TTORAH

STUDIES

CHUKAT-BALAK

TRAUMA, TRAUMA,WHEREFORE ART THOU?

Reframing the Past to Fortify the Future



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Chukat

Moses is taught the laws of
the red heifer, whose ashes
purify a person who has been
contaminated by contact with
a dead body.

After forty years of journeying
through the desert, the people
of Israel arrive in the
wilderness of Zin. Miriam dies,
and the people thirst for
water. G d tells Moses to
speak to a rock and command
it to give water. Moses gets
angry at the rebellious
Israelites and strikes the

stone. Water issues forth, but
Moses is told by G-d that
neither he nor Aaron will enter
the Promised Land.

Aaron dies at Hor Hahar
(Mount Hor) and is succeeded
in the high priesthood by his
son Eleazar. Venomous snakes
attack the Israelite camp after
yet another eruption of
discontent in which the people
“speak against G d and
Moses”; G d tells Moses to
place a brass serpent upon a
high pole, and all who will

gaze Heavenward will be
healed. The people sing a song
in honor of the miraculous
well that provided them with
water in the desert.

Moses leads the people in
battles against the Emorite
kings Sichon and Og (who seek
to prevent Israel’s passage
through their territory) and
conquers their lands, which lie
east of the Jordan River.




PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Balak

Balak, the king of Mo’ab,
summons the prophet Balaam
to curse the people of Israel.
On the way, Balaam is berated
by his donkey, who sees,
before Balaam does, the angel
that G-d sends to block their
way. Three times, from three
different vantage points,
Balaam attempts to pronounce
his curses; each time,
blessings issue forth instead.
Balaam also prophesies on the
end of days and the coming of
Mashiach.

The people fall prey to the
charms of the daughters of
Mo’ab and are enticed to
worship the idol Pe’or. When a
high-ranking Israelite official
publicly takes a Midianite
princess into a tent, Phineas
kills them both, stopping the
plague raging among the
people.
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With respect to your healing, | make the
following recommendations:

1. Surely, you’re following the
instructions of your physicians.

2. To the extent that you can, stop
dwelling on your health issues.

3. Strengthen your faith in G-d, for
Whom nothing is impossible.

4. Strengthen your bond to the tree of
life—the Torah of Chasidut, the living
words of G-d.




After obtaining
proper care, place
your trust in G-d,
and fill your time
with meaningtul
study and good
deeds.
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In the history of antisemites, there was no
greater antisemite than Balak. All other
antisemites attacked the Jews by war and
bondage—something we could survive.
Balak intended to weaponize [Balaam’s]
curses to destroy the entire nation.




QUESTION

Why dwell on a traumatic experience

and name the Torah portion after a well-
known antisemite?






-I-EX-I- 3a AR DYYN oY The name of the wicked must be left
to rot.

Proverbs 10:7
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Rabbi Yitzchak said, “One ... who
utters the name of a wicked person,
but fails to add a curse, transgresses
a positive commandment.”

What is the source of this
commandment?

“The name of the wicked must be
left to rot” (Proverbs 10:7).
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What is the meaning of, “The name of
the wicked must be left to rot?”

Rabbi Elazar said, “Decay will spread on
their names, for we will not name
others by their names.”




Rashi explains the law
that we don’t name our
children after the
wicked—ensuring
obliteration of their
names within a few
generations.



QUESTION

Why then do we name the entire Torah
portion after the wicked Balak?



TEXT ll'a 791N KD 2NR 2°P19R oW Do not mention the names of other
gods.

Exodus 23:13




T EXT le (3,30 Maw) "11°atn XD 0OnR 2vphR avy"” “Do not mention the names of other

NTIAY T8 9 MW 170 DR MR KW gods.” For example, a person shouldn’t
' say to someone else, “Wait for me

Talmud, Sanhedrin 63b 1% 00201 beside a certain idol.”
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When the sage Ula arrived, he
overnighted in Kalenbo [a city named
after the idol around which it was
built].

Rava asked him, “Where did the master
overnight?”

Ula replied, “In Kalenbo.”

Rava said, “But does the passage not
state, ‘Do not mention the names of
other gods?’”

Ula replied, “So taught Rabbi Yochanan,
‘We are permitted to mention the name
of any idol that appears in the Torah.””
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“In front of baal tzefon.” . .. [l saw that]
Rabbi Yehudah wondered why G-d
instructed Moses to have the Jews
settle near the ocean in front of baal
tzefon. Do we not say that it is
forbidden to tell our fellow, “Wait for
me before a certain idol”?

[Rabbi Yehudah concluded by observing
that] this is a difficult matter that
requires deeper analysis.

It seems to me that the answer is
simple. This prohibition was only ever
binding on humankind. It was never
binding on G-d.




'I' EXT 5b ITR AN 7702 721057 22310 NTAY 9D Any idol mentioned in the Torah may be
mentioned.

- The reason: once it is mentioned in the
Rabbi Eliezer of Metz, T202NI KT, PITAW 1D R0 Torah, it has certainly been obliterated.
Sefer Yereim, ch. 245
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G-d is different from human lords.

A human lord tells others what to do
and does nothing himself. G-d is
different. What He does, He tells the
Jewish people to do.
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Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
23, pp. 168-169

T IR ,PR DR PR WD WT IR, N
ORM . . . TR QYT 2 "A0anI XTI 777 77V
TR DIRDIWVT

(MnW) 171y VIRNIYT 771N ORI ORT N QWD
JVAIVA20MIN X AN ONT IXT 1°X 777 9712V
aYOT,WNAmY 22V 02 PRI D27 0OR WIT T IR

J2RT ORI °T 11D MYY T PR, 01PWHRD
o7 712V 0T 0ITVA

To answer: Rabbi Eliezer ben Shimon
meant to say that [names of false
deities mentioned in the Torah] are
obliterated in the minds of Jews who
mention them.

When the Torah mentions the name of
a false deity, it is certainly to
underscore its vanity, emptiness, and
absolute lack of power. The Torah
seeks to highlight the idol’s utter
falsehood and the error of those who
worshipped it.

It follows that the appearance of a
false deity’s name in the Torah reverses
and nullifies any supposition that it
might have power. On the contrary, it
underlines the idol’s emptiness and
falsehood.

- CONTINUE
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By the same token, when we mention
the names of idols that appear in the
Torah with similar intention, we too
dismiss the idol’s importance and
substance. Idols that the Torah

revealed to be without substance are as
good as obliterated in our minds when
we mention their names.

Under such conditions, we are
permitted to mention the name of the
idol for the same reason that the Torah
mentions it.
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When ordinary people mention the
name of an idol, their intention is to
use it as a reference, especially if they
mention it for a significant purpose
[such as referencing a meeting place.
Unintentional as it might be,] using the
idol as a reference lends it significance.
From G-d’s perspective, however, the
error of attributing significance to
idolatry is impossible.

On the contrary, when the true G-d
mentions a false deity’s name (or if it
appears in His Torah), it is, perforce,
nullified. The very articulation and
revelation of absolute truth dismisses
and excludes even the glimmer of a
supposition that an idol is anything but
utter falsehood.

- CONTINUE
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Similarly, when ordinary Jews, in this
same spirit, utter an idol’s name that
appears in the Torah, they too highlight
and underline the idol’s complete lack
of power.




G-d mentions
idols in our
presence to
obliterate their
legitimacy for us.
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Rabbi Yochanan taught, “We are
permitted to mention the name of any
idol that appears in the Torah”
(Sanhedrin 63b).

Similarly, we should be permitted to
mention names of wicked people that
appear in the Torah.
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The Torah tells the story of Balak to
broadcast the breakdown of his evil
plan. He said to Balaam, “Please come
and curse these people for me; . ..
perhaps | will be able to wage war
against them” (Numbers 22:6) [and this
plan was foiled]. This is not in conflict
with the dictum, “The name of the
wicked must be left to rot” (Proverbs
10:7). On the contrary, such mention
increases his shame and accelerates
the rot of his wicked name.

The same is true of naming the Torah
portion after Balak. When we use the
name Balak in reference to a Torah
portion, we refer to him as the Torah
does—not to perpetuate his name, but
to amplify his shame.







TEXTTI

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Ibid.,
pp. 170-171
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Balak’s evil intentions were not only
neutralized—as when an idol is
obliterated. Rather, hiring Balaam also
helped the Jews. It resulted in
transcendental blessings for the Jewish
people. This is a much greater
achievement than neutralizing a false
deity.

When we nullify a false deity—a denial
of G-d’s unity—we must obliterate it.
Balak’s story is different. The
wickedness and hatred that caused him
to hire Balaam to curse the Jews [were
not merely neutralized. They] ended up
aiding the Jews with transcendental
blessings.

- CONTINUE
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This is an even deeper reason for
naming the Torah portion after Balak.
Through him, more accurately by him
hiring Balaam, the destiny of the Jewish
people was enhanced.
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destruction of the wicked when it
comes.

Proverbs 3:25
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foiled. They may speak words, but [their

. plan] will not succeed, for G-d is with
Isaiah 8:10 us.
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We can plainly see that sad memories,
especially horrific memories, enhance
our pessimism [for the present and
future].

In turn, pessimism depletes our energy,
which shuts down all creativity and
efforts to rebuild. For such enterprises
specifically require trust in G-d and a
joyful disposition.
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In our post-Holocaust era, we cherish
the memory of the sacred martyrs, may
G-d avenge their deaths. It is important
that our generation know about the
Shoah, and even more important that
they never forget that the six million
sanctified G-d’s name. ...

On the other hand, considering the
teaching of our sages that action is
primary, it is most important that we
remember our greatest obligation: to
respond to the Holocaust by doing all
that we can to rebuild the lives of Jews
and the verve of Jewish life in the
greatest quantitative and qualitative
measures. . . .

- CONTINUE




TEXT 13b

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Igrot
Kodesh 25, p. 57

T 7IR WHLIY WPV IWT TIR TR ORT 7N
LW YINT 1IN TR U Aamen Yoo
TWOR IR WP 21 1T I8N WD ORI
TWONR WIPWIYT T WORD ,UIVPIRD XA
JTRIVPORD PR NI VIVTWIRD

This is the correct response and the
correct war to wage against Hitler and
his successors, may their names be
obliterated, who sadly, rather than
having decreased, have perhaps even
increased, albeit in alternate forms and
guises.







KEY POINTS

1. The names of the wicked may only be mentioned if accompanied by a curse such
as, “May his name be obliterated.”

2. The name of an idol may only be mentioned if it appears in the Torah. Its
appearance in the Torah, perforce, reveals its utter lack of substance. Thus, we can
also say it with total revulsion and ridicule.

3. We don’t dwell on the names of wicked people and the terrible things they did.
Similarly, we don’t dwell on the memory of trauma and let it define us. We focus
on living our lives.

4. However, if the memory of the trauma can be channeled and framed in a positive,
life-affirming way, it behooves us to remember it and to frame it that way.

5. This is especially true for traumas that are too large to forget, and any attempt to
do so would backfire.






