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Beth’s Farewell

Earning the Promise

It seems appropriate on the occasion of Beth’s bon voyage that we read this parashah, Shela Lecha, Numbers 13:1-15:41.  I will run a sort of zig-zag course through the portion, touching on several inspiring and troubling themes, and, I hope, bringing them to some kind of convergence in the end.

Here we find the Israelites, nearing the edge of Canaan and the end of their wandering, begin preparations for entering – and conquering – the Promised Land.  Moses, at God’s command, appoints scouts to scope out the country and its inhabitants and to assess their strength.  In terms of resources – milk, honey, and such – the land does not disappoint.  But the scouts return to the Israelite camp fearful of the powerful enemies they’ve seen.  Despite Caleb’s reassurance that God will protect them, some of the scouts start spreading rumors that giants dwell in Canaan, capable of crushing the Israelites like bugs (grasshoppers, to be exact).

These rumors result in widespread panic that takes the form of cowardly exclamations like “If only we had died in Egypt” or “Let us head back to Egypt!”  When the going gets tough, as it often has during the Exodus, these faithless Israelites prefer the insidious security of slavery to the hard-earned dignity of freedom.  This reveals an important truth about slavery and freedom – they are fundamentally not political institutions but spiritual states.  And the wilderness of Sinai, where traditional political and economic conditions are virtually stripped away, is a perfect proving ground.  We see Israelites with the same status, the same means, the same rights – yet while some hold freedom in their hearts, others are slaves in their souls.  The former march toward Blessing and Promise; the latter crawl toward Comfort and Security.  

God, not surprisingly, is terribly angry.  He threatens to bring widespread pestilence and to disown the disobedient. But after some convincing by Moses, God “backs down” to offer a pardon with a condition – that those who have spurned Him these many times in the desert shall never enter the Land.  This is not simply a divine dispensation of retributive justice.  Look closely at how God sets apart those who will enter the land, such as the loyal scout Caleb: “My servant Caleb, because he was imbued with a different spirit … him I will bring into the land…” (Numbers 14:24).  So entering the Land depends not merely on obedience but more importantly on being spiritually worthy of the Blessing and Promise of freedom that are tied to the Land.  In this sort of Neoplatonic take on things, what the unfaithful Israelites did is symptomatic of how they are; God punishes them not just for their disobedient acts but for the lack of character those acts reveal, for the ill state of their souls.

Let me digress for a moment to touch on an aspect of this portion that strikes me as jarring, problematic, and potentially destructive.  That is, the uncomfortable reality that the fulfillment of the Israelites’ destiny seems inextricably bound up with the destruction of the inhabitants of Canaan.  Joshua and Caleb exhort the panicked Israelites after returning from their scouting expedition: “Have no fear then of the people of the country, for they are our prey: their protection has departed from them, but the Lord is with us. Have no fear of them!” (Numbers 14:9).  It is scary to consider how appropriate this could be as a tagline for Israeli right-wing extremists – or, come to think of it, for Palestinian suicide bombers.  

We could point to a positive message within Joshua and Caleb’s words – about not yielding in the face of adversity, about following God’s call whatever the personal cost.  But it is difficult to ignore the glaringly fierce xenophobia of the passage.  Maybe there is some constructive value in it, though, for reminding us of the universal destructiveness of that kind of extremism, regardless of what “side” it’s on.  And lest we forget, we need only read on to the next chapter of Numbers to see that God commands the Israelites repeatedly: “There shall be one law for you and for the resident stranger; it shall be a law for all time throughout the ages. You and the stranger shall be alike before the Lord…” (Numbers 15:15).  In light of current events, there is only one reading I find palatable: preying on the Canaanites is an unfortunate part of our history; treating the stranger as ourselves is a necessary part of our future.

I think we’d all agree, we cannot just “fix” or sweep aside the less pretty parts of our tradition.  We must, in a sense, wander through the desert of our problematic texts, holding out hope in the Promised Truth – which I truly believe lies somewhere beyond all the written words, as holy as they are.  The pages provide the landscape of our spiritual journey toward enlightenment, like the desert backdrop of the Exodus; and the end of the wandering transcends the journey itself.

Perhaps this rubs some of you the wrong way, my comparing our holy scriptures and textual tradition – the Torah which we exalt so highly – to a barren wilderness. If that is the case, and the desert represents for you something like a wasteland of uncertainty, fear, and toil, then I suggest first rethinking your conception of that desert.  Where else but the wilderness of Sinai was the identity of the Jewish people forged?  The covenant with God initiated?  The Torah itself given to Moses and the people?  Sinai then is the birth-place of our religious identity, the site of our spiritual metamorphosis (from the cocoon of slavery to the spreading-of-wings of freedom).  I imagine the sand of that place, barren but charged with holiness; the desert air, boiling hot but pulsing with the divine presence.  There is an awesome and at times unconventional beauty to that place, and to our sacred texts. And in both a power to shake us to our core and re-orient us on God’s Promised Path.

The Promised Land - be it geographical, political, or spiritual (or some combination of these) - is something we must earn, not something we just get.  The struggle to make it through the desert to the Land of Promise transforms us, makes us worthy of God's Blessing. God has given us the tools to make ourselves worthy.  To reference CS Lewis for a moment, it is like a sculptor chiseling away at a block of marble to create a great work of art.  But while Lewis meant that to represent God as the great sculptor, chipping away at our sinfulness and imperfection by making our earthly life one of hardship and pain, I think we ourselves are the sculptors of our own spiritual masterworks.  Maybe we’re something like apprentices, then.  With God as our master craftsman, we set to the painstaking – and, might I add, lifelong – task of shaping a purer soul.

So, Beth, here we are at the threshold of your next stage.  Comparisons between working at the RAC and wandering in the desert I will leave to your imagination…  In all seriousness, there’s no question in my mind that the experience of the past year will make you an even better rabbi than the great one you would have been anyway.  I know that you will find much fulfillment in the rabbinate – not to mention in being a rabbinic student.  Take up Heschel’s challenge – don’t lose your capacity for outrage, don’t ever settle, but march ever onward toward a better self, a better world.

Safe travels, and have a fun and transformative year. You will be missed.

Shabbat shalom.

