
ד"בס  

DARCHAI NOAM - דרכי נעם 

“Its ways are ways of pleasantness” 

)Mishlei 3:17( 
 

Bamidbar, May 2017  darchai.noam@gmail.com 

 

How can the Parsha help us grow this week? 

Bamidbar – counting Jewish people 

This week’s Parsha of Bamidbar starts with a census of the Jewish people. Hashem commanded Moshe to 

count the men of fighting age in each of the tribes.  

Governments around the world routinely perform a census of their population to assist them in making 

policy decisions and allocating resources. 

However, a census of the Jewish people is conducted differently from other nations.1 Each person would 

donate a half shekel and the money would be counted to calculate the total number of people. In this way, 

the Jewish people were not directly counted, as counting Jewish people directly is forbidden2.  

Towards the end of his life, David HaMelech ordered his general Yoav to count Bnei Yisrael3. David should 

have known that this was forbidden. The Gemara4 tells us that even school children know that rule. So why 

did David make such a mistake? The pasuk5 teaches us that he was incited to do so by the Satan, i.e. an 

evil impulse. It was a time of heavenly anger when Hashem was not protecting Bnei Yisrael. The Midrash 

suggests that Hashem was angry because Bnei Yisrael were not sufficiently upset about the fact that the 

Bet Hamikdash had not yet been rebuilt.6 Yoav the general, and a great Torah scholar in his own right, tried 

to convince David not to proceed with the census. However, David insisted that the census be conducted.  

The Midrash teaches us that David’s heart swelled with pride when he heard the number of subjects over 

whom he ruled. However, he immediately realised that he had sinned as he knew how much Hashem 

hated pride. For this sin, Hashem sent the prophet Gad to David with a choice of three punishments: three 

years of famine, three months of military defeat or three days of plague. David realised that the first option 

would place Bnei Yisrael at the mercy of other countries upon whom they would rely for food. The second 

option would place Bnei Yisrael at the mercy of their enemies. David chose the third option because this 

was the only option that involved being at the mercy of only Hashem not being at the mercy of humans. 

David famously replied to Gad that it is better to fall into Hashem’s hands than the hands of men because 

Hashem’s mercy is great.7 And indeed the plague stopped early after David did genuine teshuva and 

offered korbanot at the site of the future Bet Hamikdash. 

Only Hashem knows the true reason why it is such a sin to count the Jewish people. However, the 

commentators have suggested a number of reasons, including: 

                                                           
1 See Rashi’s commentary to Bamidbar 1:2. 
2 This prohibition is brought by a number of authorities such as Rambam (Hilchos Temidim U’musafim 4:4). See 
also Gemara, Yoma 22b. 
3 This incident appears in Chapter 24 of Shmuel 2. 
4 Berachot 62b. 
5 See Divrei Hayamim 1 (21:1) and Radak’s commentary.  
6 Incidentally, this is one reason why we insert a short prayer for the rebuilding of the Bet Hamikdash at the 
end of every Shemoneh Esreh prayer. See for example on page 118 of the standard Ashkenaz siddur – the 
prayer beginning Yehi Ratzon. As we will discuss shortly, the Jewish people suffered from a terrible plague as a 
result of this sin. We can learn from this incident to have extra kavana while reciting this short prayer at the 
end of the Shemoneh Esreh. 
7 Shmuel 2 (24:14). This pasuk is the introduction to the tachanun prayer that we recite after the Shemoneh 
Esreh during Shacharit and Mincha. See for example page 132 in the standard Ashkenaz Artscroll siddur. 
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 Counting the people suggests a false belief that salvation is in numbers, rather than in Hashem’s 

hands.8 (That is why the census must be done in such a way that there is another reason for it, 

such as raising funds by each person contributing a coin.) 

 For a ruler to know how many subjects he rules over can be a source of pride. Counting indirectly 

is an unusual way of counting and it may serve as a reminder to the ruler to temper his feelings of 

pride. 

 Counting can give rise to an ayin hara (evil eye). This is a mystical and often misunderstood 

concept. On a simple level, any activity or speech which may make others envious should be 

avoided. By avoiding counting our fortune (and people are our greatest treasure) we may minimise 

other people’s envy.  

 Assigning a number to a person can have a dehumanising effect. Each person has a name and is 

a unique individual created in the Divine image. Replacing their name with an arbitrary number 

diminishes their inherent value and their individual Divine spark. 

In relation to this final point, recent history reveals the devastating effect of calling people by a number. 

About 20 years ago I was on a stopover during a flight between Israel and Australia. While waiting 

for the next flight, I found myself sitting at a table with an elderly Jewish lady and a young German 

backpacker. The German innocently inquired about some numbers that were tattooed on the old 

lady’s arm. The lady calmly replied that it was a memento from the war. She later confided in me 

her shock at the question (understandably!) in particular given the nationality of the questioner. I 

marvelled at this lady’s even-temperedness. If I was in her position I probably would have said 

something subtle like “Why don’t you ask your grandfather, he was probably the one who gave it to 

me!”    

In practice though, sometimes we need to know how many people there are in a group. For instance, in 

order to know if we have a minyan for davening. The common solution is to use a pasuk that is known to 

contain ten words, assigning one word to each person.9 (Some people use the bracha over bread – 

Hamotzi Lechem Min Ha’aretz, which also consists of ten words.10) The most common pasuk used for this 

purpose is Tehillim 28:9: 

“Hoshea et amecha, u’varech et nachalatecha, urem v’nasem ad haolam”   

“Save Your people and bless Your inheritance, and tend to them and elevate them forever.” 

Interestingly, the last word of the pasuk is the Hebrew word ‘Olam’ which means ‘forever’ and also ‘world’. 

As we are searching for the tenth person to complete the minyan we are reminded that the tenth person is 

an entire ‘world’ not just a number. This serves as a valuable reminder that each person has inherent 

worth. Each person is a whole world! 

Let’s try something this week: 

Contemplate the following lessons extracted from the prohibition against counting Jewish people: 

1. Our salvation comes from Hashem, not from our own power. 

2. Hashem dislikes pride. 

3. Avoid inciting envy in others by boasting or showing off our attributes and success.  

4. Remember that each individual is not ‘just a number’ but rather has inherent importance and is 
created in the image of Hashem. 

The next Darchai Noam will B”H be for Parshat Beha’alotcha. Shabbat Shalom, Rabbi Ledder. 

                                                           
8 See the Ralbag’s commentary. 
9 Some authorities say that even when using a pasuk one should not point to individuals and one should only 
say the words in one’s head. However, many authorities allow the pasuk to be recited aloud. 
10 Some authorities so not approve the use of this bracha for this purpose. If one does use this bracha to count 
a minyan, one must take care not to pronounce Hashem’s name in vain (i.e. Baruch Ata Hashem Elokeinu…). 



***   ***   ***   ***   ***   *** 

About Darchai Noam 

The pasuk in Mishlei (3:17) describes the Torah as follows: “Its ways are ways of pleasantness 

(Darchai Noam) and all its paths are peace”. The Torah is our guidebook for life. It is packed full of 

good advice as to how we should live our lives. 

The aim of the Darchai Noam weekly email is to examine an idea from the weekly parashah relating 

to good middot (character traits). It will focus particularly on treating each other with respect and how 

to interact with each other in a more peaceful and pleasant manner. It will also suggest some practical 

tips for implementing these ideas in our daily lives. 

By learning together each week, and making an effort to regularly put the ideas into practice, with 

Hashem’s help we can all gradually improve our character traits and our observance of ‘v’ahavta 

l’re’echa kamocha’ – loving one’s fellow as oneself. 

If you know someone who might enjoy receiving this email please feel free to pass it on to them or 

email me their details so I can add them to the subscription list. 

You are welcome to use the content of this email in any way that will help to spread the learning of 

Torah. However please attribute credit appropriately.  

Many of the ideas that I use in Darchai Noam are based on ideas that I read or heard from various 

sources. Where possible I try to quote the source. However in some cases I cannot recall the source. 

For that I apologise. If I do discuss an idea that I heard from somewhere else, any errors are purely 

my own. 

How to subscribe or unsubscribe 

If you would like to subscribe or unsubscribe to Darchai Noam, please send an email to 

darchai.noam@gmail.com with the word ‘subscribe’ or ‘unsubscribe’ in the subject. 
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