
Sefer Devarim chronicles the home stretch; the journey that started with the Exodus from Egypt will soon 
conclude with the entry to Eretz Yisrael.  Good news!  Yet, I confess that when I study our parsha and 
others, my learning is punctuated by a series of nagging questions.  How was a group traveling through the 
desert able to meet precise material and fabrication requirements and construct the Mishkan?  What was the 
source of all the sacrificial animals?  How was the youth educated and socialized to appreciate that they 
were part of a historic journey, not just nomads?  I could go on. (If anyone wants to weigh and offer 
responses to these and other questions, it would be much appreciated.  I am the poster boy for the adage, the 
more you learn, the more you realize that there is more you don’t know.) 

Let’s discuss one of these nagging questions, how should we describe Bnei Yisrael?  Were they a small 
group or a very large people?  There is much to suggest they were a small group.  Indeed, the term Children 
of Israel connotes a small group.  So does Balaam’s unwitting compliment— ב ֹ֑ יָך יֲַעק בּו אָֹהֶל֖ ֹ֥  How fair ,ַמה־ּט
are your tents, O Jacob.  After all, Balaam was complimenting the modesty and refinement implied by his 
observation that no two doors faced each other in Israel’s encampment. (Bava Basra 60a). And he was able 
to make that observation because he could survey the camp at a glance, which implies that it was small.  
Then too, the Korach rebellion and the episode featuring the daughters of Tzelofchad seem to portray Bnei 
Yisrael as an extended family circle—and a haimish one at that. 

But there are also excellent arguments that Bnei Yisrael was a sizable people.  In last week’s Collective 
Conversation, Jeff Berger cited the Kli Yakar’s observation that the term kol Yisrael appears in Sefer 
Devarim 11 times and not once in any other book of the Torah.  The Kli Yakar understood this to indicate 
that our Sefer marks the transition from the Children of Israel to the Nation of Israel.  We think of nations as 
large.  That is a way of understanding what Moshe meant when, in our Parsha, he referred to the people as a 
nation, ים י ִמי־֣גֹוי ָּג֔דֹול ֲאֶׁשר־֥לֹו הי ְקרִֹב֣   For what great nation is there that has a god so close? (4:7) ,ִּכ֚

So which is it?  Were they an extended family circle or a great nation?  Let’s consider one more piece of 
evidence for each side.  We’ll start with Hashem's words suggesting Bnei Yisrael was a small group.  Our 
Parsha records Moshe saying, Hashem has chosen you … not because you are more numerous … you 
are ט ִמׇּכל־ָהַעִּמֽים  the smallest of all the peoples. (7:7)  Contrast that with the results of the two census ,ַהְמַע֖
surveys taken in Sefer Bamidbar, each of which identified about 600,000 men who were twenty years and 
older [and] able to bear arms.  That number of fighting-aged men extrapolates to a population of about 2 
million men, women, and children, according to both Torah commentators and demographers.  That implies 
that Bnei Yisrael had a population comparable to modern-day Houston, the 8th largest city in the United 
States.  Houston may be a nice place, but it’s not small, and it’s not heimish.   

So, how should we describe the people Moshe was leading?  It’s tempting to think they were a tiny people 
then, just as we are now—at least the second part of the statement is empirically verifiable.  Rabbi Sacks, 
z’l, liked to quote the historian Milton Himmelfarb who wrote that the population of Jews worldwide is  
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smaller than a statistical error in the Chinese census.   

I’m less inclined to think that Bnei Yisrael was a group the size of Houston because, among other things, my 
21st Century mind questions how Moshe could speak to all Israel without newspapers, email, WhatsApp, or 
Facebook.  And I don’t see a leadership structure—whether it’s the small number of Kohanim or the 70 
Elders—that could meet the needs of 2 million people.  This conundrum is not new, and it is not mine 
exclusively.  Many meforshim have dealt with these questions and offered thoughtful resolutions.   

Rabbi Joshua Berman’s recent book, Ani Maamin,* helped resolve this dilemma in a way that met both my 
exegetical and empirical biases.  An Orthodox academic scholar, Rabbi Berman analyzes Tanakh in its 
historical context and finds support for many Torah features others have labeled narrative inconsistencies.  
Importantly he is quite willing to build on or question traditional commentaries based on new contextual 
evidence and a modern analytical approach.  

On my issue of family circle vs. Houston, Berman suggests that the census counts are not meant to be taken 
literally, thereby greatly weakening the case for very big.  He demonstrates that the counts we read in the 
Torah are meant to express the status of the tribes and can be related to the blessings Yaakov gave his sons.  

We can see this by comparing the censuses taken in Sefer Bamidbar. The tribe of Menashe, for example, 
increased by 64%, and Shimon declined by 63% between Bamidbar 1 and 26.  While the Torah offers no 
specific explanation for these changes, they follow positive stories about the tribe of Menashe (e.g., 
daughters of Tzelofchad, exploits of Yair ben Menashe) and negative stories about Shimon (e.g., Zimri).   

An even more convincing proof that 600,000, the biggest number in the 
Book of Numbers, does not represent the actual number of fighting-age 
men is that the count of each tribe is rounded—each one ends in 00, as 
in Manasseh 52,700, Ephraim 22,500, etc.  Rounding is an immediate 
red flag to anyone with an empirical or analytical eye.  While this may 
not have triggered the same doubt among Chazal, modern readers can’t 
imagine that an accurate head count would be presented this way.  

If you are still not convinced, look at the graph of the remainder in 
hundreds for each tribe (based on the Bamidbar 26 census)—Menashe is 
one of two tribes represented by the 300 bar, and Ephriam is one of 
seven represented in the 500 bar, etc.  The normal distribution in this 
graph is not normal; if tribal figures were accurate, the remainders would be random. 

There’s much more to say—more proofs and still other questions—but for now, Rabbi Berman has resolved 
one of my nagging questions.  Moshe’s reference to a nation and the Kli Yakar’s commentary refers to a 
political construct.  But as for my question, we were, and we are, an extended family circle—and a haimish 
one at that.  And, as our Parsha notes, we are a family fortunate to have נּו ינּו ְּבׇכל־ׇקְרֵא֖ יו ַּכהי ֱאֹלֵה֔ ים ֵאָל֑  הי ְקרִֹב֣
 whenever we call.  (4:7) [who is there] הי a god so close at hand as is our God ,ֵאָלֽיו

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

0 100 300 400 500 600 700 800

* Berman, Rabbi Joshua, Ani Maamin: Biblical Criticism, Historical Truth, and the Thirteen Principles of Faith, 
Maggid Books, 2020
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