
I think I was wearing basically every article of clothing that I owned. It was a freezing night at the end of 
January-- but this is what the Federal government required of us. Every city in America that receives federal 
funding for homelessness must do one of these counts every single year. It’s called the Point In Time Count.  
 
The Point in Time counts serves as a basis for Federal funding, and for service and resource planning by states 
and cities too. The Point in Time count is always in the dead of winter, when the greatest possible number of 
people will be in shelters. And then volunteers walk the streets. Every street in the whole city. In the middle of 
the night-- usually these counts last from about 10pm to 2am. Luckily, I was a college student, so that was a 
perfectly normal time for me.  
 
My group walked through parts of New Haven I had never seen before-- around strip clubs, run down parks and 
underpasses. We spoke to every person we met on the street, asked them questions, o�ered them shelter and 
recorded the person. We marked down when we saw somebody’s belongings even if there was no person in sight. 
We started to follow our instincts in terms of “o�-roading”-- did a nook o� the street look like a relatively 
protected place to sleep? Chances are we would �nd a makeshift mattress or tent there, signs of human life.  
 
The Jews in the desert were homeless. In Tractate Eruvin 55b the Talmud discusses the status of the Israelite 
camp vis a vis prohibitions on carrying on Shabbat, and from there transitions seamlessly into the following 
intensely harsh statement:  

 אמר רב יהודה אמר רב: יושבי צריפין והולכי מדברות - חייהן אינן חיים, ונשיהן ובניהן אינן שלהן
Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: Those who dwell in huts, and desert travelers, their lives are not lives and their 
wives and children are not always their own. 
 
Desert Travelers, those who dwell in huts.  
That’s the Israelites in our Parsha.  
 
The Israelites in the desert are our tradition’s paradigmatic homeless people-- without property, relying on God 
for food, water and clothing. On Sukkot we celebrate the fact that we even survived.  
 
To count this homeless nation was to love it.  
Our Parsha and our Sefer open up with Hashem commanding a count:  

ם׃ ם ְּבִמְסַּפ֣ר ֵׁש֔מֹות ָּכל־ָזָכ֖ר ְלֻגְלְּג�ָתֽ ית ֲאֹבָת֑ ם ְלֵב֣ ל ְלִמְׁשְּפֹחָת֖ י־ִיְׂשָרֵא֔ ת ְּבֵנֽ  ְׂש֗אּו ֶאת־רֹאׁ֙ש ׇּכל־ֲעַד֣
Take a census of the whole Israelite community by the clans of its ancestral houses, listing the names, every male, 
head by head.  
 
Listing the names.  Head by head.  
Rashi on the opening verse of our Parasha says:  

 מתוך חיבתן לפניו מונה אותן כל שעה:
Because of His adoration for the Israelites, He counted them all of the time. This is not the �rst counting in the 
Torah, Rashi points out, but at every turning point and milestone, Hashem counts them. 
 
There’s a right and a wrong way to count. And I don’t have any opinions about statistical models or anything 
like that. Here’s what I mean:  
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We live in a society that is constantly counting. Nobody takes anybody seriously without metrics. How many 
retweets do you have? How many likes? How many people showed up to your event?  
 
And there’s �ip-side. Just a few likes, I guess you’re not that interesting. Ten people came to your program? 
You’re doing something wrong. You only a�ected a few people, well, that’s not good enough.  
Sometimes we count in order to prove that something doesn’t matter. Sometimes we count in order to say, “this 
can be ignored, it only a�ects a tiny percentage of the population.” Afterall, in a democracy, majority rules. Let’s 
defund programs that a�ect only a minority.  
 
But the Torah says no, when you count, list the names. Count head by head.  Count Lovingly.  
 
In the Gur Aryeh, the Maharal explains Rashi further. He points out that Hashem has just counted the Israelites 
three times in one year.  

   אי אפשר שיהיו פוחתין או מוסיפין הרבה, ואין צריך למנות,
It is impossible that there were that many more or fewer than at the last count--  

 וזהו החיבה, שאינו סומך על האומד:
And this. This is where you see the adoration, the love-- because Hashem doesn’t rely on an estimation. He 
needs to know exactly how many Jews He has. Because each one, with their head and their name, matters 
uniquely, not just in the aggregate.  
 
I never counted people more anxiously than when I was a camp counselor. I know there are all sorts of rules 
about counting Jews, but at the time I felt it was more important not to lose any of my campers-- so I counted 
them maybe every �fteen minutes. For two months. It wasn’t good enough to have the majority of my campers, 
or even “more or less” the number of campers I was supposed to have. Each one was a soul entrusted to me for 
these months-- if even one got lost I was going to be dead meat. So I counted them compulsively. That’s how I 
like to imagine Hashem counting the Jewish people-- like each one is fully precious.  
 
Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch adds to this idea in his commentary on the Parsha (1:1). He writes that a census 
like this, where the leaders of the tribes are entrusted with the counting, reminds the leaders that their 
community isn’t just a theoretical and it doesn’t just exist naturally-- it depends on all of its members. And when 
each member is counted, they in turn are reminded of their personal importance to the shared cause and shared 
destiny.  
 
This is a loving count. A count that communicates: you matter, we want to know about you because you matter 
and we need you and we’re all working together towards something here. For the Point in Time count, we’re all 
working towards a city where people �ourish. For the count of the Jews, we’re all working towards a society that 
stands in covenant with the Almighty. These visions involve every individual.  
 
I often �nd myself in meetings where we discuss complaints raised by various people about di�erent elements of 
the shul’s programming. Often the conclusion is something along the lines of, “well, everyone needs something 
to complain about” or “most people didn’t feel that way.” But at the end of the day, the complainer matters too, 
because everybody is counted, name by name and head by head. We might not be able to make the changes that 

2 



person wants, but their complaint matters because that individual matters, because the Torah encourages us to 
count lovingly.  
 
Later this morning we are going to recognize a whole lot of kids who are stepping up from one youth group to 
the next. We’ll also take a few moments to say congratulations and Tzeitchem L’Shalom to our graduating high 
school seniors. Kiddush today is sponsored in honor of all of the shul’s many 2019 graduates.  Graduations are 
really boring-- but they are a moment in which we count lovingly. Look at this group of people: each of them 
matters. Their accomplishments matter. Like Hashem in this week’s parsha, we should notice each one, name by 
name, head by head.  
 
That program will take place before Adon Olam. You’ll hear more from me then. Shabbat shalom.  
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