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“For God'’s Portion is His People”

« What does the Song of Ha’azinu deal with?

o “DIN M3 17573 071 HY Srisma - When the most
High gave the nations their inheritance, when
He divided humankind” - where is this division
described in the Torah?

o “ON 3399015 - according to the number of Bnei
Yisrael” - what is the number of Bnei Yisrael?

« What is the connection between the division of
the nations and Israel’s selection?

The song of Ha'azinu discusses lIsrael’s history: its
past, present, and future. The song can be divided
into five main parts:'

1. 1-3: Introduction

2. 4-14: The selection of Am Yisrael, and God’s kindness
towards them

3. 15-18: Israel’s future sins

4. 19-26: Future punishment

5. 27 - 43: Saving Israel from their enemies.

While the entire song requires in-depth study; in
this context we will focus on verses 8-9 (in chapter
32), which describes the selection of Am Yisrael as the
chosen people.

L O e e N e

1 For other possible divisions of the verses, see: Nechama
Leibowitz, Studies in the Book of Devarim, p. 323; Da’at Mikra
on Devarim.
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1. Kindness and Choice

Firstly, we will discuss the verses that deal Israel’s
selection and God’s kindness with them (4-14):

The first verse (4) opens with a declaration of God’s
virtue and the perfection of His governance:

He is the Rock, His works are 53°3%yo onp 383
perfect, and all His ways are just. by 5% vowh v277
A faithful God who does no wrong,  .NT9" P78 5 PX)
upright and just is He.

As a foil to God’s virtue, the next verses, 5-6, describe
Israel’s obstinacy and the ingratitude of their wicked
deeds, and the evil they bring upon themselves
through actions which reject God’s kindness:

Not His is the corruption, but the ™3 8> nnw
blemish is of His sons; to their shame wpy <7 omin
they are a warped and crooked 2 7 :%Abnm
generation. Is this the way you repay the 5230y NNy oo)m
Lord, you foolish and unwise people? Is 78570208
He not your Father, your Creator, who 7wy Nim 12 7N
made you and formed you? B ihin

2 As this verse is very difficult to understand, | will cite the
Rashbam’s explanation: w3y 07 811 ...03p5 SXw» nmw — 9% nrw
DBy DM WY 79PN W I3 — “Dpd 1Ia” IR KDY DD — N mnnwn.

“Not His is the corruption” - Israel has corrupted itself..
causing its own corruption. “not” - that is, and no other. “the
blemish of His sons” - the corruption is theirs, their troubles
come to them from their own actions.

In contrast, the Da’at Mikra series explains: “mnmwnn - “nmw
3" .0m DM NI ND RIT D RS B — “ND D" a3 Sy waw nuymen
On> MIN2 DRy oM DY DT nmwn — “opm. “Corruption” - the
corruption, the punishment that befalls creatures, “not His”
- that is, it is not His, He did not cause them. “the blemish of
His sons” - the punishment is theirs, their troubles came from
their themselves.
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These verses are, in a sense, a microcosm of the
entire song: God is the father of Israel, Who cares for
them; but His children are a “warped and crooked
generation” who sin, thereby bringing trouble upon
themselves.

In the next verses (7-12), the song shifts its focus to
the past. The Torah first opens with the importance
of reflecting upon the past and the obligation to draw
conclusions from it:

Remember the days of old, consider w3 Djy i 5
the generations long past, ask your 5y 917 517 mnef
father and he will tell you; your elders 7321 77 7N
and they will recount to you. 298

The division into nations

The first historical event mentioned in the song of

Ha’azinu (verses 8-9) is the division into nations and

Israel being chosen above them all (we will discuss
these verses at length later on):

When the Most High gave the nations 0% 1% Smim2
their inheritance, when He divided all  o7% 12 79073
humankind, He set up boundaries for »y nb3; 2
the peoples according to the number 5y %33 99005
of Bnei Yisrael. For the Lord’s portion  3pp Wy 11773
is His people, Yaakov His allotted anomban
inheritance.
Bnei Yisrael’s behavior in the desert
Afterwards (in verses 10-12), the song tells of God’s
kindness towards Israel during their journey through
the desert, and of His special providence over them:

NSN



In a desert land He found him, in 927% 83 mxg
a barren and howling waste. He 31330 fiuth 5% 3inm
surrounded him and cared for him; P82 MR M
He guarded him as an eyelid over 5y %p »» )2 Wy
the eye, like an eagle that stirs up 1oy 99 572 Yo
its nest and hovers over its young, :m7a8 5y s R
that spreads its wings to catch SNWyPNIBm»TI27
them and carries them aloft. The o)
Lord alone led him; no foreign god

was with Him.

L O e e N e

3

- Rashi’s explanation:

AN 0330 MM P3RS o973 033D oyl DoPM 0230 — MmN
1Y 293P0 A W — "R P 9902 - MY Lo ooy PO I

SNOING
“He surrounded him” - surrounded and encompassed them
with clouds and surrounded them with flags in every of
the four directions, and surrounded them at the foot of the
mountain which He held over them like a basin. “Cared for
him” - with Torah and wisdom. “Guarded him” - from snake
and scorpion and the nations.

The Rashbam’s explanation:

Sy Iww MeNT M ONTD AR - MR L O PARDI - e

R
“Surrounded” - with angels who protected them. “Guarded
him” - the Holy One, blessed be He, over Israel, like an eyelid
that protects the eye.

The explanation in the Da’at Mikra:

,0557) MBaID° TOM 12 MR 000, 1D 1D Y2230 WINPT — A
TP A0 12 173 90N 937700 POy Ao 13 MANT = "m0 pIDD ) D

JIIN TN I8 = R L AN N D iy b,y
“Surrounded” - surrounded them to serve as a shield, like: “He
who trusts in the Lord will be surrounded by kindness” (Psalms
32:10). “Cared for him” - Watching over him perpetually.
Another explanation: endowing them with wisdom, insight
and knowledge, that is: gave them the Torah. “guarded” -
watched over, protected.
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Here (verses 13-14), the song continues with a
prophetic description of what is to come, opening
with a description of Divine abundance which will be
bestowed upon lIsrael in the future, even after they
have entered the Land. In the Land of Israel, Divine
kindness takes the form of economic wealth from
the bounty of the Land:

He made him ride on the heights y 'nn2 5y 1237
of the land and fed him with the > mamp  5oNn
fruit of the fields. He nourished 1) yyenwaTEM
him with honey from the rock, and  nxpm 18 whnomm
with oil from the flinty crag, with 2570y 8% 25m 972
butter and milk from herd and w2 %3 PN 23
flock and with fattened lambs and %3 350 oy D73mY)
goats, with choice rams of Bashan pwn 2y o7 mon
and the finest kernels of wheat, iely
and you drank the foaming blood

of the grape.

The song goes on (15-26) to describe the spiritual
corruption that results from Israel’s sheer wealth, and
the rebellion against God, the source of all wealth -
“Yeshurun grew fat and kicked out.”

The song then describes the harsh punishment
that Israel receives as a result of their rebellion
against God, until God restores His kindness and
stops the corruption for the sake of His name - so
the nations will not believe that they have succeeded
in destroying Israel.
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2. “When He Divided All Humankind”

As | have mentioned, we will focus upon verses 8-9,
which describe how Israel became the chosen nation.
Verse 8 describes how humanity was divided into
different nations, and how they all inherited different

parts of the earth:

When the most High gave the
nations their inheritance, when He
divided humankind and established
the boundaries of nations...

o Y T
P O 93 PP
DY 15

The nations A similar description can be found in chapter 10 of
aredivided  Bereshit, in the description of Noah’s line:
in Bereshit L. L L
This is the account of Shem, Ham oW m %3 0150 N
0 P VIO g

and Japheth, Noah’s sons, who
themselves had sons after the flood.
The sons of Japheth..From these
the peoples of the island spread
out into their territories by their
clans within their nations, each
with its own language. Canaanite
clans scattered and the borders
of Canaan reached from Tzidon
toward Gerar as far as Gaza, and
then toward Sodom, Gomorrah,
Admah and Zeboyim, as far as
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w090 33 5 N
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Lasha. The sons of Ham: Cush, omnownbon o
Egypt, Put and Canaan ..Later the o3 omiehh
These are the sons of Ham by their 1:0703
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clans and languages, in their
territories and nations. Sons were
also born to Shem, whose older
brother was Japheth; Shem was
the ancestor of all the sons of Eber.
The sons of Shem were...The region
where they lived stretched from
Mesha toward Sephar, in the eastern
hill country. These are the sons of
Shem by their clans and languages,
in their territories and nations.
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These are the clans of Noah’s sons,
according to their lines of descent,
within their nations. From these
the nations spread out over the
earth after the flood. (Bereshit 10:
1-32).

This chapter describes the evolution of humanity
from one family to different nations, each of them
settling in a different place. From this description, this
process seems to have unfolded naturally, with the
Torah’s purpose being to present how this evolution
culminates in Shem’s family being chosen as the
infrastructure for God’s nation ten generations later
(as the Torah goes on to describe in Bereshit 11:10-32)
with Avraham being chosen.

The process of the world population evolving into
different nations was catalyzed as a result of the post-
deluge generation’s attempt to halt this process:

N9N



Now the whole world had one
language and a common speech.
As people moved eastward, they
found a plain in Shinar and settled
there. They said to each other,
“Come, let’s make bricks and bake
them thoroughly.” They used brick
instead of stone, and tar for mortar.
Then they said, “Come, let us build
ourselves a city, with a tower that
reaches to the heavens, so that we
may make a name for ourselves;
otherwise we will be scattered over
the face of the whole earth.” But the
Lord came down to see the city and
the tower the people were building.
The Lord said, “If as one people
speaking the same language they
have begun to do this, then nothing
they plan to do will be impossible
for them. Come, let us go down
and confuse their language so they
will not understand each other.” So
the Lord scattered them from there
over all the earth, and they stopped
building the city.That is why it was
called Bavel -because there the
Lord confused the language of the
whole world. From there the Lord
scattered them over the face of the
whole earth. (Bereshit 11:1-9)
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This passage describes the division of nations
and their dispersion over the earth as a punishment
for the sin of constructing the Tower of Bavel. We
discussed the significance of humanity’s desire to be
united, and God’s desire to prevent this, at length in
our discussion of parashat Noach.*

4 As | mentioned, the issue of the division of the nations is
described twice in the book of Bereshit - in chapter 10 and
11. These descriptions differ from each other to the extent
that two separate stories are created: chapter 10 presents the
process of the nations’ division as a natural process, without
God’s intervention; while chapter 11 describes the division
of the nations as a result of (sudden,) direct intervention,
as a result of sin, rather than as a natural process. However,
despite the difference between the two stories, they are
inextricably connected, so that both of them fuse into a
single scene: the primordial state of the world comprised one
united people, which is represented through their common
language. Humanity was supposed to spread all over the face
of the earth, as God commanded them. But humanity became
corrupt, perceived itself as a divine entity, and tried to prevent
the naturally ordained dispersion. Following their corruption,
there was need for a change in the natural order through direct
Divine intervention. The unison of the two stories teaches
that there is Divine intervention within the natural order. For
a wider discussion of this topic, see my thesis on the subject
of the Tower of Bavel: Sharon Rimon, “Migdal Bavel,” an MA
thesis, MaTaN - Machon Torani LeNashim (and Baltimore
University), 2005.
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3. "According to Bnei Yisrael’'s
Number”

Verses 8-9 connect the division of the nations with
Israel being selected as the chosen nation: “He
established boundaries for the peoples according to
the number of Bnei Yisrael. For the Lord’s portion is
His people, Yaakov his allotted inheritance.” Verse 8
draws a connection between the boundaries of each
nations’ inheritance and “the number of Bnei Yisrael.”
What is the meaning of this “number,” and how is
it related to the nations’ assignment to their own
portions?

In chapter 10 of Bereshit, which deals with the division
of the family into nations and their portions, the only
borders mentioned specifically are those of the family
of Canaan (verse 19):

and the borders of Canaan reached 7% w37 533 "M
from Tzidon toward Gerar as far my 79 7)) "ON3
as Gaza, and then toward Sodom, 77y M0 N3
Gomorrah, Admah and Zeboyim, as  .pw5 7y Dag1 DTN
far as Lasha.

It is no coincidence that out of all the nations,
the family line that the Torah discusses in the most
depth is the family of Shem, where His chosen nation
originates from. The same is true of the borders of the
land of Israel - the Torah focuses upon the borders
of the Land which is to be inherited by the chosen
nation.

~ 12 ~
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As early on as this chapter, the Torah hints to the
connection between number and portion, counting
the families of nations who are descended from
Canaan:

Canaan was the father of P2 jpy oy 72 Wi
Tzidon his firstborn, and of the  n¥) "Dy 18 00 N
Hittites, Jebusites, Amorites, DN 23T D) 90N
Girgashites, Hivites, Arkites, D7 AN PIWT NN W0
Sinites, Arvadites, Zemarites NN 3TN TIINT ON)
and Hamatbhites. Nylelan]

If we count the number of families descended from
Canaan who became a nation, an interesting fact
comes to light: including the Canaanite nation itself
(those who retained the actual name “Canaan™),
there are twelve nations! It seems that this number is
no coincidence.® Those twelve families settle within
the borders of the land of Canaan - a land which will
be inherited by the twelve tribes of Israel. It seems
that the Torah created a parallel between the twelve
nations of Canaan and the twelve tribes of Israel in

5 In many places in the Torah, the “Canaanite” is mentioned as
a separate nation together with other Canaanite nations (the
Perizi, the Hittite, etc). The Radak, ad loc., explains that one of
Canaan’s sons (or grandsons) is named for his father, and his
descendants are called “Canaanites.”

6 From a plain reading of the text, it seems that only Tzidon
and Het were his actual sons, while Yevus, Emor and Girgash,
etc, were not his actual sons, but rather his grandsons or
descendants, and therefore they are not mentioned by name
but by their nation - “Yevusite,” “Emorite,” “Girgashite,” etc.
In light of this, the fact that they are categorized into a single
proto-tribe, “Canaan,” emphasizes the Torah’s intention to
hint that twelve tribes of Israel will inherit those same twelve
nations.
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order to teach us about the purpose of the division

into nations.

This is how the Rashbam interprets verse 8 in our

parasha:

“When the Most High gave the
nations their inheritance” - when
He gave them their portions.
“When He divided all humankind”-
After Noah’s death, and in the
days of Avraham, as it is written:
“From these the peoples of the
island spread out into their ... each
with its own language” and there
He established “the boundaries of
the nations,” the descendants of
Canaan, twelve against the twelve
sons of Yaakov, who were twelve.
You will find that Canaan and his
eleven sons are together twelve, as
it is written: “and the border of the
Canaanites was from Tzidon,” etc,
because all these were designated
for Bnei Yisrael, but no borders
are defined in relation to other
descendants of Noah.
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The Ramban also relates to the connection between
the temporary portions of the Canaanite nations
within Israel’s future inheritance and the division
of the nations. While he does not explicitly address
the division of the Canaanites into twelve, his insight
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highlights a different point:

Know that the land of Canaan was
designated for Israel and is their
portion ever since it was settled
by the nations, as it says (Devarim
32:8): “When the Most High gave
the nations their inheritance, He
established the boundaries of
nations according to the number of
Bnei Yisrael,” but at the generation
of the Towerof Bavel, Hehad Canaan
settle in the Land, because he was
a servant, in order to preserve the
Land for Israel, like one who gives
the master’s son’s inheritance to
his servant for safekeeping, so that
when he grows he will inherit both
inheritance and a servant. (The
Ramban on Bereshit 10:15)

WOV D Y.
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The Ramban finds special significance in Canaan’s
temporary inheritance of the land designated for
Israel. The song of Ha’azinu mentions that from the
dawn of time, before Israel was born and became
a nation, the Divine plan already intended the Land
for their inheritance. Therefore the sons of Canaan, a
subordinate nation, were selected to settle the land
temporarily in order that the land will be preserved
for the “sons of the Master” - the children of Shem -

Am Yisrael.
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According to this understanding, particularly in
light of the Rashbam’s words, the “number of Bnei
Yisrael” refers to a particular amount, the number 12,
as the number of Canaanite nations whose borders
will be restored to the tribes of Israel.

There are other possible interpretations for the
“number of Bnei Yisrael.”

In the list of nations in chapter 10 of Bereshit, 70
names are mentioned, which seems to be Chazal’s
source for the concept of “seventy nations of the
world.”

This number is also the number of the members
of Yaakov’'s family who go down to Egypt: “All the
members of Yaakov's household who came to Egypt
totaled seventy” (Bereshit 46:27).

It may well be that the song of Ha’azinu refers to
the parallel of seventy nations and seventy members
of Israel. According to this reading, the meaning of the
phrase “He established boundaries for the nations”
does not refer to the borders where the Canaanites
settled, but to the actual division of the nations and
their settlement of different places all over the earth.

Rashi and Seforno are inclined in this direction,® and

7 See, for example, Tractate Sukkah 55b.

8 This idea already appears in the Targum Yerushalmi on our
parasha (on verse 8):

When the Supreme Ruler distributed the world among the sons of
Noah, when He separated humanity through different scripts
and languages in the generation of the Tower of Bavel, at that
time He cast lots with seventy angels, the ministering angels of
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add that all the nations of the generation of the
Tower of Bavel were saved from death only because
Am Yisrael was destined to descend from them, as

Rashi writes:

“When He divided humankind” -
When He dispersed the generation
of the Tower of Bavel, He could
have erased them from the world
but He did not do so, but fixed the
boundaries of the nations, and
let them exist and did not destroy
them. “According to the number of
Bnei Yisrael” - for the sake of the
number of Bnei Yisrael who were
destined to descend from Shem,
for the seventy who descended
to Egypt, He fixed boundaries
for seventy nations of different
tongues.
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According to Rashi’s understanding, the “number

of Bnei Yisrael” refers to a particular amount, the
number 70 - the seventy nations of the world, and
the seventy who went down to Egypt. However,
the Seforno, although similar in approach to Rashi,
explains these words differently:

the nations, to see the city, and at the same time, established
the boundaries of the nations as the same number of the
seventy people of Israel who went down to Egypt.
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“He established the boundaries - "opy moa 23
of the nations” - and established oy b 3
boundaries in the generation of o7»X N 502
the Tower of Bavel and did not .a»nvmw b
completely destroy them as they - "Sxvw» 3 300>
should have been. “According to vrw SN 31 Hawa
the number of Bnei Yisrael” - for 70y vm 1000 0m
Bnei Yisrael, who were few in ..ony7omznnssd
number, and would come out of

those nations in the future...

According to the Seforno, “according to the number
of Bnei Yisrael” does not refer to a specific number,
but relates to the fact that Bnei Yisrael are few in
number. That is, the song of Ha’azinu notes that all
of history and the all the nations of the earth have
always revolved around a specific nucleus, small in
quantity but of the highest quality - Am Yisrael.

It seems that the different explanations are not
necessarily contradictory, and there is a common
denominator to them all - that in every case, the
song of Ha'azinu is related to chapter 10 of Bereshit.
In this chapter, the boundaries of the Canaanite land,
which are the borders of the Land promised to Am
Yisrael, are mentioned, as well as many of the names
of nations who were enemies of Am Yisrael at some
point in the future® The song of Ha’azinu invites

9 Some of these nations certainly did not exist then, but they
developed over the course of history. The nations who were
in conflict with Israel and are mentioned in chapter 10 are:
the nations of Canaan (Tzidon, Het, Yevusi, Emori, Girgashi,
Hivi), Pelishtim, Bavel, Egypt, Assyria, Aram, Magog, Mede,
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meditation upon the history of the world, and how
the chronicles of Am Yisrael begins long before their
appearance in the world. The book of Bereshit tells
the story of Israel’s ancestors, and while Am Yisrael
are not defined as a people within it (besides the 12
potential nations it mentions, and the nucleus of
70 people who went down to Egypt), it essentially
presents how all of history culminates in Am Yisrael’s
birth in the world.

4. Twelve Springs of Water, and
Seventy Date Palms

As we have seen, the numbers 12 and 70 are brought
in the demographical and geographical context of the
nations of the world in relation to Israel. Reoccurrence
of the number seventy illustrates how these particular
numbers are typological symbols wrought with
meaning, rather than random numbers:

« Seventy date palms in Eilim (Shemot 15:27)

« Seventy elders of Israel (Shemot 24:1; Bamidbar
11:16; Ezekiel 8:11)

« Seventy vanquished kings gather scraps from Adoni-
Bezeq’s table (Judges 1:7)

+ Gideon has seventy sons (Judges 8:30)

+ Ahav has seventy sons (2 Kings 10:1)

« Seventy years of Babylonian exile (Jeremiah 25:11)

All of these examples raise the question of whether

and Greece (Yavan).
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these numbers are precise or symbolically rounded
up. For our purpose, we do not require an answer to
this question, for either case serves as proof that this
number is a typological symbol. The number 70 is a
particularly loaded number as it is a multiple of two
typological numbers, 7 and 10.° It is no coincidence
that both the nations of the world and the people
who went down to Egypt are seventy in number, nor
that there were seventy date palms in Eilim (where
Bnei Yisrael camped for the first time as a nation), nor
that the Babylonian exile lasted for seventy years.

Out of the places in the Bible where the number
seventy features, it is particularly striking that the
Torah chose to specify the number of date palms in
Eilim: “And they came to Eilim and there there were
twelve springs of water and seventy date palms and
they encamped there upon the water” (Shemot 15:27).

According to the simple meaning of the text, the
Torah wishes to describe God’s miraculous governance
of Bnei Yisrael and how He brought them to such a
fruitful oasis in the arid desert, whose relatively large
number of date palms illustrates God’s bountiful
abundance." However, many commentators have
noted the fact that this verse contains the number 12
as well as the number 70, both of which are associated
with the “number of Bnei Yisrael.”

10 Even peshat commentators agree that the number 7 is of
special significance in the Torah. See (Hebrew):
22005 ,179M-13 DPDININ,WOND TR, NP3 DI D7I5D00 O 373
11 Forsuch a peshat reading, see the 1bn Ezra and Rabeinu Bahya’s
first interpretation.
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of 12 and 70

according
to the
Kabbalah

As Rashi writes:?
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“Twelve springs of water” - to
provide for twelve tribes of
Israel. “And seventy date palms”
- symbolizing the seventy elders.

According to this interpretation, the number
of springs and date palms were a result of Divine
providence in preparation for Am Yisrael’s arrival,
and they may even have been created especially for

this purpose.

Kabbalic interpretations lend further significance to

this verse:”

According to the Kabbalah:..
when they now came to this
place in Eilim, they entered into
the realm of xsnn, where there
were 12 ministering angels, 3 in
every direction, and each three
commanded a heavenly host,
and they are referred to as the
4 camps of the Divine Presence,
and seventy date palms are the
seventy angels which surround
the Heavenly throne, who are
appointed over the seventy
nations of the world, each over
their own nation...

12 Based on the Mechilta, yo», chapter 1.
13 "m>5N" is an anagram of “DTON.”
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and because each is appointed
over his own domain he cannot
enter the domain of another, as
it is said, none are like another,
nor are the actions of one like
the actions of another, and it
is hinted to you through the 12
springs which are the 4 camps
of the Divine Presence sustain
the seventy date palms, that is,
the angels that surround the
Heavenly throne... similarly, from
Yaakov, 12 tribes descended, who
were divided into four camps, and
they came from seventy people...
(Rabeinu Bahya, Shemot, ibid.)*
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According to Rabbeinu Bahya, the numbers 12 and 70
are kabbalistically related to the government of the
world: 70 ministering angels surround the Heavenly
throne are 70 different, unique powers.

Twelve angels, divided into four different directions,
constitute the four “camps” of the Divine Presence,
and are the springs which sustain the 70 powers. Bnei
Yisrael numbers twelve tribes and the nation evolved
from 70 people, like the 70 powers that govern the
world.

14 See also the Maharal’s words, Gevurot Hashem, chapter 13.
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The
introduction
of
ministering

angels

From God’s
governance
to the angels’

governance

5. Changes in God'’s Leadership
after the Tower of Bavel

The story of the Tower of Bavel describes the
population’s separation into nations as a result of
human corruption, rather than as a natural process.
Their sin moved God to introduce separate languages,
which confused them and caused the once-united
population to disperse.

God’s decision to confuse their languages is
uttered in plural form: “Let us go down and confuse
their language.” In our study of parashat Noach, we
discussed this at length. Here | would like to focus
on the words of the Midrash “Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer,”
which explains God’s use of the plural as an address
to the seventy ministering angels:

Rabbi Shimon said: As the people awmpwa:MNNYHL
built the tower, God called to the  xp S0 18 0787 92
seventy angels that surround the DX Dyawd> "3
Heavenly Throne, and said, Let us 12> ND> 222107
go down... AN 535331 183 075 TN
(Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer, 24) el o)

Why did God need to include the ministering angels
in His decision to confuse the people’s language?
What is the significance of the angels’ role in the
punishment of the people who built the towers and
were therefore divided?

In the Abrabanel’s opinion, God included the
ministering angels as a kind of ceremony of power

~ 23~



delegation. Until this sin, the entire world population
enjoyed God’s direct governance, and from here on in,
God’s abundance was only bestowed upon the nations
through intermediaries (through the stars, Mazalot

and the forces of nature), rather than directly:

The ministering angels joined
forced with God so that God will
dismiss them from His tongue and
his unified holy providence, and
the ministering angels will now
control and govern and influence
them from that point on, each
over his own nation with their
own language, within their own
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land. (Abrabanel, Bereshit 11)

If so, it seems that the significance of the story of
the Tower of Bavel is very profound: the punishment
given was not personal or individual, but resulted in a
fundamental change in the way that God governed the
world. Until this point, God ruled the world directly;
after that generation, the world was not ruled directly
by God but rather indirectly, by ministering angels,
each ruling over his own nation.

The Ramban, too, explains this issue at length:

God created all, and governed the
world below from above, and gave
each and every nation in their
own land a star and a mazal of
its own, as the astrologersknow.

N3 73037 OWR D P
oNANNT D oW oo
oy 5 5y ,orhya
omu>  DMZINI oM
YT TWRD PIP M1 350

SNPNOIND
~24n~



And this is what is referred to (in
Devarim 4:19) “which the Lord
your God has distributed to all
the nations,” for He distributed
ministering mazalot to everyone,
andSupremeangelsareappointed
over them as ministering powers,
as it is written (Daniel 10:13):
“And the ministering angel of
Persia is standing opposite me,”
and “And behold, here comes the
ministering angel of Greece””
(20). (Ramban, Shemot 20:2)
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This delegated leadership began as a result of the

sin of the Tower of Bavel:

15 The Ramban goes on to explain that the land of Israel is unique

in its capacity for direct providence of God, rather than being
governed by angels:
MYSHN ORI YIN IR, 0107505 DIINTNTR D7D KOO N NI 700 0w
A S T P3P DR 10 PRy 1 D W NImen 7 nbm NT 2T
500 M0 5 DY (7,05 MIY) TR T PIMN Y WY T Y TN
o NP 005 RN INT OV 5 DR (7,87 ) 2001, YN 5905 0 oy
223 DR DTTON S8 DO W KD
For the honorable Name is the God of Gods and the Lord of
Lords of all the world, but the Land of Israel is the portion of
God and specially designated for His name, He did not assign
a ministering angel to it when He portioned it out to the seed
of the beloved nation that distinguishes His name, as it says
(Shemot 19:5): “And you shall be a designated nation among
nations, for the entire Land is mine,” and as it is written
(Jeremiah 11:4): “And you shall be My people, and 1 will be
your God,” that you should not be for other gods at all... for
He distinguished us from amongst the nations, over which He
appointed ministering angels and other gods, by giving us the
Land, that He should be our God, and we will be designated
for His name...
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And it is certain in my eyes that m Smnw »pa .
this began in the generation of D57 W3 H07 N3
the Tower of Bavel when the Lord  Swin ,meIxg 58 own
dispersed them over the earth, m%pm a7 om
and appointed stars and mazalot Wtan UsiIopisiab)
over each division..*® (Ramban,

Shemot 20:2)1

According to the Ramban, then, the separation
into nations is not just an arbitrary process, naturally
resulting from human culture,” but a fundamental,
intentional change in God’s governance of the world.”
From that point, the nations are not ruled directly by
God, but are governed by 70 ministering angels, 70
unique powerful entities, thus resulting in the basic
differences between the nations.

As we have discussed, the number 70 is a number
charged with meaning that expresses collective
wholeness (seven “minyanim”) in Israel, against
seventy nations. It is not surprising, therefore, that
Chazal perceived the seventy nations listed in parashat
Noach as different from each other, corresponding
to the seventy unique ministering angels who
were appointed over the nations; and this number,
therefore, is certainly not coincidental.

16 In this verse, the Ramban, at length, explains the meaning of
idol worship and how humanity began to serve idols.

17 As can be understood from chapter 10 of Bereshit.

18 As is described in chapter 11. For the difference between the
description in chapters 10 and 11, see comment 4, and there is
no room to expand here.
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The
dynasty of
Shem

Focus on

Avraham

6. Israel as the Chosen Nation

After the story of the Tower of Babel, the Torah
describes the dynasty of Shem (Bereshit 11:10-24):

These are the chronicles of Shem:  nxpRDYDYNTHANEN

Shem was a hundred years old 7o ny 9 MW

when he bore Arpachshad two 212007 N DN
years after the flood...

Shem is Noach’s chosen son, regarding whom
Noach says: “Blessed is the Lord, the God of Shem”
(Bereshit 9:26), meaning that Shem has a special
closeness with God.

It is notable from the verses that Shem’s dynasty is
mainly brought in order to lead up to the birth of
Avram (verse 26), which concludes the ten generations
between Noach and Avram:"

And Terah lived for seventy nyTommy oy minm
years and he bore Avram, I 0R) M ON 072N
Nahor and Haran.

With Avram’s birth, the Torah concludes its lineage
narrative, which is characterized by “dry” factual
description of each descendant’s birth and age at the
birth of his own son, and begins recounting Avram’s
life in detail (starting with verses 27-32). From here,
it is clear that Shem’s dynasty is only brought as
background to the main story: the life of Avram:

19 Not all of Shem’s descendants are described, only the
line which led to Avraham. Shem’s other descendants are
mentioned in chapter 10.
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This is the account of Terah’s
family line. Terah became the
father of Avram, Nahor and
Haran. And Haran became the
father of Lot. While his father
Terah was still alive, Haran died
in Ur of the Chaldeans, in the
land of his birth. Avram and
Nahor both married. The name
of Avram’s wife was Sarai, and
the name of Nahor’s wife was
Milkah; she was the daughter
of Haran, the father of both
Milkah and Yiskah. Now Sarai
was childless because she was
not able to conceive. Terah took
his son Abram, his grandson Lot
son of Haran, and his daughter-
in-law Sarai, the wife of his son
Abram, and together they set out
from Ur of the Chaldeans to go to
Canaan. But when they came to
Harran, they settled there. Terah
lived 205 years, and he died in
Haran. (11:27-32)
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Avram is

chosen

The
selection
of the
people
who will
be ruled
by God

Immediately afterwards (at the beginning of parashat
Lech Lecha), God’s word appears to Avram:

The Lord had said to Abram, 7772 DX 5% 71 N
“Get thee out from your country, 23 IR0 I8N0
your people and your father’s —:IxINIWNyINT o8 T8
household to the land I will 3978 53 ™5 Twyw
show you. “I will make you into 71392 mm % 1N
a great nation, and | will bless 5%z 7232 1M
you; | will make your name mnwh 557210723 NN
great, and you will be a blessing. TN
I will bless those who bless you,

and whoever curses you | will

curse; and all peoples on earth

will be blessed through you.”

(Bereshit 12:1-3)

The Torah seems to have intentionally juxtaposed the
story of Avram to the story of the dispersion of the
nations after the Tower of Bavel. Avram’s appearance
in the world is the initial nucleus of Am Yisrael. After
all the rest of humanity has been relegated to indirect
providence, one nation - beginning with one man -
are chosen to be God’s chosen people, who will be
ruled directly by God. This people will receive God’s
Land, the Land which is not governed by ministering
angels, but directly by God,* as the song of Ha’azinu
describes: “for God’s portion is His people, Yaakov His
allotted inheritance.”

20 See the Ramban on Vayikra18:25, which is broughtin comment
15, above.
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Israel
includes
all the

powers

/. All Families of the Earth shall
be Blessed through You

As we have said, seventy nations are governed by
seventy ministering angels, while Am Yisrael alone,
“one nation on earth,” is governed directly by God.
However, as we have seen, the number 70 is mentioned
in relation to the Am Yisrael itself. Seventy people
went down to Egypt; when they became defined as
a nation, they encamped besides seventy date palms;
appointed seventy elders; when they sinned, they
were eventually punished with seventy years of exile.
This is all hinted to in the song of Ha’azinu: “He
established the boundaries of the nations according
to the number of Bnei Yisrael.”

“The number of Bnei Yisrael” is seventy, the number
of all ministering angels, all the powers that govern
the world. That is, Bnei Yisrael are equivalent to all
the powers that govern the world (whereas each of
the nations is governed by a single power each). As
Rav Mordechai Breuer eloquently explains in his book,
Pirkei Bereshit:

When God took Avraham out of  DFT72N PN TTRSITWND
Ur Casdim, He did not seek to add  wpa 85 N7 o700 TIND
a nation to the existing nations, o prowydoyyOIn>
but to found a microcosm of Ty mwur O NOX
the humanity that was founded mwuN> m>apnn o
by Noach... Israel is not counted  SXw»..m > 5y T7oMw
amongst the nations of the o™y my oy mm M
world, but stands alone against 5 1735 Ty X7 KON



Providing
blessing
for the

nations
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them all. He is the descendant
of “Avraham the yan” - the entire
world stands on this side (ny1),
while he stands on that side.
(Pirkei Bereshit, vol. 1, “Dor
HaPalagah,” pp. 218-19).

Avram, chosen to found the most special of nations,
governed directly by God and encompassing the
equivalent of all seventy powers within him, receives
a special blessing: “And you shall be a blessing... and
all families of the earth shall be blessed through you”

(Bereshit 12:3-4).

Am Yisrael’s blessing is the ability to impart
blessing to all the nations of the earth. As the Midrash

describes:

"And you shall be a blessing” -
The Holy One, Blessed be He,
said: From the time the world
was created, | needed to bless
My creations. | blessed Adam
and Eve, as it is written: And God
blessed them” (Bereshit 1); Noah
and his sons, as it is written: “And
God blessed Noach and his sons”
(Bereshit 9); from now on you will
be responsible for the blessings...
(Midrash Tanchuma [Warsaw]
Parashat Lech Lecha, 4)

As the essence
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70 bulls
for 70

nations

encompassing all seventy of the powers that sustain
the seventy nations of the world, is a receptacle of
the entire world’s blessing and abundance, showering
blessing over all seventy nations of the world.
Because of this, this blessing is repeated to Avraham'’s
descendant, Yaakov, when he flees from Esav: “and all
families of the earth will be blessed through you and
your seed” (Bereshit 28:14).

Just when the polarization between Yaakov and
Esav climaxes, and the struggle over Yitzchak’s blessing
is at its peak, the Divine promise is repeated to clarify
Yaakov's destiny - Israel’s blessing will be to serve as
a conductor for the blessing of all nations.

This destiny is expressed on the festival of Sukkot,”

21 The Midrash (Bereshit Raba [Vilnal 39:12) brings examples of
the manifestation of the influence of the nations’ blessing in
different generations:

937915 9377 YT (30,3 ION) 7, A 0550, TN Dow 773 107
3PP APV 0,1 IIWNTI) TR TPID N T3 3P :I1N... "195T IORD T
a5 oD TV 0 9K AN 83T 1 ST 15 9% Ao YD N
PR "0 TR MNOWN 5 7315920 PN DIIRD 1173 TN N O N
DPWY O Y, DOTWY TPI TINDT PN =] 0 TN PYRY 9T Py T 10
.05 PO BN 25N 1 185 PO D, [P1975=] NS KON, [rND
“And they will be blessed through you,” for the rains fall in
your merit, the dew falls in your merit, as it says (Esther 2:22)
“and the matter became known to Mordechai and he told
Queen Esther”.. he said: Yaakov blessed Pharaoh, as it says
(Bereshit 47:10): “And Yaakov blessed Pharaoh,” Yosef advised
him, Daniel advised Nebuchadnezzar. So I, too will “tell to
Queen Esther.”
Rabbi Nehemiah said: The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to
Avraham Avinu: “and all the families of the earth shall be
blessed through you and your seed” - this does not mean that
we will prosper, but that they will prosper through us, asking
for advice, for when they encounter problems, we advise
them.
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nations

when 70 bulls are offered for the 70 nations of the
world:

“And you shall offer a burnt 7515 mwN onapm
offering, a fire sacrifice to the 93713) "IN DN TN 9D
Lord, one bull and one ram” prrp 37 WX .(OD v"
(Bamidbar 29:36). Rabbi Pinhas i Dyaw :Nwm 3
ben Hama said: Israel would offer  3ma p2mpn SN viw
seventy bulls so that the seventy oy nuN oyaw 0
nations would dwell in peace. anbwa e
(Pesikta D’Rav Kahana, 28)

With the separationinto nationsand the establishment
of their boundaries as they were cast out from under
God’s direct providence and placed under the ruling of
ministering angels, Am Yisrael was created. Governed
directly by God, this nation’s role is to spread God’s
name in the world, to represent His name in the
world, and to bless all the nations with their unique
power.”

When the Most High gave the 1913 DM oy dmin2
nations their inheritance, when oy n®3) 28 o8 2
He divided all humankind, He p5m°3:5871 32 99005
set up boundaries for the peoples  nom®am3py oy
according to the number of Bnei

Yisrael. For the Lord’s portion is

His people, Yaakov His allotted

inheritance.

22 As a result of this special purpose, God’s great disappointment
in Israel when they distance themselves from Him and fail
to fulfill their vital roles is clear, and this is what the song of
Ha’azinu warns about.





