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Why is the 4th book of the Torah called “Numbers”? Because the English terms are 

associated with the themes of the book--- Genesis- creation, Exodus—leaving Egypt, 

Leviticus—the priestly cult worship, Numbers—a census, Deuteronomy—a second 

telling of laws. But the census taken in this book has to do not only with an inventory of 

who is on the journey thru the wilderness and the number of eligible soldiers, it is also a 

review and an inventory of the things that they carried thru the Israelite journey and 

who did that heavy lifting. 

Meet the Kohathites. This subsection of the Levite clan was responsible for the packing 

up and moving the items in the Mishkan, tabernacle. According to the SHaDaL—Samuel 

David Luzzatto, the 19th century Italian rabbi from Florence, the Israelite camp moved 

28 times in 38 years before crossing the Jordan River into Israel. He noted that it was 

with the utmost care that items were moved. Some items required a mot, a carrying 

frame and a team of movers. Some need a blue bad, a special cloth that was only used 

for this purpose.  SHaDaL pointed out the extreme care needed to ensure the safety and 

well-being of these items; unlike moving any of our own household items, these items 

were consecrated to the service of God—their care was an awesome responsibility. When 

the Temple was established in Jerusalem, their function ceased to be and they became 

part of the kohanim, priests who worked diligently and passionately in the service of 

God. 

It would be easy to end our narrative here, but in truth these kohathites serve as a rich 

metaphor for our own spiritual journey. In our lives—spiritual and emotional journeys 

come with baggage. Some of it good, some not so good and some down right ugly. Like 

these Levites from an era long gone, we carry these memories wrapped tightly in 

garments of our own choosing. We hold onto them as we sojourn thru life. Now, there is 

a rest place for us, a safe spot to unpack these items and examine each objects sacred 

place of the tabernacle of our own hearts—all of them: the good, the bad, and the ugly. 

In 1990, Vietnam veteran Tim O’Brien penned a verisimilitude novel about characters in 

a platoon. The Things They Carried is a masterpiece in wartime narratives. Seemingly to 

be stand-alone chapters, the story of these soldiers were being unpacked to face an 

unfolding reality. Memories distorted by emotions too painful to embrace yielded 

emotional baggage that expressed the sheer agony of war. It is brilliantly written. By the 

end, the uncovered reality is exposed in order to expose the rawness and the potential 



for healing; a search for wholeness/shlemut is apparent. For O’Brien, unpacking 

experiences leads to a full embrace of truth. 

Here is a Jewish spin on this book: each of us carries memories that have become 

distorted or twisted over time. Virtues grow larger or diminish in the scope of years. 

Flaws are exaggerated or suppressed in our eyes. Truth is a relative concept with 

memory. Our job is to unpack them and examine their context as we reconstruct a purer 

spiritual self.  

In the Jewish spiritual tradition, the cultivation of da’at—a true religious mindfulness 

that goes deeper than intellectual understanding. Rabbi Arthur Green of Boston’s 

Hebrew College wrote: our goal is to have “Jews experience God more fully and to be 

less reticent in talking to God and about God.” In Rabbi Green’s thinking, Jewish 

literature provides the mot/frames that can carry our spiritual lives and our prayers are 

the blue clothes/bad that wraps our aspirations and dreams of meaningful/relevant 

spiritual renewal. This type of thinking was captured by a poem that Rabbi Abraham 

Joshua Heschel penned in his younger days: 

 How miniscule my offering, 

 My Gift, my way of honoring 

 Your presence. What can I do 

 But go about the world and swear 

Not just behave- but testify and swear 

Like the Kohathites of old, we carry some intense emotional baggage. Let us unpack 

them with love and da’at as we frame them with eyes brought into focus and objectivity 

by words of our Jewish tradition. Let us not hide them away nor dismiss them with 

rational underpinnings. No, let them define how we see the world so that each of us can 

be in the world as to testify to God’s presence and swear a sincere oath of awe each 

moment of each day. 

 

 


