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Bamidbar - Joyously Guilty 
After Hashem instructs Moshe on the exact arrangement of the Jewish camp in the desert, and each 

tribe’s precise location surrounding the Tabernacle, the Torah tells us, “And the Children of Israel did like as that 

Hashem commanded Moshe, so they did.” (Bamidbar 1:54)  The final phrase, “so they did”, appears repetitive.  

The Medrash (Bamidbar Rabbah 1:12) teaches us that this added phrase is intended to highlight an added 

dimension in the way our ancestors followed G-d’s instructions.  In addition to the guidance regarding which 

side of the Tabernacle each tribe should be on, there were also instructed that all of the tribes should camp at a 

distance from the Tabernacle itself, except for the tribe of Levi.  In fact, the tribe of Levi was instructed to be a 

barrier between the rest of the nation and the Tabernacle while they were camped.  The rest of the nation was 

not worthy of being close to the Tabernacle, and without the tribe of Levi in between, there was concern that 

they might find themselves too close to the Tabernacle.  The Torah, therefore, instructs the tribe of Levi to 

safeguard the Tabernacle so that there would not be any cause for wrath against the rest of the nation. 

The Medrash explains that it was this aspect of Hashem’s instructions that the Torah was highlighting by 

repeating, “so they did”.   As they initially began setting up their camps, they prepared to place themselves close 

to the Tabernacle.  The Tabernacle was given as an atonement for the sin of the Golden Calf.  Before that sin, 

they had felt Hashem’s Presence in their midst.  This closeness with Hashem was lost after the sin and was now 

achieved again through the Tabernacle.  They rejoiced at once again achieving that closeness with Hashem and 

sought to be as close as possible to the Tabernacle and the sense of Hashem’s Presence in their midst. 

Yet, Hashem told them that this was not going to be as it was before.  They were no longer able to 

maintain such a close connection with Hashem’s Presence.  Although, they had regained some of their previous 

sanctity, their repentance was not complete.  While, they would again be able to sense Hashem’s Presence within 

their camp, Hashem’s Presence would now be separate from their own camp.  They would even need the tribe 

of Levi, who had not been involved in the sin of the Golden Calf, to serve as a protective barrier between 

Hashem’s Presence and the rest of the camp. 

It was this instruction that deserved special mention.  They fully accepted Hashem’s decree and 

wholeheartedly followed His command, distancing themselves from the Tabernacle and allowing the tribe of 

Levi to establish a protective barrier between themselves and the Tabernacle.  Recognizing that this was 

Hashem’s decree, they distanced themselves with the same energy and enthusiasm which they displayed in 

every other area of setting up their individual camps. 

While we can certainly understand how their attitude took great effort and commitment, it would seem 

that there was something lacking.  If Hashem was telling them that they were still not worthy of the closeness 

which they desired, shouldn’t they have felt a measure of reluctance?  Rather than distancing themselves 

wholeheartedly, we would have expected them to do so with a heavy heart.  Why were they praised for lacking 

any sense of guilt or discomfort while distancing themselves from the Tabernacle and Hashem’s Presence? 

This Medrash is giving us a powerful tool for life and personal growth.  The Jewish people had made a 

grave error almost a year earlier.  The damage was done and that mistake was now a part of their psyche and 

spiritual reality.  They now have a choice.  They could either stew in the past or focus on the future.  They chose 

the future.  When Hashem gave them guidance for how they could best move forward in their current reality, 

they rejoiced in that guidance whether it was what they wanted or not.  They rejoiced in knowing how best to 

move forward and wholeheartedly acted on that knowledge.  This is most certainly worthy of praise. 
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