Parashat Korach
What is the Debate About?

Rabbi Shai FinRelstein
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Rav on Chumash 16:19

Rashi (verse 1) quotes the Midrash (Tanchuma Korach 2) which tells the
following story: Korah attired two hundred and fifty chiefs of the court in
robes of techeles, purple-blue. They stood before Moses and said to him:
“Is a garment that is entirely of techeles subject to the law of tzitzis, or is it
exempt?” Moses answered, “It is subject to the law,” whereupon they began
to jeer at him: “Is that possible? In a robe of any different-colored material,
one thread of techeles exempts it; should not the robe that is entirely of
techeles be exempt?”

The Midrash, using sarcasm and humor, exposes the whole philosophy of
Korah and his goals. All Jews are equal, he said; hence, everyone is entitled
to interpret the law. Korah wanted not only political power—he wanted to
succeed Moses as rebbe, so that countless generations afterwards should say
Korach Rabbeinu.

He impugned and challenged not only Moses’ political authority, but his
halachic authority as well. The study of the law and its interpretation, Korah
argued, are exoteric, democratic acts, in which every intelligent person
may engage. Moses’ claim to be the exclusive legal authority and exclusive
interpreter of the law, according to Korah, was unfounded and unwarranted.

The consequence of such a “democratic” philosophy is obvious. What Korah
wanted—and what many want even now, whether they state it clearly or use
equivocal terms and dubious language to cover it up—is for the instrument
of interpretation of the Torah to be common-sense, the everyday empirical
intelligence, and not the esoteric, conceptualizing logos which can be
attained only through painstaking study and hard training.
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However, Torah Sheb’al Peh, the Oral Law, cannot be identified with
common sense. It has a methodology of its own; it has a singular approach,
a distinct form of analysis, its own categories, and its own strange schemata.
Can common sense explain that a king is disqualified as a formal witness?
Is there a common-sense reason to exclude women from being formal
witnesses, when the Bible itself tells us that man and woman were both
created in the image of God and takes for granted their equality? The Torah
Sheb’al Peh has its own methods of conceptualization. The halachist works,
like the mathematician, in an a priori world. His constructs are ideal. He does
not merely study reality; he prepares abstract schemata and applies them to
the world of sense.

...The adherents of “common-sense halachah” are misled by a basic
philosophical doctrine. They expound a theory of religious subjectivism.
Prima facie, it is hard to refute this theory, because it contains a kernel
of truth. God, this theory says, is interested in the heart, in man’s inner
world. Faith, fundamentally, is an inner experience. Man meets God in the
mysterious recesses of his personality. The God-experience is iridescent,
dynamic, bold; it breaks out to the exterior of the human personality and
turns into an objective deed, into action.

...Korah said to Moses: The techeles thread was meant as a reminder of
the mysterious link be- tween the blue sea and the blue sky; why then is it
necessary to limit this symbolism to a thread and not extend it to the whole
garment?

From the standpoint of “common-sense halachah,” Korah was right. A
beautiful techeles robe will have a greater impact upon the individual than
a single thread!

...WhenKorah and his adherents approached Moses with the problem of “a
garment that is entirely techeles,” they wanted a common-sense interpretive
approach to halachah. They simply had no patience to study, to get the
proper training and master the unique halachic methodology. Of course,
Moses ultimately won. We still study the halachah in light of Moses’ esoteric,
conceptualizing logic. The mesorah of method, of halachic structures and a
priori constructs, will continue forever. (Vision and Leadership, pp. 199-

206)
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