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In loving memory of Tzemach ben Yisrael z”l

“God opened the mouth of 
the donkey and it said to 

Bilaam, ‘What have I done 
to you that you struck me 

these three times?’”  
(Bemidbar 22:28)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) –  Bemidbar 22:2-12
Balak, the king of Moab, having seen that the Israelites defeated the Emorites, is afraid 
that they will plot against him. Balak sends emissaries to Midian, to Bilaam the son 
of Be’or, asking him to curse the Israelites. Bilaam tells Balak’s emissaries to stay the 
night, to give him time to see how God will instruct him. God appears to Bilaam at night 
and warns him not to travel to Moab to curse the Israelites, who are a blessed nation. 

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 22:13-20
Bilaam wakes up in the morning and tells Balak’s officers that he is unable to go with 
them, due to God’s warning. After they report back to Balak, he sends higher-ranking 
officers to persuade Bilaam. Bilaam repeats that he is bound by God’s word. God again 
appears to Bilaam at night, telling him that he has permission to go, but that he must 
do what He instructs him.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 22:21-38
Bilaam saddles his donkey and travels with Balak’s officers. God is angered by Bilaam’s 
decision and sends an angel to impede him. The donkey sees the angel, who has 
a drawn sword in his hand. She deviates from the road to avoid the angel. Bilaam, 

Sidra Summary

In Search of 
the Real You

“How goodly are 
your tents, Jacob, 
your dwelling places, 
Israel.” These are the 
time-hallowed words 

uttered by Bilaam when attempting 
to curse the Jewish nation and 
ultimately blessing them.

There are many blessings that 
Bilaam expressed, yet this is the 
only one that we all know; it even 
made its way into the opening 
of our daily prayer service (green 
siddur p.4). Why?

Jacob and Israel reflect two 
different dimensions of our 
sacred patriarch – and really by 
extension two different dimensions 
of every one of us. “How goodly 
are your tents, Jacob.” A tent is 
a flimsy structure, vulnerable to 
the elements. Jacob reflects our 
vulnerability, what we are like 
alone in the tent. “Your dwelling 
places, Israel.” A dwelling is a solid 
structure. It is the strong exterior 
shown to the outside world. Only 
when Jacob wrestled with the 
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unable to see the angel, hits the donkey. The angel positions 
himself between two parallel fences. When the donkey moves 
towards the wall, pressing Bilaam’s leg against it, Bilaam 
again hits her. The angel then places himself in a narrow part 
of the path, making it impossible for the donkey to circumvent 
him. She stops and crouches, causing Bilaam to get angry 
and hit her again. God “opens the mouth of the donkey”, who 
defends her actions. God now “uncovers Bilaam’s eyes” and he 
sees the angel. The angel chastises Bilaam, who admits his sin 
and suggests that he returns home. The angel responds that 
he can continue his journey but must not say anything other 
than what God tells him. Balak goes out to greet Bilaam on the 
border of Arnon.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 22:39-23:12
Bilaam and Balak go to a vantage point from where Bilaam 
can see the edge of the Israelite camp. Bilaam tells Balak to 
build him seven altars and give him seven bulls and rams to 
sacrifice. Balak complies and Bilaam sacrifices the animals. 

God appears to Bilaam and tells him what to say. Against his 
will, Bilaam actually blesses the Israelites. Balak is incensed, 
yet Bilaam claims that he is unable to defy God’s command.

Point to Consider: How do we see Bilaam trying to emulate 
the patriachs? (see Rashi to 23:4)

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 23:13-26
Balak takes Bilaam to a new location in the hope of a better 
result. Once again, Bilaam brings animal offerings. As before, 
God appears to Bilaam, who can only bless, not curse, the 
Israelites.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 23:27-24:13
Balak and Bilaam go to a third location. After bringing the 
offerings to the altar, Bilaam sees the encampments of the 
Israelites and “the spirit of God rests upon him” so that he 
actually no longer wants to curse them (Rashi). Again Bilaam 
blesses Israel. Balak dismisses him.

angel, and stepped up to his brother 
Esau, was he called Israel.

There are two dimensions to each 
of our lives. There is our vulnerable 
side which few, if anyone, ever 
sees. Then there is the other, 
stronger personality which we 
project to the outside world. 

The face we portray to the 
outside world may not be who 

we really are at our core. We fear 
exposing too much of ourselves out 
of concern about being judged and 
not being perceived the same way 
again. Everyone is born authentic, 
but as we grow up, we spend too 
much time separating from who we 
are, acting like we are something 
different. 

Perhaps that is why we start each 

day with Bilaam’s declaration. It 
reminds us daily that the greatest 
challenge in life is discovering 
who we are. The second greatest 
challenge is being happy with 
what we find. You are not your 
job. You are not your Instagram 
account or how many friends you 
have on Facebook. You are not your 
car, or house. In fact, you are not 
your children, nor your friends, nor 
people you try to impress.

To be authentic means to find the 
key to happiness and success within 
oneself, not within society. You have 
to have the courage to be free of 
other people’s opinions. “What you 
think of me is none of my business.” 

Bilaam’s enduring message is, 
have an authentic moment each 
day when you can connect with 
yourself with everything switched 
off around you – everything but your 
soul. There is no one to impress or 
appease. Then ask yourself, “Does 
the life I am living resonate with my 
inner being? Do I have the courage 
to live more authentically?” When 
you do this, you will be happier, 
healthier and ultimately attract the 
life that you were meant to live. 

We fear exposing 
too much of 
ourselves out of 
concern about being 
judged and not being 
perceived the same 
way again.



7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 24:14-25:9
Before leaving, Bilaam tells Balak that the Israelites could be 
vulnerable to licentious behaviour (Rashi). He then prophesies 
about future stages of their history. Bilaam and Balak go their 
separate ways. 

The Israelites settle in Shittim where the men are attracted 
to Moabite women, as well as towards worshipping the idol 
Pe’or. Pinchas, a grandson of Aharon, sees a public display of 
licentious behaviour and kills the culprit, Zimri from the tribe 
of Shimon, along with Kozbi, the Midianite princess.

17th Tammuz - The Ultimate Day 
of Celebration?

The Fast of 17th Tammuz 
is a day of mourning 
commemorating the 
breach of the walls 
of Jerusalem by the 

Romans, which led to the destruction 
of the Second Temple1.  However, 
the Chatam Sofer (Rabbi Moshe 
Sofer, 1762-1839) writes that 17th 
Tammuz is actually the ultimate day of 
celebration. How do we understand 
this?

The answer lies in the connection 
we find between Parashat Balak and 
17th Tammuz, which always occur in 
close proximity.

If one considers the story of 
Balak, king of Moav, it is hard to 
understand his exceptional boldness. 
He determines to take on the Jewish 
people, despite having witnessed 
how successfully they had already 
defeated other nations who assaulted 
them. The Arizal (Rabbi Yitzchak 
Luria, 1534-1572) explains that Balak 
understood that from his nation would 
descend Ruth, the great-grandmother 
of King David and ultimately 
ancestress of the Mashiach, so what 
could go wrong? 

The Chatam Sofer states that 

1  Mishna (Ta’anit 4:6) lists several other tragedies that befell the Jewish people on this date: Moshe broke the Tablets on Mount Sinai; the daily 
Tamid offering ceased to be brought; prior to Bar Kochba's revolt, a Torah scroll was burnt; an idol was erected in the Temple.

2  The ‘Writings’ that comprise the third section of the Tanach (Hebrew Bible), following the five books of the Torah and the Prophets.

on 15th Tammuz, Ruth married 
Boaz, and what Balak had foreseen 
centuries earlier began to come to 
fruition. It was on the night of 16th 
Tammuz that Ruth conceived, giving 
birth to Oved, the grandfather of King 
David, some nine months later. So 
we see that the seeds of salvation 
had already begun to sprout by 17th 
Tammuz.

A view in the Talmud (Bava Batra 
14b) maintains that the Ketuvim2 
commence with the Book of Ruth. 
However, according to the view 
that Iyov (Job) was one of Pharaoh’s 
advisors, Iyov lived in the time of 
Moshe, and so the Book of Iyov 
should be placed chronologically 
before Ruth in the Ketuvim.  

The Talmud replies that we do not 
want to start with Iyov as it is a book 
of suffering, and so Ruth is placed 
first. However, Ruth is hardly the 
picture of happiness either; she too 
suffers immeasurably, with the death 
of her spouse, the loss of her wealth, 
and her becoming a stranger in a 
totally unfamiliar environment. The 
difference here, though, is that the 
Ruth narrative ends well, concluding 
on a note of hope and happiness.

So too it is with 17th Tammuz. 
It is indeed a sad day on which 
we mourn, but through suffering 
sprouts redemption. As the Talmudic 
Sages tell us, those who bewail the 
destruction of the Temple will merit 
to witness its rebuilding and the 
ultimate redemption.

So often through history we see 
the hand of God, that during the 
darkest times the seeds of salvation 
are sprouting. 

I would like to conclude with a 
poem I once read by an unknown 
poet, which so beautifully 
encapsulates this idea: 

I asked for strength, and God gave 
me difficulties to make me strong. 

I asked for wisdom, and God gave 
me problems to solve. 

I asked for prosperity, and God gave 
me brawn and brain to work. 

I asked for courage, and God gave 
me dangers to overcome. 

I asked for love, and God gave me 
troubled people to help…

 
May we all merit to see 17th 
Tammuz ultimately become a day of 
celebration!

by Rebbetzen Dina Golker, Community Rebbetzen at St John's Wood 
Synagogue and Participant in the Chief Rabbi's Ma'ayan programme

In memory of Frida Mirel bat Chaim Simcha z”l



Parochial sources 
such as the United 
Synagogue marriage 
authorisations are useful 
for establishing the 

‘official’ and Hebrew names of recent 
ancestors and even their addresses. 
Gleaning as much as possible from 
Jewish community sources, you will 
be better equipped to engage with 
secular sources such as the census, 
lessening the risk of mistakes, even 
though the scope is greater.

Meanwhile, it is crucial to continue 
to try and overlap information. The 
more repetition you find of a name or 
date, from a multiplicity of sources, the 
more likely it is to be accurate.

HEBREW NAMES CAN HELP
Last time we looked at assembling 
individuals’ English and Hebrew 
names, addresses and dates from 
marriage records. Being patronymic, 
Hebrew names can also guide you, 
albeit inexactly, to an individual’s 
father. Let us say you have learned 
from her marriage authorisation, that 
your 19th century ancestress Queenie 
Barnet’s Hebrew name was ‘Malka bat 
Zvi Hirsch’ (i.e. she was the daughter 
of a man whose Hebrew name was 
‘Zvi Hirsch’). The authorisation might 

also mention the shul she attended as 
her wedding venue; or you might guess 
her community from her address.

This information will not necessarily 
help you identify Mr Barnet in secular 
sources, but it is possible to find 
the likes of ‘Zvi Hirsch Barnet’ on 
synagoguescribes.com. This site 
aggregates sources including ‘New 
Synagogue Birth Records 1771-1864’, 
and ‘Western Synagogue Marriages 
1806-1843’, as well as other shul and 
mohel (‘circumciser’) records, almost 
all transcribed either by the prolific 
Angela Shire or Rabbi Dr Bernard 
Susser. These records might show that 
Zvi Hirsch was also known as ‘Henry’.

If by this time you think you might 
have Henry’s address (perhaps from 
Queenie’s marriage register or Henry’s 
death notice in the JC), you might 
consider whether he might have been 
a shul member, and where. Another 
aggregated database of various 
transcribed original sources is the 
Jewish Communities & Records site: 
jewishgen.org/databases/UK. One 
of the sources is the US Seatholders' 
List, 1885-1933, which might more 
definitively locate Henry Barnet’s place 
of worship (although as ever, there 
may be more than one person with this 
name even in one community).

CONTEXT
Assuming that you have made 
effective use of the sources discussed 
so far, you may already have lists of 
‘definitely-related’ people, ‘maybe-
related’ people and associated 
addresses. It is difficult not to start 
guessing at the quality of your 
subjects’ days on earth. Another site 
might help here: Jeffrey Maynard 
has created jeffreymaynard.com, 
transcribing, amongst other things, 
a list of 1931 synagogue officials, 
contributors to the ‘Sick Room Helps 
Society’, subscribers to Jewish books, 
and Jewish families appearing in 
the 1851 census. See who turns 
up from your lists, and where, in 
Mr Maynard’s site, as well his 
jewishmiscellanies.com blog, and you 
might learn something unobtainable 
anywhere else. Vast amounts of 
contextual information, not to mention 
genealogical data and responsive and 
encouraging advice, are available from 
the Jewish Genealogical Society of 
Great Britain.

In short, there will hopefully 
be little need for guesswork; as 
you unearth more about your 
ancestors, they will make themselves 
fascinating to you based on the facts 
of their existence.

Jewish Genealogy for Beginners
Part II: More Communal Sources
by Ben Vos, United Synagogue Communities and Strategy Manager

In memory of Devorah bat Avraham z”l

Haftarah
The prophet Micha describes the Messianic times that the 
‘remnant of Yaakov’ will experience. He also recalls how God 
looked after the nation in the desert after the Exodus from Egypt, 
including His thwarting of the evil plans of Balak and Bilaam.

Please note that the Daf is available online: theus.org.uk/daf, where the links in this article are clickable.

http://synagoguescribes.com
http://jewishgen.org/databases/UK
http://jeffreymaynard.com
http://jewishmiscellanies.com


In memory of Shmuel Nissim ben Yaacov z”l

Traditionally, the Book 
of Shmuel is viewed 
as one long book. The 
division into two is 
not of Jewish origin, 

but has been universally adopted 
for ease of reference. Thus, there 
is no difference in style or content 
between the two books.

Shmuel II continues from where 
Shmuel I ended – the death of King 
Shaul (Saul). Chapter 1 provides us 
with a slightly different account of 
King Shaul’s death. An Amalekite 
messenger appears before David, 
in torn clothes. He reports that 
the Israelites’ battle against 
the Philistines is lost and that 
both Shaul and his son Yonatan 
(Jonathan) are dead. He relates 
that Shaul was lying injured after 
falling upon his sword and asked 
the Amalekite youth to end his life. 
However, in the last chapter of 
Shmuel I, we were told that Shaul 
died when he fell upon his own 
sword. There are several ways of 
understanding this discrepancy. It 
is very possible that the Amalekite 
youth speaking in our chapter could 
be lying when he attributes Shaul’s 
death to his own actions.

David responds with extreme 
anger towards this messenger and 
orders his death for killing “the 
anointed one of God” (II Shmuel 
1:16). If the messenger had been 

hoping to be rewarded for killing 
Shaul, he was mistaken. Why 
does David respond in this way? 
David had always avoided killing 
or injuring Shaul, despite having 
several opportunities to do so (see 
I Shmuel, Chapters 24 and 26). 
Despite Shaul trying to kill David 
numerous times, David treated 
him with great respect. Knowing 
Shaul and David to be enemies, the 
messenger assumes that David will 
be joyous over Shaul’s death and 
hopes for a reward for bringing the 
good tidings. 

That David shows no hint of joy 
over the death of someone who 
could have been called his enemy 
is an indication of his greatness. 
David is greatly saddened by the 
death of Shaul and Yonatan and, 
in the second part of this chapter, 
laments the news. His poetic, 
mournful tone expresses the 
great loss to the Jewish people 

on a national level, as well as on 
a personal level. Despite having 
a far closer relationship with 
Yonatan than Shaul, David laments 
them equally. For example, David 
mentions both of their names four 
times. 

It is no coincidence that it is an 
Amalekite who features here. The 
Amalekite’s lineage is mentioned 
twice. This reminds us of Shaul’s 
greatest failure as king: not wiping 
out the nation of Amalek as God 
had commanded him (ibid. 15:3). 
When Shaul later visited the 
sorceress of Endor, he was told that 
he would die in battle because: 
"you did not execute [God’s] 
wrath upon Amalek” (ibid. 28:18). 
Moreover, this happens precisely 
as David battles the people of 
Amalek, following their attack on 
Ziklag. We are reminded of this in 
the opening verse of our chapter: “It 
happened after the death of Shaul, 
when David had returned from 
striking Amalek”. Shaul failed in the 
fundamental role of defeating the 
Jewish people’s enemies, whilst 
David succeeded.

Even in his death, we are 
reminded of Shaul’s failures as king. 
As David mourns him, lamenting 
the lost potential that Shaul 
represented, the text once again 
emphasises David’s comparative 
greatness.

Sefer Shmuel II (the Second Book of Samuel)

Chapter 1:  
David Laments 
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and 
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

Shaul failed in the 
fundamental role 
of defeating the 
Jewish people’s 
enemies, whilst 
David succeeded.






