
Hello everybody.  Good morning... my name is Gabriel Epstein and I am very excited to get this 
speech over with... but before I do, I would like to thank my family, especially those who made 
the trip from out of town to be here today.   
 
In Jewish study, a Parashah is a topic of focus of the reading of the Torah for that week.   My 
Parashah, called Bamidbar, is about the counting of the tribes of Israel. There were very specific 
guidelines as to what people would be counted. The counting was used like a census and had 
impact on the creation of rules and the hierarchy in the tribes.  Only men over the age of 21 were 
counted except those in the Levite tribe who got their own count. Children didn’t count. Women 
didn’t count.  
 
So what counts? 
 
Bamidbar literally translates to ‘in the desert’, or in the wilderness. Somewhere in between two 
acknowledged places, where you are counted.  
 
Over the course of the last six months, I have been tutoring a fourth grader at the Montclair 
Public Library. We have had a lot of fun together, and I feel we have both learned a lot from 
each other. The first time we met, everything seemed weird, and scary, like a dark forest with 
unknown sounds all around us. At first, we seemed very different, and came from very different 
lives. His family is Muslim. His dad wore a traditional Muslim cap, with a long black robe, and 
his mom wore an all-black dress, and a hijab covering everything but her eyes. In contrast, my 
mom wears Eileen Fisher and hiking boots, and my dad has six pairs of Adidas Superstars. 
Together, session after session, we found our way to the reality, that we are not actually that 
different and the forest sounds were not that scary. 
 
By spending time with him I would like to think I helped him to be counted. I want to know that 
because of our time together, he participates in school more and is enjoying himself more, but 
the reality is I may have learned more in our lessons than he did.  I know he helped me to be 
counted. He helped me to do good things, and think about other people, before I think about 
myself. He’s helping me in the transition from child to adult. From student to teacher. 
 
The lesson that I learned over this year is that sometimes it is easy to forget that everyone has 
their own unique perspective.  You should not assume you know someone based on their family 
or their religion. My student comes from his own perspective and when we started working 
together we assumed we knew each other.  During the eight weeks, this changed and we started 
to see each other as just people. One older, one younger. One taller, one shorter. That’s it. I 
laughed at his jokes, he laughed at mine.  When his dad came to pick him up, we high-fived and 
looked forward to the next session.  
 
To me, being counted means being seen.  It means being treated equal regardless of your 
perspective, religion or family.  This lesson is very important today as we find ourselves walking 
through a dark forest or a desert or whatever scary analogy you want to use.  We still forget that 
everyone should be counted and that our circumstance does not define us. The lesson I learned is 
to spend the rest of my Jewish adult life treating people as people.  This means I need to 
constantly challenge my own assumptions and spend time getting to know people. 



The Bar Mitzvah is the beginning of being counted as an adult being seen in the Jewish 
religion.  I am proud to be Jewish, proud to be a brother and son, proud to be seen as a man. I 
hope people can also see me for more than my heritage or my family.  I hope to continue 
learning this lesson and look forward to seeing my tutoring buddy again. 
 
 
Thank you. 
 


