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The Significance of a Continental Breakfast

After observing the astonishing victory of the Jewish nation against the mighty kings Sichon and Og and their countries,
Balak, the king of Moav was frightened about the fate of his nation as well. He sought the council and seemingly
supernatural powers of the infamous wizard Bilaam. While the commentaries discuss the capabilities of Bilaam and explain
that he did not really possess the ability to bless or curse people, but rather gave the impression that he had super human
powers or, alternatively, was blessed with a degree of prophecy and knew the moment of the day when G-d exercises
Divine judgement, the sages agree on one thing — Bilaam severely lacked positive character traits.

In Pirkei Avot (5:19), the sages contrast the students of Avraham with the students of Bilaam. “Whoever possesses these
three (following) characteristics is from the students of our forefather Avraham and these three other characteristics is of
the students of the evil Bilaam. (The three charachteristics of the students of Avraham are) A good eye (generosity), a
humble spirit, and a low (modest) soul. (In contrast, the students of Bilaam have a) bad eye (are stingy), high spirit
(arrogant), and wide (greedy) soul. While Avraham is generous, humble, and modest, Bilaam is stingy, arrogant, and
greedy.

In his comments throughout various verses in the parasha, Rashi makes this clear as well. Bilaam desired an invitation from
Balak at the hands of senior and distinguished officers, rather than plain messengers. Furthermore, although actingin a
seemingly religious manner by telling Balak’s messengers that he could not go with them since Hashem did not grant him
permission, Bilaam indicated a deep desire to transgress the Divine will and also a greedy naturer by implying to Balak’s
messengers that he would be willing to come for a tremendous sum of money. Apparently, Bilaam surreptitiously
communicated, he would come for the right price.

If we look a little deeper, we can see that Bilaam’s self-absorption, greed, and stinginess are at the foundation of many of
his actions. This is evident from a clever and fascinating insight of HaRav Chayyim ben Attar, the Ohr HaChayyim HaKadosh,
of blessed memory. The verse (22:13) states that Bilaam woke up early and personally saddled his donkey to set out to
meet Balak and curse the Jewish people. It is noteworthy that the same language is used by the Torah in the book of
Beraisheet to describe Avraham’s willingness and zeal to fulfill the commandment to sacrifice his son during the test of the
Akeidah. Apparently, Bilaam had the same willingness and eagerness to curse the Jewish nation in violation of Hashem’s
will. The Ohr HaChayyim HaKadosh, however, explains that there may have been another reason for Bilaam to wake up
early and set out immediately to travel to Balak. Bilaam had just hosted Balak’s messengers during the previous night
while he waited to receive a prophetic answer from Hashem whether he should go with them. Now that he received the
answer and was prepared to travel with them to Balak, he wanted to leave at the earliest possible time so that he would
not have to provide them with breakfast. How true it is that Bilaam is the polar opposite of Avraham! Avraham was the




quintessential host who sought to invite guests into his home and provide them with both physical and spiritual
nourishment. When compelled to host Balak’s messengers, however, Bilaam could not wait for them to leave so that he
would not have to spend another penny on them.

This observation is not just an astute reflection on Bilaam’s actions. It teaches and reinforces an important lesson about
the motives of our actions, as well as our sensitivities towards others. In his classic book Mesillat Yesharim, HaRav Moshe
Chayyim Luzzatto (known as Ramchal), of blessed memory, discusses the importance of watchfulness (zehirut) and urges us
to be mindful of our actions by contemplating if they are positive or negative before we do them. Furthermore, in his
chapter on purity from sin, Ramchal instructs us to probe our psyche for the motivation behind our deeds. If Bilaam would
have stopped to think why he was in such a rush to leave that morning and would have been honest with himself, he may
have realized that it is incorrect to run away from the great mitzvah of extending hospitality to guests and would have
offered them breakfast before setting out on the long journey to Balak.

In truth, a host should never underestimate the significance of his graciousness and hospitality. While many Jewish people
are attracted to rediscovering their heritage as a result of the intellectual curiosity generated after attending a Torah class,
many are inspired simply by experiencing an authentic Shabbat as a guest in the home of someone for whom Shabbat is
genuinely a special day. Let us learn from the mistakes of Bilaam and, instead, be like the students of Avraham, whose
actions are motivated by generosity, humility, and honor for others.
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