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Parashat Korah 5784

From the very beginning of Parashat Korah, the Torah places unusually strong emphasis on
his lineage. He is introduced not just with the standard patronym, but with three generations

of ancestors, tracing him back to the tribal founder, Levi:
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Numbers 16:1

Korah son of Yitzhar, son of Kehat, son of Levi.

A midrash in Bemidbar Rabbah picks up on this extended chain of forebears and suggests that

it is there to alert us to the underlying motivation for Korah’s confrontation with Moshe:
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Bemidbar Rabbah 18:2

Korah said: “My father and his brothers were four brothers—‘the sons of Kehat: Amram and
Yitzhar and Hevron and Uzziel’ (Exodus 6:18). Amram was the firstborn so his son Aharon
merited greatness, and Moshe became the leader. Who, then, was supposed to take the
next position? Is it not the second son, as it says: ‘The sons of Kehat: Amram and Yitzhar’?

I am the son of Yitzhar, so | deserved to become the chief of my family. But [Moshe]
arranged that the son of Uzziel, the youngest of my father’s brothers, will be greater than I.

So | will enter into a dispute with him and destroy everything he has accomplished.”

The author of the midrash has gathered more information from other places in the Torah in
order to help us fill out the family tree. It is these family relationships, says the midrash, that
account for Korah’s outrage. He may already have been jealous of Moshe and Aharon’s status
in the congregation, but that at least could be accounted for by the birth order: they were the
sons of the firstborn, so they could reasonably claim to be first in line for leadership in the
family. But if that were true, then the next in line to claim a leadership position in the family
would be Korah himself, who is the firstborn child of Yitzhar, Levi’s second son." Instead, the
Kehati chief that Moshe elects, Eltzafan, is the second son of Uzziel, who is the fourth son of
Kehat. So Korah is accusing Moshe and Aharon of abusing their power by electing whomever
they wish, and completely ignoring the tribal rules of birth order that (Korah presumes?)
allowed them to ascend to power in the first place. Having been personally robbed of what he
believes to be his due, he decides to take revenge on Moshe and Aharon by publicly calling

out their corruption and stripping them of their power.

! See Exodus 6:21.

?In fact, Korah’s logic is flawed in several ways. It was God—not Amram—Who chose Moshe and Aharon. And
God clearly did not use birth order as the determinative factor in leadership. Moshe himself, the ultimate leader
of the congregation, is the youngest child in his family. Itis true that his father, Amram, was an eldest child, but
Amram’s father, Kohat, was the second son of Levi. If the firstborn was always favored by God, we would have
expected Livni, the firstborn son of Levi’s firstborn son, Gershon, to have been tapped to be the leader of Israel.
But of course, God has never favored the firstborn, going back to the selection of Hevel’s offering over Kayyin’s.
In that sense, even in this midrash, Korah is making the same mistake that Kayyin once made.
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The Kabbalists of 16" century Tzfat were also interested in how Korah’s ancestry might have

influenced his revolt against Moshe, but they traced his lineage back much further than just
three generations. R. Hayyim Vital, the chief student of the Arizal,? in his work on

reincarnation, posits that the conflict between Korah and Moshe is one that has ancient roots:
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The Gate of Reincarnations, chapter 33

Know that Korah ben Yitzhar comes from the spirit of Kayyin... and therefore he wanted to
kill his brother Hevel, who is our teacher Moshe... And Korah thought that he could
reestablish Kayyin as the firstborn, and that is why he rose up against Moshe, who was

Hevel.

The souls of Korah and Moshe have transmigrated from the souls of Kayyin and Hevel, the first
brothers in history. And just as Kayyin was jealous of his brother Hevel, so Korah is jealous of

his cousin Moshe.

There are indeed some common themes and images shared between the two narratives.
Both are stories of family conflict driven by jealousy over preferential status. And both
conflicts are mediated by two offerings, one accepted and one rejected. Kayyin is the first to
make an offering to God, from “the fruit of the ground,” and Hevel follows by offering “the
choicest of his flock”; but God “turns” to Hevel’s offering and not to Kayyin’s (Genesis 4:3-5).

So when Moshe tells Korah that he and Aharon are to each putincense in a fire pan and that

*R. Yitzhak Luria (1534-1573), who became the greatest authority of 16" century Kabbalah in Tzfat, is known as
21X (Arizal), which has the double meaning of “Our Master R. Yitzhak, of Blessed Memory,” and also, “The Lion,
of Blessed Memory.”
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“the man that God chooses is the holy one” (Numbers 16:7), we can hear an echo of the rivalry

seeded by those earlier offerings.

R. Vital, however, is suggesting more than just the replaying of an old family feud. In this
mystical framework Korah is Kayyin, and Moshe is Hevel. And Kayyin is still jealous of his

brother, and still wants to murder him.

But where does this connection come from? What motivates him to suggest that Korah is

Kayyin reincarnated?*

The link between Parashat Korah and the Kayyin and Hevel narrative can be found in the
language of the Torah itself. In the dramatic climax of our parashah, the earth opens up and

swallows Korah alive. When Moshe first announces this to the people, he says,
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Numbers 16:30
“If the Eternal creates a wonder, and the ground opens its mouth and swallows them up
with all that belongs to them, and they go down alive into Sheol, you shall know that those

involved have spurned the Eternal.”

*In his commentary on the Torah, R. Hayyim Vital finds a hint to support his theory in the first verse of our
parashah: “pip NN NP7 D VTN M1 o0 N"MiEN"or N ,nx' |2 Ny - Korah beN Yitzhar, the first letter, last letter
and first letter of these three words are KNY, in order to tell you that what he ‘took’ was the spirit of KaYiN”
(Sha’ar ha-Pesukim, Parashat Bereishit, Siman 139). This clever derivation is typical of the kabbalistic
interpretive style, which seeks hidden messages in the letters of the Torah, and allows for audacious techniques
like acronyms and word jumbles. He also finds a similar derivation to connect Moshe with Hevel from a verse
later in our parashah: “?"an n" "l Ywa 727 ninNn 'Ial DNt 7w 17911 - ‘They fell on their faces and said, O God,
the God of The Spirits Of all Flesh’ (Numbers 16:22), whose first letters make up HeVel” (Sha’ar ha-Pesukim,
Parashat Korah, Siman 16).
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The verb used here for “opens” is not the typical one, nin9% (lifto’ah) but instead the more

unusual, nixoY (liftzot), meaning something more like, “splits open.” This usage is especially
pronounced because, just two verse later, when the event actually transpires, the more
common verb is used: “n'9 NX yYIxD NN9AI - the land opened its mouth” (Numbers 16:32). So

why does Moshe use this other verb when he describes what is going to happen?

The verb nixoY, it turns out, has only been used once before in the Torah: just after Kayyin has

killed his brother Hevel:
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Genesis 4:10-11
[And God] said [to Kayyin,] “What have you done?! The voice of your brother’s blood calls
out to me from the ground. And now you will be cursed from the ground that opened

(patztah) its mouth to take your brother’s blood from your hands.”

The parallel here is striking. We find not only the same verb in the same form (nnx9), but also
the same subject, the ground (nnTxN), and the same object, “its mouth” (n').” The linguistic
echoes put particular emphasis on the role of the ground. This helps to explain why this
specific punishment was used to punish Korah: the same ground which opened its mouth to
receive Hevel’s blood is now reopening its mouth to swallow Korah. And if we accept R.
Hayyim Vital’s claim that Korah and Moshe carry the actual souls of Kayyin and Hevel, then
the swallowing of Korah can be seen as Hevel’s final revenge. So it seems that the family

rivalry in Parashat Korah is indeed replaying the oldest family rivalry of them all.

®> The Talmud in Sanhedrin 37b also links the mouth of the ground in two stories, although interestingly, it does
not note the link between the two verbs, but instead describes the openings only with the standard verb, mna5.
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We noted earlier that these are the only two uses of the verb nixo%7 in the Torah so far. There

is, however, one other appearance of the verb, later on, in Deuteronomy. It comes in Moshe’s
retelling of the Korah story. However, in that version there is one notable absence. Moshe

tells the Israelites to remember:
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Deuteronomy 11:6
That which [God] did to Datan and Aviram the sons of Eliav son of Reuven, when the earth
opened its mouth and swallowed them, and their households, and their tents, and every

living thing in their train, from amidst all Israel.

There is the earth, opening its mouth again. But where is Korah? His allies, Datan and Aviram
are mentioned, but the central character for whom our parashah is named is nowhere to be

found.®

® The Ramban notes this absence, but presumes that Korah and the 250 men he was with all died in the fire that
came down when they made their offerings. The text says clearly that the fire consumed the 250 men (Numbers
16:35), and it seems clear that Datan and Aviram, who were standing outside their tents, were swallowed by the
earth (v. 32), but it is not entirely clear from our parashah which of those fates Korah suffered. It depends on how
one interprets the phrase “n1'7 Wwix DTN 72 NXI - All of Korah'’s people.” The Talmud in Sanhedrin 110a
debates this, with R. Yohanan arguing that he was neither burned nor swallowed, but died in the plague
afterwards, with another opinion holding that he was first burned and then swallowed.

Later in the Book of Numbers, however, the census in Parashat Pinhas, records that: “v72an1 n'9 nx yIxn NNoONI
N7 NXI DNKX - the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them and Korah” (Numbers 26:10). That seems to me
decisive proof that Korah was indeed swallowed by the earth.

For a critical-historical explanation of this issue, see “Korah, Datan and Abiram: A Case Study for the Methods of
Academic Biblical Studies,” available here:
https://www.thetorah.com/series/korah-datan-and-abiram-case-study.
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Remember that Deuteronomy is distinct among the books of the Torah in that it is almost

entirely narrated by Moshe. This is Moshe’s first-person account of the events of the previous

books. So if Korah is omitted from this version of the tale, it is Moshe who leaves him out.

Perhaps, then, this was the ultimate revenge. Moshe did not content himself with the physical
death of Korah, but sought an even greater obliteration. Korah would be erased from
memory, extracted out of the story itself, and turned into nothingness.” It is as if God first

buried Korah deep in the ground, and then Moshe buried Korah again, in the text itself.

And the Torah opened her mouth, and swallowed him alive.

7 Just as Hevel—whose name means “vapor,” or “nothingness”—once was.
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