
Warning: There will be a homework assignment at the end of this teaching. 
This Torah portion, Ba-Midbar (In the Desert) begins what in English is called “The Book of 
Numbers.” For many people, this Torah portion is officially one of the “boring Torah portions.” 
The Torah portion comprises, for example, lists of tribes and the number of males twenty 
years old and up in each tribe. These men over 20 are termed “kol yotzei tzava” “all who go 
out in the Legions” – Minute Men, the organized militia in case of a war (there were several). 
We also have a list of those who didn’t serve in the militia - the Levites, who took care of the 
Mishkan – the Dwelling Place of God. We have descriptions of where all the tribes/militias 
stationed themselves around the Dwelling Place of God – 12 tribes around the compass, four 
stations, three tribes each.
The lists go on. 
If you avoid reading the lists, you’ll miss a verse that is easy to overlook. In Numbers 1:2, we 
are told that “the Israelites shall encamp around the Tent of Meeting, each man by his banner 
and the insignia of their clans (ish al diglo b’otot l’beit avotam).” As far as I know, the “banners 
and insignias” is not expanded upon in the Bible.
In Rabbinic Literature, especially Ba-Midbar Rabbah 2:6-7, the imagination of the Rabbis fills 
in what the Bible leaves out. According to the Midrash, each of the 12 Tribes had a uniquely 
colored degel - banner. The colors of the banners were determined by the colors of the gems 
associated with each tribe on the Breastplate of the High Priest. Each tribe had an insignia 
on its flag, an animal or other image symbolic of the unique characteristic of each tribe. The 
three tribes together on each point of the compass, the regiment, as it were, had a tricolor – 
the three colors of each of that regiment’s three tribes. 
In this short section of the Midrash, we have a riot of colors and images, formed into the 
battalions and regiments of the militia. Twelve banners, one for each of the 12 Tribes, each 
banner with a symbolic image. For example, the stone on the Breastplate for the tribe of Dan 
was a jacinth, the color of the tribal flag was sapphire and embroidered on the flag was a 
snake. Some tribe had to make sure we didn’t forget about the Snake.
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Shabbat Machar chodESh

ParaShat baMidbar

NuMbErS 1:1 - 4:20
SPEcial haftarah

i SaMuEl 20:18-42



The Midrash asks: Why did God assign to each tribe a banner, according to the colors of 
gemstones on the Breastplate of the High Priest, and insignias representing an array 
of allusions? The Midrash refers us to Deuteronomy 32:10. In that verse, the desert, the 
midbar, is described as a “tohu y’lel v’shimon,” “a howling, desolate wasteland.” Rashi adds 
a comment to that verse, where he clarifies that the desert was home to “crocodiles (taninim) 
and birds of prey.”
The Midrash and the verse in Deuteronomy, as many of you can see immediately, is resonating 
with the unformed void before creation (tohu) and the ancient mythological sea monsters of 
Babylonian mythology (the taninim), smelling of chaos. It would be hard to find a better image 
describing the crisis of meaning upon which Existentialism is founded. A howling, desolate 
wasteland, where birds of prey and sea monsters roam about. The Wasteland – a world 
evacuated of meaning, the stench of death and decay, a shattered world that invites nihilism 
and despair.
The Midrash speaks on the “banners, insignias and gemstones” using the distressing imagery 
of Deuteronomy 32:10, is teaching us how to navigate the Wasteland. I imagine the first thing 
the Israelites had to do was find gemstones in the terrain of desolation. Even in this howling 
Wasteland, there are precious stones to be found, sparkling with beauty. We give the gems 
names, and in those names, we find that the colors of the soul are being brought to the 
surface. 
Don’t eat birds that feed on corpses. Straighten up. Find your tribe (you won’t be doing this 
alone). Fall into formations arrayed around the presence of God. You are a spiritual warrior. 
Chase off the sea monsters with light and order. Create symbols that remind you of your 
search for meaning and purpose. 
We find our place among other gemologists and banner makers, embroiderers of symbols, 
organized around light and law, shapers of meaning in the Wasteland.
Your homework: Find gems, give them names. Each day find the gem that today is speaking 
to you in light and wholeness. Bring the colors of the soul to the surface. Create banners 
that guide your way. Fill your life with insignias and symbols. Find your tribe. Face front to the 
Dwelling Place of God. 
Why is this book of the Bible called “In the Desert” (the howling, desolate wasteland)? To 
remind us where we are, what we must do, and what is at stake. 
It’s not all homework. You can take one day off a week, to refresh your soul.

Gemstones, Banners and Insignias, Continued
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Shabbat Zoom Sessions

Friday Evening, 7 pm 
Candle Lighting and Brief Teaching

Meeting ID: 845 5543 7908 
Passcode: 780011

Shabbat Morning, 10 am
Rabbi’s Teaching 10:30 am
Meeting ID: 880 7900 5392 

Passcode: 011842



The special Haftarah (reading from the books of prophets) for a Sabbath 
that precedes the first day of the new month is taken from I Samuel 
20:18-42. The narrative there tells of the bond between Jonathan, the 
son of King Saul, and David. Jonathan says to David that “tomorrow is 
the new moon” (“machar hodesh”) and discusses with him how David 
will know it will be safe to join in the festive meal in light of King Saul’s 
hate filled envy of David. 
Aside from the term “tomorrow is the new month”, why would this 
narrative be deemed so important by the Rabbis of the Talmud to 
displace the regular haftarah?  Like so many narratives in the book 
of Genesis, this story contains so many of the impossible tensions of 
family and community life that the moral commandments in the Torah 
try to address. Jonathan is torn by wanting to honor his father, who is 
not an honorable man. The King wants to murder David, a desire that is 
restrained by Jonathan. Saul humiliates his son in public, when Jonathan 
defends David. Perhaps this Haftarah stands for all the tragic situations 
in which families find themselves. Rosh Hodesh is understood as Yom 
Kippur Katan (a small Yom Kippur), a day when we can examine our 
failures and renew ourselves to a more noble life. Here is a passage 
from the narrative:
30 Saul flew into a rage against Jonathan. “You son of a perverse, 
rebellious woman!” he shouted. “I know that you side with the son of 
Jesse-to your shame, and to the shame of your mother’s nakedness! 
31 For as long as the son of Jesse lives on earth, neither you nor your 
kingship will be secure. Now then, have him brought to me, for he is 
marked for death.” 32 But Jonathan spoke up and said to his father, “Why 
should he be put to death? What has he done?” 33 At that, Saul threw his 
spear at him to strike him down; and Jonathan realized that his father 
was determined to do away with David. 34 Jonathan rose from the table 
in a rage. He ate no food on the second day of the new moon, because 
he was grieved about David, and because his father had humiliated him.

Synopsis of the 

Special Haftarah 

Jeremiah 16:19 - 17:14

The book of Numbers begins on the first day of the second month in 
the second year since our coming out of Egypt and concludes, 39 years 
later, when we are poised on the banks of the Jordan River across from 
Jericho.  This week’s Torah portion recounts the census taken of the 
Israelites and their encampment positions around the Tent of Meeting. It 
also includes the formal establishment of the kohanim/priests (Aharon 
and his two remaining sons, El’azar and Itamar), and a census of the 
Levites.  Each levitical family had a specific area of responsibility, and 
the Levites in general were seen as replacements for the firstborn sons 
of the other tribes, since God had a special claim on first born sons.  
Particular attention is given to the family of Kehat who must assemble 
and disassemble the Holy of Holies.  They need the direct guidance of 
the three Kohanim in their tasks.

Synopsis of the 

Torah Portion

Numbers 1:1 - 4:20

Shabbat Machar Chodesh
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PleaSe nOte:     
If you have something for the weekly update, material, as well as flyers, must be in the office by 4PM the preceding Monday! 
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Happy Birthday...
 

Susan Grynberg on May 20.
Israel Sushman on May 24
Matthew Kelly on May 25

This Week We Remember... 

Rachel Levy, 
mother of Ralph Levy, on May 21.

Ernest Richard Pitman, 
father of Emily Hirsch, on May 23.

Julius Grush, 
father of Randi Letendre, on May 25.

Ada Abuza, 
mother of Richard Abuza, on May 26.

Eva Schecter, 
mother of Michael Schecter, on May 26.

Klara Gal, 
mother of Rina Shapira, on May 26.

Mazal Tov...
 

Sarah Megan Heller and Erik Mulet on their 
daughter, Sophia Mulet, being called to the 

Torah as a Bat Mitzvah on April 29.


