Jewish Tribune – Pinchos
Long Term Thinking
It’s a strange thing. The story of Pinchos really begins in last week’s parsha. The final nine pesukim of parshas Balak tell how some Jewish men began to sin with the daughters of Moav. Pinchos stands up, takes his spear and puts an end to this sorry story. We put the sefer Torah back, daven mussaf and go home to make kiddush. 

One week later, we take the sefer Torah out and continue the story. The parsha begins with HKBH rewarding Pinchos with a bris sholom – an eternal covenant of peace. 

Why the gap? Should we not have begun parshas Pinchos at the beginning of the story? 

The answer often given is that judging an act of zealousness is not easy. What drove the person to act? Were the intentions noble or underpinned by a streak of violence and hot-headedness?

Sometimes, to judge this, one needs time to reflect. Peace prizes can only be given out at a later date. Perhaps the unusual split of the story between last week’s parsha and this week’s is to highlight this point. To remind us that we should not be quick to pass judgement. 
When asked in the 1970s what he thought about the French Revolution in 1789, Chinese leader Zhou Enlai replied: “Too soon to say”. 

It’s not just about verifying the motive. It’s more about the longer term repercussions of the act. 

As ever, Chazal coin it in a few words: איזהו חכם הרואה את הנולד – the wise person sees the long term consequences of his actions (Tamid 32a). The problem with zealousness is not just ascertaining the motive but considering the consequences. That needs long term forward thinking. 

When Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakai met Vespasian, the Roman general leading the siege against Yerushalayim, and asked “תן לי יבנה וחכמיה – give me Yavneh and its sages” (Gittin 56b), he saved Klal Yisroel by looking well into the future, ensuring the long term spiritual survival of the Jewish people.

Often, when meeting with talmidim who are under-achieving, I ask them to describe their future selves to me. Let’s say I’m sitting with a demotivated Yossi, aged 16. I say to him, describe to me Yossi aged 26. Is he married? Where does he live? I then move forward ten years. I ask more questions. What is his marriage like? His relationship with his kids. What is his Shabbos table like? Etc.

I am invariably met with a deeply puzzled look. But I persist. Inevitably, I receive a description of someone who has a great marriage, wonderful relationship with his children and a Shabbos table that everyone wants to be at. 

I then tell them what my later father of blessed memory would often tell me and my siblings: “What you will be when you are older, you are now becoming.” 

If you want that great marriage, if you want to be the father your children will look up to, it starts now. 

The striking split of the story of Pinchos is teaching us to pause. To be patient in judging acts whose motives are unclear. And to understand that our actions have long term repercussions. 
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