Parshat Balak

Rabbi Ben Skydell

Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 71b-72a

MISHNAH. IF ONE STEALS THE KISWAH, OR CURSES BY
ENCHANTMENT, OR COHABITS WITH A HEATHEN [LIT.
SYRIAN] WOMAN, HE IS PUNISHED BY ZEALOTS. IF A
PRIEST PERFORMED THE TEMPLE SERVICE WHILST
UNCLEAN, HIS BROTHER PRIESTS DO NOT CHARGE HIM
THEREWITH AT BETH DIN, BUT THE YOUNG PRIESTS TAKE
HIM OUT OF THE TEMPLE COURT AND SPLIT HIS SKULL
WITH CLUBS. A LAYMAN WHO PERFORMED THE SERVICE
IN THE TEMPLE, R. AKIBA SAID: HE IS STRANGLED; THE

SAGES SAY: [HIS DEATH IS] AT THE HANDS OF HEAVEN.
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Gemara: . . .R. Hisda said: If the zealot comes to take counsel
[whether to punish the transgressors enumerated in the
Mishnah], we do not instruct him to do so. It has been stated
likewise: Rabbah b. Bar Hana said in R. Johanan's name: If he
comes to take counsel, we do not instruct him to do so. What is
more, had Zimri forsaken his mistress and Phinehas slain him,
Phinehas would have been executed on his account; and had
Zimri turned upon Phinehas and slain him, he would not have
been executed, since Phinehas was a pursuer [seeking to take
his life]. And Moses said unto the judges of Israel, Slay ye
every one of his men that were joined unto Baal Peor.
Thereupon the tribe of Simeon went unto Zimri ben Salu and
said unto him, 'Behold, capital punishment is being meted out,
yet you sit silent [i.e., inactive].' What did he do? He arose and
assembled twenty-four thousand Israelites and went unto Cozbi,
and said unto her, 'Surrender thyself unto me.' She replied, 'l am
a king's daughter, and thus hath my father instructed me, "Thou
shalt yield only to their greatest man"'. 'l too,' he replied, 'am the
prince of a tribe; moreover, my tribe is greater than his [Moses],
for mine is second in birth, whilst his is third.' He then seized
her by her coiffure and brought her before Moses. 'Son of
Amram,' exclaimed he, 'is this woman forbidden or permitted?
And should you say. "She is forbidden", who permitted thee
Jethro's daughter'? At that moment Moses forgot

the halachah [concerning intimacy with a heathen woman], and
all the people burst into tears; hence it is written, and they were
weeping before the door of the tabernacle of the congregation.
And it is also written, And Phineas, the son of Eleazar, the son
of Aaron the priest, saw it. Now, what did he see? — Rab said:
He saw what was happening and remembered the halachah, and
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said to him, 'O great-uncle! did you not teach us this on thy
descent from Mount Sinai: He who cohabits with a heathen
woman is punished by zealots?' He replied. 'He who reads the
letter, let him be the agent [to carry out its instructions]'. Samuel
said: He saw that 'There is no wisdom nor understanding nor
counsel against the Lord": whenever the Divine Name is being
profaned, honour must not be paid to one's teacher. R. Isaac said
in R. Eleazar's name: He saw the angel wreaking destruction
amongst the people. And he rose up out of the midst of the
congregation, and took a spear in his hand; hence one may not
enter the house of learning with weapons. He removed its point
and placed it in his undergarment, and went along leaning upon
the stock [of the spear, into which the pointed blade is inserted],
and as soon as he reached the tribe of Simeon, he exclaimed,
"Where do we find that the tribe of Levi is greater! than that of
Simeon? [i.e., | too wish to indulge]. Thereupon they said, 'Let
him pass too. He enters to satisfy his lust. These abstainers have
now declared the matter permissible.' R. Johanan said: Six
miracles were wrought for Phinehas: — [i] Zimri should have
withdrawn [from the woman] but did not; [ii] he should have
cried out [for help], but did not; [iii] he [Phinheas] succeeded
[in driving his spear] exactly through the sexual organs of the
man and woman,; [iv] they did not slip off the spear; [v] an
angel came and lifted up the lintel; [vi] an angel came and
wrought destruction amongst the people. Then he [Phinehas]
came and struck them down before the Almighty, saying.
'Sovereign of the Universe! shall twenty-four thousand perish
because of these.' even as it is written, And those that died in the
plague were twenty and four thousand. Hence it is written, then
stood up Phinehas, and executed judgement [wa-yefallel] R.
Eleazar said: [wa-yispallel] [he prayed] is not written, but
wa-yefallel, as though he argued with his maker [on the justice
of punishing so many]. Thereupon the ministering angels
wished to repulse him, but He said to them, 'Let him be, for he
is a zealot and the descendant of a zealot; a turner away of
wrath and the son of a turner away of wrath.' The tribes now
began abusing him: 'See ye this son of Puti [= Putiel] whose
maternal grandfather fattened [pittem] cattle for idols, and who
has now slain the prince of a tribe of Israel!' Therefore Scripture
detailed his ancestry: Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of
Aaron the Priest. [Moreover,] the Holy One, blessed be He said
to Moses, 'Be the first to extend a greeting of peace to him', as it
is written, Wherefore say, Behold, I give unto him my covenant
of peace; and this atonement, [that Phinehas has made] is
worthy of being an everlasting atonement.
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