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Eretz Hemdah is the premier institution for training young rabbis to take the Israeli Rabbinate's rigorous Yadin Yadin examinations. Eretz Hemdah, with its distinctive blend of Religious Zionist philosophy and scholarship combined with community service, ensures that its graduates emerge with the finest training, the noblest motivations resulting in an exceptionally strong connection to Jewish communities worldwide.
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Bilam- Prophet, Sorcerer, or Social Commentator?
 
 
One of the most basic questions on Chumash is: how did Bilam think he could bring bad onto a nation that Hashem had destined for success? There are different approaches on the efficacy of curses. Rather than delve into them, let us focus on Bilam's words and tactics to see how he intended to succeed. The Torah says that Hashem switched Bilam's kelala (curse) to a beracha (blessing) (Devarim 23:6). Thus, by understanding the nature of the beracha, we can extrapolate as to the nature of the intended kelala.
Simply perusing the Torah portion with Rashi uncovers that Bilam's speeches contain three basic elements. One is of prophecy revealing some of Hashem's future plans. There is a only little bit of what we would call beracha, namely wishing someone good things. A third, major part of Bilam's speeches is descriptive, telling of Bnei Yisrael's past and present spiritual accomplishments and of Hashem's love for them. Is such a description a blessing or just an objective portrayal of a nation?
Performing any sin is considered a desecration of Hashem's Name (see Berachot 19b). But sometimes a spiritual blemish, upon becoming known to the broader public, creates a bigger desecration, which is the classical use of the term chillul Hashem. The greater the presumed spiritual standing of the offender is, the greater the chillul Hashem (see Yoma 84a). This is as true for nations as it is for  people. Thus, publicizing the blemishes of a mamlechet kohanim (kingdom of priests) has a destructive effect on their ability to function in that role. If so, the standing of such a nation, entitling it to protection and success, can boomerang into a liability if it becomes a disgraced world leader.
Thus, Bilam attempted to uncover Bnei Yisrael's shortcomings and scream out to Hashem and the nations: "Bnei Yisrael is a hoax and a disgrace to the exalted role it has assumed." He went from vantage point to vantage point (literally and figuratively) to uncover flaws but came up empty. Had he succeeded, the report would have been more destructive than any curse the sorcerer Bilam could have uttered. So was Bnei Yisrael a hoax or a holy nation? Like at any time in Jewish history, there were elements of both. But Hashem only allowed Bilam to see and express the positive in Bnei Yisrael. Thus, his report presented the side of Bnei Yisrael which made it a sanctification of His Name. 
Our knowledge of Bilam's "social commentary" is significant not only to understand historically how Hashem protected us from his scheme. It also gives us a goal to strive for. Let us indeed live up to the positive report that the prophet of the nations gave about us and, in so doing, sanctify His Name as we were created as a nation to do. Let us make the work of anti-Semites, who always start by vilifying us in the eyes of the world, more difficult, until Hashem forces them to see and admit the spiritual heights we can and/or do reach.
**************************************************************************************************
 
P'ninat Mishpat –
Denial of Being Husband/Father
(condensed from Piskei Din Rabbaniim- vol. IV, pp. 84-92)
 
Case: A woman (pl) sued a man (def) for support for herself and her son, claiming that he is her husband and the father of their child. Def responded that although they live in the same house, they were never married and did not live as husband and wife (and the child is not his). (Def and pl came as adults from chutz la'aretz). Pl brought proof that def had asserted before a government agency that the family was his, but he explains that he did so to get governmental support, despite the fact that the assertion was false. The public knows the "family" as a family, but def claims that pl entered his home just as a housekeeper.  
Ruling: Def needs to raise only a reasonable doubt in order to prevent money being extracted from him, but to do so, he must make a valid amatla (excuse for statements or actions that create an assumption of a prohibition or obligation). In this case, he must overcome a few obstacles.
1) This amatla is not just to remove a prohibition but to overcome someone else's possible, monetary rights. There is a machloket whether this is possible (see K'tzot Hachoshen 80,81). Def can say kim li (I am confident) like the opinions that an amatla can accomplish that, especially where the statement he needs to explain was made not as an admission, but as an attempt to receive money (see Nachal Yitzchak 80). 
2) There is a public assumption based on general behavior of people (chazaka) that def and pl are married. Chazakot are grounds even for capital punishment (e.g. in cases of incest between people with a chazaka that they are close relatives). However, for us to assume that a couple is halachically married, the Rambam (Issurei Bi'ah 1:21) also requires statements by the two that they are married. The Noda B'yehuda (I, EH 54) explains that otherwise it is possible that they were married on a condition that was not fulfilled. In our times, when it is common for people to live together without a halachic marriage, neither people's assumptions nor the couple's statement that they are married are proof that there were valid kiddushin.
3) An amatla is invalid if it depends on the claimant's having done a clear aveira (Chut Hashani 17). Here, def's claimed lie to the government means that he stole from them. However, one can counter that since he supported the "family" and was like a husband/father in practice, he can rationalize that he deserved governmental support. The problem is that he did not claim in beit din that he acted like a husband/father but that they simply lived in his house. According to that claim, the amatla is plausible only if he intended to steal, and we do not accept it. 
Therefore, the amatla is invalid, and def will have to pay support for those whom he once admitted constitute his family.
*************************************************************************************************
Moreshet Shaul
(from the works of Hagaon Harav Shaul Yisraeli zt"l)
The Rabbi's Responsibility to Educate for Aliyah-
An Address to the Council of European Rabbis (5743) - part II 
(adapted from Harabbanut V'hamedina 121-125)
 
[We discussed last time the centrality of Eretz Yisrael to the Torah and the rabbinate. We also "heard" Rav Yisraeli's plea to European rabbis to urge their communities, especially the youth, to come to Israel and make aliyah. He tempered his impassioned remarks with the concept that one gives words urging strengthening to those who are involved in strengthening themselves.]
 
The gemara (Yoma 9b) tells a story. Reish Lakish was swimming in the Jordan when one of the Amoraim of Bavel approached. Reish Lakish said: "I hate you people of Bavel." He continued to explain that because the Babylonian Jewish community did not come back to Eretz Yisrael in sufficient numbers in Ezra's time, the settlement in Eretz Yisrael succumbed to deterioration and destruction. He used Shir Hashirim's metaphor of  "a door of cedar wood" to describe the insufficient aliyah that came with Ezra and, like wood, was susceptible to rotting. One version has it that Reish Lakish was addressing R. Zeira, who went to great efforts to move to Eretz Yisrael against his rebbe's objections. What did he want from R. Zeira, or whomever the Amora was, for the shortcomings of the community several hundred years earlier? The answer is that this is another case of saying strong words to strengthen those who strengthen themselves.
 Therefore, our approach is to speak to those who believe in Hashem, who build places of Torah and see living in the Diaspora as a permanent phenomenon, without seeing the signs of Divine Providence that encourage the return to Eretz Yisrael. Emulating Reis Lakish, we address those who have a connection to Eretz Yisrael and an interest in making aliyah. If all those had actually come, how much stronger the settlement of Eretz Yisrael would have been. One needs to know to seize the moment and take advantage of the revelation of Divine signs. If one looks at the opportunity to move to Eretz Yisrael as a door, open today, closed tomorrow, without seeing any permanence, then nothing will come of the opportunity. The reason things will not materialize is not because it wasn't meant to be or that our time is not reishit tz'michat geulatenu (the beginning of the flowering of our liberation), but because we did not accept it as such. If you do not open the door and do not see the open Hand of Providence then the gateway closes. 
Reish Lakish told the arriving rabbi from Bavel that he welcomed him in a way that strengthens his decision to move from Bavel to Eretz Yisrael without his rebbe's blessing. He saw it as a partial remedy for the old sin of the Babylonian community in Ezra's time. Without a doubt, in Reish Lakish's time, the Babylonian community flourished, with the arrival of Rav, to the extent that it was equated to the community of Eretz Yisrael in different ways (see Gittin 6a). Certainly we are nourished to this day from that community's achievements. However, there could have been an even greater center, with ever increasing Divine Presence, had more people seized the opportunity to come to Eretz Yisrael.
So we want to encourage. Dear colleagues, you are in the Diaspora, and I am not demanding that you make aliyah. Officers cannot leave their troops behind, leaving them like a flock without a shepherd. But you must be aware of the obligations of our time and act to carry them out. We have lost out on a lot, but there is still a lot to do. The new communities that have been built are awaiting reinforcements to strengthen and reinvigorate them. Teach your flocks that their future is in Israel, especially the youth who are less rooted. Let the call of the Jubilee Year, "each man shall return to his land of inheritance," be our motto. See yourselves as emissaries of the Land and succeed in doing your part, with Hashem's help, in ingathering the dispersed and revealing the Divine Presence. 
*****************************************************************************************************
 
 
Ask the Rabbi
 
Question: On Motzaei Shabbat, I have a lot of laundry to do so I can send my kids off to school for the week. It would be helpful to start the first load while my husband is at shul. However, I heard that it is a problem to do serious work before Havdala, even after saying Hamavdil (a shortened Havdala). Is that true and does it apply in this case? 
 
Answer: Our small survey of knowledgeable people had the following results. Most (including talmidei chachamim) have never heard of the practice you mentioned. A few follow it. Others are "wishy-washy" about what they heard or do. As usual, we hope that some more knowledge will help clarify and put matters in perspective.There are two possible reasons to refrain from serious work before Havdala. One is a weak, halachic concern (or a halachic mistake). The other is a minhag of classical origin, but one that was apparently not widely accepted. 
The mishna (Shabbat 150a) says that one can walk near Shabbat's end to his field and return after Shabbat carrying fruit. The gemara (150b) is troubled how he could do such work before Havdala. It concludes that it is permitted after saying Hamavdil. Rashi (ad loc.) says that the shortened version we say, without a full beracha format, is sufficient mention of the departing Shabbat to allow work before full Havdala with wine. The same, he says, is true after saying Ata Chonantanu in Ma'ariv. Although both the Rosh and Rambam have a somewhat more stringent approach, the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chayim 299:10) and the accepted practice is like Rashi.
What is the source of the distinction between different types of work? Rabbeinu Yerucham (=RY), in the midst of discussing these halachot, says that they apply only to "work like weaving and writing, not to lighting a candle or carrying" (12:20). The Rama (299:10) cites RY as a minority opinion, and the Taz (:9) justifies him. The Taz hints (see Acharonim on Rambam (Shabbat 29:5)) that the prohibition on work before Havdala is not a continuation of Shabbat's prohibitions but an independent problem of starting the week's work before "saluting" Shabbat as it leaves. Therefore, RY reasons that simple work, even that which is forbidden on Shabbat, is not a problem even before saying Hamavdil. We do not accept this opinion and forbid any type of Shabbat violation (Mishna Berura 299:39). The Sha'ar Hatziyun (:51) mentions one opinion that uses R. Yerucham's distinction for stringency, saying that exerting work is forbidden even after Hamavdil. The practice you cited may be based on this opinion, making it a very stringent halachic opinion, or it could be a mistaken application of RY (see Machatzit Hashekel 299:17).
Now, let us explore minhag. The gemara (Pesachim 50b) says that he who does work on Motzaei Shabbat will not see good fortune. It is clear from both context and language that this is a minhag, not a halacha, and it is not brought in the Shulchan Aruch. Tosafot (ad loc.) and the Tur (299) limit the minhag to waiting until the end of Ma'ariv or Havdala. If the work the gemara refers to is serious "week-like work" (as is logical), this minhag could be the source of your mysterious practice.
Given that refraining from exerting work before Havdala is either a mistake, an extreme position, or a sparsely kept minhag, you can decide whether you want to follow the practice, especially in your circumstance. (If yes, state that it is b'li neder.) We would not recommend to one who never followed the practice to feel a need to begin. You can opt for the Kaf Hachayim's (299:61) approach as a compromise. He says that Hamavdil was intended to allow a woman "to do temporary (ara'i) work, but she is obligated to hear a proper Havdala." In other words, she should not get overly involved to the point that she forgets about Havdala, but she can act to make productive use of her time until her husband returns for Havdala. (One can also distinguish between sorting and scrubbing and simply dumping in clothes and turning on the machine.)
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