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Divine Favoritism? 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Naso, 5774 

 

Birchat Kohanim appears in Parashat Naso. 

One of the most well-known passages of the Tora, due to its being recited both inside 

and outside the synagogue, appears in this week’s Parasha: 

 

BaMidbar 6:22-27 

Speak unto Aharon and unto his sons, saying: In this way ye shall bless the 

children of Israel; ye shall say unto them: The Lord Bless thee, and Keep thee; 

The Lord Make His Face to Shine upon thee, and be Gracious unto thee; The 

Lord Lift up His Countenance upon thee, and Give thee peace. So shall they put 

My Name upon the children of Israel, and I will Bless them.'  

 

When Birchat Kohanim is invoked. 

Kohanim  directly bless the people living in Israel daily each time the Amida is repeated, 

and in Chutz LaAretz  on Yom Tov; the Shliach Tzibbur (prayer leader for the congregation) in the 

diaspora regularly invokes these blessings in Chazarat HaShaTz (the repetition of the Silent 

Devotion); and parents bestow these blessings on their children on Friday nights and Erev Yom 

HaKippurim both inside and outside Israel.  

A difficulty with an implication of these Berachot. 

Despite how well-known and often recited these particularly blessings may be, the 

Talmud startlingly points to one portion of this famous text and challenges it as unjust, and even 

hypocritical: 

 

Berachot 20b 

R. 'Avira discoursed — sometimes in the name of R. Ammi, and sometimes in 

the name of R. Assi — as follows:  

The Ministering Angels said before the Holy One, Blessed Be He: Sovereign of 

the Universe, it is written in Thy Law, (Devarim 10:17) “Who Regardeth not 

persons nor Taketh reward”,1  and dost Thou not (overly) Regard the person of 

Israel, as it is written, (BaMidbar 6:26) “The Lord Lift up His Countenance upon 

thee”?2  

                                                           
1
 For the LORD your God, He is God of gods, and Lord of lords, the Great God, the Mighty, and the Awful, 

Who Regardeth not persons, nor Taketh reward.     
2
 “Nesiat Panim”(lifting up of the face) is an idiom that standardly connotes showing favoritism, i.e., 

instead of neutrally not turning one’s face towards one or another of supplicants or litigants, the 
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 He Replied to them: And shall I not Lift up My Countenance for Israel, seeing 

that I Wrote for them in the Torah, (Devarim 8:10) “And thou shalt eat and be 

satisfied and bless the Lord thy God”,  and they are particular [to say the grace] 

if the quantity is but an olive or an egg (well short of satiation for the 

overwhelming majority of people).  

 

The premise of this Talmudic passage would appear to be that God should be held to 

the same standard as people, and since human judges are enjoined against showing favoritism, 

as in Devarim 1:17, 

 

Ye shall not respect persons in judgment; ye shall hear the small and the great 

alike; ye shall not be afraid of the face of any man; for the judgment is God's; 

and the cause that is too hard for you ye shall bring unto me (Moshe), and I will 

hear it,'  

 

similar impartiality should be expected of HaShem.  

 

Is it reasonable to expect that the same standards that apply to people should apply to God as 

well? 

While a famous Talmudic passage calls upon man to emulate God’s Examples as they 

appear in the Biblical narrative,  

 

Sota 14a 

R. Chama son of R. Chanina further said: What means the text: (Devarim 13:5) 

“Ye shall walk after the Lord your God”?  Is it, then, possible for a human being 

to walk after the Shechina; for has it not been said: (Ibid. 4:24) “For the Lord thy 

God is a Devouring Fire”? But [the meaning is] to walk after the attributes of the 

Holy One, Blessed Be He. As He Clothes the naked, for it is written: (Beraishit 

3:21) “And the Lord God Made for Adam and for his wife coats of skin, and 

clothed them”,  so do thou also clothe the naked. The Holy One, Blessed Be He, 

Visited the sick, for it is written: (Ibid. 18:1) “And the Lord Appeared unto him by 

the oaks of Mamre”,  so do thou also visit the sick. The Holy One, Blessed Be He, 

Comforted mourners, for it is written: (Ibid. 25:11) “And it came to pass after 

the death of Avraham, that God Blessed Yitzchak his son”,  so do thou also 

comfort mourners. The Holy one, Blessed Be He, Buried the dead, for it is 

written: (Devarim 34:6) “And He buried him in the valley”, so do thou also bury 

the dead. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
distributor of gifts or the judge turns towards one group of individuals over the others and is predisposed 
towards them. 
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the universality of such a  premise could be called into question in light of apparent exceptions 

to this ostensible rule. For example, human beings are Commanded not to engage in vengeful 

acts,  

 

VaYikra 19:18 

Thou shalt not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the children of thy 

people, but thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself: I Am the Lord.  

 

Yet elsewhere in the bible, God is Defined as vengeful! 

 

Tehillim 94:1 

O Lord, Thou God to Whom vengeance belongeth, Thou God to Whom 

vengeance belongeth, Shine forth.  

 

A second example of such an inconsistency is based upon a verse in the song of David that he 

composes towards the end of his life:  

 

II Shmuel 22:27 

With the pure Thou dost Show Thyself Pure; and with the crooked Thou dost 

Show Thyself Subtle, (i.e., those who are crooked will be Treated by the Divine 

in a like manner.) 

 

An Aggada that asserts, albeit indirectly, that God’s Example is not always available for man 

to follow. 

The Talmud demonstrates, albeit indirectly, that acting deceptively towards another human 

being  is not an option for human beings: 

 

Megilla 13b 
What was the modesty displayed by Rachel?  
— As it is written: (Beraishit 29:12) “And Yaakov told Rachel that he was her 

father's brother.”  
Now was he (literally) her father's brother? Was he not the son of her father's 
sister?3  
What it means is this: He said to her, “Will you marry me?”  
She replied, “Yes, but my father is a trickster, and he will outwit you.”   
He replied, “I am his brother in trickery.”  
She said to him, “Is it permitted to the righteous to indulge in trickery?“ 
He replied. “Yes:  (II Shmuel 22:27) ‘With the pure Thou dost Show Thyself pure 

and with the crooked Thou dost Show Thyself subtle.”4  

                                                           
3
 Yaakov was the son of Rivka who was Lavan’s sister. 

4
 Although at first glance it would appear that Yaakov citing a verse from Shmuel is an abject 

anachronism, it is to be understood that themes and principles like the one appearing in II Shmuel were 
already part of the tradition much earlier, and it is only David who articulates the idea in a form that is 
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He said to her, “What is his trickery?”  
She replied, “I have a sister older than I am, and he will not let me marry before her.”  
So he gave her certain tokens (in order that he will be able to recognize whether Lavan 

has substituted Leah for Rachel).  
When night came, she (Rachel) said to herself, “Now my sister will be put to shame 

(when the ruse is discovered by Yaakov).” So she handed over the tokens to her. 
So it is written, (Beraishit 29:25) “And it came to pass in the morning that, 
behold, it was Leah.” Are we to infer from this that up to now she was not Leah? 
What it means is that on account of the tokens which Rachel gave to Leah he did 
not know until then.  

Therefore she (Rachel) was rewarded by having Shaul among her descendants.5  
 

Although Yaakov is given the last word in his discussion with Rachel, when he categorically states that 
God’s Approach to the tricky should be something that man can emulate,6 ironically it is Rachel herself 
who thwarts his plan to trick Lavan. Since Yaakov’s course of action proves ultimately unsuccessful, the 
subtext of the Gemora is that what God is able to Do in this instance is not something that man should 
assume is within his purview.  
 
Why man may not be allowed to emulate particular examples of God’s Attributes. 

However, it could be maintained that these two examples are not pertinent to the issue 
of God’s showing favoritism to the Jewish people. In the cases of vengeance and misleading a 
trickster, it would seem that the principle of “Mida KeNeged Mida” (treating someone in the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
recorded in the later biblical text. A parallel  manifestation  (the example from II Shmuel is one of 
Hashkafa and belief;  what follows is a Halachic matter) of such an assumption is the formulation of 
certain aspects of Shabbat observance in the book of Yeshayahu 58:13 :  

If thou turn away thy foot because of the Sabbath, from pursuing thy business on My Holy Day; 
and call the Sabbath a delight, and the Holy of the Lord Honorable; and shalt honor It, not doing 
thy wonted ways, nor pursuing thy business, nor speaking thereof.  

Halacha is not supposed to be innovated by prophets; they are mandated to only try to urge the people to 
comply with Commandments that are already “on the books” . Consequently for Yeshayahu to discuss 
how one is to avoid weekday affairs, walk and speak on Shabbat when such practices are not mentioned 
previously in the Five Books of the Tora, assumes that this was part of the Oral Tradition and was only first 
given written form in the times of this prophet.  
5
 Shaul was from the tribe of Binyamin: 

 I Shmuel 9:1-2 
Now there was a man of Binyamin, whose name was Kish, the son of Aviel, the son of Tzeror, the 
son of Bechorat, the son of Afiah, the son of a Binyamite, a mighty man of valor. And he had a 
son, whose name was Shaul, young and goodly, and there was not among the children of Israel a 
goodlier person than he: from his shoulders and upward he was higher than any of the people.   

Binyamin was one of Rachel’s two sons: 
 Beraishit 35:16-8 

And they journeyed from Beitel; and there was still some way to come to Efrat; and Rachel 
travailed, and she had hard labor. And it came to pass, when she was in hard labor, that the mid-
wife said unto her: 'Fear not; for this also is a son for thee.' And it came to pass, as her soul was 
in departing--for she died--that she called his name Ben-oni; but his father called him Binyamin.    

6
 Someone who would like to place this in a Mitzva context could claim that since the Tora says any 

number of times, “And you will walk in God’s Ways”, e.g., Devarim 8:6; 19:9; 26:17; 28:9; 30:16, if God 
Acts vengefully or “deceitfully” with someone who himself is dishonest, it is not only permitted, but 
perhaps Commanded to emulate God’s Example! (See Sota 14a.) 
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same manner as his actions deserve) is being carried out. The idea of Lex Talionis is logical and 
fair. If a punishment could be designed that accurately and precisely reflected the transgression 
that incurred the punishment, it would be a case of “just deserts.” It is possible that man is not 
allowed to follow such a scheme not because it is inherently improper, but because of human 
beings’ inability to apply the principle as it should be. When the Talmud in Bava Kamma 83b-84a 
offers logical reasons why despite the Tora’s stating that the punishment for taking out 
someone’s eye is that the perpetrator’s own eye should be removed (Shemot 21:24-5; VaYikra 
24:20),7 in fact a monetary punishment is applied, they all share the assumption that it cannot 
be fairly carried out: a) It is possible that the eyes of the perpetrator and victim are of different 
sizes (or are not the same in terms of clarity of sight); b) what would happen in the case where a 
person who was already blind would cause someone else to lose his sight?; c) during the course 
of removing the perpetrator’s eye, it is possible that complications will set in and he will die, a 
fate that he did not cause his victim; d) it is possible that the two people have different 
thresholds of pain; e) if such a directive were taken literally, the medical treatment of the 
conditions of the two individuals might be different, etc. The same argument could be made 
regarding the manner in which a devious individual deserves to be treated. While logically 
speaking it makes eminent good sense that such an individual should not expect any more 
honest treatment than he himself engaged in, nevertheless human beings are not able to gauge 
with such precision what and how others have done things as well as how they themselves do 
things, and immoral inequities might be perpetrated in the name of justice. Yaakov’s own 
experience would seem to attest to this.8  

 
But is God Appearing to Act unfairly beyond the reproach of His Creatures? 

On the other hand, the case of showing favoritism would appear to be illogical and 
unfair on every level. There would appear to be no justification either for God or man, hence the 
challenge issued by the Ministering Angels.  

 
Does God’s Response to the Angels’ challenge resolve the difficulty that they have raised? 

In addition to acknowledging the correctness of the Angels’ critique, it is also difficult to 
understand God’s Response, ostensibly Justifying His Favoritism of the Jewish people. Consider 
how the R. Baruch HaLevi Epstein9 poses the question:  

 

                                                           
7
 Shemot 21:24-5 

Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burning for burning, wound for wound, 
stripe for stripe.  

VaYikra 24:20 
Breach for breach, eye for eye, tooth for tooth; as he hath maimed a man, so shall it be rendered 
unto him.     

8
 Following Yaakov’s tricking his father in order to obtain the blessing that was intended for Eisav, he is 

subsequently tricked a number of times: a) by Lavan with respect to Rachel and Leah; b) by Lavan with 
respect to the constant resetting of his wages; c) by his sons regarding the brutality of the raid on 
Shechem in order to recover Dina; and d) his sons when they misled him about Yosef’s whereabouts. Are 
these actions the result of Yaakov being treated in kind as he treated others, or do they go further than 
Yaakov deserved? 
9
 Tosefet Beracha on BaMidbar 6:26. (This commentator also authored the Tora Temima. As the title of 

this work indicates [Tosefet = additional] comments that often are a bit more extreme than what appear 
in his standard commentary  appear in this collection.) 
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…Certainly, the essence of the answer of the Holy One, Blessed Be He, does not 
make sense, for what sort of answer is it?  In the Tora it is clearly stated, “Who 
Regardeth not persons”. And if it is His Desire to bestow upon them (the Jewish 
people) extra reward in light of their carrying out Commandments in very 
careful ways, He has available to Him several different ways to accomplish this, 
but not via favoritism, since this is not in accordance with His Basic Attributes!... 
 

Explanations that attempt to explain away the difficulty: Tora Temimia, RaShBA and R. Kook. 
Commentators offer numerous explanations10 for the evocative passage in Berachot 

20b.  
Tora Temima. 
Tora Temima himself11  redefines Nesiat Panim in such a way that the Priestly blessing is 

in fact not reflecting any sort of inappropriate favoritism or legal inconsistency:  
 
The explanation for the phrase, “The Lord Lift up His Countenance upon you” 
does not mean that He should Make concessions for you or He should Go 
beyond the letter of the law on your behalf, as is typically understood. But 
rather the Lifting of the Countenance connotes His Showing you a Smiling Face, 
a Cheerful Countenance. And the matter is, that it is in the nature of someone 
speaking angrily and furiously not to look straight at the face of the one to 
whom he is speaking. On the other hand, one who is speaking out of love, 
endearment and good heartedness, he lifts his face and looks directly at the 
person to whom he is speaking.12 If so, then the explanation for “Who 
Regardeth not persons” means that He does not Show His actual Face, if it could 
be said, i.e., that one usually does not see a sign of Desire and Will in His Words. 
And the explanation of the expression “He should Lift up His Countenance upon 
thee”, i.e., that He Lifts His Face in order to Speak in love and desire and 

                                                           
10

 A rule of thumb in the study of Talmud or TaNaCh, is the more different approaches that the 
commentators employ, the more obvious is the problem inherent in the text and the more inadequate 
are each of the answers. If there were a single clear approach for understanding the passage in question, 
everyone would agree on how to explain it.  
11

 Tora Temima on BaMidbar 6:26, #148. 
12

 It is notable that in the famous letter that RaMBaN wrote to his son, 
(http://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%90%D7%92%D7%A8%D7%AA_%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%9E%D7%91%2
2%D7%9F) instructing him to read it regularly in order to maintain proper personal deportment, he 
appears to give contrary advice to what is implied in Tora Temima’s explanation: 

…Therefore let me explain to you how to conduct yourself in accordance with the attribute of 
humility. All of your conversations should be gentle and your head bowed and your eyes looking 
towards the ground, while your heart should be directed upwards. And never look into 
someone’s face when speaking with him. And all people should be greater than you in your 
eyes… 

One wonders whether this is cultural—a different mindset and type of personal deportment being viewed 
as ideal in medieval times as opposed to the nineteenth century—or perhaps the issue is contextual—
different types of conduct are called for in different situations. Perhaps, when interacting with a parent or 
someone with whom you share a deep friendship, looking them in the eye would be appropriate, and 
RaMBaN is thinking of situations where the other is not very well known to the subject. And then again 
we could say that RaMBaN’s recommendation reflects a standard that is difficult to achieve, with Tora 
Temima’s description of how a person looks at another during conversation reflecting a more average 
kind of person. 

http://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%90%D7%92%D7%A8%D7%AA_%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%9E%D7%91%22%D7%9F
http://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%90%D7%92%D7%A8%D7%AA_%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%9E%D7%91%22%D7%9F
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goodness of heart. According to this, the language of the verses and the 
question of the Gemora are explained and precise. (The sense would then be 
that due to your doing good deeds, like blessing God for food well-short of being 
satiated, this will cause God to be positively Disposed towards you, not in order 
to bend the law on your behalf, but simply as a sign of recognition of your past 
efforts.) A proof to such an approach is the explanation in Siphre (Midrash 
Halacha on BaMidbar, Devarim): “Another interpretation—“He should Lift up 
His Countenance upon thee”—He should Remove His Anger from you,” and this 
is as we have explained.  

 

While Tora Temima’s approach is novel and does remove the problem, the fact that he 

had to define the Tora phrase in a manner that is not in accord with its  standard understanding 

gives one pause about his approach and inspires searching for an alternative.  

 

RaShBA. 

A second interpretation regarding this difficult Talmudic passage is offered by RaShBA.13  

He bases his approach on another comment in the Talmud: 

 

Megilla 28a 

As Raba said: ‘He who waives his right to retribution, is forgiven all his sins, as it 
says, (Micha 7:18) “Who Pardoneth iniquity and Passeth by transgression.” 
Whose iniquity is forgiven? The iniquity of him who passes by transgression.14 
 

Raba’s insight leads RaShBA to state: 
 

In other words, HaShem will Deal with such a person “beyond the letter of the 
law” (since he himself did not steadfastly insist upon the application of the law 
in his own case). Therefore it states here (in Berachot) with respect to God’s 
Response (to the Ministering Angels) that from the Attribute of His Goodness He 
Shines His Countenance and Removes Himself from Anger and Forgives Israel 
and Treats them beyond the letter of the law, since they act towards Him in 
accordance with the same quality. He Obligated the recitation of a blessing 
when a human being is satiated, and they show themselves to be happy and 
filled with pleasure as a result of the yoke of the Commandments,15 and put 
themselves into a context where they can fulfill such Commandments beyond 
the letter of the law, resulting in their being particular to bless even after eating 
only an olive size or egg size piece of bread.  

                                                           
13

 Ein Yaakov on Berachot 20b. 
14

 Raba  is offering an innovative reading of the text. The simple reading of the prophetic verse would 
assume that the subject of both phrases is HaShem, i.e., He will forgive sinners, whether they have 
committed iniquities or transgressions. Raba understands the subject of the first phrase as a human 
being, i.e., one who forgives the sins against him that were perpetrated by others, will be similarly treated 
and have his own shortcomings forgiven by HaShem.  
15

 Rather than looking for scenarios that would exempt them from performing Commandments, they seek 
out means by which they can do even more while not necessarily being obligated to do so.  
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In other words, RaShBA agrees that God Treats the Jewish people with favoritism, but only 
because they also extend themselves sacrificially towards Him. In effect this becomes yet 
another case of Mida KeNeged Mida. While it might appear as favoritism when looked upon 
exclusively from God’s Perspective, when one includes the actions of the people that 
engendered this favoritism, it becomes a paradoxical exercise in Middat HaDin (the Attribute of 
Justice in the sense that the Jews have earned being Treated with special consideration) rather 
than Middat HaRachamim! One is then left to ask, why didn’t the Ministering Angels realize this 
and forego their challenge?16 

R. Kook 
A third approach to the Gemora in Berachot is offered by R. Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen 

Kook in his commentary on Aggada, Ein AYAH.  He confronts the issue directly, without 
redefining the terms or predicating the favoritism on a specific act that the Jews were carrying 
out: 

                                                           
16

 A number of Rabbinic sources suggest that there is strong competition verging on jealousy on the part 
of the Angels towards man in general and the Jewish people in particular. Here is one Talmudic passage 
that reflects this tension:  

Shabbat 88b-89a 
R. Joshua b. Levi also said: When Moshe ascended on high, the Ministering Angels spake before 
the Holy One, Blessed Be He, “Sovereign of the Universe! What business has one born of woman 
amongst us?” “He has come to receive the Tora,”  Answered He to them. Said they to Him, “That 
secret treasure, which has been Hidden by Thee for nine hundred and seventy-four generations 
before the world was created. Thou Desirest to Give to flesh and blood! What is man, that Thou 
art Mindful of him? And the son of man, that Thou Visitest him? O Lord our God, How excellent is 
Thy Name in all the earth! Who hast Set Thy Glory [the Torah] upon the Heavens!”  “Return them 
an answer,” Bade the Holy One, Blessed be He, to Moshe. “Sovereign of the Universe” replied he, 
“I fear lest they consume me with the [fiery] breath of their mouths.” “Hold on to the Throne of 
Glory,” Said He to him, “and return them an answer,” as it is said, “He Maketh him to hold on to 
the face of his throne, And Spreadeth [PaRSHeZ] His Cloud over him,”  whereon R. Nachman 
observed: This teaches that the Almighty Spread [Pirash] the luster [Ziv] of His Shechina  and Cast 
It as a protection over him. He [then] spake before Him: Sovereign of the Universe! The Tora  
which Thou Givest me, what is written therein? “I am the Lord thy God, Who Brought thee out of 
the Land of Egypt.”  Said he to them [the Angels], “Did ye go down to Egypt?; were ye enslaved 
to Pharaoh?: why then should the Tora  be yours? Again, What is written therein? “Thou shalt 
have none other gods:” do ye dwell among peoples that engage in idol worship? Again what is 
written therein? “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy:”  do ye then perform work, that ye 
need to rest? Again what is written therein? “Thou shalt not take [tissa] [the Name … in vain]:” is 
there any business [massa] dealings among you? Again what is written therein, “Honor thy father 
and thy mother;” have ye fathers and mothers? Again what is written therein? “Thou shall not 
murder. Thou shalt not commit adultery. Thou Shall not steal;”  is there jealousy among you?; is 
the Evil Tempter among you? Straightway they conceded [right] to the Holy One, Blessed be He, 
for it is said, “O Lord, our Lord, How excellent is thy name, etc.” whereas “Who has set thy glory 
upon the heavens” is not written. Immediately each one was moved to love him [Moshe] and 
transmitted something to him, for it is said, “Thou hast ascended on high, thou hast taken spoils 
[the Tora]; Thou hast received gifts on account of man:” as a recompense for their calling thee 
man [Adam] thou didst receive gifts. The Angel of Death too confided his secret to him, for it is 
said, “and he put on the incense, and made atonement for the people;”  and it is said, “and he 
stood between the dead and the living, etc.”  Had he not told it to him, whence had he known it?  
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…Nevertheless, sometimes the general Attribute of Good is able to significantly 
mitigate the Attribute of Judgment, because a person who has acquired an 
attribute (of appreciating good) for his soul, will be able to reach wholeness 
even if he senses that Divine Kindness has been showered upon him more than 
he deserves.17  Such a person is one who has in particular acquired the attribute 
of recognizing and acknowledging good things that have been done for him 
(HaKarat HaTov). Furthermore he realizes that it is the height of spiritual and 
ethical behavior to direct this attribute towards HaShem, for Whom there is no 
end for the Goodness with which He Treats His Creatures.   And however much 
he senses that the Divine Attribute of Goodness has been extended to him, his 
sense of gratitude becomes that much greater. And he also recognizes that the 
only way to extend kindness to our Master (in return) is by striving to perfect 
ourselves as well as others, because in this way we are carrying out His Will, by 
virtue of our perfecting His Creatures and causing that He Rejoice in His Deeds.  
When he senses in his soul that God has not Treated him in accordance with his 
transgressions, this treatment will not bring  him to no longer conduct himself in 
a proper manner, but rather this will add impetus to his pursuing the right path, 
since a new reason has been added for his gratitude towards HaShem, may He 
Be Blessed. Therefore, for a person like this, the Attribute of Justice has been 
extensively toned down, and this is completely appropriate from the 
perspective of ultimate goals. 

  
R. Kook’s Chidush (innovative thought) is regarding what is indicated by the Jews reciting Grace 
after Meals after eating only a small amount of food. Rather than reflecting their readiness to go 
beyond the letter of the law, R. Kook interprets the behavior as indicative of a highly-developed 
sense of appreciating good on the part of God, others and the components of life itself. Such a 
person will not understand being given concessions as weakness or an invitation to further 
transgress, but rather how Benevolent God is and how much we should strive to emulate Him. 
What also emerges from R. Kook’s thought is that behaviors cannot be reduced to “black-and-
white” formulae; there are contexts where even favoritism is to be deemed a positive rather 
than negative quality.  As Kohelet stated, (3:1) “To every thing there is a season, and a time to 
every purpose under the heaven.” 
 
Conclusions. 

So at the end of the day, a few basic, practical conclusions emerge from these 
understandings of the alleged conversation between God and the angels in Berachot 20a: 
 

1.  We should try to conduct ourselves in such a way that God is not, KaVeYachol, 
Embarrassed by our activities and has to, at least figuratively, Look away, but rather 
can Bask in our respective presences and Take Pride in the epitome of His Creation, 
man. This is probably the definition of striving for Kiddush HaShem, while avoiding 
Chillul HaShem. 

 

                                                           
17

 Typically, when a person feels that the Attribute of Goodness has obviated from him judgment and 
punishment, it is not to his benefit. He thinks that he can get away with anything and therefore engages in 
even more questionable behavior. However, R. Kook points out that this is not always the case.  
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2.  Wherever possible, we should not be satisfied with simply minimally fulfilling the law, 
but rather seek out ways where we can fulfill the spirit of the Commandments, often 
going above and beyond  what the Halacha calls for. Dedication to “LiFnim MiShurat 
HaDin” is how RaMBaN understands Devarim 6:18 “And thou shalt do that which is 
right and good in the sight of the LORD; that it may be well with thee, and that thou 
mayest go in and possess the good land which the LORD swore unto thy fathers.” 

 
3.  If we are fortunate enough to assume that we have “dodged a Divine Bullet”, rather 

than concluding that there was nothing to fear in the first place and therefore we will 
be even less careful and concerned in the future, to appreciate that we have been 
dealt with kindly, an appreciation that can only lead to greater commitment to Tora 
and Mitzvot in the future.  

 
4.  We should make sure to take all Berachot, but particularly Birchot Hoda’ah, blessings 

of thanksgiving, very seriously. Being careful about reciting and reflecting upon the 
meanings of such blessings are a strong indication of whether we appreciate our 
overall good fortune in the world. Such an approach may hold the key to ultimately 
being given the benefit of the doubt regarding some of our more questionable 
activities.  

 
The “conversation” between God and the Ministering Angels in Berachot 20b should not 

be viewed exclusively as a debate regarding theology and ethics, but rather instructive for our 
day-to-day existences.  

 
  


