Parshas Balak: the Nation that dwells alone
The verse (23:9) reads: “From their beginning, I see them as mountain peaks, and I behold them as hills; it is a nation that will dwell alone, and will not be reckoned amongst the nations”.

This nation is endowed with a unique sanctity and dwells alone. If we study a passage in the book of Jeremiah, chapter 26, we will see that this nation is described as one which closes itself off in a private chamber, locking the doors behind. The central concept inherent in this description of the nation of Israel, is a concept in a Chasidus which is called Hisbodedus. The meaning of this concept is to find oneself alone, away from society, and to create an intimate conversation, as it were, with the Almighty. In the course of this conversation, one opens his heart, pours out all his emotions, without any hesitations or inhibitions. This is something that a person should do on a regular basis, Hisbodedus could take place once a day, perhaps in the morning, or divided up into segments during the course of the day. In this state of Hisbodedus, one is meant to focus on the end of days, meaning the last day of one's life. By this experience of Hisbodedus, one is insured protection on all sides from those adversaries that try to undermine him. As a result of Hisbodedus, one finds himself protected by the shade, the protective shade of the Almighty, who spreads His wings with a protective shield around the person. The verse that we are studying today, reflects this dimension of the nation of Israel, a Nation that dwells close to the Almighty. A verse in the last of the five books of Moses, chapter 23, describes Hisbodedus as security and protection, complete reliance on Almighty God.

In addition to the primary goal of Hisbodedus, namely achieving a state of total reliance on God, an additional dimension of this experience, is to separate one's mind and one's heart from all the vanities of this world. The goal is to nullify, so to speak, one's own personal will and accept the Will of God as his only will. When the verse says: “and will not be reckoned amongst the nations”, the meaning is that this nation is not influenced by general society, and does not seek to imitate the ways and behavior of idolaters. It is the way of the world to desire acquiring great wealth, beautiful homes, silver utensils, gold jewelry, etc. Man has a desire, an intense desire, to expand his financial base and to gain more and more possessions. But the goal of the nation of Israel, especially each individual member of that nation, is to remove one's interest and focus on the material benefits and pleasures of this world. What becomes primary in the desire of the person is to pour out his heart in front of the Almighty, and declare his profound will, his desire and craving for God. The very next verse following “a nation that will dwell alone”, is: “who counted the dust of Jacob?”. There is a very important metaphor here. Who can count, who can evaluate, the incredible levels of sanctity of every single step that one takes when his feet hit the ground and touch the dust? When a person is on his way to experience sanctity, for example he is walking to the synagogue, or to the house of study, or to receive the countenance of his Rabbi, can we evaluate the quality and the profundity of the sanctity of his every step? When a person walks out to a private place in order to experience Hisbodedus, every single step that he takes, when his feet touch the dust of the earth, he is creating Tikunim and bringing pleasure to the upper worlds. It is impossible to quantify or estimate the infinite value of every step, every lowering of the feet on the dust of the ground.
There is an additional dimension to the experience of Hisbodedus. Besides self negation and an absolute commitment to fulfill the will of God, one must judge himself on everything, he should be reviewing the various experiences that he had undergone recently. This self evaluation should be experienced within the context of the goal of coming close to the Almighty. The Hebrew word for self evaluation is Mishpat. We find that the high priest of Israel would wear on his chest the Choshen HaMishpat. It was square of four corners. What do these four corners of Mishpat represent? It is the four directions, up down and all around, and when one looks in all these directions, what does he see? He sees all the different distractions, all the encounters and digressions of recent times. Now he is in a state of Hisbodedus. His conversation with the Almighty, is meant to strengthen his will to fulfill the will of God and in a general sense, to do good. He must remove all thoughts and distractions absolutely focused on one goal. The ultimate goal is to include oneself in the number four. What is the significance of that number, what does it represent? The last letter of the Hebrew word for the number one, is actually the number four. When one recites the verse “Hear O Israel, the Lord your God, the Lord is One”, the last letter is a Daled. The intention that one should have when completing the recitation of this verse with the letter Daled, is to 'incorporate himself', so to speak, within the Almighty. Instead of his mind soaring and flying like a bird with wings to all four directions, thinking about so many different distractions in his life, this morning's financial achievements, meetings that were fraught with nervous tension, and a myriad of other distractions, he should be totally focused on God is One. If he can achieve that state of closeness with God, in which he cuts himself off, removing himself from all these distracting thoughts, he can rise to a spiritual height and achieve the goal of Hisbodedus. As we have indicated, these lofty goals are a reflection of the unique nation of Israel, that is described as “it will not be reckoned amongst the nations, a nation that dwells alone”.
