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Leadership transitions
As I raise the topic of leadership succession, I’m a little nervous today! In a
politically polarized America some of you have strong feelings about the recent election.
I’m not nervous about what I’ll say, but a little anxious about what you might think I
mean. When I laid out this sermon series in August, I did not purposely place this text
about leadership transition less than two weeks after the election. I did not know what
the results of any election would be or how Mr. Trump or Mr. Biden would respond.
Some of you might be nervous too. Someone asked if I was going to use this
passage to announce my retirement. I just turned 64 years old, and I won’t last forever.
Maybe some of you are worried I’ll try to work until I’m as old as Moses (120 or so).
The leadership transition that’s making everyone nervous this week is this:
Who’s going to replace Alex Trebek? Sports betters are picking Ken Jennings, but other
names mentioned include Betty White (who at 98 would still have two decades if she
lived as long as Moses), George Stephanapolous (who reportedly wants the job), Drew
Carey, Wolf Blitzer, and, yes, some have mentioned Donald Trump.
None of those transitions is foremost on my mind today. All of them are
essentially out of your hands. I don’t want you to leave church thinking about who’s
going to follow Donald Trump, Pastor Bob, or Alex Trebek, and when.
I have a far more relevant question in your life for you to consider today. Who is
going to follow you?
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Not the new Moses
As always, I want to begin with the Scripture text itself. When we left the
Israelites in chapter 25 last week, they had faced the final major crisis of their 40 years
in the wilderness. Most of the crises had been about fear – fear for basic necessities like
food and water, and, in the moment that extended their wilderness stay for four
decades – fear of failure in their effort to take Canaan.
Last week we encountered a new kind of crisis. It started with lust and greed – a
desire for immediate gratification – but it quickly morphed into worshiping the gods of
Canaan. God judged his people severely for allowing the Moabite and Midianites to
deceitfully lure the Israelites into an unholy alliance.
From there we have skipped the updated wilderness census, “after the plague”
(26:1). Numbers is called “Numbers” because of the two censuses at the beginning and
end of the 40 years. Almost every man over the age of 20 in the first census died either
of natural causes or because of judgment: snakes, the ground swallowing them, and
that plague, but the overall population changed little in 40 years.
For the rest of Numbers, attention turns to the future: how the land will be
allotted, whether women can inherit land, offerings and vows, war with the Midianites
as judgment for their non-military invasion, and more.
In today’s passage, the LORD tells Moses what should be obvious: “You’re going
to die” (13). Remember that he’s 120 years old and, other than Caleb and Joshua, no
one else is even half his age. But it’s not his age that God points out.
Moses will not get to see the Promised Land because, as God tells him, “you
disobeyed my command to honor me as holy before their eyes” (14). If that still bothers
you, go back and read my sermon from October 18. God wanted Moses to exhibit
before all the people that his word would be enough for a new generation. “Speak to
the rock,” God had said. Instead, Moses angrily beat the rock with his staff in front of
the whole assembly. That was a pagan reaction, and God is different – holy.
The other key point about God not allowing Moses to enter the Promised Land is
that Moses himself – not in chapter 20 and not here in 27 – never says to God, “It’s not
fair!” He knows he didn’t “honor God as holy,” and he knows it’s time to step aside.
Why would you have a problem with God’s decision if Moses doesn’t? Let it go.
Moses’ response is quite different, and admirable. He’s concerned about who
will succeed him. He addresses God with a phrase that only occurs one other place in
the Bible – in the judgment on Korah and others in Numbers 16. God had threatened to
put an end to the entire Israelite community, and Moses began his response, “O God,
the God who gives breath to all living things….” Here, when God tells Moses he will be
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“gathered to your people,” Moses again begins his response to God, “May the LORD,
who gives breath to all living things….”
Moses is acknowledging that God is just as much God when he takes life as when
he gives it. Nobody breathes without God giving breath; nobody stops breathing
without God either. When we grieve over someone who dies, which is a God-given
response, we also need to give thanks that this loved one ever lived. The same God who
takes life is the One who grants it. Every birth, every death, and every moment between
is a reminder that God “gives breath to all living things.”
Moses asks God to “appoint someone over this community to go out and come
in before them, one who will lead them out and bring them in” (17). He’s using a figure
of speech called merismus. It’s using polar opposites to express everything in between.
We use merismus more than we realize. When you say “high and low” or “young and
old” or “rich and poor,” you’re including everyone and everything in between. Think
wedding vows: “better or worse, richer or poorer, in sickness and in health.” The Bible
uses merismus: “There is a time for everything – a time to be born and a time to die”
(Ecclesiastes 3:1-2). God is the “alpha and omega” (Revelation 22:13). One author says
the entire Bible is a merismus – with Genesis and Revelation as the bookends.
Moses knows that life is a cycle of coming in and going out, of beginnings and
endings, or judgment and forgiveness, of victory and failure. Some leaders seem right
for going out and others for coming in. Moses knows Israel will need both. The
“shepherd” metaphor is perfect. Tim Laniak’s Shepherds After My Own Heart traces this
metaphor not only from one end of the Bible to the other, but in other Middle Eastern
cultures as well. A shepherd provides, protects, and guides. Shepherding is a 24/7 job.
Shepherds don’t get to say, “I’ll be there for better but not for worse.” The shepherd is
such a perfect metaphor for pure leadership that the Bible uses it to describe God. “The
LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want,” David says in Psalm 23. Jesus says in John 10, “I
am the good shepherd, who knows his sheep by name and lays down his life for the
sheep.” When he’s gone, Moses wants Israel to have a shepherd.
The LORD responds to Moses, “Take Joshua son of Nun….” Moses is not
surprised by the choice. Joshua had been by Moses’ side for forty years. Moses had
changed his name from “Hoshea” (which means “salvation”) to “Joshua” (the LORD
saves). I wonder if Joshua’s parents hadn’t named him “Hoshea” back in Egypt hoping
that he would grow up to be a Moses. He was a born leader. Moses knew Hoshea
would have to learn to lean on the LORD to rescue.
Almost as soon as the Israelites crossed the Red Sea, they were attacked by the
Amalekites. Moses designated Joshua, perhaps not even 30 years old, to lead the
soldiers while Aaron and Hur held up his arms (Exodus 17). When Moses went up on
Mount Sinai to meet God and receive the Ten Commandments, “Joshua his aide”
accompanied him (Exodus 32). When Moses went into the tabernacle to meet God face
to face, Joshua stood guard (Exodus 33). In Numbers 11 Joshua speaks up to defend
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Moses’ unique prophetic role, and he is described as “Moses’ aide since youth.” When
the people selected twelve spies to explore the land, Joshua was chosen to represent
the tribe of Ephraim. Only he and Caleb brought back a good report.
Even with all that back story, when God tells Moses he’s going to die, Moses
doesn’t say, “Lord, can we go ahead and appoint Joshua?” He says, “Lord, would you
appoint someone…?” When God says, “Take Joshua son of Nun,” Moses must be
thinking, “He would have been my choice, but I wanted to be sure he’s yours.”
What follows is the phrase I borrowed for my sermon title: “Take Joshua the son
of Nun, in whom is the spirit of leadership…” (18, emphasis added). Your translation
might be different. “Leadership” isn’t in the original. The Hebrew is literally “a man
who is spirit” (Hebrew ruach). Most translations add the definite article “the spirit.”
Most also capitalize Spirit. Ruach has as many meanings in Hebrew as it does in English
– wind, breath, spirit, Holy Spirit, energy. One commentator says it means that Joshua
has “guts.” Most think it means the Spirit of God is in him. I’ll come back to that.
The rest of the passage gives God’s instructions regarding the first steps toward
Joshua’s succession. It will be a while yet before Moses dies. He still has a number of
transition matters to take care of, including what has to be one of the longest sets of
speeches by a departing leader in history. We call those speeches Deuteronomy
(“second law”) – 34 chapters of speeches in our Bibles.
Meanwhile, Joshua will formally be designated “co-leader” or “leader-elect.”
God’s instructions include a number of important steps –








“Lay your hand on him” (18). This important symbol of transition can be
traced through the Old Testament and into the New. It’s not a magic-thing,
as if you physically impart charisma or respect. It’s peaceful and it’s visual.
“Have him stand before Eleazar the priest and the entire assembly” (19).
This is the very first leadership succession in Israel, and it has to be public.
We might be stretching it a bit here but God wants Moses to model
transparency before the people. We’re doing this where everyone can see.
“Commission him in their presence” (19). This common Hebrew word means
to “command” him – to charge and order him. Tell him what to do.
“Give him some of your authority so the whole Israelite community will obey
him” (20). “Some” isn’t in the original, but it’s implied. “Give him of your
authority.” This isn’t a sudden transfer of all authority to Joshua, but Moses
is going to have to release some of his control.
“He is to stand before Eleazar the priest, who will obtain decisions for him by
inquiring of the Urim before the LORD. At his command he and the entire
community of the Israelites will go out, and at his command they will come
in” (20). He’ll be that shepherd they need, Moses!
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Moses had been the one who had spoken to God and God spoke back. Joshua is
not the new Moses. Even when Moses is gone, Joshua is not going to have the same allinclusive leadership role. Moses prophet, priest, and king all rolled into one. That’s
what the ragtag band of ex-slaves needed at that moment in their history.
Even Eleazar will not have direct access to the voice of God the way Moses did.
How the Israelites seek God’s direction will change. Eleazar is to use the “Urim,” short
for Urim and Thummim. For thousands of years, people have debated what these were
and how they were used. If you have a source that gives a certain answer, don’t trust it.
Nobody knows. We know the high priest had possession, and in some way sought God’s
guidance using these tools. The more important point here is that Joshua won’t have
access to this tool to learn what God wants. He has to go to God through Eleazar.
Moses carries out God’s instructions in vv. 22-23, although it might be
interesting that instead of laying his “hand” on Joshua he lays both “his hands.” You
would think he had learned his lesson about listening carefully and doing exactly what
God said. Whether two hands instead of one is significant or not, I don’t know, but the
longer we lead the more we think, “I know what to do.”
The Spirit of Leadership
Let’s return to that phrase: Joshua possesses “the spirit (or Spirit) of leadership.”
This past week I listened to a podcast interview of a Jewish rabbi. Among other
interesting points, he said that in Jewish Thought God’s Word is so infinite that you can’t
confine it to one meaning. I have some significant pushback to that, but we Christians
are sometimes too consumed not only by trying to find the one meaning of a text, but
by insisting that everyone else read every text the way we do.
Is it possible that in this instance God intends some ambiguity? Maybe God
intends layers of meaning when he tells Moses that Joshua needs to have ruach. He
needs flexibility and mystery, like wind. He needs guts – energy, passion, courage. He
needs The Spirit – the Holy Spirit, without whom no one can lead God’s people. As
God’s chosen leader when Israel possesses Canaan, he needs every aspect of “the spirit
of leadership.”
What do we learn about “the spirit of leadership” in this passage? You learn to
ask the question, “Who will follow you as a parent, in your business, in your volunteer
ministry here at Corinth?” In the book Next, which is about pastoral succession, William
Vanderbloemen and Warren Bird say, “Every pastor is an interim pastor.” Unless the
church goes out of business, every pastor needs to think about succession. Whether
you lead for sixty days or sixty years, someone will be “next.”
That’s not just true of pastors. Whatever your role in a church, or at home, in
politics, or in a business, today’s the day to think about helping your successor succeed.
When you think about who will follow you…
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Your first thought is you. It’s natural. It might even be self-centered and sinful,
but it’s almost unavoidable. You ask, “What’s the right time for me? What will happen
to me when I’m no longer the leader? What will be my legacy?” These thoughts can
easily become self-obsession, but we can turn these questions into healthy reflection. A
leader might ask, “What have I done well?” and “Where have I failed?” God goes there
with Moses. “Moses, you’re going to get to see the land. You’re the one who brought
them to this point. But Moses, you’re not going to enter the land because you didn’t
honor me as holy.”
Leadership is not about perfection; it’s about humility. Confession is good for
the leader’s soul the closer one comes to transition – forced or voluntary. There’s no
need to defend everything you’ve done. You look back and say, “I should have done
some things differently. I could have done a lot of things better. But by the grace of
God I did some things right, and I’m so grateful for the opportunity to parent this kid, to
lead this small group, to grow this business, to teach these kids.”
Your next thought should be others. That’s where Moses went. As he
processed what God had told him, his big concern was that when he was gathered to his
people, the flock would have a shepherd, a faithful shepherd. If in a leadership
transition your thought process ends with you, you don’t have “the spirit of leadership.”
So no, my retirement is not imminent as far as I know, but I will tell you I think about it
almost every day. I think about you.
Leadership theory says the role of a leader is to be a “non-anxious presence.” I
want you to not be nervous! As for my part, when the time comes I want to release my
need to control – to control the process or the next pastor or what happens to Corinth.
We talk about it now so it won’t be a shock later. You need to do the same with those
you lead. These are God’s people, not mine, which leads me to my final point.
Your big thought must be God. He “gives breath to all creatures.” Beginnings
and endings are his prerogative. Linda and I are so aware that the set of circumstances
that led to a call almost 28 years ago had to be a God-thing.
One commentator (Raymond Brown) calls Numbers 27 “a dialogue of
dependence.” Moses has led because of an unmistakable call of God. God will not call
Joshua the same way – no burning bush, no audible voice, no miraculous powers by
waving a staff. He’ll brandish a sword and fight like his life depends on it for every
square inch of advance. But he’ll step into this role like Moses did – with God.
Not only is every leader an interim, but every shepherd of God’s people serves at
the pleasure of the Chief Shepherd. There’s not only sobering responsibility in that
statement, there is great comfort. Success is not up to me. Stability is not up to me.
The timeline is not up to me. How do I even know when the Lord will return? Most
importantly, the people I lead are not my people. They are God’s people. Serving with
spirit while trusting his Spirit is the spirit of leadership. Amen.
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