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Praying to God as a King

R. Elie Kaunfer - kaunfer@hadar.org

Parashat Hukkat-Balak 5783

What does it mean to call God a king in our prayers? What kind of king is God, and how might

we as worshipers engage with that metaphor?

In Parashat Hukkat-Balak, Bilaam attempts to curse Israel, but ends up blessing them

numerous times instead." In one of these blessings, Bilaam states:

Numbers 23:21 N2:1>71Tm
...YHVH, Israel’s God, is with him (= Jacob), iny N R
and the blast (teru’at) of the King is in his midst. i2 7'M Ny

Although God is often called a king throughout the Bible, this is one of only three times in the

Torah where God is called king (the two others are: Exodus 15:18 and Deuteronomy 33:5).

! See Numbers 24:10, in which Balak says that Bilaam blessed Israel three times. Pesikta De-Rav Kahana
Addendum 1, ed. Mandelbaum p. 440 and Tanhuma Buber Berakhah, p. 27b also count three blessings from
Bilaam. By contrast, Vayikra Rabbah 1:12, ed. Margolioth, p. 27, implies six blessings.

% See the discussion in Bavli Rosh Hashanah 32b.
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The phrase “Ia7'7n nynni - the blast of the king is in his midst” is ambiguous. It may refer to

the blast of the shofar or some other instrument, indicating the king’s presence.’

But Rashi offers a different understanding of the word “nyinni - blast.” He claims it derives
from “niya1 narn 1w - the language of love and friendship.”* In this view, the phrase means:
“the love of the king is in his (= Jacob’s) midst.” Rabbeinu Behaye builds on this

interpretation:

Rabbeinu Behaye to Numbers 23:21 ND:2D72Tna "na N
There are those who explain: When is YHVH, Israel’s God, with IM78 "N 'R :0'w1on v
them? When the love of the King is with him. When they are w'wd "1 7 nynnwd my
deeply connected to the King, from the language of “niyn - NINI,)7n0 DY NPT DN
friendship. JIvN v

This view of a king is surprising. When | think of a human king, | do not think of someone
whom | love or who loves me. Rather, | think of a ruler who is often petulant and focused on

power, at best treating me as a subject to protect, not as a beloved person.

But perhaps this is the point of this phrase: God as king is the opposite of a human king. God
the king loves Israel, even if “love” does not describe the relationship we expect between

human kings and their subjects.

3See R. Yose’s view in Bavli Rosh Hashanah 32b, who states this verse could be recited in the Shofarot section of
Rosh Hashanah Musaf (presumably because of its connection to a shofar blast) as well as the Malkhuyot section,
because it refers to God as a king. See also Sifrei Bemidbar #77, ed. Kahane, p. 183 and Ibn Ezra to Numbers
23:21. See also Tanhuma Buber 22, p. 72b.

* Rashi cites parallel uses of this root in Il Samuel 15:37 and Judges 15:6. See also the comments of Rashbam and
Bekhor Shor on this verse.
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Indeed, throughout rabbinic literature, various midrashim contrast the behavior of human

kings to that of God as king. Below are a few examples:

Midrash on Psalms 147:2, ed. Buber, p. 269a ™Tp YinTt (han) o'7an wan
A king of flesh and blood: If a person is of high status, but n7moTR [N (nrne) or 1M

has a burn on him, or if a poor person asks after his welfare,  XIn 'Naa,mi7wa 1y X' DX ,NDN 1T

itis a degradation to [the king], and he does not respond. Jarwn Nk
But God is not so. All are accepted by God, and God says: NIN7 72070 220 p 'R n"apn 7ax
“Praise Me! Itis good before Me.” As it says: “Itis good to " ANNIY 1197 210 KINTLII0Yj7 MNIX
sing to our God” (Psalm 147:1). Ja"EIR T aio

A human king is defined by the people he interacts with. It is considered inconceivable that
people with physical imperfections or poor people would have a regular audience with a king;
it is seen as beneath the king’s dignity to interact with them. But God is the opposite of a
human king: all people, regardless of their physical appearance or social status, can connect

with God. Indeed, God desires their prayers.

A second example:

Yalkut Shimoni Psalms #700 YN ™Y 0'7'AN 1ynY o'y
A flesh and blood king: one cannot sit on his throne. But God - INOD 7V AWl 'R DTINWA N
sat King Solomon on [God’s] throne, as it says: “Solomon sat ,INOD 7V 170 nnw arwin n"apnl
on the throne of YHVH” (I Chronicles 29:23). ANNIY LINOD 7Y N7 AW MNIY
Aflesh and blood king: one cannot ride his chariot. But God SN R0D 7Y Nnw A
caused Elijah to ride [God’s] horse, since storms and -1010 7y 2O 'R DTINWA M
whirlwinds are [God’s] horse. As it says: “YHVH, in the NN L1010 7V IN'78 MR 2N n"apnl
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whirlwind and in the storm is [God’s] way, and the clouds are 19101 'N MNIY ,NV0I NDIO 1010
the dust of [God’s] feet” (Nahum 1:3), and it says: “Elijah rose INYZ8 701 2'NDI1L, DT NYWAL
in the storm” (Il Kings 2:11) .nyoa
Aflesh and blood king: one cannot use his scepter. But Moshe  -107 WA 'wnnwn 'R DTINWA M
used the scepter of God, as it says: “Moshe took the staff of ,N"27N 7¥ 10w wnnwl nwnl
God in his hand” (Exodus 4:20)... D'NY7NN NV DX YN NPT INNIY
This is a king who shares [God’s] glory to those who fear .11
[God]. IR TN PRInY Y'm in

A human king is defined by the external items that symbolize his power: a throne, a chariot, a
scepter.” Take those away, and he reverts to a regular human. But all these physical trappings
are not important to the true King. In fact, in this midrash, God uses those symbols of power

to build connection and relationship, as opposed to creating distance and otherness.®

To me, these midrashim broaden the interpretation of what it means to call God a king in our
prayers. Indeed, calling God a king is a core requirement of our prayers; a blessing is not
properly phrased without it.” On Rosh Hashanah, much of the prayers are centered around
God’s kingship. These moments of prayer can be hard if one has negative associations with
the role of “king.” And yet, by calling God a king we are not comparing God to a human king;

rather we are contrasting God to such a king. Human kings are, at the deepest level, human;

® The midrash continues with other examples: title, crown, and robe.

® For other examples of God as king in contrast to a human king, see my essay “Crowing the ‘Un-king’ King,” in
Lawrence Hoffman ed., All the World: Universalism, Particularism and the High Holidays (Woodstock, VT: Jewish
Lights, 2014), pp. 192-196. See also the poems that begin “Melekh Elyon” in Mahzor Le-Rosh Hashanah, ed.
Daniel Goldschmidt (Jerusalem: Koren, 1970), pp. 105-109; 167-168, which explicitly contrast God’s kingship with
human kingship, stanza by stanza.

"See R. Yohanan’s opinion in Bavli Berakhot 40b, and Rav’s in Yerushalmi Berakhot 9:1; 12d, and Shulhan Arukh
Orah Hayyim 214:1. For the case of the first blessing of the Amidah, which lacks the standard blessing formula
mentioning a king, see Ateret Zvi OH 214:1 and Abudraham, Ha-Sha’ar Ha-Shelishi Le-Va’er Bo Birkat Mitzvot. For
more on this term in the liturgy see Reuven Kimelman, “Blessing Formulae and Divine Sovereignty in Rabbinic
Liturgy,” in Langer and Fine, eds., Liturgy in the Life of the Synagogue, pp. 1-39.
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they are fundamentally no different from their subjects. But God’s kingship is different. God

is a king who loves us, who wants us to pray to God no matter our status, and wants to draw

close to us.

In Rashi’s understanding, Bilaam’s blessing to Israel introduced the concept of a loving king.
When | say the blessing formula which calls God “D71vin 1'm - king of the universe,” | have in
mind that idea of God as king. | think of all the petty aspects of a human king, and then
understand God as subverting these very traits. This helps me relate to the metaphor of God

as king, drawing me closer to God in prayer.
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