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Annual: Numbers 8:1 - 12:16

Triennial: Numbers 9:15 – 10:34

Haftarah: Joshua 2:14 – 4:7


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary
In this week’s parashah the Israelites set out from Sinai toward the banks of the Jordan River, from which they will be poised to cross over into the Promised Land.   It is a very rich parashah, starting with the commandment to Aaron concerning the lighting of the Menorah.  The Levites are purified, so that they can assume their assigned roles of guarding and transporting the Tabernacle.  

God enjoins Moshe to instruct the Israelites that they should commemorate their Exodus by celebrating in the same manner as they did during the actual Exodus itself.  This re-enactment of Pesach is to be an annual event.  Several Israelites, who were unable to observe the rites of Pesach because they were ritually impure, complained of their exclusion from this commemoration.  God instructs Moshe to offer such individuals a second opportunity to observe Pesach, on the corresponding date in the following month.  This dispensation does not apply to individuals who were fit to observe Pesach at its duly appointed time but failed to do so.

We are told that a fire-cloud accompanied the Israelites during their travels in the desert, appearing by day as a cloud covering the Tabernacle and appearing by night as fire.  When the cloud lifted, this signaled the Israelites that it was time for them to break camp and continue their journey.  Wherever the cloud settled, that place was where the Israelites would make their next camp.

Moshe is instructed to make trumpets of silver, which will be used to summon the Israelites to assemble at the Tent of Meeting; to move forward from one encampment to another; and to warn the people that an enemy was approaching.  In the second year after the Exodus, on the twentieth day of the month, the Israelites broke camp and went forth from the Wilderness of Sinai.  

As soon as they enter the desert, the people complain, grumbling that they do not have meat to eat.  God is angry with them, for their murmurings revealed their fundamental ingratitude toward God, who had been providing them with manna.  God also invests seventy elders with some of the spirit that was given to Moshe.

The parashah ends with a very disturbing incident.  Miriam and Aaron speak about Moshe, behind his back.  God afflicts Miriam with metzora (often translated as “leprosy,” connoting white scaly skin).  Moshe prays for her and she is healed.

II.  Commentary:  Three Siblings (Numbers 12)
The last chapter of this week’s parashah is so full of meaning that I want to quote it in full.

 [When they were in Hazeroth,] Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moshe because of the Cushite woman he had married: “He married a Cushite woman!”  

They said, “Has HaShem spoken only through Moshe?  Has He not spoken through us as well?”  HaShem heard it.  Now Moshe was a very humble man, more so than any other man on earth.  Suddenly HaShem called to Moshe, Aaron and Miriam, “Come out, you three, to the Tent of Meeting.”  So the three of them went out.  HaShem came down in a pillar of cloud, stopped at the entrance of the Tent, and called out, “Aaron and Miriam!”  The two of them came forward; and He said, “Hear these My words: When a prophet of HaShem arises among you, I make Myself known to him in a vision, I speak with Him in a dream.  Not so with My servant Moshe; he is trusted throughout My household.  With him I speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not in riddles, and he beholds the likeness of HaShem.  How then did you not shrink from speaking against My servant Moshe!”  Still incensed with them, HaShem departed.
As the cloud withdrew from the Tent, there was Miriam stricken with snow-white scales!  When Aaron turned toward Miriam, he saw that she was stricken with scales.  And Aaron said to Moshe, O my lord, account not to us the sin that we committed in our folly.  Let her not be as one dead, who emerges from his mother’s womb with half his flesh eaten away.”  So Moshe cried out to HaShem, saying, “O God, pray heal her!”

But HaShem said to Moshe, “If her father spat in her face, would she not bear her shame for seven days?  Let her be shut out of camp for seven days, and then let her be readmitted.”  So Miriam was shut out of camp seven days; and the people did not march on until Miriam was readmitted.  After that the people set out from Hazeroth and encamped in the wilderness of Paran.

A.  An Exercise for Everyone
I invite everyone to read this chapter of Torah carefully.  After you read it – slowly and carefully – I would like you to write questions or make comments about what you have read.  What do you not understand?  What bothers you about this story?  What insights did you gain by reading the story?  What lessons or values are taught in this chapter, lessons and values worth sharing with others?  

Remember, the purpose of writing “Shalom Africa” is not merely to share with you interpretations of the Torah – my own and those of others.  It is to train you to look at the Torah through Jewish eyes, so that you will become sufficiently independent to be able to understand, interpret and teach Torah on your own, the way Jews have done for centuries and continue to do in this day and age.

Please send me your questions and comments, and I will respond to them in subsequent issues of “Shalom Africa.”

B.  Moshe’s Prayer 

The brevity of Moshe’s prayer has caught the eye of commentators throughout the generations.  Five words in Hebrew – El na r’fa na lah – and five words in the English translation (above).

I want to share with you a passage from the Talmud (Berakhot 34a).  It reflects a time when the exact wording of the Amidah had not been established.  That is, the order of the blessings had been fixed, the theme of each blessing had been set, but the exact wording of the berakhah, leading up to the “Barukh ata HaShem…” at the end, was still left to the discretion of the leader of the service (the baal tefilah).  The baal tefilah was allowed to improvise as he saw fit.

 Our Rabbis taught: Once a certain disciple went down before the Ark1 in the presence of Rabbi Eliezer.  He stretched out the Amidah to a great length.  Rabbi Eliezer’s other disciples said to him, “Master, how long-winded this fellow is!”  He replied to them, “Is he drawing it out any longer than our Master Moshe, of whom it is written, ‘[I lay prostrate before HaShem] those forty days and the forty nights.”2  

Another time it happened that a certain disciple went down before the Ark in the presence of Rabbi Eliezer, and he prayed a very short Amidah.  Rabbi Eliezer’s other disciples said to him, “Master, how concise this fellow is!”  He replied to them, “Is he any more concise than our Master Moshe, who prayed, as it is written, “O God, pray heal her!”3 

1The man leading the service stood in a place in front of the ark that was at a level lower than the floor of the synagogue. 2Deuteronomy 9:25 3Numbers 12:13

What do we learn from Moshe?  That it is not the length of our prayers that matters; it is our intent.  Moshe prayed on behalf of the People of Israel for forty days and forty nights, and his prayer was answered: HaShem did not destroy the People, as He had threatened to do.  Moshe prayed on behalf of his sister, and that prayer too was answered, even though it consisted of a mere five words: HaShem healed Miriam.

I have a sense that many people that unless a prayer service is “complete,” it does not “count” or that HaShem will not receive our prayers or that, in general, we are doing something wrong.  Yes, we should follow the Halakhah regarding prayer, but – in my humble opinion – only to the extent it does not compromise our ability to say our prayers with meaning and with an awareness of before Whom we stand.  And, if I may be so bold, only to the extent it does not alienate our fellow Jews and present to them a stumbling block and keeping them from attending synagogue services.  When people tell me that they see no point in coming to synagogue because they not understand Hebrew and because services are boring – that is, there is little joy emanating from the experience, merely the rote repetition of words chanted at a breakneck speed (and often unintelligibly, even to the ears of one like myself who has been going to synagogue for nearly a half-century – then I know that something needs to be done.

Part of it is education so that everyone will be knowledgeable in Hebrew; part of it is supplying siddurim so that everyone can follow the service; but a large part of it is reorientation, a turning away from the belief that every word on every page must be said and an acceptance of the lesson of Moshe that a lot can be accomplished even with few words.

III.  Commentary: Leadership

Those of you who were with me on the Shabbat we spent at Okigwe, at the compound of our estimable host Elder Elam Ben Moshe David, will remember that we talked about leadership and about sharing the responsibilities of governance, so that the burden will be shared and not shouldered by any one individual, no matter now competent.  We studied Parashat Yitro and read what Yitro suggested to Moshe: “You shall… seek out from among all the people capable men who fear God, trustworthy men who spurn ill-gotten gain.  Set these over them [i.e., the Israelites] as chiefs of thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens, and let them judge the people at all times.” (Exodus 18:21-22)

In this week’s parashah we have HaShem saying to Moshe, “Gather for Me seventy of Israel’s elders of whom you have experience as elders and officers of the people, and bring them to the Tent of Meeting and let them take their place with you.  I will come down and speak with you there, and I will draw upon the spirit that is on you and put it upon them; they shall share the burden of the people with you, and you shall not bear it alone.”

A.  Two Types of Leaders, Two Types of Goals
In this week’s D’var Torah disseminated by the American Jewish World Service, rabbinical student Brent Chaim Spodek reflects on some of the philosophical differences between Moshe and Yehoshua.  As background, keep in mind the following passage from this week’s parashah.
Two men, one named Eldad and the other Medad, had remained in camp; yet the spirit rested upon them – they were among those recorded, but they had not gone out to the Tent – and they spoke in ecstasy in the camp.  A youth ran out and told Moshe, saying, “Eldad and Medad are acting the prophet in the camp!”  And Yehoshua son of Nun, Moshe’s attendant from his youth, spoke up and said, “My lord Moshe, restrain them!”  But Moshe said to him, “Are you wrought up on my account?  Would that all HaShem’s people were prophets, that HaShem put His spirit upon them!” 

(Numbers 11:26-29)

What exactly is it that we Jews are trying to do?

Against considerable odds, the Jewish people have survived for thousands of years, and sometimes it seems that's all we're trying to do -- hold on in order to pass the venerable baton of tradition from one generation to the next. The task of the living seems to be ensuring that the chain of heritage isn't broken on our watch.

But while continuity is certainly part of what Jews are trying to do with our Judaism, it is not the only thing or even the most important thing.

The Torah tells the story of the Jewish people's halting and uncertain progress towards a goal. The Israelites didn't leave Egypt and travel through the desert for the sake of traveling or because the journey was the destination. They traveled through the desert because they were trying to get somewhere. Having been liberated from generations of deprivation and suffering, the ragtag collection of former slaves set off for the Promised Land, a place flowing with milk and honey, so they could taste some of the comfort and luxury their masters had. They didn't leave Egypt to change the way humanity conceived of the Divine or to take part in some grand project of national redemption. The Israelites left Egypt for one very pragmatic reason -- after more than 400 years of servitude, they knew it was better to be free than to be enslaved.

Their desire for something better than a life of making bricks out of straw comes through in the complaints which characterize Parshat Beha'alo-techa. Even as God sends manna from the sky, the Israelites complain that back in the Egyptian good old days, they had access to fish and other delicacies. They aren't interested in miracles and wonders from the Divine, because they didn't sign up for the "religious quest workshop." The Israelites signed up to have a better life than the one they left behind and they have no qualms about raising their voices if they aren't getting it.

For some Israelites, however, the journey through the desert wasn't just a search for a more comfortable life. It was a prophetic journey of aspiration, a journey to create a different kind of people. Just as the Holy Blessed One promised a land of milk and honey, the Divine also promised that Israel had the potential to become a nation of priests and a holy people. The promise of holiness was conditional -- if you "obey me faithfully and keep my covenant," then you will become a nation of priests. The desert for them was not a long highway upon which to travel to the Promised Land, but a crucible in which slaves could be transformed into priests.

In the desert, though, the complaining Israelites risked forgetting their prophetic aspirations as they pursued pragmatic concerns. In the course of Parshat Beha'alo-techa, God grants temporary powers of prophesy to seventy elders of Israel in order to keep the nation focused on its aspirations precisely at the moment when the practical concerns of feeding the complaining Israelites seem so overwhelming. The seventy elders prophesy for a while, and then stop, with two exceptions: Eldad and Medad, who continue to offer prophecy. Joshua, the Israelite political leader, asks Moses to restrain them, but Moses lets them continue, saying only that he wishes that all of God's people could be prophets.

Joshua, the practical man-at-arms, speaks out of concern for the vision of milk and honey. He is the leader who ensures that the people's physical needs are met, even to the degree that one of the many things for which the Jewish tradition remembers him is ensuring that Israel traveled easily on the roads. Joshua is a religious leader who saw the religious demand for justice in the realm of practical politics, much in the same way as Gandhi, who said during a meeting about India's independence, "It is good enough to talk of God whilst we are sitting here after a nice breakfast and looking forward to a nicer luncheon, but how am I to talk of God to the millions who have to go without two meals a day? To them God can only appear as bread and butter."

Joshua is not concerned or impressed with the prophetic aspiration of Eldad and Medad because like many of us, he is suspicious of any talk of spirituality and prophecy when hungry people are waiting to be fed. From his perspective, the Israelites should be focused on building stable, reliable institutions, and unregulated prophecy threatens to destabilize society and interfere with meeting the very real material needs of people. In Joshua's eyes, it seems that unless Eldad and Medad were prophesying about how to bring God to the people in the form of bread and butter, they were offering nonsense, not prophesy.

But where Joshua had sight, Moses had vision. Food and material sustenance for the Israelites is essential, but it is not the goal. Where Joshua envisioned a stable and just society, Moses envisioned that and more -- a holy society. Moses envisioned a society in which God's justice was manifest so that all people could be prophets. In a just society, where people's basic needs are met, people can pursue holiness, those joyful moments when closeness to the divine Presence seems not only possible, but immanent. Where Joshua was worried about the risk of focusing on the transcendental before addressing the practical, Moses was worried about just the opposite, about losing the transcendental in the grinding focus on the practical.

As it was for Joshua and Moses, working in tandem, so it is for us. Pursuing justice without holiness is politics, not religion, and the pursuit of holiness without justice is a sham. Joshua teaches us to build a just society in which everyone has a taste of milk and honey, and we are right to be suspicious of religious visions which are disinterested in real material needs. But Joshua alone can only take us so far. On the one hand, in a world where people suffer and starve, nothing worthy of being called religion can leap-frog the practical to focus on the holy. On the other hand, nothing focused only on justice is worthy to be called religion, because justice is the necessary precondition for holiness, not its replacement.

B.  Teamwork: The PAJA Paradigm
This past Sunday I traveled to Chicago to meet with my colleague and friend, Rabbi Capers Funnye, Jr., and with his congregant and my friend, Dele Jane Osawe.   It was one of the most productive, energizing and joy-filled meetings I have ever attended.  PAJA (the Pan-African Jewish Alliance) is a reality, not some fanciful pipe dream, and I am glad to be part of it.  As I said in Nigeria, I am looking forward to working with Capers and Dele, because there is no inherent conflict between PAJA’s vision and my own.  Now I can go one step further: by combining our intellects, our imaginations, our visions and our energies, we will produce much, much more than either of us could accomplish acting independently from one another.

I have been in awe of Rabbi Funnye ever since I met him, in December 2002.  His commitment, his passion and his wisdom make me feel honored to be his friend and associate.  I can say the same for Dele Osawe.  She is an insightful, deeply spiritual woman whose organizational skills are second to none.  Her plan of action for building PAJA’s infrastructure is nothing less than brilliant.  Those communities and organizations that will work will PAJA will find that not only will this partnership not compromise and destabilize them but will actually strengthen them and bring out the best of their potential.

It is truly providential that I came across the following article this week, just after meeting with Capers and Dele and just prior to reading the Torah portion in which Moshe is told to assemble his team.  In an article titled “How to Build a Great Team,” author Jerry Useem writes as follows: 

Here's both the problem and the promise of cooperation. Humans aren't hard-wired to succeed or fail at it. We can go either way. In her study of groupwork in school classrooms, the late Stanford sociologist Elizabeth Cohen found that if kids are simply put into teams and told to solve a problem, the typical result is one kid dominating and others looking totally disengaged.

But if teachers take the time to establish norms - roles, goals, etc. - "not only will [the children] behave according to the new norms, but they will enforce rules on other group members." Perhaps to a fault. "Even very young students," Cohen wrote, "can be heard lecturing to other members of the group on how they ought to be behaving."

Economists have long assumed that success boils down to personal incentives. We'll cooperate if it's in our self-interest, and we won't if it's not (sort of like lions). Then a team of researchers led by Linnda Caporael thought to ask: Would people cooperate without any incentives? The answer was--gasp!--yes, under the right conditions. Participants often cited "group welfare" as motivation.

This is a concise summary of one of the main parts of PAJA’s philosophy.  It is sure to lead to blessing.

♥  ♥  ♥

In the coming weeks and months, I will be writing more about my involvement with PAJA and the many blessings that PAJA will bring to Nigerian Jewry and to Jewish communities across the African continent.  Until then, I urge everyone to cooperate fully with Rabbi Funnye and with Dele Osawe.  They are good people.  They are also my friends.

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.

                                

 Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD

For the full text of Jerry Useem’s article, “How to Build a Great Team,” click here. 

For his article, “Why Dream Teams Fail,” click here.









