
Torah Notes: Numbers 2:1-3:13 (Etz Hayim pg 774)  
We begin the fourth book of the Torah this week. In Hebrew it is called Bamidbar – “in the 
wilderness” – the first distinctive word in the book, which is also the name of the parasha. The 
English name for the book, Numbers, comes from the book’s beginning with a census of all men 
of military age (20).   

As we begin the second triennial section, the Israelites are being told how to arrange their 
encampment. They are organized by tribe, and then into four groups of tribes. Each group is 
positioned at one of the compass points – North, South, East, West – and in the center is the 
Tabernacle. There are three tribes in each section, but the Levites are in the center with the 
Tabernacle. To make up the difference (12 sons of Jacob minus Levi equals 11) Joseph gets 
two tribes – one for each of his sons:  Menashe and Ephraim. Each camp is marked with a 
degel – a flag – symbolizing the tribe. According to the Rashbam, each flag displayed the 
animal associated with each tribe. Midrash Rabbah says that each flag was dyed the color of 
the gemstone representing that tribe that was on the breastplate of the High Priest. 

After specifying the encampments of the 12 groups on the outside, the narrative then turns to 
the responsibilities of the Levites. They are set apart and Aaron and his sons, the priests, are 
put in charge of them. The reading ends with the statement that the Levites will serve in the 
place of the peter rechem – the “womb opener” or first born. Because of the terminology it’s 
clear that this does not mean a father’s first born, but rather the mother’s. In a society where a 
man may have several wives, these may be different people.   

The ritual of pidyon haben – redemption of the first born son – comes from the biblical verses 
concerning the Levites taking the place of the “womb opener.” A pidyon haben ritual is done 
only when neither parent is a Cohen or Levite, the child is a boy, he is the first child a woman 
gives birth to, there were no previous miscarriages, still births, or abortions, and the child is not 
delivered through Caesarian section. So it is not a common event. 

 

Haftarah Notes: Hosea 2:1-2:22(Etz Hayim pg. 786) 
This week’s haftarah comes from the book of Hosea, who prophesied in the Northern Kingdom 
during the Eighth Century, BCE. In Chapter 2, which we read this week, the relationship 
between God and the Israelite people is likened to a marriage, a frequent metaphor in prophetic 
writings. In this case, Israel is represented as an unfaithful wife, with worshiping false gods 
being seen as akin to adultery. God threatens to punish the people/wife with deprivation and 
humiliation if she does not repent of her adulterous ways. God goes on to promise, though, that 
once she has repented and returned to the proper worship of a single God she will be forgiven. 

The analogy of God as husband and Israel as wife illuminates the hierarchical nature of 
marriage that was assumed at the time. The idea of marriage as an equal partnership is a 
radical redefinition of the institution, one that would come much later.   

The haftarah ends on a positive note, with God promising to resume the marriage and love the 
repentant wife/people forever. The last verse of this haftarah is recited when putting on tefillin: 
“v'eiras'tikh li l'olam v'eiras'tikh li b'tzedek uv'mish'pat uv'chesed uv'rachamim v'eiras'tikh li 
be'emunah v'yada'at et hashem” – “I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you to me with 
righteousness and with justice and with kindness and with mercy; I will betroth you to me with 
faithfulness and you will know the Lord.” (Dale Rosenberg) 
 


