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Dramatic Devastation

|. The Events
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And Korach, son of Izhar son of Kohat son of Levi, separated himself, along with Datan and
Aviram sons of Eliav, and On son of Pelet—descendants of Reuven— And they stood before
Moshe, together with two hundred and fifty from the Children of Israel, chieftains of the
community, chosen in the assembly, men of repute.

And they gathered together against Moshe and Aharon and said to them, “You have gone too far!
For all the community are holy, all of them, and HaShem is in their midst. Why then do you raise
yourselves above HaShem’s congregation?”

When Moshe heard this, he fell on his face.

And he spoke to Korach and all his company, saying, “Come morning, HaShem will make
known who is His and who is holy, and will grant him access to Himself; He will grant access to
the one He has chosen.
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Do this: You, Korach and all your band, take fire pans,
and tomorrow put fire in them and lay incense on them before HaShem. Then the man whom
HaShem chooses, he shall be the holy one. You have gone too far, sons of Levi!”
Moshe said further to Korach, “Hear me, sons of Levi.
Is it not enough for you that the God of Israel has set you apart from the community of Israel and
given you access to Him, to perform the duties of HaShem’s Tabernacle and to minister to the
community and serve them?
Now that He has advanced you and all your fellow Levites with you, do you seek the priesthood
too? Truly, it is against HaShem that you and all your company have banded together. For who is
Aharon that you should rail against him?”
And Moshe sent for Datan and Aviram, sons of Eliav; but they said, “We will not come!
Is it not enough that you brought us from a land flowing with milk and honey to have us die in
the wilderness, that you would also lord it over us?
Even if you had brought us to a land flowing with milk and honey, and given us possession of
fields and vineyards, should you gouge out those men’s eyes? We will not come!”
And Moshe was deeply distressed and he said to HaShem, “Pay no regard to their gift-offering. |
have not taken the donkey of any one of them, nor have I wronged any one of them.”
And Moshe said to Korach, “Tomorrow, you and all your company appear before HaShem, you
and they and Aharon.
Each of you take his fire pan and lay incense on it, and each of you bring his fire pan before
HaShem, two hundred and fifty fire pans; you and Aharon also [bring] your fire pans.”
Each of them took his fire pan, put fire in it, laid incense on it, and took his place at the entrance
of the Tent of Meeting, as did Moshe and Aharon.
And Korach gathered the whole community against them at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.
Then the Presence of HaShem appeared to the whole community,
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And Moshe said, “By this you shall know that it was HaShem who sent me to do all these things;
that they are not of my own devising:

If these men die as all men do, if their lot be the common fate of all mankind, it was not HaShem
who sent me.
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But if HaShem brings about something unheard-of, so that the ground opens its mouth and
swallows them up with all that belongs to them, and they go down alive into Sheol, and you shall
know that these men have spurned HaShem.”

And when he finished speaking all these words when the ground under them burst asunder,

and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up with their households, all Korach’s
people and all their possessions.

And they went down alive into Sheol, with all that belonged to them; the earth closed over them
and they vanished from the midst of the congregation.

All Israel around them fled at their sound, for they said, “The earth might swallow us!”

And a fire went forth from HaShem and consumed the two hundred and fifty men offering the
incense.

Il. The Nature of a Rebellion
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Ibn Ezra: 1. Out of order: Occurs immediately after Hashem chooses the Leviim to replace the
bechorim 2. Korach is a Levi, but also first born-so appropriate as leader of bechorim who resent
loss of privileges to Moshe’s relatives, the Leviim 3. Joined by Datan and Aviram of Reuven,
who resent loss of first-born privileges to Yosef (additional suspicion that Yehoshua’s tribe,
Ephraim, is being favored) 4. Joined by Leviim frustrated by subordination to Aharon and the
Kohanim.
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Ramban: 1. The Torah is never out of order unless so specified in the text; happens now after
Chet Hameraglim 2. Also agrees on various motives 3. Korach is angered by the nesiut of
Eltzaphan and Aharon 3. Datan and Aviram 4. Most important point: Now, after all events that
follow departure from Sinai, culminating in the Chet Hameraglim-Moshe is vulnerable in the
court of public opinion.
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Non-parallel structure: Hillel and Shamai----Korach and his assembly

[l The Nature of a Rebellion: Beneath the Surface
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Korach’s questions according to the Midrash: Does an tallit that is entirely techeilet need
techeilet? Does a house full of Torahs need a mezuza?
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Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchick

Today, many individuals claim the right to exercise their own common sense in determining the
relevance and format of contemporary Judaism, despite the fact that they are hardly Biblical and
Talmudic scholars. Synagogue ritual committees and popular magazine articles debate the
continued usefulness of various religious practices and explore the possibilities of reformulating
Judaism in line with modern thought. These self-styled “poskim [halachic authorities]” concede
their lack of formal training in Jewish texts and sources, but they insist nonetheless on their right to
decide fundamental religious questions on the basis of “common sense.

Today, reasonable people concede the authority of mathematicians, physicists, and physicians in
their areas of expertise, and would not think of challenging them merely on the basis of common
sense. Why, then, are so many well-intentioned people ready to question the authority of the Torah
scholar, the lamdan, in his area of specialized knowledge?
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IV Pushing God’s Hand?
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What’s missing?
What gives Moshe the right?
Why Ketoret?



