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WHAT REALLY COUNTS…
Parshas Bamidbar/Sefiras Ha’Omer/Shavuos

R’ EYTAN

FEINER

Towards the end of sefiras ha’omer, we encounter yet another counting, this one arriving in the form
of a “mispar sheimos” of the Jewish People in the wilderness. Sefer Bamidbar commences with a
census taken by Moshe, and thus we are not surprised to find that the fourth sefer of the Torah is
accorded the secular appellation of “The Book of Numbers.” The secular title, however, not only fails
to encapsulate the essence of the Jews’ trek in the midbar, but also appears quite misleading. 1 The
counting of G-d’s nation- like the counting of the omer- in truth differs quite significantly from the mere
tallying up of numbers that takes place outside the Torah’s sphere of influence.
Understanding “Sefira”
The Torah is not simply interested in the accumulation of data, in the sheer adding up of numbers to
produce a final quantitative outcome.2 Our paramount concern is not one of mere “numbers,” but of
joining those numbers to a greater whole by connecting them all back to a single source. The word
used by the Torah to describe the counting process is one of “sapar,” one that shares the same
etymological root as the word for a story (“sippur”), the word for a book (“sefer”), and the word for a
boundary, or city border (“sifar”3). Homing in on the their common denominator, Rav Moshe Shapirobased on the Sefer Yetzira4- explains that “sapar” connotes a linking together of separate entities5 by
returning them all back to one unifying source. 6

It is certainly far more encompassing than just a book about “numbers”—and indeed far more than simply
counting numbers. In his book, Numbers: Histories, Mysteries, Theories (Dover Publications, Inc., 2015),
Albrecht Beutelspacher begins his first chapter as follows: “We humans are born with a number sense.
However, this innate ability is not unique to humans, since animals also have a sense of numbers…Animals
have a sense of numbers, but they are unable to count. This activity is coupled with language and thus reserved
for humans.” But counting in the eyes of the Torah, as we will soon see, is of a very different and more
profound nature.
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See HaK’sav VihaKabbalah, parshas Re’eh, 16:9. See also the related remarks of R’ Yitzchak Hutner in
Pachad Yitzchak, Igros U’kesavim, #87:5. See also the comments of R’ Eliyahu Meir Bluch in Peninei Da’as,
Bamidbar, 1:2.
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See, for example, the mishna in Sotah, 9:2; Rashi on V’zos HaBracha, 33:20. See, as well, HaK’sav
Vi’haKabbalah, parshas Emor, 23:16.
3
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See 1:1. (The motif of chibur, joining together, can perhaps be better understood based on the Gra’s
commentary to Sefer Yetzira there (third approach).) See also R’ Tzaddok HaKohen’s Likutei Ma’amarim, 55b.
R’ Samson Raphael Hirsch discusses the same idea in his commentary on Va’eira, 8:10. He adds that it also
connects to the shoresh forming the word, “tzibbur,” a congregation wherein many individuals are brought
together.
5

Perhaps we could add the following remez: If the root “sapar” connotes a sense of chibur and unification,
then- as is often the case- its osiyos hafuchos, its respective letters intermingled, should yield a contrary
implication. The opposite of chibur is perud, the idea of separation and total lack of unity. That is exactly what
the root “paras” denotes- breaking into two, splitting up, etc.- and the reason a slice of bread is called a perusa
(see Radak, Sefer HaSharashim; Rashi on Succah 42b). And where was it in our history where we witnessed the
most severe lashon hara of all time (Megilla 13b), that of Haman’s description of us as a nation “mefuzar
u’mefurad bein ha’amim” (Esther, 3:8)? In “Paras,” a place about which we find its very name and essence
comprised of the same letters as “sapar”- but all mixed up- implying that all sense of chibur had been sadly
transformed into perud…
6
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The author of a story weaves a tapestry of diverse themes and plots but ultimately connects them all
back to one underlying and dominant motif. In a similar vein, a sefer is a presentation of multifarious
ideas and insights all connected back to a single primary objective and topic. Hence, the one who
pens such a work by consolidating all the data under a single rubric is referred to as a “mi’chaber,”
one who connects, for joining things together is precisely what the author set out to do. Continuing
this line of reasoning, a “sifar” unites the various entities contained within by creating a border through
which to define all the enveloped components as a single entity. And finally we can approach sefira, a
word connoting the concatenation of disparate numbers or people by uniting them all back to their
source. Everything stems originally from a single source and our goal is to unite all that we encounter
by rejoining it to its original shoresh.7
Hence, when we begin counting within a Torah framework, we commence not with the more
appropriate “rishon,” meaning “first,” but substitute instead the word “echad,” the word meaning “one”
which is, in truth, not really a “mispar” at all.8 The first day of creation is not referred to as “yom
rishon,” the natural predecessor for the continuing sequence of yom sheini, shelishi, etc., but as “yom
echad.”9 HaKB”H is the “yachid ba’olam,” Rashi informs us,10 and our task is to sanctify and return the
manifold acts of creation back to the original single source of them all—back to HaKB”H.11 We are not
And with regard to “sapar”/“tasporet,” the Hebrew words for barber and haircut? Obviously, the cutting of
hair is purely just the means to arrive at the finished product, a more polished and comely appearance. Perhaps,
then, the connection lies in the fact that a barber gives a tzura, a defined shape and form, to the disheveled hair.
The idea of transforming chomer into a well-defined tzura by giving it a designated shape and form essentially
echoes the idea of consolidating a ribui into an ichud, a rabim into the singular yachid. (Water, for example, is
called mayim- a word containing the plural suffix, “yud”/ “mem”- because water has no defined tzura (it even
wipes away the tzura from other objects) and is thus always referred to as a rabim-- see Maharal, Gevuros
Hashem, chapter 18. See also the related comments in R’ R. M. Shlanger’s Shivtei Nachalasecha, p. 289.) A
tzura is that which is mi’a’cheid the chomer to form a single, clearly defined, tzura a’chida. And thus a
“sapar”’s vocation is indeed one of duplicating the underlying idea behind a true “sefira.” See also the Meshech
Chochma, parshas Emor, 23:16, and R’ Kuperman’s accompanying footnote (#1).
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Concerning the title accorded the “Eser Sefiros,” see Living Inspired (Tatz), p. 159. Regarding the connection
of “sapir,” the sapphire stone, to “sefira,” see Eichah, 4:7, and the commentary there of R’ Moshe Dovid Vali
(talmid chaver of the Ramchal), while keeping in mind the sources cited in the beginning of footnote 18 of this
piece. I later noticed that MiMa’amakim (Mandelbaum), parshas Bamidbar, p. 47, more easily incorporates the
“sapir” connection into the above explanation. (I presented above what I heard and understood from R’ Shapiro,
but see there (pp. 47-49) where the author- also based on R’ Shapiro- discusses the “sefira” idea at greater
length, and see also MiMa’amakim, parshas Behar, p. 417, where the author discusses the counting of the
shemita cycles. For yet another interesting connection of “sapir,” sapphire, to “sefira” (along a completely
different train of thought), see the Shinaver Rav’s (R’ Yechezkel Shraga Halberstam) Divrei Yechezkel,
Shavuos, p. 67, and the insight of the Alexander Rebbe cited in the Ma’ayana Shel Torah Haggadah, p. 31. See
also Likutei Torah, parshas Emor (23:15)- based on the Zohar (vol. 2, 136b), Reshimos, #38 (Pesach), pp. 2324, and R’ A. S. HaLevi Ish Horovitz’s Naharei Aish, ma’amar 6, p. 33. In addition, see Nesivos Shalom,
Sefiras HaOmer, ma’amar 1, #5 (p. 313), and see R’ Mordechai Miller’s Yom Tov Shiurim, Pesach, pp. 21-22.
See also HaK’sav VihaKabbalah’s understanding of “sefira” in his commentary on Re’eh, 16:9, and in his Iyun
Tefilla commentary on the Siddur (Seder Sefiras HaOmer), p. 281.
8

See R’ Moshe Grossberg’s Tzefunos HaRogatchover, pp. 38-39.

See also the understanding of the Ramban, and see Nachalas Yaakov and Meshech Chochma. See also R’ Elya
Weintraub’s Einei Yisroel, p. 592, and R’ Shimshon Pincus’s Nitzutzei Shimshon.
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See also the Maharal’s Drasha L’Shabbos HaGadol, p. 197.

See Chiddushei Aggados of the Maharsha on Shabbos 87b (“eser”). See especially the comments of the
Malbim, parshas Naso, 6:26. See also Ohr Gedalyahu on parshas Beraishis, p. 12, and on parshas Korach, p.
132. In addition, see R’ Uri Weissblum’s Ha’aras Derech, p. 118.
11
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merely counting the increasing numbers in a sequence, but are rather joining them together via their
reunification with “echad”12—thus imputing each day with added significance, a much deeper
meaning.13
Along the same line of thinking, the counting of the omer opens with “yom echad” in place of the more
expected “yom rishon,” for sefiras ha’omer is likewise a counting that connects all the crucial
preparatory days for the momentous z’man Matan Toraseinu back to a unified echad. Everything
around us stems solely from the “Echad vi’Yachid ba’olam,”14 and must therefore be viewed as the
mere branches and offshoots of a single omnipotent shoresh.15
Focusing for a moment on the gematrias of the letters of the aleph-beis, the highest tally formed when
combining the greatest digits in the singles, tens, and hundreds, respectively, is 999: tes=9, tzadi=90,
and tzadi sofis (end tzadi)=900.16 When you then add one to reach 1000, you are thus adding an
“aleph” to create “eleph,” a number that has somewhat left the boundaries of the regular aleph-beis
framework, a number signifying ever-increasing greatness.17 And yet, it is all the while a number
spelled the very same as the beginning aleph…18
Even when you’ve reached eleph, 1000, and are on the road to infinity, you are essentially never
veering from the originating aleph, for everything ultimately returns to the single unifying source. 19
That source, of course, is HaKB”H, Who is often referred to in the medrashic and mystical writings as

12

See also Degel Machaneh Ephraim, parshas Balak, 23:15.

See also Robert Levine’s A Geography of Time (p. 208), regarding the author’s very positive take on
Judaism’s focus on counting and the value attached to each and every day.
13

14

See the Divrei Chaim commentary on the Pesach Haggadah for the brief remarks of the Sanzer Rav on
“Echad mi yodei’a…” (p. 51).
See the Maharal’s Nesivos Olam, nesiv ha’shalom, chapter 1. In addition, see Sfas Emes, beginning of
parshas Korach, and see his related comments in parshas Pinchas, 5634. (See also Akeidas Yitzchak, sha’ar
74.)
15

See the comments of the Maharsha, Chiddushei Aggados on Succah 52b (“she’ne’emar”). See also R’
Yechiel Michel Stern’s Osiyos HaAleph-Beis, p. 313.
16

See also R’ Tzaddok HaKohen’s Kometz HaMincha, section 2, #58 (p. 52). This could perhaps explain why
Moshe Rabbeinu bestowed upon Klal Yisroel specifically 1000 brachos (see Rashi, parshas Devarim, 1:11)—to
symbolize that even his finite amount of blessings would reach the number that alludes to the world of the
infinite and signifies ever-increasing greatness. See also the approach of R’ Pinchas HaLevi Horowitz appearing
towards the end of the introduction to his Hafla’a on Maseches Kesuvos.
17

See Shu”t Chasam Sofer, vol. 8, Koveitz Teshuvos, #52 (“shei’nis”)- also printed at the back of Chiddushei
Chasam Sofer on Chullin. See also the B’nei Yissaschar, Ma’amarei Chodshei Kisleiv-Teives, Ma’amar 2, #18,
in footnote (and Ma’amarei HaShabbasos, Ma’amar 4, #3). See, as well, R’ Tzaddok HaKohen’s Kometz
HaMincha, section 2, #58 (p. 52).
18

Perhaps we might also add the following: aleph/eleph spelled backwards yields “peleh.” (See, for example,
the introduction to Even Shi’leima (Gra): “she’ha’aleph hu peleh vi’ne’elam…”) The Rama (OC”H, 6:1)
explains that peleh connotes the connection of ruchni with gashmi, the merging of the spiritual with the
physical. We have seen above that even upon arriving at eleph, representative of going beyond the boundariesheading into the infinite, the spiritual- it is precisely then that we reunite with the aleph, the beginning of all that
which is finite and gashmi. Hence, aleph and eleph- connecting the finite and physical with the infinite and
spiritual- both spelled backwards most appropriately yields peleh…
19
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“Alufo shel Olam,”20 the “Aleph” of the world (Medrash O’siyos D’R’ Akiva: “Aleph-- zeh HaKB”H”).21
He is the “Chief,” kaviyachol, the infinite ruler above and beyond all boundaries, from Whom
everything emanated and to Whom all will eventually return.22
All members of the Jewish People indeed stem from the same source. Not simply the physical scions
of Adam HaRishon, we are all bound together in a far more profound and metaphysical sense.23 The
Jewish nation emanates essentially from “shoresh neshama achas,”24 one large soul containing
600,000 primary roots from which sprout forth myriad souls that find their way into the many millions
of Jews throughout time25—“cha’veirim kol Yisroel”… When we are subjected to a sefira, the cardinal
20

See, for example, Beraishis Rabba, 20:2. See also the Degel Machaneh Ephraim, likutim on parshas
Devarim, quoting the Ba’al Shem Tov. (See also Ba’al Shem Tov al HaTorah, parshas Ki Seitzei, p. 221, citing
the Degel Machaneh Ephraim’s remarks on parshiyos Emor and Eikev.) In addition, see R’ Yechiel Michel
Stern’s Lishon Limudim, p. 30, and see R’ Benzion M. Y. Weinstock’s Noam HaKavod, chapter 3, siman #1, p.
130.
21

The letter itself is comprised by joining two yudden to a vav in between, thus yielding a gematria of 26, the
same as that of G-d’s name—see the B’nei Yissaschar’s Regel Yishara, ma’areches aleph, #246-247, and the
Ben Yehoyada on Kiddushin 30b. See also the Apta Rav’s Oheiv Yisroel, Mishlei (Sifsei Tzaddikim edition, p.
295). In truth, all the letters of the Aleph-Beis are subtly linked with the gematria 26 of the Sheim Hashem—see
the Zohar (vol. 3, 73a), and see R’ Yechiel Michel Stern’s Osiyos HaAleph-Beis, pp. 17-18 (quoting from the
Tzafnas Panei’ach), and his Otzar HaYedi’os, vol. 2, p. 14.
“This is what is sometimes referred to as the Oneness of life…Everything is One Divine Cell, which is the
main building block of this physical world we live in”-- Sydney Banks, The Enlightened Gardener, p. 100.
22

23

See the Ramchal’s Adir BaMarom (Friedlander edition, p. 26).

24

See, in particular, Tomar Devorah, 1:4, and Ruach Chaim on Avos, 6:3 (and see Nefesh HaChaim, 1:5 (1:17),
and 2:17.). See also Smag (9) based on Yerushalmi Nedarim, 9:4. In a similar vein, we are also considered a
“guf echad,” a single body: see the Shlah ha’kadosh, cheilek 3, p. 48; Ya’aros Divash, vol. 1, drush 1 (Birkas
Rifa’einu); Meshech Chochma, parshas Chukas, 19:20; and Pachad Yitzchak, Pesach, Ma’amar 41 (and see
Ma’amar 33). See also R’ Yosef Yehuda Bluch’s Shiurei Da’as, vol. 2, p. 241, and R’ Aharon Kotler’s Mishnas
Rebbe Aharon, vol. 1, pp. 243-244. In Ta’amei HaMitzvos, parshas Kedoshim (19:18), the Arizal’s terminology
is, “guf echad shel nishmas Adam ha’rishon.” See also the lashon appearing in Shu”t Chasam Sofer, OC”H,
#166, and that of the Chiddushei HaRim in his first piece on parshas Devarim. (See also the collected letters of
the Chazon Ish, vol. 3, #62, and see the sefer, Li’Sha’ah U’liDoros, p. 124, quoting from Eish Dos.) See also
the Sheim MiShmuel, parshas Shoftim (and see his father’s Shu”t Avnei Nezer (Y”D, #126, and OC”H, #314),
citing the Maharal), and see Sefer HaTanya, chapter 32. See also R’ Y. L. HaLevi Ashleig’s Pri Chacham
collection of Ma’amarim, pp. 89-91, and see R’ Yitzchak Ariely’s Yerach HaEysanim, Succos, pp. 97-98. In
addition, see R’ Eli Wolf’s Mah She’haya Hu She’yi’hiyeh, Haftoros HaShana, vol. 2, p. 57, footnote 36. See
also R’ Baruch Dov Puvarsky’s Bad Kodesh on the Moadim, Pesach, p. 212.
The Meshech Chochma (V’zos HaBracha, 34:8- see his comments on Beraishis, 5:2, for yet another
interpretation- and see his related remarks on Va’eschanan, 4:29, and his comments on Yisro, 19:8) explains the
gemara in Yevamos (61a) of “a’tem ki’ruyim Adam…” along the same lines as expressed above. Only the
Jewish People, he writes, can be called “Adam” for only we are a unified, single being, just as the word “Adam”
appears only in the singular form even when referring to many. There is only a single “Adam” and only the
unified Jewish nation can be rightfully classified as such, as they direct all their focus to G-d and to His Torah
which serves to be mi’a’cheid them. I later saw that the Kli Yakar already expressed such an idea in his Olilos
Ephraim- see ma’amar 22 (vol. 1, p. 65), and ma’amar 374 (vol. 2, p. 66). (I also heard the same vort in the
name of the Brisker Rav. See also R’ Mordechai Samet’s Va’yaged Mordechai on Inyanei Nisu’in, p. 21 (#22).)
In addition, see Ohr Yechezkel, Elul, pp. 106-107. (See also B’nei Yissaschar, ma’amarei chodshei Tamuz/Av,
ma’amar 4 (#2- footnote).) Regarding this last point, see especially R’ Moshe Grossberg’s Tzefunos
HaRogatchover, pp. 90-91. See also Beis Shmuel Acharon, parshas Ki Sisa.
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intent is to reunite and connect us back to that original source, highlighting to us that we are, in fact,
members of one large composite whole.26 We are all segments of a single cohesive unit that
transcends our manifold—and oft superficial—differences.27 “U’mi ki’amcha Yisroel, goy echad
ba’aretz” (Divrei HaYamim I, 17:21).28
Prelude to Shavuos
The Tur (O”CH, #428) notes that parshas Bamidbar is always read before the yom tov of Shavuos
and, interestingly, it almost always coincides with the Shabbos directly preceding it.29 Rewinding
briefly to the episode of Matan Torah, we remember the crucial prerequisite to our receiving of the
Torah: “Va’yichan sham Yisroel neged ha’har “ (Yisro, 19:2), “and Israel encamped there, opposite
the mountain.” Rashi cites the inference made by the Mechilta30 from the usage of the singular
“va’yichan,”31 that the Jews at the time were “ki’ish echad bi’leiv echad.”32 The vast multitudes of
See the Arizal’s Sha’ar HaGilgulim, beginning of hakdama 17 (and Sha’ar Ruach HaKodesh, Hakdama 3 (p.
42b)—there are, accordingly, 600,000 different pei’rushim to every pasuk in the Torah); the Ramchal’s Adir
B’Marom—see Yalkut Yedi’os HaEmes, likutim from Adir B’Marom, vol. 1, p. 288; and see Shu”t Chasam
Sofer, vol. 8, Koveitz Teshuvos, #52 (“rishon”). (See also Yalkut Avanim (likutim from the Gra- R’ M. Rosen’s
edition), p. 158.) It is part of our tradition and guaranteed that regardless of sin, persecution, etc., there will
always be at least 600,000 Jewish souls in every generation. See the commentary of Rabbeinu Gershom to
Erchin 32b, and see R’ Yitzchak Hutner’s additional remarks cited in the Sefer Zikaron L’Maran Ha’Pachad
Yitzchak, (Mossad Gur Aryeh edition), p. 384, #8. (See also Reshimos Leiv, Pesach 5734, p. 120.) R’ Eliezer
HaKalir already alluded to this concept years before Rabbeinu Gershom- see the yotzer liturgy for parshas
Shekalim (“mi yu’chal”). In addition, see the comments of the Ohr HaChaim on the opening pasuk of V’zos
HaBracha (33:1), and see R’ Eliezer Dovid Friedman’s Mi’Pi Seforim V’Sofrim, parshas Korach, pp. 229-230
(and footnote 3 in P’ninei Chassidus there). See also the related brief remark of R’ Yerucham Levovitz in his
Da’as Torah, Bamidbar, 1:46. See, however, the footnote (#3) appearing in Ohr Gedalyahu on parshas
Vayechi, p. 72 (quoting R’ Tzaddok HaKohen). (Parenthetically, it is also quite interesting that, according to the
Oxford Dictionary, the English language has about 600,000 words…)
25
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See the Maharal’s Gur Aryeh, beginning of parshas Ki Sisa (30:12), and see especially Pachad Yitzchak on
Pesach, ma’amar 33.
See R’ Yitzchak Isaac Chaver’s Siach Yitzchak, Drush L’Shabbos Parshas Shekalim, pp. 338-339, and Drush
L’Shabbos HaGadol, pp. 444, 446, 449 (Yonason Meir edition). See also his Drush L’Shabbos HaGadol printed
at the back of Otzros R’ Yitzchak Isaac Chaver, pp. 30, 32. In addition, see the Beis Halevi’s remarks on
Vayeishev, 37:1, and see the Netziv’s Ha’emek Davar on Ha’azinu, 32:9. See also the Yismach Yisroel
(Alexander), L’Chag HaSuccos, first day Chol HaMoed/Ushpiza D’Yaakov, #22.
27

In addition, the very fact that we are the lone people under the direct hashgacha of HaKB”H, the only true
“Echad” in the world, itself dictates that we are the only nation of the world capable of ever achieving a state of
achdus gemura. See the Maharal’s Netzach Yisroel, chapter 10, and see the remarks of the Beis HaLevi, end of
parshas Beshalach (discussing “Masah U’Meriva”). See also R’ Hutner’s understanding of the pasuk,
appearing in his Sefer HaZikaron (ibid., #15, p. 388).
28
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See also R’ Tzaddok HaKohen’s Pri Tzaddik, Bamidbar, p. 9 (“Hi’nei”).

See also Yalkut Shimoni (Yisro, #273)—and see R’ C. E. Cohen’s Nachalas Eliezer, vol. 2, pp. 291-292;
Derech Eretz Zuta (perek ha’shalom); Pirkei D’R’ Eliezer (chapter 41); and Vayikra Rabba (9:9). See also the
terminology in the Medrash Tanchuma, Yisro, #13.
30

See also the singular usage of “va’yashav” appearing in parshas Massei (33:7)- describing one of the stops as
the Jewish People journeyed towards Sinai- and the accompanying comment of the Ba’al HaTurim.
31

The choice terminology is contrasted with the “bi’leiv echad ki’ish echad” witnessed regarding the Egyptian
army chasing after the Jews (see Rashi on Beshalach, 14:10)— see Pachad Yitzchak on Pesach, ma’amar 41.
32
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people encamped like a single person with a single heart, 33 with a shared desire to hear the word of
G-d as a cohesive unit.34 “Va’yichan,” and they found “chein” in one another’s eyes…35
This wasn’t simply an “inyan se’guli,” a noble attainment of the nation as the people stood by the
mountain; it was, rather, a prerequisite to Matan Torah itself.36 Only a fully unified B’nei Yisroel can
connect with HaKB”H37 and be worthy of receiving the Torah;38 peace and harmony must run rampant
for any blessing from the Torah to materialize as, “lo matzah HaKB”H kli39 machzik bracha l’Yisroel
e’lah ha’shalom” (Uktzin, 3:12).40 No wonder, therefore, to find the medrash (Tanchuma, Yisro, #9)
inform us that, “the Torah is all shalom and to whom shall I give it? To the nation that loves shalom…”

See the Chida’s Chadrei Ba’ten, Yisro, p. 139, #16 (and his Nachal Kedumim, #14). See, as well, R’
Mordechai Miller’s Yom Tov Shiurim, Shavuos, p. 31, describing the unity within each individual also alluded
to in the words of the Mechilta. Regarding the Torah’s unique ability to connect people to one another, see R’
Yerucham Levovitz’s Da’as Chochma U’Mussar, Cheilek 2, Ma’amar 1.
33

“I’lu ker’vanu lifnei Har Sinai…”: For this achievement alone of achdus at Har Sinai -even had we never
been given the Torah- we still rightfully proclaim annually at the Pesach seder: “Dayeinu”- it would have been
enough…(Haggadas Chelkas Binyamin— and see R’ Avraham Schorr’s additional note in his HaLekach
Vi’haLivuv Haggadah, p. 156.) This could perhaps also explain the usage of the word, “lifnei,” as opposed to
the more appropriate “el”- HaKB”H brought us close together in front of the mountain, as opposed to having
brought us close to the mountain. See also R’ Chanoch Ehrentreu’s Shi’yarei HaMincha, “shonos,” #8 (p. 347).
34

35

See R’ Yitzchak Flakser’s Sha’arei Yitzchak, vol. 15, pp. 152-153, quoting the Admor MiVorki.

See especially the remarks of R’ Reuven Grozovsky in his Ma’amarei R’ Reuven, parshas Yisro (pp. 40-41,
and see footnote 1). See also R’ Shlomo Volbe’s Alei Shur, vol. 2, pp. 399-400; R’ Yitzchak Ariely’s Yerach
HaEysanim, “Torah,” p. 119; and R’ Aharon Leib Shteinman’s Yi’malei Pi Te’hilasecha, Matan Torah, p. 66.
36

And only an “am echad” can properly be mi’kabel achduso Yisbarach—see the Maharal’s Drasha L’Shabbos
HaGadol, p. 225. See also R’ Yitzchak Ariely’s Yerach HaEysanim, “Succos,” p. 97, and his Medrash Ariel al
HaTorah, parshas Yisro, 19:2.
37

See Siach Yitzchak, Drush L’Shabbos Terumah, p. 6, and Drush L’Shabbos Parshas Shekalim, p. 335. See
also the Kli Yakar’s Olilos Ephraim, Ma’amar 22 (vol. 1, p. 64); R’ Tzaddok HaKohen’s Pri Tzaddik, Rosh
Chodesh Elul, #1 (vol. 5, 43b); the Chiddushei HaRim al HaTorah, Yisro (p. 108); and R’ Shlomo Ganzfried’s
Apiryon, parshas Bamidbar. See also Ohr Gedalyahu, parshas Yisro (p. 92), parshiyos Vayakhel/Pekudei (p.
152), parshas Bamidbar (p. 98), and on the Moadim (Shavuos), p. 168 (and also his comments on parshas
Terumah, p. 126). (See also his son, R’ Avraham Schorr’s, HaLekach Vi’haLivuv, 5762, p. 139, discussing how
achdus is necessary to recognize and be attached to the emes- and see also p. 199.) See also Ohr Chadash (R’
Meir Chadash), p. 82 (and pp. 70-71); Ohr Yechezkel: Darchei HaAvodah, pp. 201-202; Sifsei Chaim on the
Moadim, vol. 3, p. 271; Nesivos Shalom, Shavuos, Ma’amar 4 (p. 355); and Even Yisroel, Shavuos, Drush 7, pp.
275-276. See also the Yismach Yisroel (Alexander), L’Hoshana Rabba, end of #32. In addition, see the Chida’s
Devarim Achadim, Drush 15. (See also R’ Ben Tzion HaLevi Bamberger’s Sha’arei Tziyon, p. 144.) See also
the related remarks of R’ Hutner in Pachad Yitzchak on Purim, Ma’amar 31.
38

“Kli”= Kohen, Levi, Yisroel—all of Klal Yisroel together. See also See R’ Mattisyahu Glazerson’s Toras
HaGematrios, p. 50.
39

See Siach Yitzchak, Drush L’Shabbos HaGadol, p. 447, and the Drush L’Shabbos HaGadol printed at the
back of Otzros R’ Yitzchak Isaac Chaver, p. 33. See also the conclusion of R’ Shlomo HaKohen from Vilna’s
hadran on Shas, printed at the end of his Cheishek Shlomo insights on Seder Taharos, and see the Netziv’s
Ha’emek Davar, parshas Naso, 6:26. In addition, see the Keren Orah’s hadran on Yevamos (and Shas), p. 369,
and his insight appearing in Keren Orah on Yevamos 62b (“kol”), pp. 294-295. See also R’ Leibele Eiger’s
Imrei Emes, parshas Vayechi (5641), and see R’ Eliezer Dovid Friedman’s Mi’pi Seforim V’Sofrim, Vayechi,
pp. 551-552, and footnote #50, citing R’ Yiztchak MiVorki. See also R’ Dr. Salomon Breur’s Chochma
40
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How appropriate, then, to witness parshas Bamidbar almost always directly preceding Shavuos,
“z’man Matan Toraseinu.” As a resounding echo to the call of achdus in preparation for Matan Torah,
the unifying sefira of parshas Bamidbar arrives to remind us that we are all part of a greater cohesive
whole, inextricably bound to one another from time immemorial. 41 The auspicious achievement of
“va’yichan sham Yisroel” must be reenacted annually to make us worthy receptacles for the incoming
shefa u’bracha of the Torah over the course of Shavuos.42 This week’s parsha reminds us to do just
that.
Moreover, in addition to the meaningful message inherent in the sefira itself, Rabbeinu Ephraim43
notes that the parsha’s introductory words, “bi’Midbar Sinai,” are numerically equivalent to the word
bi’shalom, both sharing a gematria of 378. It was only when the Jewish People arrived at Midbar
Sinai, he continues, that peace and unity were achieved, 44 as the pasuk itself verifies, “va’yichan
sham Yisroel.”45
And when did we arrive at Midbar Sinai? Only after first traveling away from Refidim: “Va’yis’u
mei’Refidim, va’ya’vo’u Midbar Sinai” (Yisro, 19:2). If one merely reverses the word’s first two letters,
write the Kli Yakar46 and the Chida,47 it then spells “pe’ridim,” a word highlighting separation and a
lack of cohesiveness. Amalek attacked us in Refidim because we were not yet a unified nation;
Haman, their nefarious scion, boldly declared about us that we were an “am echad mifuzar u’miforad
bein ha’amim (Esther, 3:8)—and then sought to destroy the Jewish People. Only when we moved
away from Refidim=pe’ridim towards Midbar Sinai=shalom could we be worthy of receiving the Torah.

U’Mussar, parshas Pinchas. For a beautiful metaphor in explaining this Chazal, see R’ Yerucham Levovitz’s
Da’as Chochma U’Mussar, Cheilek 1, Ma’amar 33, p. 100. Focusing on this Chazal and noting also the
reverse- how only through the Torah can true shalom ever be achieved- see R’ Moshe Feinstein’s Drash Moshe,
Drush 29, p. 369, and Drush 30, p. 371.
41

See also R’ Moshe Wolfson’s Emunas I’techa, parshas Bamidbar, p. 113.

And to, once again, be worthy of being labeled a “mamleches kohanim v’goy kadosh.” We thus must make
ourselves humble and feel the malchus-related concept of “les lei mi’garmei k’lum,” experiencing the bitul of
our personal yeishus and fully uniting with the larger klal. The final week before Shavuos is therefore the sefira
of malchus, setting the stage for accepting Malchuso Yisbarach as well. See the comments of R’ Avraham
Schorr in his HaLekach Vi’haLivuv, 5763, parshas Bamidbar, p. 236.
42

43

See the Chida’s Nachal Kedumim for additional remarks on the comment of Rabbeinu Ephraim. The Panim
Yafos also notes the same gematria. See also Rabbeinu Ephraim’s fascinating shalom=376 associations in his
commentary on parshas Naso, 6:26 (also cited in Chaim shel Torah, ibid.).
Quite interesting, as well, is that the name of the parsha means, “in the desert.” Desolate and removed from
the general yishuv, the desert is often regarded as a dangerous place to wander alone. Most people, therefore, are
careful to travel only in caravans, only together in a unified group of people. Only with achdus… (I came across
this insight in the sefer, Al Kein Kara Shi’mo, p. 223, quoting from Hisva’aduyos, 5746 (section 3, pp. 420421).)
44

See also Siach Yitzchak, Likutim, p. 325, regarding Brachos 64a: “Talmidei Chachamim marbim shalom
ba’olam…”
45

46

Commentary on Beshalach, 17:8.

47

Chadrei Ba’ten, Yisro, p. 140, #21.
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“U’va’u chulam biv’ris yachad, na’aseh vi’nishma amru ki’echad…” And only after tasting such
achdus—“u’phas’chu vi’anu Hashem echad... (“Yom Shabbason,” Zemiros li’yom haShabbos).48
When tapping into the lofty koach and concept of true achdus, then, and only then, could we honestly
proclaim achduso Yisbarach.49 How appropriate it is that we sing such a stanza on Shabbos, a time
when all creation is brought collectively to rest and we bring everything back to its shoresh.50 And the
day on which all agree the Torah was given—as we find recorded in Maseches Shabbos 86b…
The Eirev Rav and “Yisroel”
Now back to the sefira of Bamidbar. In his Eitz HaDa’as Tov, R’ Chaim Vital avers that the Eirev Rav
were purposely left out of the count. Although they previously converted, they never really became
part and parcel of the “Am Hashem,” of G-d’s inheritance, and were therefore not included in the
sefira of “Yisroel.” This point is, in truth, already noted by the Ramban51- albeit mentioned only briefly
in passing- who states unequivocally that the Eirev Rav were not part of B’nei Yisroel and were thus
ignored from the count. This was to be a count of G-d’s nation, of His unified “am” (= im,
togetherness) that fully attached itself back to Him, and the Eirev Rav never successfully integrated
into this newly formed Am Yisroel.52 On the contrary, it was they who wrought the tragic separation
from HaKB”H- and engendered a perud within Klal Yisroel itself- via their malfeasance with a
notorious golden calf…
Keeping this in mind, let us now quickly turn our attention to the words of the Ramban with regard to
Matan Torah (Yisro, 19:1). The Ramban claims it reasonable to assume that, in preparation for
receiving the Torah, Klal Yisroel separated itself from the Eirev Rav and encamped alone at the
piedmont with the Eirev Rav left standing behind them. This admixture of converts from different
nations would have to take to the bleachers and view Matan Torah as mere bystanders, for the Torah
was to be given only to “Yisroel.” And thus the emphasis of the pasuk, adds the Ramban, in noting
“va’yichan sham Yisroel.” Only the nation of Yisroel would be the worthy recipients of G-d’s Torah, to
the exclusion of the newly converted Eirev Rav.53 They were therefore excluded, as well, from the
600,000 sharshei neshamos that formed the core foundation of the Jewish People, and are forever
branded as outsiders.54
How interesting it is to then note that the same pasuk excluding the Eirev Rav from Matan Torah is
the very same one that teaches us of the singular “va’yichan,” of Klal Yisroel’s lofty attainment of true
achdus as a prerequisite for receiving the Torah. The same group excluded from Matan Torah and
48

See also Rashi’s comment on Ve’zos HaBracha, 33:5.

49

See also R’ A. Y. Retek’s Divrei Ha’Igeres on the Igeres HaRamban, likutim, pp. 206-207.

50

See also Gevuras Yitzchak on the Moadim, inyanei Shabbos, siman 27.

Commentary to 1:18. See also the Ramban’s brief comment appearing later in parshas Naso, 5:5, regarding
the laws of “gezel ha’ger.” In addition, see the Ibn Ezra’s concise remark on the “asafsuf” (referring to the
Eirev Rav), Beha’aloscha, 11:4. (Regarding their new appellation, see Rashi- based on the Sifri- and see R’
Moshe from Prezvorsk’s Ohr P’nei Moshe which ties the title back to the sin of the golden calf.)
51

52

Even when traveling through the desert, the Eirev Rav would have to journey merely alongside Am Yisroel
(together with the livestock and animals), and not amongst them—see R’ Chaim Kaniyevsky’s remarks on the
matter in Teshuvos HaGrach, parshas Naso, pp. 17-18.
See also the comments of R’ Shlomo Arieli in Rapiduni B’Tapuchim, Moadim, p. 51, regarding the “B’nei
Yisroel” of shi’ras ha’yam. See also the Chida’s Nachal Kedumim, parshas Shelach, 16:18, regarding all
mentions of “B’nei Yisroel” creating a ‘hava amina’ to exclude geirim.
53

54

See Reshimos Leiv, Pesach 5734, pp. 126-127.
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likewise excluded from the harmony and achdus witnessed through the lens of a “va’yichan,” was
ultimately to be excluded from our sefira, as well, for all were essentially concerned with the
necessary achdus of a fully unified nation called “Am Yisroel.” The formation of that cohesive “am”
mandated an expurgation ensuring that all those responsible for perud would be left on the sidelines.
Perhaps for this very reason the conglomerate of pre-Matan Torah converts is to be forever classified
as the Eirev Rav.55 They comprised an incongruous group of converts that attached itself to the
Jewish People upon their departure from Mitzraim. The prime culprits in the sin of the golden calf, the
Eirev Rav tragically caused a perud between G-d and His chosen people and, ultimately, a perud
within Am Yisroel itself,56 as Jews were compelled to kill fellow Jews, and sheivet Levi was singled
out from among their brethren. The Maharal57 explains that all descriptions of “ribui,” of abundance,
are a result of “chiluk u’perud,” of separation, for that which is fully unified has no connection to the
idea of “ribui.” The only things capable of increasing in number- quantity as opposed to quality- are
those entities that are inherently intertwined with perud. Once things separate, only then can they
increase in number while, in contrast, a unified whole might grow larger in size but its quantity will
remain essentially unchanged.
Eisav viewed his belongings within a framework of “yaish li rav,” while Yaakov described his as “yaish
li kol” (Vayishlach, 33:9,11).58 Yaakov’s possessions comprised a unified whole as they were all used
to connect back to a shoresh echad, and thus he viewed them as a single large entity. In
contradistinction, Eisav’s pelf consisted of myriad possessions with no intention of ever uniting them
through a connection back to a single source in service of HaKB”H.59 Hence, “rav” vs. “kol.” Kamus
vs. Eichus.60
Most appropriately, therefore, a group of people responsible for engendering perud between Am
Yisroel and HaKB”H and within the ranks of the Am itself, can only be described as a people
55

In addition to my forthcoming approach, see also R’ Mandelbaum’s Matzmi’ach Yeshua, pp. 57-60.

56

See Sheim MiShmuel on parshas Eikev, 5678 (p. 81).

Netzach Yisroel, chapter 5. See there where the Maharal explains why locusts are labeled “arbeh” and the
reason why they, along with those partly responsible for the churban (Kamtza/Bar Kamtza), are connected with
the idea of kemitza. See also his Drasha L’Shabbos HaGadol, p. 17. (See also Gur Aryeh, Vayeitzei, 28:11,
regarding Yaakov.) In addition, see Ohr Gedalyahu (Pesach, p. 140) discussing the correlation between the
havdalah of the third ma’amar of creation (the splitting of the waters on the second day) and makas arbeh, the
third to last plague. Echoing the Maharal, R’ Schorr explains how ribui is only possible when havdalah and
perud are present. See also R’ Hutner’s profound explanation of the koach ha’miacheid of Shabbos as
expressed in “Mah gadlu ma’asecha” as opposed to the weekday “Mah rabu ma’asecha” (Pachad Yitzchak,
Shabbos, ma’amar 5 (#8)), and see the interesting related remark in R’ Eldad Neker’s Atzmosai Tomarna (p.
130, footnote 135- based on the Ben Yehoyada) concerning the thumb as the “godel.” See also Ta’amei
HaMinhagim, p. 164, footnote to #353, quoting the Me’or Einayim.
57

See also the Kli Yakar on the pasuk (33:9), and see R’ Tzaddok HaKohen’s Resisei Laila, 90a. See also the
Sfas Emes, Vayishlach, 5631 (third ma’amar), and see the understanding of the Ohr HaChaim ha’kadosh.
Working with Rashi’s distinction, see MiMa’amakim, parshas Vayishlach, p. 200.
58

59

See especially Ohr Gedalyahu on parshiyos Vayakhel/Pekudei, p. 153 (see also the Chiddushei HaRim), and
see his son’s (R’ Avraham Schorr) HaLekach Vi’haLivuv on Birkas HaMazon, pp. 110-111 (and the Megaleh
Amukos (Va’eschanan, ofen 250)) that he quotes.
We might further note that the letters of the word “rav” themselves seem to emphasize the concept of ribui as
the letter raish expresses the ribui of the beis, the growth from 2 to 200. In addition, Mr. Ben Gasner pointed
out that the letters comprising these respective words also appear to highlight their difference: the letters of
“kol” appear alongside one another in the aleph-beis, while the letters of “rav,” the word connoting a sense of
ribui and separation, appear at opposite ends of the aleph-beis.
60
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distanced from the fundamental concept of achdus. They are, essentially, an “eirev,” a mere mixture
of inharmonious individuals,61 that is “rav,” plentiful, a perennial symbol of perud that can result only in
an expression of ribui. A conglomerate of kochos of perud- as opposed to those of ichud-62 will
forever be branded pejoratively, and most befittingly, as an “Eirev Rav.”63
Yet Another Taste of “Vayichan”
With the aforementioned ideas of achdus and shalom in tow, we can indeed be adequately prepared
for Matan Torah once again. Perhaps, though, we should simultaneously demonstrate the importance
of achdus through action as well-- something practical to accompany specifically parshas Bamidbar,
the prelude to Chag HaShavuos…
Included in the Encyclopedia Talmudis’ discussion of “haftorah,” is a listing (printed in the back of vol.
10) of all the various haftoros read throughout the year according to the diverse customs prevalent
among the many sects within Judaism. A quick perusal yields the following fascinating conclusion:
There are many weeks when Ashkenazim, Sefardim, Teimanim, etc., might cull from different
sections of the Neviim, still others when the discrepancies manifest themselves in a more subtle
fashion, in the form, quite often, of different starting and ending points. The common thread, however,

“Eirev” shares the same root and letters as the word for night, “erev,” a word connoting the time when forms
appear all mixed up (“ir’vuvia”) and are not clearly defined and recognizable; tzuros are clouded and lost in the
darkness of night (Ibn Ezra, Beraishis, 1:5). I subsequently came across a similar idea in R’ Elya Weintraub’s
Bi’sod Yesharim, p. 12 (Vayeira, 5759), quoting the Gra.
61

62

See also the Maharal’s Gur Aryeh on Ki Sisa, 32:22, and footnote 85.

See also the Bi’ur HaGra on Tikkunei Zohar Chadash (34) and Bi’urei HaGra on Brachos (54b- “arba’ah
tzrichin l’hodos”) for the Gra’s comments on the unique correlation of the Eirev Rav to the sin of sin’as
chinam, the iniquity of baseless hatred that caused our fourth and final exile, the galus that, in turn, corresponds
to the Eirev Rav. Based on the idea of perud we outlined above, the connection specifically of the Eirev Rav to
the sin’as chinam that separates Jews from one another is witnessed quite clearly. The Gra there also points out
that the rashei teivos of Eirev Rav (in reverse order) spell the word “ra,” the Hebrew word expressing evil.
Along our line of thinking, how interesting it is to note that the Ramban writes (Sha’ar HaGemul; Drasha
L’Rosh HaShana) that the underlying principle of “ra” is one of perud (as a teru’ah, for example, is a broken up
and divided teki’ah- see its usage in Tehillim, 2:9. See also Pachad Yitzchak, Igros U’kesavim, #87:6). (For an
elaboration on this theme of “ra,” see my essay on Purim, “The Best of Friends.”) The paradigmatic group
responsible for highlighting the notion of perud is, quite understandably, an ideal symbol of what “ra” is all
about. And thus the Eirev Rav’s rashei teivos spell that very word. See also Likutei Avanim (likutim from the
Gra- R’ M. Rosen’s edition), p. 152.
63

It is noteworthy to add that, when Aharon describes to Moshe the events that led to the worship of the golden
calf, he remarks that the people are “vi’ra hu” (Ki Sisa, 32:22), they walk in the way of evil (Rashi). Based on
the aforementioned, his allusion specifically to the Eirev Rav seems quite clear. It becomes even clearer when
we consider that the very word, “vi’ra,” shares the identical letters with “Eirev” (and “Rav”). The fascinating
“rashei teivos” remazim recorded in the sefer, Nifla’os Mi’Torasecha (pp. 409-410) also highlight this very
connection of the Eirev Rav to ra. (We even find them being equated with the yeitzer ha’ra himself— see Pri
Tzaddik, vol. 3, li’Chag Ha’Pesach, #14, based on the Zohar.) Lastly, keeping in mind that the Eirev Rav
introduced perud and havdala into the Jewish camp, how interesting to note, as well, that the gematria of “Eirev
Rav” equals exactly that of the word “da’as”-- and “im eiyn da’as (=Eirev Rav), havdala mi’nayin…”
(Yerushalmi Brachos, 5:3). Ha’meivin yavin. (I subsequently saw that R’ Elya Weintraub cites the same
gematria in the name of the Arizal and the Gra— see Bi’sod Yesharim, 5759, p. 12, for his understanding. I
then came across the same gematria in the B’nei Yissaschar, ma’amarei Chodesh Tishrei, ma’amar 10 (#17),
and eventually found it- with an accompanying explanation- in the Arizal’s Likutei Torah, end of parshas
Mikeitz (p. 110). See also Benayahu al haTorah, Beshalach, 14:5, where R’ Yosef Chaim likewise cites the
gematria and provides an enlightening approach.)
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is that the haftoros are never exactly the same. Jews the world over never manage to read the same
haftorah on any given week.
Except once. There is but one week throughout the course of the year when all sects within Judaism
unite to read an identical passage from start to finish. Lo and behold, that week happens to be the
week of parshas Bamidbar as all of Klal Yisroel reads exactly the same haftorah extracted from Sefer
Hoshea. An interesting phenomenon, yes- but a demonstration nonetheless of how all the various
sects amalgamate to reenact- albeit on a far smaller plane- the “va’yichan sham Yisroel” required to
approach a Matan Torah.64 It thus comes as no surprise that, immediately on the heels of the
haftorah’s opening pasuk regarding the “mispar B’nei Yisroel,” we then read: “The children of Yehuda
and the children of Yisroel shall be assembled together, and they shall appoint for themselves a
single leader…”

64

I came across this last insight in the sefer, Bein Haftorah L’Parsha (Yehuda Sheviv), p. 136.
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PART II: The Absence of Sheivet Levi
Achdus. How crucial it certainly is to bind tightly together all the tribes and all the individuals that
collectively form the variegated makeup of the Jewish People. And so we peruse the lengthy account
of the census tallies only to finally meet up with the pasuk (1:47) informing us that the tribe of Levi
was not counted among their brethren. Have we missed something here? A sefira is underway to be
michaber the nation, a unified nation called Yisroel, and yet an entire tribe is glaringly absent from this
consequential count. Indeed, we are not kept long in waiting as we soon read of a separate tally to be
made of Levi’s descendants, but we are compelled to ponder the need for two distinct counts having
to transpire on the pages of our parsha. Such an obvious query has of course been raised already by
the Rishonim,65 but perhaps a different avenue awaits us allowing for venturing out on a road still
unpaved…
Let us begin by posing yet another question, one that might just have some bearing on the issue of
the two disparate counts taking place in parshas Bamidbar. The Ramban66 and numerous other
commentators67 are troubled by the fact that the tribe of Levi was by far the smallest in numbers from
all the shevatim. Why, wonders the Ramban, would the reproductive rate of “avadav, v’chasidav,
bruchei Hashem,” the loyal servants and blessed ones of G-d, pale in comparison to all the others?
Were they not, indeed, the most worthy of all the tribes to be blessed with abundant offspring?
The Precious Few
In Koveitz Ma’amarim,68 we find an enlightening answer penned by R’ Elchonon Wasserman. The
world seems to follow a pattern, R’ Elchonon writes, of “pesoles mirubah al ha’ochel,” of ‘refuse’
appearing in greater amounts than the actual ‘food.’ In other words, the inferior entities of creation far
outnumber the superior and essential ones. The category of “do’maim,” still and lifeless matter,
encompasses more than the higher one of “tzo’mei’ach,” consisting of plant and agricultural life;
“tzo’mei’ach,” in turn, includes more than that of “chai,” the next category in line which covers the
broad spectrum of the animal kingdom. The smaller we get, the more elevated we find the status,
ultimately resulting in the highest level- that of “midaber,” speaking man- having the fewest
members.69 When something comes in small quantities, that itself often highlights its special and

Rashi (based on Bamidbar Rabba, 1:12- and see Da’as Zekainim MiBa’alei HaTosfos; regarding Rashi’s two
reasons, see Divrei Maharia (As-had) who suggests that both are hinted to in the pasuk. See also Maskil
L’Dovid, Chiddushei U’perushei HaMaharik, Ksav Sofer, Eretz Tzvi, Da’as Torah, and Emes L’Yaakov),
Ramban, Ibn Ezra, Rashbam (and see Ha’emek Davar), and others. See also Sifsei Cohen and see the Rakanti
for a kabbalistic approach.
65

66

Commentary on 3:14. In his Tosefes Bracha on 3:22, the author of the Torah Temimah appears to have
misquoted the opinion of the Ramban, ultimately citing the very same answer the Ramban himself provides.
See Rabbeinu Ephraim, Pa’anei’ach Raza, Moshav Zekainim, Kli Chemdah, and Yavin Shmuah regarding the
explanation appearing in the Medrash Tanchuma (17) and Yalkut Shimoni (# 691). For additional reasons, see
Pishatim U’Perushim Mi’Rabbeinu Yaakov Mi’Vina (printed at the back of Imrei Noam, p. 143), Shlah
ha’kadosh (Torah Shebik’sav, Drush L’Parshas Bamidbar, #6), Ohr HaChaim (and see R’ Pinchas from
Dinowitz’s Sifsei Tzaddikim), Kli Yakar (on 3:39), Beis Halevi (cited in Peninim Mi’Shulchan Gavoah and
Ki’motzei Shalal Rav), Ha’emek Davar, Eidus B’Yosef, P’nei Aryeh Zuta, Be’er Yosef, and R’ Yaakov
Ginzburg’s Zerah Yaakov (Shemos, 1:12). See also R’ Chaim Kaniyevsky’s Derech Sicha, p. 408.
67

See the beginning of his ma’amar Zichor Yimos Olam- taken from R’ Elchonon’s Bi’ur Aggados (published
at the end of his Koveitz Ha’aros on Yevamos), siman 12. (See the Machon Ohel Torah edition, vol. 1, p. 277.
See also his ma’amar on Da’as Torah (#4)).
68

69

See especially the Alter MiKelm’s Chochma U’Mussar, vol. 2.
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coveted status. That an intrinsically meaningless piece of antique pottery can fetch an exorbitant price
at a Sotheby’s auction is clear proof that the rarer something is, the more value ultimately gets
attached to it. Just as rarity raises the value of any given object, we, too, can proclaim that the very
fact that the Jews are the smallest nation itself corroborates the notion that they are indeed the most
coveted of them all.70
The axiom continues to manifest itself within the Jewish People as well. Precisely to accentuate the
lofty status of the tribe of Levi, HaKB”H decided to curtail their reproduction rate to ensure that they
remained the fewest in number. The fact that all their brethren would see them as by far the smallest
sheivet would itself serve to highlight their uniqueness and blessed status as G-d’s elite servants in
the Mishkan and subsequent Batei Mikdash. Those that come in the fewest numbers are, in truth, the
most precious of all.
Sheivet Levi, the tribe whose membership was considered the most elevated of Klal Yisroel, was to
remain the smallest of all its colleagues. Could that possibly have had any bearing on their blatant
absence from the count appearing in parshas Bamidbar? Perhaps so…
“Mispar Sheimos”
Let us return to the outset of our parsha and the instructions given to Moshe regarding the precise
nature of the count he was to supervise. For the first time, we are to witness a sefira performed
“bi’mispar sheimos,” by number of the names.71 This emphasis on “names” surely strikes us as a bit
odd for we have already expounded on the importance of the sefira as a unifier of the people. Along
comes the idea of the individual “sheimos” and highlights the fact that all Jews possess a distinct
name, the window to their distinct aptitudes, personalities, and overall unique techunos ha’nefesh.72
Juxtaposed directly to the notion of “mispar,” the resulting phrase rings a bit oxymoron-like and leaves
us somewhat bewildered. Is this a “mispar” meant to unify all the people into a single cohesive unit
called “Am Yisroel,” or is it intended to highlight the personalized “sheimos” of the nation’s members,
that which homes in on the uniqueness of all Yisroel’s diverse individuals?73
The answer seems quite obvious. Yes, of course, the count was meant to unify the various individuals
that together form the nation of Yisroel. But the intent was clearly twofold: To bond all people closely
together while simultaneously both preserving and emphasizing each and every member’s own sense
of respected individuality. All those to be counted, notes the Ramban,74 would be singled out and

See also R’ Pinchas from Koritz’s Medrash Pinchas, kuntrus 2, #21 (cited in R’ Yaakov Meir Schechter’s
Leket Amarim, vol. 1, p. 143.).
70

71

This idea later accompanies the respective tallies of all the shevatim. One noticeable difference, however, is
that only with regard to the tribes of Reuven, Shimon, Gad, and Menashe, do we find the word “sheimos”
spelled complete with the letter vav following the mem. For possible (and quite different) explanations, see R’
Chaim Kaniyevsky’s Ta’ama Dikra and the B’nei Yissaschar’s Igra D’Kallah.
Take note also of the Sforno’s comments on the pasuk (and see also Ohr Gedalyahu, Shavuos, p. 168). See
also the comments of the Sfas Emes on parshas Pinchas, 5646.
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See R’ Shimshon Pincus’ Tiferes Torah (on Chumash, p. 140), and R’ Yosef Sorotzkin’s Meged Yosef which
also present this apparent contradiction and proceed to answer based along the same forthcoming approach. The
Alshich already appears to have addressed the point, albeit in a more subtle fashion. See, however, HaK’sav
VihaKabbala whose interpretation of “mispar” leaves no room for a contradiction. (See also the comments of
R’ Yehonasan Eibshitz in his Tiferes Yehonasan.)
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See commentary to 1:45. Although the Ramban’s focus is more in explaining the need to be reattached to the
klal as an individual yachid, the point of highlighting each person’s uniqueness still appears to come across.
See, for example, R’ Henoch Liebowitz’s remarks on the Ramban in Chiddushei HaLev (commenting on 1:18),
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addressed personally by none other than the esteemed Moshe Rabbeinu himself. Moshe was not
instructed to simply accumulate reams of data; he was told, rather, to address each member
personally, thus demonstrating to each individual the latter’s unique “name,” his unique essence and
personality, whose kochos and contributions to the klal could never be duplicated by another. 75
Indeed, this was to be a count modeled after the true nature of what sefira is all about. But, all the
while, its intent was also to highlight each person’s own sense of individuality, to accent their
uniqueness as captured by their very name. 76 It was to be a “mispar,” but one accompanied by the
all-important idea of “sheimos.”77 As the Alshich sums up so succinctly, “sheimos” comes to remind
us that, “kol echad vi’echad chashuv bifnei atzmo,” each and every person is important by himself, as
a unique individual essential to the fulfillment of Am Yisroel’s potential.78
The Missing “Names” of Sheivet Levi
We now return to the count of sheivet Levi and a quick scan of the pesukim yields an interesting
surprise. Nowhere do we find any mention of a “mispar sheimos” to have taken place. The members
of the tribe of Levi would be counted in a separate sefira but they would not be counted by their
“names.” What happened here? After half a page of expounding upon the importance of accentuating
each person’s sense of individuality, along comes the count of sheivet Levi and, lo and behold, there
is no need to highlight the names of the individual Levites?! 79
Precisely right. There is, in fact, no need whatsoever to count their “names.” They would not even be
addressed personally by the illustrious Moshe as were their compatriots. Moshe would arrive at many
of their tents simply to await a “bas kol,” a voice from the heavens, informing him of the number of
residents therein.80 Not being counted individually, there was also no need for the word
“li’gul’gelosam,” “according to their heads,” to appear with regard to the Levites. 81 No “sheimos.” No
“li’gul’gelosam.”82 What exactly is taking place here?

and a more condensed (and English) version appearing in Majesty of Man, pp. 207-208. The point is also
elaborated upon in R’ Akiva Yehosef Shlesinger’s Toras Yechiel, Bamidbar, p. 2, #6.
75

See Sforno and the remarks of R’ S. R. Hirsch.

76

See also the Chida’s P’nei Dovid.

How interesting, then, to note that the gematria of the root of “sefira” (samech/ peh/ reish) equals exactly that
of “sheim” (340)- indeed they seem to go quite well together…
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See also R’ Shirkin’s Meged Giv’os Olam, vol. 2, p. 45.

The Maharil Diskin and Oznayim L’Torah are also bothered by the absence of “sheimos” from the count of
sheivet Levi, but they follow their own respective routes in resolving the difficulty.
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Rashi on 3:15, based on Medrash Tanchuma (16).

See the remarks of R’ Shlomo HaKohen from Vilna, printed in the introduction to his Shu”t Binyan Shlomo,
p. 38. There he argues with the interpretation cited by the Chasam Sofer in the latter’s responsa on Y’D, #294.
See the additional comments of R’ Dovid Avraham Mandelbaum in his Pardeis Yosef HaChadash, p. 13, and
see Tiferes Yehonasan (3:15) for R’ Yehonasan Eibshitz’s related remarks. In addition, see the approach of R’
Tzaddok HaKohen in his Kometz HaMincha, section 1, #37, and see the Me’or Va’shemesh.
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See the Gra’s Aderes Eliyahu on 1:20 where he equates the idea of “names” with “according to their heads,”
for the name is “ikro ba’gul’goles”- it is rooted primarily in the head. R’ Yitzchak Isaac Chaver explains (Be’er
Yitzchak, ad. loc.) that a person’s name is in accordance with “shoresh nishmaso,” and the neshama is located in
the brain. See R’ Chaver’s remarks for additional explanation, and see the interpretation of the Gra to
“gul’gelosam” appearing in the k’sav yad of Aderes Eliyahu (printed on the following page).
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Let us remember that sheivet Levi was the smallest in number from among all the tribes and that fact
itself, R’ Elchonon Wasserman explained, served to highlight that they were indeed the most special
tribe, the precious few selected to attend to G-d’s service in the Mishkan and Batei Mikdash. If a
Levite was part and parcel of the smallest, most honorable sheivet selected to serve G-d in a most
unique way, then that already emphasized his unique importance. A tribe considered G-d’s elite
corps, the caste of His blessed and elevated servants, feels no need for the personalized counting of
all its members. They already felt themselves unique and special in that they comprised the select
few accorded the enviable honor of serving G-d in His holy abode.
It was only the rest of the nation, the remaining- and far larger- eleven tribes that witnessed the
uniqueness of sheivet Levi, witnessed their small numbers and most special role, and perhaps
needed a “nesi’as rosh,” an uplifting of their own unique importance. 83 They might, after all, feel
themselves clouded in ambiguity, cast in the pale of Levi’s towering shadow. The solution, though,
was right around the corner…
None other than Moshe would address each person individually- and specifically by name- to
demonstrate that they, too, each played a significant role in helping the nation along a path toward
perfection. And thus only they needed to have their “names” counted and only they needed to be
counted “according to their heads.” Sheivet Levi, on the other hand, had no need for such
individualized attention. They were already viewed by all as the precious few awarded honorable
tasks and thus needed no “nesi’as rosh” like the rest of the nation. It is for this reason, notes the Kli
Yakar, that the words, “si’u es rosh” only appear in conjunction with the count of the eleven tribes,
while noticeably absent from the count of the tribe of Levi. Theirs was a “nesi’as rosh” already in
place, innately characteristic of every member of the smallest, most elevated tribe. 84
The Age Discrepancy
We can now approach the question of the different minimum ages for inclusion in the respective
counts. Why should sheivet Levi’s count include all newborns more than thirty days old (at which time
they are no longer deemed possible miscarriages), 85 while the count of the remaining shevatim only
includes those members twenty years and above?86 And besides, where does the age of twenty
come from? Yes, only at that point are they admitted into the army, but why should that even be so 87“koach” (whether physical or spiritual in nature) only first arrives at the age of thirty (Avos 5:25- learnt
from the later count of sheivet Levi)?
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See the Izhbitzer’s Mei HaShiloach regarding “nesias rosh.”

I subsequently found that R’ Yaakov Moshe Charlap makes a similar insight- see his Mei Marom, volume 5,
p. 199.
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Rashi (3:15) based on Shabbos 119b, and see R’ Frumer’s Eretz Tzvi for his insight regarding Rashi’s choice
terminology. See also Drashos Rabbeinu Yosef Mi’Slutzk, p. 189, where the author is bothered why this case
should differ from Yocheved having been included in the seventy people that descended to Mitzraim although
she had been less than thirty days old at the time. (See, however, the interesting remark of the Rokeach on 3:15.)
The Maharal (Gur Aryeh, ibid.), in fact, addresses the issue of Yocheved and briefly explains why the
discrepancy poses no difficulty. (See also Min HaMa’ayan (Pardes) on 3:15.)
85
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For other possible explanations besides my own forthcoming one, see the Rokeach (quoted in the Chida’s
Chomas Anach), Rakanti, Eitz HaDa’as Tov, Otzros Ramchal, Pri Tzaddik, Sheim MiShmuel (Bamidbar 5761,
pp. 9-10), Sifsei Chachamim (on Rashi, 1:49), Divrei Shaul, and Drash Moshe. (See also Ma’ayan Beis
HaShoaiva and Ta’am ViDa’as on 3:15).
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See, however, the explanation of R’ D. Y. Freund appearing in Alufei Yehuda, p. 111.
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Based on our hypothesis regarding the two different counts, the picture becomes a bit more lucid. If
one of the cardinal and underlying motives behind the count of the eleven tribes was to emphasize
each person’s uniqueness and heighten his sense of individuality, then such an upshot could only
really be achieved after the person reached the age of twenty. Here a prefatory remark is called for:
The mishna in Pirkei Avos (5:25) records the listing delineated by the tanna, Yehuda ben Teima,
concerning various milestones in a Jewish male’s gradual progression through life. There we find
that, at twenty years old, the individual “pursues,” chases after something: “ben esrim lirdof.”
Interesting to note is that this milestone is the only one listed as a verb (an infinitive) and not a noun.
All the others speak of reaching a specific point presented in noun form- “mikra,” “mishna,” “mitzvos,”
“gemara,” “chupah,” etc.- while at twenty a person simply chases after-- after what?
The commentaries offer numerous possibilities; among the many, we find the ideas of pursuing a
livelihood88 and pursuing a wife89 (at eighteen first arrived the suitable time). The common
denominator between these- and among several other explanations- is that one must now begin to
develop a heightened sense of independence. The idea is not even so much the “what” that he is
chasing after- and thus that idea is left blank- but simply the chase itself. A person must leave home,
leave the warm, comforting embrace of his parents’ household, leave even the financial security he
had grown so accustomed to, to begin life on his own. At twenty, the time has arrived to venture out
on one’s own path, to establish one’s own sense of self, of independence, of an elevated awareness
of one’s own individuality. Find your wife and start your own home, make your own livelihood…pursue
your independence. Cited in the Medrash Shmuel on Avos, the Maharam Elshaker even notes that
the father’s obligations towards his son- those outlined in Kiddushin (29a)- fall from his shoulders
when his son reaches twenty years of age; the son is then left primarily on his own to care for his
needs.
Only on the heels of one’s newfound independence can he really be fit to serve in the army and make
fully independent decisions, some even perhaps determining life or death. And only in the wake of
such independence could he be included in a count intended to highlight his sense of individuality.
After all, only a person who has already attained a certain degree of true individuality can have that
concept further accentuated by being counted by his “name,” by his very own essential self, and by
being addressed as a unique individual by none other than the leader of the generation. At twenty
arrives a newfound, more profound, sense of independence, and that individual can now be counted
and noted as a truly independent being.90
The count of sheivet Levi, however, painted a completely different picture. There was no need to
attach importance to the individual for each and every member of the smallest, most unique tribe
charged with a most honorable task, already had imprinted deeply within himself an indelible seal of
importance. No, this tribe had no need to be addressed as individuals and surely no need to be
individually addressed by Moshe. Moshe himself was a member of their prominent tribe, and their
lofty service echoed his, albeit on a much smaller scale. Once one was born and considered a living
member of such a sheivet, then his special importance was already set firmly in place, deeply rooted
in the very fibers of his being. At thirty days, the newborn Levite was now a living part of the most
elevated tribe and was thus worthy of being counted along with all his brethren.

See Bartenura, Eitz Yosef (printed in Otzar HaTefillos), Chassid Yaaveitz, Chasdei Avos (R’ Nachman from
Breslav), and others.
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See the commentary of the Meiri on Avos, and see also the Machzor Vitri. (Regarding the concluding remark
of the Meiri, see Alpha Beisa Kadmisa D’Shmuel Ze’ira (R’ Shmuel Ashkenazi), pp. 99-100.)
At the age of sixty- “ben shishim l’zikna,” others once again enter the scene and are needed to assist; fullfledged independence is no longer completely attainable, and thus one now becomes excluded from the count.
Regarding sixty as the cutoff point, however, it seems to actually be a point of dispute: See Tosfos on Bava
Basra, 117b, and the Rashbam’s remarks appearing on the gemara on 121b. See also Rashi on Sanhedrin 111a,
and the Ramban’s comments on parshas Pinchas, 26:64.
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“Mispar sheimos,” “l’gulgelosam,” “si’u es rosh.” All three concepts found their way into the count of
the eleven tribes while understandably remaining absent from the count of the tribe of Levi.
Concerning sheivet Levi, they simply had no place. The age discrepancy of thirty days in contrast to
twenty years is reconciled, as well, along the very same line of thinking. There are two very different
counts appearing in parshas Bamidbar, two sefiros that parallel two very different themes unfolding
from among the shevatim. There was no reason for the precious few of sheivet Levi to be grouped
together with the others, and thus a separate count was fully warranted. But all this would only be
temporary.
When Klal Yisroel will fully and earnestly do the will of G-d, their numbers will be incalculable.91 No
count will ever do them justice- “vi’haya mispar b’nei Yisroel k’chol hayam, asher lo yimad v’lo
yisafer” (Hoshea, 2:1). And then, and only then, can we continue reading forward to the next pasuk in
our parsha’s haftorah: “vi’nikbitzu b’nei Yehuda uv’nei Yisroel yachdav…92 All will be united together,
and there will not be any need for any further counting. Ever again.

See Yuma 22b. Regarding this gemara, see Drashos Rabbeinu Yosef Mi’Slotsk (parshas V’zos HaBracha, p.
200) and the Noam Elimelech (beginning of parshas Bamidbar) which both take us back on alternative routes to
the shoresh of “sapar” discussed at the beginning of this essay. See also the remarks of the Kasnus Ohr (author
of the Panim Me’iros) on Bamidbar 1:2.
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See Siach Yitzchak, Drush L’Shabbos Parshas Shekalim, p. 346.

