“NO ROOM, NO ROOM FOR YOU”

by Rabbi David Algaze
“And they gathered themselves against Moses and Aaron and said to them: ‘You arrogate too much to yourselves, for the whole community—every one of them—is holy and G-d in among them. And why do you raise yourselves above the congregation of G-d?’” (Bamidbar 16:3)

Polemics, negative thoughts, conflicts and controversy always appear in moments of stress, whether financial, physical or spiritual. When societies, institutions or homes experience economic hardships, then divisions (mahloket) and fights rear their ugly head. In the desert, as the people lost their chance to enter the Land, many discomforting thoughts and events rock the nation. After the event of the Spies, the opposition finds a new cause in protesting Moses’ power and leadership position. 

The Torah dedicates a large portion to the story because of the severity of this disease with its poisonous and destructive energy. Divisions sometimes adopt a semblance of reasonableness and even good intentions and this makes their lethal effect more difficult to detect. Such was the controversy of Korach. He cloaks himself in the guise of a fighter for the “common good” as if he had no personal ambitions of his own and was only acting for the benefit of the nation.  Moses’ unforgiving reaction to this campaign was due to the invisible evil inherent in it.  Our Rabbis unmask the “divider”—the person who sows dissension and anger—to reveal that his motives are not as pure as he pretends. Envy, desire for power, deep-seated anger and resentment—these are the real causes of the campaign. 

It was this negative trait, deep inside his heart, that impelled him to create the mahloket. He influenced his community to raise voices of complaint as if representing a quest for justice and social good, while in reality beneath the surface lurked his malignant character and dark motives. Korach’s name has therefore become synonymous with all who disturb the peace, who create conflicts and increase anger and ill feelings in a community. Sadly, the Jewish community has often been victimized by such phenomena and odious personalities. The end of Korach is a warning to all who so disrupt the peace of a community: they end up swallowed by the very negative feelings they produce. The Midrash says, “See how egregious is the mahloket that anyone who has a part in it causes his name to be obliterated!” (Bamidbar Rabba 18) People should justly run away from such conflicts; yet they sadly continue to be attracted to them in every community and in every period. 

Divisions and controversies sometimes bring together people with vastly different agendas. The Rabbis explain the phrase, concerning the mahloket of “Korach and his congregation” why it does not say “Korach and Moses” because indeed there was a separation even between Korach and his conspirators.  The sole unifying factor was their opposition to Moses. The author of the “Shaare Simcha” who was a grandson of R. Moses Sofer explains that the opposition was not united in their aims. Each group had a different reason for their anger at Moses and a different goal. Yet they fused because of their common hatred of Moses and Aaron. They had no common agenda except their bitterness and they exploited the temporary unpopularity of Moses to strike. This was not a discussion to serve some lofty goals but rather it was a controversy based completely on negative feelings. The only argument was to oppose, to criticize. This type of division is the most destructive and vicious. 
The message of this story is to warn against the presence in our midst of any negative feelings. In Alice in Wonderland,  Lewis Carroll writes  in a certain scene “‘No room! No room!' they cried out when they saw Alice coming.”  This is a good sentence for us to pronounce in certain situations. When the force of ugly feelings wishes to invade our hearts, we too must say to these emotions, “No room, no room for you.”  Negative emotions destroy our lives, our homes, our synagogues and our world. To build better places, we must banish these negative traits and bad attitudes and cultivate positive thinking and good attitudes in every situation. 
No situation demands a negative reaction. We can always make a choice. Every situation is a choice. We can choose how we react to situations, whether in anger or sympathy, with envy or graciousness.  When something bad happens to us, we can choose to feel like a victim and complain or decide to learn something from it and appreciate it. We can choose to be in a good mood or a bad mood. We can choose to be happy. As someone wrote, “Happiness is a journey, not a destination.” Thus, negative feelings inside of us are not something that happens to us, but rather the result of a decision we have made. 
Korach and his children represent those who choose to be in a bad mood, who nurse anger deep in their hearts and display it in “just” causes. The sign of their insincerity is the resulting anger and mahloket they sow in a community. Moses counsels the people of Israel about Korach and the angry conspirators, “Turn away from near the tents of these wicked men and touch nothing of all that belongs to them” (Bamidbar 16:26). In the same vein, we need to declare to these feelings when they come up in our hearts, as well as to the people who negotiate in them, “No room, no room for you.” To run away from negative feelings and to choose positive traits is always our choice. 
