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Parashot Korah-Hukat
“Regarding the purity of utensils and murder”

Rav M. Elon

This week we will address an issue which is essential to understanding the current reality in Israel.  Despite the fact that the majority of our studies will focus on Parashat Korah, there is a strong link to Parashat Hukat which discusses the laws of the purity of the mizbe’ah (altar) as well as the laws governing those who approach it.
There are two central punishments which take place in Parashat Korah - the first is the opening of the ground to swallow the two troublemakers, Datan and Aviram; and the second punishment is the fire which goes forth from God consuming the two-hundred and fifty men who offered the ketoret (incense).  It would seem that there are two different sins which thus result in two separate types of Divine response.
Hazal refer to these individuals with two different appellations – as “בלועים,” “belu’im” (“swallowed” in the ground), and “שרופים,” “serufim” (“burned” by God’s fire).  However there seems to be a common basis which links these two sins, for on the one hand they seem to be part of one reaction to a shared sin, albeit a sin with two distinct aspects to it.
We have encountered the punishment of sereifah (burning) previously – already in the era of Avraham, when he was thrown into the fiery furnace only to exit alive and well.  Haran, on the other hand, was punished for his incomplete faith, and was consumed by fire.  We also know of the punishment of sereifah from the recent parshiyot when Aharon’s sons Nadav and Avihu are consumed by fire after offering a “foreign fire” (Cf. Vayikra 10:1).  In contrast, the punishment of being swallowed by the earth is first to appear here – and never to reappear.  Why is this case?  Why is it that the punishment of sereifah is almost a common place occurrence, whereas the earth is only once to swallow up two sinners?
Moreover, after the two-hundred and fifty rebels who offered the ketoret were consumed by fire – their fire pans were beaten and then incorporated into the mizbe’ah!  We could understand this as a memorial or monument to their memory – whereas those who were swallowed into the earth left no trace of their existence at all.  Would it not seem more apt that those executed by the unique and singular punishment of being swallowed by the earth have a memorial commemorating their sin and extraordinary demise?

Let us consider the verses:

"וַיְדַבֵּר י-הוה אֶל מֹשֶׁה לֵּאמֹר;  אֱמֹר אֶל אֶלְעָזָר בֶּן אַהֲרֹן הַכֹּהֵן וְיָרֵם אֶת הַמַּחְתֹּת מִבֵּין הַשְּׂרֵפָה וְאֶת הָאֵשׁ זְרֵה הָלְאָה כִּי קָדֵשׁוּ;  אֵת מַחְתּוֹת הַחַטָּאִים הָאֵלֶּה בְּנַפְשֹׁתָם וְעָשׂוּ אֹתָם רִקֻּעֵי פַחִים צִפּוּי לַמִּזְבֵּחַ כִּי הִקְרִיבֻם לִפְנֵי י-הוה וַיִּקְדָּשׁוּ וְיִהְיוּ לְאוֹת לִבְנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל."
“And God spoke to Mosheh, saying: ‘Tell El’azar the son of Aharon the kohen that he must raise the fire pans from the burned area, for they are consecrated, and then he must scatter the burning coals far and wide.  The fire pans belonging to the men who sinned by their lives, must be made into beaten plates to cover the altar; for they presented them before God and (thus) they were consecrated; and they shall be a sign to Benei Yisra’el.”

(Bemidbar 17:1-3)  

There is a description of the purpose of the Divine command – “וְיִהְיוּ לְאוֹת לִבְנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל”, “and they shall be a sign to Benei Yisra’el” – they serve as a commemoration of this event.
Indeed,

"וַיִּקַּח אֶלְעָזָר הַכֹּהֵן אֵת מַחְתּוֹת הַנְּחֹשֶׁת אֲשֶׁר הִקְרִיבוּ הַשְּׂרֻפִים וַיְרַקְּעוּם צִפּוּי לַמִּזְבֵּחַ."
“And El’azar the kohen took the copper fire pans which those who were burned had offered; and they were made into beaten plates as a covering for the altar.”
(ibid. v. 4)

The Torah then emphasizes the purpose of this act:

"זִכָּרוֹן לִבְנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל לְמַעַן אֲשֶׁר לֹא יִקְרַב אִישׁ זָר אֲשֶׁר לֹא מִזֶּרַע אַהֲרֹן הוּא לְהַקְטִיר קְטֹרֶת לִפְנֵי י-הוה וְלֹא יִהְיֶה כְקֹרַח וְכַעֲדָתוֹ כַּאֲשֶׁר דִּבֶּר י-הוה בְּיַד מֹשֶׁה לוֹ."
“(This was) to be a memorial to Benei Yisra’el that no stranger – who is not a descendant of Aharon – shall come near to offer ketoret before God; he will (then) not be as Korah and his party; as God had told him by the hand of Mosheh.”
(ibid. v. 5)

This final verse seems to be quite simple, yet after further contemplation we see that it contains a concealed difficulty.

First let us recall the topic of the verse, “לְמַעַן אֲשֶׁר לֹא יִקְרַב אִישׁ זָר אֲשֶׁר לֹא מִזֶּרַע אַהֲרֹן הוּא לְהַקְטִיר קְטֹרֶת לִפְנֵי י-הוה” – “that no stranger, who is not a descendant of Aharon, shall come near to offer ketoret before God.”  In other words, the purpose of the two-hundred and fifty fire pans that are beaten into a cover for the mizbe’ah is to recall and remind us that no non-kohen may approach the mizbe’ah to offer any sacrifice.
This signifies that one must not request a spiritual level that he is not rightfully deserving of.  However the verse concludes with a rather peculiar comment: “וְלֹא יִהְיֶה כְקֹרַח וְכַעֲדָתוֹ כַּאֲשֶׁר דִּבֶּר י-הוה בְּיַד מֹשֶׁה לוֹ” – “he will (then) not be as Korah and his party; as God said had told him by the hand of Mosheh.”  Is this an additional reason?  Must one also refrain from acting as Korah and his party acted – seeking and maintaining a deep dispute with Mosheh and Aharon?
What is the purpose of the beaten sheets of copper – a memorial not to desire a spiritual level that is not yours?  In that case it does not seem connected to an issue of dispute and rebellion.  Or possibly the message is not to maintain division and dispute?  In this case it is unclear how the beaten copper fire pans are to serve as a memorial to this.  Therefore we must establish whether these are two separate motivations or whether they work together in harmony.
Rashi sensed this difficulty in the verses:

"'וְלֹא יִהְיֶה כְקֹרַח' - כדי שלא יהיה כקורח"
“‘He will (then) not be as Korah’ – in order that he will not be as Korah”
(Rashi, ibid.)

Thus the Torah is not recording two separate reasons, but rather relates a matter of cause and effect.  The two-hundred and fifty fire pans are to recall that no foreigner may approach the mizbe’ah, and if he does he will then be punished as Korah and his party were punished.
The inherent difficulty in Rashi’s explanation is quite clear – the Torah does not state “כדי” – “in order,” it simply states “וְלֹא יִהְיֶה כְקֹרַח” – literally “And he will not be as Korah” which seems to signify that it augments that which is stated previously.
Furthermore, the verse relates to the two-hundred and fifty men who offered ketoret and their demise – how does this correlate to the sin of Korah?  For Rashi’s explanation links the two sins, a stranger not approaching the mizbe’ah in order that he not be as Korah - what is the relation between these? 
Let us consider the Hafez Hayyim’s comments on these words, “And he will not be as Korah,” (in relation to Lashon ha-Ra).
"ואם הוא מחזיק במחלוקת על ידי סיפורו עובר על לאו ד'לא יהיה כקורח ועדתו' שהוא אזהרה שלא להחזיק במחלוקת."

“And if he maintains the dispute by recounting it (to others) he transgresses the negative commandment of ‘He will not be as Korah and his party’ which is a prohibition of maintaining dispute.”
(Hafez Hayyim, lavin ,12)
Thus this statement (which is based upon Hazal in Sanhedrin 110) further highlights the deep divide between the start and conclusion of this verse.  The verse begins with the issue of those who are unworthy to serve as kohanim yet still choose to attempt this service (possibly out of positive desires to approach God), whereas the verse concludes with the Halakhic limitation of maintaining and pursuing dispute.  How are we to understand these completely different prohibitions appearing in one verse, in the context of the beaten fire pans which only seem to commemorate the primary prohibition of a non-kohen approaching the mizbe’ah?
[This negative commandment which the Hafez Hayyim speaks of is counted by the Sefer Mizvot Gadol, however both the Rambam and the Ramban omit it from their counts of the six-hundred and thirteen explicit Torah commandments.  It is worthy to note a comment of Rabbi J. B. Soloveitchik that if a commandment is not counted together with the six-hundred and thirteen it does not necessarily mean that it has lesser worth.  To the contrary – it may not be counted as a single mizvah for it is so great and encompasses so much that considering it as one mizvah limits and curtails it.]
Thus the connection between the negative commandment of “He will not be as Korah and his party” which forbids one to maintain dispute, and the beaten fire pans of those two-hundred men who offered the ketoret seems very unclear.  For if we were to establish a memorial to Korah and his dispute- certainly we would chosen something reminiscent of the ground opening up and swallowing people alive.
Hazal distinguish between the two types of punishment that we witness in this parashah, they term the sinners in these acts “belu’im” and “serufim.”  Two-hundred and fifty men were “serufim” – consumed by fire, and some fourteen thousand people were “belu’im” – swallowed by the earth.

Regarding Korah, Hazal state an opinion that he was neither one of the belu’im nor one of the serufim.  This signifies that neither of these punishments was sufficient atonement for his act.  Another opinion states that Korah was both of the belu’im and the serufim!  Either way, the common basis of these two opinions is that Korah sinned in a manner that included both these two sins – therefore neither single punishment was sufficient recompense for actions, or alternately he was to experience both punishments.
The Maharal of Prague (Rav Yehudah Loew) adds an additional dimension to our analysis in his explanation of Masekhet Sanhedrin 110.

"יש לך לדעת כי דתן ואבירם שהיו חולקים על משה לא היו הם מבקשים כהונה כלל רק שהיו אנשים חטאים ורעים כמו במחלוקת עם משה"

“You must know that Datan and Aviram, who disputed Mosheh, did not desire priesthood at all; rather they were sinners and evil people as in their quarrel with Mosheh.”
(Maharal, Hiddushei Agadot, Sanhedrin 110)

Datan and Aviram who quarreled with Mosheh were not motivated by a personal interest desiring any position of authority for themselves; they were simply “sinners and evil people.”  We would say that they quarreled and argued purely for argument’s sake itself.
We must recall that Datan and Aviram have a history among those of Benei Yisra’el.  Already in Egypt Mosheh saw two people fighting, and turning to one of them he said:
"וַיֹּאמֶר לָרָשָׁע לָמָּה תַכֶּה רֵעֶךָ."
“And he said to the evildoer: ‘Why do you smite your fellow?’”

(Shemot 2:13)
Hazal comment that these two people fighting were no other than Datan and Aviram.  Datan and Aviram were always involved in dispute and strife.  Yet opposing these “sinners and evil people,” in the words of the Maharal, we have the two-hundred and fifty men who desire to become sanctified in the service of the priesthood.

As the Maharal explains:

"ואלו חמישים ומאתיים איש בקשו כהונה וכדמבואר בקרא ..."

“But these two-hundred and fifty men desired the priesthood as is explicit in the Torah…”
(ibid.)

Now let us consider the turn of events surrounding the acts of these two-hundred and fifty men.
"וַיָּקֻמוּ לִפְנֵי מֹשֶׁה וַאֲנָשִׁים מִבְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל חֲמִשִּׁים וּמָאתָיִם נְשִׂיאֵי עֵדָה קְרִאֵי מוֹעֵד אַנְשֵׁי שֵׁם."
“And they rose up before Mosheh, with (other) individuals among Benei Yisra’el – two-hundred and fifty princes of the community, representatives at the assembly, men of renown.”

(Bemidbar 16:2)
The Netziv describes these people as “חסידי עליון” – “hasidei elyon” (“righteous of the Divine”) – not as an argumentative, quarrelsome mass.  They are the “princes of the community,” “men of renown,” people who desire to reach the status whereby they may offer ketoret to God.  They are angered by Mosheh having denied them this opportunity.
Indeed, Mosheh turns to this gathering in a most honorable manner, “שִׁמְעוּ נָא בְּנֵי לֵוִי” – “Hear (me) please, descendants of Levi” (Bemidbar 16:8).  However, he addresses Datan and Aviram with a completely different tone and usage of language.
"וַיְדַבֵּר י-הוה אֶל מֹשֶׁה לֵּאמֹר;  דַּבֵּר אֶל הָעֵדָה לֵאמֹר הֵעָלוּ מִסָּבִיב לְמִשְׁכַּן קֹרַח דָּתָן וַאֲבִירָם;  וַיָּקָם מֹשֶׁה וַיֵּלֶךְ אֶל דָּתָן וַאֲבִירָם וַיֵּלְכוּ אַחֲרָיו זִקְנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל;  וַיְדַבֵּר אֶל הָעֵדָה לֵאמֹר סוּרוּ נָא מֵעַל אָהֳלֵי הָאֲנָשִׁים הָרְשָׁעִים הָאֵלֶּה וְאַל תִּגְּעוּ בְּכָל אֲשֶׁר לָהֶם פֶּן תִּסָּפוּ בְּכָל חַטֹּאתָם;  וַיֵּעָלוּ מֵעַל מִשְׁכַּן קֹרַח דָּתָן וַאֲבִירָם מִסָּבִיב וְדָתָן וַאֲבִירָם יָצְאוּ נִצָּבִים פֶּתַח אָהֳלֵיהֶם וּנְשֵׁיהֶם וּבְנֵיהֶם וְטַפָּם."
“And God spoke to Mosheh, saying: ‘Speak to the congregation, saying, “Withdraw from the assembly place of Korah, Datan, and Aviram.’  And Mosheh rose up and went to Datan and Aviram; and the elders of Yisra’el followed him.  And he spoke to the congregation, saying: ‘Move away, I beg you, from the tents of these wicked men, and touch nothing of theirs, lest you be swept away in all their sins.’  (Thus) they withdrew from around the assembly of Korah, Datan, and Aviram; and Datan and Aviram went out, and stood at the entrance of their tents, (together with) their wives, their sons, and their infants.”
(Bemidbar 16:23-27)

Then we read of Mosheh’s direct response:
וַיֹּאמֶר מֹשֶׁה בְּזֹאת תֵּדְעוּן כִּי י-הוה שְׁלָחַנִי לַעֲשׂוֹת אֵת כָּל הַמַּעֲשִׂים הָאֵלֶּה כִּי לֹא מִלִּבִּי;  אִם כְּמוֹת כָּל הָאָדָם יְמֻתוּן אֵלֶּה וּפְקֻדַּת כָּל הָאָדָם יִפָּקֵד עֲלֵיהֶם לֹא י-הוה שְׁלָחָנִי;  וְאִם בְּרִיאָה יִבְרָא י-הוה וּפָצְתָה הָאֲדָמָה אֶת פִּיהָ וּבָלְעָה אֹתָם וְאֶת כָּל אֲשֶׁר לָהֶם וְיָרְדוּ חַיִּים שְׁאֹלָה וִידַעְתֶּם כִּי נִאֲצוּ הָאֲנָשִׁים הָאֵלֶּה אֶת י-הוה."
“And Mosheh said, ‘By this you will know that God has sent me to do all these deeds – for none (has been done) from my own heart.  If these men die like all men, or if they are visited by the fate of all men – then God has not sent me.  But if God creates a new creation, and the earth opens its mouth, and swallows them up, with all that belongs to them, and they descend alive into the depths (“she’ol” – also “hell”) – then you shall understand that these men have provoked God.”
(ibid. v. 28-30)
And then the Divine response follows:

"וַיְהִי כְּכַלֹּתוֹ לְדַבֵּר אֵת כָּל הַדְּבָרִים הָאֵלֶּה וַתִּבָּקַע הָאֲדָמָה אֲשֶׁר תַּחְתֵּיהֶם;  וַתִּפְתַּח הָאָרֶץ אֶת פִּיהָ וַתִּבְלַע אֹתָם וְאֶת בָּתֵּיהֶם וְאֵת כָּל הָאָדָם אֲשֶׁר לְקֹרַח וְאֵת כָּל הָרֲכוּשׁ;  וַיֵּרְדוּ הֵם וְכָל אֲשֶׁר לָהֶם חַיִּים שְׁאֹלָה וַתְּכַס עֲלֵיהֶם הָאָרֶץ וַיֹּאבְדוּ מִתּוֹךְ הַקָּהָל;  וְכָל יִשְׂרָאֵל אֲשֶׁר סְבִיבֹתֵיהֶם נָסוּ לְקֹלָם כִּי אָמְרוּ פֶּן תִּבְלָעֵנוּ הָאָרֶץ."
“And as he finished speaking all these words, the ground split beneath them; and the earth opened its mouth, and swallowed them up, together with their houses, along with all the men who were with Korah, and their property.  They, and all that belonged to them, descended alive into the depths.  The earth then covered them over, and they were lost to the community.  And all Yisra’el around them fled screaming; for they said, ‘Lest the earth swallow us up (also).’”
(ibid. v. 31-34)
Thereafter the men who offered the ketoret are punished too.

"וְאֵשׁ יָצְאָה מֵאֵת י-הוה וַתֹּאכַל אֵת הַחֲמִשִּׁים וּמָאתַיִם אִישׁ מַקְרִיבֵי הַקְּטֹרֶת."
“And (then) fire came out from before God, and it consumed the two hundred and fifty men who offered the incense.”
(ibid. v. 35)
Let us note that the ground swallows up the quarreling group, while the men who offered the ketoret are consumed by a fire which descends from the heavens.  These are two distinct penalties for two separate transgressions which for some reason seem to have come together in one locale in one moment in time.

Again we must emphasize the Maharal and the Netziv’s comments – the two-hundred and fifty men were “hasidei elyon,” and thus it is extremely difficult to understand how they come together with the warmongering, quarrelsome multitude led by Datan and Aviram.
The Maharal continues:

"...ולפיכך דתן ואבירם נבלעו כי כך ראוי לבעלי מחלוקת הגהינם..." 

“Therefore Datan and Aviram were swallowed (by the earth) for this is appropriate for quarrelers, Gehinnom [Hell]…”

(Maharal, Hiddushei Agadot, Sanhedrin 110)

Quarrelers in general, and Datan and Aviram particularly, are worthy of Gehinnom, for they perpetrate Hell on earth – for they who separate and divide those who cleave to them, are most deserving of hell. 
"גם כי הגהינם נברא ביום ב' שלכך לא נאמר בו 'כי טוב' וגם המחלוקת נברא ביום השני כמו שאמרו במדרש...ואלו שני דברים הגהינם והמחלוקת נבראו ביום אחד ולפיכך ראוי זה לזה" 

“For the Gehinnom was created on the second day (of Creation), it is for this (reason) that it does not state ‘(And God saw) that it was good,’ for dispute was also created on the second day as they stated in the Midrash… These two things: the Gehinnom and dispute were created on one day, hence they are suited to each other.”

(ibid.)
On the second day of Creation we know that the Torah does not state ‘And God saw that it was good.’  Indeed it was on this day that dispute and conflict was created.  On this day the waters below the firmament were separated from those above the firmament.  On this day Gehinnom was created too, and these two concepts – dispute and Gehinnom – are inherently related.  Gehinnom is separation, division, distance from the Divine Unity – and this is the nature of dispute.
It is fascinating to see the words of Hazal in the Midrash – if this is what is said of a dispute which has just motivation, that on the day which it first appears God does not say: ‘it is good,’ what can we say of other disputes that lack all basis and are merely to cause division and rift?
It is interesting that the psalm recited on the second day of Creation, Monday, is the psalm of the descendants of Korah which culminates with a description of Yerushalayim (Tehillim 48).  It would seem that the point where heavens and earth meet – as well as the rectification of all dispute – is held deep with Yerushalayim.
[Cf. the shi’ur for Parashat VaYera 5765, “Yir’eh-Shalem – on the nature of Yerushalayim.”]

The Maharal continues, explaining the might of Datan and Aviram’s quarrel.
"ושזה שהיו חולקים דתן ואבירם נחשב זה עצם המחלוקת. שלא היה להם הכוונה בשביל מה רק לחלוק ולכך דתן ואבירם נבלעו בשאול."

“For it is the very fact that Datan and Aviram quarreled (with Mosheh) that is considered the essence of the dispute.  For they had no intentions other than to quarrel, and therefore Datan and Aviram were swallowed into the depths.”
(ibid.)

If we are to understand what pure dispute is, what the essential core of dispute is, we may look to Datan and Aviram – for no personal interest or possible individual gains guided them, they simply disputed for dispute’s sake.
We will be able to understand this through Masekhet Avot.

There are two Mishnayot which seem to speak of the selfsame concept.
The one Mishnah appears at the beginning of the first chapter, conveying the teaching of Shim’on ha-Zaddik who lived at the beginning of the Second Temple era.

"שמעון הצדיק היה משיירי כנסת הגדולה. הוא היה אומר: על שלושה דברים העולם עומד - על תורה, על העבודה, ועל גמילות חסדים."

“Shim’on ha-Zaddik was one of the remnants of (the Men of) the Great Assembly.  He would say: ‘The world stands on three things: on Torah, on avodah (the “Service” of the sacrifices), and on gemilut hasadim (acts of kindness).’”
(Avot 1:2)

And then at the end of the chapter there is another a Mishnah, the teaching of Rabban Shim’on ben Gamli’el, the father of Rabi Yehudah ha-Nasi, who lived at the close of the era of the Second Temple.
"רבן שמעון בן גמליאל אומר על שלושה דברים העולם קיים - על האמת, ועל הדין, ועל השלום..."

“Rabban Shim’on ben Gamli’el says: ‘The world exists due to three things: Truth, justice, and peace…’”
(Avot 1:18)

At first glance it even seems that these Misnayot dispute each other, which then makes it difficult to understand how Rabban Shim’on disputes Shim’on ha-Zaddik.  Yet on closer inspection we will see that the discussion pertains to two separate issues.
Shim’on ha-Zaddik, who lived at the turn of the Second Temple era, had witnessed the idolatry, sexual immorality, and murder of the First Temple period, and thus he establishes that the world stands on these three ideals.
Then the epoch of the Second Temple opens and develops, days filled with Torah, avodah, and gemilut hasadim.  However this era is filled with Sin’at Hinam – baseless hatred.  Therefore Rabban Shim’on ben Gamli’el, at the close of the days of the Second Temple, says that indeed these three ideals of Shim’on ha-Zaddik form the foundation of the world, yet in order for the world to exist – and not merely stand – there must also be truth, justice, and peace.
Let us return to the Maharal.  The Maharal explains that the belu’im are those who perpetrate dispute, while the serufim are the men who offered the ketoret.  Korah is the combination of the two – in a manner of speaking he manages to bring great individuals together, like they who offered the ketoret, together with the lowest of individuals, like Datan and Aviram.
There are two stories in the Gemara which aid us in understanding how sometimes even the loftiest desires and efforts can be accompanied by the most severe acts of treachery and deceit.
The Gemara tells of how in the era of the Second Temple a kohen who desired to remove the deshen (“ashes” of the previous day’s sacrifices), which is one of the prescribed priestly duties, an entirely “spiritual” activity that carries no physical rewards, would race to the altar.  Thus the first person to reach the top of the mizbe’ah would then be the kohen to perform that day’s duty of removing some of the ashes.
However, then a terrible mishap occurred:

"בראשונה כל מי שרוצה לתרום את המזבח תורם, ובזמן שהן מרובין - רצין ועולין בכבש, כל הקודם את חבירו בארבע אמות זכה..."

“In the beginning, whoever wanted to raise (the ashes) from the mizbe’ah would do so; and when there were many (who so desired) they would race and ascend the ramp – whoever surpassed his fellow by four amot merited (to raise the ashes).”
(Yoma 22a)

And then we read of the particular incident:

"מעשה שהיו שניהן שווין ורצין ועולין בכבש, דחף אחד מהן את חבירו ונפל ונשברה רגלו."
“Once two (kohanim) raced and ascended the ramp equally, and one pushed the other - and he fell and he broke his leg.”
(ibid.)

This is quite certainly an unfortunate accident, yet it is by no means a tragedy.  Despite this, however, the Beit Din reached the following decision:
"וכיוון שראו בי"ד שבאין לדי סכנה, התקינו שלא יהיו תורמין את המזבח אלא בפייס."
“Since the Beit Din saw that it was becoming dangerous they decreed that they (the kohanim) would only (merit to) raise (the ashes) by means of a lottery.”
(ibid.)

That was the one incident.  The Gemara continues and relates another story, similar in nature to the first story, yet with far more severe results.
"ת"ר: מעשה בשני כוהנים שהיו שניהן שווין ורצין ועולין בכבש; קדם אחד מהן לתוך ארבע אמות, נטל סכין ותקע לו בליבו."
“Our Rabbis taught: There was an incident of two kohanim who raced and ascended the ramp equally, one preceded the other by four amot – he took a knife and pierced him in his heart.”


(ibid 23a.)
If it is unnecessary to comment on the severity if this incident – murder on the mizbe’ah itself, the very mizbe’ah surrounded by the beaten copper plates which bear testimony that one must not maintain dispute…

"עמד רבי צדוק על מעלות האולם ואמר אחינו בית ישראל שמעו הרי הוא אומר 'כי ימצא חלל באדמה ויצאו זקניך ושופטיך', אנו על מי להביא עגלה ערופה על העיר או על העזרות. וגעו כל העם בבכיה"
“Rabi Zadok stood on the steps of the hall and he said: ‘My brothers, House of Yisra’el, hear ye!  The verse states: “When a corpse is found (fallen) in the field… and your elders and judges must go out” (Devarim 21:1,2), from where are we to bring the eglah arufah (“decapitated calf” – sacrifice for an unsolved murder)?  From the city, or for the courtyards (of the Temple)?’  And the entire nation wailed greatly.”
(ibid.)

Rabi Zadok was one of the hasidei elyon of Yerushalayim at that time.  This is the same Rabi Zadok for whom Rabban Yohanan ben Zakai requested medicinal cures from Nero when he was smuggled out of Yerushalayim.  For Rabi Zadok had become completely weakened and drained by his fasting for the plight of Yerushalayim, immediately prior to the conquest of Yerushalayim.
This is the same Rabi Zadok about whom Rabban Yohanan ben Zakai stated that had there been another Rabi Zadok – no Roman Legions would have been able to conquer Yerushalayim.  It is this saint who moves the nation to tears through the eglah arufah.  He declares aloud: Who will bring the sacrifice of the eglah arufah?  The men of the Temple’s courtyards – the kohanim – or the people of the city?

It seems that the eglah arufah has nothing to do with this incident.  The eglah arufah is brought as a sacrifice in an incident of homicide where the identity of the murderer is unknown.  Here, however, we know that one of the kohanim murdered his fellow.  Moreover, the eglah arufah is not brought for a murder which occurs in Yerushalayim (but rather when a body is found between two cities).
Rabi Zadok says that all the boundaries have been breached – a murder has occurred, and all the nation must thus be shocked.  And indeed the nation wails and cries, understanding the proportions of this terrible deed.
Now we reach the difficult aspect of this incident which demonstrates the horrendous distortion which allowed such an act to occur among the other terrible realities of the end of the Second Temple era.  
"בא אביו של תינוק ומצאו כשהוא מפרפר אמר הרי הוא כפרתכם, ועדיין בני מפרפר ולא נטמאה הסכין"

“(The) father of the infant found him convulsing, he said: ‘Let him be your atonement.  My son is still convulsing and the knife has not yet been made impure.’”

(ibid.)

The father of the murdered kohen arrives at the scene and says: “Let him be your atonement” – ‘Not a problem, my son will be the atonement for all of Yisra’el; but pay attention,’ says the father, ‘he is not dead yet, and the knife is still in him, remove it quickly so that it will not become impure.’

This is what the father says as his son lies dying before his eyes – he accepts the murder, and his only concern is for the status of the knife!
This illustrates the crisis of the Second Temple era – extreme care for Torah and mizvot, which is as it should be, yet in this era this was on account of, or while ignoring, the obligation to cause God’s name to be manifest in the daily routine, in the simple, natural moral behavior of one man to his fellow.  For in the times of the Second Temple:

"קשה עליהם טהרת כלים יותר משפיכות דמים."
“(Maintaining) the purity of (their) utensils was more urgent than murder.”
(ibid.)

Further on in the Gemara a question is posed – a question which seems rather technical.  The Gemara asks which of these two incidents – the first of the kohen who broke his leg, and the second incident of the murder – occurred first.  The Gemara answers that the incident of the murder occurred first, yet they simply thought that it was an extreme, once-off occurrence.  However when the second incident occurred, with the kohen breaking his leg as a result of being pushed off the mizbe’ah - then, despite this being a minor tragedy, this was enough for the Sages to understand that this was not merely a coincidence of two events.  This was a negative phenomenon that was slowly enveloping the entire nation in its poisonous grasp.
Now we may return to our topic of discussion.  Around the mizbe’ah there is a sign which has as its purpose to distance all ba’alei mahloket (“holders of dispute”).  However, the main problem is those who in their race to remove the ashes from the mizbe’ah, or in their desire to request priesthood, trample others and draw knives along the way.
For those evildoers and sinners such as Datan and Aviram there is no need to build a specific warning sign – their evil is plain to see, they are worthy of the earth opening up its mouth to swallow them, and there is also no need for a commemoration of this.  However it is specifically those saints who find the impurity of their utensils more disturbing than murder who must have signs set in place warning against them, for ‘the way to Gehinnom is paved with good intentions.’
The truest and most just intentions for the building of the nation, for the manifestation of the Torah, of sanctity, and of Jewish settlement in all the parts of our redeemed land, can also give rise to knife-wielding.  And thus from the loftiest of intentions one may reach the lowest and darkest depths.

In a certain respect we may say that the prayer of every Jew in the morning is like the removing of the ashes of the mizbe’ah.  The declaration that he makes prior to his prayers (according to the formulation of the Ari) is: “I hereby accept upon myself the positive commandment of ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’ (Vayikra 19:18).”  This is the warning sign that one must see as he reaches for the heavens, reminding him that he is still deeply rooted to the earth.  First one must commit oneself to true love without any barriers, without knife-wielding.
This then explains why the verse states:

"וְלֹא יִהְיֶה כְקֹרַח וְכַעֲדָתוֹ."
“And he will (then) not be as Korah and as his party.”

(Bemidbar 17:5)

It would have been more appropriate to state only once “כְקֹרַח וַעֲדָתוֹ” – “as Korah and his party,” yet we have seen that Korah and his party were not one homogenous, unified group.  Some had good intentions, for the sake of heaven, these were the serufim.  And there were those evildoers, in the likes of Datan and Aviram who were the belu’im,. And it is here we see the warning for those who dispute in the name of Heaven – the serufim – that they too may not exist in Benei Yisra’el, even though their argument is “for the sake of Heaven.”
In this same manner we see the Netziv comments in his commentary Ha’amek Davar:
"'כקרח וכעדתו' - 'ועדתו' מיבעי, אלא אפילו מכוין למצווה אסור לעשות מחלוקת."

“‘As Korah and as his party’ – It should state ‘and his party,’ yet even he who has intentions for a mizvah is forbidden to cause dispute.”

(Ha’amek Davar, ibid.)

Thus we see that there are times that even in our race to perform a mizvah, in a race to the mizbe’ah itself, a murder can eventuate.  Even the striving for closeness to God can culminate in death by Divine fire.  We learned that the Second Temple was destroyed due to sin’at hinam, for they found the impurity of utensils more disturbing than murder – this Temple will be rebuilt when this sin is rectified.  And the fact that it still remains in its ruin indicates that the sin has yet to be rectified, for it still prances among us.   
This is the challenge at a time as difficult as our contemporary times – to accept upon ourselves the positive mizvah of “ואהבת לרעך כמוך” - “Love your neighbor as yourself” – to love those who seem to be so different. This does not detract from the justice of our approach – to the contrary, it only strengthens and fortifies it.
Translated by Sholem Hurwitz
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