The Chosen People

Shavuot 5781
R. Yonatan Cohen
A. The Blessing over the Torah

The blessing over the Torah describes the election of Israel “from among the nations.”

1. What does this blessing mean to you?

1. Blessing over the Torah scroll

Praised are you Adonai our God, Sovereign of the universe, who chose us from among
the nations and gave us God's Torah. Praised are you, Adonai, who gives the Torah.
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B. Biblical Sources

Biblical sources 2-7 describe the election of Israel in different ways, each highlighting unique

characteristics of Israel’s special status.

1. Read each source carefully and compare and contrast the message of each one.

2. Which of these sources resonate with you the most and why?

3. Do you find any of these sources challenging or problematic in any way? Explain.

2. Exodus 19:5-6

(5) Now then, if you will obey Me faithfully and keep My covenant, you shall be My
treasured possession among all the peoples. Indeed, all the earth is Mine,

(6) but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” These are the
words that you shall speak to the children of Israel.”

1:0" Mnw .2

e’ WHNYN YINYDR Ry (1)
1‘:;0 "7 DN NM2TNR DAY
DPR) 0) PR '73 "7"3 nvmm 591
1‘:& YITR 7)) D7IND n:'mn ’b PN
mw? 7:3'5& 7270 wN n’uﬁ

3. Deuteronomy 7:6-8

(6) For you are a people consecrated to the LORD your God: of all the peoples on
earth the LORD your God chose you to be His treasured people.

(7) It is not because you are the most numerous of peoples that the LORD set His
heart on you and chose you—indeed, you are the smallest of peoples;

(8) but it was because the LORD favored you and kept the oath He made to your
fathers that the LORD freed you with a mighty hand and rescued you from the house
of bondage, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt.
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4. Deuteronomy 26:17-18

(17) You have affirmed this day that Adonai is your God, that you will walk in God's
ways, that you will observe God's laws and commandments and rules, and that you
will obey God. (18) And Adonai has affirmed this day that you are, as God promised
you, God's treasured people who shall observe all of God's commandments.
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5. Joshua 24:22

(22) Thereupon Joshua said to the people, “You are witnesses against yourselves that
you have by your own act chosen to serve Adonai.” “Yes, we are!” they responded.
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6. Isaiah 42:6
(6) I the LORD, in My grace, have summoned you, and | have grasped you by the hand.
| created you, and appointed you a covenant people, a light of nations.
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C. Commentaries — Rabbinic, Medieval, and Contemporary

Sources 7-15 amplify a particular Biblical voice and thread. As you study these sources consider these

questions:

1. Which biblical source is the commentator amplifying or responding to the most?

2. Which of these voices resonate the most to you personally and why?

3. Which of these sources seem most relevant to Jews in Israel and in the Diaspora? If your response was

different for each place, explain the difference.

7. R. Judah Halevi (1075-1141), Sefer Kuzari 1:98-101

92. Al Khazari: Take care, O Rabbi, lest too great indulgence in the description of the
superiority of thy people make thee not unbearable, causing thee to overlook what is
known of their disobedience in spite of the revelation. | have heard that in the midst of
it they made a calf and worshipped it.

93. The Rabbi: A sin which was reckoned all the heavier on account of their greatness.
Great is he whose sins are counted

94. Al Khazari: This is what makes thee tedious and makes thee appear partial to thy
people. What sin could be greater than this, and what deed could have exceeded this?

95. The Rabbi: Bear with me a little while that | show the lofty station of the people.
For me it is sufficient that God chose them as His people from all nations of the world,
and allowed His influence to rest on all of them, and that they nearly approached
being addressed by Him.... If disobedient men existed among them, they were hated,
but remained, without doubt, of the essence inasmuch as they were part of it on
account of their descent and nature, and begat children who were of the same stamp.
An ungodly man received consideration in proportion to the minuteness of the
essence with which he was endowed, for it reappeared in his children and
grandchildren according to the purity of their lineage...
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8. Lou Silberman (1934-2005), Encyclopedia Judaica, "Chosen People"

The more extreme, and exclusive interpretations of the doctrine of election among Jewish thinkers, were partly the result of
reaction to oppression by the non-Jewish world. The more the Jew was forced to close in on himself, to withdraw into the
imposed confines of the ghetto, the more he tended to emphasize Israel's difference from the cruel gentile without. This
type of interpretation reaches its height in the Kabbalistic idea that while the souls of Israel stem from God, the souls of

gentiles are merely of base material.

9. Rabbi Lord Immanuel Jakobovits (1921-1999)

Yes, | do believe that the chosen people concept as affirmed by Judaism in its holy writ, its prayers, and its millennial
tradition. In fact, | believe that every people—and indeed, in a more limited way, every individual—is "chosen" or destined

for some distinct purpose in advancing the designs of Providence.

10. Sforno (1470-1550) on Exodus 19:6

“And you shall be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” —and with this shall
you be a treasure from amongst all of them, for you shall be a kingdom of priests to
understand [to make understood] and to instruct all of mankind to call out in unison in
the Name of God.
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11. Siddur Ashkenaz, Festivals, Shalosh Regalim, Amida for Maariv, Shacharit,
Mincha, Sanctity of the Day 1

You have chosen us from all the Nations. You loved us and Desired us. You raised us
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from among all Languages and sanctified us with your mitzvot. You brought us closer
to you our King. To serve your great and holy Name you called us.
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12. Norman Lamm (1927-2020), Seventy Faces: Articles of Faith, Volume 1

The chosenness of Israel relates exclusively to its spiritual vocation embodied in the Torah... This spiritual vocation consists
of two complementary functions, described as "Goy Kadosh", that of a holy nation, and "Mamlekhet Kohanim", that of a
kingdom of priests. The first term denotes the development of communal separateness or differences in order to achieve a
collective self-transcendence [...] The second term implies the obligation of this brotherhood of the spiritual elite toward
the rest of mankind; priesthood is defined by the prophets as fundamentally a teaching vocation.

13. Berachot 20b

Rav Avira taught, sometimes he said it in the name of Rabbi Ami, and sometimes he
said it in the name of Rabbi Asi: The ministering angels said before the Holy One,
Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, in Your Torah it is written: “The great, mighty
and awesome God who favors no one and takes no bribe” (Deuteronomy 10:17), yet
You, nevertheless, show favor to Israel, as it is written: “The Lord shall show favor to
you and give you peace” (Numbers 6:26). He replied to them: And how can | not show
favor to Israel, as | wrote for them in the Torah: “And you shall eat and be satisfied,
and bless the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 8:10), meaning that there is no obligation
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to bless the Lord until one is satiated; yet they are exacting with themselves to recite Y13

Grace after Meals even if they have eaten as much as an olive-bulk or an egg-bulk.

14. Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907-1972), The Prophets, p. 33

From the beginnings of Israelite religion, the belief that God had chosen this particluar people to carry out [God's] mission
has been both a cornerstone of Hebrew faith and a refuge in moments of distress. And yet, the prophets felt that to many of
their contemporaries this cornerstone was a stumbling block; this refuge, an escape. They had to remind the people that
chosenness must not be mistaken as divine favoritism or immunity from chastisement, but, on the contrary, that it meant
being more seriously exposed to divine judgment and chastisement.

15. Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks (1948-2020), The Concept of a Chosen People

And, finally — my final question: why on earth did He choose us? Do you want the real answer? I'll tell you. When God chose
the Jewish people, He was not opting for a quiet life. God chooses those whom the world rejects. That is why He chose us.

In the ancient world, power and position went to the firstborn. That is why God always chooses the younger rather than the
elder. Cain instead of Abel. Isaac instead of Ishmael. Jacob instead of Esau. Moses instead of Aaron. David instead of all his
brothers. ...

In the ancient world, power went to the strong and the many. The Jewish people always was a tiny people. Ki atem hame’at
mi kol ho’amim. You were the smallest of all peoples. ...

God chooses whom the world rejects. He chooses the marginal, the nomads, the few, the young. People who, whether in
their own land, from then to today, to live in Israel is to live in a tiny country surrounded by big empires at the juncture of
three continents. Israel always was a tiny people surrounded by big neighbors. ...

That is why the Jewish story, in its unique particularity, is the human story in its universality. If we would have been
everyone in general, we would never have been somebody in particular. And if we hadn’t somebody in particular, we would
never have a message for humanity in general.




