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personality. Thus the image of Bilam 
striking his donkey, according to 
Ramban, is of a man repressing, in the 
pursuit of his own desires, a natural-

intuitive sense that his actions and 
choices are fundamentally wrong. Bilam 
may not have “known” formally and 
directly that undertaking to curse the 
Jews was wrong, but he did “know” at a 
more intuitive level, and chose to ignore 
those feelings. 
 

This interpretation aligns with that of 
Rabbi Yitzchak Arama in his Akeidat 
Yitzchak. Bilam should have known that 
G-d would never allow harm to come to 

the nation which He had miraculously 
extracted from Egypt and sustained in 
the desert. He should have been 
sensitive enough to realize that G-d 
obviously cared for such a nation, and 
should have aligned himself against any 
attack on the Jews. Because of this, 
even Bilam’s attempt to ask G-d’s 

p e r m i s s i o n  w a s  w r o n g  a n d 
demonstrated that his perspective was 
distorted by Balak’s promises of power 
and money. By this view, the episode 
with the donkey can be understood as 
educational, showing Bilam that his 
desires had overpowered his basic 
sensitivities. 
 

The importance of subjective, intuitive 
experience in religious life is crucial, 
t h o u g h  o f t e n  o v e r l o o k e d  i n 
philosophical discussions. Many 

modern theologians claim that these 
intuitive experiences form the core of 
our religious beliefs. For example, in the 
footnotes to his essay The Lonely Man of 
Faith, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik 
concedes to the claim of Immanuel 
Kant, that all logical proofs for the 

existence of G-d are ultimately 

insufficient. What, then, is the source of 
our belief? Its root is in our subjective 
experience of the world, which includes 
the direct experience of G-d. Rabbi 

Soloveitchik cites the rhetorical 
language of Soren Kierkegaard: Does the 
loving bride in the embrace of her 
beloved ask for proof that he is alive and 
real? Must the prayerful soul clinging in 
passionate love ecstasy to her Beloved 
demonstrate that He exists? 
 

Our subjective experiences however, are 
vulnerable to distortion. This is stressed 
by Rabbi Elchanan Wasserman 
(Dugma’ot l’beiurei aggadot al derech 
hap’shat, Kovetz He’arot, Yevamot) who 
notes that while the existence of G-d 
should be obvious to everyone, it isn’t. 
This is because our desire to be free of 
the moral responsibilities that G-d’s 
existence entails, causes us to bribe 
ourselves, and reject our basic 

sensitivities, just as Bilam did.  
 

The message of the parshah, then, is to 
learn to speak with our donkeys. We 
must be in touch with the strong 

natural feelings that push us towards a 
service of G-d, and towards moral 
activity, and be honestly aware of our 
conscious and unconscious attempts to 
flout them. This is an important skill for 
religious and personal growth. 
 

On that note, this is my final parshah 
column as a member of the Beit 
Midrash. It has been an honour and a 
great pleasure to learn and grow with 
the entire Toronto community over the 
past two years. I hope that what we 
have accomplished together will 

continue to grow and flourish in the 
years to come. Thank you!  
 

afriedmann@torontotorah.com 

The entire story of Bilam, the prophet 
of Midian, is among the most 
perplexing in the Torah. The first two 
scenes of this tale are especially 

confusing. Bilam is approached by the 
messengers of Balak with an 
employment offer, to curse the Jewish 
people who were seen as a threat. 
Bilam refuses to do so without Divine 
consent. He therefore rejects the initial 
messengers, but ultimately accepts a 
second offer, having now received 

permission. After this, G-d sends an 
angel to block Bilam’s path and we are 
treated to the surreal scene of his 
conversation with his donkey.  
 

G-d’s interactions with Bilam in these 
scenes seem contradictory: On the one 
hand, it is evident that G-d did not 
want Bilam to undertake the mission. 
On the other, He gave explicit 
pe rmi ss i on  t o  go .  Why  the 
contradiction? 
 

Second: Bilam’s response, when he is 
finally able to see the angel, is that he 
didn’t know that he was doing 
anything wrong. Was this valid, given 
G-d’s mixed signals? Or was it a bad 

excuse? The answer may lie in the 
symbol of the donkey.  
 

Ramban (Bamidbar 22:23 and 
elsewhere), taking a stand on the 

medieval debate about the corporeality 
of angels, holds that animals cannot 
see angelic beings. Ramban therefore 
explains that Bilam’s donkey never 
actually saw the angel. Rather, it had 
some sort of primal sense of imminent 
danger and reacted accordingly. The 
donkey, which Bilam had been riding 

his entire life (per its own admission, 
Bamidbar 22:30), can be seen as 
representing elements of his own 
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elsewhere. When Rabbi Akiva comforts his colleagues who 
mourn the destruction of the Temple, assuring them that it 
will one day be rebuilt, it is these verses he points to, and it 
is in response to his guarantee that normal life will resume 

that they respond, “You have comforted us!” (Makkot 24b)  
 
From a historical perspective, the return to normal life is in 
many ways the most miraculous aspect of the State of 
Israel. For a nation which had been almost entirely kicked 
out of its homeland for thousands of years to then return is 
unheard of. During that time, the Jewish people suffered 
immensely at the hands of many enemies. Just a few years 

before the State was established, the Jewish people were 
devastated by the Holocaust. For that nation to return to 
Israel and establish a country where people can live normal 
lives is indeed wondrous. Thus, both Zechariah and Rabbi 
Akiva focused on these images to comfort others; part of 
being a Religious Zionist is celebrating the everyday 
privileges that are often overlooked.  
 

As Ora, our children, and I prepare to return to Israel and 
our home in Efrat, we want to invite you all to visit us and 
enjoy the blessing G-d has granted us – children playing 
once again in our homeland.  
 

jziring@torontotorah.com 

When speaking about the miracles that are manifest in the 
State of Israel, people often focus on lofty ideas – creating a 
homeland, becoming a model nation for the world, the State 

being Reishit Tzemichat Geulateinu, the first flowering of the 
Redemption, etc. While all of these are true and worth 
celebrating, my late teacher, Rabbi Yehuda Amital z”l, noted 
that part of recognizing G-d’s gifts is specifically focusing on 
the mundane, the normal parts of life that are taken for 
granted.  
 
When Zechariah (8:4-6) prophesies about the future 

redemption of Jerusalem, he says: 
Thus says the Lord of hosts: Old men and old women shall 
yet again dwell in the streets of Jerusalem, and every man 
with his staff in his hand because of his old age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in its 
streets. Thus says the Lord of hosts: If it will be wondrous in 
the eyes of the remnant of this nation in those days, it will 
also be wondrous in My eyes, says the Lord of hosts. 

 
Rabbi Amital notes that the prophet does not focus on any 
supernatural miracles, nor any earthshattering events, or 
even any lofty ideals. Instead, the blessing he predicts is that 
life will once again return to normal in our homeland and 
capital city. Children will play, and the elderly will retire to 
their homes in Rechavia. This is what the nation will find 
“wondrous”. It is this that Zechariah focuses on, despite the 

fact that he mentions seemingly more significant events 

Yavneh is a city located on the central 
Mediterranean coast. Archaeological 
discoveries in the area of Tel Yavneh 
testify to habitation there from the time 

of the Patriarchs. It appears that this 
included a sea port for trade.  
 
The first biblical reference to Yavneh is 
in Joshua 15:11, where a city along the 
border of the tribe of Yehudah is named 
Yavne’el. Yavneh is mentioned in 

Chronicles II 26:6 as a Philistine city 
reconquered by King Uziahu; it was 
likely originally conquered by the 
Philistines in the era of King Saul or 
King David. The city’s placement and 
port led to many wars for its control 
during the period of the Chashmonaim, 
and then later in the 2nd century CE 

Great Rebellion against Rome. 
 
The Talmud (Gittin 56) records that 
during the Roman siege of Jerusalem, 
Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai, a leader 
of Jerusalem, succeeded in leaving the 
city and meeting with Vespasian, who 
would soon become the Roman Caesar. 

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai sought 
permission to establish the Sanhedrin 
in Yavneh after the destruction of 
Jerusalem. He succeeded, and he led 

the Sanhedrin in Yavneh. He was 
succeeded by Rabban Gamliel. The 
Sanhedrin then moved to Usha, at 
which point Yavneh lost its standing in 

the Jewish world. 
 
In the Byzantine era, Christians 
controlled Yavneh until the Muslims 
conquered it. This was followed by a 
series of wars, in which the Crusaders 
established a great church there, 
apparently atop the ruins of a mosque. 

Saladin conquered the city in the 12th 
century and converted the church into 
a mosque, but then Richard the 
Lionhearted re-took the area and 
restored the building as a church. This 
lasted until the Mamluk Conquest in 
1244; they restored the mosque and 
added a minaret. In 1517, the 

Ottomans conquered Yavneh, and the 
city remained an Arab city until 1948. 
 
During Israel’s War of Independence, 
the local Arab population fled, but a 
force of 200 Iraqi soldiers arrived. On 
May 31, 1948, a joint force of Irgun 
and Givati fighters took Yavneh in 

Operation Lightning. That October, 
olim from Romania, and then North 
Africa, Yemen and Europe, arrived in 

the city. In the 1990’s, immigrants from 
the former Soviet Union and Ethiopia 
arrived as well. Contemporary Yavneh 
has about 50,000 residents, from 

around the world. 
 
The southern entrance to Yavneh holds 
an ornate building with a large dome; 
tradition identifies it as the grave of 
Rabban Gamliel. Due to the city’s 
history, a park nearby is named “The 
Garden of the Sanhedrin”. 

 
Due to the significant local development 
by the Mamluk’s, one can still see 
buildings from their era, and of course 
from the Ottoman Era as well. Less 
than thirty years ago, residents still 
used a Mamluk-era bridge to cross 
Nachal Sorek, as one of the main entry 

points into the city. 
 
W e s t  o f  Y a v n e h ,  n e a r  t h e 
Mediterranean, the Sorek nuclear 
reactor was established in 1958. Part of 
President Eisenhower’s “Atoms for 
Peace” program, the reactor is meant 
for research for civilian nuclear 

purposes. 
 

yperez@torontotorah.com 

The Zionist Idea: Celebrating the Normal Rabbi Jonathan Ziring 

Israeli Landmark: Yavneh Yaron Perez 
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One of the most prominent halachic 
authorities of the past 300 years, a 
committed mystic, staunch conservative, 

ardent supporter of aliyah and architect 
of a powerful rabbinic dynasty, Rabbi 
Moshe Sofer remains one of the most 
influential leaders of modern Judaism – 
all without publishing a single book 
during his lifetime. Rabbi Sofer is also 

known as “Chatam Sofer”, the name of 
the posthumously published books of his 
talmudic teachings and responsa. 
 

Rabbi Moshe Sofer was born on 7 Tishrei 
in 1762, in Frankfurt am Main. He 
studied under Rabbi Pinchas Horowitz, 
Rabbi of Frankfurt, and Rabbi Nathan 
Adler, a leading halachic authority as 

well as mystic. Rabbi Sofer’s father 
passed away in 1779, and in 1782 Rabbi 
Sofer moved to Moravia to accompany 
Rabbi Nathan Adler in his own journey. 
In Moravia, Rabbi Sofer married Sarah 
Yerwitz, a middle-aged widow of well-
known righteousness. He became Rabbi 

of Dresnitz in 1794, and then of 
Mattersdorf in 1798. After accepting the 
Mattersdorf offer he was invited to serve a 
larger city, Prossnitz, but he declined 
because he had given his word to 
Mattersdorf. 
 

Beginning in Dresnitz and then with 

greater strength in Mattersdorf, Rabbi 
Sofer took public positions on the issues 
of the day, such as drafting of Jews into 
non-Jewish armies, inequitable 
distribution of the communal tax burden, 
public support for Torah study, and the 
sects of Sabbateanism and Chasidism. 

Rabbi Sofer did not get involved in battles 

 [Chatam Sofer discusses Rabbi Yehudah 
HaNasi’s wish to eliminate Tishah b’Av 
when it occurs on Shabbat. (Megilah 5b)]  
 

One should ask: When Tishah b’Av oc-
curs on Shabbat, the 17th of Tammuz is 
also Shabbat (unless they set the calen-
dar by seeing the moon, and they added a 
day to Tammuz). If so, then why did Rab-
bi Yehudah HaNasi not suggest regarding 
this fast, that once it is pushed off [from 
Shabbat], it should not be observed! And 

do not say that this is correct, and the 
Sages agreed with him [to eliminate the 
fast of] the 17th of Tammuz; that is not 
so, for we do not rule thus! Rather, one 
must say that he did not think we should 
say that once the 17th of Tammuz is 
pushed off, it should not be observed. 
The 18th of Tammuz is also part of the 

period of tragedy, as opposed to the 9th of 
Av, where once the day has passed, there 
is no mourning according to the view that 
one mourns from Rosh Chodesh until 
after the fast. (Taanit 29b)… 
 
And this week I developed a new explana-
tion for Eichah Rabbah 4:24, which 

states that Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi 
learned Eichah on Shabbat which was 
the 9th of Av, and when he [accidentally] 
banged his finger, he said of himself, 
“There are many pains for the wicked. 
(Tehillim 32:10)” Rabbi Chiya responded, 
“The anointed of G-d is caught [only] due 

to our corruption.” (cf. Eichah 4:20)… 
 
It appears to me that within our view 
that we push the fast to the 10th of Av, 
Shabbat is not Tishah b’Av at all, and 
one may learn with others, as Magen 
Avraham wrote; the day only has the 
status of the eve of Tishah b’Av. But if we 

held as Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi does, 
that once Tishah b’Av is pushed off, it 
should not be observed and it cannot be 
made up, then the observance of Tishah 
b’Av actually remains in place on the 
proper day, on Shabbat, and it is only 
that the mitzvah of Shabbat pleasure 
pushes off [fasting for] Tishah b’Av – but 

that which is private, learning with oth-
ers and the like, are prohibited as they 
would be for any mourner on Shabbat. 
So Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi violated his 
own position… And therefore he blamed 
banging his finger on this, and said of 
himself. “There are many pains,” and 
Rabbi Chiya responded, “We caused this, 

for we did not give in to you, and you did 
not wish to trespass the words of your 
colleagues.”… 

ז “ ב בשבת חל גם י “יש לדקדק הרי כשחל ט
‘ פ ראי “ תמוז בשבת )אם לא שקידש ע 

ז “ ט לא בקש לומר בי “ כ מ “ ועיבר תמוז( וא 
נ “ בתמוז כיון דאידחי אידחי, ואין לומר ה 

א דהא אנן “ ז בתמוז הודו לו חכמים, ז “ ובי 
ז בתמוז לא “ ל בי “ כ צ “ ל הכי, אע “ לא קיי 

ח תמוז “ ל כיון דאידחי אידחי דהרי גם י “ס 
א  ש ים מ צר המ מי  בי א  ט “ הו ב ‘  כ  א ב

ח עד “ ד מר “ שמשעבר היום ליכא איבול למ 
 ב[... “ט ע“אחר התענית ]תענית כ

 
 -‘  מדרש איכה ]ד ‘  ושבוע זו נתחדשתי פי 

באב ונקף ‘  ד[ שרבי למד איכה בשבת ט “ כ 
אצבעו וקרא על עצמו רבים מכאובים לרשע 

ר  ד ‘  ו ח  י ש מ ב  י ש ה א  י י ד ‘  ח כ ל נ
 בשחיתותינו...

 
ל למידחי תענית עד “ ל כך: למאי דקיי “ נ 

ב כלל, “ כ שבת אין לו דין ט “ ד אב, א “ יו 
א “ ש מג “ ומותר ללמוד עם אחרים וכמ 

ב. אך אי הוה “ בעצמו דיש לו רק דין עט 
ד דרבי, הואיל ונדחה ידחה ואין “ ל כס “קיי

ב נשאר בזמנו “ כ ט “ לו שום תשלומין, א 
ב אבל “ בשבת, רק מצות עונג שבת דוחה ט 

פ מה שהוא בצינעא או ללמוד עם “ עכ 
אחרים וכדומה אסור כמו כל אבל בשבת. 

כ תלה חטא “ והנה עבר על דברי עצמו... ע 
נקיפת אצבעו בזה וקרא על עצמו רבים 

ח אמר אנו הסיבונו כי “ ל, ור “ מכאובים ר 
לא רצינו להודות לך ולא רצית לעבור על 

 דברי חברך...

with the Haskalah [“Jewish Enlightenment”], though. In 1802 Rabbi Sofer accepted a 
rabbinic position in Waag Neustadt, but when a fire then decimated Mattersdorf he 
felt obligated to remain there. 

 

In 1806, Rabbi Sofer accepted a rabbinic position in Pressburg (a.k.a. Bratislava), a 

large stage with a Haskalah-friendly population. Rabbi Sofer did not attempt to 
change the citizens directly; instead, he increased the size of the local yeshiva to 150 
students, appointed Rabbis to teach interested community members, and gave 
frequent public lectures. He avoided public bans - such as during the attempt of 
reform-minded rabbis to repeal the prohibition against kitniyot in 1810 - but he did 
take stances against modern philosophy, critical study of Judaism, and the use of 

translations in education. 
 

In 1812, Rabbi Sofer’s first wife passed away; a few months later he married another 
widow named Sarah, daughter of the well-known Rabbi Akiva Eiger. 
 

Today, Rabbi Sofer is remembered as a staunch opponent of innovation within 
Judaism. The claim largely comes from his 1819 responsum regarding the 
construction of a Reform temple in Hamburg. This responsum catapulted Rabbi 
Sofer [who always signed his name, “Moshe the small”] to his greatest fame; he was 
now consulted on every major issue, and his students served as rabbis across 

Hungary. Hungarian Jewry became divided between Haskalah and the students of 
Rabbi Moshe Sofer, who passed away in 1839 but whose influence remains strong to 
this day.  
 

torczyner@torontotorah.com 



Weekly Highlights: June 30 — July 6 / 17 Tammuz — 23 Tammuz 
Most of our classes are now on summer hiatus, but opportunities remain! 

Time Speaker Topic Location Special Notes 

     June 30 שבת

After Hashkamah Adam Friedmann Parshah Analysis Clanton Park Not this week 

Derashah Adam Friedmann Derashah Clanton Park Main Shul 

Before Avot R’ Jonathan Ziring Daf Yomi BAYT  

After minchah R’ Mordechai Torczyner Avodah Zarah BAYT Simcha Suite 

Sun. July 1 Fast of the “17th” of Tammuz    

8:45 AM R’ Jonathan Ziring Responsa BAYT Hebrew 

FROM EXILE TO REDEMPTION, IN THE WORDS OF THE PROPHETS 
A MORNING OF HAFTAROT 

YESHIVAT OR CHAIM, 159 ALMORE AVE. 
 

10:00 AM Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner, Parshat Pinchas: The Jeremiad Begins 
 

10:30 AM Adam Friedmann, Parshat Matot-Masei: Consequences of Vanity 
 

11:00 AM Rabbi Jonathan Ziring, Shabbat Chazon: Jews = Sdom? 
 

11:30 AM Yaron Perez, Shabbat Nachamu: At Its Time, I Will Hasten It 
 

All Are Welcome! 

Tues. July 3     

1:30 PM R’ Mordechai Torczyner Nechemiah: Final Chapter Shaarei Shomayim Final Week! 

Wed. July 4     

10:00 AM R’ Mordechai Torczyner 
Israel’s Chief Rabbis:  

Clergy or Politicians? 
Yeshivat Or Chaim Week 3 of 4 

8:00 PM Adam Friedmann Contemporary Issues Shaarei Tefillah  

8:00 PM Yaron Perez הפרשה ואני Shaarei Shomayim  

Thu. July 5     

1:30 PM R’ Mordechai Torczyner Book of Shemuel 49 Michael Ct. Women 

Fri. July 6     

10:30 AM R’ Jonathan Ziring Muktzeh Yeshivat Or Chaim Advanced 

For University Men, at Yeshivat Or Chaim 

8:30 AM Friday, Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner, The Book of Yeshayah 
 

For University Women, at Ulpanat Orot—On Summer Hiatus 

There is some debate regarding whether performing a mitzvah 
requires that one intend to perform the mitzvah. Matzah is one 
of the focal points in this debate, as the Talmud (Rosh 

HaShanah 28a-29a) states that one who is compelled to eat 
matzah still fulfills the obligation – indicating that no intent 
for the mitzvah is required. However, talmudic statements 
regarding the mitzvah of blowing shofar indicate that intent is 
required! (ibid. 32b, 33b)  
 
As a general rule, the Shulchan Aruch sides with the view that 
intent for mitzvot is necessary, as seen regarding shofar. 

(Orach Chaim 589) As far as matzah, though, all agree that no 
intent is needed, since the mitzvah is simply to eat matzah, 
and one eating without meaning to do so is still an act of 
eating. [See Ran Rosh HaShanah 28a and Maggid Mishneh 
Hilchot Shofar 2:4.] 
 

torczyner@torontotorah.com 

(Continued from last week) 
 
The matzah we eat at the Seder must be lechem oni, a 

pauper’s simple bread; if enriching agents are added, the 
matzah is disqualified. (Pesachim 38b) It is noteworthy that 
the Rosh is cited as having gone out of his way to prepare 
the matzah of the Seder personally, and this is brought as 
halachic counsel in the Shulchan Aruch. (Orach Chaim 
460:2) While this practice is traditionally attributed to the 
ideal that we should perform mitzvot personally rather than 
outsource them (Magen Avraham 460:1), the Maharil 

(Hilchot Afiyat haMatzot 14) said it was in part because 
matzah is supposed to represent the bread of a pauper, who 
cannot hire workers. Similarly, the Jews who left Egypt 
carried the matzah on their own shoulders, even though 
they had animals who could have carried the matzah. [And 
see Mishneh Halachot 11:388.] 
 

The 613 Mitzvot: #10 - Matzah, Part 2 Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 


