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Ending A Week of Terror and the Book of Numbers 
Parashat Matot-Masei – July 20, 2012 / 5773 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 
At the end of the Book of Exodus, we learn that as the Israelites travel through the 
desert, they are accompanied by a pillar of fire at night and a cloud of smoke by day.  
One interpretation suggests that the fire and smoke remind us that the Jews should 
never get too comfortable.  It states, “Even when Jews think that they have settled in a 
place where they have known only peace and tranquility and they feel as though they’ve 
finally settled down, they should bear in mind that this, too, is merely a way station, and 
that they may be forced to wander again.”1 
I’ve tended to shy away from cynical claims that as Jews, we must watch our backs at 
all times.  Actually, I think we’re living in an unprecedented era of Jewish history.  In 
general, and historians support this claim, we are safer and have more access to certain 
freedoms than at any other time in Jewish history.  And yet our tradition has always held 
on strongly to the ‘glass half empty’ approach to our survival.  After this week, I am 
reminded why we are a guarded people.   
I want you to think back a couple of weeks to the Torah portion, Balak.  Some of us 
celebrated that Shabbat in Tel Aviv.  If you recall, during that portion, we learn about a 
foreign sorcerer named Balaam who is called upon by the Moabite ruler, Balak, to curse 
the Jews.  But what does Balaam do instead? Instead of cursing the Israelites, he 
blesses them.  And what is his blessing? Ma Tovu ohalecha Yaakov – ‘How wondrous 
are your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, O Israel.’  A blessing we say every 
morning when we enter the sanctuary; a blessing found to be so powerful and moving 
that it is a liturgical centerpiece.  I’ve always been impressed that our tradition holds up 
certain non-Jews as central players in guiding us from Egypt to the Promised Land, a 
reminder that as a Jewish people, we cannot seclude ourselves and expect that we can 
survive and excel on our own – we need partners.   
However, the inspiration I find every year in Parashat Balak has been soured by my 
close reading of this week’s double Torah portion, Matot-Masei.   It’s definitley true that 
you find something new in the Torah each year you return to a portion.  I noticed a small 
sentence, buried amongst a story about Israel’s battle with the people of Midian.  After 
Moses amasses an army to seek revenge against the Midianites for seducing the 
Israelite men to have illicit sexual relations and pray to foreign gods, there’s a sentence 
which reads, “Along with their victims, they slew the five kings of Midian: Evi, Rekem, 
Zur, Hur, and Reba.  They also put Balaam, son of Beor, to the sword.” 
Just a few chapters earlier, this was the very person who blessed the Jewish people!  
And yet, here he is killed by the very people whom he blessed.  I’m shocked, I’m 
disappointed and I’m disturbed.   
And that’s exactly how I feel about the events of this week.  Balaam’s death at the 
hands of those whom he blessed is a stark reminder that people can change; the world 
can change.  It is not safe to settle, to get so secure and comfortable that we neglect the 
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reality of the world around us.  This week we’ve witnessed a dramatic move by rebel 
forces in Syria to overthrow their tyrannical government.  We’ve seen images of Israelis 
blown to bits (seven killed and thirty-seven wounded), but this time, not on the streets of 
Jerusalem, but in Bulgaria, far from where we perceive the Israeli/Palestinian conflict 
occurring.  And just today, we learned of the massacre of movie-goers in Colorado – 
(twelve people killed so far and fifty-nine wounded) - no explanation given as to why this 
24-year-old, PhD student, with no ties to hate groups, would do such a horrific thing.   
How are we supposed to approach our day-to-day lives when we experience a week 
like this?  How am I supposed to feel next time I walk into a movie theater?  Am I 
supposed to make sure I sit further up in the stadium-style seats?  Am I supposed to 
keep an eye on the exit doors?  No.  I’m supposed to continue living my life as I have 
been, reminded, as I was this afternoon listening to NPR that the shooting was an act of 
terror by a ‘lone wolf’.  And I’m supposed to think about the Israelis I know who have 
experienced acts of terror in their hometowns and who have always said, “you just keep 
on living your life, you’re just a little more aware of your surroundings.” 
We are ending the Book of Numbers this Shabbat.  The second half of this double 
Torah portion is entitled, Masei, meaning ‘journeys’ and it recalls all the stops on our 
journey from Egypt to the steppes of Moab, the final stop before the Israelites enter the 
land of Israel.  Each verse follows the same pattern - ‘The Israelites set out from X and 
encamped at Y”.  The Israelites encamped on their journey, they didn’t settle down – 
that’s made clear by the Hebrew verb, vayachanu, used in every repetitive verse.  They 
never allowed themselves to get too comfortable, to forget their greater purpose, which 
was to reach the Promised Land.    
The events of this week, combined with some of the themes in this week’s Torah 
portion, remind me that we can’t settle, we can’t get too comfortable and blind ourselves 
to what’s happening around us.  We need to keep moving.  We need to remain aware.  
We cannot stand idly by.   
There is another explanation for the pillar of fire and cloud of smoke that accompanied 
the Jews through the desert – “This is a lesson for every person,” it states. “Each 
person is considered like a sanctuary in his own right, and when good fortune shines on 
him he should always be aware of the cloud which can come and darken his life.  On 
the other hand, when things are bad and everything is dark around him, he should not 
despair, because the sun will shine for him again.”2 
We end each book of the Torah with three words - hazak, hazak, v’nithazek, translated 
as “Strength, strength, we will grow stronger.”  Tonight, I pray for strength.  I pray for 
strength for all the families of the victims of this week’s tragedies.  I pray for my own 
strength to get up tomorrow, kiss my wife and children, and be aware of the blessings in 
my life.  I pray for the strength of our community not to settle and to embrace those 
within our midst who need our support and our love.  I pray for the strength of my two 
homes, Israel and the United States, to battle forces which seek its destruction.  And I 
pray to God that one day, there will no longer be weeks like this one. 
Hazak, hazak, v’nithazek. 
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