Life Appreciation
Parasha Chukat ..
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And the people spoke against God and Moses : “Why
have you brought us out of Egypt, to die in the wilder-
ness? For we have no bread and no water, and we are
. Sick of the mouldy bread.”” Then God sent dgain:t the
people fiery serpents which bit the people, so that many
of ‘the Israelites died. Then the people came to Moses
sayi.ng ! “We have sinned in speaking against God and
against you—pray to God to remove the serpents from
us." And Moses prayed for the people. And God said
to Moses : *‘Make for yourself a serpent and place it on
a flag-pole. And whenever anyone is bitten, he will see
it and live.” And Moses made a serpent of brass, and
placed it on a flag-pole, and it happened that whenever

anyone was bitten by a serpent, he would look at the -

' brazen serpent, and live. '

5. Shdad dii i

- This strange event is of coursc probed by Rashi, in an attempt

" to understand its moral significance :
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Surely the serpent had no power either to kill or to pre-
serve life ? But the point was that whenever the Israclites.

would turn their gaze upwards and subdue their hearts to
their Father in heaven, they would be cured : otherwise
they would be harmed.*

4" The requirement for healing, theh, was that the people should

direct their eyes—and by implication their hearts—heavenwards.
This, however, still leaves thq, problem of the need for the brazen
serpent. What was the significance of this command ? Why did
such an image have to be used ? Would a simple direction to the
people, on the lines of Rashi’s explanation, not have been
sufficient ? '

L}

Ramban,? in his commentary, has a passage that elucidates
the underlying purpose of thi¥ use of the serpent :
“It seems to me”, he writes, “that the secret of this matter is
that it is one ‘of the methods of the Torah to recount miracles
within miracles.— damage being repaired by the agent of the
damage, disease being healed by the cause of the sickness. .Now
' it is a well-known phenomenon in cases of bites, that the victim’s
life is endangered if he catches sight of the animal that has bitten
" him—even of an image of that animal. This happens even if
someone bitten by a mad dog or some other mad animal sees
the reflection of the animal in water: death is often the result,
as we find in medical casebooks. And indeed it is mentioned in
the Gemara, in Tractate Yoma,* that doctors should be careful
not even to mention the animal to the patient, until it has been
killed ...

5 In view of ail this, one might have thought that similar
precautions should have been taken 'in this case, with these
- Israelites who were bitten by the: serpents—that no serpent should
be seen or mentioned or in any way brought to mind? But the .
- principle here is that God commanded that healing should be
effected by the very cause of the disease itself—which according
to natural Jaw should be the«cause of death: that an imaée of it
: should be made and that. whenever anyone would turn towards it
he would be cured—in order that Israel would know that life and
death are'in the hands of God. alone.”
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' This incident, then, was an example of a ‘miracle within a
miracle’—of cure being cffected by that which naturally would
be an agent of death. How does this explanation, however, link
up with Rashi's comment? Where is the point of contact between
the two views of this narrative ?
As we shail see, these two interpretations are aspects of one
fundamental insight inte this miracle. But first let us glance

at the comment of the Baal HaTanya in his work, ‘Likkutei Torah.”-

He assigns the brazen serpent to the .category of phenomena
referred to by the Sages under the cryptic declaration :

—rven: onw orh maey yow «*Both Satan and Peninah acted from

|

 to the king.

spiritual motives® Peninah, one of the wives of Elkanah, is
described in the book of Judges as the tormentor of her childless
co-wife, Hannah. Peninah, according to the Sages, was ‘mother
of ten children; but so far from behaving with tact and considera-
tion towards the barren Hannah, she would cruelly rouse all her
anguish and longing by flaunting her children in her face. When
. they were seated at table, for instance, she would draw her hus-
band’s attention to each of her children individually, claiming
their portions. And in the moming, when she took her children
to school, and at noon, when she collected them from school,
she would taunt Hannah, and ask her why she did not come too,
as all the mothers did. This cruel behaviour, however, sprang

¢ out of a purely disinterested motive: to sting Hannah into more

' passionate and complete supplication to God, so that at last her
prayer might be considered worthy of fulfilment. All Peninah’s
apparent sadism, then, was nothing but a purposeful love tha
sought to gain for Hannah the children she longed for. -
7- A similar gignificance attaches to the imputed acts of Satan,
the Arch-temptet. All his seductions are aimed at the highest
purpose—the purification and tempering of man's meitle. All the

. trials that come upon man to distract him from his true goal, all

_the temptations and tests that endanger his progress—these have

a positive efféct on human nature—once they are overcome. They
* prove and establish moral fortitude: they act as a kind of vaccine,

building up resistancs, shielding against attack. Satam, then. is

i i his ultimate puipose, a messéiger of God; it is our task, in
fulfilment of this ultimate purpose, to deny'him the- satisfactions
that he demands; by stifling his voice in our midst, we allow him
to act on us as his Master would have him act.

' ‘0 In connection with this idea, there is a parable of the Vilna
Gaon in his commentary on Esther®. There was. once. a king who
had an only son, of whom the princes of the Court were jealous,
because of the preat love the king bore him. Eventually, the son
misbehaved to his father and was sent away to the forest, so that
the son came to think his father had entirely forsaken him. But
the king, in his pity for his son, was afraid that the beasts of the
forest, ‘or the princes who hated him, might harni the boy. He
“sent therefore his personal servants, into the forest, with the injunc-
tion that the boy should remain unaware of them, in order that
he should repent of his misdeeds. Ope day, a bear attacked the
boy, and one of his father's servants saved him: but the boy
thought this was just an accident. Another time, one of the
princes, who hated him, attacked him, and again one of his
father’s servants saved himy This time, the boy understood that
it could not be by chance that he should be saved repeatedly
from danger, and he realised that it was his father’s protection
that had preserved him. Then, love for his father sprang inJt
his heart, and he was sorry for his misdeeds, and was reconciled
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Both Satan and Peninah, then, are apparent agents of evil,
superficially destructive and worthy of hate. Both, however,
through the insight of the Sages, are seen to act out of positive
motives, at first unimagined. One can picture Hannah’s reaction
on discovering the true devotion and love of Peninah, the selfless
dedication that acted purely for the good of the other, without
thought for the image it created of itself—when Hannah realised
this, her gratitude must have been boundless.

We can return now to the Tanya from whose comment we
digressed. He places this incident of the brazen serpent in the

same category as ‘Satan and Peninah’. He explains that by .

setting this image of the serpent, symbol of evil and death, high
above the people, by forcing them to look upwards, in locking
upon it—in this command, God was demonstrating to them .a
basic truth: that evil has no hegemon its own, that there are
no two powers in the world, of Good and Evil,-Life and Death.

e apparent evil, too, is the work of God, who is wholly Good.
And by looking upwards at the serpent of death, the people
would recognise that it too was an expression of God’s positive

purposes, and would turn their hearts upwards to the Source
i of all life. e

pprISTY TIBR (20 ,771DV) Y in

»3 pRR D'BA PPROM ... ODY ™
vapnw MId AN AwD”
Poos” Y¥R A73pM ,"PpRanD

ma wnh
237 3 (pra &Y "M
Ti% 702 VP TR,
R CMDmM HNIER DN .
oavoha MNY OIRA TWID DMDR TN WRD 71U,

= ~fa- prin e Of
wm B 31 oRY TN Mmdd TN
(13 ,nYw3 KDIMIN) "BN Nk RE"D 183 TI7IPRT
pom Y3t M U1 0w TYO'W 1Y oW
AT RYR JR3 BRI RY WKLY T I DR b TR R
AvIpn K3 03 M AV BYR (O KDWIN) TPITI i
210 KT TDRI %3 ,MNDY TAZ DN NK D) D¥Y3IW
g 93T BNIBT DB PR AR B 3T Y RYR PUD
o°pR IR PPREN KR YNTE Y 13T KN WY K
b HnY 3R PN YwBES Mol ¥*
ne ‘ LB _nanY

1 Py MYYNA? AR 1M YR 12 M3hD w0 Yk apnan

“ipby ka0 peone Wb AME Aow YD MaNDY ToKs DMINa
YR MY DN

w4 -

Tl From this parable, the lesson is clear: when man feels that
even when God seems to have dismissed him from His Presence,
when He afflicts him in many ways, that even then God keeps
guard over him and protects him from real harm—then true l?v_le
and gratitude are born in the heart of man, an cven more vivid
recognition of God's care for His people than that rising from
a state of comfort and ease. Israel, in its long bitter exile, has

suffered much; but when it realises that even this suffering is -

an expression of God’s love and desire for Israel’s regeneration,
then it will be filled with gratitude and appreciation, greater than
that generated by peace and prosperity in its own ‘;land.

JLac .
This is'the insight of Ramban, in his comment on the ‘mimcle
within a miracle.” When God seems to act in contradiction to His
nature, which is Goodness, jtis for man to discern the sweet
_that transforms the bitter, the transfigusing desire of God that man,
throvgh pain and suffering, shall live. Then, man will be over-
whelmed with love and gratitude to 2 God who will even deny

His own essential nature for the good of man—as Peninah hid*

her kindness and pity under a mask of cruelty. By gazing upwards
at the serpent of evil, the people would recognise that this too

came from God, that its ultimate purpose was to turn their hearts

upwards in submission to their Father in heaven.
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‘ The perceptive Solomon said, “[There is] a man to whom Ged will’
i give wealth, possessions, and honor, and he Iacks for his spirit nothing of
all he desires, yet God does not give him the fulfilling power to enjoy them.”1t
| This is the great irony of life. So many people have beeh blessed with a
! bountiful lot, yet they do not know. how to be bappy with it. Itis asif a
person had been given a room filled with treasure, but not the key to its
locked door. Such people seem to live in the purgatory that a Russian
peasant once imagined: “When a man is in purgatory,” said he, “he is
placed in a barreljof whisky, but he cannot bend down to drink it.”
~=f The key that unlocks the riches in all things is the ability to be happy
with your jmmediate circumstances, no matter what they are. This is a
skill that lies within a person’s own reach; it does not depend on the fulfill-
ment of desires or 'the satisfaction of needs. And it can be achievéd only
when yon have a sense_of self-realization, a_sense of meaning in your
existence. k : ' L :
But here the objection may be raised: A sense of self-realization; a
fecling of purpose and mesning in life—these are no easy matters to get to.
Many live out their lives and never experience such- awareness of personal i

significance. : -
To. this question we have an answer, hallowed and mellowed by
generations of observant forebears: the Torah. = As a sacred, Divine guide
to a way of life, it commits us to a transcendent absolute: to worship and
serve our Creator. A constancy of religious dedication, to_fulfill higher_
goals and ideals, must mean a life enriched with significance. This is the
philosopher’s stone, which can convert the most miserable of fates into a
satisfying, meaningful existence. _

EQ ' o L
‘:-' But. above all, 2 person can be happy with his lot in life only when
‘he sees himself and his existence as ‘part of some greater plan, when he

j n_longings, 'l'hq§g_,who live only to gratify their own desires may soon
_ Izelong among the wicked of whom the Talmud says that “even while they
i live they are ranked as dying.” For these people, each day that passes is

¢ a day that has died, leaving nothing of lasting value behind. Each desire

+ that is fulfilled marks a feeble émotional agitation that has perished. ‘There

. is no buildup or accumulation of anything si ificant, but only a countdown
| of many passions and whims that peter off into nothingness upon gratification;

' The wicked die a litfle bit cach day.
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j @ man cannot be happy with what he has because he is forever preoccupied

_ darkness.
{ knows that his task is to furthe i i i pety | oS sute '
| that s task is to further those ultimate valies which transcend petty . farmer knows that the cow consumes as much food in the winter as it does
in the summer. - Yet in the summer it gains weight; in the winter it loses
‘,'yvélgbt! In explanation it has been pointed out that in the winter the cow
Is fed in the barn, while in the sumnier it Ppastures outside. In the winter
It sees ‘before itself only a limited jmount of feed. When that is gone,
'!t thinks, there is no more. The thought makes: the cow discontented anci :
Ansecure, and no matter how much it eats in the cold months, it will not . |
gain weight. ' 2

* tomorrow?—he is but of little faith,”1 ‘
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By contrast, says the Talmud, the righteous are called Hiving even

whea they have passed beyond.”® They go on living beyond the grave; as
Scripture tells us, “You who cleave to the Lord your God are all alive this
_day.”'®  One time the righteous person will care for a sick human being |
in need. 'The next day he may provide for some orphan. ' The third day,
perhaps he raiscs funds for a school of Torah. His is not a life of attrition,
a wearing-down day by day; it is a life of building-up. His deeds add up |
to values and ideals that cumulate and increase in significance. o
§ The righteous person is alive each day because he furthers fife cach: -
day. His presence contributes something lasting to this world, and this
justly achieves for him immortality. ' L L
’ To know that your life adds up to lasting significance, this indeed I
breeds happiness. Meeting 2 religions ‘member of Jewry, you ask, “How
are you?” - The reply youn receive is, baruch ha-shem, “Blessed is the
" Almighty”: 1 amh:ppy with my Iot; thank the Lord. ' This is the rich man.

. Nor is greed the only bad habit that s all too easily adopted. -Many

with the future, filled with concern over what is to come. N
Almost by definition, the future is_something unknown, veiled in
The erson wlio_leamns to. face it with anxie and apprehension
il his_enjoyment of the things he has . The

Too many of us permit vague anxieties about the future to spoil the

. present. Be happy with your lot, says Ben Zoma, not only in terms of
amount, but also in terms of time: pot only with what you have, but for ag
gong as you bave it. Be happy with your future here and now, whatgver-
It may be. This is an essential key to a “rich” life. In the heartfelt words ‘
of our Sages, “Whoever has bread in his basket and says, ‘What will I eat ™

\
|
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sand are punished with other curses. God curses the

nt by telling him that from that point on, his food will be

dust of the earth, .

£.,The dust of the earth is ubiquitous. It seems baffling that
considered it a curse to tell the serpent that no matter

i

‘where he might find himself, he would always have plenty of

od. How was it a curse to tell the serpent that he would eat

‘dust for the rest of his life? ) ' - .
" The reason this was such a curse is thatdust is so plentiful

hat the serpent would never have to turn to his Creator in
order to get his food. God was so disgusted with what the
serpent did that He wanted to have as little connection as
possible with it. By cursing the- serpent with self-sufficiency,
God would have no need to be involved with him.
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Chazon Ish in his work Emunah U Vitachon (2;1) takes great pains
to correct the common misconception that TIF1Y3, trust: means fhe
belief that God will fulfill all the wishes of those who believe in Him.

On the contrary, trust does ot imply that God is held hostage to the

wishes of the pious. Trust is
life is controlled exclusively by God Himself and that all evx:xt\l:s ttatt:
a

only the'course He ordains. There is no guaran'tee-at any poin
wishes of God and the wishes of man will coincide.

the firm conviction that every aspect ofy¢-
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