
Parashat Balak 
Numbers 22:39 - 23:26 (Balaam's first prophecy) 
Micah 5:6 - 6:8 (a ruler from Bethlehem, the Lord's case against Israel) 
Luke 22:7-20 (the last supper) 

Parashat Balak contains one of the most fascinating narratives in the entire 
Torah. The parashah introduces us to Balaam, a non-Jewish prophet, who is 
hired by Balak, the king of Moav, to curse the Israelites because he is 
terrified as he sees them approaching his lands. Balaam saddles his donkey 
and sets out on his journey to Moav. Not wanting Balaam to curse the 
Israelites, God sends an angel to block his path, and Balaam’s donkey, seeing 
the angel, goes off the road to bypass the angel. Balaam, who doesn’t see the 
angel, beats the donkey for going off the road. The donkey then opens its 
mouth and starts speaking to Balaam, asking why he is beating her! When 
Balaam finally does see God, God tells him that he will not be able to curse 
the Israelites and will only be able to say what God allows him to. After 
arriving in Moav, Balaam tries to curse the Israelites three times, and three 
times only blessings emerge from his mouth. 

In the process of researching for my message today, I came across several 
very interesting perspectives on this passage. I'm going to share two of them 
with you. The first is from Rabbi Mitchel Malkus, Head of School at Charles 
E Smith Jewish Day School: 

Traditional and modern commentators have grappled with the account 
of Balaam’s talking donkey. The midrash understands Balaam’s 
talking donkey to be teaching the lesson that no person, even a 
prophet, actually offers blessings and curses, rather it is only God who 
can determine a blessing and curse, which the prophet then delivers 
on God’s behalf. Yehezkel Kaufmann, the historian of ancient Israelite 
religion, understood this story to be the Torah’s way of mocking 
humans’ belief in any magic beyond God. 

I see in this story a lesson about opening our eyes to the wonder and 
mystery of the world and particularly to seeing what is really present in 



the world. One literary feature of the parashah is that the phrase, “And 
God opened the eyes of Balaam, and he saw” is repeated three times. 
Throughout the Torah, the repetition of a phrase can be understood to 
draw our attention to a specific idea that the Torah wants to convey–in 
this case, that we often do not fully open our eyes to see what is 
present. For Balaam, it took three times for him to see what his 
donkey, one of God’s simplest creatures, discerned immediately: 
God’s presence. 

One of the messages of inclusion is that we need to see everyone. To 
be fully inclusive is to keep our eyes (and our minds) open to each 
and every person and to seek to understand each and every person’s 
reality so that they may participate fully. As an educator and parent, 
the Torah’s story of Balaam is a reminder to open my eyes fully to the 
world, to see everyone. 
 
A second perspective on this passage addresses its connection to the liturgical 
prayer “Ma Tovu” and is excerpted from Derashot Ledorot by Rabbi Norman 
Lamm: 
 
The opening verse in the daily order of public prayer is the familiar 
“Ma tovu ohalekha Ya’akov, mishkenotekha Yisrael,” “How good are 
your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, O Israel” (Numbers 24:5). It 
must be quite an important verse to be so strategically and 
significantly placed, as it is the very first thing we say as we enter the 
synagogue. And indeed it is just that. For as the opening chord in the 
overture to the Morning Services, “Ma tovu” sets the key for the entire 
day of prayer, the symphony of the Jewish mind and heart and soul 
rising harmoniously with those of all of Israel towards our Father in 
Heaven. 
Just what does this verse mean? Our Sages (Pesikta Numbers 129) 
interpreted “tent” and “dwelling place” to refer to synagogues and 
religious schools. “How good are your synagogues and your halls of 
study” is the meaning of this blessing. May they increase in influence 



and grow in beauty and splendor. And this blessing...comes from a 
most surprising source. It was first uttered, our Bible tells us, not by a 
Jew but by a non-Jew – and an enemy of Israel, at that. It 
was Balaam harasha, the wicked one, who, upon seeing Israel’s tribes 
arrayed in the desert about the Tabernacle, exclaimed “ma tovu.” And 
there is yet something more surprising in the entire episode, 
something that makes the choice of this verse for our opening prayer 
even less understandable.  Tradition consistently reports, in all its 
comments on this episode, that Balaam fully intended to curse Israel. 
He had been hired to do so by the Moabite king Balak. Seeing Israel 
proudly and devoutly arrayed about the Tabernacle, Balaam arose 
and wanted to curse Israel, saying, “May you not have any 
synagogues and schools, may they diminish in influence and in 
scope.” But instead of a curse there issued forth from his mouth, by 
divine command, the blessing of “ma tovu.” 

Our people at large have accepted the “ma tovu,” we have given it the 
place of honor. And if all Israel has accepted it and accorded it such 
honors, then there must be something very special about it that 
somehow reflects an aspect of the basic personality of the Jew and a 
deep, indigenous part of the Jewish religious character. 

That unique aspect of our collective character, that singularly Jewish 
trait which manifests itself in the choice of “ma tovu” under the 
conditions we mentioned, is the very ability to wring a blessing out of a 
curse. We say “ma tovu” not despite the fact that it was intended to 
harm us, but because of that very fact. It is Jewish to find the 
benediction in the malediction, the good in the evil, the opportunity in 
the catastrophe. It is Jewish to make the best of the worst, to squeeze 
holiness out of profanity. From the evil and diabolical intentions of 
Balaam, “May you not have any synagogues and schools,” we molded 
a blessing of “ma tovu,” which we recite just as we enter those very 
halls of worship and study. 

Hasidism, in the symbolic language of its philosophy, elevated this 
idea to one of its guiding principles. We must, Hasidism teaches, find 



the nitzotz in the kelipa, the “spark” in the “shell” – that is, we must 
always salvage the spark of holiness which resides in the very heart of 
evil. There is some good [to be found] in everything bad. The 
greatness of humanity consists of our ability to rescue that good and 
build upon it.  

Jewish history is rich in such examples of making the best of the 
worst, of transforming the curse into a blessing. The Temple and its 
sacrificial service was destroyed, so our forefathers reacted to the 
catastrophe and found new avenues for religious expression in prayer, 
the “sacrifice of the heart.” Jerusalem and its schools were ruined, so 
they decided that Torah is unprejudiced in its geography, and they 
built Yavneh, where they accomplished even more than in Jerusalem. 
British Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin refused to permit 100,000 
Jewish refugees to immigrate into Palestine, so, having no choice, we 
proclaimed and built a State of Israel for over a million Jews. Blessing 
from a curse. We have never completely surrendered to curse. We 
have always poked around in its wreckage, found the spark we were 
looking for, and converted the whole curse into one great blessing. 
That is what is implied in reciting “ma tovu” as the opening chord of 
our prayers. God, continue that power within us. Let us make the best 
of the worst – blessing from curse. 

Misfortunes can have their redeeming qualities. Death brings an 
appreciation of life. Tragedy can bring husband and wife, father and 
child, brother and sister, closer together and bring out dormant loves 
and loyalties. Failure can spur one on to greater successes than one 
ever dreamt of. In the inner shells of curse there lies the spark of 
blessing. 

The aim and goal of prayer, as our Jewish sages have pointed out 
through the ages, is not to change God, but to change ourselves. We 
come before God as humble petitioners, terribly aware of our 
shortcomings, our inferiorities, and our sins. Whoever prays truly 
knows that somewhere, sometimes, he or she has been caught in the 
web of curse. We feel tainted with evil. And so we pray. We pray and 



we want God to help us change ourselves. What sort of change is it 
that we want? The change from evil to good, from curse to blessing. 
We want to transform ourselves. That is the spirit of the prayerful 
personality. 

And that is the reason for beginning the day of prayer and petition with 
“ma tovu.” We enter the House of God which stands and survives 
despite and because of its ancient and modern enemies. The 
synagogue itself is the symbol of that transformation. We begin now to 
pray, with the object of such transformation in ourselves. Hence, “ma 
tovu.” 

How good. Indeed, not only good, but how fortunate is a people who 
can forever hope and smile, knowing that even if, Heaven forbid, 
curse could be its lot, it will wring out of it every drop of blessing. This, 
indeed, is the greatest blessing. “Ma tovu.” “How good.” 

I gathered two points from these passages—the first that when we allow 
HaShem to open our eyes to His presence, we may also receive a revelation 
of His purposes for all of creation, giving us a new perspective on the value 
of everything and everyone He has placed in our path. The second is that 
when we truly seek to discern the goodness of that creation, we are able to 
gather the blessings that are always present, even in the midst of what might 
seem to be a curse. For us as believers this is doubly true, for do we not 
follow a Messiah who was made a curse for the sake of the salvation of the 
whole world? 

May our eyes be opened to His presence and His blessings where ever we 
may encounter them. Shabbat shalom. 


