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Mah Tovu, which comes from this week’s Torah portion, is the Saturday morning theme song for the Jews.  And it’s an awesome theme song.  Walking into to Saturday morning service to Mah Tovu is like entering a pep-rally.  We walk in to words saying: no one compares to us, that we dwell apart – we are different from the rest, better in fact.  It’s a great feeling to hear these words said about us.  We put beautiful music to it and its sung world round every Shabbat morning.  

A short background.  The Moabite king, Balak, was scared of the Israelites so he hired a powerful sorcerer, Balaam, to curse us.  God doesn’t want Balaam to curse us so he tells him not to go; when he goes anyway, God allows Balaam’s donkey to talk to try to stop him, and then when Balaam does finally get to Balak and tries to curse us, blessings come out of his mouth.  Balaam tries once, then twice, and then on the third attempt, he says his own blessing, without God’s influence, and he says “Mah tovu Ohalecha Yaakov” – how lovely are your dwelling places O’ Israel.  But really – what makes our tents so good?  Did Balaam mean to bless us?  Or was the curse within the blessing?

Let’s look at these beautiful blessings and see how they are used.

For from the top of mountains I see him 
from the hills I behold him 
It is a people that dwells alone 
And is not reckoned among the nations.

In the first blessing, we learn that Israel dwells apart.  This has been both a curse and a blessing for us throughout our people’s history – a blessing in that it has allowed us to preserve our roots, to remain connected to our own community – but a curse when we feel the wrath of discrimination, of Anti-Semitism, of ignorance.

In Balaam’s second blessing mentions:

For there is no enchantment in Jacob 
And there is no sorcery in Israel.

But how often has enchantment lead us astray?  How often have we chased fantasy?  Tried for a short cut, to bend the rules just this once?

And finally in the third blessing Balaam declares:

How goodly are your tents, O Jacob 
Your dwellings, O Israel!
Ah, here is our triumphant theme song!  How goodly are our tents?  They’re the best!  
But did Balaam mean for this to be a blessing?  Or was it a hint at how to defeat us after all?  Let’s look at how Moab uses the “blessings” above as a way to undo the Israelites.  

In the first it says we dwell apart; You dwell apart?  Okay, we will dwell with you!  No enchantment?  Well, wait until you see our incantations to our gods!  It’s your tents that are so special, where you live, your homes?  Well, come and mingle with us!  Soon the Israelite men were running “leznot” with the Moabite women.   The adultery led to idolatry, and before you know it, both adultery and idolatry were being done in front of the whole community in the tent of meeting.  Pinchas, a zealous Jew, puts an end to this by making a human shish kabob out of a Simeonite chieftain and the daughter of a Midianite tribal head.  Immediately after Balaam’s blessing, we see how our attributes can be flipped to become our downfall.

So, how goodly are our tents?  In the case above, not so good.  Or they were good, but we had to have more.  Or in the case of Pinchas, perhaps too good, so good we become morally righteous and become zealous in our personal acts of justice.

Mah Tovu ohalecha Yaakov– how good are your tents O’ Jacob?  We read this question as rhetorical – but what if we seriously answered the question?  What if we looked at what made us deserving of blessing then and applied it to our lives today?  

Are we still dwelling apart?  Meaning, are you above the influence of the crowd or do you go along with it?  Judaism comes with a code of ethics, with mitzvoth, and as Reform Jews, we are keepers of the ethical mitzvoth. Is this house being a light unto the nations or is the light coming from your house just from your HD TV screen?  

Balaam blessed us because we did not follow enchantments or sorcery – this could be read a lot of ways; one is, we do not rely on tricks but on hard work – are you contributing to society in how you make your wages?  Or are you taking advantage of others?  Are you holding onto what is firm or grasping at air?  Are you making the cut or taking short cuts?

And finally, Balaam blessed us because of our tents – that we held the home as sacred, that we allowed for privacy, intimacy, and family.  Do you air your laundry out for the entertainment of others, for attention, or do you hold what is most dear close to you?  How does your partner know that their relationship is sacred to you?  How do your children and parents know that they come first?

How goodly are your tents?  That is for you to judge. Tonight I invite you to look at this song we hear every Saturday morning, not as a theme song, but as an opportunity to reflect.

