The reading chosen for the haftarah of a particular Parasha is usually one which
parallels, extends and reinforces its salient themes, and this week's haftarah follows that structure. There are indeed many parallels between the stories. However, there are also a number
of contrasts between them, leaving the reader in ambiguity and no small perplexity about the
conclusions to be drawn. At first glance, it would seem that the parallel is between Moses and
Samuel, both prophets who exert a Divinely-ordained spiritual leadership, and both of whose
leadership is challenged. In the end, both rebellions are quieted and the prophet's authority is
restored. The rebellion against the prophet's leadership is considered a rebellion against G-d.
Both rebellions are seen as a usurping by the people of an authority which properly accrues to
God and His prophetic servant. The people assert that they ought to be able to name their own
leader.
But the rebellion of Korah seems to be a rebellion of the people against the centralized prophetic priestly and political authority of the brothers Moses and Aaron. The
"rebellion" of the people in the Prophet Samuel's time consists in their wanting to have a king,
a separate political/military leader, apart from Samuel, who at that point had combined prophetic and priestly authority (perhaps due to the corruption of the priesthood of his day) and
was the successor to the Judges' political leadership. They don’t really want to depose Samuel, but want him to confirm their choice of Saul as king.
Korah's rebellion is decisively put down, and, after that climactic rebellion, Moses' authority
is finally firmly established. The Samuel story, on the other hand, is all about Samuel conceding, however reluctantly, to anoint Saul as the first Israelite king. Samuel concedes political power to the people, at the same time that he retains spiritual leadership. Samuel does so
even though, in his concessionary speech, he says that the political/military authority of kingship leads to idolatry and straying from the rule of God and His Law. In conceding the people
a king, Samuel insists that the king's power and authority is not his own, but properly belongs
to God and the people. And indeed, in later stories, Samuel effectively deposes Saul. No such
caveats, by contrast, are placed upon Moses' authority.
Samuel emerges as the more populist leader: He concedes power to the people even
when the people want to express that power in a form of government he doesn't like and
which he feels is likely to usurp more power from both the people and from God. No wonder
that Rashi on our parasha says that the Prophet Samuel is a descendant of Korah! Samuel
even earlier had abjured military/political power, finding young heroes like Saul and David to
lead the people in battle rather than leading the people into battle himself as Moses, Joshua,
and the Judges had. Korah’s basic concerns, then, that political authority should belong to the
people as a whole, that they should not arbitrarily be tyrannized, that political and spiritual
authority needs to be Divinely justified and exercised justly, fairly, and only with just cause –
all these concerns are, indeed, justified. This is, perhaps, why Moses in the Torah goes to
such lengths to refute Korah’s claims: It must be demonstrated, once and for all, that Moses’
and Aaron’s assumption of spiritual, priestly, and political power are fully justified.
All of this seems to show, then, how complex the Torah’s view of leadership is. Our
American system of government attempted to incorporate elements of that complexity in its
splitting of branches of leadership, church from state and branches of state from each other,
and various systems of checks and balances. Political leadership is not justified unless it is
endowed with spirit. But dovetailing spiritual and practical leadership together as well as
getting the acquiescence, consent, and finally allegiance of the people is quite tricky, and
requires great skills as well as a Divine spirit and Divine gifts. Every leader, every judge, over
another human being, is, in a sense, taking on an authority due properly only to God, since
each of us is made in the Divine Image. Human leadership must, then, live up to Divine ideals, and must be scrutinized in accordance with them. Korah’s concerns, then, if not his rebellion, are ultimately justified.






