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Bedrock Beginnings
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® HASHEM put an utterance in Balaam'’s mouth, and said, “Go back to Balak, and thus shall

jou say.” )

6 He returned to him and behold! he was standing by his burnt-offering, he and all the officers
>f Moab. " He declaimed his parable and said: g

“From Aram, Balak, king of Moab, 'led me, from the mountains of the east, ‘Come curse

A

{9) o . . .oy — Rock-iike [lit., rocks], and from hills.
The Patriarchs are -likened-to craggy rocks and the Matri-
archs to hills. Thus Balaam said that when he looked back to
the origins of Israel, he saw that they are as firmly estab-
lished as rocks and hills, because they are loyal to. their
forebears (Rashi). !

awnny kY oMam — And not be reckohed among the nations.

Jacob for me, come bring anger upon Israel.’

8 How can I curse? —God has not cursed, How can | anger? —
® For from its origins, I see it rock-like, and from hills do | see it. Be

lwell

in 3olitude and not be reékqged among the nations.

God is not ahgry.
hold! it is a nation that will

When the final reckoning is made to punish the nations,
Israel will not be included -among-them (Rashi). Midrash -
HaGadol interprets this.as a reference to.Israel’s mission to
remain separate and distinct from the nations. From this
blessing that Balaam delivered against his will, we see what

3 T GWobf Ta € Ak

296 / RAV WOLBE ON CHUMASH

There was no prophet who described Bnei Yisraels essence .

9. MKIK OMY WKW — For from its early rocks do I see it. The Midrash’

teaches that Balaam here was referting to the Patriarchs, the early foriginal]:

.he had hoped to achieve (see Sanhedrin 105a): that Jews
. assimilate with tbe nations and be left with neither religion
nor renown. i

5

found that their ‘foundation is rock solid. Every action of our forefa-

rocks, upon which Israel was founded. The Patriarchs represent Israel’s roots
and so, like an expert woodsman seeking to'chop down a tree, Balaam looked
for the roots to cut. Rather than curse each tribe separately, he hoped in his }
wickedness that he would be able to get to the roots. However, when he reached
he roots, he found them as solid rocks and he realized he could not pull them
out'(Tanchuma). _ :

better than Bilaam. Ramban writes (22:20) tha:( Hashem specifi-
cally wanted a non-Jewish prophet to bless Bnei' Yisrael. Similarly,

"' Chazal tell us (Avodah Zarah 3a) that when Hashem will reward

Bnei Yisrael in the future, all the nations of the world will protest
that Bnei Yisrael are undeserving, since they failed to perform. the
mitzvos of the Torah. Hashem will respond that the gentiles them-
selves will testify to Bnei Yisrael’s vigilance in guarding the Torah’s
precepts. Lavan will testify that in 20 years of employment, Yaakov
did not take a single item that was not his. Nevuchadnetzar will
testify that Chananyah, Misha’el, and Azaryah refused to prostrate
themselves before the idol, and so on. Here, too, Hashem wants our
enemies to testify to our righteousness. Lew

David HaMelech says (Tehillim 92:12), “When those who would
harm me rise up against me, my ears listen.” Rav Yisrael Salanter
cgmmented that when an enemy speaks, we myst listen. If our
enemy says that we are righteous, we can be certain that we are
truly righteous. However, if he says something negative, then we
know we have fallen short of the ideal,
as the passuk says, “When Hashem
favors a man’s ways, even his enemies
will make peace with him” (Mishlei
16:7).(Hashem derives satisfaction, as
it_were, from the praises sung by our
enemies, for there is no truer praise.

e How does Bilaam describe Bnei
Yijsrael? “From the tops of rocks I per-
ceive them and from hills I see them, a
natiorf that will dwell in solitude.” Rashi explains that Bilaam looked
into Bnei Yisrael’s origins — the patriarchs and matriarchs — and

”Hashqm derives
satisfaction, as it
were, from the

praises sung by our

enemies, for there

is no truer praise.”

thers was done with the intention of creating a spiritual nation, one

that would “dwell in solitude.” We are to be so totally removed from

the other nations‘that the Torah forbids us to even praise them or

their possessions:

¢ Bilaam perceived that the intention of the Avos was to build a

nation that would dwell in solitude. Even when living among other

nations, we must bear in mind that Bilaam’s description is our very

essence. & p
(Shiurei Chumash, Parashas Balak 23:9)
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The Art of Jewish Prayer

&ktxv

“Our quefathers”-—Thé Uniqueness of the Patriarchs

Jews™ have three Patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
* Abraham’s main character trait was that of lovingkindness. It
" led Abraham to find God by appreciating and recognizing how
God gave of His own lovmgkmdness into the world. Abraham
saw this lovingkindness manifested in the world as testimony
to God’s existence, and Abraham himself serveg God through
his own trait of lovingkindness. When a person has a certain
positive trait, he will tend to see it also as it appears in other
people, and as it is manifested in other places.
<P Isaac did not rely solely on his father, Abraham, to teach
him about God. Rather, he found God through his own char-
acter traits of discipline and self-control. Through this attribute
of gevurah (self-discipline), Isaac was able to see the clarity of
God'’s spiritual manifestations in the world.

Abraham was tested by God with ten tests, all of which
challenged Abraham’s view of God as.all- -loving and all-giving.
(Although God is all-loving, discipline plays a role in how He
demonstrates this love. ) Isaac was able to relate to God's aspect

1

Jacob's attributes of truth and beauty (tiferet) were the paths
through which he found, served, and related to God. He was
Z;)le to reconcile the seeming contradictions between God's
iving to the world and His holding back from giving, or
punishing people. Thus, Jacob drew on his grandfather’s lov-
ingkindness and his father’s self-control, and integrated the
two into his own personality. Like his father and grandfather,
he then applied his trait of truth to his perceptions of how God
acts in the world.

In this prayer, we repeat the word ““God” with the name of
each Patriarch. The text could have saiz that God is the “God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” Instead, it says that He is the
“God of Abraham, God of Isaac, and God of Jacob,” thereby

mphasizing how each Patriarch forged his owh relationship

" with God based on his unique character attributes. It is simi-

larly the task of every Jew to discover, relate to, and serve God
according to his or her own primary nature.

The spectrum of all character types of Jews are reflected in
the three characters of the forefathers. Every Jew can tap into
the spiritual pools of the forefathers in order to learn how to

elate to God according to his or her individual nature or
circumstances. The Patriarchs serve as models from whom we
each can discover our true nature and our way of serving God.
his idea of spiritual heritage forms the core of the first blessing
of the Amidah, in which we praise God that He has given us a
spiritual heritage through which we can always relate to Him.
o We start the first prayer of the Amidah, then, by recognizing
that God is “our God” and then mentioning that He was God
to our forefathers. This shows that each of us should strive to
find a personal relationship with God when_we_pray. Only
after finding our own personal connection with God should we
draw on the historical relationship between the forefathers and
God that also enables us to connect with Him. :
ob
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Wi§dom is not truly acquired until we put our knowledge
into practice. Without this crucial step, our understanding
remains theoretical, with little actual impact on our day-to-day lives.

The struggle to live according to what we know to be true is
the cause of much inner strife, confusion, and inconsistency. For
example, most people would rather be happy than rich, yet so many
people devote their lives to becoming rich despite the fact that it
wreaks havoc on their family life, ruins their health, and causes
them to make moral compromises that undermine their happiness.

29
Human beings are creatures of habit, who enjoy the comfort and
- security of our daily routine. For example, we teach our children
to brush their teeth from an early age. And we teach them good
manners — please pass the salt... thank you very much... excuse
me — so that politeness becomes ingrained in them. We do this
long before they understand the reasons why. And we trust that as

they get older, they will recognize and appreciate the value of clean
teeth and good manners.
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Use habit to your advantage. Take a piece of wisdom you have
learned and convert it into a concrete action that you repeat fre-
quently. This will increase the likelihood that you will integrate the
wisdom and put it into practice reflexively. For example, around
the dinner table make it a daily practice for family members to
share one pleasure they had that day. Over time this will become
ameaningful family ritual that will instill the value of gratitude and
appreciation. N
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* Let’s say you want to work on becoming a more caring per- - =

zon;nTrlanslate ;cjhat into a daily action ‘that you can commit to. For = gnpm mata 1 ,9xIw° oY 2w HRINm pring Yow (RO MR o™y
exgmple, spend a few moments praying for the welfare of people DWTPR MR MaRT P Yy 0vIovn <
in your llfe&who you know are going through challenges, or spend ok pr_nu :

ong hour a‘vfg?k learning with a Jew who knows less than you do.
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to implement it. You'll be surprised at how systemafic your growth
can be. One day, one small change. >
Start with easy steps and work your way up to harder ones. For
example, one aspect of the mitzvah to love your fellow as yourself,
is to be friendly toward others. A small, practical step might be to
:&""make the conscious decision to answer the phone in a cheerful
voice as opposed to grunting “hello.” A next step might be to do
small, unannounced favors — like making coffee for a coworker.
Then it builds from there. . . B
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.Push forward. Even the smallest effort will get your momentum Jl\:np;uyw» - 5‘
going. The key is to always be doing semething with the wisdom . o~ 36
you have learned, consistently moving a step beyond your comfort 0N

zone. With every little effort, you inch up.
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Parenthood is an awesome responsibility. Not only do you hold
your child’s ertire future in your hands, you also have to be dou-
bly concerned about your own deeds and behavior. Everything
you do is magnified in the context of the children who look to
you for chinuch. o

'l’l"hfs places a heavy burden of responsibility on parents.
Regardless of how they are themselves in their natural state, they
have to rise to a higher standard in front of the children. They have
to be extremely careful even when they speak on the telephone if
the children are anywhere within earshot. The children hear every-

thing and learn from everything, and the parents® always have to
be aware that the-children are evaluating evefything they do and
“forging paths for their own lives based on these evaluations.

Parents must protect their dignity, because without dignity, the
father figure and mother figure dissipate, and they lose all their
influence. You should not lower yourselves to the level of your
children and try to be their friends. Your children don’t need
you to be their friends. They can find plenty of friends. But they
qnly have one father and one mother. You have to be that father
or-mother with the full dignity and refinement and scrupulous
behavior that the role requires. 2. Monk
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S Another Midrash (Yalkut 768) gives a different explanation. W, rock, is alse \q'n
7 - - O o titeg TN NN DMANPN NN IWND ,NIPN HSEN NN 122N 7N AWND 1D
Y the name of the father of Cozbi, the Midianite woman who subsequently [ ! ALE ) ' 2 W2y 1:3’9", ;
VYN NN

tempted one of Israel’s leaders into debauchery. Balak suggested that througt

this debauchery Israel’s immunity from curses would be diminished. However
Balaam replied that the same word 7Y also means flint. Thus it‘evoked the meri
f the Israelites who were to make knives of flint to circumcise their sons s
before they entered Canaan (Joshua 5:3). That was a great mitzvah which hac
not been performed during the sojourn in the wilderness. Hashem was to say t
]osh)ua,fhis day [ have rolled away the reproach of Egypt from off you (ibi¢

L V.9

‘

X138
he sin of debauchery took place at Shittim and the compensating mitz-

vah_of circumcision took place at Gilgal. We see in the link between these
wo_places an explanation of the words of Micah (6:5) which invites Israel
(‘)';r‘erlnember the kindness that Hashem showed Israel from Shittim, up to
angatk.

The next verse begins with the words Who has counted the dust of Ja-
b and because of the connection to our verse, we have a custom to bury the
ircumcised foreskin in sand or dust from the ground. Baal HaTurim points

ut ;hat "0y, dust, has the same numerical value as %ina 19y, foreskin in
and. Y
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R. 4] Bermsfon

Léarning Torah as a§§cf5ing Hashem’s will for how we are to live

our lives means that the ultimate level of learning is when one’s every
action becomes influenced by one’s Torah knowlédge. The Midrash® re-
cords a fascinating discussion regarding the beams of light which shone
forth from Moshe’s face®:

From where did Moshe merit receiving those beams of glory? ..~
There was ink left over from the writing of the Torah. He took

the ink and smeared it on his face, and from there he received

the beams of light.

-) How does smearing leftover ink on one’s face cause it to shine?
Moreover, why was there any leftover ink in the first place? Pres.unfably
Hashem was able to calculate exactly how much ink was required to
write the Torah, and that is how much ink should have been available,
no more and no less! -

R’ Yosef Leib Bloch,?® the Rosh Yeshivah of Telz, explains: Every
mitzvah in the Torah contains a lesson for how to live life, and there
are many situations beyond the actual performance of that mitzvah
where those lessons can be applied. The more a person has absorbed
the message of the mitzvah into his being, the more he will be able
to apply Torah lessons to life’s various situations. This is the “leftover
ink” from the writing of the Torah. Even when the mitzvos have been

* presented in full, there is still more to be “written,” in terms of applying

the principles in a broader setting. Moshe attained the ultimate level of
incorporating Torah lessons within his every move; hence the leftover
ink became “smeared on his face” and embedded in his being so that the
resulting elevation caused his face to shine.
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