Torah Study

Parashat Korach

June 28, 2025

Temple Beth Am Pinecrest

Numbers 16:20-17:24

The Ethics of Reading and Ethical Criticism

The Ethics of Reading can be summarized in three main questions:
1. What are we reading?
2. How are we reading?
3. What do we do with our reading when we are done?

Ethical criticism is a reading strategy that is used to understand the sense of right and wrong
and how the world works, according to a particular text.

Literary critic Wayne Boothe sums up ethical criticism as reading that is sensitive to the “sense
of life” that is expressed by a text and how does the text answer the question “How should one
live?”

Wayne Booth, The Company We Keep

Questions of Leadership
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Numbers 16:1-4

(1) Now Korah, son of Izhar son of Kohath son of Levi, betook himself, along with Dathan
and Abiram sons of Eliab, and On son of Peleth—descendants of Reuben — (2) to rise up
against Moses, together with two hundred and fifty Israelites, chieftains of the community,
chosen in the assembly, men of repute. (3) 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 nin'is in
their midst. Why then do you raise yourselves above nin’s congregation?” (4) When Moses
heard this, he fell on his face.
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Numbers 16:20-22

(20) and niIn' spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying, (21) “Stand back from this community that |
may annihilate them in an instant!” (22) But they fell on their faces and said, “O God, Source
of the breath of all flesh! When one member sins, will You be wrathful with the whole
community?”

1. Who are the rebels? How are they differentiated and why does that matter?
2. According to the rebels, who should have the power of leadership?
3. How does the Bible handle corporate or collective identity?

The First Rebellion: Korach and Priestly Leadership
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Numbers 16:28-33

(28) And Moses said, “By this you shall know that it was nin' who sent me to do all these
things; that they are not of my own devising: (29) if these people’s death is that of all
humankind, if their lot is humankind’s common fate, it was not nin* who sent me.

(30) But if nin* brings about something unheard-of, so that 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 nin'

Scarcely had he finished speaking all these words when the ground under them burst
asunder, (32) and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up with their households,
all Korah'’s people and all their possessions.They went down alive into Sheol, with all that
belonged to them; the earth closed over them and they vanished from the midst of the
congregation.

1. Who is responsible for Korah, Dathan, and Abiram’s punishment?
2. Why is the punishment so dramatic and harsh?



Civil Leadership and the Test of the Staffs
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Numbers 17:16-26

(16) nin' spoke to Moses, saying: (17) Speak to the Israelite people and take from
them—from the chieftains of their ancestral houses —one staff for each chieftain of an
ancestral house: twelve staffs in all. Inscribe each one’s name on his staff, (18) there being
one staff for each head of an ancestral house; also inscribe Aaron’s name on the staff of Levi.
(19) Deposit them in the Tent of Meeting before the Pact, where | meet with you. (20) The staff
of the candidate whom | choose shall sprout, and | will rid Myself of the incessant mutterings
of the Israelites against you. (21) Moses spoke thus to the Israelites. Their chieftains gave him
a staff for each chieftain of an ancestral house, twelve staffs in all; among these staffs was
that of Aaron. (22) Moses deposited the staffs before nin, in the Tent of the Pact. (23) 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 sprouts, produced blossoms, and borne almonds. (24)
Moses then brought out all the staffs from before nin' to all the Israelites; each identified and
recovered his staff. (25) nin' said to Moses, “Put Aaron’s staff back before the Pact, to be kept
as a lesson to rebels, so that their mutterings against Me may cease, lest they die.” (26) This
Moses did; just as nin' had commanded him, so he did.

1. Why do Moses and Aaron need the Test of the Staffs? What do they show with this test?

Much of the book of Numbers can be read allegorically. The stories of rebellion represent real
life conflicts that the Israelites must have confronted. Certainly the question of leadership in
Exile is important. In an ethical reading of text, we want to be sensitive to the world as
understood by the text AND try to apply the text to our own situation, using the rules of the world
according to the story.

1. How do we understand rebellion and leadership today in the context of our parashah?



