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Parshat Korach
Fight or Flight

Simon Wolf

In the aftermath of the quashing of Korach’s
rebellion, there was little remnant of the
insurrection. Korach, Datan, Aviram and their
cohort were swallowed up along with their families
and their possessions leaving nothing behind.
The two hundred and fifty presenters of the
incense were consumed by a fire from God. From
the whole ordeal, the only items that survive are
the censers in which the dissenters offered
Ketoret in order to determine who God’s chosen
priest was. Those pans become the subject of
God'’s instructions to Moshe after the rebellion
had been subdued. “God spoke to Moshe saying:
‘Speak to El'azar the son of Aharon the priest to
remove the fire pans from amongst the burning;
and scatter the fire; for they are sacred. The
censers of those who have sinned at the cost of
their lives, let them be hammered into sheets as
a plating for the altar. Since they have been used
for an offering to God, they are sacred. And let
them serve as a sign to Bnei Yisrael.” El'azar the
priest took the copper fire pans which had been
used for offering by those who were consumed in
the fire; they were hammered into plating as a
cover for the altar, in order to be a memorial to
Bnei Yisrael, so that no outsider, who is not of
Aharon’s offspring, should presume to offer
incense before God and that there not be as
Korach and as his band (inTy21 mj73 nma ¥'n); as
God spoke to him through Moshe ( pip® 7271 W¢Xd
i7 nyn 12).""

The Netziv in the Ha’Emek Davar? and the Meshiv
Davar® notes that the fact that the fire pans were
the sole item preserved is an indication that the
motives behind the parties rebelling against
Moshe and Aharon were distinct. Datan and
Aviram were disenchanted with Moshe’s
leadership and joined the rebellion to express
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their distaste and resentment towards Moshe.
Their issue was solely with Moshe and for that
reason they did not participate in the offering of
the incense. On the other hand, the two hundred
and fifty leaders of Bnei Yisrael who offered the
incense were compelled to act by their burning
love for and desire to draw close to God. They
were willing and maybe even aspiring to die in
their quest to elevate their souls to God. The only
way for them to realize that goal was to eliminate
Moshe and Aharon who locked them out of
approaching the Mishkan and God. Therefore,
their insurgency against the leadership was a
means to an end and not particularly directed at
Moshe and Aharon. They were solely driven by
delusional ambitions and misguided positive
motives. Korach, who also offered incense,
appeared to be a part of this spiritually aspiring
group, but in truth his underlying consideration
was his personal standing and craving for power
which made him much more akin to Datan and
Aviram. His leading of the provocation against
Moshe and Aharon was all out of selfish
considerations. That is why the Torah states that
the purpose of the cover to be furnished by El'azar
was so there should not be an insurrection “similar
to Korach and similar to his assembly ( n'n' X7
inTyY21 N1?7?),” rather than the simpler formulation
“similar to Korach and his assembly ( n1jp3 N X7
inTy!), indicating that there was a difference
between the two parties. It was a reminder that
one should not engage in discord not only when it
is for their own benefit or personal interest (n1j73),
but even when the intentions are constructive and
for a Mitzva (inTv21).

The Torah indicates that God had previously
disclosed this information to Moshe ( "2T UX?
i n¥n T2 pip). How to read this phrase, the
antecedent of “him” and what exactly was already
communicated by God to Moshe is a major
dispute amongst the Rishonim. While this seems
to be a minor grammatical issue, it is influential in
determining one’s interpretation of the previous
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statement in the verse (inTuYd1 NP> aq N'71)
which has broader implications.

Rashi states that whenever the Torah utilizes the
words, “to me (*7),” “to him (17)” and “to them
(on%)” juxtaposed to the word speaking (0aT), it
actually means “concerning (7v)” rather than “to”;
“about me ('7v),” “about him (1"7v)” and “about
them (nn"™7v).”* Therefore, in this case, the verse
would read “as God spoke to Moshe about him
(i7 nwn T2 P17' 2T WKI).” Based on the
Midrash,® the antecedent to “him,” according to
Rashi, is Korach, “as God spoke to Moshe with
regards to Korach.”® Korach in this instance
represents those that challenge the Kehuna.’
God is telling Moshe that the resultant punishment
for those that dispute the legitimacy of the Kehuna
or try to usurp their mandate “will not be similar to
Korach and his band (inTu21 naj> aae 8'1),” who
were swallowed up, but rather in the manner “that
God conveyed to Moshe (T2 i 2T XD
nwn).” Rav Ashi in the Gemara in Sanhedrin®
explains that the usage of the phrase “by the hand
of Moshe (nwn T2)” instead of “to Moshe (nein%)’
is hinting at a literary linguistic parallel to Moshe’s
hand that is front and center when God is
providing Moshe with signs for Bnei Yisrael in
Egypt. There, God instructs Moshe to put his
hand in his bosom and when he removes it, it is
covered in Tzara’at.® The sum of all this is that
those that challenge the Kehuna will be stricken
with Tzara’at as is evidenced by King Uziya who
breaks out in Tzara’at when attempting to
appropriate the Kehuna and offer incense in the
Temple.'®
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As a secondary reading, the |bn Ezra quotes the
possibility, similar to Rashi, that the antecedent to
“him” is Korach.!" He opines on that option as
being extremely far-fetched and implausible.
Even more interesting is that in the printed
versions of Rashi, this explanation, that the
antecedent is Korach, is prefaced with the
disclaimer that it is a Midrashic interpretation
(my 72w 1wnTni). That is because Rav Yosef Kara
claims that he offered an alternate more
compelling interpretation to Rashi'? which Rashi
in later editions of his commentary adopted as the
primary reading of the verse.

Rav Yosef Kara’s suggestion is that, similar to
Rashi, the “to him (17)” in the Pasuk is to be
understood as “about him (1"7v).” Though, instead
of the antecedent being Korach, he claims that it
is Aharon and this also seems to be the
preferential interpretation of the Ibn Ezra.'
Therefore, the verse would read, “as God spoke
to Moshe about Aharon,” that no one would
supplant Aharon and his descendants as the
priests. Rav Yose Kara anchors this mandate in
the earlier directive to Moshe that, “any foreigner
who encroaches shall be put to death (230 10l
nni').”!3 This phrase appears a number of times,
each instance of which is relevant, though the
most compelling derivation is likely from the
verse, “You shall appoint Aaron and his sons, and
they shall maintain their priesthood (-nx| QX NXI
DNINYTNK NRY| Tron 113); “any foreigner who
encroaches shall be put to death (23pn Yl
nni)." 4

According to Rav Yosef Kara,'® the phrase “as
God spoke to Moshe about Aharon” references
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God’s statement to Moshe earlier in the Pasuk.
The purpose of the cover for the altar was a
reminder “that no outsider, who is not of Aharon’s
offspring, should presume to offer incense before
God ( xR vt K7 WK IT UK 27! K7 WK |un
1i7' 197 v 1'vrAY Kin)"'® and there will not be
another challenger to the Kehuna similar to
Korach (inTy21 mjz> aqe §'n1) for God already
indicated to Moshe that no one would supplant
Aharon and his descendants as the priests ("&x?
i7 nun T2 217 "2T). It provides the reason why
there should not be any further provocations of
this genre.

Rashi reads the Pasuk in a similar fashion to Rav
Yosef Kara with one nuanced change.’” Rather
than “there will not be another challenger to the
Kehuna similar to Korach (inTu21 napd nmar §'n)”
being read as a statement of what will not happen
because of God’s enjoining Moshe that Aharon
will not be replaced, it is providing an additional
reason for the altar's cover. The cover is a
reminder “that no outsider, who is not of Aharon’s
offspring, should presume to offer incense before
God and in order that there be no provocations
similar to Korach and his assembly ( n!n' X7¢ 13
inTY2l Nj72) because God already indicated to
Moshe that no one would supplant Aharon and his
descendants as the priests.” It is a preventative
measure against such a recurrence.'8

The simplest explanation of the verse is proffered
by the Rashbam.' He suggests that the “to him”
in the Pasuk is referring to El'azar who received
God’s instructions that he fashion a cover for the
altar from the remaining fire pans from Moshe.?°
Elazar faithfully carries out that directive “And
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El'azar the priest took the copper fire pans...as
God spoke to (instructed) El'azar through Moshe
(i% nen T2 7P 12T WWKI)."?' According to the
Rashbam, the purpose of the cover is to be a
reminder to Bnei Yisrael in order that no outsider
attempt to offer incense before God and in order
that there be no repeat of an insurrection similar
to Korach and his assembly.

All these commentators do not view “that there not
be as Korach and as his band ( mjp> nm' N
inTY21),” as a command, but rather as a statement
of fact (x\a7 '™1), as an explanation as to the
purpose of the cover (n"awnl "wn) or as a
commitment that such a punishment of the earth
swallowing up people would not recur ( 7"tn WA T
"y1a xam). That is likely because the phrase
begins with a “Vav (1), and,” connecting it to the
previous statements in the verse. Contrastingly,
the Gemara in Sanhedrin states that anyone who
encourages or perpetuates discord is in violation
of a negative precept “that one not be as Korach
and as his band (inTu21 M3 A N'1)."%2 The
Meharsha claims that the Gemara’s position was
necessitated by the fact that the Pasuk already
gave a reason for the cover (w'x 21j7' X7 WX |ynY
11) and therefore this extraneous statement ( N'n
inTYI M) ') must be an independent
demand and not an additional reason.?

The Rambam, in his introduction to the Sefer
HaMitzvot, discusses how it is only possible to
know through context when the Torah utilizes the
word “Lo (X%), should not,” whether it is an
imperative not to do something, a negative
precept (nwyn xY7), or simply a statement of fact.?*
The Rambam cites the verse found in this week’s
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Parsha “that there not be as Korach and as his
band (imTY21 P73 A N'1)” as a prime example
of this phenomenon. Surprisingly, he claims that
the context favors explaining the Pasuk as did
Chazal that “there will not be (n'7hw xInW)" a
repeat of Korach’s punishment for those that
challenge the Kehuna, instead they will be
stricken with Tzara’at (nyax). Even though
Chazal also interpret the phrase as being an
imperative (that one not be as Korach), he deems
that to simply be an allegorical hint (xn>nox) to
proper conduct, but not a full-fledged Torah
derivation. The position of the Rambam is
surprising from a number of standpoints. Firstly,
he cites context as being the decisive factor in
understanding the meaning of the verse, but then
uses the interpretation of Chazal to explain the
verse. Even if one accepts that Chazal’s
interpretation is the simple understanding of the
Pasuk, how does the Rambam know which
explanation of Chazal to take literally and which
to take figuratively since they are back-to-back
statements in the Gemara Sanhedrin. Moreover,
as already noted above, the interpretation he
chose seems to be a very convoluted
understanding of the verse especially since the
phrase “by Moshe’s hand (nwn 112),” which is the
basis for the interpretation of Chazal, is a
commonly found literary style of the Torah.
Therefore, it would appear that the Rambam must
have followed this path because he thinks that the
restriction of engaging in disputes is not the
simple interpretation for another reason.

The Rambam counts as negative commandment
number forty-three, the Torah’s restriction against
cutting oneself (ITTann x7)?° while grieving over
the passing of one’s relative or in an idolatrous
practice.?® In addition, the Rambam subsumes
under this restriction, based on Chazal’s homiletic
interpretation, the requirement that there should
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not be multiple practices or factions within a single
city (nimian nimian 1wyn x7).%” He deems this latter
interpretation as homiletic and then says that this
is similar to “that there not be as Korach and as
his band (imT¥21 N> ' §'11)° which s
homiletically explained as being a restriction
against engaging in disputes, but the simple
interpretation of the phrase is that the verse is
coming to scare any individual (X2 NIin X7
TnonY%) that is considering challenging the
Kehuna. They should desist from such behavior
so that they do not end up similar to Korach. He
then supports this contention that it is not a
negative commandment by noting that Chazal
also did not see this as a negative precept in their
interpretation that “there will not be (n'1"Yw xInw)”
a repeat of Korach’s punishment for those that
challenge the Kehuna, but rather Tzara’at.

In the end it is clear that the Rambam does not
see “that there not be as Korach and as his band
(imTY21 N2 A N')” as a restriction though
according to him it might be subsumed under the
restriction against engaging in divisive behavior
(MImax NITIAR 1WYN &7).28 As to what is the simple
meaning of the phrase, the Rambam offered the
possibility that it was meant as a deterrence
against challenging the Kehuna (so one does not
end up similar to Korach) or, similar to the
interpretation (wnT) of Chazal, that it is an
indication that the punishment of those dissenters
will be Tzara’at and not annihilation like Korach.
The Meshech Chochma tries to reconcile these
two possibilities by suggesting that if one
completely supplants the Kohanim with outsiders
(onipna 0T IIN'1 01NN NfY* oK) they will suffer
the fate of Korach, whereas if a single individual
usurps the place of the Kohanim by acting similar
to a Kohen (1127 ampnn ata), they will be stricken
with Tzara'at.?®
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The Ramban challenges the Rambam’s
understanding of the verse for many of the
reasons noted above.®® He then suggests that
the simple understanding of the verse is that the
cover is to remind outsiders not to offer incense
and not to act similar to Korach and if that is the
case he believes that then it would be counted as
a negative precept. He then suggests that the
Chazal’s extension of this to any dispute is only a
homiletic rebuke (x1n nndIM 0T), but the primary
restriction posited by the verse is a warning
against engaging in altercations regarding the
divine ordained sanctity of the Kohanim. While
offering both of these possibilities, the Ramban in
his count of the Mitzvot never actually enumerates
this as a negative precept.

While the Ramban does not seem to accept his
own suggestions, there are many other Geonim
and Rishonim who count “that one not be as
Korach and as his band (inTy21 ") Nt X71)” as
a negative Torah precept that is violated by
anyone who encourages or perpetuates discord.
The Sefer Halachot Gedolot enumerates “that
one not be as Korach and as his band ( n'n' X%
inTY2l NMl)” in his list of Torah prescribed
negative commandments that are subject to
lashes.3®  The Yerai'im3? describes it as a
restriction against challenging the priesthood
(mndn 2y DTN WY X7w) which also serves as
a paradigmatic stricture warning against an
individual challenging anyone divinely granted a
position of power or stature (22 2v W' X7 I
AXI'N NI¥XNA T2 17 MW 0TI DTX). This is further
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expanded by the Sefer Mitzvot HaKatan3?® who
counts “that one not be as Korach and as his
band (inTv21 M2 N N71)” as a restriction
against challenging the priesthood and also
subsumes within this negative precept that one
should not be contentious ( n'n* X7w AT IXT 7'
npi’nn 72 pIX).  In enumerating this as a
negative precept, the Sefer Mitzvot HaGadol
renders the most expansive view of this restriction
by simply citing the Gemara in Sanhedrin
verbatim (72 My npitnna p'tnnn ') -
“anyone who encourages or perpetuates discord
is in violation of the Lav “that one not be as Korach
and as his band (inTy21 P13 it 871).734 This also
seems to be the view of the Sefer Charedim,3® the
Rabbeinu Yona3¢ and the Chafetz Chaim.3” The
Mishna Berura sees this restriction as being so
fundamental that he actually counts it amongst
the continuous Mitzvot that a person needs to be
constantly aware of and vigilant of not violating.®®

The Gemara in Gittin relates that Rav Huna and
Rav Chisda were sitting and learning together
when they noticed an individual named Gneiva
approaching them. “One said to the other, ‘let us
stand before him, for he is a Torah sage.” The
other responded, ‘before a quarrelsome person
we should stand?!”3® From this incident, the Meiri
draws a general conclusion which is that any
Talmid Chacham who is not outstanding in his
character and conduct, other sages have no
obligation to honor him or show deference
towards him.*® While this broader conclusion may
be correct, it seems from the simple reading of the
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Gemara that there is something particularly
malignant about someone who sows or thrives on
discord. This is further evidenced by the following
law that is uniquely applicable to someone who is
quarrelsome. Based on a Yerushalmi in Pe’ah,*’
the Rabbeinu Yona,*? the S’'mag*® and the Orchot
Tzadikim** all codify the fact that one may speak
L’Shon Hara about a contentious person. The
Chafetz Chaim severely limits that dispensation
with a number of qualifications, the primary one
being that it is only true in cases where the L’'shon
HaRa will cause the discord to dissipate.*®
Nevertheless, the fact that the violation of Lashon
HaRa, which is on par with the three cardinal
sins,*® is waved in certain circumstances for a
factious or disputatious individual indicates the
depravity that is associated with engaging in and
perpetuating conflict.

The Sh’iltot D’Rav Achai Ga’on has an interesting
formulation with regards to the need to not
engage in disputes. “Itis restricted for a member
of Yisrael to engage in conflict since discord leads
them to hate each other which the Torah restricts
when it says, ‘do not hate your brother in your
heart (72272 'nx"nx Mawn-xY).” Despite locating
this in Parshat Korach, he does not indicate that
there is an inherent restriction against engaging in
disagreement, but rather focuses on the resultant
impact of being involved in such strife. It is the
indelible toll that quarreling takes on the character
of the individual that the Torah shuns rather than
the conflict itself. The reasons for the discord or
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determining which side is justified or right hold
less significance; it is the immersion in such
confrontations that is deemed so negative for all
parties involved. It emphasizes the harmful
nature and perniciousness of engaging in
divisiveness, discord, and altercations. So much
so, that the Torah goes to the extent of imposing
a specific restriction against engaging in such
behavior and makes a demand for continuous
awareness and vigilance to avoid its enticing trap,
recognizing the harm it can cause to individuals,
communities or nations. This is particularly true
when individuals perpetuate disputes, exhibit a
contentious demeanor, or refuse to seek
compromise or reconciliation.

And the opposite is also true, where there is
peace, consideration and concern for others, it
has a positive effect on the person’s nature and
disposition. The Torah promotes unity, harmony,
and peaceful interactions as essential values for
personal growth and communal well-being. This
is so eloquently expressed in the Mishna at the
end of Taharot*” which states, “Rabbi Shimon ben
Halafta said: the Holy One, Blessed be He, found
no vessel that could contain blessing for Yisrael
save that of peace (n>7a j'tnn "D n"apn Xx¥xn XY
nDi?un X7 'xwh), as it is written: ‘God will give
strength unto his people; God will bless his people
with peace (pi7¢a inu-nx 2! i)

Shabbat Shalom
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