Leadership Qualities

Pinchas

Perhaps the most poignant scene in this parshat Pinchas appears in 27: 14-18 (Numbers).  God tells Moshe that he is unworthy to lead the Jewish people into the land of Israel, and instead Moshe should appoint Yehoshua to lead the Jewish people into the Promised Land.  In front of the entire nation, Moshe places his hands on Yehoshua's head and anoints him to be the new leader of the Jewish people.
The text here explains why Moshe was unworthy to continue to lead his people into the land of Israel.  Says the pasuk, ka-asher meritem pi be-midbar tsin be-merivat ha-edah le-hakdisheni ba-mayim le-eineihem, Because when the Jewish people disputed with God at the place known as Mei Merivah, Moshe did not sanctify God before the people's eyes.  Thus there is a direct connection between Moshe's actions at Mei Merivah, when he hit a rock in order to bring out water, instead of speaking to it as God had commanded him, and to his being replaced as a leader.  The narrow reading of this text is:  Since Moshe failed at Mei Merivah, he therefore is being replaced as a leader.
There is, however, a problem with this approach because when Moshe himself speaks about why he was replaced as a leader and not permitted to enter into the land of Israel, he tells a different story.  In Deuteronomy, 1: 37, Moshe recounts the story of the spies who went to the land of Israel and brought back a bad report.   Moshe reminds the Jewish people that as a result of the actions of the spies, God punished them and did not allow them to enter into Israel.  But then Moshe continues, and declares, "Gam bi hitanaf hashem beglalchem leimor gam atah lo tavo sham, God also displayed anger with me on account of your actions and He said, "You too, Moshe, will not enter the land."

In Deuteronomy, Moshe is claiming that he is unable to enter the land because God is punishing him as a result of the sin that the Jewish people committed with their response to the spies.  However, in Pinchas God tells Moshe that he is being replaced because of his missteps at Mei Merivah.  How are we to explain this contradiction?
The Torah is offering two interrelated reasons why Moshe was replaced as a leader: one is more general and one is more specific.  When Moshe explains that he is not entering the land of Israel because he is being punished on account of the spies, he is speaking in very general terms about his failure as a leader.  For it was his responsibility as a leader to inspire his people to follow the correct path in the way of God.  So when his community committed such a colossal sin under his direction, then he as their leader was forced to take responsibility for their actions and join with them in their punishment.  If the entire Jewish people are not allowed to enter into the land because of their sin, then how is it possible that their teacher and guide shall go in without them?  So Moshe tells the Jewish people because you sinned with the spies, I too sinned.  Because you were punished there, I too, was punished by not being allowed into the land of Israel.
We can take this argument even further and claim that when Moshe refers to the sin of the spies he is only referring to one of the many sins that the Jews committed under his guidance in the desert.  In fact, a study of Numbers shows that if Moshe's responsibility was to inspire the Jewish people towards the proper path, in many ways he failed as  a leader of the Jewish people.

Numbers is in many ways an extended essay on Moshe's lack of success in properly guiding the Jewish people in the post-Sinai years.  First we have the story of the Jewish people fighting with Moshe over the amount of meat, then we have Miriam gossiping about Moshe behind his back, then we have the story of the spies, then we have the rebellion of Korach, then we have the story at Mei Merivah where Moshe hit the rock, and then we have the Jewish men sinning with the Moabite women, which climaxes with Pinchas taking the law into his own hands and killing Zimri.  We are seeing a description of a people, whose leader is not inspiring them, not guiding them on the proper path.  It is a leader who is not appropriate to take them to the next level, to lead them into the promised land.  This is what Moshe means when he tells the people that because they sinned with the spies, he was not allowed to enter into the land of Israel--because they were regularly committing such fantastic sins, it showed that he as a leader had failed in this one area.

This explains the passage that links Moshe's replacement as a leader with the sin of the spies. What about this week's parshah which states that Moshe was replaced because of the sin at Mei Merivah?
Rabbi Menachem Leibtag explains that the incident at Mei Merivah highlights a specific flaw in Moshe's leadership, and it shows why in the post-Sinai years Moshe experienced some failure.
In order to understand this incident at Mei Merivah we have to study it in its full context.  At Mei Merivah the Jewish people came to Moshe and complained about water.  But this was actually not the first time that the people had complained to Moshe about a lack of suitable water.  Earlier in Shemot, prior to their arrival at Mount Sinai, the Jewish people also made a similar complaint to Moshe. 

Rabbi Leibtag contrasts the response of Moshe to the Jewish people in each of the two parallel instances.  In the first place, when the people complained prior to Mount Sinai, Moshe's response was to directly confront the Jewish people.  He responds to them, mah t'nasun et hashem, why are you testing God!  His response is a proactive one: the people complain and Moshe directly attacks their complaint.

Compare this with the response of Moshe at Mei Merivah.  There the people complain and Moshe's response is utter passivity.  Says the Torah about the immediate reactions of Moshe and Aaron, Va-Yiplu al Peneiham.  The first instinct of Moshe is not to argue with the people, but instead he runs to entrance of the Ohel Moed and falls on his face.  His response to the complaints of the people is passivity.  The great courageous leader who demanded from Pharoah, "Let my people go," challenged the Egyptian army at the sea, was no longer the same type of leader in his later years.  He was now a passive leader.

God looking at the situation saw in this character trait a flaw that would prevent Moshe from being the proper leader to lead the Jewish people into the Holy Land.  So God tells Moshe to anoint Yehoshu in his place.  Listen to what the Torah tells us about Yehoshua, he was ish asher ruach bo, a man who had spirit; he was a general—Moshe’s response to Amalek was to hold up his hands in prayer, Yehoshua's response was to rush into battle.

If you want to see the real contrast between Moshe's style and Yehoshua's look at their response to the insurgent prophets Eldad and Meidad.  When Yehoshua hears that they are prophesizing, he yells out Adoni Moshe kilaem, My Lord Moshe, stop them.  To which Moshe responds in his passive approach, Let them continue to prophesize.      

In the post-Sinai years the Jewish people were not responding as well to his inspiration.  Perhaps the reason for that was that Moshe developed in his later years a passive style of leadership, which was not what the Jewish people needed at that time.  The Jewish people needed a leader with gusto and decisive action who could lead them into conquering the land of Israel.  They needed new energy to help them move beyond their slave mentality.  The Torah teaches us that this leader was not Moshe but Yehoshua.
The Torah is teaching us that Moshe, perhaps the greatest of all Jews was not the proper leader for all times and there came a time when his leadership needed to be replaced.  

The lesson is that no leadership is a good fit for every generation.  
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