
1 
 

Zera Shimshon  

by Rabbi Shimshon Chaim Nachmani zt”l 

Published Mantua 1778* 

 

Chapter XXXV: Naso (Num. 4:21–7:89) 
 
Essay 1. Different responsibilities and outlooks of the Levites 
 
This essay discusses differences in the instructions given to Moses regarding three of the 

Levite tribes, the Kohathites, Gershonites, and Merarites. The Kohathites were responsible for 
carrying the Ark of the Covenant, the Table of Showbread, the Menorah, and other holy items. The 
Gershonites were responsible for the decorations in the sanctuary—curtains, ropes, and coverings. 
The Merarites were responsible for maintaining and carrying the pillars, bases, frames, pegs, and 
cords that created the structure of the Tent of Meeting. 

 

ת כְּתִיב  שׁ בְּנֵי גֵרְשׁוֹן" וְכוּ'. כָּאן כָּתוּב "כָּל־הַבָּא לִצְבאֹ צָבָא לַעֲבֹד עֲבֹדָה בְּאֹהֶל מוֹעֵד", וּלְעֵיל בִּבְנֵי קְהָ אֶת־ראֹ  "נָשׂאֹ

בָא" וּבִבְנֵי קְהָת "לַצָּבָא" בִּלְבַד.  וְצָרִי בֵּיאוּר לָמָּה בִּבְנֵי גֵרְשׁוֹן כָּתוּב "לִצְבאֹ צָ   "כָּל־בָּא לַצָּבָא לַעֲשׂוֹת מְלָאכָה בְּאֹהֶל מוֹעֵד".
וּבִבְנֵי מְרָרִי אֵינוֹ אוֹמֵר    .עֲבֹדָה" וּלְעֵיל "לַעֲשׂוֹת מְלָאכָה" וְעוֹד כָּאן כְּתִיב "כָּל־הַבָּא" וּלְעֵיל "כָּל־בָּא". וְכָאן כְּתִיב "לַעֲבֹד

וּכְתִיב נָמֵי "כָּל־הַבָּא" אֲבָל אֵינוֹ אוֹמֵר "לִצְבאֹ צָבָא"   .כְּמוֹ בְּנֵי גֵרְשׁוֹן  4בֹדָה"עֲ  "לַעֲבֹד"לַעֲשׂוֹת מְלָאכָה" כְּמוֹ בִּבְנֵי קְהָת אֶלָּא  
 רַק "כָּל־הַבָּא לַצָּבָא".

  
“Take a census of the Gershonites also, by their ancestral house and by their clans.”1 

Here it is written, “Record them from the age of thirty years up to the age of fifty, everyone who 
is coming [כָּל־הַבָּא] [col-ha’ba] to muster an assembly [צָבָא  to perform [litzvo tzava] [לִצְבאֹ 
religious service [לַעֲבֹד עֲבֹדָה] [la’avod avodah] in the Tent of Meeting.”2 But above, for the 
Kohathites, it is written, “everyone coming [כָּל־בָּא] [col-ba] for the assembly [לַצָּבָא] [la’tzava] 
to perform a task [לַעֲשׂוֹת מְלָאכָה] [la’asot malacha] in the Tent of Meeting.”3 

It requires an explanation why for the Gershonites, it is written, “to muster an 
assembly,” but for the Kohathites it is written, “for the assembly” alone. 

Also, here for the Gershonites, it is written, “everyone who is coming,” but above for 
the Kohathites, it is written, “everyone coming,” without the definite article designating “who is.” 

Also, here for the Gershonites, it is written, “to perform religious service,” but above 
for the Kohathites, it is written the apparently synonymous, “to perform a task.” 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Num. 4:22. 
2 Num. 4:23. 
3 Num. 4:3. 
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For the Merarites, it is not written, “to perform a task” as with the Kohathites, rather 
“to perform religious service” as with the Gershonites.4 

It is also written for the Merarites, “everyone who is coming,” as with the Gershonites, 
but it does not say, “to muster an assembly,” only “everyone who is coming to the assembly,” 
as with the Kohathites. 

 
וָאָרֶץ, לַשָּׁמַיִם  צָבָא  הֵם  צְבָאִים  שְׁלוֹשָׁה  וְכוּ',  הַשָּׁמַיִם"  "וַיְכֻלּוּ  פָּסוּק  עַל  רַבָּה  בִּבְרֵאשִׁית  וְצָבָא    וְאִיתָא  לְתַלְמִידִים,  צָבָא 

 סּוּרִין, וּפֵרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שְׁלוֹשָׁה צְבָאִים הֵם לָשׁוֹן חֵפֶץ וְרָצוֹן וְתַאֲוָה עכ"ל. ילַיִּ 
 
It’s brought in Gen. Rabbah (10:5) on the verse, “ ‘The Heaven and earth were 

finished:’5 There are three [kinds of] services [צְבָאִים] [tzeva’im]: a service for Heaven and 
earth; a service for disciples; and a service for suffering.”6 However, Rashi interprets the word 
 which we have translated above as “an assembly,”7 ,צָבָא as the plural of the word [tzeva’im] [צְבָאִים]
or which can also be called “a service.”8 Thus, he is quoted as writing: These three services are 
language for wish [חֵפֶץ] [chefetz], desire [רָצוֹן] [ratzon], and longing [תַאֲוָה] [ta’avah].9 I.e., one 
who wishes to serve has a desire to be helpful.  

 
נַחְמָן אוֹמֵר אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָאָרוֹן הָיָה וְעוֹד בְּמִדְרָשׁ רַבָּה עַל פָּסוּק "אַל־תַּכְרִיתוּ אֶת־שֵׁבֶט מִשְׁפְּחֹת הַקְּהָתִי", רַבִּי שְׁמוּאֵל בָּר  

וְלָמָּה מַזְהִיר עֲלֵיהֶם "אַל־תַּכְרִיתוּ" וְכוּ', אֶלָּא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהָיוּ יוֹדְעִים שֶׁכָּל מִי שֶׁטּוֹעֵן  .  מְכַלֶּה בָּהֶם הָיוּ נוֹתְנִים נַפְשָׁם עַל הָאָרוֹן
וּמִתּוֹ שֶׁהָיוּ    לָּן רָצִין אֶל הָאֲרוֹן לִיטּוֹל שָׂכָר וּמִתּוֹ כָּ הָיוּ מֵרִיבִים,ן הַשֻּׁלְחָן וְהַמְּנוֹרָה וְכֻ בָּאָרוֹן שְׂכָרוֹ מְרוּבֶּה הָיוּ מַנִּיחִי 

הִים לְמֹשֶׁה עֲשֵׂה לָהֶם תַּקָּנָה "וְ   ת עֲשׂוּ לָהֶם" וְכוּ' עכ"ל. זאֹנוֹהֲגִים בְּקַלּוּת ראֹשׁ הָיְתָה הִשְׁכִּינָה פּוֹגַעַת בָּהֶם, וְלָכֵן אָמַר הָאֱ
 
Also, in Midrash Rabbah (Num. 5:1) on the verse, “Do not let the group of Kohathite 

clans be cut off from the Levites,”10 it says: 

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachman says, “Even though the Ark destroyed 
them,11 they would give their souls for the Ark. Why does [Scripture] warn 

 
4 Num. 4:30. Rather than לַעֲבֹד עֲבֹדָה [“to perform religious service”], Scripture actually reads  לַעֲבֹד אֶת־עֲבֹדַת אֹהֶל

 and ,[et] אֶת ,This adds in the sign of a definite article .[”to perform the religious service of the Tent of Meeting“] מוֹעֵד
instead of “religious service” [avoda] uses the possessive form “religious service of” [avodat].  

5 Gen. 2:1. 
6 The word צְבָאִים can have different interpretations, and some commentaries translate it as “fixed periods.” Thus, 

with this interpretation, there is “a fixed period for Heaven and earth, a fixed period for disciples [after which they 
became leaders and teachers themselves], and a fixed period for suffering.” 

7 Tzava [צָבָא] typically has a military connotation, such as a large group of soldiers, i.e., an assembly, or a host. 
“The L-rd of Hosts” refers to G-d being Master over large groups of people. 

8 In the context of understanding Rashi, it makes more sense to translate tzava [צָבָא] as “service.” However, for 
the verse under investigation, it would have been awkward to translate, “everyone who is coming to serve service to 
perform religious service,” and therefore the translator has used “everyone who is coming to muster an assembly to 
perform religious service.” 

9 We do not find this explanation in our versions of Rashi for Gen. 2:1, but the Matnot Kehunah commentary on 
Gen. Rabbah 10:5 cites it and attributes it to Rashi. 

10 Num. 4:18. 
11 Rabbi Hezekiah ben Manoah, Chizkuni on Num. 26:62: “Due to flashes of lightning emanating from that Ark 

from time to time.” 
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them, “Do not let the group of Kohathite clans be cut off,” because they knew 
that everyone who claimed a great reward from [their service of] the Ark would 
be ignoring the Table [of Showbread] and the Menorah, and all would run to 
the Ark to claim a reward. Because of that, they would quarrel over who could 
get to the Ark first. Since they were acting in a lightheaded manner, the 
Shechinah would hurt them. Therefore, G-d said to Moses, “Enact an 
ordinance for them, ‘Do this with them, that they may live and not die when they 
approach the most sacred objects: let Aaron and his sons go in and assign each of 
them to his duties and to his porterage. But let not [the Kohathites] go inside and 
witness the dismantling of the sanctuary, lest they die.”12 

- Num. Rabbah 5:1 
 

צְרִיכָה    נוּ הָעֲבוֹדָה שֶׁהָיְתָהיק אֶת הַמִּשְׁכָּן כֻּלּוֹ שֶׁזֶּה נִקְרָא עֲבוֹדָה דְּהַיְ וֹוּמִכָּאן נִרְאֶה שֶׁבְּנֵי קְהָת לאֹ הָיוּ הוֹלְכִים עַל דַּעַת לִפְר
וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָמַר הַכָּתוּב "לַעֲשׂוֹת מְלָאכָה" שֶׁמְּלָאכָה אַחַת    אֶת הָאָרוֹן לְבַדָּהּ,  בְּמִשְׁכָּן, אֶלָּא הָיוּ הוֹלְכִים כֻּלָּם עַל דַּעַת לִישָּׂא

שֶׁמִּי שֶׁעוֹשֶׂה מַלְאָכָהּ אֵינוֹ עוֹשֶׂה אוֹתָהּ אֶלָּא כְּדֵי לְהַרְוִיחַ,    בִּלְבַד הָיוּ עוֹשִׂין וְלאֹ עֲבוֹדָה שְׁלֵימָה. וְעוֹד קְרָאָם מְלָאכָה שֶׁכְּשֵׁם
 ל שָׂכָר.וֹטּיכָּ הֵם הָיוּ רָצִים כֻּלָּם אֶל הָאָרוֹן כְּדֵי לִ 

 
From this, it seems that the Kohathites would not have thought of unloading the entire 

sanctuary, which is called religious service, that is, the religious service that was needed in 
the sanctuary, but they all would have thought of carrying the Ark alone. That is why 
Scripture said, “to perform a task,” that only one task was to be done, and not a complete 
religious service. Also, they called it “a task” that just as one who does a task only does it to 
earn money, so too they would all run to the Ark in order to receive a reward.  

  
וּ לַעֲשׂוֹת דְּהַיְינוּ טְעִינַת הָאָרוֹן לאֹ הָיָה אֶפְשָׁר לָהֶם לִזְכּוֹת כֻּלָּם בָּהּ, לָכֵן כְּתִיב "כָּל־בָּא" דְּהַיְינ   וּלְפִי שֶׁבְּאוֹתָהּ מְלָאכָה שֶׁרוֹצִים
וֹן לִבּוֹ. וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי לאֹ אָמַר כָּאן  לְחָן וְלַמְּנוֹרָה כֹּל כָּ בְּרָצוּמִי שֶׁלּאֹ זָכָה בָּהּ לאֹ הָיָה רָץ לַשֻּׁ   .מִי שֶׁמַּקְדִּים בָּהּ הָיָה זוֹכֶה בָּהּ

חֵפֶץ וְרָצוֹן כְּפֵרוּשׁ רַשִׁ"י "לִצְבאֹ צָבָא" מִפְּנֵי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם הָרָצוֹן אֶלָּא לְדָבָר אֶחָד בִּלְבַד דְּהַיְינוּ הָאָרוֹן, דְּ"צָבָא" לָשׁוֹן  
  הַנַּ"ל. 

 
Because for this same task they want to do, namely loading up the Ark, it would not 

be possible for them all to merit it. Therefore, it is written, “everyone coming,” which is those 
who come first are able to merit it. One who does not merit this does not run to the Table of 
Showbread and to the Menorah so willingly. Because of this, it does not say here “to muster 
an assembly,” because they do only have the desire for one thing only, namely, the Ark, for 
tzava [צָבָא] [“assembly” or “service”] is the language for wish and desire, as Rashi explained 
above. 

 

 
12 Num. 4:20–21. 
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הָיוּ    "גַּם־הֵם" וּכְמוֹ שֶׁמִּצִּינוּ שֶׁ   וּבִבְנֵי גֵרְשׁוֹן שֶׁאַף הֵם הָיוּ נוֹשְׂאִים דְּבָרִים יוֹתֵר קְדוֹשִׁים מִבְּנֵי מְרָרִי כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב הַכְּלִי יָקָר,
בִּבְנֵי גֵרְשׁוֹן לִכְתּוֹב    א שְׁתֵּי עֲגָלוֹת וְלִבְנֵי מְרָרִי נָתַן אַרְבָּעָה. וְהָכִי דַּייֵק קְרָאשֶׁהֲרֵי מֹשֶׁה לאֹ נָתַן לָהֶם אֶלָּ   ב בַּכָּתֵף,וֹנוֹשְׂאִים הָר

.  אָרוֹן בִּבְנֵי קְהָתדָּשׁ הַרְבֵּה יוֹתֵר מֵאֲחֵרִים כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיָה הָ וּ"גַּם־הֵם". וּמַשָּׂאָם שֶׁל בְּנֵי גֵרְשׁוֹן הָיָה כֻּלּוֹ שָׁוֶה שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה בּוֹ דָּבָר מְק
לַעֲשׂוֹת כָּל הָעֲבוֹדָה שְׁלֵימָה, וְלָכֵן אָמַר "כָּל־הַבָּא לִצְבאֹ צָבָא" דְּהַיְינוּ כֻּלָּם שְׁלֵימָה  מִשּׁוּם הָכִי הָיוּ הוֹלְכִים בְּרָצוֹן טוֹב וְדַעַת  

  הָעֲבוֹדָה.דְּהַיְינוּ כָּל  "לַעֲבֹד עֲבֹדָה"בְּרָצוֹן שָׁוֶה, 
 
The Gershonites carried more sacred things than the Merarites, as the Kli Yakar 

wrote.13 As noted in the introduction to this essay, the Kohathites were entrusted with the most 
sacred items, the Ark, the Table of Showbread, and the Menorah. Moses did not give the Kohathites 
any wagons, as they had to carry these sacred items on their shoulders.14 In contrast, Moses gave 
two wagons to the Gershonites,15 who were entrusted with the decorations in the sanctuary—
curtains, ropes, and coverings, and he gave four wagons to the Merarites,16 who were carrying the 
least sacred elements: the pillars, bases, frames, pegs, and cords of the Tent of Meeting. 

 Thus, we find that for the Gershonites, “they also” carried the majority on the 
shoulder, for Moses only gave them two wagons, but gave four wagons to the Merarites. Thus, 
Scripture was precise with the Gershonites to write “Take a census of the Gershonites also.” 
From the fact that Num. 4:22 includes “they also” while discussing the Gershonites, and from the 
fact that they only had half as many wagons as the Kohathites, we learn that the Gershonites were 
expected to carry some of the items on the shoulder. 

What was carried by the Gershonites was all of equal sacredness, in that there was 
nothing of greater holiness than other elements, as there was with the Ark for the Kohathites, 
which was more sacred than the Table of Showbread and the Menorah.  

Because of this, [the Gershonites] went with a good desire and complete knowledge to 
do the complete service, instead of everyone rushing to be the first to merit one particular task 
deemed more sacred. Therefore, it says, “everyone who is coming to muster an assembly,” 
which is everyone with an equal desire, “to perform religious service,” which is the entire 
service. 

  
שָּׁה שֶׁהָרֹב הָיוּ נוֹשְׂאִים בַּעֲגָלוֹת אֵינוֹ אוֹמֵר "לִצְבאֹ צָבָא" מִפְּנֵי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה  וּאֲבָל בְּנֵי מְרָרִי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיְתָה עֲבוֹדָתָם כֹּל כָּ קְד

לַעֲבֹד אֶת־עֲבֹדַת"    . . .ד כָּל הָעֲבוֹדָה, וְלָכֵן כְּתִיב "כָּל־הַבָּא  וֹאַף עַל פִּי כֵן הָיוּ הוֹלְכִים עַל דַּעַת לַעֲבאֲבָל  .  לָהֶם בּוֹ כֹּל כָּ חֵפֶץ
 וְכוּ' וְאֵינוֹ אוֹמֵר "כָּל־בָּא" וְכוּ' "לַעֲשׂוֹת מְלָאכָה" כְּמוֹ בִּבְנֵי קְהָת.

 
But regarding the Merarites, whose religious service was not so holy, as most of it was 

carried in the wagons, [Scripture] does not say, “to muster an assembly” but only “for the 
assembly,” because there was not so great a wish. But nevertheless, they were determined to 
perform all of the religious service, and therefore it was written, “everyone who is coming 
for the assembly to perform the religious service of the Tent of Meeting.” 

* * * 

 
13 Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz, Kli Yakar (1602) on Num. 4:22. 
14 Num. 7:9. 
15 Num. 7:7. 
16 Num. 7:8. 


