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22:1, 25, and Deut. 34:1). And he has grown distant from the people, with whom 
he once so strongly identified but from whom he will soon part ways. This is a new 
generation; they don’t share his past in Egypt, and he won’t share their future in 
the Land. He’s been increasingly impatient and even angry with them, and less 
effective in reaching them. 
It is not a stretch to imagine Moses plagued with doubts about his legacy, his 
authenticity, and his character: “What have I really achieved? Will the people be 
able to sustain the vision without me? Has my service been true and my 
motivation pure, or have I used my spiritual gifts for my own gain? What does my 
anger and frustration with the people say of me? Have I loved the Israelites 
enough and genuinely served them?” In short: "Am I a true prophet and servant of 
God, following in Abraham’s footsteps, or merely an unworthy parody?” 
One need not be a student of Freud to connect such doubts to a dream about a 
“heathen” prophet, who 

 sees the Israelites only from afar, and whose name (Balaam) suggests 
belo am—“one without a people” (see BT Sanhedrin 105a); 

 is told by God to go forward and is then stymied by impassable 
roadblocks;  

 is revealed as a buffoon when he is bested by a talking donkey; and 
 repeatedly offers words which fail to “take.” 

Perhaps most challengingly, the dream may reflect uncomfortable questions and 
feelings about God. Recently, Moses has twice tried to follow God’s instructions, 
but to disastrous effect: sending spies to the Land (Num. 13-14), and taking a rod 
to draw water from a rock (Num. 20:6–12). Both incidents resulted in divine wrath, 
and a decree forbidding first the people, and then Moses himself, to enter the 
Land. So here, God seems inconsistent in dealing with Balaam, telling him to go 
forward, then being angry when he does.  
Or perhaps Moses identifies even more closely with the donkey, a mute creature 
made to speak by God, whose complaint of being mistreated reads perfectly as a 
fantasy dialogue between Moses and God after Moses has struck the rock: 
Donkey: “Why have you beaten 
me?”  
Balaam: “Because you mocked me. 
Would that I had a sword in my hand, 
for now I would kill you.” 
Donkey: “Am I not your donkey that 
you have ridden forever until today? 
Have I been accustomed to do such 
a thing to you?” (Num. 22:28–30) 

Moses: “Why have you beaten me?” 
God: “Because you failed to have faith in 
Me, and to sanctify Me publicly, therefore 
you will not bring this congregation into 
the Land.” (Num. 20:12) 
Moses: “Am I not Your servant that You 
have used forever until today? Have I been 
accustomed to do such a thing to You?” 

In other words, if the story of Balaam and Balak is actually Moses’s dream, it is a 
dream emerging from a crisis of faith: faith in himself, in the people, in God and 
God’s ways, and in the ability of human beings to connect, understand, and serve. It 
emerges from a fundamental anxiety: Not am I blessed or cursed, but am I bringing 
blessing or curse? Are my life and effort for the good? And reading it thus not only 
explains the bizarreness of the story, but opens important teachings for us. 
First, by revealing the full humanity of Moses, with all of his doubts, fears, mixed 
motives, and anxieties, the Torah simultaneously offers comfort and conveys 
responsibility. We need not judge ourselves harshly for our own self-doubts and 
anxieties, but neither can we use them to excuse a failure to move forward. Such 
concerns and anxieties don’t disqualify us from leadership or service. On the 
contrary, self-doubt and introspection are hallmarks of authentic service; we should 
worry, instead, if we ourselves (or our putative leaders) lack such doubts. 
Second, our parashah is no longer a story about a wicked man whose evil designs 
are thwarted by an interventionist God. Instead, it portrays righteousness as the 
courage to struggle with one’s dark side, to face one’s fears and doubts. If it is true 
that every character in a dream represents the dreamer, then God here is not a 
supernatural being but an aspect of Moses himself—the divine spark in him, able to 
illuminate his own inner challenges and impurities and to transform them. 
At times we all are—or fear we are—Balaam. We have mixed motives, we get full of 
ourselves, or we are seduced by money and power. We push in the wrong 
directions, grasp at the wrong things, and sometimes fail to see what even an ass 
can see. We may doubt our ability to make a difference, doubt that good will ever 
triumph. But somehow—through our own efforts in confronting and managing the 
worst within ourselves, in combination with opening ourselves to being transformed 
in ways we can’t quite understand—somewhat mysteriously and in spite of ourselves, 
we may turn even our curses to blessings. 
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