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We have just entered the three-week period between 17. Tammuz and 9. Av, a time of breaches and broken boundaries. 
Mishna Ta’anit 4 lists five calamities that occurred on 17. Tammuz, each of them rupturing a boundary meant to protect 
Israel: When Moses shattered the first set of tablets after the Israelites made the golden calf, the covenantal boundary 
between HaShem and the people was broken. When the Romans abolished the korban tamid (the daily offerings, which 
had been interrupted during the Babylonian siege and during the reign of Antiochus IV), the daily rhythm that unites 
heaven and earth was broken. When the walls of Jerusalem were breached by the Babylonians, the physical boundary 
protecting the people was broken. When the Roman general Apostemos publicly burned a Torah scroll, the textual 
boundary was broken. And when Manasseh placed an idol in the Sanctuary, the spiritual boundary was broken. In short,  
the events of 17. Tammuz open breaches that culminate on 9. Av. We are now in that liminal time bein ha-metzarim 
(between the straits / boundaries), a time of brokenness that ends in renewed hope on the afternoon 9. Av. Like 
Mitzrayim, the Hebrew name for Egypt, metzarim derives from the root  צר (tzar – narrow / confined / restricted.  
Generations of slavery had left the Israelites ill-equipped to face the challenges of life the wilderness and the covenantal 
restrictions they had so enthusiastically accepted. Trapped in patterns of fear and resentment, they repeatedly succumb 
to nostalgia for their old, familiar mitzrayim. Parashat Pinchas takes place during such a time, and it too, is about 
breaches. Parashat Balak ended in utter chaos. Lured by the Midianite women, the Israelites transgressed the 
boundaries of Torah to engage in egregious worship of Ba’al Pe’or. HaShem commanded Moses to hang the ringleaders 
and order the judges to kill everyone who had engaged in idolatry. Then, while the people were weeping at the entrance 
of the mishkan, Simeonite leader Zimri led Cozbi, the daughter of a Midianite chieftain to his brothers, in plain sight of 
Moses and the Israelites. Aaron’s grandson Pinchas followed them into the chamber and while they were engaged in 
forbidden sexual activity, killed them with one thrust of his spear. Then, a plague broke out and killed 24,000 Israelites. 
Breaches have widened into gaps. Right here, in mid-story, Parashat Balak ends, leaving us with a bloody, violent act of 
zealotry, completely disconnected from any response from HaShem. This cliffhanger, devised centuries later the 
Masorites, who established the parashah divisions, brilliantly illustrates how far the Israelites are from realizing the 
blessings HaShem had placed into Bil’am’s mouth. The difference between potential and reality is enormous. The 
narrative is also vague as to the location of the sexual misconduct, and of course our commentators jump right into that 
gap. Rashi says it happened at the entrance of the mishkan, others locate it in the mishkan or in Zimri’s tent, but most 
concentrate on other aspects of the sin, leaving us to our own imaginations. Wherever it took place, the Ba’al Pe’or 
debacle had even paralyzed Moses, who was likely still shaken from the death of his two siblings and the news that he 
too, was to die before reaching the Promised Land. The gap had widened into a chasm. Pinchas rushes into this void and 
takes decisive action. It is noteworthy that Pinchas and Elijah, who burst in during a crisis to turn the tide, are the only 
people referred to in the TaNaKh as zealots, and HaShem ensures that neither of them will never again have to engage in 
zealotry. Zealotry is not the responsibility of human beings; it belongs solely to HaShem. Citing Psalm 106:30, “Pinchas 
stood up and executed justice, and the plague was stopped,” Tractate Sanhedrin 82b portrays the angels wanting to 
push Pinchas away because they believed he was executing justice on HaShem. But HaShem tells them, “Let him be; he 
is a zealot, son of a zealot [from the tribe of Levi, who zealously avenged his sister Dinah]; he is an alleviator of wrath, son 
of an alleviator of wrath.” When HaShem rewards him with the eternal covenants of peace and priesthood, the vav in the 
word shalom ( םושל  ) is split in two, one of the Torah’s many anomalies that has produced a wealth of commentary. In 
Hebrew mysticism vav, which can also mean and, represents a hook or bridge that connects disparate elements. I think 
this broken vav alludes to the indelible scars all ruptures leave, especially when violence is involved. It symbolizes the 
rift in the social fabric of the community caused by the apostasy of Ba’al Pe’or and reminds us that peace maintained by 
force is inherently fragile. Indeed, spelled without the vav ( שלם shalem), the word means complete / perfect – what this 
sort of peace never can become. Force can stop a crisis, but it cannot close a breach without leaving a scar. With its 
broken vav, Pinchas’ eternal covenant of peace epitomizes the fragile, scarred peace that has carried us through every 
rupture, giving us room to recover from calamity and marshal the courage to rebuild our lives. Likewise, the eternal 
covenant of priesthood did not vanish with the Temple. Long before that rupture our sages had begun to transform 
Temple worship into the Rabbinic Judaism that our rabbis, teachers, and communities have sustained and continue to 
develop. Now, Torah study, interpretation, and practice are the salve that keeps the scars of rupture flexible enough to 
allow new growth. Covenant survives shattered tablets; offerings become prayer; Jerusalem lives in our hearts; Torah 
outlasts fire; and idolatry is fickle. Judaism endures not by avoiding or erasing scars, but by tending them to keep 
memory supple enough to carry us through each new challenge. We’ve come a long way since Egypt! 
 
Shabbat shalom! 


