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I was saddened this week to learn that prominent members of the Conservative community have 

made the decision to officiate at weddings of interfaith couples. I fear that this development 

represents only the beginning of a widening trend to normalize intermarriage outside of strictly 

Orthodox circles. And so I’d like to share with you this morning an observation about the 

relevance of this phenomenon for us.  

 

Two of Korach’s lieutenants, Datan and Aviram, say something to Moshe in our Parsha that tests 

the limits of audacity.  

 : ַהְמַעט, ִּכי ֶהֱעִליָתנּו ֵמֶאֶרץ זַָבת ָחָלב ּוְדַבׁש, ַלֲהִמיֵתנּו, ַּבִּמְדָּבר

 

“Is it a small thing, Moshe, that you took us out of a land flowing with milk and honey to kill us 

in the wilderness?” 

 

In arguing against Moshe’s authority and track record, they invert history to such a degree that 

they now allege that Egypt was in fact the Promised Land. Not only had Moshe failed to redeem 

the Israelites from slavery and deliver them to Israel; on their telling of the story, Moshe had 

actually deprived them of the charmed lives they’d been leading in מצרים.  

 

One has to wonder: So preposterous were their allegations, did Datan and Aviram even believe 

their own words? And even more fundamentally, just what was it that went so wrong for them? 

Just what was it that triggered the spewing of such vitriol?  

 

What I’d like to propose is that this type of rhetoric on the part of Datan and Aviram actually 

comes as little surprise. They’re not always mentioned by name, but the Midrash is quick to 

point out when the principle agitators in the biblical narrative are none other than the two 

trouble-makers who rise to the fore in our Parsha.  

 

The first time we meet them is in the opening chapters of שמות. When Moshe first ventures out to 

see the suffering of his people, the Torah tells us: 

 

ֶע-.  יד ַוּיֹאֶמר ִמי ָׂשְמ- ְלִאיׁש ַׂשר ְוׁשֵֹפט, ֲאנִָׁשים ִעְבִרים נִִּצים; ַוּיֹאֶמר, ָלָרָׁשע, ָלָּמה ַתֶּכה, רֵ -ג ַוּיֵֵצא ַּבּיֹום ַהֵּׁשנִי, ְוִהּנֵה ְׁשנֵי
ַהִּמְצִרי-ַהְלָהְרגֵנִי ַאָּתה אֵֹמר, ַּכֲאֶׁשר ָהַרגְָּת ֶאת--ָעֵלינּו  

 

Rashi says the two Jews were in fact Datan and Aviram.  

 

Moshe tries to intervene and they react. In fact, they overreact: “Who made you our judge and 

jury?! What are you going to do – kill us like you killed the Egyptian?!” 

 

And then we meet them again a few chapters later. After Moshe and Aharon meet with Pharaoh 

for the first time, he responds by increasing the workload of the Israelites. He demands the same 

quota of bricks, but without the provision of straw. And as they’re leaving the palace, Moshe and 
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Aharon bump into the Israelite foremen – and once again the Midrash identifies them as Datan 

and Aviram.  

 

 ַאֲהרֹן, נִָּצִבים ִלְקָראָתם, ְּבֵצאָתם, ֵמֵאת ַּפְרעֹה.  כא ַוּיֹאְמרּו ֲאֵלֶהם, יֵֶרא יְהָוה ֲעֵליֶכם ְויְִׁשּפֹט:  ֲאֶׁשר-מֶֹׁשה ְוֶאת-ֶאתכ ַוּיְִפְּגעּו 

 .ֶחֶרב ְּביָָדם, ְלָהְרגֵנּו-ֵריֵחנּו, ְּבֵעינֵי ַפְרעֹה ּוְבֵעינֵי ֲעָבָדיו, ָלֶתת-ִהְבַאְׁשֶּתם ֶאת

 

“God should judge you!” they say. “You’ve made us stink in the eyes of Pharaoh. You’ve 

handed him the sword to kill us.”  

 

So now in our Parsha whey they say, “You’ve take us out of a goodly land so that we can die in 

the wilderness,” the pattern becomes clear.  

 

They turn every issue into a case of life and death.  

 

In the first episode, Moshe simply asks a question: “Why are you fighting?” Of course Datan and 

Aviram know full well the Moshe has no intention of killing them. But they exaggerate and turn 

a passing problem into a crisis of mortal danger. 

 

And then again with the straw and the bricks: There’s no sword. And there’s no threat to life. 

Yes – things get a little worse – but they blow the whole thing out of proportion. 

 

And finally in our Parsha: Korach is questioning the authority of Moshe and Aharon. No one’s 

life is on the line. And yet Datan and Aviram once again make a mountain of a molehill.  

 

We could speculate about why, but it’s clear that Datan and Aviram have no sense of 

perspective. They’re not interested in the Jewish past and they’re not interested in the Jewish 

future. 

 

Which is how the משך חכמה interprets their refrain לא נעלה. “If none of us is going into the land, 

Moshe, what gives you any authority?” 

 

At every turn, they fail to appreciate that they’re part of a longer narrative. 

 

Moshe is allergic to injustice. Their petty squabble is sandwiched between two other episodes in 

which Moshe tries to bring צדק to the world. But they can’t appreciate this because they see only 

themselves and their contemporary moment. 

 

Or again when Moshe and Aharon visit Pharaoh: Don’t Datan and Aviram know that Moshe and 

Aharon are on a divine mission to redeem the Israelites and free them from bondage? Maybe 

today you won’t have straw to make bricks, but tomorrow you won’t have to make bricks at all! 

 

And even if in the aftermath of the spies one generation won’t be able to enter the Promised 

Land, another most assuredly will! 
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When there’s no sense of context – when there’s an abject failure to account for the past and 

future – then of course every present-day challenge is the only one that’s visible. It rises to 

hyperbolic pitch and inevitably generates a regrettable response. 

 

I have no doubt that these rabbis who condone intermarriage are motivated by noble intentions. 

But history and destiny matter. Young Jews marrying non-Jews is not the problem. The problem 

is the absence of any compelling reason for them to do otherwise. When there’s no value on 

Jewish education, how could anyone expect anything different?  

 

The statistics are very simple.  

 

Ninety percent of day school graduates marry Jews.  

Among the non-day-school population the number is 30%. 

 

Of course I recognize that there are other factors and the day school population is made up by 

and large of kids from homes where the parents are more engaged and invested. But these 

numbers can’t just blithely be ignored.  

 

People can use words like courage and inclusivity and expansion until they’re blue in the face. 

They can rearrange the deck chairs and move the goalposts and change the rules to their heart’s 

content.  

 

But if someone tells you they want to have Jewish grandchildren, there’s only one proven recipe 

for success: And that’s Jewish education. 

 

• It’s a financial challenge. 

• It means there are fewer choices about where children can go to school.  

• It’s more work for both the kids and the parents.  

 

But we do it because we care about our Jewish future. Our grandparents made sacrifices for us. 

And we make sacrifices for the next generation.  

 

On Thursday we took a trip to the YU museum and we saw some exceptional books and 

manuscripts on loan from the Corpus Christi Collection at Oxford. Among them was one of the 

oldest Rashi manuscripts in the world. But perhaps the most evocative text of all was a siddur: A 

handwritten codex from 13
th

 century England. And any day school graduate in 2017 could pick 

up that text and start davening from it today. And their grandchildren will be able to do the same.  

 

But for communities who aren’t willing to prioritize Jewish education, what chance do they 

stand? Their grandkids will see that siddur behind a glass case and it will be as incomprehensible 

to them as the Latin and Greek texts in the next display.  

 

Of course there are exceptions to every rule and our day schools are far from perfect. But you 

don’t need a doctorate in statistics to interpret the data. The non-day-school world only finds 

itself making these concessions because their young people are marrying out in droves.  
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Lowering the bar of Jewish affiliation and hiding behind the mask of inclusivity represents not 

only a breach of the sacred; but an affront to the memory of all those Jews throughout the 

millennia who gave up so much so that their grandchildren would have the freedom to practice 

and preserve the Judaism they loved.  

 

And I’ll go even further. 

 

Every step toward the acceptance of intermarriage is simultaneously a step away from the camp 

of traditional Judaism and Jewish unity. Opportunities to join together with the liberal 

denominations have always been limited. But at least we could agree in broad brushstrokes on 

some common goals: Ethical monotheism, חסד, Israel, the continuity of the Jewish people. Well 

now our list of shared values is even shorter. 

 

“But rabbi,” you’ll say, “of course we oppose intermarriage and of course we support day 

schools. What more we can do?” 

 

The answer is a lot. I’ll leave you with three suggestions.  

 

First, we have to purge the language of cynicism from our communal discourse about Jewish 

education. We can acknowledge the challenges, but we should talk with great pride about the 

accomplishments of our schools and our students. Positivity is contagious. We need to be 

boosters and cheerleaders for day school education. We live in a world with porous boundaries. 

You never know who might just be sitting on the fence waiting to hear a compelling argument 

from a trusted friend about why day school is the right decision.  

 

Second, we have to start working to create a culture in which a career in Jewish education is 

considered not only dignified, but prestigious. How are we going to attract the best and brightest 

to become Jewish educators if teaching at a Jewish school won’t pay the mortgage? It’s not just 

about money; it’s about according honor to men and women who devote themselves to the most 

important and sacred work in the world.  

 

And finally, we have to change the way we think about supporting Jewish education so that 

everyone understands it’s a communal obligation. Thanks to the voluntary day school line on our 

dues statement, we’ve raised awareness and we’ve raised tens of thousands of dollars for our day 

schools. Someone came to meet with me recently and said he wants to leave a significant portion 

of his estate to support Jewish education. Imagine if a hundred people did the same. The user 

model is untenable. Parents can’t do it alone. We all need to accept this responsibility as our 

own.  

 

If we only treat the symptom without addressing the cause or considering the broader context, 

then the words of Datan and Aviram will continue to ring true: לא נעלה. We will never rise to 

meet the challenge of the moment. If we really want to do something about intermarriage, let’s 

really do something about Jewish education. The Jewish present and the Jewish future are too 

important not to.  

 


