
It is quite interesting that this week’s Torah portion is named after the Kohen (the 
Priest) who took an extreme role in the concluding episode in last week’s portion. This is 
Phinehas, the son of Eleazar son of Aaron the Priest. 

At the beginning of our portion this week, Phinehas is mentioned by God in laudatory 
terms. Still, if we pay careful attention to the commentaries, we will immediately realize 
that things are not that simple or straight forward. 

As the commentary in the Etz Hayim Humash points out, the Talmud refers to 
Phinehas’s action in a very poignant way: “had Phinehas asked the rabbinical court if it 
was permitted to kill Zimri and Cozbi, citing halakhah to justify his request, the court 
would have told him: the law may permit it but we do not follow that law!”  

What a powerful and decisive answer! “The law is on your side Phinehas; but we don’t 
condone it!” What an authoritative way to highlight and resolve the tension generated 
by Phinehas’s action! 

The rabbis are indeed uncomfortable approving such an extreme conduct as the one 
showed by Phinehas at the end of last week’s portion, Balak. 

Due to his extreme behavior, many of the commentaries, in particular later rabbinic 
commentaries and some Hasidic masters, struggle with the authority that Phinehas 
inherited as the son of Eleazar and Aaron’s grandson. Some justify his authority by 
suggesting that because he went that far, he can now refrain his impulsive instinct and 
act in a more moderate fashion. 

Another commentator interestingly points out that, in the same way Aaron’s moderation 
balanced Moses’s inclination to act in a more forceful and emotional way, Joshua’s 
moderation as the newly appointed leader after Moses, would balance Phinehas’s fervor 
as the High Priest. 

This last teaching reminds us the balance that is needed in leadership. There is a huge 
risk in having only one person in charge, without others helping the leader to balance 
his or her actions, which might end up being harmful and counterproductive because of 
their extreme nature. 

This balance is present throughout the history of Israel. The political and religious 
sources of power are in constant tension or, framing it a little differently, they are 
constantly trying to balance each other. 

Stretching our imagination a little bit, we can see these as early expressions of a 
recognition that when it comes to power, we definitely need balance. This concept of 
checks and balances will eventually lead to the development of the basic principles of 
democracy as the form of government of choice. It is too early here to speak about 
democracy, but having balance in government is one of the foundational principles of 
any democratic system. 

Jews or the Bible did not invent democracy, but made a huge contribution! 



I am particularly sensitive to this subject due to the fact that growing up in Argentina, I 
experienced totalitarian regimes; regimes which showed no balance and no boundaries. 
Under these regimes, abuse of basic human rights was somehow expected and, although 
unwanted, they became part of my day-to-day experience. 

Argentina’s history is filled with examples of presidents who had not been 
democratically elected by popular vote; or those who, after being elected, proceeded to 
consistently and methodically eliminate basic democratic procedures for them to turn 
themselves into dictators. 

When I was I college, every time that we entered one of the university buildings we had 
to go through a thorough check up – similar to what has introduced in every airport 
following 9/11. These were allegedly put in place in order to stop students from 
smuggling fire arms into the school buildings. I also had to show every piece of literature 
that I carried in my brief case to show that I was not entering pro-Communist 
propaganda. 

At that same time as I was pursuing my degree in Chemistry, I was also attending 
Rabbinical School. Therefore I carried with me materials for my Jewish studies. More 
than once, I was ridiculed because the individual who was doing the checkup had no 
idea about the contents of those papers; in particular if they were in Hebrew or Aramaic. 
Needless to say, they had never seen a page of Talmud ever before in their lives. Instead 
of admitting their ignorance they made jokes and nasty comments about the materials 
that I was carrying with me. 

Those were very difficult times; challenging times which had an indelible impact on me 
and which reinforced my strong convictions in favor of democracy as the best form of 
government. 

As much as I mentioned earlier, from a political standpoint, Jewish contributions 
towards a democratic form of government are not significant. The ethical values that 
Judaism teaches the world are, on the other hand, a very significant contribution that 
helped conceptualize the merits of democracy versus totalitarianism. 

Phinehas ben Eleazar Ha Kohen presents difficult challenges to the rabbis because, 
through his impulsive actions, he challenges some of these ethical values. 

 


