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18 He declaimed his parable and said: “Stand erect, O Balak, and hear; give ear to me, O son
of Zippor.

19 “God is not a man that He should be deceitful, nor a son of man that He should relent.

Would He say and not do, or speak and not corifirm?

20 “Behold! to bless have I received — He has ble.ssed, and I shall not contradict it.

! “He perceived no iniquity in Jacob, and sau go perversity in Israel. HASHEM his God is with

him, and the friendship of the King is in him.

2 “It is God Who brought them out of Egyr ¢ ?*furdmg to the power of His loftiness,

3 Rirad G- R, Friedlonde

Shechinah are in Klal Yisrael's midst and He is their very intimate
”frlend ”

the verse as expressing Hashem’s unique conduct with Yisrael:
“Hashem Yisbarach does not pay close attention (0271 XY) to in-
iquity () of Yaakov nor to the sins (vny) of Yisrael,” i.e. He is
not particular with Yisrael to look when they have transgressed
His will. “Hashem, his God, is [always] with him (iny),” i.e. with
Ya’akov -~ even when Ya’akov makes Him angry and rebels
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21. yue vran-KXS — He perceived no iniquity. Balaam spoke

for himself. He had tried to find iniquities that would justify

a curse, but he found none (Onkelos). Citing a “beautiful
Midrash,” Rashi comments that even when Israel sins, God

~ chooses not to scrutinize their sins for the full extent of their

shortcomings. The Sages explain that God is unwilling to
delve into Israel's sins because its people are zealous in

servin 1 Him, and therefore it is only fair that He treat them *

generc isly.

Ibn  zra explains the verse differently, commenting that
its sczord half is conditional on the first. Provided there is
rio iniauzity in Jacob, God maintains His friendship with it —
but if lsrae! sins, God withdraws His kindness. This, /bn Ezra
maintzins, taught Balaam that the best way to harm the
Jews -zas not through curses, but by enticing them to sin.
“er 25 recounts how this came about, and the Sages
i that the sin and plague described there was a direct
res.. 2f Balaam’s evil counsel [see below]. |
13 % "M — And the friendship of the King is in him.

Virtue'ly all commentators follow this interpretation of

nynn as a derivative of miy7, friendship, but the word ny»m

can a 0 be rendered shofar blast. Indeed, Ibn Ezra and '

Sfornc render this phrase, trumpet blast of the King, a
refere: ze to the trumpet blasts by which Moses signaled
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agamst H; m, He never leaves his midst.

a7 nxmm — this 1mp11es love and friendship, as above.

Bilam knew this. He was no novice to the rules of spirituality. He
recognized the great significance this formative period held for the Jew-

Accordmg to the above Rashi, the end of the verse is the Teason

ishipeople, and he ur( ustood that whatever patterns were set in

for what is stated in the beginning. God does not pay close at-

during these forty yea

place
s of national character building would become

tention to iniquity in Yaakov because He is a good friend, Who

(permanent elements ¢

‘ the Jewish makeup. Bilam was jealous of the

is alway; amongst us. On the contrary, a good friend wishes to <

Jews and their special 1 :lationship with God, and he sought ways

to ef-|

see only e good and always judges favorably. -

fect changes in the pec

ole’s spiritual nature while it was still pliable, in

‘those years of flux anc

formation. This would be his only opportunity
to alter permanently t:1e relationship between the Jews and God, be-

/'/'206 NerR Uzrit.

‘tween the Jews and the Torah.
Setting his sights ¢ eliminating the very “chosenness” of the Jew-

ish people, Bilam had B 1ak erect seven altars. In doing so, he wanted to

BiLaMm’'s BLESSING: A GURSE IN DISGLISE

convey to God the mes-age “The Jews are no better than any other na-

The forty years during which the Jewish peop 2 vandered in the wilder-

ness were the nation’s formative years. Just s a child’s earliest experi-
ences shape his character, those first even:s expenenced by the fledg-"
ling nation that emerged from Egypt establic'.ed its spiritual nature for-

ever after.

tion. Just as the patriarc.:s erected seven altars, so have we erected seven
altars on Wthh to sacr; ‘ice to God.”
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With the altars in place, it was Bilam’s intention to curse the Jews,
in the hopes of altering their spiritual character through his words. Like
the Jews, Bilam possessed the power of the word. Yet unlike the Jews,
who use their words for Torah study and prayer, Bilam used his words as
weapons of destruction. Te o

However, Bilam soon discovered that God was réplacing the curses
in his mouth with words of-blessing for the Jews. Thrice, at Bilam’s in-
struction, Balak had erected seven altars and offered sacrifices upon
them; twice Bilam’s occult arts had failed to lead him to a fleeting win-
dow of opportunity when he could direct God’s wrath against the Jews.
With his third attempt he abandoned his occult arts altogether. Each of
those three times, Bilain could do no more than deliver the blessings
God had put in his mouth.
~ still, Bilam’s evil intentions were not altogether ineffective. His de-
structive thoughts cari e seen i the blessings themselves, which were

o3 nwe }‘3X‘,\ "0 My q

worded as clear inversic-is of the aursés he wanted to heap upon the Jews.
Thus, from Bilam’s blessing to’ the Jewish people, “It is a people

dwelling alone...not :ounting itself among the nations” (Bemidbar

23:9), we can infer that he intended the curse he had hoped to cast

upon them to undermine their separateness <nd to eliminate their @e-
cial relationship with the Torah. From kis blessing “Who can count the
dust of Yaakov?” (ibid., 10), we can infer that Bilam had hoped to extin-
guish the “dust-like” nature of the Jewish pe iple — namely, their qual-
ity of indestructibility. Finally, from his blessing “God does not look ai

wrongdoing in Ydakov, and He sees no vice in Israel” (ibid., 14), we can
- infer that Bilam had hoped to invalidate t*.e people’s inherent worth
and to destroy their special relationship wita God.
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There is a fascinating Midrash about the berachos that Bila‘am;
'gave Bnei Yisrael: “Greater was the blessing that Bilaam blessed
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Yisrael than the blessings given by Yaakov to the shevatim and the
blessings given by Moshe to the shevatim. When Yaakov blessed the

ghevatim he chastised Reuven, Shimon, and Levi, while the bless- |

ings of Bilaam contain no chastisement nor blemish.” How could it
p0531b  be that Bilaam’s berachos outshone the berachos of our
greatest leaders? '

Yaakov* and Moshe were leaders of the nation, and their per-
ception of Bnei Yisrael stemmed from a vantage point of avodas
Hashem, so their blessings reflected this outlook. When one focuses
on Bnei Yisrael's service of the Creator, there is often room for
improvement and consequently place for criticism.

In contrast, Bilaam’s analysis of Klal Yisrael focused on Hashem’s
connection to them. As he declared, “[Hashem] perceived no inig-
uity in Yaakov and saw no perversity in. Yisrael. Hashem their
God is with them and the friendship of the King is within them.”
Rashi explains that when Bnei Yisrael transgress Hashem’s word,
He is not exacting in examining their iniquities, and evers when they

anger Him and rebel against Him, He never abandons them. When
the focus is on the Shechinah, there is no place for criticism and
there are no flaws. Regardless of the spiritual state of Bnei Yisrael,
Hashem continues to “dwell with them among their contamina-
tign” (see Vayikra 16:16). With this, Bilaam summed up the true

essence of Bnei Yisrael: the con-

g., nection that their God has with
them.

We refer to these two different .

facets of Klal Yisrael daily in the
birchos hashachar. First we recite,
“Ozer_Yisrael b’gevurah — He
girds Yisrael with strength,” which
corresponds to Bnei Yisrael’s avo-
dgs Hashem, in which they channel their strength in service of their
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Creator. Immediately afterward, we recite, “Oter Yisrael besif’arah
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— Kle crowns Yisrael with splendor.” This berachah corresponds to | | i :1:5'-'1  AN-nEn ﬂP 571‘
Hashem'’s relationship with us, for we are forever crowned thh His ' ’S‘\k L \
splendor despite our faults and shortcomings. ' ’_,;,_—74/

We sometimes get caught up in what we perceive as our lowly
 spiritual state: We could be doing more chesed, davening with more
kauanah and performing mitzvos more meticulously. While there. is
always room for improvement, we should nevertheless take a minute
to appreciate who we are and what we have. Despite our sins and

egardless of our deficiericies, Hashem does not move away from us
even an iota, and He continues to rest His Shechinah among us. He
loves us, He cares about us, and He is forever intimately connected
with us. This awareness is not only reassurina. it is also invigorating,
for it care motivate us to cultivate this relationship, which will in turn

catapult us to spiritual Ievels we never imagined we could attam
(Daas Sh’omo)
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®& The core of man’s existence is t-toil continually to improve his |
character traits. Of what purpess; -otherwise, is his life? (Vilna '

Gaon, Even Shleimah I 1, 2) : )

®& A man’s toil to refine his character and serve his Creator must be
done with inner integrity, without pretensions. One who has
delusions of grandeur is fooling no one but himself, And what is
great about fooling a fool? (Rabb: Dov Ber of Lubavitch)

®& It is easier to know the entire Talmud than to correct a single bad
midah. (Rav Yisroel Salanter) .

3

® "A wild ass is man born." (Iyov 1) From a wild ass, a mentsch
must be born. (Rav Simcha Zissei 2

®& Even in our days there are ‘peorts upon whom Hashem has ,
bestowed marvelous mental capabilities—but bad character dulls
their abilities. (Rav Yisroel Salari: ¥)
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