
Parashat Balak: The Chosen Universalist People 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
Parashat Balak is an amazing parasha. It is about a pagan prophet who comes to 
curse Am Yisrael and finds himself blessing them instead.  
 
And such wonderful blessings! If only the nations of the world today could see us the 
way Bil’am saw us. If only we could see ourselves the way he saw us, observing us 
from the mountaintop in Moav. 
 
One of those blessings, though, always causes my heart to skip a beat: 
“They are a people that dwell apart, Not considerate of the nations” (Bamidbar 
23:9) 
 
I am sure some will love this verse; those who believe that it is best to be alone; that 
it is safest to dwell within our own walls; that this is the only way to prevent outside 
influences and assimilation. 
 
Thousands of years have passed since these words of prophecy - or insight - were 
uttered. From a historical perspective, was this prophecy fulfilled? Was this insight 
correct? 
 
It appears that the modern era - spanning over the past 250 years - has proven him 
wrong. From the moment Europe allowed Jews to leave the ghettos in which they 
were imprisoned for hundreds of years, the Jews flocked en-mass to the enticing 
“goyish” world - to their universities and other bastions of intellectual, economic, and 
creative ferment. Today, the level of assimilation is considered unprecedented - 
some call it an epidemic - especially in Europe and the United States. 
 
But Am Yisrael’s urge to assimilate is not new at all. At the end of this week’s 
parasha it appears unequivocally: Immediately after Bil’am is banished in shame 
from Moav for blessing Am Yisrael, the young maidens of Moav and Midian pay a 
visit, with the goal of tempting the Israelite young men. The Torah hints that it is 
Bil’am himself who gives this tip to Balak a moment before they part. And it works! 
Just like a Piped Piper (with apologies for comparing us to mice), Bnei Yisrael follow 
the women of Moav and Midian - and their gods - in great numbers. The Torah 
describes this first assimilation as an epidemic, in which many perish: 
 
“While Israel was dwelling in Shittim, the men profaned themselves by lusting 
after the Moabite women, who invited the men to the sacrifices for their god. 
The men partook of them and worshiped their god. Thus Israel attached itself 



to Baal-peor, and the LORD was incensed with Israel... Those who died of the 
plague numbered twenty-four thousand.” (Bamidbar 25: 1-9) 
 
Indeed, so soon after Bil’ams’ prophecy, this verse is proven wrong. Totally wrong.  
 
While it is true that we knew how to survive when isolation was imposed upon us, the 
minute we were invited on a “date” with the goyim, we responded with great 
enthusiasm. This began in the Wilderness more than 3000 years ago. Continued in 
the Land of Israel throughout Biblical times. Happened again in the days of the 
Hellenistic Empire 2,200 years ago. Again in Europe, 150 years ago; and again, 
today, in the U.S. and in Europe. Nothing is ever new under God’s sun. 
 
So, was Bil’am’s statement simply wrong? I don’t think so. After all, he echoed only 
what God had told him to say!  
 
Am Yisrael is a strange phenomenon that has no equal. We are simultaneously a 
people that dwells apart, not considerate of the nations and at the same time the 
most universal people on earth! But ironically, it is “davka” the Jew who dwells apart, 
as it were, the “chosen” one - yes, him - who possesses a deep element of 
universality, more than any other national or religious group in the world. 
 
Have you ever wondered why the Dalai Lama is surrounded by monks who were 
born Jewish? Why so many heads of prestigious American universities - including 
those who did not admit Jews until fifty years ago - are Jewish? Why Israelis 
constitute the largest ethnic group of backpackers in the East? Why one can find all 
forms of New Age practices in Israel, more than many other Western countries in the 
world? Is it coincidental that Israel’s first Prime Minister was as knowledgeable about 
Buddhism as he was about Judaism? That he stood on his head, as he was taught 
by his Jewish teacher, Moshe Feldenkrais, who was himself a world expert on 
Eastern martial arts? Is it by chance that Jews are at the forefront of every significant 
development - technological, creative, and conceptual? 

 
I often think about my beloved childhood friend, who left Israel in anger a few years 
ago, because of the “injustice of the occupation” and joined the BDS movement. I am 
so angry with her, I feel so betrayed. Yet, I understand that she is really so 
authentically Jewish. Only she just doesn't know it. She doesn’t want to know it. 
 
She is an authentic descendant of Avraham and Sarah. 
 
Avraham, the first Hebrew, was also the first universalist. He left his country, his 
homeland, and his father’s house - or, rather: he defected from his country, 
abandoned his homeland and betrayed his father’s home - and followed the God of 



the four corners of the earth, the God of heaven and earth, the God of the entire 
universe, the God of Einsof. 
 
Indeed, Avraham, the founder of the Hebrew nation, was the first to do away with 
local gods - those little deities that protected a particular field or piece of land - in 
favor of the exalted God, who creates heaven and earth. What can be more 
universalist than this? 
 
All of the nationalist movements of the last few hundred years emphasized, 
highlighted, and even glorified, their own particular nation’s heritage. If you dig deep, 
you will discover that only Zionism - the modern national liberation movement of the 
Jewish People - sought to do the exact opposite! Zionism, the movement that 
describes my personal identity more than any other, aspired to finally turn us into a 
“normal” nation. While all the national movements of the time fostered narrow 
national uniqueness, the national movement of the Jewish people only wanted to “be 
like everybody else”.  
 
How ironic, that this liberation movement, that wanted to liberate us from our 
suffering uniqueness, and turn us into a healthy “normal” people, has always been 
so denigrated by the nations it wanted to be like. This movement, which sought 
universalism, is (mistakenly) accused of racism. 
 
This is not coincidental at all. We thought that if we could be “like everyone else” the 
world would finally love us. Finally,  after thousands of years. But here is the sad 
fact: the world does not like universalists! Universalists are feared, because they 
threaten to dismantle narrow anchors of local loyalty, of local pride - all the things 
upon which governments and nations rely for their power.  
 
Avraham and his Jewish descendants, are, paradoxically, the original universalists. 
The true universalists! Indeed, the “Chosen People” are actually the”Universal 
People”, the carriers of the God’s universal message.  
 
And this is why we are so despised. We are perceived to be the biggest threat to the 
nations.  
 
There are many universalists who are not Jews, of course. And there are many Jews 
who are not universalists at all (indeed, many!). But deep within the spiritual DNA of 
Judaism - contrary to what may appear on the surface - is an unequivocal 
universalist world view. 
 
The ironic paradox is that the people that dwells apart, not considerate of other 
nations is, in its essence, the Universal People.  



 
We are The Fool on the Hill. We are the outsider who always seems to see the 
broader - universal - picture, who sees the petty idolatry that surrounds us and 
despises it. But this fool also wants to be loved. He wants to be like everyone else, to 
be invited to play, to party, because it is so lonely alone on that hill. 
 
So, sometimes - often, actually - he comes down from the hill and tries to be nice, to 
mix with the people around him, to imitate them, and even becomes better than them 
in playing their own games. And they don’t like it! The nations hate his success! And 
after all these years, he continues to be shocked that this is the way the game 
always ends. “What did I do to you?” he asks in confusion. “I just tried to play with 
you,” he says, “to be like you.”  
 
And he will not understand why they hate him. And they won’t understand either...  
 
Service of the Heart 
 
It is hard to be a Jew! It is hard to be loyal to one’s integrity and independence. But it 
is much harder to try to escape it. Bil’am is telling us “this is who you are, for good 
and for bad. This is your destiny, your task in the world.” He is echoing God’s 
message, that the concealed DNA of this strange people cannot be escaped.  
 
But he is also telling us that it is our blessing! 
 
Be loyal! Wholeheartedly loyal to your inner compass. Be your own unique selves: 
be the only true universalists, for you have brought the message of the One 
Universal God to the world. But don’t expect to be more popular for doing so, 
because you won't be.  
 
Maybe… Just maybe...  
If we can accept and embrace who we are - as individuals and as a nation...  
And if we can accept and embrace the mission of being God’s Fool on the Hill - with 
a deep sense of humility, without pride or arrogance, judgement of others, or 
preaching to others… 
And if we can commit ourselves to our unique paradoxical mission without escaping 
or rejecting it…  
 
Then maybe, just maybe, we will finally find our rightful place in the world; the 
universalist, albeit lonely Hill, otherwise known as “Har Tzion” (“Mount Zion”, 
Ovadiah 1), which is loyal, as in “Kiryah Ne’emana” (the “loyal city”, Yesha’ayahu 1) - 
to God, to its mission, and to its path. 
 



Shabbat Shalom, 
Elisha 

 
 
 


