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Parashas Matos opens 
with the laws of nedarim, 
highlighting the 
extraordinary power of 

dibbur when used in the service of 
kedushah. The parashah then turns 
to the war against Midyan and 
the death of the kings of Midyan, 
together with Bilaam HaRasha. 
On the surface, the connection 
is straightforward: the parashah 
begins with nedarim, revealing 
the power of holy dibbur, and then 
shows how that power overcomes 
the impure dibbur of Bilaam. Yet 
the relationship between these two 
sections of the parashah runs much 
deeper.

Dibbur: The True Power of 
Control
The pasuk states דבר מלך שלטון (Koheles 
8:4). Dibbur is the expression of 
malchus, of authority and control. 

In the world of kedushah, true power 
is exercised not through physical 
might, but through dibbur. In the 
world of kelipah, however, power 
is measured differently. There, 
authority is expressed through 
physical force, through the ko’ach of 
the ידיים, the strength of one’s hands.

This is the deeper meaning of the 
pasuk “עשו ידי  והידיים  יעקב  קול   ”הקול 
(Bereishis 27:22). Yaakov’s strength 
lies in his קול of Torah and tefillah, 
whereas Eisav derives his power 
from his ידיים, from force and 
conquest. 

This defines the avodah of a Yid in 
this world. We are charged with 
transforming the physical power and 
control represented by the yadayim 
and elevating it into the spiritual 
power and control of kedushah, 
namely, the world of dibbur.

Mattos
Dibbur: Klal Yisroel’s True Strength
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Dovid HaMelech and the Birth 
of Tehillim
No one embodied this avodah more 
completely than Dovid HaMelech, 
משיחא“ מלכא   Dovid possessed ”.דוד 
tremendous power in his ידיים, as 
Hashem said to him, “מלחמות איש   כי 
 Much .(Divrei HaYamim I 28:3) ”אתה
of Dovid’s life was spent fighting 
wars. In fact, he is described as an 
 possessing ,(Shmuel I, 16:12) ”אדמוני“
a red complexion that reflected the 
ko’ach associated with Eisav, whose 
defining characteristic is the power 
of the ידיים.

Yet Dovid’s greatness lay in his 
ability to elevate that very power 
of dibbur. All the strength that 
had once been expressed through 
warfare was transformed into 
the holy words of Sefer Tehillim, 
the wondrous dibburim of Dovid 
HaMelech. 

This is the secret behind the 
extraordinary power of Tehillim 
throughout the generations—to 
bring about miraculous yeshuos and 
nullify harsh gezeiros. The immense 
spiritual potency of Tehillim is 
rooted in the fact that Dovid 

elevated the strength of his yadayim 
into dibburim of kedushah. His 
words therefore carry the power of 
a lifetime devoted to transforming 
physical might into the power of 
holy speech. This is the secret power 
that Tehillim possesses to bring 
yeshuos and refuos.

The Beis HaMikdash: The Home 
of Dibbur
For this very reason, Dovid’s 
greatest aspiration was to build the 
Beis HaMikdash, the place known as 
 The Beis HaMikdash was ”.דביר ביתך“
the place where the ko’ach ha’dibbur 
of Klal Yisroel was revealed in its 
fullest expression. 

This idea is reflected in Chazal’s 
teaching that Betzalel merited to 
build the Mishkan because he knew 
how to combine the letters through 
which heaven and earth were created 
(Berachos 55a). Just as the world 
itself was created through Divine 
speech, so too did the Mishkan, and 
later the Beis HaMikdash, become 
the place from which the power of 
holy dibbur radiated into the world.

Dovid therefore longed to gather 
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all the strength that had once been 
expressed through warfare and 
physical conquest and elevate it into 
the דביר, transforming the power of 
his yadayim into eternal words of 
kedushah.

Every farmer was obligated to 
bring his terumos, ma’asros, and 
bikkurim to the Kohanim serving 
in the Beis HaMikdash. A farmer 
spends his days engaged in the 
menial labor of his ידיים  He .מעשה 
plows, plants, harvests, and works 
the soil through the strength of his 
hands. Yet the Torah does not allow 
these physical accomplishments 
to remain confined to the realm of 
action. Instead, he is commanded 
to elevate all that ko’ach invested in 
his produce and bring it to the דביר 
 is ידיים where the power of the ,ביתך
elevated into the ko’ach hadibbur.

Bikkurim: Elevating One’s Hard 
Work into Dibbur
This idea is especially evident in 
the mitzvah of bikkurim. Chazal 
describe the mitzvah as “מביא 
 the farmer was required not—”וקורא
only to bring the first fruits that he 
had cultivated through the labor of 

his hands to the דביר ביתך, but also to 
recite a specific section of the Torah 
before Hashem. 

The mitzvah was therefore 
completed not merely through the 
act of bringing, but through dibbur. 
Through this declaration, all the 
effort invested by his yadayim was 
elevated into dibbur, within the 
very place where the power of holy 
speech was revealed in its fullest 
expression.

Leaving Mitzrayim: Releasing 
Dibbur
Significantly, the parashah recited 
with the bikkurim centers upon the 
story of Yetzias Mitzrayim. This is 
no coincidence. The Arizal teaches 
that during the Egyptian exile, 
dibbur itself was in galus. This was 
reflected in the fact that Moshe 
Rabbeinu was “פה  unable to ,”כבד 
express himself through speech 
(Shemos 4:10), while Klal Yisroel 
could do little more than cry out 
from the depths of their suffering 
(see Shemos 2:23).
In light of our discussion, 
this idea becomes clear. Since 
dibbur represents authority and 
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sovereignty, galus is fundamentally 
the loss of that power. A nation 
living under foreign domination 
possesses neither independence 
nor control; it exists at the mercy 
of others. If true power is expressed 
through dibbur, then galus is, by 
definition, the exile of dibbur.

Accordingly, leaving Mitzrayim 
meant far more than physical 
freedom. It was the redemption of 
the ko’ach hadibbur. Klal Yisroel left 
the place where their dibbur had 
been suppressed and journeyed 
toward Har Sinai to receive the 
הדברות“  where the power of ,”עשרת 
 of kedushah would be fully ”דיבור“
restored. It is no coincidence that 
the Torah was given through “דברות”, 
for the very essence of redemption 
is the restoration of dibbur. In 
addition, this explains why we are 
obligated on the night of yetzias 
Mitzrayim with the mitzvah of “סיפור 
מצרים  כל“ to the extent that ,”יציאת 
 .”המרבה לספר הרי זה משובח

Amalek’s War Against the ‘Kol 
Yaakov’
This also explains why Amalek 

attacked Klal Yisroel immediately 
before Matan Torah. Amalek, the 
descendant of Eisav, embodies 
the power of “עשו ידי   They ”.הידים 
understood that once Klal Yisroel 
received the דברות, the קול of Yaakov 
would once again emerge in its full 
strength, forever subduing the 
power of the hands. They therefore 
rushed to wage war before Matan 
Torah, before the ko’ach ha’dibbur 
had reached its complete revelation.

This perspective also sheds light 
on our meticulous care when 
reading Parashas Zachor. We strive 
to pronounce every word with 
precision, for the battle against 
Amalek is fought through the 
sanctification of dibbur. Every 
word of kedushah strengthens the 
יעקב קול   of ידיים and weakens the קול 
Amalek. By restoring the power 
of holy dibbur, we pave the way for 
Amalek’s ultimate destruction.

The mitzvah of bikkurim now takes 
on an even deeper meaning. A farmer 
arrives at the Beis HaMikdash 
carrying the produce created 
through the labor of his hands, yet 
his mitzvah is only complete when 
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accompanied by speech recounting 
the story of Yetzias Mitzrayim. 
Just as the redemption from Egypt 
restored the power of dibbur, 
so too does the farmer’s annual 
reenactment of redemption elevate 
the strength of his ידיים  into מעשה 
the holy dibbur of the דביר ביתך. 

This also sheds light on why 
the parashah of bikkurim at the 
beginning of Ki Savo immediately 
follows the mitzvah of mechiyas 
Amalek at the end of Ki Seitzei. Only 
after Amalek is destroyed can the 
power of dibbur be fully restored. 
As long as Amalek exists, the 
struggle between Yaakov and Eisav 
continues: will the yadayim rule, or 
will the יעקב קול   ?reign supreme קול 
Only after the power of Amalek is 
removed are we truly prepared for 
the mitzvah of “מביא וקורא,” bringing 
the fruits of our ידיים  and מעשה 
elevating them through holy dibbur.

Tefillin: Elevating the Hand to 
the Head
This understanding also sheds 
light on why the mitzvah of 
tefillin is mentioned at the end of 
the parashah discussing leaving 

Mitzrayim, namely, Parashas Bo. 
If the redemption from Mitzrayim 
marked the restoration of dibbur, 
then the mitzvah of tefillin serves 
as the daily expression of that very 
process.

The tefillin shel yad represent 
the power contained within the 
yadayim, man’s capacity for action 
and physical accomplishment. 

The tefillin shel rosh, by contrast, 
correspond to the realm of holy 
dibbur, as the pasuk says: “תהיה  למען 
בפיך ה׳   The .(Shemos 13:9) ”תורת 
Torah itself alludes to this idea by 
referring to the tefillin shel rosh 
as “טטפת.” Chazal explain that the 
word “טטפת” is composed of the 
words  “טט” and “פת,” which each 
originate from foreign languages 
and together combine to form a 
single word of Lashon HaKodesh 
(Sanhedrin 4b). Even languages 
that originated outside the world of 
kedushah are gathered together and 
transformed into holiness through 
the יעקב קול   The tefillin shel rosh .קול 
therefore represent Klal Yisroel’s 
mastery over the world of dibbur.
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This also explains the Gemara’s 
statement that when the nations 
of the world see the tefillin shel rosh 
upon a Yid, they are filled with fear 
(Menachos 35b). Their fear is not 
merely of the tefillin themselves, 
but of what they represent. They 
recognize that Klal Yisroel possesses 
a power greater than physical 
might—the power of holy dibbur, 
which overcomes the yadayim of 
Eisav.

The mitzvah of tefillin therefore 
embodies the very mission of yetzias 
Mitzrayim: to elevate the power 
of the yadayim represented by the 
tefillin shel yad into the sanctity of 
dibbur, represented by the tefillin 
shel rosh. This mitzvah was therefore 
given as Klal Yisroel left Mitzrayim, 
for the essence of the redemption 
was the restoration of the ko’ach 
ha’dibbur.

Yosef HaTzaddik: Power 
Through Holy Speech
This principle can already be seen 
much earlier, in the life of Yosef 
HaTzaddik. Yosef descended alone 
into the depths of Mitzrayim as a 
forsaken slave, yet he ultimately 

rose to become the למלך  the ,משנה 
ruler over the greatest empire of 
his time. On the surface, his rise 
appears to have been the result of 
his wisdom and political ability. 
Chazal, however, reveal a deeper 
cause.

On the pasuk “ויהי ה׳ את יוסף” (Bereishis 
39:2), Rashi comments that “שם 
 The Name of Hashem ”.שמים שגור בפיו
was constantly upon Yosef’s lips. 
Yosef’s greatness lay in his dibbur. 
Since dibbur is the true expression 
of malchus, it was precisely through 
his holy speech that Yosef attained 
genuine authority, rising from a 
lowly slave to become the ruler of 
Mitzrayim.

Bilaam’s Counterfeit Dibbur
This, too, sheds light on the story 
of Balak and Bilaam. When Balak 
witnessed Klal Yisroel’s miraculous 
victories over the surrounding 
nations, he understood that their 
success could not be explained 
through military strength alone. 
They possessed a power greater 
than the sword. The victories of 
Klal Yisroel stemmed from the “הקול 
יעקב  from the sanctity of their ,”קול 
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dibbur, which subdued the yadayim 
of the nations.

Balak therefore sought someone 
capable of waging war on that very 
battlefield. He turned to Bilaam, 
whose weapon was similarly the 
power of dibbur. Bilaam’s speech 
was the counterfeit counterpart to 
the holy dibbur of Klal Yisroel. If 
he could weaken or corrupt their 
dibbur, then the nations would once 
again regain control through the 
strength of their yadayim.

This confrontation came at a 
particularly significant moment in 
Jewish history. Klal Yisroel stood 
poised to enter Eretz Yisroel, and 
conquering the land required more 
than physical warfare. The conquest 
depended upon strengthening the 
ko’ach ha’dibbur, through which 
the יעקב  קול   would subdue the קול 
yadayim of the nations. 

It is therefore fitting that 
immediately before entering the 
land, the Torah records the great 
speeches of Moshe Rabbeinu in 
Sefer Devarim, beginning with 
the words “דיבר אשר  הדברים   אלה 

 As Klal Yisroel prepared to ”.משה
inherit Eretz Yisroel, Moshe first 
strengthened them through dibbur, 
gathering and fortifying their ko’ach 
ha’dibbur before they entered the 
Land. It was precisely this power 
that Balak sought to undermine 
through Bilaam.

Were it not for the sin of the 
Meraglim, Klal Yisroel would not 
have needed to conquer Eretz 
Yisroel through the strength of their 
hands. The conquest itself would 
have been accomplished through 
the overwhelming power of holy 
dibbur. The tragic mission of the 
spies, however, changed the course 
of Jewish history.

The Meraglim were sent to survey 
the land, yet instead they returned 
and spoke lashon hara about Eretz 
Yisroel. Their sin was not merely 
that they spoke negatively about 
the Land; they corrupted the very 
faculty through which Klal Yisroel 
exercises its spiritual sovereignty. 
The power that was meant to reveal 
the “קול קול יעקב” became the vehicle 
through which they weakened 
themselves.
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This explains why the sin of the 
Meraglim gave rise to all future 
exiles. Just as the Arizal teaches that 
dibbur was in exile in Mitzrayim, 
so too is every subsequent galus 
fundamentally an exile of Jewish 
dibbur. Whenever Klal Yisroel fail 
to safeguard the sanctity of their 
dibbur, they surrender their true 
source of strength, allowing the 
yadayim of the nations to prevail.

Lashon Hara: Surrendering Our 
Control to the Goyim
This reveals the uniquely destructive 
nature of lashon hara. Every aveirah 
weakens Klal Yisroel and, in some 
measure, strengthens the forces 
of tumah. Lashon hara, however, is 
fundamentally different. It attacks 
the very source of Jewish power. 
Since dibbur is the expression 
of malchus—”שלטון מלך   its—”דבר 
misuse does not merely weaken us; 
it surrenders our power of rulership 
into the hands of our enemies. 
When the “קול קול יעקב” is corrupted, 
the “עשו ידי   inevitably assume ”ידיים 
control.

The path out of galus therefore 
begins with the restoration of 

dibbur. We must guard our speech, 
sanctify it, and devote it to Torah, 
tefillah, and words of kedushah. By 
restoring our dibbur, we reclaim the 
spiritual power and control that was 
lost through its misuse and restore 
the “קול קול יעקב” to its rightful place.

Torah Sheba’al Peh: The Avodah 
of Galus
This also explains one of the most 
remarkable phenomena in Jewish 
history. Although galus appears 
to be a period of weakness, it was 
specifically during exile that Torah 
Sheba’al Peh reached its fullest 
development. The great centers of 
Torah flourished not only in Eretz 
Yisroel but especially in Bavel. This 
was no coincidence.

The avodah of galus is to rebuild the 
יעקב“ קול   Deprived of political .”קול 
sovereignty and military strength, 
Klal Yisroel were called upon to 
strengthen their true source of 
power—the power of holy dibbur. 
Through תורה שבעל פה, we continually 
restore and deepen our dibbur, 
gradually overcoming the physical 
might of the nations.
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It is therefore fitting that Torah 
Sheba’al Peh begins with the mitzvah 
of Krias Shema, the quintessential 
expression of sanctified speech. The 
first masechta of the פה שבעל   תורה 
opens not with an act of the ידיים, 
but with dibbur, teaching us that the 
foundation of Jewish life, and the 
key to our ultimate redemption, lies 
in the sanctification of our dibbur.

This brings us back to the opening 
of Parashas Matos. Before 
commanding Klal Yisroel to wage 
war against Midyan and destroy 
Bilaam, the Torah first discusses the 
laws of nedarim. This teaches that 
the battle against Midyan could not 
begin until the ko’ach ha’dibbur had 
first been sanctified. Only dibbur 
governed by kedushah can overcome 
the counterfeit dibbur of Bilaam and 
ultimately subdue the yadayim of 
the nations.

Returning to the Dvir Beisecha
We are now in the midst of the Three 
Weeks, when we mourn our state 
of galus and yearn for the geulah 

hasheleimah. Chazal teach that the 
Beis HaMikdash was destroyed 
because of lashon hara, through the 
misuse and surrender of the ko’ach 
ha’dibbur. If galus is the exile of our 
dibbur, then the path to redemption 
begins with restoring it.

Our avodah during these days is 
therefore to sanctify our speech—
to appreciate the power of every 
pasuk we recite, every kapitel of 
Tehillim, every heartfelt tefillah, 
every Mishnah, and every daf of 
Gemara. Every word of Torah and 
tefillah strengthens the “קול  קול 
 ,restores the ko’ach ha’dibbur ,”יעקב
and brings us one step closer to the 
rebuilding of the Beis HaMikdash 
and our return to Eretz Yisroel.

May we merit to perfect the sanctity 
of our dibbur, thereby restoring the 
true power of Klal Yisroel. In this 
zechus, may we be zocheh to והשב 
ביתך לדביר  העבודה   speedily, in our ,את 
days. Amen!

(Leil Shabbos 5782)
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The minhag is to read Parashas 
Mattos immediately before 
Rosh Chodesh Av. What is 
the connection between this 

parashah and the month of Av?

The parashah opens with the laws 
of nedarim, vows, and immediately 
afterward, the Torah commands 
Klal Yisroel to wage war against 
Midyan. The juxtaposition suggests 
that the battle against Midyan is 
somehow fought through the very 
power embodied in the laws of 
nedarim. What is the connection 
between these two seemingly 
unrelated subjects?

Nedarim and the Beis HaMikdash
To understand this, we must 
first examine the fundamental 
distinction between a neder and a 
shevuah. 

A neder takes effect by associating 
(being מתפיס) an object with a korban. 
For example, if a person wishes to 
prohibit a loaf of bread to himself, 
he declares that the bread shall 
be forbidden to him like a korban. 
Through this declaration, the object 
assumes a measure of the sanctity 
of a korban. Chazal therefore 
describe קונמות as possessing קדושת 
 an intrinsic ,(Kesubos 59b) הגוף
kedushah similar to that of a korban. 

A shevuah, by contrast, is 
fundamentally different. It does 
not invest an object with holiness, 
nor does it relate to the world of 
korbanos. Rather, it is an obligation 
placed upon the individual himself.

This distinction reveals a profound 
truth. The very institution of neder 
demonstrates that every Jew 
possesses an intrinsic connection to 

Mattos
Dibbur: The Power that Elevates a Yid
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the avodah of the Beis HaMikdash. 
Even outside the Mikdash, a Jew 
can invoke the sanctity of a korban 
through the power of his speech. 
His words alone are capable of 
connecting an ordinary physical 
object to the holiness embodied in 
the avodah of the Kohanim and the 
korbanos.

The Greatness of Man: Speech
This leads us to the deeper meaning 
of korbanos themselves. When 
a korban is brought upon the 
Mizbeiach, an animal is elevated and 
offered to Hashem. This act reflects 
the unique superiority of man over 
the animal kingdom.

It is therefore no coincidence that 
Sefer Vayikra, the Torah’s book of 
korbanos, opens with the words: 
לַַה“ ן  קָָרְְבָּ�ָ ם  מִִכֶּ�ֶ יַַקְְרִִיב  י  כִּ�ִ  The Torah ”.אָָדָָם 
emphasizes אדם because only by 
virtue of being an אדם does one 
possess the ability to elevate an 
animal into a korban. The very 
concept of korbanos expresses man’s 
exalted status above the animal 
world.

For this reason, the Kohen who 

performs the avodah must himself 
embody this unique greatness of 
man. Only one who fully represents 
the superiority of humanity 
can elevate an animal upon the 
Mizbeiach. But what is it that 
distinguishes man from every other 
creature?

Chazal define אדם as a מדבר—a being 
endowed with speech. Unlike every 
animal, man possesses the faculty of 
meaningful speech. Consequently, if 
the Kohen’s task is to demonstrate 
man’s superiority over the animal 
kingdom, he must be distinguished 
above all creatures through the 
quality that defines humanity itself: 
the power of speech.

The Speech That Defines Man
Of course, not every form of speech 
expresses man’s true greatness. The 
defining quality of אדם is specifically 
dibburim of kedushah—words 
of Torah, the fulfillment of the 
command “ם בָּ�ָ  ָ רְְתָּ�  ,Accordingly ”.וְְדִִבַּ�ַ
the Kohanim, whose entire avodah 
rests upon this unique distinction, 
must excel in dibburim of Torah. This 
is precisely what the Navi declares: 
יהוּ“ ִ עַַת, וְְתוֹֹרָָה יְְבַַקְְשּׁׁוּ מִִפִּ� מְְרּוּ דָּ�ָ ְ פְְתֵֵי כֹהֵֵֹן יִִ�שְׁ י שִׂ�ִ  ”כִּ�ִ
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(Malachi 2:7).

At first glance, this is puzzling. The 
Kohen’s primary role is the avodah 
in the Beis HaMikdash. Why, then, 
does the Navi emphasize Torah as 
his defining characteristic?

The answer is that these two roles 
are inseparable. The Kohen is able 
to engage in the avodah of korbanos 
only because he himself embodies 
the defining greatness of man—
the dibburim of kedushah. Since 
man’s superiority over the animal 
kingdom lies in his ability to speak 
words of Torah, the Kohen must 
be distinguished precisely through 
his lips. For this reason, the Navi 
describes him, first and foremost, 
as one from whose mouth Torah is 
sought rather than one who offers 
korbanos.

Krias Shema: The Beginning of 
Torah Sheba’al Peh
For this reason, תורה שבעל פה, which 
represents the dibburim of Torah 
transmitted through the פה, begins 
with the mitzvah of Krias Shema, 
a mitzvah whose entire essence is 
speech. In fact, more than almost 

any other mitzvah, Krias Shema 
contains halachos that focus 
specifically on the act of speaking 
itself. For example, Chazal teach 
that one should recite it audibly 
enough to hear one’s own words 
(Berachos 15a). Krias Shema thus 
becomes the supreme expression 
of the sanctified power of speech 
that Hashem bestowed upon Klal 
Yisroel.

This also explains why the Mishnah 
defines the proper time for 
reciting Shema as “שהכהנים  משעה 
בתרומתן לאכול   from the—”נכנסים 
time the Kohanim enter to eat 
their terumah—as Kohanim are 
those within the nation who most 
fully embody dibburim of Torah, 
which Krias Shema so powerfully 
represents.

This explains why the Torah 
introduces Matan Torah with 
Hashem’s declaration: “לִִי הְְיּוּ  תִּ�ִ ם   וְְאַַתֶּ�ֶ
קָָדוֹֹשׁׁ וְְגוֹֹי  הֲֲנִִים  ֹ כֹּ�  (Shemos 19:6) ”מַַמְְלֶֶכֶֶת 
Why is becoming a “כהנים  ”ממלכת 
presented as the introduction to 
receiving the Torah?

The answer is that through the 
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הדברות  ,received at Har Sinai עשרת 
Klal Yisroel attained the sanctified 
power of Torah speech. In this 
respect, every Jew acquired the 
essential quality of the Kohen, 
whose distinction lies not merely 
in offering korbanos but in being a 
bearer of “מפיהו  In fact, the 1”.תורה 
Ohr HaChaim HaKadosh (Bamidbar 
26:23), citing the Alshich, writes 
that the mouth of one who learns 
Torah possesses the halachic 
sanctity of a שרת  one of the ,כלי 
sacred vessels used in the avodah of 
the Beis HaMikdash.

Bilaam’s Descent Below the 
Level of an Animal
We can now return to the opening of 
Parashas Mattos and understand the 
profound connection between the 
laws of nedarim and the command 
to wage war against Midyan, as well 
as the death of Bilaam.

1) It is also noteworthy that the concept of מלכות is intrinsically connected to the power of דיבור. Malchus 
is exercised through speech, as the pasuk states, “שלטון מלך   מקום Accordingly, the .(Koheles 8:4) ”דבר 
 which is the source from which the ko’ach hadibbur emanates, was acquired specifically by Dovid ,המקדש
HaMelech. 

It is likewise for this reason that only the kings of the House of Dovid were permitted to sit in the Azarah 
(Yoma 25a). Since speech is fundamentally bound to malchus, it is fitting that the Beis HaMikdash—the 
place where the power of holy speech shines most intensely—is itself associated with malchus. This idea 
is further reflected in the name of the Beis HaMikdash itself, which is called דביר ביתך, a term that shares 
the same root as דיבור, speech.

Bilaam was the זה לעומת זה—the dark 
counterpart—to the sacred power 
of speech possessed by Klal Yisroel. 
It was precisely because of his 
extraordinary power of speech that 
Balak chose him to wage war against 
the Jewish people. Bilaam believed 
that through his words he could 
undermine their unique greatness.

Yet, in truth, he had already forfeited 
the very gift upon which his power 
supposedly rested. Chazal reveal 
that Bilaam conducted himself with 
utter moral depravity to the extent 
that he engaged in intimacy with his 
donkey (Sanhedrin 105b). This was 
not merely another grievous sin. It 
represented the complete collapse 
of the boundary separating man 
from beast.

The defining distinction between 
man and the animal kingdom is the 
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faculty of speech. When a person 
abandons the dignity of humanity 
and lives according to purely 
animalistic instincts, he begins to 
lose the very quality that makes him 
human.

This was Bilaam’s tragedy. Because 
he reduced himself to the level of an 
animal, he forfeited the superiority 
that man possesses over the animal 
kingdom. More than that, a startling 
reality was revealed through him: 
there exists a state in which the 
animal can actually stand above the 
human being.

This concept is already hinted to in 
the creation of Adam HaRishon. 
The Torah states: “בְְּוּעוֹֹף  ם  הַַיָּ�ָ בִִדְְגַַת  ּוּּדּ   וְְיִִרְְ
וכו׳ מַַיִִם  ָ �  Rashi .(Bereishis 1:26) ”הַַ�שָּׁ
notes that the word וירדו carries two 
opposite meanings: to rule over and 
to descend. If man is worthy, he rules 
over the animals. If he is unworthy, 
he descends beneath them.

When the Donkey Speaks
This descent became most visible 
in the episode of Bilaam’s donkey. 
The very faculty that defines man 
above the animals—speech itself—

was given to his animal. Hashem 
opened the mouth of the donkey, 
and it spoke to Bilaam. Not only 
did it speak, but it rebuked him and 
exposed his blindness.

This was far more than a miraculous 
event. Hashem was demonstrating 
that once a person abandons 
the dignity of being an אדם, even 
his power of speech loses its 
significance. Bilaam had degraded 
himself to such an extent that the 
animal now surpassed him in the 
very quality that distinguishes 
mankind.

The message is profound. Speech 
possesses value only so long as it 
reflects the madreigah of אדם. When 
a person chooses to live as a beast, 
his speech no longer elevates him. 
On the contrary, it becomes possible 
for an animal itself to surpass him.

Once it had become clear that 
Bilaam no longer possessed mastery 
over his own speech, the Torah tells 
us: “פִִי בִִלְְעָָם בָָר בְּ�ְ ם ה׳ דָּ�ָ שֶׂ�ֶ  Bilaam was ”.וַַיָּ�ָ
compelled to proclaim words of 
holiness and prophecy. He blessed 
the Jewish people, foretold their 
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eternal greatness, and prophesied 
the ultimate downfall of the nations 
and the coming redemption—all 
in complete opposition to his own 
intentions.

Ironically, the man who imagined 
that he possessed unrivaled control 
over the power of speech was 
shown to possess no control over 
it whatsoever. The very faculty 
through which he sought to destroy 
Klal Yisroel was revealed to belong 
entirely to Hashem.

Bilaam’s Plot Against Klal 
Yisroel
From here we arrive at the deeper 
meaning of Bilaam’s final scheme. 
As long as Klal Yisroel remained 
faithful to their unique identity as 
 .no curse could ever affect them ,אדם
Bilaam therefore sought another 
strategy. He advised Midyan and 
Moav to entice the Jewish people 
into immorality.

Just as he himself had forfeited 
the greatness of man by behaving 
like an animal, he sought to bring 
Klal Yisroel to the same condition. 
Through acts of immorality—acts 

that reduce man to the madreigah 
of a בהמה—they too would descend 
from the level of מדבר, the speaking 
being, and lose the spiritual 
distinction that separates them 
from the animal kingdom. 

In this way, Bilaam hoped to 
accomplish indirectly what he had 
failed to achieve through his curses. 
His entire life had been an attempt 
to stand opposite Klal Yisroel, to 
become their equal. Once he had 
lost the power of holy speech, he 
could no longer raise himself to 
their level. Instead, he sought to 
drag them down to his own.

If Klal Yisroel could be made to 
live according to animalistic desire, 
they too would forfeit the very 
power that made them unique.  It 
is therefore no coincidence that 
immediately after Bilaam’s failed 
attempts to curse Israel, he turned 
to this plan. Having discovered that 
he could not overcome the holiness 
of Jewish speech, he sought to 
destroy its source by stripping the 
Jewish people of the very quality 
that defines humanity itself.
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Krias Shema: Restoring the 
Sanctity of Speech
With this understanding, we can 
appreciate the profound significance 
of the Torah’s description of Klal 
Yisroel’s response to the sin of Baal 
Peor. On the pasuk “תַַח ֶ פֶּ� בֹכִִֹים  ה   וְְהֵֵמָּ�ָ
מוֹֹעֵֵד  the Targum Yonasan ben ,”אֹהֶֶֹל 
Uziel writes that they were reciting 
Shema. Why was Krias Shema 
the appropriate response at this 
moment?

Earlier we explained that Krias 
Shema is the supreme expression of 
the sanctified ko’ach hadibbur that 
distinguishes Klal Yisroel. Bilaam’s 
entire strategy had been to rob the 
Jewish people of this distinction. By 
leading them into immoral behavior, 
he sought to reduce them to the 
level of instinct, causing them to 
forfeit the very quality that elevates 
man above the animal kingdom. 
The natural response, therefore, 
was to restore that which had been 
damaged.

Klal Yisroel stood at the entrance 
of the Ohel Mo’ed and proclaimed 
Shema Yisroel. Through Krias Shema 
they sought to repair the corruption 

of speech, to reclaim their identity as 
a nation whose greatness lies in the 
sanctity of the human mouth. Their 
tears expressed remorse, but their 
recitation of Shema accomplished 
something even deeper—it restored 
the very essence of what it means to 
be a Yid.

Pinchas’ Spear
This understanding also sheds new 
light on why Pinchas took a spear 
in his hand before carrying out his 
zealous act. The Hebrew word for 
spear, רמ״ח, alludes to the 248 words 
of Krias Shema. Just as Krias Shema 
restores the sanctity of speech, 
the spear symbolized Pinchas’ 
mission to restore to Klal Yisroel 
the defining greatness of man—the 
ko’ach hadibbur. 

This also explains why Pinchas 
was rewarded specifically with 
the Kehunah. As we explained, 
the Kohen is uniquely qualified to 
offer korbanos because he embodies 
man’s superiority over the animal 
kingdom, and that superiority is 
expressed through words of Torah. 
By restoring Klal Yisroel’s power of 
holy speech, Pinchas demonstrated 
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that he embodied the very essence 
of the Kehunah.

For this reason, it is also significant 
that the parashah of the korbanos 
appears in Parashas Pinchas. Since 
Pinchas restored the distinction 
between man and beast, thereby 
reestablishing the foundation upon 
which the avodah of korbanos rests, 
it is fitting that the Torah places the 
discussion of the sacrificial service 
within his parashah. 

Defeating Bilaam Through 
Nedarim
We can now return to the question 
with which we began. Why does 
the Torah place the laws of nedarim 
immediately before the war against 
Midyan?

The laws of nedarim reveal the 
extraordinary power that Hashem 
invested in Jewish speech. Through 
a person’s words, an ordinary object 
can become associated with the 
sanctity of a korban, demonstrating 
that every Jew remains connected 
to the avodah of the Beis HaMikdash 
through the holiness of his mouth.

The war against Midyan, on the 
other hand, was a battle against 
the spiritual corruption introduced 
by Bilaam. Bilaam’s entire strength 
had once rested upon speech. 
Yet because he degraded himself 
through animalistic behavior, 
he ultimately lost that very gift. 
His downfall came through the 
corruption of speech, and his defeat 
could therefore come only through 
the restoration of speech in its holy 
form. The Torah therefore places the 
laws of nedarim immediately before 
the battle to teach that the true 
weapon against Bilaam is not the 
sword, but the sanctified power of a 
Yid’s ko’ach hadibbur. 

The Nations Are Subdued 
Through Dibbur
Let us expound on this further. 
If the defining greatness of man 
lies in the ko’ach hadibbur, and the 
nations of the world are repeatedly 
compared by Chazal to animals 
because they are governed primarily 
by physical desire, then the ultimate 
superiority of Klal Yisroel over 
the nations is likewise expressed 
through this same ko’ach hadibbur.
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This is alluded to in the pasuk 
“ ינּוּ חְְתֵּ�ֵ תַּ�ַ ים  עַַמִּ�ִ ר   He will subdue”—”יַַדְְבֵּ�ֵ
nations beneath us” (Tehillim 47:4). 
The Torah deliberately employs 
the expression “ידבר”—a term 
associated with speech—implying 
that the subjugation of the nations 
is accomplished through the power 
of holy speech itself.

This also sheds light on a famous 
comment of Rashi. Before the 
Jewish people went out to battle, 
the Torah declares: “ם אַַתֶּ�ֶ רָָאֵֵל,  יִִשְׂ�ְ מַַע  ְ  �שְׁ
לְְחָָמָָה עַַל אֹיְְֹבֵֵיכֶֶם  Devarim) ”קְְרֵֵבִִים הַַוֹֹּיּם לַַמִּ�ִ
20:3). Rashi explains that the 
Jewish people merit victory through 
the zechus of Krias Shema. At first 
glance, the connection is difficult 
to understand. Why should the 
recitation of Shema be the source of 
military success?

According to everything we have 
developed, the answer is evident. 
Krias Shema is the supreme 
expression of the sanctity of Jewish 
speech. When Klal Yisroel purifies 
their dibbur through Krias Shema, 
they reaffirm the unique greatness 
that distinguishes them from the 
nations. 

They restore the power of holy speech 
that Bilaam sought to destroy and 
reestablish their identity as a people 
whose strength lies not in physical 
might but in the mouth devoted to 
Torah and the service of Hashem. It 
is precisely this power that grants 
them victory. As the pasuk states, 
ו“ עֵֵשָׂ�ָ יְְדֵֵי  דַַיִִם  וְְהַַיָּ�ָ יַַעֲֲקֹבֹ  קוֹֹל  לֹ   Bereishis) ”הַַקֹּ�
27:22). Yaakov’s strength lies in the 
kol of Torah and tefillah, through 
which he overcomes the physical 
might of Eisav.

Tefillin: The Weapon of Holy 
Speech
This same idea explains another 
striking connection found 
throughout Chazal—the 
relationship between tefillin and 
victory in battle. Commenting on 
the pasuk “ה׳ ם  ֵ �שֵׁ י  כִּ�ִ הָָאָָרֶֶץ  י  עַַמֵּ�ֵ ל  כָּ�ָ  וְְרָָאּוּ 
ךָּ�ָ  ,(Devarim 28:10) ”,נִִקְְרָָא עָָלֶֶיךָָ וְְיָָרְְאּוּ מִִמֶּ�ֶ
the Gemara states: “אלו תפילין שבראש” 
(Menachos 35b). The fear of the 
nations, and consequently Israel’s 
victory over them, is attributed to 
the mitzvah of tefillin.

The Panim Yafos finds an allusion 
to this idea in the blessing given 
to Yehudah: “ָָאֹיְְֹבֶֶיך עֹרֶֶֹף  בְּ�ְ  Your”—”יָָדְְךָָ 
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hand shall be upon the neck of 
your enemies” (Bereishis 49:8). He 
explains that the word עורף alludes 
to the knot of the head tefillin, 
which rests upon the back of the 
neck. The verse hints that Yehudah 
went out to battle adorned with 
tefillin. Likewise, Rabbeinu Bachya 
writes that the tribe of Gad entered 
battle wearing tefillin. What is the 
special relationship between tefillin 
and military victory?

The answer emerges naturally from 
everything we have explained. 
Regarding tefillin, the Torah states: 
פִִיךָָ“ וֹֹּתּרַַת ה׳ בְּ�ְ הְְיֶֶה   So that the”—”לְְמַַעַַן תִּ�ִ
Torah of Hashem shall be in your 
mouth” (Shemos 13:9). The Ba’al 
HaTurim notes that the numerical 
value of “תורת ה׳ בפיך” equals “זהו קריאת 
 Embedded within tefillin is ”.שמע
the very power represented by Krias 
Shema—the ko’ach hadibbur.

Indeed, the parashiyos placed inside 
the tefillin include the sections of 
Krias Shema itself. And since, as 
we have seen, the victory over the 
nations is achieved through the 
unique power of holy speech that 
distinguishes Klal Yisroel from 

those who live according to animal 
instinct, it is entirely fitting that 
tefillin serve as a source of awe 
before the nations and as a spiritual 
weapon in battle.

Sanctifying Our Speech in the 
Darkness of Galus
The practical lesson that emerges 
from all of this is both profound 
and deeply relevant. The power 
of speech connects every Jew to 
the avodah of the Beis HaMikdash 
and the service of the Kohanim. 
Through the holiness of his mouth, 
a Jew possesses the ability to draw 
the sanctity of the korbanos into his 
own life. This is precisely what the 
institution of nedarim reveals. Even 
today, when the Beis HaMikdash no 
longer stands, every Jew retains the 
capacity to infuse the physical world 
with holiness through the power of 
sanctified speech.

The more a person fulfills the 
mitzvah of “ם בָּ�ָ רְְתָּ�ָ   filling his—”וְְדִִבַּ�ַ
mouth with words of Torah—the 
more his speech itself becomes 
sanctified. As his mouth becomes 
holier, he becomes ever more deeply 
connected to the Beis HaMikdash 
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and to the Kehunah, despite living 
in the darkness of exile.

This message is especially urgent 
in our own generation. We have 
witnessed an unprecedented moral 
decline among the nations of the 
world. More than ever before, 
societies openly celebrate lives 
governed by instinct and physical 
desire, casting off the dignity that 
distinguishes man from the animal 
kingdom. Their descent is no longer 
concealed. It is displayed openly and 
proudly before the entire world.

Nor is this corruption confined to 
behavior alone. Their speech has 
likewise become saturated with 
impurity. Vulgarity, obscenity, 
falsehood, and degradation have 
become the accepted language of 
modern culture. The mouth, which 
was created to elevate man above 
every other creature, has itself 
become a vehicle for tumah.

Against this backdrop, the avodah 
of Klal Yisroel becomes all the more 
critical. Precisely because the world 
around us has debased the power of 
speech, we must sanctify it. Every 

additional word of Torah, every 
word of tefillah, every recitation of 
Shema, every conversation filled 
with kedushah strengthens the 
defining greatness of Klal Yisroel 
and restores the true dignity of 
man. 

This is the meaning of the prophecy 
ה׳“ ב  ֵ קְְ�שֵׁ וַַיַּ�ַ  , רֵֵעֵֵהּוּ אֶֶל  אִִישׁׁ  ה׳  יִִרְְאֵֵי  רּוּ  נִִדְְבְּ�ְ  אָָז 
לְְפָָנָָיו רוֹֹן  זִִכָּ�ָ סֵֵפֶֶר  תֵֵב  כָּ�ָ וַַיִּ�ִ מָָע,  ְ �שְׁ  Malachi) ”...וַַיִּ�ִ
2:7). The Navi is describing the 
generation that immediately 
precedes the coming of Moshiach. 
In the era of Ikvesa d’Meshicha, 
the unique strength of Klal Yisroel 
will lie in their speech. When Jews 
gather together to speak words of 
Torah, emunah, and yiras Shamayim, 
Hashem listens attentively and 
records those words in His heavenly 
Book of Remembrance.

In the final stages of galus, when 
the world has become increasingly 
corrupted through its misuse of 
speech, the antidote is an increase 
in words of holiness. It is through 
sanctified speech that Klal Yisroel 
are elevated above the nations 
and prepared for the ultimate 
redemption.
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Now we can understand why 
Parashas Mattos is always read 
immediately before the arrival of 
the month of Av. The month of Av 
ushers in the period during which 
we mourn the destruction of the 
Beis HaMikdash and all that was 
lost with it. Yet immediately before 
entering these days of mourning, 
the Torah reminds us that one 
aspect of the Beis HaMikdash has 
never been taken from us.

The opening section of Parashas 
Mattos teaches the laws of nedarim, 
revealing that every Jew still 
possesses the extraordinary power 
to connect himself to the sanctity 
of the korbanos and the Kehunah 
through the holiness of his speech. 
Even in exile, our mouths remain 
connected to the Mikdash. Even 
without the Beis HaMikdash 
standing, we can fill our lives with 
the holiness that once radiated from 
it.

This realization serves as a profound 
source of consolation as we enter 
the difficult days of Av. Our enemies 
may destroy buildings, but they 
cannot destroy the sanctity of 
Jewish speech. As long as Klal 
Yisroel continue to fill their mouths 
with words of kedushah, they retain 
the very power that distinguishes 
them from the nations, defeats the 
influence of Bilaam and Midyan, 
and reconnects them to the avodah 
of the Beis HaMikdash.

May we strengthen ourselves in 
the holiness of our speech, and 
through the fulfillment of “ם רְְתָּ�ָ בָּ�ָ  ”וְְדִִבַּ�ַ
merit the fulfillment of “ים עַַמִּ�ִ ר   יַַדְְבֵּ�ֵ
ינּוּ חְְתֵּ�ֵ  the downfall of all evil, and ”,תַּ�ַ
the speedy arrival of the complete 
redemption with the coming of 
Moshiach Tzidkeinu, speedily, in 
our days. Amen!

(Leil Shabbos 5778)
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Parashas Masei recounts 
the forty-two journeys 
of Klal Yisroel through 
the wilderness. At first 

glance, the parashah appears to be 
little more than a historical travel 
log, listing each place where the 
Jewish people encamped during 
their forty years in the desert. 
Yet Chazal teach that every detail 
of the Torah contains an eternal 
lesson. Why does the Torah devote 
an entire parashah to recording 
these journeys, and why is Parashas 
Masei always read during the Three 
Weeks?

The Journey Never Ends
The answer lies in understanding 
what the desert itself represents. 
A desert is not a destination. No 
one builds a permanent home in 
a wilderness. A desert is merely a 
place through which one travels 

on the way to somewhere else. 
Klal Yisroel’s journey through the 
midbar was therefore not simply 
a geographical necessity before 
entering Eretz Yisroel; it established 
the perspective with which every 
Jew must view his entire existence 
in this world.

This world is not our permanent 
home. We are travelers. Our 
destination is not found within 
olam hazeh itself. The ultimate 
destination is the complete 
redemption, the revelation of the 
Shechinah, and the final settling 
of Klal Yisroel in Eretz Yisroel with 
the coming of Moshiach. Until then, 
every Jew is on a journey. Every 
day of life is another step toward 
returning to the Kisei HaKavod, 
from which the neshamah originally 
descended.

Masei
Never Standing Still



26

Never Standing Still

This understanding transforms 
the way a Jew views his life. The 
purpose of this world is not to 
become permanently settled within 
it. Rather, every experience, every 
mitzvah, every challenge, and every 
accomplishment is another stage 
in the journey toward our ultimate 
destination.

This also reveals the deeper meaning 
of the contrast between galus and 
geulah. Conventionally, exile is 
understood as being physically 
removed from one’s homeland. But 
the Torah teaches that the essence 
of galus runs much deeper. Galus 
is not merely being far from Eretz 
Yisroel. Galus is becoming spiritually 
stationary.

A prisoner is defined not simply 
by the walls surrounding him but 
by his inability to move forward. 
He is confined to one place, unable 
to continue his journey. Similarly, 
the true tragedy of galus is that a 
person ceases to grow. He becomes 
comfortable exactly where he is, no 
longer striving to ascend, no longer 
yearning to move closer to Hashem.

In previous generations, galus 
prevented Klal Yisroel from 
physically leaving the country. 
Today, the challenge is almost 
the opposite. Modern technology 
allows a person to travel anywhere 
in the world with remarkable ease. 
Yet despite this unprecedented 
physical mobility, many people 
remain trapped in a far deeper exile. 
A person can spend his entire life 
moving from city to city, country to 
country, or airport to airport, yet 
never truly travel at all.

The deepest form of galus is when a 
person becomes satisfied with his 
present spiritual state. He no longer 
feels compelled to improve his 
tefillah, deepen his Torah learning, 
refine his middos, or strengthen his 
relationship with Hashem. He fulfills 
the minimum expected of him and 
convinces himself that nothing 
more is required. Such a person 
may appear outwardly religious, yet 
inwardly he has stopped journeying.

Years pass, but nothing changes. 
His davening remains exactly as it 
was decades earlier. His learning 
never advances beyond familiar 
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routines. His mitzvos are performed 
mechanically, without seeking 
greater understanding or deeper 
connection. Although he imagines 
himself to be progressing, he has in 
fact become spiritually motionless.

This is a far deeper galus than that 
experienced in Mitzrayim. In Egypt, 
Klal Yisroel desperately longed to 
leave. Their hearts burned with 
anticipation for redemption, for 
Torah, and for closeness to Hashem. 
The pain of exile itself created a 
yearning to move forward. The 
greatest exile is when a person no 
longer realizes that he is in exile at 
all.

The Tachlis Revealed by Techeiles
This understanding sheds new 
light on one of the Torah’s most 
recognizable mitzvos—the mitzvah 
of tzitzis.

The Torah commands that tzitzis 
be placed on the four corners of a 
garment. Chazal explain that these 
four corners correspond to the four 
corners of the world, reminding us 
that Klal Yisroel has been scattered 
throughout every corner of the 

earth during galus. No matter where 
a Jew may find himself—whether 
in Europe, America, Africa, or 
Asia—he remains part of a single 
nation journeying toward the same 
destination.

Yet among the white strings is the 
unique תכלת של   Chazal teach .חוט 
that techeiles resembles the sea, 
the sea resembles the heavens, and 
the heavens resemble the Kisei 
HaKavod (Menachos 43b). The 
purpose of techeiles is therefore to 
elevate a person’s vision from the 
physical world all the way to the 
Kisei HaKavod.

There is, however, an additional 
depth suggested by the very word 
 itself, which shares its root תכלת
with the word כְְלִִית   ,purpose—תַּ�ַ
destination, and ultimate goal. 
The mitzvah of techeiles constantly 
reminds a Jew that regardless of 
where he may currently be standing, 
he must never lose sight of where he 
is going.

The four corners represent the reality 
of galus. The techeiles teaches that 
galus itself is not the destination. 
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A Jew may be dispersed to every 
corner of the globe, yet his eyes 
remain fixed upon one destination 
alone—the Kisei HaKavod.

This perspective transforms the 
entire meaning of life. The nations 
of the world see life as an end in 
itself. A person is born, builds a 
career, accumulates wealth, retires, 
and eventually dies. Everything 
revolves around making this world 
as comfortable as possible.

A Jew lives according to an entirely 
different worldview. Every day asks 
a single question: Where did I move 
today? Did I come closer to Hashem 
today than yesterday? Did I deepen 
my understanding of Torah? Did 
I elevate my tefillah? Did I refine 
another middah? Did I take another 
step toward the Kisei HaKavod? 
Life is measured not by where one 
stands, but by whether one is still 
traveling.

Even Our Encampments Are 
Part of the Journey
This also explains a striking feature 
of Klal Yisroel’s travels through the 
wilderness.  The Torah repeatedly 

describes the journeys with the 
expression “יחנו ה׳  פי  ועל  יסעו  ה׳  פי   ”על 
(Bamidbar 9:23).

At first glance, traveling and 
encamping appear to be opposites. 
Traveling represents movement, 
while encamping represents 
stopping. Yet the Torah presents 
them almost identically. The reason 
is because, in truth, even their 
encampments were part of the 
journey.

Whenever Klal Yisroel rested in one 
place, they never knew whether 
they would remain there for a day, 
a month, or many years. Their 
“rest” was never permanent. Every 
encampment existed only because 
it furthered the journey itself. Even 
standing still was, in reality, another 
stage of moving forward.

The same is true throughout life. 
There are periods of dramatic 
spiritual growth and periods that 
appear quieter. There are times 
when a person feels he is advancing 
rapidly, and times when he feels as 
though nothing is changing. Yet if his 
entire life remains directed toward 
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Hashem, even those quieter periods 
are merely encampments along 
the road. They are not permanent 
residences, but necessary pauses 
that prepare him for the next stage 
of growth.

The danger arises only when a 
person mistakes an encampment for 
a destination. When one begins to 
believe that his present madreigah is 
“good enough,” that there is no need 
to strive any further, the journey 
has stopped. At that point, the 
temporary encampment becomes 
permanent, and movement gives 
way to stagnation. That is the 
essence of galus.

Bris Milah: Living for the Future
This same perspective lies at the 
heart of the mitzvah of bris milah. 
Bris milah is performed specifically 
on the eighth day. Throughout 
Chazal, the number seven represents 
the natural order of this world, while 
the number eight points beyond 
nature toward the world of eternity 
and the future redemption. Bris 
milah therefore introduces a Jew 
into a covenant whose focus is not 
merely the present, but the eternal 

future.

This idea is reflected in the very 
place upon which the mitzvah is 
performed. Bris milah is made upon 
the organ through which future 
generations emerge. Every child, 
grandchild, and great-grandchild 
continues the covenant established 
with Avraham Avinu. The mitzvah 
therefore directs a person’s vision 
beyond himself and beyond his own 
lifetime. It teaches him to live not 
merely for the present moment, but 
for generations yet to come.

Eretz Yisroel: Living with a 
Sense of Destination
This distinction can be felt in a 
particularly powerful way when 
comparing life in Eretz Yisroel 
with life in chutz la’aretz. Generally 
speaking, Jews living outside Eretz 
Yisroel often develop a greater sense 
of permanence. People build large 
homes, invest enormous resources 
into making them as comfortable as 
possible, and gradually begin to feel 
that they’ve found their place in the 
world. Without even realizing it, life 
begins to revolve around preserving 
and expanding that comfort.
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The house becomes a symbol of 
permanence. In Eretz Yisroel, 
however, there is often a different 
atmosphere. People tend to live more 
simply and with less attachment 
to physical permanence. More 
importantly, one constantly senses 
that history is still moving. Standing 
before the Kosel, one cannot 
escape the feeling that the story is 
unfinished. The Beis HaMikdash 
has yet to be rebuilt. Moshiach has 
not yet arrived. Klal Yisroel has not 
yet reached its destination.

Living in Eretz Yisroel naturally 
reminds a Jew that we are still 
traveling. This is not merely a 
geographical reality, but a spiritual 
mindset. A Jew is never meant 
to become settled in his present 
madreigah. Just as the world itself 
is moving toward the geulah, every 
individual must continually move 
toward greater closeness to Hashem.

The pasuk describes the life of a 
tzaddik as “חיל אל  מחיל   he—”ילכו 
goes from strength to strength 
(Tehillim 84:8, see Berachos 64a). 
Spiritual life is never static. Either 
one is ascending or, chas veshalom, 

immobile. This constant striving is 
the defining characteristic of the 
tzaddikim.

Unable to fathom what sins their 
rebbe could have committed, 
talmidim once asked the holy Rav 
Saadiah Gaon why he subjected 
himself to acts of teshuvah and self-
affliction. His days being entirely 
filled Torah and avodas Hashem, 
why would he need to repent? 
His answer revealed an entirely 
different understanding of teshuvah. 
Each day, he would compare his 
present level of avodas Hashem with 
where he had stood the previous 
day. From the perspective of today’s 
understanding and closeness to 
Hashem, yesterday’s service now 
appeared deficient—not because 
he had sinned, but because he now 
recognized how much more was 
possible.

Parashas Masei therefore teaches 
that the journeys of Klal Yisroel 
never truly ended. They continue 
within every Jew. As long as we 
continue moving toward Hashem, 
we are living lives of geulah even 
before the final redemption arrives. 
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The moment we stop striving and 
become content with where we are, 
we have allowed the confinement of 
galus to take hold within ourselves.

Shabbos: A Taste of Redemption
This idea also reveals one of the 
deepest dimensions of Shabbos. 
Chazal teach that one who delights 
in Shabbos is rewarded with “נחלה 
מצרים  an inheritance without—”בלי 
boundaries (Shabbos 118a). At first 
glance, this seems unrelated to the 
sanctity of Shabbos. Why should 
the reward for honoring Shabbos 
specifically be a portion without 
limits?

The answer is that boundaries 
themselves are the defining feature 
of galus. The word  מִִצְְרָָיִִם shares its 
root with מְְצָָרִִים, narrow confines and 
limitations. Galus is the experience 
of being boxed in, feeling unable to 
move beyond one’s present state. 
Whether those limitations are 
physical, emotional or spiritual, they 
prevent a person from becoming 
who he is capable of being.

Shabbos is the exact opposite. 
Shabbos is a taste of geulah. For 

one day out of seven, a Jew is lifted 
above the limitations that dominate 
the rest of the week. The pressures 
of earning a livelihood are set aside; 
worldly pursuits cease; and a person 
is free to devote himself entirely 
to Torah, tefillah, and closeness to 
Hashem. Shabbos reminds us that 
our true identity is not defined by 
the constraints of this world, but by 
the limitless relationship we share 
with the Ribbono Shel Olam.

This is why Shabbos should never 
resemble the hurried pace of the 
weekday.  During the week, one 
is often forced to race from one 
obligation to the next. There are 
schedules to keep, responsibilities 
to fulfill, and countless pressures 
demanding one’s attention. 
But Shabbos invites a person 
to slow down. Davening can be 
longer. Learning can be deeper. 
Conversations about Torah can 
continue without interruption by 
the demands of everyday life.

On Shabbos, we experience what 
life looks like without  In this .מְְצָָרִִים 
sense, Shabbos is a weekly rehearsal 
for the geulah. It allows us to taste 
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the freedom of a life that is no 
longer confined by the narrowness 
of galus.

Breaking Our Personal 
Mitzrayim
This understanding sheds light 
on one of the greatest spiritual 
challenges of our generation.  Very 
often, when a person is encouraged 
to strengthen his avodas Hashem—
to arrive a little earlier for davening, 
to spend a few more minutes 
reciting korbanos, to add another 
seder of learning, or to deepen 
his concentration in tefillah—his 
immediate response is, “It’s too 
much.”

But why is it “too much”? Many of 
the limitations we experience are not 
imposed upon us by Heaven. They 
are barriers we’ve unconsciously 
accepted for ourselves. We have 
become comfortable within them, 
and therefore every attempt to move 
beyond them feels uncomfortable.

That discomfort is precisely what 
galus feels like.  Galus whispers to a 
person, “This is who you are. This 
is as far as you can go. Don’t push 

yourself any further.”  The Torah 
answers with “אלה מסעי בני ישראל.”
	
The Journeys of the Three Weeks
It is therefore profoundly 
appropriate that Parashas Masei 
is read during the Three Weeks. 
These are days when we mourn the 
destruction of the Beis HaMikdash 
and the pain of our national exile. 
Yet the parashah teaches that the 
first step toward leaving galus is not 
merely waiting for redemption to 
arrive from Above. It begins with 
each individual refusing to become 
spiritually stationary.

When a Jew accepts that he is still 
on a journey, he is already living 
with the consciousness of geulah.

Every new level of Torah, every 
improvement in tefillah, every act 
of greater dedication to mitzvos 
is another step toward the final 
destination. If each individual 
leaves his own private Mitzrayim, 
then together Klal Yisroel moves 
closer to leaving the collective galus 
as well.

We proclaim every evening in the 



33

Never Standing Still

berachah after Krias Shema that 
Hashem took us “לחירות עולם”—to an 
everlasting freedom. Although we 
remain in exile, that freedom has 
never been taken away. Every Jew 
possesses the ability to rise above 
the limitations that imprison him 
and continue his journey toward 
Hashem.

May we merit to recognize that we 
are travelers and never permanent 
residents of this world. May we never 

become satisfied with standing still, 
but continually grow חיל אל   ,מחיל 
breaking through the boundaries 
of our personal galus. And through 
the journeys of each individual 
Jew, may all of Klal Yisroel soon 
complete its final journey from exile 
to redemption, with the coming of 
Moshiach and the rebuilding of the 
Beis HaMikdash, speedily, in our 
days. Amen!

(Hashkafa Shiur, 5783)
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