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

Essay 10. The idolatry of Ba’al Pe’or
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“While Israel was staying at Shittim, the menfolk profaned themselves by engaging in
sexual immorality with the Moabite women, and they invited the menfolk to the sacrifices for
their god; the menfolk did eat [the sacrifices], and they bowed down to their god. Thus, Israel
attached itself to Ba’al-Pe’or, and the L-rd was incensed with Israel.”! People question why the
Scripture went to such lengths in its description, as it could have said simply, “and they invited
the menfolk, and they bowed down to their god.” Another difficulty is what affiliation and
attachment there is to the eating with the bowing down. Also, if Scripture had read “to the
sacrifices for their god, . . . and they bowed down,” it’s obvious that they also ate of the

sacrifice.
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It can be said that in the eighth chapter of tractate Yoma (75b), there is a dispute. One,
Rabbi Yochanan, said that the manna was [completely] absorbed in all 248 limbs [of the body,
so that there was no waste]. He reads the verses that, “there shall be an area for you outside the
camp, where you may relieve yourself. With your gear you shall have a spike, and when you have
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squatted you shall dig a hole with it and cover up your excrement,” is properly established as

’ English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
"'Num. 25:1-3.
2 Deut. 23:13-14.




referring to waste from eating items that the gentile merchants brought them. But one, Rabbi
Elazar ben Perata, said that even regarding the items sold to them, the manna caused it to be
completely digested.

How do I establish the verse, “you shall have a spike”? That is after they sinned. It’s
explained there by commentators that their dispute regards what they complained about in
the second year, that they said, “Now our gullets are shriveled. There is nothing at all! Nothing
but this manna to look to!”* shows a complete sin or not. But regarding what they sinned in the
fortieth year, after Aaron died, when they said, “and our souls loathe this miserable food,”*
everyone agrees that this was a complete sin. From that point on, the manna stopped being
completely absorbed in all 248 limbs, and see there.
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Therefore, Scripture said, it wasn’t enough that the Moabite woman “invited the
menfolk to the sacrifices for their god,” rather even “the menfolk did eat [the sacrifices], and
they bowed down to their god.” That is as if to say that what they had eaten from the manna
created excrement, and that was beneficial to the service of the Moabite god, Ba’al Pe’or. The
Talmud indicates that the service of Ba’al Pe’or involved publicly exposing oneself and
defecating.> Also, the sin of corruption was that they complained and said, “and our souls
loathe this miserable food,” which caused them to add a zadon, a premeditated conscious sin,
to a pesha, an intentional rebellious act, in the service of Pe’or.
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Alternatively, it can be said that it’s brought in the seventh chapter of tractate
Sanhedrin (64a) that one woman asked the idolatrous priests how people served Ba’al Pe’or.
They said to her, they eat a dish of beets and drink new beer and defecate before him. For

3 Num. 11:6.
4 Num. 21:5.
5 Sanhedrin 64a.



these are things that soften the bowels and increase excrement. We are able to derive that the
service of Pe’or does not depend upon the excrement that customarily exits from people in
their normal eating. Rather, it’s necessary to eat a dish of beets etc., in order to increase the
excrement, and Scripture says, “and they invited the menfolk to the sacrifices for their god,”
and it wasn’t enough for them that they ate from the idolatrous sacrifices, “and they bowed
down to their god.” Rather, “they ate, and they bowed down to their god,” meaning that they
ate softening agents in order to serve the idol completely and greatly. Because of this,
Scripture says, “thus, Israel attached [va yitzzamed] [17%1] itself to Ba’al-Pe’or,” that because
they increased their sin, they attached themselves to it like a tightly-bound [zamid] [72%]
cover.



