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t was a classic struggle for power. The only thing that

made it different from the usual dramas of royal courts,

parliamentary meetings, or corridors of power was that
it took place in Burgers' Zoo in Arnhem, Holland, and the
key characters were male chimpanzees.

Frans de Waal's study, Chimpanzee Politics
(London, Cape, 1982), has rightly become a classic. In it
he describes how the alpha male, Yeroen, having been
the dominant force for some time, found himself
increasingly challenged by a young pretender, Luit. Luit
could not depose Yeroen on his own, so he formed an
alliance with another young contender, Nikkie.
Eventually Luit succeeded and Yeroen was deposed.

Luit was good at his job. He was skilled at
peacekeeping within the group. He stood up for the
underdog and as a result was widely respected. The
females recognised his leadership qualities and were
always ready to groom him and let him play with their
children. Yeroen had nothing to gain by opposing him.
He was already too old to become alpha male again.
Nonetheless, Yeroen decided to join forces with the
young Nikkie. One night they caught Luit unawares and
killed him. The deposed alpha male had his revenge.

Reading this, | thought of the story of Hillel in
Pirkei Avot (2:6): "He saw a skull floating upon the water,
and said: Because you drowned others, you were
drowned; and those who drowned you, will themselves
be drowned."

In fact, so humanlike were power struggles
among the chimpanzees that in 1995, Newt Gingrich,
Republican Speaker of the House of Representatives,
included de Waal's work among the twenty-five books he
recommended young congressional Republicans to
read.

(This essay was written in the days following the
Brexit vote in Britain, when a struggle was taking place
over the leadership of both main political parties. | leave
it to the reader to draw any comparisons, either with
primate politics or the story of Korach.)

Korach was a graduate of the same
Machiavellian school of politics. He understood the three
ground rules. First you have to be a populist. Play on
people's discontents and make it seem as if you are on
their side against the current leader. "You have gone too
far!" he said to Moses and Aaron. "The whole community

is holy, every one of them, and the Lord is with them.
Why then do you set yourselves above the Lord's
assembly?" (Num. 16:3).

Second, assemble allies. Korach himself was a
Levite. His grievance was that Moses had appointed his
brother Aaron as High Priest. Evidently he felt that as
Moses' cousin -- he was the son of Yitzhar, brother of
Moses' and Aaron's father Amram -- the position should
have gone to him. He thought it unfair that both
leadership roles should have gone to a single family
within the clan.

Korach could hardly expect much support from
within his own tribe. The other Levites had nothing to
gain by deposing Aaron. Instead he found allies among
two other disaffected groups: the Reubenites, Dathan
and Aviram, and "250 Israelites who were men of rank
within the community, representatives at the assembly,
and famous" (v. 2). The Reubenites were aggrieved that
as descendants of Jacob's firstborn, they had no special
leadership roles. According to Ibn Ezra, the 250 "men of
rank" were upset that, after the sin of the Golden Calf,
leadership had passed from the firstborn within each
tribe to the single tribe of Levi.

The revolt was bound to ultimately fail since their

grievances were different and could not all be satisfied.
But that has never stopped unholy alliances. People with
a grudge are more intent on deposing the current leader
than on any constructive plan of action of their own.
"Hate defeats rationality," said the Sages.
(Bereishit Rabbah 55:8) Injured pride, the feeling that
honour should have gone to you, not him, has led to
destructive and self-destructive action for as long as
humans have existed on earth.

Third, choose the moment when the person you
seek to depose is vulnerable. Ramban notes that the
Korach revolt took place immediately after the episode
of the spies and the ensuing verdict that the people
would not enter the land until the next generation. So
long as the Israelites -- whatever their complaints -- felt
that they were moving toward their destination, there
was no realistic chance of rousing the people in revolt.
Only when they realised that they would not live to cross
the Jordan was rebellion possible. The people seemingly
had nothing to lose.

The comparison between human and
chimpanzee politics is not meant lightly. Judaism has
long understood that Homo sapiens is a mix of what the
Zohar calls nefesh habehamit and nefesh haElokit, the
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animal soul and the Godly soul. We are not disembodied
minds. We have physical desires and these are encoded
in our genes. Scientists speak today about three
systems: the "reptile" brain that produces the most primal
fight-or-flight responses, the "monkey" brain that is
social, emotional, and sensitive to hierarchy, and the
human brain, the prefrontal cortex, that is slow, reflective
and capable of thinking through consequences of
alternative courses of action. This confirms what Jews
and others -- Plato and Aristotle among them -- have
long known. It is in the tension and interplay between
these systems that the drama of human freedom is
played out.

In his most recent book, Frans de Waal notes
that "among chimpanzees, hierarchy permeates
everything." (Are we smart enough to know how smart
animals are? New York, Norton, 2016, 168) Among the
females this is taken for granted and does not lead to
conflict. But among males, "power is always up for
grabs." It "has to be fought for and jealously guarded
against  contenders." Male chimpanzees are
"schmoozing and scheming Machiavellians.” The
guestion is: Are we?

This is not a minor question. It may even be the
most important of all if humanity is to have a future.
Anthropologists are generally agreed that the earliest
humans, the hunter-gatherers, were generally
egalitarian. Everyone had their part to play in the group.
Their main tasks were to stay alive, find food, and avoid
predators. There was no such thing as accumulated
wealth. It was only with the development of agriculture,
cities, and trade that hierarchy came to dominate human
societies. There was usually an absolute leader, a
governing (literate) class, and the masses, used as
labour in monumental building schemes and as troops
for the imperial army. Judaism enters the world as a
protest against this kind of structure.

We see this in the opening chapter of the Torah
in which God creates the human person in His image and
likeness, meaning that we are all equally fragments of
the Divine. Why, asked the Sages, was man created
singly? "So that no one could say: My ancestors were
greater than yours" (Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5). Something
of this egalitarianism can be heard in Moses' remark to
Joshua, "Would that all the Lord's people were prophets,
that He would rest his spirit on them" (Num. 11:29).

However, like many of the Torah's ideals --
among them vegetarianism, the abolition of slavery, and
the institution of monogamy -- egalitarianism could not
happen overnight. It would take centuries, millennia, and
in many respects has not yet been fully achieved.

There were two hierarchical structures in biblical
Israel. There were kings and there were priests, among
them the High Priest. Both were introduced after a crisis:
monarchy after the failure of the rule of the "judges”, the
Levitical and Aaronide priesthood after the sin of the
Golden Calf. Both led, inevitably, to tension and division.

Biblical Israel survived as a united kingdom for
only three generations of kings and then splitin two. The
priesthood became a major source of division in the late
Second Temple period, leading to sectarian divisions
between Sadducees, Boethusians, and the rest. The
story of Korach explains why. Where there is hierarchy,
there will be competition as to who is the alpha male.

(Following the Brexit vote, the question is being
asked in Britain as to whether the United Kingdom will
remain a united kingdom.)

Is hierarchy an inevitable feature of all advanced
civilisations? Maimonides seems to say yes. For him,
monarchy was a positive institution, not a mere
concession. Abarbanel seems to say no. There are
passages in his writings that suggest he was a utopian
anarchist who believed that in an ideal world no one
would rule over anyone. We would each acknowledge
only the sovereignty of God.

Putting together the story of Korach and Frans
de Waal's chimpanzee version of House of Cards,
(Michael Dobbs, House of Cards (New York: Harper
Collins, 1989)) the conclusion seems to follow that where
there is hierarchy, there will be struggles to be alpha
male. The result is what Thomas Hobbes called "a
perpetual and restless desire of power after power, that
ceaseth only in death.” (Leviathan (1651), pt. 1, ch. 11)

That is why the rabbis focused their attention not
on the hierarchical crowns of kingship or priesthood but
on the non-hierarchical crown of Torah, which is open to
all who seek it. Here competition leads not to conflict but
to an increase of wisdom, and where Heaven itself,
seeing Sages disagree, says, "These and those are the
words of the living God." (Baba Batra 21a)

The Korach story repeats itself in every
generation. The antidote is daily immersion in the
alternative world of Torah study that seeks truth not
power, and values all equally as voices in a sacred
conversation. Covenant and Conversation is kindly
supported by the Maurice Wohl Charitable Foundation in
memory of Maurice and Vivienne Wohl zt”/ © 2016 Rabbi
Lord J. Sacks z"l and rabbisacks.org

RABBI SHLOMO RISKIN

Shabbat Shalom

(44 nd Korah, the son of Yitzhar, the son of Kehat,
the son of Levi took Datan and Aviram, the
sons of Eliav... and they rose up in

confrontation before Moses...” (Numbers 16:1, 2) Why

didn’t the Israelites rise up against the rebels who dared

to defy Moses, the selfless man of God who gave up a

luxurious and carefree life as Prince of Egypt in order to

liberate an enslaved people from tyranny?

Reading between the lines of this amazing story,
we discern two distinct ideological positions and political
platforms, which between them represented the majority
of Hebrews. Both these positions were antithetical to
everything that Moses stood for, and the adumbrations




Toras Aish
of the Korah Wars are still to be heard today, thousands
of years later, festering at the very heart of Israeli society.

Before we analyze the exact nature of Korah’s
rebellion, two factors should be kept in mind. First, the
commandment to wear ritual fringes on four-cornered
garments (tzitzit), which closed last week’s portion of
Shelah, serves as an excellent introduction to and
eventual rebuttal of the movements that Korah, and
Datan and Aviram, represent.

Secondly, Moses’ announcement that the entire
generation, with the exceptions of Joshua and Caleb,
was condemned to die in the desert (Numbers 14:26-39)
made the Hebrews ripe for rebellion.

Moses attempts to deal with Korah, and then
with Datan and Aviram separately. This is not only to
“divide and conquer”, but rather the Torah’s way to
emphasize how they represent different approaches in
their opposition; different “political parties,” as it were.

Korah, called by the Kotzker Rebbe “the holy
grandfather”, uses the democratic argument of “equality
in holiness” against Moses and Aaron: ‘It has been
enough leadership for you, all the people in the witness-
community are holy with the Lord in their midst. Why
must you set yourselves up to be on a higher plane than
the congregation of the Lord?” (Numbers 16:3).

And if Korah sees no differences in holiness
between different people, and rejects the unique status
of Aaron and his sons as Kohanim, it stands to reason
that he would also deny any distinction in holiness
between different lands, refusing to recognize the
special sanctity of the Land of Israel. After all, the
Revelation at Sinai took place in the desert, outside the
geographic boundaries of the land of Israel. If God is
within all of us and the entire nation heard the Revelation
— then the Lord of the cosmos is certainly within the
desert, the very place where that Revelation took place.

Korah’s position rejects the Aaronic priesthood
as well as the idea that the entire “desert-generation”
must be punished for their refusal to conquer the Land of
Israel. From Korah'’s point of view, these are false claims
instituted by Moses rather than reflections of the true will
and word of God (see Moses’ defense of himself: 16:28).

Moreover, Korah justifies the Israelites’ desire to
remain in the desert precisely because of the desert’s
holiness, an ideal and idyllic setting for living their lives.
For Korah and his sympathizers, the desert is not the
place of punishment, but a perfect and perennial Kollel
institute of higher learning. God is their Rosh Yeshiva,
communicating the “shiur” material to Moses. God also
provides the daily portions of manna sufficient for their
nutritional needs, He determines when the camp will
travel and protects the people from the physical
elements with His special “clouds of glory”.

Why leave this ethereal, spiritual haven for the
wars, political arguments, economic crises and social
challenges necessary to establish a nation state? For
reasons of “frumkeit” (religiosity) alone, Korah argues
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that the Israelites are better off remaining in the desert-
Kollel, freed from all decision-making and responsibility.

Moses is willing to call Korah’s bluff. He
instructs him to take his entire party of 250 men the next
day and to provide each of them with a fire-pan and
incense for a special “priestly” offering to see whose
offering would be acceptable to God. The Divine
decision was not long in coming: “A fire came down from
God and it consumed the 250 men who were offering the
incense” including Korah himself! (16:25, |bn Ezra ad
loc)

Even if Korah’s quest for “desert- Kollel sanctity”
had been sincere, it did not reflect God’s mission for
Israel. God wants us to establish a nation-state and to
take responsibility to perfect an imperfect world, with all
of the challenges that entails. This is the message of
the ritual fringes: the white strings represent the white
wool of the sheep, the animalistic aspect of our lives and
our world. These must be sanctified by the sky-blue
color of t'chelet, the symbol of the Divine seen by the
elders at the time of the Revelation at Sinai (Exodus
24:10). When we gaze upon the ritual fringes, we must
remember our true mission: to enter history, to risk
impurity by taking up the challenges of the real world,
and to assume our responsibility to become a “sacred
nation and kingdom of Priest-Teachers” to the world
(Exodus 19:6 S’forno ad loc).

Datan and Aviram had a different political
agenda. They refused to attend a meeting with the
greatest prophet and the most successful liberator in
history, claiming: “Isn’t it enough that you brought us out
of Egypt, a land flowing with milk and honey, only to kill
us off in the desert? With what right do you rule, yes
rule, over us?!” (Numbers 16:13) The Midrash identifies
them with the old enemies of Moses from the beginning
of the Book of Exodus, the “fighting Israelites” who
questioned Moses’ right to kill the Egyptian taskmaster.
They never wanted to leave Egypt in the first place, but
unlike Korah, the last thing they want is to remain behind
in the desert. They hanker after the “flesh pots” of Egypt.
They would love to assimilate into the “Big Apple.” They
remember the “... fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks,
onions and garlic’ of Egypt and they believe that this
desert fiasco justifies their earlier opposition. They are
certain that if they could only return to Egypt and forget
their Biblical traditions and values; they would be
accepted as Egyptians and benefit from the material
advantages of the most powerful country in the world.

They too are punished by God, who causes the
earth for which their materialistic spirits yearned so
mightily, to swallow them up alive (Numbers 16:35 Ibn
Ezra ad loc). Because of their passion for physical
pleasures, they never learn to look properly upon the
t'chelet of the ritual fringes. They saw neither the royal
blue of their majestic ancestry — Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob, passionate followers of God and lovers of the
Land of Israel- nor the sapphire blue of the Divine
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presence in the world summoning us to His service.
© 2023 Ohr Torah Institutions & Rabbi S. Riskin

RABBI BEREL WEIN

Wein Online

he litany of disappointments and failures, of the

generation of Jews that left Egyptian bondage,

continues in this week’s parsha. Except, this parsha
relates to us not so much in describing a direct
confrontation with God and His express wishes, so to
speak, but rather tells of a challenge to Moshe and his
authority to lead the Jewish people. Korach essentially
engages in a coup, a power-grabbing attempt to replace
Moshe from his leadership role and Aharon from his
position as the High Priest of Israel. Throughout the
ages, the Torah scholars and commentators of the
Jewish people have attempted to appreciate and
understand what Korach’s true motivations were, to
engage in such a clearly suicidal attempt. After all,
Korach was also aware that Moshe’s countenance
radiated Heavenly light that forced him to mask that
countenance when dealing with human beings. Korach
was also undoubtedly aware that the High Priesthood
and its incense offerings could be deadly to those not
entitled to serve in that public role. Again, he saw his
relatives, Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aharon struck
down by a heavenly fire, for overstepping their proper
bounds in the ritual service of the Mishkan. So what
drove Korach to knowingly risk his life in this doomed and
completely unnecessary confrontation with Moshe and
Aharon? In the words of Rashi in this week’s parsha:
“What did Korach see or think that drove him to commit
such a foolish act?” That question has puzzled all of
Jewish scholarship for millennia.

It would be brazen of me to say that | somehow
have the answer to this deeply troubling question.
Nevertheless, | do wish to contribute an insight into the
narrative as it appears in the parsha. Like many
ideologues, Korach is convinced that God agrees with
him — that God also has realized that Moshe is too
autocratic and given to nepotism in his rule of the people.
He saw that even Aharon and Miriam were willing to
criticize Moshe, and even though Miriam was punished,
the precedent of being able to criticize Moshe was set
and established.

Korach may have thought that Miriam was
punished because, in essence, she and Aharon were
interfering in Moshe’s private personal life. But Korach
believed that he was embarking on a national crusade to
break the power of autocratic rule over the Jewish
people. On such a vital national issue, one where he
believed himself to be morally and practically
undoubtedly correct, he convinced himself that God was
also in agreement, so to speak, with him. And, when one
is convinced that his own thinking represents God’s
opinion on any given matter or issue then there can be
no holding back in pursuing one’s goals. The one main
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cause for all religious strife, wars, bans and exclusivity of
opinion and actions, is the belief that God also follows
that given opinion or belief. Naturally, Korach’s personal
ambitions and agenda helped convince him that God
was on his side in the dispute with Moshe. One should
always be wary not to confuse personal wishes and
opinions with God’s will. © 2023 Rabbi Berel Wein - Jewish
historian, author and international lecturer offers a complete
selection of CDs, audio tapes, video tapes, DVDs, and books
on Jewish history at www.rabbiwein.com. For more information
on these and other products visit www.rabbiwein.com

RABBI AVI WEISS

Shabbat Forshpeis

he story of Korach’s rebellion contains echoes of

the golden calf narrative. Each involves

insurrection. In the golden calf episode, the Jews
aspire to replace Moses (Exodus 32:1). In the Korach
story, Aaron’s priesthood is challenged (Numbers
16:10).

Ibn Ezra identifies an additional connection.
Following the golden calf incident, the privilege to lead
the Temple service was removed from the firstborn (lbn
Ezra, Numbers 16:1). Korach, a firstborn himself, along
with 250 other firstborn, revolts, demanding that their
privilege be reinstated (Ibn Ezra, Numbers 16:1).

Both events reveal how Aaron and Moses
differed in their leadership styles. Aaron is the
peacemaker who attempts to bring calm, measured relief
to an explosive situation. Thus, in the golden calf event,
Aaron instructs the people to bring gold, from which he
fashions the golden calf (Exodus 32:2—-4). Rather than
confronting the Israelites, a tactic Aaron feels is doomed
to failure, he bides for time in the hope that Moses will
soon return. He declares, “A festival for the Lord
tomorrow,” hoping that by the morrow, the people will
change their ways (Exodus 32:5).

In the Korach story, Aaron plays a similar role.
Placing incense upon his fire pan, he is once again a
peacemaker, stopping the plague that killed thousands
subsequent to the punishment of Korach (Numbers
17:11-14). In fact, it is Aaron’s staff that blossoms and
sprouts, powerfully yet peacefully proving that God has
given the tribe of Levi the role of ritual leadership (17:23).

Moses, on the other hand, is far more
aggressive. Without a prior command from God, he
shatters the tablets in reaction to the golden calf (Exodus
32:19).

In the Korach episode, Moses acts similarly,
announcing the rebels will die an unnatural death. And
so it was: the earth opened up and swallowed Korach
and his cohorts (Numbers 16:28-33).

What emerges from these two episodes are two
different ways to deal with communal crisis. Aaron’s
approach is one of quiet diplomacy. Moses’s style is
bold, strident, pointed, and even militant.

For years, as an activist, | believed that only the
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Moses style could work. As I've aged, I've found Aaron’s
approach more appealing. When one speaks with a still,
quiet voice, listeners bend forward to hear, more intent
to absorb the message.

In the end, both perspectives have their place.
At times, a leader must jump into the fray, raise a voice,
and, with strength of conviction, insist change is needed.
At other times, a different approach is necessary. With
no less clarity and conviction, a leader can be softly
persuasive, encouraging followers to do better.

The great leaders are those who can synthesize
both approaches, allowing them to work in tandem.
© 2023 Hebrew Institute of Riverdale & CJC-AMCHA. Rabbi
Avi Weiss is Founder and Dean of Yeshivat Chovevei Torah,
the Open Orthodox Rabbinical School, and Senior Rabbi of the
Hebrew Institute of Riverdale

RABBI DAVID LEVIN

The Gifts

he rebellion of Korach and the subsequent rebellion
Tcaused by the ideas that Korach had presented led

to the restatement of several laws which specified
and enhanced the elevated position of the Kohanim and
Leviim. One such set of laws involved gifts: parts of each
offering, the first of the harvest of wine and olil, the first
fruits, the redemption of the bochur, the firstborn males
of both Jews and their animals, and the tithes for the
Leviim. Hashem first told Aharon that various parts of
the offerings that people made to the Temple were to go
to Aharon and the Kohanim for their families including
their slaves. The redemption of any male, non-kosher
animal, or any male human was based on “peter rechem,
literally, that which opens the womb,” or in other words,
the firstborn. One had to donate the firstborn of any
kosher animal to the Temple, and the firstborn sons were
redeemed from the Kohanim. A kosher animal could not
be redeemed unless there was a blemish in it.

The Torah states, “All the best of your oil and all
the best of your wine and grain, their first, which they give
to Hashem, to you (the Kohanim) | have given them. The
first fruits of everything that is in their land, which they
bring to Hashem, shall be yours, every pure person in
your household may eat it. Every first issue of a womb
of any flesh that they offer to Hashem, whether of man
or of animal, shall be yours; but you shall surely redeem
the firstborn of man, and the firstborn of an impure
animal shall you redeem. And those that are to be
redeemed — from one month shall you redeem according
to the valuation, five silver shekalim by the sacred
shekel; it is twenty geirah. But the firstborn of an ox or
the firstborn of a sheep or the firstborn of a goat you shall
not redeem; they are holy; their blood shall you throw
upon the Altar and their fat shall you cause to go up in
smoke, a fire-offering, a pleasing fragrance to Hashem.
Their flesh shall be yours; like the breast of the waving
and like the right leg, it shall be yours.”

Kohanim devoted their time and energy to the
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service of Hashem in the Temple. They were the priests,
they offered the daily sacrifices, brought the individual
sacrifices and offerings of the people, and maintained
the ritual purity of the service vessels and the Temple.
They did not receive a portion of inherited land, as the
Torah states, “Hashem said to Aharon, ‘In their land you
shall have no heritage, and a share you shall not have
among them, | am your share and your heritage among
the Children of Israel.” Rashi mentions that since this
law was already stated, this comes to exclude the
Kohanim from sharing in spoils of war involved with the
Canaanites that were dispersed from the land.

The Kohanim are not the only ones who do not
get a portion of ancestral land. The Leviim were the
larger tribe which encompasses the Kohanim as a
subset. The Leviim also served in the Temple, and had
even greater responsibilities for the moving of the
portable Temple of the desert. For that reason, they also
had to be available to serve Hashem and could not
devote their time and efforts to their individual plots of
land. The Leviim did have the sanctuary cities, but those
lands were not considered ancestral and were not
returned to the original owner at Yovel, the fiftieth year.
Since the Leviim were also occupied with the service of
Hashem, they were rewarded with a portion of the
produce known as “ma’aser Levi.” The Torah states, “To
the sons of Levi, behold, | have given every tithe in Israel
as a heritage in exchange for the service that they
perform, the service of the Tent of Meeting....”

One of the standards of the Torah which must
be applied here is that the Torah never repeats any law
without adding some nuance or instruction in its
observance as we saw earlier. Itis also important to note
that the majority of times that a law appears to be
repeated, that repetition occurs in the last Book of the
Torah, Sefer Devarim, which is appropriately named
Deuteronomy in Greek, the Second Telling. The Book of
Devarim consists largely of Moshe’s final speech to the
people, reiterating the laws before his death and before
they were to enter the Land that Hashem had promised
them. Since our parasha’s set of Laws are all found
elsewhere in the Torah and this is not Sefer Devarim, we
must ask why they are repeated here.

The rebellion of Korach and his followers used
as its excuse the choice of Aharon and his sons as the
Kohanim. The Leviim were divided into three families:
Gershon, Kahat, and Merari. The family of Kahat
consisted of Amram (Aharon and Moshe’s father),
Yitzhar (Korach’s father), Chevron, and Uziel. Korach’s
argument was that Moshe was appointed the leader by
Hashem, but that Moshe had appointed his brother as
the Head of the Kohanim by himself and not at the
direction of Hashem. Korach sought to replace Aharon
as the Kohein Gadol, arguing that Korach was the
firstborn of the second son of Kahat. Those who joined
with him in his rebellion were people who also believed
that Moshe’s decisions were arbitrary. They included
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members of the Tribe of Reuven, who were displaced as
the leaders by the Tribe of Yehudah, and men who were
the firstborn sons of their families, who were displaced
as the priests by Aharon’s family through the command
of Hashem. The test which determined that Korach was
wrong, and the punishment given to Korach and his
followers, was not sufficient proof to the people that
Hashem had been the One Who had appointed Aharon
to his position. Moshe presented a second test involving
planting the staffs of the leaders of each of the tribes.
Aharon was chosen to represent the Tribe of Levi, and
his staff blossomed and produced mature almonds. This
test was the final proof that Hashem had chosen Aharon
as the Kohein Gadol.

It appears that Moshe wanted to clarify the full
rewards of the Kohanim and Leviim after this rebellion.
He wanted to make certain that the people understood
their responsibilities to the entire Tribe of Levi, which
included the Kohanim, and the special gifts which were
the appropriate benefits which would accrue to those
who spent their time serving the Temple instead of their
own lands. Moshe went through the parts of each
offering to the Temple which would be the gifts to the
Kohanim. He explained that the firstborn were replaced
by the Leviim and would have to be redeemed for five
silver shekels given to a Kohein. Moshe explained the
tithes to the Leviim, which were their rightful due. The
Leviim, however, were not entitled to the other special
gifts to the Kohanim.

Korach was from the most important, holiest
sons of Levi, yet he was unsatisfied with his position. We
are reminded of the saying in the Ethics of the Fathers,
“Who is rich, one who is satisfied with his portion.” May
we learn to be satisfied with the portion and the lot that
Hashem has granted us. © 2023 Rabbi D. Levin

ENCYCLOPEDIA TALMUDIT

Guarding the Temple

Translated by Rabbi Mordechai Weiss

-d told Aharon, “Bring your fellow Levites from your

ancestral tribe to join you and assist you when you

and your sons minister before the Tent of Meeting”
(Bamidbar 18:2). What will you be doing there? You will
be guarding the Temple. But why would G-d’'s Temple
require guards? This “guarding” was to show the proper
respect due to the Temple. In fact, this guard duty was
considered one of the sacred services performed by the
Kohanim and Leviim, and the Kohanim wore their
priestly garments when they carried it out. (They would
change out of the garments when sleeping between
shifts, as it was forbidden to sleep while wearing them.)
Since guard duty was considered a priestly service,
some say that children could not take part in it, and that
the watchmen had to be twenty or older. Even at the age
of twenty, Kohanim and Leviim were not authorized to
perform all the services, but they were permitted to do
this.

Because guard duty was a type of divine service,
it should have been performed while standing. However,
because it was for an extended period of time, the
watchmen were permitted to sit when they were tired
(though not to sleep, of course). In general, sitting in the
courtyard of the Temple was not allowed, but in this case
it was allowed as it was to enable the proper guarding of
the Temple.

There is a disagreement as to the extent of the
guarding. The Rambam says it was done at night only.
However, according to some commentaries on Mishnah
Tamid, the guarding was done around the clock. Others
distinguish between the different places that were
guarded saying that some areas were guarded around
the clock, while others were guarded only part of the
time. Within this opinion, there is a disagreement about
whether the part-time guarding was during the day or
night. © 2017 Rabbi M. Weiss and Encyclopedia Talmudit

RABBI JONATHAN GEWIRTZ

Migdal Ohr

11 ou also didn’t bring us to a land flowing with milk
and honey... were you to blind the eyes of those
men, we would not go up [to you.]” (Bamidbar

16:14) With Korach’'s rebellion underway, Moshe

summoned two of the instigators, Dasan and Aviram, to

appear before him. Rather than honor his request, they
sent back a scathing diatribe against him, as a leader
who had lied to the Jewish People.

They claimed Moshe had taken the Jews from
Egypt, a land flowing with milk and honey, to kill them in
the wilderness, and he had not taken the Jews to a good
land where they could live in peace and prosperity.

They then compounded their remarks by saying
that Moshe could not “blind” the eyes of Korach and his
entourage, and fool them, because they could all clearly
see the truth of what was happening. Moshe had taken
them from a good land and now they were stuck in a
desolate wilderness. No amount of explaining on
Moshe’s part could hide the truth!

What is mind-boggling here is that they don'’t
recognize or admit the truth behind WHY they were stuck
in the wilderness. It wasn’'t because of Moshe, but
because of the decision of the Jews to seek out the flaws
in the Promised Land. The spies came back with an
intentionally negative report, and the Jews cried. They
didn’t trust in Hashem or Moshe, or even in Yehoshua
and Kaleiv. Because of this, they were punished and that
generation was prohibited from entering the land.
Moshe, himself, was prevented from entering the land,
though he would pray fiercely to be allowed to do so, and
to blame the time in the wilderness on him is ridiculous.

However, such is the power of the mind. A
person can convince himself of the most outrageous
falsehoods, reject reality completely, and view the world
as he wishes, and then blame others for his problems.
On top of that, he can make arguments that his view is
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obvious to anyone with eyes, just as they did. And that’s
the beginning of the end.

It behooves us to recognize that our vision can
be swayed by our opinions, and that we need to find a
guide to keep us on the right path. Just as sailors used
the stars to recalibrate their voyages and make sure they
didn’t veer off course, we are to use a constant to keep
ourselves heading in the right direction.

The Navi Malachi tells us (3:6): “I am Hashem, |
have not changed...” Hashem is the constant and His
Torah is our guide. Though we think we see clearly, we
must frequently align our sights with the Torah, in order
to keep ourselves from getting utterly lost.

“l have a surprise for you,” said the man’s wife.
“I made your mother’s famous chocolate nut cake for
dessert!” The man looked forward to the treat but after
one bite he was sorely disappointed. Noting his distaste,
his wife bristled.

“Well, if you don't like it, don’t blame me,” she
said testily. “It’'s your mother’s recipe.”

He paused to choose his words carefully, then
said, “Um... This doesn't taste like hers. Are you sure
you didn’t change anything?”

“Well,” she answered brusquely, “I didn’t have
four egg whites, so | just used two whole eggs. And |
don't like slivered almonds so | used peanuts.

And yes, instead of applesauce, | substituted
stewed prunes which | think are healthier. But otherwise,
it’s exactly your mother’s recipe!

If you don't like it, don’t blame me. Blame her!”
© 2023 Rabbi J. Gewirtz & Migdal Ohr

RABBI YITZCHAK ZWEIG
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ometime in the early 1980's my parents hosted a

Russian emigre for a Shabbat meal. He had just

recently escaped the oppressive USSR and we
were anxious to hear his story, which he was happy to
share.

For some reason, the only thing that | recall from
that conversation was his description of what it was like
to shop in Moscow. He explained that basically all food
was rationed, even staples like bread, meat, chicken,
milk, eggs, etc. He said the only thing that shops
displayed in their windows were stacks and stacks of salt
containers. Salt was the only item that was plentiful and
readily available.

To anyone living in the 20th century that would
not have been surprising. Even while food shopping
today, it is almost guaranteed that the lowest cost item
in your cart is the container of salt. However, this was not
always the case. For almost the entire length of human
history, salt was one of the most highly sought after
commodities and it was extremely expensive.

Humans, like all life forms, need a steady supply
of salt in order to survive. The human body contains
enough salt to fill almost four salt shakers. Without
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sodium, which the body cannot manufacture, the body
would be unable to transport nutrients or oxygen,
transmit nerve impulses, or move muscles (like the
heart). If a person were to totally stop taking in sodium
he would be dead within a few weeks. On the other hand,
consuming too much salt (basically one gram for every
kilogram of body weight) will cause death. As we shall
soon see, salt is, and always has been, a key to human
civilization.

To begin with, salt's ability to preserve food was
a foundation of civilization. It helped eliminate the
dependence on the seasonal availability of food and it
allowed for travel over long distances. If you wanted to
eat a steak but didn't have salt, you couldn't simply
slaughter a cow because, even after feeding your entire
family, you would have over a thousand pounds of meat
left over that would soon begin to spoil without any way
to preserve it.

Throughout history, salt created and destroyed
empires. It was of such a high value that it caused mass
population shifts, attracted invaders, and caused
numerous wars. Both the Roman and Chinese empires
were built and funded by the salt trade. Rulers and
governments heavily taxed salt and the French
Revolution was triggered, in part, by what was perceived
to be an unfair tax on salt.

Salt was quite literally worth its weight in gold; in
fact, the word salary comes from the word salt (so does
the word salad, because of the ancient practice of salting
leafy vegetables). In the American frontier during the
18th century salt was four times more expensive per
pound than beef. President Jefferson cited control of a
mountain of salt (that supposedly lay by the Missouri
River) in his justification for funding the Lewis and Clark
expedition.

Salt also has an eternal quality to it -- it simply
cannot go bad. | remember once looking at package of
pink Himalayan salt on which they claimed that the
mined salt was actually millions of years old. | found it
hilarious that the package contained an expiration date
(best if used by...) -- it seemed like they dug it up just in
time!

(What does it mean "to take something with a
grain of salt"? While the exact origin is unknown, here is
my personal conjecture. In 77 C.E. Pliny the Elder
published his famous treatise The Natural History. In the
chapter on walnuts he gives a recipe for a prophylactic
concoction to protect one from poisons (being poisoned
was apparently a big concern in those days). The recipe
contained walnuts, dried figs, certain herbs, leaves, and
ends with "addito salis grano" -- take it with a grain of
salt. Thus | think the modern term to take something you
heard with a grain of salt refers to the self-protective
measure of "not swallowing the Kool-Aid" -- meaning
don't necessarily believe everything you hear as it may
come to harm you.)

There is much more to say about salt; there are
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many different types of sodium and even food grade salt
comes in a variety of different forms and colors. If anyone
really wants more information on the fascinating history
of this extraordinary mineral | highly recommend the
book Salt by Mark Kurlansky. As odd as it may seem, it
is a captivating story.

It should therefore come as no surprise that
something as remarkable as salt also has great
significance within Judaism. We find in the Torah
(Leviticus 2:13) the commandment, "with all your
offerings you shall offer salt," i.e. salt was a mandatory
requirement for every offering brought on the altar. The
sages of the midrash explain that during the six days of
creation God separated the waters "above and below."
The waters below refer to the fact that 70% of the earth
is covered by water -- of which 97% is saltwater. The
"waters below" were distraught that they had been
removed from their lofty environs; so God assured the
"waters below" that they would have a significant role to
play in the service of the Holy Temple and thus salt is
permanently required on every sacrifice to
commemorate the promise that God made to the
element of water.

There is a fascinating verse found in the book of
Ezekiel (which contains many prophecies related to the
construction of the Holy Temple): "The altar of wood was
three cubits high, and its length two cubits; and it had
corners; its length and its walls were of wood; and he
said to me, 'This is the table that is before the Lord™
(41:22).

The sages of the Talmud (Chagigah 27a) are
bothered by the fact the verse begins by describing the
altar yet it ends with the words "this is the table that is
before the Lord." Why begin with the altar and end with
defining it as the table before God? The answer is that
the prophet is teaching us that when there is no longer a
Temple and therefore no altar, the tables in our homes
take the place of the altar.

Rashi in his interpretation of this passage in the
Talmud explains that just as the altar in the Holy Temple
helped us achieve atonement through various sacrifices,
nowadays we receive atonement by inviting guests to
our home for meals. Thus, the tables in our homes
represent the altar.

This is also the reason that we have salt on our
tables. Rabbi Yosef Karo, the great medieval codifier of
Jewish law, ruled (OC 167:5) that before we "break
bread" we must bring salt to the table. Rabbi Moshe
Isserless (Rema) in his comment on this law explains
that the reason for this is because our tables represent
the altar and just as the altar always required salt so too
do our tables. Elsewhere Rabbi Karo rules that we must
cover the knives on our tables similar to the fact that the
altar was not permitted to be built from stones that were
cut by metal (Beis Yosef OC 180).

In this week's Torah reading we have another
example of the covenant of salt. This week's Torah
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portion recalls the rebellion led by Moses' cousin Korach.
The full story of Korach and his followers taking on
Moses and Aaron appears in Numbers (16:1-35). |
recommend that you read it in its entirety to get the full
picture of what happened.

A brief summarization; Korach challenges
Moses' authority of appointing his brother as the high
priest. He manages to gain support from some of Moses'
prior antagonists and some 250 families. Moses is very
disturbed to be accused of blatant nepotism (Aaron had
been, in fact, appointed by Divine command), grows
angry (see Numbers 16:15), and challenges all the
disputants to a showdown the next day with his brother
Aaron.

The test consists of bringing the incense offering
to the tabernacle and seeing whose offering God will
choose to accept. Long story short, the following day
God appears to the entire assemblage and destroys the
250 conspiratorial families with a heavenly fire and
Korach and his family are swallowed alive as the earth
opens up beneath them. Yay! Good guys win; bad guys
lose.

After this challenge to the authority of Aaron as
the true high priest, the Almighty makes an extraordinary
promise to Aaron and his children; they are forevermore
the only family of priests. "All the offerings of the holy
things, which the people of Israel offer to the Lord, have
| given you, and your sons and your daughters with you,
by a statute forever; it is a covenant of salt forever before
the Lord to you and to your seed with you" (Numbers
18:19).

How does God guarantee to them that this is a
permanent arrangement? The Almighty struck with them
a "covenant of salt" -- just as salt lasts forever, so too
does His covenant with Aaron and his children. They and
their linear descendants until the end of time are the only
legitimate cohanim -- priests. In a similar fashion we find
that God promised King David that the rights to
sovereign kingship will never leave his family -- and God
also strikes a "covenant of salt" with the descendants of
King David (see Il Chronicles 13:5).

A parting thought on salt: The most physical
element of saltwater is the salt (after all, the water
evaporates back to its heavenly source) and that salt
becomes a part of every sacrifice in the service of the
Almighty -- thus demonstrating that we are capable of
elevating even the most physical element into something
very spiritual. © 2023 Rabbi Y. Zweig & shabbatshalom.org




