This Shabbat we are celebrating our daughter Tzipporah Machlah’s bat mitzvah,
and I will honor the occasion by presenting, and responding to, some of the Torah she
learned and created while preparing her dvar Torah. It is a source of tremendous joy,
pride, and hakarat hatov to have a child to whom Torah matters so much, who is already
making genuine original contributions to our masoret, and with whom I can engage in
milchamtah shel Torah in the confidence that we will always emerge with yet deeper
mutual ahavah and kavod.

My thanks to our dear friend Mark Dredze for learning so much of this material
with her. If you’re receiving this before Shabbat in Sharon, don’t worry — the final
version of her dvar Torah is quite different, so you should still come hear her! I have
attached all the relevant verses at the end, but apologize that time prevented me from
providing the usual translations.

Why did Bil’am insist on asking G-d before going with Balak’s men the first
time? Balak’s men see this merely as a negotiating tactic, but this seems incorrect, as
Bil’am says that he is waiting for G-d’s instructions, and then receives and follows them.
Rashi suggests that Bil’am only wants to ask G-d whether the emissaries befit his (His?)
dignity, and is surprised when He addresses the substantive issue, but this also seems
forced.

Tzipporah Machlah suggested that Bil’'m was afraid that Balak would retaliate
against him if he refused, that he saw Balak’s offers of extravagant rewards as containing
veiled threats — anyone with that much power for benefit would be a dangerous enemy.
She saw as corroboration of the threat that Bil’am is accompanied everywhere by Balak’s
officers (his own entourage of two servants is mentioned only once), and that Balak
greets Bil’am with a complaint about feeling disrespected. Furthermore, Balak seems to
take the initiative in all matters related to cursing the Jews, suggesting that Bil’am is
always reluctant; Bil’am does ask for altars to be built, but perhaps he sacrificed in the
hope that G-d would find him a way to muddle through safely.

The outcome of all this evidence, Tzipporah Machlah, argued, is that Bil’am
emerges as a coward with weak principles rather than as a villain with evil principles. He
gets credit nonetheless for refusing ever to disobey G-d directly, and for finally blessing
the Jews in Balak’s face. Perhaps a fundamental gentleness is evidenced by his
interaction with his donkey, which it seems that he had previously never struck.

The obvious challenge to such a reading is how Bil’am is presented in the rest of
Tanakh. To begin with, he is killed by the Jews (Bamidbar 31:8, also Yehoshua 13:22)
together with the Midianites, and in both contexts this is presented as justice. Devarim
23:6 says that G-d chose not to listen to Bil’am and transformed his curse into a blessing,
implying that Bil’am genuinely intended to curse them, and Yehoshua 24:10 adds that He
saved the Jews from Bil’am. Mikhah 24:10 asks that the Jews remember how Bil’am
responded to Balak so as to understand His tzidkot which can easily be understood in the
same vein.

A variety of midrashim ascribe further evil deeds to Bil’am, which have become
part of his traditional biography. Bil’am advised Pharaoh to drown the Jewish children
Bil’am advised the Midianites to send their women to seduce the Jewish men into sin;
and thus clearly Bil’am sought every means possible to elude G-d’s desire not to curse
the Jews, only to be thwarted.



We can see these midrashim in at least three ways. First, they may be attempts to
see Bil’am in holistic Tanakhic context, to import the image presented by the rest of
Tanakh into the primary episode. Second, they may be instances of an alleged rabbinic
tendency to transform complex characters into images or pure righteousness or evil; it
should be clear that I think any such tendency vastly overstated, but we will discuss that
another time iyH. Thirdly, they may be dealing broadly with the conception of Gentile
prophecy — see especially those which see Bil’am as equal in prophetic ability to Mosheh,
and jealous of Mosheh’s role as Jewish savior.

What interests me more this week is why Bamidbar 22-24 presents Bil’am in a
way that allows for Tzipporah Machlah’s reading. In other words, rather than asking why
the midrashim transform the story, let us assume that the midrashim are correct
historically about Bil’am’s character, and ask instead why the Torah here nonetheless
seems to present Bil’am as ambivalent or even better?

One possibility is that the Torah wants us to consider the possibility of genuinely
good extra-Jewish prophecy, and therefore chooses to soften the portrait of the only
Gentile prophet available. Perhaps we can go even further and say, along the lines of
Tzipporah Machlah’s character analysis, that the moral is that spiritual greatness is no
guarantee of ethical or moral behavior in the absence of a society that supports such
behavior. This is a lesson with great contemporary resonance.

Alternate suggestions as always are welcome.

Shabbat shalom!

Aryeh Klapper
www.torahleadership.org
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