Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
A Lesson in Leadership

By Dr. Erica Brown

“Rabbi Yishmael said: Be amenable with a superior, cautious with the young and receive all people with cheerfulness.”

Ethics of the Fathers 3:16

Rabbi Yishmael offers us a quick course in management. He teaches us how to treat those higher on the hierarchical ladder than we are, those who are beneath us in age or experience and then offers some general guidelines in all human relations: greet all people in a friendly fashion, regardless of status, age or ability.


One commentator on this adage believes that our quote is a lesson in leadership. A superior is not only someone who employees us but refers to all those who take leadership positions. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1801-1888), in his commentary on Pirkei Avot – Ethics of the Fathers – tells us that we have to trust and help our leaders in order for them to succeed:
When dealing with a person entrusted with the leadership of an assembly, a group or a community to which you belong, be amenable. Do not be difficult, submit to his direction, and do not regard this submission as a loss of face.
We often regard leaders as bulwarks of strength, aggression or arrogance. Because they have power, our responsibility is to balance that power through criticism, questioning and harsh judgment. 
While questioning authority is the bedrock of democracy, let’s not fool ourselves. If we question constantly without equally supporting and praising, we will find that only those with the thickest skin and the least sensitivity will assume positions of importance in our community. Little do we realize how our lack of support diminishes the ability of a leader to be successful. 

I often ask leaders in Jewish institutions how much time in percentages they spend putting out fires and dealing with criticism versus advancing important objectives that they have set out in their leadership. Anecdotally, many say 80-20% or 75-25%; in other words, far more than making progress, they spend time dealing with skeptics, naysayers and critics. We can be a very difficult people to lead; some would even call us a “stiff-necked people.” Because we can be difficult, we get in the way of recruiting potentially great people to join the ranks of Jewish leadership.
Rabbi Hirsch also ties in the other clauses of our quote. In dealing with those who are younger, he advises that we are thoughtful in teaching them and that when we assess their actions as positive, we “join them in their endeavors even though they are younger…” He takes a similar view of the last clause: “When other people offer you their help in your own endeavors, accept them cheerfully. Do not be led by pride to seek to do everything yourself. Do not reject anyone from the outset…”

Each independent comment feeds into a general worldview about humility. Make yourself open to the leadership, guidance, and help of others regardless of position or age, external markers which often get in the way of true learning and maturation. Almost all of us have had times when we mercilessly judged our leaders. And yet, almost all of us have had moments when people thought we were too young or inexperienced to do a job that we could indeed handle. And so, Rabbi Yishmael concludes that the safest, most neutral, most humble and most appropriate way to conduct ourselves is to greet everyone with a face of friendship. Or, in the concluding words of Rabbi Hirsch, “All these three verses urge that you selflessly ignore personal factors in favor of pure devotion to the cause you seek to serve.” At the end of the day, leadership should be about what we need to support and what we need to change. If we could focus on the goals more and on the personalities less, we may have enough wisdom and humility to achieve them.
Shabbat Shalom

