The Wandering Jew

“Jewitying” Your Summer Vacation

Parashat Beha’alotcha 5779

oyy e oy os-by 3> Numbers 9:23 At the commandment of the LORD they
nwn-ng we s encamped, and at the commandment of the LORD they

7y o5y v ayr journeyed; they kept the charge of the LORD, at the
{5} awn-m2 commandment of the LORD by the hand of Moses. {P}

The Torah states: "According to the word of the Almighty they shall encamp and
according to the word of the Almighty they shall travel.” (Numbers 9:23). When a
person is in his usual place, it is relatively easy to keep higher standards of Torah
observance. However, when a person travels, said the Chofetz Chaim, there are
many tests that arise. When in a strange place, away from one's familiar
environment, one is faced with new difficulties. Also, there is not the social pressure
to maintain one's standards. A person needs to make a special effort to observe
Torah values. This is hinted to in our verse: Whether at rest in one's home
environment or traveling, all that you do should be "according to the word of the

Almighty."

Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetzky was about to take his place at the end of a long line
waiting to board a bus, when someone in front of the line who knew him called out,
"Rebbe, you can come here in front of me!" "I'm not permitted to," replied Rav
Yaakov. "It would be stealing.” "I give you permission. I don't mind." "But what
about everybody else behind you?" said the Rosh Hayeshiva. "I would be stealing
their time and choice of seat by moving them back one. Who says they allow me to?"
And Rav Yaakov took his place at the end of the line. (The Jewish Observer,
November, 1985)

http://www.shalomadventure.com/torah/weekly-torah-portion/1434-parashat-beha-alotcha




63 NUMBERS 9:10-14 BE-HA'ALOTEKHA

NJPS are defiled by a corpse or are on a long journey would
offer a passover sacrifice to the LORD, Tithey shall offer it in the
second month, on the fourteenth day of the month, at twilight.

They shall eat it with unleavened bread
and bitter herbs, 2and they shall not leave
any of it over until morning. They shall
not break a bone of it. They shall offer it in
strict accord with the law of the passover
sacrifice. ¥But if 2 man who is clean and
not on a journey refrains from offering the
passover sactifice, that person shall be cut
off from his kin, for he did not present the
LORD’s offering at its set time; that man
shall bear his guilt.

14And when a stranger who resides with
you would offer a passover sacrifice to the
LORD, he must offer it in accordance with
the rules and rites of the passover sacrifice.
There shall be one law for you, whether
stranger or citizen of the country.

RASHI 10 On a long journey. Notice
that the last letter of the Hebrew phrase, the
71 of mpr, has a dot over it. This teaches
that it does not literally refer to a long jour-
ney, but to a more limited distance—being
anywhere outside the threshold of the court-
yard during the time when this offering can
be slaughtered. A passover sacrifice to the
LorD. The rules for this “second passover”
are that he may have both leavened and un-
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OJPS generations shall be unclean by reason of a dead body,

or be in a journey afar off, yet he shall keep the passover unto the
LORD; Uin the second month on the fourteenth day at dusk they
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ABARBANEL'S QUESTIONS + Why must we be
given a rule about “when a stranger who resides with
you would offer 2 passover sacrifice” (v. 14), when the
rule about this has already been given in Exod. 12:48?

leavened bread in his house; it is not a festival day, so there is no prohibition of leavened
bread except while he is eating the passover offering.

14 When a stranger who resides with you would offer a passover sacrifice.
A“convert,” as we understand the word. One might think the verse is saying (as the Hebrew
could also mean) “when a stranger resides with you, he should offer a passover sacrifice.”
But no: There shall be one law for you. When the convert comes to bring the passover

NAHMANIDES

10 A long journey. I'm surprised that Rashi accepts the opinion of

R. Eliezer, rather than that of R. Akiva, who defines “a long joumney” as any distance

farther from Je

than Modiin. That is certainly the straightforward sense of the

verse. It may be that the point of the dot over the i1 is simply to denote that it refers not to

an intrinsically long journey—just j

that is too long for him to make it back in

time to present the passover offering. Notice that v. 13 mentions merely “a journey,” not “a
“Jong journey.” In fact, it is not merely the traveler or one who is unclean who must observe )
the second passover; even someone who deliberately ignores the first passover is obligated (according to our Sages) to observe the second

one. OQur passage, however, says me

and that one who 1s unclean is specifically forbidden to observe the
is permitted (if he wishes) to have someone else bring the offering at that time on

could not observe the first passover is permitted t
—Hf someone wishes to travel during the first passover, he

his behalf. If he does so, more power to him. Perhaps
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shall keep it; they shall eat it with unleav-
ened bread and bitter herbs; “they shall
leave none of it unto the morning, nor
break 2 bone thereof; according to all the
statute of the passover they shall keep it.
3Byt the man that is clean, and is not on a
journey, and forbeareth to keep the pass-
over, that soul shall be cut off from his
people; because he brought not the offer-
ing of the LORD in its appointed season,
that man shall bear his sin.

#4And if a stranger shall sojourn among
you, and will keep the passover unto the
LORD: according to the statute of the pass-
over, and according to the ordinance
thereof, so shall he do; ye shall have one
statute, both for the stranger, and for him
that is born in the land.”

IBN EZRA 10 On a long journmey.
There is no need to research this—the Sages
have already told us how long is long.
[C] Defiled by a corpse or ... on a long
journey. Only the first of these applies to
“you,” but both apply to “your posterity.”

13 A man who is clean and not on a
journey. Rather, “a man who is clean, or
not on a jowney,” as in v. 10. The conjunc-
tion 1 can mean “or” as well as “and”; see
“He who strikes his father or his mother”
(Exod. 21:15). That man shall bear his
guilt. He himself. [D]

14 He must offer it in accordance with
the rules and rites of the passover sac-
rifice. The rules of the “second” passover
{(vv. 10-13) apply to him as well. But some
think it is talking about the rules of the
“first” (regular) passover.

[C] In fact, this is not as straightforward as Ibn Ezra makes
it sound. See the comments of Rashi and Nahmanides.
{D] But not his children, as we might otherwise have thought
from his being “cut off.”

e the second passover,

that is why our verse specifically mentions a “long” journey. If he was not that far away, he could either observe the second passover or

have someone bring the first passover offering on his behalf and get
14 When a stranger who resides with you would offer a passover s

back in time to eat some of it that night.
acrifice. This refers to strangers (that is, converts) offering a

passover sacrifice on this particular occasion in the wilderness. The comparable rule in Exod. 12:48 may have applied specifically only to

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS

the passover offering in Egypt (Which is what that passage is about; see my comment to Exod. 12:43). After all, the strangers of the mixed

multitude that came out of Egypt at that time benefited from the same miracle as did the Israelites. But those who converted in the

10 On a long journey. Deleting the i1 that has the dot changes the adjective from feminine to mascu-

line and the meaning from “on a long journey” to “one who is far away on a journey” (Hizkuni). He must be farther away from Jerusalem

than an ordinary man can walk between sunrise and noon,
knows when Passover occurs and should be responsible for not

when the time period for offering the passover begins (Gersonides). Everyone
being away at that time. So our Sages concluded that this must refer to the

Jamb for his sacrifice having escaped and run off or being unavailable to him for some other reason; it is not the person who is “afar off,”

but the possibility of offering the sacrifice (Abarbanel).
14 When a stranger who resides with you would
passovers must offer sacrifice on the second passover; it is a festiva
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(Gersonides).
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offer a passover sacrifice. One who converts in between the first and second
lin its own right, not an occasion to make up for missing the first one
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65 NUMBERS 9:21-10:3 BE-HAALOTEKHA

NJPS until morning, they broke camp as soon as the cloud
lifted in the morning. Day or night, whenever the cloud lifted,
they would break camp. ZWhether it was two days or 2 month or
a year—however long the cloud lingered over the Tabernacle—

the Israelites remained encamped and did
not set out; only when it lifted did they
break camp. ZOn a sign from the LORD
they made camp and on a sign from the
LORD they broke camp; they observed the
LORD’s mandate at the LORD’s bidding
through Moses.

10 Therorp spoke to Moses, saying:
2Have two silver trumpets made; make
themn of hammmered work. They shall serve
you to summon the community and to set
the divisions in motion. When both are
blown in long blasts, the whole com-
munity shall assemble before you at the

RASHI 10:2 Have two silver trumpets
made. Which they can sound before you
as before a king: “Then he became King in
Jeshurun” (Deut. 33:5). But what it really
says is “Make for yourself” (compare OJPS).
You are to make them and use them—no
one else. [J] Hammered work. You shall
make them from a block of silver by ham-
mering with a mallet. To summon the
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ABARBANEL’S QUESTIONS + The only additional
information in those verses is the details about “two
days or a month or a year” (v. 22) and the like, but
doesn’t the general statement that “however long the
cloud lingered over the Tabernacle the Israelites re-
mained encamped and did not set out; only when it
lifted did they break camp” make the earlier part of
the verse superfluons?

community. When you want to summon )
the Sanhedrin or the rest of the people to gather around so you can speak with them,
summon them by means of trumpets. To set the divisions in motion. When it is time to
set out on the march, sound the trumpets as a signal. — You see, therefore, that they were
signaled to break camp in three ways: by the Holy One, by Moses, and by the trumpets.
3 When both are blown in long blasts. “Both” is added (correctly) by NJPS. This
is the signal for the community to assemble before you at the entrance of the Tent
of Meeting.
[J] See Rashi’s comment to Deut. 31:28.

NAHMANIDES day and a night, and they would have to set out again on the second
morning—an even more difficult burden, for by that time the people would have convinced
themselves that they were staying, unpacked, and set everything up as if they had arrived
at the end of a journey. Then the cloud would lift, and they would immediately have to
load everything back up without any time to make preparations for the journey.

22 Whether it was two days. And they would have to start the journey at night. Ora
month or a year. It is possible that the specific durations given in this passage are the
only ones that actually occurred on their travels through the wilderness. The “many days”
of v. 19 would mean many “years,” as the Hebrew word can sometimes mean. For the
“long time” that they remained at Kadesh, according to Deut. 1:46, is really the same
expression (see OJPS there). [B]

[B] The Israelites remained at Kadesh for 19 years, according to Seder Olam. See Rashi's comment to Deut. 1:46.
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OJPS cloud was taken up in the morning, they journeyed; or
if it continued by day and by night, when the cloud was taken
up, they journeyed. ZWhether it were two days, or 2 month, or a
year, that the cloud tarried upon the tabernacle, abiding thereon,

the children of Israel remained encamped,
and journeyed not; but when it was taken
up, they journeyed. 2At the command-
ment of the LORD they encamped, and at
the commandment of the LORD they jour-

-neyed; they kept the charge of the LORD,

at the commandment of the LORD by the
hand of Moses.

10 And the Lorp spoke unto Moses,
saying: 2“Make thee two trumpets of sil-
ver; of beaten work shalt thou make them;
and they shall be unto thee for the calling
of the congregation, and for causing the
camps to set forward. 3And when they
shall blow with them, all the congregation
shall gather themselves unto thee at the

RASHBAM 10:2 They shall serve you
to summon the community and to set the
divisions in motion. More precisely, “They
shall serve you for the calling of the con-
gregation, and [they shall serve] the camps
for setting forward” (compare OJPS). “Set-
ting forward” is not a verb, as NJPS trans-
lates, but (like “calling”) a noun. The pre-
position ef serves the same function with the
divisions as I- serves with “yeu” (= Moses).

IBN EZRA 21 Day or night. So they
would sometimes travel even at night. But
some think the phrase means “if the cloud
stayed all day and all night,” which I think is
correct. Note that the Hebrew literally says
“or by day and by night,” which supports
this view. [E]

23 On a sign from the LORD they
made camp and on a sign from the LORD
they broke camp. This is not a repetition
of v. 18. It is telling us that this same pro-
cedure held good for the entire time they
spent in the wildemess.

10:2 Trumpets. The letter ¥ appears
twice in this noun, and it appears twice in the
verb form as well—but in the verb only one of
them is pronounced. [F] To summon ... t0
set in motion. These forms are verbal in-
finitives. I suppose they might be nouns, and

should be understood as meaning “at the time of summoning ... at the time of setting in motion.” But I think my original statement is correct.
3 When both are blown. Literally, “when they blow them” (compare OJPS). But this is how Biblical Hebrew expresses the passive;
see (e.g.) 26:59 and Gen. 48:1. NJPS is also correct to add “both.” The whole community. Including the chieftains.

[E] Some texts have Ibn Ezra citing “two days” of v. 22 (a slight difference in Hebrew) as his proof that our expression refersto a single day.

7:6, 13:14, and 29:28.

[F] See 1 Chron. 15:24 and 2 Chron. 5:12-13,

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS 21 They broke camp as soon as the cloud lifted in the morning. This is to teach you that it would

only lift in the moming;

it never put them to the trouble of starting out in the evening (Bekhor Shor). Not even any time past noon

(Hizkuni). No matter if it was a place of restful waters and refreshing streams, their submission to God’s will was so great that they
immediately set off without complaint, day or night—for in the summer one can travel in the wilderness even at night (Abarbanel).

10:2 Have two silver trumpets made. Two would be sufficient for the purposes they would need them for (Abarbanel). Make them
of hammered work. This would make them louder; there would be no joints letting air escape (Abarbanel).
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WILDERNESS SPIRITUALITY

©CCAR Journal
Winter, 2006

by Michael Comins

(This article was written for a Rabbinic journal. Lay readers
may not be familiar with the Hebrew terms. A glossary
with translations appears at the conclusion of the article.)

Does wilderness matter?

Ask a person where they feel God's presence, in a sanctuary or on a mountain, most will prefer
the natural setting to even the most beautiful of buildings. Ask whether they are moved more by a
synagogue service or a day walking in Yosemite, most will choose the latter. Of course, the
comparison is unfair and does not rule out a positive experience in shul. Nevertheless, the Jewish
people suffers when its leaders do not understand the implications of these facts.

Hundreds of thousands of North American Jews spend time in nature every year; tens of
thousands hike, climb, ski and kayak in wilderness. Many understand and express their love of
the natural world as something spiritual. Consciously, and often unconsciously, they seek an
avenue to express the emotions they feel in nature. When that path is not found (or worse, when
the path found is not Jewish), the result is a dis-connection between a person's deepest, spiritual

moments and Judaism.

The damage is two-fold. We miss the opportunity (for many Jews, the best opportunity) to
educate towards Jewish forms of belief and religious practice in a place where the question of
God is not contrived. The power of a trip to Israel to make Judaism and Jewish history relevant is
well-known. In contrast, with precious few exceptions, the world's greatest classroom to teach
about God and prayer is off the mainstream, Jewish community's radar screen.

But worse is the implied message that is broadcast every summer day to thousands of Jews in
wilderness. When they do not know how Judaism might help them to interpret the powerful
emotions they experience in nature, and when they have no idea of how their wilderness
experience connects to a synagogue service or a Passover seder, the inevitable conclusion is
that Judaism is irrelevant to their strongest moments of God's presence.

Community is a benchmark of Jewish spirituality, and indeed, the Jewish God-moments of my
youth were at camp and other communal settings. But our prayerbook and Jewish piety in
general assume an individual relationship with God. Yet, personal, spontaneous prayer was
never taken seriously in my Jewish education. Rather it was in wilderness — leaving community,
civilization and Jewish educators behind — that | found a spiritual voice.
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I emphatically support a traditional Jewish education, particularly Hebrew language. In the
wilderness forays of my youth, the tradition came with me. | prayed the siddur while backpacking
and gained insight into what inspired the psalmist and liturgist, who often wrote with an intimate
knowledge of nature. Certainly, the quest for God might not have been an issue if not for my
Jewish education. But for me, and | suspect most people, if there is no relationship with God
outside of a minyan, there won't really be one within, either.

Wilderness matters because it is an optimal environment to work out an unmediated, direct

relationship with God.

YIRAH

Why is God so available to so many in wilderness? A. J. Heschel was surely right in teaching that
the experience of wonder and awe is antecedent to faith in God.

Awe is more than wonder, beauty or grandeur, although it includes them, because danger is
involved. Indeed, yirah also means fear. Many of life's awesome moments are liminal situations in
which death is never far. However, awe is different than fear in that we are attracted rather than
repelled from awesome things. When lightning strikes, we want to see it. | think of child-birth as
the paradigmatic, awe-filled event. Wonder, mystery, danger, beauty, fear, attraction — it's all in

awe.

In the backcountry beauty is commanding and pervasive. So is danger and risk. Yet, one “feels
alive” from more than adrenaline. The grandeur and fragility of our world, the immediacy of iife
and death, are all around. Just as Judaism has been dubbed the path of “normal” mysticism,
wilderness is the gateway to “normal,” everyday awe.

And the experience of awe makes divinity a real issue. We can validate the insights of Protestant
theologian Paul Tillich. Ultimate questions and liminal situations sensitize a person to God's

presence.

DEVEQUT

An important dynamic of spiritual living, one that serves as an organizing principle for me, is the
interplay between feshuvah (repentance) and devequt (in the Hasidic sense of “cleaving” o God).
It is our stories, embedded in the story of the Jewish people, that inform our personalities and
provide the unique content of our selves. The work of feshuvah involves the utilization of one's
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analytic capabilities to critique one's story. We scrutinize our past with an eye to the future. This
left-brain activity is essential to moral refinement.

If teshuvah is about improving our ongoing stories, however, devequt is about getting beyond
them. Stories are necessarily self-centered. If my story carries the best of me, it is also the
repository of my bitterness, pettiness, neurosis and arrogance — all the things that blind me to
God. Devequt is possible when we lesson the grip of past and future on our minds and create a
space where we can be aware of our souls. Focusing perception on the present is not only
psychologically liberating. The practice of mindfulness, in transcending rational mind, literally
makes room for God.

In our society, analytic skills are essential for success and this is reinforced by the traditional,
Jewish emphasis on study. We may or may not be very good at feshuvah, but it is consistent with
our usual emphasis on good thinking. On the other hand, giving our tumultuous minds and
ambitious personalities a rest — the work of devequt — is like pulling teeth. I can't think of anything
more difficult than the long hours | spent on the meditation cushion, frying not to breathe but to be
breathed. How different in nature, where living in the here and now is easy and effortless.
Mindfulness is the great gift of wilderness. Because of the risks, paying attention is not optional.
There are serious consequences for getting lost in thoughts of the ‘to do' list back home.

Much has been written about mindfulness as a path beyond ego. Less known is the calm,
spaciousness and heart-opening that come with living in the present — and this leads to trust in
God's world. One can feel more certain, more safe and more at home in the backcountry than in

the city.

Wilderness teaches one how to live fully aware of danger without anxiety. Nothing is riskier to the
outdoor enthusiast than the denial of risk. Statistically, | am much more likely to die from a car
accident than a grizzly attack, but I'm constantly aware of potential hazards when I'm far from a
hospital. Outside the human comfort zone called civilization, | am less prone to falling into routine.

In the city, | employ a different strategy. | avoid anxiety by “forgetting” what | know about
accidents. And when | drive, I'm rarely thinking about driving. Neither wilderness nor the freeways
are forgiving, but in the city, | deceive myself and act otherwise.

In nature, the awareness of mortality is constant. One cannot see wildflowers or moose calves
without passing rotting tree trunks, the remains of fire or unburied bones. Unlike the sanitized
world of the supermarket, birth and death are encountered together in the natural world. Yet most
of us see beauty, not terror. One knows without reservation that God's world is good, including
the mosquitoes and the lightning storms. If one learns to listen well and acts in sync with the
rhythms of season and habitat — the sweet lesson of informed surrender — one feels safe, even
protected, despite the risks. An instinctive trust in oneself and in the universe is acquired. In these
circumstances, a spontaneous, naive, organic faith arises; leaps are unnecessary.
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(The role of the outdoor, Jewish educator is to name this trust — the emunah of the Hebrew bible.)

BODY

| have resonated both to Martin Buber's description of I-thou encounter with a tree and to Rabbi
Nachman's claim that every flower and shrub has its own melody — melodies that carry our

prayers.

For me, the doorway has been something that Judaism doesn't deal with very well: the body.

Focusing primarily on breath and other body-sensations, 24/7, during a six-week silent,
meditation retreat, showed me that the body has its own wisdom independent of my frenetic mind
and neurotic personality. | saw how emotion and thought interact with the body, and vice-versa. |
learned that while the mind has many ruses, the body does not lie. And | saw how the body
reacts directly to the physical environment around it. Of course, a spring day in the Tetons feels
different than a December night in the Mojave desert, but through body awareness, | now
understand this in a tangible way. | know that each induces or supports different states of
consciousness, and these can be related to one's spiritual practice. Some places, some times,
some climates are better for prayers of praise or petition; others for introspection and silence.

Nothing prepared me for what | learned from repeated solo-retreats, loosely patterned after the
native American “vision quest.” The practice involved sitting alone in wilderness for several days
in a small circle, fasting in silence and engaging in focused listening, chant, prayer and chi
quong — a Daoist form of body-meditation. The body is like an antennae that physically feels all
around it, and when one fasts from food, its powers are magnified ten-fold. Granite feels different
than limestone; an organ pipe cactus feels different than a ocotillo, let alone a redwood tree. And
water. Oh my, water. Perhaps one needs to spend serious time in the desert to know its powerful
effect on the body, and the soul. What radiates from the natural world affects me viscerally.

The opposite is also true. Now | know why the sense of holiness in synagogues, monasteries and
mountain-tops, where prayers have been offered over and over again through time, is so real.
Prayer has changed them. When | feel their sacredness, I'm not projecting; I'm responding.

| disdained Kabbalah during my rabbinical studies and even today | resonate far more with Martin
Buber's description of the encounter with God than the mystic's attempt at divine union. | don't
know what to make of the certainty and detail with which various mekubalim have presented their
physics and meta-physics. But | have learned something important enough to share even though
| will be attacked by some as a New-Age fool. Kabbalah claims that there is a life-birthing, life-




enabling, intelligent and moral force emanating through the universe. The River of Light. My mind
thinks it far-fetched and unreasonable. My body knows it's frue.

TESHUVAH

In the end, the purpose of mindfulness is not to circumvent one's story. Rather, it is to make it
better. Central to the task of teshuvah is the ability to critique oneself accurately and honestly.
Invariably, this involves a change in perspective — a new vantage point to see oneself with some
dispassion and objectivity. This can happen anytime one breaks their routine and has some time
to reflect. To some degree, any vacation will do. But wilderness supports the work of feshuvah in
powerful ways.

Enter the backcountry and one does more than break their routine; one leaves civilization behind.
Away from the constructs that support our usual lives, we enter a world not only devoid of job,
traffic and advertising, but also without people, sports, restaurants, gardening, chores, movies
and NPR. Yet, in the very conditions that we would normally find boring, we have never felt more
alive. It is readily apparent just how much of our “civilized” lives are based on human conventions
and inventions. And with that realization comes its corollary, the fundamental assumption

of teshuvah: what has been constructed can be deconstructed.

As our social selves become transparent, our personalities are exposed. No longer in the
environment that elicits our habitual responses, with little to defend, we see how easy itis to be a
different kind of person. | have always marveled at the fact that | rarely encounter a selfish, mean-
spirited person while backpacking. It could be that backpacking selects certain personality types,
but I'm convinced that wilderness brings out a person's virtues rather than their shortcomings.
One sees how much we humans subconsciously invent ourselves. So much of what seems to be
immutable habit is really a choice.

Wilderness demands surrender, yet infuses one with the sense of infinite possibility.

This change in perspective is not a simple breaking of routine, of changing one story for another,
but the fruit of mindfulness. It is the perspective that comes from recognizing the limits of one's
thinking, living in the body and dwelling in the present.

I do not mean to belittle the narratives that inform our selves. Our stories — the stuff of our
personalities — are crucially important. We cannot live without them. But nothing has helped me
more with teshuvah than the knowledge that my story, in the end, is just a story. There is more to
me than my personality. Another part of me — the divine part — can break through the shackles of
my story at any time. My body/soul bears wisdom, not only my thinking mind. Living in
mindfulness, | can see the self-serving strategies of my mind for what they are.
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Add this to the exhilaration of experiencing so much beauty, then wonder, then awe... In the end,
what inspires teshuvah more than nearness to God?

The process of teshuvah is different when living in wilderness trust. | used to ask God to help me
change in ways that | feared | could not. (Indeed, | didn't.) Now | sense that if | can connect
myself to God's good world, physically as well as spiritually, the grip of my bad habits loosens as |
am drawn to the person | need to be in order to live in devequt. Teshuvah is never easy, but it is

more possible than | ever knew.

CONCLUSION

For these reasons, | have come to think of “wilderness spirituality” as a useful term that denotes a
field worthy of greater exploration and inquiry.

| have engaged in “extreme” spiritual practices that will never be part of a mainstream, Jewish
education. This was necessary for my own growth, and to achieve the level of articulation
presented in this essay. But it would be wrong to think that only intense experiences bear
educational fruit, particularly in wilderness. | have learned that even an hour's walk in the woods,
when properly framed in the prayer-vocabulary and God-talk of our tradition, can strongly impact
a person's understanding of themselves and their world. Because such teaching sensitizes a
person to the already powerful emotions evoked by wilderness, and then articulates them in ways
full of personal and communal meaning, the result of this cause-and-effect feedback loop
between nature and tradition is an invigorated relationship with the siddur and Jewish theology.

As one of the small number of Jewish educators who teach in wilderness, | know that it is still
early to draw broad, educational conclusions. Too little attention, academic and otherwise, has
been paid to Jewish, nature education. However, | can share the insights learned from personal
experience and the experience of my students on trails, in kayaks, on skis. There is no other
place that | would choose to teach about prayer and God. As a NFTY guide, | brought American
teenagers to the Western Wall for five years, and found it a superb environment to teach Jewish
history and identification. But when the dynamics of prayer and personal piety were on the
educational agenda, | was more effective in the mountains above Eilat.

The stereotype of Jews as exclusively urban and physically frail has been eroding for some time
now. Increasing numbers of rabbis and Jewish leaders know the enormous pull that wilderness
has on a large and growing number in our community. Nevertheless, even educators who
regularly think “out-of-the-box” have trouble thinking “out-of-the-building.” Those of us involved in
Jewish nature education often feel that mainstream, Jewish institutions, desperately searching for
relevant ways to teach prayer and theology, are looking afar for what is already lying at their feet.
We would be wise to change that situation as quickly as possible.

2



Translation of Hebrew Terms

devekut: cleaving (to God)

emunabh: trust, the Hebrew word for "faith in God"

mekubalim: kabbalists, the Jewish mystics

minyan: prayer quorum of 10 Jews required for communal prayer
shul: synagogue

siddur: Jewish prayer book

teshuvah: turning to God, the Jewish term for repentance

yirah: awe

The Traveler’s Prayer
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May it be Your will, Lord our Ged and God of our ancestors, to guide
us in peace, to sustain us in peace, lo lead us to our desired
destination in health and joy and peace, and to bring us home in
peace. Save us from every enemy and disaster on the way, and from
all calamities that threaten the world. Bless the work of our hands.
May we [ind grace, love and compassion in Your sight and in the sight

of all who see us. Hear our supplication, for You listen to prayer and
supplication. Praised are You, Lord who hears prayer.
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imposed to protect the “work taboo.” But, later, after rwidm etched all those
rules, the rabbis ask, “What happens if you really have to move the hammer?”
The answer given in Jewish law, is “use your elbow.” They explain that if you
have to touch or move something on Shabbat (and in a sense, not keep
Shabbat) you should do it in a way that makes it impossible to forget that it is
still Shabbat and special conditions apply. Therefore in the “breaking” of a
Shabbat rule, the sense of Shabbat is still kept. Or, as Ira has taught us, we are
“remembering” Shabbat, even when we are not “keeping” it.

Joel's Fourth Law: Said in the name of Ira Smith: Even when you feel

that you can’t be shomer(et) mitzvot, a keeper of mitzvot (Jewish

actions), always be zokher(et) mitzvot, one who remembers (and

teaches) that those mitzvot exist.

Here is another truth; the more Shabbat ritual, the more likely it is to have
an impact. Let’s put it this way:

When your family is in Orlando, if you did your homework and

found a synagogue and went there Friday night or Saturday morning,

it could teach an important lesson—Jews are everywhere. It could

also build the foundation of some new life-long friendships.

When I was in college, a couple of my roommates and I were fond of road
trips. When there was a break, we would take off for a couple of days of
camping and visiting friends on other campuses. We were living together in a
private Jewish house (it was the sixties so we called it a “Jewish commune”)
and it became our practice to stop and hunt up a synagogue twice a day. We
would hit a small town, hunt the phone book, find the synagogue and often
surprise the ten or so old men who were gathered there for morning or
evening services. We got a lot of great receptions and a bunch of free meals
out of it. They loved meeting young and committed Jews and we loved hear-
ing the stories of their Jewish lives.

But, let’s assume that having lit candles and kissed each other, you

still push on to Disney World. Once you're there, you're going to eat

dinner, right? If you can get bread and wine, you can make it a

Shabbat dinner. Your quick and quiet blessings won’t bother anyone,

but they will make a powerful Jewish memory and message. And, if

you can’t get the wine—Jewish law says that you can make Kiddush

on any beverage or food except for water.

Two of my most powerful Jewish memories both have to do with unusual

Shabbat celebrations.
28

Once, with a youth group I was advising in the Chicago area, I and a bunch
of the kids went camping. It wasn’t a formal youth group event. It was over a
weekend, so Shabbat was there to confront. I had packed the candles, wine,
and hallah, but they were embarrassed about performing our strange national
ceremonies in a public campground. Before sundown we took a walk around
and found an Orthodox family who had come to camp out for the whole
Shabbat. They had taken great care to surround their campsite with an eruv, a
ritual fence, so that they could carry on Shabbat, a heat source which would
keep their water and food hot so they wouldn’t have to kindle a flame on
.Shabbat, etc. It had a powerful impact on us, and their family and our group
welcomed Shabbat together. Those candles burning in the wood are an
important part of who I am as a Jew.

Likewise, later, I was the youth advisor for a Reform synagogue in the Los
Angeles area which made a practice of an annual Saturday trip to Disneyland. I
didn’t like the idea of Disneyland on Shabbat, but there was little I could do to
stop it. So, I took a lesson from an old camp director, teacher, and friend, Jerry
Kaye, and brought a tin of cinnamon and a short Havdalah candle in my pocket.
Saturday night, with soda in hand, I gathered my youth group in the park at
the end of Main Street, USA, and discreetly made Havdalah while we waited
for the electrical parade. No one minded. A lot of people were impressed and a
few asked questions. We even gathered a dozen or so Jewish families around
us. A good time was had by all—then the music, lights and fireworks started.

Our two lessons are: Always take your Jewish practice with you—and the
more the merrier.
Jewish Vacation Opportunities
There are both “Jewish Vacations” and “Vacations with Jewish Elements.”
Jewish Vacations are Israel and the Lower East Side, Eastern Europe and the
Touro Synagogue in Newport. There is just about nowhere you can go (except
maybe certain mountain ranges in North Dakota) where there isn’t something

Jewish to see, do, eat, or meet. By the way, even if you don’t visit something
Jewish in North Dakota you can still light Shabbat candles and make ha-Motzi.

1. Make a point to take some Jewish vacations. Every possible Jew should
get to eat Gus’s Pickles (the Lower East Side), see a concentration camp

(Eastern Europe), put a note into the Kotel (Israel), etc.

2. Find out what is available and Jewish wherever you are. I've made little
old men open wonderful little synagogues in Athens, in Cheltenham,

29
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the medical section and started calling doctors. Eventually I found a
Jewish doctor who invited us to Seder.

Have mr,mw—:: Candles
Mean Something

The act of lighting and blessing candles on Friday night is not enough—to be effective you
have to do it with both feeling and meaning.

Now this, too, is a rich and wonderfully ambivalent story with a beautiful
ending. Write you own pithy summation line to this entire epilogue.

As I am writing this book, we are busy
celebrating the journey of Columbus
and remembering the Spanish
Inquisition. It is a ‘92 kind of thing.
Lots of Jewish money has been spent
celebrating and studying Sephardic
(Spanish) Jewish culture.

The great discovery, amid all this frenzy, is the presence of hun-
dreds of Marrano families among the oldest Hispanic families in the
American Southwest. Marranos are Jews who did not flee Spain
when every Jew was offered the choice of leaving, converting, or
dying. To retain their money and their family homes, many Jews
elected to stay and make their Judaism less obvious. We understand
those decisions, because many of our ancestors made the same
choice—downscaling their Jewish traditions in exchange for econom-
ic advancement. Marranos are hidden Jews, hidden since the
Inquisition.

Over the years we have learned that some of these families have
been in hiding so long that they have forgotten what they are hiding.
There have long been stories of Spanish Catholic families who had
strange family rituals. Several such families used to light candles
inside deep pitchers every Friday night. They had long since forgot-
ten both the reason and the connection to Shabbat—they just knew
that it was a secret family practice, an obligation they had to pass on.
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102 Part Three: The Nobility of Normalcy

The first stop is Yellowstone and we find ourselves standing in a
living, bubbling caldera. The earth is literally breathing, it is spitting up
water, it is gurgling, it is making the most godawful gaseous smells—
like a baby. The land, quite literally, is coming alive.

All around me is devastation, the most beautiful devastation I've
ever seen: miles and miles of ashen, burned-out trees destroyed by the
wildfires of 1988; fires that became catastrophic because generations
of our hubris prevented nature from taking its course. In the brush are
young trees, sprouting amid the devastation, fragrant and pure. I recite
the blessing on fragrant trees, boray atzei besamim, “Blessed are you,
Lord our God, who creates fragrant trees.”

I stand by Yellowstone Lake looking out on Saturday night as wild-
fires rage over the east entrance to the park. Two intermingled bursts
of flame lighting the distant sky with God’s power look like some heav-
enly Havdalah candle, the large candle with intertwined wicks and
an enormous flame, which is lit as part of the ceremony ending the
Sabbath. I hum the Havdalah melody as the smoke hovers overhead.

We see lots of glorious creatures in Yellowstone, bald eagles and
falcons, and herds of bison all across the hillsides. We actually see a
place where the deer and the antelope play. So I recite the blessing for
extraordinary creatures.

We drive through the Grand Tetons, where snowcapped mountains
pierce the sky, good for another blessing. The first one, oseh ma’ase
breisheet, “Who makes the works of creation.” Mountains have the
power to awaken an overwhelming sense of the sacred. We stop in
Jackson Hole, where they thank God daily for designer cowboy boots.

A few days later we are on our way to Zion National Park, driving
through southern Utah into some mountains where the clouds are
ominous and thick, and the lightning perilously close. The rain clouds
engulf the mountains out West, something I'm not used to seeing in
Connecticut, though I've seen it in Jerusalem many times. And with the
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wind Kkicking up something awful, we stop at a Dairy Queen along the
interstate and ask the cashier if there are tornadoes in these parts. She
says yes, but don't worry, they are usually not too bad. At this point I'm
ready to pick up Toto and run for cover. We make it through the storm,
but we later find out that the same storm flooded Las Vegas, turning
The Venetian into Venice. Coincidently, when we left Yellowstone, we
had just missed an earthquake.

I'm feeling very lucky but keenly aware of my own smallness.
Daily I am witnessing earthquakes, floods, wildfires, and the most
gorgeous sunrises and sunsets I've ever seen. To be standing at Bryce
Canyon with these human-looking rock formations, which the Native
Americans call “legend people” (hoodoos), who were turned to stone
because of their sins, is to be reminded of how sin can turn human
hearts to stone. And to be in at the canyon floor of Zion National Park
or at the rim of the Grand Canyon is to know what it must have been
like to be at the shores of the Red Sea.

What's totally natural appears supernatural, perfection and bal-
ance painted on an enormous canvas. As the author Linda Hogan
wrote, “The cure for soul sickness is not in books. It is written in the
bark of a tree, in the moonlit silence of night, in the bank of a river and
the water’s motion. The cure is outside ourselves.”

By the time we reached the Grand Canyon, we had been able to
recite nearly every blessing on the card, including that all-important
one for going to the bathroom. We even drove through some hail,
which has a different blessing not on the card, and we saw Mars closer
to earth than ever before. We’d experienced every blessing except the
one for a rainbow. All we needed was the rainbow.

Looking over the South Rim, I could see a beautiful sunset, and
right next to it, a thunderstorm. There had to be a rainbow, some-
where. And sure enough, Mara noticed it first, over to the right, miles
and miles from the thundercloud, there it was. It was about seven on
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