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Parashat Balak

“The mouth of the ass and erev Shabbat”

Rav Mordechai Elon

While every parashah is unique, Parashat Balak would seem to be quite singular among all the parashot.  Hazal tell us,

"משה כתב ספרו ופרשת בלעם ואיוב."

“Mosheh authored his book, the parashah of Bil’am, and (the Book of) Iyov.”

(Bava Batra 34b)
Is not the parashah which deals with Bil’am, Parashat Balak, one of the parashot of the Torah?  Yet the Gemara lists this in addition to the Torah which Mosheh authored.  Further points to consider that define this parashah as exceptional among all the parashot are the fact that this is one of the few parashot wherein we find almost no mention of Mosheh, and also the fact that this entire parashah deals with only one historical incident, recording it in full detailed accuracy.
The Hatam Sofer explains this Gemara quite brilliantly.  He says that every part of the Torah that is not pure Halakhic content records events that happened to the nation, in clear view of all the nation. The crossing of the Reed Sea, the manna, the various wars, and so on, were all witnessed and experienced by the nation.  The incidents involving Balak and Bil’am did not occur in plain view of the nation.  In fact, almost the entire parashah deals with events that occurred far from anyone’s sight. Thus, explains the Hatam Sofer, if Mosheh himself had not recorded these events, thus authoring the parashah of Balak and Bil’am, there would have been no possibility of incorporating it into the Torah.  Rather, it would have remained a part of folk history or as a national tale.  Thus “Mosheh authored… the parashah of Bil’am” means that Mosheh incorporated it into the Torah.  This further emphasizes the importance of this parashah and the need to carefully analyze and fully understand it.

If we consider the closing incident of the parashah, an incident which directly results from Yisra’el’s encounter with Balak and his attempts to have Bil’am curse the nation, we will see that Mosheh remains entirely passive.  The Torah states,
"וַיִּצָּמֶד יִשְׂרָאֵל לְבַעַל פְּעוֹר וַיִּחַר אַף ה' בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל; וַיֹּאמֶר ה' אֶל מֹשֶׁה קַח אֶת כָּל רָאשֵׁי הָעָם וְהוֹקַע אוֹתָם לַה' נֶגֶד הַשָּׁמֶשׁ וְיָשֹׁב חֲרוֹן אַף ה' מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל; וַיֹּאמֶר מֹשֶׁה אֶל שֹׁפְטֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל הִרְגוּ אִישׁ אֲנָשָׁיו הַנִּצְמָדִים לְבַעַל פְּעוֹר; וְהִנֵּה אִישׁ מִבְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל בָּא וַיַּקְרֵב אֶל אֶחָיו אֶת הַמִּדְיָנִית לְעֵינֵי מֹשֶׁה וּלְעֵינֵי כָּל עֲדַת בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל וְהֵמָּה בֹכִים פֶּתַח אֹהֶל מוֹעֵד."

“And Yisra’el attached himself to Baal-Peor; and the anger of God was kindled against Yisra’el. And God said to Mosheh, ‘Take all the heads of the nation, and hang them up before God in the sun, that the fierce anger of God may be turned away from Yisra’el.’  And Mosheh said to the judges of Yisra’el, ‘Let every one (of you) slay his men who were attached to Ba’al-Peor.’  And, behold, one of the people of Yisra’el came and brought to his brothers a Midianite woman in the sight of Mosheh, and in the sight of all the congregation of the people of Yisra’el, who were weeping before the door of the Ohel Mo’ed (Tent of Communion).”
(Bemidbar 25:3-6)

The nation’s sin is not met by any reaction by Mosheh, but rather God’s anger is immediately kindled, and the very next occurrence is God’s commanding Mosheh to act against those who participated in the idolatry.  Even when God informs Mosheh that He is about to punish the nation, we do not see Mosheh pleading for mercy on behalf of the nation.  The Torah does not record any reaction by Mosheh (unlike the many times he throws himself before God to plead for forgiveness), and throughout it is God who acts and initiates treatment of the situation.  God tells Mosheh exactly what must be done, and the passive Mosheh is to fulfill God’s command immediately.
Only in the following parashah, Parashat Pinhas, will we find out who the individual involved with the Midianite woman is.  The Torah tells us that the Jewish man was Zimri ben Salu, and the Midianite woman was Kozbi bat Tzur.  Zimri’s rebellious act was a direct challenge to Mosheh, as the verse indicates, 
“לְעֵינֵי מֹשֶׁה וּלְעֵינֵי כָּל עֲדַת בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל” – “in the sight of Mosheh, and in the sight of all the congregation of the people of Yisra’el.”  Zimri acted primarily in front of Mosheh, who is mentioned first in the verse, and only on a secondary level was Zimri acting before the entire nation.
Hazal note this in the Midrash, informing us that Zimri’s challenge to Mosheh revolved around Tzipporah, Mosheh’s wife.
"אמר לו(זמרי): בן עמרם! זו מותרת או אסורה? 

אמר לו (משה) אסורה היא לך!

אמר לו זמרי ואותה שלקחת מדינית היא!
מיד נתרשלו ידיו של משה ונתעלמה ממנו הלכה וגעו כולם בבכיה ..."

“He (Zimri) said to him, ‘Son of Amram, is this (woman) permitted or prohibited (to me)?’

He (Mosheh) answered him, ‘(She is) prohibited to you.’

Zimri responded to him, ‘And that (woman) you took (as your wife) is a Midianite!’

Immediately Mosheh’s hands became weary, and (knowledge of) the Halachah vanished from him, and the entire nation wept greatly…”
(Bemidbar Rabbah 20:24, s.v. vehineh ha’ish)
An additional point I would like to raise refers to the Torah’s record of Mosheh’s death and burial.  At the closing of the Torah when we are told of Mosheh’s death, the Torah records two references to Bil’am,
"וַיֹּאמֶר ה' אֵלָיו זֹאת הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר נִשְׁבַּעְתִּי לְאַבְרָהָם לְיִצְחָק וּלְיַעֲקֹב לֵאמֹר לְזַרְעֲךָ אֶתְּנֶנָּה הֶרְאִיתִיךָ בְעֵינֶיךָ וְשָׁמָּה לֹא תַעֲבֹר; וַיָּמָת שָׁם מֹשֶׁה עֶבֶד ה' בְּאֶרֶץ מוֹאָב עַל פִּי ה'; וַיִּקְבֹּר אֹתוֹ בַגַּיְ בְּאֶרֶץ מוֹאָב מוּל בֵּית פְּעוֹר וְלֹא יָדַע אִישׁ אֶת קְבֻרָתוֹ עַד הַיּוֹם הַזֶּה."

“And God said to him, ‘This is the land which I swore to Avraham, to Yitzhak, and to Ya’akov, saying, “I will give it to your seed;” I have made you see it with your eyes, but you shall not go over there.’ So Mosheh the servant of God died there in the land of Mo’av, according to the word of God.  And He buried him in a valley in the land of Moab, opposite Beit-Peor; but no man knows his grave till this day.”
(Devarim 34:4-6)
Moshe’s exact burial place is an enigma, yet we do know that he is buried opposite Beit Peor.  This is a very peculiar fact, and is quite exceptional in being chosen as one of the very few details we have been told of Moshe’s burial place. Furthermore, the recording of any landmarks regarding Mosheh’s burial location is questionable.  If the Torah desires to keep this location undisclosed, why mention any identifying details?  In any event, this reference relates directly to the incident involving Bil’am and his enticing the Jewish People to sin with the idolatry of Peor and the daughters of Midian.
The Torah continues in this account of Mosheh’s death, telling us,

"וְלֹא קָם נָבִיא עוֹד בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל כְּמֹשֶׁה אֲשֶׁר יְדָעוֹ ה' פָּנִים אֶל פָּנִים."
“And No prophet equal to Mosheh arose among Yisra’el, whom God knew face to face.”

(Devarim 34:4-6,10)

Hazal comment of this verse as follows,
"'וְלֹא קָם נָבִיא עוֹד בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל כְּמֹשֶׁה' – בישראל לא קם אבל באומות העולם קם ... ואיזה נביא היה להם כמשה זה בלעם בן בעור." 

“No prophet equal to Mosheh arose among Yisra’el; yet among the nations of the world (one) arose… this was Bil’am ben Beor.”

(Bemidbar Rabbah 14:20)
Mosheh is buried, then, opposite the offensive form of idolatry, Ba’al Peor, whose service involves one relieving himself before it.  Hazal discuss this point, saying,
"וא"ר חמא ברבי חנינא מפני מה נקבר משה אצל בית פעור? כדי לכפר על מעשה פעור."

“And Rabi Hama the son of Rabi Hanina said: ‘Why was Mosheh buried near to Beit Peor?  In order to atone for the incident of Peor.’”

(Sotah 14a)

Tosafot comment on this Gemara as follows:
"ומדרש אגדה, בכל שנה ושנה בעת שחטאו ישראל בבנות מואב, באותו פרק בית פעור עולה ללמעלה בכדי לקטרג ולהזכיר עוון וכשהוא רואה את קברו של משה חוזר ושוקע בקרקע, שמשה רבנו שקעו בקרקע עד חוטמו, וכל שעה שעולה חוזר ונשקע למקום ששקעו משה רבנו..."

 “The homiletic Midrash (states) that every year, at the moment when Yisra’el sinned with the daughters of Mo’av, at that time, Beit Peor rises to the heavens to lay charges (against Yisra’el) and mention the sin.  Yet when it sees Mosheh’s grave it returns and sinks (to the ground), for Mosheh Rabbenu drove it into the ground up to its nose, and whenever it rises it sinks back (into the ground) to the point it was sunk by Mosheh.”

(Tosafot, Sotah 14a s.v. mipnei)

Just as the various periods in our history shine through the circle of time to this very day, the month of Nisan being the month in which we were redeemed from Egypt, and is forever “The Time of our Redemption,” for example, so too the moment of our sin sends forth its rays throughout the coming years and generations..
For the main part, our parashah deals with Bil’am’s attempts to curse Benei Yisra’el.  He attempts to subdue the nation by the power of his speech.  Yet when this fails, the parashah concludes with the account of his enticement of Benei Yisra’el to perform the basest physical sin.  How are we to understand Bil’am, a man of speech and of the spirit, who then resorts to the physical warfare of sexual solicitation and enticement?
The title of this shiur, “The mouth of the ass and erev Shabbat,” indicates that a prime issue in examining this parashah is Bil’am’s form of transport, his ass.  Indeed this is the key to understanding the confrontation between Bil’am and Benei Yisra’el, and through examining the concept of his ass we will be able to understand the entire parashah.
"עשרה דברים נבראו בערב שבת בין השמשות ואלו הן פי הארץ ופי הבאר ופי האתון והקשת והמן והמטה והשמיר והכתב והמכתב והלוחות ויש אומרים אף המזיקין וקבורתו של משה ואילו של אברהם אבינו ויש אומרים אף צבת בצבת עשויה."

“Ten things were created on erev Shabbat at Bein ha-Shmashot (twilight).  They are: The mouth of the earth, the mouth of the well, the mouth of the donkey, the rainbow, the manna, the staff, the shamir worm, the script, the inscription, and the Tablets.  Some say also destructive spirits, Mosheh’ grave, and the ram of Avraham Avinu.  And some say also tongs, which are made with (other) tongs.”
(Avot 5:8)

“Bein ha-Shmashot” – literally “Between the suns,” i.e. “twilight” – is a period that we consider as neither night nor day.  As it is unclear to when exactly the day concludes and the night begins, we relate to this period as a time of uncertainty, and by defining it as neither night nor day we do not apply any of the laws of the night nor the day during this period.  Any obligation required to be performed at night may not be executed at this time, nor may any obligation requiring day.
God, however, is able to distinguish between night and day, and therefore this period is merely another stage in the earth’s rotation on its axis.  No mitzvah or obligation is affected by this time, and therefore on erev Shabbat God may perform melakhah (activities forbidden on Shabbat) immediately prior to the onset of the night.  (We, on the other hand, must cease all prohibited activities prior to Bein ha-Shmashot.)  It was during this period of Bein ha-Shmashot that God created the ten things listed in the Mishnah.
The above Mishnah states that it was not the ass that was created Bein ha-Shmashot, but rather “פי האתון” – “The ass’ mouth” – which signifies the ass’ ability to open its mouth and speak as a human.  Now we may contrast Mosheh with Bil’am and attempt to understand the episode of Beit Peor.

Merely a cursory glance reveals a number of similarities between Mosheh and Bil’am.

Both Mosheh and Bil’am are requested to embark as emissaries on their respective missions, and both refuse.  God commands Mosheh to approach Pharaoh as His representative and that of the entire nation to demand their freedom, yet Mosheh refuses to accept this mission, stating,
"וַיֹּאמֶר מֹשֶׁה אֶל-הָאֱלֹהִים מִי אָנֹכִי כִּי אֵלֵךְ אֶל-פַּרְעֹה וְכִי אוֹצִיא אֶת-בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל מִמִּצְרָיִם." 
“And Mosheh said to God, ‘Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh, and that I should bring forth the people of Yisra’el out of Egypt?’”

(Shemot 3:11)

Mosheh acknowledges that the mission must be fulfilled, and that an emissary must execute it, yet he feels that he is unworthy of such a position.

Bil’am, on the other hand, also refuses to accept the mission he is offered, yet with entirely different motivations.  Bil’am refuses the mission as a result of his arrogance and supercilious appreciation of his own worth, while simultaneously declaring that his abilities are dependant on God’s direct involvement.
"וַיָּקָם בִּלְעָם בַּבֹּקֶר וַיֹּאמֶר אֶל-שָׂרֵי בָלָק לְכוּ אֶל-אַרְצְכֶם  כִּי מֵאֵן ה' לְתִתִּי לַהֲלֹךְ עִמָּכֶם."
“And Bil’am rose up in the morning, and said to the princes of Balak, ‘Go to your land; for God refuses to allow me to go with you.’
(Bemidbar 22:13)

Then, after these two individuals are finally coerced into accepting their missions, they encounter a unique experience as they travel on their way.
Mosheh’s life is endangered as follows:

"וַיְהִי בַדֶּרֶךְ בַּמָּלוֹן וַיִּפְגְּשֵׁהוּ ה' וַיְבַקֵּשׁ הֲמִיתוֹ; וַתִּקַּח צִפֹּרָה צֹר וַתִּכְרֹת אֶת עָרְלַת בְּנָהּ וַתַּגַּע לְרַגְלָיו וַתֹּאמֶר כִּי חֲתַן דָּמִים אַתָּה לִי."
“And it came to pass by the way in the inn, that God met him, and sought to kill him.  Then Zipporah took a sharp stone, and cut off the foreskin of her son, and threw it at his feet, and she said, ‘Surely a bridegroom of blood are you to me.’”
(Shemot 4:24,25)

Mosheh encounters an angel who threatens his life, and it is Tzipporah who is able to avert the danger.

Bil’am, too, is on his way when his life is threatened,
"וַתֵּרֶא הָאָתוֹן אֶת מַלְאַךְ י-הוה נִצָּב בַּדֶּרֶךְ וְחַרְבּוֹ שְׁלוּפָה בְּיָדוֹ וַתֵּט הָאָתוֹן מִן הַדֶּרֶךְ וַתֵּלֶךְ בַּשָּׂדֶה וַיַּךְ בִּלְעָם אֶת הָאָתוֹן לְהַטֹּתָהּ הַדָּרֶךְ; וַיַּעֲמֹד מַלְאַךְ י-הוה בְּמִשְׁעוֹל הַכְּרָמִים גָּדֵר מִזֶּה וְגָדֵר מִזֶּה; וַתֵּרֶא הָאָתוֹן אֶת מַלְאַךְ י-הוה וַתִּלָּחֵץ אֶל הַקִּיר וַתִּלְחַץ אֶת רֶגֶל בִּלְעָם אֶל הַקִּיר וַיֹּסֶף לְהַכֹּתָהּ; וַיּוֹסֶף מַלְאַךְ י-הוה עֲבוֹר וַיַּעֲמֹד בְּמָקוֹם צָר אֲשֶׁר אֵין דֶּרֶךְ לִנְטוֹת יָמִין וּשְׂמֹאול; וַתֵּרֶא הָאָתוֹן אֶת מַלְאַךְ י-הוה וַתִּרְבַּץ תַּחַת בִּלְעָם וַיִּחַר אַף בִּלְעָם וַיַּךְ אֶת הָאָתוֹן בַּמַּקֵּל; וַיִּפְתַּח י-הוה אֶת פִּי הָאָתוֹן וַתֹּאמֶר לְבִלְעָם מֶה עָשִׂיתִי לְךָ כִּי הִכִּיתַנִי זֶה שָׁלֹשׁ רְגָלִים."
“And the ass saw the angel of God standing in the way, and his sword drawn in his hand; and the ass turned aside out of the way, and went into the field; and Bil’am struck the ass, to turn it to the way.  But the angel of God stood in a path of the vineyards, a wall being on this side, and a wall on that side.  And when the ass saw the angel of God, it pushed itself to the wall, and crushed Bil’am's foot against the wall; and he struck her again.  And the angel of God went further, and stood in a narrow place, where there was no way to turn either to the right hand or to the left.  And when the ass saw the angel of God, it fell down under Bil’am; and Bil’am's anger was kindled, and he struck the ass with a staff.  And God opened the mouth of the ass, and it said to Bil’am, ‘What have I done to you, that you have struck me these three times?’”
(Bemidbar 22:23-28)
Bil’am, who holds such power in his speech, reverts to striking his ass, while it is the ass who employs the power of speech.

Mosheh makes the gravest error when he strikes instead of speaking.  Benei Yisra’el approach Mosheh after Miryam’s death, complaining that they have no water to drink.  Mosheh approaches God, Who commands him,

"קַח אֶת הַמַּטֶּה וְהַקְהֵל אֶת הָעֵדָה אַתָּה וְאַהֲרֹן אָחִיךָ וְדִבַּרְתֶּם אֶל הַסֶּלַע לְעֵינֵיהֶם וְנָתַן מֵימָיו וְהוֹצֵאתָ לָהֶם מַיִם מִן הַסֶּלַע וְהִשְׁקִיתָ אֶת הָעֵדָה וְאֶת בְּעִירָם; וַיִּקַּח מֹשֶׁה אֶת הַמַּטֶּה מִלִּפְנֵי ה' כַּאֲשֶׁר צִוָּהוּ; וַיַּקְהִלוּ מֹשֶׁה וְאַהֲרֹן אֶת הַקָּהָל אֶל פְּנֵי הַסָּלַע וַיֹּאמֶר לָהֶם שִׁמְעוּ נָא הַמֹּרִים הֲמִן הַסֶּלַע הַזֶּה נוֹצִיא לָכֶם מָיִם; וַיָּרֶם מֹשֶׁה אֶת יָדוֹ וַיַּךְ אֶת הַסֶּלַע בְּמַטֵּהוּ פַּעֲמָיִם וַיֵּצְאוּ מַיִם רַבִּים וַתֵּשְׁתְּ הָעֵדָה וּבְעִירָם; וַיֹּאמֶר ה' אֶל מֹשֶׁה וְאֶל אַהֲרֹן יַעַן לֹא הֶאֱמַנְתֶּם בִּי לְהַקְדִּישֵׁנִי לְעֵינֵי בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל לָכֵן לֹא תָבִיאוּ אֶת הַקָּהָל הַזֶּה אֶל הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר נָתַתִּי לָהֶם; הֵמָּה מֵי מְרִיבָה אֲשֶׁר רָבוּ בְנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל אֶת ה' וַיִּקָּדֵשׁ בָּם."  

“‘Take the staff, and gather the assembly together, you, and Aharon your brother, and speak to the rock before their eyes; and it shall give forth his water, and you shall bring forth to them water out of the rock; so you shall give the congregation and their beasts drink.’  And Mosheh took the staff from before God, as he commanded him.  And Mosheh and Aharon gathered the congregation together before the rock, and he said to them, ‘Hear now, you rebels; must we take you water out of this rock?’  And Mosheh lifted up his hand, and with his staff he struck the rock twice; and the water came out abundantly, and the congregation drank, and their beasts also.  And God spoke to Mosheh and Aharon, ‘Because you did not believe me to sanctify me in the eyes of the people of Yisra’el, therefore you shall not bring this congregation into the land which I have given them.’  This is the water of Merivah, because the people of Yisra’el strove with God, and he was sanctified in them.”
(ibid. 20:8-13)

Having considered these similarities, let us return to Bil’am.
Not only does the ass speak, but it speaks in a manner far freer than Bil’am is capable of speaking.  For the Torah states, “וַיִּפְתַּח ה' אֶת פִּי הָאָתוֹן...” – “And God opened the mouth of the ass”, while regarding Bil’am the verse states,
“וַיָּשֶׂם ה' דָּבָר בְּפִי בִלְעָם וַיֹּאמֶר שׁוּב אֶל בָּלָק וְכֹה תְדַבֵּר” – “And God put a word in Bil’am's mouth, and said, ‘Return to Balak, and  speak in this manner.’” (ibid. 23:5).  Just as the earth opens it’s mouth unrestricted, so too the ass opens its mouth without limitation or restriction.  Thus it is clear that Bil’am’s abilities and worth as one who possesses the power of speech fall short of the ass’ worth and level once its mouth is opened by God.
What is the exchange that takes place between Bil’am and his ass?

The Torah states,

"וַיִּפְתַּח ה' אֶת פִּי הָאָתוֹן וַתֹּאמֶר לְבִלְעָם מֶה עָשִׂיתִי לְךָ כִּי הִכִּיתַנִי זֶה שָׁלֹשׁ רְגָלִים; וַיֹּאמֶר בִּלְעָם לָאָתוֹן כִּי הִתְעַלַּלְתְּ בִּי לוּ יֶשׁ חֶרֶב בְּיָדִי כִּי עַתָּה הֲרַגְתִּיךְ."

“And God opened the mouth of the ass, and it said to Bil’am, ‘What have I done to you, that you have struck me these three times?’  And Bil’am said to the ass, ‘Because you have abused (“hit’alalta”) me; if there was a sword in my hand, would I have kill you now.’”

(ibid. 22:28,29)
Not only is Bil’am striking his ass, but by his own testimony he would have killed the ass had he the means and the opportunity.  In order to fully understand Bil’am’s intentions we must examine the unique term he employs, “כִּי הִתְעַלַּלְתְּ בִּי” – literally “Because you have abused me”.  This term appears elsewhere in the Torah, 

"וּלְמַעַן תְּסַפֵּר בְּאָזְנֵי בִנְךָ וּבֶן בִּנְךָ אֵת אֲשֶׁר הִתְעַלַּלְתִּי בְּמִצְרַיִם וְאֶת אֹתֹתַי אֲשֶׁר שַׂמְתִּי בָם וִידַעְתֶּם כִּי אֲנִי ה'."
“And that you may tell in the ears of your son, and of your grandson, what things I have wrought (“hit’alalta”) in Egypt, and My signs which I have done among them; that you may know that I am God.” 
(Shemot 10:2)

Rabbenu Bahye explains this term in the context of this verse.  He explains that the word “לְהִתְעֲלֵל” stems from the root “ע.ל.ל.” which is the basis for the word “עִילָה” – “cause” – and the word “עֲלוּל” – “deed.”  This signifies a causal relationship between different elements, the central i’lah being the center point around which all revolves, and on which the alulim – all deeds – are dependant.  Pharaoh felt that he was the i’lah – the cause – of everything; everything that existed and all of reality was merely there for his benefit.  God then displayed to Pharaoh that God was the cause and center of everything, while Pharaoh was a mere “deed” that resulted from the true i’lah of the entire universe – God Himself.
Thus Bil’am is telling his ass that at this point the ass has become closer to the i’lah than Bil’am himself is.  The ass has moved closer to the Source and Center of the Universe, the i’lah of all of reality, and therefore Bil’am desires to kill it.

The ass responds to Bil’am, at which point Bil’am finally sees that which the ass has seen all along.
"וַתֹּאמֶר הָאָתוֹן אֶל בִּלְעָם הֲלוֹא אָנֹכִי אֲתֹנְךָ אֲשֶׁר רָכַבְתָּ עָלַי מֵעוֹדְךָ עַד הַיּוֹם הַזֶּה הַהַסְכֵּן הִסְכַּנְתִּי לַעֲשׂוֹת לְךָ כֹּה וַיֹּאמֶר לֹא; וַיְגַל ה' אֶת עֵינֵי בִלְעָם וַיַּרְא אֶת מַלְאַךְ ה' נִצָּב בַּדֶּרֶךְ וְחַרְבּוֹ שְׁלֻפָה בְּיָדוֹ וַיִּקֹּד וַיִּשְׁתַּחוּ לְאַפָּיו."

“And the ass said to Bil’am, ‘Am not I your ass, upon which you have ridden ever since I was yours to this day? Was I ever wont to do so to you?’ And he said, ‘No.’ Then God opened the eyes of Bil’am, and he saw the angel of God standing in the way, and his sword drawn in his hand; and he bowed down his head, and fell on his face.
(ibid. v. 30,31)
Rashi comments that the ass was able to see what Bil’am was blinded to since the ass lacks intellect.

Rashi writes, 

"וַתֵּרֶא הָאָתוֹן – והוא לא ראה, שנתן הקב"ה רשות לבהמה לראות יותר מן האדם, שמתוך שיש בו דעת תטרף דעתו כשיראה מזיקין."

“‘And the ass saw’ – yet he (Bil’am) did not see, for God awarded the ass the authorization to see more than the human, for since (a man) possesses intellect, he will lose his senses when he sees the harmful forces.”
(Rashi, Bemidbar 22:23)

The donkey is the lowliest of animals.  It has no intellect, and simply obeys its master, fulfilling the master’s every command.  This lowly ass sees the angel which the haughty, self-inflated Bil’am does not.
Bil’am testifies as to his own perceived greatness,
"וַיִּשָּׂא מְשָׁלוֹ וַיֹּאמַר נְאֻם בִּלְעָם בְּנוֹ בְעֹר וּנְאֻם הַגֶּבֶר שְׁתֻם הָעָיִן; נְאֻם שֹׁמֵעַ אִמְרֵי אֵל וְיֹדֵעַ דַּעַת עֶלְיוֹן מַחֲזֵה שַׁדַּי יֶחֱזֶה נֹפֵל וּגְלוּי עֵינָיִם."

“And he took up his discourse, and said, ‘The speech of Bil’am, the son of Beor; the speech of a man whose eyes are open; The speech of him who heard the words of God, who knows the supernal intellect, who sees the vision of the Almighty, (Bil’am) falling down, but having his eyes open.’”
(Bemidbar 24:3,4)
It is specifically he who feels that he knows God’s intellect who is blinded to that which his own ass sees.

There are two different individuals who fulfill two different responsibilities and missions – the hakham (“wise” individual, i.e. Torah leader) and the navi (“prophet”).  Mosheh was the father of all prophets.  While there is no doubt that the man who brought God’s Torah down from the heavens, and he who was to judge the nation and explain God’s Law – Mosheh – was also a hakham, yet his role was that of a prophet.  As the verse states, 

"וְלֹא קָם נָבִיא עוֹד בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל כְּמֹשֶׁה אֲשֶׁר יְדָעוֹ ה' פָּנִים אֶל פָּנִים."
“And there has not arisen another prophet like Mosheh in Yisra’el, whom God knew face to face.”

(Devarim 34:4-6,10)

What is the difference between prophecy and wisdom?

Wisdom is the acquisition of something external to the person, while prophecy stems from within, and reveals that which is held within.  A hakham is to interpret and convey the Halakhah, for he must abide by the rules and regulations of the law.  The navi, on the other hand, “brings” (“mevi” – which shares the root of the word navi) God’s word which already exists within his nature, liberating God’s word from the confines of his soul, exposing it to the national consciousness. 
The educator must fulfill both these roles.  He must instruct, bringing knowledge from the outside to his students, and also reveal that which is held within them.  The verse states,
"כִּי אֶת אֲשֶׁר יֶשְׁנוֹ פֹּה עִמָּנוּ עֹמֵד הַיּוֹם לִפְנֵי ה' אֱ-לֹהֵינוּ וְאֵת אֲשֶׁר אֵינֶנּוּ פֹּה עִמָּנוּ הַיּוֹם."
“For with him who stands here with us today before God our Lord, and also with him who is not here with us today.”
(Devarim 29:14)
Hazal explain that every Jew stood at Har Sinai when the Torah was given to Benei Yisra’el.  This means that Torah exists within each and every one of us.  God spoke to us, instilling the Torah in our hearts, within our beings and inner identities, as expressed by the verse,
"לַעֲשׂוֹת רְצוֹנְךָ אֱלֹהַי חָפָצְתִּי וְתוֹרָתְךָ בְּתוֹךְ מֵעָי."
“I delight to do your will, O my God; Your Torah is in my insides.”
(Tehillim 40:9)

This is the fundamental principle that the Torah exists in every Jew, and must merely be revealed and exposed.  This is the significance of the Gemara,

"...הנח להן לישראל אם אין נביאים הן - בני נביאים הן."
“Understand that if Yisra’el are not prophets themselves – they are the children of prophets.”
(Pesahim 66a)

Let us return to our discussion of the parashah.

Balak, King of Mo’av, summons Bil’am for the most important strategic reasons.  Despite the fact that he has no reason to attack Benei Yisra’el, for they have been commanded to simply pass by Mo’av without entering into a conflict, yet Balak considers it his prime responsibility and ultimate strategic mission to attack Benei Yisra’el.  Balak and Mo’av see themselves as the policemen of the world, responsible for ensuring world peace.  They recognize the powers contained within Yisra’el, and while they have no worries regarding the possibility of an assault by Benei Yisra’el, these immense powers disturb them greatly.
Mo’av is perturbed that Benei Yisra’el will affect their surrounds, including the territories of Moa’av, as an ox licks and eats the produce of the field (v. Bemidbar 22:4).  The Akeidat Yitzhak explains that when an ox eats, it places its head to the ground, and plucks its food with its tongue.  The safest place is directly behind the tongue, under its chin.  So too, Mo’av stands beneath Benei Yisra’el’s “chin” – where the ox’s tongue cannot reach as it eats of the grass of the field – for Yisra’el has bee commanded not to attack Mo’av.  Mo’av is not concerned with the physical threat Benei Yisra’el poses, but rather with the spiritual effects God’s nation will have on its surrounding environment.  Therefore they do not immediately engage Benei Yisra’el in physical warfare, but rather summon Bil’am to engage in spiritual warfare through his power of speech.
The power of speech reveals that which is within the person.  Man talks in order to expose his inner feelings to those who surround him.  On the other hand, striking his fellow does not relate to one’s own person, but rather forces his fellow to move over to and adopt his own position.  When Mosheh was commanded to speak to the rock, he was to use the spiritual power of speech to reveal the inner potential and inner content of the rock.  This was God’s intention to expose the inner spirituality that exists even within the material Mother Nature. While Mosheh was to hold his staff in his hand, it was specifically the power of speech that was to extract the water from the rock.  In striking the rock Mosheh prevented Yisra’el from witnessing this essential lesson.
Bil’am too, as the non-Jewish prophet with the same potential as Mosheh, held this same power of exposing the spiritual from within the physical by his ability to speak.  Bil’am’s capabilities as a prophet are not defined by fear of Heaven, therefore he sets no bounds to his abilities.  This is what distinguishes him from Mosheh who’s prophecy is used in the service of God, as the bursting forth of his inner content is channeled to the correct spheres.  We may say that Bil’am’s misunderstanding can be defined as one who loves God, while lacking the fear of God.

Avraham was defined as he who loves God, yet this love was contained within his fear of God.

"וְאַתָּה יִשְׂרָאֵל עַבְדִּי יַעֲקֹב אֲשֶׁר בְּחַרְתִּיךָ זֶרַע אַבְרָהָם אֹהֲבִי."
“But you, Yisra’el, are My servant, Ya’akov whom I have chosen, the seed of Avraham My friend.”

(Yeshayahu 41:8)
Yet this tremendous love was contained within a fear of God that compelled Avraham to act against his own inner instincts and almost sacrifice his son to God,

"וַיֹּאמֶר אַל תִּשְׁלַח יָדְךָ אֶל הַנַּעַר וְאַל תַּעַשׂ לוֹ מְאוּמָה כִּי עַתָּה יָדַעְתִּי כִּי יְרֵא אֱלֹהִים אַתָּה וְלֹא חָשַׂכְתָּ אֶת בִּנְךָ אֶת יְחִידְךָ מִמֶּנִּי."
“And He said, ‘Do not lay your hand on the youth, nor do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, seeing that you did not withheld your son, your only son from Me.”
(Bereshit 22:12)
Beit Peor is the expression of the outpouring of love that is not curtailed by fear.  The manner of worship reveals a lack of all restraint and boundaries.  Thus love of God and the desire to serve Him solely out of love is false and in this instance idolatrous.  Therefore despite knowing that God does not permit him to join Balak in his efforts against Yisra’el, despite being confronted by an angel with a drawn sword, Bil’am continues on his way, unfazed.  He shows no obedience for God’s will, for he lacks all fear of God.  His behavior stands in direct contrast to Avraham and Yitzhak who are willing to offer the greatest sacrifice, to act against man’s most basic instincts, direct their love of God through their fear of Him to fulfill God’s will.
Bil’am lacks all defining boundaries inculcated by the fear of God.  He is a prophet among the nations of the world equal to Mosheh, yet his affiliation to the nations of the world signifies an essential lack of the fear of God.  This, despite his tremendous potential and spiritual abilities, which can seen to result from a certain closeness to the source of spirituality – God Himself.
Mosheh is the precise antithesis of Mo’av.

Mo’av is born of the illicit relationship of Lot’s oldest daughter with her father.  As opposed to her sister, who also engages in a relationship with her father, when this results in the birth of a son, she displays a degree of modesty in naming the child “Amon” – “of my nation.”  The Her older sister names her son “Mo’av” – “from (my) father” – demonstrating a great love (for this child is borne of a sexual relationship) without any modesty or fear (v. Bereshit 19:36 onwards).
דברים פרק לד 
“”
Mosheh, however, is described as “עֶבֶד י-הוה” – the “servant of God” (Devarim 34:5) at the closing of the Torah when we read of his death.  He is not termed a prophet or “The father of all Prophets,” but rather as a “servant” or “slave” who fulfills his master’s every wish.  Mosheh’s closeness to God and his unlimited love for Him is defined and bounded by his fear of God.
How are we to understand the idolatrous practices of Peor?

Rav Harlap explains as follows:

"יסוד עבודתה של פעור היה להפר יראה, ולהפר רגשי כבוד מהעניין האלוקי. ולזאת מצאו לעבוד עבודה זרה בביזיון, כדי שע"י זה יוקל הכבוד האלוקי בעולם, ויהיה כל היחס לאלוקות אך ורק מצד התרגלות, רֵיעות ואהבה, כבן המטנף את אביו, ששניהם שמחים בזה. ולא עוד אלא שכל כוונתם לבזותה הייתה כדי למשוך אחריה בני אדם בטענה שאין זו ע"ז כלל., אולם מתוך זה עצמו נלכדו ברשתה, שכן דרך עבודתה בכך. ומכיוון שעיקר פעור היה להסיר את היראה , היה צורך שמשה רבנו ייקבר מול בית פעור, שכן עיקר מגמתו של משה הייתה היראה."

“The essence of the service of Peor is to breach fear (of God), to void the feelings of (utmost) respect for the Godly principle.  Therefore they served this idolatry in the utmost degrading manner, thus diminishing God’s honor in the world, causing the entire approach to Godliness to stem from familiarity, friendship, and love – akin to a son who soils his father in a manner that both are content with.  Moreover, their entire intention was to debase (this Godly doctrine) in order to attract man to (Peor), claiming that it was not idolatrous at all. Yet it was precisely in this manner (of service) that they were caught in its web.  And since the essence of Peor was to remove the fear (of God), it was necessary for Mosheh to be buried opposite Beit Peor, for Mosheh’s prime purpose was (the embodiment) of fear (of God).”
(Mei Marom 2)

Without a relationship of honor and fear in relating to God, one risks falling into the abyss where one only acknowledges that God is Father, yet not his King.  This is the free service of God that is not contained within the bounds of fear and service of the King as a loyal subject serves the omnipotent Ruler and King.  Hence the service of Peor and illicit sexual behavior of the daughters of Mo’av who attempt to entice Benei Yisra’el are one and the same.
Mosheh is consumed by love – he is unable to see an Egyptian beat a Hebrew, nor is he able to see a Jew beat another Jew.  Yet it is his wife, Tzipporah who understands that love must exist together with fear.  Mosheh’s life is threatened by an angel, yet he does not know how to react.  It is Tzipporah who understands that she must act, she must sever her son’s foreskin, circumcising him.  She displays the fear that is involved in acting against one’s own nature, ‘hurting’ her son in fulfilling God’s command.  Tzipporah, in her understanding of the fear of Heaven, saves her family from certain death.  It is Tzipporah, who in saving Mosheh, who saves the leader who takes our nation out of Egypt, and thus she shares a part in our salvation.
Bil’am and Mosheh share similarities, but they are the complete antitheses of each other. Mosheh marries a Midianite woman who teaches him this fundamental lesson of fear of Heaven.  Mosheh incorporates this essential principle of love bounded by fear into his being.  Bil’am makes use of a Midianite woman, Kozbi, to execute an act of immoral love, blurring the boundaries between the Midianites and God’s Chosen People.  
Rav Harlap continues, basing his words on the Gemara in Masekhet Berakhot,

"שכן עיקר מגמתו של משה הייתה היראה ועתה ישראל מה ה' דורש מעמך כי אם ליראה – אטו יראה מלתא זוטריה היא . אין –לגבי משה מילתא זוטרתא."
“For Mosheh’s primary purpose was (the manifestation of) fear (of Heaven),

“‘וְעַתָּה יִשְׂרָאֵל מָה י-הוה אֱלֹהֶיךָ שֹׁאֵל מֵעִמָּךְ כִּי אִם לְיִרְאָה אֶת י-הוה אֱלֹהֶיךָ’ – ‘And now, Yisra’el, what does God your Lord request of you, only to fear God your Lord’ (Devarim 10:12) – is fear a minor matter?  Yes, for Mosheh it is a minor matter’” (Berakhot 33b).”

(ibid.)

The Gemara quoted states,

"ואמר רבי חנינא הכל בידי שמים חוץ מיראת שמים שנאמר ועתה ישראל מה ה' אלהיך שואל מעמך כי אם ליראה אטו יראת שמים מילתא זוטרתא היא ? אִין! לגבי משה מילתא זוטרתא היא."

“And Rabi Hanina stated, ‘Everything is in the hands of Heaven except for the Fear of Heaven, as it states,
‘וְעַתָּה יִשְׂרָאֵל מָה י-הוה אֱלֹהֶיךָ שֹׁאֵל מֵעִמָּךְ כִּי אִם לְיִרְאָה אֶת י-הוה אֱלֹהֶיךָ’ – ‘And now, Yisra’el, what does God your Lord request of you, only to fear God your Lord’ (Devarim 10:12). Is Fear of Heaven a minor matter?  Yes!  For Mosheh it is a minor matter.’”
(Berakhot 33b)

Rav Harlap explains why the Fear of Heaven was a simple, minor matter for Mosheh,

"כי משה ידע כי בלי יראה אין כלום ומכיוון שיש הכרח להשיגה לכן היא מילתא זוטרתא, ולכן אין מכניעים את פעור אלא ע"י משה רבנו." 

“For Mosheh knew that without fear (of Heaven) there is nothing, and since one is obliged to acquire it, therefore it is a minor matter, and therefore Peor can only be subdued by Mosheh Rabbenu.”

(Mei Marom ibid.)

In other words, the expression “a minor matter” does not mean that it is simple, but rather it is essential.  Once you understand that Fear of Heaven is essential for our existence then there is no limit to one’s desire nor efforts to achieve it.  Thus every year when Beit Peor arises to accuse Benei Yisra’el with our sin while passing by Mo’av in the desert, it is Mosheh who stands as our protector. 

Bein ha-Shmashot on erev Shabbat is the boundary between the sanctified and the mundane, and it is then that the mouth of the ass was created. The ass defeats Bil’am – not because it has a greater intellect – but due to merely revealing something quite natural, that without its fear of God’s angel, it and Bil’am would have been killed.
The mouth of the ass is an expression of what Mosheh symbolizes and what he manifests in the world, which is the antithesis of Bil’am.  Mosheh authored his book, the Torah, which is the sign of the greatest prophet who rose to the Heavens to bring God’s Law to Benei Yisra’el.  Yet he also authored the parashah of Bil’am, indicating that he is not the only great prophet, there is another among the nations of the world.  The distinction between these two prophets, however, is Fear of Heaven.  
On erev Shabbat we may take the mundane and sanctify it, making it into Shabbat.  (On erev Shabbat we are able – and even required – to add to the sanctified day of Shabbat, extending it into the mundane day of Friday.  Hence we always accept Shabbat slightly earlier than Bein ha-Shmashot.)  This is an expression of love of God, while at the same time it is a period in time which must be bounded and defined, which is a representation of Fear of Heaven.
Translated by Sholem Hurwitz.
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