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Today, we read the beginning of the Book of Numbers, the book that is called, in 

Hebrew, Sefer B’midbar, “In the Wilderness.” 

 

We always begin reading this book just as we’re about to celebrate the holiday of 

Shavuot. Sometimes, as is the case this year, it’s literally the day before; 

sometimes, as it is in Israel this year, it’s a week before the holiday. 

 

But it focuses our attention on the fact that the story of the giving of the Torah, 

which we commemorate on Shavuot, is described in the Torah itself as taking 

place in the Wilderness.  Think about it for a moment:  We have our sacred 

document, written in Hebrew, containing the record of our understanding of the 

origins of the universe, the creation of the Jewish people, their trials and travails.  

And we are said to receive it not in any settled, civilized place, but in the midst of 

the “Great and Terrible Wilderness,” as the Sinai is described in the Book of 

Deuteronomy.   

 

Why is this? What do we learn from this?  What impact does this have on our 

identity as Jews?   

 

Let me raise a troubling additional question: I’m sure I’m not the only one who 

feels, well, settled. I like living in a home. I’m glad I’m not a nomad.  There was a 

time in my life when I lived in a different apartment in the Cambridge/Somerville 

area practically every year.  I like not moving every year.  
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So what’s the message conveyed by the fact that though the Torah describes our 

ancestors as very much on the move, we are not so much on the move: Does it 

mean that the Torah doesn’t speak to us as well as it could if we understood its 

origins to be in a particular, settled place?  

 

I’m not the first to wonder about these questions. There’s a famous midrash in our 

tradition that asks the same question. 

 

(Discuss the texts on the study sheet.) 

 

Conclude with a discussion of our role vis a vis people who must move not every 

year but every day. Could this be one of the reasons why the Torah was given “in 

the wilderness” -- namely, to make clear that, however settled we may be or feel 

ourselves to be, we should always feel a sense of obligation to care for those who 

are not? 


