them. On the wall, among the many beautiful graphics,
hung a picture whose subject was rather incongruous: a
silver key on a black background.
Rav Shlomo explained the reason that he kept
this picture in such a prominent place – opposite his chair,
where it would always be in his line of sight: “All day,
Yidden sit here. I keep this picture to remind me that every
Yiddishe neshamah, Jewish soul, has a key to unlock it.
Sometimes he only requires a cup of coffee; other times
the situation requires more – but there is a key to every
Jewish soul.” This was the secret of his unusual success in
reaching so many Jewish souls. He was able to connect
with them, because he looked at them with heart. He
sought a way to unlock their souls. When one looks with
insight at a person who is learning Torah, he peers right
into his heart and is afforded a unique and powerful
insight into the person.
When Rav Eliyahu Essas, one of the original
Russian Refuseniks, came to hear Rav Shlomo speak at a
gathering in Yerushalayim, he felt the Rosh Yeshivah’s
penetrating gaze. He remarked, “When I stood before Rav
Shlomo, the Rosh Yeshivah’s eyes suddenly welled up with
tears. He rose and embraced me and held me close. I had
a sense that this Jew understood all of the suffering that I
had undergone in my life.” Rav Shlomo did not just look at
him. He looked into him, penetrating the very recesses of
his psyche – all because he cared. When one looks at a
talmid chacham in such a manner, he sees the passion,
excitement and love with which the Torah scholar studies
Torah.
Rav Shlomo’s boundless love for every Jew was
the result of his unique vision, which permitted him to see
deeper, beyond the normal scope of what others would
see. A distinguished lay person once entered the bais
hamedrash and Rav Shlomo pointed to a boy sitting on a
bench. “Do you see that boy?” he asked. “I do” was the
person’s reply.
“Again, do you see him?” Once again, the person
responded in the affirmative.
“No, you do not really ‘see’ him. You see a long
ponytail and a ripped T-shirt… you are not seeing his
neshamah!”
Looking at an object is different than looking into
an object. Some can look at a Torah scholar as he pores
over the many sefarim on his desk and remain uninspired,
because they see only superficially. Others will look with
penetrating insight and see more than a scholar studying.
They will be moved by his total devotion to Torah, by his
intoxicating love, his animation and excitement as he
delves deeper, plumbing the depths of Torah erudition,
every bit of knowledge a precious jewel. We see what we
want/expect to see. Open eyes with a closed heart and
closed mind will see the superficial. To see beyond the
periphery, one must look with an open heart and an open
mind. Then, what he sees will have sufficient meaning to
inspire.

Va’ani Tefillah
 – את צמח דוד עבדך מהרה תצמיחEs tzemach David
avdecha meheirah tzatzmiach. May you speedily cause
the outgrowth of David, Your servant, to sprout forth.
Faith in Moshiach’s eventual arrival is a verity in
which all observant Jews believe. The issue that
determines one’s spiritual persona is his belief in the
imminence/immediacy of his coming. Our gedolim were
known to prepare for his coming on a regular basis. The
Chafetz Chaim, zl, had a packed suitcase ready and waiting
for the moment that Moshiach was heralded. In fact, his
wagon drivers -- with whom he traveled from place to
place -- related that when it came to the Chafetz Chaim’s
stop at which he was to get off, he instructed the driver
not to stop the wagon. Instead, the sage jumped off! He
explained that when Moshiach would arrive, he, being a
Kohen, would serve in the newly rebuilt Bais Hamikdash.
Our Sages teach that Kohanim zerizin heim, Kohanim are
alacritous, moving through the avodah, Priestly service,
with great speed and precision. There was so much to do
and so many Jews waiting to be served, there was no other
way. Apparently, this, too, was part of their Priestly
training. The Chafetz Chaim did not want to miss out on
any aspect of avodas Kohanim.
One must reiterate and constantly remember
the words of the Rambam (Hilchos Melachim 11:1),
“Whoever does not believe in him (Moshiach) or does not
wait for his coming does not merely [by his inaction] deny
[the prophecies of] all of the other Neviim, prophets, but
[essentially] he denies the Torah and Moshe Rabbeinu.”
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Parashas Bamidbar

תשע"ט

שאו את ראש כל עדת בני ישראל
Take a census of the entire assembly of Bnei Yisrael.
(1:2)
The Ramban (commentary to 1:45) explains that
Hashem does not simply instruct Moshe Rabbeinu and
Aharon HaKohen to take a count of the Jewish People. Had
Hashem required a number, He would have revealed it to
them. Rather, Hashem commanded them: All of the
people should file past you with fear and trepidation (after
all, Moshe and Aharon comprised the nation’s leadership),
and you will count them. In other words, the task at hand
was far more critical than obtaining the number of Jews
constituting the nation. The purpose of the census was to
convey a sense of importance to each and every individual
Jew.
No Jew should feel that he is merely a simple cog
in a large wheel: “I am one of many. What difference do I
make in the large scheme of things?” Thus, each person
passed before Moshe and Aharon and mentioned his
name. These leaders would probably comment on the
name and briefly talk about his role in Klal Yisrael. The
process did not take more than a minute or two, but it
forever changed the life of the person, uplifting him and
granting him a newfound sense of self-worth.
Horav Tzvi Kushelevsky, Shlita, considers this to
be the obligation of a responsible, religious leader. He
must see to it that he not only looks after his own spiritual
growth, but also ministers to the needs of the wider
community by developing a personal relationship with its
members. A Rosh Yeshivah must make certain that he is
personally invested in the lives of his talmidim, students,
such that he knows their individual strengths and
weaknesses, seeking to maximize each student’s
individual potential. This sort of connection is critical to
each student’s growth as a ben Torah and as a human
being.
The Midrash underscores that the word, se’u,
which initiated the command to count the nation, has a
dual meaning. The word is used in the dreams of the butler
and the baker, which were interpreted by Yosef
HaTzaddik. In those situations, se’u means either to
“promote” or to “execute/kill.” Indeed, the butler was
promoted, while the baker was executed. The Rosh
Yeshivah explains that with regard to the census and every
Jew’s opportunity to come face-to-face with the exalted
leadership of Klal Yisrael, the meaning achieves greater
profundity. In the context of the census the meaning of
se’u is: Each person is granted qualities, talents and

פרשת במדבר

strengths with which to succeed in life and confront its
challenges. If we harness those talents, we rise; we
“promote” ourselves (so to speak); otherwise, if we ignore
our capabilities, allowing them to stagnate while we go
about our merry way, we “perish”; we destroy our potential.
By personal neglect, we can destroy the person we were
destined to be and could have succeeded in becoming.
At the se’u, counting of the Jewish People, each
person was made cognizant of his calling in life and made
acutely aware of his talents to bring his mission to successful
fruition. As the people stood before the leaders of Klal
Yisrael, after they had been made aware of their G-d-given
talents, they were challenged to define their goals and
aspirations for themselves: “Now that you know what you
are capable of achieving, what are you going to do about it?”
For a rebbe to be able to observe, notice and
convey a student’s talents and capabilities, the rebbe must
represent greatness in Torah and depth of character, in
addition to total deference to his students. Such a person is
not only able to transmit the message – he is a person whose
word carries weight and will, thus, inspire the student. In
other words, the student trusts him, knowing that when his
rebbe says, “I am doing this only for you” – he means it.
Horav Michel Yehudah Lefkowitz, zl, Rosh Yeshivah of
Yeshivah LeTzeirim of Ponovezh possessed such an uncanny
ability. It was this rare combination of qualities that made
him one of the most beloved and respected Roshei Yeshivah
of our generation.
A distinguished mechanech, Torah educator, who
was very close to Rav Michel Yehudah, would discuss
educational issues with him to seek his sage counsel. One
day, he shared an issue with Rav Michel Yehudah, which this
mechanech intimated was troubling him greatly.
“This time, my question does not involve chinuch,”
the mechanech began. “This issue is personal. For some
time, I have felt that while I am successful in reaching others,
I am not personally growing spiritually the way I should. I am
very busy, so busy that I do not have time for myself.
Therefore, I have been considering taking a two-year
sabbatical from chinuch, so that I can learn all day and
recharge my spiritual battery. My menahel sanctioned my
request, promising to hold my job for me. Would the Rosh
Yeshivah bless my endeavor?”
Rav Michel Yehudah looked at him pensively for a
moment and said, “Please ask someone else for a blessing.”
“Rebbe, but why? No one knows me better than
the Rosh Yeshivah. I come here on a regular basis to discuss
my Torah/chinuch issues. Why is this question any different
than the others?”

“My dear talmid,” the Rosh Yeshivah said, “I have
where it was elevated to a high spiritual plateau until it
been in chinuch for over sixty-five years. During this time,
came to a room above which was written the mitzvah of
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the mitzvah. He was exempt because he was on a mission
Perhaps we now have a window into the
to save the Jewish People. Still, he had not fulfilled the
character of a gadol. “Klal Yisrael comes first” is more than
mitzvah.
lip service, or a way to act. It is the leitmotif of a true gadol;
Horav Yitzchak Zilberstein, Shlita, offers the
it is his life.
rationale for this. There are certain spiritual
benefits/qualities that one is able to achieve only through
the execution of specific mitzvos. If one had a perfect
לבני יוסף לבני אפרים
excuse, ie., he was in the middle of performing another
For the sons of Yosef: For the sons of Ephraim. (1:32)
critical mitzvah, or was absolutely unable to do so due to
The Baal HaTurim notes the word livnei, for the
extenuating circumstances, he has missed out on that
sons of – Ephraim. It should have said, l’Ephraim, for
mitzvah. Exemption from a mitzvah does not replace that
Ephraim, since Yosef was the head of the shevet, tribe. He
mitzvah. He is “present,” but “not present.”
explains that the Degalim formation (which is mentioned
later in the parsha) coincided with the formation of
'וימת נדב ואביהו לפני ד
pallbearers (who were Yaakov Avinu’s sons) at Yaakov
Avinu’s funeral. Since Yosef did not participate in the
Nadav and Avihu died before Hashem. (3:4)
actual carrying of his father’s coffin he was not counted
Noticeably, the Torah uses the word, va’yamas,
among the Degalim, Banners, representing each tribe.
“And (he) died,” which is in the singular. The Torah should
(Due to his royal position as monarch, it was considered
have written, vayamusu, “And (they) died” in reference to
undignified to carry the coffin along with everyone
the deaths of Nadav and Avihu. Simply, it means that they
else.)The Banner is, instead, listed under the names of his
died together in a similar manner. Thus, it refers to their
sons. The question is obvious: Yosef certainly wanted to
deaths in the singular. The Chida, zl (quoted by Horav
participate on equal keel with his brothers. He surely
Reuven Karlinstein, zl), quotes the Zohar HaKadosh
wanted to carry his father’s aron, coffin. He was prevented
Parashas Acharei Mos, concerning the pasuk in Shemos
due to his position, which makes his exclusion an oneis,
(6:25), “And Elazar ben Aharon took for himself from the
accident beyond his control (as if one is forced to act -- or
daughters of Putiel as a wife and she bore to him Pinchas;
unable to act -- because circumstances are out of his
these were the leaders of the fathers of the Leviim,
capacity to act). Is this a reason to disqualify him from
according to their families.” The word eileh, “these (were
being listed on the Degalim?
the leaders),” refers to Pinchas. Why does the Torah write
The Alter, zl, m’Kelm, derives from here an
“these” concerning one person? The Zohar explains that
important principle. Concerning the rule of oneis
when Nadav and Avihu died, their neshamos, souls, passed
Rachmana patrei, the Rachmana, Merciful One, Hashem,
over to Pinchas. Since Pinchas was bequeathed the
exempts one who sins because of coercion. (This rule is
neshamos of his two uncles, he is listed in the plural. Thus,
applied to one who is compelled to sin due to an external
Pinchas is referred to both as the son of Elazar and the son
coercive element, rather than a lack of internal selfof Aharon (He was known as Pinchas ben Elazar ben
control.) Likewise, one who fails to fulfill a mitzvah --after
Aharon HaKohen, which really means that Elazar was the
he has exhausted every possible effort to fulfill the
son of Aharon HaKohen. It could, however, also be
mitzvah or avoid its violation -- is exempt. Nonetheless, he
interpreted to mean that Pinchas was the son of both
has not fulfilled the mitzvah. The Alter adds that this
Elazar and Aharon). Since Pinchas was the recipient of the
individual should be filled with regret and sorrow, much
neshamos of Aharon’s two sons, he (Pinchas) can
like Moshe Rabbeinu when he was informed that he was
conceivably be considered to be Aharon’s son.
not entering Eretz Yisrael. What about all of the mitzvos
The Zohar relates that Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi
ha’teluyos ba’aretz, commandments that were dependent
Shimon bar Yochai (author of the Zohar), asked his father
upon the Land, as they could only be performed in Eretz
why, indeed, did two neshamos enter into the body of one
Yisrael? Hashem prevented him from entering the Land.
person? (It is not as if there was a shortage of people in
This, however, did not stop him from being depressed over
whom to place the neshamos.) Rashi replied that Nadav
losing the opportunity to perform these mitzvos.
and Avihu were considered one person, since they had not
Therefore, Yosef, albeit exempt from carrying his father’s
married. (Thus, they were considered as plag gufa, “half a
coffin, could not be included in the Degalim formation.
body.”)
The Talmud (Meilah 17a) relates that Reuven
After all is said and done, the above is cloaked in
ben Istrubli shaved his head and his peyos in order to
esoteric obscurity and far above the knowledge and
appear as a gentile, so that the Caesar’s servant would not
understanding of the average person. This is, however,
recognize that he was Jewish (and would prevent him from
what is stated in the Zohar. The question that should be
meeting with the Caesar). His purpose in meeting with the
addressed is: Why Pinchas? Why, of all people in whom
Caesar was to plead with him to rescind his decree to
these purest of pure neshamos could have been placed,
nullify the observance of Shabbos, Bris Milah and family
was it Pinchas who achieved the merit? Rav Karlinstein
life. When he died, his neshamah ascended to Gan Eden,
quotes the Chidushei HaRim who explains, that although

Chazal enumerate a fair number of missteps attributed to
Nadav and Avihu, at the top of the list (is the sin of, Horu
halachah bifnei Rabban; “They rendered a p’sak halachah
in front of their Rebbe, Moshe Rabbeinu.” This is
considered a grave infraction. When one’s rebbe is
present, one may not adjudicate, offer his own
interpretation or render the halachah. It is considered to
be disrespectful and a rejection of the chain of halachic
authority. Nadav and Avihu brought an offering asher lo
tzivah osam, “which they were not commanded by
Hashem.”
Veritably, Pinchas acted somewhat similarly.
When Zimri committed his moral outrage, everyone
seemed to be in severe shock. It was Pinchas who came
forward and said to Moshe Rabbeinu, Mekublani mimcha;
“It has been accepted from you that one who cohabits
with an aramis, pagan/Aramean/gentile, kanain pog’in bo,
zealous ones may strike/kill him.” Pinchas initiated the
statement but essentially he was pushing Moshe to
respond to the outage. Was this appropriate? Moshe was
the Rabban shel Kol Yisrael, the quintessential Rebbe of
the Jewish People. Did he require Pinchas’
advice/motivation in order to act?
The Chidushei HaRim explains that Pinchas’
action coincided with halachah, since there had been a
potential chillul Hashem, desecration of Hashem’s Name,
if someone had not taken immediate action to quell the
outrage. Chazal teach that when there is a chillul Hashem
– ein cholkin kavod l’rav, we do not render/concern
ourselves with the necessary honor due to a rav. Moshe
took note of Pinchas’ “question” responding, Krayna
d’agarta ihu lehevai parvanka; “The one who reads the
letter (proclaims the message) should deliver it (carry out
the message).”
Thus, Pinchas, with his act of moreh halachah
bifnei rabo, repaired the infraction which Nadav and Avihu
created when they acted without prior command. Since
Pinchas was mesakein, repaired, their sin, he was worthy
of becoming the vessel to carry their holy neshamos.
We may supplement this exposition with the
notion that the act of kanaus, zealousness, is, by its very
nature, to be carried out alone, without prior direction or
counsel. Pinchas went down in history as the kanai par
excellence. As the kenai of Klal Yisrael, Pinchas was the
perfect person to be the receptacle for the neshamos of
Nadav and Avihu.
The Zohar HaKadosh teaches that Pinchas did
not die. Pinchas was Eliyahu HaNavi who went up to
Heaven – alive. Since Pinchas was the repository of the
neshamos of Nadav and Avihu – they, too, did not really
die. How little we know and how much less we
understand. At the time of the conflagration that ended
their mortal lives, it appeared to the human eye (and,
indeed, it is thus recorded in the Torah) that they were
victims of an epic tragedy. In truth, as we have just
deduced, they never died, their souls having
transmigrated to Pinchas/Eliyahu, who will herald
Moshiach Tziddkeinu. How little we know.

והחנים לפני המשכן קדמה לפני אהל מועד מזרחה משה
ואהרן ובניו
Those who encamped before the Mishkan to the front,
before the Ohel Moed to the east, were Moshe and
Aharon and his sons. (3:38)
“Aharon’s sons” is a reference to his children,
grandchildren and their families. Chazal (Midrash
Tanchuma 12) teach: “Fortunate is a tzaddik, and
fortunate is his neighbor.” Because the tribes of Yehudah,
Yissachar and Zevulun encamped on the east near Moshe
Rabbeinu, who was engaged in Torah study, they became
great in Torah. Conversely, “Woe is to the wicked, and woe
to his neighbor.” The tribe of Reuven encamped to the
south near the Kehasim, which included the family of
Korach; therefore, many of the tribe of Reuven became
enmeshed in his rebellion against Hashem.
Moshe’s life revolved around Torah study, as did
the life of Aharon HaKohen, as well as the lives of his
children and grandchildren. Simply, Chazal teach that
living in the proximity of a Jew whose life revolves around
his involvement in Torah is most beneficial. It will inspire
him positively to study Torah and live an upright life. How
did they derive this inspiration? It does not say that Moshe
-- or anyone else -- studied Torah with them. All they did
was merely observe these holy individuals living a Torah
life engrossed in Torah study. Whenever they saw them,
they were learning.
A similar observation may be noted from the
Talmud (Bava Basra 21a), Ki mitzion teitzei Torah, “From
Tzion will go out Torah. Tosfos quotes the Sifri, “Great is
Maaser sheni (the second tithe) that it brings one to study
Torah. Apparently, the Jew was compelled to remain in the
holy city of Yerushalayim until he finished eating his
Maaser sheni. (Maaser sheni fruits must be brought down
to Yerushalayim and eaten there or exchanged for money
with which one purchased food to be eaten in
Yerushalayim. In any event, the Jew who had Maaser sheni
perishables was directed to consume them in
Yerushalayim.) During this interval of time, he was availed
the extraordinary benefit of observing the Yerushalmi
citizens engaged in Torah study and other holy endeavors.
This inspired him to emulate their actions by following
suit, both while he was there and when he returned home.
Horav Moshe Shmuel Shapiro, zl, posits that just
seeing/observing a holy man engaged in Torah study
suffices to inspire a person to himself study and grow in
Torah. How is this? It is understandable that if one engages
in Torah study with a great scholar, he would be inspired
by his knowledge, passion and excitement for learning.
How does merely watching this scholar learning, seeing
him study, inspire the spectator to seek to emulate him?
I was reading excerpts from “The Life and Legacy
of Rabbi Shlomo Freifeld,” by Rabbi Yisroel Besser, when I
came across the author’s appreciation of the legendary
Rosh Yeshivah’s love for every Jew – regardless of
background and level of religious persuasion. He simply
exuded love for every Jew. He had a special ability to peer
into the heart and mind of those who stood before him,
because of his profound non-judgmental love of everyone.
Indeed, he would sit at the head of the table receiving
people, listening to their stories guiding and encouraging

