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Of Tribes and Identities
Rabbi Jonathan Ziring

The Jews shall camp each with his standard, under the 
banners of their ancestral house; they shall camp around 
the Tent of Meeting at a distance. (Bamidbar 2 :2 , JP S 

translation)
Bamidbar begins with a military census of the Jewish 

people. After detailing the numbers of each tribe, the Torah 
then repeats the numbers a second time, this time in the 
context of describing how each tribe camped around their 
banner or flag. This repeated enumeration seems superfluous. 

Malbim (2:2) notes this, and suggests that time 
had passed between the initial count and the physical 
organization around the Mishkan. The Torah repeated the 
numbers to show the miracle of G-d –that no one had died in 
the interim. This seems insufficient to explain the repetition 
for several reasons. Aside from having to posit an undeclared 
miracle, one would also need to assume that no one had 
turned sixty and thus aged out of the count, nor had anyone 
turned twenty and thus been added to the totals. While 
one can understand the benefit of having no one die, there 
is no reason to assume that years earlier, G-d had ensured 
that no one would be born on these dates in order to negate 
the possibilities of a birthday that would confuse the count. 
One could posit that exactly the same number of people 
crossed the threshold in and out of the count, but this seems 
equally unlikely. Thus, it seems more likely that this is merely 
a repetition of numbers, which forces us to return to the 
original problem. 

One could maintain, per Malbim, that time had indeed 
passed, and suggest that the numbers may have changed but 
are not recorded. As many have noted (see Pnei Dovid to 
Noach citing Ri Trani, Piskei Rosh end of Pesachim), the 
numbers in the Torah are rounded, and perhaps there was 
a passage of time and a change in numbers, but not enough 
to alter the rounded calculation. This, however, makes the 
repeated count even odder. 

It seems that the answer lies in the context. The first 
chapter of Bamidbar seems dedicated to providing a total 
picture of the military capabilities of the Jewish people – 
603,550 men between the ages of twenty and sixty. To get 
there, each tribe was counted, but the thrust of this chapter is 
national –the tribes are just parts of the whole.

However, the second chapter notes that each of these 
tribes, as much as they were part of the nation, also had 
an independent identity. This, it seems, is the purpose of 
repeating the count in the context of their individual flags. 
As the midrashim and commentaries note, each flag had its 
own colour, parallel to the tribe’s stone on the choshenworn 
by the kohen gadol. It additionally displayed a symbol, 
capturing the essence of the tribes as described in the 
blessings of Jacob (a lion for Judah, for example). Perhaps 
the numbers were repeated to show that every tribe had a 
dual identity –as a composite part of the nation of Israel, 
and a group with unique characteristics. In some midrashim, 
both the national and tribal identities were represented on 
the flags –the tribal symbols noted above, as well as a letter 
from the names of the patriarchs, which could only be read 
as part of a complete name in conjunction with the flags of 
all the other tribes. It is similar to the way that many local 
government buildings fly the national flag, state/provincial 
flag, and perhaps even city flag. [This complexity is also seen 
in a mishnah in Horayot 1, where the Sages debate whether 
only the Jewish people as whole are defined as a kahal 
(congregation), or each tribe is a kahal unto itself as well.]

Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin (Haameik Davar to 2:2) 
suggests that not only were the ancestral families represented 
with these flags, but each family or clan had its own flag as 
well, with a letter that represented it. This further develops 
this notion of multiple layers of identity. 

As COVID-19 has kept us away from our normal 
communities and has isolated us as family units, we should 
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internalize what makes us unique, while we look forward 
to using those characteristics to contribute to our broader 

communities with whom we hope to reunite soon.

Me, You, Am Yisrael
Mrs. Michal Horowitz

This week’s parsha, Parshas Bamidbar, is always read 
the Shabbos before Shavuos.  Many reasons have 
been given to explain the connection between 

Bamidbar and Shavuos.
R’ Dr. Abraham J. Twerski writes, “The first portion of 

Bamidbar is generally read before Shavuos, the holiday 
which commemorates the giving of the Torah at Sinai.  
Inasmuch as there are no coincidences, we may assume 
that this portion (Bamidbar) is a prerequisite for receiving 
the Torah.

“In relating the episode at Sinai, the Torah states: -ַוִיַחן
 and Israel camped there, opposite the ,ָשם ִיְשָרֵאל, ֶנֶגד ָהָהר
mountain (Shemos 19:2).  The Torah uses the singular 
(lashon yachid, ַוִיַחן), lit. he camped, rather than vayachanu 
(lashon rabim), they camped.  [How can a nation of 
upwards of two million people be described as encamping 
as one, in the singular?]  Rashi (ibid) explains: ְכִאיש ֶאָחד 
 they camped like one man with one heart; the - ְבֵלב ֶאָחד
singular language indicating that all the Israelites were 
united as one person.  It is this unity that made them 
worthy of receiving the Torah.

“There is nothing so dear to G-d as unity among His 
children.  So much so, that the Gemara states that when 
Jews are united, G-d forgives even their gravest sins.  
Furthermore, the Sages teach, ‘ֵאין ָלְך ָאָדם ֶשֵאין לֹו ָשָעה, ְוֵאין 
 You have no person without his hour - ָלְך ָדָבר ֶשֵאין לֹו ָמקֹום
and no thing without its place’ (Pirkei Avos 4:3).  One of 
the chassidic masters asked, ‘If every person has a specific 
time and place, why is there so much dissension among 
us?’  He answered, ‘Because many people are envious of 
others, and wish to occupy their (i.e.: the other person’s!) 
time and place.’  If we were free of envy, we might achieve 
the coveted unity.

What, then, is the connection between Parshas 
Bamidbar and Shavuos, Zman Matan Torasainu?  

Answers R’ Dr. Twerski, “This portion of the Torah 
describes the organization of the Israelites in the 
desert (which is necessary for delineating their tribal 
encampment around the Mishkan).  As the verse says: ִאיש 
 The Children of - ַעל-ִדְגלֹו ְבֹאֹתת ְלֵבית ֲאֹבָתם, ַיֲחנּו ְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל

Israel shall encamp, each person by his banner according 
to the insignia of his father’s household (Bamidbar 2:2).  
Each person knew his place.  The Kohanim had their place, 
the Leviim had their place, and every single person knew 
his rightful place.  It was this knowledge and acceptance 
of one’s place that enabled the Israelites to be a (single, 
cohesive) unit rather than fragmented.

“We may conceptualize unity of a nation as a symphony 
orchestra, where each musician has a designated 
assignment.  If the percussionist or the flute player would 
balk at his assignment because the violinist plays a better 
part, the performance would suffer.  No one musician is of 
greater importance than another.  This is equally true of the 
Jewish nation.  We all have specific assignments: Kohanim, 
Leviim, Israelites, men, women, Torah scholars, lay people.  
We are one harmonious unit.

“The message of Parshas Bamidbar is the message of 
unity: ‘The Children of Israel encamp, each person by 
his banner.’  This is why the Torah reading of Bamidbar 
precedes Shavuos.  Unity is the prerequisite for acceptance 
of Torah” (Twerski on Chumash, p.268).

In the dessert, Bamidbar, each tribe camped under 
their unique flag and banner, in the formation that Yaakov 
Avinu had prescribed for them (and the formation by 
which the brothers - the fathers of the tribes - carried the 
remains of Yaakov Avinu from Egypt, to Israel, for burial).  
Each one recognized his place, strengths, uniqueness and 
contributions to the nation; as well as recognizing the 
strengths of his fellow Israelites, who camped under their 
own flag and banner, in their own place.

No one tribe and no one flag was more important than 
the next.  Each of the tribes came together, with unity, to 
make a united people, Am Yisrael.  It is no wonder, then, 
that we read this parsha before Shavuos, when we recall 
that achdus, unity, is THE prerequisite for Torah.

R’ Dr. Twerski tells over the following story, which 
he calls “one of my favorite folktales of the wise men of 
Chelm.”  One day, a citizen of Chelm was at the public 
bathhouse.  It suddenly dawned on him that without 
clothing, most people look alike.  He became quite anxious 
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with the thought, “When it comes time to go home, how 
will I know which one is me!?”

After some thought, he came up with a brilliant solution.  
He found a piece of red string and tied it around his big 
toe.  He was now distinctly identifiable!  Unfortunately, in 
the process of sudsing and showering, the red string fell off 
his foot, and when another bather stepped on it, it stuck to 
his foot!

When it was time to leave, the first bather looked at his 
foot, and seeing nothing on it, was perplexed.  Then he 
noticed the other man with the red string on his foot.  He 
approached him and said, “I know who you are, but can you 
tell me, who am I!?” (The Rabbi and The Nuns, p.163-164).

As we come to accept the Torah again this year (and 
yes, Shavuos 5780 is, sadly, different than Shavuos of any 
other year that we can remember) we must remember 
the lessons of our desert encampment.  To be part of Am 

Yisrael is to be proud of who I am, happy with whom my 
friend is; to know my own distinct flag and banner, and to 
respect the flag and banner of my friend.  Only then can 
we camp b’achdus, like one man with one heart, ready to 
accept the Torah anew again.

The Kotzker Rebbe (d.1859) would say, “If I am I, 
because I am I; and you are you, because you are you; then 
I am I and you are you.  But If I am I because you are you, 
and you are you because I am I, then I am not I and you 
are not you” (Quoted in Great Jewish Wisdom, Artscroll, 
p.45).

As we prepare to once again declare, “all that G-d has 
spoken, we will do and we will listen” (Shemos 24:7), let us 
embrace our place, our strengths, our banner, our identity, 
and let us rejoice and respect that of our friend’s.  So that I 
am I, and you are you, and together, we are Am Yisrael.

בברכת חודש טוב ושבת שלום.

Unified Diversity
Rabbi Dr. Mordechai Schiffman

Muzafer Sherif was a Turkish born psychologist 
who moved to the United States for graduate 
school and moved back to Turkey in the 1930’s to 

teach in Ankara University.  He was imprisoned and placed 
in solitary confinement for criticizing the Nazi party and 
the Turkish government.  He subsequently moved back to 
America, becoming a pioneering social psychologist.

He is known for one of the most famous experiments 
related to intergroup conflicts and resolutions.  Sherif 
gathered 22 boys in Robbers Cave State Park in Oklahoma 
and divided them into two groups – the Eagles and the 
Rattlers.  At first, the two groups did not interact with each 
other and naturally built their own group cohesion.  In 
the second stage of the experiment, the two groups were 
placed in situations where they would have to compete for 
various rewards and resources.  Consequently, hostility 
between the groups increased, engendering hatred and 
creating conflicts.  Finally, the groups were made to interact 
without competition, but this itself did not decrease the 
conflict.  Tensions decreased and intergroup cohesion 
was created only after the two groups were made to work 
together towards a mutual goal that required them to 
cooperate (termed a superordinate goal).  

The beginning of Parshat Bemidbar delineates the 
details of a census that G-d commanded Moshe to take 

of the Jewish males over the age of twenty.  The numbers 
presented are divided by the different tribes and the 
specific formation that the tribes took in the desert is 
described as well.  The first pasuk communicates the exact 
date that G-d spoke to Moshe, namely, the first day of the 
second month of the second year after they were taken out 
of Egypt.  Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky asks, why is that they 
waited until the second year to take this census and create 
the tribal formations? Wouldn’t it have made more sense to 
do this in the first year?

Rabbi Kamenetsky explains that there is a danger 
inherent in the tribalism that is presented in Bemidbar.   
Separating by groups and standing behind flags creates an 
us-versus-them mentality.  When people stand in groups 
behind their own flags, they will favor their own group 
and be hostile to the other groups.  One way to overcome 
this natural human tendency is to create a unifying, 
superordinate goal. In our case, that is the function of the 
Torah.  Only with the Torah in the center can we attempt 
to create a healthy, cooperative group dynamic.  Only with 
the mishkan in the center of the formation could the tribes 
march around in their own group.  This is why G-d waited 
until the second year, after the Torah was given and after 
the mishkan became the epicenter.  Only then was the 
danger of having different tribes mitigated.
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This tension between the in-group and the out-group 
is highlighted by Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch as well.  
Introducing the census (Bemidbar 1:1-2), G-d tells Moshe 
to count the heads of the entire congregation of Israel (adat 
Bnei Yisrael) according to their families (lemishpechotam) 
and the house of their fathers (le-beit avotam).  Rabbi 
Hirsch argues that adat Bnei Yisrael represents the 
unified whole of the people in the desert.  However, 
there is a second aspect, focusing on the families and the 
households.  This second part represents the individual 

differences between families and tribes.  This diversity 
and uniqueness is important, but can be dangerous if not 
expressed within the context of a unified whole. 

As we prepare for Shavuot, may we merit finding our 
own unique voices and contributions to the Jewish people, 
while not allowing these differences to create divisiveness.  
This can be accomplished if our focal point is serving G-d, 
not ourselves or our groups, and then we can stand unified 
in heart and mind as we accept the Torah.

A Not Quite National Census
Rabbi Dr. Dvir Ginsberg

The first census of the Jewish people takes place at 
the beginning of the Torah portion of Bamidbar. It 
would be natural to assume this would be a strong 

demonstration of unity, the Jewish nation presented as a 
single constituent. And yet, the tribe of Levi was excluded. 
Why?

In the first commandment to count the Jewish people, 
Moshe is told the following (Bamidbar 1:2-3):

“Take the sum of all the congregation of the children of Israel, 
by families following their fathers’ houses; a head count of every 
male according to the number of their names. From twenty years 
old and upwards, all who are fit to go out to the army in Israel, 
you shall count them by their legions you and Aaron.”

The count proceeds, with the heads of each tribe listed 
and then the subsequent number of each tribe is tallied. 
Missing from this count is the tribe of Levi. Ramban notes 
that Moshe deduced based on the initial commandment 
that the tribe of Levi should not be included. The Torah 
notes the missing Leviim (ibid 47):

“But the Levites, according to their father’s tribe were not 
numbered among them”

Moshe’s deduction was correct, as immediately after the 
census, God instructs Moshe (ibid 48-49):

“The Lord spoke to Moses saying: Only the tribe of Levi you 
shall not number, and you shall not reckon their sum among 
the children of Israel.”

Why were they to be excluded? While not being 
explicit, God does indicate that their role as keepers of the 
Tabernacle meant they were not to be counted at all.

However, we see this was not to the case. The Torah 
reviews the lineage of Moshe and Aharon, followed by 
emphasizing how the Leviim replaced the firstborn in 

the unique role of serving God as priests. We then see a 
distinct command given to Moshe to count the tribe of 
Levi (ibid 3:14-15):

“The Lord spoke to Moses in the Sinai desert, saying: Count 
the children of Levi according to their fathers’ house according 
to their families. Count all males from the age of one month 
and upward.”

It is unclear why the Leviim were not included in the 
initial count. Yes, they had a different job than the rest of 
the nation; did this necessarily require an exclusion from 
the national census? Where is the unity? Why not express 
a caveat in the initial count that the Leviim had a different 
job? Furthermore, why is there initially a command to not 
include the tribe of Levi in the count, and only later on 
an additional command to count them? Why not simply 
begin counting them after the completion of the first 
count? Clearly, there is an indication here that the Leviim 
were to be treated separately from the rest of the nation.

Naturally, this issue is noted by various commentators. 
Many observe that the census was to include those people 
who were to be soldiers; as the tribe of Levi would not be 
fighting in any wars, they were excluded. While this line of 
reasoning does note the differentiation in occupations, why 
did it necessitate a completely different counting?

The other possibility offered, as seen in various 
Midrashim, is a bit more philosophical. Down the road, as 
we know, the Jewish nation will engage in the heinous sin 
of the spies. While it appeared as if everyone was guilty of 
the crime, the Leviim, as is their general way of things, did 
not participate in the sin. We see the same inaction on the 
part of the Leviim concerning the sin of the Golden Calf. 
That said, being that the Jewish nation was to be punished 
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by never entering the Land of Israel, God wanted to ensure 
the Leviim were not included in the decree. By creating a 
separate count, the tribe of Levi would never be part of that 
future punishment.

If we are to take this interpretation literally, it would 
demonstrate a serious potential miscarriage of justice. How 
could we consider the Leviim as possibly deserving of the 
punishment of not entering the Land of Israel if they did not 
participate in the sin? What idea is being conveyed here?

Having the Leviim occupy a different role is certainly 
an important distinction. Does it require them to be 
excluded from the count? The rationale might be relevant 
to ensuring a proper understanding of the role given to 
the Leviim. The Torah stresses how the Leviim replaced 
the firstborn as those who would be working in the 
Tabernacle. Since there was a transfer of roles, it would 
be reasonable to assume that the job of the Leviim was 
more of an assignment rather than something intrinsic to 
their identity. In other words, while the Leviim today were 
tasked with Tabernacle duty, circumstances might change 
and other tribes might be called upon to take on the role.

Therefore, it was critical that the Jewish people 
understand that the role of Leviim was not to be viewed 
as a profession; rather, the very identity of each Levite was 
essentially tied to their subsequent roles. Had they been 
included in the original census, there might have been an 
assumption by the other tribes that there could still have 
been a re-assignment. God emphasizes this point by first 
excluding them from the initial count, demonstrating the 
unique status of this tribe.

The other approach offered focuses on the exclusion 

of the Leviim from the future punishment handed to the 
Jewish nation. Of course, the idea of the Leviim somehow 
being culpable for a sin they had no involvement with 
is absurd. It is possible there is a deeper message here, 
related to the above point. Historically, the Leviim were 
always above the fray, so to speak. They were the role 
models, the section of the Jewish nation never tarnished 
by sin (up until the rebellion of Korach). They were tasked 
with both the special commandments involved with the 
Tabernacle along with teaching the Jewish nation. What 
came with this position relative to the rest of the nation 
was a different standard of how they were to be judged. 
Even when it came to the sin of the spies, there might have 
been a degree of culpability on the part of the Leviim by 
not raising the Jewish people to a higher plan through their 
role. In a sense, God “expected” more from this sub-group 
of the Jewish nation. The point here is not simply that they 
were excluded from the punishment. The Leviim were 
always to be judged on a separate plane, a different type 
of relationship with the Divine. Along with this special 
relationship was the expectation that if they did not fulfill 
their responsibilities, they would not be judged in the same 
way as the rest of the Jewish nation.

Indeed, unity is a noble objective, and the Jewish people 
should always strive to come together in our worship of 
God. However, this desire must be balanced against the 
understanding of the special status afforded the Leviim. 
Through a complete exclusion from the census of the 
Jewish nation, God helped emphasize the proper way to 
see the relationship of the Leviim to the rest of the people.

The Trials of Being a Public Figure
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald

In this week’s parasha, parashat Bamidbar, we encounter 
a particularly intriguing verse concerning Moses and 
his relatives.

Numbers 3:1 states: ְוֵאֶלה ּתֹוְלדֹת ַאֲהרֹן ּומֶֹשה, ְביֹום ִדֶבר השם 
 And these are the offspring of Aaron and ,ֶאת מֶֹשה ְבַהר ִסיָני
Moses on the day that G-d spoke with Moses at Mount 
Sinai. The following verse, Numbers 3:2, records the names 
of the sons of Aaron: Nadav, Abihu, Elazar and Itamar. The 
Torah then recalls that two of Aaron’s sons, Nadav and 
Abihu, died before G-d when they offered up a strange fire. 
Yet, even though the Torah clearly stated that “these are 

the offspring of Aaron and Moses,” nowhere is there any 
mention made of Moses’ own two children, Gershom and 
Eliezer.

Those who studied the book of Exodus carefully 
may have already sensed Moses’ apparent problematic 
relationship with his children.

At the Burning Bush, G-d tells the reluctant Moses that 
he must lead the Israelites out of Egypt, and shows Moses 
the signs and miracles that Moses was to perform before 
Pharaoh. Exodus 4:20, relates that Moses takes his wife and 
children, (notice it says “children”–plural), puts them on 
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his donkey, and returns to Egypt with the staff of G-d in his 
hand.

Exodus 4:24 reports that a very strange thing occurred 
on that journey. ַוְיִהי ַבֶדֶרְך ַבָמלֹון ַוִיְפְגֵשהּו השם ַוְיַבֵקש ֲהִמיתֹו , 
“and on his way to the inn, G-d encountered Moses, and 
He [G-d] wanted to kill Moses.” Moses’ wife, Tziporah, 
quickly takes a flint stone, cuts off her son’s foreskin and 
says to the child: ֲחַתן ָדִמים ַלמּוֹלת , “You [my son] caused 
my bridegroom bloodshed,” as if to say that the child had 
endangered her husband Moses, almost costing him his 
life.

This perplexing episode is elucidated by the 
commentaries, who explain that shortly before they left 
Midian to go to Egypt, a child was born to Moses and 
Tziporah. Moses felt that the mission to save the Jews was 
so urgent that he left Midian without circumcising his 
newborn child, Eliezer. G-d encounters Moses at the inn, 
and through a near-death experience, conveys a message to 
Moses, “You may not neglect your own family in the name 
of the salvation of all Israel. Your first responsibility is to 
circumcise your child. In fact, had it not been for Tziporah’s 
quick action, you, Moses, would have died!”

Does Moses learn from this experience?
According to tradition, unfortunately no. In Judges 17, 

we are told the story of Micha, a man from the hill country 
of Ephraim that underscores how corrupt Jewish life had 
become in the time of the Judges. “Everyone did what was 
correct in his own eyes.”

Micha receives a gift from his mother, which was 
actually money he had stolen from her, and, at her behest, 
as a means of atonement, starts an idolatrous cult. Micha 
finds a Levite who will serve as the priest for his cult, and 
develops a thriving business. On their way to do battle 
in the North, members of the tribe of Dan consult with 
Micha’s “priest,” who encourages them and promises them 
success in battle. The Danites are so impressed with the 
priest that on their way home from their successful war, 
they kidnap the priest and steal Micha’s entire sanctuary, 
and relocate him in their new home up north in the 
tribal territory of Dan. Poor Micha is left bereft of all, and 
penniless.

The Bible says that the Levite, who served as Micha’s 
priest and ultimately betrayed him, was named Y’honatan 
ben Gershom ben Menashe. The name Menashe is written 
in Hebrew with an elevated letter “nun,” as if to indicate 
that the letter doesn’t belong there. Tradition teaches that 
Y’honatan’s grandfather’s name should not be Menashe, 

but rather Moshe–Moses. This Midrashic tradition 
implies that, at least with one of his children, Moses failed 
as a father. This, of course, is reinforced by the story of 
Miriam who seemingly criticizes Moses (Numbers 12) 
for apparently abandoning his wife and taking a Cushite 
woman. When scripture in our parasha states, “These are 
the offspring of Aaron and Moses,” and names only the 
offspring of Aaron, it is because, tragically, not all of Moses’ 
children remained loyal to the Jewish people.

On the other hand, there is a truly heartening message 
from this very same text. The commentators ask: Why 
does scripture state that these are the children of Aaron 
and Moses, and not just say these are the children of 
Aaron? How can the Torah list the children of Aaron as the 
offspring of Moses? In response, the commentator Rashi 
insists that the sons of Aaron are called the offspring of 
Moses because he taught them Torah. It is from this very 
verse that we learn the well-known principle (Tractate 
Sanhedrin 19b) that one who teaches his neighbor’s 
children Torah, scripture considers it as if he bore them. 
This fascinating principle implies that while the teacher 
may not necessarily be the biological parent of the student, 
a teacher is to be regarded as a spiritual parent. Therefore, 
Moses had, of course, many, many spiritual progeny.

This principle also serves to convey a very important 
fundamental lesson of Judaism. While there are those who, 
unfortunately, are not blessed with biological children 
of their own, they can still be parents–spiritual parents. 
Through this lesson, the Torah teaches that anyone who 
supports Jewish education, who supports the study of 
Torah, is considered a spiritual parent to all those who 
benefit from that support.

In this particularly rich parasha we see a full panoply of 
the vicissitudes of human life. On the one hand, the great 
leader, Moses, was not able, or perhaps not destined, to 
keep all his children in the fold. On the other hand, Moses 
was most fortunate to be a very great teacher to many, 
many others.

This parasha also teaches that a public person always has 
to live with the great challenge of balancing one’s own life 
with the needs of the public or community. Remarkably, 
the Torah doesn’t shy away from the fact that even our 
greatest teacher and leader may have been unsuccessful 
with his own child. The Torah forthrightly shares that 
uncomfortable information, so that we may learn from 
that unfortunate situation, and help us avoid repeating that 
mistake with our own families.
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Let’s Table the Discussion
Rabbi Dr. Jonathan Schwartz

Rav Elazar M. Teitz Shlita, Rav HaIr of Elizabeth 
tells a great story about Harav Yaakov Meshulam 
Orenstein, the author of the Yeshuos Yaakov.  It 

seems that the Yeshuos Yaakov was invited to be the Rav of 
Zalkava. Upon arriving at the city and taking residence, his 
first major challenge arose one Shabbos.

Apparently, there was some discussion about 
whether the residents of Zalkava are supposed to say 
Av HaRachamim on Shabbos when that day is Yom 
HaMiyuchas (2 Sivan). The Yeshuos Yaakov observed 
the people fighting in Shul. One group insisted that since 
the day was a day that Tachanun was not recited, Av 
HaRachamim must not be said. At the same time, the 
other group argued that due to the tragedies of the period, 
Av HaRachamim MUST be recited as it is on Shabbos 
Mevorchin Chodesh Sivan. (Rav Teitz added that this must 
be the source of the famous joke about the place that said 
their minhag was to fight about it).

Eventually, both sides came to the Yeshuos Yaakov 
seeking his opinion. He heard both sides, and recognizing 
the basis for a practice on both sides did not rule on the 
matter. The 2 factions united and together decided to 
remove the Rav from his position.

Now unemployed and having heard of the Petira of 
Harav Tzvi Hersh Rosens, Rav of Lemberg, the Yeshuos 
Yaakov travelled to the large city. When he got there, 
someone recognized him and sought to advance his 
candidacy for the position of Rav in the city (which 
he eventually took). The individual asked him “HaRav 
Orenstein, what brings YOU to Lemberg?”  

Without missing a beat, the Yeshuos Yaakov answered: 

“It was the Av HaRachamim!”
The Midrash (Bamidbar 1:2) notes that Hashem chose 

the Midbar for creating the Jewish nation because he knew 
that in the Midbar they would greet him appropriately. Rav 
Baruch Mordechai Ezrachi Shlita explains that those in 
a Midbar have both no distractions, nor nothing to hide, 
from the Ribbono Shel Olam. They reach out to him and 
accept his command fully. They long for this interaction 
and prepare constantly for it. In the process, the personal 
withholding that takes place in many relationships when 
people are not open to sharing a piece of themselves, 
did not exist. The result was an honest, open and loving 
Kabbalas Ol Malchus Shomayim.

People tend to get caught up in the mechanics of 
Minhag and assume that everything is a minhag. While 
minhagim are important and have a special mesorah to 
them, they are important when they are utilized to bring 
about a closer relationship with Hashem and his Torah 
and Mitzvos. Merely creating minhagim that do not fit that 
bill – like a minhag to fight about it --  are in fact, Minhagei 
Shtus – foolish practice.

Often when we think of our religious connection 
to Hashem, we get bogged down in silly questions of 
identity and practice (“Open” “Modern” “Centrist” “Neo-
Chassidish” “Chareidi”) which focus more on our own 
selves and do not represent our true experience of our 
interpersonal relationship with the Av Harachamim.  We 
can do better and achieve more.

How well do you know the guiding hand of the Av 
HaRachamim?

How can you know it better?

The Glorious Midbar
Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner

In books, stage and cinema, thesetting of a story is, 
itself, a character,providing a sense of realism, giving 
theactors options and limits, andinteracting with the 

other characters. The same is true in Torah; everybackdrop 
is part of the story, whetherCanaanite territory or Egyptian 
empireor Har Sinai or Mishkan. And with thestart of a new 
chumash this week weare introduced to another player: 
Midbar (wilderness).

Of course, we’ve met Midbar before; the Jews already 
hungered for foodand thirsted for water right after 
theycrossed through the Sea. But back then, Midbar was 
quickly subdued by the manna and Miriam’s well and 
Aharon’s clouds, and then fully eclipsed by Mount Sinai and 
the Mishkan. Only as the Jews move away from Sinai does 
the wilderness, come to the fore. Watching our ancestors 
interact with this setting teaches us valuable lessons:



8 
YUTORAH IN PRINT • A PROJECT OF YESHIVA 
UNIVERSITY’S CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTURE Bamidbar 5780

Download thousands of audio shiurim and articles at www.yutorah.org

• Midbar offers a lesson in humility; in a wilderness, 
all beauty is natural, all artifice is overtaken by 
nature, all property is communal.As the Talmud 
(Nedarim 55a) explains, Hashem gives the Jews the 
Torah in the wilderness to teach that we need to 
be humble in order to receive the Torah. The Jews 
already had Moshe as a model for this, but there is 
a difference between observing humility and being 
enveloped in an environment that declares, “All 
property is nothing.”

• Midbar offers a lesson in isolation; receiving 
the Torah in a wilderness afford the Jews the 
opportunity to focus on this Divine gift without 
need to plant fields, maintain homes or engage in 
commerce. Indeed , a cadre of women established 
homes at the Ohel Moed and devoted their days to 
study. (Ibn Ezra to Shemot 38:8)

• Midbar is tabula rasa, a blank slate on which our 
story can be scripted as we choose. In a society 
with neither incumbent wealth nor predetermined 
hierarchy, Ohaliav from the tribe of Dan, son 
of Bilhah , can become master craftsman of the 
Mishkan and a nation of slaves can demonstrate 
spiritual greatness. 

No other biblical environment would have suited all of 
these ends –the humility, the isolation, and the tabula rasa. 
Canaanite Israel and Egyptian slavery lacked isolation. 
The Mishkan certainly would not have served, as it was 
the opposite of humility, a grand construction outfitted 
with beautiful silver and gold  and colourful embroidery. 
The Jews need the Midbar environment in which to 
work through their growing pains, enduring rebellions 
and hunger and suspicion while studying the Torah and 
achieving personal, tribal and national greatness.

Some might compare Midbar to childhood -at what 
other time in our lives have we accomplished so little, at 
what other time in our lives are we as unentangled, at what 
other time in our lives does the future lie so pliable before 
us? We are tempted to believe that childhood is the ideal, 
Midbar-like time for a Jew to embrace Torah. But that 
comparison to childhood might lead to a mistake of great 
consequence; people who believe they missed their chance 
in childhood abandon hope of change, instead of taking the 
opportunities that yet lie before them.

It is never too late. Always, we can return to Midbar, if 
not in practice then in state of mind, developing humility, 

paring down our distractions, and envisioning life as a 
canvas on which to paint afresh and build great things. 
Perhaps the best proof of this point is in that Jewish nation 
which received the Torah in Midbar. For all the benefits of 
Midbar, their national slate was actually no cleaner than 
ours; they had a great and complex history behind them. 
They had been patriarchs and matriarchs, and wars and 
treaties both without and within. They had been slaves, 
and had seen their captors punished. They had heroically 
persevered, and had been rescued as damsels in distress. 
They had been idolaters, and they had stood at Sinai 
witnessing Divine revelation. This was not a child-nation, 
emerging blinking into the sunlight for the first time –
but it was capable of nonetheless viewing its future as a 
blank slate, and creating a brilliant and enduring legacy 
for its descendants.On the first morning of Shavuot, we 
precede the Torah reading with the public recitation of 
Akdamut, an Aramaic poem describing Divine might and 
introducing the Torah reading itself. Toward the beginning 
of the poem, we describe G-d creating the universe with 
the letter ה, which is just a breath, the simplest exhalation, 
demonstrating that for G-d, creation is simple and the 
possibilities are infinite. For us as human beings, creation 
is anything but simple and easy –but when we, like the 
Jews in Midbar, look at the world as a blank slate and an 
opportunity for accomplishment, then for us, too, there 
will be few limits.


