NN 0
maharat \O

dedicated learning. dynamic leadership.

Parshat Naso:

Communities of God
Atara Cohen

After God counts those who belong in the camp of Israel in parashat Bamidbar and the beginning of
Nasso - a sign of God'’s love for each member of Israel, according to Rashi - we find a starkly
exclusionary passage:

2 Command the Israelites to remove from camp anyone nIDNRNTM NN 7R 12NN XA
with an eruption or a discharge and anyone defiled by a 1917 XY 791 AT7721 y1X~72
corpse. NI0DN7 YINN-7% IN7YR D737V 1270 A
3 Remove male and female alike; put them outside the X WYX DA'IDN-NIX IXNY! K| DINYYR
camp so that they do not defile the camp of those in :D2iNg PY
whose midst | dwell. DNIN INYY! INIY 2 [DTIwY T
4 The Israelites did so, putting them outside the camp; as  n¢in=7x nIn* 12T X2 NJNAY yINR~7X
the LORD had spoken to Moses, so the Israelites did. (9) Z'?tl{jidj', m 1wy |2

We have learned that people with impurities from irregular discharges and contact with the dead are
excluded from the temple. We might be able to reconcile this because we can accept that God’s
most holy place must have absolute perfection. But how can we exclude someone from the camp -
from the broader community, for what might be a mere accident?

We know that the Torah cares about the feelings of those excluded because of impurity from the
story of Pesach Sheini. When impure people are excluded from the Korban Pesach, they are given a
second chance a month later. Why are the feelings of the impure people not taken into account
elsewhere?

| am not the only one who is uncomfortable with these verses. The Netziv feels this difficulty as well,

notes the particular language of “Tzav,” “command,”
“Command the Israelites” - because it is a difficult thing 72T XINY DIYN 7RY' 12 NI 1Y
to send out of the camp of Israel 78 nannn yin n7wW7 nwp

According to the Netziv, the language of the pasuk acknowledges that the Israelites themselves
would be reluctant to exile their fellow tribe members. Therefore, there is a particularly strong word
of command to push them to do so.

This sentiment of Israelite unity seems to be a good thing. Why, then, does God command this?

Ramban’s commentary on these verses exacerbates this problem. He writes,

“And you shall send them from the camp:” After the NIX D'ZNY DX "nannn n in7w”
Mishkan was established, [God] commanded that they NINNN N D'RNVN NITY DX PYNN
send the impure people from the camp, for the camp was 2 NMYNY IR YITR NINAN 'Y
holy and ready to accept the Shechina. This is a mitzva "NNIT?1 T NANn DX R0DIENIDY

that applies immediately and for future generations.
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Ramban extends the three specific types of impurity in the verses to all types of purity. He explains
that God’s presence descends on the camp like God does on the Mishkan, so that impurity cannot
be tolerated. This applies to both that specific time, and to all times the camp is together. These
people are forever excluded from the camp - until they become pure.

So how do we account for this exclusion?

The Mei Shiloach is so uncomfortable with the idea of excluding people based on impurity that he
believes that the impurity has a moral valence. He writes,

“remove from camp anyone with an eruption ".w917 NNV 721 271 721 YNX 75 nannn n Nt
or a discharge and anyone defiled by a ['DV) YN [IWY7 IV KIN NYIX D 0Vd KIN VX
corpse.” [71 .N12¥Y KIN W17 XNLIL,NIRN 72v2 XN 2T (01'0
A person with tzaraat is anger because 17 'R OYD NITN D NIINNN W7un NYNw ynxn
tzaraat is from the sin of evil speech. A nnnni N7 naNnn 7Y Nnwn amiLRIwI 7N
person with an emission is one with excess TN NIN' X7 AINNN DTN D 1Y L,N1DY
desire, and one who is impure from contact NINNN 71 N7NWN 1'R DT w917 XNUI,0'MdN
with the dead is depression. And therefore the NITA DYDY XX¥XN1 0'AdN *TN7N1 DA D ,N1DY
person with tzaraat is sent from the three 'NNINT XN XNAIR (T N1yn) 'naa w'nd niavvn
camps because the trait of anger does not N7NYn N1Y NINNA 11, NIAXY KINXNNNLE DY
have a place in Israel... the trait of desire has NI ITNETIY D
no place with scholars... as does

depression...

According to the Mei shiloach, the only the people who are excluded are those who supposedly
cannot exist in community.

However, this metaphorical reading is perhaps more disturbing than the pshat. The people with
tendencies of anger, desire and depression that draw them apart are the ones we should reach out
to include all the more!

| prefer to stick to a plain reading of the text. Perhaps we must see the camps as an extension of the
Mishkan, that everything must be prepared to a high degree of holiness and purity. This does not
mean that those with impurities are necessarily not included in the community, only from the
construct of “the camp.”

In fact, at a time without the temple, creating community and inclusion brings the Shechina to us.
We learn in the Babylonian Talmud in Brachot (6a):
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In explaining Abba Binyamin’s statement, Ravin bar Rav Adda said
that Rabbi Yitzhak said: From where is it derived that the Holy

One, Blessed be He, is located in a synagogue? As it is stated:
“God stands in the congregation of God; in the midst of the judges
He judges” (Psalms 82:1). The congregation of God is the place
where people congregate to sing God’s praises, and God is
located among His congregation.

And from where is it derived that ten people who pray, the Divine
Presence is with them? As it is stated: “God stands in the
congregation of God,” and the minimum number of people that
constitute a congregation is a quorum of ten.

From where is it derived that three who sit in judgment, the Divine
Presence is with them? It is derived from this same verse, as it is
stated: “In the midst of the judges He judges,” and the minimum
number of judges that comprises a court is three.

From where is it derived that two who sit and engage in Torah
study, the Divine Presence is with them? As it is stated: “Then they
that feared the Lord spoke one with the other, and the Lord
listened, and heard, and a book of remembrance was written
before Him, for them that fear the Lord, and that think upon His
name” (Malachi 3:16). The Divine Presence listens to any two
God-fearing individuals who speak with each other.
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When we build community today, through shuls, minyanim or even chavrutot, we bring the presence
of God. The Gemara makes no mention of the type of people that comprise these communities.
Rather, we must bring in those we may not think to include, and they by their inclusion can help
bring the divine into our lives.
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