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How can the Parsha help us grow this week?

Balak — turning to Hashem

In this week’s Parsha of Balak, we read about Bilaam’s unsuccessful attempts to curse Bnei Yisrael. The
Parsha begins with Balak, the king of Moab, sending a number of delegations to Bilaam asking for his
assistance in dealing with the “Jewish Problem”. A non-Jewish prophet, Bilaam, was gifted with the power
to curse. When each delegation arrived, Bilaam asked Hashem for permission to join the delegation.
Hashem denied each of the requests. Balak continued to send delegations with more senior officers in the
hope of convincing Bilaam. After numerous requests, Hashem finally gave his permission (albeit conditional
on Bilaam not cursing Bnei Yisrael) and Bilaam journeyed to Balak together with the delegation.?

A number of issues arise with Bilaam’s repeated requests to Hashem. One question is whether it was
appropriate or chutzpadik for Bilaam to keep asking Hashem the same question in the face of this negative
response.? The commentators have different approaches to this question.

According to Rashi®, Hashem only restricted Bilaam from cursing the people. He did not however restrict
Bilaam from going with the delegation for his own selfish reasons (i.e. to earn payment from Balak) as long
as he would listen to Hashem'’s instructions to not curse. It was the fact that Bilaam went with the intention
of not following Hashem'’s instructions and wishing instead to curse Bnei Yisrael, that caused Hashem to
become angry with him.

According to the Ibn Ezra, Hashem forbade Bilaam from going at all. By asking repeatedly, Bilaam thought
that he would be able to convince Hashem to change His mind and allow him to go. The Gemara* supports
this explanation by describing Bilaam’s repeated requests as an example of “chutzpah that bears fruit”. In
other words, according to the lbn Ezra, it was chutzpadik and wrong of Bilaam to continually ask Hashem
for permission, however that chutzpah did ultimately pay off for Bilaam (at least in the short term).

In contrast, the Ramban has a novel and fascinating understanding of this incident. The Ramban holds that
Bilaam was perfectly right to turn to Hashem repeatedly and ask Him the same question again and again.
For without asking, how could Bilaam know what Hashem would answer him each time? For example,
Hashem may have given Bilaam a different prophetic message each time. The Ramban explains that
Hashem’ advice is always good and He even guides sinners towards the correct path®. Hashem can
provide guidance to everyone, even to the wicked. The Ramban also notes that it was beneficial for Bilaam
to turn to Hashem repeatedly because each interaction with Hashem is valuable in its own right.

We learn from Ben Zoma about wisdom. He asks: who is wise? He who learns from everyone.® For
instance, Reb Zusha of Anipoli learnt 7 lessons in faith from a typical thief, including: be discreet, be

1 As an aside, it seems that Bilaam succeeded in convincing Hashem to change His mind! This is difficult for us
to understand. Hashem is perfect and unchanging, not vacillating and indecisive. See last year’s Darchai Noam
where we suggested a possible approach to this issue.

2 Of course, Bilaam was wicked, if he was also a bit chutzpadik that would have been the least of his problems!
3 As explained by the Ramban, see the Artscroll Graff-Rand edition of the Ramban’s commentary, sefer
Bamidbar, footnote 69 to chapter 22, verse 20.

4 Sanhedrin 105a.

5 This is a paraphrase of Tehillim 25:8.

5 Pirkai Avot 4:1.
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fearless, pay attention to the details, be patient, be eager and willing, be confident and optimistic, and
always keep on trying again and again.

What can we learn from Bilaam (as explained by the Ramban)? We can learn that it is valuable and
beneficial to turn to Hashem and to ask Him for advice and assistance no matter what the answer is (and
even if our intentions are not pure!)

There are numerous examples in Tanach where people repeatedly turned to Hashem despite receiving an
initial rejection of their plea, and even when it seemed like a lost cause. Sometimes their petitions bore fruit
and sometimes they did not. But the repeated interactions meant their relationship with Hashem was
strengthened.

For example, despite being told clearly by Hashem that he could not enter the Land, Moshe prayed 515
times requesting permission to enter’. Though Hashem listened to every single prayer, each time his plea
was rejected. Eventually Hashem commanded Moshe to stop praying. However, as compensation Moshe
was allowed to climb Har Nevo and see the Land from afar.®

Another example is the case of Chizkiyahu, the righteous king of Judah during the times of the first Bet
Hamikdash.® When Chizkiyahu was unwell, he received a visit from the prophet Yeshayahu. However, this
was not an ordinary “Bikkur Cholim” visit. Yeshayahu told Chizkiyahu to organise his affairs because he
was about to die and he would also be losing his portion in the World to Come! The prophet explained that
Chizkiyahu's sin was that he refused to get married. Chizkiyahu explained that he knew through Divine
inspiration that his son would be extremely wicked and he did not want to be responsible for bringing such
a person into the world.!° Yeshayahu told Chizkiyahu that he had a mitzvah to be fruitful and multiply and
he could not deliberately avoid fulfilling that mitzvah. That righteousness of his children was Hashem’s
concern and did not preclude him from fulfilling this mitzva. Yeshayahu then announced that the heavenly
decree for Chizkiyahu’s death was already issued and could not be changed. However, Chizkiyahu told
Yeshayahu to stop his prophesying and leave. He had a tradition from David Hamelech that it is never too
late to turn to Hashem, even when all seems lost and “the knife is pressing against your throat”. Chizkiyahu
turned to Hashem with sincere prayer and the decree was annulled. He was granted an additional 15 years
of life and he married Yeshayahu’s daughter and fulfilled the mitzvah of having children.

Another example is Chana, who was infertile. She continued to beg Hashem for a child for 19 long years. In
her final, heartfelt prayer, she made the unrealistic request of demanding a son who would be considered
as great as Moshe and Aharon combined!*! Her request was finally granted with the birth of the righteous
Shmuel HaNavi who was in fact compared to both Moshe and Aharon.!?

Let’s learn from Bilaam (and also Moshe, Chizkiyahu and Chana!) that it is always appropriate to turn to
Hashem with our requests, regardless of how hopeless our situation seems to be.

Let's try something this week:

1. Remember that it is always appropriate to ask Hashem for assistance — this includes areas where
we (mistakenly) think that we do not need Hashem'’s help because we can “handle it” on our own.

2. When things seem really hopeless, remember that there is always hope — Hashem is not bound by
the laws of nature and He can always bring us a salvation.

Shabbat shalom,
Rabbi Ledder

7 Devarim Rabbah 11:10.

8 Parshat Ha’azinu, Devarim 32:49.

% This story is brought in the Gemara, Brachot 10a.

10 He was right. Chizkiyahu’s son Menashe was one of the most wicked kings that ever ruled over the Jewish
people.

11 Gemara Brachot 31b. This story appears in Chapter 1 of Shmuel I.

12 Tehillim 99:6.
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About Darchai Noam

Darchai Noam is available online at www.darchai-noam.com. You can access this week's edition of
Darchai Noam, archived back issues of Darchai Noam and other divrei Torah.

The pasuk in Mishlei (3:17) describes the Torah as follows: “Its ways are ways of pleasantness
(Darchai Noam) and all its paths are peace”. The Torah is our guidebook for life. It is packed full of
good advice as to how we should live our lives.

The aim of the Darchai Noam weekly email is to examine an idea from the weekly parashah, usually
relating to good middot (character traits). It will focus particularly on treating each other with respect
and how to interact with each other in a more peaceful and pleasant manner. It will also suggest some
practical tips for implementing these ideas in our daily lives.

By learning together each week, and making an effort to regularly put the ideas into practice, with
Hashem’s help we can all gradually improve our character traits and our observance of ‘v’ahavta
I're’echa kamocha’ — loving one’s fellow as oneself.

If you know someone who might enjoy receiving this email please feel free to pass it on to them or
email me their details so | can add them to the subscription list.

You are welcome to use the content of this email in any way that will help to spread the learning of
Torah. However please attribute credit appropriately.

Many of the ideas that | use in Darchai Noam are based on ideas that | read or heard from various
sources. Where possible | try to quote the source. However, in some cases | cannot recall the source.
For that | apologise. If | do discuss an idea that | heard from somewhere else, any errors are purely
my own.

How to subscribe or unsubscribe

If you would like to subscribe or unsubscribe to Darchai Noam, please send an email to
darchai.noam@gmail.com with the word ‘subscribe’ or ‘unsubscribe’ in the subject.
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