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Dissension or  
Discourse? –  
That is the 
Question

Currently, the quality of public dis-
course appears to require urgent 
attention. For, in our Parsha, we are 

acutely aware of the consequences of the 
pursuit of power and prestige, especially 
when the source of that urge is based on 
petty jealousies and an inflated sense of 
one’s self-worth.

Indeed, examining the episode of Korach 
and his cohorts’ rebellion against Moshe, 
one cannot but take note of the character-
istics of the major players in that revolt. 
Arguably, the leaders of the uprising had 
a propensity to undermine authority and 
to rebel. For Korach’s name implies frosti-
ness, Dotan is indicative of trouble, Aviram 
signifies haughtiness, and On (Ben Peleth) 
could refer alternatively to wickedness 
(Avon) or oppression and fraudulent mis-
representation (Ona’a).

For the Malbim, all the primary antagonists 
in the drama harbored grievances of one 
sort or another against authority intend-
ing to overthrow Moshe and Aharon in the 
service of fulfilling their desires. Ultimately, 

notes Nechama Leibowitz, these rebels 
would end up fighting among themselves.

As is so often the case, people are more con-
cerned about what they can gain from their 
leaders than about their responsibilities 
to the common goal. Leibowitz illustrates 
this notion by reminding us that the people 
did not say, “All the congregation is holy” 
but rather, “All the congregation are holy,” 
which, in Hebrew, implies that each indi-
vidual’s personal concerns outweighed 
the national mission of being “a kingdom 
of priests and a holy nation.” 

Indeed, the agitators conferred upon them-
selves that being the Chosen People meant 
being superior and privileged. The dissent-
ers were hesitant to internalize that being 
a holy people means taking on additional 
responsibilities. In today’s vernacular, we 
would likely say that the protestors were 
entitled.

Why does this scenario sound so familiar? 
Perhaps we can learn from the ministering 
angels to speak to each other with “serene 
spirit, pure speech, and sweet melody” 
(morning prayers). Moreover, let us pray 
that our leaders conserve the historical 
perspective, better to fulfill our destiny to 
be a “light unto the nations” – in the public 
domain and the other areas of our national 
and religious calling.  

Shabbat Shalom!
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