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Demonizing Israel
Balak, Bilaam and the Narrative of Curse

                  Rabbi Doron Perez
Executive Chairman, World Mizrachi

Balak, the King of Moav, reached 
the conclusion that he cannot 
defeat ancient Israel militarily. 
The only way would be to pursue 

a different tactic – not through soldiers but 
through sorcery; not through cannons but 
through curses. If the nation blessed by 
G-d is to be defeated, then a new narrative 
has to be conjured up. They must not be 
seen as a people of Divine blessing but 
rather as a source of  immoral curse.

Our Parsha opens with this sharp and 
clear realization of Balak,

ר ָעָשׂה ִיְשָׂרֵאל ָלֱאֹמִרי… ל ֲאֶשׁ ן ִצּפֹור ֵאת ָכּ ָלק ֶבּ ְרא ָבּ “ַוּיַ
ה  תֹוָרה…ְוַעּתָ ּפְ ֹער  ן־ּבְ ּבֶ ְלָעם  ֶאל־ּבִ ַמְלָאִכים  ַלח  ׁשְ ַוּיִ
י  ּנִ ִמּמֶ ה כִּֽי־ָעצּום הּוא  ַהּזֶ י ֶאת־ָהָעם  אָָֽרה־ּלִ א  ְלָכה־ּנָ

ּנּו ִמן־ָהָאֶרץ.” ה־ּבֹו ַוֲאָגְרׁשֶ אּוַלי אּוַכל ַנּכֶ

”Balak son of Zippor saw all that Israel had 
done to the Amorites…He sent messengers 
to Balaam son of Beor in Pethor…Come 
then, put a curse upon this people for 
me, since they are too numerous for me; 
perhaps I can thus defeat them and drive 
them out of the land.“ (Bamidbar, 22:2 & 5).

From the very first word of the Parsha 
 And he saw“, we are told of Balak’s” – “וירא”
realization. He analyzed the recent great 
defeats of two major regional kings –
Sichon, the King of Emori and Og, the King 
of Bashan at the hand of Israel. The weaker 
Kingdom of Moav had no chance against 
the Children of Israel – they and their 
G-d simply could not be defeated, as was 
evidenced now over two generations. Only 
forty years before, they had escaped from 
Egypt and in the process not only wreaked 
havoc on Egyptian society through the ten 
plagues but defeated the entire Egyptian 
army at the sea, somehow overcoming one 
of the greatest civilizations and armies 

in the world. Even though a generation 
had passed who had perished in the 
desert and it was now their children who 
were about to enter the Land forty years 
later, they seemed to be blessed with the 
same military prowess – defeating the 
Canaanite King of Arad, Sichon the King 
of the Emorites and Og the King of Bashan 
as told in last week’s Parsha, Chukat. 

He therefore reached the conclusion that 
if he wished to defeat them, he needed to 
employ a completely different tactic. Rashi 
quotes the Midrash Tanchuma which 
highlights that Balak did some research as 
to what was the best way to defeat them. 
His Moabite intelligence services report 
concluded the following – the strength of 
this nation somehow of a spiritual nature 
as expressed through words and the way, 
therefore, to defeat them is in the same 
manner; curse them spiritually with 
words. The most famous international 
sorcerer and expert in curses was none 
other than Bilaam from neighboring 
Midian. It was his services that were to 
be  employed by Moav in order to have 
any chance against Israel.

Words of War 
Balak’s calling on Bila’am to curse Israel 
was considered an act of war, no less than 
physical combat. The Radak learns this in 
his commentary to the following passuk 
in the book of Yehoshua which clearly 
implies it: 

ַלח  ׁשְ ָרֵאל ַוּיִ ִישְׂ ֶחם ּבְ ּלָ ן־ִצּפֹור ֶמֶלְך מֹוָאב ַוּיִ ָלק ּבֶ ָקם ּבָ ַוּיָ
ל ֶאְתכֶֽם: עֹור ְלַקּלֵ ן־ּבְ ְקָרא ְלִבְלָעם ּבֶ ַוּיִ

‘Balak the son of Tzippor King of Mo’av 
arose and warred against Yisrael and sent 
and called Bila’am the son of Be’or.’

TORAT MIZRACHI
EXECUTIVE CHAIRMAN
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We don’t find any fighting or warring 
armies between Moav and Israel – where 
is the war? The implication is clear –
cursing, delegitimizing and demonizing 
Israel is indeed warfare - sometimes more 
effective than guns and tanks. ‘Sticks and 
stones can break my bones but words can 
never harm me’ is one of the most untrue 
adages. Bullies use words and innuendo 
daily to ostracize victims with disastrous 
consequences to cite one example. Words 
woven into degrading narratives can have 
damaging effects. 

Terrorize and Deligitimize 
The enemies of the modern State of Israel 
reached a similar conclusion as Balak 
did in the aftermath of the Yom Kippur 
War. Over a twenty five year period 
from the founding of the State of Israel 
in 1948, three major conventional wars 
had been waged against Israel, with the 
aim of annihilating the nascent State –
the War against Israel’s Declaration of 
Independence in 1948, the Six Day War in 
1967 and the 1973 Yom Kippur War. After 
three major defeats of the regional Arab 
powers, it became clear that Israel was 
too strong to be defeated militarily. Some 
courageously made peace – Egypt in 1979 
and Jordan in 1994. Others pursued war 
by other means. They simply switched 
their assault from conventional war to 
the tactic of terror; from nation states 
declaring war to to sub-national terror 
groups targeting innocent civilians, 
speaheaded by the PLO under Yasser 
Arafat and later succeeded by Hamas and 
Hezbollah.

Accompanying the shift to terrorism was 
an additional new tactic – an international 
campaign of deligitimization, beginning 
with its first major victory of the 1975 
United Nations’ resolution equating 
Zionism with racism. This motion was 
later called by Kofi Annan, a subsequent 
Secretary-General of the UN, ‘a low point 
in the history of the Institution’ and it 
would take sixteen years before it would 
be repealed.1

The new tactic, which has now been in 
operation for almost fifty years, is clear. 
Systematically, Israel’s enemies portray 
every blessing of the People of G-d as an 

ongoing curse; their shining spiritual 
light as immoral darkness. The Jewish 
People, from their very inception, when 
G-d spoke to the first Jew, were charged 
with being a source of blessing – ‘והיה 
 Although the State .(Bereishit 12:2) ’ברכה
of Israel continues to be an enormous 
source of so much positivity and blessing, 
in the fields of science, medicine and 
technology and so much more improving 
the quality of life the world over, this has 
not deterred Israel’s enemies of their 
systematic demonizing campaign – to 
portray every blessing as a wretched 
curse. Instead of showing Israel as the 
great ‘start-up nation’ and ‘innovation 
nation’ and beacon of hope that it is, it is 
portrayed as, G-d forbid, a bastion of hate 
and shameful discrimination. Instead of 
being seen as an oasis of justice, human 
rights and democracy, in one of the 
toughest regions for these values to take 
root, it is being portrayed as an apartheid 
state and a human rights’ violator. Instead 
of Israel's army being lauded for the 
unmatched moral defense force that it is, 
going to outrageous lengths to endanger 
its own soldiers lives before defending 
themselves against terror attacks, our 
soldiers are portrayed as G-d forbid 
heartless aggressors and oppressors.

The Curse of Ignoring Context 
One current cynical example is the 
unfortunate death of the Palestinian 
journalist Shireen Abu Akleh, mistakenly 
killed in the crossfire with Israeli soldiers 
defending themselves against shots fired 
by Palestinian terrorists. She is one of 
almost three thousand journalists who 
have unfortunately been killed during 
their line of duty in war zones in the 
last thirty years. Somehow, every other 
death of a journalist is understood 
to be an unfortunate consequence of 
placing oneself in harm’s way during the 
course of journalistic duty. These tragic 
deaths, unfortunately, happen and the 
consequences are understandable to 
all – the war zone context is clear. It is 
only this specific one, since happening 
in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which 
needs to be highlighted as an opportunity 
to demonize; to accuse Israel’s moral 
defenders of, G-d forbid, purposefully 

killing a jounalist. Only this one specific 
case needs to have an international 
inquiry and all the other cases are ignored 
– shameful discrimination as part of the 
systematic campaign of hatred and curse. 

This, indeed, is the diabolical effect of 
curse. It is to divorce the narrative from a 
broader context lacking balance, nuance 
and truth. The aim is rather to look to 
isolate, negate, and criticize with the 
intended result of constant condemnation. 
The even broader context of the national, 
spiritual, historic and moral right of the 
Jewish People to sovereignty and statehood 
in Eretz Yisrael is never given appropriate 
legitimacy. The Zionist Leadership and 
Israel’s multiple attempts to compromise 
for the sake of peace for over 80 years 
with a genuine desire for coexistence 
is glossed over. The moment Israel’s 
enemies are prepared to acknowledge the 
Jewish peoples' legitimate right to exist 
somewhere between the river and the sea 
– peace will follow without any need for 
antisemitic and anti-Zionist tropes and 
condemnation. Without any destructive 
need to zone in on every possible negative, 
ignoring any context and weaving together 
damaging, delegitimizing and demonizing 
narrative of curse. 

 A Positive Eye – עין טובה
Those who do this are followers of the 
tradition of Balak and Bila’am. Bila’am 
is seen by our sages as the antithesis 
to Abraham in that Abraham’s salient 
quality that he imbued in his students 
was עין טוב – a good eye – as opposed to 
Bila’am’s which was the very opposite, 
 an evil eye (Avot 5:19). Abraham ,עין רעה
looks at the world and sees bounty and 
blessing; Bila’am sees curse and criticism. 
Abraham trades in the currency of love 
and accommodation, Bila’am in that of 
hate and condemnation. 

Just as in the Parsha of Balak the intended 
curses of Bilaam were transformed into 
blessings, so too we hope and pray that 
the great source of blessing that Israel is 
to the world will soon be seen by all. 

1. ”Future Tense“, pages 145–146, by Rabbi Jon-
athan Sacks 
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PIRKEI AVOT

ֱאַמר (זכריה ח) ּנֶ לֹום, ׁשֶ ָ ין ְוַעל ָהֱאֶמת ְוַעל ַהּשׁ ה ְדָבִרים ָהעֹוָלם עֹוֵמד, ַעל ַהּדִ לׁשָ ְמִליֵאל אֹוֵמר, ַעל ׁשְ ן ּגַ ְמעֹון ּבֶ ן ׁשִ  ַרּבָ
ֲעֵריֶכם: (אבות א:יח) ׁשַ ְפטּו ּבְ לֹום ׁשִ ט ׁשָ ּפַ ֱאֶמת ּוִמׁשְ

A Second Three

The first perek of Avot ends Rashbag’s 
(Rabban Shimon Ben Gamliel) 
teaching that the world ”stands“ on 
three pillars: din, emet and shalom. 

This recalls the beginning of the perek, 
which quoted a similar statement regard-
ing Torah, avodah, and gemilut chasadim in 
the name of an earlier Shimon – Shimon 
Hatzaddik.
What is the relationship between the teach-
ings of the two Shimon’s? Clearly, the later 
Rashbag built off the idea formulated by the 
earlier Shimon Hatzaddik. Is he disagreeing 
with that idea, or further developing it? 
The Meiri’s girsa (version) of Rashbag’s state-
ment highlights a significant difference 
between his teaching and that of Shimon 
Hatzaddik’s. As opposed to the latter, who 
listed three things the world stands upon, 
Rashbag described the three things that are 
”mekayeim“ (sustain) the world. In other 
words, while Shimon Hatzaddik identified 
the purpose(s) of existence, Rashbag related 
to what the world needs in order to exist, 
what sustains and maintains a functional, 
healthy society.

Emet
We begin our study of Rashbag’s three pillars 
with emet – truth. Emet is more than just one 
of Hashem’s thirteen attributes; it is what He 
uses as His seal. (Yoma 69b)
This has significance for humanity as well. 
Rabbeinu Yonah explains that valuing emet 
should inspire us towards constant teshuvah 
and reflection. We should strive to live in the 
way Hashem (described as ”true“) teaches us 
in His Torah – His true word.
Rabbeinu Yonah emphasizes the importance 
of emet to inter-personal relationships as 
well. The Torah prohibits lying to others 
(Vayikra 19:11) and Dovid Hamelech includes 
”truth (even) of the heart“ as one of his 
eleven basic Jewish (behavioral) principles. 

If we cannot rely on each other, personal 
relationships and broader society unravel.

Din
Understandably, judges responsible to 
maintain a healthy, fair, functional society 
need to be ”men of truth.“ This attribute 
gives them the best chance to achieve the 
first goal listed by Rashbag – din (law/jus-
tice). Though they are not always able to 
determine truth and they often recommend 
compromise in order to maintain shalom (the 
third value in the mishnah), judges should 
never allow either of these factors to blur 
their vision of the truth. A society lacking 
the moral compass of truth inevitably 
becomes rife with cynicism and competition 
generated by competing personal interests.
The commitment to justice is the basis of 
Hashem’s contrast of Avraham with Sedom. 
The people of Sedom acted cruelly towards 
others and generated ze’aka (cries) and 
tze’aka (shouts). On the other hand, the 
Torah tells us that Hashem felt compelled 
to tell Avraham about the destruction of 
Sedom  because Avraham intended to teach 
his family ”the way of Hashem, which is 
tzedakah u’mishpat – justice.“
Hashem chose Avraham because he appre-
ciated what the world needs for its survival. 
Hashem created our world and entrusted 
it to us with the expectation that we will 
maintain it properly.  Understandably, the 
Gemara (Shabbat 10) teaches that one who 
judges justly is considered Hashem’s partner 
in creation. This partnership is the basis of 
our eternal closeness to Hashem. Hoshei’a 
HaNavi quotes Hashem as declaring that he 
betroths us eternally to Him through the 
medium of our pursuit of justice – ”V'erastich 
li l’olam, v’eirastich li b’tzedek u’v’mishpat.“
The Torah continues (beyond Avraham) 
to emphasize the pursuit of justice. Sefer 
Shemot tells us that leading up to Matan 
Torah, Moshe spent his entire day judging 
cases. Sefer Vayikra mandates just weights 

and measures, and Sefer Devarim includes 
Parshat Shoftim – a parsha named after the 
judges it requires us to appoint and charge 
with the mission of tzedek tzedek tirdof, the 
pursuit of justice. Parshat Shoftim also links 
our survival and thriving in Eretz Yisrael to 
this pursuit. One can understand this link-
age as rooted in more than just heavenly 
reward and punishment: an unjust society 
inevitably disintegrates. 
Yerushalayim is the foil of Sedom. The kings 
of Yerushalayim always included the word 
tzedek in their names: Malki-tzedek was king 
of Yerushalayim in the days of Avraham,1 

and Adoni-tzedek was king in the time of 
Yehoshua. This was because Yerushalayim 
was a place naturally associated with tzedek 
– justice.2 
Naturally, Dovid and Shlomo founded their 
dynasty in Yerushalayim upon this princi-
ple. When Dovid Hamelech first ascended 
the throne in Yerushalayim, we are told 
that he was ”oseh mishpat u’tzedakah.“ In 
Sefer Tehillim, Dovid linked Yerushalay-
im’s achdut, peace and security to the courts 
that ensured justice. Shlomo continued to 
emphasize this important tradition to the 
degree that it was the salient point the visit-
ing Queen of Sheba most appreciated about 
his empire. 
Sadly, the Jews of Yerushalayim and Eretz 
Yisrael veered from this path. In response, 
Yeshayahu HaNavi addressed them as offi-
cers of Sedom. A people and city meant to 
contrast the Sedomic ways had come to 
emulate them. Yeshayahu quoted Hashem as 
bemoaning the fact that the city He invested 
with a natural proclivity for justice had 
become filled with murderers and cheats. 
This brought about the exile predicted by 
Parshat Shoftim. 
Yeshayahu prophesized that the geulah will 
come when the Jewish people return to the 
path of justice. At that point, Hashem will 
restore the righteous judges and Yerusha-
layim will once again be associated with 

What We Need to Survive
Rabbi Reuven Taragin
Educational Director, World Mizrachi

Continued on page 11
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HAFTARAH - PARSHANUT ON THE PARSHA

Micha’s Message of Magic and Morality

        Rabbanit Shani Taragin
Educational Director, World Mizrachi

This week’s haftarah (Micha 5:6-6:8) 
contains one of three references 
to Balak and his struggle with 
Am Yisrael found in nevi’im, and 

is thereby an appropriate selection to read 
together with Parashat Balak. Yehoshua 
(ch.24) directs his reference of Bilam’s 
attempt to curse Bnei Yisrael and Hash-
em’s salvation, to a righteous nation whom 
he seeks to encourage remaining devoted 
to Hashem. ChaZaL apparently preferred 
Micha’s prophecy because it integrates the 
story of Bilam into a message of rebuke 
and call for repentance. As we read last 
week, Yiftach (Shoftim 11:25) also includes 
the Balak story in his speech to the king 
of Amon as an attempt to deter him from 
waging war against Israel. Yiftach does not 
relate to Bilam’s curse or to any spiritual 
struggle; he merely notes Balak’s with-
drawal as precedence for a geopolitical 
confrontation with Am Yisrael! As such, 
his speech is not befitting parshanut for 
this week’s parasha which is focused on the 
spiritual struggle between human power 
and Divine providence. Micha’s prophecy 
appropriately mentions Balak's counsel 
against the sanctity of Am Yisarel and Bil-
am’s participation, prodding his audience 
to recognize the righteousness of Hashem!

In addition to the general theme of the 
spiritual struggle in this week’s parasha 
and the reference to the Balak-Bilam narra-
tive, the haftarah also employs numerous 
literary references to the blessings in this 
week’s parasha: 

(1) The imagery of Israel as a lion – ”And 
the remnant of Yaakov shall be amongst 
the nations... like a lion among the animals 
of the forest... who, if he passes through, 
treads upon and tears apart, and there is 
no-one to save them“ (5:7) – is also found 
in Bil'am's description: ”Behold, the nation 
will rise up like a lion and lift itself up like 
a young lion; it shall not lie down until it 
eats of the prey“ (Bemidbar 23:24).

 (2) The promise in Micha’s prophecy – ”And 
I will take vengeance upon the nations 
in anger and fury“ (5:14) has its roots in 
Bil'am's vision: ”Who will live when G-d 
does these things? For ships will come 
from Kittim and will afflict Ashur and will 
afflict Ever...“ (Bemidbar 24:23-24). 

(3) Corresponding to the Micha’s famous 
prophetic philosophy, ”With what shall I 
come before Hashem... Shall I come before 
Him with burnt offerings... Does Hashem 
desire thousands of rams...“ (6:6-7), we 
witness the efforts of Bil'am and Balak to 
appease Hashem with animal offerings 
that achieve nothing.

(4) In the parasha Bil’am sees that ”there 
is no enchantment in Yaakov, nor any div-
ination in Israel“ (23:23), and the haftarah 
echoes with resonances as it foretells that 
on that day ”I shall cut off witchcraft from 
your hands, and you shall have no more 
soothsayers.“ (5:11)

The first half of the haftarah (chapter 5) 
contains Micha’s prophecy of consolation, 
followed by the second half – his prophecy 
of rebuke (chapter 6). The opening pasuk 
promises consolation to the remnant of 
Israel as a nation that will be freed from 
dependence on the nations, ”like dew…that 
tarries not for man..“ and like a lion, not 
subject to limitations applying to other 
animals. The haftarah continues to under-
score a situation of dependence on Hashem 
vs. military resources, a recurring theme 
in the prophecy of rebuke as well. Balak 
correctly understood the importance of 
the spiritual factor as necessary to under-
mine the uniqueness of Am Yisrael, and 
as such he mobilized Bilam the prophet 
to engage in a metaphysical struggle with 
them. Micha implores the people to recog-
nize Balak’s failure and Hashem’s turning 
of Bilam’s curse into a blessing as proof 
of their dependence on Divine spirit vs. 
political power. 

Micha then relates to the appropriate 
manner of offering sacrifices as an expres-
sion of the proper relationship between 
man and G-d, between external actions 
and true service of the heart. Balak and 
Bilam offered their sacrifices with genuine 
intentions to connect with spiritual forces; 
they nonetheless represent the antithesis 
of Micha’s message. Bilam believed that 
spiritual forces are controlled through 
sorcery and magic and one must there-
fore appease G-d through certain external 
magical actions of mollification. Micha 
adamantly posits that sacrifices are 
meaningless when unaccompanied by an 
examination of the true will of G-d and 
submitting one’s will to G-d’s will. Bilam’s 
philosophy is anthropocentric; man is in 
the center and glories in his powers and 
spiritual attainments. Micha, in contrast, 
sees man as subject to G-d and obligated 
to others beyond himself. Man is thereby 
demanded by Hashem to ”practice justice 
and lovingkindness towards others and 
walk humbly with G-d“ (6:8). 

Micha’s prophecy thereby qualifies and 
explains Am Yisrael’s success as dependent 
on their spiritual state and not on political 
power. Balak and Bilam understood this as 
well but did not understand that a spiri-
tual state is not achieved through exter-
nal actions alone. A donkey who speaks is 
still a donkey; Bilam may utter words of 
prophecy but he remains a lowly individ-
ual, devoid of moral character. Mechanical 
prophecy that is devoid of conscience will 
not succeed; the characteristics of justice, 
lovingkindness and tzniut (dignity) enu-
merated at the end of the haftarah provide 
strength and success by virtue of morality. 
An inner world of truth, dependence and 
trust in Hashem, recognizing G-d’s good-
ness and humbly walking with Him, are 
the essential focus of spiritual thought and 
action! 
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Question: Can one make tea on Shabbat? 
If so, how should it be done?

Answer: A kli rishon is a vessel directly 
heated from the source of heat. If the sub-
stance heated is poured into a new vessel, 
this vessel is viewed as a kli sheni. On one 
hand, the Gemara (Shabbat 40b) teaches 
that a kli sheni halachically cooks on 
Shabbat. On the other hand, the Mishna 
(Shabbat 145b) lists certain foods that 
seemingly would cook in a kli sheni. The 
Rishonim have different views regarding 
the matter. While the Shulchan Aruch 
seemingly paskins like the Rishonim 
who hold that a kli sheni does not cook, 
the Rema paskins like the Yeraim who is 
concerned that anything may cook in a kli 
sheni, unless it is something the Gemara 
explicitly implies does not (such as oil, 
water, and spices).

Based on the psak of the Rema, Ashke-
nazim are careful not to cook tea in a kli 
sheni on Shabbat. 

Can tea be made in a kli shlishi? The Pri 
Megadim paskins that even if we are strin-
gent and hold that a kli sheni does cook, 
there is no concern in a kli shlishi. Rav 
Moshe Feinstein paskins this way as well 
and adds that we have no source in the 
Gemara that indicates that there is any 
type of bishul in a kli shlishi. The Mishna 
Brurah (OC 318:47) brings this opinion 
down le’halacha. 

According to these opinions, one can defi-
nitely pour the water from the kli sheni 
into the kli shlishi and make tea in the 
kli shlishi. 

The Chazon Ish, however, disagrees with 
these opinions. He understood that once 
we know there are foods that do cook in 
even a kli sheni (at a hot enough tempera-
ture), then we must be concerned that 

they cook in a kli shlishi as well at that 
temperature. Therefore, according to the 
Chazon Ish, one cannot use a new tea bag 
on Shabbat even in a kli shlishi. 

The best way to make tea in practice is to 
make a highly concentrated tea substance 
before Shabbat. You can pour this liquid 
into the kli sheni and make tea that way. 

Nevertheless, many follow the practice 
of Rav Moshe and Rav Ovadya that it is 
permissible to put the tea bag into a kli 
shlishi. 

Question: Should the tea bag be placed 
first or after?

Answer: According to those who hold 
that one may prepare tea in a kli shlishi, 
one should first pour the water into the 
kli shlishi and then put the tea bag in. 
This is because when you pour directly 
from the kli sheni onto the tea, this con-
stitutes ”iruy“ - a stream directly from 
the original source.  We paskin that iruy 
from a kli rishon cooks the outer layer of 
what it interacts with. Therefore, if we are 
concerned about cooking in a kli sheni, 
we should also be concerned about the 
stream which comes directly from the 
kli sheni. 

Question: We keep a cup by the urn on 
Shabbat that we use to pour into and 
out of as our “kli sheni” cup. Do I need 
to dry out the water before I refill the 
cup with hot water?  

Answer: The concept of ”yesh bishul achar 
bishul bedavar lach“ (there is a prohibition 
to cook even a previously cooked food item 

regarding liquids) would indicate that it 
is problematic to pour hot water from a 
kli rishon directly onto this previously 
cooked water through iruy. Nevertheless, 
Rav Moshe paskins that it is not necessary 
to dry it out as there are few reasons to 
be lenient. 

However, in a case where a cup is wet 
from cold water that was never previously 
heated up, then one should dry out the 
cup before pouring any hot water in. 

Question: What is the proper way to 
make coffee on Shabbat? 

Answer: There is a difference between 
instant coffee and Turkish coffee. Turkish 
coffee goes through a process of roast-
ing but not cooking, and therefore, we 
are concerned about the cooking that 
will occur (bishul achar afiah). Those 
who allow for cooking in a kli shlishi 
(see above) can make Turkish coffee in 
a kli shlishi. Sefardim who are stringent 
regarding bishul achar afiyah will paskin 
the same way. Rav Ovadya Yosef paskins 
that Turkish coffee may be made nor-
mally, even through iruy (direct pouring) 
from a kli rishon. 

Instant coffee, however, is cooked. There-
fore, you can prepare coffee in a kli sheni. 
Although this should be allowed in a kli 
rishon/iruy from a kli rishon as well, the 
Mishna Brurah (OC 318:71) paskins that it 
is better not to. The Sha’ar Tzion explains 
that the reasoning is because coffee dis-
solving resembles cooking. 

 Translated from Hebrew and abbreviated by 
Yaakov Panitch.

6



PARSHA WEEKLYPARSHAT BALAK 
5782 • 2022

TORAT MIZRACHI
RAV AND RABBANIT RIMON

תקציר פרשת בלק

הרבנית שרון רימון

חד מפסוקי המפתח בפרשיית בלעם ובלק א
הוא הפסוק המתאר את התגלות המלאך 
ָטן  ֶרְך ְלשָׂ ּדֶ ב ַמְלַאְך ה‘ ּבַ ְתַיּצֵ לבלעם – “ַוּיִ
לֹו”. מה עניינה של התגלות מיוחדת זו?

שליחיו של בלק מלך מואב הגיעו אל בלעם פעמיים 
בבקשה לקלל את עמ”י. בשתי הפעמים בלעם מסרב 
מכיוון שה‘ איננו מאפשר לו ללכת והוא אינו יכול 
לפעול כנגד רצון ה‘, אך בשתי הפעמים בלעם אינו 
אומר זאת לשליחי בלק באופן ברור. הוא לא אומר 
הלם שה' מתנגד לקללת בנ”י, ולכן זה לא יצליח. 
נראה שבלעם עצמו מעוניין בקללה, ומסרב להפנים 

את העובדה שהוא כפוף לחלוטין לרצון ה‘.
בסופו של דבר, בעקבות ההפצרות של בלעם, לא רק 
שה‘ מרשה לבלעם ללכת עם שרי מואב, אלא הוא 
אף מצווה אותו ללכת עימהם. מסתבר, שה‘ מעוניין 
שבלעם ילך מפני שדווקא כך יתגלה בצורה ברורה 
יותר קיום רצון ה‘; תתגלה שליטתו המוחלטת של ה‘ 
על בלעם – אפילו כשבלעם עצמו מעוניין לקלל את 
בנ”י, בסופו של דבר הוא יעשה את רצונו של הקב”ה 

ויברך את ישראל. הוא יפתח את פיו לקלל, ובעל 
כרחו מפיו יצאו ברכות ישירות מאת ה‘. בלעם יהפוך 
לכלי לעשיית רצון ה’, ללא שום יכולת שליטה על כך.
אלא, שבלעם לא הבין זאת והלך עם שליחי בלק 
מתוך מחשבה שהוא אכן יצליח “להערים” על ה‘, 
לשנות את רצונו, ולקלל את בנ”י. כוונתו זו של בלעם 
היא פסולה ובעייתית מאד, במיוחד עבור אדם שהוא 
נביא, האמור להביא את דבר ה' אל העולם. ועל כך 

כועס ה‘.
לו.  “לשטן”  מתייצב  ה‘  מלאך  בלעם  של  בדרכו 
המלאך גורם לעיכובים בדרכו של בלעם. בלעם לא 
רואה את המלאך באופן גלוי, אך העיכובים בדרך 
אמורים לגרום לו להרהר בסיבת העיכובים, המונעים 
ממנו להמשיך בדרכו. אם רק יעשה זאת, יזכר בלעם 
שהקב”ה אסר עליו לקלל, ואולי יחזור לביתו או 
ימשיך ללכת אל בלק במטרה אחרת – לעשות את 

רצון ה‘.
אך בלעם אינו “רואה” את המלאך, מנסה להתעלם 
ה‘  רצון  ומסיבתם, מסרב לראות את  מהעיכובים 

עבר  אל  הלאה,  להמשיך  ומנסה  בדרכו,  העומד 
ההתנגשות החזיתית. בשלב זה ה‘ פוקח את עיניו, 
ומראה לו מפורשות, שאין לו אפשרות להתנגד לדבר 
ה‘, וששליחותו תביא לידי ביטוי את רצון ה' ולא את 

רצונו האישי.
בעוד שני מקומות בתנ”ך מתגלה מלאך ה‘ וחרבו 
ולדוד  כיבוש יריחו  – ליהושע לפני  בידו  שלופה 
לאחר מפקד העם. מתוך עיון בשלושת ההתגלויות 
נראה שמלאך ה‘ מסמל את רצונו של ה‘ יתברך, והוא 
מתגלה כאשר ישנה חשיבות להדגיש שההתרחשות 
איננה בידי אדם אלא בידי ה‘. אצל בלעם התגלות 
זו הייתה חשובה במיוחד, מכיוון שהוא ניסה לכופף 
את רצון ה‘. מלאך ה‘ התגלה אליו כדי להבהיר לו 
שכל ההתרחשויות במציאות הן רק ביד ה‘, ונסיון 
להתנגד לרצון ה‘ נדון לכישלון, ויותר מכך – בלעם 
יאבד לחלוטין את שליטתו על ההתרחשויות, ויהפוך 

בעל כרחו לכלי לעשיית רצון ה‘. 
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Privacy is a Blessing
Sivan Rahav Meir and Yedidya Meir
World Mizrachi Scholars-in-Residence

Is there any event in our lives that we 
would not share on social media? Is 
there something that we saw that we 
would not immediately photograph 

and document? In this week’s Torah Por-
tion, Bilaam gazes upon the tents of our 
forefathers and from his mouth, a blessing 
bursts forth: ”How goodly are your tents, O 
Jacob, your dwelling places, O Israel!“. Rashi 
explains what made such a deep impression 
on Bilaam: ”He saw that the tent entrances 
were not facing each other“. In other words, 
each tent faced a different direction so that 
no one could see into the tent of anyone else.

Bilaam came from a culture without bound-
aries. Suddenly he saw a culture of privacy, 
gentleness, modesty, hallowed personal space 
for every family and every human being, a 
culture without concern for constant updates 
on the news in every person's life.

Our commentators write that this is the 
foundation for building our character, our 
home, and our nation - not everyone lives in 
the same tent. Everything does not belong 
to everyone. Today this is an enormous 
challenge. There are so many buttons that 
say ”publish“ and ”share,“ but how do we 
create a button that says ”Don't publish, this 
is ours alone“?

 ◼ ◼ ◼

Two years ago, as we returned to severe 
restrictions in coping with corona, then Min-
ister of Health Yuli Edelstein said in a press 
conference that not every generation in our 
history was privileged to grow up with a 
grandpa and a grandma. Our generation was 
so privileged and we need to carefully guard 
these precious assets.

The weekly Torah portion reminds us of our 
special relationship with them: we protect 
them since they are our foundation and our 
roots.

Bilaam looks at the nation of Israel and 
declares: ”For from their beginning, I see 
them as mountain peaks, and I behold 

them as hills.“ Rashi explains that Bilaam 
in essence is saying what those mountain 
peaks and hills represent:

Our story did not begin this morning. We are 
built upon the previous generation which 
was built upon the generation that came 
before it, and so on all the way back to Avra-
ham and Sarah, to the founding fathers and 
mothers of the nation. Bilaam gazes upon us 
and understands the source of our awesome 
strength. We too should understand this and 
protect the generation that came before us, 
our most precious asset.

 ◼ ◼ ◼

Today, one of the ways to check on the char-
acter of someone is to check his relationship 
with the social networks. How much does 
he surf and where does he go? How many 
issues does he bring up each day? What are 
the issues? And perhaps the most important 
question is – which issues does he not bring 
up?

In this week's Torah portion, Bilaam looks at 
the nation of Israel and the following bless-
ing bursts forth from his lips: ”How goodly 
are your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, 
O Israel!“ (Numbers 24:5). Why does Bilaam 
become so emotional? Rashi explains that 
Bilaam has encountered the concept of pri-
vacy for the first time. An entire nation that 
wanders in the sweltering desert heat and 
knows how to separate between the public 
and private sectors. Each tent is constructed 
in a manner that its occupants cannot see 
into the opposite tent or, in Rashi's words: 
”For he saw that the entrances were not 
facing each other.“

Everyone does not need to know everything 
about everyone else. Everyone does not look 
at the omelet that someone else made for 
breakfast or what that person just bought 
for his living room. Bilaam came from a 
world without boundaries or personal space 
but saw that it was possible to live other-
wise. There are so many buttons to press 

that say ”publish“ or ”share,“ but no button 
that says ”don’t publish, keep it to yourself, 
build an internal world,“ although such a 
button would be the most meaningful of all. 
What do you leave for yourself? What stays 
between you and family members, between 
you and your friends, between you and your-
self, between you and G-d?

You are invited to share (:

 ◼ ◼ ◼

This is actually the first time that what 
happens behind the scenes is revealed to 
us. In every weekly Torah portion, there is a 
description of things that happen openly and 
in public – Noah builds an ark, the Nation of 
Israel receives the Torah on Mount Sinai, and 
the spies return from the Land of Israel dis-
appointed. Each time the Torah tells us what 
is happening in actual fact. But this time the 
description of events comes from an entirely 
different and hidden domain. Balak the king 
asks Bilaam to curse Israel, Bilaam hesitates 
but eventually agrees. Balak takes Bilaam to 
different places to utter a curse, but each 
time Bilaam does not succeed in doing so 
and from his lips come nothing but blessings 
which are some of the most famous Torah 
verses. Each morning after a curse turned 
into a blessing the day before, the Children 
of Israel wake up as usual, but without any 
knowledge of the spiritual struggle that was 
waged behind the scenes.

This Torah portion teaches us that momen-
tous events which have a profound influence 
on reality are occurring all the time yet we 
are simply unaware of them.

We too would be glad to peek behind the 
scenes since it's clear that something great 
– a pandemic – is happening but we cannot 
understand the meaning of it.

Here's hoping that we too will merit that 
the curses now at work will be turned into 
eternal blessings.

 ◼ ◼ ◼
Continued on next page
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”How goodly are your 
tents, O Yaakov, your 
dwelling places, O Israel. 
Like winding brooks, 

like gardens by the riverside, like tents 
which Hashem has planted, like cedars 
by water.“ (Bemidbar 24:5-6)

These famous words from Bilam's blessing 
of Bnei Yisrael depict the tranquility of 
the Israelite encampment. Our commen-
tators provide numerous explanations for 
Bilam's intentions when uttering these 
words. What do they mean and why was 
Israel’s encampment in the wilderness 
deserving of such blessing?

Rashi (Bemidbar 24:5) explains that the 
tents in the wilderness were organized in 
such a way that no two entrances faced 
each other. This emphasis on respecting 
privacy and maintaining modesty, even 
when in temporary dwellings, was worthy 
of great praise.

Seforno (Bemidbar 24:5) differs and 
explains that the ”tents“ and ”dwelling 

places“ mentioned in Bilam's blessing 
actually refer to the Batei Midrash and 
Batei Kenesset which served as Torah cen-
ters for the Israelites in the Wilderness.

Rabbeinu Bachya (Bemidbar 24:5) explains 
(among other explanations) that this was 
not a blessing about the encampment in 
the Wilderness, but a prophecy about the 
Israelites’ future ”tents“ and ”dwelling 
places“ in the newly settled Land of Israel.

The Gemara (Sanhedrin 105b) informs 
us that Bilam ended up saying the exact 
opposite of what he intended to say. In 
Bilam's attempt to weaken us, he aimed 
to strike at the source of our strength. 
However, Hashem transformed each 
attempted curse into a blessing.

If we apply this concept to each of the 
opinions above, we see that according to 
Rashi’s explanation, Bilam knew that the 
strength of Am Yisrael lies in the Jewish 
home, therefore making it the object of 
his attempted curse. According to Sefor-
no's explanation, Bilam knew that the 

strength of the Jewish nation lies in our 
connection to Torah, and according to 
Rabbeinu B’Chayei’s explanation, Bilam 
knew that the strength of the Jewish 
nation lies in our connection to our Land.

Throughout history, our enemies have 
aimed their sights against our most cen-
tral beliefs and practices (for instance, 
decrees against studying Torah, Brit Mila, 
Shechita, reciting the Shema and baking 
Matzot). In a similar fashion, modern day 
anti-Zionism is proof of the centrality of 
Israel to our faith.

Rather than being weakened by such 
attacks, we should respond by strength-
ening our commitment, for we know 
where the true source of our success lies. 
Through our dedication to the Eretz Yis-
rael, Am Yisrael, and Torat Yisrael, may 
Hashem Elokei Yisrael continue to watch 
over and protect us.

Shabbat Shalom!

שני אנשים הגיעו מבחוץ, וזכו לפרשה על שמם: יתרו 
ובלק. יש ביניהם דמיון רב. שניהם עקבו בחשדנות 
ממצרים,  שיצא  הזה  החדש  העם  אחרי  ובסקרנות 
את  מצא  אבל,  מעשיות.  מסקנות  הסיקו  ושניהם 
ההבדלים: יתרו התלהב והחליט לעזור ולהצטרף, ובלק 
החליט שצריך לקלל את העם ולהילחם בו. כל אחד 
נצרב לנצח בהיסטוריה, על פי בחירתו הטובה או הרעה.

כשקורה משהו דרמטי – צריך להכריע איפה אנחנו 
בסיפור. הרי בלק היה יכול לבחור אחרת, ואז הייתה לנו 
פרשה אחרת על שמו, ממש כמו על יתרו: “וישמע בלק 
את כל אשר עשה אלוקים למשה ולישראל... ויבוא בלק 
ובניו אל משה...”. באותה מידה יתרו היה יכול להחליט 
הפוך, ואז היינו קוראים, כמו על בלק: “וישלח יתרו 

מלאכים אל בלעם”, כדי לקלל את ישראל.

הרב שמואל פולק כותב שיש כאן מסר חשוב: מול אמת 
חייב  הוא  להישאר שאנן.  יכול  לא  האדם  מוחלטת, 
לעשות משהו, הוא לא נשאר בשטח האפור. אנחנו 
שונות  מדינות  כיצד  העולמית,  ברמה  זאת  רואים 
מגיבות לקיומה של ישראל, אבל גם ברמה האישית, 
בחיי היומיום שלנו. שתי ההחלטות נובעות מאותו מקום 
בנפש: משהו גדול קורה, ואנחנו לא יכולים להישאר 
אדישים להתרחשויות, אנחנו רוצים לעשות משהו. 

שנזכה לבחור נכון.

◼ ◼ ◼

מה אפשר ללמוד מהעובדה שמישהו כל הזמן מדבר על 
כסף? בפרשת השבוע החדשה הנביא בלעם מדגיש שוב 
ושוב שלא צריך לשלם לו ושאי אפשר לקנות אותו. אבל 

ן ִלי ָבָלק  מרוב הדגשה של הנקודה הזו (למשל: “ִאם ִיֶתּ
י ה‘”), הוא  ִפּ ְוָזָהב לֹא אּוַכל ַלֲעֹבר ֶאת  ֶסף  ֶכּ ְמלֹא ֵביתֹו 
בעצם כל הזמן מדבר על כסף וזהב. פרשנינו מדגישים 
שזה מבחן חשוב לכל אדם, אבל בפרט למנהיג רוחני, 
לנביא כמו בלעם: האם התת-מודע שלו עוסק כל הזמן 
בממון? בלעם הוא הניגוד המוחלט לאברהם אבינו, 

מנהיג שהיה סמל לצדקה, נתינה וחסד.

הנה משפט יפה שאיני יודעת מה מקורו, ושמסביר בדיוק 
את הנקודה הזו ביחס לאיש הרוח האמיתי:

“בעולם החומר, ככל שאתה עולה בדרגה – יותר ויותר 
אנשים משרתים אותך. בעולם הרוח – ככל שאתה עולה 

בדרגה, כך אתה משרת יותר ויותר אנשים”.
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The Curse of Loneliness
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks zt”l

In the course of blessing the Jewish 
people, Bilaam uttered words that 
have come to seem to many to encap-
sulate Jewish history:

How can I curse whom G-d has not 
cursed?

How can I denounce the Lord has not 
denounced?

From the tops of crags I see them,

From the hills I gaze down:

A people that dwells alone1,

Not reckoning itself among nations. 
(Num. 23:8-9)

That is how it seemed during the per-
secutions and pogroms in Europe. It is 
how it seemed during the Holocaust. It is 
how it sometimes seems to Israel and its 
defenders today. We find ourselves alone. 
How should we understand this fact? How 
should we interpret this verse?

In my book Future Tense2 I describe the 
moment when I first became aware of 
how dangerous a self-definition this can 
be. We were having lunch in Jerusalem, 
on Shavuot 5761/2001. Present was one of 
the world’s great fighters against antisem-
itism, Irwin Cotler, soon to become Can-
ada’s Minister of Justice, together with a 
distinguished Israeli diplomat. We were 
talking about the forthcoming United 
Nations Conference against Racism at 
Durban in 2001.

We all had reasons to know that it was 
going to be a disaster for Israel. It was 
there in the parallel sessions of the NGOs 
that Israel was accused of the five cardinal 
sins against human rights: racism, apart-
heid, crimes against humanity, ethnic 
cleansing, and attempted genocide. The 
conference became, in effect, the launch-
pad of a new and vicious antisemitism. In 

the Middle Ages, Jews were hated because 
of their religion. In the nineteenth and 
early twentieth century they were hated 
because of their race. In the twenty-first 
century they are hated because of their 
nation state. As we were speaking of the 
likely outcome, the diplomat heaved a sigh 
and said, ”’Twas ever thus. Am levadad yis-
hkon: we are the nation fated to be alone.“

The man who said those words had the 
best of intentions. He had spent his pro-
fessional life defending Israel, and he 
was seeking to comfort us. His intentions 
were the best, and it was meant no more 
than as a polite remark. But I suddenly 
saw how dangerous such an attitude is. 
If you believe your fate is to be alone, that 
is almost certainly what will happen. It 
is a self-fulfilling prophecy. Why bother 
to make friends and allies if you know in 
advance that you will fail? How then are 
we to understand Bilaam’s words?

First, it should be clear that this is a very 
ambiguous blessing. Being alone, from a 
Torah perspective, is not a good thing. The 
first time the words ”not good“ appear in 
the Torah is in the verse, ”It is not good for 
man to be alone.“ (Gen. 2:18) The second 
time is when Moses’ father-in-law Yitro 
sees him leading alone and says, ”What 
you are doing is not good.“ (Ex. 18:17) We 
cannot live and thrive alone. We cannot 
lead alone. Isolation is not a blessing – 
quite the opposite.

The word badad appears in two other 
profoundly negative contexts. First is the 
case of the leper: ”He shall live apart; out-
side the camp shall be his dwelling.“ (Lev. 
13:46) The second is the opening line of the 
book of Lamentations, ”How alone is the 
city once thronged with people.“ (Lam. 
1:1) The only context in which badad has 
a positive sense is when it is applied to 

G-d (Deut. 32:12), for obvious theological 
reasons.

Second, Bilaam who said those words 
was not a lover of Israel. Hired to curse 
them and prevented from doing so by G-d, 
he nonetheless tried a second time, this 
time successfully, persuading the Moabite 
and Midianite women to seduce the Isra-
elite men, as a result of which 24,000 
died (Num. 25, 31:16). It was this second 
strategy of Bilaam – after he had already 
said, ”How can I curse whom G-d has not 
cursed? How can I doom whom G-d has 
not doomed?“ – that marks him out as a 
man profoundly hostile to the Israelites. 
The Talmud (Sanhedrin 105b) states that 
all the blessings that Balaam bestowed on the 
Israelites eventually turned into curses, with 
the sole exception of the blessing ”How 
goodly are your tents, Jacob, your dwell-
ing places, Israel.“ (Num. 24:5) So in the 
Rabbis’ view, ”a people that dwells alone“ 
eventually became not a blessing but a 
curse.

Third, nowhere in Tanach are we told that 
it will be the fate of Israel, or Jews, to be 
hated. To the contrary, the prophets fore-
saw that there would come a time when 
the nations would turn to Israel for inspi-
ration. Isaiah envisaged a day on which 
”Many peoples will come and say, ‘Come, 
let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, 
to the temple of the G-d of Jacob. He will 
teach us His ways, so that we may walk in 
His paths.’ The law will go out from Zion, 
the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.“ 
(Is. 2:3)

Zechariah foresaw that ”in those days ten 
people from all languages and nations will 
take firm hold of one Jew by the hem 
of his robe and say ‘Let us go with you, 
because we have heard that G-d is with 
you.’“ (Zech. 8:23) These are sufficient to 
cast doubt on the idea that antisemitism 
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is eternal, incurable, woven into Jewish 
history and destiny.

Only in rabbinic literature do we find 
statements that seem to suggest that 
Israel is hated. Most famous is the state-
ment of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai: 

”Halachah: it is well known that Esau 
hates Jacob.“3 

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai was known for 
his distrust of the Romans, whom the 
Rabbis identified with Esau/Edom. It was 
for this reason, says the Talmud, that he 
had to go into hiding for thirteen years 
(Shabbat 33b). His view was not shared 
by his contemporaries.

Those who quote this passage do so only 
partially and selectively. It refers to the 
moment at which Jacob and Esau meet 
after their long estrangement. Jacob has 
feared that Esau will try to kill him. After 
taking elaborate precautions and wrestling 
with an angel, the next morning he sees 
Esau. The verse then says ”Esau ran to meet 
him and embraced him [Jacob], and throw-
ing his arms around his neck, he kissed 
him and they [both] wept.“ (Gen. 33:4)

Over the letters of the word ”kissed“, as it 
appears in a Sefer Torah, there are dots, 
signalling some special meaning. It was in 
this context that Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai 
said: ”Even though it is well known that 
Esau hates Jacob, at that moment he was 
overcome with compassion and kissed him with 
a full heart.“ (See Rashi ad loc.) In other 
words, precisely the text cited to show 
that antisemitism is inevitable, proves the 
opposite: that at the crucial encounter, 
Esau did not feel hate toward Jacob. They 
met, embraced, and went their separate 
ways without ill-will.

There is, in short, nothing in Judaism to 
suggest that it is the fate of Jews to be 
hated. It is neither written into the tex-
ture of the universe nor encoded in the 
human genome. It is not the will of G-d. 
Only in moments of deep despair have 
Jews believed this, most notably Leo Pin-
sker in his 1882 tract Auto-emancipation, 
in which he said of Judeophobia, ”As a 
psychic aberration, it is hereditary; as a 
disease transmitted for two thousand 
years, it is incurable.“

Antisemitism is not mysterious, unfath-
omable, or inexorable. It is a complex phe-
nomenon that has mutated over time, and 
it has identifiable roots - social, economic, 
political, cultural, and theological. It can 
be fought; it can be defeated. But it will 
not be fought or defeated if people think 
that it is Jacob’s fate to be hated by ”Esau“ 
or to be ”the people that dwells alone,“ 
a pariah among peoples, a leper among 
nations, an outcast in the international 
arena.

What then does the phrase ”a people that 
dwells alone“ mean? It means a people 
prepared to stand alone if need be, living 
by its own moral code, having the courage 
to be different and to take the road less 
travelled.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch offered a 
fine insight by focusing on the nuance 
between ”people“ (am) and ”nation“ (goy) 
– or as we might say nowadays, ”society“ 
and ”state.“4 Israel uniquely became a 
society before it was a state. It had laws 
before it had a land. It was a people – a 
group bound together by a common code 
and culture – before it was a nation, that 
is, a political entity. As I noted in Future 
Tense, the word peoplehood first appeared 

in 1992, and its early uses were almost 
entirely in reference to Jews.5 What makes 
Jews different, according to Hirsch’s read-
ing of Bilaam, is that Jews are a distinctive 
people, that is, a group defined by shared 
memories and collective responsibilities, 
”not reckoned among the nations“ since 
they are capable of surviving even without 
nationhood, even in exile and dispersion. 
Israel’s strength lies not in nationalism 
but in building a society based on justice 
and human dignity.

The battle against antisemitism can be 
won, but it will not be if Jews believe 
that we are destined to be alone. That is 
Bilaam’s curse, not G-d’s blessing.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• Why does it matter what other 
nations think and say about us?

• Do you read Bilaam’s words as a bless-
ing or a curse?

• What needs to change in order to 
confront antisemitism – the Jewish 
people’s attitude or the attitude of 
anti-Semites?

1. A People that Dwells Alone was the title given 
to the collection of essays by the late Jacob 
Herzog. It was also the theme of the autobi-
ography of Israeli diplomat, and brother of 
Israel’s former Chief Rabbi Israel Meir Lau, 
the late Naftali Lau-Lavie (Balaam’s Prophecy: 
Eyewitness to History [ Jerusalem: Toby Press, 
2015]).

2. Published by New York: Schocken, 2012.
3. Sifre, Behaalotecha, 89; Rashi to Gen. 33:4; 

see Kreti to Yoreh Deah ch. 88 for the hala-
chic implications of this statement.

4. Samson Raphael Hirsch, Commentary to 
Numbers 23:9. 

5. Rabbi Sacks, Future Tense, p. 25.
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justice. Yirmiyahu HaNavi adds that, at that 
time, Hashem will regenerate the Davidic 
dynasty in its original form of mishpat 
u’tzedakah. 

I, We, All of Us
May we live by the light of true values and 
be honest with one another so we can build 
communities, cities, and countries that 

embody the justice Hashem expects from 
our world.

 Transcribed by Yedidyah Rosenswasser.

1. Bereishit 14:18 with Onkelos and Ibn Ezra. 
Interestingly, we are introduced to Malki-tze-
dek together with the king of Sedom at the 

end of Perek 14. Understandably Avraham 
gives a tenth of the spoils of war to the righ-
teous Malki-tzedek but refused to partner 
with the king of Sedom. 

2. See Medrash Rabba 43:6 and Ibn Ezra Bere-
ishit 14:18. Understandably, Zecharyah 
HaNavi (8:3) called Yerushalayim ”the city 
of truth.“

Continued from page 4
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The Coming of Mashiach
Rabbi Hershel Schachter
Rosh Yeshivah, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary of Yeshiva University

The Gemara in Bava Basra (14b) 
quotes a Beraisa listing all the 
sefarim of Tanach and their 
authors, which states, ”Moshe 

wrote his Sefer and Parshas Bil’am.“ ”His 
Sefer,“ of course, refers to the Chamishah 
Chumshei Torah. The Shelah (Parshas 
Balak, 2) questions what is meant by the 
statement that Moshe wrote ”Parshas 
Bil’am.“ Isn’t it obvious that Parshas Balak 
is included in the Chamishah Chumshei 
Torah?
Rav Yerucham Gorelick related the fol-
lowing interpretation of this Gemara in 
the name of the Brisker Rav. The passuk 
states, ”Never again has their arisen in 
Yisrael a navi like Moshe, whom Hashem 
had known face to face“ (Devarim 34:10). 
The Sifrei expounds, ”Among Yisrael, there 
has not risen, but among the non-Jewish 
nations, there has risen; and who is this? 
It is Bil’am.“ This Beraisa teaches us how 
to view the nevu’ah of Bil’am in relation 
to that of Moshe.
In Sefer HaMitzvos, in relation to which 
commandments are included in the count 
of Taryag and which are not, the Rambam 
states that a command that was only a 
hora’as sha’ah (temporary ruling) is not 
a mitzvah and is therefore excluded from 
this list. Other nevi’im received ”nevu’ah,“ 
in contrast to ”Torah,“ and this was bind-
ing only as a hora’as sha’ah. Even Moshe at 
times conveyed prophecies that were only 
hora’as sha’ah, such as the special direc-
tives involved in makkas bechoros and 
the Korban Pesach in Mitzrayim. Moshe’s 
uniqueness was that he was the only navi 
able to convey ”Torah,“ everlasting mitzvos 
that were not hora’as sha’ah, and these 
were given to him by Hashem as word-for-
word, letter-for-letter dictations. 

The Gemara learns halachos of ”Torah“ 
from the nevu’ah of Bil’am. The passuk, 
”and the blood of the slain, it will drink“ 
(Bamidbar 23:24), establishes the rule that 
blood is one of the seven liquids that, after 
coming into contact with a food item, 
make it susceptible to contracting tum’ah 
(Chullin 35b). When did this passuk 
become part of the the ”body“ of Torah, 
when Bil’am first said it, or when it was 
given as a nevu’ah to Moshe to record as 
part of the Torah?
The Brisker Rav explained that the intent 
of the Beraisa cited above was to answer 
this question. Even though, in terms of 
clarity, Bil’am’s nevu’ah was on the same 
level as that of Moshe, his nevu’ah did not 
attain the status of ”Torah“ at the time he 
delivered it. Despite the fact that Bil’am 
was given nevu’ah on a very high level, 
there was an essential difference in the 
way these two nevi’im received their 
nevu’ah. While the passuk describes 
Bil’am, ”who sees the vision of Shakkai, 
while fallen [in an unconcious state] and 
with uncovered eyes“ (Bamidbar 24:4), 
Moshe is described as ”someone who had 
known Hashem face to face“ (Devarim 
34:10), since he was fully awake when 
receiving his nevu’ah. Since Bil’am did 
not share this aspect of nevu’ah, he was 
not able to endow his nevu’ah with the 
status of ”Torah.“ It is only because Moshe 
was also given this nevu’ah to record that 
”Parshas Bil’am“ is included in the תורה 
 and can serve as the basis of a של חפצא
halachah for all generations.
We may suggest a second explanation 
of the statement of the Beraisa, ”Moshe 
wrote his Sefer and Parshas Bil’am.“ Rashi 
(Bereishis 1:1) cites the Midrash that the 
Torah begins with the narrative of Cre-
ation, and not with the first mitzvah of 
kiddush hachodesh, in order to teach that 

”the whole world belongs to Hashem; He 
created it, and He gave it to the one who 
was proper in His eyes. By His wish He 
gave [Eretz Yisrael] to [the seven Canaanite 
nations], and by His wish He took it from 
them and gave it to us.“ The Ramban dif-
fers, explaining that the ikarei ha’emunah 
(principles of faith) must be included in 
the Torah. That is why the Torah begins 
with the account of Creation, which is 
the basis of all faith. Similarly, one who 
believes in techiyas hameisim but does not 
believe that this ikar has a source in the 
Torah is considered an apikores (Mishnah 
Sanhedrin 10:1). We believe that the ikarei 
ha’emunah appear in the Written Torah, 
not just that they were transmitted orally.
The Beraisa may be emphasizing this point 
– that the ikar of the coming of Mashi-
ach does appear in Torah SheBichsav, in 
Parshas Bil’am, when Bil’am prophesies 
regarding the End of Days. Indeed, the 
Rambam (Hilchos Melachim 11:1) writes 
that one who denies the belief in bi’as 
haMashiach not only denies the nevu’ah 
of other nevi’im, but denies the nevu’ah 
of Moshe as well. After all, it is explicitly 
recorded in the Torah: ”I shall see him, but 
not now; I shall look at him, but it is not 
near. A star has issued from Ya’akov and 
a scepter-bearer has risen from Yisrael“ 
(Bamidbar 24:17).
Chazal understand that Hashem will not 
perform an open miracle unnecessarily. 
The Gemara in Shabbos (21b) relates that 
the miraculous burning of the cruse of oil 
in the menorah in the times of the Chash-
mona’im lasted for a period of eight days. 
It was exactly this amount of time that 
was necessary to complete the round trip 
of a four-day journey to procure tahor 
olive oil (Rambam, Hilchos Chanukah 
3:2); a longer-lasting miracle would not 
be performed unnecessarily.

Continued on page 15
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See the Same Thing
Rabbi Yisroel Reisman
Rosh Yeshiva, Yeshiva Torah Vodaas

Bilam’s thinking is the most incred-
ible point in this week’s parsha. 
In fact, it would be a comedy if 
someone acted it out. The most 

incredible passage is when Bilam is riding 
his donkey and the donkey does not 
behave, Bilam hits him and the donkey 
begins to talk. The most amazing part 
is that Bilam is not Nispoel. Here you 
have a donkey talking, something that 
required a special moment in Maasei 
Beraishis (as described in Pirkei Avos 
in the 5th chapter), a special moment 
of creation for it to happen. But Bilam 
is not Nispoel. He speaks back! He says 
י ְלּתְ ּבִ י ִהְתַעּלַ  It's amazing how he can talk .ּכִ
to the donkey. Why does he not say, hey, 
what's going on here? 

Rav Schwab (in his Sefer on Chumash 
Mayan Bais Hashoeva page 355) says that 
this is an important lesson of Mussar. A 
person can come to the possibilities of 
Hispailus while serving Hashem. If he 
hardens his heart and does not allow 
feelings, then that is exactly what will 
happen. He becomes a person with a 
hardened heart, he becomes a person who 
has no Hispailus in the things that happen 
around him. 

Look at Lavan Yaakov’s father-in-law. 
Yaakov says to Lavan, you tell me what 
kind of sheep are mine – whether ים  ְנֻקּדִ
(spotted sheep) or ים  spotted only on) ֲעֻקּדִ
the four legs) and the rest will be yours. 
Lavan agrees. But all the sheep born 
are of the type that belong to Yaakov! 
Lavan should have been thrilled, this is 
unbelievable. But what does Lavan say? 
ִנים ְוַהּבָ ֹנַתי  ּבְ נֹות  ַהּבָ ֶאל-יֲעֹקב,  ַויאֶמר  ָלָבן   ַויַען 
ִלי-הּוא ֹרֶאה,  ה  ר-ַאּתָ ֲאׁשֶ ְוֹכל  ֹצאִני,  ְוַהּצֹאן  ַני   ּבָ
”everything you see is mine“. He is not 
Nispoel. There is a lesson here. The lesson 

is that people see the opportunities that 
come their way. When a person hardens 
his heart, Rav Schwab says, the onesh 
from Heaven is that your heart remains 
hard. You have that Leiv Ha’even.

Rav Schwab says elsewhere in Parshas 
Shelach at the beginning of Perek 14 (on 
page 324) V’yitachein Shesh’nei Anashim 
Yistaklu Al Davar Echad (it is possible 
for two people to see the same thing), 
V’haechad Yir’e Oros Dik’dusha V’hasheini 
Yir’e Eitzim V’avanim (one sees the 
beautiful light of holiness and the other 
sees stones and wood), he sees things that 
have no meaning for him. If you harden 
your heart, your heart will be hard. That 
itself is the onesh for the person. A person 
must be able to be Nispoel. 

Rav Schwab continues, ”The path to 
Ahavas Hashem and Yir’as Hashem is 
found in Perek Bais Halacha Bais of the 
Hilchos Yesodei Hatorah of the Rambam: 
‘What is the path to love and fear 
Hashem? When someone sees Hashem's 
amazing creation, His actions, he sees 
the great wisdom in every little part of 
the universe. Immediately he feels love, 
praise and a desire to know Hashem.’“ 
Does this happen to us? We harden our 
hearts. We are hardened to many things. 
The penalty for this is that we remain 
with a hard heart. It is painful not to feel 
where a person should feel. 

I remember going to Tashlich once during 
the Aseres Yimai Teshuvah. We went to 
the bay. My wife, I and small children 
were there and we said Tashlich. The 
children were busy throwing bread to 
the fish. There was an old Yiddishe Babba 
there saying Tashlich. She was weeping, 
she was crying. I could hear her saying 
the words of Tashlich. She had no idea 
what she was saying, but she knew she 
was talking to Hashem about Klal Yisrael. 
She had real tears. It was painful.

Where are my tears? Where are they?

Rav Schwab quotes Rav Yeruchum and 
says Al Ma She’ain Bochim B’tisha B’av 
(that which we do not cry on Tisha B’av), 
V’chol Zeh Totzaa Mimah Shena’aseh 
Haleiv L’leiv Even, (it is a Totzaa (result) 
from the fact that our hearts do not 
want to be moved, we do not want to be 
changed). 

There is now a great danger in Eretz 
Yisrael. The events have stirred us up. 
But if we look ahead, it is a time of great 
sakana on many fronts. Threatening 
sakanas, long-term sakanas. We do not 
appreciate having Eretz Yisrael. We do 
not have the joy that Jews had 60 or 70 
years ago when Eretz Yisrael first became 
accessible to Yidden. We no longer have 
the joy of more than 50 years ago when 
the Kosel became accessible. A Lev Ha’even 
has come upon us. Our Shemoneh Esrei 
should be a tearful Shemoneh Esrei.

 Edited by Jay Eisenstadt and Ari Levine.

When a person hardens his heart, 
Rav Schwab says, the onesh from 
Heaven is that your heart remains hard.

13



PARSHA WEEKLY PARSHAT BALAK
5782 • 2022

PARSHA HASHAVUA
CHIEF RABBIS

W hat are the key institutions 
of Jewish life? What are the 
structures that not only 
maintain Jewish life but 

nurture it and enable it to thrive? The 
answer lies in the words that G-d placed 
in the mouth of Bilam in this week’s Torah 
portion. The Torah relates how Bilam is 
hired by the king of Moab to curse the 
Jewish people, and how that curse is trans-
formed into words of blessing: ”How good 
are your tents, Jacob, your dwelling places, 
Israel,“ says the parsha. ”Stretching out 
like brooks, like gardens by a river.“ 
Clearly, the ”tents“ and ”dwelling places“ 
of the Jewish people are fertile, life-giv-
ing places. They are compared to gardens 
and rivers and brooks. But what are they 
exactly? The Talmud explains that these 
”tents“ and ”dwelling places“ refer var-
iously to the three great institutions of 
Jewish life: the home, the shul and the Beit 
Midrash or ”house of learning“. 
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch focuses on 
the Jewish home. Citing this verse, he says 
that whether in humble tents or stately 
mansions, whether in turbulent exile or 
peaceful existence in Israel, it is the Jewish 
home that is the source of the vitality of 
the Jewish people. When the verse states 
”How good are your tents Jacob“, the essen-
tial quality we are talking about is good-
ness. It is not about the externalities of the 
house, but the tranquil atmosphere and 
strong values of the home. These values 
are the life force of the Jewish people, and 
it is in the home that they are shaped and 
reinforced and transmitted from one gen-
eration to the next.
What our children are exposed to within 
our homes as they grow up is what they 
will regard to be normal and natural. If our 
homes are suffused with acts of kindness, 
and words of encouragement; with the 
beauty of Shabbat and the festivals and 
of living a Jewish life; with the values of 

love and compassion, gratitude and simple 
decency; with the celebration of wisdom 
and study, faith and spirituality – then our 
children will grow up to value these things 
as well. If, on the other hand, these values 
are absent from our homes, they will be 
absent from our children's worldview. The 
choice is ours to mold the homes we want.
The Sforno follows the other approach in 
the Talmud: that the ”tents“ refer to the 
Beit Midrash – the house of learning, and 
the ”dwelling places“ refer to the shul – 
the house of prayer. Both are places of 
spiritual inspiration through which we 
come close to G-d, the one through learn-
ing Torah and the other through praying, 
both of which are cited by Pirkei Avot (1:2) 
as among the three spiritual pillars hold-
ing up the world. And both are a source of 
eternal blessing that have seen the Jewish 
people through the most turbulent and 
prosperous periods of our history and 
sustained us as a people and allowed us 
to thrive.
Prayer forms the basis of our emotional 
and spiritual connection to G-d, and the 
shul is the space in which we nurture 
that relationship. There is an interesting 
paradox when it comes to Jewish prayer. 
While undoubtedly an intensely personal 
experience, the concept of a minyan – of 
a community coming together to pray – 
is central to Jewish prayer. That is why 
a shul is called a beit knesset, a ”place of 
gathering“. When we enter the shul to pray 
as a community, rather than just getting 
by on our own, we approach G-d with the 
collective merit of being part of Am Yisrael 
– the Jewish people. And it goes further. 
When we pray in a minyan, we connect 
ourselves not just to the people around us, 
and to other Jews around the world, but to 
generations of Jews throughout the ages.
When it comes to the Beit Midrash, the 
verse's comparison to rivers of water has 
added significance. The Talmud (Berachot 

16a) says that the verse is teaching us 
about the purifying waters of the Beit 
Midrash. In the same way, a river, which 
in certain circumstances can perform the 
function of a mikveh, transforms a person 
from impurity to purity, so too does Torah 
learning have a transformative effect, 
uplifting our soul, purifying our heart, 
clarifying our mind. The transformational, 
life-giving nature of Torah learning has 
been borne out by Jewish history; com-
munities connected to the institution of 
the Beit Midrash – and to Torah learning 
in general – are communities that survive 
and thrive, and transmit the values and 
traditions of Judaism from one generation 
to the next.
Pirkei Avot (6:1) states that a person who 
learns Torah for its own sake ”becomes 
like an ever-increasing spring of water, 
and like a river that does not cease.“ Rav 
Chaim of Volozhin says that the analogy 
is to a spring that pumps fresh, life-giving 
water and is able to clear away mud and 
dirt. In a similar way, the power of learn-
ing Torah clears away the debris of our 
lives, giving us a pristine space in which 
to connect with G-d and allowing us to see 
the world through His eyes.
Learning Torah is the most potent 
reminder of what is lasting and what is 
temporary. When we sit down to learn 
in the Beit Midrash, we enter a portal in 
which we see the world through the eyes 
of G-d. Through learning Torah, we define 
and clarify our true purpose in life, what 
our priorities should be, and what we are 
here to do.
The home, the shul, the house of learning. 
The three keystones of Jewish existence. 
Rich and fertile, the source of our inspira-
tion, the basis of our identity. They flow 
with life-giving, purifying waters, helping 
us reach the heights we are all capable of, 
the greatness that G-d expects of us.

The Most Important 
Institution for Jewish Life

Chief Rabbi Warren Goldstein
Chief Rabbi of South Africa
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א  ָלִביא ָיקּום ְוכֲַֽאִרי ִיְתַנּשָׂ ֶהן־ָעם ּכְ
Behold, a people that rises like a lioness and raises itself like a lion. (Bamidbar 23:24)

Rashi interprets the pasuk based 
on midrash tanchuma as follows: 

”When they awaken from their 
sleep in the morning they show 

the vigor of a lioness and a lion in grasping 
mitzvot, wearing a tallit, reciting the shema 
and wraping themselves with tefillin.“ 

Although I am no zoologist, having seen 
lions at the safari it does not seem as if 
they jump up quickly when they rise in 
the morning. Rav Zilberstein in Tuvcha 
Yabi’u, suggests that the Torah uses this 
allegory to depict the concentration that a 
lion has when he sets eyes on his prey.  A 
lion is super focused so that he can prop-
erly attack and capture his victim.  So too 
when we ”pray“ and perform mitzvot, 
we need to be focused.   Too often we fall 
victim to routine.  Moreover, with all of 
the technological devices, our meetings 
and conversations with others are often 
interrupted by phone calls and messages.  
If one is not multitasking, he or she feels 
as if they are ”wasting“ time.  

The bracha that Bilum is offering to Am 
Yisrael, is that they may be focused on 
the matter at hand.  One needs to appre-
ciate the moment in order to maximize 
the results.  This applies to spiritual pur-
suits as well as mundane opportunities. 
If one focuses on the experience, they can 
maximize not only the moment but the 

transformation that such an instant can 
trigger.  

With respect to fulfilling mitzvot, Hazal 
darshan the pasuk of: את המצות  ושמרתם 
”ushmarten et hamatzot“ (Shemot 12:17), to 
be read as ”ushmarten et hamitzvot“.  The 
connection between matzah and mitzvah 
being that just as we don’t allow matzot to 
become hametz, don’t let mitzvot become 
hametz. Don’t delay the fulfillment of 
mitzvot so as not to lose the opportuni-
ties. Those who are vigilant perform mitz-
vot at the earliest opportunity: ”Zerizin 
makdimin lemitzvos.“ This underscores 
the importance of acting quickly and not 
procrastinating. 

With respect to focusing, we have on sev-
eral occasions referenced an interesting 
idea at the end of Parshat Mishpatim. 
Hashem commanded Moshe to ascend 
the mountain and receive the luhot.  The 
pasuk states ”שם והיה  ההרה  אלי   – “עלה 
”Ascend to Me on the mountain and remain 
there.“  Why did Hashem first request that 
Moshe  ”ascend the mountain“ and then 
demand heyeh sham – ”be there.“ Isn’t that 
redundant? Obviously if Moshe went up 
the mountain, he’d be there. Where else 
would he be?

The Kotzker Rebbe, Rav Mendel MiKotz, 
sharply answers that often we can ”ascend 
a mountain,“ but not really be there. For 

example, we might attend a shiur and be 
physically present, but not truly there. We 
may be at a wedding or other simcha, but 
we feel somewhat spaced out. We may 
be physically located somewhere but our 
mind is elsewhere. The Kotzker Rebbe 
teaches: Don’t just go up the mountain. 
Rather, experience the situation you’re 
in, whatever it is. BE THERE!

Our generation suffers from multitasking 
overload. We are often involved in so many 
activities that we aren’t focusing on any of 
them. The Torah is teaching us an import-
ant lesson. Don’t go somewhere physically 
but leave your head or heart out of it. It is 
our job to maximize our experience at all 
times, to keep our head in the game and 
get the most out of every experience. To 
be sure to give our spouse, children and 
friends our undivided attention when we 
are speaking with, or more importantly, 
listening to them.  

I recall seeing a quote from Malcolm 
Gladwell that summed up the idea we 
are expressing. Paraphrasing his thought 
– ”I have seen people change their lives 
in an instant – it is not the moment that 
changes, but the fidelity to that moment.  

We have to first focus – like a lion. Then 
we need to internalize the moment and 
take it with us so that we can truly elevate 
ourselves.

PARSHAT HASHAVUA

Like a Lion Focusing on its Prey
Rabbi Shalom Rosner
Yeshivat Kerem B’Yavneh

Continued from page 12

Hashem created the world yesh mei’ayin 
(ex nihilo). Such a miraculous act must 
have been for a certain Divine purpose.
Looking at the world today, we may well 
wonder why Hashem created such a world, 

filled with so much waywardness and 
destruction. Was it an unnecessary mira-
cle? The significance of bi’as haMashiach 
is that it resolves this question. Tanach 
teaches us this ikar ha’emunah – that 

Creation did have an ultimate purpose and 
that the day will come when the world 
will be peaceful and delightful when every-
thing will come to a proper resolution.

 From ‘Rav Schachter on the Parsha’.
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PARSHAT HASHAVUA

Parshas Balak: Ani Ma'amin...The Geula of Moshiach

Michal Horowitz
Judaic Studies Teacher

I n Parshas Balak, we learn of King Balak 
who hired Bilaam, whose last name 
is rasha (wicked), to curse the Bnei 
Yisrael.  

The Israelites are in year forty of their 
desert wanderings, the first generation 
(who sinned in the Sin of the Spies) has 
died out (see Rashi to Bamidbar 20:1), and 
this next generation will soon enter into 
the Holy Land under the leadership of 
Yehoshua.  As the Bnei Yisrael have begun 
to conquer the lands surrounding Eretz 
Yisrael (see the end of Parshs Chukas), King 
Balak fears the might of Am Yisrael.  

While Bilaam is hired to curse the Jews, 
he is unable to do so, and time and again, 
when he opens his mouth to begin to 
speak curses, blessings – the word of 
G-d – come forth.  Amongst his most 
famous blessings are, “how goodly are your 
tents O Yaakov, your dwelling place Israel;” 
as well as, “from the top of rocks I see him, 
and from the hills I behold him, it is a nation 
that dwells alone, and shall not be reckoned 
amongst the nations” (Bamidbar 24:5 and 
23:9, respectively).  

Towards the end of his attempts to curse 
the Israelites, Bilaam prophesizes and 
declares: I see it, but not now; I view it, but it 
is not near.  A star shot forth from Jacob, and 
a rod has risen from Israel, and he shall strike 
down the extremities of Moav and undermine 
all the children of Shes (24:17).

On this verse, Targum Onkelos explains: 
I see him, but not now; I behold him, but he is 
not near; when a king shall arise from Jacob, 
and the anointed one from Israel, then he will 
kill the princes of Moav and rule over all of 
mankind.  

Here we have a prophecy regarding the 
end of days, which is seen by Bilaam, but 
not yet close.  

Why is the Moshiach, the Anointed One, 
who will shoot forth from Yaakov, com-
pared to a ּכֹוָכב, a star?  The Ramban 

writes: A star has shot forth from 
Yaakov – because the Moshiach will gather 
in all of the scattered of Israel from the ends of 
the earth, he is compared to a star, that shoots 
across the ends of the heavens (Ramban to 
Bamidbar 24:17).  

The belief in the coming of Moshiach – 
I believe with perfect faith in the coming of 
Moshiach, and even though he may tarry, 
with all of this, I will wait for him each day that 
comes – stems from the nevuah of Bilaam.  

As the world today descends further and 
further into chaos, mayhem, confusion 
and the unknown, we are reminded that 
the star of Moshaich will shoot forth, and 
will gather in the exiles, and redeem our 
nation, our Land – and this world – from 
the tohu va’vo’hu which currently reigns.  

In a masterful article, published in Mish-
pacha Magazine, Shavuos edition, R’ 
Aaron Lopiansky shlita writes of Moshi-
ach, and what exactly we are waiting for 
(based on the Rambam’s principles at the 
end of his Yad HaChazakah).

1. ”Moshiach will restore our nationhood by 
reinstating a central authority.  We are no 
longer/not yet a nation in the full sense… 
Without Moshiach, we have no head, no 
authority, no structure, no enforcement.  
We can have rousing speeches, ringing 
kol-korehs, an inspirational Siyum Ha’Shas, 
and stern admonitions, but we do only 
what we wish to do… Yes, thankfully we 
have our gedolei Torah, but even that seems 
to be subjective.  From those who point 
to ‘The Moetzes’ as ‘leadership,’ I would 
ask, do you mean Agudah’s Moetzes, 
Degel’s Moetzes, Peleg’s Moetzes, or Shas’ 
Moetzes?  Is it the Crown Heights Beis 
Din?  And what about Satmar and others 
who do not subscribe to any of the above?  
And Centrist Orthodox and Modern Ortho-
dox?  And the many Yidden who do not fit 
into any of those categories?

2. “Mosiach will restore the wholeness of the 
Jewish People.  While we Torah-observant 

Jews rightfully take pride in our achieve-
ments, the vast, vast majority of Klal Yis-
rael is evaporating… If we are missing 90% 
or even ‘just’ 80%, or even one soul, then 
we are not Klal Yisrael! …Klal Yisrael is the 
sum total of all of us, and we are, therefore, 
missing 90% of our ‘self.’

3.  ”Moshiach will restore Torah to Klal Yis-
rael.  At best (in galus) we keep a minority 
of mitzvos.  We do not observe Kodshim, 
Taharos, much of Zeraim, Sanhedrin, Knasos, 
and on and on.  True, it’s not our fault, but 
if we genuinely believe that (the perfor-
mance of) mitzvos perfect  man, we are 
woefully lacking.  Moshiach will restore 
all of the mitzvos that were performed at 
the time of the Beis Ha’Mikdash.

4.  ”Moshiach will restore the Divine Presence… 
One Tisha B’Av, I heard this point power-
fully presented by R’ Yoshe Ber Soloveit-
chik.  He said, ‘People say to me: We have 
Eretz Yisrael, Yerushalayim, even the Kosel.  
Why are we still mourning?’  He said, ‘I 
reply to them and say: Have you ever seen 
an estranged son sitting at his father’s 
table?  There is only one foot of distance 
between their bodies, but a thousand 
miles between their hearts!  This creates 
an unbearable tension, intensified, not 
ameliorated, by their physical presence.  
So too, to be so close (to Hashem in our 
times), yet so estranged…’

”When we wish for Moshiach to pay our 
bills, heal our ailments, or help us with 
any other of our myriad needs, is that 
called yearning for Moshiach?…“ (Mishpa-
cha, Issue 812, p.47-51)

While we certainly yearn for his arrival 
each and every day, let us remember 
what Moshiach will bring to our nation 
and to our world, and the glory that will 
be restored to Am Yisrael, Toras Yisrael and 
Eretz Yisrael, when the star shoots forth 
from Yaakov and the rod is established 
from Israel.  
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It is hard to pinpoint any specific sin 
that Bil’am commits.  In fact, by the 
time the Parsha is over, one is left 
with the impression that Bil'am may 

even be a rather righteous, G-d-fearing 
individual: Before he departs upon his 
journey, Bil’am makes sure to make it 
absolutely clear to Balak’s messengers 
that he will not stray one iota from what-
ever G-d will tell him. Later on, upon his 
arrival at ‘sdeh Mo’av’, Bil’am actually 
blesses Am Yisrael instead of cursing 
them, precisely as G-d commands him. 
Then, as though he had not disappointed 
Balak enough, Bil’am’s ‘farewell address’ 
to Balak includes a harsh predication of 
how Yisrael will one day defeat Mo’av and 
Edom in battle. Finally, it’s all over when 
”Bil’am gets up and goes to his homeland, 
and Balak also went on his way“. 

Immediately after the story of Bil'am, we 
find the story of Bnei Yisrael's sin with 
‘bnot Mo’av’.  Although the Torah does 
not specify who instigated this sin, the 
juxtaposition of these two stories already 
suggests a thematic connection. 

In its brief detail of the battle against 
Midyan, the Torah informs us, almost 
incidentally, that Bil’am is killed together 
with the five kings of Midyan. Why was 
Bil’am executed?  

”And Moshe became angry at the military 
officers... saying: Why did you leave the 
female captives alive?  Were they not 
the very ones who seduced Bnei Yisrael 
– *bi-dvar Bil’am * – at the bidding of 
Bil’am – to go against G-d in the matter 
of Pe'or, causing a plague...!“ 

What is Moshe referring to when he men-
tions ‘dvar Bil’am’? From the context of 
these psukim, it seems quite clear that 
dvar Bil’am refers to Bil’am’s advice to use 
the daughters of Mo’av and Midyan to lure 

Bnei Yisrael towards the idol worship of 
‘Ba’al Pe’or’.   

If this assumption is correct, then the 
connection between these two parshiot 
becomes clear. It was Bil’am himself who 
instigated the entire incident of ‘chet bnot 
Mo’av’! Bil’am was so involved in this plot 
that this entire incident is associated with 
his name!

Therefore, when Bil’am is executed, it 
is not because he had once intended to 
curse Bnei Yisrael.  Bil’am is found guilty 
for it was he who orchestrated the entire 
scheme of chet bnot Midyan.

Why, after blessing Am Yisrael, does 
Bil’am turn around and orchestrate their 
demise? What was Bil’am doing in Midyan 
at all?  Had he not gone ‘home’?

Bil’am lived in Mesopotamia, a very far 
distance away from Mo’av and Midyan! 
”Balak sent messengers to Bil’am ben 
Be’or, to city of Petor, which is by the 
river... to call him.“ In Chumash, the 
phrase: the river (‘ha-nahar’) usually 
refers to the Euphrates (i.e.‘nehar prat’), 
the main river flowing through Mesopota-
mia. Furthermore, Bil’am’s opening bless-
ing states specifically that he came from 
Aram, from the East (modern day Syria/
Iraq): ”from Aram, Balak has brought 
me... from mountains in the east [harerei 
kedem]“.

Bil'am had returned home, i.e. to Meso-
potamia, after blessing Bnei Yisrael. Nev-
ertheless, only a short time later we find 
that Bil’am is ‘back in the neighborhood’ 
– when Bnei Yisrael sin with bnot Midyan. 
Thus, we must conclude that after Bil’am 
had returned home, he came back to 
Mo’av – i.e. for a second time! 

Bil’am the ‘prophet’ went home – but 
Bil’am the ‘consultant’ returns!  

The very fact that Bil’am later returns to 
Mo’av proves that his true intention all 
along was to curse Bnei Yisrael. Yet as a 
prophet, he could not do so for ‘how could 
he curse he whom G-d Himself does not 
curse’. However, even though he may be 
faithful to G-d as a professional ‘prophet’, 
he is far less faithful as a person. 

As reflected in his blessing of Bnei Yis-
rael, Bil’am ‘the prophet’ recognizes the 
special relationship between G-d and His 
Nation. He fully understands why G-d 
does not allow him to curse them, for it 
is His will that Bnei Yisrael fulfill their 
Divine purpose to become G-d’s special 
nation. On the other hand, Bil'am finds 
a loophole.  Being a prophet, he also real-
izes that should Bnei Yisrael themselves 
fail in their obedience to G-d, He Himself 
would punish them. In other words – this 
special nation could not be cursed with-
out reason.  However, should they sin, G-d 
would have ample reason to punish them.  
Bil’am’s conclusion is shrewd: to cause 
Bnei Yisrael to be cursed – by causing 
them to sin. 

Bil’am finally found a method to curse 
Bnei Yisrael. He advises Mo’av and Midyan 
to cause Bnei Yisrael to sin. 

One could suggest that this confrontation 
may be reflective of a more fundamental 
conflict. Unlike the people of Mo’av, whose 
fear was motivated by a practical threat 
upon their national security, Bil’am’s fear 
of Am Yisrael may have been more ideo-
logical.  

The very existence of Am Yisrael posed 
a threat to Bil'am himself!  Bil’am, as 
echoed in his three blessings, perceived 
the Divine purpose of Am Yisrael: a Nation 
destined to bring the message of G-d to 
mankind.  This novel concept of a Nation 
of G-d threatened to upset the spiritual 

PARSHAT HASHAVUA

Bilam: The Prophet and the Consultant
                  Rabbi Menachem Leibtag

Tanach Study Center | Yeshivat Har Etzion

Continued on page 18
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The Jewish Home
Rabbi Eli Mansour
Edmond J Safra Synagogue, Brooklyn

In this week’s parasha, Parashat Balak, 
the prophet Bilam, who intended to 
curse the Jewish people, looked out 
upon them and declared ”How fair 

are your tents, O Jacob, Your dwellings, O 
Israel“ (Bamidbar 24:5). In many prayer 
books, the siddur begins with this verse.

Although Bilam was a wicked man, 
he was a prophet, and these words 
were a prophecy. Bilam mentions two 
characteristics which are, in essence, the 
secret of Jewish existence. He relates to 
the ”tent“ (ohalekha) and the ”dwelling“ 
(mishkenotekha). The ”tents“ refer 
to the Jewish home, and ”dwellings“ 
represent the synagogues, the places of 
congregation, where the Shekhina rests.

Bilam observed that the two institutions 
which are integral to the Jewish people 
are the Jewish homes (ohalekha), and the 
home of G-d (mishkenotekha). Why did 
Balak connect these two concepts, i.e. the 
Jewish home and the home of G-d?

Interestingly, the Rambam, at the 
beginning of Sefer Shemot, notes that 
four parshiyot of Sefer Shemot discuss 
the building of the Mishkan. The purpose 
of the Mishkan, as the verse says, ”And 
they shall make for Me a sanctuary, and 
I will dwell among them“ (Shemot 25:8), is 
that G-d’s presence should rest among the 
people. The Ramban writes the original 

sanctuaries were the homes of the avot, 
our forefathers. G-d’s presence dwelled 
in the homes of the avot; their homes 
were ”temples,“ and the Mishkan is a 
replication, a duplicate of the homes of 
our forefathers. G-d’s presence dwelled 
in their homes, i.e. the homes of the avot, 
and later, in the Mishkan.

R. Levi Yitzchok of Berditchev (1740–1809) 
explains that Jewish homes are actually 
holier than synagogues. He explains 
that while synagogues are used only for 
prayers, the Jewish home is filled with 
many Biblical mitzvoth, such as mezuzah, 
raising Jewish children, chessed, etc.

If so we can understand why Bilam 
mentioned the homes and then the 
mishkan. While they are both similar, 
Bilam was apparently more impressed 
with the Jewish home, the primary place 
of the resting of the Shekhina.

Interestingly, we might note that just as 
the Torah relates that the inauguration 
of the mishkan last seven days, known 
as the shivat yemei hamilu’im, so too 
the chatan and kallah are instructed to 
dedicate the first seven days after their 
marriage to rejoicing together, during 
the shivat yemei mishtei, as they begin 
building their very own mishkan.

This understanding presents us with a 
great sense of responsibility. A husband 

and wife are actually ministering their 
home. Nowadays, the Jewish home is 
under attack; anything is allowed and 
there is no supervision. Just as there 
are things that we would not allow into 
a synagogue, so too, we should not let 
certain things into a Jewish home.

The Jewish home is integral to our 
survival. We have lived without a Beit 
HaMikdash for thousands of years; what 
has ensured our survival is the home. We 
pray that a young couple should build a 
bayit neeman – a ”loyal house“ – loyal to 
the laws, and loyal to tradition. Just as the 
mishkan merits the ‘presence of G-d’, so 
too G-d is meant to be present in a Jewish 
home.

In this context, I wish to mention that the 
women have a special responsibility in the 
home. In the Torah, women are referred 
to as the ”tents.“ Thus, after separating 
from their wives for three days before the 
giving of the Torah, after Matan Torah, 
the men are told to ”return to their tents“ 
(Devarim 5:27). Here too, Bilam refers to 
their ”tents“ – primarily administered 
by their wives. The akeret habayit has a 
special responsibility to ensure that the 
home is a welcoming place for G-d, and 
that it should be deserving of the presence 
of the Shekhina.

‘status quo’ of ancient civilization. Up until 
this time, if there was a Divine message 
for mankind – it would be delivered by 
inspired ‘individuals’ – e.g. men such as 
Bil’am himself. 

However, once Bnei Yisrael would become 
a nation in their land, this same purpose 

could be fulfilled by a nation – instead 
of by an individual.  From a certain per-
spective, this itself could be considered a 
‘professional threat’ to Bil’am and to the 
society that he represents.

On a certain level, this confrontation 
between Bil’am and Am Yisrael continues 

till this very day.  Is it possible for a nation, 
a political entity, to deliver a Divine mes-
sage to all mankind?  While Bil’am and 
his ‘disciples’ continue to endeavor to 
undermine this goal, it remains Am Yis-
rael responsibility to constantly strive to 
achieve it.

Continued from page 17
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INSPIRATION

Toras Moshe vs. Parshas Bilaam
Rabbi Moshe Weinberger
Congregation Aish Kodesh, Woodmere

Whereas in many other par-
shios, we focus on deriving 
lessons from the subtle-
ties of various psukim, 

the whole parshas Balak is difficult to 
understand. Adding to the mystery, the 
Gemara (Bava Basra 14b) says ”Moshe 
wrote his book [the Torah], parshas 
Bilaam, and Iyov.“ Rashi explains that 
”parshas Bilaam“ refers to ”his proph-
ecy and parables, even though these do 
not serve the needs of Moshe, his Torah, 
and the events of his life.“ This is very 
difficult to understand. Moshe wrote the 
whole Torah, including ”parshas Bilaam“ 
within parshas Balak according to G-d’s 
command. Why does Rashi explain the 
nature of ”parshas Bilaam“ in a way that 
implies it was not part of the Torah at all? 
The Torah also includes sefer Bereishis 
which took place before Moshe was born 
and certainly does not include ”the events 
of his life.“ So why is Bereishis considered 
part of ”Toras Moshe?“

In order to understand what Rashi 
teaches us, we must first define ”Toras 
Moshe.“ Rashi on the Gemara (Chulin 
137a) explains that the word Torah (”תורה“) 
comes from the root word ”הוראה,“ ”teach-
ing,“ so that the essence of the Torah is 
that it is a ”teaching for all generations.“ 
The Maharal at the beginning of Gur Areye 
explains along the lines of the following 
words of the Ramban that ”The Torah 
includes the stories from the beginning of 
Bereishis because this teaches people the 
path of Emunah.“ All parts of the Torah 
which teach the Jewish people what they 
need to know to live as Jews are consid-
ered part of ”Toras Moshe.“ This seems to 
imply that Rashi teaches us that ”parshas 
Bilaam“ has nothing to teach the Jewish 
people. How can we understand this idea?

The Midrash (Sifri on Devarim 34:10) says, 
”‘No other prophet has arisen among 
the Jewish people like Moshe:’ among 
the Jewish people there has arisen no 
prophet like Moshe, but there has arisen 
[a prophet like Moshe] among the nations 
of the world. Who? This refers to Bilaam.“ 
How could the Midrash compare this sor-
cerer’s ”prophecy“ to Moshe, the master of 
all prophets? The Ramban explains that 
Bilaam was not a prophet at all and was 
certainly not even on the level of regular 
prophets, much less Moshe. What, then, 
was the similarity? He explains that it 
was in the clarity of the message. When 
Moshe opened his mouth, the Divine pres-
ence spoke. Similarly, Hashem placed His 
words directly into Bilaam’s mouth with-
out any room for interpretation. All other 
prophets received visions which required 
interpretation through their own human, 
albeit lofty, understanding. But Bilaam’s 
prophetic message was perfectly clear 
because it came straight from Hashem. 

Why did Hashem give Bilaam such a 
clear prophetic message? The Ramban 
explains that He did so in order to deprive 
the nations of the world of the ability 
to claim ”If only we had a prophet like 
Moshe, we would serve Hashem too.“ He 
explains (commenting on Bamidbar 22:31) 
that Bilaam was merely a sorcerer, not 
a prophet, and that Hashem only gave 
him the ability to prophesize in order to 
increase the honor of the Jewish people 
”because it was Hashem’s will that the 
Jewish people be blessed through the 
mouth of a prophet of the nations.“ If 
so, who was the primary beneficiary of 
Bilaam’s prophecy? The Jewish people or 
the nations of the world? 

Ramban on parshas Ha’azinu (Devarim 
32:26, 40) explains that the Jewish people 
are G-d’s nation, the only people who 

know Hashem and through whom G-d’s 
name becomes known in the world. In 
addition, he explains that the fundamen-
tal reason for anti-Semitism in the world 
is the fact that we reveal G-d’s presence 
in the world. We bring G-d, and therefore 
conscience, obligation, and responsibility 
into a world that doesn’t want to hear of 
such things. The deeper reason anti-Sem-
ites hate Jews is that they hate G-d. The 
natural result is that they hate Hashem’s 
messengers in the world.  

It appears that the nations have two basic 
choices with regard to how to approach 
those who reveal Hashem’s presence in 
the world, i.e., the ”Jewish problem.“ They 
can join with us in revealing the Divine 
in this physical world by accepting the 
seven mitzvos which are applicable to 
them or by converting. Alternatively, 
they can pursue, oppress, and enslave 
us. They learned of this choice through 
the prophecy of Bilaam. He taught them 
that the Jewish people are ”a nation which 
dwells alone.“ 

As Bilaam says in various ways, the Jewish 
people will successfully conquer Eretz Yis-
roel, the land primed to reveal Hashem’s 
presence in the world, and ultimately, 
Moshiach will come and all of the nations 
who have oppressed the Jewish people 
will be punished. Bilaam’s prophetic mes-
sage was that the nations’ true mission is 
to follow the Jewish people by partnering 
with them to reveal the Divine presence. 
This is their purpose, their raison d'être. 
The purpose of Bilaam’s prophecy was 
to deprive them of the ability to excuse 
themselves by claiming that they did not 
know their purpose. 

Hashem wanted the Jewish people to 
be blessed by a gentile prophet so that 
the nations would understand clearly, 

Continued on page 23
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The Temporary Jew
Rabbi YY Jacobson
TheYeshiva.net

Izzy is sitting in synagogue one Sabbath 
morning when he falls asleep and 
starts to snore. The synagogue care-
taker quickly comes over to him, taps 

him softly on his shoulder and says, ”Please 
stop your snoring, Izzy, you're disturbing the 
others in the shul.“

”Now look here,“ says Izzy, ”I always pay my 
membership in full, so I feel I have a right to 
do whatever I want.“

”Yes, I agree,“ replies the caretaker, ”but your 
snoring is keeping everybody else awake.“

This week's Torah portion, Balak, tells the 
amusing story of Balaam, a prophet and 
archenemy of the Jewish people, who was 
summoned by the Moabite king to curse 
Israel. In the end, in lieu of curses, the 
prophet gushes forth the most splendid 
poetry ever written about the uniqueness 
and destiny of the Jewish people. His poetry 
has become classic, a wellspring of inspira-
tion for thousands of years.

In one of the stanzas, Balaam declares: ”How 
goodly are your tents, O Jacob; Your dwellings, 
O Israel!“

This is a verse Jews came to love so pro-
foundly that they start the morning prayers 
with it every day, for 365 days a year. The 
opening of our prayers is not with a quote 
from Moses or another Jewish sage or poet, 
but with the words uttered by the gentile 
Balaam.

And today I wish to share with you an inspir-
ing interpretation of this verse by the Baal 
Shem Tov (1698-1760), founder of the Chas-
sidic movement.

“How goodly are your tents, O Jacob; Your dwell-
ings, O Israel,“ Balaam says. There are tents 
and there are dwellings. The tents belong to 
Jacob; the dwellings to Israel. But this seems 
to be a redundant statement? What is the 
difference between tents and dwellings, and 
why is one associated with Jacob, the other 
with Israel?

In the physical sense, the difference between 
a tent and a dwelling is simple. A tent is a 
temporary structure, initially designed to 
be taken apart with the same swiftness it 
pitched, while a dwelling connotes a per-
manent edifice and residence.

On a symbolic level, ”tents“ and ”dwellings“ 
represent two diverse spiritual pathways. 
There are human beings who carve out of 
their hearts a permanent dwelling space for 
the Divine. Their epiphany with G-d never 
ends. His presence in their lives is consistent 
and undeviating. Their homes and spirits 
serve as an abode for G-d.

But then there are the individuals who are 
not so spiritually sensitive or exalted. These 
human beings are too overwhelmed with 
the stress of daily life, to be able to continu-
ously breathe in a G-d-centered conscious-
ness. The confusions of the heart, the pres-
sures in the office, the burdens of holding a 
family together, the endless deadlines and 
the many vicissitudes of life's experiences, 
deprive them of their ability to remain 
forever inspired and focused on the divine 
truths of existence. Add to this the incessant 
materialistic lusts and demands of a human 
body, which often completely eclipse G-d’s 
reality.

Notwithstanding this, even these individ-
uals, once in a while – perhaps early in the 
morning, late at night, or sometimes in the 
midst of a hectic day – experience a yearn-
ing to spend a few moments with G-d. Even 
people of this category sense, every once in 
a while, a frustration, a void, which leads 
them to open their hearts to G-d. They then 
construct a tent, a temporary space to which 
they invite G-d, if only for a brief while.

These two types of individuals are defined 
by the archetype names of our people: Jacob 
and Israel. In Hebrew, Jacob (Yaakov) means 
a heel; Israel (Yisroel) consists of the letters 
which make up the words ”My head“ (lee 
rosh). The heel and the head represent, of 
course, two extremes. Jacob was given this 
name when he emerged from his mother's 

womb holding on to his brother Esau’s heel, 
attempting to take his place as the firstborn. 
He only received the name Israel after he 
fought his rival and prevailed.

Jacob, in other words, symbolizes the person 
enmeshed in battle, who sometimes finds 
himself in lowly places as the heel; Israel 
is the one who emerged triumphant; the 
person who is in touch with his or her head 
and higher consciousness. Jacob erects tem-
porary tents for G-d; Israel builds permanent 
dwellings.

One might think that it is the dwellings of 
Israel that are embraced by G-d. Jacob’s tents 
are at best tolerable, but not desirable.

Comes Balaam and declares: ”How goodly are 
your tents, O Jacob; Your dwellings, O Israel!“

Not only are Jacob’s tents goodly and beau-
tiful, but they are, in a way, given prefer-
ence over Israel’s dwellings! First, the Torah 
declares, “How goodly are your tents, O Jacob;” 
only afterward “Your dwellings, O Israel!”

It is precisely in the non-spiritual demeanor 
of the ”Jacob“ personality where the objec-
tive of creation is fulfilled: To introduce 
the light of G-d into the darkness of earth's 
landscape. Israel’s dwellings are islands 
of transcendence, but it is in Jacob’s tents 
where the physicality and brute-ness of the 
human condition are sanctified.

When a human being, bogged down by 
a myriad of pressures, frustrated by the 
void of meaning and truth in his life, tears 
himself away for a few moments from the 
turmoil and says, ”G-d, liberate me from my 
tension!“ This person fulfills the purpose for 
which this stressful world was originally 
created: That it be exploited to fuel a longing 
for meaning far deeper and truer than any 
spiritual longing ever experienced on the 
landscape of paradise.

Or as one Rebbe put it: ”G-d tells us, ‘I ask of 
you to give me only a few moments every 
day, but those few moments should be exclu-
sively mine.’“

INSPIRATION
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Rebbe Aharon Rokeach of Belz, 
zy’a, was an eccentric tzadik, 
respected as a holy man and 
beloved sage, renowned for his 

intense love of Am Yisrael and mysterious 
ways of righteousness.

Throughout his life, Reb Aharon lived a 
spartan existence largely detached from 
physicality, and even as a young man, was 
often physically unwell and in frail health. 
One year, amid the brutal Polish winter, 
Reb Aharon’s doctor instructed him to 
desist from immersing in the mikvah, 
as the cold waters would be detrimental 
to his health and wellbeing. In light of 
the doctor’s orders, Reb Aharon’s father, 
the Belzer Rebbe, Reb Yissachor Dov, zy’a, 
directed his son to follow the doctor’s 
orders and forbade him from immersing 
in the mikvah.

One night, close to 3:00 am, in the freezing 
cold and falling snow, a family member 
happened to spot Reb Aharon on his way 
to the mikvah. Knowing that Reb Aharon’s 
condition had not improved, this relative 
secretly followed behind. Sure enough, 
Reb Aharon quietly entered the mikvah 
building, and without turning on the 
lights, prepared himself to immerse. The 
relative couldn’t believe what he was 
seeing: apparently a total disregard for 
both his father and doctor’s instructions. 
As Reb Aharon descended the last step 
leading to the freezing water, he paused, 
and with a voice choked with emotion 
cried out, ”I hereby prepare myself to 
fulfill the positive commandment of 
V’nishmartem me’od l’nafshoseichem, ”And 
you shall guard your physical well being 
very carefully,“ as well as Kibud Av, 
respecting my father, who told me not to 
immerse in the mikveh!“ 

Reb Aharon zy’a then ascended back up 
the steps, got dressed and returned home.

 ◼ ◼ ◼

In our sedra, Balak, king of Moav, engages 
the evil prophet Bilaam, a master of black 
magic and the occult, to cast a negative 
eye on Klal Yisrael and curse the Jewish 
People. Hashem communicated with 
Bilaam, warning him to desist from his 
plans, and each time Bilaam attempted 
to pronounce his curses, through Divine 
intervention, blessings came forth 
instead. Exasperated, Bilaam responded 
to the continued pleas of his employer to 
harm the Jews:

”Even if Balak were to give me his house 
full of silver and gold, I cannot transgress 
pi Hashem, the word of G-d“ (22:18)

Reb Shraga Feivel Mendlowitz, the great 
builder of Torah — and people — in 
America before and during the War, 
shared an insight that sheds light on the 
unexpected declaration of faith by the evil 
prophet. 

The Targum translates pi Hashem as 
meimra d’Hashem, ”Hashem’s word“. While 
Bilaam claimed he was unable to violate 
the word of Hashem, the technical, black-
and-white dictate, he nevertheless did not 
seek to fulfill the ratzon Hashem – the ‘will’ 
of G-d. This teaches us that it is possible 
to ‘follow the rules’ to the letter while 

completely missing the point, the spirit, 
essence and purpose of the instructions. 

When we preoccupy ourselves with 
avoiding prohibitions and ‘checking boxes’ 
in technical observance of the mitzvos, we 
may view them as a list of do’s and don’ts 
without considering their ikar, their main 
point: fulfilling the ratzon Hashem. In this 
way, we can cut ourselves off from the 
Divine source of the ‘words’, and fall into 
the same category as the evil Bilaam, chas 
v’shalom, G-d forbid. After clarifying what 
is permitted and what is forbidden, a Jew’s 
goal, said Reb Shraga Feivel, is ”to discern 
Hashem’s will and make it his own.“

When Reb Aharon Belzer’s father, Reb 
Yissachar Dov heard the account of what 
had taken place at the mikvah, he cried 
tears of great joy, and thanked Hashem for 
a son who ”achieved shleimus“, wholeness 
in his avodas Hashem. He had fulfilled both 
the ratzon of Hashem to be purified, and 
the black-and-white words of his father’s 
and doctor’s instructions. 

Ribbono Shel Olam, retzoneinu la’asos 
retzonecha! Our only desire is to fulfill 
Your desire! May we always unite Your 
word and Your will, in understanding and 
practice, and bring You great joy.

INSPIRATION

Balak: Ratzon Hashem 
Rabbi Judah Mischel
Executive Director, Camp HASC; Mashpiah, OU-NCSY

It is possible to ‘follow the rules’ to the 
letter while completely missing the 
point, the spirit, essence and purpose 

of the instructions.
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Ludicrous Licentiousness
Mrs. Shira Smiles
International lecturer and curriculum developer

Parshat Balak recounts the sin of 
the Jewish people with  Baal Peor.  
Rabbi C. Shmulevitz asks two 
questions. What is the connection 

between sinning with the Moabite women 
and worshipping Baal Peor, and how could  
Bnei Yisroel have fallen to such a depraved 
level. The  Mikdash Halevi  points out that  
Bnei Yisroel were just completing their 
forty year sojourn in the wilderness and 
were about to enter  Eretz Yisroel. It is at 
this moment of victory and completion 
that one has a tendency to let one's guard 
down, and the Satan took advantage. In 
addition, adds the Leket Sichot Mussar, the 
voice of Balaam blessing the Jews had 
been carried throughout the Israelite 
camp, adding to their arrogance and sense 
of invincibility. Bnei Yisroel became com-
placent, they settled in, vayeshev, rather 
than merely camped,  vayachanu. When 
Hashem sees us as too complacent, we 
are courting tragedy.

Bnei Yisroel were camped in Shitim. Letit-
cha Elyon cites the definition of Rabbi 
Yehoshua that the root word of Shitim is 
shtut, senselessness, while Rabbi Eliezer 
sees the root as loshut, to wander about 
aimlessly. The Sefer Haparshiot also notes 
two meanings, wandering aimlessly and 
the exact opposite, a straight line, like 
the tall and straight atzei shitim tree. This 
represents the attribute of justice says 
Rabbi Rivlin, while the circuitous route 
represents kindness. Bnei Yisroel, as does 
each of us, contained within themselves 
both of these attributes, the ability to 
remain on the straight and narrow in awe 
and fear of judgment, and the ability to 
explore the world. Baal Peor is the furthest 
point of no restriction, where anything 
and everything goes. Even when we start 
going off the derech, the aspect of din and 
the straight path must lead us back.  

Balaam was looking for that one moment 
of judgment to make Hashem angry at 
Bnei Yisroel, but could find none, for Bnei 
Yisroel and the world was filled with Hash-
em's love and chessed at that time. But 
loving kindness unrestrained becomes 
perverted, even leading to incestuous rela-
tionships. At this moment, there was no 
counterbalancing restraint of judgment to 
keep Bnei Yisroel in check, says the Drash 
Mordechai. Bnei Yisroel had internalized 
the Avinu, our loving Father, but had 
forgotten the judgmental Malkeinu, our 
King aspect of Hashem. The Oznaim LaTo-
rah cites Gemara Sanhedrin that the Satan 
knows he cannot succeed if he wrenches 
us harshly away from our path. He, there-
fore, seduces his prey with seemingly 
insignificant steps. Here in Shitim the 
men went out merely to see the wares in 
the market. This first thin thread of desire 
slowly pulled them in with ever thicken-
ing strands until they sinned completely.

Rabbi I. Schwartz notes that most of the 
time we are running toward something 
we desire external to ourselves. Both run, 
ratz, and desire, ratzon, share the same 
Hebrew root. One must find a place of 
quiet serenity and disconnect ourselves 
from the outside world at least for a 
few minutes. There our vision will turn 

inward to our true essence, and we will 
connect to the essence of G-dliness within 
ourselves.  

The Netivot Shalom explains that the 
blood of emunah, faith, is part of our DNA 
but it must be guarded through the disci-
pline over our desires, represented by the 
blood of circumcision. Balaam understood 
that if he could break through the bounds 
of discipline and entrap Bnei Yisroel with 
physical desire, he would then easily be 
able to break the bond of faith, and Bnei 
Yisroel would worship an alien god. There-
fore Pinchas attacked the source of the 
downfall of Zimri and Kozbi rather than 
those worshipping  Baal Peor.

What was the allure of Baal Peor? Rav C. 
Shmulevitz explains that this god repre-
sented permissiveness without restraint. 
Even the Torah recognizes that as human 
beings we have desires and passions. But 
it places restrictions that will bring us 
back even when we fall into temptation. 
Balaam knew that if the Israelite men 
would succumb to licentiousness with 
the Moabite women, they would eventu-
ally succumb to the allure of Baal Peor, 
and anger their G-d. Baal Peor proclaims 
our godliness in that we are limitless 
and without restraint. Yiddishkeit says we 
need to build fences around ourselves to 
preserve that G-dly image. We believe the 
greatness of man comes precisely from his 
ability to control himself, thereby giving 
him the opportunity to soar beyond phys-
ical limitations.

One must find a place of quiet serenity 
and disconnect ourselves from the out-
side world at least for a few minutes. 
There our vision will turn inward to 
our true essence, and we will connect 
to the essence of G-dliness within 

ourselves. 
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Hamsa Hamsa
Rabbanit Yemima Mizrachi
Popular Torah teacher and author 

Iam always embarrassed when I teach 
this week's parsha to female students 
who are not ”religious.“ The discus-
sion of blessings and curses, avert-

ing the evil eye, and the talking donkey 
sounds, how shall I say, primitive. But 
”Chazal tried to incorporate the action of 
Balaam into the recitation of the Shema“! 
Such a sweeping statement implies that 
this parsha will be more topical than ever 
when compared to the verse that upholds 
the Jewish faith: ”Hear, O Israel,“ no less.

How can we look with a good eye at this 
whole issue called ”evil eye“?

The Gemara explains, ”It is forbidden 
to stand in another's field and look at 
his crops while the grain is standing.“ 
A person walking by a field full of crops 
knows that the owner of the field is going 
to be very rich with his grain, and then? 
He casts the mysterious evil eye on the 
field causing it harm.

Who is Chazal concerned with in this 
instruction? Certainly not about the rich. 
This instruction is not about protecting 
the interests of the top ten thousand and 
saying to the poor, Go! Do not let your 

frustration harm what the rich have! That 
is not a Jewish way of thinking.

Chazal tell the dark, poor man that he 
probably does not have a field full of 
good things because he is ”passing by“ 
his friend’s field that is ”in his wake,“ do 
not do this bad thing! Do not walk past 
it! Because at that moment, your view of 
everything you have will be narrowed ... 
Even if you thought in the morning that 
your life is not so bad, in the face of the 
huge gap between this exploding field and 
the simplicity of your life, a terrible, colos-
sal sadness will set in, a determination 

that reduces everything that blooms in 
you, or, in Hebrew: the ”narrow eye“. 

And this is the ”Shema“ of the year 2022.

Do not go there! Why would you go back in 
and follow the one whose life is a perfect 
picture / whose business is flourishing 
/ whose husband compliments her so 
much? After all, the feeling of jealousy 
makes a person small in his own eyes and 
only because of this humiliating feeling 
he may see himself with a narrow eye 
and then? Girls will try to change their 
figure, even at their own peril, to create 
a life they do not want, G-d forbid, to live 
on their own, as in the days between the 
straits, or, on the contrary, to break all the 
walls, G-d forbid, because there is nothing 
worthwhile enough to hold them...

Shema Israel! Do not go there! The 
modern ”Shema“ will refer more to the 
uniqueness of God than to the uniqueness 
of man. So most of the day you will be 
visible because you cannot distinguish 
yourself from man. But once or twice a 
day, put a hand on your eyes and just do 
not go there. Now only you are in your 
field of vision, and suddenly it will be a 
flourishing field!

Continued from page 19

from one of their own, that the role of 
the Jewish people is to bring about the 
revelation of G-dliness in the world. After 
receiving that message, the nations must 
now choose which side of history they 
will be on. 

We can now understand why Rashi 
explains that ”parshas Bilaam“ is some-
thing separate from ”Toras Moshe.“ The 

purpose of the latter is to teach the Jewish 
people what is expected of them for all 
generations, while the former was meant 
as a message primarily for the nations of 
the world and not the Jewish people. The 
nations had to be told about the Jewish 
people’s purpose in creation, as well as a 
clear understanding of their own choice 
in how to relate to the Jewish people.

May we merit to see Hashem take 
revenge upon those who have tormented 
us throughout the generations and the 
reward of the righteous people among the 
nations who have joined with us to reveal 
Hashem’s presence in the world.

Who is Chazal concerned with in this 
instruction? Certainly not about the 

rich. This instruction is not about 
protecting the interests of the top 

ten thousand and saying to the 
poor, Go! Do not let your frustration 

harm what the rich have! That is 
not a Jewish way of thinking.
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Hebrew Language in the Parsha
David Curwin
balashon.com

One of the most famous episodes 
in Parashat Balak is Bilaam’s 
interaction with his donkey. The 
diviner Bilaam could not see the 

angel of G-d, but his donkey could, and 
refused to move forward. In response, 
Bilaam lost his temper:

ַחר־ ְלָעם ַוּיִ ַחת ּבִ ץ ּתַ ְרּבַ ֶרא ָהָאתֹון ֶאת־ַמְלַאְך ה' ַוּתִ ַוּתֵ
ל: ּקֵ ּמַ ְך ֶאת־ָהָאתֹון ּבַ ְלָעם ַוּיַ ַאף ּבִ

”When the donkey now saw the angel of 
the LORD, she lay down under Bilaam; and 
Bilaam was furious and beat the donkey 
with his stick.“ (Bamidbar 22:27)

This translation renders the Hebrew 
ל ּקֵ  as ”stick.“ Other translations prefer ּמַ
the word ”staff,“ which indicates a piece 
of wood usually intended to help with 
walking.

We find many examples of staffs in the 
Bible. However, the more common words 
are ה ֶבט l(252 occurences) andַמּטֵ  l(190ׁשֵ
occurences), both of which also mean 

”tribe.“ In comparison, ל ּקֵ  only appears ּמַ
18 times in the entire Bible.

There are different theories as to the 
etymology of ל ּקֵ  One theory is that it .ּמַ
originates from the root נקל, meaning 
”transport, transmit, convey.“ This 
explains its use by Bilaam with his 
donkey, because the staff was used to 
move animals from place to place. 

Another verse that uses ל ּקֵ  and involves ּמַ
”transport“ is when Yaakov describes 
crossing the Jordan river:

ֵני  ה ָהִייִתי ִלׁשְ ה ְוַעּתָ ן ַהּזֶ ְרּדֵ י ֶאת־ַהּיַ י ְבַמְקִלי ָעַבְרּתִ ּכִ
ַמֲחנֹות:

”…with my staff alone I crossed this 
Jordan, and now I have become two 
camps.“ (Bereshit 32:11).

A cognate of the root נקל is found in 
Arabic, and some words deriving from 
that related root have made their way to 
Hebrew (and English).

One such word is the game ”mancala“ 
which involves transferring stones 
around a board. This is one of the oldest 
games still played today, and may have 
been played in Ancient Egypt.

Some Arabic pronunciations of the 
root substitute ”g“ for ”k.“ From this 
pronunciation we get the Hebrew slang 
word ַנְגָלה, meaning ”round“ or ”trip.“ It 
originally meant ”donkey-load“ (although 
I don’t think there’s any connection to 
Bilaam’s donkey.)

And lastly, one of the most popular Israeli 
words to come from this root is ל  .ַמְנּגָ
Entering Hebrew from Turkish (which 
borrowed it from Arabic), it originally 
meant a portable stove. Today, however, 
ל  is used to refer to a barbeque or ַמְנּגָ
outdoor grill. Its use is so popular that 
it has even spawned a verb – מנגל – ”to 
barbecue.“

ISRAEL CONTENT
HEBREW LANGUAGE / RIDDLES

Parsha Riddle

Reb Leor Broh
Mizrachi Melbourne

How many weapons appear in Balak?  What are they?

Answer to the Parsha Riddle

4 weapons appear. A sword 22:23; A stick 22:27; Arrows 24:8; A spear 25:7.
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Rabbi Daniel Litvak

SERBIA
BELGRADE
Rav Isak Asiel

SOUTH AFRICA 
JOHANNESBURG
Mizrachi Glenhazel Shul

SWITZERLAND 
BERN
Jüdische Gemeinde Bern

ZURICH
Mizrachi

UNITED KINGDOM 
Mizrachi UK
 
UNITED STATES
NATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS 
Kol Hatorah Kulah
National Council of Young Israel
RZA-Mizrachi USA

O U R  P A R T N E R S

120 YEARS OF RELIGIOUS ZIONISM

Est.          1902

PARSHA WEEKLY



To sign up to receive HaMizrachi 
Parasha Weekly for free:
mizrachi.org/hamizrachiweekly

To sign up your organization 
as a partner for free:
mizrachi.org/hamizrachiweeklyorgs

CALIFORNIA 
Beth Jacob Congregation
Harkham Hillel Hebrew Academy 
West Coast Torah Center 
Young Israel of North Beverly Hills
YULA High School
Young Israel of Century City 

COLORADO 
DAT Minyan
East Denver Orthodox Synagogue
The Denver Kehillah

CONNECTICUT 
Beth David Synagogue
Congregation Agudath Sholom
Young Israel of West Hartford

FLORIDA 
Beth Israel Congregation
Hebrew Academy RASG
Congregation Torah Ohr
Sha’arei Bina Torah Academy for Girls
Young Israel of Hollywood-Ft. Lauderdale

GEORGIA 
Congregation Beth Jacob 
Congregation Ohr HaTorah

HAWAII 
Kehilat Olam Ejad Ganim 

ILLINOIS 
Mizrachi–Religious Zionists of Chicago

MARYLAND 
Kemp Mill Synagogue 
Pikesville Jewish Congergation 
Bnai Jacob Shaarei Zion Congregation

MASSACHUSETTS 
Congregation Beth El Atereth Israel
Congregation Shaarei Tefillah 
Young Israel of Brookline

MICHIGAN 
Young Israel of Oak Park
Young Israel of Southfield
Congregation Kadimah-Toras Moshe

MINNESOTA
Congregation Darchei Noam

MISSOURI 
Yeshivat Kadimah High School Nusach
Hari B’nai Zion Congregation
Young Israel of St. Louis

NEW HAMPSHIRE 
Hillel at Dartmouth 

NEW JERSEY 
Ahavas Achim
Volunteer Chaplain Middlesex County
Congregation AABJ&D
Congregation Adath Israel of the JEC
National Council of Young Israel
Congregation Ahavat Achim
Congregation Ahavath Torah
Congregation Brothers of Israel
Congregation Darchei Noam of Fair Lawn
Congregation Etz Chaim of Livingston
Congregation Israel of Springfield
Congregation Ohr Torah
Congregation Sons of Israel of Cherry Hill
Ma Tov Day Camp
Ohav Emeth
Pal Foundation
Shomrei Torah of Fair Lawn
Synagogue of the Suburban Torah Center 
Yavneh Academy
National Council of Young Israel
Young Israel of Teaneck

NEW YORK 
Congregation Anshei Shalom
Kol Hatorah Kulah
Congregation B’nai Tzedek
Congregation Bais Tefilah of Woodmere
Congregation Beth Sholom
Ramaz
Ma’ayanot Yeshiva High School for Girls
MTA - Yeshiva University 
High School for Boys
Young Israel of Merrick
Congregation Beth Torah
Congregation Etz Chaim of 
Kew Gardens Hills
Congregation Kehilath Jeshurun
Congregation Ohab Zedek
Great Neck Synagogue
Iranian Jewish Center/Beth 
Hadassah Synagogue
Irving Place Minyan
Jewish Center of Atlantic Beach
Kingsway Jewish Center
Lincoln Square Synagogue
Merkaz Yisrael of Marine Park 
North Shore Hebrew Academy 
Young Israel of Merrick

NYC Department of Correction
OU-JLIC at Binghamton University 
OU-JLIC at Cornell University
Queens Jewish Center
Stars of Israel Academy
The Riverdale Minyan
Vaad of Chevra Kadisha
West Side institutional Synagogue 
Yeshiva University High School for Girls
Young Israel of Hillcrest
Young Israel of Jamaica Estates
Young Israel of Lawrence-Cedarhurst
Young Israel of New Rochelle
Young Israel of North Woodmere
Young Israel of Oceanside
Young Israel of Scarsdale 

OHIO 
Beachwood Kehilla 
Congregation Sha’arei Torah
Congregation Torat Emet
Green Road Synagogue 
Fuchs Mizrachi School
Heights Jewish Center

PENNSYLVANIA 
Shaare Torah Congregation

SOUTH CAROLINA 
Brith Sholom Beth Israel
Congregation Dor Tikvah

TENNESSEE 
Baron Hirsch Congregation

TEXAS 
Robert M. Beren Academy 
United Orthodox Synagogues of Houston

VIRGINIA 
Keneseth Beth Israel

WASHINGTON 
Bikur Cholim-Machzikay Hadath
Northwest Yeshiva High School 
Sephardic Bikur Holim Congregation

VENEZUELA
CARACAS

Ashkenazi Kehilla

Mizrachi Venezuela


