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ויאמר אלוקים אל-בלעם לא תלך עמהם לא תאר את העם כי ברוך הוא )במדבר כב:יב(

"And G-d said to Bilaam do not go with them, do not curse the 
nation because they are blessed" (Bamidbar 22:12)

Possibly the most fascinating personality to be found in sefer Bamidbar 
is Bilaam, an individual who possesses immense Divine abilities yet, leads 
an entirely reprehensible life style. Bilaam is perhaps the ultimate paradigm 
of contradiction. 

Prophecy is not only a Divine experience, it is a code of conduct, 
attained only by one who maintains a life of absolute closeness to HaShem, 
and embodies human refinement. The question is then obvious; how is it 
possible that Bilaam, an individual of a reprehensible nature, who leads a 
life of shocking immorality, merited not only prophecy but prophecy on the 
level of Moshe1, the father of all prophets?

The Parsha of Bilaam: 
The Gemara2 (Bava Basra) discusses the structure and authorship of 

Tanach, when discussing the Torah the Gemara states “Moshe wrote His 
books (i.e the Torah), the parsha of Bilaam and (the book of) Iyov.” The 
obvious question must be asked; why is the “parsha of Bilaam” listed 
separately to the rest of the Torah?

Rashi in his commentary on the Gemara explains; the parsha of Bilaam 
was the prophetical experiences of Bilaam and Moshe was simply recording 
the events. To understand the words of Rashi we must look a little deeper. 
One could ask; Moshe recorded many events in the Torah which preceded 
his life time, as such Moshe was recording the prophetic experience of 
Adam HaRishon the Avos and others, yet no distinction is made between 
those events and the rest of the Torah. We know that every word in the 
Torah is holy, no word more or less so than any other, so the question 
remains: Why is the episode of Bilaam singled out altogether? 

The prophetic experience:
The Gemara3 (Yevamos 49b) depicts the prophetic experience as a 

vision through a lens or a screen, however the Gemara draws a distinction 
between the prophetic experience of Moshe and every other prophet. The 
Gemara states; “all prophets observed their prophecies through an Aspaklaria 
sheino meirah” - a lens which is not entirely clear or, if you like a low 
definition screen, however, Moshe viewed his prophetic vison through an 
Aspaklaria hameirah - a clear lens or an ultra-high definition screen. The 
Maharil Diskin4 explains the Gemara as follows; every prophet’s prophecy 
would descend from on high, but their vision of the prophecy would be 
influenced by their spiritual cleanliness. The more kadosh a Navi the greater 
clarity and insight they would have in their Navuah and so too would the 
opposite apply. Indeed, Moshe was so spiritually elevated, so kadosh that 
his very being in no way “tarnished” or “dulled” the clarity of his prophetic 
experience5, this however was not the case for other prophets.

Based upon this Gemara our question is reiterated further: How is it 
conceivable that Bilaam could possibly merit the same level of Navuah as 
Moshe Rabeinu?!

Furthermore, how did Bilaam ever imagine he would be able to curse 
Klal Yisrael, especially after Hashem told him explicitly “…you must not 
curse that people because they are blessed”6 

Based upon the Gemara’s explanation of prophecy the Maharil Diskin7 
presents an incredible insight into Bilaam’s intentions. When a prophet 
views a prophecy, it is through the Aspaklaria sheino meirah, the degree 
to which it is eino meirah or unclear, is defined by the spiritual stature of 
the prophet themselves. Accordingly, every prophecy can be “tarnished” or 
effected by the stature of the prophet, as the prophet sees the prophecy, so 
it will come to be8.

Building upon the words of the Maharil Diskin, HaRav Gedalia Schorr זצ''ל
in his sefer אור גדליהו presents an informative approach to Bilaam’s intentions. 
Given Bilaam’s appalling characteristics his spiritual level was equally 
appalling. As such, his intention was to utilise this to his advantage, any 
Navuah he would receive could be “tarnished” and “tainted” in accordance 
with his stature. Namely any intended blessing for Klal Yisrael may well 
result in a curse, when processed through the inappropriate medium that 
was Bilaam. 

Hashem in His infinite kindness could not allow for such an event. 
Consequently, Bilaam was granted a level of prophecy like that of Moshe; 
the Aspaklaria hameirah - a lens of prophecy through which there was no 
room for confusion, misinterpretation, or deviation from the absolute Ratzon 
Hashem, will of G-d, the prophetic experience of Bilaam would be absolute, 
with no room for misinterpretation.

With this in mind, Rav Gedalia Shorr9 answers our original question; 
why does the Gemara list the episode of Bilaam separately from the rest 
of the Torah?

When Moshe wrote down the Torah, including the events and 
prophecies of the Avos, Moshe perceived that which they perhaps did not, 
for Moshe saw through the Aspaklaria Hameira - the clear lens, however the 
Avos prophesised through the Aspaklaria sheino meirah - the unclear lens. 
Therefore, when Moshe wrote down the events of the Torah he recorded the 
events according to his madreigah, his level of Nevuah, the level of absolute 
clarity, which the Avos themselves may not have perceived at the time. Yet 
when it came to the episode of Bilaam, the entire event took place on the 
same prophetic plane as Moshe’s prophecy. Consequently, there was no 
extra insight or understanding that Moshe could provide as such he was 
simply recording the events. Thus, concludes Rav Schorr, for the first time 
Moshe was simply ‘copy and pasting’ the events as they appeared to him in 
his prophecy, therefore the episode of Bilaam stands out alone. 

Sometimes the greatest praise comes from the most obscure 
places, when Bilaam experienced his nevuah all he could say was the 
absolute truth….

מה-טבו אהליך יעקב משכנתך ישראל

1  ספרי במדבר
2  ב’’ב )יד:(

כל הנביאים נסתכלו באספקלריא שאינה מאירה משה רבינו נסתכל באספקלריא המאירה יבמות )מט:(  3
4  מאחורי חלק הכתבים שו’’ת מהרי’’ל דיסקי

5  דרך ה’ )ח’’ג פרק ד’ אות ה(
6  במדבר )כ’’ב:יב’(

7  מאחורי חלק הכתבים שו’’ת מהרי’’ל דיסקי
8  ע’’ באר מים חייפ עלה’’ת פרשת בלק

9  אור גדליהו פרשת בלק א’

SOMETHING BIG  IS GETTING CLOSER, YOUR HELP WILL BE NEEDED SOON!

Rabbi Debson can be contacted at:  
uri.debson@gmail.com
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1. Which famous Jewish person descended from Balak and why did he merit this?
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 “מי מנה עפר יעקב ומספר את רבע ישראל” [23:10]
“Who has counted the dust of Yaakov or numbered a quarter of Yisrael.” Rashi says that 
this Pasuk should be understood the way Onkelos translates it – Who can count Klal Yisrael, 
of whom it has been said that they shall be as numerous as the dust of the earth (Bereishis 
13:16). Rashi provides another pshat – “יעקב  implies that there can be no calculation of ”עפר 
the commandment which Klal Yisrael fulfills with dust. Some examples of Mitzvos which they 
fulfill with dust are: not plowing a field with an ox and a donkey together, not planting Kilayim 
(mixed seeds), ashes of a cow, and the dust of the Sotah. This Parsha is the discussion of 
Bilaam explaining to Balak why he cannot curse Klal Yisrael. What is the significance of the 
Mitzvos of the “עפר” whereby Bilaam cannot curse Klal Yisrael? 

The Pasuk says the word, “מנה” and “מספר” 
which both seem to mean counting. What is 
the difference between these two words? The 
Malbim explains that “ספר” means a counting 
of something which can be counted, such as 
the stars. “מנה” means counting that which 
cannot really be counted, such as the dust of 
the ground. If one were to count the stars, he 
may know how many there are, and would 
know by another counting if there were any 
missing. The dust of the earth cannot be 
counted, for it is too numerous. While the stars 
in theory can be counted, practically speaking 
they cannot be counted,, for each star is its 
own world. Klal Yisrael, as well, are like the 
dirt, in that they cannot be counted. Moreover, 
they are like the stars, where each and every 
Yid is a complete world and cannot be counted 
among others.

The word, “עפר” is a unique view of the 
psyche of Klal Yisrael. The Chasan Sofer 
explains that Bilaam saw the greatness of 
Klal Yisrael. Even if they fall all the way to 
the “עפר”, they never need to despair from 
rachamim from the Ribbono Shel Olam. How 
can Klal Yisrael tap into that great rachamim 
of Hakodosh Boruch Hu? Klal Yisrael need to 
make themselves like the “עפר” and this will 
raise them to the greatest heights. 

 The Zera Beirach says that there are times 
that we say that Klal Yisrael can be counted 
and are the smallest of the nations (Devarim 
7:7). Then there are times we say that Klal 
Yisrael cannot be counted for they are so 
numerous (Hoshea 2:1). Can they be counted 
or not? Brachos 18a – tzaddikim are called 
among the living even when they are dead. 

When looking at what is actually living – Klal 
Yisrael is indeed a small nation. When it says 
that Klal Yisrael is so great in number, like 
the stars, that includes the tzaddikim of all the 
generations all the way back to Avraham Avinu, 
all of whom are still “living”, which makes Klal 
Yisrael truly great in number. 

The Medrash tells us how Klal Yisrael are 
like “עפר” in another way. Just as the ground 
sprouts food, which provides sustenance and 
life to the entire world, so too Klal Yisrael, 
in the Zechus of their heeding the Mitzvos 
of the Torah, they infuse life into the world. 
The Ben Ish Chai explains that Klal Yisrael 
bring seventy korbanos during the Yom Tov 
of Sukkos for each of the seventy nations of 
the world. “מי מנה” – Who can count; “עפר” the 
effect of the “פר  seventy bulls” which“ – ”ע’ 
Klal Yisrael bring as Korbonos for the seventy 
nations of the world. 

The Yalkut Shimoni explains on this 
Pasuk of “עפר” that it refers to Klal Yisrael 
who wear Shabbos and Yom Tov clothing 
and get themselves dirty with “עפר” going to 
hear Divrei Torah from the elders. The Ben Ish 
Chai explains that we are to learn from this 
Medrash that we must go above and beyond 
for the Ribbono Shel Olam, and for the Torah 
Hakdosha. If one performs his obligation, he is 
not demonstrating love. However, if one goes 
above and beyond the call of duty, that shows 
love and dedication. The Medrash is teaching 
us that Klal Yisrael are ready to get themselves 
dirty with “עפר”, dirt – to go above and beyond 
their obligations to demonstrate their true 
love for Hakodosh Boruch Hu and the Torah 
Hakdosha. 

There are responsibilities that a person has 
to others, and fulfilling those responsibilities 
in no way shows love for the other person. If 
a husband buys something for his wife that 
he is not obligated to, that shows his love for 
her. His doing more than he has to is what 
demonstrates that love. 

Bilaam said that he could not curse Klal 
Yisrael because of the power of “עפר”. Klal 
Yisrael are children of the Ribbono Shel Olam. 
It is in the Zechus of the Torah Hakdosha that 
Klal Yisrael learn that sustains the entire world. 
We must get ourselves dirty and dusty in our 
pursuit of Torah study. Doing the minimum, 
performing our obligations, does not show 
true love to Hakodosh Boruch Hu. Even if it 
is hard for us, we must make the time to learn 
Torah. It does not have to be all at once, but we 
must constantly be striving higher. One who 
does not learn at all, should start with once 
or twice a week. He will hopefully recognize 
how his Torah study changes his life, and will 
seek to learn more and more. It is that power 
of “עפר” – the power of going the extra mile in 
our Avodas Hashem, that is what defeats our 
enemies. At the same time, we must note the 
other power of the “עפר”, of always remaining 
humble. No matter how much we achieve, we 
must know that we can only do so with the 
help of Hashem, and have no reason to be 
arrogant. May we be zoche to show Hakadosh 
Boruch Hu how much we love Him, and in 
that zechus none of our enemies will have any 
power over us. 

Rabbi Schechter can be contacted at:  
yankieschechter@gmail.com
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2. How did the rasha Bilaam die and why in this way?
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Bilaam’s Plan B
The story of Bilaam’s curses is well known. 

Bilaam tries to use the power of speech against 
the Bnei Yisrael, but as soon as he opens his 
mouth to utter a curse, the most beautiful 
blessings emerge. Not to be deterred, Bilaam 
tries his hand a second time with ‘plan B’. After 
having expressed the beautiful bracha of mah 
tovu, expressing the holiness and sanctity of the 
Jewish home, Bilaam realises that the essence of 
the Jewish nation is its purity. 

With that in mind Bilaam dispatches the 
daughters of Midian to seduce the Jewish men 
into sinful behaviour (this is the backdrop to the 
heinous act of Zimri and Cozbi that links this 
week’s sedra with the next). After luring in the 
men by appealing to their most base instincts 
they then close the deal by enticing them to 
worship Baal Peor. The remarkable thing about 
this is that this plan almost succeeds, were it not 
for Pinchas taking the law into his own hands 
and putting an end to this act of rebellion and 
open defiance against Hashem and His Torah. 

However upon further reflection and when 
looking into the nature of Baal Peor, one wonders 
what was so attractive about it. The Gemara 
explains that Baal Peor was served in the most 
counter intuitive way possible, rather than bow 
down to it, its worshippers relieved themselves 
on it. In Rav Hirsch’s words, Baal Peor is a god 
of shamelessness, who was worshipped through 
giving brazen prominence to the most bestial 
aspects of life. 

In other worlds Baal Peor represents a world 
view of, ‘if it is natural then it must be good’. It 
is a way of celebrating and sanctifying man’s 
most physical functions and desires without any 
attempt to control them or raise them to a higher 
level. If it feels good then it is good. Rav Hirsch 
takes this a stage further and claims that the cult 
of Peor is an illustration of the type of Darwinism 
than glorifies man’s descent to the level of the 
beast, where stripping himself of his Divinely-
given nobility, he comes to regard himself as 
merely another, albeit higher species of animal.

This would explain why Moshe’s burial place 
is given as being ‘opposite the house of Peor’. 
Normally we are forbidden from using places of 
idol worship as landmarks, but here the Torah is 
defining the essence of everything that Moshe 
stands for. He stands against the idea of Peor, 
just because something is natural, it doesn’t 
mean that it is good. Things that feel good are 
not always good. 

The Torah of Moshe Rabbeinu is a system 
of boundaries that create self-control and 
holiness. This is what Bilaam realised when he 
begrudgingly uttered the immortal words of mah 
tovu. Our ability to go against our natural desires, 
to allow our intellect to drive us rather than our 
instincts is the source of our immortality, but we 
can never rest on our laurels and never take this 
ability for granted. 

Pesukim on Invitations
Q I sometimes receive wedding invitations with pesukim written on them. 
Can I throw them away or do I need to put them in sheimos?

A The Gemara (Shabbos 115b) writes that if one 
writes berachos unnecessarily it is as if they burnt 
the Torah, as they will eventually cause them to be 
discarded and mistreated. Thus, Rambam (Teshuvos 
Harambam 268) and the Shulchan Aruch (OC 283:4) 
writes that one should not write pesukim on a tallis. 
The Shach (OC 283:6) explains that when the tallis 
wears out, it will likely be thrown away, together with 
the pesukim on it.

Following a machlokes in the Gemara (Gittin 6b), 
Rambam (Sefer Torah 7:14) and Shulchan Aruch 

(YD 283:3) disagree on whether one may write 3 or 
4 words on a document without it becoming holy. 
The Tashbetz (2) writes that this doesn’t apply if 
the words are rearranged or not aligned on one 
straight line.

R’ Moshe Feinstein (Igros Moshe YD 2:135) 
writes that he didn’t print any pesukim on his own 
children’s invitations and advises others not to, 
either. Elsewhere (YD 4:38:4) he writes that while 
one does avoid the problem if they split the words 
onto different lines, one should still avoid writing 
pesukim. R’ Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Halichos 

Shlomo, Tefilla 20:n72) likewise disapproved of 
printing pesukim on invitations, saying that if it 
contains a full passuk, it requires geniza (burying). 

In conclusion, one printing invitations should 
ideally avoid printing any pesukim on them. If one 
received such an invitation, one should double 
wrap it in a plastic bag before disposing of it (See 
Teshuvos Vehanhagos 1:55).

Rabbi Cohen can be contacted at:  
chaimlzcohen@gmail.com

Rabbi Roodyn can be contacted at:  
rabbiroodyn@jewishfuturestrust.com
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3. How was Bilaam punished and killed?
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‘Words have power’. When we hear a phrase like that we often think about the emotional 
power of words. Words can educate, inspire, build, uplift. Words can encourage, compliment 
and empathise. And of course words can damage, deflate and destroy. But then again, 
words can also affect the physical world. The Rambam explains that Lashon Hara, apart 
from speaking in a disparaging way about someone, also includes any statement that 
causes damage - not just emotional damage, but physical and financial too.

Yet how often do we consider what damage 

our words can cause within the spiritual 

realm? Although the modern western world 

places little credence in the spiritual power 

of a curse, it is clear that the Torah has a 

completely different view. The whole story of 

Bilaam would be unknown had the Torah not 

informed us of it, for our ancestors were not 

directly involved. The only reason to tell us is 

to demonstrate Hashem’s love for us that he 

defended us from harm. If a curse could not 

do anything, what is the point of Hashem 

‘stepping in’?

One could suggest that the power to curse 

only sits with the most gifted of humans. 

After all, according to the Midrash, Bilaam’s 

mouth had quite a major role in the political 

upheavals of the middle east at the time. When 

Sichon the Emorite king wanted to conquer 

Cheshbon, the great city of Moav, he found 

that he was unable to do so until he hired 

Bilaam’s services to curse Moav and it’s king. 

Meanwhile, in the kingdom of Midian there 

was a knight called Balak, a mighty warrior, 

who knew Bilaam well. Bilaam prophesied to 

him that he would one day be king. When the 

Bnei Yisrael killed Sichon and defeated his 

army, the Moavites and the Midianites, both of 

whom had been under Sichon’s rule, banded 

together under Balak, who immediately turned 

to Bilaam to now curse the Jews.

And yet, the pasuk tells us (Vayikra 19:14) 

that we are not allowed to curse a deaf person. 

Chazal learn from another pasuk that in fact, 

one is not allowed to curse any Jew. Why then 

does the pasuk say not to curse a deaf person 

in particular? It seems that it is trying to 

inform us specifically that even though a deaf 

person will not be embarrassed, angered or 

emotionally damaged by your words, you may 

not curse them because your words will still 

affect them through some spiritual mechanism, 

even if you are not especially gifted. 

The Gemara in Megilla (15a) states that one 

should not take the curse of even an average 

person lightly. When Avimelech apologised to 

Avraham and Sarah for kidnapping her he gave 

1000 pieces of silver which he said “should be 

a ’Kesus Einayim’ for all who are with you, and 

you will thereby be vindicated to everyone”. 

Kesus Einayim literally means ’a covering of 

the eyes’. The straightforward explanation of 

the verse is that Avimelech is saying that were 

I to return you empty handed everyone would 

say ‘he violated her and returned her’. But now 

that I have had to give a public and substantial 

gift, everyone will understand that I returned 

you against my will and you somehow got 

the better of a King. Covering of eyes in this 

context means a protection against being 

viewed negatively.

The Gemara however sees in these words 

a hidden message. Avimelech was angry that 

he had been publicly embarrassed by what 

he regarded as acceptable behaviour. As 

King it was his right to take any unmarried 

woman he chose, even against her will. The 

ones at fault here were Avraham and Sarah 

who insisted they were brother and sister. 

Therefore Avimelech was saying, you covered 

my eyes from seeing that you were married 

and caused me to be the laughing stock of the 

world, I curse ‘those that are with you’ that 

their eyes will be covered and they will suffer 

from blindness.

And despite the fact that Avimelech was 

definitely an ordinary person in spiritual terms, 

we see that Sarah’s son Yitzchak who was 

born soon afterwards and possibly was ’with 

her’ at the time, i.e. she was already pregnant 

with him, himself became blind later in life.

Hashem used words, during creation, to 

transform spiritual concepts into a physical 

world, so we, who are created in His image, also 

have a similar power. And of course just as we 

have the power to damage, we have the power 

to create positively. The Gemara brings two 

examples of ordinary people whose blessings 

came true. Chazal tell us that the power to 

do good is greater than the power to do evil. 

And it is such a pity to waste such power, but 

how often do we really think about it? Do we 

walk around giving brachos to people? When 

we bless our children on Friday night, do we 

consider what our bracha can really achieve? 

When we wish someone a refuah sheleima 

do we realise that if we only had real kavana 

when we said it, it might actually work? Words 

have power - let’s not waste them! 

Rabbi Salasnik can be contacted at:  
mmy@salasnik.net
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the “Good Shabbos” Campaign
Say Good Shabbos to every Jew that you pass on the street on Shabbos

Several different organizations combined to make this dream turn 
into reality including Rabbi Without Walls, Chofetz Chaim Heritage 

Foundation and Journey To Better Speech. 

In order to sign up to be part of this new exciting venture  
and learn just a few minutes a day visit:

www.greenspeechwordsmatter.com
invite everyone else you know to join too!
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A Jewish Unity project which 
will involve thousands of 
people across the world 
learning different aspects 
of Shmiras HaLashon - 
improving their speech and 
communication - during the 
‘3 weeks’ from 11th July until 
1st August inclusive. As this 
is the period of time where 
we mourn the destruction of 
the Beis Hamikdash which 
was due to sinas chinam and 
lashon hara, what better way 
to repair the damage than 
by Jews of all backgrounds, 
all levels of religiosity and of 
all different denominations 
joining together to study this 
important topic.

We are proud to announce  
the first annual

‘GREEN SPEECH' CAMPAIGN

http://www.greenspeechwordsmatter.com
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The Donkey Said What?
Sitting in a position of power, a handful of prominent ministers are in a dilemma. Their families, 
friends, fortunes, and even their countries are in jeopardy. They’ve come to realise that their 
enemy is powerful. Very powerful. And they are scared. They decide they need to hire the 
services of the great Bilaam, for only one of Bilaam’s famed curses can stop, or at least slow 
their enemies, the Jews. The fate of their country hangs in the balance, depending on the 
success – or failure – of their mission. On the way to their vital mission, one of the ministers 
pipes up and asks, “Hey, how come the all-powerful Bilaam is riding on a donkey, doesn’t he 
own a horse?”

Bilaam realizes that he’s in a bind. Being 

stuck between a wall and a hard place (pun 

intended), Bilaam pleads to the ministers, 

“Of course I own a horse. I ride it all the time, 

but this morning I sent it out to graze in 

the meadows.”

Bilaam’s donkey rejects that argument, 

“Bilaam, I’m your donkey!”

Bilaam begins sweating nervously. His 

reputation is at stake. As Bilaam’s face begins 

taking on the shade of a ripe tomato, he replies, 

“No, I only use you to carry my packages.”

“Bilaam,” refutes the donkey, “you do ride 

on me.”

The amused ministers look on, wondering 

with whom the truth lies.

Bilaam looks his donkey in the eyes, willing 

it to revert back to the conventional “hee-

haw.” He then concedes, “You’re right, I have 

ridden on you, but only once in a while.” As 

if in a heated chess match, Bilaam awaits the 

dreadful check-mate.

“Sorry Bilaam,” says the donkey,” I am, and 

always have been your loyal donkey.”1

Donkey – one.

Bilaam – nil.

Who was Bilaam? We know that Bilaam 

was one of Pharaoh’s top three advisors.2 He 

was the only one in the world who knew the 

exact millisecond that Hashem acts with anger 
towards the reshaim. He was even able to fly.3 
Bilaam was by no means, a simple person.

What became of Bilaam? The highest 
echelons of society witnessed him being 
utterly humiliated by a donkey. The Gemara4 
says that he was put to death with all four 
Misos Beis Din. In Bilaam’s thirty-three years 
of life, he managed to become a member of an 
exclusive group of just four people who don’t 
have a share in Olam Haba.

Bilaam knew he would not succeed in his 
plan to curse the Jews. He himself told Balak 
that he’d only be able to say what Hashem 
allows him to say. He was dooming himself to 
failure. What would make a person, who is at 
the pinnacle of success in his society, gamble 
everything he has on a lost cause which would 
cause him to stumble so low?

Perhaps this perplexing question is not all 
that perplexing. How often are we guilty of 
being overcome by our emotions and acting 
upon them? We become capable of losing our 
minds, making rash decisions and possibly 
ruining everything good in our lives. If we 
could pull ourselves out of the situation for 
just a moment and look at the broader picture, 
it would be so clear to us, that we are about to 
make a mistake which we will certainly come 
to regret. How much pain would we be able 
to avoid.

Maybe, if we would have taken a step 
back and looked at the broader picture, we 
wouldn’t have made that comment to our 
spouse. Maybe, we wouldn’t have yelled at 
our children or blamed our friend incorrectly 
for what happened. Maybe, we wouldn’t have 
made a mountain out of a molehill.

The Gemara5 tells us that Bilaam hated 
the Jews so much, that he did not wait for 
his servants to saddle his donkey. Rather, he 
awoke in the morning and did it himself, so 
he’d be able to immediately begin the journey 
to curse the Jews.

Bilaam, stop! Take a step back. Look at the 
broader picture. You know deep inside that 
you will not succeed in cursing the Jews. You 
are about to cause your self-destruction.

“I can’t stop. Must. Curse. Jews. Now.” 

The rest is history. We have Bilaam to thank 
for the valuable lesson that more often than 
not, it’s worth our while to take a step back.

1  Sanhedrin 105b

2  Sanhedrin 106a

3  Rashi Bamidbar 31:6 

4  Sanhedrin 106b

5  Sanhedrin 105b

Rabbi Kugel can be contacted at:  
yairkugel@yahoo.com
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The Power of Perspective
The concept of a prophet of Hashem, of one who can talk to the Al-mighty and be answered, 
must surely be applied to a man of greatness and of righteousness, of one who understands 
the secrets of the Universe. Bilaam was such a prophet, but he was a man of incredible greed, 
selfishness and evil. How does the Al-mighty have any kind of relationship with a man like 
Bilaam, and so the Rabbis tell us that Hashem granted this gift of prophecy in order that the 
nations of the world should not complain that if they had had a prophet like Moshe, they too 
would have been righteous.

But how does this answer their question – 
it’s not just about the ability of prophecy, but 
about the character of the prophet: Moshe was 
righteous and exceedingly humble, whereas 
Bilaam was a low-life. Couldn’t they find a 
better goy to who they could give this gift of 
prophecy? What about a Yisro or an Iyov? 
How does it help to give this gift to such an 
evil man as Bilaam? What is going on??

It must be that Bilaam was the very best of 
the non-Jews, and Hashem gave him the gift 
of life – only he didn’t use it right. He began 
with ‘Hashem Elokei’, spoke about my G-d, 
but in the end spoke only about G-d. But why? 
Well, this great prophet had to be a man who 
would at least have the one reservation that 
he would not become Jewish – otherwise, the 
whole exercise would be pointless, because 
if he converted, the non-Jews would still not 
have a prophet! So Hashem needed to find a 
non-Jew, who was a righteous individual, who 
will know the Ultimate but still refuse to make 
a covenant with the Ultimate. Such a person, 
when he refuses to join the Jewish people, 
must seek to destroy them, and in that destroy 
himself. Because if you have a reservation – if 
there is a place where you will not follow G-d 

– not because you are too weak, but because 
you decide not to, even when you know you 
should…..then in your psychology you must 
turn it around and be an enemy of that idea, 
that’s the only way you can stay with that 
knowledge and turn against it!

We have seen throughout our history many 

people who lack the courage, strength or 

stamina to change, who just can’t get their act 

together – that’s ok, weakness is acceptable, 

and with time and support, they will get there, 

step by step. But a decision not to accept, a 

refusal to accept – that will lead to apikorsus 

and evil. There is nothing wrong with feeling ‘I 

can’t’ – it’s only a problem if you say ‘I won’t’!

Well, then we have another obvious 

question – with the great gift of prophecy, why 

didn’t Bilaam convert? It’s not just like any old 

apikorus, Bilaam had absolute clarity – it must 

take some powerful rationalising to wriggle 

your way out of a truth that is staring you 

in the face – how did Bilaam do it? Here the 

Torah gives us the greatest clue to the whole 

story, for Bilaam refers to himself as “a man 

with an open eye”, using the singular term 

‘eye’, rather than ‘eyes’ – and so the Rabbis tell 

us that indeed, Bilaam was gifted in prophecy, 

but only through one eye, the other eye 

was blind!

And so what?

Well consider this – the human eye is 

created with a blind spot, and to see in the right 

perspective, you need to have both eyes open. 

Bilaam had a blind spot, not only physical but 

spiritual too – he could see with total clarity 

in the depth of his vision, but he was unable 

to put things in perspective, enabling him to 

blatantly refuse to see reality in favour of his 
own desires.

We too all have spiritual blind spots. The 
greatness of the creation is in telling us to 
watch out for it – beware, it is all too easy 
to cover it up. Keep both eyes open.......wide 

.......remember there is much more of what 
we don’t see than of what we do see. That is 
why excessive negativity is referred to as ’the 
evil eye’ (singular), not ‘the evil eyes’. The 
overly critical eye focuses on a small part of 
the picture, and in so doing misses the truth. 
When Bilaam’s donkey challenged him for 
beating her after long years of faithful service, 
Bilaam replied that the donkey deserved death 
for the single act she had just done. The past 
was irrelevant in his eyes (eye!!)

When we do not take the effort to see things 
in full perspective, we necessarily lose the 
picture. The scary thing is that in so doing we 
can in fact go not just mildly off course, but 
wildly so. Chazal tell us that the followers of 
Bilaam inherit Gehinnom – some explain this 
is actually a form of Gehinnom in this world, 
for people who only know how to criticise and 
see things from their selfish perspective create 
living hell for themselves and for those around 
them. Choosing to keep both eyes open is at 
the root of effective avodas Hashem.

Rabbi Yitzchok can be contacted at:  
rabbiyitz613@gmail.com
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1. Rus descended from him in the merit of his bringing 42 korbanos, sacrifices, for the right intentions. 
He was not looking to annihilate the Jews for who they were but rather was acting in self defense 
because they were threatening his country. (Gemara Sota 47a)

2. He died when flying in the air with magic with the other kings of Midyan. Pinchas dressed with 
the tzitz chased them. When they saw the inscription of Hashem’s Name on the tzitz this stopped 
the magic and the fell. The Jews below lifted up their swords and this is how he was killed. (Matos, 
31:8) This was because “Hakol Kol Yaakov”, the power of voice belongs to the Jews, “Vihayadayim 
Yedai Esav“, while the power of the hand and sword belongs to the other nations. Since Bilaaam 
switched to use his power of the mouth, through curses, he was punished and died with the power 
of the sword. (Rashi, Balak, 22:23) He died at the early age of thirty-three (Gemara Sanhedrin 
106b) since the average person lives to seventy (Tehilim 91) and reshaim, evil people, do not live 
even half this time – i.e. die before thirty five.

3. The Mishna (Sanhedrin 90a) brings that Bilaam has no portion in the world to come. Bilaam also 
in constantly afflicted with passion that destroys his body and soul (See Gemara Gittin 57a when 
Onkelos the convert brings up Bilaam’s soul when asking him about becoming a Jew). How he 
was killed was by the sword. It is mentioned in two places: in Parshas Matos (31:8) it brings that 
he was killed with a sword. In Sefer Yehoshua (13:22) it brings again that he was killed with a 
sword. The Gemara (Sanhedrin 106b) learns from here that he was killed (not only with the sword) 
by the four deaths meted out by Beis Din – stoning, burning, beheading and strangulation. This 
begs the question how can you kill one person with all four deaths simultaneously and why does 
the pasuk, verse, single out to mention his death by the sword? Rashi (ibid) brings that they first 
hang Bilaam (strangulation), then burnt a fire below where they hung him. Then cut off his head 

(beheading) that fell (like stoning where throw down from height) into the fire (burning). Maharsha 
(ibid) does not like this explanation since it means that some of these deaths came after he had 
already died. Instead, he says that to begin with them stoned him a bit (stoning) while he was still 
a bit alive, then they put a bit of molten iron into his mouth (burning) and then strangled him a bit 
(strangulation) and while he still was a bit alive then they beheaded him (beheading). With this 
explanation of the Maharsha we understand why the pasuk only mentions him dying by the sword 
since this was the last one that actually fully killed him.

4. Either he said the word “kaleim“, destroy them. Or, as long as he started cursing in that moment of 
anger then it could be continued afterwards and would work. (Tosfos Brachos 7a)

5. The whole discussion revolves around the possuk (22:6) where Bolok says about Bilaam: “For i 
know that whomever you bless is blessed and whomever you curse is accursed“. The Malbim (22:6) 
brings that Bilaam could bless. However, the Sforno says that Bilaam could only curse and not 
bless and here he was just mentioning blessing to honour Bilaam. The Netziv adds in the same 
vein that Bilaam knew enough magic to know who naturally would be victorious and only then 
did he bless them – so it appeared like his blessings worked. The Ibn Ezra brings that he couldn’t 
curse or bless and that his only power lay in reading the mazalos, zodiac signs, and with this 
knowledge he told people if they would be successful or would fail.

6. Hashem usually deals with people with the thirteen attributes of mercy, one of which is Erech 
Apayim, slow to anger. This gives a guilty person more time to repent, before punishment strikes. 
Bilaam knew to curse at the moment of Hashem’s anger. This was a time when the attributes 
of mercy are not functional and instead it is a time of middas hadin, strict justice, that can be 
triggered by Bilaam’s curse. (Ohr HaChaim, 23:8)
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Have you ever wondered why this week’s portion is named after that wicked King of Moav, Balak? 
Korach too, makes it to the ‘Hall of Fame’ of parshios, 

but we are told he was an accomplished and pious 
scholar destined for greatness, whose children repented 
and authored several chapters of Tehilim and are referred 
to for perpetuity as 'בני קרח', the children of Korach. 

Balak however, in his venomous hatred, sought to 
eradicate the Jewish nation! What did he do to deserve 
having his name eternally recalled?

The Talmud cites the opinion of Rav who encourages 
us to engage in Torah and Mitzvos even when our 
motives are not for “the sake of Heaven”. We are assured 
that if we stick to it, ulterior motives notwithstanding, 
 we will eventually reach a level ,מתוך שלא לשמה בא לשמה
of purity of intentions in our actions. ('קה  The (סנהדרין 
source for this concept is none other than our esteemed 
villain, Balak! 

Balak in his quest to capture G-d’s attention and 
favor brings a total of forty two קרבנות, sacrifices, on 
seven different altars. The Talmud goes on to tell us 
that in the merit of these offerings, despite its nefarious 
intent, made Balak worthy of having Rus descend from 
him, מתוך שלא לשמה בא לשמה!

The irony lies not only in the fact that his efforts were 
frustrated, but in the reality that the Davidic dynasty 
that would stem from Rus would be the one who would 
ultimately ‘rise’ to, (במדבר כ"ד י"ז) ומחץ פאתי מואב, “pierce 
the nobles of Moav”. 

This a reference to either King David who will 
conquer the nation of Moav in his days (Rashi) or the 
Melech HaMoshiach who in the end of time will not 
spare Moav (Ramban). Some reward!?

Further mystifying this theory is a passage in the 
Talmud ('סוטה מז.) that quotes Rabbi Chanina as saying 
that as a consequence of these forty two sacrifices of 
Balak, an equal number of children were felled by a bear 
in the times of Elisha the Prophet ('מלכים ב' ב).

That episode took place when Elisha miraculously 
sweetened water that had gone bad, for the people 
of Jericho. The youths of the region, who had been 
capitalizing on the situation by providing water and 
charging for it were obviously upset when there was no 
longer any need for their services. They taunted Elisha, 

calling him קרח, ‘baldy’, alternately intimating with this 
insult that he made ‘bald’ their source of income through 
his intervention. As a punishment for their chutzpah, 
two bears emerged from the forest and tore them apart.

The question is posed there, that this seems to 
contradict the previous statement that implies the merit 
for his sacrifices was that Rus descended from him? 
Was he then deserving of two rewards? The Talmud 
answers: הוי לקללה  מיהא   his desire nevertheless ,תאותו 
was to curse them. 

Does the desire then give him a right to a double 
reward? Is there a reward for his wanting to curse them? 
What is the deeper meaning beneath this?

Every spiritual action has an inherent value and 
impact on us. The mere engaging in a mitzvah infuses 
the doer with a sense of kedushah, holiness. Even an 
act done for ulterior motives is suffused with a power 
to affect us. As long as one doesn’t engage in a mitzvah 
merely with the intention to get back at someone, such 
as in a case where one learns Torah seeking to become 
proficient, solely that he may put down and ‘cut off’ 
others, the act has significance. Even when one studies 
Torah to gain honor and accolades for his scholarship, 
it still infuses the learner with a spirit of kedushah. One 
who sees Torah as a value, something that gains respect, 
albeit utilizing it for his own personal honor, still benefits 
from the aura of its affect. One who engages to spite 
another has no inherent appreciation for it other than 
its utility in quashing another (שמתוך בד"ה  כג:  נזיר   תוס' 
.(שלא לשמה

Balak acts out of fear that his nation might 
be attacked by the newly emerging and copious 
Jewish nation, הוא רב  כי  מאד  העם  מפני  מואב  ויגר 
ג') כ"ב,  )במדבר   , and Moav became very frightened of the 
people, because it was numerous. He pines for self-
preservation. 

Balak is merely seeking to maintain his nation’s 
honor. He presents his sacrifice in some form of tribute 
and appeal to G-d, to seek His assistance in warding off 
this imagined foe. He has an ulterior motive, but there 
is a connection to G-d that is being addressed. This 

‘micro’ deed finds its ‘macro’ effect in the evolution of 
Rus. The force of a small act of kedushah, no matter how 

misguided, finds its expression centuries later. That is 
the power of a mitzvah. 

This minute investment reaps its full reward in the 
appearance of Rus. This now enters into the collective 
soul of the Jewish people, as Rus represents a sense 
of מלכות, nobility, instilling an entire nation with that 
quality. 

But it is a double edged sword. On the other side 
of this micro infusion of kedushah lies a larger dose of 
selfishness and baseless fear. The moment the Jewish 
nation exhibits that same flaw that appeared in Balak, 
it erupts violently. The young lads who were caught up 
in their own self-centeredness, that echoed the ‘desire’ 
of Balak for self-preservation, acting derisively to Elisha, 
results in the deaths of forty two of them, allowing the 
negative aspect of those sacrifices to rear its ugly head. 

ד'-ב') (אבות  עבירה"  עבירה  שכר  מצוה,  מצוה   The" ,"שכר 
reward for a mitzvah is the mitzvah, the reward for sin is 
the sin itself." 

Reward here is used here perhaps in the vein of 
consequence. It is a מציאות, an absolute reality. The 
mitzvah has a powerful inherent effect on the person just 
as the sin influences the individual committing it. When 
we do an act that has a mixed formulation it possesses 
the ability to find its expression both positively and 
negatively when we mimic the original flaw.

Balak teaches us a vital lesson. Even the wicked 
can gain a micro dose of hope that can transform it 
completely into good as it did in the emergence of 
Rus. Her striving for and finding definition was the 
macro expression of that miniscule seed planted by her 
ancestor. Every mitzvah we do packs a mighty wallop 
no matter how deficient our intentions may be. Every 
person who has a regard for Torah has to be valued for 
the micro deeds they embody. If we become aware of 
the power of our connection to Hashem we will seek to 
purify our intentions and merit a positive macro effect on 
our lives, family, community and the world.

Rabbi Teichman can be contacted at:  
ravzt@ohelmoshebaltimore.com
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