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PARSHAS 
CHUKAS-BALAK

GO KILL YOURSELF FOR IT.
There is a pasuk in this week’s parsha that says as fol�

lows: “זאת התורה אדם כי ימות באהל ” – “This is the teaching re�”
garding a man who dies in a tent”. 

One of the more famous words of Chazal regarding this 
pasuk is the Gemara in ):מסכת שבת )פ”ג, Reish Lakish taught 
based on the words of this pasuk, “אין דברי תורה מתקיימין אלא 
 that the ,”במי שממית עצמו עליה, שנאמר זאת התורה אדם כי ימות באהל
Torah can only be attained and can only be preserved by 
one who is willing to kill himself for it. Based on the words 
“Zos hatorah” – “This is the Torah”; this is the road to suc�
cess how one can succeed in learning Torah, “ימות כי   אדם 
 a person who literally dies for it in the tent of the ,”באהל
yeshiva. 

In other words, there has to be a self-sacrifice that a 
person is willing to do in order to attain and maintain his 
Torah learning.  Many ideas are said expounding on and 
in explanation of this statement. One particular idea, said 
by Rav Nochum of Chernobyl (1730-1797, known as the 
Me’or Einayim), is that the Torah is teaching us that when 
learning or teaching Torah, one can only be truly success�
ful if one is willing to make himself like a deceased body.

Let’s elaborate on this idea a little. A dead person has no 
self-interest and is not looking to do anything that will get 
him recognition from others, because he is dead. If one is 
learning torah for the purpose of gaining recognition and 
respect from others there are a couple of downsides.

Firstly, such a person is not truly looking to get all that he 
can from learning; getting a closer connection with Hash�
em; because he is not looking to get to the whole truth. 
Instead, his intentions while learning Torah are to do what�
ever will gain him more respect amongst his peers. Learn�
ing with this intention in mind not only limits one’s success, 
but also takes away from the actual enjoyment in learning, 
because one cannot properly place his focus on the study 
at hand if his intentions are, “What do I have to do in order 
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THE RIF
Rav Yitzchok Alfasi, known as the Rif, was born 

in Algiers, Algeria in 1013. He was a talmid of 
both Rabbeinu Chananel and Rabbeinu Nissim, 
who taught him in Kairouan. Although his last 
name was Alfasi, meaning of Fez, Morrocco, it is 
unclear if he actually ever spent any time there.

When he was 75, he paskened against a pow�
erful individual and forced to move away to Spain, 
ending up in a place called Al-Yussana, near Cor�
doba. Here, there was a yeshiva led by the Rit”z 
Geius (רי”ץ גיאת), a noted Rishon who wrote some 
seforim himself. Although they were not on good 
terms, when the Rit”z Geius passed away the Rif 
became the Rosh Yeshiva.

The sefer the Rif is most known for is his Sefer 
Halachos, called “Shas Katan” by some, but to 
most known simply as “The Rif”. It was the first 
inclusive halachic compendium, in which the Rif 
attempted to retain the language of the Gemara 
but filter out all the parts that had no relevance 
to Halacha (in contrast to the Rambam’s Mishna 
Torah, where the Rambam collects 
all the halachos from the Gemara. 
Condensing the Gemara in the 
manner of the Rif). He wrote 
many revisions to his sefer, and 
it is considered indispensable 
to any serious in-depth Gema�
ra learner as well as to those 
probing the backgrounds of 
Halacha. There are several su�
per-commentaries to the Rif, 
the main ones known as the 
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An 1830s drawing of the Rif. 
Although well-known, this was 
drawn hundreds of years after 
the life of the Rif and is purely 

speculative



2

to be a more respected person”. (Incidentally, it will also not 
work; he will not end up looked up to or respected, and his 
efforts will have been in vain. Eventually it will catch up to 
him and people will recognize his being disingenuous.)

Also, this person is not looking at learning as a way of do�
ing the רצון הבורא – the Divine Will of the Creator. A person 
like this is using his torah learning only as way of gaining 
respect from others, completely missing the point of torah 
learning. Although it does go hand in hand that a person 
who studies torah will gain respect as a result of it, that 
cannot be the reason for his Torah learning. 

It’s about “Zos hatorah” – “This is the blueprint” – of how 
one is successful in Torah learning, “אדם כי ימות באהל”. Not to 
say that one has to literally kill himself for it, rather one has 
to make himself like a dead person – who has no self-inter�
est. With proper intentions in Torah learning, one can truly 
attain all the greatness, as well as obtain immense enjoy�
ment and feelings of fulfillment of Torah, to the highest and 
utmost degree.

 Have a great Shabbos. 
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Sages through the Ages

Ba’al Hamaor, the Milchamos, and the Raivad. At 
some point, someone collected parts of Rashi’s com�
mentary to the Gemara that were relevant to the Rif 
and added those to the page as well, possibly in or�
der to enable people to learn the Rif just as they learn 
Gemara.

The Rif also wrote many teshuvos, a few hun�
dred which we still have, and is mentioned in Tosfos 
over 50 times. His most well-known talmid is the Ri 
Mi’Gash, a well-known Rishon and the rebbi of the 
father of the Rambam.

The Rif passed away in 1103 (the same year thar 
Rashi was niftar, although Rashi was 30 years young�
er) at the age of 90. He was succeeded as Rosh Ye�
shiva by the Ri Mi’Gash, who the Rif felt was more 
worthy than his son. The Rif is known as a master of 
Halachic psak, a father of the “mainstream” Rishonim, 
and the one who transferred the Torah from North 
Africa to Spain. 

PARSHA PIX SOURCE
פּרק כג פּסוק כג

 כי לא־נחש ביעקב ולא־קסם בישראל כעת יאמר ליעקב
ולישראל מה־פעל קל

רשי
ָכָָרָה, שֶׁאֵׁין בָּהֶם   כי לא נחש ביעקב. כִּי רְאוּיִִים הֵם לִבְ

:מְנַַחֲׁשִׁים וְקוֹסְמִים

RABBI BINYAMIN SCHIERMEYER

That Shlomo Hamelech put 
the copper snake on his 
throne. (Rokeach)

That Bilam’s donkey is going 
to be the donkey for the 
Mashiach. (Shimru Mishpat 
brings a Medrash from Shir 

Hashirim)

That the copper snake that 
Moshe Rabeinu made to 
heal those afflicted by the 
snake-plague would not 
only heal a bite from a 
snake, but even a bite from 
any other animal or crea- ture. 
(Medrash Rabbah)

That episode of Bilam is the 
only parsha in the Torah in 
which there are no human 
witnesses to the events that 
took place. Hashem revealed all 
of the behind-the-scenes miracles 
that he performed in order to protect 
Klal Yisrael. (Chasam Sofer)
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RABBI YOSEF CHAIM PINKUS

The Mishnah in Taanis lists five occurrences that took 
place on the 17th of Tammuz, constituting the reasons we 
fast. First, Moses broke the Luchos upon seeing the Jews 
worshipping the Golden Calf. Second, the Korban Tamid was 
halted during the Babylonian siege of Yerushalayim. Third, 
the walls of Yerushalayim were breached during the Roman 
siege (beginning three weeks of fighting inside the city that 
ended with the destruction of the Beis HaMikdash on the 9th 
of Av). Fourth, an idol was erected in the Temple. And fifth, 
immediately prior to the Bar Kochba revolt,  as a harbinger of 
what was to come, the Roman general Apostomus burned a 
Torah scroll.

Assessing these five, commonalities and outliers emerge. Four 
of these are rooted in devastating 
destruction—Temples shattered 
and burning, walls breached, an 
idol placed at the center of the Beis 
HaMikdash, a Torah reduced to ashes. 
The cessation of the Korban Tamid 
appears, by contrast, not nearly as 
big a deal. The Mishnah in Menachos 
(4:4) discusses cases of when the 
Tamid was missed, and rules that 
there is no penalty. We simply are 
supposed to continue along with the 
next Tamid. Furthermore, it was a 
case of Oness. A  siege had removed 
all available sheep, the Jews were not at fault, they had no 
ability to continue to give the offering. Why is this listed among 
the other four?

The Maharal in Nesivos Olam quotes a Sifrei that poses a 
famous and deceptively simple question: What is the Klal 
Gadol, the foundational principle of the Torah? Three opinions 
are brought down. The third possibility quotes the verse 
commanding the Korban Tamid itself: “You shall offer one 
lamb in the morning, the other in the afternoon.” (VeAhavta 
Lirayacha Kamocha, and Sefer Toldos Adam are the other two). 
Why would the sacrificial schedule of the Beis HaMikdash be 
viewed as a guiding principle for all of Judaism?

Chazal understood the Korban Tamid as a firewall against 
Avodah Zarah. The Sifrei (Bamidbar, 142) quotes Hashem 
telling Moshe that as the Jews enter the land, removed from the 
protecting spiritual cocoon of the desert, the gravitational pull 
toward idol worship will intensify because they will be exposed 
to the foreign nations and gods of the land. To this, Hashem 
commands the Jews to offer the daily Tamid, reminding them 
daily about the foundational principle of what and to whom 
their lives and worship center around. 

Tying this to the 17th of Tammuz begins to unlock what 
is taking place. The Korban Tamid was a bulwark against 
us serving Avodah Zarah and merging with the nations, it 
represented us as a unique nation under Hashem’s banner. 

With it taken away, we had no defense. 
But the Tamid carries additional symbolism. Rav Hirsch 

explains that the choice of a sheep as the animal for the 
Tamid in not incidental. Like every detail of the Korbanos, 
he suggests there is great meaning to be found. Here, the 
sheep reminds us that we belong to the flock of Hashem, 
our shepherd. Every Korban reinforces the relational 
dynamic between man and G-d, but the Tamid does so 
more. It both clarifies the sheep-shepherd relationship, 
and also clarifies the rhythm of the relationship via a 
twice-daily structure that tells us that devotion to G-d is 
not intended to be a spontaneous, ad-hoc relationship.

Religious passion in the spur of the moment is real and 
valuable, and indeed there are Korbanos intended for those types 
of moments. But the Tamid’s unique, morning and afternoon 
metronomic output teaches that G-d’s presence i s 
equally evident in the predictable and ordinary. He 
can be found in the beginning and end of your day, 
from when you wake up to when you go to sleep.

Not only is the Korban Tamid load-bearing in the sur merah 
sense—pushing us away from the grasp of Avodah Zarah—it 
also pulls us toward the asei tov of developing a relationship 
with Hashem. We are not only creatures intending to avoid 
bad. We are also those reaching to do good. And for that, the 

Tamid stands as representative of 
what a human day-to-day routine can 
accomplish.

This cuts to the core of what the 
Beis HaMikdash actually was. In 
Parshas Tetzaveh, when describing 
the services in the Mishkan, three 
are highlighted: the Ner Tamid, the 
Ketores, and the Korban Tamid. The 
mefarshim explain that these three 
stand apart from the other Avodah 
and Korbanos which are situational 
and less definitional. If an entire day 
passed without a single Jew sinning, 
there would be no Chatas or Asham 

in the Beis HaMikdash, but the Tamid would still be there. 
The Mishkan is intended as a place, “v’Shachanti b’Socham,” 
where G-d’s presence comes to live among us. Without the 
Korban Tamid (and the others listed in Tezaveh), the building 
is merely a decorative edifice. The consistency of the Tamid is 
what makes it the Beis HaMikdash that Hashem’s Shechinah 
will come to and only then can it serve its purpose as the center 
of Jewish life.

The people had not heeded the message of the Tamid. They 
had embraced Avodah Zarah, not the relationship of the sheep 
to the Shepherd, not the day-to-day struggle to grow and 
become karov to Hashem. When the Tamid was taken away, 
Hashem’s presence left, reducing the Beis HaMikdash to a mere 
building. The Beis HaMikdash lost its sanctity, turning into a 
structure with nothing holy in it, serving a people who had done 
the same to themselves. Only with that removal of its core, was 
destruction possible. 

The 17th of Tammuz asks us to sit with this sad reality. Fast 
days mandate reflection. Inspired by the loss of the foundation�
al Tamid, the day obligates us to consider how we can excise 
the negative in our lives and open ourselves to the positive, 
bringing Hashem into our lives in a very real way, becoming 
centered, as the Beis HaMikdash was, with the Divine at the 
middle.  



How does this scene
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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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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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