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Raising Our Identity Awareness

“And G-d spoke to Moshe in the Sinai Desert, inside the Tabernacle, on the first (day) of the second month, of the second year from their exodus from the land of Egypt…” (Numbers 1:1). “Each person (shall dwell) by his flag, characterized by the symbol of his father’s family, so shall the children of Israel encamp. They shall encamp surrounding, but at a distance from, the Tabernacle” (Ibid 2:2).

A

fter a roller-coaster year of miraculous exodus, inspirational revelation and Torah receiving at Mount Sinai, submission to the Golden Calf and construction of the Holy Tabernacle, the Jewish people were arranged by tribes to encamp around their new portable Temple. A flag of the same color as that tribe’s stone on the High Priest’s Breastplate accompanied each of the twelve tribes, and which also contained an emblem, the symbol of that tribe (1).


The Sages write that G-d instructed the use of these flags to show His abiding love for the nation of Israel (2). What did these banners represent that their use confirmed the Jews were special to G-d?


The collective goal of the Jewish people is to be “a light onto the nations” (3). Nevertheless, each tribe, and indeed each individual, has an independent role to play in this objective. 

The twelve sons of Yaakov were endowed with unique capabilities and potential, which they bequeathed to their descendants. Those qualifications were prophetically transmitted to Moshe by G-d and were revealed through the symbols depicted on the tribe’s flag. As each tribe colonized separately, the members thereof were afforded the opportunity to gaze upon their flag and contemplate their unique mission in life. 

It was in His love for the Jewish people that G-d provided for the preservation of the tribes’ individual potentials. As the Psalmist wrote in reference to the children of Israel, “(G-d) counts the multitude of stars, to each He appoints a name” (4). Although there are many members of the Jewish people, G-d is concerned about the individuality of each one.

The nations of the world sent a delegation to the children of Israel offering positions of leadership and stature to anyone who would come join them. The Jews’ negative response was confident and succinct. “Can you possibly offer us the grandeur that G-d gave us in the wilderness when He arranged us by tribe, each one led by its defining banner?” (5).

Even when presented with comfortable positions of leadership and wealth, the Jews in later generations recognized the affinity they enjoyed with G-d. To them it was worth remaining the hunted and persecuted, if the alternative meant losing their treasured identity (6).

Today, with all the anti-Semitism occurring throughout the world, the number one threat to the continuity of the Jewish people nevertheless remains assimilation. To be sure, this menace is not new. Three thousand years ago, the Jews asked their prophet, Shemuel, for a king to rule over them “like all the nations” (7), a request G-d recognized as an affront to His Sovereignty. Later, when the Jews returned to Yerushalayim to rebuild the Second Temple, the prophet Nechemiah admonished the people for their inter-faith marriages. In more recent times, the 18th - 19th Century German Jews of the “Enlightenment” integrated with the local society. Today’s liberal, “Melting Pot” culture has aggravated the situation and brought it to new depths.

In Israel, too, there is a great sense of apathy, even antagonism, toward the tenets of the Torah. Nevertheless, the results of a recent poll of Israeli teenagers reveal a glimmer of hope that the Jewish people, even estranged ones, still identify with their heritage. When questioned if they supported the division of Yerushalayim in exchange for real peace with the Palestinians, an overwhelming majority of 77% opposed such a move (8).

The city of Yerushalayim represents the epitome of Jewish identity. It was there that the Holy Temples stood many years ago, where the Cohanim performed G-d’s service and the Divine Presence dwelled. To many of those young adults polled, peace without a united Yerushalayim is not a compromise; it is surrender. To relinquish Yerushalayim is perceived by them as stripping the Jewish nation of its identity. Peace under such conditions does not represent peace with the Jewish people.

Our true hope for the future, however, is by rallying behind the distinguishing laws and ideals of the Torah. In Hebrew, the word for essence, atz’mut, is related to the word for independence, atzma’ut. True independence must support an increase of individuality awareness and behavior, not the opposite. In fact, the Jews in Egypt, having sunk to the depths of spiritual impurity, were redeemed because they had stubbornly continued to identify themselves as Jews (9).

The centrality of the Torah’s role in our lives answers a puzzling question concerning the flags in the desert. The flags that G-d instructed us to use showed that He loved us because it showed He was concerned for the preservation of our identity and uniqueness. Why, then, did G-d wait until the second year of the Jews’ sojourn to implement them?

As the Jews concluded their first year in the wilderness, they inaugurated the portable Temple, which housed at its center the tablets containing the Ten Commandments. It was around those tablets, and all they represented, that the Jews were instructed to encamp with their flags. 

Before the Tabernacle was dedicated, G-d refrained from accentuating differences between the tribes to avoid causing dissention amongst the people. With the Tabernacle’s dedication, however, the centrally located icon of the Torah would serve to merge them all in a unified goal (10). May we too achieve such unity, and be privileged to all its blessings!  

--------------------

(1) See Rashi and Nachmanides to Numbers 2:2. Also, see Bamidbar Rabbah 2:7. (2) See Bamidbar Rabbah 2:3. (3) Yeshaya 42:6. (4) Tehillim 147:4. (5) Bamidbar Rabbah 2:4. (6) Rabbi Yeruchom Levovitz in Da'as Torah, vol.4, p.8-11. (7) Shemuel I 8:5. (8) The highly regarded pollster, Dr. Mina Tzemach, conducted the poll in April of 2002. (9) Shemos Rabbah 20:22. (10) Rabbi Yaakov Kaminetsky in his Emes Le’Yaakov.
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