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LESSONS IN HASHKAFA & HALACHA FROM THE PARSHA 

 ויקח קרח וכו':

 Rashi tells us that Korach together with Dasan and Aviram wrapped themselves 

in talleisim woven out of pure techeilis and went to ask Moshe Rabeinu if their garb 

requires them to attach tzitzis. When Moshe responded in the affirmative, they 

mocked him saying that if one string of techeilis can exempt an entire tallis, why 

should a garment that is completely techeilis need it? Of course Korach and his 

followers were wrong for the way they approached Moshe Rabeinu. It is obvious that 

their motives were not l’sheim Shomayim. Nevertheless, it would seem that their 

claim carries much validity. Why does a tallis made completely of techeilis  also need 

tzitzis? 

 HaRav Moshe Feinstein zt”l suggests the following explanation: The Gemara 

(Menachos 34b) says that tzitzis brings us to yiras shomayim; the bluish color of 

techeilis reminds us of the sea. The color of the sea is very much like that of the sky. 

Thinking of the sky brings us to contemplate Hashem’s holy throne. Conceptually it 

makes sense, however this progression seems unnecessary. Why not simply say that 

the blue techeilis serves to remind us of the kisei ha’kavod?  Explains Reb Moshe, 

that these words of the gemara are quite deliberate. Torah and avodas Hashem is 

something that is developed in stages. Each experience adds to the next. Slowly but 

surely we can build our relationship with the Ribono shel olam into something very 

solid and quite real. However, it is imperative that is starts small; one strand of 

techeilis leads to the kisei ha’kavod.  Leaping in Torah does not produce lasting 

results. Indeed, this was the source of much of the troubles that befell the Jews in the 

midbar; they left Mitzrayim and experienced closeness to Hashem that was 
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unmatched. Nevertheless, their experiences did not leave them with the emunah and 

bitachon necessary to withstand the tests of the mahn, the slav and the meraglim. 

This was the message Moshe Rabeinu tried to convey. A full tallis of techeilis may be 

impressive, but only when it starts with a small thread can the impression last! 

 בענין מחלוקת קרח ועדתו:

     Korach’s attempt to thwart Moshe Rabeinu as leader of K’lal Yisroel, serves as 

Chazal’s prototype of a machlokes that is not l’sheim shomayim, something that is to 

be avoided at all costs.  It would therefore seem most appropriate for us to attempt to 

understand Korach’s motivations and mind-set.  To suggest that Korach simply fought 

to steal Moshe’s position of leadership because he wanted the kavod borders on the 

ridiculous.  Korach not only fooled the masses, but he managed to sway some of the 

most prominent members of society. How exactly did this happen? 

    HaRav Boruch Dov Povarsky explains that for the most part, Korach’s intentions 

were actually l’sheim shomayim. He really felt that the leadership of K’lal Yisroel 

should not be monopolized by Moshe and Aharon and that every Jew is holy and 

capable of achieving high levels.  After all, they all stood at Har Sinai.  When he 

argued with Moshe’s halachic rulings on techeilis and mezuzos, he did so because 

he held Moshe to be wrong, and not because he wanted to mock him, and he spoke 

with enough conviction that many were convinced of his arguments. However, deep 

down, Korach also saw this as an opportunity for himself.  A small part of him wanted 

honor and that pushed him argue with Moshe.  This led to the great debate that 

became the paradigm of machlokes. 
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 As a rule, one should always learn Torah and do mitzvos, even if his intentions 

are not pure.  Eventually, Chazal explain, he will come to do them l’sheim shomayim. 

However, while this is true about most areas of life, it does not apply to machlokes. 

Even if a person really believes in what he is fighting for, if he has anything to gain 

personally, he must walk away from machlokes and sacrifice it all.  Perhaps this why 

Chazal define Korach as a machlokes that was not l’sheim shomayim.  Really, K’lal 

Yisroel had many enemies throughout history, both from outside and from within. Yet 

none of them fought with good reason except Korach. Therefore Chazal tell us that 

any machlokes that is not 100% l’sheim shomayim, resembles that of Korach and his 

supporters and should be avoided at all costs. 

 

 מחלוקת קרח ועדתו:

   Korach's attack against Moshe Rabeinu's role as leader  serves as the paradigm 

of a machlokes that is waged "lo Isheim shomayim" - with impure intentions.  The 

mishna in pirkei Avos contrasts this with the halachos debated by Shamai and Hillel, 

labeling the latter as the example of a machlokes that is fought l'sheim shomayim - 

with the purest of intentions.  The mishna concludes with a rule of thumb:  A 

machlokes that is l'sheim shomayim will endure. One that is not free of impure 

intentions will not.  This rule of thumb needs to be understood as it seems that the 

concluding words of the mishna are far from trivial and Chazal are attempting to 

convey an important message. 

    The K'sav Sofer offers the following approach in understanding the mishna which 

serves as a lesson that we can apply to our pursuit of Torah and mitzvos in all areas 
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of avodas Hashem:  We must understand the psychology of Korach and his 

followers. Misguided as they were, their attempt to gain power and control was not an 

outright personal attack against Moshe and Aharon.  Korach truly believed that he 

had K'lal Yisroel's best interests in mind. Subconsciously however, Korach 

understood he was motivated by his own quest for honor, and when he saw that he 

was going to lose, his drive to fight subsided. The only reason he continued to fight 

until the end was a futile attempt to save face.  Hillel and Shamai however fought only 

because they each believed that their own approach was one hundred percent 

correct. Even if they saw their attempts to convince the others as futile, they would 

continue to argue so long as they were not convinced otherwise.  This is what Chazal 

mean that ''their machlokes endures" - since Shamai and Hillel's intent was the 

pursuit of truth, they continue to fight for what they believe to be true, even when they 

are clearly losing the battle. One who has ulterior motives however will eventually 

give up when he sees that will not be able to sway his opponents or their supporters. 

     While most of us are hopefully not counted among the students of Korach, our 

intentions are generally far from possessing the purity of motivation like that of Hillel 

and Shamai.  Often, it is hard to be objective in realizing to what point we are 

motivated by principle, and what part ulterior motives play in our campaign. The 

litmus test in discerning this is whether we would continue to argue even knowing we 

will lose the battle. If the argument has become too ugly to continue fighting in light of 

a sure loss, then he has reached the point where ulterior motives take over his 

previous pure intentions.  This is an important lesson to realize and a critical balance 

to achieve; despite the fact that promoting peace is great, not everything should be 
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ignored in the name of sholom.  As Torah observant Jews who strive to serve 

Hashem, me must fight for what is right. We must however be careful not to cross the 

line that divides pursuing truth from chasing ulterior motives. 

 

 והנה פרח מטה אהרן לבית לוי וכו':...

 After Korach’s attempt to overthrow Moshe and Aharon failed, Hakadosh Boruch 

Hu instructed Moshe to take a wooden staff from each of the shevatim and place it in 

front of the aron ha’kodesh. Moshe followed these instructions and each tribe brought 

a staff with its name carved into its wood. The next morning, they were removed from 

the kodesh ha’kadoshim and everyone saw that Aharon’s staff had grown flowers and 

produced fruit, proving that shevet Levi was the one chosen by Hashem as his 

“primary” servants. This needs to be understood. After all, Korach’s attempts were 

thwarted when the ground opened up and swallowed him and his cohorts. While the 

blossoming staff was certainly a more pleasant sight to see, why was this additional 

proof necessary? 

 Dayan Yisroel Yaakov Fisher zt”l offers the following explanation: When Korach 

challenged Moshe Rabeinu’s leadership, he didn’t question that shevet Levi was 

indeed the ones chosen to be the spiritual leaders of k’lal Yisroel. Korach himself was 

a Levi. His main complaint was that Moshe seemed to be imposing a monopoly over 

the rest of the tribe. Moshe was the primary leader of the entire nation and Aharon, 

his brother served as kohein Gadol. Shevet Levi was comprised of several families so 

why should one family “control” everything?  When the ground swallowed up korach 

alive it was clear to all that Moshe Rabeinu and Aharon were chosen by Hashem 
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Himself, disproving Korach’s allegations of nepotism. However, the case was far from 

closed. K’lal Yisroel still wondered why shevet Levi should be singled out. Not only 

were they to represent them in the avodas ha’korabanos, but k’lal Yisroel was 

instructed to support them, as is laid out in the pesukim following Aharon’s 

blossoming staff. When K’lal Yisroel would enter Eretz Yisroel and work the land, they 

would be required to tithe its produce. 2% (terumah) for the kohanim, 10% (ma’aser) 

for the levi’im, plus challah (another 2-4%) when making dough. In short, shevet Levi 

would “walk away” with at least 12% of all produce. Since shevet Levi was one of the 

smaller of the shevatim, and there were another eleven tribes who would give their 

tithes to them, the levi’im would end up with more produce in their hands than the 

average Jew! (This does not even take into consideration the other amounts that 

were “given away” to the poor in the forms of ma’aser ani, pe’ah, etc.) How could this 

be? Knowing that this would seem unfair, Hakadosh Boruch Hu first showed them 

why it is not so. 

 Shevet Levi were the people who dedicated themselves to Torah. They owned 

no land themselves and dedicated their lives to the study of Torah and avodas 

Hashem. In truth, this is the real source of growth. Hashem told Moshe to take 

Aharon’s staff, nothing more than a dry stick and place it in front of the aron that 

housed the luchos and Torah, and caused it to blossom and grow fruit, as if to say, 

“see, this stick has no connection to the ground and yet grows from exposure to the 

kedusha of the Torah itself!” 

 The Rambam at the end of Hilchos Shemita v’Yovel writes that this concept is 

not limited to descendants of shevet Levi. Any one who is truly motivated to do so 
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and wants to dedicate his life to the study of Torah is worthy of the support offered by 

the rest of k’lal Yisroel, and it is their responsibility and merit to help him. 
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