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In one of my favorite episodes of Star Trek The Next Generation, the Enterprise, under the able 

command of Captain Jean Luc Picard, makes contact with an alien race known as the Tamarians. 

As a matter of course in the 24
th

 century, space travellers are equipped with a universal 

translator, capable of instantaneously deciphering and translating any foreign language into 

readily understandable English. The Tamarians, however, represent a unique challenge. No one 

has ever been able to communicate with them. The translator renders their words into English. 

But their language is composed entirely of a metaphor. Without understanding their internal 

history and mythology, their words are utterly incompressible.   

Frustrated by their failure at communication, the Tamarian captain has himself and Captain 

Picard transported to the surface of a nearby planet. Over and again, he makes reference to 

Darmok and Jalad at Tanagra. Though completely opaque at first, the clever Captain Picard 

begins to piece together the allegory’s meaning. When he notices that a hostile predator in the 

area is stalking both captains, Picard cracks the code. He deduces that Darmok and Jalad were 

two warriors who met on an island called Tanagra. They had to cooperate in order to defeat a 

dangerous beast, becoming friends in the process. The Tamarians were trying to recreate this 

event in the hope that by confronting a common enemy together, they could forge a friendship 

where words had failed. 

Our Parsha, too, features the alliance of two old nemeses – Midian and Moav. But these two 

nations join forces not in the hope of becoming friends in the process, but simply in the hope of 

identifying a means by which to defeat the Jewish people.  

 

We encounter many enemies in the Torah. But with rare exception, we judge individuals based 

on their own merit rather than on their national identity. If someone sincerely desires to undergo 

conversion and join the Jewish people, we permit them to do so. But in the case of Amon and 

Moav, the Torah goes out of its way to tell us that men from these nations may never join the 

Jewish people.  

 

The question is why? What is their great sin?  

ואשר שכר עליך את בלעם בן בעור מפתור ארם על דבר אשר לא קדמו אתכם בלחם ובמים בדרך בצאתכם ממצרים 

 נהרים לקללך. 

As the Ramban parses the pasuk, Amon is guilty of failing to come forward to offer us food and 

water. And Moav is guilty of engaging Bilam to curse us. 

 

Let’s back up for just a moment? Who are Amon and Moav? They are the children of Lot. In 

point of fact, they owe their very existence to Avraham. Had he not gone to war to rescue his 

captured nephew, Amon and Moav would never have come into existence.  
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The Torah is not just saying that the descendants of these two brothers are ingrates. Ingratitude 

should be a forgivable offense. Somehow, though, the Torah is arguing that these two nations are 

fundamentally incapable of living by the ethics and values of Avraham Avinu.  

 

Clearly Amon displays a deficiency in the Avraham quality of chessed, but they’re not our 

subject this morning. What do we make of Moav? What’s the great sin in hiring Bilam to curse 

the Jews? How is it that this offense warrants a punishment that taints the offenders for all 

eternity?  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that Lot represents a kind of anti-Avraham. Contrasting these two 

characters reveals a great divide: It’s the difference between small-mindedness and short-

sightedness on the one hand and a sense of purpose and destiny on the other. 

 

Whenever we encounter Lot, he’s present-focused. 

 

• When he and Avraham part ways, his uncle offers him any parcel of land he chooses. His 

choice is so telling. The ככר הירדן – the Jordan valley – is a selection founded solely on 

short term gain. It’s lush and arable. It will surely provide immediate economic 

advantage. But Lot chooses to ignore the fact that it’s also the land of Sodom and Amora 

– a culture so corrupt and morally decrepit that he will undoubtedly be so vulnerable as to 

place his profit and well-being at risk.  

• Or think of his time in Sodom itself. Lot is so intent keeping his guests out of harm’s 

way, that he is willing to sacrifice his own daughters to an angry mob. It’s not just a 

perversion a values. It’s a behavior that could only attach to someone so fixated on 

finding an immediate solution that he fails to appreciate the consequences of his actions. 

• And finally, remember the end of the Sodom story? Where does Lot wish to flee when 

Sodom is destroyed? The Torah says so much in a single word: מצער.  

 אמלטה נא שמה הלא מצער היא ותחי נפשי.

Can’t I just go to Mitzar? It’s so close – it’s so small. There I may yet live. 

It’s a sentiment that aptly captures Lot’s entire persona. At a time when everyone around 

him believes the world is coming to an end, Lot has his eye on salvaging the little city 

and making it his home.  

 

Balak suffers from the same genetic failing as the father of the Moabites. He perceives the 

immediate threat of the Jewish people, but fails to appreciate the broader historical context. He 

has neither a sense of history nor a sense of destiny. That Avraham saved Lot is utterly irrelevant 

or unknown to him. That Moav owed its existence to our ancestor was of no concern. Balak 

refers to the Jewish people only as עם יצא ממצרים – the nation that came out of Egypt – never 

calling them by their name. Identifying them as Israelites would have linked them back to a 

common ancestry. But Balak remains oblivious. 

 

And notice how he formulates his great aspirations: His message to Bilam is: Curse the Jewish 

people. If you do, אולי אוכל נכה בו ואגרשנו מן הארץ – not that we’ll be able to permanently silence 

the threat; not that we’ll guarantee our safety; but that – on a short-term basis – we’ll be able to 

keep the foreign nation out of our land. A peace treaty would have provided a long term solution, 

but Balak – like Lot before him – is incapable of conceiving of anything beyond the immediate.  
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Part of what it means to be a member of the Jewish people is to share Avraham’s sense of 

perspective. That it would take generations before his family would witness the fulfillment of 

God’s promise was never a source of disappointment for Avraham. It wasn’t just a function of 

faith; it was a function of imagination. Avraham had the capacity to envision a portrait of the 

world that transcended both his own and his civilization’s contemporary moment. 

 

Yesterday marked the end of era. As Atlantis blasted off into space, NASA’s space shuttle 

program officially came to an end. What began as a course of adventure and exploration yielded 

all kinds of unintended advances. As the Economist put it, from one perspective, “The space age 

has been a roaring success. Telecommunications, weather forecasting, forestry and even the 

search for minerals have all been revolutionized.”    

 

And on a human level – perhaps even more importantly – the space age gave rise to the science 

fiction of Star Trek and its imitators. Which is a different way of saying that it gave an entire 

generation the gift of virtually unlimited imagination. If in ten or twenty years we could put a 

man on the moon, in two or three hundred years, why couldn’t we be gallivanting around the 

galaxy interfacing with all kind of alien life forms? 

 

Like the Tamarians, though, I much prefer to conceive of this narrative in metaphoric terms. As 

the old adage goes, before we start searching for intelligent life in outer space, we should be 

searching for intelligent life here on earth. What or who we find beyond the final frontier – or 

when we find it – is almost immaterial. The point is that we need fiction and fantasy – avenues 

through which to open our minds to places and portals unexplored.  

 

In the wake of the Challenger tragedy 25 years ago, President Reagan used part of his nationally 

televised speech to address America’s schoolchildren who had been watching the shuttle launch 

live on TV. 

 

“It's all part of the process of exploration and discovery. It's all part of taking a chance and 

expanding man's horizons. The future doesn't belong to the fainthearted; it belongs to the brave. 

The Challenger crew was pulling us into the future, and we'll continue to follow them.” 

 

Like Avraham – and so many of the courageous men and women who turned the dream of space 

travel into a reality – we need to imagine a world much larger than ourselves. The moment we do 

is the moment we open ourselves to a world brimming with possibility: opportunities for new 

relationships, newfound happiness and fulfillment and the chance that one day we may boldly go 

where no one has gone before.   

 


