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Balak 5782 – Mah Tovu, Temple Beth-El, Mah Tovu! 

 
ל׃  ֵֽ ָרא  יָך ִישְׁ ֶ֖ ֹנת  כְׁ ב ִמשְׁ יָך ַיֲעֹקֹ֑ ֶ֖ בּו ֹאָהל   ַמה־ֹטֹּ֥

How fair are your tents, O Jacob, Your dwellings, O Israel! (Numbers 24:5) 

 

These words are found in our Torah portion this week; Balak. In this portion, we have 

King Balak who tries to get Balaam, his hired prophet, to curse the Israelites. Balaam is unable to 

do so and utters 4 blessings instead; each one getting stronger and stronger using the words God 

has given him. In a commentary by one of my teachers, Rabbi Sue Levi Elwell, she explains that 

this Torah portion begins with “Balak saw” (Num. 22:2), but “neither King Balak nor his 

hireling Balaam are able to ‘see’ the Israelites. Balaam and Balak position and re-position 

themselves in an attempt to assess the multitude…. The two travel from point to point without 

gaining the perspective they seek.”1 

 The perspective King Balak and Balaam were seeking was one where the Israelites could 

be seen as disgusting, as terrible, as heathens, as destructors. Balaam was looking for 

confirmation of King Balak’s perspective in looking over at the Israelites camped in the 

wilderness. He couldn’t find it and was counseled by God to not follow through with the curses, 

but give blessings to the Israelites instead. King Balak wanted the Israelites to be cursed because 

he was steeped in fear. He only knew about the Israelites from their previous success in battles, 

their large numbers, and his own complete ignorance. King Balak wanted Balaam to curse the 

people so that Balak’s people, under his leadership, would have a chance to defeat them – not 

knowing who they were, what they stood for, or what happened in the other battles. King Balak 

hid behind his fear and behind Balaam. 

 This is what perpetrators of anti-semitism do. They act out of fear and ignorance and, in 

many scenarios, act behind a screen – spewing their hatred through the internet. And what 

happened this weekend? We were blessed. We were not cursed as was the hope of this person, 

we were lifted and lauded. We became united and stronger. We were supported and comforted. 

We were tried and we learned. Whether or not each of us believes that God intervened with us 

like God did with Balaam, putting words in his mouth that would bless us rather than curse us, I 

know that there were many factors that allowed us all to be safe. 

 

ל׃    ֵֽ ָרא  יָך ִישְׁ ֶ֖ ֹנת  כְׁ ב ִמשְׁ יָך ַיֲעֹקֹ֑ ֶ֖ בּו ֹאָהל   ַמה־ֹטֹּ֥

How fair are your tents, O Jacob, Your dwellings, O Israel! (Numbers 24:5) 

 

 Last week was a disappointing, frustrating, and scary moment for the San Antonio Jewish 

community. It was distressing, to say the least, to evacuate myself, my young children, and their 

babysitter from the building in a way that was calm, quick, and not alarming to them. It was 

overwhelming to be bombarded by media when we did not want any more attention than had 

already been given to the situation. It was difficult to ensure communication was going out 

promptly and with the correct information and nuances. It was intimidating to be the clergy on-

call during this event. 

 At the same time, it was empowering to know that our Temple Beth-El staff and board 

and law enforcement came together to execute safety protocols and disseminate communication. 

 
1 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/open-your-eyes/ 
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It was comforting to have people reach out, like the Interfaith San Antonio Alliance, who sent a 

letter to the Jewish community which stated, in part,  

The Interfaith San Antonio Alliance stands with you as your extended family in faith. We 

pray the strength of our unity as Jewish, Christian, Sikh, Muslim, Buddhist, Baha’i, 

Hindu, Mandaean, and nonaffiliated leaders will empower you during this challenging 

time.2  

It was powerful to hear from our neighbors, Christ Episcopal Church, that if we needed anything, 

they would be happy to let us use their building – with an added explanation that they have a 

large space without religious iconography which could be fitting for us. It was inspiring to be 

contacted by local elected officials, leaders in the Reform movement, other religious institutions, 

friends and family all over the world as they denounced antisemitic behavior and rhetoric and 

offered their support. It was soothing to hear from our senior rabbi while she was on sabbatical to 

remind us of hope. It was reassuring to have incredible interactions with our local law 

enforcement who surrounded our building swiftly and expertly – protecting not just a building, 

knowing it had been evacuated, but protecting our spiritual home and truly our community itself. 

Did we do it all perfectly? No, but it gave us so many lessons to grow from so that we 

can have Temple be in the best headspace possible for many different security and safety 

scenarios. There were so many more blessings than curses this weekend.  

 

ל׃  ֵֽ ָרא  יָך ִישְׁ ֶ֖ ֹנת  כְׁ ב ִמשְׁ יָך ַיֲעֹקֹ֑ ֶ֖ בּו ֹאָהל   ַמה־ֹטֹּ֥

How fair are your tents, O Jacob, Your dwellings, O Israel! (Numbers 24:5) 

 

To you, our Temple Beth-El family, this is the blessing that I want to say to you on this 

Shabbat where I can see y’all – or know your presence is with us as you join us online.  This 

blessing reminds us that through whatever curse may be attempted to be thrown at us, we are 

here. No matter what other people may say about us, we are proud of who we are and are ready 

to be teachers – dispelling ignorance. No matter what has befallen us in the past, we will not sit 

down and call ourselves victims, but rise above, learning and growing, following the path of our 

ancestors through thousands of years of devastation to our Jewish people. Our blessings of being 

together as Temple Beth-El for almost 150 years is not going to disappear in an instant. It will 

only grow stronger for the next thousands of years.  

May we be blessed by the outpouring of love in our community, the safety we 

encountered this weekend, and the presence of one another during this Shabbat together. 

 

 

 
2 In an email to me from Wyndee Holbrook, the Executive Director of ISAA. 


