UNDERSTANDING BALAAM’S DONKEY:
AN INTERTEXTUAL APPROACH*

NAVA SCHORER-FINKELMAN

The story of Balak and Balaam, as presented in Numbers 22-24, raises several exe-
getical questions. This paper sets out to solve one of the primary issues: How does the
donkey episode fit in with the rest of the narrative? A comparison with key sections of
the Exodus narrative may help clarify this issue.

Balaam’s character, as presented throughout this narrative, appears to be self-
contradictory.! On the one hand, he attempts to curse Israel at Balak’s behest. On the
other hand, he repeatedly professes subservience to Israel’s God, declaring that he
‘could not do anything great or small to go beyond the command of the Lord my God’
(Num. 22:18; see also 23:12,26; 24:12-13).2 This apparent contradiction within Ba-
laam’s role led many scholars to describe this story as the product of an “exegetical
evolution.” Some claim that “the Masoretic Text of the Balaam cycle presents a
nightmare to those who would analyze it critically,” as it “exhibits clear signs of being
a literary mosaic” filled with “source conflation.”

The primary difficulty with the portrait of Balaam stems from the donkey episode
(Num. 22:21-35). As opposed to the other sections of the narrative, where Balaam
repeats his lack of ability to do other than what God says, in the donkey episode Ba-
laam appears to be opposing God’s will. Due to this discrepancy, many scholars as-
sume this section to be a later insertion, an “adjustment in the tradition to accommo-
date the negative tradition about Balaam, the seer who could not see, with the positive
tradition about the legendary Balaam who could speak only the word given him by the
Lord.” Similarly viewing this section as negatively presenting Balaam, some view it

as a “polemic against false prophecy,”®

or, more extremely, as “a picaresque fable
mocking the reputed clairvoyance of diviners.”” Some perceive this mockery as aimed
particularly at Balaam,® so as to “keep Israelites from finding Balaam too exalted a
character,” where the story shows that without God’s enlightenment, he is even less
perceptive than his donkey.’

Some scholars view God’s conversations with Balaam as “the most striking” aspect
of this story.!? At first God tells Balaam to not go with Balak’s people (22:12), then he

tells him to ‘go with them’ (22:20), and finally becomes angry when Balaam does so
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(22:22a)."" Many commentators are puzzled by this apparent ‘fickleness’ on God’s
part. Some view it as “an act of irresponsible despotism on God’s part,” resolving the
apparent contradiction by assuming this section to be a fusing of different versions of
the story.'? Others, such as Abravanel, also note the apparent anomaly of the donkey
section. Abravanel writes: “For what purpose did God’s angel go out to Balaam on the
way? He [the angel] did not tell him other than what the Blessed One had already told
him... If so, his [the angel’s] appearance was for naught!” Since the angel seems to
repeat the same message previously given by God, that Balaam go with Balak’s peo-
ple, then this whole section appears to be redundant.

Conversely, other scholars view the donkey story as an integral part of this narra-
tive, noting, for example, the pattern of threefold repetition which would be incom-
plete without it.!3 Others view the donkey episode as the turning point, during which
Balaam undergoes a role-reversal, switching from the hired curser to God’s prophet.'*
Alexander Rofé states that “any attempt to fit the Balaam narrative into a strict,
source-critical structure... is ultimately unenlightening and counterproductive. In the
discussion below I adopt a synchronic approach; “Whoever put these chapters togeth-
er intended that this be done.”! I claim that the purpose of this section is to portray
Balaam as a negative character, who fulfills his role as God’s prophet out of coercion,
not choice. Prior to the donkey episode, Balaam thought he could circumvent God’s
will and curse Israel; the donkey episode ‘taught’ him that his very speech is con-
trolled by God. I support this claim by a close reading of the text, combined with a
comparison to sections of the Exodus narrative.

Balaam initially, and repeatedly, acknowledged that he needs God’s permission to
go with Balak’s men. This reflects a then-common belief that magic did not work
without divine authorization.'® While he believed that he needed the deity’s permis-
sion to go, he did not think that this deity also had power over what he will say once
he gets there. Balaam, the foreign sorcerer, was unfamiliar with the concept of a deity
powerful enough to control his power of speech. This lack of understanding plays out
in the discrepancy between his conversations with the deity and with Balak’s men.
When Elohim first denies his request, he tells Balaam: ‘You shall not go with them;
you shall not curse the people, for they are blessed’ (22:12). This response has three
parts. The first part denies Balaam permission to accompany Balak’s men (You shall
not go with them), the second part denies Balaam permission to curse them (You shall
not curse the people), while the third provides a reason for the second part (For they

are blessed). Balaam recounts only the first part to Balak’s people: The Lord has re-
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fused to give me permission to go with you (22:13). The following night, Balaam re-
ceives a different answer from the deity: ‘Go with them, but be sure to do only what I
tell you’ (22:20). Once again, this directive has two parts: the first pertaining to Ba-
laam’s physical action, and the second to his actions once he gets there. This time
Balaam silently accompanies the men (22:21), conveying the impression that God had
agreed to endorse Balaam’s mission; Balaam did not relay that this permission was
contingent upon his carrying out God’s mission — “to do only what I tell you” (22:20)
— whatever that may be.!” According to R. Hirsch, “Balaam... at this time at the start
of his journey, was of the opinion that in spite of everything, he would still succeed in
pronouncing the curse.”'® Therefore, God was very angry that he went (Num. 22:22).
A comparison with the Exodus narrative helps support this claim.

There are several parallels between our narrative and that of the Exodus, two long
narratives which bracket the Israelites’ forty-year sojourn in the desert. Both Pharaoh
(Ex. 1:9) and Balak (Num. 22:3) fear the Israclite masses (Ex. 1:9, Num. 22:3) and
implement a plan to weaken them (Ex. 1:10-22, Num. 22:5-6). In both narratives the
king is helped by magicians, the hartummim in Exodus and Balaam in Numbers. In
both narratives God’s will is made known to the enemy king through the intermediacy
of a prophet: in the Exodus narrative it is Moses, while in the Balak narrative, which
features no Israelites, it is Balaam. Pharaoh’s free will was taken away by this God
who hardened his heart (Ex. 9:12; 10:20,27); Balaam’s freedom of speech was taken
away as well.

The story of Balak’s attempt to have Israel cursed is coherent. However, this story is
bisected by the episode of the speaking donkey (Num. 22:21-35). What is the purpose
of this episode?'® Furthermore, while the framework of the story presents Balaam as
beholden to Israel’s God, whom he calls his own even while contemplating accepting
Balak’s hire (Num. 22:18), in the donkey episode he is presented negatively, rebuked
by both his donkey (22:28, 30) and God’s angel (22:32-33). In order to clarify the role
of the donkey episode, and expose Balaam’s true intentions, we will now compare this
episode to three elements in the Exodus story: The power of speech, the motif of the
sword, and the enemy’s confession of sin. The first occurs at the prophets’ ‘dedica-
tion’, the second on the prophets’ journey to their missions, while the third parallels
Balaam to Pharaoh.

In the donkey episode Balaam is confronted by a talking donkey. While this miracle
itself is surprising, it is even more astonishing that Balaam does not react with sur-

prise, but rather carries on a conversation with his beast, more concerned with her
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lack of obedience than with her speech. This miracle is presented as God’s doing:
Then the Lord opened the mouth of the donkey... (Num. 22:28). This can be compared
with what God tells Moses: ‘Who gave human beings their mouths? Who makes them
deaf or mute? Who gives them sight or makes them blind? Is it not I, the Lord?”’ (Ex.
4:11). Just as God can give voice to a person, or sight to the blind, so in our narrative
God gives voice to the donkey, and sight to the ‘blind’ Balaam who did not see the
angel when even his beast did (Num. 22:31).2° God explained this to Moses in order
to convince him to serve as prophet, by expressing God’s will to Pharaoh. God is now
showing Balaam the same thing, and for the same purpose. Countering Balaam’s as-
sumption that he has power over his own speech, God proves that speech — even that
of a beast — can be controlled by God. If Balaam goes to Balak, he goes as God’s hire,
whether or not he accepts the mission.

God chooses his messengers, even as against their own personal choices. When
Moses made a final attempt to evade God’s mission, ‘O my Lord, please send by the
hand of whomever else you may send’ (Ex. 4:13), God in his anger responds: ‘7 will be
with your mouth’ (Ex. 4:15), echoing a previous command, ‘Now go, I will help you
speak and will teach you what to say’ (Ex. 4:12). God commissioned Moses as proph-
et, stating that he will cause Moses to speak as God wills. The story of the donkey
ends similarly: The angel of the Lord said to Balaam, ‘Go with the men, but speak
only what I tell you’ (Num. 22:35).

A further comparison between the two narratives again shows Balaam as unwilling
messenger, where his own preference would have been to curse the Israelites. This
can be demonstrated by a comparison of the sword motif in both stories. In the Exo-
dus narrative, when Moses and Aaron initially confront Pharaoh, they demand: Let us
take a three-day journey into the wilderness to offer sacrifices to the Lord our God, or
he may strike us with plagues or with the sword (Ex. 5:3). The sword motif comes up
again when, following Moses’ and Aaron’s demand, Pharaoh increases the Israelites’
labor. The Israelites then complain to Moses and Aaron: ‘May the Lord look on you
and judge you! You have made us obnoxious to Pharaoh and his officials and have
put a sword in their hand to kill us’ (Ex. 5:21). While Moses and Aaron feared God’s
wrath, the enslaved Israelites feared Pharaoh. In a contest of wills and might, the Exo-
dus narrative highlights the question: Who holds the sword? Is it God, or Pharaoh,
who threatens the Israelites with his sword?

The donkey narrative likewise mentions a sword twice. First, it is the angel who

wields a sword when blocking Balaam’s progress (Num. 22:23). The donkey saw the
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sword and attempted to avoid it, while Balaam was unaware of the divinely-sent appa-
rition. The second mention of the sword is in Balaam’s diatribe to his faithful donkey:
“You have made a fool of me! If only I had a sword in my hand, I would kill you right
now’ (Num. 22:29). Balaam makes his intentions very clear: If he had a sword in his
hand, he would have killed the donkey. The double use of the sword motif raises
questions similar to that of the Exodus narrative. The donkey saw the sword-wielding
angel and attempted to avoid it. Was the donkey threatened by the angel? Balaam
subsequently declared that had he only had a sword, he would have killed the donkey.
Should the donkey fear Balaam, then? Who is the true master over the donkey’s well-
being? Balaam’s threat was hollow, as he did not have a sword. The angel, on the
other hand, who had one, clearly stated that he would have killed Balaam and spared
the donkey (Num. 22:33). If we follow the comparison to its logical conclusion, this
would place the donkey as representing Israel in the story, and Balaam’s explicitly-
stated intention to harm his donkey as representing his intention to harm Israel, an
intention made clear by God’s displeasure at Balaam’s departure despite divine per-
mission to do so. Some scholars indeed take this view.?! Who then, holds the sword to
Israel’s wellbeing? God, or Balaam?

Balaam set out to help the enemy king Balak harm Israel. This is reminiscent of
Israel’s concern, in Exodus, that Moses had “put a sword” in Pharaoh’s hand to harm
them. In both narratives, the prophets’ sword eventually benefits Israel: Pharaoh’s
continual attempt to defy God’s will ended in the Israelites’ release from bondage,
while Balaam’s weapon, his words — here an empty threat — eventually articulate
some of the most beautiful blessings showered on Israel. God’s sword in each case
turned out to be aimed at Israel’s enemies. Despite Moses’ fear, God did not strike
Israel with plagues or with the sword, it is Egypt who suffered God’s wrath. And in
the donkey narrative, the angel’s sword which the donkey tried three times to avoid
turned out to be aimed not at her, but at Balaam, Israel’s enemy: As he tells Balaam,
‘I would certainly have killed you by now, but I would have spared it’ (Num. 22:33).
Balaam, like Pharaoh, will not be allowed to harm Israel; he himself was killed with
the sword (Num. 31:8).

A third parallel again shows Balaam as ‘sinner’, this time by comparing him to
Pharaoh. We can compare Balaam’s response to the angel to Pharaoh’s response to
Moses. Balaam apologizes: ‘I have sinned, for I did not know you stood in the way
against me. Now therefore, if it displeases you, I will turn back’ (22:34). Balaam as-

sumed his sin lie in going with Balak’s men, accepting Balak’s hire,?? while others
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emphasize his lack of understanding.?* Similarly, Pharaoh said ‘I have sinned... En-
treat the Lord... I will let you go, and you shall stay no longer’ (Ex. 9:27-28), making
it sound as if his sin was not letting the people go. Moses responds: ‘... I will spread
out my hands to the Lord... that you may know that the earth is the Lord’s’ (9:29),
indicating that Pharaoh’s sin lay in not ‘knowing’ the Lord. Pharaoh thought his sin
lay in the act of not releasing the Israelites, while Moses retorted that his sin lay in not
recognizing God. Had he recognized God, he would surely have released the Israelites
upon God’s demand. The fact that the angel in our story does not accept this offer, but
rather paraphrases God’s words from Num. 22:20, saying “Go with the men, but only
the word that I speak to you, that you shall speak” (22:35) shows that Balaam’s sin
did not lie in his going with Balak’s people, but rather in his going with the wrong
intent.>* His sin lay in assuming it possible to oppose God’s will.>® The angel reiter-
ates that Balaam is explicitly sent as God’s messenger to speak God’s words, warning
him again to speak nothing else. He is not free to accept Balak’s hire and curse the
Israelites; it is God who controls not only his actions, as he himself had admitted in
22:18, but his mission as well.

I would like to add one final thought. Throughout these chapters Balaam repeats that
he must say as God instructs him (Num. 22:13; 23:12, 26; 24:13), while God’s in-
structions are vague — ‘only the word which I speak to you - that you shall do’ (22:20),
‘only the word that I speak to you, that you shall speak’ (22:35), ‘Return to Balak, and
thus you shall speak’ (23:5, 16). It seems that even Balaam did not know what he was
instructed to say, thus leaving the reader with the question: What will God’s word be?
While God originally tells Balaam ‘You shall not go with them; you shall not curse
the people, for they are blessed’ (22:12), God later reverses this ruling and instructs
Balaam to go. Perhaps they are to be cursed after all? As readers we are privy to what
amounts to a covert miracle: God exerts power over an enemy’s speech, rendering his
attempt to curse Israel futile.

Other than the literary benefit gained from the suspense that this creates, it also
raises the possibility that God may have chosen to curse Israel. This story clearly il-
lustrates that “such power as was possessed by humans could only be exercised in
conformity with the divine will.”2® However, as later generations learned, the divine
will does not always choose to bless Israel. Just as God could use foreigners as tools
for blessing, such as Balaam, so God could use foreigners to punish Israel.?” Our story
has a happy end: God chose to bless Israel. But it is precisely this narrative, in which

God chooses to have Balaam override Balak’s plans, that teaches the reader that the
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ending could have been different.?® God directs history as he pleases. And the lack of
Israelites in this story demonstrates that this is true whether or not the recipients of

salvation or punishment are aware of God’s involvement.

NOTES

* This paper is partly based on my forthcoming doctoral dissertation, Foreigners who Speak of
God in Biblical Narrative, carried out under the guidance of Prof. Joshua Berman, submitted
December 2020, Bar-Ilan University, Israel.
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