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For the last ten or fifteen years of his life, it seemed like my father, Murray Friedman z”l, was constantly on a
search committee. Each search demanded a lot of time, attention, and effort, but I understood why he kept
saying “yes.” From his career in the corporate world to his service on the boards of Camp Ramah Darom,
the Weber School, and other organizations, he had devoted his life to cultivating qualities of leadership in
himself and others. His keen sense of the right person for the job in question was one of his offerings in
service to the Jewish community, and he approached the work with joy and passion each time. I naturally
thought of him right away when I encountered a midrash on this week’s parashah, Parashat Pinhas, that I
had never seen before.
Our Torah portion brings us close to the end of the Torah’s saga, the waning days of Moses’ leadership. As
we approach the bittersweet conclusion, Midrash Tanhuma (Pinhas 10) imagines Moses’ final conversation
with God:
“At the time of his death, Moses asked of the Holy Blessed One: “Master of the World, each person’s
thoughts are revealed and known to You, and not one of Your children is like another. When I leave them, I
ask of you, if you seek to appoint a leader over them, appoint a person who can bear each of them
appropriate to their thoughts.” How do we know this? As is stated in this matter (Numbers 27:16): Let the

LORD, 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 the LORD’s community
may not be like sheep that have no shepherd.]”
It might seem self-evident at first – who doesn’t realize how different one person can be from another? – but
as a criterion for leadership, Moses’ request is far from obvious. After he dies, the Israelites will need to
cross the Jordan, conquer the land of Israel, and establish a stable society. Any one of these is a tall order
for a communal leader. And yet Moses seems unconcerned about logistical capabilities, military prowess, or
political craft. Instead, he focuses on a personal quality of the new leader: his sensitivity to the individual
needs, abilities, and insights of the people he will lead.
While I doubt my father ever saw this particular midrash, I am certain he would have recognized its
fundamental truth. Leadership is, by definition, a social role; it brings a person into near-constant contact
with other people. Moreover, we often find ourselves needing to lead even when we’re not invested with a
formal position of authority. Each of us has someone who looks to us for advice and guidance, who relies on
us to show the way – at work, in a family, and in our friendships. Despite popular perception, the best
leaders are more likely to be stewards or shepherds – in fact, Moses’ original profession – than hardcharging strongmen. The midrash highlights this quality because it offers valuable insight for all of us.
From my early years at Camp Ramah in New England all the way through my time as a junior rabbi at Anshe
Emet Synagogue in Chicago, I have been blessed with counselors, mentors, and supervisors who
understood Moses’ insight: each person we lead, whether on a staff, a sports team, a scout troop, or a
community, brings a unique perspective. Effective leadership demands that we lead according to their needs
rather than our own preferences. I am grateful for the many life-teachers who modeled how a leader tends to
each individual, and I feel especially blessed to have had a father who, as a parent as well as a business
and communal leader, lived by this principle each day.
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