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When thinking about leadership in the Bible, we often tend to think of the metaphor of a shepherd and 
sheep. But what about the metaphor of a nursing mother? Below is the Drasha I gave yesterday at 
Anshe Sholom concerning leadership and succession in the Torah. Thank you Rabbi David Wolkenfeld for 
a great weekend! 
 
Shabbat shalom.  
I’d like to speak this morning about two strange conversations in our parsha that sometimes get 
overlooked, because they don’t take up much space. These conversations at first seem to be totally 
unrelated to one another. The first conversation occurs between the Daughters of Tzlaphchad and 
Moshe in Chapter 27 of Bamidbar, and the second one, which immediately follows it, is a striking 
conversation between Moshe and God about who will take over Moshe’s position as leader of the 
Israelites following his death. 
In the first dialogue, the daughters of Tzlaphchad appeal to Moshe, and request that they be permitted 
to inherit their deceased father’s property in the absence of any male heirs in their family. 
In the second dialogue, God reminds Moshe that he will soon die without having entered the promised 
land with the people of Israel. Moshe responds by requesting that God appoint his successor before his 
death. The question has clearly been weighing on Moshe. Who is supposed to inherit Moshe’s position 
of leadership? 
The messages of these two stories, and how they relate to one another, is not fully clear. But from a 
cursory reading, it is evident that both conversations are about succession. Both conversations invite the 
reader to confront one question that the Israelites faced at this time, when they were preparing to 
transition from a nomadic existence in the wilderness to a settled life in the land of Israel.  
This question is: How does inheritance get passed down from one generation to another? How is 
authority transmitted from one generation to another? 
 
In the brief vignettes regarding the daughters of Tzlaphchad’s appeal, and Moshe’s conversation with 
God, God breaks the rules. God determines that the daughters of Tzlaphchad are to become land-
owners, despite the societal norm that required them to forfeit their father’s estate. Likewise, the rules 
are broken in the second half of the chapter, when Yehoshua is appointed to be Moshe’s successor. 
Until now, succession has been a father to son affair. We expect Moshe’s successor to be someone in his 
family. Aaron has by now died. Perhaps another person related to Moshe, a person who has been 
vested with priestly authority, should take over for Moshe. One obvious candidate is Eleazar, Aaron’s 
son. But instead, Yehoshua the son of Nun is chosen to inherit Moshe’s leadership position, and not only 
that, but Eleazar must be present at the ceremony of appointing Yehoshua. Eleazar’s presence – and 
passiveness- in this ceremony symbolizes his acceptance, his acquiesance, in not inheriting his uncle 
Moshe’s position as leader of the people.  
The stories of the daughters of Tzlaphchad and the appointment of Yehoshua are clearly related to one 
another. They bear parallel themes of succession and inheritance.  
But these two stories also bear a fundamental difference – one that we must not ignore. While the 
daughters of Tzlaphchad are given a portion of land to be settled upon their entry into Israel, Moshe has 
no hope of accessing the promised holy hand. 
Moshe must die before entering the land of Israel because he has sinned; he lost his temper at the 
waters of Merivah by hitting a rock when the people were pressuring him for water. He is not entitled to 



settle on a plot of land in the Land of Israel. While God says the word “nachala,” inheritance, five times 
in His speech to Moshe when answering Moshe’s question about how to rule in the case of Tzlaphchad’s 
daughters, Moshe himself is to have no nachala. 
Perhaps the relationship between these two stories is that God’s ruling in favor of the women’s plea to 
inherit land emphasizes God’s fair judgment and empathy, and this story of divine beneficence throws 
the fact that Moshe gets no access to the land of Israel into sharp relief.  If continuity is to be defined by 
land ownership and children in the ancient world – and this certainly is the case in the Torah – then 
Moshe is the ultimate loser. His descendants will not inherit his position of prestige and authority. And 
as Levites, they will have no plot of their own in the land of Israel.  
How could God give five random women an inheritance that they were not legally entitled to, and at the 
same time, give Moshe – the person who is more intimate with God than any other individual in human 
history - nothing? If God is so considerate of the daughters of Tzlaphchad, why is he so cruel to Moshe?  
Behind this story lies a difficult truth that I believe we are meant to intuit. The reason why Moshe gets 
the short end of the stick, so to speak, is that the Israelites cannot grow to maturity with a Moshe-like 
figure guiding them in the land of Israel. It’s not just that Moshe’s leadership isn’t good for them, it’s 
that they need a Moshe-like figure to be absent, for their own good. 
By now, Moshe understands this. He understands that the people are too dependent on him to get 
them out of every jam, out of every crisis, even when the crisis in question is of the people’s own 
making. And Moshe knows that he, in turn, has become too enmeshed in the psyche of the Israelites. 
This involvement comes to a breaking point when the people ask to return to Egypt in Parshat 
Beha’alotcha, in Chapter Eleven, and Moshe, exasperated and incensed, declares to God, “just kill me 
now!” “Hargainee Nah, Harog!” But five parshiot later, in our parsha, Moshe realizes that he can’t die 
just yet. He needs a replacement, and this person must be unlike him: unemotional, and pragmatic, and 
someone who can create distance between himself and God, and between himself and the Israelites. 
And so, in our parsha, Moshe says to God:  
‘Let the Lord, the God of the spirits of all flesh, appoint someone over the congregation who shall go out 
before them and come in before them, who shall lead them out and bring them in, so that the 
congregation of the Lord may not be like sheep without a shepherd.’ (Num 27:16-17) 
In our Parsha, Moshe knows that it is time to retire. He asks God to find a new shepherd, a new leader, 
for the sheep, the Israelites. The metaphor of Moshe as shepherd of the people may sound old and 
familiar to us. We tend to instinctively think of Moshe as a shepherd because that’s what he is doing 
when we first meet him at the beginning of Sefer Shemot. He is a shepherd of sheep by vocation, and a 
shepherd of the Israelites by calling.  
But the fact is that the metaphor of Moshe as shepherd is not a dominant one in Sefer Bamidbar. In 
Bamidbar 11, in Parshat Ba’ahalotcha, we encounter one of the strangest conversations between God 
and Moshe that is recorded in the Torah. Like the conversation in our Parsha, the discussion revolves 
around Moshe’s relationship with Israel. In Baha’alotcha, Moshe is frustrated that the people have 
complained to him yet again – this time about missing the watermelons and cashews of Israel. He 
realizes that distance between him and the people is more necessary than ever. So Moshe declares to 
God that he is NOT Israel’s nursing mother. The Israelites have been crying like babies. Their crying is 
mentioned six separate times in the story. And perhaps they do need a mother figure. But according to 
Moshe, God Himself must fill the role of mother, not Moshe. In Beha’alotcha, Moshe proclaims to God, 
11‘Why have you treated your servant so badly? Why have I not found favour in your sight, that you lay 
the burden of all this people on me? 12Did I conceive all this people? Did I give birth to them, that you 
should say to me, “Carry them in your bosom, as a nurse carries a sucking child”, to the land that you 
promised on oath to their ancestors? 13Where am I to get meat to give to all this people? For they come 
weeping to me and say, “Give us meat to eat!” 14I am not able to carry all this people alone, for they are 
too heavy for me. (Num 27:11-14) 



The metaphor that Moshe uses when complaining to God is not the metaphor of the shepherd and 
sheep, as we might expect. The metaphor that he chooses instead is one of a nursing mother and her 
infant. This metaphor is effective in that it depicts the Israelites as helpless and self-absorbed, and as 
individuals who don’t know what’s good for themselves – or even what they truly need. But the 
metaphor is apt only for God, not for Moshe. If Moshe were the people’s nursing mother, it would 
threaten the health of the most important relationship of all: the relationship between Israel and God.   
The upshot to this story in Beha’alotcha is that God assigns intermediaries for Moshe so that he does 
not have to be so intimate with the Israelites that they depend on him for every little thing, like an infant 
depends on her mother. In Baha’alotcha, then, the mother-child metaphor for Moshe’s relationship with 
the people does not work. 
Now, in Parshat Pinchas, when Moshe is again exasperated with Israel, he uses a different metaphor, a 
metaphor not of a breastfeeding mother but of a shepherd. This metaphor offers more distance 
between Moshe and the Israelites. In the metaphor of the shepherd and his sheep, Moshe and Israel 
have never been connected at the umbilical cord. They have different pasts, and they are made up of 
completely different internal stuff. Moshe is a shepherd; the Israelites are sheep. A shepherd has never 
been a sheep, and Moshe has never truly been an Israelite. He doesn’t share their past, their 
experiences. Moshe will never fully know what it is like to be a sheep.  
Once Moshe realizes that he cannot fully connect with, cannot fully empathize with the people, he 
accepts the inevitable distance between himself and the Israelites. He realizes that the goal of his tenure 
as a leader is not to create an intimate, connected relationship between him and the Israelites, but 
simply to shepherd them – to get them where they need to go, and to keep them together in the 
process. 
By now, Moshe is aware that his relationship with the Israelites is fraught with tension, because he and 
the Israelites are foundationally different. He accepts his punishment that he cannot enter Israel. All he 
wants is for an effective shepherd to take over.  This person does not need to be the Israelites’ mother 
figure, or someone who accommodates the people’s every physical and emotional need. This person 
simply needs to judge cases, cases like the one posed to Moshe and Eleazar by the daughters of 
Tzlaphchad. This person needs to be a practical but gentle leader who can navigate the dangerous 
process of journeying into and settling the land of Israel. This person needs to be brave and wise, but 
does not need to be on intimate terms with the Israelites.  The Israelites do not need a leader to provide 
them with milk, like a nursing mother would provide her baby. God will nurture and protect the people 
by giving them a land that will provide milk. In fact, it will be flowing with milk: an erets zevat chalav. 
God will nurture, and the land of Israel will nurture. The person who will take over for Moshe will be 
pragmatic, but not melodramatic, engaged but not obsessed. That person is Yehoshua.  
 
The Rabbis understood that the person who succeeds Moshe need not provide constant maternal care, 
but had to be qualified to adjudicate the kinds of cases that the daughters of Tzlaphchad brought to 
Moshe. Indeed, the 11th century French commentator Rashi cites an early Midrashic compilation called 
Sifre Bamidbar, which notes that the placing of hands on Yehoshua while Moshe was alive was a way of 
conferring halakhic, that is, legal, authority onto Yehoshua that enabled him to teach Jewish halakha and 
judge various cases. This skill comprises the bulk of Yehoshua’s job description. 
I’d like to return to our original discussion regarding the connection between the story of the daughters 
of Tzlaphchad and the story of Moshe’s request for a successor. A Midrashic collection called Midrash 
Tanhuma asks this very question, and comments that the first story gave rise to the second. The 
Tanhuma says: 
When the daughters of Zelaphchad inherited land from their father, Moses reasoned: the time is right 
for me to make my own request. If daughters inherit, it is surely right that my sons should inherit my 
glory. The Holy One blessed be He said to him, “He who keeps the fig tree shall eats its fruit” (Proverbs 



27:28). Your sons sat idly by and did not study the Torah. But Yehoshua served you faithfully and 
showed you great honour. It was he who rose early in the morning and remained late at night at your 
House of Assembly. He used to arrange the benches and spread the mats. Seeing that he has served you 
with all his might, he is worthy to serve Israel, for he shall not lose his reward. (Midrash Tanhuma 11) 
Thus ends this midrashic statement. 
It does seem intuitive that the story of Tzlaphchad’s daughters gives rise to the story about  Moshe’s 
successor. But I am not so sure that Moshe was hoping that his sons would inherit his position, as this 
midrash suggests. There is no mention of Moshe’s own sons, Gershom and Eliezer, in this story, only 
mention of Moshe’s nephew, the priest Eleazar. I tend to think that Moshe knew by now that pious 
qualities were more important than lineage when it came to choosing the right successor.  
But this midrash does touch on a crucial difference between Moshe and Yehoshua, which is the key to 
Yehoshua’s quieter but less tumultuous career: Yehoshua is never mistaken by God, or by the people, 
for a nursing mother. He is never so closely intimate with either party. He gets the job done. He 
“arranges the benches and spreads the mats,” as the Midrash says. 
Yehoshua is an ideal shepherd of the people, who answers to a master whom he knows is far above his 
own vocation, and who leads a community whom he knows is in many ways unlike him. Moshe, 
however, is so intimately interconnected with the people that they – and God – attribute more to his 
role than he can take on. And his intensity, his total commitment to his vocation, which is so vital at the 
moment that the Israelites leave Egypt, ultimately threatens the development of Israel’s relationship 
with God, which had to be prioritized upon entry into Israel. Moshe’s connection to the people reflects 
the unresolvable contradiction of his legacy: He must be connected to Israel and to God in a way that is 
unparalleled to all other leaders in Israelite history in order to help them transition from slavery to 
freedom. But this kind of intense leadership only works in a certain time and place, and ultimately 
cannot last.  
Perhaps what we can learn from this story in Bamidbar 27 is that, like other stories about Moshe in 
Bamidbar and the rest of the Torah, Moshe is indeed in a category all of his own. 
The Torah closes with a comment about Moshe’s singularity 

עֹוד נִָביא ָקם-ֹלא  
ָרֵאל יִשְּ ה ,בְּ ר ,כְּמֹשֶׁ ל ָפנִים ,יְּהוָה יְָּדעֹו ֲאשֶׁ ָפנִים-אֶׁ  

No prophet ever again arose like Moshe, who knew God face to face. 
In the desert, the Israelites needed someone who would sacrifice their entire being for them, who 
would go so far as to beg God to erase him from His book, so long as the people’s survival was ensured. 
Yet the true ideal for the people was to cultivate a relationship directly with God, not with Moshe. By 
the end of his life, Moshe understands this.  Once Moshe dies and the Israelites begin to plan for their 
new life in Israel, they are expected to look to Yehoshua and the leaders who succeed him for guidance, 
but they must look only to God for sustenance. Shabbat shalom. 


