Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Walk on the Wild Side

By Dr. Erica Brown
“You can walk where things are predictable – or you can enter the wilderness. Without the wilderness, there can be neither reverence nor revelation.”
Rabbi Lawrence Kushner

This quote emerges from a story that Rabbi Kushner shares in his book, Invisible Lines of Connection. The book takes ordinary and chance encounters and explores their sacredness and extraordinary dimensions. Through small vignettes, readers see how integrally our world is connected through a web of relationships not always visible on the surface. We are connected to nature, to each other and to God in ways great and small that become evident to us when we take the time to make these connections apparent. Kushner quotes Rabbi Zadok Hakohen of Lublin (Hasidic leader/1823-1900): “The first premise of faith is to believe that there is no such thing as happenstance…Every detail, small ofrgreat, they are all from the Holy One.”


Kushner’s insight is essentially about risk-taking. There are people who are risk averse; they do little to compromise their control over any given situation. While it is impossible to control everything in our lives (although people do try, don’t they?), we can certainly minimize the potential for chaos by choosing predictable paths with anticipated outcomes. We balance our budgets, note our food intake and spend time with people whose lives plot a recognizable course. This we can manage.

But there are individuals who welcome risk and those who thrive on it. They will always choose the less predictable path to arrive at a given destination. It may be the scenic route; it may be the path less taken, to paraphrase Robert Frost. And what they achieve, according to Rabbi Kushner, allows them to experience something subtle and sublime: reverence and revelation. It is no surprise that most prophets who experienced divine revelation in the days of the Bible did so outside, close to nature. 


Sometimes it is the enormity of nature which generates reverence; we feel so small and finite against a backdrop of an infinite sky and sea. Sometimes it is the intricacy of a leaf or an insect that gives us pause and makes us marvel at the mastery of each created being. At these moments, we are filled with awe at that which is so much larger and smaller than ourselves. We realize that had we charted the predictable course, we may have missed this incredible sense of wonder. Routine is a great way to accomplish goals, but it’s a lousy way to fall in love with the universe.


Rabbi Kushner shares the circumstances that stimulated him to make his observation. He and his wife were walking in the woods in Montana, and he was anxious about the possible appearance of grizzly bears. He stopped to ask a ranger if there was any risk of seeing one on the trail. The ranger, being accustomed to the unpredictability of nature, responded: “If I could tell you for sure there wouldn’t be any bears, it wouldn’t be a wilderness now would it?”


What makes a walk in the woods so refreshing are the little surprises that we cannot anticipate along the way. It is these same small surprises which make the metaphoric walk in the woods full of vibrancy and stimulation. For us as Jews, we are now steeped in Torah readings about our historic journey in the wilderness. Becoming a spiritual people – not only a spiritual individual – requires a national encounter with wilderness. It was there that we realized that we could not control every dimension of human living. It was there that we experienced revelation. It was there that we developed true reverence.
Shabbat Shalom
