Netvort: Parshas Bamidbar 5769: The Great Conciliator 
by Rabbi Joshua (conciliatory known as The Hoffer) Hoffman

Parshas Bamidbar is always read on the Shabbos before Shavuos. According to one opinion in Tosafos in Megillah, this is in order to make a separation between the reading of the section of tochecha, or rebuke, in Bechukosai, and the holiday of Shavuos. Other opinions, however, seem to indicate that there is an intrinsic connection between parshas Bamidbar and Shavuos. Moreover, the Zohar tells us that, in general, the blessings of each week depend on the Torah reading of the preceding Shabbos. What, then, is the connection between parshas Bamidbar and the holiday of Shavuos?

I would like to suggest that a connection between our parsha and Shavuos can be found in the episode of the redemption of the first born by the Levi'im. Originally, the service in the mishkan was to be performed by the firstborn of each tribe, but, due to the sin of the eigel, they were replaced by the members of the tribe of Levi. This transference is recorded in parshas Bamidbar. There were, however, two hundred seventy three firstborn in excess of the Levi'im, and, therefore, each one of these firstborn was redeemed at a price of five shekalim, or twenty geirah. The midrash, cited by Rashi, tells us that these five shekalim came to atone for the sale of Yosef, by his brothers for five shekalim which amounted, in their time, to twenty dinarim which the other tribes sold Yosef. The midrash, however, does not explain why, beyond the fact that Yosef was Rachel's firstborn, there is a connection between that sale and the replacement of the firstborn by the Levi'im.  What then is that connection? 

According to Rav Avraham Yitzchak haKohein Kook, Yosef and his brothers represented two different approaches to the service of God. While the other brothers, as typified by Yehudah, followed a path of complete dedication to the pursuit of holiness, without venturing into the outside world, Yosef spread holiness through engaging the outside world. The brothers felt that Yosef was corrupting the tradition they had received form their father Yaakov, but, in reality, both approaches are necessary in order to spread the message of our patriarchs. The mistake of the brothers, then was their failure to appreciate that each person has his role to play in serving God, and that role may be different from the role of others. This idea was taken further when Yaakov, before he died, blessed his sons and assigned each of them with their unique role within the family, and also within the wider nation that they were destined to form. The Talmud in Shabbos (10) tells us that it was the sale of Yosef  by his brothers that led to the exile in Egypt, and it would follow that, in order for the exile to end, and the nation to be ready to receive the Torah, the causes for the enmity between Yosef and his brothers would have to be rectified. 

When the Torah was given at Mt. Sinai, then, the Jewish people needed to be unified, and in order for this to happen, each tribe needed to appreciate the value of the different roles they were to play within the nation. On a wider scale, each person needed to recognize the unique character of every individual among the nation. The rabbis, in fact, tell us that God spoke to each person at Mt. Sinai in a unique way, and there was a need for national unity at the revelation in order fro each person to appreciate the unique qualities of his fellow Jew. According to the Ramban, the mishkan was meant to transfer the experience of Mt. Sinai to every day life, and so, the sense of national unity, essential for the proper functioning of the nation as representatives of God in the world, needed to be perpetuated, as well. It was therefore the tribe of Levi, as led by Aharon that replaced the firstborn, because Aharon was the person who reconciled differences between people, and helped each one appreciate the value of the other. The order of encampment that was set up in the wilderness, as recorded in this week's parsha, was a replication of that which was arranged at Mt. Sinai, and, therefore, when the formal replacement of the firstborn by the Levi'im was carried out, the redemption of the excess  firstborn was set at a price that was reminiscent of the sale of Yosef, as an indication that the tribe of Levi, energized by the spirit of Aharon, the great conciliator, was charged with the responsibility to maintain the unity of the nation that was necessary for it to spread holiness in the world through actualizing the teachings of the Torah as revealed  at Mt. Sinai, which event we commemorate on Shavuos.

A joyous Shavuos to all from the entire staff here at Netvort central.

