
In Netherlands it is called “koe knu�elen.” 
 
On July 12th, the New York Times reported on a new trend in America: Cow Cuddling. The Times reported: 
“In parts of the Netherlands, cow cuddling is o�ered as part of half-day visits, and is part of a larger movement to 
connect people with country life. In the major urban center of Rotterdam, a newly opened �oating dairy farm in 
the city’s oldest port invites city dwellers to visit the beasts.” 
 
About the practice as a whole, the Times reports:  
 
“Like other forms of therapy, the hope is for visitors to foster trust, empathy and connection with the cows and 
their own emotions.” 
 
Cow cuddling. It seems ridiculous, that’s why the Times reported on it,  but there’s a wisdom behind it-- there’s 
a kind of deep trust that people can feel towards animals.  
__________________________________________ 
 
Bilaam, the non-Jewish prophet in our Parsha, had a donkey.  

ב׃ י מֹוָאֽ ׁש ֶאת־ֲאֹת֑נֹו ַוֵּיֶ֖ל� ִעם־ָׂשֵר֥  ַּיֲחֹב֖ ֶקר ַוֽ  ַוָּי֤ ׇקם ִּבְלָע֙ם ַּבֹּב֔
When he arose in the morning, Bilaam saddles his donkey and departed with the Moabite dignitaries. But 
Hashem was angry - ף ַחר־ַא֣   :that Bilaam went with them, so  - ַוִּיֽ

ן ֑לֹו ֶר� ְלָׂשָט֣ � ה' ַּבֶּד֖ ב ַמְלַא֧  ַוִּיְתַיֵּצ֞
An angel of Hashem placed himself in Bilaam’s way as an adversary.  
A whole drama unfolds-- seven verses of the donkey trying to avoid the angel, and Bilaam, who can’t see the 
angel, getting angrier and angrier.  

ל ם ַוַּי֥ � ֶאת־ָהָא֖תֹון ַּבַּמֵּקֽ ף ִּבְלָע֔ ַחר־ַא֣  ַוִּיֽ
And Bilaam was furious and beat the donkey with his stick. Bilaam is now as angry as Hashem is, everyone is 
angry-- and then Hashem opens the donkey’s mouth.  
 
Why does the donkey get to speak? There’s an angel standing right there-- surely the angel could have spoken? 
And surely the thing to speak about right now, at this moment, is the will of God and Bilaam’s subversion of it!  
 
But no, the topic for right now is: trust. Says the donkey:   

ה ְנִּתי ַלֲעׂ֥שֹות ְל֖� ֹּכ֑ ן ִהְסַּכ֔ ַהְסֵּכ֣ ה ַהֽ י ֵמֽעֹוְד֙� ַעד־ַהּ֣יֹום ַהֶּז֔ ְבָּת ָעַל֗ ְנ֜� ֲאֶׁשר־ָרַכ֣ י ֲאֹתֽ   ֲהלֹו֩א ָאֹנִכ֨
Look, I am the donkey that you have been riding all along until this day! Have I been in the habit of doing thus 
to you?  

א ֹֽ אֶמר ל ֹ֖  ַוּי
And he answered, no.  
 
And only then--  

ֶר� ְוַחְרּ֥בֹו ְׁשֻלָפ֖ה ְּבָי֑דֹו ב ַּבֶּד֔ � ֙ה' ִנָּצ֣ ְרא ֶאת־ַמְלַא֤  ַוְיַג֣ל ֮ה' ֶאת־ֵעיֵנ֣י ִבְלָע֒ם ַוַּי֞
Only then did Hashem uncover Bilaam’s eyes and he saw the angel of Hashem standing in the way, his drawn 
sword in his hand.  
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And only then would Bilaam be ready to hear what the angel has to say, which was: you need to start listening to 
Hashem. You need to trust. 
 
Donkeys are used to teach about trust in other parts of Tanakh as well. In Parashat Korach, Moshe says in his 
exasperation at the uprising:  

 לֹא ֲחמֹור ֶאָחד ֵמֶהם ָנָׂשאִתי ְולֹא ֲהֵרֹעִתי ֶאת ַאַחד ֵמֶהם
I have not taken so much as a donkey from them, nor have I wronged any of them  
I haven’t taken even a donkey from them-- they should trust me, this uprising is wrong.  
 
Samuel echoes this same argument, in his farewell speech, as Saul takes over the leaderhip of the people. Samuel 
argues that the leadership of a prophet, a vessel of God, was su�cient. There now will be a king, but the people 
should never have asked for one.   

  ֶאת ׁשֹור ִמי ָלַקְחִּתי ַוֲחמֹור ִמי ָלַקְחִּתי ְוֶאת ִמי ָעַׁשְקִּתי ֶאת ִמי ַרּצֹוִתי ּוִמַּיד ִמי ָלַקְחִּתי ֹכֶפר ְוַאְעִלים ֵעיַני ּבֹו ְוָאִׁשיב ָלֶכם:
Whose ox have I taken? Whose donkey have I taken? Whom have I cheated? Whom have I oppressed? From 
whose hand have I accepted a bribe to make me shut my eyes? If I have done any of these things, I will make it 
right. 
And the people reply: “You have not cheated or oppressed us,” they replied. “You have not taken anything from 
anyone’s hand.” 
The donkey again, in an argument about leadership and trust-- and here, like in Balak-- it’s an argument about 
trusting in God.  
 
_______ 
 
There’s something about animals. Somehow they can teach us lessons that are more di�cult to learn from 
humans or from books. In our Parsha, the animal speaks for itself. In Korach and Samuel, leaders use animals as 
evidence and pedagogic tools.  
 
The Talmud in Eruvin 100b records the following teaching in the name of Rabbi Yochanan:  

  אמר רבי יוחנן אילמלא לא ניתנה תורה היינו למידין צניעות מחתול
Rabbi Yoḥanan said: Even if the Torah had not been given, we would nonetheless have learned modesty from the 
cat, which covers its excrement,  

 וגזל מנמלה
and that stealing is objectionable from the ant, which does not take grain from another ant, 

   ועריות מיונה
 and forbidden relations from the dove, which is faithful to its partner,  

 דרך ארץ מתרנגול שמפייס ואחר כך בועל
and proper relations from the rooster, which �rst appeases the hen and then mates with it. 
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There are two basic approaches to this Talmudic teaching:  
One is the approach of Rav Chayim of Brisk (late 1800s, Volozhin) who says that these teachings only would 
apply if the Torah had never been given, or perhaps they applied before the Torah was given. But now that the 
Torah has been given-- that is the be all and end all, we no longer need to learn modesty from a cat, we can learn 
it from the Torah.  
On the other side, we have for example Rabbeinu Bachya, an 11th century Spanish philosopher, who suggests in 
his work called the Chovot Halevavot, that actually Hashem created nature so that we would learn from it. He 
writes, “it is a duty to examine created things and draw deductions from the marks of Divine Wisdom exhibited 
in them.” There is wisdom and morality to be learned outside of Torah.  
 
It boils down to this very fundamental, foundational debate: are there lessons that we can learn outside of the 
Torah? Since the giving of the Torah, is it legitimate to learn deep truths from anything outside of it?  
 
I think Bilaam’s donkey comes along to teach us that this debate is in some ways o� track.  
 
The donkey saw what Bilaam couldn’t see on his own, taught Bilaam a lesson and brought him around. When 
the donkey spoke, it wasn’t saying anything prophetic. It just spoke the words of a frustrated donkey: why don’t 
you trust me?  
 
But the donkey has something to teach about trustworthiness. And when Bilaam learns that lesson, his eyes are 
opened, ַוְיַג֣ל ֮ה' ֶאת־ֵעיֵנ֣י ִבְלָע֒ם and only then can he hear the words of God delivered by the angel.  
 
Bilaam needed to learn from the donkey, so that his eyes could be opened. In Psalm 119 the Psalmist prays:  

  ַּגל-ֵעיַני ְוַאִּביָטה ִנְפָלאֹות, ִמּתֹוָרֶת�.
Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your Torah. 
 
To the Psalmist, that eye opening comes from God. But in our Parsha, it doesn’t come from God directly. God 
enables the donkey to speak, Bilaam is open to hearing from the donkey, and  then  Bilaam is ready to see the 
angel.  
 
So I think the real question is: Who or what does God send to open your eyes?  
 
What speaks to you? What teaches you deep truths? Listen to those voices. 
 
If it’s a donkey, or a book, or a mountaintop, or a therapist, heck, even if it’s a cow you’re cuddling in a new 
trend from the Netherlands. I don’t think we need to be afraid to learn wisdom from other sources-- that 
wisdom just opens our eyes, it primes us, to �nd that wisdom in Torah.  
 
The Rambam models this idea in his commentary to Pirkei Avot. In the introduction, known as the Shemona 
Perakim, he writes: שמע את האמת ממי שאמרה, hear the truth from whoever speaks it-- this is how he justi�es 
incorporating philosophy into his writings, and students of Aristotle �nd echoes or even quotes from the 
Nichomachean Ethics sprinkled throughout. Rambam learned wisdom from other sources, it opened his eyes, 
and he  used it to �nd new wisdom in Torah.  
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So I’ll ask again: who or what does Hashem send to open your eyes? Are you paying enough attention? Are you 
looking for your eyes to be opened? Bilaam was a very spiritually attuned individual-- by the time this donkey 
episode transpires, he has already spoken to Hashem twice in our parsha. When his donkey spoke, he heard it. 
Would I? Would you? Would you believe it?  
 
Bilaam had to �rst listen to his donkey before he could see the angel. Perhaps we all need to spend more time 
listening to our donkeys, if we ever want to see angels.  
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