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Ethics & Ethos: Timeless Lessons from the Weekly Parsha

Korach

Standing Firm, Speaking Softly

Rabbi Shmuel Silber
June 5, 2013

Dedicated by Mr. and Mrs. Mayer Gerstein and Mr. and Mrs. Moishe Tropper
in memory of the yahrzeit of Azriel ben Eliyahu, Israel Eskenazi Z'l.
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1. Korah the son of Izhar, the son of Kohath, the son of Levi took [himself to one side] along with Dathan
and Abjram, the sons of Eliab, and On the son of Peleth, descendants of Reuben. They confronted Moses
together with two hundred and fifty men from the children of Israel, chieftains of the congregation,
representatives of the assembly, men of repute. 3. They assembied against Moses and Aaron, and said to

them, "You take too much upon yourselves, for the entire congregation are all holy, and the Lord is in
their midst. So why do you raise yourselves above the Lord’s assembly?"
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28. Moses said, "With this you shall know that the Lord sent me to do alf these deeds, for | did not devise
them myself. 2¢. If these men die os all men die and the fate of all men will be visited upon them, then
the Lord has not sent me. 30. But if the Lord creates a creation, and the earth opens its mouth and
swallows them and all that is theirs, and they descend alive into the grave, you will know that these men
have provoked the Lord." 31. As soon as he finished speaking alf these words, the earth beneath them
split open. 32. The earth beneath them opened its mouth and swalfowed them and their houses, and alf
the men who were with Korah and all the property. 33. They, and all they possessed, descended alive into
the grave; the earth covered them up, and they were lost to the assembly.3¢. All the Israel who were
around them fled from their cries, for they said, "Lest the earth swalfow us up [too]!" 35, A fire came
forth from the Lord and consumed the two hundred and fifty men who had offered up the incense.
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6. The following day, the entire congregation of Israel complained against Moses and Aaron saying, "You
have killed the people of the Lord."” 7. it came to pass while the congregation were assembled against
Moses and Aaron, that they turned to the Tent of Meeting, and behold, the cloud had covered it, and the
glory of the Lord appeared. 8 Moses and Aaron came to the front of the Tent of Meeting.
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16. The Lord said to Moses saying: 17. Speak to the children and take from them a staff for each father's
house from all the chieftains according to their fathers' houses; {a total of] twelve staffs, and inscribe
each man'’s name on his staff. 18, inscribe Aaron's name on the staff of Levi, for there is [only] one staff
for the head of their fathers' house. 19, You shalf place the staffs in the Tent of Meeting before the [Ark
of] the Testimony where | commune with you. 20 The staff of the man whom [ will choose will blossom,

_and I will calm down {turning away] from Myself the complaints of the children of Israel which they are
complaining against you.
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23. And on the following day Moses came to the Tent of Testimony, and behold, Aaron's staff for the
house of Levi had blossomed! it gave forth blossoms, sprouted buds, and produced ripe almonds. 24,
Maoses took out all the staffs from before the Lord, to the children of Israel; they saw and they took, each
man his staff. 25 The Lord said to Moses: Put Aaron's staff back in front of the Testimony as o keepsake
{and] a sign for rebellious ones. Then their complaints against Me will end and they will not die. 26,
Moses did so. He did just as the Lord had commanded him.

11. Chief Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks: Covenant and Conversation (Korach 2009)

This time, it is God himself who intervenes. He tells Moses to take twelve staffs, one for each tribe, and deposit
them overnight in the Tent of Meeting. The next morning, the staff bearing the name of Aaron and the tribe of Levi
had sprouted, budded, blossomed and bomne almonds. Only then did the rebellion end.

This is an astonishing denouement - and what it tells us is profound. The use of force never ends a conflict. It
merely adds grievance to injury. Even the miracle of the ground opening up and swallowing his opponents did not
secure for Moses the vindication he sought,

What ended the conflict was something else altogether: the visible symbol that Aaron was the chosen vehicle of the
* G-d of life. The gentle miracle of the dead wood that came to life again, flowering and bearing fruit, anticipates the
famous words of the book of Proverbs about the Torah:

It is a tree of life to those who embrace her;
those who lay hold of her will be blessed. (Proverbs 3: 18)

Moses and Aaron stood accused of failing in their mission, They had brought the people out of Egypt to bring them
to the land of Israel. After the debacle of the spies, that hope had died. The stick that came to life again (like
Ezekiel's vision of the valley of dry bones) symbolized that hope was not dead, merely deferred. The next
generation would live and reach the destination. G-d is a G-d of life. What He touches does not die.

The episode of Korach teaches us that there are two ways of resolving conflict: by force and by persuasion. The
first negates your opponent. The second enlists your oppenent, taking his / her challenge seriously and addressing
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it. Force never ends conflict - not even in the case of
Moses, not even when the force is miraculous. There
never was a more decisive intervention than the
miracle that swallowed up Korach and his fellow
rebels. Yet it did not end the conflict. It deepened it.
After it had taken place, the whole Israelite
community - the ones that had not been part of the
rebellion - complained, "You have killed the Lord's
people.” What ended it was the quiet, gentle miracle
that showed that Aaron was the true emissary of the
G-d of life. Not by accident is the verse that calls
Torah a "tree of life" preceded by these words:

Its ways are ways of pleasantness,
And all its paths are peace. (Prov. 3: 17)

That is conflict resolution in Judaism - not by force,
but by pleasantness and peace.
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12. Moses sent to call Dathan and Abiram, the sons of Efiab, but they said,

"We will not go up.
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15. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch: Bamidbar Chapter 16 Verse 12

from Korach, but they replied
sed, in biting sarcasm, the whole hatred

in no wise involves a dictatorial "order’’

to Dathan and Abiram by themselves, separately

71793 K%, In just this expression they compres-
of their feelings. — -9 &% nww
coming from a superior. But

rather it is used to designate a friendly invitation (cf. XX11,5, 20 and 27;

Ex. 11,20 and XXXIV,16; 1 Sam. XVI1,5;

is not only going up to a higher place, but

I Kings 1,19, et alia), But n%

also going up to one who

occupies a higher, more important position, going to a superior, and is

especially used for going to a court of law,

WA NN 3N (Deut. XXV,

7} wwa A%y mnm (Ruth IV,1). Moses, in the most friendly way, had
asked them to come to him. But they took the invitation as a “summons’,

and answered “We are not coming up

to “my lord”, i.e. we do not take

orders from him, it is a presumption on his patt to order us about from

above to come to him, “we do not “go up”

to him''.
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13. Is it not enough that you have brought us out of a land flowing with milk and honey to kill us in the

desert, that you should also exercise authority over us? 14, You have not even brought us to a land

flowing with milk and honey, nor have you given us an inheritance of fields and vineyards. Even if you
gouge out the eyes of those men, we will not go up."

1 P01 T PID M2 18
TR DR PNV R?Y PNRWI DD TR 11791 XD DRI DR 190 DR P DR R TR0 70n5

Halgta)

15. Moses was exceedingly distressed, and he said to the Lord, "Do not accept their offering. | have not
taken a donkey frorn a single one of them, and | have not harmed a single one of them."

AWN 137 NP NRID AN MYnw ppbe .19

2% 15N YR 1% Xpn T 97 ,mawna obapn x 0w 1] BRnam YR 190 SR 11 9ar

PN YR WA IR YTV 97037 X7 T WITPR 2IBY MK 5 ,0NRM YR KT 0 anTay

R WD PR T3P FRIW 93 YW AN iy Phn N Tabm 127w AN Tnwa
wee W2DRN K7 WXIT 137730 ©P5MA Yonon R aan

W PIOD T P N7 MWD 1372 MDD .20

79 mm PR °3 A1 ... 0HY 1827 12w 127 T 0w DX 190 SR .annan X 150 DX (1)
7Y 251 D7D O PR 1IN DR 1AW NINY DInRD 77 21993 DAY LI PRI aaby
IOV 13T WY MW 122 %3 AR (A9 — 3,17 TMTY 197 .(MIWHI 2 b KPT) 1Man HYw
1N X TI0%m DRRLM B3 HY D30 HX 121 1AW DLy 1215 Pasd

1 P05 1Y PIB AP NS AT BYRN N .21

QNPT 2377 7 MY DOYWIT DRIW NROET IR 3% 727197 .31 10 HR 711 R RN (10)

2R 1BN PR ‘719X 0K N9 ,712°0 X932 NI ARIW 23077 NI KIWD WAV WK I ¥ DIRS
PR 197 0P 127,0°290 DOWYNI MIZH 12 PRY DR P PR 8% 713 557,200

TPKY 3R PR (2D 8°727) 2°n57 2w b 1290R1 719921 1773 Y5 0w nops ki T2 ANy

Dy
&




72 59D vonn .22
DT 0w WR3 2% WY Yan 10 (19)

15. Shun evil and do good, seek peace and pursue it.

23. The Hirsch Psalms: Chapter 34 Verse 15

Of course you must never sacrifice the principle of 2w My ym me for
the sake of preserving mthw. mbw is by ne means to be the one supreme
goal for which everything else must be cast aside. We may sacrifice, nay
we should sacrifice for the sake of peace only that which is ours to give away,
such as personal interest, personal advantages, our own claims and our
honor. But peaceful relations with our fellow-men, however desirable such
a state may be, can never atone for any discord we may have with God.
Whenever it is a matter of 316 N ¥ Mo we must be ready, if necessary,
to chance the opposition and hostility even of an entire world and to stand
alone, with God and our sense of duty as our only allies.
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