
Reading Korach on July 4 
 
Every year, around this time, someone comes up to me, sometimes in person, sometimes by 
email, and asks, off the record, what they think must be a shocking question: Don’t you think 
Korach was right?  
 
It is kind of a shocking question, given that Korach is the villain in the story.  But on the other 
hand, how here we are reading Korach in Synagogue two days after the Fourth of July, which of 
all days should be the day on which we remember that all people are created equal and 
endowed with inalianable rights.  And what does Korach argue? 

 
ל ְיהָוֽה׃ ְתַנְּׂש֖אּו ַעל־ְקַה֥ ם ְיהָו֑ה ּוַמּ֥דּוַע ִּתֽ ים ּוְבתֹוָכ֖ ם ְקֹדִׁש֔ ֵעָד֙ה ֻּכָּל֣ י ָכל־ָהֽ  ַרב־ָלֶכ֒ם ִּכ֤

 
“You have gone too far! For all the community are holy, all of them, and the 
LORD is in their midst. Why then do you raise yourselves above the LORD’s 
congregation?” 

 
How could we not identify with Korach,reading these words on the Fourth of July?  Isn’t what 
he’s arguing for what we also believe?  Don’t we also believe that all the community is holy? 
 
And then what happens:  Moses challenges Korach to see which of them is truly God’s chosen. 
Korach and Aaron each attempt to offer incense in a fire pan, then: 

 
ת ָּכל־ָהֲרֽכּוׁש׃ ַרח ְוֵא֖ ר ְלֹק֔ ת ָּכל־ָהָאָד֙ם ֲאֶׁש֣ ם ְוֵא֤ ם ְוֶאת־ָּבֵּתיֶה֑ ע ֹאָת֖ יָה ַוִּתְבַל֥ ֶר֙ץ ֶאת־ִּפ֔ ח ָהָא֙  ַוִּתְפַּת֤
 
and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up with their 
households, all Korah’s people and all their possessions. 
 
ל׃ ֶרץ ַוּיֹאְב֖דּו ִמּ֥תֹו� ַהָּקָהֽ ס ֲעֵליֶה֙ם ָהָא֔ ָלה ַוְּתַכ֤ ים ְׁשֹא֑ ם ַחִּי֖ ר ָלֶה֛ ם ְוָכל־ֲאֶׁש֥ ְר֜דּו ֵה֣  ַוֵּי֨
 
They went down alive into Sheol, with all that belonged to them; the earth 
closed over them and they vanished from the midst of the congregation. 

 
So that sounds pretty bad.  The Torah shows us someone making an argument that maybe one 
of us could have made, and then he gets swallowed by the earth. 
 
I was expecting that the commentators would help me here, that they would explain that no, 
Korach was being a hypocrite, everything he was saying was lies.  But no, Rashi explains, 
following Midrash Tanchuma, that when Korach states that all people are holy was intending to 
echo God’s own language at Sinai: 
 

 כלם קדשים. ֻּכָּלם ָׁשְמעּו ְדָבִרים ְּבִסיַני ִמִּפי ַהְּגבּוָרה:
 



 
“You are all holy” - you all heard the voice of God’s power at Sinai. 
 

This is true. Korach is here making a true statement.  In Shmot 19:6, God says to Israel: 
 

  ְוַאֶּתם ִּתְהיּו-ִלי ַמְמֶלֶכת ֹּכֲהִנים, ְוגֹוי ָקדֹוׁש
 

You will be for me a nation of priests and a holy people. 
 
 
So Korach here is not only somehow echoing the language of the declaration of independence, 
he is also repeating God’s words from Matan Torah - you are all a holy people. 
 
That doesn’t necessarily mean that Korach was a righteous man.  Pirkei Avot 5:20 describes the 
dispute of Korach and his folowers and *the* classic example of people engaged in a machloket 
shelo leshem shamayim - an argument not for the sake of heaven.  And Rashi suggests, 
following Midrash Tanchuma, that what Korach really wanted was not equality but power for his 
own family. 
 

 ּוָמה ָרָאה ֹקַרח ַלֲח�ק ִעם ֹמֶׁשה? ִנְתַקֵּנא ַעל ְנִׂשיאּותֹו ֶׁשל ֱאִליָצָפן ֶּבן ֻעִּזיֵאל, ֶׁשִּמָּנהּו ֹמֶׁשה
 ָנִׂשיא ַעל ְּבֵני ְקָהת ַעל ִּפי ַהִּדּבּור, ָאַמר ֹקַרח, ַאֵחי ַאָּבא ַאְרָּבָעה ָהיּו, ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר (שמות ו') "ּוְבֵני
 ְקָהת" ְוגֹו', ַעְמָרם ַהְּבכֹור ָנְטלּו ְׁשֵני ָבָניו ְּגֻדָּלה, ֶאָחד ֶמֶל� ְוֶאָחד ֹּכֵהן ָּגדֹול, ִמי ָראּוי ִלֹּטל ֶאת

 ַהְּׁשִנָּיה? לֹא ֲאִני ֶׁשֲאִני ֶּבן ִיְצָהר, ֶׁשהּוא ֵׁשִני ְלַעְמָרם, ְוהּוא ִמָּנה ָנִׂשיא ֶאת ֶּבן ָאִחיו ַהָּקָטן ִמֻּכָּלם,
 ֲהֵריִני חֹוֵלק ָעָליו ּוְמַבֵּטל ֶאת ְּדָבָריו.

 
And what induced Korah to quarrel with Moses? He was envious that 
Moses appointed Elitzaphan ben Uziel as leader.  Korach said, my father 
had three brothers.  The eldest, Amram, his two sons Moses and Aaron 
became leaders.  Korach’s father Izhar was the second eldest, shouldn’t 
his family be entitled to a position of leadership?  And yet when it came 
time to appoint someone he was not appointed. 

 
 
Korach then was using the language of equality but didn’t necessarily mean it.  Really what he 
wanted was for his family to have some kind of position of leadership.  
 
The strange thing is, if that’s what Korach wanted, in the long term it seems that he got it.  Yes, 
Korach and his household were swallowed by the earth.  But, as we read in Bamidbar 26:12, 
Korach’s children did not die.  We see them again in Divrei Hayamim 9:19, where they are 
described as leaders in the tabernacle.   In Bamidbar Rabbah (15) there is a midrash that 
Samuel was descended from the house of Korach, and it was Samuel who chose the first two 
kings of Israel.  So if what Korach truly wanted was power for his family, there’s a sense in 
which that happened. 



 
More than that, his descendants wrote Psalms.  Eleven Psalms (42,44-49,84-85,87-88) are all 
called ‘songs of the children of Korach’, making them the third most commonly named author of 
individual psalms, after David and Assaf.  In a way, the family of Korach became even more 
influential than the family of Aaron.  In the way in which we experience Judaism today, kohanim, 
descendants of Aaron, are important.  They get the first aliya, they duchen on holidays.  But 
tehillim, Psalms, are the backbone of our religious life and are constantly present in our liturgy.  
 
If what Korah really wanted was for his children to have a formative influence on Judaism, to 
give to the Jewish people new ways to connect to God, well, that happened. 
 
Fast forward 3000 years.  American Judaism today is, if we take Korach at his word, exactly the 
kind of Judaism that Korach said he wanted.  Most positions in Jewish communal life are at 
least in theory filled on the basis of ability, not heredity, or instructions from God, or the results of 
an incense-burning contest.  
 
And yet it’s somewhat uncomfortable to look at Korach as a spiritual ancestor.  The prophet 
Samuel, who annointed King Saul and King David, may have been among his descendants.  His 
children wrote some of the psalms that are so important in the lives of our community.  But 
wasn’t he a bad person? 
 
We can ask a similar question as Americans, because as Americans we know that our country 
has not always lived up to its stated values of liberty and equality.  In his 1852 speech, “What to 
the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” the emancipation activist and former slave Frederick Douglass 
raises the question of what language of equality and freedom can mean when it comes from 
people who do not practice it.  
 
“What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer: a day that reveals to him, more than 
all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim “ 
 
At yet at the end Douglass writes, “drawing encouragement from the Declaration of 
Independence, the great principles it contains, and the genius of American Institutions,“  As 
Americans we live in hope that our values of equality and justice are ultimately stronger than our 
own failures to always live up to them. 
 
In Psalm 85, the children of Korach wrote 
 
 

קּו׃ ֶדק ְוָׁש֣לֹום ָנָׁשֽ ׁשּו ֶצ֖ ת ִנְפָּג֑ ֶסד־ֶוֱאֶמ֥  ֶחֽ
 
Faithfulness and truth meet; justice and peace kiss. 
 
ף׃ ִים ִנְׁשָקֽ ֶדק ִמָּׁשַמ֥ ֶצ֗ ח ְו֝ ֶרץ ִּתְצָמ֑ ֶמת ֵמֶא֣  ֱא֭



 
Truth springs up from the earth; justice looks down from heaven. 

 
What a striking statement. The children of Korach, who saw their father being swallowed into the 
ground, describe the ground as the place from which truth comes. 
 
 
The beginning of this Psalm is about the process of repentance.  It calls on God to 
 

�׃ ִׁשי֗בֹוָת ֵמֲח֥רֹון ַאֶּפֽ � ֱה֝ ְפָּת ָכל־ֶעְבָרֶת֑  ָאַס֥
 
You will withdraw all Your anger, turn away from Your rage. 
 
נּו׃ ַעְס֣� ִעָּמֽ ר ַּכֽ נּו ְוָהֵפ֖ י ִיְׁשֵע֑  ׁ֭שּוֵבנּו ֱא�ֵה֣
 
Turn again, O God, our helper, revoke Your displeasure with us. 

 
Midrash Tehillim 1 describes Korach’s children as a model of repentance 

 
  דבר אחר אשרי האיש. אלו בניו של קרח שלא הלכו בעצת אביהם

 
Another explanation of “happy is the man.” These are the sons of Korah 
that did not walk in the counsel of their father 

 
Here in Psalm 85, the children of Korach ask 
 

ר׃ ר ָוֹדֽ ְּפ֗� ְלֹד֣ � ַא֝ נּו ִּתְמֹׁש֥ ֱאַנף־ָּב֑ ם ֶּתֽ  ַהְלעֹוָל֥
 
Will You be angry with us forever, prolong Your wrath for all generations? 
 
And then they say their hope,  
 
קּו׃ ֶדק ְוָׁש֣לֹום ָנָׁשֽ ׁשּו ֶצ֖ ת ִנְפָּג֑ ֶסד־ֶוֱאֶמ֥  ֶחֽ
 
Faithfulness and truth meet; justice and peace kiss. 
 
ף׃ ִים ִנְׁשָקֽ ֶדק ִמָּׁשַמ֥ ֶצ֗ ח ְו֝ ֶרץ ִּתְצָמ֑ ֶמת ֵמֶא֣  ֱא֭
 
Truth springs up from the earth; justice looks down from heaven. 

 
This description of reconciliation is encompasses both chessed, unconditional love and divine 
mercy, and truth, honest recognition of what has happened.  It asks for both justice and peace, 



somehow at the same time.  And it calls for truth to come from the earth, the same earth that 
swallowed their father.  
 
The children of Korach here are a model of how to deal with a complicated legagy.  They 
recognize the wrong their father did and turn away from it.  At the same time they listen for the 
truth that comes from the earth, the voice of their father and the truth that was in it despite his 
wrongdoing.  When we read Korach on the Fourth of July we face our own complicated legacy, 
and our own challenges in finding the truth of our history and our present. 


