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In Search of a Cause

The Contrasting Roles of the Nesi’im
and Korach, and their Manifestation in
Modern-Day Movements
One of the most fascinating aspects of any campaign season
is the sheer number of people involved and the intensity and
passion they display. Immense time and effort are invested
by throngs of people on behalf of this or that candidate;
many of these operatives are volunteers who not only won’t
receive payment, but will probably not ever meet or even
see the individual for whom they have demonstrated such
total devotion. The situation seems almost perplexing; what
force propels so many people to expend their energies in
such a manner?
The same can really be said for almost any of the myriad
causes that have abounded in the world for all ages. Be
it for a particular political party, a social movement, an
environmental cause or what have you — there seem to
be an almost endless supply of people who are willing
to dedicate their lives to tree-hugging or protecting some
obscure species of toad which is frankly not intelligent
enough to know the difference (let alone show appreciation).
What could possibly account for this almost religious
participation in such activities, often undertaken by people
with a completely secular orientation? Believe it or not, the
key to understanding this phenomenon may be contained in
an idea emerging from this week’s parshah.

Different Destinations
A substantial portion of the parshah focuses on the Nesi’im,
the chiefs of the tribes of Yisrael, who offered the sacrificial
gifts on the occasion of the dedication of the Mishkan
(Sanctuary) (Bamidbar ch. 7). These were men of great
לזכר נשמת חיים צבי בן אברהם יצחק ע״ה

stature and character, well deserving of their venerated
positions. Amongst their number were included such
legendary figures as Nachshon ben Aminadav, who had
distinguished himself with his singular display of faith at
the Yam Suf (Red Sea) by being the first to plunge into its
waters (prior to their splitting).
What may be surprising is the eventual fate of this
prestigious group. The Torah later relates the episode of
Korach’s rebellion, which included a group of 250 “men
of the assembly.” According to the Rabbeinu Bechaye
(Bamidbar 16:1), the very Nesi’im of our parshah were
included amongst that group who rose up against Moshe
and perished as a result. Their participation in this ill-fated
challenge seems inconsistent with their otherwise righteous
natures; how could they have been taken in by Moshe’s
detractors?
However, according to the Shelah Hakadosh (parshas
Korach), there was a tremendous difference between Korach
and his inner circle and the group of 250. This notion is borne
out, first of all, by the different fates that these two entities
met. The Torah relates how Korach’s cronies (Dasan and
Aviram) were swallowed up by the earth, whereas the group
of 250 men (which included the Nesi’im) was consumed by
a Heavenly fire. The Shelah points out how this distinction is
manifest in the Mishnah in Sanhedrin (10:3), which speaks
of the ultimate end of Korach’s rebels:
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“The company of Korach will not arise in the future (from
the depths); as it states (Bamidbar 16:33): ‘And the ground
covered over them,’ — a reference to their fate in this world;
‘And they went lost from the midst of the congregation,’ —
a reference to their fate in the World to Come (where they
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