Have a Great New Year!
Rabbi Richard Hidary
Jim Collins, the author of the bestseller Good to Great, studied the
habits of dozens of CEO’s and found that the most successful ones
do not have big egos or even great charisma. Rather, they possess
the twin qualities of fearless will together with self-critical humility.
“Their ambition,” he writes, “is directed first and foremost for the
institution and its greatness, not for themselves.”
This description of great leadership perfectly matches that
of Moshe, the humble tongue-tied shepherd who became our
founding CEO. Perashat Vayelekh presents the conclusion of
Moshe’s valedictory speech and focuses on the transition to the next
leader and the future challenges of the nation. Moshe begins with
the immediate practical need for a military leader, recognizing that
he is too old to go out to battle. He names Yehoshua as the person
fit to lead them into battle and concomitantly emphasizes that God
will be the one to lead them into battle. Moshe here is logistically
pragmatic and spiritually inspiring at the same time.
Beyond the military needs, Moshe is ultimately concerned
with the national adherence to the Torah’s covenant. He takes three
steps to ensure the long term transmission of the Torah’s teachings.
First, he entrusts the physical Torah scroll to the Levitical priests to
safeguard the text itself. Second, Moshe calls for a reenactment of
the Sinaitic lawgiving once every seven years at which all of the
men, women and children would gather to hear the leader read the
Torah to them. This would happen on Sukkot after the shemita year
– which coincides exactly with the current new year 5776.
Third, God foresees that the Israelites will follow the idolatrous ways of the other nations and violate the Torah. Moshe therefore teaches them the poem of Haazinu as a witness to continuity of
the covenant even through a cycle of sin, punishment, and reconciliation. This must have been a very sobering message for the people
to hear and for Moshe to relay. We might have expected the final
speech of a founding leader to recall all of his accomplishments in
freeing the Israelites, saving their lives again and again, and revealing
to them great prophetic truths. Instead, Moshe’s true humility
shines forth in not being concerned with his personal legacy but
rather by predicting the pitfalls that the future may bring and setting
up mechanisms to overcome them.
This parasha encodes the essence of what makes a great
leader and serves as a guide to each of us as we lead our own families, companies, and communities. During this time of reassessment
and repentance, I hope we can all find inspiration both in Moshe’s
tenacious will to teach justice and faith as well as his modesty in empowering those around him towards a future collective success. If
we can do that, then we can look forward not to a good year, but to
a great New Year! Shanah Tobah.

