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There is something ironic about these next chapters in BaMidbar, the Book of Numbers, as the Israelites set forth to journey to the Promised Land.  I will share the irony in a moment.

 

Here is Moses’ check list, so far.

 

Count the Israelites—check.

Assign the Levites to the tasks of carrying the holy items on the Israelites’ journey—check.

Let every tribe bring their gifts to the sanctuary—check

Get the oil for the lighting of the lamps—check

Sanctify the Levites—check

Get ready for Passover (clean the tent, prepare the sacrifice, retell the story)—check

Get the trumpets ready to tell the people when it is time to move forward—check

Line up the troops in order so everybody knows where to go—check

Say goodbye to Father-in-Law, and Midianite family—check

 

Ok, God’s Pillar of Cloud has lifted, move ‘em out.  And now, on the twentieth day of the second month in the second year after the Israelites have been redeemed from slavery, the people are on the move again.  They have left Sinai, and they are headed straight for the Promised Land.  This is Moses’ “mission accomplished” moment.  Only, things don’t go quite as well as planned.  And there is the irony!

 

When do things ever go just as planned?

 

Three days en route all hell breaks loose.  People start to complain.  Of course they start to complain.  Traveling on any journey is strenuous.  It requires heavy lifting.  Marching in the desert in the heat of summer is no great joy.  The idea of leaving the desert for the Promised Land is enticing, but the actual moving about is no picnic.  And speaking of picnics, that manna that falls from heaven, day in and day out, was getting old.  God doesn’t eat.  He doesn’t know.  But we know.  And even a diet of ice cream day after day would get old all too soon.  So the people start complaining.  Of course they start complaining.  They feel sorry for themselves.  They moan and whine and kvetch, and let me assure you that no people can moan and whine and kvetch better than us Jews.  They are tired and cranky and just want something to break the monotony.  And they cry for meat.  And they cry for cucumbers and melons and leeks and garlic and onions.  They want flavor and texture and foods with juice in them and foods that you have to chew.  Their bodies have forgotten slavery, but their taste buds remember Egypt.  Who could blame them?

 

And Moses and God, well they were a little short with each other too.  What disappointment that they each shared with the other!  Moses is thinking, “Here I am, eighty two years old.  I have organized this trip.  I have busted my rear end to make sure that everything is just so.  And all they ever do is whine and complain.  What a bunch of ingrates!”  And God is thinking, “After all that I have done for them, sending plagues to defeat Pharaoh, parting the Red Sea, giving them Torah at Mount Sinai, and providing them with their sustenance in the desert—and all they think about are onions and garlic and leeks and meat and fish!  These wretched little people are making me crazy.”  And you can just hear Moses and God in the front seat of the station wagon hollering at each other in those supposedly hushed mommy and daddy tones.  “Whose idea was this?  You fix it!  They are your kids, shut them up!  Why can't you ever plan anything right?”  Y'all know what it sounds like when mom and dad sit in the front seat and the kids in the back are impossible.

 

When I was a child, my father was the rabbi in Wichita, Kansas.  Every summer we would, with great anticipation, load up the station wagon with the roof rack crammed to overflowing and head up to the Bronx, where we would live with my mother and father and little sister and my grandparents and my great grandmother, seven people for seven weeks in a small two bedroom, one bathroom apartment.  These were the happiest days of my childhood.  But the journey was close to awful.  It took forever.  Kansas and Missouri and Illinois and Indiana and Ohio were flatter than the pancakes I would eat every morning at the Howard Johnson’s.  A few hours into the journey, we would start complaining.  Soon, the imaginary line was drawn down the back seat.  One pinky finger across the line, and we would be threatened with death or worse.  But truth be told, nothing was worse for a seven year old boy than sitting in the car hour after hour listening to classical music on the AM radio and watching the cornfields go by.  For me as a child in the back seat of the station wagon, getting a rise out of mom and dad was far more interesting than mile after mile of the monotonous scenery.  So the pinky fingers found their way across the demilitarized zone, and World War III was in constant motion, except for when we would stop for bathroom breaks.  I know what it was like to march through the desert.  I drove through Kansas.

 

My friends, do not think that any journey is easy, especially a spiritual journey.  This journey is not a walk in the garden, but a slog through the desert.  It is a long and tumultuous ride in the back seat of a station wagon barreling along the Midwest flatlands.  But we don’t get from here to there without whining.

 

When my study group was in Boston, we met with mostly Christian scholars.  They taught me a lot, and I will share with you some of what I learned.  But first, I have to remark.  As a Jew among Christians, I had a unique challenge and a unique perspective in my group.  While our spiritual message is quite the same, the font of our experience is different.  In Judaism and Christianity have a unique relationship.  In part, Christianity defines itself in terms of its difference from Judaism.  2000 years ago, when we lived side-by-side, Christianity developed by differentiating itself from us, its mother religion.  In a very real sense, it is challenging for me as a Jew to speak about other religions, especially Christianity and Islam, because I need to speak about what is common to us and what is different for us.  And I want to be known that when I speak about what is different, and with the points of my friends' faith with which I disagree, I'm not denigrating or criticizing other peoples’ faith.  As a Jew, I can speak about faith from within.  But what I speak about Christianity or Islam, I inevitably end up speaking as one who stands outside their community.  And the same inevitably holds true when Christians or Muslims speak respectfully, even with their differences, about our faith and practice.

 

In hearing about the Christians’ spiritual journey, I heard what they are complaining about.  They are worried about the intersection between intellectual vigor and religious authenticity.  I want to speak to you about our experience at Harvard with two of Harvard’s most well known religious luminaries, Dr. Harvey Cox and Dr. Peter Gomes.  Both of them are senior faculty members who have been a fixture at Harvard for decades.

 

Harvard is a fabulous campus, and Cambridge a wonderful place to be.  I learned in our travels that it is more difficult to find parking at Harvard than it is to gain admission to Harvard College.  We met with Dr. Cox, who is one of the world’s preeminent scholars on the phenomenon of the Pentecostal experience.  He began by sharing with us the history of the Harvard Divinity School.  The Divinity School is the oldest institution at Harvard, and was the raison d’être for its existence.  The Puritan settlers knew that the Massachusetts Bay Colony was very far from England, and that there were no institutions available to educate their clergy.  Harvard was founded in 1636 as a seminary to allay the curse of an ignorant clergy.  The ideal clergyman for this budding intellectual institution had to know something.  He had to know languages—Hebrew, Greek, Latin and English.  He had to know theology and church history and philosophy and literature and science.  All human knowledge was to be in service to God.  Fast-forward 373 years, and the Harvard Divinity School is only a small part of the university.  The Puritan tradition is long gone.  Harvard Divinity School educates Christians of all spiritual stripes and complexions, and Jews and Muslims and Buddhists and Hindus and spiritual seekers of all types.  At the Harvard Divinity School, all types of religious experience and every religion is accorded respect and a place in the panoply of the spiritual experience.  What a far cry this was from the witch burning orthodoxy of the Puritan founding fathers and their theocracy built on the icy cranberry bogs of New England!

 

Dr. Cox himself has made some remarkable spiritual journeys, and his life and study embodies the Harvard Divinity School.  Ordained a Baptist minister, he worships in an Episcopal church, and is married to a Jewish woman.  Their son is Jewish and his family is serious about their Jewish observance.  He devoted his work to the study of religious values in secularism, and then has become an expert in non-Western spirituality.  Dr. Cox shared that were one to measure Christianity today, it would be a predominantly third world religion.  Christianity in Africa, South America and Asia would overwhelm the Christian experience in North America and its anemic expression in Europe.  And most of this Christian expression is avowedly non-intellectual.  The majority of the Christian world is focused on the experience of the Divine—on speaking in tongues and folk healing.  In much of the Christian world, Christians have a desire not to think about Christianity with the intellect, but to experience their faith directly through God’s holy spirit.  The period of radical secularization and materialism is fading, and people are striving for an authentic religious relationship.  God is an objective reality, but God can only be apprehended from the subjective experience of the individual in encounter with religious tradition.  The pendulum swings, and now the intellectual rigor that faith demanded has been superceded by a desire for the experience.

 

Dr. Peter Gomes is the Chaplain at Memorial Church at Harvard, and is in many ways a counterpoint to Harvey Cox.  Dr. Gomes is not concerned about the intellectual traditions of Western Christianity.  In his own words, “Faith should be outlandish.  I want it not to make sense.  When people come to my Church, we do not do explanations!  My goal is to keep the flame lit, and not to explain the nature of fire.”  Dr. Gomes observed that in the 39 years since he came to Harvard, there has been a transformation in the religious passions of the students and faculty.  He quipped, “39 years ago, the Harvard student would go home for Thanksgiving and tell his mother, ‘I have been studying, and I no longer believe in God!’  And his mother would drop the turkey.  Today, the Harvard student goes home for Thanksgiving and tells his mother, ‘I have been studying, and I think I am ready to accept God in my life!’  And his mother drops the turkey.”  “God is actively prowling about, and He catches us unaware.”  While there is a single reality of the Divine, all of us are religious, “in particular”; meaning that God does not separate us from each other, but our experience does.  And the experience is what is paramount to being human and religious.  Today, people need faith more than ever.  We are suffering a crisis of faith.  So many in our generation have placed their faith in Wall Street.  Wall Street has failed us, and we are returning to God to sustain us.

 

My friends, the pendulum swings back and forth.  And as human beings, we know in our minds that we are on the path through the desert to the Promised Land.  But also, as human beings, we want to be sure that the food tastes good.  We want the experience to be easy, to appeal to our senses, to lift us up, to remove the monotony, and to sustain us.  And that is the tension between the two parts of our being.  God blessed us with an intellect to perceive and to think and to question.  This is an integral part of what it means to be human.  We are programmed for skepticism.  Blind faith is, after all, blind, and probably not worth too much.  And none of us can be happy on our spiritual journeys by moving blindly in any direction that the heart takes us.

 

And to be spiritual means that we have to be open to the experience of our lives.  Can we not create times and circumstances where we open ourselves up and let God in, not through the crusty brainy matter, but rather through the blood and soul which flows through our heart and emotions?  There has to be a place for acceptance and surrender, just as there is a place for questioning and skepticism.  To be fully human means that we integrate these two aspects of our spiritual lives.  We question and we accept.  We think and we experience.  Somehow, we know with the deep knowledge that faith provides, that we go through life unsure.  Nobody who is true to themselves, nobody who rejoices in the divine gifts of heart and mind can embrace one without the other.  Because when we do, when we simply think and deny our heart’s experience, or when we simply feel without critical examination, we leave part of us behind in the desert while only part of us moves to the Promised Land.

 

So, it is no wonder that we whine and kvetch and moan, even as we move through the years and decades of our lives towards their conclusion.  It is so hard to be fully human and to be in relationship with God, the Pillar of Cloud that guides us on our journey.  It is not easy.  It is not meant to be easy.  I am grateful to God that it is not easy.

 

Shabbat shalom

