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YK day take two Dvar torah 5784
What Does God Expect from Leaders

Today is about taking accountability - for our own actions,
both active and passive, and taking account of our society
and what have we mistakenly let take place without fixing
and addressing. The prophet Isaiah, in the haftorah we
just read, railed against all of us busy fasting today, while
ignoring the festering of wickedness and the oppressed
being locked up, and folks hungry and without clothing.

We have responsibility for ourselves and also beyond
ourselves to the communities where we live and for what
we allow to take place in our societies at large.

For the past few years, one of my many worries has been
connected to problematic leaders. Leaders whose egos
are out of control, who overestimate their own capabilities,
who think that they are entitled to do whatever they please
and can get away with it. Leaders who use their power in
inappropriate ways, sexual and otherwise. Leaders who
deflect and blame others rather than admitting to what
they’ve done wrong, and being accountable for their
mistakes and crimes. Leaders who try to rewrite the
public record to erase any sign of their wrongdoing.
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It’s alarming how many contemporary leaders and
politicians we can name who fit all, or at least some, of
these problematic traits.

Today, I want to focus on a leader who shares these traits,
a Jewish leader, our own most famous warrior and King,
King David. Yes, King David. Much of rabbinic tradition
defends and praises King David, but it's clear from the
Tanakh and at least one passage in the Talmud, that the
rabbis are upset with some of what David has done,
demanding a moral reckoning in the face of his abuse of
power, and refusing to whitewash David’s behavior. - more
of this in a moment.

Much of the book of Samuel is focused on King David and
his life. As Jews, we tend to spend less time studying the
Prophets, including Samuel, than other Jewish texts. So
let’s start with a quick recap of the Second Book of
Samuel, chapt. 11 and 12, as background to some of
David’s problematic behavior.

David sees a woman bathing and desires her. He inquires
about her and learns that she is Bathsheva, the wife of
Uriah. David sends messengers to fetch her, and despite
the fact that she is married, has sex with her. We don’t
hear Batsheva’s voice or account, but we can probably
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assume that she did not consent. Batsheva becomes
pregnant, and to cover up his adultery, David tries to
arrange for Uriah to have a conjugal visit with his wife so
the pregnancy could be falsely attributed to him. But Uriah
is too focused on his soldiers on the battlefield, and
refuses. David then arranges to have Uriah placed on the
front lines where the fighting is fiercest. David executes a
costly and dangerous military move to get Uriah killed in
battle. After Batsheva’s period of mourning for Uriah is
over, David sends for her and marries her. (Once again,
we are left in the dark about how Batsheva feels about
marrying the man who orchestrated her husband’s death,
and with whose child she is now pregnant.) God is
displeased with what David has done and sends Natan the
prophet to chastise David and explain why his behavior
was abhorrent. David relents and admits he sinned before
God. Natan says that God will not kill David in punishment,
but that the child of their union would die. Indeed,
Batsheva bears a son, and he dies within a week (II Sam
12:1-19).

Like Natan the prophet, the rabbis of the Talmud also
criticize David’s behavior.

In Tractate Sanhedrin, the rabbis ascribe words to God,
criticizing David and requiring a moral reckoning. Yes, the
rabbis are so bothered by King David’s abuse of power
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that they criticize him in God’s name. In this Talmudic
passage, David, thinking very highly of himself, wants God
to be associated with him in our prayers, and asks God:
Master of the Universe, Ribbono Shel Olam, for what
reason does one say in the amidah:

דוד?אלהיאומריםואיןיעקבואלהייצחקאלהיאברהםאלהי
God of Abraham, God of Isaac, and God of Jacob, and
one does not say: God of David?

We might have expected the answer to be some version
of: the patriarchs were different than any later generation,
they were the first to pray to me and created the Jewish
institution of prayer, so that is why they alone are
mentioned.

But that is not the answer that is given. Rather, God
explains to David that he is not included as he lacks the
successful leadership and navigating of challenges that
the patriarchs have demonstrated.

The patriarchs were not perfect leaders and also made
some questionable choices, suggesting that the rabbis
and God do not expect perfection from our leaders and
know they will err and will sometimes be less thoughtful
than we would want. But David nonetheless does not
reach even this level.
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David is not satisfied with God’s answer about the
leadership challenges that the patriarchs had managed
and that he hasn’t, and is undeterred, confident he can
face anything. David asks God to subject him to an
ordeal, a test of his character to prove he has the same
leadership skills as the partirarchs.1 God agrees, and
even gives David an advantage not granted to the
patriatchs: God tells David which challenge he should
expect, helping David be prepared and more likely to be
successful, and warning David that his ordeal, his test, will
be in the realm of forbidden sexual relationships.

Now from our quick recap of the book Samuel at the
beginning of this dvar torah, we know what happens.
David most certainly fails in the realm of staying away
from forbidden sexual relationships with his adultery with
Batsheva. And so he doesn’t merit to get added, with us
praying, “Elohei David,” “the God of David” in the
beginning of our amidah.

But the rabbis’ critique of King David and his overblown
ego does not end there. The text in Sanhedrin continues
with David attempting to deflect and refuse accountability
for his actions. They imagine David blaming those who
remind him of his sins, saying that their sin of

1 Psalms 26:2, Sanhedrin 107a
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embarrassing him by mentioning his crime is a worse
crime than anything David himself had committed.

And while the rabbis imagine David asking for, and
receiving, God’s forgiveness, they also imagine David
making one additional request: that his great sin, his
abuse of power, this entire episode with Batsheva and
Uriah be left out of the Tanakh, not be preserved for future
generations. The rabbis tell us that God’s response to
their request is to tell David that this is IMPOSSIBLE, with
God insisting his behavior must be known.

Further, David is to be punished-- in the form of 6 months
of being afflicted with leprosy and not being considered
king, the members of the Sanhedrin dissociating
themselves from him, and the Divine Presence
abandoning him.

Is this Talmudic text everything I might like when
discussing a leader who abuses his power, commits
adultery and arranges for the death of her husband? No,
certainly not.
I wish we heard Batsheva’s voice, or Uriah’s for that
matter. I’m not sure what it means for God to forgive
David, as opposed to Batsheva or Uriah forgiving him.
There’s no real exploration of how any of these characters,
or the Israelite community more broadly, might move
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forward towards healing from this horrific breach or advice
on how the community can support the victims. There’s
no explicit creation of a system where future abuses of this
sort would be avoided or atleast further minimized.

But I find it remarkable and affirming that this 5th century
text tells us explicitly that there are consequences for
abuses of power, for adultery, for murder, even if you are
King David.

The rabbis are writing the Talmud and this critique of King
David hundreds of years after it took place. Why raise it?
After all, David was our most famous leader and at the
time of the rabbis’ writing of the Talmud, they were
yearning to have Jewish soverignty like during David’s
time. The rabbis care about making David accountable.
Because the rabbis realized, like us, that these kinds of
abuses are not limited to King David, because they plague
us in each generation. And so they use the model of King
David to criticize abuses of power more generally: to make
it clear that wrongdoings by our leaders cannot be erased
or papered-over, to remind us that we must take
responsibility for what we have done wrong, to show us
that our behavior has the power to distance us from the
Divine and from our fellow humans. And to make sure this
is clear, the rabbis specifically connect this story about
David to a general warning to everyone not to be overly
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arrogant nor put themselves in places where they will face
moral and ethical challenges they likely can’t withstand.2

Our Talmudic passage began with a request from David to
be included in the opening section of the amidah, for us to
pray to the God of David. We know that request is
refused. However, there is a surprising twist.

At some point, we began adding a line to the very
beginning of the amidah, a line that comes from a tradition
of Rabbi Yohanan in the Talmud3 who we are told used to
say before the amidah:

דנֹיָ יאֲ֭ חשְׂפָתַ֣ יתִּפְתָּ֑ ידוּ֝פִ֗ תְּהִלָּתֶֽ�׃יגִַּ֥
“O Lord, open my lips, and let my mouth declare Your
praise.”4

This line is taken from Psalm 51. Psalm 51 is the psalm
for today, Yom Kippur. According to rabbinic tradition and
the psalm itself, Psalm 51 is a confession by a remorseful
David after his chastisement from Natan the prophet. In
this psalm, he reflects on his sin, recognizes his
wrongdoing, prays for God’s mercy, and asks God to teach
him wisdom, to fashion for him a pure heart, and then to

4 Psalm 51:17
3 Brachot 8a

2 Sanhedrin 107a, לידיעצמוהביאישראלמלךדודשהרינסיוןלידיעצמואדםיביאאללעולםרבאמריהודהרבאמר
ונכשלנסיון

Rav says: A person should never bring himself to undergo an ordeal, as David, king of Israel,
brought himself to undergo an ordeal and failed
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open up his lips, that his mouth might declare God’s
praise:

דנֹיָ יאֲ֭ חשְׂפָתַ֣ יתִּפְתָּ֑ ידוּ֝פִ֗ תְּהִלָּתֶֽ�׃יגִַּ֥
This verse then becomes the introductory line to every
amidah.

So David does, kind of, make it into the amidah. Not in
the coveted, named position, of us praying to the God of
David. But with a statement rooted in David’s
unworthiness to stand before God, his admission of his
faults and crimes, and his plea for God’s help to behave
differently. Without giving David public recognition by
name, the rabbis do in some way include David: not the
arrogant David we met at the beginning of the story, but
the David of Psalm 51 who humbly confronts his failings.

It may be tempting to dismiss David as a model for us, to
imagine that whatever our failed challenges have been,
whatever wrongdoings we have to account for-- they don’t
rise to the level of combined adultery-murder-probably
also rape. But the inclusion of this verse at the beginning
of the amidah becomes a reminder to all of us: We, too, in
every generation, face tests and challenges that we might
fail. We might fall prey to moments of arrogance where we
lose sight of our own shortcomings. We might look for
excuses for our own behavior or try to blame others rather
than confronting ourselves. We might take advantage of
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whatever power we do have, even if we are not kings.
And it is a reminder to us of what we must expect of our
leaders: to never assume that our leaders are perfect or
beyond reproach, and to hold them accountable when
they cause harm. Because it is only when we admit to
our failings, when we take responsibility for our actions,
and when we hold our leaders accountable for their
behavior, that we can stand with integrity before God and
our communities.

דנֹיָ יאֲ֭ חשְׂפָתַ֣ יתִּפְתָּ֑ ידוּ֝פִ֗ תְּהִלָּתֶֽ�׃יגִַּ֥
O Lord, open my lips, and let my mouth declare Your
praise. (Psalms 51:17)

As we prepare to recite/join in the repetition of the amidah
in just a few minutes, I invite all of us to ask ourselves:
Will we open our lips to cause harm, or to glorify ourselves
at the expense of others? Will we let our mouths offer
deflection and blame?

Or will we open our lips to take responsibility with humility?
Will we let our mouths own up to our mistakes so that we
might work towards repair? Will we open our lips to ask
for God’s help in not turning the other way when we see
abuses taking place around us? Will our mouths declare
our intention to do our part?
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May these words remind us that today, on this Yom Kippur,
and every day: teshuvah-- repentance, repair,
accountability, responsibility– are possible, and it is what
God and our tradition ask of us. May we be humble
enough and courageous enough to pursue that path, and
to expect it of our leaders as well.

G’mar chatimah tovah.
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