
A קנאי is Unfit for Leadership 

Ma’amar by the Tolna Rebbe שליט"א* 
The Beis Yisrael 1 זיע"א afforded great importance to studying Torah in the early morning hours, and 
required every yeshiva student to arrive in the beis midrash at 3 or 4 in the morning to learn.  This was 
such an important practice that boys who arrived at 6am felt ashamed.  The Rebbe would go around the 
young men as they learned, and would then go upstairs to his home and send somebody to call in one or 
two students.  He would offer them a cup of tea and speak to them words of mussar and 
encouragement. 
 
On one occasion when I was called in during this early morning session, the Rebbe brought me out to his 
porch and he saw a large poster with an announcement being hung on the sidewalk.  He sent his gabbai 
to find out what the poster said, and the gabbai returned and reported, “It’s from the kannaim.” 
 
The Rebbe proceeded to tell an insight he had heard from an elderly chasid, who had heard it from the 
Rebbe of Kotzk 2.זיע"א  Why, the Rebbe asked, did Moshe Rabbeinu wait until Parshas Pinchas to ask 
that HKB”H appoint a worthy successor (27:16)?  After all, Moshe had already been informed earlier that 
he would not be entering into Eretz Yisrael together with the nation.  Why did he not ask for a successor 
to be named right there and then?  Why did he wait until now? 
 
The Rebbe explained that Moshe had previously thought that Pinchas would succeed him, as he was the 
worthiest candidate.  However, after Pinchas’ act of kannaus (zealotry), Moshe said, in the Beis Yisrael’s 
words, “If he’s a kannai he cannot be a leader.”  Although Pinchas’ kannaus was necessary on that 
particular occasion, and it is what saved Bnai Yisrael from annihilation, a leader must be able to relate to 
all people, including sinners.  And so specifically now, after Pinchas’ act, Moshe asked HKB”H to name a 
suitable leader.   
 
The Beis Yisrael concluded by noting, “And who said this?  The Rebbe of Kotzk – who was himself a 
kannai!  He understood that a kannai cannot be a leader.” 
 
On other occasions, the Beis Yisrael would say, “If not for the kannaim, we would have to be the 
kannaim.  But baruch Hashem this work is being done by others, so we do not have to act with 
kannaus.”  Every person has his role in this world.  Some people serve the role of eliminating and 
keeping away the “thorns” from the “vineyard” of Am Yisrael, and some have the opposite job – to 
strengthen and to lead even the “thorns,” and to try to get rid of their sharp edges. 
 
In truth, we must all live with both elements.  Each person must be a kannai towards himself, and work 
diligently to try to eliminate all negative tendencies and improper conduct from within his being.  But 
towards other people, one must be patient and tolerant, even if, Heaven forbid, he sees them acting 
improperly.  This is especially so with regard to children.  It is forbidden for parents and teachers to act 
as a שר ושופט (“officer and judge”) towards the children, or to act towards them with kannaus.  They 
must instead treat them patiently and try to steer them in the proper direction. 

 הוקדש לעילוי נשמת
 כ"ק האדמו"ר הרה"ק רבי אלעזר בן הרה"ק רבי מאיר אבוחצירא זצללה"ה זיע"א

 אשר עלה בסערה השמימה ז"ך תמוז תשע"א

                                                           
* Delivered on Shabbos Parshas Pinchas 5772 (2012). Adapted into English by David Silverberg. 
1 Rav Yisrael Alter, the fourth Gerrer Rebbe, 1894-1977. 
2 Rav Menachem Mendel Morgenstern, 1787-1859. 


