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1 July 2021 / 21 Tammuz 5781         B”H 
Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi   
Congregation Adat Reyim 
Torah discussion on Pinchas 

 

 
Judaism, a Meritocracy 

 
 

Introduction 
 
In this week's Torah portion, Pinchas, Moses asks God to appoint his 
successor.  His siblings Aaron and Miriam have died and he himself is near 
the end of the road.  And God answers: 

Single out Joshua son of Nun, an inspired man, and lay your hand upon him. 
[Num. 27:12-18] 

 
Moses does not show it, but he is disappointed.  Why?  The Midrash 
answers: 

Why did [Moses] make this request [right] after [the decision was made to let] the 
[five] daughters of Tzelaf'chad inherit the properties of their father?  He thought, 
“This is the time for me to make my own request. If daughters inherit, it is [also] 
proper for my sons to inherit my glory.”  
[But] the Holy One, blessed be He, said to him…: “Your sons sat idly and were 
not involved with Torah [study]. It is [more] appropriate that Joshua, who served 
you, serve Israel.” [Midrash Tanḥuma, Pinchas 11] 

So Moses' two sons were not sufficiently meritorious. 
 

Towards a meritocracy 
 
Judaism slowly moved from appointments by God to heredity rights to 
meritocracy. 
 
A meritocracy is when opportunities, jobs and rewards are granted to those 
who have the most personal merit (intelligence, knowledge, proven ability, 
integrity, etc.). 
 
First, God picked the leaders: Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Jacob’s sons, 
Moses, Aaron, Joshua, etc.  Then God told Moses to appoint 70 elders to 
help him so he did not have to be involved in everything, being careful to 
include people from each tribe. 
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Then came the priests.  God made Aaron High Priest and decreed that all 
his Jewish male descendants would be priests – kohanim.  It would be a 
hereditary position lasting forever.  Priests became the Jewish aristocracy 
until the fall of the Second Temple.   Other things are still hereditary in 
Judaism today: 

-To be a Levite your father must be a Levite. 
-Firstborn sons have more rights. 
-You are born Jewish only if your mother is Jewish. 
-Women do not have to observe time-bound commandments. 
-If you were born a bastard there are restrictions on who you can 
marry. 
-Future kings must descend from David, as will the Messiah. 

 
Then came the Judges, leaders of Israel in times of war and adjudicators of 
disputes in a loose confederation of 12 tribes.  Judgeship was an unelected 
non-hereditary temporary position granted by consensus. It lasted 3 
centuries. 
 
Then came the kings, at the people’s insistence.  The prophet Samuel 
anointed Saul, then David, as kings, and from then on kingship was 
hereditary.  It lasted 4 centuries. 
 
Then came the prophets, picked by God, with no temporal power but 
tremendous spiritual influence.  It lasted 6 extra centuries. 
 
Then came the 120 Men of the Great Assembly, after the return from the 
exile from Babylon, picked by Ezra the Scribe and electing their successors 
by majority vote.  It lasted 2 centuries. 
 
Then came the rabbis, the scholars.  They rose and wielded influence 
solely because of their merit.  They frequently had very humble origins.  
The Sanhedrin, council of 71 sages, decided all matters of Jewish law by 
majority vote and picked its successors. 
 
From then on, Judaism became purely meritocratic.  The yardstick for 
evaluating people was study and knowledge of the Torah.  The Mishnah 
says:  

Rabbi Shim’on said: There are three crowns: the crown of Torah, the crown of 
priesthood, and the crown of royalty. [Avot 4:13] 
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The Rambam adds: 
Aaron merited priesthood. David merited monarchy. But the crown of Torah 
remains for anyone who wants to be crowned with it. [Rambam on Avot 4:13] 

Torah scholarship is not hereditary.  It belongs to all of us.  The Torah 
states: 

ב ת יַעֲקֹֹֽ ה קְהִלַָ֥ ָ֖ שָּ ה מוֹרָּ ֶׁ֑ נו מֹש  ָ֖ ה צִוָּה־לָּ ָ֥  Moses commanded us the Torah as an -- תּוֹרָּ

inheritance of the congregation of Jacob. [Deut. 33:4] 

 
The Talmud records that there was a strict hierarchy in Israel, for protocol 
purposes.  At the very top is the scholar.  The scholar even comes before 
the king!  Why?  The Talmud answers: 

A scholar takes precedence over a king of Israel, because if a scholar dies there 
is no one to replace him; but if a king of Israel dies, anybody in Israel is eligible to 
replace him. [Horayot 13a] 

After the king comes the High Priest (the kohen gadol), then prophets, then 
ordinary priests, then Levites, then ordinary Jews, then bastards.  However, 
the Talmud adds: 

But if a bastard is a scholar, he takes precedence over an ignorant High Priest. 
[Horayot 13a] 

 

Which system is better? 
 
Heredity rights:   

Pros:  
-Can prepare for job since childhood. 
-Promotes stability and continuity by removing uncertainty. 
-Leadership is non-partisan. 
-Promotes quick decisions in emergencies. 
-Clear chain of command. 

Cons:   
-Bad apples will crop up and cannot be dismissed.  (Corruption, 
incompetence, insanity, not listening to the people, etc.) 
-No accountability or liability.  No checks and balances. 
-Can lead to person-worship. 
-Creates a ruling class, an elite, above the rest. 
 

Meritocracy:  
Pros:  

-Efficiency: Best for both society and meritorious individual. 
-Corruption, nepotism and cronyism lead a society down the 
drain. 
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-Keeps at bay racism and other form of discrimination. 
-Creates the appearance of fairness. 
-Lifts everyone’s spirits with a “can do if work hard” feeling. 

Cons:  
-Who decides who has the most merit?  Metrics not always 
available or incomplete or misleading. 
-Merit may be in wrong place.  Talmud: 

Rabbi Akiva taught his son Rabbi Yehoshua: My son ... Do not 
dwell in a town whose leaders are scholars [because scholars are 
bad administrators!] [Pesaḥim 112a] 

-Does the most meritorious share the values of the group? 
-The most meritorious may not be good at interpersonal 
relationships, which may be critical to the job.  (A foreign 
minister needs more than knowledge of foreign affairs.) 
-People without proper qualifications (unknown quantities) have 
frequently done much good. 
-Experts may perpetuate inability to think outside the box. 

 
Let me take my native Egypt as an example in favor of meritocracy.  
Corruption and nepotism are rampant and a way of life.  You may find that 
to get a driver’s license, you have to slip the examiner a fifty-dollar bill.  But 
that’s not the worst part.  The worst part is that bad drivers are driving 
around.  If you want a good job, who you are and who you know are more 
important than what you can do.  But that’s not the worst part.  The worst 
part is that incompetent people are frequently in charge of things.  This is 
not likely to change soon. 
 

Is a meritocracy fair? 
 
The United States Declaration of Independence begins with: 

We hold [this truth] to be self-evident, that all men are created equal. 
 

Are all people really created equal?  No.  Some are born smart and some 
dim; some handsome and some ugly; some rich and some poor; some 
whole and some handicapped; some lucky and some unlucky; some with a 
popular background and some shunned because of their background.   
 
So some get a head start because of their birth.  Is this fair?  No, life is not 
fair.  The phrase must then mean “All are born equal before the law and 
must be given equal opportunities without any discrimination”. 
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Rabbi Naḥman of Breslov gave the best possible encouragement to those 
who were born different: 

 הַיּוֹם בּוֹ נוֹלַדְתָּּ 

חְלִיט הקב"ה  הוא הַיּוֹם בּוֹ ה 

יךָ ם אֵינוֹ יָּכוֹל לְהִתְקַיֵּים בַּלְעֲד  עוֹלָּ הָּ  ש 
The day that you were born is the day God decided the world could not be 
preserved without you. 

If life hands you lemons, make lemonade.   

 
How strict should a meritocracy be? 
 
Should preference be given to minorities, women, the disadvantaged – thus 
discriminating against the more meritorious?  Would this do them or society 
a favor?  Is this the best way to make up for past discrimination?  Some 
argue: If discrimination is bad, eliminate it – don’t perpetuate it! 
 
Here is a current case:   

President Biden’s Covid-19 relief plan steers farmer benefits of $4 billion first to 
“socially disadvantaged farmers… those of Black, Native American/Alaskan 
Native, Asian American or Pacific Islander, or Hispanic/Latino ethnicity.” White 
farmers say this is unconstitutional and that the program could run out of funds 
before their applications are even considered. Federal Judge William Griesbach 
in Wisconsin agreed and issued a temporary restraining order. 

 
Pros:  
 

-The Mishnah says: 
א א אַגְרָּ  The reward is according to the effort. [Avot 5:23] -- לְפום צַעֲרָּ

 
This means, for example, that someone raised Orthodox earns 
few points for staying Orthodox because this is natural and 
effortless for him.  But someone raised secular then becoming 
Orthodox earns more points because the switch requires much 
effort and discipline. 
 
Likewise, one can argue that those from a disadvantaged 
background have to work much harder to rise because of 
difficult childhoods, difficult environments, and earn more merit 
and value than those who had it easy to get to roughly the 
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same place.  Their endurance and determination will 
undoubtedly be reflected in their careers.  Merit is more than 
what the numbers show. 

 
-Promotes diversity.   

But is diversity per se a valid goal when it clashes with 
merit? (Even assuming no past persecution.) 

 

Cons:  
 

-Discriminates against non-minorities. 
 
-Creates feeling in some people that minority professionals are 
underqualified. 

 

Conclusion 
 
Judaism has steadily moved from birthright to merit.  This is always better 
for both the individual and society as a whole.  But there are uncertainties 
and controversies about how exactly merit should be measured and 
applied. 
 
Shabbat shalom. 


