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

Essay 8. Do not maintain a dispute
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Chapter 11 of tractate Sanhedrin:

“Moses rose and went to Dathan and Abiram.”' Reish Lakish says:
From here [we learn] that one may not maintain a dispute, as Rav says: Anyone
who maintains a dispute violates a prohibition, as it is stated: “And he will not
be like Korach and his assembly, as the Lord spoke by the hand of Moses to
him.”

Rav Ashi says: [One who maintains a dispute] is fit to be afflicted with
leprosy. It is written here: “By the hand of Moses to_him,” and it is written
there: “And the Lord said furthermore to him: Put now your hand into your
bosom. And he put his hand into his bosom; and when he took it out, behold, his

hand was leprous, as white as snow.”

[L.e., the word “to him” appears in both
verses, so by analogy Rav Ashi concludes that the punishment for maintaining a

dispute is leprosy.]
-Sanhedrin 110a
A difficulty is why for this prohibition does Scripture say, “he will not be like Korach,” i.c.,

maintaining a dispute, and naming the perpetrator, and it doesn’t just state the prohibition alone.
I.e., why not just say, “don’t maintain a dispute,” as we find for the verses, “Do not murder. Do

: English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com
' Num. 16:25.

2 Num. 17:5.

3 Ex. 4:6.




not commit adultery,”* for it isn’t written, “Do not murder like so-and-so. Do not commit
adultery like so-and-so.”
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It can be said that the Scripture has come to inform us of the severity of the sin of
anyone who maintains a dispute, whether he is the insulted party or the insulting party. In
any case, we arrive at the end of Korach’s error and foolishness, for every Jew carries the
image and likeness of G-d. Thus, it’s found that one who insults his fellow is insulting the
Shechinah that stands over him.’ [The rabbis] of blessed memory said, when a person
distresses the Shechinah, what does it say? “I am distressed about My head, I am distressed
about My arm.” lL.e., the Shechinah feels the insult casts upon each Jew. Even if the insulted
party turns around and insults [the initial aggressor], then he will be a sinner, because he has
insulted the image and likeness of G-d that is within the initial insulting party.

2w N9 NPT 17 PR RIT L iI9a%Y DY Dmin ey nranaw i1piT 00mT7 002900 22bn Tona XY ORET SRY TiN
WY 1P 92 ayin i §9) 23023 MR 199 L1279 nPTR 1Ay T 20nna Py aivnn wiaga" ,ixTian

RIT T2 QiPRT AT M0 W03 T Awh DY ayang?

Furthermore, [the insulted party] is not allowed to retaliate, for if the King of Kings,
that is, His likeness that was dishonored with [the insulted party]|, forgives the insult, [the
insulted party] should not consider himself to be more important than his Creator. “Can man
be more righteous than G-d?”° It’s enough for a servant to be like his master, and therefore a
person should forgive an insult just as G-d would. Therefore, Scripture says not to err like
Korach, who thought to argue with Moses, and whichever way you look at it, by doing so,
Korach was insulting to the Omnipresent, may He be Blessed.

4 Ex. 20:13.

3 The translator has wondered about the Zera Shimshon’s distinction that the insulted victim carries the image and
likeness of G-d, for that is also true of the victims of other prohibitions. It could be that other prohibitions, such as the
cited cases of murder and adultery, are typically conducted in private, whereas interpersonal disputes frequently
become public knowledge. The dispute between Korach and Moses was known to everyone, and could have destroyed
the entire Israelite community, which may be why the Torah named a specific perpetrator with regard to the prohibition
against maintaining a dispute.

6 Job 4:17.
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Even in this, having a complaint against Moses, Korah was wrong, for even saying that
the Holy One, Blessed be He, did not command Moses this thing, installing Aaron as High
Priest, and that his heart concocted this, in any case, he should have been silent. That is because
he saw that the Holy One, Blessed be He, was silent and forgiving of Moses’ decision and did
not prevent him, and to the contrary, that the Shechinah rested in the tabernacle created by
their hands. Thus, [Korach] too should have been silent.

As it said in the 3" chapter of tractate Nedarim, “Rabba bar Rav Huna said: Anyone
who gets angry, at that moment even the Divine Presence is not important to him, as it is
stated: ‘The wicked, arrogant as he is, thinks, He does not call to account; G-d does not care.’
(Ps. 10:4).””

Also, “Rav Ashi says: [One who perpetuates a dispute] is fit to be afflicted with leprosy.”
A difficulty is what is the connection between leprosy and a dispute?
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It can be said, that one who maintains a dispute disgraces the honor of Heaven and
does not fear the Holy image that he has and that his fellow has. If so, as a measure-for-
measure punishment, the Holy image is removed from him, and as Onkelos translated
“leprosy” as “closed.”®

It is said in the Zohar, “What is the plague of leprosy? Closed in every respect,’ that
all of the lights of holiness are closed from him. Because of this, “that person shall dwell
apart—in a dwelling outside the camp,”'’ “and he shall call out, ‘Impure! Impure!’ ”!! This
is because when the holiness departs, the impurity will begin.

7 Nedarim 22b.

8 E.g., Onkelos Lev. 13:9.
® Zohar, I11:46a.

10 ev. 13:46.

1 Lev. 13:45.
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Furthermore, the one who maintains a dispute and wants to take revenge on the one
who insulted him or dishonored him, must necessarily say that it’s because this insult came
to him unlawfully that he wants to take revenge on him. But if he thought in his mind that
there is justice and there is a Judge and no one pokes his finger below unless it was decreed
on him from above, he would not take revenge on the one who did the same thing to him.
That is because everything was the will of G-d, and [the original insulter] was only a
messenger from the Omnipresent, for in everything, the Holy One, Blessed be He, can
appoint an agent. As we find regarding David, “he is abusing [me] only because the L-rd told
him to abuse David; and who is to say, ‘Why did You do that?’ ! It is found that [one who
maintains a dispute] must have the opinion that G-d left the earth, like the opinion of the
early fools, and that is considered apostasy. This is the meaning of, “Anyone who gets angry,
at that moment even the Divine Presence is not important to him.” The opposite is true of one
who forgives insults.
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1211 Sam. 16:10.



