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Benjamin Franklin (d. 1790), one of the
founding fathers of the United States of
America, was famous for recalling his own
moral failings in a daily journal. Each act he
performed which he considered to be
gluttonous, prideful or slovenly received a
little black dot. In 2014, moral psychologists
working in a university in New Jersey created
a (slightly terrifying!) modern
version of Franklin’s journal.
They used a smart phone app 
to anonymously collate the
‘immoral’ deeds of 1,200
people, who took part volun-
tarily. The study highlighted a
central question that is rele-
vant across all cultures and
ages. What actually motivates people to
behave in a moral and ethical manner? What
may lead them to act in the opposite way?

The character of Bilam, vividly portrayed in
this sidrah, provides a clue to the Torah’s
perspective on what encourages moral or
immoral behaviour. Bilam, to say the least,
was an enigmatic character. Hired by Balak,
the king of Moab, to curse the Jews, Bilam
clearly possessed significant powers of
prophecy. He is even described as someone
who “knows the knowledge of the Most High”
(Bemidbar 21:16). 

Yet, having failed miserably in his various

attempts to curse the people, at the
conclusion of the sidrah he resorted to
behaviour of extreme depravity. In order to
tempt the Jewish people to sin, he sacrificed
the lives of thousands of Moabite women,
sending them into the Jewish camp to entice
the people to commit adultery with them.
How could a person with such lofty spiritual

vision have such total dis-
regard for the lives of so many
people?

According to the Sages, the
answer is self-evident. Moral
greatness in Judaism does not
stem from any sort of innate
gift, spiritual or otherwise. The
Talmud states emphatically that

if a person claims that they have achieved
greatness in Torah without working hard at it,
one should not believe them (Megilla 6b).

Character refinement in Judaism is like
navigating a field strewn with rocks. Flying
over the field may enable a person to arrive at
their destination, but the field will look
exactly the same as it did before. Only through
methodically working on oneself, gradually
removing the rocks and impediments as one
approaches them, can real and lasting
character change be achieved. Perhaps
Benjamin Franklin’s little journal was not such
a bad idea after all.

Living a Moral Life
by Rabbi Yoni Birnbaum, Hadley Wood Jewish Community

Solutions in
the Sidrah:

Benjamin Franklin



This week’s sidrah relates an amazing story. The
evil prophet Bilam, despite G-d’s warning to
him, was travelling to meet Balak, King of
Moav, in order to plot the downfall of the
Jewish people. An angel was sent by G-d,
sword in hand. Only Bilam’s donkey, but not
Bilam himself, could see the angel. The donkey
kept turning away from the set path to avoid
the angel. Eventually, with no room to escape,
the donkey stopped and crouched beneath
Bilam, who furiously struck the
donkey with his staff. At that
point, “G-d opened the mouth
of the donkey”, who protested
his innocence and his long-
standing loyalty to his master. 
G-d then “uncovered Bilam’s
eyes” and he finally saw the
angel. The angel proceeded to
rebuke him (Bemidbar 22:22-32).

Despite this experience, Bilam continued
on his journey to meet Balak and
attempted repeatedly to curse the Jewish
people. After several failures, he devised a new
strategy of encouraging Moabite women to
seduce Israelite men and make them bow
down to idols. This resulted in a tragic plague,
in which 24,000 men died (ibid 25). 

A less known postscript to the story is detailed
by Rashi (d.1105). He relates a Midrash that,
whilst Bilam survived this encounter, the
donkey was actually killed by the angel, lest
people see the donkey and be prompted to
mock Bilam, saying “this is the donkey that
overcame Bilam” (ibid 22:33). 

Rabbi Chaim Shmuelevitz (d.1979) finds a
remarkable lesson from this postscript. On 
the one hand, the Talmud (Sanhedrin 105)
describes Bilam as a most depraved character.
We also see that he repeatedly tried, and

eventually succeeded, in
damaging the Jewish nation.
On the other hand, had the
donkey survived, it would
have been a walking Kid-
dush Hashem (sanctifica-
tion of G-d’s Name). People
would been reminded of the mirac-
ulous workings of G-d and the degree to which
everything is ultimately under His control. 
Yet G-d, so to speak, relinquished the oppor-
tunity to have His honour noted, in order to

avoid the degradation of this most
lowly of men. This teaches us the
extent that we need to go to
avoid shaming a person. 

Rabbi Shmuelevitz draws a
second lesson from this story. The
Mishnah (Pirkei Avot 5:6) relates
that the mouth of Bilam’s donkey

was created, along with nine other
things, at sunset on the sixth day of

the Creation of the world. In line with
the teaching that nothing inherently new has 
been created since those first six days, this
miracle was already in place 2000 years before
the donkey eventually spoke. Why did G-d 
go (so to speak) to this extent? He knew 
that Bilam, even before this journey to Moav,
would be an evil, low character. Moreover, 
the miracle, as we have seen, was unsuccessful
in deterring Bilam from his intent.

This teaches the importance of never giving up
on a person’s ability to change his/her ways,
however negative their behaviour may seem 
to have become. G-d was prepared to change, 
at the last minute, the script of the Creation, 
in the hope of saving Bilam from further
wrongdoing. We should strive never to cast
anyone aside. No-one is beyond saving from
their personal plight.   

Lessons from the Donkey by Rabbi Chaim Gross 
Editor, Daf Hashavua



One of the most familiar books amongst
British Jewry, which many readers may have
grown up with, is the Soncino Edition of the
Chumash.  Its short, informative summaries
of the traditional commentators (mefare-
shim) on the Chumash has helped
generations better understand the weekly
Torah reading.  

Its editor was Rev Dr Abraham Cohen, one
of the most scholarly ministers in British-
Jewish history. Rev Cohen was born in 1887
in Reading, Berkshire and
was  educated primarily at
Jews College and University
College London.  

From 1909 to 1913, he was
Minister of the Higher
Broughton Synagogue in
Manchester.  He then entered
the most significant phase of
his long career, when he
became the Chief Minister at
the prestigious Birmingham
Hebrew Congregation (‘Sing-
ers Hill’).

He was a most prolific writer. It would
surpass the word limit of this article to 
list all of his writings and publications!
Notably, he was general editor of the 14
volumes of the Soncino Hebrew Bible
(Tanach) and contributed to the Soncino
translation of the Talmud. He lectured in
many locations throughout the UK. Former
congregants speak of his impactful and
insightful oratory, some of which can be
gleaned from a book of his collected sermons
published by devotees. 

He had a broad range of interests in 
the Jewish community. He lectured at Jews
College in Homiletics, spoke in commu-
nities around the country, became President
of The Jewish Young Men’s Association 
in 1916, of the Social and Dramatic 
Club in 1917 and of the Birmingham 
Jewish Students Society from 1919-1935.
He was also President of the Anglo Jewish
Preachers Association and was an active
Zionist. He was active in the World Jewish
Congress. 

He was greatly devoted to
freemasonry, writing and
speaking widely about 
the craft. He rose to high
freemasonry office, hon-
oured with the ranks of
Provincial Grand Chaplain of
Warwickshire and Assistant
Grand Chaplain of the Grand
Lodge of England.

Remarkably, he was elected
as President of The Board 
of Deputies of British Jews

in 1949, perhaps the only minister to have
held that post. This showed the impact 
he had made beyond purely religious
spheres, the respect he had gained and 
the positive relationships he had formed
with lay leadership, fellow Jews and non-
Jews.

However, even with all these activities, he
never neglected his main role at Singers 
Hill, where he was loved and respected.
Perhaps think of him the next time you use
a Soncino Chumash or book of Tanach!

Rev Dr Abraham Cohen

Part 2: Rev. Dr Abraham Cohen MA (Cantab) PhD
(London) – 1887-1957

by Rev Stanley Brickman, former Chazzan at Hampstead United Synagogue
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Summary: David, fleeing from King Shaul
(Saul), arrived at the city of Nov and asked
Achimelech the Kohen for food and weapons.
Achimelech gave him the holy Lechem
Hapanim (the show bread) and Goliath’s
sword. David then sought refuge in the
Philistine city of Gat, but their King Achish
was told of David’s identity. David feigned
insanity and was allowed to go free. 

A Deeper Look: After the
destruction of Shilo, the
Tabernacle (Mishkan) now stood
in the city of Nov. Rabbi Yitzchak
ben Yehudah Abravanel (d. 1508)
explains that David chose to flee
there in order to seek guidance
from G-d. After he arrived, he
received help from Achimelech
the High Priest. David had fled
from Shaul without any supplies and was
ravenous. As Nov was a city inhabited by
Kohanim (priests), the only food they had was
terumah, tithed gifts given to the Kohanim. 
As David was from the tribe of Yehuda (Judah)
and was not a Kohen, he was not allowed to
eat it. The only other food was the show
bread, which could only be eaten in a state of
ritual purity (Shmuel I 21:5). David assured
Achimelech that he was ritually pure and was
therefore given the show bread. 

The exchange between Achimelech and David
was overheard by a man called Doeg Ha’Adomi
(Doeg the Edomite). Although he was Jewish,

he was known by this name because he lived
in the area of Edom. Rabbi Yitzchak Magriso
(18th Century) explains that Doeg was in fact
a learned and respected man. Achimelech 
and David both knew that he could hear them,
but Doeg’s high status meant that Achimelech
felt he could speak freely in front of him.
However, Doeg was not as pious as he may
have appeared.

In fact, Doeg the Edomite was a
trusted servant of Shaul. Rabbi
David Kimche (known as the
Radak, d. 1235) notes that Doeg
“lingered before G-d” (Shmuel I
21:8), meaning that he deliber-
ately gave more offerings in the
Tabernacle in order to listen in to
Achimelech and David’s exchange.

The Talmud (Yevamot 76b) indicates that Doeg
had already demonstrated a hatred for David
by questioning David’s legitimacy as a Jew
when Shaul first became suspicious of David.
He argued that David’s antecedent was 
Ruth who was from Moav; the Torah forbids a
Jew from marrying a Moabite (Devarim 23:4).
He glossed over the fact that while a Moabite
man may not marry a Jewish woman, the
verse does not prohibit a Jewish man from
marrying a Moabite woman.

Yet careless talk can cost lives. The episode
with Achimelech and David would trigger
more danger and tragedy. 

The Book of Shmuel (Samuel I) Chapter 21
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, New West End United Synagogue

Journeys with
the Prophets:

Part 35


