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PARSHAS BALAK
RABBI YISSOCHER FRAND
The Apter Rav: How Do You Spell Ahavas Yisrael?
The Apter Rav was known by the title of his Sefer ('Ohev Yisrael') because he was very
meticulous in the mitzvah of loving a fellow Jew. He was known to have said that in
every single parsha there is a hint to the mitzvah to love a fellow Jew. He was once
asked where this mitzvah is hinted at in Parshas Balak. He responded that Parshas
Balak is an easy parsha in which to find this allusion for the very name BaLaK is an
acronym for the commandment V'ahavta L'reacha Kamocha.
The Chassidim questioned the Apter Ravasking that "V'ahavta" begins with a Vov and
Balak begins with a Beis and furthermore, Kamocha begins with a Chaf and Balak
ends with a Kuf! (Two of the three letters do not match, even though they make the
same sound.) The Rebbe then chastised his disciples: "If you are so particular about
'the letter of the law,' you will never come to Ahavas Yisrael (loving a fellow Jew)."
This is very true. In order to achieve Ahasvas Yisrael, a person must be a little flexible.
Certainly, the Rebbe knew how to spell v'Ahavta L'Reacha Kamocha, but he wanted to
make the point of needing flexibility when dealing with other people.
We have told this story previously. I would now like to add the following related
incident: The Apter Rav was once accosted by a group of Maskilim ("Enlightened" Jews
who were hostile to Chassidism in general and Chassidic Rebbes in particular). They
got into a heated and disrespectful discussion with him. At one point in the discussion,
one of the Maskilim took out a cigarette. The Apter Rav reached into his pocket, pulled
out a match box and asked, "Can I give you a light?"
At that point, the Maskil, who pulled out the cigarette said to his companions, "Enough
already. This is not the type of person we should be harassing." This was an example of
Ahavas Yisrael in action. He could have had fundamental and vehement
disagreements with them, but when a Jew needs a favor, you do him a favor. It so
disarmed them, that they ceased the harassment. A person cannot have a hostile
discussion with a person who is so willing to help his sworn adversary.
Young Groom Sets Up Throne Prematurely
I recently saw an anecdote involving Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein. Rav Zilberstein walked
into the home of a newly married couple and noticed a beautiful gold armchair, almost
like a throne, at the head of the dining room table. Rav Zilberstein said to the newly
married young man "What are you doing with such a chair in your house?" The young
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man responded, "Before my wedding, when I was learning about the mitzvah of
Shalom Bayis [family harmony], I was taught the Rambam that a wife should look at her
husband like an officer or a king. [Hilchos Ishus 15:20] If my wife is supposed to look at
me like a king, I figured I should have all the paraphernalia of a king!"
Of course, Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein was extremely put off by this attitude and he said "It
is clear to me that you never heard the insight of Rav Chaim Soloveitchik on Parshas
Balak."
The parsha begins: "Balak son of Zippor saw all that Israel had done to the Emori.
Moav was very frightened of the people, because it was formidable; and Moav was
disgusted in the face of the Children of Israel. Moav said to the elders of Midyan, 'Now
the congregation will chew up our entire surroundings as an ox chews up the greenery
of the field.'" And then the narration continues: "and Balak son of Zippor was king of
Moav at that time." [Bamidbar 22:2-4]
This seems a very odd way of writing the narration. The natural way to write this would
be to begin "Balak son of Zippor, King of Moav, saw..." If the Torah is introducing Balak
at the beginning of the parsha, it should tell us right then who he is! Why does the
Torah wait 3 pasukim to tell us that he happened to be the king?
Rav Chaim explained. The primary goal of a king is to take care of his people, to
protect his subjects and to worry about them. The Torah introduces us to Balak and
tells us that Balak was rightfully fearful of what was going to be with the people of
Moav. He lost sleep over it. He sought t he counsel of Midyan and he came up with a
plan to protect his people. He demonstrated the primary responsibility of a king –
concern for his subjects. It is only after he demonstrated having concern for his
subjects that the Torah confers upon him the title: "Balak son of Zippor was king of
Moav at that time".
Rav Zilberstein then said to the young groom, "Young man, if you want to be the king in
your household, you have plenty of time to get your throne. The first thing you need to
do is act like a king. Your domain is your home and your "subjects" are your wife and
your family. After you demonstrate your worry, concern, and loss of sleep for their
needs and problems, then you can claim the title "King". This is what the Rambam
meant – a husband should EARN the role of being a king in his house, not artificially
set up the TRAPPINGS of royalty without demonstrating the CHARACTERISTICS of
royalty.
Billam Never Opened Up His Eyes
Bilaam went with the officers of Moav to curse the Jewish people, even though he knew
this was not the Will of the Almighty. G-d was angry that Bilaam went. [Bamidbar 22:22]
In order to warn Bilaam, the Almighty placed an Angel of G-d in his path, which
blocked his donkey. The donkey sees the Angel while Bilaam does not see it. Bilaam
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whips the donkey; and then in one of the most miraculous incidents of the whole Torah,
the donkey begins speaking and chastises Bilaam for whipping him.
There is a rule of thumb: The Almighty does not make miracles for the fun of it. When
He makes a miracle, it is because there is a 'necessity' to do so. Why was it necessary
to have this miraculous event of a donkey speaking to a human being? This was an
unprecedented supernatural event to the extent that the Rabbis tell us that the
"donkey's mouth" was created on the eve of the first Sabbath at twilight [Avos 5:6].
What was the necessity for this miraculous departure from the l aws of nature?
The Kli Yakar explains that this was a pointed message to Bilaam: "Bilaam, don't be so
proud of yourself! Don't let the fact that you have been granted prophecy go to your
head. I can even make a donkey speak! In effect, you are just a talking donkey."
The Sforno takes a diametrically opposed view of this. According to the Sforno, this
was not a put down of Bilaam. On the contrary, it demonstrated the Master of the
Universe's unbelievable concern for even a person like Bilaam. Hashem made this
dramatic miracle to get Bilaam's attention and arouse him to repent by recalling that all
speech comes only from the Almighty. The purpose of the miracle was to make a
profound impression on Bilaam so that he might be 'chozer b'Tshuva'
Consider... Bilaam was a low life of society (The Rabbis tell us he used his donkey for
more than just a vehicle of transportation!), yet the Almighty preforms a miracle just to
bring him back. Rather than being a pu t down, this is an unbelievable expression of
Divine Love for EVEN such a person as Bilaam.
The Rabbeinu Bechaye points out that (if this was the purpose of the miracle) it was not
successful! Bilaam should have been shocked by the wondrous event of the donkey
speaking to him. He should have contemplated its import and significance and clearly
understood "from Hashem is this matter" [Tehillim 118:23]. It should have led him to
repent, but it did not.
It does not get any more dramatic than this. But, as a result of his wickedness, his
cruelty, and his unbridled desire to continue on his evil path, he totally ignored the
warning sign. His lust for the money he was going to receive for cursing the Jewish
people made him take the incident of the talking donkey totally in stride as if it were an
everyday occurrence.
There is an expression in English called "blind ambition". People can become blinded
because of a certain ambition. Those ambitions can be powe r, money, or lust. Their
common denominator is that they have a capacity to blind.
Rav Volbe comments on the "Al Chet" we mention on Yom Kippur regarding "our feet
that run to do evil". Rav Volbe says that it is not really the feet that are the source of the
problem. The problem is with the brain or perhaps symbolically, the heart. Rav Volbe
answers that sometimes a person becomes so enamored and so passionate about
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doing something wrong that it is like his feet move on their own and he is no longer in
control of them.
This is what happened to Bilaam. He was so blinded by his lust for money and honor
that he did not see what was happening before his eyes. Rather than falling over in
amazement, the impact of the miracle rolled off of him like water off of a duck's back.
This sometimes happens to us in life as well. We get blinded by so many things that we
fail to see the things that are staring us in the face – the messages that are there,
because we become bl inded.
At the end of the entire incident of Bilaam, how does the parsha end? "Then Bilaam
rose and went and returned to his place and Balak also went on his way." [Bamidbar
24:25]. Why does the Torah need to tell us that Bilaam went home and that Balak went
home? What is the significance of this pasuk?
This pasuk is teaching a profound message. After everything that happened -– the
donkey, the Angel, the fact that every time he tried to open his mouth to curse the
Jews, a blessing came out –- after all that, he went back to where he came from.
Nothing registered. Nothing made an impression on him. The same thing can be said
of Balak. He too went on his way as if nothing happened.
Incredible! Wake up and smell the coffee. Don't either of you understand what
happened over here? How can you just go back to business as usual as if nothing
happened? But that is exactly what both Bilaam and Balak did.
I once heard from Rav Pam that several times in the last few chapters of the Book of
Shoftim [Judges], the Navi uses the expression "In those days there was no King in
Israel. Every man did as was right in his own eyes." The last chapters of Shoftim reflect
a horrible period in Jewish history. There were tragic events of Idolatry, Immorality, and
Bloodshed that took place within the Jewish nation. How does the book of Shoftim
end? It ends with those very same words: "In those days, there was no King in Israel.
Every man did as was right in his own eyes." [Shoftim 21:25]
After all that occurred, after the civil war that almost wiped out an entire tribe in Israel,
everyone was still the same. Everyone was still doing their own thing –- as if nothing
had transpired during that entire horrendous period of history.
When events occur and they are staring us in the face, we are supposed to open up
our eyes. Bilaam never opened up his eyes. He was so blinded by personal ambition
that it did not make a difference wh at was happening. He returned to his place just as
he left it. 1
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BREAKING FREE TO GEULAH
YONOSON ROSENBLUM

Rav Aaron Lopiansky, rosh yeshivah of the Yeshiva of Greater Washington, recently
published Seed of Redemption, his English adaptation of Rav Yosef Lipovitz’s
Nachalas Yosef on Megillas Rus. Just in time for Shavuos.
When Nachalas Yosef was presented to Rav Gedaliah Nadel, one of those closest to
the Chazon Ish, “he read it breathlessly from beginning to end, sobbing uncontrollably.
[When he finished], he said, ‘it is 500 years since a sefer of this kind was written;
undoubtedly, it was written with ruach hakodesh,” according to an eye-witness
account.
Nachalas Yosef weaves the words of Chazal together in a seamless tapestry, not as
isolated comments. The commentary demonstrates that Chazal’s words are not fanciful
extrapolations from the text, but careful explications of the verses, which peel back
layers of meaning..
Rav Lipovitz, a close talmid of the Alter of Slabodka, introduces his commentary with
two essays on recurrent themes throughout the megillah. The first focuses on chesed.
“Rav Zeira said, ‘[The megillah was written] to teach me how much reward lies in store
for people who perform deeds of kindness’ ” (Rus Rabbah 2:14).
Chesed, as defined by the Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim, is acts of benevolence
toward one’s fellow man to whom no duty, or even sense of duty, exists. The
paradigmatic act of chesed was Hashem’s creation of the world, which obviously did
not emanate from a preceding obligation. Every act of chesed, then, attests to the
Creator, for it flows from the breath of the Divine within us. Avraham was able to
deduce the existence of the Creator “from himself,” from his own middah of chesed.
Not only is chesed the foundation stone of the world, and necessary for its
continuation, it is through chesed that the world will come to final establishment of the
Davidic kingdom with the coming of Mashiach. Thus the centrality of chesed to the
story leading to the birth of Dovid Hamelech.
The second essay describes the period of the Judges, which was in many ways the
antithesis of a world of chesed. Chazal ask how the nation degenerated so rapidly
following the death of Yehoshua. They find a hint in the description of Yeshoshua’s
burial. Nowhere does it say that the people mourned Yehoshua, after burying him north
of Gaash (Yeshoshua 24:29–30).
Nowhere else in Tanach is a place called Gaash mentioned. That absence leads Rav
Berachiah to deduce that the meaning of the verse is that the people were too
preoccupied (nisgaashu) to mourn Yehoshua. They were involved instead in their
properties, fields, and vineyards. (See Rus Rabbah Psicha 2)
Materialism and self-absorption were the culprits. The entire period of the Judges is
described as one in which each man did what was straight in his eyes. They acted
without any consideration of anyone but themselves.
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Chazal found in a verse in Mishlei (19:15) — “Laziness begets slumber, and the
deceitful soul starves” — stages of decline. Because Yisrael was lazy in paying their
respects to Yehoshua, and were deceitful to Hashem, even to the point of idol worship,
Hashem starved them of the Divine spirit. Overindulgence in material pleasures led to a
slackening of chesed, and ultimately to spiritual slumber.
But because Hashem can neither destroy His rebellious people nor return them to
Egypt nor exchange them for another, He must instead bring upon them famine to
awaken them from their spiritual slumber. Megillas Rus begin with a terrible famine.
(Perhaps today we could substitute plague for famine.)
THE EVENTS of Megillas Rus all foreshadow the process culminating in Mashiach. The
first verse tells us “va’yeitzei ish — a man went out,” a phrase that appears in only one
other place in Tanach — with respect to Amram’s taking back his wife Yocheved. The
earlier event led to the birth of Moshe Rabbeinu, the Redeemer of Israel from Egypt,
and the second va’yeitzei ish, for which Elimelech is sharply criticized by Chazal,
ironically sets in motion the process leading to the final Redeemer.
Particularly subtle is Nachalas Yosef’s treatment of Orpah. She and Rus are sisters.
Orpah does not feign her love for Naomi. Her tears upon parting from Naomi are
genuine. For each tear shed, say Chazal, she was rewarded with another gibur as a
descendant.
Her decision not to accompany Naomi followed normal human logic. There was little
she could do to significantly improve Naomi’s fate, and by joining her mother-in-law she
would be dooming herself to self-extinction, for who would marry a daughter of an
enemy nation. She was, in essence, following the halachic principle, “Your life takes
precedence.”
It was Rus’s decision that was unnatural, or above nature, as it were. For Rus, the
ideals she saw embodied in Naomi were not just ideals that enhance life, but ideals for
which it was worth sacrificing one’s life. Naomi’s truth was the higher prophetic truth
from which the ultimate tikkun haolam derives. As David told Golyas, the descendant of
Orpah, “You come against me with the sword and spear, and I come with the Name of
Hashem….” (I Shmuel 17:45). The strength of Israel in all our battles is not the strength
of human logic, but the strength of steadfast clinging to Hashem.
Breaking free of any trace of self-absorption, as Rus did, is the key to the messianic
process. Boaz, the male forebear of Dovid Hamelech, and through him Mashiach, is
introduced, “And his name was Boaz.” Evildoers, however, are introduced by their
name first: “Golyas is his name” (I Shmuel 17:4). Since the wicked act primarily out of
their self-interest, their name comes first.
Boaz greets his harvesters, “May Hashem be with you.” That usage of Hashem’s Name
in routine greetings is one of three rabbinic decrees to be endorsed by the Heavenly
Court (Yerushalmi Berachos 9:5). The greeting serves as a reminder that we all have a
common Father and are made in His Image. As such, it hints to the tranquillity and
universal brotherhood that will characterize the messianic era.
When Boaz awakens at midnight and finds Rus sleeping at his feet, he could have
cursed or shamed her, for her apparent brazenness. Instead he blesses her, “Your last
chesed is greater than your first.” The Targum translates the first chesed as her
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conversion, the very conversion that made it possible to enter the Jewish People and
marry Boaz.
But what does conversion have to do with chesed? Unlike other converts — e.g., Yisro,
Rachav, and Naaman — Rus did not convert because she witnessed the overwhelming
power of Hashem. But rather she saw the sweetness of Naomi’s ways. Her recognition
of Hashem, like that of Avraham Avinu, was through chesed.
And it was her good intentions — her second chesed in coming to the granary — that
Boaz discerned. So too were Tamar’s intentions good when she risked everlasting
shame by hiding her identity from Yehudah in order to give birth to Peretz. The latter’s
geneology through Boaz to David is emphasized in the megillah’s closing verses.
Similarly, did Lot’s daughters sacrifice themselves out of the best of intentions — to
preserve humanity. The verse refers to them as the nimzaos in Sedom, and Chazal
expound that they are the ancestors of two metzios (precious found objects) — Rus the
Moabite and Na’amah the Ammonite, who form the matriarchal line to Mashiach.
Chazal take note that Lot’s daughters did not express a desire for children from their
father, but rather “seed.” In so doing, they hinted to a process going back to the
beginning of human history. When Chavah gave birth to Shes, she referred to him as
“zera acher — a different seed.” Chazal explain: a seed from a different place, i.e.,
from Mashiach.
Mashiach can only come from a seed other than the one that gave birth to Kayin. Kayin
viewed the world as a zero-sum game. In his worldview, anything that elevated Hevel
must diminish himself. Mankind built on the seed that brought forth Kayin will inevitably
implode. Only from “another seed,” one steeped in chesed, will Mashiach come.
May that seed of redemption come to fruition speedily in our days.2
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KIDS CORNER

Something to put into action this week:
Check in on a friend that you haven’t spoken to in a few weeks and ask them
how their week was.

Thinking question of the week:
What do you think you can do on a personal level to increase YOUR Ahavas
Yisrael?3

SHABBAT SHALOM!
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Please submit Ahavas Yisrael material to hkarben@gmail.com
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