KORACH 5764

The Talmud brings an interesting series of midrashim on the Korach story. In Sanhedrin 110a, the sage Rav contrasts the wives of Korach and a supporting actor in his rebellion, On ben Peleth. Korach’s wife goads him into his revolt, enumerating his misgivings: “The wife of Korah said to him: See what Moses did. He proclaimed himself as a king, his brother he made high-priest, the sons of his brother for adjuncts of the high-priests. Heave-offering he commanded to give to the priests, and even from tithes, which are for the Levites, he commands to give again one-tenth to the priest. And not only this, he made of you fools by commanding all the Levites to shave off all their hair.” Sufficiently riled up, Korach makes his fatal move against Moses, and the rest is history.

In contrast, the Talmud relates that “the wife of On ben Peleth saved him from being among the congregation of Korach. She said to him: What is the difference to you? If Moses will be master, you are only a disciple, and the same will be for you if Korach will be the master. And to his answer: What shall I do, I was with them in consultation, and swore to take part with them? she said: I know that the whole congregation is holy, as it reads (Num. 16:3) ‘For the whole of the congregation are all of them holy;’ remain in your house and I will save you. She made him drink wine to intoxication, and she made him sleepy in the house, and she herself sat outside at the entrance of the house, uncovered her head and dishevelled her hair. And every one coming to his house, to call upon On, when he saw the uncovered head of the woman, he returned. She, however, continued to sit there, till the congregation was swallowed.”

The Talmud uses these two imaginary dialogues to illustrate a verse in Proverbs (14:1),”The wise among woman buildeth her house,” i.e. the wife of On ben Peleth, “but the foolish pulleth it down with her own hands,” i.e. the wife of Korach.

The stories themselves are worth re-examining and unpacking. What is so wrong with the complaints of Korach’s wife? These appear to be legitimate grievances, as does the people’s complaint that they have not been brought to a land flowing with milk and honey, as promised. In the case of On, we can ask, is there anything particularly noble in his wife’s statements? She seems motivated by a purely political sense of self-preservation, since whomever On sides with, he won’t be in power, so what does it matter? Why does she need to get him drunk, instead of just instructing him to stay inside? Why choose the method she does to keep others from entering the house? 

All of these questions bear further reflection and discussion. But we can also ask a second-level question: What does it tell us that this is where the Talmud’s mind wanders? Why not simply say that Korach and On and the rest of the gang were bad guys, and not drag their family relations into the mess? 

This question is reinforced by the midrash that immediately follows this one in Sanhedrin: “‘And Moses heard it, and fell upon his face.’ What had he heard? Said Samuel b. Na'hman in the name of R. Jonathan: That they suspected him of adultery, as it reads (Ps. 16:16): ‘Moreover, they envied Moses.’” 

In both of these midrashim, the Talmud makes an effort to tie together Korach’s rebellion and the institution of marriage. The Talmud willfully reads with blurry eyes, complicating the boundaries between political and familial tensions, between domestic and communal power. And, as usual, this is not the result of carelessness, but rather betrays a deeply serious message about hierarchies and relationships, limits and authority.

Respecting limits and making healthy choices is of course the basis of the rule of law. It is also the basis of all successful interpersonal relationships, marriage chief among them. For like a relationship with political or legal authority, a relationship with a spouse is one founded on a long-term commitment with significant barriers to easy exit. Both involve demands for dialogue and participation, as well as acknowledging the rights and space of the other. Both have the potential to elevate or oppress the humanity of the participants. Thus healthy behavior at home inculcates and reinforces healthy behavior in society, and vice versa. If it takes a village to raise a child, it also takes successful homes and families to create a functioning community.

Which brings us to one more Rabbinic teaching about Korach. Pirkei Avot (ch. 5) teaches: “Any dispute carried on for the sake of Heaven will in the end be established; and that which is not for the sake of Heaven will not in the end be established. What dispute is that which is for the sake of Heaven? The dispute of Shammai and Hillel. And that which is not for the sake of Heaven? This is the dispute of Korach.” Of course, among the things that made the disputes of Hillel and Shammai worthy was that which is taught in another Mishnah (Yevamot 1:4): “Although one school prohibited what the other permitted, or forbade what the other declared eligible, nonetheless Beit Shammai did not refrain from marrying women from [the families of] Beit Hillel, nor Beit Hillel from [the families of] Beit Shammai.” 

The accommodation of the other and location of meaning not only within the self, but rather in the service of the Creator and for the sake of Heaven, is typified in the marital behavior of Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel. Their debates and arguments, and their choices in marriage, reflect something that Korach lacked—a sense of humility, that while actualization of self is indeed a holy act, it must be undertaken in a spirit of community and collaboration, not simply self-aggrandizement. May we merit to be their students.

Shabbat shalom.

