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BATAMIN EARLY KORANIC COMMENTARIES

Fred Leemhuis

1. He to whom We gave Our signs™—DBalaam in the Koran?

Bal‘am or Bal‘am, as Balaam is known in Arabic, does not occur in the
Koran. However, we do meet him in Koranic commentaries, because,
according to some, there is a reference to him, albeit not by name, in
Strat al-a‘raf 7:175—176, which reads:

And recite to them the tidings of him to whom We gave Our signs, but he
rejected them, and Satan made him to follow after him, and he became
one of the deluded. And had We willed, We would have raised him up
thereby; but he inclined towards the earth and followed his tendency.

Apart from the fact that there is no agreement among the commen-
tators about the identification of the person to whom God gave His
signs and who then rejected them, most of them would agree with the
words of Shawqt Dayf, the late president of the Academy of the Arabic
Language of Egypt, who wrote in his Koranic commentary:

It is said that he was a man from the Israelites, called Bal‘am from the
people of al-Balqa’ (Transjordan). It is also said that he was Umayya
ibn Abi al-Salt of the Thaqif.!! His personality does not concern us, but
his story does.?

But then he does not really elaborate on the story and neither does
another modern Egyptian commentator, the present Shaykh al-Azhar,
Muhammad Sayyid Tantawi in his somewhat earlier Koran commen-
tary. He mentions Bal‘am ibn Ba‘ara’ among four persons to whom the
verse is reported to refer, but concludes with his opinion that, because
nobody is named, the verse refers to everyone who knew the truth and

' A poet who reputedly knew the scriptures, but who choose not to follow
Muhammad and became his opponent.
2 Shaw +, Al-wajiz fi tafsir al-qura’n al-karim, Gairo [2000]%, 289.
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THE PRESENT LITERARY FORM OF THE
BALAAM STORY

By RuTH STELLHORN MACKENSEN

HE story of Balaam has always aroused considerable

interest and endless conjectures among Jews, Christians,

and Muslims. Of late years the presence of this queer
narrative, imbedded in the law, and attempts to analyze it have
occasioned difficulties for Biblical scholars. It becomes increas-
ingly evident that the narrative of Numbers xxii: 2-xxiv breaks
into the text of the book and must be handled as a separate
literary creation. It has nothing to do with the material that pre-
cedes and follows. Hence, little can be judged from the context
as to its purpose or its place in the history of Israel. The indepen-
dence of this narrative was recognized long ago, in the Talmudic
remark, “Moses wrote his own book and the section concerning
Balaam, and Job.”*

Most interpretations of the Balaam story are colored by other
Biblical and Rabbinic references. Balaam is usually considered the
typical false prophet and archenemy of God and His people,
Israel. Thus Biblical writers attribute to him the basest of mo-
tives; extra-Biblical Jewish authors, Josephus and Philo for
instance, think him little short of a fiend ; Christian commenta-
tors and preachers, beginning with the three New Testament
allusions of 2 Peter ii: 15, Jude v: 11, and Revelation ii: 14, con-
sider him the typical evil counsellor; and Muslim scholars have
followed in the wake of their Jewish and Christian predecessors.
Balaam has in consequence achieved an evil reputation and there
are but a few words of praise for him.

In the past there has been too much concern with the person and
character of Balaam. The classical example is the eighteenth cen-
tury sermon of Bishop Butler, who saw in Balaam one who for
avarice and self-seeking went against his own better nature and

Y Baba bathra, 14b.
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Abstract

T/)d \/Gll‘”nﬁ { ()‘)£ .jpuu,')ilq 7%@;(&} it Qqcf /Difn/p.( o,alv,/ . C.;{{L : {ﬁ Squ N Levinas establishes an intriguing connection between idolatry and ontology. This
! J 7 d i’ 94 connection is aptly illustrated by the biblical character of Balaam, the ambiguous

I & ilﬁl e - {g z 7l 2ﬁ.£.1 5 _‘—j 3 ,Z -4 5 . Mesopotamian prophet or sorcerer of Numbers 22-24, who is almost never men-

tioned in Levinas’s work but who is present, albeit hidden, in the talmudic reading

“Contempt for the Torah as Idolatry.” A deconstruction of this talmudic reading

uncovérs Balaam’s footprints. It also clarifies different meanings of idolatry—
D. 2 33\9 - exposing its ontological violence, but also, perhaps, its necessity for ethics and law.
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Introduction

A curious connection is established by Emmanuel Levinas between
ontology and idolatry. Resisting the traditional philosophical pre-
eminence of ontology, Levinas argued that one’s relationship to the
Other should be regarded as having precedence over one’s perse-
verance in being, and he attempted to raise ethics to the level of a
“first philosophy.”! As he explained in a 1981 interview with Richard
Kearney, “T am trying to show that man’s ethical relation to the other
is ultimately prior to his ontological relation to himself (egology)

Many thanks to Jeremy Benstein, Zeev Harvey, Elliot R. Wolfson, and two
anonymous readers of F7TP for their comments on earlier versions of this essay.

' Emmanuel Levinas, Ethigue comme philosophie premiére (Paris: Rivages, 1998}
English translation by Sedn Hand and Michael Temple, “Ethics as First Philosophy,”
in The Levinas Reader, ed. Sedn Hand (Oxford, UK, and Cambridge, MA: Basil
Blackwell, 1989), 75-87.
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Bal‘am Ba‘fir (or Bair#’), a biblical figure
that appears in the Islamic written tradi-
tion. The foundational narrative for Bal‘am’s
story in the Islamic tradition—which, in
the main, agrees with the Old Testament
one—is Q 7ay5-176, which tells of an
unnamed peison who is given God’s signs
but turns away from them and follows the
Devil's path. While this passage is generally
accepted to refer to Balam, the story has
also been interpreted as referring to one or
more of the Prophet Mubammad's contem-
poraries (e.g. al-‘Ayyashi, 2/42; al-Tabrisi,
9/65-66; al-Suytt], 3/60g9—-610), while others
have understood it as being a parable bear-
ing a general message (e.g. Rid3, g9/405 ff.).
In Rabbinic literature from the 8th cenfury
onwards, the figure is referred to as Bal‘am
ben [son of] Be‘or. .

In the Old Testament Bal'am (np%a
7ip313) is described as having supernatural
powers, such as the ability to speak to God.
Before the Israelites entered Canaan, and
shortly before the death of Moses, Balak the
king of the Moabites tried to induce him
to curse the Israelites, but God prevented
Bal'am from doing so. Instead, Bal‘am
taught the Moabites how to make the Isra-

elites inflict a curse upon themselves. For
his actions, God abandoned Bal‘am and
he was killed by the Israelites (Numbers,
22-25; Joshua, 13:22; 24:9-10; Nehemiah,
13:2). In both the Old and the New Testa-
ments, Bal‘am’s figure is used as an example
of someone who initially follows God's path
but afterwards gives in to the Devil’s temp-
tations (Micah, 6:5; Jonah, 2:14; 2 Peter, 21s;
Jude, 1:11; Revelation 214). e

References to Bal'am in Talmudic ht—
erature chiefly focus on two of his sins, his
attempts to bring the people of Israel to ruin,
and his attempts to lead them astray (‘San-
hedrin’, 105a-105b; ‘Abodah Zarah', 4b). In
the Mishnah, Bal‘am appears as an embodi-
ment of evil and is juxtaposed to Abraham’s
goodness (‘Abot’, 14b—35a).

Attempts at the historical contextualisa-
tion of Bal'am’s story and the search for his

BAL‘AM BAOR
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and his people’s origins have been made dif-
ficult by the composite nature of the Hebrew
text. By combining the Biblical material with
external sources, such as Assyrian inscrip-
tions, William Albright has concluded that
Bal‘am was an Edomite, and that his native
land was not-Pe‘or mentioned in the Old
Testament (Numbers, 25:5), but Pethor in
the district of Beth-Eden, on the eastern
bank of the Euphrates (Albright, 387~38g;
Haupt, 506-507). According to a recent
study by al-Ghul, who in his analysis com-
bines Arabic sources with more traditional
ones, Bal‘am's homeland was near ancient
Ammon (al-Ghul, passim).

As to the etymology of Bal‘am's name,
some scholars have derived it from the
Semitic ba‘al for lord’ (Gesenius, 18), while
others have viewed it as originating from
the Hebrew verb bala“‘to swallow’ (Albright,
386; Haupt, 506; Heller and Stillmann, 81—
813; Zahniser, 242-243). Dérenbourg further
argued, on the basis that the Arabic root
for ‘to swallow’ is [-g-m, that Bal‘am can be
identified with the Moslem prophet Lugman
(Dérenbourg, passim.)

In Islamic sources, the story of Balam
revolves around the interpretation of Q 7275
176 (for the text of the story, see al-Tabarj,
Tafsir, 9/85-87; al-Tha'labi, 237-239; Ibn
Kathir, 1/300). According to some exegetes,
God gave Balam as a gift His ‘Greatest
Name', while according to others this gift
was a heavenly book, his prophecy, or divine
knowledge (al-Tabari, Tafsir, 9/84, Ta'rikh,
1/437; al-Suyiit, 3/611). Among other details
of his story, exegetes have dwelled upon his
role as an intermediary in communicating
God’s signs, the loss of his elevated position
in God’s eyes, and upon the interpretation
of the Quranic phrase ka-mathali ai-kalbi
(Q 7a76) (see e.g., al-Tha'labi, 239; al-Tisj,
5/31; al-Baghawi, 2/213-216; Fakhr al-Din,
15/53-57)-

Islamic tradition has embellished Bal‘am’s
story with numerous details, giving his fig-
ure an important symbolic value. His gene-
alogy is not uniform, and in different works

Encyclopaed1a Islamlca, vol. IV, Leiden: E. ] Brill, 2013. ISAM DN 242529
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ing from 12,383 in 1867 t0 112,000 in 1897. The Jew-
ish population increased proportionately, numbering
2,000 in 1899,

The Jewish community of Baku is now one of the
most advanced, and its affairs are well managed. It
possesses a religious school for children, and a new
synagogue was erected in 1901 at a cost of 100,000
rubles.

In the government of Baku the Caucasian Jews in
1900 numbered 8,630, and were distributed as fol-
lows: city of Kuba, 7,000; Mudzy, 950; Aftaran-
Mudzy, 650.

In the country round Baku Professor Hahn of
Tiflis discovered in 1894 a Jewish tribe which had
never before been recognized as descendants of
Isracl. The members of this tribe Hved in villages
in the neighborhood of Bakw and Elizabethipol, shut
in by insurmountable mountains, and occupied
themselves with cattle-breeding and  agriculture.
They claim to be the remainder of the exiles from
the land of Israel in the time of the First Temple.
The language of these mountain Jews, which con-
tains unmistakable tmces of Hebrew, is related to
that of the Ossctines, who are also cousidered to be
of Israclitish origin,

BIBLINGRAPHY @ Semenov, Slovar Rossiskol Dnperii, i 8.1,
mullnume ae Rubrouck, Récit de Son Vayage. ete., pp. 280,
251, Pards, 18075 L (huru\. Scfer ha-Masdot, pp. 2062, 2635

¥ nsliRed, 1901, No. 83 David A. Louis, T'he Baku Pctrotcion
Dixtrict uf Ru“m m Engineering Magazine, 1808, p. 984 ;
,Rru(stuiA‘mipixi. N, 1773 Von der Hoven, in Budusheli-

posty 10, No. 325 Ratz, Dic Juden int Kaubasus, p. 10,
Berlin, 1894,

H. R
BALAAM (Hebr. pyba, Bil'am; Septuagint,

Baracu),—Biblical Data: A son of Beor and a

Balaam and the Ass,
{Froma* Teul-uh Chumesh.”)

pmnhet of Pethor, in ’}T_O_S__rmggmm-. The nurative e

Trelating ‘to Balnamis found in- Fum. xxii-xxiv,
According to this narmtive, Balak, king of Moab,

gome and -propounce ‘s curse against Teracl, swith

: « i“ hom thc ’ﬂﬂﬂblt(‘s \vem at war, and of wlmm ’tbcy

clc even more strongly Commenda‘mly of Isracl than

sent-messengoers to tlie soothsayer, wqucstuw Wimto |*

mined to secure the prophet’s services, sends othey
and more distinguished messengers, w ho as the nar.
rative puts it, are empowered to promise mll greater
rewards and houor to the soothsayerif he will accede
to Balak’s wishes. Balaam, althou £l anxiousto go,
again refuses; declaring that even if Balak were to
give him hishouse full of silverand gold, he can not
do contrary to God’s command. However, be begs
the embassy to await a seccond copsultation with tlx(,
Lord.  This time God permits the soothsayer to go
to Balak, but enjoins upon him to doonly * the w ord
which I shall say ” (xxii. 20). Balaam then arises
and departs with the Moabites, riding upon his ass,
But notwithstanding the previous permission, God's
anger is kindled at Balaam as he goes; and the
angel of the Lord with a drawn sword in his hand
shows himsclf accordingly to the ass, which refuses
to'proceed along the road despite Balaam's ¢fforts
to urge it.  Three times the angel, invisible as yet
to Balm\m, puts himself in the path of the ass, which
is beaten by its master for its refusal to proceed.
The ass is then given the power of addressing its

rider in human specch. and asks him

His Ass reproachfully why it has been smit-

8peaks. ten. The soothsayer, apparently not

astonished by the miraculons speeeh,
replies angrily that, were a sword in bis hand, be
would willingly kill the ass. The angel then be-
comes visible to Balaam, and the soothsayer falls on
his face before the vision.  Balamm confesses his sin
to theangel and offersto return 1o his own land, but
the divine messenger permits him to go on with the
Moabites, cujoining hin to say “ouly the word that
I shall speak uiito thee” (xxii. 83).

Chapters xxiil.—xxiv. contain the detailed account
of four oracles that Balaam uttered to Balak concern-
ing Isracl. - The soothsayer direets Balak to offer sac-
rifices to God of seven oxen and seven rams on'seven
altars built on a high place, Bamoth-haal, where he
coulidl sce “the utmost part” of Isracl (xxil 41).
Balaam then utters the first inspired oracle in-faver
of Israel, a people that “shall not be reckoned
among the pations ” (xxiil. 9). - Impressively he con-
cludes: o

*IWho can count the dust of Jacoh,
Or number the fourth part of Israel ?
Let me die the death of the righteous,
And let my lust end be like bis (xxiii. 10 R.V )-
Balak moves the secr to another point of -outlaok,. -
the ‘top of Mt. Pisgah, where the entire Israelitish.
camp is visible. Hereagain Balaam receives an orv

o the ﬁrst

“The Lovd his Godi is with:
i ’4lnm- §






