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By Rabbi Todd Doctor 
 
Reb Simcha Zissel Ziv, The Alter of Kelm, once traveled to visit his only son, Reb Nachum 
Zeev, who was studying in another city. Upon arriving, the Alter first went to the room in 
which his son had been sleeping and checked to see that his son’s clothing and things 
were in order. Only after that did he go and visit his son. 
 
By his example, the Alter of Kelm is teaching us that a person’s surroundings often 
reveal the condition of their mind and soul. A neat, orderly space can symbolize 
discipline, self-respect, and emotional balance, while disorder may hint at distraction or 
inner unrest. He knew by observing his son’s space that he had created for himself the 
necessary structure to cultivate clarity, growth, and spiritual well-being. His actual visit 
with his son was secondary. 
 
This same message lies at the heart of Parashat Bamidbar. It does not begin with 
miracles or drama, but with God’s desire to bring order to the Israelite people. 
 
“Take a census of the whole Israelite community by the clans of its ancestral houses, 
listing the names, every male, head by head” (Bamidbar 1:2). More literally, the Torah 
speaks of “lifting the heads” of the people. This language prompted many commentators 
to emphasize God’s love for each individual. 
 
Rashi explains, “Because the Israelites were dear to God, God counted them often” 
(Bamidbar 1:2). Bamidbar Rabbah adds a beautiful metaphor: God is like one who owns 
precious jewels and repeatedly counts them, not because they are lacking, but because 
their beauty and value bring joy. 
 
All of this is to say that to “count” properly is to raise people up, not to tear them down. 
God wants us to recognize our infinite value – our individuality. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler in 
his work Michtav M’Eliyahu (Strive for Truth) teaches: 
 

“Each individual must develop according to his natural bent … each person and 
each group may have different ways, but they must have a single aim – the 
attainment of ‘wholeness’ of personality.” 

 
Here, Rav Dessler is teaching that while each person has a unique nature, everyone 
should be aiming for wholeness. 
 
The Torah moves from the counting of each person to the organization of the entire 
nation: “The Israelites shall camp troop by troop, each person with their division and 
each under their standard” (Bamidbar 1:52). Each tribe has a designated place around 
the Tent of Meeting. Here, external order reflects internal order. Structure creates 
purpose. Formation creates focus. “The Israelites shall camp each person with their 
standard, under the banner of their ancestral house; they shall encamp around the Tent 



of Meeting at a distance” (Bamidbar 2:2). For the Israelites and for us, to grow spiritually 
requires structured living with a focus on the whole. 
 
We see in this week’s parasha that God has a plan for the Israelites as they make camp 
and as they travel through the wilderness together as a community. Each individual has 
a place in making this community function as a whole. Through achieving external 
order, we cultivate focus, clarity, stability, and purpose. In the wilderness, where 
uncertainty and chaos are constant threats, seder becomes essential. God begins the 
Israelites’ journey with order because facing the unknown requires inner discipline. 
 
This lesson remains deeply relevant today. Admiral William McRaven, in Make Your 
Bed, famously teaches: “If you want to change the world, start off by making your bed.” 
The message echoes Bamidbar and the Alter of Kelm: small acts of external order 
generate momentum, discipline, and direction. Whether organizing a camp, counting 
each soul, or simply making a bed, order shapes identity. 
 
As we continue counting the Omer and prepare ourselves to receive the Torah, we are 
engaged in this same process of sacred preparation. Each day is another act of creating 
order within ourselves, refining our character, and aligning our lives with greater 
purpose. Bamidbar reminds us that before we can receive revelation, we must first 
create seder, externally and internally, so that we are ready to meet God with clarity and 
wholeness. 
 
Reflection Questions 
 

1. The Alter of Kelm checked his son’s room before speaking to him. 

• What might our surroundings reveal about your inner life? 

• How does external order affect your mood, focus, or spiritual life? 

• What can you do to create “external order” in your life? 
 

2. Think about the phrase: “To count properly is to raise people up.” 

• When have you felt truly “seen” or valued by another person? 

• How can we “lift the heads” of others in everyday interactions? 
 

3. Rabbi Dessler teaches that each person develops according to their own nature. 

• What are your unique strengths? 

• How can structure and seder help you become your best self? 
 

4. Bamidbar begins with organization and structure instead of miracles. 

• Why do you think the Torah emphasizes order before the Israelites begin 
their journey? 

• What does this teach about preparing for challenges or uncertainty? 
 

5. Admiral McRaven says: “If you want to change the world, start off by making your 
bed.” 



• Why do small acts matter so much in Mussar as we work on our soul-
curriculum? 

• What is one small act of seder that could improve your daily life? 


