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The Big Difference
The second commandment
is, “Thou shall have no other
God beside Me.” It is also often
translated as, “Thou shalt have
no other God before Me.”

Shabbat Shalom
Happy Shavuos
Light candles 8:27pm

Shabbat Services 10:00am

Bamidbar in a Nutshell
Numbers 1:1–4:20
In the Sinai Desert, G‑d says to conduct a census of
the twelve tribes of Israel. Moses counts 603,550 men
of draftable age (20 to 60 years); the tribe of Levi,
numbering 22,300 males age one month and older,
is counted separately. The Levites are to serve in the
Sanctuary. They replace the firstborn, whose number
they approximated, since they were disqualified when
they participated in the worshipping of the Golden Calf.

Zoom in for Services
Shabbat services are held by Zoom, at 10am and last 6090 minutes. A link is sent to all Shul members; if you don't
receive it, contact Wendy Panizzi at panizziw@gmail.com.

And that is what sets Judaism
apart from all other faiths. We
do not pray to idols. We do not
pray to saints. We do not have
Jesus, or the Pope, or Mohammed, or anyone else as an
intermediary between us and
God. We revere our greatest
prophet, Moses, but we do not
pray to him or through him. We
pray directly to God, our God,
for He is, “The Lord Your God,
who brought you out of the
land of Egypt, out of the house
of bondage.”
Do we, the Jewish people, have
a special relationship with God?
You betcha! He gave us Torah. He
gave us the Ten Commandments.
He delivered us from Egypt. He
gave us Torah, Commandments,
and Mitzvot to live by.
He accompanied us, living in
our midst, as we journeyed
from Sinai to the Promised
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Land. At times we have strayed from Him,
but He will never stray from us.
It is traditional to do learning on Shavuous.
It is also traditional to eat dairy, and many
indulge in cheesecake, on Shavuous. So
celebrate the Holiday. Revel in being a part
of a Chosen People. And never forget that
we would not be here today if He had not,
“brought you out of the land of Egypt, out
of the house of bondage.”

The 273 firstborn who lacked a Levite to replace them had
to pay a five-shekel “ransom” to redeem themselves.
When the people broke camp, the three Levite clans
dismantled and transported the Sanctuary, and
reassembled it at the center of the next encampment.
They then erected their own tents around it: the
Kohathites, who carried the Sanctuary’s vessels (the Ark,
menorah, etc.) in their specially designed coverings on
their shoulders, camped to its south; the Gershonites, in
charge of its tapestries and roof coverings, to its west; and
the families of Merari, who transported its wall panels and
pillars, to its north. Before the Sanctuary’s entranceway, to
its east, were the tents of Moses, Aaron, and Aaron’s sons.
Beyond the Levite circle, the twelve tribes camped in four
groups of three tribes each. To the east were Judah (pop.
74,600), Issachar (54,400) and Zebulun (57,400); to the
south, Reuben (46,500), Simeon (59,300) and Gad (45,650);
to the west, Ephraim (40,500), Manasseh (32,200) and Benjamin (35,400); and to the north, Dan
(62,700), Asher (41,500) and Naphtali (53,400). This formation was kept also while traveling.
Each tribe had its own nassi (prince or leader), and its own flag with its tribal color and emblem.

Bamidbar
This week we begin to read the Book of Numbers, starting with Bamidbar.
The commentary I have selected is once again by Rabbi Jonathon Sacks, and appeared in The
Times of Israel on May 25, 2017. It is an incredibly well written piece and is a very simple
summary of what God’s relationship with mankind and the Jewish people is about, from the
very beginning until the present day. I hope you enjoy it as much as I did.

The ever-repeated story (Bamidbar 5777)
Jewish history in a nutshell: God creates order; humans, chaos; bad things happen; God and
Israel begin anew (Bamidbar).
Bamidbar takes up the story as we left it toward the end of Shemot. The people had journeyed
from Egypt to Mount Sinai. There they received the Torah. There they made the Golden Calf.
There they were forgiven after Moses’ passionate plea, and there they made the Mishkan, the
Tabernacle, inaugurated on the first of Nissan, almost a year after the exodus. Now, one month
later, on the first day of the second month, they are ready to move on to the second part of
the journey, from Sinai to the Promised Land.
Yet there is a curious delay in the
narrative. Ten chapters pass until the
Israelites actually begin to travel (Num.
10:33). First there is a census. Then
there is an account of the arrangement
of the tribes around the Ohel Moed,
the Tent of Meeting. There is a long
account of the Levites, their families
and respective roles. Then there are
laws about the purity of the camp,
restitution, the sotah, the woman
suspected of adultery, and the nazirite.
A lengthy series of passages describe
the final preparations for the journey.
Only then do they set out. Why this
long series of seeming digressions?
It is easy to think of the Torah as simply telling events as they occurred, interspersed with
various commandments. On this view the Torah is history plus law. This is what happened,
these are the rules we must obey, and there is a connection between them, sometimes clear
(as in the case of laws accompanied by reminder that “you were slaves in Egypt”), sometimes
less so.
But the Torah is not mere history as a sequence of events. The Torah is about the truths that
emerge through time. That is one of the great differences between ancient Israel and ancient
Greece. Ancient Greece sought truth by contemplating nature and reason. The first gave rise
to science, the second to philosophy. Ancient Israel found truth in history, in events and what
God told us to learn from them. Science is about nature, Judaism is about human nature, and
there is a great difference between them. Nature knows nothing about freewill. Scientists
often deny that it exists at all. But humanity is constituted by its freedom. We are what we
choose to be. No planet chooses to be hospitable to life. No fish chooses to be a hero. No
peacock chooses to be vain. Humans do choose. And in that fact is born the drama to which
the whole Torah is a commentary: how can freedom coexist with order? The drama is set on
the stage of history, and it plays itself out through five acts, each with multiple scenes.

The basic shape of the narrative is roughly the same in all five cases. First God creates order.
Then humanity creates chaos. Terrible consequences follow. Then God begins again, deeply
grieved but never losing His faith in the one life-form on which He set His image and to which
He gave the singular gift that made humanity godlike, namely freedom itself.
Act 1 is told in Genesis 1-11. God creates an ordered
universe and fashions humanity from the dust of
the earth into which He breathes His own breath.
But humans sin: first Adam and Eve, then Cain,
then the generation of the Flood. The earth is
filled with violence. God brings a flood and begins
again, making a covenant with Noah. Humanity sin
again by making the Tower of Babel (the first act of
imperialism, as I argued in an earlier study). So God
begins again, seeking a role model who will show
the world what it is to live in faithful response to the
word of God. He finds it in Abraham and Sarah.
Act 2 is told in Genesis 12-50. The new order is based on family and fidelity, love and trust. But
this too begins to unravel. There is tension between Esau and Jacob, between Jacob’s wives
Leah and Rachel, and between their children. Ten of Jacob’s children sell the eleventh, Joseph,
into slavery. This is an offence against freedom, and catastrophe follows – not a Flood but a
famine, as a result of which Jacob’s family goes into exile in Egypt where the whole people
become enslaved. God is about to begin again, not with a family this time but with a nation,
which is what Abraham’s children have now become.
Act 3 is the subject of the book of Shemot. God rescues the Israelites from Egypt as He once
rescued Noah from the Flood. As with Noah (and Abraham), God makes a covenant, this
time at Sinai, and it is far more extensive than its precursors. It is a blueprint for social order,
for an entire society based on law and justice. Yet again, however, humans create chaos, by
making a Golden Calf a mere forty days after the great revelation. God threatens catastrophe,
destroying the whole nation and beginning again with Moses, as He had done with Noah and
Abraham (Ex. 32:10). Only Moses’ passionate plea prevents this from happening. God then
institutes a new order.
Act 4 begins with an account of this order, which
is unprecedentedly long, extending from Exodus
35, through the whole of the book of Vayikra and
the first ten chapters of Bamidbar. The nature of
this new order is that God becomes not merely the
director of history and the giver of laws. He becomes
a permanent Presence in the midst of the camp.
Hence the building of the Mishkan, which takes up
the last third of Shemot, and the laws of purity and
holiness, as well as those of love and justice, that
constitute virtually the whole of Vayikra. Purity and
holiness are demanded by the fact that God has become suddenly close. In the Tabernacle,
the Divine Presence has a home on earth, and whoever comes close to God must be holy and

pure. Now the Israelites are ready to begin the next stage of the journey, but only after a long
introduction.
That long introduction, at the beginning of Bamidbar, is all about creating a sense of order
within the camp. Hence the census, and the detailed disposition of the tribes, and the lengthy
account of the Levites, the tribe that mediated between the people and the Divine Presence.
Hence also, in next week’s parsha, the three laws – restitution, the sotah and the nazir –
directed at the three forces that always endanger social order: theft, adultery and alcohol. It is
as if God were saying to the Israelites, this is what order looks like. Each person has his or her
place within the family, the tribe and the nation. Everyone has been counted and each person
counts. Preserve and protect this order, for without it you cannot enter the land, fight its
battles and create a just society.
Tragically, as Bamidbar unfolds, we see that the
Israelites turn out to be their own worst enemy.
They complain about the food. Miriam and
Aaron complain about Moses. Then comes the
catastrophe, the episode of the spies, in which
the people, demoralised, show that they are not
yet ready for freedom. Again, as in the case of
the Golden Calf, there is chaos in the camp. Again
God threatens to destroy the nation and begin
again with Moses (Num. 14:12). Again only Moses’
powerful plea saves the day. God decides once more to begin again, this time with the next
generation and a new leader. The book of Devarim is Moses’ prelude to Act 5, which takes
place in the days of his successor Joshua.
The Jewish story is a strange one. Time and again the Jewish people has split apart, in the
days of the First Temple when the kingdom divided into two, in the late Second Temple period
when it was driven into rival groups and sects, and in the modern age, at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, when it fragmented into religious and secular in Eastern Europe, orthodox
and others in the West. Those divisions have still not healed.
And so the Jewish people keeps repeating the story told five times in the Torah. God creates
order. Humans create chaos. Bad things happen, then God and Israel begin again. Will the
story never end? One way or another it is no coincidence that Bamidbar usually precedes
Shavuot, the anniversary of the giving of the Torah at Sinai. God never tires of reminding us
that the central human challenge in every age is whether freedom can coexist with order. It
can, when humans freely choose to follow God’s laws, given in one way to humanity after the
Flood and in another to Israel after the exodus.
The alternative, ancient and modern, is the rule of power, in which, as Thucydides said, the
strong do as they will and the weak suffer as they must. That is not freedom as the Torah
understands it, nor is it a recipe for love and justice. Each year as we prepare for Shavuot by
reading parshat Bamidbar, we hear God’s call: here in the Torah and its mitzvot is the way to
create a freedom that honours order, and a social order that honours human freedom. There
is no other way.
Shabbat Shalom.

Shavuos
This Saturday evening we begin the two-day holiday of Shavuous, a commemoration of the
giving of the Ten Commandments and the Torah to Moses and the Jewish people that took
place on Shavuous more than 3,300 years ago.
In commemoration of this very important occasion, here are the Ten Commandmentsas
enumerated at myjewishlearning.com:

The Commandments (in Jewish Tradition)
First Commandment (Exodus 20:2)
I am the Lord Your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of
bondage.
Second Commandment (Exodus 20:3-6)
You shall have no other gods beside Me. You shall not make for yourself any graven image, nor
any manner of likeness, of any thing that is heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or
that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them, nor serve them, for I,
the Lord Your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto
the third and fourth generation.
Third Commandment (Exodus 20:7)
You shall not take the name of the Lord Your God in vain; for the Lord will not hold him
guiltless that takes His name in vain.
Fourth Commandment (Exodus 20:8-11)
Remember the Sabbath, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do all your work; but the
seventh day is a Sabbath unto the Lord Your God, in it you shall not do any manner of work,
you, nor your son, nor your daughter, nor your man-servant, nor your maid-servant, nor your
cattle, nor your stranger that is within your gates; for
in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea,
and all that in them is, and rested on the
seventh day. Wherefore the Lord blessed
the Sabbath day, and made it holy.
Fifth Commandment (Exodus 20:12)
Honor your father and your mother, that
your days may be long upon the land which
the Lord God gives you.
Sixth Commandment (Exodus 20:13)
You shall not murder.

Seventh Commandment (Exodus 20:13)
You shall not commit adultery.
Eighth Commandment (Exodus 20:13)
You shall not steal.
Ninth Commandment (Exodus 20:13)
You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.
Tenth Commandment (Exodus 20:14)
You shall not covet your neighbor’s house, nor his wife, his man-servant, his maid-servant, nor
his ox, nor his ass, nor anything that is your neighbor’s.

Yahrtzeits

This week the Carnegie Shul acknowledges the yahrtzeits of:
Shirley Kelson Kress
Nathan Samuel Arenson
George Friedman
Julia B. Shifrin
Richard D’loss
May their memories be for a blessing.

Donations

The Carnegie Shul is most grateful for the following recent donations:
Cecily A Routman
In memory of David Routman
Lois Ash Metlika
In memory of William Ash

Lois Ash Metlika
Mi SheBerakh

