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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 
 

 ט״ז:א׳-ד׳ במדבר
ח֣ )א( קַּ רַח וַיִּ ן־יִצְהָר֥ קֹ֔ ן־קְהָ֖ת בֶּ ן־לֵוִי֑ בֶּ ניֵ֧ וַאֲבִירָם֜ וְדָתָן֨ בֶּ לֶ֖ת וְאוֹ֥ן אֱלִיאָב֛ בְּ ן־פֶּ ניֵ֥ בֶּ ן׃ בְּ ֙ )ב( רְאוּבֵֽ קֻמ֙וּ ה לִפְניֵ֣ וַיָּ  משֶֹׁ֔

י֥ם רָאֵל֖ וַאֲנָשִׁ י־יִשְׂ נֵֽ י֣ם מִבְּ ִ יאֵי֥ ומָּאתָיִ֑ם חֲמִשּׁ ם׃ מוֹעֵד֖ קְרִאֵי֥ עֵדָה֛ נְשִׂ י־שֵֽׁ הֲל֞וּ )ג( אַנְשֵׁ קָּ ה֣ וַיִּֽ ל־אַהֲרןֹ֗ עַל־משֶֹׁ  וְעַֽ
֒ אֲלֵהֶם֮ וַיּאֹמְרוּ֣ י֤ רַב־לָכֶם ֙ כִּ עֵדָה ם֣ כׇל־הָֽ לָּ ים כֻּ א֖וּ ומַּדּוּ֥עַ יְהוָֹה֑ וּבְתוֹכָם֖ קְדשִֹׁ֔ ְ תְנַשּׂ ה׃ עַל־קְהַל֥ תִּֽ מַע֣ )ד( יְהוָֹֽ שְׁ  וַיִּ

ה פּלֹ֖ משֶֹׁ֔ יו׃ וַיִּ נָֽ  עַל־פָּ

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 יהוה is in 
their midst. Why then do you raise yourselves above יהוה’s congregation?” (4) When Moses 
heard this, he fell on his face. 

 
 
 
 

 



 ט״ז:כ׳-כ״ב במדבר
ר֣ )כ( ה֥ יְהוָֹ֔ה וַיְדַבֵּ ן אֶל־משֶֹׁ ל־אַהֲרֹ֖ ר׃ וְאֶֽ דְ֣ל֔וּ )כא( לֵאמֹֽ ֥ה הַזאֹּ֑ת הָעֵדָה֣ מִתּוֹ֖ךְ הִבָּ גַע׃ אתָֹם֖ וַאֲכַלֶּ רָֽ ל֤וּ )כב( כְּ פְּ  וַיִּ

֙ ניֵהֶם ל וַיּאֹ֣מְר֔וּ עַל־פְּ ר֑ הָרוּחֹ֖ת אֱלהֵֹי֥ אֵ֕ שָׂ ֙ הָאִי֤שׁ לְכׇל־בָּ א אֶחָד ה וְעַל֥ יֶחֱטָ֔ ל־הָעֵדָ֖ ף׃ כׇּ קְצֹֽ  }ס{ תִּ

Numbers 16:20-22 
(20) and יהוה spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying, (21) “Stand back from this community that I 
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 
 

 ט״ז:כ״ח-ל״ב במדבר
֒ וַיּאֹ֘מֶר֮ )כח( ה ֙ משֶֹׁ זאֹת דְע֔וּן בְּ י־יְהוָֹה֣ תֵּֽ נִי כִּֽ לָחַ֔ וֹת שְׁ ֖ים אֵת֥ לַעֲשׂ֕ עֲשִׂ מַּ ל־הַֽ ה כׇּ א הָאֵלֶּ֑ י־לֹ֖ י׃ כִּ בִּֽ מוֹ֤ת )כט( מִלִּ  אִם־כְּ

֙ אָדָם ל־הָֽ ה יְמֻתוּ֣ן כׇּ לֶּ ֙ אֵ֔ ת ם ופְּקֻדַּ ל־הָאָ֣דָ֔ קֵד֖ כׇּ נִי׃ יְהוָֹה֖ לאֹ֥ עֲלֵיהֶם֑ יִפָּ לָחָֽ ה )ל( שְׁ רִיאָ֞  ופָּצְתָה֨ יְהוָֹה֗ יִבְרָא֣ וְאִם־בְּ
֙ הָאֲדָמָה֤ י֙הָ ֙ וּבָלְעָה֤ אֶת־פִּ ר֣ אתָֹם ל־אֲשֶׁ ם וְאֶת־כׇּ י֖ם וְיָרְדוּ֥ לָהֶ֔ אלָֹ֑ה חַיִּ ם שְׁ ידַעְתֶּ֕ י֧ וִֽ אֲצוּ֛ כִּ י֥ם נִֽ ה הָאֲנָשִׁ ה׃ הָאֵלֶּ֖  אֶת־יְהוָֹֽ

֙ )לא( יְהִי כַלּתֹ֔וֹ וַֽ ר כְּ ים אֵת֥ לְדַבֵּ֕ בָרִ֖ ל־הַדְּ ה כׇּ קַע֥ הָאֵלֶּ֑ בָּ ר֥ הָאֲדָמָ֖ה וַתִּ ם׃ אֲשֶׁ יהֶֽ חְתֵּ ח֤ )לב( תַּ פְתַּ ֙ וַתִּ יהָ הָאָרֶ֙ץ  אֶת־פִּ֔
בְלַ֥ע יהֶם֑ אתָֹם֖ וַתִּ תֵּ ֙ וְאֵת֤ וְאֶת־בָּ ל־הָאָדָם ר֣ כׇּ רַח אֲשֶׁ ל־הָרְכֽושּׁ׃ וְאֵ֖ת לְקֹ֔ ר֥ הֵם֣ וַיֵּרְ֨דוּ֜ כׇּ י֖ם לָהֶם֛ וְכׇל־אֲשֶׁ אלָֹ֑ה חַיִּ  שְׁ
כַס֤ ֙ וַתְּ רֶץ עֲלֵיהֶם ל׃ מִתּוֹ֥ךְ וַיּאֹבְד֖וּ הָאָ֔ הָֽ  הַקָּ

Numbers 16:28-33 
(28) And Moses said, “By this you shall know that it was יהוה 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 יהוה who sent me.  
 
(30) But if יהוה 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 יהוה  
 
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 
 

 י״ז:ט״ז-כ״ו במדבר
ר֥ )טז( ה֥ יְהוָֹה֖ וַיְדַבֵּ ר׃ אֶל־משֶֹׁ ר֣ )יז( לֵּאמֹֽ בֵּ ניֵ֣ ׀ דַּ רָאֵל֗ אֶל־בְּ ם וְקַח֣ יִשְׂ ֡ אִתָּ ה֣ מֵֽ ֩ מַטֶּ ה ֙ מֵאֵת֤ אָב֜ לְבֵי֨ת מַטֶּ יאֵהֶם ל־נְשִֽׂ  כׇּ

ם לְבֵי֣ת ניֵ֥ם אֲבתָֹ֔ ֖ר שְׁ מ֔וֹ אִי֣שׁ מַטּוֹ֑ת עָשָׂ כְתֹּב֖ אֶת־שְׁ הוּ׃ תִּ ֙ )יח( עַל־מַטֵּֽ ם֣ וְאֵת ן שֵׁ כְתֹּב֖ אַהֲרֹ֔ ה֣ תִּ י֚ לֵוִי֑ עַל־מַטֵּ ה֣ כִּ  מַטֶּ
ד אשׁ אֶחָ֔ י֥ת לְרֹ֖ ם׃ בֵּ ם֖ )יט( אֲבוֹתָֽ אהֶֹ֣ל וְהִנּחְַתָּ ֙ מוֹעֵד֑ בְּ עֵד֔ותּ לִפְניֵ ר֛ הָֽ עֵד֥ אֲשֶׁ ה׃ לָכֶם֖ אִוָּ מָּ ר֥ הָאִי֛שׁ וְהָיָה֗ )כ( שָֽׁ  אֲשֶׁ

ה֣וּ אֶבְחַר־בּוֹ֖ כֹּתִי֣ יִפְרָ֑ח מַטֵּ עָלַי֗ וַהֲשִׁ ֙ מֵֽ לֻנּוֹת ניֵ֣ אֶת־תְּ ל בְּ רָאֵ֔ ר֛ יִשְׂ ינִם֖ הֵם֥ אֲשֶׁ ם׃ מַלִּ ר֨ )כא( עֲלֵיכֶֽ ה֜ וַיְדַבֵּ ניֵ֣ משֶֹׁ  אֶל־בְּ
רָאֵל֗ נוּ֣ יִשְׂ תְּ ם ׀ אֵלָ֣יו וַיִּ יאֵיהֶ֡ ל־נְשִׂ ֩ כׇּֽ ה י֨א מַטֶּ ה֨ אֶחָד֜ לְנָשִׂ י֤א מַטֶּ ֙ לְנָשִׂ ם לְבֵי֣ת אֶחָד ניֵ֥ם אֲבתָֹ֔ ֖ר שְׁ ה֥ מַטּוֹ֑ת עָשָׂ  ומַּטֵּ

ן תוֹ֥ךְ אַהֲרֹ֖ ם׃ בְּ ה֛ וַיַּנּחַ֥ )כב( מַטּוֹתָֽ טֹּ֖ת משֶֹׁ אֹ֖הֶל יְהוָֹה֑ לִפְניֵ֣ אֶת־הַמַּ ת׃ בְּ חֳרָת֗ וַיְהִי֣ )כג( הָעֵדֻֽ מׇּ ֙ וַיָּבאֹ֤ מִֽ ה  משֶֹׁ
רַח֥ וְהִנֵּה֛ הָעֵד֔ותּ אֶל־אהֶֹ֣ל ן פָּ ה־אַהֲרֹ֖ א לֵוִי֑ לְבֵי֣ת מַטֵּֽ ֙ וַיּצֵֹֽ֤ ץ פֶרַ֙ח צֵֽ֣ יץ וַיָּ גְמֹ֖ל צִ֔ ים׃ וַיִּ קֵדִֽ ה֤ וַיּצֵֹא֨ )כד( שְׁ  משֶֹׁ

֙ טּתֹ ל־הַמַּ פְניֵ֣ אֶת־כׇּ ניֵ֖ יְהוָֹ֔ה מִלִּ ל־בְּ ל־כׇּ רָאֵל֑ אֶֽ רְאוּ֥ יִשְׂ קְח֖וּ וַיִּ הוּ׃ אִי֥שׁ וַיִּ ​}פ{ מַטֵּֽ
ה֗ יְהוָֹ֜ה וַיּאֹ֨מֶר )כה(  ב אֶל־משֶֹׁ ה֤ הָשֵׁ֞ ֙ אֶת־מַטֵּ מֶרֶ֥ת הָעֵד֔ותּ לִפְניֵ֣ אַהֲרןֹ לוּנֹּתָם֛ ותְּכַל֧ לִבְניֵ־מֶרִ֑י לְא֖וֹת לְמִשְׁ י תְּ  מֵעָלַ֖

תוּ׃ וְלאֹ֥ ה֑ וַיַּעַ֖שׂ )כו( יָמֻֽ ר֨ משֶֹׁ אֲשֶׁ ה֧ כַּ ן֥ אתֹוֹ֖ יְהוָֹה֛ צִוָּ ה׃ כֵּ ​}פ{ עָשָֽׂ
 

Numbers 17:16-26 
 spoke to Moses, saying: (17) Speak to the Israelite people and take from יהוה (16)
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 I meet with you. (20) The staff 
of the candidate whom I choose shall sprout, and I 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 יהוה, 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 יהוה to all the Israelites; each identified and 
recovered his staff. (25) יהוה 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 יהוה 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?  


