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The Challenge of Leadership in the Flexigid Society 

This section explores the issue of leadership in the Jewish Flexigid society. Its first part 

defines ‘Flexigid leadership’ and distinguishes it from other types of leadership, making 

the point that it always engages with adaptive challenges. It then provides a short 

introduction to the theory of ‘adaptive leadership’ and establishes that such leadership 

would primarily stem from people who have no formal authority. The final part offers a 

few guidelines for ‘Flexigid leadership,’ i.e. for leadership interventions that are 

designed to enhance the Flexigidity of the Jewish People and to restore its vitality.  

Flexigid Leadership Defined and Differentiated 

1. Jewish Flexigid leadership is necessarily inspired by a holistic, broad, historic 

and systemic view of Jewish society and focused on its fundamental elements. 

It aims to serve the security and prosperity of the entire community, placing its 

particular focus within the broader context of Jewish history, legacy and destiny. 

Such leadership engages issues such as law, membership, community institutions, 

mission, language, place, unity, prosperity and security. In contrast, leadership 

that caters to any single faction within Jewish society, embodying a zero-sum 

approach where one sector gains at the expense of another, cannot qualify as 

Flexigid leadership.  

2. Flexigid leadership may also emanate from gravitating back to old traditions 

and from institutional and ideological innovations. Chabad frames its actions 

within a broad view of Jewish history and society, allowing Jewish masses around 

the world to reconnect with old traditions. Meanwhile, the progressive movements 

that call for an egalitarian approach between men and women in Jewish practices 

also place their leadership within the broader context of Jewish history and 

society. Both examples view their interventions as essential. Both qualify as 

initiatives of Flexigid leadership.  

3. Towering individuals have played a central role in Jewish adaptability. The 

leadership of such individuals stems from challenging existing structures, 

priorities and practices, from setting personal examples, from utmost dedication 

and from their ability to build lasting institutions. Inspiring examples of such 

individuals who led historical transformations of the Jewish world already 

mentioned in this book include Rabban Yochanan Ben-Zakai, the Ba’al Shem 

Tov, the Vilna Gaon, Moses Mendelsohn, Herzl, Berl Katzanelson and David 

Ben-Gurion.  

4. Yet, Flexigid leadership can emanate from any place in society: from 

conservative and progressive factions and from any denomination; from people in 

positions of authority operating as professionals in various Jewish institutions; 

from people acting without formal authority; from towering figures and from 
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ordinary community rabbis and civic leaders; from men and women, the learned 

and novices of any age; from Israel, the USA and any other geographic location; 

from existing institutions and from the fringes of the Jewish community.  

5. All Flexigid leadership is necessarily ‘adaptive leadership’ as defined by Ron 

Heifetz. Such leadership is about engaging with a challenge to the longevity, 

security and prosperity of the Jewish community and Jewish People. Most often, it 

is unprecedented and requires societal learning and adaptation. Such a challenge 

emerges due to societal, political and technological changes, undermining the 

status-quo, forcing the prevailing mindset, outlook and patterns of conduct to 

adapt, pressuring existing institutions and structures to be reformed, and 

necessitating new language and discourse to emerge.  

6. Meanwhile, not all adaptive leadership in the Jewish People amounts to 

Flexigid leadership, particularly when it solely serves one faction and provides a 

situational or temporary remedy. For example, when the kibbutzim were created in 

the early 20th century in order to experiment with model modern Jewish society, 

they were seeking to offer Flexigid leadership. When, in the 1980s they were 

reformed, this adaptive leadership no longer qualified as Flexigid leadership for 

the Jewish People. It was mostly about their own survival and interests.  

The General Challenge of Adaptive Leadership  

7. According to Ron Heifetz’s definition, leadership is work that serves 

adaptation that is essential for the community.1 Hence, the work of a 'leader' 

must begin with a diagnosis of a gap between the prevailing mindset, institutions 

and habits, on the one hand, and the emerging reality, on the other hand, which 

necessitates a realignment of the community in order to ensure its prosperity and 

security. Then, the leader must craft a strategy to help the community evolve by 

adapting its values, priorities, patterns of conduct, institutions and incentives. He 

or she must then take action to effectuate change. Failure of the community to 

adapt results in irrelevancy, which may come in the shape of economic decline, 

internal strife and insecurity. 

8. An adaptive challenge requires societal learning both as regards the nature 

of the challenge and the response. Heifetz distinguishes such challenges from 

‘technical problems’ whose nature is well-known, and, therefore, books and 

experts already exist to provide a ‘fix.’ Meanwhile, in the case of adaptive 

challenges, no manuals or authority figures can provide a resolution to the crisis, 

which requires creating new knowledge and adaptation.2  

 
1   On the definition of leadership and its characteristics, see Heifetz, Leadership Without Easy 

Answers, p. 11-66, and specifically p. 19-27. See also Heifetz, Grashow and Linsky, The Practice 

of Adaptive Leadership, p. 23-28. 
2   On the distinction between technical problems and adaptive challenges, see Heifetz, Leadership 

Without Easy Answers, p. 73-76. On adaptive challenges see also p. 30-35. See also Heifetz, 

Grashow and Linsky, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership, p. 19-23.  
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9. Essential to such societal learning is broad experimentation and innovation. 

Leaders must establish the capacity to launch experiments, assess their 

effectiveness and learn from them. The long-term consequences of such 

experiments are often unintended and therefore unpredictable. Few may succeed 

to increase the prosperity and security of the community. Some would eventually 

prove to be disastrous. Most will require tweaking and even overhauling to prove 

worthy. 

10. Thus, the essence of leadership in such an environment is orchestrating 

knowledge-creation regarding the challenges that face society and driving 

essential adaptation. As Heifetz teaches, the art of adaptive leadership requires 

the ability to diagnose the condition of the community and of the leader, to make 

tough decisions, to take risks and to manage conflict and tensions.  

11. Such leadership occurs in an environment of extreme complexity and 

uncertainty, where there is no direct link between ‘cause’ and ‘effect,’ ‘action’ 

and ‘consequence,’ and where the societal whole is different from the sum of all 

actions and inputs. Therefore, no one actually has direct and explicit authority and 

control over the ‘system,’ the challenges it faces and the stakeholders that will 

ultimately shape its course. In other words, adaptive leadership is, by its nature, 

risky and uncertain.  

12. Furthermore, a leader can rarely intervene in a similar eco-system twice. By 

nature, a permanently dynamic society can never be identical at any two moments. 

Furthermore, acts of leadership in the first intervention may have already changed 

society. While knowledge of society is vital and general guidelines for leadership 

exist, every condition is particular, cannot repeat itself and requires adaptation. 

With rare exceptions, the system is always unique and acts of adaptive 

leadership are necessarily pioneering.  

13. The need for such adaptive leadership is mounting in modern society, as the 

pace of change is rising. Frequency and scale of revolutionary scientific and 

technological innovations are growing, pressuring communities to adapt. Such 

dynamics also affect every individual, organization, institution and business, as 

well as every people and nation.  

 

14. Heifetz highlights that leadership is inherently different when exercised from a 

position of authority as opposed to without authority.3 People in positions of 

authority are bound by a tacit and explicit covenant that limits their freedom 

to lead. That covenant exists between every ‘authority figure’ and the 

stakeholders that gave her power. It mandates that the ‘authority figure’ protects 

 
3   Heifetz, in Leadership Without Easy Answers, discusses leadership with authority in part II, p. 67-

180 and leadership without authority in part III, p. 181-232. Specifically, see pages 67, 71-76, 84-

88, 101-110, 113-122, 125-129, 138-144, 159-170, 173-177, 183-189, 205-208, 217-231.   
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the status quo and benefits the stakeholders in exchange for status, salary and 

perks. Such an authority figure is supposed to assign roles, resolve conflicts, 

protect the community and provide for its needs. Leadership from their 

perspective is to be exercised on others, but not on the stakeholders themselves.4 

15. Therefore, there is inherent tension between holding authority and exercising 

adaptive leadership. While authority figures are appointed in order to protect the 

status quo of their stakeholders, leadership thus defined is about changing the 

status quo. This is why leadership from a position of authority is a perilous 

endeavor, as the harshest opposition would often come from the stakeholders 

themselves, typically those who appointed the authority figure and may now feel 

betrayed by their agent and appointee.  

16. Meanwhile, adaptive leadership without authority results from the actions of 

people who do not have a formal mandate to lead. They take action in order to 

accelerate societal learning and adaptation with an aim of protecting and 

increasing the prosperity and security of the community. Their actions often 

challenge the prevailing order and those that are dependent on and benefit from it. 

Therefore, people who lead without authority inevitably meet resistance, directed 

against their vision and targeted against them personally. This is why Heifetz 

warns that the work of leadership, and particularly that which is done without 

authority, is always dangerous. 

17. The necessity for leadership without authority is rising in increasingly 

dynamic societies. Structures and institutions, where authority figures reside and 

operate, were designed in the past to address the challenges of their time. They 

inevitably evolve, yet are rarely able to do so effectively over time. Meanwhile, 

the ever-growing pace of change in the world creates bigger and more frequent 

gaps between institutions and reality. Therefore, as the mandates of authority 

figures are in a permanent deficit of relevancy, the significance of leadership 

without authority is rising in society.   

 
4   On leadership from a position of authority, see Heifetz, Leadership Without East Answers, p. 67-

150. On leadership with authority in adaptive situations, see p. 125-143.  
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The Qualities of Flexigid Jewish Leadership 

This final section of the book articulates some guidelines for leadership that is designed 

to revitalize the Flexigidity of the Jewish People. Such leadership must be placed within 

the broad context of Jewish history and society, be authentic and respectful of adversity, 

be anchored in extensive diagnostics while still relating to a vision, taking action and 

building community institutions.  

18. Flexigid leadership – through countless individual acts and innovations – 

drives the evolution of Jewish society and ensures its survival, security, 

prosperity and leadership. It is mostly associated with towering individuals who 

left a lasting mark on Judaism that echoed for decades, generations, centuries and 

even millennia. However, the collective evolution of Jewish society is ultimately 

made possible through the Flexigid leadership of innumerable civic leaders and 

professionals at any given moment, whose efforts and actions were not enshrined 

in collective Jewish history.   

19. Flexigid leaders and acts of Flexigid leadership in Judaism share a number of 

characteristics. These characteristics emerge in the legacies of Biblical, rabbinic 

and modern figures such as Moses, King David, the prophet Deborah, Rabban 

Yochanan Ben-Zakai, Maimonides, Rabbi Saadia Gaon, the Vilna Gaon, the 

Lubavitcher Rebbe, Herzl, Ahad Ha’Ahm and David Ben-Gurion. In an era of 

acute need for such Flexigid leadership, it is essential to understand its 

qualities.  

Speaking to the Broader Context of Jewish Society and History 

20. Flexigid leadership places itself in a broad context of Jewish history, 

addressing acute societal needs. It connects the past and present of the Jewish 

People with a desired future. Prime examples include Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi who 

sought to protect the Oral Torah in the aftermath of the Bar-Kochva rebellion by 

formulating the Mishnah and the Heralds of Zionism who aimed to address the 

crisis of Jewish society in the Diaspora following centuries of exile by mass-

repatriation to Zion.  

21. Such leadership envisions a societal whole that is greater than the sum of all 

activities taken by the leaders and their followers. It seeks a transformation that 

will come into being out of the accumulation of numerous ‘technical actions’ by 

many people across society. Such a ‘systemic effect’ is ‘non-linear’ in the sense 

that there is no direct correlation between the activities of leaders and the 

countless actions of people that they inspired, on the one hand, and the resulting 

reality that will emerge, on the other hand. Therefore, the followers are often 

expected to obey and adhere even if the bigger vision is unknown, unclear and 

uncertain to them (na’a’se ve’nishma) When Ezra the Scribe commanded that the 
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Torah be routinely read in public in 6th century BCE, the purpose was to enshrine 

it in Jewish society. When the ideology of Zionism called upon its followers to 

settle the land and to build agricultural communities, the overall purpose was to 

resolve the crisis of Judaism in Europe and to repair the exilic condition. Hence, 

in different times, places and contexts, different actions may have been required, 

but there was always a link between such activities and the broader vision of 

Jewish security and prosperity.  

22. Finally, narratives are also essential for such Flexigid leadership. They bring 

together in a coherent story all the above elements: the broader context of Jewish 

past, present and future; a challenge facing Jewish society; the vision, mission, 

purpose, strategy and activities of the leader; and the actions required from the 

inspired masses.    

Vision and Fundamentals  

23. A compelling vision, which is audacious and attainable, is essential for 

Flexigid leadership. Such a vision must outline a reality in which the given crisis 

facing society is remedied through a transformation. It must describe a new order 

and a different trade-off among values and priorities that will allow society to 

effectively confront the challenges it faces and seize its opportunities.  

24. Such a vision must be informed by the Flexigidity of mission of the Jewish 

People. As mentioned earlier, Judaism offers four alternative frameworks 

regarding its mission, vision, purpose, legacy and destiny: peoplehood, 

nationhood, or la’goim and faith. Jewish Flexigid leadership must be anchored in 

one of the four meta-stories, or in a combination thereof. Each of these stories 

may produce different actions in different contexts, and a similar action may fit 

into more than one narrative. The story of nationhood may alternatively inspire 

settlement in Judea and Samaria or the evacuation of such settlements. And, a 

project such as Taglit-Birthright may be inspired by both the logic of nationhood 

and that of peoplehood. Indeed, the towering leaders of the Jewish People 

integrated multiple meta-stories into their narratives and visions.  

25. Therefore, Jewish Flexigid leadership is necessarily about the fundamental 

elements of Jewish society such as law, membership, community, mission, 

language, place, unity, prosperity and security. It must address core underlying 

issues in order to offer a fundamental remedy to the challenges facing society. It 

must envision different institutions, new ways of getting things done, and a new 

language and discourse. It necessarily requires painful departures from existing 

norms and practices in order to create the space for societal innovation. 

26. Publicly articulating such a vision may be constructive for or obstructive to 

societal progress. In certain cases, it may help galvanize and coalesce diverse 

groups. In other cases, when there is unity of tactical action, explicitly articulating 

such a vision may undermine societal progress. Nonetheless, Flexigid leadership 

requires a compelling vision whether it is publically communicated or not.  
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27. In other words, Flexigid leadership does not just happen by accident. Flexigid 

leadership is deliberate.  

Diagnosis and Strategy 

28. Flexigid leadership is a thoughtful undertaking based on a thorough analysis 

that bridges the existing reality, societal gap that must be addressed and the 

aspired vision. It is almost always heavily under-resourced as a result of the way 

its audacious goals are framed within the broader context of society as a whole 

and the full scope of Jewish history and destiny. 

29. In describing the societal gap that is to be addressed, the brewing crisis 

between the existing order and the emerging reality must be exposed. This 

requires identifying the areas where the prevailing mindset, existing structures and 

institutions, language and discourse, and patterns of conduct are no longer 

effective and should therefore be adapted.  

30. Its tacit underlying assumption is the notion that there are ‘no broken 

systems.’ This notion suggests that all entities – be they families, organizations, 

nations and societies – are perfectly aligned to produce the outcomes they 

produce, even if they appear dysfunctional to some members and to outside 

observers.5 Thus, there is logic to every societal system, from which 

generalizations can be made and articulated.  

31. This process of diagnosing such a dynamic system must be ongoing as society 

is ever-changing. There is permanent motion among its different elements. At 

any given moment, some of the traditional forces and structures are deeply 

entrenched and powerful, slowly eroding or ‘on the edge of chaos.’ Furthermore, 

leaders transform the systems into which they intervene, as any act of leadership 

in and of itself impacts society. Therefore, there can rarely be two identical 

interventions. Thus, accurate societal diagnostics is essential for successful 

Flexigid leadership.  

32. Finally, Flexigid leaders must articulate a strategy that bridges between the 

emerging crisis, the scarce resources and the vision. That strategy must be 

comprised of principles and guidelines that engender confidence that the vision is 

attainable, informing broad participation and action. It must envision the 

dynamics of scaling where initial, local and experimental beginnings become 

common practice. It must identify the necessary resources and guide their 

mobilization. With such a strategy, a leader must act as a catalyst that brands the 

vision; presents it to the many stakeholders; establishes, documents and models 

cases of success; informs and educates people in positions of authority, leadership 

and influence; and builds essential partnerships. 
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Boots on the Ground: Community, Institution and Capacity Building  

33. As mentioned earlier, communities are the building blocks of Jewish society, 

and institutions are the building blocks of communities. Their development 

must be at the heart and focus of Flexigid leadership.  

34. The life-cycle of institutions from birth to death is integral to the evolution of 

Jewish society. Jewish history is full of examples of institutions that emerged, 

rose to prominence and served a critically important societal role in specific 

periods and contexts. Some dominated, became rigid, lost relevancy, declined and 

eventually disappeared. Some were destroyed never to reemerge after the changed 

circumstances. Examples include the Great Assembly (Knesset Gedola), the 

Yavne Academy and the great academies (Yeshivot) of Mesopotamia, and the 

Council of Four Lands (Va’ad Arba Haaratzot). In the 21st century, organizations 

such as the Zionist Congress, the World Zionist Organization, the Jewish Agency 

for Israel and the Jewish Federation system in the USA are challenged to adapt by 

a world that increasingly favors flexibility and agility over rigidity, and the 

wisdom of crowds over that of committees.   

35. Therefore, essential and integral to lasting Jewish Flexigid leadership is 

affecting existing institutions and building new ones. Such Flexigid leadership 

is rarely just about articulating an idea, initiative or a specific program, but also 

about the developing the institutions and capacities that will carry it forward, 

theoretically in perpetuity. Indeed, many of the towering figures of Jewish history 

were relentless institution-builders. Rabban Yochanan Ben-Zakai built the 

academy in Yavne, Rabbi Akiva had forty thousand students, Rabbi Saadia Gaon 

led the Jewish academies in Babylon and Herzl initiated key institutions of the 

Zionist movement.     

36. Developing the capacity of institutions to adapt is a central challenge for 

Flexigid leadership. Effectively dealing with a specific challenge in a particular 

context and location may be commendable yet is insufficient. Leaders that made a 

lasting impact on Jewish society were able to build institutions that were adaptive, 

with an inherent ability to evolve, survive and thrive while addressing different 

challenges in different contexts and over a long period of time. Their philosophy 

was accurately Flexigid, anchored in rigid foundations yet flexible to remain 

relevant. This often entailed allowing the emergence of many small units in a 

bottom-up fashion that were bound together by a great vision, yet were free to 

reflect local conditions. The greatest institutions of Jewish society and history – 

synagogues, Yeshivot, the councils and the Chabad network – embody this 

delicate balance.   

37. Finally, effectuating significant change in the Jewish worldwide web of 

communities requires impacting the 'hubs' as they have disproportionate 

influence over the entire Jewish network, or large sections thereof. Most Flexigid 

Jewish leaders naturally gravitated to the great Jewish communities of their time, 

mostly in large bustling metropolitan areas. They worked within their leading 
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institutions and were able to affect the Jewish world through the vibrant 

interconnectedness of their community with other leading hubs near and far. 

Authenticity and Partnering Across Society 

38. A vision of a Jewish Flexigid leader must be inclusive toward most, if not all 

of Jewish society. As mentioned earlier, such leadership addresses a fundamental 

gap that concerns the entire Jewish society, or large sections thereof, with a broad 

view of Jewish past, present and future. By definition, it transcends any specific 

faction and is beyond situational, temporal and local concerns and considerations. 

Therefore, such a vision is necessarily inclusive in that it concerns itself with the 

needs of many Jews, Jewish communities and their institutions. It must be about 

‘expanding the pie’ for all and not about catering to any single faction or issue at 

the expense of another. 

39. Effectuating such a vision requires leadership by a committed and serving 

elite, comprised of people who hold positions of authority, leadership and 

influence and use their power for a greater good. A vision that informs Flexigid 

leadership necessarily establishes foundations for collaboration across societal 

lines as it speaks to a broad spectrum of society. It necessarily falls beyond the 

capacity of any single leader to effectuate it single-handedly. It requires the 

commitment of and action by an entire group of people in positions of influence, 

authority and leadership from all sectors of society that are mobilized in order to 

realize that vision. 

40. The individual identity of Jewish leaders determines their freedom of 

association. As mentioned earlier, Jewish Flexigid leadership can emanate from 

anywhere in its society. Yet, the identity of leaders profoundly impacts their scope 

of leadership: the kind of positions they can credibly take; the associations they 

can naturally create; the rivalries they will inevitably face and the divides they 

must bridge. Flexigid leadership by a Jewish, Zionist, Israeli, secular 

businessperson is different from that of someone in the USA who belongs to the 

Conservative movement and works as a principal of a Jewish day school. So, too, 

Flexigid leadership by an orthodox Jew in Estonia will need to reflect the reality 

of his community 

41. Therefore, Flexigid leadership requires authenticity. Statements about values, 

priorities and issues – be it about a place of residence in Israel or the Diaspora or 

about denominational association, for example – are important yet insufficient. 

Authenticity emerges from a life’s journey of struggles and choices that validate 

the position one wants to lead from and serves to legitimize their vision and 

action. 

42. Therefore, Flexigid leaders must have the capacities to engage partners across 

the Jewish society. They need to ‘negotiate’ and ‘deliberate’ with a multi-faceted 

group of people and organizations. They must be able to work beyond their 

natural constituency, gain the trust of and collaborate and partner with factions 
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that have different values, priorities and patterns. Shared interests may be 

important, but they are also contextual and insufficient for sustaining resilient and 

long-lasting partnerships. By doing so, they transcend the existing delineations 

within society and create a new reality of transformative alignments and 

coalitions.  

Respect for Adversity and Dignity of Dissent 

43. As shown earlier, the Jewish world progresses pragmatically through the 

engagement, friction and even confrontation among strong individuals and 

groups. This is based on the notion that conflict is essential for societal progress, 

and therefore it must be encouraged yet regulated, but not suppressed. Thus, 

Judaism encourages its members to sharpen their arguments and not dilute them; 

to debate their fellow Jews and get to the root of the conflict over engaging in 

shallow platitudes; to expose and polarize the opposing worldviews and not to 

cover them. Such dynamics breeds heated debates, intense disputes, deep divides 

and even hostility, verbal abuse and physical violence. The societal logic is to get 

to the bottom of the question: “What will best serve the security and wellbeing of 

the community and preserve its identity?” Such forceful and regulated 

engagement among leaders has been essential for Jewish survival, security, 

prosperity and leadership.  

44. This societal structure sends a conflicting message to leaders: while they are 

encouraged to fight wholeheartedly for their outlook, they are also reminded 

of their interdependence on their counterparts. Like any other society, in the 

Jewish People there is no leadership without opposition and occasional verbal 

abuse, physical violence, marginalization and even excommunication. At the same 

time, Jewish society is deeply interconnected. The full spectrum between 

progressive and conservative factions plays a vital role in optimizing its pace of 

adaptation to ensure collective survival, security, prosperity and leadership. As 

Flexigid leadership is inherently about taking a broad view of history and society, 

Flexigid leaders can only on rare occasions legitimately disregard another 

Flexigid leader. 

45. Therefore, the ultimate relationship between two Jewish adversaries who are 

working to better the condition of the community is one of mutual respect 

and gratitude.6 Jewish Flexigid leaders who are protagonists must acknowledge 

their interdependence and interconnectedness, as well as that they are all 

stakeholders in the future of society, jointly shaping its course through their 

adversity. These notions should increase the dignity of dissent among Flexigid 

leaders and tame the animosity of their conflicts and the fierceness of their 

engagements. In other words, mere tolerance does not qualify. As mentioned 

earlier, Judaism holds those who fight for their worldview in order to serve the 

 
6   See Bronfman and Zasloff, Hope, Not Fear, p. 77 for a different take on the idea of mutual respect. 

Bronfman and Zasloff write: “Some call for tolerance, but I prefer the words “mutual respect..”. 

Credit also goes to David Suissa of Los Angeles for crystallizing this insight.  
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46. wellbeing of the community as serving God (le’shem shamayim) and explicating 

His intentions (Eleh Ve’Eleh Divrei Elokim Chaim).  

47. The Talmud equates such respectful adversity with the struggle between 

Hillel and Shammai. The two great sages contested each other’s opinions, yet 

treated one another with great respect and kept the community together by 

marrying their children. The Talmud also establishes that eventually law was 

made according to the House of Hillel, whose students treated their interlocutors 

with extra respect by teaching the opinion of the House of Shammai before their 

own. Such an attitude is as essential today as two thousand years ago. 

End.  
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