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Bilam’s Vision

In this week’s parsha, Bilam noticed a 

remarkable trait about Klal Israel, which we 

would do well to remind ourselves. 

The Torah tells us,  יו ַוַיְר֙א ם ֶאת־ֵעינ ָ֗ ְלע ָ֜ א בִּ ש ָּׂ֨ ַויִּ

יםֶאת־יִּ  ִֽ ּוַח ֱאֹלהִּ יו רִ֥ ֵ֖ ל  י ע  ִ֥ יו ַוְתהִּ ָ֑ ט  ְשב  ן לִּ ֵכֵ֖ ל שֹׁ ֵאֵ֔ ְשר   “As 

Bilam looked up and saw Israel encamped tribe by 

tribe, the spirit of God came upon him.” Rashi 

explains Bilam’s vision, “He saw each tribe dwelling 

by itself, not intermingled one with another; he saw 

that the entrances of their tents were not exactly facing 

so that one could not peer into the another's tent” 

(Bava Basra 60a). The Zohar explains that within the 

words “…the spirit of G-d came upon him” the 

word עליו “on him” refers not only to Bilam, but 

to the Jewish nation also. Bilam wanted to accuse 

Klal Israel of worshiping Hashem  מצות אנשים"

 out of habit, without inspiration and מלומדה"

depth.  He presumed they are living a life of 

imitation, each one mimicking the other, an 

unenlightened and passionless existence. Instead, 

Bilam found something exceptional.  He saw that 

the entrances of their tents faced away from each 

other, meaning, as our sages 1  explain, that he 

realized that the “openings” of their hearts were 
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not facing each other. They were not living in a 

pressure cooker society and copying each other, 

but deliberately made sure that each one was 

serving Hashem in a unique way. Even their tents 

were facing away because they did not want to be 

tempted into shallow imitation of others. Each 

Jew worshiped Hashem in a personal, passionate 

and loving way. The truth of their lives turned 

Bilam’s curse into a bracha and brought Hashem’s 

presence to rest upon them.  

Perhaps this is what the Novi means to 

teach us at the end of the hafTorah in our sedra.  

ֹות  ם־ֲעשׂ֤ י אִּ ֵ֣ ְמךָ֗ כִּ ש מִּ ה ּדֹוֵרֵ֣ ה־ְיהו ָ֞ ִֽ ֹוב ּומ  ם ַמה־טָ֑ ֵ֖ ד  יד ְלךָ֛ א  ִ֥ גִּ הִּ

יך ם־ֱאֹלֶהִֽ ֶכת עִּ ֶסד ְוַהְצֵנִַ֥ע ֶלֵ֖ ֲהַבת ֶחֵ֔ ֙ט ְוַאֵ֣ ְשפ   He has told“ מִּ

you, “O man what is good and what does 

Hashem require of you, only to do justice and to 

love goodness and to walk modestly with your 

God.” The word  ְַוַהְצֵנִ֥ע “modestly” denotes the 

heart of the person, his internal world as opposed 

to the external. The Novi is telling us that more 

than anything Hashem wants the p’nimius, the 

inner sentiments that accompany one’s actions. 

Without emotions, without thoughts and feelings, 

our mitzvos become a tiresome routine and 

undesirable to the Ribono Shel Olom.  Bilam saw 

that Klal Israel were dedicated to making mitzvos 
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their own personal expressions, as exceptional 

and meaningful as their homes. 

The Noam Elimelch explains the verse in 

Vayikra,  א ִֹׁ֥ ה ל ֵ֖ ד  אֶכת ֲעבֹׁ ל־ְמֶלִ֥ ֶדש כ  א קָֹׁ֑ ְקר  ֹון מִּ אשֵ֖ רִּ ֹום ה  ַביִ֥

ּו  The first day shall be a sacred occasion; you“ ַתֲעשִֽ

shall not work at your tasks.” The Gemora 2 

explains the word  ה ֵ֖ ד   ”tasks.” The word “avoda“ ֲעבֹׁ

means worship of the heart, davening. Noam 

Elimelech writes homiletically  א ִֹׁ֥ ה ל ֵ֖ ד  אֶכת ֲעבֹׁ ל־ְמֶלִ֥ כ 

ּו  Your avoda should not be done as a“ ַתֲעשִֽ

melacha, as a burden, but with joy and meaning.” 

Worship of the heart has to be genuine or it is not 

desirable. It should never be done by route, on 

cruise control.  

The verse in Mishley tells us, ה  ִ֥ ש  ְרַאת־אִּ יִּ

ל ִֽ ְתַהל  יא תִּ ֵ֣ ה הִּ הו ָ֗ י  ְיְ֝ פִּ ֶבל ַהיָֹׁ֑ ֵחן ְוֶהֵ֣ ֶקר ַהַ֭  Grace is“  ֶשֵ֣

deceptive, Beauty is illusory; it is for her Fear of 

Hashem that a woman is to be praised.” The Beis 

Avraham writes that the “beauty” mentioned here 

is not only empty vanity which is obviously 

deceptive, but any type of imitation without 

understanding, emulation without personal 

commitment. Of course we may emulate others in 

their avodas Hashem, but it is only when our own 

unique heart and mind become a part of the 

equation then we are creating true lasting beauty.  

For example, if one sees another person davening 

with intense fervor, swaying back and forth, and 

wishes to copy that behavior, he cannot copy only 

the physical movement. His own neshama must 

burn with a fervor of closeness to Ribono Shel 
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Olom.  If the observer appreciates and imitates 

the external behavior, but does not imbue it with 

his own feelings, then  ֵחן ֶקר ַהַ֭  ”beauty is illusory“ ֶשֵ֣

it is a shallow theatrical beauty.  This is what 

Bilam wished to see in Klal Israel, the curse of 

peer pressure, empty impersonal performance of 

mitzvos, literally a performance for the benefit of 

others. Instead, he found a nation dedicated to 

unique meaningful personal connection with 

Hashem.  

Bilam inadvertently opened the door on a 

beautiful facet of Judaism, our desire and 

perseverance in making mitzvos meaningful and 

personal. May we always serve Hashem with 

p’nimius and conviction.  
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