ויצמד ישראל לבעל פעור ויחר אף ד' בישראל
Yisrael became attached to Baal Peor, and the wrath of
Hashem flared up against Yisrael. (25:3)
Bilaam was well aware that the moral code of the
Jewish People is the foundation of their sanctity. Hashem
does not tolerate immorality. In fact (as noted by the
Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim 1:36), the Torah speaks of
Hashem’s anger as af, wrath, only when it is provoked by
immorality. Thus, Bilaam counseled Balak to take down
the Jewish people by enticing them to act licentiously. The
laws of morality are introduced in Sefer Vayikra 18.
Surprisingly, this chapter is read in shul on Yom Kippur –
the holiest day of the year. Is no other section of the Torah
more appropriate for this auspiciously holy day? This
conveys the message that the ultimate test of our holiness
is the mettle of our morality. It is not how we act in public,
but how we conduct ourselves in private. Moral
consistency, not deferring to the changing attitudes of a
society gone mad, is the barometer of kedushah, holiness.
The society in which we live is adaptive in the
sense that “everything goes” and change is inherently
good. Adjusting to the fluctuating reality of societal values
and its perverted understanding of right and wrong is a
way of life. The Torah Jew ignores the world’s concept of
relative morality. Our Torah is constant, its laws
immutable, and its Divine Author eternal and
unchangeable. It is sad that some of our co-religionists still
maintain the apologetic attitude, “Why should we be
different?”
This world view encourages them to
participate with contemporary society in dress, activity
and perspective.
Bilaam knew quite well that the idol Baal Peor
was the one pagan rite that could destroy the Jewish
attachment to its unique moral code. Baal Peor taught and
encouraged the human being to divest himself of his
humanness. Let the animal in you emerge! It was
worshipped by giving brazen prominence to the most
bestial aspects of human life. To paraphrase Horav S.R.
Hirsch, zl, “The cult of Peor is a manifestation of the type
of Darwinism that glorifies man’s descent to the level of
the beast, where, stripping himself of his Divine nobility,
he comes to regard himself as merely a higher species of
animal.”
Klal Yisrael angered Hashem by abrogating the
very first prerequisite for its future existence: its sense of
morality. As observed by Horav Eliyahu Munk, zl, the first
time the name Yisrael (the name which personifies
strength) is used is with regard to our morality: Ki nevalah
asah b’Yisrael, “For he had committed an outrage in
Yisrael” (the brothers’ reaction to Shechem’s violation of
their sister, Dinah, Bereishis 34:7). Jewish nobility and
strength are characterized by distinctiveness, not by
imitating those around us. We are archetypes, not

facsimiles. By following the prescribed code of the Torah,
we
set
the
standard.

Va’ani Tefillah
 – מלך אוהב צדקה ומשפטMelech ohaiv tzedakah
u’mishpat. The King Who loves kindness and justice.
We ask Hashem to restore justice, to return us to
objectivity and compassion, truth and righteousness,
which are the hallmarks of a Torah legal system. Are we
prepared to do the same in our relationship with others –
with our spouses? Horav Yitzchak Kirzner, zl, notes that
people must take responsibility for their misdeeds, while
simultaneously respecting others, if we want human
interactions to work. While we might be more vigilant with
our associates and our friends, all too often, when it
comes to our spouses, we feel that we have a dispensation
to act callously with one another. People should monitor
their actions as if they were standing before an impartial
judge. How would he view my actions? Would he consider
me a mentch, a decent human being, or would he
excoriate me for my crass behavior? True, all of us have
excuses, but we should not rationalize taking our spouses
for granted.
Good relationships depend on the willingness of
both parties to judge themselves objectively and to strive
to act with respect and fairness toward one another.
Compassion and forgiveness should be critical aspects of
every relationship. After all, how can we ask Hashem to do
for us what we would not do for a friend – a spouse? We
experience ups and downs in life, in relationships. When
we perceive a “down,” we must make every attempt to
raise it “up,” before the damage weakens the relationship.
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Parashas Balak

תשע"ח

הנה עם יצא ממצרים הנה כסה את עין הארץ
Behold a nation left Egypt, and behold they are covering
the earth’s eye. (22:5)
Earth’s eye? Simply, this refers to the surface of
the earth. Rashi explains that Balak was referring to Klal
Yisrael’s decimation of the two powerful kings –Sichon and
Og, who were considered the shomrim ha’aretz, guardians
of the land. If the two giants who protected the land were
quickly dispatched by the Jews, what should Balak say? He
realized that he had no chance against the Jewish army.
Horav Elimelech Biderman, Shlita, the Lelover
Rebbe, defines earth’s eye as the way people view matters
that occur. They look at it through the earth’s eye, as being
teva, natural. Regardless of the occurrence, to them,
“things happen”; it is a part of the natural order of life.
It could be a major earth-shattering catastrophe, a
cataclysmic occurrence like no other; nonetheless, it is
always considered to be caused by the forces of nature.
Heaven never plays a role in their perspective/outlook. It
is always earth; they gaze through the eyes of
earthiness/nature.
Balak saw that the Jewish People were different.
They were a nation who “covered the earth’s eyes.” They
did not share the world view; they viewed things from a
different perspective. They saw everything as being
bashert, pre-ordained, by design, as part of a Divine plan.
Balak saw, but his vision did not penetrate
beyond the superficial. He declared, Hinei am yatza
mi’Mitzrayim, “Behold a nation left Egypt.” Hearing this,
Bilaam subtly corrected him, saying, Keil motziam
mi’Mitzrayim, “(It was) G-d (Who) took them out of
Egypt.” Rashi makes the observation, “You, Balak, said,
‘Behold a nation left Egypt (on their own)’. It is not true!
They did not leave on their own. It was G-d Who took them
out!”
Are we prepared to accept this verity?
Theoretically, yes, but in real, everyday life – it is a big
maybe. As the Lelover points out: How do we react when
something goes wrong, especially when we are running
late for an appointment? What do we do when we have a
flat tire, a stalled car? Does anger immediately set in, or
do we say, “Well, Hashem decreed this, so I might as well
accept it”? Are we then prepared to ask, “Why did this
happen? What message is being conveyed to me”? If we
look through the ein ha’aretz, earthly/physical point of
view, it was happenstance. If we follow in the path of what
Judaism teaches, we cover the ein ha’aretz, and accept
that it was destined.

פרשת בלק

The Rebbe relates the incident of a group of people
who arrived one minute too late to catch their train. They
watched in dismay as the train pulled out of the station. One
member of the group said, “We came a minute too late.”
Another fellow (astutely) said, “We did not come late.”
“How can you say that?” the first one asked.
“Well, since we did not make it in time for this
train,” the second one began, “it is obvious that it was
destined for us to travel on the next train, which leaves in
two hours. We did not come late – we simply came two
hours early – for the next train.”
Obviously, when we arrive late, just in time to see
our flight leaving the gate, our immediate reaction is not,
“Well, at least we are two hours early for the next flight.”
Nonetheless, if we live our lives (as we should) with the
belief that everything that takes place is for a purpose,
nothing just happens, it is preordained by Heavenly decree,
our first reaction will be acceptance, followed by
introspection to discern what Hashem is telling us.
I was reminded of this reality by none other than a
seventy-eight year old Jew, incarcerated for the last 24 years
for various crimes. I have known him for six years, during
which time he has put on Tefillin daily (without davening,
just Shema Yisrael) and attended a weekly Torah class and
Shabbos morning service. Prior to that, he remembers
attending a synagogue with his bubby, as a six-year-old –
seventy-two years ago! Out of the blue, he remarked today,
“You know, Rabbi, had I not gotten in trouble, I would have
lived and died as a goy. Now, I will at least die as a Jew and
be buried in a Jewish cemetery. Hashem has His plan. I guess
I was a ‘hard case’, and I had to go to prison in order to come
face to face with my Jewish identity.”
Hashem has a plan. We are fortunate to be
observant and cognizant from our earliest years that life has
purpose, and that we experience no coincidences.
Everything is by design. We are members of the nation that
“covers the ein ha’aretz.” Even such contemptable pagans,
such as Balak and Bilaam, acknowledged this.

ועתה לכה נא ארה לי את העם הזה
So now please come and curse this people for me. (22:6)
How often does it occur that someone harms us?
We are talking about an evil person who, for whatever
reason, decides that we are in the way of his progress; or he
wants to take revenge on us for something we have done
which, in his mind, deserves punishment. While the
individual may be totally wrong (or, even if he is totally
right), we are not permitted to curse him. First, we do not

curse Jews. They are our brothers. The fact that they are
vividly presented to him, he goes beyond ignorance- to the
not acting like brothers does not change our relationship
point of utter brainlessness.
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speaking to him. The Almighty wants him to wake up, look
so that he simply could not tolerate “life” because of this
around, think, introspect. Yet, he chooses to ignore the
fellow. “Rebbe, please curse him. Maybe, in this way, he
message. Why? It is too much to handle. He would rather
will stop making my life so miserable.” The Chazon Ish
experience the pain than change his ways. So, he simply
looked at the man (who thought that he was making a
closes his eyes. Ignorance may be bliss, but, at one point,
legitimate request) and said, “I will not curse him; rather,
it becomes obtuseness.
I will bless you. We do not curse. Instead, we seek blessing
Ignorance as a sin is different from the legal
for our lives.”
jargon, Ignorantia juris non excusat, which means that
The Chafetz Chaim, zl, once remarked (it was the
people cannot claim ignorance of the law as an excuse for
week of Parashas Balak) to someone who visited him,
absolving an illegal act. Ignorance as a sin means that we
“When a Jew has a tzarah, troubling situation, what does
are responsible for our lack of knowledge. We should have
he do? He goes to a tzaddik, righteous person, and
known; we should have listened; we should have opened
petitions his blessing. Balak, however, had a tzarah (he
up our eyes and seen the message. One who “should
thought that the Jews would overrun his country), and
have,” but did not, is a sinner. It is as simple as that.
what did he do? He went to Bilaam, the pagan prophet,
not for a blessing, but for a curse. He asked Bilaam to curse
ויעל בלק ובלעם פר ואיל במזבח
the Jews.”
And Balak and Bilaam brought up a bull and a ram on
I think the reason is quite simple. One who is
each alter. (23:2)
insecure cannot tolerate competition. The mere thought
Horav Sholom Schwadron, zl, was a master
that someone is presenting a challenge to his position
orator. As a maggid, he was able to reach thousands with
means that he must destroy the competition. What about
his powerful, animated oratory. The manner in which he
bettering himself, elevating himself to the point that he
presented his ethical lessons, couched in stories to which
has no competition? That would require self-confidence,
his listeners could well relate, captivated his audience,
which, for an insecure person, comes at a premium.
impacting them with his critical message and sage advice.
Rather than strengthening himself, he would rather
Yet, Rav Sholom was not happy. He felt that in order to be
undermine the competition. Such a person deserves to be
worthy of lecturing to the masses, he himself should be
challenged.
more “sincere.” There should be no vestige of eminence
or haughtiness, no personal interest whatsoever. (This
ויאמר בלעם אל מלאך ד' חטאתי כי לא ידעתי כי אתה נצב
story is related by Horav Reuven Karlinstein, zl. Obviously,
לקראתי בדרך
Rav Sholom’s issue with honor and arrogance is far
Bilaam said to the angel of Hashem, “I have sinned, for I
removed from anything we could imagine. He was a holy
did not know that you were standing opposite me on
person whose entire life was devoted to Torah, mitzvos
and Klal Yisrael. Nonetheless, on his lofty level, he felt
the road. (22:34)
insincere.) Perhaps he was missing a drop of lishmah, for
As usual, Bilaam speaks out of both sides of his
its own sake (the mitzvah of reaching out to fellow Jews).
mouth. On the one hand, he seeks to excuse himself for
Perhaps he took personal enjoyment from his successful
his actions, claiming, Lo yadati, “I did not know” that you
lecturing.
(the angel) stood before me. On the other hand, he
At that time, the Mashgiach of Ponevez (and
concedes, Chatasi, “I sinned.” What is it: excuse, or sin? He
Mir), Horav Yechezkel Levenstein, zl, lived in Yerushalayim.
cannot have it both ways. The Shlah HaKadosh explains
Rav Sholom decided that he would share his personal
that the two go together – chatasi, ki lo yadaati, “I sinned,
misgivings with Rav Chatzkel (as he was lovingly and
because I did not know.” The mere fact that I did not know
venerably called). He did. The Mashgiach listened,
is a sin.
ruminated for a moment, and said, “If there is a question
How can Bilaam claim that he was unaware, that
of sincerity, it is not simple…Arrogance is a vile character
he did not know? He himself said that his donkey was
trait.”
perfect; it had never before acted with such insolence! (His
Rav Sholom left the Mashgiach’s apartment
donkey was well-behaved; it had never given him any
feeling even more morose. He was broken-hearted.
trouble.) This alone should have been to Bilaam (who was
Instead of encouraging words, the Mashgiach seemed to
a pagan prophet) a sign from Hashem. Hashem was
be even more demanding of him. As he was returning
speaking to him. He should have immediately asked
home, his mind deep in thought, Rav Sholom chanced
himself, “What does G-d want from me?”
upon a distinguished chasid of Gur, indeed, an old friend
Instead, he closed his eyes; he ignored the signs.
of his. Rav Sholom poured out his heart, sharing with him
This, in and of itself is a sin. When one chooses to ignore a
his tale of woe. (While such feelings of insincerity might
message from G-d, claiming that he did not notice it, he is
not bother most of us, Rav Sholom was greatly troubled.
guilty of a spiritual deficiency. Let me add, that when one
This gives the reader a glimpse of his impeccable character
purposely closes his eyes and refuses to see the message
and devotion to Hashem.) “I thought the Mashgiach would

hearten me, encourage me to continue my work and not
worry. On the contrary, he added to the weight that is
already sitting on my heart,” Rav Sholom said.
The chassid replied, “You are well aware of
Chazal’s statement (Sanhedrin 105b), ‘A person should
always engage in the study of Torah, or the performance
of a mitzvah, even if not for its own sake (i.e. even for
ulterior motives), because from learning Torah and
performing a mitzvah not for its own sake, he will
eventually come to learn Torah or perform a mitzvah for
its own sake (i.e. out of pure motives).’” This concept is
substantiated by the reward received by Balak for the
forty-two offerings that he offered up to Hashem. He
merited to have Rus (matriarch of the Davidic dynasty)
descended from him (Rus was a descendant of Eglon, the
grandson of Balak). (Simply, Chazal teach us that one
should not be discouraged if he finds himself learning
Torah or performing mitzvos for less than pure motives,
such as fame and honor. It is part of climbing the ladder of
spirituality. One begins with impure motivation, but as he
continues to climb, he will notice a deeper attachment to
Torah and mitzvos, thus purifying his motives.)
The chassid continued, “I once heard this Chazal
explained by one of the gedolim, Torah giants, as, even if
you might be acting she’lo lishmah, for ulterior motives,
but, as a result of your words, you cause another Jew to
alter the course of his life, to the point that now he will
serve Hashem through Torah and mitzvah performance –
lishmah, purely for the sake of the mitzvah – then you
should continue your work. Therefore, my dear friend,
even if you sense that your work contains even a miniscule
measure of impurity, do not worry, because you are
inspiring thousands to adhere to Hashem’s Torah and
mitzvos.”
When Balak offered his forty-two offerings, his
intention was that, through them, Bilaam would be able to
curse Klal Yisrael. This was ulterior motive at its nadir. Yet,
as Maharal explains, these sacrifices ultimately led to the
Jewish People being blessed. In reward, he merited to
have Rus descend from him. Various goals and objectives
motivate one to “act publicly,” be it speaking, writing,
carrying out acts of loving kindness, etc. Veritably, it would
be wonderful if we could all act lishmah, but, even if our
motives are “slightly” self-serving, the barometer for
appropriateness should be: do our public acts inspire/help
others, or are they only for self-aggrandizement?
Somewhere in the equation must be an aspect of lishmah,
or the success factor of the endeavor will be restricted.

וירא את הקיני וישא משלו ויאמר איתן מושבך ושים בסלע קנך
He saw the Keini and declaimed his parable and said,
“Strong is your dwelling, and set in a rock is your nest.”
(24:21)
After failing to curse Klal Yisrael successfully,
Bilaam had one last prophecy which foreshadowed what
would happen concerning both the surrounding nations
and the Jewish People. He mentioned the Keini, who were
Yisro’s family. Rashi says that Bilaam recalled the history
that he had with Yisro, heralding back to their both being
Pharaoh’s top advisors together with Iyov. Three men –
Iyov, Yisro and Bilaam. Obviously, to have reached such a

pinnacle to serve as advisors to the man who was probably
the most powerful monarch in the world was truly an
extraordinary achievement. Iyov and Yisro went on to
achieve even greater distinction, while the evil Bilaam
went down in infamy. This troubled Bilaam.
He saw Yisro’s outstanding success, his position
of prominence and royalty as Moshe Rabbeinu’s father-inlaw. “How is it,” Bilaam mused, “that I see prophetically
that Yisro’s descendants will one day occupy seats as
members of the Sanhedrin HaGadol that sat in the Lishkas
HaGazis which was within the Bais Hamikdash? Yisro’s
descendants will determine the halachic issues involving
all of Klal Yisrael.” What happened? Yisro and he were
once on the same level (or so he thought).
To say that Bilaam was envious would be an
understatement. Did he have regrets that Yisro made it
and he (although being the most distinguished pagan
prophet) was nothing more than an abominable person
who had no legacy other than evil and turpitude?
Bilaam (like most wicked people) conveniently
forgot the evil that he had wrought. He was the one who
suggested to Pharaoh that the Jews were a problem that
would simply not go away by itself. They would have to
“help” it along. Yisro, however, fled to Midyan because he
wanted no part of Bilaam’s diabolical plan. He gave up
power and future because he fought for what was right,
while Bilaam could care less about what was right as long
as he had power, fame and wealth. Yisro’s power and
wealth would have to wait a few generations, but it would
endure. Bilaam’s fleeting fame earned him a place in the
annals of evil persecutors.
Horav Avraham Pam, zl (cited by Rabbi Sholom
Smith in his book, “Messages from Rav Pam”), quotes the
Shevet Mussar (25:5) who notes that “the wicked are filled
with regrets.” Bilaam spent a lifetime immersed in moral
profligacy, hedonism and depravity. He thought that he
was enjoying life, living it to its fullest, experiencing base
pleasure at its nadir. Did Bilaam realize that it was all for
naught, that physical pleasure does nothing for the
person? Now, as he looked at Yisro’s success in life, Bilaam
realized that he at least wanted to die as the righteous.
The Bilaams of the world do not realize that in order to die
righteous, one must live righteous. Rather than being
motivated to repentance, Bilaam struggled with -- and was
consumed by -- envy. Why did he not do something – now?
As long as one is alive, it is not too late.
Many Jews have led lives on the fringe of
Judaism. They never identified with Judaism, opting
instead for a life of abandon. Obviously, blame can be laid
at the feet of a number of people, but, at the end of the
day, these individuals are broken, filled with regret and
self-loathing. Yet, they are unable to make that move to
religious observance. They know that it is the right thing
to do, but, like Bilaam, it is so much easier and convenient
to rationalize away their guilt and not repent. For some, it
is easier to keep on going the wrong way than alter their
course. How sad.

