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Parshas Pinchas: the power of man
The Torah tells us that Divine anger was endangering the nation of Israel in the aftermath of the harlotry with the daughters of Moav. Pinchas saves the Jewish nation: “Pinchas has turned My anger away from the children of Israel by his zealously avenging Me among them, so that I did not destroy the children of Israel” (Bamidbar 25:11). 

We would like to study how Pinchas achieved this goal. We will attempt to present the understand of Rebby Nachman in Lekutei Moharan (Torah 241).

As a result of Divine anger, Midas Hadin (whose job is to meet out punishment) was threatening to consume the Jewish people. By what mechanism could Pinchas succeed in staving off Midas Hadin and saving the nation?

Midas Hadin is focused on punishing those who are guilty of criminal acts. Its goal is to maximize punishment and inflict the most damage that it possibly can. This means in a case of a severe violation, a total destruction of those who are guilty. Is there a mechanism by which one can throw off Midas Hadin, to 'convince' it to remove itself so that its the goal of the destruction of sinners will not be implemented? Pinchas had to find a way to 'appease' the forces of strict judgment. 

The brilliance of Pinchas is that he was able to successfully throw Midas Hadin off in a way that it would be happy to 'let well enough alone'. How did Pinchas achieve this goal? In order to answer this question and understand the nature of Pinchas's methodology, we will introduce two basic principles.

The first is that there is a fundamental difference between a sinner punished by Midas Hadin as opposed to one who punished by a human being. In the case of Midas Hadin, its hands are (somewhat) tied and its domain (somewhat) limited. The Jewish people were given a Divine promise that there would never be a total destruction of the nation. This is derived by the Gemara in Masechet Sotah (9a) from the verse in the 32nd chapter of Deuteronomy, which reads: “my arrows I shall finish against them”, the Gemara interprets this to mean: my arrows will be finished, but they (i.e. the people) will not be finished. 

But there is no such promise with regard to man. Man does have the power to destroy another man, Heaven forbid. When a crime has been committed, Midas Hadin is prepared to punish the sinner. However, if a human comes along and is ready to punish the sinner, Midas Hadin will  happily step aside. The reason for this is because Midas Hadin realizes that a better job could be done by man since man has the power to destroy the sinner, so why bother intervening and inflicting less than maximum punishment? This is what happened in the case of Pinchas in our Parsha. Pinchas realized that if he were to take the law into his hands and punish the sinners, Midas Hadin would step aside hoping that Pinchas would do a better job and totally  destroy the sinners. Pinchas achieved his goal in staving off what was meant to be catastrophic for the people of Israel. Instead he took the sword into his hands and successfully 'pushed off ' Midas Hadin. 

The second principle is that when the Tzaddik takes the initiative to meet out punishment, his goal is not Din (harsh justice), but rather Rachamim (compassion). At the end of the day, Pinchas had compassion on the sinners and only avenged the man and the woman who had publicly engaged in an immoral act. By taking the law into his hands, and taking the lives of Zimri and Cozbi, Pinchas saved the multitude of the sinners of Israel sparing them from the devastating  punishment of Midas Hadin. 

This interpretation sheds a new light on the opening verse in our Parsha. The verse tells us that Pinchas staved off Divine anger and protected the people of Israel with his act of zealotry. And the verse ends with the words “I did not destroy the people of Israel with My anger”. The ending of the verse now takes on a new meaning. God declares I didn't finish and implement my full Divine anger in punishing the people, but rather Pinchas saved the day staving off Divine punishment.

We find a very similar, perhaps parallel idea elsewhere in the writings of Rebby Nachman. In a work entitled Sichos HaRan (paragraph number 80, page 103), he writes: man has the power to entice and negatively influence his fellow man, preventing him from maximizing his tremendous potential in the service of the Almighty. A human being can, Heaven forbid, can push his fellow man off the proper course, the straight path, of the service of God. This power of man to influence supersedes the power of the evil inclination. The evil inclination, on the one hand, belongs to a single world. But man belongs to all worlds and encompasses them all. Therefore his power and impact on a fellow man is even greater than that of the evil inclination itself.

We learn that although the Almighty has many agents and forces that implement His will, Man is endowed with even greater power! If only we will utilize this might for good!

