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Dear Friends, 

Parashat Pinchas is very full and rich. A prominent theme in it is the art of leadership. 

Moshe's leadership appears in a different and inspiring new light. 

The first incident involving Moshe’s unique leadership qualities appears in the 

parasha as he is challenged by the daughters of Tzlofchad. The five daughters turn to 

Moshe after their father's death and demand to inherit their father's land because 

he had no sons. 

This seems like a non-issue to us today. Of course they should inherit land, even if he 

had had sons. But in the context of ancient culture this is a daring and even 

rebellious request. Not only was it not the accepted way, but it also had the 

potential to cause a serious problem in the relationship between the tribes. Marriage 

between tribes was acceptable and even desirable. The bride left her parents' home, 

tribe and ancestral land and joined that of her husband. What would happen now if 

a woman inherited land and married a man from another tribe? Would ownership of 

the land go with her to her husband's tribe? If so, how could territorial continuity for 

each tribe be guaranteed?  

Moshe could have dismissed Tzlofchad's daughters' demand, but he doesn't. 

Without speaking, he actually admits that he does not know the answer to their 

predicament.  

I know very few leaders who dare say "I don't know," even when they clearly don't. 

Nor do they even say "let me think about it" or "I need to consult with those wiser 

than me." Moshe is so devoid of a ready answer that he is totally open to "receiving" 

one from on high. The answer he receives is not at all expected, and it changed the 

Jewish laws of inheritance. The Creator and Lord of the land sides with the women, 

and says that in this case they should inherit their father's property, despite all of the 

bureaucratic and territorial difficulties it will cause. 

Immediately following this test of leadership there is another, ultimate, test. The 

question in this case is: when does a leader forfeit his or her role, and how? 

The LORD said to Moses, “Ascend these heights of Avarim and view the land that I 

have given to the Israelite people. When you have seen it, you too shall be 

gathered to your kin, just as your brother Aaron was. For, in the wilderness of Tzin, 

when the community was contentious, you disobeyed My command to uphold My 

sanctity in their sight by means of the water.” (Bamidbar 27: 12-14) 



God reminds Moshe that his punishment has not been forgotten. Lest he, or we, 

forget, that "there is not even one good man on earth who does only good and 

doesn’t err." (Kohelet 7: 20) Moshe is reminded of his mortality and of his human 

essence. He, like all mortals, has his share of misdeeds, he is too is vulnerable. 

Therefore, being mortal, it is time for him to prepare for his own death. 

Moshe's reply is inspiring: "Moses spoke to the LORD, saying, 'Let the LORD, Source 

of the breath of all flesh, appoint someone over the community who shall go out 

before them and come in before them, and who shall take them out and bring 

them in, so that the LORD’s community may not be like sheep that have no 

shepherd.'” (Bamidbar 27: 15-17) 

Moshe does not plead for another term in office (he didn't want the first one 

either!).  He does not express bitterness or ask to be pardoned. For forty years he 

has carried the burden of a responsibility he did not request or want, and now, 

without complaint, he voices his concern for one thing only: That a worthy shepherd 

be found for God's congregation (not his, God’s!); a leader who can guide them, go 

forth before them, take them, and bring them. 

Rashi explains why Moshe refers to God as "Source of the breath of all flesh":  

He [Moshe] said to Him, “Master of the universe, the character of each person is 

revealed to you, and no two are alike. Appoint over them a leader who will 

tolerate each person according to his individual character. [Mid. Tanchuma Pinchas 

10] 

Moshe’s plea does not go unanswered: And the LORD answered Moses, “Single out 

Joshua son of Nun, an inspired man, and lay your hand upon him. Have him stand 

before El'azar the priest and before the whole community, and commission him in 

their sight. Invest him with some of your authority, so that the whole Israelite 

community may obey. (Bamidbar 27: 18-20) 

Moshe, and not the elders, is told to declare publicly,  “Long live the new shepherd!" 

Perhaps the most powerful part of this transmission of power is God's request that 

Moshe invest Yehoshua with his authority. It is not enough to make declarations, to 

embrace or to pat the new leader's back. Moshe must invest him with his power. 

This is a grand act! 

Investing another with strength or grace requires both humility and the ability to 

empower. Humility means accepting that every person can be replaced. 

Empowerment is accomplished through the transmission of an immeasurable quality 

which can only be identified when one sees it. The ability to transfer grace to 

another requires a high level of emotional intelligence: one has to first identify that 

grace within oneself and then to know how to pass it on to one’s successor. 



Leadership is an unusual art which requires seemingly contrasting qualities. On the 

one hand, it contains grandeur which magnifies the leader's ego, power, and 

presence. On the other hand, a true leader needs to have the ability to empower 

others, which would seem to reduce his or her own authority. 

Moshe's final mission before his death is defeating the Midianites in revenge for 

their successful attempt at leading the Israelites into sin. This, too, is a measure of 

Moshe's leadership. He has a very special relationship with the Midianites; he is 

married to one! Tsippora is the daughter of Yitro, a Midianite priest, who was a 

mentor of sorts for him. Moshe is to put aside personal considerations and interests 

and do what is necessary. But he can neither flee from the responsibility nor carry it 

out.  Wisely, he gives Pinchas the authority to lead in this case. He simply cannot spit 

into the well that nourished him, even if it has soured and and become repugnant.  

How blessed is Am Yisrael to have been granted great leaders at pivotal times in our 

history! Or perhaps, turning points in Jewish history came about due to the rise of 

great leaders.  

But good leadership skills are not only a requirement at the national level. I invite 

each of us to examine our own leadership in our lives, in our families, our 

communities, our work, and in the other circles in which we move. 

What gives us the authority to lead in our own individual lives and in the lives of our 

loved ones? Is it the power that we possess? Is it our ability to engage in dialogue 

and discourse? Is it personal charisma? Manipulation? Perhaps even guilt!?  

Life is complex, and on many levels, with the collapse of traditional power structures 

and hierarchies, all of the traits mentioned above may serve us and be useful at 

critical times.  

But mostly, can we see, as Rashi suggests, the unique spirit within each person 

around us? Can we recognize with awe and reverence the unique nature of different 

parts and needs deep within us? They too call on us to examine our leadership skills. 

Furthermore, are we willing to accept that our leadership – our power, our strength, 

our energy – is temporary and fleeting, and be willing to make room for other 

leadership when the time comes? 

Finally, what is the goal of our leadership – is it truly for the benefit of those around 

us, or perhaps there are narrow, personal, ulterior motives for holding on to our 

virtual staff? 

Shabbat Shalom, 

Elisha 



 

 

 


