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We have just finished reading the double Torah portion from Mattot and 
Mas’ei. Our ancestors are now approaching the Promised land, and the final 
details of how and where they will settle are being worked out. I would like 
to focus on a particular section in Mas’ei, which begins: “These were the 
marches of the Israelites, who started out from the land of Egypt, troop by 
troop in the charge of Moses and Aaron”. 
 
One of the many things I value about Judaism is that it puts us all in this one 
giant, never-ending book club -with just one book and an unending collection 
of commentary. Each year we read it again, over and over- but we don’t just 
read it - we study it, we contemplate it in relation to our lives and within the 
context of the world in that moment. That is how the Torah stays relevant, 
meaningful, and remains a living text. 
 
Today, the opportunity to reflect on our ancestor’s journey toward the 
promised land feels especially relevant and meaningful as we all just now, 
slowly, begin to make some steps toward returning to our former lives - (as 
evidenced by those of you sitting in the sanctuary). The challenges of the past 
year make me think about those travels with a different lens. The concept of a 
collective, enforced journey and all the challenges that that brings suddenly 
feels very personal. 
 
In the book, Leadership in the Wilderness, author Erica Brown reminds us 
that these were times of great transition for the Israelites - in all aspects of 
their lives - that it is crucial that the Israelites remember that those forty years 
were nonetheless one period of transition. She writes: 
 
At times of transition, we are neither here nor there. We will not stay in 
transition, but it can be hard to believe that temporary difficulties are only 
temporary. If we believe that transitional places are permanent, we are no 
longer on a journey of transformation; we are stuck in a place of frustration. 
Confusing transition for destination added layers of anxiety to the way the 
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ancient Israelites considered their prospects. Their housing, livelihoods, and 
leadership were all in transition. 

 
This feels very identifiable with all that we have been challenged with this 
year as we consider our set of journeys. Together, throughout the world we 
have been trying to find our way back out of this pandemic. We did not 
choose to make this journey, and like the Israelites, we lived with a growing 
uncertainty about how long our journey would be – and with little 
understanding, at first, of the challenges and dangers we would encounter 
along the way and, tragically, the realization that not all of us would make it 
through. 
 
A major portion of Mas’ei is taken up with a list of the 42 places that made up 
the journey of 40 years. There are no details in this section - just a tally of 
names - each listed with equal weight, although it is known that the range of 
stay varied from days to years. For those who are old enough to remember, it 
made me think of those AAA paper Triptiks, listing out the itinerary with all 
the stops on whatever trip was being planned - this was their Triptik. “They 
set out from Rameses and encamped at Succoth. They set out from Succoth 
and encamped at Etham, which is on the edge of the wilderness…” 
 
Always the listing included their current starting point and the next endpoint - 
to remind us, I think, that each leg of the journey contained its own set of 
stories. I remember saving some of those AAA Triptiks after our vacation was 
over, and that list of stops became the way to remember all that had happened 
along the way. There was something to say about every place-the food was 
wonderful, the car broke down, the view was amazing… 
 
We can begin to imagine the stories that might be connected to each name on 
this list of 42 stops, and that might give rise to some questions. For example, 
if they stayed years in one spot - why did they linger so long? - and how did 
they feel leaving a safe and familiar space to get on the road again after all 
that time? Did they ever want to just stop and stay where they were and make 
their transition permanent? 
 
As many of you know, Stephen and I moved to Seattle just a few months 
before COVID hit. This was another kind of journey, also with some 
unknowns and uncertainties. We rented a house, hoping to find something to 
buy after we got out here - and then the pandemic hit, and we began to realize 
the depth of what was going on. I started to think, maybe we should just stay 
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in the house we were renting - just buy it - not because it was the perfect 
house, it was not - 
but because it was a safe and known place - we could survive there. The 
unknown about when and where we would find a house felt overwhelming in 
the context of a pandemic. It started to feel like it was more important just to 
have safe shelter than to find a more suitable house - I wondered if at least 
some of the Israelites felt that way after years’ long stays at some of their 
oases. 
 
As they near the end of their journey the Rubenites and Gadites decide just 
that - they were not going to cross the Jordan, but rather set up shop on the 
side they were on. They had found their home and were done traveling even 
though they knew they had not really reached the promised land - the journey 
was not complete. As close as they were to the promised land, it does make 
one wonder if they had any regrets about not completing their travels along 
with the rest of their people or if they were just happy to have found a good 
spot, and that for them, at least, the journey was over, and they could now start 
to settle down. 
 
However, the Rubenites and Gadites were not considering the impact of 
their decision on the other tribes. As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, of blessed 
memory, wrote: 
 
“Moses was instantly alert to the risks. These two tribes were putting their 
own interests above those of the nation as a whole. They would be seen as 
abandoning their people at the very time they were needed most…The 
proposal was potentially disastrous.” 
 
It was Moses’ skilled negotiations that led to an agreement between the 
two tribes and the larger Israelite community that averted revolt and 
discord. 
 
In similar ways, cities and states have been making decisions throughout 
this pandemic, some of which affect everyone in the country in intended and 
unintended ways. These are very real challenges of a large-scale transitional 
period. Our homes, our food, our livelihoods, our leadership and how we 
respond to our leadership are all interconnected as we make our way 
through this time. How each of us responds individually and collectively 
has impact for the future. 
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This list of 42 places also reminds us that the Israelites were guided, that each 
place served, for some length of time, as sanctuary and as a place of learning. 
Each was a sacred space. That point really resonated with me as we journeyed 
into this pandemic. At first, as our isolation grew there was the sense of 
disconnect from everyone and everything. However, quite quickly we were 
made to realize that we were not alone, that we could connect to each other -
differently of course - but still reminded that we remained a community and 
importantly - that our homes, like our synagogues, were also sacred spaces. 
That was, and is, very comforting. Connecting each week on Friday mornings 
for the study sessions run by Rabbi Perkins and Rabbi Gordon and, our 
shabbat services on Saturday, I was brought back to this thought again and 
again. I remember live streaming the high holiday services last year and how 
for days the sounds of chanting and reading filled the house - it felt quite 
wonderful. It seemed very quiet after all the services concluded but our home 
felt very much a part of a larger communal sacred space. 
 
Today’s portion brings us near an ending and a beginning - our ancestors 
have almost reached the land beyond the Jordan. Perhaps we too are reaching 
the end of a period of transition, and can start to reflect on our experiences, 
extract what we have learned, and move on to the next stage of our lives. 
 
We are not quite there yet, but we can see what lies beyond the river. Like 
our ancestors, we are approaching a season of hope. 
 
Shabbat Shalom 


