
Parshat Vaethanan is a continuation of Moses’ farewell discourses that we started last 
week. In this Parsha, the issue of Israel being a numerous nation comes up. 
 
Towards the end of the Parsha, Moses will remind the Children of Israel that God has 
not chosen them because of their large numbers because, as a matter of fact, they are 
smaller in numbers than many of the nations that they are about to conquer, the 
Hittites, the Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites, “seven 
nations much larger than you.” (Deuteronomy 7:1) 
 
“It is not because you are the most numerous of peoples that Adonai set Adonai’s heart 
on you and chose you-indeed you are the smallest of all peoples.” (Deuteronomy 7:7) 
 
Those who are familiar with biblical text will agree that this is a departure from other 
statements about the numbers of this new nation, found in the Books of Genesis, Exodus 
and Deuteronomy. 
 
In Genesis, God’s promise to Abraham included his descendants to become as 
‘numerous as the stars in heaven and the sand by the seashore.’ 
 
At the beginning of the Book of Exodus, Pharaoh justifies enslaving the Children of 
Israel because their numbers became a threat to the Egyptian nation. 
 
Several times in Deuteronomy, Moses describes the Children of Israel as numerous as 
the stars in the sky. 
 
So, what’s going on here? Why suddenly the reference to the numbers of the Israelites 
entering Canaan becomes now so significantly lower than the numbers of their enemies? 
 
Rashi, one of the most traditional interpreters of Biblical text, claims that the statement 
in Vaethanan, is a reference not to real numbers but rather a reference to self-
perception. This opinion brings us back to the narrative of the twelve spies, as they come 
back to Moses claiming that they saw themselves as grasshoppers and that is exactly 
how the inhabitants of the land saw them. (Numbers 13:33) 
 
The Rambam (Maimonides) claims that this section in this week’s Torah portion should 
make us Jews very proud. We have this very special relationship with God not because 
we are the largest nation, but because of our values. In other words, it is about quality 
and not about quantity. 
 
It is somehow ironic that we read this parsha right after Tisha B’Av. The Jewish People 
has never been large in numbers, but throughout history we have gone through so much 
rejection and persecution that the numbers have become even lesser due to this dynamic 
of persecution and, in some extreme cases, full and total annihilation. 
 
Tisha B’Av recalls the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile that followed. It is also a 
memorial for the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, once a vibrant and very prolific 
community. If we add the Holocaust to these events, we come to a very sad conclusion: 



how many of us have been lost due to antisemitism and persecution! How many vibrant 
communities have been decimated because of hatred and intolerance!  
 
And yet, the Jewish people has produced not only rabbis, Torah scholars and 
theologians. When we look into any particular area of knowledge, scientific research and 
progress, we see how well the Jewish people has been represented, way beyond what 
would have been expected based on numbers and demographics. 
 
The modern State of Israel has become, throughout its short history, a leader in 
scientific research in every field that you can think of and in technological innovation as 
well. 
 
Paraphrasing Rabbi Jonathan Sacks z”l, this small people is still relevant and central to 
human progress and keeps delivering a message of hope: you need not be large to be 
great. What you need is to be open to a power greater than yourself. 
 
According to Rabbi Sacks, it is said that King Louis XIV of France once asked Blaise 
Pascal, the brilliant mathematician and theologian, to give him proof of the existence of 
God. Pascal is said to have replied, “Your Majesty, THE JEWS!” 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
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