
   
 

 
 

Parashat Korach– June 11, 2021 – 1 Tammuz, 5781 

Dear TBE Friends and Family, 

To live in Jewish community is to experience disagreements.  After all: two Jews, 
three opinions, right?  Our people have made an art form of disputation, but we 
have done so by putting some basic ground rules in place to govern the spirit, 
tone and purpose of our debates.  In doing so, we have ensured that our 
disagreements prove elevating, rather than degrading. 

The defining example – or rather, counter-example – employed by the rabbis to 
illustrate how debates should be waged is drawn from this week’s Torah portion 
(Parashat Korach).  In the parashah, the eponymous Korach and his allies arise in 
opposition to Moses and Aaron’s leadership, citing various instances in which, 
they claim, the prophets erred in their decisions. 

The rabbis, reflecting on the Biblical confrontation in Mishnah Avot (also known 
as Pirkei Avot), conclude that the arguments raised by the insurrectionists are 
specious.  They are neither rooted in a sincere objection to the specific examples 
cited, nor are they advanced for the good of the people.  Rather, the challengers 
are pursuing their own political aims in the guise of opening a 
debate.  Furthermore, their attack is personal, straying from the situation they 
describe into an ad hominem attack on their rivals. 

The rabbis don’t leave it to their audience’s imagination to frame what a more 
productive approach to disagreement would look like.  Instead, they invoke the 
example of the debates between the students of Hillel and those of 
Shammai.  These debates, they note, were both protracted and 
intense.  However, as the rabbis hasten to point out, the disputants never allowed 
their ideological differences to descend into personal attacks.  What is more, both 
camps were motivated by a sincere desire to advance the welfare of the society 
at-large. 



   
 

 
 

This latter class of debate is what is known as a machloket l’shem shamayim (“a 
conflict waged in the name of Heaven” – i.e., in God’s name), and it is, the rabbis 
claim, a truly holy form of engagement for it results in all disputants arriving at a 
more refined understanding of Truth. 

Let us be motivated by the Biblical example set before us this week, as well as our 
own life experience, to strive always to make our disagreements machlakot 
(plural of machloket) l’shem Shamayim – exchanges in which the words 
exchanged are respectful and well-chosen and all parties’ enter into the 
discussion not to advance their own status or agenda but to arrive at the best 
possible answers and advance the welfare of all. 

Before signing off, may I most heartedly invited you to join us online this Shabbat 
as our community marks the bat mitzvah of Winnie Baker (daughter of Mitch and 
Jocelyn Baker) by leading our Shabbat morning service.  Because of the bat 
mitzvah celebration, all our Shabbat services this weekend will be streamed on a 
special link found here (Webinar id: 871 9244 3486, PW: mitzvah) and on the TBE 
calendar for this date. 

Extending an enthusiastic “mazal tov” to the Baker family and wishes to all our 
community for a Shabbat shalom, 

-- Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


