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The Secret 
of Aaron’s 
Blossoming Staff

Leadership Challenged

I n parashat Korach, the Torah 
describes Korach’s challenge to the 

leadership of Moses and Aaron.
Korach, the son of Yitzhar, the son of 

Kehat, the son of Levi, and Datan and 
Aviram, the sons of Eli’av, and On, the 
son of Pelet of the sons of Reu’ven took 
men and they rose up before Moshe… 
They gathered together against Moshe 
and against Aaron and said to them, 
“You take too much for yourself. The 
entire congregation is holy, every one 
of them, and God is in them. Why 
then do you raise yourselves above the 
congregation of God?”1

Korach, like Moshe Rabbeinu, was 
a Levite and a well-respected leader 
in his tribe. Indeed, he too possessed 
a very great and lofty soul and his 
popularity among people misguided 

him causing him to dispute Moshe and 
his brother Aaron’s Divinely appointed 
leadership.

Like everything else in the Torah, 
this episode and its lessons are eternal. 
In this case, the eternal aspect lies 
in the reenactment of the challenge 
posed by Korach to Moshe anew in 
every generation. The Tikunei Zohar 
explains that Moshe’s soul extends and 
is reincarnated in every generation. 
Likewise, posing a challenge to 
the Moshe of the generation is the 
Korach in every generation. Only in 
the generation of Mashiach will the 
Korach of the generation admit to 
and follow the leadership of the Moshe 
Rabbeinu of that generation. Thus, 
this particular drama has tremendous 
meaning for us today.

The Blossoming of the Barren Staff

E ve n  t hou g h  Kor a ch  w a s 
unsuccessful and God made 

it clear that Moshe and Aaron were 
indeed His choice for leadership, there 
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remained a sense of discontent among 
the people, particularly regarding 
Aaron’s role as the High Priest. To 
quiet these feelings, the Almighty 
instructed Moshe to do the following,

…Take from each one of them a 
staff, one from each of the princes [of 
the tribes]… twelve staffs. Write every 
man’s name upon his staff. And write 
Aaron’s name on the staff of Levi, for 
they have one staff for all the heads of 
their patriarchal households. Lay these 
staffs in the [Holy of Holies] before the 
Testimony, where I shall meet with you. 
And, the man who I choose, his staff 
shall blossom and thereby I shall quiet 
the complaints of the Jewish people that 
they murmur against you.2

The purpose of carrying this process 
out was to see which patriarchal leader 
of which tribe was God’s choice for 
serving as the High Priest. Though 
the tribe of Levi had no official leader 
or prince (as did the other tribes), 
Aaron, as the already anointed High 
Priest, served as their representative. 
To indicate His choice, God would 
perform a miracle, making one of 
the staffs blossom. Rashi notes that 
Moshe intentionally placed Aaron’s 
staff in the middle of all the others, 
in the most neutral place. This was in 
order to preclude claims that Aaron’s 
staff had blossomed because of a more 
advantageous position, closer to the 
Ark of the Covenant or further from it.

Masculine and Feminine Aspects of Serving God

T o understand the symbolism 
inherent in such a miracle it is 

important to first note that blossoming 
is particularly related to the feminine 
dimension of reality. We usually 
associate blossoms, flowers, and fruit 
with femininity. What then might 
Aaron as High Priest have to do with 
blossoming? Moreover, as we shall see 
in more detail later, the Torah makes 
it a point that the choice God makes 
will be between the patriarchal leaders 
of the tribes. Why would the selection 
of a patriarchal leader be made with 

blossoms on his staff? There is a clear 
mixing of feminine and masculine 
imagery here.

The answer can be found by first 
observing that the Tabernacle (and 
later the Holy Temple), a symbol 
and manifestation of the marital 
relationship between the Jewish people 
and the Almighty, has two centers or 
focal points.3 The first focus of the 
Tabernacle is the altar. The second 
focus was the Ark of the Covenant in 
the holy of holies. The altar served as 
the physical focal point, representing 



the yearning of the mundane to be 
elevated. On it the sacrifices were 
burnt, their smell invoking pleasure 
Above. The ark served as the spiritual 
focal point, representing God’s 
yearning to make Himself a dwelling 
place in the mundane, by revealing His 
will. From between its cherubs, the 
Divine Presence would speak and be 
heard by Moshe Rabbeinu. Thus, the 
altar represents the feminine yearning 
for spiritual elevation and the ark 
the masculine need to conquer and 
transform the physical realm.

Between Moshe and his brother 
Aaron, it is clear that Moshe performed 
the duties related to the masculine, 
Ark-of-the-Covenant focal point of 
the Tabernacle, while Aaron’s duties 
revolved around the service of the 
altar and the rest of the holy vessels, 
representing the feminine aspect of 
serving God. Indeed, as archetypal 
souls, Moshe and Aaron correspond 
to the two sef irot  victory and 

acknowledgment, also a masculine-
feminine pair.

We can now say that the role of the 
priesthood, represented by Aaron, is 
to function as does a woman in her 
household. In the Tabernacle (and 
later in the Holy Temple), Aaron and 
his sons were responsible for lighting 
the candles, baking the bread, setting 
the table; roles, that relative to the role 
given to Moshe Rabbeinu—hearing 
the Divine speech from between 
the two cherubs—are feminine in 
nature. Thus, to a certain extent the 
blossoming of a staff indicates the 
ability of the male to not only conquer 
the physical realm but to be sensitive to 
its needs and nurture its development 
and growth.4 God’s choice of Aaron for 
the role of the High Priest was based 
on his being a patriarchal leader who 
could connect with his feminine side 
and express the feminine yearning for 
serving God.

The Four Part Miracle

N ow, let us return to look at the 
miracle of Aaron’s staff more 

closely.
The staff (ַמֶטה), a symbol of 

leadership, is by definition a barren 
piece of wood5 that naturally cannot 
blossom. More specifically, the staff 

represents the authority granted the 
patriarchal head of each family. This 
point is made by the Torah in the 
verses quoted earlier.

…One staff for all the heads of their 
patriarchal households…

The phrase “patriarchal households” 

4
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 .is synonymous with families (ֵבּית ָאב)
But, the Hebrew word for “family” 
( ָפָּחה (ִמְשׁ  stems from the word 
“maidservant” (ִשְׁפַחה), linking it with 
the figure of the mother and her female 
servants who run the household. 
Yet, in using the phrase “patriarchal 
households” the Torah is stressing the 
paternal side of the family structure.

We tend to see the mother as the 
central figure of the home. Indeed, 
in Hebrew, the mother is called “the 
principal of the home”6 (ֲעֶקֶרת ַהַבִּית). 
Yet here, we see how the entire house 
of God (the Tabernacle and the 
Temple) is dependent on the father 
figure’s essence being revealed as the 
progenitor of the entire family. Thus, 
the Torah describes the miracle that 
happened to Aaron’s staff with the 

following words,
In the morning Moshe came into the 

[Holy of Holies] and behold, Aaron’s 
staff had blossomed; it had brought 
forth flowers, it had budded, and it had 
born almonds.

The first thing to notice is that the 
miracle included four stages. The first 
stage involves the staff as an inanimate 
object before it was placed in the Holy 
of Holies. Then from an inanimate 
object, it blossomed in three stages: 
first it flowered, then it budded, finally 
it bore fruit (almonds). Conceptually, 
these four stages correspond to the 
four parts of a family, the father, 
mother, son, and daughter and as such 
they correspond to the four letters of 
God’s essential Name, Havayah (י־הוה)7 

as follows,

stage letter of 
Havayah

partzuf

staff yud Abba (father)

flowers hei Imma (mother)

buds vav Ze’er Anpin (sons)

almonds hei Nukva (daughter)

W e have already seen how the 
staff is a symbol of patriarchal 

leadership. The first letter of Havayah, 
the yud, corresponds to the sefirah 

of wisdom and the partzuf of Abba 
ַאָבּא)  also called the father ,(ַפְּרצּוף 
principle. As such, the staff represents 
a pre-potential essential state that 



can manifest even its opposite. In 
seminal form, the father has the 
ability to manifest the entire family 
structure. Indeed, this is the true basis 
of paternal authority. In the context 
of Aaron’s staff, this point illustrates 
that God had given Aaron the power 
to express his pre-potential essence 
and entrusted him with the feminine 
responsibilities of the Temple service.

The second stage involves the staff ’s 
flowering and corresponds to the first 
hei of Havayah, which corresponds 
to the sefirah  of understanding 
and the partzuf  of Imma ,  also 
known as the mother principle. The 
flower represents pregnancy. More 
conceptually, the flower is a symbol of 
hidden potential that is still far from 
realization. In Hebrew, this state is 
called “ability” (ְיכֹוֶלת).

The  third  stage,  the  buds , 

correspond to the vav of Havayah. This 
letter (whose value is 6) represents 
the six sefirot from loving-kindness 
to foundation; together they make 
up the heart of the partzuf of Ze’er 
Anpin, or the small face. In the family, 
Ze’er Anpin corresponds to the male 
children, the sons of the family. This 
stage manifests a more immediate type 
of potential (ֹכַּח), which is very close to 
actualization.

Finally, the almonds are the miracle’s 
fourth stage and they correspond to 
the final hei ofHavayah, corresponding 
to kingdom and the partzuf of Nukva. 
The Nukva  corresponds to the 
daughter of the family. At this stage 
the full potential hidden in the father 
has been revealed and therefore it is 
represents actualization (ּפֹוַעל).

Let us conclude by expanding our 
earlier table:

stage letter of 
Havayah

sefirah partzuf  

staff yud wisdom Abba (father) essence

flowers hei understanding Imma (mother) ability

buds vav
loving-kindness  
to foundation

Ze’er Anpin 
(sons)

potential

almonds hei kingdom
Nukva 

(daughter)
actualization

6
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The Staff’s Numerology

S ince Aaron’s staff is a symbol, we 
are motivated to look at it from 

a gematria perspective. Gematria, 
or Torah numerology, is one of the 
best methods of Torah analysis for 
uncovering the essential meaning 
behind the Torah’s words.

We recall that Aaron’s staff is 
actually the staff representing the 
entire tribe of Levi, as such it is 

referred to in the Torah as “the staff 
of Levi” (8.(ַמֵטה ֵלִוי The gematria of 
“staff  is 54 and the gematria (ַמֵטה) ”
of Levi (ֵלִוי) is 46. Together the value 
of both words is 100 or 10 squared. 
Square numbers represent a state of 
consummate perfection and inter-
inclusion. Aaron’s staff was thus in 
a state of essential perfection.9

The Ascent and Descent of the Feminine

B ut, now note that the value of the 
two initial letters of “the staff of 

Levi” (מ and ל) is 70, meaning that the 
remaining letters’ gematria is 30. 70 
and 30 are the values of the two letters 
ayin (ע) and lamed (ל), respectively. 
Together, these two letters spell the 
word ַעל, which means many things, 
all of them related to ascent. This 
indicates that the tribe of Levi is 
intrinsically connected with ascent.

So far, we have described Aaron as 
simply related to the feminine aspect 
of serving God, which focuses on 
bringing holiness into the mundane. 
Going a bit deeper, the entire tribe of 
Levi was particularly blessed with an 
ability to serve God from a feminine 
perspective. For this reason, they were 
as a whole entrusted with serving in the 

Temple. However, the feminine form 
of serving God is more complex. It 
contains both a yearning to elevate and 
a desire to return to the mundane. This 
is the feminine pulse of serving God: 
first yearning to elevate then a desire to 
imbue one’s origins with the spiritual 
gifts received (the masculine pulse is 
the opposite, first a desire to conquer 
the mundane and then a yearning to 
elevate it). The feminine dynamic is 
therefore described as “ascent for the 
purpose of descent.” The tribe of Levi 
as a whole manifested the first half of 
this dynamic: the yearning to elevate 
spiritually. Aaron, as the father of the 
priesthood manifested the second half: 
the desire to imbue material reality 
with holiness.

Symbolically, this difference is 



illustrated in the commandment that 
the Levites shave off all of their hair 
before entering service. Hair, which 
falls from above below, represents 
the bringing down of spiritual energy 
into the mundane, opposite to the 
direction of the Levites service meant 
to elevate the mundane. Contrastingly, 
Aaron was known for his particularly 
unique beard, indicating his special 
ability to indeed imbue the mundane 
with holiness.10 In their service the 
Levites were entrusted with the song 
and musical accompaniment of the 
Temple service, a spiritually uplifting 
instrument of service. Aaron and his 
offspring as priests were responsible 
for introducing holiness into the 
sacrificial service.

Thus, the connection between “the 
staff of Levi” and ascent is readily 
understood as the elevating half of the 
feminine dynamic. This word ַעל is one 
of the first words in the Torah’s text. 
In fact, it is the 13th word appearing 
in the verse,

…and darkness was above [ַעל] the 
abyss…11

13 is a most important number in 
Torah and is the gematria of “one” 
ד)  Though .(ַאֲהָבה) ”and “love (ֶאַחָ
the role of all the Levites is to elevate 
the entire Jewish people, Aaron is 
particularly known for his ability to 
restore peace and happiness between 

individuals especially married couples 
(bring them to a renewed feeling of 
oneness and love). 13 also alludes to 
the 13 Attributes of Divine Mercy, 
which the High Priest would invoke 
in order to restore the love and unity 
between the Almighty and the Jewish 
people.

Indeed, in example of inter-
inclusion, Aaron as High Priest was 
entrusted with lighting the candles 
of the menorah, daily. The verb the 
Torah uses to describe lighting the 
candles is based on this same word ַעל, 
and suggests that Aaron was given the 
power to elevate the souls of Israel—
symbolized by the menorah’s candles—
until the flame of their souls ascends 
on its own. The inter-inclusion 
between Aaron and the tribe of Levi 
was illustrated by Moshe inscribing 
Aaron’s name on the staff. Let us look 
at the mathematical meaning of this 
inscription.

We have already seen that “the 
staff of Levi” equals 100, or 102. The 
gematria of Aaron (ַאֲהֹרן) is 256, or 
162! Both are square numbers. But, 
now note that the roots of these two 
squares are 10 and 16, which together 
equal 26, the value of Havayah (י־הוה). 
More exactly, 10 (extracted from “the 
staff of Levi”) is the value of the first 
letter of Havayah, theyud (י), which 
we saw corresponds to the staff itself, 

8
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in its inanimate barren form. The 
16 (extracted from “Aaron”) is the 
value of the remaining three letters 
of Havayah (הוה), which corresponds 

to the flower, bud, and fruit. Thus, 
adding Aaron’s name by inscribing it 
on the staff proves to be the source of 
the three miraculous stages!

Floral Sparks

C oncentrating on the word for 
“flower” (ֶפַּרח), we see that its 

gematria is 288. This is the number 
of Divine sparks fallen from the 
World of Chaos and hidden within 
the mundane. Just as the flower 
symbolizes the beauty of the potential 
of the child in the mother, before the 
bud even manifests, so these sparks 

represent the potential Divine beauty 
found in all aspects of creation. The 
Kabbalistic imagery regarding the 
sparks is particularly vivid. Though 
already present within reality, in order 
to manifest as Divine fruit, the sparks 
first have to be elevated into the womb 
of the mother principle in order to be 
reborn into reality as new fruit.

Aaron’s Forehead-Plate

A aron did not normally carry his 
staff with him after this episode. 

The staff was placed in the Holy of 
Holies, with the Ark of the Covenant 
for safekeeping and as a sign of Aaron’s 
selection by the Almighty. However, 
one of the four special garments worn 
by Aaron (and all the High Priest’s 
after him) was the forehead-plate 
 The Torah describes this special .(ִציץ)
vestment with these words,

You shall make a forehead-plate 
of pure gold and you shall engrave 
on it the words “Holy unto God” as 
on a signet ring…. It shall be worn 
on Aaron’s forehead and [by wearing 

it] Aaron shall effect atonement…. 
It shall be on his forehead, to assure 
them of God’s favor at all times.12

The final two stages of the miracle of 
the staff, the buds and the almonds are 
found visually on the forehead-plate. 
The Hebrew name for the forehead-
plate is exactly the same word as 
“bud.” The inscription engraved on 
the forehead-plate was “Holy unto 
God” (ֹקֶדש ַל־יהוה) and the word “holy” 
 ”is a permutation of “almond (ֹקֶדש)
 Interestingly, the final letters .(ָשֵׁקד)
of the three miraculous stages of the 
blossoming of the staff, flower (ֶפַּרח), 
bud (ִציץ), and almonds (ְׁשֵקִדים) spell 



the word “forehead” (ֵמַצח), another 
allusion to the forehead-plate.

In another place in the Torah, the 
forehead-plate is described as “the 
budding of the holy crown.”13 Here we 
find an explicit reference to all three 
stages of flower, bud, and almond, where 
“the budding” refers to both the sons 
and the daughter partzufim discussed 
above, all placed on the forehead of 
Aaron, the image of the father.

Just as the staff and its miraculous 

flowering represents the complete 
family structure and a complete 
process of actualization of the essence, 
so meditating on the image of the staff 
and its four stage process induces in 
us the power to bring our souls and 
reality to holy actualization of its 
essence. This is the unique power 
that was given by God to Aaron and 
his descendants and is inherent in 
their blessing given to the entire 
congregation, the Priestly Blessing.

Notes:
1. Numbers 16:1-3.
2. Ibid. 17:17-20.
3. See for instance Maimonides’ wording in 
Hilchot beit habechirah 1:1 and 1:5.
4. Note that the dual foci of the Tabernacle and 
the Temple suggest that the marital relationship 
between us and the Almighty is only complete 
when each of us enters our own personal covenant 
of marriage and becomes a male-female unit. In 
other words, the husband carries the role of Moshe 
Rabbeinu and the wife the role of Aaron—all vis 
à vis their joint relationship with the Almighty 
who then dwells between them in the form of the 
Divine Presence (Shechinah).
5. As opposed to another similar word in Hebrew 

.which refers to a branch that can still grow ,(ֵשֶׁבט)
6. Psalms 113:9.
7. In other words, by structuring the miracle in 
this manner, the Almighty had signed His essential 
Name into it, just as a human painter signs his 
name on his work.
8. Note that the Torah does not refer to any of the 
staffs of the other tribes by name.
9. If we write the filling of the letters of these two 
words, we get, מם טית הא למד וו יוד, whose value is 
611, the gematria of “Torah” (ּתֹוָרה).
10. See the Mittler Rebbe’s Bi’urei hazohar on 
parashat Korach.
11. Genesis 1:2.
12. Exodus 28:36-9.
13. Ibid. 39:30.
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Positively 
embarrassing:
the DePth of the 
lubavitcher rebbe’s 
insight

In honor of Gimmel Tammuz 5779

B y the beginning of the eighties, 
the masses of people who 

thronged to hear and speak with the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe made it nearly 
impossible to have a yechidus – a 
personal conversation - with him. 
Nonetheless, the public was thirsty 
to personally see and hear the Rebbe. 
And so the Rebbe’s famous Sunday 
dollar-handouts was born. Thousands 
of people from throughout the world 
would wait in line for hours on Dollar 
Sunday, just to spend a few seconds in 
the Rebbe’s presence. 

One of the small dramas that 
occurred on one of those Sundays 
has been retold a number of times. 
An ultra-Orthodox, non-Chassidic 
woman also found herself standing 
in line to see the Rebbe. Not that she 

had anything pressing or urgent. But 
she lived in the neighborhood, and her 
friend had asked her to accompany 
her.

After her long wait, she was finally 
facing the Rebbe. The Rebbe gave 
her a dollar, and she moved on to 
allow the next person in line to stand 
before the Rebbe. But then something 
unusual happened. The Rebbe told 
his secretary to call her back – a rare 
occurrence, indeed. She returned to 
face the Rebbe, apprehensive. The 
Rebbe said to her, “You shouldn’t fulfill 
the mitzvot [commandments] of the 
Torah because that is what is written 
in Jewish Law, but rather because you 
are a Jew and you want to do the will 
of God – and that is what God wants.”

The woman was astounded – and 



even a bit insulted. What does the 
Rebbe want from me? I am an ultra-
Orthodox woman, I keep the mitzvot. 
As she left the line, she felt deeply 
embarrassed by the Rebbe’s words. The 
Chassidim surrounded her, wanting 
to hear what it was that had prompted 
the Rebbe to call her back into line. 
But she was too embarrassed to tell 
them. She did not understand what 
the Rebbe wanted from her or what 
he was getting at. All she felt was 
embarrassment. 

Years later, she finally revealed 
what the Rebbe had said to her. And 
she explained: “The Rebbe’s words 
changed my life. Until that point, I had 
always felt that the fact that I am an 
ultra-Orthodox Jew meant that I was 
missing out on many pleasures that the 
world had to offer. There is a big world 
out there (Paris, for example), and so 
much to do. But I can’t do those things 
because I am ultra-Orthodox.  When 
the Rebbe said those words to me, I 
didn’t understand and felt embarrassed. 
But miraculously, I stopped feeling like 
I was missing out. And I have never 
had that thought since.” 

How did the Rebbe’s  words 
stop those feelings of being on the 
“restricted” side of the equation? The 
turning point in the story was the 
woman’s feeling of embarrassment. 
Regarding the giving of the Torah, 

our Sages explain that in the verse 
“So that His fear may be upon your 
face,”1 the fear is actually referring 
to embarrassment. “What does ‘His 
fear upon your face’ refer to? This is 
embarrassment.”2 Like the woman in 
the story, generally, when we relate to 
our fear of Heaven, it helps us accept 
the yoke of the mitzvot. This, indeed, 
is a lower form of “fear” (yir’ah). But 
what the sages’ explanation teaches us 
is that there is a higher form of yir’ah. 

In his siddur ,  Rabbi Shneur 
Zalman of Liadi, the founder of 
Chabad, brings an example to help 
us understand what this higher form 
of fear, or yir’ah, is. He likens it to 
the experience a person has when 
he stands before a truly wise Torah 
personality. He is flooded with fear 
and embarrassment. When a chassid 
stands before his Rebbe and feels that 
his eyes are looking right through 
him, it awakens embarrassment. The 
Tikunei Zohar, one of the earliest 
Kabbalistic works which is based on 
deep interpretations of anagrams of 
the Torah’s first word (ְּבֵראִׁשית), finds 
an allusion to this fusion of fear and 
embarrassment in the permutation 
that means “fear of embarrassment” 
 It is the higher form of .(ָיֵרא ּבֶׁשת)
fear of Heaven, which can appear to 
be written upon a person’s face. This 
is the embarrassment that our sages 
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were referring to above.
In Hebrew, the word for “face” (ָּפִנים) 

can also be read as “interior” (ְּפִנים). 
Thus, the fear that is upon the face also 
refers to the fear that emanates from 
inside a person’s heart. The higher fear 
of Heaven, for which we strive, is not 
only written all over our faces, but also 
permeates our entire being from the 
inside out.

T h e  f a c t  t h a t  “ f e a r  o f 
embarrassment” (ּבֶׁשת  is an (ָיֵרא 
anagram of the Torah’s first word 
 suggests that God begins (ְּבֵראִׁשית)
the Torah with the second letter of 
the Hebrew alphabet, beit (ב), which is 
also the first letter of “embarrassment” 
 The Ba’al Shem Tov teaches that .(ּבּוָׁשה)
beit is the garment of the first letter of 
the alphabet, alef. So, if beit represents 
embarrassment, what does the alef 
represent? Faith (ֱאמּוָנה), which begins 
with the letter alef. The embarrassment 
is the garment of the faith. Higher fear 
of Heaven is motivated by the point of 
faith within.

Faith is what frees us from looking 
at other “pastures” and believing that 
they are “greener” than our own. It is 
what keeps us from being sorry that 
we are not in Paris. In our story, the 

Rebbe’s words that caused the woman 
embarrassment actually connected her 
to her faith and helped her to overcome 
her thoughts of foreign pleasures. 

What causes us to look for pleasure 
in foreign places? Why do so many 
Jewish souls go astray? If we keep 
ourselves isolated from the world, 
will this prevent our youth from going 
astray? On a superficial level, yes. But 
on a deeper level, it is our faith that 
needs to be strengthened. How do 
we strengthen our faith? By believing 
that we are standing before God 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week. Just as the 
penetrating eyes of a Torah scholar 
make us feel uncomfortable, so when 
we are aware that we are standing 
before God, we are overwhelmed with 
embarrassment. On a deeper level, 
faith also means ‘covenant’. I can only 
be embarrassed in the face of someone 
to whom I feel connected, to someone 
with whom I share a covenant. This 
embarrassment is completely positive. 
It is a faith-strengthener, the inner 
motivation that keeps us connected 
and focused on serving G-d because 
we wish to do His will – instead of 
dreaming up visions of imaginary 
pleasures in Paris. 

לעילוי נשמת ר’ אלימלך בן משה ואלטעה נעכה בת חיים נוטה
Notes
1. Exodus 20: 16.
2. Nedarim 20a.
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Parashat Korach:
Left Right Left

Moses is right. Korach is left. The Torah is the golden mean that connects 
them
Korach and his followers’ uprising against Moses and Aaron has become a 
symbol of dispute for all generations, “Which is a dispute that is not for the 
sake of heaven? This is the dispute of Korach and his entire congregation.”1 

Their intimidating end comes when the earth opens its mouth and swallows 
them up. Is there any hope for them?

From Rabbi Ginsburgh’s class 28th Sivan 5772

Korach in Contrast to the Spies

In the previous Torah portion of 
Shelach, the spies sinned because 

they preferred to stay in the wilderness, 
detached from reality. They chose living 
in a sheltered spiritual greenhouse 
rather than developing the agriculture 
of the Holy Land and creating a 
prosperous independent kingdom. 
The Zohar states that the spies were 
concerned about their personal status. 
In the wilderness, they were highly 
respected leaders. They were afraid 
that when the Jewish People entered 
the land, they would lose their prestige. 

Korach’s sin was different. He was 
not necessarily opposed to entering and 
settling the Holy Land. He was peeved 
by the fact that God had ordained 
his first cousins, Moses and Aaron, 
as leaders and not him. So, Korach 

contrived a new philosophy that 
captured many hearts. Based on the 
true claim that the entire congregation 
is holy, he canvassed a campaign that 
would allow the people to choose 
their leader for themselves. He 
openly confronted Moses’ leadership, 
demanding elections. Long before the 
ancient Athenians arrived on the scene, 
Korach invented democracy! 

Korach was confident that his wit, his 
status, his notorious prosperity, and his 
excellent public relations would attain 
him a clear victory. He gained some 
fine successes and according to the 
most up-to-date public opinion polls, 
his democratic philosophy still rates 
sky-high… However, Korach’s political 
career ended abruptly when the earth 
swallowed him and all his followers alive.
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Left Vs. Right

In current political jargon, “left” and 
“right” are common concepts. We 

might think that these terms originated 
at the time of the French Revolution. Yet, 
right and left are fundamental concepts 
in Kabbalah. Just as the human body is 
divided between left and right, the entire 
system of the sefirot is based on a system 
with left and right axes. The Zohar2 
teaches us that Aaron (and Moses) 
belongs to the right. Korach was a leftist. 
Modern science upholds the fact that left 
and right are irreversible. 

The highest right-left pair of 
sefirot are wisdom on the right, and 

understanding, its counterpart, on 
the left. In the human body, they 
correspond to the right and left 
hemispheres of the brain.

Wisdom (chochmah) receives the 
initial flash of insight in the mind. 
It deals with abstract ideas and 
principles that are difficult to grasp 
in reality. In contrast, understanding 
(binah) develops ideas into detailed 
descriptions that can be envisioned 
in the mind’s eye and eventually put 
into practice. Whereas the right is 
concerned with lofty principles, the left 
deals more with activation from below.

Which Has the Greater Power?

M oses brought the Torah down 
to earth from God above. The 

Torah is full of wise instructions how 
to behave: do this and don’t do that. 
The Torah is the essence of Divine 
wisdom, on the right.

Korach claims: With all due respect 
to Moses’ Torah and his ability to 
teach abstract principles, when it 
comes to dealing with reality, I take 

the lead. I can build institutions, an 
army, a working educational system, 
and a leadership and achieve better 
results in practice. And, he is right 
(although he remains a leftist)!

What then is the problem with 
Korach’s approach? The Zohar notes 
three points in criticism of Korach’s 
approach.

The First Flaw: Separation

The first issue the Zohar takes 
against  Korach is  that  he 

disregards the right. He attempts 

to sever the right from the left as if 
he has no need for it. He is so self-
assured in his success, that he makes 



no plans for a true coalition with the 
right. Let them discuss essence and 
principles to their heart’s delight, 
when it comes to the crunch, their 
talk is inconsequential. The left with 
its pragmatic approach will take 
control of politics and art, the media 
and education, and every other facet 
of Jewish life in the Holy Land. The 

institution is mine. I can therefore 
silence the right altogether. I can 
label their speeches about “Divine 
law” and eternal principles as dark 
and primitive. The ruling ideology 
will be: What the public says is law 
and there is none beside it. As long as 
I am in power, reality is my god and 
God’s law means nothing to me.

The Second Flaw: Taking Over

The second issue is that Korach 
wants to rule so absolutely that he 

wants to coerce the right to conform 
to his position. He approaches the 
right with a persuasive suggestion 
to collaborate with him: “You have 
your say and I will have my say and 
together we can create a leadership, 
as long as you are my underdog....” 
This is not a true coalition. Whether 
consciously or unconsciously, his true 

intention is to subjugate the unique 
essence of the right. Korach expects 
the right, which justly represents 
the laws of the Torah, to bend itself 
beneath the dominancy of the left. 
Under Korach’s rule, the truth will 
turn from being an essential principle 
to folklore that can be remolded as 
needed to the demands of the public. 
At most, it is nothing more than a 
pretty embellishment. 

Third Flaw: There is no Peace

In Kabbalah, in addition to the 
right and the left, there is a middle 

axis. This axis is the most significant 
of all. One of the most important 
qualities of the central axis is peace. 
Peace balances the tendencies towards 
right and left in a harmonious blend. 
“Peace” (ָׁשלֹום) means “wholeness” 
 In general, the Torah is located .(ָׁשֵלם)

on the central axis of the sefirot. The 
Torah is not merely wisdom. It is a 
complete way of life. 

Thus, the third issue with Korach’s 
democracy is the absence of peace. 
Korach’s attempt to take control of the 
Jewish People is the gravest example 
of, “a dispute that is not for the sake 
of Heaven.” His dispute is a dispute for 

16
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argument’s sake. More than Korach 
and his congregation want to take over 
the leadership and the priesthood, 
they want Moses and Aaron out. 

Korach does not believe in true unity 
between left and right. For him, Jewish 
solidarity is a naïve dream. In his mind, 
dispute is a matter of fact and one’s best 

interest is to exploit it. 
Because Korach’s dispute was for 

the sake of dispute and because it 
brought Moses’ God-given mission 
into question, there was no choice 
but to find a quick and easy solution, 
“And they descended alive… into the 
abyss.”3 

Inter-inclusion

Just as the right and left hemispheres 
of the brain function together, so 

too, in the long-term, we cannot do 
without the left. However, in its current 
state, after its descent into the abyss, it 
must be rectified before we can allow 
it to reappear. In the brain, the right 
hemisphere controls the left side of the 
body and vice versa. Neither can work 
alone. The right hemisphere includes 
an integral affinity towards the left and 
the left includes a tendency towards the 
right. Discovering the right-ness that lies 
dormant in the left and the inert seed of 
left-ness in the right is the key to uniting 
them. 

In Kabbalah, the sefirah of wisdom 
relates to the father principle and 
the sefirah of understanding relates 
to the mother principle. The right 
is relatively masculine and the left 
is relatively feminine. In Chassidic 
terms, like wisdom and understanding 
(chochmah and binah), the masculine 

relates to essence while the feminine 
relates to reality. As a result, men tend 
to deal with ideals and principles. 
Sometimes they hover above reality 
without quite touching it. Women, 
on the other hand, are good at taking 
ideas and turning them into reality; as 
the verse reads, “the wisest of women 
constructs her home.”4 Yet, Kabbalah 
teaches us that every man is inter-
included with a feminine aspect and 
every woman is inter-included with 
a masculine facet. Nonetheless, in 
the man the totality is male, and in 
the woman, the totality is female. In 
order to create a happy marriage, each 
partner must find in him or herself an 
aspect of the opposite gender.

Similarly, in order to incorporate 
both left and right on the political 
scene, we need to find the leftist 
aspect of the right wing and the 
rightist aspect of the left wing. Then 
they will be able to come together in 



harmonious union.
In the words of the Zohar, we need 

to “include the left in the right.”5 Like 
the right hemisphere that controls the 
left hand, Moses’ right lends the tone, 
sets the values and deals with the 
essence. By his side, we need Korach, 
who knows how to develop the abstract 

ideas into working models so that 
our national leadership will be right-
handed. Abundance from above passes 
through certain Divinely selected 
figures. Korach’s statement that “The 
entire congregation are all holy” rings 
true because in its rectified state, the 
entire congregation represent reality. 

Korach Will Flourish Like A Date Palm

T he origin of unity between right 
and left lies in the sefirah of crown 

(keter), which lies above wisdom and 
understanding. The collective soul-
root of the entire Jewish People, 
rightists and leftists alike, lies in this 
sefirah. Keter is the source of the 
middle axis, where we find peace. 

In a democracy, power is shared, 
and allocated to different segments 
of society. Societies adopt democratic 
systems when they wish to allow 
conflicting values and goals to co-exist. 
In the body, such a system would wreak 
havoc. The brain could not function if 
it were to act according to democratic 
principles. “There is no peace in my 
bones because of my sins.”6

By correctly integrating the right 
and the left hemispheres of the brain, 
we empower the central nervous 
system to respond correctly and in 
good timing to internal and external 
stimuli. Similarly, true solidarity 

between left and right political 
factions can be achieved by appointing 
a central control system in the form of 
a Divinely ordained monarchy that is 
accepted by the entire nation.

Both the souls of rightists, who 
follow Moses, and leftists, who 
associate themselves with Korach, 
sing the “Song of Shabbat,”7 which 
concludes with the phrase, “A 
righteous individual shall flourish 
like a date palm” (ִיְפַרח  .(ַצִּדיק ַּכָּתָמר 
The final letters of the words in this 
phrase spell Korach (ֹקַרח). Indeed, 
the Arizal8 teaches that Korach’s soul 
will eventually be rectified, when he 
uses his pragmatic leadership talents 
to help create a true Jewish state run 
according to Torah law.

Korach’s descent into the abyss 
was not his final word. Alive from 
his underground grave, he cries out, 
“Moses is true and his Torah is true!”9
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Notes
1. Pirkei Avot 5:17.
2. Zohar III, 158a.
3. Numbers 16:33.
4. Proverbs 9:1.
5. Zohar II, 27a.

6. Psalms 38:4.
7. Psalms 92.
8.  The Arizal explains that the soul-roots of Moses 

and Korach are the souls of Cain (Korach on 
the left) and Abel (Moses on the right). 

9. Bava batra 74a.

Questions & 
Answers

From Harav Ginsburgh’s correspondence

Q: When people see a deceased 
relative in a dream, is it their own 
reflection or is it more objective? Is 
this real communication?

A: It depends. If the person having 
the dream is a pious individual, a 
tzaddik, it is real communication. If 
the one dreaming is a regular person, 
it is normally just a reflection of his 
own thoughts. 

Q :  I s  t h e r e  a n  o n g o i n g 
subconscious dialogue with the 
deceased, such as family members? 
Is it only in one direction or are the 
deceased aware, as well?

A: Certainly it is a two way street. 
Parents are always connected to their 
children whether they are alive or in 
the higher world. They are here, they 

look and take interest in everything that 
happens in the family. The Rebbe used 
to write that when the family member 
has a happy occasion, they know.

Q: If the soul reincarnates, it is 
still connected?

A: if the soul reincarnates in a 
different person, there is a distance, 
but there is still a connection. In 
physics, it is called entanglement.

Q:  I was wondering if one’s family 
members in this life are specifically 
connected to one’s soul and were 
connected in previous gilgulim (and 
will be in the world to come) or if it 
is more “incidental,” so to speak, and 
the souls of one’s family change?

A: According to the Arizal, in 



recent generations there could be less 
connection at the source between souls 
of family members. Certainly, though, 
there is a connection and a definite 
rectification in their relationship.

Q: Is there any utility to revealing 
events in one’s previous life in order 
to rectify?

According to the Ba’al Shem Tov, it is 
not appropriate for an individual to try 
to worry about past lives. A person’s 
Divine service should be based on 
temimut, earnestness. This is one of 
the basic foundations of Judaism (see 
Deuteronomy 18:13 and Rashi ad. Loc.). 

The more a person connects to God 
with earnestness, the more joy he 
experiences. Joy is the inner trait of 
the sefirah of understanding (binah), 
the beginning of the left axis of the 
sefirot. The joy of Binah extends down 
the entire left axis until it reaches the 
sefirah of acknowledgment (hod), 
whose inner experience is one of 
earnestness. Thus, being earnest is 

the source of joy in life. Though the 
Arizal speaks of the soul developing 
through different spiritual levels, it is 
not important for a person to know 
specifically what level he is on, or 
what past life he must rectify. If his 
focus is on the fulfillment of Torah 
and mitzvot (commandments), the 
rectification process will take place 
without his explicit awareness. This 
is a much more practical way for a 
person to function in his daily life, and 
his ultimate goals and rectifications 
will be accomplished with more joy.

To this let us add that if the individual 
revealing the past lives is not absolutely 
pious and possesses pure Divine 
spirit (like the Lubavitcher Rebbe), 
the results will necessarily be tainted 
by his own false illusions and bias.  
Instead, a person is better served by 
spending his time coming to know 
his or her own faults in character and 
in behavior and diligently work on 
rectifying them as explained in length 
in Chassidic teachings. 
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Parashat Chukat:
A Potent Cure 
for Apathy

The Red Heifer purifies the impure and makes the pure impure; it teaches us 
to balance achievement with the dangers of egotism
The portion of Chukat begins with the laws of the Red Heifer, the Torah’s 
primary statute. A statute is a Heavenly decree with no apparent rationale. 
Even King Solomon, the wisest of all men, could not fathom the secret of the 
Red Heifer. How did Moses, the humblest of all men, understand it? 

Purifying the Soul 

T he most stringent type of impurity 
is the one associated with death, 

known in Hebrew as tumat met (טּוְמַאת 
 Death is the first and foremost .(ֵמת
cause of impurity. In halachah (Jewish 
law), an individual who comes into 
contact, or is under the same roof, 
with a human corpse becomes ritually 
impure. In this state, any individual, 
or object with which he comes into 
contact becomes defiled by the same 
level of impurity. Sadly, today, we 
are all considered defiled by this 
impurity until the Temple services are 
reinstated, may it be speedily and in 
our days. 

In Temple times, in order to return 
to regular life, the impure individual 
under went a  seven-day r itual 

purification process. This includes 
sprinkling a mixture of spring water 
and the Red Heifer’s ashes on the 
individual by a cohen (priest) on 
the third and seventh days. After 
completing this process, the individual 
would launder his clothes and immerse 
in a mikveh (ritual pool of water) and 
by nightfall was considered pure.

A paradox is inherent in the Red 
Heifer. It purifies the individual who 
has been rendered impure by death, 
but at the same time, it renders the 
cohanim (the priests) involved in the 
procedure impure (albeit not to the 
same level of defilement). They too 
are required to launder their clothes, 
immerse in a mikveh and wait until 
nightfall to be pure once again.



How to Come Alive Again

T he Ba’al Shem Tov was once asked 
what we can learn from the Red 

Heifer’s apparently paradoxical effect 
in regard to our service of God. He 
explained that sometimes the evil 
inclination cunningly attempts to 
dissuade me from doing a mitzvah 
or other good deed, claiming that I 
am not worthy of doing it. My evil 
inclination would have me believe 
that such an important act can only 
be performed by the perfectly pious. 
It tells me, in all humility, “Better to 
sit still and not do anything” (ֵׁשב ְוַאל 
 using a Talmudic idiom to ,(ַּתֲעֶׂשה ָעִדיף
prove its point. Such a thought should 
make us see RED. 

The stagnancy and inaction 
implied by death are often contagious. 
Contamination by psychological 
“death” of this sort can deteriorate 
into full-blown depression. When 
apathy sets in, it erodes the desire to 
live a vibrant life and demands urgent 
attention.

The  b est  ant idote  to  such 
indifference is to make use of the 

biggest taboo in Chassidic thought―
conceit! “Why was man created 
alone?” The sages ask, “Because one 
needs to say ‘the world was created 
for me.’” Act now, before it is too late! 
A comeback like this can purify us 
of lethargic tendencies and empower 
us to study more Torah, say another 
prayer, or do another mitzvah!

The Red Heifer’s vibrant color is 
associated with a constant flow of 
dynamic vitality. Its ashes are a highly 
concentrated essence of life and 
they are mixed with “living waters,” 
drawn directly from a flowing spring. 
Together, these two form a most potent 
elixir that (almost!) has the power to 
revive the dead.

Encouraging ourselves by saying: 
“the world was created for me!” and 
reminding ourselves that we are 
created in God’s image, fills us with 
the energy and confidence necessary 
to get up and act! Don't just lie there 
like a corpse and do nothing, “In a 
place where there are no men, try to 
be a man!” 

Beware of an Overdose

A fter taking a sip of this powerful 
tonic that revives our positive 

motivation by puffing up our self-

image, we can now serve God with 
greater intent and fervor. However, 
after the initial motivation and push 
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to act thanks to the conceit instilled in 
us and symbolized by the Red Heifer, 
it is essential that we know how to 
neutralize this very catalyst. The Ba’al 
Shem Tov continues by teaching us 
how to behave while carrying out the 
deed that was motivated by our initial 
spark of self-importance:

While occupied with performing 
the deed, beware of any aspect of 
conceit. Humble yourself before 
God and before all. This is the holy 
sense of smallness. Do not be misled 
[to believe] that you are greater than 
others who do not do this deed. When 
performing a mitzvah you are pure 
and, conceit, which contaminates the 
pure [is undesirable]. Conceit is a 
“heifer” (ָּפָרה) which swells (ַמְפֶרה) and 
amplifies an individual’s ego…”

Apparently, the cohanim  who 
administer  the  t reatment  are 

particularly susceptible to its adverse 
counter-effects. In order to dispel 
any excess conceit that they might 
accumulate during the purification 
process, their status becomes equal to 
that of the one being purified. They are 
required to carry out the same steps 
as he, so that their ego is reset to zero.

Feeling conceit before doing a good 
deed motivates us to do it. Yet, while 
performing the deed and following 
it through to completion, we need to 
take the greatest care to avoid feeling 
smug. We should not allow the self-
confidence that we nurtured in order 
to motivate the act to effervesce into 
full-blown self-satisfaction. At this 
stage, only humility and lowliness 
should be cultivated. Perhaps this is 
why only Moses, the humblest of all 
men, could fathom the secret of the 
Red Heifer.

The Tenth Red Heifer

T here have only been nine Red 
Heifers in history so far. In the 

wilderness, Moses prepared the first, 
followed by eight more, “and the tenth 
will be made by the Mashiach, may 
he soon be revealed.” The tenth Red 
Heifer depends on revealing its secret 
and the profound rationale behind it. 
This revelation is related to the royal 
figure of Mashiach who will be even 

wiser than King Solomon. In his great 
wisdom, he will reveal the mystery of 
the Red Heifer.

"Heifer” (ָּפָרה) is pronounced parah. 
We might be more inclined to associate 
the Red Heifer's vivid potency with its 
male counterpart, the ox. Indeed, until 
the advent of Mashiach, the Red Heifer 
remains the ultimate parah-d-ox.
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