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DEMOGRAPHICS: are we jews outnumbered?

ABSTRACT

There are about 400 million people in the Middle East. A little more than 6 million of them are Jews. This puts the Jews at about one-and-a-half percent of the Middle East population.

For comparative purposes: If the Middle East were the Kentucky Derby, the Jewish horse would have 100 to 1.5 odds of winning. This means, if you placed a $1,500 bet on the Jewish horse and he won, your payout would be $100,000. Purely mathematically, these are the odds of the Jew in the race that is the Middle East.

But, compared to the rest of the world, the Jewish demographic presence in the Middle East is huge. There are about 7 billion people in the world. An estimated 14 million of them are Jews. This means that Jews constitute but a mere two-tenths of one percent of the world population. 
Again for comparative purposes: If the world was one big Churchill Downs, the Jewish horse would have 100 to .2 odds of winning. And if you bet $2,000 on the horse with the yarmulke and tzitzit, at victory your payout would be a cool $1,000,000. Not a bad return for a day at the track.

Israel’s power lies in always beating the odds. It does not lie in quantity but in quality. It must be so, for we are small in number, as God decreed in the Torah we always would be. And yet, “Jews are news” – whatever this little people does seems to matter a great deal to the world. Why is this always so?
This sermon discusses the Jewish struggle with greatness, which makes us often belittle ourselves, and explains how we can shed this complex once and for all – how we can appreciate our true worth while remaining humble.
The secret is contained in the words of this week’s Torah reading – Parshat Va’etchanan – where we are told: The Lord your God has chosen you to be His treasured people, out of all the peoples upon the face of the earth … Not because you are more numerous than any people did the Lord delight in you and choose you, for you are the least of all the peoples.

DEMOGRAPHICS: are WE jews outnumbered?

1. Opening Prayer (Optional)
As we have been doing for the past couple of weeks, we will begin by opening our hearts, opening our souls, opening our mouths and beseeching the Holy One to please comfort Zion. 
Today, the Shabbat after Tisha B’Av (when we mourned the repeated destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem) is Shabbat Nachamu, the Shabbat of Consolation, the Shabbat of Comfort.

As we read in this week’s Haftorah:“Be comforted, be comforted My people,” says your God. Speak to the heart of Jerusalem and call to her…
 
May God comfort all the mourners of Zion, may God make whole once again the heart of Jerusalem, may God comfort all who have lost loved ones and all who are suffering. May God rebuild all that has been broken and restore peace to Zion and glory to its crown.

As we also read in this week’s Torah portion, more than 3,200 years ago Moses implored God, prayed to God, begged God 515 times
 to allow him to enter the Promised Land.

Moses did not pray to God 515 times out of any selfish desire, for Moses was the most humble of men. Moses prayed because he knew the great challenge that the people of Israel would face upon entering the Land, and he begged God to allow him to lead them, inspire them, and fulfill the promise that God Himself had made. 
Today, we do the same. We pray and beseech God to fulfill the promise of the Promised Land – to allow us all to dwell in the Land as easily and as peacefully as possible. Amen.
2. The Board Vote (Humor)
Rabbi Gold is taken ill and is admitted to Mount Sinai Medical Center for treatment. A few days after his admittance, Max, the synagogue’s treasurer, goes to visit him. “Rabbi,” says Max, “I’m here on behalf of our Board of Trustees. They have asked me to bring you their good wishes for a speedy recovery and their hope that you should live to be 120!”
“Thank you,” says Rabbi Gold, “I’m pleased to hear of their good wishes for me.”

“And so you should be, Rabbi,” says Max. “It was touch-and-go for a while but the final vote on whether we should send you any good wishes ended up 11 to 10 in your favor.”

Recently, I had a moment of supreme clarity, which doesn’t often happen to me: The relationship between Israel and the rest of the world is very similar to the relationship between a synagogue rabbi and its Board of Trustees.

Of course, in this holy house of worship, the relationship between the rabbi and the board is perfect. But in many synagogues, the relationship is frightfully similar to this anecdote – if the rabbi survives any board vote it is by the slimmest of margins.

And this is how Israel must feel. If the earth were one big house of worship, one global synagogue, then all the countries of the world would be like the Board of Trustees, and Israel would be like the embattled rabbi. Israel is attacked and attacked again while the world board, led by the world press, discusses and debates whether or not Israel has a right to defend itself, whether or not Israel should have a speedy recovery and long life. 

And when the Board of Trustees of the world does give Israel its good wishes, the vote always seems to be very close.

As with the rabbi, all Israel wants is to be left alone to fulfill its job – its God-given task to make this world a better place.  

And, as with the rabbi and the board, the rabbi is disproportionately outnumbered. This disproportion doesn’t seem fair. And while we are speaking about disproportion…

3. Disproportional Force
One of the media’s catchphrases or buzzwords with regard to Israel’s response to a terrorist hotbed in its neighborhood has been “disproportional force.” I do not want to waste your time addressing this illogical sentiment. Insisting on “proportional force” is akin to suggesting that, when a surgeon enters the operating room, he should ensure that he enters alone, without nurses or medical assistants, without cutting edge tools or machines, and under the influence of the same anesthesia. That would make the surgeon exactly proportional to the patient, but would the cancer be cut out?
Think about it another way: 

“Proportional force” would be the people of New York City flying planes into the buildings of Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, etc. “Proportional force” would be Jews killing 6 million Germans. “Proportional force” would be Israel exiling and slaughtering the children of Rome. “Proportional force” would be Israel enslaving the children of Babylon. “Proportional force” would be Israel bathing in the blood of Pharaohs newborn children. Would any of that make sense?
But this is not the type of “proportional force” I want to talk about. I would like to talk about the “disproportional force” that is the Jewish people. For Jews do not act with “disproportional force”; the Jews are a “disproportional force.”
Let me explain the numbers to you: 

By the way, they say there are three types of people – those than can count and those that cannot.

For comparative purposes: If the Middle East were the Kentucky Derby, the Jewish horse would have 100 to 1.5 odds of winning. This means, if you placed a $1,500 bet on the Jewish horse and he won, your payout would be $100,000. Purely mathematically, these are the odds of the Jew in the race that is the Middle East.

But, compared to the rest of the world, the Jewish demographic presence in the Middle East is huge. There are about 7 billion people in the world. An estimated 14 million of them are Jews. This means that Jews constitute but a mere two-tenths of one percent of the world population. 

Again for comparative purposes: If the world was one big Churchill Downs, the Jewish horse would have 100 to .2 odds of winning. And if you bet $2,000 on the horse with the yarmulke and tzitzit, at victory your payout would be a cool $1,000,000. Not a bad return for a day at the track.

4. Playing the Odds

Yet, all this math somehow does not add up. If you play the odds and run the numbers, a people of this small size are not meant to make much of a difference. They are not meant to be a force. For example: there is a country in sub-Saharan Africa called Zambia. With an estimated 15 million inhabitants, Zambia has about as many citizens in its country as there are Jews in the entire world. Does anyone ever talk about Zambia? Are the Zambian people ever in the news?

Contrast this with the Jewish people. “Jews are news” – daily news. If you didn’t know better, you would think the Jewish people constitute a significant majority of the world. But they do not. So why is such a tiny minority always in the news? 

It’s like this on an average day. But, as we have seen over the past few weeks, it magnifies when Israel is at war. Every article, every broadcast, every conversation, you name it, is about the Jews – pro, anti, whatever, but it’s about the Jews.

From a purely numerical point of view, it would make a lot more sense for the news agencies to focus on what’s going on in Syria or Iraq. In Israel we are talking about the deaths of hundreds of people; in Syria and Iraq we are talking about the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people. If we are talking pure numbers, why focus more on Israel than those other countries?

The Jewish people are the most “disproportional force” in the history of the world. We are only two-tenths of one percent of the world’s population and yet we are its strongest force.

Why is this? What is going on here? And, most importantly, what can it teach us?

It won’t surprise you that the answer lies in our Torah portion.  
5. Parshat Va’etchanan
In Parshat Va’etchanan we read:

When the Lord, your God, brings you into the land which you are coming to possess, He shall cast out many nations from before you…
 
Why? Because you cannot allow the idol-worshiping, infanticide-perpetrating, inhumane people living there to influence you. You must remove their toxic culture and uproot their evil ways. And you must do this … 
Because you are a holy people to the Lord, your God. The Lord your God has chosen you to be His treasured people, out of all the peoples upon the face of the earth.

You have come into this world for one purpose and one purpose only: to be a holy people and to convey this holiness to the world, to be a treasured people, and to convey this treasure to all of creation. And the land where you will dwell will be the headquarters and template for this mission.

Then the Torah continues explaining why God chose you specifically to be holy and teach holiness, to be treasured and to treasure. Was it because you are better or because you are greater? No!
Not because you are more numerous than any people did the Lord delight in you and choose you, for you are the least of all the peoples.

Did you catch that? God said: “I did not make you My chosen holy people because you are many in number, for you are the least of all the peoples.” 

What kind of depressing, discouraging statement is this? 

6. The Talmud Explains
The Talmud
 explains:

Not because you are more numerous than any people did the Lord delight in you. The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Israel, “I love you because even when I bestow greatness upon you, you belittle yourselves before me.” I bestowed greatness upon Abraham, yet he said to Me, I am but dust and ashes.
 Upon Moses and Aaron, yet they said: And we are nothing.
 Upon David, yet he said: But I am a worm and no man.
 But with the heathens it is not so. I bestowed greatness upon Nimrod, and he said: Come, let us build us a city.
 Upon Pharaoh, and he said: Who is the Lord?
 Upon Sennacherib, and he said: Who are they among all the gods of the countries?
 Upon Nebuchadnezzar, and he said: I will ascend above the heights of the clouds.
 Upon Hiram king of Tyre, and he said: I sit in the seat of God, in the heart of the seas.

This is the uniqueness of the Jews, and why God chose us to be His ambassadors for holiness and purity. For even when God bestows greatness upon us, we do not take ourselves too seriously, we do not become sanctimonious, we do not become holier-than-thou.

Au contraire, we are filled with greater humility. When one is truly holy, one becomes less self-absorbed and more refined. This, says God, “is why I made you holy and put you in the Holy Land – precisely because you remain humble.”
7. Taking it a Step Further
The great 19th century Chassidic Master, Sfas Emes, takes this Talmudic teaching a step further and conveys to us a very valuable lesson, a lesson in humility, in greatness, and what it means to be a Jew.

He says that when the verse states, For you are a holy people to the Lord, your God: the Lord your God has chosen you to be His treasured people, out of all the peoples upon the face of the earth, this establishes from the outset that the Jewish people are very great qualitatively.

Then, when the next verse states, Not because you are more numerous than any people did the Lord delight in you and choose you, for you are the least of all the peoples, this establishes that although Jewish people are qualitatively great, they are quantitatively tiny. In fact, we are but two-tenths of one percent of humanity!

And this, says the Sfas Emes is the ultimate compliment that God could bestow upon the Jewish people.
The Sfas Emes notes that the Hebrew of the verse, “Not because you are more numerous than any people did the Lord delight in you” – Lo merubchem mikol ha’amim choshak Hashem bachem – can be read as “You did not enlarge yourselves more than the other nations.” In other words: “Even though you are a holy people to the Lord, your God, and the Lord your God has chosen you to be His treasured people, even though God made you great in quality, nevertheless you remained a humble people.”
This explains why the verse is redundant and says the same thing twice: 1) Not because you are more numerous than any people… and 2) for you are the least of all the peoples. The second half of the verse is stating a mathematical fact, the Jewish people are the least in quantity of all peoples. But the first half of the verse is a tribute to Jewish greatness: “Although you are qualitatively huge, you are the least arrogant of all other peoples. Although you are gargantuan in quality, you do not elevate yourselves above others but remain submissive to your Creator.”
The first Prime Minister of Israel, David Ben-Gurion once said: “Should I be asked to sum up all the Jewish history in a few words, I would say it in three words – quality versus quantity.”

The Jews, then, are less about great numbers (quantity) and more about great depth (quality). 

8. Board of Trustees (Humor cont.)

Sure, the Board of Trustees outnumbers the rabbi. But the rabbi’s importance and value is in his quality. The rabbi has one goal – to inspire people, to be a light unto his community, to transmit the depth and meaning of life as conveyed in the Torah, and to be a living example of all of these idyllic ideals.

Israel’s mission is exactly the same – to be like a rabbi to the world’s Board of Trustees. Israel is meant to inspire people, to be a light unto the global community of nations, to transmit the depth and meaning of life as conveyed in the Torah, and to be a living example of all of these idyllic ideals.

9. Greatness Complex
Someone who isn’t really great may want to brag about his perceived greatness and extol all of his fabricated accomplishments. But someone who is truly great doesn’t talk about his greatness. And every single Jew is truly great. 

Yet our greatness bothers us. We are uncomfortable with it. Let’s be honest: we yidden have a greatness complex. When we are down and broken, nothing can destroy us, but when we are successful and accomplished, we put ourselves down a bit too much. 
It’s a good thing to be humble as long as we remember why we are great.

We Jews brought civilization to the world, and taught to humanity the principles of Torah, upon which every ethic of today’s society is based. Some 2,000 years prior to Muhammad and the advent of Islam, when all of the inhabitants of the Middle East were still infidels, worshiping a myriad of graven images, sacrificing their own children on altars, barbarically raping women and slaughtering anyone who looked at them the wrong way, (I guess some things don’t change), Israel was teaching the world about this thing called the One God … how not to create God in your own image, but how to love your neighbor like yourself!
10. The Muslim Complex (Optional)
But if the people of Israel, the Jews, brought civilization to the world and taught the world about the greatness of the One God – Allah-u-Akbar  – then where is Islam’s place in all of this? 
This is what every Muslim who learns world history has to ask himself at one time or another. It must be uncomfortable to discover that Muhammad learned the Torah from the Jews while his own people were idol-worshipping infidels. This may be why some Muslims seek to delegitimize the Jews.

And all we Jews have to do to counteract their attacks based on their legitimacy complex, is to remove, once and for all, our own greatness complex.

How?

We always have to remember both sides of the coin: For you are a holy people to the Lord, your God: the Lord your God has chosen you to be His treasured people, out of all the peoples upon the face of the earth. You are great simply because you have been given a gift by God and because you have a great Torah which you must teach the world.

But most importantly, Not because you are more numerous than any people did the Lord delight in you. The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Israel, “I love you because even when I bestow greatness upon you, you belittle yourselves before me.” 
Our greatness lies not in arrogance. Indeed arrogance is a sign of weakness and illegitimacy. Our greatness lies in the fact that we are more humble than any people, more devoted to God than any people, and more dedicated to our mission than any people.

When we are comfortable with our innate greatness, the result is humility. When we are uncomfortable with our innate greatness, the result is humiliation.

11. The Jewish Rolls Royce (Conclusion)
An Oldsmobile crashes into the back of Chaim’s Rolls Royce as he is waiting to turn right. The Oldsmobile driver is furious. “Why didn’t you turn on your blinker?” he shouts. 

“What would have been the point?” shrugs Chaim, “If you didn’t notice my Rolls Royce, how would you have noticed my blinker?”
Sometimes this is exactly how it feels: 
Israel is the Rolls Royce of spirituality. Israel is the universal center of freedom, light, and Godliness. Israel is the gold standard of transforming the world into a home for the Divine. And Israel is the premiere example of transportation, moving the world along the journey from fragmentation to unity, from war to peace, from incomplete pieces to complete redemption.

Israel is a Rolls Royce and too often it seems as if the world only focuses on the tiny blinker. 

Israel is so much more. And it is the job and mission of every Jew – ambassadors of God – to show this to the world.

“Be comforted, be comforted My people…”
Nachamu, nachamu ami – after the repeated destruction of our Temple, it is now time to rebuild. We are consoled and driven by our purpose and mission.

Nachamu, nachamu ami – our eternal God-given holiness and greatness is our ultimate consolation.

May all of Israel, and the entire world, be consoled in a real and tangible way and may the Third Temple be rebuilt speedily in our days.

Shabbat Shalom!
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