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TRANSFORMING CURSES INTO BLESSINGS 
Parashat Balak – June 8, 2011 / 5772 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 

First and foremost, I want to let you all know how honored and excited I am to be 
joining this community.  In the few days that I have been working here, I have 
already been exposed to a deep sense of community and joy among the Temple 
Isaiah family.  Thank you for welcoming me and my family (Julia, Ella, and Kayla) 
and I look forward to sharing many memories with all of you.   

A year and a half ago, while working for Hillel at the University of Pennsylvania, I 
sat down to have coffee with a young woman whom I had been connected to 
through one of her friends.  She was a short, energetic 20-year old woman who 
immediately focused her eyes on me with curious intensity.  Her name is June 
and she was born in Russia, came to the US with her family when she was ten, 
through the assistance of the Jewish Federation in New York, and had grown up 
with absolutely no Jewish connection.  No Hebrew school, no Jewish holiday 
celebrations at home, no bat mitzvah.  Her only exposure had been attending a 
few years of Jewish summer day camp that had been required of her by the 
sponsoring Jewish Federation.  Coming to Penn and seeing so many Jews in 
one place had rekindled negative associations from her childhood.  She fired 
away at me with questions that were pointed and fierce, wanting to know why 
she was supposed to see herself as part of something special when the limited 
Jewish experiences she had in her life only made her feel like more of an 
outsider.  She was angry and hurt.  Judaism had been a curse, forcing her family 
to leave Russia and doing nothing for her other than exist as additional emotional 
baggage.   

June’s journey since that initial meeting, and this week’s Torah portion, Balak, 
are both about the transformation of curses into blessings. 
 
This week’s Torah narrative begins as the Israelites move along the eastern 
edge of the land of Israel.  They approach the territory of Moab, and Balak, king 
of the Moabites, fears that the Israelites will outnumber and overwhelm his 
people so he sends a request to a well-known sorcerer, Balaam, to place a 
destructive curse on the Israelites.  The king assumes that through the sorcerer’s 
curse, he will be able to destroy the Jewish people.  
 
The king brings Balaam to a spot overlooking the Israelite encampment, but 
instead of cursing the Israelites, Balaam ends up blessing them!  They move to 
yet another overlook and the same thing happens – Balak expects a curse and 
Balaam only blesses.  The third and final attempt leads Balaam to utter famous 
words.  Looking out at the encampment, Balaam offers a blessing that the Jewish 
people use every morning upon entering the sanctuary for prayer.  Ma tovu 
ohalecha Yaakov, mish’kenotecha Yisrael -  How good are your tents, O Jacob; 



 2 

your dwelling places, O Israel!1  I find it fascinating that our daily entrance into 
the physical and spiritual realm of prayer is based on a blessing uttered by a non-
Jewish sorcerer who was hired to curse us.  This amazing turn of events reminds 
us that what once may have been detrimental or destructive can be transformed 
and redefined as hopeful and constructive.   

This narrative takes place in Bamidbar, a book of the Torah we call Numbers but 
is literally translated as ‘in the wilderness’.  Throughout the book, we are taken 
on a tour of the challenges of being confronted by a spiritual, emotional, and 
physical wasteland where there are more failures than successes and more pain 
than joy.  And yet, in the midst of this desert tour, we come across an oasis.  In 
the most unexpected way, blessing is bestowed upon the Israelites.   

And that is exactly what we are charged with doing each time we walk into the 
sanctuary and state the words Ma tovu ohalecha Yaakov, mish’kenotecha 
Yisrael.  The rabbis chose this sentence to begin the prayer service because it 
challenges us each and every day to turn our own curses into blessings, to open 
our eyes to new ways of seeing and experiencing the world and to do so with 
intentionality.  And just as Balaam offered this blessing to the Israelites in the 
desert, a place of danger and monotony, we offer this blessing while recognizing 
that even today there is tension between finding comfort in the privacy of our own 
sacred dwelling place and the need to be able to step out of the sacred tent and 
confront a harsh landscape. 

Fast-forward less than one year from my meeting with June.  We had met a few 
more times and she enrolled in an eight-week course I taught about delving 
deeper into Jewish prayer.  At the end of the course, I asked each participant to 
write his/her own prayer and share it with the group.  This was June’s prayer: 

Dear… 

I don’t really know how to finish that sentence, I know you know that. But to you I 
pray that one day I will figure it out. 

I pray for my family, my abilities, their faith, my faith, our happiness, our unity, 
Israel, Palestine, Khmer rouge deaths and survivors, the Penn Soup Kitchens, all 
of the soup kitchens, fighting racism, feminism, poetry, for all those voices to be 
heard, spines and diamonds, broken hearts, futures, landmine survivors, the 
victims of Agent Orange, finding something I love to do, trusting myself, trusting 
someone else. And Please, most importantly, give strength to those who need it. 
Help them find their way. Help me find my way. 

June’s initial curse had been transformed into an incredible blessing.  And after 
June graduated from Penn this year, she decided to continue finding her way by 
moving to Israel.   

                                                
1 Num. 24:5 
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My experience with June showed me that one who cares enough to curse can be 
transformed into one who feels enough to bless.  The truth is that June, and 
many other students I met, articulated the things they hated or the things that 
made them feel uncomfortable because they wanted to connect.  They wanted to 
feel a part of something that they knew was special; that had the potential to 
deeply impact their daily lives.  Too many Jews have witnessed Judaism’s power 
from afar but have not had the opportunity or resources to personalize it.  I 
assume many of you here tonight have a deep love for our tradition but you may 
also still feel distant from certain aspects of our tradition.  There may be some 
who feel connected to the community but for whom the prayers of the service 
cause anxiety.  There may be some who come to support their partner or their 
family but who have yet to feel as though this is their place.  And then there are 
the hundreds who aren’t even here at all.  For all of us who feel that insecurity, 
that distance, that separation, I urge us to begin a process of moving from curses 
to blessings.   

One rabbinic commentary asks why God allowed Balaam, a foreigner, to offer 
the Israelites a blessing during this tough segment of their journey and not 
Moses, their beloved leader.  Because if Moses had offered the blessing, the 
commentary states, everyone would have said, ‘a friend blesses them, so what?’, 
but to have a foreigner who initially was sent to destroy them…the genuineness 
of the blessings became clear2.  Balaam was an outsider, someone who could 
look upon the Israelites and offer them blessings when they themselves were 
stuck in a ‘wilderness’ mentality.  We come together as a community to serve as 
the outsider for one another because it is far too easy to get caught up in our own 
little worlds and sucked into a vortex of curses.  Balaam was the catalyst by 
which the Israelites could regain hope and we have the opportunity to be 
catalysts for one another.   

I believe that involvement in communal worship can transform curses into 
blessings.  I believe it offers us hope when we leave the synagogue and I believe 
it can empower us to advocate for change - change in our own lives and change 
in the world around us.  Balaam’s blessing of Ma Tovu is offered as a reminder 
that we can overcome obstacles and challenges that seem impossible to 
overcome.  In the midst of the most desolate moments in our personal 
wilderness, we can find blessing; we can find hope. 

Ma tovu ohalecha Yaakov, mish’kenotecha Yisrael -  How good are your tents, O 
Jacob; your dwelling places, O Israel! – May we find ways of offering these words 
to another, helping each other move through personal wilderness and begin to 
turn curses into blessings. 

Shabbat shalom. 

                                                
2 Deuteronomy Rabbah 1:4 


