיֲַּעקֹבְוי 

 “And in the end he will destroy that which 

remains of the enemy stronghold!” 
   : ִריד ֵמִעיריד שָׂ ְוֶהֱאבִ 

 

20 Then he saw Ammolayk כ  ֲעָמֵלק ַויְַּרא ֶאת 

 and he lifted up his parable and he said: לֹו ַויֹּאַמר א ְמׁשָ ָ ׂשּ    ַויִּ

 “The mightiest of nations is Ammolayk ית ּגֹוִים ֲעָמֵלק    ֵראׁשִ

 “Yet his end shall be utter destruction!” ְוַאֲחִריתֹו ֲעֵדי ֹאֵבד :   
 

21 And he saw the Kaynite יִני ַויְַּרא ֶאת  כא  ַהּקֵ

 and he lifted up his parable and he said:  ַלֹו ו א ְמׁשָ ָ ׂשּ    יֹּאַמרַויִּ

 “Even though you make your dwelling in the mountain stronghold  ֶָבך    ֵאיָתן מֹוׁשָ

 “And you set your nest in the rock — it will not help you!  ִַׂלע ִקּנֶךָ ְוש ּסֶ    : ים ּבַ
 

22 “For when the time comes to lay you waste, O Kayyin, י ִאם  כב  ִיְהֶיה ְלָבֵער ָקִין ּכִ

 “O, how far will Asshur carry you away captive!” ךָּ  ַעד ּבֶ ׁשְ ּור ּתִ    : ָמה ַאׁשּ
 

23 And he lifted up his parable and he said: לֹו ַויֹּאַמר א ְמׁשָ ָ ׂשּ  כג  ַויִּ

 “Alas!  Other than the Jewish Nation,  

Which of you mighty nations shall still remain ִמי ִיְחֶיהאֹוי   
 

 “When G-d shall appoint all this to come about?”  ֵמֹו א ֻ    : ל-ִמׂשּ
 

24 “And then great ships shall come from the direction of Kittim  ים ּתִ  כד  ְוִצים ִמיַּד ּכִ

 “And they will afflict even Asshur the conqueror ּור    ְוִעּנּו ַאׁשּ

 “And they shall afflict also Ayver —  ֵּעֶבר ְוִעּנו   

 “But Kittim too will be utterly destroyed!” הּוא ֲעֵדי ֹאֵבד ְוַגם :   
  

25 Then Billom arose ְלָעם  כה  ַויָָּקם ּבִ

 and he went and returned to his place  ֹב ִלְמֹקמו    ַויֵֶּלְך ַויָּׁשָ

 and Bollok, too, went his way. ָלק ָהַלְך ְלַדְרּכוֹ  ְוַגם    : ּבָ
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This week’s Haftorah is from Sefer Michoh, 
(one of the shorter Books of the Prophets making up The Twelve) 

from Chapter 5, verse 6 till Chapter 6 verse 8. 

 

1. Once again, the connexion between the Sidra and the Haftorah is rather tenuous.  It is 

simply that in the course of his speech, the prophet Michoh mentions the events of this 

week’s Sidra as an example of how HaShem has always protected His People from their 

adversaries.  Another connexion is the promise that HaShem will get rid of magic and 

wizardry from amongst the Jewish People, which calls to mind that malevolent 

sorcerer, Billom, a central figure in the Sidra.  

2. The Novvi Michoh, a contemporary of Yeshayohu, lived in the time of the exile of the 

Northern Kingdom of Israel.  This exile started with the attack of Tiglas-Pilesser against 

the Northern Kingdom of Israel and ended with the carrying-off of the Ten Tribes as 

exiles by Shalmanezer.  (Both of these were kings of Ashur.)  Michoh was a champion of 

the poorer people and often lambasted the rich landowning city-dwellers for being 

heartless.  He condemned them for exploiting the destitute and defenceless workers 

who toiled hard to eke out a living from the soil.  His message from HaShem to the 

wealthy people of Yerushalaim and the Southern Kingdom of Yehudah was the warning 

that if they will not better their ways they too will suffer the same fate as the people of 

the Northern Kingdom.  They too will find themselves exiled just like the people and 

king of the Northern Kingdom has been exiled.   

3. But besides being a message to the Jewish people of his time and for that time, the 

message of Michoh that is our Haftorah speaks also of events far into the future.  The 

time will come, says Michoh, when HaShem will gather-in the exiles of the Jewish 

People.  That is a given.  But our exile meanwhile is not intended only as a punishment.  

Our exile amongst the Nations of the world also serves HaShem’s purpose, that is, to 

spread the knowledge of HaShem amongst the Nations of the world and to make known 

to them the morality and social justice that will, in peace and brotherliness, elevate all 

the families of the world.  The Jewish People, the descendants of Avrohom and carrying 

within them his high ideals and now dispersed amongst the nations, will bring the 

benefits of these great teachings to those nations and, says the Novvi, “will be like the 

refreshing dew and the invigorating rain-showers” upon a parched earth.   

4. Even in exile, the Jewish People will defy all the rules of history and will never 

disappear.  And when the time comes for our redemption from exile, there will be no 

need for war-horses or chariots or fortresses or fortified cities.  Indeed, there will be no 

need to resort to any unnatural powers or magic or sorcery to defend ourselves, for 
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HaShem Himself protects us.  We for our part will renounce all idolworship and stop 

placing our trust in our own power and will instead rely solely on HaShem.  He will 

repay those nations who dealt with us kindly with kindness and those that tormented 

us He will punish.   

5. Michoh tells us to look back over our history and see how HaShem has protected us and 

indeed how it has ever been thus.  In a grand proclamation, Michoh tells the ancient 

hills and timeless mountains to hear HaShem’s challenge that He throws down to those 

of the Jewish People who deserted Him:  “See how much I have done for you and yet 

have made so few demands upon you!  I took you out from the land of Egypt, the house 

of slavery.  I sent you Mosheh to lead you all and teach you the Torah, and Aharon to 

bless you and help you to achieve atonement through the Divine Service of the 

Sanctuary and Miriam to teach the women and I protected you way back then from the 

evil sorcerer Billom.  (This is the link with this week’s Sidra, mentioned above.)  And 

so, too, throughout the generations, I always granted you great Torah leaders and I 

protected you (often way beyond the protection that you merited) from those that 

would do you harm.” 

6. Yet, says Michoh, HaShem does not demand great and expensive sacrifices.  On the 

contrary, HaShem asks scornfully: “Do I want your thousands of rams or numerous 

libations of oil and wine?  Do I want your firstborn children as a sacrifice to atone for 

your sins or the sacrifice of any children at all to pardon your waywardness?”  Not at all 

and to the contrary!  If the heart and intentions of the person are not genuinely good, 

then Korbonnos are worse than nothing for they become part of the charade and the 

hypocrisy.  HaShem has told us long ago what he wants from us — in any case it is for 

our own good, too — and it is the same as He has told us ever since we became His 

People and received His Torah, says the Novvi. 

7. Here, when he says that, “He has told us long ago,” Michoh refers to the very beginning 

of our history and that episode where HaShem Himself declares in His Torah clearly 

and unambiguously exactly why He chose our forefather Avrohom.  HaShem expresses 

it thus: “I love Avrohom, for I know that he will teach and train his children and his 

followers that they shall keep to the way of G-d …”  And what is this “way of G-d”?  Is it 

“to be religious”?  (Whatever that is!)  Is it, perhaps, to offer up many sacrifices?  Maybe 

it’s to retire from this world and be a recluse, “contemplating the Divine”?   

8. It is none of these, says Michoh.  And we don’t need to guess, either.  HaShem Himself 

tells us what to “follow the way of G-d” means.  “… that they shall keep to the way of 

G-d, namely, to do righteousness and justice.”  And this is the message that is 

proclaimed by Michoh (and is the concluding Possuk of our Haftorah): “HaShem has 

told you long ago, Man, what it is that He wants from you!  It is that you shall do justice 

and love kindness and go about your lives humbly, that is, without ostentation or 

exhibition, with HaShem your G-d always in your minds and hearts.”  
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Taken from “The Prisoner and Other Tales of Faith” by Rabbi Salomon Alter Halpern 

and published by Feldheim.  Reprinted here by kind permission of the Author. 

 
The Ministers of Tsar Nikolai the First were waiting anxiously in a spacious room in the 

Imperial Palace.  They had been suddenly called from their homes for an Emergency 

Meeting.  But none of them had any idea of what the emergency might be.  For once, all 

was quiet in their departments: no war, no rebellion, not even a financial crisis or 

international dispute that might call for urgent measures.  Whatever it was, the Emperor 

alone knew of it. 

At last, the Tsar arrived.  He was in one of his dangerous moods, when anyone who 

disagreed with him would be considered as a traitor. 

He came to the point at once.  “Gentlemen,” he said, “I have called this meeting to settle 

once and for all the Jewish Question.  This stubborn race is the greatest danger to the unity 

of Our Dominions.  They refuse to speak our language or give up any of their outlandish 

ways.  They are a state within the State.  Their numbers and influence are increasing.  We 

must get rid of this menace.  I shall not be satisfied until they have either embraced our 

faith or left the country. 

“We have planned laws to this purpose more than once.  But these devils are cunning, and 

their bribery has often made traitors of high-placed men.  There may be traitors even 

amongst you here.” 

Some of the Ministers winced inwardly.  Was he going to ‘expose a traitor,’ and ‘make an 

example’? 

“Each time,” he went on, “they have gained information about the laws before they came 

into force, sometimes even before they were passed, and by bribery or international protests 

managed to get them suppressed before they were even due to be carried out.   

“It shall not happen this time.  This Ukase is going out in sealed letters to the Provincial 

Governors and will not be opened until the thirty-first of March — which is the first day of 

their Passover — and it will then be carried out immediately.  You, gentlemen, will not 

leave the Palace until you have worked out the Ukase and it has been signed.  Until it comes 

into force you will be under secret observation, and I would advise you, gentlemen, if you 

value your lives, not to meet any Jewish spies.” 

The Ministers were struck with fear and indignation.  Was this the way to speak to the 

noblemen of Imperial Russia?  But they did value their lives, and no one uttered a word of 

protest. 
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“I take it then,” the Tsar continued, after a glance round the table, “that we are agreed.  

Now for the details. 

“We must strike first of all at the things from which these infidels draw their strength in 

spite of all the restrictions under which I — and my predecessors — have placed them.  We 

must strike at the means by which they pass on their rebellious ideas and their fanatical 

religion.” 

From his inside breast pocket he drew out a sheet of paper and read: 

“To be closed: 

 (a) The Hebrew Schools known as Cheder.  Proper schools may be opened 

  provided that all teachers are Russian Christians. 

 (b) The Seminaries called Yeshivos. 

 (c) The Synagogues. 

 (d) The Jewish baths called Mikvahs. 

“To be prohibited: 

 (a) Circumcision. 

 (b) The Jewish Sabbath.  All shops and factories must be open on Saturdays, and 

  the police must see to it that every worker and trader is doing his work on 

  Saturdays. 

“To be arrested: 

 (a) All Rabbis. 

 (b) All Community Leaders. 

 (c) Any person who tries — or might try — to obstruct the carrying  

  out of this law, or who makes protest against it.” 

There was silence.  The Foreign Minister was thinking of what the English newspapers 

would say.  The Home Secretary thought of the sheer logistics of dealing with a couple of 

million Jews and how many deportations would result and then found himself wondering 

how in the world he was going to find the extra tens of thousands of dependable and 

incorruptible policemen who would ensure that the law was carried out — if the thing 

wasn’t called off first.  The Minister of Justice thought of how on earth he could have such a 

thing on the lawbook without looking ridiculous …  

But no one said a thing.  It was no use — and highly dangerous — to answer back. 

The Tsar broke into their thoughts.  “It is now your task to formulate these points so as to 

leave no loopholes, and to give some convincing reasons for each of them.  Any reference 

books you may need will be brought to you here, and since your work will take a number of 

hours I have arranged for dinner to be served in the next room.  You will also find light 

refreshments there whenever you want them. 
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“Now tell me,” he went on in a somewhat friendlier tone, “how long do you think you will 

take to complete a draft?” 

After a moment’s silence, the Prime Minister replied: 

“In view of the urgency of the matter, Sire, I, and I believe my colleagues, will agree to forgo 

dinner today and be content with light refreshments during the work.  Even so, I think we 

shall need twelve hours for a rough draft.  As it is now two o’clock, this means we cannot be 

finished until two o’clock in the morning.” 

“In that case,” answered the Tsar, “I will not keep you any longer from your work.  Tonight 

at two o’clock, then, I shall come and see what progress you have made.  The Meeting is 

closed.” 

With these words, he rose and walked out of the room. 

The Ministers stood in their places for a moment.  They thought many things but did not 

speak.  It was not healthy to speak too much in the Imperial Palace. 

They set to work.  The Home Secretary, who had most knowledge on the subject, went over 

the points proposed by His Majesty.  Each point was discussed, then the work was shared 

out between them.  They found it hard work without their assistants, but by nine o’clock 

each had finished working out his part. 

The separate sheets were read out and discussed.  Some points needed changing.  Each 

took his notes back again for a final draft.  By eleven thirty they had combined them into a 

unified document, and the Minister of Justice had begun to copy it out in clear writing. 

The others sat down to a late dinner.  It was only now they realized how tired and hungry 

they had become.  Glad that the task was over, they ate heartily. 

Suddenly, shouted commands were heard outside.  The guards were presenting arms — the 

Tsar was coming.  They had hardly time to file into the Conference Chamber before he 

came in, alone. 

Without a word, he went to the Minister of Justice’s place, took up what he was writing and 

glanced through it, then through the remaining sheets.  At last he gathered all the papers 

into a sheaf, went up to the grand fireplace — and threw them into the flames. 

Still without speaking, he walked out.  The whole thing had only taken a few minutes.  

Outside the guards were called to attention again — and he was gone. 

“This is too much!” exploded the Home Secretary.  “We are treated like naughty boys, first 

locked in to do our lines, then — ”  He pointed to the fire. 

Nobody said a word in support.  Indeed, the Home Secretary seemed to regret that he had 

spoken. 

“It seems,” began the Finance Minister, “that His Majesty does not require our services any 

more tonight.  I move, therefore, that we adjourn.” 
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The Prime Minister turned on him.  “I cannot agree at all,” he said.  “His Majesty has not 

dismissed us.  It is certainly clear that he is displeased with our draft.  If so, it is our duty to 

prepare a better one, but certainly not to leave our posts.” 

“But on what lines,” retorted the Finance Minister, “do you propose to plan a new draft?  

This one was based on His Majesty’s own wishes.  If that was not good, how can other ideas 

satisfy His Majesty better?”  To this, the Prime Minister had nothing to say. 

At last it was agreed that they would stay until two o’clock, the time originally arranged, in 

case the Tsar would return with new proposals.  In the meantime they would go on with 

their interrupted dinner. 

Food and wine restored their good humour and they were drinking one toast after another 

when shortly before two o’clock they again heard the commands outside and the Tsar 

returned, with two Adjutants. 

He too was in a genial mood.  “Well, gentlemen,” he addressed them, “so you have finished 

the work and started celebrating?  I thought it couldn’t take all that long.  Now, if you are 

ready, I’d like to see the draft.” 

Astonishment and confusion were in the expressions of the Ministers.  At last the Prime 

Minister brought out:  “B-but Your Majesty did inspect the d-draft at midnight, and — ”  He 

broke off when he saw the Tsar’s sudden gesture of anger and disgust.   

“Is there,” demanded the Tsar in an icy tone, “is there one amongst you gentlemen sober 

enough to tell me what this man is babbling about?” 

The Ministers looked to the War Minister, who was regarded as a favourite of the Tsar, and 

he addressed his master in his most conciliatory manner: 

“Your Imperial Majesty!  If we have incurred Your Majesty’s displeasure by having dinner 

whilst waiting for new orders, we most humbly apologize.  But when Your Majesty rejected 

the original draft we thought — “ 

“What on earth,” interrupted the Tsar, “are you talking about?” 

The War Minister tried to rally his dignity.  “Does not Your Majesty please to remember that 

shortly before midnight Your Majesty inspected the draft we had completed, and burned it?  

We were awaiting further orders and in the meantime …” 

The Tsar’s anger was mounting.  “Are you suggesting that I have been here before?”  He 

looked round the table and saw them nodding in agreement.  “Is that what all of you say?” 

The Ministers affirmed this. 

“A conspiracy!” thundered the Tsar.  “By Heaven, a conspiracy!  The whole Cabinet bought 

by the Jews!  But you must be out of your minds to sit here feasting all this time and then 

tell me the most stupid lie ever invented!  Von Gradewitz!” he addressed one of the 

Adjutants, “call the guards and have these men locked up until I decide whether they belong 

in the mad-house or in Siberia!” 
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Obediently, the Adjutant went to the door and shouted a command.  A platoon of guards 

marched in and stood awaiting orders. 

The Tsar had changed back to his cold, ironic mood.  He said in French: “Messieurs les 

Ministres, I know that in your hearts you probably think of me as a tyrant.  But let none of 

you say that you have been condemned without a fair trial and proper evidence.  Von 

Gradewitz, ask these plain, honest soldiers whether these gentlemen are lying or I myself.” 

Gradewitz spoke to the Sergeant of the Guard.  “Has anyone entered this building since you 

came on duty?” 

“No one, Sir,” replied the soldier, “except His Majesty alone.” 

“Fool!” countered Gradewitz, impatiently.  “We know that His Majesty entered or he would 

not be here!  I asked you if anyone came in before this.” 

“Yes, Sir,” answered the man, with composure, “and that was what I said.  His Majesty 

came here, alone, at ten minutes to twelve, stayed for three minutes, and left again.” 

“An impostor!” exclaimed the Tsar, whose face had turned white with anger.  “A traitor can 

impersonate me, and walk past my guards unchallenged!  Damnation, I say!  What have we 

come to if in my own Palace —   Call the Officer of the Day!” 

He whispered to Gradewitz, then stepped behind the heavy curtain drawn over the long 

windows.  When the officer came in, Gradewitz asked him: “Have you seen His Majesty the 

Tsar tonight?” 

“Yes,” replied the officer, “I saw His Majesty twice.  The first time just before twelve, and 

again just now.” 

“Are you quite sure?” asked Gradewitz.  “I happen to know that His Majesty did not leave 

his private apartments from ten o’clock until now.  Could it have been someone else, 

perhaps someone impersonating His Majesty?” 

“Impossible,” declared the officer, emphatically, “quite impossible.  I opened the doors for 

His Majesty myself on both occasions, and you will agree that it is my business to know His 

Majesty’s appearance.  Besides, I had to ask him for the password.” 

“And he gave it?” asked Gradewitz. 

“Naturally,” said the officer, “why should His Majesty not know his own password?” 

“Enough!” said the Tsar, stepping out from behind the curtain.  He bared his head 

reverently. 

“Gentlemen,” he said in solemn tones, “at twelve o’clock I was asleep in my room.  But it is 

clear that the Guardian of Israel does not sleep nor slumber.  The man you saw was His 

Heavenly messenger — sent to hold us back from an ill-considered step.  I bow to His Will.   

“Gentlemen, the Ukase is withdrawn!” 
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1. We are commanded by our Prophets to observe, by special prayers and by fasting, those 

days on which throughout the ages grave troubles befell our People.  The purpose of 

these public fast-days is that we should take stock of our deeds and thoughts and resolve 

to turn away from the bad practices and alien ideas which caused our troubles in the first 

place and return to the way of life that   ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ ה   in His kindness intended for 
us.  When we will sincerely turn back to Him,    ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ ה  will grant that we 
behold the true Redemption and that sadness and sorrow will be banished forever, as He 

Himself has promised. 

2. There are four days in our history on which great tragedies occurred and which therefore 

were instituted by our Prophets as public fast-days.  They are: 

[1] The third day in Tishrei, when the Jewish Governor, Gedalyoh ben Achikkom, was 

assassinated (in the year 3339).  He had been appointed by the Babylonian king 

Nevuchadnetzar to look after the remnant of the Jewish People in Eretz Yisroel and 

when Gedalyoh was murdered by a jealous rival, the remaining Jews were killed or 

sold into slavery and Eretz Yisroel was laid waste completely by the enraged evil 

Nevuchadnetzar.  With that, the exiles lost hope of rejoining the Jewish People in 

the Holy Land to rebuild the Nation, and the resulting destruction and desolation 

became the precursor of the long and terrible Exile to come.  (See Historical Note, 

below.)  

[2] The tenth day of Tayvays, when the siege of Yerushalaim was commenced by 

Nevuchadnetzar (in the year 3338) and which ended in the destruction of the Beis 

HaMikdash and our dispersion (the “Diaspora”) over the whole world. 

[3] The seventeenth day of Tammuz, on which through the ages five tragedies 

occurred: 

[1] The Tablets of the Testimony (the  ּתחוֹ לו ) were smashed by   ֹינוּ בֵּ  ַר  השֶׁ מ  because 

of the sin of the Golden Calf (in the year 2448);  

[2] The first public burning of our Holy Torah took place on this day.  (Generally, 

when troubles occur, the exact dates of those troubles can become confused or 

forgotten, especially when the troubles increase or recur, and this is true about 

this event, too.  Although there have, tragically, been numerous burnings of 

our Holy Torah, nevertheless this date marks the first such burning that was 

deliberate and public.  Some say that this intentional contemptuous act 

occurred a few years before the Destruction of the first Beis HaMikdash and 

according to one opinion, the Sefer Torah was the one written by Ezra 
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HaSofer.  On the other hand, Josephus, the historian who lived at the time of 

the Roman occupation of Eretz Yisroel, in the time of the Second Beis 

HaMikdosh, gives an account of a different burning of a Sefer Torah which 

occurred on the Seventeenth of Tammuz.  He reports that the Romans took 

every opportunity to provoke the Jewish People and that violence was not 

uncommon.  He describes how on one occasion — the date was the 

seventeenth of Tammuz — it happened that a Roman official was robbed on 

the high road near Beis Chorron.  The Roman Procurator took this opportunity 

to make trouble and sent a detachment of soldiers to arrest the villagers there 

for failing to pursue and hold the robbers.  At that point, one of those soldiers 

seized a Sefer Torah from a nearby village, ripped it to pieces and threw it into 

a fire.  Word of this sacrilegious deed spread through the countryside like 

wildfire and the Roman Procurator realized that if he failed to punish the 

soldier, the resulting violence would be impossible to contain and he would be 

blamed by Rome for not maintaining order in the country.  He ordered that the 

perpetrator be hanged in front of the aggrieved populace and so calm returned 

for the time being.  Yet others say that this date marks the public burning of a 

Sefer Torah perpetrated by the evil Apostomos and was during the persecution 

by the Syrian Greeks, in the time of the Second Beis HaMikdash, in the year 

3823.) 

[3] An idol was set up inside the Beis HaMikdash itself (according to some, by the 

same Apostomos, during the time of the second Beis HaMikdash; according to 

others, this happened in the time of the first Beis HaMikdash and was done was 

by the wicked ones of our own People, in this case, by King Menasheh); 

[4] The daily offering of the   ָידִמ  ּתָ  ןבַּ ְר ק   was stopped during the siege of 

Yerushalaim at the time of the Destruction of the first Beis HaMikdash, which 

circumstance showed that   ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ ה   was no longer pleased with our 
Service; and 

[5] The walls of the City of Yerushalaim were actually breached at the time of the 

Destruction of the first Beis HaMikdash, in the year 3338 (and again on the 

very same day at the Destruction of the second Beis HaMikdash in 3828). 

[4] The fourth fast-day is the Ninth of Av, on which day it was decreed that the 

generation of the   ֹםיִ ַר צְ ִמ   יאֵ צְ יו   aged twenty years and more who were redeemed 

from Egypt would die in the Wilderness and not come to Eretz Yisroel.  This was 

because they had believed the Spies’ false report about the promised Holy Land and 

had mourned in vain and for no reason over their fate, despite that  

אהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ הַ    had said it was “a Land flowing with milk and honey.”  Because 

of this treachery, He decreed that this day would be a day of genuine mourning for 

the whole of  and it was on this day (Tish’a b’Av) that the first — and  לאֵ ָר שְׂ יִ   ללַ כְּ   

later the second — Beis HaMikdash was destroyed and set alight to burn to the 
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ground.  On this day, too, the town of Baysar fell, and the Bar Kochba rising, which 

could have brought an end to our sufferings had we merited it, was crushed, and 

hundreds of thousands of the Jewish People were massacred.  It was on Tish’a b’Av, 

too, that the fateful prophecy that the site of the Beis HaMikdash would be 

ploughed-over was fulfilled by the evil Tyranus Rufus, the Roman Governor of Eretz 

Yisroel at that time.  Indeed, throughout the generations, numerous massacres and 

killings, pogroms and mass-murders and inquisitions have made this the saddest 

and most tragic day in our calendar. 

3. On the Seventeenth of Tammuz, as indeed on any public fast-day, it is forbidden to take 

any food or drink, even the smallest amount.  As far as ill or weakened persons, who are 

greatly discomforted by fasting, are concerned, some leniencies may be exercised but in 

such cases a Rav should be consulted.  But even such people who are allowed not to fast 

should eat and drink only that which is necessary for their recovery and health.  Sensible 

children who understand what the fast-day commemorates, too, should be given only 

that which is necessary for their well-being, not sweets and treats.  

4. A person who is ill or in pain is not required to fast the Fast of Gedalyoh, nor the Tenth of 

Tayvais nor the Seventeenth of Tammuz.  As far as Tish’a b’Av is concerned, however, 

even if one is in pain, one is nevertheless required to fast and one is absolved from fasting 

only if one is suffering greatly or one is old or weak and may become ill if one fasted 

(even if there is no danger to life).  A person with a headache or similar discomfort is 

nevertheless required to fast.  (Concerning Yom Kippur, however, everyone over Bar 

Mitzvah or Bas Mitzvah is required to fast and the only exception is if fasting would pose 

a danger to life.)  In all such cases of someone not being able to fast on any public fast-

day, a Rav must be consulted.  Generally speaking, if a person is not required to fast 

because fasting would pose a danger to him, then it is indeed forbidden for him to fast.  

5. With the exception of Tish’a b’Av and Yom Kippur, which both start the evening before, 

all public fast-days start with dawn.  It would therefore be permitted to eat breakfast 

before dawn (dawn is 72 minutes before sun-rise and the precise time is given in the 

better kind of Lu’ach) provided one made a condition to do so before retiring at night.  

Again, with the exception of Tish’a b’Av and Yom Kippur, on a public fast-day it is 

permitted to wear leather footwear and to wash oneself.  Nevertheless, the accepted 

custom is not to take a hot shower or bath on any public fast-day unless this is necessary 

for medical reasons.  Similarly, if it is a very hot day and one is suffering from the heat, it 

is permitted to take a cold shower to cool off.  (But it is proper for adults to refrain from 

swimming on a fast-day.)   

6. Some authorities permit rinsing out one’s mouth on a public fast-day (but not on Tish’a 

b’Av or Yom Kippur) but others allow this only for those who are in considerable distress.  

But in any case this rinsing out the mouth must be done with only the minimum of 

water and leaning forward so that no water goes to the back of the mouth and the throat.  
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(Visiting the dentist on a public fast-day, which will inevitably necessitate rinsing out the 

mouth, should therefore be avoided if possible.) 

7. Medicines prescribed by a doctor, or a course of medicine which must not be interrupted, 

may be taken on a fast-day and if one has difficulty swallowing pills without water one 

may drink the small amount of water needed to swallow them, without the need to ruin 

the taste of the water beforehand.  If one suffers from a headache or discomfort, pain-

killers and non-prescribed medications may be taken, but taking these with water (if this 

is necessary) is not permitted unless the water is first made to have a bad taste.  (If these 

questions arise about fasting on Yom Kippur, however, a Rav must be consulted.) 

8. Shabbos is celebrated by us as HaShem’s “Day of Delight” and therefore no public 

mourning is allowed on Shabbos.  When one of these public fast-days falls to be on a 

Shabbos, therefore, it is postponed to Sunday.  Yom Kippur,  which is not at all a day of 

mourning but is in reality a Yom Tov — albeit of great solemnity — on which the Torah 

commands us to fast, is therefore observed on its proper date (the tenth day of Tishrei) 

even if it should fall to be a Shabbos. 

9. Since it was on the seventeenth day of Tammuz  ) ִׁזמוּ ּתַ בְּ   רשָׂ עָ   העָ בְ ש(   that the walls of 

Yerushalaim were breached, therefore from that day on until after Tish’a b’Av we observe 

a form of mourning and all types of rejoicing are prohibited during these Three Weeks.  

Marriages do not take place, but a   ְיםִא נָ ּתְ   תַד עוּ ס   is permitted.  (Even after Rosh Chodesh 

Av to arrange an engagement is allowed, but without a  Other kinds of joy and  (.  הָד עוּ סְ 

celebration are not allowed, with the exception of a ה  ילָ ִמ   יתִר בְּ   תַד עוּ סְ  ,  a ן  בֵּ הֶ   ןיוֹ ְד פִּ    or 

a א  ּתָ כְ סֶ מַ   םיוּ סִ  .  Listening to music is forbidden, and even if one earns one’s livelihood as 

a musician one is allowed to play (to a non-Jewish audience) only up to Rosh Chodesh 

Av, from when it is forbidden.  (It is likewise forbidden on the Seventeenth of Tammuz 

and the Tenth of Tayvais.)  Practising music is not allowed from Rosh Chodesh Av, too, 

although merely practising scales and not musical pieces as such is permitted. 

10. As for mourners, having a haircut or shaving are prohibited during these Three Weeks 

unless special circumstances prevail, but in such cases a Rav must be consulted to 

ascertain whether or not leniency may be exercised.  (If there is a   ְּהילָ ית  ִמ ִר ב , the   ֹלהֵ מו ,  

the   ַקֵד נְ ס   (that is, the one who holds the baby during the  ְּהילָ ית ִמ ִר ב ) and the father of 

the baby may have a haircut and shave, but only if the   ְּיתִר ב   is before the week in which 

Tish’a b’Av falls.) 

11. Ideally, one should not put oneself in a position where one makes the Brochoh " ֶׁנוּ יָ חֱ הֶ ש"   

and therefore we do not wear or buy new clothes, new fruits, etc. (although on Shabbos 

one may say the Brochoh  " ֶׁנוּ יָ חֱ הֶ ש"   should the occasion arise).  Obviously, shopping 

expeditions which make one glad are out of place at this time of year, but one may buy 

new clothes at this time if they will not be available later, or if they will not be available 

later at this price, but one may not wear them until after the Three Weeks.  (In any case, 

the Brochoh  " ֶׁנוּ יָ חֱ הֶ ש"   is recited only when the garment is fit to wear: if it is necessary to 
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have Shaatnez removed, the Brochoh  " ֶׁנוּ יָ חֱ הֶ ש"   cannot be recited until the garment 

comes back from the retailoring.)  Items of clothing that do not require the Brochoh  

"נוּ יָ חֱ הֶ שֶׁ "   (shoes, underwear, etc.) may be bought and worn for the first time, until Rosh 

Chodesh Av.  As just said, the Brochoh  " ֶׁנוּ יָ חֱ הֶ ש"   on new fruits may be said on Shabbos 

but if the new fruit will not last until Shabbos (and might not be available after Tish’a 

b’Av) the new fruit may be eaten and the Brochoh  " ֶׁנוּ יָ חֱ הֶ ש"   may be said even during the 

week.  The Brochoh  " ֶׁנוּ יָ חֱ הֶ ש"   said for a   ִּןבֵּ  הַ  ןיוֹ ְד פ   is said even after Rosh Chodesh Av. 

12. From Rosh Chodesh Av the period known as “The Nine Days” commences and all types 

of luxury and pleasure are forbidden.  Since this time of year has, through the ages, been 

one of grave suffering for our People, when it can be seen that  ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ ה   removes 

from us, to a degree, His loving protection of us because of our stubborn disregard of His 

Torah, therefore we observe even more strictly the forms of mourning so as to bring us to 

our senses to return to Him.  At this time of year, therefore, when   ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ ה   has 

shown through events in our history His displeasure and anger, we are not allowed to 

place ourselves in a position where we might need His protection more than usual lest it 

might not be forthcoming and so swimming and other such potentially dangerous 

activities are forbidden. 

13. During these Nine Days, except for Shabbos, eating meat and meat dishes and drinking 

wine is not allowed, for eating meat and drinking wine tend to make one feel happy and 

contented.  Furthermore, by abstaining from meat and wine, we bring to mind the lack of 

the meat of the   ָתנוֹ בָּ ְר ק   and the libations of wine on the  חַ בֵּ זְ ִמ   since the Destruction of 

the Beis HaMikdash.  (Food cooked in meaty vessels but otherwise free of meat 

ingredients may be eaten.)  Nevertheless, at a   הילָ ִמ יתִר בְּ    תַד עוּ סְ    , a   ְןבֵּ הַ   ןוֹ יְד פִּ   תַד עוּ ס   or 

a   ִאּתָ כְ סֶ מַ   םיוּ ס   it is allowed to serve meat and wine and those close to the family or close 

to the celebrants may also be invited and may partake of the   ְהָד עוּ ס .  The wine of 

Havdolloh during these Nine Days, however, should be drunk by a young child, if 

possible.  If this is not possible, the one who makes Havdolloh may drink it. 

14. Building work should be suspended during the Nine Days, unless it is required for regular 

dwelling.  Therefore, a holiday home, a patio and other such non-essential construction 

work should be halted or postponed (unless a financial loss would be incurred).  Painting 

and decorating should not be done and likewise work on a pleasure garden is not 

permitted in the Nine Days.  Building work for a Mitzvah (a Shule or Mikveh, for 

instance) is permitted and if building work is necessary to avoid further damage 

(repairing a leaking roof, for example) then it may be done even if it is not for a Mitzvah. 

15. The   יןִד   is that during the Nine Days, having a bath is not allowed except on Erev 
Shabbos if this is one’s usual habit (but on   ֶןזוֹ חֲ   תבָּ שַׁ   בֶר ע   it is forbidden) and one is 

permitted to wash one’s face, hands and feet only.  An ill or weak person is allowed to 

take a bath if the doctor so advises, as it is only bathing for pleasure or refreshment that 

is forbidden.  The Gemorroh speaks of an  ", יסנִ טְ יסְ ִא"  that is, a person who is particularly 

delicate or sensitive about his creature comforts and is likely to feel considerable distress 
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and even unwell if these are severely curtailed and a certain degree of leniency for such 

people is allowed.  Of course, those who are able to comply fully with the  ין ִד  should do 
so.  For after all, " ְּוּ ינקֵ לֹ -אֱ   יתבֵּ   אהוּ   איַד כ"  — “surely the Destruction of the Holy House 

of our G-d deserves our commemoration by our denying ourselves our creature 

comforts” for a few days in the year.  Nevertheless, nowadays, with the high standard of 

personal hygiene and bodily cleanliness that has become the norm (because of the ready 

availability of hot and cold running water and soaps and shampoos) it has become the 

general practice to allow the leniencies of the   יסנִ טְ יסְ ִא   spoken of in the Gemorroh and to 

permit showering or bathing, especially when it is hot and one tends to perspire more.  

Having said that, it must be remembered that even if this concession is allowed, one is 

only permitted to shower or bathe to wash away the sweat and grime: bathing for 

pleasure is forbidden.  Therefore, the water temperature should be a little too hot or a 

little too cold for pleasure and only a quick shower or bath should be taken.    

16. Cutting one’s nails is allowed during the Nine Days but only up to the week in which 

Tish’a b’Av falls.  However, for a Mitzvah (for instance, a   ֹלהֵ מו   who needs to trim his 

nails for a    ְּהילָ ִמ   יתִר ב ) it is allowed even in the week in which Tish’a b’Av falls.  The use 

of deodorant is permitted (and if the deodorant is not perfumed, its use is permitted even 

on Tish’a b’Av itself). 

17. As can be seen from the above, there are various restrictions that apply to “the week in 

which Tish’a b’Av falls” which are more severe than those of the Nine Days.  However, if 

the ninth day of Av falls to be on Sunday, the generally accepted practice is that there is, 

in effect, no “week in which Tish’a b’Av falls.”  Even if the ninth day of Av falls to be on 

Shabbos, and the fast-day, together with all its   יםינִ ִד   of public mourning, is postponed to 

Sunday the tenth of Av (and one would therefore have thought that the preceding week 

should indeed be counted as “the week in which Tish’a b’Av falls”) nevertheless, the 

generally accepted practice in this case, too, is that in effect there is no “week in which 

Tish’a b’Av falls” as in this the term “Tish’a b’Av” is taken to mean the actual fast day 

itself rather than the date in the calendar.    

18. With regard to the washing and changes of clothing (which also is considered a luxury 

and pleasure in this sad time) the   יןִד   is as follows: 

[a] During the Three Weeks until the Nine Days commence:— as is usual. 

[b] During the Nine Days:— one is not allowed to have one’s clothes cleaned (even for 

use after Tish’a b’Av) and one may not wear cleaned clothes for the first time.  

(Clothes that have been worn for half-an-hour and then put away for further use are 

not considered as “newly cleaned.”)  Although there are some very scrupulous 

people who do not wear Shabbos clothes at all on the Shabbos before Tish’a b’Av 

(called  " ַׁןזוֹ חֲ   תבָּ ש" ) the custom generally prevails that on Shabbos one may wear 

Shabbos clothes even if they are newly cleaned (but not if they are new) — this, 

even if Shabbos is on the ninth of Av itself. 
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 (According to this prevailing custom, if one forgot to prepare enough shirts before 

the Nine Days, one would be permitted to change shirts in the course of the 

Shabbos and put them aside for use during the coming week of the Nine Days.  

However, to wear a garment on Shabbos only so as to prepare it for use during the 

coming week would be forbidden because on Shabbos one is not allowed to do 

anything (even something that is not itself forbidden as a Melochoh or a Gezayroh) 

if it is clearly only in preparation for the weekday.  Therefore, this changing on 

Shabbos would be allowed only if this shirt (or whatever) is of a kind that one would 

otherwise ordinarily wear on Shabbos.)   

[c] Clothing which is worn directly on the skin (underwear, socks, pyjamas, etc.) may 

be changed as needed to avoid irritation or discomfort, and similarly if one’s outer 

garments become dirty or unpleasantly smelly they may be changed, too.  

[d] The clothes of little children (and others who tend to dirty their clothes constantly 

and therefore need many changes of clothes) may be washed even during the week 

in which Tish’a b’Av falls if this is necessary, but this should be done in private and 

they should be hung out to dry out of sight, too.    

19. These   יםינִ ִד   apply also to bed-linen, tablecloths, towels, etc., too, and these may not be 

changed during the Nine Days (except that tablecloths may be changed for Shabbos) 

unless they become very dirty. 

20. For a   ְּהילָ ית  ִמ ִר ב   during the Nine Days,  the   ֹלהֵ מו ,  the   ַקֵד נְ ס   and the parents of the 

child may change to newly-cleaned clothes and even wear Shabbos clothes and so may 

the woman who carries the baby into the   ְּיתִר ב   (called “the Kvatterin”) but not the man 

(“the Kvatter”) who takes the child from her. 

21. On   ֶבאָ בְּ   העָ שְׁ ּתִ   בֶר ע   before Mincha, the main meal before the fast is taken, and at 

Mincha no   ַןנוּ חֲ ּת   is said.  Towards evening we wash for bread and seat ourselves on the 

floor (or on seats lower than twelve inches, or thirty centimetres, from the ground) and 

partake of the mourners’ meal of dry bread dipped in some ashes, a hard-boiled egg and a 

drink of water.  This meal — called  " ְתקֶ סֶ פְ מַ הַ   הָד עוּ ס"  — should be eaten by each one 

separately and not in company (but in any case   ִּןזוֹ מָ הַ   תכַ ְר ב   is not recited   ְּןימוּ זִ ב ) and 

care must be taken to finish the meal when it is yet day, before sun-down.  (If one did not 

eat before Mincha, it is permitted to eat a regular meal before the   ְתקֶ סֶ פְ מַ ה  הַ ָד עוּ ס .)  After 

this meal it is permitted to eat and drink till sun-down so long as one did not intend to 

start the fast with the end of the   ְתקֶ סֶ פְ מַ ה  הַ ָד עוּ ס   and, since the   יםינִ ִד  of   ֲתילוּ בֵ א   do not 

apply until the evening, one does not sit on the ground (or on a low chair) until sun-

down.   

22. After the   ְתקֶ סֶ פְ מַ הַ   הָד עוּ ס , we take off our leather shoes and they are not worn until after 

Tish’a b’Av.  Shoes which are even only partly leather are also forbidden to be worn on 

Tish’a b’Av. 
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23. Towards evening we go to Shule (where the lights are dimmed and the   ָּתכֶ רוֹ פ   of the  

שׁ ֶד קוֹ הַ    ןרוֹ אֲ    is removed) and   ַיתבִ ְר ע   is davvened slowly and mournfully, followed by  

היכָ אֵ   תילַ גִ ְמ    and   תינוֹ ִק .  After this, we say   ְוכו  ,שׁ דוֹ קָ   הּתָ אַ ו'   and the   ַןזָ ח   says   ַישׁ ִד ק   

(without   ִלבֵּ קַ ְת ּת )  followed by   ָחַ בֵּ שַׁ לְ   ינוּ לֵ ע . 

24. At Shacharis we do not put on the Tallis or Tefillin and Shacharis also is davvened slowly 

and mournfully.  The Sefer Torah is taken out and we read from the Sidra   ָןנַ חַ ְת אֶ ו   that 

chapter which warns us of the troubles which will befall us if we forsake  

אהוּ   ּוךְ רבָּ   שׁ ודֹקָ הַ    and His Torah — a warning which we did not heed.  After Shacharis,  

תינוֹ ִק    are said, followed by the   היכָ ת  אֵ ילַ גִ ְמ   (each congregation according to its custom) 

till about midday 

25. Learning Torah is not allowed on Tish’a b’Av since Torah-study is the most sublime and 

truly noble pleasure that a person can ever experience.  However, we are allowed to learn 

the Gemorroh and Midrashim which deal with the events of Tish’a b’Av, as, too, learning 

the   יםינִ ִד   of   ֲתילוּ בֵ א   (mourning) is allowed, but one may not delve too deeply into the 

learning and become engrossed for this affords a gladness of the heart and gives 

intellectual pleasure.   

26. Throughout Tish’a b’Av, washing oneself is not allowed, whether with hot water or cold, 

and in the morning one may only wipe clean the eyes with one’s fingers before drying 

them after Negel Wasser.  If any part of the body becomes dirty, one may wash only that 

part and no more.  For   ֲרצַ יָ   רשֶׁ א ,  too, only the fingers may be washed.  Since it is only 

washing for pleasure that is forbidden, therefore those who prepare food on Tish’a b’Av 

are permitted to wash the food, even if their hands will inevitably get wet, too. 

27. At Mincha we put on the Tallis and Tefillin and we say the   ִׁםיוֹ   לשֶׁ   ירש   and some of the 

other parts of davvening which were left out at   ַׁיתִר חֲ ש .  We read from the Sefer Torah 

and the Haftorah is said, as on other fast-days, followed by  ֲישׁ ִד קַ   יצִ ח .  (The Haftorah said 

in the morning is taken from Yirmiyohu [from Chapter 8, Possuk 13 till Chapter 9, 

Possuk 23]; that of Mincha is taken from Yeshayohu [from Chapter 55, Possuk 6 till 

Chapter 56, Possuk 8].) 

28. In the   ְׁהֵר שְׂ עֶ   הנָ מוֹ ש   of Mincha,  we say   ַםחֵ נ   in the   ִּםיִ לַ שָׁ ירוּ לִ וְ   תכַ ְר ב   and   ֲנוּ נֵ ע   in the  

נוּ לֵ קוֹ   עמַ שְׁ   תכַ ְר בִּ   .  

[a] If one forgot   ַםחֵ נ   there, one says it instead after   ֲנוּ נֵ ע   in the   ְׁנוּ לֵ קוֹ   עמַ ש תכַ ְר בִּ   . 

[b] If one reminded oneself only after that, one can still insert it, in the   ִהצֵ ְר   תכַ ְר ב   

just before  " ְינוּ ינֵ ה  עֵ ינָ זֶ חֱ ֶת ו" .    

 But in any such case of not saying   ַםחֵ נ   in the   ִּםיִ לַ שָׁ ירוּ לִ וְ   תכַ ְר ב ,  one does not end  

םחֵ נַ    with the words " ָּםיִ לַ שָׁ רוּ יְ   הנֶ בוֹ וּ   ןיוֹ צִ   םחֵ נַ ְמ   'ה  הּתָ אַ   ךְ רוּ ב"   but one ends the  

הכָ ָר בְּ    in the usual way, that is,   ׁהילָ פִ ּתְ   עַ מֵ וֹ ש" 'ה  הּתָ אַ   ךְ רוּ בָּ "   (or  "ה  ה רּוְך  ַאּתָ '  ּבָ
ִכיָנתֹו  ְלִציֹון "ַהַמֲחִזיר  ׁשְ ). 
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[c] If one forgot   ֲנוּ נֵ ע   in  ְׁנוּ לֵ קוֹ   עמַ ש ,  one says it at the end of   ֱרצוֹ נְ   יקַ לֹ -א ,  before 

'וכו  "יפִ   יֵר ְמ ִא   ןצוֹ ָר לְ   יוּ הְ יִ " .  If one reminded oneself only after that point, the 

omission cannot be rectified. 

29. A person who is not permitted to fast on Tish’a b’Av does say   ַםחֵ נ   but not   ֲנוּ נֵ ע .  

30. At neither   ַׁיתִר חֲ ש   nor at   החָ נְ ִמ   of Tish’a b’Av is   ַןנוּ חֲ ּת   said, nor is   ֵםיִ פַּ אַ   ךְ ֶר אֶ   ל-א   or  

חַ צֵ נַ ְמ לַ    said.  For even on this, our saddest day, we are mindful of the promise of our 

Prophets that Tish’a b’Av will one day be changed into a day of Festival and these prayers 

are not fitting for a day of joy.  It is altogether correct that we, the Jewish People, 

“believers, the children of believers,” should always take heart and courage from the 

words of our Prophets and Rabbis, of blessed memory, and even in great sadness we are 

not to lose hope and sink into unrelieved depression without any faith in the future.  

Indeed, we know that in the same way that the calamities they warned us about did in 

fact come to pass — although they seemed so fantastic at the time — so will their 

assurances of the great good and true Redemption in the future come about, even 

though these promises, too, seem so far-fetched. 

31. On Tish’a b’Av we do not greet one another nor return a greeting, and even to wish one 

“Good morning” is forbidden, as is the case with those in mourning.  However, if an   ַם ע
ץֶר אָ הָ    or a   ֹיגו   greeted one and he would take offence if the greeting was not returned, 

then it is permitted to reciprocate in a quiet voice.  

32. From the beginning of Tish’a b’Av in the evening until midday of the following day it is 

forbidden to sit on a chair higher than twelve inches, or thirty centimetres, from the 

ground and all day it is not allowed to do anything so as to take one’s mind off the fast. 

33. When Tish’a b’Av falls to be on a Sunday (or it falls to be on Shabbos and the fast is 

postponed to Sunday) the holiness and serene joy of Shabbos takes precedence over any 

manifestation of mourning.  Meat and wine are allowed all day (even at   ְיתישִׁ לִ שְׁ   הָד עוּ ס )  

though the overtly joyful gathering of companions is obviously out of place.  However, 

eating and drinking must cease before sun-down, and washing oneself is forbidden from 

sun-down, too.  On the holy Shabbos, obviously, there cannot be any   ְתקֶ סֶ פְ מַ הַ   הָד עוּ ס   as 

this is the meal of the mourner.  Similarly, leather footwear is not removed until after  

"כוּ ְר בָּ "   of   ַיבִר עֲ מ .  The   ְׁרוּ יבּ צִ   יחַ לִ ש ,  however, removes his shoes just before  " ָּכוּ ְר ב"   

after saying  " ָּלחוֹ לְ   שׁ ֶד קוֹ   יןבֵּ   ילִד בְ מַ הַ   ךְ רוּ ב"  (“Blessed is He Who separates between the 

holy and the profane”) in an undertone.  

34. On the Shabbos morning,  ַיםִמ חֲ ַר ב  הָ א   (the Memorial Prayer for the Jewish communities 

massacred during the Crusades and throughout our history) before Mussaf, is said.  In 

the afternoon,   ִּתבוֹ אָ   יקֵ ְר פ   is not learned and at Mincha   ִקֶד צֶ   ךָ ְת קָ ְד צ   is not said.   

35. Before Maariv,   ַתינוֹ גִ נְ בִּ   חַ צֵ נַ ְמ ל   is not recited (by those congregations that usually recite 

it) and   ִםעַ נוֹ   ייהִ ו   is not said in Maariv, nor is   ְךָ לְ   ןּתֵ יִ ו   said after Maariv.  Havdolloh is 

not made at the end of Shabbos, but the Brochoh   ּשׁ אֵ הָ   יֵר אוֹ ְמ   אֵר וֹ ב , which is usually 
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recited at Havdolloh, is said after Maariv on seeing a burning candle.   ַנוּ ּתָ נְ נַ חוֹ   הּתָ א   is 

inserted in the   ִּןנֵ חוֹ   הּתָ אַ   תכַ ְר ב   in the   ְׁהֵר שְׂ עֶ   הנָ מוֹ ש   as usual on   ֹשׁ ֶד קוֹ   תבָּ שַׁ   יאֵ צָ מו , 

but the actual Havdolloh over the cup of wine is not said until Sunday night after the fast 

ends.  (The Brochoh on the spices is not said then, nor is the Brochoh over light said on 

Sunday night even if one did not say it on   ֹתבָּ שַׁ   יאֵ צָ מו .) 

36. If one forgot   ַנוּ ּתָ נְ נַ חוֹ   הּתָ א   and had ended the Brochoh   ֹתעַ ָד ן  הַ נֵ חו ,  one is not allowed to 

correct oneself but before doing any weekday activity after Shabbos, one must say, 

"לחוֹ   לְ שׁ ֶד ין  קוֹ בֵּ   ילִד בְ מַ הַ   ךְ רוּ בָּ " .  When Tish’a b’Av falls to be on Shabbos, Havdolloh is 

made on Sunday night and it is forbidden to eat or drink anything after the fast on 

Sunday night before hearing Havdolloh.  (As with all public fast-days, the Fast of Av ends 

50 minutes after sun-down, that is, when three medium-size stars become visible.  The 

exact time is shown in the better kind of Lu’ach.)  

37. When Tish’a b’Av occurs on a Sunday, or it falls on Shabbos and the fast is postponed till 

Sunday, a person who is not allowed to fast on Tish’a b’Av must make Havdolloh before 

eating or drinking anything, whether this be on   ֹתבָּ י  שַׁ אֵ צָ מו   or on Sunday.  

38. We have learned:  On the seventh day of Av the   ֹםיִ גו   broke into the   ֵּשָד ְק ִמ הַ   יתב .  For 

two days they looted and desecrated, in the most vile and debased way, our holiest 

edifice.  Towards the evening of the ninth of Av, they set it alight and the fire raged until 

the evening of the tenth.  For this reason, the   יםינִ ִד   of the Nine Days are observed for the 

first part of the tenth of Av, too.  (The ninth of Av is observed as the fast-day because the 

beginning of the catastrophe is the harder blow.)  When Tish’a b’Av falls on Shabbos and 

the fast is therefore postponed to Sunday, all the restrictions of the Nine Days are lifted 

when the fast ends on Sunday night except that eating meat and drinking wine are still 

forbidden until daybreak of the next day (Monday). 

39. Tish’a b’Av is not only a national day of mourning for our destroyed Beis HaMikdash.  It 

is also a time for us to reflect on the consequences of that destruction: our own Exile 

from our Holy Land amongst the nations of the world and our degradation and sufferings 

at their hands, sometimes more open, sometimes hidden and implied, but always 

present.  The Jewish People, G-d’s Chosen People, have had to bear their cruel taunts and 

physical torments (albeit in some places less violent and blatant than in others) for a 

long, long time — for well-nigh two thousand years, now.  So long, in fact, that it has 

become a state of affairs that we almost take for granted.  It would be quite in order to 

devote some time on Tish’a b’Av to read-up some of the chronicles of the horrors to 

which we have been subjected, the better to realize how sad indeed has been our lot since 

we were driven into Exile so long ago.  Whether it be called plain “Jew-hatred,” or the 

nicer-sounding (but no less grievous) “anti-Semitism,” it can do no harm for us to be 

aware of the animosity that is directed against us because of the jealousy of others of our 

special status as the People which   ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ ה   has chosen to be His.  We should 

remind ourselves of how frightfully low we have fallen from our universally acknowledged 

high place amongst the nations of the world as “the Prince of G-d,” sadly brought about 
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by our own attempts to forget our great calling as G-d’s message-bearers to the world and 

by our forsaking   ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ ה   and His Torah.    

40. But this is not all.  The greatest tragedy of all is that by our humiliation, the Name of G-d 

is dishonoured and disgraced, for we are His People and   ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ ה ,  too, is in 

Exile with us and, as it were, suffers the shame and humiliation that we, His People, 

suffers.  And yet, throughout this long, long   ָתלוּ ג , we take comfort in the fact that always 

and ever, “ אהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ הַ    and His Torah and His People Yisroel are as one,” and when 

we will turn back to Him in sincerity, we will again be seen to be His Chosen People, a 

Nation that is a model for the whole of Mankind, in our Holy Land and with our holy Beis 

HaMikdash, as was “in days past.”  “For HaShem has chosen the people of Yaakov to be 

His, the people of Yisroel are His special treasure.  Indeed, HaShem will never abandon 

His People, and neither will He forsake His heritage.” 

41. Every one of us has to consider very seriously that if the rebuilding of the Beis 

HaMikdash is delayed in one’s own life-time that it is perhaps due to one’s actions and 

thoughts which are displeasing to  ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ ה .  The purpose of perpetuating the 

memory of a calamity which occurred long ago is that we resolve to improve ourselves 

and our standard of observance of the Torah and Mitzvos, the lack of which observance 

caused the tragedy to happen, and as long as the true Redemption is delayed it is a sign 

that we have fallen short in our task.  No-one is absolved from his or her responsibility to 

the rest of   ְּלאֵ ָר שְׂ יִ   ללַ כ .  No-one can stand aside and say that his or her actions or efforts 

are of no significance.  But each and every one of us has to examine his or her deeds and 

practices to see that they be in accordance with the wishes of   ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ ה   as He 

has made them known to us in His Torah.   

42. Then will we be deserving to see fulfilled what is written: He who is truly grieved with the 

rest of the Jewish People when they are in grief, will merit to be consoled together with 

them when they are comforted by HaShem Himself —  ִּן מֵ אָ   ,ינוּ מֵ יָ בְ   הָר הֵ ְמ ב  . 

 

 

 

 

 

  יחַ שִׁ מָ ת  הַ יאַ בִ ה  בְּ מָ לֵ ה  שְׁ נָ מוּ אֱ ין  בֶּ ִמ אֲ י  מַ נִ אֲ 
  הַּ המֵ מַ ְת יִ י  שֶׁ ל  פִּ ף  עַ אַ וְ 

 אבוֹ יָ ם  שֶׁ ל  יוֹ כָ   בְּ   לוֹ הכֶּ חַ אֲ   הל  זֶ ם  כָּ ִע 
 
 

I believe with an absolute belief in the coming of the Moshi’ach 

and even if he seems to delay, nevertheless, with all that, 

each and every day I still await his coming.

�
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Adapted from an article by S Kramer in the September 1963 issue of “HAMAOR” 

(The Journal of the Federation of Synagogues)  

It must be very difficult for someone who has never made a proper study of our history to 

appreciate the significance of the fast-day on the third of Tishrei associated with the 

name of the nobleman, Gedalyoh the son of Achikkom. 

Most people simply have a vague idea that it is the anniversary of the assassination of the 

Jewish Governor of Judea appointed by Nevuchadnetzar after the destruction of the first 

Beis HaMikdash.  (As a matter of fact, the assassination happened the day before the 

anniversary, on Rosh HaShannah.  Tsom Gedalyoh was fixed to be on the first weekday 

after Rosh HaShannah because we can’t have a public fast day on a Yom Tov.)  Yet we 

see that this tragedy is regarded as so calamitous that it warranted the establishment of a 

special fast-day to mark its anniversary and this date then took its place among the 

commemorations of other turning-points in our history. 

We know the facts from Yirmiyohu HaNovvi, who is best qualified to give us a graphic 

account of this episode and especially so as he himself was there, at Mitzpoh, at the time.  

After the destruction of Yerushalaim, Yirmiyohu tells us, Mitzpoh had taken its place as 

the centre of government.  Thus, even after the destruction of the Beis HaMikdash, the 

state continued to exist, governed in the meantime from Mitzpoh.  Gedalyoh had been 

charged by Nevuchadnetzar with the responsibility for rebuilding Jewish life among the 

remnants in Judea and of ensuring their loyalty to Babylonia and as long as there was a 

Jewish presence and a community in Eretz Yisroel, there was hope.  After all, 

Nevuchadnetzar was here today but he will be gone tomorrow and after he was gone 

there was the possibility of the Jewish people, dispersed as they were, to return and join 

the Jewish community in Eretz Yisroel and begin the reconstruction of the People on its 

Holy Land. 

For a few weeks all went well.  But then Baalis, the king of the neighbouring country of 

Ammon, jealous of the new prosperity of the re-emerging Jewish state despite its 

conquest by Nevuchadnetzar, persuaded Yishmo’el, son of Nesanyoh, a scion of the royal 

House of David who had fled to Ammon to take refuge from the Babylonians, to return to 

Judea with the intention of assassinating Gedalyoh.  As a matter of fact, our 

Chachommim do criticise Gedalyoh for his naïveté — for he was informed of the 

conspiracy but refused to believe it — and they say that even without accepting the 

report as true, he should have suspected the possibility and taken avoiding action.  In the 
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event, Yishmo’el ben Nesanyoh claimed that Gedalyoh had no right to be Governor when 

he, Yishmo’el was of the royal House of David.  This, to his thinking, justified his jealousy 

and his anger — and his act of murder.  His opportunity came when the Governor held a 

banquet on the Yom Tov of Rosh HaShannah.  Yishmo’el and his followers, after “eating 

bread with him,” suddenly arose and slaughtered Gedalyoh and his retinue.  

The consequence was that the remnants of the Jews, ignoring the pleas and warnings of 

Yirmiyohu, fled to Egypt and thus abandoned the land which had been Divinely 

promised to our forefathers.  For the first time, after so many centuries of Jewish 

settlement, the Holy Land was without an organized Jewish community.  This was the 

final tragic phase in the Churban.  It can thus be said that this major national disaster set 

the seal on the foundations of a Diaspora (that is, the dispersion of the Jewish People 

away from their Homeland) which has lasted to this day.  The inhabitants of the 

Kingdom of Israel had earlier been deported by the Assyrians.  They were taken away, 

dispersed, lost, gone.  Then those in the Kingdom of Judah were exiled by the 

Babylonians.  Now, in addition to the Jewish settlement in Babylon, there was a new 

Jewish settlement in Egypt (although this was later decimated by Nevuchadnetzar).  But 

no longer was there an organized Jewish community in Eretz Yisroel and even when a 

part of our Nation returned to Eretz Yisroel, it was only a part.  The vast majority did 

not.  Ever since, “the Diaspora” has remained and it has consequently been our grim lot 

to be at the mercy of other nations and to suffer unbearably at their hands throughout 

what has transpired to be the greater part of our history.   

Approximately five sixths of our people are still dispersed throughout the world “in the 

Jewish Diaspora.”  In some countries today, Jews have to be fearful of what the morrow 

may bring, while even in the so-called enlightened lands of the West one never knows 

whether or when the friendly attitude of the bulk of the population may change, chas 

v’shollom, as a result of circumstances. 

All this should be borne in mind when the Fast of Gedalyoh comes round and it will 

then be realised that we fast not simply because a Tzaddik was murdered but it is 

because the ramifications of this tragedy have affected our history to this very day.  In 

other words, it was not merely because of the assassination of one man that our 

Chachommim established a fast-day but because of the far-reaching consequences which 

followed in the wake of that assassination. 

We mourn for the whole horror of our Exile and our inability to worship in the Beis 

HaMikdash as required.  We fast to bring this home to us, so that we may return 

wholeheartedly to the way of life prescribed for us in our Torah and we pray sincerely 

that the full Redemption may come about in our own day. 
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From “The Prisoner and other Tales of Faith” by Rabbi Salomon Alter Halpern, 

published by Y Feldheim, 39 Tachkemoni Street, Jerusalem, 

and reprinted with the kind permission of the Author. 

Through the tall, narrow windows the moon shone on a tastefully furnished room.  

The lamps on their brass stands were unlit, though the room was occupied.  Three 

men sat on damask-covered couches around a low table, on which lay an open scroll.  

Another man was leaning against the wall near the heavily barred door.  Their languid 

attitudes made them appear old and tired and their faces were emaciated, but their 

sparse black beards showed that they were still young and the occasional eagerness 

that came into their low-voiced discussion proved that their spirit was not broken. 

They wore the long white robes of Torah scholars, but over these they had belted heavy 

swords, and other weapons were leaning against the walls.  In besieged Yerushalaim, 

torn by internal strife, even Rabbis had to be ready for self-defence. 

Suddenly, at a signal from the guard at the door, they fell silent and listened tensely.  

Slow, cautious footsteps were approaching.  Then came a tapping at the door.  The 

man on guard went to a window and whispered through it: “Who is there?”  The others 

drew their swords and took up positions near the door. 

A whispered answer came from the outside: “Let me in; I must speak to the Rabbi.” 

“Who are you,” repeated the guard, “and why do you come at night?” 

“My business is urgent and secret,” answered the man outside.  “I cannot tell you my 

name, but tell Rabbi Yochonon ben Zakkai that the boy whom he used to carry to the 

Beis HaMedrash is outside.” 

“Wait, then,” answered the guard.  He went to a door leading from the room and 

knocked.  When a grey-haired Rabbi opened the door, he said: “Rabbi Eliezer, will you 

tell our Master that a stranger wants to see him urgently.  He describes himself as the 

boy whom the Rabbi used to carry to the Beis HaMedrash.” 

Rabbi Eliezer replied: “The Rabbi sent for him.  Let him in, carefully, and let no one 

speak of this visit.” 

One man, his sword raised, posted himself next to the door whilst another unbarred it 

and opened it half way. 

A tall broad-shouldered man came in.  His face was hidden in his dark cloak, but his 

bearing was that of a military man.  The door was barred again.  The stranger 
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surrendered a dagger, and submitted to a search for hidden weapons.  Rabbi Eliezer 

conducted him into the inner room. 

He struck a flint and after a few moments had lit one of the lamps.  Its light revealed a 

white-bearded Rabbi reclining on one of the couches.  His body was shrivelled but his 

face, now showing an expression of deep seriousness, was neither old nor young; it 

seemed to shine with an inner light. 

Rabbi Eliezer left them.  Rabbi Yochonon motioned the stranger to a seat but he 

remained standing, towering above him.  He removed his cloak, revealing himself to 

be Abba Sikra, the Commander of the Zealots. 

“Peace, Abba Sikra,” said the Rabbi, “and I wish it were really peace ...” 

“It is a just war we are fighting,”  declared the Commander, “a war for our freedom!” 

The Rabbi answered quietly: “It is a war that should have been avoided.  In time, 

Rome would have replaced Governor Florus.  And whatever we suffered from him is as 

nothing compared with what we are suffering now.  As for the future ...” 

Abba Sikra drew himself up.  “Is it my fault that the storehouses caught fire?  If we had 

them we could laugh at the enemy.” 

Rabbi Yochonon looked at him steadily.  Abba Sikra dropped his eyes.  He knew well 

enough whose fault it was, and that those responsible were still under his command. 

The Rabbi went on:  “Meanwhile, thousands are dying from hunger.  Do you still 

expect to win?” 

A note of triumph came into the Commander’s voice as he retorted: “Is that a way for 

the Head of the Sanhedrin to speak?  Does it not say, ‘Nothing prevents G-d from 

helping, with many or with few’?” 

“Nothing does, if He sees fit to help,” replied the Rabbi, unruffled.  “But is it a just 

war?  When this war started we had not been attacked nor was there an attempt to 

prevent us from keeping the Torah.  Your party calls it a war of liberation, but what do 

your friends mean by “liberty”?  Freedom to worship G-d, or power and worldly 

honours?  As for the people, they are not even fighting for that.  They were incited by 

your party’s slogans, against the Council of the Rabbis — and now they are kept in the 

City by sheer terror.  They would not give their lives for “independence.”  They have 

existed under Rome for more than a hundred  years and so have stronger countries.  

Greece, and Egypt and Gaul and Britain — none of them makes a fight for 

“independence” now. 

“No, you know it is not reliance on G-d that keeps your friends in the fight.  It is 

obstinacy, or fear of the Romans’ punishment.  I ask you: do you, by your earthly way 

of thinking, really expect to drive off these crack legions with your untrained, starved 

men?” 
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The Commander did not answer. 

“It is still not too late,” continued the Rabbi.  “Vespasian is still calling on us to 

surrender and promising to spare the City and the Beis HaMikdash.  It is true, he will 

now impose punishment, but that will be little to what will happen if we hold out.  You 

always talk of ‘dying for the people.’  What is better in a hopeless situation: that the 

leaders of the rebellion should risk execution and the people live — or that, G-d forbid, 

all should perish?” 

Abba Sikra sat down and hung his head.  After a full minute he said tonelessly: “It’s no 

use.  If I suggest surrender now, even my own men will kill me as a traitor.  It has gone 

too far.  G-d help us.” 

There was silence. 

A chill hung over the room; in the distance one heard a woman weeping.  It seemed as 

if Zion was bewailing her sons. 

Thus they sat.  The woe of all the ages was on them.  The long, bitter Gollus was 

descending upon the People of Israel. 

They were silent for a long while.  Then the Rabbi raised himself, his expression one of 

unutterable sadness, his eyes looking into the distance.  He was speaking in a low 

voice, as if speaking to himself.  “It has come, then.  The prophecies are being fulfilled.  

The Destruction.  The Slavery.  The terrible, long wandering.  The age of darkness.  

The martyrdom of the body, the martyrdom of the soul.  The poor scattered flock, the 

poor, beloved children of our People ...”  He wept quietly. 

After a time, he began in a firmer voice:   “The remnant shall return; that too is 

prophesied.  The Torah will not be forgotten; that too is said.  When Rome has fallen 

and Athens been forgotten, we shall still be the witnesses of G-d!” 

Abba Sikra could not understand it.  The man was sad, sad unto death, yet a strength 

was welling up in his words.  His own despair gave way to a strange feeling of hope.  It 

seemed mad, yet he felt this mad hopefulness was a thousand times more sane than 

the obstinate determination in his own camp.  He suddenly saw that the Rabbis had 

not been traitors, nor had they been blind to the sufferings that had stung him into 

fighting.  If only they could have marched together ... 

In a new, strong voice, the Rabbi was speaking.  “This is a time for action, not for talk.  

And you must help me.  I must go to Vespasian.  Command your men to let me go!” 

“But he will kill you!” cried the Commander.  Then he remembered that the Rabbi was 

at this moment on the blacklist of the Sikarin, Abba Sikra’s own dread secret society; 

that his own military court would have condemned him as “a friend of the Romans” if 

they had not feared the population, and he hung his head. 

Rabbi Yochonon smiled.  “But what is death in a great cause?” he said, his intonation 

suggesting the oft-repeated slogan of the Zealots. 
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“But what do you hope to achieve?”  asked Abba Sikra.  “Do you think he will call off a 

war of the People and Senate of Rome on the plea and prayer of one man?” 

“Alas,”  said the Rabbi, “I would give my life a hundred times if I could achieve that.  

But perhaps he will spare the Rabbis and their Talmiddim.  And if the root survives, 

the tree will grow again.” 

“I don’t think you will even get to see him,” replied Abba Sikra.  “The Romans will 

arrest you as soon as you step foot outside Yerushalaim and crucify you like those.”  

He pointed, as if he could show the Rabbi the bodies of the deserters hanging from 

hundreds of crosses on the hills around the City. 

“Besides,” he continued, “my guards will never allow you to leave.  I can’t make 

exceptions, least of all with a man like you.  No one passes out of this city alive.”  He 

was silent for a moment. 

“No one alive ...” he repeated, in deep thought.  Then he bent forward and began to 

whisper to the Rabbi. 

Half an hour later he left, and the Rabbi had a whispered conversation with his 

Talmid, Rabbi Eliezer. 

In the morning, Rabbi Eliezer informed the others that the Rabbi was in pain.  The 

news spread quickly.  There was a rumour that he had the plague.  All day, people 

crowded in front of the house.  Only Talmiddim and friends were allowed to see the 

Rabbi, from the door of his room.  All over the town people forgot their own desperate 

position and prayed for the Rabbi’s recovery. 

The next morning, no one was admitted.  “The Rabbi is still asleep,” was the answer to 

all callers.  But the rumours were spreading. 

About noon the noise of hammering was heard in the house.  This confirmed the 

rumours.  The crowd wept and moaned.  A voice cried out: “Rabbi, why have you left 

us?”  The cry was taken up: “What will become of us?” 

Then Rabbi Eliezer appeared in the doorway, his garment torn.  He held his hand up 

for silence, then he proclaimed: “Rabbi Yochonon ben Zakkai has asked for the 

following things: 

“He shall be taken out of the City without delay.  No mourning meetings shall be held.  

No one but Rabbi Yehoshua and myself shall carry the coffin or even approach it.  

Other pupils will form a square round the coffin at a distance of four cubits to ensure 

that no one approaches.   

“His bed and all other articles in his room shall be burned; the Holy Scrolls shall be 

buried.  The room shall then be locked.  The pupils who have stayed in his house shall 

remain there for thirty days. 

“I ask you to obey his wishes, and now to clear a space in front of the house.” 
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A murmur went through the crowd: “The plague!”  Soon there was a clear space in 

front of the house. 

The coffin was carried by the two Rabbis, Eliezer and Yehoshua.  Around it walked a 

group of other Talmiddim; in front and behind went the weeping crowds.  The sun was 

setting when they reached the Water Gate, on the south-east of the City.  Slowly the 

coffin came to the front.  The guards stopped them.  “Where are you going?” 

demanded the sergeant of the Zealots on duty.  

“To bury Rabbi Yochonon ben Zakkai,” replied Rabbi Eliezer.  “You know that by the 

law a dead body must not be kept overnight in Yerushalaim.” 

The sergeant consulted his captain: “How do we know he is really dead?  Shall I pierce 

the coffin with a javelin?”  They went on conferring.  The crowd began to murmur. 

Suddenly there were salutes.  Abba Sikra had appeared on the scene.  The problem was 

submitted to him. 

“No,” he said.  “We cannot do that.  This crowd will get out of hand if we stab their 

beloved Rabbi.” 

“Let us shake the coffin, then, and see if he moves,” suggested the captain. 

“No,” said the Commander, “any kind of disrespect will provoke a riot.  They will say 

that we feared him in life, and took revenge on his dead body.  It is likely enough that 

he is dead.  He was old and weak; younger people have succumbed.” 

He turned to the two Rabbis.  “You will be sent out as soon as it is dark.  Keep in the 

shadow of the wall as long as possible, and make no noise.  If the enemy spots you, 

surrender or flee — but don’t lead them here.  If you should come back safely, come to 

this gate and give this special password.”  He whispered to them: “Resurrection.” 

When dusk had merged into darkness and the sentries on the gate tower had reported 

a clear field, the gate was opened a fraction, the two Rabbis passed through, and it was 

barred again behind them. 

They went in the direction of the family vaults, but as soon as they were invisible from 

the wall, they changed course.  They went down the Kiddron Valley and made for the 

Roman lines. 

Soon they were challenged by the Roman outposts.  They surrendered quietly and 

upon their demand they were led to the Centurion’s tent, still carrying the coffin.  The 

officer came out to look at them by torchlight.  He was still holding the goblet from 

which he had been drinking. 

“Well, well!” he joked, “the Jews are learning what to expect.  Now they come dressed 

in their shrouds and bring their own coffins.  But we need two coffins!  Or are you thin 

enough already to go in together?” 
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“Sir,” replied Rabbi Eliezer, respectfully but without fear, “we come to announce the 

surrender of Rabbi Yochonon ben Zakkai.  The Rabbi humbly begs an audience with 

the General.” 

“Ah,” said the officer, “that is different.  John Zaccaeus!  We have reports of him.  

Leader of the Synhedrion and a friend of Rome.  Wants to negotiate, I suppose.  I’ll see 

what I can do.  Where is he now?” 

“The Rabbi is with us, here,” said  Rabbi Eliezer, making a move towards the coffin. 

The officer was speechless for a second.  Then he erupted: “Are you still mocking us, 

confounded rebels?  Surrendering after he is dead!  We will torture you for this!” 

“Sir!” replied Rabbi Eliezer.  “Rabbi Yochonon is alive.  With your permission I shall 

open the coffin.” 

Understanding dawned on the Centurion.  He burst out laughing:  “Ha ha!  So that’s 

the answer to the riddle!  The joke is on the Jews this time!  Capital, capital!  The 

Trojan horse in reverse!  Bring him out, bring him out!  I must report this at once!  

The General likes a good story at the banquet.” 

The Rabbis opened the coffin and helped Rabbi Yochonon out.  He was a little out of 

breath, but otherwise unharmed.  He bowed to the officer and said simply, “Sir, I am 

in your hands.” 

The captives were escorted to the General’s pavilion, the Centurion hurrying ahead. 

Vespasian was feasting with his friends and staff-officers in front of his pavilion.  He 

was still laughing at the officer’s story when the captives were brought up.  He ordered 

Rabbi Yochonon to be brought to him at once. 

The Rabbi bowed low, then proclaimed: “Peace unto you, O Emperor!” 

Vespasian was taken aback, but after a moment he answered sternly: “You have 

doubly incurred the death penalty.  Once for addressing me as Emperor when you 

know well that Nero is the Emperor.  And again for remaining with the rebels and not 

surrendering till now.” 

Rabbi Yochonon did not flinch.  “Indeed and indeed,” he repeated, “you are the 

Emperor.  Our Prophets have said that the Temple will fall into the hands of a ruler, 

not a mere general.  Since the City is about to fall, you must be the Emperor.  As for 

my not surrendering before, I wish I could have come before, not only to surrender 

myself, but to bring you the surrender of the City and end this tragic war.  But the 

Zealots amongst us have seized power and prevent anyone from leaving the town.  

They will not let us surrender.” 

Vespasian, visibly flattered but unwilling to show it, answered incisively, in the 

manner of a public orator: “As for the first, it only proves that your Prophets can be 

wrong.  As for the second, it is no excuse.  If a snake is coiled round a jug of honey, we 
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must kill the snake even though we break the jug.  If you can’t control your brigands, 

you must suffer for them.” 

Before Rabbi Yochonon could think of a retort, there was a commotion.  Trumpets 

were blown, a troop of horses were heard racing through the camp.  In a moment they 

arrived.  A dust-covered officer jumped off his foaming horse and came up to 

Vespasian, handing him a despatch.  Without waiting till he had read it, he turned to 

the assembly and called out:  “Vespasian has been proclaimed Emperor.  Long live 

Emperor Vespasian!” 

All joined in the shout, and it was quite a time before Vespasian remembered his 

prisoner.  When he addressed him again it was with some awe:  “Your Prophets were 

right after all!  I can’t understand how a people with such wisdom should get into such 

foolish mischief.  But since you have augured well for me your life shall be spared.” 

On an impulse he said:  “Ask me a favour before I depart for Rome,” then added with a 

note of warning: “But don’t make it too big, you know, or you will get nothing.” 

Rabbi Yochonon answered gravely:  “Your Majesty, I have three things to ask, small to 

you, but dear to my heart.  Firstly, give me the town of Jamnia, or Yavneh as we call it, 

and let me build a college there where the remnant of our sages shall study and pray.  

Secondly, spare the family of our religious leader, our Nossi; they had no share in the 

rebellion.  Thirdly, grant me doctors for my friend Rabbi Tzaddok, who for the past 

forty years has been fasting and praying that this catastrophe should be averted.  Now 

he is unable to take solid food and he is very weak.  These are the favours I ask.  May it 

please your Majesty to grant them.” 

“Is that all?” asked the Emperor, in high spirits.  “I thought you would never stop.  You 

are a proper Phoenician for bargaining.  But never mind; today I shall not refuse you.” 

He turned to his second-in-command:  “See that these men have free conduct, and 

give them what they asked.” 

The prisoners were led away, and given a tent for the night. 

Vespasian kept his word.  Rabbi Yochonon ben Zakkai lived to hear the terrible news 

of the fall of Yerushalaim; he wept and mourned the destruction of the Beis 

HaMikdash and the frightful sufferings of the Jewish People.  But he lived to re-

establish a Sanhedrin and Yeshiva at Yavneh, he himself acting as Nossi until Rabbi 

Gamliel, the son of the murdered Nossi Rabbi Shimon, was fit to take over. 

Yavneh became the spiritual centre of the remnant of Israel.  In Yavneh was begun the 

work of arranging the Oral Torah in the form that became the Mishnah.  In Yavneh it 

was ensured that Israel should not perish from the face of the earth. 

The root had been saved so that the tree could grow again. 
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by  Chananya Weissman 

Freely adapted from “Horizons,” the Jewish family journal, published by Targum Press, 

where this story first appeared. 

Mark Pollack was reading his e-mail at work when a new message flashed at the bottom of the 

screen.  “Word of G-d,” read the subject line.  The sender was “Malachi.” 

Mark received as many unsolicited e-mails as the next fellow and he sometimes wondered who 

actually took advantage of the ludicrous offers.  Occasionally he even received e-mails from 

psychics begging him to let them help him find love, wealth, and happiness.  The first few 

times he responded that if they could really see the future they would have known that he 

wasn’t interested in their services.  They never answered him back, of course, and he soon 

turned to deleting their messages without a thought. 

This one, however, was pretty original, and that impressed him.  “Word of G-d.”  Not even the 

psychics had dared claim that their predictions were divinely inspired.  Mark briefly considered 

rewarding Malachi’s originality by opening the message before deleting it, but decided that 

would be a bad precedent.  He had learned from his own kid when he was just a little nipper 

not to reward bad behaviour.  He hit the DELETE button and took a sip of coffee.  

Before the tepid liquid had made its way down his throat a new message flashed on his screen.  

“Word of G-d,” read the subject line.  The sender was Malachi. 

Mark stared angrily at the screen.  Very clever, he thought with a mixture of disgust and 

admiration.  They’ve rigged a program that alerts them when the message is deleted and 

prompts their system to send another.  To check his theory he deleted the second message as 

well.  It was immediately replaced.   

Mark was suddenly afraid.  Not of Malachi, nor of G-d, for that matter, but that a new chapter in 

the onslaught of electronic advertising had begun.  All spammers would soon acquire this 

weapon and force millions of innocent recipients to open their messages before deleting them.  

Worse, realized Mark, what was to stop them from resending the message even if the recipient 

opened it before deleting?  Sure, at some point someone would develop a way to combat this 

blackmail, but in the meantime he was helpless. 

Conceding defeat, Mark opened the message.  “Shalom, Nation of Israel,” it read.  “These are 

the words of Malachi, messenger of G-d our L-rd.  Return to Me, Nation of Israel, says G-d, and 

I will shower you with blessing.  Learn My Torah and again become My People as in days of 
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yore.  Distance yourselves from theft, deceit and immorality.  Turn away from things that 

pollute your holy soul ― ” that was as far as Mark read before deleting the message.  

Thankfully, it did not return. 

He spent the entire next day at dreary meetings and didn’t have a chance to check his mail 

until he got home.  By then it was well after sunset, and Mark was in no happy mood.  

There were two messages from Malachi.  Mark angrily deleted them, forgetting that the attempt 

was futile.  When the messages instantly reappeared, his anger burst to the surface, and it 

suddenly became very clear to Mark that all of his problems and frustrations were Malachi’s 

fault.  At least, that’s how he reacted, letting forth an angry scream, his face turning red. 

His wife, Jane, came running.  “Are you all right?” she asked. 

“This crazy nut keeps sending me e-mail.  I can’t get rid of him.” 

“You made me run in for that?” said Jane.  She sounded almost disappointed that there wasn’t 

a real emergency to justify her panic. 

“I didn’t make you do anything.  Sorry I shouted like that, but this guy’s really getting on my 

nerves.” 

She looked over his shoulder at the computer screen.  “I wouldn’t worry about it.  I’ve been 

getting mail from this religious lunatic myself.” 

“Malachi?” he asked, but he already knew it was.  Mark felt very uneasy and didn’t know why. 

As Mark soon found out, they were far from the only ones to be harassed by the mysterious 

Malachi.  On Shabbat morning, people in synagogue talked about it and at community 

functions and gatherings it was the first topic of conversation, people sometimes griping, 

sometimes joking.  His Jewish friends made oblique reference to Malachi in some of their own 

e-mails.  Mark even discovered a new website, complete with bulletin boards, dedicated to 

finding and prosecuting this latest on-line villain.  “CatchMalachi.org” it was called. 

He found this last item extremely interesting.  He learned that apparently Malachi had sent 

literally millions of e-mails in the week since he had appeared on the scene, and all of them had 

been sent to Jews.  According to the site, not a single exception had been found.  The mere fact 

that Malachi had obtained so many e-mail addresses was startling enough.  But that he had 

filtered his targets, with absolute precision, by religious affiliation (however loose that affiliation 

was) or, even more amazingly, just by race (because, truth be told, the vast majority of the 

people contacted didn’t have any religious affiliation to speak of) ― this was very scary.  The 

implications were no less than fearsome. 

How in the world had he known who was Jewish out there anyway?  wondered Mark.  Even if 

Malachi knew how to crack every security system on the Internet, there was still no way for 

him to discover the family roots of all these obscure people.  Genetics information rarely had 

any reason to make its way on-line.  Besides, plenty of people out there didn’t even know they 

were Jewish, and many who thought they were weren’t.  True, there was no reason for anyone 
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to assume that Malachi’s implicit allegations were accurate ― but then again, wasn’t there?  A 

small part of Mark was glad and even a little bit pleased, in a self-contented way, that he and his 

wife had both received e-mail from Malachi.  But a much larger part of him wanted to join the 

throng of people against this insidious spammer and help blast him into the nether regions of 

cyberspace.  He registered at the site and added a record of his own encounters with Malachi to 

the thousands already there, even though his contained nothing of insight or interest.  

Mark received another e-mail from Malachi that afternoon.  He ignored it for as long as he 

could, but the sight of it there in his inbox disturbed him.  The only way to get rid of it would 

be to read it.  Or at least pretend to.  

“Nation of Israel,” it read, “I bring you all a message from G-d Almighty.  He asks, “Why do you 

not come back to Me and My Torah?”  Is it not plain as day that I am a true prophet?  I come 

with words of peace and hope!  The true enemy is not I, the messenger of G-d, but the heart of 

stone that continues to pervert your thoughts and actions.  Listen to my words, dear Jewish 

Nation, and G-d will take you back to Him as in the blink of an eye, just as He promised your 

forefathers.  Do not follow in the evil ways of earlier generations for that way lies unhappiness.  

But G-d Almighty wants you all to be happy in your destiny as His People.  Malachi.” 

Mark deleted the message, feeling really peevish and frustrated more than he thought possible 

by such a trivial circumstance.  How many millions of others are experiencing the same 

aggravation?  he wondered. 

About twelve million others, according to Friday’s local Jewish paper, and that was considered 

by many experts to be a low estimate.  Computer programmers, antivirus professionals, 

encryption specialists and amateur hackers all agreed that Malachi’s e-mails were virtually 

untraceable and, for the time being at least, totally unpreventable.  Mark was dismayed to find 

that the Associated Press and Reuters and most other major news services had picked up the 

story as well.  They would,  he thought. “Jews is news.”   But one way or another, he figured, 

this couldn’t be good for the Jews. 

What disturbed him a great deal was that his only son, Danny, vigorously supported Malachi.  

Danny was a serious youngster, a young teenager.   

“Why does everybody hate him so much?”  Danny asked one night at the supper table, ignoring 

his food.  “He just wants us to be good so Moshiach can come.  We learned about people like 

him in school.”  

Mark and Jane exchanged mortified looks.  “Malachi is a very bad person,” said Mark gently.  

“What he’s doing is like breaking into people’s houses, almost.  It doesn’t matter if he thinks 

he’s doing us a favour.  Bothering people every day is no way to make them better.” 

“Well, what other way is there?” retorted Danny.  He looked exasperated, almost as if he was 

the one sending the messages, not Malachi.   

“I don’t know,” said Mark.  “Maybe there is no other way.  Maybe there’s no way at all.  But 

what he’s doing is still wrong.” 
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“Eat your dinner, sweetie,” said Jane. 

“But how can he be wrong if he is a messenger from G-d and G-d tells him to do this?” 

protested Danny.  “He said it was time that the Jewish People became more religious, that we 

have to keep the Mitzvos of the Torah and through that to spread G-dliness among all the 

peoples of the world.  That’s our job.  “To be a light unto the Nations.”  He said that we have a 

duty to others as well as to ourselves and that it’s wrong to shirk our responsibility.  Well, 

what’s wrong with that?” 

Mark was getting annoyed.  He was about to tell Danny to be quiet, but Jane cut him off.   

“What do you mean?” she asked.  “He never said that.”  Mark wouldn’t have known one way or 

the other, but apparently his wife had been reading the e-mails in full. 

Danny assumed a smug expression.  “Maybe not to you he didn’t, but he told it to me and to a 

lot of other people, too.”   

Mark felt his heart sink and his legs go weak.  Until now he had assumed that Malachi’s e-mails 

were standardized messages sent to one massive list of people.  Danny had his own e-mail 

address and unless the youngster was totally spaced out, Malachi was suddenly much more 

than just an irritating missionary.  He was a monster. 

Mark and Jane interrogated Danny and the boy was more than willing to answer all their 

questions ― as Malachi had instructed him to do.  They learned with increasing anxiety that 

there was indeed a range of e-mails and that Malachi sent quite different messages to those of 

his followers who were more “committed to being Jewish,” as Danny put it.  (Mark was 

conscious of how peculiar it was that he thought of them as “followers” even though he 

himself didn’t know of any and he couldn’t imagine that many people followed him at all.) 

Since the Jews were spread out all across the world, Danny explained to his parents, on-line 

communication was by far the best way for Malachi to disseminate his messages.  This was not 

the traditional way for prophets to transmit such information, of course, but hey! the 

prophecies were still authentic and would come true. 

There was more.  He told them that Malachi had said that because it had been so long since 

true prophets had come to speak to the people of the world and since it was difficult for all but 

the faithful and the gullible (two very different classes of people, Malachi had stressed) to accept 

his words, Malachi would soon be providing divine signs of his credibility.   

Mark really didn’t have much more to say than that it was wrong to send these e-mails.  But 

Danny asked, in all seriousness, “Why criticize Malachi?  Why is he any different to all the 

advertisers who beam their messages into our living rooms all the time?”  In any case, said 

Danny, there was a popular misconception about being Jewish. 

“Being Jewish is more than just being good, Dad,” he said.  “Lots of people are good.  In fact, 

the overwhelming majority of human beings are good.  But we’ve got a duty to be the People of 

G-d and that means keeping His Torah and the Mitzvos.  Through us living the Torah and 
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keeping the Mitzvos and teaching everyone about G-d, the whole of Mankind is made aware of 

G-d and every one is a better person.  That’s our job.  Malachi just wants us to be the People of 

G-d.  What’s wrong with that?”  Danny spoke with all the zeal of a youngster. 

For the first time in a long while, Mark found himself stirred out of his complacency.  “The 

main thing is to be a good person, Danny, you know that.  Your mother and I have always 

taught you that.  If you want to be religious, we won’t stand in your way.  We’ve told you that, 

too.  But it’s wrong to harangue and harass people and frighten them with e-mails and force 

them to be religious.  And that’s what Malachi is doing.”   

“No, he’s not!” said Danny.  “He’s just telling us to be truly Jewish and that means keeping the 

Torah and Mitzvos because that’s the way to connect with G-d.  Of course one can be a good 

person without Torah and Mitzvos, but that’s not being Jewish.” 

“What do you mean?” interjected Mark.  He’d never been challenged like this before now about 

his definition of being Jewish.   

“Well, most Jews today think of their Jewishness (if they think of it at all, that is) in terms of 

philanthropic activities and charity works.  But that’s not what Judaism is.  The Macfarleys 

down the road are good people, so are the Spencers and so are our neighbours the Hadleys.  

But they’re not Jewish.  It’s sad that most people think that being Jewish means not much 

more than to belong to the greatest fundraising philanthropic organization in the world and 

perhaps to support Israel and that’s it.  But it’s not true!  Being Jewish means to live one’s life 

according to the Torah, to observe the Mitzvos.  Of course, with that one has to be a good 

person, too, and in fact we are urged to always ‘find favour in the eyes of G-d and of Man.’  But 

we can’t ignore the Jewish part.”  

“I don’t think you should criticize the charity work of your father,” said Jane, sharply.  “I’m 

very proud of his efforts on the part of the Charities Board and I’m sure you are, too.  And I’d 

remind you, young man, that it was our  Ladies’ Committee that raised the money and paid for 

the new swimming pool for your school.” 

“And I’ll tell you, Danny,” added Mark, “that there’s still a great deal of work to do to end 

exploitation and discrimination, not only in the developing world but even here in this country, 

too.  We can’t rest on our laurels.” 

“That’s exactly the point I’m making!” said Danny with some exasperation.  “All these good 

works, and charity activities, and fighting for the civil rights of others and all that, they’re all 

fine and good.  And I am proud of what you and Mum do, I really am.  But this doesn’t define 

one’s Jewishness.  Being Jewish means observing the Torah and keeping the Mitzvos.  All of 

them, not just the laws of charity.  And that’s what Malachi wants us to do, to come back to 

keeping the Torah, all of it.  He’s been appointed to be the messenger of G-d, ― that’s what 

‘Malachi’ means, ‘My messenger’ ― to the Jewish Nation and if need be to the Nations of the 

world, too, and he just wants us to come back to being Jewish.” 
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There was a lot more of the same, with Danny and his parents arguing about what defines 

being Jewish.  Mark and Jane were left with some ideas to think over.  Danny made his 

apologies and went upstairs to his room.  He had to revise for a maths exam and he wanted to 

do well.  Mark and Jane stayed at the table and chewed over some of the things they had 

discussed.   

“I’m rather proud of our Danny,” said Mark.  “He’s got his head screwed on alright.  Maybe he’s 

got a point there.” 

“What do you mean?”  asked Jane.   

“Well, maybe we should  try to be more Jewish, more religious.  Shabbat.  Kosher.  It would 

make things easier for Danny, too.”  They sat there, quietly thinking.  After a minute or so, 

Mark said, “Jane, what do you say to accepting that long-standing invitation of the Goldbergs 

to join them for a Friday night meal?  You know, he’s always so friendly and I’m sure it’ll be 

interesting to see how a really orthodox family keeps Shabbat.  What do you say?   

“Well, yes, O.K., if you think that’s a good idea.  I know that Danny would be happy, too, and 

he can tell us what to do and what not to do.”  She smiled.  “It can be useful to have a son who 

is religious.”  Then, quite unexpectedly, she said, “And maybe I could go along to one of these 

evening classes at the Yeshiva synagogue about keeping Kosher?  You know, they’re advertised 

in the flyer that comes through our letterbox every couple of weeks.”   

Mark began reading Malachi’s messages in their entirety, but only to be informed, he told 

himself.  He was still a bit sceptical but most of what he read, he had to agree, did make sense.  

In the following days the messages became increasingly specific.  Malachi listed certain 

communal sins that needed to be addressed immediately, changing his style from his former, 

general calls for repentance.  There were no particular surprises among the list; if anything, 

Mark thought, there were significant omissions that he could tell Malachi about!  Some 

prophet, he thought. 

Malachi also provided several predictions, as Danny had told them he would, that were 

supposed to serve as signs from Heaven that this was no game.  

The first sign was that the River Euphrates would flow backward on a certain date.  This was to 

signify that a major shake-up was in order. 

The second sign was that the long period of drought in Israel was going to end in spectacular 

fashion: a torrential downpour would fill up all the reservoirs within the space of three days.  

This was to be taken both as a sign of G-d’s love and commitment to the Jews and as a warning 

that the line between blessing and disaster is extremely thin.  There was a list of some other 

relatively minor signs in other parts of the world, but those two were the big ones. 

Mark found that he believed these things were actually going to occur.  So did a surprising 

number of Jews, non-Jews, and even enemies of Israel.  To Danny, on the other hand, their 

occurrence was a foregone conclusion but he told his parents that Malachi had instructed him 

and the other believers to wait for the signs before placing all their trust in him.  After all, 
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Malachi had said, many false prophets had misled people in the past by preying on their hopes 

and good intentions.  Mark and Jane were impressed with Malachi’s candour. 

All the signs came true exactly as Malachi had predicted.  Israelis rejoiced that the drought that 

had crippled the economy and threatened the very survival of the country had finally ended.  

Some of the media people pointed out how fortunate it was that the rains stopped after three 

days.  One more day of this kind of rain and the resulting floods would have ruined the 

country.  

The River Euphrates flowed backward for just over ten hours on the day Malachi had specified.  

Eminent scientists interviewed on television claimed this was a perfectly natural event that 

Malachi had somehow known about in advance.  They tried to allay people’s anxieties by 

explaining that this occurs when conditions are right.  (But they had to admit that no one in 

living memory knew of such a thing happening before.)  Others claimed that since the river 

didn’t flow backward that entire day (but only for 613 minutes, to be exact) it might as well not 

have flowed backward at all.  Still others shrugged cynically and said, “Big deal.”  For them, if 

he couldn’t predict winning lottery numbers, he wasn’t much use as a prophet anyway. 

There were no more messages from Malachi for nearly two months.  Some people, especially 

Jews who had a real dislike for anything Jewish, were hugely relieved that this madness seemed 

to have come to an end.  Others were profoundly disappointed.  But there was a distinct 

change in the affairs of the world at large.  The long and the short of it all was that as a result of 

those mysterious events, people all over the globe started to develop a sort of responsibility 

towards each other.  Cynics said that this spirit of cooperation was born more out of fear of 

Malachi than out of love for each other.  No matter.  Be that as it may, governments and rulers, 

democratic and otherwise, started to cultivate in their populations a sensitivity to right and 

wrong.  Generally, there was a marked improvement in peoples’ regard for each other.  

Diplomats and ambassadors were less bellicose and there was more cooperation between 

nations.  There was a more genuine effort to come together to try to end world poverty, for 

instance, and real collaboration amongst scientists to find a cure for some of the really 

debilitating illnesses.  There was serious talk about treaties and trade agreements between 

countries that had not spoken to each other for years and even decades.  Some of the minor 

wars that had been smouldering for years petered out as the local warlords realized that 

somehow the populace upon whom they depended had lost the will to fight and destroy.  The 

world was becoming quite a friendly place.  Social commentators had taken to calling it “The 

Age of Cooperation.” 

This peaceful state of affairs lasted a time but without any proper direction and leadership, 

things started to unravel and too soon the old ogres of hatred and jealousy reared their ugly 

twin heads and slowly, sadly, things returned to normal.  There was a real danger that this Age 

of Cooperation would be over.  Some who were able to remember thought it reminded them of 

the Prague Spring.   

All this while, however, the hunt for Malachi did not cease.  If anything, it picked up in 

intensity.  CatchMalachi.org and their sympathisers around the globe couldn’t deny that 
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Malachi (or the fear of G-d Who sent him) had had a great beneficial effect but, as computer 

and internet experts, they were worried that Malachi had cashed in his chips and vanished 

forever, that he had committed the perfect hacking crime.  To these people, it was unthinkable 

that Malachi could invade the entire on-line community with impunity and then just quietly 

disappear.   

Then the messages resumed.  There were warnings again to the Jewish Nation about keeping 

Shabbos, about keeping Kosher and the more general exhortations to “be a holy People.”  

There were calls for peace and brotherhood among nations.  Then no more messages for a 

while.  Stop, start, stop, start.  It looked like Malachi was nervous about being discovered and 

whenever the sleuths came too close for comfort, he went to ground. 

Then one day a crack was finally made in Malachi’s armour.  A group of technicians who had 

devoted every free moment to catching the elusive spammer managed to trace some of his e-

mails through a complicated maze of servers.  The trail spanned the globe numerous times and 

was littered with dead ends and masterful encryption. 

It was still too early to pinpoint his location, but he seemed to be operating from somewhere in 

the Middle East, possibly within the land of Israel and some said that he was actually quite near 

Jerusalem.  That revelation wasn’t half as surprising as they tried to make out as Malachi had 

now taken to preface some of his messages with the quote from the Bible that says: “For from 

Zion will come forth Torah and the Word of G-d from Jerusalem.”  Of course, that could mean 

anything ― or nothing.  But in a way, it did make sense.  The pundits couldn’t be sure that 

Malachi was operating from out of Jerusalem nor, in a strange way, did they expect anything 

else.  Everything about the trail was unpredictable enough for them not to make any 

assumptions.  The bottom line, as one of the technicians put it, was that they could now ignore 

most of the encryption junk and zero in on Malachi.  Barring something unforeseen, they 

could probably locate him in a matter of weeks.  But most people knew they were bluffing. 

As for what the boffins called Malachi’s “encryption junk,” it turned out that it wasn’t junk at 

all.  On the contrary, some pretty smart mathematicians played with the encryption codes and 

even after some weeks of heavy number crunching, it didn’t make much sense.  Until, that is, 

they found that it seemed to contain a great many complicated formulæ to do with the world of 

physics which all tied in with numerical values of certain Hebrew letters of specific passages in 

the Bible.  It was all very complicated and rather other-worldly, in a way.  But none of it led 

them to Malachi. 

During all this time, even during his silence, most people guessed that Malachi had not 

completely stopped sending e-mails.  They were right.  He didn’t send any messages to the 

wider public but in fact he had been busier than ever communicating with certain of his 

addresses, even sending personal messages to a select few.   

Danny Pollack received a few of these, unbeknown to his parents, of course. 

One day some time later, Danny respectfully informed Mark and Jane that he was going to a 

seminar.  It was only for a few days and he’d be coming home each evening.  On the 
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programme was a series of talks on self-improvement and responsibility with the keynote 

presentation on education.  In fact, Danny told them, the main topic of these seminars was 

“Education for a Torah Jewry.”  After all, how do you go about transforming so many Jews who 

are basically ignorant of their Jewishness into knowledgeable and observant Jews?  Especially as 

so many are crying out to learn?  That was what they were going to hear, he said.  There are 

going to be other topics, too, of course, but everything was geared to a “brave new world.”   

There was going to be a team of Rabbis and educators and Danny asked his parents if they 

would like to come, too.  Everyone was welcome, he said.  There were no secret sessions closed 

to the public.  It was all going to be above board.  If they came, he told them with a smile, they 

could keep an eye on things and make sure that he wasn’t being brainwashed.  In any case, 

they were bound to find things interesting. 

Mark and Jane actually talked it over and they decided that it couldn’t do any harm and quite 

possibly could do a lot of good to go.  They made their way upstairs to Danny’s room to tell 

him and knocked softly.  They waited a few seconds and knocked harder.  There was no 

response.  “Maybe he’s made an early night,” Mark said to Jane.  He gently turned the knob and 

opened the door.   

Danny was sitting by his computer desk deeply engrossed in reading his screen, quite visibly 

upset.  He looked up at his parents and pointed to the screen.  “The seminars are cancelled,” he 

told them quietly.   

Malachi was signing off, Danny said to them, because he was upset with the negative response 

of too many people to his messages.  Frankly, he was concerned not so much about his own 

safety as about that of his followers.  In certain parts of the world, some of the people had 

turned ugly and were quite nasty to those that believed Malachi.  He would keep in contact, he 

said, but the time for the showdown, if there was to be one, hadn’t come yet.  Unfortunately, 

some more shock tactics were called for.  A short list of predictions followed.   

The earthquakes came three months later.  All over the globe.  But these were no ordinary 

earthquakes, if there is such a thing.  Scientists agreed that it was quite an amazing 

coincidence the way certain areas all over the world were utterly demolished while others 

adjacent to them, and even quite close by, were untouched.  Most remarkable was how in some 

places individual houses or apartment blocks just collapsed while all those around them were 

unharmed and conversely, how within an area that was utterly destroyed there were individual 

buildings that were completely unscathed.  It was as if certain people and groups had been 

targeted by this world-wide natural disaster.  Except that it wasn’t at all natural.  Put quite 

simply, it was downright spooky, although the word on everyone’s lips was “miracle.”   

Insurance companies sent in their investigators but they admitted that they were completely 

mystified.  Stymied.  It just wasn’t normal.  Seismologists were stumped.  This wasn’t natural.  

It followed no known pattern.  But then some sociologists and criminologists, together with 

investigative journalists, too, started to make some rather interesting discoveries about those 

areas that were hardest hit and found out some other things about the places that were spared 

and things started to make sense.  Interestingly enough, shortly afterwards, the 
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CatchMalachi.org site closed down quietly.  And then, quite unexpectedly, after a silence of 

some months, Malachi sent one last message and then signed off.  He would be back, he said, 

when the time was ripe.  But for now, it was “au revoir.”   

As far as Jewish people were concerned, there was again a concerted effort all over the world to 

return to Torah life.  Only now, that effort was sustained.  Because of these events, everyone, 

Jewish and not Jewish, seemed to know that Jewish people are expected to live by the Laws of 

the Torah and one of the most remarkable developments was that non-Jews started to actively 

encourage their Jewish neighbours ― sometimes quite forcefully ― to do what was right and 

live their lives more Jewishly.  At the same time, there was also a noticeable growth of interest 

by many non-Jewish people in the Noachide Laws.  Study groups sprung up in the most 

unlikely places and people really wanted to know what they should do to make their lives more 

spiritually fulfilling and more often than not, they turned to Rabbis for instruction.  In fact, it 

became quite normal for people to involve the local Rabbi in community moral issues and 

social questions and even individual guidance and many a clergyman was known to have long 

consultations with his local Rabbi.  Attendances at churches and mosques and temples were on 

the rise.   

Malachi had said that he would return.  He’d said that his job wasn’t complete yet because the 

goal was that the people of the world and all Mankind would bring about a better age by 

themselves, without having to be scared into it.  When they were ready, he said, he would be 

back, together with King Moshiach.  But meantime there was no doubt about it: he’d certainly 

started the best kind of social revolution.  Jewish people especially started to take their 

Jewishness more seriously and non-Jewish people, too, realized that their own good fortune 

was tied to that of their Jewish fellow citizens.  All in all the world became a much happier 

place.  It seemed that nobody wanted to see a repeat of those fearsome happenings.  There 

seemed to be a consensus that when Malachi returned, this time everybody would welcome 

him.   

Danny is now a grown man, married with children.  Even though all this happened quite a 

time ago, the effect hasn’t worn off.  He still checks his e-mail religiously every day, hoping, 

waiting.   

And he’s not the only one. 

 

 

Freely adapted by O Y Baddiel                                                                  London, England 

Chananya Weissman is a rabbinical student at Yeshiva University and a Hebrew-school 
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