The Role of Korach in the Punishment of Moshe

By Aaron Ross

In his discussion of the incident of Mei Meriva, Shadal writes that “משה רבינו חטא חטא אחד והמפרשים העמיסו עליו שלשה עשר חטאים ויותר.” In other words, while there is no doubt that Moshe was forbidden to enter ארץ כנען as a result of the incident at Mei Meriva, the Torah so successfully conceals what actually went wrong that it is virtually impossible for even our greatest commentators to come up with a workable theory that satisfactorily deals with each nuance of the פסוקים that recount the story.  In fact, so much ink has been spilled over what exactly Moshe did that most students can name several sins that our greatest leader may have committed.  While this shiur may add a twist to the mass of answers, Shadal’s comment should remind us that Moshe’s harsh punishment was due to the overly exacting standard that Hashem had for him, and not as a result of a multitude  of miscues that he committed.

No new theory can be advanced on this topic without an initial survey of that which has already been proposed.  However, as we will see presently, the פסוקים leave us with so many conflicting nuances that each commentator can justifiably ask every other commentator why he ignored this word or another.
Rashi sees the sin as being all about the missed opportunity to make a קידוש ה' (להקדישני), and specifically the type of קידוש ה' in which the people would have realized that God controls all of nature and all of nature is thus eager to do His bidding:

שאילו דברתם אל הסלע והוציא הייתי מקודש לעיני העדה ואומרים מה סלע זה שאינו מדבר ואינו שומע ואינו צריך לפרנסה מקיים דבורו של מקום קל וחומר אנו (רש"י במדבר כ"יב)

In a similar vein, although with a different twist, רבינו חננאל, as cited by Ramban, also sees the sin as a failure to glorify Hashem:

כי החטא הוא אמרם המן הסלע הזה נוציא לכם מים וראוי שיאמרו יוציא ה' לכם מים (רמב"ן במדבר כ:א)

For רבינו חננאל, the issue is not simply that Moshe (and by extension, Aharon), failed to exalt Hashem, but that they in fact stole His thunder by arrogating to themselves the central role in the miracle.
For his part, Ramban does not see the failure to make a קידוש ה' as the main failure in this incident, although it is not clear exactly what he does think was the major sin:

והאמת...הסכימו שניהם להכות בצור פעמיים (רמב"ן במדבר כ:א)

What, exactly, does Ramban find objectionable in the actions of Moshe?  True, the fact that the פסוק states that Moshe hit the rock twice does seem like an unnecessary detail that requires some explaining, but to elevate that to the level of the central transgression that led to Moshe and Aharon receiving the ultimate punishment is difficult to justify.  Perhaps the view of Ramban is best explained through the prism of Rambam:

וחטאו עליו השלום הוא שנטה לצד אחד מן הקצוות ממעלת המדות והיא הסבלנות.  כאשר נטה לצד הרגזנות באמרו שמעו נא המורים דקדק עליו השם יתברך (שמונה פרקים פרק ד')

For Rambam, the issue was not a failure to direct the people towards God, but rather a failure on the part of Moshe to control his emotions.  For Rambam, this is exemplified by Moshe’s angry statement referring to the people as rebels.  Perhaps for Ramban, this is demonstrated best when Moshe not only hits the rock, but when he finds it necessary to do so again.

Perhaps the most intriguing, and most original and controversial, of all of the views of this incident is the view of Abarbanel.  To his mind, Moshe and Aharon did not really do anything wrong at מי מריבה.  Their deviations from Hashem’s command were indeed minor and were not inherently deserving or such a harsh punishment.  Why, then, were they severely chastised and punished?

ודעתי בזה שמשה ואהרון נענשו בעבור עונות שעשו אהרון בעון העגל ואם משה אדונינו ענין המרגלים (אברבנאל במדבר כ:א)
Abarbanel feels that this entire incident was merely a cover-up for Moshe and Aharon.  In reality, each one had already lost their opportunity to enter the Land based on their involvement in the earlier, and far more significant, sins of the עגל הזהב and the חטא המרגלים.  However, clearly their roles in those incidents were not as great as the main protagonists, and Hashem wanted to allow them to save face by not punishing them along with the mobs who were swept up in the excitement of the worship of the עגל or the desperation following the negative report of the scouts.  Thus, only at the end of the forty year sojourn in the wilderness did Hashem create a “set-up” to allow them to fail in some way that would allow Him to publicly justify denying them a place in the Land.

What is striking about all of these answers is not only that each one focuses mainly on one word or clause in the פסוקים, without dealing with all of them, but also the fact that none of these commentators, save perhaps Abarbanel, endeavor to explain why the punishment fit the crime.  Moshe and Aharon had spent their entire careers focused on the one goal of bringing the Jews into ארץ כנען, and now at the very end of that mission, they are denied the chance to complete that mission based on a seemingly minor offense.  Furthermore, it should be noted that it is not clear that the seeming offense was all that bad.  The people did not know that Moshe was supposed to speak to the rock – was not water rushing from a rock, no matter how it was brought about, miraculous enough to create the potential for a קידוש ה'?  Did Moshe really miss the chance to focus the people religiously?  Was Moshe’s anger here demonstrably worse than his offer to resign when the people demanded meat?
To answer these questions, we will have to broaden the lens through which we view this incident.  We begin with some extremely overlooked פסוקים.  Virtually lost between the stories of Korach and Mei Meriva are words that should carry some degree of weight.  In Bamidbar 17:28 we find Bnei Yisrael saying 
כל הקרב הקרב אל משכן ה' יומת האם תמנו לגוע?
“anyone who comes close to Hashem will die; are we doomed to die?”  The people, having witnessed both the death of Korach and his men, as well as the death of others in the ensuing plague, have reached a point of despair, sensing that perhaps Hashem’s tent, previously thought to be a source of spiritual life for the nation, has now turned into the locus of physical death.  Hashem seems to be on a rampage, and there does not appear to be any end in sight.

These words should have significance since they are the final words uttered by the generation that left Egypt.  Chapters 18 and 19 focus on various laws whose placement here will not concern us now, and when Chapter 20 opens, the story has shifted to the 40th year, to the second generation.  The question that we will raise now and work back towards later in this shiur is why the story of the first generation ends so abruptly and on such a horrific note.  Why is there no closure to the Korach story (and its aftermath), and to the story of that generation as a whole?

Let us shift our focus for the moment to the story of Mei Meriva.  Many commentators seek to understand the events surround Moshe’s hitting the rock by comparing it to the most obvious parallel in Chumash, namely the story of Masa U’Meriva (Shemot 17).  However, I would like to suggest that the story of Korach may have some highly significant parallels to the Mei Meriva incident, and may ultimately be more valuable in explaining why Moshe Rabbeinu is punished with what was probably the ultimate punishment for him – his being prevented from ever entering the land that his entire career was focused one.

First, let us note the preponderance of textual similarities between the story of Korach and the story of Mei Meriva:

1. In both cases, the words used to describe the initial gathering of the people are virtually identical:

ויקהלו על משה ועל אהרן (טז:ג) 
ויקהלו על משה ועל אהרן (כ:ב) 
2. Similarly, Moshe’s (and Aharon’s) reactions are the same in both incidents:
וישמע משה ויפל על פניו (טז:ד) 
ויפלו על פניהם (כ:ו)

3. Hashem makes an appearance in both stories, again with the same words being used:
a. וירא כבוד ה' (טז:ז)
b. וירא כבוד ה' אליהם (כ:ו)
4. In both stories, the protesters invoke images of the Land that they have not seen and can scarcely hope to ever see.  
a. אף לא אל ארץ זבת חלב ודבש הביאותנו (טז:יד)
b. לא מקום זרע ותאנה וגפן ורמון (כ:ה)
Interestingly, not only do both complaints refer to well known descriptions of ארץ ישראל, but they refer to precisely those aspects of the Land that the מרגלים highlighted:

ויכרתו משם זמורה ואשכול ענבים אחד וישאוהו במוט בשנים ומן הרמונים ומן התאנים... (יג:כג)
וגם זבת חלב ודבש היא... (יג:כז)
5. Finally, there is the obviously similarity in the climactic event of each story – by Korach, the land splits open and the people are swallowed into it, while by מי מריבה the rock splits open and water comes gushing out of it.
Both linguistically, and in terms of the high point of the story, there seems to be some connection between the two incidents.  However, there is one more word that is key in both places.  In 20:12, Hashem tells Moshe that he is being punished “יען לא האמנתם בי להקדישני” – Moshe is chastised not for any specific action, but rather for failing to make a “kiddush Hashem.”  Had Moshe done as Hashem commanded him and spoken to the rock, he would have sanctified the name of the Lord in the eyes of the people.  Since he failed in that mission, he would have to be punished. 

Compare this to the prevalence of the root ק-ד-ש in the Korach story (טז:ג, ה, ז; יז:ב, ג).  What Moshe failed to do at Mei Meriva, he sought to control by Korach.  Korach claimed that his rebellion was all about “קדושה,” and Moshe’s counterargument was “והיה האיש אשר יבחר ה' הוא הקדוש” – only Hashem can decide who is truly holy.

However, there is a question about Moshe’s punishment which needs to be answered – how was Moshe to make a kiddush Hashem by Mei Meriva? The people did not know what Moshe was commanded to do!  Wasn’t making water flow from a rock by any means enough of a miracle that it could be considered a kiddush Hashem?

A closer look at the two incidents will reveal an amazing thing – that Moshe handled the two cases backwards.  

1) By Korach, Moshe makes a public speech announcing that the issue will be decided if Hashem make a בריאה, a new creation, namely the opening of the earth.  Moshe makes Hashem the arbiter of the dispute, even though the rebellion is ostensibly a political putsch against Moshe and Aharon.  By contrast, at Mei Meriva Moshe says “המן הסלע הזה נוציא לכם מים” – will WE bring forth water.  Even though this was all about Hashem, Moshe made this seem to be about himself and Aharon.

2) By Korach, Moshe addresses the rebels with the phrase “שמעו נא בני לוי” – he tries to diffuse their anger by referring to them in a brotherly fashion.  As Korach is his cousin, Moshe seeks to make this into nothing more than a family dispute, or at least an intra-tribal affair.
  On the other hand, when faced with a (justifiably) tired and thirsty nation at Mei Meriva, he yells at them “שמעו נא המורים” – referring to this desperate nation as rebels.

3) Finally, the staff that Moshe takes to hit the rock (20:9) seems to be the staff of Aharon, which was supposed to be a “משמרת לאות לבני מרי” – a symbol of those who rebelled (17:25).  Even though Hashem instructed Moshe to take המטה, which a casual reader should assume to be the staff that Moshe has used since we first met him back in Shemot, in fact the staff that Moshe takes is one that is described as being לפני ה', presumably meaning in the משכן.  As it is unlikely that Moshe stored his personal staff there, the only option is that this is the stick of Aharon that emerged victorious after the challenge described in Bamidbar 17.

By Korach, Moshe’s powers of leadership were at an all-time high.  He took a situation that was at it roots a political power struggle, and infused it with an aura of the divine.  He recognized that he was merely Hashem’s stand-in among the people, and thus any rebellion against him or Aharon was in actuality a rebellion against the wishes of Hashem.  By contrast, at Mei Meriva, where it should have been comparatively simple for Moshe to calm the people (after all, all that they wanted was water!), Moshe instead trumped up charges of a nation overtaken by the spirit of revolt.  The people came to Moshe thinking that Hashem had abandoned them and left them to die of thirst, and Moshe treated them as if they were questioning HIS authority.

Let us assume that this analysis is correct.  Let us assume that Moshe misjudged the people in the Mei Meriva incident.  Why should this result in the punishment that it does?

Let us go back to the abrupt ending at the end of Chapter 17.  There is one more oft-overlooked verse which forms the immediate background to the verse that we bagen this analysis with.  After Aharon’s staff has flowered and virtually turned into a tree in full bloom overnight, we are told

ויראו ויקחו איש מטהו (יז:כד)
Everyone involved in the “staff test” simply took their sticks, which were still nothing more than sticks, and went home.  We are not told that anyone had any reaction, that anyone marveled over what happened to Aharon’s staff, or that anyone responded to this miracle with a proclamation that Hashem and Moshe have been correct all along.  Rather, for the now dispirited nation, no display of Divine intervention could restore their instinctive faith in the man who took them out of Egypt.

Immediately following that story, we are presented with the two verses of Bnei Yisrael’s screams about how the משכן ה' has become a source of death rather than life.  And, as noted, that story ends as quickly as it begins, with the screams of the Jews being cut off by the סוף פסוק.  If we are sensitive to the way in which the Torah is written, if we can see the poetry in the form and structure of the פסוקים, then the verses leave the desperate screams of the people ringing in our ears for forty years.  The last that we hear of the people who left Egypt are their cries of desperation and rebellion, and perhaps the Torah is writing it in this way to signal to us that Moshe has these same cries ringing in his ears for the duration of the people’s stay in the wilderness.  The multiple rebellions inspired by Korach left such a deep impression on Moshe that when the people came forward with another complaint forty years later – albeit a fairly legitimate complaint – Moshe misjudged the situation and treated them as if they were their parents’ generation.

As such, at Mei Meriva it was revealed that Moshe could no longer lead the Jewish people, as he had lost touch with who they were.  He was punishing the sons for the sins of their fathers, and when a Jewish leader reaches such a level of disconnect with his followers, then the time has come for a new leader.  Thus, Hashem tells Moshe that his punishment will be “לא תביאו את הקהל הזה” – he cannot bring THIS nation into the land, because he is not in touch with who they are, and thus the time has come for Moshe to step down.

� See Rashi, who attributes Korach’s bitterness to his being passed over for the נשיאות of the family of קהת.


� My thanks to Rabbi Menachem Leibtag for noting this point.  See his shiur on Parashat Chukat on � HYPERLINK "http://www.tanach.org" �www.tanach.org� for a fuller exposition.





