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Torah Reading: Bemidbar (Numbers) 22:2-25:9 

In this parasha, the king of Moav asks Bil’am to curse the Bnei Yisrael after he sees 
them defeat various nations in battle. Bil’am's donkey sees an angel of God and 
refuses to move; Bil’am hits the donkey; and God speaks through the mouth of the 
donkey to tell him not to curse the Bnei Yisrael. Instead of cursing them, Bil’am 
blesses them.  

The story of Bil’am and his donkey appears in chapter 22, verses 21-35:  

ֹּקֶר כא ב  ם ב ַ לְעָּ ם ב ִּ קָּ חֲבֹּשׁ אֶת, וַי ָּ לֶךְ ; אֲתֹּנוֹּ -וַי ַ ם, וַי ֵּ ב-עִּ אָּ י מוֹּ רֵּ חַר כב .ש ָּ -וַי ִּ
ים-אַף א   י, לֹּהִּ ךְ הו א-כ ִּ לֵּ ב מַלְאַךְ ה, הוֹּ תְיַצ ֵּ רֶךְ  'וַי ִּ ד ֶ ן לוֹּ , ב ַ טָּ וְהו א ; לְש ָּ

ב עַל וֹּ , אֲתֹּנוֹּ -רֹּכֵּ מ  יו עִּ רָּ י נְעָּ נֵּ שְׁ ן אֶת כג. ו  תוֹּ אָּ רֶא הָּ ֵּ ב  'מַלְאַךְ ה-וַת  צ ָּ נִּ
רֶךְ  ד ֶ דוֹּ , ב ַ יָּ ה ב ְ פָּ לו  וֹּ שְׁ ן, וְחַרְב  ן מִּ תוֹּ אָּ ט הָּ ֵּ רֶךְ -וַת  דֶה, הַד ֶ ָּ ש   לֶךְ ב ַ ֵּ ךְ ; וַת  וַי ַ

ם אֶת לְעָּ ן-ב ִּ תוֹּ אָּ רֶךְ , הָּ ה  הַד ָּ ֹּתָּ עֲמֹּד מַלְאַךְ ה כד .לְהַט  ים, 'וַי ַ מִּ רָּ ל הַכ ְ עוֹּ שְׁ מִּ -ב ְ
ה- ז ֶ ר מִּ דֵּ ה, ג ָּ ז ֶ ר מִּ דֵּ ן אֶת כה .וְגָּ תוֹּ אָּ רֶא הָּ ֵּ ץ אֶל, 'מַלְאַךְ ה-וַת  חֵּ ָּ ל  ִּ יר-וַת  , הַק ִּ

לְחַץ אֶת ִּ ם-וַת  לְעָּ יר-אֶל, רֶגֶל ב ִּ ֹּסֶף; הַק ִּ ה  , וַי  ֹּתָּ סֶף מַלְאַךְ  כו .לְהַכ  וֹּ , 'ה-וַי 
ר עֲמֹּד; עֲבוֹּ ר וַי ַ ם צָּ קוֹּ מָּ ין, ב ְ ר אֵּ מֹּאול-אֲשֶׁ ש ְ ין ו  מִּ ת יָּ נְטוֹּ רֶךְ לִּ רֶא  כז .ד ֶ ֵּ וַת 

ן אֶת תוֹּ אָּ ם, 'מַלְאַךְ ה-הָּ לְעָּ חַת ב ִּ ַ ץ ת  רְב ַ ִּ חַר; וַת  ם-וַי ִּ לְעָּ ךְ אֶת, אַף ב ִּ -וַי ַ
ל ק ֵּ ַ מ  ן ב ַ תוֹּ אָּ ח ה כח .הָּ ַ פְת  ן-אֶת, 'וַי ִּ תוֹּ אָּ י הָּ ִּ ם; פ  לְעָּ ֹּאמֶר לְבִּ י -מֶה, וַת  יתִּ ש ִּ עָּ

י, לְךָּ  יתַנִּ כ ִּ י הִּ ים, כ ִּ לִּ לֹּשׁ רְגָּ ן כט .זֶה שָּׁ תוֹּ אָּ ם לָּ לְעָּ ֹּאמֶר ב ִּ ְ , וַי  לְת  ַ תְעַל  י הִּ כ ִּ
י י לו  יֶשׁ ; ב ִּ דִּ יָּ יךְ , חֶרֶב ב ְ ִּ ה הֲרַגְת  ָּ י עַת  ן אֶל ל .כ ִּ תוֹּ אָּ ֹּאמֶר הָּ ם-וַת  לְעָּ א , ב ִּ הֲלוֹּ

ר י אֲתֹּנְךָּ אֲשֶׁ נֹּכִּ דְךָּ -אָּ עוֹּ לַי מֵּ ָּ עָּ כַבְת  ה-עַד רָּ ם הַז ֶ וֹּ י--הַי  ִּ נְת  סְכ ַ ן הִּ , הַהַסְכ ֵּ
ֹּה ת לְךָּ כ  וֹּ ֹּאמֶר; לַעֲש  ם-אֶת, 'וַיְגַל ה לא .לֹּא, וַי  לְעָּ י בִּ ינֵּ רְא אֶת, עֵּ -וַי ַ



רֶךְ  'מַלְאַךְ ה ד ֶ ב ב ַ צ ָּ דוֹּ , נִּ יָּ ה ב ְ לֻפָּ וֹּ שְׁ חו  ; וְחַרְב  ַ ת  שְׁ ֹּד וַי ִּ ק  יו, וַי ִּ ָּ ֹּאמֶר  לב .לְאַפ  וַי 
יו לָּ יתָּ אֶת-עַל, 'ךְ המַלְאַ , אֵּ כ ִּ ה הִּ ים, אֲתֹּנְךָּ -מָּ לִּ שׁ רְגָּ לוֹּ י ; זֶה שָּׁ נֹּכִּ נ ֵּה אָּ הִּ

ן טָּ י לְש ָּ אתִּ צָּ י, יָּ י-כ ִּ רֶךְ לְנֶגְד ִּ רַט הַד ֶ י לג .יָּ רְאַנִּ ִּ ן, וַת  תוֹּ אָּ נַי, הָּ ט לְפָּ ֵּ זֶה , וַת 
ים לִּ לֹּשׁ רְגָּ נַי; שָּׁ ָּ פ  ה מִּ טְתָּ לַי נָּ ם, או  ה ג ַ ָּ י עַת  י -כ ִּ ִּ רַגְת  ה הָּ יאֹּתְכָּ יתִּ יֵּ ה  הֶח  תָּ  .וְאוֹּ

ם אֶל לד לְעָּ ֹּאמֶר ב ִּ י, 'מַלְאַךְ ה-וַי  אתִּ טָּ י--חָּ ִּ דַעְת  י לֹּא יָּ ב , כ ִּ צ ָּ ה נִּ ָּ י אַת  כ ִּ
רֶךְ  ד ָּ י ב ַ אתִּ קְרָּ ם; לִּ ה אִּ ָּ ינֶיךָּ -וְעַת  עֵּ י, רַע ב ְ ה ל ִּ בָּ שׁו  ֹּאמֶר מַלְאַךְ ה לה .אָּ  'וַי 

ם-אֶל לְעָּ ם, ב ִּ ךְ עִּ ים-לֵּ שִּׁ אֲנָּ רהַד ָּ -וְאֶפֶס אֶת, הָּ ר אֲשֶׁ לֶיךָּ -בָּ ר אֵּ אֹּתוֹּ , אֲדַב ֵּ
ר ם; תְדַב ֵּ לְעָּ לֶךְ ב ִּ ם, וַי ֵּ ק-עִּ לָּ י בָּ רֵּ  .ש ָּ

21 And Bil’am rose up in the morning, and saddled his donkey, and 
went with the princes of Moav. 22 And God's anger was kindled 
because he went; and the angel of Hashem placed himself in the way 
for an adversary against him. Now he was riding upon his donkey, and 
his two servants were with him. 23 And the donkey saw the angel of 
Hashem standing in the way, with his sword drawn in his hand; and 
the donkey turned aside out of the way, and went into the field; and 
Bil’am hit the donkey, to turn her into the way. 24 Then the angel of 
Hashem stood in a hollow way between the vineyards, a fence being 
on this side, and a fence on that side. 25 And the donkey saw the angel 
of Hashem, and she thrust herself into the wall, and crushed Bil’am's 
foot against the wall; and he hit her again. 26 And the angel of Hashem 
went further, and stood in a narrow place, where was no way to turn 
either to the right hand or to the left. 27 And the donkey saw the angel 
of Hashem, and she lay down under Bil’am; and Bil’am's anger was 
kindled, and he hit the donkey with his stick. 28 And Hashem opened 
the mouth of the donkey, and she said unto Bil’am: 'What have I done 
to you, that you have hit me these three times? 29 And Bil’am said to 
the donkey: 'Because you have mocked me; I wish there were a sword 
in my hand, because now I would have killed you.' 30 And the donkey 
said to Bil’am: 'Am not I your donkey, upon which you have ridden all 
your life long until this day? Was I ever wont to do such a thing to you?' 
And he said: 'No.' 31 Then Hashem opened the eyes of Bil’am, and he 
saw the angel of Hashem standing in the way, with his sword drawn in 
his hand; and he bowed his head, and fell on his face. 32 And the angel 
of Hashem said to him: 'Why have you hit your donkey these three 
times? behold, I have come forth for an adversary, because your way 
is contrary to me;  33 and the  donkey saw me, and turned aside before 



me these three times; unless she had turned aside from me, surely 
now I would have killed you, and left her alive.' 34 And Bil’am said to 
the angel of Hashem: 'I have sinned; for I did not know that you stood 
in the way against me; now therefore, if it displeases you, I will go 
back.' 35 And the angel of Hashem said to Bil’am: 'Go with the men; 
but only the word that I shall speak to you, should you speak.' So Bil’am 
went with the princes of Balak. 

There is a debate among the medieval commentators about whether this story is 
to be taken literally. Chazal (the Rabbis of the Talmud; an acronym for chachameinu 
zichronam l’vracha – “our sages of blessed memory”) took this story literally. In 
Pirkei Avot, The Ethics of the Sages, they make the following statement (5:9):  

Ten things were created at twilight on the eve of the first Shabbat: the 
mouth of the earth [to be opened to swallow Korach and his 
followers]; the mouth of the well [to be opened for Moshe];  the 
mouth of the donkey [to be opened for Bil’am]; the rainbow [of 
Noach]; the manna; the staff [of Moshe]; the shamir [an insect which 
split the stones for the Temple]; writing; the inscription [on the tablets 
of the Ten Commandments]; and the tablets themselves. 

I believe that the rabbis’ intention in writing this is to convey the idea that God pre-
ordained the miraculous nature of these items and had prepared them right from 
the beginning of existence. One should not think that any of these supernatural 
things were afterthoughts or capriciously created.  

But a talking donkey? This seems far-fetched, even compared to the other items 
listed. It is interesting that very few people have difficulty with the concept of a 
talking snake (see Bereshit chapter 3), but we struggle with the idea of a talking 
donkey.  

Even some of medieval commentators, most notably Rav Saadiah Gaon (9th-10th 
Century Egypt) and Maimonides (12th Century Spain/Egypt) believe this story to be 
homiletic in nature (sending us a specific moral message) and not literal, having 
occurred as a dream to Bil’am. They present as proof the Torah’s statement that 
he was travelling with only two companions, hardly an entourage fit for such an 
important figure. Further, Bil’am exhibits no surprise whatsoever at the presence 
of a talking donkey. If the episode was a dream, perhaps it indicates to us Bil’am’s 
internal conflict about cursing the Jewish people. We know that when we are 



concerned or anxious about something, our subconscious often causes us to dream 
about it at night.   

Or perhaps the story – whether real or a dream – is meant to tell us that “there is 
none so blind as one who will not see.” God’s presence, which was not obvious to 
Bil’am, the greatest non-Jewish prophet of the time, was clearly visible to a 
creature as lowly as a donkey.  

The Talmud (Tractate Bava Batra 14b), when it lists the authors of the various 
Biblical texts, states, “Moshe wrote his book [The Five Books of Moses] and 
Parashat Bil’am and Iyov [The Book of Job]...” It is interesting to note that the story 
of Bil’am is listed as its own entity, separate and apart from the rest of the Five 
Books of Moses. Perhaps the Talmud is trying to impress upon us the importance 
of this episode. But why? To let us know that the One Above is in charge? To 
reinforce that the Jewish people are under Divine Protection whether we are aware 
of it or not? To clue us in to the importance of our words, as God would not allow 
Bil’am to curse us? 

It is certainly worthwhile re-reading the entire episode of Bil’am to glean the 
various moral messages we can from it.  

Shabbat Shalom.  

 

For Discussion:  

 Do you think the episode with the talking donkey really happened? Why or 
why not?  

 What do you think is the message we should take away from the story of 
Bil’am and his donkey?  

 The story of Bil’am is the only story in the Torah in which the Jewish people 
do not appear at all (after there is Jewish nation). Why do you think this is? 
What, therefore, is this story doing in the Torah? 


