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A Dual Personality

A close look at Parshas Korach reveals two separate but
concurrent narratives.

The Levi'im formed a rebellion, demanding the coveted
privilege of kehunah, which was currently reserved for their
cousins, the sons of Aharon. The Bnei Levi were motivated
by a desire to have a loftier role in avodas Hashem.

Simultaneously, another rebellion broke out: The
Bnei Reuven demanded a superior leadership role. The
descendants of the firstborn, Reuven, resented the
elevated position given to Moshe of Shevet Levi. Dasan and
Aviram represented Reuven’s descendants, demanding the
preeminence they felt entitled to.

Besides for their very different intentions, the location
and the nature of the respective confrontations with Moshe
and Aharon were also unalike. The confrontation with
Korach, who championed the cause of the Levi'im, during
which he was tested with ketores, took place “lifnei Hashem”
(Bamidbar 16:7), at the Mishkan. The confrontation with
Dasan and Aviram and their followers took place at the
entrance to their private tents, representing their earthly
possessions.
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Their respective punishments also differed greatly.
The two groups were eliminated by two different modes
of destruction. A fire emanating from before Hashem
consumed the Leviim, while Dasan and Aviram and their
ilk were swallowed by the earth. The punishments fit the
crimes. The Leviim, who were striving for more kedushah,
surrendered their neshamos to a divine fire. The Bnei Reuven,
whose aim was earthly gain, ended up in the earth.

Korach was the only one who straddled both camps. As a
central figure in the Levi camp he led the charge for more
kedushah. His neshamah yearned for more avodas Hashem.
But Korach had another motive. Ibn Ezra explains that
Korach stored his amassed wealth near Shevet Reuven. He
was a rosh yeshivah who did business on the side; he was
pulled to kedushah but also to earthly matters.

The Gemara (Sanhedrin 110a) discusses whether Korach
was consumed by the fire or swallowed by the earth. The
conclusion is that he suffered both. Rashi (s.v. min) explains
that his neshamah was burnt and his body remained intact,
only to roll to where the earth was to swallow it. A neshamah
engaged in a misguided pursuit of kedushah was consumed
by a holy fire and a body engaged in a misguided pursuit of
earthly gains was swallowed by the earth.
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