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Translation by Dr. Baruch Fox

A Wonderful Chiddush from the Ohr HaChaim HaKadosh

The Good Spark of Bilam HaRasha Reincarnated
into Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair’s Donkey

in honor of the yahrzeit of the Ohr HaChaim hakadosh, the 15" of Tammuz

This week we read parshas Balak. We will focus on the
deep desire of the wicked Bilam to die a death befitting the
righteous, which he expresses as follows (Bamidbar 23, 10):
7IMIAD ANTINKR TN RYYY M wal nan”—may my soul die the
death of the upright, and may my end be like his! In the
Gemara (A.Z. 25a), our blessed sages interpret this to mean
that he wished to die like the holy Avos—Avraham, Yitzchak,
and Yaakov—who are described as upright—"“yesharim.”

The Maharsha explains how they arrived at this
interpretation. Previously, he exclaims in desperation (ibid.
8): 1NN @R wRAM 3 /1 opr RY DIIR 1 DR ap K 219K
meR nmyamt—how can I curse? G-d has not cursed.
And how can I display anger? Hashem has not displayed
anger. For from its origin, I see it rock-like, and from
hills do I view it. Rashi comments (ibid. 9): I look at their
origin and at the beginning of their roots, and I see them
anchored securely and strong as these rocks and hills by
means of the Avos and the Imahot. From this statement, it
was evident to our sages that his subsequent remark—“may
my soul die the death of the upright’”—meant that he
wished to die like the holy Avos.

In his own inimitable, sacred way, the Ba’al HaTurim
(Balak) provides us with several fascinating allusions: The
gematria of the word "m»w» (560) equals "m>1pn nar”
(409+151). Furthermore, when Bilam says: “And may my

end be like his,” he is alluding to the fact that the ends—the
final letters—of the names of the Avos--2'py? p'nx® o'iar —
are the letters 3”pn, which is the gematria of the name o"y%a
(142). In other words, he aspired to be like the Avos.

We can add a fantastic insight from Chazal presented
by the divine kabbalist Rabbi Mordechai HaKohen of Tzfat,
ztz"l, a disciple of the Arizal, in Sifsei Kohen. They note that
Bilam begins his pronouncement employing the plural--
"mawr nm”"—referring to the death of the “upright.” Yet, he
concludes in the singular: “May my end be like his!” To be
consistent, he should have concluded with the word "amns"—
meaning “like theirs” rather than with the word "mms"—
meaning “like his.” (You can see that the Kli Yakar addresses
this point.) He explains that on the one hand, Bilam opens
his remark employing the plural, because he wanted to die
like the “upright”—namely, like Avraham and Yitzchak—
who did not suffer very much in their lifetimes. On the other
hand, he concludes his remark in the singular, because he
aspired to be like Yaakov especially, of whom it is taught
(Ta’anis 5b): "nn XY 1ax apy*—Yaakov Avinu never died.
Additionally, Avraham and Yitzchak both produced children
that were wayward and did not follow in their footsteps—
Yishmael and Eisav—whereas all of Yaakov’s children were
righteous. On the other hand, he desired the authority and
less complicated life of Avraham and Yitzchak, rather than
the tumultuous, troubled life of Yaakow.
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The Malach Confronted Bilam Three Times
Alluding to the Three Avos

It is with great pleasure that we will experience the
wondrous delights of the Torah together. Why was it
specifically at this juncture in time—when compelled
by HKB”H to bless Yisrael—that Bilam HaRasha saw fit
to express his sincere desire to “die the death of the
upright”—Ilike Avraham and Yitzchak—and to have “an end
like his”—like Yaakov Avinu who never died? To answer
this question, we find that before HKB”H permitted Bilam to
see the malach of Hashem obstructing his path, the malach
impeded his progress three times with the aim of preventing

Bilam from cursing Yisrael.

The first time, it says (ibid. 22, 22): 791 5 22phR ax Ay
AP 1Y AT AR Y 2917 R 1Y 1UwY 1972 1 RDn 3R NI
7777 12 JINANT UNT,1T2 nATYY 13T 7972 3801 IRYR AR PR R
SRt aneny pInNe R ayva 1, nrwa 9ot G-d’s wrath flared,
because he was going, and a malach of Hashem stood
on the road as an impediment to him. He was riding on
his she-donkey, and his two young men were with him.
The she-donkey saw the malach of Hashem standing on
the road with his sword drawn in his hand, so the she-
donkey turned away from the road and went into the
field; then Bilam struck the she-donkey to turn her back
onto the road.

The second time, it says (ibid. 24): H1pwns ' 9RYn Tmyn”
PR, MPR O PR IRYR AR 7NN RN, 7727 11 17 2R
sy qent i BR nyva Yaa nk The malach of Hashem
stood in the footpath of the vineyards, a fence on this
side and a fence on that side. The she-donkey saw the
malach of Hashem and she pressed against the wall,
and she pressed Bilam’s leg against the wall, and he
continued to strike her.

The third time, it says (ibid. 26): =71 212y 1 X7 qo”
Y3901 IRYRA AR PR RN, ORRWT 1R N0 77T PR WK 8 01pns
TIANT %2 NN RN BpnRs 1IN AR 1 ayba AR anet oyva nnn
JEevan whw nr oanon oo 7 anvwy fa oyyab anxnt The malach of
Hashem continued to pass ahead and stood in a narrow
place, where there was no room to turn right or left. The
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she-donkey saw the malach of Hashem and crouched
beneath Bilam. Bilam’s anger flared, and he struck the
she-donkey with the staff. Hashem opened the mouth of
the she-donkey and she said to Bilam, “What have I done
to you that you have struck me these three times?”

The Midrash Tanchuma (Balak 8) explains the significance
of these three appearances of the malach: What reason did
he have to go ahead of him three times? He showed him
symbols of the Avos. The Midrash explains that on the first
occasion, the malach forced Bilam into the field, where there
was ample room to turn both left and right. This was an
allusion to Avraham Avinu. For, if Bilam had wished to curse
his children, he could have found opportunities to curse
him on both the right and the left—namely, the offspring of
Yishmael and the offspring of Keturah.

Next, the malach stood in the path of the vineyards.
This time, when the donkey saw the malach, “she pressed
Bilam'’s leg against the wall.” On this occasion, Bilam only
had room to turn one way. This was an allusion to Yitzchak
Avinu. Had Bilam wished to curse his children, he had only
one option—to curse Eisav HaRasha and his offspring. On
the third occasion, however, the malach stood “in a narrow
place, where there was no room to turn right or left.”
The Midrash explains that the “narrow place”—“makom
tzar”—is a reference to Yaakov, of whom it says (Bereishis
32, 8): “Yaakov was very frightened, and it distressed
him (‘vayeitzer 10’).” If he wished to curse Yaakov, Bilam
had no place to turn, since none of his children were tainted.
(Translator’s note: The Midrash drawing a connection
between the word “tzar” and “vayeitzer.”)

We can now understand the strong desire of Bilam
HaRasha to die the death of the “yesharim”—to emulate the
holy Avos. It became apparent to him that even after they
had passed away, their incredible righteousness persisted
forever, protecting their offspring Yisrael and preventing
him from cursing them. He expressed this with the
pronouncement: “How can I curse? G-d has not cursed.
And how can I display anger? Hashem has not displayed
anger. For from its origin, I see it rock-like, and from

hills do I view it.” It was apparent to him that the merit of
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the Avos and Imahot protected Yisrael even after they had
passed away. Hence, he expressed the desire: “May my soul
die the death of the upright”—to be like the holy Avos; and
“may my end be like his!”—that even after their lives had
ended, they continue to protect their descendants.

Now, as to why he concluded his pronouncement in the
singular: “May my end be like his!” As explained, he yearned
to be like Yaakov Avinu who never died. Why? Because as the
malach inferred to him on the three occasions that it blocked
his path: With regards to Avraham and Yitzchak, he had some
room to curse Yisrael—on account of Yishmael and Eisaw.
With regards to Yaakov Avinu, however, he had nowhere to
turn, not to the right and not to the left, because his children
were all righteous. Therefore, he was impressed especially
with Yaakov and spoke of him enthusiastically (ibid. 23, 10):
"apy? 28y i n"—Who has counted the dust of Yaakov? For,
even after he was buried in the dust, he is still alive. Hence, he
said of Yaakov: “May my end be like his!”

The Plain Meaning According
to the Ohr HaChaim HaKadosh

Letus now introduce the sacred words of the Ohr HaChaim
hakadosh apropos the wish of Bilam HaRasha: n1a »waa nmn”
"ias sneanR nn e, He provides interpretations based on
“pshat”—the plain reading of the text—and based on “sod”—
mysticism and esoterica. In terms of the “pshat,” he asserts
that these words were his own and not influenced by “ruach
hakodesh.” He cites the teaching in the Yalkut Shimoni that
when Bilam’s words did not constitute any harm to Yisrael,

Hashem gave him free reign to say whatever he pleased.

With this understanding, the Ohr HaChaim interprets
Bilam’s statement: "1mm3 sn»rR N1 ovAwe nm swar nmn” and
in the process reconciles the fact that he initially uses the
plural "@»w>” but concludes with the singular "1mms”. On the
one hand, he had every intention of continuing his corrupt,
malevolent ways, since he was a consummate rasha; however,
he realized that he would be held accountable and punished
appropriately for doing so. Hence, he wanted to perform
teshuva prior to his death, so that he would be considered to

be an upright man, like the upright people of the nations of the
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world. This is the implication of his statement: nm *wa1 nmn”
"m»wr. He even had illicit relations with his donkey; so, by his
nature, he was incapable of being upright. Hence, he hoped
that at least in the throes of death, he could be upright.

Then, the Ohr HaChaim adds a personal testimonial
of his own. He says that he knew reshaim who told him
explicitly that if they knew they could perform teshuvah and
die immediately thereafter, they would have done it. They
admitted, however, that they could not remain penitent for
any significant length of time, because they were under
With this
understanding, he interprets Bilam’s concluding remarks in

the influence and control of the yetzer hara.

the singular: “May my end be like his!” He hoped that his
end could be like Yisrael’s—that he, too, would be granted a

portion and place in Olam HaBa.

The Esoteric Interpretation
of the Ohr HaChaim HaKadosh

Now, let us entertain the mystical, esoteric interpretation
of the Ohr HaChaim hakadosh of Bilam’s pronouncement.
According to this version, Bilam’s words were not scripted on
his own but rather via “ruach hakodesh.” Thus, he yearned:
“May my soul die the death of the upright”’—instead of
dying at the hands of the Malach Hamaves, he wanted to be
killed by the upright people of Yisrael. For, in this manner:
“My end might be like his!”"—the goodness within his
neshamah might achieve tikun by attaching itself to Yisrael.
The Ohr HaChaim hakadosh explains that every klipah has a
spark of kedushah within it that sustains it. So, when an evil
person is killed by a member of Yisrael, that good spark may
be cleansed of its impurities. Occasionally, that good spark
will attach to the Yisrael that killed its owner. This is what

Bilam was praying for: "1m1ms *nnR »mn1 @aaws nin waa nmn.,

According to the Ohr HaChaim hakadosh, this, indeed, is
what happened to the good nitzotz in Bilam. He was killed by
Pinchas ben Elazar, and his good nitzotz achieved its tikun by
reincarnating into the donkey of his killer’s later namesake
Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair. (The Noam Elimelech, Lech Lecha,
discusses the significance of a namesake.) As to why the
tikun did not occur immediately when Bilam was Kkilled, it
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is because the nitzotz was so badly sullied by Bilam that it
required several gilgulim to cleanse it. Ultimately, however,
it reached the donkey of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair from where
it could be restored to its original status.

The Neshamah of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair
Descended into Bilam’s Mouth

As a loyal servant in the presence of his master, I would
like to latch onto the coattails of the Ohr HaChaim hakadosh
and explain how Bilam became aware of the fact that his good
nitzotz was destined to ultimately achieve a tikun. Let us refer
to a passuk in this week’s parsha (ibid. 23, 5): »a3 =27 't aw”
"3 1131 P93 YR 31w R nyya—Hashem placed a thing in
Bilam’s mouth and said, “Go back to Balak, and thus shall
you speak.” The Gemara explains (Sanhedrin 105b): 'n aw»”
7RY7 RN YR 931 ,myYa aa 1a1—it is the opinion of Rabbi
Elazar that Hashem placed a malach in Bilam’s mouth. Rashi
comments: Hashem placed something in Bilam’s mouth,
a malach was located in his throat; if he wanted to bless,
it allowed him; if he wanted to curse, it restrained him
(shut him up) and did not allow him.

In relation to this phenomenon, we find a fascinating
chiddush in the Techeiles Mordechai, authored by the
brilliant Gaon of Berzhan, ztz"l. He asserts that the malach
HKB”H placed in Bilam’s mouth coercing him to bless Yisrael
rather than curse them was none other than Rabbi Pinchas
ben Yair. He supports this assertion with a teaching from the
Yerushalmi (Shekalim 5, 1):

,I3WT BI3IYY NIMPYRT Prew N1T12 18I0 R MR Tona nwyn”
S| auwt Rwaeny naa1w s nnn nnx oya It happened that a
pious person used to dig cisterns, ditches, and caves for
travelers. Once, his daughter travelled to get married,
and she was swept away by a river. This tragedy caused
people to wonder: mapn X1 QM3 IR AR TSR PTY WAR"
"m'ns—is it possible that this man who honored his
Creator with water, and He made him suffer with water?!
A miracle was performed on his behalf: *31 nm=s 197 98"
"eoxm1 79N 12 oriia—a malach descended in the likeness
of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair and rescued her. It is apparent
from this incident that Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair was able to

take on the guise of a malach to save a person’s life.
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Now, we have learned that the good nitzotz from Bilam’s
neshamah reincarnated into the donkey of Rabbi Pinchas
ben Yair and achieved its tikun due to the immense kedushah
of its owner. So, just as Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair appeared
as a malach in the incident above, the Techeiles Mordechai
proposes that he was the malach that HKB”H sent from
the heavens to control Bilam’s mouth. Thus, by preventing
Bilam from cursing Yisrael, the good spark within him was
protected from further corruption. Furthermore, since
Bilam was forced to bless Yisrael, his good nitzotz merited
reincarnation into the donkey of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair to
achieve its tikun. This then is the “remez”—allusion—in the
passuk: "ayYa aa27'mow”. The word »”aa can be interpreted
as an acronym for 28" ya vnrya—the malach HKB”H placed
in Bilam'’s throat preventing him from cursing Yisrael, so his

good spark would ultimately be rectified.

Based on what we have learned, the Techeiles Mordechai
explains a passage in the Sifre (Zos HaBerachah) related to
the passuk (Devarim 34, 10): ,mwnas YRaw 2 11y K31 op K9V
"1 13 BPYa T R, B oY NN Yar op XY byawa—“never
again has there arisen in Yisrael a prophet like Moshe”;
however, among the other nations of the world one has
arisen. Who is that? Bilam ben Beor. The commentaries
are baffled by this statement. It seems inconceivable to
compare the nevuah of Moshe Rabeinu to the nevuah of the

wicked Bilam.

Yet,inlight of what we have learned, he explains the matter.
He refers to what we have learned in the Gemara (Chullin
7a). It was the practice of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair to fulfill
the mitzvah of “pidyon shevuyim”—redeeming captives. He
reached the banks of the Ginai River and ordered it to part
for him. The Gemara concludes by venerating the power of
Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair; it compares his feat to that of Moshe
Rabeinu, who split the sea for 600,000 Bnei Yisrael.

Thus, according to this discussion, it turns out that the
Berachos Bilam bestowed upon Yisrael were attributable to
the power of the neshamah of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair, whom
our blessed sages compare to Moshe Rabeinu. So, now, we can
propose the following interpretation of Chazal’s statement:
“Never again has there arisen in Yisrael a prophet like
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Moshe”; however, among the other nations of the world
one has arisen. Who is that? Bilam ben Beor. They were
hinting to us that Bilam’s nevuah regarding Yisrael was due
to the power of the neshamah of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair,
whose greatness is compared to that of Moshe Rabeinu.

We can now answer the question posed above. How
did Bilam know to prophesy: *nsnx »nn1 ovw> nm »wai nmn”
mmmns—that he would ultimately be afforded a tikun? We
have learned that Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair was the malach
sent from above and placed in Bilam’s mouth to prevent him
from cursing Yisrael. The Midrash explains that this malach
compelled him to bless Yisrael. Therefore, it was Rabbi
Pinchas ben Yair himself speaking from Bilam’s mouth who
revealed to him that he would ultimately be afforded a tikun

through his donkey:.

The Donkey of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair
Suffered for Three Days

[t is with great pleasure that we can apply what we have
learned to explain a teaching in the Gemara (Shabbas 112b):
/DTS 1R DTN 2135 DUUIWRTT ORT, DTN Y13 1R 0IOKRYRD BN OR”
3R 12 praa van b 1mans 891 If the earlier ones were like
malachim, then we are human beings (sons of men); if
the earlier ones were like mortals (sons of men), then
we are like donkeys, but not like the donkey of Rabbi
Pinchas ben Yair. Our blessed sages tell a fascinating story
about this donkey in the Yerushalmi (Demai 1, 3). Thieves
came during the night and stole the donkey of Rabbi Pinchas
ben Yair. It was secluded with them for three days and
refused to eat. So, after three days, they decided to return
the donkey. For, they did not want it to die while in their
possession and have their theft revealed. They released the
donkey, and it walked on its own to the door of Rabbi Pinchas
ben Yair’s house, and it began to bray.

Rabbi Pinchas instructed the members of his household
to open the door and feed this poor creature that had not
eaten for three days. They opened the door and brought the
donkey into the house. They gave her barley, but she still
refused to eat. Rabbi Pinchas inquired whether or not the
barley had been properly tithed. They answered that it had
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been. So, Rabbi Pinchas asked them once again whether
or not they had removed the “demai,” which is possibly
“ma’aser” They responded, “Didn’t you teach us: ‘One who
buys seeds for an animal is free from separating demai?”
Rabbi Pinchas said to them, “What can we do in the case of
this poor creature who is so demanding of herself?” They
separated the “demai” from the barley, and the donkey began
to eat. [Translator’s note: “Demai” is agricultural produce
whose status is in doubt, i.e., whether it was tithed or not.]

In light of what we have discussed, let us suggest an
explanation for the donkey’s exacting behavior. Now,
Bilam HaRasha defiled his mouth by attempting to curse
Yisrael. Therefore, he reincarnated into an animal that is
incapable of speaking. Nevertheless, to make amends for
the improper use of his (Bilam’s) mouth, the donkey went
to great extremes not to allow anything even questionably

prohibited into its mouth.

In this manner, we can also why explain why Rabbi Pinchas
ben Yair’s donkey endured the discomfort of starvation for
three days. For, upon careful scrutiny, we find that Bilam
HaRasha's efforts to curse Yisrael took place over the course
of three days. On the first day that Balak’s emissaries came
to Bilam to try to persuade him to curse Yisrael, he said to
them (Bamidbar 22, 8): "127 monx *n1a»wm ayohn na wv"—rest
here for the night and I will give you an answer.

Subsequently, on a second day, Balak sent a more
distinguished delegation to Bilam. This time Bilam said to
them (ibid. 19): "nY°>n onx @2 112 K2 12w nyr’—and now, you,
too, please stay here for the night. Afterwards, on a third
day, it states (ibid. 21): @y 991 1218 NX wiam 112 oy op”
"axm »1w—Bilam arose in the morning and saddled his
she-donkey and went with the officers of Moav. Here,
Rashi comments: “With the officers of Moav”’—his heart
was like theirs, equally. On that third day, he attempted
to curse Yisrael, but was thwarted by HKB”"H and was
compelled to bless them instead. Thus, we find that these
events transpired over the course of three days.

This explains very nicely why it was necessary for the
donkey of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair to suffer starvation for

three days. For, as we learned from the Ohr HaChaim
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hakadosh, the good nitzotz of Bilam HaRasha reincarnated
into the donkey of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair. Therefore, to
atone for Bilam’s three days of iniquity, preparing to curse

Yisrael, the donkey suffered for three days.

In conclusion, what we have discussed confirms the
message conveyed by David HaMelech (Tehillim 92, 6): nn”
NN 1927 R 59051 ¥ KY qp3 IR ,URI3WRN 17RY INR R rwyn T

"nxt—how great are Your deeds, Hashem; extremely

profound are Your thoughts. A boor cannot know, nor
a fool understand this. Among the wonders of Hashem is
reincarnation! No one is deserted or neglected; through the
phenomenon of gilgulim, a person can correct everything
that needs to be corrected and achieve a tikun. We must,
however, yearn to make these tikunim ourselves while we
are still alive and present in Olam HaZeh by means of Torah-
study and the performance of mitzvos with a sound mind

and body for the length of our days and years.

Nz
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To receive the mamarim by email: mamarim@shvileipinchas.com
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