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Livestock Longevity
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“Ten things were created on the eve of Sabbath during
the twilight period (i.e., right before the onset of the
Sabbath), and they are: The mouth of the ground,
the mouth of the well, the mouth of the donkey, the
rainbow, the manna, the staff, the Shamir, the writing,
the writing implement, and the tablets. Some also include
the demons, Moshe’s grave, and the ram sacrificed by
our forefather Avraham (in place of his son, Yitzchak)”
(Avos 5:6).
The item from the list above that is featured in this
week’s parshah is “the mouth of the donkey.” This
refers to the incident involving the recalcitrant Bilam,
who -- contravening Hashem’s Will -- acceded to King
Balak’s request to place a curse on the Jewish people.
En route to perform his famous service, Bilam’s donkey
stopped repeatedly when beholding a threatening angel
(a sight concealed from Bilam himself). These delays
prompted harsh beatings from the donkey’s master, until
“Hashem opened the mouth of the donkey, and it said to
Bilam: ‘What have I done to you that you have struck
me these three times?’”(Bamidbar 24:28). According
to the Mishnah, this “mouth of the donkey” originates
from the Six Days of Creation.
Which gives rise to the following question: What about
it, exactly, was created at that time? A very literal
interpretation of the Mishnah’s term “mouth of the
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donkey” would seem to intimate that the mouth itself
was created; but such a prospect seems somewhat
unlikely (i.e., a donkey-less mouth waiting around for a
few thousand years for a donkey to be born to which it
could attach itself). A more plausible explanation would
be that the donkey itself (in its entirety) was created,
with the Mishnah highlighting that unique aspect (its
mouth) with which it was invested and for which it
gained renown.

How Old are You Now?
Many of the commentators, though, do not favor
this approach, either, as it entails a supposition that
the donkey itself lived to a ripe old age of a couplethousand years (from Creation until Bilam’s days). The
Tiferes Yisrael raises the objection that -- had such an
amazing anomaly actually occurred (the existence of
a donkey blessed with such extraordinary longevity)
-- some mention would surely have been made in the
Scriptures themselves. In the Tiferes Yisrael’s view, the
Torah’s silence on this issue is evidence that no such
long-lasting donkey existed.
So, what, exactly, was created then? From Rashi’s
comments, it appears that he understood similarly -i.e., that Bilam’s donkey was of average age, having
been born in Bilam’s era. What occurred on the sixth
day of Creation regarding the animal is that the decree
was issued that at some future point in history, Bilam’s
donkey would speak. The Tiferes Yisrael himself follows
a similar vein, interpreting (in a general sense) that
many of the items listed in the Mishnah did not actually
come into existence at the beginning of Creation; rather,
the potential for the ground to swallow, for example,
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was implanted at that time, and such ability would only
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Upon delving into some of the intricacies of this
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topic, a point to consider would be the various forms of
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