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In his column Covenant & Conversation, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks discusses how 

Jewish sages and scholars have reckoned with the idea of an “argument for the sake of 

Heaven.” While I don’t love Rabbi Sacks’ take on “cancel culture” this week, and usually 

I love his interpretations, I want to focus on this idea of “argument for the sake of 

Heaven,” because it is extraordinarily relevant to our struggles for justice in 2020. Pirke 

Avot Chapter 5 line 17 states: “Every dispute that is for the sake of Heaven, will in the 

end endure; But one that is not for the sake of Heaven, will not endure.” Here, our sages 

contrast two conflicts: the uprising of Korach and his followers as described in this 

week’s parshah, and the debates between Rabbis Hillel and Shammai.  

 

Who was Korach? What was his motive? What does it mean to make an 

argument for the sake of Heaven? We know that Korach was a descendant of Levi, and 

his core followers included 250 Israelite chiefs as well as many descendants of Reuben, 

Jacob’s firstborn son. They felt that it was unfair for Moses, Aaron and his sons to have 

exclusive access to the most sacred parts of life when all of Israel was holy, and they 

accused Moses of raising himself and his family above the congregation. In fact, they 

make a good point. Usually in Torah when we see one child or lineage favored over 



another, especially when that child is not traditionally privileged (as in firstborn status), 

we know trouble is brewing. However, although Korach’s argument may have been valid 

at first glance, even noble perhaps, our sages argue that ultimately it was rejected 

because Korach’s motive was to acquire power for himself and his conspirators and not 

ultimately to bring equality to all of Israel. 

 

In terms of the debates between Hillel and Shammai, Talmudist Menahem Meiri 

elaborates:  

“In their debates, one of them would render a decision and the other would argue 

against it, out of a desire to discover the truth, not out of cantankerousness or a 

wish to prevail over his fellow. An argument not for the sake of Heaven was that 

of Korach and his company, for they came to undermine Moses, our master, may 

he rest in peace, and his position, out of envy and contentiousness and ambition 

for victory.” 

 

In other words, Rabbi Sacks explains, whether an argument is for the sake of 

Heaven or not is dependent on whether the argument is borne out of a desire for truth 

or a desire for victory and power. I would add that sometimes, we need to look below 

the surface to understand which is which. Sometimes arguing for truth looks messy and 

disorganized, and sometimes arguing for power seems innocent and unassuming. 

Sometimes an argument for truth evolves into an argument for power, and vice versa. 

 



How do we know that, if it not were for his own selfish motives, Korach’s 

argument might have been for the sake of Heaven? Let’s consider this week’s Haftorah, 

which is Samuel I Chapter 12, in which Samuel heeds the wishes of the Israelites and 

crowns Saul as king. In this chapter, Samuel recounts to the people how G-d has 

delivered them time and time again. Now that they feel threatened by a king, they are 

demanding their own king, despite the fact that G-d is King. Samuel demonstrates the 

wickedness of this demand but assures the people that, as long as they and their king 

continue to follow G-d, they should not be afraid. From this, we can deduce that the 

centralization of power into one person or lineage is not ultimately G-d’s vision for a 

model society. Although Moses, Aaron and their family have privileged statuses as 

priests, they are not permitted to own land. Therefore, the only truly central power is 

G-d, not a person. 

 

Another good example of an argument for the sake of Heaven are the debates 

between European revolutionary social theorists in the 19th century. In 1848, German 

economists Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels published the short pamphlet, renowned to 

this day, called “The Communist Manifesto.” Marx and Engels posited that history is a 

series of class struggles, and as modes of production change, one class system is done 

away with, another emerges to replace it, and the cycle repeats (Marx 9-10).  However, 

some of their contemporaries argued that a society where the cycle is broken, where no 

classes or private property exist and the workers own the modes of production, was not 

consistent with Marx and Engels’ ten measures to achieve such a society. For example, 



Marx and Engels recommended there be a centralized state power exclusively regulating 

credit and banking, communication, transport, education, and the means of production. 

Everyone must work, the property of emigrants and rebels should be confiscated, and 

the population should somehow be redistributed so agriculture and manufacturing 

coexist to erode the boundary between city and country (Marx 30-31). If the problem is 

immense power in the hands of the few, how would putting immense power in the 

hands of the few be a solution to this endless cycle? What if those in power are so sure 

of their own agenda that the true needs of the people once more go unheard? Mikhail 

Bakunin, Russian philosopher and founder of collectivist Anarchism, argued that 

Marxist political ambitions were clouding the way forward, and the solution would 

involve a negation of political centrality from the united effort of all workers (Bakunin 

6-12).  

 

When we approach Marxism from a critical perspective, we see a striking 

resemblance between Korach and Marx- both men seek to redistribute power in a way 

that they might honestly believe is more equitable to the rest of society, but they do so 

in ways that only serve to shift power to themselves and reproduce the same flawed 

systems of power. On the other hand, Bakunin suggests that the only way to break the 

cycle is by figuring out how to create solidarity among workers in a way that is not 

centralized politically. The Haftorah suggests that a righteous society is ultimately one 

that is ruled by G-d rather than a person or family. Could this be Biblical Anarchism? 

 



 On a more serious note, now in 2020 we are in the midst of dire conditions 

which cannot be ignored. Nearly 200 years ago, Marx and Engels accurately predicted 

that the demise of feudalism and emergence of capitalism would produce two classes: 

the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The bourgeoisie own the modes of production and 

the proletariat must sell their labor for wages in order to survive. By exhausting workers 

with maximal hours and difficult labor and compensating them with minimal wages, 

the bourgeoisie maximize profit and minimize the ability of the proletariat to fight for 

their worth. Therefore, the bourgeoisie will continue to exploit the proletariat until the 

inequality of wealth is so immense that many of those who once thought they were 

bourgeoisie come to realize they too, in fact, are also being exploited at the expense of a 

shrinking elite (Marx 14-19). Today, we cannot deny that power has become so 

consolidated that our democratic process appears to be completely ineffectual. We are 

faced with skyrocketing inequality, leaders who are openly racist and corrupt, a 

pandemic, and an encroaching environmental crisis.  

 

Many of our most oppressed and marginalized communities are demanding an 

end to the systemic violence that has produced all of these conditions, notably with the 

ongoing mass protests for Black Lives Matter. Right now, the primary focus of these 

protests is to address systemic police brutality, and many are calling for the defunding 

or abolishing of police. This idea of decentralizing power from the police to other 

community service workers, such as medics and social workers, is threatening to many 

people. Most Americans who are white or otherwise privileged in the eyes of the law are 



raised to believe that police are there to Protect and Serve, and they cannot imagine that 

for entire communities, that is not usually the case. They cannot imagine the exhaustion 

and anger that is felt by community activists who have spent decade after decade 

fighting for police reform to essentially no avail. At Dor Hadash, our community was 

very lucky in the sense that, in our hour of need, police put their lives on the line to save 

our lives. Unfortunately, many communities do not receive the same level of care and 

service as we did. In fact, many victims of crime from these communities feel they 

cannot call the police at all, because they are afraid police intervention will result in 

their own brutalization or death, or that of another. According to sociologist Michael 

Lipsy: 

[the] study of the ways police interact with other citizens is of primary 

importance for anyone concerned with public policy and the just resolution of 

contemporary urban conflict. Police may be conceived as ‘street level 

bureaucrats’ who ‘represent’ government to people. And at the same time as 

they implement government policies, police forces also help define the terms of 

urban conflict by their actions. The influence of police on political attitudes and 

developments is fundamental because of the unique role of law enforcement 

agencies in enforcing and reinforcing the norms of the system. 

 

In other words, the police are the most direct contact citizens have with the law, 

and the way in which police are interacting with citizens has direct implications about 

the systems they are enforcing. How police deal with conflict bears directly on whether 

that conflict is resolved or escalated. As Jews, we should remember that when white 

supremacists murdered 6 million of our people alongside millions of other marginalized 



people, Nazi officials denied their guilt by insisting “Befehl ist Befehl” or “an order is an 

order.” This is also known as the Nuremberg defense, “I was just following orders.” 

 

In order to make sense of this moment, we must understand which arguments 

are for the sake of Heaven and which are not. We need to understand that Black Lives 

Matter is far, far bigger than an organization. It is an international, decentralized 

movement of people who seek to humanize and end systemic violence against Black 

people. Saying “Black Lives Matter” is not a political statement. It is an argument for 

the sake of Heaven, for it is based in the desire for truth. Therefore, we need to make 

sure we do not make the same mistake as Korach. It is solidarity that is decentralized, 

not despotism and consolidation of power, that will help us develop into the equitable 

society we want to be.  

 

Ultimately, the Biblical structure of power went unchanged until our people were 

exiled and lost the central structure of the Beit HaMikdash. When the Romans 

destroyed the second Beit Hamikdash and we went into galut (exile), we experienced a 

power of decentralized solidarity on a profound level. No longer could we rely on a 

centralized sacred space to conduct our lives, and we had to figure out how to be a 

Jewish diaspora. While in many ways we stayed connected and preserved traditions, in 

many other ways we decentralized and grew into different peoples with unique customs. 

We have certainly taken this way of life to heart at Dor Hadash, where we have 

historically and proudly rejected the idea of traditional rabbinical leadership in favor of 



lay leadership. More recently, we have experienced this phenomenon with Covid-19. 

Together, we have found solidarity in these Zoom meetings despite losing centralized 

access to shared spaces.  

 

Some might read Korach as a lesson not to question authority, but I argue, 

hopefully for the sake of Heaven, that Parshat Korach together with its Haftorah are 

imploring us to question authority. By deferring our own personal desires for power and 

security to the power of G-d, or the Universe, or the People- we act for the sake of 

Heaven.  
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