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עמ קדוש

Holy Nation
The Essential Stages
The process by which the Nation of Israel was formed and shaped was
long and twisted. It began with Hashem’s revelation to Avraham Avinu,
continued at the Stand at Mt. Sinai, and ended with the entry into the Land
of Israel.
Along the timeline of Israel’s formation, three critical milestones stand out,
all of which involve the forging of a brit, a covenant between G-d and the
People:
1. The ﬁrst stage was the covenant that Hashem made with our Patriarch
Avraham: the Covenant of Circumcision, Brit Milah.
2. The second was the covenant Hashem made with the nation at Sinai
when He gave them the Torah.
3. And the third stage was the covenantal stand at the Moav Plains
immediately preceding Israel’s entry into Eretz Yisrael. It was this stage
that marked the conclusion of the shaping of Am Yisrael, as Moshe
himself said to the people at that time:
.־ֹלהיָכ
ֶ ית לְ ָעמ לַ ה' ֶא
ָ ֵ ַהּיֹומ ַהזֶ ּ ה נִ ְהי...
... This day you have become
a nation unto Hashem your G-d. (D’varim 27,9)

As we will see, each stage adds another dimension to Israel’s developmental
growth as a Divine nation, further rounding out and completing the bonds
between Israel and Hashem.
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The Sign of the Covenant
In the ﬁrst stage, i.e., the covenant that Hashem forged with Avraham, he
and his descendants were required to observe one commandment: ritual
circumcision. G-d told him:
...יתי ִת ְשמֹר
ִ ְו ַא ָּתה ֶאת ְּב ִר
. ִהּמֹול לָ ֶכמ ָּכל זָ ָכר:ּובינ זַ ְר ַעָכ ַא ַח ֶריָכ
ֵ יכמ
ֶ ֵּובינ
ֵ יתי ַא ֶשר ִת ְש ְמרּו ֵּבינִ י
ִ זֹאת ְּב ִר
And you shall observe My covenant...
This is the covenant that you must keep,
between Me and you and your descendants after you:
Circumcise all your males. (B’reshit 17,9-10)

To do the brit milah is actually the only requirement that is required at this
point – but quite a fundamental obligation it is, as we see later when the
Redemption from Egypt begins. After G-d sends Moshe back to Egypt to
redeem Israel, an amazing incident occurs during his journey that could
have changed all of history. Eliezer, Moshe’s baby son, was not circumcised,
and an angel of G-d arrives to make Moshe pay for this with his life - even
at the expense of his mission to rescue the Jews from Egypt. Moshe’s
wife Tziporah jumps up to save her husband by taking a sharp rock and
removing her baby’s foreskin. As the Torah relates:
.ַויְ ִהי ַב ֶּד ֶרְכ ַּב ָּמלֹונ ַוּיִ ְפּגְ ֵשהּו ה' ַויְ ַב ֵּקש ַה ִמיתֹו
...ַו ִּת ַּקח ִצּפ ָֹרה צֹר ַו ִּת ְכרֹת ֶאת ָע ְרלַ ת ְּבנָ ּה
On his way, at the place where they slept,
G-d confronted him and wanted to kill him.
Tziporah then took a sharp stone
and cut oﬀ her son’s foreskin... (Sh’mot 4,24-25)

Telling us this story, the Torah means to emphasize that if the fulﬁllment
of the very ﬁrst covenantal obligation, Brit Milah, is absent, Israel cannot
advance to the next stage of its relationship with G-d.

Mount Sinai
Shortly afterwards, after the Nation of Israel has left Egypt amidst
tremendous miracles, comes the second stage. The people camp opposite
Mount Sinai, and they hear that which Hashem told Moshe:
.ֹאמר לְ ֵבית יַ ַעקֹב ְו ַתּגֵ יד לִ ְבנֵ י יִ ְש ָר ֵאל
ַ  ּכֹה ת, ַוּיִ ְק ָרא ֵאלָ יו ה' ִמנ ָה ָהר לֵ אמֹר...
G-d called to Moshe from the mountain, saying,
“Thus shall you say to the House of Jacob,
and tell the Children of Israel:
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...יתי
ִ ּוש ַמ ְר ֶּתמ ֶאת ְּב ִר
ְ מֹוע ִּת ְש ְמעּו ְּבקֹלִ י
ַ  ְו ַע ָּתה ִאמ ָש...
... וְ ַא ֶּתמ ִּת ְהיּו לִ י ַמ ְמלֶ ֶכת ּכ ַֹהנִ ימ ְוגֹוי ָקדֹוש
... If you hearken to My voice and preserve My covenant...
then you shall be unto Me a kingdom of priests
and a holy nation...” (Sh’mot 19,3-5)

The covenant mentioned here is an upgrade of the previous single-mitzvah
brit, adding another demand to Israel’s obligations in their covenantal
relationship with Hashem. If before they only had to “preserve My covenant”
via ritual circumcision, now is added also the obligation to “hearken to My
voice” regarding an entire series of commandments, laws and statutes. This
new proposal, outlined in the above verses, emphasizes two elements:
a. Adhering to G-d’s word via the Prophets.
b. Keeping the Covenant of Torah - G-d’s commandments and laws.
How can we ensure that we keep the Torah properly and not stray towards
misunderstandings and distortions? We must hearken to the words of the
Prophets in each generation. The true prophets, members of the Sanhedrin,
were in constant contact with Hashem. They knew when the nation was
beginning to stray from G-d’s will, and would warn them. When the nation did
not abide by these warnings, the bitter truth was starkly placed before them:
ּתֹורה ֹלא יְ ָדעּונִ י ְו ָהר ִֹעימ ָּפ ְשעּו ִבי
ָ  וְ ת ְֹפ ֵשי ַה,'ַהּכ ַֹהנִ ימ ֹלא ָא ְמרּו ַאּיֵ ה ה
.יֹועלּו ָהלָ כּו
ִ יאימ נִ ְּבאּו ַב ַּב ַעל וְ ַא ַח ֵרי ֹלא
ִ וְ ַהּנְ ִב
The Priests did not seek out G-d,
and those who studied Torah did not know Me,
and the shepherds sinned against Me;
the prophets prophesied in the name of Baal
and followed that which could give no aid. (Jeremiah 2,8)

In other words, the very signiﬁcant addition at Mt. Sinai is the acceptance
of G-d’s word via His most trusted servant Moshe, followed by the other
Prophets and the Sages of the Sanhedrin, throughout the generations. As
is written:
.־ֹלהיָכ ֵאלָ יו ִּת ְש ָמעּונ
ֶ נָ ִביא ִמ ִּק ְר ְּבָכ ֵמ ַא ֶחיָכ ָּכמֹנִ י יָ ִקימ לְ ָכ ה' ֶא
...־ֹלהיָכ ְּבח ֵֹרב
ֶ ְּככֹל ַא ֶשר ָש ַאלְ ָּת ֵמ ִעמ ה' ֶא
A prophet from your midst, from among your brothers,
like me, G-d will raise up for you; hearken to him – just as you
asked of Hashem at Horev [to hear the Divine word via
a Prophet and not directly from G-d]. (D’varim 18,15-16)
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At the Plains of Moav
As the nation is about to enter the Promised Land of Israel, and with Moshe
nearing the end of his life, he gathers them together for the third and ﬁnal
covenant. Once again, a new element is added:
א־ֹלהימ ְולָ לֶ ֶכת ִּב ְד ָר ָכיו
ִ
ֵֶאת ה' ֶה ֶא ַמ ְר ָּת ַהּיֹומ לִ ְהיֹות לְ ָכ ל
.ּומ ְש ָּפ ָטיו ְולִ ְשמ ַֹע ְּבקֹלֹו
ִ ּומ ְצו ָֹתיו
ִ ְולִ ְשמֹר ֻח ָּקיו
You have raised up G-d today,
to be your G-d and to walk in His ways
and to keep His laws, commandments and statutes,
and to hearken to His voice. (D’varim 26,17)

The new element mentioned here is “to walk in His ways” – to be like G-d:
compassionate, merciful, etc. This verse lists all three of the elements of
G-d’s covenants with Israel, beginning with the newest one: We must
emulate His traits, such as those of mercy and compassion, by walking in
his ways; we must keep His laws, commandments and statutes, i.e., observe
not only the mitzvah of circumcision, but the entire covenant of Torah; and
we must hearken to His voice, that is, to the voice of the Prophets speaking
in His name (as Rashi states, D’varim 13,5).

Hashem’s Obligations
Corresponding to Israel’s three obligations towards Hashem, G-d also took
upon Himself at Mt. Sinai three parallel obligations towards us (Sh’mot 19,56):
You shall be a treasure unto
Me among all the nations,
for the entire earth is Mine.

גֻ ּלָ ה ִמ ָּכל ָה ַע ִּמימIְ יתמ לִ י
ֶ ִוִ ְהי
.ִּכי לִ י ָּכל ָה ָא ֶרצ

And you will be unto Me
a kingdom of priests

ְו ַא ֶּתמ ִּת ְהיּו לִ י ַמ ְמלֶ ֶכת ּכ ַֹהנִ ימ

and a holy nation...

...ְוגֹוי ָקדֹוש

Later, as Israel awaits entry to Eretz Yisrael from the Plains of Moav, Moshe
repeats these three Divine commitments in his own words:
... גֻ ּלָ הIְ ַוה' ֶה ֶא ִמ ְירָכ ַהּיֹומ לִ ְהיֹות לֹו לְ ַעמ
G-d has also raised you up today,
making you His treasured nation...

Ho l y N ati o n

|

K i Tav o

|

291

,ּולְ ִת ְּתָכ ֶעלְ יֹונ ַעל ָּכל ַהּגֹויִ מ ַא ֶשר ָע ָשה לִ ְת ִהּלָ ה ּולְ ֵשמ ּולְ ִת ְפ ָא ֶרת
And to make you the highest of all the nations that he made,
to give you praise, fame and glory,
. ַּכ ַא ֶשר ִ ּד ֵּבר,־ֹלהיָכ
ֶ ְולִ ְהי ְֹתָכ ַעמ ָקדֹש לַ ה' ֶא
and that you should be a nation holy unto Hashem
your G-d, as He said. (D’varim 26,18-19)
“Treasured nation,” in the ﬁrst section of this passage, means that Israel
is very beloved and delightful to G-d, as in the verse (Jeremiah 31,19), “Is not
Ephraim [Israel] my much-loved child, my child of delights?” In the second
part, “the highest” indicates that Israel will be venerated by the nations as a
people to be emulated. Their admiration stems, at this point, from Israel’s
economic and military success; this will be explained below.

And ﬁnally, the concept of a “holy nation” means a nation dedicated specially
to G-d, separated from all the others, worthy of having G-d dwell in its
midst. This highest level raises up a notch the Gentiles’ admiration of Israel.
They no longer recognize us merely for our material accomplishments, but
rather appreciate our very high level of Divine ethics. This is the Nation of
G-d - the nation upon which the Name of G-d is permanently proclaimed.
What we must now clarify is how to arrange G-d’s and Israel’s respective
commitments. Which is parallel to which, and what exactly is each side
promising in exchange for what?

Matching the Pairs
Moshe Rabbeinu himself arranges the mutual commitments within the
package of blessings he announces for Israel. He begins with the second
stage:
...־ֹלהיָכ
ֶ מֹוע ִּת ְש ַמע ְּבקֹול ה' ֶא
ַ ְו ָהיָ ה ִאמ ָש
...־ֹלהיָכ ֶעלְ יֹונ ַעל ָּכל ּגֹויֵ י ָה ָא ֶרצ
ֶ ּונְ ָתנְ ָכ ה' ֶא
.־ֹלהיָכ
ֶ ִּכי ִת ְש ַמע ְּבקֹול ה' ֶא
If you hearken to G-d’s voice....
He will make you supreme over the nations
of the earth when you hearken to G-d’s voice. (D’varim 28,1-2)

That is to say, our adherence to the words of Hashem’s prophets, guiding
us to the true understanding of Torah, uplifts us to a level of blessing and
success that arouses great admiration among the Gentiles. The reference is
to economic and military success, as written here clearly:
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... ּופ ִרי ְב ֶה ְמ ֶּתָכ
ְ ּופ ִרי ַא ְד ָמ ְתָכ
ְ ָּברּוְכ ְּפ ִרי ִב ְטנְ ָכ
...יִ ֵּתנ ה' ֶאת אֹיְ ֶביָכ ַה ָּק ִמימ ָעלֶ יָכ נִ ּגָ ִפימ לְ ָפנֶ יָכ
Blessed will be the fruit of your womb,
the fruit of your soil, the fruit of your livestock...
G-d will cause your enemies rising up against you
to be beaten before you... (verses 4-7)

Moshe then continues with the third stage:
ימָכ ה' לֹו לְ ַעמ ָקדֹוש ַּכ ַא ֶשר נִ ְש ַּבע לָ ְכ
ְ יְ ִק
.־ֹלהיָכ וְ ָהלַ ְכ ָּת ִּב ְד ָר ָכיו
ֶ ִּכי ִת ְשמֹר ֶאת ִמ ְצוֹת ה' ֶא
G-d will establish you as His holy nation ...
for keeping His commandments
and walking in His ways. (verse 9)

Moshe is telling Israel that if we want G-d’s name and his Presence to
permanently dwell in our midst, we must emulate His traits and walk in
His ways, thus raising us up to the level of a holy and unique nation of high
levels of ethics and morals. If so, then:
.ְו ָראּו ָּכל ַע ֵּמי ָה ָא ֶרצ ִּכי ֵשמ ה' נִ ְק ָרא ָעלֶ יָכ וְ יָ ְראּו ִמ ֶּמ ָּכ
All the nations of the earth will see that
G-d’s Name is called upon you,
and they will fear you. (verse 10)

The Gentiles’ excitement stems not from our material success, but from
Israel’s having adopted high moral standards and from its having been
chosen as G-d’s eternal Nation.
The manner in which Moshe Rabbeinu arranged these mutual commitments
teaches us that the ﬁrst stage – the Brit of Torah and all its commandments
– will bring us the status of “treasured nation,” that is, a beloved and
precious treasure in G-d’s eyes.
Based on this, we can arrange all three of the matching sets of mutual
commitments – Hashem’s and ours – as follows:
1. Keeping G-d’s covenant (the Torah’s commandments) grants us the
status of “treasured nation.”
2. Adhering to the word of G-d via His prophets will bring success that will
attract the Gentiles’ admiration.
3. Walking in G-d’s path and emulating His attributes will raise us up to be
a holy nation unto G-d, leading to deep respect on the part of the nations.
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This series represents a gradual ascent from a beloved people, to one that
is admired by the nations, and from there, to a “holy nation unto Hashem.”
At the same time, Israel’s gradually ascending commitment to Hashem
begins with simply keeping the mitzvot, continues with consistent adherence
to G-d’s prophets, and ends with our adherence to G-d’s traits and ways.

Holy Nation
The mitzvah of Teﬁllin illustrates the three steps. It is mentioned in four
passages in the Torah (the four passages that are written in the Teﬁllin):
twice in the context of the Exodus (Kadesh and V’hayah ki y’viacha), and
twice in connection with the obligation to fulﬁll mitzvot (Sh’ma and V’hayah
im Shamo’a).
In the ﬁrst stage, the mitzvah of Teﬁllin is simply a means by which to
remember the Exodus:
...ְו ָהיָ ה לְ ָכ לְ אֹות ַעל יָ ְדָכ ּולְ זִ ָּכרֹונ ֵּבינ ֵעינֶ יָכ
.הֹוצ ַאָכ ה' ִמ ִּמ ְצ ָריִ מ
ִ ִּכי ְּביָ ד ַחזָ ָקה
It shall be for you a sign on your arm
and a remembrance between your eyes [on your head]...
that G-d took you out of Egypt with a strong hand. (Sh’mot 13,9)

In the second stage, we connect daily – via the Name of G-d tied to our
arms and heads – with G-d’s word, with strong love and dedication:
...־ֹלהיָכ ְּב ָכל לְ ָב ְבָכ
ֶ ְו ָא ַה ְב ָּת ֵאת ה' ֶא
...וְ ָהיּו ַה ְּד ָב ִרימ ָה ֵאּלֶ ה ַא ֶשר ָאנ ִֹכי ְמ ַצּוְ ָכ ַהּיֹומ ַעל לְ ָב ֶבָכ
...ּוק ַש ְר ָּתמ לְ אֹות ַעל יָ ֶדָכ
ְ
Love Hashem your G-d with all your heart...
and let these words that
I command you today be upon your heart...
and bind them as a sign on your arm... (D’varim 6,5-8)

And ﬁnally, the third stage: the mitzvah of Teﬁllin raises us to maximal
emulation of Hashem in all His ways, as in “to walk in His ways and to cling
to Him” (D’varim 11,22). The Torah alludes to this third stage as follows:
.ְו ָראּו ָּכל ַע ֵּמי ָה ָא ֶרצ ִּכי ֵשמ ה' נִ ְק ָרא ָעלֶ יָכ וְ יָ ְראּו ִמ ֶּמ ָּכ
The nations of the land will all see that
G-d’s Name is proclaimed upon you,
and they will fear you. (28,10)
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This is referring to the Teﬁllin worn on the head, as R. Eliezer HaGadol
teaches in the Gemara (B’rachot 6a). At this high level, Israel itself becomes
the inﬁnite Crown of the Creator – the Teﬁllin of the Master of the World,
as the Gemara there states. This high level can only be manifest in the Land
of Israel, dwelling-place of the Divine Presence.
This leads us to the reason for the following admonition:
,יכמ
ֶ ־ֹלה
ֵ ָּבנִ ימ ַא ֶּתמ לַ ה' ֶא
.יכמ לָ ֵמת
ֶ ֵ ְוֹלא ָת ִשימּו ָק ְר ָחה ֵּבינ ֵעינ,ֹלא ִת ְתּג ְֹדדּו
...־ֹלהיָכ
ֶ ִּכי ַעמ ָקדֹוש ַא ָּתה לַ ה' ֶא
You are sons unto the Lord your G-d.
Do not cut yourselves or make a bald spot between
your eyes for the dead.
for you are a holy nation unto your G-d... (D’varim 14,1-2)

It was the custom of the Gentile nations to pull out their hair as a sign of
mourning over the loss of their loved ones. They felt that death was a total
end, the beginning of nothingness. In total contrast to this, the Nation of
Israel knows that the soul is forever, and is bound up with and sanctiﬁed to
the living and eternal G-d. This is why the Torah forbids us to uproot our
hair in mourning.
Thus, the very place on the head that the Gentiles displayed their belief in
nothingness - above the middle of the forehead - that is the very same spot
at which we display our bonds with the living G-d. For that is precisely
where we place our Teﬁllin, in which is written the Name of G-d Who
protects us. The Teﬁllin help link us to the world of eternal life, even as we
live our earthly lives – and this is the level of a Holy Nation, described as
follows:
.יכמ ַחּיִ ימ ֻּכּלְ ֶכמ ַהּיֹומ
ֶ ־ֹלה
ֵ וְ ַא ֶּתמ ַה ְּד ֵב ִקימ ַּבה' ֶא
And you who cleave to Hashem your G-d,
all live today. (D’varim 4,4)

The Haftarah: Speeding Up the Redemption
Following the Three Weeks of Mourning over Jerusalem’s destruction,
which culminate with Tisha B’Av, we read seven weekly Haftarot known
as the Seven Passages of Consolation. One of them is the Haftarah for
Parashat Ki Tavo, which deals with the light of redemption that is to shine
upon Zion:
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.ּוכבֹוד ה' ָעלַ יִ ְכ זָ ָרח
ְ אֹורְכ
ֵ אֹורי ִּכי ָבא
ִ קּומי
ִ
Arise, shine, for your light has come,
and the glory of G-d has shone upon you. (Yeshayahu 60,1)

Addressing Zion and Jerusalem, the Prophet is saying that the time has
come for Zion to shine its own light. But this will happen only when the
great Divine Light, not that of the sun or the moon, shines upon Zion. As
the Haftarah continues:
,יֹוממ ּולְ נֹגַ ּה ַהּיָ ֵר ַח ֹלא יָ ִאיר לָ ְכ
ָ ֹלא יִ ְהיֶ ה ּלָ ְכ עֹוד ַה ֶּש ֶמש לְ אֹור
...ְו ָהיָ ה לָ ְכ ה' לְ אֹור עֹולָ מ
The sun will no longer provide you light by day,
and the moon will no longer illuminate for you;
Hashem will be your everlasting light... (verse 19)

When, ﬁnally, the wondrous light of Zion shines brightly, it will carry
along with it the souls of the Jews exiled around the world, who will feel
themselves powerfully drawn to make Aliyah to their Land. This shining
light will magically gather up all of those souls, one by one wherever they
are, and lead them to Eretz Yisrael. As we read in the Haftarah:
, ִביב ֵעינַ יִ ְכ ְּור ִאי ֻּכּלָ מ נִ ְק ְּבצּו ָבאּו לָ ְכJָ ְש ִאי
.נֹותיִ ְכ ַעל ַצד ֵּת ָא ַמנָ ה
ַ ּוב
ְ ,ָּבנַ יִ ְכ ֵמ ָרחֹוק יָ בֹאּו
Lift your eyes around and see,
all of them have gathered and are coming to you,
your sons have come from far,
and your daughters will be carried. (verse 4)

At that time, when the hidden light of Zion shines, it will bring about
wondrous changes in all areas of life. The strength of its illumination upon
Bnei Yisrael will light up even those who until then had been in the dark:
... יקימ לְ עֹולָ מ יִ ְירשּו ָא ֶרצ
ִ ְו ַע ֵּמְכ ֻּכּלָ מ ַצ ִּד
Your people are all righteous,
they will inherit the earth forever... (verse 21)

The entire Nation of Israel will become tzaddikim, righteous people, who
will have the right to inherit the Land of Israel forever. Israel’s tremendous
hidden potential will be manifest in practice, and everything having to do
with the Land and the Nation will be raised up to a higher level. Everything
that was ever taken from the Nation of Israel over the generations will be
returned and restored to us many times over, in quality and quantity. As
the Haftarah says:
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...פ#ֶ  וְ ַת ַחת ַה ַּב ְרזֶ ל ָא ִביא ֶכ,ַּת ַחת ַהּנְ ח ֶֹשת ָא ִביא זָ ָהב
In place of brass, I will bring gold; in place of metal,
I will bring silver... (verse 17)

We will also once again grow and multiply in tremendous proportions, and
the Nation of Israel that had become so tiny will once again miraculously
ﬂower and increase:
... וְ ַה ָּצ ִעיר לְ גֹוי ָעצּומ,ַה ָּקטֹנ יִ ְהיֶ ה לָ ֶאלֶ פ
The little one will increase one thousand-fold,
and the young one will become
a tremendous nation. (verse 22)

And in the wake of this amazing illumination, the Redemption, too, will be
hurried, as the Haftarah concludes:
.ישּנָ ה
ֶ ַאנִ י ה' ְּב ִע ָּתּה ַא ִח
I am G-d: in its set time, I will hasten it. (verse 22)

Though it was to have waited for “its set time,” it will be replaced by a
Redemption that will occur quickly and immediately. G-d will advance and
hasten the “set time” of the coming of the Redemption, and turn it into “I
will hasten it,” may it come speedily in our times, Amen!

