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This Week’s Text

יבְָרֶכְךָ יהְוָה וְישְִׁמְרֶךָ.    יאֵָר יהְוָה פָּניָו אֵלֶיךָ וִיחֻנֶּךָּ.    ישִָּׂא יהְוָה פָּניָו אֵלֶיךָ וְישֵָׂם לְךָ שָׁלוֹם.

Numbers 6:24 May Adonai bless you and protect you. May Adtonai deal kindly and graciously with you. May Adonai 
bestow Divine favor upon you and grant you peace.
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Linking Our Text to Modern Israel
The priestly benediction originates in this week’s Torah portion as the blessing 
Moses and Aaron were instructed to recite to the Israelite people. The intricacies of 
the text, still used today as a blessing in many contexts, are unique and remarkable 
for this ancient Biblical text. Though this is not considered an actual poem found in 
the Torah - the classic ones being Song of the Sea, Song at the Spring, and Moses 
Final Song - the shape of this blessing points to the fact that indeed it is poetry at 
its best. The phrases build one upon the other from 3 words in the first line, to 5 
in the second and finally 7 in the third. The number of letters go from 15 to 20 to 
25. Furthermore, parallelism, so frequently found throughout other Biblical poetry 
is present from line to line, each intentionally expanding on the previous verse. 
Clearly, this is not ordinary narrative or prose, rather it is an intentionally crafted 
set of verses. To date, archaeologists and historians consider it to be the oldest pre-
exilic text to be found within Israel (from around 6th C BCE). The verse has been 
found on amulets that would have been worn by or buried with early Israelites. 
These amulets can be viewed today at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem. 

What role does poetry play in Israel today? Hebrew University Professor Ruth 
Kartun-Blum asserts that contemporary Israeli poets have tried to distance 
themselves from Biblical traditions. She calls their efforts a form of subversive 
midrash. Whereas rabbinic sages would write midrash to substantiate and endorse 
Biblical text, Kartun-Blum says, “The modern Hebrew poet uses a new midrashic 
method that seeks to neutralize the Bible’s sway over modern Israeli life.” 

In spite of Kartun-Blum’s assertions, the art of contemporary Israeli poets is rich 
and varied. In no particular order, the names Shaul Tchernichovsky, Yehudah 
Amichai, Aharon Applefeld, David Avidan, Zelda, Dan Pagis, Esther Raab, Abba 
Kovner, Rachel Bluwstein, Chaim Guri, Yona Wallach, and Dahlia Ravikovitch 
may be familiar to people who’ve merely scratched the surface of poetry emerging 
from Zionism and Israel over the past 100 years.



There are certainly poets who reference the Bible, but it reflects the complex 
relationship Israelis have with their religious heritage, substantiating Kartun-
Blum’s claims. Poets struggle with their Biblical and liturgical roots, cultural 
traditions, as well as the often contested land on which they live. Israeli poets toy 
with language, helping Hebrew grow from its ancient roots to the modern, spoken 
language of today. 

From the earliest days of statehood, Israeli poetry has reflected an inner world 
that is often emblematic of the turmoil of the outer world navigated by the authors 
and artists. We offer three examples of Israeli poetry for study and discussion. For 
information on each of the poets, and recent articles see ‘Additional References.’

1. Song of the Sea 15:1-19:21 (Ex 15:1-19:21); Song at the Spring (Num 21:17); Moses Final Song 
(Deut 32:1-43)





Discussion Questions:

1. What is the central idea of the poem? 
2. What is the tone being conveyed by the author? Do you share that sentiment?
3. How does the poet use figurative language (similes, metaphors, personification,    
metonymy)? 
4. What kind of imagery is employed in the poem?
5. Where does the poet reference Israel’s history - both ancient and modern?


