
1 
 

Numbers Only Count for So Much 

Parashat Bamidbar  

May 20, 2023; 29 Iyar 5783 

Rabbi Adam J. Raskin 

 

I recently had the kind of out-of-body experience I have only previously had in Israel.  Countless 

times in my rabbinate I have been in Israel with congregants, teaching and speaking about 

various biblical and historical sites of significance while standing on the very ground where it all 

happened.  It’s amazing to be able to say, this is the valley where David fought Goliath, or this is 

where the Maccabees hid-out and planned their rebellion against the Greeks, or this the very spot 

where not one but two Holy Temples once stood in Jerusalem.  There is nothing like relating 

Jewish history in the very places where it unfolded.   

Which is why I was a bit thunderstruck about a week ago when I was teaching about the history 

of Jews in Spain…in Spain!  As many of you know, I just returned from an extraordinary trip to 

Spain, part of which was spent on a US Naval Base, where I had the opportunity to speak, teach, 

to give Hebrew names to no fewer than seven Jewish children, celebrate Shabbat, and to learn 

about life in the military. This base is located in the south of Spain, al-Andalus as it is called, 

which is the epicenter of Jewish history in that country.  Given the landscape of today’s Jewish 

world, it’s hard to imagine that Spain was once one of the largest, and most influential Jewish 

communities in the entire world. Hundreds of thousands of Jews made Spain their home from 

around the year 1,000 CE until the expulsion about 500 years later.  Jews prospered both 

materially and spiritually in Spain. They were counselors to royalty, viziers of city states, 

diplomats and military leaders, as well as poets, physicians, philosophers, scientists, and sages.  

Alongside Muslim and Christian counterparts, they exchanged great ideas, translated the most 

important classical texts, and generated a flourishing intellectual culture.  Spain was the home of 

the Rambam, Ramban, Rabbi Yosef Karo, the author of the Shulchan Aruch, Rabbi Moses 

DeLeón, the author of the Zohar, the prodigious Yehuda Ha’Levi, the poet-prince Shmuel 

Ha’Nagid, and so many other towering Jewish figures. For a time, the forbidding Pyrenees 

Mountains separated Spain from the Dark Ages that benighted the rest of the European continent.  

But it proved only temporary.  That great civilization, often referred to by the term Convivencia, 

roughly translating to coexistence, came crashing down as waves of religious fanaticism, both 
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Muslim and Catholic swept across the Iberian Peninsula. When Jews were given the agonizing 

choice to either convert, die, or leave Spain forever, that once great civilization never recovered. 

There are different estimates of Spain’s current Jewish population…some say 15,000, while 

others put it closer to 40,000.  Either way, it’s only a fragment of what once existed.  Some of 

those Spanish Jews are much more recent immigrants, or new citizens who took advantage of 

Spain’s citizenship offer to descendants of expelled Jews who could sufficiently prove their 

ancestry.  Everywhere I went I saw churches that used to be synagogues, little markers of where 

Jews once lived, but do not anymore. In cities like Sevilla, Toledo, Cordoba, and Granada, it’s 

pretty difficult to meet an actual living Jew today. 

I was thinking about all of this…still processing my trip, as I prepared for this Shabbat.  How 

ironic that the Book of the Torah we begin reading this Shabbat is called the Book of Numbers in 

English.  There are a lot of things that happen in this fourth book of the Torah.  Famous 

rebellions, a great spy story, the introduction of Moses’s successor, Joshua, 5 proto-feminist 

daughters who demand a share of their father’s estate, even a talking donkey!  But the title of the 

book is Numbers!  Jews love numbers, population studies, censuses; we love data, figures, facts, 

and findings.  Perhaps the reason that the English name of the book is Numbers is because of the 

incredibly impressive numbers the book leads with. According to the census there are 603,550 

males over the age of 20…meaning battle-ready.  To put that in some perspective, there are only 

about 170,000 active-duty personnel in today’s Israeli Army, with another 400,000 or so in the 

reserves.  What is the Torah trying to convey by recording over 600,000 potential soldiers?!  That 

this is one powerful natio1n.  Watch out Canaanite tribes, you do not want to mess with the 

Israelites.  And if there are 600,000 men over 20, that means there are probably upwards of 2 

million Israelites when you include women and children.  That’s an incredible number of 

Yidlach! There’s no question that the Torah is trying to convey vitality, strength; a flourishing 

Israelite nation, blessed by God with fertility and growth.  In the haftarah that is paired with 

Parashat Bamidbar when the next day is not Rosh Chodesh begins with the words: V’haya 

mispar b’nai Yisrael k’chol ha’yam…The number of the people of Israel was like that of the 

sands of the sea, asher lo yimad ve’lo yisaper, which can neither be measure nor counted.  It 

seems that the promise God made to Abraham all the way back in Genesis 15, where God told 
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Abraham to look up at the night sky and said Ko yihiyeh zar’echa…your descendants shall be as 

numerous as those stars.  Jews have been compared to stars, sand, dust…any particle that is so 

numerous that it is practically uncountable. 

But friends, you and I know that the Jewish people are not even close to being so numerous.  

Montgomery County can be deceptive.  We are but 0.2% of the world’s population.  There are 

more Catholics in Uganda than there are Jews in the world; more Hindus in Nepal, more 

Buddhists in Myanmar, more Muslims in Mali than there are Jews in the world.  How many of 

you could even find Mali on a map? Notwithstanding the numbers at the beginning of the Book 

of Numbers, we have actually never been the largest, never been the most populous or numerous 

peoples on the face of the earth. In fact, at the end of July we will read Parashat Va’etchanan, 

where God says that very thing:  Lo merub’chem mi’kol ha’amim chashak Adonai bachem 

va’yivhcar bachem…It is NOT because you are the most numerous people that God has set His 

heart upon you and chose you…ki atem ha’me-at mi’kol ha’amim! Rather you are the smallest of 

peoples!2 

So which is it? Are we as numerous as the stars of the sky and the sands of the sea or are 

infinitesimally small?  How do we make sense of these vastly different descriptions in the same 

Torah? For the answer to this seeming contradiction, I think we need to go back to Genesis 

chapter 12:2.  God promises Abraham that the Jewish people will be a a goy gadol…which can 

be read as a large nation, or as a great nation.  I think the intent was great rather than large.  The 

reason…because of what God says next:  Va’agadla sh’mecha…I will make your name gadol…I 

will make your name great.  Not your numbers, not your masses, your name.  The Jewish people 

will have a great name, which is actually the most valuable thing any of us could possess.  This 

is the Torah’s version of quality over quantity, or as my teacher Rabbi Ismar Schorsch once wrote 

about the Jewish people: “never have so few influenced so many. Therein lies the fulfillment of 

God’s promise to Abraham that his seed will be a blessing to all humanity.”3 

I will not deny that in the course of my rabbinate there have been times when I have worried 

about the numbers, the population studies, the trends of—you name it affiliation, intermarriage, 

assimilation…all the existential fears of Jewish survival.  I am not immune to that.  It has taken 

 
2 Deuteronomy 7:7 
3 “Fear of Counting” (Parashat Bamidbar, May 11, 2002), Canon without Closure, Rabbi Ismar Schorsch, p. 479 
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78 years just to return to our pre-Holocaust population.  But the Book of Numbers also reminds 

me that it’s not just about the census.  It is a powerful reminder that we should be just as 

concerned about the quality of Jewish presence in the world as the quantity.  And if such a small 

number of people have made such an outsized impact in the world, then each one of us—even as 

individuals, has tremendous potential.   

This idea is captured nowhere more beautifully than in Naftali Hertz Imber’s Hatikvah, Israel’s 

national anthem: 

Kol od beleivav penimah,  

As long as there exists in the depths of the heart, 

nefesh Yehudi yomiyah 

the yearning of one single Jew…nefesh Yehudi… 

Od lo avda tikvateinu… 

Then our hope is not lost… 

What a remarkable statement…the yearning of a single Jew keeps our people’s hope alive.  What 

power there is in quality over quantity!  May that yearning be qualitatively strong in each of our 

hearts, and whether our numbers ebb or flow, may our people’s impact in this world be beneficial 

and everlasting. 

 

 

   


