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“You're about to meet an angry man: Mr. William Connor, who carries on his shoulder a chip the 

size of the national debt. This is a sour man, a lonely man, who's tired of waiting for the breaks 

that come to others, but never to him. Mr. William Connor, whose own blind hatred is about to 

catapult him into the darkest corner of the Twilight Zone.”  

 

These were the words of Burgess Meredith as he introduced the first episode of the Twilight 

Zone movie more than 30 years ago.  

 

The protagonist is a bigot and a racist. But inexplicably, he quickly assumes the racial ethnicities 

of the very people against whom he had been so prejudiced. 

 

First, he finds himself being taken for a Jew in occupied France during World War II. He then 

becomes a black man in the rural South during the 1940s running for his life as a group of 

Klansmen tries to lynch him. He’s then thrust into the Vietnam War where the Americans 

believe him to be the enemy.  

 

The resolution is ambiguous at best, leaving the viewer left to wonder whether the character – 

Vic Morrow – ever comes to appreciate the error of his ways.  

 

In Parshat Korach, the Torah introduces us to a very different sort of an angry man. But it’s 

almost surely not the person we first associate with this description. Korach is never described as 

angry. Nor are any of his henchmen.  

 

It’s actually Moshe Rabbeinu. After engaging in conversation with Datan and Aviram, the Torah 

says something extraordinary.  

 ויחר למשה מאד
Moshe was furious.  

 

When Moshe and Aharon hear the words of the Meraglim, the Torah tells us ויפלו על פניהם. They 

are shocked – or perhaps it means they fall to the ground in prayer. And on hearing the words of 

Korah, Moshe has the same response: ויפול על פניו. Yes, there’s a reaction. But it’s never fury.  

 

What is it about the words of Datan and Aviram that push Moshe over the edge such that he 

becomes enraged?  

 

Listen carefully to their words:  

 :ַהְמַעט, ִּכי ֶהֱעִליָתנּו ֵמֶאֶרץ זַָבת ָחָלב ּוְדַבׁש, ַלֲהִמיֵתנּו, ַּבִּמְדָּבר יג 

Is it a small thing, they say, that you took us out of a land flowing with milk and honey to kill us 

in the wilderness?  
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This has to be one of the most stunning lines in all of the Torah. Datan and Aviram audaciously 

and shamelessly rewrite the history of the Jewish people. It’s one thing to complain about the 

conditions in the dessert or express a lack of faith in the Jewish people’s ability to conquer the 

land of Canaan. But to refer to Egypt as the land flowing with milk honey – to appropriate the 

prophetic words reserved for the Promised Land and apply them to Mitzrayim is to turn the 

world on its head.    

 

We all recognize that Yetziat Mitzrayim is so fundamental to our faith because it affirms our 

belief in the notion that God is not only the Creator of the world, but that He takes an active role 

in governing His world.  

 

But Yetziat Mitzrayim is indispensable to our identity for another reason. The Torah always 

comes back to our time as slaves because that part of our history defines who we are and insists 

how we act.  

 .גִֵרים ֱהיִיֶתם, ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצָריִם-ִּכי  תֹונֶה, ְו!א ִתְלָחֶצּנּו:-ְוגֵר !א

 

You’ve been there before and you know all too Don’t oppress the stranger. Don’t abuse him. 

repeated -The way we treat the outsider is one of the most oft well the meaning of suffering.

in the Torah and it’s of course predicated on the assumption of our time as slaves in  tMitzvo

Egypt.  

 

To deny – as Datan and Aviram do – the history of the Jews as an oppressed and downtrodden 

people – is to deny our unique responsibility toward those who suffer indignity and injustice. The 

Torah tells us that from his earliest days, Moshe was unable to abide these kinds of wrongs. He 

felt compelled to intervene. So it’s no surprise that when Datan and Aviram threaten to overturn 

such a fundamental precept of our faith, Moshe simply cannot countenance such a claim.  

 

We Jews know what it’s like to be oppressed.  And because we know, it’s on us to step up and 

intercede when the outsider becomes the object of discrimination. 

 

Incidentally, Korach had a very different problem. He had no capacity to appreciate nuance.  

 ה'  ָהֵעָדה ֻּכָּלם ְקדִֹׁשים, ּוְבתֹוָכם- ִּכי ָכל

 

Just because everyone is holy, Korach, doesn’t mean everyone is equal. There are important 

distinctions to be made.  

 

So while I want to share with you what I think is a timely and relevant message this morning, I 

also want to avoid falling into the trap of Korach.  

 

Wednesday night’s horrific shooting in Charleston was a terrible tragedy. Our hearts go out to 

the families of the victims and all those who are suffering. It was also a reminder, though, about 

how poisonous and how insidious racism can be.  

 

The issue of race in America is very complicated. And just because someone waves the flag of 

racism doesn’t make it so. By the same token, it would be naïve to think that as a nation we’ve 

graduated entirely from the racial challenges that divided our nation for so many generations. I 
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would also caution against painting every incident of late involving whites and blacks in one 

brushstroke. There’s not one verdict appropriate to all cases. It’s obviously more complicated 

than that.  

 

But my point this morning isn’t actually complicated at all.  

 

Allow me to share with you the words of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel who spoke so 

passionately and so poignantly on this issue that his words still resonate more than 50 years later:  

 

“There are, of course, many among us whose record in dealing with the [blacks] and other 

minority groups is unspotted. However, an honest estimation of the moral state of our society 

will disclose: Some are guilty, but all are responsible. 

 

“We remain neutral, impartial, and not easily moved by the wrongs done unto other people. 

Indifference to evil is more insidious than evil itself; it is more universal, more contagious, more 

dangerous.” 

 

I actually think the members of our shul maintain an extraordinarily high level of dignity and 

decency. And it’s a bracha that I’ve never felt compelled to stand in front of this congregation 

and say that we have a problem on this issue. But what I’m arguing this morning is that it’s not 

sufficient for us to simply not be racist. We also need to develop an allergy to racism such that 

when it rears its ugly ahead at a cocktail party or a water cooler, we don’t just smile politely or 

change the topic of conversation.   

 

Our history as a people demands more of us. It insists that we be reactive and proactive. It insists 

that we lead.  

 

It began with the Egyptians, but it’s continued in every epoch since.  

 

The crusaders, the inquisitors, the Cossacks, the fascists, the Nazis….  

 

In each case, a member of a given minority was considered to be a lesser person or not a person 

at all because of some arbitrary physical or ethnic or religious distinction. We don’t need the 

Twilight Zone to remind us. We’ve been on the other side and we know what it’s like.  

 

But it’s not enough to know; we also have to act.  

 

To our society’s credit, we’ve developed a zero tolerance policy for certain types of behavior that 

are simply never acceptable. The time has come to apply the same standard to the problem of 

racism. There is simply never a time when it can be tolerated.  

 

We’re not going to solve this problem overnight. But that should never stop us from doing our 

part. In conversations both public and private, our voice – the Torah’s voice – should be made 

known in no uncertain terms. For until the day comes when the ills of discrimination and bigotry 

are no more, our mission shall not be complete.  

 


