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Parashas Beha'aloscha
ONF IMoYNa nwaa

Qe Do Onions Make You Weep?

V21 AND? WK 1RNDwR? T2 nyi nK myin vown
V7 FIWN Rt TG T AR

Moshe heard the people weeping in their family groups,
each one at the entrance of his tent, and the wrath of

Hashem flared greatly; and in the eyes of Moshe
it was bad (11:10).

SHE SAYING “THE MORE THINGS CHANGE, THE
more they remain the same,” might explain the episode
4 in Parashas Beha'aloscha in which the misonenim com-
plain about the culinary options — or lack thereof — in the
Wilderness. What can be more typical than people complain-

(D ing about food?

From a straightforward reading of the {orah, it seems that
the Jews were bemoaning the loss of onion, garlic, and other
staples they were used to eating in Egypt. Rashi notes that
they didn't just cry; they staged “cry-ins” in which families

Y would gather not for a picnic, but to sit and weep together.
Rashi adds Chazal’s revelation that in reality, they weren't cry-
ing-over the loss of certain food categories. They were crying
because HaKadosh Baruch Hu had banned arayos, prohibiting
relationships between certain close relatives.

&(7 The people claimed that they were crying over onions, but
they really meant arayjos.

‘Ej Rav_Yaakov Kamenetsky poses a question that he also

asks on several other statements from Chazal. There are
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Many instances in which the Torah ascribes a relativery
benign motive for someone’s deeds, and Chazal teach us that
the person’s intentions were actually abominable, ‘

Way back in Parashas Lech Lecha, when Avraham Avinu
asked Lot to put some space between their encampments, Lot
chose to move near Sedom. The Torah states that he chose
that spot because the land was fertile and his livestock would
have plenty to graze on. Chazal paint a far more ignominious
picture of Lot, revealing that ie wanted to be near the hotbed

07/06/2022 14:57

of

W

Immorality in Sedom.
Why do Chazal choose to make Lot sound wicked when

the Torah represents him as someone who innocently wanted

to

provide for his animals?
Similarly, in Parashas Shelach, when the Meraglim (Spies)

return from Eretz Yisrael, the Torah tells us only that the report

( (‘, that they delivered was negative. The Zohar, quoted by many
' commentaries, Teveals that they were motivated by selfish
00551d‘§zggons In the Wilderness, they were among the lead-
ers of Klal Yisrael, and they were afraid that they would forfeit
that status once they entered Eretz Yisrael. They sabotaged
WKial Yisrael’s entry into the land Hashem promised them just

to

preserve their own honor.
Why do Chazal make them out to be selfish, power-hungry

people instead of leaving us with the impression that they
were simply misguided? ‘

3|

2(

By revealing the true underpinnings of the protagonists in
these stories, answers Rav Yaakov, Chazal are informing us
that every human has subcg)nschus emotions and desires that
cause them to make bad decisions.

“The Torah reports what the people in these incidents
claimed their motivations were, much as we would claim
that our behavior is guided only by the purest intentions.
Chazal wanted us to realize, however, that like these people in
Tanach, we can be blind to forces beneath the surface of our
minds that are leading us in the wrong direction.

How did Chazal determine whether the person in any given
episode was being honest about his motives or was truly being
fueled by some negative inner emotion? Perhaps sometimes
they relied on Ruach Halodesh to reach their conclusions. but
in many cases, .ih,s‘?.ir..pdﬁgpﬂimuitjo.n;mtgﬂhumanmnﬁtu;;e enabled

them to notice clues that the average observer might have

it L N T

missed.

4

In the example in this week's parashah, for instance,
Chazal reasoned that when people gather for an impromptu
family reunion to weep about onions, it can’t be the onions
that are bothering them. Onions may cause your eyes to tear,
but they don’t make you weep. There must have been some-
thing deeper bothering them, even if they were not aware of
it, and Chazal determined that it was the forbidden arayos that
caused the copious tears.

Similarly, there were plenty of lush grazing areas in Eretz
Yisrael. If Lot chose the Sedom region, he must have subcon-
sciously wanted to be near the “Sin City” of yore.
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When ordinarily upstanding people come back from a land
as special as Eretz Yisrael with a derogatory report, some-
thing must have fueled their desire to see itin a negative light.

Nowadays, we might go to a psychologist to dig beneath
the surface of our own actions and help us understand what is
fueling them, but psychology — a relatively young and ever-
changing field — does not necessarily have all the answers.
Ch:?iei{ were light-yeaism"‘ghf?gg_gf_ gg_yn_ggfychologist, and were

i rrme £7

able to determine with certitude what was causing someone’s

actions.
How do we _protect_ourselves from the blind spots that

might ause us to misread our own motivations?

~Chazal offer us a twofold answer: Asel lecha rav, uknel
lecha chaver — make for yourself a rav, and acquire for your-
seif a friend (Avos 1:6). We must be surrounded by people
who will be willing to tell it to us like it is when necessary.
Without mentors and friends who can guide us honestly, we
cannot function properly.

The most frightening part of blind spots is that we are,
well, blind to them. We may think that we are evaluating our-
selves honestly, but our negius (personal bias) will prevent us
from seeing our irue motivations in many cases.

It takes an outsider —a, rebbi or. rav to whom we hand over
the reins and ask for an honest opinion — to ensure that we
aren’t fooling ourselves.

But a mentor is not enough. The need for a good friend is
so crucial that "Chazal merely instructed that we make a rav
for ourselves, whereas when it comes to a friend, we have
ta acquire a chaver. This is especially true nowadays, when
friendships are extremely superficial, with people claiming to
have “friended” someone they have never met and know very
little about.

A chauver is not just someone you nod to on the way out
of shul or schmooze with on occasion. A chaver is someone
you can open up to and trust when things are not going well
for you — either in ruchniyus or in gashmiyus — and you can
return the favor for him.

Interestingly, in the very same Mishnah in which Chazal
state, “Asel lecha rav uknei lecha chaver,” they add, “vehe-
vei dan es kol ha'adam lekaf zechus — and judge every man
favorably.”

Invariably, a person’s rebbi or chaver will let him down. At
some point, someone you consider a close friend or mentor

will. miss your simchah or be unavailable when you truly need
him, and you will be hurt. It is so easy to say, “If that’s how
little he cares about me, then he’s not a true rebbi or friend.”
By conjoining their directive to surround oneself with a
rebbi and a friend with their exhortation to judge every person
favorably, Chazal are warning us that we have to be smart
enough to look away when a mentor or friend hurts us and
make sure that we retain the relationship, because they are
what stands between us and a lifetime of fooling ourselves.
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Behaalotekha

Power or Influence?
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willioms here is 2 lovely moment in Parashat Behaalotehka that shows
Moses at the height of his generosity as a leader. It comes after one of
his deepest moments of despair. The people, as is their wont, have been
complaining, this time about the food. They are tired of the manna.
They want meat instead. Moses, appalled that they have not yet learned
to accept the hardships of freedom, prays to die. “If this is how You are
going to treat me,” he says to God, “please go ahead and kill me right
now — if T have found favour in Your eyes — and do not let me face my
own ruin” (Num. 11115},

Ged tells him to appoint seventy elders to help him with the
burdens of leadership. He does so, and the divine spirit rests on them. But
it also rests on two other men, Eldad and Medad, who were not among
the chosen seventy. Evidently Moses had selected six men out of each
of the twelve tribes, making seventy-two, and then removed Eldad and
Medad by lot. Nonetheless, they too were canght up in the moment of
inspiration (Sanhedrin 17a).

Joshua, Moses’ deputy, sees this as a potential threat, Moses
replies with splendid magnanimity: “Are you jealous for my sake? I wish
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that all the Lord’s people were prophets and that the Lord would pu
His spirit on them?!” (Num. 11:29), . B
"This contrasts sharply with his conduct Jater when his leadersh
ts challenged by Korah and his followers. On that occasion he sh .
no gentleness or generosify. To the contrary, in effect he prays that ¢
ground swallow them up, that “they go down alive into the realm of ¢
dead” (Num. 16:28-30 ). He is sharp, decisive, and ::mon.mmizw..g

the difference between Korah, on the one hand, and Eldad and Meda,
on the othey? ....

To understand it, it is essential to grasp the differenc

g

two concepts SIS contused, namely power and influence
b T prii L e IR .

mw_swmm mea as similar if not identical. People of power have
mmmmwm of Emcmbnm have power. But it is not so. The two

and operate by a different logic, as a simple thousht exne:
L o aeenn .—‘Hﬂ?...4.&;_w?.c:ﬁisﬂi.@,iﬁ. < AT e e

Imagine you have total power. Whatever

e ngmm.

best one-tenth of the power you had before,
a certain measure of influence, Then you de
with nine others whom youmake your partners. You now have ten times
the influence you had before, because instead of just you there are now.
ten people delivering the same message. .

Wmimw works by division, influence by maltiplication, Power, in:
other wOFTS, 1§ 7 Faroenm game: the more you share,

ok om0

. the less you have,

Influence’iss 1On-ZETC-SHTT Parte thretrrore po et e rrars Yot hav

** Throughout his DIty yeatat the head of the nation: Naee 1
two different leadership roles. He was a prophet, teaching Torah to the .
Israelites and communicating with God. He was also the functional”
equivalent of a king, leading the people on their womgmvﬁ directing
their destiny, and supplying them with their needs, The one leader--

ship role he did not have was that of high priest, which went to his-
brother Aaron.

We can see this duality later in the narrative when he inducts
Joshua as his successor Grad commands him: “Take Joshua son of .
Nun, a man of spirit, and lay your hand on him... . Give him some of your -

honour (hod) so that the whole Israelite community will obey him” -
(Num, 27:18-20). |

194
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Note the two different acts. One, “lay your hand {vesamakhia]-
on him,” is the origin of the term semikia, whereby a rabbi ordains a -
pupil, granting him the authority to make rulings in his own right. The -
rabbis saw their role as a continuation of that of the prophets (“Moses
received the Torah from Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua; Joshua to the
elders; the elders to the prophets; and the prophets handed it down to
the men of the Great Assembly;” Mishna Avot 1:1). By this act of semikha,
Moses was handing on to Joshua his role as prophet.

By the other act, “Give him some of your honour,” he was induct-
ing him into the role of king. The Hebrew word hod, honour, is associ-
ated with kingship, as in the biblical phrase hod malkhut, “the honour
of kingship” (Dan. 11:21; 1 Chr. 29:25).

Kings had power - including that of life and death (see Josh. 1:18).
Prophets had none, but they had influence, not just during their lifetimes
but, in many cases, to this day. To paraphrase Kierkegaard: When a king
dies his power ends, When a prophet dies his influence begins.

Now we see exactly why Moses’ reaction was so different in the
cases of Eldad and Medad and that of Korah and his followers. Eldad and
Medad sought and received no power. They merely received the same
inf uence — the divige spirit that e ted from Moses. They became
prophets. That is why Moses said, “I wish that afl the Lord's people were
prophets and that the Lord would put His spirit on them” (Num, 11:29).
Prophecy is not a zero-sum game. When it comes to leadership as influ-
ence, the more we share, the more we have. ’

Korah, or at least some of his followers, sought power, and power
is a zero- . When it comes to malkhut, the leadership of power,
the rule is: “There is one leader for the generation, not two” (Sanhedrin
8a). In kingship, a bid for power is an attempted coup detat and has to
be resisted by force. Otherwise the result is a division of the nation into
two, as happened after the death of King Solomon. Moses could not let
the challenge of Korah go unopposed without fatefally compromising
his own authority.

So Judaism clearly demarcates between leadership as influence
and leadership by power. It is unqualified in its endorsement of the

first, and deeply ambivalent about the second. Tanakh is a sustained

I Se—

polemic against the use of power, All power, according to the Torah,

195
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rightly belongs to God. The Torah fecognises the need, in

an imperfect
force in Maintaining the rule of law and
. Hence jts endorsement of the appointment

a long line
of figures in Jewish history - among them Fyzra, Hillel, R. Yohanan
b. Zakkaj, R, Akiva, the sages of the Talmud, and the scholars of the

Middle Ages - who represent one of Jud
the teacher as heyo.

Judaism was the fiyst and greatest civilisation to predicate its

Very survival on education, houses of study, and learning as a religious
experience higher even than Prayer (see Shabbat 10a). The reason js this:
leaders are people able to mobilise others o act in certa
achieve this only because they hold power over them, this means treat.
ing people as means, not ends - ag things, not persons, Not accidentally,
the single Breatest writer on teadership as power was Machiavell;
The other way to achieve it ig to speak to people’s needs and
aspirations and teach therm how to achieve these things together as 3
group. That is done through the power of vision,
the ability to articulate shared ideals in a language with whicl people
can identify, and the capacity to “raise up many disciples” who will cop.
tinue the work into the future. Power diminishes those on
exercised. Influence and education lift

aism'’s most revolutionary ideas:

in ways. If they

force of personality,

whom it js
and enlarge them,

Judaism is a sustained protest against what Hobbes called the
“general inclination of all mankind” namely “a perpetual and restless
desire of power after power, that ceaseth only in death,” That may be
the reason why Jews have seldom exercised power for prolonged periods

L So, at any rate, is the view of Ibn Fura,
Um:nmh.csoaw 17:18,
2. Hobbes, The Leviathan, part 1, ch. 11,

Rabbenu Bakya, and Abrabanel to
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of time but have had an influence on the world out of all proportion to
their numbers,

Not all of us have power, but we all have influence, That is why
we can each be a leader. The most important forms of leadership come
not with position, title, or robes of office, not with prestige and power,
but with the willingness to work with others to achieve what we nmmsn,;
do alone; to speak, to listen, to teach, to learn, to'treat other peoples
views with respect even if they disagree with us; to explain patiently and
cogently why we believe what we believe and do what we do; to encour-
age others, praise their best endeavours, and challenge them to do better
still. Always choose influence rather than power. It helps change people
into people who can change the world.
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