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Torah Talk for Vayikra 5780   Leviticus 1-5 
 
Lev. 1:1 [NJPS] 
    The LORD called to Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting, saying: 2  Speak 
to the Israelite people, and say to them:  
 When any of you presents an offering of cattle to the LORD, ahe shall choose hisa offering 
from the herd or from the flock. 
 
Lev. 1:1 [The Contemporary Torah (JPS), ed. David E. S. Stein] 
הוה      called to Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting, saying: 2  Speak to the י-
Israelite people, and say to them:  
 When any of you presents an offering of cattle to הוה-י , you shall choose your offering 
[M`Rk◊nA;b√r∂q_tRa …wbyäîrVqA;t] from the herd or from the flock. 
 
MASORAH: The LORD called to Moses. This is one of only two verses in the Torah where the 
Lord “called to Moses”; the other is Exod. 24:16. Note also that the first Hebrew word of the 
book is spelled with a miniature a. 

hv≤≠moAla, ar:¡q]YI˝w"       1>1 
RASHI: The LORD called to Moses. Every speech, utterance, and command is preceded by a call. 
The term implies affection. The ministering angels do the same: “And one would call to the 
other, ‘Holy, holy, holy! The LORD of Hosts! His presence fills all the earth!’” (Isa. 6:3). But the 
terms used when God reveals Himself to the prophets of other nations are casual and even a 
little bit crude: “God happened upon Balaam” (Num. 23:4).A In the instance described in our 
verse, God’s voice proceeded directly to Moses’ ears without the rest of Israel being able to 
hear it. 
A The Hebrew root for “happened” is the same used when a nocturnal emission “happens” 
to a man (see Deut. 23:11). The first word of the book of Leviticus would in fact be 
“happened” (the same word used in God’s encounter with Balaam) were it not for the addition 
of the miniature a at the end of the word, which changes it into “called.” 
 
Deut. 23:11 If anyone among you has been rendered unclean by a nocturnal emission 
[hDl◊y¡Dl_hérV;qIm], he must leave the camp, and he must not reenter the camp. 
 
Num. 23:3 Then Balaam said to Balak, “Stay here beside your offerings while I am gone. 
Perhaps the LORD will grant me a manifestation [hôér∂;qˆy], and whatever He reveals to me I will 
tell you.” 

M¡DoVlI;b_lRa My™IhølTa rñ∂;qˆ¥yÅw Num. 23:4 
 

God manifested Himself to Balaam 

Num. 23:15 And [Balaam] said to Balak, “Stay here beside your offerings, while I seek a 
manifestation [h®rñ∂;qIa] yonder.” 
 

M$DoVlI;b_lRa ‹hÎwh-y rô∂;qˆ¥yÅw Num. 23:16 
 

The LORD manifested Himself to Balaam 
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Numbers 24:4 
 
NAHMANIDES: Who beholds visions from the Almighty. He has now become one who sees 
through a clear glass, like the original prophets … You should not have any trouble accepting 
this as we have explained it, despite what our Sages said in the Sifrei: “‘Never again did there 
arise in Israel a prophet like Moses’ [Deut. 34:10]—in Israel no prophet like him ever arose 
again, but outside Israel a prophet like him did arise. And who was it? Balaam. But there is a 
difference between the prophecy of Moses and that of Balaam: Moses did not know what He 
would speak about with him, but Balaam, who calls himself one ‘who hears God’s speech’ [here], 
did know; Moses did not know when He would speak with him (‘he would hear the Voice 
addressing him’ [7:89]), but Balaam did know, calling himself one ‘who obtains knowledge from 
the Most High’ [v. 16]; Moses would communicate with God in a standing position (‘Stand here 
with Me’ [Deut. 5:28]), but Balaam could be lying down [here]. It is like the king’s cook, who 
knows precisely what the king spends on each meal.” This midrash has nothing to do with 
Moses’ superiority as a prophet, since 12:6–7 (not to mention Exod. 6:3) makes that quite 
clear. Rather, the Sages are emphasizing that Moses was one “whom the LORD knew, face to 
face” (Deut. 34:10)—a reference to the nature of Moses’ prophecy. Prophecy would come to 
Moses clearly, as one communicates face to face with a friend. If something is unclear, it is 
repeated and explained while the two friends are still talking, until he sees by the expression on 
the other person’s face that he understands him. Our Sages agreed that Balaam himself was at 
this level of prophecy when he was prophesying in Israel’s honor, for at that moment he fully 
comprehended God’s words and desires in regard to Israel’s future. Even at this moment, 
however, there was a difference between the prophecy of Balaam and that of Moses. The Sifrei 
is to be explained this way: 
• Moses did not know what God was going to speak to him about. He was simply ready at 
every moment to receive whatever divine utterance might occur, and the Holy One would 
command him according to His will. Balaam, on the other hand, had to isolate himself, 
deliberately preparing himself and focusing on getting the manifestation that he wanted from 
God. He knew that if God did speak to him, it would only be on the matter on which he was 
focused. 
• Moses did not know when God would speak to him. He had no fixed time for prophecy. 
Whenever Moses wanted to, he would focus on the divine utterance and God would speak to 
him: “Stand by, and let me hear what instructions the LORD gives about you” (9:8), and 
similarly whenever God wished to command Moses, “he would hear the Voice addressing him” 
(7:89). But Balaam had to determine the precise moment at which he would have a divine 
utterance; the spirit would not rest on him other than at that moment. Perhaps he knew the 
one instant every day when God is angry at Israel, and hoped to curse them then (as the Sages 
explain on B. Ber. 7a and B. Sanh. 105b). 
• Moses’ speaking to God standing was also a sign of his superiority. It is not that 
Balaam’s lying down during prophecy showed more familiarity with God. Rather, he could not 
stand up to the intensity of the experience, along the lines of what the Israelites told Moses: “If 
we hear the voice of the LORD our God any longer, we shall die … You go closer and hear all 
that the LORD our God says, and then you tell us everything” (Deut. 5:22, 24). 
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