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Power Versus
Influence

The Korach rebellion was an unholy alli-
ance of individuals and groups united by
their grievances with Moses’ leadership.
There was Korach himself, a member of the
tribe of Levi, angry (according to Rashi) that
he had not been given a more prominent
role. There were the Reubenites, Datan and
Aviram, who resented the fact that the key
leadership positions were taken by Levites
rather than members of their own tribe. Reu-
ben had been Jacob’s firstborn, so some of his
descendants felt that they should have been
accorded seniority. Then there were the two
hundred and fifty “leaders of the community,
chosen from the assembly, men of repute”
who felt aggrieved (according to Ibn Ezra)
that after the sin of the Golden Calf, leader-
ship had passed from the firstborn to a single
tribe, the Levites. Plus ca change, plus c’est la
meme chose. The Korach story is an all too
familiar tale of frustrated ambition and petty
jealousy - what the Sages called “an argument
not for the sake of heaven.”

What is most extraordinary about the epi-
sode, however, is Moses’ reaction. For the first

24 TORAH TIDBITS 1664 / KORACH

and only time, he invokes a miracle to prove
the authenticity of his mission:

Then Moses said:

“By this you will know that the Lord sent
me to do these deeds; it was not my idea. If
all these men die as others do, and share the
common fate of all humanity, then the Lord
has not sent me. But if the Lord creates some-
thing entirely new, so that the ground opens
its mouth and swallows them and all they
have, and they go down alive to Sheol, then
you will know that these men have provoked
the Lord.” (Num. 17:28-30)

In effect, Moses uses his power to elimi-
nate the opposition. What a contrast this is to
the generosity of spirit he showed just a few
chapters earlier, when Joshua came to tell him
that Eldad and Medad were prophesying in
the camp, away from Moses and the seventy
elders. Joshua regarded this as a potentially
dangerous threat to Moses’ leadership and
said, “Moses, my lord, stop them!” Moses’
reply is one of the most majestic in the whole
of Tanach:

“Are you jealous for me? Would that all the
Lord’s people were prophets, that the Lord
would put His spirit upon them all!” (Num.
11:29)

What was the difference between Eldad
and Medad on the one hand, and Korach and



his co-conspirators on the other? What is the
difference between Moses saying, “Would
that all the Lord’s people were prophets, ”
and Korach’s claim that “All the community
is holy, every one of them, and the Lord is in
their midst. Why then do you set yourselves
above the Lord’s people”'? Why was the first,
but not the second, a legitimate sentiment?

Is Moses simply being inconsistent? Hard-
ly. There never was a religious leader more
clear-sighted. There is a distinction here
which goes to the very core of the two narra-
tives. The Sages, in one of their most profound
methodological observations, said that “the
words of the Torah may be poor in one place
but rich in another.” By this they meant that,
if we seek to understand a perplexing passage,
we may need to look elsewhere in the Torah
for the clue. A similar idea is expressed in the
last of Rabbi Ishmael’s thirteen rules of bibli-
cal interpretation:

“Where there are two passages which con-
tradict each other, the meaning can be deter-
mined only when a third passage is found
which harmonises them.”

In this case, the answer is to be found later
in the book of Bamidbar, when Moses asks
God to choose the next leader of the Israelites.
God tells him to take Joshua and appoint him
as his successor:

So the Lord said to Moses, “Take Joshua, son
of Nun, a man infused with My spirit, and lay
your hand upon him. Have him stand before
Elazar the priest and the entire community,
and in their sight, give him this charge. Give
over to him some of your majesty, so that the
entire Israelite community will obey him.”

Moses is commanded to perform two acts
over and above presenting Joshua to the
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priest and people. First he is to “lay his hand”
on Joshua. Then he is to give Joshua “some of
[his] splendour.” What is the significance of
these two gestures? How did they differ from
one another? Which of them constituted
induction into office? The Sages, in Midrash
Rabbah, added a commentary which at first
sight only deepens the mystery:

“Lay your hand on him?” - this is like light-
ing one light from another. “Give him some of
your splendour” - this is like pouring from one
vessel to another. (Num. 28:18-20)

In actual fact it is this statement that will
enable us to decode the mystery.

There are two forms or dimensions of lead-
ership. One is power, the other, influence.
Often we confuse the two. After all, those who
have power often have influence, and those
who have influence have a certain kind of
power. In fact, however, the two are quite dif-
ferent, even opposites.

We can see this by a simple thought-experi-
ment. Imagine you have total power, and then
you decide to share it with nine others. You
now have one-tenth of the power with which
you began. Imagine, by contrast, that you
have a certain measure of influence, and now
you share it with nine others. How much do
you have left? Not less. In fact, more. Initially
there was only one of you; now there are ten.
Your influence has spread. Power operates
by division, influence by multiplication. With
power, the more we share, the less we have.
With influence, the more we share, the more
we have.

So deep is the difference that the Torah
allocates them to two distinct leadership roles:
king and prophet. Kings had power. They
could levy taxes, conscript people to serve in
the army, and decide when and against whom
to wage war. They could impose non-judicial
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punishments to preserve social order. Hobbes
famously called kingship a ‘Leviathan’ and
defined it in terms of power. The very nature
of the social contract, he argued, was the
transfer of power from individuals to a cen-
tral authority. Without this, there could be no
government, no defence of a country and no
safeguard against lawlessness and anarchy.

Prophets, by contrast, had no power at all.
They commanded no armies. They levied no
taxes. They spoke God’s word, but had no
means of enforcing it. All they had was influ-
ence - but what influence! To this day, Elijah’s
fight against corruption, Amos’ call to social
justice, Isaiah’s vision of the end of days, are
still capable of moving us by the sheer force
of their inspiration. Who, today, is swayed
by the lives of Ahab or Jehoshaphat or Jehu?
When a king or queen dies, their power ends.
When a prophet dies, their influence begins.
Returning to Moses: here was a man who
occupied two leadership roles, not one. On
the one hand, though monarchy was not yet
in existence, Moses had the power and was
the functional equivalent of a king. He led the
Israelites out of Egypt, commanded them in
battle, appointed leaders, judges and elders,
and directed the conduct of the people. He
had power.

But Moses was also a prophet, the greatest
and most authoritative of all. He was a man of
vision. He heard and spoke the word of God.
His influence is incalculable. As Jean-Jacques
Rousseau wrote, in a manuscript discovered
after his death:

... an astonishing and truly unique spectacle
is to see an expatriated people, who have had
neither place nor land for nearly two thou-
sand years ... a scattered people, dispersed
over the world, enslaved, persecuted, scorned
by all nations, nonetheless preserving its



characteristics, its laws, its customs, its patri-
otic love of the early social union, when all ties
with it seem broken. The Jews provide us with
an astonishing spectacle: the laws of Numa,
Lycurgus, Solon are dead; the very much old-
er laws of Moses are still alive. Athens, Sparta,
Rome have perished and no longer have chil-
dren left on earth; Zion, destroyed, has not lost
its children. (Rousseau, Cahiers de brouillons,
notes et extraits, no. 7843 (Neuchdtel)).

The mystery of Moses’ double investiture
of Joshua is now solved. First, he was told to
give Joshua his authority as a prophet. The
very phrase used by the Torah - vesamachta et
‘yadecha, lay your hand’ on him - is still used
today to describe rabbinic ordination, which
we call semichah, meaning, the ‘laying on of
hands’ by master to disciple. Second, he was
commanded to give Joshua the power of king-
ship, which the Torah calls ‘splendour’ (per-
haps ‘majesty’ would be a better translation).
The nature of this role as head of state and
commander of the army is made quite clear
in the text. God says to Moses: “Give him some
of your splendour so that the whole Israelite
community will obey him ... At his command,
he and the entire community of the Israelites
will go out, and at his command they will
come in.” This is the language not of influence
but of power.

The meaning of the Midrash, too, is now
clear and elegantly precise. The transfer of
influence (“Lay your hand on him”) is “like
lighting one light from another.” When we
take a candle to light another candle, the light
of the first is not diminished. Likewise, when
we share our influence with others, we do
not have less than before. Instead, the sum
total of light is increased. Power, however, is
different. It is like “pouring from one vessel to
another.” The more we pour into the second,

the less is left in the first. Power is a zero-sum
game. The more we give away, the less we
have.

This, then, is the solution to the mystery
of why, when Joshua feared that Eldad and
Medad (who “prophesied within the camp”)
were threatening Moses’ authority, Moses
replied, “Would that all the Lord’s people
were prophets.” Joshua had confused influ-
ence with power. Eldad and Medad neither
sought nor gained power. Instead, for a while,
they were given a share of the prophetic “spir-
it” that was on Moses. They participated in his
influence. That is never a threat to prophetic
authority. To the contrary, the more widely it
is shared, the more there is.

Power, however, is precisely what Korach
and his followers sought - and in the case of
power, rivalry is a threat to authority. “There
is one leader for a generation, ” said the Sages,
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“not two.” Or, as they put it elsewhere, “Can
two kings share a single crown?” There are
many forms of government - monarchy, oli-
garchy, and democracy - but what they have
in common is the concentration of power
within a single body, whether person, group
or institution (such as a parliament). Without
this monopoly of the legitimate use of coer-
cive force, there is no such thing as govern-
ment. That is why in Jewish law “a king is not
allowed to renounce the honour due to him.”
Moses’ request that Korach and his fol-
lowers be swallowed up by the ground was
neither anger nor fear. It was not motivated
by any personal consideration. It was a sim-
ple realisation that whereas prophecy can
be shared, kingship cannot. If there are two
or more competing sources of power within
a single domain, there is no leadership. Had
Moses not taken decisive action against Kor-
ach, he would have fatally compromised the
office with which he had been charged.
Rarely do we see more clearly the stark dif-
ference between influence and power than in
these two episodes: Eldad and Medad on the
one hand, Korach and his fellow rebels on the
other. The latter represented a conflict that
had to be resolved. Either Moses or Korach
would emerge the victor; they could not both
win. The former did not represent a conflict at

all. Knowledge, inspiration, vision - these are
things that can be shared without loss. Those
who share them with others add to the spir-
itual wealth of a community without losing
any of their own.

To paraphrase Shakespeare, “The influ-
ence we have lives after us; the power is oft
interred with our bones.” Much of Judaism
is an extended essay on the supremacy of
prophets over kings, right over might, teach-
ing rather than coercion, influence in place of
power. For only a small fraction of our histo-
ry have Jews had power, but at all times they
have had an influence over the civilisation of
the West. People still contend for power. If
only we would realise how narrow its limits
are. It is one thing to force people to behave in
a certain way; quite another to teach them to
see the world differently so that, of their own
accord, they act in a new way. The use of pow-
er diminishes others; the exercise of influence
enlarges them. That is one of Judaism’s most
humanising truths. Not all of us have power,
but we are all capable of being an influence
for good. m
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