Parashah Bamidbar Comments
The Hebrew name for the Fourth of the Five Books of Moses is “Bamidbar” (“In the Wilderness”) and describes the Israelites wanderings of forty years in the wilderness of the Sinai desert. The name of this book most familiar to Christians is Numbers. The first Parashah (or Torah portion) is also called “Bamidbar.” I would like to focus on two aspects of this parashah that reflect God’s primary commandments: to love Him and love one another. Listen to Matthew 22:36-39 as Jesus is asked,
36 “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”
37 Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.”’
For many, including myself, the counting of the Israelites in the first chapter of “Bamidbar” was very tedious. I did not see any connection between this registration and the basics of our faith; but upon a re-reading and a little study, it becomes clear that this is an act of love and the entire portion can be related to the comments of Jesus in Matthew above.
God tells Moses:

2 “Take a census of the entire assembly of the people of Isra’el, by clans and families. Record the names of all the men 3 twenty years old and over who are subject to military service in Isra’el. You and Aharon are to enumerate them company by company. “ (Numbers 1:2-3)
Like the Good Shepherd who leaves the 99 sheep to go after the lost one, God cares about each and every one of His people. Each person is equal in His eyes. Whether you are seemingly an important member of your family, tribe, or clan, or a small presence in the nation of Israel, you count just as much, no more, no less, than your brother Israelite. I have three children so this doesn’t apply to me as much as to some others, but try to imagine a family of six, eight, or ten children. When the family goes ANYWHERE, I’ll bet the parents are constantly counting their kids to make sure they have them all in tow. It is because of this love for us, that God can expect our love in return and He commands us to give it.  
In the counting, each person is registering his genealogy, his ancestry. The registration is done by families. Each person could trace his descendants back to one of the twelve sons of Jacob. This is why the Jewish people are called the children of Israel since “Israel” was another name for Jacob the patriarch. Essentially, the people of Israel were one huge family. Every member looked back to one of the sons of Jacob as the father of his or her tribe. Within each tribe, were the extended families we would call clans. Within the clans would be the families as we might recognize them: father, wife or wives, children and grandchildren. The individual household was known by the term “beit av” which literally means “house of a father” in Hebrew. The term “mishpochah” means family in Hebrew and refers to all of these groups and sub-groups. In the book of Numbers, there are at least 38 references to “mishpochah.”   

This patriarchy may seem a bit confining to some people, especially to some women; however, it is important to note that the biblical woman saw her father and her husband as the source of her prestige, position, and identity. They affirmed her femininity. It is also true that the bible depicted women who did not fit this description; but they were the exception and not the rule. In the days of the bible, fathers and husbands provided women with protection, support and dignity. Paul’s beliefs are reflected by this patriarchal worldview when he speaks of gentiles joining the family of Israel by “adoption to sonship.” (Romans 8:15, 8:23, 9:4, Galatians 4:5, and Ephesians 1:5) 

This God-given structure is the strength of the Jewish people. You can see it in the strong connection between family and salvation. In the story of Passover, God tells His people to eat the Passover lamb as a family. 

Then Moses summoned all the elders of Israel and said to them, “Go at once and select the animals for your families and slaughter the Passover lamb. (Exodus 12:21) 
The retelling of the exodus from Egypt is retold every year at a family meal called a Seder. 

The great redemption of the people as told on the holiday of “Purim” is another family event. Mordecai, who was her Uncle, adopted Esther who later became the Queen. Because of Mordecai’s urging and Esther’s intercession, Haman’s plot to wipe out the Jewish population was exposed and became a death sentence for Haman and all of his fellow anti-Semites which was carried out by the very people Haman sought to exterminate. See the Book of Esther, Chapter 9.
Chanukah is another salvation event centered around family. It was Judah Maccabbee and his family that led the revolt that overthrew King Achasverus. It is recorded in the Book of Maccabbees (which is not accepted as Jewish Scripture) and took place during the time between the writing of the Tenach (the Older Testament) and the Brit Chadashah (the Newer Testament). A reference to it is found in John 10:22:
“Then came Hanukkah in Yerushalayim. It was winter,…”

In 1 Samuel 11, Sha’ul rallies the tribes of Israel to protect the people of Jabesh Gilead. Here is how the Tenach tells it:
“The Spirit of God fell on Sha’ul when he heard this; blazing furiously with anger, 7 he seized a pair of oxen and cut them in pieces; then he sent them throughout the territory of Isra’el with messengers saying, “Anyone who doesn’t come and follow Sha’ul and Sh’mu’el, this is what will be done to his oxen!” The fear of Adonai fell on the people, and they came out with united hearts” (Verses 6 & 7).
Three hundred thousand came to fight for the people of Jabesh Gilead. Their bully-enemy was a mere 30,000 strong. Guess who won???
This biblical emphasis on family is also reflected in the Babylonian Talmud, a commentary on the Older Testament, where it says two members of one family will glorify the whole family.

But [say thus:] 'one of a city' — shall benefit an entire city, and 'two of a family' — will benefit the entire family. (Tractate Sanhedrin 111a)
Shifchah means “handmaiden” or “maid” in Hebrew. It is a tradition in much of the Jewish world to relate the Hebrew letters in this word to the letters in the word “mishpochah” (which, again, means family in case you forgot!). The reasoning is that this closeness in the Hebrew suggests a sense of an impetus to treat an employee as “family.” This is likely the way in which the matriarchs treated their female servants. 
This may be a reason Hagar crossed the line and angered Sarah with her disrespect. All too often, we see family members taking one another for granted. Maybe the tradition of treating your servants like family gave Hagar the perception that she could take liberties with the relationship between her and her mistress Sarah.

The idea of family is so strong in Jewish culture that even my mother, a non-observant Jewish lady, would ask me to bring home students from the University I was attending who had nowhere to go over the Thanksgiving weekend so that they wouldn’t have to be without family on that holiday.
Most of you know I lost my sister to cancer in April of 2012. She was my mother’s sole caregiver. In fact, her commitment to Mom’s care was 24/7 and kept her from taking the time off she needed to seek medical treatment for a gall bladder that eventually turned into inoperable cancer. To resettle my mom during the seven weeks of my sister’s struggle was a major effort. My brother, myself and our wives did what was necessary to resettle my mom and separate out the entanglements that life brings when two lives are joined together so intimately as Mom’s and my sister’s. During the entire process, both families worked to accomplish the resettlement. Everyone gave MORE than their share to the effort. There was money involved as well. Not to divide as an inheritance but to pay out as expenses for the resettlement of our mom. In the end, my mother has a new home where she is very happy. My brother and I, the surviving siblings, and our wives, are committed to working together to clean up the loose ends and move on. There is a little money my sister left. My wife and I are encouraging my brother to take it because he had lent her so much money in the past. My sister owed me money as well from long ago, but it didn’t matter.  We all loved each other and supported each other. All the siblings and siblings-in-law were so thankful that my sister was able and willing to care for Mom for so long and so well that we felt the gift of her devotion was priceless. Money was just used to get things done as best we could.  We were and are family. Money never got in the way. Through it all, the support we gave one another made it easier for all of us. We continue today to deal with this situation as we have, in loving concern for one another.
My sister died on April 20. On April 14, one of my insurance clients died. Her son, one of eight siblings, cared for and devoted himself to his mother just as my sister did to our mother. The only difference was that in his family, four of the siblings, while their mother was in the hospital, got her to sign a power of attorney. These siblings are now trying to disenfranchise the brother who gave up a life of his own for his mother. The mother bought an insurance policy naming this son as the beneficiary. She confided to me that her other children didn’t seem to care much about her welfare at all. She wanted to show this son her appreciation for what he did for her. The farm she owned is worth many hundreds of thousands of dollars. This son may wind up only getting the one small insurance policy I helped his mother apply for. These siblings are accusing him of mismanagement of the farm, inadequate care, and taking advantage of their mother. He is going to an attorney to try and get his portion. 
I am grateful I grew up in a loving home where there is mutual respect and love for one another. The only time my dad ever struck me was when I hit my sister. I owe a lot to family and the family values that I was taught. These values are reflected in the bible and the culture of Jewish people. I don’t know if my parents ever read the Scriptures. I do know they lived as though they had obeyed at least the second commandment: to love one another.
In “Oh God” (the movie starring George Burns and John Denver), George Burns, in answer to why He put people on the planet, said, So you could help one another.”
In another movie called “The Straight Story,” Richard Farnsworth plays George Straight, a man who rides his lawnmower 200 miles to see his ailing brother from whom he has been estranged for a long time. (This is a true story, by the way). On the way, he stops to pick up a young female hitchhiker who informs him that she is running away from home out of shame for being pregnant and unwed. When they stop for the night, he gives her a stick and asks her to break it which she does. Then he takes a bundle of sticks, wraps a leather thong around them and, again, asks her to break it. This time she can’t. He tells her the stick represents the individual. The bundle represents family. He tells her how her family must be so concerned and worried over her disappearance and urges her to return to them where she can get love and support. The next morning, when he gets ready to resume his journey, he finds the girl has gone, but she has left behind the bundle of sticks in such a way that he knows she was going back to her family.
God gave the Jewish people His love, and He demonstrated it by counting each and every one of them. A story is told of a King who had many garments but loved one especially. It was a silk garment. It was beautiful, but the main reason he loved it so much was in the way that it clung to him. God is like this king who created all human beings but loves the Jewish people in a special way because they cling to Him. This is another way of expressing God’s first true commandment. Love God with everything you’ve got.
King Louis XIV of France asked Blaise Pascal, the great Christian philosopher, to give him proof of God. Pascal responded, 
“Why the Jews your majesty, the Jews!”
Why are the people of Israel called “The Chosen People”? Because God chose them to be the vehicle for revealing Himself to the world.

It is this  two-fold cohesion - love of God and of one another - that has brought the people of Israel through the Inquisitions, pogroms, Crusades, dispersions and the Holocaust to become a rising world power and symbol of democracy and peace in a world threatening to be overwhelmed by the evil of greed and power. For the first time in modern history, there are now more Jews in Israel than there are anywhere else in the world.
The Jewish ethic is committed to repairing the world: it is called in Hebrew “Tikkun Olum.” It is based on the structure that we are all family – that saving one member is like saving the whole family. Likewise, a loss or injure of one is a loss or injure to everyone in the family. 
In giving us family, God gave us strength. He gave us one another in the context of family and commanded us to maintain that gift by loving one another as we love ourselves. This is our inheritance, whether you are circumcised in your body or circumcised in your heart, whether you are a blood-born Jewish person, a convert to Judaism, a convert to Messianic Judaism, or an adopted son or daughter as the Apostle Paul describes. This is God’s second true commandment: love one another. Be family to one another.
Nothing else rises to the level of these two commandments. Everything else that we are directed to do by God flows from this. All else is instruction, teachings, judgments, directions, exhortations, admonitions and injunctions. 
Father in Heaven: thank you for giving us strength and identity through your love for us and your commandments to love you and one another in our individual families and as your children in your greater family. Amen


  
