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TO BALANCE THE EGO
by Rabbi Berel Wein

In the entire biblical narrative of the sojourn of the Jewish people in the desert of Sinai, the tribe of
Levi is not mentioned as being a participant in any of the rebellions and mutinies of the Jewish
people against God and Moshe. The tribe of Levi stood firm in its faith and loyalty during the disaster
of the Golden Calf and rallied to the side of Moshe to stem that tide of idolatry.

In the complaints mounted against Moshe and God about water and food, the tribe of Levi is not to
be found. The tribe of Levi did not participate in the mission of the spies and explorers of the Land of
Israel and there is opinion that it was not included in the decree that that generation would die in the
desert and never see the Land of Israel. Yet this seemingly impeccable record is tarnished by the
events described in this week's parsha.

Here, apparently, the tribe of Levi, through Korach and his supporters, are the leaders of a very
serious rebellion against the authority of Moshe. Moshe himself is a Levite and when he criticizes the
behavior of the tribe of Levi - "is it not enough for you to be the chosen servants of the Lord in your
Levite status that you must insist that you will also be the priestly class of Israel?!" he certainly does
so with heavy heart and great bitterness. In effect he is demanding to know what happened to turn
the holy tribe of Levi into a rebellious group whose punishment would be their being swallowed up
by the earth.

One of my favorite truisms in life is that one is never to underestimate the power of ego. The Great
War of 1914-18 was in a great measure caused and driven by the egotistical whims of some of the
main monarchs of Europe who were then in power. The Talmud records for us that the evil but
potentially great King of Israel, Yeravam ben Nvat, was offered by God, so to speak, to stroll in
Paradise alongside King David and God Himself, again, so to speak.

The Talmud tells us that Yeravam refused the offer because King David would have preference of
place over him on that walk in Heaven. The message and moral that the Talmud means to convey
with this story is how dangerous and tragic an inflated ego can be to one's self and, if one is in a
position of leadership and authority it, may affect others as well.

Korach and the tribe of Levi fall victim to their inflated egos. Their sense of self is now far from reality
and responsibility. One cannot be without ego and self-pride. Yet these attributes must be tempered
by perspective, logic and a sense of loyalty and obedience to the word of God. That, in my opinion. is
the basic lesson of this week's parsha.
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Moshe's overriding sense of modesty diminishes the drive of his own ego and he is able to say
"would that all of God's congregation could join me as prophets." Korach, consumed by his unjustly
inflated ego, destroys himself and many others in his quest for positions that do not belong to him
nor is he worthy of having.

Shabbat shalom
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