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Fill Your Own Cup 5786 — Summer Series
Power and Powerlessness in Jewish Texts Session Two — From Nation to Kingdom

1) Rabbi Aharon Frazer, Privilege and Power in the Torah
https://thelehrhaus.com/scholarship/privilege-and-power-in-the-torah/

The Torah is ambivalent about power, especially the power that settled civilizations can accumulate.
While Jews are permitted to seek power, and indeed we are promised power as a form of reward for
holy living, the Torah consistently raises concerns that power can be a source of great evil and of our
undoing. From the cities portrayed in Genesis through the curses at the end of Deuteronomy, the
Torah illustrates time and again how agriculture, kings, and military power can be sinister and incur
God’s wrath.

In this discussion, I'd like to trace this theme through the Humash—mostly from the book of Genesis
but citing examples from the other books as well. While the Torah does not oppose us constructing a
strong and prosperous civilization, it implores us time and time again to remember that power is a
gift from God, not an entitlement, and to be mindful of how we treat the weak. All human power is
conditional on heeding these warnings. | believe that this ambivalence toward power is a core theme
that underlies many of the Torah'’s stories and laws and is a foundational teaching of Judaism.
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2) Deuteronomy 17:14 — 20

14) If, after you have entered the land that the LORD your God has
assigned to you, and taken possession of it and settled in it, you
decide, “I will set a king over me, as do all the nations about me,”

15) you shall be free to set a king over yourself, one chosen by the
LORD your God. Be sure to set as king over yourself one of your
own people; you must not set a foreigner over you, one who is not
your kinsman.

16) Moreover, he shall not keep many horses or send people back
to Egypt to add to his horses, since the LORD has warned you, “You
must not go back that way again.”

17) And he shall not have many wives, lest his heart go astray; nor
shall he amass silver and gold to excess.

18) When he is seated on his royal throne, he shall have a copy of
this Teaching written for him on a scroll by the levitical priests.

19) Let it remain with him and let him read in it all his life, so that
he may learn to revere the LORD his God, to observe faithfully every
word of this Teaching as well as these laws.

20) Thus he will not act haughtily toward his fellows or deviate
from the Instruction to the right or to the left, to the end that he and
his descendants may reign long in the midst of Israel.
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3) The Beginning of Politics: Power in the Biblical Book of Samuel

Moshe Halbertal and Stephen Holmes

pp.4

In the political theology typical of the great land powers surrounding ancient Israel, the king was either
a God, an incarnation of a God, or a semi mythic human king who was elected by the Gods to serve as
a necessary mediator between the divine order and the human world. Though there was certainly a
spectrum of monarchic ideologies in the ancient near east, kingship was not generally perceived as a
historical institution that was consciously chosen at a certain critical moment in time out of the
imperatives of communal life and in full recognition of the onerous burdens of taxation and
conscription that would inevitably be imposed by a human sovereign as the price of organizing
collective defense...

pp.5

The biblical political theology that preceded the dramatic events recounted in the Book of Samuel
upended this ancient near eastern formula. rather than declaring that “the king is a God,” the new
theology postulated instead that “God is the king.” The sole or exclusive kingship of God was
fundamentally irreconcilable with a consolidated political monarchy. The kingship of God entailed, as
we see in the biblical Book of Judges, a divine monopoly on sovereign authority that essentially
precluded the creation of self sustaining political institutions...

pp.7-8

The conditions for the emergence of genuine political thought, as a result, were established only when
a third alternative emerged between these two radically opposed outlooks, between “the kingis a
God” and “God is the king.” The first part of the Book of Samuel narrates, among other events, a
dramatic break from God'’s direct sovereignty over political events. This is the essence of the shift from
“God is the king” to “the king is not a God.” That theological change allowed for the establishment and
recognition of purely human sovereignty which, in turn, gave birth to a vividly insightful way of thinking
and speaking about the newly emergent and self sustaining political reality.

In the Samuel narrative, both the shift away from the political theology of the Book of Judges and the
initial appearance of monarchy in Israel are presented as events occurring in human history. They do
not belong to the mythic past. The biblical king, enthroned before our eyes, is a thoroughly human
being, not a God. He is not a pillar of the cosmic order. he plays a negligible and wholly dispensable
role in religious ritual, does not convey divine commands to his people, does not maintain the order of
nature, and is not the prime lawgiver.
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after wealth, and took bribes, and perverted justice. (4) Then all
the elders of Israel gathered themselves together, and came to
Samuel to Ramah (5) And they said unto him: 'Behold, You are old,
and your sons do not walk in your ways; now make us a king to

judge us like all the nations. -922--NVOYY o0 N-NPOY ,NNY
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say to you; for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected
Me, that | should not be king over them 8 According to all the
works which they have done since the day that | brought them up
out of Egypt even unto this day, in that they have forsaken Me, and
served other Gods, so do they also unto you.

9 Now therefore hearken unto their voice; however, you shall
earnestly warn them, and declare to them the manner of the king
that shall reign over them.' 10 And Samuel told all the words of the
LORD unto the people that asked of him a king. {S}

He said, “This is what the king who will reign over you will claim as
his rights: He will take your sons and make them serve with his
chariots and horses, and they will run in front of his chariots.

12 Some he will assign to be commanders of thousands and
commanders of fifties, and others to plow his ground and reap his
harvest, and still others to make weapons of war and equipment
for his chariots.13 He will take your daughters to be perfumers
and cooks and bakers. 14 He will take the best of your fields and
vineyards and olive groves and give them to his attendants. 15 He
will take a tenth of your grain and of your vintage and give it to his
officials and attendants. 16 Your male and female servants and
the best of your cattle and donkeys he will take for his own use.
17 He will take a tenth of your flocks, and you yourselves will
become his slaves.
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5) Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 20b

Mishna: And the King may send them out to a voluntary war, with
the agreement of a Beit Din (court) of seventy-one, and he can break
through a wall in order to make himself a road, and no one may stop
him. The road of a king has no set amount. The people take spoils
of war, and he takes half of them.

Gemara:

Rav Yehudah said in the name of Samuel, Everything that was said
in the section on the king (in the book of Shmuel) - a king can do.
Rav said: This was only said in order to intimidate the people, as it
says “Place upon you a king — so that his fear will be upon you.”

The Gemara comments that this dispute is parallel to a dispute
between tanna’im, as it is taught in a Baraita (earlier text):

Rabbi Yosei says: Concerning all the actions that are stated in the
biblical passage about the king, it is permitted for a king to perform
them.

Rabbi Yehuda says: This biblical passage was stated only in order
to threaten the Jewish people, as it is stated: “You shall set a king
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over you” (Deuteronomy 17:15), meaning, it is necessary that his
fear should be upon you.

And so would Rabbi Yehuda say: Three mitzvot were commanded
to the Jewish people upon their entrance into Eretz Yisrael, which
apply only in Eretz Yisrael: They were commanded to establish a
king for themselves (see Deuteronomy 17:14-15), and to cut off the
seed of Amalek in war (see Deuteronomy 25:17-19), and to build
the Chosen House, i.e., the Temple, in Jerusalem (see Deuteronomy
12:10-12).

Rabbi Nehorai says: This biblical passage about appointing a king
was stated only in response to the Jewish people’s complaint, as it
is stated: “When you come unto the land that the Lord your God
gives you, and shall possess it, and shall dwell therein, and shall
say: | will set a king over me, like all the nations that are around me”
(Deuteronomy 17:14).

It is taught in a baraita: Rabbi Eliezer says: The elders of Samuel’s
generation asked appropriately, as it is stated: “Give us a king to
judge us” (I Samuel 8:6).

But the ignoramuses among them ruined it, as it is stated: “But the
people refused to heed the voice of Samuel; and they said: No, but
there shall be a king over us, that we also may be like all the nations,
and that our king may judge us, and emerge before us, and fight our
battles” (I Samuel 8:19-20).
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6) Abarbanel, Deuteronomy 17:14
R'Yitzchak Abarbanel (1437-1508) Portugal

And after these two introductions, we come to explain the section
in the Torah relating to the king and the subject of the mitzvah in
truth. In fact, when it says "When you arrive in the land that
Hashem, your God, is giving you and inherit it and live in it, and you
say, ‘Let me appoint over me a king like all the nations around me",
there is no mitzvah whatsoever in this, for God did not command
that we say this and ask for a king. Rather, here is (just) foretelling
of the future...[so when it says] 'Set a king over yourself...one of
your own people', it is not commanding them to ask for [a king],
[rather it is saying] that if they ask for one of their own volition, they
should choose as God instructed from among their brethren, and
so this matter of a king is a positive commandment that depends
on a discretionary matter. [That is] as if to say when you want to do
this, [although] it is inappropriate, do not except in this particular
way.
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