
Torah Thoughts Korakh 
 
 
5779: 
Why do people go into careers in public service? Surveys consistently show that political office 
and government bureaucracy are among the least respected professions that one can pursue – 
lawyers often show up at the bottom of these surveys – and they don’t even pay what other jobs 
do, so the money cannot be the draw. What drives someone to want to serve the public, 
especially in a leadership role? 
  
There are two basic motivations that I see, though it is impossible to distinguish one from the 
other at any given moment. The first is a genuine desire to help others and to make things better. 
Public service can advance or protect the causes most important to a society such as education, 
jobs or the environment. The second motivation is the craving for power, authority or attention. 
Being a leader means having a say in what will be and how it will come to be, and that power is 
beguiling. The easy way to break this down would be to say that great leaders serve the public 
while great politicians serve their own needs, but things are never that clear cut. In order to serve 
the public well, one must be a good politician, and even the most self-centered politician will 
work for the public good at least some of the time. 
  
All of these issues find expression in parshat Korakh this week, which clearly differentiates 
between a selfless leader, Moses, and a selfish demagogue, Korakh, who builds a strategy of 
challenging the Israelites’ leaders by twisting the truth. He claims that the entire community is 
holy, and that therefore anyone can lead, not only Moses and Aaron. The clear implication is that 
Korakh himself wants to dislodge them as leader. In the end, the earth swallows up Korakh and 
his followers, a miracle that makes God’s view of the preferred leaders quite clear. But the 
punishment can just as easily be seen as a critique of Korakh’s motivation rather than his 
abilities. The reason Korakh was destroyed wasn’t that he was not capable of leading, but rather 
that he wanted to do so because of his own lust for power, not to serve God and the people. 
  
We don’t expect our leaders to be tzadikkim, totally selfless and righteous, like Moses. The most 
we should expect is for a good politician to serve themselves by serving the people, ensuring that 
both benefit. 
  
Shabbat shalom. 
 


