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Bobby Hatfield and Bill Medley, two young guys from Southern 

California, started singing together back in the early ‘60s. Once, when 

they were performing at a local bar, a black serviceman from the 

nearby Marine base stood up at the end of their set and shouted, 

“That was righteous, brothers!” The phrase stuck in their minds, and 

that’s how the duo got their name. 

In 1965 The Righteous Brothers had their second big hit (the 

first was “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’”). Thanks to the magic of 

YouTube, you can still watch Bobby Hatfield in a live performance 

recorded 55 years ago [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IYj2hex99gY]. Listen to him 

sing: 

 “Oh, my love, my darling                                                                        

I've hungered for your touch  

A long, lonely time 

Time goes by so slowly 

And time can do so much….” 

 “Unchained Melody” became one of the most-recorded songs 

of the 20th century.  The Righteous Brothers wrenched it from 

obscurity. It had been written years before as the theme for a now-



forgotten movie called “Unchained,” set inside a prison, about a 

prisoner mourning his separation from his wife and family. Bobby’s 

soaring tenor captures the intensity of yearning for someone precious 

who is beyond your reach. “Oh, my love, my darling, I’ve hungered for 

your touch….” 

To be human is to hunger for another’s touch. It’s a need that 

begins when life begins, and it’s with us to the end of our days. We 

know, now, that skin-to-skin contact benefits babies and mothers in 

the first hours of life, that it nourishes the brain and helps children 

thrive. Infants deprived of loving touch suffer cognitive delays; they’re 

more likely to grow up hostile, anxious or depressed.  

Whatever our age, positive touch communicates value in a way 

that transcends words. A warm embrace, a handclasp, or just a 

simple pat on the back sends a cascade of potent messages straight 

to our hearts: I see you; I care for you; I’m glad you exist; I believe in 

you; I am with you. Our troubles are still there, but we feel better.  

We’ve all read in recent years about oxytocin, the hormone 

released by human touch that soothes and comforts us, lowers our 

cortisol level and blood pressure, reduces pain and helps us 



withstand stress. But we don’t need science to tell us about the power 

of a good hug. 

Attorney Bryan Stevenson, founder of the Equal Justice 

Initiative and a true hero of our time, likes to tell a story about his 

grandmother’s hugs. He says: “I learned about identity, not from my 

teachers or from my clients or from my work. I learned about it from 

my grandmother. I lived in a family that was dominated by my 

grandmother. She was the matriarch in our household. She was like a 

lot of African-American matriarchs: she was tough, she was strong. 

She was the end of every argument in our family; she was the 

beginning of a lot of arguments in our family, too….She was tough 

and strong, but she was loving and kind. 

“When I was a little boy, and I would see my grandmother, she 

would come up to me and she would give me these hugs — she’d 

squeeze me so tightly, I could barely breathe. When I’d see her an 

hour later, my grandmother would…say, ‘Bryan, do you still feel me 

hugging you?’ And if I said, ‘no,’ she’d assault me again. And if I said, 

‘yes,’ she’d let me be. She had this quality, where you always wanted 

to be near her.” 



If you’ve been hugged like that, if you’ve been deeply loved like 

that by someone in your childhood, you can feel the hug as long as 

you live. It gives you strength and sustains you. But it’s not just the 

physical touch that matters. 

Stevenson says that one day, when he was 9 or 10 years old, 

he was running around the house with his cousins, when his 

grandmother called him over. She said,  ‘Bryan, come out back, we’re 

going to have a conversation’.”  

He continues: “She took me by the hand, she sat me down, and 

said: ‘Now I’m going to tell you something, but you can’t tell anybody 

what I tell you.’ I said, ‘OK, Mama.’ She… said: ‘First thing I need to 

tell you is that I’ve been watching you. I think you’re special. I think 

you can do anything you want to do.’ I remember just staring up at 

her. She said, ‘You just have to promise me three things, Bryan.’ And 

I said, ‘OK, Mama.’ 

She said, ‘the first thing I want you to promise me is that you’ll 

always love your mother. That’s my baby girl. And you have to 

promise me you’ll always love her and take care of her.’ I adored my 

mom, so I said, ‘Yes, Mama, I’ll do that.’ And then she said: ‘The 

second thing I want you to promise me is that you’ll always do the 



right thing, even if the right thing is the hard thing.’  I thought about it 

for a second, and I said, ‘Yes, Mama, I’ll do that.’ And then she said, 

‘The last thing I want you to promise is me is that you’ll never drink 

alcohol.’ Well, I was 9 years old, so I said, ‘Yes, Mama, I’ll do that’.” 

Four or five years later, Stevenson says, when he was a 

teenager, his brother brought home a six-pack of beer one day and 

offered some to Bryan. He said, “No, no, no, y’all go ahead. I’m not 

going to have any beer.” His brother looked at him for a while and 

finally said, “I hope you’re not still hung up on that conversation 

Mama had with you….You know, Mama tells all the grandchildren 

that they’re special.” 

Bryan likes to end that story by pointing out that, disappointed 

as he was to learn that all the grandchildren were special to Mama, 

he’s 60 years old now, and he’s never had a drop of alcohol. He says, 

“I don’t say that because I think there’s something virtuous about that. 

I say that because there’s power in identity.” 

[https://www.holycross.edu/commencement-2015/2015-commencement-address-bryan-

stevenson]. 

The hugs were just a part of it, you see. Along with her physical 

touch, Bryan’s grandmother touched his mind and heart and soul; she 



gave him recognition, affirmation, clear guiding principles and high 

expectations. It was a love that shaped the man he would become: 

courageous, tenacious, steadfast in his commitment to justice; able to 

see the humanity in everyone, even in men on death row.   

To be loved well is to be accepted and affirmed just as we are, 

and it is surprising how deeply hungry many of us are for that 

acceptance. But there is another kind of love – one that shapes our 

identity by calling to grow beyond, to reach higher and become our 

best. That’s the love that Bryan Stevenson received from his Mama; 

it’s the love we get, if we’re fortunate, from the people who know us 

best and see our potential.  And it’s the love that Jews are offered 

every day, and every year right around this time, as we celebrate the 

giving of Torah.  

Our portion for this week leads us beautifully into Shavuot, the 

holiday that marks the gift of Torah. This Shabbat we open the Book 

of Numbers, called in Hebrew Bemidbar, “In the Wilderness.” The 

book begins with a census of all the tribes, expressed in a memorable 

phrase: “The Lord spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, in the 

Tent of Meeting, saying ‘se’u et rosh kol adat b’nei Yisrael” – literally, 

“lift up the heads of the whole Israelite community” [Num.1:1-2]. “Lift up 



the head” is a Hebrew idiom that means “to count” – but there are 

several other verbs in Hebrew that mean “to count.”  

The choice of this expression sends a powerful message: it 

captures the dignity in knowing that you count; that you are 

acknowledged as a person of significance. This is a counting 

designed to lift up the heads of a downtrodden people, to elevate 

them from obscurity, to uplift their own sense of value and worth. A 

midrash [Bemidbar Rabba 4:2] famously compares the census to a person 

who takes out his collection of precious jewels to count them, 

savoring the beauty of each one and making sure that all are safely 

there. Our Sages envisioned this census as an act of paying 

appreciative attention to each individual; it exalts and ennobles every 

participant as God’s beloved jewel. Just like Bryan’s Mama, God sees 

each one as special.  

This census points also to a love that shapes identity – for God 

is counting on the people to grow and become their best. Through 

this census they will be mobilized for the sacred task that lies before 

them: to live in faithfulness to the Torah; to bring Torah with them 

when they enter the Promised Land. Once counted, the tribes are told 

to arrange themselves in formation around the Tent of Meeting, to 



march in this way through the wilderness and to camp in the same 

way when they rest at night.  

Inside the Tent of Meeting are the stone tablets with the Ten 

Commandments; so the people will be organized, forever after, with 

Torah at the very center. Wherever they go in that wilderness, they’ll 

keep Torah in the heart of the camp, reminding them of their sacred 

calling, the commitments that must guide their actions. Torah is a gift 

of love that summons them to rise higher and defines who they will 

become. Through that gift, God is telling the people what Bryan 

Stevenson’s Mama told him over and over again: “You are precious 

to me – and I expect great things of you. Do not forget.” Or, in the 

words of the prophet Isaiah, “I, the Lord, have called you to 

righteousness. I have taken you by the hand…and appointed you a 

covenant people, a light of nations…” [Is.42:6]. 

As we approach Chag Shavuot, we give thanks for the love that 

comes to us with the gift of Torah: a love that affirms and ennobles, 

brings dignity and purpose; a love that sees the good in us and calls 

us to be better; the love that lifts us up and summons us to 

righteousness.  



These are hard days in the wilderness; hard for all of us who 

are hungry for the touch of a loving hand. If the people you love most 

are all with you now at home, then I beg you – don’t be sparing with 

the hugs. Therapist Virginia Satir famously said that humans need 

four hugs a day for survival, 8 hugs a day for maintenance, and 12 

hugs a day to grow [see: https://psychology-spot.com/brain-needs/]. 

And if you’re far from the ones you love, take heart. As the song 

says, time goes by so slowly – but we can do so much. So much to 

nourish the hunger that all human beings share: to be noticed and 

seen with a loving gaze; to be affirmed in all our quirkiness; to be 

appreciated for our goodness and encouraged to fulfill our potential. 

Even now, when we are separated from each other, our eyes can 

meet; our souls can touch; our spirits can be lifted up. We can have 

conversations that feel like a hug; listen in a way that calms the spirit 

like a warm handclasp; smile in a way that says: “I’m glad you’re in 

this world.”  

So let us arrange ourselves, as Jews have always done, 

around the Tent of Meeting, meeting together each Shabbat to 

remember who we are and who we want to become. For if we are 

truly in community, we can never be unchained; we can always stay 

connected. The world may be distancing, but let’s keep coming closer 

together. And let’s not lose that lovin’ feeling. 

 
 

 



 

 

 

	


