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Making Things Clear
l. The Initial Sequence of Events

A. The Challenge
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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?”

B. The Response
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Il. When and Why: A Debate
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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 are pulled along in general complaints about the
situation 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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lIl. Digging Deeper
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Right and wrong, relationship vs role
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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?

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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What’s missing in the transition from challenge to response? The phenomenon repeats
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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.

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.

e What gives Moshe the right to “push God’s hand in this case?”
Different views on 1197y 79'1 nwn ynw!
Does the nature of halachic process and halachic authority determine the nature of
Moshe’s response?

® The symbol for the moment? :naop

IV. A Final Miracle: Why is this Necessary? A Transitional Moment? The Road
Ahead...
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1t spoke to Moshe, saying:
Speak to the Israelite people and take from them—from the chieftains of their ancestral
houses—one staff for each chieftain of an ancestral house: twelve staffs in all. Inscribe each
one’s name on his staff,
there being one staff for each head of an ancestral house; also inscribe Aharon’s name on the
staff of Levi.
Deposit them in the Tent of Meeting before the Pact, where | meet with you.
The staff of the candidate whom | choose shall sprout, and | will rid Myself of the incessant
mutterings of the Israelites against you.
Moshe spoke thus to the Israelites. Their chieftains gave him a staff for each chieftain of an
ancestral house, twelve staffs in all; among these staffs was that of Aharon.
Moshe deposited the staffs before pij», in the Tent of the Pact.
The next day Moshe entered the Tent of the Pact, and there the staff of Aharon of the house of
Levi had sprouted: it had brought forth sprouts, produced blossoms, and borne almonds.
Moshe then brought out all the staffs from before pip' to all the Israelites; each identified and
recovered his staff.
1 said to Moshe, “Put Aharon’s staff back before the Pact, to be kept as a lesson to rebels, so
that their mutterings against Me may cease, lest they die.”
This Moshe did; just as ' had commanded him, so he did.
But the Israelites said to Moshe, “Lo, we perish! We are lost, all of us lost!
Everyone who so much as ventures near pip'’s Tabernacle must die. Alas, we are doomed to
perish!”



