Viewpoints

A Publication of the Denver Community Kollel

Parshas Korach 5762                                                                           June 15, 2002

She Lit Up Our Lives

“And Moshe said, ‘Through this you will know that G-d sent me to (make those appointments), that they were not from my heart. If these (mutineers) will die as all men die…G-d did not send me. (But) if G-d will create a new creation, and the ground will open her mouth and swallow them and all that is to them…you shall know that these people were fighting against G-d’ ”  (Numbers 16:28-30).


This week’s parsha relates the tragic incident of Korach and his follower’s rebellion against Moshe’s authority. The dispute revolved around some positions Moshe had assigned, claiming that they were according to G-d’s directions (1). G-d did not take well to the rebels’ mutinous behavior, and brought a miraculous punishment upon the insurgents to prove Moshe’s legitimacy. “And the ground opened her mouth and swallowed them and their homes, and all of Korach’s household and all the property. And they, and all that was theirs, went down alive into the depths. And the ground covered them, and they were lost from the congregation” (2).


While it is implied by the verse above, which states, “and all of Korach’s household,” that even Korach’s children died along with him, there is a verse later in the Torah that seems to contradict this. After reiterating the above episode, G-d wrote in Numbers 26:11, “And the sons of Korach did not die.” How can we reconcile this apparent inconsistency?


Rashi, drawing from the Talmud, explains that Korach’s three sons had originally been involved on their father’s side of the ill-fated dispute. At the last moment, however, they became disillusioned and repented to G-d for their folly. While the ground did in fact swallow them, nevertheless, they did not die there like the rest. G-d saw their sincerity and preserved them, and they were eventually released to achieve fruitful lives (3). Among their descendants was the great prophet, Shmuel (4).


From the experience of Korach’s sons we learn an important lesson: A penitent inspiration, even at the last second, is of immeasurable significance (5). As Rabbi Yehuda HaNassi, redactor of the Mishna exclaimed, “There are those who acquire their share of the world-to-come in a moment’s time!” (6).


The truth is, though, an astute person need not wait until his last breath to receive Heavenly stimulation. If we tune in to the happenings around us, we may notice from time to time a catalyst for introspection. Whether it be an unusual kindness from G-d, a confrontation with Divine Retribution or even just an inspirational lecture, G-d is talking to us; we have but to listen (7). 

And the sooner we respond, with whatever improvement we feel comfortable with, the more time we have to build upon that inspiration. For while it may true that in a moment’s time one can acquire a share in the Afterlife, it certainly can’t compare to a lifetime’s worth of good deeds. The following story is a case in point (8).

At a gathering for returnees to Torah-observance some fifteen years ago, a young mother described how she and her family came to see the light. 

They were living in Israel, but had really nothing to do with their rich Jewish heritage. Nevertheless, due to certain circumstances, they were compelled to send their young daughter to a religious elementary school near B’nei Brak. They hoped for the best and figured they would deal with each “problem” as it came up.

One Friday afternoon, the nine-year-old girl came home from school very excited. “My teacher taught us how to make the blessing over the Shabbos candles,” she said to her mother, and proceeded to show off her new knowledge.

“I am very impressed,” the mother complimented, “but you know that we don’t light Shabbos candles.”

“But all the girls will!” the daughter said disappointedly, and ran to her room crying.

After some thought, the girl decided to go on her own to the corner market and buy the candles to light. When she asked the storekeeper for two Shabbos candles, though, he was surprised. He knew that the girl’s family was not observant, and the mother had never bought Shabbos candles before. The man figured that the girl was making a mistake, and that her mother had probably requested special 24-hour Yartzeit candles (lit on the anniversary of the passing of a close relative, especially a parent). The girl received two of that type of candles, and, not knowing the difference, happily returned home to light them.

Later that evening, while the girl was gazing upon her candles, her mother announced that it was time for supper. The girl was so engrossed in her candles, however, that she didn’t hear the call. So, after a few minutes without a response, her parents came to her room to get her.

When they entered the girl’s room, the mother was shocked by the scene before her. Seeing the two Yartzeit candles burning brought solemn memories of her own mother lighting those candles in memory of her parents. “What are those for?” she shrieked.

The girl, in her naivety, had meant to include her parents in her mitzvah. “One is for you and one is for Father!” she exclaimed, not understanding the meaning of her “Shabbos” candles.


The startled mother thought to herself that G-d was sending her a message: Those candles were being lit in memory of the loss of her and her husband’s spiritual lives. The young mother seized the moment, and today, the family is committed to a Torah-observant way of life.    

-------------------------

(1) See “Bribery Blinds the Wise,” Viewpoints, Denver Kollel Publ. 2001, pg.184, for an in-depth analysis of the rebellion. (2) Numbers 16:32-33. (3) See Talmud Sanhedrin 110a, and Rashi to Numbers 26:11 and Psalms 42:1. (4) Tanchuma 5. (5) Rabbi Reuvein Melamed in his Meilitz Yosher, vol.3, pg.64. (6) Talmud Avodah Zarah 17a. (7) See Rabbi Chaim Schmulevitz’s Sichos Mussar, 5731:4. (8) See “The Light of Her Life,” in Rabbi Krohn’s The Maggid Speaks,” Mesorah Publ., pg.197. 
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