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How many of you hate math, think of yourselves as “mathematically challenged?”  Well, if you are, you might be tempted to skip the fourth Book of the Torah which we begin this week as it is called, Numbers.  And that would be a shame.  Actually, other than a counting up of troops in the beginning of the book, there is no math at all.  Its Hebrew name, BaMidbar, is a much better descriptor as it can be translated, “In the Wilderness” or as I sometimes call it, “The Book of Wandering.”

Of the 40 years that the people of Israel spend getting to the Land of Promise, thirty nine are spent wandering in the wilderness.  Though the story line states that this is punishment for their lack of trust in God who delivered them from Egyptian bondage, I wonder if their wandering does not reflect the reality of our lives, all of our lives.  Though we certainly feel the excitement of starting something new, the intensity of learning the way, moments of true connection, as well as times of genuine acceptance, it seems to me that much of our journey through life is marked by uncertainty, by struggle, and difficulty.  And in each of our journeys there are roadblocks which challenge us to our very core.

At some time we all hit the wall; every person, every relationship does.  There are roadblocks, detours, switchbacks, and dead ends in every journey.  And while there are some wise ones whom we can ask for directions (if we have the courage to ask), the truth is, unless we overcome these challenges on our own, unless we conquer those moments when we are ready to give up altogether, then no real progress can be made.  

In BaMidbar, it is just when the people are ready to give up altogether and return to Egypt that the verdict is pronounced.  They will not be allowed to return—that way has been blocked—but they will not simply go forward either.  It will take forty years, symbolic of a generation or the first stage of life, to shed the slave mentality that holds them back from truly making this journey.  Life, life with meaning and purpose, cannot be rushed.  It is not the fact that roadblocks exist; they do for all of us.  It is how we deal with them, what they do to us along the way, how we learn and grow, and how we continue in spite of them that will determine who and what we become.

Roadblocks come in all shapes and sizes.  Some are located in the world and the people around us, and others are in our heads.  They can be attractions or distractions, questions or doubts.  Sometimes the very things that take us off course are necessary to put us back on track.  Sometimes it is a matter of degree—a small amount is healthy but too much spoils it.  What appears like a monster to one of us is as tame as a household pet to another.  What throws us off course one time may never trouble us again, or it may trip us up over and over again.  And though we can learn from others, there is no roadmap that works for everyone all the time.

Whatever your roadblocks, they will surely appear.  The wisdom of the rabbis on this has been invaluable to me.  Get yourself a friend, a fellow traveler with whom you can share this journey, someone who can be there for you, and for whom you can be there as well.  We learn and grow in both of those ways.  And make sure you have a teacher you can trust, a guide who will help you through the rough spots, encourage your heart, celebrate your success, who will with total honesty always tell you what you need to hear.  You will still have to make this journey on your own, but you do not have to be alone.

Shabbat shalom!

Meditation Question of the Week: What are the roadblocks in your life?

*This meditation is based on my book, A Soul’s Jouney   

