von

WJ;EJ
CIORAH

CHUMASH BEMIDBAR
The Book of Numbers

Parshat Balak

A free excerpt from the Kehot Publication Society’s
Chumash Bemidbar/Book of Numbers with commentary
based on the works of the Lubavitcher Rebbe,

produced by Chabad of California.

The full volume is available for purchase at www.kehot.com.

For personal use only. All rights reserved.

The right to reproduce this book or portions thereof,
in any form, requires permission in writing from
Chabad of California, Inc.

With an Interpolated English Translation
and Commentary Based on the Works of

The Lubavitcher Rebbe

CEO C50 CEOCEOCTOCTOCEOCEOCEO CEO CEO CSOCTOCTOCEO CEO CEO CEO CEO CSOCTOCTO CEO GO CEO CEO CSO CSOCSOCTO CTO GO CK



THE TorAH - CHUMASH BEMIDBAR

WITH AN INTERPOLATED ENGLISH TRANSLATION
AND COMMENTARY BASED ON THE WORKS OF
THE LUBAVITCHER REBBE

Copyright © 2006-2009
y
Chabad of California

Second, revised printing 2009

A project of
Chabad of California
741 Gayley Avenue, Los Angeles, CA 90024
310-208-7511 / Fax 310-208-5811

Published by
Kehot Publication Society
770 Eastern Parkway, Brooklyn, New York 11213
718-774-4000 / Fax 718-774-2718
editor@kehot.com

Order Department:
291 Kingston Avenue, Brooklyn, New York 11213
718-778-0226 / Fax 718-778-4148
www.kehot.com

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book
or portions thereof, in any form, without permission,
in writing, from Chabad of California, Inc.

The Kehot logo is a trademark
of Merkos L'Inyonei Chinuch, Inc.

ISBN: 978-0-8266-0193-3
ISBN: 978-0-8266-0195-2 (set)

Published in the United States of America



O CEOCSOCEOCSOCEO CSOCEO CSOCEI CSOCEO CSOCEO CSOCEO CEO CEO CSOCEO CEO CEO CSO CTO CSO CTO CEO CTO CEO CSo G50t

3113 Yot

SO

CTHECTORAH

With an Interpolated English Translation
and Commentary Based on the Works of

The Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson
Y71 137333 TrrRhes

CHuMASH BEMIDBAR
The Book of Numbers

Parshat Balak

Q2T ANXIR
Ty

s

Kehot Publication Society
770 Eastern Parkway, Brooklyn NY 11213
5769/2009






BN>EN

GENESIS

Bereishit
Noach
Lech Lecha
Vayeira
Chayei Sarah
Toldot
Vayeitzei
Vayishlach
Vayeishev
Mikeitz
Vayigash
Vayechi

EXODUS
Shemot
Vaeira

Bo
Beshalach
Yitro
Mishpatim
Terumah
Tetzaveh
Tisa
Vayakheil
Pekudei

LEVITICUS
Vayikra
Tzav
Shemini
Tazria
Metzora
Acharei Mot
Kedoshim
Emor

Behar
Bechukotai

NUMBERS
Bemidbar

Naso
Beha’alotecha
Shelach

Korach

Chukat

Balak G

Pinchas
Matot
Masei

DEUTERONOMY
Devarim
Va’etchanan
Eikev

Re’eh

Shoftim

Teitzei

Tavo

Netzavim
Vayeilech
Ha’azinu

Vezot Habrachah

) P73

oo?



P73
Balak

Overview

he preceding parashah ends with the arrival of the Jewish people at the threshold

of the promised land. The remainder of the Five Books of Moses, the next 15

parashiot—more than a quarter of the Torah’s 54 —take place at this, the Israelites’
final stop of their trek from Egypt.

We would expect the Torah to turn now to subjects pertinent to the entry into the Land
of Israel: its borders, laws of land inheritance, and instructions for the impending conquest.
And indeed it will, but first it will recount how the Jewish people are contested by their
final enemy before their entry into the land: the alliance of Moab and Midian. This turns
into a drama with several acts, the details and after math of which extend over much of the
next three parashiot.

The first act of this drama is the curious tale of how the Moabite king Balak hires the
gentile soothsayer Balaam to curse the Jews.

Why does the Torah tell us about this non-Jewish pair and their thwarted attempt? The
Jewish people are not directly involved in the events at all; in fact, the sages point out that
the fact that the story is found in the Torah altogether proves that the Torah was written
through prophecy, for otherwise, there is no way Moses could have known that the whole
episode even happened! True, this chronicle does provide the background for its aftermath
(which begins at the end of this parashah), in which the Jewish people are caught in the snare
of these nations’ plot to entice them into sexual sin. But if this were its only purpose, the
entire episode could have been summarized in a few sentences rather than been given the
prominence it receives as a lengthy, detailed departure from the Torah’s main narrative.

What is particularly ironic about this whole story is that Balaam’s foiled attempts at
cursing the Jews lead him to voice the most explicit of the Torah'’s veiled references to the
coming of the Messiah and the final Redemption. Outside of these prophecies, there are
only vague allusions in the Five Books of Moses to the messianic future. It might therefore
seem that the Torah details the story of Balak and Balaam solely to transmit these prophecies
to the Jewish people. On the eve of their entry into the promised land, God evidently felt
that it was necessary to inspire them with a vision of their ultimate destiny, to focus them
on their true goal—beyond their immediate goal of conquering the land and performing
the commandments that require them to live a settled, material life in it.



OVERVIEW OF BALAK

For, one might ask, once we know what God requires us to do in the here and now, why
do we need to know about our reward, our ultimate goal? Our job is to do what God wants
of us; if this brings us a reward, so be it, but why not trust implicitly in God to provide the
reward when the time comes and not be concerned about what and when?

The answer, of course, is that having a clear vision of what it is we are working toward
makes all the difference in the quality of our work and the effort we put into it. God wants
us to serve Him in an inspired way; He wants our vision to be His vision, our goals to be His
goals. Of course, our relationship to God must be predicated on the absolute, unconditional
devotion every creature owes its Creator, but that is only the basis, the beginning. Ideally,
God wants us to dream about what He dreams about; this is why He shares with us His
dream for the messianic future.

Still, aside from the unsettling fact that such a fundamental aspect of Judaism is brought
to light via an idolatrous king’s and an egocentric diviner’s obsession to curse us, the above
question still remains: the Torah could have recorded the messianic prophesies and still
spared us the lengthy details of the tale of Balaam and Balak.

And besides, if the messianic prophesies were the focus of the parashah, why should it
be named Balak? As we have mentioned previously, the careful reader will note that the
Torah shuns negative words and idioms whenever possible.! Moreover, the Torah enjoins
us to obliterate all traces of wickedness? and idol worship. Why, then, does Jewish tradition
immortalize the name of a wicked, idolatrous king, who clearly wished to wipe out the
Jewish people at any cost, and in fact succeeded in bringing about the death of over a
hundred thousand Jews??

Furthermore, the real villain of the story seems to be Balaam, whose ability to curse
evidently posed a real threat to the Jews. To be sure, Balak is the one who hired Balaam,
but the action focuses more on Balaam.

The answer to these questions may be found if we recall that the parashah in which the
giving of the Torah occurs is also named after an idolater: Jethro. There, we explained that
in order for the Torah to be given, the ground work had to be laid for it to permeate all of
reality, overtaking even the elements of reality that deny God, or at least His sole authority
over creation. Before the Torah could be given, Jethro, the arch-pagan and consummate
idolater, had to acknowledge God’s existence and omnipotence.

Similarly, before the Jewish people could enter the Promised Land and begin to fulfill
the Torah’s mandates in the physical world —with the ultimate goal of ushering in the
messianic future—a similar act of transformation had to occur. The groundwork had to be
laid for the transformation of all reality that would be the eventual goal and result of the
Jewish people living in their land. The hatred and curses of the enemies of God’s people had
to be transformed into blessings, and not into just any blessings, but into the prophesies of
the ultimate victory of God’s people over the very enemies that sought to curse them. In the
messianic era, the non-Jewish nations will use their power to aid the Jewish people instead
of combating them, as it is written, “Kings will be your nurturers, and their princesses your
wet nurses.”* “Foreigners will stand and tend your flocks, and the sons of the stranger will
be your farmers and your vineyard workers.”>

1. Bava Batra 123a; v. Pesachim 3a.
2. Proverbs 10:7; v. Yoma 38b.

3. See Rashi on Numbers 25:5.

4. Isaiah 49:23.

5. Isaiah 61:5-6.
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OVERVIEW OF BALAK

Since the messianic Redemption will herald the consummate annihilation and
transformation of evil, it is now self-evident why the prophecies concerning this era issued
from the mouth of the idolatrous anti-Semite, Balaam. Only in this way could the full force
of their transformational nature be expressed.

For the same reason, the parashah is named after Balak,® since he embodied the idea that
the messianic future will be the full transformation of evil into good. Firstly, he hated the
Jewish people more than anyone (including Balaam, who would not have attempted to
curse the Jews had Balak not hired him to do so),” yet the result of his hatred was that the
Jews came to be blessed with the assurance of their triumph.

Secondly, Balak, it turns out, is a direct ancestor of the Messiah. King David, the
progenitor of the Messiah, was the great grandson of Ruth, the Moabite convert,® and Ruth
was a descendant of Balak.’ In fact, Balak perceived that the Messiah would be among his
descendants, and he felt that if he could have the Jews cursed, this greatness would remain
in his own people. The transformation of evil into holiness was exactly what he feared.” !

Because Balak personified evil's consummate hatred of holiness and its eventual
transformation into holiness, the parashah is named after him and not Balaam. Balak’s
hatred was the catalyst that instigated the entire episode.'

he word Balak in Hebrew means “cut off,” or “dead.”"® Allegorically, then, parashat
Balak describes a deadened spiritual state, in which one’s Jewish identity is at its
nadir.

Indeed, it sometimes happens that just when we are about to accomplish some great
goal in our life, when we are just about to enter our “promised land,” our inspiration is
preempted by a feeling of worthlessness and dejection, making us feel unequal to the task.
An honest self-appraisal leaves us all too aware of our shortcomings and failings. How
can we presume to answer the call to greatness when we are so thoroughly corrupt and
acutely lacking the qualities necessary to see the challenge through? We feel “cut off,” our
life seems like a curse.

At such times, we must remember that Balak is a progenitor of the Messiah: that if we
renew our connection with our ultimate goal, we can transform the curse giver within us
into a source of blessing. We can transform our inner enemy and propensity to curse our
own mission into a blessing by adopting God’s dream as our own. Each of us possesses
a messianic spark, a potential role to play in redeeming the world. Focusing on our inner
messianic imperative enables us to rise above ourselves and to realize our true, inner
greatness.

6. Deliberately, for although the names of the parashiot are generally taken from among their first words, the word Balak in this
parashah is preceded by the word “And he saw” (vaya’ar). Thus, the parashah could have become known by this word, just as, for
example, the parashiot Vayeira and Va'eira are named after their very first words and not after the subjects of these verbs (God, in
Genesis 18:1; Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, in Exodus 6:3).

7. Midrash Tanchuma, Balak 2. According to others, however (see Rashi to Numbers 22:11), Balaam hated the Jews more than Balak did.
8. Ruth 4:16-21.

9. Sotah 47a.

10. Shenei Luchot HaBerit, Balak, 363b ff., cited in Or HaTorah, Balak, p. 902.

11. This idea is also alluded to in the word Balak itself, which may be permuted to spell the word for “accepted” (kibeil), recalling
the verse, “they affirmed and they accepted...” (Esther 9:27) and “and they accepted upon themselves that which they had undertaken
to do” (ibid. 9:23). According to our sages, these verses refer to the Jewish people’s renewal of their commitment to observe the
Torah (Shabbat 88a).

12. The idea that Balak was the instigator is echoed in the haftarah: “My people, remember what Balak, the king of Moab, advised,
and what Balaam, the son of Beor, answered him” (Micah 6:5). Balaam only responded to the initiatives of Balak.

13. V. Isaiah 24:1; Radak ad loc.; Chulin 19a; Or HaTorah, Balak, p. 900.



OVERVIEW OF BALAK

The same lesson applies in our relationship with others. We may sometimes meet
someone who appears altogether dissociated from spirituality and entirely disinterested
in advancing the cause of holiness. His mockery of sanctity might make us despair of
influencing him to refocus his life toward the goals of Judaism. But if we recall that within
his soul is a spark of Divinity that needs only to be revealed in order to transform his entire
being into goodness and holiness, we can indeed change this “cursing” individual into a
source of blessing.'*

14. Based on Likutei Sichot, vol. 23, pp. 166 ff.; Sichot Kodesh 5733, vol. 2, p. 281-2; Hitva'aduyot 5745, pp. 2536, 2538-89, 2544-47;
Likutei Sichot, vol. 28, pp. 274 ff.
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Since they knew that Moses had lived in Midian before becoming the Israelites’
leader, the Moabites decided to ask the Midianites what power he had used to ac-
complish the miracles that he performed. Moab and Midian were old enemies,® but
they now cooperated against the Israelites—the Moabites out of fear, and the Midi-
anites out of pure hatred, since the Israelites at this point posed no threat to them
at all. Moab said to the elders of Midian, “Now that our protectors are gone, this
congregation will pillage us; they will eat up everything around us, as the ox eats
up the greens of the field. What should we do?” The Midianites responded that
Moses’ power was in his mouth, i.e., his ability to intercede and pray to God. The
Moabites recruited the Midianite prince, Balak the son of Tzipor, and appointed
him to be the king of Moab at that time, in order to resist the Israelite menace.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

of his people.

In contrast, when Moses was afraid of Og,’ he did
not share his fear with the people or even betray
it by his demeanor at all. He refrained from doing
anything that would weaken the people’s spirit, and
instead bolstered his own spirit within. Because of
his positive attitude and steadfast trust in God, the
people’s self-image and their pride in their Divine
mission was preserved. This was critical, for as Mo-

ses saw when he was afraid that Pharaoh would
discover that he slew an Egyptian taskmaster,!
we earn God’s helpful intervention in our lives by
trusting that He will provide it.

Moses demonstrated here that he learned his lesson
from his encounter with Pharaoh long ago, and at
the same time set the standard of fearless behavior
for all Jewish leaders in the future.!

8. See Genesis 36:35. 9. Above, 22:34 10. On Exodus 2:14-15. 11. Likutei Sichot, vol. 8, pp. 148-149.
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Numbers 22:2-4 BALAK

Balak and Balaam

As was noted earlier,’ the Israelites had asked the Moabites permission to pass
through their territory on their way toward the Land of Israel, and the Moabites
refused. The Moabites were not afraid that the Israelites would fight them, since
God had not promised them their land.? So the Israelites traveled around Moab,
passing by its southern and eastern borders. Thus, when the Israelites defeated
Sichon and Og, it did not give the Moabites much cause for concern. As was also
noted earlier, Sichon and Og collected tribute from the Canaanite kings to protect
their land from invaders.? But in order not to appear dependent on others to de-
fend them, the Canaanite kings kept this arrangement a secret from the general
populace. However, Balak the son of Tzipor, a Midianite prince, was aware of
this arrangement. He saw all that Israel had done to Sichon and Og, the kings
of the Amorites. He thought that the reason the Israelites had not yet attacked
the Moabites was because they were afraid that Sichon and Og would rush to the
Moabites’ defense. Furthermore, he knew, like everyone else, that God had prom-
ised military prowess specifically to the non-Jews, and had seen how this promise
had prevented the Jews from waging war against Edom.* He therefore assumed
that the reason the Israelites had not attacked Moab was because they were afraid
to attack anyone other than the kings of Canaan proper, for they knew that God
had promised them only Canaan and would only come to their aid in battles they
waged to win that land. But when he saw that the Jews had successfully waged war
against Sichon and Og—who did not live in Canaan proper—he feared that they
would now not hesitate to wage war against the Moabites, as well. And now there
was no one to protect them.

So Balak told the Moabites that (a) it was clear now that the Israelites were not
hesitating to conquer lands other than Canaan proper, and (b) their protectors had
been vanquished. The reasons why the Israelites did not attack them previous-
ly were thus no longer relevant. Balak’s argument did not impress the Moabites,
and they continued to think that the Israelites were not interested in their land
and therefore would not attack them. However, they were afraid they would now
plunder them uninhibitedly.” Moab therefore now became terrified of the people,
for they were numerous, and had miraculously not lost any men in their battles
against Sichon and Og.® So Moab became disheartened and sick of life due to the
threat that the Israelites posed.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

So Balak told the Moabites: Balak had nothing to  Israelites’ threat. But inasmuch as “the wicked are
gain by making the Moabites afraid of the Israelites;  ruled by their hearts,”” he could not contain him-
he did not ask them to do anything to counter the self, and needlessly spread fear amongst the masses

1. Above, on 20:21. 2. See Rashi on Exodus 15:15. 3. Above, on 21:23. 4. Above, 20:18. 5. Rashi on 31:2, below, and Deuteronomy
2:9. 6. Likutei Sichot, vol. 8, pp. 141 ff. Hitva’aduyot 5745, vol. 2, pp. 1115-1116, 1130. 7. Bereishit Rabbah 34:10.
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Numbers 22:5-10 BALAK

Since Moses” power was spiritual, Balak understood that military might would
prove useless against the Israelites; this was clear from the way they conquered the
mighty Sichon and Og. Balak therefore decided that he needed to enlist the servic-
es of someone with spiritual power, who would combat Moses with his mouth.'?
He therefore sent messengers to Balaam the son of Beor, who was famous for
the efficacy of his curses, as has been noted," and whose prophetic powers Balak
was familiar with from Petor, which is by the river of Midian, the land of Balak’s
people. Balak and Balaam had lived in the same city, and Balaam had prophesied
that Balak would one day be a king. Balak had also observed how many kings
had asked for Balaam’s advice. So he sent messengers to Aram, where Balaam was
now living,'* to call for him and to promise to pay him well, saying, “A people
has come out of Egypt, and behold, they have covered the ‘eye’ of the land —they
have divested the land of its sentinels, Sichon and Og, who were paid to protect it.
And they are stationed opposite me, ready to strike.

So now, please come and curse this people for me, for they are too powerful
for me. Perhaps I will be able to strike them and drive them out of the land, or
at least reduce their numbers, for I know that whomever you bless is blessed and
whomever you curse is cursed.”

So the elders of Moab and the elders of Midian went, with all sorts of magic
charms in their hands so Balaam would not be able to say that he lacked his tools,
since he had become famous as a sorcerer prior to becoming a prophet.” The elders
of Midian decided that if Balaam would assent readily, it would be a sign that he
could in fact do something, but if not, he would prove ineffectual. They came to
Balaam and conveyed Balak’s message to him.

Balaam knew through prophecy that God had forbidden the Israelites to attack
Moab, and that therefore Balak had nothing to fear. Nonetheless, he did not reveal
this fact to Balak or his messengers, because he hated the Israelites and jumped at
this opportunity to curse them.'® He said to the messengers, “Lodge here for the
night” —for, as with other gentile prophets, God revealed Himself to him only at
night, stealthily, as it were”—*and I will give you an answer in accordance with
how Gop will speak to me. Perhaps He will tell me that it befits me to go only
with dignitaries more distinguished than you.” So the Moabite nobles stayed
with Balaam, but the Midianite elders, seeing that Balaam was uncertain, took it
as a sign that he would be ineffectual, and therefore left.

God came to Balaam and said, “Who are these men with you?” God intended
with this question to simply open the conversation, but Balaam inferred from it
that God is not always omniscient, and thus made plans to curse the Israelites by
catching God off guard.

Balaam said to God, “Balak the son of Tzipor, the king of Moab, has sent them
to me, so You see that kings esteem me, even though You do not. Balak said:

12. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, pp. 357 ff. 13. Above, on 21:27. 14. Below, 23:7. 15. Bemidbar Rabbah 20:7; above, on 21:27. 16. Likutei
Sichot, vol. 38, pp. 85 ff. 17. Cf. Genesis 31:24.
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Numbers 22:11-20 BALAK

‘Behold the people coming out of Egypt has covered the “eye” of the earth.
Come and curse them for me using God’s Name: perhaps I will be able to fight
against them and drive them out of the world.” ” Balaam hated the Jews more
than Balak, for Balak asked Balaam only to invoke an ordinary curse against them,
which would drive them away from Moab, but Balaam wanted to curse them us-
ing God’s Name and annihilate them altogether.

God said to Balaam, “You shall not go with them!” Balaam responded, “So let
me curse them right here!” God said back, “You shall not curse the people!” Ba-
laam, seeking to save face, said, “So at least let me bless them!” God replied, “No,
do not bless them either, because they are already blessed; they have no need of
you or your blessing.”

When Balaam arose in the morning, he
said to Balak’s nobles, lying, “Return to your country, for Gop has refused to let
me go with you, but only with dignitaries more distinguished than you.” He thus
sought to aggrandize himself in their eyes.

Moab’s nobles arose and came to Balak and said, “Balaam refuses to come
with us.”

So Balak continued to send dignitaries, more numerous and higher in rank
than these.

They came to Balaam and said to him, “So said Balak the son of Tzipor, ‘Please
do not hesitate to come to me.

For I will honor you greatly, paying you more than you have ever been paid
for your services before, and will do whatever you tell me to do. So please come
and curse this people for me.” ”

Balaam answered and said to Balak’s servants, “In fact, Balak should give me
all his money, because without me he would have to spend it all on mercenaries to
fight the Israelites, and who knows if they would succeed? My curse, however, will
certainly succeed. Nonetheless, even if Balak does give me his full storehouse of
silver and gold, I cannot do anything small or great that would transgress the
word of Gop, my God. I can only curse if He lets me.” So, now that Balak had
forced the issue, Balaam had to admit that his curse was subject to God’s approval.
And he unknowingly prophesied that he would not be able to nullify the blessing
that God had given the patriarchs.

He continued, “Now, you too, although you will probably be as disappointed
as the first group of delegates, please remain here overnight, and I will know
what more Gop will add to what He already said, when He will speak with me.
I am sure He will not allow me to curse them; I just hope He won't add to their
blessings.” Here, too, he prophesied unknowingly that God would give them ad-
ditional blessings through him.

Gop came to Balaam at night and said to him, “If these men have come to call
for you, and you are eager to take your fee, arise and go with them, but be advised
that whatever I tell you, you must do.”
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Further on, the angel of Gop stood in a path of the vineyards, once more block-
ing the way, this time with a stone fence on one side and another stone fence on
the other side, so there was no way to take a detour.

& INNER DIMENSIONS 5

[continued...] When a person transgresses one of
the Torah'’s explicit prohibitions, he augments the
power of the three varieties of “pure evil” (the
kelipot temei’ot). In this case, the person increases
the world’s enmity toward Divinity, increasing
the world’s conscious and unconscious hostil-
ity to God'’s intents and purposes. To redeem the
power he diverted into this form of evil, the per-
son must motivate his return to God with ardent,
overpowering love.”

Balaam’s exceeding hatred and antagonism to-

ward God may be seen as an allegory for the evil
produced by deliberate transgressions of the To-

23. Tanya, ch. 7. 24. Likutei Sichot, vol. 28, pp. 163-164.

rah’s prohibitions. Abraham’s exceeding love of
God and enthusiasm in performing His will is
then an allegory for the antidote to this poison:
repentance and reorientation (teshuvah) toward
God motivated by love.

Here, at the beginning of Balaam’s journey
to curse the Israelites, God tells him that he is
doomed to fail, for the people have inherited the
power to transform the results of his hatred for
God into holiness. This transformation of pure
evil into good is the theme of the whole episode
of Balaam and his curses.?
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Numbers 22:21-24 BALAK

Balaam’s Journey

Despite God’s words, Balaam still hoped to catch God off guard
and curse the people, so in the morning Balaam arose, and, enthused with the
prospect of cursing the Israelites, saddled his she-donkey himself. He also hoped,
by demonstrating his own eagerness to do evil, to emphasize how the Jews had
repeatedly been eager to rebel against God during their 40 years in the desert, and
thereby make God judge them unfavorably. In response, however, God told him
that this evil enthusiasm was counter-weighed by the holy enthusiasm Abraham
demonstrated by saddling his donkey himself the morning he went to sacrifice
Isaac.'® Moreover, Abraham had bequeathed his enthusiastic devotion to God to
the Jewish people: this was thus their true nature, and whenever they behaved
contrary to this nature, it was just a temporary lapse.” Nonetheless, Balaam went
on his way, with the same evil intentions as the Moabite dignitaries escorting
him.

Gop became angry, because Balaam was going eagerly, even though God had
made it clear that He did not want him to curse the Jews. An angel of Gop sta-
tioned himself on the road to thwart him. By thwarting Balaam’s path, God dis-
played both His anger —by posing him difficulties, and His mercy —by preventing
him from sinning and incurring punishment. Balaam was riding on his she-don-
key, and his two servants were with him, as befits a distinguished person.*

If God were to grant humans the perception to see angels, they would perforce
see both benevolent and destructive angels (i.e., demons). Since the sight of de-
structive angels would be too overwhelming for most people,*' God generally does
not grant humans this perception. But since animals do not have free choice and
possess less sophisticated consciousness than humans, they are not frightened by
the sight of destructive angels, so God allows them to see angels.” Thus, Balaam’s
she-donkey saw the angel of Gop stationed on the road with his sword drawn
in his hand. Seeing the angel blocking the way, the she-donkey turned aside from
the road and went into a field. In not allowing Balaam to remain on the path, forc-
ing him to go around him to either side, the angel was intimating that if Balaam
wished to curse Abraham’s descendants, he had only two choices: the descendants
of Ishmael or the descendants of Keturah; he could not curse Isaac. Balaam beat
the she-donkey to get it back onto the road.

& INNER DIMENSIONS 6

[21] He also hoped: When a person sins, he aug-
ments the power of evil in the world. This can
happen in two ways:

When a person indulges in some material or
sensual pleasure that is permitted by the Torah
but partakes in it for selfish motivations, he aug-
ments the power of “neutral evil” (kelipat nogah).
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He makes the world a coarser, less Divinely_ori-
ented place, but does not increase the spirit of
antagonism against Divinity in it. To redeem the
power he invested in this form of evil and re-root
itin holiness, it is enough for the person to regret
and repent of having selfishly indulged in God’s

gifts. [continues...]

18. See Genesis 22:3. 19. Likutei Sichot, vol. 28, pp. 159-160. 20. Cf. Genesis 22:3. 21. Berachot 6a. 22. Cf. Nachalat Yaakov.
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The angel of Gop said to him, “Why have you beaten your she-donkey these
three times? Behold, I came out to thwart you, for I perceived that you eagerly
hastened to set out on the journey in order to go against me —that is, against God,

who sent me.
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Numbers 22:25-32 BALAK

The she-donkey saw the angel of Gop, and because the angel was taking up
most of the passageway, she was pressed against the wall as she passed him. In
the process, she pressed Balaam’s leg against the wall, and he beat her again. By
forcing Balaam to one side, the angel was intimating that if Balaam wished to curse
Isaac’s descendants, he had only one choice: the descendants of Esau; he could not
curse Jacob.

The angel of Gop passed further ahead, and he stood in a narrow place, where
there was no room to turn right or left, thus making it impossible to pass. The an-
gel now was intimating that if Balaam wished to curse Jacob’s descendants, there
was no possibility at all, since all his children remained loyal to God’s calling and
therefore could not be cursed.

The she-donkey saw the angel of Gop, and it crouched down under Balaam.
Balaam became angry, and he beat the she-donkey with a stick.

Gop opened the mouth of the she-donkey, enabling her to speak, and she
said to Balaam, “What have I done to you that you have struck me these three
times [regalim]?” God, via the donkey’s choice of words, intimated that it was use-
less for Balaam to try to destroy a nation that observes the three pilgrim festivals
[regalim].

Balaam said to the she-donkey, “For you have humiliated me! If I had a sword
in my hand, I would kill you right now!” This statement embarrassed Balaam in
front of the Moabite delegation accompanying him, for he was on his way to slay
an entire nation with his speech, but required a weapon to do away with a single
donkey.

The Moabite delegates asked Balaam, “Why did you take this donkey instead of
a horse?” He replied, “I left my horse in the pasture to graze.” Upon hearing this,
the she-donkey said to Balaam, “Am I not your personal she-donkey, and is it not
true that you have never owned a horse?” Balaam said, “Well, yes, but I only use
you for transporting burdens.” To this, the donkey answered, “Am I not the don-
key on which you have always ridden?” Balaam said, “Well, yes, but only once!”
Again, the she-donkey said, “Am I not the donkey you have ridden since you first
started in your career and have continued riding until now?” Balaam could not
deny this. The donkey continued, “Have I been accustomed to act disobediently
like this to you?” He said, “No.”

Gop then opened Balaam’s eyes, and he saw the angel of Gop standing in the
road, with a sword drawn in his hand, intimating that Balaam was wrong in try-
ing to usurp the Jews’ power of the mouth and abandoning the non-Jews” power of
the sword, and that in retribution God would have him killed by the means he had
abandoned. As will be seen later,” this actually happened. Balaam bowed and
prostrated himself on his face.

25. Below, 31:8.
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Numbers 22:33-40 BALAK

Even your she-donkey sensed that proceeding on this journey was against God’s
will, and when the she-donkey saw me, she turned aside these three times. Had
she not turned aside before me, I would not only have delayed you, but also
killed you now and spared her, instead of killing her and sparing you. But, now,
because you had no defense against her rebuke, I must kill her so people will not
be able to identify her as the animal that humiliated you.” Even though Balaam
was wicked, he was human, and God showed respect for his human dignity. And
so the angel killed the donkey.

Balaam said to the angel of Gop, “I have sinned, for I did not know that
you were standing on the road before me.” This admission greatly embarrassed
Balaam, for he had boasted of his prophetic powers. But he quickly resumed the
offensive. He told the angel, “Now, if it displeases you, I will return. You, as God’s
agent, claim to have my interests at heart and that I am acting against God’s will,
but He has explicitly allowed me to do this! Just as when Abraham was about to
slaughter Isaac and an angel cancelled God’s order,* here, too, God has said one
thing to me and you now contravene Him!”

The angel of Gop said to Balaam, “If, despite all this, you still insist, then go
with these men and join them in their wickedness, but be advised that the word I
will speak to you—that is what you shall speak.” So Balaam went with Balak’s
dignitaries, still as eager to curse the Jews as they were, and still thinking that he
would catch God off guard.

Balaam sent messengers to Balak to announce his arrival. When Balak heard
that Balaam was coming, he went out toward him to meet him in the most popu-
lous city of Moab, in order to impress him with the magnitude of destruction the
Israelites were about to cause. This city is on the border of Moab, the Arnon River,
which is at the northern edge of Moab’s territory.

Balak said to Balaam, “Did I not send dignitaries to you to call you the first
time? Why did you not come to me then? Am I indeed incapable of honoring you
to your satisfaction?” He unwittingly prophesied that through this undertaking
Balaam would become disgraced, rather than honored.

Balaam said to Balak, “Behold, I have come to you now! But beware: do you
think I have any power to say anything I like? The word Gop puts into my
mouth —that I will speak.”

Balaam went with Balak, and they ar-
rived at another populous city, Kiryat Chutzot [“a city of many outside market-
places”]. They hoped that if they asked God to curse the Jews from there, they
would be able to arouse His mercy over so many people.

Balak slaughtered a few cattle and sheep and sent some to Balaam and to the
dignitaries with him, even though he had promised to honor him lavishly.” Ba-
laam was insulted, and planned revenge.

26. Genesis 22:2. 27. Above, v. 17.
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Numbers 22:41-23:8 BALAK

In the morning, Balak took Balaam and led him up to the heights where the
Moabites worshipped Ba’al, and from there he saw part of the encampment of the
Jewish people.

Balaam’s First Oracle

Intending to make him pay for his stinginess, Balaam said to Balak, “Build
me seven altars here, and prepare for me seven bulls and seven rams.”

Balak did as Balaam had requested, and Balak and Balaam offered up a bull
and a ram on each altar.

Balaam said to Balak, “Remain next to your ascent-offering, and I will go off to
meditate. God does not usually communicate with me during the day,*® but per-
haps Gop will communicate with me, even if reluctantly, and He will show me
something that I can tell you.” So he went, alone and undisturbed.

Gop indeed communicated reluctantly with Balaam, in order to thwart his plans
to curse the Israelites. Balaam said to Him, “Look! I have set up seven altars, in
order to neutralize the merit accrued by the seven altars that the patriarchs built,
and I have offered up a bull and a ram on each altar, whereas they only offered
one ram at a time.”?

Gop placed His message into Balaam’s mouth, i.e., He granted him a prophetic
vision, in which He showed Balaam that he cannot curse the people: firstly because
God loves and protects them, and secondly because their own merits outweigh
the force of any curse he could pronounce.® And He said, “Return to Balak and
speak thus.”

When he returned, Balak was standing next to his ascent-offering, together
with all the Moabite dignitaries.

Balaam began to recite his parable, and said, “Balak the king of Moab has
brought me from Aram, from the mountains of the east, saying, “Come, curse
Jacob for me, and come, invoke God’s wrath against Israel!” He had me refer to
them by both of their ancestor’s names, so there should be no doubt as to whom
the curse was directed.

But how can I curse whom Gop has not cursed? When Jacob should have cursed
Simeon and Levi for wiping out the city of Shechem,’ he only cursed their anger,
not them.* When Jacob tricked Isaac and deserved to be cursed, God arranged for
him to be blessed.** When God will give them directions regarding how to seal His
covenant with them through blessings and curses, He will describe the blessing as
being directed at the people but will mention the curse only in general.* All I can
really do is determine when God gets angry with the Israelites, and then take ad-
vantage of the moment to pronounce my curse. But now, how can I invoke God’s
wrath? Gop has not been angered at all since | have been hired!

28. Above, 22:8. 29. Genesis 12:7, 12:8, 13:18, 22:9, 26:25, 33:20, 35:7. 30. The Torah only mentions what Abraham offered as a
sacrifice (Genesis 22:13) —one ram. Since the Torah never mentions that the patriarchs ever offered more than this at one time, we
may presume that this was the norm. 31. Likutei Sichot, vol. 38, pp. 90-91. 32. Genesis 34. 33. Ibid. 49:6. 34.1Ibid. 27:33. 35. Deu-
teronomy 27:12-13.
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tion of righteous individuals. May my soul die the death of the upright of Israel,
and let my end be like theirs!” When Balaam heard himself say that God counts
the vital seed produced in the Israelites’ marital relations, he was disgusted. “Is it
proper,” he thought, “for the holy God to be so prurient?” Because he looked dis-
paragingly at the holiness of marital relations and implied that God misused His
sight, Balaam went blind in one of his eyes. This eye was later removed, exposing

the socket.®

As sturdy as mountain peaks...as sturdy as hills:
The “sturdiness” referred to here is the Jewish peo-
ple’s abiding and unwavering selfless devotion to
God, including their willingness to lay down their
lives, if necessary, rather than betray this devotion.
We inherit this quality from the patriarchs and ma-
triarchs, who internalized this devotion so intensely
that it became part of their very being, which was in
turn passed on to their progeny.

This intensity of devotion is an expression of the
Divine soul, for the natural soul is not capable of
sacrificing its own existence for a higher purpose
that contradicts its own, material interests.

Furthermore, the persistence of this trait in the Jew-
ish people is also an expression of their Divine soul,

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 38

for the natural order dictates that cultural ideals get
weaker as the generations progress.

Since this devotion distinguishes the Jewish people
from the rest of humanity, the verse continues, “See,
they are a nation that dwells alone....”#

Has anyone counted the dirt of Jacob: The Jew-
ish people are here compared to the dirt. Just as
there are hidden treasures buried in the earth, so are
there treasures of pure faith in God and deep love
and fear of Him hidden in every Jew. These trea-
sures may at times be hard to uncover, just as the
treasures buried in the earth are often buried deep
below the surface. But they are there, nonetheless,
and with sufficient effort they can be revealed.”

45. Rashi on 24:3, below. 46. Likutei Sichot, vol. 28, pp. 171-173. 47. Keter Shem Tov, Addendum 44
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Numbers 23:9-10 BALAK

For from their beginning as a nation, I see them as sturdy as mountain peaks
in the merit of their patriarchs, and I behold them as sturdy as hills in the merit
of their matriarchs. See, they are a nation that in the ultimate future will dwell
alone, for they alone will inherit the earth. They will not be reckoned among all
the other nations when the nations will be punished. Nor will their enjoyment of
God’s goodness along with the other nations be reckoned and deducted from
their reward in the future, when they will rejoice alone.

Furthermore, not only are they impervious to curses because of the sturdiness
they have inherited from their forefathers; they also have their own merits and
qualities that render them invulnerable. This invulnerability is not due to their
physical numbers, for although they are indeed numerous, they are, after all fi-
nite, and there are many nations more numerous than they. Rather, has anyone
counted the descendants of Jacob, thinking that their number expresses the sum
total of their merit? When God blessed them to be as uncountable as the dust of
the earth,® He meant that they possess intrinsic, essential quality, which tran-
scends mere quantity. Therefore, God loves them unconditionally, as if they were
His young children. And does anyone think that the Jewish people’s uniqueness
can be expressed by counting the number of people in one of the four divisions of
the camp of Israel? Their uniqueness lies in their essential quality, which God has
indicated by arranging them in four distinct divisions, similar to the formation of
the angelic hosts.”” Their intrinsic quality is also expressed by the constant nature
of some of the commandments they perform. Thus: has anyone counted the num-
ber of commandments God has commanded the descendants of Jacob to perform,
thinking that this is how they accrue merit? By performing the commandments,
they accrue uninterrupted, infinite merit, as can be seen with the commandments
they perform with the dirt of the earth: They till the earth constantly, and when-
ever they do so without harnessing an ox and a donkey together, they are fulfilling
a commandment!* They sow their fields and vineyards constantly, and whenever
they do so without mixing species together, they are fulfilling a commandment!*
They constantly keep the liquid solution made from the dust of the red cow ready
to sprinkle on someone who has become defiled by contact with a corpse, and they
constantly keep some of it preserved as a keepsake.* Even the effects of the liquid
solution used in the trial of the suspected adulteress, prepared from the dirt of
the Tabernacle floor, are continuous: if she is proven guilty, everyone learns from
her example; if she is proven innocent, her marital harmony and fertility are en-
hanced.*" The same may be said of other commandments they perform with dirt:
not plowing on the Sabbath or in the Sabbatical year, not sowing on the Sabbath or
in the Sabbatical year,*> covering the blood with dirt after slaughtering an animal,*
and using dirt to plaster a house being inspected for contamination.* And has
anyone counted the number of the vital seed of Israel, thinking that their number
expresses their merit? God counts them because he anxiously awaits the concep-

36. Genesis 13:16. 37. Likutei Sichot, vol. 38, pp. 93-94. 38. Deuteronomy 22:10. 39. Leviticus 19:19, Deuteronomy 22:9. 40. Above,
ch. 19. 41. Above, 5:11-31. 42. Leviticus 25:4. 43. Leviticus 17:13. 44. Leviticus 14:42.
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God again communicated: In both Balaam’s
first and second visions, he mentions God’s love
for the Jews as well as their own merit. The point
communicated in the first vision, however, is that
it is impossible to curse the Jews, so Balaam there-

51. Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, pp. 150-151.
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fore emphasizes God’s protective love. In the sec-
ond vision, he points out that the Jews in fact de-
serve to be blessed, and therefore emphasizes their
own merits.”



Numbers 23:11-19 BALAK

Hearing what Balaam said, Balak said to Balaam, “What have you done to me?
I took you to curse my enemies, but you have blessed, yes, blessed them!”

He answered, saying, “Is not what Gop puts into my mouth what I must take
care to say?”

Balaam’s Second Oracle

Balak said to him, “As you have told me, we cannot curse the
entire people because they collectively enjoy God’s protective love and their col-
lective merit renders them immune to curses. Therefore, come with me to another
place from where you will see them; however, you will see only a part of them,
not all of them. If you do not see all of them at once, you will regard them as indi-
viduals, and since there are surely individuals amongst them of lesser merit, you
will be able to curse at least these individuals for me from there.”*®

He took him outside the present borders of Moab altogether, to the field of the
lookouts, where guards watched to see if invaders were approaching, and which
was on the peak of the summit of Mount Nebo, where Moses would die. Balak’s
powers of divination were superior to Balaam’s, and he foresaw that misfortune
would befall the Jewish people at this location. But he mistakenly thought that this
misfortune would be due to Balaam’s curse. As before, Balak built seven altars
and offered up a bull and a ram on each altar.

Balaam said to Balak, “Remain here next to your ascent-offering and perhaps
I will again be reluctantly communicated with by God here.”

Gop again communicated reluctantly with Balaam and placed a second mes-
sage into his mouth. In this vision, God showed Balaam that not only can he not
curse the people, but that they in fact deserve to be blessed,* because of their own
merits and because God loves them.”® When Balaam saw that God was again going
to use him to bless the Israelites, he decided not to return to Balak. But God forced
him: He said, “Return to Balak and speak thus.”

When he came to him, he was standing next to his ascent-offering, and some
of the Moabite dignitaries were with him, for the others had left when they saw
that Balaam was not going to succeed in cursing the Israelites. Balak said to him
mockingly, “What did Gop say? You are just a puppet; you cannot do what you
want.”

Balaam responded to Balak’s mocking tone by trying to vex him. He began to
recite his parable and said, “Arise, Balak, and hear! You have no right to remain
sitting while I deliver God’s message to you! Listen closely to me, son of Tzipor.

Gop is not a man that He should lie, nor is He a mortal that He should recon-
sider His decisions. He promised to give the Israelites the Land of Israel, so it is use-
less for you to try to oppose His word. Do you think He would say that He would
do something and not do it? that He would speak and not fulfill what He said?

48. Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, p. 151, note 19, after Seforno. 49. Likutei Sichot, vol. 38, p. 91. 50. Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, pp. 150-151.
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versity in Israel; Gop, their God, is with them: “Ja-
cob” refers to the Jew as he is involved in the mun-
dane reality of the workweek, while “Israel” refers
to the Jew in his transcendent state on the Sabbath.
When we attempt to pray during the week, we must
strive to overcome the many confusing and distract-
ing thoughts that intrude from our involvement in
worldly affairs. We are only able to succeed in this

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3
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struggle because “Gop, their God is with them.” On
Shabbat, however, we do not have to expend any
effort to rise above the distractions of the mundane
world;* all we need to do is cultivate sensitivity to
the special illumination of our soul that is revealed
on Shabbat. This is the meaning of the phrase “Gop,
their God is with them” that applies to Shabbat.”

56. This is alluded to by the fact that the word for “perversity” (amal) in this verse also means “effort,” rendering the phrase: “...
and sees no effort [on the Sabbath, when the Jew is] Israel.” 57. Likutei Torah 3:70c.
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Numbers 23:20-23 BALAK

I have received an instruction to bless; He has blessed, and I cannot retract it,
because

I have looked and not found any idolaters in them, Jacob’s descendants, and
no dishonest workers in them, Israel’s descendants. This alone makes them wor-
thy of being blessed. Moreover, whenever they do transgress God’s will, He over-
looks it: He does not look at whatever evil there is in the actions of the people,
Jacob’s descendants, and sees no perversity in the actions of the people, Israel’s
descendants.”> Gop, their God, is with them even when they provoke Him, and
even then they retain the King’s friendship.

They did not leave Egypt on their own, as you implied,” but Gop brought them
out of Egypt with the strength He possesses because of His loftiness, His ability
to fly above worldly power, and His power over demons.

The Israelites are also worthy of blessing because there are no diviners in Jacob
and no soothsayers in Israel. Now, this indicates that a soothsayer is a bad thing,
but that is not why I, who am a soothsayer, cannot curse them; it is because they
have their own merits that make them worthy of being blessed. God manifested
His affection for them openly when He gave them the Torah and spoke to them
personally. Just like He taught them His cherished Torah then, He will do so again
in the messianic future, when He will seat them closer to Him than His ministering
angels and teach them the innermost teachings of the Torah. It will then be said
to Jacob and Israel by these angels, when they want to know what God has said,
‘What has Gop wrought?’ —for the Israelites will have more intimate access to
God’s ways than they. Even now, God manifests His affection for the Israelites by
letting them know directly whenever He is displeased with their conduct, so they
can repent and avoid punishment. Thus, there is no need for diviners in Jacob
and no need for soothsayers in Israel: whenever they need to know His will, it
is communicated to Jacob and to Israel what decrees Gop has enacted by their
prophets, or, if they are unworthy of a direct prophetic communication, via the
urim and fumim.>

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS ¢4

He does not look at evil in Jacob: The reason
God does not look at the evil in Jacob is because
He looks at the Jew as having already fulfilled his
potential to reorient the animal concerns of his con-
sciousness (his animal “soul”) toward Divinity. He
thus transforms the animal soul into a positive force
in his Jewish life, harnessing its raw power to pur-
sue its interests in the service of his higher, Divine
consciousness (his “Divine soul”). This is certainly
not easy; what enables the Jew to effect this transfor-
mation is his Divine soul. Since God is omnipotent,

the Jew, possessing a spark of Divine consciousness
within him, possesses the power to overcome the
down-sliding entropy of the animal soul.

This is the inner meaning of this verse:

He does not look at evil in Jacob: i.e., God sees that the
Jew can conquer his animal soul, because—

God is with him, i.e., within him, referring to the Di-
vine soul, which enables the Jew to transform his
animal soul.®

He does not look at evil in Jacob, and sees no per-

52. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 33, p. 150. 53. Above, 22:5. 54. Exodus 28:30. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, pp. 262-267. 55. Hitva'aduyot 5743,

vol. 4, p. 1777.
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Numbers 23:24-24:2 BALAK

Behold, the Israelites deserve to be blessed because they are a people that rises
in the morning like a lion, and raises itself like a lion to do God'’s will fearlessly.
Their first acts in the morning all express their complete devotion to His will. They
dress themselves in their ritually-tasseled garments,” which remind them to ob-
serve all of God’s commandments. They then recite the Shema,” which contains
the fundamental concepts of the Jew’s relationship to God. They put on fefilin,*
which reminds them of the Exodus from Egypt, the source of their spiritual free-
dom. Also, they do not lie down to sleep at night until they recite the Shema, and
in return for dedicating themselves to God in this way, God fights their enemies,
consumes those who seek to prey upon them, and drinks the blood of their slain
enemies. Furthermore, they will not settle in their land until they consume the
nations they will dispossess and inherit the spoil of the slain. And finally, Moses
will not die until he kills me —who is trying to prey upon him —when he kills the
princes of Midian whom he will also slay.”*!

Balak said to Balaam, “You shall neither curse them nor bless them! If you
cannot curse them, don’t say anything!”

Balaam answered and said to Balak, “Have I not spoken to you, saying, ‘Ev-
erything Gop speaks to me about is what I must do” ”?

Balaam’s Third Oracle

But then Balak had another idea. Balak
said to Balaam, “Come now, I will take you to a different place. Perhaps Gop
will assent that you curse them for me from there.”

So Balak took Balaam to the peak of Peor, overlooking the wastelands, where
they would succumb to idolatry and be punished for doing so.®* Here, too, he fore-
saw that misfortune would befall the Jewish people at this location, and thought
that it would result from Balaam’s curse.

Once again, Balaam said to Balak, “Build me seven altars here and prepare for
me seven bulls and seven rams.”

Balak did as Balaam told him, and offered a bull and a ram on each altar.

By this time Balaam saw that it only pleased Gop to bless Israel and that he
would not be able to catch God off guard and convince Him to curse them, so he
did not go off to practice meditative divinations in order to influence God to com-
municate with him as he had done once and again. Instead, he decided to mention
the Israelite’s past sins explicitly, and thus his curse would befall them whether or
not God wanted. He turned his face to gaze first toward the Sinai desert, where
they had committed the sin of the Golden Calf.

Balaam raised his eyes in order to look at the entire Israelite camp in order to be
jealous of their prosperity. He assumed that his jealousy would make God recon-
sider whether or not the Israelites deserved this prosperity. Deliberately feeling

58. Above, 15:37-41. 59. See Deuteronomy 6:4 ff. 60. Exodus 13:16; Deuteronomy 6:8. 61. Below, 31:8; Joshua 13:22. 62. Below,
25:1 ff.
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curse (or an accursed situation) into a blessing (or
a blessed one).

And lest we think that this alertness to the details of
modesty is only required in our day-to-day behav-
ior butnot in temporary situations (such as when we
are on vacation), we see here that the tremendous
power of even the minor details of modest conduct
was demonstrated when our forefathers lived in
tents, their temporary homes in the desert.”

O Jacob...O Israel: Both names of the patriarch
Jacob—]Jacob and Israel—refer to the Jewish people
as a nation. “Jacob” refers to them in their role as
God’s servant (as in the verse, “fear not, My servant
Jacob””?), while “Israel” refers to them in their role
as God'’s children (as in the verse, “Israel is My first-
born son””). We all play both roles, sometimes one

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3
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at a time, sometimes simultaneously while empha-
sizing one or the other.

The servant serves his master because he fears him,
while the child we are speaking of here is devoted to
his parents out of love for them. Thus, the relation-
ship between a servant and a master is superficial;
the servant would rather not perform his service,
but he does so because he has no choice. A child, in
contrast, has internalized his parents’ values; they
have successfully inculcated their child with an
appreciation of what they are working for and the
child therefore helps them willfully.

Thus, “tents” are mentioned in connection with Ja-
cob and “sanctuaries” with Israel. A tent is an ex-
ternal, protective covering, while a sanctuary is the
actual home-structure that the tent protects. When

71. Likutei Sichot, vol. 13, p. 84. 72. Isaiah 44:2, et al. 73. Exodus 4:22.
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jealous in order to deprive others of what they possess is called “casting the evil
eye” on them.® Thus, Balaam showed himself to be maliciously jealous, conceited,*
and greedy.® But when he looked, he saw Israel dwelling orderly according to its
tribes, and he realized that this was possible only because the people had been
scrupulous about their marital fidelity. Moreover, in order to safeguard everyone’s
privacy, they pitched their tents such that their openings did not face one another.
When he saw how much they valued controlling and properly channeling their
carnal drive, his attitude changed: his spirit aligned with the spirit of Gop and he
decided to bless them of his own accord.®

He began to recite his parable and said, “This is the word of Balaam the son of
Beor, the word of the man with only one open, seeing eye,*” but whose other eye
sees prophetically.

The word of the one who hears Gop’s sayings, who sees the vision of the Al-
mighty. True, God reveals Himself to me only when I am lying down, both be-
cause He usually comes to me stealthily, when I am in bed at night,®® and because I
am uncircumcised and it would disgust Him to appear to me when I am standing
up.® But I still see the vision He grants me clearly, as if with open eyes.

I wanted to mention the Israelites’ sins so my curse would befall them, but how
can I? How good are your tents, O Jacob: their openings do not face one another,
indicating how you value modesty and privacy! How good are your encamp-
ments, O Israel: you are organized into orderly divisions, indicating your carnal
self-discipline and marital fidelity! This merit certainly outweighs any other sins
you may be guilty of. And anyway, even if you do sin, how good are your Sanc-
tuaries, O Jacob! Your Tabernacle and your Temple atone for your sins: when
they are standing, you can offer sacrifices to atone for some of them, and when
they will be in ruins, they will serve as collateral for you, O Israel, and atone for
all the rest!”

Therefore, I bless you: Your kingdoms will extend far into the future, like streams;
your olive trees and vineyards will flourish like gardens by the river; your fame
will spread like the fragrance of aloes that grow in the Garden of Eden, which
Gop Himself planted, and extend like the tent of heaven, which Gop Himself
pitched; you will have kings as upright as cedars growing by the water.

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

How good are your tents: The fact that the Jews attention to detail in their modest conduct that im-

camped such that no one would accidentally look
into another family’s tent would seem to be much
less significant than the fact that they actually pre-
served the integrity of their family lineages by con-
fining their carnal activity within its prescribed lim-
its. Yet Balaam mentioned the seemingly incidental
fact first, indicating that it was chiefly the people’s

pressed him.

The lesson for us here is that we must never think
that it is important to be strict only about the “larg-
er” issues of modesty and that we can be lax about
the “smaller” details. Rather, we must recall that
even the smaller details of modesty are important,
and important enough to be able to transform a

63. See Genesis 21:14. 64. Above, 22:13. 65. Above, 22:18. 66. Likutei Sichot, vol. 13, pp. 79-80. 67. Above, 23:10. 68. Above, 22:8
and 23:3. 69. The ancient prophets typically disrobed when God addressed them (see 1 Samuel 19:22-23), for in receiving proph-
ecy they attained the spiritual level of Adam and Eve before the sin (Bati LeGani 5). 70. Likutei Sichot, vol. 13, pp. 78-83.
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because this word is related to the word for “roof”
(gag), the part of the house that shields the people
in it from the atmosphere above them. The nation of
Amalek embodied the evil of haughtiness and ego-
centricity, rebelling against God above out of simple

80. Likutei Levi Yitzchak, Igrot, p. 295.
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effrontery. In effect, they wished to ignore God and
shield themselves from the bothersome presence
of heaven in their lives. As such, the name for their
kings was derived from the word for “roof.”®
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Water will flow from your wells, i.e., your king’s dynasty will continue uninter-
rupted. Your seed shall have abundant water, i.e., your kingdom will prosper
materially and rule over others. Your first king, Saul, shall be bold enough to be
raised over and conquer Agag, the king of the Amalekites.” Your succeeding two
kings, David and Solomon, will aggrandize your monarchy so much that your
kingdom will be exalted and dreaded by the other nations.

Gop, who has given you this greatness, and who has brought you out of Egypt
with the strength He possesses because of His loftiness,” shall consume the na-
tions that are your adversaries, skin their bones, dye His arrows in their blood,
and divide up their land.

You will rest and dwell in your land in strength like a lion, like a lion; who will
dare rouse you? Those who bless you shall be blessed, and those who curse you
shall be cursed.”

Balak became angry with Balaam, and he clapped his hands in frustration.
Balak said to Balaam, “I called you to curse my enemies, but you have blessed
them these three times.

Now, flee back to your place. I said I would honor you greatly, but Gop has
prevented you from receiving any honor from me.”

Balaam said to Balak, “But I even told the messengers you sent to me in the
very beginning,”

‘If Balak gives me his house full of silver and gold, I cannot transgress
the word of Gobp to do either good or evil on my own; I can speak only what
Gop speaks.”” But then, Balaam called God “my God,” whereas here he did
not call Him “my God,” for he knew that by this time he had disgusted God and
repelled Him.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

we serve God as “Jacob,” as disciplined, faithful ser-
vants, even though at that moment our animal side
is ascendant and we would rather be doing other
things, we make “tents,” protective “force-fields”
that shield the Divine life we have so far built for
ourselves from the intrusion of evil, negative, or
animalistic consciousness. When we serve God as
“Israel,” as loving, devoted children, we make our
lives into a “sanctuary” for God, enhancing our Di-
vine consciousness and identifying with God’s val-
ues and dreams for His world.”

How good are your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling
places, O Israel: The names “Jacob” and “Israel”
also refer to the ways different kinds of Jews ful-
fill the commandment to study the Torah. “Jacob”

refers to those of us who are principally involved
in worldly matters; for these people, learning is a
part-time venture, just as a tent is a part-time struc-
ture. “Israel,” in contrast, refers to those of us for
whom study is a full-time occupation, their full-
time dwelling place.

The Torah informs us here that both the “tents of Ja-
cob” and the “dwelling places of Israel” are “good”
and beloved by God. But this is only true when our
learning is imbued with selfless devotion.”

Your king shall be raised over Agag: All the
kings of Amalek are called Agag, just as the kings of
Egypt are called Pharaoh and the kings of Philistia
are called Avimelech.” The reason why the kings of
Amalek are known by the generic name “Agag” is

74.1 Samuel 15:18. 75. Above, 23:22. 76. Above, 22:18. 77. Sefer HaMa'amarim Yiddish, p. 122. 78. This being alluded to by the fact
that the word for “how” (mn) that begins this verse indicates selflessness (cf. Exodus 16:7; Tanya, ch. 19 [24b]). Sefer HaMa’amarim
5689, pp. 207-208; Sefer HaMa’amarim Kuntresim, vol. 1, 50a. 79. Rashbam.
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shall become the possession of Israel, his enemies. And Israel shall prosper.

This will happen when, besides King David, another ruler shall come out of
Jacob —the Messiah. He shall destroy the remnant of Rome, the capital city of the
Romans, who are descended from Esau/Edom.”®

A ruler shall come out of Jacob and destroy the
remnant of the city: One of the defining character-
istics of the messianic era is described by the proph-
et Isaiah: “Kings will tutor your children and their
princesses will be your wet nurses.”® The members
of a royal family are normally the national figures
who are the most steeped in the cultural values of
their society —and who most proudly and loyally
identify with it, as well. As such, it would seem that
these would be the last people to whom we should

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

entrust the care and education of our tiny, impres-
sionable children! But in the messianic era, the na-
tions of the world will be purified of their dross
and, awakened to the value of the Jewish people,
transformed from adversaries into supporters.

This emphasizes once more the connection between
Balaam’s prophecies and the messianic era. Balaam
himself symbolizes this transformation as his at-
tempted curses were transformed into great bless-
ings of praise.”

88. Genesis 36:1, and on 36:43. Cf. Genesis 15:19; Obadiah 1:18. 89. Isaiah 49:23. 90. Likutei Sichot, vol. 23, p. 171.
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Balaam’s Prophecy

Balak was now finally convinced that Balaam could not help
him overcome the Israelites. But, aware that only spiritual means could prevail
over them, he still thought that someone with greater spiritual stature than Balaam
could succeed. Balaam therefore continued, “And now that I have lost favor with
God and will soon lose my prophetic gifts, I am going to my people and will be-
come an ordinary person, like them. I will use my talents to be a soothsayer, like
my father.®! But in the meantime, come, and I will advise you how to conquer the
Israelites. Forget about outweighing their spiritual merits. Even the most moral
and praiseworthy of the Egyptians—the ones who took God seriously and thereby
saved their animals from the plagues—could not overcome them, and drowned
in the Sea of Reeds.* Instead, I advise you to lure the Israelites into sin, so that
God will have to punish them. Their God abhors carnal licentiousness, and they
prize linen garments. So set up a market place, and include among the vendors
old women selling linen garments at open stalls. The Jews will not be wary of talk-
ing to old women. Have the old women advise the Jews that the same garments
are being sold at a discount in the tents. Have pretty, young women selling inside
the tents. Once the Israelite men are inside the tents, have the young women offer
them some wine, so that they lower their guard and succumb to their amorous
overtures. The women will then be able to both seduce them and induce them to
worship their idols, and God will punish them for both their immorality and their
idolatry. As for you, I will now prophecy what this people will do to your people
at the end of days, that is, in the distant future.”

He began to recite his parable and said, “This is the word of Balaam, son of
Beor, the word of a man with only one open, seeing eye, but whose other eye sees
prophetically.®

The word of the one who hears Gop’s sayings and knows when the mind of
the Most High is angry®; who sees the vision of the Almighty, fallen yet with
open eyes.®

I do indeed see the Israelites conquering Moab, but not now; I behold it, but
not soon. Therefore, you need not feel threatened by them or that your attempt
to protect yourself by hiring me was a total failure. They will only conquer you
when an auspicious star of good fortune will shoot forth from God for Jacob;
this will be when a king, who wields an authoritative staff, will arise from Is-
rael. This king, David, will strike and kill the princes of Moab,* and also under-
mine the autonomy of all the descendants of Seth, that is, of all humanity, who
are all descended from Adam’s son Seth (through Noah, Adam’s only surviving
male descendant).”®

Having described how the Israelites will conquer Moab in the time of King Da-
vid, Balaam turned to focus on the future awaiting the Israelites’ other neighbors.
“Edom shall be possessed by the Israelites; Mount Seir, the location of Edom,

81. Sanhedrin 106a. 82. Exodus 9:20, 14:7. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, pp. 357 ff. 83. Above 23:10, 24:3. 84. Above, 23:8. 85. Above, 24:4.
86. 2 Samuel 8:2. 87. Genesis 5. Likutei Sichot, vol. 13, pp. 85-89.
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When he saw Amalek: The Jews were command-
ed to displace seven Canaanite nations in the Land
of Israel: the Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizites, the
Canaanites, the Hivites, the Jebusites, and the Gir-
gashites.” These seven nations embodied the seven
emotions (love, fear, mercy, trust, sincerity, fidelity,
and lowliness) when they become misdirected and
therefore evil. The commandment to conquer the
seven nations is thus spiritually a commandment
to control and reorient the emotions toward their
intended, Divine focus.

Amalek was not one of these nations, but was in the

spiritual sense their progenitor. As we said, the evil
he embodied was that of haughtiness and egocen-
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tricity. Egocentricity is the root of all the evil emo-
tions. When a person is focused on himself, he loves
the wrong things, fears the wrong things, is merci-
ful to the wrong things, and so on. By meditating on
Divinity properly, a person can neutralize his ego
and thereafter his emotions will fall into place.”

Egocentricity is simple brazenness and effrontery.
Since there is no such thing as “good egocentricity,”
there is nothing that can be done with it other than
eliminating it. Therefore, Amalek’s end is utter de-
struction. In contrast, the seven misdirected emo-
tions personified by the seven Canaanite nations
can be rehabilitated.”

96. Deuteronomy 7:1, etc. 97. Torah Or, p. 95. 98. Sha’arei Orah, Purim 97.
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Numbers 24:20-25 BALAK

When Balaam prophetically saw the punishment destined for Amalek, he be-
gan to recite a parable about them, and said, “Amalek was the first of the na-
tions to attack the Israelites, and his end
shall be everlasting destruction at the Is-
raelites” hands, as they fulfill God’s com-
mandment to wipe them out.”*!

When he prophetically saw the future
of the descendants of Jethro, the Kenites,*?
who lived near the Amalekites,” he began
to recite a parable about them, and said,
“How firm is your dwelling place, and
your nest* is set securely in a cliff! Some
of you sit in the Sanhedrin, the high court of the Israelites! How did you merit this?
After all, your ancestor, Jethro, sat together with me when we advised Pharaoh to
enslave them!*

Figure 1: The Assyrian Conquest of the Kingdom of Israel

Your merit will protect you, for even if the Kenite homeland will be laid waste,
as it will, and the Assyrians exile you with the 10 northern tribes of Israel, how far,
after all, will Assyria take you captive? You will still survive, and you will return
with the other exiles (See Figure 1).”

Having mentioned the Assyrian exile, he began to recite a parable about
the future upheavals, and said, “Alas! Who can survive when God will impose
these things? Sennacherib,
the king of Assyria, will exile
and dislocate every nation in
his empire.

After him, ships will come
from the land of the Kittites,
thatis, from Rome, and afflict

the empires that will succeed
Assyria, and then proceed
to afflict those on the other,
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eastern side of the Euphrates
(See Figure 2). But in the end,
Rome, too, will perish forever.”

Figure 2: The Roman Empire at its Greatest Extent (under Trajan, 106-117 CE)

Having finished his oration, Balaam arose, went, and returned home, and
Balak went on his way. He returned to Moab and enlisted his people in executing
Balaam’s plan for causing the Israelites to sin. He enlisted the help of the Midi-
anites, as well, and they readily consented, sending their daughters to entice the
Israelite men. They even sent the girls of their ruling houses to try to seduce the
distinguished Israelites.

91. Exodus 17:14; Deuteronomy 25:19. 92. Judges 1:16. 93. 1 Samuel 15:6. 94. The word for “nest” is kin, so this verse is a play on
the word Kenite. 95. See on Exodus 1:10.
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one could taste in the manna practically any taste
one desired, but its deliciousness did not impart
any sense of self-orientation independent of the Di-
vinity that created it; one never developed a lust for
manna.

Normal food, drink, clothing, and all other as-
pects of material life, while capable of being subli-
mated into holiness, may also become the focus of
self-serving sensual desire. According to Chasidic
teachings, this aspect of normal physicality is just
the rejected impurities eliminated from the higher,
spiritual levels of creation from which the physical
object derives.

This was the essential meaning of the Peor cult: by
relieving oneself before this idol, the worshipper
was expressing his focus on and devotion to the
ideal of hedonism.

On one level, this is why the spies were afraid to
leave the idyllic spiritual setting of the desert and
enter the Land of Israel. The Talmud tells us,'® in
fact, that excessive indulgence in hedonistic plea-
sures is what corrupted the ten tribes and led to
their exile.

The challenge of life is not to succumb to this self-
focused sensuality that inheres in every aspect of
physicality, but rather to “know Him in all your
ways.”!” In this way, the person elevates the physi-
cal entity he is dealing with instead of only receiving
from it.""? If his usage of the physical entity is solely
for satisfying his lusts, however, he only receives
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from the entity. Not only does he fail to elevate it,
but he causes it to descend with him into the realm
of evil.

This is what happened to the Jews at Shitim. They
were on the threshold of a new type of life, which
involved direct and intense involvement with the
physical world. It was perhaps unavoidable that at
their first encounter with true physicality, which
contained within it the allure of unadulterated sen-
sual delight, they became curious about this novel
aspect of reality.

The first sin, that of the tree of knowledge of good
and evil, also came about because “the woman saw
that the tree was good to eat,” i.e., she felt that she
was missing something that the tree could offer her.
All lusts and sins begin from this illusory sense of
lacking something.!!

Thus, “the people began to commit harlotry,”
first only in the allegorical sense of going “after
your eyes and after your heart, by which you go
astray.”"? But eventually, one thing lead to another,
until they reached the apex of self-focused pursuit
(at least in the context of carnality) and “began to
commit harlotry” in the literal sense as well. This
is why the place where this happened was called
“Shitim,” since this word is cognate to the word for
“deviation” (listot). All sin begins as a slight devia-
tion from the proper path, just as getting lost in the
dark forest begins as a slight departure from the
main road.

108. Shabbat 147b. 109. Proverbs 3:6; see Mishneh Torah, Deiot 3:2-3. 110. See Kuntres uMa’ayan, beginning. 111. Torah Or 79d.
112. Numbers 15:39. The Hebrew word zenut means both “harlotry” and “going astray.”
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Numbers 25:1-4 BALAK

The Incident of Ba’al Peor

Israel settled in Shitim, an area in the plains of Moab.” Their overconfidence
after their successful campaigns against the Amorite kings and the excessive booty
they plundered made them lose some of their sense of discretion.'” The people
began to frequent the marketplaces Balak had set up according to Balaam’s plan.
Within a short time, the men began to commit harlotry with the daughters of the
Moabites.

The Moabite girls invited the people to the feast-offerings of their gods, and
157,200 of the people ate of the offerings and prostrated themselves to their gods
on the urging of the Moabite girls. Whenever a Moabite girl would seduce an Is-
raelite man and they were on the verge of carnal relations, the girl would take an
idol out of her garment and tell the man to worship it first. The Moabite idol was
named Ba’al Peor (“the Master of Baring”), for they worshipped it by baring the
fundament and defecating in front of the idol.

Thus, through Balaam’s scheme, Israel became attached to Ba’al Peor. Gop be-
came angry with Israel and unleashed a plague against them, which struck the
innocent as well as the guilty.'"!

In order to stop the plague, Gop said to Moses, “Take all the leaders of the
people, and assemble them as a court to judge those who worshipped the idol.
Witnesses are usually required to try idolaters, but here the guilty parties sinned
privately, in the Moabite tents. So, in order to enable the judges to convict and sen-
tence them, I will roll back the cloud over the guilty people and the sun will shine
on them directly. Stone those found guilty and hang them'”> before Gop, facing
the sun, so that everyone can identify them clearly and learn not to imitate their
deeds. Then Gop’s anger will be removed from Israel and the plague will cease.”

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 8

Israel settled in Shitim: This area was at the edge
of the Jews’ last encampment before entering the
Land of Israel.’® They were at the end of both their
physical and spiritual journey from the decadence
of Egypt; they were thus on a very high spiritual
level at that time."

The obvious question, then, is how did they fall into
the sins of illicit carnal practices and idolatry, then
of all times? This is especially difficult to fathom
when we consider that the Peor cult was the most
debased form of idolatry ever practiced.'®

All other forms of idolatry derive from the same ba-
sic intellectual misjudgment: ascribing autonomy
to the various forces God uses to run the world
and distribute His benevolence to it.!% The cult of
Peor, however, centers on human excrement, which
is what remains of God’s beneficence after all the
elements that can directly benefit man have been

removed. Thus, there is no way one can err with
regard to this and try to elicit benefit from some-
thing from which no direct benefit can be derived!
So how did the Jews nonetheless become ensnared
in this repulsive cult?

As we know, throughout their trek through the
desert, the Jews did not have to be involved in the
normal necessities of physical existence. Their food,
drink, and clothing were tended to by the manna,
the well of Miriam, and the clouds of glory.'” Inas-
much as all these provisions were furnished from
heaven, they contained no impurities, and in fact,
during the entire forty-year period of wandering,
the Jews did not need to excrete any bodily waste
products.

These provisions were pure spiritually as well as
physically, meaning that they contained no element
that could serve as a focus for sensual lust. True,

99. Below, 33:49. 100. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, pp. 357 ff. 101. See on Exodus 12:22. 102. Sanhedrin 45b; Rashi on Deuteronomy 21:22.
103. See Numbers 33:49. 104. See Rashi on Numbers 20:22: “They were complete [or: ‘perfect] and poised to enter the land.” Ac-
cording to Chasidic teachings, they had traversed all forty-nine stages of the Exodus from Egypt, Egypt being synonymous with
spiritual limitations and boundaries. 105. Sanhedrin 24a. 106. Avodah Zarah 55a; Mishneh Torah, Avodah Zarah 1; Derech Mitzvotecha,
Milah ch. 3. 107. Yoma 75b; Pesikta dRav Kahana, Beshalach (quoted in Yalkut Shimoni 850 and Rashi on Deuteronomy 8:4); Ta’anit 9a.
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On the other hand, it is Moses whose merit protects
us from falling into this sin again, as it says, “And
He buried him [Moses] in the glen in Moab opposite
the site of [the cult of] Peor,”'® “in order to atone
for the incident of Peor.”" This is because Moses
personifies the trait of humility and selflessness.
One who possesses these traits is immune to the
egocentric feeling of having to lack nothing, which
is the beginning of sin, and in addition will retain
the consciousness of God’s presence that prevents
him from becoming enticed by the sensual lures of
physicality.'2

Pinchas the son of Eleazar: Why was Pinchas
the one to stand up to Zimri and put an end to the
plague that was decimating the Jewish people and
not Moses or Eleazar (Aaron’s son and Pinchas’ fa-
ther), who was then the high priest?

The most reasonable explanation seems to be as fol-
lows: When he brought Kozbi before Moses, Zimri’s
argument for permitting relations with her was, “If
you say that she is forbidden, who permitted Zippo-
rah to you?”'® Moses was thus personally involved
in this case, and as such, he was by that very fact
disqualified from adjudicating it. We know that le-
gally, a judge may not judge a case if he has a stake
in its outcome being one way or the other.’*

Eleazar could also not be legally impartial here,
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since as we know, “Eleazar the son of Aaron took for
himself one of the daughters of Putiel for a wife.”'?
Inasmuch as Putiel was in fact the idolatrous priest
Jethro, Eleazar was in the same position as Moses,
having taken a gentile wife.

Understanding that his great-uncle Moses and his
father Eleazar were disqualified from judging this
case, Pinchas realized that it was up to him to take
the initiative.

Still, one could argue that Pinchas was also disqual-
ified from judging this case, since whether or not
his father was allowed to marry Jethro’s daughter
was determinative with regard to his status as well.
The law states that the son of a priest and a gen-
tile woman may not serve as a priest.’ Pinchas, it
would seem then, had quite a stake in the outcome
of this trial.

There are two answers to this: First, the priesthood
did not become hereditary until Aaron and his sons
were anointed at the inauguration of the Taberna-
cle.”” At that time, Pinchas was already born, and
since he was not anointed (since he was Aaron’s
grandson, not his son), he did not become a priest.
Thus, it is stated explicitly in the Talmud:'* “Pinchas
did not attain priesthood until he slew Zimri.” Thus,
before he killed Zimri, Pinchas was not a priest and
the purity of his lineage was not a concern for him.

120. Deuteronomy 34:6. 121. Sotah 14a. 122. Reshimot #50 123. Sanhedrin 82a; Rashi on Numbers 25:6. 124. Bava Kama 27b, et al.
125. Exodus 6:25. 126. Mishneh Torah, Isurei Biah 19:5-6. 127. Exodus 28:40-41. 128. Zevachim 101b. See Rashi on Numbers 25:13.
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Numbers 25:5-7 BALAK

The 157,200 guilty Israelites were exposed, tried, and convicted this way. Moses
then said to the 78,600'" judges of Israel, “Each of you shall kill two men who
became attached to Ba’al Peor by stoning and hanging them.”

The offenders from the tribe of Simeon then approached one of their princes,'**
Zimri son of Salu, and complained, “We are being sentenced to death! Why don't
you do something to defend us?” So this Israelite man, Zimri son of Salu, came
from this call to action, assembled 24,000 Israelites, and went with them to Kozbi,
the daughter of Tzur,'” the chief king of the Midianite confederation,'® and told
her to come with him. Kozbi at first refused, arguing that her father, the chief of
the Midianites, had told her to seduce none other than Moses. But Zimri pointed
out to her that his lineage was superior to Moses’ since he was a prince of Simeon,
the second son of Jacob, while Moses was a descendant of Levi, the third son of
Jacob. He brought the Midianite woman to his brethren, the members of his
tribe, who were assembled before the eyes of Moses, showing them that he was
doing something on their behalf. He confronted Moses before the eyes of the en-
tire congregation of the Israelites, asking him, “Is this Midianite woman forbid-
den or permissible to marry? If you say she is forbidden, then by what right did
you marry Zipporah, who is also a Midianite?” This was a senseless argument,
because Moses married Zipporah before the Torah was given, and thus before
marriage between Jews and non-Jews became forbidden. As we have seen,'” it
was only at the giving of the Torah that the Jews became legally obligated to ob-
serve God’s commandments, and the same was true of the mixed multitude and
the other non-Jews (such as Zipporah) that chose to join the Jewish people at that
time. But Zimri did not wait for an answer, and to prove his point, took Kozbi into
a tent and proceeded to have intercourse with her. Moses forgot the law regard-
ing what should be done in such a case, and because he seemed powerless to stop
this insurrection, the loyal Israelites started weeping at the entrance of the Tent
of Meeting. Moses’ inability to act now contrasted sharply with his strong and
decisive reaction to the sin of the Golden Calf. In fact, however, God made Moses
forget the law so that Aaron’s grandson, Pinchas, could rise to the occasion and
earn the distinction he deserved.

Pinchas the son of Eleazar the son of Aaron the priest saw what Zimri
did and said to Moses, “Didn’t you teach us that if someone sees another person
having intercourse publicly with a gentile woman and is overcome by righteous
indignation, he may warn him and, if he does not stop, execute him without trial?”
Moses replied, “You are correct! If you qualify, then since you remembered this
law, you deserve the honor of fulfilling it!” So Pinchas arose from the congrega-
tion, and took a spear in his hand.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

This is why the one who successfully challenged is made from the trees of the very forest it is used to
and combated the Jews’ descent into the Peor cult cut.”"® Pinchas was descended from Jethro,"” who
was Pinchas. The Talmud tells us that “the hatchet ~ was a priest of an idolatrous cult.

113. See Exodus 18:21. 114. Below, 25:14. 115. Below, 25:15. 116. Below, 31:8, Rashi on 25:15. 117. On Exodus 19:5. 118. Sanhedrin
39b; see Tanya, ch. 31. 119. Exodus 6:25; Bava Batra 109b.
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Numbers 25:8-9 BALAK

He went after the Israelite man, Zimri son of Salu, into the tent, warned them
that he was about to kill them for their act, and miraculously, Zimri and Kozbi
did not disengage (for then it would have been forbidden for Pinchas to slay them
without trial). Miraculously, he pierced both of them with his spear; the Israelite
man through his reproductive organ, and the woman Kozbi through her repro-
ductive organ, and Zimri did not cry out for help. More miracles: Pinchas lifted
them up on his spear and they did not slip off, an angel lifted the frame of the
doorway to the tent so he could carry them out as they were, so it was clear to all
that he killed them justly. So, now that Zimri’s uprising was quashed, the judges
were able to finish executing those guilty of idolatry, and thus the plague ceased
from the Israelites.

Those who died in the plague numbered 24,000.

The Haftarah for parashat Balak may be found on p. 248.

>o°

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 8

Secondly, both Zipporah and Eleazar’s wife certain-
ly converted, and therefore Pinchas was born of a
Jewish mother.

On the other hand, if these women converted, it
seems we are faced with another difficulty, since a
priest is forbidden to marry a convert!"” This prob-
lem applies not only to Eleazar, Aaron’s son, but to
Moses as well. True, his sons were Levites® and not
priests. But he himself, having served as a priest
during the inauguration rites of the Tabernacle, re-
tained his status as priest for the rest of his life.!™
How then, could either Moses or Eleazar have mar-
ried proselytes?

The answer is that both their marriages occurred
before the Torah was given on Mt. Sinai, and until

that time the priesthood was held not by Aaron and
his descendants, but by the firstborn.!* Since nei-
ther Moses nor Eleazar were firstborn,'® they were
permitted to marry converts.!*

Now that we have stated that Moses and Eleazar
were priests when the incident with Zimri occurred
and Pinchas was not, we can offer another, supple-
mentary explanation why it was only he who could
oppose Zimri. Zimri was committing a crime for
which he was allowed to be killed by the one who
pronounced the sentence against him. Since Moses
and Eleazar were priests, they could not sentence
Zimri and thus be obligated to kill him, since they
would thereby be likely to become defiled by his
corpse, which it is forbidden for priests to do.'®

129. Yevamot 60b. 130. 1 Chronicles 23:14. 131. Zevachim 102a. 132. Zevachim 112b. 133. Moses was the third child in his family
and Eleazar was the third son in his. 134. On the entire matter, see further Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, p. 285ff. 135. Reshimot #50
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Haftarah for Balak
Micah 5:6-6:8

Parashat Balak recounts how King Balak of Moab and the soothsayer Balaam tried to annihilate the Jewish people.
In the haftarah, the prophet Micah contrasts the Jewish people’s infidelity with God’s concern for them —of which
a primary example is how He thwarted the designs of Balak and Balaam.

The following is the conclusion of a mes-
sianic prophecy transmitted by the prophet
Micah: ““The remnant of Jacob that will
witness the advent of the Messiah shall be
distinguished in the midst of the many oth-
er peoples on earth by the fact that they will
not seek assistance of other peoples to re-
sist their enemies. They will ask only God’s
assistance, which is like dew: it is sent di-
rectly by Gop, unlike rain, which depends
on man’s prayers. God’s assistance is like
raindrops upon vegetation, which no one
hopes for from any man and no one waits
for from the sons of men. 7 The remnant
of Jacob shall be among the nations, in the
midst of many peoples, like a lion among
the beasts of the forest, like a young lion
among the flocks of sheep, which, if it
passes through, treads down other animals
to eat their food and tears them to pieces
and takes them home to feed his mates and
cubs. No one can save anything. 8 O Isra-
el, your hand shall be raised above your
oppressors; all your enemies shall be de-
stroyed. 9 It shall come to pass on that day,”
says Gop, ‘that I will eliminate your hors-
es out of your midst, which you imported
from Egypt for your chariots; I will destroy

your chariots, for you will no longer need them.
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I will destroy the fortified cities of

your land, I will break down all your fortresses, for they, too, will be unnecessary. 11 I

will destroy witchcraft from your hand; you will have no soothsayers.

I will destroy

your graven images and your monuments from your midst; you shall no longer prostrate
yourself to your own handiwork. 13 I will uproot your asherah-idols from your midst; I
will destroy your enemies. 14 In anger and fury I will execute vengeance upon the nations
who have paid no heed.”” 6:1 Micah now chastises the Jewish people for their present infi-
delity to God. “Hear now what Gob says to me: ‘Rise! Contend with the patriarchs, who
are likened to mountains,” let the matriarchs, who are likened to hills,® hear your voice.’

27. See on Numbers 23:9. 28. Ibid.
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HAFTARAH FOR BALAK

Hear, O mountains, the argument of Gop;
and you mighty ones, the foundations of
the earth! For Gop has an argument with
His people; He will contend with Israel, as
follows: 3 “O My people, look at all I have
done for you! How have I wearied you
with worshipping Me? Testify against Me.

For although I brought you up out of the
Land of Egypt and redeemed you from the
house of slavery, I did not make excessive
demands on you. To make My service eas-
ier, I sent before you Moses to teach you,
Aaron to atone for your sins, and Miriam
to teach the women. 5 My people, remem-
ber now what Balak, the king of Moab
planned —to wipe you out—and what Ba-
laam the son of Beor answered him: that he
could not curse you because I was not angry
with you for all that time.”” Remember that I
was faithful to you from the time you were
camped at Shitim and betrayed Me™ to the
day I brought you to Gilgal, your first camp
in the Land of Israel,* so that you may rec-
ognize the righteous deeds of Gop. ¢ You
may ask, “With what shall I come before
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Gob, bow humbly before the Most High God? Shall I come before Him with ascent-

offerings, with year-old calves?

Will Gop be pleased with thousands of rams, with

myriad streams of oil for grain-offerings? Shall I give my firstborn as a sacrifice for my

transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?”

But, in fact, He has told you,

O man, what is good for you to do, and what Gop demands of you: only to do justice, to
love loving-kindness, and to walk modestly as an expression of your awareness of living
in the presence of your God. And although, when you slight a mortal person, he is likely to
refuse your apology unless you offer it in the presence of those before whom you slighted

him, God is not like that. He is quite satisfied if you apologize to him privately.
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29. See on Numbers 23:8. 30. Numbers 25:1-15. 31. Joshua 4:19.
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