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D’var Torah on Balak 

 
 

Jews, 'A Nation that Dwells Alone' 
 

In this week's Torah portion, Balak, the wicked prophet Balaam 
stares at the Jews, freshly freed from slavery in Egypt, and says: 

I see them from the tops of the mountains. I gaze on them from the 
heights.  Behold, they are a nation that shall dwell alone, and not be 
reckoned among the nations. [Num. 23:9] 

 
What does this prophecy really mean?   

'Am l'vadad yishkon, uva-goyim lo yit-chashav 

“A nation that shall dwell alone”?  Surely the record shows that our 
history is intimately intertwined with the history of the rest of the world. 
“A nation that shall not be reckoned among the nations”?  Surely we 
count, and our achievements have greatly and positively influenced 
the rest of humanity. 
 
Now, Balaam was sent by the king of Moab to curse the Jews.  He 
said he could not curse them because God had already blessed them.  
Then he uttered this ambiguous phrase:  

They are a nation that shall dwell alone, and not be reckoned among the 
nations. 

Is it a blessing or a curse?  Or both?  Let us explore possible 
meanings of this enigmatic phrase, in light of our tradition.   
 
The Midrash says that this phrase means: 

When Israel rejoices, no other nation rejoices with them... And when the 
[other] nations prosper, Israel will prosper with them… [Tanchuma Balak 12, 

Num. Rabbah 20:19]  

 
“When Israel rejoices, no other nation rejoices with them.”  This 
suggests that Jewish achievements stir up envy and jealousy among 
others.  Indeed, some regard this envy as the root cause of 
antisemitism.  Jews have been collecting Nobel prizes at a rate 150 
times higher than their small numbers would suggest.  Jealousy is 
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deeply rooted in human nature.  As the old Jewish saying goes, “We 
anger God with our vices and men with our virtues”.   
 
“And when the [other] nations prosper, Israel will prosper with them.”  
Indeed, history shows that the worst antisemites don’t last long, 
witness the Nazis; and that kindness to Jews is rewarded, witness the 
United States, now the world's only superpower.  After all, one of the 
first things that God told Abraham is:  

I will bless those who bless you and curse those who curse you. [Genesis 

12:3] 

 
But we indeed dwell alone.  There is no better evidence of that than 
what has been happening at the United Nations almost since its 
inception.  There, the State of Israel is routinely isolated, ostracized, 
vilified, demonized, delegitimized.  More than half of the resolutions of 
the United Nations target Israel, whereas the real mass murderers, 
dictators, and other violators of human rights are either ignored or 
slapped on the wrist.  When the chips are down, we know we can 
count only on ourselves. 
 
That part, being alone, is certainly a curse.  The Torah says: 

Lo tov heyot ha’adam levado -- It is not good for man to be alone. [Gen. 

2:18]  

The Book of Lamentations begins with: 
Echah yashva vadad ha-ir rabbati ‘am -- How lonely is the city, that was 
once full of people! [Lam. 1:1]. 

 
Targum Onkelos says that the phrase means that the Jews, alone, 
will not perish from the earth, but the other nations will.  After all, the 
prophet Jeremiah quoted God as telling the Jews: 

I am with you, says the Lord, to save you.  I will terminate all the nations 
where I have scattered you, but I will not terminate you. [Jer. 30:11] 

Indeed, we Jews are still here, and all the powerful empires in which 
we dwelled have disappeared when they turned on us:  The 
Amalekites, the Philistines, the Assyrians, the Babylonians, the 
Persians, the Greeks, the Romans, the Spanish, the various Christian 
and Muslim empires, and so forth.  Their descendants are still here, 
but they are no longer powerful. 
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Yet there is no denying that our tradition teaches us to be different, to 
dwell apart, to retain our spiritual identity, to refuse to assimilate.  
God tells Israel in the Torah: 

Kedoshim tihyu ki kadosh ani, Hashem Elokechem 
You shall be holy; for I, the Lord your God, am holy. [Lev. 19:2] 

...And I have separated you from other peoples, so that you should be 
mine. [Lev. 20:26] 
Ve-atem tihyu li mamlekhet kohanim vegoy kadosh 
You will be to Me a kingdom of priests and holy nation. [Ex. 19:6] 

 
So “holy” means separate.  The dictionary defines holiness as the 
state of being set apart for the service of God.  The Encyclopedia 
Judaica says that “kadesh” means “distinguished, set apart”, suffused 
with a divine quality.  So one can say we are commanded to “dwell 
alone”, to maintain our uniqueness, to march to the beat of a different 
drummer.  The rabbis of the Talmud were referred to as “Perushim”, 
a word later distorted to “Pharisees”, and which literally means “those 
who separate themselves”. 
 
Certainly, keeping kosher and observing Shabbat make it more 
difficult to interact with non-Jews.  But they are not a hint that we 
should not do so.  The Netziv, from 19th-century Poland, said that the 
prophet Isaiah told us that we Jews were created to be a light unto 
the nations [Is. 42:6], and this is only possible if we live among them in 
exile and interact with them. [Ha’emek Davar on Gen. 47:28] 

 
And it does not even have to be “in exile”.  God put us in the Land of 
Israel, which is at the crossroads of three large continents.  Our 
presence there guarantees that we will interact with the rest of the 
world, willy nilly, particularly in biblical times when these three 
continents were the whole of the known world.  God told Abraham to 
move there from his native Chaldea precisely for that reason.  
Location, location, location. 
 
The Talmud says:  

En mazal le-Yisrael -- There is no constellation for Israel.  [Shabbat 156a]  
The ancient rabbis were great believers in astrology and were saying 
that the stars may control the destinies of all nations, but they do not 
control the destinies of the Jews.  God Himself is in charge of the 
Jews.  Israel is guided by a separate set of rules. Indeed, many 
historians have noted that, by the ordinary rules of history and 
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civilization, Jews should have disappeared long ago.  But we are still 
here. 
 
It is no secret that throughout history many Jews have WANTED to 
assimilate, to blend in, to be like everybody else.  Fortunately, 
antisemites won't let them.  Rav Yisrael Salanter, 19th-century 
Lithuanian sage, said that “If a Jew doesn't make Kiddush, then a 
gentile will make Havdalah for him.”  Havdalah means separation.  
This means that even if we don't separate ourselves through our 
culture and actions, non-Jews will nonetheless achieve that 
separation for us by treating us differently.  We have no choice. 
 
So we conclude that God wants us to be “a nation that dwells alone”, 
a nation that is not like any other.  This should not be understood 
negatively.  We can, and do, interact heavily with our non-Jewish 
neighbors, we do get heavily involved in the affairs of the world, 
particularly in charity work and social justice, but we must do so while 
retaining our distinctive identity.  So far, as a group, we have been 
successful.  May we continue on this path.  Ken yehi ratzon -- May it 
be God's will. 
 
Shabbat shalom. 
 


