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Safety in Numbers 
 
 
Some of you may know that I went to a specialized math and science high school. I don’t often draw upon 
that element of my education but I do want to work through an arithmetic problem with you all this morning.  
 
Five is to one hundred, as one hundred is to…. 
 
Well...five times twenty is one hundred, and so one hundred times twenty is two thousand. 
 
But the opening verses of our Torah portion this week present a different sort of mathematics: 

ֶרב׃ פּו ְוָנְפ֧לּו ֹאְיֵביֶכ֛ם ִלְפֵניֶכ֖ם ֶלָחֽ ה ִיְרֹּד֑ ה ִמֶּכ֖ם ְרָבָב֣ ה ּוֵמָא֥  ְוָרְד֨פּו ִמֶּכ֤ם ֲחִמָּׁש֙ה ֵמָא֔
 

“Five of you shall give chase to a hundred, and a hundred of you shall give chase to ten thousand” 
 
Five victorious Israelites can pursue one hundred adversaries, and one hundred victorious Israelites, blessed 
with Divine favor can pursue ten thousand adversaries. This is not a linear progression, this is an accelerating 
growth curve. How can we understand or explain this mathematical progression? 
 
Rashi explains: 

 ֵאינֹו ּדֹוֶמה ֻמֲעִטין ָהעֹוִׂשים ֶאת ַהּתֹוָרה ִלְמֻרִּבין ָהעֹוִׂשין ֶאת ַהּתֹוָרה
 
“A small number who follow the Torah cannot be compared through a simple comparison to a large number 
of people who follow the Torah.” 
 
The verse illustrates the power of a community coming together. When we join together we become force 
magnifiers for one another other.  A friend can offer a hug or a shoulder to cry on - but a community can fill 
a shivah home with visitors offering condolence and can provide a minyan for kaddish. A brother or sister 
can slap you on the back with joy when hearing your good news, but that cannot replace being surrounded by 
a community dancing at a wedding or a bar mitzvah or at some other simcha. 
 

 ֵאינֹו ּדֹוֶמה ֻמֲעִטין ָהעֹוִׂשים ֶאת ַהּתֹוָרה ִלְמֻרִּבין ָהעֹוִׂשין ֶאת ַהּתֹוָרה
 
“A small number who follow the Torah cannot be compared through a simple comparison to a large number 
of people who follow the Torah.” 
 
The context of the mathematical dynamic in our parsha, however, relates to self defense and confronting our 
enemies. Everyone understands there is safety in numbers, two are stronger than one, but not as strong as 
three, which in turn, is not as strong a four.  Even Kohelet, in its most cynical and world-weary mood tells us 
that two are stronger than one and three is stronger than two. It doesn’t get more simple that that. Or does it? 
 
The Torah is saying something different in this week’s parasha. The Torah’s numbers demonstrate that the 
safety in numbers multiplies at a faster rate than do our numbers. When just a few more of us stand together, 
we become so much safer and can confront our adversaries in a much more effective way. 
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I thought about this dynamic a lot this week. 
 
I traveled to Springfield this Wednesday with the Orthodox Union to speak to legislators on behalf of an 
initiative to secure state funding for security enhancements for communities that are at threat of being 
victimized by hate crimes. Rabbi Yehiel Kalish, a new State Representative from the Northern suburbs is one 
of the co-sponsors of this initiative and he welcomed our delegation from the statehouse floor and then 
called, one by one, each of our representatives to come off the statehouse floor to speak with us.  
 
When you are introduced as “the rabbi of the synagogue that was firebombed two weeks ago” people pay 
attention and listen. But standing side by side with a Baptist pastor from the South Side and a Syrian priest, a 
Muslim cleric, a Sikh scholar, and a Hindu communal leader gave each one of us added weight and 
authenticity to speak. That too is a form of safety in numbers. The coalition of men and women of good will 
from various faiths and diverse ethnic backgrounds, who all recognize that none of us are safe so long as all 
of us are not safe, is a force multiplier just as the Torah describes. 
 
Another story from earlier this week brought home that same message. In response to a worrisome rise in 
antisemitism in Germany, the government’s own commissioner responsible for combating antisemitism, Felix 
Klein, announced that Jews should take responsibility for their safety by refraining from wearing a kippah or 
other outward identification marker as Jews. "I cannot advise Jews to wear the kippah everywhere all the time 
in Germany.” he said.  Indeed, the common practice, of many observant Orthodox Jews in Italy and France 
and elsewhere is in line with these recommendations. I have vivid memories of visiting Paris almost 15 years 
ago and seeing not one single outwardly identifiable Jew on a street with four kosher restaurants. (Sara and I 
went incognito; I wore a wool newspaper-boy cap and Sara wore a bright blue tichel; we fit right in). 
 
But the story in Germany, at least this week, took a different turn. One German tabloid newspaper printed a 
cut-out kippah on their front page and encouraged their readers to cut it out and somehow wear it proudly in 
solidarity with Germany’s Jewish community. (I’m imagining something akin to those cardboard kippot they 
give out at the kotel). Julian Reichelt, the newspaper’s editor, wrote, “"If even one person in our country 
cannot wear the kippah without putting themselves in danger, then the only answer must be that we all wear 
the kippah. The kippah belongs to Germany!" 
 
There is safety in numbers. These two examples are the safety in numbers that are available to us when 
non-Jewish allies step forward and stand beside us, whether they are Germans committed to combating 
antisemitism or our own neighbors in Chicago. But what about our own numbers? 
 
Three people, all strangers whose names I do not know, approached me on the street  in the past two weeks 
and said, “I think I recognize you from television.” I have to admit that in none of my previous delusions of 
grandeur (and I have many delusions of grandeur) have I ever imagined that someone would say those words 
to me. These three individuals spoke to me to offer their solidarity and support for our community. And, 
indeed, nearly 100% of the interactions I have had with strangers on the street in Chicago because I wear a 
kippah in the nearly six years that I have lived here have been positive (including the random joggers and 
bikers and passers-by who routinely wish my family Shabbat Shalom as they swoosh past on on Shabbat 
afternoons). 
 
But, the reluctance of many European Jews to be visible in public as Jews stems from an anxiety I sometimes 
feel too. A close friend of my father’s once characterized their differences by saying, “I am American Jew and 
could not believe anything bad could happen; he was a European Jew and knew that it had.” And each of us 
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need to balance the American Jewish optimism with the sober awareness of the nature of Jewish history and 
an awareness of the darker potentials of the Jewish present.  
 
But, I want to encourage you to think about what you might gain through a more public expression of your 
Jewish identity and your Jewish commitments. The earliest references in the Talmud to Jews covering our 
heads as a form of religious devotion occurs in the context of a discussion of an apparent obligation of 
married women to have some form of head covering whenever they are in public. Later in the Talmud, there 
is evidence of some very pious, but not all men, covering their heads as well.  
 
Rabbi Nahman bar Yitzhak’s mother, according to a Talmudic legend, was told by a Chaldean astrologer that 
her son would grow up to be a thief. To prevent this from happening she ensured that his head was always 
covered. She raised him to keep his head covered and to, “cover your head so that the fear of Heaven will be 
upon you.” He had no idea why she said this. Until one day, sitting under a fruit tree that did not belong to 
him, a gust of wind uncovered his head, and overcome by desire, he reached up and plucked fruit that was not 
his to take.  Somehow his head covering had kept him from theft all those years. 
 
The head covering of women, the head covering of pious men, the head covering that prevents theft, are 
perhaps all motivated by the same ethos of cultivating an awareness that one stands in the presence of God.  
 
All of these forms of head coverings could be our way to echo the head coverings worn as part of the 
uniform by the kohanim as they served in the  beit ha’mikdash . Indeed, all of the rabbinic restrictions on heating 
food on Shabbat, (such as shehiyah and hazzarah) are motivated by a fear that we will forget it is Shabbat and 
stoke embers into a fire on Shabbat to speed up the warming of our food. But in the beit hamikdash there 
were no rabbinic restrictions on heating food on Shabbat because the kohanim would remind one another to 
be aware of God and the sanctity of Shabbat. 
 
We too are enlisted in the service of God no less than the kohanim. 
 
I am very lucky that I work for the Jewish community and it is considered quite appropriate for me to 
embrace this Jewish practice even where I work. I understand that it might not be considered professionally 
appropriate to wear an identifiably Jewish head covering or even a Jewish necklace at the courthouse or 
hospital or factory or school where you work.  But I do know that when we are not at work, we have more 
freedom to express ourselves and embrace parts of our identities and religious practices that we might keep 
more hidden when we are on the job.   
 
I also know that the more of us who make the choice to display our Judaism in an outward way in the 
supermarket or on the playground, the more comfortable it will be for each one of us to do so. 
 
Years ago, when Noam was three years old, we drove from Princeton into Manhattan to attend the Salute to 
Israel Parade. We parked our car near my mother’s apartment and began the walk through Central Park 
towards the parade route on Fifth Avenue. As I pushed Noam’s stroller through the park, he saw another 
Jewish man headed for the parade and called out while pointing, “there’s a Jew!”  And then two minutes later, 
as we saw someone else headed for the parade, he called out again, “I see another Jew!”  Fortunately, the 
novelty of seeing other Jews on the street wore off before we reached the parade and its tens of thousands of 
marchers. 
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Let us find ways to recognize the presence of God above us always, whether we are at work or in the 
supermarket or in the park. And let us support one another, each one of us on his and her unique path of 
growth in Torah and mitzvot. In this way, may we merit the blessings of this morning’s Torah portion: 
 
 

יד ין ַמֲחִר֑ ם ְוֵא֣ ֶרץ ּוְׁשַכְבֶּת֖ י ָׁשלֹו֙ם ָּבָא֔   ְוָנַתִּת֤
 

“I will grant peace in the land, and you shall lie down untroubled by anyone.”  
 
Through coming together, within our community, and with allies on the outside, may we recognize that it is 
God’s own blessing that entails:: 

� ֶאְתֶכ֖ם ֽקֹוְמִמּֽיּות׃   ָואֹוֵל֥
 
“It is I,” God says, “who cause you to walk upright.” 
 
 


