Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Dear Graduates
by Dr. Erica Brown

“When the Mishkan sets forward, the Levites shall take it down, and when the Mishkan stops moving, the Levites shall set it up…” 

Numbers 1:51


We are just concluding graduation season where speeches begin with definitions of commencement as a time of endings and new beginnings. Our graduates are told to step out, step up and seize the day. They are praised for their accomplishments, warned about the dangers of the world and advised to make the most of life’s possibilities. They move their tassels, throw up their caps and the adventure begins.

Or does it? All of the excitement may mask the primal fear of going out into a world of economic instability, job insecurity and to top it all off, no one at home or in a college cafeteria to make lunch anymore. Graduations become a liminal moment, freighted with the anxieties of the adult world, masked in funny outfits and seemingly endless parties where we keep saying good-bye.

This is also the time when we read the biblical book of Numbers in many synagogues and face the wilderness and all of its challenges. Wilderness would be a good name for college or the job market because post-graduation is usually a period of intense transition, where we leave places of familiarity which limit our autonomy without yet being sure of who we will be in some future time. Tomorrow is a set of question marks, and today is about becoming rather than being.

The ancient Israelites left Egypt and gained the freedom to travel and be self-determined on the one hand but left the discrete and familiar world of slavery without any idea what their future would hold. They spent forty painfully conflicted years (a very long graduate school program) preparing for the next stage of nationhood. These were not easy times. 
In using the midbar, the wilderness, as a metaphor for personal transition, we might use the same emotional template to describe the first year of college or leaving home. Not knowing the territory well or your place in it can be very alienating and lonely. Yet we are so pumped up to go off to college or live on our own that no one bothers to tell us much about the dislocation. Maybe we just aren’t ready to hear it. Many first year college students suffer in silence not understanding that these feelings are both normal and pervasive. Not everyone is having fun.
Into this wilderness, we find a command that is outlined in the very first chapter of the book of Numbers: the placement of the Tabernacle or Mishkan, the portable sanctuary of the desert.  At every new location, the Levites were charged with constructing the Mishkan anew at the geographic heart of the camp. The Mishkan had to be constructed in exactly the same way at every stop in their travels. The Israelite tents were placed around it, according to tribe, in a specific and non-negotiable arrangement each time. In between encampments, the Levites were charged with the sacred task of taking it apart and moving it carefully, and they themselves encamped closest to it. They were the custodians and stewards of this wilderness sanctuary.
This image offers us powerful wisdom when we find ourselves in transitional times, in moments of becoming, To manage the disorder, the challenge, the fear of change, we need to identify what is at our spiritual core, what non-negotiable values we have that are protected, carried and reconstructed anew everywhere we find ourselves. They center us and remind us who we are no matter where we go or how unfamiliar the territory. 

So, dear graduates (and now I count my oldest daughter, Tali, among them), as you go out into the world and seize the day, remember the values that form your own Mishkan. Recount in intricate detail the construction of a worldview that nurtures and centers you. Take it with you each step of the way so that you do not lose your bearings in our great big world. Create a sanctuary so that God can dwell with you.

Shabbat Shalom

