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Introduction (10 minutes)
Welcome to the Global Day of Jewish Learning!
For many of us, travel is the thing we do to get from point A to point B. Sometimes the journey can be quick, and we
don’t really pay any attention to it, relative to the things we do once we’ve reached our destinations. Other times, a
voyage can be unpleasant or grueling, and we remember the bad things about those negative travel experiences.
Then, there are the times when we travel for travel’s sake. Sometimes we do it deliberately, and other times we are
surprised by how much we learn or experience unintentionally. When we go on a journey, our horizons are broadened,
we gain new insights into the world, and new appreciation for the human experience.
Is it any wonder that we use journeys as a metaphor for life? Today, as we explore the “Extraordinary Passages” of the
Jewish People, we will look closely at texts that tell stories of journeys and paths, and find ways these ancient stories
can inform our present-day behaviors.
Let’s start by looking at a map. This map is a 16th century German woodcut, depicting the “Journey of the Children of
Israel out from Egypt”. (Look closer, using the National Library of Israel’s interactive map reader at bit.ly/exodusmap)
Image: Reisen der Kinder von
Israel aus Egypten. Bünting,
Heinrich. Itinerarium Sacrae
Scripturae. Helmstadt, 1585.
Pt. I, p.18-19. National Library
of Israel.
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o Ask:
1. What does this map tell you about the route the Jewish People took through the desert?
2. Do you recognize any of the places marked? Can you understand the map at all? How does your ability to
understand the map make you feel about the journey depicted?
3. While the map is of something ancient, what could it tell you about the culture and times of the mapmaker?
4. Why is it important to make a map? What do you do to record/remember your travels?

Even if you can’t identify any markers on the map, it’s clear to see that the Jewish People made a lot of stops and
traveled a very tangled route between Egypt and the Promised Land. They certainly didn’t go as the crow flies!
Sometimes looking at a map does not tell you much. You can’t see from this map how rough the terrain was, or what
the weather was like. You probably couldn’t use it to navigate around the region today. So why is the map important?
The map is a record, which is part of the process of remembering. Today, we might take photos or use geolocation tags
on our social media posts, or keep a personal journal. Those are all records we keep to show that we were in a place.
Even in the ancient Roman city of Pompeii, there is preserved graffiti on the walls that says “Lucius wrote this” — it is a
very human impulse to prove that “I was there”. Our photos, our tags, our journals — they can be records of being in
a physical space or an emotional state, or even at a developmental stage in life. Those journeys are preserved in our
recorded memories.

Part One: These are the Journeys (20 minutes)
The journey through the desert after the Exodus from Egypt has been described by generations of sages and scholars
as a symbol of the Jewish state of wandering. The Book of Numbers details the journey of the Jewish People after
their escape from slavery. As they moved around in the desert between Egypt and the Promised Land, they made
stops along the way.

Text #1: Numbers 33:1-2. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel
Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Humash, Koren Publishers Jerusalem.
שה וְַאה ֲֽר ֹן׃
ׁ ֶ ֖ ֹ שר יָצ ְ֛אּו מֵאֶ ֶ֥רץ ִמצ ַ ְ֖רי ִם ְל ִצבְא ָ ֹ֑תם ְ ּבי ַד־מ
ׁ ֶ ֥ ש ָׂר ֵ֗אל ֲא
ְ ִ ֵ֜א ֶלּה ַמס ֵ ְ֣עי בְנֵ ֽי־י
ֵיהם לְמֹו ָצאֵיהֶ ֽם׃
ׁ ֶ ֜ ֹ ַו ּי ִכ ְ֨ת ֹּב מ
֖ ֶ ֵיהם עַל־ ּ֣ ִפי ה’ וְאֵ ֥ ֶלּה ַמ ְסע
֖ ֶ שה אֶת־מֹו ָצאֵיהֶ ֛ם ְל ַמ ְסע
1 These are the journeys of the children of Israel, who came out from the land of Egypt according to their
hosts, at the hand of Moses and Aaron. 2 Moses wrote their points of origin, their starting points for each
of their journeys according to the directive of the Lord; these are their journeys from their points of origin.
Each journey ended at a place of encampment from which the next journey commenced.
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o Ask:
1. What do you notice about what parts of the journey Moses records? Why might that be significant?
2. What do you find surprising about this text? When and where is this text?
3. What might be the significance of Moses writing down their points of origin for each of the journeys?

Chapter 33 goes on to list the places where they stopped and then set out from again, and some of the major events that
occurred along the way, such as the death of Aaron. Many people, including Rashi, have wondered why an entire chapter
of the Bible is given over to listing places where the Jewish People stopped. Rashi lived in France in the 11th century. He
is the most important commentator on the Bible and Talmud, and one of the most famous scholars in Jewish history.
o Ask a participant to read Text #2 aloud.

Text #2: Rashi. Commentary on Numbers 33:1.
שׁהָיּו נָעִים ּו ְמ ֻט ְל ָטלִים ִמ ַמּ ָסּע
ֶ  ֹלא ת ֹאמַר,שׁגָּזַר ֲעלֵיהֶם ְל ַט ְל ְטלַם ְו ַל ֲהנִיעָם ַבּ ִמּדְ ָבּר
ֶ ּשַׁאעַ” ִפ
ֶ ,שׁל מָקֹום
ֶ  ָל ָמּה נִכְתְ ּבּו ַה ַמּ ָסּעֹות ַה ָלּלּו? לְהֹודִ י ַע ֲחסָדָ יו.אלה מסעי
שנָּסְעּו
ּׁ ֶ  ִמ,שנָה ִראׁשֹונָה ק ֹדֶ ם גְּז ֵָרה
ׁ ָ ּש ֻ ּכ ָלּם הָיּו ְב
ׁ ֶ  צֵא ֵמהֶם י”ד,שׁתַ ּי ִם ַמ ָסּעֹות
ְ ַאר ָבּעִים ּו
ְ שׁה ֲֵרי אֵין ָכּאן ֶא ָלּא
ֶ ,שנָה וְֹלא ָהי ְתָ ה ָלהֶם מְנּוחָה
ׁ ָ ַאר ָבּעִים
ְ ְל ַמ ָסּע ָכּל
 ְוכָאן (פסוק,)שׁים” וְגֹו’ (שם י”ג
ִ ָשלַח לְָך ֲאנ
ׁ ְ “ ,)שנֶּ ֱאמַר “וְַאחַר נָסְעּו ָהעָם ֵמ ֲחצֵרֹות” וְגֹו’ (במדבר י”ב
ׁ ֶ ,שׁתַ ּ ְלּחּו מ ְַרגְּלִים
ְ ִשׁם נ
ּ ָ ּשׁ ִמ
ֶ שׁ ָבּאּו ל ְִרתְ מָה
ֶ מ ֵַר ְע ְמסֵס עַד
שׁהָיּו לְַאחַר מִיתַ ת ַאהֲר ֹן — מֵה ֹר ָההָר עַד ע ְַרבֹות
ֶ שּׁם ח’ ַמ ָסּעֹות
ָ ּארן; וְעֹוד הֹוצֵא ִמ
ָ שׁהִיא ְבמִדְ ַבּר ָפ
ֶ ּ ָ ָלמַדְ ת,”י”ח) הּוא אֹומֵר “ ַויּ ִסְעּו ֵמ ֲחצֵר ֹת ַו ּי ַחֲנּו ְב ִּרתְ מָה
שׁל
ָ  ָמ:שׁה ַאח ֶֶרת
ָ  ו ְַר ִבּי תַ נְחּומָא דָ ַרׁש ּבֹו דְ ָּר.שׁה
ֶ ֹ שׁל ַר ִבּי מ
ֶ  זֶה מִיסֹודֹו,ש ִׂרים ַמ ָסּעֹות
ְ שנָה ֹלא נָסְעּו ֶא ָלּא ֶע
ׁ ָ שׁים
ִ שֹׁל
ְ שׁמֹונֶה ּו
ְ ש ָכּל
ׁ ֶ  נִ ְמצָא,ַָאר ָבּעִים
ְ שנַת ה
ׁ ְ ּמֹוָאב — ִב
שׁתָ ּ אֶת
ְ ׁש
ַ  ָכּאן ָח, ָכּאן הֹוק ְַרנּו,שנְנּו
ׁ ַ ָ  ָכּאן י, ָאמַר לֹו,שׁהָיּו חֹוז ְִרין הִתְ חִיל ָאבִיו מֹונֶה כָל ַה ַמּ ָסּעֹות
ֶ  ֵכּיוָן,שׁ ָהי ָה בְנֹו חֹולֶה וְהֹולִיכֹו ְלמָקֹום ָרחֹוק ל ְַרפ ֹּאתֹו
ֶ ְל ֶמלְֶך
: שָׁך וְכּו
ְ ר ֹא
These are the journeys: Why are these stations recorded here? In order to make known the loving acts of
the Omnipresent: that although He had decreed against them to make them move about and wander in the
wilderness, you should not think that they wandered and moved about without cessation from one station to
another station all the forty years, and that they had no rest. For you see that there are here only forty-two stages.
Deduct from them fourteen, all of which were their stopping places in the first year after they left Egypt, before the
decree was made…
Further deduct from them the eight stages which were after Aaron’s death viz., those from Mount Hor to the plains
of Moab in the fortieth year (v. 38). It follows that during the whole of the thirty eight years they made only twenty
journeys. This is excerpted from the work of R. Moses the Preacher [Moshe Hadarshan].
— Rabbi Tanhuma gave another explanation of it (of the question why these stages are here recorded). A parable!
It may be compared to the case of a king whose son was ill and whom he took to a distant place to cure him.
When they returned home the father began to enumerate all the stages, saying to him, “Here we slept, here we
caught cold, here you had the headache, etc.” (Midrash Tanhuma 4:10:3.)
o Ask:
1. W
 hat are the different explanations Rashi cites in order to describe why journeys are recorded? How do those
approaches and their underlying perspectives differ?
2. W
 hich attitude appeals to you — playing down the number of stops, or counting them all deliberately? Why?
3. W
 hat are some challenges or journeys in your life that you’ve taken either attitude towards? How did your
attitude towards the stops and starts shape your appreciation for those experiences?
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Rashi explains that the many stops were recorded to “make known the loving acts of the Omnipresent”, as a
demonstration that God kindly let the People rest, rather than let them wander without stopping for 40 years. Rashi
then brings two texts with differing ideas of how record shows those “loving acts”.
The first comes from Rabbi Moshe Hadarshan (Moses the Preacher), who downplays the number of stops. In his
view, the stops are kindly given by God, and they are really not that disruptive to the process of travel. Thanks to His
kindness, the people were able to spend a few years in the 20 or so major stops, taking rest and building up resources
for the next leg of the journey.
Next, Rashi brings a story from Midrash Tanhuma, which has an opposite perspective. Midrash Tanhuma is a collection
of discussions of the Torah passed down through the generations, believed to have been compiled around the 16th
century in Constantinople, and republished later in a 19th century edition. The story in Midrash Tanhuma tells of a
king who travelled a long way with his sick son to seek a cure. The tenderness with which the father treats his son is
analogous to the “loving acts of the Omnipresent”. God remembers every stop His People made, and holds them as
precious markers of His Children’s development, even though they might not be aware of them as such.
Let’s look at another explanation for the record offered by the Sforno. Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno (c.1475-1550) was
an Italian rabbi, commentator, philosopher and physician. He is noted for his mixture of new interpretations and
comments from earlier rabbis, while remaining faithful to the original texts.
o Read Text #3 aloud.

Text #3: Sforno. Commentary on Numbers 33:1.
:אלה מסעי רצה הקל יתברך שיכתבו מסעי ישראל להודיע זכותם בלכתם אחריו במדבר כארץ לא זרועה באופן שהיו ראוים להכנס לארץ
אלה מסעי, God wanted all the journeys to be recorded in order to compliment the Jewish people who had followed
him blindly through the desert where nothing grew, so that as a reward for their faith they would deserve to enter
and inherit the land of Israel.
o Ask:
1. What does the Sforno say is the reason to record the journeys? How does he describe it?
2. The Midrash Tanhuma highlights the miracles that God performed to help the Jewish people in the desert.
How does that compare to the Sforno? Which of the three explanations do you connect with? Why?

Unlike the explanations given by Rashi, the Sforno sees the journeys as a test of worthiness, and the record is a
testament to the Jewish People’s success in passing that test. The hardships of the desert, “where nothing grew” and
that the people went “blindly through,” were a test of faith that proved the People deserved to enter the Land of Israel.
The different perceptions — a clerical record, a memorializing list, a test of faith — each shift the ways in which we
value and learn from the experiences of the Jewish People in the desert. But, regardless of the reason for the record, it
is agreed that the way through the wilderness was difficult. What, then, is the significance of the desert? If the journey
through is so difficult and long, why not take a shorter route?
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Part Two: Looking for a Longer Route (20 minutes)
The Jewish People have continually taken longer and/or more difficult routes, as the Talmud and subsequent
commentaries say. The difficulty and test of the journey through the desert could have conclusively told the Jewish
People to take a shorter road, but no, consistently the difficult way was chosen. But why choose the harder path? The
Mekhilta D’Rabbi Yishmael, a commentary on the Book of Exodus from the Mishnaic times (2nd century CE), offers an
explanation for this behavior.
o Ask participants to read Text #4 aloud.

Text #4: Mekhilta D’Rabbi Yishmael. Introduction to Parshat Vayihi (Genesis 47:28-50:26).
Translated by Jacob Z. Lauterbach.

ד”א כל שכן לא הביאן הקב”ה דרך פשוטה לארץ ישראל אלא דרך המדבר אמר הב”ה אם אני מביא עכשיו את ישראל לארץ מיד מחזיקים אדם בשדהו ואדם
.בכרמו והם בטלים מן התורה אלא אקיפם במדבר ארבעים שנה שיהיו אוכלין מן ושותין מי הבאר והתורה נבללת בגופן
God did not bring the people to Israel on the direct route. Instead he took them through the desert. God said “If
I bring them to the Land of Israel now, everyone will immediately involve themselves with their field and vineyard
and they will pay no attention to Torah! Instead, I will take them through the wilderness. They will eat the Manna
and drink water from the miraculous Well and the Torah will become absorbed in their body.
o Ask:
1. W
 hat parts of the journey to the Land of Israel does the text emphasize?
2. H
 ow does the text see the indirect route as beneficial? How does the text see the direct route as
disadvantageous?
3. D
 oes this idea that going through the “wilderness” allows wisdom to be “absorbed in [the] body” resonate
with you? Have you experienced anything like this in your life?

The longer route through the desert was, in a sense, the fire in which the Jewish people were forged. Before they could
enter the Promised Land they had to receive the Torah. Their shared experiences in surviving the desert, acquiring the
Law, and solidifying their identity was what made them a People. They then came into the Land as a nation formed,
rather than entering the Land as loosely-associated people escaping Egypt. The difficulty of the passage through the
desert was essential to becoming the People.
The Talmud also grapples with this tension between wanting to take a shorter road and finding that the longer road
was the better path to take. The Talmud recounts several stories about Rabbi Yehoshua ben Hananya, who was said
to have never been defeated in a debate, except for three times. Let’s read together about two occasions on which he
was looking for the shortest or fastest route, and found his choices questioned.
o Ask participants to read and discuss Text #5a and #5b together in chavruta.
Chavruta is partnered learning. Learning with a friend or two allows you to share ideas and insights with one another as
you read and discuss texts together.
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Text #5a: Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 53b. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli.

The very next story in the Talmud recounts the time when Rabbi Yehoshua ben Hananya also takes a shortcut, and this
time finds himself matching wits with a little boy.

Text #5b: Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 53b. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli.

o Ask:
1. How do these two stories about Rabbi Yehoshua compare? What are some similarities and differences?
2. What could Rabbi Yehoshua’s thought process have been in these instances of taking a shortcut?
3. R
 abbi Yehoshua justifies his path through the field by saying that a well-trodden path gives implicit permission
to use that path. What are some examples of this attitude you’ve encountered? Do you think it’s justified?
4. If we use paths as a metaphor for our behaviors, what do you think the Talmud is cautioning us against doing?
o Bring the group back together and ask a few of the chavruta pairs to share their responses with everyone.
Rabbi Yehoshua discovers that what he thinks is a shorter route is actually not the best route. As the little girl pointed
out, just because a path has been used before, that doesn’t mean it is the right path for everyone. And as the boy
pointed out, the route that looked shorter did not actually lead into town, but into an orchard next to town.
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In both instances, Rabbi Yehoshua knew where he wanted to go, but still was not certain the best way to travel there.
In those cases, he thought his own logic — and his urgency to reach his destination — would be enough to guide him.
But what happens when we don’t even know where it is we want to go?

Conclusion (10 minutes)
In Text #6, Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz provides insights into the challenges involved in journeying through our
lives, without having a map or being able to know the final destination. One of the leading scholars of this century,
Rabbi Steinsaltz is best known for his commentaries on the Bible and Talmud, and for his work on Jewish mysticism.
o Read Text #6 aloud.

Text #6: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. “Masei”, Talks on the Parsha.
Part of the difficulty of the wilderness, which is also a perennial trial for the Jewish community and for the individual,
is that if one could understand where one’s steps are leading, one would know his exact distance from the final
destination, and one would know what the solution is: Everything would be simpler. The great difficulty is that just
when it seems that we are going northward, we suddenly begin to move southward; just when we think that we are
ascending the mountain, we suddenly begin our descent.
This problem is the source and essence of the whole conception of Jewish destiny. If we understood all the nuances
of the process leading to redemption, and saw clearly that we are progressively drawing nearer to it, everything
would seem different. But since we do not know this, we need only recall that “these were their stops along the way,”
for the community and the individual. We constantly re-experience the same journeys; we stand and we fall…
This is our story, which we will be able to read and understand only at the end of time, when we reach the final
station. Then we will receive the meaning of the map by which we have traveled, and this will enable us to explain our
history and the events that have befallen us.
The path from Egypt to the “good and spacious land” is long and arduous, a path that traversed “the wilderness of
the peoples.” Only at the end of the path will we come to the point at which it will be possible to understand both the
“going forth” and the “journey.” Only then will we comprehend the meaning and the content of all our experiences
over the years.
o Ask:
1. D
 o you agree with Rabbi Steinsaltz that everything would be simpler if we could know the exact distance
to our “final destination”? Why or why not?
2. W
 hen in your life have you experienced an unexpected change in direction, when you had thought you were
going one way and found yourself moving in another direction?
3. W
 hen have you or your community made “stops along the way”? How do the texts we explored today
change your understanding of your journey and the journey of the Jewish people?
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The stories we tell and the traditions we keep are a map of our lived experience. As a people, these records serve
as ways to tell the future generations what we have done and what we have learned along the way, so that the lived
experiences and memories do not disappear as each generation gives way to the next. Likewise, our personal records
make it possible for future generations to learn from our mistakes and remember our triumphs. At the same time,
we know that maps can be inconclusive, and that life itself doesn’t have a detailed map. Our journey — as a Jewish
People and as individuals — has never been a straightforward one.

The Global Day of J ewish Lear ning

59

November 11, 2018

www.theglobalday.org

Title

sourcesheet

The Stops Along the Way
www.theglobalday.com

Introduction

Image: Reisen der Kinder von Israel aus Egypten. Bünting, Heinrich. Itinerarium Sacrae Scripturae. Helmstadt, 1585. Pt. I, p.18-19. National Library of Israel. Explore the
map in detail at bit.ly/exodusmap.
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Part One: These are the Journeys
Text #1: Numbers 33:1-2. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel
Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Humash, Koren Publishers Jerusalem.
שה וְַאה ֲֽר ֹן׃
ׁ ֶ ֖ ֹ שר יָצ ְ֛אּו מֵאֶ ֶ֥רץ ִמצ ַ ְ֖רי ִם ְל ִצבְא ָ ֹ֑תם ְ ּבי ַד־מ
ׁ ֶ ֥ ש ָׂר ֵ֗אל ֲא
ְ ִ ֵ֜א ֶלּה ַמס ֵ ְ֣עי בְנֵ ֽי־י
ֵיהם לְמֹו ָצאֵיהֶ ֽם׃
ׁ ֶ ֜ ֹ ַו ּי ִכ ְ֨ת ֹּב מ
֖ ֶ ֵיהם עַל־ ּ֣ ִפי ה’ וְאֵ ֥ ֶלּה ַמ ְסע
֖ ֶ שה אֶת־מֹו ָצאֵיהֶ ֛ם ְל ַמ ְסע
1 These are the journeys of the children of Israel, who came out from the land of Egypt according to their
hosts, at the hand of Moses and Aaron. 2 Moses wrote their points of origin, their starting points for each
of their journeys according to the directive of the Lord; these are their journeys from their points of origin.
Each journey ended at a place of encampment from which the next journey commenced.

Text #2: Rashi. Commentary on Numbers 33:1.
שׁהָיּו נָעִים ּו ְמ ֻט ְל ָטלִים ִמ ַמּ ָסּע
ֶ  ֹלא ת ֹאמַר,שׁגָּזַר ֲעלֵיהֶם ְל ַט ְל ְטלַם ְו ַל ֲהנִיעָם ַבּ ִמּדְ ָבּר
ֶ ּשַׁאעַ” ִפ
ֶ ,שׁל מָקֹום
ֶ  ָל ָמּה נִכְתְ ּבּו ַה ַמּ ָסּעֹות ַה ָלּלּו? לְהֹודִ י ַע ֲחסָדָ יו.אלה מסעי
שנָּסְעּו
ּׁ ֶ  ִמ,שנָה ִראׁשֹונָה ק ֹדֶ ם גְּז ֵָרה
ׁ ָ ּש ֻ ּכ ָלּם הָיּו ְב
ׁ ֶ  צֵא ֵמהֶם י”ד,שׁתַ ּי ִם ַמ ָסּעֹות
ְ ַאר ָבּעִים ּו
ְ שׁה ֲֵרי אֵין ָכּאן ֶא ָלּא
ֶ ,שנָה וְֹלא ָהי ְתָ ה ָלהֶם מְנּוחָה
ׁ ָ ַאר ָבּעִים
ְ ְל ַמ ָסּע ָכּל
 ְוכָאן (פסוק,)שׁים” וְגֹו’ (שם י”ג
ִ ָשלַח לְָך ֲאנ
ׁ ְ “ ,)שנֶּ ֱאמַר “וְַאחַר נָסְעּו ָהעָם ֵמ ֲחצֵרֹות” וְגֹו’ (במדבר י”ב
ׁ ֶ ,שׁתַ ּ ְלּחּו מ ְַרגְּלִים
ְ ִשׁם נ
ּ ָ ּשׁ ִמ
ֶ שׁ ָבּאּו ל ְִרתְ מָה
ֶ מ ֵַר ְע ְמסֵס עַד
שׁהָיּו לְַאחַר מִיתַ ת ַאהֲר ֹן — מֵה ֹר ָההָר עַד ע ְַרבֹות
ֶ שּׁם ח’ ַמ ָסּעֹות
ָ ּארן; וְעֹוד הֹוצֵא ִמ
ָ שׁהִיא ְבמִדְ ַבּר ָפ
ֶ ּ ָ ָלמַדְ ת,”י”ח) הּוא אֹומֵר “ ַויּ ִסְעּו ֵמ ֲחצֵר ֹת ַו ּי ַחֲנּו ְב ִּרתְ מָה
שׁל
ָ  ָמ:שׁה ַאח ֶֶרת
ָ  ו ְַר ִבּי תַ נְחּומָא דָ ַרׁש ּבֹו דְ ָּר.שׁה
ֶ ֹ שׁל ַר ִבּי מ
ֶ  זֶה מִיסֹודֹו,ש ִׂרים ַמ ָסּעֹות
ְ שנָה ֹלא נָסְעּו ֶא ָלּא ֶע
ׁ ָ שׁים
ִ שֹׁל
ְ שׁמֹונֶה ּו
ְ ש ָכּל
ׁ ֶ  נִ ְמצָא,ַָאר ָבּעִים
ְ שנַת ה
ׁ ְ ּמֹוָאב — ִב
שׁתָ ּ אֶת
ְ ׁש
ַ  ָכּאן ָח, ָכּאן הֹוק ְַרנּו,שנְנּו
ׁ ַ ָ  ָכּאן י, ָאמַר לֹו,שׁהָיּו חֹוז ְִרין הִתְ חִיל ָאבִיו מֹונֶה כָל ַה ַמּ ָסּעֹות
ֶ  ֵכּיוָן,שׁ ָהי ָה בְנֹו חֹולֶה וְהֹולִיכֹו ְלמָקֹום ָרחֹוק ל ְַרפ ֹּאתֹו
ֶ ְל ֶמלְֶך
:’שָׁך וְכּו
ְ ר ֹא
These are the journeys: Why are these stations recorded here? In order to make known the loving acts of
the Omnipresent: that although He had decreed against them to make them move about and wander in the
wilderness, you should not think that they wandered and moved about without cessation from one station to
another station all the forty years, and that they had no rest. For you see that there are here only forty-two stages.
Deduct from them fourteen, all of which were their stopping places in the first year after they left Egypt, before the
decree was made…
Further deduct from them the eight stages which were after Aaron’s death viz., those from Mount Hor to the plains
of Moab in the fortieth year (v. 38). It follows that during the whole of the thirty eight years they made only twenty
journeys. This is excerpted from the work of R. Moses the Preacher [Moshe Hadarshan].
— Rabbi Tanhuma gave another explanation of it (of the question why these stages are here recorded). A parable!
It may be compared to the case of a king whose son was ill and whom he took to a distant place to cure him.
When they returned home the father began to enumerate all the stages, saying to him, “Here we slept, here we
caught cold, here you had the headache, etc.” (Midrash Tanhuma 4:10:3.)

Text #3: Sforno. Commentary on Numbers 33:1.
:אלה מסעי רצה הקל יתברך שיכתבו מסעי ישראל להודיע זכותם בלכתם אחריו במדבר כארץ לא זרועה באופן שהיו ראוים להכנס לארץ
אלה מסעי, G’d wanted all the journeys to be recorded in order to compliment the Jewish people who had followed
him blindly through the desert where nothing grew, so that as a reward for their faith they would deserve to enter
and inherit the land of Israel.
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Part Two: Looking for a Longer Route
Text #4: Mekhilta D’Rabbi Yishmael. Introduction to Parshat Vayihi (Genesis 47:28-50:26).
Translated by Jacob Z. Lauterbach.

ד”א כל שכן לא הביאן הקב”ה דרך פשוטה לארץ ישראל אלא דרך המדבר אמר הב”ה אם אני מביא עכשיו את ישראל לארץ מיד מחזיקים אדם בשדהו ואדם
.בכרמו והם בטלים מן התורה אלא אקיפם במדבר ארבעים שנה שיהיו אוכלין מן ושותין מי הבאר והתורה נבללת בגופן
God did not bring the people to Israel on the direct route. Instead he took them through the desert. God said “If
I bring them to the Land of Israel now, everyone will immediately involve themselves with their field and vineyard
and they will pay no attention to Torah! Instead, I will take them through the wilderness. They will eat the Manna
and drink water from the miraculous Well and the Torah will become absorbed in their body.

Text #5a: Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 53b. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli.

Text #5b: Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 53b. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli.
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Conclusion
Text #6: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. “Masei”, Talks on the Parsha.
Part of the difficulty of the wilderness, which is also a perennial trial for the Jewish community and for the
individual, is that if one could understand where one’s steps are leading, one would know his exact distance from
the final destination, and one would know what the solution is: Everything would be simpler. The great difficulty is
that just when it seems that we are going northward, we suddenly begin to move southward; just when we think
that we are ascending the mountain, we suddenly begin our descent.
This problem is the source and essence of the whole conception of Jewish destiny. If we understood all the
nuances of the process leading to redemption, and saw clearly that we are progressively drawing nearer to it,
everything would seem different. But since we do not know this, we need only recall that “these were their stops
along the way,” for the community and the individual. We constantly re-experience the same journeys; we stand
and we fall…
This is our story, which we will be able to read and understand only at the end of time, when we reach the final
station. Then we will receive the meaning of the map by which we have traveled, and this will enable us to explain
our history and the events that have befallen us.
The path from Egypt to the “good and spacious land” is long and arduous, a path that traversed “The wilderness
of the peoples.” Only at the end of the path will we come to the point at which it will be possible to understand
both the “going forth” and the “journey.” Only then will we comprehend the meaning and the content of all our
experiences over the years.
For more lessons and resources from Rabbi Alex Israel, visit his website www.alexisrael.org.
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