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It has been one year since I delivered my first drasha on COVID-19. On the Hebrew

calendar, we have just passed the marker of one year since the world shut down as the

pandemic took control of our lives. Parashat Ki Tisa/Parah was the first week that many

shuls (including our own) closed our doors. The biggest tragedy, it goes without saying,

is the number of human souls we have lost during this time. Just a few weeks ago, the

United States surpassed the death toll of 500,000 human beings. This is a devastating

number that is all but going to increase. With an understanding of how dangerous the

virus can be, however, we have all had to change our lives drastically. The result of this,

beyond the healthcare crisis we face collectively, is deep personal crises and social

challenges. Both fronts have required the care and concern of those who can help.

While put side by side, the social and psychological challenges of COVID-19 may seem to

pale in comparison to the very real loss of life, they all really converge on one point:

every human being counts.

שמות פרק ל פסוק יב

אָֹתם ְו�א יְִהיֶה ָבֶהם נֶגֶף ִּבְפקֹד אָֹתם:ְונְָתנּו ִאיׁש ּכֶֹפר נְַפׁשֹו ַליקָֹוק ִּבְפקֹדִּכי ִתָּׂשא ֶאת רֹאׁש ְּבנֵי יְִׂשָרֵאל ִלְפֻקֵדיֶהם

When you count heads for the Israelites according to their numbers, every man

shall give ransom for his life to the Lord when they are counted, that there be no

scourge among them when they are counted (trans. Prof. Robert Alter).

At the simplest level, it seems like the verse is teaching us a procedure. When taking a

census, there is a protocol for counting; namely, through the giving of a half-shekel.

However, there is another layer that points to not just the procedure but the essence for

what it means to count human beings. Three examples may illustrate this point.

First, there are some mefarshim (Maharal and Kli Yakar) that point out the verse does

not say תפקודכי , another word for counting, but rather תשאכי . The Maharal notes the

implication of seeing their significance, that they should be recognized and not forsaken.



2

Meaning, the expression here means to convey something more than just taking a

numerical count. The word לשאת can also mean to lift up. When we see a group of Jewish

people, our job is not just to count how many people came to our event. Our job is not

just to see if we have a minyan. But our job is to lift them up. Our job is to boost their

spirit. Our job is to make them feel connected to community. We have recently emerged

from the celebration of Purim, where the mitzvot of Mishloach Manot and Matanot

L’evyonim are meant to accomplish just that. It is not just on Purim that we give to

others to show our camaraderie and give joy to others, but it is an avodah for all year

long. We have hopefully learned to pay better attention to who needs our love and who

needs us to see them. When we see someone’s head down, literally or figuratively, our

role is to recognize them and lift them up.

Second, the Kli Yakar also notices that the pasuk says that Moshe should count the ,ראש

“head,” of B’nei Yisrael, while it should say ,ראשי heads. Yet, the use of “head” in the

singular teaches us the significance of the individual. It is natural to look at a plague and

note the high number of casualties. We can see 500,000. But we also need to humanize

the scale of the loss and realize that each number is a face that was created in the image

of God. If one sees a large gathering of Jews, according to a baraita found in Berakhot

58a, one makes the blessing הרזיםחכםברוך - blessed is God who knows all secrets; the

baraita explains לזהזהדומיםפרצופיהםואיןלזה,זהדומהדעתםשאין - their opinions are not the

same and their faces are not the same. We might see a large number of faces, but we also

need to look closely and notice that each face is different. It would be nearly impossible

to familiarize ourselves with each individual who died from the COVID-19, but we can

try to read some of their stories and acknowledge the faces of those who have passed on.

Each one is different and made a different contribution.

The end of the verse reads אותםבפקודנגףבהםיהיהולא - “that there be no scourge among

them when they are counted.” The straightforward reading of this verse is that an

improper procedure for the census, i.e. counting individuals by head instead of through

the machatzit ha-shekel, will result in a plague. However, perhaps we can read this to

mean that in counting them, there will be no plague - not in the sense of being counted,

but in the sense of a person “counting.” In the sense that they matter. In a world where

https://www.jta.org/category/bonds-of-life
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/04/24/coronavirus-dead-victims-stories/?arc404=true
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every human life counts, we will save more lives. While epidemics are in God’s control,

we have our efforts to take part in to prevent the loss of life. For all of the tiring effort of

a combination of staying home and wearing masks while in public, we have done so

because we know each life counts, and we do not want the plague to affect any person.

The more sensitive we are to the stakes of each life, the more we do to prevent its loss.

Some people have easy access to help and can afford the means to receive healthcare.

But there are many lives that are at a disadvantage because they are just not seen when

they need help. We should endeavor for a society that sees every cry for help, where

every life counts equally in our efforts to preserve it. Likewise, we are certainly more

equipped to prevent the נגף of loneliness that has been exasperated by the pandemic by

reaching out to others and letting them know that they count and mean something to

the world. It has not gotten any easier over the course of the year for many people to be

socially isolated. We hope this year there will be safe ways for everyone to celebrate

Pesach with someone. If we see that every person counts and if we take notice of their

well being, we can help alleviate the loneliness of others. While it has been difficult

during the pandemic, it remains true even after. Both in the medical and the

psychological realms, reflecting on the priceless value of a human being can save lives

and prevent calamity. By “counting” others, we prevent biological and psychological .נגף

Finally, it is noteworthy that the placement of machatzit ha-shekel seems strange. While

it refers to raising funds for the mishkan, perhaps this passage should be in Parashat

Terumah. But in Oznayim La-Torah, R. Zalman Sorotzkin notes that the prevention of

scourge is juxtaposed with the appearance of the parasha of the ketoret, the incense.

What is the significance of this? It is the sacrificing of the ketoret, and even reciting

related passages, that ends plagues. The ketoret contains many different ingredients.

According to the Gemara in Keritut (as is recited especially on Shabbatot), omitting even

one of the ingredients makes one liable for death. Why is each ingredient so significant?

We see this particularly with the chelbenah, galbanum. The chelbenah contains a very

foul odor; yet, it is offered as part of the ketoret, which turns out to have a pleasing

aroma. Our sages taught that the chelbenah is akin to the sinners of the Jewish people.

They, too, are one of us. We cannot leave them behind. All the more so anyone else. “No

Jew Left Behind,” sings Avraham Fried, and “no child left behind” was a landmark

educational project of President Geroge W. Bush. Admittedly, including chelbenah in

https://www.thelehrhaus.com/timely-thoughts/incensed-by-coronavirus-prayer-and-ketoret-in-times-of-epidemic/
https://www.thelehrhaus.com/timely-thoughts/incensed-by-coronavirus-prayer-and-ketoret-in-times-of-epidemic/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Galbanum
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the ketoret is an easier act than taking care of every individual and nurturing their

presence. I admit that as a rabbi, I can fall short in my duty to help every Jew that comes

my way and give every person my support. Sometimes, it is beyond my control, but that

does not change the aspiration or the imperative to strive. Every person must be

counted and must count in our eyes. Leaving anyone behind has serious ramifications

on the soul of the community, while including everyone ultimately brings nachas to

Hashem - it is ניחוחריח , a pleasing aroma.

When we look at the maps and the graphs, we see a lot of numbers. It is important for us

to understand the magnitude of the epidemic and even to conceptualize it in real life

terms. But that is a counting in the census sense of things. But Parashat Ki Tisa teaches

us not just to count people numerically, but make them count in our lives

metaphysically. Our spiritual mandate is to look beyond the numerals to see the faces, to

lift the spirits of those faces that frown, and to remember that each face has a soul that is

a special human life. We have reminded ourselves of this during the pandemic, but we

cannot allow ourselves to forget this after. I have had a series of conversations recently

with an individual who has felt estranged from the Jewish community for some time. I

wish I could invite him for Shabbat, but I cannot right now. But when we emerge from

the crisis, let us remember to say hello to people in shul that we do not recognize and to

invite those who we may not regularly socialize with to our Shabbat tables. With

sensitive souls, we can lift up those who feel unrecognized and recognize their

individuality. We are empowered to ensure that every human life counts and to redouble

our efforts to ensure that all humanity has the means to live a life of quality and good

health. With Hashem’s help, making each human being count will diminish calamity,

and may we know no future suffering.

https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/interactive/2021/500000-covid-deaths-visualized/

