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Over the past few weeks we’ve been reading what scholars have termed the “rebellion 

narratives”.  These passages of Scripture which detail growing dissent among the Israelites 

climax in this week’s parashah with the account of the infamous rebellion against Moshe’s 

leadership by Korach and his many influential supporters. Korach, who is described as being 

the son of Yitzhar, the son of Khat, the son of L’vi, was a man of great significance within the 

Jewish community, as were his principal followers Datan and Aviram (who were leaders from 

the tribe of Reuven). They in turn were joined, as the Scriptures state, by “250 men of Israel, 

leaders of the community, key members of the council, men of reputation.” (16:2). Obviously 

this represented an immensely powerful political alliance and together they accused Moshe 

of aggregating too much power to himself, of corruption and of mismanagement. ““You take 

too much on yourselves!” they exclaimed, “After all, the entire community is holy, every one 

of them, and ADONAI is among them. So why do you lift yourselves up above ADONAI’s 

assembly?”” “Is it such a mere trifle, bringing us up from a land flowing with milk and honey 

to kill us in the desert, that now you arrogate to yourself the role of dictator over us? You 

haven’t at all brought us into a land flowing with milk and honey, and you haven’t put us in 

possession of fields and vineyards.”   

 

What are we to make of all this? You have to admit that, on the surface at least, Korach’s 

accusations had some rationale and appeal. After all, the theocratic system of governance 

that had been introduced in Israel was being run on the human side at least by two brothers 

and a sister. This being so, is it any wonder that this family were accused of a political stitch 

up and of nepotism? In fact, one of the brothers, Aharon, was the Chief Priest and he and his 

sons had, because of a law established by his brother, a right to live off the very best that the 

people of Israel produced. As Korach and his supporters saw it this was unfair. Aharon was 

living from their hands to his mouth! Moreover, the other brother, Moshe, Israel’s Supreme 

Leader, not only governed the people of Israel but effectively made all disagreement illegal 

by claiming that his, and only his, were divine words. To contradict Moshe therefore was 

effectively to contradict God, and who would dare to face the consequences of that in an age 

in which people were stoned or burned to death for falling foul of the law? Little wonder then 

that some of those who looked on at this state of affairs felt aggrieved and suspected 

nepotism and naked ambition.  Indeed, it’s evident from the text that Korach and his 

followers were genuine in their sense of grievance. That much is suggested by their response 

to Moshe’s summons, “We won’t come up! Is it such a mere trifle, bringing us up from a land 

flowing with milk and honey to kill us in the desert, that now you arrogate to yourself the role 

of dictator over us? You haven’t at all brought us into a land flowing with milk and honey, 

and you haven’t put us in possession of fields and vineyards. Do you think you can gouge out 

these men’s eyes and blind them? We won’t come up!” Datan and Aviram were apparently 

still convinced of the rightness of their cause when, facing imminent death, they came to 

stand by their tents as Moshe called down judgement upon them. As we read, “Then Datan 

and Aviram came out and stood at the entrance to their tents with their wives, sons and little 

ones.” As far as they were concerned, Datan and Aviram were martyrs to a righteous cause. 
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They saw themselves as speaking up against corruption and injustice, giving voice to the 

concerns of the people, seeking to reform Israel’s governance. For “the entire community is 

holy, every one of them and Adonai is among them. So why do you lift yourselves up above 

Adonai’s assembly?”  In contrast to Moshe and Aharon, whom they accused of a failure to 

understand and empathise with the ordinary people’s struggles, Datan and Aviram 

considered that they felt the pulse of the people. “Is it such a mere trifle,” they asked, 

“bringing us up from a land flowing with milk and honey to kill us in the desert, that now you 

arrogate to yourself the role of dictator over us? You haven’t at all brought us into a land 

flowing with milk and honey, and you haven’t put us in possession of fields and vineyards.”  

 

In modern democratic terms, Korach and his followers were simply doing what Her Majesty’s 

loyal opposition should do: they were asking questions and holding the government to 

account for a failure of a clear manifesto policy. But of course, we have to remember that 

those days were different to these days. Theirs was no democracy; God’s will was indeed 

made manifest to Moshe and Aharon in the Tent of Meeting and through the Urim and 

Thumim, and thus Hashem’s answer to Korach and his followers was clear, swift and deadly. 

As we read, (Bmidbar 16:15), “Moshe said, “Here is how you will know that Adonai has sent me 

to do all these things and that I haven’t done them out of my own ambition: if these men die 

a natural death like other people, only sharing the fate common to all humanity, then Adonai 

has not sent me. But if Adonai does something new — if the ground opens up and swallows 

them with everything they own, and they go down alive to Sh’ol — then you will understand 

that these men have had contempt for Adonai.” The moment he finished speaking, the 

ground under them split apart — the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up with 

their households, all the people who had sided with Korach and everything they owned. So 

they and everything they owned went down alive into Sh’ol, the earth closed over them and 

their existence in the community ceased. All Isra’el around them fled at their shrieks, 

shouting, “The earth might swallow us too!” Then fire came out from Adonai and destroyed 

the 250 men who had offered the incense.”  

 

Scary stuff!  Indeed, after these terrible events the people could be in no doubt that not only 

were Moshe and Aharon God’s chosen leaders, but in hearing clearly from and spoking for 

God to the people, they were to be obeyed in all circumstances and at all costs. Such is life in 

a theocracy! The temptation for believers today, however, is to read all this, see theocratic 

government as an ideal, and seek to establish it here and now in the present age. After all, 

they argue, isn’t God the same yesterday, today and forever? So, just as Moshe heard from 

God and spoke with Him face to face and just as Aharon had the Urim and Tumim in order to 

clearly establish God’s will in all things, why can’t we do so now - especially as we have the 

Ruach HaKodesh dwelling inside us? This line of thinking is very appealing. I mean, who 

doesn’t want to have clear direction from God at all times? Who doesn’t want to emulate 

Moshe in seeing, speaking and hearing God as a man speaks with his friend? In an uncertain 

world and in these particularly uncertain times the promise of theological certainty is 

beguiling. Indeed, perhaps this helps to explain why so many religious groups, whether 
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Christian, Jewish, Muslim or otherwise, have  their ‘prophets’ who are attributed with having a 

special connection to God. Their followers hang on every word as if they are from God 

Himself, and because of this they are able to exercise enormous power and influence in the 

lives of their followers. To question the word of the said apostle or prophet is to flirt with 

condemnation, excommunication or even, in many parts of the word, with death. After all, as 

we have read this morning, “it’s in the Bible” isn’t it?! These are people who want to impose 

their vision of theocracy upon wider society. The list of contemporary Islamic groups who are 

seeking to do precisely this is as long as your arm, but other religious have and have had 

their own version of IS. As William Manchester has written in his book “A World Lit Only By 

Fire,”: “All Protestant regimes were stiffly doctrinal to a degree unknown—until now—in 

Rome. John Calvin’s Geneva, however, represented the ultimate in repression. The city-state 

of Geneva, which became known as the Protestant Rome, was also, in effect, a police state, 

ruled by a Consistory of five pastors and twelve lay elders, with the bloodless figure of the 

dictator looming over all. In physique, temperament, and conviction, Calvin (1509–1564) was 

the inverted image of the freewheeling, permissive, high-living popes whose excesses had led 

to Lutheran apostasy. Frail, thin, short, and lightly bearded, with ruthless, penetrating eyes, he 

was humourless and short-tempered. The slightest criticism enraged him. Those who 

questioned his theology he called “pigs,” “asses,” “riffraff,” “dogs,” “idiots,” and “stinking 

beasts.” One morning he found a poster on his pulpit accusing him of “Gross Hypocrisy.” A 

suspect was arrested. No evidence was produced, but he was tortured day and night for a 

month till he confessed. Screaming with pain, he was lashed to a wooden stake. 

Penultimately, his feet were nailed to the wood; ultimately he was decapitated. Calvin’s 

justification for this excessive rebuke reveals the mindset of all Reformation inquisitors, 

Protestant and Catholic alike: “When the papists are so harsh and violent in defence of their 

superstitions” he asked, “are not Christ’s magistrates shamed to show themselves less ardent 

in defence of the sure truth?” Clearly, he would have condemned the Jesus of Matthew (5:39, 

44) as a heretic. In Calvin’s Orwellian theocracy, established in 1542, acts of God—

earthquakes, lightning, flooding—were acts of Satan. (Luther, of course, agreed.) Copernicus 

was branded a fraud, attendance at church and sermons was compulsory, and Calvin himself 

preached at great length three or four times a week. Refusal to take the Eucharist was a 

crime. The Consistory, which made no distinction between religion and morality, could 

summon anyone for questioning, investigate any charge of backsliding, and entered homes 

periodically to be sure no one was cheating Calvin’s God. Legislation specified the number of 

dishes to be served at each meal and the colour of garments worn. What one was permitted 

to wear depended upon who one was, for never was a society more class–ridden. Believing 

that every child of God had been foreordained, Calvin was determined that each know his 

place; statutes specified the quality of dress and the activities allowed in each class. But even 

the elite—the clergy, of course—were allowed few diversions. Calvinists worked hard because 

there wasn’t much else they were permitted to do. “Feasting” was proscribed; so were 

dancing, singing, pictures, statues, relics, church bells, organs, altar candles; “indecent or 

irreligious” songs, staging or attending theatrical plays; wearing rouge, jewellery, lace, or 

“immodest” dress; speaking disrespectfully of your betters; extravagant entertainment; 



Parashat Korach 
 

 

24/06/2017 Rabbi Yehoshua Scott 4 

                                                                                 

swearing, gambling, playing cards, hunting, drunkenness; naming children after anyone but 

figures in the Old Testament; reading “immoral or irreligious” books…” Of course 

independent thinking and judgement could not be allowed in a theocracy. As Calvin 

declared, “From whence come so many labyrinths of errors in the world but because men are 

led by their own understanding only into vanity and untruth?” Since only Calvin’s 

interpretation of God’s Word could be relief upon it was Calvin’s word that was to be obeyed. 

But what Calvin thought to be an ideal, a theocracy grounded upon Scripture, was in reality a 

tyrannical religious police state.  

 

The question that we must answer as we read our portion today and which is posed to us 

again and again as we witness the countless aggressions, from the micro to the macro, that 

are perpetrated throughout the word every day, by people who believe that only they speak 

for God, is what kind of society we want to live in? Even if we believe that a Messianic 

theocratic age is coming and will be established by the Messiah, do we really want such a 

theocracy in the here and now? And if your answer is ‘yes’ to that question, whose 

interpretation of God’s Word shall we follow? Yours? Mine? The Chief Rabbi’s? The Pope’s? 

The Ayatollah’s? Which one of us has it right? Actually, in our own minds we all think we do! 

The fact is that we all think we are right, don’t we? Most of us, as believers, spend out time 

seeking truth and convince ourselves of that what we know is the truth, and nothing but the 

truth, so help me God. All of which technically makes everyone else wrong doesn’t it? As the 

Proverb says, “every way of a human being is right in his own eyes.” This can be particularly 

true, especially for fundamentalists of every and any religious guise, with regard to God. Most 

of us, even if we wouldn’t describe ourselves as fundamentalists because that word has a 

pejorative ring to it nowadays, tend to think of truth, particularly Scriptural truth, as a zero 

sum game. Since, so we think, there can only be one fundamental truth, only one possible 

reading and meaning of Scripture, and since I am convinced that I have it, then everyone else 

must necessarily be wrong! And this colours our perspective of the world and our 

relationships with other people in a particularly negative way. I mean, why can’t you all see 

that I’m right and you’re wrong?  So the thinking goes, at least for a fundamentalist, you can’t 

see that I’m right and you’re wrong because you’re either stupid or, alternatively, held in the 

power of HaSatan - possibly both! So, as the fundamentalist thinking goes, you must either 

convert to my way of thinking - the correct way to think - or I kill you! Isn’t that effectively 

how theocracies work? Don’t they label anyone who disagrees with them as heretics? And if 

you know history then you’ll know that this indeed has been the tragic experience of our 

Jewish people throughout the age of Christendom. We’ve been told to acknowledge that 

Christianity is right and convert or die! 

 

But while we all think we are right about God, the reality is that, as the Bible says, we’re 

actually all wrong! As the second half of the Proverb states, “every way of a human being is 

right in his own eyes; but the Lord weighs the heart.” Moreover, Kohelet 7:20 adds that, “Not 

a single person on earth is always good and never sins.” And guess what? That includes you 

and me! Oops! Indeed, this is the uncomfortable reality of the present age, as Rav Shaul 
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explains for “Now we see things imperfectly, like puzzling reflections in a mirror, but then we 

will see everything with perfect clarity. All that I know now is partial and incomplete, but then 

I will know everything completely, just as God now knows me completely.” And yet in spite of 

these words we are all still so desperate to be found to be the only right person in the room, 

because after all, truth is a zero sum game. Right? Therefore when we discuss Scripture or 

religion or any other perspective for that matter we can often gravitate toward unproductive 

argument where no one is listening because they all believe themselves to be right, rather 

than a real and productive exchange of ideas. In seeking to be right we can reduce faith to a 

list of beliefs or doctrines; and we therefore effectively make salvation dependent upon our 

believing in and peddling all those correct doctrines. But hold on, isn’t that called working for 

your salvation?! And you know what the Bible says about that! As Romans 3:20 says, such are 

the works of the flesh, by which no one will be justified! No, what we have been called to do 

is accept the limitations and imperfections of our humanity and understanding, simply trust in 

the grace and forgiveness of God, and get on with the essential work of Tikkun Olam as our 

Torah demands. And let’s stop pining for a return to Biblical theocracy, at least in this present 

age, for the fact is that no one, Ruach HaKodesh or not, hears as they should, no one 

understands as they should, no one sees as they should, and no one speaks or teaches as 

they should. The Messianic Age is coming when we shall see “face to face” but let us 

remember that this is not now and it is not yet. Until then, said Yeshua, “I am giving you a 

new command: that you keep on loving each other. In the same way that I have loved you, 

you are also to keep on loving each other.” It is this love that will help us to hold on to one 

another  and to co-exist as individuals, families, communities and as a human species in the 

midst of the uncertainties of this present age. Without such love and grace toward those with 

whom we disagree or share a different perspective life would quickly become intolerable and 

society would breakdown. Perceiving this from afar Yeshua thus warned his talmidim that 

“the time is coming when anyone who kills you will think they are offering a service to God.” 

Such has been the nature of all theocracies that have been attempted in this Present Age and 

so shall they be until the Perfect One comes and we see Him face to face. Which reminds me 

of the old story of how of two men approached a rabbi, hoping that he could settle a dispute 

between them. The first man eloquently stated his position and presented his point of view.  

The old rabbi stroked his chin and then proclaimed, “You’re right!” At that point, the second 

man, somewhat indignant about the rash judgement, presented his point of view in particular 

detail. The rabbi pondered for a few moments and again proclaimed, “You’re right!” The two 

men, both shocked, simultaneously responded, “We can’t both be right!”  To which the rabbi, 

looking at them both, responded, “You’re right!”  

 

So, in conclusion I would say, by all means know and argue passionately for what you believe 

to be true. But always be humble and be aware of the limits and inadequacy of your own 

understanding and vision. Respect those with whom you disagree and realise that they feel 

just as passionately as you do that what they believe is truth. Above all else realise that it is 

not perfection of beliefs that God rewards but a trusting heart. 

 


