
 



Text: 

 
 

Consider: 
 
 

… R. Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907-1972) sharply distinguishes between two 
ways of being – “the way of expediency,” on the one hand, and “the way of 
wonder,” on the other. In the former, our eye is always on how we can get 
what we want; in the latter, our focus is on how we can serve. As R. Heschel 
puts it, when we are driven by expediency, “we accumulate information in 
order to dominate”; when we are animated by wonder, in contrast, “we 
deepen our appreciation in order to respond.” We are, all of us, pulled by two 
opposing forces, “the impulse to acquire, to enjoy, to possess and the urge to 
respond, to yield, to give.” 
 
In a similar (but simpler) vein, R. Eliyahu Dessler (1892-1953) argues that 
every human being faces a fundamental choice, whether to be a giver 
(notein) or a taker (noteil). “When the Almighty created human beings,” R. 
Dessler writes, “God made them capable of both giving and taking.” To be 
created in the image of God is to have the capacity to imitate God’s own 
generosity; in giving we become like God, the Ultimate Giver. But there is 
another dimension to human nature, “the faculty of taking, by which a 
person aspires to draw to himself all that comes within his reach. This is what 
people call egotism or selfishness, and it is the root of all evils.” On Dessler’s 
account, all of our character traits and actions derive from this fundamental 
choice of orientation – the decision to be givers or takers.   
 
… Consider the realm of politics: Our culture is saturated with stories of 
people who start out genuinely wanting to serve but quickly grow intoxicated 
by the power, privilege, and prestige of office … Genuine leadership is about 
serving, not grasping. 
 

ן ַקח ֹקַרח בֶּ ן-ַויִּ ְצָהר בֶּ ן-יִּ יָאב ְואֹון -ְקָהת בֶּ יָרם ְבֵני ֱאלִּ י ְוָדָתן ַוֲאבִּ ֵלוִּ
ן ת ְבֵני ְראּוֵבן-בֶּ לֶּ   .פֶּ

 
Now Korah, son of Izhar son of Kohath, son of Levi, betook himself, 
along with Dathan and Abiram sons of Eliab, and On son of Peleth — 
descendants of Reuben [Numbers 16:1] 



To take this one step further: ... R. Dessler emphasizes … “There is a type of 
person,” he writes, “who takes and lets people take from him... His taking 
arises from self-love; he wants only to take and would much prefer not to 
give at all…” But there is another way, that of a "person who gives and 
receives. He is the giver, whose giving flows from the source of pure goodness 
in his heart, and whose receiving immediately fills his heart with gratitude – in 
payment for whatever he receives.” The work of the priesthood is about 
giving – and though it entails receiving, its fundamental posture is love and 
generosity of spirit.  
 
…  The Torah wants us to understand something about what Korah is – a 
potential leader who is, at bottom, a taker. Korah yearns for an exalted 
position so that power, prestige, and privilege can be his, and he thus 
becomes a kind of anti-leader, a model of what religious leaders must not 
become… A true leader is a giver. A leader who is at bottom a taker is a 
fraudulent leader. [Rabbi Shai Held, Machon Hadar; Korach 5775, Online 
Message] 
 

Think About It: 
 

 In our own time, when men are praised for their ability to impose their 
will, to “get things done,” and women are condemned for being “too 
emotional,” the compassionate efforts of Moses can encourage us to 
examine a higher level of interpersonal accommodation and 
understanding. 

 
 Power need not only be the ability to use force, the might to impose will. 

Perhaps the ultimate power, as our Rabbis understood so well, was the 
ability to control our own inner drives, to hold them in check, and to 
occasionally rise above them. 

 
 In the world of international politics, no less than in the world of 

friendship, family and love, taking the time to persuade, to explain and to 
educate can produce results whose depth and degree can far surpass a 
begrudging acquiescence to force. [Rabbi Brad Artson, Today’s Torah 
email on Parshat Korach 5775] 




