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In 1995 the courts heard a libel case which turned on the definition of a single word: 

‘chutzpah.’ Senator Chuck Schumer had heard about a lawyer who had exploited a 
number of people and had commented that ‘In Brooklyn we have a word from something 
like that - chutzpah’. The lawyer sued for damages of over $100 million for, among other 
things, defamation of character. So one of the things the court had to decide was whether 
it necessarily damages someone’s reputation to say that they have chutzpah. In other 
words, is it always wrong to have chutzpah? The judge ultimately decided that although 
having chutzpah can be a negative trait, it is not necessarily one. The lawsuit was 
dismissed. 
 
Alan Dershowitz, in his book, Chutzpah, also put forward the notion that chutzpah is 
neither intrinsically good nor bad. It can mean, in his words, ‘unmitigated gall, nerve 
uppityness, arrogance, hypercritical demanding.’ But on the other hand it can also mean 
‘boldness, assertiveness, a willingness to demand what is due…’ 
 
These two kinds of chutzpah - the good and the bad – are each modeled by characters in 
the Bible. The first is in this week’s parsha. We read that Balak, trying to recruit Bilam to 
curse the Israelites, sent him a delegation of royal messengers. But Bilam refused to go 
until he had heard from God whether he was allowed to do so. God appeared to him that 
night and said unequivocally לֹא ֵתֵלְך ִעָּמֶהם - ‘do not go with them.’ Balak is undeterred, 
however, and sends a second delegation. Now Bilam already knows what God’s 
instructions are and yet he has the impudence to try again. He attempts to cajole God into 
giving a different response. And - amazingly - Bilam succeeds. This time, God responds: 
 arise and go with them. But do‘  - קּום ֵלְך ִאָּתם ְוַאְך ֶאת ַהָּדָבר ֲאֶׁשר ֲאַדֵּבר ֵאֶליָך אֹתֹו ַתֲעֶׂשה
whatever I tell you to do.’  
 
Now many commentators have dealt with question of how and why God changed his 
mind. Did Bilam know better than God? The Talmud says that God was employing here 
an educational technique. He realized that Bilam was stubborn enough that he would  go 
with or without permission so God altered his instructions in the attempt to keep Bilam 
responsive to God’s command even as he was stubbornly following his own wishes. 
Effectively, God’s second response was, ‘if you are going to go anyway, then at least do 
it in the way that I will dictate to you; say only what you are told to say.’  
 
But whatever reason for God’s change of heart, the fact remains that Bilam ultimately got 
his way. And this is where we come to the notion of chutzpah comes in. Even in the face 
of God’s disapproval, Bilam’s self-importance and insolence got him what he wanted. 
The Talmud notes (Sanhedrin 105a):  

  אמר רב נחמן חוצפא אפילו כלפי שמיא מהני
Chutzpah is effective even against the heavens 



Chutzpah is an attitude so forceful and effective that it can even change the mind of God.  
 
All this applies to the negative kind of chutzpah, the chutzpah of Bilam. But we must also 
consider its opposite. Who is the biblical paragon of righteous chutzpah?  
 
There is one character that the text of the Bible itself seems to point us towards as a kind 
of inverse counterpart to Bilam. And that person is Abraham. For example, today’s 
parsha says that when Bilam was traveling to meet Balak, he saddled his own donkey, 
perhaps in his impatience to begin his task. And to any reader of the Bible this is 
reminiscent of Abraham who also saddled his own donkey in his impatience to fulfill the 
word of God. Furthermore, when Bilam set out on his journey he was accompanied by 
two servants. Abraham too, on his own journey with his son Isaac, was accompanied by 
his two servants with him. In fact, according to one tradition, Bilam and Abraham even 
come from the same place. The Torah says that Bilam is from Petor, which Onkelos 
translates as Petor-Aram, that is Aram Naharayim where Abraham’s family lived. 
 
The Torah, through these literary parallels between Bilam and Abraham, throws into even 
starker relief the differences between them. Indeed, a mishna in Avot (5:17) is dedicated 
to expounding upon the differences between them:  
 

הרי , הללו וכל מי שאין בו שלושה דברים; הרי זה מתלמידיו של אברהם, כל מי שיש בו שלושה דברים הללו
-- אבל תלמידיו של בלעם; ורוח נמוכה, ונפש שפלה, עין טובה--תלמידיו של אברהם:זה מתלמידיו של בלעם

  .ורוח גבוהה, ונפש רחבה, עין רעה
Whoever possesses the following three traits is of the disciples of our father Abraham; 
and whoever possesses the opposite three traits is of the disciples of the wicked Bilam. 

The disciples of our father Abraham look well upon others, have no self-importance, and 
humility.  

The disciples of the wicked Bilam look badly upon others, have a high self-importance, 
and arrogance. 

  
These archetypal differences are born out as well in the trait of chutzpah. For just as 
Bilam had chutzpah toward heaven, so did Abraham. In the famous story in which God 
was about to destroy Sodom and its environs, Abraham challenges God to consider those 
who might be innocent. Should they be punished along with the majority? This is when 
Abraham utters the astonishing question: לֹא ַיֲעֶׂשה ִמְׁשָּפט, ֲהׁשֵֹפט ָּכל ָהָאֶרץ   - ‘Shall the judge 
of all the earth not do justice?’ This too was impudent, chutzpah against God. And like 
Bilam’s chutzpah, Abraham’s succeeded. God agreed to spare any righteous who might 
be found. But fundamentally, Abraham’s chutzpah is quite different from Bilam’s. 
Bilam’s is motivated by greed, vindictiveness and hubris; Abraham’s by mercy, justice 
and a concern for others.  
 
So chutzpah can be the chutzpah of Abraham and it can be the chutzpah of Bilam. Of 
Bilam’s kind of chutzpah history has no shortage of examples. The classic example in 
Yiddish culture is that of the man who murdered his parents and then threw himself on 
the mercy of the court on the grounds that he was an orphan. But if this is a literary 
example, there are many such examples in reality. 



 
In the international sphere, one of the most egregious current examples is that of the 
United Nations Human Rights Commission. There is only one item that the council has 
voted must be discussed at every session, and that is the human rights abuses of one 
particular country. Not Sudan, Syria, Zimbabwe or any other country, but Israel. In fact, 
Israel has been condemned in 32 resolutions of the council, nearly half of those passed 
since its inception in 2006. And all this from a council that includes Saudi Arabia, China 
and Cuba which are among the most repressive countries in the world. Now that is 
chutzpah.  
 
Unfortunately, we could list many other examples of Bilaam-like chutzpah. But it is more 
enlightening to focus on chutzpah that is more like Abraham’s, that is righteous rather 
than repugnant. 
 
We could start on the individual scale. Some years ago a study was published in a 
psychological journal about the ways that different people deal with suffering. It turns out 
that some people are particularly good at withstanding trauma, pain and fear. They are 
better at dealing with injuries or dental surgery, for example. And these people all had in 
common what the study called the “chutzpah factor.” It was defined  as “the ability to 
transcend one's own fear and enter the unknown … It involves unusual self-confidence, 
self-assertion, the acceptance of impossible challenges, and the refusal to accept social 
constraints and conventions.” 
 
This is Abrahamic chutzpah. Anyone who has been faced with a serious illness, or who 
has cared for a family member with a serious illness; anyone who has been unemployed 
with rent to pay; anyone who has dealt with abuse of any kind; anyone faced with 
impossible challenges like these, who has felt the crushing pressure of a situation where it 
seems like the only sensible thing to do is just to give up, and who has had the gumption, 
the assertiveness the gall to keep on going, to overcome adversity no matter what – this is 
a person who understands Abrahamic chutzpah.  
 
The Talmud says of the Land of Israel (Yerushalmi Ta’anit 4:5):  

אה מה חציפה הוא ארץ ישראל שהיא עושה פירותאמר רבי זעירה בוא ור  
R. Zeira said: Come and see how much chutzpah has the Land of Israel that it bears its 

produce. 
This means that the Land of Israel has chutzpah because even after countless invasions 
and upsets, it has the perseverance to continue being productive, to accept the impossible 
challenge of giving its fruits even through wars and destruction. This is Abrahamic 
chutzpah. And anyone who has continued to live life through difficult burdens, loss or 
pain should consider themselves to be a proud practitioner of this kind of chutzpah. 
 
Abrahamic chutzpah also plays out in other ways. It is the chutzpah of those who fight 
for the right and the good even when that fight seems never-ending. 30,000 children die 
every day from preventable diseases. Abrahamic chutzpah is the chutzpah of those 
individuals and organizations which strive to reduce that overwhelming number to zero.  
It is the chutzpah of Thomas Jefferson when he wrote the Declaration of Independence,  



the first document of its kind. It is the chutzpah of Thurgood Marshall when he argued 
the case of Brown v Board of Education before the Supreme Court. It is the chutzpah of 
all those who, take up the long and difficult struggle for civil rights, fighting against 
discrimination based on skin color, religion, gender, anything else. And it is the chutzpah 
of those who support the State of Israel even in the face of irrational and senseless 
international opposition. Anyone who has this kind of chutzpah is displaying the heritage 
of Abraham.  
 
It is well known that the Jewish people were called a stiff-necked people, a people of 
chutzpah. This is often considered to be an insult and it is true that in many places in the 
rabbinic literature it is taken to mean that the Jews were stubborn in a negative sense; that 
they refuse to listen to advice or reprimand. But in at least one place (Shemot Rabbah 
42.9) it is taken as a compliment:  

יצחק בר רדיפא בשם ' אמר ר, ובאומות ישראל, בעוף תרנגול, חצוף בחיה כלב, חצופים הם' אמר רב יקים ג
אתה סבור שהוא לגנאי ואינו אלא לשבחןאמי ' ר   

R. Yakim said: Three have chutzpah. Among the animals – the dog; among the birds – 
the rooster; and among the nations – Israel.  

R. Isaac b. Redifa said in the name of R. Ammi: You might think that this is said 
disparagingly, but it is really in their praise 

 
Dogs can have chutzpah. (Anyone who has turned their back on a meat sandwich to find 
it gone and their furry best friend licking his chops knows that can be true!) And 
(although I have less experience with farm life, and I cannot testify to this personally,) 
apparently roosters can have chutzpah too. And in national terms, the midrash considers 
the Jews to have the greatest chutzpah. And in case you thought this was meant as an 
insult, it is made clear that it is a mark of great distintion.  
 
Chutzpah, in the Abrahamic sense, is the great characteristic of the Jewish people at its 
best. But how are we to know if in our moments of stubbornness, resilience and 
forthrightness we are being more like Abraham or more like Bilam? When is chutzpah 
righteous and when is it repugnant? We are guided by the mishna in Avot that I quoted 
earlier. If we have an עין טובה ונפש שפלה ורוח נמוכה – if we look well on others, reduce our 
sense of self-importance and increase our humility; if we know that we are acting not out 
of self-aggrandizement and arrogance, but out of concern for others and a genuine despair 
at injustice, then we can be sure that we have the proper chutzpah. We repudiate and do 
battle with the chutzpah of the enemies of the Jewish people like Bilam and his 
intellectual heirs. And at the same time we ensure that we remain among the students of 
Abraham, expressing our righteous chutzpah with pride.  


