
Balak 5781 - Tents vs. Dwellings
Source Sheet by Rabbi Marina Yergin

Numbers 24:5-9

(5) How fair are your tents, O Jacob, Your dwellings, O
Israel! (6) Like palm-groves that stretch out, Like gardens
beside a river, Like aloes planted by the LORD, Like cedars
beside the water; (7) Their boughs drip with moisture, Their
roots have abundant water. Their king shall rise above Agag,
Their kingdom shall be exalted. (8) God who freed them from
Egypt Is for them like the horns of the wild ox. They shall
devour enemy nations, Crush their bones, And smash their
arrows. (9) They crouch, they lie down like a lion, Like the king
of beasts; who dare rouse them? Blessed are they who bless
you, Accursed they who curse you!

במדבר כ״ד:ה׳
י�(ה) ב ִמְׁשְּכנֶֹת֖ ֹ֑ י� יֲַעק בּו אָֹהֶל֖ ֹ֥ ַמה־ּט

ת(ו)יְִׂשָרֵאֽל׃ ֹ֖ יּו ְּכגַּנ ים נִָּט֔ רִּכנְָחִל֣ י נָָה֑ ֲעֵל֣
ה ַּכֲאָרִז֖ים ֲעֵלי־ָמֽיִם׃ ע יְהָֹו֔ (ז)ַּכֲאָהִלי֙ם נַָט֣

יִם ו ְוזְַר֖עֹו ְּבַמ֣ ְליָ֔ יִ֙ם ִמָּד֣ םִיּֽזַל־ַמ֙ ֹ֤ ים ְויָר ַרִּב֑
א ַמְלֻכֽתֹו׃ ל(ח)ֵמֲֽאגַ֙ג ַמְלּ֔כֹו ְוִתּנֵַּׂש֖ ֵא֚

ם ֑לֹו ת ְרֵא֖ ֹ֥ יִם ְּכתֹוֲעפ למֹוִצי֣אֹו ִמִּמְצַר֔ יֹאַכ֞
יו ם ְוִחָּצ֥ ם יְגֵָר֖ יו ְוַעְצמֵֹתיֶה֛ ּגֹוִי֣ם ָצָר֗

יא(ט)יְִמָחֽץ׃ י ּוְכָלִב֖ ב ַּכֲאִר֛ ע ָׁשַכ֧ יָּכַר֨ ִמ֣
י� ָאֽרּור׃ י� ָב֔רּו� ְואְֹרֶר֖ ּנּו ְמָבְרֶכ֣ יְִקיֶמ֑

Hebrew English Understanding (from Sforno on Numbers 24:5)
י� אָֹהֶל֖ your tents a reference to the Torah academies

י� ִמְׁשְּכנֶֹת֖ your
dwellings

a reference to the synagogues of the Jews all over, as well as to their Temples
when these existed. (In Talmud, Rabbi Yochanan says that this is a reference
to synagogues and Jewish schools -- houses of studies that are equivalent to
Tabernacles devoted to God as His residence.)

Sforno on Numbers 24:5:2

The reason that Bilaam said טובומה , mah tovu, an unusual formulation, is that he wanted to make plain that
the Torah academies are not only of benefit to the people who study in them, but that they also are good in
a transitive sense, i.e. their very existence is of benefit to the entire nation.
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Sanhedrin 108a: Rabbi Yochanan says Bilaam wanted to curse them, so that there would no longer be
houses of Torah study and houses of worship, but he ended up blessing them. He did not want God to rest
among the Jewish people. Instead he ended up saying, "Mishkenotecha Yisrael," "Your dwelling place,
Yisrael." From Peninim al HaTorah, Volume 11

How does this relate to us today? What do we learn from this?

The primary requisite for maintaining God's Presence in our synagogues and schools is that there be no
rivalry among Jews. When we do not respect one another, when our differences constitute a reason for
denigration or envy, then the yetzer hara, evil-inclination, takes a stranglehold on our souls, encouraging us
to follow our physical desires. Only after one has cleansed himself of this demanding and demeaning
character trait can he ascend the spiritual ladder. From Peninim al HaTorah, Volume 11

...Malbim infers that it is not the structures Balaam calls "goodly"; he is, rather, alluding to the goodness
being inculcated and modeled within them. Malbim concludes that Balaam waxed poetic over Israel's
moral--rather than aesthetic--beauty. When schools teach and homes model goodness, that value can be
effectively transmitted to our children....Kenneth J Weiss, 2002. Voices of Torah


