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The book of Numbers is a catalog of Jewish character flaws.

Up until parashat korah, we've seen the Jewish refugees fall victim to nostalgia for a past

that was, in reality, a kind of hell (the D))INN1); to intrafamilial resentment and position-jock-

eying (Miriam); to cowardice, and (as we've learned recently) its no less disastrous reaction,

rash and poorly-planned feats of bravery (the scouts and the ©°2°9¥1); and, of course, through-

out the book, we'd succumbed to endemic, unremitting kvetching. Numbers reads like a cutting

letter from someone who knows you too well; like a Philip Roth novel, which even its fiercest

critic is forced to acknowledge succeeds at skewering its subject.

In fact, Korah and recent events brought me in mind of Philip Roth, and especially his two

great novels dealing with Israel and modern Jewish identity: The Counterlife and Operation Shy-

lock. In these two books, Roth seems to have anticipated, uncannily, the course of the last 20

years, and to have said everything there is to say about it, from every angle. The novels are

mMponn -- dialectics, arguments -- through and through: Roth's imagination runs riot, arguing

with itself, with his alter-ego, with his alter-ego's alter-egos. He gives the charismatic leader of a

religious settlement a speech more eloquent or persuasive than anything I've heard from the

real things; his Palestinians plead their people's cause with more nuance and pathos than their

best advocates can muster. And, 20 years before Helen Thomas told Israelis to "get the hell out
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of Palestine" and "go home" -- which, in her confusion she mistakenly identified with "Poland

and Germany" -- Roth created, in Operation Shylock, a crank who sets himself up as the Herzl of

"Diasporism" - that is, a movement calling for Israel to close up shop and for its Ashkenazi in-

habitants to decamp at once for the lands of the Diaspora. (Roth's fraud was aware, at the least,

that more than half of all Jewish Israelis are not even distantly descended of Jews who sojourned

in Europe).

This character calls himself "Philip Roth," and impersonating the author himself holes up

in the King David hotel giving interviews to the press.

"Registered in Suite 511" writes Roth was, "the other me, the second me, the irresponsi-

ble me, the deviant me, the opposing me, the delinquent, turpitudinous me." Roth dubs him:

"Moishe Pipik: the little guy who wants to be a bigshot. .. someone who is a bit ridiculous, a bit

funny, a bit childish, the comical shadow"

This is about as good a description of Korah as I can think of. Korah is not so much

Moshe's enemy as his comical, deviant shadow -- Moshe's Moishe Pipik. Where Moshe is

painfully modest and humble, Korah is extrovert and ambitious. Moshe, in a moment of weak-

ness four chapters earlier, confessed a secret wish to Joshua:
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"If only every Jew were a prophet! If only God's spirit rested on all of them!"

If only, that is, I didn't have to bear this all-but-intolerable burden of leadership on my
own. Itis the kind of wistful fantasy truly gifted, and therefore profoundly lonely people will
sometimes allow themselves.

And here is Korah -- Moshe's first cousin -- hurling Moshe's own words in his face, insinu-
ating that Moshe's lonely fantasy is fact, and that Moshe, by denying it, has shown himself a

power-mad, nepotistic tyrant:

"M S0P-5Y WWIND VYT M DN DWTP DY) NTYN-57 ) DP-22"

"You've gone too far. For the entire community is holy -- all of them; and 1 is in their

midst! Why, then, have you elevated yourselves above the Lord's assembly?"

The biblical Korah's speech was stirring stuff: Indeed, by verse 19, Korah appears to have
whipped up every Jew in the camp against Moshe and Aaron. And it's no wonder: Egalitarian

and democratic; suspicious of religious and political authority; admiring of the common holi-
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ness of all human beings. It's the sort of thing, I'd venture, with which many of us would be in-

clined to agree.

A few years ago, after a long career in public relations, Greta Berlin -- an LA native with a

Masters in Theater Arts -- founded the "Free Gaza Movement". As she explained to The New York

Times, she discovered that she “happen[s] to be passionate about the Palestinians." She also

happens to oppose the existence of the Jewish State of Israel -- "though she contends,” reported

the Times, "that this is part of a larger philosophy which opposes all national borders."

Berlin struggled at first to find financing; but various organizations in Turkey, Malaysia

and elsewhere soon came to her aid; and it was with their money, support and infrastructure

that, two weeks ago and with, her group set sail to break Israel's blockade of Hamas.

Like Berlin's so-called "Peace Flotilla," Korah's phony "revolt" was a piece of political the-

ater, a play performed for an audience whose smoldering prejudices and resentments it aimed

to stoke.

Korah's populism, his declaration of the common holiness of every Jew, was not aimed at

Moshe, but rather to the gathered onlookers, whom it flattered and incited. It was a piece of

demagoguery, aimed to disguise the insurrection of a handful of oligarchs as a popular rebellion.
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Korah is no man of the people: He is a senior Levite, filled with rancor for losing the priesthood

to his cousin, Aaron. And the elites behind him -- whom the Torah calls n7yn »&oW) and oW YYIXN -

- understood that whatever Korah might say, they, and not the common Jew, would benefit from

the coup.

Likewise, neither the Turks, nor the Malaysians, nor the various Islamist and Jihadist

charities that funded and orchestrated the Flotilla Show, paid much mind to Greta Berlin's "larg-

er political philosophy." They understood quite clearly that her movement was not really about

human rights and the end of the nation state. Her benefactors gave without any fear they might

end up helping Kurdish guerillas, or supporting Armenian rights-groups, or Malaysian religious

minorities, or contributing to the defense of political prisoners languishing in Turkish and

Malaysian prisons. Nor were they concerned that, after dismantling Israel, Berlin would train

her sights on the Turkish or Malaysian state. Berlin's patrons gave because they understood she

aimed to discredit the Jewish State and the Jewish State alone -- and because this was in their

own, narrow interests.

It is our Jewish naiveté, just as it was the naiveté of the crowd Korah whipped up, that

causes us to take the Free Gaza movement at face value, as anything more than cynical theater.
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So Korah powerfully illustrates yet another Jewish character flaw: our weakness for ide-

alism and the language of principle, even when it's cynically deployed in the service of unworthy,

and even evil causes.

A wonderful midrash gives Korah a second speech, this one delivered before all the Jews

he mustered against Moshe and Aaron (see Num. 16:19).!

Korah speaks of a poor widow and her two daughters, who owned only a single field. He

casts Moshe and Aaron as thieves and tyrants who, citing pasuk after pasuk, take everything the

widow had for themselves, all under color of law.

Korah concludes:

1"2P2 POIM,PYIY N9 IZRNIOYY XM N LPTI TIN

'[Now I ask you:] was it right -- was it proper? -- to misuse this unhappy [woman] so?!

All this Moshe and Aaron do, and they hang the blame it on God!’

1. The Midrash is reproduced and translated in full on pp. 10-12.
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Korah's tale is obviously a fabrication. The laws he cites are quoted out of context, and

many of them in fact specifically provide for the welfare of the widow and the fatherless. And

the midrash itself calls Korah's antics D%°5 -- clowning, buffonery. It is demagoguery posing as

a call for justice. Itis not to be taken seriously. Only the most callow mistake a clown for a hero.

But this is just what we do. A friend of friend, no doubt sincere and good hearted, echoed

both Korah and Greta Berlin's words when commenting on a Facebook post about the Flotilla In-

cident. She wrote:

When I close my eyes and get to the Grace, | understand that we're all one, there are no

boundaries, there are no territories, . .. and G-d did not draw any lines in the sand.

I believe in Love and trying to really listen and understand others. I believe in working
on solutions to problems. [!] I believe in trying to be Peace and in wishing the best for

the whole World.

To say that Korah or the Free Gaza Show should not be taken seriously is not in any way

to deny the deadly seriousness of what is at stake: The lives of Palestinians living in a giant

open-air prison; the failure of Israeli political and military leadership; the continued legitimacy

of Israel's use of force; and the uncertain future of the Jewish State. It s, rather, to insist that
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these hugely serious issues have been coopted and made into the toys and props of clowns and
cynics.

According to Ramban, even Moshe was not immune to this Jewish weakness for meeting
cynicism with reason and principle. He points out that just after Korah assails Moshe and Aaron,
the Torah says:

1)9-5y 5901,7UN YY),
And Moshe listened [to what Korah said], and fell on his face. (16:4)

But Korah spoke against both Moshe and Aaron. Why then did Aaron not "listen" to him
as well?

Ramban explains:

SN0 DPIYNNN D33 927 MY XD, INWITP 1IN, )INN D

Because Aaron, in his self-restraint and holiness, did not utter a single word through-

out this entire confflict.
NNOYNN N2YTY NP NOYNY NTINDY WIINDI )

Rather, to all appearances he behaved like someone who'd gone deaf; or even as if he

were deferring to Korah
STON N DPPNI NYN I2TI NYIY NIN DIANX

But though he didn't argue, and didn't even appear to disagree with Korah, Aaron qui-

etly followed Moshe's' authority, and obeyed the law of the Heavenly King.
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That is, if it was Moshe's equivocal honor to be chosen as the mediator between God and

His people, it was Aaron's special faculty, alone among all the Jews, to be able to see through Ko-

rah, and to take him for what he really was: A clown, and a fraud.
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Midrash Tehillim (Parma MSS), Ps. 1, 15

Happy is the man VORI VR
Who has not followed the counsel of the . .
: DY NEYA 727 K2 WK
wicked . 2 4] o/

Nor lingered in the path of sinners, , Ty K7 DOROI 7772

Nor sat in the company of hecklers.

2u7% KD 293 2uHin
(Ps. 1:1)

(x,x°97n)

This is Korah, who would make a laughing stock of
Moshe and Aaron.

What did Korah do? He assembled the entire
community against them -- as it is said, And Korah
gathered every group against them. ... (Num. 16:19) --
and he began to make a disparaging speech before [the
assembly], saying:
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"There's a widow in my neighborhood, who has
two orphaned girls; and she had [only] one

field.

'Now, when she went to plow it, Moshe told her,
You may not plow it with an ox and a donkey
together. (Deut. 22:10) When she went to seed
it, he told her You may not sow with two kinds of
seed. (Lev. 19:19) When she went to reap and
bundle [the stalks of grain], he said, "[Be sure
you leave the] gleanings, the overlooked
sheaves, and the corners of the field." (cf. Lev.
19:9) When she went to [store the wheat in
the] silo, [Moses] said to her, "Give me the
heave-offering, the first tithe, and the second
tithe." (cf. Num. 15:19; 18:21-27; Deut.

14:22-29,26:12)

'She submitted to the law, and gave Moses
[what he demanded].
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'What did this destitute woman do [then]? She sold
her field, and bought two sheep, so she might
clothe [herself and her daughters with the wool
shorn from them], and make a little money [by
selling] their offspring.

'But as soon as [her sheep] delivered -- along
comes Aaron and says, "Give me their first-born,
for thus has the Holy One, Blessed be He,
instructed me: Every first-born male of the herd or
flock you shall dedicate to the Lord your God." (Deut.
15:19)

'So she submitted to the law, and gave [Aaron] her
lambs.

'When the time for shearing came, and she sheared
[her sheep] -- along came Aaron [again] and said to
her: "Give me the first portion of the shearing." (cf.
Deut. 18:4)

"The widow said [to herself], "I haven't the
strength in me to endure this man (lit,, "to
withstand"; cf. Ps. 1:1) I'll slaughter [the sheep
instead] and eat them."

'But once she slaughtered them, here comes Aaron
[once again], and says to her: "Give me the
shoulder, and the jaws and the stomach.” (cf. Deut.
18:3)

'She said: "Even by slaughtering them I'm not free
of your demands -- here, I'll declare [the sheep]
donations [to the Temple]!"

'But, Aaron replied: "If they're donations, then
they're mine entirely, as it is said, Everything
dedicated in Israel shall be yours." (Num. 18:14)

And Aaron snatched up the sheep and went on his
way, leaving the woman weeping, along with her
two daughters.'

'[Now I ask you:] is it right -- is it proper? -- to
misuse this unhappy [woman] so?!

‘All this Moses and Aaron do, and they pin it on
God!'

-11 -

D'var Torah, Parashat Korah, 5770

,NTYN NN 1790) 200y VY N’
YIADD YT MVYIAD YNV NP
AP NN JPMDN

NN’ 2 NI PN NI = 1Y D’
1"2PN 0 NN TOY,MMNIIN NN D
TOP IWN NN D5 :(VLY WV DMIIT)
"NO WIPN I TINSDY TIPA2
LDy DN

N D 1NN PTN DN 7YY DTSN
DYTOMN

JIIN NI = JDIN 3TN D YT YN’
DY) N PYNRI D )N D NN
(7 o7

M YN TINYD NI PN :INN'
INVMY NN N, (X X DONIN DY)
"ANoOINY

112 M) IIN XD HVNYY D’
by) ".Napm D»NOM NN O NN"
(> o»M1a7

ND,)MIN ONOVNYY INN' DN’
'HOY DIN DN HIN = TN ONDIN

)0V 1213 ,)0 DN OX' 1D N
DN D2 (T N H37N3) 2>NOT
" O DNV

YNV DY 1212 NN ND TOM POV
PINA

I7ND2IDYD NI XD LT PN
"'n"apa povm,pwiy oo’





