THEME 10:
IF GOD BLESSES, WHO CAN CURSE?
TEXT:   Num 22‑24
I.‑ GUIDE FOR READING THE BIBLICAL TEXT
1. LITERARY LEVEL
1.1. Setting of the text in the Pentateuch: end of the desert stage; prelude to the conquest of the land
The terms "sons of Israel," "in the steppes of Moab," "Jordan" and "near Jericho" appear in Num 22:1 and keep appearing in the same order throughout the ensuing chapters up to 36:13, the concluding verse of the whole book (cf. 26:2‑3,63; 31:12; 33:48). Hence, Numbers 22:1 is the beginning of the account of what happened in the final stage, immediately preceding the entry into the Promised Land.

The central concern of this stage is the sacredness of the land, a gift of God, which calls for a people consecrated exclusively to Yahweh. Hence the divine laws concerning the allotment of the land (33:50 ‑ 36:13) are preceded by an anticipation of the allotment for the sons of Reuben and of Gad in the Transjordan, and by the balance of the stages of Israel's journey through the desert (32:1 ‑ 33:49).

But before these things, in the text we are now studying, we are shown the condition of Israel as a people free of curse (ch. 22‑24), followed by an account of the chastisement for the sin of apostasy in worshiping the Baal of Peor, the census of the people now‑purified after chastisement, and different laws to be observed in order to remain within the orbit of the sacred (ch. 25‑31).

1.2. Terminological Constants
One of the terms that appears most frequently in Num 22‑24 is the verb "to go." The author uses it to indicate the two‑way journey of Balaam from his homeland to the heights of Moab, and to point out the inverse way traveled by the messengers of Balak.

But besides this, the verb takes on a nuance of interpersonal communication. After his initial refusal, Balaam "goes" with the Moabite messengers, with the princes of Balak and with Balak himself. The goal of this movement seems to point to the king and the seer sharing in the same liturgy (cf. 20:40).

But this cultic communion is soon broken off. Balaam leaves Balak with his holocausts, and sets off to encounter Yahweh (cf. 23:3). "Balaam...did not, as on previous occasions, go in search of omens, but turned his face toward the wilderness" (24:1), to await the manifestation of God. This breaking away becomes definitive at the end of the account, where were are told that "Balaam set out on his journey back home; and Balak also went his way" (24:25).

Together with the verb "to go," the words "eyes" and "to see" also appear frequently, in order to express a revelation. The seer does not always have the faculty of seeing visions, it has to be granted to him. And the she‑ass is enabled "to see" before Balaam does. This puts Balaam on a rather inferior level. The she‑ass has no difficulty in seeing the angel of Yahweh, but God Himself has to "open Balaam's eyes" so that he may receive the faculty of "seeing." Balaam has to admit that the vision is something that has been granted to him, that his "eyes have been unveiled" (24:4).

At every step the passage also mentions the verb "to say" or "to speak" and their equivalents. The Lord "opened the mouth of the she‑ass" and the angel of the Lord tells Balaam "you may say only what I tell you." Balaam repeatedly acknowledges that he can say only what Yahweh tells him: "I could not of my own accord do anything good or bad contrary to the Lord's command" (24:13). And the "saying" referred to here is an efficacious saying (cf. 23:19). Balak's insistence that the seer utter other words is frustrated, despite all the handsome rewards that he promises him.

This firmness of Yahweh's utterances is shown in the constant use of "blessing," "cursing" and "execration," terms that are closely linked with Yahweh, all of which are also forms of "saying" and hence characteristic of these chapters.

Balak thinks that blessing and cursing belong to Balaam, and hence in his invitation to him he states, "For I know that he whom you bless is blessed indeed, and he who you curse is cursed" (Num 22:6b). Throughout the text, this basic error of Balak is corrected. The seer tries to make the king understand that he does not possess a magical power that produces blessing or cursing. The king has to hear from Balaam's own lips that it is impossible for him to change Yahweh's blessing, since God has already manifested His desire "to bless," so that Balaam can only contemplate the future destined for Israel.

1.3. Satires on Canaanite cults and oracular blessings
1.3.1. The satire on Canaanite cults, which this text represents, insists on the manifest inferiority of Balaam to the she‑ass. The cutting edge of this polemic against the worship of Israel's neighbors is seen in the fact that an animal which stands for stupidity and denseness becomes a prototype of wisdom in comparison with the "seers" of other religions.

Moreover, the ridiculing of other cults is done by way of a campaign of disparagement, showing the uselessness of taking part in them, as Balaam himself learns in the end.

1.3.2. Oracular blessings  arise from a different situation. With them there is an attempt to show and determine a happy future for those over whom they are uttered. They were part of the rite of Israelite worship in which God manifested His will to bless those who were faithful to Him. The oracle was a form of revelation wherein God's solidarity with His people was manifested.

Only in the context of an encounter with Yahweh can one be in solidarity with the future happiness of His people. In this way Balaam, as well as Joseph (Gen 49) and Moses (Dt 33), announce the happiness contained in God's blessing.

These oracles define the people as sacred and protected by Yahweh. Their triumph over enemy armies comes to them thanks to the power and fruitfulness they have been promised. In the third oracle, this power appears through images taken from the animal world, while fruitfulness is shown through water and animal imagery.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL
2.1. In Events Remembered
2.1.1. The weakness of Egypt  in the 12th‑11th cent. B.C., resulting from a rapid decadence, was manifested and accelerated by internal conflicts between the central power and the power of the priests of Karnak. This, together with invasions by Libyans and other peoples, and despite the counter‑efforts that were made during the reign of Ramses III, produced a loosening of Egyptian control over Syria and Palestine. A novel of this period tells us of the humiliations that an Egyptian sent by his god, Amon, has to suffer in the ports of the Eastern Mediterranean.

In Canaan, the withdrawal of Egyptian troops made it impossible for the City‑States to continue exercising their sway over the country. This power vacuum would soon be filled with the arrival of other peoples and the rise of new forms of social structure. In this period Israel took shape as a people. On the other side of the Jordan, Moab and Edom, unlike the Israelites, soon evolved toward centralized forms of power, which took on the characteristics of non‑hereditary monarchies.

One possible explanation for this diversity of behavior may perhaps lie in the fact that the centralization that arose on that side of the Jordan, together with other factors, was hastened by the presence of Midian, which exercised a protectorate over Moab and Edom in order to bolster its own nascent commercial empire.

These events seem to be referred to in certain passages of the last chapters of Numbers (22:4,7; 25:6‑8; 31:1‑24), which bear witness to a breakdown of the traditional friendship between Israel and Midian that appeared in the texts of Exodus and in the preceding accounts in Numbers. The origins of the second type of "Midianite accounts" must hark back to a time prior to the use of camels by this people, since in the last of the texts cited, in contradistinction to Jgs 6, only asses are mentioned as the Midianites' means of transportation.

In that same text, Balaam appears as a dangerous enemy of Israel, as he does in Dt 3:5‑6 and Jos 24:9‑10. The oldest nucleus of Num 22‑24 may reside in the curse pronounced at the beginning of enmity between Israel and Midian, a curse which led many Israelites into apostasy, and which later accounts strove to show was ineffectual.

2.1.2. The first contacts and conflicts between Yahwism and the Canaanite cults  provided the occasion whereby this tradition was utilized to affirm Israelite faith. In the course that is indicated in our chapters (Bamoth‑Baal, Pisgah, Baal‑Peor), king and seer head toward the north, ending up far from the borders of Moab, in the dominions belonging to the Amorites of Sihon.

In this way, the text bears witness to religious conflicts in a region of mixed populations (Israelites, Moabites and Canaanites of the Transjordan) to the north of the Arnon, and agrees with the notice in Jgs 11:17‑18, where it is stated that in its march through the desert Israel respected the borders of Moab.

In this region, the primitive text ceases to be a record of an unfulfilled curse, and becomes a satire on the Canaanite cult of Baal, god of fertility, as witnessed by some of the names that are mentioned in the text.

The history of a sorcerer who, in his hunger for recompense, wishes to lay a curse, unmasks the commercial aspect of this cult. The failure of his efforts is set down in order to manifest the uselessness of his attempts to manipulate the sacred. Likewise, through the figure of the she‑ass, the text wants to teach the stupidity of participating in this cult.

In this way it strove to disqualify the seduction that the cult of Baal and the cults of other gods of the Canaanite pantheon held out. Each one of these gods was supposed to possess his own sphere of action.

Regarding these cults, the cult of Yahweh held that the God of Israel occupied all spheres of the sacred, although He acted in a special way in the history of His people. And although the sphere of death and of some aspects of sexuality lay outside the action of Yahweh, this served to demythologize these gaps, which were the most alluring aspects of Canaanite religion.

2.2. In the Composition
2.2.1. The idealization of the origins of Israel as a people protected by God from its enemies, and the conviction that these enemies must be expelled from the Land,  leads us to place the time of the composition of oracles near the origin of Israel. The slow building of the tribal confederation is thus converted into a rapid war of conquest.

The content of the oracles, in contrast, presupposes the existence of an Israelite monarchy in its first steps: "A star rises from Jacob, a scepter comes forth from Israel" (Nm 24:17), "Their king shall rise above Agag, their kingdom shall be exalted" (Nm 24:7).

The mention of Agag, king of Amalek, situates us in the time of the struggles of Saul (1 Sm 15) or, more probably, in that of David (1 S, 30) against the Amalekites. Hence, the origin of these texts is perfectly explained in the framework of the wars of conquest of the time of David.

The list of enemies mentioned in that last two chapters (Amalek, Moab, Edom, the Philistines), leads us to regard them as originating in the southern part of the Land, since these enemies occupied that border.

2.2.2. The Yahwist is going to unify the account and the oracles from his perspective of the history of the blessing which, for him, is manifested in the successes of the dynasty of David and Solomon.

Also fitting within this history of blessing are all those peoples who decide to throw in their lot with that of Israel. From this point of view we can explain the positive attitude of Balaam which is shown in the present text. Indeed, from the very outset he appears to be a convinced Yahwist, obedient to the word of God.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. The blessing: an expression of the saving plan of Yahweh
The text shows us the face of a God committed to the life of His people. The fundamental action of God on behalf of His people in the past: "God led them forth from Egypt," is going to continue in the present and in the future. Yahweh is continually with His people.

The events of the past are thus converted into a guarantee for the future. Both the past and the future are the space in which the action of the God of life unfolds.

3.2. The Word of God as a blessing
The Word of God is uttered in order to conserve, maintain and increase life. It is an "order" that should not be trespassed, but it is also an "oracle" that announces the victory of life over the forces of death.

The people can always be sure of being able to count on a life‑producing Word. The blessing is born of the commitment of God, who wants to assure the goods needed for the fitting existence of the people. The people are the object of this blessing, and by their very presence, aside from any acting, they bear witness to the plan of God already carried out in the past, which continues being carried out in the present and in the future.

This solidary presence of God through His Word is capable of triumphing over the forces of death that threaten the life of the people. Yahweh has decided that the people be "blessed," and the efficacy of this Word eliminates the effects of any intervention aimed at going against this blessing.

3.3. The bond between the happiness, fruitfulness and prosperity of the people, and Yahweh's blessing.
The Word of Blessing becomes a motive for trust which leads those who have received it to face the chances and changes of history without fear. God is not a man who goes back on his word: what He says, He does; what He speaks, He maintains.

This Word of Blessing is a force for the people, since God is like the "horns of the wild ox" for them. This Word makes the people into a place of decision for or against God. "Blessed are they who bless you. Accursed are they who curse you!" These are two distinct attitudes which we have seen personified in Balaam and Balak, respectively.

For Balak, the life of the people can be explained without having recourse to God's blessing or to any source of action outside the life of the people: "There is a people that came out of Egypt." Their number is viewed by the king and by all unjust powerholders as a threat, because they state the problem in terms of power: "They have covered the earth from view," "They are too numerous for me."

However, a deeper reading of the situation is possible, namely, the acknowledgement that God's action is at work here.  And this is what God manifests to Balaam from the outset: "You must not curse that people, for they are blessed." In this way one can grasp the true meaning of existence and look upon life as the fruit of a divine blessing.

The Word of God, "the sayings of God," are aimed at revealing the plan and aim of God's blessing. They are sometimes heard as a barrier in the path of destruction and death, but they take on their greatest meaning in a word of blessing that places the one who pronounces them in solidarity with the future of life.

In worship the difference that separates the two attitudes we have mentioned becomes still deeper. Worship can be a celebration of the divine life present in the midst of the people and, in this way, is indissolubly linked to God's lifegiving plan. But worship can also be a place where one seeks the satisfaction of one's own interests. In this separation of worship from the defense of life, worship becomes an idolatry that leads to perdition and one's own failure.

This idolatry, which manipulates the sacred in order to put it at the service of destruction and death, is addressed directly against God and it deforms His image.

Divine revelation, the Word, goes forth to meet human beings, in order to disclose to them the divine plan of blessing. They commit themselves to this plan by breaking their bonds with all who would seek to stifle that plan, and they enter into solidarity with those whose life seems threatened.


II.‑ CLARETIAN RESONANCES
1. GOD BLESSES US; LET US BLESS HIM
The Constitutions of 1857 recommended that we "often repeat to God: Benedicam Dominum in omni tempore, semper laus eius in ore meo, striving to do and suffer everything for Him."

To bless the Lord at all times supposes that we feel blessed by God at all times. One can look at everything, time, things and history, without seeing God. In contrast, the contemplative eye is able to seek and see God in all things. It can be enlightened by the light that enlightens everyone who comes into this world and can discover the God in whom we live and move and have our being.

As far as things are concerned, there is an almost instinctive tendency and a recognition which St. Augustine called 'the voice of the universe' and which our Father Founder also perceived: "The voice of the universe cries out: Man, obey God as I do! The voice of the universe cries out: Man, love God! Coelum, terra et omnia dicunt mihi, ut amem te  [The heavens, the earth and all things tell me that I should love Thee!] (St. Augustine)" (EA, p. 620).

All things spoke of God to our Father Founder, and in his familiar missionary conversations he used to translate this language for those who did not perceive its words: "While I was traveling I would strike up a conversation with those who chanced to join me, about the various things we saw. If I happened to see some flowers...a tree...a river...birds singing or music being played..." (Aut 336). We all remember the charming Chapter 17 of Part Three of the Autobiography, where he describes certain domestic animals as "domestici Dei," householders of God, who spoke to him as much as or more than Balaam's prophetic beast of burden (Aut 664‑673).

It is harder to discover God's blessing in history. Sometimes people try to see God in a kind of providentialism proper of theodicy, but unconnected with salvation history. In such cases they tend not to respond adequately to the presence of sorrow and suffering in the world and to the attitude we should have toward it. Our Father Founder had many social experiences of public calamities, such as wars; church calamities, such as persecutions; and personal calamities, such as various illness, wounds and persecutions. Yet he managed to find God's blessing in all these situations, sometimes with insights that seem proper of theodicy, but at other times, especially in personal situations, with insights that seem to come straight out of the Gospel.

2. SOCIAL SITUATIONS
In his short work, The Origin of Public Calamities,  the key he offers for interpreting history are the promises made to those who keep the commandments and the threats made against those who transgress them. The promises are taken from Leviticus 26:1‑14 and the threats are taken from Leviticus 26:14‑46.

When human beings break the commandments of God's law, they sin both as individuals and as part of the social body. God chastises the individual and society. He chastises society in this world: "Human societies have always been happy or miserable in the measure that they have kept or spurned these holy Commandments of the law of God" (SSW, p. 272). Misfortunes must be made to serve for conversion: 

"Yet for all that, when they were in the land of their enemies, I did not cast them away, nor did I so abhor them as to utterly destroy them and break my covenant with them; for I am the Lord their God. But for their sake I will remember my former covenant, when I brought them out of the land of Egypt in the sight of the nations, that I might be their God" (Lev 44‑45, in SSW p. 267 f).

3. CHURH SITUATIONS
In Selfishness Overcome (SSW, pp. 480‑488) our Father Founder wrote a quite beautiful chapter "On the Very Special Providence that God Has Over the Church Militant." In it he describes the continual struggle between the Evil One and God, and how Jesus has come to undo the works of the devil (1 Jn 3:8). "Jesus Christ, who is true God and true man, conquers the devil through His preaching, His passion and the sacraments which He himself instituted... Because of His special care and Providence for the Church Militant, God has in all times sent and continues to send men according to His own heart, full of grace and teaching, so as to confront the errors which the devil has invented and suggested to his impious followers who pursue the vices into which he has thrust them" (SSW, p. 481). He then runs through the list of these "men according to God's Heart," beginning with Pelagius and Augustine and ending with "the Congregation of the Sons of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, founded on July 16, 1849 and approved by the reigning Pontiff, Pius IX, on December 22, 1865" (SSW, p. 486). At the end of the chapter he rejoices to see that God has associated Mary in this victory: "There is no reason for us to be discouraged: We shall overcome with the help of Jesus and of Mary, His Mother" (SSW, p. 488).

4. PERSONAL SITUATIONS
Our Father Founder interprets the situations of his own personal history in the light of his incorporation into Christ as a member of the mystical body, and in that of his vocation as an apostle. And he blesses the Lord for it:

"Loving God in truth means suffering for the Beloved. In order to tell if love is true, one must test it in the fire of tribulation. Failure to pass this test is a sign that love is not love.

"Out of love for God I will suffer everything that causes me pain, whether it comes immediately from God or from men, whether it comes from animals or inanimate things, or from myself. I will always consider that it is something allowed by God and that it is a chalice Jesus offers me to regale me.

"I will never complain of anything, however much it pains me. Besides, if I regard this suffering as a gift offered me by God, why should I complain about a gift from the hand of so great a Lord? Rather, I should give Him thanks, and be content and happy with it.

"I will say: "Blessed may you be, Lord. May your most holy will be done" (The Dove,  SSW, pp. 108‑109)

This quotation is from the earlier writings of Father Claret in 1847. Later this "so great a Lord" is referred to as the Father: "God is a Father. He takes delight in doing good things for his children" (EA p. 602).

"If some of them should slander, persecute or mistreat me, I shall not complain of them. Rather, I shall regard myself as beholden and indebted to them. I shall commend them to God and do all the good that I can do for them.

"I shall regard them as my teachers, physicians and surgeons, who teach and heal me, and as envoys of my heavenly Father. Jesus saw, in those who came to arrest him, the chalice sent by his heavenly Father, and therefore he told St. Peter: The chalice that my Father has given me, shall I not drink it?  (Jn 18:11)" (EA p. 615).

We can all recall the blessings with which most chapters of the Autobiography end, because Claret keeps discovering the salvation that God is effecting in his life.


III. COMMUNITY MEETING ON THEME 10
1. PRAYER
2. ORIENTATION
3. READING OF THE TEXT FOR THE COMMUNITY MEETING
	The text will br given in written form in the booklet:   Num 24:1‑13


4. DIALOGUE BASED ON THE BIBLICAL TEXT
4.1. Biblical Key
Literary Level
a) Which traits does the Yahweh‑Israel relationship display?

b) How is Balaam's state of mind described?

c) How are the people presented in the Blessing?

d) What stands out in the description of Balak's reactions?

Historical Level
a) Which image of Canaanite cults is reflected here?

b) At the time of the composition of the text, what was the prevailing view of the conquest of Canaan?

c) At that same time, how did the supremacy  of Yahwism stand out?

Theological Level
a) Which are the characteristics of the Blessing of Yahweh?

b) Why do blessing and cursing belong to Yahweh?

c) How are the conquest of the land and the blessing related?

d) What demands are made on the servant of the Word in order to announce a blessing?

4.2. Claretian Key
a) How does our Fr. Founder go about discovering the blessing of God in his own life and in social situations? 

b) How does he go about translating this experience in a missionary key?

4.3. Situational Key
a) In our environment do we find a search for the occult, the magical, the sacred? What does it mean?

b) Why is their so much stress on catastrophes in the communications media?

c) In the experience of many people, why is the key of Blessing lacking in their reading of history?

d) Try to read the little bits of blessing in daily life. Where do we find them and what forces oppose them? 

e) Are there situations in which some group pretends to "unduly appropriate" God's blessing?

4.4. Existential Key
a) In my own life, what experience do I have of "Being blessed"? 

b) To what extent is our community a place and source of blessing and of grasping the positive signs of life?

c) Does our being witnesses and announcers of God's Blessing in the world make any demands on us? d) In what sense does obedience to God's Word help us to overcome partial visions and attitudes? 

5. SUGGESTIONS FOR CELEBRATION
a) Song or prayer: Psalm 3

b) Moment of silence

c) Reading: Sir 24:1‑22

d) Invitation to shared prayer

e) Dismissal

f) Song of thanksgiving.
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