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Chapter XXXVIII: Korach (Num. 16:1-18:32)

Essay 2. The kingship and the priesthood
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“They combined against Moses and Aaron and said to them, ‘You have gone too far! For
all the community are holy, all of them, and the L-rd is in their midst. Why do you raise yourselves
above the congregation of the L-rd?’ ”! Rashi explained: “If you have taken kingship for
yourself, you should not have chosen the priesthood for your brother. It is not you alone who
have heard at Sinai: ‘I am the L-rd, your G-d’, all the congregation heard it!*?

We need to check why [Rashi] did not phrase everything uniformly, namely, “If you
have taken kingship for yourself, you should not have given the priesthood to your brother,”
since taking and giving are essentially one matter.

Why did he instead use the expression “chosen”?

Alternatively, he could have said, “If you have chosen the kingship for yourself, you
should not have chosen the priesthood for your brother.”
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It can be said that there is a distinction between kingship and priesthood. Regarding
kingship, the son of a king or a leader—if he is worthy of kingship and can fill the place of
his forefathers—is certainly preferred over anyone else. But if he is unworthy, he does not
inherit the crown of kingship. Thus, the term “taking” is appropriate for it, for one who
wishes to attain it must take it and acquire it through good character and meritorious deeds.

However, the priesthood always passes and circulates from father to sons, even if they
are unworthy. Since the father was selected and chosen for the priesthood, it will never depart

’ English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
"'Num. 16:3.
2 Rashi to Num. 16:3.




from his descendants. Therefore, [Rashi] wrote, “you should not have chosen the priesthood
for your brother.”
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Korach did not wish to distinguish between these two ranks and said to Moses, “If
you took the kingship by taking—that is, your sons will not necessarily retain this greatness
unless they are worthy—then you should not have chosen the priesthood for your brother
with the term ‘choosing,” meaning that his sons will always retain it, whether they are worthy
or not.”
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The reason Korach did not want to distinguish between them can be understood
through what is stated in the Jerusalem Talmud, Berachot (chapter 8, halakha 5), that Shmuel
held that one who makes use of a priest for his own purposes is guilty of sacrilege. He derives
this from the vessels of the Temple: “you are consecrated to the L-rd, and the vessels are
consecrated,” and the priests are consecrated. Just as using the vessels constitutes sacrilege,
so too using the priests for one’s own purposes constitutes sacrilege. The halachic authorities
disagree whether the law follows Shmuel or not;* and on the contrary, it is established that a
priest may waive his honor.
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The Kevod Chachamim® writes that the reason for this disagreement is as follows. The
one who holds that a priest cannot waive his honor does so because the tribe of Levi was
originally chosen and designated for the sanctity of the priesthood and as the portion of the
Omnipresent. But the one who holds that he can waive it maintains that the tribe of Levi
entered into the sanctity of the priesthood only because the firstborns were disqualified due
to the sin of the Golden Calf;° therefore, their sanctity is not as stringent, and they may waive
it.

3 Ezra 8:28.

4 Cf. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 128:45 and the Taz, se’if katan 39.

5> Rabbi Shimon Volf ben Ya’akov, of Pintchow, Poland, Kevod Chachamim (Hamburg, 1703).

¢ Num. Rabbah 3:5: “Because [the firstborns] sinned with the calf, the Levites merited to take their place because
they did not err with the calf.”
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Furthermore, [the rabbis| of blessed memory said in tractate Yoma (22b): Why was
Saul punished? Because he waived his honor. But this is difficult—how can one say this, for
everyone agrees that if a king waives his honor, his honor is not waived. So how could Saul,
who was so wise, act contrary to the law?
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It may be said that [Saul] held that this law that a king cannot waive his honor applies
only to kings who descend from the tribe of Judah, for from the outset that tribe was chosen
for the sanctity of the crown of kingship, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, shared His sacred
honor with that tribe. Therefore, such a king cannot waive his honor.

But the kingship that [Saul] had—which was not from that tribe of Judah—was not
as stringent, and he thought he could waive his honor. However, in this he erred, for since the
Holy One, Blessed be He, had chosen him—even though it was only because of the complaints
of the Israelites—he still should have conducted his rule with authority, in order to fulfill,
“ “You shall set a king over you’ (Deut. 17:15), that his fear should be upon you.””’

2911 I LAY W NIDPRT 2N VAT T2 92 IR AT DY f02Wn YIn RITWD NIDYRIY X129 WY 00717 108
Q%1% w71 22027 NiNiT3 22 A0 7Y 1RiNiTHI 12 721 NI0YRA TIT N2IWII NPT NYITRY APnmn 1771230 M7 N2
PR P KD 12 20K P PR L,

From this we learn that there is reason to say that kingship, when it is outside the
tribe of Judah, is not as stringent. But the kingship of the tribe of Judah and the kings of the
House of David were chosen from the outset for the sanctity of kingship. When David merited
the Kkingship, he merited it for himself and for his descendants for all generations, as it is
written, “His line will continue forever,”® whether they are worthy or not worthy.

7 Mishnah Sanhedrin 2:5.
8 Ps. 89:37.
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Now Korach said: If you took the kingship—that is, by taking and not by choosing,
since you are not from the tribe of Judah, and your sons, if they do not merit it, will not
inherit your greatness—then you should not have chosen the priesthood for your brother,
making your brother chosen for priesthood. This implies that his sons will always be priests,
whether they are worthy or not, and that the tribe of Levi was chosen from the outset for the
sanctity of priesthood.

23 1YY 25 DY 2 AW MR 073 AWRhY C3en XN M X2 1R npiRmn pY g iR PY N30 97 iR N
NIIRT NP 27932 RPN W72V 227 WD 12, W) P02 RNPKRTD NTI1020 2¥ 1792 Y *97 n9un inix

niI% 7730 92 99 AEITP AR NINID2T 2°2wa nR2 12 VY NEITPY 11 0991 AWK OV A0 N2 ORT X000 OV
L1929 kP17 19) "102% 97 Mo K9 0) "Anph or" ) ,pood V2 g

But this argument is not in accord with the opinion of Korach, for the main grievance
of Korach was none other than that Moses had shaved all the hair of Korach—who was a
Levite—and waved him as a wave offering, since they came as an atonement for the
firstborns. This is as stated in the 11" chapter of Sanhedrin, entitled “All Israel have a portion
in the world-to-come,” and in the Midrash.!” So too explains Rabbi Ovadiah of Bartenura on
the first chapter of Pirkei Avot, Mishnah 5, on the teaching, “Do not speak excessively with a
woman.”

Because of this, since the sanctity of the tribe of Levi came only in place of the
firstborns, it is not such a stringent sanctity as to be an uninterrupted inheritance. This is
the meaning of Rashi’s interpretation, “If you have taken kingship for yourself, you should not
have chosen the priesthood for your brother,” specifically using the word “chosen.”
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With this, we can understand the puzzling Midrash brought in Zera Berach (part 2)
on this section, “The next day Moses entered the Tent of the Pact, and there the staff of Aaron of
the house of Levi had sprouted: it had brought forth a bud, produced a bloom, and borne
almonds.”!! The Zera Berach writes: “it brought forth a bud”—this is a hint to the flowers of

9 Sanhedrin 110a.
10 Num. Rabbah 18:3.
' Num. 17:23.



the priesthood, the sons of Aaron. “It produced a bloom”—this is a hint of Aaron. The
question is obvious: Why does the hint to his sons precede the hint to Aaron?

However, the argument of Korach was only because Aaron was “chosen” for an
everlasting sanctity—that his sons would forever be sanctified like him. Because of this, he
found room to claim to Moses that these matters were not spoken to him by the Omnipresent,
but rather that he had fabricated them from his own heart.
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By this, it can be well understood why immediately after Korach’s death, the Holy
One, Blessed be He, commanded that their firepans be made into plating for the altar, as it
says, “plating for the altar, for once they have been brought before the L-rd, they have
become holy.”'”> We need a reason why He made this sign with the firepans, and specifically
for the altar?

Also, why for this complaint did He want to make a sign, which was not the case with
a number of other complaints?

Rather, certainly it was to hint to them that the priesthood is like the Temple vessels:
just as the vessels are holy and subject to sacrilege, so too the priests are holy and subject to
sacrilege. This is the sign, that they were chosen from the outset, even without the sin of the
Golden Calf, and the firepans, which are sacred vessels, were made into a plating for the altar
to testify about the priest serving at the altar, that his sanctity is an everlasting sanctity.
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12 Num. 17:3.



