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"/‘ 1st aliya (Bamidbar 1:1-19) On
'7‘\“ Rosh Chodesh Iyar of the second

: year since leaving Egypt, Moshe
and Aharon are to take a census of all men
over the age of 20. The leaders of each tribe
are to assist. These leaders are named.
Moshe, Aharon and the leaders gather the
people who establish to which tribe each
person belongs.

Sefer Bamidbar is the march to the Land
of Israel. Truly the march to the Promised
Land. The Promise of the Land was made to
Avraham. And Yitzchak. And Yaakov. And
to Moshe at the burning bush. Moshe was
told at the burning bush that G-d would
take the people out of Egypt because of the
promise He made. To give them the Land
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of Israel. That has been the goal from the
time of Avraham.

Now, living in the Land comes with a rich
landscape. You are to settle the Land. But
overlaid with an intimate connection to
Me. I, G-d says, will dwell in the Mikdash.
You will approach me. And you will settle
this Land, my Land, proximate to Me. Sefer
Vayikra laid out this landscape, this overlay
of holiness, of nearness to G-d.

Now it is time for it to happen. And the
move from the idyllic, the theoretical, to
the real world of human beings is oh so
tricky. We know the end of the story — but
at this point we are merely one year from
Egypt and preparing to march to the Land.
Bamidbar is the dawn of the march to the
Land.

’}Q 2nd aliya (1:20-54) The census, by
K tribe, of all men over the age of

» .
k\,‘ 20, the age of army service is

presented. The tribe of Reuven: 46,500.
Shimon: 59,300. Gad: 46,500. Yehuda:
74,600. Yissachar: 54,400. Zevulun: 57,400.
Ephraim: 40,500. Menashe: 32,200.
Binyamin: 35,400. Dan: 62,700. Asher:
41,500. Naftali: 53,400. The total of this
census done by Moshe and Aharon and the
12 leaders of the tribes was 603,550.
However, the tribe of Levi is not included.
They are to safeguard the Mishkan:
camping around the Mishkan, transporting
it, dismantling and assembling it. The tribes
camp in distinct groups, while the Leviim
encamp around the Mishkan.

This is the accountants parsha. Lots of
numbers. While there were 12 sons of
Yaakov, Levi is not a part of this census.



That leaves 11 tribes. There is no tribe of
Yosef; his 2 sons, Ephraim and Menashe
take their place alongside their uncles as
full tribes. Hence, 12 tribes even without
Levi.

While this book is called Bamidbar, in the
desert, in English it is called Numbers.
Apt. Somewhat. But I like the Talmud’s
appellation: Pekudim. Which can be
translated as Numbers. Or, as in modern
Hebrew, Pakid, the person with the
designated job. The count and the numbers
is preparation for the armed march into
Israel. All have a role to play. But the
accountants will notice that the tribes vary
significantly in size. They all started out
at the same time, sons of Yaakov. This is a
hint at the prominent theme of differences.
The tribes are different in name. In size.
Later we will see, in encampment. While
marching to the same destination, the
Jewish people will always enjoy variation.
Managing the variation is one of the themes

of this book.
R
ﬁ camp in a designated manner.
For each of the tribes the name of
their Nasi, the number of their tribe and
the place in the formation is given. On the
east side, the front, is Yehuda, Yissachar
and Zevulun. Their combined number is
186,400. On the south side is Reuven,
Shimon and Gad. Their combined number
is 151,450. The Ohel Moed, surrounded by
Levi, both camps and travels in the middle.
On the west side is Ephraim, Menashe and
Binyamin. Their combined number is
108,100. On the north side is Dan, Asher
and Naftali. Their combined number is

3rd aliya (2:1-34) The tribes are to
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157,600. The total count of the army age
men is 603,550 without the tribe of Levi.

The people travel and camp with the
Mishkan in their midst. Physically and
metaphorically. We travel our history with
G-d in our midst. The distinct feeling you
get in the detailed description of where
each tribe encamped is the feeling of an
army encampment. Regimented. Specific.
Detailed. Organized. But an army for which
purpose? To fight the anticipated foes in
the Land of Israel? Or to be the army of
Hashem? A fighting army? Or a people
with its G-d in its midst? Or both?

%

& names were Nadav, Avihu, Elazar

: and Itamar. Nadav and Itamar
died without children. Elazar and Itamar
serve as Kohanim with Aharon. Take the
Leviim: they are to serve Aharon. The
Leviim are responsible for the Mishkan: to
support the Kohanim and the people, to
facilitate the running of the Mishkan. The
Leviim shall take the place of the first-born,
who became obligated to me when saved in

Egypt.

There are 2 groups mentioned here:
Kohanim and Leviim. The lineage of the
Kohanim is given. It just doesn’t take much
room. Because Aharon is a Kohen and

4% aliya (3:1-13) Aharon’s sons
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his sons. But he only has 2. So the entire
lineage of the Kohanim is 3 people. The
Leviim, on the other hand, are an entire
tribe, descendants of Levi, son of Yaakov.
Their lineage, at quite some length, is given
in the next aliya.

’./‘ 5t aliya (3:14-39) Count the tribe
K\" of Levi by households, from 1

month and older: the households
of Gershon, Kehat and Merari, the sons of
Levi. The sons of Gershon, Kehat and
Merari are listed. Gershon’s family, from a
month and above, is 7,500. They camp to
the west of the Mishkan. Their task was to
transport and be responsible for the
curtains and coverings. Kehat numbered
8,600, camping to the south. They were
responsible for the vessels: Aron, Menorah,
Table, altars. Merari numbered 6,200,
camping to the north. Responsible for the
structure of the Mishkan; the walls,
supports and beams. The total of the tribe
of Levi is 22,000. On the front side, the east
of the Mishkan, Moshe and Aharon and
families camped.

The encampment around the Mishkan had
2 layers. The Leviim were in close, on 3 of
the 4 sides of the Mishkan. The 4" side, the
leading side, had Moshe and Aharon. The
entire 12 tribes were farther removed on
all 4 sides.

The 3 sons of Levi were family groups;
Gershon, Kehat and Merari. They had full
responsibility for the Mishkan. Their tasks
fell in categories. Gershon, textiles. Kehat,
furniture. Merari, building. Gershon took
care of the curtains and coverings. Kehat,
the important main vessels of the Mishkan.



And Merari the structure of the building.

¥
!\‘} firstborn of the age of a month
i and above. The Leviim are to
replace the firstborn. There were 273 more
firstborn than Leviim; these were
redeemed.

6% aliya (3:40-51) Count all the

The previous aliya, continuing here,
assumes that the first-born will be
dedicated public servants because they
were spared in the plague of the firstborn.
This is a theme of reciprocity: God says, I
saved you, you serve Me. The showering
of good upon us demands reciprocity — we
become indebted to G-d. The notion that
the firstborn shall be the public servants
has great appeal; every home becomes
infused with public service by virtue of the
firstborn dedicated to holy work. But, as
appealing as that is, it is not implemented.
The firstborn are switched off for the
Leviim. Perhaps because it would be an
inequitable burden. The poor families
rely on their firstborn to work, to be the
first to contribute to the family wellbeing.
The replacement of the firstborn by the
Leviim recognizes the inequity that would
inevitably result in requiring the firstborn
of every family to leave their home for
public service.

"/‘ 7t aliya (4:1-20) Take from Kehat,
K" all men from the age of 30 to 50 to

' do their work of the holy of
holies. But since Kehat was to carry the
vessels of the Mishkan, Aharon and his
sons covered each vessel, to prevent Kehat
from touching them. The Aron was covered
by: the Parochet (curtain), then leather,
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then techelet covering. The Shulchan:
techelet, then the extra utensils, then red,
then the tachash skin. Menorah: techelet,
then tachash. Incense altar: techelet, then
tachash. Outer altar: purple, then tachash.
In this way, calamity will not befall Kehat
in transporting the holy things.

There are 3 different age surveys. The
tribes are surveyed to count all males
above 20. For army service. The Leviim
were surveyed to count all males above
1 month. For they assume Levi status
pretty much from birth. And here, the
Leviim who will actually do public service
are those from age 30-50. Though their
service in our parsha is to transport the
Mishkan, their service in the Temple will
be as musicians. Later the Torah will say
the Leviim begin public service at age 25.
The Talmud resolves this: it takes 5 years
of training, from 25-30. Then they can play
the music in the Temple or sing. 5 years of
musical training; the music of the Temple
must have been quite sophisticated. B
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in the Talmud (Pesachim 87a): When
God conveys to Hoshea the seriousness
of the sins of Israel the prophet makes
the suggestion that perhaps God should
exchange these sinful people with a
nation that will show true allegiance and
loyalty.

Hoshea realizes that he had transgressed
by speaking evil of the Jewish people. He
then offers blessing to the nation likening
them to the uncountable sand of the sea.

It is at this point that we note the
connection of our haftorah to the sidra
of Bamidbar. Both speak of the numbers
that make up the nation and the blessing
of growth and her purpose and presence
in this world.

Hoshea does go further, however, and
warns the people that if they act like a
harlot and are disloyal to the Holy One,
they will be severely punished. The
haftorah ends with the soaring words of
love and commitment that God shares
with his beloved people: “I shall marry
you to Me forever; I shall marry you to Me
with righteousness, and with justice, and
with kindness, and with mercy.” m
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