5765 Bamidbar

The 4th book of the Torah is called ‘Bamidbar’, which literally means ‘in the wilderness’.  The wilderness, as many commentaries point out, has all the potential for growth, but has not yet been worked.  It is pure potential.  

Pure potential is scary.  When we come into a task that is already begun, and we are charged with continuing the process, this is not as difficult.  But when we are given total freedom, we may find ourselves wishing for a bit more structure or direction.  

The Midrash points out that the torah was, and had to be, given in the wilderness.  Because, says, the Midrash, just as the wilderness is hefker, meaning un-owned, so, too the Torah is un-owned and available to all.  The Torah is like the wilderness in that it is open and full of potential but, in many ways, the task has not yet begun.

Like creating a settlement in the wilderness, relationship to Torah requires structure.  The Parsha comes to describe in great detail the structure of the camp of the Jews in the wilderness. But the structure is not designed to allow us to avoid the world.  It is designed to help us to encounter the great challenges and potentialities available in the wilderness.  Too much emphasis on structure will be at the expense of the encounter with the rich spiritual world available in the wilderness.  But a lack of structure puts us in danger of being overwhelmed by the untamed nature of the spiritual world.

This Parsha, and the entire book of Bamidbar, challenges us to examine the tension between structure and freedom in our own lives.  If we can achieve a healthy balance, we will be in a constant forward movement.  IF we do not, we will deny ourselves the chance to grow.  

