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Introduction

Parashat BeMidbar introduces the fourth of the Five Books of Moses, Sefer BeMidbar.  This book as well the Parasha are so-called because of one of the first words in the section: "God spoke to Moshe in the 'Midbar' of Sinai at the Tent of Meeting, on the first day of the second month in the second year of the Exodus and said..." (BeMidbar 1:1).  The opening events of the Book thus find the people of Israel still encamped in the environs of Mt. Sinai, where they have been stationed for almost a year.  During the time that has elapsed since the Exodus, the people have achieved a number of impressive accomplishments, but not without many setbacks great and small.  


They have crossed the Sea of Reeds, but on its shores they fell prey to fear, discontent, and the desire to return to Egypt.  They have stood at the foot of the mountain to receive God's Torah, but soon thereafter they succumbed to the spell of the Golden Calf.  They have built the Tent of Meeting to house the Tablets and to serve as an abode for God's presence, but its dedication was marred by the untimely demise of Aharon's overzealous sons.  Sustained by manna and by water brought forth from adamant rock, the people have yet to master the precious life skills of confidence, reliance and an abiding trust.  God has proclaimed His guiding laws, but the people continue to struggle with the consequences of their brash declarations of endorsement.  As Sefer BeMidbar unfolds, we shall see how the threads of its many narratives are skillfully woven together to enunciate an eternal message: sincere realization of the Torah's mitzvot is not only the result of mechanistic performance, but also of profound internalization.

Taking a Census


"God spoke to Moshe in the 'Midbar' of Sinai at the Tent of Meeting, on the first day of the second month in the second year of the Exodus and said: 'count the entire congregation of Israel according to their families and their clans, each male according to name.  You and Aharon shall count them from the age of twenty and above, all those who go out to war in Israel.'"  Rashi (11th century, France) considers this opening census in the context of the other times that the people have been counted since the event of the Exodus, and comments: "Because of God's love for the Jewish people, He counts them constantly.  At the time of the Exodus He counted them; after the incident of the Golden Calf He counted them (to ascertain how many remained).  When the time came to manifest His presence among them He counted them again, for the Mishkan was set up on the first of Nissan, and on the first of Iyar He counted them."  For Rashi, counting is an expression of concern and care for the things being enumerated.  In fact, Scripture occasionally employs the parable of the Shepherd and the sheep to explain the special relationship between God and His people, and no doubt for Rashi the theme of lovingly counting Israel is related to this powerful metaphor.  This theme apparently colors the entire Book, for in the early Rabbinic sources it is often referred to as 'Chumash HaPekudim,' popularly adapted as the 'Book of Numbers.'  The Book both begins and ends with a census of the people, one taken on the eve of the journey from Sinai and the other almost forty years later at the Plains of Jericho.

The Explanation of the Ramban: Preparations for Battle

Ramban (13th century, Spain) in contrast, adopts a more rational approach that is grounded in the immediate context: "the reason for ascertaining their number was similar to the practice of a ruling power that is about to embark on a war, for the people are now poised to enter the Land and to fight the Amorite kings who guarded its entrance from the east, as well all of the other kings on the other side of the Jordan...Moshe and the tribal princes had to know the number of fighting men...for the Torah does not rely on the miracle of one chasing a thousand.  Thus, the text states 'all those who go out to war in Israel' because the count is for the sake of preparing the nation for battle.  Also, they must know the number of people so that they can distribute the land that they conquer, for were it not for the incident of the Spies, they would have entered the land immediately" (commentary to 1:45).  Ramban thus highlights the Book's dominant theme: in contrast to the Book of Shemot that describes the events surrounding the Exodus, and in contradistinction to the Book of VaYikra that is concerned with the Mishkan and the laws relating to its ongoing operation, the Book of BeMidbar speaks of the preparations undertaken by the people for entering the Land of Canaan.


It is actually in his introduction to the Book that the Ramban first emphasizes this transitory aspect of the Book's narratives.  Since the account is primarily concerned with the journey from Sinai to Canaan, the mitzvot that punctuate its events tend to be temporal and of immediate relevance, rather than eternally binding commands.  "This entire Book speaks only of those commandments that were meant for a particular time, namely during the period of the people's sojourn in the Midbar.  Also, the great miracles that were wrought on their behalf during their journey are recorded, in order to recount God's wondrous acts.  The Book later describes how God began the process of destroying their enemies before them, and also commands how the land is to be divided up among them.  There are no commandments in this Book that are binding for all times except for some sacrificial laws, which were first spelled out in the Book of VaYikra but remained incomplete until concluded here."

The Transition of Journey 

Thus, a broad outline of the Book of BeMidbar begins to emerge: it is in the main focussed upon the journey towards the land, and as such essentially describes a temporary condition.  The path stretching from Sinai to Israel, from the giving of the Torah to the possibility of its comprehensive fulfillment, is the subject of its narratives.  The fundamental character of most of its mitzvot is therefore decidedly different, for it is less concerned with the eternal acts to be practiced upon reaching the objective, and more concerned with the lessons to be internalized during the critical course of the passage.  Looming large on the horizon, effectively filling the void between the point of departure and the destination, is the Midbar.  This geographical zone, often translated as 'desert,' conjures up images of sun-baked sand dunes stretching to eternity and camel trains swaying across endless expanses of parched soil.  As we shall see, however, this conception of the Midbar is both inaccurate as well as inadequate.

The Memory of the Midbar

The significance of the Midbar experience may be gauged by the fact that about forty years after the opening of the Book, the Torah makes a number of pointed references to it.  These excerpts occur in the form of recollections that are addressed by Moshe to the New Generation that finally stands on the banks of the Jordan, after the disastrous consequences of the episode of the Spies have been fully realized.  After briefly recalling the sojourn at Sinai, Moshe tersely describes the journey away from the mountain, for which the preliminary preparations take place in our Parasha.  "We traveled from Horev, and traversed the great and awesome Midbar that you saw, by way of the ridge of the Amorites as God commanded us, and we arrived at Kadesh Barnea" (Devarim 1:19).  Here, the Midbar is recalled as a 'great and awesome' expanse, a characterization that implies a memorable if not fearful place.

In a lengthier passage forming part of his exhortation to the people to not grow complacent in their new land, Moshe again remembers the Midbar as a place of sinister dangers and Divine concern: "Be careful lest you forget God your Lord, not to observe His commandments, laws and decrees that I command you this day.  Lest you eat and be satiated, and build fine houses in which to dwell.  Lest your cattle and sheep increase, and you amass silver and gold, and all that you possess increases.  Lest you heart becomes arrogant and you forget God your Lord who took you out of the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage.  He Who led you through the great and awesome Midbar, the dwelling place of the snake, the fiery serpent and the scorpion, a place of great thirst for lack of water; He Who extracted for you water from the impenetrable rock.  He Who fed you manna in the Midbar, a form of sustenance that your ancestors knew not, in order to afflict you and to test you, so that it would be good for you at the end.  Say not in your heart 'my power and the strength of my hand have wrought for me this wealth.'  Rather, remember God your Lord for He gives you the strength to gather wealth, in order to fulfill His covenant that he swore to your ancestors, this very day" (Devarim 8:11-18).

In his farewell song at the conclusion of the Book of Devarim, Moshe returns one last time to the memory of the Midbar, again describing it as a place of both ominous and foreboding desolation as well as of Providential care: "(God) found (Israel) in the land of the Midbar, in a barren and howling wasteland; He enveloped them and protected them, keeping them safe as the pupil of His eye" (Devarim 32:10).  In all of these references, the Midbar emerges not as a fleeting memory of a topographical location, of a stretch of land uneventfully traversed and promptly forgotten, but rather as some sort of formative experience that left its profound mark on the national psyche.  What is the thrust of the Midbar's message? 

Understanding the Grammatical Basis

The Hebrew language, like other Semitic tongues, recognizes the existence of families of words that are grouped not according to meaning, but rather according to grammatical form.  Thus, 'Midbar' is based upon the three letter consonantal root 'DBR.'  This root is introduced by an 'm' prefix marked with a long vowel called 'chirik,' and has a penultimate consonant containing the emphatic 'dagesh' and marked by the vowel called 'kamatz' (or, in the case of the construct form, 'patach').  Other familiar words that fit this same pattern include the following: miShPaT or court, miKDaSh or temple, miKLaT or refuge, miSGaV or fortress, miTzPaH or lookout, miZRaCh or east, and miZBeaCh or altar.  It will be noticed that in all of the above cases, the form of the words is almost identical, although the meanings are of course completely different.  Examining the matter further, we in fact discover that the general grammatical form  'miXYaZ' means 'the place of XYZ' where 'XYZ' is the three letter root.  Thus, to translate the above terms more accurately (if less idiomatically), we can render mishpat as 'place of judgement' (hence a court), mikdash as 'place of holiness' (hence a temple), miklat as 'place of being let in' (hence a refuge), misgav as 'place of strength' (hence a fortress), mitzpah as 'place of seeing out into the distance' (hence a lookout), mizrach as 'place of the rising' (hence the east where the sun rises), and mizbeach as 'place of slaughter' (hence an alter).

The term 'Midbar' would therefore mean 'place of DBR,' where 'DBR' is the elemental root.  Having come this far, we now must ascertain the meaning of the root 'DBR' in order to understand accurately the definition of 'Midbar.'  Here, Rabbi David Kimchi (Radak, 13th century Spain) offers us assistance with his grammatical work entitled 'Sefer HaShorashim' or 'Book of Grammatical Roots.'  Commenting on the 'Midbar of Sinai' (Shemot 19:1) and 'the great Midbar' (Devarim 1:19), Radak explains: "This term refers to a desolate place, uncultivated and unsettled.  Grazing land is also called 'Midbar,' whether it be far or close to the city.  Another meaning of the root is 'manner' or 'way,' as in 'the sheep shall graze keDaVram' (Yeshayahu/Isaiah 5:17).  Here, the usage is similar to the Aramaic translation of the verse 'and he LED his flocks' (Breisheet 31:18), which is 'uDeVaR.'  It is correct to say that 'Midbar' therefore refers to a place of grazing because there the shepherd must lead the flocks to pasture.  Similarly, we find 'I shall place them as DoVRot on the sea' (Melachim/Kings 1:5:23), which refers to large timbers tied together and directed down the coast, namely rafts."

Radak's Contribution

Radak explains that the fundamental meaning of 'DBR' is 'to guide' or 'to lead.'  The Midbar is frequently associated with grazing land because to there the sheep are led to pasture.  Far from signifying the sterile and stifling environment of the desert, the Midbar is any place that is desolate, uncultivated and unsettled.  It may be temperate and even fertile, for its defining characteristic is not its climate but rather its population density.  That is to say that the Midbar is any area that it is bereft of human habitation.  Referring to its usage in Aramaic, itself a Semitic language, Radak explains that the verb form means 'to guide' or 'to lead,' and offers the example of Yaacov leading his flocks back to Canaan after his escape from his belligerent father-in-law Lavan.  Radak detects a further variation of the root in the description of King Shelomo's plans to build the Temple.  Shelomo secures the services of Chiram, King of Tzor (Tyre), who agrees to provide dressed timbers of cedar and spruce from his extensive forests in Lebanon.  Chiram, sensitive to the vast outlays of effort that would be required to carry the huge timbers overland from the Lebanon mountains to Jerusalem, instead suggests floating them down the Mediterranean coast and landing them at the port of Yaffo.  The biblical 'DoVRot' are the rafts made of these timbers lashed together, so called because sailors must guide them down the coast, or else they float aimlessly away.

Although Radak fails to explicitly make the connection, for he confines his discussion to flocks of sheep, it is clear that the term 'Midbar' impacts on the human dimension as well.  Any large tract that is completely desolate and uninhabited can be traversed safely only by one who is intimately familiar with the terrain.  The novice who enters the expanse of the wilderness without proper guidance, though he may have provisions aplenty, puts his life in danger, for he may easily become lost and disoriented and may never emerge.  Referring to our earlier analysis, the term 'Midbar' is therefore most accurately translated as 'THE PLACE OF BEING LED'!

Submitting to God's Guidance

The profound meaning of this Book's title is therefore a penetrating comment on its entire contents.  At Sinai, God proclaimed His Torah and the people listened.  Receiving a new set of norms and rituals, they offered formal acceptance and perfunctory performance but remained far from the ideal of being spiritually transformed.  Remaining at the foot of the mountain for close to a year, they solidified their commitment and slowly adapted to a new way of life.  Preparing to break up camp to commence their journey to the Promised Land, they were still bereft of the precious possessions of complete trust in God and the recognition of utter dependence on His providence.  The acquisition of these critical faith values would be essential to protect them from developing a conceited belief in their own abilities and an arrogant worship of their accomplishments, flaws that would spell their doom in the new Land.  But the journey from Sinai to Kadesh Barnea and on to the plains of Jericho could have taken many routes. 

"We traveled from Horev, and journeyed across the great and awesome Midbar that you saw, by way of the ridge of the Amorites as God commanded us...." Moshe reminded the people, explaining that there was Divine intent and purpose in directing the people to enter the wilderness and to traverse its desolate expanse.  The 'Midbar,' the place of being led, represented not only a geographic zone but a spiritual challenge as well.  To enter the Midbar meant to submit to the realization that without God's ever present and loving guidance, survival was impossible.  The passage across its stark and lonely landscape drove home the essential lesson that was so necessary for the people to internalize, not only that they might endure its immediate trials, but also that they might overcome the formidable physical and spiritual perils that beckoned them from the other side of the Jordan.  At first forced to submit to God's guidance, Who led them unwittingly and unwillingly into its howling grasp, they would, by the end of the journey, welcome the overt expressions of His continuous and sustaining intervention.  To develop complete trust in God's guidance and an absolute recognition of His role in ensuring human survival, is to realize a spiritual achievement of the highest order.  The experience of the Midbar was  Divinely orchestrated to provide the optimal possibility for the people to succeed in just this endeavor, but it was not meant to become a fond and faded memory after their emergence from its confines.   Rather, they were to remember it always, so that they might carry their new-found trust with them even after they had left its desolate embrace and entered a world in which God's involvement was just as real but not nearly as manifest.

How eloquent now are the words of the Ramban who comments on Moshe's directive to the people never to forget the journey through the Midbar, stated in Devarim 8:2: "Remember the whole journey on which God led you for forty years in the wilderness, in order to afflict you and to test you, to ascertain what was in your heart, to see if you would keep His commandments or not."  The Ramban explains: "The people did not know what counsel to adopt for themselves when they entered the great wilderness, a place of no food, and had no reserves of manna.  For each day the manna came down from the heavens anew and 'as the sun become hot, it melted,' though the people hungered for it.  All this they did to keep God's command and to journey according to His guidance.  Now God could have led them by way of the populated cities that were around them, but instead He brought them into the trial of the wilderness, for He knew that as a result of this experience, they would keep His commandments forever."

Shabbat Shalom 

For further study:

It is instructive to note other constructs that employ the root 'DBR' and to see how the above analysis, that explains the core meaning as 'to guide or to lead,' sheds additional light on the matter:

1) The infinitive 'leDaBer' means to speak and is often regarded as a synonym of 'leAMor,' to say.  Nevertheless, Rabbinic exegesis tended to differentiate the two forms by insisting that 'leDaBeR' constituted a harsher form of speech, a 'lashon kasha.'  Perhaps this is because 'amira' indicates a true dialogue of equals, whereas 'dibbur' implies a form of speech in which the conversation is one-sided – the speaker leads the conversation and the listener submits to his words.

2) The term 'Aseret HaDiBRot' (or Aseret HaDeVaRim) is frequently translated as the 'Ten Commandments,' a usage that has absolutely no basis in the traditional literature.  Bearing in mind the fundamental importance of these ten things but cognizant that they are but the foundation of a much larger edifice, we might be more accurate by translating the term as 'the Ten Guiding Principles.'

3) The Hebrew word for 'bee' is the well-known 'DeVoRa.'  Now it is true that the ancients did not employ a scientific methodology, as we know it.  Nevertheless, we do ourselves a disservice by underestimating their powers of observation, for they were very keen observers of the world around them to a degree that would probably put us to shame.  Could it be that they noticed that a bee that had discovered pollen would do a 'dance' to lead the other bees to the source?  Or perhaps they recognized that the hive's survival depended upon a single queen who alone 'led' her workers and drones?  

