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A Verse that Apparently is not as Non-Descript  

as It First Appears to Be 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat BaMidbar, 5775 

 

Introduction. 

At the conclusion of the first chapter of BaMidbar, following a census of the various 

tribes and a description of the tasks assigned to the Levi’im, we learn about the configuration of 

the encampment: 

 

BaMidbar 1:52-3 

52 And the children of Israel shall pitch their tents, every man with his own 

camp, and every man with his own standard, according to their hosts. 53 But 

the Levites shall pitch round about the Tabernacle of the Testimony, that there 

be no wrath upon the congregation of the children of Israel; and the Levites 

shall keep the charge of the Tabernacle of the Testimony.'1 

 

 
   

                                                           
1
 The diagram above is taken from Google Images, 

https://www.google.com/search?site=&tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1366&bih=641&q=diagram+of+Jewis

h+encampment+in+desert&oq=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&gs_l=img.3...2152.8131.0.8

305.38.14.0.24.5.0.159.1230.10j4.14.0.msedr...0...1ac.1.64.img..20.18.1178.4p3dUTzjwvk#imgrc=EkBzRx4

yrmPQVM%253A%3B6HyJNdorLIuW6M%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes_fil

es%252Fimage012.gif%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes.html%3B728%3B721 

Machaneh Yisrael 

Machaneh Levia 

Machaneh Shechina 

https://www.google.com/search?site=&tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1366&bih=641&q=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&oq=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&gs_l=img.3...2152.8131.0.8305.38.14.0.24.5.0.159.1230.10j4.14.0.msedr...0...1ac.1.64.img..20.18.1178.4p3dUTzjwvk#imgrc=EkBzRx4yrmPQVM%253A%3B6HyJNdorLIuW6M%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes_files%252Fimage012.gif%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes.html%3B728%3B721
https://www.google.com/search?site=&tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1366&bih=641&q=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&oq=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&gs_l=img.3...2152.8131.0.8305.38.14.0.24.5.0.159.1230.10j4.14.0.msedr...0...1ac.1.64.img..20.18.1178.4p3dUTzjwvk#imgrc=EkBzRx4yrmPQVM%253A%3B6HyJNdorLIuW6M%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes_files%252Fimage012.gif%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes.html%3B728%3B721
https://www.google.com/search?site=&tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1366&bih=641&q=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&oq=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&gs_l=img.3...2152.8131.0.8305.38.14.0.24.5.0.159.1230.10j4.14.0.msedr...0...1ac.1.64.img..20.18.1178.4p3dUTzjwvk#imgrc=EkBzRx4yrmPQVM%253A%3B6HyJNdorLIuW6M%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes_files%252Fimage012.gif%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes.html%3B728%3B721
https://www.google.com/search?site=&tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1366&bih=641&q=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&oq=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&gs_l=img.3...2152.8131.0.8305.38.14.0.24.5.0.159.1230.10j4.14.0.msedr...0...1ac.1.64.img..20.18.1178.4p3dUTzjwvk#imgrc=EkBzRx4yrmPQVM%253A%3B6HyJNdorLIuW6M%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes_files%252Fimage012.gif%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes.html%3B728%3B721
https://www.google.com/search?site=&tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1366&bih=641&q=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&oq=diagram+of+Jewish+encampment+in+desert&gs_l=img.3...2152.8131.0.8305.38.14.0.24.5.0.159.1230.10j4.14.0.msedr...0...1ac.1.64.img..20.18.1178.4p3dUTzjwvk#imgrc=EkBzRx4yrmPQVM%253A%3B6HyJNdorLIuW6M%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes_files%252Fimage012.gif%3Bhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.betemunah.org%252Ftribes.html%3B728%3B721
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The Tora describes in effect three concentric squares, the Machaneh Shechina (the 

encampment of the Divine Presence at the center, surrounded by the Levi’im, who in turn are 

surrounded by the Yisraelim, the majority of the Jewish people.  

 

 The difficulty presented by the concluding verse of the chapter. 

 The final verse of Chapter 1 expresses an evaluation of the actions of the Jews that is 

similar to what is stated many times previously with respect to the construction of the Mishkan 

and the making of clothing for the Kohanim:2 

 

Ibid. 54 

Thus did the children of Israel; according to all that the Lord Commanded 

Moshe, so did they. 

 

Yet there would appear to be a crucial difference between the earlier occurrences of 

such phraseology, and this particular instance. In the previous cases in Shemot, ritual objects 

were being constructed and configured, and precise compliance with Divine Specifications was 

clearly necessary. The individuals in charge of the project, Betzalel and Ohaliav, were described 

as having been endowed by HaShem with special abilities3 in order to properly oversee the 

construction project, as were the artisans who would actually carry out the fabrication.4 Only 

when everything had been completed exactly in accordance with the Divine Commands would 

there be forthcoming an indication of Approval from above.5 Consequently a great deal was 

dependent upon each instruction being carried out with extreme exactitude, and the Tora 

therefore duly informs us that this was the case.  

 

                                                           
2
 E.g., Shemot 35:10, 39:1, 7, 21, 32, 42-3; 40:16. 

3
 Shemot 35:30-34 

30 And Moshe said unto the children of Israel: “See, the Lord hath Called by name Betzalel the 

son of Uri, the son of Chur, of the tribe of Yehuda. 31 And He hath Filled him with the Spirit of 

God, in wisdom, in understanding, and in knowledge, and in all manner of workmanship. 32 And 

to devise skilful works, to work in gold, and in silver, and in brass, 33 and in cutting of stones for 

setting, and in carving of wood, to work in all manner of skilful workmanship. 34 And He hath Put 

in his heart that he may teach, both he, and Oholiav, the son of Achisamach, of the tribe of Dan. 
4
 Ibid. 35 

Them hath He filled with wisdom of heart, to work all manner of workmanship, of the craftsman, 

and of the skilful workman, and of the weaver in colors, in blue, and in purple, in scarlet, and in 

fine linen, and of the weaver, even of them that do any workmanship, and of those that devise 

skilful works. 
5
 Ibid. 40:34 

 Then the Cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the Glory of the Lord Filled the Tabernacle. 

VaYikra 9:24 

And there came forth fire from before the Lord, and consumed upon the altar the burnt-offering 

and the fat; and when all the people saw it, they shouted, and fell on their faces. 
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By contrast, in BaMidbar 1:54, at least according to some commentators,6 is an  

acknowledgment of how the people in general, without any special Divine Endowment, not only 

did what they were told in terms of organizing the encampment in accordance with particular 

guidelines, but that they also refrained from violating the Divine Pronouncement by trespassing 

into areas that were off-limits to them. This would be referred to in Halachic terms as a Shev 

VeAl Ta’aseh (lit. sit and do nothing), where loyally obeying not only entails doing something, 

but also not doing something else. Why is this particular compliance concerning the organization 

of the encampment of such significance that the Tora goes out of its way to draw attention to it 

and praise both the people’s actions and non-actions? 

  

Explaining the verse within the context of life in the Jewish encampment which had at its 

center the Divine Presence. 

One approach to accounting for BaMidbar 1:54 begins by drawing our attention to the 

immediately preceding v. 53 which contains an implicit threat directed at anyone considering 

trespassing the precincts that have been Divinely established:  

 

Ibid. 53 

… that there be no “Ketzef” (wrath) upon the congregation of the children of 

Israel… 

 

RaShI seeks a linguistic parallel to in order to precisely define “Ketzef”, effectively a Gezeira 

Shava,7 and states the following:  

 

RaShI, d.h. VeLo Yihyeh Ketzef 

If you act in accordance with My Commandments, there will not be “Ketzef”, 

and if not, i.e., that non-Kohanim enter to perform the the Divine Service, there 

will be “Ketzef”, as we find in the action associated with Korach (BaMidbar 

17:11) “…Because Ketzef went out…” 

  

RaShI assumes that since the term Ketzef is specifically used in conjunction with a particular 

Divine response to as aspect of the Korach rebellion,8 and therefore the organization of the 

                                                           
6
 E.g., Ibn Ezra, Chizkuni, R. Bachaye.  

7
 …The Gezeira Shava ("Similar laws, similar verdicts") is the second rule of Hillel and of Rabbi Yishmael, 

and the seventh of Eliezer ben Yosi HaGalili. This may be described as argument by analogy, which infers 
from the similarity of two cases that the legal decision given for the one holds good for the other also… 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmudical_hermeneutics#Gezerah_Shavah_.28.D7.92.D7.96.D7.99.D7.A8.D
7.94_.D7.A9.D7.95.D7.94.29  
8
 BaMidbar 16:1-7, 16-9, 35 

1 Now Korach, the son of Yitzhar, the son of Kohat, the son of Levi, with Datan and Aviram, the 
sons of Eliav, and Ohn, the son of Pelet, sons of Reuven, took men; 2 and they rose up in face of 
Moshe, with certain of the children of Israel, two hundred and fifty men; they were princes of the 
congregation, the elect men of the assembly, men of renown; 3 and they assembled themselves 
together against Moshe and against Aharon, and said unto them: “Ye take too much upon you, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Analogy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmudical_hermeneutics#Gezerah_Shavah_.28.D7.92.D7.96.D7.99.D7.A8.D7.94_.D7.A9.D7.95.D7.94.29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmudical_hermeneutics#Gezerah_Shavah_.28.D7.92.D7.96.D7.99.D7.A8.D7.94_.D7.A9.D7.95.D7.94.29
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encampment and compliance by at least most of the Jews with the arrangement described at 

the end of BaMidbar 1, are all functions of the same issue, i.e., preventing HaShem from 

becoming “upset” with the Jews due to acts of “trespass”9 on their part.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
seeing all the congregation are holy, every one of them, and the Lord Is among them; wherefore 
then lift ye up yourselves above the assembly of the Lord?” 4 And when Moshe heard it, he fell 
upon his face. 5 And he spoke unto Korach and unto all his company, saying: “In the morning the 
Lord will Show who are His, and who is holy, and will Cause him to come near unto Him; even 
him whom He may Choose will He Cause to come near unto Him. 6 This do: take you censors, 
Korach, and all his company; 7 and put fire therein, and put incense upon them before the Lord 
tomorrow; and it shall be that the man whom the Lord doth Choose, he shall be holy; ye take too 
much upon you, ye sons of Levi…”  
16 And Moshe said unto Korach: “Be thou and all thy congregation before the Lord, thou, and 
they, and Aharon, tomorrow; 17 and take ye every man his fire-pan, and put incense upon them, 
and bring ye before the Lord every man his fire-pan, two hundred and fifty fire-pans; thou also, 
and Aharon, each his fire-pan.” 18 And they took every man his fire-pan, and put fire in them, 
and laid incense thereon, and stood at the door of the tent of meeting with Moshe and Aharon. 
19 And Korach assembled all the congregation against them unto the door of the tent of 
meeting; and the Glory of the Lord Appeared unto all the congregation… {S}    
35 And fire came forth from the Lord, and devoured the two hundred and fifty men that offered 
the incense.   

BaMidbar 17:1-5, 11 
1 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, saying: 2 “Speak unto Eleazar the son of Aharon the priest, 
that he take up the fire-pans out of the burning, and scatter thou the fire yonder; for they are 
become holy; 3 even the fire-pans of these men who have sinned at the cost of their lives, and let 
them be made beaten plates for a covering of the altar--for they are become holy, because they 
were offered before the Lord--that they may be a sign unto the children of Israel.” 4 And Eleazar 
the priest took the brazen fire-pans, which they that were burnt had offered; and they beat them 
out for a covering of the altar, 5 to be a memorial unto the children of Israel, to the end that no 
common man, that is not of the seed of Aharon, draw near to burn incense before the Lord; that 
he fare not as Korach, and as his company; as the Lord spoke unto him by the hand of Moshe… 
11 And Moshe said unto Aharon: “Take thy fire-pan, and put fire therein from off the altar, and 
lay incense thereon, and carry it quickly unto the congregation, and make atonement for them; 
for there is ‘Ketzef’ (wrath) gone out from the Lord: the plague is begun.' 

BaMidbar 18:1-7 
1 And the Lord Said unto Aharon: “Thou and thy sons and thy fathers' house with thee shall bear 
the iniquity of the sanctuary; and thou and thy sons with thee shall bear the iniquity of your 
priesthood. 2 And thy brethren also, the tribe of Levi, the tribe of thy father, bring thou near with 
thee, that they may be joined unto thee, and minister unto thee, thou and thy sons with thee 
being before the tent of the testimony. 3 And they shall keep thy charge, and the charge of all 
the Tent; only they shall not come nigh unto the holy furniture and unto the altar, that they die 
not, neither they, nor ye. 4 And they shall be joined unto thee, and keep the charge of the tent of 
meeting, whatsoever the service of the Tent may be; but a common man shall not draw nigh 
unto you. 5 And ye shall keep the charge of the holy things, and the charge of the altar, that 
there be “Ketzef” (wrath) no more upon the children of Israel. 6 And I, behold, I have taken your 
brethren the Levites from among the children of Israel; for you they are given as a gift unto the 
Lord, to do the service of the tent of meeting. 7 And thou and thy sons with thee shall keep your 
priesthood in everything that pertaineth to the altar, and to that within the veil; and ye shall 
serve; I Give you the priesthood as a service of gift; and the common man that draweth nigh shall 
be put to death.”  

9
 While the term “Me’ila” (trespass) is not used in this immediate context, the Tora does employ it with 

respect to a number of transgressions, some of which have to do with the Tabernacle, when holy objects 
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Tying BaMidbar 1:54 to an incident in II Shmuel. 

 Ibn Ezra mentions another incident recorded later in TaNaCh, which in his view parallels 

the instances of “Ketzef” in BaMidbar:  

 

Ibn Ezra d.h. VeHaLevi’im Yachanu Saviv 

The verse is explaining that which was mentioned above,10 i.e., why should they 

(the Levi’im) encamp around (the Tabernacle)? In order that no one from the 

general population of the Jews should (inappropriately) come into contact with 

the Tabernacle and die. And this is the meaning for “there should not be 

‘Ketzef’, like (II Shmuel 6:7) Uza who touched (inadvertently) the Ark.11  

 

It would appear that meting out harsh punishment for unauthorized people deliberately 

engaging in the Divine Service or even premeditatedly coming into contact with the Ark and 

                                                                                                                                                                             
are misappropriated for private use, but also with respect to improper utilization of someone else’s 

private property, e.g.,  

VaYikra 5:15, 21 

15 If any one commit a trespass, and sin through error, in the holy things of the Lord, then he 

shall bring his forfeit unto the Lord, a ram without blemish out of the flock, according to thy 

valuation in silver by Shekels, after the Shekel of the Sanctuary, for a guilt-offering. 

21 If any one sin, and commit a trespass against the Lord, and deal falsely with his neighbor in a 

matter of deposit, or of pledge, or of robbery, or have oppressed (monetarily) his neighbor; 22 or 

have found that which was lost, and deal falsely therein, and swear to a lie; in any of all these 

that a man doeth, sinning therein. 

In effect, all sinful acts Enjoined by HaShem, could be construed as trespasses against the “lines Drawn by 

the Divine” governing all human activities of one kind or another. 
10

 BaMidbar 1:50 

But appoint thou the Levites over the Tabernacle of the Testimony, and over all the furniture 

thereof, and over all that belongeth to it; they shall bear the Tabernacle, and all the furniture 

thereof; and they shall minister unto it, and shall encamp round about the Tabernacle. 
11

II Shmuel 6:1-9 

1 And David again gathered together all the chosen men of Israel, thirty thousand. 2 And David 

arose, and went with all the people that were with him, from Ba’alei-Yehuda, to bring up from 

thence the Ark of God, whereupon is called the Name, even the Name of the Lord of Hosts that 

sitteth upon the cherubim. 3 And they set the Ark of God upon a new cart, and brought it out of 

the house of Avinadav that was in the hill; and Uza and Achio, the sons of Avinadav, drove the 

new cart. 4 And they brought it out of the house of Avinadav, which was in the hill, with the Ark 

of God, and Achio went before the Ark. 5 And David and all the house of Israel played before the 

Lord with all manner of instruments made of cypress-wood, and with harps, and with psalteries, 

and with timbrels, and with sistra, and with cymbals. 6 And when they came to the threshing-

floor of Nachon, Uza put forth his hand to the Ark of God, and took hold of it; for the oxen 

stumbled. 7 And the Anger of the Lord was Kindled against Uza; and God Smote him there for his 

error; and there he died by the Ark of God. 8 And David was displeased, because the Lord had 

Broken forth upon Uza; and that place was called Peretz-Uza, unto this day. 9 And David was 

afraid of the Lord that day; and he said: “How shall the Ark of the Lord come unto me?' 
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other aspects of the Tabernacle, follows a certain logic—holiness is not something to be toyed 

with or impulsively undertaken; but for someone who merely was trying to steady the Ark and 

thereby prevent it from falling, as in the case of Uza, to be so sharply punished, illustrates how 

extremely careful people were expected to be in and around the Tabernacle. Consequently, Ibn 

Ezra posits that the Levi’im’s location in the encampment served as a type of “buffer” between 

the people and the Mishkan, in order “LeHarchikam Min HaAveira” (to distance the Jews from 

sin, inadvertent or otherwise).12 13 

 

The people’s overall compliance at Har Sinai with restrictions regarding not “getting too 

close”, “Reassured” HaShem to some extent that they could be trusted to honor and respect 

boundaries imposed by intense Holiness.   

                                                           
12

 The terminology “LeHarchik Min HaAveira” is generally used in connection with the types of legislation 

that the Rabbis enact in the spirit of:  

(VaYikra 18:30) “U’Shemartem Et Mishmarti” (you shall keep My Charge), that ye do not any of 

these abominable customs, which were done before you, and that ye defile not yourselves 

therein: I Am the Lord your God.” 

RaShI  d.h. “U’Shemartem Et Mishmarti”-- To warn Beit Din regarding this (i.e., it is up to 

the courts to make decrees that will protect the Tora from being violated). 

Hence the following Mishna:  

Berachot 1:1 

…”(The recitation of Shema at night) can take place until the end of the first watch”—the words 

of R. Eliezer. And the sages say: “Until midnight.” R. Gamliel says: “Until the morning star rises.” A 

story: The children of R. Gamliel came from a party. They said to him: “We haven’t recited the 

Shema.” He said to them: “Until the rising of the morning star you have the obligation to recite it, 

and not only this, but wherever the sages said: ‘Until midnight,’ the Mitzva can be fulfilled until 

the morning star rises. If so, why did the sages say, ‘Until midnight’? Kedai LeHarchik Adam Min 

HaAveira (by setting an earlier time, there is less likelihood that someone will put the Mitzva off 

and end up not fulfilling it at all because he falls asleep or forgets about it).  

I am suggesting that Ibn Ezra thinks that placing the Levi’im between the rest of the Jewish people and the 

Tabernacle was an example of a Tora “Siyag” (lit. fence; something to distance people from sin). 
13

 A third instance that, in my opinion, commentators curiously omit from their discussions of the verses 

in BaMidbar 1, is what happened to Nadav and Avihu during the dedication of the Tabernacle: 

VaYikra 10:1-2 

1 And Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aharon, took each of them his censer, and put fire 

therein, and laid incense thereon, and offered strange fire before the Lord, which He 

had not commanded them. 2 And there came forth fire from before the Lord, and devoured 

them, and they died before the Lord. 

While a number of reasons are given in Rabbinic literature for Nadav and Avihu’s terrible end (see 

“Offering Comfort Truthfully” at https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/shemini-5775-

offering-comfort-truthfully.pdf ), one could include among them how due to the high standard of 

deference that HaShem’s immediate Presence demanded, they were literally and figuratively “playing 

with fire.” 

https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/shemini-5775-offering-comfort-truthfully.pdf
https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/shemini-5775-offering-comfort-truthfully.pdf
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The terminology used in BaMidbar 1:53, “Ketzef”, is reminiscent of the warnings that HaShem 

Gave Moshe when the people were about to receive the Tora at Sinai: 

 

Shemot 19:12-3, 21-4 

12 “And thou shalt set bounds unto the people round about, saying: ‘Take heed 

to yourselves, that ye go not up into the mount, or touch the border of it; 

whosoever toucheth the mount shall be surely put to death;’ 13 No hand shall 

touch him, but he shall surely be stoned, or shot through; whether it be beast or 

man, it shall not live; when the ram’s horn soundeth long, they shall come up to 

the mount.”… 

21 And the Lord Said unto Moshe: “Go down, charge the people, lest they break 

through unto the Lord to gaze, and many of them perish. 22 And let the priests 

also, that come near to the Lord, sanctify themselves, lest the Lord Break forth 

upon them.” 23 And Moshe said unto the Lord: “The people cannot come up to 

Mount Sinai; for Thou didst Charge us, Saying: ‘Set bounds about the mount, 

and sanctify it.’” 24 And the Lord Said unto him: “Go, get thee down, and thou 

shalt come up, thou, and Aharon with thee; but let not the priests and the 

people break through to come up unto the Lord, lest He Break forth upon 

them.” 

 

And while no mention is made of anyone violating the stipulations for the people to 

“keep their distance”, a subsequent incident , which may well have been a precursor to what 

happens to Nadav and Avihu14 during the Tabernacle’s dedication, indicates how difficult it was 

for at least some of Bnai Yisrael, who were authorized to come closer than almost anyone else,  

to approach God and the edifices and artifacts directly associated with Him, respectfully and in a 

disciplined fashion:  

 

Shemot 24:1-2, 9-11 

1 And unto Moshe He said: “Come up unto the Lord, thou, and Aharon, Nadav, and 

Avihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel; and worship ye afar off; 2 and Moshe alone 

shall come near unto the Lord; but they shall not come near; neither shall the people go 

up with him.”… 

9 Then went up Moshe, and Aharon, Nadav, and Avihu, and seventy of the elders of 

Israel; 10 and they saw (!) the God of Israel; and there was under His Feet the like of a 

paved work of sapphire stone, and the like of the very heaven for clearness. 11 And 

upon the nobles of the children of Israel He Laid not His Hand (implying that He very 

well Could have Done so); and they beheld God, and did eat and drink.  

 

                                                           
14

 See fn. 13. 
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These concerns were fully reignited, and caused  God to be “Wary” about “Taking up 

Residence” too close to the Jewish people because  of the great sin of Shemot 32. 

 Following the sin of the Golden Calf,15 where HaShem initially Threatened to unleash 

“His Fiery Wrath” before Moshe intervened on behalf of the sinning Jewish nation,16 in 

recognition of how Being proximate to the people going forward might continually put them at 

risk, as evidenced by cases such as Korach’s followers and Uza, God Proposed to Moshe that 

another entity serve as an “intermediary”, serving a similar purpose to that of the location of 

the Levi’im in the encampment, according to RaShI and Ibn Ezra: 

 

Shemot 33:1-6 

1 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe: “Depart, go up hence, thou and the people 
that thou hast brought up out of the land of Egypt, unto the land of which I 
Swore unto Avraham, to Yitzchak, and to Yaakov, saying: ‘Unto thy seed will I 
Give it’-- 2 and I will Send an angel before thee; and I will Drive out the 
Canaanite, the Amorite, and the Hittite, and the Perizzite, the Hivite, and the 
Jebusite-- 3 unto a land flowing with milk and honey; for I will not Go up in the 
midst of thee; for thou art a stiffnecked people; lest I Consume thee in the way.” 
4 And when the people heard these evil tidings, they mourned; and no man did 
put on him his ornaments. 5 And the Lord Said unto Moshe: “Say unto the 

                                                           
15

 Shemot 32:1-14 

1 And when the people saw that Moshe delayed to come down from the mount, the people 
gathered themselves together unto Aharon, and said unto him: “Up, make us a god who shall go 
before us; for as for this Moshe, the man that brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we know 
not what is become of him.” 2 And Aharon said unto them: “Break off the golden rings, which are 
in the ears of your wives, of your sons, and of your daughters, and bring them unto me.” 3 And 
all the people broke off the golden rings which were in their ears, and brought them unto 
Aharon. 4 And he received it at their hand, and fashioned it with a graving tool, and made it a 
molten calf; and they said: “This is thy god, O Israel, which brought thee up out of the land of 
Egypt.” 5 And when Aharon saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aharon made proclamation, 
and said: “Tomorrow shall be a feast to the Lord.” 6 And they rose up early on the morrow, and 
offered burnt-offerings, and brought peace-offerings; and the people sat down to eat and to 
drink, and rose up to make merry. {P} 7 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe: “Go, get thee down; for 
thy people, that thou broughtest up out of the land of Egypt, have dealt corruptly; 8 they have 
turned aside quickly out of the way which I Commanded them; they have made them a molten 
calf, and have worshipped it, and have sacrificed unto it, and said: ‘This is thy god, O Israel, which 
brought thee up out of the land of Egypt.'” 9 And the Lord Said unto Moshe: “I have seen this 
people, and, behold, it is a stiffnecked people. 10 Now therefore let Me alone, that My Wrath 
may wax hot against them, and that I may Consume them; and I will Make of thee a great 
nation.” 11 And Moshe besought the Lord his God, and said: “Lord, why doth Thy Wrath wax hot 
against Thy people, that Thou hast Brought forth out of the land of Egypt with great power and 
with a mighty hand? 12 Wherefore should the Egyptians speak, saying: ‘For evil did He Bring 
them forth, to Slay them in the mountains, and to Consume them from the face of the earth’? 
Turn from Thy fierce Wrath, and Repent of this evil against Thy people. 13 Remember Avraham, 
Yitzchak, and Yisrael, Thy Servants, to whom Thou didst Swear by Thine Own Self, and Saidst 
unto them: ‘I will Multiply your seed as the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have Spoken of 
will I Give unto your seed, and they shall inherit it forever.'” 14 And the Lord Repented of the evil 
which He Said He would Do unto His people.  

16
 See v. 10-2 in fn. 13 above. 
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children of Israel: ‘Ye are a stiffnecked people; if I go up into the midst of thee 
for one moment, I shall Consume thee; therefore now put off thy ornaments 
from thee, that I may Know what to do unto thee.” 6 And the children of Israel 
stripped themselves of their ornaments from mount Chorev onward…    
 

Yet, despite the obvious risks entailed to the Jewish people as a whole by having 
HaShem “Close by”, Moshe pleads that God Reconsider His Proposal, apparently 
because the blatant symbolism to Jews and non-Jews of HaShem Becoming “part and 
parcel” of the Jewish encampment far outweighed whatever danger such proximity 
might pose to those unable to comply with the necessity to practice great restraint in all 
that they would do, particularly with respect to the Tabernacle and its service:  
 

Ibid., 12-7 

12 And Moshe said unto the Lord: “See, Thou Sayest unto me: ‘Bring up this 
people’; and Thou hast not Let me know whom Thou wilt Send with me. Yet 
Thou hast Said: ‘I know thee by name, and thou hast also found grace in My 
Sight.’ 13 Now therefore, I pray Thee, if I have found grace in Thy Sight, Show 
me now Thy Ways, that I may know Thee, to the end that I may find grace in Thy 
Sight; and consider that this nation is Thy People.” 14 And He Said: 'My 
Presence shall go with thee, and I will Give thee rest.' 15 And he said unto Him: 
“If Thy Presence Go not with me, Carry us not up hence. 16 For wherein now 
shall it be known that I have found grace in Thy Sight, I and Thy People? Is it not 
in that Thou Goest with us, so that we are distinguished, I and Thy People, from 
all the people that are upon the face of the earth?” {P} 
17 And the LORD Said unto Moshe: “I will Do this thing also that thou hast 
spoken, for thou hast found grace in My Sight, and I Know thee by name.”  
 

An interpretation of BaMidbar 1:54 that transcends the specific Tabernacle experience. 

Contemporary Jews, in the absence of a Jerusalem Temple, do not have any 

corresponding experience to the literal dangers posed whenever one would come to offer 

sacrifices in first the Tabernacle and then the Beit HaMikdash. Even though synagogues and 

houses of study are referred to by the Talmud as “Mikdash Me’at” (microcosmic 

representations of the Temple),17 and there are numerous Halachot intended to engender 

respectful behavior vis-à-vis these institutions,18 the sense of dread that would be precipitated 

                                                           
17

 Megilla 29a 

(Yechezkel 11:16) “Yet have I been to them as a little sanctuary.”--R. Yitzchak said: This refers to the 
synagogue and houses of learning in Babylon.  
18

 E.g., RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Tefilla, 11:5-8 

Halacha 5 Synagogues and houses of study should be treated with respect. They should be swept 
clean and mopped. All the Jews in Spain, the west, Babylonia, and Eretz Yisrael, are accustomed 
to light lamps in the synagogue and spread mats over the floor to sit on. In European 
communities, they sit on chairs. 
Halacha 6 No lightheadedness - i.e., jests, frivolity, and idle conversation - should be seen in a 
synagogue. We may not eat or drink inside (a synagogue), nor use (a synagogue) for our benefit, 
nor stroll inside one. On a sunny (day), one should not enter (a synagogue to seek shade) from 
the sun, and on a rainy (day), (one should not enter a synagogue to seek shelter) from the rain. 
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by the fear of “Ketzef” breaking out is simply not a component of one’s current experience. 

Perhaps once the Third Temple is rebuilt, the dynamics of our religious experience will be 

restored to what it once was, but for the time being, this certainly is not the case.  

 

Perhaps such considerations significantly contributed to R. S.R. Hirsch’s remarkable 

laconic comment on BaMidbar 1:53, where he too invokes the example of Korach, but for a 

purpose that is eminently relevant to the Jews of today: 

 

R. S.R. Hirsch on BaMidbar 1:53 

The rebellion of Korach was nothing but a denial of the Divine Origin of the laws 

of the Tora, and the inviolability of the Tora which was always to be known and 

recognized by the unapproachableness of the Sanctuary for every unauthorized 

person.  

 

According to R. Hirsch, the end of BaMidbar 1 and the subsequent challenges to the structure 

and assignment of tasks to various members of the Jewish people are about the very nature of 

Jewish law and its ability to demand from the Jewish people compliance and loyalty. 

Consequently, Korach’s claims of discrimination and nepotism, which could be seen as an 

outgrowth of the arrangement of the encampment described at the beginning of BaMidbar, 

whereby a hierarchy of families and tribes becomes quite evident, were really questioning the 

entire authority structure that the Tora imposes, i.e., God’s Revelation. Where one was assigned 

in the encampment was as much a matter of Halacha as observing Shabbat, Kashrut or who was 

empowered to carry out Avodat Beit HaMikdash. The fact that almost all of the Jewish people 

complied is a great affirmation of the nature of their belief, even as it should be an inspiration 

for Jews of today to similarly strive to comply with Tora Ordinances.  

  

 

  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
(However,) the sages and their students are permitted to eat and drink in a synagogue because 
of the difficulty (observing the prohibition would cause them). 
Halacha 7 It is forbidden to calculate accounts in (a synagogue), unless the accounts are 
connected with a mitzvah: for example, the collection of charity, the redemption of captives, or 
the like. (Similarly,) eulogies should not be recited inside them, except a eulogy that involves 
many (of the inhabitants of the city); for example, (if) there were a eulogy of the great sages of 
that city for which all the people would gather together and come. 
Halacha 8 If a synagogue or a house of study has two entrances, one should not use it for a 
shortcut, i.e., to enter through one entrance and leave through the other to reduce [the distance 
one] travels, because it is forbidden to enter (these buildings) except for a mitzvah. 
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