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The more difficult task 

is to be able to distinguish between right and wrong 

when the answers are not always obvious.
Parshas Pinchas: The Deed of Pinchas

by Rabbi Chaim Zev Citron

In Parshas Balak, when the B’nei Yisroel first stray after Moabite women and subsequently worship the idol Ba’al Peor, Hashem says to Moshe, “Take all of the heads of the people. Have them impaled before G-d in the face of the sun (in public).” (25:4)
The Torah continues, “Moshe said to Israel’s judges, ‘Each one of you kill his people who attached themselves to Ba’al Peor.’” (25:5)
Does verse 4 cited above mean that the leaders of the Jewish people were to be killed?

In a rare show of unanimity, Onkelos, Rashi, Ibn Ezra, Rashbam, Ramban all agree that, no, the leaders were not to be killed. We should understand the passage as meaning: gather the leaders who should act as judges and execute those they find guilty of idolatry.
Accordingly, sentence 5, also cited above,  is Moshe’s implementation of what G-d told him in sentence 4. Moshe is telling the judges to mete out punishment to the sinners.

Is it possible to understand posuk 4 as meaning to actually kill the leaders?  I found one source who does just so! Rabbi Yuden in Midrash Rabah (20:23) says, “They were worthy of death because they were in a position to stop the sin of idolatry or at least to attempt to stop it and they did not.”
Although this interpretation is not accepted by the vast majority of commentators, it should give us pause to consider the awesome responsibility of being in a leadership position. A leader must speak out forcefully against wrongdoing. He (or she) shares a great deal of responsibility for remaining silent in the face of evil.
The parsha continues with an Israelite man coming forward with a Midianite woman and basically daring anyone to stop him.

Rashi explains that the man, Zimri, taunted Moshe. If Moshe could marry a Midianite woman, why couldn’t he? Of course, Zimri conveniently ignored the absolutely differently circumstances of Moshe’s marriage and his consorting with the Midianite woman Cozbi.
Pinchas then stepped forward and slew Zimri and Cozbi. This stopped the plague that had been raging among the Israelites. Later the Torah lauds Pinchas. Because of Pinchas’ act, G-d says, “I did not wipe out the Israelite people.”
Did the judges actually execute the worshipers of Ba’al Peor? The text doesn’t say. Perhaps we can assume that they did. However, the Ramban suggests that before they had a chance to carry out the trials and punishments, Pinchas came forward and slew Zimri and Cozbi. The plague that had been raging in Israel ceased, and it was no longer necessary for the judges to go forward with the trials.
The question that I pose is why was it Pinchas whose act saved the Jews? The judges already did their duty in punishing the idolaters. According to the Ramban, they were ready to do their duty. So why wouldn’t that be enough? Why was the one act of Pinchas so important?
Before continuing, I feel it necessary to make a very important comment. Even though we learn much from the stories of the Torah, our guide to practical day-to-day living is Halacha. Pinchas’ action was a one-of-a-kind, unique-to-the-moment event. While his action is a model for standing up and doing something against evil, it does not sanction us to kill someone who is doing something wrong. Halacha, with certain life-and-death exceptions, does not condone taking punishment into our own hands,

Our extolling of Pinchas must not be misconstrued as a sanctioning of violence against sinners but rather as lauding the quality of acting appropriately in the face of evil and not standing by passively.
Rav Meir Simcha of Dvinsk in his commentary Meshech Chochmah cites the Gemara in Sanhedrin (64a) that comments on the passage “who attached themselves to Ba’al Peor.”   “Attached” (tzamid) is used in the way a bracelet (tzamid) is attached to the arm; it’s only loosely attached; it’s not part of the arm. However, concerning our relationship with G-d, it is written, “You who cleave (davak) to G-d.” To cleave means to be truly connected and attached.
Rav Meir Simcha explains that a sin of our animal desires and passions is, in a sense, superficial; it is not cleaving to sin. We know that we are going against our better natures. We suffered a temporary lapse. On the other hand, a sin of the intellect not dictated by passion is much more serious. We are moved, not by pleasure or passion, but by belief. If that belief is idolatry, then the transgression is much deeper. Our very souls are stained, as it were.
What the Talmud is saying is that the worship of Ba’al Peor was not a sin of the mind. Rather, it was a sin of passion that the Jews committed to ingratiate themselves to the Moabite women. They were loosely “attached” to the Ba’al Peor. They were not cleaving to it.
In light of this comment, we might understand the challenge posed by Zimri to the Jewish people. Zimri was not acting out of passion. He was publicly defending his action and saying there was nothing wrong with his taking a Midianite woman. (See Rashi for details of Zimri’s claim.)

This was a new challenge. The original instruction to the judges was to punish the worshippers of Ba’al Peor. They had sinned, not out of conviction, but out of desire and passion. Zimri, however, posed an altogether different threat. He said it was right to take the Midianite woman. Had the Jews accepted this point of view, they would indeed have been cleaving to evil, not just attaching to it.
Pinchas was clear-sighted and decisive in his response. Zimri’s action was unjustified. It was wrong. Pinchas made it clear to the Jewish people what was wrong and what was right. It was this clarity, this ability to tell wrong from right, that saved the Jewish people. For had the Jewish people accepted Zimri’s point of view, that wrong was right, they would have been doomed.
Our task in serving G-d is two-fold. We must overcome our baser desires to not indulge in what we know to be wrong. But the more difficult task is to be able to distinguish between right and wrong when the answers are not always obvious. We must take a stand on these questions and pursue the truth wholeheartedly.
