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14. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik
The central theme and halacha described in Bamidbar is the setup of the
various camps and degrees of separation based on Kedusha. The various camps
can be viewed as concentric circles with the Machane Shechina which
included the Mishkan and the Holy of Holies at the center and the Machane
Leviim surrounding the Mishkan and the Machane Yisrael surrounding the
Machane Leviim.
The Rambam (Hilchot Beit Habechira 7:11) describes the 3 camps in the desert
as the blueprint to be used when establishing the environment around the Beit
Hamikdash, past and future (Uknegdan L’dorot). He mentions the Machane
Shechina which includes the Mikdash and the Holy of Holies, Machane Leviya
which includes the the Temple mount area and the Machane Yisrael which
includes the rest of the City of Jerusalem.
The Rav explained the Rambam as emphasizing the concept of Machane as it
relates to L’dorot. Yerushalayim is not only a city like other cities, it also has
the special status and Kedusha of Machane Yisrael, just like the Machane
Yisrael had in the desert. The same is true for the Har Habayis as being a
continuation of the Kedushat Machane Leviya and the Mikdash itself as the
continuation of the Kedushat Machane Shechina. It is the aspect of Machane
that defines and establishes the Kedusha of these 3 places. Without the
perpetuity of the concept of Machane there would be no Kedushat Mikdash.



The Rav derived this from the language used by the Rambam, for example the
Rambam does not say that Yerushalayim has similar sanctification to that of
Machane Yisrael in the desert. Instead he says that the Machane concept is
perpetual. The Rav explained the concept of perpetual Machane. The central
Machane, Machane Shechina was the source of Kedusha which emanated to
the surrounding Machanot. The Machane Leviya was closest to the Machane
Shechina, hence its level of Kedusha was greater than Machane Yisrael, which
was further removed.

These virtual Machanot extended to the Beit Hamikdash. The Beit Hamikdash
itself, including the Holy of Holies and the sanctuary, was the virtual Machane
Shechina. The Har Habayit, including the courtyard of the Mikdash was the
virtual Machane Leviya. Yerushalayim was the virtual Machane Yisrael. The
Kedushat Yerushalayim derived from its role as a Machane in the context of
Kedushat Mikdash, not because it was a city in Eretz Yisrael.In all cases the
theme of Kedusha Machanot was that the closer the Machane was to the
center, Hashraas Shechina, the greater its level of Kedusha.

This main focus of Parashat Bamidbar is the description of the various levels of
Kedusha for the different Machanot. What is the connection of the Parasha to
Shavuot? The Rav explained that Mount Sinai at the time of Kabbalat Hatorah
had the status of Mikdash. It was the first Mikdash for Bnay Yisrael. There were
3 distinct levels of permission that applied to approaching Mount Sinai: at the
center, on the top of the mountain, was Hashem and Moshe (Machane
Shechina). The second Machane included Aharon and the 70 elders (Machane
Leviya). The third Machane consisted of the rest of Bnay Yisrael who remained
below, surrounding the mountain (Machane Yisrael). Before we can
understand and appreciate Kabbalat Hatorah, we have to understand the
concept of Kedushat Mikdash, that it consists of 3 Machanot or Mechitzos,
where the members of each group were restricted from entering the next higher
level Machane (level of Kedusha). That is why Hashem emphasized that Moshe
should clearly demarcate the boundaries of the Mountain, to ensure that the
people do not breach their Machane, their level of Kedusha. Parashat
Bamidbar explains the various degrees of Kedushat Machanot and is therefore
read before Shavuot.

The Rav added an additional connection between the Mikdash and the
Kedushat Machanot. The Gemara raises the question if the Mishkan was taken
apart in order to travel (i.e. there was no Mikdash extant while they traveled in
the desert) how was the Kedusha of the Lechem Hapanim maintained (i.e.
without a Mikdash how could there be Lechem Hapanim)? The Gemara



answers that the Kedushat Mikdash remained in effect even though it was taken
apart while they traveled. The entire entourage that included the 4 groups of
Bnay Yisrael surrounding the Machane Leviya and the (disassembled)
Machane Shechina retained their respective status of Kedushat Machane. The
Kedusha was not dependent on the Mikdash being stationary. This was
different than the Kedushat Beit Hamikdash, which has a Kedushat Makom
associated with a specific location.
This concept of a "transient Mikdash" with no fixed place described in Parashat
Bamidbar has been fundamental to the ability of the Jew to survive in Galut for
so many years without a functional Beit Hamikdash. Even though we no longer
have the Kedushat Mechitza of a Beit Hamikdash that we can see and enter,
the Jew has never lost the Mikdash from the standpoint of Kedushat Machane.
The notion of a "traveling Beit Hamikdash", a Machane, has accompanied us
from place to place throughout our history.
The Bris Avot obligated Bnay Yisrael to keep the Mitzvot of Hashem in return
for being given Eretz Yisrael. The Brit at Mount Sinai was different in that it had
no dependency on Eretz Yisrael. The Jew accepted the Torah at Mount Sinai
to keep the Mitzvot of Hashem no matter where he may be.
Hashem said to Bnay Yisrael that they shall be a kingdom of Priests and and a
holy nation for everything belongs to Hashem. The Kedushat Machane can be
found anywhere the Jew may find himself:
"Vatem Tihyu Li Mamlechet Kohanim Vgoy Kadosh... Ki Li Kal Haaretz".
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