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We begin Bamidbar with a Divine command to count the Israelites. This census will give us us
information about the community as a whole by taking a careful accounting of its individual
members. As such, the census can serve as a basis for exploring the balance between
individual and communal needs. Often when we imagine a community, we picture able-bodied
adults. Yet, according to the Center for Disease Control, sixty-one million adults in the United
States live with some type of disability . When we consider about our communities, how can we1

be sure to think about everyone in our community?

God tells Moshe to count all the men ages twenty and older, grouped by tribe. Although the
parsha contains many numbers, and is narrated in the collective, many of the men are then
listed by name, emphasizing the importance of each individual. Bnei Yisrael are instructed to
stay together, specifically to camp within their own tribe. Each group has their own flag, their
own leader, essentially their own identity. Even while traveling through the desert, they each
stayed within their own tribe. (Bamidbar 2:2)

The Israelites shall camp each with his standard, under the
banners of their ancestral house; they shall camp around the
Tent of Meeting at a distance.

ִאיׁש ַעל־ִּדְגלֹו ְבאֹתֹת ְלֵבית ֲאבָֹתם
יֲַחנּו ְּבנֵי יְִׂשָרֵאל ִמּנֶֶגד ָסִביב

ְלאֶֹהל־מֹוֵעד יֲַחנּו׃

Bnei Yisrael are counted starting at age twenty when they will be of age to be in the  army, but
the Leviim are not included in this part of the census.  They are instead counted from the age of
one month and older, and put in charge of the mishkan and assisting Aaron and the kohanim
with priestly duties.

Because of the special role the Leviim have, they are separated from everyone in order to serve
the community in a way that is unique to their assignment and role. (Bamidbar 3:1-51)  This can
be a useful model for recognizing the differences within the larger population. We are sensitive
to different needs and thus find ways to accommodate them. The community has needs, but
they do not necessarily outweigh the needs of a smaller subgroup. The desert census values
inclusiveness - all men of age must participate. This can teach us a lot about how to engage
within our communities today. We make modifications, and change communal expectations to
better reflect the uniqueness of our people. The Kohanim and Leviim have different jobs than the
rest of Bnei Yisrael, but they do things only they can do, and as a result, they benefit the entire
community.

1 https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/infographic-disability-impacts-all.html
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So, which is it? Who is more important, the individual or community? There are instances where
one should take priority over the other. We can learn from this that each situation requires a
balance of prioritizing the entire group, as well as the smaller group within the community. In the
first verse of the parsha, before taking the census, God spoke to Moshe bamidbar, in the
wilderness (Bamidbar 1:1), later leading up to the giving of the Torah, also in the wilderness.
Bamidbar Rabbah 1:7 asks why the wilderness?

From here the sages taught that the Torah was given
through three things: fire, water, and wilderness. How do
we know it was given through fire? From Exodus 19:18:
"And Mount Sinai was all in smoke as God had come
down upon it in fire." How do we know it was given
through water? As it says in Judges 5:4, "The heavens
dripped and the clouds dripped water [at Sinai]." How do
we know it was given through wilderness? [As it says
above,] "And God spoke to Moses in the Wilderness."
And why was the Torah given through these three
things? Just as [fire, water, and wilderness] are free to all
the inhabitants of the world, so too are the words of
Torah free to them, as it says in Isaiah 55:1, "Oh, all who
are thirsty, come for water... even if you have no money."
(Bamidbar Rabbah 1:7)

במדברוַיְַדֵּבר ה' ֶאל מֶׁשה ְּבִמְדַּבר ִסינַי (
), ָלָּמה ְּבִמְדַּבר ִסינַי, ִמָּכאן ָׁשנּו ֲחָכִמיםא, א

ִּבְׁשלָׁשה ְדָבִרים נְִּתנָה ַהּתֹוָרה, ָּבֵאׁש,
יט,שמותּוַבַּמיִם, ּוַבִּמְדָּבר. ָּבֵאׁש ִמּנַיִן (

ִמּנַיִן,): וְַהר ִסינַי ָעַׁשן ֻּכּלֹו וגו'. ּוַבַּמיִםיח
): ַּגם ָׁשַמיִם נָָטפּו ַּגםשופטים ה, דֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר(

ָעִבים נְָטפּו ָמיִם. ּוַבִּמְדָּבר ִמּנַיִן וַיְַדֵּבר ה' ֶאל
מֶׁשה ְּבִמְדַּבר ִסינַי, וְָלָּמה נְִּתנָה ִּבְׁשלָׁשה

ְדָבִרים ַהָּללּו, ֶאָּלא ָמה ֵאּלּו ִחּנָם ְלָכל ָּבֵאי
ָהעֹוָלם ָּכ� ִּדְבֵרי תֹוָרה ִחּנָם ֵהם, ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר

): הֹוי ָּכל ָצֵמא ְלכּו ַלַּמיִם,...ישעיה נה, א(
(במדבר רבא א:ז)

Census information can be helpful in understanding the population, demographics and other
economic information. But the population is much more than data points. The wilderness does
not belong to anyone, it is open to all. As we recount the story, and ask ourselves, how do we
measure a community, the answer cannot be the individual versus the general population, but
finding the individuality within the collective. Each person has a role, when valued, is all a part of
the community.
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environment and is interested in further exploring the field of chaplaincy and pastoral education. She lives in
Washington Heights, New York.
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