
Bamidbar / Erev Shavuot: “You Will Receive Power” 
Rabbi Yahnatan Lasko | Beth Messiah Congregation 

5 Sivan 5779  |  June 7, 2019 
 
Today is day 49 of the omer, the final day before Shavuot, zeman matan Toratenu—the season 
of the giving of our Torah. Messianic Jewish communities also commemorate the outpouring of 
the Ruach HaKodesh, the Holy Spirit, among and upon Yeshua’s first disciples, on the Shavuot 
seven weeks after his resurrection. I open with an extended quote from one of my teachers, 
Rabbi Russ Resnik:  1

 
If we had been among the followers of Yeshua that year, we would have just come 
through a time of trauma and fear. A few days before Passover, we cheered for Yeshua 
as he entered Jerusalem riding on a donkey. He was the king, humble and just, fulfilling 
the words of the prophet Zechariah. The crowds greeted him with waving palm 
branches, crying out “Hoshia na, Save us, O son of David.” And then, just a few days 
later, he was betrayed by one of us, arrested by the temple guard, condemned, and 
handed over to the Romans. We looked on from far off as they nailed him to a wooden 
torture stake and left him there to die. 
 
But on the third day, we started hearing rumors that Messiah had risen from the dead. 
And then he appeared to us, comforted us, and began teaching us even more than he 
had in the days we traveled together . . . until he left us on the 40th day. But not before 
promising we’d be immersed, submerged, soaked in the Ruach Hakodesh in just a few 
more days.  
 
So we waited and prayed together, and then the festival of Shavuot arrived. We met in 
the temple courts that morning to pray in a corner sheltered from the flow of pilgrims 
flooding in for the holy day. Suddenly we heard a great rushing noise like a windstorm 
and saw what looked like bright flames above our heads. We were overwhelmed with a 
sense of God’s presence—this is what we’d been waiting for! Some of us began to 
praise and glorify God, loudly enough to draw a crowd. Then people in the crowd, Jews 
who’d come to worship from countries all around the world, started saying that they 
heard us praising God in languages they knew from their different home countries. They 
were amazed at what was going on, but some said we must be drunk.  
 
That’s when Peter stood up, raised his voice above all the shouting and started to 
preach in a way we’d never heard him preach before:  
 

Men of Judea and all who dwell in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and give 
ear to my words. For these people are not drunk, as you suppose, since it is only 
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the third hour of the day.  But this is what was uttered through the prophet Joel:  
 

And in the last days it shall be, God declares, 
that I will pour out my Spirit, my Ruach, on all flesh, 
and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 

    and your young men shall see visions, 
    and your old men shall dream dreams. 

 
Rabbi Russ writes that this last phrase—“your old men shall dream dreams”—really grabbed 
him. He says: “I don’t put myself in the ‘old man’ category yet. I’m not over the hill, but I can see 
the summit ahead, and I want to keep dreaming.” Russ goes on to reflect on his journey from 
spiritual seeker to Yeshua-follower to congregational leader and traveler throughout the 
Messianic Jewish world and offers some observations on the obstacles that currently keep our 
communities from being responsive to the ongoing presence of the Ruach in our midst. 
 
Well, I too was grabbed by a phrase in the prophecy: ”your young men shall see visions.’ 
Similar to Rabbi Russ, I’m not really sure how much longer I get to include myself in this “young 
men” category. (Though...I think I have “young rabbi” on lock for a little while longer.) 
Nevertheless, this morning I’d like to share about the vision that energizes me and offer my own 
comments on the Ruach in our midst. 
 
Seven years ago Kristen and I were invited to a gathering called “DC/Baltimore Young 
Messianic Dinner.”  The gathering was unique in that it brought together around 25 people 2

under 40, including both singles and marrieds, all with some connection to Messianic Judaism. 
Some attended Tikkun congregations, some were connected to Chosen People Ministries, 
some attended UNION congregations (like ours), and some were attending churches. To my 
knowledge, it is the only such gathering that has happened in the last decade. The location was 
a local restaurant, and the sponsor was Chosen People Ministries, who had recently appointed 
one of their missionaries to work at local college campuses. While there was no strong agenda, 
after dinner there was a facilitated discussion inviting the participants to share a vision of what 
they were interested in seeing develop in the DC/Baltimore Messianic scene 
 
I have a few recollections from the evening: 
 

- For one thing, I remember navigating the tension I felt with attending a gathering of 
Messianic Jews in a restaurant on Shabbat. At this point, Kristen and I had already 
decided that following Yeshua as a Jewish family meant adopting a form of Torah 
observance that was both biblical and continuous with Jewish tradition. Rather than just 
try to make up our own pathway to observance, we felt it wise to connect to a group 
whose values we resonated with. This led us to the MJRC and their Standards of 
Observance. We began studying these (I was learning them with a fellow rabbinical 
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student) and incorporating them into our lives. 
 
One of the standards on Shabbat observance was that one should normally not buy and 
sell on Shabbat, including dining out.  Kristen and I found that (barring gatherings of my 3

extended family) this had been relatively easy to implement. Shabbat thus became a 
time to enjoy being home together or visiting with friends and family. After adoping this 
practice for some time, it felt strange to me that a group of Jews who aspired to 
represent Yeshua, the Torah-keeping Messiah, would choose to gather in a restaurant 
on Shabbat. 
 
Nevertheless: recognizing the obvious differences among our community (and that the 
gathering would not require us to buy or sell anything), we chose to participate. And I’m 
glad we did. Recovering a Messianic Judaism that observes the Torah as a sign of 
fidelity to Messiah and to God's enduring covenant with the Jewish people 
requires creative thinking. We must not compromise our calling, yet we also 
should strive to stay connected to all of Israel, especially keeping in mind those 
whom Yeshua referred to as “the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 
 

- One friend of mine who was there made an impassioned appeal to all of us to connect 
deeply with leaders from the older generation, to learn from their mistakes and carry on 
in their strengths. Separately, I had met with this friend, who was not Jewish but married 
to a Jewish woman and raising Jewish children. I shared with him my aspiration to 
become a Messianic Jewish rabbi. I remember him challenging me, saying that he 
thought it was too audacious at this time for anyone in Messianic Judaism to lay claim to 
the title rabbi (because it represented a level of Talmudic learning and Jewish 
scholarship that was beyond anyone in the movement...this view was not original to him 
but was also held by some of his mentors in Israel).  
 
Imagine my surprise several years later upon seeing a photograph of this same friend 
being ordained as a rabbi! He was surrounded by a group of Messianic rabbis (not from 
our circles). Apparently he had reversed his view. What lesson do I draw from this? 
Sometimes people change their views. This can be a reason for hope, but it can 
also temper our optimism. God’s way of working in the world is not always linear. 
The shortest distance from Sinai to Zion may have been a straight line, but we 
have the book of Numbers, Bamidbar, to remind us that God had an entire 
generation spend their lives wandering in the wilderness as a way of 
accomplishing his purposes for Israel. This is a sobering thought. 
 

 
- One of my friends who was now attending a church with her husband and kids shared 

about how she had just that weekend been added to a Facebook group of people like 
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herself. Hundreds of Generation Xers (born in the 1970’s to early ‘80’s) who grew up in 
Messianic Judaism (largely MJAA congregations) had reconnected on Facebook and 
were sharing where their spiritual journeys had brought them. Apparently, for many of 
them, this had included an exit from involvement with Messianic Judaism: some to 
churches, others to traditional synagogues, and still more found satisfaction outside of 
any regular religious community or commitment. I think this is true today as it was 
then. Yet I also see signs that the question of what it means to be a Jewish and 
follow Yeshua still tugs at the heart of many. I believe we who have remained in the 
Messianic Jewish movement have a lot to offer as a result of our labors. 
 

- Several other friends wondered aloud how their children were going to learn about God 
and Yeshua without the kind of Messianic Jewish day school experience that many of us 
had received at Ets Chaiyim School. One of the themes that emerged that evening was 
a desire for among some for some sort of educational co-op for Messianic children. I see 
a desire for continuity, for dor l’dor, the passing of heritage from one generation 
to another, as continuing to be a key axis in our raison d’etre for Messianic Jewish 
community. 
 

- As for me: when it was my turn to share, I said that the vision energizing me was 
to be a part of creating the Messianic Jewish synagogue of the future. At that time I 
was already part of the leadership team at Beth Messiah, but we were not used to 
referring to Beth Messiah as a synagogue. Nevertheless, we had a vision for the kind of 
Messianic Jewish synagogue that was proudly Jewish and proudly Messianic, something 
that was authentically Jewish but unpretentious, where you could feel comfortable 
inviting a friend to visit, or your Jewish bubbe. 

 
A lot has transpired since then, at Beth Messiah and in my own life. The biggest change for me 
has been becoming a dad. In my mind, the main reason for creating a Messianic Jewish 
synagogue was for children; after all, Kristen and I could quite comfortably attend a traditional 
synagogue on Saturdays and a church on Sundays and probably foster some remarkable 
friendships and experiences. However, we would not experience the kind of freedoms -- or be 
able to convey the kind of clarity of identity -- to our children in either a church or a synagogue 
of a different denomination...that we would in a Messianic Jewish space. There our children 
could grow in their relationship with the God of Israel and their discipleship to the Messiah of 
Israel without ever feeling that the one had to be in tension with the other. 
 
So, it was quite a reversal when our son Max was suddenly unable to attend services due to his 
complex medical needs. As Kristen and I worked to stay connected to community, we grappled 
with the realization that our own contributions and labors would benefit Max mostly from afar (if 
at  all)...rather than him being right in the middle of things, a central beneficiary of the Messianic 
Jewish community we had strived to sustain. This has been difficult for us. We have felt a 
tension between helping to build something that might benefit Max in the future versus being 
together as a family in the present. We also have not balanced this tension evenly between the 
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two of us: Kristen has mostly been home with Max more while I have been here at BMC more. 
The tension between our ideal of family togetherness and the reality of our current ways of 
engaging here at Beth Messiah are something we’re continuing to navigate as a family, and we 
appreciate your ongoing support and the space we’ve been given to work this out in ways that 
work best for us (including the opportunity to attend via telepresence robot when that is most 
convenient).  
 
I also want to acknowledge those members of the congregation who have gone out of their way 
to bless Kristen, Max, and me with your prayers, your messages of support, your ongoing 
friendship and spiritual accompaniment, and practical offerings of help. I’m choosing not to call 
people out specifically by name because, as much as they deserve honor for the way they’ve 
blessed us, I think their reward will be greater in heaven if I allow their actions of blessing to 
remain discreet. But you know who you are, and I thank you. 
 
After Yeshua’s resurrection, on the 40th day of the omer, he gathered together with his 
disciples, and they asked him, “Lord, are you restoring the kingdom to Israel at this time?” He 
said to them, “It is not your place to know the times or seasons which the Father has placed 
under His own control. But you will receive power when the Ruach ha-Kodesh has come upon 
you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and through all Judah, and Samaria, and to the 
ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:6-8) 
 
Notice what Yeshua says to the disciples. They ask him, “Lord, are you restoring the kingdom to 
Israel at this time?” This is not some misapprehension that they are under, where the disciples, 
sadly, after all this time, still don’t understand what Yeshua is about. No, these are the disciples 
who remained most closely with Yeshua in his times of testing...the ones whom, at his last seder 
meal before he offered himself up to death, he granted to “eat and drink at his table in his future 
kingdom,” whom he promised would “sit upon thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” (Luke 
22:28-30) And then after he was resurrected, Yeshua came and visited them and opened their 
minds to understand the Scriptures. (Luke 24:44-48) They learned that, beyond their wildest 
dreams, all the promises God made to our ancestors, the promises he confirmed through the 
prophets, were “yes and amen” in Yeshua.  
 
So when the disciples ask, “Lord, are you restoring the kingdom to Israel at this time?” it’s not 
because they still haven’t understood. No, they’ve learned correctly. They’ve caught the vision 
from Yeshua. But what does he say to them? “It is not your place to know the times or seasons 
which the Father has placed under His own control.” 
 
At first this seems like a non-answer. It’s like they say, “Lord, is it now or later?” and Yeshua is 
like, “Yes.” Because he’s actually redirecting them. He’s saying, “You want to know the times, 
but I’m telling you, it’s not your place to know.” Instead, do what? Receive power. Let the Holy 
Spirit, the Ruach ha-Kodesh come upon you and empower you to do your part. 
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The disciples asked for knowledge; Yeshua offers them power. The disciples hoped for surety; 
Yeshua offered them signs and wonders. And his plan is for them to live in that tension, that 
lack of knowing, because empowered by God’s Ruach, they can truly be witnesses for him. 
 
Is this something you can relate to? Is there an area of your life where God has given you a 
vision, something to work toward, and you’ve been working at it a while and you’re not 
sure…”are we there yet?” “Have we reached the Promised Land after wandering in the desert?” 
“Is it now the time that you’re restoring the kingdom to Israel, Lord?”  
 
My sense, in this season of Shavuot that is upon us, is that God is saying to us (like Yeshua did 
to his disciples): “It’s not for you to know the times or the seasons...but you will receive power 
when the Ruach ha-Kodesh has come upon you.”  
 
“God, I’ve been working so hard...are we there yet?” “It’s not for you to know...but receive 
power.” 
 
God, what about this vision you’ve given me? Receive power. 
 
God, what about the hope of having a Messianic Jewish synagogue and all this stuff our family 
still has to sort out in order to be together as a family? Receive power. 
 
If that situation resonates with you at all like it does with me, then I want to invite you to join with 
me in responding to God: yes! I do want to receive power. Bo Ruach Elohim---come, spirit of 
God, fill us and empower us to do your will and to be your witnesses here in this place and in 
these times. 
 
As we see God answering this prayer, we may feel exultant….victorious. We may see miracles: 
breakthroughs in our lives and in our community. But I also want to remind us of what the 
apostle Paul wrote, that “God’s power is made perfect in weakness.” If we’re going along and 
sensing, “Wait a second, I was supposed to receive power, and yet I’m feeling weak...more 
aware of my frailties, shortcomings, or disabilities”...that is part of God’s way of working too. Just 
as God triumphed over evil through the paradox of a crucified Messiah, so each one of us is 
called to follow Yeshua and allow our weaknesses to be a part of God’s power in our lives. I’m 
not talking about rejoicing in sinfulness or celebrating mediocrity. I’m talking about a kind of 
power, a kind of strength, that doesn’t look glitzy or glamorous. The kind of power that shows up 
in blood, sweat, and tears. That looks like two apostles of Yeshua in prison staying up all night 
praying and singing to God. 
 
So: what are we waiting for? We’re waiting to receive power from God. We work, we watch, we 
pray...and we recognize that God empowering the people he has called. And that this power is 
made perfect in weakness. 
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I’d like to invite you to join me tonight at the Sprungers’ home tonight, where Stephen and Anna, 
Hana and Josh Guzman, and others have organized a tikkun leil Shavuot, a night of study. This 
tradition of staying up all night studying on leil Shavuot, the night of Shavuot, began as a 
response to the tradition that, on the morning of matan Torah, the giving of the Torah, the 
children of Israel overslept. In order to make a tikkun, a repair, Jews around the world will stay 
up until the early hours of the morning talking, discussing words of Torah, as a way of showing 
God that we are still eager to receive his Torah in our lives. How much more should we, 
followers of the living Torah, demonstrate our eagerness to receive God’s powerful Word in our 
lives in a fresh way.  
 
If, due to childcare, health, or other life reasons, you can’t join the gathering at the Sprungers, I 
encourage you: set aside some time tonight, or get up early tomorrow morning, and spend 
some time with God in prayer and Scripture study. You can make a plan with a family member 
or a friend to do it together, in person or on the phone. For anyone who is interested, I have a 
Shavuot Reader with commentaries on the Torah, Haftarah, and Brit Chadashah readings for 
Shavuot which I am happy to share with you. 
 
This morning I shared with you about a vision I had to build the Messianic Jewish synagogue of 
the future. Rabbi Russ shared about the dream that inspired and continues to inspire him and 
other leaders of his generation: 
 

...a thriving, multi-generational Jewish movement for Yeshua. A movement that 
embodies the message and spirit of Messiah, that overflows its banks to bring Jewish 
people, and the nations as well, back to God; that works for peace and justice, and 
prepares the way for a kingdom only God can establish. 
 

To Russ’s dream, I say “Yes and amen. Bo Ruach Elohim---come, Spirit of God, and empower 
your people to serve you and be your witnesses throughout the earth. 
 
Shabbat shalom and chag Shavuot sameach. 
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