
This Week In Torah B’haalotecha 
Rabbi Matt Cutler 
5.28.21 
 
I gotta admit that when a rerun of Seinfeld comes on, I watch it. Love that show! The 

other night one of my favorite episodes was on. Jerry Stiller was playing Frank Costanza, 

George’s father. He was trying to work on his anger management and he was taught a 

meditation technique that when he was stressed, he was to sit and breathe and say 

slowly and succinctly the phrase: “serenity now.” In the comic twist, we see Frank sitting 

in the car, screaming “serenity now” with full angst and anger. It is a rather funny scene. 

Folks, our spiritual journey is a constant work in progress. There are ebbs and flows, 

heights and pitfalls, challenges and fulfilments. Jerry Stiller’s character captures the 

difficulty of the work and how there is no easy remedy for doing the work; a spiritual life 

takes effort and practice. There is no mantra or bracha to be recited that works with a 

snap of the finger. As Rabbi Lawrence Kushner said it this way—and a paraphrase-- it is 

hard work and, in the end, one is in the same place and asking the same question; one 

just knows what they are asking for with greater clarity. 

The Me’or Enayim is an anthology of the teachings of Rabbi Menachem Nachum of 

Chernobyl [1730-1797]. In one of the writings, he stated: “Someone who had been held 

in darkness, never seeing any light, and was then brought suddenly into the air of the 

world, would not be able to withstand the glare of the light. Instead, they should be 

introduced to the light in stages: first making a small crack by which they could see a 

little light; then opening that crack a bit until it becomes a window; then bringing them 

out into the open to show them the light. So it was for Israel in Egypt: they were sunk in 

fifty degrees of impurity, and had they been shown the radiance of God’s Presence all at 

once they would not have been able to withstand it. That is why they passed through 

those stages. The key, though, was that they would ultimately “make Me a sanctuary 

that I may dwell in them”.  

 

What this text is stating is that a spiritual journey is taken in stages—things need to be 

shed; perceptions, cynicism, anger, biases, etc.  Other things need to be acquired—faith, 

responsibility, commitment, ability to hear God’s voice, etc. It takes time. Rabbi 



Menachem Nachum encouraged that this growth is taken step by step. This is a valuable 

lesson that we should take to heart.  

 

This week in Torah, we read the first of the pitfalls in our ancestor’s sacred, spiritual 

journey. They grew tired of manna, the white fluffy stuff that looked like cream and 

according to the rabbis, tasted like whatever you wanted it to. I guess it was spiritual 

tofu. The problem, according to Rabbi Dan Levin of Boca Raton Florida, is that they 

would remember what they used to have. The manna replicated the taste of the food 

and they yearned for it. Manna made them remember the “flesh pots of Egypt” and the 

melons, cucumbers, leeks, and garlic. Then they forgot the pain and suffering of slavery 

as they recalled only the tastes that they left behind. 

 

Our spiritual journeys operate the same way. We sit and try to connect—we sigh as we 

get frustrated; we don’t get it or worse, it isn’t the same as we once remembered it. We 

throw ourselves in with great enthusiasm but then we lose motivation and then stop 

trying to connect. Sometimes we want immediate results like Frank Costanza did in 

Seinfeld. But heed the words of Rabbi Menachem Nachum—go slowly; take it easy as 

this is a marathon over a lifetime, not a sprint; try things out; shed some things; if we 

regress, recenter and try again; if we stumble and build a golden calf, do teshuvah with a 

loving non-judgmental sense of self.  

 

We cannot shout “spirituality now” and expect an answer. But we can say it softly and 

with small modifications to living, actually expect to find it. 

 

 


