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Chapter XL: Balak (Num. 22:2-25:9)

Essay 6. Circumcision sets Israel as a nation apart
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“As I see them from the mountain tops, gaze on them from the heights, there is a people
that dwells apart, not reckoned among the nations.”' We need to check what is the significance
of “from the mountain tops,” and what is the significance of “As I see them” and “gaze on
them”? What is the significance of “that dwells apart, not reckoned among the nations,”
which appears redundant.
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The Kli Yakar wrote on the verse, “So Joshua had flint knives made, and he circumcised
the Israelites at the Hill of Foreskins,”” and on the previous verse, “At that time G-d said to
Joshua, ‘Make flint knives and proceed with a second circumcision of the Israelites,” ”* and
this is his language in short:

The esoteric secret of circumcision is for [the corona] to be completely
uncovered.” This is a hint of the revelation to His people and to His pious ones
of His holy light, may He be blessed. This was not possible in the days of the
forefathers, because the power of the klipah of the mucosal membrane still
covered the light of the circumcision. For the sin of the first man, Adam obliged
the evil forces to rule over the good forces, but when Abraham came, he began
to remedy what the first Adam spoiled, as is known to Kabbalists.’ So did Isaac

: English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com
!'Num. 23:9.

2 Joshua 5:3.

3 Joshua 5:2.

4 Removing the foreskin, by milah, and peeling back the mucosal membrane, by periyah.

5> Gen. Rabbah 14:6.




and so did Jacob, and then their sons entered the iron blast furnace in Egypt,°
and they also walked in the wilderness of a fiery serpent, and snakes, and
scorpions’ to [further] weaken the power [of the evil forces] and to remedy
everything. After the remedy was finished, they entered the Holy Land.

- Kli Yakar®
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In the 8™ chapter of tractate Yevamot, “The [mitzvah of] periyah [uncovering the corona
during] circumcision was not given to our Patriarch Abraham.”” I.e., they only had the mitzvah
of milah, removing the foreskin, but not the mitzvah of periyah, peeling back the mucosal
membrane. The reason is that since [Abraham]| had not yet finished correcting the defect of
the first man, Adam, he did not have it in his power to expel the klipah completely. Therefore,
the light of the yod of the word periyah was not revealed. This refers to the yod of the
Tetragrammaton, which is associated with circumcision.! However, when [the Israelites]
entered the Land and the repair was already completed and there were no longer fiery
serpents, and snakes, and scorpions, then it was “time for every desire.”!! Then they were
given the commandment of periyah, as the holiness rested upon the Land and there was no
longer fear from the klipah, for it had been driven away. At that point, Joshua conducted a
second circumcision, removing additional foreskin and ensuring that the mucosal membrane was
peeled back.
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The reason is now understood why Joshua made them a hill, as it is written, “at the
Hill of Foreskins.” According to what we hold, “The assembly of the wicked [in one place] is
detrimental to them and detrimental to the world,”'? it seemingly wasn’t proper for him to do
this, to gather the foreskins, which are associated with the evil inclination.'*> But because the
klipah was already weakened and the power removed from it, he no longer had any fear at
all, and because of this, to show this, he made a hill for them.

¢ Deut. 4:20.

7 Deut. 8:15.

8 Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz (“Kli Yakar”) (1550—-1619). The translator has not located the source.
 Yevamot 71b.

10 Tikkunei Zohar, Hakdamah 11a.

" Ecel. 3:1.

12 Mishnah Sanhedrin 8:5; Sanhedrin 71b.

13 Sukkah 52a: “The evil inclination has seven names. . . . Moses called it uncircumcised.”
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The Scripture, “As I see them from the mountain tops” speaks about milah, removing
the foreskin, as [the rabbis] explained in the Midrash Rabbah 20:14 on the adjacent verse,
“Who can count the dust of Jacob?”!* Similarly, we find in the Yalkut Shimoni, remez 768 on
the verse “As I see them from the mountain tops,” that it means “I, [Bilam], am watching what
will happen in the future with rocks,” i.e., that Joshua will be commanded to “make flint
knives.” “As I see them from the mountain tops,” as if to say, “I see that the milah is given to
the mountain tops,” which is referring to Abraham, “and afterward the periyah is given in the
time that they made the Hill of Foreskins,” in the days of Joshua. For then the correction is
completed and there was no longer any fear of [the evil forces].
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This is the meaning of “gaze at them,” the language of looking and understanding
intellectually, as the Radak explained in discussing the root of the word “shur.”'> Because of
this, I say, “There is a people that dwells apart,” that because of the circumcision, Israel is
called “alone.” This is as it is said in Chelek [sic], “[But] we, who are circumcised, cannot
become [uncircumcised] as you [idolators are].”'® Further, now that periyah is given to them
and the spiritual impurity is very weakened, then even if they don’t circumcise themselves, !’
they wouldn’t be called “uncircumcised” like the gentiles, only “circumcised” like Israel,
because of their achievements against the evil forces. As it is taught in tractate Nedarim:

[If one vows,] “Benefiting from those who are circumcised [is
forbidden] for me, he is prohibited [from deriving benefit even] from
uncircumcised Jews [because they are still called “circumcised” by virtue of being
part of the Jewish people], but he is permitted [to derive benefit] from the
circumcised of the nations of the world [because even if they are actually
circumcised, they are considered “uncircumcised” because of their idolatrous
beliefs].

- Nedarim 31b

This is the meaning of “[they are] not reckoned among the nations.”
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4 Num. 23:10.

15 David Kimchi (“RaDaK”) (1160-1235), Sefer haShorashim.

16 Sanhedrin 39a. The text erroneously references “Chelek,” the 10" chapter of Mishnah Sanhedrin.
17 For example, if it would be life-threatening to do so.
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