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In the Parsha this week we learn of the King of Moav, Balak, taking counsel from the 
elders of Midyan as to how best to protect his nation from the Jewish people who were 
advancing towards the land of Israel. His plan was to hire the famous and powerful 
Bilam who was renowned for his witchcraft and sorcery. Bilam was instructed to curse 
the Jewish people who were visible from the heights of Moav.  
However, Bilam was not able to curse the Jews as Hashem put words of blessing in 
his mouth and he ended up praising the people he was brought to curse.      
There are two phrases that Bilam uttered that have made it into our prayer liturgy. The 
one being “Ma To’vu Ohalecha Yaakov...” which we say every morning upon entering 
a shul, the other is “Lo Hibit Aven B’Yaakov…” which is inserted in our Mussaf Rosha 
Hashana prayers. 
 
Rabbi Baruch Haleivi Epstein in his commentary on Tefilah, wonders why the Rabbis 
who compiled the siddur chose the words of an enemy of the Jews as part of the 
prayers? 
 
There is certainly no shortage of words of praise to the Jewish people from our very 
own prophets, why were these phrases selected that were composed by someone 
who hated the Jews and wanted to cause them harm? 
One answer he suggests is based on a guiding principle in Judaism,” Receive the 
truth from the one who says it”. The truth is worth listening to no matter what the 
source may be. The Mishnah in Ethics of our Fathers states “Don’t look at the jug but 
at what is inside it”. All too often we are quick to disregard ideas or feedback because 
we judge the place of origin before considering the content. Perhaps what the Rabbis 
are teaching us by putting the words of Bilam into our holy prayers is exactly this point. 
Although Bilam was not a role model individual if he said something true we need to 
pay attention to it.  
 
This lesson is vital in all areas of life and especially in a school whether it is from the 
perspective of a teacher who needs to be open to feedback or from a student who is 
seeking knowledge. Both parties need to sift through their bias of the source of the 
information and take what is true and acknowledge it for being so.       
 


