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In an online introduction to the work of the composer Gustav Mahler, his biographer Henry-Louis de la Grange writes the following: “It contains everything that makes a world, all that makes humanity: serenity and rebellion, compassion and sarcasm, lyricism and violence, subjectivity and objectivity, sincerity and ambiguity, compassion and derision, the sublime and the commonplace, intuition and reflection, heroism and confidence.” For people like la Grange and me, Mahler holds a unique place in the pantheon of composers. His music plumbs the depths of existence in a way that no other composer can match. Perhaps because he was a Jew struggling with anti-Semitism and the process of assimilating into European culture; perhaps because he lived on the edge of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; perhaps because he was endowed with a certain prophetic ability, the music of Mahler speaks to many in a way that few other things do.

Chief among those few other things, for me anyway, is Torah. So I often find myself hearing echoes of Torah in Mahler, and echoes of Mahler in Torah. I find this is especially true when the summer comes—which was the time Mahler did his composing—and we enter the book of Numbers. Of all the books of the Torah, Numbers contains within it the kind of multi-vocalism that Mahler tapped into: it begins so very brightly, with the census and the gifts of the princes, and the lighting of the menorah, and it reaches its apex when, over and over again in the beginning of parshat Beha’alotcha, the Torah repeats that the children of Israel traveled “al pi Hashem,” in glorious harmony with the Divine. But suddenly all that comes crashing down: the people begin their series of rebellions, plagues are unleashed; death, destruction, and banishment from the land follow; Korach and his cronies launch an insurrection; and, in last week’s parasha, Moses and Aaron, who have appeared increasingly powerless as their leadership has been challenged, are themselves banned from entering the land of Israel after their own sin. 

At the core of this narrative is a similar question to that faced by Mahler: How do authority and received tradition become transmitted to and adopted by a new generation? For Mahler, the tumultuous movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—democracy, secularism, nationalism, socialism, communism, psychology—posed literally revolutionary challenges to received modes of thinking and living. These challenges are played out in his music, as he struggles with how far to bend the inherited formal and stylistic rules of sonata form and tonality. In his earlier symphonies, one can still detect formal and harmonic influences from Beethoven and Wagner, while in his later work new tonalities and rhythmic structures reshape the sound and message of his music to be more fragmented and less familiar. Nevertheless, compared with many of his contemporaries—notably Schoenberg and his students—Mahler incorporated those new ideas into an existing structure and changed that structure from within. Schoenberg and the Second Viennese School who followed him made a complete break with the past, to what many argue was the detriment of instrumental music. In contrast, Mahler formed a unique identity of his own that made him an organic part of the narrative of music history.

Numbers, in its own way, tells a similar story. If we think about the choreography of the action in broad strokes, we notice that the opening chapters of the book heavily center around the Tabernacle, and even more closely around the Ark of the Covenant. God and His servant Moses are at the center in these chapters, and Israel, by traveling “by the mouth of God” so often, demonstrates its unity with the Almighty. The first generation of Jews is a success. But things begin to unravel as soon as questions are raised—questions like, Why are we in this desert? Why were Moses and Aaron chosen over the rest of us? What if the land isn’t as great as we have been told? As these challenges are raised, the physical center of action and authority moves away from the Tabernacle and the Ark, symbolizing the increasing distance between God and the people: First, and most obviously, some of Moses’s holy spirit is taken and given to 70 elders; next, Moses sends a spy mission totally outside the camp, to the land of Israel; after this the camp itself is physically injured, as the earth opens up and swallows the tents of Korach and his followers, while the generation of Moses begins to see its end, as Moses is commanded to publicly remove his brother’s priestly garments and place them on Eliezer, just before Aaron dies. 

Which brings us to this week’s parasha, and its amazing narrative move. As Moses’s authority is most fully waning, the Torah makes him and Israel no longer even the subjects of the narrative—instead, they are objects in the long story of Balaam. We have traveled so far from the beginning of Numbers and the intimate, holy conversation between Moses and God, that we now see its photo-negative, looking at the people of Israel through the gaze of a non-Jewish seer. Upon the narrator’s return to the Israelite camp, the powerlessness of Moses and his generation is overcome by the appearance of new leadership in the person of Pinchas, the first new star of the next generation. From this moment on, the character of Numbers changes: Canaan is fully in sight and the transition, including Moses’s designation of Joshua as his heir, is the main story. 

In taking this long view, we find that Numbers and the music of Mahler dwell on many of the same themes. Change and transition are constant. Moses lived through tumultuous times; so did Mahler. And so do we. Our world, as theirs, is undergoing tremendous upheaval from many forces—some which we will embrace, and some which we will rightly shun. The questions of how to accept and embrace the old while making it our own are a part of every generation’s quest for authenticity. But this position is not simply an acknowledged or accepted reality; rather the Torah, in the person of Pinchas, tells us that that quest is essential to the development of the Jewish people and the accomplishment of our mission in the world. We would not be living up to our end of the Covenant if we did not struggle and question and make God not only “the god of our ancestors,” but “our god” as well.

Still, a further lesson of Mahler and Numbers is that such questioning needs to be done in an environment of “emunah,” of faith in and reliance on God’s goodness. For this was ultimately the source of God’s displeasure with Moses and Aaron: “V’lo he’emantem bi,” “you did not place your full faith and trust in Me.” The great challenge is to believe, no matter how painful the present may be, that goodness and godliness are still possible. This is the hope that Pinchas represents—while his elders have been beaten and bruised by the difficulties of their age, as their faith has been challenged, Pinchas carries on and marches forward. 

Perhaps one of the reasons why Mahler speaks to so many so deeply is that, like Torah, he and his music are suffused with an overpowering life force. These dark parashot in Numbers—like Tisha b’Av, whose calendrical orbit we are beginning to be pulled into—feel so foreign to us precisely because they are out of the ordinary. When we think of Torah, we think of life and creation, not death and destruction; when we think of holidays, we think of affirmations of life, not lamentations of death. These dark parashot, and these dark three weeks which will begin with the fast of the Seventeenth of Tammuz on Tuesday, are the exceptions that prove the rule. So too with Mahler, who was an avid naturalist and outdoorsman. While some of Mahler’s music is elegiac and melancholy, it comes in a greater context of tremendous life-affirmation, even in the face of societal angst and personal tragedy. And as we draw strength and comfort from Mahler’s music, we draw even more from our faith in our ability, with the Almighty, to fulfill our mission, to perfect the world. 

Shabbat shalom.
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