The Menahel and the Manhig:
Two Models of Leadership

C

elebrating the Chag
HaSemikhah of the Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan Theological
Seminary gives us an opportunity
to consider the extraordinary
contribution that the musmachim
of RIETS have made in leading the
Jewish people. Our Yeshiva prides
itself on ensuring that every graduate
is fundamentally an accomplished
talmid chacham. In addition, each
student has received exceptional
training, mentorship, and guidance in
the practical dimensions of rabbinic
leadership. RIETS continues to
engage our musmachim through their
personal relationships with RIETS
roshei yeshiva, which endure long
beyond the years spent in the beis
midrash, and through the continued
rabbinic education that is offered to
our alumni throughout their careers.
It is often the musmachim of RIETS
who find themselves at the forefront
of confronting major communal issues
that impact not only the larger YU
community, but the Jewish people
as a whole. As a rav, one is often
called upon to provide perspective
and guidance, and occasionally take
unpopular public positions in the
pursuit of propelling our community
forward in its development as ovdei
Hashem.
As the Torah relates the unfolding
narrative of the Jewish people, we
are presented with many models of
leadership, and are often exposed to
the struggles and achievements that are
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invariably associated with providing
a principled path for communal
development. Perhaps one of the most
challenging moments of leadership
that we encounter throughout the
Torah, and the episode with the most
far-reaching consequences, is the
mission of the meraglim. The Torah
describes the stature of the individuals
selected to represent the Jewish people
in exploring the landscape of our
intended destination — Eretz Yisrael:
ארן עַ ל ִפי ה’ כֻ לָ ם
ָ וַ יִ ְשלַ ח א ָֹתם מ ֶֹשה ִמ ִמ ְד ַבר ָפ
.אשי ְבנֵ י יִ ְש ָר ֵאל ֵה ָמה
ֵ ֲאנָ ִשים ָר
And Moshe sent them from the desert of
Paran based on the commandment of
G-d, they were all [distinguished] men,
heads of the Jewish people.
Bamidbar 13:3
The Torah describes the reaction of
the people upon hearing the report of
the meraglim:

And the whole congregation lifted up
their voice, and the nation cried that
night. And they complained against
Moshe and against Aharon; and the
whole congregation said to them: “If we
only had died in the land of Egypt! Or if
we only had died in this wilderness! And
why is G-d bringing us to this land to
die by sword, our wives and children will
be taken captive, isn’t it better for us to
return to Egypt?” And each one said to
his brother, “Let us appoint a leader and
return to Egypt.”
Bamidbar 14:1-4
The Jewish people react with a
national panic that reflects an
underlying lack of faith in Hakadosh
Baruch Hu; they are ultimately
sentenced to remain in the desert,
while the next generation will enter
the Land of Israel. The commentators
struggle with many aspects of this
story. A generation that had been
emancipated from Egypt, crossed
the Yam Suf, survived the theological
crisis of the cheit ha’egel, seems to be
undone by the report of the meraglim.
What caused this breakdown in
leadership?

וַ ִת ָשא כָ ל ָהעֵ ָדה וַ יִ ְתנּו ֶאת קֹולָ ם וַ ְיִבּכּו ָה ָעם
 וַ יִ ֹּלנּו עַ ל מ ֶֹשה וְ עַ ל ַא ֲהרֹן כֹל ְבנֵ י.ַבלַ יְ לָ ה ַההּוא
ֹאמרּו ֲאלֵ ֶהם כָ ל ָהעֵ ָדה לּו ַמ ְתנּו ְב ֶא ֶרץ
ְ יִ ְש ָר ֵאל וַ י
’ וְ לָ ָמה ה.ִמצְ ַריִ ם אֹו ַב ִמ ְד ָבר ַהזֶ ה לּו ָמ ְתנּו
ֵמ ִביא א ָֹתנּו ֶאל ָה ָא ֶרץ ַהזֹאת לִ נְ פֹל ַב ֶח ֶרב נָ ֵשינּו
.וְ ַט ֵפנּו יִ ְהיּו לָ ַבז ֲהלֹוא טֹוב לָ נּו ׁשּוב ִמצְ ָריְ ָמה
ׁשּובה
ָ ָֹאמרּו ִאיׁש ֶאל ָא ִחיו נִ ְתנָ ה רֹאׁש וְ נ
ְ וַ י
. ִמצְ ָריְ ָמהR. Yechiel Yaakov Weinberg, in his
Liferakim (pp. 122-125), poses a
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simple question: The attribute that
we treasure most in our leaders is
integrity. Why would G-d hold the
meraglim accountable for reporting
precisely what they saw? They were
insightful and sophisticated people.
In their judgment, the enemies of
the land were indeed formidable,
and posed an existential threat to
the Jewish people. What exactly
was expected of the meraglim in this
scenario?
R. Weinberg suggests that there are two
types of leaders. The first is what R.
Weinberg describes as a “menahel.” A
menahel is a modality of leadership that
relates to the practical and concrete
dynamics of governance. It consists
of the cycle of “cause and effect” that
needs to be taken into account when
assessing a situation for formulating
a responsible approach. The
menahel excels at the managerial and
administrative elements of leadership,
the tasks necessary to maintain
the steady, consistent, and reliable

character of the entity that he leads.
However, there is a second category
as well, and that is the “manhig.” The
manhig views the landscape of reality
and recognizes the compelling need
to transcend it. The manhig is a risk
taker, suggesting ideas that are often
impractical. The manhig is a visionary
who can see beyond the constraints
of practicality. The manhig recognizes
that not all situations in life should be
met with a reasonable and deliberate
response — sometimes a bold and
ambitious approach is necessary to
propel the people forward.
The meraglim were at fault for
deploying the menahel mode of
leadership when the moment called
for a manhig. The Jewish people,
standing at the precipice of entering
the Land of Israel, required leadership
that saw beyond the “here and now.”
It required a bold declaration — “aloh
naaleh,” let us go up, the declaration
stated by Kalev (Bamidbar 13:30).
The meraglim were supposed to

express a commitment to transcend
whatever challenges were before
us and lead the people into their
homeland.
There are moments that require
the leadership of the menahel. They
require a measured and steady
approach to guiding our communities
in their growth in commitment to
Torah and mitzvos. Yet there are
other moments that call for the
manhig — the bold vision that at first
seems nearly impossible, but with
exceptional inspiration and leadership
can emerge as a reality. Those who live
entirely in the realm of the menahel
restrain our community’s capacity
to aspire for greatness. Those who
reside exclusively in the domain of
the manhig ignore the day-to-day
challenges that frame our constant
struggle to achieve meaning and
purpose in our lives.
In Megillas Esther we encounter this
very dynamic in the metamorphosis
of Esther’s leadership. As Mordechai
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becomes more aware of the
threatening decrees against the Jewish
people and the precarious nature of
their standing in the Persian kingdom,
he relays to Esther that the time has
come to beseech the king for the
salvation of her people:
ׁשּוׁשן
ָ נִ ַּתן ְּב-ה ָּדת ֲא ֶׁשר-ב
ַ ּפ ְת ֶׁשגֶ ן ּכְ ָת-ת
ַ וְ ֶא
,א ְס ֵּתר-ת
ֶ  נָ ַתן לֹו — לְ ַה ְראֹות ֶא,לְ ַה ְׁש ִמ ָידם
ה ֶּמלֶ ְך-ל
ַ  לָ בֹוא ֶא,ּולְ ַהּגִ יד לָ ּה; ּולְ צַ ּוֹות ָעלֶ ָיה
, וַ ּיָבוא.ע ָּמּה-ל
ַ לֹו ּולְ ַב ֵּקׁש ִמּלְ ָפנָ יו — ַע-לְ ִה ְת ַחּנֶ ן
. ֵאת ִּד ְב ֵרי ָמ ְר ֳּדכָ י,ֲה ָתְך; וַ ּיַ ּגֵ ד לְ ֶא ְס ֵּתר
He also gave him the written text of
the law that had been proclaimed in
Shushan for their destruction. [He bade
him] show it to Esther and inform her,
and charge her to go to the king and to
appeal to him and to plead with him for
her people. Hathach came and delivered
Mordechai’s message to Esther
Esther 4:8-9
Esther relays back to Mordechai that
such a request is impractical. There
are protocols and procedures in the
kingdom in order to engage the king.
Essentially, Esther makes the rational
case for incremental and cautious
engagement, outlining the risk of
angering the king, which would result
in her own demise.
-ּכָ ל .מ ְר ֳּדכָ י-ל
ָ  וַ ְּתצַ ּוֵ הּו ֶא,ֹאמר ֶא ְס ֵּתר לַ ֲה ָתְך
ֶ וַ ּת
,מ ִדינֹות ַה ֶּמלֶ ְך י ְֹד ִעים-ם
ְ ַע ְב ֵדי ַה ֶּמלֶ ְך וְ ַע
ה ֶּמלֶ ְך-ל
ַ א-יָבֹוא
ֶ
איׁש וְ ִא ָּׁשה ֲא ֶׁשר-ל
ִ ֲָא ֶׁשר ּכ
יִ ָּק ֵרא ַא ַחת-ה ָחצֵ ר ַה ְּפנִ ִימית ֲא ֶׁשר ל ֹא-ל
ֶ ֶא
לֹו ַה ֶּמלֶ ְך-יֹוׁשיט
ִ  לְ ַבד ֵמ ֲא ֶׁשר,ָּדתֹו לְ ָה ִמית
אתי
ִ  ל ֹא נִ ְק ֵר, וְ ָחיָ ה; וַ ֲאנִ י,ׁש ְר ִביט ַהּזָ ָהב-ת
ַ ֶא
וַ ּיַ ּגִ ידּו  .לֹוׁשים יֹום
ִ  ְׁש,ה ֶּמלֶ ְך — זֶ ה-ל
ַ לָ בֹוא ֶא
. ֵאת ִּד ְב ֵרי ֶא ְס ֵּתר,לְ ָמ ְר ֳּדכָ י
Esther told Hathach to take back to
Mordechai the following reply: “All the
king’s courtiers and the people of the
king’s provinces know that if any person,
man or woman, enters the king’s presence
in the inner court without having been
summoned, there is but one law for
him—that he be put to death. Only if
the king extends the golden scepter to

him may he live. Now I have not been
summoned to visit the king for the last
thirty days.” Mordechai was told what
Esther had said.
Esther 4:10-12

and if I am to perish, I shall perish!” So
Mordechai went about [the city] and did
just as Esther had commanded him.
Esther 4:13-17

Mordechai’s reaction to Esther’s
apprehension is to convey the
magnitude of responsibility that rests
on her shoulders. Mordechai doesn’t
address her specific concerns, and
instead begins to speak to Esther’s
personal disposition as a leader.
Mordechai explains that Esther must
recognize that there are moments that
call for incremental and thoughtful
consideration, and others that
demand action:

Esther’s initial reaction was one
of hanhalah. It is Mordechai’s
inspiration that transitions her
outlook and disposition to one
of hanhaga. Esther begins to recognize
that if she is waiting for the ideal
opening to address her concerns, it
may be too late. Esther summons the
courage to move forward in a most
illogical and nearly irresponsible
manner — ultimately asserting herself
as a manhiga — and saving the Jewish
people.

- ַאל:א ְס ֵּתר-ל
ֶ  לְ ָה ִׁשיב ֶא,ֹאמר ָמ ְר ֳּדכַ י
ֶ יג וַ ּי
-ה ֶּמלֶ ְך ִמּכָ ל-ית
ַ  לְ ִה ָּמלֵ ט ֵּב,ְּת ַד ִּמי ְבנַ ְפ ֵׁשְך
 ָּב ֵעת,יׁשי
ִ ה ֲחרֵׁש ַּת ֲח ִר-ם
ַ ּכִ י ִא יד  .הּודים
ִ ְַהּי
הּודים ִמ ָּמקֹום
ִ ְרוַ ח וְ ַהּצָ לָ ה יַ עֲ מֹוד לַ ּי--ֹאת
ֶ
ַהּז
— יֹוד ַע
ֵ ּומי
ִ ;ֹאבדּו
ֵ א ִביְך ּת-ית
ָ  וְ ַא ְּת ֵּוב,ַא ֵחר
ֹאמר
ֶ טו וַ ּת  . ִהּגַ עַ ְּת לַ ַּמלְ כּות,לְ עֵ ת ּכָ זֹאת-ִאם
טז לֵ ְך ּכְ נֹוס  .מ ְר ֳּדכָ י-ל
ָ  לְ ָה ִׁשיב ֶא,ֶא ְס ֵּתר
 וְ צּומּו ָעלַ י,ׁשּוׁשן
ָ הּודים ַהּנִ ְמצְ ִאים ְּב
ִ ְהּי-ל
ַ ָּכ-ֶאת
ֹלׁשת יָ ִמים לַ יְ לָ ה
ֶ ּת ְׁשּתּו ְׁש-ל
ִ ּתֹאכְ לּו וְ ַא-וְ ַאל
 ָאצּום ּכֵ ן; ְּובכֵ ן ָאבֹוא,אנִ י וְ נַ עֲ ר ַֹתי-ם
ֲ ַוָ יֹום — ּג
, וְ כַ ֲא ֶׁשר ָא ַב ְד ִּתי,כַ ָּדת- ֲא ֶׁשר ל ֹא,ה ֶּמלֶ ְך-ל
ַ ֶא
- ּכְ כֹל ֲא ֶׁשר, ָמ ְר ֳדכָ י; וַ ּיַ עַ ׂש,יז וַ ּיַ עֲ בֹר  .ָא ָב ְד ִּתי
.צִ ּוְ ָתה עָ לָ יו ֶא ְס ֵּתר
Mordechai had this message delivered
to Esther: “Do not imagine that you, of
all the Jews, will escape with your life
by being in the king’s palace. On the
contrary, if you keep silent in this crisis,
relief and deliverance will come to the
Jews from another quarter, while you
and your father’s house will perish. And
who knows, perhaps you have attained
to royal position for just such a crisis.”
Then Esther sent back this answer to
Mordechai: “Go, assemble all the Jews
who live in Shushan, and fast in my
behalf; do not eat or drink for three days,
night or day. I and my maidens will
observe the same fast. Then I shall go to
the king, though it is contrary to the law;

The musmachim of RIETS are
entrusted with the sacred role of
providing leadership for the Jewish
community. Fundamentally, that
is an obligation to approach the
institutions and organizations of our
community within a grounded and
realistic framework of a menahel. From
officiating lifecycle events to teaching
Torah, these rabbis search for every
opportunity imaginable to provide the
support and love for our constituents,
and elevate the spiritual vitality of
our community. However, there are
issues that face our community, which
when assessed from an analytical
perspective, seem insurmountable.
These are moments that demand a
manhig, someone who stands up and
says “aloh naaleh.” Someone who
provides creative, ambitious, and
relentless leadership in addressing
the challenges of our generation. Our
musmachim have a responsibility
to avoid the pessimism that often
percolates about the future of our
community. They must be a source
of optimism and hope in projecting
a path forward to secure the future of
our people.
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