
5780 - Numbers 4-7 - Naso (Take) 
 

Continuing the preparations for the Israelites' journey from Sinai to the 
holy land, Parashat Naso contains a mélange (blend) of subjects whose 
inner connection is not immediately obvious: the roles of two of the Le-
vitical clans, Gershon and Merari, the census of the Levites as a group, 
rules about the purity of the camp, the law of the sota (the woman sus-
pected of adultery), the Nazirite, and the priestly blessing. The parasha 
concludes with a lengthy and repetitive account of the offerings brought 
by the tribes at the dedication of the Tabernacle. 

The first of the following essays is about the nature of a census in 
Jewish law and thought. The second looks at a striking feature of the 
book of Numbers as a whole, its emphasis on the tribes as distinct enti-
ties: Why does the Torah focus on this internal division within the nation 
rather than focusing on the nation as a unified whole? The third explores 
attitudes within the tradition to the Nazirite, the individual who voluntar-
ily accepted a higher-than-usual standard of personal holiness. The 
fourth is about the priestly blessings, one of Judaism’s oldest liturgies. 
The fifth advances a theory about the underlying logic of the various as-
pects of the parasha as a whole. 
 
Pursuing Peace1 
 
What is the logic of Parashat Naso? It seems, on the face of it, to be a het-
erogeneous (i.e., diverse in character or content) collection of utterly unre-
lated items. First there is the account of the Levitical families of Gershon 
and Merari and their tasks in carrying parts of the Tabernacle when the 
Israelites journeyed. Then, after two brief laws about removing unclean 
people from the camp and about restitution, there comes the strange or-
deal of the sota, the woman suspected by her husband of adultery. Next 
comes the law of the Nazirite, who, as we saw earlier, voluntarily and 
usually for a fixed period took upon himself special holiness restrictions, 
among them the renunciation of wine and grape products, haircuts, and 
defilement by contact with a dead body. 

This is followed, again seemingly with no connection, by one of the 
oldest prayers in the world still in continuous use, the priestly blessings. 
Then, with almost inexplicable repetitiousness, comes the account of the 
gifts brought by the princes of each tribe at the dedication of the Taber-
nacle, a series of long paragraphs repeated no less than twelve times, 
despite the fact that each prince brought an identical offering. 

 
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation: Numbers, (Maggid Books & The 

Orthodox Union), pp. 101-106. 

Why does the Torah spend so much time describing an event that 
could have been stated far more briefly by naming the princes and then 
simply telling us generically that each brought a silver dish, a silver basin, 
and so on? The rabbis made the assumption that every word of the 
Torah is meaningful. It tells us something we need to know and does 
so in the fewest possible words. So the repetitiousness of this particular 
passage cries out for explanation. 

The question that overshadows all others, though, is: What is the logic 
of this apparently disconnected series? The answer we will find time and 
again in Numbers, more than in any other book of the Torah, lies in the 
close connection between law and narrative. Law in Judaism is not ran-
dom, arbitrary. It is not there simply because God wills it. The Torah 
wants us to understand why the law is as it is, and it does so by telling a 
story—a story about events in the past that did not turn out as they 
should have, and to which law is the antidote, the remedy, the tikkun. So 
it is here. 

In the previous essay we spoke about the priestly blessings, with their 
concluding line, “The Lord turn His face towards you and give you peace” 
(Num. 6:26). It is no accident that the concluding word of this highly 
structured blessing is shalom, translated here as “peace.” However, the 
translation is not precise. In English, peace means the absence of war, 
freedom from disturbance, calm, tranquility, restfulness, and the like. In 
Hebrew, shalom means more than that. 

In a long analysis, the fifteenth-century Spanish Jewish commentator 
Rabbi Isaac Arama2 explains that shalom does not mean merely the ab-
sence of strife. It means completeness, perfection, the harmonious 
working of a complex system, integrated diversity, a state in which 
everything is in its proper place and all is at one with the physical and 
ethical laws governing the universe: “Peace is the thread of grace issu-
ing from Him, may He be exalted, stringing together all beings, supernal, 
intermediate, and lower. It underlies and sustains the reality and unique 
existence of each.”(1) 

Similarly, Isaac Abrabanel3 writes, “That is why God is called ‘Peace,’ 
because it is He who binds the world together and orders all things ac-
cording to their particular character and posture. For when things are in 
their proper order, peace will reign” (commentary to Mishna Avot 2:12). 

This is a concept of peace heavily dependent on the vision of Genesis 
1, in which God brings order out of tohu vavohu, chaos, creating a world 
in which each object and life form has its place. Peace exists where each 

 
2 Isaac ben Moses Arama (c. 1420–1494) was a Spanish rabbi and author. 
3 Isaac ben Judah Abarbanel (1437–1508), commonly referred to as Abarbanel, was 

a Portuguese Jewish statesman, philosopher, Bible commentator, and financier. 



element in the system is valued as a vital part of the system as a whole 
and where there is no discord between them. 

In this vein, the nineteenth-century commentator Rabbi Samson Raphael 
Hirsch4 (Germany, 1808–1888) explained the conclusion of the story of cre-
ation in Genesis 1. Six times, God sees what He has made and pronounces 
it “good.” On the seventh occasion, we read, “God saw all that He had 
made, and behold it was very good” (Gen. 1:31). What is the difference be-
tween “good” and “very good”? “Good,” said Hirsch, means good in itself. 
“Very good” means good in its totality. It is a reference to the harmony of 
the universe despite its complexity (commentary to Gen. 1:31). 

That is the theological background to the biblical concept of shalom. 
Whereas the ancient myths of all other cultures saw reality in terms of 
the clash of primal forces, Judaism saw God as the–Unity–that–creates-
diversity. Shalom is the harmonious coexistence of otherwise conflicting 
individuals, tribes, and nations, each with their distinctive nature and 
unique contribution to the totality of humankind. Shalom is thus not 
uniformity but integrated diversity. 

The philosopher Joseph Albo5 (Spain, 1380–1444) saw conflict at the 
heart of physical/metaphysical existence. Everything that exists is a com-
posite of different elements, each of which seeks to overcome the others. 
Thus, the need to establish peace is a constant requirement of physical 
being:  

Each opposing element seeks to overcome and vanquish the other, and 
once it has overcome the other, it will not rest until it has absolutely 
destroyed it and wiped it out of existence, and the composite object 
will thus cease to exist. Conciliation between these two opposing ele-
ments is called peace, and on its account being is sustained, and the 
composite entity can continue to exist.(2)  

The various provisions of Parashat Naso are all about bringing peace 
where there is actual or potential conflict within families or communi-
ties. The most obvious case is that of the sota, the woman suspected by 
her husband of adultery—a situation fraught with danger of violence and 
abuse. What struck the sages most forcibly about the ritual of the sota is 
the fact that it involved obliterating the name of God, something strict-
ly forbidden under other circumstances. The officiating priest recited a 
curse including God’s name, wrote it on a parchment scroll, and then dis-
solved the writing into specially prepared water. The sages inferred from 

 
4 Samson Raphael Hirsch was a German Orthodox rabbi best known as the intel-

lectual founder of the Torah Im Derech Eretz school of contemporary Orthodox 
Judaism. 

5 Joseph Albo was a Jewish philosopher and rabbi who lived in Spain during the 
fifteenth century, known chiefly as the author of Sefer ha-Ikkarim (Book of Prin-
ciples), the classic work on the fundamentals of Judaism. 

this that God was willing to renounce His own honour, allowing His 
name to be effaced “in order to make peace between husband and 
wife” by clearing an innocent woman from suspicion.(3) Though the ordeal 
was eventually abolished by Rabban Yohanan b. Zakkai after the destruc-
tion of the Second Temple, the law served as a reminder as to how im-
portant domestic peace is in the Jewish scale of values. 

 
1. The Talmud (Shabbat 115a) stipulates that all sacred writings (scrolls 

of Torah, Prophets, and Writings), should be preserved in a place 
where they cannot be destroyed. Though this idea was originally close-
ly tied to a prohibition from ever erasing God’s name, Maimonides 
ruled that holy books, such as the Talmud and midrash, should be re-
tired to the genizah as well, even though they do not contain God’s 
name. (Mishneh Torah , Hilhot Yesodei HaTorah (The Laws [which are] 
the Foundation of the Torah) 6:8)6  
For a long time, Jewish communities set aside a room in each syna-
gogue exclusively for this purpose, and called that space the genizah. 
Anything from a worn-out siddur to a contract written in Hebrew 
would be put in the genizah when it was no longer useful, and often 
ritual objects, such as a tallit or a lulav, were added as well ...  
Most synagogues clean out their genizot every few years, by burying 
the contents in a Jewish cemetery as a sign of reverence and respect. 
 

The passage relating to the Levitical families of Gershon and Merari sig-
nals that they were given a role of honour in transporting items of the 
Tabernacle during the people’s journeys through the wilderness. Evident-
ly, they were satisfied with this honour, unlike the family of Kehat, de-
tailed at the end of the previous parasha, one of whose number, Korah, 
eventually instigated a rebellion against Moses and Aaron. 

Likewise, the long account of the offerings of the princes of the twelve 
tribes is a dramatic way of indicating that each was considered important 
enough to merit its own passage in the Torah. People will do destructive 
things if they feel slighted and not given their due role and recognition. 
Again the case of Korah and his allies is proof of this. By giving the Levit-
ical families and the princes of the tribes their share of honour and atten-
tion, the Torah is telling us how important it is to preserve the harmony 
of the nation by honouring all. 

The case of the Nazirite is in some ways the most interesting. There is 
an internal conflict within Judaism: on the one hand, there is a strong 
emphasis on the equal dignity of everyone in the eyes of God; on the 
other, there exists a religious elite in the form of the tribe of Levi in 
general and the kohanim, the priests, in particular. It seems that the law 

 
6 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/ask-the-expert-burying-the-genizah/ 



of the Nazirite was a way of opening up the possibility to non-priests of a 
special sanctity close to, though not precisely identical with, that of the 
priests themselves. This too is a way of avoiding the damaging resent-
ments that can occur when people find themselves excluded by birth 
from certain forms of status within the community. 

 
2. Numbers 6:1-18 

1The LORD said to Moses, 2"Speak to the Israelites and say to them: 'If 
a man or woman wants to make a special vow, a vow of dedication 
to the LORD as a Nazirite, 3they must abstain from wine and other 
fermented drink ... They must not drink grape juice or ... 4eat anything 
that comes from the grapevine, not even the seeds or skins. 

5"'During the entire period of their Nazirite vow, no razor may be 
used on their head ... they must let their hair grow long ... 

9"'If someone dies suddenly in the Nazirite's presence, thus defiling 
the hair that symbolizes their dedication, they must shave their head 
on the seventh day—the day of their cleansing. 10Then on the eighth 
day they must bring two doves or two young pigeons to the priest at 
the entrance to the tent of meeting. 11The priest is to offer one as a 
sin offering and the other as a burnt offering to make atonement for 
the Nazirite because they sinned by being in the presence of the dead 
body. That same day they are to consecrate their head again. 12They 
must rededicate themselves to the LORD for the same period of dedi-
cation and must bring a year-old male lamb as a guilt offering. The 
previous days do not count, because they became defiled during their 
period of dedication. 

13"'Now this is the law of the Nazirite when the period of their ded-
ication is over. They are to be brought to the entrance to the tent of 
meeting. 14There they are to present their offerings to the LORD: a 
year-old male lamb without defect for a burnt offering, a year-old 
ewe lamb without defect for a sin offering, a ram without defect for 
a fellowship offering, 15together with their grain offerings and drink 
offerings, and a basket of bread made with the finest flour and with-
out yeast ... 16"'The priest is to present all these before the LORD ... 
18"'Then at the entrance to the tent of meeting, the Nazirite must 
shave off the hair that symbolizes their dedication ...  
a. Acts 21:17-30 (cf., 18:18-21) 

17When we arrived at Jerusalem, the brothers and sisters received 
us warmly. 18The next day Paul and the rest of us went to see 
James, and all the elders were present. 19Paul greeted them and re-
ported in detail what God had done among the Gentiles through his 
ministry. 20When they heard this, they praised God. Then they said 
to Paul: "You see, brother, how many thousands of Jews have be-
lieved, and all of them are zealous for the law. 21They have been 

informed that you teach all the Jews who live among the Gentiles to 
turn away from Moses, telling them not to circumcise their children 
or live according to our customs. 22What shall we do? ... 23There are 
four men with us who have made a vow. 24Take these men, join in 
their purification rites and pay their expenses, so that they can 
have their heads shaved. Then everyone will know there is no 
truth in these reports about you, but that you yourself are living 
in obedience to the law ... 26The next day Paul took the men and 
purified himself along with them. Then he went to the temple to 
give notice of the date when the days of purification would end 
and the offering would be made for each of them. 

27When the seven days were nearly over, some Jews from the 
province of Asia saw Paul at the temple. They stirred up the whole 
crowd and seized him, 28shouting, "Fellow Israelites, help us! This is 
the man who teaches everyone everywhere against our people and 
our law and this place. And besides, he has brought Greeks into the 
temple and defiled this holy place." 29(They had previously seen 
Trophimus the Ephesian in the city with Paul and assumed that 
Paul had brought him into the temple.) 30The whole city was 
aroused, and the people came running from all directions. Seizing 
Paul, they dragged him from the temple ...  
1) There can be no doubt that the "vow" was that of the temporary 

Nazarite (Num 6:1-21). It implied a separation from the world 
and common life (this was the meaning of the word "Nazarite"), 
and while under the vow the man who had taken it was to drink 
no wine or strong drink, and to let no razor pass over his head 
or face. When the term was completed, he was to shave his head 
at the door of the tabernacle and burn the hair in the fire of the 
altar. It will be noted that the Nazarites in Acts 21:24, who are 
completing their vow, shave their heads. Here a different word 
("shorn") is used, which is contrasted with "shaving" in 1Corin-
thians 11:6. It was lawful for a man to have his hair cut or crop-
ped during the continuance of the vow and this apparently was 
what ... Paul now did. But in this case also the hair so cut off was 
to be taken to the temple, and burnt there ...7  

2) Acts 16:1-3 
13Paul wanted to take (Timothy) along on the journey, so he cir-
cumcised him ...  

3) Acts 20:16 
16Paul ... was in a hurry to reach Jerusalem ... by the day of 
Pentecost.  

 
7 https://biblehub.com/sermons/auth/plumptre/paul's_vow.htm 



4) Acts 27:1-10 
9Much time had been lost, and sailing had already become dan-
gerous because by now it was after the Day of Atonement.  
KJV—9because the fast was now already past ...  
MIT—9the Jewish fast day was already past ...  
NAS—9since even the fast was already over ...  

5) Acts 17:1-3 
2As was his custom, Paul went into the synagogue ...  

6) Acts 23:6 
6Then Paul ... called out in the Sanhedrin, "My brothers, I am a 
Pharisee, descended from Pharisees ...  

7) Acts 24:12-18 
12My accusers did not find me arguing with anyone at the temple, 
or stirring up a crowd in the synagogues or anywhere else in the 
city. 13And they cannot prove to you the charges they are now 
making against me. 14However ... I believe everything that is in 
accordance with the Law and that is written in the Prophets, 
15and I have the same hope in God as these men themselves have, 
that there will be a resurrection of both the righteous and the 
wicked ... 18I was ceremonially clean when they found me in the 
temple courts doing this. There was no crowd with me, nor was I 
involved in any disturbance.  
a. Paul was “ceremonially clean,” which means he would have 

been “mikvehed,” like everyone else, each time he went “up” to 
the Temple courtyard.  

8) Acts 25:8 
8Then Paul made his defense: "I have done nothing wrong 
against the Jewish law or against the temple ..."  

9) Acts 28:17-20 
17When they had assembled, Paul said to them: "My brothers, alt-
hough I have done nothing against our people or against the 
customs of our ancestors, I was arrested in Jerusalem and hand-
ed over to the Romans. 18They examined me and wanted to re-
lease me, because I was not guilty of any crime deserving death. 
19The Jews objected, so I was compelled to make an appeal to 
Caesar. I certainly did not intend to bring any charge against 
my own people.  
a) ἔθος (ethos)—custom, usage prescribed by law, institute, pre-

scription, rite.  
b) Notice, the word here is not para,dosij (paradosis)—giving up, 

a giving over which is done by word of mouth or in writing, 

i.e., tradition, narrative, precept, etc., objectively, that which 
is delivered, the substance of a teaching, of the body of pre-
cepts, esp. ritual, which in the opinion of the later Jews were 
orally delivered by Moses and orally transmitted in unbroken 
succession to subsequent generations, which precepts, both 
illustrating and expanding the written law, as they did were 
to be obeyed with equal reverence.  

c) Jewish custom—known in Hebrew as a minhag—is a religious 
practice that, though sometimes very widely practiced, does 
not carry the force of Jewish law and is thus not considered 
mandatory by traditional Jews.8  
Customs cover an extremely wide range of Jewish rituals, 
from variations in the order or language of particular prayers 
... to the nearly universal practice of smashing a glass at the 
conclusion of a wedding ceremony. Customs typically have 
folk origins, but there are instances in which they may have 
been imposed by religious authorities. Other customs were 
maintained for so long and adopted so widely that they have 
become enshrined as obligations in Jewish legal codes and 
are no longer, strictly speaking, customs at all. 

 
If this analysis is correct, then a single theme binds the laws and narra-
tive of this parasha: the theme of making special efforts to preserve or 
restore peace between people. Peace is easily damaged and hard to re-
pair. Much of the rest of the book of Numbers is a set of variations on the 
theme of internal dissension and strife. So has Jewish history been as a 
whole. 

The fact that these laws are stated before the narratives of conflict 
that dominate many of the later chapters of Numbers is an instance of 
the principle that “God creates the cure before the disease.”(4) Parashat 
Naso tells us that we have to go the extra mile in bringing peace between 
husband and wife, between leaders of the community, and among lay-
people who aspire to a more-than-usual state of sanctity. We have to 
make sure that all the tribes who participate in a ceremony such as the 
inauguration of the Tabernacle get equal attention, even if it means re-
peating the description twelve times. 

Shalom has such a rich meaning in Hebrew—harmony between con-
flicting elements, each of which has its distinctive part to play in the in-
tegrated diversity of the whole. Thus the laws that illustrate the pursuit 
of peace are clustered together at the beginning of Numbers, the book 
that more than any other in the Torah documents the conflicts and self-
inflicted injuries of the Israelites in the wilderness. 

 
8 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/jewish-customs/ 



The Jewish solution is not strong government, central control, and 
the imposition of uniformity. To the contrary, it is valuing diversity as 
the way to achieve shlemut, “wholeness, perfection,” and thus shalom as 
calibrated harmony between the various elements, each with its role, each 
in its place. 

It is no accident that the priestly blessings end—as do the vast majori-
ty of Jewish prayers—with a prayer for peace. Peace, said the rabbis, is 
one of the names of God Himself, and Maimonides writes that the whole 
Torah was given to make peace in the world.(5) Parashat Naso is a series of 
practical lessons in how to ensure, as far as possible, that everyone feels 
recognised and respected, and that suspicion is defused and dissolved. 

We have to work for peace, not just pray for it.  
(1) Isaac Arama, Akedat Yitzchak (“Binding of Isaac”), ch. 74. 
(2) Joseph Albo, Sefer Halkkarim (“Book of Principles”) III, ch. 51. For an essay on 

this theme, see Aviezer Ravitsky, “Peace,” in Contemporary Jewish Religious 
Thought, ed. Arthur A. Cohen and Paul Mendes Flohr (New York: Scibners, 
1987), 685-702. 

(3) Sifre, Parashat Naso, 42. 
(4) Midrash Lekach Tov (“Good Lesson”), Exodus 3:1. 

 
3. Numbers 6:22-27 

22The LORD said to Moses, 23"Tell Aaron and his sons, 'This is how you 
are to bless the Israelites. Say to them:  
24"'"The LORD bless you and keep you; 
25the LORD make his face shine on you and be gracious to you; 
26the LORD turn his face toward you and give you peace."' 
27"So they will put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them."  
a. Numbers 25:10-13 

12Therefore tell (Pinchas) I am making my covenant of peace with 
him. 13He and his descendants will have a covenant of a lasting 
priesthood ..."  

b. Psalms 119:165-168 
165Great peace have those who love your law, and nothing can make 
them stumble ...  

c. Psalm 122:6-7 
6Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: "May those who love you be se-
cure."  

d. Proverbs 14:30 
30A heart at peace gives life to the body, but envy rots the bones.  

e. Romans 8:6-7 
6The mind governed by the flesh is death, but the mind governed 
by the Spirit is life and peace. 7The mind governed by the flesh is 
hostile to God; it does not submit to God's law, nor can it do so.  

f. Hebrews 12:14 
14Make every effort to live in peace with everyone and to be holy; 
without holiness no one will see the Lord. 

 
 
 
 


