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I remember sitting on my couch in high school, flipping through the channels.  I came upon the movie Waking Life, by Richard Linklater.  It was in the middle somewhere, the movie looked cool, it had a new way of going about animation where the director filmed people and then artists drew on top of the film . . . I stopped flipping for a few minutes and saw a scene that changed my outlook on life.  Two women were talking in a café.  One said to the other:

When I was younger, there was a desperation, a desire for certainty, like there was an end to the path, and I had to get there.

I know what you mean, because I can remember thinking, "Oh, someday, like in my mid-thirties maybe, everything's going to just somehow gel and settle, just end." It was like there was this plateau, and it was waiting for me, and I was climbing up it, and when I got to the top, all growth and change would stop. Even exhilaration. But that hasn't happened like that . . .

I stopped listening at this point, turned off the TV and when straight to my mother.  I was feeling that desperation, I wanted certainty, at least to know something – one thing - for certain, I was on this uphill battle and darn it – there had better be a plateau.  I thought, maybe these café women aren’t married, or don’t like their jobs, or don’t have kids . . . there has to be a reason they have not yet arrived?!  

It would be different for my mom, my mom would comfort me, she would tell me that you get there, that you stop having to try so hard, to work so hard.  

So, I told my mother what I had just seen and what these women had said, and I asked– is this true?  Do you never feel like you have arrived?  

And my mom said well yes, you are never done, you never get there, there will always be something next – after high school graduation, there would be college, then perhaps graduate school.  After marriage there is having a child, then the next, and feeling as though you have arrived in the right career may never come . . .

I freaked out.  I was upset, I cried.  Looking back on it I have more perspective and I realize that life does become much more stable than the tumultuous teens.  And I also know now that we do, in a way, get to our plateau – it’s just that when you arrive at the plateau, you realize that there is this entire mountain still left to climb and you have merely reached a base camp.  

I had to mourn the loss of what I thought life was – a journey with a destination, a destination that I would arrive at and then be done - not have to work so hard, or wander, or wonder anymore.  I had to mourn the loss of thinking that anything in life was black and white, was certain.  I might have known better, because in the Torah, there is never any ending, Deauteronomy doesn’t say “the end”, a “happily ever after” or have us walking off into the sunset. . .  all of the major characters from Abraham to Moses are sent on quests, but even with God leading the way they never arrive.  

In this week’s Torah portion, Massei, the Israelites are about to enter the Promised Land, the destination they had been moving towards for 40 years (for most their entire lifetime).  Moses stops to review with the Israelites the journey they took thus far, mentioning every way station, every bump in the road.  And we may take from this, as the Lubbuvicher Rebbe teaches, that every journey has its bumps in the road and that the key for us is to continue on – and this is a great lesson.

But the Rebbe failed to mention that the journey never actually ends. . . that those way stations, those “bumps in the For road” and the retelling in Deuteronomy do not represent the end of our journey.  Moses, yes, it is the end of his journey– but he too, never gets there.  For the Israelites, the journey continues – we have to conquer the land, go to war, work the land, set up courts because laws are broken, and deal with the everyday choices and struggles.  We are attacked, create a monarchy, go to war, go into exile. . .  We may have reached the physical Promised Land, but our story is never complete.

It’s a huge loss to mourn. . .the idea of a finish line.  Until we recognize that the loss is a loss of a false construct.  The idea that we are ever done – while it sounded nice to me as a worn out, perhaps a bit burnt out, teenager – is a terrifying idea.  As adults, we know that having a goal to work towards, having a passion to pursue, being on a journey – that is what makes life exciting; that is what makes you want to get up in the morning.  Having direction is an invaluable gift, a blessing, something we all want.  

The journey is life – we say it again and again in our siddur. . . but let it sink in, because it means that today is as important as tomorrow.  That as Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi put it “having transcended yesterday’s limitations, we must again journey towards our newly-uncovered potential.”  And our way stations on the way, as the Israelites reflect in this week’s Torah portion, are our degrees, our relationships, our jobs –and it feels to good to reach these plateaus, these milestones– but being a Jew means we are never there, thank God, we are never done.  Because as Jews we focus on the future – our Messiah has not come and it’s up to us to create a better world.  Our sages remind us that it is not our responsibility to complete the task, but that we are not free to desist from it
;  Our prophets ring in our ears –we are called upon to pursue righteousness, they remind us that the work is never done, and this can be daunting – but gives us a reason to live.  Because while life has it’s platueas, there will always be something to look forward to.  Because life is the journey.  Let’s continue to wander together.

Meditation question:  Where are you headed?
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