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Parashat Nasso is the longest in the Torah. It is the second parasha in Bamidbar, and it 
continues the description of the census which began in the previous parasha. The census is 
part of the preparation for the journey from Mount Sinai to the Promised Land. Most of the 
parasha deals with the Levite tribe, their census, and the description of the burden they are 
required to carry on the journey in the wilderness. Each of the Levite families - Gershon, 
Kehat, and Merrari - is responsible for carrying part of the Mishkan (the Tabernacle). The 
Gershonites carry the outer covering, the Merrarites carry the posts and the stakes, and the 
Kehatites carry the holy implements for use in the Mishkan. This division is worthy of a 
drasha of its own. Maybe next year… 
 
The parasha then describes the wagons and oxen which the heads of the other tribes have 
to supply the Levites with so that they can bear their burdens. The climax of the parasha is 
the Priestly Blessing, the three verses which still uplift us during the daily Amida service. 
 
This year I would like to focus on the work of the Levites in our parasha - the bearing of the 
Mishkan and the roles they were to play later, in the Temple in Jerusalem. 
 
The job description is given in the previous parasha when God tells Moshe to take the first 
census:  
 
“For the LORD had spoken to Moses, saying: Do not on any account enroll the tribe of 
Levi or take a census of them with the Israelites.You shall put the Levites in charge of 
the Tabernacle of the Pact, all its furnishings, and everything that pertains to it: they 
shall carry the Tabernacle and all its furnishings, and they shall tend it; and they shall 
camp around the Tabernacle. When the Tabernacle is to set out, the Levites shall take 
it down, and when the Tabernacle is to be pitched, the Levites shall set it up; any 
outsider who encroaches shall be put to death. The Israelites shall encamp troop by 
troop, each man with his division and each under his standard. The Levites, however, 
shall camp around the Tabernacle of the Pact, that wrath may not strike the Israelite 
community; the Levites shall stand guard around the Tabernacle of the Pact.” 
(Bamidbar 1:48-53) 
 
Three tasks are given to the Levites in the Torah (which will be added to when they reach 
the Promised Land): 
 
To bear the Mishkan on the journey. 
To protect and be a barrier between the people and holiness. 
To serve in the Mishkan and the Temple. 
 
The general Israelite census counted all men age of 20 and over, whereas the Levite census 
counted only those from age 30 to 50. The goal of the general census is to measure the 
military might of the Israelites, whereas the census of the Levites is taken to see how many 
people there are who are able and capable of being of service - being responsible, bearing, 



and protecting. This is not a task for everyone. Not only physical strength is needed, but also 
a deep awareness of responsibility, which, in turn, requires maturity. 
 
Last week we read that the Levites were appointed as the “oldest child” in the great Hebrew 
family, replacing all first born Israelite sons. Non-Levite first-born boys (i.e., most of us), have 
to be redeemed through the Pidyon Haben a ceremony. The parents offer symbolic payment 
to the Cohen - who is also a Levite - to relieve the 30-day-old baby of any 
Temple/communal/religious duty, to which first-borns were originally obligated. From this 
point on, the Levite serves in his place. 
 
A significant degree of maturity and ripeness is needed in order to carry out the Levite tasks. 
It is not easy to carry the weight of others without resentment, bitterness or anger; to protect 
and safeguard holiness, that which is truly important - lofty values, the divine - and accept 
the role of service out of a deep sense of commitment.  
 
Until the age of 30 (and even longer, these days), most people are busy building up and 
sustaining their own worlds: studying for and launching a professional career, marrying, 
raising children, etc. Even when these involve contributing to others and to the greater good 
- through army service, or parenting - these will nevertheless be done and hopefully done 
well, from a place of power, motivated by ego and impulse, and less from a deep 
understanding of the genuine need of the other. From the age of 30 (approximately, for each 
person matures in their own pace) we are better able to truly see others in the context of a 
broader collective, and this allows for more depth in our relationships and being able to be of 
genuine service. 
 
Yet, if this is so, why stop at fifty? Why not count those who are over fifty? Are they not the 
most capable of viewing the welfare of the collective? Isn’t it a waste to exclude them? 
 
As a 54 year-old, having passed the age of the Jubilee - the great freedom of the 50th year - 
and after much self-reflection, I wonder whether something happens at around this age 
which changes one’s perspective on life significantly. From the age of fifty we enter the 
dimension of Kohelet (Ecclesiastes). Although he was much older, he nevertheless 
represents the climax of a process that begins as one reaches his/her fifties.  
 
This is the age (more or less, and sometimes not at all) when we begin to doubt the great 
truths that we were taught to believe in regarding what holiness is, what is important and 
what is less so. From the age of fifty we learn to calm down! The urgency to bear, to protect 
and guard a holy ideology, to serve in its name, is much less present. The word “truth” is no 
longer as clear as it used to be, and black and white blend to create many shades in 
between. We also begin to wear glasses for farsightedness - the small, pedantic letters of 
the Torah become a bit blurred, and gradually even the larger ones do too.  
 
This is a good time to release the Levites from active duty. They might endanger the 
younger Levites who are still eager to bear the burden, to protect and to guard that which is 
holy, and to serve the masses. 



When we pass the age of fifty we move to another corner of the encampment. We go and sit 
next to the “city gates”, joining the wise people there. Between coffee and a nargillah, we 
receive the young people who come to ask advice, to get more perspective on what is truly 
important and what is less so. They come to us to calm the storms within them which create 
holy truths, and they ask us for our post-ideological views on life. We are those who know 
that life is not an ideology. Holiness is a bit less threatening at a more mature age. The 
monthly menstrual cycle which has the power to render ritual impurity passes, and the male 
libido also relaxes. At our age we understand that there is no right and wrong, no pure or 
impure truth. There are no absolute do’s and don’ts. 
 
There is life, and there is compassion. 
 
At the city gates people stand before us who are confused, passionate, and seeking 
answers. They are all doing the best they can, and we, the elders, must tell them they are 
doing fine. Now it is time to breathe a little, to suggest to them that they look and observe - 
perhaps there is another way? Perhaps what happened isn’t so bad? 
 
From the age of 20 (or 18 in Israel) we are ready to fight and set upon life or upon an enemy. 
From the age of 30 we are ready to begin taking responsibility and bear a heavy weight. 
From the age of 50 we are ready to calm down and take a broader view of life. And then our 
role is to calm other people down - gently. Because someone does need to fight our battles, 
to bear the heavy burdens, and to protect the holy fire. How lucky it is that there are young 
people in the world! 
 
Shabbat Shalom, a Shabbat of deep acceptance of our age, of our role, and of our 
responsibilities in the world. 
 
Elisha 

 
 
 


