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Kindly take a moment to study MISHNAS CHAYIM in the merit of
 a fellow Jew who passed away with no relatives ,גיטל בת נחום ע"ה

to arrange Torah study on behalf of her neshamah.

לז"נ מרן הגה"ר שמואל יעקב בן הרב יצחק מתתיהו זצוק"ל

Making the ConneCtion 

Was Bilam schitzophrenic?
“And Bilam the son of Be’or was killed by the sword,” 
(Bamidbar 31:8). So the verse in this week’s parshah 
records Bilam’s death, as he was felled in the context of 
Yisrael’s war of vengeance against their Midianite enemies. 
Bilam’s ignominious end stands in sharp contradistinction 
to the sentiments he had previously expressed when he 
gazed admiringly at the Jewish nation: “Let my soul die the 
death of the upright ones, and let my end be like theirs,” 
(ibid. 23:10). Bilam hoped to die a natural death, and share 
in the reward of eternal bliss like the righteous; instead, he 
was killed, and dispatched to the netherworld (cf. Rashi to 
Sanhedrin 105a s.v. “tamus” & s.v. “v’im”).

Actually, Bilam’s whole essence seems to be one of 
contradictions. He possessed an intimate knowledge of 
Hashem, attaining a level of prophecy comparable to that 
of Moshe Rabbeinu (Sifri), yet he transgressed Hashem’s 
Will at every turn, and conducted his personal life in the 
most nefarious manner (to the extent that he even wed his 
donkey [Avodah Zarah 4b]).What could possibly account 
for Bilam’s mysterious behavior? As mentioned above, he 
yearned for the lot of the “upright ones,” a term which – as 
identified by the Gemara (ibid. 25a) – refers to Avraham, 
Yitzchak, and Ya’akov. This means that Bilam a) recognized 
the upstanding qualities of the forefathers, b) recognized 
that through those qualities one merits eternal reward, and c) 
desired the same for himself. Yet, he lived a life of depravity 
and evil, guaranteeing that he would earn just the opposite! 
What was he thinking?   

The answer, explains R’ Chaim Shmuelevitz (Sichos Mussar, 

5731, ch. 27; 5732, ch. 29), is both simple and tragic. The 
laws governing accidental defilement of the Sanctuary prove 
illustrative of the notion R’ Chaim aims to highlight.

putting tWo and tWo together

An individual who incurs ritual impurity may not enter 
the sanctified confines of the Sanctuary; if one does so 
(accidentally), he may gain atonement by bringing a 
sacrifice (known as korban oleh v’yoreid; cf. Vayikra 5:1-
13). Commonly, it is a state of temporary forgetfulness 
which causes a violation, as the Mishnah in Shevuos (1:2) 
illustrates:

 ּכֹל ֶׁשֶּיׁש ָּבּה ְיִדיָעה ַבְּתִחָּלה ִויִדיָעה ַבּסֹוף ְוֶהְעֵלם ִּבְנַּתִים, ֲהֵרי ֶזה ְּבעֹוֶלה
ְויֹוֵרד.

“One who has prior knowledge (of his state of defilement) 
as well as final knowledge, but has forgotten in between is 
liable for an oleh v’yoreid.”

The standard scenario entails an individual who was aware 
of his state of defilement. He temporarily forgot, and entered 
the Sanctuary. Subsequently, he recalls that he is impure and 
recognizes his violation, which may be rectified through the 
bringing of the sacrifice. 

In actuality, it is possible to become liable for this sacrifice 
even without such an overt display of temporary “memory 
loss.” Rashi (Shevuos 5a, s.v. yedi’as) lays out this more 
nuanced scenario: An individual was knowledgeable of the 
law (that through certain types of contact – e.g., with an 
unclean creature – one incurs defilement), was aware that he 
made contact (with an article of defilement), and entered the 
Sanctuary without forgetting any of the above; yet he may 
still be eligible for the sacrifice of unwillful violation! How 



For background purposes, we present here a brief 
synopsis of the Creation schedule, in which the items 
created on any given day of the Six Days of Creation 
are mentioned:
Day #1: Heaven and earth (and light).
Day #2: Firmament separating between the upper 
waters and the lower waters (the latter being the yam 
[sea]).
Day #3: Trees, grass, and all vegetation.
Day #4: Heavenly bodies of illumination (sun, moon, 
stars).
Day #5: Flying creatures and denizens of the sea. 
Day #6: Animals and man.

The Mishnah in Keilim (17:14) goes through 
each day of Creation, noting on which days materials 
susceptible to defilement were created:

ִני ֵאין ּבֹו ֻטְמָאה,  ֵ ּשׁ יֹום ָהִראׁשֹון ֻטְמָאה, ּבַ ְבָרא ּבְ ּנִ ֶ ַמה ּשׁ ְוֵיׁש ּבְ
ֻטְמָאה...  ֶהם  ּבָ ֵאין  י  ּוַבֲחִמיׁשִ ְרִביִעי  ּבָ ֻטְמָאה,  ּבֹו  ֶיׁש  י  ִליׁשִ ְ ּשׁ ּבַ

י, ָטֵמא. ִ ּשׁ ִ יֹום ַהּשׁ ְבָרא ּבְ ּנִ ׁשֶ

“From things created on day one, there are those 
that are susceptible to tumah. Nothing created on day 
two is susceptible to tumah. There are items created on 
day three with tumah-susceptibility. Days four and five 
contain no tumah-susceptible items... but creations of 
day six are tumah-susceptible.”

In all, days one, three and six contain tumah-
susceptible items, while days two, four and five do not. 
The Bartenura fills in the details: Generally speaking, 
materials become tumah-susceptible when they are 
fashioned into vessels or clothing – that is, depending 
on what the materials are. On the first day, the earth 
was created; earthenware vessels are susceptible to 
tumah. Day number two saw the fashioning of the 
firmament separating the waters; nothing there that 
could incur tumah. The third day saw the creation of the 
trees; wooden vessels are susceptible to tumah. On the 

fourth and fifth days, the heavenly bodies and creatures 

of the air and sea were formed, respectively. They do 

not incur tumah, and so, seemingly, a moon-rock jug, 

or a sharkskin purse would be tumah-free. However, 

leather-products from animals – created on the sixth 

day – would be susceptible to tumah. 

The Problem with Seaweed

Upon delving into some of the intricacies of this 

topic, a point to consider would be the various forms of 

sea vegetation (generally referred to as kelp or seaweed). 

Although possibly not the most fashionable by current 

standards, people did utilize (at one point or another) 

the abundant fibrous material supplied 
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is this possible? Rashi provides the key words:  ֹלא ִהְתּבֹוֵנן 
ֶׁשִנְטָמא ִלּבֹו  ַעל   He neglected to take the fact of his) ָלׂשּום 
defilement to heart). In other words, he knew that he came 
in contact with an agent of impurity; he knew intellectually 
what happens when one comes in contact with such an 
article; he simply failed to make the personal connection, 
and conclude that he himself was actually impure.

a message from the surgeon 
general...

This same failure to internalize in one’s heart what he knows 
with his mind is surprisingly prevalent in our everyday lives. 
For instance, a smoker knows that cigarettes are harmful; 
he knows that he’s burning out the protective follicles of 
his lungs and obliterating their immunity to disease; yet he 
continues to engage in this practice. How does one reconcile 

his behavior in light of his awareness? It would appear that 
the phenomenon mentioned above by Rashi is once again 
in play. He simply does not make that personal connection, 
and neglects to translate the theory into reality (cf. Michtav 
M’Eliyahu, vol. 1, p. 79). 

In truth, this is the exact strategy the yetzer hara (evil 
inclination) employs to lead us to sin. For example, how 
can anyone succumb to the temptation to speak lashon 
hara (evil gossip)? Doesn’t he know that this act is 
considered a grievous transgression, which carries with it 
severe retribution? The Gemara in Sotah (3a) states that a 
person only commits a sin if he is first overcome with a 
spirit of insanity. The implication could be in keeping with 
the aforementioned notion: Although the violator knows 
intellectually that his action is both improper and harmful, 
he fails to relate this knowledge to himself. As if overcome 
with a bout of temporary foolishness, he ignores that which 
he really knows to be true. Had this individual paused for a 
moment to reflect on his deed, he may very well have come 
to his senses and made the right choice.

R’ Chaim Shmuelevitz explains Bilam’s conduct in a 
similar manner. How could someone who possessed 
intimate knowledge of his Creator behave with the utmost 
of depravity? How could one who yearned for a portion 
in the World to Come stoop to levels of unprecedented 
wickedness? The answer seems to be that Bilam chose to 
ignore Rashi’s comments. Had he taken out a moment to 
examine his ways, he may have internalized in his heart 
what he knew in his mind. But he did not bother, and so his 
actions and character remained entirely disconnected from 
his intellectual knowledge. Hopefully, he will serve as a 
model for us, to avoid repeating similar mistakes.    

Coming Soon! It’s the volume you’ve been waiting for – The complete 
Mishnas Chayim. Your weekly dose of Mishnah on the Parshah, available 
at last in one easy-to-access text, a compendium of Torah thoughts 
encompassing Jewish outlook, halachah, historical perspectives and 
more. You read it every week. Now add it to your shelf. 
Coming to Jewish bookstores everywhere Tishrei 5772 (October 
2011).


