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We just heard our good friend Larry Sternberg chant a list the various stations on Israel’s 

journey through the wilderness—all forty-two of them. “The Israelites set out from Rameses and 

encamped at Sukkot. They set out from Sukkot and encamped at Eitam, which is on the edge of 

the wilderness. They set out from Eitam and turned toward Pi-Ha-Hirot, which faces 

Ba’al-Tzephon, and they encamped before Migdol” (Numbers 33:5-7). And so it goes, for almost 

fifty verses. The question, of course, is why—why the painstaking, laborious enumeration of all 

of Israel’s stopping places, even places where nothing of any significance seems to have taken 

place. 

The late medieval commentator, Rabbi Abraham Saba (1440–1508, known as the Tzeror 

Ha-Mor) seems to feel similarly. He writes: “The reporting of these marches seems extraneous… 

There is nothing in the Torah that seems to be as superfluous as [the recording of] these 

marches” (Tzeror Ha-Mor to Numbers 33:1). Yet traditional interpreters have been guided by the 

assumption, articulated most forcefully by Maimonides (known as the Rambam, 1135-1204), 

that each and every story in the Torah serves a purpose, either to instill “opinions which are 

foundational to Torah” or to improve human behavior so that “interpersonal aggression and 

wrongdoing are eliminated” (Guide of the Perplexed, 3:50). What, then, can we make of this 

less-than-exhilarating account of Israel’s journeys and resting-places? 

My friend and teacher, Rabbi Shai Held, suggests that the text “serves to remind us that 

even seemingly inconsequential stops on our journey can be powerful opportunities for serving 
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God.” Rabbi Held says that we “are often tempted to think that one of the many things we do is 

‘real life,’ while everything else represents a distraction or—at best—a means of facilitating the 

activities we really value: Our work is what’s essential, and everything else is at best a diversion 

and at worst a distraction. Or: our family is what’s essential, and everything else is at best a 

diversion and at worst a distraction. Or any one of a thousand other things is what is significant; 

none of our other endeavors really matters—and certainly not in any ultimate way.  

Jewish spirituality, too, can fall prey to envisioning life in this way. Rabbi Held tells the 

following story to demonstrate this: “When I was a child in yeshiva, I was told countless times 

that studying Torah is essential, while everything else constitutes [bittul Torah or] bittul zeman, a 

waste of time, ideally to be avoided and certainly never to be embraced. But must we really take 

hold of only one thing and push everything else aside? Is that really the way to live—or, in 

religious terms, is that really the way to serve God?” 

A Talmudic teaching suggests a different point of view: “Bar Kappara expounded:  

What short text is there upon which all the essential principles of the Torah depend? ‘In all your 

ways know God, and God will make your paths smooth.’ (Proverbs 3:6)” (BT, Berakhot 63a) 

 Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, the first Ashkenazi chief rabbi of what was then British 

Mandate of Palestine (1865-1935), puts forward a powerful interpretation of what it means to 

know God in all our ways. Rav Kook says: “‘In all your ways know God’—one must seek the 

Holy Blessed One in the midst of the ways one acts.” Thus, when one prays one should be 

focused only on prayer. He says that when one is engaged in “avodah - service and worship, God 

is, as it were, present at one’s side in this mode of service specifically, and [it is] there [that] one 

will find God—and not in some other place.” Similarly, when one is studying Torah, one’s 
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attention should be directed entirely to study. During times of study, one should seek God only 

“in God's Torah, and not in any other manner, because at that time, God is revealed in that mode 

of service.” In the same vein, when one is engaged in gemilut hasadim - acts of loving kindness, 

“one should seek the Holy Blessed One only through deeper thought on the way to benefit one’s 

friend in a great, upright, and enduring way.” 

Rav Kook is focusing here on the three pillars of the world mentioned in the Mishnah in 

Pirkei Avot: Torah, avodah (service), and gemilut hasadim (acts of lovingkindness). But what 

about the other things we do? Are they to be valued only as a means to these more sacred ends? 

Rav Kook says, “the truth is that there is nothing in the world that is not for the honor of the 

Blessed Holy One, hence everything one does will be according to God's commandment and 

will—and in each action one should search for God. When one strives with all one’s intelligence 

and with all one’s abilities to carry out every action with the summit of perfect wholeness in all 

its dimensions—then one will know the Blessed Holy One in every way [i.e. action].” We serve 

God, in other words, by being fully present wherever we are. 

Rabbi Held points out the following about Rav Kook’s teaching: “[Rav] Kook starts by 

inviting us to focus—to really focus—on what we are doing, to avoid constantly thinking about 

the next thing, perhaps promising ourselves that then, unlike now, we will be truly present. 

Where is God to be found and served? In the present moment, in whatever I am doing. When I 

am praying, only in prayer; when I am studying, only in study; and when I am engaged in acts of 

kindness, only in those very acts.But Rav Kook goes even further. My eating can be holy—and 

not just because it enables me to study or contemplate. Shopping for groceries, or talking to 
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children, or any one of a myriad other things I have to do in a given day—all of these activities 

can be holy, provided I am truly inside them, fully present as I do them.  

There are two levels to Kook’s teaching—one is about training our minds and our hearts  

to be fully present in the moment before us. This is what we nowadays refer to as mindfulness. 

But there is a second level, too, and it is about training our minds and our hearts to be fully 

present to the possibility of serving God in the present moment. The stunning innovation in 

Kook’s words is that whether a given activity at a particular moment is holy depends not only on 

what we do, but also on how we do it—with what quality of awareness, presence, and 

availability.” 

But let’s not misunderstand Rav Kook’s words. There are still better and worse things to 

do with our time, and better and worse things we can do with our lives. Rav Kook doesn't mean 

that every action has the same value as every other action. Rav Kook’s point is about being 

present in whatever moment we find ourselves in, and knowing that it, too, can be elevated to 

the realm of divine service.  

How might we do this? How can we elevate each moment, wherever we are, and 

whatever we’re doing, to the realm of divine service?  

The Vietnamese Buddhist monk and Zen master Thích Nhất Hạnh tells a story that might 

help us understand how to do this. The story is about an extended visit from his American friend, 

Jim Forest. Hanh says: “I [would] usually wash the dishes after we [had] finished the evening 

meal, before sitting down and drinking tea with everyone else. One night, Jim asked if he might 

do the dishes. I said, ‘Go ahead, but if you wash the dishes you must know the way to wash 

them. Jim replied, ‘Come on, you think I don’t know how to wash the dishes?’ I answered, 
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‘There are two ways to wash the dishes. The first is to wash the dishes in order to have clean 

dishes and the second is to wash the dishes in order to wash the dishes.” Jim was delighted and 

said, ‘I choose the second way—to wash the dishes to wash the dishes.’ From then on, Jim knew 

how to wash the dishes. I transferred the ‘responsibility’ to him for an entire week.”  

Hanh goes on: “If, while washing the dishes, we think only of the cup of tea that awaits 

us, thus hurrying to get the dishes out of the way as if they were a nuisance, then we are not 

‘washing the dishes to wash the dishes.’ What’s more, we are not alive during the time we are 

washing the dishes. In fact, we are completely incapable of realizing the miracle of life while we 

are standing at the sink. If we can’t wash the dishes, the chances are we won’t be able to drink 

our tea either. While drinking the cup of tea, we will only be thinking of other things, barely 

aware of the cup in our hands. Thus we are sucked away into the future—and we are incapable 

of actually living one minute of life.” 

This is a beautiful and radical idea that invites us to live each minute of our lives more 

fully. We all know from experience that it’s not easy to be present in each and every moment. As 

someone who practices meditation, I know that it’s hard enough to focus on my breath for 30 

seconds straight without getting lost in thought. But I also know that I would rather keep trying 

to live each minute of life than be sucked away into the future. 

So this summer, while some of us might be traveling and focusing on reaching a 

picturesque destination for vacation, let’s try to be present for the stops along the way. Let’s not 

pack our bags for the sake of traveling, but for the sake of the experience of packing our bags. 

And for those of us who, like me, aren’t doing much traveling, but are going in to the office 

every day, spending lots of time in lots of meetings, let’s still try to be present along the way. 
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Let’s not show up for the sake of getting to the weekend, but for the experience that each day 

holds.  

And once a week, on Shabbat, the day of rest, let’s embrace the unique opportunity to 

cultivate presence, awareness, and gratitude for each moment. Whatever day it is, wherever we 

are, let’s try to reveal the potential for holiness in each and every moment. Each moment is an 

opportunity to connect with and to serve that which is greater than us.  

So what does the list of forty-two places read in this week’s Torah portion teach us?  This 

list of places, some of them seemingly eminently forgettable, teaches us a subtle but critical 

lesson: We can know God, and serve God, at every stop along our way.  

Shabbat shalom. 


