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Translation:
Because counting invites the power of the Evil Eye.

Explanation:
When one unnecessarily counts his or her possessions they feel a certain sense of
pride'. This feeling causes an ¥177 7'V to take hold. The power of the ¥771 1°v does
not allow for 71272 to attach itself to the possessions. The same holds true when
counting people to gauge our power, and may even result in a plague. The negative
effects of counting people may be deflected through the giving of a Hpwn n>xnn
which acts as an atonement. People may not be counted directly even for a mxn.

Looking in the Pasuk:
The Pasuk clearly states that the Hpwn n°¥nn is required to ensure that the counting
does not cause a plague. The word that introduces the counting Xwn, usually
meaning to lift, needs explanation®. Perhaps the Torah is informing that the
inevitable result of such an unnecessary census will be Xwn *3, a swelling of pride
among YXW° °13, which will bring an ¥777 1°¥ and cause a plague.

Musag Learning Outcomes:
Know: Counting 2R °12 unnecessarily, even indirectly, is forbidden and can
cause a plague. Giving a ?pwn n°smn deflects the plague. Unnecessarily counting
possessions causes a loss of 71972, Counting for purposes of a M¥» may be done
indirectly.
Understand: Counting people directly reduces their significance to their physical
selves and is always prohibited. In addition, counting for no other purpose then to
take pride in our possessions of power is forbidden as it causes an ¥ 1V to take
hold.

1 See notes #1&2.
2 See note #3



NOTES

1. The prohibition to count the Jewish people seems to be rather severe as it brings with it the very
real threat of a plague. Indeed at the end of (75 p19) "2 XMW we read of a terrible plague, which
killed 70,000 of x7w" *13, which came as the result of a census that 79%7 717 had taken. Why is
counting the people such a grave sin? Also, if indeed counting the people is prohibited why does
Hashem deem counting %% "33 an act of endearment, as Rashi taught in the beginning of Sefer
Bamidbar: 7w 95 amx ann 119% 1020 Tnn’. And finally, why at times can people be counted
directly, at times only through giving an object, and at times only by giving a pwi n>gnn*?
As we will learn in the coming note, counting the people can be broken down into three categories.
a. Hashem counting. b. Counting that involves a mxn. c. Counting that does not involve a mxn.
When Hashem counts He does so directly. Moreover, counting that is done by man may never be
done directly’. However, even indirect counting is only permitted where there is a mun or a
constructive purpose involved. When there is no real purpose to the counting even indirect counting
is forbidden. The above idea is reflected in the Midrash which teaches:

(3-X° >N27 XNP°DD) 110 12 W° TIX 12 PRY 73R 101 12 PR TNEY X 10
When counting (even indirectly) is done for no purpose, a plague will ensue. The only way to
deflect the plague is by the giving of a »pwi nvxmn®,
I would propose that the logic behind the above is as follows:
When Hashem tells 112X 0772 that counting the Jewish people is tantamount to trying to count the
stars,’ He is telling Avrohom that the Jewish people can never truly be counted. This is obviously
not a physical statement, but rather reflecting the fact that each person’s value goes far beyond the
physical body that one may count. Counting a singular person as ‘one’ reduces his significance to
his physical being. It ignores his spiritual value which is incalculable®. For this reason it is
forbidden to count X7 °12 directly even for the purpose of a mxn as the Gemoroh in Yoma
teaches: M¥nN 7277 12°0K PRI NR MIN? MOK
Of course the exception to this rule would be when Hashem counts, for Hashem sees beyond the
physical, as the Pasuk teaches:
"M OYY AR OINT 02 DIRT IR WK KD 0D 3PRYRN 09 IR 32370 IRIDTIR VAATOR IRIAYIR T MNN

(770 R 9RMAY) 12277 AR

In fact when Hashem counts the effect is quite the opposite. For when Hashem counts the person
He does so not to minimize the person’s importance, but rather to provide the person with
significance. He is showing the person that he truly ‘counts’ in Hashem’s eyes and is worthy to be
noticed. This is what Rashi means when he tells us vw 95 amx 71 17197 10201 7nn. The love
Hashem has for each and every Jew thus supplies the reason why He counts us and, at the same
time, the reason why such a counting does not cause a plague’.
Accordingly, it is now obvious that if one counts through each person giving an object then the
prohibition does not apply'®, for in such a situation one’s significance is in no way reduced.

w

I (72:22 MAw) 23y32 1203997, (12120 MAw) 18I 028N KLY AYY 92 anik 73 10197 1020 7inn WIR? N2 00 123
DN IR ORI T2WRT DRI 10°32 TN 0N 0772y IOV Ny X3 0Nt [1m] vT?

4 Hashem counts 5% *12 directly, 77»71 2Rw counted with objects, and here we see a 7pwi n°¥nn is required.

5 What is considered indirectly counting is not clear. For example it is obvious using an object is permitted. As we
will see, we learn this from the fact that King Shaul counted by having each person give a sheep. However, it seems
from the Gemoroh in Yoma, that only counting the body is a problem, but counting of hands would be permitted.

6 We will provide the sources for this in the next note.
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8 In this vein we find %"1n »R» in which individual people are occasionally counted as multiples. For example:

VWY DOWHW 027 1M1 227 1D MR AT "A1 AT W0 WY WYY RIM (T InY) wR e DOWHWD ST OWIR D77 197
(.72 PATMI0) TATIIO PW A2 TAD DPWW WA 12 VR AT ROR L, WOR AWWI DWW RIR MR R? KoM 200

9 That is to say that 1nan 71n» is not only the reason why Hashem wants to count us, but also seeks to teach that since
the counting is done from love, to display Hashem’s recognition of each Jew’s unique value, therefore such a
counting has no adverse effects.

10 We may now be able to understand why the Gemoroh in Yoma teaches us that it is permissible to count hands, for

the negative effect is created only when the body is counted.



This above raises the following question: Why did Hashem command to give a %pwn mxmn as a
7193 in order to deflect a plague, why could they not simply give a token, such as a small pebble or
piece of pottery?
The answer is that there is another issue. The Gemoroh (:17 n°I¥n noon) teaches:
(PRYNW? 727 72T RIN YT 1 MO 1272 RIR M 1272 KDY TITAT 1272 R 2PWE 1272 KD TMED 79727 PR
TR 7197257 DR AR 1% (7170 0°727) RN 12 DU PYA PRY 1272 ROX 778N 179727 PR
When a person counts, weighs or measures their produce they preclude the possibility of a 7372
being sent to that produce. The reason the X713 gives is that 12 nu?w v, the counting raises the
specter of the ¥y177 v taking control over the produce, not allowing for blessings to take hold. For
once a person knows the exact amount they have, inevitably a certain amount of pride seeps in; and
pride is the source of ¥171 7°y.
The pride one will take when he or she receives an exact accounting of their possessions will come
without regard to how that accounting was achieved. For example, if one were to swell with pride
when told how many servants they might have, it would be irrelevant whether someone counted his
servants directly or indirectly. Therefore, the ¥177 1y problem would apply for any type of counting.
This is the ¥177 7Y that Rashi is referring to on our Pasuk when he writes, ¥77 1 12 020 130y,
Rashi concludes by saying, 77 *»°2 1°¥»y n3, for the counting of 797 77 had no purpose other
than to exhibit the power of his kingdom.
But, this would only be problematic if one were to count for the purpose of taking pride in one’s
possessions. However, this would not be problematic if one had a different purpose for counting,
such as a general need to know the number of soldiers he has in his army so that he might
appropriate the correct number of soldiers to a specific battle, or for purpose of a mx¥n. In such
cases, as long as one does not count the people or objects directly, they need not fear any negative
repercussions.
If, for whatever reason, one would decide to go ahead with a pride-inducing accounting, the only
way in which they could deflect a plague would be for each person to give an atonement, 151 7913,
such as the 2pwn nxnn. By so doing it turns the unnecessary counting into a mx», removing the fear
of causing pride and y17 1v'.

2. As discussed in the previous note, the prohibition to count the people can be broken down into
three categories: Hashem counting, man counting for a constructive purpose, and an unnecessary
counting. We have proposed that the difference between the three is that Hashem’s counting is
done directly, counting with a purpose can only be done indirectly and counting without a purpose
can only be done through the Spwn noxmn.

As we have mentioned, the first Rashi in Bamidbar teaches of Hashem’s love for the Jewish people
which is expressed through His constant counting of X7 °12. There are two sources in the
Gemoroh which provide guidance as to the scope of the prohibition for counting & *12.

The most obvious source is our Pasuk, which seems to provide a very clear directive to only count
the people through the giving of a Spwn nxnn lest a plague strike as a result of the census. The
Gemoroh in (:23) M>72 noon certainly reads the Pasuk in this fashion. The Gemoroh seeks to
provide a bit of background to the story in 73 P79 ,2 X in which 7927 T17 commands Yoav to
conduct a census of X "12 for no apparent reason. The ensuing census causes a lethal plague.
The Gemoroh explains that 717’s decision was the result of Hashem’s causing 717 to forget the very
basic law which forbids counting people and foretells the tragic consequences. The Gemoroh
quotes our Pasuk as the source of that law. This conclusion is supported by Rashi on2 7o 891 7"y
721 who writes: T17 "2 %Y 73 ,00°78 R2 0270 Y77 1Y 12 v oy, From this source alone we
would conclude that every census must be conducted through the giving of a %pwi nenn lest a
plague ensue.

A second source, however, seems to contradict this conclusion. The Gemoroh in (:20) Xn1 non
relates that the Kohanim were chosen daily through a type of lottery, to decide who would merit

11 Perhaps for this very reason the Torah goes out of its way to ensure that the giving of the >pwn n>¥nn induced
humility and not pride. Giving a half shekel drove home the point that each person in himself is not perfect and that
everyone needs others to complete them. Also, making sure that everyone gave the exact same amount - X? Wy
7127 - ensured no one would feel superior to his fellow.



bringing the 710 127p. The lottery consisted of the Kohanim standing in a circle and lifting a finger
to be counted. The Gemoroh asks why they did not count the Kohanim directly. The Gemoroh
answers that this is because it is forbidden to count %> *32. The Gemoroh brings a proof to this
from the fact that 797 2Rw counted his army (Y0 79 X PX1mw) through each giving a 7%V as it says
X702 OTPo.
The Gemoroh thus teaches:
S8 7277 19°0K HROWS DR NIINY MOXR pAYC 927 NN

The Gemoroh adds:
L1200 KD WK 077 90D DR 232 7900 M (2 YRAT) MKW XD Y KR DR ANAT 9D ITYIR 20 IR

1907 RPY T KD nNw ]’185 212 N2W AR PR 2 301 29
To summarize: the Gemoroh teaches us that it is forbidden to count X2 *12 and one who does so
transgresses two negative prohibitions'’.
The above Gemoroh certainly agrees that counting is forbidden, however, it allows for indirect
counting, something not mentioned in the first source. Why?
There is an additional problem. Why, when searching for a source for the counting prohibition, did
the Gemoroh here not mention our Pasuk which specifically bans counting %> °12 and even
specifies the punishment? Why rely on a historical fact, which can always be understood in
different ways, or on a Pasuk in Navi, and ignore the obvious prohibition stated in the Torah? What
makes this particularly perplexing is the fact that the Gemoroh in M372 considers the prohibition
based on our Pasuk to be so obvious and basic that 2°¥7 727 n°2 Sw PN x4, even school
children know of it! So, how it is possible that the Gemoroh in X1 would ignore it completely?
And, finally, why did 7227 717 not count the people indirectly as 23w had done? Even if he forgot
the Halacha, certainly knowing what 21xw had done should have clued him in. And, when asked to
count the people, Yoav protests, most likely due to the fact that he knew of the prohibition. Now,
even though 717 insisted, why did Yoav simply count indirectly? After all, 17 never told him how
to count!
Using an idea developed here by the w17pn o»n MR we may answer that there is a difference
between when Hashem counts, which may be done directly, and when man counts which may not
be done directly. In addition, when man counts there is a difference between when the counting is
done for a constructive purpose and when the census in senseless. The Gemoroh in &1 refers to a
counting done for a reason', as the Gemoroh says specifically, m¥n 7272 12298 X DX MK MOK.
This constructive counting may, however, be done indirectly, as is seen by the counting of 7Ww
T9n. The Gemoroh teaches us that even though he needed to count his troops, he was permitted to
do so only through an indirect means since direct counting is forbidden even for a mxn. This
prohibition is learned from the Pasuk in yw17.
Our Pasuk, and the Gemoroh in mM213, refer to a counting done for no constructive purpose. Such a
counting may not be done, even indirectly. Only by giving a 2pwn n°xnn as a wd1 1913, can a plague
be averted. Thus, the Gemoroh in 11 does not bring our Pasuk, since our Pasuk refers to a non-
mxn situation, while the Gemoroh in X1 is searching for a source for a ¥ situation.

12 2079- 33 D77 Va2 DX *nYND DT MW D1PR3 M) 1990 K9] TN N 01 21D DX 20n M) K
13 As we saw in the Gemoroh, the prohibitions are based on a Pasuk in y17. We have a rule that we do not learn
prohibitions from Pesukim in Novi: (:> 73230 naon) 1°97° X2 792p *727% 70 *727. Therefore, the prohibition is not
regarded as binding in Halacha (as a mwyn X?) as in not mentioned in the Rambam or Shulchan Aruch. The purpose
of the Gemoroh bringing the Pesukim in Novi was therefore not to provide a legally binding source for the
prohibition but rather to provide what is known as an &n3»0R. This is a type of secondary source for an accepted
practice or prohibition that has no Biblical source.
The Rambam (7"77 7" 0°9011 2°7°»n M2°7), while not citing the %, does however mention the prohibition as
regards counting the Kohanim and regarding the prohibition to count Jews directly:
SV ROR DRI MY MORW 25H 21A%Y DOWIRT DY 731 1770 K21 IRXIIW MVIAIRT 28 POV 1207w POInT I0n and
.D°R712 O7PD°) MRIY NN 127 07
14 55 ("2 MAw) 2°057 , MR DY 127 172 HW MPIN 12°0KRW 1272 T20WR PR M 299 1R 1on TIT0 KT N2 W Ipn 0 nR
31 1WB1 993 WK UNN OTTPO7 PRI 212 WRI DR XWN
15 As mentioned above, the Gemoroh was discussing counting the hands of the Kohanim to choose who would serve
that day in the w7pni n°2.



This, explains the w17P7 0»n 1R, was the mistake that 79»7 717 was incited to make. He thought
that he could count indirectly, as did 7271 2w, but did not realize that in his case, unnecessary
counting, a ?pwin n°¥nn was required.

3. Rashi understands the word Xw1 here to mean when you ‘receive’ the sum. An example would be
(X230 Mnw) XWw ynw Xwn X9, In both instances the 012X 01N translates as 92PN, to receive. What
is problematic is why by the counting of the Leviim, does the Torah use the word 7p5:

DTPDR T2YR) WINT1an 121722 DNAYwn? DNAN N°27 *12 337N TPo (10:3 12TM3)
The o°non "now explains that the word Xw1 refers to a counting that was merely received, whereas
the word 7pd would be used for a counting that was remembered'®. Since Hashem knew that the
people who were being counted were destined to die in the desert the word 7p5 would not be
appropriate. Only by 2 vaw, who would not die in the desert, does the Torah use the term Tp».
Others, such as the wpi o°n IR, disagree with Rashi and understand the term Xw1 in its usual
sense, to raise.

4. Questions for further thought:
a. The Pasuk in ywi1, which teaches that it is forbidden to count X w° °13, compares
counting the people to counting the sand on the beach. Wouldn’t a comparison to the stars
be more appropriate'’?
b. Should one avoid reading their bank statement since it might induce pride?

16 As we know that 795 can also be used to mean remember as well as to count.
17 For a possible resolution see the Gemoroh in :25 X
L0970 2w I PRI IRV AT IR (ROWR KD 1907 K91 TAY R WK 2PN %7 2D SRS 212 1900 M 120N 10 I a0
07W 772 XD ,OTR P70 IR ROWP K? RNOIT 12 01 RAR DIWH IAKR 227 .00 W 1IN PRI PRY 112 1R



