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“When you will tally the sum of Bnai Yisrael according to their numbers, each person shall give a ransom
for his soul when you count them, so that an epidemic shall not occur when you count them...”

Rashi explains on this Passuk, that the act of counting Klal Yisrael is capable of causing a plague to strike them, since it
arouses the forces of Ayin Horah (evil eye). This was tragically proven accurate in the times of Dovid Hamelech, when Dovid
made the fatal error of ordering a national census to be taken. Immediately thereafter, Dovid was informed that he must
choose between three terrible decrees of punishment, as a result of this census. Dovid responded with the famous statement
(said in Tachanun) "n719x% 9 DX 721 ,I'aN0 DY D N T2 K 791" — “Let us fall into the hands of Hashem, for his mercy is
great, and in the hands of man let us not fall’. With this, Dovid chose to have three days of pestilence befall Klal Yisrael,
rather than any other punishment wrought upon them by man. His choice was proven correct, when Hashem indeed had
mercy and ended the epidemic after only a few hours, instead of three days. Even so, 70,000 Jewish lives were terminated in
those few hours, as a direct result of this census’.

The Gemara?® explains that Dovid’s error was divinely instigated, as a result of Dovid referring to Hashem as “an instigator”.
Hashem told Dovid that as retribution for this improper statement, Dovid will be seduced by the Satan to err in a Halacha that
“even the young school children know”. This was the Halacha mentioned in our Parsha that one may not count Klal Yisrael.
The Meforshim grapple to explain precisely what was Dovid’s miscalculation in regard to this Halacha, one that is indeed
known by all school children. Some explain that Dovid thought that the above commandment was simply stating that as
prevention for epidemics, one should donate to the Mishkan, in the same manner as all Tzedaka “saves from death” nj1x)
(nmn 7'¥n. The Ramban explains that Dovid thought that the danger of epidemic caused by a census was specific to that
generation, and did not apply to future ones. The Levush explains that Dovid thought that it was enough that each person
counted would give a donation to Tzedaka to ward off any danger. He did not realize that the Torah always forbids counting
people, even if Tzedaka is given. The purpose of the Shekalim was to tally up the sum of Shekalim received, thereby
avoiding counting the people altogether®.

There are several reasons given to explain the correlation of counting people and an epidemic. As we mentioned, Rashi is of
the opinion that counting people arouses Ayin Horah (evil eye) upon them (see notes)*. Other Rishonim explain in a similar
vein, that by counting people, they are distinguished from the general masses and looked upon individually. This causes
them to also be judged accordingly — as individuals. Most often, a person cannot stand up to singular scrutiny by the
Heavenly Tribunal, and is only judged favorably as an element in the general populace. Hence the individualization of a
census can prove detrimental. Others offer similar rationale with slight variation®.

The Medrash states that as long as the counting of Klal Yisrael is done for a purpose of Mitzvah, no tragedy befalls Klal
Yisrael. An example of this was in the times of Shaul Hamelech, when a census was also taken to determine the number of
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troops available to the military, prior to the war against Amaleik®. Only when the counting was done for no purpose’, such as
by Dovid, did tragedy occur. A conflicting statement to this is found in the Gemara, which states that counting of people is
always forbidden, even for a Mitzvah. The Rishonim reconcile these two statements as follows: To count people directly is
always forbidden, even for a Mitzvah. Counting people by other means, such as by counting their Shekalim is permitted when
it is for a Mitzvah. Shaul Hamelech counted the people by having everyone give a sheep to be counted. According to most
Rishonim, it is always forbidden to count people directly, or to count their objects, for a non-Mitzvah purpose®. The Ramban
contends that as long as one does not count the people directly, it does not matter the prupose of the count®.

The Gemara in Yoma states that someone who counts Klal Yisrael, transgresses two prohibitions: "o0* x71 ™' X7 "wUx" —
“that they shall not be measured, nor counted”. These prohibitions are found in the Navi Hoshea (this week’s Haftorah) and
not in the Torah itself, although the Torah certainly does prohibit counting Jews, as we find in our Parsha'®. Interestingly, the
Tur and Shulchan Aruch omit this Halacha entirely, though it is mentioned by the Rambam''. This is not the only Halacha
omitted by the Shulchan Aruch. In fact, the Magen Avraham lists more than 50 Halachos that were not mentioned in
Shulchan Aruch and still apply. Amongst these Halachos is Hilchos Lashon Horah as well as other well known Halachos™.

The Gemara cites an example of this problem regarding the lotteries performed in the Beis Hamikdosh. Since only a select
few Kohanim could perform each specific ritual, lotteries were performed to decide who would merit the right to serve. The
procedure was done as follows: All the Kohanim would gather in a circle and each one would stick out a finger. The leader
would then choose an arbitrary number several times the amount of Kohanim present, and proceed to count each of the
fingers while going around the circle. The Kohen that was as the number originally chosen was the winner. The Gemara
explains that the reason only fingers were counted and not people was due to the above prohibition.

From this we can derive several Halachic rulings:

1) Counting by way of fingers is permitted. This is similar to counting with Shekalim or sheep, and is only permitted for Mitzva
purposes, as mentioned. There is a Machlokes Rishonim regarding what is included in this exception. Some Rishonim say
that only a finger which is not a vital organ may be counted. To count heads or any other vital part of the person’s body is not
permitted'. Others say that only the face of a person may not be utilized for counting, since Ayin Horah originates from the
face. Any other part of the body may be used™.

2) The prohibition to count applies even when the purpose of counting is not to reach the sum total of people. Any form of
counting is prohibited’. There is a children’s game called “21* finger” which works similarly to the above procedure, and
should be discouraged when the children are old enough to understand. Other similar games that do not use numbers are
permitted.

3) The prohibition to count Klal Yisrael applies even to counting a small group of people, and not just when counting all of Klal
Yisrael. This is contrary to the opinion of some Rishonim, that only counting all of Klal Yisrael is prohibited®.

One of the most common ramifications of this Halacha is when waiting for a Minyan to Daven. Although the purpose of
counting if ten men are present is for a Mitzvah, they still cannot be counted directly. This predicament is already mentioned
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in the Gaonim where they suggest to determine a quorum of ten by using the ten word Passuk
one word to each person present'’. Other Poskim suggest using a different ten word Passuk, namely
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Some Poskim permit counting mentally, as long as the numbers are not verbalized'. Certainly if one can determine the
number of people by sight without counting, as most people can with a small group of 4-5 people, it is permissible to do so.
Similarly, if one already knows the number, for example how many people are in his family, it is permitted to say this number
since he is not counting®.

Counting by writing is forbidden just like verbal counting”. To count the amount of names on a list according to some
Acharonim is only permitted for the purpose of a Mitzva®®. Another method of counting used in group tours and in summer
camps is to assign a number to each person in the group or bunk, and use them to account for attendance. The leader then
can ask all the members of the group to call out their number sequentially, to determine that everyone is present. This
procedure is in essence counting themselves and is forbidden?.

In 1961 when the Israeli government decided to take a national census (taken about every 11 years thereafter), a major
Halachic controversy took place. Since the census collects data based on religion and ethnic groups, it is in fact counting
Jews, which is forbidden by the Torah. Even so, some felt that there was reason to permit participation in the census, since
unfortunately the definition of “Jewish” by the State of Israel has little to do with actually being Jewish Halachically. Hence,
their folly actually assists them in this case, and permits participation in the census, since many non-Jews are included in
their count of “Jews”.

The Steipler and the B"Datz of Yerushalayim forbade participation in the census, since the prohibition to count Jews is both
on the one who counts and someone who allows himself to be counted. This problem applies even though the accuracy of
the count will never be completely precise, since the actual counting is problematic even if no conclusive results are ever
reached. Furthermore, even the census’ mentioned in the Navi could not possibly have been completely accurate, since they
were taken over a period of several months, during which many people died and new people were born®*. Other Poskim
permitted participation®. In the U.S. census (taken decennially), if the form collects data of how many Jews are in the
population, it may have the same problem as the census in Israel and a Rov should be asked. If one can leave that
information blank, all problems are avoided entirely. May we soon see the fulfillment of the Passuk in this week’s Haftorah®:
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The number of the children of Israel shall be as the sand of the sea, which cannot be measured nor numbered; and it shall be
that, instead of saying to them: 'You are not My people', He shall say to them: 'You are the children of the living God.' X"1a
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