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The Hebrew name for the third book of the Torah is Bamidbar – it means, “In the Wilderness” 
and it is a good name for the book because it traces the story of the People of Israel as they 
moved through the desert on their way to the Land that God promised them. I wish I could tell 
you that is how the book got its name, but alas, the name just worked out that way. Ancient 
Hebrew books generally took their name from one of the first words in the first sentence.  
 
The English name of the book, Numbers, comes from the fact that this book is concerned with 
counting, several times, the number of Israelites traveling across the desert. It seems that once 
is not enough. According to the great commentator, Rashi, God wants Moses to count the 
People of Israel because each and every one of them is precious in God’s sight.  
 
This is one of the important teachings that we learn from the holiday of Sukkot. One of the 
most important items we use on this holiday is the four species, the Lulav and the Etrog. The 
Lulav is composed of three different kinds of branches and the Etrog is the fruit of a fourth tree. 
At this time of the year, when the harvest is being collected in preparation for the winter that is 
coming, these four species, palm, myrtle, willow and etrog, remind us of nature’s bounty. Our 
Sages, however, found other hidden meanings in these branches that we carry on Sukkot.  
 
They noted that the different trees represented in this bundle have very different 
characteristics. The palm tree has delicious dates growing on it but it has no aroma; there is no 
beautiful smell that comes from its branches. On the other hand, the myrtle tree has a beautiful 
fragrance but there is nothing edible growing among the greenery. The willow tree with its long 
leaves has no aroma and there is nothing to eat that comes from the tree. The etrog tree is just 
the opposite; it has a wonderful fragrance and a delicious fruit – the etrog my look like a lemon 
but it doesn’t taste like one.  
 
Using their midrashic skills, our Sages derived a lesson from these four different kinds of trees. 
“Fragrance” was a code word for knowledge and “fruit” referred to good deeds, things that we 
can do that help others and make a difference in the world. Therefore, the four trees are 
symbolic of four different kinds of people. Some have knowledge but never do anything with 
their knowledge. Some people do all kinds of good deeds but have never taken the time to 
learn.  Some people neither study nor do anything that will make a difference, and some have 
both knowledge and good deeds to their names.  
 
Knowing that there are four kinds of people is nothing new. We are not surprised by this 
teaching of the Sages. We know people are different. We know people who might fit into one 
or the other of these four categories. But the Rabbis carry this midrash one step further. It is 
not enough to have four different kinds of branches. You have to bring them together into one 
bundle. You can’t have a valid set of branches for Sukkot if one of the four trees is missing. In 
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the same way, you can’t have a community of Jews unless everyone is included, people with 
good deeds or wisdom, people with both and with neither. We are not allowed to leave any 
Jew behind.  
 
Why do we have this concern with counting all the People of Israel? Why is it so important not 
to leave anyone out of the community? Rabbi Kerry Olitzky gives us this observation: “For God 
asked Moses to take stock of the people, to get a sense of who they were now that they had 
come out of Egypt and had been traveling in the desert. Indeed who were these people who 
had once been slaves?”  
 
On the Yamim Noraim, the High Holidays, we are said to pass under the “staff” of God as if God 
were a shepherd and we are the sheep. Why the metaphor of sheep? Because a good shepherd 
knows all his sheep and he cares about every one of them. So too we must consider that God 
knows every single one of us and cares about us and what we are up to. This is no God locked 
away in heaven and unconcerned with what happens on earth. Our God cares. God has us 
count every member of the community no matter their proportion of wisdom and good deeds.  
 
Think about the entire story of the exodus, from Egypt to the Promised Land. Our Torah does 
not teach us that God only redeemed the “good” Jews from slavery. Every Jew participated in 
the Exodus, the wise ones, the wicked ones, the simple ones and the ones who didn’t even 
understand what was going on. They were all slaves, both the good Jews and the sinners. And 
they were all redeemed together. The same thing happened at the other end of the journey. 
There was no test of learning or good deeds to earn the right to enter the Promised Land. They 
had all traveled together, suffered together and fought enemies together, so they all were 
permitted to enter the Holy Land. 
 
We can learn a lot about our community from this midrash, even in this very different time and 
place. When something is important to us we want to count it to make sure that we have every 
part that we are entitled to. We count our change, certainly, but we also count our blessings 
and we even have friends that we can count on. We want to be a part of a community in which 
our wisdom and our actions count.  All too often, however, we are impatient with those who 
don’t measure up to our high standards. The fact is we never know which person in our 
community will be responsible for some great act of heroism or generosity. Our history is filled 
with people who rose to the occasion and saved many lives in spite of their modest or humble 
roots.  
 
The story of King Solomon and the bee is one of the earliest stories we learn as children. King 
Solomon cuts a bee loose from a spider’s web and the bee promises to repay the King someday. 
Solomon laughs at the thought that a small bee might be able to be of use to a king. A few 
weeks later, the Queen of Sheba arrived with a test of King Solomon’s wisdom. She showed the 
king a wagon filled with flowers. All beautiful to see and fragrant to smell. The Queen told 
Solomon that all of the flowers in the wagon were artificial, crafted by the greatest craftsmen in 
the land. Only one flower in the cart was real and she challenged the King to find the only real 
flower. The King looked carefully but he just could not tell the difference. As he was about to 
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admit defeat, he heard a small sound at the window. “Let me help” said the bee as he flew into 
the room. The King and the Queen watched as the bee flew one circle around the wagon and 
then made a “bee line” to the real flower. King Solomon picked up the real flower and gave it to 
the Queen of Sheba. She had to admit to Solomon’s wisdom in letting the bee solve the riddle. 
King Solomon also understood that even the smallest of his subjects could be of enormous use 
in his kingdom. 
 
Every member of our community has a purpose and place in the Jewish community. Each 
person in our city has their special talent that one day may be important to us all. This includes 
the faithful and the skeptic, the saint and the sinner, the beautiful and the plain, the rich and 
the poor and the social and the shy. All are important in their own way and none should ever be 
left behind as unworthy or unnecessary.  We are not a real community if we leave anyone out, 
just like we don’t have a Lulav and Etrog if one of the species is missing.  
 
Don’t think, however, that this gets us off the hook for our role in the community.  We are 
responsible for adding good deeds to our life every day. We are also commanded to set aside 
some time to study Torah, and gain the wisdom we need to navigate this world. But we don’t 
have to fall into the trap of thinking we have to be perfect in wisdom and deeds. No matter 
where we are in our growth, we need to understand the importance of both wisdom and deeds 
of lovingkindess. 
 
Don’t just carry a Lulav and Etrog on Sukkot; look at these four species and remember that we 
are all responsible for each other; that we are needed and others are needed just as much. 
Alone we are nothing, but together, we can create a harvest of friendship and peace. May we 
always see the good in others and may we see the gifts that each of us brings to our society, 
that we would be all the poorer without the diversity.  
 
May we thank God for our differences as well as for what unites us. May God shower blessings 
on each and every one as we say, …  
Amen and Hag Sameach 
 


