Matthew Weinberg


In this week’s torah portion, B’haalot’cha from the book of Numbers, chapters 11:12 to 17, nearly one year has passed since the Jewish people arrived at Mount Sinai. After 210 years of being enslaved in Egypt, they are now ready to proceed in freedom, towards the Land of Canaan. But their trip has been hard and the people begin to complain about their frugal manna diet. In turn, Moses cries out for help from God. “I can not be responsible for this entire nation! It is too hard for me.” God’s response to Moses is that he does not have to bear the responsibility alone. And he orders him to gather 70 elders for help.

As Laura Winer said in The Challenges and Privileges of Freedom, “Today we lead lives blessed with freedom unknown to our ancestors…Yet how quick we are to forget and to take that freedom for granted.” Similarly, the Jewish people viewed their escape from Egypt when they complained to Moses about their diet. “If only we had meat to eat,” the people complained. “We remember the fish that we used to eat in Egypt, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic.” How quickly they forgot how bad it was for them back in Egypt. Why are people so quick to find the fault in things, rather than what is good? In response to the people’s complaining, Moses asks God for help and in his infinite wisdom, not only does Moses gain the assistance of 70 other men to help him, but God also provides the meat the people were asking for, and plenty of it. Actually, so much of it that it was coming out of their noses! God did provide, and nobody was left with their prayers unanswered.

Just like Moses had his Council of Elders to help him, I have my family and friends to help me. When we face moments of difficulty in our lives, we need to know there is someone to whom we can turn for support. Sharing our burdens with others gives us the strength to carry on, and this theme seems to me to be at the heart of Judaism. Moses had his council and I have my parents, friends, and teachers. Sometimes, my friends need help with a school assignment. I think it is my duty to help when I can. I have also come to understand that helping others is reward in itself. In preparing for this day, I came across a poem by Kent Keith in which he maintains that despite disappointing human behavior, like the complaining of the Jewish people in my Torah portion, we should all continue to behave in a way that shows that we have integrity. What I have learned most in preparation for this day is that when we care about those around us, no matter what their reaction is, our entire community does benefit. Listen to this poem and later you could tell me what you think…

People are illogical, unreasonable, and self-centered. 



Love them anyway.


If you are good, people may accuse you of selfish ulterior motives.



Be good anyway.


If you are successful, you will win false friends and true enemies.



Succeed anyway.


The good you do today, will be forgotten tomorrow.



Do good anyway.


Honesty and frankness make you vulnerable.



Be honest and frank anyway.


What you spend years building, may be destroyed overnight.



Build anyway.


Give the world the best you have and you’ll get kicked in the teeth. 



Give the world the best you have anyway.
As a member of the Jewish community, it is the helping of others above all else that connects us. None of us is alone. And just as Moses had his council to depend on, we all have each other to depend on as well.


 As I stand in front of all of you as a Bar Mitzvah, I am awed by the feeling of being a part of a large extended family. I am blessed with this opportunity to celebrate my important day with all of you, but I am also acutely aware of the good fortune I have and the many blessings I have been given, while many in our community are not as fortunate. In this country, there are 13 million children who wake up each morning and go to sleep each night without having had enough food to sustain them. Additionally, over 10% of Americans over the age of 65 live in poverty. In preparation for this day, I have been providing birthday packages for the children who frequent the Food Pantry. It is my hope that by providing these gifts, the children will feel that they are not alone and somebody out there is concerned for them. In addition, before I begin my celebration, I have chosen a symbolic way of inviting those who are hungry to join me in my celebration by contributing a portion of the cost of my Bar Mitzvah celebration to MAZON, a Jewish response to hunger. MAZON, which means “food” in Hebrew, is a national, nonprofit organization that sends donations from the Jewish community to soup kitchens and food banks around the country, as well as to Israel and the developing world. At this time when I am feeling so loved and lucky, I cannot neglect those whose plates and pocketbooks are empty. And as a Bar Mitzvah, I now commit myself to the task of tikkun olam, of repairing our broken world. I will live up to the words of Kent Keith and reach out to those less fortunate than I am, to help build a better world. Thank you for joining me as I celebrate my special day, and thank you for helping me bring hope to those who need it most.

