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What endures when a leader leaves us? 

A lyrical passage in the Jerusalem Talmud informs 
us that when certain scholars died, their expertise 
and uniqueness died with them. When Ben Azzai 
died, for example, diligent students ceased to exist. 
When Ben Zoma died, Torah interpreters ceased. 
When Rabbi Yehoshua died, goodness ceased from 
the world (JT Sota 9:16). The list of scholars and 
the gaps they left are lengthy. This does not imply 
that there would never again be diligent students, 
expounders of Torah, goodness in the world or 
the many other virtues and skills discussed. It 



verses of this chapter: “Since then no prophet has 
risen in Israel like Moses…” (Deut. 34:10). 

The Talmud adds one small detail to this scene. 
Moses, if he wrote these last eight verses, did so 
in tears. How could he not cry over his own death, 
over leaving the Israelites whose joys and burdens 
he carried these past forty years, over not being 
allowed into the Promised Land? “We now sense 
the full force of the drama of these last days of 
Moses’s life, writes Rabbi Jonathan Sacks. “Moses 
knew he was about to die, knew he would not 
cross the Jordan and enter the land he had spent 
his entire life leading the people towards. Moses’ 
confronting his own mortality, asks us in every 
generation to confront ours” (“Defeating Death” 
Covenant and Conversation).

Contemporary research suggests that when 
leaders have thoughts about death, they tend 
to want more power rather than less, are more 
generous with their charity, and have an increased 
sense of purpose. Social scientists call this reality 
check “mortality salience.” Manfred Kets de 
Vries, a professor of leadership development and 
organizational change, writes in “Death: The 
Ultimate Motivator” (March 4, 2014) that “Death 
anxiety underlies much executive behaviour and 
action and as this anxiety intensifies, there are three 
common maladaptive responses: the first he calls 
“the manic defence.” Leaders, he claims, protect 
themselves from death through workaholism, what 


