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PINCHAS
Rabbi, Parents, Grandmothers, Relatives, and friends,
Thank you all for coming tonight to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah. Tomorrow in
the synagogue we will read the Torah portion, Pinchas. This is only one of six
Sedras or Torah portions out of a total of 54 in the whole Torah which is named
after a person: Pinchas, Noah, Chayai Sarah, Jethro, Korah, and Balak. Notice,
though, that none of them are named after Abraham or Moses. Why should this be
so? My Torah portion, Pinchas, really begins in the preceding Sedra where we read
how Pinchas stopped the Jewish people from worshipping idols in an immoral way by
taking the law into his own hands, by killing Kozbi and Zimri. Because of this
action, Pinchas caused the Jewish people to stop worshipping idols before G-d
punished them. But Moses and many of the people doubted whether Pinchas had the

right to take the law into his own hands even though he knew he was 100% right.

In the opening of my portion we read how G-d personally rewarded Pinchas for stopping
the idol worship. The Rabbis say, though, that only because G-d intervened was
Pinchas rewarded and not punished. After this short paragraph telling us of
Pinchas' reward the Sedra continues with a careful and somewhat tedious nurbering
of the Jewish pecple by tribes and families. We then read about the daughters of
Zelophchad, and the laws of inheritance. This is followed by a most important
event concerning Moses. Moses is again told that he is to die and not enter the
Promised Land of Canaan because of his sin at the rock. We find out also that
Joshua is to become the new leader of the Jewish people. And finally, we learn
about the daily offerings, the Sabbath offerings, and the offerings for each of

the major holidays. We see then that my Torah portion contains many important laws
and events. What, though, ties all of these laws and events together? What is the

Torah trying to teach us by putting all of these laws and events together?

To me the Torah in this Sedra is teaching us the concept of responsibility, because
the concept of responsibility - what it means to be responsible - is really what

ties all of these seemingly unrelated events together. Let us begin by asking
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ourselves why Joshua was chosen to succeed Moses as the head of the Jewish people.
Why wan't Pinchas, the person for whom this Torah portion is named, chosen to be the
new leader of the Jewish people? The reason is, I think, because Joshua was a
completely responsible person while Pinchas was not. Pinchas had a tendency to see
things in terms of all good or all bad. He could not see that in most instances there
is some good and some bad on all sides. In fact, if we look at the Torah portions
which are named after people we will see that they are named for people who, too,
could only generally see things and people as either all good or all bad. Sometimes
looking at the world this way might be true and right. But, generally, it is false
and wrong and no way for a responsible person to view the world. This pecint is
emphasized in the story of Zelophchad and his daughters. The man Zelophchad was a
convicted criminal according to the Rabbis. He died for his offense and left no
sons, only daughters. The daughters appealed to Moses asking him if they could have
their father's inheritance in the Land of Israel. Moses consulted with G-d and the
answer was yes. The issue here was not if daughters could inherit, but if they
should be punished for the actions of their father. Should they be branded as
outcasts because of their father's sin? The answer was a resounding no! They were
able to inherit the land on their own merits. Moses exercised great leadership in
this instance, because he refused to make any distinctions among the Jewish people.
He said that everyone is deserving and worthy of equal treatment no matter what
their past may have been. He refused to divide the people into two general groups,
all good or all bad. A good leader must understand this. All people have some good
and some bad in them. Moses knew that you had to treat everyone as an individual.
Pinchas, for whome this Sedra is named, was not made the head of the people because
he was not completely responsible. He was a man who often branded things as either
all good or all bad. He was a fanatic. He was a zealot. Joshua was not like this.
He had been trained by Moses to look carefully at each individual and not to make
smap judgements. He knew that he could not divide people into good and bad. This

point is again emphasized in my Torah portion by its mentioning again the sin of
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Moses. Moses slipped and judged a whole people unfairly. Moses lost his temper in
the wilderness of Zin when the people were begging for water. Moses with his brother,
Aaron, was instructed by G-d to speak to the rock and water would come forth, but

Moses instead yelled at the people

which means, "Listen, you rebels; are we to bring you forth water out of this rock?"
Then Moses lifted his rod and struck the rock twice. Maimonides says that Moses' sin
was not that he struck the rock, but that he called all the people rebels. Of course,
this act was contrary to his whole life's work. He lost his patience and his ability
to see the whole picture with all the good and bad in it. Instead of judging
individuals he labeled everyone bad. In that one critical moment Moshe Rabbeinu

lost the necessary quality of leadership. Therefore, he could not lead the people
into the Promised Land. A responsible individual is one who does not loose his cool

but who treats every person and every situation on its own merits.

Finally, we have the offerings - the daily offerings, the Sabbath offerings, and

the offerings for the festivals. These are included here, I feel, in order to remind
us again of what it means to be a responsible person. In order to celebrate the
Sabbath and holidays properly the whole people had to participate. If any part of
the people were excluded, the holidays could not be celebrated properly. Here again
we see that we cannot divide the people into all good or all bad. Being able to
judge individuals and situations on their own merits is what ties together this whole
Torah portion. From all of these events, episodes, stories, and laws we learn how

to act and behave in a responsible way when dealing with others. This, I feel, is

a very important lesson for me to remember from my Bar Mitzvah.

As I grow up I hope that I will become a person who does not make snap judgements,
like Pinchas, but one who will be able to see the good and the bad in each situation,
like Moses and Joshua, that I will always be able to act with tolerance and under-

standing toward others even when I know that I am right and they are wrong. 1 hope
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I will always be able to control my temper and try to be patient and good humored
when I am working with others to achieve proper goals. Only when a people has

become 100% corrupt and the situation is completely hopeless could actions like
Pinchas' be justified. At this time I would like to thank my parents and grandmothers
for all the love and devotion they have given me. I would also like to thank the
Rabbi for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah and to all of you for coming to help me
celebrate this very happy occasion. May I grow up to be a credit to my family,

my religion, and my community. Amen.




