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(How Much) Power to the People?

Rabbi Shai Held - held@hadar.org

Judaism and Democracy - Session 3

1. Exodus 2:14 T2 nnv .1
4 He retorted, “Who made you chief and ruler over us? 1279y VY| Y YURY AN M R M
Do you mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?” ¥ANTNIX DD WK MR DNXK D70
Moses was frightened, and thought: Then the matter is DT VT DX MR AYn XYM
known!

2. Georg Fischer, S.J., “Israel’s Struggle with Political Governance: Democratic Tendencies and
Leadership in the Old Testament”
in Gott und sein Wort: Studien zu Hermeneutik und biblischer Theologie (2019)

Right at the beginning, and with respect to Moses, the very first person to exercise leadership within
‘Israel’, we find the decisive question: “Who has made you a ruling person and a judge above us?”
(Exod 2:14). In this way, the Israelite who was acting unjustly focuses on the crucial issue, namely,
who has authority in a society? In the background of this is the sentiment that such a position as
ruler or judge ‘destroys’ the ‘original’ equality of all members within a people, and therefore needs a
special legitimization. That the Bible addresses this issue at the very first possible moment
indicates its awareness and sensitivity to the precarious matter of governance.

3. Exodus 18:21 NJ:n' ninv .3

21 You shall also seek out, from among all the people, N '7'NTIYAN DYDT7O1 NTnn NN 2!
DN7Y ANY] YYD "KW NN 'YK DTN

Page 10of 11

3PS




1Ti]
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

capable individuals who fear God—trustworthy ones who
spurn ill-gotten gain. Set these over them as chiefs of
thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens.

YI D'YNN MY NikD Y 097X Y
MYy

4, Exodus 24:1,9-11

N'-0 ,X:T) Ninv .4

' Then [God] said to Moses, “Come up to God, with Aaron,
Nadab and Abihu, and seventy elders of Israel, and bow low
from afar.

RN NIN'T7N N7y x nwntg !
i7TA DYWL RIN'AXE AT NDKI
NN DNINRYNL 7R

° Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and seventy
elders of Israel ascended;

1% and they saw the God of Israel—under whose feet was the
likeness of a pavement of sapphire, like the very sky for
purity.

! Yet [God] did not raise a hand against the leaders of the
Israelites; they beheld God, and they ate and drank.
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5. Numbers 11:10-17, 24-29

VO-T) ,T—uN'7MaATA .5

“Moses heard the people weeping, every clan apart, at
the entrance of each tent. God was very angry, and Moses
was distressed.

' And Moses said to God, “Why have You dealt ill with
Your servant, and why have | not enjoyed Your favor, that
You have laid the burden of all this people upon me?

12 Did I produce all these people, did | engender them,
that You should say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom as a
caregiver carries an infant, to the land that You have
promised on oath to their fathers?

B Where am | to get meat to give to all this people, when
they whine before me and say, ‘Give us meat to eat!’

"1 cannot carry all this people by myself, for it is too
much for me.

¥ If You would deal thus with me, kill me rather, | beg You,
and let me see no more of my wretchedness!”

' Then God said to Moses, “Gather for Me seventy of
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Israel’s elders of whom you have experience as elders and
officers of the people, and bring them to the Tent of
Meeting and let them take their place there with you.

71 will come down and speak with you there, and | will
draw upon the spirit that is on you and put it upon them;
they shall share the burden of the people with you, and
you shall not bear it alone.

TYin 7078 DNX N7 1MYY] DYQ
QY DY ¥
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** Moses went out and reported the words of God to the
people. He gathered seventy of the people’s elders and
stationed them around the Tent.

* Then, after coming down in a cloud and speaking to
him, God drew upon the spirit that was on him and put it
upon the seventy participating elders. And when the spirit
rested upon them, they spoke in ecstasy, but did not
continue.

% Two of the participants, one named Eldad and the other
Medad, had remained in camp; yet the spirit rested upon
them—they were among those recorded, but they had not
gone out to the Tent—and they spoke in ecstasy in the
camp.

" An assistant ran out and told Moses, saying, “Eldad and
Medad are acting the prophet in the camp!”

2 And Joshua son of Nun, Moses’ attendant from his
youth, spoke up and said, “My lord Moses, restrain them!”
» But Moses said to him, “Are you wrought up on my
account? Would that all God’s people were prophets, that

I”

God put [the divine] spirit upon them
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6. Numbers 14:1-4, 12, 40-45

an-n ,a' ,T-X:T' 12T .6

! The whole community broke into loud cries, and the
people wept that night.

2 All the Israelites railed against Moses and Aaron. “If only we
had died in the land of Egypt,” the whole community
shouted at them, “or if only we might die in this wilderness!”
*“Why is God taking us to that land to fall by the sword?”
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“Our wives and children will be carried off!” “It would be
!”

better for us to go back to Egypt
* And they said to one another, “Let us head back for Egypt.”
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2 | will strike them with pestilence and disown them, and |
will make of you a nation far more numerous than they!”

ANK NYYNI AYIIN 12T 29K 2
“anRn DXyl 2imatiag

* Early next morning [their fighting force] set out toward the
crest of the hill country, saying, “We are prepared to go up to
the place that God has spoken of, for we were wrong.”

* But Moses said, “Why do you transgress God’s command?
This will not succeed.

*2Do not go up, lest you be routed by your enemies, for God
is not in your midst.

* For the Amalekites and the Canaanites will be there to face
you, and you will fall by the sword, inasmuch as you have
turned from following God and God will not be with you.”

* Yet defiantly they marched toward the crest of the hill
country, though neither God’s Ark of the Covenant nor
Moses stirred from the camp.

*> And the Amalekites and the Canaanites who dwelt in that
hill country came down and dealt them a shattering blow at
Hormah.
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7. Fischer, “Israel’s Struggle”

It seems as if Num 14 deliberately draws the outcome of ‘democratic’ decisions as terrible and

deterrent.

The Old Testament testifies to a number of essential features for democracies, among them the

feeling for, and appreciation of the equal value of all members of a society, the need to distribute

power, and the complexity of the issue of authority within a people, especially of exercising it.
However, the only two instances of democratic decisions (in Num 14) turn out to be complete

failures. One cannot but interpret this as a stern warning against ‘people power’.
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8. Exodus 19:3-8

Nn-a:v' Ninv .8

* And Moses went up to God. God called to him from the
mountain, saying, “Thus shall you say to the house of Jacob
and declare to the children of Israel:

*“You have seen what | did to the Egyptians, how I bore you
on eagles’ wings and brought you to Me.

> Now then, if you will obey Me faithfully and keep My
covenant, you shall be My treasured possession among all
the peoples. Indeed, all the earth is Mine,

® but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy
nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the
children of Israel.”

"Moses came and summoned the elders of the people and
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put before them all that God had commanded him.

® All those assembled answered as one, saying, “All that God
has spoken we will do!” And Moses brought back the
people’s words to God.
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9. Talmud Bavli Shabbat 88a

.N9 Nav "2 Tm'n .9

“And they stood at the lowermost part of the mount” (Exodus
19:17). Rabbi Avdimi bar Hama bar Hasa said: this teaches that
the Holy Blessed One overturned the mountain above them like
atub, and said to them: If you accept the Torah, excellent, and if
not - there will be your burial.

Rav Aha bar Ya’akov said: From here there is a substantial caveat
to the obligation to fulfill the Torah! Rava said: Even so, they
again accepted it in the time of Ahashverosh, as it is written:
“The Jews upheld and accepted” (Esther 9:27) - the Jews
upheld what they had already accepted.
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10. Rashi on “a substantial caveat”

n21 XY TIin AT "wn 10

Because if they were called to judgment as to why they did not
fulfill what they had accepted upon themselves, they would
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have an answer - that they were forced to accept it.

.01IN2 NI72pPw ,NaIwn DnY?

11. Exodus 24:3,7, 8

n,7,A:Dnnu 11

* Moses went and repeated to the people all the commands of
God and all the rules; and all the people answered with one
voice, saying, “All the things that God has commanded we will
do!”
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"Then he took the record of the covenant and read it aloud to
the people. And they said, “All that God has spoken we will
faithfully do!”
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¥ Moses took the blood and dashed it on the people and said,
“This is the blood of the covenant that God now makes with
you concerning all these commands.”
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12. Deuteronomy 26:17-18

n'—=7:13> 0"MaT .12

"You have affirmed this day that God is your God, in whose
ways you will walk, whose laws and commandments and rules
you will observe, and whom you will obey.

¥ And God has affirmed this day that you are, as promised,
God’s treasured people who shall observe all the divine
commandments.
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13. Deuteronomy 28:69

vo:nd> n"MaT.13

8 These are the terms of the covenant which God commanded
Moses to conclude with the Israelites in the land of Moab, in
addition to the covenant which was made with them at Horeb.

NIN! NIYTIYR N0 2T AR
YR 7MY 12K N7 nwin Ny
DAX N27IYX NN T2 2RIN
k]

Page 6 of 11

3PS



1Ti]
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

14, Fischer, “Israel’s Struggle”

Obviously the Book of Deuteronomy conceives the role of the people and the importance of their

consent for ponderous (sic) decisions very differently from the Book of Exodus. Whereas the latter

requires the consensus of the whole community, the former can do without it, laying everything in
the hands of Moses as the publicly proposed and divinely installed mediator. As Exodus predates
Deuteronomy, it becomes clear that an originally diverse (sic) concept has later, in Deuteronomy,
been changed, giving less weight to * democratic’ participation in governing the society.

15. Joshua 24:14-18, 21, 24

T ,X ,n—=T:T ywiar .15

4 “Now, therefore, revere God and render service with
undivided loyalty; put away the gods that your ancestors
served beyond the Euphrates and in Egypt, and serve
Adonai.

> Or, if you are loath to serve Adonai, choose this day which
ones you are going to serve—the gods that your ancestors
served beyond the Euphrates, or those of the Amorites in
whose land you are settled; but | and my household will
serve God.”

*1n reply, the people declared, “Far be it from us to forsake
God and serve other gods!

" For it was Adonai our God who brought us and our
ancestors up from the land of Egypt, the house of bondage,
and who wrought those wondrous signs before our very
eyes, and guarded us all along the way that we traveled and
among all the peoples through whose midst we passed.

8 And then God drove out before us all the peoples—the
Amorites—that inhabited the country. We too will serve
Adonai—who is our God.”
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21 But the people replied to Joshua, “No, we will serve
Adonai!”

NIN'TNIN D N7 yYin't7x oyn pxe
1Taw)

** And the people declared to Joshua, “It is Adonai our God
whom we will serve—and whom we will obey.”
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16. Numbers 16

TO 12N .16

! Now Korah, son of Izhar son of Kohath son of Levi, betook
himself, along with Dathan and Abiram sons of Eliab, and On
son of Peleth—descendants of Reuben —

? to rise up against Moses, together with two hundred and fifty
Israelites, chieftains of the community, chosen in the
assembly, men of repute.

*They combined against Moses and Aaron and said to them,
“You have gone too far! For all the community are holy, all of
them, and God is in their midst. Why then do you raise
yourselves above God’s congregation?”

* When Moses heard this, he fell on his face.

> Then he spoke to Korah and all his company, saying, “Come
morning, God will make known who is [God’s] and who is holy
by granting direct access; the one whom [God] has chosen will
be granted access.

® Do this: You, Korah and all your band, take fire pans,

"and tomorrow put fire in them and lay incense on them
before God. Then the candidate whom God chooses, he shall
be the holy one. You have gone too far, sons of Levi!”

® Moses said further to Korah, “Hear me, sons of Levi.

?Is it not enough for you that the God of Israel has set you
apart from the community of Israel and given you direct
access, to perform the duties of God’s Tabernacle and to
minister to the community and serve them?

' Now that [God] has advanced you and all your fellow Levites
with you, do you seek the priesthood too?

" Truly, it is against God that you and all your company have
banded together. For who is Aaron that you should rail against
him?”

2 Moses sent for Dathan and Abiram, sons of Eliab; but they
said, “We will not come!

B s it not enough that you brought us from a land flowing with
milk and honey to have us die in the wilderness, that you
would also lord it over us?

" Even if you had brought us to a land flowing with milk and
honey, and given us possession of fields and vineyards, should
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I”

you gouge out the eyes of those involved? We will not come
' Moses was much aggrieved and he said to God, “Pay no
regard to their oblation. | have not taken the ass of any one of
them, nor have | wronged any one of them.”

1* And Moses said to Korah, “Tomorrow, you and all your
company appear before God, you and they and Aaron.

"Each of you take your fire pan and lay incense on it, and
each of you bring that fire pan before God, two hundred and
fifty fire pans; you and Aaron also [bring] your fire pans.”

¥ They each took their fire pan, put fire in it, laid incense on it,
and took a place at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, as did
Moses and Aaron.

' Korah gathered the whole community against them at the
entrance of the Tent of Meeting. Then the Presence of God
appeared to the whole community,

% and God spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying,

1 “Stand back from this community that | may annihilate them
in an instant!”

22 But they fell on their faces and said, “O God, Source of the
breath of all flesh! When one member sins, will You be
wrathful with the whole community?”

> God spoke to Moses, saying,

# “Speak to the community and say: Withdraw from about the
abodes of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram.”

% Moses rose and went to Dathan and Abiram, the elders of
Israel following him.

* He addressed the community, saying, “Move away from the
tents of these wicked men and touch nothing that belongs to
them, lest you be wiped out for all their sins.”

" So they withdrew from about the abodes of Korah, Dathan,
and Abiram. Now Dathan and Abiram had come out and they
stood at the entrance of their tents, with their wives, their
adult children, and their little ones.

%8 And Moses said, “By this you shall know that it was God who
sent me to do all these things; that they are not of my own
devising:

?if these people’s death is that of all humankind, if their lot is
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humankind’s common fate, it was not God who sent me.

% But if God brings about something unheard-of, so that the
ground opens its mouth and swallows them up with all that
belongs to them, and they go down alive into Sheol, you shall
know that those involved have spurned God.”

3! Scarcely had he finished speaking all these words when the
ground under them burst asunder,

%2 and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up
with their households, all Korah’s people and all their
possessions.

** They went down alive into Sheol, with all that belonged to
them; the earth closed over them and they vanished from the
midst of the congregation.

** All Israel around them fled at their shrieks, for they said,
“The earth might swallow us!”

* And a fire went forth from God and consumed the two
hundred and fifty contestants offering the incense.

NN [INQ! DTRD7 NN OR

NN X7 D'72Y TP9! DTN ™72 NP9
N7y

NNY9I NIN! K IRN2TDNI

DDN NY721 'O NN NNTXD

N7RY DN 1T D7 WK NN
N7XD D'YIND 1XK1 D DDYT'
NN

D277 NX N2T7 iN723
‘DN'MNN WYX NNTRD Yzan! N7RD
DNX Y7271 2'9 DX YIX) NRONI *
NIj77 WX DTRN™72 DX DDA NN
WD NN

N7NY DN DY WK1 DD ATy
QAN ITAN'L YIRD DD'7Y 0271
whirh)

10 D'NA0 WK W
IYIRD Y7ANTD K D DYRY

NX 72KAL NN DXN DRY! UK
27N W' D'DRR D'WNN0
nopn

17. 11 Samuel 7:14

T"-T:7T2'Nmv .17

1 will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to Me. When he
does wrong, | will chastise him with the rod of men and the
affliction of mortals.
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18. Jeremiah 31:9
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° They shall come with weeping,

And with compassion will | guide them.

| will lead them to streams of water,

By a level road where they will not stumble.
For | am ever a Father to Israel,

Ephraim is My first-born.
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19. Jeremiah 31:31-34

T—-X7:X7 1In'mr .19

' See, a time is coming—declares God —when | will make a
new covenant with the House of Israel and the House of
Judah.

22|t will not be like the covenant | made with their ancestors,
when | took them by the hand to lead them out of the land of
Egypt, a covenant that they broke, though | espoused
them—declares God.

3 But such is the covenant | will make with the House of Israel
after these days—declares God: | will put My Teaching into
their inmost being and inscribe it upon their hearts. Then |
will be their God, and they shall be My people.

*No longer will they need to teach one another and say to
one another, “Heed God ”; for all of them, from the least of
them to the greatest, shall heed Me—declares God.

For | will forgive their iniquities,

And remember their sins no more.
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20. Deuteronomy 31:10-12

a'—:X7D0MaT.20

19 And Moses instructed them as follows: Every seventh
year, the year set for remission, at the Feast of Booths,
“when all Israel comes to appear before Adonai God in
the place that [God] will choose, you shall read this
Teaching aloud in the presence of all Israel.

12 Gather the people—men, women, children, and the
strangers in your communities—that they may hear
and so learn to revere your God God and to observe
faithfully every word of this Teaching.
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