Book of Numbers, Book of Names — on Parashat Be-midbar
Rabbis for Human Rights
May 2020 / lyyar 5780
Rabbi Peretz Rodman

The book of the Torah known in English as “Numbers”could almost as reasonably be
known as the book of “Names.” (Yes, that would be confusing: the book of Exodus is, of
course, known by its opening words, [Ve eileh] Shemot, “[These Are the] Names....”)

How can | claim that Sefer Be-midbar is as concerned with names as with numbers?
After all, it begins with a census enumerating the men of military service age among the
Israelites, tribe by tribe, until arriving, 46 verses later, at a total of “six hundred thousand and
three thousand and five hundred and fifty.” Furthermore, in Chapter 4 a similar census is
conducted among the Levites, who were exempt from the first census. What could be more
number-oriented than that? It’s a bookkeeper’s dream, a demographer’s pride.

Enumerating is a way of establishing a sense of order and control, of feeling that
things are manageable. As Everett Fox notes in his introduction to these first chapters, “The
first part of Numbers takes place under the aegis of the priestly school of thinking, in which
order is everything.” But despite its concern for order and its “strong military bent” (again,
Fox’s observation), Numbers takes care never to obliterate—or even overlook—the names of
individuals.

How so? First, we should note that this census is rapid: it seems to take place
immediately, and certainly took no more than 20 days (see Num. 10:11), unlike the royal
census in 2 Samuel, which took more than nine months to complete. How was this
accomplished? Here, the task is decentralized—and personalized: we see the heads of the
tribes “declare their lineage according to their clans, by their fathers’ houses, as numbered by
name [be-mispar shemot].” Every male over the age of 20 was listed, by name, by someone
of higher social rank or of seniority within his family. No one was anonymous. The lists of
names were compiled, and only then were numbers tallied.

The significance of this approach, of compiling names and not assigning numbers, is
not lost on anyone raised on popular culture. The theme song of the 1960s American
television drama series Secret Agent laments that “they’ve given you a number / and taken
away your name.” The first Hebrew author to tackle the experience of Holocaust and
survival, Yehiel De-Nur, chose as his pen name “Ka-Tsetnik 135633,” referring to
Konzentrationslager (concentration camp) and the number tatooed into his arm at Auschwitz,
to convey something of the experience and its effect on him. Many Jewish communities,
including Israel, observe Yom Ha-sho’a with a marathon recitation of the names of Holocaust
victims, often accompanied by Zelda’s poem “Each Person Has a Name” in Hanan Yovel’s
music setting.

In this stressful time, around the world, of huge loss of life to a global
pandemic—uwith statistics less grim here in Israel than in many other countries, but still in the
hundreds—we naturally inquire, day after day, about the numbers: How many new
infections? How many patients on ventilators? How many deaths today, or this week, or so
far? Those are useful questions. We need to conduct policy on the basis of statistical
information. But we must strive to focus also on names, on individuals, to learn about the
lives that have been lost, the people with names and faces and life stories. And not only the
names of those who have succumbed to the disease should grab our attention; now is the time
to learn the names of our neighbors who may be isolated, or frightened, or perhaps even
desperate. This is a time to pay attention to those around us as the book of Numbers has



shown us: be-mispar shemot, with names and not just numbers.
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