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Chapter I1I: Lech Lecha (Gen. 12:1-17:27)

Essay 7. A blessing for Israel and the priests
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It is written in chapter 3 of tractate Chullin:

Yishmael the priest supports the priests, in that he establishes the
blessing for the priests in the [same] place, [the same verse, that one finds] the
blessing of Israel, [indicating that they receive the same blessing]. As it is taught
[in a Baraita, regarding the verse]: “Thus you shall bless the children of Israel”
(Num. 6:23). Rabbi Yishmael says: We learn [from this verse about] a blessing
for Israel from the mouth of the priests, [but] we have not learned [about a
blessing] for the priests themselves. When it says [afterward with regard to the
priests]: “[ And they shall put My name upon the children of Israel,] and I will bless
them” (Num. 6:27) you must [interpret that latter verse to] say: [The] priests bless
Israel, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, blesses the priests. [I.e., Rabbi
Yishmael interprets “and I will bless them” as “I will bless the priests.”]

Rabbi Akiva says: the priests bless Israel and the Holy One, Blessed be
He, agrees with them, as it is written: “And I will bless them”—I.e., Israel.
From where [does Rabbi Akiva derive] the blessing for the priests? He derives
it from “And I will bless those who bless you” (Gen. 12:3).

- Chullin 49a
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It is necessary to analyze what this support is by which the Gemara says Rabbi
Yishmael supports the priests? What difference is there whether to learn the blessing for the
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priests from the verse “And I will bless them,” or learning it from the verse “And I will bless
those who bless you”? Both Rabbi Yishmael and Rabbi Akiva agree that the priests receive a
blessing from G-d, so why does the Gemara say that Rabbi Yishmael supports the priests?
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It can be said that from the verse, “And I will bless those who bless you” we have
learned only that if one’s blessing upon his fellow is fulfilled, that same goodness will also
come to [the one making the blessing]. This is in the manner of the teaching, “One who prays
for his fellow, and he himself needs that thing, is answered first.”!' That is to say, specifically
when his prayer is accepted, he too is answered.

But when the prayer for his fellow is not accepted upon his fellow, then it also won’t
be accepted upon him, so that the same goodness will not come to him, for he has no
precedence over his fellow. Even though the one who prays or blesses has the merit of that
mitzvah of loving-kindness that he did for his fellow, nevertheless the reward for performance
of mitzvot is not in this world.>
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We are forced to explain so, for regarding “And I will bless those who bless you,” [the
rabbis] of blessed memory said that even a gentile who blesses Israel is blessed.’ Could it
enter your mind that the gentile will be blessed and not the Israelite? Rather, certainly it
means that when the blessing of the gentile benefits Israel, then even the gentile will be
blessed. We have a hint to this explanation from the juxtaposition of “And I will bless those
who bless you” to “and you shall be a blessing,”* as if to say, when the blessing rests upon the
one being blessed, then “I will bless those who bless you.”

! Bava Kamma 92a.

2 Kiddushin 40b.

3 Tosafot to Chullin 49a.
4 Gen. 12:2.



If so, according to Rabbi Akiva, that we learn the blessing for the priests from “And
I will bless those who bless you,” if the blessing of the priests upon Israel does not take effect,
then the priests also will not be blessed.

But for Rabbi Yishmael, who derives it from “And I shall bless them,” as soon as they
bless Israel, the Holy One, Blessed be He, blesses the priests, whether or not their blessing is
fulfilled upon Israel. This is the meaning of: “Yishmael the priest supports the priests.”
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Alternatively, in another manner of interpretation, as Tosafot wrote there (Chullin 49a,
at the text that begins “and the Holy One, Blessed be He, agrees with them”): “According to
Rabbi Yishmael, the verse is not needed for this [teaching], as it is obvious that [G-d] agrees,
since He commanded them to bless [Israel].”

We find that according to this, there is another dispute between Rabbi Yishmael and
Rabbi Akiva as to whether the Holy One, Blessed be He, agrees with the priests blessing Israel.
For according to Rabbi Yishmael, it is obvious to him that once G-d commanded the priests to
bless, He is automatically fully aligned with them. Therefore, the verse of “And I will bless
them” is superfluous for [Rabbi Yishmael].

However, for Rabbi Akiva, there is a doubt whether G-d necessarily “agrees” with or
participates in the priestly blessing just because He commanded it. Therefore, he reads “And I will
bless them” not as superfluous, but as necessary to confirm that G-d indeed joins and ratifies the
priestly blessing.
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In the Midrash on the verse “Thus shall you bless the children of Israel,” they said:

Israel said before the Holy One, Blessed be He, “You tell the priests to
bless us? We need only Your blessings, to be blessed from Your mouth.” He
said to them: “Even though I told the priests that they should bless you, I stand
with them and bless you.”

- Num. Rabbah 11:2
Now, if we interpret “And I shall bless them” as Rabbi Akiva does, that the verse is
needed to say “And I shall bless them” referring to Israel, this is not praise but a degradation
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for the priests, for according to the view of the Midrash, when Israel said, “We need only Your
blessings,” that means they consider the blessing of the priests as nothing! I.e., this doesn’t
imply contempt, but questions if the blessing is really from G-d, why involve human intermediaries
at all?

But if we say as Rabbi Yishmael, that “And I shall bless them” refers to the priests,
then the priestly blessing is very significant upon Israel, and surely the Holy One, Blessed be
He, agrees; and Israel have no grievance at all about His commanding the priests to bless
them. l.e., then Israel would recognize that the priestly blessing is genuinely powerful, that it
activates an immediate Divine blessing upon the Kohanim themselves. This is the meaning of
“Yishmael, a priest, supports the priests,” etc.



