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As you may know by now, I am engaged in a three year study on the spiritual experience with a group of dear friends, all of whom are Christian pastors or priests, and each of whom function somewhat as my rabbis, as my teachers.  It is fascinating to learn that even though we come from different religious traditions, the spiritual journeys that people make are much the same in their process and even in their content. I hope to share with you more in these sermons and in the years to come what I am learning and experiencing.  The idea of this exercise is not only for me to learn more about myself and the relationship I have to God and the world, but also to help you, my dear friends and congregants, learn more about your relationships with God and the world.

Over the past month, I have been charting the journey from Egypt to Eretz Yisrael, the Land of Israel, and I have bringing in parallels to our lives as we make our own spiritual journeys.  Sefer BaMidbar, the Book of Numbers, has, surprisingly, captured my soul.  Throughout my career as a rabbi and my study as a Jew, I had read these stories again and again.  For me, it was always about them.  It was about that group of freed slaves.  It was about a long time ago in a faraway place.  Moses and Aaron and God and Israel were all characters in a drama lovingly studied and revered.  But it never was about me.  And it never was about you.  It was always about them.

One of the things I've learned in my maturing as your Rabbi is that the Torah is not a book about them a long time ago in a far off land.  The Torah is not “once upon a time” material.  The Torah is as direct and immediate as any story can possibly be.  The Torah is about us, about you and me.  It is about the way we live our lives in this first decade of the 21st century.  We may tell the story about them back then.  But God means for the story to be about us.

On their journey to the Promised Land, the Israelites lurch from crisis to crisis.  God meant for our lives to be easy.  God was prepared to provide us with manna from heaven, shade during the day and fire at night.  God was prepared to lead us directly to Israel.  But somehow we find ways to make our lives more challenging than they ought to be.  Just ask the Governor of South Carolina.  Even though we seek out comfort, we really are not creatures of comfort.  Comfort doesn't do it for us.  We are human.  We thrive on challenge, and perhaps even conflict.  I have no idea why this is so.  I only know that this is so.

One of the challenges in the human being's search for spiritual meaning is to learn to know the ways of God.  God is so distant from us, and so apart from us.  Moses, and the prophets, and the Israelites, and the psalmists, and the poets, and the sages, and the rabbis of our tradition yearn to know the ways of God.  But I have come to realize that part of the problems that seem to occur on a regular basis occur not only because we human beings do not know the ways of God.  Partly, the problems occur because God does not understand what it is like for us to be human.  As we set out to find God, I believe that God sets out to find us.  And when we do find each other and remain with each other and understand each other and accept each other, the Messiah will come.  But in the meantime, we have the Book of Numbers.

So here are the crises, seriatim-- the Israelites crave meat (and yearn for Egypt where their food had some flavor and texture) and God gets angry; the Israelites are afraid to attempt to conquer the land of Israel (and desire a return to Egypt and the sure life of slavery instead of the unknown of freedom) and God gets angry.  This week, the challenge du jour is a crisis and leadership.  Korach, Datan, and Abiram arise from within the leadership to challenge the authority claimed by Moses and Aaron.  Who could blame them?  After all, things are not going quite swimmingly for the Israelites in the desert.  So they challenge Moses and Aaron by claiming that all of the Israelites are holy.  They claim that Moses and Aaron have deliberately set themselves above and beyond the people they serve.  Moses and Aaron, the prophet and the priest, are, to copy a slur from the 2008 Presidential election, elitist.  But in truth, they are human beings like everybody else schlepping day after day, year after year through the wilderness.

So Moses and Aaron claimed that Korach and his crew are rebelling not against Moses and Aaron, but against God Himself.  “Is it not enough that you brought us from a land flowing with milk and honey to have us die in the wilderness?”  Notice, Egypt again.  And guess what, whenever the Israelites long for Egypt, there is trouble ahead.  Moses sends for them, but they refuse to come.  

And this milk and honey thing keeps recurring.  Now Egypt has become the land of milk and honey!  Last week, Canaan was the land of milk and honey!  I am beginning to think that the land of milk and honey does not exist, or better, that we can define it as the place where we are not.  Wherever we are, that is not the land of milk and honey.  Wherever we are requires struggle and insecurity and work and striving.  So look where you are now, and then think towards its opposite.  That is the land of milk and honey.  My life is not milk and honey.  But in my fantasy, milk and honey flow in abundance.  I guess you could talk to the Governor of South Carolina, and he could tell you that the land of milk and honey is not real, except in the imagination of desert wanderers.

Now it is time for the showdown.  Moses and Aaron appear before Korach and his band of 250 dignitaries.  Each of them burns incense in their fire pans.  And then, the earth opens up and swallows Korach and his people.  The remaining folks are burned by a fire, which bursts forth from their fire pans.  And then, it is quiet.  The challenge to Moses and Aaron is over.  Aaron's staff is taken together with the staff of the other Israelite tribes.  It sprouts vegetation, almond blossoms, the flowers that grow in the winter, and all Israel knows that Aaron and Moses are to be their leaders.

The first verse of the Torah portion is fascinating.  Korach is identified as the son of Yitzhar, the son of Kohat, from the tribe of Levi.  Korach and Moses and Aaron are cousins.  They belong to the same tribe.  They have the same history.  They are of the same family.  Kohat was Moses’ and Aaron's grandfather.  And Kohat was Korach’s grandfather.  Trust me, they went to each other's bar mitzvahs and summered together at the beach.  These folks knew each other intimately.  The Kohatites, Aaron’s cousins, had the privilege of carrying the holy vessels for the worship at the Temple, the Ark of the Covenant, the Lampstand, the lavers, etc.  The other cousins shlepped the more boring stuff, the planks and the wood and the sockets and covers and the tent itself.  But the holy stuff, that was reserved only for the Kohatites.  Aaron could work as a priest only because the Kohatites, his cousins, were to schlep his office from place to place.

I am fascinated by the opposites in the Torah.  I know that every story worth telling has to have a good guy and a villain, Batman and the Joker, or Superman and Lex Luther.  The bad guys are bad, and the good guys are good.  But that is not human nature.  It is not human nature for one to wear a black hat and another to wear a white fedora.  We are a bunch of gray.  And so my friends, might it not be possible to read that Korach and the brothers Moses and Aaron might have been the same person?  Korach might be Moses’ dark side, or Aaron’s unholy thoughts.  And the battle, the showdown, was a battle of the soul.  It is kind of like when Luke Skywalker discovers that Darth Vader is his father.  Of course there is an epic battle, and of course there will be a winner and a looser.  But after the dust settles, after the earthquake and the fire pans and the bat mobile and the lightsabers, we are still after the struggle, an amalgam of Moses, Aaron and Korach.

What frightened Moses and Aaron, and how great was this challenge to them?  After all, they had God on their side.  Why should they care about Korach?  Moses, the good guy, the selfless, the heroic, was just plain old tired.  This job was getting to him.  Another 38 years, who needs it?  The pressure never lets up.  And now he has the knowledge that his whole crew was going to die in the desert, and he would be going from funeral to funeral, it was more than anyone might bear.  Who needs it?

So suddenly Korach pops out, by surprise.  Suddenly, Korach—the part of us that questions, that doubts, that plants discord, that defies contentment, the yetzer harah, suddenly Korach appears out of nowhere and says, “You know what, your dark side is here.  Your Egypt is here.  It is milk and honey back there, and here you only have thistles and manna.  Take your choice buddy boy, what’s it going to be?”  Sadly, it is kind of like the Governor of South Carolina.  The battle against Korach is the battle that human beings engage to overcome their doubts and their fears and the insecurity of the unknown.  Suddenly, Korach appears, and he looks mighty and formidable with all of his men and all of his firepower.  But what happens to Moses and Aaron?  The good guys stand firm, and the earth sucks up the poisonous Korach, the cousin who is the dark side of our own making.  God leaches him out of our hearts and souls.

That is what God does for us on our spiritual journeys through the desert.  Perhaps God should be appreciated not so much for the manna, but more that with God’s help, our world within can conquer Korach when he appears.  The spiritual journey is not always a journey from place to place, but it can also be a journey within the place where we are.

Shabbat Shalom
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