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Power or Influence?
People tend to think that power and influence are similar if not identical. This week’s parsha teaches us otherwise. 

Moshe Rabbeinu’s strong and dramatic quashing of Korach’s rebellion is a stark contrast to his generous and gentle response to an incident we encountered two weeks ago. 

In parshas Beha’aloscha, we are told that the Bnei Yisrael were complaining. They were tired of eating the heavenly manna and wanted meat. Moshe despairs and Hashem tells him to appoint seventy elders to help him. He does so and a Divine spirit rests on them. It also rests on Eldad and Meidad who were not among the chosen seventy. Moshe had selected six men from each of the twelve tribes and then removed Eldad and Meidad by a lottery. Nonetheless, they too were caught up in moment of inspiration and started prophesying. 

Yehoshua sees this as a threat to his leadership. But Moshe replies with stunning generosity:

“Are you jealous for my sake? I wish all of Hashem’s people were prophets!”

Why the difference in response? Why does Moshe not offer the same generosity and gentleness to Korach?

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks offers a brilliant answer. 

Like I said, people tend to think that power and influence are similar if not identical. People of power have influence and people of influence have power. Rabbi Sacks explains that this is not so. If I share my power with others, I have less power. If I share my influence with others, they become my partners and my influence is shared more widely. 

To illustrate: A leader has total power and one day decides to divide his kingdom into ten areas, appointing nine leaders to join him in governance. The leader now has one tenth of his previous power. 
Influence is very different. The more you share, the more you have.  
Another illustration. I have the privilege of sharing parsha thoughts in Beis after shacharis every Friday and after that in assembly at the girls’ school. 
Let’s say I am speaking to a total audience of five hundred students. I encourage them to share these Divrei Torah at their Shabbos tables (and actually offer a sweet to every girl who does so – that’s why my office in the girls’ school in morning breaks resembles a train station at rush hour!) 

Let’s say these five students go on to share the Divrei Torah at their Shabbos tables, each of which has a further ten people. That means that another five thousand people hear these Torah thoughts.   

In other words, power and influence are very different. Power is a zero-sum game, the more you share, the less you have. Influence is a non-zero sum game. The more you share, the more you have.  

Moshe Rabbeinu had two roles. He was a melech (king) and a novi (prophet). Being a melech involves power, being a novi means influencing the people. 

When it came to Eldad and Meidad, Moshe was more than happy for them to help him influence and inspire the people. Korach however challenged Moshe’s role as melech. As the Gemara in Sanhedrin (8a) tells us, a generation can only have one leader and not two. That is why he quashed Korach’s rebellion so emphatically. 

Not all of us have power, but we all have influence. Every one of us can be a leader. Not necessarily with position, title, prestige or power. But we can all influence others. Being good role models, sharing wisdom, knowledge and kindness, encouraging fine behaviour and challenging those around us to rise to every occasion, is real leadership.

Rabbi Golker is the Menahel of Hasmonean High School. To listen to his shiurim, go to TorahAnytime.com or JewishPodcasts.Org
