
In Pirkei Avot, a section in the Mishnah usually referred to as ‘The Teachings of the Sages,’ we find the 

following teaching:  
 

“A controversy for heaven’s sake (makhloket leshem shamaim) will have lasting value, but a controversy 

not for heaven’s sake, will not endure. What is an example of a controversy for heaven’s sake? The 

debates of Hillel and Shammai. What is an example of a controversy not for heaven’s sake? The 

rebellion of Korah and his associates.” (Pirkei Avot, Chapter 5-Mishnah 19)  
 

Why am I remembering this teaching now? Because this week we read Parshat Korah, the section in the Book 

of Numbers where we find the narrative of the events that are the very basis of this teaching.  
 

This is a very eloquent Mishnah. As Professor David Hartman z”l (Hartman Institute in Jerusalem) points out 

in his teachings, ‘we must learn that disagreement among Jews is healthy, creative and impossible to avoid.’ A 

practical consequence of this understanding is that, when I was in Rabbinical School, we were encouraged to 

study text, in particular Talmudic text, in pairs, with a partner. The reason for this extremely effective approach 

is very simple. When someone studies text with a partner, the text becomes much more alive than studying 

alone. Partners will help each other hear voices and nuances in the text that would have, otherwise, gone 

unnoticed. Through this method, it is not only that controversy was encouraged; we also learned and practiced 

growth through the discussion of ideas coming out of the text. 
 

At the same time, Professor Hartman’s teaching helps us understand that, even though we are in favor of 

disagreement as long as out of disagreement comes growth; disagreement is not desirable, when it is inspired 

exclusively in selfishness and egocentricity. 
 

The disagreements between Hillel and Shammai have been preserved. Korah controversy has been fully buried 

in oblivion. Moshe and Aaron were the leaders. Korah wanted to be the leader, or one of them. Korah said ‘I 

am also a Levi. I belong to a different branch of the family, I learned with other teachers, but I am a Levi as 

much as you are, therefore I should be the leader!’ What else did he offer outside of himself? Nothing. No 

gain. No improvement. Only one goal in mind; for him to be the one, with the sole purpose to serve his own 

ego. 
 

As a punishment, the earth opened up and swallowed their egotistic and self-serving ways. The punishment 

was not against the individuals. It was against their ways. And still, these ways have not disappeared. In the 

desert, we had Korah destabilizing the authority of Moses and Aaron. Every generation produces the Korahs of 

their time. 
 

Proof of the fact that the punishment was against the ideas and not against the individuals is that, although 

Korah’s rebellion was completely smashed, Korah’s name was not. Korah’s name has been preserved in the so 

many Psalms in the Book of Psalms which begin with the line ‘To the chief musician, A Psalm for the sons of 

Korah,’ or similar. The children were not punished because of the sin of the father. 
 

In a somehow unexpected way, something of value coming from Korah’s offspring is preserved. We know 

something, not much, but something about Korah’s sons. On the other hand, we know nothing about Moshe’s 

sons. What an irony! The Kohanim are the descendants of Aaron, what happened to the descendants of Moses? 

The silence here is deafening. 
 

This noticeable silence becomes another very interesting and revealing teaching that emerges out of this 

week’s Torah portion. Leaders of any particular generation will not succeed (or fail) based on the success or 

failure of the previous generation. Each generation of leaders is expected to create value for themselves. 

Outside of monarchies and dictatorships, leadership is not transferrable from one generation to the next in the 

same way as family businesses are. Each generation of leaders will reach a position of recognition and 

reputation only based on their own accomplishments and not based on the family name that they are associated 
with. 
 



This is a fascinating challenge for the leaders of each and every generation; not to lean on the name of their 

ancestors, but to build their own name and bring uniqueness, creativity and kavod, integrity, to their role.  
 

Those who came before us did it for us. We owe the same to our children and to our children’s children. 
 

Shabbat Shalom! 
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