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Rabbi Jonathan Crane 

Parashat Korach 

Desperate Biblical Wives 

 

The surface of this week’s parashah has lots of testosterone gone amuck: 

Korach leads a chutzpadic rebellion and Moses offers a seriously large and 

theologically significant cook-off challenge to prove his rightful place as 

community leader.  And there is Dathan and Abiram who continue their 

seven decades of pestering Moses but do so now with a touch of immaturity 

more common to seven year olds.  And there is Aaron and Eleazor –  always 

cleaning up – this time after the mess of Korach and his ilk being swallowed 

by the earth and consumed by heavenly fire.  And so it goes in the world of 

men. 

 

But life is not all as it seems down Wilderness Lane.  However incredible 

the menfolk may act, more mystery can be found among the women.  For if 

you scratch beneath the surface of Wilderness Lane, you will find women 

who are devious and desperate, brilliant, beautiful and scheming, jealous and 

mournful.  As we shall see, nepotism, seduction, glamour, and power are 

their themes. 
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Welcome to “Desperate Biblical Wives.” 

 

The first scene is with Miriam and Zipporah – the wife of Moses.1  Though 

Zipporah grew up in Midian, she is a Cushite woman, dark and beautiful 

throughout her youth and old age.2  If you recall, two episodes ago Miriam 

and Aaron bickered about her.3  But this complaint was only a pretext for 

their central concern that they, too, were spokespeople for God – not just 

Moses.4  According to R. Simeon – one of the early scriptwriters – Miriam 

and Aaron railed against their brother Moses because they did not separate 

themselves away from their partners when they conveyed God’s will to the 

people, whereas Moses did leave Zipporah to do his job.5 

That complaint aside, it was after Moses was instructed to gather a 

council of 70 elder men of Israel,6 that all Israel lit lamps in their honor and 

rejoiced over their election to this prestigious institution.  When Miriam 

comes back home and sees all the lamps lit, she sidles next to her sister-in-

law Zipporah and asks her what this is all about.   

                                                
1   Exodus 2:21 
2   Yalkut Shimoni, Beholatecha, 737 
3   Numbers 12:1 
4   Numbers 12:2 
5   Avot d’Rabbi Nathan.  1.9.  See also Sifrei Bamidbar, 99; Tanhuma 96.13 – where Zipporah similarly 
says “Oy – their wives!” 
6   Numbers 11:16 
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After hearing Zipporah’s explanation, Miriam says, “How happy these 

men’s wives must be – to see their husbands rise to such authority!”   

Zipporah replies, Au contraire!  Woe to these wives!  For now these 

women will never have sex and from now on they will be barren women!7 

Are Miriam and Zipporah so different?  Perhaps Miriam spoke with 

eye roll and irony: “how happy these men’s wives must be.”  Was Zipporah 

speaking from personal experience – that when a man is given greater 

responsibilities, his wife suffers – at least in the bedroom if nowhere else? 

 

No time to reflect now, as there are no commercial breaks in this ancient 

soap opera.  We roll directly into scene two where this theme of suffering 

because of their menfolk’s success continues with Elisheva, Aaron’s wife.8  

In one day she witnesses 5 simcha’ot: her brother-in-law Moses was 

elevated like a king, her brother Nahshon became like a prince over all other 

rulers, her husband was a Kohen Gadol who wore special costumes and 

stones, her two sons were Deputy High Priests, and Pinhas, her grandson, 

was a kohen appointed for war.9  What nachus!  From one angle she can be 

viewed as the most successful of all women – as no other woman could have 

                                                
7   Yalkut Shimoni, Beholatecha, 737 
8   Exodus 6:23 
9   Leviticus Rabbah 20:2.  These are not called simchaot here but keterim – crowns.  They are called 
simchaot In Kohelet Rabbah 2.2, but Pinchas is missing, so she witnesses only 4.   
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so many relatives in such high offices and with such weighty 

responsibilities.  If anyone wanted something done, they should know to go 

to her and she could get it done through her access to such powerful men.  

Indeed, she could be viewed with envy.  She could rule all Israel, albeit 

behind the scenes, and perhaps she does – as the Torah is virtually silent 

about her.  Or perhaps this situation gives her so much secret pleasure 

because – now don’t tell anyone this – she can put on her husband’s funky 

costume and stone jewelry when no one is watching… 

Yet according to the midrashic script, her nearness to power does not 

protect her against tragedy.  When her sons Nadav and Abihu offer incense 

in a wrong fashion, they are punished brutally and burned to death.  

Immediately, Elizheva’s joy is inverted into sorrow.  She no longer 

experiences joy in this world. 

 

Is she a tragic figure?  Is her mourning honest?  Or is she embedded in the 

precursor to the Kennedy’s – in a family ever embroiled with power and 

pain?   

 

We are not given enough time to reach any conclusion as the camera does 

not linger long on Elisheva’s tears.  It whips around to a Talmudic scene 
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where Korach’s wife pulls him aside from the other rebels and berates him.  

“See,” she says, “See what Moses has done?  He has become king, and he 

appointed his brother to be the High Priest, and his nephew the deputy High 

Priest.  Now, if terumah – a portion of our crops – is brought, Moses says it 

is for the Kohen.  And if tithes are brought, it should go to you because you 

are Levite, but Moses says that 10 percent of it should go to the Kohen, too!  

And, to add insult to injury, Moses shaved all your hair off when you were 

inaugurated into the Levite band!  Moses has made fun of you and treated 

you like dirt, for he was jealous of your gorgeous hair!” 

 Korach, feebly defending himself against this onslaught, says, “But 

Moses also shaved his hair!” 

 She snorts, “Since all the glory belongs to him, it is as if Moses also 

said in the name of Samson, “Let me perish along with the Philistines!”10  

Besides, Moses told you, include in your tzitzit a thread of blue wool.11  

Now, if you think that the thread of blue wool is considered so important and 

a mitzvah, then take garments made entirely of blue wool and clothe yourself 

and all of your colleagues in the yeshivah with them!”12 

                                                
10   Judges 16:30 
11   Numbers 15:38 
12   BT Sanhedrin, 110a. 
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 Korach, bald and scalding with embarrassment, stumbles out of his 

tent and into the streets but no one recognizes him.  So he makes blue 

garments for his compatriots to wear to snub Moses and his silly rules.13   

Was Korach smart enough on his own to do all this or was he merely 

acting on his wife’s instruction?  Was she manipulating him?  Was she 

insecure about her man’s appearance or his reputation or both?   

 

Pressure mounts and the camera swings to the last scene.  Across the 

alleyway is On ben Pelet and his wife.  Initially caught up with the 

excitement of Korach’s resistance to Moses,14 On ben Pelet comes home to 

discuss things with this wife.  Here is their Talmudic scene: 

She says to him, “Why are you joining Korach’s rebellion?  What 

difference will it make for you?  Seriously, no matter who wins, Moses or 

Korach, either way, you will be only a disciple.” 

He replies, “But what can I do?  I was in on their planning sessions 

and I swore that I would join the rebellion!” 

She says to herself, “I know that Korach’s entire assembly are holy 

men, for it says, “All the people in the community are holy, every one of 

                                                
13   See Numbers Rabbah 18.3; Tanhuma, Korah, 4. 
14   Numbers 16:1 
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them”15 – which Rashi understands to mean that they would not do anything 

unholy.”16  Soooo…. 

Turning to her husband, she says, “Stay here, and I will save you!”  

She then plies him with food and wine, so much so that she has to drag him 

and fling him on their bed.  She then goes outside their tent and sits at the 

entrance.  She loosens her hair and, with a fling, lowers it seductively.  

Everyone in Korach’s assembly who comes to fetch On ben Peleth sees her 

there with her lovely locks uncovered, and they turn around and leave.  All 

those people – and not her husband – are swallowed by the earth.17 

 Was On ben Peleth’s wife a miracle-worker or was she working her 

guiles?  Was he just a silly man caught up in the moment’s political fad?  Or 

were they both destined for greater things, things not yet told? 

 

Leaving us clinging to a cliff with so many questions and intrigue, this 

episode reaches its end.  Stayed tuned for the next Desparate Biblical Wives 

when mortality catches up with Miriam, Moses misunderstands divine 

instructions, Aaron climbs his last mountain, and Eve’s snake returns to snap 

at everyone’s heels. 

Shabbat Shalom. 
                                                
15   Numbers 16:3 
16   See Rashi at BT Sanhedrin 109b, s.v., d’kulah k’nista kodishin 
17   BE Sanhedrin 109b-110a. 


