לעלוי נשמת הגאון הר"ר אהרן בן הר"ר משה הלוי סאלאווייציק זצ"ל

פרשת בלק

 לברכה ולא לקללה

This week’s parsha opens just after the spectacular, miraculous victory over the Emori.  The nation of Moav is alarmed.  The two super-kings, Sichon and Og, powerful as the sun, upon whom all the nations relied for protection, have been eliminated.  This is not just any nation that has come and conquered.  This is not a natural process that is taking place.  Balak, king of Moav and his people sense that the pending arrival of Am Yisrael into Eretz Yisrael is a great supernatural event with all kinds of ramifications.  It will change the course of the universe, as they know it.  All the rules of the game will change.  All the maneuverings and tricks with which they are so familiar and that have worked so well for them will hold water no more.  

The panic is great.

Balak realizes that this is a spiritual struggle.   He examines his supernatural arsenal and comes up with an idea – the hiring of Bil’am the prophet-sorcerer.  If Bil’am can curse Am Yisrael, perhaps this whole process can be derailed. 

The story is familiar.  Bil’am fails.  All of his attempts to curse fail, and instead he blesses.  Bil’am then devises a cunning and treacherous  plan to trip up Am Yisrael through the bnos Mo’av.  This brings on the wrath of HaShem and 24,000 men perish.  Still, we say that Bil’am failed miserably.  

Why??

What is the secret of Am Yisrael?

From the mouth of Bil’am himself:

כי מראש צורים אראנו ומגבעות אשורנו, הן עם לבדד ישכן ובגוים לא יתחשב.

Am Yisrael’s foundations are firm as rock and the hills; they are a nation that dwells apart from all others.  This is a nation that has withstood thousand of years of exile, persecution, pogroms, holocaust, and miraculously are still around.  The destiny of the Jewish people is above and beyond logic.

Our foundations are the Avos and Imahos.  Avraham Avinu.  אחד הוא אברהם.  Avraham started a revolution.  He saw a world and its inhabitants who all were functioning in a manner without purpose, and he felt his conscience burning.  What is the meaning of existence?  For what was all of this created?  And from his burning conscience came the answer: יש מנהיג לבירה.  HaShem enlightened him to understand that HaShem did not create man to be a robot, to function like an animal.  Avraham’s burning conscience is the very proof of the מנהיג לבירה.  It is the soul yearning for its Creator.  It is the child groping in the darkness for his loving Father’s hand.  

Avraham Avinu and Sara Imeinu started a revolution in this world.  אברהם מגיירת את האנשים ושרה מגיירת את הנשים.  This was not just for their time.  This is a great dynamic force, a great magnet  launched by Avraham and Sara, until the coming of Moshiach.   Avraham Avinu, and his התבדלות מן האומות are present throughout the דורות, drawing  in all the Gerei Tzeddek. 

גם אברהם גרם לברר ולזכך כל הגרים שמסוף העולם עד ביאת המשיח כי אברהם גייר אנשים ושרה נשים כמו שכתוב הנפש אשר עשו בחרן לא על גרים שבזמן ההוא מדבר רק על כל באי עולם כי אב המון גוים הוא וכן היא לא נקראת בלשון יחיד שר"י רק שרה שמה כי היא שרתי במדינות על כל הגוים קאמר (מגלה עמוקות פרשת בלק) 

This great revolution in which spirituality inexorably surfaces and emerges with dynamic force throughout history is expressed through the ראשי תיבות of “"אתן , the donkey of Bil’am.  The ראשי תיבות are אברהם תרח נחור.  This dynamic historical process initiated by Avrahan Avinu of the recurring emergence of Kedusha in the world crushes the foot of Bil’am as he attempts to thwart and block the destiny of Am Yisrael.

Avraham Avinu started an ongoing revolution in this world.  The revolution of Am Yisrael.  A great magnetic force perpetually drawing in all the good and the righteous.  This process proceeds inexorably with great force, and nothing can stand in its way:  הן עם כלביא יקום וככפיר יתנשא לא ישכב עד יאכל טרף ודם חללים ישתה.   From the moment Am Yisrael arise in the morning, they go for mitzvos – Tallis, krias Shema, tefillin.  They do not go to sleep before saying Krias Shema and depositing their souls to their Master, Who in turn protects them from all intruders..

Am Yisrael, through Torah, Avodah and Gemilus Chasadim, through קריאת שמע ותפילה, constantly connect to HaShem and keep this great magnetic force going.  Every household in Am Yisrael is part of this ongoing revolution.  Every household is a miniature Bais Avraham.

The Megaleh Amukos explains a medrash in Sefer Micha that Bil’am wanted to be mevatel the mitzva of קריאת שמע ותפילה amongst the Jewish people.

שרצה לבטל ק"ש ותפלה לכן הראה לו בג' מקומות כנגד ג' תפלות שחרית הראה לו אברהם מנחה יצחק ערבית יעקב וכו' מה טובו אהליך יעקב שהוא סוד תרין זיווגים אלו ק"ש י"ה תפלה ו"ה 

The great spiritual revolution of Avraham Avinu is expressed in the mitzvos of קריאת שמע ותפלה.  The Megaleh Amukos explains that the combination of Krias Sh’ma with Tefilla expresses the יחוד of י"ה  with ו"ה.  We refer to this concept when we say לשם יחוד קודשא בריך הוא.

לשם יחוד קודשא בריך הוא בדחילו ורחימו ליחד שם י"ה בו"ה ביחודא שלים בשם כל ישראל.

Krias Sh’ma expresses the concept of  קבלת עול מלכות שמיםof ה' אחד.  HaShem is Omnipotent and is the Creator of all existence. Divine creation is ongoing.  המחדש בטובו בכל יום תמיד מעשה בראשית. ואתה מחיה את כולם.  If HaShem would withdraw and abandon the world for even one moment then the entire world and all of creation would revert to absolute nothingness.  HaShem initiates and activates all of existence, and the world and man are merely passive recipients of Divine Chessed.  כי אראה שמיך מעשי אצבעותיך ירח וכוכבים אשר כוננת  .מה אנוש כי תזכרנו ובן אדם כי תפקדנו.  Man is a nullity, a valueless organism and a helpless, feeble, vulnerable and mortal being.  And הגדולה והגבורה לחי העולמים.  This is the sefirah of Tiferes and Yesod.  And this is קבלת עול מלכות שמים in which man accepts his boundaries, his limitations, his finiteness, his frustrations, his suffering, his mortality and ultimately his demise.

But there is also the  קבלת עול מלכות שמים of Tefilla.  This is the sefirah of Malchus.  שכינה, מלכות, מטרוניתא, כלה. HaShem is remote and hidden.  יושב בסתר עליון.  But HaShem also dwells amongst us.  השוכן אתם בתוך טומאותם.  HaShem dwells amonst us, but HaShem is still hidden and does not yet reveal Himself because HaShem waits for us to initiate and to activate Kedusha in the world. HaShem waits for the individual to perform mitzvos to elevate and sanctify physical and earthly existence.

 מי מנה עפר יעקב  רש"י: אין חשבון במצוות שהם מקיימים בעפר לא תחרוש בשור וחמור, לא תזרע כלאים אפר פרה, עפר סוטה וכיוצא בהם. In tefillah we ask HaShem to grant us all of our physical  and worldly needs.  But then we speak of אשי ישראל. This refers to our ongoing and active commitment to dedicate all of our resources and our entire being to the service of HaShem.

לעולם זאת על ישראל – זה מזבח בנוי ומיכאל שר הגדול עומד ומקריב עליהן נשמותיהן של צדיקים.

 HaShem is passive and waits for us to redeem and sanctify earthly dimensions. HaShem is in the בחינה  of מלך אסור ברהטים and will not emerge to illuminate the world until man moves forward with commitment and self-sacrifice.

The Megaleh Amukos says that the pasuk ותיבב וכו' מדוע בשש רכבו לבוא refers to the wailing of the Shechina concerning the great neshama of Rabbi Akiva who would descend through סיסרא only many generations later from Gairim.

שמבני בניו של סיסרא למדו תורה ברבים הוא  רבי עקיבא ותיבב השכינה על איחור הצירוף מדוע בשש  רכבו לבא...

מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את רבע ישראל. The Megaleh Amukos explains that this refers to the great revolution of the Avos in which their great yearning for Kedusha results in innumerable generations who recapture and recreate this unyielding quest for Kedusha.  This is the fullfillment of the bracha to Yaakov of והיה זרעך כעפר הארץ.  The generations continue to stream, drawing in innumerable great neshamos.  אמת מארץ תצמח refers to the descendants of Yaakov that the branches will yield the fruit worthy of the great seeds of Kedusha that were planted.  וצדק משמים נשקף refers to the גיירי צדק whose neshamos are pulled into the Jewish people in every generation by the great magnetic force of the Avos.  ומספר את רבע ישראל.  The household of Avrohom Avinu in which Avraham Avinu was מתבדל מהאומות is the prototype for the household of every talmid chacham.  Every talmid chacham in his unique quest for Kedusha establishes a household that steps apart from a hostile environment and thereby draws in great neshamos.  The household of every talmid chacham recreates בזעיר אנפין the great revolution of Kedusha of Avraham Avinu.

Avraham Avinu continually steps apart from the comfort zone, the familiar negative, animalistic character traits, self-centered thought-patterns and behavior-patterns.

לך לך מארצך וממלדתך ומבית אביך.  

Deeper than geographical regions, these are new psychological, emotional, metaphysical, spiritual realms to which Avraham and his progeny are constantly journeying and discovering.

אל הארץ אשר אראך.

This is the secret of Am Yisrael.  This is our journey to Eretz Yisrael.  A deep and ongoing quest, לבדד, apart, separate and detached from the superficial goings-on of the world and the nations of the world around us. 

Here is the story of one גיורת:

One day, she was walking back to her apartment. On the way, she passed a young man. To her astonishment, he averted his eyes, looking down to the ground as he hurriedly passed her.  She couldn't believe it!  To be sure, she turned around to see if he would turn back, but he kept going on his way without stopping.

In a world where everyone is looking to satisfy their urges, could such a thing be possible?  Who was that boy?  Upon returning to her apartment, her roommate informed her that the boy she had seen on the street was a Jew. Until that point, she had never seen a Jew, didn't know what a Jew was or looked like and knew nothing about Jews at all. 

 She began to ask around, and meet with Jewish people and amass as much information as possible.  What she discovered was a world of dedication, integrity, sincerity, and consistent commitment.  She was inspired, and she began the long arduous process to convert to Judaism. Now she is married, and beginning to build a Jewish home in the wonderful tradition of her adoptive forebears.

This is לבדד ישכון.  One can be standing in Times Square on January first at midnight, but if he is completely detached and separate from the frivolity and hilarity and promiscuity that surrounds him and he retreats into an inner-self of Kedusha, this is  לבדד ישכון.  But, one can live in the inner streets of meah shearim and be vehemently anti-zionist and have a yeshiva of hundreds of talmidim, but if inwardly he gloats with a feeling of elitism and superiority and condescension and discriminates against children of baalei teshuva and against children of a father who works for a livelihood to deny them admission to a school, this is not לבדד ישכון.  This behavior is reminiscent of the traits of Bil’am harasha.  It is arrogant and abusive behavior and it is as bad and as abhorrent as the permissiveness that they claim to be battling against.

The Megaleh Amukos explains the pasuk in Lech Lecha, referring to Avraham Avinu, of ויוצא אותו החוצה to mean שהוציא אותו מן חוצות.  Therefore, Balak and Bil’am went to קרית חוצות.  Because the Jewish people are תוך and Balak and Bil’am are חוץ. Kedusha is an inner dimension of human existence.  There is no display.  There is no quest for power.  There is no elitism.  Rabbi Akiva descended from סיסרא.  And Rabbi Akiva also had no backround and had been an עם הארץ.  But Rabbi Akiva emerged to be the pillar of תורה שבעל פה.  In Kedusha there is no condescension.   There is no arrogance.  There is no     self-aggrandizement.  Every individual neshama has its own unique role and function.

Our strength is not in our numbers.  Our strength is also not in displaying  our numbers.  Our strength is not in our political power or acumen.   It is not even in our great intellect.  Our strength is in our Kedusha.  This is an indomitable, indestructible energy and force that never gets lost, not even in the slightest measure.  

Balak and Bil’am try their utmost, but fail to sabotage this journey.  They realize that the strength of Am Yisrael is inward, in the profound soul-connection to HaShem and the resulting behavior and lifestyle.   Therefore, Bil’am comes up with a scheme – to pull Am Yisrael “out”, to "קרית חצות", to seduce them with the bnos Moav.  This ploy, indeed, brought calamity.  A catastrophic plague strikes and 24,000 men fall. 

However, as terrible as it was,  let us pay attention to an interesting fact.  Let us keep in mind that the sin of Pe’or and Bnos Mo’av was a trap, intentionally set up by the sinister Bil’am.  We are taught that the main sinner, Zimri, resurfaces many generations later.  Through the courageous act of Pinchas, Zimri’s sin that was so malevolently instigated by Bil’am harasha, is rectified.  Zimri’s neshama resurfaces many centuries later, as Rabbi Akiva, son of Gairim.  Rabbi Akiva is the pillar of Torah she’b’al Peh.

The journey is not short. It goes through many twists and turns.  There are many jealous and evil characters along the way, trying their utmost to disrupt the process.  If chas veshalom they seem to succeed, it is only a superficial, temporary success because Kedusha rebounds with a great force..  

אתה אחד ושמך אחד ומי כעמך ישראל גוי אחד בארץ.

A gutten Erev Shabbos

from Yerushalayim Ir HaKodesh

