
5780 – Numbers 8-12 – B’ha-alotcha (When you set up) 
 
Parashat Behaalotekha begins with the final preparations for the Israel-
ites’ journey from the Sinai desert to the Promised Land. There are in-
structions for Aaron, the high priest, to tend to the light of the Menora, 
and for consecrating the Levites into their special role as guardians of the 
sacred. Before setting out, the Israelites celebrate Passover, one year after 
the Exodus itself and provisions are made for those who are unable to 
celebrate it at its proper time to do so a month later. Details are given 
about the cloud that signals when to encamp and when to move on. Mo-
ses is commanded to make two silver trumpets to summon the people. 

The narrative now changes tone. The Israelites set out after their long 
stay in the Sinai desert, but almost immediately there are problems, pro-
tests, and complaints. Moses suffers his deepest emotional crisis. He 
prays to God to die. God tells him to gather seventy elders who will help 
him with the burdens of leadership. In the last scene of the parasha, Mo-
ses’ own sister and brother speak against him. Miriam is punished. Mo-
ses, here described as the humblest of men, prays on her behalf. After a 
week’s wait for Miriam to be healed, the people move on. 

In the first essay we look at an unusual feature of the text as it ap-
pears in a Torah scroll: a passage is separated from the rest by two 
brackets, leading the rabbis to say that this brief section is a book in it-
self. What does this mean? The second essay is about two ways of charac-
terizing Jewish identity. The third and fourth are about Moses’ despair. 
Why here and not before? And how is this related to the specific kind of 
leader Moses is? The fifth is about the role of the seventy elders in lifting 
Moses’ depression. The sixth is about Miriam’s complaint. What was it, 
and why was she punished for it? 

 
Is a Leader a Nursing Father?1 

 
In the previous essay, we looked at Moses’ emotional collapse after the 
people complained about the food. I suggested that the difference be-
tween Moses’ reaction in Numbers and in Exodus had to do with the dis-
tinction between technical and adaptive leadership challenges. A tech-
nical challenge is one where the people have a problem and the leader 
provides the solution. An adaptive one is where the people themselves 
are part of the problem and the solution requires that the people 
change.(1) People resist change, especially when it involves jettisoning 
habits of the past. It can feel like a loss, almost a bereavement, and 
they can react with a mixture of resistance, denial, anger, sadness, and 

 
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation: Numbers, (Maggid Books & The 

Orthodox Union), pp. 127-131. 

nostalgia—a desire to be back where they once were. These things are 
emotionally draining, especially for the leader, and they are all docu-
mented with great accuracy in the various crises described in Numbers. 

In this and the following essay I want to stay with this episode of Mo-
ses’ breakdown, because it is so powerful, emotive, and challenging. For a 
moment, the greatest of all Jewish heroes of faith loses faith—not, to be 
sure, in God, but in himself and his role. In this essay I ask a single, 
simple question: Was Moses himself part of the problem? 

The question is prompted by—and an answer intimated in—Moses’ 
own words at the beginning of the outburst that ended with him asking 
God to “please go ahead and kill me” (Num. 11:15). This is how he begins:  

Why have You brought this trouble on Your servant? What have I done 
to displease You that You put the burden of all these people on me? 
Did I conceive all these people? Did I give them birth? Why do You tell 
me to carry them in my arms, as a nurse carries an infant, to the land 
You promised on oath to their ancestors? (Num. 11:11-12)  

Inevitably, when we read Moses’ anguished plea, our attention focuses on 
his wish to die. But this is not the most interesting part of his speech. Mo-
ses was not the only Jewish leader to pray to die. So did Elijah. So did Jer-
emiah. So did Jonah. Spiritual leadership is difficult. Unlike politicians, 
prophets tell the people what they least want to hear. This is one of the 
most stressful tasks anyone can undertake. Jeremiah is eloquent on the 
subject: “I am ridiculed all day long; everyone mocks me ... The word of the 
Lord has brought me insult and reproach all day long” (Jer. 20:7-8). Moses 
was not the only prophet to find his mission almost unbearable. 

 
1. So did Elijah. So did Jeremiah. So did Jonah.  

a. 1Kings 19:1-4 
4while he himself went a day's journey into the wilderness. He came 
to a broom bush, sat down under it and prayed that he might die. 
"I have had enough, LORD," he said. "Take my life; I am no better 
than my ancestors."  

b. Jeremiah 20:7-18 
13Sing to the LORD! Give praise to the LORD! He rescues the life of 
the needy from the hands of the wicked. 14Cursed be the day I was 
born! May the day my mother bore me not be blessed! 15Cursed be 
the man who brought my father the news, who made him very glad, 
saying, "A child is born to you—a son!" 16May that man be like the 
towns the LORD overthrew without pity. May he hear wailing in the 
morning, a battle cry at noon. 17For he did not kill me in the womb, 
with my mother as my grave, her womb enlarged forever. 18Why did 
I ever come out of the womb to see trouble and sorrow and to 
end my days in shame?  



c. Jonah 4:1-3 
3Now, LORD, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than 
to live."  

 
What is singular here is his statement that God had told him to carry 
the people in his arms “as a nurse carries an infant.” But God had nev-
er used those words or even remotely implied such a thing. He had 
asked Moses to lead but did not tell him how to lead. He told Moses what 
to do, but never discussed with him his leadership style. 

It seems that the Torah is here hinting that the way Moses conceived 
the role of leader was itself part of the problem. “Did I conceive all 
these people? Did I give them birth? Why do You tell me to carry them in 
my arms?” This is the language of the leader-as-parent, the “great man” 
theory of leadership. 

Sigmund Freud was deeply absorbed by this issue. He argued that 
crowds become dangerous when a certain kind of leader comes to pow-
er.(3) Such a leader, often highly charismatic, resolves the tensions within 
the group by seeming to promise solutions to all their problems. He is 
strong. He is persuasive. He is clear. He offers a simple analysis of why 
the people are suffering. He identifies enemies, focuses energies, and 
makes the people feel whole, complete, part of something great. “Leave it 
to me,” he seems to say. “All you have to do is follow and obey.” 

Moses was not a typical charismatic leader. He said of himself “I am 
not a man of words” (Ex. 4:10). He was not particularly close to the peo-
ple. Aaron was. Perhaps Miriam was also. Caleb had the power to calm 
the people, at least temporarily. Moses had neither the gift nor the desire 
to sway crowds, resolve complexity, attract a mass following, or win pop-
ularity. That was not the kind of leader the Israelites needed, which is 
why God chose Moses, an awkward, angular man but one with a strong 
sense of justice and a passion for liberty. 

But Moses, especially here, seems to have felt that the leader must do 
it all. He must be the people’s father, mother, and nursemaid. He must be 
the doer, the problem-solver, omniscient and omnipotent. If something 
needs to be done it is for the leader to do it.(4) He says, for example, 
“Where can I get meat for all these people? They keep wailing to me, ‘Give 
us meat to eat!’” (Num. 11:13). But this was either God’s problem or the 
people’s. It was not Moses.’  
(4) Note that Joseph, in Genesis, is this kind of leader. That is how he is described 

in three different roles, as head servant in Potiphar’s house, as chief assistant 
to the warden in prison, and as viceroy in Egypt (Gen. 39, 41). It is highly sig-
nificant that this kind of leadership is portrayed as effective in an Egyptian 
context but not in an Israelite one. 
 

The trouble is that if the leader is a parent, then the followers remain 
children. They are totally dependent on him. They do not develop skills 

of their own. They do not acquire a sense of responsibility or the self-
confidence that comes from exercising it. It was this dependency that 
led to the sin of the Golden Calf (Ex. 32). Moses had been absent up the 
mountain for a long time and the people did not know what had hap-
pened to him. They panicked and made a Golden Calf. This is one of the 
reasons why God told Moses to gather a team of seventy elders to share 
the burden with him. He was saying: Do not even try to do it all yourself. 

The “great man” theory of leadership haunts Jewish history like a re-
curring nightmare. In the days of Samuel, the people believed their prob-
lems would be solved if they appointed a king “like all the other nations” 
(ISam. 8:5). In vain, Samuel warned them that this would only make their 
problems worse. Saul, their first king, looked the part, handsome, up-
right, “a head taller than anyone else” (ISam. 9:2), but he lacked strength 
of character. David, their second, committed adultery. Solomon, their 
third, blessed with wisdom, was seduced by his wives into folly. The 
kingdom split. Only a few subsequent kings were equal to the moral and 
spiritual challenge of combing faith in God with a politics of realism and 
civic virtue. 

During the Second Temple period, the success of the Maccabees was 
dramatic but short-lived. The Hasmonean kings themselves became Hel-
lenised. The office of high priest became politicised. No one could con-
tain the growing rifts within the nation. Having defeated the Greeks, the 
nation fell to the Romans. Sixty years later, R. Akiva identified Bar Kokh-
ba as another “great man” in the mould of Judah the Maccabee,(5) and the 
result was the worst tragedy in Jewish history until the Holocaust. 

Judaism is about diffused responsibility, making each individual 
count, building a cohesive nation on the basis of a shared vision, educat-
ing people to their full potential, and valuing honest argument and the 
dignity of dissent. That is the kind of culture the rabbis inculcated during 
the centuries of dispersion. It is how the pioneers built the land and State 
of Israel in modern times. It is the vision Moses articulated in the last 
month of his life in the book of Deuteronomy. 

It is precisely this kind of leadership that was needed for the adaptive 
challenge that lay ahead. It took a strong leader—Moses—to lead the 
people out of slavery. But it took a quite different kind of figure—Joshua 
—to allow the people to develop their own strengths. The rabbis said that 
“the face of Moses was like the sun; the face of Joshua was like the 
moon” (Bava Batra 75a). This is precisely what made Joshua the right 
leader for the new generation. The sun dazzles almost blindingly, but 
moonlight allows even the flame of a candle to burn brightly. Joshua left 
space for the people to fill and thereby grow. 

Perhaps this was what God was hinting to Moses when He told him to 
take seventy elders to stand with him in the Tent of Meeting, and “I will 



come down and speak with you there, and I will take some of the spirit 
that is on you and put it on them” (Num. 11:16-17). He was telling Moses 
that his task was not to solve the crisis of the people’s demand for meat. 
His task was to inspire others with his spirit—delegating, empowering, 
guiding, and encouraging. God was telling Moses that great leaders do 
not create followers; they create leaders. They share their inspiration. 
They give of their spirit to others. They do not see the people they lead as 
children who need a father-mother-nursemaid, but as adults who need to 
be educated to take individual and collective responsibility for their own 
future. 

People become what their leader gives them the space to become. 
When that space is large, they grow into greatness.  
(1) Essential here are the writings of Ronald Heifetz, cited in the previous essay. 
(3) See Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo (New York: Norton, 1952) and Moses and 

Monotheism, part III (New York: Vintage, 1967). See also Mark Edmundson, The 
Death of Sigmund Freud: The Legacy of His Last Days (New York: Bloomsbury, 
2007), who argues that this is why Freud spent the last year of his life writing 
the third part of Moses and Monotheism, as a warning of the danger of the crav-
ing for strong leadership. 

(5) He believed that he was the Messiah. See Maimonides, Mishnah Torah, Hilkhot 
Melakhim 11:3. 
 

2. People resist change, especially when it involves jettisoning habits of 
the past. It can feel like a loss, almost a bereavement, and they can 
react with a mixture of resistance, denial, anger, sadness, and nos-
talgia—a desire to be back where they once were.  
a. Matthew 13:10-16 

10The disciples came to him and asked, "Why do you speak to the 
people in parables?" 11He replied, "Because the knowledge of the se-
crets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to 
them. 12Whoever has will be given more, and they will have an 
abundance. Whoever does not have, even what they have will be 
taken from them. 13This is why I speak to them in parables: 
"Though seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not 
hear or understand. 14In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: 
"'You will be ever hearing but never understanding ... 15For this 
people's heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their 
ears, and they have closed their eyes ... (Isa 6:9-10).  

b. Psychologists have dubbed th(e) uncomfortable tension that comes 
from holding two conflicting thoughts in the mind at the same 
time “cognitive dissonance.” We humans find it very disturbing 

to be stuck between a system of beliefs and a reality that coun-
ters it ...2  
In 1957, Leon Festinger3 published a theory of cognitive disso-
nance; however, the Torah was aware of this phenomenon thou-
sands of years earlier.  
In King Solomon’s “Song of Songs,” he writes, “I am asleep, but my 
heart is awake. The voice of my Beloved is knocking …” The Mid-
rash (Shemot Rabbah 33:3) understands that there are often two 
opposing forces within a person, one spiritually asleep and one 
awake, and brings the example that within a very brief period of 
time the Jewish people were involved in both the formation of the 
golden calf and in the building of the Mishkan, the Tabernacle. I am 
asleep—I built the calf, but my heart is awake, I created a resting 
place for the divine within. While we are stuck in our human di-
chotomy, our divine Beloved, who is aware of our strivings and 
our challenges, is knocking and asking to be let in to our lives.  
1) Revelation 3:15-20 

19Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest and re-
pent. 20Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears 
my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with that per-
son, and they with me.  
a) This verse is often used as an illustration of Yeshua’s offer of 

salvation to an individual. But, to whom is this statement ad-
dressed? Not to an individual—but to the K’hilah at Laodicea 
(3:14). Yeshua’s objective is not to impact an individual’s 
neshama with eternal life, but to impact their hearts with the 
truth in such a way as to impact their relationship with God 
and others, i.e., to change the way they perceive everything 
about the world in which we live!   

b) Luke 24:13-32 
15As they talked and discussed these things with each other, 
Yeshua himself came up and walked along with them; 16but 
they were kept from recognizing him. 17He asked them, "What 
are you discussing together as you walk along?" They stood 
still, their faces downcast ... 21we had hoped that he was the 
one who was going to redeem Israel. And what is more, it is 
the third day since all this took place ... 

 
2 http://www.chabad.org/parshah/article_cdo/aid/2567694/jewish/A-Jewish-

Approach-to-Cognitive-Dissonance.htm 
3 Leon Festinger was an American social psychologist, perhaps best known for 

cognitive dissonance and social comparison theory. 



28As they approached the village to which they were going, 
Yeshua continued on as if he were going farther. 29But they 
urged him strongly, "Stay with us ..." 30When he was at the ta-
ble with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and be-
gan to give it to them. 31Then their eyes were opened and 
they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight. 
32They asked each other, "Were not our hearts burning with-
in us while he talked with us on the road and opened the 
Scriptures to us?"  

c. Common ways of dealing with Cognitive Dissonance4  
1) Ignoring or eliminating the dissonant cognitions. By pretending 

that ice cream is not bad for me, I can have my cake and eat it 
too, so to speak. Ignoring the dissonant cognition allows us to 
do things we might otherwise view as wrong or inappropriate.  

2) Alter the importance (or lack thereof) of certain cognitions. By 
either deciding that ice cream is extremely good (I can't do with-
out it) or that losing weight isn't that important (I look good any-
way), the problem of dissonance can be lessened. If one of the 
dissonant cognitions outweighs the other in importance, the mind 
has less difficulty dealing with the dissonance—and the result 
means that I can eat my ice cream and not feel bad about it.  

3) Adding or creating new cognitions. By creating or emphasizing 
new cognitions, I can overwhelm the fact that I know ice cream 
is bad for my weight loss. For instance, I can emphasize new 
cognitions such as "I exercise three times a week" or "I need cal-
cium and dairy products" or "I had a small dinner," etc. These 
new cognitions allow for the lessening of dissonance, as I now 
have multiple cognitions that say ice cream is okay, and only 
one, which says I shouldn't eat it.  

4) The most important way people deal with cognitive disso-
nance is to prevent it in the first place. If someone is present-
ed with information that is dissonant from what they already 
know, the easiest way to deal with this new information is to 
ignore it, refuse to accept it, or simply avoid that type of in-
formation in general. Thus, a new study that says ice cream is 
more fattening than originally thought would be easily dealt 
with by ignoring it. Further, future problems can be prevented 
by simply avoiding that type of information—simply refusing to 
read studies on ice cream, health magazines, etc. 

 

 
4 http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/cognitive-dissonance 

3. What is singular here is his statement that God had told him to carry the 
people in his arms “as a nurse carries an infant.” But God had never 
used those words or even remotely implied such a thing.  
a. Acts 10:23-29 

27While talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gath-
ering of people. 28He said to them: "You are well aware that it is 
against our law for a Jew to associate with or visit a Gentile. But 
God has shown me that I should not call anyone impure or un-
clean. 29So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objec-
tion. May I ask why you sent for me?"  
1) How does this work? How does one come to believe that either 

God or the Bible specifically says something that He/it doesn’t?  
b. 1Samuel 15:1-15 

3Now go, attack the Amalekites and totally destroy all that be-
longs to them. Do not spare them; put to death men and women, 
children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys.'" 

4So Saul summoned the men ... 7Then Saul attacked the Amalek-
ites … 8He took Agag king of the Amalekites alive, and all his 
people he totally destroyed with the sword. 9But Saul and the army 
spared Agag and the best of the sheep and cattle, the fat calves 
and lambs-- everything that was good. These they were unwilling 
to destroy completely, but everything that was despised and 
weak they totally destroyed. 

10Then the word of the LORD came to Samuel: 11"I regret that I 
have made Saul king, because he has turned away from me and has 
not carried out my instructions" ... 13When Samuel reached him, Saul 
said, "The LORD bless you! I HAVE CARRIED OUT THE LORD'S 
INSTRUC-TIONS." 14But Samuel said, "What then is this bleating of 
sheep in my ears? What is this lowing of cattle that I hear?" 15Saul 
answered, "The soldiers brought them from the Amalekites; they 
spared the best of the sheep and cattle to sacrifice to the LORD 
your God, but we totally destroyed the rest." 

16"Enough!" Samuel said to Saul. "Let me tell you what the 
LORD said to me last night." "Tell me," Saul replied. 

17Samuel said ... 19Why did you not obey the LORD? Why did you 
pounce on the plunder and do evil in the eyes of the LORD?" 20"BUT I 
DID OBEY THE LORD," Saul said. "I went on the mission the LORD 
assigned me. I completely destroyed the Amalekites and brought 
back Agag their king. 21The soldiers took sheep and cattle from the 
plunder, the best of what was devoted to God, in order to sacrifice 
them to the LORD your God at Gilgal." 22But Samuel replied: "Does 
the LORD delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in 



obeying the LORD? To obey is better than sacrifice ... 23For rebellion 
is like the sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry ... 

24Then Saul said to Samuel, "I have sinned. I violated the LORD's 
command and your instructions. I was afraid of the men and so I 
gave in to them ... 

 
4. The trouble is that if the leader is a parent, then the followers remain 

children. They are totally dependent on him. They do not develop skills 
of their own. They do not acquire a sense of responsibility or the self-
confidence that comes from exercising it. It was this dependency that 
led to the sin of the Golden Calf (Ex. 32).  
a. Hebrews 5:11-14 

11We have much to say about (Yeshua’s life on earth), but it is hard 
to make it clear to you because you no longer try to understand. 
12In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need 
someone to teach you the elementary truths of God's word all over 
again. You need milk, not solid food! 13Anyone who lives on milk, 
being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about 
righteousness. 14But solid food is for the mature, who by constant 
use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


