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When I was younger, having been raised on Enlightenment philosophy, I was 

confident that history was like a line with a positive slope. My understanding was 

not quite the same as that of the 19th century French philosophers—every day 

and in every way, things are getting better and better—but I had confidence that 

history was moving in the right direction. 

This optimistic viewpoint is not always how people have thought about history. 

Some cultures view history as a cycle that goes around and around, repeating 

itself. Others view history as ups and downs—think The Rise and Fall of the 

Roman Empire or current ruminations about the end of the American century. 

This week we are reading the last sections of the book of Numbers. The end of 

the book reads as if it were intended to be a conclusion of the Torah itself. The 

Israelites have wandered for a long time through a wilderness described as a 

wasteland, a place where everything falls apart. They are now about to enter the 

Promised Land when three last-minute arrangements relating to land distribution 

arise: the requirement that the daughters of Zelophechad marry within their tribe 

to preserve that tribe’s property; the assurance that despite taking land on the 

east side of the Jordan, the tribes of Reuven and Gad and the half tribe of 

Menashe will fight with the rest of the Israelites in the conquest of Canaan; and 

the distribution of the six Levitical cities, which will serve as cities of refuge. 



Today’s portion also includes an extraordinarily long list of places where the 

Israelites stopped and camped along their way into the Promised Land. The many 

stops enumerated in today’s portion—Masei, Numbers Chapter 33—extends for 

49 verses. This list is even longer than the one we read a few weeks ago in 

Numbers Chapter 21, which mentions 42 different place names. 

I could read the list of places and ask you whether you recognize all of these 

names, but that would be a nasty trick, as not even the greatest of Biblical 

scholars or the most experienced of archeologists can identify all of these places 

or associate them with some event. Many are mentioned only in Masei and 

nowhere else in the Torah, and only a few of these place names correspond with 

known archeological digs. The commentaries ask, Why mention all of these places 

if nothing memorable happened there? Perhaps this lengthy list serves as a 

helpful reminder to us that much of what we agonize over in real time will 

eventually fade from memory. We lose sleep over things that seem so critical at 

the time, but sooner than we expect, no one will be able to recall what all the fuss 

was about. 

The distribution of the 42 stopping places is also interesting. In the first year of 

their wanderings, the Israelites stopped at 14 different places, and in the last year 

they wandered to eight different locations, but in between, over 38 years, they 

moved only 28 times, averaging less than twice a year. 

To the rabbis, this physical movement signified growth. They note that we are 

told that angels stand still—they are unchanging. As good as they are, they cannot 



grow, but humans are on the move. We are not static and have many stages of 

learning to go through. 

But what about that pattern: so much activity at the beginning, a fair amount of 

activity at the end, and not so much in the middle. Is that a reflection on human 

life? Maybe. Think about how much we grow as an infant and toddler, not just our 

physical size, but our mastery of ourselves and the world around us. From a 

helpless creature that cannot even lift our own head, in a mere two years we are 

able to walk, talk, and often express our own opinions, opinions that can be quite 

definite. 

I’d like to think that our older years can be years of growth as well. During our 

middle years, consumed by the tasks of child rearing and earning a living, many of 

us have little interest in spiritual issues. These years can be compared to the 

dormancy of elementary school children. Regarding spiritual growth, our middle 

years may be like the middle years of the desert wandering, with very little 

forward motion. But then, just as adolescence reawakens the little philosopher 

and romantic of preschool, so too do some adults return in their older years to 

earlier concerns about the meaning and purpose of life. The questions that 

bothered us as teens and college students may not have been front and center 

during the perpetual motion of our 30s and 40s, but the questions can re-emerge 

as we age or as our circumstances change. 

An April poll found that a quarter of Americans—among them a majority of 

African American Protestants and 7% of Jews—said their religious faith had 

become stronger since the shelter-in-place. I am not sure how the wording of the 



question impacted the Jewish answer, but sometimes we experience things, 

either as individuals or as a society, that cause us to ask questions we otherwise 

ignore. I am not surprised that for some people spiritual issues have come up at a 

time such as we are experiencing today. Both the suspension of some of our 

everyday activities and the confrontation with loss and anxiety promote a more 

reflective state and concern with existential issues. 

Finally, in thinking about the inconsistent progress of the Israelites through the 

desert wanderings, I think about the progress of societies. The American 

Revolution, imperfect though it was, still represented progress, as did the 

Emancipation Proclamation and suffrage for women. However, the progress was 

neither continuous nor uniform. This year, perhaps more than usual, when I read 

about the Israelites’ fitful progress in the desert, I think of our own movements 

towards greater justice and freedom, the direction of our history. 

Journeying through the desert, the Israelites circled around, returned to places 

they had already been, headed off sometimes in the wrong direction. Their 

progress was not a steady line heading in the right direction. This movement rings 

true to me when I think of our progress as America. 

This week we will finish the book of Numbers, but Numbers no longer concludes 

the Torah. For us as individuals and as a society, this can be a reminder that there 

is much left to be done. 


