Does anyone here have a rotary phone?  If you do, you’re one of the lucky ones.  The rest of us--we’re the one ones who must respond to the message--if you are using a touchtone phone press 1.  And then we get the whole computer listing.  We sit on the phone, pressing different numbers, listening recorded  messages.  I don’t know about you, but for me the whole time all I really want is to speak to an actual live human being.

That’s what I want to talk about today.  I want to share with you what I believe is the Torah perspective regarding animated messages.


But…before we get there.  I want to share another image, an image I saw when we visited Toronto last summer.  We were driving into Toronto, and we saw a sign, saying, “Welcome to Toronto, population 4, 321, 613.  I said, “Wow that’s a pretty big city.”  But then I started thinking.  People die every day, people are born every day, but they don’t change the sign every day.  When do they change that sign?  How often?  Maybe a more serious question is, “Why do they have that sign up there anyway?  What’s its purpose?  


Lets leave those questions and the image of the rotary phone aside for now.
  And let me explain to you why I think a message of this week’s parshah is highly relevant to our daily lives.  

The parshah begins with God commanding Moshe to count the Jewish people?  How exactly is he supposed to count?  The pasuk says, “seu et rosh kol adat benei yisrael.”  Take the rosh of everyone in the congregation of Israel.  What does the word rosh mean?  Ramban (Gerona, 13th c.) tells us, “lashon gedulah, a language of greatness, lekayyem mah she-neemar, in order to fulfill that which it says, va-yarem keren le-amo, He exalts the crown of his people.”

How do we count?  By exalting each individual in the census.  By looking into the face of each person.  Every individual face has its own unique aspect…No two faces are alike.  So Ramban suggests that the term rosh emphasizes this uniqueness of the individual’s face.

Similarly, much earlier in parshat Ki Tisah the Torah declares, “ki tisah et rosh benei yisrael, when you come to count, ve-natnu kofer nafsho la-shem bifkod otam, each person who is counted should redeem himself when being counted, velo yi-hiyah ba-hem negef bifkod otam, so that there shall be no plague when they are counted.”  The Torah warns us:  when you take a census, every person who is counted must offer a personal redemption—Every person is required to bring a mahatsit ha-shekel, half a shekel, as their own personal contribution.


But why do we even need a “redemption”?  What is so important about this redemption, this mahatsit ha-shekel?  As a matter of fact, in this week’s parshah the Torah doesn’t even mention this requirement of mahatsit ha-shekel.  The pasuk states, “Count every person…be-mispar shemot, kol zakhar le-goolgelotam,” which literally means, “Count them with the number of their names, every male by their polls.”  Now Rashi holds that even though this pasuk does not explicitly mention mahatsit ha-shekel, it still refers to it.  The word goolgolet—which comes from the same word as the Hebrew word for circle--is a reference to the circular coin, the  mahatsit ha-shekel.  However, others—notably the Netziv  (Volozhin, 19th c.)—disagree.  Netziv argues that there was no mahatsit ha-shekel in this counting.  Instead, each male between the ages of twenty to sixty wrote his name down on a piece of paper and handed it in to the pollster.  The counting was not done with a mahatsit ha-shekel but rather, through the names of each individual.


The truth is that even though Netziv argues with Rashi--because Netziv holds that the census of our parshah lacked an actual mahatzit ha-shekel—the two commentators are really presenting to us the same idea.  According to the Natziv’s explanation—and this I believe is the central point of the mahatsit ha-shekel—the action of taking a redemption of half a shekel is functionally equivalent to the action of each person writing down his name on apiece of paper.  What the mahatsit ha-shekel shows is that each person is giving their own donation, their own individual gift; when an individual presents the mahatzit ha-shekel, the action is symbolic: that person is no longer just another number in the group, this act of redemption is a gift that lifts the individual out of the group.  This donation ensures that every individual has a role in the larger group.  Likewise, when everyone is counted—not just with a number—but with a specific name, it points to the uniqueness and individuality of each and every person.  The mahatsit ha-shekel and the term seu et rosh remind us that when we count our huge nation, we must remember the significance of the single individual—each person has their own gift to bring to the nation.  The greatness of individuals surrounds us.  Its almost always right in front of us.

[MOVE FROM TEXT] I want to share  with you some of the great inspiring, individuals that I have met this year.  (Thank God I have had the great opportunity to work this year  with  R. Aaron on the JYEP program and the Learning Service.  If you are not familiar with this program, then I invite you all to become familiar with it.) 

I now know an eighty year old woman, who without knowing a word of Hebrew, and never having gone to schul in her life if it wasn’t Rosh ha-Shanah or Yom Kippur, decided that she is going to regularly attend  a Learning Service, and for the first time in her life become a member of a schul, our schul.  She’s living proof that somebody is never too old to learn.  There’s also a young ninth grade girl in the New York city public school system who can only barely read Hebrew and still decides to diligently observe the mitzvah of sefirat ha-omer; and I have learned to appreciate my own opportunities to study Torah from a ninth grade boy of a highly assimilated Jewish family who comes home late on Saturday night and yet asks his mother to wake him up early on Sunday morning so that he can attend Hebrew school.  These are individuals.


The concept of seu rosh and mahatsit ha-shekel demands that when we count our community, we make sure to look at the special contributions of each member, from the nine year old to the ninety year old.  We must seize the opportunity to learn from the talents and gifts of each individual.


So one message of the Torah is that when we count, we absolutely cannot forget to count the individual.  There is, I believe, another aspect to the Torah approach to taking a census.  But this aspect does not deal with the question of HOW we take a census, but WHY we take a census.


Let me tell you a true story.  The story comes from Shmuel Bet, chapter 24.  One day, David ha-Melekh decided that he wanted to take a census.  He ordered, his general Yoav to report back to him: Soon after hearing this, David prays to God…, “Hatati meod, I have sinned greatly.”  At which point, the prophet Gad came to David and told him, “You have sinned. You have to be punished.”  Twice a day, we remind ourselves of this story.  This is the story behind our Tahnun, va-Yomer david el Gad tsar li meod.”

Do you know how many people died because of this “sin” of David?  According to the navi, Seventy thousand!  But, what exactly was the sin?  Where did David go wrong?



Ramban explains: God was upset at David because he took an unnecessary census.  There is nothing inherently wrong with a census, but there was something very wrong with David’s census.  The actions of David were technically correct, only his motivations were wrong.  David did not count the people in order to prepare a defense for his army, to properly tax the people, or in order to show the greatness of am yisrael.  Rather, in the words of Ramban, the reason for David’s census was, “le-sameah libo she-malakh al am rav  (to gladden his heart over the fact that he ruled over such a multitude of people.)”


David’s actions indicate that his error lay in his own motivations.  Therefore, after taking the census David says, “hatati meod.” Since the sin was one of motivation, only David could know what was in his heart.  Only David could know if he had sinned.


Ramban is teaching us a careful message.  We are supposed to count, but we have to be very careful to always remember why we are counting.  Take for example, a wonderful program Shabbat across America.  A wonderful program, but what do their flyers always emphasize—Look how many schuls we have participating in our program.  Now, I recognize that there is a real value to such promotion—it helps us when we realize we’re not alone and we are a part of a large group.  But there’s also a danger, to such counting.  There’s a possibility for gloating.  And there’s a possibility that we’ll forget to see the significance of that one specific person who decides finally to participate in Shabbat.  In the counting up of our own achievements, Ramban cautions us:  Don’t lose sight of our ultimate mission 


So the next time you pick up a phone and you are lucky enough to get an operator…appreciate the fact that you have this opportunity to speak to an person, an individual.  Next time, I go to Toronto…I’m going to say…population 4, 000, 000.  That’s a lot of individuals.
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