Parshas Balak: Truth and Falsehood
We want to study today the ongoing battle between truth and falsehood. Balak, the king of Moav, represents those who try to pervert truth and undermine everything that the Torah stands for. They represent the forces of the evil, and will utilize every efforts, whether it be an intellectual attack against the Torah, or an emotional-motivational attack to undermine the Torah. The enemies of Torah are extreme pleasure seekers, for whom everything is permissible. There are no limits and no laws. For these, lust and hedonism defines the essence of life. They are represented by Balak king of Moav. When we speak of pleasure, we mean much more than immorality; the word pleasure here includes even the most perverted manifestations of bestiality. The king of Moab, represents those who will utilize all of their so-called 'wisdom', were talking now about evil wisdom, to undermine the truth of the Torah. They will formulate what seems like brilliance analytic ideas to prove and to adduce support for their distorted ways of thinking. In a sense we could say that these adversaries of Torah have as their goal to contaminate and undermine the very lifeblood of the people of Israel. Their way and method is to hide their intentions, to present a guise for falsehood. The challenge facing Torah-true Jews is an awesome challenge. It requires a total dedication to truth, an all out effort to protect oneself against Taavah, against the alluring power of lust and evil. On the intellectual level, it requires tremendous efforts to reveal falsehoods and clarify truth. Perhaps the two most common methods employed by those who want to undermine the Torah, is number one, the emphasis on intellectual arguments that emanate from the belief in nature. The wisdom of nature, they claim, is the all-powerful, overriding king and ruler of all our intellectual ideas. Their battle is a battle against the truths of faith. Their agenda, the goal of their so-called intellectual arguments, is to fool people of faith who come under their influence and convince them that the ultimate truth is the truth of Nature. They persuade others to believe that reality is nothing more than the physical world of cause and effect which presents itself to our eyes. They deny the existence of anything that is not empirical, material, and physical. What you see is what you get, and there  is nothing more than what you see. The Torah requires that we strengthen ourselves in our belief, that we protect ourselves against those persuasive ideas that tempt us, Heaven forbid, to reject our faith. The enemies of the Torah will persuade us that we should follow their way of life, a life of the pursuit of pleasure. Balaam in particular, represents a false presentation of himself as a tzaddik, as a pious individual. He conceals his immoral life and his zealous dedication to lust and pleasure. In truth Balaam and his Taavah is the most repulsive and disgusting way of life. In his private life, as we know, he was involved in a kind of sexual relationship with his own animal, bestiality of the lowest type. But this was all behind the scenes. On the surface and in public, he presented himself as a moral person. Balaam is known as the prophet the heathens.

Evildoers of the likes of Balaam are still present in our midst today. They present themselves under the guise of intellectuals, of people in the pursuit of healthy and moral pleasures. In most cases, however, the truth about these individuals comes to light after a certain period of time. Ultimately we come to recognize their immoral ways of life, their behavior and the pursuit of lust. Often we reveal their intellectual agendas at some point later on when they express these opinions publicly, or perhaps when they publish their ideas and philosophies. When we as Torah committed Jews reveal the philosophies and so-called wisdom expressed in these written works, when we come to the realization that these 'ism's and ideologies of all sorts are dedicated to undermine, heaven forbid, the ways of the Torah and the ways of faith, at that point the Jew is called upon to face the great challenge of re-dedicating himself to the goal of faith and holiness. Balaam's tricks, his method, is reminiscent of the serpent of the garden of Eden, who conceals his evil purposes under the guise of being interested in the well-being and success of Adam and Eve. The serpent of the original sin is typical of those who try to seduce the innocent with false arguments, presenting those arguments as if they're intended for truth. More often than not, the arguments of the serpent, are very powerful. There's a certain cogency and powerful logic in their arguments. It becomes particularly challenging for the men of faith to counter the arguments that are presented by those who use their intellect and wisdom for the purpose of evil. Their philosophies are counterfeits, and any the evildoers will deny any spectacular and miraculous  episodes recorded in the Torah. They will employ the most subtle of intellectual arguments to vilify and undermine the Torah. Anything concept or event that is concealed, they will deny. And with their perverted arguments they are tragically too often successful in winning over the hearts of pure and innocent people, people of faith.

The name Balaam is worth studying. In the Hebrew the name Balaam is comprised of four letters. The first represents the very first letter of the Torah. The second represents the very last letter of the Torah; the third letter, which is numerically equal to the number 70, represents the seventy dimensions of the Torah. The last of the four letters of Balaam's name represents the 40 days Moshe spent on the mountain receiving the Torah. Balaam represents the exact opposite of everything that's in the Torah from beginning to end. He will deny the great miracle of Moshe spending 40 days on the mountain without food or drink. He will deny the 70 dimensions and interpretations of any segment or verse in the Torah. Balaam is the most dangerous adversary that the Jewish people confronted. That is because below the surface, below all of his surface level false presentations as  a scholarly Prophet who has mastered the entire Torah, below that is the truth that he personifies all that is antithetical to Torah. The trouble is too many of us are duped by the surface level presentations of a Balaam type. We often get caught in the web of lies and fabrications, of false presentations of one who claims that he has the key to truth. A Balaam personality who is a heathen prophet, one who seems on the outside to be a personification of the great scholar and intellect who knows the entire Torah from beginning to end, is our most dangerous adversary. 

Balak king of Moav will employ the services of Balaam, the evil doer, because Balaam personifies those who are completely dedicated to the pursuit of pleasure yet falsely present themselves as moral upstanding intellectuals and scholars. 

Amongst the beautiful blessings that the Almighty placed into the contaminated mouth of Balaam, is  the verse that reads: Who can count the dust of Jacob, who can count the number of the seed of Israel. Rashi indicates that the dust is a metaphor for the myriad the of positive commandments that the Jew fulfills with the dust of the earth. Rashi also indicates that this 'seed of Israel' represents  the genealogy of generations of Israelites, something that cannot be counted. We would like to interpret the beautiful blessing in this verse, based on the insights of Rebby Nosson. Why is the dust of the earth so important in the context of this blessing? Why is the name Jacob mentioned in this blessing? Finally, why the emphasis on the seed of the generations of Israel? Rebby Nosson explains that the 'dust of the earth' is a metaphor for the most fundamental of Judaic concepts. Man is created from the dust and ultimately returns to the dust. The dust of the earth is a metaphor for the beginning and the end, the totality, the number One, the infinite.  Infinity, of course, represents Truth. The Torah is called by the prophet Malachi, the Torah of truth. The fulfillment of those commandments that apply to the dust, represents all of the commandments, and the sanctity and infinite nature of the holiness of Torah. Jacob, our forefather, is high profile in this blessing, because as the prophet Micha expresses it Jacob is the personification of truth. The ongoing battle between falsehood and truth, a never-ending battle, will be won by Jacob. King David expresses its in Psalms (number 85) “Truth grows from the ground”. Paradoxically, the root of falsehood is in the same ground, the same Earth, which represents truth itself. This is merely an application of universal rule that whatever is good, pure, and holy, is inherently the source of evil - that which is antithetical to purity and holiness. The blessing of this verse, 'who can count the earth of Jacob', is the blessing that expresses the infinity and truth of the Torah of Jacob. Those Balaam type personalities, those individuals whose philosophies are antithetical to the Torah, and dedicate themselves to undermine the Torah, will be defeated by the truth of the Torah and the infinity of the people of Jacob. Jacob personifies truth, the truth of Torah. And that truth will ultimately prove victorious in the never-ending battle to defeat falsehood.

We can begin to appreciate the latter part of this verse, namely, 'the seed of Israel cannot be counted'. Here too, the hidden message in this blessing is fundamentally the same as that contained in the first part of this blessing. Just as truth must conquer falsehood, and that which is concealed must be revealed to defeat the fabrication of truth that presents itself on the surface level, so to, it is part of our faith to believe that there is a deeper truth that must be revealed with regard to the seed of Israel. All too often we are fooled by the surface level seed of the genealogy of generations. We look at a particular individual, member of the people of Israel, and we mistakenly conclude that what we are seeing is evil. What we fail to realize is that below the surface level evil there is glorious potential for good, for purity, and for sanctity. We judge the book by its cover and mistakenly conclude that what we are seeing evil. But that's only on the surface level. Deeper, below the surface, sometimes layers and layers hidden below the surface, is pure good. This phenomenon  repeats itself in the genealogy of Israel throughout its history. To mention one outstanding example, King David the father of the Messiah, is a descendant of Lot, and was born out of an incestuous relationship. 

May we be inspired my the message of this Parsha to dedicate ourselves to the triumph of Truth over falsehood, and be strengthened by the blessings that Hashem placed into the contaminated mouth of the perverted Balaam that we will yet be witness to the establishment of Truth on Earth, speedily and in our times, Amen! 
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