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KORACHקַֹרח
In loving memory of Malka bat Peretz z”l

“The earth opened its mouth and swallowed them and 
their households, and all the people who were with 

Korach, and the entire wealth”  
(Bemidbar 16:32)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) –  Bemidbar 16:1-13
Korach, from the tribe of Levi, conspires with Datan, Aviram and On from the tribe 
of Reuven. They gather together 250 leading Israelites and challenge Moshe and 
Aharon’s rights to leadership. Moshe tells Korach and his assembly to prepare an 
incense offering in a fire-pan to bring the next morning. Aharon will do the same; 
whoever’s offering is received by God will indicate the rightful leadership. Moshe 
tries to dissuade the rebels. Datan and Aviram refuse to speak with Moshe, 
accusing him of “bringing the nation out of the land of Egypt in order to kill them 
in the desert”. 

Point to Consider: Why is Korach’s lineage only listed three generations back 
and not more? (see Rashi to 16:1)

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 16:14-19
Datan and Aviram continue their tirade against Moshe, who is angered. He 
declares to God that he has received no personal gain from his leadership. The 
next morning, Korach and his assembly arrive with their incense offerings at the 

Sidra Summary

Blind with 
Envy

Spanish rabbi and 
philosopher, Rabbi 
Bachya ibn Pakuda 
(1050-1120), wrote 
the classic, Chovot 

Halevavot (Duties of the Heart), 
as a response to what he saw 
as people’s mindless, ritualistic 
practice of Judaism. He explains 
in his book that Judaism is not 
simply about serving God through 
our actions, but about serving 
God with our minds and hearts 
too. Not mindless ritual but rather 
developing an intellectual and 
emotional connection to the Creator.

Part of the process of refining 
ourselves as human beings, he says, 
is becoming more aware of the 
areas within us that hold us back 

from personal growth. He writes 
about jealousy as an example, and 
to illustrate just how damaging it 
can be, he shares the following 
powerful parable:

There was a greedy man and a 
jealous man. They were brought 
before the king, who offered to give 
them whatever they wished for. 
However, there was one important 
caveat. Whoever chose first would 
receive what he asked for, but the 
other one would receive double. As 
can be imagined, this put each of 
them in a very difficult position. The 
greedy man did not want to go first 
because he knew that by waiting, 
he could get much more. The 
jealous man did not want to go first 
either, because he knew he could 
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not possibly cope with the other 
fellow having double. After much 
hesitation from both of them, the 
jealous man finally stepped forward. 
‘Your Majesty’, he said, ‘my request 
is that you cut out one of my eyes’. 

In Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the 
Fathers, 4:28), Rabbi Elazar 
HaKappar teaches, ‘Jealousy, lust 
and [the desire for] honour, drive 
a person from this world’. These 
negative traits cause us to behave 
in all sorts of crazy ways and will 
often lead us in the direction of 
emotional and spiritual self-harm.

Korach, the protagonist of our 
sedra, was jealous of Aharon’s 
position as High Priest. Korach was 
convinced that Moshe had chosen 
Aharon because he was his brother, 
and Korach believed himself to be 
much better suited for the role. So 
powerful was Korach’s jealousy 
that he instigated a rebellion which 
ultimately led to his downfall (quite 
literally!). Korach may have had the 
best of intentions, but with jealousy 
in the ‘driver’s seat’, he was doomed 
to make big mistakes. It blinded him 
to reality and led him astray.

It is part of the human experience 

to feel jealous – we have all 
been there before. The story of 

Korach is a stark reminder of its 
power to ‘drive us from this word’.  
Internalising that message helps us 
to not let it get the better of us next 
time it comes our way. However 
self-righteous we may feel at the 
time - as indeed Korach did - it will 
never lead us to a good place. In the 
words of Margaret Thatcher: ‘The 
spirit of envy can destroy; it can 
never build’. 

Jealousy is blinding. Knowing 
that helps us not to trust what we 
‘see’ when under its influence. Let 
it go and it disappears; hold on to it 
and it drives us from this world.

entrance to the Ohel Moed (Tent of Meeting), as does 
Aharon, accompanied by Moshe.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 16:20-17:8
God tells Moshe and Aharon to separate themselves from 
the rest of the nation, as God will immediately destroy 
Korach and all those people who have been drawn after 
him, including many of the Israelites (Rashi). Moshe and 
Aharon plead for mercy. God relents, telling Moshe to 
instruct the nation to distance themselves from Korach, 
Datan and Aviram in order to prove their allegiance 
to Moshe. Datan and Aviram remain defiant. Moshe 
announces that if Korach and his followers die a normal 
death, then he, Moshe, is not God’s rightful appointee. 
Yet if the ground swallows them up miraculously, then 
Moshe’s leadership is legitimate. As Moshe finishes 
speaking, the ground opens up, consuming Korach, some 
of his followers and all of their property. A fire then 
consumes Korach’s 250 men whom he had incited to join 

in the rebellion. Moshe commands Aharon’s son Elazar to 
gather up the copper fire pans of those who died in order 
to make them into a covering for the Mizbeach (Altar). The 
next day, the people complain to Moshe and Aharon for 
‘causing’ so many deaths.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 17:9-15
In response to the complaints, God threatens to wipe 
out the people. As a fatal plague breaks out, Moshe tells 
Aharon to place incense in a fire-pan to gain atonement 
for the complainers. Aharon does so, managing to stop the 
plague, but not before it kills 14,700 people.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 17:16-24
God tells Moshe to gather a staff from each tribe’s leader, 
with the name of the tribe written on the staff. Aharon’s 
name is to be written on the staff of Levi.
The staffs are to be left in the Ohel Moed; whichever 
tribe’s staff miraculously blossoms is the rightful leader. 

It is part of the human 
experience to feel 
jealous – we have all 
been there before. 
The story of Korach 
is a stark reminder of 
its power to ‘drive us 
from this word’.



The leaders do as instructed. The following morning 
Aharon’s staff has blossoms with a bud and almonds.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 17:25-18:20
God tells Moshe to preserve Aharon’s staff as a reminder 
that he was chosen, lest the people rebel in the future. God 
reiterates Aharon’s duties and the need for the Levi’im to 

assist him and the other Kohanim. The Kohanim have the 
privilege of eating certain parts of offerings and certain 
tithes. The laws of redeeming firstborn male children and 
bringing firstborn animals as offerings are stated.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 18:21-32
The ‘first tithe’ (ma’aser rishon) taken from crops is given 

Rabbeinu Tam (1100-1171)
Provence, France, 
was the centre of 
Ashkenazic scholarship 
from the 11th century. 

It produced the ‘Ba’alei Tosafot’, 
authors of questions, notes and 
explanatory glosses to the Talmud 
and other Jewish texts. ‘Tosafot’, 
their collected writings, are printed 
in the margins of standard editions of 
the Talmud and in other anthologies; 
they are central to our understanding 
of Jewish law and its application.

The greatest of the Ba’alei Tosafot 
was Rabbi Ya’akov ben Meir, son of 
Rashi’s daughter Yocheved. Rabbi 
Ya’akov is known universally as 
‘Rabbeinu Tam’ (our teacher, the 
flawless one), a nickname imported 
from Bereishit 25:27. He was a 
successful financier and later the 
Rosh Yeshivah in Ramerupt in central 
France.

Rabbeinu Tam is cited hundreds 
of times in our Tosafot collections 
and also wrote Sefer Hayashar 
(Book of the Upright). This introduces 
Rabbeinu Tam’s harmonistic 
methodology, which influenced the 
entire Tosafot genre. Rabbeinu Tam 
attempts to reconcile apparently 
contradictory passages of the 
Talmud, often devising innovative 
halachic rulings en route. Rabbeinu 
Tam’s methodology presupposes 
that the Talmud is a consistent 

document throughout, an 
approach at odds with 
the common Sephardic 
view, exemplified by 
Ritva (Rabbi Yom Tov of 
Seville, 1260-1320). This 
partly accounts for the 
Ashkenazic approach to 
certain halachic issues, 
which is often more 
complicated than its 
Sephardic counterpart.

Several of his rulings are well-
known. In Menachot 33a, Rashi and 
Rabbeinu Tam disagree as to how to 
correctly position a mezuzah. Rashi 
(like Rambam) rules that a mezuzah 
should be placed parallel to the door-
frame, a view followed by Sephardim 
today. Rabbeinu Tam insists that 
it should be fixed perpendicular to 
the door-frame. While today no-one 
follows Rabbeinu Tam’s view, the 
Ashkenazic norm is to position the 
mezuzah diagonally, to accommodate 
his ruling, at least in part.

Rabbeinu Tam also influenced 
how we calculate timings for certain 
mitzvot, as he understood that 
nightfall occurs only 72 minutes 
after sunset. This rather late time 
(‘Nacht of Rabbeinu Tam’) for the end 
of Shabbat and some night-based 
mitzvot is widely used in Chassidic 
and other circles even today.

Rabbeinu Tam is also known for 

a particular view about 
how to manufacture 
tefillin. The mediaeval 
authorities discuss how 
to order the four biblical 
passages housed in 
the tefillin boxes. Rashi 
and Rambam hold they 
should be positioned 
in the order of their 
appearance in the Torah, 

but Rabbeinu Tam insists that the 
last two (the first two paragraphs 
of the Shema) should be switched. 
While the halacha follows Rashi, 
the Shulchan Aruch encourages a 
scrupulous person to don both ‘Rashi’ 
and ‘Rabbeinu Tam’ tefillin to satisfy 
both opinions. This is practiced by 
some Sephardim (both sets donned 
at once) and by some Ashkenazim 
(sets donned consecutively).

Rabbeinu Tam, one of most 
influential Ashkenazi halachic 
authorities of all time, died on 4th 
Tammuz 1171 and was buried in 
Ramerupt. While his grave is not 
extant, a memorial has been erected 
in the vicinity of the mediaeval 
Jewish cemetery, mentioning him, 
his brother (Rashbam, Rabbi Shmuel 
ben Meir) and his nephew (Ri the 
Elder, Rabbi Yitzchak ben Shmuel).

The yahrzeit of Rabbeinu Tam is this 
Motzei Shabbat/Sunday.

by Rabbi Dr Harvey Belovski, Golders Green Synagogue

In memory of Avraham ben Yehoshua z”l



to the Levi’im. They need to separate a
portion of this tithe to give to the Kohanim.

Haftarah
From the Book of Shmuel, the haftarah describes the day 
on which Shmuel appoints Shaul as the first king of Israel. 
Shmuel rebukes the nation for demanding a king and 

emphasises that they still need to fear God and obey His 
commandments. The righteous Shmuel was descended 
from Korach and he, like Moshe, declares that he has 
never taken anything from the people.

In memory of Harav Binyamin ben Harav Shalom z”l

What’s Cooking? Part 4  
Matzah: A Tale of the Unexpected

The recipe for matzah is 
extremely simple: flour 
and water are mixed and 
baked in an oven before 
they even have time 
to rise. Yet despite its 

simple shape and ingredients, matzah 
has a complexity which teaches us a 
challenging lesson about how to live 
our lives. 

Only certain grains – barley, rye, 
oats, wheat and spelt – are permitted 
for the matzah that we eat at the 
Pesach seder, being the only ones that 
can become chametz by Torah law. 
So every piece of matzah contains a 
contradiction: the matzah grain has to 
be able to become chametz, but great 
care is taken to ensure that it does not 
actually become chametz. What does 
this contradiction mean? 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch 
(1808-1888) points out that the verbal 
root in Hebrew of the word matzah is 
 which means to beat something ,נצה
down or to contradict. A  נוצה (notzah 
- feather) beats the air; נצים (nitzim - 
fighting people) oppose each other.

This message is present in the 
contradictory nature of the matzah 
recipe. The grain can rise to become 
bread and looks as if it is going to do 
so, just as nature and the patterns of 
history indicate certain outcomes to 

situations. But the final form of every 
matzah dough is a contradiction of 
expectation and the transformation 
of the mixture into a different form 
altogether – the flat, sacred matzah.

When we eat matzah as the 
‘bread of affliction’, our minds are 
cast back to the Jews in Egypt. We 
remember the merciless sun, the 
crushing workload and the vicious 
whips of the taskmasters. We look 
ahead from that bleak viewpoint, and 
can anticipate that in the normal run 
of things no redemption would ever 
come. No normal person trapped 
in the degradation of the slavery 
in Egypt would believe that, over 
three thousand years later, their 
descendants would be telling their 

story, and, further, that the story would 
end in the most incredible triumph! 

And yet, every Pesach, we 
marvel at the fact that we are the 
incarnation of an incredible outcome, 
an unexpected truth. Spellbound, we 
narrate the miraculous turnaround 
in our fortune and recall how God 
unexpectedly reached into history 
and shaped a glorious, eternal 
destiny for our nation, liberating 
us from the Egyptian oppression in 
the most spectacular fashion and 
transforming us into a kingdom 
of priests with the giving of the 
Torah. The ‘bread of affliction’ was 
leading to the most unexpected and 
contradictory outcome, so it has to be 
remembered with matzah, our ‘bread 
of contradiction.’  

Thus, matzah offers us a 
remarkable message of hope for 
our own times. The Jewish future 
has often looked bleak indeed, but 
again and again, an unexpected 
divine twist in our story has seen 
us through to live, to learn and to 
grow for another day. Matzah is, 
ultimately, the Jewish recipe for 
success, reminding us that even 
when there seems to be no way 
forward God can always surprise us 
with a new solution to our problems, 
contradicting despair with new hope.

by Rabbi David Lister, Edgware United Synagogue

The Jewish future 
has often looked bleak 
indeed, but again and 
again, an unexpected 
divine twist in our 
story has seen us 
through to live, to 
learn and to grow for 
another day. 
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