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Shabbat Bemidbar
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May 26-27, 2006

Annual: Numbers 1:1 - 27:34

Triennial Cycle: Numbers 2:1 – 3:13
Haftarah: I Samuel 20:18–42


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary

This week we begin the reading of the fourth book of the Torah, Sefer Bemidbar or The Book of Numbers.  Its Hebrew name derives from its setting, bemidbar – in the wilderness (or desert), as we read in the very first   verse of the book, “HaShem spoke to Moshe in the wilderness of Sinai.”  Its English name derives from the fact that three of the first four chapters describe censuses: an enumeration of the entire people (Chapter 1) and two enumerations of the Levites (Chapters 3 and 4).  Chapter 2 describes the arrangement of the Israelite camp – the deployment of men around the Tabernacle to defend the camp when it is at rest.

II.  Commentary: Mitzvot, both big and small

In Shalom Africa, Vol. II, No. 19, for Parashot Acharei Mot - Kedoshim, I wrote, “Chapter 19 contains some of the most important mitzvot – and perhaps some of the most difficult mitzvot – in the Torah, mitzvot that teach us what it means to ‘be holy.’”   Some people may take exception to the idea that some mitzvot are more important than others.  More important to whom?  To us?  To HaShem?  Would not all mitzvot be equally important, inasmuch as they emanate from the same Source?

In defense of such distinctions between “major” mitzvot and “minor” mitzvot, I will cite two sources, both from Pirke Avot:

Rabbi (Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi, the compiler of the Mishnah) taught:  “Be as attentive to a minor mitzvah as to a major one, for you do not know the reward for each of the mitzvot.”  (2:1)

Ben Azzai taught: “Pursue even a minor mitzvah…for the reward for a mitzvah is another mitzvah….” (4:2)

Let’s consider the following Talmudic discussion (Tractate Makkot 23b-24a):

Rabbi Simlai taught: Moses received 613 mitzvot – 365 negative mitzvot (prohibitions), corresponding to the number of days in the solar calendar, and 248 positive mitzvot, corresponding to the number of limbs in the human body.

Rabbi Hamnuna said:  What is the verse that supports this?  “Moses commanded us (to observe the) Torah; it is a legacy (for the Congregation of Jacob).”  Torah in gematria1 adds up to 611; the other two – I am HaShem your God and “You shall have no other gods” – we heard directly from the Almighty.

When (King) David ruled, he reduced the number to 11 (essential mitzvot)2, as it is written: “A Psalm of David.  HaShem, who may sojourn in Your tent, who may dwell on Your holy mountain?  

· He who lives without blame, 

· who does what is right, 

· and in his heart acknowledges the truth; 

· whose tongue is not given to evil, 

· who has never done harm to his fellow, 

· or borne reproach for [his acts toward] his neighbor; 

· for whom a contemptible man is abhorrent, 

· but who honors those who fear HaShem; 

· who stands by his oath even to his hurt; 

· who has never lent money at interest, 

· or accepted a bribe against the innocent.

The man who acts thus shall never be shaken.” (Psalm 15)

When Isaiah prophesied, he reduced the number to 6 (essential mitzvot), as it is written: “Sinners in Zion are frightened, the godless are seized with trembling: “Who of us can dwell with the never-dying blaze?”

· He who walks in righteousness, 

· speaks uprightly,

· spurns profit from fraudulent dealing,

· waves away a bribe instead of grasping it,

· stops his ears against listening to infamy,

· shuts his eyes against looking at evil 

Such a one shall dwell in lofty security, with in accessible cliffs for his stronghold, with his food supplied and his drink assured. (Isaiah 33: 14-16)

When Micah prophesied, he reduced the number to 3 (essential mitzvot), as it is written: “He has told you, O man, what is good, and what HaShem requires of you: only

· to do justice and

· to love goodness and

· to walk modestly with your God.  (Micah 6:8)

Isaiah responded by reducing the number to 2 (essential mitzvot):  “Thus said HaShem:

· Observe what is right

· and do what is just

for soon My salvation shall come, and my deliverance be revealed.” (Isaiah 56:1)

Amos further reduced them to one: “Thus said HaShem to the House of Israel: 

· ‘Seek me and you will live.’” (Amos 5:4)

Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak disagreed and suggested that Habakkuk was the prophet who reduced the number to one essential mitzvah, 

· “The righteous are rewarded with life for their fidelity.” (Habbakuk 2:4)

We can learn something from the very first attempt – by King David – to reduce the number of absolute requirements as well as all subsequent reductions.  The lesson is that ethical behavior – integrity, honesty, kindness, etc. – are raised to a position of primacy.  By the end of this Talmudic passage we learn that allegiance to God and a commitment to ethical interpersonal behavior are the irreducible minimal requirements for living an authentically Jewish life.  What distinguishes Judaism from other religions – and what sanctifies us and elevates everyday life to a level of holiness, whereby even mundane actions (such as eating) become part of our overall worship of the Almighty – are the ritual mitzvot: Shabbat, kashrut (the dietary laws), our mode of prayer and recital of blessings, etc.  We cannot do without the ritual aspects of Judaism, if we want our religion to survive.  Nor are we to get so obsessed by the particulars of ritual behavior that we forget the larger picture.  That larger picture is that all of our behavior should bring us closer to God and closer to one another.
1 Gematria is the system whereby each Hebrew letter is assigned a numerical equivalent.  Using this system we unlock some of the Torah’s secrets and some of the Torah’s hidden messages.
How does the word “Torah” add up to 611?  Here’s how:

The numerical equivalent of the tav ת is 5.

The numerical equivalent of the vov ו is 5.

  The numerical equivalent of the resh ר is 5.

The numerical equivalent of the hey ה is 5.

Added together, they equal 611, the number of mitzvot that Moshe taught the Children of Israel.  The other two our ancestors heard directly from the Almighty.

 2 Why should anyone even consider reducing the number of “essential” mitzvoth?   The commentary of Rashi is instructive.  

The early generations were righteous and were able to submit to the yoke of fulfilling many mitzvoth.  Latter generations were not as righteous, and if they tried to fulfill all of the mitzvot, no one would have merit (for having fulfilled a greater number of mitzvoth than the number of sins and lapses).  So, David came and reduced the number to the eleven mitzvot listed here, so that people will have a chance to have merit for their efforts.  Subsequent generations were even less righteous, so that the number of essential mitzvot kept getting reduced.
One of the beautiful aspects of Conservative Judaism is that it speaks of a “Ladder of Observance.”  No matter where a person is, he or she can always aspire to reach a higher rung.  What matters is not the position relative to others, be they more observant or less, but that each individual is moving up rather than standing still or, God forbid, slipping down.
Here is what the “Ladder of Observance” means in terms of Shabbat:

While many Jews would like to observe Shabbat and experience its ritual, spiritual, familial and physical benefits, it often seems "too difficult."  Observance of Shabbat appears so complex and vast that it is hard to know where to begin.  It is the synagogue that can help to point the way, to educate our community about Shabbat.

To the unobservant Shabbat may seem like a high mountain which is impossible to climb, yet if we help them to build their observance, stage by stage, then the mountain will be surmountable.  Indeed, congregants should be reminded that each of us is on our own ladder of observance and that they should not feel demeaned because they are on a different rung.  The important thing is that each of us is willing to climb and add to our observance.

That is what synagogue communities are for – not to degrade or exclude the less observant individuals but to embrace them and help them ascend their own personal ladders of observance.

II.  Commentary: Everybody Counts
The Tanakh counts Israelites three separate times in order to send them to war. First, almost a year after leaving Egypt, Moses counts more than 600,000 Israelite men of fighting age at Mount Sinai by having each of them submit half a shekel. Second, at the beginning of this week's parashah, Bemidbar, Moses counts the number of Israelites capable of bearing arms as they prepare to conquer the land of Israel. In fact the English name for Sefer Bemidbar, the Book of Numbers, comes from this enumeration of warriors. Finally, generations later in Jewish history, King David has his chief-of-staff spend nearly a year counting 1.3 million soldiers who are "ready to draw the sword." Here, the Tanakh seems to count people in order to know how many of those people are ready to go and kill.
But it is not only for war that the Torah contemplates the number of Israelites. God promises Abraham progeny as numerous as the stars in the sky and God promises Jacob that his children will be as numerous as the dust of the earth. Impossibly large numbers to be sure, but numbers nonetheless. Here, the Torah seems to count people in order to know how many of them will continue the covenant of Abraham.
We can count people for good, or we can count them for ill, but ultimately, the Jewish tradition thinks we shouldn't count people at all. Based on the verse, "the children of Israel shall be as the sand of the sea which may not be measured nor counted," Rabbi Eleazar, one of the rabbis of the Talmud, taught that the counting of Jews prohibited by Biblical law. That reticence was absorbed into Jewish law and continues in the practice in many synagogues of counting the number of people present for prayer services indirectly. In some places, people are counted negatively -- not one, not two, etc.; in others, they are counted using each word in a ten-word biblical verse as a number. 
Why has counting people become forbidden? One explanation is that counting is a preparation for war, but clearly, this is not always the case. We count for prayer, we count our children and our children's children. One rabbinic tale even imagines God counting the Jewish people one by one with tremendous love, the way a rich man might count the number of fine pearls on a string. In fact, in the same Talmudic discussion in which counting is prohibited, Rabbi Isaac says explicitly that it is forbidden to count Jews even for commanded ritual acts. 
Whether we count people for good or for ill, we reduce people to their function when we count them.  Six hundred thousand soldiers. Ten people for prayer. Twenty thousand people at a rally. We lose sight of them as individuals and tie their worth to some external goal, be it as hateful as war or as laudable as prayer. But when it comes to human beings, Jewish tradition argues that one is the largest possible number. There are 600,000 individual soldiers; each has his own parents, his own loves and hopes. …[To] see each only as one among many is to reduce his human form to his soldierly function. 
Each human is valuable simply for being a Divine creation and to count him or her is to suggest that human value stems from the purpose for which it is being counted. The Torah demonstrates this concern in the way the text itself counts its inhabitants. When the sons of Jacob are counted, the Torah begins by saying that he had twelve sons. These twelve sons do serve a purpose -- to continue the line of their father and fulfill God's blessing to him. But then, the text goes on to list the sons each by name and by the name of his mother, showing that each is more than just this purpose. Although the sons are counted, they are listed by name and thereby their individuality and their humanity are maintained….
Each is important not only for his contributions towards some external goal, but simply for his existence.

It is too easy, when listing numbers of people, be they ten, one thousand, or six million, to forget each of the people that makes up that number. An infinitely patient God may count infinite people seeing each and every one, even though they will be as numerous as the stars in the sky, but we cannot. From the vantage point of infinity, God can look at the stars and see each one individually, in all its unique beauty. We humans see only the night sky.
♥  ♥  ♥
Each one of us counts.  Each one of us needs to feel that he or she can be counted on.  May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.






Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD



Rashi (1040-1105) A French rabbinic scholar. Solomon ben Isaac, he is better known by the acronym of his Hebrew name: Rabbenu Shlomo Yitzchaki.  He published responsa, composed penitential hymns and wrote commentaries on the Bible and Talmud.  For more information, see the article by � HYPERLINK "http://www.myjewishlearning.com/history_community/Medieval/MedThoughtTO/Rashi.htm" ��Louis Jacobs� and by � HYPERLINK "http://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/talmud/Gemara/TalmudCommentaries/RashiTalmud.htm" ��Joseph Jacobs, et al.�  Both articles are found at My Jewish Learning.com.











