Jewish in the Wilderness
Rabbi Shefa (Gold

Description: Our foundational story, our entire journey from slavery in Egypt to the
flowing milk and honey of the Promised Land—takes place in the wilderness. It is in the
wilderness where we encounter God and receive the Torah. It is in the wilderness where
we so carefully construct the Mishkan (the portable sanctuary where the Presence of the
Divine can dwell) which represents the structures of a holy life. The word for wilderness
in Hebrew is midbar, which can be understood as the place without (mi) speech (daber).
It is the place of silence from which all speech, all meaning is born. In the wilderness we
listen to God’s voice as it speaks to us directly through the miracles of Nature. And we
cultivate enough spaciousness and silence so that the “still small voice” within can be
discerned and followed. My paper will explore a Jewish relationship with wilderness that
inspires us to receive the Torah as a mirror of the inner landscape, and experience our
own lives as a journey from slavery to Freedom.

Rabbi Shefa Gold lives in Jemez Springs,
New Mexico. She is the director of CDEEP,
the Center for Devotional, Energy and
Ecstatic Practice, a project of ALEPH:

Alliance for Jewish Renewal. She has couldadecentJewishgir],arabbi no less! be
produced ten albums of spiritual and

Tlﬂc voice on the other end of the

Phone~line was completelg incredulous, “}ow

liturgical music. Shefa’s first book, Torah ]iving out in the middle of nowhere?” | had sent
Journeys: The Inner Path to the Promised o
Land. was published bv Ben Yehuda Press. abox of the CDs | produce to my distributor

on the east coast and they had arrived damaged. “V\/hg can’t you send them UFS’?”
he had sput’cerec{ in frustration. ] ca]m]g exP]ainecl that ] lived in the country more than
an hour’s drive to the closest UFS center, so | sent them via the U5 Fos’cal service.
« And it’s not the middle of ﬂOWI"ICI"C,” l added. “]’c’s the most beautiful and sanest Place
] could ever imagine !iving..‘\/\/hg are you living in the middle of such craziness?” This
%ighpowerec] cast coast Jewish businessman Pause& for a moment to consider this,

and then s]iPPed back into Puzzled incredulity.

When | l‘nung up | realized that my distributor hadjus’c given voice to what so
many urban Jews had beenjust too Po]ite to say. Jews belong in the city, at the heart

of soPhistication and culture, certainlg not in the wilderness.
Yet our foundational story, our entirejoumcg from slavcrg in Eggpt to the
ﬂowing milk and honey of the Fromised Lanclwtakes P]ace in the wilderness. l‘c is in the

wilderness where we encounter God and receive the Toralﬂ. ]t is in the wilderness
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where we so carmcullg construct the /\///5/)/@/7 (’c!ne portab]e sanctuarg where the
Fresence of the Divine can clwe”) which represents the structures of a holy life. The
word for wilderness in Hebrew is A///a’f)ar, which can be understood as the Placc
without (mljspceclw (a’aéer) [tis the Place of silence from which all speecln, all meaning

is born.

Our central prayer in Ju&aism says, “Shmal”| isten! | hen you will expcrience
the Oneness and Uni’cg of all Realitg. And then you will love Gocl/Realitg with all
your hear’c, all your soul and all your might‘

Tlﬁe Perception of (/lnity and the | ove that flows from that Perception begins
with listening. A Practice of cleeP Iistening therefore seems to me to be an essential
rcquircmcnt of a_Jewish life. T he wilderness is the Placc where the skills of dccp
]istening are refined. |n the wilderness we listen to (God’s voice as it sPeaks to us
clirect]y through the miracles of Nature. And we cultivate eﬂough SPaCiOUSﬂCSS and
silence so that the “still small voice” within can be discerned and followed. ]n order to
love with all my !'lcart, all my soul and all my mig}ﬁt, | must have a rich inner life. [ Jow else
can ] exPlore the reaches of the hear’c, the expanse of the soul or the strength of my
humanitg? When | look out my window at the swccping vistas and wide expanse of red
rock mesas, cottonwood va”egs, and open skies, | am sent to the spacious inner

landscape, where the (areat Mgstery reveals itself again and again with each breath.

| spend about half my time trave]ing and teac}‘ning in communities around the
world, most]g in cities where the complexities of meaninglcul sPeech are alwaﬁs in high
demand. ] am a lover of worcls, of music, stories, text, Phi]osophg.‘.aﬂd ] sPread that
noisy love wherever l go...But when ] return home to the Jcmez Mountains of northern
New Mexico, ] am nurtured }:)y the silence, bg the wilderness. l am comPlctelg insPired
53 the birds and chipmunks that Plag at my feeder. ] am startled into reverence for all
Lhce when a bear lumbers casua”g onto my deck. W}wcn a storm blows up the va“cy, ]
stop and gathcr up all of my senses in witness to Majestg in Motion.

E_acl‘n c!ag ] am surpriscd bg the dawn’s magic as it ]igl’mts up the mesa.
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Then | return to my i’ioig text and say, “«Of course..this is what ['ve been
Praying about!”

/> cop/c to the ends of the ecarth are overawed Z)ﬂ Your Woncfers;
At the coming of morning and evening i'/icy stand up and sing )[or/oy. (Psalm ¢5)

QOur _Jewish story begins with Abraham, who is told, ¢] ech | *chal” (Get
going,.. iitera”g, “Go to 3ourselic.” Abraiﬁam is commanded to leave his sctt]ed,

comfortable urban ]iice, and set out into the wilderness.

Eaci'i time we resPon& to the call of the wild, we are i‘iearing (God’s command to
leave the saicety of the known... and venture forth into the unknown. As we step out
into the wilderness we are also stcpping inward, in to the wild of our own hearts. “| ech
L’ci'ial” et going,... litcra“g, “(Go to 3oursei£” | go to the wilderness to find mgsclic, to
know the wild and i‘:oiy animal that is suicicocating beneath layers of exPectation,
decorum, habit and distraction. | here | will find the source of my vitalitg.

Our ancestor, Jacobj whose life like ours, was filled with comPiica’ced
strugglcs, thorng deceptions and ciccp yearnings, was also sent out into the
wilderness. [ 1e put a stone under his head as a Pi“ow and was given a giorious dream
of angeis ascending and ciescending aladder that stretched between Heaven and
E_arti‘:. e woke up, received Goci’s Promise along with a moment of Awai(ening as he
realized, “(God was in this Piace all along. T his is none other than the [Jouse of (God.
T his is the gate of [Heaven!”

His rcveiationj our revelation is given ti‘rrough the power of Fiacc. (God has
been waiting in this Piace all a]ong. But sometimes our constructs, our ideas, our
elaborate civilization... i(eeP us from exPeriencing the raw power of Piace. Ti‘ie word
for Piace in [1ebrew is Makom... which is also a secret name for (God. When ]agcrs of
civilized Conditioning are strippcci away in the exPcrience of Wilderness, we remember

that “Ti‘\iS is none other than the [Jouse of God.” We never rea”y owned it. We are
honored guests here and our host is the Lorci of Hos’cs, wcicoming us each Ciay.
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QOur _Jewish calendaris designed to connect us with the cgc]e of the seasons,
with the waxing and waning of the moon, with the times of Planting and harvest. Our
prayer times each dag are tied to the mysterious moments of changing light. Our
celebrations connect us with the phases of the moon. And ourlunar calendaris
modified so that we can also be attuned to the cgc]es of the sun. Our religious life is
meant to send us outside so that we can feel ourselves moving in re]ationship to the

cosmos.

At the end of Shabbat l go outside to search the skg for three stars that
signa! Permission to Pencorm the ceremony of f"lavdalah. Yet 50 many rcjcct the ghct of
the stars in favor of the authori’cy of what is written in their calendars.

Looking up at the stars ] can remember that “Goc] was in this P]acc all aiong,”
and that “T his is the (Gate of [eaven.” | receive my inheritance as a set of tools that

can connect me with a larger Rea]ity‘ Our ho]y books are meant to send us to a Place

bCyOHC} WOFdS.

D.H. [ awrence expresses the sadness and exasperation | feel when clock-
time and calendar-time supcrscdc the Rcalitg thatis right in front of us, when we

become imprisonecl in the systems that were meant to free us.

(b, what a ca tastro/oﬁe, what a maiming of Jove

when it was made Pcrsona[ mcr@{g /Dersona/ [ee//hg,
7 aken away from the rising and the setting of the sun,

And cut off from the magic connection of the solstice and the cqu/nox/

7 his is what is the matter with us: we are [D/eea//}'g at the roots
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because we are cut off from the earth and sun and stars.
And love is a grnnming moc;ée/y because, poor blossom,
we /o/ucéed it from its stem on the | ree of | ife and

ex/occtcc/ /f fo Lcclo on é/oom/'ng in our civilized vase on the table.”’

“Our civilized vase on the table”... may be the on]g life that feels safe and comfortable
and we may even feel satisfied with these poor blossoms. Our re!igious ]ives, our
intellectual inquiries, our sense of identitg may also feel safe, comfortable, rcspec’cab!c
and civilized. T hen, we try to quencln our c!eep thirst for vita]i’c3 t}‘lrougl'l various forms
of entertainment, techno!ogy, Food) sports, or vicarious thrills. Yet all our efforts are
but a “maiming of love.” A” of our efforts leave us still 9carniﬂg for raw truth, for the

‘FU”ﬂCSS O1C IOVC.

In writing my book, Torah Joumcqs: TI’]C |nner Path to the Promised Land, | wanted

to enterin to the lanclscape of T orah and let the power of the wilderness open me to
the transformative truth that is hidden between the words, in the white fire that giows

between the black fires of text. ]n writing Torah Journeqs, ] became aware of my own

] (Dr} Lawrencc, ”A Fropos of Lady Chattcrlcg‘s Lovcr.” In Warrcn Ko})crts and Harrg T
Moore, eciitors, P hoerix Jf- L/nco//ccted, [//npub/isﬁed, and other prose works 5ﬂ D [ awrence.

New York: The \/iking Press, 1968).
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wi]dernessjourncg as ajourney of awakcning. Tlﬁéjourneg of T orah mirrors my own
soul’sjourneg as ] step up to the cha”enge of becoming who|e~hear’ccd, of rec]aiming
the shadow—Placcs inside me. Througlﬂ Torah | cxpcricnccd the Places inside me that

were both &angerous and wonclerpul.

The experience of wilderness reawakens our sense of wonder. [t striPs away our
illusions of saxcetg and puts us face to face with the truth of ourmcragili’cg, our
vulnerabilitg. ]n that vu]nerability, we find our true power, our true love. To live a
Jewish life requires that we cultivate the courage to directlg encounter the most

awesome aspccts of Crcation.

Kabbi Abraham Joshua [eschel teaches us ’chat, «Awe is an intuition for the
creaturclg clignity of all things and their Prcciousness to Gocl; a realization that tlﬂings

not onlg are what theg are but also stancl, however remotclg, for somcthing absolute.
Awe is a sense for the transcendent, for the reference evergwhere to Gocl, who is

bcgond all things.”

Tl’ﬂ’s “sense for the transcendent” is awakened in us in the wilderness, in that P]ace
thatis bcgond our comfort zone. Wc are called the Fcop]c of the Book. And
sometimes we can get caught inside the pages, inside the ideas, inside our heads. \We
get fixated on the Finger that is Pointing to the moon, and meanwhile the moon shines

on, her secrets secure.

Or, Perhaps as The Feoplc of the Book, we can let the book send us to the Place
beyoncl words, where secrets are revealed. |n the SOng of SOngs) the lovers know
that tl‘lcg must venture out to the Fie]c{s, to the vincyards, to thejaggccl mountains in

order to find the xcu”ness omc love.

Wl” you dare to put your books down and be sent into the wilderness to encounter

Your (reator &irectlg?

/ am my beloved’s
And his /ong/hg is for me,
On/ﬂ for me.
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Come, my beloved,

/_ct us go out to the field

And e all n{g/n!' among the ﬁowcnhg henna,
[_ct us go car/ﬂ to the whcyarc/s

T o sce if the vine has budded,

/)( the blossoms have o/ocncaf

Anc/ the Pomcgranatcs arein b/oom,

7 here [will give you my love.

T he mandrakes ﬂl'c/c/ their fragrancc

And at our doors are all kinds of, Prccfous fruits,
Poth ncw/ﬂ /Dickcc/ and /ong—storcc{

/ have hidden them away for ﬂou.z

| am given as a giFt to this Ihce, thouglﬁ | resist.
M9 small life is a ghct to the whole.

Tl’vc cosmos longs to know itself through me.
| hear this longing in the call to adventure,
T}‘Ae call tojourney within and beyond.

Comc, my bc/ovcd,
[_ct us go out to the field
Come my belovcd,

| etus leave the comfort of familiar habit,

Let us cha“cngc these wans, ﬂing open these &oors,

Explode definition, shatter this outgrown identity.

| etusdare to disagree with the wardens of T ime and Space,
| etus step outside Possibilitg,

7 here [will give you my love.

Come my beloved,

| etus go down into the va”cy,

T o see if the cottonwood has budded its new green,

To caress the feather of mountain mahogany,

And breathe in the butterscotch of Pinc—sap ﬂowing,

? Song of SOngs, Chapter 7, translation bg Rabbi Shefa (Gold
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Mg Precious fruits, both newly Pickcc! and ]ong~stored,
Have been hidden away too long.

Whatever | dont give away,

Wl” dccay and fester and become miserg.

/_ct us go out to the field

Where spaciousness can untie my tangles)

thre tanta]izing Fragrancc can inspire my curiosi’cg,
Where ] canlose my aPPrehension, find my humor,
F]ag in the soil of the Ancestors, burg treasures for my descenc{ents,
And open to my true desire.

7 here [will give you my Jove

www.RabbiShefaGold.com
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