Counting and Connecting
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PARASHAS BAMIDBAR

L HASHEM spoke to Moses in the Wilderness of Sinai, in the Tent of Meeting, on the first of the

b second month, in the second year after their exodus from the land of Egypt, saying:

{2 §Take a census of the entire assembly of the Children of Israel according to their families,
according to their fathers' household, by Wer of the names, every male according to their
head count. 3 From twenty years of age and up — everyor%o goes out to the legion in Israel
— you shall count them according to their legions, you and Aaron. 4 And with you shall be one
man from each tribe; a man who is a leader of his father’s household.
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1 wnb Tmea .. 00 M2TH3 ... 13T — [HASHEM] SPOKE ... IN THE WILDERNESS OF SINAL ... ON
*THE FIRST OF [THE SECOND] MONTH. 1% nan ninn — Because of [Israel’s] dearness before
Him, bnix min — He counts them nyw 53 — at all times.! no™Mynn 1Xyws — When they
departed from Egypt, 1xm — He counted them.? Y3ya 1Yn;w; — And when they fell at the
sin of the Golden Calf,> jxm — He counted them mmnua {pm} y1b — to determine {the
number of} those who remained.! X3y — And here, when He came by inyaw ninwab — to
rest His Divine Presence upon them,> nxm — He counted them.® pwa %3 — On the first day
of the month of Nisan, j3wni opit — the Tabernacle, site of the Revelation of the Divine Presence,
was erected. 383 MIN31 — And on the first of Iyyar, the following month, nxy» — He counted

them.”
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described in Sefer Shemos, in Parshas Ki Sisa, and took place in the first year after they
left Mitzrayim. The census in Parshas Bamidbar, which was also conducted through
the contribution of half-shekel coins, was the second census, but it differed from the
first in that the people were counted by name, by shevet and by family. The third census 2
is recorded in Parshas Pinchas, in Sefer Bamidbar, and took place in Arvos Moav before( J
the Jews entered Eretz Yisrael.

~J 'The census in Parshas Bamidbar is unique in that it was performed “by the number
of games;” as indicated in the command to conduct the census. This detail is repeated
in the Torah’s account of the actual census (Bamidbar 1:18-42). With regard to every
shevet, the Torah reiterates the key phrase, “their offspring by their families...by the
/ynumber of names?” Evidently, this census accomplished a twofold objective: determining ]
L the number of the Jewish people, and seeing to it that each person was known by his

name. Why was it specifically in this census, of the three that were conducted in the
desert, that the people were counted by name? Furthermore, what was the purpose of
enumerating them by their names?

& i
2 1 Will Know You by Name

We propose that the census that is recorded in this parshah was intended not only

to determine the number of people in the Jewish nation but also to prepare the people.

for their future as Hashem’s nation. This census was conducted after Bnei Yisrael had

already been granted atonement for the sin of the Egel and had received the second
Luchos, and after the Mishkan had been erected and the Shechinah had come to rest

“upon the Jewish nation. All of the foundations had been laid for the establishment of )
¢ the Jewish nation, and the time had come for the people themselves to put their status
as Hashems chosen nation into practice, calibrating their lives so that they would live

in accordance with Hashem’s Will. :

N

In order to achieve this end, it was necessary for each individual tribe to develop
an understanding of its own purpose within the general framework of the nation’s
% service of Hashem. Every individual shevet is charged with a unique mmmn_and.task,
in accordance with its distinct nature. Kehunah was grant-ed to. S_h_efret. Levi, royalty is

-

niny — Names. It was a great honor for each person that he
gave his name, as an individual, to Moses and Aaron (Ram-
?an). At that point in history, a person’s name was Divinely
inspired fo indicate his personal virtues. In the census before
the nation crossed the Jordan, thirty-nine years later, this
was no longer the case, and there was no mention of names

*(Sforno).

antabab — According to their head count, It is forbidden to
count the people literally by the head, so they gave a half-
shekel coin per head, and the coins were then counted
(Rashi; see Exodus 30:12-13),

-6 -
7. He did not count them immediately upon the
erection of the Tabernacle, because in halachah, a
dwelling place is considered permanent only after it has
been inhabited for thirty days. It was only after God
demonstrated His love for Israel by showing that He

had made the Tabernacle Hi a i
were, that He counted th o G M
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* the province of Shevet Yehudah, Shevet Yissachar was endowed with the gift of Torah

scholarship, Shevet Zevulun wys designated to support Torah, and so forth. Not only
does every shevet have an individualized mission, but every family within the Jewish

J people has its own task, and every individual has a unique purpose within the context
of the Jewish people. Every Jew needs to understand his own unique task, his own
individualized portion in avodas Hashem, for which he was gi\%n the appropriate
abilities.

»

It is for this reason that Bnei Yisrael were counted “by the number of names”
Seforno (1:2) explains that in that generation every individual’s name attested to his
unique nature and characteristics. A census of the Jewish people by their names was a
means by which each person could be made aware of his own abilities and talents. In
accordance with this understanding, eagh person could be directed to the particular
role that he was designated to play in the Jewish people’s avodas Hashem, thus placing
the entire nation on the correct path toward fulfilling the Torah and serving Hashem.

The manner in which the census was conducted is a clear indication that it was
geared toward this end. Ramban writes (1:18) that every individual who brought a half-
shekel to Moshe and Aharon identified himself by his own name, his father’s name, the
name of his family and his shevet. Each of these divisions represented another element
of each person’s unique task. Every shevet was given its own portion in the nation’s

@ avodah, in accordance with its unique nature, and the same applies for each family and
every individual. Each person’s name reflected his own distinct task.?

’] Legions for the Torah, Legions for the Mishkan

The primary source of our explanation is the Zohar on this parshah (p. 117a), which
states, “Once the Torah and the Mishkan.were established, Hakadosh Baruch Hu wanted
“fo count His legions for the Torah [to determine] how many soldiers there were for the
Torah and how many soldiers there were for the Mishkan.” After Mattan Torah and the
tonstruction of the Mishkan, it was necessary to count the soldiers in Hashem’s army,

{J so to speak, and assign each of then.to a position. Some of them would be assigned to

Torah study, some to service in the Mishkan, and yet others to different components of
the broad picture of avodas Hashem.

We add that the Torah’s choice of words when it describes this census implies the
purpose that we have posited. When Hashem commands Moshe and Aharon to conduct
the census, He uses the word, fifkedu. Although tifkedu means “you shall count,” it also

@ connotes the act of appointing someone to a specific task, as in the pasuk in Parshas |
Pinchas in which Moshe Rabbeinu asks Hashem to designate a new leader for the nation
(Bamidbar 27:16). In that pasuk Moshe uses the word yifkod, another conjugation of
the same verb, which Onkelos renders as “May Hashem appoint.” Thus, we can explain

that in this cepsus Bnei Yisrael were appointed to their tasks as members of Hashem's

army, and every individual was directed to his own unique role in gvodas Hashem.?
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“Number signifies the unique importance of each Jew in the Eyes of
the Creator, and that he is not “swallowed up” among the public.
“Name” indicates that not only is no individual superfluous, but each Jewish
soul has its own specific and unique task to fulfill that no other person can do
in his stead.
b o

Hence, the Jewish nation is compared to the stars, because each star is also
uniquely important and has its own exclusive purpose in the universe. 4
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The Torah instructed Moshe, Aharon, and all the leaders of the
tribes to be present during the process of the counting. Since this
census was performed by counting each individual’s half-shekel
donation, would it not have sufficed for a collector to go around and
collect the money? Why did the leaders of the nation have to give of
their precious time to be involved in this process?

This census was meant to be an uplifting experience: “Se’u es
rosh Bnei Yisrael” — lift up the heads of Bnei Yisrael (1:2). The
only way the counting could be performed was if the greatest men
of the generation would take interest in the individual.

Ramban explains that there was even a more compelling
reason that necessitated the presence of Moshe and Aharon.
«Additionally, he who comes and introduces himself before the
foremost prophet and his brother, the holy one of Hashem, has
gained merit and life ... It is a merit to be counted by Moshe and
Aharon because they will look at them favorably and pray that
Hashem have compassion on them ...” When each person came
to_give his half-shekel, Moshe would ask him his name and then
bless him that he succeed in his endeavors.

The Gra said that during the era of prophecy there was no need
for anyone to try to determine his own unique purpose in life. He
would simply ask the prophet, and the prophet would tell him what
he was supposed to do and how to go about doing it. A person

who came before Moshe, the greatest of all prophets, would merit -

an even more inspiring encounter. Moshe would penetrate into the

T T deepest recesses of each per-
son’s soul in order to give him _

_jan_appropriate blessing for
success. Afterward, Aharon
and the leader of his shevet
would also bless him individu-

ally. Such a process uplifts

4" :
Every person has a unique

combination of strengths

and circumstances that

distinguish him from

anyone else who has lived

or will ever live.” *nificantly.
It is crucial that every per-
son know that he is important: “Each and every person must say,

“The world was created for me” (Sanhedrin 37a). Every person has

a unique combination of strengths and circumstances that distin-
quish him from anyone else who has lived or will ever live. He was
born to specific parents, lives in a particular era and place, and was
given certain talents because he has an avodah that he, and only
he, can accomplish. The entire creation is waiting for him to achieve
what is incumbent upon him. :

If a person is not conscious of his own importance, he cannot
begin his avodah in Torah. As an intro { '

0 duction to Kabbalas HaTorah,
Hashem told Bnei Yisrael, “And you will be for Me a kingdom of
priests (i.e., dignitaries)” (Shemos 19:6; see Rashi). Every Jew is a
dignitary with responsibilities and an elevated status, no different
from a dignitary in a government. It was with these feelings that
Brei Yisrae! prepared themselves to receive the Torah, and it would
be beneficial for us to try to emulate these feelings as well.
(Shiurei Chumash, Parashas Bamidbar 1:1; Alei Shur, Vol. 1,
. 168
P ) Uy

f§ nother important element of pleasant conversation is simply
.to know how to phrase your ideas and thoughts in ways that
are not offensive, hurtful or disrespectful to other people.

and encourages a person sig- /
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The discovery of the Almighty thenceforth informs the way we
live. A'_I"l;g:f_l'orah command to be misdabek bemidosay, to emulate
His ways, forms the basis of the Jewish system of morality. We do
not have a pragmatic system of morality, which shuns cruelty, for

instance, for practical reasons; be cruel to someone today and

Dl

someone will be cruel to you tomorrow. Now, that’s not the
J Jewish outlook. We see that the Almighty is kind and merciful, and
therefore we too must behave in a kind and merciful manner. We

see that the Almighty cares for the sick and the poor, for widow:
and orphans; therefore we too must act in the same way.

So let me tell you another, less discussed attribute of th
Almighty that we have to emulate. We say, “Ve’azah mechayeh ¢
lulam. And You give life to them all.” The Almighty sustains th
entire world at all times through a continuous dhefis of chiyus,
never-ceasing emanation of the life force. Should He interrupt thi
emanation for even one moment, creation would cease to exist.

This then is the most fundamental attribute of the Almighty i
His relationship with the cosmos: the giving and sustaining of i
itself. It follows that we, as Jews, must also seek to be life-giver
Our avodah, our divine service in this world, is to give life to otk
ers: t,c:). be considered onei olam, builders of the world, in recog

wition and emulation of the Almighty Himself.

L

Pleasant conversation, sichah na’ah, holds tremendous power. I
you speak to others with kindness and compassion vou can literal:
ly revive and sustain them. You can give them life. You can becomg
a_boneh olam, a builder of the world, and for that you deserve tc
be rewarded. A stranger walks into the beis midrash, and you gc
over and say, “Shalom aleichem!” With these two simple words
fyou’ve transformed him. In effect, you’ve told him, “You’re some

}body important. You count. I recognize your worth, and

acknowledge it.” That is pleasant conversation® that gives life, tha
revives, that sustains, that deserves a great reward.
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