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R. Yaakov Berab was born in a town near Toledo in 1474. He was a child prodigy. And when he 

fled Spain for Algeria in 1492, the community there promptly appointed him their rabbi at the 

age of 18. His star rose quickly and he was unquestionably the foremost halachic scholar of his 

generation. He also became the Rebbe of R. Yosef Karo, the author of the Shulchan Aruch.  

 

In around 1535, Berab moved to Safed, the largest Jewish community in Palestine at the time. It 

was there, against a backdrop of post-exilic messianism, that Berab hit on the idea of re-

instituting the notion of semicha, the formal process of rabbinic ordination that had not properly 

existed since Talmudic times. The Rambam had written that with a consensus of the Jewish 

community in Israel, semicha could be restored. In 1538 twenty-five rabbis convened a special 

assembly and ordained Berab as their chief rabbi, giving him the authority to ordain others, who 

could eventually form a Sanhedrin and unify a scattered and dispersed Jewish people. Berab 

went on to give semicha to four of his students, including Rav Yosef Karo.  

 

Naturally, to make a long story short, controversy ensued and the project dwindled into 

obsolescence.  

 

Ironically, the greatest rabbi in the history of our nation, Moshe Rabbeinu, was never himself 

ordained. He was simply conscripted by God into the divine service. It’s in our parsha that we 

find the first ordination ceremony and it’s prompted by Moshe’s application for a successor.   

 

We all know the basic plotline, but there are a couple of oddities that require our attention: First, 

why now? It was way back at מי מריבה that Moshe learned he would never enter the Promised 

Land. What’s happening in the context of our parsha that moves Moshe to think about a Jewish 

future in which he’s not at the helm? And second, there’s a troubling Midrash that appears just 

prior to our narrative. Hashem tells Moshe that’s he going to die just as his brother Aaron died 

and the Midrash says: 

  מכאן שנתאוה משה למיתתו של אהרן. 

From this we learn that Moshe wished to die the same death as his brother. 

 

What’s the meaning of this Midrash? 

 

As Rashi famously tells us, Moshe had held out hope that it would be his son whom God would 

tap as his successor. After all, the בנות צלפחד had managed to maintain their father’s legacy by 

becoming his heirs. In the aftermath of this proclamation, Moshe reasoned, perhaps he, too, 

could have his heir succeed him.  

 

When the Midrash tells us that Moshe wanted to die like his brother, it means that he wanted to 

leave this world the way Aharon left it – passing the mantle of his leadership and life’s work – 

directly to his son.  
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And that’s why Moshe chooses one particular metaphor to make his case:  

  ְו"א ִתְהיֶה ֲעַדת יְקָֹוק ַּכּצֹאן ֲאֶׁשר ֵאין ָלֶהם רֶֹעה:

Please Hashem: Don’t leave the Jewish people leaderless, like a flock with no shepherd. 

 

For Moshe, the literal and paradigmatic shepherd of his people, was dreaming of a fantasy in 

which he would be replaced by a leader cut from the same cloth. He was dreaming of 

bequeathing his proverbial staff to his beloved son. 

 

And yet at the same time, there’s a competing narrative playing out in the text. 

 

The first quality Moshe mentions in his request is that Hashem choose someone 

  ֲאֶׁשר יֵֵצא ִלְפנֵיֶהם 

Someone who will lead the people in battle. It’s a biblical idiom and it’s a reference to a military 

man who fights at the head of the legion (see צרור המור) – an apt description of יהושע.  
 

And when Moshe says  

  ַוֲאֶׁשר יְִביֵאם 

Someone who will bring them in –  

Rashi writes that this is a reference to someone utterly unlike Moshe: Choose a leader, Moshe 

says to Hashem, who will bring the people into the land that I could never bring them into. The 

next generation will need a different kind of leadership. Find someone who’s not like me.  

 

So which is it? 

 

Is Moshe subtly angling for a legacy preference or has he resigned himself to the reality that his 

successor will not be his kith and kin? 

 

I’d like to suggest that the answer bears directly on our current moment – and of course I have in 

mind the question of who will succeed Israel’s Chief Rabbi when a conclave of 150 electors 

meet to make that decision on July 24
th

. 

 

In his book Thinking Fast and Slow, Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman describes two modes 

of thinking in which we regularly engage. The first is immediate, instinctive and emotive. The 

second is reflective and rational. We’re perpetually caught between the impulse to think fast and 

the decision to think slowly.  

 

What I would argue is that Moshe finds himself caught within the selfsame matrix. On an 

instinctive level, everything around him conspires to suggest the possibility that his son might be 

a candidate for the position of the Jewish people’s next leader. Elazar became his father’s heir. 

The daughters of Tzelophchad followed suit. Caught up almost in a frenzy of family legacies, 

Moshe’s impulsive reaction is to say: Hashem, I want that, too! Who wouldn’t?  

 

But then, on reflection, Moshe recognizes that his son is the wrong person for the job. In fact, we 

never hear so much as a mention of Moshe’s children subsequent to their births. They accrue no 

merits of their own. The mantle of Torah leadership – though some prominent Roshei Yeshiva 

would disagree – can never become the province of legacy or the domain of heredity.  
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 .כתר תורה הרי מונח ועומד ומוכן לכל ישראל 

 

So Moshe, while wistfully – and almost instinctively – wishes that his son could succeed him, he 

appreciates too that there is a more fitting candidate for the position. 

 

And of course Moshe, like all of us, is constantly toggling back and forth between these two 

approaches.  

 

You already know that I support so much of what Rav David Stav stands for. And as I mentioned 

last week, the Jewish people stands at an important crossroads.  

 

But before we rush in, we – like Moshe – should catch ourselves. Are we simply thinking fast 

and instinctively favoring the candidate who looks like us: The candidate who wears a כיפה סרוגה, 

who espouses the ideology of religious Zionism and serves proudly in the IDF.  

 

I would submit that unlike the case of Moshe, here the process of thinking slow – deliberating 

and carefully considering the issues – leads to precisely the same conclusion as thinking fast.  

 

Because the question of who becomes Israel’s next Chief Rabbi is not a parochial matter for the 

citizens of Israel, but rather a global issue that affects every Jew the world over. 

 

How many reports do we need to hear about young Jews on college campuses alienated from 

Israel – and Judaism by extension – because the public face of religion in Israel so often seems to 

belong to another world? 

 

How many secular Israelis do we need to meet who attribute their disaffectedness to one horror 

story or another involving people they perceive to be fanatical and oppressive? The number of 

Israelis who get married in Cyprus every year because they’re fleeing the Rabbanut is 

outrageous.  

 

How many articles do we need to read about committed Jews whose very Jewishness is called 

into question by individuals and institutions whose own credibility is suspect at best? 

 

What a blessing it would be to have in the person of the Chief Rabbi of Israel someone who 

cares about being מקדש שם שמים in the course of every interaction, public or private. What a 

blessing it would be for every Jew – observant or secular – to feel as though the Chief Rabbinate 

were a voice of moderation and inclusivity and a bastion of integrity. What a blessing it would be 

to be able to point to the Chief Rabbi of Israel and say, “There stands a man who cares so deeply 

about his land and his people that he’s put his own life on the line in defense of Israel and her 

citizens.”   

 

As I mentioned in my email this week, how the Prime Minister comes out on this issue might 

well steer the outcome of this decision. If you haven’t already done so, I encourage you to make 

your voice heard.  
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Don’t misunderstand me. I don’t mean to imply that elevating the office of the Chief Rabbinate 

will be a panacea for the problems of the Jewish state and the Jewish people. It won’t be. But it 

will matter.  

 

Surely when R. Berab re-instituted semicha in Safed in the 16
th

 century, he had practical 

considerations in mind. Creating a centralized authority on matters of halacha would reduce 

factionalism and promote unity among כלל ישראל.  

 

But he surely had psychological motivations in mind as well. 

 

For to invest leaders with authority is to invest their followers with hope.   

 

To identify someone not only with the will to affect change, but the mandate and the charge to 

do so, empowers us with the will to believe that tomorrow might not only be different from 

today, but better than today. 

 

Will one individual be able to make a world of difference? I can’t say for sure. 

 

But I can say: The currency of hope has never been so valuable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


