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The Importance of Service Without Inspiration
Rabbi Zev Reichman 

This week’s Parsha contains a famous question. The 
Parsha begins with the command to Aharon to light 
the candles of the menorah. On the verse, Vayas kein 

Aharon - And Aharon did so - Rashi comments, “lihagid 
shevacho shel Aharon shelo shinah” - “(this verse was 
needed) to tell us of Aharon’s praise that he did not change.” 
Rashi seems to be saying that the praise of Aharon was that 
he did as God told him, and he did not deviate from the 
Divine decree. This is a difficult verse. Why would Aharon 
deviate from the Divine decree? If God told you or me to 
do something would we dare do it in a different manner 
than the one commanded? Rav Moshe Wolfson offered the 
folllowing answer to this question. Many times we serve 
God and fulfill a particular Mitzvah before we know of its 
full import. We may not feel a special lift from the Mitzvah 
yet we fulfill it because it is an obligation. Usually, when we 
perform these obligations we fulfill them without any great 
excitement, and we view them as needed activities that are 
performed half heartedly. If we later merit to learn the reason 
for the Mitzvah and the inspiration it might provide we 
might then fulfill the Mitzvah with great joy and excitement. 
The meaning of the statement of Rashi was that Aharon 
was different. For the first twelve days of Nissan he lit the 
Menorah as an obligation. On the thirteenth day of Nissan 

God told him that the Menorah lighting was to be his special 
task. Apparently, on the thirteenth of Nissan God revealed 
the secret meanings of the Mitzvah to Aharon. Rashi writes 
though that Aharon did not change. When Aharon did not k 
now the meaning of the Mitzvah he performed it with great 
joy. His joy at fulfilling the Mitzvah from the very beginning 
was so great that it impossible for him to have more joy as 
he understood the Mitzvah more. This was his greatness - 
consistency. Aharon realized that to fulfill a Mitzvah is the 
greatest joy and one should feel that joy even if one does 
not know all the spiritual meanings of the Mitzvah. Rabbi 
Zhisha of Anipoli would say that he preferred the mitzvos 
he performed when he was not feeling inpired to the ones 
he fulfilled when he felt close to the Almighty. A mitzvah 
performed when one is inspired is easy and therefore will 
not earn much credit. Yet a Mitzvah performed when one 
is not inspired is truly meaningful to the Almighty. Aharon 
had internalized that lesson, even before he was inspired 
and enlightened he fulfilled Mitzvos with the highest level 
of excitement, and this is the meaning of the praise that he 
did not change. May we all merit to realize the importance of 
all Mitzvos and to fulfill all - those we understand and those 
we do not understand - with the highest levels of excitement 
and joy. 

Ayin Tova
Rabbi Meir Goldwicht 

The end of Parashat Beha’alotcha deals with 
the Miriam’s sin of lashon hara, of relating to 
Aharon, her brother, that which she had heard 

from Tzipporah, Moshe’s wife. Rashi explains that 
Miriam overheard Tzipporah comment that Moshe had 
separated from her in order to be constantly prepared for 
nevuah. Miriam was punished for this in three ways: 1) 
with tzara’at; 2) the whole machaneh waited a week to 
travel until Miriam healed, during which time they most 

certainly spoke of her punishment; 3) for all generations, 
we must recall Miriam’s sin every day as one of the six 
zechirot – along with remembering Amalek, yetziat 
Mitzrayim, Kabbalat haTorah, Shabbat, and the Cheit 
haEigel. Why was Miriam punished so harshly for speaking 
about Moshe, especially since, as Rashi explains, she did 
not intend it derogatorily?

At the beginning of the next parasha, parashat Shelach, 
the Torah deals with the sin of the meraglim. Rashi 
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explains the reason for the juxtaposition of these two 
parshiot: Miriam was punished with tzara’at for speaking 
against Moshe, but these resha’im, the nesi’ei ha’eidah, 
witnessed the incident but didn’t take mussar from it. This 
explanation is troublesome, for how can we even compare 
between the two incidents? The meraglim specifically 
intended to speak degradingly of Eretz Yisrael, whereas 
Miriam had absolutely no derogatory intent!

To answer these questions, we will explain as follows: Of 
the five basic senses – sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell 
– four are for the most part objective, in the sense that a 
person perceives the stimulus as it is. If a person smells 
a fragrance, he either smells it as pleasant or unpleasant, 
depending on whether it is in fact pleasant or unpleasant. 
The only sense that is subjective by nature is sight. A 
person sees things as he wishes to see them. One person 
sees a cup as half-full, while another sees it as half-empty. 
The subjective nature of vision allows for the concept of 
ayin tovah and ayin ra’ah. The tremendous strength of ayin 
ra’ah can be seen from the gemara which relates that Rebbi 
once pointed out to his talmidim as they passed a cemetery 
that 99% of the people buried there died before their 
destined time because of ayin ra’ah. We see that a person 
has tremendous ko’ach in his eyes, ko’ach which can be 
used either for good or, chas v’chalilah, for evil.

Not only do we have eyes, but even the land has eyes. 
Balak’s messengers tell Bilam about us, Am Yisrael, saying, 
“Hinei am yatza miMitzrayim hinei chisah et ein ha’aretz, 
Behold, a nation has left Egypt; behold it has covered the 
eye of the land” (BaMidbar 22:5). In other words, even 
the land has the power of the ayin to influence a person’s 
actions. Our job is not to be influenced by the ayin of the 
land, but rather to influence the land through our own ayin 
tovah. For this reason, there are many many examples in 
Chazal demonstrating the tremendous power of the eyes.

Miriam haNeviah is to a great extent the reason for 
Moshe’s birth. As a young child, her father, Amram, who 
was the gedol hador, separated from his wife, Yocheved, 
after Pharaoh decreed that all male children be cast into 
the Nile, and the entire generation followed suit. Miriam 
pointed out to her father that by separating from his 
wife he was essentially making a decree even worse than 
Pharaoh’s – Pharaoh only decreed that the males be killed; 
Amram was essentially decreeing that no children, not even 
females, be brought to life. At this, Amram returned to his 
wife, and the entire generation again followed suit. That 
Miriam was able to see the greater picture is demonstrative 

of her ayin tovah. This positive attribute was granted to all 
of Am Yisrael at Har Sinai, as the Torah says, “V’chol ha’am 
ro’im et hakolot, And the entire nation saw the sounds” 
(Shemot 20:15). However, afterwards they all returned 
to normal, as the Torah says, “Lech emor lahem shuvu 
lachem l’oholeichem, Go tell them, ‘Return to your tents’” 
(Devarim 5:27). Only Moshe remained at the original level 
of Har Sinai, as the Torah continues, “V’atah poh amod 
imadi, And you, stand here with Me” (v. 28).

The Rambam explains that Moshe was the master of 
the nevi’im, different from all other nevi’im in four key 
ways, one of which was his ability to speak with Hashem 
whenever he wanted, constantly in Hashem’s presence, 
like a malach Hashem. Miriam was unable to perceive this 
difference, and so when she heard from Tzipporah that 
Moshe separated from her because of a tzivuy Hashem, she 
should have asked Moshe directly, rather than discussing 
it with Aharon. Her sin was in speaking to Aharon about 
Moshe. For this reason, the Torah stopped the whole 
machaneh and publicized her sin to such an extent, in 
order that we understand that improper sight leads to 
improper speech.

The same way that there exists ayin tovah and ayin ra’ah, 
there exists lashon tov and lashon hara. The Torah wanted 
to arouse within us a sensitivity to ayin tovah and lashon 
tov, because all of the major corruptions in the world began 
with improper sight. The sin of Adam haRishon began 
with, “Vateire ha’isha ki tov ha’eitz l’ma’achal, And the 
woman saw that the tree was good for eating” (Bereishit 
3:6). Cheit haEigel began with, “Vayar ha’am ki boshesh 
Moshe laredet min hahar, And the nation saw that Moshe 
delayed from descending the mountain” (Shemot 32:1). 
HaKadosh Baruch Hu wanted us to understand that sight, 
proper or improper, is the key to success or failure.

This is the relationship between the sin of Miriam and 
that of the meraglim. In each case there was improper 
sight (despite the fact that Miriam was really looking out 
for Moshe, not looking to disparage him, as explained 
earlier). The nesi’ei ha’eidah saw Eretz Yisrael improperly, 
even though Moshe had explicitly warned them to look 
at the land properly, as it says, “Ur’item et ha’aretz, And 
you shall view the land” (BaMidbar 13:18). Their sin was 
that they preceded their mouths to their eyes, influencing 
their sight and biasing their judgment. This is one of the 
reasons that the hadassim are higher than the aravot in the 
arba’at haminim – the hadassim represent the eyes, while 
the aravot represent the lips. The eyes must be given more 
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Personal Enlightenment
Mrs. Shira Smiles

The parsha opens with the command to light the 
Menora, “Behaalotcha et haneirot.” Behaloscha 
means when you raise the lights. Rashi explains 

that the kohen was commanded to hold his fire to the 
wick until the flames of the Menora rose up. It can be 
interpreted to mean when you rise up to the Menora. 
There were stairs in front of the Menora upon which the 
kohen would stand and prepare the wicks. What is the 
significance of the stairs and why does the parsha write 
about preparing the wicks instead of lighting them?

The Be’er Yosef explains that stairs represent preparation 
before we can light the Menora. They also signify wisdom 
and Torah learning. Although the manager of a property 
may know the property better than its owner, he is still 
not the owner. Similarly, a person can have knowledge of 
Torah, but if he does not have proper middot, he does not 
have the qualities necessary to own Torah.

The three steps of the Menora symbolize three critical 
middot that we need to develop in ourselves. The mishna in 
Avot says, “One who has a good eye, a humble temperament, 
and a lowly spirit is a disciple of Avraham.” The Be’er Yosef 
notes, based on the Shelah, that these three middot parallel 
the three evil traits that take a person out of this world: 
jealousy, lust, and honor. Aharon Hakohen embodied the 
three good middot. When Moshe attained the leadership 
position that he was in line for, he was happy in his heart, 
and displayed no jealousy. He humbled himself to make 
peace between people. A lowly spirit refers to curbing desire. 
When the anointing oil was poured on Aharon, he did not 
benefit from it but rather understood that his position was 
given to him by Hashem. So on a symbolic level, when the 

kohen ascended the steps of the menora, he was teaching us 
that if one wants to attain Torah and chochma one must first 
work on becoming a baal middot.

We can also find these three models in the parsha. The 
first group of zekeinim (elders) was decimated because 
of gaava. When they saw a vision of Hashem they turned 
it into an egotistical experience and utilized it for self 
aggrandizement. In contrast, the new second group of 
zekeinim was the former Jewish taskmasters in Egypt 
who refused to beat their fellow Jews and instead took the 
beatings upon themselves. Greatness stems from feeling 
the pain of others, and they personified the nefesh shefeila, 
humble spirit. Therefore they merited that the Divine spirit 
rested upon them.

Ayin yafah is the converse of envy. Eldad and Meidad 
excelled in this midda. Hashem commanded seventy two 
elders to come to the Mishkan. A lottery would determine 
which of them would join the new group of seventy 
zekeinim. Eldad and Meidad decided to step out on their 
own to save their fellow counterparts from humiliation. 
Hashem rewarded them with prophecy in the camp, 
while the other zekeinim only received prophecy near the 
Mishkan. How does one reach this level of taking pleasure 
in other person’s happiness and rejoicing in their success? 
Rabbi Twersky explains that just as Hashem is absolute 
unity, all neshamot are one. We are separate only because 
we are physical. To the extent that we give priority to the 
spiritual aspect of our being, we become one with others.

Moshe Rabbeinu represents the ruach nemucha. Most 
people view themselves as an entity, but if they would 
come in contact with Hashem as Moshe did, they would 

importance than the lips, because otherwise, if the lips are 
given precedence, there is no chance for ayin tovah. The 
number of hadassim in the bundle teaches a similar lesson. 
The lulav corresponds to the spine, and therefore there is 
one lulav in the bundle, just as we have only one spine. The 
etrog corresponds to the heart, and therefore there is only 
one etrog in the bundle. The aravot correspond to the lips, 
and therefore there are two of them – one for the upper lip 
and one for the lower lip. Accordingly, then, there should 
be only two hadassim in the bundle, since the hadassim 
correspond to the eyes. Yet the Torah commands us to take 

three hadassim in the bundle! The explanation is that not 
only must a person see with his two physical eyes, but he 
must also see with the eye of his mind, his seichel.
The ability to see with ayin tovah can be gained only 
through Torah. On this, the first Shabbat after Kabbalat 
haTorah, we must take this message to heart, adopting the 
lesson of ayin tovah. To the extent we accomplish this, we 
will merit speedily to see the fulfillment of, “Ki ayin b’ayin 
yiru b’shuv Hashem tzion, For they shall see, eye to eye, 
Hashem returning to Zion” (Yeshayahu 52:8).
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Parashas Beha’alosecha begins with God instructing 
Moshe tell Aharon about the new mitzvah of lighting 
the Menorah. Immediately thereafter we are told, 

“vaya’as ken Aharon,” that Aharon did just that, kindling the 
Menorah for the very first time (Bamidbar 8:3).

Rashi, based on the Sifre, explains that aside from 
describing what occurred, this pasuk is also intended 
“le’haggid shivcho shel aharon she’lo shinah,” as praise for 
Aharon because he did not deviate from the instructions 
conveyed to him.

Many later commentators are bothered by the 
straightforward understanding of Rashi. After all, why 
make such a big deal about Aharon following Hashem’s 
directions, did we expect anything less? If anything it seems 
like we are damning him with faint praise - is there nothing 
better we can say about Aharon Ha-Kohen than that he 
listened to a direct command from Hashem?

Numerous answers to this problem have been offered 
and each one provides insight, not only into the greatness 
of Aharon, but also into the challenges we all face in 
serving Hashem.

Rabbi Efrayim Greenblatt (Rivevos Ephraim al Ha-
Torah) suggests that, upon further consideration, not 
deviating was actually a significant accomplishment. 
R. Greenblatt explains Rashi’s comments in light of the 
well-known description of Aharon as someone who loved 
and pursed peace and brought people closer to Torah 
(Pirkei Avos). In a sense, Aharon was the forerunner of the 
contemporary “kiruv professional.”

R. Greenblatt notes that an assumption is often made 
when pursuing the “higher goal” of attracting unaffiliated 
Jews that certain liberties may be taken with the person’s 
own mitzvah observance. This is a terrible mistake. While 

it’s undoubtedly correct that Torah concepts have to be 
presented to the uninitiated in an attractive and palatable 
manner, nevertheless that does not mean that there is a 
magic “hetter kiruv” that allows flouting all standards. 
On the contrary, “lo shinah,” despite whatever pressures 
or temptations he may have felt, Aharon pursued his goal 
of bringing people closer to Torah without changing or 
compromising his own standards. Understood in this light 
we can certainly appreciate why Aharon deserved praise.

The Sefas Emes offers a different explanation and suggests 
that when Rashi declares that the statement “lo shinah” 
it wasn’t a reference to Aharon’s behavior but to Aharon 
himself. He explains that - amazingly - Aharon maintained 
the same level of excitement and enthusiasm that he felt the 
first time he lit the Menorah throughout the rest of his life.

The first time we perform a mitzvah there is a natural 
hislahavus, excitement, which comes from doing 
something new. But for most people most of the time the 
passion wanes with the passage of time and as the mitzvah 
is performed repeatedly. The greatness of Aharon is that 
he overcame this instinct; he was able to approach the 
Menorah each day with the same level of excitement that 
he felt the very first time he lit it.

This is certainly an extraordinary achievement deserving 
of recognition. When we think about how many times we 
have performed certain mitzvos - daily davening, weekly 
Shabbos obligations, annual holiday rituals - it’s certainly 
worth considering whether we live up to the lofty standard 
set by Aharon. It’s not easy, to be sure, but Aharon remains 
a role model for sustained passion in mitzvah observance.

A third approach, proposed by Reb Meir of Premishlan, 
also focuses on Aharon’s personality, but unlike the Sefas 
Emes, Reb Meir focuses on Aharon’s humility. He explains 

In Praise of Aharon
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb 

realize that they were nothing compared to the enormity 
and immenseness of their Creator. Gaava is distorted self 
perception where a person craves honor to assure himself 
that he is a worthwhile person. This desire can never be 
fulfilled. A person must realize that he possesses a soul 
that is a vehicle of holiness. Humility says, I am great 
but I can become even greater. Gaava says, this is what 
I’ve accomplished. I am finished. The three steps of the 
menora represent the three major steps in life. The candles 

symbolize the soul of man. Their preparation corresponds 
to working on ourselves to become spiritual beings. Our 
challenge is to stop for a moment and look at ourselves as 
that candle. Life is about working on our middot. We have 
to ask ourselves, are we working on preparing the candles, 
are we advancing up the three steps of having a lowly spirit, 
running away from honor, and being sensitive to others? 
If indeed we are, than we are accomplishing what Hashem 
meant us to achieve when he placed us on this earth.
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that despite the honor of being Kohen Gadol and the 
privilege of lighting the Menorah every day, nevertheless 
“lo shinah,” Aharon didn’t let his prominent position 
change who he was. Despite the prestige of his office 
Aharon remained humble, maintaining his pleasant and 
“down to earth” demeanor.

By going out of its way to praise Aharon, the Torah is, 
in essence, acknowledging just how great a nisayon it is 
for those blessed with success to remain grounded and 
unchanged by that success. We all know people who have 

accomplished great things and have changed as a result. 
No one and no accomplishment is immune from this 
nisayon. Aharon’s success at overcoming this challenge is 
an inspiration for all of us.

In light of these explanations we can now truly appreciate 
the greatness that the Midrash and Rashi are highlighting. 
Whether it was his uncompromising standards, his sustained 
passion for mitzvah observance, or his consistent humility, 
the fact that he was “lo shinah” is certainly “le’haggid shivcho 
shel Aharon,” truly great praise of Aharon Ha-Kohen.

 Would a Human Author Have Written this?
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald 

This week’s parasha, parashat Beha’alotecha, 
contains a host of diverse themes. Topics include: 
the Menorah, consecration of the Levites, the 

Second Passover, trumpets of silver, the people’s departure 
from Sinai, murmurings and rebellions, the appointment of 
the seventy elders and Miriam speaking against Moses.

Toward the end of Numbers 10, in a series of four short 
verses (Numbers 10:29-32), we read that Moses invited 
his father-in-law, Jethro, to join the nation of Israel and 
accompany the people as they travel to the land of Israel. 
In Numbers 10:29 Moses appeals to Jethro, who is referred 
to here as Hobab son of Reuel, with the following words: 
“L’chah ee’tah’noo, v’hay’tahv’noo lach, kee Hashem 
dee’bayr tov ahl Yisrael,” Go with us and we shall treat 
you well, for G-d has spoken good concerning Israel. 
Jethro demurs, saying that he wishes to return to his land 
(Midian) and to his family. Moses, however, persists, 
begging Jethro not to forsake the Jewish people, stating in 
Numbers 10:31: “Kee ahl kayn yah’da’tah cha’no’tay’noo 
ba’midbar, v’ha’yee’tah lah’noo l’ay’nah’yeem,” For you 
know our encampments in the wilderness, and have been 
as eyes for us. And, furthermore, says Moses, if you come 
with us, then we will do good to you with the goodness 
that G-d benefits us.

Although the Torah does not specifically state whether 
Jethro agreed to accompany Israel, most commentators 
conclude that he did, and that he and his entire family 
remained with Moses. Others, such as Sforno (Obadiah 
ben Jacob, 1470-1550, Italian Bible commentator), suggest 
that Jethro’s children stayed with Moses, but that Jethro 
himself returned to Midian. In Judges 1:16 we are told that 
the descendants of Jethro inhabited “Eer HaT’marim,” the 

Date City, the city of Jericho, one of the most important 
cities in the Promised Land, clearly confirming that at least 
Jethro’s family remained with the Israelites.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888, the great 
Bible commentator and leader of German Jewry) notes 
that Moses’ original request to Jethro to remain with 
Israel appealed to Jethro’s own interest, assuring him that 
if he would remain with Israel, he would be handsomely 
rewarded. Moses’ second appeal to Jethro, however, 
requested that Jethro not depart because his presence 
was critical to Israel’s own well-being. It was indeed in 
Israel’s own interest that Jethro remain, because Jethro 
possessed a vast knowledge of skills that were necessary 
for encamping in the wilderness. Wherever the people 
of Israel would be directed by G-d to pitch their camp, 
Jethro would know all the possible advantages to be had 
from that particular location.

At this point, Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch makes an 
extraordinarily bold statement. Rabbi Hirsch insists that 
the conversation in which Moses beseeches his father-in-
law to remain and to serve as the eyes of the community, as 
well as the advice that Jethro had previously given to Moses 
(Exodus 18:13-27) about how to establish the judicial 
system, proves for all time, how little talent for organizing–
that very first qualification for the state building legislator–
was innate in Moses. So does the fact that is told us here, 
completely refute all the nonsense that is circulated 
of Moses having knowledge of all the plans and their 
specialties in the desert, with the object of reducing the 
Divine element in our wanderings in the wilderness to the 
lower level of a clever and cunning leadership. The man 
who required the advice of his father-in-law for the most 
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Rashi recounts (on Bamidbar 8:2, from Tanchuma 
ch. 5) that Aharon experienced chalishas ha-da’as 
(dejection) for not having participated in the 

Chanukas Ha-Mishkan (Inauguration of the Mishkan), 
and that Hashem thereupon replied to Aharon that he 
should not feel bad, for his portion in the Mishkan was 
greater than that of the Nesi’im (Tribal Princes) who 
participated in the Chanukas Ha-Mishkan, because Aharon 
was to prepare and light the Menorah.

Why did Aharon experience dejection? Unlike the 
Nesi’im, Aharon was charged with all types of avodah 
(service) in the Mishkan every day. Hence, why did 
Aharon’s exclusion from the one-time, voluntary 

inauguration of the Mishkan cause him distress? 
Furthermore, how was the mitzvah of the Menorah to be 
viewed as a just compensation or a preferred assignment so 
as to allay Aharon’s feelings?

Aharon wished to be part of the Chanukas Ha-Mishkan 
due to its spontaneous, voluntary nature, as he could 
thereby serve Hashem with personal creativity rather than 
exclusively by routine command. Whereas Aharon’s sons, 
Nadav and Avihu, were punished for performing Avodah 
based upon personal creativity, Aharon observed that God 
made an exception to this ban by permitting the Nesi’im 
to bring spontaneous, voluntary korbonos as part of a 
procession which they initiated. (V. Rashi on 7:3.) Aharon 

Message of the Menorah
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer

elementary organization and arrangements of the camp, 
and wrote both down for the everlasting memory of his 
people, he could only have accomplished law-giving and 
leadership as the instrument of G-d, and was the very last 
man to wish to surround himself with the halo of more 
than human insight and miraculous powers.

Although Rabbi Hirsch stresses the point that it is G-d 
who ultimately directs the people of Israel, we see that the 
Torah clearly portrays Moses as a man lacking even the 
most rudimentary organizational skills, a man who would 
have been completely lost in the wilderness were it not for 
his formerly-idolatrous Midianite father-in-law.

This is but one of many instances in which the Torah 
portrays its main characters and heroes as deficient. How 
different this is from the way other religions immortalize 
their leaders, almost always portraying them as infallible 
and faultless. In stark contrast, the Torah’s heroes are 
human and filled with faults, so that others may learn from 
their errors and be enriched, which is exactly the Torah’s 
mission for humankind.

That is why we find that the Ramban (Nachmanides, 
Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman, 1194-1270, Spanish Torah 
commentator), castigates Abraham (Genesis 12:10) saying 
that “Abraham sinned a grievous sin unintentionally” by 
endangering Sarah when he said that she was his sister 
rather than his wife. That is why Rabbi Samson Raphael 
Hirsch suggests (Genesis 25:27) that Isaac and Rebecca 
were not sensitive to the different educational needs of 
their children when they tried to raise Jacob and Esau 

using the same cookie-cutter mold. It is for this reason that 
the great High Priest Aaron is depicted (Exodus 32:21) 
of complicity in fashioning the Golden Calf. David is 
regarded as a grave sinner who repents. Jonah flees from 
Nineveh because he fears that the non-Jewish citizens of 
Nineveh would repent if they would hear the prophet’s 
reprimands, whereas the Jewish people never listened to 
Jonah’s words of reproof. The great High Priest Eli had sons 
who were corrupt, known for abusing women who had 
just given birth (I Samuel 1:12). Even G-d (Genesis 6:6) 
regrets creating the human being that He had fashioned!

Our Torah is not one of those “commissioned 
biographies” or saccharin-coated chronicles that make 
the authors, characters and G-d look good. In fact, it is so 
brutally honest, filled with errors, sins, and mistakes, on the 
part of all its characters, that had it been edited by humans, 
those sinful and embarrassing moments would surely have 
been amended or eliminated.

The Psalmist says (Psalms 19:8), “Torat Hashem 
t’meemah” the Torah of G-d is pure and perfect. Our Torah 
is perfect because it is brutally honest. It is perfect because 
“it tells it the way it is.” It is perfect because it serves 
as a most effective educational instrument for fallible 
human beings who can see that even the greatest of G-d’s 
specimens are fallible, but reparable.

This is the prodigious contribution of Judaism. This 
is the legacy of our people, and the legacy of our Torah. 
How privileged we are to embrace it and to be part of this 
extraordinary tradition.
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thus felt that it was fitting that he, too, be privileged to be 
part of this one-time, unprecedented event.

Hashem responded to Aharon that, “Your portion is 
greater than theirs”, meaning that despite the pomp and 
circumstance of the Chanukas Ha-Mishkan, it did not 
measure up to Aharon’s own avodah. Whereas the avodah 
of the Nesi’im was part of a one-time celebration, Aharon’s 
avodah constituted an eternal routine, and the sense of 
commitment to perform this routine day-in and day-out 
reflected an even greater level of connection to God.

This is where the Menorah comes in, as part of its mitzvah 
- if not the entirety of the Kohen’s task with the Menorah - is 
to clean it out and prepare it for use. The Kohen must wipe 
the Menorah’s oil-holders clean and remove the used wicks, 
add new oil and insert new wicks every day. According 
to some Rishonim, the Menorah must be lit by a Kohen, 
whereas other Rishonim maintain that even a non-Kohen (a 
Zar) may light the Menorah, for the Kohen’s role is merely 
to clean the Menorah and prepare it; lighting it is not part of 

his requirement. We see from this that the Kohen’s mitzvah 
regarding the Menorah has a “janitorial” aspect to it, if one 
can use such crass terminology.

By commanding Aharon the mitzvah of the Menorah, 
Hashem was affirming that the avodah which is most 
precious to Him is not that of grand performance 
and personal creativity. Rather, avodah which reflects 
submissiveness and extreme humility is what God seeks 
most. The Menorah embodies this type of avodah, and it 
was thus the basis of Hashem’s reply to Aharon’s feelings 
of dejection.

The mitzvah of Terumas Ha-Deshen (removal of the 
Altar’s ashes) is also an avodah of lesser physical glory. 
Nevertheless, Hashem chose the mitzvah of the Menorah 
to reveal His feelings about Aharon’s avodah and its 
import, for Chazal indicate that the Menorah’s continuous 
light reflects the Shechinah, and God was letting Aharon 
and the Jewish People know that service of submissiveness 
and humility is the true key to merit His Presence.

Is a Leader a Nursing Father?
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

It was the emotional low of Moses’ life. After the drama 
at Sinai, the revelation, the golden calf, the forgiveness, 
the building of the Tabernacle and the book-length 

codes of purity and holiness, all the people can think about 
is food. “If only we had meat to eat! We remember the fish 
we ate in Egypt at no cost—also the cucumbers, melons, 
leeks, onions and garlic. But now we have lost our appetite; 
we never see anything but this manna!” (Num. 11: 5-6). It 
was enough to make anyone despair, even a Moses.

But the words he speaks are shattering. He says to God:
“Why have you brought this trouble on Your servant? What 

have I done to displease You that You put the burden of all 
these people on me? Did I conceive all these people? Did I give 
them birth? Why do You tell me to carry them in my arms, as 
a nurse carries an infant, to the land You promised on oath to 
their ancestors? Where can I get meat for all these people? They 
keep wailing to me, ‘Give us meat to eat!’ I cannot carry all 
these people by myself; the burden is too heavy for me. If this is 
how You are going to treat me, please go ahead and kill me —if 
I have found favor in Your eyes—and do not let me face my 
own ruin.” (Num. 11: 11-15)

These words deserve the closest attention. Inevitably 
our attention focuses on the last remark, Moses’ wish to 
die. But actually this is not the most interesting part of his 

speech. Moses was not the only Jewish leader to pray to die. 
So did Elijah. So did Jeremiah. So did Jonah. Leadership is 
difficult; leadership of the Jewish people almost impossible. 
That is an old story and not an uplifting one.

The real interest lies elsewhere, when Moses says: “Why 
do you tell me to carry them in my arms, as a nurse carries 
an infant?” But God never used those words. He never 
remotely implied such a thing. God asked Moses to lead 
but He did not tell him how to lead. He told Moses what to 
do, but He did not discuss his leadership style.

The man who gave Moses his first tutorial in leadership 
was his father-in-law Jethro, who warned him of the risk of 
the very burn-out he is now experiencing. “What you are 
doing is not good. You and these people who come to you 
will only wear yourselves out. The work is too heavy for 
you; you cannot handle it alone” (Ex. 18: 17-18). He then 
told him to delegate and share his burden with a team of 
leaders, much as God is about to do in our parsha.

Interestingly, Moses’ burn-out occurs immediately after 
we read, at the end of the previous chapter, of Jethro’s 
departure. Something very similar happens later in parshat 
Chukkat (Num. 20). First we read of the death of Miriam. 
Then immediately there follows the scene at Merivah when 
the people ask for water and Moses loses his temper and 
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strikes the rock, the act that costs him the chance to lead 
the people across the Jordan into the promised land. It 
seems that in their different ways, Jethro and Miriam were 
essential emotional supports for Moses. When they were 
there, he coped. When they were not, he lost his poise. 
Leaders need soul-mates, people who lift their spirits and 
give them the strength to carry on. No one can lead alone.

But to return to Moses’ speech to God, the Torah may 
be hinting here that the way Moses conceived the role of 
leader was itself part of the problem. “Did I conceive all 
these people? Did I give them birth? Why do You tell me to 
carry them in my arms, as a nurse carries an infant?” This is 
the language of the leader-as-parent, the “great man” theory 
of leadership.

Building on, and going beyond, the theories of Gustave 
le Bon and the “group mind,” Sigmund Freud argued that 
crowds become dangerous when a certain kind of leader 
comes to power. Such a leader, often highly charismatic, 
resolves the tensions within the group by seeming to 
promise solutions to all their problems. He is strong. He is 
persuasive. He is clear. He offers a simple analysis of why 
the people are suffering. He identifies enemies, focuses 
energies, and makes the people feel whole, complete, part 
of something great. “Leave it to me,” he seems to say. “All 
you have to do is follow and obey.”

Moses never was that kind of leader. He said of himself, 
“I am not a man of words.” He was not particularly close to 
the people. Aaron was. Perhaps Miriam was also. Caleb had 
the power to calm the people, at least temporarily. Moses 
had neither the gift nor the desire to sway crowds, resolve 
complexity, attract a mass following or win popularity. That 
was not the kind of leader the Israelites needed, which is 
why God chose Moses, not a man seeking power but one 
with a burning sense of justice and a passion for liberty.

Moses, though, seems to have felt that the leader must do 
it all: he must be the people’s father, mother and nurse-maid. 
He must be the doer, the problem-solver, omniscient and 
omnicompetent. If something needs to be done it is for the 
leader – turning to God and asking for His help – to do it.

The trouble is that if the leader is a parent, then the 
followers remain children. They are totally dependent on 
him. They do not develop skills of their own. They do not 
acquire a sense of responsibility or the self-confidence 
that comes from exercising it. So when Moses is not there 
– he has been up the mountain for a long time and we do 
not know what has happened to him – the people panic 
and make a golden calf. Which is why God tells Moses to 

gather a team of seventy leaders to share the burden with 
him. Don’t even try to do it all yourself.

The “great man” theory of leadership haunts Jewish 
history like a recurring nightmare. In the days of Samuel 
the people believe all their problems will be solved if they 
appoint a king “like all the other nations.” In vain, Samuel 
warns them that this will only make their problems worse. 
Saul looks the part, handsome, upright, “a head taller than 
anyone else” (1 Sam. 9), but he lacks strength of character. 
David commits adultery. Solomon, blessed with wisdom, 
is seduced by his wives into folly. The kingdom splits. Only 
a few subsequent kings are equal to the moral and spiritual 
challenge of combining faith in God with a politics of 
realism and civic virtue.

During the Second Temple period, the success of the 
Maccabees was dramatic but short-lived. The Hasmonean 
kings themselves became Hellenised. The office of High 
Priest became politicised. No one could contain the 
growing rifts within the nation. Having defeated the 
Greeks, the nation fell to the Romans. Sixty years later 
Rabbi Akiva identified Bar Kochba as another “great man” 
in the mould of Judah the Maccabee, and the result was the 
worst tragedy in Jewish history until the Holocaust.

Judaism is about diffused responsibility, making each 
individual count, building cohesive teams on the basis of a 
shared vision, educating people to their full potential, and 
valuing honest argument and the dignity of dissent. That is 
the kind of culture the rabbis inculcated during the centuries 
of dispersion. It is how the pioneers built the land and state 
of Israel in modern times. It is the vision Moses articulated in 
the last month of his life in the book of Devarim.

This calls for leaders who inspire others with their 
vision, delegating, empowering, guiding, encouraging 
and making space. That is what God was hinting to Moses 
when he told him to take seventy elders and let them stand 
with him in the tent of meeting, and “I will come down and 
speak with you there, and I will take some of the spirit that 
is on you and put it on them” (Num. 11: 16-17).  God was 
telling Moses that great leaders do not create followers; 
they create leaders. They share their inspiration. They give 
of their spirit to others. They do not see the people they 
lead as children who need a father-mother-nursemaid, but 
as adults who need to be educated to take individual and 
collective responsibility for their own future.

People become what their leader gives them the space to 
become. When that space is large, they grow into greatness.


