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1. A Leader of Leaders (Lessons in Leadership, pp. xxiv-xxvi)

There is a story I have told elsewhere, but it is worth retelling in the pres ent context. It happened in
the summer of 1968, when I was an under graduate student at Cambridge. Like most of the Jews of
my generation, I was deeply affected by the anxious weeks leading up to the Six Day War in June
1967, when it seemed as if Israel was facing a massive onslaught by its neighbours. We, the
generation born after the Holocaust, felt as if we were about to witness, God forbid, a second
Holocaust.

The little synagogue in Thompsons Lane was thronged with students, many of whom had shown little
engagement with Jewish life until then. The sudden, extraordinary victory of Israel released a wave of
relief and exhilaration. Unbeknown to us, something similar was happening throughout the Jewish
world, and it led to some dramatic consequences: the awakening of Soviet Jewry, the birth of a new
type of yeshiva for baalei teshuvah, people returning to tradition, and a new sense of confidence in
Jewish identity. It was, for instance, the first time Jewish students felt able, or moved, to wear a
yarmulke in public.

I decided to spend the next summer travelling around the United States and Canada, meeting as
many Rabbis and Jewish thinkers as pos sible, to get some sense of where they were spiritually and
intellectually. I was studying secular philosophy at the time, and it was almost taken for granted, in
Britain at least, that being a philosopher meant that you were an atheist, or at the very least an
agnostic. I wanted to know how Jewish thinkers in America were responding to these challenges. In
1966, Commentary, an American Jewish magazine, had published an issue titled The Condition of
Jewish Belief, in which thirty-eight leading Rabbis and theologians gave their answers to a series of
questions about faith. There was no equivalent in British Jewry. So I booked a flight and a Greyhound
bus ticket, and in the spirit of Simon and Garfunkel counting the cars on the New Jersey Turnpike, I
came to look for America.
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I met many impressive thinkers, but two names kept coming up in conversation: Rabbi Joseph
Soloveitchik at Yeshiva University, and the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel
Schneersohn. Rabbi Soloveitchik was the outstanding Jewish mind of the age, an intellectual giant
who combined, as few have done, Talmudic mastery with philosophical depth, exegetical genius, and
poetic insight into the human condition.

The Lubavitcher Rebbe, meanwhile, had emerged as a unique leader in Jewish life. He had done
something very unusual: he had turned his chassidic group outwards, sending them to campuses and
small com munities, places that had never encountered that kind of Orthodoxy before. It is hard now,
half a century later, to realise that almost no one had engaged in Jewish “outreach” before. He was a
genuine pioneer, the rarest of phenomena in an ultra-traditionalist segment of Jewish life bet ter known
for its segregation from the rest of the Jewish world. Wherever I went, people spoke of him with awe.

I was determined to meet them both. The story of my encoun ter with Rabbi Soloveitchik belongs
elsewhere. It was the meeting with the Rebbe that has to do with leadership, in a way that was
completely unexpected. Full of chutzpah, I had gone to his headquarters at 770 Eastern Parkway in
Brooklyn, asking the first Hasid I met how to arrange a meeting. He collapsed laughing. “Do you
realise how many thousands of people want to see the Rebbe?” he said. He told me to forget about

it. It was simply not possible. Undaunted, I told him I would be travel ling around the United States and
Canada for the next few weeks, but that in a few weeks’ time I would be staying with my aunt in Los
Ange les, and if by any chance there was a possibility of a meeting, I could be contacted there. I gave
him my aunt’s phone number.

To my surprise, four weeks later, on a Sunday night, the phone rang. The Rebbe, I was told, could see
me for a few minutes on Thursday evening. I packed my case, said goodbye to my aunt, and travelled
by Greyhound bus from Los Angeles to New York, not a journey I would necessarily recommend to
anyone wanting to travel coast to coast. That Thursday night I met the Rebbe. It was a meeting that
changed my life.

He was quite unlike what I expected. There was no charisma, no overflowing personality. To the
contrary, he was so self-effacing that there seemed to be only one person in the room: the person to
whom he was speaking. This in itself was surprising. I later discovered that this was one of the
fundamental principles of Jewish mysticism, bittul hayesh, the nullification of the self, the better to be
open to the Divine, and also the human, Other.

More surprising still was what happened halfway into our con versation. Having patiently answered my
questions, he performed a role reversal and started asking questions of his own. How many Jew ish
students were there at Cambridge University? How many of them were engaged with Jewish life?
How many came to the synagogue? And when he heard the answers – at the time, only about ten per
cent of the Jewish students were in any way actively engaged with Jewish life – he asked me what I
was personally doing about this.
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This was not what I was expecting. I had not the slightest intention of taking on any leadership role. I
began a tortuous statement explaining why this had nothing to do with me: “In the situation in which I
find myself…,” I began. The Rebbe let the sentence go no further. “You do not find yourself in a
situation,” he said. “You put yourself in one. And if you put yourself in one situation you can put
yourself in another.” Quite soon it became clear what he was doing. He was challenging me to act.
Something was evidently wrong with Jewish student life in Cambridge, and he was encouraging me to
get involved, to do something to change the situation.

What happened over the next few decades is a story for another time and place. Suffice it to say that
this encounter was the begin ning of a long journey that led, in time, to a young man who had plans of
becoming a lawyer, an economist, or an academic, becom ing instead a rabbi, a teacher of Rabbis,
and eventually a Chief Rabbi. In retrospect, I said that people misjudged the Rebbe. They saw him as
a man with thousands of followers. It was true, but it was the least interesting thing about him. What I
learned from him was that a good leader creates followers. A great leader creates leaders. That
is what the Rebbe did.

2. Principle 1: Leadership is Service (Lessons in Leadership – Korach: Servant Leadership)

The most famous buildings in the ancient world were the Mesopotamian ziggurats and Egyptian
pyramids. These were more than just buildings. They were statements in stone of a hierarchical
social order. They were wide at the base and narrow at the top. At the top was the king or pharaoh –
at the point, so it was believed, where heaven and earth met. Beneath was a series of elites and
beneath them the labouring masses…

Judaism is a protest against this kind of hierarchy. Every human being, not just the king, is in the
image and likeness of God. Therefore no one is entitled to rule over any other without his or her
assent…

In a social order in which everyone has equal dignity in the eyes of Heaven, a leader does not stand
above the people. He serves the people, and he serves God. The great symbol of biblical Israel, the
Menorah, is an inverted pyramid or ziggurat, broad at the top, narrow at the base. The greatest
leader is therefore the most humble. “Moses was very humble, more so than anyone else on earth”
(Num. 12:3). The name given to this is servant leadership and its origin is in the Torah.
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3. Servant Leadership (https://www.greenleaf.org/what-is-servant-leadership/)

While servant leadership is a timeless concept, the phrase “servant leadership” was coined by Robert
K. Greenleaf in The Servant as Leader, an essay that he first published in 1970. In that essay,
Greenleaf said:

“The servant-leader is servant first… It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to
serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. That person is sharply different from
one who is leader first, perhaps because of the need to assuage an unusual power drive or to acquire
material possessions…The leader-first and the servant-first are two extreme types. Between them,
there are shadings and blends that are part of the infinite variety of human nature.

“The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the servant-first to make sure that other people’s
highest priority needs are being served. The best test, and difficult to administer, is: Do those served
grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous,
more likely themselves to become servants? And, what is the effect on the least privileged in society?
Will they benefit or at least not be further deprived?“

A servant-leader focuses primarily on the growth and well-being of people and the communities to
which they belong. While traditional leadership generally involves the accumulation and
exercise of power by one at the “top of the pyramid,” servant leadership is different. The
servant-leader shares power, puts the needs of others first and helps people develop and perform as
highly as possible.

4. Principle 2: Leadership Begins By Taking Responsibility (Lessons in Leadership – Bereishit:
Taking Responsibility)

It took a Moses to act. But that is what makes a leader. A leader is one who takes responsibility.
Leadership is born when we become active rather than passive, when we do not wait for someone
else to act because perhaps there is no one else – at least not here, not now. When bad things
happen, some avert their eyes. Some wait for others to act. Some blame others for failing to act.
Some simply complain. But there are people who say, “If something is wrong, let me be among the
first to put it right.” They are the leaders. They are the ones who make a difference in their lifetimes.
They are the ones who make ours a better world.

Many of the great religions and civilisations are based on acceptance. If there is violence, suffering,
poverty, and pain in the world, then that is the way the world is. Or that is the will of God. Or that is
the nature of nature itself. All will be well in the World to Come.

Judaism was and remains the world’s great religion of protest. The heroes of faith did not accept;
they protested. They were willing to confront God Himself. Abraham said, “Shall the Judge of all the
earth not do justice?” (Gen. 18:25). Moses said, “Why have You done evil to this people?” (Ex. 5:22).
Jeremiah said, “Why are the wicked at ease?” (Jer. 12:1). That is how God wants us to respond.
Judaism is God’s call to human responsibility. The highest achievement is to become God’s partner
in the work of creation.
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5. Moshe’s Early Leadership Career 1 (Shemot / Exodus 2: 11)

י ׀ יםויַהְִ֣ םבַּיָּמִ֣ להָהֵ֗ אמשֶֹׁה֙ויִַּגְדַּ֤ יוויֵַּצֵ֣ םויַַּרְ֖אאֶל־אֶחָ֔ ישׁויַַּרְא֙בְּסִבְ�תָ֑ יאִ֣ המִצְרִ֔ ימַכֶּ֥ מֵאֶחָיֽו׃אִישׁ־עִבְרִ֖

Some time after that, when Moses had grown up, he went out to his kinsfolk and witnessed their
labors. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his kinsmen.

הכּהֹ֙ויִַּפֶ֤ן ֹ֔ יויַַּרְ֖אוכָ יןכִּ֣ ישׁאֵ֣ יויַַּ֙�אִ֑ בַּחֽוֹל׃וַיִּֽטְמְנֵה֖וּאֶת־הַמִּצְרִ֔

He turned this way and that and, seeing no one about, he struck down the Egyptian and hid him in the
sand.

6. Moshe’s Early Leadership Career 2 (Shemot / Exodus 3: 2 - 4)

א יֵּרָ֠ �וַ֠ יוה׳מַלְאַ֨ שׁאֵלָ֛ רְאהַסְּנֶה֑מִתּ֣וֹ�בְּלַבַּת־אֵ֖ רהַסְּנֶה֙והְִנֵּה֤ויַַּ֗ שׁבּעֵֹ֣ אמֶראֻכָּלֽ׃אֵינֶנּ֥וּוהְַסְּנֶה֖בָּאֵ֔ ֹ֣ ויַּ
ה האָסֻרָֽה־נָּא֣משֶֹׁ֔ הואְֶרְאֶ֔ לאֶת־הַמַּרְאֶ֥ ֹ֖ רמַדּ֖וּעַהַזֶּה֑הַגָּד יה׳ויַַּרְ֥אהַסְּנֶהֽ׃�א־יבְִעַ֥ רכִּ֣ לִרְא֑וֹתסָ֣
יוויִַּקְרָא֩ יםאֵלָ֨ המִתּ֣וֹ�אֱ�קִ֜ אמֶרהַסְּנֶ֗ ֹ֛ הויַּ המשֶֹׁ֥ אמֶרמשֶֹׁ֖ ֹ֥ הִנֵּנִֽיויַּ

And the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush: and he looked,
and, behold, the bush burned with fire, but the bush was not consumed. And Moshe said, I will now
turn aside, and see this great sight, why the bush is not burnt. And when the Lord saw that he turned
aside to see, God called to him out of the midst of the bush, and said, Moshe, Moshe. And he said,
Here I am.

7. Principle 3: Leadership is Vision Driven (Lessons in Leadership – Mishpatim: Vision and Detail)

Great leaders, be they CEOs or simply parents, have the ability to connect a large vision with highly
specific details. Without the vision, the details are merely tiresome… Great leaders communicate a
vision. But they are also painstaking, even perfectionists, when it comes to the details… So the
Torah is a unique combination of nomos and narrative, history and law, the formative experiences of
a nation and the way that nation sought to live its collective life so as never to forget the lessons it
learned along the way. It brings together vision and detail in a way that has never been surpassed.

That is how we must lead if we want people to come with us, giving of their best. There must be a
vision to inspire us, telling us why we should do what we are asked to do. There must be a
narrative: this is what happened, this is who we are, and this is why the vision is so important
to us. Then there must be the law, the code, the fastidious attention to detail, that allow us to
translate vision into reality and turn the pain of the past into the blessings of the future. That
extraordinary combination, to be found in almost no other law code, is what gives Torah its enduring
power. It is a model for all who seek to lead people to greatness.
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8. The Knowing-Doing Gap by Jeffrey Pfeffer and Robert I. Sutton

The so-called knowledge advantage doesn’t exist—even though companies pour billions of dollars
into training programs, consultants, and executive education. Although knowledge is important, most
companies know, or can readily know, the same things. Moreover, even as companies talk about the
importance of learning, intellectual capital, and knowledge management, they frequently fail to take
the important next step of turning knowledge into action. [The Konwing-Doing Gap]... confronts the
paradox of companies that know too much and do too little by showing the barriers to turning
knowledge into action and how some companies successfully surmount these obstacles.

Firms that turn knowledge into action avoid the “smart talk trap.” Executives should use plans,
analysis, meetings, and presentations to inspire deeds, not as substitutes for doing anything.
Companies that act on their knowledge also eliminate fear, abolish destructive internal competition,
measure what matters, and promote leaders who understand the work people actually do.

9. Principle 4: The Highest Form of Leadership is Teaching (Lessons in Leadership – Devarim:
The Leader as Teacher)

It was one of the great moments of personal transformation, and it changed not only Moses but our
very conception of leadership itself.

By the end of the book of Numbers, Moses’ career as a leader seemed to have come to its end. He
had appointed his successor, Joshua, and it would be Joshua, not Moses, who would lead the people
across the Jordan into the Promised Land. Moses seemed to have achieved everything he was
destined to achieve. For him there would be no more battles to fight, no more miracles to perform, no
more prayers to say on behalf of the people.

It is what Moses did next that bears the mark of greatness. For the last month of his life he assembled
the people and delivered the series of addresses we know as the book of Deuteronomy or Devarim,
literally “words.” In them, he reviewed the people’s past and foresaw their future. He gave them laws.
Some he had given them before but in a different form. Others were new; he had waited to announce
them until the people were about to enter the land. Linking all these details of law and history into a
single overarching vision, he taught the people to see themselves as an am kadosh, a holy people,
the only people whose sovereign and lawgiver was God Himself…
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In the last month of his life Moses ceased to be the liberator, the miracle-worker, and redeemer, and
became instead Moshe Rabbenu, “Moses, our teacher.” He was the first example in history of a
leadership type in which Jews have excelled: the leader as teacher…

Teachers are the unacknowledged builders of the future, and if a leader seeks to make lasting
change, they must follow in the footsteps of Moses and become an educator. The leader as teacher –
using influence rather than power, spiritual and intellectual authority rather than coercive force – was
one of the greatest contributions Judaism ever made to the moral horizons of humankind. This can be
seen most clearly in the book of Deuteronomy, when Moses, for the last month of his life, summoned
the next generation and taught it laws and lessons that would survive, and inspire, as long as there
are human beings on earth

10. The Guardians of Society are Teachers (Jerusalem Talmud Hagigah 1:7)

הֶחֱזִיקוּשֶׁ�אדַּעישְִׂרָאֵלבְּאֶרֶץמִמְּקוֹמָןשֶׁנִּתְלְשׁוּעֲיירָוֹתרָאִיתָאִםיוֹחַי.בֶּןשִׁמְעוֹןרִבִּיתַּנֵּיהלכה:
העַל־מָה֙טַעַם.מַהוּמַשְׁנִים.סוֹפְרִיםבִּשְׂכַר רֶץאָבְֽדָ֣ ההָאָ֔ אמֶריוֹשֶׁב׃מִבְּלִי֭כַמִּדְבָּר֭נִצְּתָ֥ ֹ֣ י֙יויַּ

י.עַל־עָזְבָם֙ אֶת־תּ֣וֹרָתִ֔
לִמְתַקְנָאדְּישְִׂרָאֵלדְּאַרְעָאבַּקִּרֵייתָָאלְמִיעֲבוֹראִמִּיוּלְרִבִּיאַסִּיוּלְרִבִּיחִייהָלְרִבִּישְׁלַחנְשִׂייאָיוּדָןרִבִּי
נְטוּרֵילָןאַייתוֹןלוֹן.אָמְֽרִיןמַתְנִייןָ.ולְָאסְפַרלָאאַשְׁכְּחוֹןולְָאאֲתַרלְחַדעֲלוֹןוּמַתְנִיינִָין.סָפְֽרִיןלוֹן

קַרְתָּא.חָרוּבֵיאֶלָּאאֵילֵּיןלֵיתקַרְתָּא.נְטוּרֵיאֵינּוּןאֵילֵּיןלוֹן.אָמְֽרוּןקַרְתָּא.סַנְטוּרֵילוֹןאַייתְוֹןקַרְתָּא.
ההָ'אִםדִּכְתִיבהִיאהָדָאוּמַתְנִיינַָיָּא.סַפְרַייאָלוֹן.אָמְֽרוּןקַרְתָּא.נְטוּרֵיאִינּוּןוּמָאןלוֹן.אָמְֽרוּן �א־יבְִנֶ֬
יתִ וגו׳.בַ֗

Rebbi Simeon ben Yoḥai stated: When you see towns in the Land of Israel uprooted from their place,
know that they did not contribute to the wages of Bible and Mishnah teachers. What is the reason?
Why is the land ruined, torn down like an uninhabited wilderness? The Eternal said because they
abandoned My Torah

Rebbi Judah the Prince sent Rebbi Ḥiyya, Rebbi Assi, and Rebbi Immi to tour the towns of the Land of
Israel in order to give them Bible and Mishnah teachers. They came to one place where they found
neither Bible nor Mishnah teacher. They said to them, bring us the guardians of the town. They
brought them the stewards of the town. They told them, these are not the guardians of the
town, they are the destroyers of the town. They asked them, and who would be the guardians
of the town. They told them, the Bible and Mishnah teachers. That is what is written, if the Eternal
would not build the house, etc

11. I Asked for Wonder: A Spiritual Anthology by Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel

What we need, more than anything else, isn’t textbooks but rather text people. It is the personality of
the teacher which is the text that students read – the text that they’ll never forget.
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12. Principle 5: A Leader Must Have Faith in the People They Lead (Lessons in Leadership –
Shelach Lecha: Confidence)

One of the fundamental tasks of any leader from President to parent is to give people a sense of
confidence – in themselves, in the group of which they are a part, and in the mission itself. A leader
must have faith in the people they lead, and they must inspire that faith in them. As Rosabeth Moss
Kanter of the Harvard Business School writes in her book Confidence, “Leadership is not about the
leader, it is about how they build the confidence of everyone else.” Confidence, by the way, is Latin
for “having faith together.”

The truth is that in no small measure, a law of self-fulfilling prophecy applies in the human arena.
Those who say, “We cannot do it” are probably right, as are those who say, “We can.” If you lack
confidence you will lose. If you have it – solid, justified confidence based on preparation and past
performance – you will win. Not always, but often enough to triumph over setbacks and failures.

13. Moshe Judged the People Unfairly (Talmud Shabbat 97a)

קַמֵּיוגְַלְיאָוגְוֹ׳״,לִייאֲַמִינוּ�א״והְֵןדִּכְתִיב:בְּגוּפוֹ,לוֹקֶה—בִּכְשֵׁרִיםהַחוֹשֵׁדלָקִישׁ:רֵישׁאָמַר
לְהַאֲמִין.סוֹפְ�אֵיןואְַתָּהמַאֲמִינִים,בְּנֵימַאֲמִינִיםהֵןלוֹ:אָמַרישְִׂרָאֵל.דִּמְהֵימְנִיהוּאבְּרִי�קוּדְשָׁא

Reish Lakish said: One who suspects the innocent of indiscretion is afflicted in his body, as it is
written: “And Moses answered and said: But they will not believe me and will not hearken to my
voice, for they will say, Hashem did not appear to you” (Exodus 4:1), and it is revealed before the
Holy One, Blessed be He, that the Jewish people would believe. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said
to Moses: They are believers, the children of believers; and ultimately, you will not believe.

14. Principle 6: Leaders Need a Sense of Timing and Pace (Covenant and Conversation: The Pace
of Change. Pinchas 5770)

ר הויַדְַבֵּ֣ ר׃אֶל־ה׳משֶֹׁ֔ ֹֽ דלֵאמ ֹ֣ יה׳יפְִק תאֱ�קֵ֥ ֹ֖ רהָרוּח ישׁלְכׇל־בָּשָׂ֑ אעַל־הָעֵדָהֽ׃אִ֖ םאֲשֶׁר־יצֵֵ֣ לִפְנֵיהֶ֗
ר םיבָאֹ֙ואֲַשֶׁ֤ רלִפְנֵיהֶ֔ םואֲַשֶׁ֥ ריוֹצִיאֵ֖ םואֲַשֶׁ֣ תתִהְיהֶ֙וְ֤�איבְִיאֵ֑ אןה׳עֲדַ֣ ֹ֕ רכַּצּ םאֲשֶׁ֥ רעֶֹהֽאֵין־לָהֶ֖

Moses 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.”
(Bamidbar / Numbers 27: 15 - 17)

The passage in which God tells Moses to prepare for death, and Moses, in response, asks God to
appoint a successor (see Num 27:12-23), is full of interest for what it tells us about leadership.
Indeed when Moses is confronted with his own mortality, his first response is not to think about
himself at all but about the succession.
That is a mark of a true leader. The great leaders care about the cause they serve more than about
themselves. Hence, even as they lead, they prepare others to lead, so that, in Moses’ own words,
“the Lord’s people will not be like a flock without a shepherd.”

8

https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers.27.12-23?lang=he-en&utm_source=rabbisacks.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker


…Rashi interprets the two phrases as referring to different things. The first, “who will go out in front of
them and come back in front of them”, means a leader who leads from the front, who will not send
their people into battle while staying behind in safety. Rashi points to a verse (I Samuel 18:16) in
which the Torah says: “All Israel and Judah loved David because he went out and came back in front
of them”. The watchword of Israel’s military leaders has always been “Acharai”, meaning “After me”.

…A leader must lead from the front. But a leader must also understand the pace at which
those they lead can go. It is not leadership if the leader is so far ahead of the people that
when they turns their head around, they discover that there is no one following. A leader
must go out in front and come back in front. But they must also “lead the people out and
bring them back”, meaning, they must take people with them. They must make sure that they
are keeping pace.

A leader must have vision, but also realism. They must think the impossible but know the possible.
Because a leader is often a figure of great ability, they can sometimes forget that not everyone can
travel as fast as they can. A leader can be too far ahead of their times…

It is a point made with great insight by Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky of the John F. Kennedy
School of Government at Harvard. In their book Leadership on the Line (and Heifetz’s earlier book,
Leadership without Easy Answers) they distinguish between two kinds of challenge, technical and
adaptive, and the different kinds of leadership they call for.

A technical challenge arises when you face a problem of a kind that has a relatively simple solution.
You are ill, so you go to a doctor to diagnose the disease and prescribe a cure…

But sometimes the people affected by a problem are the problem. For some illnesses, no drug will
suffice to bring a cure. Instead the person concerned may have to change their entire lifestyle. For
some failing companies, no quick fix by management will suffice. What may have to change is the
entire corporate culture. Problems of this kind, where the people involved have to change, call for
adaptive leadership – and that is leadership of the most difficult kind.

The reason is that people resist change. For that reason, they will resist any solution that implies that
they must change. With tenacity and passion, they will see the problem as something outside
themselves. They will blame this factor or that….

Personal change – change within the self – is almost unbearably stressful. It is, in fact, a form of
bereavement. That is why adaptive leaders are rarely popular. People criticise them, get angry with
them, try to replace them. Adaptive leadership needs courage. But Heifetz and Linsky’s point goes
deeper. Adaptive leadership also needs deep and active patience. People are slow to change, and a
leader – who by definition understands the need for change – may become impatient and try to force
the pace faster than the people can go.
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15. We Are All Summoned to the Task (Lessons in Leadership – Yitro: A Nation of Leaders)

[Immediately before the Giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai].... Yitro, Moses’ father-in-law and a
Midianite Priest, gives Moses his first lesson in leadership. In the second episode, the prime mover is
God Himself who, at Mount Sinai, makes a covenant with the Israelites in an unprecedented and
unrepeated epiphany. For the first and only time in history God appears to an entire people, making a
covenant with them and giving them the world’s most famous brief code of ethics, the Ten
Commandments.

What can there be in common between the practical advice of a Midianite and the timeless words of
Revelation itself? There is an intended contrast here and it is an important one. The forms and
structures of governance are not specifically Jewish. They are part of chochmah, the universal
wisdom of humankind…

What is specifically Jewish, however, is the principle of the covenant at Sinai, that Israel is the
chosen people, the only nation whose sole ultimate king and legislator is God Himself. “He has
revealed His word to Jacob, His laws and decrees to Israel. He has done this for no other nation;
they do not know His laws, Halleluyah.” (Psalm 147:19-20) What the covenant at Sinai established
for the first time was the moral limits of power.[1] All human authority is delegated authority, subject
to the overarching moral imperatives of the Torah itself. This side of heaven there is no absolute
power. That is what has always set Judaism apart from the empires of the ancient world and the
secular nationalisms of the West. So Israel can learn practical politics from a Midianite but it must
learn the limits of politics from God Himself.

Despite the contrast, however, there is one theme in common to both episodes, to Yitro and to the
revelation at Sinai, namely the delegation, distribution and democratisation of leadership. Only God
can rule alone.

In the next chapter, prior to the revelation at Mount Sinai, God commands Moses to propose a
covenant with the Israelites. In the course of this, God articulates what is in effect the mission
statement of the Jewish people:

‘You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought
you to Myself. Now if you obey Me fully and keep My covenant, then out of all nations you will be My
treasured possession. Although the whole earth is Mine, you will be for Me a Kingdom of Priests and
a holy nation.’ (Shemot / Exodus 19:4 - 6)...

What was distinctive about Israel was that it was to become a nation every one of whose members
was to be a priest; each of whose citizens was called on to be holy…

The Israelites were called on to be a nation of servant-leaders. They were the people called on, by
virtue of the covenant, to accept responsibility not only for themselves and their families but for the
moral-spiritual state of the nation as a whole…. Jews were the people who did not leave
leadership to a single individual, however holy or exalted, or to an elite. Instead, every one of
them was expected to be both a prince and a servant; that is to say, every one of whom was
called on to be a leader. Never was leadership more profoundly democratised.
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