
BAMIDBAR 
Randy Kaplan (with Dr. Josh Levisohn)  

  
In Parashtat Bamidbar, Moshe is commanded to take a 
census. Rashi says the reason for this is that G-d loves 
His people so much that He counts them a lot. 
Nachmanides agrees, pointing out that the word count 
also means remember or be concerned with. 
Nachmanides reasons that every Jew warrants personal 
attention from G-d and that this attention is beneficial for 
each person’s well-being, for which G-d is concerned. 
  
But then there’s the other side of the coin. (Isn’t there 
always?) It’s common knowledge that a general census, whatever its main pur-
pose is, serves as an equalizer. What could be more democratic than counting 
each person as no more or less than another? A census, in this sense, might low-
er a person’s standing. 
  
Rabbenu Bahya, in his Panim Yafot on Exodus, writes that Jews earn merit col-
lectively but that after a census, they are responsible as individuals. Rashi 
agrees, contending that if someone is counted and found lacking, they are then 
vulnerable to punishment. There is also the thinking, apparent in the wording of 
the Torah, that counting individuals risks bringing a curse upon them, as if the 
count of each person tempts the angel of death to decrease the number.  
  
Counting appears to be both a symbol of love and a sign of danger, a point of 
pride and a point of risk.  
  
When Hashem commands Moshe to take the census, he uses this unlikely term: 
“ ֗אּו ֶאת־רֹאש   ” שְׂ This can be translated as “listing the names . . . head by 
head” (Sefaria) or taking “a head count” (Chabad.org). But the actual Hebrew idi-
om is best translated as “raising (or lifting) the head.” 
  
What does it mean to have one’s head lifted? Another idiom comes to mind here: 
keep your chin up. (Usually, lifting your head includes elevating your chin.) And 
that idiom, of course, means to remain positive or optimistic in the face of adver-
sity. When you are counted, you feel like you count, and you do, so much so that 
you are obligated to say, “For my sake was the world created” (Mishnah Sanhed-
rin 4:5). As RaMBaN said, it feels good to be counted. 
  
But what about someone who holds his head too high, someone arrogant and 
self-centered? In that case, the lifting of the head serves another purpose. The 
hubristic person’s head must be lifted so that he can see better, so that his vision 
is clearer, so that he understands that he is “only dust and ashes” (Bereshit 
18:27). 



Rabbi Simcha Bunim of Peshischa cites these passages and juxtaposes them to 
create one of his most famous prrcepts. He says that everyone should carry 
around two pieces of paper, one in each pocket. On one piece of paper should 
be the uplifting affirmation from Mishnah Sanhedrin (“The world was created for 
me”), and on the other piece of paper should be the harrowing quote from 
Bereshit (“I am dust and ashes”). These messages are essential, both of them. 
We need the former when we are feeling low and need to be counted, and we 
need the latter when we are feeling arrogant and need to be realigned. 
  
Like Israel, each of us needs to be counted. And each of us must prepare to be 
counted. In order to prepare, we must look within. And the manner in which we 
conduct this inner census matters. Each of us must ask, How should I lift my 
head? How will my head be lifted? How can I help to lift the heads of others? 
When I’m able to see clearer, will I find that I have been occupying too much 
space or too little? Will I find that I have been arrogant or meek? What adjust-
ments must I make to fine-tune myself, to find my optimal self? 
  
We are individuals who are responsible for our actions and habits, but we are al-
so part of the Jewish people, a collective which earns merit together. This must 
comfort us. We are free, but we are not alone. 
  
Shabbat Shalom! 


