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Parshat Pinchas
Claiming One’s Spot in History
Myriam Ackermann-Sommer

What do the characters of Pinchas and the daughters of Zelophehad have in common? The story of
the daughters of Zelophehad could have appeared in Parshat Korach, where they are first mentioned.
But their story appears in Parshat Pinchas and indeed, they are much more closely aligned with
Pinchas.

At first sight, the differences seem obvious. Pinchas is one man, the daughters of Zelophehad are five
women. Pinchas carries out crisis management, while the daughters of Zelophehad pose a carefully
considered request. Pinchas’s act of piercing the lovers Zimri and Kozbi with his spear is a violent act,
while the daughters of Zelophehad present Moshe with a peaceful demand to receive their share of
their father's inheritance and to preserve his name and his memory. While Pinchas acts impetuously,
before receiving divine approval, the daughters of Zelophehad wait for Moshe’s acquiescence. Despite
all these differences, Pinchas and the daughters of Zelophehad share a common philosophy: human
activism in reflection of the divine.

On the other hand, Korach is a revolutionary, who acts on his own behalf, while the daughters of
Zelophehad are prudent reformers, who do not act without divine confirmation. In fact, they make the
point to Moshe that their father did NOT die as part of the episode of Korach and his followers, further
distancing themselves from his parasha.

Parshat Pinchas follows closely after Parshat Korach and Parshat Balak, some of the only portions
named after a person. We know that Korach and Balak had serious character flaws, which leads us to
question whether Pinchas is regarded as good or bad. At the end of Parshat Balak, Pinchas has just
murdered two people. We don’t find out until the following week whether or not this action merits
divine approval.

Indeed Hashem approves. Pinchas acted with zeal, echoing Hashem’s zeal, but using that zeal to kill
the individual perpetrators rather than destroying the entire people. He was the hero who saved the
day.

ֶאת־ְּבנֵי־יְִׂשָרֵאלוְ�א־ִכִּליִתיְּבתֹוָכםֶאת־ִקנְָאִתיְּבַקנְאֹוְּבנֵי־יְִׂשָרֵאלֵמַעלֶאת־ֲחָמִתיֵהִׁשיבַהּכֵֹהןֶּבן־ַאֲהרֹןֶּבן־ֶאְלָעָזרִּפינְָחס
ְּבִקנְָאִתי׃

Pinchas, son of Eleazar son of Aaron the priest, has turned back My wrath from the Israelites by
displaying among them his passion for Me, so that I did not wipe out the Israelite people in My
passion. (Bemidbar 25:11)

What allows him to override the divine will and take action himself? Was it not such an impetuous
gesture that cost the lives of his uncles, Nadav and Avihu, who were also driven by a sacrificial zeal?
In his heroism, he is more like Nahshon ben Aminadav, whom the midrash (Mekhilta of Rabbi
Yishmael 14:22) describes as having thrown himself into the stormy Red Sea with the Egyptians close
behind, allowing the waters to part. Rashi even tells us at the end of Balak that he acts according to a
divine law that Moshe had forgotten, the law of “Qanayim pogin bo,” which states that those who are
full of zeal can directly intervene by assaulting a Jew who sleeps with a non-Jew. This would explain
why it is up to Pinchas to intervene, he who is defined by his zeal, this divinely inspired kin’ah.
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Herein lies a major similarity between the stories of Pinchas and the daughters of Zelophehad. In both
cases, Moshe does not know how to handle the situation. Moshe seems either clueless or powerless
to stop the debauchery among B’nei Yisrael until the arrival of Pinchas, whom Hashem later affirms
has behaved correctly. Similarly, Moshe doesn't know what to say to the daughters of Zelophehad until
Hashem answers that their request is right.

The actions of Pinchas and Zelophehad’s daughters are characterized by a direct relationship with the
divine, which is an active and knowledge-based relationship, based on intuition.  And at the same
time, there is a deep need to attach this intuition to a law, to a continuity.

Regarding the daughters of Zelophehad, Sifri Bamidbar records my favorite midrash (133:1):

עצהליטולזועלזוכולןנתקבצולנקבות,ולאלשבטיםמתחלקתשהארץצלפחדבנותששמעוכיון
When the daughters of Zelophehad heard that the land is divided among tribes, and women do not
have access to it, they gathered to take advice from each other.

There is strength in unity. Perhaps we should learn from this when we want change, we should aim to
make ourselves heard together, as a group. They state:

הנקבותמןיותרהזכריםעלרחמיוב"והמקום!רחמיב"וכרחמילאאמרו:
They said: the mercies of Hashem are not like those of human beings who prefer males over females!

Here, the daughters of Zelophehad call out patriarchy by asserting the world we live in has a
preference for Men.

לכלה'טובקמה)(תהליםשנאמרהכל,עלרחמיוהנקבות,ועלהזכריםעלאלאכן,אינוהעולםוהיהשאמרמיאבל
מעשיוכלעלורחמיו

But He Who Spoke and The World Came Into Being is not like this, His mercy is on both males and
females, as the psalm says (145:9): Hashem is good to all and His mercy is on all his creations.

Thus, the daughters of Zelophehad push us to affirm that Hashem is egalitarian even if the original
wording of the Law is not necessarily so. They argue that the Torah, because it is divine, cannot
intrinsically have a preference for one sex over the other. Perhaps, this is proto-feminism. The God of
Tehilim cannot, from a logical and ethical point of view, be the God of an injustice who would want to
exclude women from the access to the land or from the preservation of the paternal memory. This
ethical intuition is validated by Hashem, who calls it a hukat mishpat, a decree of justice. It is only fair
that daughters should have access to Eretz Yisrael for the sake of the land and, in the case of the
daughters of Zelophehad, for the sake of the father.

To summarize: Pinchas and the daughters of Zelophehad take the lead in the face of a situation they
consider problematic or iniquitous. This interventionism is lishma, disinterested, not for their own
benefit: Pinchas acts as a representative of Hashem's zealotry to save the people; the daughters of
Zelophehad act for the preservation of their father's name, not a desire for personal appropriation.
This stands in contrast to Korach, who acted for his own aggrandizement.

This form of activism is based on a knowledge or an intuition of the divine. An intuition of a God of
vengeance on the one hand, who cannot allow debauchery and corruption to go on, and God of
justice on the other, who cannot deny daughters access to the land. It is the solidity of this intuition
that will bring them confirmation with, as we have seen in both cases, a positive evolution of their
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social status. Is this model of divine intuition an unattainable ideal or something we should aspire to?
It is up to us to decide. In any case, it testifies to a consideration of moral intuition in action.

Finally, the names listed in this parsha are significant. Pinchas is named, and perhaps more
surprisingly, the daughters of Zelophehad are also named, one by one: Mahla, Noa, Hogla, Milka and
Tirtsa. Why more surprisingly? Because in the Torah, perhaps even in the Tanakh, there is a tendency
to omit the names of women.

The tribes are only men. But is it possible that all these biblical characters really only had boys? There
could not have been a total absence of women in entire generations. Moreover, it is often the midrash
that fills in the gaps in the text by adding girls who were not mentioned in the original text. Rabbi
Rebibo of Strasbourg asserts that only women who have left their mark on biblical history are
mentioned. Men are mentioned because of the responsibilities they assume, and women are
mentioned when they stand out, when they know how to bring out an individuality and make
themselves heard. In Parshat Pinchas, the daughters of Zelophehad are the perfect example of this
voluntary inscription in history and in the text through interventionism. For a woman to be in the
Biblical text she must earn it, especially given the preference mentioned by the daughters of
Zelophehad of people for men. So it's up to us to try to reach the level of the daughters of
Zelophehad, to try to change our reality from within the Law, following its own codes, as we are all
doing at Maharat without revolutionary fervor but with the certainty of having a just voice to carry. We
will thus write our names in History.

Myriam Ackermann-Sommer, BA, MA, was born and raised in Southern
France and has been living in Paris for four years with her husband Emile.
She earned a B.A. in English in 2016, majoring in English and minoring in
Hebrew at the Sorbonne while completing an undergraduate degree in
Humanities at the École Normale Supérieure, a selective French college. In
the course of her master’s degree in English literature, Myriam focused mainly
on Jewish American authors and Jewish philosophy, writing essays on
Nobelist I.B. Singer (main thesis: “Broken Shards: Vulnerability in the Works
of Isaac Bashevis Singer”) and Bernard Malamud (“Am I My Brother’s
Keeper? The Ethical Imperative in the Short Stories of Bernard Malamud. A
Dialogue With Emmanuel Levinas”, an essay at the intersection with
contemporary French Jewish philosophy). She has also been inquiring into
the representation of the sacred in Judaism in articles like “The Holy of
Holies; or, the Architecture of Absence”. Myriam has had extensive training in
teaching and translation, and regularly gives talks in Jewish as well as

academic contexts, starting a co-ed study group (“Ayeka”) with her husband in 2017 for Parisian students and
young professionals. Her favourite subjects are gender representations and notably the challenge of
egalitarianism in Orthodox Judaism, the exchange of ideas and insights between Judaism and contemporary
critical theory, and Jewish ethics. A dedicated musician, Myriam has also earned a diploma in transverse flute in
2015 and loves to enhance the spiritual dimension of Judaism by singing her heart out in prayer groups.

Page 3
Maharat is the first institution to ordain Orthodox women as clergy.

www.yeshivatmaharat.org     718-796-0590


