The Leader as Teacher
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It was one of the great moments of personal transformation, and it changed not only Moses but our
very conception of leadership itself.
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By the end of the book of Bamidbar, Moses career as a leader seemed to have come to its end.
He had appointed his successor, Joshua, and it would be he, not Moses, who would lead the people
across the Jordan into the promised land. Moses seemed to have achieved everything he was
destined to achieve. For him there would be no more battles to fight, no more miracles to perform, no
more prayers to make on behalf of the people.
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It is what Moses did next that bears the mark of greatness. For the last month of his life he
assembled the people and delivered the series of addresses we know as the book of Devarim, literally
“words.” In them he reviewed the people’s past and foresaw their future.
“The book of
He gave them laws, some he had given them before but in a different form,
others that were new and that he had waited to announce until the people
Devarim links all the
were about to enter the land. Linking all these details of law and history
details of law and
into a single overarching vision, he taught the people to see themselves as
history into a single
an am kadosh, a holy people, the only people whose sovereign and
overarching vision.”
lawgiver was God himself.
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If someone who knew nothing about Judaism and the Jewish people were to ask you for a
single book that would explain them both – who Jews are and why they do what they do – the best
answer would be Devarim. No other book so encapsulates and dramatises all the key elements of
Judaism as a faith and way of life.
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In a much-watched TED lecture, and a book with the same name,1 Simon Sinek says that the
transformative leaders are those who ‘Start with Why.’ More poetically, Antoine de Saint-Exupery
said, “If you want to build a ship, don't drum up people together to collect wood and don't assign
them tasks and work, but rather teach them to long for the endless immensity of the sea.”
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The lecture can be seen at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qp0HIF3SfI4. The book is: Simon Sinek, Start with Why: How
Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action, Portfolio, 2011.
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In Devarim, Moses gave the people their Why. They are God’s people, the nation on whom He
has set his love, the people He rescued from slavery and gave, in the form of the commandments, the
constitution of liberty. They may be small but they are unique. They are the people who, in
themselves, testify to something beyond themselves. They are the people whose fate will defy the
normal laws of history. Other nations, says Moses, will recognise the miraculous nature of the Jewish
story – and so, from Blaise Pascal to Nikolai Berdyaev and beyond, they did.
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In the last month of his life Moses ceased to be the liberator, the
miracle-worker and redeemer, and became instead Moshe Rabbenu,
“Moses, our teacher.” He was the first instance in history of a leadership
type in which Jews have excelled: the leader-as- teacher.
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“Moses was the first
instance in history of
a leadership type in
which Jews have
excelled: the leaderas- teacher.”

Moses surely knew that some of his greatest achievements would
not last forever. The people he had rescued would one day suffer exile
and persecution again. The next time, though, they would not have a
Moses to do miracles. So he planted a vision in their minds, hope in their hearts, a discipline in their
deeds and a strength in their souls that would never fade. When leaders become educators they
change lives.
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In a powerful essay, ‘Who is fit to lead the Jewish people?’ Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik
contrasted the Jewish attitude to kings and teachers as leadership types.2 The Torah places severe
limits on the power of kings. They must not multiply gold, or wives, or horses. A king is commanded
“not to consider himself better than his fellow Israelites nor turn from the law to the right or to the
left” (Deut. 17: 20).
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A king was only to be appointed at the request of the people. According to Ibn Ezra, the
appointment of a king was a permission, not an obligation. Abrabanel held that it was a concession to
human frailty. Rabbenu Bachya regarded the existence of a king as a punishment, not a reward.3 In
short, Judaism is at best ambivalent about monarchy, that is to say, about leadership-as-power.
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On the other hand, its regard for teachers is almost unlimited. “Let the fear of your teacher be
as the fear of heaven,” says the Talmud.4 Respect and reverence for your teacher should be greater
even than respect and reverence for your parents, rules Rambam, because parents bring you into this
world, while teachers give you entrance to the world to come.5

!

When someone exercises power over us, he or she diminishes us, but when someone teaches
us, he or she helps us grow. That is why Judaism, with its acute concern for human dignity, favours
leadership-as-education over leadership-as-power. And it began with Moses, at the end of his life.
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For twenty-two years, as a Chief Rabbi, I have carried with me the following quotation from
one of the greatest leaders of the Zionist movement, Israel’s first Prime Minister, David Ben-Gurion.
Although he was a secular Jew, he was enough of a historian and Bible scholar to understand this
dimension of leadership, and said so in eloquent words:
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Reflections of the Rav, Abraham R. Besdin, World Zionist Organisation, 1979, 127-139.

In their commentaries to Deut. 17: 15. Rabbenu Bachya’s point is that the people should in principle have needed no other king
than God himself. In support of his view he quotes Hosea: “They set up kings without my consent; they choose princes without my
approval” (8: 4); and “So in my anger I gave you a king, and in my wrath I took him away” (13: 11).
3
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Pesachim 108b.
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Hilkhot Talmud Torah 5: 1.

Whether you hold humble office in a municipality or in a small union or high office in a
national government, the principles are the same: you must know what you want to achieve,
be certain of your aims, and have these goals constantly in mind. You must fix your priorities.
You must educate your party, and must educate the wider public. You must have confidence
in your people – often greater than they have in themselves, for the true political leader
knows instinctively the measure of man’s capacities and can rouse him to exert them in times
of crisis. You must know when to fight your political opponents, and when to mark time. You
must never compromise on matters of principle. You must always be conscious of the element
of timing, and this demands a constant awareness of what is going on around you – in your
region if you are a local leader, in your country and in the world if you are a national leader.
And since the world never stops for a moment, and the pattern of power changes its elements
like the movement of a kaleidoscope, you must constantly reassess chosen policies towards
the achievement of your aims. A political leader must spend a lot of time thinking. And he
must spend a lot of time educating the public, and educating them anew.6
The poet Shelley once said that “poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.”
Whether this is true or false, I do not know, but this I know: that there is all the difference between
giving people what they want and teaching them what to want.
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Teachers are the unacknowledged builders of the future, and
if a leader seeks to make lasting change, he or she must follow in the
footsteps of Moses and become an educator. The leader-as-teacher,
using influence not power, spiritual and intellectual authority rather
coercive force, was one the greatest contributions Judaism ever
made to the moral horizons of humankind and it can be seen most
clearly in the Book of Devarim, when Moses for the last month of his
life summoned the next generation and taught them laws and
lessons that would survive, and inspire, as long as there are human
beings on earth.

“The leader-as-teacher,
using influence not
power, spiritual and
intellectual authority
rather coercive force,
was one the greatest
contributions Judaism
ever made to the moral
horizons of humankind.”
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Ben Gurion Looks Back in Talks with Moshe Pearlman, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, New York, 1965, 52. I owe this quotation to
Jonathan (now Lord) Kestenbaum, Executive Director of the Office of the Chief Rabbi, 1991-1996.
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Creating Freedom Without Anarchy,
Order Without Tyranny
!
Published in The Times of Israel, Monday 28th July 2014
!

Nine days from now Jewish communities around the world will sit in collective mourning on Tisha b’Av, the
day of Jewish tears. So many tears. For the destruction of the First and Second Temples. For the defeat of
the Bar Kochba rebellion. For the expulsion of Jews from England in 1290 and Spain in 1492. For the day on
which Himmler was given the go- ahead for Die Endlösung,“The Final Solution,” that is, the extermination
of the Jews of Europe.
Yet as one of the generation born after the Holocaust, whose identity was shaped in the wake of the Six Day
War, I believed that Tisha b’Av and its sensibility belonged to the world of my parents and theirs. It was not
ours. They were ha-zorim be-dim’a and we were be-rinah yiktzoru. They had sown in tears so that we could
reap in joy.
This has made the past three weeks very difficult indeed for Jews around the world but above all for Am
Yisrael be-Medinat Yisrael. After the kidnapping and killing of three Israeli teenagers and a Palestinian
teenager, rocket attacks from Hamas intensified. The result was a sustained assault of a kind no country in
the world has had to face: worse than the Blitz in World War II.7 We felt the tears of the injured and
bereaved. We felt for the Palestinians too, held hostage by Hamas, a ruthless terrorist organisation.
Much of the world has condemned Israel for fulfilling the first duty of any government anywhere: to defend
its citizens from an attack on their lives. What is the alternative in a situation in which Hamas was storing
missiles in schools, placing rocket launchers besides hospitals and mosques, using ambulances to transport
terrorists, placing entrances to tunnels under apartment blocks, and using an entire civilian population as
human shields? As Colonel Richard Kemp, a former commander of British troops in Afghanistan, wrote
in The (London) Times on Friday 25 July, Israeli uses “the most sophisticated and comprehensive means of
avoiding civilian casualties yet employed by any army in the world.”And as Princeton political philosopher
Michael Walzer has argued, it is “a central principle of just war theory that the self-defense of a people or a
country cannot be made morally impossible.”
The worldwide tide of protest was not merely against Israel. It was, according to the foreign ministers of
France, Germany and Italy, also against Jews. Did anyone think that 120 years after the Dreyfus Trial and
seventy years after the Holocaust the cry of “Death to the Jews” would once again be heard in the streets of
France and Germany? But it happened. The new antisemitism is not the old antisemitism, but it tells us that
the world’s oldest virus of hate has mutated again. The tears of Tisha b’Av have not yet ended.
My concern here, however, is not with the political, moral and legal issues of what constitutes a just war, but
rather with the intense spiritual question that arises for us at this time of year in the context of Jewish
history as a whole. Why so much suffering for so long? Have we not lived long enough in the valley of tears?
“Shall the Judge of all the earth not do justice?”
We are neither prophets nor the children of prophets, but sometimes we must stand back and ask ourselves,
On average 100 German missiles were launched against Britain every day. On average during the present conflict Hamas has been
firing 130 missiles a day against Israel.)
7

what is the meaning of this hour? What does it tell us about the Jewish destiny and fate? There may be no
single answer. Antisemitism and anti-Zionism are complex phenomena. But this is my answer after many
years of questioning.
At the beginning of time God created the universe in a burst of energy that eventually gave birth to stars,
then to planets, then to life. Among the millions of forms of life that eventually emerged was one different
from all the others: Homo sapiens, the only life-form known to us capable of asking the question, “Why?”
On this one being, God bestowed the highest token of His love, setting His image and likeness on every
human individual regardless of colour, culture, creed or class. He invited humanity to become His “partners
in the work of creation,” calling us to create what He himself had created: freedom and order, the order of
nature and the freedom that allows humans, alone in the universe, to choose between good and evil, healing
and harm.
What the Torah tells us early on is how humanity failed. They did so in two ways. They created freedom
without order. Or they created order without freedom. That is still the human tragedy.
Freedom without order was the world before the Flood, a state of anarchy and chaos that Thomas Hobbes
famously described as “the war of every man against every man,” in which life is “nasty brutish and short.”
That is the world today in Syria, Iraq, Nigeria, Somalia, Mali, the Central African Republic and other conflict
zones elsewhere, a world of failed and failing states and societies wracked and wrecked by lawlessness. That
is freedom without order, what the Torah calls a “world filled with violence” (Gen. 6: 13) that made God
“regret that he had made man on earth, and it grieved Him to his very heart” (6: 6).
But the alternative was a world of order without freedom, epitomised in the Torah by the Tower of Babel and
Egypt of the Pharaohs, civilizations that achieved greatness at the cost of turning the mass of humanity into
slaves. That too is an affront to human dignity, because each of us, not just some of us, are in the image of
God.
Having seen these two kinds of failure, God called on one man, Abraham, and one woman, Sarah, and said
in effect: I want you to be different. I want you and those who follow you to create, out of a tiny people in a
tiny land, a nation that will show the world what it is to sustain both order and freedom; what it is to build a
society on the threefold imperative of love, love of God “with all your heart, with all your soul and all your
strength,” love of our neighbour “as yourself,” and love of the stranger, a command reiterated in the Torah,
according to the sages, 36 times.
I want you to become the people who keep the laws of tzedek and mishpat, chessed and rachamim, not
because of the coercive power of the State but because you have taught your children to hear the voice of God
within the human heart. I want you to show the world how to create freedom without anarchy and order
without tyranny. That has been the Jewish mission for the better part of 4,000 years.
The result was that Jews found themselves, time and again, in the front line of the defence of humanity.
Where there is freedom without order – anarchy – everyone is a potential victim. Jews played no special
part in this history. But where there is order without freedom – imperialism in all its guises – Jews have
often been the primary targets because they are the people who more than any other have consistently
refused to bow down to tyrants.
That is why they were attacked by the empires of the ancient world, Egypt Assyria and Babylon; of classical
antiquity, Greece and Rome; the Christian and Muslim theocratic empires of the Middle Ages; and the two
greatest tyrannies of the modern world, Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia. The face of tyranny today is
radical political Islam in the form of Al Qaeda, ISIS, Boko Haram, Islamic Jihad, Hizb at-Takrir, Hizbollah

and Hamas that are creating havoc and destruction throughout the Middle East, Sub-Saharan Africa and
parts of Asia. They constitute a real and present danger to the liberal democracies of Europe also. And
despite the fact that Israel is an almost microscopic element in this global disturbance, it is once again in the
front line.
Why? Because Jews throughout history have recognised tyranny for what it is, and have refused to be
intimidated by power, threat, terror and fear. Somehow, in the most dangerous region of the world, Israel
has created a society of freedom and order: a free press, free elections and an independent judiciary on the
one hand, and constant innovation in the arts and sciences, agriculture, medicine and technology on the
other.
Israel is not perfect. We believe – the Hebrew Bible is the most self-critical national literature in all of
history – that no one is perfect, that “There is no one on earth who is so righteous that he does only right and
never sins” (Ecclesiastes 7: 20). But today’s Israel has been doing what Jews have been charged to do since
the days of Abraham and Moses, to create freedom without anarchy and order without tyranny. And if that
puts Israel on the front line yet again, there is no nobler cause in which to be so.
Moses’ words ring out today with as much power as they did thirty three centuries ago: “Choose life so that
you and your children may live.” If Hamas were to do that one thing, the Palestinians of Gaza would have
peace. Innocent lives would not be lost. Palestinian children would have a future. Because Israel did make
that choice, it has created a society of order and freedom while all around it rage the godless fires of chaos
and terror.
So although yet again we will shed tears this Tisha b’Av, let us at least thank God for the courage and
greatness of the people of Israel. For, knowing what we know of history, we would surely rather have the
state of Israel and the condemnation of the world, than, God forbid, no state of Israel and the sympathy of
the world. And as we read the last line of Eichah, let us be fully aware of what those words have come to
mean in our time: Hashiveinu HaShem eilecha v’nashuva chadesh yameinu kekedem: “You brought us
back, O God, and we returned. Help us to renew our days as of old,” in peace, speedily in our days, Amen.
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