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​I. Hope After Hope is Gone: The Structure of BeMidbar​

​1. Numbers 1:19​ ​​במדבר א׳:י״ט

​Asה׳​​​​had​​commanded​​Moses,​​so​​he​
​recorded them in the wilderness of Sinai.​

ר בַּ֥  דְ מִ ם בְּ דֵ֖  קְ וַֽיִּפְ ה  שֶׁ֑ מֹ ת־ וָּ֥ה ה׳ אֶ  ר צִ שֶׁ֛  ​​כַּאֲ
נָֽי׃ }ס{ י ​​סִ

​2.Numbers 1:54​ ​​במדבר א׳:נ״ד

​The​​Israelites​​did​​accordingly;​​just​​asה׳​​​​had​
​commanded Moses, so they did.​

ן כֵּ֥ ה  שֶׁ֖ מֹ ת־ ה ה׳ אֶ וָּ֧ ר צִ שֶׁ֨ ל אֲ כֹ֠  ל כְּ֠ אֵ֑  רָ י יִשְׂ נֵ֣  וּ בְּ שׂ֖ וַֽיַּעֲ ​​
וּ׃ }פ{ שֽׂ ​​עָ

​3.Numbers 2:34​ ​​במדבר ב׳:ל״ד

​The​​Israelites​​did​​accordingly;​​just​​asה׳​​​​had​
​commanded Moses, so they camped by their​
​standards, and so they marched, each man with his​
​clan according to his ancestral house.​

ה מֹשֶׁ֗ ת־ ה ה׳ אֶ וָּ֨ ר־צִ שֶׁ ל אֲ כֹ֠  ל כְּ֠ אֵ֑  רָ י יִשְׂ נֵ֣  וּ בְּ שׂ֖ וַֽיַּעֲ ​​
ית בֵּ֥ ל־ יו עַ תָ֖ חֹ  פְּ שְׁ מִ ישׁ לְ אִ֥ עוּ  ן נָסָ֔ כֵ֣ ם֙ וְ יהֶ גְלֵ דִ וּ לְ נ֤ כֵּֽן־חָ ​​

יו׃ }פ{ תָֽ בֹ  ​​אֲ

​4.Numbers 3:16​ ​​במדבר ג׳:ט״ז

​So Moses recorded them at the command of​
​.​​as​​he​​was​​bidden,​​​ה׳

וָּֽה׃  ר צֻ שֶׁ֖  י ה׳ כַּאֲ פִּ֣ ל־ ה עַ שֶׁ֖ מֹ ם  תָ֛ אֹ ד  קֹ֥  ​​וַיִּפְ
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​5. Numbers 3:42​ ​​במדבר ג׳:מ״ב

​So Moses recorded all the male first-born​
​among​​the​​Israelites,​​asה׳​​​​had​​commanded​
​him.​

נֵ֥י  בְ וֹר בִּ כ֖ ל־בְּ אֶֽת־כׇּ וֹ  אֹת֑ וָּ֥ה ה׳   ר צִ שֶׁ֛  ה כַּאֲ מֹשֶׁ֔ ד  קֹ֣  ​​וַיִּפְ
אֵֽל׃  רָ ​​יִשְׂ

​See also Numbers 8:4, 20, 22; 9:5, 18-19, 23: 10:13​

​6. Numbers 11:1-6​ ​​במדבר י״א:א׳-ו׳

​(1) The people took to complaining bitterly​
​before​ ​​יהוה​​יהוה. ​heard​​and​​was​​incensed:​
​a​​fire​​ofיהוה​​​​broke​​out​​against​​them,​
​ravaging the outskirts of the camp. (2) The​
​people cried out to Moses. Moses prayed to​
​​​and​​the​​fire​​died​​down.​​(3)​​That​​place,​​​יהוה
​was​​named​​Taberah,​​because​​a​​fire​​ofיהוה​​​
​had broken out against them. (4) The riffraff​
​in their midst felt a gluttonous craving; and​
​then the Israelites wept and said, “If only we​
​had meat to eat! (5) We remember the fish​
​that we used to eat free in Egypt, the​
​cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the​
​onions, and the garlic. (6) Now our gullets​
​are shriveled. There is nothing at all! Nothing​
​but this manna to look to!”​

ע מַ֤  ה וַיִּשְׁ הֹוָ֑ י יְ נֵ֣ זְ אׇ ע בְּ רַ֖ ים  נְנִ֔ אֹ֣  תְ ם֙ כְּמִ עָ י הָ הִ֤ ​​)א( וַיְ
ה צֵ֥  קְ אכַל בִּ תֹּ֖ ה וַ הֹוָ֔ שׁ יְ אֵ֣ ם֙  ר־בָּ עַ בְ וֹ וַתִּ פּ֔ ר אַ חַ יִּ֣ הֹוָה֙ וַ ​​יְ

ה֙ מֹשֶׁ ל  לֵּ֤  פַּ ה וַיִּתְ שֶׁ֑ מֹ ל־ ם אֶ עָ֖  ק הָ עַ֥  נֶֽה׃ )ב( וַיִּצְ  חֲ הַֽמַּ ​​
וֹם ק֥ מָּ ם־הַ שֵֽׁ א  רָ֛  אֵֽשׁ׃ )ג( וַיִּקְ  ע הָ קַ֖  שְׁ ה וַתִּ הֹוָ֔ ל־יְ ​​אֶ

וָֽה׃ )ד( הֹ שׁ יְ אֵ֥ ם  בָ֖ ה  רָ֥  עֲ כִּֽי־בָ ה  רָ֑  עֵ בְ וּא תַּ ה֖ ​​הַ
וּ כּ֗ בוּ וַיִּבְ שֻׁ֣ ה וַיָּ וָ֑ אֲ וּ תַּ וּ֖ אַ תְ וֹ הִ בּ֔ רְ קִ ר בְּ שֶׁ֣  ף֙ אֲ סֻ פְ הָֽאסַ ​​וְ
נוּ֙ רְ ר׃ )ה( זָכַ֙ שָֽׂ  נוּ בָּ לֵ֖  כִ י יַאֲ מִ֥ וּ  ר֔ אמְ יֹּ֣ ל וַ אֵ֔ רָ י יִשְׂ נֵ֣  ם בְּ ​​גַּ֚

ים אִ֗ שֻּׁ קִּ ת הַ אֵ֣ נָּ֑ם   יִם חִ רַ֖  צְ מִ ל בְּ כַ֥ נֹא ר־ שֶׁ ה אֲ גָ֔ דָּ ת־הַ ​​אֶ
ים לִ֖  צָ בְּ ת־הַ יר וְאֶ צִ֥  חָ ת־הֶ ים וְאֶ חִ֔ טִּ בַ הָֽאֲ ת֙  ​​וְאֵ

י תִּ֖  לְ ל בִּ כֹּ֑ ין  אֵ֣ ה  שָׁ֖  נוּ יְבֵ שֵׁ֥  ה נַפְ תָּ֛  מִֽים׃ )ו( וְעַ שּׁוּ ת־הַ ​​וְאֶ
נֵֽינוּ׃ י ן עֵ מָּ֥  ל־הַ ​​אֶ
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​7. The Heart of Torah, vol. 2, pp. 128-129​

​This is, needless to say, a sad and dark tale.  God has tried to breathe new life into the​
​people, but they have been unable or unwilling to receive it.  And so they die before God’s​
​promises are fulfilled.  Had Numbers ended there, we would be faced with an unmitigated​
​and irredeemable tragedy.  Crucially, though, covenantal crisis is not the end of the story.​
​After the people’s second collapse into idolatry, when the last remaining adult members of​
​the older generation have died out, something remarkable happens:  Numbers launches​
​into a census of the new generation, the people who will—despite everything—conquer and​
​inherit the land (Numbers 26).  In stark contrast to what has happened until now, in the last​
​eleven chapters of the book, we encounter “no death, no murmurings, no rebellions against​
​the leadership.”  Something genuinely new seems to have emerged.​

​There is something deeply Jewish about this story.  Human stubbornness and sinfulness​
​take an enormous toll—on the people themselves. on their leaders, and even, ultimately, on​
​God.  And yet the Torah does not give these human failings the last word.  “The Israelites’​
​determination to sin is more than matched by [God’s] determination to bless…  [God] will​
​fulfill [God’s] promise—of that there is no doubt.  The only open question in [Numbers] is​
​‘Who will be the recipients of the benefits of that promise?’”  The reader of Numbers is​
​invited to imagine herself as part of a new generation poised to enter the Promised Land.​
​Will we see only what seems impossible and thus spurn God and the possibility of genuine​
​faith?  Or will we trust in God, and thereby discover the hope and possibility that God​
​continues to make possible?​

​II. Hope After Hope is Gone:​​King Jehoiachin (​​Yehoyachin​​)​​is Raised Up​

​8. 2 Kings 25:21​ ​​מלכים ב כ״ה:כ״א

​“Thus Judah was exiled from its land.”​ וֹ׃ תֽ מָ ל אַדְ עַ֥  ה מֵ דָ֖ גֶל יְהוּ יִּ֥ ​​וַ
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​9. II Kings 25:27-30​ ​​מלכים ב כ״ה:כ״ז-ל׳

​(27) In the thirty-seventh year of the exile of​
​King Jehoiachin of Judah, on the​
​twenty-seventh day of the twelfth month,​
​King Evil-merodach of Babylon, in the year​
​he became king, took note of King​
​Jehoiachin of Judah and released him from​
​prison. (28) He spoke kindly to him, and gave​
​him a throne above those of other kings who​
​were with him in Babylon. (29) His prison​
​garments were removed, and [Jehoiachin]​
​received regular rations by his favor for the​
​rest of his life. (30) A regular allotment of​
​food was given him at the king’s behest—an​
​allotment for each day—all the days of his​
​life.​

ין כִ֣ גָלוּת֙ יְהוֹיָ ה לְ נָ֗ ע שָׁ בַ ים וָשֶׁ֜ לֹשִׁ֨ שְׁ י֩ בִ ​​כז( וַיְהִ
ה עָ֖  בְ ים וְשִׁ רִ֥  שְׂ עֶ שׁ בְּ דֶ חֹ֔ ר֙  שָׂ ים עָ נֵ֤  שְׁ ה בִּ ךְ־יְהוּדָ֔ מֶֽלֶ ​​

וֹ כ֗ לְ נַ֣ת מׇ  שְׁ ל בִּ בֶ֜ ךְ בָּ לֶ ךְ֩ מֶ֨ רֹדַ  יל מְ וִ֣  א אֱ שׁ נָשָׂ֡ דֶ חֹ֑  ​​לַ
א׃ )כח( כֶּֽלֶ ית  בֵּ֥  ה מִ דָ֖ ךְ־יְהוּ לֶ ין מֶ כִ֥ אשׁ יְהוֹיָ רֹ֛ ת־ ​​אֶ

ים כִ֛  לָ מְּ א הַ סֵּ֧ ל כִּ עַ֗ וֹ מֵ א֔ ת־כִּסְ ן֙ אֶ וֹת וַיִּתֵּ טֹב֑ וֹ  תּ֖ ר אִ בֵּ֥  ​​וַיְדַ
ל וֹ וְאָכַ֨ א֑ לְ י כִ דֵ֣ גְ ת בִּ אֵ֖ א  נָּ֕ בֶֽל׃ )כט( וְשִׁ  בָ וֹ בְּ תּ֖ ר אִ שֶׁ֥  ​​אֲ
ת חַ֨ רֻ וֹ אֲ ת֗ חָ רֻ יָּֽיו׃ )ל( וַאֲ  י חַ מֵ֥ ל־יְ יו כׇּ נָ֖  פָ יד לְ מִ֛  ם תָּ חֶ לֶ֧ ​​
י מֵ֥ ל יְ כֹּ֖ וֹ  יוֹמ֑ וֹם בְּ ר־י֣ בַ ךְ דְּ לֶ מֶּ֖  ת הַ אֵ֥  וֹ מֵ נָה־לּ֛ יד נִתְּ מִ֧  ​​תָּ

יָּֽו׃  ​​חַ

​10. Choon-Leong Seow, “1 and 2 Kings,”​​New Interpreter’s​​Bible​​, vol. III, p. 798​

​Alongside the story of God’s inevitable judgment because of human will to disobey, is a hint​
​that the last word has not yet been spoken… The final word is an unexpected account of​
​liberation, however tentative; after thirty-seven years in exile, there is the inexplicable good​
​news of freedom for Jehoiachin…  Though God is not mentioned in the closing words of​
​Kings, one is invited to ponder if the reality of liberation and favor amid exile is not, finally,​
​also a sign of divine grace.  The tentative ending suggests an incomplete story that will be​
​continued another time.”​

​11. David T. Lamb,​​1-2 Kings​​, p. 528​

​“Just as Joseph’s life in Egypt served as a type for what would eventually happen to his own​
​people (enslavement followed by release from captivity), so does Jehoiachin’s for the​
​nation of Judah (enslavement followed by release from captivity), potentially giving hope to​
​exilic readers of this story.”  Still, he characterizes this as only “a remote glimmer of hope”​
​(528)​
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​12. Samantha Joo, “A Fine Balance between Hope and Despair: The Epilogue to 2 Kings​
​(25:27-30),”​​Biblical Interpretation​​20 (2012), p.​​242, n48​

​“Rarely does any book in the Hebrew Bible end on a completely dismal note. Most of the​
​books have a promising epilogue except for the enemies of Israel who will suffer as part of​
​the salvation for the people of Judah. The epilogues of the books dated to the exilic to​
​immediate post-exilic period are even more promising; God promises to restore Judah,​
​sometimes with reference not to repentance but to divine compassion. See Jer. 52:31-34;​
​Ezek. 48:35b. This would include books in which the epilogues were added during the​
​post-exilic period: Deut. 34:1-12, Amos 9:11-15; Obad. 1:15-21; Zeph. 3:19-20. The main​
​exception is the book of Lamentations which ends on a very dismal note where it questions​
​whether God will save or not (5:19-22). The authors of the Hebrew Bible have generally​
​looked forward to the fulfillment of divine promises” (241, n48).​

​III. What Type of Redemption Are We Waiting for?​

​13. Nahmanides (Ramban), commentary to Deuteronomy 30:6​

​Man will return at that time to what he was​
​before the sin of Adam, when by his nature​
​he did what should properly be done, and​
​there were no conflicting desires in his will…​
​At that time it will not be necessary to​
​instruct them [to avoid evil] for their evil​
​instinct will then be completely abolished…​
​in the days of the Messiah there will be no​
​[evil] desire in man but he will naturally​
​perform the proper deeds and therefore​
​there will be neither merit nor guilt in them,​
​for merit and guilt are dependent upon​
​desire.​

ל אוֹ שֶׁ טְ ם חֶ קֹדֶ יָה  ר הָ שֶׁ אֲ הוּא לַ ן הַ זְּמַ ם בַּ אָדָ ​​יָשׁוּב הָ
אוּי רָ ה שֶׁ עוֹ מָ בְ טִ ה בְּ יָה עוֹשֶׂ הָ אשׁוֹן, שֶׁ רִ ם הָ ​​אָדָ

כּוֹ פְ ר וְהֶ בָ צוֹנוֹ דָּ רְ יָה לוֹ בִּ שׂוֹת, וְלֹא הָ עֲ ​​לַ
ד מֵּ לַ יכִים לְ רִ יו, וּצְ רָ נְּעֻ ע מִ ם רַ אָדָ ב הָ יָדוּעַ כִּי יֵצֶר לֵ ​​וּבְ

י רֵ גַמְ הוּא לְ ן הַ זְּמַ ם בַּ ל יִצְרָ טֵּ בַּ יִּתְ א שֶׁ לָּ ם, אֶ ​​אוֹתָ
ה שֶׂ ל יַעֲ בָ ץ, אֲ פֶ ם חֵ אָדָ יֶה בָּ יחַ לֹא יִהְ שִׁ מָּ י הַ ​​ימֵ

ם לֹא זְכוּת הֶ ין בָּ יכָךְ אֵ פִ אוּי, וּלְ רָ ה הָ שֶׂ עֲ מַּ עוֹ הַ בְ טִ ​​בְּ
ץ: פֶ חֵ לוּיִים בַּ ה תְּ חוֹבָ זְּכוּת וְהַ ה, כִּי הַ ​​וְלֹא חוֹבָ
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​14. Maimonides (Rambam),​​Mishneh Torah​​, Laws of Kings​​and Their Wars, 12:1-2​

​Let no one think that in the days of the​
​Messiah any of the laws of nature will be set​
​aside... The world will follow its normal​
​course. The words of Isaiah: "And the wolf​
​shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard​
​shall lie down with the kid" (Isa. 11:6) are to​
​be understood figuratively, meaning that all​
​Israel will live securely among the wicked of​
​the heathens who are likened to wolves and​
​leopards [Jer. 5:6] ... All similar expressions​
​used in connection with the Messianic age​
​are metaphorical... Said the Rabbis: "The​
​sole difference between the present and the​
​Messianic days is delivery from the servitude​
​to foreign powers" (Sanhedrin 91b)​

ר בָ ל דָּ טֵ יחַ יִבָּ שִׁ מָּ ימוֹת הַ בִּ ב שֶׁ לֵּ ל הַ ה עַ לֶ ​​אַל יַעֲ
ה שֵׂ עֲ מַ דּוּשׁ בְּ ם חִ יֶה שָׁ ם, אוֹ יִהְ ל עוֹלָ גוֹ שֶׁ נְהָ מִּ ​​מִ
ר מַ נֶּאֱ ג. וְזֶה שֶׁ גוֹ נוֹהֵ נְהָ ם כְּמִ א עוֹלָ לָ ית, אֶ אשִׁ רֵ ​​בְ
ץ" בָּ י יִרְ ם גְּדִ ר עִ שׂ וְנָמֵ ם כֶּבֶ ב עִ יָה: "וְגָר זְאֵ עְ ישַׁ ​​בִּ

יוּ יִּהְ ר, שֶׁ בָ דָּ נְיַן הַ ה.  עִ ידָ ל וְחִ שָׁ ​​)ישעיהו יא, ו( - מָ
ים י כּוֹכָבִ דֵ עוֹבְ י הָ עֵ שְׁ ם רִ ח עִ טַ בֶ ין לָ בִ ל יוֹשְׁ אֵ רָ ​​יִשְׂ

ר… ב וְנָמֵ ים כִּזְאֵ שׁוּלִ מְּ ​​הַ
ם יחַ הֵ שִׁ מָּ נְיַן הַ עִ ים בְּ רִ בָ דְּ לּוּ הַ אֵ כֹּל כַּיּוֹצֵא בְ ן  ​​וְכֵ
זֶּה ם הַ עוֹלָ ין הָ ין בֵּ ים: "אֵ כָמִ רוּ חֲ ים… אָמְ לִ שָׁ ​​מְ

ד". בַ לְ יּוֹת בִּ כֻ לְ בּוּד מַ עְ א שִׁ לָ יחַ אֶ שִׁ מָּ ימוֹת הַ ​​לִ

​IV. A God Who Never Gives Up Hope​

​15. Deuteronomy 32:4​ ​​דברים ל״ב:ד׳

​The Rock!—His deeds are perfect,​
​Yea, all His ways are just;​
​A faithful God, never false,​
​True and upright is He.​

עֳל֔וֹ
פׇּֽ

מִ֣ים  צּוּר֙ תָּ ​​הַ

עָ֔וֶל ין  פָּ֑ט אֵ֤ל אֱמוּנָה֙ וְאֵ֣ כׇל־דְּרָכָ֖יו מִשְׁ
​​כִּ֥י 

ר הֽוּא׃ ​​צַדִּ֥יק וְיָשָׁ֖

​16. Sifre Devarim 307:1​

​“A God who has faith.”  God believed in the​
​world and created it.​

​​אל אמונה, שהאמין בעולם ובראו.
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​16. Shai Held,​​Judaism Is About Love​​, p. 375​

​Sometimes the words [of this midrash] strike me as hopelessly naive.  If God has faith in this​
​world, then God must not be paying attention.  Or perhaps we should take the past tense​
​seriously.  God​​had​​faith [in the past] when God created​​the world, but by now God has​
​undoubtedly seen enough to know better.​

​But at other times I find these words tremendously moving.  God knows who we are– knows​
​of the cruelty and callousness of which we are capable; knows how trapped many of us are​
​within the prisons of our own egos; knows how far we often stray from the divine ideals of​
​love and compassion and the pursuit of justice– and yet, in the face of all that,​​God believes​
​in us​​.  God believes in our capacity [for decency,​​and] for love [, and for goodness, and for​
​justice].​

​God actively implants [these capacities for decency, and love, and goodness, and justice]​
​within us.   So God​​knows​​that we are capable of [them].​ ​To be sure, we are capable of other​
​things too, like hatred, and brutality, and indifference to the suffering of others [-- and even,​
​I think we need to learn to admit, of reveling in the suffering we cause to other people].  I​
​hear the midrash about God believing in the world and creating it as suggesting that God​
​has faith in our capacity for goodness, and even that God has faith that we will– at least​
​some of the time– manifest and express that goodness.​

​V. Deuteronomy: The Ending Remains to Be Written​

​17. Shai Held,​​The Heart of Torah​​, volume 1, pp. 136-138​

​Scholars have offered historical answers to our question—parts of the seder took shape,​
​they remind us, during a time of exile, and it is only natural that a community stripped of​
​access to the land would downplay its centrality.  Moreover, there were power struggles​
​between Jewish communities living in Israel and those living in Babylonia, and the latter​
​often triumphed (remember that the core text of much of Jewish culture is the Babylonian​
​Talmud rather than the Palestinian).  So perhaps our arrival in the land is absent from the​
​seder because of the historical circumstance in which the Haggadah came together, a​
​reflection of deep-seated communal rivalries.​

​Perhaps.  But there is likely also something deeper at play.  Maybe the Haggadah seeks to​
​teach us that the journey is often more important than the destination…​
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​Maybe the Torah, too, wants us to know that the journey is not just a means but also an end​
​in itself.  The journey does not merely serve to lead us to the land.  No, the journey itself is​
​intrinsically holy.  Think for a moment about Judaism’s three pilgrimage festivals.  Pesach,​
​of course, commemorates the Exodus from Egypt.  Shavuot, as our Sages understand it,​
​commemorates the revelation at Mount Sinai.  And Sukkot?  Sukkot does not recall any​
​earth-shattering or life-orienting events.  It merely remembers (and re-enacts) the long​
​journey of the Israelites through the wilderness.  Strikingly, which of these holidays is​
​considered the most joyous?  Sukkot, referred to as​​zeman simchateinu​​, the time of our joy.​
​The happiest days of the year, in Judaism, are the days devoted to remembering and​
​re-experiencing the journey…​

​There is real beauty and profound truth in all this, and yet we should be careful to avoid​
​naiveté.​ ​There is something powerful about where​​both the Torah and the Haggadah​
​end, but there is also something tragic about it.  A promise, followed by a journey, and​
​finally…  a promise left often painfully unfulfilled.​ ​This is the stuff of deep spiritual​
​growth, but it can also cause great pain and suffering.  Think of Moses’ life: he dies knowing​
​all too well that a journey without an ending can be disappointing and even excruciating.​
​He journeys to the very border of the land and then dies without entering.  This is not—or at​
​least, is not only—about uplift; it is also about heartbreak and loss.​

​18. Shai Held,​​Judaism Is About Love​​, Draft Version​​of Chapter Entitled “Waiting for​
​God”​

​I have written elsewhere about the complicated relationship in Judaism between seeking​
​and finding, between journey and destination, and I have suggested that the journey is “not​
​just a means, but also an end in itself.”   (And yet, I have argued, we should not be wide-eyed​
​about this:  “There is something powerful about where both the Torah and the Haggadah​
​end, but there is also something tragic about it… The perpetual elusiveness of our​
​destination can enliven our hearts, but sometimes it can also break them.”)​

​But I suspect that something deeper may be going on here, both in the Torah and in the​
​Haggadah: people who believe have no choice but to live in a long and often excruciating​
​period of “not yet.”​ ​We dream of a world in which​​human dignity is real and the presence​1

​of God is manifest.  But for the time being, we are forced to live in a world in which, to put it​
​mildly, that dream has not yet been realized…​

​Why is all of this so significant?    Judaism is not just a set of abstract propositions about​
​what is true; it is also—and arguably primarily—about a set of dreams for what will one day​
​become true.  Take the Rosh HaShanah liturgy, for example, focused as it is on the idea that​

​1​ ​I am grateful to Professor Jon Levenson for a now-long-ago​​discussion of this point.​
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​God is Ruler over the world.  But Rosh HaShanah is not primarily about a claim that God​​is​
​already​​King; it is more about an affirmation that​​God​​will one day become​​King.   A crucial​
​piece of what faith is, then, is the capacity to wait and to live in the “not yet.”​
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