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The 4
th

 book of the Torah begins with these words: “On the first day of the second month, in the 

second year following the exodus from the land of Egypt, the LORD spoke to Moses in the 

wilderness of Sinai, in the Tent of Meeting, saying: Take a census of the whole Israelite 

community by the clans of its ancestral houses, listing the names, every male, head by head.”  

Why? O, this is easily an opening for me to talk about the census that is under way in our 

country right now and speak up to encourage everyone to make sure they are counted. It is true, 

you need to fill out your census and make your presence known to the government authorities… 

but it is also a time to look inward to make sure your presence is known to God and to yourself! 

A census in the second month in year #2—why? Is it to see who made it so far in the journey? Is 

it for the army as a preamble for the battling that the Israelites will need to do? Or is there a 

deeper philosophical meaning in play here? No, that is not RaSHI’s interpretation. He believed it 

was because this people were dear to the Holy One of Blessing. God brought them this far and 

like a parent whose love is transcending the behavior of the children, God counted them to show 

Divine love.  

Parenting 101 synopsis: The love for a child is enduring. One may find that their behavior to be 

good or bad, but a child is not good or bad—they should always be loved. In Torah, this 

unconditional love from God is found in the census, according to RaSHI. He wrote: “God counts 

them every now and then: when they went forth from Egypt God counted them, when many of 

them fell in consequence of their having worshipped the golden calf God counted them to 

ascertain the number of those left; when God was about to make the Shechinah dwell amongst 

them and when God commanded them to make a Tabernacle, God again took their census; for on 

the first day of Nisan the Tabernacle was erected and shortly afterwards, on the first day of Iyar, 

God counted them.” As a parent, a similar ritual was performed by me and by Sharon every night 

when our kids were little. We would go into their rooms, adjust the covers and just take a second 

or two to stare in amazement as each of our children slept.  I must add that I usually said the last 

line of the Adon Olam as I was there—sometimes aloud or sometimes under my breath: “B'yado 

afkid ruchi b'et ishan v'a'irah.V'im ruchi g'viyati, Adonai li v'lo ira…. To God I commit my 



spirit; when I am asleep or when I am awake. Even If my spirit leaves me I am not afraid for I 

know that God is with me.”  Author and Rabbi Nancy Fuchs-Kreimer wrote Parenting As A 

Spiritual Journey. In it, she asserts that the journey cannot be superimposed on the child, but 

rather should be on the parent. It is from them that holiness of the encounter radiates. When a 

child is given a bath at the end of the day, Fuchs-Kreimer encourages that a line from Psalm 51 is 

recited: Wash away my sins, make me purer than the snow.”  It makes the act a holy act—and 

thus the parent is transformed into the realm of the sacred. It is not merely a bath, but a sacred 

cleaning. Thus, holiness is given the voice to express the emotions of the heart.  

God commands a census that turns counting into a holy and sacred act. 

But there is another perspective here. An Eastern European Rabbi who went by the pen name of 

“Or Chaim” wrote that the unique context of the open verse of Numbers is not for God’s sake, it 

is for ours. The verse mentions location and date in great detail as a way to encourage us to be 

fully present with ourselves, our family, and our community as we stand before God. He wrote 

that knowing where the people came from and where they stood on that date will shape their 

hope for the future. This verse, according that rabbi, made those there very mindful and attuned 

to their surrounding as they sought to be close to God. It also placed an emphasis on the 

individual and their uniqueness. To be present meant to be there as a unique soul at a set time in 

a specific space. 

Rav Aharon Karlin phrased it this way: “The lesson we should take from this: you must know, as 

you meditate on the fact that you are unique in the world, according to your presence. You and 

no other person like you have ever been in the world. For, if someone like you had already come 

into the world, there would be no need for you. But, in truth, each of us is something new in the 

world. And, we each must rectify our [unique] quality (middah) in this world, for surely if we do 

not it prevents the arrival of our Messiah (May they come soon, in our days). We must rectify 

our middot and the Torah study connected with our souls, to the point that this will rectify all of 

the world through the totality of all Israel. Then (God willing), our Redeemer may come, soon 

and in our days. Amen. So may it be.” 

 



The open verse of Numbers proclaims: “On the first day of the second month, in the second year 

following the exodus from the land of Egypt, the LORD spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, in the 

Tent of Meeting, saying: Take a census of the whole Israelite community by the clans of its ancestral 

houses, listing the names, every male, head by head.”  To us all, I encourage you to be fully present 

so God can take an honest accounting of us all so that we matter and can count on each other as 

we go forth.  

 

 

 

 


