
We have, this Shabbat, one of the most whimsical and amusing portions in the whole five books 

of the Torah. This is Parshat Balak. I put Balak in this category because I would not have 

expected a so-called Prophet to speak exactly the opposite of what his initial mission was; I 

would have never expected a donkey to speak the way we humans speak, and, more than that, to 

do it in such an intelligent way. This donkey (I am so tempted to give him a name – let’s have a 

naming ceremony!) definitely outsmarted his masters, or at least the other characters in this 

drama, Balak and Bilam. 

 

And still, we are left with this one question, why Bilam? Why is God choosing this unknown 

individual to ‘speak’ God’s word? 

 

I will suggest that this is part of the irony of this section in the Hummash. God uses an unknown 

individual (Bilam) to convey God’s message as a way to say, ‘the writing is on the wall. You 

don’t need any particular qualities to predict what will happen to this very special people, 

beloved and chosen by God through their ancestors Abraham and Sarah. Even a donkey could 

see what is so obvious.’ 

 

And then Bilam, using beautiful poetry, puts into words what needed to be said in an open, very 

public and visible way. These words which, no coincidence, became the opening prayer for 

many of our religious gatherings, the well-known prayer Ma Tovu, is indeed part of Bilam’s 

blessing. 

 

God loves Israel! This is not said by God. This is not said by Israel. Even those who are not part 

of this special bond/covenant can see it, witness it and predict how this will play out in the 

future. And this is Bilam’s role, to speak on behalf of those who understand that this is a truth 

that cannot be changed, contradicted or challenged. 

 

Many generations later; in a totally different environment, can we make the same affirmation 

that Bilam made? 

 

Can we articulate, in the same conclusive way as Bilam did, not because it is one of the many 

prayers in the Siddur, in the Prayer Book, but because we really identify with these words, the 

relevance of Bilam’s blessing? 

 

“Ma Tovu Ohalekha Ya’akov – How fair are your tents O Jacob, your dwellings O Israel! Like 

palm-groves that stretch out, like gardens beside a river, like aloes planted by Adonai, like cedars 

beside the water’ their boughs drip with moisture, their roots have abundant 

water.”                                                                                                                                             

(Numbers 24:5-6) 

 

We need to feel in the same way as Bilam described us, before we can expect others to perceive 

us this way. We Jews, the same Jews which Bilam blessed, have made so many contributions to 

society at large; we have raised the ethical standards that people should live by. We have taught 

the world that in order to deserve to be called humans we need to stand up for what is right and 

what is just in our society. 

 



Only when we see ourselves this way, we can expect others to see us this way as well. 

 

Shabbat Shalom! 

 

Rabbi Eliseo D. Rozenwasser 


