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’ n this parasha Moses reaches his lowest ebb. Not surprisingly.
After all that had happened — the miradles, the exodus, the division of
the sea, food from heaven, water from a rock, the revelation at Sinai and
the covenant that went with it — the people, yet again, were complain-
ing about the food, And not because they were bungry; merely because

(9 they were bored. “If only we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we

. atein Egypt for free - and the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions, and
garlic” As for the miraculous “bread from heaven,” although it sustained
them it had ceased to satisfy them: “Now our appetite is gone; there’s
nothing to look at but this manna!” {Num. 11:4~6).

Any leader might despair at such a moment. What is striking ‘Lﬂd\'ﬂ‘—ﬂ
is the depth of Mdses” desparr, the candour with which he expresses L\&_ Ctu
it, and the blazing honesty of the Torak in telling us this story. This is

what he _sé)‘_rs to God: | , ,ﬂé@d ‘7 ‘j

Why have You brougﬁt t}ﬁé'trqulé onYour servant? What have
{ 6 done to displease You that'you put the burden of all these people

@

_.4‘ . ~ -

on me? Did I conceive all these people? Did T give them birth?
Why do You tell me to carry them in my arms, as a nurse carries
an infant, to the land You promised on oath to their ancestors? ...
If this is how You drefgoing to treat me, please go ahead and kill
me - if  have found favour in Your eyes - and do not let me face
my own ruin. {(vv. 11-15)

Every leader, perhaps every human being, at some time in their life
faces [eilure, defeat, and the looming abyss.of despair, What is fascinat-
ing is God’s response, He dogs nat.tell Mases, “Cheer up; pull yourself
together; ;tou are bigger than this” Instead He gives him something
~hpractical to do: T T

Gather for Me seventy of the elders of Israel ... I will take some
of the spirit that is on you and put it on them; and they shall bear
the burden of the people along with you so that you will not bear
it all by yourself. (vv. 16-17)

It is as if God were saying to Moses, “Remember what your father-in- |
9( law Jethro told you. Do not try to Jead alone. Do not try to live alone.! |
Even you, the greatest of the prophets, are still human, and humans |
are social animals. Enlist others. Choose associates. End your isoiati_c_)_rnl;
Ha\f‘e_&j_gnds." : :
7 O Whatis moving about this episode is that, at the moment of
Moses’ maximum emotional vulnerability, God Himself speaks to Moses
as a friend. 'This is fundamental to Judaism as a whole. For us God is

not (merely) Creator of the universe, Lord of history, Sovereign, Law-
eiver and Redeemer, the God of capital-letter nouns. He is also close,

(@)
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! tender; loving: “He heals the bros.-n hearted and binds up their wounds” \
(Ps. 147:3). He is like a parent: “As a mother comforts her child, so Twill |

comfort you” (Is. 66:13). Heis like a shepherd: “Though1 walk through |
the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil for You are with me” |

E (Ps. 23:4). He is always there: “GGod is close to all who call on Him —to

£

a1l who call on Him in truth” (Ps. 145:18). a
In zoo6, in the fittingly named Hope Square outside Londons | -
Liverpool Street Station, a memorial was erected in memory of the
Kindertransporff the operation that rescued tb,000 Jewish children from
Nazi Germany shortly before the outbreak of war. At the ceremony one- |
| of the speakers, 2 woman by then in her cighties who was one of the
saved, spoke movingly about the warmth she felt towards the country
. thathad given refuge to her and her fellow kinder. In her speéch she said
something that left an indelible impression on me. She said, “I discov-
ered that in England a policeman could be a friend” That is what made .
England so different from Germany. And it is what Jews discovered long
' ago about God Himself. He is not just a supreme power. He is also a
friend. That is what Moses discovered in this parasha.

l

Friends matter, They shape.our lives. The Sages believed that good |
friends tend to make us good, and bad friends bad. The example they \
1
y
!

-

(/\ gave was the key figures in the Korah rebellion, who were encamped
near one another. They concluded, “Woe to the wicked, and woe to his
neighbour”” In the opposite direction, the tribes of Judah, Issachar, and
Zebulun were encamped near Moses and Aaron, and they became dis-
tinguished for their expertise in Torah. Hence, “Happy the righteous,
% and happy his neighbour.” 2 Maimonides summarised the idea thus:

It is natural to be influenced in character and conduct by your

friends and associates, and to follow the fashions of your fellow

citizens. Therefore one ought to ensure that your friends are

virtuous and that you frequent the company of the wise so that

i you learn from the way they live, and that you keep a distance
“{ from bad company.’ e

Or, a3 the Sages put it more briefly: “Make for yourself a mentor am{i:
acquire for yourself a friend”* It matters to have friends who have hon-
esty, integrity) generosity of spirit, and loyalty. It heips to make friends’ k
with people who embody the virtaes to which you aspire. %
(yb This ancient idea has been revived recently, albeit in 3 secular
context, by two social scientists, Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler, -
using data from the Pramingham Heart Study. This project, started in -
1948, has followed more than 15,000 residents of Framingham, Mag-
|11 sachusetts, examining their heart rate, weight, blood levels, and o_the_r;
health indicators, on average every four years. lts purpose was to iden- 4
tify risk factors for heart disease. However, Christakis and Fowler were
interested in something else, namely the effects of socialisation. Does "2
it make a difference to your bealth whether you have friends, and if so, "
b&b what kind of people they are? _ o
Their discoveries were impressive. Not only does having friends
_ matter; so too does having the right ones. If your friends are active,
happy, and have healthy habits, the fikelihood is that you will bave the -
same characteristics, and the same is true of the reverse. Anothet study, -.
- R A A ’ ks
}f 13000, showed that if at college, you have a roommate who wor. :
hard at his or her studies, the probability is that you will work harder. A
Princeton study in 2006 showed that if one of your siblings has a child, -
you are 1§ per cent more likely to do so within the next two years, Habits
are contagious. They spread through social networks. Even your friends’ °
b/Uriends and their friends can still have an influence on your behaviour.®
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Jordan Peterson, in his 12 Rules for Life, marshals his own experi-
ence and that of his contemporaries, growing up in the small, isolated

town of Fairview, Alberta. Those who chose ypwardly mobile individu- |

als.as friends went on to success. Those who fell into bad company fared
badly, sometimes disastrously. Of course, we cannot always choose our

friends. I have met young offenders who grew up in abusive families and
('rvio}ent neighbourhoods, with little choiceind little hope. They deservd

our help; not our condemnation. ‘

&

Peterson’s point though is that when we do have the choice, it is
important to exercise it well. Sometimes we choose the wrong friends
because they boost our self-image. If we have a fault and know we do,
we can find reassurance in the fact that the people we associate with
have the same fault. This soothes our troubled mind but at the price of
making it almost impossible to escape our deficiencies. Hence his Rule
3: Make friends with people who want the best for you.®

In the end that is what God did for Moses, and it ended his depres-
g%n. He told him to gather around him seventy elders who would bear
the burden of leadership with him. There was nothing they could dp that

Moses could not: he di need their practical or spiritual help. But they

did alleviate his isolation. They shared his spirit. They gave him the gift of

‘a]friendshig. We all need it. We are sogial apimals. “It is not good to be alone””

Itis part of the intellectual history of the West and the fact that
from-quite early on, Christianity became more Hellenistic than Hebraic,
that people came to think that the main purpose of religion is to convey
information (about the origin of the universe, miracles, life after death,

nd so on). Hence the conflict between religion and science, revela-
tion and reason, faith and demonstration. These are false dichotomies.
Judaism has foundational beliefs, to be sure, but it is fundamentally

about something else altogether. For us, Jaith is the redemption of solitude.
It is about relationships - between us and God, us and our family, us and

7)\our neighbours, us and our people, us and humankind. Judaism is not

about the lonely soul. It is about the bonds that bind us to one another

and to the Author of all. It is, in the highest sense, about friendship.
Hence the life-changing idea: We tend to become what our

friends are. So choose as friends people who are what you aspire to be.

Life-Changing Idea #36

We tend to become what our friends are. So choosé Jriends who are what
you aspire to be.
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