Introspection
~ Parasha Balak
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The most surprising event in the episode unfolded in
this week’s Sidra would seem to be the miracle of a donkey
opening its mouth and talking. No parallel is known in

. history. Were it to happen today, the natural reaction would
be at least surprise and astonishment. Yet Balaam seems
not _to_have noticed this singular peculiari ’

. _up_the argument with the donkey as if it were a matter of

course for the donkey to speak

3 , : .
Altogether, Balaam’s behaviour” is strange. He was

evidently a-highly respected personage, as we sce from the
pains that Balak took to bring him to Moab, the many

dignitaries that Balak sent to him, and the honour he was.
promised when he arrived. Indeed, writes Rashi, his repute

was international, all the kings sending him letters requesting
his advice. Evidently, Balaam was famed for his sagacity, and
the pronouncements of his mouth were taken as the last
word. '

| officers of Moab when he knew in advance that he would
| make himself an object of ridicule? He himself was aware

of the consequences as he told them
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If Balak would give me his house full of silver and
gold, I cannot transgress the mouth of God to do
small things or great. L
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- Rashi comments .
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Perforce he revealed that he was in the power of
others, and he prophegied here his inability to annul
the blessings with which_the Patriarchs_had been
blessed by God.
If he had forgotten, he was reminded once again on the
way, but continued nonetheless.
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How, _then, could ‘Balaam have agreed to go with the

L3

And the donkey saw the angel of God, and crouched
beneath Balaam. And Balaim’s anger burned, and he
struck the donkey with the staff. And God opened
the. mouth of the donkey, and it said to Balaam,
What have I done to you that you have struck me
these three times? And Balaam said to the donkey,

Because you have mocked me. Had I a sword in my -

hand, then now would I have killed you. And the
donkey said to Balaam, Am I not your donkey upon

_ which you have ridden since you first existed until

Surely _any rational man .would have reacted jn_the

this day? Was I ever want to act like this to you? And
he said, No.* . : ' :

-

-

obvious way and turned back. Why court disaster? Yet even

when_he had been forced twice to bless Israel, and Balak
implored him neither curse them nor bless them.? he tried
vainly_once again to elicit a curse. only to be: dismissed
thereafter in ignominy. What were his motives in the whole

hat were Qus oties At e

episode?
‘
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Whoever has the following three traits is a disciple of
our forefather Avraham; and [whoever. has] three
different traits is a disciple of the wicked -Bilaam. Those
who have a good eye, a humble spirit, and a meek soul
are among the disciples of our forefather Avraham.
Those who have an evil eye, an arrogant spirit, and a
greedy soul are among the disciples of the wicked
" Bilaam ( Avos 5:22).
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And the angel of God said to Balaam, Go with the
men,_but only the word that I shall speak to you shall
you_speak. And Balaam_went with_the princes of
Balak® i
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This principle that ore may no %embarrass }us fellow man goes
. even further. Hashem protected the dignity of even a person as
wicked as Bilaam who is considered the ‘patriarch’ of evil (see Avos

. 519 and Rabbeinu Yonah) -
Rashi relates that the donkey who rebuked Bilaam died immedi-
ately afterwards, so that people would not point to_th.e_dnnkqund
exclaim, “This is the donkey that rebuked Bilaam and left him_

speechless.” The humiliation of Bilaam by the donkey remaining
alive would not have been in keeping with. the dictates. of 3133

N0, human dignity, and so it died.

Consider the 71 wyp, the sanctnftcat:on of God s Name, which .

would have ensued had the donkey r le every-

where would have poirited at the donkey as testimony to the wonders.

of Hashem. Indeed this wondrous donkey was created during the
twilight of the sixth day of creation. Yet, so as not to embarrass 5

man, although of such low character, the donkey was not allowed ¢ to
remain alive. [See in greater detall essay on Parashas Balak,]
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truly Abraham s charactensucs. A “good eye,” we know,

denotes a generous sense of benevolence, a wish to let and help others live,

a joy at finding or making the world a bit happier.
l{ _S_-LJJQ ia VE( fW U*\-;

L Kli Yakar expands on this theme a3 follows: Eliezer tested Rebecca’s
quality of generosity and kindncss only... Qur sages stated “If the
bride has beautiful eyes you don’t have te look further.” This cannot
be meant literally since it flies in the face of reality, There are plenty
of ugly brides with beautiful eyes. What is more! How could the
Sages call for an examination of external beauty. Surely “False is
charm and vain beauty—a godfearing woman she is to be praised?. .”
But what they obviously meant was that one should look for good
decds to test if she had a “beautiful eye,” i.e. a generous and kindly
disposition and kind heart. For if she looked at people with a kindly

_ and unjaundiced eye then she was undoubtedly endowed with all the

_ other sterling moral qualities. Our sages leamt from the example of
Bliezer who tested Rebecca for this quality only, suwe it is the linchpin
of all the others.
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To reach an answer, let us refer to a theme of R. Chaim

+ of Volozhin, elaborated by R. Dessler, and mentioned in the
chapter on Bereshith of our Sabbath Shiurim, Vol. 1. The
theme is the change wrought by Adam’s sin in eating of the
I of good and evil (ym 3w nym ry),
or as R. Chaim interprets it, the tree of the joining of good

" and evil, for nyv,? he writes has the meaning of association

Before this, good and evil were distinct and separate, but

_subsequently throughout the world, they became intermingled.
In everything there is a mixture of the positive and the
negative. As Rambam puts it hefore the sin the conceptions
of good and_evil did not exist, but only the conceptions of
truth and falsehood. In:consequence of the sin the clear cut
distinction between truth and falsehood became blurred and
man’s choice then lay between a relative good and a relative

evil,

v

h’ As ‘a_result, explains R. Dessler, there _has_come_into
existence a sense of proportion, the faculty of weighing one -
facfor.of a situatio inst i i 3e,
arises when i ituation i
positive ones, and optimism when the reverse is the case. In
fact, in the same situation one man might be optimistic while .
another is in despair. The reason is that one of them. or both, .
are lacking in the sense of proportion, and do not know_how
ta balance correctl j ituati
Another example of lack of proportion is the person with a
photographic memory, who puts too much emphasis on the

- external form and insufficient on the inner content. o

de .

H The enjoyment of flattery too, stems from a lack of
proportion, which reduces the ability to discern how much is
meant and how much is not. Because the words are pleasant
to the ear of the hearer, he makes believe that they are all
genuine compliments. He takes the extemal part to heart
rather like the child playing with her doll, whose superficial
likeness helps her to pretend that the doll is a living child.

Balaam suffered to an extreme degree from such a lack of
proportion. Where he himself was not concemed, he could
give objective and balanced advice. But where the desire for

. nd flattery, for silver 3 Jparamount, he
lost all ability to weigh the situation ratiopally, The glitter

of Balak's gold, perhaps too his ingrained hatred of Israel,

proved stronger than the voice of reason, the voice of the
donkey, the voice of God’s angel, and he proceeded imper-
vious to their reproof. He dwelt on the single details of @_%@
situation, which were pleasing to_hi ignored the rest.
His reaction to the donkey opening its mouth, also
~ indicates that he i our,-and
the Torah glosses over any surprise that he may have felt at
- the_phenomenon_of the donkey speaking, because he paid
no attention to the purport of this phenomenon.
]‘} Our Sages say tliat man’s sin is always the result of a lack
of perspective .
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Come let us reckon the reckoning of the world, the
- loss of a-Mitzvah against its gain and the gain of a sin
against its loss.7 -

-

, YD mng “ny-BnY,, oWIER WY — And there are these who explain 'Yy bw as “open-eyed,”
Py ;N 3 — as.Onkelos vendered it -1y DOW., RISy Y1 — And it is because he said
. “with the open eye,” ., s X5) — and he did not say Dy baw,, — “with the open eyes,”

" 1Y — that we have learned  *n)3 PP DX Xy — that he was blind in one of his eyes.s

2 ges Fon Si - R B[Pk ]
Reckon the loss that-a mitzvah entails, against its reward, and’
the benefit derived from an averah, a sin, against the loss it

brings. .

cle that the evil inclination throws in the path of a
person on his way to, ﬁﬁg a mitzvah is the thought of what it has to cost.
“Think of the time, the effort, the money. How. covld you!” " ’

Rabbi Judah haNasi's answer i3: cAns that observing mitz-

We capiot deny !
voth daes involve an initial cost. But weigh this apainst the gain beyond price,
the infinite reward that will surely com .

. When_tempted by a transgression, on the other hand, you have an
_initial gain. This, too, cannot be denied. There is an immediate pleasure.

People use the expression, “ugly as sin.” Sin is vely, but only after the act.
Before it is done, it is quite attractive and tempting. If it were not, people
would not sin. True, says Rabbi Judah haNasi, it tempts you; it offers you

some immediate benefit, some ready | rofit. But wei, h the momentary gain
against the infinite loss, the irreparable harm that it brings.

1\ To_control the z'et%er hara, the evil inclination, this is the key: make
_a heshbon, a reckoning of what jou gair and what you lose by everything,
good or bad, that you do. For a mitzvah the cost, ‘the loss is temporary; the
;. reward is everlasting. For an averah, a transgression, the pleasure and the
gain are transient; the harm, though it may not come at once, is dcvastati_ng
and permanent. ’ ‘ ‘ .
any system of accounting, what is important is the final figure in
the Iast column. t avail is it to sho rofit in the beginning but
to have a deficit in red ink at the end? A series of pleasures is a perishing
- “series. Good times leave nothing in_their wake except a feeling of emptiness.
The experience of many pleasures amounts to nothing-of permanent value.
Transpressions end with loss; that spells their true si nificance. On the other
hand, mirzvoth end with gain; this is their realify. Make a heshbon, and you

e. “ruleg -of,; tr.»,__,__‘ B L s

Note the term, “reckoning of the world.” You might think the Sages

were referring to international affairs, the state of the world economy or: the

" balance of power. Of course, all of these conditions affect us.. But in the
1ast analysis, is_this the “world” that reaily counts? Are these the conditions
that ‘will determine our ultimate destiny? .

The newspapers are always filled with the “very latest mews"; yet
over the years their contents remain so very similar, reporting on a world
that has little to do with us in our local, day-to-day lives. .

What, then, is truly “our” world, in which you and I must make our
_private reckoning? It is the realm of personal morality that affects you an
those about you. In this world, whete you alotie “rule” and judge, you must

make a_feshbon: reckon the gains and losses from a mitzvah and from an
;;erah (a transgression), and then decide how you will act, what you will
And do- not consider it trivial, insignificant—this private accounting

" in"a personal world. The teqsiogp of nuclear threats may leave your world

- untouched, but in the far-reaching vision of our Sages, your virtuous deed

or your foul misdeed may profoundly affect this whole world of ours: “Since
an individual is judged according to the majority ofh,As deeds, and the world

himself and the world as half {pure, ént) and balf guilty,,
. Therefore, if he does one mitzval, how blessed is he that he has made virtue,
innocence prevail in the scales of justice for himself and for the entire world.
If, however, he. commits one transgression, woe to him that he has made
guilt prevail in the scales of justice for himself and for the entire world.”2®

In the succinct words of the Zohar, “Ever should a man see himself as if thc‘;*
= g’

fate of the entire world depends on him.”*® Your deed can be the “decidin
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hen a per, , his or her soul goes to a place known

as the World of Souls. There, freed from the body, it grows to
the er developed it during his or her

"lifetime. It develops according to how much Torah was learned
.and how _many commandments of the ToraF l.mztzvoﬂ were

Observed whllé it was with the body.
26 Resurrection speaks to the exact precision of God's reward to

ation i everdgg_ﬂ:ﬂha!:.._

ople. Nothing in spiritual creation is ever ces
Pegg_gpwe create spiritually, during our physical sojourn on eatthl
i @

0
while alive, This occurs when our souls rejoin our bodies

during the time of resurrection and afterwards.
\This concept invests tremendous, eternal meaning into our

every act. Whatever we do remains with us forever because of .

the everlasting nature of positive spiritual behavior,

23 Pt of Be Tict - Raset2 B
it. For the evil inclination literally blinds his eyes and he
becomes as one who walks in the darkness, where there are
stumbling blocks before him which his eyes do not see. As
our Sages of blessed memory -said (Bava Merzia 83b),
* * Youlaid down darkness and it was night’ (Psalms 104:20).
‘This_refers to this world which is su_lplar to night.” How

wondrovs is ‘this truthful commentary to him who con- -

centrates upon understanding it. For the darkness of mgh;

£an cause two tvpes of errors in relation to a man’s eye:
it may cither cover his eve so that he does not see what is g
before him at all, or it may deceive him sé that a pillar
_appears to hi [} illag, In like manner,

the earthiness and materialism -of this world is the darkness
of night to thie mind’ causes a man to err in two

___g_____s_ys_uﬂ__.,.s______
ways. First it does not permit him to sce the stumbling

g 5 that the fools walk = v
securely, fall, and are lost without having experienced any

prior fear. As Scripture states (Proverbs 4:19), “The path of .

the wicked is like pitch darkness; they do not know upon
_ what thev stumble." and (Proverbs 22: 3), “The w:se man "Sees

P

& ‘7 .~ The second error. whlch is even worsc than

the- ﬁtst, stems {rgm the distogtion of their sight, so that they
il as ood as if it .

se¢ evil a§ though it were goodn L.and

were evil, and because of this, strengthen themselves in
clinging to their evil ways. For it is not enough that they .
lack the ability to see the truth, the evil stafing them in the
face, but they also see fit to find powerful suéstantlatlons and

_empirical evidence supporting their evil thgpnes and false

To what is this analogous? To a garden-maze, a type of
" garden common among.the niling class, which is planted
for the sake of arnufément The plants there are arranged
in_walls between which are found many_confusing and
interlacing paths, all similat to one another, the purpose '
.of the whole being to challenge one: to reach a Eoriico in
their midst, Some of the paths are straight ones which lead
directly to_the portico, but some cause one to stray, and
to wander from it: The waiker between the paths has no
i .way of seeing or_knowing whether he is on the true or the
cfalse path; for théy ace all similar, pr esenting no ‘difference

whatsoever to the observing cye. He will not reach his goal
unless he has perfect familiarity and visual acquaintance
with the paths through his_having traversed them and
reached the portico. ‘

23 Bides Homr- R .stg-«s.‘..u-s, Ca -

This profound understandmg of the essence of the ¥33 1y way
revealed to Yaakov by the Angel of Esav when the two wrestled at
the Yabok river crossing. Aft wering_the An el, Yaakov
asked him, “Jpw K3 TPID, Plense tell me your name.” He replied,

‘ "mqb Lxwn m oY, Why do you ask for my name?” (Bereishis

32:30). askm or his name, Yaakov was actually asking him to

lai o). The ‘name’ of an entity defines its
essence. This we learn from the fact that Adam’s greatness expressed
itself in his ability to give names to all living creatures, thereby
deﬁnmg their essence. This, then, gives us an understanding of the

An - e Angel of Esav
_Was not posing a question but rather giving a reply. * .
lies in the fact that Je do not pause to examine me more closely to

lies in the fact that people do not pause to examine me mare closely (o
know my name, my essence, for if they would, it would dispel the
illusion tti 1 ﬁ:ﬂ' Thus the Angel of Esav truly answered

Yaakov’s question as to his ‘name.’

2 '
R’ Abba said: The yetzer hara can be compared to a
decrepit [man who posed as a) robber sitting at a -
crossroads and' ordering whoever passed by to surren-
der his possessions, until a shrewd person walked by
and saw that he was too feeble to rob anyone and beat
him (Bereishis Rabbah 22:6).

n - :
Another possible understandmg of tl'le Angel's reply to Yaakov s

that in e ha ible reality,

There is none by the' yetzer hara since the y3) 1y does not exist ag

the reality that he presents, he is in_fact nameless. Hence, m npb
Y Sxwn, Why do you ask for my name for I have none.

i

S ¢
. 33 He who occupies a commanding
position in the portico, however, sees all of the paths before
- him and can discriminate between_the true and the false
ones. M&Lmummm_sﬂ;,mmﬂn
and to tell them, “This js the path: take it}” He who is
willing to believe him will reach the designated spot; but
he who is not willing to believe him, but would rather trust
to his eyes, will certainly remain lost and fail to reach it.

So too in relation to the idea under discussion. He who has

not yet achieved dominion over his evil inclination is in the
midst of the paths and cannot distinguish between them.

But those who rule: their évil inclination, those who_have °

" reached the portico; who have already left the paths and

who clearlx see all of the ways before their eyes —they can

advise him who is willing to listen, and it is to them that we
must trust.

And what is the advice that they give us? “*‘Let us enter . .
into an accountmgg Let us come and comgutc the world's '} »

"account.” For they have already experienced, and seen, and ¢

" learned that this alone is the true path by which a man may

reach the good that he seeks, and that there is none beside
" this.
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2 God's wrath flared because he was going, and an angel of HAsHEM stood on the roaq to

-impede him. He was riding-on his she:donkey and his two young men were with him. 2 7,

i she-donkey saw the angel of HASHEM standing on the road with his sword drawn in his hang,

“so the she-donkey turned away from the road and went into the field: then Balaam struck the

1 she-donkey to turn it back onto the road. 2% The angel of HasHeM stood in the path of the
vineyards, a fence on this side and a fence on that side. 2 The she-donkey saw the angel of
HasHeM and pressed against the wall, and it pressed Balaam's leg against the wall — ang p,
continued to strike it. 6 The angel of HASHEM went further and stood in a narrow place, where

' there was no room to tum right or left. ¥ The she-donkey saw the angel of HASHeM and croucheq
beneath Balaam. Balaarn's anger flared and he struck the she-donkey with the staff.
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““Then a guest came to the rich man. He was too miserly to take
1y of his own sheep or cattle to prepare for the guest* who had
ime to him. [Instead,] he took the poor man’s ewe* and prepared

for the man who had comé to him.”

. Fl .
hen a guest came...to prepare for the guest. Two different Hebrew words n;e u;ed. lfc;;
guest.” According to the Sages, the first (hélekh) denotes a casual passerby. So i . )
vith the evil inclination: first it appears as a casual passetby, but once it is welcomed,
 becames a permanent house-guest (oreach), the latter term (Sotah 52b).
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'  his commentary, Rabbeini Yonah questions the length wording
¢of this mishnah. It would seem that the author could have said
simply: Whoever has a_good eye ... is a disciple of Avraham.
Whoever has a bad eye . .. is a disciple of the wicked Bilaam.

‘We may suggest that the mishnah’s opening sentence is conveying
the constant need for nuan:, reflection, for that is the key: to
attaining Avraham’s traits. The mishnah is, in effect, saying to_us;
Decide for yourself which path you wish to follow, that of Avraham
gr_that of Bilaam. The road to becoming a disciple of Avraham
requires reflection, in contrast to the way of Bilaam who gave no
thought to satisfying the Divine will. Once a person realizes the
necessity for such nuyianm, he can then Jearn the various attributes he
must acquire to be counted among Avraham’s disciples. T
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