Parshas Balak & Parshas Pinchas: Balaam's advice and Zimri's fall
In Bamidbar, chapter 24 verse 14, the Torah tells us that Balaam advised the king of Moav, Balak, to send the daughters of Moav to entice the Jewish men into harlotry. The Gemara in Sanhedrin 106a, formulates the recommendation of Balaam with the following words: The God of the Jews despises immorality, and this will bring about the downfall of the Jewish people.

Rebby Nosson raises two questions on the Gemara quoted above. Question number one : if both Balaam and Balak understood that God finds immorality repulsive and worthy of severe punishment, how could these two individuals exposed their daughters to harlotry? Do they not realize that they were endangering the lives of their daughters?

Question number two: How could Balaam declare that the God of the Jews detests immorality, is there more than one God? It would seem stupid for Balaam to believe that his God would accept the lifestyle of immorality and harlotry while the God of the Jews would find such a way of life detestable and punishable.

Rebby Nosson answers both questions by presenting a fundamental principle. While it is obvious that there may be a conflict between the will of God and the will of man, it is not at all obvious which will must conform to which. In the philosophy of Balaam, a lifestyle predicated on man's right to pursue pleasure, is acceptable. Since God has granted man freedom of choice, man can choose for himself which path he wants to follow. If man chooses one particular way of life, he can impact upon the will of God. God's will in this case will affirm the choice of man for a way of life. Balaam argued that he and his followers had chosen a particular way of life. Balaam will declare: we have established our society based upon the rule that each of us can live a life of unbridled and unlimited pleasure. This is the norm we have accepted that will govern our way of life. God's Will will conform to the will of man. Essentially, in the philosophy of Balaam, a way of life that condones freedom in the sexual sphere, is acceptable. Balaam claims: We will live that way of life, and God will accept that. We have established for ourselves a society predicated on sexual freedom, and the latter is morally acceptable. Had we accepted upon ourselves a different way of life, we would be expected to conform to that way of life. Thus freedom of choice bequeathed by God to man authorizes man to determine what rules will govern man's way of life. Balaam understood that the Jewish nation had accepted upon itself the morality of Moshe, namely, the morality of sanctity, purity, and severe limitation in the area of sexual pleasure. Thus for the Jewish nation, given the rules of morality and behavior that they accepted upon themselves, it would be intolerable from the Divine perspective to violate those rules and live a life of sexual freedom. Balaam was very serious when he declared that the God of Israel detests harlotry. The emphasis here is on the God of Israel. Our God, argues Balaam, has accepted our choice of a society predicated on expanding the options for sexual pleasure. Our God has accepted our way of life, the life of freedom and harlotry. Therefore we are quite safe in sending our daughters out to entice the Jewish man into harlotry, because we are guaranteed that God will not punish us for such behavior. It's the Jewish people, who will be brought down and severely punished for their involvement in harlotry, since such action is antithetical to the life of sanctity and purity that the Jews have accepted upon themselves.

Balaam made a critical error. His philosophy, like that of idolatry, allows for a subjective definition of what is right and what is wrong. What Balaam failed to acknowledge was that there is objective right and wrong. That it's not God's will that will conform to man's desires, but just the opposite. Man must conform to God's will. The will of God obligates all of man. God detests sexual freedom for every human being. Every nation and every individual must conform to that truth, to that Will of God. The moral standards set by Moshe reflect the truth of God's Will. The Will of God is for man to create a society that's predicated on moral rules in every area of human conduct, especially in the area of sexual behavior. Man is called upon to live a life of sanctity, in which he curbs his sexual activities and his sexual freedom. While it is true that God grants man freedom of choice, this means that ultimately man is responsible to make the right decisions and choose between good and evil. But for man to say God wills my choice for a way of life, undermines the very premise of moral truth. There is an objective truth that obligates everyone. We are given the great gift of freedom of choice, but the responsibility and the challenge is to perceive truth and to live a life of truth. Balaam should have learned the lesson of the generation of the Flood, a generation that was wiped off the map because of their sins and violations in the sexual sphere. While Balaam may have argued that “in our past and present behavior, reflecting our dedication to freedom, we have not been punished, nor have we experienced a divine rejection of our way of life”, this means no more than the fact that God waits patiently for man to improve his ways and delays the moment in which he will meet out punishment to man.

The end of this episode is critical to our understanding of the fundamental message that inheres in this Parsha. Balaam is killed by the sword, Balak and the daughters of Midyan fell  - never to rise again.

The story of idolatry, of man creating his own Gods that will conform to man's will, continues in Parshas Pinchas in the episode of Zimri. Here is a man, potentially a great man, who was overwhelmed by the enticing powers of the evil inclination, and is unsuccessful in overpowering the fire of desire in the area of sexual freedom. Here is a man who will take a woman, in this case Cosby, and perform sexually immoral acts in the eye of the public. If that isn't bad enough, as the Gemara tells us Zimri will argue against Moshe regarding the legality of his sexual acts. He will claim that if Moshe married a woman from Midyan, certainly he would be allowed to have an intimate relationship with a female member of the nation of Midyan. Zimri, like Balaam, will pervert the law, bending it in a way that it will conform to his sexual appetites. While Balaam never entered the arena of halachic debate, Zimri, as a result of his sexual desires, would pervert the Torah such that it will conform and justify his amoral way of life.

Of the many messages that we should derive from this Parsha, we might emphasize one in particular, one addresses an issue that is so common in our contemporary life. It seems quite popular that modern man because of his intense desires and hedonistic drives, will create for himself a definition of morality that will justify his way of life. All too often, men of many different walks of life, from diverse cultures representing diverse nations, will approach life with the attitude that God is 'okay' with me and my lifestyle. “God is my good friend and as long as I'm not hurting anyone, not stealing nor murdering, God will accept my pursuit of freedom and pleasure”. Modern man has a tendency of shaping the will of God to fit the desires of man. The message of the power of enticement and allurement by the evil inclination in the area of sexuality, is surely fundamental. But there is a more profound message in our Parsha about the repercussions of creating a society which condones the pursuit of base lusts and desires. That message is that when needs to live with his conscience, he will pervert the law itself and justify his way of life with the claim that 'God is on my side'. Our responsibility is twofold. Firstly to control our desires, to discipline ourselves, to curb our sexual appetites. In this  battle, we must act sooner than later, 'nip it in the bud' as we say. But our second obligation is to be dedicated to Truth. We must not let allow our desires to cloud the clarity of thought. One who is pure in thought and deed, can dedicate himself to the study of the Holy, pure and genuine Torah. Without that purity, there is a dangerous pitfall even in the House of Study, even within the context of the study of Torah. The danger of - Heaven forbid  - perverting the Torah as a result of impure thoughts, is a very serious one indeed. 

Let us commit ourselves to follow in the footsteps of Moshe, and dedicate ourselves to a life of purity, sanctity, and discipline, and by doing so to guarantee for ourselves success in understanding the Truths of Torah.
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