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 Shabbat Pinchas 
19 Tammuz 5766
July 14 - July 15, 2006

Annual: Numbers 25:10 - 30:1

Triennial: Numbers 26:52 – 28:15

Haftarah: Jeremiah 1:1 – 2:3


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary (from Sedrah Reflections: A Guide to Sidrot and Haftarot, by Rabbi Ronald H. Isaacs)
A. Pinchas, Aaron’s grandson, is rewarded for his zeal.

B. Another census of the Israelites is taken.

C. Apportionment of the land of Canaan among the tribes.

D. Census of the Levites.

E. Laws of inheritance – the case of the daughters of Zelophechad.

F. Daily and festival offerings.

Fanaticism: The incident of Pinchas’ killing of Zimri raised serious moral questions.  As the Torah states, the Israelites are lusting after Midianite women, who are also enticing them into the worship of their Ba’al Peor.  God commands Moshe to put to death all the ringleaders who have led the people into wrongdoing.  At that moment, Zimri and Cozbi walk past Moshe and enter a tent with the intention of having sexual relations.  Pinchas is furious; he takes a spear, rushes into the tent, and stabs them both.

Early rabbinic opinion was divided on whether or not the act of Pinchas was justified.  Certainly, Pinchas does not consult Moshe; [he] takes the law into his own hands.

Rav, the head of the Sura Academy [in Babylonia], condemned Pinchas for his fanaticism.  On the other hand, Shmuel, head of the Nehardea Academy, in Babylonia, praised Pinchas for his zeal, claiming that this was a case where God’s law was being publicly desecrated, and therefore, Pinchas was correct.

The diversity of opinions leaves modern readers of the Torah with the constant challenge of answering the question: Was Pinchas a dangerous fanatic or a genuine hero?


II.  Commentary:  The Appointment of Joshua
HaShem said to Moshe, “Ascend these heights of Abrarim 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 Aharon was.  For, in the wilderness of Zin, when the community was contentious, you disobeyed My command to uphold My sanctity in their sight by means of the water….”

Moshe spoke to HaShem, saying, “Let HaShem, 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 HaShem’s community may not be like sheep that have no shepherd.”  And HaShem answered Moshe, “Single out Yehoshua son of Nun, an inspired man, and lay your hand upon him.”  Numbers 27:12-18

From the Interpreter’s Bible: In many place throughout Numbers we are given revealing flashes of the greatness of Moses.  In this particular passage that greatness seems to come to its crown and climax.  Consider first the terrific test to which Moses is put.   After his long years of leading the people of Israel through the desert, having brought them within sight of the Promised Land, he is told to look upon it and die.  Consider too how magnificently he meets that test.  He shows no thought for himself.  His only thought is for his people, that they shall have a new leader, so they may not be as sheep which have no shepherd.  Consider also the Lord’s command concerning Joshua as Moses’ successor, and how unfailingly and ungrudgingly Moshe carried out that command.  How much we need this magnanimity, this great-mindedness, as the old order gives way to the new, as old leaders pass from the scene in the community…, to be replaced by younger men, that God’s people may be led into the Promised Land!

I am not so sure that I would have been as gracious as Moshe, especially knowing that appointing a successor brings me one step closer to my own death.  In fact, later literature paints a more “realistic” picture of Moshe’s inner turmoil.  It is not easy to let go, not eve for Moshe.

When God told Moshe that he was nearing the end of his life, he asked God why he must die.

“Because I have assigned Yehoshua to lead the Israelites into Canaan,” God answered.

“Let him lead,” said Moshe.  “I shall be his servant.”

God agreed, but Yehoshua was not happy about the arrangement.  “Do you not wish me to live?” Moshe asked him.  And Yehoshua consented to become the master of Moshe.

When they were about to enter the Holy Tent, a cloud appeared.  Yehoshua was allowed within the sacred spot, but Moshe had to remain outside.

Said Moshe, “A hundred deaths are preferable to one pang of jealousy.”  And he asked to die.

To borrow from psychoanalyst Erik Erikson’s Stage Theory, Moshe has successfully achieved Stage 7 but was not quite ready for Stage 8.

Stage 7:  The major conflict in this stage is between generativity and stagnation (or self-absorption).

Erikson refers to generativity as an adult's ability to look outside oneself and care for others. It is a concern for the next generation(s). Generativity is an extension of love (from Stage 6) into the future, but this love is far more mature and unselfish during Stage 7. During Stage 6, intimacy had to be reciprocated. Generativity is a love that is greater than that; it is a love that is given regardless of whether it is reciprocated.

The most obvious example of generativity would be parenting. Erikson suggested that adults need children as much as children need adults and that this stage reflects the innate need to create a living legacy.  Other generative activities include teaching, mentoring, writing, social activism, producing music or anything that satisfies the need to be needed.

Stagnation is the exact opposite. It is caring for no one and being self-absorbed.

If a favorable balance is achieved during this stage, then the virtue care is developed. According to Erikson, "A person does best at this time to put aside thoughts of death and balance its certainty with the only happiness that is lasting: to increase, by whatever is yours to give, the good will and higher order in your sector of the world" 

Stage 8:  This stage of older adulthood begins about the time of retirement and continues throughout one's life. Reaching this stage is a sign of maturity while failing to reach this stage is an indication of poor development in prior stages through the life course.

The most important event at this stage is achieving ego integrity. That means coming to accept one's whole life and reflecting on it in a positive manner. According to Erikson, achieving a sense of integrity means fully accepting oneself and coming to terms with death. Accepting responsibility for your life and being able to undo the past and achieve satisfaction with one's "self" is essential. The inability to do this results in a feeling of despair and this individual will begin to fear death.

If a favorable balance is achieved during this stage, then the virtue wisdom is developed.

III. Commentary:  The Humility of Moshe

However we might assess Moshe’s internal emotional state, there is no question that his willingness to choose a worthy successor was another sign of his true humility.  In his masterwork of Jewish ethics, The Path of the Upright (18th Century), Moshe Hayyim Luzzatto spells out the difference between true and feigned humility.

There is a vain man who, because he regards himself as deserving of praise and considers himself unique and distinguished, deems it proper to assume a dignified bearing when he walks, when he sits, when he stands up, and whenever he says or does anything…He speaks only with those of foremost rank, and even among them he utters only short sentences in oracular fashion. In all his behavior, in his gestures, in his eating, in his drinking, and in his dressing, he carries himself with great pompousness, as though his flesh were made of lead, and his bones of stone.

There is the proud man who thinks that because he possesses some superiority, which entitles him to respect, he ought to inspire universal awe, and everyone ought to tremble before him. How dare an ordinary man speak to him or ask anything of him! He overawes with his voice those who dare approach him. He overwhelms people with his arrogant replies, and he scowls all the time…

Another is the man who wants to be noted for his superior qualities and to be singled out for his behavior. He is not satisfied with having everyone praise him for the superior traits which he thinks he possesses, but he wants them also to include in their praises that he is the most humble of men. He thus takes pride in his humility and wishes to be honored because he pretends to flee from honor…He refuses all titles of greatness and declines promotion in rank, but in his heart he thinks, "There is no one in all the world as wise and as humble as I." Conceited people of this type, though they pretend mightily to be humble, cannot escape some mishap that causes their pride to burst forth, like a flame out of a heap of litter. Such a man has been compared to a house filled with straw. The house being full of holes, the straw keeps on creeping through them, so that after a while, everyone knows what is within the house. The humility of his behavior is soon known to be insincere, and his meekness nothing but pretense.

IV. Commentary:  Perpetuating Our Legacies (by Tirza Rotkovitch – Head of the Educational Programming Department of the TALI Education)
In Parashat Pinchas we encounter two fascinating accounts adjacent to one another. The first is that of the daughters of Zelophechad (Numbers 27:1-11), and the second is the appointment of Joshua as Moses’ heir (Numbers 27:12-23). Is there a connection between these two accounts? That is the question that I would like to address.

The request of the daughters of Zelophechad is that their father’s name not forgotten. This was no pursuit of personal gain, but a quest to preserve their late father’s memory.

“Then drew near the daughters of Zelophechad … Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. And they stood before Moses, and before Eleazar the priest, and before the leaders and all the congregation, at the door of the tent of meeting, saying, ‘Our father died in the wilderness … and he had no sons. Why should the name of our father be taken away from his family, because he had no son? Give to us a possession among our father's brethren.’”

At first, Moses does not respond, but refers their request to a higher authority:

Moses brought their case before HaShem. “And HaShem said to Moses, ‘The daughters of Zelophechad are right; you shall give them possession of an inheritance among their father's brethren and cause the inheritance of their father to pass to them.’”

Immediately following this account, Moses is commanded to ascend Mount Abarim:

HaShem said to Moses, “Go up into this mountain of Abarim, and see the land which I have given to the people of Israel. And when you have seen it, you also shall be gathered to your people, as your brother Aaron was gathered.”

The Midrash (Numbers Rabbah 21) comments upon the juxtaposition of this command to the story of the daughters of Zelophechad:

But Moses our teacher heard [from God]: “you shall give them [the daughters of Zelophechad],” and thought God had forgiven. Moses said: I will grant Israel its inheritance. God replied: My decision stands.

Moses hopes that the decree that he not enter the Land will be rescinded after God’s decision in regard to the daughters of Zelophechad, but this hope is not realized.

As narrative continues with the appointment of Joshua, we should note that it is not God who suggests the appointment of a successor. Rather, the demand originates with Moses himself:

“Moses said to HaShem: ‘Let HaShem, the God of the spirits of all flesh, appoint a man over the congregation, who shall go out before them and come in before them, who shall lead them out and bring them in; that the congregation of HaShem may not be as sheep which have no shepherd.’”

And what is God’s response?

“And HaShem said unto Moses, ‘Take thee Joshua the son of Nun, a man in whom is the spirit, and lay thine hand upon him; And set him before Eleazar the priest … And he shall stand before Eleazar the priest…’”

This might be read to suggest that in saying “take thee” God responds to Moses’ own demand for succession. We thus learn that just as the daughters of Zelophechad unselfishly demand their father’s succession in order to perpetuate his memory, so Moses selflessly demands the succession of his leadership.

Midrash Sifrei (138) sees Moses’ demand for a successor as reflecting his character. Moses seeks Israel’s good even when he might be expected to tend to his own interests: “To show the greatness of the righteous, who when departing the world set aside their own needs to tend to the needs of society.”

Rashi (Numbers 27:17), following the Midrash, raises the possibility that Moses might rightly have asked that his successor be one of his own sons: “When Moses heard HaShem tell him to grant Zelophechad estate to his daughters, he thought that the time had come to demand that his son’s inherit his greatness. The Holy One said to him, “That is not what I thought. It is fitting that Joshua be rewarded for his service, for he did not leave the tent {of Moses].”

While Moses did not have an heir among his sons, one might say that God consoled him by having Joshua stand before Eleazar (who is Moses’ nephew). Thus Rashi comments (Numbers 27:21): “This is in answer to your request that this honor not leave your father’s house, for Joshua will need Eleazar.”

It may be said that Moses appears to understand the need of the daughters of Zelophechad to perpetuate their father’s name. Moses, too, does not know who will succeed him, and he presents their request and his request before God. And when there is a human request for continuity, for the perpetuation of a name or for a successor or memorial, God responds: “The daughters of Zelophechad are right,” their demand is just, and therefore “you shall give them possession of an inheritance.” And so God says to Moses: “Take thee Joshua the son of Nun.” Your demand is just, and you shall have a successor.

♥  ♥  ♥

Next week I will begin to analyze some of the responses to the Torah exercise from a few weeks ago.  In the meantime, I welcome your comments and opinions regarding Pinchas.  I hope to receive input not only from my brothers in Nigeria, but from brothers and sisters from other countries – The Gambia, Kenya, Malawi, and Uganda – as well. 

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.

                               

 Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD



Dear readers:


What do you think about Pinchas?


Please send me your comments and opinions.











