
 u Full name: Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin, also knowns as Reb Hirsch Leib Berlin.

 u Born into a family of Jewish scholars renowned for their Talmudic scholarship.

 u Rosh Yeshiva of the Volozhin Yeshiva from 1854 until it closed in 1892. At the time it was the largest institu-
tion of its kind. 

 u He is responsible for many works of Rabbinic literature in Lithuania.

What did Bilam mean when he said this? What does it mean for the Jewish nation to dwell alone? 

It’s frightening to think about Netziv’s point: When we try to act like the nations of the world, instead of liking us 
more, the world only hates and derides us.

How tragically, chillingly prophetic were his words, written towards the end of the 19th century, only decades 
before the rise of the Nazi regime that followed his prediction precisely.

This is the struggle of our time: What does it mean to be a Jew? How must a Jew live? What is the definition of 
Judaism? Torah Jews point to the words of the Netziv as frightening truth. The more we try to be “like them” - to 
assimilate, westernize, and abandon our holy tradition - the more we hurt ourselves.

Assimilation doesn’t just destroy the Jews from within. According to the Netziv, it’s the most powerful cause of 
antisemitism known to man.

“Lo, it is a people that shall dwell alone, and shall not be 
reckoned among the nations.” 

They wish to destroy us – the reason for this is because we 
want to intermingle with them. Bilam already prophesied 
about this when he said, “Lo, it is a people that shall dwell 
alone, and shall not be reckoned among the nations.”

We explained that if [Israel] will be “alone” and not wish 
to mix with them, then “he [Israel] will dwell” in tranquil-
ity.

Any time that Israel is “among the nations,” then “he will 
not be reckoned” in the eyes of the nations of the world, 
and he has no stature among them. It is a matter of Divine 
providence from heaven that this should be so.

Bilam’s Blessing for the Jewish people (Bamidbar 23:9)

Netziv’s commentary on Bilam’s blessing (Ha’amek Davar: Beraishis 15)

הן עם לבדד ישכן, ובגויים לא יתחשב.

המה מבקשים לכלותינו, הוא בשביל שאנו מבקשים 
להתערב עמהם. וכבר ניבא על זה בלעם ״הן עם לבדד ישכון 

ובגוים לא יתחשב.״

ובארנו שאם יהיה ״לבדד״ ולא ירצה להתערב עמהם, ישכון 
במנוחה.

ובזמן שהוא ״בגוים״ שמתערב עמהם, לא יתחשב בעיני 
אומות העולם ואין לו תקומה ביניהם. וזה בתורת השגחה מן 

שמים שיהיה כן.

Basic facts about the Netziv
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The Netziv wrote commentaries on all parts of the Torah, and once when he’d published a particularly difficult work, called 
“HaEmek Shayla,” he called together his friends for a special celebration, where he told them the following story:

“When I was a child, I never paid attention in school. I was lazy and did not want to concentrate. Then one day when I was 
11 years old, I came home from school and heard my parents talking. My father was explaining how he’d spoken to my teach-
er and together they’d concluded that I’d never amount to anything in terms of scholarship. So, my father explained, he was 
arranging to enroll me as an apprentice shoemaker as soon as I became Bar Mitzvah.

“I was so shocked by this conversation that I ran to my parents and exclaimed: ‘I’m sorry I’ve been so negligent with my 
studies. Please give me one more chance to prove that I’m a good student.’ And from that day onward, I applied myself to the 
study of Torah with tremendous vigor and dedication. Since then I have not wasted a moment and it is that devotion which 
has enabled me to write the commentary which we are celebrating today.”

Then the Netziv continued: “But just imagine what would have happened had I not overheard my parents’ conversation. I’d 
probably have ended up as a shoemaker. And I’d have been a pretty good shoemaker besides! But think of what would have 
happened at the end of my life when I’d get up to the Heavenly Court and they’d ask me: ‘Naftali, show us what you’ve done 
with your life.’ And I’d proudly show them my beautiful shoes: the fine workmanship, the quality leather and the exquisite 
design.

“And then they’d ask me: ‘But Naftali, where are all the books you were to publish? Where are your 10,000 students?’”

The Netziv continued: “And what would I possibly respond??”

(Of course there is nothing wrong with being a good shoemaker. But in this case the Netziv had a different set of skills that 
made him fitting for great scholarship.)

Every human being was created with a unique set of skills and talents - and a unique set of life circumstances. The Almighty 
created each of us with a special role to fulfill, a special problem to fix, a spiritual greatness to achieve. The task of life is to 
figure out what is our specific unique purpose in life - and then embark on a path to achieve that purpose.

In your case, you’re still young and you probably don’t feel that time is passing. But it is. And quite likely, in another 5 or 10 or 
20 or 30 years, you will wake up one day and say, “Oy - I’ve wasted so much time!”

That can be a tragic realization from which you may never recover.

So my advice is not to wait to figure out your higher purpose in life. Get started today, right now. Best of luck, and let me 
know how it goes!

Story: How the Netziv was Inspired to Achieve Greatness 
(excerpted from “Ask the Rabbi: Fulfill Potential” on Aish.com)


