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B E H I N D  T H E
Meaning

Minhag
KISSING THE MEZUZAH
Many people have a Minhag that as they en-
ter or exit the room, they put their hand on 
the mezuzah and kiss it. What is the source 
of their minhag.
The Gemara in Maseches Avoda Zara(11a) 
brings a famous story with Onkelos and the 
Roman Emperor. The emperor who was his 
uncle sent soldiers to bring him. They went, 
and Onkelos told them verses from the To-
rah, and they were inspired and converted.
The emperor sent another group of soldiers, 
telling them not to tell him anything. Onkelos 
said, “Let me tell you something trivial  .  .  .” 
Inspired by his words, they all converted.
The emperor sent another group of soldiers 
and told them not to discuss anything with 
him.
As they were taking him out of the house, 
Onkelos saw a mezuzah on the doorway; 
he stretched out his arm and touched it. On-
kelos asked them, “What is this that I am 
touching?” The soldiers responded, “You tell 
us.”
Onkelos explained to them, “It is the custom 
of the world that the king sits in the inside of 
the palace, and the guards protect him from 
the outside. However, with Gd, His servants 

A KAL VA’CHOMER GONE WRONG
There are many arguments that Korach advanced in his 

challenge to Moshe Rabbeinu during their famous con-
frontation. Perhaps the most peculiar of them is found in 
Rashi at the very beginning of the parshah. Korach (act-
ing, according to Chazal, at the urging of his wife; see 
Sanhedrin 110a) dressed in a garment entirely dyed 
techeiles, stood together with his 250 followers, all sim-
ilarly attired, before the entirety of Klal Yisrael and posed 
the following question: “Is a garment completely dyed in 
techeiles, obligated to have tzitzis hung on to it’s corners 
or exempt?” Moshe replied, “Yes, it is obligated.” At this, 
Korach and his followers burst into laughter. “How can 
this be?” they mocked. “A garment made of another ma-
terial becomes exempt through a single thread of techei-
les, yet a garment composed entirely of techeiles cannot 
exempt itself? Does that make any sense?!”

If anyone reading this does not already have their eye-
brows raised at how bizarre this argument sounds, R’ Eli-
yahu Baruch Finkel asks an even more fundamental ques-
tion: How does Korach’s argument make any sense at all?

Even if one were to grant that this kal va’chomer is a 
valid form of reasoning, it would seem to address only 
the obligation of the string of techeiles. The mitzvah of 
tzitzis (at least as practiced by most wearers today) in-
cludes white strings as well. If so, how could a garment 
that is entirely techeiles exempt itself from the obligation 
of tzitzis altogether? At most, Korach’s argument would 
appear to exempt the garment from the requirement of a 
techeiles thread, but not from the obligation to attach the 
white strings. R’ Eliyahu Baruch notes that although the 
Midrash describes Korach and his followers as approach-
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ing this debate with leitzanus—mockery and ridicule—this 
argument seems to transcend the realm of leitzanus alto-
gether and enter the realm of shtus, sheer foolishness. 

R’ Eliyahu Baruch derives from here a profound insight 
into the destructive power of the terrible middah of kinah 
( jealousy). The Midrash is certainly correct that Korach be-
gan with leitzanus, using mockery and ridicule as his weap-
on. However, kinah ultimately blinded him to even the most 
basic logic.

What was intended to appear as a sharp and sophisti-
cated challenge to Moshe was, upon closer examination, 
completely devoid of sense. An argument that may initially 
strike the listener as clever and compelling is revealed to be 
fundamentally flawed. Such is the power of kinah: it can so 
distort a person’s judgment that he fails to recognize the 
most obvious weaknesses in his own reasoning. 

>>> continued from front 
Meaning Behind the Minhag

are inside their homes and He protects them from the 
outside, as the Pasuk says (Psalms 121:8), “Gd will 
protect your departure and your arrival from now and 
forever.”
The soldiers were inspired, and they converted. The 
emperor did not send any additional soldiers.
Based on this story the Rema (YD:285:2)writes 
“Some have the custom to place their hand on the 
mezuzah when they leave their home, and say, “Gd 
will protect your departure . . .” And the same when 
one enters the home—one should place one’s hand 
on the mezuzah.”
The Childa in his commentary Birkei Yosef on the 
Shulchan Aruch is the first to bring down (in the name 
of the Arizal) the minhag to kiss the Mezuzah also. 

RABBI BINYAMIN SCHIERMEYER

That machlokes is so 
terrible, that the Man-

na fell even when Klal Yisrael 
sinned with the golden calf be-
cause they had peace with each 
other, but no Manna came down 
on the day of the machlokes of 
Korach. (Shevet Mussar). The 
Medrash Talpiyot says in the name 
of the Shl”a Hakadosh, that one 
machlokes pushes off 100 parna-
sot. 

That Korach was the 
officer in charge of all the 
storage houses of Pha-
raoh. (Medrash Rabbah)

Why Aharon’s staff produced 
almonds over any other fruit? 
It’s possible that the reason 
is, because the doctors say, 
that almonds are a medicine for 
anger, and that after the congre-
gation of Israel got upset with Moshe 
and Aharon, specifically Aharon’s 
staff grew almonds. (Rama Mipano)
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פּרק יח פּסוק יט
 כל  תרומת הקדשים אשר ירימו בני־ישראל ליהוה נתתי לך

 ולבניך ולבנתיך אתך לחק־עולם ברית מלח עולם הוא לפני יהוה
לך ולזרעך אתך



TORAS RISHONIM RABBI YOSEF CHAIM PINKUS

After Korach’s rebellion, Hashem answers decisively. “The 
earth opens beneath Korach and his people, swallowing 
them whole. Fire descends from above, consuming the 
remaining 250 men who were offering ketores in flames.” 
And then, immediately, the ground closes back up, as if 
nothing had ever happened.

The two-fold punishment, earth below and fire above, 
was middah k’neged middah. Torah itself is of both realms 
— formed by Hashem on high and brought down to earth 
through Moshe. Korach was not engaged in local shul 
politics. He was undermining the very foundations of Torah 
as we know it. And because his violation touched both 
heaven and earth, so too did his punishment.

What exactly was that violation? Korach challenged 
Moshe on questions of leadership and Torah interpretation, 
and, the medrash explains, he did so in a public way. He 
assembled 250 men dressed entirely in techeiles and 
posed a question to Moshe: does such a garment still 
require a techeiles thread? Moshe said yes. Korach laughed, 
suggesting that if a single thread exempts a white garment, 
surely a garment of pure techeiles exempts itself.

But the joke wasn’t really about tzitzis. As we saw 
last week, the Akeidah teaches that the single thread of 
techeiles represents the straight and narrow, the precise 
median point of Torah-true balanced human conduct. The 
mean exists at a single precise point; deviation can occur in 
countless directions. That one thin line that Korach ridiculed 
was exactly the whole message, and Korach’s all-blue 
garment was a wholesale rejection of that idea. His deeper 
argument was the one he states openly: kol ha’eidah kulam 
kedoshim — the entire congregation is holy, everyone has 
equal access to the divine, there is no single narrow path 
that one man gets to define for everyone else. The techeiles 
gotcha was designed to make Moshe look arbitrary, as if 
his rulings were human logic dressed up as prophecy. And 
if that’s all they are, then any other smart man is entitled to 
reach different conclusions.

This is deeply problematic. One of the great firewalls of 
our religion is our belief in Moshe Rabbeinu as a unique 
prophet. The Rambam lists the supremacy of Moshe’s 
nevuah among the Thirteen Principles. And the reason 
it functions as a firewall is straightforward. If Moshe’s 
prophecy was the greatest and the clearest, the closest 
possible link to the divine, then no one who comes after 
him can legitimately overturn what he taught.

By arguing that Moshe was exercising merely his own 
judgment in appointing Aharon, and per the Medrash, in 
ruling that a single thread of techeiles fulfills the mitzvah, 
Korach was eroding that bedrock. Once it becomes 
acceptable to say Moshe was wrong, we have no defense 
against those who would later claim their miracles and 

prophecies supersede his.
The Rambam, in Ma’amar Techiyas HaMeisim, addresses 

this directly. Wouldn’t it have been a more powerful lesson 
for the pit to stay open? Shouldn’t there be an eternal, 
visible testimonial as a place Klal Yisrael could point to and 
say, here is where Korach fell, and here is where our faith in 
Moshe Rabbeinu was confirmed?

The Rambam explains that miracles are 
meant to serve as testimony, so the question is 
entirely valid. But there is a definitional distinction between 
two categories of miracle. A miracle that operates within 
the natural order, something like the annual miracle of 
Shemitah, where nature is not broken but pushed to 
statistically improbable extremes year after year, gains 
power the longer it persists. The compounding odds 
become their own testimony.

But a miracle that breaks the natural order is different. 
By its very nature, it has to end quickly and return things to 
normal. As human beings, we are naturally skeptical. When 
something violates our understanding of how the world 
works, our instinct is not to accept the miracle but to revise 
our model of nature. Rambam uses the miracle of Moshe’s 
staff turning into a snake as his example. If the staff had 
remained a snake, we might eventually rationalize it away 
by suggesting it was always a snake, and Moshe merely 
disguised it.

With Korach’s pit, if it had stayed open forever, the very 
permanence would have invited reinterpretation. Sinkholes 
exist, maybe we just got lucky. The longer the break in 
nature persists, the more likely human psychology is to 
incorporate it into a revised model of how the world works. 
The miraculous becomes the mundane by slow degrees.

But when there is a clean, sudden break and then a swift 
return to normal, the miraculous character of the event is 
preserved. The mind cannot ease itself into naturalistic 
explanation. This is the reason why in Sefer Yehoshua, 
it describes the Jordan River stopping its flow, and then 
additionally describes how the flow resumed. The return to 
nature is not the end of the miracle. It is an additional layer 
of testimony to it.

And so, if the purpose of Korach’s punishment was in-
tended as a middah k’neged middah lesson to Klal Yisra-
el about the bedrock beliefs that undergird our faith, then 
the nature-breaking miracle proceeded exactly as na-
ture-breaking miracles must, with sudden appearance and 
sudden disappearance, in order to precisely and effective 
ensure Moshe’s leadership, and therefore the Torah would 
endure. 

Rambam: METZIUS OF A MOIFIS



How does this scene

connect to the Parsha?
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PARSHAS 

BAMIDBAR

T H R O U G H  T H E  D E S S E RT  W I T H  T H E  L- R D

We ended off last week’s leining with a strong chazak chazak 

and are now entering a new sefer, Bamidbar, which  makes the 

parashah a gateway into this segment of the Chumash. 

What is the theme of sefer Bamidbar and what are we to see 

within it?
The Ramban in his introduction to the sefer tells us that Bamidbar 

is not mainly a book of laws because its mitzvos are not the main 

aspect of it. Rather, it’s about all the things that Hashem did for us 

while we journeyed through the desert. Let’s look deeper into this.

The Torah at the end of Shemos tells us how to build the 

Mishkan, in Vayikra we are told how to use the Mishkan, and now 

in Bamidbar we are being shown how to live with the Mishkan. 

The Mishkan was the place where Hashem rested His presence 

amongst us.

At the beginning of the parashah there is a counting. Rashi 

points out that we are counted all the time by Hashem for He is 

showing us how precious we are to Him. This new counting was 

after the putting together of the Mishkan. In a certain sense, our 

being counted is an introduction to our living with Hashra’os 

haShechinah, living with G-d.

The parasha follows this theme and continues with the banners 

of each tribe and the formation of their encampments around the 

Mishkan. Then it discusses the Levites as our agents to the Mishkan.

The whole sefer is how we lived with Hashem through 

tribulations, trials, and triumph.  As the Hemek Davar says in his 

introduction to Bamidbar, “This sefer is about living with Hashem.”

Yet, how does one live with Hashem?

One possible idea may be hidden within the first words of the 

sidrah. “Hashem spoke to Moshe in MIDBAR Sinai saying…”

The Baal Haturim connects these words to the end of last week’s 

parashah that ends with “these are the mitzvos.” He explains the 

correlation with the powerful words of the Medrash Rabbah that 

tells us that to acquire Torah wisdom one must make himself like a 

midbar hefker, a barren desert.
continued on page 2 >>>
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RABBI SHMUEL BECHER

T H E  O H R  S O M AYAC H

R’ Meir Simcha (HaKohen), better known as 

the Ohr Somayach, was born in Baltrimantz, 

Lithuania, in 1843 (5603) to R’ Shimshon 

Klonimus, a well-off business man. His parents 

had helped the Maharam (R’ Meir of Tiktin), 

who gave them a blessing to have a child who 

would illuminate the world with his Torah. 

The Rav of Balmitrantz also blessed them to 

have a child who would gladden his parents. 

This led R’ Shimshon Klonimus and his wife 

to name their son Meir Simcha. The Cantonist 

Decree was in effect when he was a child, 

but somehow R’ Meir Simcha was able to 

evade the draft, and began his journey of total 

devotion to the Torah.

In 1860 he married and settled in Bialystok, 

Poland. His wife opened a business so R’ 

Meir Simcha would be able to devote himself 

entirely to learning. Her amazing dedication 

allowed him to continue studying for 27 years. 

He became well known for his brilliance as 

well as his complete love of Torah. During that 

time, R’ Meir Simcha was considered for the 

position of Rav of Bialystok. However, his vocal 

opposition to Chovevei Zion, a secular Zionist 

organization, led some of the more influential 

members of the community to prevent his 

appointment. 

Then, in 1887, R’ Meir Simcha became the 

Rav of Dvinsk, a position he would hold for 

the next 40 years. Later, he was joined by the 
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PARSHAS 
TZAV

T H E  S E C R E T  WO R L DThe uniqueness of the third of the four parshiyos, פרשת 

 lies in its mystery. Though the Medrash says that Moshe ,פרה

Rabbeinu understood the reasoning behind this mitzvah, 

to everyone else (even Shlomo HaMelech!) it remains 

an enigma. R’ Yochanan ben Zakai was approached by a 

non-Jew with the challenge that the mitzvah of פרה אדומה 

looks like witchcraft. Although he “pushed him away with 

a reed,” R’ Yochanan ben Zakai explained to his talmidim 

that Hashem tells us “גזרתי גזרה  חקקתי   This is the“) ”חקה 

law I have inscribed, this is the decree that I decreed”). 

The mitzvah of אדומה  is not one that is given to be פרה 

understood, only fulfilled. Yet it is also this very mystique 

that reveals the profundity of the Torah as a whole. 

The Sfas Emes, in describing the idea of a חוק (most often 

understood as an inexplicable law), contrasts the Torah’s 

approach to living with the instinctual approach of Man. 

Naturally, the decisions one makes are guided by the desire 

for the result of that decision. Any action’s merit is judged by 

its intended outcome. It’s for this reason that many people 

experience burnout. When they begin their course of action, 

it gives them satisfaction. But after acclimating to that level 

of accomplishment, it no longer provides the result they are 

striving for, causing a lack of motivation to continue. 

In sharp contrast, the Torah requires that one follow the 

mitzvos without any understanding of the goal. The entirety 

of Torah is referred to as a חוק as well, for it is not simply a 

self-help guide, but the system of the spiritual world. The 

mitzvos are more than just commandments, they are the 

very laws of nature. For one to exist on a spiritual plane, 

one must follow the Torah’s laws. Understood this way, 

a חוק is not an inexplicable law but an inescapable one. 

Were it not for the miracle of free will, the mitzvos would 

be as immutable as the law of gravity. When one shoulders 
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B E H I N D  T H E

Meaning
Minhag

G E Z U N T E I TWhere does the minhag of saying Gezunteit 
or Bless you after someone sneezes come 
from?

The  Midrash (Pirkei D’R’ Eliezer Ch. 52 
brought down by R’ Akiva Eiger in Gilyon 
Hashas in Maseches Berachos Daf 53a) tells 
us that originally, sneezing was actually quite 
dangerous — it boded imminent death:

“From the day that heaven and earth were 
created, no one was ever sick; if one was 
on the road or in the marketplace, he would 
sneeze, and his soul would leave by way of his 
nostrils. (When Gd infused the soul into Man, 
He ‘blew it’ into Adam’s nostrils. Thus, when 
it came time for the soul to be returned to its 
Maker, it would leave through the same portal 
it arrived.) Until our forefather  Jacob  prayed 
to  Gd  about this, saying: ‘Master of all 
worlds! Don’t take my soul from me before I 
have the opportunity to give instructions to 
my children and my household.’ Gd agreed 
with him, as the verse says: ‘After these 
events, Joseph was told, “Behold, your father 
is ill.”’ All the peoples of the world heard of 
this and were amazed since nothing like this 
had happened since heaven and earth were 
created.”

Accordingly, the  Midrash  concludes, we 
wish life to someone who sneezes since it 
used to represent the opposite.
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