
A Few Thoughts on Parashat Korach (Numbers 16:1 - 18:32; Samuel I 11:14 - 12:22)   June 19, 2026 
Hazzan Leah Frey-Rabine 

 
Despite numerous debacles the people have still not understood that freedom is not the absence of limits, but rather, 
the necessary, disciplined acceptance of healthy limits. This is especially true in matters of holiness. From Aaron’s sons 
Nadav and Avihu to Korach, claiming freedom of access, even with the best of intentions, is exceedingly dangerous. In 
pre-scientific times, when people believed that lightening was divine fire, illness, mold, mildew, and skin eruptions were 
signs of spiritual imbalance, death transmitted ritual impurity, and fertility and good harvests depended on divine favor, 
people approached divine power with extreme care. In the pagan world boundaries between human and divine were 
porous, but in the world of Torah they have always been inviolable. Holiness is a powerful and dangerous force that must 
be approached with discipline, structure, and respectful distance. For the Israelites, the mishkan is the sole point of 
contact. It is exclusively in the hands of the tribe of Levi, which is divided into Kohen and Levi, each with specifically 
assigned roles and duties. Sacred times and sacred offerings are strictly regulated, leaving nothing to chance. In 
essence, this order mirrors the societal order the people are to create. Delineating the sacred spaces of the mishkan and 
the roles of Kohen, Levite, and Israel is paralleled in the laws that outlaw corruption, protect the vulnerable, and ensure 
the health of the land. We need boundaries to protect us from dangerous holiness as well as from dangerous people. 
Ordered holiness and ordered justice go hand in hand in the world our Torah teaches us to create. It is noteworthy that 
Parashat Mishpatim, where the beginnings of civil law are outlined and the first offerings to HaShem are performed, 
follows immediately after the Revelation at Sinai in Parashat Yitro. Later, Parashat Kedoshim confirms the that the laws 
of holiness and the laws of society are a unified system: “You must be holy, for I, God, your God, am holy.” (Leviticus 
19:2) In other words, we are called upon to emulate the attributes of HaShem in the structure, discipline, and 
boundaries governing our sacred and everyday lives. Korach’s challenge weaponizes these principles against the entire 
system HaShem has commanded the Israelites to implement. He cleverly reframes HaShem’s words at Sinai, “You shall 
be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exodus 19:6) into an entitlement: “You take too much upon yourselves, 
for the entire community – all of them – are holy, and God is in their midst.” (16:3) Today we recognize this as classic 
Orwellian inversion: the priesthood is elitism, boundaries are tyranny, authority is oppression, and I am your liberator 
because I truly understand you. The complaints, skillfully presented as egalitarianism, are mere pretext, especially the 
outlandish allegations of Dathan and Aviram, who accuse Moses and Aaron of leading them from a land flowing with milk 
and honey into the desert to kill them, solely for the purpose of subjugating them, and then add insult to injury by 
complaining that they have neither been brought to this land of milk and honey promised them, nor have they received 
their inheritance. From the firstborn tribe of Reuben, they may feel slighted because Moses has appointed the 
Ephraimite Joshua rather than one of them as his successor. But did those 250 angry tribal leaders not understand that 
the Levites were chosen by HaShem to serve in the mishkan in lieu of receiving land? This is no push for democracy, and 
ringleader Korach is not a liberator. He is the quintessential manipulator, cunningly using his followers to overthrow 
Moses and Aaron and assume power himself in flagrant distortion of the ethos that has been established since Sinai. 
Nowhere does the Torah say that roles are interchangeable, boundaries are oppressive, and holiness is an entitlement. 
Holiness is commanded and disciplined, not improvised or spontaneous. And it is not a status to be claimed, but rather, 
a way of life earned through adhering to the principles of justice, compassion, restraint, and responsibility. Like so many 
others who come after him, Korach channels his charisma, his ambitions, his resentments, and his persuasive skills to 
tell a hoard of malcontents exactly what they want to hear: You are holy! You deserve more! Moses is cheating you and 
holding you back! This is a demagogue grasping for power and using the language of holiness to achieve his goals. If he 
had succeeded, the people would have been as unfree as they were in Egypt. It is no accident that Moses challenges 
Korach’s faction with incense – the offering that killed Nadav and Avihu for their misguided presumption. The 
exceedingly dangerous ritual of incense is performed solely by priests, only at specific times in a specific location, and 
according to a precise recipe. If they claim priestly holiness, believe boundaries are oppressive, and consider holiness 
an entitlement, then they are welcome to step into priestly danger, cross boundaries, and approach holiness. Their 
failure exposes Korach’s rhetoric for what it is. Throughout history people like Korach have seized power by channeling 
discontent through manipulating facts with highly convincing arguments presented in eloquent tones of holy, righteous 
wrath. Scapegoats are chosen to justify the people’s grievances, which are magnified and exploited in order to capitalize 
on their deepest fears. Some of that is playing out right now in many parts of the world. Our task is to counter the Korach 
pattern, not with more outrage, but by modeling Torah principles of integrity, humility, justice, compassion, and 
disciplined holiness. In a world where all too many credulous people are exposed to manipulation from countless 
sources, living these values is our most powerful form of resistance.  
 
Shabbat shalom! 


