experience from which he should learn – and never forget.
He returned to the cell to acknowledge this fact.
One of the Rizhiner’s staunch admirers was the
tzaddik, holy, righteous Rebbe, the Divrei Chaim, Horav
Chaim Halberstam, zl, of Sanz. As Rav of Sanz, he had an
illustrious career, both as halachic arbiter and as a mentor
to his many followers. When he retired, his son, Rav
Aharon, assumed the position of Rav of Sanz.
Once, when Rav Aharon presided over a case
between two litigants, his ruling was not accepted by the
guilty party. He (the guilty litigant) demanded that the Rav
retract his verdict. Rav Aharon refused to reverse his
ruling. He had studied the case and felt that his ruling
followed halachah. He was unmoved by the guilty party’s
threats of revenge. True to his threats, the miscreant went
to the gentile authorities and, after fabricating a bogus
story, demanded that Rav Aharon be arrested and locked
up. The authorities were only too happy to accommodate
him.
Rav Aharon’s family and students went
immediately to his father, Rav Chaim, to seek his counsel.
Surprisingly, he did not react to the entire debacle. He
said, “If my son had been incarcerated for some crime that
he had committed, I would be greatly concerned. My son,
however, was thrown into jail for upholding the Torah and
rendering a true verdict based upon Jewish law. He is
sitting in jail for upholding kedushas haTorah, the sanctity
of the Torah! What greater z’chus, merit, is there?”
When the family saw that Rav Chaim was
immovable, they went to his mechutan, parent of one of
his children in-law, Horav Yehoshua, zl, of Belz. Perhaps
Rav Chaim would listen to reason if presented by someone
of his eminence.
Rav Yehoshua wasted no time in proceeding to
Rav Chaim and explained the entire ordeal to him: from
the original case in bais din until Rav Aharon was tragically
thrown into jail. He explained that it was devastating for
such a refined and dedicated person as Rav Aharon to
languish with derelicts in a Hungarian jail. He was
suffering, and so was his family and the entire Jewish
community. Then he added one last caveat: By allowing
Rav Aharon to fester in jail, it was creating a gross chillul
Hashem. How could he, Rav Chaim, allow for this
desecration of Hashem’s Name to continue?
The mention of the chillul Hashem “card,” ignited
Rav Chaim. He turned to Rav Yehoshua and, with
tremendous self-control (although he was seething),
demanded, “Do you really believe that if one is
incarcerated for upholding the sanctity of the Torah by
rendering an honest, true and impartial judgment, it
creates chillul Hashem? Would you consider the
imprisonment of Yosef HaTzaddik by Pharaoh a chillul
Hashem? Were the twenty-two months spent by the
Rizhiner in a Russian dungeon a chillul Hashem? Absolutely
not! On the contrary, it was a Kiddush Hashem of the
highest order! Both Yosef HaTzaddik and the holy Rizhiner

sanctified Hashem’s Name l’eila u’l’eila, to the highest
heights. My dear mechutan, I want you to listen to me.
Anyone who calls himself a Jew and is not attached body
and soul to his Creator – every moment of the day – is
guilty of chillul Hashem!
We now understand the word l’hakdisheini, to
sanctify Me. A Jew must live a life of Kiddush Hashem and,
if he could have reached a higher level and did not, he has
failed.

Va’ani Tefillah
מלך אוהב צדקה ומשפט...– וצדקנו במשפט
V’Tzadkeinu ba’mishpat… Melech ohaiv tzedakah
u’mishpat. A king who loves kindness and justice.
We have no right to ask Hashem to treat us in a
manner in which we do not treat others. If our attitude
towards judging our fellow (and everyone judges his
fellowman –either by design or inadvertently) is harsh,
accusing and exacting, then we demonstrate great
insolence upon asking Hashem to show us justice laced
with kindness. The Torah teaches, B’tzedek tishpat
amisecha, “Judge your fellowman with righteousness”
(Vayikra 19:15). We are admonished to give our
fellowman the benefit of the doubt. If he seems to be
doing something that is inappropriate – do not assume the
worst. Judge him favorably. He might have a good reason
for his behavior. The average Jew is not an actual judge,
but we do sit in judgment every time we form an opinion
of someone based upon his actions.
In this sense, explains Horav Shimon Schwab, zl,
we ask Hashem, V’tzadkeinu ba’mishpat. We no longer
have the caliber of judges and advisors to lead us
concerning how to stay away from life’s pitfalls. Please –
Hashem – judge us favorably. Take into consideration our
present orphaned state, and judge us l’chaf z’chus,
favorably, by applying tzedakah to our mishpat.
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Parashas Chukas

תשע"ח

זאת חקת התורה
This is the decree of the Torah. (19:2)
Rashi explains the concept of chok, a mitzvah
whose Divine rationale eludes us. While Hashem certainly
has a reason for every one of the Taryag, 613 mitzvos, the
reason behind every mitzvah is beyond our grasp.
Understandably, one might say that not all mitzvos are
beyond our ken. Ostensibly, specific mitzvos – such as
Kibbud Av v’Eim, Honoring father and mother – are
rationally based.
The Rambam (Shemoneh Perakim) distinguishes
between mitzvos sichlios, rational mitzvos (which
supposedly anyone who possesses a modicum of
intelligence can understand on his own), and mitzvos
shlmiyos, mitzvos we accept and perform purely because
we “heard” them – not because we necessarily
understand them. Nonetheless, just because a mitzvah is
given to human rationale, that rationale does not
necessarily define it, since we must view every mitzvah as
an afkaata d’Malka, Heavenly decree, which supersedes
human understanding. Just because a mitzvah makes
sense to us does not necessarily mean that we truly
understand it, since Hashem’s reasoning is different than
ours, and may actually conflict with others. The following
vignette, so poignantly described in amazing detail by the
well-known Maggid, Horav Reuven Karlinstein, zl, is a
classic example of such a conflict.
The mitzvah of honoring one’s parents is quite
sensible. Parents do everything (or at least they should)
for their children. It makes sense that the child should
show his gratitude and reciprocate. What about parents
that are unworthy of such reciprocity, parents who have
been far from appropriate to their children, who have
mistreated, ignored or even abused their children? Is the
mitzvah of Kibbud Av v’Eim relevant under such
conditions? While all of these questions require a rabbinic
response and elucidation which go beyond the scope of
this paper, the following story will suffice.
A young couple was blessed with a child. After a
fairly easy labor and delivery, the physician came out and
presented the parents with a freshly cleaned baby boy.
Mazel tov! The joy in the room was palpable as the young
parents shared the simchah with one another. A few hours
later, after their pediatrician checked out the baby, he
returned with some difficult news to accept: their
newborn had a problem. The condition was not lifethreatening, but it would require years of therapy and
medication. Their baby was not well. The parents were
distraught. (We should not judge; everyone reacts

פרשת חקת

differently to life’s challenges.) The parents hastily discussed
the issue. They decided that they were both young, and this
was their first child. They were not prepared to raise a child
that would present such great challenges. They were putting
their newborn son up for adoption.
It took some time to find the right couple for this
child. In the interim, the baby was shuffled from home to
home, foster care to foster care, until a benevolent and
loving couple without children of their own agreed to adopt
the boy and raise him as their own child. The child now had
a home and parents who would care for him. His biological
parents moved on with their lives. There was really nothing
further to do. They neither had any idea who had adopted
their son, nor what was transpiring in his life.
The adoptive parents did everything within their
power to raise “their” child in the best way possible. They
placed him in the best schools, providing him with the finest
education that they could afford. They also consulted with
various doctors and medical centers concerning how to best
treat his impediment. Baruch Hashem, over time, through
the agency of the appropriate treatment, he was able to
overcome his challenge, and he could look forward to a
normal, healthy life. His bar mitzvah was celebrated amid
much pomp, since it was also a seudas hodaah, celebration
of gratitude, for all of Hashem’s beneficence. Their son was
now ready to enter the yeshivah world, which he did with
the support of his parents. During this entire time, he heard
nothing from his biological parents. It was as if they did not
exist. Veritably, as far as they were concerned, he, too, did
not exist.
Years passed, and the young boy turned into a
young man, married and entered the next phase of his life:
kollel. He sat and learned as his family grew; the whole time
he was supported by his parents who had done so much for
him. Indeed, they had given him back his life. His biological
parents had never attended any of the milestone occasions
of his life. They just were not present.
Years later, our young man was a distinguished
pillar of his community, involved now in helping others in
need. One day, as he sat in his study contemplating a
communal issue, he heard a knock at his front door. He went
to answer the door and met an elderly Jew who asked to
come in. He invited the man to sit at his table. “How can I
help you?” he asked. The old man began to tell a story that
floored him, “I would like you to know that I am your
biological father.” The host was in a turmoil. “Where have
you been these last fifty years?” he asked. “We had our
reasons. We made a decision that is of no concern to you. All
you must know and accept is that I am now over eighty years
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“What does that have to do with me?” his “son”
immediate reaction be? Would he: run to the bank and
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asked.
withdraw his savings? sell his securities? check his
“Simple,” the father replied. “All of this costs
cupboard to see how much food there is? Obviously, these
money which I do not have. As my son, you must support
are not appropriate activities for one’s last day of life. The
me. There is a mitzvah of Kibbud Av v’Eim, and I demand
most appropriate and rational activity would be to take
that you do your part!”
out a Gemorah and sit himself down in a quiet corner and
The son looked at his father incredulously and
learn like there was no tomorrow – because there would
exclaimed, “Suddenly, now I am your son! Where have you
be no tomorrow! He certainly should not waste a moment
been for the last fifty years? Do you think that I am
of his time. Every moment that he has left should be
wealthy? I barely make enough to support my family.”
viewed as utterly precious. He should take breaks only to
When the father heard such “insolence” from his
daven and recite Tehillim. Food should be eaten only if
son, he became angry and raised his voice, “Is this how a
necessary, just enough to give him the energy to continue
son speaks to his father? Where is your respect? There can
learning.
be no excuses. As a son, you are obligated to minister to
“This,” explains the Rebbe, “is the idea behind
my needs. I will tolerate nothing less!”
meimis atzmo aleha, ‘to kill oneself for it.’” One should
End of story. Now, let us return to our earlier
view today as the last day of his life. As such, he would
hypothesis that Kibbud Av v’Eim is a logical, rational
never waste a moment, because every moment is
mitzvah. What should be our response to the father?
precious, and, when it is gone, it is gone. Torah is sustained
Obviously, everyone’s indignation had passed the boiling
by one who values his time, realizing that this could be “it,”
point. From a rational, human, logical point of view, the
so that spending “today” on anything but Torah would be
father should have been asked to leave with the words,
absurd.
“You forgot about me fifty years ago. I did not exist. Make
I remember hearing from Horav Yitzchak
believe that I still do not exist!” If we were to ask the rav
Sorotzkin, Shlita, a telling dialogue that he had with his
for a halachic perspective, his response would be, “The
father, Telshe Rosh Yeshivah, Horav Baruch Sorotzkin, zl,
father is correct in his demand. He might be a terrible
shortly before his passing. They were in the hospital, and
person and worthy of nothing, but halachah is halachah.
the Rosh Yeshivah was sitting in a wheelchair, a sefer in his
He is the father, and the mitzvah of Kibbud Av v’Eim
hands, as he waited to be transported to his next round of
prevails.”’
therapy. Rav Baruch was terribly weak, his weight having
Now, I ask you: Is Kibbud Av v’Eim a rational
decreased to double digits. His eyes glanced up furtively to
mitzvah?
see if he could steal a few more minutes to learn. Rav
Yitzchak looked at his father and asked, “How could you
זאת התורה אדם כי ימות באהל
learn now?” The Rosh Yeshivah grimaced in pain and
replied, “And, when else, if not now, will I be able to
This is the teaching regarding a man who would die in
learn?”
his tent. (19:14)
This is how the Rosh Yeshivah lived. As his talmid,
Chazal (Berachos 63b) render the above pasuk
I saw daily how Torah was his life. Sadly, many people do
homiletically, “This is the Torah – a man who dies in a tent.
not understand what it is that makes life meaningful. In an
The Torah is not acquired only (unless) a person kills
excellent article entitled, “How to Find Meaning in the
himself over it.” Obviously, such a compelling statement
Face of Death,” the author records lessons she heard from
warrants considerable commentary. Simply, it teaches
the Chairman of the Department of Psychiatry and
that in order for one to succeed in Torah study, he must
Behavioral Sciences at Sloan Kettering Cancer Center. I will
view it as the essence of his life – without which he cannot
use some of these lessons as a springboard to explain how
survive. One must be prepared to devote himself totally to
a Jew should live his life, and, especially in the context of
Torah study. The Torah is the life source of the Jew. The
the above Torah thought, learn Torah as if today were to
Vishnitzer Rebbe, Horav Moshe Hager, zl, offers a
be the last day of your life.
profound, but practical, explanation of Chazal’s
The article begins with the premise, “The period
statement.
of time between diagnosis and death presents an
Shlomo HaMelech says (Koheles 9:12), Ki imlo
opportunity for extraordinary growth.” The most pressing
yada ha’adam es ito, “For man knows not his time (when
questions confronting the patients are not: “when”? and
he will pass from this world).” Nothing eludes one more
“how”? or “how much pain will I have?” Rather, their
than the day of his death. David HaMelech asked to be
primary question is: “What makes life meaningful?” They
informed of his end of days (Tehillim 39:5), Hodeini
are in search of a meaning that cannot be erased by death.
Hashem kitzi u’midas yamai mah hi, “Hashem, let me
Conclusion: While the spectre of death leads people to
know my end, and the measure of my days, what it is.” All
conclude that their lives are meaningless, it can also be a
David was able to know was the day (Shabbos) of the week
catalyst for them to work out, as they have never before,
that he would die, but, when and how, he would not know.
the meaning of their lives.
What did David do? He did not waste one minute on
Psychologists posit that when people believe
Shabbos. He devoted every waking moment to Torah
their lives have meaning, it is because three criteria have

been satisfied: they feel that their existence is valued by
others; they are driven by a sense of purpose or significant
life goals; and they understand their lives to be coherent
and integrated. In other words: my life has value to
someone other than myself; I do not live solely for myself,
but to serve a Higher purpose; my life is logical; it makes
sense.
No one lives forever. On the other hand, to have
lived and achieved nothing is truly a waste of G-d’s
greatest gift to man. Simply, each of us has to justify our
presence in this world. This is not a fun trip. It is filled with
purpose. How we relate to – and achieve – that purpose
establishes our legacy to those who have valued our
presence. The search for meaning, the ability to
experience meaning, is a basic motivating force of human
behavior. Once a person discovers the meaning in his life
his spiritual well-being increases, while his feelings of
anxiety, depression and whatever else plagues us
decrease and really should dissipate.
A Jew has purpose in life. It revolves around
Torah and mitzvos. Their observance lend meaning to his
life, and their achievement establish one’s legacy for the
future. Thus, while we should always plan for the future,
we should also serve Hashem “today” as if we will have no
tomorrow.
וירם משה את ידו ויך את הסלע במטהו פעמים
Then Moshe raised his arm and struck the rock with his
staff twice. (20:11)
When Moshe Rabbeinu struck the stone, instead
of speaking to it, as per his instructions from Hashem, his
actions were considered to be sinful. As a result, he was
not permitted to enter into Eretz Yisrael. The
commentators offer a number of different explanations to
shed light on Moshe’s error. Rashi says that altering
Hashem’s command from “speaking” to “striking” was
wrong. Other commentators attribute the error to his
reaction, the derogatory manner in which he spoke to the
people: Shimu na hamorim, “Listen, you rebellious
ones/fools.” Whether the issue was becoming angry or
referring to descendants of the Avos, Patriarchs, in such a
disgraceful manner, our leader was held accountable.
The Bas Ayin coalesces both explanations.
Moshe was acutely aware that Hashem had instructed him
to speak to – not strike – the stone. Since he had spoken
disrespectfully to the Jewish people, however, Moshe
thought that he was no longer able to perform miracles
using the words that emanated from his mouth. He had
impugned the purity and integrity of his power of speech.
Thus, he hit, rather than spoke.
This appears to be a rational reason for avoiding
speaking. Why was Moshe held in contempt? The Bas Ayin
explains that one should never despair from doing
teshuvah. The power of repentance supersedes all; thus, it
has the power to rectify any sin. Moshe could still have
performed miracles with his words, had he “repented.”
This was his error.
The reason that Ibn Ezra advances is especially
noteworthy. He explains that the critique against Moshe
and the nation was that upon seeing water pour from the
stone, their first reaction should have been to sing shirah,
a song of praise, to Hashem. Instead, they drank and gave

water to their animals. When we pray for a miracle and
Hashem’s response is positive, our initial response must
be gratitude – not first enjoying the fruit and only then
saying, “Thank you.” Our priority must always be
acknowledging our Benefactor.
 המה מי...יען לא האמנתם בי להקדישני לעיני בני ישראל
מריבה אשר רבו בני ישראל את ד' ויקדש בם
Because you did not believe in Me to sanctify Me in the
eyes of Bnei Yisrael…They are the waters of strife where
Bnei Yisrael contended with Hashem, and He was
sanctified through them. (20:12,13)
Had Moshe Rabbeinu and Aharon HaKohen
demonstrated greater faith in Hashem by speaking to the
rock, rather than striking it, Hashem’s Name would have
been sanctified. The Nation would have derived the
message: If an inanimate rock – which does not hear,
speak, or require sustenance – carries out Hashem’s
command (when spoken to), surely we (humans) should
do so Ramban explains that Moshe and Aharon certainly
were not lacking in faith; rather the phrase should be
understood, “Because you did not cause them (the
people) to believe in Me;” for if Moshe would have
followed Hashem’s directive as commanded, the people
would have been infused with faith. While seeing water
emerge from a rock that Moshe struck is clearly an
infusion of faith, the resulting Kiddush Hashem,
sanctification of Hashem’s Name, would have been
greater had Moshe spoken to the rock. Thus, by imposing
punishment on such holy and spiritually impeccable
leaders as Moshe and Aharon, thereby showing that
regardless of one’s spiritual status no one has license to
sin, Hashem’s Name becomes sanctified. Anything that
brings about a greater awareness of Hashem is considered
a sanctification of His Name. We may derive from here
that if a greater Kiddush Hashem could have occurred,
then, in effect, a chillul, profanation, of Hashem’s Name,
has taken place. Every opportunity for Kiddush Hashem
that is wasted creates a void where kedushah, holiness,
could have penetrated. This is chillul, desecration. A void
is a waste. With regard to Kiddush Hashem, there is no
place for a wasted opportunity.
Perhaps the following story will clarify the
meaning of a chillul Hashem. The holy Rizhiner Rebbe
(Horav Yisrael) was imprisoned for twenty-two months,
sixteen of which were spent in the notorious Kiev Prison,
a dark, desolate, cold dungeon. No charges had been
issued against him, but, then, since when does an antiSemitic regime need an excuse for persecuting Jews? The
Rebbe fully accepted his predicament as Hashem’s decree,
and he sanctified Hashem’s Name during his interment.
On Shushan Purim, 1840, the cell door that separated him
from freedom creaked open to release the Rizhiner. The
Rebbe rose from the floor, walked out, paused
momentarily, then turned around and stepped back into
the cell.
Those who witnessed the Rebbe’s self-imposed
return to the cell looked on incredulously, as he remained
inside for a few moments before finally stepping out to
freedom. They then understood that the Rebbe viewed his
period of incarceration as a period of holiness. It was an

