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Hierarchy of Needs

Abraham Maslow was a humanistic 
psychologist who taught at Brooklyn 
College and Brandeis University in the mid-
twentieth century. He proposed a theory of 
motivation, known as Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs, which is taught in virtually all 
introductory psychology courses, and is 
also popular in the fields of business and 
education. While the theory is more 
nuanced than usually presented, the basic 
idea is that humans have five different 
levels of needs to be fulfilled.

The hierarchy starts with physiological 
needs like food and water and then moves 
to safety needs, like shelter and protection 
from danger. The third need is that of 
belonging and connecting socially, and the 
fourth is to feel respected and have a sense
of self-esteem. The final need is self-

actualization, which is the need to fulfil 
one’s potential. In later works, he added a 
concept called self-transcendence, which is
driven by something greater than the self.

Maslow’s theory is often illustrated as a 
triangle, with the lower, physiological, needs
placed at the bottom, progressing through 
to the pinnacle of self-actualization.

However, Todd Bridgman, Stephen 
Cummings, and John Ballard argue that 
Maslow himself never mentioned the 
concept of a triangle anywhere in his 
writings, and that the use of that icon to 
illustrate the theory was first done by a 
management textbook. While embedding 
the theory with the visual aid of a triangle 
has helped spread its widespread 
popularity, they argue that several 
misconceptions emerge as a result of the 
way the triangle is used to symbolize the 
hierarchy – a point we will return to shortly.

One of the most ancient and ubiquitous 
prayers we recite is rooted in this week’s 
portion, namely, the Priestly Blessings or 
Birkat Kohanim. It is recited by many 
several times a day and has a special place
on Friday night as part of the blessing that 
parents give their children. Even though we 
recite it so often, or perhaps because we 
recite it so often, we may miss its textual 
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nuances. As you read the verses, pay close
attention to the structure and see if you 
notice any patterns, as well as if you can 
identify the basic meaning of each distinct 
component of the blessing.

May Hashem bless you and 
protect you. May Hashem cause 
His countenance to shine upon 
you and favor you. May Hashem 
lift His face to you, and grant you
peace. (Numbers 6:24-26)

Rashi explains that the first blessing is a 
material blessing—that your goods and 
property should be blessed. Protection 
refers to physical safety, that “plunderers 
should not come and take your property.” 
According to the Midrash (Bemidbar 
Rabbah 11:6), the second blessing, which 
recites light, is a reference to Torah, and 
represents a spiritual blessing. The third 
blessing, Professor Nechama Leibowitz 
argues, sums up the previous two and adds
the concept of peace, because without 
peace, the previous blessings don’t hold.

Summarizing her analysis, Professor 
Leibowitz writes, “Accordingly the three 
sections of the priestly benedictions 
illustrate an ascending order, starting with a
blessing concerned with man’s material 
needs and then dealing with his spiritual 
wants, and finally reaching a climax 
combining both these factors together, 
crowning them with the blessing of peace.”

If we juxtapose her analysis of the Priestly 
Blessing, to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 
we notice that the first verse, deals with 
Maslow’s two first levels, of physical needs,
and safety needs. The next verse refers to 

spiritual needs, which can be 
conceptualized to include social needs 
(commandments between man and his 
fellow), self-actualization (commandments 
between man and himself), and self-
transcendence (commandments between 
man and God). The last verse, which she 
contends is a combination of the first two, 
highlights the essential idea in Jewish 
thought, that we must integrate the physical
and spiritual.

In conclusion, Professor Leibowitz writes, 
“[t]his ascending order and increasing surge
of blessing is reflected in the language and 
rhythm. The first phrase consists of three 
words, the second five, and the third of 
seven.” In bolstering the argument of the 
literary precision, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 
adds that not only are the number of words 
precise, but so are the number of letters! 
The first line has 15 Hebrew letters, the 
second has 20, and the third, 25. When 
centering the verses, the image that 
emerges should be familiar;

ָך׃ ְיָבֶרְכָ֥ך ְיקָו֖ק ְוִיְׁשְמֶרֽ

Vָּך׃ יֻחֶּנֽ יָך ִוֽ ר ְיקָוק ׀ ָּפָנ֛יו ֵאֶל֖ ָיֵא֨

ם ְלָ֖ך ָׁשֽלֹום׃ יָך ְוָיֵׂש֥ א ְיקָו֤ק ׀ ָּפָני֙ו ֵאֶל֔ ִיָּׂש֨

In comparing the triangle depicted in the 
Birkat Kohanim with the triangle associated 
with Maslow, there is one glaring difference.
Maslow’s hierarchy is depicted as bottom 
up. The long part of the triangle on the 
bottom represents the physiological needs, 
while the uppermost point is self-
actualization. One critique of this 
representation is that it can be interpreted 
as elitist – only a small number of people 
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can ever reach self-actualization. A related 
critique is that this imagery could suggest 
that the most amount of time and energy 
exerted by most people is on the lower 
needs, for the most part ignoring the higher 
ones.

In the “hierarchy of needs” presented in the 
Birkhat Kohanim triangle, the starting point 
is not on the bottom but on the top. Perhaps
this symbolism represents a counterpoint to
the aforementioned critique of the triangle 
associated with Maslow. These blessings 
are for everyone, not just the elite. 
Everyone has the capability and the charge 
to reach their potential in blending the 
physical and spiritual. In addition, when 
prioritizing our time and our tasks, we 
should spend the least amount of time with 
purely material endeavors, and focus the 
bulk of our energies on serving God by 
combining the spiritual and the physical, 
with the hope and blessing that we can do 
so in a state of peace and tranquility.

Individuality within Structure

"There are 70 faces to Torah." 
(The Talmud)

As a child, I felt sympathy for my brother, 
whose Bar Mitzvah fell out on Parshas 

Naso. He undertook to perform the Torah 
reading – which at 176 verses is the longest
Parsha in the Torah!

Upon closer inspection, however, we see 
that much of the parsha is repetitive. The 
89 verses of chapter 7 describe the 
offerings brought after the completion of the
Tabernacle in the desert. One by one, on 12
successive days, the prince of each of the 
Twelve Tribes brought his own set of 
offerings.

For example, on the first day, the Prince of 
Yehudah brought a 130-shekel silver bowl, 
a 70-shekel silver basin, a 10-shekel gold 
incense ladle, and a total of 21 animals. 
The Torah then repeats the exact same 
description 12 times, as each of the 12 
princes donated exactly the same offerings!

This seems to contradict the basic principle 
that the Torah is never superfluous and 
does not contain even one extra letter 
(which is the basis for many Talmudic 
teachings). One must wonder: Why doesn't 
the Torah simply list the offerings brought 
by the first prince, and then say that the 
other tribes brought the exact same thing?!

70 Faces to Torah

The answer is that despite bringing the 
exact same offerings, each of the princes 
actually brought their own, unique offering. 
In fact, there is an entire book written, 
based on the Midrash (Bamidbar Rabba 
13:13), which details how each prince 
brought each item for his own specific 
reason.

For example, each brought a silver basin 
weighing 70 shekels. For one it symbolized 
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the 70 Jewish souls who went down to 
Egypt. For another it symbolized the 70 
judges in the Sanhedrin. For another it 
symbolized the 70 nations of the world. For 
another it symbolized Abraham's age (70) 
at the "Covenant Between the Pieces" 
(Genesis 15), and so on.

The fact that the Torah repeats itself 12 
times perforce means that although there 
were 12 identical offerings, each was 
stamped with its own special meaning and 
significance.

AIR JORDAN, AIR ISRAEL

Often we hear a complaint about Judaism: 
"How can I find my unique expression in a 
system that is so bound by rules and 
structure?"

Consider the game of basketball: The rules 
state that a player must dribble and not run 
with the ball. He is restricted from hitting 
other players. He must shoot within an 
allotted time. And he must always stay in-
bounds. There are so many rules and 
limitations – he even has to wear a uniform!

But as every basketball fan knows, it is this 
structure that produces the greatest 
personal expression. Michael Jordan's 
greatness is because of what he can do 
within the rules. It is those very rules which 
give him discipline and direction.

The same is true with Torah. We have 
structured prayer because that gives us the 
framework to truly express ourselves. The 
words, precisely crafted by prophets, are 
the vessels which we fill with our own 
personal thoughts and feelings. Imagine the
prayer book as the sheet music, our soul as

the symphony, and each of us as the 
conductor. The music we make is beautiful 
and unique. Through the rules comes 
liberation.

Collectively and Individually

We can now understand an interesting 
Midrash in this week's parsha. God says: 
"The offerings of the princes are as beloved
to me as the song the Jewish people sang 
at the Red Sea." (The Midrash derives this 
from the identical word "zeh," used in both 
references, Exodus 15:2 and Numbers 
7:17.)

At the Red Sea, 3 million men, women and 
children, witnessed the miraculous splitting 
of the Sea, as the verse says, "This is my 
God and I will glorify Him."

But shouldn't the verse say, "This is OUR 
collective God"? No. Millions of individuals 
saw the same thing, but each experienced 
it differently, as "my personal God." Hence 
the Midrash draws the comparison: Just as 
the Red Sea was a unique personal 
experience, so too each of the princes 
brought a unique personal offering.

Beautiful Mosaic

The last of the 613 mitzvot recorded in the 
Torah is that each Jew must write his/her 
own Torah Scroll (Deut. 31:19). In a 
symbolic sense, this means we must forge 
our own emotional relationship with Torah. 
In the introduction to Yam Shel Shlomo, 
Rabbi Shlomo Luria (Maharshal, 16th 
century Poland) explains that each Jew 
possesses a particular spiritual conduit, 
through which he channels Torah 
understanding in a way that relates to his 
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unique soul. Just like stations on a radio 
dial: We all share the same circuitry, but the
tune is different.

And that's what makes for beautiful 
harmony. Through the framework of 
"Mosaic law," we build the "mosaic 
diversity" that is the Jewish people.

Of course, it has to be within the rules, or 
else it's faulty reception. The Torah tells us: 
"Only at the place where God will choose to
place His Name shall you seek out His 
presence and come there" (Deut. 12:5). 
Service of God is not arbitrary and cannot 
be on our own terms. The Torah sets out 
eternal, immutable guidelines for Jewish 
expression and observance.

Yet at the same time, it is for each of us 
individually to "seek out His presence." 
When Abraham and Isaac set out on the 
Akeida ("binding"), they head toward the 
place that God has pre-selected – yet they 
are left to discover that place for 
themselves. (see Genesis, chapter 22)

Road to Jerusalem

I frequently encourage people to visit Israel,
by telling them that it is likely to be the most
profound experience of their lifetime. They 
invariably ask me: "But what will the 
experience be like?" There is no adequate 
way to answer that question because, since
the experience is one of "self-discovery," by
very definition it differs for each individual. 
Which is precisely what makes it so 
profound.

In biblical times, there were purposefully no 
road signs leading to Jerusalem – forcing 
every person to ask, "Where is Jerusalem?"

Nachmanides (13th century Spain) explains
this metaphorically: Through the framework 
of Torah and mitzvot, each of us is 
ennobled to seek and explore the 
CONCEPT of Jerusalem ... to discover our 
oneness with God ... within the formulated 
guidelines of Torah ... in our own unique 
way.

Blessings For All Eternity

In this parashah, the Almighty God imparts 
to us the Threefold Priestly Blessing. These
blessings have accompanied our people 
throughout the centuries, through all the 
lands of our exile. They are forever sealed 
in our hearts, engraved upon our lips, and 
passed from generation to generation.

May God bless you and 
safeguard you.
May God illuminate His 
countenance for you and be 
gracious to you.
May God lift His countenance to 
you and establish peace for you.
[1]

God conferred upon our Patriarch Abraham 
the privilege of bestowing blessing, as the 
verse states, "And you shall be a 
blessing."[2] That honor was passed on to 
Isaac and then to Jacob. In this parashah, 
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Hashem instructs Moses to bequeath this 
privilege to Aaron and all his descendants, 
the Kohanim, in perpetuity. In the Land of 
Israel, the Kohanim bless the congregation 
daily. Outside of Israel, the Kohanim 
pronounce the blessings on the holidays. 
However, no matter where we reside, the 
blessings are part of our daily prayers. We 
recite them during the morning service as 
well as during the bedtime Shema, and the 
cantor chants these blessings during the 
repetition of the Amidah. If we stop to 
consider for a moment that these blessings 
have survived the centuries and are as a 
part of us today as they were thousands of 
years ago when God first proclaimed them 
at Sinai, we must be struck by the 
awesomeness of it all.

It is not only during our formal prayers that 
we pronounce these blessings, but on the 
eve of every Sabbath. In the glow of the 
candlelight, prior to making Kiddush, 
parents impart this blessing to their 
children. How fortunate we are that we are 
able to bless our children with the very 
words that were given to us by God 
Himself, words that are inscribed in the 
Torah. Moreover, when we pronounce these
blessings, we connect with the millions of 
souls who preceded us, with our zeides and
bubbies who are no longer on this planet, 
but who whisper the words with us. To this 
very day, we can hear the voices of our 
father and our zeides whose berachos we 
were privileged to receive. They forever 
accompany us - and so it goes, from 
generation to generation.

THE MEANING BEHIND THE BLESSING

The blessing is composed of three parts. 
The first contains three words, in memory of
the three Patriarchs; the second, five 
words, anchoring us to the Five Books of 
Moses; the third, with seven words, reminds
us of the seven heavens, and asks God to 
shower us with His bounty.

Prior to imparting the blessing, the Kohanim
themselves have to recite a prayer, the last 
word of which is "ahavah" (love), teaching 
us that a pre-condition to imparting a 
blessing is that one's heart be overflowing 
with love. A person may have Torah 
wisdom, but one who is not a likeable 
individual will not be able to share these 
treasures with others and the blessing will 
remain incomplete.

However, you don't have to be a Kohen to 
give a blessing. The power to bless is in the
domain of all of us, the only prerequisite 
being that our hearts overflow with love. 
Blessings are so much a part of our lives 
that in the holy tongue, we extend a 
welcome by saying "Baruch HaBa - 
Blessed is the one who comes," and in 
Yiddish, the folk language of our people, we
bid farewell with "Zei gebencht - Be 
blessed."

FURTHER INSIGHTS INTO THE 
BLESSING

The first blessing is for health and 
sustenance, but, once attained, those gifts 
can easily be abused and taken for granted,
so we conclude the blessing with the word 
"Yishm'recha - May God protect you" so 
that you may be forever aware of this gift 
and treat it with great care.
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The second blessing requests that God 
illuminate our minds with the holy teachings
of His Torah, and we conclude that blessing
with the word "V'yechunecha - May He 
cause you to find favor in His eyes" and in 
the eyes of others. As stated above, a 
person may possess Torah wisdom, but if 
he or she is not likeable, he/she will not be 
able to share these treasures with others 
and the blessing will remain incomplete.

The third blessing is that God look upon us 
with compassion, forgive our sins, and 
grant us shalom - peace. In this blessing, 
the concluding word is shalom, teaching us 
that without peace, everything else is 
worthless and pointless. You can live in a 
palatial home, but if you do not have peace 
in your relationships, all your blessings will 
be for naught. Our Sages teach, "Im ein 
shalom, ein kloom - if there is no peace, 
there is nothing." We, the Jewish people, 
are so aware of the all-importance of 
shalom that we conclude our most 
important prayers - the Amidah service and 
the Kaddish - with a prayer for shalom.

WE ALL HAVE A GOD-GIVEN MISSION

This parashah reminds every individual that
he/she has a unique mission in life. It opens
with the words, "Count the children of 
Gershon as well." The phrase "as well" is 
jarring. What does it mean? The children of 
Gershon had the responsibility of carrying 
the curtains and other heavy objects of the 
Tabernacle. At first glance, one might think 
that to be charged with such a menial task 
is to be labeled a schlepper, a mere porter. 
Therefore, the Torah tells us, "Count them 
as well," reminding us that the children of 

Gershon were as important as those who 
had the responsibility of carrying the Holy 
Ark itself.

It's not what we do but how we do it that 
counts. It's the love and dedication that we 
invest in a task that make all the difference. 
In the homes of our parents and 
grandparents, we saw our father and zeide,
eminent rabbis, waiting upon and serving all
those who crossed their threshold. No task 
was too menial for them; and of course, our
grandmother, of blessed memory, and our 
mother, may she live and be well, never 
tired of attending to the needs of others. 
The knowledge that they were of service, 
that they were helping others, lent meaning 
to their every deed. So, when we are 
challenged with tasks that we may consider
being beneath our dignity, let us remember 
these words from the Torah: "Count the 
children of Gershon as well." Whether you 
carry the curtains or the Holy Ark, you 
count, and in the end, that's the only thing 
that matters.

The awareness that we are fulfilling our 
mission empowers and elevates even the 
most menial task in the service of God.

CUSTOM-MADE BY GOD: IT'S NOT 
WHAT WE HAVE, BUT WHO WE ARE

This parashah is the longest in the Torah: 
176 pesukim (verses). It is the longest 
because, at the end of the parashah, the 
offerings that each of the princes brought to
the Tabernacle are enumerated separately.

What is puzzling is that although each of 
the princes brought exactly the same gift, 
instead of enumerating the components of 
the first contribution and then stating that 
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the other princes each brought the same 
gifts, the Torah lists each offering 
individually. This is all the more difficult to 
understand since there are no 
redundancies in the Torah. Every word, 
every letter, every punctuation mark is 
carefully measured. The Torah never 
repeats anything without a deeper purpose;
what, then, is the significance of the 
repetition of "the offering of [the name of the
prince]"?[3]

Consider what would happen if a group of 
friends became engaged at the same time, 
and after the first was married, the others 
copied the wedding exactly, ordering 
exactly the same menu, flowers, bridal 
gown, music, etc. Such an eventuality 
would be virtually unheard of in our society 
for two reasons: First, the bride and groom 
of the first wedding would be resentful that 
the other couples were copying them and 
would object vehemently. Second, the other
couples would not wish to copy them 
because our culture is rooted in 
competitiveness and therefore we have a 
need to be better and to be more than the 
other. The 12 princes of Israel, however, 
were happy to bring identical gifts because 
jealousy, resentment, and a desire to outdo 
others were foreign to them. They 
understood that it was not the gift, but the 
manner in which it was offered that made 
the difference. God Himself gave His seal 
of approval by enumerating the gifts of each
separately, teaching us that what is special 
about each person is his spiritual essence - 
the spirit in which he gives rather than the 
gift itself.

This is a lesson that we would do well to 
implement. Ours is a generation that often 
measures a person by that which he 
possesses rather than by that which he is. 
The story of the tribal princes comes to 
remind us that we are each custom made 
by Hashem, with unique souls and unique 
missions and that it is not having more but 
being more that matters. God does not look
at our possessions, but rather at the 
manner and spirit in which we give them 
away. So, instead of focusing on the 
physical and the material, let us try to 
develop our inner selves.

1. Numbers 6:23-26.
2. Genesis 12:2.
3. Ibid. 7:17, et al.
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