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TorahWeb 2003


RABBI YONASAN SACKS 


WITH FIRE AND WATER


The Midrash Rabba, at the beginning of Bamidbar, explains that the Torah was given to Bnai Yisroel with "aish umayim" (fire and water). Mayim, our chachamim assert, represents shiflus (humility), as they explain: "ma mayim manichin b'makom gavoa, v'holchin l'makom namuch, af divrei torah ainam mikaymin ela b'mi she'da'ato shefeila" - just as water leaves a higher level and goes to a lower level, so too the words of Torah are retained only by one who is humble. Aish (fire), however, which is constantly ascending, represents the confidence and assuredness of one who pursues Torah.


At once, we are challenged to balance the characteristics of aish and mayim. Balancing the statement of Avraham Avinu, "anochi affar v'eiffer" (Braishis 18:27) "I am but dust and ash", and the teaching of the mishna Sanhedrin (4:5) "l'fichach kol echad chayav lomar bishvili nivra ha'olam" - the conviction that the whole world was created for me.


Rav Asher Weiss explains that the sin of the meraglim (spies) and the rebellion of Korach va'adaso mark tragically improper applications of these middos (character traits).


Hakadosh Baruch Hu had promised and assured us of the successful conquest of Eretz Yisroel. The mergalim were called upon to embrace the middas ho'aish (trait of fire), to reflect confidence and conviction. Tragically, they felt dwarfed and humbled by the inhabitants of Canaan. "Vayehi b'ainenu k'hagavim, v'chein hayinu b'aineihem" (Bamidbar 13:33), "And we were as grasshoppers in our eyes and so we were in their eyes"; one must show the middas ho'aish and faithfully implement the ratson Hashem (will of Hashem). 


Suddenly, with improper confidence and arrogance, Korach va'adaso challenge Moshe rabbeinu - "ki kol ho'eida kulam kedoshim u'b'tocham Hashem" (Bamidbar 16:3) ("for the entire congregation is holy, and Hashem is among them"). In the presence of Moshe and Aharon, one must adopt middas ha'mayim, deference and humility.


How different our history would have been had Bnai Yisroel internalized the confidence of middas ho'aish when confronting the ummos Ha'olam (nations of the world), and the middas ha'mayim in the presence of Moshe and Aharon.


We too must carefully balance these middos. When confronting the challenges of the outside world do so with the confidence of middas ho'aish. Internally, however, and especially in the presence of gedolei umanhigei yisroel embrace the humility of middas ha'mayim.


 ________________________________________
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The Brilliance of Common Sense


"Korach, son of Yitzhar, son of Kahas, son of Levi, separated himself with Dasan and Aviram, sons of Eliav, and O'ne son of Peles, the offspring of Reuvain" [Bamidbar 16:1]. On many occasions, we have quoted the Medrashic elaboration on Parshas Korach that contrasts two types of wives -- the wife of Korach and the wife of O'ne ben Peles [Sanhedrin 109b]. Although O'ne ben Peles is listed prominently in the opening pasuk of the Parsha among the co- conspirators of Korach's rebellion, he did not die. Korach died. Dasan and Aviram died. But our Sages teach us that O'ne ben Peles's wife saved him.


According to the Talmud, Korach's wife goaded him on and encouraged him to stand up against Moshe and his family's nepotism. O'ne ben Peles' wife, on the other hand, counseled her husband to avoid the dispute. "Listen, O'ne, what are you going to get out of this? Whichever way things play out, you will still emerge as just a 'bit player'. Either Moshe will emerge as the unchallenged leader or Korach will emerge as the leader. In either case you will be nothing more that a 'second fiddle'! You stand to gain nothing by getting involved in this fight!"


The Talmud quotes the pasuk "Chochmas Nashim bansa baysah" [The wisdom of a wife can save a household] [Mishlei 14:1]. The Gemara explains that this refers to the wife of O'ne ben Peles. She exhibited tremendous wisdom by convincing her husband that there was nothing to be gained by getting involved in Korach's rebellion. Shlomo was alluding to this wisdom in the above quoted pasuk.


The question can be asked, however, where was the great wisdom here? It was a rather elementary conclusion that her husband would not be the leader either way. Where was the great brilliance? She did nothing more than point out an obvious fact to her husband.


Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz raises this question and explains that when most people are involved in disputes (machlokes), they 'lose their cool' and lose their common sense. The fire of machlokes -- picking sides, getting involved, becoming part of it -- is all-powerful. There is an over-riding tendency and evil inclination to throw away one's common sense and jump into the blinding dynamics of machlokes. It requires brilliance to overcome that tendency and instead use such a simple and down to earth approach. Maintaining common sense in moments of tension requires great wisdom.


This is the lesson of the Gemara. "The wisdom of a wife can save a household." Merely telling her husband a simple truth demonstrated great sagacity because most people would have 'gotten involved' and 'lost their cool'.


People argue constantly. They become involved in machlokes regarding institutions. They become involved in arguments regarding questions of politics. Most of the time, the people involved in the argument are not the principals. Nevertheless the tendency is to 'become involved'. One of the confessions we recite on Yom Kippur is for having "gotten involved in disputes that did not involve us. Such is the nature of people.


Maintaining common sense in the fire of machlokes is a great gift which the wife of O'ne ben Peles possessed and which was praised by Shlomo using the words "Chochmas Nashim bansa baysah".





Never Again!


As a post-script to the story of Korach, the pasuk says, "And there shall no more be like Korach and his congregation" [Bamidbar 17:5]. According to some enumerators of the commandments this pasuk is not merely a prophecy. It is actually a negative commandment, one of the 613 mitzvos of the Torah.


Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz says that this pasuk certainly contains a negative exhortation. Regardless of whether it is to be counted in the total of the 613 or not, this pasuk clearly warns us not to mimic the behavior of Korach and his followers. However in addition to warning us, the pasuk is a Biblical prophecy: Never again will there be a dispute comparable to that of Korah and his followers. Why is that? Because in Korach's machlokes, one side was 100% right and one side was 100% wrong.


The Torah is asserting that never again in history will there ever be such a machlokes where it is so clear-cut who is right and who is wrong. Perhaps, in the future perhaps there may be a machlokes where one party is 99 percent right. There may be machlokes that is tilted 90/10 or 80/20 in favor of one side. But never will we have as clear cut a dispute as that of Korach.


Sometimes we have reason to be angry with some one or to be in a state of dispute with someone. We may in fact be 'almost' right! But it is only 'almost'. Maybe the other person's reaction to a certain thing we did or said was totally inappropriate and totally out of proportion. But still, maybe, there was some element of error on our part in what we did or said in the first place to trigger the reaction. Even for the 10% or 5% of the blame that may be attributable to our initial remarks or actions, it is worthwhile to apologize -- even if 90-95% of the blame is with the other party. The meaning of "There will not be like Korach and his Congregation" is that no one will ever be 100% right, totally beyond the realm of blame and apology.





Korach and Followers Vanished Without Leaving A Trace


The climax to the story of Korach is "And the earth opened up its mouth and swallowed them, their households, and all the people who were with Korach and the entire wealth" [Bamidbar 16:32]. Korach, his family, and followers were swallowed up and disintegrated, never to be seen again.


The Gemara [Shabbos 152] mentions that there is a sin for which a person totally decays after his death. On the pasuk "The rot of bones is jealousy" [Mishlei 14:30], the Talmud comments that whoever possesses the attribute of jealousy, not only will their body rot after death but unnaturally, even their bones will rot. Conversely, if one does not possess the attribute of jealousy, their bones will not rot.


As Rashi mentions at the beginning of the parsha, Korach's revolt originally stemmed from his jealousy over the appointment of Elitzaphon ben Uziel as a Nasi [Prince]. Korach was afflicted with jealousy. As a result, his punishment was that which the Gemara proscribes for anyone afflicted with jealousy -- total decomposition.


What is the relationship between the crime and the punishment? What is the connection between the attribute of jealousy and the fact that a person's bones rot?


By definition, anyone who is jealous of another is denying is own identity. If a person is satisfied and happy with whom he is, there is no need to be jealous of somebody else.


There is no point in Reuven having possesion of Shimeon's car or wife or children or job because it is not 'him'. A person is never jealous of someone else's prescription glasses. Clearly it is the other fellow's prescription. They will not work for the other person. So too, in the essence of it, when we are jealous of someone else, it is because we are not happy with whom we are.


If there is one part of the human body that symbolizes who a person is and what constitutes his essence, it is his bones (Atzamos). The word 'etzem' means bones but it also means essence. The punishment for a person who is jealous and who denies his essence is that his Atzamos -- his bones, but more to the point his essence -- will be decomposed.


The antidote to protect oneself from jealousy is realizing that we are placed on this earth for a purpose. G-d has granted us and gifted us with all that we need to fulfill that purpose. When someone is jealous of someone else, he is jealous of something that is irrelevant and totally inappropriate to his unique position and function in this world.
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THE PRACTICAL TORAH


RABBI MICHAEL TAUBES


Parshas Korach: Eating in a Shul


No definitive Halacha LeMa'aseh conclusions should be applied to practical situations based on any of these Shiurim.


When discussing some of the laws concerning the right and obligation of Kohanim to consume the meat from certain Korbanos, the Torah indicates that this meat must be eaten in the Kodesh HaKadoshim, the most holy place (BeMidbar 18:10). Rashi, commenting on this Posuk (Ibid.), explains that the Torah here is teaching us that the meat from these specific types of Korbanos must be eaten in the Azarah, the courtyard of the Mishkan (or the Beis HaMikdash); this is the implication of the text in the Sifrei (Piska 117, Parshas Korach Piska 2), and it is consistent with the instructions of the Posuk earlier in the Torah (VaYikra 6:19) which also discusses the eating of meat from this type of Korban. The Ramban, however, commenting on the Posuk in this Parsha (BeMidbar Ibid.), is troubled by the fact that the Posuk (Ibid.) seems to imply that this special meat must be eaten in the Kodesh HaKadoshim, the most holy place, which does not include the courtyard. The Kodesh HaKadoshim is the place where the Aron is; it is further inside than the courtyard, and it is actually not entered into by anyone except by the Kohein Gadol on Yom Kippur. The Ramban thus explains (Ibid.) that the term Kodesh HaKadoshim in this Posuk (Ibid.) refers not to the place where the meat must be eaten, but to the manner in which this meat must be treated and consumed. This means that the meat should be eaten in a manner which reflects the sanctity of the most holy Korbanos, a requirement which impacts exactly who may partake of this meat and for how long it may be eaten. In terms of location, though, this meat should indeed be eaten in the courtyard.


The aforementioned Sifrei (Ibid.), however, states that under certain emergency circumstances, the Kohanim can in fact enter the Kodesh HaKadoshim the most holy place, and eat their meat there; this is then what this Posuk (Ibid.) comes to teach. The Gemara in Zevachim (63a) and in Menachos (8b-9a ) indicates this as well, adding that if not for this Posuk (Ibid.) it would have been impossible to allow anyone to eat in the Kodesh HaKadoshim, because Ain Adam Ochel B'Makom Rabbo, it is generally inappropriate and thus disrespectful to eat in the place where one serves one's master and in his master's presence, as explained by Rashi both in Zevachim (Ibid. s.v. Achilah) and in Menachos (Ibid. s.v. D'Avodah); it is thus certainly forbidden, under ordinary conditions, to eat in the holiest area of the Mishkan and the Beis HaMikdash, where one serves Hashem. Perhaps with this in mind, the Gemara in Megillah (28a) states that one may not eat or drink in a Shul, since a Shul obviously is also a place where one serves Hashem; it would seem from the comments of Rashi there (Ibid. s.v. Ain), though, that eating and drinking are just specific examples of activities forbidden in Shul under the general heading of inappropriate Shul behavior. In any case, both the Rambam (Hilchos Tefillah 11:6) and the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 151:1) rule that in general, one may not eat or drink in a Shul; the Vilna Gaon (Biur HaGra Ibid. s.v. Kigon) implies that these authorities disagree with Rashi (Ibid.) and hold that there is an independent prohibition to eat or drink in a Shul.


There are, however, several notable exceptions to this rule. The Gemara later in Megillah (28b) indicates that Talmidei Chachomim are permitted to eat and drink in a Shul because it is like their home and thus, as explained by Rashi (Ibid. s.v. Mie) may be used by them for their needs; Rav Yaakov Yeshayah Blau, in his Sefer Tzedakah U'Mishpat (Perek 12 He'arah 14) cites a view that even one who learns a little bit may also have the status of a Talmid Chochom for these matters. The Rambam (Ibid.) rules in accordance with this Gemara (Ibid.), adding, though, that Talmidei Chachomim may eat or drink in a Shul only "M'Dochak" that is, in pressing circumstances. The Tur (Orach Chaim Ibid.) presents no such limitation on this leniency, but the Beis Yosef (Ibid. s.v. V'Rabbeinu) suggests that the Tur (Ibid.) actually agrees that even a Talmid Chochom may eat or drink in a Shul only in pressing circumstances; the Bach (Ibid. s.v. U'Mah She'Katuv V'Talmidei Chachomim), however, disagrees with this suggestion, writing that there is a dispute here. Although the Beis Yosef (Ibid.) cites the view of the Ohr Zarua as quoted in the Hagahos HaAsheri on the Rosh in Megillah (Perek 4 Siman 7) that even ordinary people may eat and drink in a Shul, this seems to be the minority view.


The Shulchan Aruch (Ibid.) thus rules that Talmidei Chachomim may eat and drink in a Shul, but even they may do so only M'Dochak, because of pressing circumstances. The Magen Avraham (Ibid. Sif Katan 2) permits only one who is learning in a Shul to eat and drink there, because otherwise he would have to interrupt his learning every time he would want to eat or drink; this is therefore not a blanket permit for any Talmid Chochom to eat and drink in Shul, but rather a leniency for someone actually learning in Shul. The Ran in Megillah (9a and in the Rif s.v. Tzilusa) suggests that there may be a difference between a Beis HaKnesses, used for davening, and a Beis HaMidrash, used for learning, writing that only in the latter may one who learns there all day eat and drink even in non-pressing circumstances; this view is cited by the Ramo (Ibid.). The Machatzis HaShekel, commenting on the Magen Avraham (Ibid. Sif 2), nicely outlines the different opinions on this matter; it is clear, however, that at least Talmidei Chachomim are permitted to eat and drink in a Shul in certain circumstances.


The Gemara in Pesachim (101a) indicates that guests were sometimes housed in the Shul and would obviously eat and drink there as well, implying that it is permissible for the Shul to be used by guests for eating and drinking. Incidentally, this Gemara (Ibid.) is the source for the custom to recite Kiddush in Shul on Friday night because when there were guests who would be eating there for Shabbos, Kiddush would have to be recited in their behalf; this was done in Shul, and the practice remains in many places today even though there are no guests eating in Shul. This practice is codified by the Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 29:8) and by the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 269:1); the implication of all this is that these guests would eat and drink in the Shul proper. Tosafos (Ibid. s.v. D'Achlu), however, questions this based on the aforementioned Gemara in Megillah (28a) that forbids eating and drinking in a Shul, and concludes that the Gemara in Pesachim (Ibid.) is discussing only the rooms adjacent to the actual Shul (meaning the sanctuary) itself. This is also the position of Tosafos in Bava Basra (3b s.v. V'Ayalei) and of the Rosh there (Perek 1 Siman 4), as well as of Tosafos in Megillah (Ibid. s.v. Ain) and of the Meiri there (Beis HaBechirah Ibid. s.v. Batei Knessios) and others; the Magen Avraham (Ibid. Sif Katan 2) accepts this ruling.


The Ran in Megillah (Ibid. s.v. Batei), however, writes in the name of the Ramban that at least in Shuls outside of Eretz Yisrael, one may have poor people eat and drink in the Shul proper and take care of their other needs there, based on the aforementioned Gemara in Pesachim (Ibid.). The Taz (Orach Chaim Siman 151 Sif Katan 1) thus rules that guests may indeed eat in the Shul, and he makes no mention of where it is located and says nothing about using only the adjacent rooms. The Aruch HaShulchan (Ibid. Sif 2) finds this position difficult, but the Mishnah Berurah (Ibid. Sif Katan 5) writes that it is permissible to have poor guests eat or drink in a Shul at least outside of Eretz Yisrael if there is a need; the Kaf HaChaim (Ibid. Os 12) outlines the different views about this matter, citing several authorities on each side, and concluding that it is better not to have guests eat in a Shul unless there is a great need.


The differences in Halacha between a Shul in Eretz Yisrael and a Shul elsewhere are based upon the statement of the Gemara in Megillah (28b) that the Shuls in Bavel (meaning outside of Eretz Yisrael) are built "Al Tanei" conditionally, which means, as Rashi (Ibid. s.v. Al Tanei) explains, on the condition that they may be used for other purposes. Tosafos (Ibid. s.v. Batei) explains that this is because when the Geulah arrives, those Shuls will lose their Kedushah, while the Shuls in Eretz Yisrael will retain their Kedushah forever. Consequently, some authorities, such as the Ramban cited by the aforementioned Ran (Ibid.) and Rashi, as understood by Tosafos in Bava Basra (Ibid.) and by the Rosh there (Ibid.), and the Rashba (Sheilos V'Teshuvos HaRashba Chelek 4 Siman 278), hold that one can be more lenient about eating and drinking even in the Shul proper if it is outside of Eretz Yisrael, especially if there is a great need. The Pri Megadim (Mishbetzos HaZahav Ibid. Sif Katan 1) and the Mishnah Berurah cited above (Ibid.) state that this may indeed be the Halacha, although it is worth noting that in the Biur Halacha (Ibid. s.v. V'Talmidei Chachomim) the Mishnah Berurah writes that there is no difference between a Shul in Eretz Yisrael and a Shul elsewhere with regards to the permission granted to a Talmid Chochom to eat and drink there.


Many other authorities, however, such as the above cited Tosafos in Megillah (Ibid.) and in Pesachim (Ibid.) and in Bava Basra (Ibid.), and the aforementioned Rosh in Megillah (Ibid.) and in Bava Basra (Ibid.), and the Mordechai in Megillah (Siman 829 in Hagah on 19a and in the Rif) hold that there are no leniencies for Shuls outside of Eretz Yisrael; it is only after they have been destroyed that they have no Kedushah, unlike Shuls in Bretz Yisrael. The Shulchan Aruch (Ibid. Sif 11) rules that one cannot be lenient regarding an existing Shul even outside of Eretz Yisrael, but the Mishnah Berurah in the Biur Halacha (Ibid. s.v. Aval B'Yishuvo), where the different views are summed up, concludes that one may be lenient about eating and drinking in Shul in a case of great need; he later writes in the Biur Halacha (Ibid. s.v. Aval B'Veit Knesses) that perhaps even in Eretz Yisrael one can be lenient about this too, as is also the position of the Tosafos Rid in Pesachim (Mahadura Tanina on 101a s.v. L'Afukei).


The Yerushalmi in Sanhedrin (Perek 8 Halachah 2, 41b-42a) clearly implies that meals used to be eaten in Shuls when people assembled there for Kiddush HaChodesh, to sanctify the new month; the Yerushaimi in Pesachim (Perek 1 Halachah 1, 1b) states that Shuls must be checked for Chometz before Pesach because of these meals and because of meals eaten there on Shabbos, a reference either to guests, as suggested by the Korban HaEidah (Ibid. s.v. She'Kein), or to Shul officials, as suggested by the Pnei Moshe (Ibid. s.v. V'Kaamar). Based on this, the aforementioned Tosafos in Pesachim (Ibid.) notes that eating and drinking in a Shul for a Mitzvah is permissible; the Semag (Mitzvas Aseh 29) likewise writes that a Seudas Mitzvah may be held in a Shul, as does the Ohr Zarua (Chelek 2 end of Siman 23, and Siman 388) who states that a meal on Shabbos is classified as a Seudas Mitzvah. The Kaf HaChaim cited above (Ibid.) quotes those who suggest that the reason guests may be able to be fed in a Shul is that such a meal is like a Seudas Mitzvah.


The Shulchan Aruch (Ibid. Sif 4) rules that if people assemble in Shul for a Mitzvah, they may eat and drink there. The Magen Avraham (Ibid. Sif Katan 5) quotes those who limit this permission to have a Seudas Mitzvah in Shul to a small meal, as explained by the Machatzis HaShekel (Ibid. Sif Katan 5); the Kaf HaChaim (Ibid. Os 34) quotes this as well, using as an example a small Seudah following a Siyum, and adding that one must be careful about the nature of any conversation held in Shul. The Aruch HaShulchan (Ibid. Sif 6) allows in Shul only a Seudah related to Talmud Torah, but not the Seudah for a Bris, a Pidyon HaBen, or a wedding; the Mishnah Berurah (Ibid. Sif Katan 20, and see Ibid. Shaar HaTzion Os 14) seems to be more lenient, allowing even a larger Seudas Mitzvah in Shul, and he doesn't mention specific limitations. The Sdei Chemed (Asifas Dinim, Maareches Beis HaKnesses Os 40) discusses this subject as well, bringing up the practice of eating and drinking in Shul as part of the observance of a Yahrtzeit, and he discourages this, but the Kaf HaChaim (Ibid. Os 63) quotes those who are more lenient. Rav Moshe Feinstein (Sheilos V'Teshuvos Igros Moshe Orach Chaim 1:45) also appears to be more lenient about this in general if there is any Mitzvah component to the Seudah at all, as is Rav Ovadyah Yosef (Sheilos V'Teshuvos Yechaveh Daas 3:10), who allows a meal like Shalosh Seudos to be eaten in Shul, especially if Divrei Torah are presented.
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SICHA OF HARAV YEHUDA AMITAL SHLIT"A                   


"All the Community is Holy" vs. "You Shall be Holy to G-d"


Adapted by Dov Karoll       


          The commandment of tzitzit, which appears at the end of  Parashat Shelach (15:35-41), is connected in  several ways  with the parasha of Korach.  Rashi (16:1, s.v.  ve- Datan), citing the Midrash (Bemidbar Rabba 18:3),  brings one  of  these.   Korach and his two  hundred  fifty  men approached  Moshe  dressed  in  tallitot,  cloaks,   made completely  of tekhelet, the blue thread required  to  be attached to four-cornered garments as tzitzit. They asked Moshe  if these garments require the blue tekhelet thread attached to their corners.  Moshe responded that they  do require  tekhelet, and the men began to scoff  at  Moshe. They reasoned that if one string of tekhelet suffices for an  entire  garment,  then  a garment  made  entirely  of tekhelet  should  certainly  not  require  an  additional thread.            The  Maharal  (Gur Aryeh supercommentary  on  Rashi, Bemidbar  16:1, section 9) explains that Korach  and  his men  assumed that Moshe would say that such a tallit does not  require tekhelet.  They would then use this response to  make a different assertion.  Just as a tallit that is entirely  tekhelet does not require a thread of tekhelet, they  would claim, so too "All of the community are holy" (16:3),  and a community that is entirely holy  does  not require a kohen gadol, a high priest.            Korach  was  sure that he understood the  underlying principle behind the mitzva, and he further assumed  that the mitzva is binding only in cases where the application of  that principle is relevant.  He then followed through on this principle, arriving at the corresponding halakhic conclusions.  He did not understand that this is not  how the Torah works.            The  Rambam  (Guide  3:26),  in  his  discussion  of whether reasons or explanations can be given for mitzvot, cites a Midrash (Bereishit Rabba 44:1):       Rav  said: The mitzvot were given only in order that  man  might be refined by them.  For  what does G-d care whether a man kills an animal  by the  throat or by the nape of its neck?  Hence, its purpose is to refine man.            The  Rambam  explains that while there are  rational explanations  that  can  be  offered  for   the   general principles  of mitzvot, taken broadly, the  specifics  of mitzvot are not subject to rationalization.  If so,  what is the purpose of these details?  "To refine man" - a Jew needs  to  observe the details of mitzvot simply  because G-d has told him to do so, not because he understands the mitzvot.


     Korach  did not appreciate the importance  of  being commanded,  subservient, of following  the  word  of  G-d simply  because  it is the word of G-d, even  though  one does not understand the reason for it.  If one relates to the  Torah  by  recognizing  that  he  is  commanded,  he fulfills  mitzvot out of a commitment to follow the  will of  G-d,  not  out of a personal and subjective  decision about the value of the act.            There is a second connection between the parasha  of tzitzit and Korach.  After detailing the laws of tzitzit, the verses continue:       You  shall not stray after your heart and  your eyes, after which you go astray in your lustful urge, so that you may remember and perform  ALL My  commandments, and you shall be holy to your G-d.            First of all, there is an issue of "not straying"  - you  must  not  blindly follow your heart or  your  eyes. Secondly, note what is necessary to attain "And you shall be  holy  to  your  G-d."  You need to  fulfill  "ALL  My commandments," all of the mitzvot.  That is quite a task, and  requires a great deal of work.  While G-d does refer to the Jewish people as becoming a "holy nation" with the receiving  of the Torah (Shemot 19:6), this  status  does not  come automatically.  It requires tremendous  effort, and, as the Ramban explains (Vayikra 19:2 s.v. kedoshim), holiness requires going beyond the letter of the  law  in observance  of Halakha, so as to not be "a sordid  person within the permissible realm of the Torah."            Korach comes out very clearly against this: "All  of the  community are holy."  We have already  attained  the status of "holy;" we do not need to work hard on this; it comes  to us automatically from G-d.  He thinks that  the great challenges that constitute true service of G-d  are as  easy  as reciting a slogan, and this is his  mistake. He  thinks  one can summarize his service  of  G-d  in  a slogan,  that it can be encapsulated in a bumper sticker. The  lesson we are to learn in rejecting Korach  is  that proper  worship  of G-d requires tremendous  effort,  and cannot be captured in simplistic catchphrases.


[This  sicha was delivered at se'uda shelishit,  Parashat Korach, 5762 (2002).]


If you have any questions, please write to office@etzion.org.il


yeshivat har etzion israel koschitzky virtual beit midrash alon shevut, gush etzion 90433 e-mail: yhe@etzion.org.il or office@etzion.org.il copyright (c) 2003 yeshivat har etzion





 ________________________________________





From: Ohr Somayach [ohr@ohr.edu] Sent: June 25, 2003 To: weekly@ohr.edu Subject: Torah Weekly - Parshat Korach TORAH WEEKLY - For the week ending 28 June 2003 / 28 Sivan 5763 in Israel   and the week ending 5 July 2003 / 5 Tammuz 5763 elsewhere - from Ohr Somayach | www.ohr.edu


  ...And Some Have Greatness Thrust Upon 'em "And Korach took..." (16:1)


Greatness is not for the taking.


The Bard of Avon once wrote, "Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon 'em."


I beg to differ. No one is born great. "Rabbeinu" was not Moshe's surname. He wasn't born with that title. Moshe became the teacher of all Israel for all generations because he made himself the humblest of men. The saintly Chafetz Chaim started off life as little Yisrael Meir Kagen. Only a lifetime of toiling in Torah and good character traits made him into the Chafetz Chaim.


The only thing that makes you great is the hard work of improving your character.


And even then, you could be great without the world knowing about it. You can't "achieve greatness" - greatness in the eyes of the world - by your own efforts alone. That kind of greatness is bestowed from on high. If you try and grab greatness for yourself, as Korach did -"And Korach took" - the result will always be disaster.


For that kind of greatness has to be "thrust upon" you.  Service And Celebrity "...they are all holy..." (16:3)


In a similar vein, Korach made a fundamental mistake about the nature of holiness. He claimed that "...they are all holy..." - that the Jewish People have within them their own power to achieve holiness. This isn't true. Holiness, being close to G-d, is a gift from G-d. And it is only G-d who defines its parameters. Judaism is not a democracy. The Kohen is inherently holier that the Levi, who in turn is holier than the Yisrael. That's the way G-d made the world.


The Kohen is the perfect receiver of holiness. Just as the ultimate CD machine reproduces every sound with the utmost fidelity, so too Aharon the Kohen relayed holiness with the utmost fidelity. That's what the Torah means when it says that "Aharon didn't change."


So really, Korach's jealousy was totally misplaced. The essence of a kohen is to be quite literally a "nobody," to be no more than a vehicle for the transmission of holiness from Above. The more of a "somebody" one is, the less room there is to receive that holiness. Korach thought that to be a kohen was to be the ultimate "Somebody."


He mistook service for celebrity.


Sources: "...And Some Have Greatness Thrust Upon 'em" - The Pshike Rav, (l'havdil) W. Shakespeare "Twelfth Night" "Service And Celebrity" - based on the Sefat Emet


Written and compiled by Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair (C) 2003 Ohr Somayach International - All rights reserved.
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by RABBI SHLOMO RISKIN


DIASPORA: Parshat Korach (Numbers 16:1-18:32) 


By Shlomo Riskin


Efrat, Israel - The Torah portion of Korach is one of the most tragic in the entire Torah. Moses, the greatest leader _ liberator of all time, stands accused by 250 rebels _ and only G-d comes to his defense. Indeed, the Almighty punishes the upstarts in front of the entire congregation of Israel. But He does not mete out only one punishment; He metes out two punishments. The Bible records, _And the earth opened its mouth and devoured them and their houses and all the people who were to Korach and all their possessions. And they went down, along with everything that was theirs, swallowed alive into Sheol; the earth covered them up and they were lost in the midst of the congregation._ (Numbers 16:32,33) And then, only two verses later, comes a second punishment: _And the fire came forth from the Lord and devoured the 250 men who were offering the incense._ (Numbers 16:35)


Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra not only takes note of these two punishments, but even queries which of the two befell Korach. Interestingly enough, he concludes that since Korach was one of those who offered the incense, and since the Biblical text mentions Korach_s men, but not Korach himself, as having been swallowed up by the earth it is logical to assume that Korach was consumed by the fire from heaven. Why two punishments and why did Korach get the second?


A fascinating, fanciful tale in an Aggadic passage of the Talmud provides an interesting insight. The Talmud (B.T. Taanit 8a) relates:


Rabbi Ami said, _rains fall only because of the merit of those with faith, as it is written _truth sprouts from the earth and righteousness drops from the heaven_ How do we know this? From a weasel and a pit who killed two people. A story is told of a young man who promised to marry a young maiden. She said, who will be a witness that you pledged your trout? No one was there except for a pit and the weasel. Said the young maiden, let the pit and the weasel be the witnesses. Some time passed, the young man forgot his pledge, married another maiden and bore two sons. The first son fell into a pit and died, the second son was bitten by a weasel and died._


I would like to connect this tale to another tale of two witnesses who were present at the revelation at Sinai, who were to bear testimony that bride Israel would remain faithful to her groom Almighty by keeping His Torah. As the Torah teaches, _let the heavens hear and I shall speak, let the earth listen to the words of My mouth._ (Deuteronomy 32:1) Rashi cites the midrash which teaches that heaven and earth are the witnesses to Israel_s pledge of fealty. _If Israel will merit it by remaining faithful, the witnesses will come and give their award _the vines will give its fruit, the earth will yield its produce, and the heavens will send forth their dew._(Zekariah 8:12) But if they will renege on their pledge, and prove themselves to be unfaithful, the witnesses will claim their due: _the heavens will hold back and there shall be no rain, and the earth will not yield its produce.__


Let us now return to our Torah portion of Korach. As the Ibn Ezra sees it, and as I have previously explained, there were two different groups of sinners who merited two different types of punishment. Korach questioned Moses_ leadership; He felt that he had been overlooked, that he should have been the Priest _ Kohen instead of Aaron. That's why Moses lashes out at him, _is it not enough for you that the G-d of Israel has separated you from the congregation of Israel (as Levites)& that you must also seek the priesthood?_ (Numbers 16: 10,11) Korach was not merely expressing ambition; in a far more insidious fashion he was denying the fact that all of Moses_ teaching and all of Moses_ appointments were not from Moses himself but were rather from G-d. Korach questioned the divinity of Moses_ Torah and like Nadav and Avihu wanted to bring a false fire of incense which had not been commanded. His sin was against _Torah from heaven_; a fire from heaven therefore descended to consume him and his cohorts.


Datan and Aviram led the second group of sinners, they were old-time enemies of Moses, who _ in the beginning of his career after having slain the Egyptian taskmaster _ they confronted him with the words, _who made you an important personage to be a minister and judge over us._ (Exodus 2:14, Rashi there) Their fundamental opposition to Moses at that time was based on their anti Zionist feeling; they wished to remain in Egypt rather than to risk an unknown future in a questionable land. They have not changed much over the years. They are still rebelling against Moses _ and for the same reason. When Moses now in our portion asks to see them, they refuse to come, they say to him, _is it not enough that you took us out of a land flowing with milk and honey to cause us to die in the desert? Must you also rule over us?_ (Numbers 16:13) They call Egypt the land flowing with milk and honey and that is the place they never wanted to leave and to which they now wish to return. They have sinned against the Land of Israel and so the earth swallows them up.


Moses emerges fully justified. His appointment of Aaron and his descendants for the Priesthood according to the Divine word is proven to be correct. The staff of Aaron produces a flower, brings forth blossom and sends out almonds. (Numbers 17:23) Fruitfulness is clearly in evidence, the king of produce fielded by a verdant earth sufficiently satisfied by heavenly rain. For the children of Aaron in the Promised Land, _the earth shall give forth its produce and the heavens shall send their dew._


Shabbat Shalom.


You can find Rabbi Riskin's parshiot on the web at: http://www.ohrtorahstone.org.il/parsha/index.htm


Ohr Torah Stone Colleges and Graduate Programs Rabbi Shlomo Riskin, Chancellor Rabbi Chaim Brovender, Dean    To subscribe, E-mail to: <Shabbat_Shalom-on@ohrtorahstone.org.il>
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RABBI MENACHEM LEIBTAG 


             PARSHAT  KORACH     


          What did Korach 'TAKE'? For some reason, the Torah prefers not to tell us.      Likewise, Korach definitely had many complaints, yet Chumash never clarifies what he proposed instead.      In fact, as we study Parshat Korach, we will notice how many other important details appear to be 'missing'! In this week's shiur we attempt to explain why.


INTRODUCTION      Parshat Korach opens with a pasuk that seems to be grammatically incorrect:   "Va'yikach Korach..." - And Korach, the son of Yizhar, the   son of Khat, the son of Levi, TOOK; and Datan and Aviram   [the sons of Eliav] and Oan [the son of Pelet] the sons of   Reuven."  (16:1)


     This opening sentence simply states that Korach TOOK, without explaining WHAT he took! In fact, this pasuk is so ambiguous that almost every commentator offers a different interpretation. For example:      Rashi - Korach took himself to a 'different side';      Ramban - he took an "eytzah" (counsel) into his heart;      Ibn Ezra & Chizkuni - he took 'other people';      Seforno - he took the 250 'national leaders'.     [Note as well how just about every translation of this     pasuk attempts to 'improvise' in some manner or other.]            However, no matter which interpretation is most accurate, a more basic question remains, i.e.: Why does the Torah begin this parsha in such an ambiguous manner?  After all, one would assume that the Torah's message would have been clearer had this pasuk been written 'properly'!


     In the following shiur, we will show how this 'opening ambiguity' may be intentional, as it will draw our attention to the unique style that the Torah uses to describe this incident - a style that the Torah uses deliberately to convey its underlying message!      Let's begin our study of Bamidbar chapter 16 by paying careful attention to the various 'complaints' that Korach raises.


FIGHTING FOR A COMMON CAUSE      From a cursory reading of Parshat Korach it seems that Korach, Datan & Aviram, and the 250 men all unite behind a common cause. Their joint criticism of the leadership of Moshe and Aharon, voiced in their opening protest, demonstrates this united opposition:   "...and they gathered against MOSHE AND AHARON saying: You   have taken too much - for the ENTIRE COMMUNITY IS HOLY and   G-d is in their midst, why then do you RAISE YOURSELVES   ABOVE G-d's congregation?"  (16:3)


     However, it remains unclear from this opening complaint precisely what they want instead:  *   Are they calling for 'new democratic elections'?  *   Do they want Moshe & Aharon to 'step down'?  *   Do they themselves want to 'step up'?  *   Are they simply demanding 'spiritual equality'?  *   Are they just 'chronic' complainers, without any goal?


     In response to this opening complaint, Moshe offers a 'test' that sounds (at first) like some type of 'showdown' (see 16:4-7).  By examining the details of this 'test', we should be able to arrive at a more precise conclusion concerning what they are truly complaining about:   "Come morning, and G-d will make known who is His and who is   holy... and he whom He has chosen...    This you shall do, take fire-pans, Korach and his entire    group, ... and put on them KTORET before G-d [i.e. at the    Mishkan]... and he [who's offering] G-d shall choose will    be established as "kadosh"...   (see 16:5-7)


     As you review these psukim, note how it remains rather unclear concerning the precise purpose of this 'ktoret test'!      First, let's discuss what this test cannot be!      It can't be a test to determine who is G-d's true choice to be the LEADER of Bnei Yisrael, for if so - then only ONE offering could  be accepted - and Moshe (as well as Aharon) should participate!      Furthermore, if this is simply a 'showdown' between Moshe and Korach, why should the 250 men participate?      More likely, the purpose of this 'test' is to determine who is entitled to OFFER KORBANOT.  This would explain why Aharon (to the exclusion of Moshe) participates together with the 250 men, as one possible outcome of this test would be for G-d to accept the offerings of all (or at least some) of these participants.   In other words, the purpose of the "ktoret" test is to determine the validity of Korach's claim that everyone in Am Yisrael is "kadosh" (see 16:3), and hence everyone should be allowed to offer korbanot.  Should G-d accept these offerings, then Korach would be proven correct.    SPIRITUAL EQUALITY      To support this interpretation, we simply need to take a look at Moshe's second response to Korach (see 16:8-11), i.e. in his additional censure to the Levites who have joined Korach:   "Hear me, sons of Levi - is it not enough that G-d has   designated you to come close [i.e. to assemble and carry the   Mishkan]... and now you and your fellow Levites  DO YOU SEEK   THE KEHUNA [priesthood] as well.... - why then do you   complain AGAINST AHARON."    (see 16:8-11)


     This censure of "bnei Levi" proves that Korach and his 250 men are challenging the decision to limit the offering of "korbanot" to Aharon and his sons. These dissidents demand that anyone who so desires should be allowed to offer "korbanot", for ALL members of Israel are 'spiritually equal' ["ki kol ha'eydah kulam kedoshim." (see 16:3)].      This also explains why this extra censure is directed specifically to "bnei Levi".  Moshe claims that they are being quite hypocritical, for if they were so worried about 'spiritual equality' - why didn't they complain earlier when they themselves were chosen over any other tribe to carry the Mishkan!


     Apparently, these dissidents believe that the limitation of offering korbanot to Aharon's family stems from Moshe's nepotism, rather than from a divine command. [See Chizkuni 16:15.]  Hence, this 'ktoret test', as Moshe suggests, will determine who indeed is capable of offering korbanot - i.e. it may be only Aharon, or possibly all (or at least some) of the 250 men as well. [See also 16:16-17.]


ENTER - GROUP TWO      Up until this point, we are left with the impression that everyone mentioned in the opening two psukim  - i.e. Korach, Datan, Aviram, and the 250 men - join together in this protest. Hence, we should expect all of them to participate in this 'showdown'.      However, as the narrative continues, a very different picture emerges. Note from 16:12 that Datan & Aviram, for some reason, are singled out:   "And Moshe sent for DATAN & AVIRAM, but they answered: WE   WILL NOT COME UP..."  (see 16:12-14)


     Why must Moshe SEND for Datan and Aviram? After all, were they not together with Korach & Company when they first gathered against Moshe (see 16:2-3)?  Furthermore, for what purpose does Moshe call them?  Does he want them to participate in the 'ktotet test'?  At first glance, it remains quite unclear concerning what this summons is all about.      However, their response to Moshe - "we will not COME UP" - already suggests that Datan & Aviram may comprise an independent group.  Note how they remain in their own camp [recall that they are from shevet Reuven] and refuse to even come near the Ohel Moed (where the 'ktoret test' is being conducted).      Furthermore, from their censure of Moshe that accompanied their response to his summons (see below), it becomes quite clear that Datan & Aviram have a more 'political' agenda (and aren't terribly interested in 'spiritual equality').   "Is it not enough that you took us out of a land flowing   with milk and honey [referring to Egypt!] to die in the   desert and NOW - YOU CONTINUE TO ACT AS LORD OVER US! You   have not even brought us to a land flowing with milk & honey   (as Moshe had promised)... [therefore] we will not come up!"   (16:13-14)


     In this brazen defiance of Moshe's summons, Datan & Aviram totally reject Moshe's political LEADERSHIP. In their eyes, Moshe has failed as the nation's leader. After all, when Bnei Yisrael first accepted Moshe as their leader in Egypt, he had promised to bring them to a land flowing with milk and honey (see Shmot 3:16-17, 4:30-31). Now that Moshe has informed Bnei Yisrael that entering the Promised Land is no longer on the horizon, Datan & Aviram (and most likely many others) reject the legitimacy of his leadership and authority.      Clearly, this complaint differs drastically from Korach's initial objection to the KEHUNA! Korach and the 250 men challenge Aharon's exclusive status, but never question Moshe's leadership. After all, they all agree to the 'test' that Moshe himself initiates. Datan and Aviram, however, challenge specifically Moshe's leadership.


MOSHE'S PRAYER      Conclusive proof of this distinction can be found in Moshe's immediate reaction to Datan & Aviram's complaint.  Pay careful attention to how Moshe turns to G-d in prayer:    "And Moshe became angry and said to G-d - 'al teyfen el    MINCHATAM' - Pay no attention to their 'oblation' - I did    not take from them a single donkey, nor have I wronged    anyone of them." (see 16:15)


     At first glance, it appears that Moshe now begs G-d not to accept the "ktoret" offerings.  However, this cannot be for two reasons:   1)  Datan & Aviram chose not to participate in the "ktoret"   test, so why would Moshe request that G-d not accept an   offering that they aren't even bringing?                       [See Ramban!]   2)  The Hebrew word "minchatam" refers either to a 'meal   offering' (see Vayikra chapter 2) or a gift of some sort   (see Breishit 32:13,18).  Certainly, it is not another name   for "ktoret" (incense).     [Note how the commentators dealt with this problem. Even     though the first opinion of Rashi claims that "minchatam"     indeed refers to the KTORET offering, Ramban (rightly so)     disagrees - suggesting that it refers to any type of     prayer (or offering) that they may offer.  See also Ibn     Ezra & Seforno who explain this pasuk in a similar     manner.]


     Furthermore, the reason that Moshe advances - "for I have not taken anything from them" - clearly relates to Moshe's counter-claim that his leadership has been without corruption. Therefore, this entire prayer relates to Datan & Aviram's complaint against his leadership. Moshe simply turns to G-d to affirm the legitimacy of his own [divinely appointed] leadership that has now been challenged. Moshe reminds G-d that he has been a faithful leader who never abused his power.


TWO GROUPS  - TWO GRIPES      Let's summarize what has emerged thus far.  We have identified TWO independent grievances, raised by TWO independent groups, situated in TWO different locations:


   GROUP ONE - the 250 men ["adat Korach"]- protest Aharon's    exclusive rights to the KEHUNA. They stand ready for their    'test' at the OHEL MOED;            [Note that the Torah consistently refers to this       group as "adat Korach" (see 16:5,6,11).]


   GROUP TWO - Datan & Aviram (& followers) - complain against    the POLITICAL leadership of MOSHE. They gather in the    territory of shevet Reuven.            [This location is later referred to as "Mishkan       Korach Datan v'Aviram" (see 16:24-27).]


     Of course, it remains to be seen where Korach himself stands on these two issues, but there can be no doubt that there are two groups with two very different agendas.


RE-ENTER GROUP ONE      Up until this point (i.e. 16:1-15), the narrative, although a bit complex, has flowed in a logical order: it first presents both groups, followed the presentation of the individual complaints of each faction. But now, for some reason, the narrative begins to 'see-saw,' seemingly randomly, between Moshe's confrontations with each of these two groups.      Note how in 16:16 the narrative abruptly switches from Moshe's response to Datan & Aviram (group II) back to his original confrontation with "adat Korach" (group I):   "And Moshe said to Korach, tomorrow, you and all your   company [the 250 men] be before G-d [at the Mishkan], you   and they and Aharon..."   (16:16-17 / compare with 16:5-7)


     Then the narrative continues to describe this confrontation: The next morning, all 250 men assemble at the Ohel Moed ready with their "machtot" (fire-pans) and "ktoret" (16:18), while Korach rallies a mass crowd to watch (16:19). But then, just as we await the 'showdown', again we find an abrupt change in the narrative.


RE-ENTER GROUP TWO      At this point we find a new 'parshia' (16:20-22), which includes (for the first time) G-d's direct intervention.   As you study these psukim, note how it is not quite clear who "ish echad" and "ha'EYDAH" refer to:   "And G-d spoke to Moshe & Aharon:  'Separate yourselves from   among this congregation, that I may consume them in a   moment.' And they fell upon their faces, and said: 'O G-d,   the G-d of the spirits of all flesh, shall - "ish echad" -   one man sin, and You will  be wroth with - "kol ha'EYDAH" -   the entire congregation?'  (16:20-22)


     Does "ish echad" refer to Korach, and hence the "eydah" refers to the 250 men?  Or, does "ish echad" refer to the entire group of complainers - i.e. Korach, and his 250 men. If so, then "eydah" must refer to the entire nation of Israel.      Furthermore - what about Datan & Aviram?  Should they also be considered as part of the "ish echad"?      Finally, if "eydah" refers to the entire congregation - does this imply simply the 'gawkers', i.e. those who gathered around to watch (see 16:19), or does it really imply the entire congregation, including women & children etc.?      In other words, in 16:22 does Moshe ask that G-d save the 250 men from Korach, or does he request to save the entire nation from Korach and his 250 men?


To answer this question, let's see how G-d answers this prayer:    "And G-d told Moshe, speak to the EYDAH and warn them -    WITHDRAW yourselves from the area of MISHKAN KORACH DATAN    V'AVIRAM."  (16:23-24)


     To our surprise, G-d's answer introduces a location that we have never heard of before: i.e. MISHKAN KORACH DATAN v'AVIRAM.  This cannot be the Mishkan itself, rather "mishkan" in this context refers to their dwelling site, i.e. where Datan and Aviram reside.  Since Datan & Aviram did not come to the "ktoret" test, their "mishkan" must be located in the area of the Tribe of Reuven.  Most probably, this site serves as 'party headquarters' for this group of people who have openly rebelled against Moshe's political leadership.      With this in mind, let's attempt to identify whom "eydah" refers to in G-d's reply to Moshe's prayer (in 16:24).  To save the "eydah" from this "ish echad", Moshe must instruct the "eydah" to evacuate the area surrounding Mishkan Korach Datan & Aviram.  Hence, the "eydah" must refer to a group of people who have gathered around Mishkan Korach Datan v'Aviram in the Tribe of Reuven.  However, this conclusion is rather baffling, for only five psukim earlier, the word "eydah" was used to describe a group of people who had gathered around the OHEL MOED  to watch the "ktoret" showdown (see 16:19)!      Once again, we find how the narrative has 'jumped' from Group One [the 250 men offering ktoret] to Group Two [Datan & Aviram].      To prove that there are indeed two groups involved, simply note what takes place in the next pasuk, as Moshe fulfills G-d's command.      Recall that Moshe must issue a warning to the EYDAH that has gathered around the campsite of Datan & Aviram. As this "eydah" refers to Group Two, Moshe must now LEAVE the area of the OHEL MOED (where Group One has assembled) and GO to the area where Group Two is located - i.e Mishkan Korach, Datan & Aviram:   "And Moshe GOT UP and WENT TO Datan & Aviram... and he said   to the people: MOVE AWAY from the tents of these wicked   people... lest you be wiped out for all their sins..."   (16:25-26)


     Note that Moshe must LEAVE his present location (at the Ohel Moed) and GO TO "Mishkan Korach Datan v'Aviram" (conclusive proof that two separate groups exist). This location, to which the Torah refers as "Mishkan Korach Datan v'Aviram", serves as 'party headquarters' for this rebellious group. Most likely, an alternative leadership group has already formed at this new center.    [Note the Torah's use of the word "mishkan" [dwelling    place] to describe their headquarters. Most likely, this    term was specifically chosen to indicate that these NEW    headquarters stand in defiance of the Moshe Rabeinu's    leadership, whose headquarters are the "mishkan" at the    Ohel Moed!]


     Because Group Two challenges Moshe's leadership (and not Aharon's priesthood), it must be Moshe himself (and NOT Aharon) who confronts this group. Note that Aharon does not accompany Moshe (in 16:25). Instead, he remains at the Ohel Moed, prepared for the showdown with the 250 men (Group One), i.e. the group that questions his KEHUNA.


TWO GROUPS - TWO PUNISHMENTS      At this point, G-d must prove to the political dissidents that it was indeed His choice that Moshe be appointed leader. Therefore, G-d Himself must 'create' a "beriya" - a new form of creation - to punish this group.  Those who distance themselves from this group are saved (see 16:27-34).  However, note that the ground miraculously devours only the members of Group Two - i.e. Datan & Aviram and their staunchest followers.      But what happened in the meantime to "adat Korach" (Group One), i.e. the 250 men.  Note that the last time they were mentioned was back in 16:17-19, as they prepared to the "ktoret" showdown; but we were never told what happened to them!  For some reason, the Torah leaves us in suspense about their fate; until the very last pasuk of this narrative (and in a very incidental manner):    "And a fire came forth from G-d and consumed the 250 men    who were offering the ktoret." (16:35)


     This final pasuk proves not only that there were TWO groups in TWO separate locations, but that there were also TWO distinct forms of punishments:   GROUP ONE -         the 250 men at the Ohel Moed - CONSUMED BY FIRE.      GROUP TWO -           Datan & Aviram & Co. - SWALLOWED by the ground.


     So where is Korach in all of this?  Was he consumed by fire in the Mishkan together with Group One; or swallowed up by the ground - together with Group Two?      He couldn't be two places at the same time, could he?


KORACH - THE POLITICIAN      To appreciate the nature of Korach's involvement, we must understand his connection to each of these two groups. Before we begin, let's use a table to summarize our analysis thus far:


          GROUP ONE   /      GROUP TWO


Members:  250 men             Datan & Aviram + followers


Claim :   priesthood          new political leadership


Against:   Aharon              Moshe


Reason: spiritual equality  failure of leadership


Location:   Ohel Moed      shevet Reuven


Punishment: consumed by fire  swallowed by the ground


      At first glance, it appears that each group has some basis for a legitimate complaint.      By challenging the restriction of the KEHUNA to the family of Aharon, Group One asserts their right, as well as the right of others, to offer korbanot.      By challenging the political leadership of Moshe, Group Two voices their concern for the welfare and future of Am Yisrael. In their opinion, remaining in the desert is equivalent to national suicide (see 16:13).


     Although Group One has little in common with Group Two, the Torah presents this story as if only one group exists. The narrative accomplishes this by 'jumping back and forth' from one group to the other.  The following chart (of perek 16) illustrates this 'textual zig-zag':


  PASUK GROUP       TOPIC      1- 4  both     Introduction     5-11   ONE Complaint of those who want 'kehuna'    12-15   TWO Summons of Datan & Aviram & their refusal    16-19   ONE The test of the "ktoret"    20-22   both?    Moshe's tfila that G-d punish only the guilty    23-34   TWO      earth swallows Datan & Aviram & followers    25           ONE fire consumes the 250 men


     Why does the Torah employ this unusual style? How does it help us better understand Korach's involvement with each group?


KORACH - WHERE ARE YOU?      First, we must ascertain to which group Korach belongs. Clearly, he leads Group One, which demands the "kehuna" (see 16:6-8,16-19). Yet, at the same time, he is so involved with Group Two that his name appears first on the banner in front of their party headquarters - "Mishkan KORACH Datan v'Aviram"!      Furthermore, although Korach himself is never mentioned in the punishment of Group Two (scan 16:23-34 carefully to verify this), many of his followers, described by Chumash as "ha'adam asher l'Korach", are swallowed up by the ground (see 16:32) together with Datan & Aviram.      In fact, it remains unclear precisely how Korach himself dies. Was he swallowed by the ground or consumed by the fire?      The 'last time he was spotted' was in 16:19 together with the 250 men (Group One) at the Ohel Moed. But from 16:25 it seems that only the 250 men were consumed, but NOT Korach himself! On the other hand, 16:32 informs us that Datan & Aviram and ALL of Korach's men were swallowed up - but Korach himself seems to be 'missing'! Did he escape at the last minute from both?      Apparently not, for later in Sefer Bamidbar (see 26:9-10) we are told quite explicitly that Korach was indeed swallowed. But to complicate matters even further, Devarim 11:6 implies that only Datan & Aviram were swallowed up.    [Based on the complexity of these psukim, the Gemara in    Sanhedrin 110a suggests that he received both punishments!    First he was burnt by the fire at the Ohel Moed, and then    his bodied rolled to the area of Datan v'Aviram and    swallowed up by the ground. ] (See also Ibn Ezra on 16:35.)


     So why does the Torah describe these events in such an evasive manner?  What can this manner of presentation teach us about the nature of Korach's involvement?  Finally, why does Chumash attempt to give us the impression that Korach may be in two places at the same time?      One could suggest that this 'zig-zag' style reflects the nature of the coalition that exists between these two dissident groups, for they share only one common denominator- KORACH.      But what was Korach's motivation in all of this?      To answer this question, let's return to the opening pasuk of this Parsha (see introduction).  By not telling us what Korach 'took', the Torah wants the reader to ask this very question - what did Korach take?    [If you don't ask yourself this question as you begin    reading, you may never notice the existence of these two    groups as you continue.]


COALITION POLITICS      Korach 'took' two ostensibly 'legitimate' protest groups and joined them together to form his own political power base. [See Ramban 16:1.] Whereas each group alone may have not dared to openly challenge Moshe and Aharon, Korach encourages them to take action. Datan and Aviram, 'inspired' by Korach, establish their own 'headquarters' - "Mishkan Korach, Datan, & Aviram" - in defiance of Moshe's leadership. Likewise, the 250 men, including members of shevet Levi, are roused to openly challenge the restriction of the KEHUNA to Aharon.      Rather than encouraging open dialogue, Korach incites these two factions to take forceful action. Korach probably saw himself as the most suitable candidate to become the next national leader. To that end, he involves himself with each dissenting group. [Anyone familiar with political science (i.e. current events and/or world history) can easily relate to this phenomenon.] Korach is simply what we would call a 'polished politician'.  His true intention is to usurp political power. Towards that goal, he takes advantage of private interest groups.


A LESSON FOR ALL GENERATIONS      The Mishna in Pirkei Avot (5:17) considers the rebellion of Korach as the paradigm of a dispute that was "sh'lo l'shem sha'mayim" (an argument not for the sake of Heaven).      Why is specifically Korach chosen for this paradigm? After all, the arguments presented by Korach ("for the entire nation is holy", etc.) seem to imply exactly the opposite - that it was actually an argument "l'shem shamayim" (for the sake of Heaven).      Pirkei Avot may be teaching us the very same message that the Torah may allude to through its complex presentation of these events. Precisely because Korach and his followers claim to be fighting "l'shem shamayim," Chazal must inform us of Korach's true intentions. Korach may claim to be fighting a battle "l'shem shamayim," but his claim is far from the truth. His primary interest is to promote himself, to build a power base from which he himself can emerge as the new leader.       Parshat Korach thus teaches us that whenever a dispute arises over community leadership or religious reform, before reaching conclusions we must carefully examine not only the claims, but also the true motivations behind the individuals who promote them. On a personal level, as well, every individual must constantly examine the true motivations behind all his spiritual endeavors.                                         


shabbat shalom,                    menachem
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