Father’s Day

Behaalotcha 5768

Shmuel Herzfeld

The poet Wordsworth once said, “Father! - to God himself we cannot give a holier name.”  This idea of referring to God as Father is a commonplace in the Jewish liturgy.  We say often, Avinu Shebashamayim, our Father in heaven, or Avinu Malkeinu, our Father our King.

I like to remember that idea as the daily grind of fatherhood challenges me.  One day this week (as I changed my fifth diaper of the day) I thought to myself that I must have changed more than two thousand diapers over an 8 year period.  

Of course, being a father is a great privilege and an honor.  It is also a task of enormous responsibility and unending energy.  Since this Sunday is a day that our general culture celebrates as Father’s Day, I want to focus on fatherhood.
No one ever said that being a father was easy.  

Sometimes a parent will work really hard on preparing food for their children.  Instead of devouring the food and saying thank you. The child will just look at the food and refuse even to taste it.  Trust me, when I tell you that that can be very frustrating.

Well, Moshe experiences that as well in this week’s Torah portion.  Hashem through the vehicle of Moshe provides manna to the Israelites and rather than saying “thank you,” they complain.    “It is too dry,” they cry out.  

Moshe is frustrated so he cries to Hashem, “Im anokhi yelidtihu, was I the woman who was pregnant with these people?”  Throughout history, in moments of frustration, many fathers have turned to their wives and said, “Was this my idea?”  And Moshe continues, “But you said that I must carry them in my bosom just like a nurse carries an infant, ka-asher yisah ha-omen et ha-yonek.”

Moshe says the task is too hard for me to do by myself.  There were three million Jews with Moshe in the desert.  Can you imagine nursing three million people?  
It felt impossible to him.  “Lo uchal anokhi levadi, I cannot do this by myself.”  There then comes a line from the Torah which is probably the most quoted line of the bible by Jewish parents. Moshe says, “If you are going to do this to me, just do me a favor and kill me, hargeini na harog!”  The ultimate guilt trip—invented by Moses!
Moshe is struggling with a question that many fathers struggle with today.  How can he have the wisdom and energy to nourish his whole community?  After all, he is just one person.
So Hashem steps in and gives two answers to Moshe.  These two answers are the two keys to fatherhood.

The first responsibility of being a father is to teach your children to follow your path.  By this I do not mean your career path or your choice of personal preferences, but the path of ve-asitah ha-yashar, following the path of Hashem. 

This takes enormous dedication and effort, but it has to be the goal.  Hashem says to Moshe you must spread your ability to be a prophet.  Hashem tells him to take 70 elders and gather them around the Ohel Moed and Hashem takes the spirit from Moshe and spreads it upon the elders, Vayatzel min haruach asher alav.  

(As Rabbi Joshua Hoffman points out,) Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra (Numbers 11:17) explains that the process was akin to lighting many flames from a single flame.  When we take the energy from a candle we are able to light another flame without diminishing the first flame.  And we keep it lit until it burns strongly.

As it says at the beginning of this week’s portion, behaalotcha et hanerot, when you kindle the candles, but more literally when you “lift up.”  Rashi explains that you need to light it until the flame goes up on its own 

This is one of the two major goals of fatherhood: light the flame until it goes up on its own.  The more we light the flame for the children to follow our path, the more energy we produce.  
We know that even though Moshe took from his prophetic ability to make the elders into prophets, still it did not diminish from his own prophetic talents.  At the end of the portion we are told that Moshe is the greatest prophet of all.  Thus, the Torah promises that even though we give, it will not detract from our own energy.  Just the opposite, the more energy we give off, the more we get additional energy.  We are energized by giving off energy.

This is one key to fatherhood that Hashem teaches Moshe: focus on lighting the flame until the child’s flame is steady and strong.
But there is a second lesson taught through Moshe; it is almost a contradictory lesson.  There were two elders –Eldad and Meidad-- who did not follow Moshe’s direction.  Moshe told them to come around his tent, the Ohel Moed, but instead they stayed in their own tent.  Moshe told them to take from his prophecy, but instead they took from their own.  The other elders prophesize (according to Rashi) only once, but they continued to prophesize.

Eldad and Meidad appeared to be rebellious. What where they prophesizing about?  One opinion is that they were saying, “Moshe will die and Joshua will lead us into the land.”  What an enormous challenge they were presenting to Moshe’s leadership!
These two prophets were not following Moshe’s path. They were doing it on their own.  Their prophecy was independent and, at first glance, rebellious.  How was Moshe to react to such a challenge?

The Torah says that a boy ran (vayaratz hanaar) to tell Moshe.  Rashi says that this boy was Gershom, Moshe’s son.  He was worried about the disrespect being shown to his father.  Joshua, Moshe’s assistant, shouts out, “Adoni Moshe Kilaem, my master, Moshe destroy them.”

But we now learn the second key lesson and this is a much more difficult lesson to live by.  When our children exhibit independence it can be seen as a threat to our parenting or as the fulfillment of our parenting.  Moshe realizes that if he wants to nourish all of his three million children then he should not view Eldad and Meidad’s independence as a threat.

Independence can be frustrating.  A silly example: when a two year old insists on pouring milk on his own.  This is frustrating as I know the milk will spill.  But there are scarier examples as well.  For example, when a child insists on being more or less religious than a parent….  This can be very scary to a parent.
As parents our first reaction is to view independence of mind and spirit as a direct challenge to our authority, but Moshe teaches that in some cases it should really be seen as a fulfillment of our parenting.

One model of parenting is to light the flame of children until it goes up on its own. A second model is to allow children to light their own independent flame.  We can guide, but we must recognize their independent flame.
Moshe now recognizes the need for the second approach when he says, “u-mi yiten kol am Hashem neveim, if only Hashem would allow all his people to be prophets.”  Independence does not scare us—it is what we need.  Moshe could not light three million candles.  He needed many to do it on their own; that is the only way the people of Israel could flourish.
I note that this independence still flourishes today.  A recent columnist in the New York Times noted that in the first quarter of 2008: the top four economies after America in attracting venture capital for start-ups were: Europe $1.53 billion, China $719 million, Israel $572 million and India $99 million. Israel, with 7 million people, attracted almost as much as China, with 1.3 billion. 
Baruch Hashem the independent spirit of Eldad and Meidad lives on strongly in our people.

As Fathers, Parents, Teachers, or Mentors we can offer these two models.  Try to light the flame or allow for an independent flame to go up.  Of course, each child requires a unique approach (plus a lot of hard work and a lot of luck and help from Hashem).

It is not easy to be a father, and to know which way is the best approach and to have the energy to provide for our children.  But the truth is that the Torah promises us that we will have the strength.

Moshe said to Hashem, “Did I carry them in my womb? Where can I get the meat to feed them?”  Moshe wasn’t their actual father.  He was their leader, but not their father.  A father never asks that question.  He knows that he will get the strength.  He knows that he will provide.  He knows that no matter what he will find it within himself to serve his children; to do anything for them.  This is the greatness of fathers everywhere.  For this we must be eternally grateful, always.
Happy Fathers Day!
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