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Chapter XL: Balak (Num. 22:2–25:9) 
 
Essay 10. The idolatry of Ba’al Pe’or 
 

. וּמַקְשִׁים לָמָּה הֶאֱרִי˂ הַכָּתוּב כָּל כָּ˂  וַיִּצָּמֶד יִשְׂרָאֵל" וְכוּ'  .וַיּאֹכַל הָעָם וַיִּשְׁתַּחֲוּוּ לֵא˄הֵיהֶן  לָעָם לְזִבְחֵי אֱ˄הֵיהֶן"וַתִּקְרֶאןָ  

וּדְבִיקוֹת יֵשׁ לַאֲכִילָה עִם ההִשְׁתַּחֲוָאָה, וְעוֹד  צּוּר "וַתִּקְרֶאןָ לָעָם וַיִּשְׁתַּחֲוּוּ לֵא˄הֵיהֶן", וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה מַה שַׁיָּיכוּת  יהָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר בַּקִּ 

  לְזִבְחֵי אֱ˄הֵיהֶן . . . וְיִשְׁתַּחֲווּ" פְּשִׁיטָא שֶׁאָכְלוּ נָמֵי."שֶׁאִם קָרְאוּ אוֹתָם 

  

“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.”1 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. 

 

בְּמָאתַיִם וְאַרְבָּעִים וּשְׁמוֹנָה אֵיבָרִים וְקָרָא דִּ"וְיָתֵד תִּהְיֶה  תָּמִיד הָיָה נִבְלַע    שֶׁהַמָּןפְּלִיגִי חָד אָמַר    וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דִּבְפֶרֶק ח' דְּיוֹמָא

  .םמָן מְפִיגָ מּוֹת מוֹכְרִים לָהֶם  וּ לּוּ דְּבָרִים שֶׁהָאי, וְחָד אָמַר אֲפִ לָהֶםבִּדְבָרִים שֶׁתַּגָּרֵי אוּמּוֹת הָעוֹלָם מְבִיאִין  מִיתוּקָם  לְ˃" וְכוּ'  

אִם מַה שֶׁהִתְלוֹנְנוּ בְּשָׁנָה שְׁנִיָּה שֶׁאָמְרוּ "וְעַתָּה   הוּא  םקֶתָ וֹמַחֲלדְּ רְשׁוּ שָׁם  י , וּפֵ שֶׁסָּרְחוּ"וְיָתֵד תִּהְיֶה לְ˃" לְאַחֵר    מְקַיֵּיםמָה אֲנִי  וּ

"וְנַפְשֵׁנוּ  בָל מַה שֶׁסָּרְחוּ בִּשְׁנַת הָאַרְבָּעִים לְאַחֵר שֶׁמֵּת אַהֲרֹן שֶׁאָמְרוּסֵרָחוֹן גָּמוּר אוֹ לאֹ, אֲ   מַקְרֵי  נַפְשֵׁנוּ יְבֵשָׁה אֵין כֹּל" וְכוּ' 

 . "שבְלַע בָּאֵיבָרִים וְעייקָצָה בַּלֶּחֶם הַקְּ˄קֵל" כּוּלֵּי עָלְמָא מוֹדוּ דְּהָוֵי סֵרָחוֹן גָּמוּר וּמִשָּׁם וָהָלְאָה פָּסַק הַמָּן מִלִּהְיוֹת נִ 

 

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 

squatted you shall dig a hole with it and cover up your excrement,”2 is properly established as 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Num. 25:1–3. 
2 Deut. 23:13–14. 
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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!”3 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,”4 

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. 

 

א˄הֵיהֶן", כְּלוֹמַר אַף מַה שֶׁהָיוּ  וְלָכֵן אָמַר הַכָּתוּב לאֹ דַּי שֶׁ"וַתִּקְרֶאןָ לָעָם לְזִבְחֵי אֱ˄הֵיהֶן" אֶלָּא אַף "וַיּאֹכַל הָעָם וַיִּשְׁתַּחֲוּוּ לֵ 

וְהָיָה מוֹעִיל לַעֲבוֹדַת פְּעוֹר גָּרַם לָהֶם רַת הַסֵּ יוַעֲבֵ   .אוֹכְלִין מִן הַמָּן הָיָה מוֹצִיא רְעִי  וְאָמְרוּ "וְנַפְשֵׁנוּ קָצָה"  רָחוֹן שֶׁהִתְלוֹנְנוּ 

 לְהוֹסִיף זָדוֹן עַל פֶּשַׁע בַּעֲבוֹדַת פְּעוֹר.

 

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.5 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.  

 

ה לַכּוֹמְרִים בְּמָה עוֹבְדִין לִפְעוֹר אָמְרוּ לָהּ אוֹכְלִין תְּרָדִין וְשׁוֹתִין  שָׁאֲלָ   דְּאִשָּׁה אַחַת  אִי נָמֵי יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא בְּפֶרֶק ז' דְּסַנְהֶדְרִין

נִמְצֵינוּ לְמֵ  זֶבֶל,  דִים שֶׁהַעֲבוֹדַת פְּעוֹר אֵינָהּ  שֵׁכָר חָדָשׁ וּמַתְרִיזִין לְפָנָיו לְפִי שֶׁהֵם דְּבָרִים הַמְשַׁלְשְׁלִין אֶת הַמֵיעַיִם וּמַרְבִּים 

ל תְּרָדִין וְכוּ' כְּדֵי לְהַרְבּוֹת זֶבֶל וִרְעִי, וְאָמַר  וֹאֶלָּא צָרִי˂ לֶאֱכ  בְּהַזֶבֶל וְהַרְעִי הַנָּהוּג לָצֵאת מִבְּנֵי אָדָם בַּאֲכִילָתָם הָרְגִילָהתְּלוּיָה  

יִּשְׁתַּחֲוּוּ לֵא˄הֵיהֶן", אֶלָּא אַף "וַיּאֹכַל הָעָם וַיִּשְׁתַּחֲוּוּ"  הַכָּתוּב "וַתִּקְרֶאןָ לָעָם לְזִבְחֵי אֱ˄הֵיהֶן" וְלאֹ דַּי לָהֶם שֶׁאָכְלוּ מֵהַזֶּבַחִים "וַ 

ד עֲבוֹדָה שְׁלֵימָה וּגְדוֹלָה, וּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה "וַיִּצָּמֶד יִשְׂרָאֵל לְבַעַל פְּעוֹר" שֶׁלְּפִי שֶׁהִרְבּוּ לַחֲטאֹ  וֹשֶׁאָכְלוּ דְּבָרִים הַמְּשַׁלְשְׁלִים כְּדֵי לַעֲב

 . קוּ בָּהּ כְּצָמִיד פָּתִילנִדְבְּ 

 

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. 
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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’yitzamed] [וַיִּצָּמֶד] itself to Ba’al-Pe’or,” that because 

they increased their sin, they attached themselves to it like a tightly-bound [tzamid] [צָמִיד] 

cover. 

 

* * * 


