Balak’s Backfire: From Curses to Kindness
Exploring How Impure Intent Can Lead to Pure Results — NAY7 X2 NNY7 X' Jinn
with Rabbi Benjamin J. Samuels, PhD
Cong. Shaarei Tefillah, Newton, MA

I.  Opening Question: How can Balak's actions — pagan, adversarial, and
manipulative — be framed as a valid case of mitokh shelo lishmah ba lishmah? Aren't
‘Amon and Moav irredeemable?
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1. TB Sanhedrin 105b Rav Yehuda says that Rav says: A person should
always engage in Torah study and performance of a mitzvah even if he does
not do so for their own sake, as through engaging in them not for their own
sake, he will ultimately come to engage in them for their own sake. Proof for
this can be cited from the example of Balak, as in reward for the forty-two
offerings that Balak sacrificed, even though he sacrificed them to facilitate the
destruction of the Jewish people, he was privileged and Ruth descended from
him. Rabbi Yosei bar Huna says: Ruth was the daughter of Eglon, son of
the son of Balak, king of Moab.

2. Ruth Rabbah 2:9
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2. “They took for themselves Moavite wives: the name of one was Orpa, and the
name of the second was Ruth; and they dwelled there approximately ten years”
(Ruth 1:4).

“They took for themselves Moavite wives.” It is taught in the name of Rabbi Meir: They
did not convert them, they did not immerse them, the halakha had not yet been
innovated, such that they would not have been punished for them; “an Ammonite and
not a female Ammonite, a Moavite and not a female Moavite. (It had not yet been clarified

that the Torah’s prohibition against marrying a convert from the nations of Amon and Moav (see
Deuteronomy 23:4) applied only to male converts and not to female converts (see Yevamot 76b-77a).




Mahlon and Kilyon married them despite the fact that they did not convert, and despite the fact that, as far
as they were aware, it was forbidden to marry them even if they converted.)

“The name of one was Orpa,” because she turned her back [oref] to her mother-in-law.
“‘And the name of the second was Ruth [Rut],” because she saw [ra’ata] truth in the
words of her mother-in-law. Rabbi Beivai said in the name of Rabbi Reuven: Ruth and
Orpa were the daughters of Eglon, as it is stated: “ have a secret matter for you
king.*Eglon, king of Moav. He said: Be silent...” (Judges 3:19), and it is written: “Ehud
came to him...Ehud said: | have a matter of God to you, and he stood from his throne”
(Judges 3:20). The Holy One blessed be He said to him: ‘You arose from your
throne in deference to Me, by your life, | will establish a son from you who will sit
on the throne of God.’
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3. Devarim 23 (4) An Ammonite or a Moabite shall not enter into the assembly of
Hashem; even to the tenth generation none belonging to them shall enter into the
assembly of Hashem forever, (5) because they didn't meet you with bread and with water
on the way, when you came forth out of Egypt, and because they hired against you
Balaam the son of Beor from Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse you. (6) Nevertheless
Hashem your God wouldn't listen to Balaam; but Hashem your God turned the curse
into a blessing to you, because Hashem your God loved you.

Il. The Shelo Lishmah Framework — Classic Model
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4. TB Pesachim 49b MISHNA: In a place where the people were accustomed to
perform labor on Passover eve until midday, one may do so on that day. In a place

where the people were accustomed not to perform labor, one may not do so. The
performance of labor on the eve of Passover is not prohibited by Torah law, but is dependent on local custom. If one
travels from a place where people perform labor on Passover eve to a place where peopie do not perform labor,
or from a place where people do not perform labor on Passover eve to a place where people perform labor, the
Sages impose upon him the stringencies of both the place from which he left and the stringencies of the
place to which he went, In both cases, he may not perform labor. The Sages stated a principle: And a person may
not deviate from the local custom, due to potential dispute. Similarly, one who transports Sabbatical Year
produce from a place where a crop has ceased in the fields to a place where it has not yet ceased or from a
place where it has not yet ceased to a place where it has already ceased is obligated to remove the produce
from his possession, in accordance with the stringencies of both locations. It is permitted for homeowners to eat
Sabbatical Year produce in their houses only as long as that species of fruit remains in the field as ownerless
property. However, once that particular fruit is no longer available for animals in the fields, one is required to remove
what remains of that species from his home. The statement in the mishna is referring to one who transported fruit
from a location where it ceased in the fields to one where it did not, and vice versa. Rabbi Yehuda says that he need
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not remove the produce, as he can say to a local resident: You, too, go out and bring this produce from a place
where it remains in the field.
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5. GEMARA: The Gemara asks: Why discuss this prohibition particularly with regard to
Passover eves? It is prohibited to perform labor even on Shabbat eves and Festival eves as
well, as it was taught in a baraita: One who performs labor on Shabbat eves and Festival
eves from minha time onward never sees a sign of blessing from this work. The Gemara
answers that there is a difference between the two situations: There, in the case of Shabbat and
Festivals, performing labor is prohibited from minha time onward; it is not prohibited adjacent
to minha time, i.e., just before it. Here, in the case of Passover eve, it is prohibited from
midday. Alternatively, there, on Shabbat eve and Festival eve, it is a sign of blessing that he
does not see; however, the Sages do not excommunicate him for performing labor. Here, in
the case of Passover eve, the Sages also excommunicate him for performing labor, as it is
explicitly prohibited. The Gemara cites the source of the matter itself in its entirety: One who
performs labor on Shabbat eves or on Festival eves from minha time onward, and similarly
one who works immediately upon the conclusion of Shabbat, or the conclusion of a
Festival, or the conclusion of Yom Kippur, or on any occasion where there is a trace of
sin, which comes to include a communal fast, e.g., the Ninth of Av or a fast for rain, when it is
prohibited to perform labor, never sees a sign of blessing from this work. If one performs labor
just before Shabbat or immediately after Shabbat, the concern is that even a slight
miscalculation could lead to performance of labor on Shabbat itself, when it is prohibited.
Apropos reward or lack thereof, the Gemara cites the Tosefta in which the Sages taught:
There is one who is diligent and rewarded for his diligence; and there is one who is diligent
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and penalized due to his diligence; there is one who is lazy and rewarded; and there is one
who is lazy and penalized. How so? Diligent and rewarded is referring to one who works the
entire week and does not work on Shabbat eve. Diligent and penalized is one who works
all week and works on Shabbat eve. Lazy and rewarded is one who does not work the
entire week and does not work on Shabbat eve. Lazy and penalized is one who does not
work the entire week and works on Shabbat eve to complete the work he neglected to
perform during the week. Rava said: With regard to those women of Mehoza, even though
they do not perform labor on Shabbat eve, it is due to excessive pampering, as neither do
they work on any other day. Even so, we call them lazy and rewarded. Despite the fact that
their laziness is not motivated by piety, their inactivity has a positive aspect to it.

On the topic of reward for a mitzva fulfilled without intent, Rava raised a contradiction: It is
written: “For Your mercy is great unto the heavens, and Your truth reaches the skies”
(Psalms 57:11); and it is written elsewhere: “For Your mercy is great above the heavens,
and Your truth reaches the skies” (Psalms 108:5). How so0? How can these verses be
reconciled? The Gemara explains: Here, where the verse says that God’s mercy is above the
heavens, it is referring to a case where one performs a mitzva for its own sake; and here,
where the verse says that God’s mercy reaches the heavens, it is referring to a case where one
performs a mitzva not for its own sake. Even a mitzva performed with ulterior motives garners
reward, as Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: A person should always engage in Torah study
and performance of mitzvot, even if he does so not for their own sake, as through the
performance of mitzvot not for their own sake, one gains understanding and comes to perform

them for their own sake.
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6. Tosafot on Pesachim 50b. s.v. "v’kan b’osim shelo lishma":

"And here [the Gemara permits engaging in mitzvot] when they are done not for
their own sake (shelo lishma), in accordance with Rav Yehuda."

Question: This is difficult, for Rav himself said in the second chapter of Berakhot
(17a): "Anyone who engages in Torah not for its own sake, it would have been
better for him had he not been created!"

Answer: Rabbeinu Yitzchak explains that there [in Berakhot], the case refers to
someone who studies Torah in order to show off, to provoke, or to defeat others in
halacha, and does not study with the intention of practicing it. But here [in
Pesachim], the case is similar to what was taught earlier—"There is one who lowers
himself and gains" (Proverbs 11:24)—such as one who does not work the entire
Shabbat, nor on Friday (Erev Shabbat), not because he intends anything bad, but
simply out of laziness. Even so, "His kindness reaches to the heavens" (Psalms
57:11), meaning: his deeds are still counted as meritorious.
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8.TB Berakhot 16-17 After his prayer, Rav Safra said the following: May it be Your will,
Lord our God, that You establish peace in the heavenly entourage [pamalia] of angels
each of whom ministers to a specific nation (see Daniel 10), and whose infighting causes war on
earth; and in the earthly entourage, the Sages, and among the disciples engaged in the
study of Your Torah, whether they engage in its study for its own sake or not for its own
sake. And all those engaged in Torah study not for its own sake, may it be Your will that
they will come to engage in its study for its own sake...

Rava was wont to say: The objective of Torah wisdom is to achieve repentance and good
deeds; that one should not read the Torah and study mishna and become arrogant and
spurn his father and his mother and his teacher and one who is greater than he in
wisdom or in the number of students who study before him, as it is stated: “The beginning
of wisdom is fear of the Lord, a good understanding have all who fulfill them” (Psalms
111:10). It is not stated simply: All who fulfill, but rather: All who fulfill them, those who
perform these actions as they ought to be performed, meaning those who do such deeds for
their own sake, for the sake of the deeds themselves, not those who do them not for their
own sake. Rava continued: One who does them not for their own sake, it would have been
preferable for him had he not been created.
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9. TB Ta’anit 7a It is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Bena’a would say: Anyone who engages
in Torah for its own sake, his Torah study will be an elixir of life for him, as it is stated: “It
is a tree of life to them who lay hold upon it” (Proverbs 3:18), and it says: “It shall be
health to your navel” (Proverbs 3:8), and it says: “For whoever finds Me finds life”
(Proverbs 8:35). And anyone who engages in Torah not for its own sake, e.g., for
self-aggrandizement, his Torah will be an elixir of death for him, as it is stated: “My doctrine
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shall drop [ya’arof] as the rain,” and arifa means nothing other than killing, as it is stated:
“And they shall break the heifer’s neck [arefu] there in the valley” (Deuteronomy 21 4).
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11. Maharam Chalava on Pesachim 50b:

“From [doing a mitzvah] not for its own sake one comes to do it for its own sake.”

You might ask: But didn’t we say in the chapter Hayah Korei [Berakhot 17a],
“‘Anyone who studies Torah not for its own sake—it would have been better for him
had he not been created”?

And in tractate Ta’anit [7a] we say: “Rabbi Bana'a said: One who studies Torah for
its own sake—the Torah becomes an elixir of life for him; but one who studies not
for its own sake—it becomes a deadly poison.”

Answer: There are two types of not for its own sake:

One is when a person engages [in Torah] out of love and awe [of God], or to
understand the wisdom of the Torah—even though it is not yet purely
lishmah—from this kind of shelo lishmah, one will come to lishmah.

But one who studies to aggrandize himself or to provoke and challenge
others—for him, it would have been better had he not been created.
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12. Maharsha on Ta’anit 7a — "It becomes an elixir of life... or a deadly

poison"

The Rambam, in his Eight Chapters, writes that the healing of the soul is
comparable to the healing of the body. In bodily medicine, a drug may be
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beneficial only when properly compounded with other ingredients by the hands
of a skilled physician. If not prepared properly, the very same drug could be
harmful, even fatal, by worsening the patient's illness.

Similarly, Torah is a medicine for the soul, as it says in Parashat Bo, “This is the
Torah that Moses placed before the Children of Israel” (Deut. 4:44)—do not read
‘placed’ (ow) but ‘a potion’ (no).

If a person merits—that is, if one uses the potion properly, according to the
trustworthy doctor’s instructions (i.e., studies Torah lishmah, for its own
sake)—then Torah becomes a potion of life (sam chayim) for their soul.

He supports this with the verse: “It is a tree of life to those who hold fast to it
(Proverbs 3:18)—just like a certain tree might yield a beneficial medicine when
boiled with other ingredients, so too Torah becomes life-giving when held fast
lishmah. '

Likewise: ‘It will be healing to your flesh...” (Proverbs 3:8), and just before that it
says: “Fear the Lord..."—that is, study lishmah.

And again: “Whoever finds Me finds life...” (Proverbs 8:35), and before that: “Happy
is the one who listens to Me”—again, referring to learning Torah with proper
intent.

But if one studies not for its own sake (shelo lishmah), then Torah can become the
opposite—a deadly poison (sam mavet) that harms him.

This is likened to rain: sometimes it is beneficial and life-giving, such as during
the rainy season; but sometimes it is unwanted and even destructive, such as
during the dry season—as explained earlier in the sugya.

13 Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Talmud Torah 3:6
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The first aspect of a person's judgement [in the world to come] will center on Torah
study. Only afterwards will his other deeds [be considered].

Accordingly, our Sages would say: "A person should always occupy himself in
Torah study, whether for God's sake or even if not for God's sake, for from [the
study of Torah which] is not carried out for God's sake will come [the study of Torah
which] is carried out for God's sake. (8) A person whose heart inspires him to fulfill
this mitzvah in a fitting manner and to become crowned with the crown of Torah
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should not divert his attention to other matters. He should not set his intent on
acquiring Torah together with wealth and honor simultaneously.

[Rather,] this is the path of Torah: Eat bread with salt, drink water in small measure,
sleep on the ground, live a life of difficulty, and toil in Torah.

The task is not incumbent upon you to complete, nor are you free to desist from it. If
you have acquired much Torah, you have acquired much reward, and that reward is
commensurate with the difficulty [invested].

Therefore the Sages said: “A person should always engage in Torah study even
shelo lishmah, for from shelo lishmah one comes to lishmah.”

14. Rambam, Introduction to Perek Chelek (Commentary on Sanhedrin 10th
C

hapter)
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And you, who are studying this work, understand the parable | am about to present to you. Then
prepare your heart and pay close attention to all | will say. _

The parable: Imagine a small child who is brought to a teacher to be instructed in Torah. This
study is the greatest possible good for him in terms of what he will ultimately attain in perfection.
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However, due to his young age and weakness of intellect, he does not comprehend the value of
that good, nor what it can bring him in terms of true fulfillment.

Therefore, the teacher—being more complete in understanding—must motivate the child to
learn by using means that are beloved and desirable to a person of that age. He says to him:
“Read, and | will give you nuts or figs or a bit of honey.” With that incentive, the child begins
to read and put forth effort—not for the reading itself, because he does not yet understand its
worth, but in order to obtain that sweet food. To him, those treats are more precious than the
study, and he certainly considers them better. Thus, he views learning as toil and exertion,
which he undertakes only in order to reach his desired end: a nut or a spoonful of honey.

When he grows older and his intellect strengthens, and those things he once cherished seem
trivial to him, and he comes to prefer other things, then his teacher motivates him again by
offering what is now more beloved to him. He says: “Study, and | will buy you fine shoes or
handsome clothing.” And again, he studies—not for the sake of the learning, but for the
clothing. That garment is now more precious in his eyes than Torah, and he considers it the true
purpose of his reading.

As his mind matures further and even this reward is diminished in his eyes, he begins to desire
things greater than clothing. Then his teacher says: “Learn this parashah or this chapter,
and I will give you a silver coin or two.” And so he studies and exerts effort in order to
receive the money. That money is nhow more important to him than the learning itself, for his
purpose in learning is to receive the promised gold or silver.

Later, when his intellect is fully developed and he realizes that this too is a lowly and empty
goal, he sets his heart on something even greater. His teacher now says: “Study so that you
may become a rabbi and a judge, and people will honor you, rise before you, obey your
commands, and your name will be great during your lifetime and after your death—like
Rabbi So-and-So and Rabbi So-and-So.” Now he studies and strives to achieve that status,
and his goal becomes the honor that people give him, the status they afford him, and the praise
they heap upon him.

All of this, however, is blameworthy. But because of the limitations of human intellect at each
stage, a person must initially be given a goal other than wisdom itself. He says to himself:
“Why should I learn? In order to achieve honor.” But this, in truth, is foolishness. This kind of
study is what the Sages called shelo lishmah—not for its own sake—meaning that a person
performs mitzvot or studies Torah or exerts effort in religious matters not for the sake of those
things themselves, but for something external.

The Sages warned against this and said (Avot 4:5): “Do not make them [the Torah and mitzvot]
a crown to magnify yourself with, nor a spade to dig with.” They were referring to what I've
explained: that the goal of wisdom should not be honor from others, nor material gain, and one
should not use the Torah of God as a means of earning a livelihood. The only true purpose of
studying wisdom is to know it. Similarly, the only purpose of knowing truth is to affirm that it is
truth. The Torah is truth, and the goal of knowing it is to fulfill it.

The moral: It is inappropriate for a complete person to say, “When | fulfill these good character
traits and avoid these negative ones that God has commanded me about, what reward will |
receive?” For that is like a child saying, “If | read this, what will you give me?” and the adult
replies with a prize—because the child does not understand the real benefit, and we answer him
according to his foolishness, as it says (Proverbs 26:5): “Answer a fool according to his folly.”
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The Sages warned against this as well—that one should not serve God and perform mitzvot for
any extrinsic reason. This is what the great Sage Antigonus of Socho meant when he said (Avot
1:3): “Do not be like servants who serve the master for the sake of receiving a reward; rather, be
like servants who serve the master not for the sake of receiving a reward.” He meant: believe in
the truth because it is the truth. This is what we call serving out of love. The Sages also said
(Avodah Zarah 19a): “He desires greatly in His commandments’ (Psalms 112:1)—in His
commandments, not in the reward for His commandments.”

This is a powerful and clear proof of our earlier claim. And even more explicit is what is said in
the Sifrei: “Perhaps you will say: | study Torah so that | may become rich, or so that | may be
called ‘Rabbi’, or so that | may earn reward in the World to Come? The verse says (Deut.
11:13): ‘To love the Lord your God'—whatever you do, do out of love.”

Now you understand this matter, and see that it is the intention of the Torah and the foundation
of the teachings of the Sages. Only a foolish and misguided person—misled by absurd
ideas—could ignore this.

This is the greatness of our father Abraham, peace be upon him: he served out of love (Sotah
31a). This is the proper path of spiritual awakening.

But because the Sages knew that this truth is very difficult to attain, and not everyone can grasp
it—and even if one does grasp it, one might not be convinced at the outset that it is a valid form
of faith—since people generally act only in pursuit of benefit or to avoid harm, and anything
beyond that seems to them pointless—they permitted the masses to practice the
commandments with the hope of reward and to refrain from sin out of fear of punishment.
They even encouraged such motives and reinforced them until a person gains strength in faith,
becomes accustomed to practicing Torah, and then returns to serve out of love.

This is what the Sages meant when they said (Pesachim 50b): “A person should always engage
in Torah study and mitzvot, even not for its own sake, because from not for its own sake, one
will come to for its own sake.”
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15. Ran’s Commentary on Pesachim 50b

“Here it speaks of one who acts lishmah (for its own sake), and there it speaks of
one who acts shelo lishmah (not for its own sake).”

But if you ask: Didn't Rav Yehuda himself say in the chapter Hayah Korei (Berakhot
17a) that anyone who engages in Torah study shelo lishmah, it would have
been better if he had not been created?

The answer is that there are many types of shelo lishmabh.



The case there [in Berakhof] refers to someone who studies Torah in order to
provoke others or to glorify himself.

And since his intention is for a transgression, it would indeed be better if he had
not been created.

But here [in Pesachim], the individual does not intend either a transgression or a
mitzvah — rather, it is like the case of “one who lowers himself and gains,” as
the Gemara says.

lll. The Challenge of Balak and Eglon and Possible Reconciliations
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