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“On the twentieth day of the second month of the second year, the cloud was taken up 

from over the tabernacle of the testimony; and the people of Israel moved out in stages from 

the Sinai Desert.  The cloud stopped in the Pa’ran Desert. So they set out on their first 

journey” (Bmidbar 10:11-13). Thus it was that after almost a year since the had been given at 

Mount Sinai our people set off at Hashem’s command on their journey towards Eretz Yisrael. 

For the past twelve months our people had camped around the mountain as Hashem gave 

them time to adjust to the new Torah way of life that they had been commanded to observe. 

Indeed, adjusting to an observant way of life takes time since it demands of the uninitiated a 

radical rearrangement of their lives. Indeed, we should remember that as slaves in Egypt who 

had been wholly subsumed in an alien culture the landscape of Torah observance that 

Hashem set before our people must have looked much like a foreign country. The concept, 

for instance, of resting on the Sabbath day must have been an alien concept to a people who 

had had to serve their Egyptian masters 24/7. Old habits die hard and, as the Scriptures 

report, even though they had been commanded to rest there were many people who 

couldn’t help themselves and went out looking for bread or who gathered firewood. As with 

Shabbat so with many other aspects of our people’s lives that year around Mount Sinai was 

intended to break our people in to the new lifestyle that had been committed to them. Thus 

it was, that as we have heard, the moment came after a year of camping around Mount Sinai, 

when the signal was given for the people of Israel to move on out into the desert. As we shall 

hear, however, things didn’t work out too well. 

 

Perhaps the problem in this respect was that, after a year of camping, moving off into the 

desert was a jarring experience. In fact life at Sinai, though it was in the desert, might not 

have been all that bad. As Yitro’s arrival in camp, Tzipporah and children in tow, 

demonstrates Mount Sinai wasn’t at the ends of the earth, and it is very possible that traders 

came and went, bringing life’s essentials and perhaps some dainties too, as they sought to 

cash in on the people of Israel’s situation. So after such a long time of relative ease breaking 

camp and moving anywhere at all must have proven to be a challenge all in itself. It’s not that 

God made it easy though. For as we read our people were made to travel for three whole 

days, night and day, without stopping! Now I like a good long walk as much as anyone else. I 

remember my DofE Gold expedition which was also three days long across the rugged terrain 

of the Brecon Beacons, heavy rucksack on my back - many years ago now - and that was 

hard enough. But at least we got to stop and rest at night. Not so for Israel! The gruelling 

nature of the route march must have been compounded by the fact that our people had 

effectively been sedentary for a year. Naturally one trains for a marathon, but the fact is that 

our people had had no such training for this nightmare of a route march!  As we read, “So 

they set out from Adonai’s mountain and travelled for three days. The ark of the testimony 

went ahead of them on this three-day journey, as they looked for a place to stop” (Bmidbar 

10:33-34).  Talk about being thrown in at the deep end! Indeed, the people of Israel’s 

predicament was very much sink or swim. Just imagine the rising crescendo of complaints as 

the journey wore on. As we also read, (Bmidbar 11:1), “But the people began complaining 
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about their hardships to Adonai.” You know, reading this from the comfort of our modern 

lives, it’s so very tempting to be critical of our people - after all, doesn’t the text invite us to 

be critical? Isn’t the Bible’s perspective on this complaining that it was lo tov? But here I 

believe we need to exercise a little empathy and humility. Or are we so very sure that we 

would have acted with complete faith and not complained at our circumstances? After all, 

which of us here could physically have endured what our people were forced to endure 

during that first three day route march? Even the fittest of us would be dropping like flies 

along the way. Imagine the intense desert heat during the day - the hunger, thirst, the 

exhausted bodies screaming for a rest and imagine the cold of the desert night, mile after 

mile of unrelenting torture. And let’s remember too that, though Mount Sinai was relatively 

easy, ancient people weren’t as cosseted as we moderns are. I bet that even Bear Grylls would 

have struggled. So let’s not think we’d have done better. No, we’d have been the first to drop 

out of line! So was it fair of God, upon hearing these rising complaints, to be angry with our 

people? As we read, “When Adonai heard it, his anger flared up, so that fire from Adonai 

broke out against them and consumed the outskirts of the camp.” This divine response was 

most certainly not of the ‘gentle Jesus meek and mild’ kind!  On the contrary, I can well 

imagine every Israelite mother and father looking at the suffering of their little children and 

their frail, aged elders, and feeling disillusioned and or angry with God. This wasn’t what they 

signed up for! They had been promised a life of blessing in a land of milk and honey but the 

desert experience had rapidly disabused them of any faith in God’s goodness. In such 

circumstances I can well imagine the Israelites looking at the pillar of fire and the column of 

smoke that led them day and night and feeling bitterness rising in their spirits. Is that the kind 

of god they wanted to serve? One that would purposefully make children and old people 

suffer? Is that the kind of god you want to serve? Little wonder that in these circumstances 

the crescendo of complaints continued to rise. For a start we are told that the mixed 

multitude “grew greedier for an easier life while the people of Israel, for their part also 

renewed their weeping and said, ‘If only we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we used 

to eat in Egypt - it cost us nothing! - and the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, 

the garlic! But now we’re withering away, we have nothing to eat but this man.” In fact there 

is a subtlety in the Hebrew text which does not communicate so well in our English 

translations. Stern is a bit loose when he translates the Hebrew as “grew greedier for an 

easier life” because according to the Hebrew the mixed multitude literally “desired a desire”, 

or as the Artscroll translation puts it “cultivated a craving”. What was it that they craved? 

Exactly what the people of Israel also craved - the certainties of Egyptian servility. They may 

have been slaves in Egypt at least there they had “meat”, the “fish” that they caught for free in 

the River Nile and the juicy thirst quenching vegetables like “cucumbers” and the savoury 

delights of “leeks,” “onions” and “garlic”. At least the food that they had in Egypt tasted good, 

they complained. But “not we’re withering away, we have nothing to eat but this man.”  If we 

read between the lines of this complaint we hear the pain of a people who had expected 

much more from their freedom. We hear the pain of their present discomfort and their 

disillusionment at project Promised Land. We hear the thought in their complaints that 

perhaps freedom wasn’t all that it was cracked up to be?!  It’s a bit like a house cat who sits at 
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the window, resenting its captivity, every day always seeking a means to escape into the great 

outdoors, and then when it finally manages to win its freedom returns home at nightfall 

because its hungry, cold and its starting to rain. The truth is that freedom isn’t always free. 

There’s always a price to pay, and often, as our people discovered, our temporal needs are 

better provided for in the house of bondage. As I think on this theme I am reminded of that 

classic 90s film The Matrix in which humanity is portrayed as being enslaved by an alien 

species. Human beings are kept in a comatose state, each asleep in their own pod, living out 

comfortable lives which only exist in their continuous dream state. In this dream world they 

are provided with all the luxuries of life. And yet, none of it is real. In reality they are enslaved 

by aliens who live off the energy that their comatose bodies provide for them. Those few who 

wake up regain their lives and their freedom, but soon discover that the world outside the 

pod is harsh and cold. Indeed, there is one particular scene in which, like our people in this 

week’s parashah, one of these freed slaves negotiates his return to a luxury life in the pod in 

return for betraying the cause of freedom. VIDEO 

 

This is a question that we must each answer for ourselves. Is freedom worth the cost? I’ve 

said this before and I’ll say it again… Much preaching of the besorah promises that life with 

Hashem is all floating on clouds, bouncing on the sweet marshmallows of His blessing. They 

promise that Yeshua is the answer to all your problems, including paying the utilities bills. 

Your computer has a virus? No problem for Yeshua! Simply pray, lay hands on it and cast it 

out in Yeshua’s Name. They promise that every problem will be solved, as Tommy Cooper 

would say, ‘just like that’! And if your problem isn’t solved and your pressing need isn’t met? 

If the overdue electricity bill still remains unpaid then, well, the fault is yours because you 

haven’t believed enough. After all, didn’t Yeshua said that faith moves mountains? Many 

believers are consequently caught up in a pernicious cycle of guilt and failure because their 

life just doesn’t pan out in the way we are told it should. And then come the health, wealth, 

prosperity teachers making money out of people’s guilt and sense of failure, selling all kinds 

of merchandise that promise to explain how you’re doing faith all wrong and prostituting 

their patented secret of how to do faith right. No wonder they’re rich! They shamelessly 

exploit people’s feelings of disappointment, guilt and sense of failure because they were 

miss-sold the gospel which conflated freedom with temporal blessing. And that is precisely 

the point of our portion. We may ask why life had to be so hard as our people shlepped 

across the desert to the Promised Land? Why, couldn’t Hashem, with all His power, have 

caused the desert to blossom around them, cushioning each sandalled step with a bed of 

grass? Why did He allow them to suffer at all? Why weren’t weren’t they all whisked off with a 

magic carpet to the land of milk and honey? Because, as Moshe explained, “You are to 

remember everything of the way in which Adonai led you these forty years in the desert, 

humbling and testing you in order to know what was in your heart — whether you would 

obey his mitzvot or not. He humbled you, allowing you to become hungry, and then fed you 

with man, which neither you nor your ancestors had ever known, to make you understand 

that a person does not live on food alone but on everything that comes from the mouth of 

Adonai.” When our lives are seen through the lens of Israel’s desert experience we 
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understand that this life is not the Promised Land. Though life has very many joys and 

pleasures, for which we are grateful and give thanks, it is nevertheless more often a hard and 

rocky road. Often we wander, in the words of Tehillimh 63, through a “land parched and 

exhausted, where no water can be found.” Such is life. Often, like our people in this week’s 

parashah, we feel that we cannot go on and that we have had more than enough. Indeed, 

while faith is often a comfort at these times, it can also be the cause of greater distress. After 

all, as Philip Yancey observes in his book, ‘Disappointment with God,’: “True atheists do not, I 

presume, feel disappointed in God. They expect nothing and receive nothing. But those who 

commit their lives to God, no matter what, instinctively expect something in return. Are those 

expectations wrong?” Probably…  At least when it comes to the expectation that God will 

mollify the troubles that pertain to living in this present imperfect existence. That’s the 

expectation that Iyov wrestled with and which brought him no end of mental and emotional 

anguish. How do you worship a God who, though being all powerful, clearly allows suffering - 

who allows your suffering? How do you worship a God whom many believers might claim 

heals their toothache, gets their car started, reboots their virus laden computer, pays their 

electricity bill, but yet allows millions to suffer and die from disease or disability? Indeed, it 

was precisely because our people were out of Egypt, out of the Matrix, and free to think for 

themselves that they grappled with such enormous existential questions in the context of 

their own suffering. And they didn’t like it. They were disappointed by God and they 

concluded that it was easier to live back in Egypt under servility to the Pharaoh and have their 

bellies filled, their temporal needs met, than to have to grapple with the existential demands 

of freedom. As the man from the Matrix said, ‘ignorance is bliss’. And yet as Rav Shaul 

declared to the Philippians, those whose “god is their belly” are “doomed to destruction.” 

Moreover, as Mishlei 29:18 says, “my people perish for lack of vision.” This is an interesting 

statement when read in the context of Moshe’s explanation that, Hashem permitted Israel’s 

suffering so that they would learn that man does not live by bread alone but by every word 

that comes from the mouth of God.” What does this mean but that human beings have been 

created for more than just filling their bellies? The people of Israel wanted to return to Egypt 

to do just that; they wanted to avoid the existential questions that arise from freedom. But if 

temporal blessing is all that we seek, if we are willing to trade freedom with all its struggles, 

for a full belly in a life of bondage, as with farm animals, what are we? I believe that what God 

wants us to understand from our parashah is that we human beings are to be much more 

than that. Animals do not struggle with fundamental questions of existence. But we must. In 

fact God apparently heartily approves of such enquiry, which is surely why the Books of Iyov 

and others are part of our Hebrew canon. Animals never ask ‘why?’ But free human beings 

must and do. Indeed, though we diligently search the Scriptures, often the answer to these 

questions, as Iyov would attest, are never completely found. For now, in this present age, “we 

see through a glass darkly.” And yet ask we must. Indeed, if we do not ask then are we not 

attempting to live by bread alone? Human beings were created to engage with all the higher 

themes that arise from observation of our troubles in this present age. My people perish for 

lack of vision, says Hashem. We are diminished as human beings when we do not grapple 

with issues of  justice, mercy and compassion. We are diminished when we are not troubled 
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or stirred to action at the sight of disease and death, by war and poverty. This then is the 

challenge of freedom - to become fully human in the midst of this imperfect and troubled 

world and not to retreat from it, even as Yeshua modelled full humanity for us.  

 


