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Dear Friends, 
 
This Shabbat we begin a new book – Bamidbar, "in the Wilderness". A year has 
passed since Bnei Yisrael arrived at the current stop at the foot of Mount Sinai.  
 
In a few weeks, the pillar of cloud will rise from the Mishkan, giving the signal that it 
is time to move on. "See you in the Promised Land," they no doubt said to their 
friends in the neighboring tribes as they finished packing up their shelters.  Little did 
they know… 
 
But before dismantling the encampment, a census is taken. When going on a 
journey, it is good to know who is on it with you! The census is voluntary - only those 
who actively step up to be counted are included. This is always the case on life’s 
journeys. It is the individual's responsibility to stand up and state "Here I am", Hineni, 
making their presence both technical and existential. 
 
In this particular census, only men who can serve in the army (twenty and up) are 
asked to come forth, because the purpose of this census is to assess military might. 
Take note, there really isn't any other reason to c ount people . Every person is a 
world unto him or herself, containing many layers and the potential for future 
generations, much like the Russian “babushka” doll, that contains many dolls within 
it. Counting reduces us to numbers, limiting the sense of endless spirit and potential. 
 
The census is taken by tribe. Parashat Bamidbar actually reinforces the tribal 
division of Am Yisrael. Why perpetuate the ethnic, genealogical, and tribal division? 
The entire nation stood at the foot of Mount Sinai without distinction. Why the 
divisiveness now? 
 
Strangely, being counted is an act of love and empa thy.  
 
Our circles of belonging define the extent of our involvement, caring, love and 
empathy. They give us a sense of identity. If I know who cares about me, who loves 
me and who empathizes with my sorrows and my happiness, I know where I belong. 
I can live anywhere (just as Abraham did; just as Bnei Yisrael did in Egypt, just as 
Jews have done since the first exile), even with dignity. I can earn a living, even 
prosper. I can enjoy myself in exile too, even develop spiritually and intellectually. 
But at the end of the day, my circles of belonging create the mosaic of who I am. My 
circles of belonging are not primarily the geographical landscape, but rather human 
circles that I mix with. I love my country, but it is the human landscape which defines 
me. It is to my fellow people that my responsibility lies.  
 



Parashat Bamidbar calls that circle: "my tribe". 
 
One of my tribes is that of ex-kibbutzniks. Even though I left my kibbutz at the age of 
26, whenever I meet someone who was raised on a kibbutz I feel an immediate 
sense of empathy. I feel as if I know him or her. 
 
Another tribe is made up of the thousands of Jewish Israeli seekers, who are 
wandering in search of their path. Those spiritual seekers are very dear to me. When 
I meet such a Jew I immediately love him – he is my brother, regardless of ethnic, 
national, or Jewish affiliation. 
 
And I admit, there are Jews and Israelis who are not in my tribe, those whom I find it 
difficult to empathize with or care about. The existential questions they ask 
themselves are not mine. Their personal stories are not my story. Their goals are not 
my goals, nor are their aspirations. 
 
On one's life journey he or she steps up to be counted in a certain context. When a 
person says "Hineni" - “count me in” - s/he declares this to be his or her circle of love 
and belonging. “Hineni” - here I am - is a statement of intimacy, empathy, caring, and 
love. 
 
Our children are growing up in a global village. Technology is erasing the tribal 
division and shortening distances. Circles of belonging have changed radically in the 
past twenty years, not necessarily for the better. Who will ask them the primordial 
question "Ayeka" - where are you? Who will they respond "Hineni" to?  Who will ask 
them to be counted and be accountable? Who will ask them "where is Hevel, your 
brother?" Without the intimacy, without the "Hineni", without circles of belonging and 
identity, a person has no place, no presence. 
 
This week we prepare to embark on an archetypical journey in the vast Wilderness. 
There are many challenges ahead. The Wilderness of life cannot be crossed with a 
sense of alienation. Therefore, it would be wise to turn off all electronic devices 
which separate us from others, and cultivate the intimacy of a small community; to 
redefine the tribe.  
 
This does not mean, God forbid, that we should shun members of other tribes, but 
rather, refine our feelings of empathy towards those who are near and dear; to honor 
the separating walls that echo our "Hineni" back to us, with, "I see you", and  
“I care”.  
 
Shabbat Shalom, 
Elisha 

 
 


