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 Shabbat Korach 
5 Tammuz 5766
June 30 - July 1, 2006

Annual: Numbers 16:1 - 18:32

Triennial: Numbers 16:20 – 17:24

Haftarah: I Samuel 11:14 – 12:22


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary
This week’s parashah tells of an insurrection, perhaps two insurrections.  The antagonists are Korach and his followers, from the tribe of Levi, and Dathan and Abiram (and On?) of the tribe of Reuben. Both groups of resent the leadership and authority of Moshe and Aharon.  Korach, who is Moshe’ first cousin – his father Izhar is the brother of Moshe’s father Amram – argues that “all (members) of the community are holy, all of them, and HaShem is in their midst.  Why then do you raise yourselves about HaShem’s congregation?” Are they vying for Moshe’s leadership position or for Aharon’s position as kohen?  Moshe responds: “Is it not enough for you that the God of Israel has set you apart from the community of Israel and given you access to Him, to perform the duties of HaShem’s Tabernacle and to minister to the community and serve them?  Now that He has advanced you and your fellow Levites with you, do you seek the priesthood too?”  While one can infer from his response that the Korahites were primarily interested in usurping Aharon’s position, we must remember that Moshe too served in a priestly capacity, for example, when he officiated at Aharon’s consecration.

Although the protest of the leaders of the tribe of Reuben is mentioned in the first verse of the parashah, it seems that they are a separate faction of rebels.  Perhaps they feel that, being descendants from Jacob’s first-born son, they and their tribe should be the pre-eminent leaders, not Moshe and Aharon, descendants of Jacob’s third-born son, Levi.  In the course of the parashah, there are times when they are mentioned together with Korach and his followers and times when they are mentioned without any reference to the other group.  (Pay careful attention when you read Chapters 16.  Elsewhere in the Torah we find Korach mentioned without any reference to Dathan and Abiram – Numbers 27:3 – and Dathan and Abiram mentioned without any reference to Korach – Deuteronomy 11:6) Dathan and Abiram do not mention any claims to the priesthood.  They are primarily interested in challenging Moshe’s leadership: “Is it not enough that you brought us from a land flowing with milk and honey to have us die in the wilderness, that you would also lord it over us?”  (Note their impudence: To them, Egypt – not Eretz Yisrael – was the land flowing with milk and honey.)



Ultimately, these insurrections are rebellions against God, for it was God who chose Moshe to lead the people and Aharon to serve as priest.  God does not leave any ambiguity as to where He stands.  The two hundred fifty rebels who accompanied Korach, Dathan and Abiram were told to take their fire pans, put incense in them and bring their pans before HaShem; all of them were consumed by a fire that went forth from HaShem.  Korach and his people were swallowed up alive by the earth, a most terrifying sight.  A plague killed 14,700 Israelites, perhaps sympathizers with the rebels, before Aharon interceded and made expiation for them.  And finally, of all the staffs that were brought into the Tent of Meeting – one for each chieftain and one for Aharon – only Aharon’s staff sprouted and produced blossoms, again affirming HaShem’s choice of Aharon as the spiritual leader of the people.

The parashah ends with a listing of the material rewards that the priests and Levites receive as compensation for their service to HaShem and His Tabernacle.

II.  Commentary:  Controversy and Dispute
We Jews love to discuss, debate and argue.  Much of the Talmud is just that, one rabbi trying to advance his opinion and his colleagues challenging his line of reasoning and disputing his conclusions.  However, we must be aware that there are proper ways to argue and improper ways as well.  This is what the Mishnah says in Pirke Avot (5:17)

Every controversy that is for the sake of Heaven will in the end endure; but one that is not for the sake of Heaven will not endure in the end.  A controversy for the sake of Heaven: such was the controversy of Hillel and Shammai.  And one that was not for the sake of Heaven: such was the controversy of Korach and all is company.

You may remember the passage that I taught at Okigwe and that was printed in Shalom Africa for Parashat Tetzaveh.

Rabbi Abba said in the name of Samuel: For three years there was a dispute between the school of Shammai and the school of Hillel, the ones asserting, "The law is according to our views," and the others asserting, "The law is according to our views." Then a divine voice went forth and said, "The utterances of the one and those of the other are both the words of the living God, but the law is according to the school of Hillel."

That is the kind of dispute or controversy referred to in the Mishnah.  Both schools of thought are trying to discern God’s truth.  There are no hidden agendas or attempts to grab power.  The heavenly voice tells them that the views of both have a lot of merit – in fact, they are the words of the living God – even though, at the end of the day, the argument of the school of Hillel was to be preferred.

Such is not the case with the controversy fomented by Korach and his followers.  Here is a selection of some of the commentaries on this Mishnah:

For the sake of Heaven: That is, to establish truth, or to upbraid human beings because of their transgressions – and not out of a passion for lording it over others or building up a reputation or self-glorification at the expense of others. (Vitry)

Those who debate with others not out of low motives, but out of a desire to seek the truth – their words will endure and not come to an end.  So too, those who put others on the straight path, HaShem will reward them in that He will keep them from sin.  But those who lead others astray will be punished by HaShem, in that He will deprive them of the opportunity to repent.  (Maimonides)

The controversy of Hillel and Shammai: In their debates one of them would render a decision and the other would argue against it, out of a desire to discover the truth, not out of cantankerousness or out of the wish to prevail over his fellow.  That is why when he was right, the words of the person who disagreed, endured.  A controversy not for the sake of Heaven was the controversy of Korach and his company; for they came to undermine Moshe, our master, may he rest in peace, and his position, out of envy and contentiousness and ambition for victory. (Meiri)

So it is for all of us: before we enter into a dispute, we must examine our hearts and try to discern our motives.  What are we trying to accomplish?  Is it for the sake of heaven – that is, searching for the truth and advancing the cause of HaShem and His Holy Torah?  Or are we merely serving the interests of our ego?

[The commentaries above are taken from Judah Goldin’s masterful edition of Pirke Avot, The Living Talmud: The Wisdom of the Fathers and Its Classical Commentaries.]

III.  When Things Don’t Go as Planned
I am sharing the story below because it sheds some light on the Jewish experience in the United States – the antagonism we have suffered and, at the same time, the support we have received from the same quarter.  Read this account and the Talmudic tale that follows.  (Click here for more information about Iwo Jima.)

Iwo Jima and the Rabbi

The most famous image in American history was Joe Rosenthal's photo of the second flag raising over Mount Suribachi on the island of Iwo Jima in February of 1945, toward the end of the first week of battle. (The first flag was considered too small to be seen clearly from a distance, so a larger flag was brought in from one of the ships.) The photo is memorialized in Washington, DC, in the Marine Corps Memorial.  It is an image we all know. It is an image that tells the world that Americans planted the flag of freedom at great price.

What many of us don't know is that the battle for this piece of volcanic real estate that reeked of sulphur was one of the bloodiest of World War II. Beginning on February 19, 1945, Marine forces, 70,000 strong, fought an unknown number of deeply entrenched Japanese defenders inch by inch, yard by yard, for five weeks. In the end, the Marines took over 25,000 casualties, with more than 6,000 killed in action taking the island.

We would fail in our duty, not just to each other as Americans, but to our brothers and sisters around the world, if we failed to remember the eloquent eulogy delivered by an American rabbi at the dedication of the Marine Cemetery at the end of the fighting.

Rabbi Roland B. Gittlesohn was the first Jewish Chaplain for the Marine Corps. More than 1,500 Jewish Marines were in the invading force at Iwo Jima. Rabbi Gittlesohn was in the thick of the battle, ministering to fallen Marines of every faith under enemy fire. He shared their fear, horror and despair. His unending efforts to comfort the wounded and inspire the fearful earned him three decorations.

After the battle, the Division Chaplain, Warren Cuthriell, a Protestant minister, asked the rabbi to deliver the memorial sermon at a combined religious service dedicating the Marine Cemetery on Iwo Jima.  Cuthriell wanted all the fallen Marines honored in a single, non-denominational ceremony. Unfortunately the Marine Corps, being a reflection of America, was still strongly prejudiced. A majority of the Christian chaplains objected to having a rabbi preach over predominantly Christian graves. The Catholic chaplains, in particular, and in keeping with what was then Church doctrine, opposed any form of joint prayer service.

To his credit, Cuthriell refused to alter his plans. But Gittlesohn wanted to spare his friend Cuthriell further embarrassment, and so decided it was best not to deliver his sermon. Instead, three separate services were held. At the Jewish service, to a congregation of 70 or so who attended, Rabbi Gittlesohn delivered the powerful eulogy he originally wrote for the combined service:

Here lie men who loved America because their ancestors generations ago helped in her founding, and other men who loved her with equal passion because they themselves or their own fathers escaped from oppression to her blessed shores.

Here lie officers and men, Negroes and whites, rich men and poor . . .together. Here are Protestants, Catholics and Jews together. Here no man prefers another because of his faith or despises him because of his color. Here there are no quotas of how many men of each group are admitted or allowed. Among these men there is no discrimination. No prejudices. No hatred. Theirs is the highest and purest democracy.

Whosoever of us lifts his hand in hate against a brother, or who thinks himself superior to those who happen to be in the minority, makes of this ceremony and the bloody sacrifice it commemorates, an empty, hollow mockery.

To this, then, as our solemn duty, sacred duty do we the living now dedicate ourselves: to the right of Protestants, Catholics and Jews, of white men and Negroes alike, to enjoy the democracy for which all of them have here paid the price.

We here solemnly swear that this shall not be in vain. Out of this and from the suffering and sorrow of those who mourn this will come, we promise, the birth of a new freedom for the sons of men everywhere.

Among Gittlesohn's listeners were three Protestant chaplains who were so incensed by the prejudice voiced by their colleagues that they boycotted their own service to attend Gittlesohn's. One of them borrowed the manuscript, and unknown to Gittlesohn, distributed thousands of copies to his regiment. Some Marines enclosed the copies in letters home. An avalanche of coverage resulted with major news magazines publishing excerpts and the entire sermon being read into The Congressional Record. The Army broadcast the sermon to American troops throughout the world.

In 1995, the last year of his life, Rabbi Gittlesohn re-read a portion of the eulogy at the fiftieth commemoration ceremony at the Iwo Jima Memorial in Washington. In his autobiography, Rabbi Gittlesohn reflected, "I have often wondered whether anyone would ever have heard of my Iwo Jima sermon had it not been for the bigoted attempt to ban it."

From the Talmud:  Once Rabbi Akiva was on a journey.  At the end of the day, he arrived at a town and asked for lodging.  There was none to be had.  He said: “Everything that the Holy One decrees is for the best.”  He left the town and found a place to sleep in a field.  He had with him a donkey, a rooster and a lantern.  A lion came and ate the donkey; a cat came and ate the rooster; a strong wind blew and extinguished the lantern.  He said: “Everything that the Holy One decrees is for the best.”  

That night a band of outlaws came to rob the town and carry away its citizens.  Because he had found no lodging in the town, he was not taken captive. Because he did not have animals to draw attention to him through their braying or crowing and because he did not have a lantern whose light would have shown that he was in the field, he escaped all harm.  As he said: “Everything that the Holy One decrees is for the best.”

IV.  “Help Us Stay Away from Evil-doers and Corrupt Companions” 
The suffering of innocents raises one of the most painful and intractable moral dilemmas for people of faith:  If there is a good God, then how can that God allow the innocent to suffer.  A good God should be able to construct a just world, one in which people pay for their own evil, but don’t suffer as a consequence of wicked decisions or hateful actions that they did not formulate themselves.  What a world that would be!

Clearly, however, life as we know it doesn’t work that way.  In America’s cities, people whose worst sin is crossing the wrong street at the wrong time are routinely caught in the cross-fire of gang warfare, and pay the penalty for someone else’s malice.  Children born to absentee fathers, or to drug addicts pay the penalty for their parent’s self-indulgence.  All Israelis pay a constant penalty for the venal politics of Middle Eastern despots, terrorists, and sheiks, and the civilians of Darfur and elsewhere are paying with their own bodies for the avarice and greed of ethnic strife.

The sad reality of life as it is lived is that the blameless often suffer at the hands of the guilty, and the upright bears the consequences of the wicked.  Discrimination, it seems, is built into the structure of the universe as it exists in reality.

Today’s Torah portion refers to that sad reality with typical candor: After Korah and his band rebel against the leadership of Moses and Aaron, God announces that their legitimacy will be revealed through the death of Korah and his followers in a miraculous way. Not limiting wrathful retribution just to Korah, however, God commands Moses and Aaron to “Stand back from this community that I may annihilate them in an instant!”

Is it possible for the Creator of the Universe, the source of life and Torah, to obliterate the innocent along with the guilty?

The answer, both in daily life and in the honest literature of the Torah, is a firm “yes!”  As the Mekhilta recognizes, “Once permission has been given to the destroyer to do injury, it no longer discriminates between the innocent and the guilty.”

Why do the innocent suffer along with the guilty (or, to translate back into biblical language, why would God condemn the entire community along with Korah)?

At its base, Judaism affirms that our identity is formed not in “splendid isolation” but in relationship with others.  From our earliest moments as a baby, we learn who we are by interacting with someone else.  We learn our own borders as we grow to recognize that we are not our mothers or fathers, but we also take their responses and intuitions on as our own.  That interactive and dynamic creation of a self continues throughout our lives.  Who we are is molded and guided by our families, friends, teachers, religion, and community.  Each of us is inextricably linked to the other, and therefore, each of us shares some responsibility for what happens in our communities, even when we don’t directly have a hand in those actions.  Particularly those of us who live in a democracy or whose religion is one of voluntary association share responsibility for its actions and its future.

Not only are we all interconnected, and therefore responsible, but there is one other reason why the innocent often suffer with the guilty.  One of the consequences of free choice, of the human ability to determine our own actions, is that other people can impose their wills on us.  If my neighbor decides to punch me in the nose (and I hope he doesn’t!), then my nose will get punched as a result of his choice.

Perhaps that is precisely what the Mekhilta is alluding to: Our freedom curtails the freedom of other people, since our choices or lack of choices will have direct implications in their lives.

Is there any resolution at hand?  Notice that the response of Moses and Aaron is not to accept God’s inability to separate the innocent and the guilty.  Instead, they act, knowing that there is no substitute for decisive human intervention: “They fell on their faces and said, “O God, Source of the breath of all flesh!  When one man sins, will You be wrathful with the whole community?”  As a result of their intervention, God urges the innocent to distance themselves from the sinners and from their sin.

The lessons of this story, then, are two-fold:

First, that we owe ourselves and each other our active intervention against bigotry, violence, and injustice.  All that it takes for evil to triumph is for good people to do nothing.  We cannot afford to sit life out.

Second, that our spiritual health requires us to distance ourselves from sin, and from those people who cause others to suffer.  By associating with those who take the lofty values and sacred deeds of our tradition to heart, we will strengthen our own resolve as Jews, and create a climate in which our interdependent self will be shaped toward the good.

[This reflection was written by Rabbi Bradley Shavit Artson, Dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the University of Judaism in Los Angeles, California.]

♥  ♥  ♥

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.

                                

Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD




“And the people spoke against God and against Moshe.”  This verse teaches us that speaking against a faithful shepherd (like Moses) is like speaking against the One whose word brought the world into being.








