
   
 

 
 

Parashat Balak – June 25, 2021 – 15 Tammuz, 5781 

Dear TBE Friends and Family, 

The Jewish people are described in the Torah as an am kishinu oref (“a stiff-
necked people”) with many instances of willful, typically ill-advised, conduct to 
back this characterization.  But one of the outstanding example of an individual 
hell-bent on pursuing his objective even as it becomes clear that doing so will 
prove destructive not only to him but to the cause that he serves is found in this 
week’s Torah portion (Parashat Balak). 

Parashat Balak relates the almost whimsical tale of the Midianite priest Balaam, 
who is engaged by the Moabite king to place a curse on the Israelite camp.  The 
intuition that such a quest is misguided occurs to Balaam even before he is 
formally engaged, and he consults God – not “a god” or “his god,” but God, the 
same deity worshipped by the Israelites – to inquire as to whether he should take 
the assignment.  He is told that he should act as he sees fit. 

From that point, Balaam’s benighted adventure becomes ever more plagued with 
doubts, obstacles and ill-omens, among these his donkey’s refusal to travers the 
path that will bring the pair to the Israelite camp.  Balaam clearly has numerous 
occasions on which he might re-evaluate his intent, but instead of reconsidering, 
he becomes ever more obstinate, ever more committed to the course that he has 
set. 

Finally, an angel of God appears plainly before Balaam and his donkey and states 
unequivocally that his mission must be abandoned, a message that he takes up 
reluctantly and with clear resentment.  Somewhat spitefully, perhaps, God 
ultimately overrides Balaam’s will and makes him a mouthpiece for one of the 
most lyrical blessings ever pronounced over the Israelites, a blessing that we 
often recite to this day at the opening of our prayer services: Mah tovu ohalekha 
Ya’akov, mishkinotekha Yisrael (“How goodly are your tents, Children of Jacob, 
your dwelling places, People of Israel!”). 



   
 

 
 

While we might end our engagement with the narrative here, rejoicing that good 
has, in this instance, triumphed over evil, the Protector of Israel over those who 
would do her harm, the questions remain: What motivated Balaam, a revered 
leader and prophet able to confer directly with God, to set his mind on so 
misguided a mission in the first place?  And why did he persist in this path even as 
the evidence mounted that it was not only bound for failure but would likely 
generate ill-effects for Balaam and his retinue (in this case limited, perhaps, to the 
loss of his reputation)? 

These are questions born less of the imaginative roots of some ancient near 
Eastern fable, but more centrally in the nature of the human psyche.  For I 
venture that not one of us could not identify a personal experience in which we, 
though aware early in an endeavor of its inadvisability, did not continue to pursue 
it for an excruciatingly long period of time, sometimes incurring significant injury 
– psychically, physically, financially or in other ways – as a result of our 
stubbornness. 

Determination and a willingness to see things through, even when the going gets 
tough, are indeed, commendable traits.  They are, indeed, fundamental to any 
accomplishments of significance, for such achievements invariably result from a 
path that included numerous obstacles or setbacks. But the story of Balaam 
encourages us to ask ourselves if we are sufficiently crediting countervailing 
evidence when our involvements are not only failing to yield the fruits we seek 
but, perhaps, feel like they are compromising us in the process.  Turning away 
from an ill-advised path can be a sign of prudence, rather than weakness, as this 
week’s Torah portion reminds us. 

 Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 Note: In apparent contradiction to the message that I have penned above, I 
would like to encourage all members of the TBE community to join us this evening 
(Friday) at 8 p.m. and tomorrow (Sat) at 10 am as we celebrate the true grit and 



   
 

 
 

determination shown by our bar mitzvah celebrant Matthew Ostrom who, having 
postponed marking his coming-of-age for a year in order to be able to mark this 
event in person, will be leading our Shabbat services and reading from the Torah 
this week.  The services can be joined using this special bar mitzvah link (Webinar 
id: 871 9244 3486  PW: Mitzvah).  


