
Lift Up Your Head And Be Counted
A Shiur on Parashat Bamidbar

There’s a phrase in Hebrew you’ll find in the second verse of our parasha this morning. Se’u et 
rosh. Two words. And almost every English Bible translates them the same way. They translate 
them: “Take a census.” Count the people. Number them.

But that is not what the Hebrew actually says.

Se’u et rosh, literally, “Lift up the head.”

Now stop and think about that. Hashem does not say to Moshe, “Count the people.” He says, 
“Lift up their heads.”

What is going on here?

Go back to Sefer Bereishit. Yosef is in the prison of Pharaoh. Two men are with him: the 
cupbearer and the baker. Each one dreams a dream, and Yosef interprets them. And what does 
he say?

To the cupbearer he says: “In three days Pharaoh will lift up your head,” and he will restore you 
to his office.

To the baker he says the same words exactly: “In three days Pharaoh will lift up your head,” and 
he will hang you on a tree.

Same phrase. Two opposite endings. One leads to restoration. The other leads to death.

You see, to have your head lifted by Hashem is not a neutral thing. It’s the moment of 
reckoning. The moment you stand before His face and you are seen.

So when Hashem says to Moshe in the wilderness, “Se’u et rosh, lift up the head of the 
assembly of B’nei Yisrael,” He’s not asking for a tally. He’s calling the people into His presence. 
He’s saying: I see you. Stand up. I am numbering you.

And the question of this whole parasha, the question I want to put to you this morning, is this:

Will you let Hashem lift your head? Will you be counted?



In the wilderness

The place this happens matters as much as the words. The name of the book itself tells you. 
Bamidbar. In the wilderness.

In English we call this book “Numbers,” which honestly tells you almost nothing. But the 
Hebrew name is Bamidbar. In the wilderness.

And here is the mystery of the wilderness. The Hebrew word midbar (wilderness) and the 
Hebrew word medaber (to speak) come from the same root. The midbar is the place where 
Hashem medaber. The wilderness is where Hashem speaks.

That’s why so many of the great revelations happen there. Moshe meets Hashem in the 
wilderness. Yisrael receives Torah in the wilderness. Eliyahu hears the still small voice in the 
wilderness. The prophets are formed in the wilderness. And Yeshua HaMashiach is tested in the 
wilderness.

The wilderness is not where Hashem is absent. The wilderness is where Hashem speaks.

The Midrash asks a beautiful question about this. The people complained, “Have you brought 
us out into the wilderness to die?” And Hashem replied through the Sages: “Has HaShem been 
a wilderness to Yisrael? In the way of the world, does a king find comfort in the wilderness?” No. 
He does not. But Yisrael in the wilderness with Hashem reclined on honorable couches. They 
had more than the kings of the nations. They had the Shechinah.

So when you find yourself in a wilderness season, when the life you knew is stripped away, 
when the comforts are gone, when the path forward is not clear, do not assume Hashem has 
abandoned you. The wilderness is where He prepares an army. The wilderness is where He 
speaks.

Why a census?

Why does Hashem command Moshe to count the people?

The Ramban gives us three reasons. First, to show the miraculous growth of Yisrael. Seventy 
souls went down to Mitzrayim. A multitude came out. The census proves the promise to 
Avraham was kept. Second, to give each person the merit of personal attention from Moshe 
and Aharon through the machatzit ha-shekel, the half-shekel. Third, to prepare for entering the 
Land. They needed to know the strength of the army.



But pay close attention to that second reason. The machatzit ha-shekel. The half-shekel.

In Shemot 30 Hashem says: “When you take a census, every man shall give kofer nafsho 
(atonement for his soul) to Hashem, so there will not be a plague among them.”

Did you catch that? The census is not just a counting. It is a moment of atonement. Each person 
brings half a shekel. And that half-shekel is kofer nafsho, the ransom of his soul.

Why a half? Why not a whole shekel?

Because Yisrael is whole only together. A soldier alone is not an army. You bring your half. I 
bring my half. And only together do we make the whole. The half-shekel says: I am not enough 
by myself. I need you. I need this kehillah.

There’s a famous story in Berachot 62b about David HaMelech. He thought the half-shekel 
commandment only applied in the days of Moshe. So when he wanted to count the people, he 
ordered a head count without the half-shekel. And what happened? A plague broke out. 
Seventy thousand people died.

David repented. He learned the lesson the hard way. You cannot number Hashem’s people 
without atonement. You cannot count without lifting up the head before Hashem.

And the Kotzker Rebbe said something beautiful about this. He said money is like fire. Fire can 
warm a house. Fire can burn it down. If you bring your offering with fire and zeal (with 
hitlahavut), it becomes atonement. If you bring it cold, mechanically, it can destroy you.

So how do you bring yourself to Hashem? With fire? With zeal? With a heart that knows it 
needs Him? Or do you bring yourself going through the motions?

The half-shekel is not just an ancient tax. It is the question of how you offer your soul.

Whose are you?

The next thing Hashem says is interesting. Moshe is told to count l’veit avotam, by the house of 
their fathers. Tribal identity in Yisrael is patrilineal. Your tribe, your station, your inheritance: 
they come through your father’s house.

Ask a Kohen today: how do you know you are a Kohen? Because his father was. And his father 
was. And his father was. Back to Aharon HaKohen.



Why does this matter for us?

Because before you can fight any spiritual battle, you must know whose you are. You must 
know your name. You must know your father’s house. You must know who has made covenant 
with you.

If you are Jewish, you stand in a covenant nearly four thousand years old. Avraham is your 
father. You are written into a story that began before you were born and will continue after you 
are gone.

If you are not Jewish, if you have been grafted in from the umot, from the nations, you have 
come into a people whose Father is Hashem, whose firstborn son is Yisrael, and whose 
Mashiach is Yeshua ben David.

Either way, you have a Father. You have a house. You have a name.

And listen. The yetzer ha-ra (the inclination to evil) always attacks identity first. Always. Look at 
the wilderness. The first thing the serpent says to Adam and Chavah is, “Did Hashem really 
say?” That is the voice questioning the word of the Father. The first thing the accuser says to 
Yeshua in the wilderness is, “If you are the Son of Hashem...” That is the voice questioning 
identity.

If the enemy can shake who you are, he can shake everything else.

So before we even talk about formation, before we talk about banners and battle, settle this 
question. Whose are you?

The sacred order

Now we come to one of the most stunning images in all of Torah. The formation of the camp.

The people are not arranged randomly. They are arranged in a sacred order. The Mishkan (the 
tent where the Shechinah of Hashem dwells) is placed in the center. And around it, in four 
directions, the tribes camp in four groups of three, each under its own degel, its own banner.

To the east, in front of the Mishkan, is the degel of Yehudah, with Yissachar and Zevulun.

To the south, the degel of Reuven, with Shimon and Gad.

To the west, the degel of Ephraim, with Menasheh and Binyamin.



To the north, the degel of Dan, with Asher and Naftali.

The Midrash tells us each banner had an image on it. The banner of Yehudah had a lion. 
Reuven, a man. Ephraim, an ox. Dan, an eagle.

Lion. Man. Ox. Eagle.

Where else do you find these four faces?

Turn to Yechezkel chapter 1. Yechezkel sees a vision of the Merkavah, the chariot-throne of 
Hashem. He sees four living creatures, the Cheruvim. And each one has four faces.

A lion. A man. An ox. An eagle.

The very same four faces that march around the Mishkan in our parasha are the four faces that 
surround the throne of Hashem in heaven.

Do you see what this is?

The camp of Yisrael below is a mirror of the throne room above.

Yechezkel 3:12: “Baruch kevod Hashem mim’komo.” Blessed is the glory of Hashem from His 
place. Yeshayahu 6:3: “Kadosh, Kadosh, Kadosh, Hashem Tzeva’ot, m’lo kol ha’aretz kevodo.” 
Holy, Holy, Holy, Hashem of Hosts, the whole earth is filled with His glory.

The Baal HaTurim teaches that the order of Yisrael’s camp mirrors the order of the malachim 
around the Throne. The Zohar names the four archangels at the four directions: Michael, 
Gavriel, Uriel, Raphael.

And in the middle? In the very center?

Yechezkel 1:26. Upon the Throne is demut k’mar’eh adam, the likeness of the appearance of a 
Man. And the Sages connected this figure to the Bar Enash of Daniel 7, the Son of Man who 
comes with the clouds of heaven before the Ancient of Days.

The Man on the Chariot. The Mashiach in His glory.

Yisrael is not just camped around a tent. Yisrael is camped around the Throne. The wilderness 
camp is the throne room of heaven made visible on the earth. And at the center is the 
Mashiach. The Man on the Chariot.

When Yisrael is rightly arranged below, earth becomes a mirror of heaven. The army is a 
moving Merkavah. The Mashiach moves at the center of His people.



That is the picture I want you to hold. We are not a random gathering of people. We are an 
army. A camp. A throne room. With Mashiach at the center.

The Levi’im

But notice something. The Levi’im (the tribe of Levi) are not counted with the rest. They are 
counted separately. They are not part of the army census.

Why?

Because they are a different kind of soldier.

After the sin of the Egel ha-Zahav (the golden calf), Moshe stood at the gate of the camp and 
cried out: “Mi laHashem elai!” Who is for Hashem? Come to me!

And the tribe of Levi stepped forward. They alone. So Hashem chose them to serve at the altar, 
in place of the firstborn of every house.

The Levi’im were the soldiers of the sanctuary. Their weapon was not a sword. Their weapon 
was service. Their battlefield was the Mishkan. They carried the Aron (the Ark) on their 
shoulders.

The Sages teach in Sotah 35a: the Aron carried those who carried it.

Let that sit with you for a moment. When you bear the holy weight, the holy weight bears you. 
When you lift up Hashem’s presence, Hashem’s presence lifts you.

Rebbe Nachman teaches: the higher the calling, the higher the degree of kedushah required. 
The Levi’im were set apart because their service was set apart.

And here is the application. Every talmid of Yeshua is called into a Levitical kind of avodah. To 
guard the sanctuary of your own heart. To carry the Shechinah wherever you go. To pick up the 
holy load and let it carry you.

Three gifts in the wilderness

There is a beautiful teaching in the Midrash about three gifts Yisrael received in the wilderness. 
Three gifts, given through three people.



The mahn (the manna) was given in the merit of Moshe.

The be’er (the well of water) was given in the merit of Miriam.

The ananei ha-kavod (the clouds of glory that surrounded and protected the camp) were given 
in the merit of Aharon.

The Midrash tells us something striking. When Moshe died, the mahn ceased. When Miriam 
died, the well departed. When Aharon died, the clouds withdrew.

For a moment, Yisrael had nothing. No bread. No water. No covering. But then Hashem 
restored all three through the merit of those who remained.

Now listen. Listen carefully.

Yeshua says of Himself: “Ani hu lechem ha-chayim,” I am the bread of life. He is the true lechem 
min ha-shamayim. He is the Mahn that does not cease.

Yeshua says to the woman at the well in Shomron: “Whoever drinks of the water I give will 
never thirst.” He is the Be’er. The well that follows His people.

And in Daniel 7 the Bar Enash comes im ananei sh’maya, with the clouds of heaven. Yeshua is 
the Anan. The cloud of glory that overshadows and shelters His people.

What Moshe, Miriam, and Aharon could each only carry a piece of, Mashiach gathers into 
Himself. He is the Bread. He is the Well. He is the Cloud. The three gifts of the wilderness are 
restored and made permanent in Him.

And the Midrash whispers something even more remarkable. It says that in the messianic 
future, Hashem will return to Sinai, and there He will reveal the sodot ha-Torah (the secrets of 
Torah) that have never yet been opened.

The wilderness is not finished with us. The mountain is not done speaking.

The Chasidic dimension

Rebbe Nachman of Breslov, may his memory be a blessing, taught in Likutey Halakhot: “All Jews  
must be ready to wage war for Hashem.”

And he points to this very parasha. He says: look how Yisrael camped in the wilderness. Each 
tribe was different. Different in size. Different in nature. Different in temperament. Each one 



had its own banner, its own colors, its own image. And yet they all camped around the one 
Mishkan. They all clung to emunah in the One Hashem.

The achdut of Hashem (the oneness of Hashem) is revealed through the diversity of His people 
standing under their banners.

Achdut is not uniformity. It is not everyone looking the same and sounding the same. It is many 
flags. One camp. One Mishkan.

Reb Noson, Rebbe Nachman’s closest talmid, taught on the same passage. He said when Yisrael 
traveled, they dismantled the Mishkan and reassembled it in the new place. And it retained its 
original kedushah. The same holiness it had when Moshe first set it up.

From this, Reb Noson says, we learn: you can take your kedushah with you. Wherever life 
carries you, to a new city, a new job, a new season, even into galut, into hardship, the Mishkan 
of your heart can be reassembled. The Shechinah can dwell there too.

You are never stranded. You are never beyond His reach. The Shechinah travels with the one 
who carries it.

And one more teaching, on the Sotah, the woman tested with bitter waters. Rebbe Nachman 
teaches that the Sotah is a picture of Yisrael in galut, and the bitter waters are the suffering of 
the exile. If the heart is clean, the waters bring relief. If the heart has sinned but confesses, the 
humiliation alone is enough. But if the heart refuses to return, if there is no teshuvah, the 
waters increase the suffering.

Do you see what this means? Milchemet Hashem (the war of Hashem) is fought first on the 
inside. Before we fight any enemy outside the camp, we let the testing reveal what is in our 
own heart. And we confess. And we return.

The two great keys of Rebbe Nachman are emunah and simcha, faith and joy. These are the 
weapons of the soldier of Hashem. Without them, the army cannot march. With them, no 
enemy can stand.

The words of Sha’ul

Now listen to the words Sha’ul HaShaliach writes to a kehillah of Yehudim and goyim in Rome. 
He is a Torah-observant Jew. He is writing to a mixed community trying to live as Yisrael in a 



hostile age. And these words from Igeret HaRomim chapter 9 fall directly into the heart of this 
parasha:

“And if Eloah, desiring to show His wrath and to make known His power, endured 
with much long-suffering vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, so that He might  
make known the riches of His glory upon vessels of mercy, those whom He prepared 
beforehand for glory, even us, whom He called, not only from the Yehudaye but also 
from the nations, as also He says in Hoshea: ‘I shall call those who were not My 
people, My people, and she who was not beloved, Beloved.’ And it shall be that in 
the place where it was said to them, ‘You are not My people,’ there they shall be 
called sons of the Living Eloah.”

“And Yeshayahu cries out concerning Yisrael: ‘Though the number of the sons of 
Yisrael be like the sand of the sea, only the remnant shall return and be saved. For 
Mar-Yah will complete His matter upon the earth, with judgment and swiftness.’ And  
as Yeshayahu said beforehand: ‘Unless Mar-Yah Tzeva’ot had left us a seed, we 
would have become like Sedom, and resembled Amorah.’”

“What then shall we say? That the nations, who did not pursue righteousness, have 
attained righteousness, the righteousness that comes from emunah. But Yisrael, 
pursuing the Torah of righteousness, did not arrive at the Torah’s fullness of 
righteousness. Why? Because they did not seek it through emunah, but as through 
works. For they stumbled upon the Stone of Stumbling, as it is written: ‘Behold, I lay 
in Tziyon a Stone of Stumbling and a Rock of offense, and whoever trusts in Him shall  
not be put to shame.’”

Listen to what Sha’ul is saying. Hear it as if he is writing into our own kehillah this Shabbat.

He is not abandoning Yisrael. He is reaching for the prophets. Hoshea. Yeshayahu. He stands 
inside Yisrael’s story and says: this is what the prophets said would happen.

The vessels of mercy are being prepared. The she’erit (the faithful remnant) is being counted. 
The goyim, those who were lo ami, not my people, are being called into the camp. They are 
being given a name: b’nei El Chai. Sons of the Living Eloah.

And there is a Stone placed in Tziyon. Sha’ul says this Stone is dividing Yisrael. Some stumble 
over Him. Some trust in Him and are not put to shame.

Who is this Stone? It is the Mashiach. The same Mashiach who sits at the center of the camp. 
The Man on the Merkavah. The One we surround under our banners.



And one Name in this passage, one Name above all, gathers the parasha into itself.

Mar-Yah Tzeva’ot. The Lord of Armies. The Lord of Hosts.

This is who is mustering us. This is who lifts our heads. This is the Commander of the army 
arranged in the wilderness. Mar-Yah Tzeva’ot.

For today

So how do we hear Sha’ul today? How does this land in your life this week, in your house, in 
your heart?

First. Be a vessel of mercy, not a vessel of wrath. Every day you choose which vessel Hashem 
fills through you. Pharaoh hardened his heart and became a vessel of wrath. Moshe yielded and 
became a vessel of mercy. The wilderness shapes the vessel. So yield. Yield to the Potter’s hand.

Second. You were prepared beforehand for glory. Hear that again. Prepared beforehand. You 
are not an accident in this camp. Before you knew Him, He knew you. Before you sought Him, 
He prepared you. So stop wandering. Take your station under your banner.

Third. Receive your new name. The nations who were lo ami, not my people, are now called 
b’nei El Chai, sons of the Living Hashem. Whether you were born of Yisrael or grafted in from 
the umot, you carry a name in this camp. Walk in it without apology.

Fourth. Be content to be the she’erit. Only the remnant returns. Only the seed remains. The 
army of Mar-Yah Tzeva’ot is not measured by size. It is measured by faithfulness. If you are few, 
you are still numbered. The half-shekel of a faithful few outweighs a multitude of the 
indifferent.

Fifth. Pursue tzedakah through emunah, not through performance. This is the heart of Sha’ul’s 
cry to his own people. Yisrael had the Torah. And Yisrael still missed her fullness. Why? Because 
she pursued her through dry works rather than through trusting fidelity. Do not make the same 
mistake. Emunah first. Torah as the natural overflow of a heart that cleaves to Hashem, what 
the Chasidim call devekut. Mitzvot as fruit, not ladder.

Sixth. Trust the Stone. Do not stumble over Him. Yeshua HaMashiach is the Stone placed in 
Tziyon. The same Stone at the center of the Mishkan camp. To trust Him is to be raised up. To 
stumble over Him is the great tragedy. The promise stands, written long ago: whoever trusts in 
Him shall not be put to shame.



Seventh. Hear the Name above all: Mar-Yah Tzeva’ot. The Lord of Armies. He is the One 
mustering us. He lifts our heads. He arranges our banners. He sets the Mashiach at the center 
of the camp. Milchemet Hashem is His war, and He is its Commander. Our part is simple. Take 
our station. And march.

The question

So we return to where we began.

Se’u et rosh. Lift up the head.

It comes to every one of us at some point. The moment when Hashem says: stand up. I am 
numbering you. I am looking at you. I am calling your name.

And like Yosef in the prison, the head can be lifted for restoration or for judgment. The same 
act yields different ends depending on what is in the heart.

So this morning, the question is yours.

Will you let Hashem lift your head?

Will you bring your half-shekel of self into the camp?

Will you find your banner and take your station?

Will you keep the Mashiach at the center?

Will you carry the Aron and let it carry you?

Will you wage the war of Hashem with emunah and simcha, even when the wilderness is dry, 
even when the bitter waters reveal what is in your heart, even when only a remnant is left?

Today, the goyim are streaming into the camp. Today, the she’erit is being numbered. Today, 
the Stone in Tziyon still divides. Some stumble. Some trust and find no shame. Today, Mar-Yah 
Tzeva’ot is mustering His army for a battle that is largely fought in the heart, in the home, in the 
kehillah.

Lift up your head. Be counted.

Yehi ratzon (may it be His will) that we lift our heads, find our place in the camp, 
and march with the Shechinah in our midst.



Amen v’amen.


