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The very first Broadway musical I saw was the revival of Rogers and Hammerstein’s classic: 

The King and I.  My grandparents of blessed memory, who were responsible for nearly all of my 

cultural experiences as a child, took me to see the performance when I was about 10 years old.  I 

didn’t realize just how fortunate I was to be seeing one of the last performances of Yul Brynner 

as the king; he died soon after of lung cancer.  I was captivated by this performance; the music, 

the dancing, the elaborate costumes.  When my kids were babies I used to dance and twirl them 

around while singing Shall We Dance!  The play is based on the true story of a mid 19th Century 

Siamese king named Mongkut, who wanted his 39 wives and concubines and 82 children to be 

exposed to western education.  He employed the service of a British school teacher and 

governess to come to Siam and teach in residence at the palace.  Yul Brynner, who also played 

Ramasses II in Cecil B. Demille’s 10 Commandments, depicted an absolute monarch, who 

would not tolerate anyone’s heads being higher than his.  A ruler who was revered not only as 

king, but as a god to his people.  To this day the constitution of Thailand declares that the “King 

shall be enthroned in a position of revered worship…” and Section 112 of the Thai Criminal 

Code forbids defaming, insulting, or threatening the King, Queen, or Heir Apparent as a crime 

punishable by up to 15 years in prison.  There are currently over 100 people in jail for violating 

these lese majeste laws!  The Divine Right of Kings has been invoked all over the world by 

rulers justifying their political legitimacy by invoking the grace of God.   

In 1610 King James I in a speech to the British Parliament:  
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“Kings are not only God’s lieutenants on earth and sit upon God’s throne, but even by God 

Himself they are called gods.” 

You would never hear a leader who claims to rule by divine right to publicly admit to any defect 

or deficiency.  That would undermine the whole system authority and legitimacy! Nothing could 

be further from the reality of the greatest Jewish leader of all time, Moses, who in this week’s 

parasha is revealed to be anav me’od mikol ha’adam asher al pnai ha’adamah, the most humble 

person on the face of the earth!  Humility is not a characteristic we typically associate with 

rulers, even the most benevolent of them.  Not only is he humble, but Moses is acutely aware of 

his limitations and inadequacies.  In the face of another revolt, this time the people complain that 

they are sick and tired of mannah in the wilderness and would really like a piece of steak or a 

burger or some braised quail instead.  The ingratitude and ravenous craving of the Israelites not 

only angers God, but Moses hopelessly cries out: Lo uchal anochi l’vadi la’seit et kol ha’am 

hazeh, I cannot carry this people on my own!  They are making me meshuggah, they’re making 

me crazy!  Im kacha, if this is the way it’s going to be, Moses says, hargeini na harog, just kill 

me, ‘cause I can’t take it anymore!  God’s response to Moses’s frustration is to provide a counsel 

of 70 elders to advise him and help bear the leadership responsibilities.  With that decision, 

absolute power is preplaced by shared government.  That’s why when Joshua comes running to 

report that two Israelites are running around claiming to be prophets, Moses says, Don’t worry 

about it!  The more prophets the better!  It’s the inverse of absolute monarchy!  I don’t want to 

be the sole person of authority, Moses says.  My legitimacy rests on shared, rather than 

exclusive, authority and power. 

 And this certainly isn’t the only example of Moses’s reticence and self-effacement.  From the 

very beginning of his career as an activist for his people’s freedom from Egypt to accepting the 
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advice of his father-in-law, and deputizing others to share the load of judging the people, to the 

many very real, very honest admissions of inadequacy and cries for help, Moses demonstrates 

that greatness is not about infallibility or having all the answers all the time.  Rather it’s about 

knowing when to ask for help, when to admit to your limitations, and how to share power with 

others.   

This is not exactly the most in vogue style of leadership when we look at the world today.  In a 

major study by the Varieties of Democracy Project last year, scholars concluded that 1/3 of the 

world’s population, some 2.5 billion people are living in a country that has experienced 

“autocratization,” or where democracy is in decline, where autocratic leaders are ruling more 

unilaterally.  This includes four of the 10 most populous countries in the world.  Only 15% of the 

world’s population live in nations where all people, regardless of gender or socioeconomic status 

more or less have equal access to political power.  The search for strong men and national 

saviors is as old as humanity.  Even the Jewish people, in I Samuel 8 demanded to have a king to 

fight their battles and lead them like all the other nations.  Can you imagine any of the 

presidential candidates in this country running on a message of humility?  Humility used to be 

considered a desirable trait back in the days of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, both 

of whom were very public about their frailties and occasionally even their sense of inadequacy 

when faced with the tasks before them.  Let’s not forget though, that these are two of the most 

beloved leaders in our nation’s history.  And that Moses is the greatest prophet and leader in our 

people’s history.  Humility may not be fashionable, but its importance cannot be overstated. 

The turning point in the King and I is when the King, in the privacy of his chambers sings a song 

called Is a Puzzlement!  In that song he admits:   

There are times I almost think 
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I am not sure of what I absolutely know 

Very often find confusion 

In conclusion, I concluded long ago 

And then with such prescience he says: 

And it puzzle me to learn 

That tho' a man may be in doubt of what he know 

Very quickly he will fight 

He'll fight to prove that what he does not know is so! 

 Ah…as he would say, Is a Puzzlement!  Why leaders behave in these ways and why their 

constituents stand for it is one of life’s greatest puzzlements, in my opinion.  But it also 

demonstrates the eternal wisdom of our holy Torah.  Moses who speaks to God face to face, 

panim el panim, with whom God speaks plainly and directly rather than in riddles and dreams, 

the one person that God is most intimate with is also the most humble person ever.  My teacher 

Rabbi Ismar Schorsch writes that “The exceptional relationship of Moses and God is precisely 

what made him the most humble of humans…and why…Schorch says, because [Moses’s] “sense 

of scale was altered.”  You see that’s the key to great leadership.  For a leader to understand that 

it’s not all about them.  That they are there for the greater good, not for their own 

aggrandizement.  Oh how I pray for a world where more of our leaders understood that altered 

sense of scale as Moses did.  Who would, in the words of Thomas Jefferson “humble 

[themselves] before the magnitude of the undertaking".  Humility, as Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 

reminds us, does not mean “meek…timid, bashful…or lacking in self-confidence….It means 
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honouring others and regarding them as important, no less important than you are. It does not 

mean holding yourself low; it means holding other people high.”  I don’t know about you, but on 

this Shabbat, I’m praying that humility makes a major comeback! 


