Acharei-mot/K’doshim

“How odd of God to choose the Jews” (Wm. Ewers)
Amos 9:7-15
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| saw the Lord standing beside the altar; and He said: Smite the capitals, that the
posts may shake; and break them in pieces on the head of all of them; and | will
slay the residue of them with the sword; there shall not one of them flee away,
and there shall not one of them escape.

Preamble: The Connection
The connection to the sidrah (of K’doshim) is one of contrast.

The opening verses of the sidrah summon every individual Jew to live a life of
sanctity (nn D'wYTp) and thereby contribute towards the national aspiration of
becoming a w11 » 021 naYnn (Exodus 19:6). The haftarah, in contrast, asserts
that the wicked of Israel are indistinguishable from those of any other nation.

Q: Is the comparison with Cushites favorable or unfavorable?
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Can the Cushite change his skin, Or the leopard his spots? Just as much can you do good,
who are practiced in doing evil!

Are you not like the children of the Cushites to Me — Why should | refrain from
exacting retribution upon you since you do not return to Me? Have you not come
from the sons of Noah like the other nations? Like the Cushites whom you
resemble, as the matter is stated: (Jer. 13:22) "Will a Cushite change his skin...? So
will you be able to improve."
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What are you relying upon [futilely]? Whenever you sin, you are like the Cushites who are the
lowliest of nations. | will not have pity on you; | will uproot you from your land, which will spew
you out. Just because | evicted other great nations to accommodate you, you think that you will
inherit them in perpetuity?
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Like the Cushites who are slaves. They are black-skinned descendants of Cush, son of Ham, who
are sold into slavery. You deserve to be enslaved to Me, because | redeemed you from the
house of bondage and took you out of Egypt.
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After prophesying catastrophe, [Amos] concluded his book on a note of consolation, saying:
You are special to Me just like Cushites are always special and distinctive in their ancestry on
account of the darkness of their skin. Even if they are exiled and intermingled among other
nations, they do not assimilate within them. You, too: Even of you are exiled and mingled
among the nations, you will always be recognizable as belonging to Me.
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“A song that David sang to God concerning Cush the Benjaminite.” Wasn’t his name Saul?
Rather, just as a Cushite is distinctive in his skin color, so was Saul distinctive in his conduct and
appearance, to wit: “He was head and shoulders above anyone else.” Likewise: “On account of
the Cushite woman he [Moses} had married.” Wasn’t her name Zipporah? Rather, just as a
Cushite is distinctive in his skin color so was Zipporah distinctive in her conduct and
appearance.... Likewise: “You are like Cushites to Me.” Aren’t they Israelites? Rather, just as a
Cushite is distinctive in his skin color, so is Israel distinctive in its conduct.

As far as comparisons are concerned, A.J. Heschel observed (“The Prophets”):

The nations chosen for this comparison were not distinguished for might and prestige—
countries like Egypt or Assyria—but rather, nations which were despised and disliked.
The color of the Ethiopians is black and in those days many of them were sold on the
slave markets. The Philistines were the archenemies of Israel, and the Syrians continued
to be a menace to the Northern Kingdom.

He also raised the following theological questions:

Does chosenness mean that God is exclusively concerned with Israel? Does the Exodus
from Egypt imply that God is involved only in the history of Israel and is totally oblivious
of the fate of other nations?

To which he replies: “The God of Israel is the god of all nations, and all men’s history is his
concern.”

According to Rabbi Yissakhar Jacobson (“Chazon HaMikra”):

Amos, here, joins a chorus of prophets who countered the Israelites’ claim to chosenness based
on shared history (or genetics?) rather than based on adherence to a code of conduct.

e Inchapters 1-2, his rebukes of Syria, Philistines, Tyre, Edom, Amon, and Moab (3X4) are
accompanied by a similar rebuke of Israel.

® In his opening to Chapter 3, Amos clarifies that chosenness imposes certain obligations
not imposed on other nations:
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Only you have | known from among all the families of the earth; therefore, I shall account to
you all your sins.

e Our Haftarah makes the identical point through its contrast of Israel to the other
nations.

Indeed, this is entirely consistent with God’s clarification of Israel’s specialness. The invitation
to become a WYTP M DN Na5nn stipulates a precondition:
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(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.”

The Haftarah Text

I. 7-10. Israel sins like all nations do, but whereas those entire nations will be destroyed only

the wicked of Israel will be punished.

(7) To Me, O Israelites, you are Just like the Ethiopians
—declares the LORD. True, | brought Israel up from the
land of Egypt, But also the Philistines from Caphtor And
the Arameans from Kir. (8) Behold, the Lord GOD has
His eye Upon the sinful kingdom: | will wipe it off the
face of the earth! But | will not wholly wipe out The
House of Jacob —declares the LORD. (9) For | will give
the order and shake the House of Israel— Through all
the nations— as one shakes [sand] in a sieve, and not a
pebble falls to the ground. (10) All the sinners of My
people shall perish by the sword, who boast, “Never
shall the evil overtake us or come near us.”
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II. 11-12. A political forecast for “the end of days”

(11) In that day, | will set up again the fallen booth of
David: | will mend its breaches and set up its ruins
anew. | will build it firm as in the days of old, (12) So
that they shall possess the rest of Edom and all the
nations once attached to My name —declares the
LORD who will bring this to pass.
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I1l. 13-15. The anticipated blessings for the era of redemption and return

(13) A time is coming —declares the LORD— when
the plowman shall meet the reaper, and the treader
of grapes him who holds the [bag of] seed; when the
mountains shall drip wine and all the hills shall wave
[with grain]. (14) | will restore My people Israel. They
shall rebuild ruined cities and inhabit them; they shall
plant vineyards and drink their wine; they shall till
gardens and eat their fruits. (15) And | will plant
them upon their soil, nevermore to be uprooted from
the soil | have given them —said the LORD your God.
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“How odd of God to choose the Jews.”

(Wm. Ewers)

“It’s not so odd, the Jews chose God.” (Leon Roth)




