Insidious Influences
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PARASHAS KORACH

orah son of Izhar son of Kohath son of Levi separated himself, with Dathan and Abiram,
sons of Eliab, and On son of Peleth, the offspring of Reuben. 2 They stood before Moses
with two hundred and fifty men from the Children of Israel, leaders of the assemnbly, those sum-
moned for meeting, men of renown. 3 They gathered together against Moses and against Aaron
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2 Hastem spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying, ' “Separate yourselves from amid this
assembly, and | shall destroy them in an instant!" -
22 They fell on their faces and said, “O God, God of the spirits of all flesh, shail one man sin,

and You be angry with the entire assembly?”
23 HasHEM spoke to Moses saying,  “Speak to the assembly, saying, ‘Get yourselves up from

all around the dwelling places of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram." "

25 So Moses stood up and went to Dathan and Abiram, and the elders of Israel followed him.
25 He spoke to the assembly, saying, “Tum away now from near the tents of these wicked men,
and do not touch anything of theirs, lest you perish because of all their sins.” ¥’ So they
got themselves up from near the dwelling of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, from all around.

3 _
9 HASHEM spoke to Moses, saying, '° ;Remove yourselves from among this assembly and |
shall destroy them in an instant!" They fell on their faces.
11 Moses said to Aaron, “Take the fire-pan and put on it fire from upon the Altar and place
incense — and go quickly to the assembly and provide atonement for them, for the fury has
gone out from the presence of HASHEM; the plague has begun!”

- 21 Moses spake to the Children of Israel, and all their leaders gave him a staff for each leader,
a staff [or each leader, gccording to their fathers' house, twelve staffs; and Aaron’s staff was
among their staffs, 2 Moses laid their staffs before HasHeM in the Tent of the Testimony. 2 On
the next day, Moses came lo the Tent of the Testimony and behold! the staff of Aaron of the
house of Levi had blossommed; it brought forth a blossom, sprouted a bud and almonds
ripened. * Moses brought out all the staffs from before HASHEM to all the Children of Israel; they
saw and they took, each man his staff.

Sa:  Prteesl\ -daeash

Esj 13— The offspring o}!ieuben. “"Woe to the evildoer and

woe to his neighbor” (Negaim 12:6). The tribe of Reuben,
which supplied most of Korah's followers, encamped near
the family of Kohath, south of the Tabernacle (see 2:10,30).
This proximity to Korah, the evildoer, brought tragedy to the

Reubenites (Rashi).

10. m17 — Remove yourselves. This command implies that
unless the innocent parties withdrew, they would suffer the
same fate as the guilty ones — but surely God can punish
and spare those whom He wishes, regardless of where they
are! The same difficulty presents itself above, where God
told Moses to separate himself from Korah and his assembly
(16:21), as if Korah could not be punished without Moses
being harmed with him. Ramban suggests that such a Divine

revelation is essentially a cue to the righteous that they
shouid pray and seek atonement for their brethren, Moses
acted without delay.
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23. ompw Yaan — And almonds ripened. Almonds blossom
and grow to maturity rapidly. The growth of the almonds on
Aaron's staff symbolized to the people that anyone who
moves against Aaron’s status as Kohen Gadol [or, accord-
ing to Ramban, the status of Levi] would be punished swiftly
(Rashi).

Just as almonds grow rapidly, so the tribe of Levi

serves God with alacrity, zeal, and vigorous devotion (R’
Hirsch).
25. namumY — As a safekeeping. The staff remained in
bloom for centuries. It was placed in front of the Holy Ark
through most of the First Temple era, together with a flask
of manna (Exodus 16:33-34), until they were all hidden by
King Josiah (Yoma 52b).
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that He would not mete out a punishment as long as the tzaddikim

Q) were standing amid the masses. The Ramban asserts that either,
} ~ way, Hashem's intention in notifying Moshe Rabbeinu of His plans
was to convey to him that Bnei Yisrael desperately needed Divine
mercy and pardon, and that he had the power to prevent this catas-
trophe if he would intercede with prayer.

There is another place where we find a similar intention behind
Hashem's words. After Bnei Yisrael sinned with the golden calf,
Hashem told Moshe, “And now let go of Me, and My anger will
flare up against them, and I will destroy them” (Shemos 32:10).
Rashi comments that we don't find that Moshe was “helding on” to
Hashem, so what was Hashem asking of Moshe? Rashi explains that

He was letting Moshe know that he could “hold on” to Hashem. If
he would pray on Bnei Yisrael's behalf, he would be able to avert

After the demise of Korach and his followers, the Torah tells us that
Bnei Yisrael criticized Moshe and Aharon and held them responsible
for the deaths of the 250 people who were consumed by fire when
they offered the ketores. In response to this contemptible behavior,

ashem tells Moshe, “Remove yourself from within the midst of
this congregation, and I will annihilate them in @ moment."

M he Ramban questions the need for Moshe's separation. The
Omnipotent certainly has the ability to wipe out an entire group
of people while sparing certain individuals among them, just as he
wiped out the firstborns in Mitzrayim and left the other Egyptians
alive. If so, why was it necessary for Moshe to distance himself from
those around him, when Hashem could just as well have killed them

and left Moshe alive?

s The Ramban answers that once Hashem’s wrath had been
enflamed, everyone present would have been killed, unless a miracle
occurred to save those who deserved to be spared. Alternatively,

the impending catastrophe.

—pHashem desires all tefillos that are offered on behalf of Bnei

Yisrael or in a time of need. They are our protection against strict

judgment; had Moshe not davened in each of the above situations,

the ramifications would have been unfathomably tragic. Although
Hashem did not want to mete out
harsh punishment, tefillah was nev-
ertheless imperative in order to ward



g ”Many situations
require our

tefillos, whether
ona personal ora
communal level, and
Hashem is waiting
anxiously for these

tefillos.”

One tefillah of Moshe had the
ability to save the entire Bnei Yisrael.
Similarly, many situations require
our tefillos, whether on a personal
or a communal level, and Hashem
is waiting anxiously for these tefillos.
Why not take a minute to daven for
a relative, a friend, an acquaintance,
or, even better, for the entire Klal

Yisrael? They need the tefillos, Hashem wants them, and we have

everything to gain!

(Shiurei Chumash, Parashas Korach 17:10)

il

Rabbl Avraham ibn Ezra comments:

steive R Tnrk= R Dessles (§F)

“Do not touch

they would descend live into the pit like them.” And

(an;(thmg of theirs: If they wanted to save their property,)

Ramban adds:

“This can be compared to the case of Lot's

wife, who looked behind him and becameilllar ofsa]t

(2301

It appears from Ibn Ezra's comment that if any [sraelite
had laid hands on the least of the rebels” possessions he

would have been so adwrsely affected in his spmtual che'l“

9(that he _would have been condemned to  spiritua
anpihilation and would havc desnendnd lwe into tﬁe pit’

with them.

What emerges from this with the utmost clarity is the
extreme dangnr of a b.ld environment. Even the sllghtest

spmtua eveh_pmgm

W

In explaining why they were not allowed to look behind
them, Ramban adds an additional point. Fle writes:!?

To look at the air of a [place affected byl pestilence or other
contagious diseases is dangerous and may cause onT U
carch the infection; to think about them may have the same
effect. This is why the man afflicted by fsara’ar must be shut
vp?? and must live in isolation.?! This is also why Lot’s wife
wurned into a pillar of salt. The plapue entered into her

_~Jmind when she saw the sulphur and salt descend on them
from heaven and it overwhelmed her.

In the physical world we find microbes which float in the
alr and may cause diseases in the living beings into which
they enter, by inhalation, ingestion or otherwise. The spir-
1tual essence of the disease, too, affects a person by contact
or by sight. In fact, the true cause of the disease is the germ
of moral corruption, not the bacterium which 1s visible 1n
the microscope. As our Rabbis said,** "It is not the snake
that kills, it is sin that kills.”
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Proper Places

On a mystical level, the space one occupies is of deep consequente. A place of holi-
ness draws a person closer to Hashem while a place that houses impurity can block
one's connection to Him.%® “Shenayim sheyoshvim ve'ein bei'neihem divrei Torah harei
zch moshay leitzim,” [a group of at least] two people that sit together and do not
exchange divrei Torah, is considered a “seat of the scornful"®*® What if two people
are sitting together and try to have a meaningful conversation of Torah thoughts
but find themselves repeatedly distracted and unable to converse in Torah ideas?
Perhaps the phrase “moshav leifzim — a seat of the scornful,” directs us to zero in on
&ﬂ}e place where they are sitting rather than the people whom they are with. When a
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place is used to gather and scoff, continuously undermining the respect and reverence

towards Torah, it absorbs the negativity and becomes a moshay leitzim.%*' ghe space

itself becomes saturated with hostility and distrust and will repel spirituality. But if

negative, scornful words have such power, consider the incredible spiritual energy
generated by filling our spaces with positivity, truth and emunah! A shul that is built
Isheim Shamayim in every detail, will find greater kavanah among its congregants.®*
Ahome that encourages kindness, generosity of spirit and respect will impact all who
gross its threshold in amazing, beautiful ways.
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lest you be attracted [and follow] after them.” “When you come to the
land...you shall not learn to act according to the abominations of those
nations.”"" “Rather, you shall utterly destroy them...so that they will
not teach you to act..."*

At the end of the forty years of wandering through the desert, the
Jewish People received a renewed oath and covenant. In Parashas
Nitzavim it says, “For you know how we dwelled in the land of Egypt
and how we passed through the midst of the nations...And you saw
their abominations and their detestable idols, of wood and stone,
silver, and gold, that were with them."™ Rashi writes, “Because you

=J have seen the nations who worship idols, and the heart of one of you
Vmight have persuaded him to follow them...therefore, | must have you
take an oath.” It is astonishing that after meriting the exalted level of
“What a maidservant saw at the sea, the prophet Yechezkel ben Buzi
did not merit seeing,"” and then receiving the Torah and spending
forty (miraculous) years in the desert, the Jewish People still needed
anew oath and covenant not to stray after the repulsive and detestable
idol worship and Baal Pe'or. Why? Because they passed through Amon
and Moav and saw their abominations. These abominations were as
disgusting and repulsive to the Jewish People as excrement, and they
even mocked these vile practices. Yet, it was still necessary to renew
the covenant, with all of its severe warnings, to uproot the influence of

[just] passing through Amon and Moav—this is how severely profound
is such an influence.”
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What could be so dangerous about a business relationship? After
all, | certainly am not going to start acting in the decadent and sinful
way that my associate,behaves. The Bartenura cites the Midrash that

Nkcompares the association with a wicked person to one who enters a
annery. Even if he leaves without taking a single item from the tan-
nery, he will still emit a foul odor that he absorbed simply by entering
the building. Likewise, associating with wicked people will leave a
person tainted even if he does not actually emulate their conduct.

While the Tanna refers specifically to wicke& pec}ale, his instruc-

ion certainly applies to anything that is potentially wicked. Subscrip-
tions;to periodicals that contain unsuitable content. internet connec-
tions and contacts, and spiritually questionable vacation spaots are
some examples of potentially dangerous things that can negatively
influence a person. Yet, people assuage any feelings of guilt and
assure themselves, “I know myself. I know how to be careful and |
won't be negatively affected.” Even if you are correct in your assess-
ment and you wori't change your conduct, vou still wouldn't want to

wtake the chance of absorbing a “foul odor.” Instead, find someone
(or something) who has the ability to positively influence you. That
way, even if you don't succeed in emulating his actions, some of
his “pleasant aroma” will rub off and aid you in your ascension up
the spiritual ladder.

P :

A Drawn Into Sin  Quoting this teaching in his Torah commentary
{to v, 29), Rashi adds a few words of explanation: “Woe lo the wicked
person, woe to his neighbor. Dathan and Abiram and the 250 men were
punished along with Korah and his party, hecause they were drawn into

the controversy with them.”
What does Rashi add by saying that they were “drawn into” the

controversy with them? R Zeidel Epstein (He'aros Avraham Yaakov
Yitzchakil, pp. 8-10) perceives an important lesson in these words.
To “be drawn after” something is to be pulled in its direction slowly,

i itl arethought or consent. And that is often what
happens when a person is influenced by others around_him. The
{oreign ideas, attitudes, and modes of behavior pla insidiously on the
b lers mind untilthey make adeep e ghi essj er his

ng K d
thinking and influence his actions.
The process can be imperceptible at first. It mi ht begi one

spontaneously witnesses an evil deed, whereupon the idea of perform-
ing that deed, which until then he may have viewed as unthinkable,
becomes a little less foreign and a little less offensive. As time goes on
and he is exposed to more and more of such sinful conduct, it can grad-
uate in his mind from the fringes of human or jewish behavior to the
mainstream, and finally to something he himself would consider doing.
Rashi, then, is telling us that Dathan, Abiram, and the 250 men un=
derwent the same process, They were drawn after the family of Kohath,
cluwlx and unwittingly. By living near them and associating with)

them, they gradually warmed to the idea of questioning Moses and
engaging in_controversy, until thev became embrolled In Korah's
mutiny themselves. : n
A more recent example of this phenomenon occurred in the period
between the two world wars. An observant Jew from Eastern Europe
immigrated to Americaand settled in New York. Unable to find a stable. -
source of income,”he moved on to Los Angeles, where a brother of
his.had a clothing factory. The brother gave him a job and, though not

personally observant and not one to close his factory on the Sabbath,
allowed him to take off for the weekly day of rest.

Unfortunately, his absence every Saturday did not go unnoticed,
and soon the other workers began complaining that they, too, wanted
the day off. His brother therefore asked him to start coming in on the

- Jabbath — with the reassuring proviso that he would not have to do
any work. The request sounded reasonable enough, and he agreed.

A few Saturdays later a problem arose with.the factory’s sewing ma-
chine. The loading mechanism was not working properly, and the bolt
of fabric had to be held up so that it could be pulled into the machine.
Moreover, the operator on duly was not feeling well, and he asked

(:u's Sabbath-observant co-worker, who was standing idly by, to take a
urn holding the cloth. The latter took a moment to consider what this
would entail. No forbidden labor, since he would only be making it
possible for the machine to do the work. Perhaps lifting the cloth meant
handling a muktzah item, but then again, he had a moral responsibility

¥ 10 help his indisposed fellow, did he not?
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~——Tet us listen to the words of the Rambam (Mishneh Toral,

A

The inner yetzer hara, on the other hand, is different. As powerful as
it is, since it is on the inside, in mind and thought, once it comes into
the reality of this world of actions, we can eventually rid ourselves of
it. Confrontation with the outer yetzer hara is genuinely frightening,
and a single forbidden sight already places a person in grave danger.
A single incident of ‘seeing their disgusting idols’ was enough to neces-
sitate a new covenant bound with an ocath. And even with this, we are
unsure if we will succeed, and thus this is certain: seeing something
makes an impression that takes root and from which sin can sprout and
multiply unless it is immediately torn out. This is the principle of the

P
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.outer yetzer hara.”

“Concluding that he did, he “valiantly" took up the bolt of cloth —
and removed in the process another barrier between himself and the
Sabbath desccration all around him. Indeed, before long he was un-

‘;‘rdertaking other, less innocuous tasks, until his inhibitions fell away
completely and he was sewing garments on the Sabbath as he would
on any weekday.

What happened? Just a few weeks before he had been determined
to keep the Sabbath, whatever the cost, and now he gives it up without
astruggle! The answer is that he did not maintain his distance from the

forbidden act. Spending the holy day in a place where its sanclity was
heing trample Tecensitized him to, and changed his perception of,
= sin involved. What was alien and deplorable became familiar and |
normal — and finally acceptable, until a Sabbath observer became a ‘
abbath desecrator.
= Such is the insidious influence of sin. 1

@& _WITH HEARTS EULL OF FAI'I%
)

e

~

Hilchos Dei’os 6:1), “It is human nature to be influenced in one’s
views and actions by one’s associates and friends and to adopt the
customs of the people in one’s country. Therefore, a person must
attach himself to righteous people and always live among scholars
In order to learn from their deeds. A person must also distance
himself from evildoers who walk in darkness in order to avoid
.Icai_'rg_ing from their deeds ... Should he find himself in a country
whose customs are bad and whose people do not follow the right
way, he should move to a place of righteous people who behave
properly. If all the countries he has visited or knows by reputation

behave improperly, as is the case in our times, or if war or pestilence

prevents him from traveling abroad, he should withdraw into his
own privacy ... If the people are so evil and sinful that they do not

~ alow him to remain in the country unless he joins the rest of soci-

ety and adopts their evil practices, he should go dwell in caves,

among the*fhorns or in the wilderness, but he should not behave
as the sinful do ...”

fi"hc Rambam makes a strong statement. This is human nature.

[t is the way a person is created. It is normal and to be expected

that a person will tend to behave as his friends do and as is coni-

mon_in the cavironment of the country in which he lives.

Therefore, a person must always make sure to live among the

righteous and avoid the sinful. In the very first psalm, King David

praises the person who avoids the evil, the sinful and the mockers.
= If circumstances compel a person to live among the sinful, the

Rambam concludes, he is obliged to go into the wilderness and
live in a cave. There is no other choice. It doesn’t help to say
Tehillim or devote more time to study and prayer. Nothing helps,
because it is human nature to be influenced; it is like a reflex
action. The only choice is to head for the caves. '
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we are immune to negative hashpa'ah, because (& 1) 1127 732
after all, we are pretty strong in our convictions and
beliefs, and if anyone would try to persuade us otherwise, we'd simply 737 oW NUswn
¥say, "No, I'm not some wimp who would blindly follow the lead of
someone else il 1 didn’t believe in what he or she is saying.” However,
" the vetzer hara is a little smarter than that.
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It probably is true that most of us could easily withstand the fron- RAWTI 310 J90R NNGIND NPIUN APSWAR T B NI K TINM
tal attack of alien ideologies. If a missionary were to approach us with W nwn Yw viow phan Dwwr vhw BYR (mb 2 s PR K3 U2
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of infiltration until it’s too late. Fm.' e:*)‘tample, someone born a‘md raised S oown MUDURR NNYIND KI9 ADPUW (3nnl oann ST anm s
a town where manners and civility arc swallowed up in the rat ==
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o 1cC of everyday life will find it more of a challenge to blossom as the
baal mussar whose words and actions bespeak care, compassion, and
cencern for every human being. While no one is overtly trying to get
him to change his views, the onslaught of negative hashpa'ah — like
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39 Indeed, so many of our attitudes and standards come from what
they are doing, saying, doing, or wearing. They are all talking this wav: - ™ ;_%
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X they are all wearing this style; they are all purchasing such and such.
There is a powerful societal force at work influencing s to do like-
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( ing wrong. Merely being neighbors with the wicked is enough to cause)
a person to become like them eventually.® j
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The Vilna Gaon explains the yetzer hara's two aspects: the inner yetzer
wara and the outer yetzer hara.”® Reb Yeruchom reflects, “I never knew
the source of the Vilna Gaon, but according to what we are saying, the
entire Torah is replete with this principle!” For example, “They mingled
with the nations and learned from their deeds.”” The Gaon explained
that the yetzer hara’s outer influence is much more difficult to fight

than the inner yetzer hara's desires.”

Hashem, Creator of the soul, reveals to us that there is no other rem-
edy for the outer yetzer hara than to run away from it, and Hashem
repeatedly warns us about this. This was also a pervasive concern for
Moshe Rabbeinu, for he continuously cautioned about it since it is the
outer yetzer hara who battled with Klal Yisrael, given the depravity of
the peoples surrounding the new Nation.

But why is there no remedy for the outer yetzer hara other than to run
away? Why isit sostrong? Reb Yeruchom explains as follows: “The upper
worlds, the worlds of wisdom, are but a shadow compared to our world
of deeds, which is truly mighty and powerful. The greatest strength
in the various worlds within creation is this world of deeds—and this
is the secret of the outer yetzer hara. That same yetzer hara and all its

———
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directions. Whenever you wouldn't know the way, vou would eith
ask those people who knew what they were talking about, or you
zet a new GPS! Similarly, when we come to the realization — and tf
is,very hard to do " that our attitudes and standards are very like
influenced by what we see in the street (or read in the newspaps
or hear from the media), it will hit us that our moral compasses
probably flawed and that we should start to take our own opinio
with some healthy doses of skeptici t the same time, we shou
more acutely feel the need tq consult with chachamim whose li

have been shaped solely by Torah ideals.

any alien value systems. I hope, therefore, that you will consider 1
words ..."

5) Daven, Daven, Daven ...
As far as our souls go, it really is a jungle out there for all of
, We preach to our children and our talmidim that we have to keep ¢
minds pure. And yet every passing bus is screaming to us to ch
out the latest debauchery of the motion picture industry. We tell o
scTves and our children that we need to be misamei'ach b'chelkei
to be happy with our lot. However, doesn't every advertisement t
we view attempt to contradict that? We are bombarded with ad c
and glossy, retouched photos shouting (even in the most heimish
NOT be satisfied with the car/cell pho

eriodicals) that we must.
f negative hashpa'ah is really so powerful and {

 WEDNESDAY
pervasive, what can we do practically to pro-

tect ourselves from its effects? Here are a few tips for staying healthy

tereo/computer/sheitel/home/pda that we currently, nebach, ar¢ ST
with, but instead we should upgrade to (insert splurge here i b

in a world teeming with innumerable strains of

1) Awareness |

The first step of any defensive strategy is to know the enemy. Just

anti-Torah hashpa'ah:

}hat brand of hashpa'ah work? Is it effective? The untold millions f
r “Madison Avénue spends on shaping our tastes and our spending ha
is the biggest proof that it certainly does. And thereforeg, Iet us not
derestimate the need for, and the value of, good old-Tashioned tef
to help shield us from negative hashpa 'ah. When Flashem sees thal

kaowine that we are vulnerable enables us to be on guard to defend

qurselves,
2) Limit Your Exposure

Let's face it: The world can be a hostile place for our neshamos.
Just as most food served in the world’s restaurants is not kosher, iKe-——

it should not surprise us that most of what goes on in the world
ourselves from the

wise,
is not too kosher, either. The more we can insulate

are sincerely begging Him to help us remain pure in a hostile envi
ment, He will indeed hopefully guard and protect our children
ourselves from unsavory influences

In short: Be aware and be equipped for the ongoing b

o at~lat " g
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influences of the outside world, the better chance we have of retain-

ing our spiritual health.
3) Choose Your Friends Wisely

~ Chazal have exhorted us about the destructive influence of im-
In the Jews' encampment in the Wil-

derness, the family of Kehas — including Korach — camped in the

proper friends and neighbors.

southern sector of the central area of the encampment (in the southern
part of the middle area, i.e. the area around the Mishkan), and the
souther group of three tribes (Reuven, Shimon, and Gad) all camped
' amidbar Rabbah 3) tells us that since these
three tribes lived near Korach, they all learned from Korach to be
argumentative and uncooperative. They didn't Tive in Korach’s neigh-
borhood for that long; the encampment configuration began in the
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Jews’ second year in the Midbar, and during that year, Korach revolted
and died. They saw, first-hand, what becomes of a man like Korach.
hey didn't even live in Korach’s house or on his block; they just live]>

in his neighborhood. And yet this left a lasting effect upon them that
fected their personalities and those of their children and grandchil-
dren for centuries! Pick those friends carefully.

4) Remember the Importance of Asking She’eilos

Imagine that you had a GPS that malfunctioned consistently. It
told you to get off at Exit 15 instead of 16; it told you to bear right
instead of left, north instead of south. You would be furious and you
also wouldn't take vour GPS too seriously the next time it gave you
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RABBI YOSEF HURWITZ: “When someone wants to
build a house, he needs to prepare all of the material, find skilled
artisans, and acquire-the money to finance the project. He also
needs to be careful about the place where he will build the house.
If you build a house on swampy land, even if everything else is

done properly, the building will not last.

N“There is no hope for a person to be saved from the pitfalls of
his own nature unless he is among people who seek to gain
‘wisdom and work on self-improvement. Experience testifies to
the fact that even if a person is very bright and talented, and has a
wonderful heart, he can easily remain like a blind person who has
never seen light in his life if he remains in a negative environment.
There are potentially great people who could have had
magnificent accomplishments, but have remained mediocre their
entire lives because they were not in an environment that allowed
them to utilize their latent potential. Our attitudes and character
traits are shaped by the people in our environment. If a person is
among bad friénds, it is certain that he will be influenced by

them.

“A person who finds himself in a negative environment may
not be conscious of how much he is being negatively influenced.
He may think that it is he who leads the others and that his
lifestyle and opinions are entirely the product of his own mind.
He fails to realize that he is so attached to his environment that
he is unable to separate from his associates for even a short time.
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