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Pirkei Avot 5:17
ֵאיזֹווְֶׁשֵאינָּה ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם, ֵאין סֹוָפּה ְלִהְתַקּיֵם.ָּכל ַמֲח�ֶקת ֶׁשִהיא ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם, סֹוָפּה ְלִהְתַקּיֵם.

זֹו ַמֲח�ֶקת קַֹרחִהֵּלל וְַׁשַּמאי. וְֶׁשֵאינָּה ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם,ִהיא ַמֲח�ֶקת ֶׁשִהיא ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמיִם, זֹו ַמֲח�ֶקת
וְָכל ֲעָדתֹו:

Every dispute 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.
Which is the controversy that is for the sake of Heaven? Such was the controversy of Hillel and Shammai.
And which is the controversy that is not for the sake of Heaven? Such was the controversy of Korah and all
his congregation
.------------

Dvar Acher

Etz Hayim Commentary

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook taught that the holiness of the firepans symbolizes the necessary role played by
skeptics and agnostics in keeping religion honest and healthy. Challenges to tradition, he taught, are
necessary....Plating the altar with the firepans of the rebels is meant to remind us of the legitimacy, indeed
the potential holiness, of the impulse within each of us to rebel against the stagnation and complacency
that can infect religion.

Etz Hayim Commentary

For HaAmek HaDavar (Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin), they are holy because the men who o�ered incense in
them were not really rebels and sinners, but people with a yearning for the opportunity to be close to God,
to be of special service to God, a yearning that cost them their lives.



The Importance of Dissent

Most commentators view Korah as a disgruntled Israelite, hoping to overthrow the leaders for his own
political gain. Ibn Ezra takes a di�erent view, however. Indeed, Ibn Ezra argues, Korah’s rebellion comes way
before the Spies, immediately following the episode in which the Levites replaced the first-born males in
serving the Mishkan (Num. 3:5–13). Bible scholar Michael Hattin writes, “After all, the earlier arrangement
ensured that many households in ancient Israel had direct involvement in the ongoing service. The Levites
recast the service as less ‘democratic.’ Thus, perhaps Korach was protesting against an infringement on
individual rights

Heschel writes, “Dissent is indigenous to Judaism . . . The greatness of the prophets was their ability to
voice dissent not only with the beliefs of their pagan neighbors, but also with the cherished values and
habits of their own people.” Rebellion got us to where we are today, the eternal people.

It is true that not all dissenters are created equal: “There is a di�erence between dissenters whose goal is
to create a more just society and those who are self-aggrandizing troublemakers interested only in
disrupting society or denying rights to others.” As Jews, haven’t we always fought for equality for African
Americans, fellow Jews, and other marginalized groups?

Maybe it’s time we see Korah as our hero and welcome the voice of dissent so ingrained in our tradition.
Korah and his followers supported a system where each family had access to the Mishkan. They rose up
against the leaders who had implemented a change that removed power from the people and placed it in
the hands of just one family. This was seen as so threatening to ancient Israelite society that Korah and his
followers had to be eliminated. And as long as we continue to vilify Korah, we persist in reinforcing an
unjust hegemony.

-----------



The Classical View

Numbers Rabbah 18:10

To foment his rebellion, Korah spends all night going from tribe to tribe accusing Moses and Aaron of
wrongdoing. He carefully crafts his speech for each audience, but his message always makes the same
point: “I am not like Moses and Aaron, who want to attain fame and power for themselves. I want all of us to
enjoy life.” He wins the support of the people by misleading them.

Ramban (Nachmanides)

Korah organizes his protest when the spies return from the Land of Israel with their troubling and divided
reports and after the people bitterly complain about the di�cult conditions of life in the desert. “Korah
finds the opportune moment to pick his quarrel with Moses and his policy. He assumes that the people will
side with him because of their frustration and discomfort.”

The emphasis on the psychological readiness of the people to attack Moses and Aaron also explains the
defiant behavior and accusations of Dathan and Abiram. They not only refuse to meet with Moses for a
discussion of their grievances, but they distort historical facts to inflame the people against him. Lies
become stepping stones to personal advancement.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks

Most blatant is the post-truth claim of Datham and Aviram: “Isn’t it enough that you have brought us up out
of a land flowing with milk and honey to kill us in the wilderness? And now you want to lord it over us!” This
is the most callous speech in the Torah. It combines false nostalgia for Egypt (a “land flowing with milk and
honey”!), blaming Moses for the report of the spies, and accusing him of holding on to leadership for his
own personal prestige – all three, outrageous lies.

Ramban was undoubtedly correct when he says that such a challenge to Moses’ leadership would have been
impossible at any earlier point. Only in the aftermath of the episode of the spies, when the people realised
that they would not see the Promised Land in their lifetime, could discontent be stirred by Korach and his
assorted fellow-travellers. They felt they had nothing to lose. Populism is the politics of disappointment,
resentment and fear.



Rachel Cowan

Yet, the Torah teaches, even though Korach dies, his descendants live on (Numbers 26:11). We certainly see
them today: cynical political, religious, and communal leaders cloaking self-interest in the language of
democracy, nationalism, or God. In wielding power in such shortsighted ways, these modern-day rebels
present an even greater threat to God’s creation than Korach did to Moses’ leadership. This Torah portion
urges us to be vigilant, lest such persons undermine the communities that we are called to create and
sustain.

But it is not only public leaders who play Korach’s role today. We, too, live with an ongoing conflict between
an “inner Moses” and an “inner Korach”--between humility and arrogance, between selflessness and
selfishness. And until we can hear the di�erence between those two voices, our actions will not be e�ective
in countering the powers of the Korachs at large in the world. We need to be clear when it is the voice of
our needy, small-minded self that advises us to act, or when it is the wise voice that speaks from our
deepest and best values and truth.



Sotah 9b:1-3

We thus find it with the primeval serpent [in
the Garden of Eden] which set its eyes on that
which was not proper for it; what it sought was
not granted to it and what it possessed was
taken from it. The Holy One, blessed be He,
said: I declared: Let it be king over every
animal and beast; but now, Cursed art thou
above all cattle and above every beast of the

field.1 I declared, let it walk with an erect
posture; but now it shall go upon its belly. I
declared: Let its food be the same as that of
man; but now it shall eat dust. It said: I will kill
Adam and marry Eve; but now, I will put enmity
between thee and the woman, and between thy

seed and her seed.2 Similarly do we find it
with Cain, Korah, Balaam, Doeg, Ahitophel,
Gehazi, Absalom, Adonijah, Uzziah and Haman,
who set their eyes upon that which was not
proper for them; what they sought was not
granted to them and what they possessed was
taken from them.

סוטה ט׳ ב:א׳-ט׳

וכן מצינו בנחש הקדמוני שנתן עיניו
במה שאינו ראוי לו  מה שביקש לא

נתנו לו ומה שבידו נטלוהו ממנו  אמר
הקב"ה  אני אמרתי יהא מלך על כל
בהמה וחיה ועכשיו (בראשית ג, יד)

ארור הוא מכל הבהמה ומכל חית
השדה  אני אמרתי יהלך בקומה זקופה
עכשיו על גחונו ילך  אני אמרתי יהא
מאכלו מאכל אדם עכשיו עפר יאכל
הוא אמר אהרוג את אדם ואשא את

חוה עכשיו איבה אשית בינך ובין
האשה ובין זרעך ובין זרעה  וכן מצינו

בקין וקרח ובלעם ודואג ואחיתופל
וגחזי ואבשלום ואדוניהו ועוזיהו והמן

שנתנו עיניהם במה שאינו ראוי להם
מה שביקשו לא ניתן להם ומה

שבידם נטלוהו מהם
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