Collectirity and Connectivity
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1 ASHEM spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying, 2 “The Children of 'lsrael shall encamd;;; teac:
man by his banner according to the insignias of their fathers household, at a ! ?r:;e
surrounding the Tent of Meeting shall they encamp. 3 Those whf) encamp to the t,":or; ’ 3 y
east, shall be the banner of the camp of Judah according to the'zr leg(?ns — and the lea fr
the children of Judah is Nachshon son of Amminadab — *its legion and their count are

206 O RABBI FRAND ON THE PARASHAH 3

3

Wilderness. Each shevet had its own flag, which was the color
of its stone in the Choshen, with a pictorial representation_of
the shevet on it.

Why, indeed, did they need these flags? And why does
Hashem consider them so important that the verse of Shir
HaShirim (2:4) states, “Vediglo alai ahavah — And His flag
upon me is love"?

In order to understand the deep roots of this seemingly
mundane phenomenon, we must return to its source.

A_Midrash teaches that when Hashem revealed His
Presence at Mount Sinai, He was accompanied by many
legions of angels, each group of which had its own flag. When

the Jews saw those flags, they said, “If only we too could"

have flags like the angels.” Hashem pledged that they would

eventually have flags, and that pledge materialized in this
parashah. o

P This entire Midrash is difficult to understand. A flag is
a_physical object, and angels are entirely spiritual. Why do
angels need flags? Furthermore, why did the Jews yearn for
flags just
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CCORDING TO THE MIDRASH, MOSHE WAS CONCERNED
about the flag system Hashem had told him to jnsti-
btute. He was afraid it would bring trouble and lead to
*“divisions and disputes among the tribes.” He was afraid that if
he told this tribe to travel on the west, they would insist on trav-
eling on the east, that those he sent to the north would clamor
for the southern flank. Whatever he did would not be good
endugh. The tribes would bicker and fight with each other as
they jockeyed for position, and strife would reign in the Jewish

encampment.
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But Hashem reassured him that all would go well. Yaakov
had already established the pattern of the travel formations
by assigning specific positions to his sons when _he gave
instructions for his funeral procession from Eqypt to Canaan.

>‘Jhe positions around Yaakov's coffin were the same as those

around the Mishkan. Therefore, the people were already
accustomed to their assigned positions.

~ But questions still remain. Why would the people be will-
ing to accept formations based on funeral formations hun-
cireds of years in _the past? How would the pattern of
Y:aakov’s funeral procession prevent dissensiqn and strife in
the travel formation in the desert?
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Rav Mordechai Rogov explains that human nature is very
sensitive to the environment. When things are going well in
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society, when peace and prosperity reign_in the land people
are more inclined to be civil, even genteel to each other. But
when the going gets tough, the veneer of politeness thins

very quickly. Nerves fray. Tempers grow short. Before you
know it, all civility is gone, and people are at each other's
tiiroats.
® Moshe was concerned that the Jewish people would not
react well to the rigors of traveling through the desert, a
place rife with feral animals and ringed by hostile nations.
Despite the protection of the Cloud Pillars, they would feel
apprehensive. This would lead them to discard their civil
manners_and jockey for better positions. It's one thing to be
civil in ordinary times and quite another in times of war and
famine.

You don'’t need to worry, Hashem assured Moshe. The death
of Yaakov was also a crisis for the fledgling Jewish nations. It
could easily have led to bickering and dissension among the
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brothers. Under pressure of the situation, they could have jos-
tied for positions around the coffin. But Yaakov gave them spe-
cific instructions about their positions around his coffin, and by
following those instructions, they learned to get along in times

of crisis. This lesson sank deep into their consciousness and )
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became part of the national character. Therefore, Moshe, you
don’t have to worry that the Jewish people will break down and
fight among themselves. They have been conditioned to keep

to a higher standard. Not only Mhmughmhistory,

throughout the worst pogroms and inquisitions and massacres,

the Jewish spirit will retain its refinerqg‘r}fﬁng r}gbn!nty You don’t

have to worry, Moshe.
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The Nesivos Shalom explains that a flag represents the
mission of a group that operates under it. In the U.S. military,
for instance, not only does each branch have its own flag, but
in many cases, units and subunits will amend the flag of their
branch of the military so that it represents their specific unit.
It’s not enough for the Seals to operate under the general flag
of the Navy; they need a Navy Seals flag. ‘
)\f When Chazal taught that the angels came down with flags,
they meant that_each legion of angels had its specific mis-
sion clearly defined. The “flags” demonstrated the purpose of

each group of angels.
When the Jews saw those flags, they too wanted to have

their specific and unique mission clearly defined, For if there
is one berachah in life, it is to know what one’s tafkid (mis-
sion) is in this world. We all want to serve Hashem, but we

wonder in what capacity we should be serving Him. The flags
defined for each tribe what their mission was.

The flags continue to carry a message for us too, because
even today, aithgggb we no longer have flags, we each have
a clearly defined mission jn this world. It is through one’s
specific mission that he can achieve greatness.

A
\ We might also suggest that the reason why Parashas
Bamidbar precedes Shavuos is because unity is a prereq:
uisite to receiving the Torah. In order for a Torah-society to
work, each group within the society must be keenly aware of
Y where its mission lies, and not be jealous of or try to imitate
other groups. If each member of Klal Yisrael is constantly
thinking, | want that guy’s job or Why should he be entitled to
learn all day? society will crumble.

¢ In order to excel in our missions here on earth, we must
imbue ourselves with the realization that flags or no flags, we
are each given a specific tafkid here, and as long as we fulfill
our tafkid properly, we can all achieve greatness.
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In light of what we have just explained, we can appreciate a
puzzling exchange between the prophet Eliyahu and his disci-
ple Elisha. When the time came for Eliyahu to leave the world,
- he invited Elisha to ask for a final gift. Elisha responded, “Let
there be, please, a double portion of your spirit upon me.”
Elisha asked for twice the ruach ha-kodesh and twice the spiri-
tual greatness that Eliyahu himself possessed. “You have re-
quested something difficult,” Eliyahu told him. “But if you see
me when [ am taken from you, it will be as you have re-
quested.”*
—:D If we think carefully about Elisha’s request, we find some-
thing very strange. Consider a parallel case involving money.
If a person had exactly one hundred dollars in his wallet, you
could certainly ask him to give you or lend you the hundred
dollars. But it would hardly make sense to ask him for two
hundred dollars, since he can’t give you what he doesn’t have.
How, then, could Elisha have asked Eliyahu to give him twice
the ruach ha-kodesh that Eliyahu himself possessed? And
Eliyahu's answer was equally enigmatic, for why should it de-
pend on whether or not Elisha would see him as he left the
world?

~J Strange as it may seem, that is the way it actually hap-
pened. When Eliyahu went up to Heaven in a chariot of fire,
Elisha was able to see him, and at that moment, Elisha became
twice as great as his rebbe. The Gemara tells us, in fact, that
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whatever Eliyahu accomplished in terms of prophecy and mir- U S —
acles, Elisha accomplished twice as much. But how was it pos- : .
sible for Eliyahu to give away more than he owned? _ MKW YurYXY APHK MKW K¥nn
The explanation is as follows: Eliyahu knew that just before 3“:’7" PN NPYK D102 10 AWYN 1 'mui Y
he left the world he would be much greater than he had been ;-" Ll '"97;1 ."7N;l'l1"l= D’:W ’D::I ’n;UL:ZLbN
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he went up to Heavep —— if there would still be a connection
between them as Eliyahu began to ascend from level to level —
then it would be possible for Elisha to receive his gift. To the ex-
tent that Elisha would be able to see the Heavenly Glory sur-
rounding his rebbe, he would be able to receive a part of it for ey —————
himself. And since at that moment Eliyahu would be many g
times greater than ever before, it would indeed be possible for i
Elisha to become twice as great as Eliyahu had been during his IO NN PR YD

lifetime.

A What happened with Elisha and Eliyahu also happened at
other moments in history, when other great tzadikkim left the
world. Devoted talmidim who were present when their rebbes
departed also became heirs to a great spiritual wealth —an in-
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heritance of holiness, an endowment of ruach ha-kodesh. - 20 4
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