
Every day, we wake up, the sun rises, the grass grows, 
we open our mouths to breath in life-giving oxygen, and 
so much more. Hashem has created an incredible world 
and maintains it in a most exact and predictable way. 
After all, if you plant a tomato seed, you don’t expect to 
find a cucumber growing in its place. And yet, we get out 
of bed only to make our way to shul where we daven for 
Hashem’s help in all we do. What is this all about?! Did we 
not just come to the realization that things transpire in a 
most foreseeable way? 

True, we may only be simple Yidden, but we still believe 
that Hashem hears our tefillos and acts according to our 
requests. Ultimately, even nature is a creation of Hashem 
and He manipulates it according to His will. If we take 
a step back and contemplate this for a mere moment, it 
is quite astonishing. The Master of the Universe turns 
His attention to me and bends His will to mine. David 
HaMelech thus says: “The will of those who fear Him, 
He does” (Tehillim 145:19). Hashem, in His abundant 
kindness, dictates that if we live our lives to fulfill His 
will, He in turn will fulfill ours. Our joint wills thus 
become one.

We also have another similar power. Have you ever 
decided to fulfill a certain mitzva, which at the time 
seemed impossible to accomplish? Breslover Chassidim, 
for example, have countless stories of wanting to visit 
the kever of Rebbe Nachman against impossible odds. (I 
could add a few of my own such stories here, but space 
is limited…) Often, when trying to fulfill such a mitzva, 
there are obstacles at every juncture, yet time after time, 
things just come together in the most miraculous of ways, 
enabling us to reach our goal. The same holds true when 
it comes to earning an honest living for a Jewish family. 

Somehow, it just works out. Chazal therefore declare: 
“The way a person wants to go, Hashem will lead him” 
(Bamidbar Rabbah 22:35). We have the most incredible 
ability to daven, and a desire to live in a certain way, and 
Hashem sees to it that despite the natural order of the 
world, our will is fulfilled.

Not only is this all true when it comes to matters of 
holiness, but because Hashem guarantees the balance of 
free will in this world, He also acts accordingly when it 
comes to matters of our evil desire. Chazal thus said: “The 
way a person wants to go.” If we strongly desire to make 
poor choices and are insistent about them, Hashem will 
ensure we achieve them as well.

Now, if all this is true of our times, imagine what it must 
have been like in the days of Moshe Rabbeinu, who spoke 
“mouth to mouth” with Hashem. Through his tefillos, 
the greatest of miracles took place in Mitzrayim and at 
the Yam Suf. But where was the tefilla-counterforce that 
would allow for freedom of choice to still exist? The 
answer: Bilaam.

Bilaam was sensitive to the reality that if a person truly 
desires something, nature will give way to their demands. 
He believed this to such an extent that just like others 
have the power to daven, he had the power to curse 
and thus dictate how things should transpire. In his 
estimation, Hashem had created the world but left it for 
us to manipulate—and he knew how best to harness this 
potential. 

Our parasha therefore recounts how the elders of Moav 
and Midian approached Bilaam and implored him to 
devise a plan to do away with the Jews. He replied to them, 
“Stay here overnight. When Hashem speaks to me, I will 
give you an answer” (Bamidbar 22:8). Although Hashem 
told Bilaam not to go with them and not to curse the Jews, 
Bilaam told the elders, “Hashem refuses to let me go with 
you” (ibid., 22:12–13). Rashi explains that he was implying 
that he was forbidden to go with them, but that with more 
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Up, Up and Away
As told to Yossi Katz 

I was traveling with my family back home to Eretz 
Yisrael and was about to board our El Al flight, when 
I was approached by one of their security agents, who 
had some “additional” questions for me. He began to 
ask whether I spoke Hebrew, and I told him that I knew 
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Hebrew but preferred to talk in English. This led to him 
challenge me, pointing out that the Torah is written 
in Hebrew. Not one to back away from a challenge, I 
retorted that Ivrit is a modern creation and that the 
Torah was written in Lashon Kodesh, which is Hashem’s 
language. 

This led to a very long and philosophical dialogue 
between the two of us. As it dragged on for some time, 
I saw I was not going to sway my new friend’s opinion 
on matters of religion. 

I decided to cut the discussion short and just share a 
few simple words from my heart. 

I told him I was very impressed with how impassioned 
he was about his opinions and asked permission to 
share one final, meaningful piece of advice. He agreed, 
and I then related that in life, there are many paths to 
choose from and that with all of our prejudices, it’s 
difficult to know if we are making the right choices. 
The best thing, therefore, is to talk to Hashem in our 
own words, and always ask to be pointed in the right 
direction. 

He replied, “Naftali, this I fully accept and thank you 
for the advice.” With that, we parted ways.

Many months later, I was again getting ready to board 
an El Al flight when I spotted the same security agent. I 
approached him, assuming he wouldn’t remember me. 
When he saw me, he immediately exclaimed, “Naftali, 
how are you?” Although I will never know if any of the 
philosophical points I expressed moved him, I deeply 
believe that he remembered me because of the few 
sincere words I shared from my heart.
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important officials he might relent. Bilaam emboldened 
his willpower, thinking he could get Hashem to concede 
to his plan since this was the dynamic of creation. At each 
stage, Bilaam continued to expect his will to prevail. Even 
after his donkey refused three times to move ahead, even 
after the donkey supernaturally rebuked him, and even 
when he saw a malach standing in his way to kill him, 
Bilaam continued forward.

Often in life, we want to do right, but it seems like the 
cards are stacked against us, so we lose the courage and 
hope to try. We can take a cue from Bilaam: even when 
Hashem Himself seemed to say no, he still pursued the 
smallest opening, determined to persevere in his ways. 
We must always remember that we are Jews who seek to 
do the will of Hashem, and certainly nothing can stand in 
our way.

Based on Likutey Halachos, Birchas HaShachar 5


