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Rather than deliver a formal sermon this morning, I’d like to take these few minutes to do a little 

learning with you. The question I’m interested in this: Who is Bilaam? Is he just a kind of 

mercenary prophet – a hired gun – whose services go to the highest bidder? That the Torah goes 

to such great pains to record his every action and his every word – seems to suggest that there is 

something more going on here. If we can crack the code and uncover Bilaam’s mysterious 

identity, then perhaps we will also be able to extract a broader lesson from what is surely one of 

the most bizarre sections in the entire Torah.     

 

Let us begin with the donkey. After some equivocation, Bilaam finally convinces himself that he 

is authorized to join Balak and the nation of Moav in their war against the Jews.  

 

 

  במדבר פרק כב   1
נצב בדרך וחרבו  ’ה(כג) ותרא האתון את מלאך 

שלופה בידו ותט האתון מן הדרך ותלך בשדה ויך 

  בלעם את האתון להטתה הדרך:

במשעול הכרמים גדר מזה  ’ה(כד) ויעמד מלאך 

  וגדר מזה:

ותלחץ אל הקיר  ’ה(כה) ותרא האתון את מלאך 

  ותלחץ את רגל בלעם אל הקיר ויסף להכתה:

  

23 
When the donkey saw the angel of the LORD 

standing in the road with a drawn sword in his 

hand, it turned off the road into a field. Balaam beat 

it to get it back on the road. 
24 

Then the angel of the 

LORD stood in a narrow path through the vineyards, 

with a fence on either side. 
25 

When the donkey saw 

the angel of the LORD, it pressed close to the wall, 

crushing Balaam’s foot against it. So he beat the 

donkey again. 

 

But what is the meaning of this fence? Rashi writes the following:  

 

  רש"י במדבר פרק כב  2
  סתם גדר של אבנים הוא: -גדר מזה וגדר מזה 

With a fence on either side: Typically, geder 

refers to a fence made of stone.   

 

As if the text weren’t difficult enough, now we have to understand Rashi. Who cares what 

material the fence is made out of?  

 

Allow me to share with you a Gemara that will help throw light onto what’s happening here. 

  

  תלמוד בבלי מסכת סנהדרין דף קה עמוד א  3

שבא  -שבלה עם. בן בעור  -בלא עם, דבר אחר: בלעם  -בלעם 

  על בעיר. תנא: הוא בעור, הוא כושן רשעתים הוא לבן הארמי. 

  

Bilaam – b’lo am – without a nation. . . 

Beor is none other than Kushan 

Reshatayim who is none other than Laban 

the Aramean.   

 

Remember where Bilaam is from? 

 

  במדבר פרק כג  4
ינחני בלק מלך מואב  ארם(ז) וישא משלו ויאמר מן 

He took up his theme and said: From Aram has 

Balak brought me, Moab’s king from the hills of 
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  מהררי קדם לכה ארה לי יעקב ולכה זעמה ישראל:

  

the East: Come curse Jacob for me; come bring 

anger upon Israel.   

 

Bilaam comes from Aram inasmuch as he descends from Lavan Ha-Arami. 

 

And remember a story in the Torah with Lavan and Yaakov and stones?  

 

 

  בראשית פרק לא  5
(מד) ועתה לכה נכרתה ברית אני ואתה והיה 

  לעד ביני ובינך:

  (מה) ויקח יעקב אבן וירימה מצבה:

(מו) ויאמר יעקב לאחיו לקטו אבנים ויקחו 

  אבנים ויעשו גל ויאכלו שם על הגל:

ויקרא לו לבן יגר שהדותא ויעקב קרא לו (מז) 

  גלעד:

(מח) ויאמר לבן הגל הזה עד ביני ובינך היום 

  על כן קרא שמו גלעד:

ביני ובינך כי  ’ה(מט) והמצפה אשר אמר יצף 

  נסתר איש מרעהו:

(נ) אם תענה את בנתי ואם תקח נשים על בנתי 

  אין איש עמנו ראה אלהים עד ביני ובינך:

ליעקב הנה הגל הזה והנה (נא) ויאמר לבן 

  המצבה אשר יריתי ביני ובינך:

(נב) עד הגל הזה ועדה המצבה אם אני לא 

אעבר אליך את הגל הזה ואם אתה לא תעבר 

  אלי את הגל הזה ואת המצבה הזאת לרעה:

44 
Come now, let’s make a covenant, you and I, and let 

it serve as a witness between us.” 
45 

So Jacob took a 

stone and set it up as a pillar. 
46 

He said to his relatives, 

“Gather some stones.” So they took stones and piled 

them in a heap, and they ate there by the heap. 
47 

Laban 

called it Jegar Sahadutha, and Jacob called it Galeed.
 48 

Laban said, “This heap is a witness between you and 

me today.” That is why it was called Galeed. 
49 

It was 

also called Mizpah,
 
because he said, “May the LORD 

keep watch between you and me when we are away 

from each other. 
50 

If you mistreat my daughters or if 

you take any wives besides my daughters, even though 

no one is with us, remember that God is a witness 

between you and me.”
 
Laban also said to Jacob, “Here 

is this heap, and here is this pillar I have set up between 

you and me. 
52 

This heap is a witness, and this pillar is a 

witness, that I will not go past this heap to your side to 

harm you and that you will not go past this heap and 

pillar to my side to harm me.  

 

 

The Malach is trying to stop Bilaam because crossing these stones constitutes a violation of the 

treaty brokered between Lavan and Yaakov hundreds of years earlier. 

 

And this is the meaning of the famous line we recite in the Haggadah: 

  

  הגדה של פסח  6
צא ולמד מה בקש לבן הארמי לעשות ליעקב אבינו 

שפרעה לא גזר אלא על הזכרים ולבן בקש לעקור את 

הכל שנאמר (דברים כ"ו) ארמי אובד אבי וירד מצרימה 

  ויגר שם במתי מעט ויהי שם לגוי גדול עצום ורב. 

  

Go and learn what Laban the Aramean planned 

to do to our father Jacob; for Pharaoh decreed 

only that the male children be put to death, 

whereas Laban planned to uproot the entire 

family, as it is written (Deut. 26:5), The 

Aramean seeks to destroy my father. . . .   

 

Lavan is described as Oved avi – in the present tense. It wasn’t a one-time conflict. It continued 

well past the time Lavan was gone. His great grandson picked up the mantle and like his forbear 

attempted to destroy the Jewish people. And this also explains why Bilaam always refers to the 

Jewish people as Yaakov. No one has ever referred to the nation this way. They are בני ישראל. 
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But Bilaam freely calls them יעקב because for him, it’s a personal story. Consider just a few of 

the many examples: 

 

  במדבר פרק כג  7
  ולכה זעמה ישראל: יעקב(ז) וישא משלו ויאמר מן ארם ינחני בלק מלך מואב מהררי קדם לכה ארה לי 

  

  במדבר פרק כג  8
  ומספר את רבע ישראל תמת נפשי מות ישרים ותהי אחריתי כמהו: יעקב(י) מי מנה עפר 

  

  במדבר פרק כד  9 
  (ה) מה טבו אהליך יעקב משכנתיך ישראל:

  

Bilaam was no apathetic mercenary. The descendant of Lavan, he was the heir to deep-seated 

acrimony and an almost intrinsic dislike for the descendants of Yaakov. So it’s little wonder that 

he was so anxious to saddle his own donkey and curse the Jewish people.  

 

The profound irony of our parsha is that the man reputed to be the world’s greatest seer in fact 

sees only what he prefers to see. ותרא האתון the Torah says three times. The donkey can see the 

wall; the donkey can see the stones; the donkey can see the angel. Only Bilaam, afflicted by a 

self-imposed blindness, is unable to see that which stands directly in front of him.  

 

Here was the opportunity of a lifetime: A chance to correct the errors of generations past. While 

it’s true that in his own experience, Lavan expressed concern solely about his own interests and 

remained oblivious to the needs of Yaakov and his family, he also bequeathed a signpost to his 

heirs. The last time we see Lavan in the Torah he is earnestly blessing his children and 

grandchildren. He parts ways with Yaakov on good terms. And perhaps he hopes that the future 

will hold more harmonious days for his family. 

 

Those stones at גל עד represented the means by which future generations could keep from falling 

into the old habits and patterns that plagued their family’s past. If only they would see the stones 

and recognize their meaning, Lavan hoped, – they could honor a living covenant and replace the 

fractiousness of the past with harmony and peace.  

 

But the man renowned the world over for his ability to see the future was sorely lacking in his 

capacity to see the past. 

 

Our parents and grandparents have likewise left signposts for us. As we begin the period of the 

three weeks, we look back to epochs of Jewish history defined not only by tragedy and 

misfortune, but by the unlived lives of our forebears. What opportunities danced across the stage 

of their waking dreams? What aspirations for their children and grandchildren gave them the 

hope and the courage to go on in the face of persecutions and pogroms, expulsions and 

exploitations?  

 

Somewhere in our lives are the stones of Gal-ed, the tokens of a past life endowed with great 

hopes for the future.  
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They could be literal objects from the past: A siddur, a tallis or a Kiddush cup. They could be the 

words of a poem or the notes of a song. Maybe a photograph or even a memory. 

 

Bilaam missed his chance to see those stones and consider the dreams of his great grandfather. 

Bilaam missed his chance to heal old wounds. He missed his chance to start writing a new 

chapter in his family’s story. Let’s not miss ours.  

 

 

 

 

 


