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The Curse of
Loneliness

In the course of blessing the Jewish peo-
ple, Bilaam uttered words that have come
to seem to many to encapsulate Jewish
history:

How can I curse whom God has not
cursed?

How can I denounce the Lord has not
denounced?

From the tops of crags I see them,
From the hills I gaze down:

A people that dwells alone?,

1 A People that Dwells Alone was the
title given to the collection of essays by the
late Jacob Herzog. It was also the theme
of the autobiography of Israeli diplomat,
and brother of Israel’s former Chief Rabbi
Israel Meir Lau, the late Naftali Lau-Lavie
(Balaam’s Prophecy: Eyewitness to History
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Not reckoning itself among nations. (Num.
23:8-9)

That is how it seemed during the per-
secutions and pogroms in Europe. It is
how it seemed during the Holocaust. It is
how it sometimes seems to Israel and its
defenders today. We find ourselves alone.
How should we understand this fact? How
should we interpret this verse?

In my book Future Tense? I describe the
moment when I first became aware of
how dangerous a self-definition this can
be. We were having lunch in Jerusalem,
on Shavuot 5761/2001. Present was one of
the world’s great fighters against antisemi-
tism, Irwin Cotler, soon to become Canada’s
Minister of Justice, together with a distin-
guished Israeli diplomat. We were talking
about the forthcoming United Nations Con-
ference against Racism at Durban in 2001.

We all had reasons to know that it was
going to be a disaster for Israel. It was there
in the parallel sessions of the NGOs that
Israel was accused of the five cardinal sins
against human rights: racism, apartheid,
crimes against humanity, ethnic cleansing,
and attempted genocide. The conference
became, in effect, the launch-pad of a new

[ Jerusalem: Toby Press, 2015]).
2 Published by New York: Schocken, 2012.



and vicious antisemitism. In the Middle
Ages, Jews were hated because of their reli-
gion. In the nineteenth and early twentieth
century they were hated because of their
race. In the twenty-first century they are
hated because of their nation state. As we
were speaking of the likely outcome, the
diplomat heaved a sigh and said, ““Twas
ever thus. Am levadad yishkon: we are the
nation fated to be alone.”

The man who said those words had the
best of intentions. He had spent his pro-
fessional life defending Israel, and he was
seeking to comfort us. His intentions were
the best, and it was meant no more than as
a polite remark. But I suddenly saw how
dangerous such an attitude is. If you believe
your fate is to be alone, that is almost cer-
tainly what will happen. It is a self-fulfilling
prophecy. Why bother to make friends
and allies if you know in advance that you
will fail? How then are we to understand
Bilaam’s words?

First, it should be clear that this is a very
ambiguous blessing. Being alone, from a
Torah perspective, is not a good thing. The
first time the words “not good” appear in
the Torah is in the verse, “It is not good for
man to be alone.” (Gen. 2:18) The second
time is when Moses’ father-in-law Yitro
sees him leading alone and says, “What you
are doing is not good.” (Ex. 18:17) We can-
not live and thrive alone. We cannot lead
alone. Isolation is not a blessing - quite the
opposite.

The word badad appears in two other
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profoundly negative contexts. First is the
case of the leper: “He shall live apart; out-
side the camp shall be his dwelling.” (Lev.
13:46) The second is the opening line of the
book of Lamentations, “How alone is the
city once thronged with people.” (Lam. 1:1)
The only context in which badad has a posi-
tive sense is when it is applied to God (Deut.
32:12), for obvious theological reasons.

Second, Bilaam who said those words
was not a lover of Israel. Hired to curse
them and prevented from doing so by God,
he nonetheless tried a second time, this
time successfully, persuading the Moabite
and Midianite women to seduce the Isra-
elite men, as a result of which 24,000 died
(Num. 25, 31:16). It was this second strategy
of Bilaam - after he had already said, “How
can I curse whom God has not cursed? How
can I doom whom God has not doomed?”
—that marks him out as a man profoundly
hostile to the Israelites. The Talmud (San-
hedrin 105b) states that all the blessings
that Balaam bestowed on the Israelites
eventually turned into curses, with the sole
exception of the blessing “How goodly are
your tents, Jacob, your dwelling places,
Israel.” (Num. 24:5) So in the Rabbis’ view,
“a people that dwells alone” eventually
became not a blessing but a curse.

Third, nowhere in Tanach are we told
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that it will be the fate of Israel, or Jews, to be
hated. To the contrary, the prophets fore-
saw that there would come a time when the
nations would turn to Israel for inspiration.
Isaiah envisaged a day on which “Many
peoples will come and say, ‘Come, let us go
up to the mountain of the Lord, to the tem-
ple of the God of Jacob. He will teach us His
ways, so that we may walk in His paths.’
The law will go out from Zion, the word of
the Lord from Jerusalem.” (Is. 2:3)

Zechariah foresaw that “in those days
ten people from all languages and nations
will take firm hold of one Jew by the hem
of his robe and say ‘Let us go with you,
because we have heard that God is with
you.” (Zech. 8:23) These are sufficient to
cast doubt on the idea that antisemitism is
eternal, incurable, woven into Jewish his-
tory and destiny.

Only in rabbinic literature do we find
statements that seem to suggest that Israel
is hated. Most famous is the statement of
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai:

“Halachah: it is well known that Esau
hates Jacob.”

3 Sifre, Behaalotecha, 89; Rashi to Gen.
33:4; see Kreti to Yoreh Deah ch. 88 for the
halachic implications of this statement.
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Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai was known for
his distrust of the Romans, whom the Rab-
bis identified with Esau/Edom. It was for
this reason, says the Talmud, that he had
to go into hiding for thirteen years (Shab-
bat 33Db). His view was not shared by his
contemporaries.

Those who quote this passage do so only
partially and selectively. It refers to the
moment at which Jacob and Esau meet
after their long estrangement. Jacob has
feared that Esau will try to kill him. After
taking elaborate precautions and wrestling
with an angel, the next morning he sees
Esau. The verse then says “Esau ran to meet
him and embraced him [Jacob], and throw-
ing his arms around his neck, he kissed him
and they [both] wept.” (Gen. 33:4)

Over the letters of the word “kissed”, as
it appears in a Sefer Torah, there are dots,
signalling some special meaning. It was in
this context that Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai
said: “Even though it is well known that
Esau hates Jacob, at that moment he was
overcome with compassion and kissed him
with a full heart.” (See Rashi ad loc.) In
other words, precisely the text cited to show
that antisemitism is inevitable, proves the
opposite: that at the crucial encounter, Esau
did not feel hate toward Jacob. They met,
embraced, and went their separate ways
without ill-will.

There is, in short, nothing in Judaism
to suggest that it is the fate of Jews to be
hated. It is neither written into the tex-
ture of the universe nor encoded in the
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human genome. It is not the will of God.
Only in moments of deep despair have
Jews believed this, most notably Leo Pin-
sker in his 1882 tract Auto-emancipation,
in which he said of Judeophobia, “As a psy-
chic aberration, itis hereditary; as a disease
transmitted for two thousand years, it is
incurable.”

Antisemitism is not mysterious, unfath-
omable, or inexorable. It is a complex
phenomenon that has mutated over time,
and it has identifiable roots - social, eco-
nomic, political, cultural, and theological. It
can be fought; it can be defeated. But it will
not be fought or defeated if people think that
it is Jacob’s fate to be hated by “Esau” or to
be “the people that dwells alone,” a pariah
among peoples, a leper among nations, an
outcast in the international arena.

What then does the phrase “a people that
dwells alone” mean? It means a people pre-
pared to stand alone if need be, living by its
own moral code, having the courage to be
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different and to take the road less travelled.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch offered
a fine insight by focusing on the nuance
between “people” (am) and “nation” (goy)
— or as we might say nowadays, “society”
and “state.” Israel uniquely became a
society before it was a state. It had laws
before it had a land. It was a people — a
group bound together by a common code
and culture - before it was a nation, that
is, a political entity. As I noted in Future
Tense, the word peoplehood first appeared
in 1992, and its early uses were almost
entirely in reference to Jews.> What makes
Jews different, according to Hirsch’s read-
ing of Bilaam, is that Jews are a distinctive
people, that is, a group defined by shared
memories and collective responsibilities,
“not reckoned among the nations” since
they are capable of surviving even without
nationhood, even in exile and dispersion.
Israel’s strength lies not in nationalism but
in building a society based on justice and
human dignity.

The battle against antisemitism can
be won, but it will not be if Jews believe
that we are destined to be alone. That is
Bilaam’s curse, not God’s blessing. m

4 Samson Raphael Hirsch, Commentary to
Numbers 23:9.
5 Rabbi Sacks, Future Tense, p. 25.
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