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	Parashat  Balak                                                  12 Tamuz 5766

       

	
	This week:

	
	• Fight with Your Own Weapon - A Glimpse from the Parasha 
• Bentching  an hour and a half after bread - Ask the Rabbi
• The Double Threat of Bilam - from the works of Rav Yisraeli zt”l
• Damage That Occurred While Checking a Vehicle Prior to Purchase - from the world of Jewish jurisprudence
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	Fight with Your Own Weapon
In the midst of Bilam’s struggle to harm Bnei Yisrael, an episode transpired that seems more comical than profound. Bilam’s progress was stymied when an angel holding a sword intimidated his donkey. Bilam lost an argument on the matter with his suddenly verbal animal. Hashem allowed Bilam to continue on his mission. What then were the purpose and lesson of the break in Bilam’s journey?

A key word in the Torah’s description is the sword. Bilam told his donkey that if he would have had a sword with him, he would have killed her. Why didn’t he have a sword? The midrash (Bamidbar Rabba 21:13), picks up on the unusual phenomenon of a sword in the hand of an angel who does not need a sword to kill. The midrash says that Hashem was hinting to Bilam that he was acting improperly by trying to curse Bnei Yisrael, as the mouth is Bnei Yisrael’s domain and the sword is the nations’ domain (see Bereishit 27: 22, 40). According to this midrash, we can understand the significance of Bilam’s being “swordless” and wordless in reaction to the donkey’s criticism. He had given up on the weapon that was appropriate for the nations he represented and tried to usurp Bnei Yisrael’s gift. Hashem showed him that he lost out both ways, and lacked both the mouth and the sword. Not surprisingly, Bnei Yisrael ended up killing Bilam, as the Torah stresses, “by sword” (Bamidbar 31:8). The message is further bolstered by the fact that Hashem opened the donkey’s mouth, as if to say, “If you think you can excel at using your mouth, which is unnatural, you will be outspoken by an animal.”

Why, though, was it so inappropriate for Bilam to use his mouth? After all, he was a prophet who was supposed to talk and invoke Hashem’s Name, as he had successfully done in the past. Would it have been more appropriate or moral to take a sword to slaughter Jews like Amalek did? The answer is that to a great degree it would have been preferable. The reason is addressed in the very beginning of Bilam’s first two speeches. “How will I curse? Hashem did not curse” (ibid. 23:8). “He is not a man that He should lie or a human that He should change His mind” (ibid.:19). In other words, Hashem had promised Bnei Yisrael certain blessings and support, some of which came at the expense of the nations. The nations should optimally have followed Hashem’s Will and let Bnei Yisrael execute their legacy. However, it is understandable for them to use the sword that Eisav and others were blessed with and see if their merits could secure them some success. However, Bilam was attempting to create a direct chillul Hashem by Hashem fulfilling Bilam’s curse against Bnei Yisrael. It is a chutzpah to even attempt to make Hashem break His promises.

At the end, Bilam learned the lesson and tripped up Bnei Yisrael spiritually. After he orchestrated their clear sin, their setbacks were not a chillul Hashem but a clear punishment for their behavior [see also Moreshet Shaul].
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	Question: I left my meal (including bread) to daven Ma’ariv. It turned out that there was a long sicha before Ma’ariv. By the time I was able to return to eat an hour and a half had passed. Could I still bentch (recite Birkat Hamazone) at that time?
Answer: The mishna (Berachot 51b) says that one must bentch before the food is digested. The gemara (ibid. 53b) brings two opinions as to the signs of this cut off point. R. Yochanan says that it is until one becomes hungry. Reish Lakish says that it is as long as he is still thirsty from the eating or for 72 minutes, depending on how much he ate. We rule like R. Yochanan and assume that it refers to beginning to be hungry as the food is digesting (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 184:5). However, most poskim assume that R. Yochanan accepts a 72 minute minimum time limit, just that if one has not yet begun to become hungry, he can still bentch after that point (see Biur Halacha, ad loc.). However, the problem is that this feeling is hard to quantify or determine with certainty (Magen Avraham 184:9). Therefore, one should be careful to bentch no later than 72 minutes after finishing eating. You did not succeed in doing so this time and probably entered the realm of safek (doubt).

Ostensibly, your desired preference was the halachic preference as well. That is to continue your meal and bentch afterward; just be sure that the continuation of your meal includes at least a k’zayit of bread (Mishna Berura 184:20). Thereby, Birkat Hamazone is in any case appropriate, and there is a reasonable hope that it is in time to cover the original eating also. 

This, though, raises a new question. After taking a break possibly long enough for digestion to begin, making it too late for a beracha acharona, does one require a new beracha rishona? The Magen Avraham (ibid.) assumes that one requires a new beracha because the previous eating is a matter of the past. However, the Even Ha’ozer (Orach Chayim 179) argues that there is no source to indicate that digestion breaks the continuity regarding a beracha rishona. To the contrary, the Rambam (Berachot 4:7) says that a beracha one makes when he begins eating can cover other foods “even if he breaks all day long” as long as he has not decided to stop eating. Although there are attempts to deflect the proof (see Tzitz Eliezer XII, 1) and some poskim  agree with the Magen Avraham, the Even Ha’ozer’s opinion is the more accepted one (see Mishna Berura 184:17; Yechave Da’at VI, 11). Furthermore, in a case like yours where there is doubt whether digestion occurred, even the Magen Avraham (ibid.) suggests eating more without a new beracha to get out of the doubt regarding Birkat Hamazone. Apparently, it is better to enter a situation where one might need to say Hamotzi and refrain from it because of doubt than to miss out on Birkat Hamazone which he might still be able to make (see Levushei S’rad, ad loc.).

The only reservation we must address applies if you made a significant change of location (the parameters of which are beyond our present scope) between your first and second sittings. We rule like the Rama (Orach Chayim 178:2) that one does not need a new beracha after moving locations in the midst of a meal that includes bread. As we discussed, we also rule like the Even Ha’ozer that even a long break does not require a new beracha as long as one intends to continue eating. However, the Tzitz Eliezer (ibid) tries to prove that when one both changes locations and waits a long time, then we would accept the Magen Avraham’s opinion that one requires a new beracha. However, in our humble opinion, the case he presented is not convincing (beyond our scope). We accept that which is apparently the majority opinion that even with the combination of the passing of time and moving of location you can eat more bread without a new beracha. Doing so would have been the best way to salvage bentching in the case of doubt that arose.
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	The Double Threat of Bilam
(A Sicha on Parashat Hashavua  5715, courtesy of R. Yisrael Sharir)

In our parasha, the Torah introduces one of the Jewish people’s classical enemies, the evil Bilam, the archetype of the most dangerous kind of our enemies. 

Anti-Semitism actually dates back to the beginning of our nation. The Rambam (in Iggeret Teiman) portrays its nature and source so cogently: “Because the Creator singled us out with His commandments and statutes and our level above our counterparts was made clear through its rules and laws, as it says: ‘Which is such a great nation which has correct statutes and laws,’ the idol worshippers were very jealous of our religion and their kings will pressure us because of [the jealousy] and raise upon us hatred and animosity, and their desire is to fight and quarrel against Hashem. He is G-d, who will fight with Him?”

Although the hatred itself is old, it faces and techniques change from time to time. Primitive, undisguised anti-Semitism appears in the form of murderous hands, as we find in the Torah in the battle of Amalek. “He struck at your rear at all the stragglers and you were tired and weary, and he did not fear Hashem” (Devarim 25:18). The cultured hatred is deeper and more venomous. It wages war against Israel by means of the power of the mouth. In place of physical war, there is contentiousness; the allah (spear) in the hand is replaced by the allah (curse) of the mouth, by scornful dismissal and haughty boastfulness. Bilam, the man whose tongue was as sharp as a sword, who knew Hashem’s thoughts and the precise time of His anger, exemplifies this approach. 

“Hashem did not want to listen to Bilam, and He turned for you the curse into a blessing” (Devarim 23:6). The words got choked in his mouth, and the curse froze on his lips. With a grinding of the teeth and a mouth distorted with anger he spat out not a curse but a blessing, a hymn to the nation that left Egypt: “For from the tops of mountains I see them and from hills I gaze upon them, they are indeed a nation that dwells alone, and among the nations they will not be counted. He did not see iniquity in Jacob or toil in Israel, Hashem its G-d is with it, and the friendship of the King is in it” (Bamidbar 23:21). 

Despite the apparent happy resolution of the episode, problems remained ahead, as we should be acutely aware. The beautiful chimes of Bilam’s blessing proved to be very dangerous. What he did not succeed in by cursing he succeeded in by blessing. The Torah relates in the aftermath of the blessings the advice that Bilam gave to Balak. This is followed by the story of Bnei Yisrael’s promiscuity with the daughters of Moab at Shittim. The result: 24,000 dead.

As long as Yisrael dwelled alone as a nation, separate and not understood by them, it also was “not counted among the nations” (ibid. 23:9). They did not seek a close relationship of cultural affiliation. However, the famous sorcerer’s blessing affected them. He implied that the nations were not necessarily so distant, that there was room for coming to understandings with them. This realization brought them to the closeness that resulted in the promiscuity.

This phenomenon was not an isolated event in Jewish history. We never needed to fear our enemies’ curses as we did their “blessings.” The anti-Semitism of crusades and blood libels always deepened the abyss between Israel and the world and increased the belief in the Rock of Israel and its savior. The sweet words flowing from foreign mouths create the illusion that maybe there should be a blurring of the distinctiveness of the Jewish nation. Perhaps we should be like the other nations! This is the breaking point where we fail time after time. Who can count those who have fallen in the resulting “plagues” throughout history?

The words of the prophet from the haftara should be a clarion call for us: “The remainder of Israel among the many nations shall be like dew from Hashem, like rain upon grass, which will not be hoped for or desired by man” (Micha 5:6).
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	Damage That Occurred While Checking a Vehicle Prior to Purchase
(based on Halacha Psuka, vol. 10 - A Condensation of a Psak by the Beit Din for Monetary Matters of Kiryat Arba, found on “DinTora” website)
Case: The defendant wanted to buy a motorcycle from the plaintiff. During a test-drive the gas pedal broke. Who is obligated to pay to fix it?

Ruling: The Shulchan Aruch (Choshen Mishpat 200:11) rules as follows: “One who takes a utensil from a craftsman’s house to check it, if its price was set and it broke in his hands without it being his fault, he [the prospective buyer] is obligated to pay, as, because its price was set, it entered his possession from the time he lifted it up and the seller cannot back out. This is only when he lifted it up in order to acquire the whole thing, and the object to be sold is dear to the buyer. However, if it is an object that the seller despises and he seeks and pursues [the opportunity] to sell it, it is in the possession of the seller until he sets the price and the buyer lifts it up after the price was set.”

According to the Shulchan Aruch’s ruling, one who checks an object within the general process of buying it is obligated in onsim (damages including those under extenuating circumstances) when the following circumstances are fulfilled:

1. The object has a set price – There is a machloket on the parameters of a set price. The Rashbam explains that it is referring to a case where the objects are small and have a uniform price. According to the Rashba, it means that the seller already came to an exact determination of its price. The Magid Mishneh understands that the Rambam accepts the Rashbam’s opinion.

2. The buyer took the object with intent to acquire it.

3. The seller is not desperate to sell it. 

In this case, none of the conditions were met. The seller is as anxious to sell it as the buyer is to obtain it. Therefore, the level of benefit that the buyer has is not greater than that of a shomer sachar (a hired watchman). In this case, the buyer also did not perform any action which can serve as a kinyan (act of acquisition). Finally, the price of the motorcycle is not set. The price quoted is the starting price, but it is liable to change as a result of the inspection and the issues that it uncovers. Therefore, the Shulchan Aruch’s ruling is not relevant in this case. Rather, the buyer is like a shomer sachar. This is because he gains from the possibility of inspecting the motorcycle which is likely to lead to the desired result that he will be able to buy it as he wants. In this case, the damage was that of an oness. Therefore, the buyer is exempt because a shomer sachar is obligated only in negligence, loss, and theft, not oness (damage under extenuating circumstances).
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