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The Disney Museum of Kidush Hashem?
Rabbi Daniel Z. Feldman 

Outsmarted by a donkey. The archenemy of the 
Jewish people, the opposite number of Moshe 
himself, defeated by a talking animal. Such an 

event would seem to belong as the lead exhibit in the 
museum of Divine miracles. A display like that would 
spectacularly represent G-d’s protection of the Jewish 
people; surely preserving such a symbol would be quite a 
Kidush Hashem. 

Nonetheless, the Midrash relates that, in fact, the 
opposite happened. G-d arranged that the donkey 
would not be around to be seen. This was done out of 
consideration for Bilam’s honor; a living example that he 
was inferior to his own donkey would have been the source 
of considerable embarrassment. G-d’s concern for the 
honor of even a wicked man, teaches the Midrash, models 
for us the basic respect we must have for the dignity of all 
humans.

An understanding of this phenomenon is somewhat 
challenging. It is not difficult to see that since people are 
creations in the Divine image, honor and respect shown 
to a human being translates to his Creator. Nonetheless, 
it could also be assumed that the honor of G-d Himself 
would be inclusive of all such gestures, and thus has no 
purpose in deferring to that of the creation, at best a 
secondary representation. Certainly Bilam, an almost 
paradigmatic example of opposition to G-d’s will, is an 
unworthy recipient of honor, in light of the testament to 
G-d’s majesty that would be evident in the miracle of a 
speaking animal.

This question is already present in a core principle of 
halachah. The Talmud states that kevod habriyot, the 
respect for basic human dignity, is such a powerful concept 
that it overwhelms some areas of Jewish law (Berakhot 
19b, Shabbat 81b, etc.). Included within these areas are 
returning lost property; rabbinical law; and passively 

violated points of Biblical law (shev v’al taaseh).
It thus bears determining the mechanism by which the 

maintenance of personal self-respect overpowers religious 
obligations. One of the listed categories, that of monetary 
matters, may provide a crucial clue. R. Moshe Sofer 
(Chiddushei Chatam Sofer to Shabbat) explains that the 
relevant concept here is that of mechilah, of “forgiving’ 
that to which one is entitled. Certainly, an individual has 
a number of personal rights granted to him by the Torah, 
among them having his lost property returned to him. 
Nonetheless, it is assumed that no Jew would insist on 
his rights if it meant the degradation of another. Thus, it 
can be assumed that an implicit mechilah is in effect in 
such instances, allowing the concern for human dignity 
full attention. With this foundation, R. Sofer continues, 
an extrapolation may be made to the supercession of 
rabbinical precepts as well. Although the honor due to 
the talmudical authorities mandates obedience to their 
dictates, they forgive the obligations of their own honor in 
favor of that of the individual, much as does the possessor 
of monetary rights.

However, this leads us to a shocking conclusion. We 
have seen that even passively violated points of Biblical law 
are permitted in favor of human dignity. This suggests that 
not only the property owners and the rabbis but even G-d 
Himself waives His honor to protect that of the individual. 
This raises the same issue as above: why should G-d pass 
on His own honor, in preference for that of a human, who 
is only honored for being in the image of G-d? Why not 
cut out the middleman? 

The key may lie in a paradox that exists within the 
concept of honor. The great ethicists (see, for example, 
Shevet Mussar ch. 43) point to an inconsistency in the 
behavior of vain individuals. With an exaggerated sense of 
self-worth, they feel little regard for the status of others. 
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Veering from the Path
Rabbi Meir Goldwicht

The end of Parashat Balak deals with the sin of B’nei 
Yisrael with the women of Moav. The Torah tells us 
that Pinchas took a spear in his hand and impaled 

Zimri ben Salu, the nassi of shevet Shimon, together with 
the Midianite woman with whom he was committing his 
sin. It is noteworthy that Zimri is not identified by name in 
Parashat Balak, but rather as an anonymous “איש ישראל.” 
He is named only in Parashat Pinchas. Why does the Torah 
leave Zimri anonymous during its telling of the actual 
incident, identifying him only in the next parasha?

Chazal say (Midrash Tanchuma) that B’nei Yisrael 
sinned in Shittim (the name of the place they committed 
the sin with the women of Moav; see BaMidbar 25:1), 
were punished in Shittim (“And 24,000 died in the plague” 
(25:9)), and were healed with shittim – the Mishkan, 
which was made from “עצי שיטים עומדים, acacia-wood, 
standing up” (Shemot 26:15). What is the meaning behind 
this ma’amar Chazal?

In order to answer these two questions, we must begin as 
follows: In lashon kodesh there are many instances of one 
shoresh being used to indicate a word as well as its opposite. 
For example, mifkad(מפקד) means a census, to count how 
many people are with you. Nifkad (נפקד) means an absentee, 
or how many people are missing. In our parasha, we find 
shittah (שיטה), in the sense of the derech a person goes, as 
well as shtut (שטות), the very opposite of shittah, because 
veering from the proper derech is shtut. This is why Chazal 
say “אין אדם חוטא אלא אם כן נכנסה בו רוח שטות - A person 

doesn’t sin unless a spirit of folly has entered him.”
Balak told Bilaam that Am Yisrael is an abnormal nation, 

functioning within a different system from the rest of the 
nations, and therefore he could not harm them in the 
normal fashion. The strength of this nation is in its mouth, 
through the ruchaniyut of the Torah in its mouth, so you 
must curse them, since a curse effects a spiritual injury. A 
spiritual nation can only be harmed by spiritual damage. 
For this reason, explains R’ Hirsch, Balak first tries to 
attack them economically, bringing Bilaam to the kiryat 
chutzot, the markets, to curse B’nei Yisrael there. When 
this doesn’t work, Balak brings Bilaam to sdeh tzofim, 
which represents leadership (Hashem tells Yechezkel, “צופה 
 I have made you a scout for the House of ,נתתיך לבית ישראל
Israel” (33:7)). After Bilaam tries to curse B’nei Yisrael’s 
leaders unsuccessfully, he tries to curse them with avodah 
zarah in Pe’or, again unsuccessfully. Finally, Bilaam shows 
Balak the way to injure B’nei Yisrael – by seducing them 
to commit z’nut, because “The G-d of these people hates 
sexual immorality.” This is ultimately how Bilaam managed 
to harm B’nei Yisrael.

This is the meaning of Michah 6:5: “עמי זכור נא מה 
 ,My nation  ,יעץ בלק מלך מואב ומה ענה אותו בלעם בן בעור
remember now what Balak, king of Moav, devised, 
and what Bilaam ben Be’or answered him.” We must 
remember that Balak’s attempts to bring us down 
failed, while Bilaam’s plan ultimately worked. As 
long as the nation worshipped avodah zarah and ate 

Nonetheless, if they really felt this way, the very honor and 
adulation they so prize would be worthless, for of what 
value is the esteem of an insignificant person? Thus, they 
are forced to consider other individuals worthy, only to 
the extent necessary to accept their praise. Thus, receiving 
honor is only possible if it is first ceded somewhat to those 
from whom it is desired.

It might be suggested that this is the message of the 
statement in Pirkei Avot, “Who is honored? He who 
honors others” (Avot 4:1). Not only is someone who is 
respectful to others worthy of such treatment himself, as 
the Mishnah states openly, but further it is only possible 
for a person to receive honor if he first accords it to others, 
deeming them appropriate sources of expressions of 

esteem. As Rabbeinu Yonah comments, “All honor that one 
shows to people, he is showing to himself.”

Perhaps this may contribute to understanding G-d’s 
mechilah of His honor to that of His creations. The very 
concept of honor is one that. is built upon mechilah, and is 
fed by its utilization; showing honor to another ultimately 
strengthens the latter’s ability to appropriately reciprocate. 
Thus, all respect shown to human beings reflects on G-d 
in two ways; first, in that He is their Creator, and second, 
in that it allows them the authority to respect Him in a 
meaningful manner. Through every gesture of respect we 
display to another, we create untold dividends in kevod 
shamayim.
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Bamidbar 22:18- Bilam answered and said to Balak’s 
servants: “Even if Balak would give me silver and 
gold enough to fill his house, “Lo uchal la’avor es Pi 

Hashem”, I cannot transgress the word of Hashem my G-d, by 
doing anything small or great.

HaRav Drillman asked why Bilam is considered to be 
one of the great evil doers of History even though he has 
clearly stated his subservience to the Ribbono Shel Olam. 
Furthermore, why was he liable for capital punishment in 
the form of beheading. 

HaRav Drillman cited the following answer in the 
name of his revered rebbe, HaGaon HaRav Elchonan 
Wasserman, hy”d (Kuntres Divrei Sofrim, Siman 1). 
In Sefer Yirmiyahu we find that the Navi admonished 
Klal Yisroel for engaging in Avodah Zarah, specifically 
by constructing altars and sacrificing their children 
upon them. Yirmiyahu tells the people that HKB”H 
was angered by these perverse actions because “I have 
not commanded, nor spoken, nor has it entered My 
heart”. According to the Targum, these three expressions 
utilized by HKB”H mean to say that Klal Yisroel have 
transgressed halachos explicitly stated in the Torah, I 
conveyed through the words of a prophet, and those 

simply understood as being against His will. 
This explanation of the Targum allows us to better 

understand the basic seven Noachide laws were instituted 
by the Beis Din of Sheim and, furthermore, why Klal 
Yisroel accepted the instructions of Moshe Rabbeinu 
when he added a day to the time indicated by HKB”H for 
the giving of the Torah. HaRav Drillman explained that as 
these events took place before Mattan Torah the Halachos 
of “not deviating from the dictates of the wise men of your 
generation” as found in Sefer Devorim (17:11).

And yet, explained Reb Elchonan, it is through the 
rulings and teachings of our talmidei chachomim that 
we are taught the will of the Ribbono Shel Olam and 
the chiyuv to follow these lessons are no less than any 
found in the Torah she’B’chsav. Bilam’s sin, then, was 
transgressing this concept of “v’lo olsoh al libi”. Bilam 
stated that he would only follow the explicit word of 
HKB”H, indicating, however, that he would not follow 
His will if it was not so written. As such, taught Reb 
Elchonan, even though Bilam knew that the Ribbono 
Shel Olam did not want him to follow the wishes of 
Balak, he nevertheless attempted to do so.

What Was Bilam’s Sin?
Rabbi Solomon Drillman z”l - Written by Rabbi Benjamin Kelsen

ma’achalei akum, HaKadosh Baruch Hu didn’t punish 
them. Only when they committed acts of z’nut did He 
punish them. 

Chazal point out that the sin at Shittim was more 
egregious than that of the eigel, since regarding the 
eigel it says, “ויתפרקו כל העם, The nation broke off ” 
(Shemot 32:3), indicating hefkerut, while by Ba’al Pe’or 
and the sin involving the women of Moav, the Torah 
says, “ויצמד ישראל לבעל פעור, Israel joined itself to Ba’al 
Pe’or” (BaMidbar 25:3). For this reason, at Ba’al Pe’or 
eight times more people were killed than by the cheit 
ha’eigel (24,000 vs. 3000). In fact, so joined were B’nei 
Yisrael to Ba’al Pe’or and the women of Moav that even 
the nassi of shevet Shimon was completely nullified 
to Midianite princess, completely losing his unique 
identity. Only afterwards does the Torah identify him 
by name, in order to emphasize the degree to which 
B’nei Yisrael were attached to Ba’al Pe’or.

Every time we sin it is shtut, veering off the shittah. 

There are such instances of shtut for which it is 
impossible to return to the shittah; this shtut perverts 
all straightness. This shtut is z’nut, the z’nut of Shittim. 
Only the atzei shittim of the Mishkan could return 
B’nei Yisrael from shtut to the shittah. Atzei shittim 
don’t produce fruit; their tafkid is simply to show us 
how to grow straight. Therefore Chazal say in Midrash 
Tanchuma that shittim is roshei teivot of ,שלום, טובה 
 ,In the world to come, Yoel haNavi tells us .ישועה ומחילה
HaKadosh Baruch Hu will bring forth a fountain from 
the Beit HaMikdash, which will water the valley of 
Shittim (Yoel 4:18). In the world to come, may it come 
speedily, the truth, the proper shittah, will be revealed. 
When this happens, we will merit the fulfillment of, 
“Egypt will be a desolation and Edom will be a desolate 
wilderness…because they shed innocent blood in their 
land” (Yoel 4:19). And then, “Judah will be inhabited 
forever, and Jerusalem from generation to generation” 
(Yoel 4:20).
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The Source of our Salvation
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb

Bilaam prophesied the eternal truth that “am le’vadad 
yishkon” (Bamidbar 23:9), we are – always have 
been and always will be – a people alone and 

apart. Current events, in Israel and in cities around the 
globe, have served as a reminder of this existential reality. 
Whether we like it or not people look at us differently and 
judge us by a different standard than they do others; we are 
truly an “am le’vadad yishkon.” 

And yet, despite the inevitable challenges that this reality 
has created throughout our history, the Jewish people have 
persevered and prospered. Over the centuries many – including, 
famously, Marc Twain – have searched for the secret to our 
success. Of course we know that the ultimate answer to this 
question is the protective kindness and munificent grace of 
the Ribbono Shel Olam. However, a midrashic comment on an 
earlier pasuk may provide additional insight into how we have 
merited God’s many blessings. 

We are all familiar with the story: Bilaam is travelling to 
curse the Jews when his donkey repeatedly turns off course 
and refuses to follow instructions. Bilaam, frustrated by the 
donkey’s disobedience, strikes the animal multiple times 
until, shockingly, the donkey, responds with indignity, 
“meh asisi le’cha,” what did I do to you, “ki hikisani zeh 
shalosh re’galim,” that you hit me these three times (22:28). 

Rashi cites a teaching of the Midrash (Tanchuma 9) 
that notes the donkey’s use of the term “regalim” to mean 
“times,” as opposed to the more common term “pe’amim.” 
In explaining this word choice the Midrash explains that it 
is actually an allusion to the shalosh regalim, the holidays 
of Pesach, Shavuos and Sukkos, when the entire nation 
would go the Beis Ha-Mikdash. Thus understood, the 
donkey was actually rebuking Bilaam for the intended 
purpose of his journey. As the Midrash continues, “atah 
me’vakesh le’akor umah ha-chogeges shalosh regalim 
ba’shanah” – you [Bilaam] are trying to uproot a nation 
that celebrates three festivals every year! 

The question is obvious: what possible connection can 
there be between these holidays and the donkey’s rebuke 
of Bilaam?  

One possible explanation is based on the Mechilta 
(Shemos 23:14) which comments that the phrase “shalosh 
regalim” alludes to the teaching that, “ha-kol le’fi raglav 
shel adam,” it all depends on how far a person has to 
travel to Yerushalayim. One cannot compare, continues 
the Mechilta, the reward received by one who lives near 

Yerushalayim to someone who must travel a great distance 
to make the holiday pilgrimage. In other words, the reward 
we receive is commensurate with the effort exerted in 
order to perform this mitzvah.  

Perhaps it is this notion that the donkey sought to 
convey. One of the hallmarks of the Jewish people is the 
great effort that we are willing to exert – personified by 
the distance travelled on the regalim – in order to perform 
mitzvos. It was this great effort that stood us in good stead 
when confronting Bilaam. 

A second possibility, suggested by R. Avraham of 
Sokatchov, focuses on the great sacrifice made by the 
Jewish people when making their holiday pilgrimage. 
After all, the entire nation goes up to Yerushalayim leaving 
behind their homes, farms, and all other possessions. Who 
tends the farms while they are away? Who guards their 
possessions? Perhaps this was the message of the donkey. 
The willingness to risk everything in order to be close to 
God over the holiday is surely a badge of honor for Jewish 
people and a source of protection from all foes. 

And finally, in addition to the zechuyos of great effort and 
sacrifice, there is a third merit as well. Despite the enormous 
crowds that filled Yerushlayim over the course of the 
festivals, the Mishnah (Avos 5:5) tells us that, “lo amar adam 
tzar li ha-makom she’alin be’Yerushalayim,” no one ever 
complained that they were crowded or uncomfortable.  

One of the great Chassidic sages (cited in Itturei Torah v. 
5 p. 146) explains that this is what the donkey was alluding 
to and this was what protected us from Bilaam’s intended 
curses. The donkey was, in essence, making the point that 
someone who was so quick to complain at even the most 
minor inconvenience had no chance against a people that 
was prepared to suffer even more considerable hardships 
without complaint. 

Whether it is was the great efforts that we exerted, the great 
sacrifices we were willing to make, or our willingness to suffer 
without complaint, or, perhaps, all of the above, the very same 
virtues that protected us from the curses of Bilaam at the dawn 
of our national existence have similarly protected us from 
many other enemies throughout our history. 

Even as we continue to pray for peace and tranquility 
we must never forget the “three regalim” that our success 
and survival have rested upon. By recommitting ourselves 
to these values we too will hopefully merit that all curses 
against us miraculously transform into beautiful blessings.
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Taking the Law Into One’s Own Hand
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald

At the conclusion of this week’s parasha, parashat 
Balak, we learn that after Bilaam’s failed attempts 
to curse the people of Israel he plots to arouse the 

anger of G-d against the Jewish people.
Knowing that sexual immorality is never tolerated by 

G-d, Bilaam advises Balak, the King of Moab, to have the 
Midianite and Moabite women seduce the Jewish men. To 
this end, the Moabite women invited the Jewish men to 
feast and drink with them. Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, 
1040-1105, foremost commentator on the Bible) explains 
(Numbers 25:2) that when the men became aroused and 
wanted to cohabit, the women drew their idols from their 
robes and insisted that the Jewish men first worship the 
idols. In response, G-d instructed Moses to take the leaders 
of the debauchery and hang them. Moses then called on 
the judges of Israel to kill all the men who were involved in 
these idolatrous acts.

Suddenly, Scripture tells us (Numbers 25:6): 
“V’hee’nay eesh meeb’nay Yisrael ba, va’yahk’rev el eh’chav et 
ha’Mid’ya’neet, l’ay’nay Moshe, oo’l’ay’nay kohl ah’daht B’nay 
Yisrael,” Behold a man from among the children of Israel 
came and brought a Midianite woman near to his brothers 
in the sight of Moses and in the sight of the entire assembly 
of the Children of Israel. According to the commentaries, 
this lewd behavior was intended to be a provocative and 
defiant act against Moses.

In parashat Pinchas, the weekly Torah portion of next 
week, the perpetrator of the terrible act is identified as 
Zimri the son of Salu, who was the head of his father’s 
house from the tribe of Simeon. The Midianite woman was 
Cozbi, the daughter of Tzur, who was one of the leaders of 
the Midianite people.

Scripture tells us that upon seeing the lewd public act 
performed by Zimri and Cozbi, Pinchas, the son of Elazar 
and grandson of Aaron the priest, stood up from amidst 
the assembly, took a spear in his hand and killed both 
perpetrators. The Torah tells us that the brazen actions 
of Pinchas stopped the Divine plague that had struck the 
people of Israel and had already taken the lives of 24,000 
community members.

The Torah in parashat Pinchas states that, in response 
to his zealotry, G-d praises Pinchas, the son of Elazar, for 
his actions and for avenging G-d among the people. G-d 
rewards Pinchas with a covenant of peace and eternal 
priesthood. G-d says (Numbers 25:11) that Pinchas’ 

actions had actually turned G-d’s wrath back from upon 
the Children of Israel, which could otherwise have resulted 
in the destruction of the entire people of Israel,“B’kahn’oh 
et kin’ah’tee b’toh’chahm,” when he zealously avenged Me 
among them.

The commentators are deeply troubled by this violent 
confrontation. Jewish law is always highly protective of 
human life, making it exceedingly difficult for a perpetrator 
of a capital crime to be executed. Two witnesses are 
necessary to warn the perpetrator, and two witnesses are 
necessary to witness the act. Surely, nothing of that sort 
could have taken place under these extreme conditions. 
And yet, G-d hails Pinchas’ act of zealotry.

Rashi, in his comments on Numbers 25:6, cites a very 
unusual Talmudic law recorded in Sanhedrin 81b, which 
states that in a situation where one publicly violates the 
Torah’s prohibition against cohabiting with a gentile, 
“kah’nah’im pog’im bo,” a zealous person may slay the 
perpetrator.

If that’s the case, why did Moses himself not take action 
against the provocateurs? Rashi suggests that Providence 
purposely caused Moses to forget this dictum, enabling 
Pinchas to act and become worthy of the blessing that 
G-d gave him. Citing the Midrash, Rashi (Numbers 25:7) 
maintains that before he acted, Pinchas first reminded Moses 
of the law. Moses, however, responded that, because Pinchas 
had made the law known, he should be the one to carry it out.

There are those who suggest that Moses could not have 
acted against Zimri and Cozbi because, according to the 
Midrash, Zimri had personally challenged Moses, who 
had prohibited Zimri from cohabiting with a non-Jewish 
woman. As Moses’ wife, Tziporah, was also not Jewish, 
Moses had to recuse himself from this judgement.

Struggling to resolve all the inner contradictions of the 
episode, the rabbis suggest that Pinchas never actually asked 
Moses what to do before he acted. Rather, he informed 
Moses of a law that Moses had previously taught, but had 
forgotten. Moses only confirmed that Pinchas had quoted 
him correctly. The rabbis therefore suggest that had Pinchas 
come to Moses and asked him to render a decision, Moses 
would not have directed him to do as he did.

If the rabbis are forbidden to recommend this law’s 
implementation, what is the purpose of the directive that 
allows a zealot to take action? The Chidushei HaRim 
(authored by Rabbi Yitzchak Meir of Ger, 1799-1866, 
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In this week’s parsha we are introduced to Bilaam, 
a man who many believed had special powers that 
enabled him to bless people or curse them, as the need 

arose. Bilaam is asked by Balak, king of Moav, to curse 
Israelites, because they are approaching his land and he 
fears that they will wage war against him and defeat him, 
just as they defeated Sichon and Og. Bilaam tells Balak that 
he will do what he can, but ultimately can only say that 
which God places in his mouth. Although Bilaam does 
intend to curse the Israelites, God bestows prophecy upon 
him and converts his curses into blessings. Interestingly, 
from the time we first meet Bilaam until the time that he 
leaves Balak and returns to his home, there is no gap in 
the parsha, meaning that there are no internal breaks - no 
parshiyos either pesuchos (open) or setumos (closed) - in 
parshas Balak. This is a very rare occurrence in the Torah. 
The Chofetz Chaim, noting this peculiarity, explained that 
it is an indication of Bilaam’s character - he did not change 
from the beginning until the end, despite the fact that God 
appeared to him in prophetic visions several times. Why 
didn’t he change? Rashi in the beginning of Vayikra writes 
that the interruptions in the Torah text there, indicated 
by pesuchos and setumos - empty spaces - represented 

time given to Moshe to reflect on the divine teaching 
he received, before God taught him more. The fact that 
there is no gap in the narrative regarding Bilaam indicates 
that Bilaam never stopped to reflect on the message God 
was giving him, that Israel is blessed and God would not 
acquiesce to his attempts to curse them. 

Rav Nisson Alpert, in his commentary Limudei 
Nissan, although he does not refer to the lack of pesuchos 
and setumos, also notes that Bilaam remained the same 
throughout the parsha. He explains this on the basis of the 
mishnah in Avos (5:22), which states that the students of 
Bilaam, reflecting the character of their role model, have 
three outstanding traits : a bad eye, a haughty spirit and a 
desirous soul, in contrast to the students of Avrohom, who 
have a good eye, a humble spirit and a contented soul. Rabbi 
Alpert explains that if someone has bad character traits, then 
he will not be impressed by an experience of spirituality, 
even if it consists of a prophetic vision. In order to bring God 
and spirituality into one’s life, he needs to work on himself, 
to purify himself so that he is the kind of person who is ready 
to receive that inspiration and elevate himself as a result of it. 
Bilaam retained his bad character traits, and, so, he was not 
changed by the prophetic visions which he was granted. 

Who Is That Man?
Rabbi Josh Hoffman

founder of the Ger Chassidic dynasty) quoted in Studies in 
the Weekly Parasha, by Yehudah Nachshoni, explains that 
the term “kah’nah’im,“ zealots, refers specifically to those 
who become so intensely angry when they see or hear a sin 
in progress that they act on impulse. If, however, someone 
remains calm enough to ask for rabbinic direction, such a 
person is hardly a “zealot.” In such circumstances, the rabbi 
may not tell the would-be “zealot” to kill cohabiters, for it is 
not halachically preferable to do so. Nor may one risk his life 
when not required to do so. Only a person who risks his life 
out of anger, not taking time to seek a ruling, is regarded as 
a“kah’nah’ee” and permitted to act on his zealotry.

In truth, had G-d not confirmed that Pinchas had done 
the right thing, his violent actions would never have been 
condoned. In fact, the rabbis so limit the circumstances 
where the principle of taking the law into one’s own hand 
is permitted that for all practical purposes it is rendered 
inoperable. The rabbis of the Jerusalem Talmud, Sanhedrin 
9:7, are so against what had occurred that they proclaim 
that Pinchas’ act actually opposed the will of the wise men. 

Rabbi Pazi says that had not the Divine voice defended 
him, Pinchas would have been excommunicated.

An important principle in Jewish law known as “ho’rah’aht 
sha’ah,” allows an individual to render a one-time decision 
for oneself upon reaching a personal conclusion that such 
action is essential. That, of course, does not render the action 
correct or permissible. In fact, if it is done, the perpetrator 
will be required to defend his actions in the World to Come. 
Fortunately, Pinchas can bring testimony from the Bible, 
confirming that G-d Himself approved his actions even 
though Pinchas acted on the spur of the moment and against 
what appears to be normative Jewish law.

Taking the law into one’s own hands is never 
recommended, despite the fact that, on very rare occasions, 
loopholes may permit such actions. It is far better, and far 
safer, to work within the Jewish juridical system which is 
a noble, sensitive, and gentle system, and serves to protect 
the rights of all–the perpetrator, the victim, the witnesses, 
and the judicial system as well.
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I would like to suggest another explanation of the 
continuity of parshas Balak, as indicated by the lack of 
pesuchos and setumos, based on an understanding of who 
Bilaam was, in reality. The Targum Yonasan, based on a 
midrash, writes that Bilaam was really Ya’akov’s father-
in-law, Lavan. As Rabbi Avigdor Nebenzahl writes, it is 
unclear if this is to be taken literally, or in a figurative sense. 
What we do know about Lavan is that he tried to prevent 
Ya’akov from returning to Eretz Yisroel with his family, 
and that his ultimate goal was to influence Ya’akov and his 
family to worship idols, just as he did. This is the meaning, 
according to Rabbi Menachem Mendel Kasher, behind the 
statement in the Passover Haggadah, that Lavan wished to 
uproot everything. Rabbi Ya’akov Moshe Charlop, in his 
opening essay to parshas Balak, in his work Mei Marom, 
writes that it was the intention of Balak and Bilaam to 
prevent the Israelite nation from entering the Holy Land, 
because this would be the place where they would be able 
to fulfill the Torah in a full sense, and thereby influence all 
the nations of the world to serve God, which was exactly 
what Balak and Bilaam feared. In this way, Bilaam who 
tried to use his special powers to prevent Ya’akov from 
returning to Eretz Yisroel, was a spiritual heir of Lavan. 
This motive of Balak and Bilaam, according to Rabi 
Charlop, is implicit in Balak’s message to Bilaam, “ Behold 
a people has come out of Egypt. Behold it has covered the 
eye of the land and it rests opposite me” (Bamidbar 22:5). 

How was Ya’akov able to withstand the efforts of Lavan to 
demoralize him and bring him down to his own level? We 
mentioned in Netvort to parshas Vayeitzei, 5764 (available 
at Torahheights.com), that there are no gaps of pesucha or 
setuma in that parsha, as well. According to Rav Shlomo 
Yosef Zevin, in his LeTorah U’LaMoadim, the thought 
indicated thereby is Ya’akov’s uninterrupted concentration 
on Eretz Yisroel, throughout his stay in Lavan’s house, and 
beyond, until he eventually returned. We also noted that 
Ya’akov prepared for his years of exile by sleeping on the dust 
and stones of Eretz Yisroel the night before he left. Rabbi 
Yehudah HaLevi ends his classic book of Jewish thought, 
Kuzari, by saying that the time for the Jews to return to 
their land will come when they express their love for it, as 
King David wrote in Tehillim (102:14-15) : “You will arise 
and show Zion mercy, for {there will come} the time to 
favor her, for the appointed time will have come. For Your 
servants have cherished her stones, and favored her dust.” 
The Talmud in Kesuvos records that when certain rabbi 
were about to leave Eretz Yisroel, they would kiss the stones 
of Akko (Acre) to demonstrate their love for the land, as 

articulated in these verses. Interestingly, during Rav Kook’s 
eight month stay in America in 1924, he carried stones 
from Eretz Yisroel around with him and held them in his 
hand while talking to people, in order to keep maintain his 
connection to the land while away from it. In a similar way, 
Ya’akov slept on the stones and dust of Eretz Yisroel before 
leaving, in order to endear the land to him and remind him 
of it while he was away. 

The Torah tells us that Bilaam rose up in the morning 
to curse the Israelites, as we read, “Bilaam arose in the 
morning and saddled his she-donkey and went with the 
officers of Moav” (Bamidbar 22:21). Rashi writes that we 
learn from here that hatred causes people to deviate from 
their usual form of behavior, because here, Bilaam saddled 
his she donkey himself, rather than having his servant do so. 
However, continues Rashi, God responded to this action by 
saying that Avrohom, their forefather, preceded him in that, 
as it is written, “ And Avrohom arose early in the morning 
and saddled his donkey” (Bereishis 22:3). The idea here, 
as pointed out by the super-commentators to Rashi, is that 
in regard to Avrohom, the word ‘vayashkeim’, meaning 
that he rose up early, is used, in contrast to Bilaam’s merely 
rising in the morning, but not early in the morning. Thus, 
Avrohom rose earlier in the morning to carry out God’s 
will than Bilaam rose to counteract God’s will. Perhaps this, 
too, is hinted at in the words placed into Bilaam’s mouth 
by God when he prophesied, “ Who has counted the dust 
of Ya’akov?” (Bamidbar 23:10). Although Rashi, citing 
the midrash, explains this to refer to the mitzvos that the 
Jewish nation performs with dust, such as the prohibition 
of Kilayim, which forbids the planting of mixed seeds, 
dwelling in Eretz Yisroel in and of itself also constitutes a 
mitzvoh. Moreover, according to Ramban, our forefathers, 
Avrohom, Yitzchok, and Ya’akov, performed the mitzvos 
strictly in Eretz Yiroel, and, even today, all of the mitzvos 
take on greater meaning in Eretz Yisroel (for more on this, 
see Netvort to Vayeitzei, 5764). Thus, although Bilaam, 
throughout the parsha, had an uninterrupted desire to 
thwart the nation’s efforts to enter Eretz Yisroel, live a life 
guided by the Torah and influence all nations to follow in 
God’s ways, Ya’akov preceded him by immersing himself in 
the dust of Eretz Yisroel before leaving it, and keeping the 
land in his thoughts uninterruptedly, as indicated by the 
absence of any gap in the Torah, until he returned to the 
land. Therefore, just as our forefather Avrohom’s efforts in 
serving God counteracted Bilaam’s efforts, so too did our 
forefather Ya’akov’s efforts ensure our entry to Eretz Yisroel, 
despite Bilaam’s efforts to prevent it from happening. 
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Although Bilaam comes across as quite strange in 
the Torah’s narrative, we should consider that 
Balak was likewise a very odd person. 

The nation of Moav was very concerned by the presence 
of millions of B’nei Yisroel approaching its border, but 
Balak took things to an irrational extreme. Rashi (on 
22:5, from Medrash Tanchuma) explains that Balak was 
frightened by the prospects of Am Yisroel obliterating 
Moav and that he therefore felt that it was necessary for 
a preemptive act to annihilate Am Yisroel. The Ramban 
and the S’forno (on v. 3) explain that Moav did not fear 
that B’nei Yisroel were threatening to take military action 
against Moav; it is very evident that Balak, however, did 
fear that B’nei Yisroel would wage war against his nation 
and destroy it.

Balak’s fear was irrational, as when Am Yisroel 
approached Edom, it did not threaten or engage in war; on 
the contrary, Am Yisroel asked Edom’s permission for safe 
passage through its territory, and Am Yisroel did not resist 
Edom’s refusal of such. (20:14-21) Similarly, when B’nei 
Yisroel approached the land of Sichon, it did not attack. 
Rather, Am Yisroel asked for safe passage through Sichon’s 
territory, and it only fought after Sichon refused passage and 
launched an attack. So too was it with Og, who went forth 
to wage war against the passive Am Yisroel, who only fought 
against Og once provoked by his onslaught. (21:21-35)

Why then, in light of recent events at the time, did Balak 
panic and feel that Moav was about to be wiped out by 
B’nei Yisroel?

Other actions of Balak similarly reflect irrational 
thinking. Rashi (on 22:7, from Medrash Tanchuma) 
explains that although representatives of both Midian 
and Moav initially approached Bilaam to request that he 
curse B’nei Yisroel, the Midianite contingent abandoned 
this venture once Bilaam began to stall. Despite Bilaam’s 
stalling and constant inability to successfully comply 
with Balak’s request that Bilaam curse the Jews, Balak 
did not give up on Bilaam and did everything possible 
to accommodate his failures and constantly changing 
needs and demands for this project. In real life, such 
accommodation is totally irrational. Why was Balak not 
fazed by Bilaam’s stonewalling, failures and new and 
changing demands? Why did Balak act so irrationally? 

In order to try to understand what motivated Balak 
to act as he did, we need to investigate his background. 
Rashi (on 22:3, again from Medrash Tanchuma) notes that 
Balak was not fit to serve as king of Moav and that he was 
provisionally appointed to the position when Sichon died, 
and Targum Yonasan ben Uziel (ibid.) writes that Balak 
only served in the position of king temporarily and was not 
granted permanent rule by his constituency.

It is likely that Balak was a very insecure individual, as 
he did not have the confidence of others so as to attain 
permanent monarchy. Being insecure, Balak projected his 
personal feelings onto his work and his approach to people, 
such that he felt threatened when others did not feel 
threatened and he was submissive when he should been 
assertive and taken control.

It is thus understood why Balak was frightened by 
B’nei Yisroel when in reality there was no indication of an 
impending Israelite invasion or aggression of any sort, and 
immediate history and experience were actually indicative 
of the reverse. It is also understood why Balak was so 
submissive to Bilaam and failed to assert himself, enabling 
Bilaam to manipulate him and repeatedly not deliver on his 
promises.

Although the entire episode of our parshah and its 
unfolding were ordained by Hashem, the lesson to be 
learned from Balak’s behavior is that as much as each 
person has weaknesses, he has unique strengths and 
talents. Rather than let one’s weaknesses define who he is 
and take control of his life, one must turn to his strengths 
and talents, realizing that God endowed them upon the 
individual to be used for success. Just as on the broad scale, 
Parshas Balak is about God’s master plan for our nation, on 
the narrow, microcosmic scale, it teaches that every person 
is given certain qualities by Hashem to use in navigating 
through life. It is our job to realize that the qualities we 
possess are according to the will of God and that He gifted 
us these qualities for positive, constructive and noble 
purposes and goals that are unique to every person in 
fulfilling God’s mandate in the individual’s life and in the 
world. 

Balak’s Weakness
Rabbi Avraham Gordimerb


