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HOW TO DEAL WITH BIAS?
How objective are you? How much
bias is involved in your decision-
making process? And what lesson
can we learn from the challenge

of Tzelafchad's five daughters to

Moses?
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A. Moses & the Five Daughters

Source 1 numbers 27:1-4

A petition was presented by the daughters
of Tzelafchad, son of Chefer, son of Gilead,
son of Makhir, son of Manasseh—of the
family of Menasseh, Joseph’s son. Their
names were Machlah, No’ah, Chaglah,
Milkah and Tirtzah.

They stood before Moses, Elazar the priest,
the elders, and the entire community at
the Tabernacle entrance and said:

“Our father died in the desert. He was
not among Korach’s party who protested
against G-d; he died because of his own
sin, and he left no sons.

“Why should our father’s name be lost in
his family because he did not have a son?
Give us a portion of land along with our
father’s brothers.
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Source 2 numbers 27:5-1

Moses brought their case before G-d.
G-d spoke to Moses, saying:

“The daughters of Tzelafchad have a just
claim. Give them a hereditary portion of land
alongside their father’s brothers. Let their
father’s inheritance thus pass over to them.

“Speak to the Israelites and tell them that if a
man dies without a son, his inheritance shall
go to his daughter.

“If he has no daughter, his inheritance shall go
to his brothers.

“If he has no brothers, his inheritance should
go to his father’s brothers.

“If his father had no brothers, his inheritance
should go to the closest relative in his family,
who shall then be his heir” This was the
decreed law for the Israelites, as G-d had
commanded Moses.
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B. Was Moses Indecisive?

Source 3 nachmanides* on verse 3

My literal interpretation:

They spoke this way because they
thought that Moses hated Korach’s
party more than all other sinners who
died in the desert, since they defied him
personally and fought everything he did.
They thought that Moses might say out
of hatred, “Let no one extend kindness
nor be gracious to these orphans; let
their father's sin be remembered”
Therefore, they informed him that their
father was not among them.

>> The Rebbe
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Moses Didn’t Want to Appear Biased

The Torah relates that when
Tzelafchad’'s daughters approached
Moses and requested the portion
of land designated for their father,
Moses didn’'t dwell on the question
and try to resolve it. Instead, he
immediately brought the question
before G-d.

Did Moses actually lack the ability to
answer them? Rather, commentators
explain, when the daughters of
Tzelafchad revealed in their petition
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*Moses ben Nachman (1194-1270),

commonly

J,1,0mre

known as Nachmanides or Ramban, was a leading
Sephardic Jewish sage in Catalonia. He wrote a
famous commentary on the Torah which endeavors
to uncover the spiritual depth of the text.

1,00 (2
("UPBY W OW3) 1057 9y »ma (3



that their father was not one of Moses’
enemies (“He was not among Korach’s
party who protested against G-d”), it was
an act of flattery. If he would adjudicate
their case, he would be guilty of accepting
“bribery of things.” Therefore, he avoided
answering their question.
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Source 2 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Sanhedrin 23:3

Bribery does not only take the form of money;
there is also “bribery of things”

A judge was once getting onto a small boat to
cross a river. A person extended his hand and
helped him get on. That person had a case, but
the judge told him: “I cannot serve as a judge

for you”

Aperson once removed a feather from a judge’s
scarf; another person once covered spittle
that was lying before a judge. The judges told
them: “I cannot serve as a judge for you.

A person once gave a priestly tithe to a judge
who was a priest. The judge told him: “I cannot
serve as a judge for you.”

A sharecropper of a field belonging to a judge
would bring him figs from his field every
Friday. He once came earlier and brought
the figs on Thursday, because he wanted the
judge to adjudicate a case. The judge told him:
‘I cannot serve as a judge for you” Because
the sharecropper brought them earlier than
normal, the judge was disqualified—even
though the figs belonged to him.
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C. Personal Bias

>> The Rebbe

Moses — The Greatest of All Jewish Leaders

Think about it:

Onone hand, whois greater than Moses?
The Torah was transmitted through
him from Sinai to all generations.
Every great Torah scholar owes his
scholarship—and the authority that
comes along with it—to the fact that
Moses transmitted the Torah to Joshua,
who in turn, transmitted it to the elders
and so on, through the forty generations
of the Torah’s transmission (as listed
by Maimonides in his introduction to
Mishneh Torah) and in the generations
that followed.

Moreover: This episode took place in
the fortieth year when Moses reached
his zenith, having received the entire
Torah; after all, some Torah concepts
were revealed after the revelation at
Sinai, throughout the forty years in the
desert. But by the fortieth year he had
received the entire Torah, reaching the
pinnacle of his perfection.

If so, he should have responded to the
query of Tzelafchad’s daughters. He
was also surely aware that a scholar is
obligated by Jewish law to respond to
questions when they come before him!
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It was a question posed not by one person
but by five (Tzelafchad’s five daughters)
and posed in the presence of the elders
and the entire community. Furthermore:
It was regarding an essential matter for
the Jewish people in general and for that
generation in particular: the matter of
settling the Land of Israel. We know of its
importance from Moses’s own discussion
with the tribes of Gad and Reuben. If so,
according to Torah—the Torah of Moses—
he had the obligation and the right to
answer the question on his own.

The Meaningless “Bribe”

On the other hand, the “bribery of things”—
the women’s statement that their father
was not among Korach's group—was
inconsequential.

Korach’s rebellion took place thirty-nine
years earlier. Even at the time, Moses didn't
feel that he needed endorsements from
human beings to prove his legitimacy; he
relied on G-d Himself. He said, “G-d will
demonstrate...G-d will create an opening
inthe ground...”and thatindeed happened.
When that occurred, even Korach and his
party couldn’t deny his legitimacy. Thirty-
nine years later, Moses’s leadership was
unquestionable; there was no inherent
flattery in affirming his authority.

Nonetheless, they made mention of the
fact that their father hadn’t questioned
Moses’s legitimacy thirty-nine years
earlier—in the moments before the

JIORY OV 1OR D°RAwD XD
DOWIR IwnRn XOR ,TIOR WX PR
TPRYY O3 7MY ,(TD9% M wnn)
J1TY 901 0OROWIT TN NORYI
MRV 7377 IV RO T PR HIDA)
(53X TN P90 BRI °13) DR
2PN NOA3 - YIRS 00w M
WY ,03°20 IR Sw 1T j2md
721X °127 T3 0125 YA, 2173 0o
27 ,¥INA I9MIT PIVR YA 0D Y
15y S ,awn NN L,IMN 0D By

JORWI DY 2°waS Mot 2rnn

TR 0727 T T RO TR
NIyn AR 70 X5 0OnR3) IR
$DDR NI (W SW PRI

QWY "9 VIR 0P Dpenn
JIOYN NYWA 197DR WK LTIY YU
NYTI 217P5 PIPT 13027 wn h R
(19 PRI NIYN WRY) 0T W2 B
,172p7 DY 720 Y ,INPTE Nnoe
R 0XY”,7793 7 VT 9127 11Ra
)19 ,9¥192 11°7 19K ,¥IM ' RI2°
NPTRA %Y M NI NP oW
" 7NO1 N0 NnR 9y 11030 wn Sw
PRY 1D MR MW ywm owbw
227 5y 0927 TmIw”a mynwn 9

A7 Awn S anpI

M1DbW 1Y 11700 L]0 D DY AN
NESY YA M ywm Dwbw
DIPN 77 WK L, RI2° AR

50w

J2°K11,27 Mo (6
A1,T0 MR (7



ground opened up, when it was still
a reasonable assessment (adopted by
Korach, his party and two-hundred-
fifty prominent leaders, as Rashi points
out). Therefore, Moses did not want to
judge their case; he did not want to be
suspect of any “bribery of things” that
could potentially tilt his decision—
despite being the incontestable Moses,
“Moshe Rabeinu.”

Moses wrote this story in the Torah—
the written Torah—which means that
it is a lesson for every single Jewish
man and woman: it tells us how careful
we must be to avoid bribery—even
an inconsequential form of bribery
like trivial flattery to a person of the
greatness of Moses.

An Objective Opinion

If this is true of Moses, it is certainly
true of ourselves.

Ordinary people are wholly
incomparable to the greatness of
Moses. Also, our “bribery” and biases
are not memories from thirty-nine
years ago but matters of current import
which are relevant at this very moment!
It is beyond a doubt that we cannot rely
on our own judgment; we must consult
with someone greater than ourselves—
as the Mishnah says, “Appoint a teacher
for yourself”
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You can appoint a mentor to your liking;
the Mishnah said, “appoint a teacher”—you
make the choice. But he must be greater
than yourself, and you must commit to
accept hisjudgment and to follow his advice.

It could be very difficult to make this
commitment—after all, nobody is smarter
than yourself... Indeed, the Mishnah says
“appoint” using the Hebrew term “aseh,’
which implies coercion. But you certainly
have the ability to do it—because G-d does
not request that which is not within our
power.

Third night of Sukkot, 1986
Toras Menachem 5747 v. 1 p. 209
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