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Bamidbar � במדבר

Shining as Individuals

From the mitZVAh to count the Jewish PeoPle in 
Parashas Bamidbar, we see that every Jew counts. the word 

mispar, as it appears in the verse, “bemispar sheimos — by num-
ber of the names” (Bamidbar 1:2), means number, but its root can 
also refer to something that is shining, as in the word sapir, sap-
phire. every person is unique; everyone has his own contribution 
to make to and for the Jewish people. each of us has the ability, 
and the responsibility, to shine.

When one of my sons was born, I received a magnificent note 
from Rabbi Hillel Goldberg, the editor of Intermountain 

Jewish News, in Denver, Colorado. Actually, he wrote the note to 
my son. It said, “May you merit to fulfill your potential in your own, 
unique, never-before-done way.”

the Jewish nation is called Yisrael. this is an acronym for,  
לַּתֹוָרה“ אֹוִתיֹות  ִרּבֹוא  ִׁשִּׁשים   there are 600,000 letters in the — יֵׁש 
torah.” each letter in the torah must stand on its own. if one  
letter is missing, the entire scroll is invalid. each individual is rep-
resented by a letter; every one of us must discover the uniqueness 
and beauty of his or her own neshamah.

if one letter is touching another, this, too, invalidates the Sefer 
Torah. we must be careful about treading on someone else’s indi-
viduality, for such a slight is akin to one letter in the Sefer Torah 
touching another, which would invalidate the entire scroll.

if a person does not behave properly, he ruins his letter in the 
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torah. with this in mind, the tiferes shlomo of radomsk explains 
the pasuk, “Gal einai ve’abitah niflaos miTorasecha — uncover 
my eyes that i may perceive wonders from Your torah” (Tehillim 
119:18). david hamelech asked the Al-mighty to reveal to him 
niflaos, which can be broken up into two words: nafal os, a letter 
fell. he was asking hashem to tell him which letter had fallen from 
hashem’s torah. david, in his position as leader of the people, 
hoped to correct any imperfections within the nation.

If we are to maximize our greatness and fulfill our 
responsibility to the letter of the Torah that represents 
us, we must look beyond ourselves.

After World War II, the Jewish nation began to rebuild. One of 
those who undertook a campaign to rebuild the ruchniyus of 

Klal Yisrael was Rav Gershon Libman, the founding Rosh Yeshivah of 
Yeshivas Novaradok in France. Many people placed the blame for the 
tragedies at the feet of religion; they were bitter with G-d and wanted 
nothing to do with Him. Rav Gershon yearned to ignite the spark of 
Yiddishkeit once more.

He traveled to meet with members of the Joint Distribution 
Committee, with the hope that they would support his cause and 
provide funds for the yeshivah he hoped to build. After waiting a 
long time for his chance to speak with them, he detailed his plan 
and explained the need for building a yeshivah so that bnei yeshivah 
could rebuild their lives. When he finished his pitch, the head of the 
committee spoke, “It is very noble of you to help these young men 
rebuild their lives. But we will not support the worthless practice of 
sitting on a bench and learning like ‘bankel kvetchers.’ If the students 
are planning to go to a university to become doctors, lawyers, or 
accountants, then we can support their cause. But what you are 
suggesting doesn’t hold much value.”

Rav Gershon was somewhat surprised, but not completely 
shocked at the response. Nevertheless, though he knew that these 
people were not supportive of yeshivos, he could not tolerate 
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the members’ dismissal of the value of yeshivos. He stood up and 
declared, “In this yeshivah, we will take boys and make them into 
mentchen!”

Until this point, the leader had been firm but polite, but suddenly, 
he turned red, pounded on the table, and raised his voice, “Don’t 
tell me about mentchen!” Then he rolled up his sleeve to reveal the 
numbers on his arm.

“You are not the only one who survived the camps. I also went 
through them. I saw what life was like there. I witnessed the way 
people acted. We were nothing more than animals struggling to 
survive. Now, all humanity, all mentchlichkeit, is gone! I’m sorry, but 
our answer is no!”

Seeing that there was no purpose in arguing, Rav Gershon left the 
room. He began walking away, but then, suddenly, turned around and 
walked back toward the meeting room. He informed the secretary 
that he had to speak to the committee again. She politely explained 
that he had had his chance and there were others who needed time. 
But he assured her that he was not there to solicit funds. That part 
of his presentation was finished. Now, he just wanted to share a story 
with them. He walked into the room and began to speak to the group.

“If you do not want to give money, I understand. But you said that 
there are no more mentchen. And that’s not true, for I was privileged 
to be among a group of them in the war.” With that introduction, he 
proceeded to tell his story:

We worked 14-hour days in the camps; the labor broke our bodies and 
our spirits. There were many who did not survive. But even those of us 
who did were forced to degrade ourselves in many ways. For example, 
we had to walk down into a ditch to retrieve our “food.” It wasn’t much, 
just a paltry bowl of murky, muddy soup. We were each given a soup 
bowl and instructed to make our way toward the large container. When 
we got there, the person in charge would put a ladleful of soup into our 
bowls, bark at us, and send us on our way.

But then, we would have to walk back up out of the ditch, while 
contending with the throngs of people who were coming down to get 
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to their meal, men who were also starving and unable to take us into 
account as we carefully walked up the incline with our laden bowls. 
Often, by the time we reached level ground, there were just a few 
spoonfuls left in our bowls.

There was one fellow, an older man, who had lost his desire for 
life. His entire family had died, and he was utterly alone. He was ready 
to give up; he just wanted to die and be with his family again. But we 
would encourage him every day, and we would help him down into the 
ditch to retrieve his bowl of soup.

But one day, it seemed that the man’s spark had been extinguished, 
and all of his spirit was completely sapped. More than ever, he looked as 
though he had one foot in the grave. And no matter how hard we tried, 
we could not convince him to go down to get his food. We were well 
aware that if he did not nourish himself soon, he would die.

Suddenly, we saw one man emerge from the throngs with two bowls 
of soup. Since he was walking toward us, for a second we thought that 
he had gone to get some food for this man. But as soon as we saw that 
he was not coming toward us, we asked him if he would be able to share 
one of his bowls with the man who was dying. He looked at us defiantly 
and refused. “Over here, it’s each man for himself.”

It did not take long. Within a short while, the old man had left our 
world. That night, we did not eat supper. Instead, we took the lonely 
man’s body and buried it.

Rav Gershon turned once more to the group and said sharply, 
“Don’t tell me that there are no longer mentchen. That group of bnei 
Torah gave up everything for a fellow Jew. And he was a stranger.”

Rav Gershon noticed that the group leader was crying. At first, the 
tears trickled slowly and quietly down his cheeks. But soon enough, he 
began to sob. And through his tears, he managed to say, “I’m so sorry. I 
couldn’t help myself. We were starving and I thought that I would die. 
I was the fellow with the two bowls. You are right. Among your kind, 
there are still mentchen.”

The man then told Rav Gershon that he would give him more 
than the sum he had requested. For he realized that even in the 
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darkest of moments, and in the most difficult of times, there are still 
those who are able to shine.

Perhaps that is when they shine most brightly.

h

“VAYEDABER HASHEM EL MOSHE BEMIDBAR SInAI 
be’Ohel Moed be’echad lachodesh hasheini bashanah  

hasheinis letzeisam mei’eretz Mitzrayim leimor — hashem spoke 
to moshe in the wilderness of sinai, in the tent of meeting, on the 
first of the second month, in the second year of their exodus from 
the land of egypt, saying” (Bamidbar 1:1). As the slonimer rebbe 
explains in Toras Avos, hashem counted bnei Yisrael like a king 
who counts his subjects to remind them of their subservience to 
him. there is no Yid without a specific job and purpose; all have 
been inducted into the king’s army to serve him.

the Toras Avos then adds that since each Jew has been 
appointed to the king’s service, the torah gave us directions and 
advice on how to succeed in our task, based on the first pasuk  
in Bamidbar.

the first lesson is: bemidbar Sinai — in the wilderness of sinai. 
one must treat worldly pleasures like those in a desert, completely 
ownerless. A person doesn’t willingly spend his time in a desert. 
worldly possessions should be viewed in the same way, and not 
occupy our minds.

the second piece of advice is: be’Ohel Moed — in the tent 
of meeting. within each of us there is a place where the divine  
Presence of the Al-mighty can dwell: a tent of meeting. we must 
prepare that place in our heart for hashem.

the third lesson is that no matter how far one may feel from 
the Al-mighty, he should never despair. A Yid is never beyond 
hope. we learn this from bachodesh hasheini, the second month, 
iyar, when those who were impure and unable to bring a korban 
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pesach at the proper time received a second chance. hence, even 
someone who is impure can approach hashem.

in addition, this took place in the second year since the Yidden 
had left the impurity of mitzrayim. everyone can come close to 
hashem through teshuvah, by separating from impurity.

the next verse reads: “Se’u es rosh kol adas Bnei Yisrael — take 
a census of the entire assembly of the children of Yisrael.” the 
word se’u means to lift. A person who internalizes these lessons 
will elevate himself as a proud member of the Jewish people. 

Parashas Bamidbar is always read prior to the holiday of  
shavuos, the time of Kabbalas HaTorah. each person must fulfill 
his obligation and potential in his torah study and avodas Hashem.

Unfortunately, there are times when we lose our way. 
Maybe something small derails our path, or perhaps 
something much bigger sends us to the darkest corners 
of the world. Regardless, we must always remember that 
we have a brilliant neshamah hidden deep inside of us.

After graduating from high school, Ilana, a girl from a secular Israeli 
family, decided to go backpacking through third-world countries, 

in an attempt to find herself. She felt that something was lacking in 
her life … she needed more. Her parents encouraged her to search, but 
they had no idea what she would be getting herself into. Shortly after 
she arrived in India, she connected with a Hindu cult, and before long, 
she was completely enraptured with their religion, and became caught 
in their clutches. Weeks went by in which she maintained little contact 
with her family, until finally, she cut off all ties.

Worried sick, her parents asked her older brother, Ari, who had 
recently gotten married, to travel to India to find his sister. Ari was 
a recent baal teshuvah, and his parents thought that they had faced 
their worst fears when he became religious; little did they know that 
his return would turn out to be their greatest blessing. Eager to please 
his parents, and concerned about his sister, Ari set out for India to 
search for her and bring her home.
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Searching for a young woman in India is not like looking for a 
needle in a haystack; it is harder. But with the help of the Al-mighty, 
Ari managed to find Ilana, who, aside from being caught in the 
tentacles of the cult, was completely enamored with the guru, its 
head. When her brother finally managed to speak to her, she told him 
that she had found meaning in her life, just as he had found meaning 
in his when he became religious. She was merely following in her 
brother’s footsteps.

Although he knew that the two could never be compared, in her 
mind she had presented a strong argument. True, it was a different 
religion, but she had found her calling just as he had found his. 
Immediately, he realized that none of his arguments would work. 
And so, to buy time, he tried to convince her to come home to give a 
proper good-bye to her parents, if indeed she intended on staying in 
India for the rest of her life. After all, they had encouraged her to take 
this journey, and she owed it to them to say good-bye.

Hesitant at first, she was finally convinced to travel to Israel. Ari 
arranged for tickets and off they went. Her leader was adamant that 
she not go, but his hands were tied. Her brother’s influence was too 
strong for him to fight. Reluctantly, he wished her well and told her 
that he would see her in a few weeks’ time.

Ari could not think of any more ways to convince Ilana that she 
was making the mistake of her life. He decided that the best course of 
action would be to bring her to the shul, where she could speak to the 
rabbi. Hopefully, he would be able to reach her.

The day after they arrived, he asked her to meet him for coffee at 
an elegant café. He specifically did so toward late afternoon, so that 
he would have to excuse himself and go to daven in the shul in the 
middle of their meeting. She suspected nothing when the sun began 
to set, and he asked her if she would like to wait in the shul while he 
davened. She readily agreed and escorted him to shul. But when he 
entered, he was terribly disappointed to discover that the rabbi would 
not be there that evening for the services.

Between Minchah and Maariv, as a replacement for the rabbi, 
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one of the fellows in the synagogue delivered a 10-minute class on 
Kitzur Shulchan Aruch. He was not a particularly learned man, but 
he did the best he could. The class that he gave was on the topic of 
hashavas aveidah, returning lost articles. He read the laws and did 
not add much to the basic explanation. But at the end of the class, he 
concluded with one thought. When one finds a lost object, he must 
realize that the Al-mighty may have determined that someone would 
lose the article, in order to give the finder the merit and mitzvah of 
returning a lost object to its proper owner.

Disappointed that the rabbi had not come, Ari davened Maariv 
and escorted his sister back to the café. They continued their 
conversation, but he seemed to be getting nowhere in convincing 
her to leave the cult. It was then that she informed him that she was 
planning on marrying the cult leader.

He could hardly catch his breath. The mere thought of the 
repulsive and arrogant leader marrying his sister made him nauseated. 
What would his parents say? But there was no convincing her 
otherwise. That evening, she informed her parents of her decision, as 
well. They burst out crying. It was a parent’s worst nightmare.

She finished tying up some loose ends and headed back to India. 
Ari felt like a failure; he had tried his best but had made no headway. 
Long after she left, her parents walked around with an empty feeling 
in their hearts and a distant look in their eyes. Their daughter was lost 
forever. How they wished that she would have taken the turn that her 
brother had. How foolish they had been to oppose his decision!

But one day, a few weeks before she was planning on getting 
married, she called her parents in tears. She did not explain anything 
on the phone, but just said that she was coming back to Israel, coming 
home. And a few days later, there she was. They embraced her and 
held onto her with all of their hearts. Their daughter was home!

When Ilana arrived, she was not sure what type of reception she 
would receive. She knew she had disappointed her parents and her 
friends. Would they view her as an outcast? Surprisingly, that was 
not the case; she was greeted with joy and warmth. Her parents even 
decided to throw her a welcome-home party.
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Only one question remained. Why? Why did she decide to leave 
India and come back to her senses, come back home? With everyone 
gathered around, she began to speak with great emotion, as she told 
her story.

“When I first came to India, I was mesmerized by the guru and his 
followers. They were living such a spiritual life, void of all physicality 
and materialism. When I joined them, I, too, lived on fruits and 
vegetables, and all my materialistic needs were forgotten. I felt so 
spiritual, so mystical, so holy.

“One day, I was taking a walk with our leader on the outskirts of 
our village. We were deep in conversation, when suddenly we spotted 
a wallet that obviously was lost. He picked it up, opened it, and found 
that it contained a passport, identification papers, and a few thousand 
dollars in cash. My instinct was to return it to its proper owner. That 
was the moral thing to do. But that’s not what he did. Instead, when 
he picked it up and looked inside, he smiled and said, ‘Look at what 
our luck has brought us today.’ And he took the money and put it in 
his pocket.

“As he did so, I suddenly remembered the shiur that I had heard 
when Ari went to afternoon prayers in the synagogue. The topic was 
the laws concerning a lost article.”

At this point, she turned to her brother and asked him if he 
remembered the class that was taught on that afternoon. “Do 
you remember what the teacher said? He said that sometimes the 
Al-mighty causes a person to lose an object so that the finder can 
merit the reward of returning it to its proper owner.” Her brother 
smiled, as he vividly recalled the incident and the class.

“So I turned to our cult leader and I asked him why he took the 
money, and why he needed it. I told him to think about the tourist 
who had lost his passport and money. But he looked at me angrily 
for questioning him. He explained that the money had come to him 
because it was ordained that he should receive it. The Al-mighty was 
giving him money as a gift. Returning it would be rejecting the gift of 
the Al-mighty. He continued to explain that a person must look out 
for his own good. And in this way, a person’s soul will shine.”
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At that moment, Ilana knew that she was a Jewess and that she 
could not cut herself off from her family, her religion, and her G-d. She 
realized that Judaism dictates that we look out for someone else first, 
and in that manner, our souls will shine. Our souls do not shine from 
the gifts we receive. Rather, they glow from the gifts we give to others.

Within a few weeks, her journey came to its completion. She 
connected to her brother in an entirely new way, and before long, she 
and her parents also became baalei teshuvah.

Our souls are yearning to shine. There are times when 
they are covered with dirt, as we neglect the needs of our 
neshamos. But if we are ready to live a life of Torah and 
mitzvos, we will cause our souls to shine, as they reflect 
our special letter in the Torah.
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