Netvort: Parshas Korach, 5769 - Holy   Cow
By Rabbi Joshua (ritually known as The Heifer) Hoffman

Rabbi Shlomo Ganzfried, author of the halachic compendium, Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, mentions, in his Torah commentary Aperion, a midrash which says that Korach rebelled against Moshe after seeing the section of the Torah concerning the Parah Adumah, or the Red Hoffer (heifer), whose ashes were used to purify someone who was defiled through coming into contact with a human corpse.  What is the connection between these two seemingly unrelated topics?  Rabbi Ganzfried explains that Rashi, in parshas Chukas, cites Rav Moshe HaDarshan who says that the Parah Adumah was an atonement for the sin of the eigel, or golden calf. The mistake that the people made with the eigel, says Rabbi Ganzfried, was that they thought Moshe was on such a high spiritual level that he was, in fact, other-worldly, and that no human being could replace him. Therefore, when they perceived that he had delayed in returning to them from his meeting with God atop Mt. Sinai, they felt a compulsion to make an eigel to serve as their leader. The lesson to be learned, therefore, was that the people did, indeed, have the ability to find a new leader from among them when circumstances required it, and that is what they should have done.  Based on this conclusion, Korach came to Moshe with his minions and argued that the entire nation is holy, and could find a replacement for him from among them. Their mistake was that Moshe was still alive, and that he had been chosen by God as the nation's leader as long as he did remain alive, and that God also chose Yehoshua to replace Moshe once he died. True, the nation would be able to go on after Moshe's death, but the choice of leadership was up to God, not to the people. 

The explanation of Rabbi Ganzfried is related to an idea that we have presented a number of times in our messages as well. A Chassidic explanation of the sin of the eigel is that the people felt helpless without Moshe, but, in truth, Moshe's spiritual strength came from the people themselves. That is why Moshe did not receive direct prophecy from God for all of the years in the wilderness that the people were estranged from Him. Moshe wanted the people to realize that his strength came from them, and that is why, in praying for them after the sin of the eigel, he told God that if He didn't cancel His plan to wipe the nation out and begin a new one with Moshe as the leader, then He should erase his own name form the Torah.  The idea of erasing his name, according to this approach, is that Moshe wanted to show the people that he was not the source of the spiritual powers that he possessed. Even after God agreed to forgive the people, Moshe's name was left out of parshas Tetzaveh, to teach this lesson to the people. Korach, then, used this idea of ascribing Moshe's spiritual status as a means of arguing that the entire nation was holy, with God among them, and, therefore, Moshe should, indeed, not be the one to lead them. His mistake, however, as we explained earlier, was that God was the one to choose the leader, and He had chosen Moshe to serve in that role. While Rabbi Ganzfried's explanation is inspiring, it does not explain why, according to the midrash, the rebellion occurred only after the sin of the spies, and not immediately in the aftermath of the sin of the eigel?  I would like to offer an alternative explanation of the midrash, which will answer this question as well. 

The Ramban writes that the rebellion of Korach took place after the incident of the spies and the sentencing of that generation to die in the wilderness. Before that happened, Korach understood that he would get nowhere if he tried to make such a rebellion. The people loved Moshe, and would not have paid any attention to anyone who tried to usurp his leadership. After the sentencing that took place as a result of the incident of the spies, however, the people were upset with Moshe for failing to pray for them adequately, and there was therefore a possibility, in Koraach's mind, to get an audience for his rebellious complaints. I would like to suggest that there was more than the feeling that Moshe had failed them that contributed to their changed attitude. Rather, it was the nature of their existential position after the sentence of dying in the wilderness was passed against them that was the major factor involved in their new attitude. Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, zt'l, has explained that the real mystery of the Parah Adumah is the mystery of death. Man cannot come to terms with the fact that he is mortal and must, at some point, die. While others kinds of purification from defilement entail, immersion in a mikvah, which a person can do by himself, purification from corpse- defilement requires, in addition the this immersion, haza'ah, or the sprinkling of water mixed with ashes on the person, symbolizing the fact that he cannot deal with death on his own. Ultimately, it is God who completes the purification, meaning that it is only through connecting with God, who is eternal, and the source of one's soul, that man has a connection to eternity, and can therefore be reconciled to his physical passing from this world. The status of the nation after their sentence to die in the wilderness, explains Rav Soloveitchik, was that of the living dead, traveling in circles and going nowhere, looking forward only to their death. The laws of Parah Adumah helped them deal with this difficult situation, and that is why these laws of defilement and purity are found in the book of Bamidbar, rather than in Vayikra, where the other laws of purity are found. 

Based on Rav Soloveitchik's understanding of the mystery of the Parah Adumah, we can understand why Korach was moved to rebel against Moshe after seeing these laws. Korach realized that, following the incident of the spies, when the nation was beginning to feel their status as a people who only had death in the wilderness to look forward to, in this environment, Korach, could successfully replace Moshe and the people whom he had appointed, through God's direction, as leaders of the nation.  What Korach failed to learn was the lesson of the purification process of the Parah adumah, which, as we have seen, is that in order to deal with death, man much attach himself to God and His eternity. What Korach did in rebelling against God's choice of the leadership of the nation was the exact opposite of the  purifying nature of the process to be followed,  as prescribed in the laws of Parah adumah, and, as a result, he failed in his efforts.
