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Parashat Balak

This Week at Beth El Synagogue

Saturday, July 8:

Orthodox Kehillah Services 9:00 am
Main Sanctuary Services 9:30 am
Havdallah 9:16 pm
Wednesday, July 12:

Weekly Wednesday Minyan 8:00 am
Friday, July 14:

Candle Lighting 8:14 pm

Upcoming Events:

Sat. 7/15 Shabbat Morning Orthodox Kehillah Services
Wed. 7/19 Weekly Wednesday Minyan

Sat. 7/22 Shabbat Morning Orthodox Kehillah Services
Sat. 7/22 Shabbat Morning Services

Wed. 7/26 Weekly Wednesday Minyan

Sat. 7/29 Shabbat Morning Orthodox Kehillah Services
Sat. 7/29 Shabbat Morning Services

Mon. 7/31 Tish’a B’Av Community Services

Wed. 8/2 Weekly Wednesday Minyan

Thu. 8/3 MoB Night at the Durham Bulls

Sat. 8/5 Shabbat Morning Orthodox Kehillah Services
Sat. 8/5 Shabbat Morning Services

Wed. 8/9 Weekly Wednesday Minyan

Sat. 8/12 Shabbat Morning Orthodox Kehillah Services

Sat. 8/12 Shabbat Morning Services

SR S e R * SR ° SR ° SRR © SHNNE ° NS © SENNE © SR « SHNE o S o SR o BN © BN o

Wed. 8/16 Weekly Wednesday Minyan

Kiddush is sponsored by:
Beth El Synagogue

Beth El is a welcoming community of members with diverse
backgrounds, ideas, levels of knowledge, and observance. We

are an egalitarian Conservative congregation, and a member of

the Southeast Seaboard district of United Synagogue of
Conservative Judaism (USCJ), and the Orthodox Union.

Gabbai Schedule

Contact the scheduled gabbai if you’d like to
request an aliyah, other honor, or to volunteer to
lead a service in the Main Sanctuary Gabbaim will
try to accommodate requests made on Shabbat
morning (by 10:15am, before the Torah service) but we ask for
your understanding if all honors have been previously claimed
during the week.

7/15 Pinchas
Bernie Fischer
Bernie.fischer@duke.edu

o

919-493-0306

7/22 Mattot-Masei
Isaac Price

isaac@isaacprice.org 919-866-5453

7/29 Devarim Hazon
Shula Bernard

shulabernard@gmail.com 919-967-9393

8/5 Vaetchanan Nahamu
David Kirsch

dkirsch@md.duke.edu 919-286-4516




Parashat Balak

Adapted from http://www.jtsa.edu/jts-torah-online

Bilam, the highly paid but visionless prophet, sits high in his saddle on his donkey’s
back as she swerves off the path. She’s strayed, it seems, for no reason; an angel
standing with sword drawn is as yet unseen by him. He beats the donkey to drive
her back onto the path. The next time she stops short she traps her rider’s leg
against a stone wall. He winces in pain. | imagine him throwing one hand down
toward his leg and perhaps grabbing his headdress, by now slipping off, with the
other. He frantically beats his donkey again, flailing to regain control. Bilam is
coming undone: a prophet made a fool by an ass (Num. 22:22-25).

With a bruised ego and in great frustration, he loses his temper when the donkey
sits down under him in a narrow passageway, reducing him to a ridiculous heap of
silks and saddle bags, like a howling child astride a broken tricycle, going nowhere
fast. He beats the beast with his staff. Where Moses struck the rock instead of
speaking to it, here our donkey responds to Bilam’s abuse with calm, reasonable
speech: “What have | done to you that you have struck me three times?” (vv. 27—
28).

An internationally sought-after sorcerer, Bilam is rendered by a few quick strokes of
Torah as laughably absurd.

What is this slapstick figure doing here in the Torah?

Two concerns drive our story, both of current, and timeless, relevance: The first is
fear. The second, at root, is truth.

Our parashah opens with the report that the kingdom of Moab is terrified of the
Israelites, having seen what they did to King Sihon and the Amorites. In a deliberate,
extended echo of Pharaoh and the Egyptians’ fear of the Israelites in Exodus, our
passage tells how the vastness of the Israelite nation—significantly, an explicit
fulfillment of the blessing God conferred upon them—unnerves King Balak and his
people (Num. 22:3). The Israelites are seen as less than human—an animalistic
horde posing a mortal threat simply by being. Essentially, they fear that Israel will
eat Moab alive. Itis only reasonable for Moab to be concerned that a large, passing
nation may overwhelm it, but that fear quickly demonizes Israel irrationally.

The Rabbis recognize the Moabites’ fear as hatred, and they find it contagious.
Bilam, merely a hired hand, comes to hate the Israelites, too. He takes his paid
mission to curse the Israelites as his own. Observing that a man of Bilam’s station
has no business saddling his own ass, which he does when setting off on his journey
(Num. 22:21), the Talmud teaches in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar: “Hatred
cancels out the norms of high status. That is, even the high and mighty do lowly
work when motivated by hatred” (BT Sanhedrin 105b).

And what is Bilam’s mission? To use his ostensive skill with poetic invocations to
reverse God’s decree and independently bless or curse the subject of his words. In
other words, Bilam’s mission is to thwart God’s will. Bilam learns, as any ass can tell
you, that one ought not to set out against God’s will.

When a Jew hears terrible news, most commonly of a death, tradition teaches us to
recite a blessing which names God as the arbiter of truth, dayan ha’emet. In reciting
these words we confront unflinchingly what we will need to come to terms with
over time: that the reality we see before us is true. It is irreversible. It is of God in
the sense that all that is real, all that is impervious to dissembling or spin, all that
sheds the evasions of wishful thinking and stands firm in its truth, is from God.

What’s going on in the story of Balak and Bilam is a doomed attempt to change what
is, and will remain, true. God'’s first instruction to Bilam is “You shall not go with
them. You shall not curse the [Israelite] people for it is blessed” (Num. 22:12). At the
conclusion of the donkey episode, God revises His instruction: “Go with the men. But
the word that | speak to you, it alone shall you do” (22:35). Thrice, Bilam opens his
mouth and offers lasting words of blessing that affirm and enhance Israel’s standing.
By the end, it is Balak’s turn to be exasperated as Bilam—and by extension, God—
proves as impossible to steer as our famous donkey.

There is much to ponder in this story. For example, it’s of great significance that our
portion concludes with the inalterably blessed people Israel committing a
particularly ugly episode of idolatry and violation. What does it mean to be blessed,
or cursed, when we retain the freedom to act in exalted or debased ways?

An opening to the answer can be found in the first part of the teaching of Rabbi
Shimon ben Elazar, quoted above. “Love cancels out the norms of high status. That
is, even the high and mighty take up lowly tasks when motivated by love.” Rabbi
Shimon ben Elazar cites Abraham as his example. Out of love for God and a desire to
carry out God’s command, Abraham arose early in the morning to saddle his donkey
and offer up Isaac. Now, for many of us, the Akeda, or binding of Isaac, is not a

model we embrace as expressing love of God, or even an expression of
God’s will that we can countenance. Nonetheless, Rabbi Shimon ben
Elazar’s insight about the power of love remains true, whether in human
society or in seeking to discern God’s true will and to live, with love, in

alignment with it.

When fear festers into hatred we are stupefied, unable to face up to the
truths that stand squarely in front of us, sometimes even with sword
unsheathed. To paraphrase Shakespeare’s Puck, what fools we mortals be
when we try to force God’s hand, when we seek to falsify what’s true or
tar truth as falsehood. Rather, we learn this week to affirm truth from
love and with modesty, for there is no other path to God’s blessing.

Refuah Shleymah

LY IRIDN

Adelah bat Avrom v’Chenya
(Adele Abramowitz)

Chaim ben Shraga
V'Tzipporah (Jerry Cramer)
Chana bat Malka

Chana Leah bat Sarah (Anna
Crollman)

David ben Sarah

(David Leitner)

David Yosef ben Avraham
v’Chana (Donald Goldstein)
Esther Malka bat Chaya
Fruma

(Elinor Fleishman)

Herschel David ben Aharon
haKohen u'Bela Miriam
Israel ben Zalman u’Malkah
Leah bat Miriam (Eileen
Abramson)

Llan ben Eunice (Lani
Harrington)

Malka bat Leah (Meg
Anderson)

M'’cor Eyshel bat Esther Tzvia
Michael Pinchas ben
Binyamin v'Rachel
Mishulamit bat Maryam
(Marcia Hogan)

Miriam bat Batya (Joyce
Gudeman)

Moshe Yosef ben Vishka Elka  Alvin Jacobson
(Michael Perkins) Anne Boyd
Sarah bat Hinda Alan Marty
(Sylvia Dante) David Thomas
Sarah Gittel bat Rut (Sue Ezra Rapport
Perlo) Gail Freeman
Shalom ben Sprintze (Stanley Harold Strauss
Ramati) Harry Mellon

Shira Batya bat Meirav Helen Rosenberg

Shmuel ben Shoshana

Jack Reich
Shrage ben Devorah Leah Jeff Shields
(Phillip Samuel Ramati)

Joyce Romm

Shraga Feivel ben Leib (Philip
Skoletsky)

Sura Malka bat Rivka (Molly
Grossinger)

Lauren Schiro
Lorraine Morley
Netta Boswell

Tuvia ben Shmuel v’Tziporah Nina Gorback

(Tovia Lebovich) Orrie Wilner

Tziporah bat Esther Richard Roth
Ya’akov Roni ben Margalit Sidney Barker
Yehoshua Heschel ben Tova
Gitel (Joshua Shatz)

2Zvi ben Chanoch v’Rivka

(Harold Strauss)

Please contact the synagogue
office with any additions or
changes to this list.

Yahrzeits 1 XN’

Jorge Gadlli

Eva M. Woods
Norman Kirshner
Julius J. Bienstock
Mandel Silverman

Phillip Hyman

Frances Carel
Raquel Levy
Ray Rosenstein Lewin

Juliet Schwartz

Beth El Synagogue
1004 Watts Street
Durham, NC 27701

919.682.1238

info@betheldurham.org
www.betheldurham.org

Rabbi: Daniel Greyber

Rabbi Emeritus: Steven Sager
Synagogue President: Noah Pickus




