Y2 NWA9 - BILAM’S PROPHECY

Bilam is the story of the brilliant, antagonistic outsider who revealed the purity and
beauty of the Jewish people. It is a story of the ultimate untouchability of the Jewish people
in the face of vicious anti-Semitism. Not only that, but our enemies unwittingly become the
transmitters of blessing to us. Such is the decree of Providence. But Bilam does finally find
Jewish weakness — sensuality — and exploits it to the fullest. We are thereby injured — not
destroyed — and the Jewish genius of the soul lives on.

The story of Bilam has many mysteries, starting with the name of the Parsha, Parshas
Balak, although the main protagonist is Bilam'. Bilam is a bundle of contradictions. He is a
receiver of prophecy® who tries to manipulate his knowledge of G-d’s ways® and is nearly
successful at destroying the Jewish people4. Bilam is the greatest and most honored of the
non-Jews in his time.” He claims that he can only act with G-d’s consent, and his tragic end is
death by the hands of the Jewish people’.

The Sages tell us that Bilam achieved heights of prophecy matched only by Moshe
Rabbeinu’; Moshe was but the scribe to copy Bilam’s prophecy into the Torah®. Bilam was
the Daas of Klipah who knew by ny7 as well as Moshe Rabbeinu did’. This is astonishing!
How could Bilam, an evil man, have been at the level of Moshe Rabbeinu, a person whose
whole being was totally dedicated to spirituality? Moreover, how could an evil man who
sought the destruction of the Jewish nation be included in the holy Torah, making every word
about Bilam, what he said and what he thought to do, as holy as any other word of the Torah'.
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Torah!.

And it is us, the Jewish people, who are meant to read that Torah and learn from
Bilam. It is true that there are lessons to be learned from Bilam — the relationship between
choice and Providence for example and we Jews learn whatever there is to be learned from
non-Jews as well as Jews (Yisro, Hagar and Eliezer are classic examples)z. But, never before
was a Jewish-hating, evil man chosen to be written for eternity as the teacher of a message, of
whatever sort, to us Jews. In fact, it is prohibited to learn Torah from an unworthy teacher’.

There are some crucial differences, however between Bilam and Moshe. Firstly,
Bilam was not able to speak to G-d any time he liked, while Moshe Rabbeinu was. In fact,
the verse says *1jp”, that which G-d happened to have spoken to him, as opposed to Moshe
Rabbeinu, where the relationship was a much deeper relationship of *xyp.

Secondly, Bilam’s prophecy was short-lived and artificially induced. Bilam, in fact,
was not initially a prophet6. Like his donkey, Bilam received prophecy for the sake of the
Jewish people’. Rav Hirsch states that, “This whole chapter of Bilam has the purpose of
showing the reason for G-d ceasing to shower his Holy Spirit on men of other nations®.” And
once Bilam had his prophecy, it was short lived, just for the time it took him to bless the
Jewish peopleg. In the end, he lost his prophecy and became just another magicianlo. This
was because Bilam tried to turn G-d’s gift of prophecy against G-d Himself, as we shall see.

He was given an incredible opportunity to talk directly to G-d. He was given Nevuah
as high as Moshe Rabbeinu, but because of who he was, he was not able to receive it and
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express it in the same way. He remained a person with an 'ny1 py, a “nana way (a sensual,
materialistic person) and a *7mMa) MY (an arrogant person)’. He failed to integrate and
internalize the gift he was given.

Rav Chaim of Volozhin says that Moshe Rabbeinu was like an eagle that sees in the
light of day with the sharpest of eyes. Bilam was like a bat; the light did not help him. More
than that, his Gaava only allowed him to see things by projecting his own ‘sonar radar’, his
own ego, and bouncing it off of the reality he wished to see. His very act of wanting to be a
(lowly) recipient was only done to service his ego further’.

These deficiencies of Bilam were so serious because Bilam became the father of the
nations® — the teacher of all those peoples who bore these traits’. There were plenty of
Reshaim before him — and indeed, Bilam was a descendent of Eisav® - but none who taught
how to achieve a sustainable, sophisticated path to evil’. Bilam became the anti-Avraham'® —
the one who began a new path of arrogance, materialism and wishing to be alone in the
endowment of any blessing.

Bilam had no problem recognizing that the Jewish people were indeed chosen. In his
own words: For from the top of the rocks I see him (the Jewish people), and from the hills I
behold him,"" i.e. when I look at the sources of the Jewish people, I see that they are founded
on the strong foundations of the Forefathers and Mothers like these rocks and hills'%; for they
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are a nation that will live alone, and they shall not be reckoned among the nations®. Who can
count the dust of Jacob, and the number of the seed of Israel’? Bilam is then overwhelmed by
the inspiration of what he sees. He prays, Let me die the death of the righteous (Jews), and let
my last end be like theirs’!

According to the Maharal, it was just the fact that Bilam was not Jewish that allowed
him to see the objective reality of the Jews as good. Those looking from the inside often
focus too closely on this shortcoming or that, not realizing that these are but surface
blemishes. Being insiders, they cannot always see the whole picture4. Bilam, the outsider,
was able to take a step back and look at the essence of the Jews’. He was therefore able to
reveal what no Jewish prophet could — that the essence of the Jewish people is totally pure’.

Using this idea, the Maharal explains the mysterious words of the Midrash that tells
us that Bilam’s blessing of the Jewish people was greater than even the blessings of Yaakov
and Moshe, for Yaakov included rebuke in his blessings (of Reuven, Shimon and Levi) while
Bilam blessed the Jewish people unconditionally’. Bilam, who, looking from the outside,
saw to the core of the Jewish people, only saw the good. Yaakov, who, looking from the
inside, also focused on what needed to be overcome and therefore did not give us as pure a
prophecy on the essence of the Jewish people.

A similar explanation applies to the fact that throughout the period of time that Bilam
tried to look for G-d’s ‘moment of anger’, he saw no such moment. For by trying to destroy
the Jewish people, Bilam was activating the essence of the nation, an essence which is so
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pure that G-d’s anger simply does not apply'.

What we see is that the essence of the Jews needed to be revealed by an outsider, by a
non-Jewish prophetz, and this is the reason why Bilam was given his prophecy to begin with.
Bilam was a helpless prophet; G-d used his mouth to produce the words He desired. It is in
this respect that Bilam’s prophecy was similar to Moshe’s. All other prophets were first told
their prophecy by G-d and then transmitted that prophecy to the nation. But, G-d spoke
through the throat of Moshe directly to the people. So, too, with Bilam, G-d spoke through
his throat, turning him into a mere instrument for G-d's message” whether Bilam wanted to be
a messenger or not".

G-d puts similar words in the mouth of Bilam’s donkey. This is to show that it is all
the same to G-d: whether He uses a donkey or a human as his emissary makes no difference
to Him! This also explains why Bilam is included in the holy Torah, for these are really
G-d’s words, not his’. The mouth of Bilam’s donkey was created during Bein HaShemashos
of the sixth day. What that means is the idea that G-d could use the donkey’s mouth, i.e. even
an instrument that was not aware of what it was being used for, as a tool for Divine
messages®. The donkey did not receive prophecy. G-d simply used the donkey to convey His
message.

G-d did this to show Bilam that he too was but an instrument for HaSh-m’s words’.
G-d speaks through Bilam, (for it is in this respect that he is like Moshe Rabbeinu,®) just as he
does through the donkey. He can use any vehicle to transmit His will’.
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Bilam could curse the Jews no more than a donkey could. G-d forced blessings to
come out instead, for the Jewish people are truly blessed'. Inherent in these blessings were
vital lessons about the nature of the Jewish people and, although he was not worthy, he was
forced to be the messenger anyhow. Our Jewish ear is alert to the spiritual message hidden in
all that we hear, for nothing is by chance’.

What Bilam saw surprised and upset him, for, if the Jews are G-d’s Chosen People, it
is quite clear that G-d will look after his people. Bilam cannot touch the Jewish people. Again
and again, Bilam is told, and tells Balak in turn, that when it comes to the Jewish people he
can only do what G-d permits or instructs him to do. And he (Bilam) answered and said (to
Balak), “Surely, (only) that which G-d puts into my mouth, may I speak™. Even when they
sin and should therefore be vulnerable, their G-d discounts both the transgression and the
efforg they put into it'. And even when they deliberately provoke Him, He remains loyal to
them™.

At one stage, Bilam says flat out to Balak: Go back to your land for G-d has refused
to let me go with youé. Even if Balak would give me a houseful of silver and gold, he tells
Balak’s emissaries, I cannot transgress the Will of my G-d, in any way’. In fact, G-d’s control
is so total that I cannot even do something good for the Jewish people unless G-d so wills it®.
If it were up to me, I wouldn’t even be reporting this to you. I would simply run away,
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sparing you the pain and me the embarrassment'.

Yet, Bilam himself has not really integrated this lesson. He knows that there are
limitations, but he somehow thinks that there must be a way out. A genuine anti-Semite
already from the time of the Egyptian slavery”, he chafes at the bit, hoping that he can
somehow work the system of spiritual laws which G-d has set up and use them against G-d
Himself. The Gemara® suggests that he was not far off. Bilam was uniquely capable of
catching that nano-second when G-d is, so to speak, angry4, and G-d is forced not to have
such a moment throughout this period’. Had G-d not done this, says the Gemara, Bilam
would indeed have succeeded in destroying the Jewish people, and this time is duly recorded
as one of the most dangerous ever to the existence of the Jewish people®.

Bilam tries everything. He sacrifices Korbanos to G-d’, hoping to outdo the Avos®
and again to use that favor against G-d to curse the Jews’. If he could only find a point of
weakness where the Jews are indeed distanced from G-d, a point where they are indeed
cursed! He is poised to exploit and stoke that curse in an instant'’, acting as the Jewish
nation’s prosecutor in the Heavenly Court''. His starting point is to claim that this is no
longer the nation which left Egypt, but a poorer, more spiritually estranged version'”. G-d
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assures him that he is mistakenl, but from whence the delusions to begin with?

Bilam’s delusions are stoked by G-d’s concern for his honor, indeed the honor of any
human being, however lowly. G-d tells Bilam two things: Do not go with the ministers of
Balak, for they are not honorable enough for you, and, secondly, Do not curse the Jewish
people®. Bilam takes note of the first, but fails to link it to the second.

Bilam prophesizes, hoping that the final interpretation of the prophecy will determine
its reality. Just like a dream that can be interpreted for good or for bad, he hopes to use his
prophecy to do evil to the Jewish people”.

Balak is now desperate to take Bilam up on his offer to just go away. “Don’t curse
them and don’t bless them,” he pleads with Bilam. But Bilam now goes even further: “If G-d
wants me to bless this nation, then I will have no choice™.” This is exactly what happens. He
finally appears in front of the Jewish people, and is more committed than Balak to seeking
their destruction. But from each thought of a curse, a blessing came out’.

How is this achieved? It is at this stage that G-d makes Bilam’s prophecy as clear (and
therefore of necessity as high) as possible. His prophecy is now as clear as that of Moshe
Rabbeinu’s, so it requires no further interpretation. Bilam therefore cannot interpret the
prophecy for bad, thus foiling his plan. Only for this reason is he given such exalted
prophecy; it is subsequently taken away from him entirely®.

The Sages tell us that each of the blessings of Bilam was really intended, on his part,
as a curse. If we look at them closely, we see that they all ultimately reflect the closeness and
mp>aT of the Jewish people to their Master in Heaven’. It is just this connection that Bilam is
trying to weaken®. Bilam does not fail entirely. We learn that all of his curses came about at a
later stage with the exception of one: the blessing of 7YX 1210 N is a praise of Jewish tents
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of prayer (Batei Knesset) and of Torah study (Batei Midrash)'. The Jewish people never lose
their connection to G-d through these two things, the prayer of the heart and the Torah of the
brain, which together form the Daas of the Jewish peoplez.

No longer a prophet, Bilam has to resort to other means, and finally finds some
success in seducing the nation to serve Baal Peor, the most disgusting of idolatries’.

Bilam, brilliant thinker and strategist that he was, finally found a Jewish weakness.
However, even this has a silver lining. For the Jews only served idolatry as a justificatory
ideology which will allow them to express their licentiousness, their sexual licentiousness
with the daughters of Midian.* Their very sin shows their essential connection with the
Almighty. For, they felt that they could not live with such a rebellion against G-d without
creating a whole new 'Torah' saying that it was really ok.

Bilam is incapable of using his great prophecy because he is out of harmony with his
gift. The Jews were only able to receive their Torah through the prophecy that went with it
because generations of effort and suffering had uniquely prepared them. Moshe’s prophecy
was there to serve this higher truth and he died with all his faculties. Bilam, who tried to use
prophecy for his own ends, lost everything. Did Bilam really think that he was going to upend
G-d Himself>? Bilam knew that history was not on his side, and that even at their worst, the
Jewish people remain blessed®. Yet, he somehow thinks that through his sacrifices he could
manipulate the very Kedusha G-d uses in elevating the Jewish people to serve his own
nefarious purposes.’ It was not to be. Like all evil, Bilam’s was destined to self-destruct. And
the Jewish nation lives on.
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