
 
 

 
 

Parashat Nasso: A New Mode of Existence 
Rabbi Elisha Wolfin 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
Contemporary spirituality talks about three kinds of existence or approaches to our 
place in the world: 
Being, i.e. who am I and how I perceive myself in the world, 
Doing, i.e. what do I do in and with my life, and 
Having, i.e. what are my assets, from material possessions all the way to the quality 
of my gifts and abilities? 
 
Parashat Nasso suggests a fourth mode of existence! 
 
We are in the midst of preparing for the journey from Mount Sinai to the Promised 
Land. In the previous parasha a census of potential warriors was conducted, 
followed by a census of the Levites, whose task it was to dismantle the holy Mishkan 
before each move, and to carry its parts between each stop. This census continues 
in this week's parasha: 
 
"And the LORD spoke unto Moses saying:  'Take the sum of the sons of Gershon 
also (one of the three Levite families)…  from thirty years old and upward until fifty 
years old shall you number them: all that enter in to wait upon the service, to do 
service in the tent of meeting.  This is the service of the families of the Gershonites, 
in serving and in bearing burdens:  they shall bear the curtains of the tabernacle, 
and the tent of meeting, its covering …At the commandment of Aaron and his sons 
shall be all the service of the sons of the Gershonites, in all their burden, and in all 
their service; and you shall appoint unto them in charge all their burden." 
(Bamidbar 4: 21-27) 
 
Parashat Nasso – the parasha which describes the burden of the Levites – offers us 
that fourth dimension - that of one's appointed burden, i.e. the way in which a person 
bears his or her life and fate. Every person is created in a specific way with individual 
qualities and in a particular environment. These initial facts are unalterable.  
 
Midrash Tanchuma relates that before a child is created in his mother's womb, God 
determines what he will be – male or female, weak or strong, poor or rich, short or 
long, ugly or attractive, thick or thin, despicable or coarse; and He will also determine 
his life story, but not whether he be righteous or wicked – no. This is given to the 
individual to determine. (Tanchuma on Pikudei, 3) 
 
The Levites, who are the heroes of our parasha, are a privileged tribe, but along with 



their privileges comes a heavy burden of responsibility. They have an official role to 
play which seems quite technical but is not at all. The Levites are charged with 
carrying the instruments of holiness! In addition, within the "family" relations between 
God and Am Yisrael, they have the role of first-born. In ancient times the first-born 
was sent to the temple to serve the celestial parent. This, then, is the role of the 
Levites.  Not all were thrilled with this role and this burden, but it was determined by 
fate and unalterable. 
 
The first time the idea of bearing one's fate is mentioned is in Bereishit, in the story 
of Cain and Abel. Cain is the first-born of mankind. He and his younger brother bring 
offerings to God. Abel's is accepted and Cain's is not, and no explanation is offered. 
Cain is disappointed, his face "falls", and God says "Why are you distressed, and 
why has your face fallen? Surely, if you bear well, but if you do not sin couches at 
the door;" (Bereishit 4:7) This sentence is one of my favorites, despite the fact that it 
is so ambiguous. Its meaning can also change depending on its punctuation. What 
does "If you bear well" mean?  There have been many interpretations and attempts 
at punctuation. I particularly like the one that explains that Cain is being told "if you 
carry your fate well – that of a farmer whose offering was not accepted (not because 
you are a farmer) – then your life will be worthy. If you are unable to accept your fate, 
you will begin an inevitable descent into sin." In other words, sin is the refusal to 
accept or to bear the cards you have been dealt. 
 
There are many things we can change in our life, thank God; and today more than 
ever before. We can change houses, countries, professions. We can marry or get 
divorced. We can have plastic surgery. In other words, at the level of being, doing 
and having, almost everything can be altered. Who we are - our essence, our initial 
deck of cards (family, place of birth, our genes, temperament, body type, 
preferences) – cannot be changed. 
 
However, we are given a very important choice: how do we choose to bear that 
which cannot be changed?  With complaints, bitterness, and anger? Most of us tend 
to find something or someone to blame for our lot, (and forget to be thankful for the 
"good cards" we have). This gives us an illusion of control; but it is not productive in 
the least. 
 
The choice of bearing our lot well is not an instantaneous one. It is a deep process of 
coming to terms and of acceptance, through which a person discovers that the cards 
he or she was dealt are not a form of heavenly punishment, but rather a source of 
blessing that brings with it a role, a destiny; even a gift. 
 
If you carry it well… 
 



Shabbat Shalom, 
Elisha  
 
 
 


