Living with Impermanence to the Fullest
R. Yonatan Cohen

The description of the Israelites sojourning in the desert is offered in great detail (see Numbers 9:15-23).
Time and time again, the Israelites take their cue from the cloud which would either cover the Mishkan
(the Tent of Testimony) or depart from it. At each point of departure and at each stop, the Israelites
obeyed the will of God:
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“...At the Lord's bidding they traveled and at the Lord's bidding they encamped.” (Numbers 9:20)

The extent of the Israelites’ encampments were unpredictable as well. At times, they remained in place
for just a day. At other times, they encamped for as many as 19 years (see Rashi on Deut. 1:46).

The Ramban explains that the Torah goes to great lengths in detailing these travels in the desert in
praise of the Israelites. According to the Ramban, the Israelites remained in place for long periods of
time, even in places that offered little comfort, so as to fulfill the will of God. Furthermore, the Israelites
would hastily depart from an encampment site that provided good respite and relief even after one day,
if God willed it. The Ramban notes, “This involved even greater mental exertion than the previous
scenario, because the people thought that they would be staying there for a longer period of time, so
they unloaded the wagons and put away their baggage, as is the custom of those who arrive at their
destination from a journey, and then, when the cloud was raised up from upon the Tabernacle, they
would have to load the wagons again, and furthermore they would not be able to make for themselves
preparations for the road because there would not be enough time” (Ramban on Deut. 9:19).

For the Ramban, the unpredictable nature of the Israelites’ travels in the desert was a form of faith
exercise, meant to flex the nation’s ability to demonstrate their trust in God.

The Lubavitcher Rebbe zt”l raised a question in the hope of deepening our understanding of these
travels even further. In one of his discourses on the Torah portion, the rebbe asked: “What was the
point of the hundreds of man-hours involved in erecting the Tabernacle, if it was to be dismantled soon
afterwards, sometimes the following day?” In response to his own question, the rebbe replied: “The
Talmud explains that since, ‘they encamped by the word of God, and they traveled by the word of God’
(v. 23), each encampment was not considered to be transitory in nature, because the direct Divine
command to camp at that point, ‘conferred it with the importance of a permanent settlement’ (Eruvin
55b)” (The Lubavitcher Rabbe, Based on Sichas Shabbos Parshas Vayigash 5747).

This teaching can be enriched by a reflection given by Sivan Rahav-Meir in her contemporary
commentary on the Parsha. Sivan Rahav-Meir draws two main lessons from the Torah’s tedious
description of these travels: “First, we are not really the ones who plan and control our lives, and things
happen that we did not plan or ask for. We have to face this fact of life and internalize that we must
expect the unexpected. Second, we do not need to put our lives on hold whenever we find ourselves
temporarily moving from place to place. We should not wait until we reach our destination, until we
enter the Land of Israel. We have to learn to live every moment to the fullest, even when we are still on
the journey. There is no point in waiting until we reach our final destination, because we really have no
idea how long each stage of the journey will last” (Sivan Rahav-Meir, #Parsha, p. 216).

During these times of great uncertainty — are we in phase 1, 2 or 3 and what will the next phase be like?
—let us learn from the Israelites’ journeys in the desert. We can’t put our lives on hold just because
things seem less and less permanent right now. Instead, let us learn to make each stop along the way,
or rather each phase along the way, as long as it might last, meaningful, significant, and ultimately
conferred with the importance of a permanent location...until, we're ready and set to move yet again.
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15 On the day the Mishkan was erected, the cloud covered the Mishkan, which




was a tent for the Testimony, and at evening, there was over the Mishkan like
an appearance of fire, [which remained] until morning.

16 So it was always, the cloud covered it and there was an appearance of fire
at night.

17 and according to the cloud's departure from over the Tent, and afterwards,
the children of Israel would travel, and in the place where the cloud settled,
there the children of Israel would encamp.

18 At the bidding of the Lord, the children of Israel traveled, and at the bidding
of the Lord, they encamped. As long as the cloud hovered above the Mishkan,
they encamped.

19 When the cloud lingered over the Mishkan for many days, the children of
Israel kept the charge of the Lord and did not travel.

20 Sometimes, the cloud remained for several days above the Mishkan; at the
Lord's bidding they traveled and at the Lord's bidding they encamped.

21 Sometimes the cloud remained from evening until morning, and when the
cloud departed in the morning, they traveled. Or, the cloud remained for a day
and a night, and when the cloud departed, they traveled.

22 Whether it was for two days, a month or a year, that the cloud lingered to
hover over the Mishkan, the children of Israel would encamp and not travel,
and when it departed, they traveled.

23 At the Lord's bidding they would encamp, and at the Lord's bidding they
would travel; they kept the charge of the Lord by the word of the Lord through
Moses.
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2. Ramban on Numbers 9:19

The explanation of when the cloud lingered, etc., is to tell us that even if the
cloud would linger upon the Tabernacle many days in a particular place, and
that place was not good in the eyes of [the Israelites], and they greatly wanted
and desired to journey on from that place, nevertheless they did not
transgress the will of God and stayed in their place. And this is the meaning of
the end of our verse, the Children of Israel would keep the charge of HaShem
and would not journey — that out of fear of God and their keeping the charge
of His command they would not journey.

Similarly, Scripture goes on to relate, if the cloud would be upon the
Tabernacle for a number of days (v. 20), meaning around two or three days,
and the people were very weary and “He weakened their strength on the
journey,” so that they would have preferred to encamp longer in their present
location to rest longer, nevertheless they would do the will of God to walk
after the cloud, as the verse concludes: according to the word of HaShem they
would encamp and according to the word of HaShem they would journey.
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Scripture further relates that sometimes the cloud would remain over the
Tabernacle only from evening until morning (v. 21), and [the Israelites] would
accordingly stay in a certain place only one night and then continue to journey
in the morning, even though that involved great exertion for them. And
sometimes, the verse continues, the cloud would stand over the Tabernacle
for a day and a night, because they had walked all night and came to that
place in the morning, and the cloud would rest there all that day and all the
following night, and it would be lifted on the second morning and they would
journey that morning. This involved even greater mental exertion than the
previous scenario, because the people thought that they would be staying
there for a longer period of time, so they unloaded the wagons and put away
their baggage, as is the custom of those who arrive at their destination from a
journey, and then, when the cloud was raised up from upon the Tabernacle,
they would have to load the wagons again, and furthermore they would not be
able to make for themselves preparations for the road because there would
not be enough time.
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3. R. Moshe Medolina, Divrei Moshe

22) “Whether it be for two days, or a month, or a year” — Even if a person’s
efforts to elevate through his worship of God takes an increasingly long time —
“Whether it be for two days, or a month, or a year” — he must never give up —
even as “the cloud lingered to hover over the Mishkan” —and he must not be
frightened by the length, for ultimately he shall achieve his set goal — for the
“the children of Israel would encamp.”
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4. The Lubavitcher Rabbe, Based on Sichas Shabbos Parshas Vayigash 5747

Often the Jewish people would stay encamped in one place for a considerable period of time —as much as 19
years (Rashi to Devarim 1:46) — so the need for fully erecting the Tabernacle, with all the labor involved, was
understood. But “sometimes, the cloud remained for (just) a few days... and sometimes the cloud remained from
night until morning, and when the cloud rose in the morning, they traveled” (v. 20-21).

So what was the point of the hundreds of man-hours involved in erecting the Tabernacle, if it was to be

dismantled soon afterwards, sometimes the following day?

The Talmud explains that since, “they encamped by the word of God, and they traveled by the word of God”
(v. 23), each encampment was not considered to be transitory in nature, because the direct Divine command to
camp at that point, “conferred it with the importance of a permanent settlement” (Eruvin 55b).

5. Sivan Rahav-Meir, #Parsha, p. 216

First, we are not really the ones who plan and control our lives, and things happen that we did not plan or ask for.
We have to face this fact of life and internalize that we must expect the unexpected.

Second, we do not need to put our lives on hold whenever we find ourselves temporarily moving from place to
place. We should not wait until we reach our destination, until we enter the Land of Israel. We have to learn to




live every moment to the fullest, even when we are still on the journey. There is no point in waiting until we reach
our final destination, because we really have no idea how long each stage of the journey will last.




