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Shabbat Table Sparks
Igniting Torah Learning at the Sabbath Table
By Rabbi Mordecai Griffin

שבת שולחן ניצוצות

Bamidbar 16:1-18:32

Korach, the 1st cousin of Moses, initiates a rebellion against Moses’ leadership and the granting of the Kohen Gadol
position to his brother Aaron. He is joined by Dathan and Abiram along with 250 leaders of the community, who offer
the sacred ketoret (incense) in a test to see if they can serve as priests. As punishment, the earth supernaturally
swallows the rebels, and a fire consumes those who offered the ketoret.

The people rebel further, blaming Moses for the death of Korach and his conspirators and resisting the idea that the
Levites are a unique tribe. A plague is released upon the people in response. The plague is stopped by Aaron’s offering
of ketoret. In an effort to settle the matter of Aaron’s superiority and the tribe of Levi’s unique status, Aaron’s staff is
taken to the Tabernacle along with 11 others for each tribe. Aaron’s staff miraculously blossoms and brings forth
almonds, to prove that his designation as high priest is HaShem’s will.

G-d commands that a terumah (“uplifting”) from each crop of grain, wine and oil, as well as all firstborn sheep and
cattle, and other specified gifts, be given to the kohanim (priests).

1.) Korach separated himself from the rest of the community 16:1….The verse literally says that “Korach took” but what
was it exactly that Korach took. According to Rashi, he “took” himself away from the community. Perhaps this
was the very beginning of his downfall that would lead to disastrous consequences.

2.) Avot 5:20 tells us, “Any dispute that is for the sake of Heaven will have a constructive outcome; but one that
is not for the sake of Heaven will not have a constructive outcome. What sort of dispute was for the sake of
Heaven? The dispute between Hillel and Shammai. And which was not the sake of Heaven? The dispute
between Korach and his entire company.” Indeed, Korach was motivated by jealously, a lust for power and
pride. Unfortunately, many were drawn into his dispute and, as a result, more than 14,950 people lost their lives.

3.) With Dathan and Abiram, sons of Eliab and On son of Pelethm sons of Reuben 16:1….Korach had three accomplices
for his mutiny from the Tribe of Reuben but why Reuben? Some commentators suggest that they were jealous
that they had lost their frist born status to Joseph. Perhaps that is true and Korach exploited this weakness.
However, Rashi states that the actual reason for their involvement was “because the Tribe of Reuben was a
neighbor to Kohath and his sons…..woe to the wicked one and woe to his neighbor”. Negaim 12:6, Midrash
Tanchuma 4 & Succah 56b all confirm that they were drawn into a dispute, with which they had no vested
interest, only because they were “neighbors” to a wicked man. What important lesson does this teach us
about the company we keep? What practical steps can we take to ensure that our neighbors are of good
character?



4.) Moses sent forth to summon Dathan and Abiram, the sons of Eliab, but they said, “We shall not go
up!” 16:12…What happened to On son of Peleth? No discussion of Korach would be complete
without a tribute to the wife of On. On was the only conspirator who emerged out of this conflict
completely unscathed.  His wife deserves all of the credit.

Midrash Rabbah Bamidbar 18:20 tells the story of how On’s wife dissuaded him from participating
further with Korach’s divisive argument. “What are you getting involved for?” She asked. “What
difference does it make to you? If Aaron is the high priest you will be a student, and if Korach
becomes the high priest you will still be a student.” On acquiesced to her logic but he asked how he
could go back on the oath that he had given to join the coup? So she served him wine until he fell
asleep. When Korach and his comrades came to get him, she positioned herself at the entrance of the
tent, let down her hair and began to brush it. For modesty sake, Korach turned away and On slept
through the ordeal. On’s wife saved her husband, herself and their family. On the other hand,
Korach’s wife encouraged his rebellion just as Haman’s wife had encouraged the plot against the Jews
of Persia. What lessons can we learn from this inspiring story?

5.) The ground under them split open 16:31…Rabbi Munk quotes from Sanhedrin 110a saying that
“Gehinnom moved towards them and swallowed them up.” He says further that “Gehinnom awaits
sinners who die unrepentant and without attenuating circumstances. There are seven levels to
Gehinnom; the lowest, called Sheol, was where Korach received his punishment.” So, does Judaism
believe in “hell”? Absolutely. Clearly, we want to avoid Gehinnom, on any level. The way in which to
accomplish this is through teshuvah (repentance). What is teshuvah? How do we make teshuvah?
When do we make teshuvah? Is it a one time experience like a “confession of faith”?

6.) All the best of your oil and the best of your wine and grain, their first that they give to HaShem
18:12… To this verse, Rabbi Munk (quoting Rambam) says, “a person should give his best in
whatever he offers to HaShem. If he offers a house of prayer, it should be more beautiful than his own
home; if he feeds a poor man, he should offer his best foods; and if he clothes a poor man, he should
do so with the finest garments he can find.” Why is it so important to give our best? To whom are we
actually giving? How is the “first” related to the “best”?

7.) Like the eternal covenant of salt 18:19… Why do we salt the challah at erev? What are the
properties of salt that it should have a special symbolism as a “covenant”?
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