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STUDIES

DO NOT NEGOTIATE

Sometimes It's Best Not to Answer At All



PARSHAH

OVERVIEW
Balak

Balak, the king of Moab,
summons the prophet
Balaam to curse the people
of Israel. On the way, Balaam
is berated by his donkey,
who sees, before Balaam
does, the angel that G-d
sends to block their way.
Three times, from three
different vantage points,
Balaam attempts to
pronounce his curses; each
time, blessings issue forth
instead. Balaam also
prophesies on the end of
days and the coming of
Mashiach.

The people fall prey to the
charms of the daughters of

Moab and are enticed to
worship the idol Pe’or. When
a high-ranking Israelite
official publicly takes a
Midianite princess into a
tent, Phineas kills them both,
stopping the plague raging
among the people.
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Numbers 25:1-9
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1. Israel was living in Shitim, and the people began
to engage in licentiousness with the daughters
of Moab.

2. They invited the people to the feast offerings of
their gods, and the people ate and prostrated
themselves to their gods.

3. Israel became attached to Baal Pe’or, and the
wrath of G-d was inflamed against Israel.

4. G-d said to Moses, “Take all the leaders of the
people and hang those who sinned before G-d
facing the sun so that the inflamed wrath of G-d
may withdraw from Israel.”

5. Moses said to the judges of Israel, “Each of you,
kill his men who have become attached to
Baal Pe’or.”
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Numbers 25:1-9
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6. Behold, one man of Israel came and brought a
Midianite woman near to his brethren before the
eyes of Moses and before the eyes of all Israel. And
they were weeping at the Tent of Meeting’s door.

7. Phineas, the son of Eleazar, son of Aaron the
priest, saw, and he arose from the community and
took a spear in his hand.

8. He went after the man of Israel into the tent and
pierced both of them, the Israelite man and the
woman, through her abdomen. The plague against
Israel ceased.

9. Those who died in the plague were twenty-four
thousand.




TEXT 2A

Talmud, Sanhedrin 82a
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What did Zimri do? He arose, gathered twenty-
four thousand of Israel, and went to Cozbi,
princess of Midian, and said to her, “Submit

to me.”

She said to him, “I am the daughter of a king,
and so my father commanded me, ‘Submit only
to the greatest of them.”

He said to her, “I, too, am the head of a tribe;
moreover, | am greater than Moses, as | am the
second of the womb [l descend from Simeon,
the second son of Jacob], and Moses is the third
of the womb [he descends from Levi, the third
son of Jacob].”
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Talmud, Sanhedrin 82a
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Zimri seized her by her forelock and brought her
before Moses. He said, “Son of Amram, is this
woman forbidden or permitted? And if you say
she is forbidden, who permitted the daughter of
Jethro to you?” The Halachah eluded Moses.

All the leaders bawled in their weeping, and this
explains that which is written, “And they wept at
the Tent of Meeting’s door” (Numbers 25:6). And
it is written thereafter: “And Phineas, son of
Eleazar, saw . ..” (Numbers 25:7).







TEXT 2B

Rashi, ad loc.
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“Who permitted the daughter of Jethro to you?” Moses
had married before Mount Sinai. And when the Torah
was given, they were all non-Jdews who entered into the
general framework of the mitzvot together. Zipporah
entered with them, as did many converts from the
mixed multitude.



TEXT §

Rabbi Avraham Reuven
Sofer, Yalkut Reuveni
(Warsaw, 1884), p. 98
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He should at least have answered Zimri. He could have
said, “Halachah came into force when the Torah was
given” or, “I converted her.” Then, perhaps, Zimri would
have responded and returned in teshuvah, and G-d
accepts all returnees.



QUESTION

By flaunting a relationship with the Moabite
princess, Zimri was accusing Moses of hypocrisy.

Moses had compelling answers. Why did he
remain silent?



TEXT 4

Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Laws of
Forbidden Relations 18:3
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A woman who converted or was freed from slavery,
even if she converted or was freed when she was under
three years of age, being that she is not a daughter of
Israel, she is forbidden to marry a Kohen.



TEXT 5

Talmud Zevachim 101b
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Rav said, “Moses, our teacher, was a High Priest and would receive a share of
offerings consecrated to Heaven, as it says, ‘It was Moses’s portion of the
ram of inauguration’ (Leviticus 8:29). . ..

“Priesthood only expired for Moses’s descendants, as it says, ‘But as for
Moses, the man of G-d, his sons are named among the tribe of Levi’ (I
Chronicles 23:14). Yet it also says, ‘Moses and Aaron among His priests, and
Samuel among those that call upon His name’ (Psalms 99:6).”



QUESTION

How could Moses justify

marrying a convert if he
was a Kohen?




TEXT 6

Talmud Yevamot 61a
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A priest who betrothed a widow and was appointed to be the
High Priest may marry her. There was an incident with
Yehoshua ben Gamla, who betrothed Marta bat Baitos, who
was a widow, and the king appointed him as the High Priest,
and yet, he still married her.



ANSWER

Moses was already
married to Tziporah when
he became a Kohen. As
such, the Torah did not
require them to separate.




TEXT 7

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei
Sichot 18, p. 291
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We do not always seek to answer the questions
of others: sometimes, their question can be so
impertinent as to “make a Midianite seem
permitted.”

When the other person honestly intends for the
sake of Heaven, we must “answer (even a) fool
according to their foolishness” (Proverbs 26:5).
But if the other person poses a question in Torah
terms with the intention of permitting what the
Torah forbids, we must take the approach of “do
not answer a fool according to their foolishness”
(Proverbs 26:4). Victory is achieved over such an
opponent not by engaging in rational debate but
by displaying logic-defying strength.
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So says silence to the fool:
“Here is your answer.”




TEXT9

Proverbs 26:4-5
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4. Do not answer a fool according to his or her folly
lest you become like them.

5. Answer a fool according to their folly lest they be
wise in their sight.




TEXT 10A

Talmud, Shabbat 30b
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They sought to suppress the Book of Proverbs too because its
statements contradict each other. . ..

And what are its statements that contradict one another? It is
written, “Answer not a fool according to their folly” (Proverbs
26:4), and it is written, “Answer a fool according to their folly”
(Proverbs 26:5).



TEXT 10B

Rashi, ad loc.
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The idea contained in these two verses is explicit within
them. “Do not answer” him or her in a matter where
answering will only bring you down to their level. “Answer a

fool” in a matter where, if you do not answer them, they will
be wise in their own eyes.







TEXT T

Rabbi Yisrael Taub of
Modzitz, Divrei Yisrael,
Exodus 1:12
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When the evil inclination comes, namely the heretic, to seduce a

person with his or her deceitful claims, the verse says, “Do not
answer a fool according to their folly.” For if you reply to them,
they will overpower you with a never-ending stream of even
more corrupt and twisted questions.




TEXT 12

Rabbi Moshe
Rosenbaum, Leviyat
Chein—Mishlei, (Benei
Berak: 2001) pp. 349-
350
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We can divide misguided people into two
categories: There are those who seek out the logic
of a mitzvah, but so long as they do not yet
understand it, they view it as odd and ridicule G-d’s
command. Only once they understand the reason
will they accept it and act accordingly. This is a
wrongheaded way and foolish behavior, but
nonetheless, the wise King Solomon advises,
“Answer this fool according to their folly,” the
reason being “lest they be wise in their sight,”
saying, “I am wise. | am sophisticated about each
mitzvah | do, unlike those who blindly believe
everything and do not understand what they do.”

However, there is another, much worse form of
corruption, wherein they question the logic of a
mitzvah, intending only to destroy the practice of
mitzvot and mock them. They present their
challenge as an innocent question only to hide their
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Rabbi Moshe
Rosenbaum, Leviyat
Chein—Mishlei, (Benei
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intentions from the questioned, posing it
deceptively as if they were inquiring about the
reason for a mitzvah.

The wise King Solomon trusts us to discern the
intention of a challenger. When we understand they
come to deceive, seeking only to excuse and justify
themselves, the verse warns, “Do not answer a fool
according to their folly,” for it will do no good and
they will only mock your words. “Lest you become
like them” warns that you will only be burned by
their tongue’s flames and trapped in the snare of
their mouths.







TEXT 13

Rabbi Shimon Madar, Or
Hapeninim, (Jerusalem:
2011), p. 195
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It is better “not to answer his or her folly” and
doubts, the reason being “lest you become like
them.” This means you, too, will appear to be
uncertain, trying to resolve your doubts. The fool’s
entire purpose is to create the perception that you,
too, are doubtful; then they win the point that you
are just like them. Thus, your lack of response will
harm their cause more than any answer you could
say. If you answered their query and exposed their
mistake entirely, it would indeed harm their cause,
but they still gain legitimacy from the fact that you
answered their question as if they were on to
something. This demonstrates that there are
legitimate questions you must answer. But the
moment you refuse to reply, their cause suffers
more, for they are unable to achieve the aim of
their argument: to demonstrate that you, too,

have doubts.




TEXT 13

Rabbi Shimon Madar, Or
Hapeninim, (Jerusalem:
2011), p. 195
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This is what is meant by [“So says silence to the
fool:] ‘Here is your answer.”” It is as if the person
asked, “Am | right?” and your silence itself tells
them, “You are wrong.” . .. Still, despite having said
not to answer the fool according to their folly, the
wise King Solomon continues, “Answer a fool
according to their folly lest they be wise in their
sight.” He means: You must answer them in a way
that they can no longer believe themself to have
been wise; they must find themself at a loss for an
answer. To accomplish this, answer them
lightheartedly—for the point is to expose their
foolishness, not to lend their argument credence.







KEY POINTS

1.

Parshat Balak concludes with many Jewish men sinking into sin with the daughters of
Moab. G-d orders that justice be done, but one leader, Zimri, flaunts his relationship
with the Moabite princess Cozbi, and accuses Moses of hypocrisy.

Despite having numerous answers to justify himself, Moses did not respond to Zimri’s
accusation. This was because he saw that Zimri was already committed to his act
without regard for facts.

Responding in good faith to a question or accusation leveled in bad faith is dangerous,
as it lends unwarranted credibility to the question, and presents indisputable truth as
if it were subject to debate.

In our personal lives, and in our Jewish lives, we must identify the values that are not
“up for discussion,” and we should respond with strength, not defensive words, when
we detect that a challenge is aimed solely at shattering our conviction.






