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There is an old Jewish joke that isn’t so funny.  A small town had ten Jewish men.  For years they never missed a minyan.  All ten came every day without fail.  Then one day an eleventh Jew moved into town.  The next day no one showed up at minyan.

There is a great danger to growth.  Recently our congregation was joined by its 275th member.  Over the past two years we have added well over two hundred families/units to the congregation.  This is incredible growth. And we should all be proud of such growth.   It is a sign that the Torah true vision that we are advocating is resonating with a growing number of people.  But this week’s Torah reading reminds us that we must ask the question:  “Is our growth helpful or harmful to the spiritual direction of our congregation?

Studies of churches show that there is often disagreement about growth between the pastor and members.  The pastor might aggressively work to grow the congregation, while members resist growth and argue that it is best to remain a small and intimate group.

There are great advantages in having a large congregation.  With more people there are more opportunities all around.  Plus, the davening and Torah study can be even more beautiful, as the verse states, be-rov am hadrat melekh, with a multitude of people rests the glory of the King.  
However, the downside to a larger congregation is that it allows people to shirk their responsibility.  Recent church research shows that there is a concern about the large mega-churches now popular, since some argue that when you increase the size of an organization you necessarily also decrease each individual’s commitment.  This is the reason why long ago, Max Weber, wrote that “only small congregations are appropriate.”  

The best selling author Malcolm Gladwell made this idea famous in his book The Tipping Point. He refers to the rule of 150; when a congregation crosses over the number 150 it signals a great change in how things happen.  He argues that 150 is the number at which any group is organizationally most effective.  He argues that churches when they grow larger should reorganize according to this principle and make smaller groups within the larger church.
This week, Shabbat Shekalim, the Torah offers us insight into this discussion.  The Torah teaches us how to count our people.  When and if we take a census we must do so with a half–shekel.  Rich and poor alike should both submit a half-shekel, so when we count up the shekalim we will know exactly how many people participated in the census.  If we count in this manner the Torah tells us, “lo yehiyeh bahem negef, there will not be a plague amongst [our people].”

I am sure that many of you know of a Jewish custom that teaches us how to count people.  When we count people we don’t count, one, two, three….  Rather we substitute a word for a number and then count.  This custom comes from Rashi’s explanation to this commandment.  

Rashi teaches that this commandment to count with a half-shekel doesn’t only apply in the desert.  It applies forever.  He teaches, “al timnem lagulgolet,” we do not count people by counting their heads, rather we count through a proxy—in this case, shekalim.  
There was once a leader of the Jewish people who made a terrible mistake and counted his people improperly.  In the last chapter of the Book of Shmuel, we are told that King David counted his people.  However, King David didn’t use the half-shekel method.  Consequently, God considers David’s count to be a great sin and He punishes David by bringing a terrible plague upon the people of Israel.  
Is that fair?  All because King David didn’t count up his people in the proper manner…. 

What is the big deal?  What is the difference if you count with a half-shekel or if you count with a number?

Rashi explains:  When one counts with a straight number, “sholet bo ayin harah, the evil eye rests upon him.”
The ayin harah is usually translated to mean the evil eye.  It refers to an action that you do that displays your arrogance.  Arrogance is a great sin—one can even say that it is the source of all sin.  Thus, on a deeper level King David was punished for the sin of arrogance.  In fact, as he began to count his chief general, Yoav, said to him, “Adoni hamelekh, lamah chafetz ba-davar ha-zeh, My King, why do you need this counting?”  King David’s counting had no purpose other than his own self-serving satisfaction.  He counted his people in such a way that displayed his great pride.  He was saying to the world look how large our nation is.   Look how mighty we are.  And so God visited him with a plague.

David’s counting was a counting that went no where.  It served no spiritual purpose.  This is the reason why he was punished.
As the Medieval Provencal scholar, Rabbi David Kimchi explains: "As long as the Jewish people counted for a good reason, they did not sin. Where there was no reason, they did sin – like the case of David…."  Or as another medieval scholar, Ramban, points out: David counted only “le-sameah libo she-malakh al am rav  (to gladden his heart over the fact that he ruled over such a multitude of people.)”

On the other hand, the counting of parshat shekalim serves a great purpose.  The shekalim that were collected served as a donation to the Mishkan, the sanctuary of the Jewish people.  The counting wasn’t just about self-pride.  It served God.  
The Torah tells us where the money of the census went. It didn’t just go into the Sanctuary’s coffers.  It bought specific objects which had great symbolic meaning. 

At the end of Exodus (38:25-27) we are told that the silver from the census contributed to the adanim and the vavim of the Sanctuary.

The adanim are the silver bases that are used as a support for the walls of the Sanctuary.  The vavim are the hooks that are used to connect the walls for the enclosure around the Sanctuary.
Support and Connection.

The message of the shekalim and the counting is that it has value only if it serves a larger purpose, otherwise it is a great sin.

The same message applies to growth of synagogues and specifically to our synagogue.

Support and Connection.

This is the positive side to growth.  

When we look externally, growth is so important because it can serve as greater support and provide a network for greater connection.  Through support and connection we can better spread the Torah.

And when we look internally, we see that the shekalim provided the base and the glue—the support for the walls and the connecting hooks.  The counting thus served to foster the core support for the Sanctuary and the glue necessary to hold it all together.  Everyone needed to contribute a half-shekel; so too, as growth happens everyone needs to assume the responsibility of contributing their time and effort as though it were a small congregation.
I believe with all my heart that it is very important for our Synagogue to grow--but only if we grow the right way and for the right reasons.  Our growth as a shul has to serve a larger purpose.  

Growth for growth’s sake is not a good thing.  If our growth is just about becoming financially solvent (for example), then our growth is of limited value and can even be a source of great spiritual distraction.  

I remember a few years ago I visited the city of Toronto.  As I drove into the city, I saw a sign that “Welcome to Toronto, population 4, 321,716.”  At the time, I was impressed.  But now after thinking about it, don’t you think it would be better if the city gave us a description on that sign, other than a population number.  Maybe, “Welcome to Toronto, a population trying hard to make our world more beautiful.”
Our growth has to come because we see it as providing support and connection.  Growth can help us both internally and externally.  Growth can help us provide support for Jews throughout the entire DC area.  Growth can help us be a source of connection for Jews through the area.  Growth can help us be an entire congregation of teachers of Torah.  Growth can help us better use our spiritual energy to support the spread of Torah and love of God.  If we do so, then our growth has great meaning.

