
This Week In Torah Naso 

Meet a nazir; the one who is defined in this week’s parasha as “holy unto God” [Numbers 6:8]. This 

person has uttered a vow which for a set duration of time is set aside from the rest of the community. 

The duration of the vow is marked with no haircut/shaving, abstaining from wine or any grape product, 

or coming into contact with a dead body—no matter how close a relative it may be. Great descriptions 

are given about the parameters of being a nazir, but very little is mentioned about neither why a person 

would do this nor what a person would be doing during the vow.  Torah does record what should 

happen if the person breaks their vow or completed the terms of it. 

What is a nazir supposed to do when they are in that status?  The Chasidic teaching of Rabbi Shneur 

Zalman of Liadi gives some insight.  He taught that our world is an illusion; reality is only that there is 

God. This attitude of acosmism focuses the human soul away from materialism and into the realm of 

spiritual heights. For this rebbe who was the founder of the CHaBaD movement in the 19th century, the 

teaching from Isaiah incorporates this philosophy: “The whole earth is filled with God’s glory.”  The 

Chasidic notion here is expanded by a parable by the Baal Shem Tov: Once there was a king who wanted 

his subjects to come to him. He invited them to his palace that was a maze with tunnels and large gates 

that lead to other tunnels. When the people arrived and went in through the first gate, they saw food 

and wonderful things to drink—many stopped grabbed the food and drink and left. Some continued on 

to the second gate where there were jewels and gold coins—other people grabbed these and left. But 

the king’s son went further and realized that all the gates and tunnels were just illusions and with a push 

of his hand, he knocked it over and there he found the king. For the nazir, the Chasid would encourage 

not to focus on the material things in this world. Take the time of the vow to study and meditate and in 

doing so, the nazir fulfills the spirit of the vow and gets closer to God. 

The Kabbalist would offer a variation on this teaching. The mystic might say that God’s chesed [kindness] 

requires human gevurah [power] that God gave us to utilize it. The Biblical figure, Samson, was the best 

known nazir in Jewish history. His strength could defeat armies. The mystic would channel this 

characteristic to have the power of restraint—not to let the emotions, pride and self-glorification—be 

the motives to use God’s chesed.  For the nazir, the mystic would encourage that restraining one’s self 

from wine and grape products, one’s conscious awareness of one’s appearance,  and restraining one’s 

emotions in the time of a loved one’s death, teaches a level of kavanah [spiritual integrity] in one’s life. 

That is what a nazir could do during the time of the vow. 

Parts of contemporary Jewish thought are rooted in an existential focus. The individual acknowledges 

and seeks to define the self in relationship with the world as one strives to understand for the self “why 

am I here?” and “why do I exist?” German philosopher Martin Buber saw this as a sacred encounter 

between an individual and another present soul [I-Thou relationship. His friend, Franz Rosenzweig, 

encountered it as the individual tapped into something greater than the self through understanding 

traditional values and through religious practice and rituals. German Reform Rabbi Leo Baeck saw it as 

an unfolding and ongoing encounter that is different in each generation. Yet, they all agree with the 

prophet Malachai who said: “For I God have not changed.” For the nazir, these thinkers would 

encourage him/her to engage in some deep thinking as they pursued a personal encounter with God. 



And where does this leave us in this day and age?  The days of the nazirite vow are not realistic any 

more but the spiritual quest that the nazirite entered into can be ours. For us, we can choose the pursuit 

of the spiritual in order to gain a closer encounter with the Holy One. With that greater insight, we can 

better “know” God. Maybe a ritual practice that helps abstain from certain worldly pleasures may add to 

this. Maybe adding a ritual practice like prayer or doing certain rituals like Shabbat and Havdallah could 

help one in this regard. Maybe setting aside a few minutes each day to engage in this quest will help one 

transcend the mundane into a higher spiritual realm that adds to a person’s mindfulness, awareness and 

joy. 

 


