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A Drunken

When we read of Korah’s rebellion at the outset of this week’s Torah
portion, a lot of our considerations about this challenge to Moshe
concerns the motivations and reasons behind it, at least in midrashim and
commentaries. Throughout the book of Numbers, we read of a variety of
leadership challenges for Moshe, while here is a direct challenge to his
leadership. Of all the responses he could have provided, he begins with
responding (Num. 16:5):

Come morning, The LORD will YT
make known who is [God’s] and i7WNTIN
who is holy by granting direct AN YITZN NN
access; the one whom [God] has YN NN TN

chosen will be granted access. I"78 277 i2TnY!
This direct challenge setting-up a showdown sounds quite dramatic and
will certainly put an emphatic end to any question on the matter.
However, a question that often goes under considered is why does Moshe
start off by responding “3j712” - “in the morning”? Why not just have their
showdown right then and there? Of course, it may be that they needed
time to fetch their firepans. But could there be anything else?

Eating & Drinking in the Midrash
An insightful midrash suggests that Korah and his followers may have
been eating and drinking (Midrash Tanhuma, Korah 5):

What reason did he have for saying, “In 172 ,qni7 a1 nn

the morning, He will make known?” 2VUTi
Moses said, “Perhaps amidst their NRY ,NYN NN
having a lot of food and drink, they galNalnninlizlal

said this matter.” TN NNYNI

Therefore, he said, “In the morning.” Kl

He said, “Maybe between now and DA, N7

then they will repent.” 127212 NQY NN

Therefore, he said to them “In the 27 .n2Mn 1wy 12

morning, He will make known.” VT2 NN

He said to them, “l have no authority to 71N D7 NN

enter [the tabernacle] now. Even ,IUDY D127 NN

though there is no eating and no 1197 'N¥ 19 7V N

drinking, it is simply because of us , MY N71 DTN N7

[that we are forbidden to enter] as we  1170NW 11722 N7N

have eaten and drank.” A1yl
This is such a fascinating midrash, since it attributes Moshe's answer of "In
the morning" to being on account of drinking, as well as eating. But more
than that, this midrash paints Moshe's concern as a possibility that they
may have had a lot to eat and drink leading up to their approaching him.
Why would he, according to this midrash, have had such a concern?
Perhaps it was on account of their manner of approaching him: perhaps
he thought this was behavior that comes as a result of having had a lot to
drink, as well as a lot to drink. Perhaps through their having gotten
together to eat and drink, they hatched this rebellion. Thus, Moshe’s
response here is owing to his concern of their having been drinking.

However, the midrash does not stop there, as the midrash provides two
further possibilities: the first of which is the possibility that they may
repent by the time morning arrives. Perhaps, Moshe thinks, they just need
to sleep off this drinking (and eating) and come back not only well-rested,
but clear-minded, resulting in their repenting for such seditious behavior.

Rebellion?

The final piece of this
midrash is the
mention of drinking,
once again, as well as
eating. In this
section, the midrash
positions Moshe as
having drank, as well
as eaten, so hel
mentions why he and
Aaron can't bring
their offerings now,
whereas the morning o

would provide them with a clean slate, as drinking goes, since they can't
bring offerings under the influence (cf. Lev. 10:9).

Rashi’s Read: Time of Drunkenness
While Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki (1040-1105) is known for his summarizing of
midrashim in his commentary to the Torah (acronymically known as Rashi),
what he does with this midrash is interesting (072 0" T ,/N:7”0 12TN2 7V "N

VTI): "Now is a time of drunkenness for us and it N0 TN Ny NNY
is not appropriate to appear before Him." NININ7 1D N71117
But his real intention in postponing the 11197
matter was that perhaps they might NINT7 420N N NNl
reconsider [their opposition]. DN2NTN! NNY

Instead of directly quoting the midrash about eating and drinking, Rashi
writes about the inappropriateness of appearing before God now that it is
the time of day when drunkenness occurs for Moshe and seemingly
everyone else. While the midrash mentioned nothing about drunkenness,
Rashi transforms this third answer in the midrash to being about this time
of day being that of when they usually get drunk. This is sort of like the
third response in the midrash, although not quite. We also read of the
second response in the midrash, although it seems to be Rashi's ultimate
answer - that the concern of the time of drunkenness was really just a
response to push off the showdown until the morning to get them to sleep
off their proposed rebellion.

While it is not clear in Rashi’s description whether Moshe saw these
members of the rebellion as noticeably intoxicated, slightly intoxicated, or
not even noticeably intoxicated [but simply it was the hour of
intoxication], it is possible to consider this depiction as urging these
hundreds of leaders to sleep off the booze. This sleeping off of liquid
courage would not only diminish their drunken excitement, but also
stepping away from being swept up in all of the political excitement being
around over two hundred other guys in a mob mentality.

Interpreting Rashi: Not Actually Drunk
What does Rashi’s description of the rebellion taking place at a time of day
when drunkenness would commonly occur mean? Rabbi Elijah Mizrahi
(1455-1526) took up a response (NIN>¥ NV NNV 1”7 ,/N:1”0 127N ,'NTN):

An explanation of drunkenness is that the ninoY wino
disagreement was in the manner of "those T 7V ni7nnn
who are drunk, but not with wine" (Is. 51:21). 1"n N7 el

{continued on next page}
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{continued from
Rabbi Mizrahi clearly does not consider them to have actually been
drunk, in his reading of Rashi’s commentary, just that they seemed to
have appeared to be drunk, just not from wine. Rabbi Shabbethai ben
Joseph Bass (1641-1718) seemed to have been influenced by Rabbi
Mizrahi, who also liked this idea of quoting this Isaiah verse (,0'no>n Moy
NMNJW NV NNy 0”T,'N:1"0 12TN1). Would they have been drunk from another
beverage (cf. Rashi to Is. 51:21), or would they merely appear as if they
were drunk, but not that they had been drinking? Perhaps these
commentators did not want to consider the rebels or Moshe & Aaron as
having regularly gotten drunk at this hour?

Not Not Drinking: Response to the Not-Drinking View
Responding to Rabbi Mizrahi’s suggestion that they didn’t drink was Rabbi
Judah Loew ben Bezalel (1512-1609), who wrote (,/n:7"0 12T 7V NN N
NNdY NV NNy n”71):

Rabbi Eliyahu Mizrahi interpreted it as
"intoxication of controversy", similar to
the verse "drunk, but not with wine"
(Isaiah 51:21), but this is an incorrect
explanation, because the phrase "time of
intoxication" means that everyone had
already eaten their meal, and there is
concern that someone might have drunk
a quarter-log of wine, and therefore it is
inappropriate to appear before him; thus,
itis called "time of intoxication".
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And Moshe did not say "You are drunk",
but rather that the time was one of
intoxication—since it is customary for
people who have eaten and drunk to be
drunk.
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And since he was troubled by the
question of why it mattered whether the
wicked entered while intoxicated or not,
and would thereby be liable to death (cf.
Leviticus 10:9), why Moses was so
insistent about it—one cannot say that
Moses and Aaron were preventing them
for their own sake, for that is not
reasonable. After all, Aaron was required
to bring the afternoon offering (Exodus ninw) 0N 1Y
29:41), and that offering had not yet been  n'i N71"7u1,(Nn ,0D
brought. For if the afternoon offering had 1277 277 n'n ONT , 207
already been brought, it would obviously NO'wO - D7VN 27w
be forbidden to offer anything afterward, 12T DIW 2N7NT7 'NY
since nothing is brought after the 121277 INNT,INNN
afternoon offering (Rashi on Leviticus 11j7 12T ' N7 DVN
6:5). And all the more so Moses, who had ~ ‘7an1.(n I N7 1"RN)
the Divine Presence speaking with him nNNY nwn DY
constantly—it is inconceivable that he , TN 1INV 127N N1Dwn
drank a quarter-log of wine. YN NN N7

Rather, one must conclude that Moses’

intent was only to push them off— 77 NN 7w main

perhaps they would repent. NN 7IN,ONINTT
While Rabbi Loew wrote about details concerning the need for sobriety
and timing in bringing offerings, he understood Rashi as describing the
possibility of these rebels having had the minimal amount of wine to
disqualify them from bringing offerings, thus, pushing off the firepan
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showdown to the morning in order that they become eligible to do so at
that time, in order to sleep off any wine they may have consumed. Rabbi
Loew pulls off a fascinating dance: both offering a minimal perspective
of wine-consumption for them to be considered within the time of
drunkenness, but also possibly actually getting drunk. In this way, Rabbi
Loew offers two possibilities for understanding Rashi's comment. Either
way, he is clearly rejects Rabbi Mizrahi’s suggestion that they didn’t
actually drink.

Categorical Rescheduling
In a similar fashion to Rabbi Loew, Rabbi David Pardo (1719-1792)
considered Rashi’s words closely, considering his description as being
the time of drunkenness (VTI'" 172 0”7 ,/N:1”0 12N, TIT7 '70WN):

Which is to say that even if you say that that IMNNN 17'9N NI72
they were not drunk, nevertheless, that time n”n DnPW DNN 'NY
was a time of drunkenness, and they did not NiNdY Ny nnxva nun
differentiate, as they said broadly, that the  "nNTD 77N7 NI NN
rabbis did not distinguish, and, as we find 172712179 N7 NQ7V2
regarding raising of the hands, it is not done ‘IN'®] 120 JNDWNTDI
at minhah, since it is a time of drunkenness.  nNnNaN2>"1)'N¥ 0'9D
And even Yom Kippur, where there is no I7'9N1 NINDY DVLN
drunkenness, even for this prayer service, NINdY NJ'7723"NN1
they did not have the raising of the hands, D''oNl 179 N7 N"9N
since they did not differentiate. And Rashi 112NN AN RN
concludes that he meant to push off, since NNNN 97T DNINT7
the truth was that it was permitted in the INWT7n1 MW NN
Mikdash or the tabernacle, since they offered(anjn 'n NnT1pwNa
the daily offering and the incense in the 12 MR TANN
afternoon. Nevertheless, Korah accepted  n7j7 '72'y7 n"ni .0nwn
Moses’ words and did not realize that it was ITY W N71 1127
merely a deferment, because he thought 197 NN'7V2 N'NT
perhaps there is a distinction to be made 77N7 v NN7T 2WNY
between the priests, who were already 72D 1INT 0'1N0N )12
designated and would not drink wine atall, 1" D'mi¥ I'n N71'Waj7
and these men, for whom this was the first ovo 1Y INTT17'770
time and who had not yet been prohibited  MON1 N7 DN7 NAIWNN
from drinking wine. Therefore, there was 72711" NITRN TV
reason to issue a decree regarding them. 1N21'N7. NO'N
In Rabbi Pardo’s description, we have no idea if any of these rebels
drank at all, but he understood Rashi as considering Moshe’s
exhortation to return in the morning to simply be on account of that
time of day when they may have been drinking.

Conclusion
Moshe’s response to Korah and his followers to return in the morning,
according to a midrash, was due to their possibly having been riled up
through a lot of eating and drinking, which Rashi developed into
Moshe’s concern that it was a time of drunkenness, so he urged them
to sleep it off and potentially reconsider. Commentators on Rashi did
not want to consider that this rebellion was fuelled or catalyzed by
actual drinking or even drunkenness, with some even creatively re-
reading this as simply anger, rather than actual drinking. While some
commentators allowed for the possibility of drinking, that may have
been more out of a concern for offering under the influence, which
was prohibited. While none of them considered Rashi as depicting the
scene as a drunken, enraged mob, it, nevertheless, seems an
interesting possibility. Nevertheless, Moshe’s direction to the
rebellion to return in the morning, according to Rashi, was to sleep off
any possible alcohol they may have consumed and to potentially
reconsider their demands. L’chaim Y
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