Bamidbar

Parshat Bamidbar begins with a census of the Jewish people.  The Torah tells us to count all males from 20 years and up, kol yotsei tzavah, all those who went out to war.

Ramban raises the question: Why is twenty years old the age that was picked for people to join the army?  Ramban offers two suggestions.  Fist there is a Mishnah which states, "ben esrim lirdof,” at the age of twenty we achieve strength and pursue, and so it is appropriate to be eligible for the army.

However, Ramban also offers a second answer.  The term kol yotsei tzavah, can also mean kol yotsei le-hikhael be-edah, all those who go out to be counted in the congregation.  In other words, Ramban is positing that term tzavah here might not refer to army, but rather to the community at large; i.e. from the age of twenty and up, they started participating in the sounds and discussions of the community.

If Ramban’s theory is correct, we see that the Torah is teaching us a valuable lesson.  The reason why males entered the army only at the age of twenty was because that was the time their voices first began to be heard in a communal setting.  Only after their voices were taken into account could they be asked to risk their lives for their people.

