The Journeys That Shape Us

Imagine someone writing the story of your life.

Which places would make the list? Not simply the cities where you’ve lived, but the
places that changed you: The hospital room where you waited through the longest night
of your life. The classroom where someone first believed in you. The sanctuary where
you held your child as they received their Hebrew name or were called to the Torah as a
B-Mitzvah. The cemetery where you whispered a final goodbye. The kitchen table where

difficult conversations became moments of healing.

If someone were mapping your soul instead of your address, what places would they

remember?

This is the quandary Parashat Masei explores in the second of the double parasha this
week. Standing on the threshold of the Promised Land, after forty years in the
wilderness, the Israelites do not simply arrive and say, “Great walk, let’s move our things
in!” Instead, they pause as say, let’s name the whole route. Let’s take a breath and
remember all the things — good and bad — that happened to us along the way; the fear,

the awe, our hunger and thirst, the grief, the joy, and the hope.

Forty-two places. Forty-two stages of a journey. Masei we learn, means journeys or
marches, and at first these final chapters of the Book of Numbers feel like little more

than an ancient travel itinerary—a list of names most of us struggle even to pronounce.

The Hasidic masters, however, saw something far deeper than a travel log. The Baal
Shem Tov taught that these are not merely the forty-two journeys of our ancestors.
They are the forty-two journeys of every human soul. From the day we enter this world
until the day we leave it, each of us passes through our own wilderness. There are
stations of joy and of disappointment, stations of discovery and of grief, stations where

we lose our bearings, and other stations where we find ourselves again. It is important



to know that we do not simply pass through these stations once. We revisit them — not

physically but spiritually.

The fears we thought we had overcome return wearing different faces. The courage we
discovered years ago is needed again. Old griefs echo in new losses, and ancient joys
become wells of strength when we need them most. Life rarely unfolds in a straight line.
It is more like a spiral. We return to familiar places, but never as the same people
because each time we come back, we bring with us a little more wisdom, a little more

compassion, deeper humility, and, if we are fortunate, stronger faith.

This is what spiritual growth really looks like. It isn’t leaving the wilderness behind
forever... But instead, discovering that when life leads us back to familiar terrain, we no
longer walk it as the person we once were. We cannot ever stick our foot in the same

river twice.

Which raises an important question. If we find ourselves returning to the same
wildernesses throughout our lives—revisiting familiar fears, griefs, and hopes, what
enables us to travel them differently the next time? The Torah teaches us this week that
it isn’t strategy or strength, it isn’t every experience — it is dibbur — the sacred power of

speech —the power of words.

This explains the pairing with Parashat Matot, the first of this week’s double parashiot.
Before we revisit the forty-two journeys, we begin with the words that open Matot —

the laws of vows:
“Lo yachel devaro.” — “a person shall not profane their word.”

This is often translated as a teaching about keeping our promises, but the Hebrew here
is specific. It doesn’t simply say, “Don’t break your word.” It says, “Do not make your
word profane.” Torah is telling us that speech itself is holy. Our words do far more than
communicate. They reveal who we are. They shape how we see ourselves and others,

and ultimately, they define the communities we build together. This is the spiritual



connection of Matot-Masei — the Torah is teaching us that while our journeys inevitably

shape us, the words we choose solidify how they shape us.

When we find ourselves once again in a familiar wilderness, what story will we tell? Will
we speak with fear—or with faith? With resentment—or with compassion? With
despair—or with hope? The places may be familiar, but our words have the power to

transform the journey and who we become inside of it.

This is only my second Shabbat with you, and already | find myself wondering about the
journeys that have shaped this congregation. Long before | arrived, there were seasons
of celebration and seasons of heartbreak, moments of extraordinary growth and

moments of uncertainty, beloved clergy who helped shape this community, and faithful

members whose quiet acts of love and service sustained it.

| don’t know all of those stories yet, and | sure look forward to learning them. Because
every congregation including ours has its own forty-two stations. Every community has

its own sacred map. And every stop along the way has shaped who TAY is today.

In just a few days, we enter the month of Av, one of the most emotionally complex
seasons in the Jewish calendar. Av asks us to remember — what was broken, the cost of
division. To remember that even sacred things are when we forget how to speak to one
another with dignity and compassion. Our sages teach that the Second Temple was
destroyed because of sinat chinam—baseless hatred. And hatred begins with words. But

so does covenant and so does healing.

It is extraordinary that before we enter a month dedicated to memory, the Torah gives
us two gifts in this week’s double parasha. It reminds us that every stage of our journey,
even the difficult ones, has something to teach us. And it teaches us that every new

stage begins with the words we choose to speak.

Memory in Judaism is never an end in itself. We remember not to stay trapped in the
past, but to become wiser as we walk into the future. That is the hope hidden within Av

— that we can revisit old places without repeating the same mistakes. That we can



return to familiar wildernesses with greater compassion than before. And that every

journey still unfolding before us can become an opportunity to write a different ending.

This Shabbat the Torah asks us, not simply, “Where are we going?” But “Who are we

becoming?”

May we be blessed with the wisdom to honor every station that has shaped our lives.
May we speak words that build trust, deepen relationships, and reflect the holiness of
the covenant we share. And when life brings us once again to a familiar wilderness, may
we discover that we are not the people we once were. May we choose our words with
care and walk those paths with greater courage, deeper compassion, and the quiet

confidence that the Holy One is beside us every step of the way.

Shabbat Shalom...



