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There is a curious detail in today’s Torah reading that we might not have 

noticed. It’s so subtle that it could easily have passed us by. 

 

It appears at the beginning of Numbers chapter 21 (vv.  4-5):  

 

ֶרץ ֱא֑דֹום  ב ֶאת־ֶאֶּ֣ ְסב ֹ֖ ֶרְך ַים־֔סּוף לִּ ר ָהָה֙ר ֶדֶּ֣ ְס֞עּו ֵמה ֹ֤ ֶרךַויִּ ם ַבָדֶֽ ֶפׁש־ָהָעֹ֖ ר ֶנֶֽ ְקַצַ֥ ְ׃ַותִּ   

They set out from Mount Hor by way of the Sea of Reeds to skirt the land of 

Edom. But the people grew restive on the journey, 

ֶח֙ם וְ  ין ֶלֶ֙ י ֵאַ֥ ֶּ֣ ר כִּ ְדָב֑ ּות ַבמִּ ם ָלמֹ֖ יִּ ְצַר֔ מִּ נּ֙ו מִּ ית ֙ ֱעלִּ ה ֶהֶֽ ֶׁש֒ה ָלָמֹ֤ י֮ם ּוְבמ  אֹלהִּ ם ֵבֶֽ ר ָהָעָ֗ ָצה ַוְיַדֵבֶּ֣ נּו ָק֔ ם ְוַנְפֵׁשֶּ֣ יִּ ין ַמ֔ ֵאֶּ֣

ל ֶחם ַהְקֹלֵקֶֽ ׃ַבֶלֹ֖   

and the people spoke against God and against Moses, “Why did you make us 

leave Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is no bread and no water, and we 

have come to loathe this miserable food.” 

The Israelites are complaining, yet again, about the food and water on their journey 

from Egypt. It’s so familiar by now that we might have ignored it.  Remember: 

Back when the Children of Israel crossed the Red Sea they complained about the 

fact that there was no bread and no water, … and here they are again, doing the 

same thing.   

 

The curious thing about this story is that it’s not taking place right after the people 

left Egypt. It isn’t even taking place a few months later. It’s not taking place in the 

second year after they left Egypt. Instead, it’s taking place in the 40th year after 
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the people left Egypt. Which means that the people who are railing against Moses 

and G-d in this week’s parashah, the complainers, aren’t the slaves who left Egypt. 

These are the children of the original slaves, following in their parents’ footsteps. 

 

It’s really strange.  If all you knew about the story of the Exodus was the early part, 

through Chapter 15 of the Book of Exodus, you might have thought that the 

children of the original slaves who had been redeemed would already have been 

safely ensconced in the Promised Land.  But, in fact, that hadn’t happened. 

 

This episode is just one tiny part of an INCREDIBLE LIBERATION STORY 

COLLECTIVELY KNOWN AS THE EXODUS. 

 

It’s a very, very long story if you read the entire Torah: it begins when the Children 

of Israel are living in Egypt, and it ends … well, even on the last page of the Torah 

it isn’t over! Because when the Torah ends, the Children of Israel are still not in the 

Promised Land. And before you know it, on Simchat Torah, we roll the Torah back 

to the beginning and start all over again. 

 

There’s a famous question that we all know: Mah Nishtanah. Mah nishtanah 

halaylah hazeh mikol haleilot. What makes this night different from all other 

nights? We do things differently on the eve of Pesach in order to dramatize the 

dramatic transformation that took place on that night: the liberation from Egyptian 

bondage.  

 

We eat matzah and bitter herbs, … we know how the story goes. 

 

Why do we do this? To dramatize the dramatic transformation that took place on 

the night of the Exodus, namely, the liberation from Egyptian bondage. We do this, 

even though, as we know -- as we’ve been reminded by that little snippet in 

today’s parashah -- though we can say that our liberation began on that night, it 

didn’t come to a complete flowering on that night.  Even forty years later, we still 

hadn’t achieved it.   

 

Liberation is a series of steps. It can take many days, weeks, months, years, … 

even decades to get to the finish line. 
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So, in the spirit of that question, let’s ask a comparable one:  

MAH NISHTANAH HAYOM HAZEH MIKOL HAYAMIM? 

 

Why is this day -- today, June 19th -- different from all other June 19ths we’ve 

experienced?  

 

The answer, I hope, is obvious: this is the first one observed here in the United 

States as a federal holiday.  It marks a remarkable transformation.  A Senate 

marked by bitter partisan wrangling managed to pass the legislation by 

acclamation.  The house voted overwhelmingly in favor of it. It all came together 

and now, the deed is done. 

 

Juneteenth is the anniversary of the day when Black slaves in one particular area of 

Texas were finally informed that they were free. The Emancipation Proclamation 

had been issued several years earlier -- about 2 ½ years -- but the slaves in this area 

had apparently not learned of it, and so it wasn’t until the summer of 1865 when 

they were finally emancipated  -- that is, freed -- and that day became henceforth 

one of celebration in that community, in other parts of Texas, and eventually, 

elsewhere in the nation. (I spoke about this last year on Juneteenth where I 

discussed what is said to have happened vs. what may have, in fact, actually 

happened).  

 

At first, it was only a holiday celebrated by African Americans.  With this 

legislation, it now becomes an American holiday.  That’s why it’s so significant.  

 

It means one thing to celebrate Juneteenth as an African American. It’s quite 

another to celebrate it, whatever one’s complexion, as an American.   

 

Juneteenth marks just one tiny episode in the long struggle in this nation for 

equality.  That struggle is not over.  It began long before the Revolution, and it’s 

still going on today.  There have been victories along the way, and there have also 

been setbacks. 
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Declaring Juneteenth a national holiday -- as opposed to a holiday for Black 

Americans -- is incredibly important.  It allows those of us who are Black and 

those of us who are “Black-adjacent” or “Black allies” to unify in support of 

efforts to eliminate contemporary racism and the vestiges of the racism that was 

part of our founding culture and society from American life. 

 

Now, it would be nice if we could simply say, “We’re done. We’ve established 

Juneteenth. Now we can all turn our attention to other issues.” 

 

But we’re not done. There is, of course, much more work to be done. 

 

* * * * * 

 

There’s one piece of the signing ceremony that took place the other day that caught 

my attention.  

 

In one of the pictures of the various public officials at the signing ceremony, 

Representative James E. Clyburn of South Carolina, the No. 3 House Democrat, 

was beaming.  He is reported to have said that he would push for the song, “Lift 

Every Voice and Sing,” which is often referred to as the Black national anthem, to 

be designated America’s “National Hymn.”   

 

Most of us don’t know the words of that hymn. 

 

I would like to draw your attention to them by sharing with you the following 

website:   

https://www.cnn.com/interactive/2020/09/us/lift-every-voice-and-sing-trnd/ 

 

This site analyzes the words of “Lift Every Voice and Sing” very carefully. 

This song was composed in 1899 -- about 35 years after the end of the Civil War. 

My guess is that if you had been a hopeful person in 1865, you might have thought 

that with the freeing of the slaves in the Emancipation Proclamation and then with 

the promulgation of the Thirteenth Ammendment of the Constitution -- which 

outlawed slavery in these United States -- you might have thought that by 1899, 

freedom and equality would have been achieved. Lo and behold, it wasn’t. 

https://www.cnn.com/interactive/2020/09/us/lift-every-voice-and-sing-trnd/
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James Weldon Johnson and John Rosamond Johnson, a writer and composer, 

respectively, two years apart in age, worked together on this song. The younger 

Johnson trained at the New England Conservatory of Music. 

 

The lyrics of the first stanza of this song are as follows: 

 

Lift every voice and sing, 

Til Earth and heaven ring,  

Ring with the harmonies as Liberty 

Let our rejoicing rise 

High as the listening skies,  

Let it resound loud as the rolling sea. 

Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us. 

Sing a song full of the hope that the present has brought us. 

Facing the rising sun of our new day begun,  

Let us march on til victory is won.  

 

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel was one of many marching during the Civil Rights 

era that took place in the 1950’s and 1960’s in our country. Rabbi Heschel and 

others following in his footsteps would tell you that the struggle that’s dramatized 

in this song “ Lift Every Voice and Sing” is a struggle for our faith, not just a 

struggle for the protection and support of particular people who happen to be 

descendants of African American slaves. It’s a struggle all of us can identify with 

because it’s the Jewish struggle that’s gone back to the Exodus. It’s a struggle we 

fully identify with as jews.  

 

BY SUGGESTING THAT IT BECOME A NATIONAL HYMN, THAT IS A 

REMARKABLE GESTURE. IT SUGGESTS THAT THE SINGING OF THE 

SONG SHOULD BE RECOGNIZED AS AN EFFORT BY ALL OF US, 

WHATEVER OUR ETHNIC, RELIGIOUS, RACIAL, OR CULTURAL 

BACKGROUND, TO EMBRACE THE CAUSE OF FREEDOM.  

 

It’s to take what could have been seen as an exclusivist struggle, a zero sum 

struggle; what could have been seen as a desire to destroy what has been created in 
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this country -- and turn it into a struggle by our country to become a more perfect 

union, to become a place where freedom and dignity are things we are as proud of 

as anything else in our country. 

 

It will not be easy. There will be many obstacles in our path: thirst, hunger, 

contention, complaining, resistance, and the desire to go back -- reminiscent of the 

Israelites who desired to go back to Egypt. There will be many who will wish that 

things were the way they always used to be, and not the way they will hopefully 

one day become. Like Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, we may not, live to see the end 

of this struggle. We may not live to see it become the National Hymn and the 

struggle fully achieved. 

 

BUT THAT DOESN’T MEAN WE SHOULDN’T CONTINUE TO MARCH 

IN THAT DIRECTION. 

 

SHABBAT SHALOM. 

 

 


