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Korach rejected this idea. In his view, laws 
had to be easily understood. Anything 
irrational or illogical should be rejected. 

Rav Soleveitchik referred to this 
phenomenon as the “common sense” 
rebellion against Torah authority. There 
are many people who have the attitude 
that logic dictates, and anything that lacks 
common sense should be discarded. This 
leads to a determination that certain 
mitzvot do not apply today since the 
rationale for the mitzva is no longer 
applicable. It flatters people’s common 
intelligence and empowers each individual 
to follow their own logical judgment. In 
the Rav’s words: 

These self-styled “poskim” concede their 
lack of formal training in Jewish texts and 
sources, but they insist nonetheless on 
their right to decide fundamental religious 
questions on the basis of “common sense”.

The idea of Jews rebelling against 
authority and declaring, “I know better 
than the rabbi and the posek,” is not a 
new phenomenon. People justify their 
positions by stating: “I know this is what 
he spoke about in shul, but he is not up-

Korach’s 
Common 
Sense 
Rebellion
פרה  משה?  על  לחלוק  קרח  ראה  מה   – קרח  ויקח 

אדומה ראה )מדרש פליאה: במדבר טז:א( 

Korach took – what did Korach see that 
caused him to attack Moshe? He saw a red 
heifer. (Midrash Pli’ah, Bamidbar 16:1) 

This midrash is difficult to understand. 
What is the connection between Korach 
and the para aduma, the red heifer whose 
ashes could purify someone from the 
impurity caused by a human corpse? 

Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (Reflections 
of the Rav) offers an amazing insight into 
understanding Korach’s rebellion based 
on this midrashic connection between 
his actions and the para aduma. The para 
aduma is the quintessential hok – a Torah 
law that is beyond human comprehension. 
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to-date. He doesn’t know all the facts.” The 
idea of someone using his own common 
sense to pasken is not new. 

Hazal offer two examples of Korach’s 
deception. First, Korach asked Moshe 
whether a room filled with Sifrei Torah 
required a mezuza. After Moshe confirmed 
that it does, Korach ridiculed the ruling: A 
mezuza contains but one short paragraph 
from the Torah. How could it add to the 
protection of a room filled with Sifrei 
Torah? Then Korach showed Moshe a 
four-cornered garment made entirely of 
tekheles and asked whether it required 
tzitzis. Moshe confirmed that it does, and 
Korach then ridiculed him: If the whole 
point of the tekheles in tzitzis is to remind 
us of God’s Throne of Glory, what can a 
single blue string add to an entirely blue 
garment? According to Rav Soloveitchik, 
the real makhlokes was that Korach said, 
“It doesn’t make sense to me, so it can’t be 
true.” This is the common-sense rebellion 
against Torah authority. In the Rav’s 
words:

Korach was a demagogue motivated 
by selfish ambitions. He got antagonistic. 
Now we know that every rebellion against 
authority needs an ideology to arouse 
the fervor of the people and sustain its 
momentum. It needs a slogan or a motto 
which projects a noble idea to replace the 
intolerable status quo.

Every politician needs a campaign 
slogan: Freedom, hope, change, “Make 
America Great Again,” whatever. In order 
to win, you need a slogan. What was 
Korach’s motto? What was his rallying 
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cry? “common sense over-all.”

Every summer, my wife and I go to 
camp. I am the camp rabbi, and my wife 
is the doctor. Would I, in my right mind, 
tell my wife that I will take care of the 
infirmary? That I will look in the ears 
and eyes of all patients? That would be 
ridiculous. I am not trained as a medical 
professional. No one would trust my 
medical advice. People are readily able 
to concede the authority of physicians, 
physicists, and mathematicians in their 
respective areas of expertise, and would 
not consider challenging them merely on 
the basis of common sense. Yet, when it 
comes to halakhic authority, at times it is 
easier for people to rely on their intuition 
over the expertise of rabbinic authorities. 

Rav Ephraim Wachsman once gave a 
mashal. He described how he had terrible 
back pain. For weeks he couldn’t do 
anything because of his pain. Finally, he 
went to a doctor who told him that his back 
problem was the result of a lack of support 
under his foot, which caused him to walk 
awkwardly, thus straining his back. He 
tried explaining to the doctor that his foot 
was fine, that he needs to resolve an issue 

in his back. Although he disagreed with the 
doctor’s diagnosis, he followed the doctor’s 
instructions and acquired a cushion that 
provided support under his foot. Within 
two days, the back pain was gone. 

The foot and the back. What does one 
have to do with the other? To a layman it 
does not make any sense. To an expert it 
is obvious. 

In every other area of study, if we are 
not an expert and we did not put in the 
time to learn the field properly, then we 
are not going to argue with a professional. 
Why, then, are so many well-intentioned 
people ready to question the authority 
of the Torah scholar, the lamdan, in his 
area of specialized knowledge? This is the 
commonsense rebellion against Torah 
authority.

This explains the connection between 
para aduma and Korach. Korach saw the 
ultimate hok and said, “This is untenable. 
Are we supposed to blindly follow 
what Moshe instructs?” That was the 
commonsense rebellion.  The lesson we 
are to learn from Korach is that we must 
respect rabbinic authority, even when it 
appears irrational to us.  


