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––– Briefly D’var Torah ––– 

Korach: Numbers 16:1-18:32

Gracefully Challenging Leadership

Simon Sinek, motivational speaker and author, explained becoming a good leader boils 
down to three things: selflessness, empathy, and an ability to manage anxiety on your team, 
or as he calls it “grace under fire.” Selflessness because people like to be around others they 
trust. Empathy because the more we do good for each other, the more we want to do good 
for each other and lastly, “grace under fire” or the ability to manage your team’s stress and 
anxiety. 

Thinking of grace under fire, I think of how easy it is to call someone out when they make a 
mistake. Moses was used to ungracefully coming under fire. His own sister, Miriam, criticized 
his leadership abilities and even further, tore apart his character in a previous portion. This 
week as we study Korach, Korach and his followers Dathan and Abiram lead a rebellion 
against the leadership of Moses and Aaron..

	 	“..to	rise	up	against	Moses,	together	with	two	hundred	and	fifty	Israelites,	chieftains	
of	the	community,	chosen	in	the	assembly,	men	of	repute.	(3)	They	combined	against	
Moses	and	Aaron	and	said	to	them,	“You	have	gone	too	far!	For	all	the	community	
are	holy,	all	of	them,	and	the	LORD	is	in	their	midst.	Why	then	do	you	raise	yourselves	
above	the	LORD’s	congregation?”	(4)	When	Moses	heard	this,	he	fell	on	his	face.”	
-Numbers	16:2-4

By this stage of Numbers, and the Israelites journey in the wilderness, Moses and Aaron were 
quite used to people disagreeing with their leadership. However, this time was different. This 
time, Moses and Aaron did not take the time to humor Korach and his numerous followers. 
Korach is antagonizing Moses to convince his followers that he (Korach) can lead better than 
Moses. Moses does not fall for this, and he won’t stand it. When we read that Moses “fell 
on his face” we understand Moses is in complete shock at the accusation, and quite frankly 
sickened by it.
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Sometimes the best leaders are the ones who never wanted to lead in the first place. Looking 
back at Moses, he never wanted to be a leader. He didn’t think he had what it takes to lead 
the Israelites out of Egypt and It took much convincing, and the support of Aaron, for him to 
finally agree to take on the leadership responsibility. To now, this far along the journey, after 
disrupting his entire life, hear his followers proclaiming: 

	 	“Is	it	not	enough	that	you	brought	us	from	a	land	flowing	with	milk	and	honey	to	have	
us	die	in	the	wilderness,	that	you	would	also	lord	it	over	us?”-Numbers	16:13

..this was not only a disgrace, but an insult to the journey through the wilderness:

This parsha offers the question, how do we speak up to our leaders and how should a good 
leader respond to criticism or negative feedback?

Speaking up to a leader takes courage, but is essential to the continuity of community. 
Whether in your home, your place of work, or your community, when you see the 
mistreatment of others or witness something you feel is not right, you must have open 
dialogue with your leaders to communicate the ways in which you feel their actions are not 
aligned with their words. 

The idea of challenging unjust leadership is a motif seen throughout the entire Torah. We 
are reminded of the importance of speaking up as we celebrate many of our holidays and 
festivals: Passover- liberation to freedom. Purim- concealment to revelation, Hanukkah- 
darkness to light. It’s a core Jewish value that speaking up and action take you from narrow 
places to wide open spaces. 

Responding to criticism as a leader also takes courage. “Grace Under Fire” is how our leaders 
respond to what is seen as unjust. Leaders must then decide what to do with that information 
and if it is for the greater good. Throughout Moses’s time as leader, he tried his best to 
represent the Israelites and to learn and grow together as a people. 

When speaking up, we must also do so in a graceful manner, so our leaders do not feel they 
are under fire. Korach was disgruntled and when he approached Moses, he did so by leading 
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an uprising instead of using our imperative leadership skills such as selflessness, empathy, 
and an ability to manage anxiety on your team. 

This unproductive approach was so absurd it left Moses no choice to strike back. Korach 
and his followers were made examples of. They were labeled wicked along with their family 
members and anyone else associated with them. Their punishment? 

	 	“..and	the	earth	opened	its	mouth	and	swallowed	them	up	with	their	households,	all	
Korah’s	people	and	all	their	possessions.”	Numbers	16:34	

What we do and say matters just as much as how we act. Leadership goes in both directions. 
Being a true leader means offering the space so others are able to speak up and, being 
available to listen with grace, compassion, and humility. Korach felt able to speak up, but 
not in a way that was just. He failed to act in the same manner as Moses led, while trying to 
convince others he would be a better leader. When we make the brave choice to stand up to 
leadership, we must make the even braver choice to also act in a way that benefits all those 
around us. We must be part of aiding in the solution, not just criticizing the problem. 

This Shabbat, I hope all of us can ask ourselves “What are the problems we are trying to 
solve, and how can I be part of the solution” not only for the betterment of ourselves, but for 
the advancement of our community.

Shabbat Shalom,
Jillian Manko


