THEME 9:   THE WORD OF GOD AND SELF‑DESTRUCTIVE IMPULSES
TEXT:
 Numbers 11‑14
I.‑  GUIDE FOR THE READING OF THE BIBLICAL TEXT
1. LITERARY LEVEL
1.1. Position of the passages from the Sinai Covenant to this moment
In the Sinai events (see table) Israel has entered into a covenant pact, received a legislation and built a tabernacle (Ex 19:2b ‑ 40:38), organized its worship (Leviticus) and been set in order like an army ready to march (Num 1:1 ‑ 10:10). The first stage of this march is told in Num 10:11‑12, a passage that connects with the action of Ex 19:1‑2. In both texts the "month" and the "year" are singled out, and mention is made of "the wilderness of Sinai" and the verb form "they set out."

The march through the wilderness up to the boundary of Moab will be the concern of the narrative up to Num 21:9. The memory of this journey is closely linked to the memory of the rebellions of the people. Num 11 ‑ 14 is part of the first stage (in the desert of Paran) of this rebellious march.


PLAN OF THE EVENTS OF SINAI
	In Exodus
Preparation of the Covenant 19:2b‑15

Theophany and Legislation

19:16 ‑ 24:18

Norms on cultic institutions

25:1 ‑ 31:18

Apostasy and renewal of the Covenant 32:1 ‑ 34:26

Execution of norms on

cultic institutions

35:1 ‑ 40:30


	In Leviticus
Instructions on sacrifices 1:1 ‑ 7:38

Consecration of the Priests 8:1 ‑ 10:20

Instruction on diet and bodily conditions

11:1 ‑ 15:32

Day of the ceremony of

Atonement 16:1‑34

The Holiness Code and its laws 17:1 ‑ 26:46

Votive offerings

27:1‑34
	In Numbers
Census of the tribes and their arrangement in the camp 1:1 ‑ 2:34

The Levites, statute and census 3:1 ‑ 4:49

Instructions for judging accusation of adultery and Nazirite vows 5:1 ‑ 6:21

Priestly Blessing on Israel 6:22‑27

Offerings of the tribal chiefs for the Dwelling 7:1‑89

Lamps of the lampstand

consecration of the Levites 8:1‑26

Preparations for the departure from Sinai 9:1 ‑ 10:10


1.2. Textual Constants
These chapters constantly repeat the note of the people's "weeping." They feel that they are facing death. But in contrast with other biblical texts (Lev 10:6, Num 20:29), where people are weeping over those who have just died, here, the people are weeping because of the painful life‑situation in which they find themselves: lack of tasty food, the power of their enemies.

This attitudes of Israel or of certain personages among the people (Miriam, Aaron, the members of the scouting party), are also expressed by many other verbs: "to complain bitterly," "to spurn Yahweh," "to speak against," "to speak ill of," "to cry out," "to grumble against," "to rebel," "to distrust," "not to listen to the voice of Yahweh," "to put Yahweh to the test," "to transgress the order of Yahweh." Through their infidelity and sin, the people deserve to be called a rebellious, "wicked community."

These chapters also present other personages who have exactly the opposite attitude. We find it especially in Moses, who "cries out to the Lord" and "intercedes" for the people; he "talks" with Yahweh. Also Joshua and Caleb assure the group that the land they scouted was "good." Sometimes the people, too, have a change of attitude and "cry out," and Aaron "asks for pardon".
These different attitudes regarding Yahweh's actions reveal the presence of "foreign elements" mixed among the people. The accounts often repeat the word "among" or "in the midst of." Yahweh and Moses are in the midst of the people, but so are the rabble. Yahweh has worked his signs "in their midst," but they continue to bear the marks of their past, since they have "gone forth from amidst the Egyptians."
After reconnoitering the lay of the land, each of the scouts offers his own evaluation of the situation. The expression "because of" or "on account of" frequently appears with terms referring to sight or vision: the verbs "to explore," "to see (or not see)" are used to refer to the land, the giants, the glory and signs of Yahweh, the unhappiness of Moses, the power of Yahweh's Word, and the repeated mention of "eyes," which is also translated by "aspect," "face" and "appearance."
Among the actions of Yahweh, special prominence is attached to the "fire" and "wrath" of Yahweh.

1.3. Accounts of "the revolt"
The terms that we have just examined are taken from the sphere of judicial accusations. "To speak ill," for example, is to give a judgment of condemnation. The verbs for "murmuring" or "grumbling" or "complaining" belong to the genre and situation of confrontation prior to a legal trial. Hence this latter verb is generally followed by the preposition "against," together with the name of the accused party.

The examination made of each of the persons involved is carried out in order to clarify the judgment that is passed. These accounts are, then, intimately connected with the judicial sphere of Yahwistic religiosity.

Hence, when it is formulated, this revolt or rebellion touches upon the fundamental aspects of Yahweh's action in the historical time of the founding of Israel: the "signs" He wrought in Egypt and in the desert, the gift of "the land," "the servant of Yahweh."

Instead of "remembering" the commandments whereby Yahweh led them out of slavery in Egypt, the people "remember" the food they had become accustomed to in Egypt (fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic). Hence they pronounce a negative judgment against the land, preferring to die in Egypt or in the desert, and they attempt to appoint a leader to take them back to Egypt.

The judgment which the people bring against Yahweh, is reversed and changed into a judgment of God against His people. Hence the punishment is intimately related to the nature of the sin: they will eat the meat they so greedily desired until it runs "out of their very nostrils," thus bringing death. The criticism directed against Moses for accepting his Cushite wife among the people leads to Miriam's being confined outside the people for seven days. The attempt to return to Egypt  leads to the people's wandering in the wilderness "by the way of Yam‑suph" (which here means not 'Reed' Sea, but indeed the 'Red' Sea).

As mother and father of the people, Yahweh is "rich in kindness, forgiving wickedness and crime; yet not declaring the guilty guiltless, but punishing them." In this way the encampment is purified and there would be no more death in it (as in the episode of the quails), or leprosy (exclusion of Miriam) or rebels (those who died in combat).

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL
2.1. In Events Remembered
"City" and "village," as organizational forms in conflict, seem to lie at the origin of these chapters. We can glimpse this through two indications in the texts:

a) they do not deal with any sort of ethnic conflict;

b) all the accounts are connected with the way in which power is exercised.

2.1.1.  At first glance, we are presented with a people made up of fishers and farmers who have left Egypt (cf. 11:5). But on closer examination, we can glimpse the presence of other elements. This is the case, first of all, with the "Cushite woman" married to Moses (12:1), and then with other personages.

The term "Cushite," which usually means Ethiopian, should, in reference to Moses' wife, indicate a person originally from Cushan. This name appears in parallelism with Midian in the Canticle of Habakkuk (Hab 3:7). Moreover, we know from the accounts of Exodus, of a Midianite wife of Moses (cf. Ex 2:18) and of her father Jethro/Reuel (cf. Ex 18:2, Num 10:29). The characterization of Jethro as a "priest of Midian" alludes to worship as the meeting point between Israel and Midian, although we are not in a position to determine which of these peoples had an influence over the other. The archaeological data confirm the similarity of the worship practiced by both peoples: when the Egyptians abandoned a shrine in Midianite territory north of Elath on the Gulf of Aqaba, the symbols of the Egyptian cow‑horned goddess Hat‑hor gave way to a tented shrine and a brazen serpent, elements which we find in Israelite worship. Moreover, we know that even in a later era the Midianites continued using the tent or tabernacle in their liturgy.

Another "foreigner" is Caleb. The Calebites, as distinguished from the Ephraimites of Joshua, did not meet with success in their first attempt to penetrate Canaan from the south. Their ancestor, Caleb, son of Jephunneh, appears as part of the Tribe of Judah in Num 13:6, but in reality, according to Jos 1:16, it was only at a later date that he was assimilated into that tribe, and through it, into Israel.

In the broader section of Num 10‑20, we also find the Edomites and Kenites. Num 10:29 mentions a Hobab who, according to Jgs 1:16, is a Kenite. These Kenites had their nest (ken) near the Amalekites.

In Num 16, Korah is a Levite. But in Gen 36:14,18 he is presented as an Edomite, like Zerah and Kenaz, who were only later incorporated into Judah. The most ancient canticles of Israel portray Yahwism as closely connected with Edom: "O Yahweh, when you went out from Seir, when you marched from the land of Edom" (Jgs 5:4); "Yahweh came from Sinai, and dawned on his people from Seir, He shone forth from Mount Paran and advanced from Meribath‑Kadesh..." (Dt 33:2); and in Hab 3:3, Mount Paran is mentioned together with Teman, a known district of Edom. And whereas, according to Num 20:14, Edom does not allow Israel to pass through its territory, Num 20:23 shows us Israel encamped on the border of Edom, where Aaron dies and is buried. In the Deuteronomic tradition, however, the Israelites were permitted to pass through Edom (Dt 2:4 ff) but were forbidden to attack because Yahweh had given the Edomites their land. 

2.1.2.  The accounts do not differ from what was related before the arrival at Sinai: the giving of the Law (Ex 15:25, Num 15‑19); the presence of Moses' father‑in‑law (Ex 18:1‑12, Num 10:29); revolt over food and windfall of quails (Ex 16:1‑13, Num 11); rebellion over the lack of water as well as the water of Meribah (Ex 17:8‑16, Num 14:39‑45); the institution of judges (Ex 18:13‑27, Num 11). This shows that the nature of the conflicts arose about questions of the exercise of leadership over the people and in most of these conflicts the exercise of leadership is connected with problems concerning the way of assuring the provision of food.

As for the first point, Gen 36:31‑32 is illustrative: "...kings reigned in the land of Edom before any king reigned over the Israelites. Bela, son of Beor, became king in Edom.." Beor himself also appears as an oppressor of the Kenites, who from this time on, began their wandering. Thus in Edom we have the adoption of monarchy as a form of government, analogous to the step taken by the Midianites around the same time in organizing themselves into a commercial empire along all the routes of the Transjordan.

The revolt would seem to reflect a confrontation between two different types of social organization: the statist model, built on an analogy with the Pharaonic pattern of control of power, and the charismatic model, like that of the Shosu of Edom, as described by the Egyptians: a non‑monarchical organization. In Num 14:4, the text "Let us appoint a chieftain" (= rosh, lit., a "head") seems to indicate not only an attempt to turn around on the road and head back to Egypt, but to return to a Pharaonic model in the exercise of power. Perhaps this is why the present text the word "head" (rosh) appears in unmodified form, instead of the usual "head of his father's house" or "leader of his tribe" (Num 1:4, 25:15, 31:26; Jos 22:14), or "of the Tribes of Israel," as it is said of Saul (1 Sm 15:17). The confrontation between these two models led the people to make a decision near Kadesh.

In connection with the way of assuring food, both forms of society were organized in a different way. The concentration of power went along with a concentration of wealth. In a society of this sort, the form for procuring goods was tied to commerce, which was governed by imperial laws.

Israel, however, sought for a better distribution of goods, and the memory of their march of the pre‑Israelite groups through the desert enabled them to adopt other forms of economic organization aimed at acquiring the goods needed for their sustenance. The form they chose was basically the barter system.

2.1.3. In view of this, the meaning of the "desert" soon came to take on a twofold thrust: a time of God's privileged action on behalf of Israel and, in contrast, a time of negative reactions on the part of the people toward God's way of acting.
In the first case, the immediacy of Yahweh's leadership made it unnecessary to submit to leaders imposed by the enemies that surrounded them , thus enabling them to choose freely between their own leaders and assuring the sustenance of the people outside the imperial commercial laws of their neighbors.

In the second case, there is on the one hand a condemnation of the people's weariness and defeatist attitudes in the struggle to build a new society and, on the other, a strengthening of attitudes of fidelity in the conflicts that have to be engaged in to this end. Kadesh is tied to these options, as its alternative name, "En‑mishpat" (= the spring of judgment) suggests (Gen 14:7).

The desert traditions arose around Kadesh and the surrounding territory. Taberah and Kibroth‑hattavah (Num 11) are associated with Kadesh in Dt 9:22‑23. Meribah is named alongside Kadesh in Num 20:1,13, and is called Meribath‑kadesh in Ezk 47:19 and 48:18. Hazeroth designates an encampment situated between Kadesh and Beer‑sheba. Kadesh and Paran are united in the verse of the Canticle of Deuteronomy that we cited above (Dt 33:2).

The whole road traversed is the same in Exodus and Numbers, and coincides with the note in Jgs 11:16: "When they left Egypt, Israel traveled through the wilderness to the Sea of Reeds and went on to Kadesh."

2.2. In the Composition
2.2.1. The Yahwist.  The memory of the people's rebellions against the wonder‑working action of Yahweh will be present throughout the history of Israel. In the euphoria over the advent of the dynasty of David, the Yahwist will have recourse to these rebellions to recall that the mediation of Moses is superior to dynastic privileges, although he acknowledges the latter. In this way he is able to introduce a corrective remedy against the dangers that might arise from these privileges.

2.2.2. The Elohist will recall these events in the context of inequalities caused by the monarchy. And by warning the people of the dangers that can come of rebellion, he will deepen the understanding of Israel as a purified people.

2.2.3. The Priestly author,  finally, in times of ruin and powerlessness, will strive to rebuild the hope of the people by recourse to the remembrance of the desert period and the leadership of Yahweh through Moses. The Law, interpreted by the Aaronic priesthood, thus becomes the way to preserve the identity of a people threatened by the oppression of various empires.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Demands of God's liberating power in a milieu of death
In the midst of a world of death, God becomes present with His offering of life. God, who is the God of life, becomes present in the vicissitudes of the desert journey. He is understood by way of an analogy with a mother and child relationship: He has conceived and given birth to a people. With this people He has established an intimate relationship, making Himself present in their midst. The whole pathway of this people is marked by the actions of this God "in whom all live." This can be experienced in the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night, and in the signs wrought in the midst of this people, the work of God's glory. Moreover, the future well‑being of this people can be seen in His promise (cf. Num 10:29) and in the oath made with hand upheld, regarding the land in which He swore to establish His people.

Everything is aimed toward this project of life. For it, God speaks to His mediators and prophets, and for it He grants the Spirit that rests on some members of the people. It is Moses' wish that all the people of Yahweh should become a people of prophets, imbued with the Spirit of Yahweh and acting as the bearer of His Word.

This project of life can be taken up by all human beings who share and accept the proposal of fraternity held out in Num 10:32: "So if you come with us, we will extend to you the same bounty that Yahweh grants us."

3.2. The attitude of God regarding the people's desire to return to former projects
Within us lies the possibility to reject the offer of this plan of salvation. The difficulties and obstacles of the way can lead us to interpret this plan of liberation as a plan of perdition and of death. Internal resistances to salvation well up within us, greater and more dangerous from the ones that arise from without. These resistances, arising from the loss of securities entailed in a road to a life of fuller solidarity, lead to a totally false understanding of the saving deeds of God. This lack of understanding culminates in complaints and quarrels, and in striving to annul God's action in our own life and in our own history.

In this way there is revealed within us the lack of a true and real option on behalf of life. And in trying to condemn the intentions of God, what we in fact achieve is our own condemnation.

The history of the people, as a community of salvation, runs the risk of being truncated. The death of the rebels, not being able to see the promised land, the non‑realization of God's plan for the individual and for society, all derive, as a logical consequence, from their rejection of the divine plan.

God then takes on the characteristics of a father who corrects and chastens. He always has a future prepared for His people, and this is possible, thanks to those who accept and commit themselves to this future.  Moses, Caleb and Joshua, among others, by defending the interests of Yahweh, also defend the interests of the people. They form part of a community, purified through hope, which knows how to accepts the gifts of Yahweh.


II.‑ CLARETIAN RESONANCES

THE "DESERT" OF FATHER CLARET
1. THE CHARTERHOUSE AS DESERT
In his youth, Anthony approached the great world with the guilelessness of a "provincial." And he found it good. But little by little his eyes were opened and he began to perceive its negative side. In what should have been a moment of glory, he found that he was a slave in this 'Egypt.' "My ceaseless preoccupation with machines, looms and creations had so obsessed me that I could think of nothing else" (Aut 65). Yet he recognized that God alone could extricate him from it by means of different "plagues" that were illumined by His Word. "You surely used strange means to uproot me from the world and an odd kind of aloes to wean me from Babylon!" (Aut 76).

In order to regain his freedom, Claret wanted to flee to the desert. "Disenchanted, weary and bored with the world, I considered leaving it for the solitary life of a Carthusian" (Aut 77). He was so insistent on this that his confessor "came to believe that God was calling me there" (Aut 88). Father Bach paved the way for his entry and Anthony, "quite content," undertook the journey. A providential windstorm arose, "so dreadful that I was terrified of it." His lungs had been weakened by overwork and study, and he felt that the dust would suffocate him if he went on. "I didn't have the will to go on, and so I returned to Vic" (Aut 89).

2. THE HEART AS A DESERT
"Ever since I lost my desire to become a Carthusian ‑‑which God had used to uproot me from my worldliness‑‑ I not only thought of becoming holy myself, but I was continually trying to imagine what I could do to save the souls of my neighbors" (Aut 113).

Claret was going to be sent into the world as his field of apostolate. The desert which he needed for solitude and for the experience of the presence of God, would not be a "separate" place, but rather an attitude of heart.

"There are people who vainly seek for peace through retreat and withdrawal. True peace of heart is not found in retreat or withdrawal from the occupations in which God wishes his servants to be employed. We can rightly sympathize with those who complain of being employed in jobs that they consider distracting. However, when these occupations come in the line of obedience or duty, there is no need to fear them, since they themselves will lead us to God. How many men and women I know who, amid the tumult of busy streets and squares, can even there find in their hearts (where God speaks) a solitude the like of which it would be hard to find in the Thebaid. The Spirit of the Lord breathes where it wills (Jn 3:8), when it wills, and on whom it wills. What is important is that we know God's will and do it as best we can, for God will take good care to give us the graces and helps we need" (Ascetical Letter,  SSW, p. 153).

The Saint was speaking from his own experience. A witness testified that "he knew for certain that the aforesaid gentleman [Claret] was never more alone than when he was surrounded by people who jostled and pushed him from all sides, because it was then that he used to concentrate the most on God our Lord" (J. Clotet, Resumen de la admirable vida de...Claret  [Barcelona 1882], p. 252).

To foster solitude of heart, the Saint mortified his senses and faculties. This solitude is not an utter void, but the immensity of God's presence. To enjoy it one must strive after the attention that is connaturally born of love or charity, and not of sheer voluntarism. This attention is focused on the person of Christ or on the Trinity, or on listening to the Master's words, which the Spirit calls to mind. But it is also a solicitous attention in the midst of apostolic service. "I will imagine that my heart is the room in which Jesus is sitting, and that my soul, like Mary, is contemplating at Jesus' feet, while my body, like Martha, is busy with the works of my ministry, so that they may become a most savory meal for Jesus" (Resolutions 1866, n.8, in EA p. 574).

The Constitutions, following the experience of our Founder, recommend that we gain solitude of heart by keeping careful watch over our senses, in order to glorify God and bear Him about in our bodies (Cf. CC 43).

3. THE DESERT AS TEMPTATION AND CONVERSION
Solitude of heart makes it easier to bring the Word of God to bear against temptations of the world and the flesh. The Constitutions remind us of this in n.53: "As Christ our Lord was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil (cf. Mt 4:1), so must we, his disciples, undergo many temptations (cf. Jas 1:2)." This is true nearly all the time, but especially so during the time of retreats or spiritual exercises. Although Father Claret always lived quite recollectedly, he wanted these peak times of solitude, both for himself and his missionaries, to be devoted exclusively to listening to the Word, to facing up to it, to conversion and to reinforcing their commitment. From the time he spent in Cuba, he has left us this testimony in his Autobiography: "Every year at a stated time we gathered in the palace to make a ten‑day retreat, during which time we never broke silence or received visitors, letters or business calls. Every day, each of us would take turns waiting on tables, while another read, beginning with me. They always asked me to preach each day of the retreat. At the closing exercise I kissed the feet of everyone present, and in turn they asked to kiss my feet and those of all the rest. This was a very moving, imposing and most profitable gesture" (Aut 611).

Our communities ‑‑although they are by their very nature mission houses open to apostolic service‑‑ must reserve some space, some part of the house, in order to assure "solitude," in order to facilitate our own and our brothers' "listening" to God, study, planning and rest. "In using the communications media we should observe the necessary discretion and avoid whatever might harm our spiritual life and apostolic witness" (CC 57).

Especially in the novitiate, the Congregation wants us to achieve a climate of "breaking away," of "desert" and, at the same time, one of "new missionary openness" to reality. This climate of desert and breaking away will be facilitated by such conditions as the location of the novitiate house, moderation in the use of the instruments of social communication and in external relationships with family and friends;  actions that favor detachment and availability.


III. COMMUNITY MEETING ON THEME 9
1. PRAYER
2. ORIENTATION
3. READING OF THE TEXT FOR THE COMMUNITY MEETING
	The text will be given in written form in the booklet:   Num 11:4‑16


4. DIALOGUE BASED ON THE BIBLICAL TEXT
4.1. Biblical Key
Literary Level
a) Which foodstuffs are compared? Why?

b) How does Yahweh react?

c) What is Moses' attitude toward the complaining of the people and the wrath of Yahweh?

Historical Level
a) Which advantages of Canaanite society led the Israelites astray?

b) How did the desert tradition develop in Israel?

c) Which conflicts does the Priestly author have in mind when he speaks of rebellions?

Theological Level
a) Which forms of resistance arise in anyone who starts out on the road to liberation?

b) How does God act in the face of them?

4.2. Claretian Key
a) What attitudes does Claret, the servant of the Word, adopt, when his ministry meets with rejection among the people?

4.3. Situational Key
a) What sort of future awaits a people when, like many today, they lack any historical point of reference or memory?

b) What steps toward self‑destruction can be observed in today's world?

c) Do you know of any "desert experience" among groups who are situated "outside the modern city" and who, within this marginalized setting, exhibit a more fraternal and solidarity‑oriented model of society? What would be the traits that define this desert experience as an occasion to rebuild a more fraternal society?

d) In our own society, how is the desire to return to old securities or the fear of freedom manifested?

4.4. Existential Key
a) In what measure are we aware of our function as intercessors regarding the life‑death conflict?

b) How do we internalize the desert model in our daily life?

c) In what sense does our community represent an alternative to the situation of "confusion" in which today's people are living?

d) Are we prepared and ready to offer others a "desert" experience in our communities, as places where there is a deep experience of God?

e) Have we experienced or are we experiencing, either personally or as a community, a fear of moving ahead toward new expressions of our evangelizing charism? Do we feel tempted to anchor ourselves in the "already known" and "already experienced"?

5. SUGGESTIONS FOR CELEBRATION
a) Song or prayer: Psalm 106

b) Moment of silence

c) Reading: Wis 18:20‑25

d) Invitation to shared prayer

e) Dismissal

f) Song of thanksgiving.
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