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This week in Torah, the Israelites are wandering-still. Homeless. Hungry. Exhausted. 

The “short trek” they anticipated has turned into and indefinite hike into continuous uncharted territory. 

Along the way, the people encounter enemies, witness multiple deaths and are kicked out of or pushed out of several territories.

I think at this point, the cache of desert living has worn off. 

They don’t want to fight. They just want to find the fastest way to the Promised land. 

As they approach the land of Edom, a land of enemies, you can hear their exhaustion in their pleading. 

They say, “You know the hardships that have befallen us. We do not wish to make trouble. Please let us walk through your land. We will not pass through vineyards or fields. We will not drink from your wells. Will be walk straight through-we won’t turn right or left. We will not veer off the path under we have crossed through. We will not allow our cattle drink from your water. We ask only to pass through.” 

But the people of Edom cannot see the pain of the Israelites or open their hearts. 

They respond with a threat, “If you pass through here, we will go after you with a sword!-You shall not pass through!” 

So, the Israelites turn around and wander on. 

From there they traveled Mt. Hor. Here God sentenced Aaron to death. With the Israelites as witness, he was stripped of his vestments and left to die, naked on top of the mountain. 

From there they went to Arad, where many were taken captive. Mt. Hor. Oboth. Iye Avarim. Wadi Zered. Arnon. Beer. Midbar to Mattanah. Nahaliel to Bamoth to valley of Moab, at the peak of Pisgah, overlooking the wasteland. Jahaz. To Heshbon to Bashan and Edri, in Bashan. Finally emcamped in the steppes of Moab, across the Jordan from Jericho. 

The names of these places mean little to us but the sheer number of places they traveled shows us the immensity of their journey. 

“Why did you make us leave Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is no bread and no water, and we have come to loathe this miserable food!” 

Most times that we read these types of complaints in Torah, we judge the Israelites as immature and ungrateful. 
Unwilling to submit to God’s plan.

Haven’t they been given so much? Why do they continue to complain?

Most weeks, I would agree. 

But, this week, something has shifted. 

Instead of whiny ingrates and thankless leaders, I see a people saturated with uncertainty. 

I see bloody battlegrounds and empty, arid deserts. I see exhaustion. I feel fear. I hear in their voices, the desire for a place to call home. 

They left Egypt with the promise of freedom. But God didn’t say when they would be free. And here they are, years into the trek, looking for some rest. For someone to cut them a break.  To let them walk to the Promised Land.

When will their time of peace come? 

Like the Israelites, our parents and grandparents and ancestors came to America on a journey. At points difficult and lonely.  At times uncertain. They wandered from Ellis Island to the tenements of the Lower East Side. To factories and small tailor shops. To trade schools and butcher shops. To new neighbors and strange languages. 

All in search of a place to call home. 

Like the Israelites, our ancestors complained and I am sure, wanted to turn back.  They were angry and frustrated. But in their hearts, they just wanted to find some measure of comfort and experience the freedom that they dreamed would come with their arrival in America. To be sheltered by Lady Liberty and the comfort she promises us all. 

As Emma Lazarus wrote, 

Give me your tired, your poor, 

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free;

Send these, the homeless, tempest tossed to me-

I light my lamp beside the golden door. 

Tired, poor and huddled together…yearning for the freedom that they were promised so many years ago.  

May we take a moment this Shabbat, to sit in reflection, to commemorate the struggles and the journeys that our ancestors endured. May we have the compassion to acknowledge how hard it must have been. 

May we be thankful for the privilege and freedoms we experience everyday. 

May their legacy be a blessing to us all. Amen. 
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