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‘The Children of Israel shall encamp
each man by his division with
the flag staffs of their fathers’
house; some distance from the
Tent of Meeting they shall encamp.’
(Bamidbar 2:2)

This week’s sedra is striking for
its extraordinary detail of the
counting, together with the travel
and encampment formation of
the tribes of Israel in the desert.
That so many words are spent in
the description of the above, is
indicative of a deeper message
embedded in this account. Words
in Lashon Hakodesh have multiple
meanings. Two words are used in
the command to count, firstly Rw,
which also means ‘elevate’ and
secondly onXax? 17pon The word
TPON means ‘purpose’ and Rax
according to the Netziv (Haamek
Dovor Shemos 12:51) also means
‘purpose’ or ‘mission’. Thus the
message intended, is to instruct
Moshe to count the Bnei Yisrael
for each individual, each family,
each tribe and the whole of Israel
collectively to fulfil their special role
and mission. Says Rav S R Hirsh:
‘Every tribe in its speciality and
every family in its own peculiarity
have to work at the common task of
the House of Israel and educate and

bring their children up to it in their
own speciality and peculiarity.’

Every man by his flag with signs
of their fathers’ house shall camp,
the Children of Israel, at a distance
731 round about 220 the Ohel
Moed they shall camp. (Bamidbar
2:2) The cantillation indicates a
separation between the words
731n and the word 2720 as if to say
these are two different concepts
on the one hand each tribe should
maintain their separation but at
the same time keep up the close
proximity of being around the
centre. Each branch of the people
of Israel is enjoined to adhere to
the main principles of Judaism as
represented by the Ark of the Torah
closely guarded by the Levitesin the
centre. Provided they are faithful
to the Torah they should nurture
their own originality, individuality
and traditions by displaying their
own particular emblems and flags.
Perhaps this is the reason why the
word 1 is repeated twice - to
indicate that they should enforce
the centrality of the Torah but
at the same maintain there own
unique conventions. The customs of
Sephardim, Ashkenazim, Mitnagdim,
Chassidim are all important and
each branch should retain its own

characteristics but around the
central basis of our Mesorah.

I remember attending a shiur given
by Dayan Abramsky in Bayit Vegan
many years ago when he described
sovividly how the essential structure
of the Amidah has not changed

after leaving Egypt after a full
year of travelling. He answers in a
typically perceptive manner. Had
the commandment been given
earlier it may have led to division
and tension, however once the
unifying feature of the Mishkan had

Each branch of the people of Israel is enjoined to adhere
to the main principles of Judaism

since the days of the Talmud and no
matter what one’s background one
would be reciting essentially the
same tefilot that have been recited
throughout the ages and if Rashi
the Rambam or any other sage from
a bygone era were to attend our
services, these tefilot would still be
in the same format.

It is related that when the famous
Shaagas Aryeh was appointed as
Rav of Metz he was invited to write
a new takana in the communal
Pinkas as was the practice at the
appointment ofanewincumbent. To
the amazement of all he proceeded
to write the Ten Commandments.
When confronted by the parnes
of the Kehillah he retorted - would
that the people keep the Ten
Commandments like they keep the
communal minhagim! It certainly
is important to keep distinctive
customs but not at the expense of
the Torah itself.

Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky asks why
the parsha of establishing the
structure of the camp formation
was delayed into the second year

been established, the expression of
the special character of each tribe
would no longer lead to dissention.
Therefore only at this juncture
could the command be given that
each group could fly their own
family flag.

The Midrash recalls that Moshe had
strong reservations when he was
commanded to divide the nation
into separate camps under distinct
flags. He was worried that this
would lead to a rift between the
tribes of Israel. Hashem responded
that there was no need to be
apprehensive because each tribe
was aware of their allotted position
as their father Yaakov had, on his
deathbed allocated each of his sons
their position around his bed and
the heads of each tribe would abide
by that ruling. During his lifetime
Yaakov suffered from disunity in his
family but he had taken heed, and
whilst encouraging diversity, his
everlasting legacy was to ensure the
unity of Jewish nation so essential
for the promised redemption - may
it come speedily in our days.



