
Hodesh Tov! During this past week, the week ending this Shabbat, Shabbat BaMidbar, we have just 

greeted a new Jewish month, the month of Sivan. Sivan is the month that brings us the holiday of 

Shavuot, also known as Zman Matan Toratenu, the Season of the Giving of our Torah, and also as Hag 

haBikurim, the Festival of the First Fruits. We will observe this major holiday, starting on Sunday night, 

with this year’s Confirmation 2021 class services and then continue on Monday and Tuesday.  
 
Sitting there, quietly, in the midst of all this hyperactivity, we have this Shabbat, Shabbat BaMidbar, the 

Shabbat when we start with the reading of the Book of Numbers.  
 
These two different appellations for this new book reveal two very distinct aspects of the book. 
 
First, Numbers. The beginning of this fourth book in the Tanakh is all about numbers, about a census and 

about knowing who we are, how many we are and thoroughly checking who is with us. The concept of a 

quorum is applicable to Jewish prayer. As individuals, we can pray as often as we want or need. When it 

comes to defining a ‘community,’ for generations we have used the concept of minyan, the minimum of 

ten adults that we need to pray as a community. Traditionally, a minyan defines a viable community.  
 
Knowing who we are is very necessary at a time of war as well. We need to know who we are and who is 

going to fight on our side. 
 
This becomes quite significant at this time, when the State of Israel has been attacked one more time. 

Again and again, each time when this happens, we need to defend ourselves. We express our support to 

the State of Israel, to the government of the State of Israel and to the young men and women who are the 

IDF, who will defend, risking their own lives, the right of the State of Israel to be an independent nation. 

We support them, we pray with and for them and we trust that they will be able to reinstate peace in the 

region. 
 
The other name for this book, BaMidbar, is a clear allusion to the fact that the Children of Israel, after 

having lived the incredible experience of Mount Sinai, will journey now in the desert for an extended 

period of time.  
 
I would like to suggest that the concept of desert here is not only the topographical desert surrounding the 

state of Israel, the environment that the Children of Israel had to journey through on their way to the 

Promised Land; it is also a suggestion, an allusion to a quiet place, a place that is conducive to enhanced 

spirituality because it lacks the usual distracting elements that are so much a part of our lives. 
 
As one of the early graduates of the IJS (Institute for Jewish Spirituality), I was part of the second 

Rabbinic Cohort, which started even before IJS was known as IJS, it was called Metivta at the time, I 

have had wonderful teachers and mentors. I am grateful to them. Thanks to their inspiration, I now 

recognize the value of silent and quiet moments in my own life. I value and cherish the opportunity and 

the blessing to find times and places which might look like a quiet desert, where I can go into spiritual 

retreat in order to realign myself with my chore values, take stock of where I am, what I stand for, and 

check and check one more time that I am moving in the right direction. This is true for myself and I make 

this an important part of my teaching as well. 
 
One of the outstanding qualities of a spiritual retreat, or the desert in the case of our Torah portion, is that 

it is never permanent. We remove ourselves from the noise of our day to day lives, seek quiet and silence 

to meditate and to recenter, with the moral obligation to then come back into the community and offer any 

new findings to all others who, in the same way as we are, are there as pillars and builders of the 

community that we are constantly building. 
 



The Children of Israel were not in the desert to stay there. They were in transit, between slavery in Egypt 

and freedom in the land of Israel. They were being prepared, physically and spiritually, to return to the 

Promised Land. 
 
This is what we have been doing since ancestral times. Every time we left, because of our own will or 

need, or when we have been forced to leave our place, we have stayed in an impermanent or transient 

place, in some kind of retreat, waiting for the opportunity to return to the Land. 
 
As we read this section of BaMidbar this year, let’s commit, one more time, to the Land of Israel and to 

the spiritual retreat that being in transit represents. Let’s commit to make our contribution to our society 

from the best place that we can define for ourselves. May each one of us find that place, our own Makom.  
 
Shabbat Shalom and Hag Shavuot Sameakh! 

 

Rabbi Eliseo D. Rozenwasser 
 


