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Memorial day marks the beginning of summer.  Here in Alabama, school is over.  There is no better feeling in the world than to finish exams, clean out the desks and the lockers, and know that there will be no more schoolwork until mid-August.  The last day of school is the sweetest day of the year.  Exhaustion has not yet lead to boredom.  The beginning of summer has an unusual sense of expectation.  Close on the horizon, we have summer trips planned in the midst of winter, but not yet taken.  We have time blocked off for family and fun at the beach or at the lake.  We have piles of books lined up and movies ordered, and we don’t have to set the alarm quite so early.  And it is ok to have a beer with dinner because it is hot and the grill is on.  This is summer, and summer’s sweetest moments begin with the anticipation of things great, things fun and things easy.
 

But, as any Mom or Dad will tell you, planning for the trip isn’t so easy.  Each journey requires a clean house, the obligation to stop the mail, the newspaper and clear out the refrigerator.  Each journey requires a trip to the basement or the attic to schlep out the suitcases and pack up the assembled clothes and shoes and toiletries and electronics.  There is a lot to do to prepare for any journey.
 

This is particularly true in this week’s Torah portion, BaMidbar, the first chapters in the book of Numbers.  BaMidbar means in the desert.  The Israelites were camped in the desert.  They had been camped in the desert on their way to the Promised Land for almost 13 months.  They had stood at Sinai, received Torah, built a Tabernacle, and established the laws and rules, which would govern them and their worship.  It was now time to move.
 

What did Moses have to do to prepare himself for his people’s journey?  The thought had to have been overwhelming.  God would provide for the people’s physical needs.  God would provide manna from heaven, and Miriam’s well provided them water to drink.  But Moses was responsible for the people’s protection, for law and justice and for the welfare of their spiritual lives.  And so the book of Numbers begins with Moses’ taking a census of all the Israelite men who were able to bear arms against future enemies.  He had to know the number, and couldn’t begin the journey until all those who were able were counted.  And then Moses had to make sure that the holy Tabernacle, and the Holy Ark and the holy implements for worship would be packed properly, transported carefully from place to place, and arrive as they should to the new place, to then be just as carefully unpacked and set up amidst the Israelites in their worship.  Packing and unpacking, counting and recording—all of these were the necessary tasks that Moses had to lay out before the people took even their first step on their journey.
 

Planning for the trip isn’t easy.  There is so much to do to get ready to leave.  There is so much to do to travel from the house to the beach to the airport across an ocean pack up the car and unpack once you get there.  Preparing to get there, and then getting there, and then packing again, and then coming home—it is exhausting, simply exhausting.  But my friends, that is what our lives are about.  Our lives are about preparing to get there, then getting there, then packing and repacking and repacking, and moving forward in great anticipation and then at the very end—we arrive, each of us at our own destinations, each of us in our own good time.  Others will see us at our final destination, but we will not be aware that the journey has come to an end.
 

BaMidbar is not so much about the desert.  BaMidbar is not so much about recording the implements and the numbers of fighting men and the packing list.  BaMidbar is about the journey’s beginning, and it is a metaphor, a holy metaphor for our lives.  Moving forward on our journey.  Ever moving forward.  And we never really arrive, and we don’t really know that we have gotten there.  Occasionally we stop.  We stop and rest and take note of where we have been.  Sometimes we may even unpack a little.  But as long as we have the breath of life, we are on the move, moving ever forward—sometimes in leaps and bounds and sometimes in baby steps and sometimes we move around more in circles and less in a straight line.  But until we die, we don’t stop moving.
 

I have entitled my message to you tonight, “Making a Spiritual Journey”.  In the weeks to come, and in the years to come, I will report to you about the spiritual journey in general, and my journey in particular.  The spiritual journey starts in the desert, it always does.  Nobody makes a spiritual journey without some sense of the wilderness, without being somewhat insecure and anxious.  Nobody makes a spiritual journey from their place of comfort and ease.  I am not just referring to the physical comforts, to the air conditioned car and the hotel room with fancy sheets, puffed up pillows and scented shampoos.  The spiritual journey has to emerge from discomfort, from longing, from a sense of dissatisfaction; in other words, from the desert.
 

And the spiritual journey is never quite complete either.  One may know the hour of embarkation, but the time when we disembark from the spirit train is not knowable.  For us, this is a journey with a beginning, but no ending.  I believe that that is the reason that Moses dies without arriving in the Promised Land.  The Torah does not want to teach us that the journey is ever done and that our inner lives are in any way ever complete.  We live in the desert, and we only move forward when we go searching.  Moses was the quintessential journeyman, and he died incomplete, short of his goal.  He also died with blessing.  God Himself provided his burial.
 

Tonight, I am going to set the stage for the journey, which I will share with you from the pulpit and through cyberspace over these next several years.  Many of you know that I have a close group of clergy friends here in Birmingham.  In a very real way, these clergy friends are my teachers, my rabbis if you will.  Of course we do not understand God in quite the same way, and our holy days and our duties are somewhat different.  But we learn from each other and teach each other.  It is sometimes such a blessing to be able to see oneself outside of familiar and comfortable surroundings.  That vantage point helps us get back in touch with who we are, what we do, and who we should be and what we should be doing.
 

We have come together, nine of us in total, to study the experience of God.  We are sponsored by a grant from the Institute for Clergy Excellence, ICE, which is primarily funded by the Lilly Foundation.  We have been given a grant to study together and explore the spiritual experience for the next three years.  All of us are rather seasoned clergy.  Among us are a Roman Catholic Priest, an Episcopalian Priest, three Baptist pastors, two Presbyterian ministers, and a pastor from the United Church of Christ.  We are all men.  We are all accomplished in our careers, and that is why the spiritual journey can be so important.  All of us are able to talk about religion.  We know the buzzwords and the flash points.  All of are good at what we do.  And this sense of competence and comfort can become a spiritual desert of sorts.  All of us might well become complacent, and so the spiritual journey is all the more important for us.  The spiritual life is not the same as a religious life.  My life is dominated by the synagogue, the Jewish calendar, Jewish tradition and my every day tasks.  These are all blessings for me.  But where is God in all of this?  How do I experience the divine?  Can I learn from scholars and those who practice other religions?  How do I get from the comfortable “I know what I am doing” to the less comfortable, “God, here I am, come and find me.  Or help me come and find You.”
 

In our group interview, I shared with the funders my observation of my rabbinate, and rabbinates in general, and what I think my fellow travelers feel in their ministries.  I shared that during the first third of my career, I focused on building my skills.  I wanted to become a better preacher, a better counselor, better at weddings and funerals.  I wanted to become a better writer and a better community organizer.  In the second third of my career, I focused on building the institutions that share my mission.  But now I am entering my last third of my career.  And I am less worried about my skill set—I can do my job well enough.  I am not quite as worried about the institutions I serve—I depend upon the wisdom and commitment of my community’s leaders and I have been through several cycles of crises and opportunities.  My challenge today is to become more focused instead upon my inner life, the spiritual life, the life lived in the height of joy and union and in the depth of despair and loneliness.  I am more focused on the humanity of the human beings in my congregation.  I am more focused on my own humanity, too.
 

The funny thing is, I don’t see myself as a deeply spiritual person.  I have few spiritual disciplines.  I follow the Jewish calendar, and offer prayers before and after I eat and before I sleep and when I awake.  I pray with people who are frightened or anxious.  I pay my bills.  I don’t listen to rap music.  I try to exercise a minimum of three times a week, study a little bit, and sit before my computer and try to get my tasks done.  I give tseddaka and try to be kind.  I love my family.  I am a nice enough guy.  I am a good guy.  But I am a busy busy guy, and I don’t see myself as a spiritual guy per se.  I don’t see myself as a spiritual soul.  God and I get along.  We have encountered each other now and then (more about that in later weeks), but generally speaking we respect each other and leave each other mostly alone.  That is the way it has been.
 

So over these summer months, and on into the fall and winter, and also through the next few years, I will report to you on this spiritual journey now begun, and the people I meet along the way.  I will share with you from some of the books I hope to read and the teachers I plan to meet.  I will share some of the struggles and some of the joys, and some of the things I am thinking about.  When I plan to speak to you from the pulpit about this spiritual journey, I will make sure that you will know in advance through the e-letter, which will announce, “Rabbi Miller will speak about the spiritual journey”.  You will know instead to what to expect from me, and I will use the pulpit and my writing to help teach you what I have learned and share with you some of the insights I hope to gain.
 

I believe that the spiritual journey is often quite the same for each and every one of us.  The path may be different.  We may have certain aptitudes or talents or skills, but each of us passes through the desert, we trudge along in the desert, and we arrive short of our destination before we get to the Promised Land.  Ok, that’s the way it is, live with it.
 

In the Torah, Moses did not know where he would be going, or exactly how he would get to the Promised Land.  Moses did not have an inkling that his entire generation of fellow travelers would pass away in the desert.  Moses did not know that it would take him 39 more years, 39 more years!, and that he was destined to be the last man to live to 120, and that he himself would die with his generation.  If they were not to see the Promised Land, neither would he.  He did not know that.  He must have thought, “Ok, this journey will take me across the sand dunes into the land promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  When we get there, I will order a falafel, get an apartment, and live out my old age with a view from the mountaintop.”  But the spiritual journey is not quite like that.  It never brings you to the end.  It keeps you going.  Once you start, you keep moving.  You stay in the desert, but you yearn for Israel.  
 

Moses was a man of deep character.  I am not sure he would have had too many followers if they knew before they started that the destination was beyond their reach.  But I believe that Moses himself would have undertaken the spiritual journey even if he had known in advance that he would never cross the Jordan River.
 

So my friends, summer is here.  School is over.  It is time to clean the house, clear out the refrigerator, stop the mail and the newspaper, put on our walking shoes, cap and sunscreen.  Let’s get going.
 

Shabbat Shalom
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Last week, I spoke at great length about the beginning of the book of Numbers, BaMidbar, and the spiritual journey that Moses and the Israelites were set to begin.  I reflected upon this spiritual journey, and shared with the congregation some of the travels I hope to make in my own journey from the desert to the Promised Land.  I shared with those present that the spiritual journey emerges from the desert, from a place of discomfort and worry, towards a place of wholeness and completeness.  And I shared that if we expect to live our lives properly and with integrity, that we never truly arrive at the Promised Land.  In this way, we are very much like our ancestor Moses, our teacher and our prophet, who led us even when he knew that he would not arrive to fulfill his goal in the land of Israel.

 

I shared with the congregation that my impetus for the spiritual journey is my interfaith study group, funded by the Institute for Clergy Excellence, and that we are exploring how people experience the Divine.  I also shared that religion and spirituality can be two entirely different things.  My colleagues and I are good at the religion business.  But for many of us, and for me in particular, the spiritual life is quite a bit more elusive.  And I shared with the congregation that I will write a travelogue, if you will--which will be less focused on the places we visit and far more focused on the things that we'll be learning and discussing.  I hope that you will begin your own spiritual journey and travel in parallel with me.

 

This week, the Torah portion is Naso.  Naso is an interesting word.  Naso can mean many things.  In the Torah text, it first means to elevate.  

 

Last weeks’ Torah portion concluded with the Kohatite family being elevated from among the Levites.  The Hebrew verb is Naso.  They were told to carry the holy implements, the Ark of the Covenant, the tables and the jugs and the bowls and the jars and the lamps and the tongs and the firepans, and the vessels—all the sacred objects that make the Tabernacle holy—the internal organs, if you will of our ancestors’ sanctuary to God.  They would carry these holy items from place to place, and then have them ready to be set up again in the Sanctuary once the Israelites came to rest.  To begin a metaphor, these Kohatites were like the internal medicine doctors who make sure that all of the innards of this holy body are working as they should.

 

The Gershonites, a second family grouping within the tribe of Levi, were then to be elevated—the Hebrew word again is Naso—from the remainder of the Levites and given the tasks of carrying all of the cloth materials associated with the Tabernacle, the Israelites’ portable sanctuary which accompanied them on their journeys.  This was not an unimportant job for spiritual lightweights.  The Tabernacle was constructed primarily of cloth and skins.  It was like the skin on the body of the sanctuary.  The Gershonites were the dermatologists, so to speak, for the holy body that dwelt among the Israelites.

 

Other Levitical families were also appointed for special tasks.  The Merarites would carry the skeleton of the sanctuary, the planks, bars, posts and sockets.  These were the structural elements that would assemble together to provide form for the sanctuary.  The Merarites were the orthopedists, so to speak, for the holy body that dwelt among the Israelites.  So the Sanctuary would be carefully deconstructed, carried and reconstructed from place to place by these skilled Levitical families, and nothing would be broken or lost in transit.

 

My friends, Naso means to elevate.  But Naso also means to carry from place to place.  God knows, we know how to shlepp our baggage from place to place.  Over the years, we accumulate all sorts of baggage.  We accumulate a lot of material; the rabbis call this m’taltalin, stuff that can be picked up and carried from one place to another.  But we have other baggage too, the spiritual and emotional baggage that we carry through our lives.  We are all schleppers after all.  We hold on to the hurts and the faults and the shortcomings and the sorrows and the disappointments.  The stuff of accomplishment and joy are light as a feather, and we hardly notice them.  But the stuff of failure and sadness and burden weigh us down like lead weights in our pockets. We carry them too, even when we pretend that we are unburdened, that we are light and free and easy.  Who among us lives any number of years and does not carry any baggage?

 

My group traveled early on a Monday morning—and I mean early—from Birmingham to Boston at the end of April.  While it is baseball season all over the country, in Boston the weather felt like November football here in Alabama.  It was cold and rainy all week.  Unless, of course, the weather changed, and then it would become rainy and cold.  That Monday, our first day of meetings I would call “Jewish Day”.  We arrived at Logan airport prepared to make a beeline to meet with Dr. Arthur Green, the Rector of the Rabbinical School at Hebrew College, a non-denominational rabbinic seminary in Newton, MA.  Dr. Green is among the world’s experts on Jewish mysticism.  It was a personal pleasure for me to meet Dr. Green, since he knew my father well, taught my son, Aaron, at Brandeis University, and taught my wife while she was a student at Rutgers.  Unfortunately, he was somewhat rushed, due to his having to get to the airport for an overseas flight, and due to the fact that we arrived to our meeting late.

 

A sidebar comment, which is appropriate since this is a travel journal.  Sometimes, the best made travel plans are rendered difficult, if not impossible.  We arrived in Boston on the third Monday in April, which, it so happens, is Patriot’s Day.  Patriot’s Day is a holiday to commemorate the Revolutionary battles of Lexington and Concord, and is celebrated only in Massachusetts and Maine.  Needless to say, this New England raised boy forgot entirely about Patriot’s Day, and forgot entirely about the Boston Marathon, which is run along Commonwealth Avenue.  And we spent a hungry hour and a half trying to get from one block North of Commonwealth Avenue to our destination one block south of Commonwealth Avenue.  So it is with life, no matter how well we plan it, and how close we get, we’re not there until we get there.

 

As it turns out, our meeting with Dr. Green was fortuitous.  He is a Kabbalah scholar and was able to begin to draw the distinctions for us between religion and spirituality.  Religion is a constant of source of commonality and difference.  It contains shared beliefs, shared language and shared experience.  These beliefs, language and experience are the constants that define our religious identities.  But spirituality is different.  Spirituality comes and goes as part of the zeitgeist.  And this age in which we live is an age of spiritual recognition.  The spiritual reality of the world, at its core, cannot be proven or disproven.  Dr. Green believes that those who claim a spiritual awareness, an opening up of heart and soul, can only testify to their experience and try to make sense of their experience through language to others.

 

Being the kabbalist that he is, Dr. Green shared with us that the spiritual reality of the world is the only truth, per se.  Everything else that we experience, all that we measure and quantify, are all themselves the “outer edge of reality”.  But the real structure of reality is the nature of the relationship between God and the world.  God is not over there, far away, sitting in the clouds or beyond the clouds. God is present here and now.  And God’s presence is the only reality, which is the meaning behind the Shm’a’s Oneness.  God is One.  There is only oneness.  If a person wants to be spiritual, that person must bind to the Oneness.  And when that person is so bound, the boundaries of self, world and God disappear.  To become spiritual, Dr. Green teaches, we have to negate our selves to unite with the God.  That is the meaning of the love of God.  If you want to love God more, love yourself less.

 

We engaged Dr. Green with the question, “Is there an objective reality to the spiritual experience, or is everything instead subjective?”  Dr. Green responded emphatically, that everything is subjective.  The spiritual experience does not start with God, but rather it starts with the self.  The way we define spirituality can come only from within the individual’s experience.  That is the beginning and the end.  God is always constant; we are the ones who experience the divine at moments.  We go through changes.  God does not.  God’s own name, the four letters YHVH, should be translated as “was, is and will be.”  God is reality beyond time and space.  We subjectify that reality and make it an extension of our own experience.  That is the best that we can do.  We can share a language and an experience and a culture and a tradition, but we can never share an objective spiritual experience.

 

Dr. Green’ biography is fascinating.  He was ordained from the Jewish Theological Seminary, and studied at Brandeis University.  But he grew up in a Jewish secular home.  My Christian fellow travelers have a hard time understanding this, but we Jews get this completely.  To his dying day, Dr. Green’s father was an avowed atheist.  He remained Jewish in his association, but religious tradition was foolish and not worthy of the modern intellect.  Dr. Green’s mother died of cancer when he was a young teenager.  There were of course then so many emotions and so much sadness involved with God and Torah and Israel.  But Dr. Green’s grandparents, who lived in his neighborhood, were warmly Jewish, and it was through his connections to them that he developed his love for Judaism and then for what would become his spiritual search.

 

My friends, so often, all too often, we confuse our ideas with our experience.  I believe that we embark on journeys that are informed not only by our thoughts, our emotions and our genetic makeup, but also by our experience.  We carry, the word Naso appears again, the weight of our experience, our sadness and our joys, our disappointments and our fears.  These are integral to our journeying.  Isn’t it fascinating?  What might be considered an obstacle for some of us on our spiritual journeys might, for others of us, be a catapult.

 

We left Hebrew College and headed to Newton Centre to get a meal.  It was our breakfast, even though it was now 3:30 in the afternoon.  We were hungrier than the marathoners.  Then we headed up the road to Mayyim Hayyim, a mikveh and educational center that was started by Reform Jews in West Newton.  Lisa Berman, who runs the mikveh, and Anita Diamant, the renowned author, graciously received us.  I unexpectedly found Mayyim Hayyim to be fascinating and moving.

 

A mikveh is a ritual bath.  It consists in some part of natural, or living, waters.  These waters are collected and not piped in from an outside source.  Mayyim Hayyim collects rainwater and pools it to be used for the baths.  Traditionally, the mikveh served a vital function for the Jewish community.  Immersion in the mikveh altered one’s spiritual state.  Going back to the Bible, our tradition divided the world into two categories, tahor and tamei.  Tahor translates as pure, and tamei translates as impure.  But neither of these terms is value laden.  Tahor and tamei do not mean clean and dirty.  Rather, they refer to our spiritual state of readiness.  If a person came into contact with life or death, that person would change from being tahor—spiritually ready, to become tamei—in need of a spiritual fix.  And the waters of the mikveh would alter the person’s status and make him or her ready again.  Life or death required immersion into the mikveh.  Coming into contact with a corpse, menstruation for women, a seminal emission for men—these would necessitate immersion.  Contact with the holy would render an individual tamei and in need of a mikveh.

 

In the modern world, nearly all modern thinking Jews eschewed the mikveh.  We cast it aside as superstitious, since there is no rational purpose for the mikveh; or as repressive to women.  And now, this community of Reform Jews have built a mikveh and reclaimed the ritual.  Men and women use this mikveh.  Some women go to ready themselves for sexual relations after their menstruation.  But others, men and women, go for healing after an operation, or to symbolically cleanse oneself after a difficult time in one’s life, or to prepare themselves for Rosh Hashanah or Yom Kippur, or to mark forgiveness or repentance, or to prepare for a wedding or conversion, or to mark a private moment of personal transformation.  Immersion in the mikveh’s waters reflects the desire of the individual to begin again, to change, to start anew.  All life emerges from the waters, and we too emerge from these mikveh’s waters renewed in body and spirit.

 

I was unexpectedly moved by my visit to the mikveh.  I found the reclaimed beauty of this ritual to be a profound opportunity to revisit what was discarded and reinvent our tradition to touch us today.  It is so easy to discard the things that don’t make ready sense to us.  We lead ourselves through the desert by our intellect.  We have to know where we are going.  But the intellect can only bring us so far.  The heart and the soul are our spirit’s guides to the Promised Land.

 

Let me conclude this chapter of my spiritual journey with this observation.  The Kohatites, the Gershonites, and the Merarites all had their duties and each knew what to carry with them on their people’s desert journey.  Contained within the Tabernacle, inside the Sanctuary lay the Ark of the Covenant.  Inside the Ark of the Covenant were the tablets of the law.  Tradition tells us that these tablets contained the entire Torah, from Genesis to Deuteronomy.  Written on the tablets of the law was the rule about the mikveh (Leviticus 11:36).  And so God commanded us to use the mikveh, but there were no natural flowing waters in the desert.  Marching with the Kohatites, the Gershonites, and the Merarites were 603,000 Israelite men of arms’ bearing age, and their wives and mothers and children.  But there could not have been even enough flowing water for one mikveh in the desert, let alone the thousands that would have been necessary for Israel to live in the desert.

 

And that is the beauty and the mystery of the spiritual journey.  The Israelites had no mikvaot, but they did have a vision of what would be.  They knew of a place ahead where water would be plentiful.  They had not seen it.  Their minds could not fathom it.  But their hearts knew it.  They knew that they would get to that place in time that there would be abundant water, and that they would be able to leave behind the t’umot, the impurities of life, and create a life that would be tahor, pure and unblemished.

 

And that is the nature of the spiritual journey.  It is filled with hope and love and longing and desire and imagination.  It is not felt on the sandals on our feet or by the weight of the burdens on our back.  What impels us on the journey is our desire to be closer to God, less filled with ourselves, and more open to the possibilities that what we see and what we can measure is not the measure of our lives.

 

Shabbat Shalom

 

 

 

 

 

 

